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Doyle, Sir Arthur Conan

Biographie

1859

 22. Mai:  Arthur Conan Doyle wird in Edinburgh geboren. 

1868

Er besucht in Hodder die private Vorbereitungsschule für Stonyhurst. 

1870

Er tritt in Stonyhurst ein, eine von Jesuiten geleitete katholische Schule. 

1875

Er macht seinen Abschluss in Stonyhurst und besucht für ein Jahr eine Jesuitenschule in Österreich. 

1876

Er nimmt ein Medizinstudium an der Edinburgh University auf, wo er Dr. Joseph Bell kennelernt. 

1879

Er veröffentlicht seine ersten Erzählungen. 
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1880

Er reist als Schiffsarzt auf einem Walfänger in die Antarktis. 

1881

Er macht seinen Bachelor in Medizin an der Edinburgh University. Er reist als Schiffsarzt auf einem Lastschiff nach Westafrika. 

1882

Doyle arbeitet als Mitarbeiter einer Arztpraxis in Plymouth; dann eröffnet er seine eigene Praxis in Southsea. 

1885

Er heiratet Louise Hawkins. 

1887

»A Study in Scarlet« (»Eine Studie in Scharlachrot«). 

1889

Tochter Mary Louise wird geboren. 

»The Sign of Four« (»Im Zeichen der Vier«). 

1890

Die historische Romanze »The White Company« erscheint. 
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1891

Doyle studiert Augenheilkunde in Wien. Er eröffnet eine Praxis als Augenarzt in London, gibt aber seine medizinische Laufbahn zugunsten seiner schriftstelle-rischen Karriere bald auf. 

Die ersten sechs Sherlock Holmes Erzählungen werden im »Strand Magazine« veröffentlicht. 

1892

Sohn Alleyne Kingsley wird geboren. 

»The Adventures of Sherlock Holmes« (»Die Abenteuer des Sherlock Holmes«). 

1893

Seine Frau, Louise Doyle, erkrankt an Tuberkulose. 

In der Erzählung »The Final Problem« (»Das letzte Problem«) stirbt Sherlock Holmes. 

1894

»The Memoirs of Sherlock Holmes« (»Die Memoiren des Sherlock Holmes«). 

Doyle macht seine erste Vortragsreise in Amerika, die ein Erfolg wird. 

1897

Er verliebt sich in Jean Leckie. 
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1900

 Februar bis Juli:  Er nimmt in Südafrika am Burenkrieg teil, wo er als Arzt in einem Lazarett dient. 

»The Great Boer War«. 

1902

Dolye wird wegen seiner Verdienste im Burenkrieg in den Adelsstand erhoben. 

»The War in South Africa: Its Causes and Conduct«. 

»The Hound of the Baskervilles« (»Der Hund der Baskervilles«). 

1903

Doyle lässt Sherlock Holmes in der 1894 spielenden Erzählung »The Adventure of the Empty House«

(»Das leere Haus«) zurückkehren. 

1905

»The Return of Sherlock Holmes« (»Die Rückkehr des Sherlock Holmes«). 

1906

Louise Doyle stirbt. 

Doyle startet eine Kampagne gegen einen Irrtum der britischen Justiz im Fall George Edalji. 

»Sir Nigel« erscheint. 
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1907

Er heiratet Jean Leckie. 

»Through the Magic Door«. 

1909

»The Crime of the Congo« erscheint, eine Denkschrift über belgische Übergriffe in Afrika. 

Sohn Denis wird geboren. 

1910

Er startet eine Kampagne für Oscar Slater, der zu Unrecht wegen Mordes angeklagt und verurteilt wurde. 

Sohn Malcolm Adrian wird geboren. 

1912

»The Lost World«. 

Tochter Jean (»Dilly«) wird geboren. 

1915

»The Valley of Fear« (»Das Tal der Angst«). 

1916

Doyle bekennt sich zum Spiritismus. 

1917

»His Last Bow« (»Seine Abschiedsvorstellung«). 
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1918

»The New Revelation« erscheint, Doyles erstes Buch über Spiritismus. 

1921

Doyles Mutter stirbt. 

1922

»The Coming of the Fairies«. 

1924

»Memories and Adventures«. 

1927

»The Case-Book of Sherlock Holmes« (»Sherlock Holmes Buch der Fälle«). 

1930

 7. Juli:  Sir Arthur Conan Doyle stirbt in Windles-ham, Sussex. 
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Novels

Sir Arthur Conan Doyle

Novels

• A Study in Scarlet

 First published serially in: »Beeton's Christmas Annual«, 1887. First book editions: London (Ward, Lock & Co.) 1888, and New York (J.B.Lippincott Co.) 1890. 

• The Sign of Four

 First published serially in: »Lippincott's Magazine« February 1890. First book editions: London (Spencer Blackett) 1890, and New Yorck (P.F. Collier) 1891. 

• The Hound of the Baskervilles

 First published serially in: »Strand Magazine«, August 1901 through April 1902. First book editions: London (George Newnes) 1902, and New York (McClure, Phillips & Co.) 1902. 

• The Valley of Fear

 A

 First

 rthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes published serially in: »The Strand Maga-17

Novels

 zine«, September 1914 to May 1915. First book editions: London (Smith, Elder & Co.), and New Yorck (George H. Doran Co., 1915. 
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A Study in Scarlet

Doyle-SH

Sir Arthur Conan Doyle

A Study in Scarlet
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Doyle-SH, 3

Part I

Being a Reprint from the Reminiscences of John H. Watson, M.D., Late of the Army Medical Department



Chapter I

Mr. Sherlock Holmes


In the year 1878 I took my degree of Doctor of Medicine of the University of London, and proceeded to Netley to go through the course prescribed for surgeons in the Army. Having completed my studies there, I was duly attached to the Fifth Northumberland Fusiliers as assistant surgeon. The regiment was stationed in India at the time, and before I could join it, the second Afghan war had broken out. On landing at Bombay, I learned that my corps had advanced through the passes, and was already deep in the enemy's country. I followed, however, with many other officers who were in the same situation as myself, and succeeded in reaching Candahar in safety, where I found my regiment, and at once entered upon my new duties. 

The
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1. Mr. Sherlock Holmes

Doyle-SH, 4

many, but for me it had nothing but misfortune and disaster. I was removed from my brigade and attached to the Berkshires, with whom I served at the fatal battle of Maiwand. There I was struck on the shoulder by a Jezail bullet, which shattered the bone and grazed the subclavian artery. I should have fallen into the hands of the murderous Ghazis had it not been for the devotion and courage shown by Murray, my orderly, who threw me across a pack-horse, and succeeded in bringing me safely to the British lines. 

Worn with pain, and weak from the prolonged hardships which I had undergone, I was removed, with a great train of wounded sufferers, to the base hospital at Peshawur. Here I rallied, and had already improved so far as to be able to walk about the wards, and even to bask a little upon the veranda, when I was struck down by enteric fever, that curse of our Indian possessions. For months my life was despaired of, and when at last I came to myself and became convalescent, I was so weak and emaciated that a medical board determined that not a day should be lost in sending me back to England. I was despatched, accordingly, in the troopship  Orontes,  and landed a month later on Portsmouth jetty, with my health irretrievably ruined, but with permission from a paternal government to spend the next nine months in attempting to improve it. 
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I had neither kith nor kin in England, and was therefore as free as air – or as free as an income of eleven shillings and sixpence a day will permit a man to be. 

Under such circumstances I naturally gravitated to London, that great cesspool into which all the loungers and idlers of the Empire are irresistibly drained. There I stayed for some time at a private hotel in the Strand, leading a comfortless, meaningless existence, and spending such money as I had, considerably more freely than I ought. So alarming did the state of my finances become, that I soon realized that I must either leave the metropolis and rusticate somewhere in the country, or that I must make a complete alteration in my style of living. Choosing the latter alternative, I began by making up my mind to leave the hotel, and take up my quarters in some less pretentious and less expensive domicile. 

On the very day that I had come to this conclusion, I was standing at the Criterion Bar, when someone tapped me on the shoulder, and turning round I recognized young Stamford, who had been a dresser under me at Bart's. The sight of a friendly face in the great wilderness of London is a pleasant thing indeed to a lonely man. In old days Stamford had never been a particular crony of mine, but now I hailed him with enthusiasm, and he, in his turn, appeared to be delighted to see me. In the exuberance of my joy, I asked Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 22
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him to lunch with me at the Holborn, and we started off together in a hansom. 

»Whatever have you been doing with yourself, Watson?« he asked in undisguised wonder, as we rattled through the crowded London streets. »You are as thin as a lath and as brown as a nut.«

I gave him a short sketch of my adventures, and had hardly concluded it by the time that we reached our destination. 

»Poor devil!« he said, commiseratingly, after he had listened to my misfortunes. »What are you up to now?«

»Looking for lodgings,« I answered. »Trying to solve the problem as to whether it is possible to get comfortable rooms at a reasonable price.«

»That's a strange thing,« remarked my companion; 

»you are the second man to-day that has used that expression to me.«

»And who was the first?« I asked. 

»A fellow who is working at the chemical laboratory up at the hospital. He was bemoaning himself this morning because he could not get someone to go halves with him in some nice rooms which he had found, and which were too much for his purse.«

»By Jove!« I cried; »if he really wants someone to share the rooms and the expense, I am the very man for him. I should prefer having a partner to being Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 23
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alone.«

Young Stamford looked rather strangely at me over his wineglass. »You don't know Sherlock Holmes yet,« he said; »perhaps you would not care for him as a constant companion.«

»Why, what is there against him?«

»Oh, I didn't say there was anything against him. 

He is a little queer In his ideas – an enthusiast in some branches of science. As far as I know he is a decent fellow enough.«

»A medical student, I suppose?« said I. 

»No – I have no idea what he intends to go in for. I believe he is well up in anatomy, and he is a first-class chemist; but, as far as I know, he has never taken out any systematic medical classes. His studies are very desultory and eccentric, but he has amassed a lot of out-of-the-way knowledge which would astonish his professors.«

»Did you never ask him what he was going in for?«

I asked. 

»No; he is not a man that it is easy to draw out, though he can be communicative enough when the fancy seizes him.«

»I should like to meet him,« I said. »If I am to lodge with anyone, I should prefer a man of studious and quiet habits. I am not strong enough yet to stand much noise or excitement. I had enough of both in Af-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 24
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ghanistan to last me for the remainder of my natural existence. How could I meet this friend of yours?«

»He is sure to be at the laboratory,« returned my companion. »He either avoids the place for weeks, or else he works there from morning till night. If you like, we will drive round together after luncheon.«

»Certainly,« I answered, and the conversation drifted away into other channels. 

As we made our way to the hospital after leaving the Holborn, Stamford gave me a few more particulars about the gentleman whom I proposed to take as a fellow-lodger. 

»You mustn't blame me if you don't get on with him,« he said; »I know nothing more of him than I have learned from meeting him occasionally in the laboratory. You proposed this arrangement, so you must not hold me responsible.«

»If we don't get on it will be easy to part company,« I answered. »It seems to me, Stamford,« I added, looking hard at my companion, »that you have some reason for washing your hands of the matter. Is this fellow's temper so formidable, or what is it? Don't be mealy mouthed about it.«

»It is not easy to express the inexpressible,« he answered with a laugh. »Holmes is a little too scientific for my tastes – it approaches to cold-bloodedness. 

I could imagine his giving a friend a little pinch of the Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 25
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latest vegetable alkaloid, not out of malevolence, you understand, but simply out of a spirit of inquiry in order to have an accurate idea of the effects. To do him justice, I think that he would take it himself with the same readiness. He appears to have a passion for definite and exact knowledge.«

»Very right too.«

»Yes, but it may be pushed to excess. When it comes to beating the subjects in the dissecting-rooms with a stick, it is certainly taking rather a bizarre shape.«

»Beating the subjects!«

»Yes, to verify how far bruises may be produced after death. I saw him at it with my own eyes.«

»And yet you say he is not a medical student?«

»No. Heaven knows what the objects of his studies are. But here we are, and you must form your own impressions about him.« As he spoke, we turned down a narrow lane and passed through a small side-door, which opened into a wing of the great hospital. It was familiar ground to me, and I needed no guiding as we ascended the bleak stone staircase and made our way down the long corridor with its vista of whitewashed wall and dun-coloured doors. Near the farther end a low arched passage branched away from it and led to the chemical laboratory. 

This was a lofty chamber, lined and littered with Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 26
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countless bottles. Broad, low tables were scattered about, which bristled with retorts, test-tubes, and little Bunsen lamps, with their blue flickering flames There was only one student in the room, who was bending over a distant table absorbed in his work. At the sound of our steps he glanced round and sprang to his feet with a cry of pleasure. »I've found it! I've found it,« he shouted to my companion, running towards us with a test-tube in his hand. »I have found a re-agent which is precipitated by hæmoglobin, and by nothing else.« Had he discovered a gold mine, greater delight could not have shone upon his features. 

»Dr. Watson, Mr. Sherlock Holmes,« said Stamford, introducing us. 

»How are you?« he said cordially, gripping my hand with a strength for which I should hardly have given him credit. »You have been in Afghanistan, I perceive.«

»How on earth did you know that?« I asked in astonishment. 

»Never mind,« said he, chuckling to himself. »The question now is about hæmoglobin. No doubt you see the significance of this discovery of mine?«

»It is interesting, chemically, no doubt,« I answered, »but practically ––«

»Why, man, it is the most practical medico-legal discovery for years. Don't you see that it gives us an Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 27
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infallible test for blood stains? Come over here now!«

He seized me by the coat-sleeve in his eagerness, and drew me over to the table at which he had been working. »Let us have some fresh blood,« he said, digging a long bodkin into his finger, and drawing off the resulting drop of blood in a chemical pipette. »Now, I add this small quantity of blood to a litre of water. 

You perceive that the resulting mixture has the appearance of pure water. The proportion of blood cannot be more than one in a million. I have no doubt, however, that we shall be able to obtain the characteristic reaction.« As he spoke, he threw into the vessel a few white crystals, and then added some drops of a transparent fluid. In an instant the contents assumed a dull mahogany colour, and a brownish dust was precipitated to the bottom of the glass jar. 

»Ha! ha!« he cried, clapping his hands, and looking as delighted as a child with a new toy. »What do you think of that?«

»It seems to be a very delicate test,« I remarked. 

»Beautiful! beautiful! The old guaiacum test was very clumsy and uncertain. So is the microscopic examination for blood corpuscles. The latter is valueless if the stains are a few hours old. Now, this appears to act as well whether the blood is old or new. Had this' 

test been invented, there are hundreds of men now walking the earth who would long ago have paid the Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 28
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penalty of their crimes.«

»Indeed!« I murmured. 

»Criminal cases are continually hinging upon that one point. A man is suspected of a crime months perhaps after it has been committed. His linen or clothes are examined and brownish stains discovered upon them. Are they blood stains, or mud stains, or rust stains, or fruit stains, or what are they? That is a question which has puzzled many an expert, and why? 

Because there was no reliable test. Now we have the Sherlock Holmes's test, and there will no longer be any difficulty.«

His eyes fairly glittered as he spoke, and he put his hand over his heart and bowed as if to some applauding crowd conjured up by his imagination. 

»You are to be congratulated,« I remarked, considerably surprised at his enthusiasm. 

»There was the case of Von Bischoff at Frankfort last year. He would certainly have been hung had this test been in existence. Then there was Mason of Bradford, and the notorious Muller, and Lefevre of Montpellier, and Samson of New Orleans. I could name a score of cases in which it would have been decisive.«

»You seem to be a walking calendar of crime,«

said Stamford with a laugh. »You might start a paper on those lines. Call it the ›Police News of the Past.‹«

»Very interesting reading it might be made, too,«
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remarked Sherlock Holmes, sticking a small piece of plaster over the prick on his finger. »I have to be careful,« he continued, turning to me with a smile, »for I dabble with poisons a good deal.« He held out his hand as he spoke, and I noticed that it was all mottled over with similar pieces of plaster, and discoloured with strong acids. 

»We came here on business,« said Stamford, sitting down on a high three-legged stool, and pushing another one in my direction with his foot. »My friend here wants to take diggings; and as you were complaining that you could get no one to go halves with you, I thought that I had better bring you together.«

Sherlock Holmes seemed delighted at the idea of sharing his rooms with me. »I have my eye on a suite in Baker Street,« he said, »which would suit us down to the ground. You don't mind the smell of strong tobacco, I hope?«

»I always smoke ›ship's‹ myself,« I answered. 

»That's good enough. I generally have chemicals about, and occasionally do experiments. Would that annoy you?«

»By no means.«

»Let me see – what are my other shortcomings? I get in the dumps at times, and don't open my mouth for days on end. You must not think I am sulky when I do that. Just let me alone, and I'll soon be right. 
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What have you to confess now? It's just as well for two fellows to know the worst of one another before they begin to live together.«

I laughed at this cross-examination. »I keep a bull pup,« I said, »and I object to rows because my nerves are shaken, and I get up at all sorts of ungodly hours, and I am extremely lazy. I have another set of vices when I'm well, but those are the principal ones at present.«

»Do you include violin playing in your category of rows?« he asked, anxiously. 

»It depends on the player,« I answered. »A well-played violin is a treat for the gods – a badly played one ––«

»Oh, that's all right,« he cried, with a merry laugh. 

»I think we may consider the thing as settled-that is, if the rooms are agreeable to you.«

»When shall we see them?«

»Call for me here at noon to-morrow, and we'll go together and settle everything,« he answered. 

»All right – noon exactly,« said I, shaking his hand. 

We left him working among his chemicals, and we walked together towards my hotel. 

»By the way,« I asked suddenly, stopping and turning upon Stamford, »how the deuce did he know that I had come from Afghanistan?«
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My companion smiled an enigmatical smile. 

»That's just his little peculiarity,« he said. »A good many people have wanted to know how he finds things out.«

»Oh! a mystery is it?« I cried, rubbing my hands. 

»This is very piquant. I am much obliged to you for bringing us together. ›The proper study of mankind is man, you know.«

»You must study him, then,« Stamford said, as he bade me goodbye. »You'll find him a knotty problem, though. I'll wager he learns more about you than you about him. Good-bye.«

»Good-bye,« I answered, and strolled on to my hotel, considerably interested in my new acquaintance. 
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Chapter II

The Science of Deduction


We met next day as he had arranged, and inspected the rooms at No. 221 B, Baker Street, of which he had spoken at our meeting. They consisted of a couple of comfortable bedrooms and a single large airy sitting-room, cheerfully furnished, and illuminated by two broad windows. So desirable in every way were the apartments, and so moderate did the terms seem when divided between us, that the bargain was concluded upon the spot, and we at once entered into possession. That very evening I moved my things round from the hotel, and on the following morning Sherlock Holmes followed me with several boxes and portmanteaus. For a day or two we were busily employed in unpacking and laying out our property to the best advantage. That done, we gradually began to settle down and to accommodate ourselves to our new surroundings. 

Holmes was certainly not a difficult man to live with. He was quiet in his ways, and his habits were regular. It was rare for him to be up after ten at night, and he had invariably breakfasted and gone out before I rose in the morning. Sometimes he spent his day at Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 33
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the chemical laboratory, sometimes in the dissecting rooms, and occasionally in long walks, which appeared to take him into the lowest portions of the city. 

Nothing could exceed his energy when the working fit was upon him; but now and again a reaction would seize him, and for days on end he would lie upon the sofa in the sitting-room, hardly uttering a word or moving a muscle from morning to night. On these occasions I have noticed such a dreamy, vacant expression in his eyes, that I might have suspected him of being addicted to the use of some narcotic, had not the temperance and cleanliness of his whole life forbidden such a notion. 

As the weeks went by, my interest in him and my curiosity as to his aims in life gradually deepened and increased. His very person and appearance were such as to strike the attention of the most casual observer. 

In height he was rather over six feet, and so excessively lean that he seemed to be considerably taller. His eyes were sharp and piercing, save during those intervals of torpor to which I have alluded; and his thin, hawk-like nose gave his whole expression an air of alertness and decision. His chin, too, had the prominence and squareness which mark the man of determination. His hands were invariably blotted with ink and stained with chemicals, yet he was possessed of extraordinary delicacy of touch, as I frequently had occasi-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 34
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on to observe when I watched him manipulating his fragile philosophical instruments. 

The reader may set me down as a hopeless busybody, when I confess how much this man stimulated my curiosity, and how often I endeavoured to break through the reticence which he showed on all that concerned himself. Before pronouncing judgment, however, be it remembered how objectless was my life, and how little there was to engage my attention. My health forbade me from venturing out unless the weather was exceptionally genial, and I had no friends who would call upon me and break the monotony of my daily existence. Under these circumstances, I eagerly hailed the little mystery which hung around my companion, and spent much of my time in endeavouring to unravel it. 

He was not studying medicine. He had himself, in reply to a question, confirmed Stamford's opinion upon that point. Neither did he appear to have pursued any course of reading which might fit him for a degree in science or any other recognized portal which would give him an entrance into the learned world. 

Yet his zeal for certain studies was remarkable, and within eccentric limits his knowledge was so extraordinarily ample and minute that his observations have fairly astounded me. Surely no man would work so hard or attain such precise information unless he had Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 35

2. The Science of Deduction

Doyle-SH, 10

some definite end in view. Desultory readers are seldom remarkable for the exactness of their learning. 

No man burdens his mind with small matters unless he has some very good reason for doing so. 

His ignorance was as remarkable as his knowledge. 

Of contemporary literature, philosophy and politics he appeared to know next to nothing. Upon my quoting Thomas Carlyle, he inquired in the naïvest way who he might be and what he had done. My surprise reached a climax, however, when I found incidentally that he was ignorant of the Copernican Theory and of the composition of the Solar System. That any civilized human being in this nineteenth century should not be aware that the earth travelled round the sun appeared to me to be such an extraordinary fact that I could hardly realize it. 

»You appear to be astonished,« he said, smiling at my expression of surprise. »Now that I do know it I shall do my best to forget it.«

»To forget it!«

»You see,« he explained, »I consider that a man's brain originally is like a little empty attic, and you have to stock it with such furniture as you choose. A fool takes in all the lumber of every sort that he comes across, so that the knowledge which might be useful to him gets crowded out, or at best is jumbled up with a lot of other things, so that he has a difficulty in lay-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 36
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ing his hands upon it. Now the skilful workman is very careful indeed as to what he takes into his brain-attic. He will have nothing but the tools which may help him in doing his work, but of these he has a large assortment, and all in the most perfect order. It is a mistake to think that that little room has elastic walls and can distend to any extent. Depend upon it there comes a time when for every addition of knowledge you forget something that you knew before. It is of the highest importance, therefore, not to have useless facts elbowing out the useful ones.«

»But the Solar System!« I protested. 

»What the deuce is it to me?« he interrupted impatiently: »you say that we go round the sun. If we went round the moon it would not make a pennyworth of difference to me or to my work.«

I was on the point of asking him what that work might be, but something in his manner showed me that the question would be an unwelcome one. I pondered over our short conversation, however, and endeavoured to draw my deductions from it. He said that he would acquire no knowledge which did not bear upon his object. Therefore all the knowledge which he possessed was such as would be useful to him. I enumerated in my own mind all the various points upon which he had shown me that he was exceptionally well informed. I even took a pencil and jotted them Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 37
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down. I could not help smiling at the document when I had completed it. It ran in this way: SHERLOCK HOLMES – his limits

1. Knowledge of Literature. – Nil. 

2. Knowledge of Philosophy. – Nil. 

3. Knowledge of Astronomy. – Nil. 

4. Knowledge of Politics. – Feeble. 

5. Knowledge of Botany. Variable. Well up in belladonna, opium, and poisons generally. 

Knows nothing of practical garde-

ning. 

6. Knowledge of Geology – Practical, but limited. Tells at a glance different soils from each other. After walks has shown me

splashes upon his trousers, and told me by their colour and consistence in what part of London he had received them. 

7. Knowledge of Chemistry. – Profound. 

8. Knowledge of Anatomy. – Accurate, but unsystematic. 

9. Knowledge of Sensational Literature. – Immense. He appears to know every detail of every horror perpetrated in the century. 

10. Plays the violin well. 

11. Is an expert singlestick player, boxer, and swordsman. 

12. Has a good practical knowledge of British law. 

When I had got so far in my list I threw it into the fire in despair. »If I can only find what the fellow is Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 38
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driving at by reconciling all these accomplishments, and discovering a calling which needs them all,« I said to myself, »I may as well give up the attempt at once.«

I see that I have alluded above to his powers upon the violin. These were very remarkable, but as eccentric as all his other accomplishments. That he could play pieces, and difficult pieces, I knew well, because at my request he has played me some of Mendelssohn's  Lieder,  and other favourites. When left to himself, however, he would seldom produce any music or attempt any recognized air. Leaning back in his armchair of an evening, he would close his eyes and scrape carelessly at the fiddle which was thrown across his knee. Sometimes the chords were sonorous and melancholy. Occasionally they were fantastic and cheerful. Clearly they reflected the thoughts which possessed him, but whether the music aided those thoughts, or whether the playing was simply the result of a whim or fancy, was more than I could determine. 

I might have rebelled against these exasperating solos had it not been that he usually terminated them by playing in quick succession a whole series of my favourite airs as a slight compensation for the trial upon my patience. 

During the first week or so we had no callers, and I had begun to think that my companion was as Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 39
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friendless a man as I was myself. Presently, however, I found that he had many acquaintances, and those in the most different classes of society. There was one little sallow, rat-faced, dark-eyed fellow, who was introduced to me as Mr. Lestrade, and who came three or four times in a single week. One morning a young girl called, fashionably dressed, and stayed for half an hour or more. The same afternoon brought a gray-headed, seedy visitor, looking like a Jew peddler, who appeared to me to be much excited, and who was closely followed by a slipshod elderly woman. On another occasion an old white-haired gentleman had an interview with my companion; and on another, a railway porter in his velveteen uniform. When any of these nondescript individuals put in an appearance, Sherlock Holmes used to beg for the use of the sitting-room, and I would retire to my bedroom. He always apologized to me for putting me to this inconvenience. »I have to use this room as a place of business,« he said, »and these people are my clients.«

Again I had an opportunity of asking him a point-blank question, and again my delicacy prevented me from forcing another man to confide in me. I imagined at the time that he had some strong reason for not alluding to it, but he soon dispelled the idea by coming round to the subject of his own accord. 

It was upon the 4th of March, as I have good rea-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 40
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son to remember, that I rose somewhat earlier than usual, and found that Sherlock Holmes had not yet finished his breakfast. The landlady had become so accustomed to my late habits that my place had not been laid nor my coffee prepared. With the unreasonable petulance of mankind I rang the bell and gave a curt intimation that I was ready. Then I picked up a magazine from the table and attempted to while away the time with it, while my companion munched silently at his toast. One of the articles had a pencil mark at the heading, and I naturally began to run my eye through it. 

Its somewhat ambitious title was »The Book of Life,« and it attempted to show how much an observant man might learn by an accurate and systematic examination of all that came in his way. It struck me as being a remarkable mixture of shrewdness and of absurdity. The reasoning was close and intense, but the deductions appeared to me to be far fetched and exaggerated. The writer claimed by a momentary expression, a twitch of a muscle or a glance of an eye, to fathom a man's inmost thoughts. Deceit, according to him, was an impossibility in the case of one trained to observation and analysis. His conclusions were as infallible as so many propositions of Euclid. So startling would his results appear to the uninitiated that until they learned the processes by which he had ar-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 41

2. The Science of Deduction

Doyle-SH, 13

rived at them they might well consider him as a necro-mancer. 

»From a drop of water,« said the writer, »a logician could infer the possibility of an Atlantic or a Niagara without having seen or heard of one or the other. So all life is a great chain, the nature of which is known whenever we are shown a single link of it. Like all other arts, the Science of Deduction and Analysis is one which can only be acquired by long and patient study, nor is life long enough to allow any mortal to attain the highest possible perfection in it. Before turning to those moral and mental aspects of the matter which present the greatest difficulties, let the inquirer begin by mastering more elementary problems. Let him, on meeting a fellow-mortal, learn at a glance to distinguish the history of the man, and the trade or profession to which he belongs. Puerile as such an exercise may seem, it sharpens the faculties of observation, and teaches one where to look and what to look for. By a man's finger-nails, by his coat-sleeve, by his boots, by his trouser-knees, by the callosities of his forefinger and thumb, by his expression, by his shirtcuffs – by each of these things a man's calling is plainly revealed. That all united should fail to enlighten the competent inquirer in any case is almost inconceivable.«
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magazine down on the table; »I never read such rubbish in my life.«

»What is it?« asked Sherlock Holmes. 

»Why, this article,« I said, pointing at it with my eggspoon as I sat down to my breakfast. »I see that you have read it since you have marked it. I don't deny that it is smartly written. It irritates me, though. It is evidently the theory of some armchair lounger who evolves all these neat little paradoxes in the seclusion of his own study. It is not practical. I should like to see him clapped down in a third-class carriage on the Underground, and asked to give the trades of all his fellow-travellers. I would lay a thousand to one against him.«

»You would lose your money,« Holmes remarked calmly. »As for the article, I wrote it myself.«

»You!«

»Yes; I have a turn both for observation and for deduction. The theories which I have expressed there, and which appear to you to be so chimerical, are really extremely practical – so practical that I depend upon them for my bread and cheese.«

»And how?« I asked involuntarily. 

»Well, I have a trade of my own. I suppose I am the only one in the world. I'm a consulting detective, if you can understand what that is. Here in London we have lots of government detectives and lots of private Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 43
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ones. When these fellows are at fault, they come to me, and I manage to put them on the right scent. They lay all the evidence before me, and I am generally able, by the help of my knowledge of the history of crime, to set them straight. There is a strong family resemblance about misdeeds, and if you have all the details of a thousand at your finger ends, it is odd if you can't unravel the thousand and first. Lestrade is a well-known detective. He got himself into a fog recently over a forgery case, and that was what brought him here.«

»And these other people?«

»They are mostly sent on by private inquiry agencies. They are all people who are in trouble about something and want a little enlightening. I listen to their story, they listen to my comments, and then I pocket my fee.«

»But do you mean to say,« I said, »that without leaving your room you can unravel some knot which other men can make nothing of, although they have seen every detail for themselves?«

»Quite so. I have a kind of intuition that way. Now and again a case turns up which is a little more complex. Then I have to bustle about and see things with my own eyes. You see I have a lot of special knowledge which I apply to the problem, and which facilitates matters wonderfully. Those rules of deduction laid Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 44
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down in that article which aroused your scorn are invaluable to me in practical work. Observation with me is second nature. You appeared to be surprised when I told you, on our first meeting, that you had come from Afghanistan.«

»You were told, no doubt.«

»Nothing of the sort. I  knew  you came from Afghanistan. From long habit the train of thoughts ran so swiftly through my mind that I arrived at the conclusion without being conscious of intermediate steps. 

There were such steps, however. The train of reasoning ran, Here is a gentleman, of a medical type, but with the air of a military man. Clearly an army doctor, then. He has just come from the tropics, for his face is dark, and that is not the natural tint of his skin, for his wrists are fair. He has undergone hardship and sickness, as his haggard face says clearly. His left arm has been injured. He holds it in a stiff and unnatural manner. Where in the tropics could an English army doctor have seen much hardship and got his arm wounded? Clearly in Afghanistan.‹ The whole train of thought did not occupy a second. I then remarked that you came from Afghanistan, and you were astonished.«

»It is simple enough as you explain it,« I said, smiling. »You remind me of Edgar Allan Poe's Dupin. I had no idea that such individuals did exist outside of Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 45
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stories.«

Sherlock Holmes rose and lit his pipe. »No doubt you think that you are complimenting me in comparing me to Dupin,« he observed, »Now, in my opinion, Dupin was a very inferior fellow. That trick of his of breaking in on his friends' thoughts with an apropos remark after a quarter of an hour's silence is really very showy and superficial. He had some analytical genius, no doubt; but he was by no means such a phenomenon as Poe appeared to imagine.«

»Have you read Gaboriau's works?« I asked. »Does Lecoq come up to your idea of a detective?«

Sherlock Holmes sniffed sardonically. »Lecoq was a miserable bungler,« he said, in an angry voice; »he had only one thing to recommend him, and that was his energy. That book made me positively ill. The question was how to identify an unknown prisoner. I could have done it in twenty-four hours. Lecoq took six months or so. It might be made a textbook for detectives to teach them what to avoid.«

I felt rather indignant at having two characters whom I had admired treated in this cavalier style. I walked over to the window and stood looking out into the busy street. »This fellow may be very clever,« I said to myself, »but he is certainly very conceited.«

»There are no crimes and no criminals in these days,« he said, querulously. »What is the use of Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 46
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having brains in our profession? I know well that I have it in me to make my name famous. No man lives or has ever lived who has brought the same amount of study and of natural talent to the detection of crime which I have done. And what is the result? There is no crime to detect, or, at most, some bungling villainy with a motive so transparent that even a Scotland Yard official can see through it.«

I was still annoyed at his bumptious style of conversation. I thought it best to change the topic. 

»I wonder what that fellow is looking for?« I asked, pointing to a stalwart, plainly dressed individual who was walking slowly down the other side of the street, looking anxiously at the numbers. He had a large blue envelope in his hand, and was evidently the bearer of a message. 

»You mean the retired sergeant of Marines,« said Sherlock Holmes. 

»Brag and bounce!« thought I to myself. »He knows that I cannot verify his guess.«

The thought had hardly passed through my mind when the man whom we were watching caught sight of the number on our door, and ran rapidly across the roadway. We heard a loud knock, a deep voice below, and heavy steps ascending the stair. 

»For Mr. Sherlock Holmes,« he said, stepping into the room and handing my friend the letter. 
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Here was an opportunity of taking the conceit out of him. He little thought of this when he made that random shot. »May I ask, my lad,« I said, in the blandest voice, »what your trade may be?«

»Commissionaire, sir,« he said, gruffly. »Uniform away for repairs.«

»And you were?« I asked, with a slightly malicious glance at my companion. 

»A sergeant, sir, Royal Marine Light Infantry, sir. 

No answer? Right, sir.«

He clicked his heels together, raised his hand in salute, and was gone. 
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Chapter III

The Lauriston Garden Mystery


I confess that I was considerably startled by this fresh proof of the practical nature of my companion's theories. My respect for his powers of analysis increased wondrously. There still remained some lurking suspicion in my mind, however, that the whole thing was a prearranged episode, intended to dazzle me, though what earthly object he could have in taking me in was past my comprehension. When I looked at him, he had finished reading the note, and his eyes had assumed the vacant, lack-lustre expression which showed mental abstraction. 

»How in the world did you deduce that?« I asked. 

»Deduce what?« said he, petulantly. 

»Why, that he was a retired sergeant of Marines.«

»I have no time for trifles,« he answered, brusquely; then with a smile, »Excuse my rudeness. You broke the thread of my thoughts; but perhaps it is as well. So you actually were not able to see that that man was a sergeant of Marines?«

»No, indeed.«

»It was easier to know it than to explain why I know it. If you were asked to prove that two and two Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 49

3. The Lauriston Garden Mystery

Doyle-SH, 16

made four, you might find some difficulty, and yet you are quite sure of the fact. Even across the street I could see a great blue anchor tattooed on the back of the fellow's hand. That smacked of the sea. He had a military carriage, however, and regulation side whiskers. There we have the marine. He was a man with some amount of self-importance and a certain air of command. You must have observed the way in which he held his head and swung his cane. A steady, respectable, middle-aged man, too, on the face of him –

all facts which led me to believe that he had been a sergeant.«

»Wonderful!« I ejaculated. 

»Commonplace,« said Holmes, though I thought from his expression that he was pleased at my evident surprise and admiration. »I said just now that there were no criminals. It appears that I am wrong – look at this!« He threw me over the note which the commissionaire had brought. 

»Why,« I cried, as I cast my eye over it, »this is terrible!«

»It does seem to be a little out of the common,« he remarked, calmly. »Would you mind reading it to me aloud?«

This is the letter which I read to him, –
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»MY DEAR MR. SHERLOCK HOLMES:

There has been a bad business during the night at 3, Lauriston Gardens, off the Brixton Road Our man on the beat saw a light there about two in the morning, and as the house was an empty one, suspected that something was amiss. He found the door open, and in the front room, which is bare of furniture, discovered the body of a gentleman, well dressed, and having cards in his pocket bearing the name of ›Enoch J. Drebber, Cleveland, Ohio, U.S.A.‹ There had been no robbery, nor is there any evidence as to how the man met his death. There are marks of blood in the room, but there is no wound upon his person We are at a loss as to how he came into the empty house; indeed, the whole affair is a puzzler. If you can come round to the house any time before twelve, you will find me there. I have left everything  in statu quo  until I hear from you. If you are unable to come, I shall give you fuller details, and would esteem it a great kindness if you would favour me with your opinions. 

Yours faithfully, 

TOBIAS GREGSON.«

»Gregson is the smartest of the Scotland Yarders,«

my friend remarked; »he and Lestrade are the pick of a bad lot. They are both quick and energetic, but conventional – shockingly so. They have their knives into one another, too. They are as jealous as a pair of professional beauties. There will be some fun over this case if they are both put upon the scent.«

I was amazed at the calm way in which he rippled Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 51
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on. »Surely there is not a moment to be lost,« I cried; 

»shall I go and order you a cab?«

»I'm not sure about whether I shall go. I am the most incurably lazy devil that ever stood in shoe leather – that is, when the fit is on me, for I can be spry enough at times.«

»Why, it is just such a chance as you have been longing for.«

»My dear fellow, what does it matter to me? Supposing I unravel the whole matter, you may be sure that Gregson, Lestrade, and Co. will pocket all the credit. That comes of being an unofficial personage.«

»But he begs you to help him.«

»Yes. He knows that I am his superior, and acknowledges it to me; but he would cut his tongue out before he would own it to any third person. However, we may as well go and have a look. I shall work it out on my own hook. I may have a laugh at them, if I have nothing else. Come on!«

He hustled on his overcoat, and bustled about in a way that showed that an energetic fit had superseded the apathetic one. 

»Get your hat,« he said. 

»You wish me to come?«

»Yes, if you have nothing better to do.« A minute later we were both in a hansom, driving furiously for the Brixton Road. 
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It was a foggy, cloudy morning, and a dun-coloured veil hung over the housetops, looking like the reflection of the mud-coloured streets beneath. My companion was in the best of spirits, and prattled away about Cremona fiddles and the difference between a Stradivarius and an Amati. As for myself, I was silent, for the dull weather and the melancholy business upon which we were engaged depressed my spirits. 

»You don't seem to give much thought to the matter in hand,« I said at last, interrupting Holmes's musical disquisition. 

»No data yet,« he answered. »It is a capital mistake to theorize before you have all the evidence. It biases the judgment.«

»You will have your data soon,« I remarked, pointing with my finger; »this is the Brixton Road, and that is the house, if I am not very much mistaken.«

»So it is. Stop, driver, stop!« We were still a hundred yards or so from it, but he insisted upon our alighting, and we finished our journey upon foot. 

Number 3, Lauriston Gardens wore an ill-omened and minatory look. It was one of four which stood back some little way from the street, two being occupied and two empty. The latter looked out with three tiers of vacant melancholy windows, which were blank and dreary, save that here and there a »To Let«
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panes. A small garden sprinkled over with a scattered eruption of sickly plants separated each of these houses from the street, and was traversed by a narrow pathway, yellowish in colour, and consisting apparently of a mixture of clay and of gravel. The whole place was very sloppy from the rain which had fallen through the night. The garden was bounded by a three-foot brick wall with a fringe of wood rails upon the top, and against this wall was leaning a stalwart police constable, surrounded by a small knot of loafers, who craned their necks and strained their eyes in the vain hope of catching some glimpse of the proceedings within. 

I had imagined that Sherlock Holmes would at once have hurried into the house and plunged into a study of the mystery. Nothing appeared to be further from his intention. With an air of nonchalance which, under the circumstances, seemed to me to border upon affectation, he lounged up and down the pavement, and gazed vacantly at the ground, the sky, the opposite houses and the line of railings. Having finished his scrutiny, he proceeded slowly down the path, or rather down the fringe of grass which flanked the path, keeping his eyes riveted upon the ground. Twice he stopped, and once I saw him smile, and heard him utter an exclamation of satisfaction. There were many marks of footsteps upon the wet clayey soil; but since the Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 54
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police had been coming and going over it, I was unable to see how my companion could hope to learn anything from it. Still I had had such extraordinary evidence of the quickness of his perceptive faculties, that I had no doubt that he could see a great deal which was hidden from me. 

At the door of the house we were met by a tall, white-faced, flaxenhaired man, with a notebook in his hand, who rushed forward and wrung my companion's hand with effusion. »It is indeed kind of you to come,« he said, »I have had everything left untouched.«

»Except that!« my friend answered, pointing at the pathway. »If a herd of buffaloes had passed along, there could not be a greater mess. No doubt, however, you had drawn your own conclusions, Gregson before you permitted this.«

»I have had so much to do inside the house,« the detective said evasively. »My colleague, Mr. Lestrade, is here. I had relied upon him to look after this.«

Holmes glanced at me and raised his eyebrows sardonically. »With two such men as yourself and Lestrade upon the ground, there will not be much for a third party to find out,« he said. 

Gregson rubbed his hands in a self-satisfied way. 

»I think we have done all that can be done,« he answered; »it's a queer case, though, and I knew your Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 55
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taste for such things.«

»You did not come here in a cab?« asked Sherlock Holmes. 

»No, sir.«

»Nor Lestrade?«

»No, sir.«

»Then let us go and look at the room.« With which inconsequent remark he strode on into the house followed by Gregson, whose features expressed his astonishment. 

A short passage, bare-planked and dusty, led to the kitchen and offices. Two doors opened out of it to the left and to the right. One of these had obviously been closed for many weeks. The other belonged to the dining-room, which was the apartment in which the mysterious affair had occurred. Holmes walked in, and I followed him with that subdued feeling at my heart which the presence of death inspires. 

It was a large square room, looking all the larger from the absence of all furniture. A vulgar flaring paper adorned the walls, but it was blotched in places with mildew, and here and there great strips had become detached and hung down, exposing the yellow plaster beneath. Opposite the door was a showy fireplace, surmounted by a mantelpiece of imitation white marble. On one corner of this was stuck the stump of a red wax candle. The solitary window was so dirty Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 56
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that the light was hazy and uncertain, giving a dull gray tinge to everything, which was intensified by the thick layer of dust which coated the whole apartment. 

All these details I observed afterwards. At present my attention was centred upon the single, grim, motionless figure which lay stretched upon the boards, with vacant, sightless eyes staring up at the discoloured ceiling. It was that of a man about forty-three or forty-four years of age, middle-sized, broad-shouldered, with crisp curling black hair, and a short, stubbly beard. He was dressed in a heavy broadcloth frock coat and waistcoat, with light-coloured trousers, and immaculate collar and cuffs. A top hat, well brushed and trim, was placed upon the floor beside him. 

His hands were clenched and his arms thrown abroad, while his lower limbs were interlocked, as though his death struggle had been a grievous one. On his rigid face there stood an expression of horror, and, as it seemed to me, of hatred, such as I have never seen upon human features. This malignant and terrible contortion, combined with the low forehead, blunt nose, and prognathous jaw, gave the dead man a singularly simious and ape-like appearance, which was increased by his writhing, unnatural posture. I have seen death in many forms, but never has it appeared to me in a more fearsome aspect than in that dark, grimy apartment, which looked out upon one of the Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 57
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main arteries of suburban London. 

Lestrade, lean and ferret-like as ever, was standing by the doorway, and greeted my companion and myself. 

»This case will make a stir, sir,« he remarked. »It beats anything I have seen, and I am no chicken.«

»There is no clue?« said Gregson. 

»None at all,« chimed in Lestrade. 

Sherlock Holmes approached the body, and, kneeling down, examined it intently. »You are sure that there is no wound?« he asked, pointing to numerous gouts and splashes of blood which lay all round. 

»Positive!« cried both detectives. 

»Then, of course, this blood belongs to a second individual – presumably the murderer, if murder has been committed. It reminds me of the circumstances attendant on the death of Van Jansen, in Utrecht, in the year '34. Do you remember the case, Gregson?«

»No, sir.«

»Read it up – you really should. There is nothing new under the sun. It has all been done before.«

As he spoke, his nimble fingers were flying here, there, and everywhere, feeling, pressing, unbuttoning, examining, while his eyes wore the same far-away expression which I have already remarked upon. So swiftly was the examination made, that one would hardly have guessed the minuteness with which it was Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 58
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conducted. Finally, he sniffed the dead man's lips, and then glanced at the soles of his patent leather boots. 

»He has not been moved at all?« he asked. 

»No more than was necessary for the purpose of our examination.«

»You can take him to the mortuary now,« he said. 

»There is nothing more to be learned.«

Gregson had a stretcher and four men at hand. At his call they entered the room, and the stranger was lifted and carried out. As they raised him, a ring tinkled down and rolled across the floor. Lestrade grabbed it up and stared at it with mystified eyes. 

»There's been a woman here,« he cried. »It's a woman's wedding ring.«

He held it out, as he spoke, upon the palm of his hand. We all gathered round him and gazed at it. 

There could be no doubt that that circlet of plain gold had once adorned the finger of a bride. 

»This complicates matters,« said Gregson. »Heaven knows, they were complicated enough before.«

»You're sure it doesn't simplify them?« observed Holmes. »There's nothing to be learned by staring at it. What did you find in his pockets?«

»We have it all here,« said Gregson, pointing to a litter of objects upon one of the bottom steps of the stairs. »A gold watch, No. 97163, by Barraud, of London. Gold Albert chain, very heavy and solid. 
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Gold ring, with masonic device. Gold pin – bull-dog's head, with rubies as eyes. Russian leather cardcase, with cards of Enoch J. Drebber of Cleveland, corresponding with the E.J.D. upon the linen. No purse, but loose money to the extent of seven pounds thirteen. Pocket edition of Boccaccio's ›Decameron,‹ with name of Joseph Stangerson upon the flyleaf. Two letters – one addressed to E.J. Drebber and one to Joseph Stangerson.«

»At what address?«

»American Exchange, Strand – to be left till called for. They are both from the Guion Steamship Company, and refer to the sailing of their boats from Liverpool. It is clear that this unfortunate man was about to return to New York.«

»Have you made any inquiries as to this man Stangerson?«

»I did it at once, sir,« said Gregson. »I have had advertisements sent to all the newspapers, and one of my men has gone to the American Exchange, but he has not returned yet.«

»Have you sent to Cleveland?«

»We telegraphed this morning.«

»How did you word your inquiries?«

»We simply detailed the circumstances, and said that we should be glad of any information which could help us.«
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»You did not ask for particulars on any point which appeared to you to be crucial?«

»I asked about Stangerson.«

»Nothing else? Is there no circumstance on which this whole case appears to hinge? Will you not telegraph again?«

»I have said all I have to say,« said Gregson, in an offended voice. 

Sherlock Holmes chuckled to himself, and appeared to be about to make some remark, when Lestrade, who had been in the front room while we were holding this conversation in the hall, reappeared upon the scene, rubbing his hands in a pompous and self-satisfied manner. 

»Mr. Gregson,« he said, »I have just made a discovery of the highest importance, and one which would have been overlooked had I not made a careful examination of the walls.«

The little man's eyes sparkled as he spoke, and he was evidently in a state of suppressed exultation at having scored a point against his colleague. 

»Come here,« he said, bustling back into the room, the atmosphere of which felt clearer since the removal of its ghastly inmate. »Now, stand there!«

He struck a match on his boot and held it up against the wall. 

»Look at that!« he said, triumphantly. 
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I have remarked that the paper had fallen away in parts. In this particular corner of the room a large piece had peeled off, leaving a yellow square of coarse plastering. Across this bare space there was scrawled in blood-red letters a single word –

RACHE

»What do you think of that?« cried the detective, with the air of a showman exhibiting his show. »This was overlooked because it was in the darkest corner of the room, and no one thought of looking there. The murderer has written it with his or her own blood. See this smear where it has trickled down the wall! That disposes of the idea of suicide anyhow. Why was that corner chosen to write it on? I will tell you. See that candle on the mantelpiece. It was lit at the time, and if it was lit this corner would be the brightest instead of the darkest portion of the wall.«

»And what does it mean now that you  have  found it?« asked Gregson in a depreciatory voice. 

»Mean? Why, it means that the writer was going to put the female name Rachel, but was disturbed before he or she had time to finish. You mark my words, when this case comes to be cleared up, you will find that a woman named Rachel has something to do with it. It's all very well for you to laugh, Mr. Sherlock Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 62
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Holmes. You may be very smart and clever, but the old hound is the best, when all is said and done.«

»I really beg your pardon!« said my companion, who had ruffled the little man's temper by bursting into an explosion of laughter. »You certainly have the credit of being the first of us to find this out and, as you say, it bears every mark of having been written by the other participant in last night's mystery. I have not had time to examine this room yet, but with your permission I shall do so now.«

As he spoke, he whipped a tape measure and a large round magnifying glass from his pocket. With these two implements he trotted noiselessly about the room, sometimes stopping, occasionally kneeling, and once lying flat upon his face. So engrossed was he with his occupation that he appeared to have forgotten our presence, for he chattered away to himself under his breath the whole time, keeping up a running fire of exclamations, groans, whistles, and little cries suggestive of encouragement and of hope. As I watched him I was irresistibly reminded of a pure-blooded, well-trained foxhound, as it dashes backward and forward through the covert, whining in its eagerness, until it comes across the lost scent. For twenty minutes or more he continued his researches, measuring with the most exact care the distance between marks which were entirely invisible to me, and occasionally Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 63
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applying his tape to the walls in an equally incomprehensible manner. In one place he gathered up very carefully a little pile of gray dust from the floor, and packed it away in an envelope. Finally he examined with his glass the word upon the wall, going over every letter of it with the most minute exactness. This done, he appeared to be satisfied for he replaced his tape and his glass in his pocket. 

»They say that genius is an infinite capacity for taking pains,« he remarked with a smile. »It's a very bad definition, but it does apply to detective work.«

Gregson and Lestrade had watched the manœuvres of their amateur companion with considerable curiosity and some contempt. They evidently failed to appreciate the fact, which I had begun to realize, that Sherlock Holmes's smallest actions were all directed towards some definite and practical end. 

»What do you think of it, sir?« they both asked. 

»It would be robbing you of the credit of the case if I were to presume to help you,« remarked my friend. 

»You are doing so well now that it would be a pity for anyone to interfere.« There was a world of sarcasm in his voice as he spoke. »If you will let me know how your investigations go,« he continued, »J shall be happy to give you any help I can. In the meantime I should like to speak to the constable who round the body. Can you give me his name and address?«
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Lestrade glanced at his notebook. »John Ranee,«

he said. »He is off duty now. You will fipd him at 46, Audley Court, Kennington Park Gate.«

Holmes took a note of the address. 

»Come along, Doctor,« he said: »we shall go and look him up. I'll tell you one thing which may help you in the case,« he continued, turning to the two detectives. »There has been murder done, and the murderer was a man. He was more than six feet high, was in the prime of life, had small feet for his height, wore coarse, square-toed boots and smoked a Trichinopoly cigar. He came here with his victim in a four-wheeled cab, which was drawn by a horse with three old shoes and one new one on his off fore-leg. In all probability the murderer had a florid face, and the fingernails of his right hand were remarkably long. These are only a few indications, but they may assist you.«

Lestrade and Gregson glanced at each other with an incredulous smile. 

»If this man was murdered, how was it done?«

asked the former. 

»Poison,« said Sherlock Holmes curtly, and strode off. »One other thing, Lestrade,« he added, turning round at the door: »›Rache‹ is the German for ›revenge‹, so don't lose your time looking for Miss Rachel.«

With which Parthian shot he walked away, leaving the two rivals open mouthed behind him. 
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Chapter IV

What John Rance Had to Tell


It was one o'clock when we left No. 3, Lauriston Gardens. Sherlock Holmes led me to the nearest telegraph office, whence he dispatched a long telegram. He then hailed a cab, and ordered the driver to take us to the address given us by Lestrade. 

»There is nothing like first-hand evidence,« he remarked; »as a matter of fact, my mind is entirely made up upon the case, but still we may as well learn all that is to be learned.«

»You amaze me, Holmes,« said I. »Surely you are not as sure as you pretend to be of all those particulars which you gave.«

»There's no room for a mistake,« he answered. 

»The very first thing which I observed on arriving there was that a cab had made two ruts with its wheels close to the curb. Now, up to last night, we have had no rain for a week, so that those wheels which left such a deep impression must have been there during the night. There were the marks of the horse's hoofs, too, the outline of one of which was far more clearly cut than that of the other three, showing that that was a new shoe. Since the cab was there after Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 66
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the rain began, and was not there at any time during the morning – I have Gregson's word for that – it follows that it must have been there during the night, and therefore, that it brought those two individuals to the house.«

»That seems simple enough,« said I; »but how about the other man's height?«

»Why, the height of a man, in nine cases out of ten, can be told from the length of his stride. It is a simple calculation enough, though there is no use my boring you with figures. I had this fellow's stride both on the clay outside and on the dust within. Then I had a way of checking my calculation. When a man writes on a wall, his instinct leads him to write above the level of his own eyes. Now that writing was just over six feet from the ground. It was child's play.«

»And his age?« I asked. 

»Well, if a man can stride four and a half feet without the smallest effort, he can't be quite in the sere and yellow. That was the breadth of a puddle on the garden walk which he had evidently walked across. 

Patent-leather boots had gone round, and Square-toes had hopped over. There is no mystery about it at all. I am simply applying to ordinary life a few of those precepts of observation and deduction which I advocated in that article. Is there anything else that puzzles you?«
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»The finger-nails and the Trichinopoly,« I suggested. 

»The writing on the wall was done with a man's forefinger dipped in blood. My glass allowed me to observe that the plaster was slightly scratched in doing it, which would not have been the case if the man's nail had been trimmed. I gathered up some scattered ash from the floor. It was dark in colour and flaky –

such an ash is only made by a Trichinopoly. I have made a special study of cigar ashes – in fact, I have written a monograph upon the subject. I flatter myself that I can distinguish at a glance the ash of any known brand either of cigar or of tobacco. It is just in such details that the skilled detective differs from the Gregson and Lestrade type.«

»And the florid face?« I asked. 

»Ah, that was a more daring shot, though I have no doubt that I was right. You must not ask me that at the present state of the affair.«

I passed my hand over my brow. »My head is in a whirl,« I remarked; »the more one thinks of it the more mysterious it grows. How came these two men –

if there were two men – into an empty house? What has become of the cabman who drove them? How could one man compel another to take poison? Where did the blood come from? What was the object of the murderer, since robbery had no part in it? How came Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 68
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the woman's ring there? Above all, why should the second man write up the German word RACHE before decamping? I confess that I cannot see any possible way of reconciling all these facts.«

My companion smiled approvingly. 

»You sum up the difficulties of the situation succinctly and well,« he said. »There is much that is still obscure, though I have quite made up my mind on the main facts. As to poor Lestrade's discovery, it was simply a blind intended to put the police upon a wrong track, by suggesting Socialism and secret societies. It was not done by a German. The A, if you noticed, was printed somewhat after the German fashion. Now, a real German invariably prints in the Latin character, so that we may safely say that this was not written by one, but by a clumsy imitator who overdid his part. It was simply a ruse to divert inquiry into a wrong channel. I'm not going to tell you much more of the case, Doctor. You know a conjurer gets no credit when once he has explained his trick; and if I show you too much of my method of working, you will come to the conclusion that I am a very ordinary individual after all.«

»I shall never do that,« I answered; »you have brought detection as near an exact science as it ever will be brought in this world.«

My companion flushed up with pleasure at my Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 69
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words, and the earnest way in which I uttered them. I had already observed that he was as sensitive to flattery on the score of his art as any girl could be of her beauty. 

»I'll tell you one other thing,« he said. »Patent-leathers and Square-toes came in the same cab, and they walked down the pathway together as friendly as possible – arm-in-arm, in all probability. When they got inside, they walked up and down the room – or rather, Patentleathers stood still while Square-toes walked up and down. I could read all that in the dust; and I could read that as he walked he grew more and more excited. That is shown by the increased length of his strides. He was talking all the while, and working himself up, no doubt, into a fury. Then the tragedy occurred. I've told you all I know myself now, for the rest is mere surmise and conjecture. We have a good working basis, however, on which to start. We must hurry up, for I want to go to Halle's concert to hear Norman Neruda this afternoon.«

This conversation had occurred while our cab had been threading its way through a long succession of dingy streets and dreary byways. In the dingiest and dreariest of them our driver suddenly came to a stand. 

»That's Audley Court in there,« he said, pointing to a narrow slit in the line of dead-coloured brick. »You'll find me here when you come back.«
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Audley Court was not an attractive locality. The narrow passage led us into a quadrangle paved with flags and lined by sordid dwellings. We picked our way among groups of dirty children, and through lines of discoloured linen, until we came to Number 46, the door of which was decorated with a small slip of brass on which the name Rance was engraved. On inquiry we found that the constable was in bed, and we were shown into a little front parlour to await his coming. 

He appeared presently, looking a little irritable at being disturbed in his slumbers. »I made my report at the office,« he said. 

Holmes took a half-sovereign from his pocket and played with it pensively. »We thought that we should like to hear it all from your own lips,« he said. 

»I shall be most happy to tell you anything I can,«

the constable answered, with his eyes upon the little golden disc. 

»Just let us hear it all in your own way as it occurred.«

Rance sat down on the horsehair sofa, and knitted his brows, as though determined not to omit anything in his narrative. 

»I'll tell it ye from the beginning,« he said. »My time is from ten at night to six in the morning. At eleven there was a fight at the White Hart; but bar that Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 71
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all was quiet enough on the beat. At one o'clock it began to rain, and I met Harry Murcher – him who has the Holland Grove beat – and we stood together at the corner of Henrietta Street a-talkin'. Presently –

maybe about two or a little after – I thought I would take a look round and see that all was right down the Brixton Road. It was precious dirty and lonely. Not a soul did I meet all the way down, though a cab or two went past me. I was a-strollin' down, thinkin' between ourselves how uncommon handy a four of gin hot would be, when suddenly the glint of a light caught my eye in the window of that same house. Now, I knew that them two houses in Lauriston Gardens was empty on account of him that owns them who won't have the drains seed to, though the very last tenant what lived in one of them died o' typhoid fever. I was knocked all in a heap, therefore, at seeing a light in the window, and I suspected as something was wrong. 

When I got to the door ––«

»You stopped, and then walked back to the garden gate,« my companion interrupted. »What did you do that for?«

Rance gave a violent jump, and stared at Sherlock Holmes with the utmost amazement upon his features. 

»Why, that's true, sir,« he said; »though how you come to know it, Heaven only knows. Ye see when I got up to the door, it was so still and so lonesome, Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 72
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that I thought I'd be none the worse for someone with me. I ain't afeared of anything on this side o' the grave; but I thought that maybe it was him that died o' 

the typhoid inspecting the drains what killed him. The thought gave me a kind o' turn, and I walked back to the gate to see if I could see Murcher's lantern, but there wasn't no sign of him nor of anyone else.«

»There was no one in the street?«

»Not a livin' soul, sir, nor as much as a dog. Then I pulled myself together and went back and pushed the door open. All was quiet inside, so I went into the room where the light was a-burnin'. There was a candle flickerin' on the mantelpiece – a red wax one –

and by its light I saw ––«

»Yes, I know all that you saw. You walked round the room several times, and you knelt down by the body, and then you walked through and tried the kitchen door, and then ––«

John Rance sprang to his feet with a frightened face and suspicion in his eyes. »Where was you hid to see all that?« he cried. »It seems to me that you knows a deal more than you should.«

Holmes laughed and threw his card across the table to the constable. »Don't get arresting me for the murder,« he said. »I am one of the hounds and not the wolf; Mr. Gregson or Mr. Lestrade will answer for that. Go on, though. What did you do next?«
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Rance resumed his seat, without, however, losing his mystified expression. »I went back to the gate and sounded my whistle. That brought Murcher and two more to the spot.«

»Was the street empty then?«

»Well, it was, as far as anybody that could be of any good goes.«

»What do you mean?«

The constable's features broadened into a grin. 

»I've seen many a drunk chap in my time,« he said, 

»but never anyone so cryin' drunk as that cove. He was at the gate when I came out, a-leanin' up ag'in the railings, and a-singin' at the pitch o' his lungs about Columbine's New-fangled Banner, or some such stuff. 

He couldn't stand, far less help.«

»What sort of a man was he?« asked Sherlock Holmes. 

John Rance appeared to be somewhat irritated at this digression. »He was an uncommon drunk sort o' 

man,« he said. »He'd ha' found hisself in the station if we hadn't been so took up.«

»His face – his dress – didn't you notice them?«

Holmes broke in impatiently. 

»I should think I did notice them, seeing that I had to prop him up – me and Murcher between us. He was a long chap, with a red face, the lower part muffled round ––«
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»That will do,« cried Holmes. »What became of him?«

»We'd enough to do without lookin' after him,« the policeman said, in an aggrieved voice. »I'll wager he found his way home all right.«

»How was he dressed?«

»A brown overcoat.«

»Had he a whip in his hand?«

»A whip – no.«

»He must have left it behind,« muttered my companion. »You didn't happen to see or hear a cab after that?«

»No.«

»There's a half-sovereign for you,« my companion said, standing up and taking his hat. »I am afraid, Rance, that you will never rise in the force. That head of yours should be for use as well as ornament. You might have gained your sergeant's stripes last night. 

The man whom you held in your hands is the man who holds the clue of this mystery, and whom we are seeking. There is no use of arguing about it now; I tell you that it is so. Come along, Doctor.«

We started off for the cab together, leaving our in-formant incredulous, but obviously uncomfortable. 

»The blundering fool!« Holmes said, bitterly, as we drove back to our lodgings. »Just to think of his having such an incomparable bit of good luck, and Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 75
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not taking advantage of it.«

»I am rather in the dark still. It is true that the description of this man tallies with your idea of the second party in this mystery. But why should he come back to the house after leaving it? That is not the way of criminals.«

»The ring, man, the ring: that was what he came back for. If we have no other way of catching him, we can always bait our line with, the, ring. I shall have him, Doctor – I'll lay you two to one that I have him. I must thank you for it all. I might not have gone but for you, and so have missed the finest study I ever came across: a study in scarlet, eh? Why shouldn't we use a little art jargon. There's the scarlet thread of murder running through the colourless skein of life, and our duty is to unravel it, and isolate it, and expose every inch of it. And now for lunch, and then for Norman Neruda. Her attack and her bowing are splendid. 

What's that little thing of Chopin's she plays so magnificently: Tra-la-la-lira-lira-lay.«

Leaning back in the cab, this amateur bloodhound carolled away like a lark while I meditated upon the many-sidedness of the human mind. 
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Chapter V

Our Advertisement Brings a Visitor Our morning's exertions had been too much for my weak health, and I was tired out in the afternoon. 

After Holmes's departure for the concert, I lay down upon the sofa and endeavoured to get a couple of hours' sleep. It was a useless attempt. My mind had been too much excited by all that had occurred, and the strangest fancies and surmises crowded into it. 

Every time that I closed my eyes I saw before me the distorted, baboon-like countenance of the murdered man. So sinister was the impression which that face had produced upon me that I found it difficult to feel anything but gratitude for him who had removed its owner from the world. If ever human features bespoke vice of the most malignant type, they were certainly those of Enoch J. Drebber, of Cleveland. Still I recognized that justice must be done, and that the depravity of the victim was no condonement in the eyes of the law. 

The more I thought of it the more extraordinary did my companion's hypothesis, that the man had been poisoned, appear. I remembered how he had sniffed his lips, and had no doubt that he had detected some-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 77
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thing which had given rise to the idea. Then, again, if not poison, what had caused the man's death, since there was neither wound nor marks of strangulation? 

But, on the other hand, whose blood was that which lay so thickly upon the floor? There were no signs of a struggle, nor had the victim any weapon with which he might have wounded an antagonist. As long as all these questions were unsolved, I felt that sleep would be no easy matter, either for Holmes or myself. His quiet, self-confident manner convinced me that he had already formed a theory which explained all the facts, though what it was I could not for an instant conjecture. 

He was very late in returning – so late that I knew that the concert could not have detained him all the time. Dinner was on the table before he appeared. 

»It was magnificent,« he said, as he took his seat. 

»Do you remember what Darwin says about music? 

He claims that the power of producing and appreciating it existed among the human race long before the power of speech was arrived at. Perhaps that is why we are so subtly influenced by it. There are vague memories in our souls of those misty centuries when the world was in its childhood.«

»That's rather a broad idea,« I remarked. 

»One's ideas must be as broad as Nature if they are to interpret Nature,« he answered. »What's the mat-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 78
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ter? You're not looking quite yourself. This Brixton Road affair has upset you.«

»To tell the truth, it has,« I said. »I ought to be more case-hardened after my Afghan experiences. I saw my own comrades hacked to pieces at Maiwand without losing my nerve.«

»I can understand. There is a mystery about this which stimulates the imagination; where there is no imagination there is no horror. Have you seen the evening paper?«

»No.«

»It gives a fairly good account of the affair. It does not mention the fact that when the man was raised up a woman's wedding ring fell upon the floor. It is just as well it does not.«

»Why?«

»Look at this advertisement,« he answered. »I had one sent to every paper this morning immediately after the affair.«

He threw the paper across to me and I glanced at the place indicated. It was the first announcement in the »Found« column. »In Brixton Road, this morning,« it ran, »a plain gold wedding ring, found in the roadway between the White Hart Tavern and Holland Grove. Apply Dr. Watson, 221B, Baker Street, between eight and nine this evening.«

»Excuse my using your name,« he said. »If I used Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 79
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my own, some of these dunderheads would recognize it, and want to meddle in the affair.«

»That is all right,« I answered. »But supposing anyone applies, I have no ring.«

»Oh, yes, you have,« said he, handing me one. 

»This will do very well. It is almost a facsimile.«

»And who do you expect will answer this advertisement?«

»Why, the man in the brown coat – our florid friend with the square toes. If he does not come himself, he will send an accomplice.«

»Would he not consider it as too dangerous?«

»Not at all. If my view of the case is correct, and I have every reason to believe that it is, this man would rather risk anything than lose the ring. According to my notion he dropped it while stooping over Drebber's body, and did not miss it at the time. After leaving the house he discovered his loss and hurried back, but found the police already in possession, owing to his own folly in leaving the candle burning. 

He had to pretend to be drunk in order to allay the suspicions which might have been aroused by his appearance at the gate. Now put yourself in that man's place. On thinking the matter over, it must have occurred to him that it was possible that he had lost the ring in the road after leaving the house. What would he do then? He would eagerly look out for the evening Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 80
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papers in the hope of seeing it among the articles found. His eye, of course, would light upon this. He would be overjoyed. Why should he fear a trap? There would be no reason in his eyes why the finding of the ring should be connected with the murder. He would come. He will come. You shall see him within an hour.«

»And then?« I asked. 

»Oh, you can leave me to deal with him then. Have you any arms?«

»I have my old service revolver and a few cartridges.«

»You had better clean it and load it. He will be a desperate man; and though I shall take him unawares, it is as well to be ready for anything.«

I went to my bedroom and followed his advice. 

When I returned with the pistol, the table had been cleared, and Holmes was engaged in his favourite occupation of scraping upon his violin. 

»The plot thickens,« he said, as I entered; »I have just had an answer to my American telegram. My view of the case is the correct one.«

»And that is ––?« I asked eagerly. 

»My fiddle would be the better for new strings,« he remarked. »Put your pistol in your pocket. When the fellow comes, speak to him in an ordinary way. Leave the rest to me. Don't frighten him by looking at him Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 81
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too hard.«

»It is eight o'clock now,« I said, glancing at my watch. 

»Yes. He will probably be here in a few minutes. 

Open the door slightly. That will do. Now put the key on the inside. Thank you! This is a queer old book I picked up at a stall yesterday –  De Jure inter Gentes – published in Latin at Liège in the Lowlands, in 1642. Charles's head was still firm on his shoulders when this little brown-backed volume was struck off.«

»Who is the printer?«

»Philippe de Croy, whoever he may have been. On the flyleaf, in very faded ink, is written ›Ex libris Gu-liolmi Whyte.‹ I wonder who William Whyte was. 

Some pragmatical seventeenth century lawyer, I suppose. His writing has a legal twist about it. Here comes our man, I think.«

As he spoke there was a sharp ring at the bell. 

Sherlock Holmes rose softly and moved his' chair in the direction of the door. We heard the servant pass along the hall, and the sharp click of the latch as she opened it. 

»Does Dr. Watson live here?« asked a clear but rather harsh voice. We could not hear the servant's reply, but the door closed, and someone began to ascend the stairs. The footfall was an uncertain and Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 82
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shuffling one. A look of surprise passed over the face of my companion as he listened to it. It came slowly along the passage, and there was a feeble tap at the door. 

»Come in,« I cried. 

At my summons, instead of the man of violence whom we expected, a very old and wrinkled woman hobbled into the apartment. She appeared to be dazzled by the sudden blaze of light, and after dropping a curtsey, she stood blinking at us with her bleared eyes and fumbling in her pocket with nervous, shaky fingers. I glanced at my companion, and his face had assumed such a disconsolate expression that it was all I could do to keep my countenance. 

The old crone drew out an evening paper, and pointed at our advertisement. »It's this as has brought me, good gentlemen,« she said, dropping another curtsey; 

»a gold wedding ring in the Brixton Road, It belongs to my girl Sally, as was married only this time twelvemonth, which her husband is steward aboard a Union boat, and what he'd say if he comes 'ome and found her without her ring is more than I can think, he being short enough at the best o' times, but more especially when he has the drink. If it please you, she went to the circus last night along with ––«

»Is that her ring?« I asked. 

»The Lord be thanked!« cried the old woman; Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 83
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»Sally will be a glad woman this night. That's the ring.«

»And what may your address be?« I inquired, taking up a pencil. 

»13, Duncan Street, Houndsditch. A weary way from here.«

»The Brixton Road does not lie between any circus and Hounds-ditch,« said Sherlock Holmes sharply. 

The old woman faced round and looked keenly at him from her little red-rimmed eyes. »The gentleman asked me for  my  address,« she said. »Sally lives in lodgings at 3, Mayfield Place, Peckham.«

»And your name is ––?«

»My name is Sawyer – hers is Dennis, which Tom Dennis married her – and a smart, clean lad, too, as long as he's at sea, and no steward in the company more thought of; but when on shore, what with the women and what with liquor shops ––«

»Here is your ring, Mrs. Sawyer,« I interrupted, in obedience to a sign from my companion; »it clearly belongs to your daughter, and I am glad to be able to restore it to the rightful owner.«

With many mumbled blessings and protestations of gratitude the old crone packed it away in her pocket, and shuffled off down the stairs. Sherlock Holmes sprang to his feet the moment that she was gone and rushed into his room. He returned in a few seconds Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 84
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enveloped in an ulster and a cravat. »I'll follow her,«

he said, hurriedly; »she must be an accomplice, and will lead me to him. Wait up for me.« The hall door had hardly slammed behind our visitor before Holmes had descended the stair. Looking through the window I could see her walking feebly along the other side, while her pursuer dogged her some little distance behind. »Either his whole theory is incorrect,« I thought to myself, »or else he will be led now to the heart of the mystery.« There was no need for him to ask me to wait up for him, for I felt that sleep was impossible until I heard the result of his adventure. 

It was close upon nine when he set out. I had no idea how long he might be, but I sat stolidly puffing at my pipe and skipping over the pages of Henri Murger's  Vie de Bohème.  Ten o'clock passed, and I heard the footsteps of the maid as she pattered off to bed. 

Eleven, and the more stately tread of the landlady passed my door, bound for the same destination. It was close upon twelve before I heard the sharp sound of his latchkey. The instant he entered I saw by his face that he had not been successful. Amusement and chagrin seemed to be struggling for the mastery, until the former suddenly carried the day, and he burst into a hearty laugh. 

»I wouldn't have the Scotland Yarders know it for the world,« he cried, dropping into his chair; »I have Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 85
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chaffed them so much that they would never have let me hear the end of it. I can afford to laugh, because I know that I will be even with them in the long run.«

»What is it then?'« I asked. 

»Oh, I don't mind telling a story against myself. 

That creature had gone a little way when she began to limp and show every sign of being footsore. Presently she came to a halt, and hailed a four-wheeler which was passing. I managed to be close to her so as to hear the address, but I need not have been so anxious, for she sang it out loud enough to be heard at the other side of the street, ›Drive to 13, Duncan Street, Houndsditch,‹ she cried. This begins to look genuine, I thought, and having seen her safely inside, I perched myself behind. That's an art which every detective should be an expert at. Well, away we rattled, and never drew rein until we reached the street in question. I hopped off before we came to the door, and strolled down the street in an easy, lounging way. I saw the cab pull up. The driver jumped down, and I saw him open the door and stand expectantly. Nothing came out though. When I reached him, he was groping about frantically in the empty cab, and giving vent to the finest assorted collection of oaths that ever I listened to. There was no sign or trace of his passenger, and I fear it will be some time before he gets his fare. On inquiring at Number 13 we found that the Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 86
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house belonged to a respectable paperhanger, named Keswick, and that no one of the name either of Sawyer or Dennis had ever been heard of there.«

»You don't mean to say,« I cried, in amazement, 

»that that tottering, feeble old woman was able to get out of the cab while it was in motion, without either you or the driver seeing her?«

»Old woman be damned!« said Sherlock Holmes, sharply. »We were the old women to be so taken in. It must have been a young man, and an active one, too, besides being an incomparable actor. The get-up was inimitable. He saw that he was followed, no doubt, and used this means of giving me the slip. It shows that the man we are after is not as lonely as I imagined he was, but has friends who are ready to risk something for him. Now, Doctor, you are looking done-up. Take my advice and turn in.«

I was certainly feeling very weary, so I obeyed his injunction. I left Holmes seated in front of the smouldering fire, and long into the watches of the night I heard the low melancholy wailings of his violin, and knew that he was still pondering over the strange problem which he had set himself to unravel. 
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Chapter VI

Tobias Gregson Shows What He Can Do The papers next day were full of the »Brixton Mystery,« as they termed it. Each had a long account of the affair, and some had leaders upon it in addition. There was some information in them which was new to me. 

I still retain in my scrapbook numerous clippings and extracts bearing upon the case. Here is a condensation of a few of them:

The  Daily Telegraph  remarked that in the history of crime there had seldom been a tragedy which presented stranger features. The German name of the victim, the absence of all other motive, and the sinister inscription on the wall, all pointed to its perpetration by political refugees and revolutionists. The Socialists had many branches in America, and the deceased had, no doubt, infringed their unwritten laws, and been tracked down by them. After alluding airily to the Vehmgericht, aqua tofana, Carbonari, the Marchioness de Brinvilliers, the Darwinian theory, the principles of Malthus, and the Ratcliff Highway murders, the article concluded by admonishing the government and advocating a closer watch over foreigners in England. 
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The  Standard  commented upon the fact that lawless outrages of the sort usually occurred under a Liberal administration. They arose from the unsettling of the minds of the masses, and the consequent weakening of all authority. The deceased was an American gentleman who had been residing for some weeks in the metropolis. He had, stayed at the boarding-house of Madame Charpentier, in Torquay Terrace, Camberwell. He was accompanied in his travels by his private secretary, Mr. Joseph Stangerson. The two bade adieu to their landlady upon Tuesday, the 4th inst., and departed to Euston Station with the avo-wed intention of catching the Liverpool express. They were afterwards seen together upon the platform. Nothing more is known of them until Mr. Drebber's body was, as recorded, discovered in an empty house in the Brixton Road, many miles from Euston. How he came there, or how he met his fate, are questions which are still involved in mystery. Nothing is known of the whereabouts of Stangerson. We are glad to learn that Mr. Lestrade and Mr. Gregson, of Scotland Yard, are both engaged upon the case, and it is confidently anticipated that these well-known officers will speedily throw light upon the matter. 

The  Daily News  observed that there was no doubt as to the crime being a political one. The despotism and hatred of Liberalism which animated the Conti-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 89
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nental governments had had the effect of driving to our shores a number of men who might have made excellent citizens were they not soured by the recollection of all that they had undergone. Among these men there was a stringent code of honour, any infringement of which was punished by death. Every effort should be made to find the secretary, Stangerson, and to ascertain some particulars of the habits of the deceased. 

A great step had been gained by the discovery of the address of the house at which he had boarded – a result which was entirely due to the acuteness and energy of Mr. Gregson of Scotland Yard. 

Sherlock Holmes and I read these notices over together at breakfast, and they appeared to afford him considerable amusement. 

»I told you that, whatever happened, Lestrade and Gregson would be sure to score.«

»That depends on how it turns out.«

»Oh, bless you, it doesn't matter in the least. If the man is caught, it will be  on account  of their exertions; if he escapes, it will be  in spite  of their exertions. 

It's heads I win and tails you lose. Whatever they do, they will have followers. › Un sot trouve toujours un plus sot qui l'admire. ‹«

»What on earth is this?« I cried, for at this moment there came the pattering of many steps in the hall and on the stairs, accompanied by audible expressions of Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 90
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disgust upon the part of our landlady. 

»It's the Baker Street division of the detective police force,« said my companion gravely; and as he spoke there rushed into the room half a dozen of the dirtiest and most ragged street Arabs that ever I clapped eyes on. 

»'Tention!« cried Holmes, in a sharp tone, and the six dirty little scoundrels stood in a line like so many disreputable statuettes. »In future you shall send up Wiggins alone to report, and the rest of you must wait in the street. Have you found it, Wiggins?«

»No, sir, we hain't,« said one of the youths. 

»I hardly expected you would. You must keep on until you do. Here are your wages.« He handed each of them a shilling. »Now, off you go, and come back with a better report next time.«

He waved his hand, and they scampered away downstairs like so many rats, and we heard their shrill voices next moment in the street. 

»There's more work to be got out of one of those little beggars than out of a dozen of the force,« Holmes remarked, »The mere sight of an official-looking person seals men's lips. These youngsters, however, go everywhere and hear everything. They are as sharp as needles, too; all they want is organization.«

»Is it on this Brixton case that you are employing them?« I asked. 
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»Yes; there is a point which I wish to ascertain. It is merely a matter of time. Hullo! we are going to hear some news now with a vengeance! Here is Gregson coming down the road with beatitude written upon every feature of his face. Bound for us, I know. Yes, he is stopping. There he is!«

There was a violent peal at the bell, and in a few seconds the fair-haired detective came up the stairs, three steps at a time, and burst into our sitting-room. 

»My dear fellow,« he cried, wringing Holmes's unresponsive hand, »congratulate me! I have made the whole thing as clear as day.«

A shade of anxiety seemed to me to cross my companion's expressive face. 

»Do you mean that you are on the right track?« he asked. 

»The right track! Why, sir, we have the man under lock and key.«

»And his name is?«

»Arthur Charpentier, sub-lieutenant in Her Majesty's navy,« cried Gregson pompously rubbing his fat hands and inflating his chest. 

Sherlock Holmes gave a sigh of relief and relaxed into a smile. 

»Take a seat, and try one of these cigars,« he said. 

»We are anxious to know how you managed it. Will you have some whisky and water?«
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»I don't mind if I do,« the detective answered. »The tremendous exertions which I have gone through during the last day or two have worn me out. Not so much bodily exertion, you understand, as the strain upon the mind. You will appreciate that, Mr. Sherlock Holmes, for we are both brain-workers.«

»You do me too much honour,« said Holmes, gravely. »Let us hear how you arrived at this most gratifying result.«

The detective seated himself in the armchair, and puffed complacently at his cigar. Then suddenly he slapped his thigh in a paroxysm of amusement. 

»The fun of it is,« he cried, »that that fool Lestrade, who thinks himself so smart, has gone off upon the wrong track altogether. He is after the secretary Stangerson, who had no more to do with the crime than the babe unborn. I have no doubt that he has caught him by this time.«

The idea tickled Gregson so much that he laughed until he choked. 

»And how did you get your clue?«

»Ah, I'll tell you all about it. Of course, Dr. Watson, this is strictly between ourselves. The first difficulty which we had to contend with was the finding of this American's antecedents. Some people would have waited until their advertisements were answered, or until parties came forward and volunteered informati-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 93
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on. That is not Tobias Gregson's way of going to work. You remember the hat beside the dead man?«

»Yes,« said Holmes; »by John Underwood and Sons, 129, Camberwell Road.«

Gregson looked quite crestfallen. 

»I had no idea that you noticed that,« he said. 

»Have you been there?«

»No.«

»Ha!« cried Gregson, in a relieved voice; »you should never neglect a chance, however small it may seem.«

»To a great mind, nothing is little,« remarked Holmes, sententiously. 

»Well, I went to Underwood, and asked him if he had sold a hat of that size and description. He looked over his books, and came on it at once. He had sent the hat to a Mr. Drebber, residing at Charpentier's Bearding Establishment, Torquay Terrace. Thus I got at his address.«

»Smart – very smart!« murmured Sherlock Holmes. 

»I next called upon Madame Charpentier,« continued the detective. »I found her very pale and distressed. Her daughter was in the room, too – an uncommonly fine girl she is, too; she was looking red about the eyes and her lips trembled as I spoke to her. 

That didn't escape my notice. I began to smell a rat. 
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you come upon the right scent – a kind of thrill in your nerves. ›Have you heard of the mysterious death of your late boarder Mr. Enoch J. Drebber, of Cleveland?‹ I asked. 

The mother nodded. She didn't seem able to get out a word. The daughter burst into tears. I felt more than ever that these people knew something of the matter. 

›At what o'clock did Mr. Drebber leave your house for the train?‹ I asked. 

›At eight o'clock,‹ she said, gulping in her throat to keep down her agitation. ›His secretary, Mr. Stangerson, said that there were two trains – one at 9:15 and one at 11. He was to catch the first.‹

›And was that the last which you saw of him?‹

A terrible change came over the woman's face as I asked the question. Her features turned perfectly livid. 

It was some seconds before she could get out the single word ›Yes‹ – and when it did come it was in a husky, unnatural tone. 

There was silence for a moment, and then the daughter spoke in a calm, clear voice. 

›No good can ever come of falsehood, mother,‹ she said. ›Let us be frank with this gentleman. We  did  see Mr. Drebber again.‹

›God forgive you!‹ cried Madame Charpentier, throwing up her hands and sinking back in her chair. 

›You have murdered your brother.‹
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›Arthur would rather that we spoke the truth,‹ the girl answered firmly. 

›You had best tell me all about it now,‹ I said. 

›Half-confidences are worse than none. Besides, you do not know how much we know of it.‹

›On your head be it, Alice!‹ cried her mother; and then, turning to me, ›I will tell you all, sir. Do not imagine that my agitation on behalf of my son arises from any fear lest he should have had a hand in this terrible affair. He is utterly innocent of it. My dread is, however, that in your eyes and in the eyes of others he may appear to be compromised. That, however, is surely impossible. His high character, his profession, his antecedents would all forbid it.‹

›Your best way is to make a clean breast of the facts,‹ I answered. ›Depend upon it, if your son is innocent he will be none the worse.‹

›Perhaps, Alice, you had better leave us together,‹

she said, and her daughter withdrew. ›Now, sir,‹ she continued, ›I had no intention of telling you all this, but since my poor daughter has disclosed it I have no alternative. Having once decided to speak, I will tell you all without omitting any particular.‹

›It is your wisest course,‹ said I. 

›Mr. Drebber has been with us nearly three weeks. 

He and his secretary, Mr. Stangerson, had been travelling on the Continent. I noticed a Copenhagen label Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 96
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upon each of their trunks, showing that that had been their last stopping place. Stangerson was a quiet, reserved man, but his employer, I am sorry to say, was far otherwise. He was coarse in his habits and brutish in his ways. The very night of his arrival he became very much the worse for drink, and, indeed, after twelve o'clock in the day he could hardly ever be said to be sober. His manners towards the maid-servants were disgustingly free and familiar. Worst of all, he speedily assumed the same attitude towards my daughter, Alice, and spoke to her more than once in a way which, fortunately, she is too innocent to understand. On one occasion he actually seized her in his arms and embraced her – an outrage which caused his own secretary to reproach him for his unmanly conduct.‹

›But why did you stand all this?‹ I asked. ›I suppose that you can get rid of your boarders when you wish.‹

Mrs. Charpentier blushed at my pertinent question. 

›Would to God that I had given him notice on the very day that he came,‹ she said. ›But it was a sore temptation. They were paying a pound a day each –

fourteen pounds a week, and this is the slack season. I am a widow, and my boy in the Navy has cost me much. I grudged to lose the money. I acted for the best. This last was too much, however, and I gave Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 97
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him notice to leave on account of it. That was the reason of his going.‹

›Well?‹

›My heart grew light when I saw him drive away. 

My son is on leave just now, but I did not tell him anything of all this, for his temper is violent, and he is passionately fond of his sister. When I closed the door behind them a load seemed to be lifted from my mind. 

Alas, in less than an hour there was a ring at the bell, and I learned that Mr. Drebber had returned. He was much excited, and evidently the worse for drink. He forced his way into the room, where I was sitting with my daughter, and made some incoherent remark about having missed his train. He then turned to Alice, and before my very face, proposed to her that she should fly with him. »You are of age,« he said, »and there is no law to stop you. I have money enough and to spare. Never mind the old girl here, but come along with me now straight away. You shall live like a princess.« Poor Alice was so frightened that she shrunk away from him, but he caught her by the wrist and endeavoured to draw her towards the door. I screamed, and at that moment my son Arthur came into the room. What happened then? I do not know. I heard oaths and the confused sounds of a scuffle, J was too terrified to raise my head. When I did look up I saw Arthur standing in the doorway laughing, with a stick Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 98
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in his hand. »I don't think that fine fellow will trouble us again,« he said. »I will just go after him and see what he does with himself.« With those words he took his hat and started off down the street. The next morning we heard of Mr. Drebber's mysterious death.‹

This statement came from Mrs. Charpentier's lips with many gasps and pauses. At times she spoke so low that I could hardly catch the words. I made shorthand notes of all that she said, however, so that there should be no possibility of a mistake.«

»It's quite exciting,« said Sherlock Holmes, with a yawn. »What happened next?«

»When Mrs. Charpentier paused,« the detective continued, »I saw that the whole case hung upon one point. Fixing her with my eye in a way which I always found effective with women, I asked her at what hour her son returned. 

›I do not know,‹ she answered. 

›Not know?‹

›No; he has a latchkey, and he let himself in.‹

›After you went to bed?‹

›Yes.‹

›When did you go to bed?‹

›About eleven.‹

›So your son was gone at least two hours?‹

›Yes.‹

›Possibly four or five?‹
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›Yes.‹

›What was he doing during that time?‹

›I do not know,‹ she answered, turning white to her very lips. 

Of course after that there was nothing more to be done. I found out where Lieutenant Charpentier was, took two officers with me, and arrested him. When I touched him on the shoulder and warned him to come quietly with us, he answered us as bold as brass, ›I suppose you are arresting me for being concerned in the death of that scoundrel Drebber,‹ he said. We had said nothing to him about it, so that his alluding to it had a most suspicious aspect.«

»Very,« said Holmes. 

»He still carried the heavy stick which the mother described him as having with him when he followed Drebber. It was a stout oak cudgel.«

»What is your theory, then?«

»Well, my theory is that he followed Drebber as far as the Brixton Road. When there, a fresh altercation arose between them, in the course of which Drebber received a blow from the stick, in the pit of the stomach perhaps, which killed him without leaving any mark. The night was so wet that no one was about, so Charpentier dragged the body of his victim into the empty house, As to the candle, and the blood, and the writing on the wall, and the ring, they may all be so Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 100
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many tricks to throw the police on to the wrong scent.«

»Well done!« said Holmes in an encouraging voice. »Really, Greg-son, you are getting along. We shall make something of you yet.«

»I flatter myself that I have managed it rather neatly,« the detective answered, proudly. »The young man volunteered a statement, in which he said that after following Drebber some time, the latter perceived him, and took a cab in order to get away from him. 

On his way home he met an old shipmate, and took a long walk with him. On being asked where this old shipmate lived, he was unable to give any satisfactory reply. I think the whole case fits together uncommonly well. What amuses me is to think of Lestrade, who had started off upon the wrong scent. I am afraid he won't make much of it. Why, by Jove, here's the very man himself!«

It was indeed Lestrade, who had ascended the stairs while we were talking, and who now entered the room. The assurance and jauntiness which generally marked his demeanour and dress were, however, wantin g.  His face was disturbed and troubled, while his clothes were disarranged and untidy. He had evidently come with the intention of consulting with Sherlock Holmes, for on perceiving his colleague he appeared to be embarrassed and put out. He stood in the centre Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 101
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of the room, fumbling nervously with his hat and uncertain what to do. »This is a most extraordinary case,« he said at last – »a most incomprehensible affair.«

»Ah, you find it so, Mr. Lestrade!« cried Gregson, triumphantly. »I thought you would come to that conclusion. Have you managed to find the secretary, Mr. 

Joseph Stangerson?«

»The secretary, Mr. Joseph Stangerson,« said Lestrade, gravely, »was murdered at Halliday's Private Hotel about six o'clock this morning.«
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Chapter VII

Light in the Darkness


The intelligence with which Lestrade greeted us was so momentous and so unexpected that we were all three fairly dumfounded. Gregson sprang out of his chair and upset the remainder of his whisky and water. I stared in silence at Sherlock Holmes, whose lips were compressed and his brows drawn down over his eyes. 

»Stangerson too!« he muttered. »The plot thik-kens.«

»It was quite thick enough before,« grumbled Lestrade, taking a chair. »I seem to have dropped into a sort of council of war.«

»Are you – are you sure of this piece of intelligence?« stammered Gregson. 

»I have just come from his room,« said Lestrade. »I was the first to discover what had occurred.«

»We have been hearing Gregson's view of the matter,« Holmes observed. »Would you mind letting us know what you have seen and done?«

»I have no objection,« Lestrade answered, seating himself. »I freely confess that I was of the opinion that Stangerson was concerned in the death of Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 103
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Drebber. This fresh development has shown me that I was completely mistaken. Full of the one idea, I set myself to find out what had become of the secretary. 

They had been seen together at Euston Station about half-past eight on the evening of the 3rd. At two in the morning Drebber had been found in the Brixton Road. The question which confronted me was to find out how Stangerson had been employed between 8:30

and the time of the crime, and what had become of him afterwards. I telegraphed to Liverpool, giving a description of the man, and warning them to keep a watch upon the American boats. I then set to work calling upon all the hotels and lodging-houses in the vicinity of Euston. You see, I argued that if Drebber and his companion had become separated, the natural course for the latter would be to put up somewhere in the vicinity for the night, and then to hang about the station again next morning.«

»They would be likely to agree on some meeting-place beforehand,« remarked Holmes. 

»So it proved. I spent the whole of yesterday evening in making inquiries entirely without avail. This morning I began very early, and at eight o'clock I reached Halliday's Private Hotel, in Little George Street. On my inquiry as to whether a Mr. Stangerson was living there, they at once answered me in the af-firmative. 
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›No doubt you are the gentleman whom he was expecting,‹ they said. ›He has been waiting for a gentleman for two days.‹

›Where is he now?‹ I asked. 

›He is upstairs in bed. He wished to be called at nine.‹

›I will go up and see him at once,‹ I said. 

It seemed to me that my sudden appearance might shake his nerves and lead him to say something unguarded. The boots volunteered to show me the room: it was on the second floor, and there was a small corridor leading up to it. The boots pointed out the door to me, and was about to go downstairs again when I saw something that made me feel sickish, in spite of my twenty years' experience. From under the door there curled a little red ribbon of blood, which had meandered across the passage and formed a little pool along the skirting at the other side. I gave a cry, which brought the boots back. He nearly fainted when he saw it. The door was locked on the inside, but we put our shoulders to it, and knocked it in. The window of the room was open, and beside the window, all huddled up, lay the body of a man in his nightdress. 

He was quite dead, and had been for some time, for his limbs were rigid and cold. When we turned him over, the boots recognized him at once as being the same gentleman who had engaged the room under the Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 105
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name of Joseph Stangerson. The cause of death was a deep stab in the left side, which must have penetrated the heart. And now comes the strangest part of the affair. What do you suppose was above the murdered man?«

I felt a creeping of the flesh, and a presentiment of coming horror, even before Sherlock Holmes answered. 

»The word RACHE, written in letters of blood,« he said. 

»That was it,« said Lestrade, in an awestruck voice; and we were all silent for a while. 

There was something so methodical and so incomprehensible about the deeds of this unknown assassin, that it imparted a fresh ghastliness to his crimes. My nerves, which were steady enough on the field of battle, tingled as I thought of it. 

»The man was seen,« continued Lestrade. »A milk boy, passing on his way to the dairy, happened to walk down the lane which leads from the mews at the back of the hotel. He noticed that a ladder, which usually lay there, was raised against one of the windows of the second floor, which was wide open. After passing, he looked back and saw a man descend the ladder. He came down so quietly and openly that the boy imagined him to be some carpenter or joiner at work in the hotel. He took no particular notice of him, Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 106
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beyond thinking in his own mind that it was early for him to be at work. He has an impression that the man was tall, had a reddish face, and was dressed in a long, brownish coat. He must have stayed in the room some little time after the murder, for we found bloodstained water in the basin, where he had washed his hands, and marks on the sheets where he had deliberately wiped his knife.«

I glanced at Holmes on hearing the description of the murderer which tallied so exactly with his own. 

There was, however, no trace of exultation or satisfaction upon his face. 

»Did you find nothing in the room which could furnish a clue to the murderer?« he asked. 

»Nothing. Stangerson had Drebber's purse in his pocket, but it seems that this was usual, as he did all the paying. There was eighty-odd pounds in it, but nothing had been taken. Whatever the motives of these extraordinary crimes, robbery is certainly not one of them. There were no papers or memoranda in the murdered man's pocket, except a single telegram, dated from Cleveland about a month ago, and containing the words, ›J.H. is in Europe.‹ There was no name appended to this message.«

»And there was nothing else?« Holmes asked. 

»Nothing of any importance. The man's novel, with which he had read himself to sleep, was lying upon Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 107
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the bed, and his pipe was on a chair beside him. 

There was a glass of water on the table, and on the window-sill a small chip ointment box containing a couple of pills.«

Sherlock Holmes sprang from his chair with an exclamation of delight. 

»The last link,« he cried, exultantly. »My case is complete.«

The two detectives stared at him in amazement. 

»I have now in my hands,« my companion said, confidently, »all the threads which have formed such a tangle. There are, of course, details to be filled in, but I am as certain of all the main facts, from the time that Drebber parted from Stangerson at the station, up to the discovery of the body of the latter, as if I had seen them with my own eyes. I will give you a proof of my knowledge. Could you lay your hand upon those pills?«

»I have them,« said Lestrade, producing a small white box; »I took them and the purse and the telegram, intending to have them put in a place of safety at the police station. It was the merest chance my taking these pills, for I am bound to say that I do not attach any importance to them.«

»Give them here,« said Holmes. »Now, Doctor,«

turning to me, »art those ordinary pills?«
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colour, small, round, and almost transparent against the light. »From their lightness and transparency, I should imagine that they are soluble in water,« I remarked. 

»Precisely so,« answered Holmes. »Now would you mind going down and fetching that poor little devil of a terrier which has been bad so long, and which the landlady wanted you to put out of its pain yesterday?«

I went downstairs and carried the dog upstairs in my arms. Its laboured breathing and glazing eye showed that it was not far from its end. Indeed, its snow-white muzzle proclaimed that it had already exceeded the usual term of canine existence. I placed it upon a cushion on the rug. 

»I will now cut one of these pills in two,« said Holmes, and drawing his penknife he suited the action to the word. »One half we return into the box for future purposes. The other half I will place in this wineglass, in which is a teaspoonful of water. You perceive that our friend, the doctor, is right, and that it readily dissolves.«

»This may be very interesting,« said Lestrade, in the injured tone of one who suspects that he is being laughed at; »I cannot see, how ever, what it has to do with the death of Mr. Joseph Stangerson.«
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time that it has everything to do with it. I shall now add a little milk to make the mixture palatable, and on presenting it to the dog we find that he laps it up readily enough.«

As he spoke he turned the contents of the wineglass into a saucer and placed it in front of the terrier, who speedily licked it dry. Sherlock Holmes's earnest demeanour had so far convinced us that we all sat in silence, watching the animal intently, and expecting some startling effect. None such appeared, however. 

The dog continued to lie stretched upon the cushion, breathing in a laboured way, but apparently neither the better nor the worse for its draught. 

Holmes had taken out his watch, and as minute followed minute without result, an expression of the utmost chagrin and disappointment appeared upon his features. He gnawed his lip, drummed his fingers upon the table, and showed every other symptom of acute impatience. So great was his emotion that I felt sincerely sorry for him, while the two detectives smiled derisively, by no means displeased at this check which he had met. 

»It can't be a coincidence,« he cried, at last springing from his chair and pacing wildly up and down the room; »it is impossible that it should be a mere coincidence. The very pills which I suspected in the case of Drebber are actually found after the death of Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 110
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Stangerson. And yet they are inert. What can it mean? 

Surely my whole chain of reasoning cannot have been false. It is impossible! And yet this wretched dog is none the worse. Ah, I have it! I have it!« With a perfect shriek of delight he rushed to the box, cut the other pill in two, dissolved it, added milk, and presented it to the terrier. The unfortunate creature's tongue seemed hardly to have been moistened in it before it gave a convulsive shiver in every limb, and lay as rigid and lifeless as if it had been struck by lightning. 

Sherlock Holmes drew a long breath, and wiped the perspiration from his forehead. »I should have more faith,« he said; »I ought to know by this time that when a fact appears to be opposed to a long train of deductions, it invariably proves to be capable of bearing some other interpretation. Of the two pills in that box, one was of the most deadly poison, and the other was entirely harmless. I ought to have known that before ever I saw the box at all.«

This last statement appeared to me to be so startling that I could hardly believe that he was in his sober senses. There was the dead dog, however, to prove that his conjecture had been correct. It seemed to me that the mists in my own mind were gradually clearing away, and I began to have a dim, vague perception of the truth. 
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»because you failed at the beginning of the inquiry to grasp the importance of the single real clue which was presented to you. I had the good fortune to seize upon that, and everything which has occurred since then has served to confirm my original supposition, and, indeed, was the logical sequence of it. Hence things which have perplexed you and made the case more obscure have served to enlighten me and to strengthen my conclusions. It is a mistake to confound strange-ness with mystery. The most commonplace crime is often the most mysterious, because it presents no new or special features from which deductions may be drawn. This murder would have been infinitely more difficult to unravel had the body of the victim been simply found lying in the roadway without any of those  outré  and sensational accompaniments which have rendered it remarkable. These strange details, far from making the case more difficult, have really had the effect of making it less so.«

Mr. Gregson, who had listened to this address with considerable impatience, could contain himself no longer. »Look here, Mr. Sherlock Holmes,« he said, 

»we are all ready to acknowledge that you are a smart man, and that you have your own methods of working. We want something more than mere theory and preaching now, though. It is a case of taking the man. 

I have made my case out, and it seems I was wrong. 
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Young Charpentier could not have been engaged in this second affair. Lestrade went after his man, Stangerson, and it appears that he was wrong too. You have thrown out hints here, and hints there, and seem to know more than we do, but the time has come when we feel that we have a right to ask you straight how much you do know of the business. Can you name the man who did it?«

»I cannot help feeling that Gregson is right, sir,«

remarked Lestrade. »We have both tried, and we have both failed. You have remarked more than once since I have been in the room that you had all the evidence which you require. Surely you will not withhold it any longer.«

»Any delay in arresting the assassin,« I observed, 

»might give him time to perpetrate some fresh atrocity.«

Thus pressed by us all, Holmes showed signs of irresolution. He continued to walk up and down the room with his head sunk on his chest and his brows drawn down, as was his habit when lost in thought. 

»There will be no more murders,« he said at last, stopping abruptly and facing us. »You can put that consideration out of the question. You have asked me if I know the name of the assassin. I do. The mere knowing of his name is a small thing, however, compared with the power of laying our hands upon him. 

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 113

7. Light in the Darkness

Doyle-SH, 46

This I expect very shortly to do. I have good hopes of managing it through my own arrangements; but it is a thing which needs delicate handling, for we have a shrewd and desperate man to deal with, who is supported, as I have had occasion to prove, by another who is as clever as himself. As long as this man has no idea that anyone can have a clue there is some chance of securing him; but if he had the slightest suspicion, he would change his name, and vanish in an instant among the four million inhabitants of this great city. Without meaning to hurt either of your feelings, I am bound to say that I consider these men to be more than a match for the official force, and that is why I have not asked your assistance. If I fail, I shall, of course, incur all the blame due to this omission; but that I am prepared for. At present I am ready to promise that the instant that I can communicate with you without endangering my own combinations, I shall do so.«

Gregson and Lestrade seemed to be far from satisfied by this assurance, or by the depreciating allusion to the detective police. The former had flushed up to the roots of his flaxen hair, while the other's beady eyes glistened with curiosity and resentment. Neither of them had time to speak, however, before there was a tap at the door, and that spokesman of the street Arabs, young Wiggins, introduced his insignificant Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 114
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and unsavoury person. 

»Please, sir,« he said, touching his forelock, »I have the cab downstairs.«

»Good boy,« said Holmes, blandly. »Why don't you introduce this pattern at Scotland Yard?« he continued, taking a pair of steel handcuffs from a drawer. 

»See how beautifully the spring works. They fasten in an instant.«

»The old pattern is good enough,« remarked Lestrade, »if we can only find the man to put them on.«

»Very good, very good,« said Holmes, smiling. 

»The cabman may as well help me with my boxes. 

Just ask him to step up, Wiggins.«

I was surprised to find my companion speaking as though he were about to set out on a journey, since he had not said anything to me about it. There was a small portmanteau in the room, and this he pulled out and began to strap. He was busily engaged at it when the cabman entered the room. 

»Just give me a help with this buckle, cabman,« he said, kneeling over his task, and never turning his head. 

The fellow came forward with a somewhat sullen, defiant air, and put down his hands to assist. At that instant there was a sharp click, the jangling of metal, and Sherlock Holmes sprang to his feet again. 
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introduce you to Mr. Jefferson Hope, the murderer of Enoch Drebber and of Joseph Stangerson.«

The whole thing occurred in a moment – so quickly that I had no time to realize it. I have a vivid recollection of that instant, of Holmes's triumphant expression and the ring of his voice, of the cabman's dazed, savage face, as he glared at the glittering handcuffs, which had appeared as if by magic upon his wrists. 

For a second or two we might have been a group of statues. Then with an inarticulate roar of fury, the prisoner wrenched himself free from Holmes's grasp, and hurled himself through the window. Woodwork and glass gave way before him; but before he got quite through, Gregson, Lestrade, and Holmes sprang upon him like so many staghounds. He was dragged back into the room, and then commenced a terrific conflict. 

So powerful and so fierce was he that the four of us were shaken off again and again. He appeared to have the convulsive strength of a man in an epileptic fit. 

His face and hands were terribly mangled by his passage through the glass, but loss of blood had no effect in diminishing his resistance. It was not until Lestrade succeeded in getting his hand inside his neckcloth and half-strangling him that we made him realize that his struggles were of no avail; and even then we felt no security until we had pinioned his feet as well as his hands. That done, we rose to our feet breathless and Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 116
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panting. 

»We have his cab,« said Sherlock Holmes. »It will serve to take him to Scotland Yard. And now, gentlemen,« he continued, with a pleasant smile, »we have reached the end of our little mystery. You are very welcome to put any questions that you like to me now, and there is no danger that ›I will refuse to answer them.‹«
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Part II

The Country of the Saints




Chapter I

On the Great Alkali Plain


In the central portion of the great North American Continent there lies an arid and repulsive desert, which for many a long year served as a barrier against the advance of civilization. From the Sierra Nevada to Nebraska, and from the Yellowstone River in the north to the Colorado upon the south, is a region of desolation and silence. Nor is Nature always in one mood throughout this grim district. It comprises snow-capped and lofty mountains, and dark and gloomy valleys. There are swift-flowing rivers which dash through jagged canons; and there are enormous plains, which in winter are white with snow, and in summer are gray with the saline alkali dust. They all preserve, however, the common characteristics of barrenness, inhospitality, and misery. 

There are no inhabitants of this land of despair. A band of Pawnees or of Blackfeet may occasionally traverse it
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the hardiest of the braves are glad to lose sight of those awesome plains, and to find themselves once more upon their prairies. The coyote skulks among the scrub, the buzzard flaps heavily through the air, and the clumsy grizzly bear lumbers through the dark ravines, and picks up such sustenance as it can amongst the rocks. These are the sole dwellers in the wilderness. 

In the whole world there can be no more dreary view than that from the northern slope of the Sierra Blanco. As far as the eye can reach stretches the great flat plain-land, all dusted over with patches of alkali, and intersected by clumps of the dwarfish chaparral bushes. On the extreme verge of the horizon lie a long chain of mountain peaks, with their rugged summits flecked with snow. In this great stretch of country there is no sign of life, nor of anything appertaining to life. There is no bird in the steel-blue heaven, no movement upon the dull, gray earth – above all, there is absolute silence. Listen as one may, there is no shadow of a sound in all that mighty wilderness; nothing but silence – complete and heart-subduing silence. 

It has been said there is nothing appertaining to life upon the broad plain. That is hardly true. Looking down from the Sierra Blanco, one sees a pathway traced out across the desert, which winds away and is lost in the extreme distance. It is rutted with wheels Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 119
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and trodden down by the feet of many adventurers. 

Here and there there are scattered white objects which glisten in the sun, and stand out against the dull deposit of alkali. Approach, and examine them! They are bones: some large and coarse, others smaller and more delicate. The former have belonged to oxen, and the latter to men. For fifteen hundred miles one may trace this ghastly caravan route by these scattered remains of those who had fallen by the wayside. 

Looking down on this very scene, there stood upon the fourth of May, eighteen hundred and forty-seven, a solitary traveller. His appearance was such that he might have been the very genius or demon of the region. An observer would have found it difficult to say whether he was nearer to forty or to sixty. His face was lean and haggard, and the brown parchment-like skin was drawn tightly over the projecting bones; his long, brown hair and beard were all flecked and dashed with white; his eyes were sunken in his head, and burned with an unnatural lustre; while the hand which grasped his rifle was hardly more fleshy than that of a skeleton. As he stood, he leaned upon his weapon for support, and yet his tall figure and the massive framework of his bones suggested a wiry and vigorous constitution. His gaunt face, however, and his clothes, which hung so baggily over his shrivelled limbs, proclaimed what it was that gave him that seni-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 120
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le and decrepit appearance. The man was dying –

dying from hunger and from thirst. 

He had toiled painfully down the ravine, and on to this little elevation, in the vain hope of seeing some signs of water. Now the great salt plain stretched before his eyes, and the distant belt of savage mountains, without a sign anywhere of plant or tree, which might indicate the presence of moisture. In all that broad landscape there was no gleam of hope. North, and east, and west he looked with wild, questioning eyes, and then he realized that his wanderings had come to an end, and that there, on that barren crag, he was about to die. »Why not here, as well as in a feather bed, twenty years hence?« he muttered, as he seated himself in the shelter of a boulder. 

Before sitting down, he had deposited upon the ground his useless rifle, and also a large bundle tied up in a gray shawl, which he had carried slung over his right shoulder. It appeared to be somewhat too heavy for his strength, for in lowering it, it came down on the ground with some little violence. Instantly there broke from the gray parcel a little moaning cry, and from it there protruded a small, scared face, with very bright brown eyes, and two little speckled dimpled fists. 

»You've hurt me!« said a childish voice, reproachfully. 
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»Have I, though?« the man answered penitently; »I didn't go for to do it.« As he spoke he unwrapped the gray shawl and extricated a pretty little girl of about five years of age, whose dainty shoes and smart pink frock with its little linen apron, all bespoke a mother's care. The child was pale and wan, but her healthy arms and legs showed that she had suffered less than her companion. 

»How is it now?« he answered anxiously, for she was still rubbing the towsy golden curls which covered the back of her head. 

»Kiss it and make it well,« she said, with perfect gravity, showing the injured part up to him. »That's what mother used to do. Where's mother?«

»Mother's gone. I guess you'll see her before long.«

»Gone, eh!« said the little girl. »Funny, she didn't say good-bye; she ›most always did if she was just goin‹ over to auntie's for tea, and now she's been away three days. Say, it's awful dry, ain't it? Ain't there no water nor nothing to eat?«

»No, there ain't nothing, dearie. You'll just need to be patient awhile, and then you'll be all right. Put your head up ag'in me like that, and then you'll feel bullier. It ain't easy to talk when your lips is like leather, but I guess I'd best let you know how the cards lie. What's that you've got?«

»Pretty things! fine things!« cried the little girl ent-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 122
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husiastically, holding up two glittering fragments of mica. »When we goes back to home I'll give them to brother Bob.«

»You'll see prettier things than them soon,« said the man confidently. »You just wait a bit. I was going to tell you though – you remember when we left the river?«

»Oh, yes.«

»Well, we reckoned we'd strike another river soon, d'ye see. But there was somethin' wrong; compasses, or map, or somethin', and it didn't turn up. Water ran out. Just except a little drop for the likes of you, and –

and ––«

»And you couldn't wash yourself,« interrupted his companion gravely, staring up at his grimy visage. 

»No, nor drink. And Mr. Bender, he was the fust to go, and then Indian Pete, and then Mrs. McGregor, and then Johnny Hones, and then, dearie, your mother.«

»Then mother's a deader too,« cried the little girl, dropping her face in her pinafore and sobbing bitterly. 

»Yes, they all went except you and me. Then I thought there was some chance of water in this direction, so I heaved you over my shoulder and we tramped it together. It don't seem as though we've improved matters. There's an almighty small chance for us now!«
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»Do you mean that we are going to die too?« asked the child, checking her sobs, and raising her tear-stained face. 

»I guess that's about the size of it.«

»Why didn't you say so before?« she said, laughing gleefully. »You gave me such a fright. Why, of course, now as long as we die we'll be with mother again.«

»Yes, you will, dearie.«

»And you too. I'll tell her how awful good you've been. I'll bet she meets us at the door of heaven with a big pitcher of water, and a lot of buckwheat cakes, hot, and toasted on both sides, like Bob and me was fond of. How long will it be first?«

»I don't know – not very long.« The man's eyes were fixed upon the northern horizon. In the blue vault of the heaven there had appeared three little specks which increased in size every moment, so rapidly did they approach. They speedily resolved themselves into three large brown birds, which circled over the heads of the two wanderers, and then settled upon some rocks which overlooked them. They were buzzards, the vultures of the West, whose coming is the forerunner of death. 

»Cocks and hens,« cried the little girl gleefully, pointing at their ill-omened forms, and clapping her hands to make them rise. »Say, did God make this Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 124
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country?«

»In course He did,« said her companion, rather startled by this unexpected question. 

»He made the country down in Illinois, and He made the Missouri,« the little girl continued. »I guess somebody else made the country in these parts. It's not nearly so well done. They forgot the water and the trees.«

»What would ye think of offering up prayer?« the man asked diffidently. 

»It ain't night yet,« she answered. 

»It don't matter. It ain't quite regular, but He won't mind that, you bet. You say over them ones that you used to say every night in the wagon when we was on the Plains.«

»Why don't you say some yourself?« the child asked, with wondering eyes. 

»I disremember them,« he answered. »I hain't said none since I was half the height o' that gun. I guess it's never too late. You say them out, and I'll stand by and come in on the choruses.«

»Then you'll need to kneel down, and me too,« she said, laying the shawl out for that purpose. »You've got to put your hands up like this. It makes you feel kind of good.«

It was a strange sight, had there been anything but the buzzards to see it. Side by side on the narrow Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 125
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shawl knelt the two wanderers, the little prattling child and the reckless, hardened adventurer. Her chubby face and his haggard, angular visage were both turned up to the cloudless heaven in heartfelt entreaty to that dread Being with whom they were face to face, while the two voices – the one thin and clear, the other deep and harsh – united in the entreaty for mercy and forgiveness. The prayer finished, they resumed their seat in the shadow of the boulder until the child fell asleep, nestling upon the broad breast of her protector. He watched over her slumber for some time, but Nature proved to be too strong for him. For three days and three nights he had allowed himself neither rest nor repose. Slowly the eyelids drooped over the tired eyes, and the head sunk lower and lower upon the breast, until the man's grizzled beard was mixed with the gold tresses of his companion, and both slept the same deep and dreamless slumber. 

Had the wanderer remained awake for another half-hour a strange sight would have met his eyes. Far away on the extreme verge of the alkali plain there rose up a little spray of dust, very slight at first, and hardly to be distinguished from the mists of the distance, but gradually growing higher and broader until it formed a solid, well defined cloud. This cloud continued to increase in size until it became evident that it could only be raised by a great multitude of Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 126
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moving creatures. In more fertile spots the observer would have come to the conclusion that one of those great herds of bisons which graze upon the prairie land was approaching him. This was obviously impossible in these arid wilds. As the whirl of dust drew nearer to the solitary bluff upon which the two castaways were reposing the canvas-covered tilts of wagons and the figures of armed horsemen began to show up through the haze, and the apparition revealed itself as being a great caravan upon its journey for the West. But what a caravan! When the head of it had reached the base of the mountains, the rear was not yet visible on the horizon. Right across the enormous plain stretched the straggling array, wagons and carts, men on horseback, and men on foot. Innumerable women who staggered along under burdens, and children who toddled beside the wagons or peeped out from under the white coverings. This was evidently no ordinary party of immigrants, but rather some nomad people who had been compelled from stress of circumstances to seek themselves a new country. There rose through the clear air a confused clattering and rumbling from this great mass of humanity, with the creaking of wheels and the neighing of horses. Loud as it was, it was not sufficient to rouse the two tired wayfarers above them. 

At the head of the column there rode a score or Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 127
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more of grave, iron-faced men, clad in sombre home-spun garments and armed with rifles. On reaching the base of the bluff they halted, and held a short council among themselves. 

»The wells are to the right, my brothers,« said one, a hard-lipped, clean-shaven man with grizzly hair. 

»To the right of the Sierra Blanco – so we shall reach the Rio Grande,« said another. 

»Fear not for water,« cried a third. »He who could draw it from the rocks will not now abandon His own chosen people.«

»Amen! amen!« responded the whole party. 

They were about to resume their journey when one of the youngest and keenest-eyed uttered an exclamation and pointed up at the rugged crag above them. 

From its summit there fluttered a little wisp of pink, showing up hard and bright against the gray rocks behind. At the sight there was a general reining up of horses and unslinging of guns, while fresh horsemen came galloping up to reinforce the vanguard. The word »Redskins« was on every lip. 

»There can't be any number of Injuns here,« said the elderly man who appeared to be in command. 

»We have passed the Pawnees, and there are no other tribes until we cross the great mountains.«

»Shall I go forward and see, Brother Stangerson?«

asked one of the band. 
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»And I,« »And I,« cried a dozen voices. 

»Leave your horses below and we will await you here,« the elder answered. In a moment the young fellows had dismounted, fastened their horses, and were ascending the precipitous slope which led up to the object which had excited their curiosity. They advanced rapidly and noiselessly, with the confidence and dexterity of practised scouts. The watchers from the plain below could see them flit from rock to rock until their figures stood out against the sky-line. The young man who had first given the alarm was leading them. Suddenly his followers saw him throw up his hands, as though overcome with astonishment, and on joining him they were affected in the same way by the sight which met their eyes. 

On the little plateau which crowned the barren hill there stood a single giant boulder, and against this boulder there lay a tall man, long-bearded and hard-featured, but of an excessive thinness. His placid face and regular breathing showed that he was fast asleep. 

Beside him lay a child, with her round white arms encircling his brown sinewy neck, and her golden-haired head resting upon the breast of his velveteen tunic. 

Her rosy lips were parted, showing the regular line of snow-white teeth within, and a playful smile played over her infantile features. Her plump little white legs, terminating in white socks and neat shoes with shi-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 129
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ning buckles, offered a strange contrast to the long shrivelled members of her companion. On the ledge of rock above this strange couple there stood three solemn buzzards, who, at the sight of the newcomers, uttered raucous screams of disappointment and flapped sullenly away. 

The cries of the foul birds awoke the two sleepers, who stared about them in bewilderment. The man staggered to his feet and looked down upon the plain which had been so desolate when sleep had overtaken him, and which was now traversed by this enormous body of men and of beasts. His face assumed an expression of incredulity as he gazed, and he passed his bony hand over his eyes. »This is what they call delirium, I guess,« he muttered. The child stood beside him, holding on to the skirt of his coat, and said nothing, but looked all round her with the wondering, questioning gaze of childhood. 

The rescuing party were speedily able to convince the two castaways that their appearance was no delusion. One of them seized the little girl and hoisted her upon his shoulder, while two others supported her gaunt companion, and assisted him towards the wagons. 

»My name is John Ferrier,« the wanderer explained; »me and that little un are all that's left o' 

twenty-one people. The rest is all dead o' thirst and Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 130
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hunger away down in the south.«

»Is she your child?« asked someone. 

»I guess she is now,« the other cried, defiantly; 

»she's mine 'cause I saved her. No man will take her from me. She's Lucy Ferrier from this day on. Who are you, though?« he continued, glancing with curiosity at his stalwart, sunburned rescuers; »there seems to be a powerful lot of ye.«

»Nigh unto ten thousand,« said one of the young men; »we are the persecuted children of God – the chosen of the Angel Merona.«

»I never heard tell on him,« said the wanderer. »He appears to have chosen a fair crowd of ye.«

»Do not jest at that which is sacred,« said the other, sternly. »We are of those who believe in those sacred writings, drawn in Egyptian letters on plates of beaten gold, which were handed unto the holy Joseph Smith at Palmyra. We have come from Nauvoo, in the state of Illinois, where we had founded our temple. 

We have come to seek a refuge from the violent man and from the godless, even though it be the heart of the desert.«

The name of Nauvoo evidently recalled recollections to John Ferrier. »I see,« he said; »you are the Mormons.«

»We are the Mormons,« answered his companions with one voice. 
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»And where are you going?«

»We do not know. The hand of God is leading us under the person of our Prophet. You must come before him. He shall say what is to be done with you.«

They had reached the base of the hill by this time, and were surrounded by crowds of the pilgrims –

pale-faced, meek-looking women; strong, laughing children; and anxious, earnest-eyed men. Many were the cries of astonishment and of commiseration which arose from them when they perceived the youth of one of the strangers and the destitution of the other. Their escort did not halt, however, but pushed on, followed by a great crowd of Mormons, until they reached a wagon, which was conspicuous for its great size and for the gaudiness and smartness of its appearance. Six horses were yoked to it, whereas the others were furnished with two, or, at most, four apiece. Beside the driver there sat a man who could not have been more than thirty years of age, but whose massive head and resolute expression marked him as a leader. He was reading a brown-backed volume, but as the crowd approached he laid it aside, and listened attentively to an account of the episode. Then he turned to the two castaways. 

»If we take you with us,« he said, in solemn words, 

»it can only be as believers in our own creed. We shall have no wolves in our fold. Better far that your Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 132
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bones should bleach in this wilderness than that you should prove to be that little speck of decay which in time corrupts the whole fruit. Will you come with us on these terms?«

»Guess I'll come with you on any terms,« said Ferrier, with such emphasis that the grave Elders could not restrain a smile. The leader alone retained his stern, impressive expression. 

»Take him, Brother Stangerson,« he said, »give him food and drink, and the child likewise. Let it be your task also to teach him our holy creed. We have delayed long enough. Forward! On, on to Zion!«

»On, on to Zion!« cried the crowd of Mormons, and the words rippled down the long caravan, passing from mouth to mouth until they died away in a dull murmur in the far distance. With a cracking of whips and a creaking of wheels the great wagons got into motion, and soon the whole caravan was winding along once more. The Elder to whose care the two waifs had been committed led them to his wagon, where a meal was already awaiting them. 

»You shall remain here,« he said. »In a few days you will have recovered from your fatigues. In the meantime, remember that now and forever you are of our religion. Brigham Young has said it, and he has spoken with the voice of Joseph Smith, which is the voice of God.«
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Chapter II

The Flower of Utah


This is not the place to commemorate the trials and privations endured by the immigrant Mormons before they came to their final haven. From the shores of the Mississippi to the western slopes of the Rocky Mountains they had struggled on with a constancy almost unparalleled in history. The savage man, and the savage beast, hunger, thirst, fatigue, and disease – every impediment which Nature could place in the way –

had all been overcome with Anglo-Saxon tenacity. 

Yet the long journey and the accumulated terrors had shaken the hearts of the stoutest among them. There was not one who did not sink upon his knees in heartfelt prayer when they saw the broad valley of Utah bathed in the sunlight beneath them, and learned from the lips of their leader that this was the promised land, and that these virgin acres were to be theirs for evermore. 

Young speedily proved himself to be a skilful ad-ministrator as well as a resolute chief. Maps were drawn and charts prepared, in which the future city was sketched out. All around farms were apportioned and allotted in proportion to the standing of each indi-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 134
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vidual. The tradesman was put to his trade and the ar-tisan to his calling. In the town streets and squares sprang up as if by magic. In the country there was draining and hedging, planting and clearing, until the next summer saw the whole country golden with the wheat crop. Everything prospered in the strange settlement. Above all, the great temple which they had erected in the centre of the city grew ever taller and larger. From the first blush of dawn until the closing of the twilight, the clatter of the hammer and the rasp of the saw were never absent from the monument which the immigrants erected to Him who had led them safe through many dangers. 

The two castaways, John Ferrier and the little girl, who had shared his fortunes and had been adopted as his daughter, accompanied the Mormons to the end of their great pilgrimage. Little Lucy Ferrier was borne along pleasantly enough in Elder Stangerson's wagon, a retreat which she shared with the Mormon's three wives and with his son, a headstrong, forward boy of twelve. Having rallied, with the elasticity of childhood, from the shock caused by her mother's death, she soon became a pet with the women, and reconciled herself to this new life in her moving canvas-covered home. In the meantime Ferrier having recovered from his privations, distinguished himself as a useful guide and an indefatigable hunter. So rapidly did he Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 135
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gain the esteem of his new companions, that when they reached the end of their wanderings, it was unan-imously agreed that he should be provided with as large and as fertile a tract of land as any of the sett-lers, with the exception of Young himself, and of Stangerson, Kemball, Johnston, and Drebber, who were the four principal Elders. 

On the farm thus acquired John Ferrier built himself a substantial log-house, which received so many additions in succeeding years that it grew into a roomy villa. He was a man of a practical turn of mind, keen in his dealings and skilful with his hands. His iron constitution enabled him to work morning and evening at improving and tilling his lands. Hence it came about that his farm and all that belonged to him prospered exceedingly. In three years he was better off than his neigh-bours, in six he was well-to-do, in nine he was rich, and in twelve there were not half a dozen men in the whole of Salt Lake City who could compare with him. From the great inland sea to the distant Wahsatch Mountains there was no name better known than that of John Ferrier. 

There was one way and only one in which he offended the susceptibilities of his co-religionists. No argument or persuasion could ever induce him to set up a female establishment after the manner of his companions. He never gave reasons for this persistent refusal, Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 136
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but contented himself by resolutely and inflexibly adhering to his determination. There were some who accused him of lukewarmness in his adopted religion, and others who put it down to greed of wealth and reluctance to incur expense. Others, again, spoke of some early love affair, and of a fair-haired girl who had pined away on the shores of the Atlantic. Whatever the reason, Ferrier remained strictly celibate. In every other respect he conformed to the religion of the young settlement, and gained the name of being an orthodox and straight-walking man. 

Lucy Ferrier grew up within the log-house, and assisted her adopted father in all his undertakings. The keen air of the mountains and the balsamic odour of the pine trees took the place of nurse and mother to the young girl. As year succeeded to year she grew taller and stronger, her cheek more ruddy and her step more elastic. Many a wayfarer upon the high road which ran by Ferrier's farm felt long-forgotten thoughts revive in his mind as he watched her lithe, girlish figure tripping through the wheatfields, or met her mounted upon her father's mustang, and managing it with all the ease and grace of a true child of the West. So the bud blossomed into a flower, and the year which saw her father the richest of the farmers left her as fair a specimen of American girlhood as could be found in the whole Pacific slope. 
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It was not the father, however, who first discovered that the child had developed into the woman. It seldom is in such cases. That mysterious change is too subtle and too gradual to be measured by dates. Least of all does the maiden herself know it until the tone of a voice or the touch of a hand sets her heart thrilling within her, and she learns, with a mixture of pride and of fear, that a new and a larger nature has awakened within her. There are few who cannot recall that day and remember the one little incident which heralded the dawn of a new life. In the case of Lucy Ferrier the occasion was serious enough in itself, apart from its future influence on her destiny and that of many besides. 

It was a warm June morning, and the Latter Day Saints were as busy as the bees whose hive they have chosen for their emblem. In the fields and in the streets rose the same hum of human industry. Down the dusty high roads defiled long streams of heavily laden mules, all heading to the west, for the gold fever had broken out in California, and the overland route lay through the city of the Elect. There, too, were droves of sheep and bullocks coming in from the outlying pasture lands, and trains of tired immigrants, men and horses equally weary of their interminable journey. 

Through all this motley assemblage, threading her way with the skill of an accomplished rider, there gal-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 138
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loped Lucy Ferrier, her fair face flushed with the exercise and her long chestnut hair floating out behind her. She had a commission from her father in the city, and was dashing in as she had done many a time before, with all the fearlessness of youth, thinking only of her task and how it was to be performed. The travel-stained

adventurers

gazed

after

her

in

astonishment, and even the unemotional Indians, journeying in with their peltries, relaxed their accustomed stoicism as they marvelled at the beauty of the pale-faced maiden. 

She had reached the outskirts of the city when she found the road blocked by a great drove of cattle, driven by a half-dozen wild-looking herdsmen from the plains. In her impatience she endeavoured to pass this obstacle by pushing her horse into what appeared to be a gap. Scarcely had she got fairly into it, however, before the beasts closed in behind her, and she found herself completely embedded in the moving stream of fierce-eyed, long-horned bullocks. Accustomed as she was to deal with cattle, she was not alarmed at her situation, but took advantage of every opportunity to urge her horse on, in the hopes of pushing her way through the cavalcade. Unfortunately the horns of one of the creatures, either by accident or design, came in violent contact with the flank of the mustang, and excited it to madness. In an instant it reared up upon its Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 139
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hind legs with a snort of rage, and pranced and tossed in a way that would have unseated any but a skilful rider. The situation was full of peril. Every plunge of the excited horse brought it against the horns again, and goaded it to fresh madness. It was all that the girl could do to keep herself in the saddle, yet a slip would mean a terrible death under the hoofs of the unwieldy and terrified animals. Unaccustomed to sudden emergencies, her head began to swim, and her grip upon the bridle to relax. Choked by the rising cloud of dust and by the steam from the struggling creatures, she might have abandoned her efforts in despair, but for a kindly voice at her elbow which assured her of assistance. At the same moment a sinewy brown hand caught the frightened horse by the curb, and forcing a way through the drove, soon brought her to the outskirts. 

»You're not hurt, I hope, miss,« said her preserver, respectfully. 

She looked up at his dark, fierce face, and laughed saucily. »I'm awful frightened,« she said, naively; 

»whoever would have thought that Poncho would have been so scared by a lot of cows?«

»Thank God, you kept your seat,« the other said, earnestly. He was a tall, savage-looking young fellow, mounted on a powerful roan horse and clad in the rough dress of a hunter, with a long rifle slung over Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 140
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his shoulders. »I guess you are the daughter of John Ferrier,« he remarked; »I saw you ride down from his house. When you see him, ask him if he remembers the Jefferson Hopes of St. Louis. If he's the same Ferrier, my father and he were pretty thick.«

»Hadn't you better come and ask yourself?« she asked, demurely. 

The young fellow seemed pleased at the suggestion, and his dark eyes sparkled with pleasure. »I'll do so,«

he said; »we've been in the mountains for two months, and are not over and above in visiting condition. He must take us as he finds us.«

»He has a good deal to thank you for, and so have I,« she answered; »he's awful fond of me. If those cows had jumped on me he'd have never got over it.«

»Neither would I,« said her companion. 

»You! Well, I don't see that it would make much matter to you, anyhow. You ain't even a friend of ours.«

The young hunter's dark face grew so gloomy over this remark that Lucy Ferrier laughed aloud. 

»There, I didn't mean that,« she said; »of course, you are a friend now. You must come and see us. 

Now I must push along, or father won't trust me with his business any more. Good-bye!«

»Good-bye,« he answered, raising his broad som-brero, and bending over her little hand. She wheeled Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 141
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her mustang round, gave it a cut with her riding-whip, and darted away down the broad road in a rolling cloud of dust. 

Young Jefferson Hope rode on with his companions, gloomy and taciturn. He and they had been among the Nevada Mountains prospecting for silver, and were returning to Salt Lake City in the hope of raising capital enough to work some lodes which they had discovered. He had been as keen as any of them upon the business until this sudden incident had drawn his thoughts into another channel. The sight of the fair young girl, as frank and wholesome as the Sierra breezes, had stirred his volcanic, untamed heart to its very depths. When she had vanished from his sight, he realized that a crisis had come in his life, and that neither silver speculations nor any other questions could ever be of such importance to him as this new and all-absorbing one. The love which had sprung up in his heart was not the sudden, changeable fancy of a boy, but rather the wild, fierce passion of a man of strong will and imperious temper. He had been accustomed to succeed in all that he undertook. 

He swore in his heart that he would not fail in this if human effort and human perseverance could render him successful. 

He called on John Ferrier that night, and many times again, until his face was a familiar one at the Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 142
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farmhouse. John, cooped up in the valley, and absorbed in his work, had had little chance of learning the news of the outside world during the last twelve years. 

All this Jefferson Hope was able to tell him, and in a style which interested Lucy as well as her father. He had been a pioneer in California, and could narrate many a strange tale of fortunes made and fortunes lost in those wild, halcyon days. He had been a scout too, and a trapper, a silver explorer, and a ranchman. 

Wherever stirring adventures were to be had, Jefferson Hope had been there in search of them. He soon became a favourite with the old farmer, who spoke eloquently of his virtues. On such occasions, Lucy was silent, but her blushing cheek and her bright, happy eyes showed only too clearly that her young heart was no longer her own. Her honest father may not have observed these symptoms, but they were assuredly not thrown away upon the man who had won her affections. 

One summer evening he came galloping down the road and pulled up at the gate. She was at the doorway, and came down to meet him. He threw the bridle over the fence and strode up the pathway. 

»I am off, Lucy,« he said, taking her two hands in his, and gazing tenderly down into her face: »I won't ask you to come with me now, but will you be ready to come when I am here again?«
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»And when will that be?« she asked, blushing and laughing. 

»A couple of months at the outside. I will come and claim you then my darling. There's no one who can stand between us.«

»And how about father?« she asked. 

»He has given his consent, provided we get these mines working all right. I have no fear on that head.«

»Oh, well; of course, if you and father have arranged it all, there's no more to be said,« she whispered, with her cheek against his broad breast. 

»Thank God!« he said, hoarsely, stooping and kissing her. »It is settled, then. The longer I stay, the harder it will be to go. They are waiting for me at the canon. Good-bye, my own darling – good-bye. In two months you shall see me.«

He tore himself from her as he spoke, and, flinging himself upon his horse, galloped furiously away, never even looking round, as though afraid that his resolution might fail him if he took one glance at what he was leaving. She stood at the gate, gazing after him until he vanished from her sight. Then she walked back into the house, the happiest girl in all Utah. 
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Chapter III

John Ferrier Talks with the Prophet Three weeks had passed since Jefferson Hope and his comrades had departed from Salt Lake City. John Ferrier's heart was sore within him when he thought of the young man's return, and of the impending loss of his adopted child. Yet her bright and happy face reconciled him to the arrangement more than any argument could have done. He had always determined, deep down in his resolute heart, that nothing would ever induce him to allow his daughter to wed a Mormon. Such marriage he regarded as no marriage at all, but as a shame and a disgrace. Whatever he might think of the Mormon doctrines, upon that one point he was inflexible. He had to seal his mouth on the subject, however, for to express an unorthodox opinion was a dangerous matter in those days in the Land of the Saints. 

Yes, a dangerous matter – so dangerous that even the most saintly dared only whisper their religious opinions with bated breath, lest something which fell from their lips might be misconstrued, and bring down a swift retribution upon them. The victims of persecution had now turned persecutors on their own Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 145
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account, and persecutors of the most terrible description. Not the Inquisition of Seville, nor the German Vehmgericht, nor the secret societies of Italy, were ever able to put a more formidable machinery in motion than that which cast a cloud over the state of Utah. 

Its invisibility, and the mystery which was attached to it, made this organization doubly terrible. It appeared to be omniscient and omnipotent, and yet was neither seen nor heard. The man who held out against the Church vanished away, and none knew whither he had gone or what had befallen him. His wife and his children awaited him at home, but no father ever returned to tell them how he had fared at the hands of his secret judges. A rash word or a hasty act was followed by annihilation, and yet none knew what the nature might be of this terrible power which was suspended over them. No wonder that men went about in fear and trembling, and that even in the heart of the wilderness they dared not whisper the doubts which oppressed them. 

At first this vague and terrible power was exercised only upon the recalcitrants who, having embraced the Mormon faith, wished afterwards to pervert or to abandon it. Soon, however, it took a wider range. The supply of adult women was running short, and poly-gamy without a female population on which to draw was a barren doctrine indeed. Strange rumours began Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 146
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to be bandied about – rumours of murdered immigrants and rifled camps in regions where Indians had never been seen. Fresh women appeared in the harems of the Elders – women who pined and wept, and bore upon their faces the traces of an unextinguishable horror. Belated wanderers upon the mountains spoke of gangs of armed men, masked, stealthy, and noiseless, who flitted by them in the darkness. These tales and rumours took substance and shape, and were corroborated and recorroborated, until they resolved themselves into a definite name. To this day, in the lonely ranches of the West, the name of the Danite Band, or the Avenging Angels, is a sinister and an ill-omened one. 

Fuller knowledge of the organization which produced such terrible results served to increase rather than to lessen the horror which it inspired in the minds of men. None knew who belonged to this ruthless society. The names of the participators in the deeds of blood and violence done under the name of religion were kept profoundly secret. The very friend to whom you communicated your misgivings as to the Prophet and his mission might be one of those who would come forth at night with fire and sword to exact a terrible reparation. Hence every man feared his neighbour, and none spoke of the things which were nearest his heart. 
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One fine morning John Ferrier was about to set out to his wheat-fields, when he heard the click of the latch, and, looking through the window, saw a stout, sandy-haired, middle-aged man coming up the pathway. His heart leapt to his mouth, for this was none other than the great Brigham Young himself. Full of trepidation – for he knew that such a visit boded him little good – Ferrier ran to the door to greet the Mormon chief. The latter, however, received His salutations coldly, and followed him with a stern face into the sitting-room. 

»Brother Ferrier,« he said, taking a seat, and eyeing the farmer keenly from under his light-coloured eyelashes, »the true believers have been good friends to you. We picked you up when you were starving in the desert, we shared our food with you, led you safe to the Chosen Valley, gave you a goodly share of land, and allowed you to wax rich under our protection. Is not this so?«

»It is so,« answered John Ferrier. 

»In return for all this we asked but one condition: that was, that you should embrace the true faith, and conform in every way to its usages. This you promised to do, and this, if common report says truly, you have neglected.«

»And how have I neglected it?« asked Ferrier, throwing out his hands in expostulation. »Have I not Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 148
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given to the common fund? Have I not attended at the Temple? Have I not ––?«

»Where are your wives?« asked Young, looking round him. »Call them in, that I may greet them.«

»It is true that I have not married,« Ferrier answered. »But women were few, and there were many who had better claims than I. I was not a lonely man: I had my daughter to attend to my wants.«

»It is of that daughter that I would speak to you,«

said the leader of the Mormons. »She has grown to be the flower of Utah, and has found favour in the eyes of many who are high in the land.«

John Ferrier groaned internally. 

»There are stories of her which I would fain disbelieve – stories that she is sealed to some Gentile. This must be the gossip of idle tongues. What is the thir-teenth rule in the code of the sainted Joseph Smith? 

›Let every maiden of the true faith marry one of the elect; for if she wed a Gentile, she commits a grievous sin.‹ This being so, it is impossible that you, who profess the holy creed, should suffer your daughter to violate it.«

John Ferrier made no answer, but he played nervously with his riding-whip. 

»Upon this one point your whole faith shall be tested – so it has been decided in the Sacred Council of Four. The girl is young, and we would not have her Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 149
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wed gray hairs, neither would we deprive her of all choice. We Elders have many heifers,1 but our children must also be provided. Stangerson has a son, and Drebber has a son, and either of them would gladly welcome your daughter to his house. Let her choose between them. They are young and rich, and of the true faith. What say you to that?«

Ferrier remained silent for some little time with his brows knitted. 

»You will give us time,« he said at last. »My daughter is very young – she is scarce of an age to marry.«

»She shall have a month to choose,« said Young, rising from his seat. »At the end of that time she shall give her answer.«

He was passing through the door, when he turned with flushed face and flashing eyes. »It were better for you, John Ferrier,« he thundered, »that you and she were now lying blanched skeletons upon the Sierra Blanco, than that you should put your weak wills against the orders of the Holy Four!«

With a threatening gesture of his hand, he turned from the door, and Ferrier heard his heavy steps scrunching along the shingly path. 

He was still sitting with his elbow upon his knee, considering how he should broach the matter to his daughter, when a soft hand was laid upon his, and Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 150
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looking up, he saw her standing beside him. One glance at her pale, frightened face showed him that she had heard what had passed. 

»I could not help it,« she said, in answer to his look. »His voice rang through the house. Oh, father, father, what shall we do?«

»Don't you scare yourself,« he answered, drawing her to him, and passing his broad, rough hand caressingly over her chestnut hair. »We'll fix it up somehow or another. You don't find your fancy kind o' lessening for this chap, do you?«

A sob and a squeeze of his hand were her only answer. 

»No; of course not. I shouldn't care to hear you say you did. He's a likely lad, and he's a Christian, which is more than these folks here, in spite o' all their praying and preaching. There's a party starting for Nevada to-morrow, and I'll manage to send him a message letting him know the hole we are in. If I know anything o' that young man, he'll be back with a speed that would whip electro-telegraphs.«

Lucy laughed through her tears at her father's description. 

»When he comes, he will advise us for the best. 

But it is for you that I am frightened, dear. One hears – one hears such dreadful stories about those who oppose the Prophet; something terrible always Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 151

3. John Ferrier Talks with the Prophet Doyle-SH, 63

happens to them.«

»But we haven't opposed him yet,« her father answered. »It will be time to look out for squalls when we do. We have a clear month before us; at the end of that, I guess we had best shin out of Utah.«

»Leave Utah!«

»That's about the size of it.«

»But the farm?«

»We will raise as much as we can in money, and let the rest go. To tell the truth, Lucy, it isn't the first time I have thought of doing it. I don't care about knuckling under to any man, as these folk do to their darned Prophet. I'm a free-born American, and it's all new to me. Guess I'm too old to learn. If he comes browsing about this farm, he might chance to run up against a charge of buckshot travelling in the opposite direction.«

»But they won't let us leave,« his daughter objected. 

»Wait till Jefferson comes, and we'll soon manage that. In the meantime, don't you fret yourself, my dearie, and don't get your eyes swelled up, else he'll be walking into me when he sees you. There's nothing to be afeared about, and there's no danger at all.«

John Ferrier uttered these consoling remarks in a very confident tone, but she could not help observing that he paid unusual care to the fastening of the doors Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 152
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that night, and that he carefully cleaned and loaded the rusty old shot-gun which hung upon the wall of his bedroom. 

Fußnoten

1 Heber C. Kemball, in one of his sermons, alludes to his hundred wives under this endearing epithet. 
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Chapter IV

A Flight for Life


On the morning which followed his interview with the Mormon Prophet, John Ferrier went in to Salt Lake City, and having found his acquaintance, who was bound for the Nevada Mountains, he entrusted him with his message to Jefferson Hope. In it he told the young man of the imminent danger which threatened them, and how necessary it was that he should return. 

Having done thus he felt easier in his mind, and returned home with a lighter heart. 

As he approached his farm, he was surprised to see a horse hitched to each of the posts of the gate. Still more surprised was he on the entering to find two young men in possession of his sitting-room. One, with a long pale face, was leaning back in the rok-king-chair, with his feet cocked up upon the stove. 

The other, a bull-necked youth with coarse, bloated features, was standing in front of the window with his hands in his pockets whistling a popular hymn. Both of them nodded to Ferrier as he entered, and the one in the rocking-chair commenced the conversation. 

»Maybe you don't know us,« he said. »This here is the son of Elder Drebber, and I'm Joseph Stangerson, Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 154
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who travelled with you in the desert when the Lord stretched out His hand and gathered you into the true fold.«

»As He will all the nations in His own good time,«

said the other in a nasal voice; »He grindeth slowly but exceeding small.«

John Ferrier bowed coldly. He had guessed who his visitors were. 

»We have come,« continued Stangerson, »at the advice of our fathers to solicit the hand of your daughter for whichever of us may seem good to you and to her. As I have but four wives and Brother Drebber here has seven, it appears to me that my claim is the stronger one.«

»Nay, nay, Brother Stangerson,« cried the other; 

»the question is not how many wives we have, but how many we can keep. My father has now given over his mills to me, and I am the richer man.«

»But my prospects are better,« said the other, warmly. »When the Lord removes my father, I shall have his tanning yard and his leather factory. Then I am your elder, and am higher in the Church.«

»It will be for the maiden to decide,« rejoined young Drebber, smirking at his own reflection in the glass. »We will leave it all to her decision.«

During this dialogue John Ferrier had stood fuming in the doorway, hardly able to keep his riding-whip Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 155
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from the backs of his two visitors. 

»Look here,« he said at last, striding up to them, 

»when my daughter summons you, you can come, but until then I don't want to see your faces again.«

The two young Mormons stared at him in amazement. In their eyes this competition between them for the maiden's hand was the highest of honours both to her and her father. 

»There are two ways out of the room,« cried Ferrier; »there is the door, and there is the window. 

Which do you care to use?«

His brown face looked so savage, and his gaunt hands so threatening, that his visitors sprang to their feet and beat a hurried retreat. The old farmer followed them to the door. 

»Let me know when you have settled which it is to be,« he said, sardonically. 

»You shall smart for this!« Stangerson cried, white with rage. »You have defied the Prophet and the Council of Four. You shall rue it to the end of your days.«

»The hand of the Lord shall be-heavy upon you,«

cried young Drebber; »He will arise and smite you!«

»Then I'll start the smiting,« exclaimed Ferrier, furiously, and would have rushed upstairs for his gun had not Lucy seized him by the arm and restrained him. Before he could escape from her, the clatter of Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 156
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horses' hoofs told him that they were beyond his reach. 

»The young canting rascals!« he exclaimed, wiping the perspiration from his forehead; »I would sooner see you in your grave, my girl, than the wife of either of them.«

»And so should I, father,« she answered, with spirit; »but Jefferson will soon be here.«

»Yes. It will not be long before he comes. The sooner the better, for we do not know what their next move may be.«

It was, indeed, high time that someone capable of giving advice and help should come to the aid of the sturdy old farmer and his adopted daughter. In the whole history of the settlement there had never been such a case of rank disobedience to the authority of the Elders. If minor errors were punished so sternly, what would be the fate of this arch rebel? Ferrier knew that his wealth and position would be of no avail to him. Others as well known and as rich as himself had been spirited away before now, and their goods given over to the Church, He was a brave man, but he trembled at the vague, shadowy terrors which hung over him. Any known danger he could face with a firm lip, but this suspense was unnerving. He concealed his fears from his daughter, however, and affected to make light of the whole matter, though she, Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 157
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with the keen eye of love, saw plainly that he was ill at ease. 

He expected that he would receive some message or remonstrance from Young as to his conduct, and he was not mistaken, though it came in an unlooked-for manner. Upon rising next morning he found, to his surprise, a small square of paper pinned on to the coverlet of his bed just over his chest. On it was printed, in bold, straggling letters: –

»Twenty-nine days are given you for amendment, and then ––«

The dash was more fear-inspiring than any threat could have been. How this warning came into his room puzzled John Ferrier sorely, for his servants slept in an outhouse, and the doors and windows had all been secured. He crumpled the paper up and said nothing to his daughter, but the incident struck a chill into his heart. The twenty-nine days were evidently the balance of the month which Young had promised. 

What strength or courage could avail against an enemy armed with such mysterious powers? The hand which fastened that pin might have struck him to the heart, and he could never have known who had slain him. 

Still more shaken was he next morning. They had sat down to their breakfast, when Lucy with a cry of surprise pointed upwards. In the centre of the ceiling Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 158
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was scrawled, with a burned stick apparently, the number 28. To his daughter it was unintelligible, and he did not enlighten her. That night he sat up with his gun and kept watch and ward. He saw and he heard nothing, and yet in the morning a great 27 had been painted upon the outside of his door. 

Thus day followed day; and as sure as morning came he found that his unseen enemies had kept their register, and had marked up in some conspicuous position how many days were still left to him out of the month of grace. Sometimes the fatal numbers appeared upon the walls, sometimes upon the floors, occasionally they were on small placards stuck upon the garden gate or the railings. With all his vigilance John Ferrier could not discover whence these daily warnings proceeded. A horror which was almost superstitious came upon him at the sight of them. He became haggard and restless, and his eyes had the troubled look of some hunted creature. He had but one hope in life now, and that was for the arrival of the young hunter from Nevada. 

Twenty had changed to fifteen, and fifteen to ten, but there was no news of the absentee. One by one the numbers dwindled down, and still there came no sign of him. Whenever a horseman clattered down the road, or a driver shouted at his team, the old farmer hurried to the gate, thinking that help had arrived at Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 159
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last. At last, when he saw five give way to four and that again to three, he lost heart, and abandoned all hope of escape. Singlehanded, and with his limited knowledge of the mountains which surrounded the settlement, he knew that he was powerless. The more frequented roads were strictly watched and guarded, and none could pass along them without an order from the Council. Turn which way he would, there appeared to be no avoiding the blow which hung over him. Yet the old man never wavered in his resolution to part with life itself before he consented to what he regarded as his daughter's dishonour. 

He was sitting alone one evening pondering deeply over his troubles, and searching vainly for some way out of them. That morning had shown the figure 2

upon the wall of his house, and the next day would be the last of the allotted time. What was to happen then? All manner of vague and terrible fancies filled his imagination. And his daughter – what was to become of her after he was gone? Was there no escape from the invisible network which was drawn all round them? He sank his head upon the table and sobbed at the thought of his own impotence. 

What was that? In the silence he heard a gentle scratching sound – low, but very distinct in the quiet of the night. It came from the door of the house. Ferrier crept into the hall and listened intently. There was Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 160
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a pause for a few moments, and then the low, insidious sound was repeated. Someone was evidently tapping very gently upon one of the panels of the door. 

Was it some midnight assassin who had come to carry out the murderous orders of the secret tribunal? Or was it some agent who was marking up that the last day of grace had arrived? John Ferrier felt that instant death would be better than the suspense which shook his nerves and chilled his heart. Springing forward, he drew the bolt and threw the door open. 

Outside all was calm and quiet. The night was fine, and the stars were twinkling brightly overhead. The little front garden lay before the farmer's eyes bounded by the fence and gate, but neither there nor on the road was any human being to be seen. With a sigh of relief, Ferrier looked to right and to left, until, happening to glance straight down at his own feet, he saw to his astonishment a man lying fiat upon his face upon the ground, with arms and legs all asprawl. 

So unnerved was he at the sight that he leaned up against the wall with his hand to his throat to stifle his inclination to call out. His first thought was that the prostrate figure was that of some wounded or dying man, but as he watched it he saw it writhe along the ground and into the hall with the rapidity and noiselessness of a serpent. Once within the house the man sprang to his feet, closed the door, and revea-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 161
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led to the astonished farmer the fierce face and resolute expression of Jefferson Hope. 

»Good God!« gasped John Ferrier. »How you scared me! Whatever made you come in like that?«

»Give me food,« the other said, hoarsely. »I have had no time for bite or sup for eight-and-forty hours.«

He flung himself upon the cold meat and bread which were still lying upon the table from his host's supper, and' devoured it voraciously. »Does Lucy bear up well?« he asked, when he had satisfied his hunger. 

»Yes. She does not know the danger,« her father answered. 

»That is well. The house is watched on every side. 

That is why I crawled my way up to it. They may be darned sharp, but they're not quite sharp enough to catch a Washoe hunter.«

John Ferrier felt a different man now that he realized that he had a devoted ally. He seized the young man's leathery hand and wrung it cordially. »You're a man to be proud of,« he said. »There are not many who would come to share our danger and our troubles.«

»You've hit it there, pard,« the young hunter answered. »I have a respect for you, but if you were alone in this business I'd think twice before I put my head into such a hornet's nest. It's Lucy that brings me here, and before harm comes on her I guess there will Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 162
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be one less o' the Hope family in Utah.«

»What are we to do?«

»To-morrow is your last day, and unless you act tonight you are lost. I have a mule and two horses waiting in the Eagle Ravine. How much money have you?«

»Two thousand dollars in gold, and five in notes.«

»That will do. I have as much more to add to it. 

We must push for Carson City through the mountains. 

You had best wake Lucy. It is as well that the servants do not sleep in the house.«

While Ferrier was absent, preparing his daughter for the approaching journey, Jefferson Hope packed all the eatables that he could find into a small parcel, and filled a stoneware jar with water, for he knew by experience that the mountain wells were few and far between. He had hardly completed his arrangements before the farmer returned with his daughter all dressed and ready for a start. The greeting between the lovers was warm, but brief, for minutes were precious, and there was much to be done. 

»We must make our start at once,« said Jefferson Hope, speaking in a low but resolute voice, like one who realizes the greatness of the peril, but has steeled his heart to meet it. »The front and back entrances are watched, but with caution we may get away through the side window and across the fields. Once on the Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 163
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road we are only two miles from the Ravine where the horses are waiting. By daybreak we should be halfway through the mountains.«

»What if we are stopped?« asked Ferrier. 

Hope slapped the revolver butt which protruded from the front of his tunic. »If they are too many for us, we shall take two or three of them with us,« he said with a sinister smile. 

The lights inside the house had all been extinguished, and from the darkened window Ferrier peered over the fields which had been his own, and which he was now about to abandon forever. He had long nerved himself to the sacrifice, however, and the thought of the honour and happiness of his daughter outweighed any regret at his ruined fortunes. All looked so peaceful and happy, the rustling trees and the broad silent stretch of grainland, that it was difficult to realize that the spirit of murder lurked through it all. Yet the white face and set expression of the young hunter showed that in his approach to the house he had seen enough to satisfy him upon that head. 

Ferrier carried the bag of gold and notes, Jefferson Hope had the scanty provisions and water, while Lucy had a small bundle containing a few of her more valued possessions. Opening the window very slowly and carefully, they waited until a dark cloud had somewhat obscured the night, and then one by one passed Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 164
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through into the little garden. With bated breath and crouching figures they stumbled across it, and gained the shelter of the hedge, which they skirted until they came to the gap which opened into the cornfield. They had just reached this point when the young man seized his two companions and dragged them down into the shadow, where they lay silent and trembling. 

It was as well that his prairie training had given Jefferson Hope the ears of a lynx. He and his friends had hardly crouched down before the melancholy hooting of a mountain owl was heard within a few yards of them, which was immediately answered by another hoot at a small distance. At the same moment a vague, shadowy figure emerged from the gap for which they had been making, and uttered the plaintive signal cry again, on which a second man appeared out of the obscurity. 

»To-morrow at midnight,« said the first, who appeared to be in authority. »When the whippoorwill calls three times.«

»It is well,« returned the other. »Shall I tell Brother Drebber?«

»Pass it on to him, and from him to the others. 

Nine to seven!«

»Seven to five!« repeated the other; and the two figures flitted away in different directions. Their concluding words had evidently been some form of sign Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 165
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and countersign. The instant that their footsteps had died away in the distance, Jefferson Hope sprang to his feet, and helping his companions through the gap, led the way across the fields at the top of his speed, supporting and half-carrying the girl when her strength appeared to fail her. 

»Hurry on! hurry on!« he gasped from time to time. 

»We are through the line of sentinels. Everything depends on speed. Hurry on!«

Once on the high road, they made rapid progress. 

Only once did they meet anyone, and then they managed to slip into a field, and so avoid recognition. Before reaching the town the hunter branched away into a rugged and narrow footpath which led to the mountains. Two dark, jagged peaks loomed above them through the darkness, and the defile which led between them was the Eagle Canon in which the horses were awaiting them. With unerring instinct Jefferson Hope picked his way among the great boulders and along the bed of a dried-up watercourse, until he came to the retired corner screened with rocks, where the faithful animals had been picketed. The girl was placed upon the mule, and old Ferrier upon one of the horses, with his money-bag, while Jefferson Hope led the other along the precipitous and dangerous path. 

It was a bewildering route for anyone who was not accustomed to face Nature in her wildest moods. On Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 166
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the one side a great crag towered up a thousand feet or more, black, stern, and menacing, with long basaltic columns upon its rugged surface like the ribs of some petrified monster. On the other hand a wild chaos of boulders and debris made all advance impossible. Between the two ran the irregular tracks, so narrow in places that they had to travel in Indian file, and so rough that only practised riders could have traversed it at all. Yet, in spite of all dangers and difficulties, the hearts of the fugitives were light within them, for every step increased the distance between them and the terrible despotism from which they were flying. 

They soon had a proof, however, that they were still within the jurisdiction of the Saints. They had reached the very wildest and most desolate portion of the pass when the girl gave a startled cry, and pointed upwards. On a rock which overlooked the track, showing out dark and plain against the sky, there stood a solitary sentinel. He saw them as soon as they perceived him, and his military challenge of »Who goes there?« rang through the silent ravine. 

»Travellers for Nevada,« said Jefferson Hope, with his hand upon the rifle which hung by his saddle. 

They could see the lonely watcher fingering his gun, and peering: down at them as if dissatisfied at their reply. 

»By whose permission?« he asked. 
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»The Holy Four,« answered Ferrier. His Mormon experiences had taught him that that was the highest authority to which he could refer. 

»Nine to seven,« cried the sentinel. 

»Seven to five,« returned Jefferson Hope promptly, remembering-the countersign which he had heard in the garden. 

»Pass, and the Lord go with you,« said the voice from above. Beyond his post the path broadened out, and the horses were able to break into a trot. Looking back, they could see the solitary watcher leaning upon his gun, and knew that they had passed the outlying post of the chosen people, and that freedom lay before them. 
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Chapter V

The Avenging Angels


All night their course lay through intricate defiles and over irregular and rock-strewn paths. More than once they lost their way, but Hope's intimate knowledge of the mountains enabled them to regain the track once more. When morning broke, a scene of marvellous though savage beauty lay before them. In every direction the great snow-capped peaks hemmed them in, peeping over each other's shoulders to the far horizon. 

So steep were the rocky banks on either side of them that the larch and the pine seemed to be suspended over their heads, and to need only a gust of wind to come hurtling down upon them. Nor was the fear entirely an illusion, for the barren valley was thickly strewn with trees and boulders which had fallen in a similar manner. Even as they passed, a great rock came thundering down with a hoarse rattle which woke the echoes in the silent gorges, and startled the weary horses into a gallop. 

As the sun rose slowly above the eastern horizon, the caps of the great mountains lit up one after the other, like lamps at a festival, until they were all ruddy and glowing. The magnificent spectacle cheered Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 169
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the hearts of the three fugitives and gave them fresh energy. At a wild torrent which swept out of a ravine they called a halt and watered their horses, while they partook of a hasty breakfast. Lucy and her father would fain have rested longer, but Jefferson Hope was inexorable. »They will be upon our track by this time,« he said. »Everything depends upon our speed. 

Once safe in Carson, we may rest for the remainder of our lives.«

During the whole of that day they struggled on through the defiles, and by evening they calculated that they were more than thirty miles from their enemies. At night-time they chose the base of a beetling crag, where the rocks offered some protection from the chill wind, and there, huddled together for warmth, they enjoyed a few hours' sleep. Before daybreak, however, they were up and on their way once more. They had seen no signs of any pursuers, and Jefferson Hope began to think that they were fairly out of the reach of the terrible organization whose enmity they had incurred. He little knew how far that iron grasp could reach, or how soon it was to close upon them and crush them. 

About the middle of the second day of their flight their scanty store of provisions began to run out. This gave the hunter little uneasiness, however, for there was game to be had among the mountains, and he had Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 170
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frequently before had to depend upon his rifle for the needs of life. Choosing a sheltered nook, he piled together a few dried branches and made a blazing fire, at which his companions might warm themselves, for they were now nearly five thousand feet above the sea level, and the air was bitter and keen. Having tethered the horses, and bid Lucy adieu, he threw his gun over his shoulder, and set out in search of whatever chance might throw in his way. Looking back, he saw the old man and the young girl crouching over the blazing fire, while the three animals stood motionless in the background. Then the intervening rocks hid them from his view. 

He walked for a couple of miles through one ravine after another without success, though, from the marks upon the bark of the trees, and other indications, he judged that there were numerous bears in the vicinity. 

At last, after two or three hours' fruitless search, he was thinking of turning back in despair, when casting his eyes upwards he saw a sight which sent a thrill of pleasure through his heart. On the edge of a jutting pinnacle, three or four hundred feet above him, there stood a creature somewhat resembling a sheep in appearance, but armed with a pair of gigantic horns. The big-horn – for so it is called – was acting, probably, as a guardian over a flock which were invisible to the hunter; but fortunately it was heading in the opposite Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 171
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direction, and had not perceived him. Lying on his face, he rested his rifle upon a rock, and took a long and steady aim before drawing the trigger. The animal sprang into the air, tottered for a moment upon the edge of the precipice, and then came crashing down into the valley beneath. 

The creature was too unwieldy to lift, so the hunter contented himself with cutting away one haunch and part of the flank. With this trophy over his shoulder, he hastened to retrace his steps, for the evening was already drawing in. He had hardly started, however, before he realized the difficulty which faced him. In his eagerness he had wandered far past the ravines which were known to him, and it was no easy matter to pick out the path which he had taken. The valley in which he found himself divided and sub-divided into many gorges, which were so like each other that it was impossible to distinguish one from the other. He followed one for a mile or more until he came to a mountain torrent which he was sure that he had never seen before. Convinced that he had taken the wrong turn, he tried another, but with the same result. Night was coming on rapidly, and it was almost dark before he at last found himself in a defile which was familiar to him. Even then it was no easy matter to keep to the right track, for the moon had not yet risen, and the high cliffs on either side made the obscurity more pro-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 172
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found. Weighed down with his burden, and weary from his exertions, he stumbled along, keeping up his heart by the reflection that every step brought him nearer to Lucy, and that he carried with him enough to ensure them food for the remainder of their journey. 

He had now come to the mouth of the very defile in which he had left them. Even in the darkness he could recognize the outline of the cliffs which bounded it. 

They must, he reflected, be awaiting him anxiously, for he had been absent nearly five hours. In the glad-ness of his heart he put his hands to his mouth and made the glen reecho to a loud halloo as a signal that he was coming. He paused and listened for an answer. 

None came save his own cry, which clattered up the dreary, silent ravines, and was borne back to his ears in countless repetitions. Again he shouted, even louder than before, and again no whisper came back from the friends whom he had left such a short time ago. A vague, nameless dread came over him, and he hurried onward frantically, dropping the precious food in his agitation. 

When he turned the corner, he came full in sight of the spot where the fire had been lit. There was still a glowing pile of wood ashes there, but it had evidently not been tended since his departure. The same dead silence still reigned all round. With his fears all changed to convictions, he hurried on. There was no living Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 173
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creature near the remains of the fire: animals, man, maiden, all were gone. It was only too clear that some sudden and terrible disaster had occurred during his absence – a disaster which had embraced them all, and yet had left no traces behind it. 

Bewildered and stunned by this blow, Jefferson Hope felt his head spin round, and had to lean upon his rifle to save himself from falling. He was essentially a man of action, however, and speedily recovered from his temporary impotence. Seizing a half-consumed piece of wood from the smouldering fire, he blew it into a flame, and proceeded with its help to examine the little camp. The ground was all stamped down by the feet of horses, showing that a large party of mounted men had overtaken the fugitives, and the direction of their tracks proved that they had afterwards turned back to Salt Lake City. Had they carried back both of his companions with them? Jefferson Hope had almost persuaded himself that they must have done so, when his eye fell upon an object which made every nerve of his body tingle within him. A little way on one side of the camp was a low-lying heap of reddish soil, which had assuredly not been there before. There was no mistaking it for anything but a newly dug grave. As the young hunter approached it, he perceived that a stick had been planted on it, with a sheet of paper stuck in the cleft fork of it. 
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The inscription upon the paper was brief, but to the point:

JOHN FERRIER, 

FORMERLY OF SALT LAKE CITY. 

Died August 4th, 1860. 

The sturdy old man, whom he had left so short a time before, was gone, then, and this was all his epitaph. 

Jefferson Hope looked wildly round to see if there was a second grave, but there was no sign of one. 

Lucy had been carried back by their terrible pursuers to fulfil her original destiny, by becoming one of the harem of an Elder's son. As the young fellow realized the certainty of her fate, and his own powerlessness to prevent it, he wished that he, too, was lying with the old farmer in his last silent resting-place. 

Again, however, his active spirit shook off the lethargy which springs from despair. If there was nothing else left to him, he could at least devote his life to revenge. With indomitable patience and perseverance, Jefferson Hope possessed also a power of sustained vindictiveness, which he may have learned from the Indians amongst whom he had lived. As he stood by the desolate fire, he felt that the only one thing which could assuage his grief would be thorough and complete retribution, brought by his own Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 175
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hand upon his enemies. His strong will and untiring energy should, he determined, be devoted to that one end. With a grim, white face, he retraced his steps to where he had dropped the food, and having stirred up the smouldering fire, he cooked enough to last him for a few days. This he made up into a bundle, and, tired as he was, he set himself to walk back through the mountains upon the track of the Avenging Angels. 

For five days he toiled footsore and weary through the defiles which he had already traversed on horseback. At night he flung himself down among the rocks, and snatched a few hours of sleep; but before daybreak he was always well on his way. On the sixth day, he reached the Eagle Cañon, from which they had commenced their ill-fated flight. Thence he could look down upon the home of the saints. Worn and exhausted, he leaned upon his rifle and shook his gaunt hand fiercely at the silent widespread city beneath him. As he looked at it, he observed that there were flags in some of the principal streets, and other signs of festivity. He was still speculating as to what this might mean when he heard the clatter of horse's hoofs, and saw a mounted man riding towards him. As he approached, he recognized him as a Mormon named Cowper, to whom he had rendered services at different times. He therefore accosted him when he got up to him, with the object of finding out what Lucy Fer-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 176
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rier's fate had been. 

»I am Jefferson Hope,« he said. »You remember me.«

The Mormon looked at him with undisguised astonishment – indeed, it was difficult to recognize in this tattered, unkempt wanderer, with ghastly white face and fierce, wild eyes, the spruce young hunter of former days. Having, however, at last satisfied himself as to his identity, the man's surprise changed to consternation. 

»You are mad to come here,« he cried. »It is as much as my own life is worth to be seen talking with you. There is a warrant against you from the Holy Four for assisting the Ferriers away.«

»I don't fear them, or their warrant,« Hope said, earnestly. »You must know something of this matter, Cowper. I conjure you by everything you hold dear to answer a few questions. We have always been friends. 

For God's sake, don't refuse to answer me.«

»What is it?« the Mormon asked, uneasily. »Be quick. The very-rocks have ears and the trees eyes.«

»What has become of Lucy Ferrier?«

»She was married yesterday to young Drebber. 

Hold up, man, hold up; you have no life left in you.«

»Don't mind me,« said Hope faintly. He was white to the very lips, and had sunk down on the stone against which he had been leaning, »Married, you Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 177
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say?«

»Married yesterday – that's what those flags are for on the Endowment House. There was some words between young Drebber and young Stangerson as to which was to have her. They'd both been in the party that followed them, and Stangerson had shot her father, which seemed to give him the best claim; but when they argued it out in council, Drebber's party was the stronger, so the Prophet gave her over to him. 

No one won't have her very long though, for I saw death in her face yesterday. She is more like a ghost than a woman. Are you off, then?«

»Yes, I am off,« said Jefferson Hope, who had risen from his seat. His face might have been chiselled out of marble, so hard and set was its expression, while its eyes glowed with a baleful light. 

»Where are you going?«

»Never mind,« he answered; and, slinging his weapon over his shoulder, strode off down the gorge and so away into the heart of the mountains to the haunts of the wild beasts. Amongst them all there was none so fierce and so dangerous as himself. 

The prediction of the Mormon was only too well fulfilled. Whether it was the terrible death of her father or the effects of the hateful marriage into which she had been forced, poor Lucy never held up her head again, but pined away and died within a month. 
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Her sottish husband, who had married her principally for the sake of John Ferrier's property, did not affect any great grief at his bereavement; but his other wives mourned over her, and sat up with her the night before the burial, as is the Mormon custom. They were grouped round the bier in the early hours of the morning, when, to their inexpressible fear and astonishment, the door was flung open, and a savage-looking, weather-beaten man in tattered garments strode into the room. Without a glance or a word to the cowering women, he walked up to the white silent figure which had once contained the pure soul of Lucy Ferrier. Stooping over her, he pressed his lips reverently to her cold forehead, and then, snatching up her hand, he took the wedding ring from her finger. »She shall not be buried in that,« he cried with a fierce snarl, and before an alarm could be raised sprang down the stairs and was gone. So strange and so brief was the episode that the watchers might have found it hard to believe it themselves or persuade other people of it, had it not been for the undeniable fact that the circlet of gold which marked her as having been a bride had disappeared. 

For some months Jefferson Hope lingered among the mountains, leading a strange, wild life, and nursing in his heart the fierce desire for vengeance which possessed him. Tales were told in the city of the weird Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 179
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figure which was seen prowling about the suburbs, and which haunted the lonely mountain gorges. Once a bullet whistled through Stangerson's window and flattened itself upon the wall within a foot of him. On another occasion, as Drebber passed under a cliff a great boulder crashed down on him, and he only escaped a terrible death by throwing himself upon his face. The two young Mormons were not long in discovering the reason of these attempts upon their lives, and led repeated expeditions into the mountains in the hope of capturing or killing their enemy, but always without success. Then they adopted the precaution of never going out alone or after nightfall, and of having their houses guarded. After a time they were able to relax these measures, for nothing was either heard or seen of their opponent, and they hoped that time had cooled his vindictiveness. 

Far from doing so, it had, if anything, augmented it. The hunter's mind was of a hard, unyielding nature, and the predominant idea of revenge had taken such complete possession of it that there was no room for any other emotion. He was, however, above all things, practical. He soon realized that even his iron constitution could not stand the incessant strain which he was putting upon it. Exposure and want of wholesome food were wearing him out. If he died like a dog among the mountains, what was to become of his re-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 180
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venge then? And yet such a death was sure to overtake him if he persisted. He felt that that was to play his enemy's game, so he reluctantly returned to the old Nevada mines, there to recruit his health and to amass money enough to allow him to pursue his object without privation. 

His intention had been to be absent a year at the most, but a combination of unforeseen circumstances prevented his leaving the mines for nearly five. At the end of that time, however, his memory of his wrongs and his craving for revenge were quite as keen as on that memorable night when he had stood by John Ferrier's grave. Disguised, and under an assumed name, he returned to Salt Lake City, careless what became of his own life, as long as he obtained what he knew to be justice. There he found evil tidings awaiting him. 

There had been a schism among the Chosen People a few months before, some of the younger members of the Church having rebelled against the authority of the Elders, and the result had been the secession of a certain number of the malcontents, who had left Utah and become Gentiles. Among these had been Drebber and Stangerson; and no one knew whither they had gone. Rumour reported that Drebber had managed to convert a large part of his property into money, and that he had departed a wealthy man, while his companion, Stangerson, was comparatively poor. There was Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 181
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no clue at all, however, as to their whereabouts. 

Many a man, however vindictive, would have abandoned all thought of revenge in the face of such a difficulty, but Jefferson Hope never faltered for a moment. With the small competence he possessed, eked out by such employment as he could pick up, he travelled from town to town through the United States in quest of his enemies. Year passed into year, his black hair turned grizzled, but still he wandered on, a human bloodhound, with his mind wholly set upon the one object to which he had devoted his life. At last his perseverance was rewarded. It was but a glance of a face in a window, but that one glance told him that Cleveland in Ohio possessed the men whom he was in pursuit of. He returned to his miserable lodgings with his plan of vengeance all arranged. It chanced, however, that Drebber, looking from his window, had recognized the vagrant in the street, and had read murder in his eyes. He hurried before a justice of the peace accompanied by Stangerson, who had become his private secretary, and represented to him that they were in danger of their lives from the jealousy and hatred of an old rival. That evening Jefferson Hope was taken into custody, and not being able to find su-reties, was detained for some weeks. When at last he was liberated it was only to find that Drebber's house was deserted, and that he and his secretary had depar-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 182
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ted for Europe. 

Again the avenger had been foiled, and again his concentrated hatred urged him to continue the pursuit. 

Funds were wanting, however, and for some time he had to return to work, saving every dollar for his approaching journey. At last, having collected enough to keep life in him, he departed for Europe, and tracked his enemies from city to city, working his way in any menial capacity, but never overtaking the fugitives. 

When he reached St. Petersburg, they had departed for Paris; and when he followed them there, he learned that they had just set off for Copenhagen. At the Da-nish capital he was again a few days late, for they had journeyed on to London, where he at last succeeded: in running them to earth. As to what occurred there, we cannot do better than quote the old hunter's own account, as duly recorded in Dr. Watson's Journal, to which we are already under such obligations. 
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Chapter VI

A Continuation of the Reminiscences of John Watson, M.D. 


Our prisoner's furious resistance did not apparently indicate any ferocity in his disposition towards ourselves, for on finding himself powerless, he smiled in an affable manner, and expressed his hopes that he had not hurt any of us in the scuffle. »I guess you're going to take me to the police-station,« he remarked to Sherlock Holmes. »My cab's at the door. If you'll loose my legs I'll walk down to it. I'm not so light to lift as I used to be.«

Gregson and Lestrade exchanged glances, as if they thought this proposition rather a bold one; but Holmes at once took the prisoner at his word, and loosened the towel which we had bound round his ankles. 

He rose and stretched his legs, as though to assure himself that they were free once more. I remember that I thought to myself, as I eyed him, that I had seldom seen a more powerfully built man; and his dark, sunburned face bore an expression of determination and energy which was as formidable as his personal strength. 

»If there's
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reckon you are the man for it,« he said, gazing with undisguised admiration at my fellow-lodger. »The way you kept on my trail was a caution.«

»You had better come with me,« said Holmes to the two detectives. 

»I can drive you,« said Lestrade. 

»Good! and Gregson can come inside with me. 

You too, Doctor. You have taken an interest in the case, and may as well stick to us.«

I assented gladly, and we all descended together. 

Our prisoner made no attempt at escape, but stepped calmly into the cab which had been his, and we followed him. Lestrade mounted the box, whipped up the horse, and brought us in a very short time to our destination. We were ushered into a small chamber, where a police inspector noted down our prisoner's name and the names of the men with whose murder he had been charged. The official was a white-faced, unemotional man, who went through his duties in a dull, mechanical way. »The prisoner will be put before the magistrates in the course of the week,« he said; »in the meantime, Mr. Jefferson Hope, have you anything that you wish to say? I must warn you that your words will be taken down, and may be used against you.«

»I've got a good deal to say,« our prisoner said slowly. »I want to tell you gentlemen all about it.«

»Hadn't you better reserve that for your trial?«
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asked the inspector. 

»I may never be tried,« he answered. »You needn't look startled. It isn't suicide I am thinking of. Are you a doctor?« He turned his fierce dark eyes upon me as he asked this last question. 

»Yes, I am,« I answered. 

»Then put your hand here,« he said, with a smile, motioning with his manacled wrists towards his chest. 

I did so; and became at once conscious of an extraordinary throbbing and commotion which was going on inside. The walls of his chest seemed to thrill and quiver as a frail building would do inside when some powerful engine was at work. In the silence of the room I could hear a dull humming and buzzing noise which proceeded from the same source. 

»Why,« I cried, »you have an aortic aneurism!«

»That's what they call it,« he said, placidly. »I went to a doctor last week about it, and he told me that it is bound to burst before many days passed. It has been getting worse for years. I got it from over-exposure and under-feeding among the Salt Lake Mountains. 

I've done my work now, and I don't care how soon I go, but I should like to leave some account of the business behind me. I don't want to be remembered as a common cut-throat.«

The inspector and the two detectives had a hurried discussion as to the advisability of allowing him to Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 186
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tell his story. 

»Do you consider, Doctor, that there is immediate danger?« the former asked. 

»Most certainly there is,« I answered. 

»In that case it is clearly our duty, in the interests of justice, to take his statement,« said the inspector. 

»You are at liberty, sir, to give your account, which I again warn you will be taken down.«

»I'll sit down, with your leave,« the prisoner said, suiting the action to the word. »This aneurism of mine makes me easily tired, and the tussle we had half an hour ago has not mended matters. I'm on the brink of the grave, and I am not likely to lie to you. Every word I say is the absolute truth, and how you use it is a matter of no consequence to me.«

With these words, Jefferson Hope leaned back in his chair and began the following remarkable statement. He spoke in a calm and methodical manner, as though the events which he narrated were commonplace enough. I can vouch for the accuracy of the subjoined account, for I have had access to Lestrade's notebook, in which the prisoner's words were taken down exactly as they were uttered. 

»It don't much matter to you why I hated these men,« he said; »it's enough that they were guilty of the death of two human beings – a father and daughter – and that they had, therefore, forfeited their own Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 187
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lives. After the lapse of time that has passed since their crime, it was impossible for me to secure a conviction against them in any court. I knew of their guilt though, and I determined that I should be judge, jury, and executioner all rolled into one. You'd have done the same, if you have any manhood in you, if you had been in my place. 

That girl that I spoke of was to have married me twenty years ago. She was forced into marrying that same Drebber, and broke her heart over it. I took the marriage ring from her dead finger, and I vowed that his dying eyes should rest upon that very ring, and that his last thoughts should be of the crime for which he was punished. I have carried it about with me, and have followed him and his accomplice over two continents until I caught them. They thought to tire me out, but they could not do it. If I die to-morrow, as is likely enough, I die knowing that my work in this world is done, and well done. They have perished, and by my hand. There is nothing left for me to hope for, or to desire. 

They were rich and I was poor, so that it was no easy matter for me to follow them. When I got to London my pocket was about empty, and I found that I must turn my hand to something for my living. Driving and riding are as natural to me as walking, so I applied at a cab-owner's office, and soon got employ-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 188
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ment. I was to bring a certain sum a week to the owner, and whatever was over that I might keep for myself. There was seldom much over, but I managed to scrape along somehow. The hardest job was to learn my way about, for I reckon that of all the mazes that ever were contrived, this city is the most confusing. I had a map beside me, though, and when once I had spotted the principal hotels and stations, I got on pretty well. 

It was some time before I found out where my two gentlemen were living; but I inquired and inquired until at last I dropped across them. They were at a boarding-house at Camberwell, over on the other side of the river. When once I found them out, I knew that I had them at my mercy. I had grown my beard, and there was no chance of their recognizing me. I would dog them and follow them until I saw my opportunity. 

I was determined that they should not escape me again. 

They were very near doing it for all that. Go where they would about London, I was always at their heels. 

Sometimes I followed them on my cab, and sometimes on foot, but the former was the best, for then they could not get away from me. It was only early in the morning or late at night that I could earn anything, so that I began to get behindhand with my employer. I did not mind that, however, as long as I could lay my Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 189
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hand upon the men I wanted. 

They were very cunning, though. They must have thought that there was some chance of their being followed, for they would never go out alone, and never after nightfall. During two weeks I drove behind them every day, and never once saw them separate. Drebber himself was drunk half the time, but Stangerson was not to be caught napping. I watched them late and early, but never saw the ghost of a chance; but I was not discouraged, for something told me that the hour had almost come. My only fear was that this thing in my chest might burst a little too soon and leave my work undone. 

At last, one evening I was driving up and down Torquay Terrace, as the street was called in which they boarded, when I saw a cab drive up to their door. 

Presently some luggage was brought out and after a time Drebber and Stangerson followed it, and drove off. I whipped up my horse and kept within sight of them, feeling very ill at ease, for I feared that they were going to shift their quarters. At Euston Station they got out, and I left a boy to hold my horse and followed them on to the platform. I heard them ask for the Liverpool train, and the guard answer that one had just gone, and there would not be another for some hours. Stangerson seemed to be put out at that, but Drebber was rather pleased than otherwise. I got so Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 190
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close to them in the bustle that I could hear every word that passed between them. Drebber said that he had a little business of his own to do, and that if the other would wait for him he would soon rejoin him. 

His companion remonstrated with him, and reminded him that they had resolved to stick together. Drebber answered that the matter was a delicate one, and that he must go alone. I could not catch what Stangerson said to that, but the other burst out swearing, and reminded him that he was nothing more than his paid servant, and that he must not presume to dictate to him. On that the secretary gave it up as a bad job, and simply bargained with him that if he missed the last train he should rejoin him at Halliday's Private Hotel; to which Drebber answered that he would be back on the platform before eleven, and made his way out of the station. 

The moment for which I had waited so long had at last come. I had my enemies within my power. Together they could protect each other, but singly they were at my mercy. I did not act, however, with undue precipitation. My plans were already formed. There is no satisfaction in vengeance unless the offender has time to realize who it is that strikes him, and why retribution has come upon him. I had my plans arranged by which I should have the opportunity of making the man who had wronged me understand that his old sin Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 191
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had found him out. It chanced that some days before a gentleman who had been engaged in looking over some houses in the Brixton Road had dropped the key of one of them in my carriage. It was claimed that same evening, and returned; but in the interval I had taken a moulding of it, and had a duplicate constructed. By means of this I had access to at least one spot in this great city where I could rely upon being free from interruption. How to get Drebber to that house was the difficult problem which I had now to solve. 

He walked down the road and went into one or two liquor shops, staying for nearly half an hour in the last of them. When he came out, he staggered in his walk, and was evidently pretty well on. There was a hansom just in front of me, and he hailed it. I followed it so close that the nose of my horse was within a yard of his driver the whole way. We rattled across Waterloo Bridge and through miles of streets, until, to my astonishment, we found ourselves back in the terrace in which he had boarded. I could not imagine what his intention was in returning there; but I went on and pulled up my cab a hundred yards or so from the house. He entered it, and his hansom drove away. 

Give me a glass of water, if you please. My mouth gets dry with the talking.«

I handed him the glass, and he drank it down. 

»That's better,« he said. »Well, I waited for a quar-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 192
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ter of an hour, or more, when suddenly there came a noise like people struggling inside the house. Next moment the door was flung open and two men appeared, one of whom was Drebber, and the other was a young chap whom I had never seen before. This fellow had Drebber by the collar, and when they came to the head of the steps he gave him a shove and a kick which sent him half across the road. ›You hound!‹ he cried, shaking his stick at him; ›I'll teach you to insult an honest girl!‹ He was so hot that I think he would have thrashed Drebber with his cudgel, only that the cur staggered away down the road as fast as his legs would carry him. He ran as far as the corner, and then seeing my cab, he hailed me and jumped in. ›Drive me to Halliday's Private Hotel,‹ said he. 

When I had him fairly inside my cab, my heart jumped so with joy that I feared lest at this last moment my aneurism might go wrong. I drove along slowly, weighing in my own mind what it was best to do. I might take him right out into the country, and there in some deserted lane have my last interview with him. I had almost decided upon this, when he solved the problem for me. The craze for drink had seized him again, and he ordered me to pull up outside a gin palace. He went in, leaving word that I should wait for him. There he remained until closing time, and when he came out he was so far gone that I knew the game Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 193
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was in my own hands. 

Don't imagine that I intended to kill him in cold blood. It would only have been rigid justice if I had done so, but I could not bring myself to do it. I had long determined that he should have a show for his life if he chose to take advantage of it. Among the many billets which I have filled in America during my wandering life, I was once janitor and sweeper-out of the laboratory at York College. One day the professor was lecturing on poisons, and he showed his students some alkaloid, as he called it, which he had extracted from some South American arrow poison, and which was so powerful that the least grain meant instant death. I spotted the bottle in which this preparation was kept, and when they were all gone, I helped myself to a little of it. I was a fairly good dispenser, so I worked this alkaloid into-small, soluble pills, and each pill I put in a box with a similar pill made without the poison. I determined at the time that when I had my chance my gentlemen should each have a draw out of one of these boxes, while I ate the pill that remained. It would be quite as deadly and a good deal less noisy than firing across a handkerchief. 

From that day I had always my pill boxes about with me, and the time had now come when I was to use them. 

It was nearer one than twelve, and a wild, bleak Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 194
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night, blowing hard and raining in torrents. Dismal as it was outside, I was glad within – so glad that I could have shouted out from pure exultation. If any of you gentlemen have ever pined for a thing, and longed for it during twenty long years, and then suddenly found it within your reach, you would understand my feelings. I lit a cigar, and puffed at it to steady my nerves, but my hands were trembling and my temples, throbbing with excitement. As I drove, I could see old John Ferrier and sweet Lucy looking at me out of the darkness and smiling at me just as plain as I see you all in this room. All the way they were ahead of me, one on each side of the horse until I pulled up at the house in the Brixton Road. 

There was not a soul to be seen, nor a sound to be heard, except the dripping of the rain. When I looked in at the window, I found Drebber all huddled together in a drunken sleep. I shook him by the arm, ›It's time to get out,‹ I said. 

›All right, cabby,‹ said he. 

I suppose he thought we had come to the hotel that he had mentioned, for he got out without another word, and followed me down the garden. I had to walk beside him to keep him steady, for he was still a little top-heavy. When we came to the door, I opened i1 and led him into the front room. I give you my word that all the way, the father and the daughter were Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 195
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walking in front of us. 

›It's infernally dark,‹ said he, stamping about. 

›We'll soon have a light,‹ I said, striking a match and putting it to a wax candle which I had brought with me. ›Now, Enoch Drebber,‹ I continued, turning to him, and holding the light to my own face, ›who am I?‹

He gazed at me with bleared, drunken eyes for a moment, and then I saw a horror spring up in them, and convulse his whole features, which showed me that he knew me. He staggered back with a livid face, and I saw the perspiration break out upon his brow, while his teeth chattered in his head. At the sight I leaned my back against the door, and laughed loud and long. I had always known that vengeance would be sweet, but I had never hoped for the contentment of soul which now possessed me. 

›You dog!‹ I said; ›I have hunted you from Salt Lake City to St. Petersburg, and you have always escaped me. Now, at last your wanderings have come to an end, for either you or I shall never see tomorrow's sun rise.‹ He shrunk still farther away as I spoke, and I could see on his face that he thought I was mad. So I was for the time. The pulses in my temples beat like sledge-hammers, and I believe I would have had a fit of some sort if the blood had not gushed from my nose and relieved me. 
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›What do you think of Lucy Ferrier now?‹ I cried, locking the door, and shaking the key in his face. ›Punishment has been slow in coming, but it has overtaken you at last.‹ I saw his coward lips tremble as I spoke. He would have begged for his life, but he knew well that it was useless. 

›Would you murder me?‹ he stammered. 

›There is no murder,‹ I answered. ›Who talks of murdering a mad dog? What mercy had you upon my poor darling, when you dragged her from her slaughtered father, and bore her away to your accursed and shameless harem?‹

›It was not I who killed her father,‹ he cried. 

›But it was you who broke her innocent heart,‹ I shrieked, thrusting the box before him. ›Let the high God judge between us. Choose and eat. There is death in one and life in the other. I shall take what you leave. Let us see if there is justice upon the earth, or if we are ruled by chance.‹

He cowered away with wild cries and prayers for mercy, but I drew my knife and held it to his throat until He had obeyed me. Then I swallowed the other, and we stood facing one another in silence for a minute or more, waiting to see which was to live and which was to die. Shall I ever forget the look which came over his face when the first warning pangs told him that the poison was in his system? I laughed as I Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 197
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saw it, and held Lucy's marriage ring in front of his eyes. It was but for a moment, for the action of the alkaloid is rapid. A spasm of pain contorted his features; he threw his hands out in front of him, staggered, and then, with a hoarse cry, fell heavily upon the floor. I turned him over with my foot, and placed my hand upon his heart. There was no movement. He was dead! 

The blood had been streaming from my nose, but I had taken no notice of it. I don't know what it was that put it into my head to write upon the wall with it. 

Perhaps it was some mischievous idea of setting the police upon a wrong track, for I felt light-hearted and cheerful. I remember a German being found in New York with RACHE written up above him, and it was argued at the time in the newspapers that the secret societies must have done it. I guessed that what puzzled the New Yorkers would puzzle the Londoners, so I dipped my finger in my own blood and printed it on a convenient place on the wall. Then I walked down to my cab and found that there was nobody about, and that the night was still very wild. I had driven some distance, when I put my hand into the pocket in which I usually kept Lucy's ring, and found that it was not there. I was thunderstruck at this, for it was the only memento that I had of her. Thinking that I might have dropped it when I stooped over Drebber's body, I Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 198
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drove back, and leaving my cab in a side street, I went boldly up to the house – for I was ready to dare anything rather than lose the ring. When I arrived there, I walked right into the arms of a police-officer who was coming out, and only managed to disarm his suspicions by pretending to be hopelessly drunk. 

That was how Enoch Drebber came to his end. All I had to do then was to do as much for Stangerson, and so pay off John Ferrier's debt. I knew that he was staying at Halliday's Private Hotel, and I hung about all day, but he never came out. I fancy that he suspected something when Drebber failed to put in an appearance. He was cunning, was Stangerson, and always on his guard. If he thought he could keep me off by staying indoors he was very much mistaken. I soon found out which was the window of his bedroom, and early next morning I took advantage of some ladders which were lying in the lane behind the hotel, and so made my way into his room in the gray of the dawn. I woke him up and told him that the hour had come when he was to answer for the life he had taken so long before. I described Drebber's death to him, and I gave him the same choice of the poisoned pills. Instead of grasping at the chance of safety which that offered him, he sprang from his bed and flew at my throat. In self-defence I stabbed him to the heart. It would have been the same in any case, for Providence Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 199
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would never have allowed his guilty hand to pick out anything but the poison. 

I have little more to say, and it's as well, for I am about done up. I went on cabbing it for a day or so, intending to keep at it until I could save enough to take me back to America. I was standing in the yard when a ragged youngster asked if there was a cabby there called Jefferson Hope, and said that his cab was wanted by a gentleman at 221B, Baker Street. I went round suspecting no harm, and the next thing I knew, this young man here had the bracelets on my wrists, and as neatly shackled as ever I saw in my life. That's the whole of my story, gentlemen. You may consider me to be a murderer; but I hold that I am just as much an officer of justice as you are.«

So thrilling had the man's narrative been and his manner was so impressive that we had sat silent and absorbed. Even the professional detectives,  blasé  as they were in every detail of crime, appeared to be keenly interested in the man's story. When he finished, we sat for some minutes in a stillness which was only broken by the scratching of Lestrade's pencil as he gave the finishing touches to his shorthand account. 

»There is only one point on which I should like a little more information,« Sherlock Holmes said at last. »Who was your accomplice who came for the Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 200
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ring which I advertised?«

The prisoner winked at my friend jocosely. »I can tell my own secrets,« he said, »but I don't get other people into trouble. I saw your advertisement, and I thought it might be a plant, or it might be the ring which I wanted. My friend volunteered to go and see. 

I think you'll own he did it smartly.«

»Not a doubt of that,« said Holmes, heartily. 

»Now, gentlemen,« the inspector remarked gravely, 

»the forms of the law must be complied with. On Thursday the prisoner will be brought before the magistrates, and your attendance will be required. Until then I will be responsible for him.« He rang the bell as he spoke, and Jefferson Hope was led off by a couple of warders, while my friend and I made our way out of the station and took a cab back to Baker Street. 
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Chapter VII

The Conclusion


We had all been warned to appear before the magistrates upon the Thursday; but when the Thursday came there was no occasion for our testimony. A higher Judge had taken the matter in hand, and Jefferson Hope had been summoned before a tribunal where strict justice would be meted out to him. On the very night after his capture the aneurism burst, and he was found in the morning stretched upon the floor of the cell, with a placid smile upon his face, as though he had been able in his dying moments to look back upon a useful life, and on work well done. 

»Gregson and Lestrade will be wild about his death,« Holmes remarked, as we chatted it over next evening. »Where will their grand advertisement be now?«

»I don't see that they had very much to do with his capture,« I answered. 

»What you do in this world is a matter of no consequence,« returned my companion, bitterly. »The question is, what can you make people believe that you have done? Never mind,« he continued, more brightly, after a pause. »I would not have missed the investiga-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 202
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tion for anything. There has been no better case within my recollection. Simple as it was, there were several most instructive points about it.«

»Simple!« I ejaculated. 

»Well, really, it can hardly be described as otherwise,« said Sherlock Holmes, smiling at my surprise. 

»The proof of its intrinsic simplicity is, that without any help save a few very ordinary deductions I was able to lay my hand upon the criminal within three days.«

»That is true,« said I. 

»I have already explained to you that what is out of the common is usually a guide rather than a hindrance. In solving a problem of this sort, the grand thing is to be able to reason backward. That is a very useful accomplishment, and a very easy one, but people do not practise it much. In the everyday affairs of life it is more useful to reason forward, and so the other comes to be neglected. There are fifty who can reason syn-thetically for one who can reason analytically.«

»I confess,« said I, »that I do not quite follow you.«

»I hardly expected that you would. Let me see if I can make it clearer. Most people, if you describe a train of events to them, will tell you what the result would be. They can put those events together in their minds, and argue from them that something will come Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 203
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to pass. There are few people, however, who, if you told them a result, would be able to evolve from their own inner consciousness what the steps were which led up to that result. This power is what I mean when I talk of reasoning backward, or analytically.«

»I understand,« said I. 

»Now this was a case in which you were given the result and had to find everything else for yourself. 

Now let me endeavour to show you the different steps in my reasoning. To begin at the beginning. I approached the house, as you know, on foot, and with my mind entirely free from all impressions. I naturally began by examining the roadway, and there, as I have already explained to you, I saw clearly the marks of a cab, which, I ascertained by inquiry, must have been there during the night. I satisfied myself that it was a cab and not a private carriage by the narrow gauge of the wheels. The ordinary London growler is considerably less wide than a gentleman's brougham. 

This was the first point gained. I then walked slowly down the garden path, which happened to be composed of a clay soil, peculiarly suitable for taking impressions. No doubt it appeared to you to be a mere trampled line of slush, but to my trained eyes every mark upon its surface had a meaning. There is no branch of detective science which is so important and so much neglected as the art of tracing footsteps. 
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Happily, I have always laid great stress upon it, and much practice has made it second nature to me. I saw the heavy footmarks of the constables, but I saw also the track of the two men who had first passed through the garden. It was easy to tell that they had been before the others, because in places their marks had been entirely obliterated by the others coming upon the top of them. In this way my second link was formed, which told me that the nocturnal visitors were two in number, one remarkable for his height (as I calculated from the length of his stride), and the other fashionably dressed, to judge from the small and elegant impression left by his boots. 

On entering the house this last inference was confirmed. My well-booted man lay before me. The tall one, then, had done the murder, if murder there was. 

There was no wound upon the dead man's person, out the agitated expression upon his face assured me that he had foreseen his fate before it came upon him. Men who die from heart disease, or any sudden natural cause, never by any chance exhibit agitation upon their features. Having sniffed the dead man's lips, I detected a slightly sour smell, and I came to the conclusion that he had had poison forced upon him. 

Again, I argued that it had been forced upon him from the hatred and fear expressed upon his face. By the method of exclusion, I had arrived at this result, for Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 205
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no other hypothesis would meet the facts. Do not imagine that it was a very unheard-of idea. The forcible administration of poison is by no means a new thing in criminal annals. The cases of Dolsky in Odessa, and of Leturier in Montpellier, will occur at once to any toxicologist. 

And now came the great question as to the reason why. Robbery had not been the object of the murder, for nothing was taken. Was it politics, then, or was it a woman? That was the question which confronted me. I was inclined from the first to the latter supposition. Political assassins are only too glad to do their work and to fly. This murder had, on the contrary, been done most deliberately, and the perpetrator had left his tracks all over the room, showing that he had been there all the time. It must have been a private wrong, and not a political one, which called for such a methodical revenge. When the inscription was discovered upon the wall, I was more inclined than ever to my opinion. The thing was too evidently a blind. 

When the ring was found, however, it settled the question. Clearly the murderer had used it to remind his victim of some dead or absent woman. It was at this point that I asked Gregson whether he had inquired in his telegram to Cleveland as to any particular point in Mr. Drebber's former career. He answered, you remember, in the negative. 
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I then proceeded to make a careful examination of the room, which confirmed me in my opinion as to the murderer's height, and furnished me with the additional details as to the Trichinopoly cigar and the length of his nails. I had already come to the conclusion, since there were no signs of a struggle, that the blood which covered the floor had burst from the murderer's nose in his excitement. I could perceive that the track of blood coincided with the track of his feet. It is seldom that any man, unless he is very full-blooded, breaks out in this way through emotion, so I hazarded the opinion that the criminal was probably a robust and ruddy-faced man. Events proved that I had judged correctly. 

Having left the house, I proceeded to do what Gregson had neglected. I telegraphed to the head of the police at Cleveland, limiting my inquiry to the circumstances connected with the marriage of Enoch Drebber. The answer was conclusive. It told me that Drebber had already applied for the protection of the law against an old rival in love, named Jefferson Hope, and that this same Hope was at present in Europe. I knew now that I held the clue to the mystery in my hand, and all that remained was to secure the murderer. 

I had already determined in my own mind that the man who had walked into the house with Drebber was Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 207
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none other than the man who had driven the cab. The marks in the road showed me that the horse had wandered on in a way which would have been impossible had there been anyone in charge of it. Where, then, could the driver be, unless he were inside the house? 

Again, it is absurd to suppose that any sane man would carry out a deliberate crime under the very eyes, as it were, of a third person, who was sure to betray him. Lastly, supposing one man wished to dog another through London, what better means could he adopt than to turn cabdriver? All these considerations led me to the irresistible conclusion that Jefferson Hope was to be found among the jarveys of the Metropolis. 

If he had been one, there was no reason to believe that he had ceased to be. On the contrary, from his point of view, any sudden change would be likely to draw attention to himself. He would probably, for a time at least, continue to perform his duties. There was no reason to suppose that he was going under an assumed name. Why should he change his name in a country where no one knew his original one? I therefore organized my street Arab detective corps, and sent them systematically to every cab proprietor in London until they ferreted out the man that I wanted. 

How well they succeeded, and how quickly I took advantage of it, are still fresh in your recollection. The Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 208
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murder of Stangerson was an incident which was entirely unexpected, but which could hardly in any case have been prevented. Through it, as you know, I came into possession of the pills, the existence of which I had already surmised. You see, the whole thing is a chain of logical sequences without a break or flaw.«

»It is wonderful!« I cried. »Your merits should be publicly recognized. You should publish an account of the case. If you won't, I will for you.«

»You may do what you like, Doctor,« he answered. 

»See here!« he continued, handing a paper over to me, 

»look at this!«

It was the  Echo  for the day, and the paragraph to which he pointed was devoted to the case in question. 

»The public,« it said, »have lost a sensational treat through the sudden death of the man Hope, who was suspected of the murder of Mr. Enoch Drebber and of Mr. Joseph Stangerson. The details of the case will probably be never known now, though we are informed upon good authority that the crime was the result of an old-standing and romantic feud, in which love and Mormonism bore a part. It seems that both the victims belonged, in their younger days, to the Latter Day Saints, and Hope, the deceased prisoner, hails also from Salt Lake City. If the case has had no other effect, it, at least, brings out in the most striking manner the efficiency of our detective police force, Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 209
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and will serve as a lesson to all foreigners that they will do wisely to settle their feuds at home, and not to carry them on to British soil. It is an open secret that the credit of this smart capture belongs entirely to the well-known Scotland Yard officials, Messrs. Lestrade and Gregson. The man was apprehended, it appears, in the rooms of a certain Mr. Sherlock Holmes, who has himself, as an amateur, shown some talent in the detective line and who, with such instructors, may hope in time to attain to some degree of their skill. It is expected that a testimonial of some sort will be presented to the two officers as a fitting recognition of their services.«

»Didn't I tell you so when we started?« cried Sherlock Holmes with a laugh. »That's the result of all our Study in Scarlet: to get them a testimonial!«

»Never mind,« I answered; »I have all the facts in my journal, and the public shall know them. In the meantime you must make yourself contented by the consciousness of success, like the Roman miser –

 Populus me sibilat, at mihi plaudo Ipse domi simul ac nummos contemplar in arca. «
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Chapter I

The Science of Deduction


Sherlock Holmes took his bottle from the corner of the mantelpiece, and his hypodermic syringe from its neat morocco case. With his long, white, nervous fingers he adjusted the delicate needle and rolled back his left shirtcuff. For some little time his eyes rested thoughtfully upon the sinewy forearm and wrist, all dotted and scarred with innumerable puncture-marks. 

Finally, he thrust the sharp point home, pressed down the tiny piston, and sank back into the velvet-lined armchair with a long sigh of satisfaction. 

Three times a day for many months I had witnessed this performance, but custom had not reconciled my mind to it. On the contrary, from day to day I had become more irritable at the sight, and my conscience swelled nightly within me at the thought that I had lacked the courage to protest. Again and again I had registered a vow that I should deliver my soul upon the subject; but there was that in the cool, nonchalant air of my companion which made him the last man with whom one would care to take anything approaching to a liberty. His great powers, his masterly manner, and the experience which I had had of his many Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 212
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extraordinary qualities, all made me diffident and backward in crossing him. 

Yet upon that afternoon, whether it was the Beaune which I had taken with my lunch or the additional exasperation produced by the extreme deliberation of his manner, I suddenly felt that I could hold out no longer. 

»Which is it to-day,« I asked, »morphine or cocaine?«

He raised his eyes languidly from the old black-letter volume which he had opened. 

»It is cocaine,« he said, »a seven-per-cent solution. 

Would you care to try it?«

»No, indeed,« I answered brusquely. »My constitution has not got over the Afghan campaign yet. I cannot afford to throw any extra strain upon it.«

He smiled at my vehemence. »Perhaps you are right, Watson,« he said. »I suppose that its influence is physically a bad one. I find it, however, so transcendently stimulating and clarifying to the mind that its secondary action is a matter of small moment.«

»But consider!« I said earnestly. »Count the cost! 

Your brain may, as you say, be roused and excited, but it is a pathological and morbid process which involves increased tissue-change and may at least leave a permanent weakness. You know, too, what a black reaction comes upon you. Surely the game is hardly Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 213
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worth the candle. Why should you, for a mere passing pleasure, risk the loss of those great powers with which you have been endowed? Remember that I speak not only as one comrade to another but as a medical man to one for whose constitution he is to some extent answerable.«

He did not seem offended. On the contrary, he put his finger-tips together, and leaned his elbows on the arms of his chair, like one who has a relish for conversation. 

»My mind,« he said, »rebels at stagnation. Give me problems, give me work, give me the most abstruse cryptogram, or the most intricate analysis, and I am in my own proper atmosphere. I can dispense then with artificial stimulants. But I abhor the dull routine of existence. I crave for mental exaltation. That is why I have chosen my own particular profession, or rather created it, for I am the only one in the world.«

»The only unofficial detective?« I said, raising my eyebrows. 

»The only unofficial consulting detective,« he answered. »I am the last and highest court of appeal in detection. When Gregson, or Lestrade, or Anthony Jones are out of their depths – which, by the way, is their normal state – the matter is laid before me. I examine the data, as an expert, and pronounce a specialist's opinion. I claim no credit in such cases. My Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 214
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name figures in no newspaper. The work itself, the pleasure of finding a field for my peculiar powers, is my highest reward. But you have yourself had some experience of my methods of work in the Jefferson Hope case.«

»Yes, indeed,« said I cordially. »I was never so struck by anything in my life. I even embodied it in a small brochure, with the somewhat fantastic title of

›A Study in Scarlet.‹«

He shook his head sadly. 

»I glanced over it,« said he. »Honestly, I cannot congratulate you upon it. Detection is, or ought to be, an exact science and should be treated in the same cold and unemotional manner. You have attempted to tinge it with romanticism, which produces much the same effect as if you worked a love-story or an elopement into the fifth proposition of Euclid.«

»But the romance was there,« I remonstrated. »I could not tamper with the facts.«

»Some facts should be suppressed, or, at least, a just sense of proportion should be observed in treating them. The only point in the ease which deserved mention was the curious analytical reasoning from effects to causes, by which I succeeded in unravelling it.«

I was annoyed at this criticism of a work which had been specially designed to please him. I confess, too, Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 215
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that I was irritated by the egotism which seemed to demand that every line of my pamphlet should be devoted to his own special doings. More than once during the years that I had lived with him in Baker Street I had observed that a small vanity underlay my companion's quiet and didactic manner. I made no remark, however, but sat nursing my wounded leg. I had had a Jezail bullet through it some time before, and though it did not prevent me from walking it ached wearily at every change of the weather. 

»My practice has extended recently to the Continent,« said Holmes after a while, filling up his old brier-root pipe. »I was consulted last week by Fran-

çois le Villard, who, as you probably know, has come rather to the front lately in the French detective service. He has all the Celtic power of quick intuition, but he is deficient in the wide range of exact knowledge which is essential to the higher developments of his art. The case was concerned with a will and possessed some features of interest. I was able to refer him to two parallel cases, the one at Riga in 1857, and the other at St. Louis in 1871, which have suggested to him the true solution. Here is the letter which I had this morning acknowledging my assistance.«

He tossed over, as he spoke, a crumpled sheet of foreign notepaper. I glanced my eyes down it, catching a profusion of notes of admiration, with stray Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 216
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 magnifiques, coup-de-maîtres  and  tours-de-force,  all testifying to the ardent admiration of the Frenchman. 

»He speaks as a pupil to his master,« said I. 

»Oh, he rates my assistance too highly,« said Sherlock Holmes lightly. »He has considerable gifts himself. He possesses two out of the three qualities necessary for the ideal detective. He has the power of observation and that of deduction. He is only wanting in knowledge, and that may come in time. He is now translating my small works into French.«

»Your works?«

»Oh, didn't you know?« he cried, laughing. »Yes, I have been guilty of several monographs. They are all upon technical subjects. Here, for example, is one

›Upon the Distinction between the Ashes of the Various Tobaccos.‹ In it I enumerate a hundred and forty forms of cigar, cigarette, and pipe tobacco, with coloured plates illustrating the difference in the ash. It is a point which is continually turning up in criminal trials, and which is sometimes of supreme importance as a clue. If you can say definitely, for example, that some murder had been done by a man who was smoking an Indian  lunkah,  it obviously narrows your field of search. To the trained eye there is as much difference between the black ash of a Trichinopoly and the white fluff of bird's-eye as there is between a cabbage and a potato.«
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»You have an extraordinary genius for minutiæ,« I remarked. 

»I appreciate their importance. Here is my monograph upon the tracing of footsteps, with some remarks upon the uses of plaster of Paris as a preserver of impresses. Here, too, is a curious little work upon the influence of a trade upon the form of the hand, with litho-types of the hands of slaters, sailors, cork-cutters, compositors, weavers, and diamond-polishers. 

That is a matter of great practical interest to the scientific detective – especially in cases of unclaimed bodies, or in discovering the antecedents of criminals. 

But I weary you with my hobby.«

»Not at all,« I answered earnestly. »It is of the greatest interest to me, especially since I have had the opportunity of observing your practical application of it. But you spoke just now of observation and deduction. Surely the one to some extent implies the other.«

»Why, hardly,« he answered, leaning back luxuriously in his armchair and sending up thick blue wreaths from his pipe. »For example, observation shows me that you have been to the Wigmore Street Post-Office this morning, but deduction lets me know that when there you dispatched a telegram.«

»Right!« said I. »Right on both points! But I confess that I don't see how you arrived at it. It was a sudden impulse upon my part, and I have mentioned it Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 218
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to no one.«

»It is simplicity itself,« he remarked, chuckling at my surprise – »so absurdly simple that an explanation is superfluous; and yet it may serve to define the limits of observation and of deduction. Observation tells me that you have a little reddish mould adhering to your instep. Just opposite the Wigmore Street Office they have taken up the pavement and thrown up some earth, which lies in such a way that it is difficult to avoid treading in it in entering. The earth is of this peculiar reddish tint which is found, as far as I know, nowhere else in the neighbourhood. So much is observation. The rest is deduction.«

»How, then, did you deduce the telegram?«

»Why, of course I knew that you had not Written a letter, since I sat opposite to you all morning. I see also in your open desk there that you have a sheet of stamps and a thick bundle of postcards. What could you go into the post-office for, then, but to send a wire? Elimi nate all other factors, and the one which remains must be the truth.«

»In this case it certainly is so,« I replied after a little thought »The thing, however, is, as you say, of the simplest. Would you think me impertinent if I were to put your theories to a more severe test?«

»On the contrary,« he answered, »it would prevent me from taking a second dose of cocaine. I should be Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 219
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delighted to look into any problem which you might submit to me.«

»I have heard you say it is difficult for a man to have any object in daily use without leaving the impress of his individuality upon it in such a way that a trained observer might read it. Now, I have here a watch which has recently come into my possession. 

Would you have the kindness to let me have an opinion upon the character or habits of the late owner?«

I handed him over the watch with some slight feeling of amusement in my heart, for the test was, as I thought, an impossible one and I intended it as a lesson against the somewhat dogmatic tone which he occasionally assumed. He balanced the watch in his hand, gazed hard at the dial, opened the back, and examined the works, first with his naked eyes and then with a powerful convex lens. I could hardly keep from smiling at his crestfallen face when he finally snapped the case to and handed it back. 

»There are hardly any data,« he remarked. »The watch has been recently cleaned, which robs me of my most suggestive facts.«

»You are right,« I answered. »It was cleaned before being sent to me.«

In my heart I accused my companion of putting forward a most lame and impotent excuse to cover his failure. What data could he expect from an uncleaned Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 220
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watch? 

»Though unsatisfactory, my research has not been entirely barren,« he observed, staring up at the ceiling with dreamy, lack-lustre eyes. »Subject to your correc-tion, I should judge that the watch belonged to your elder brother, who inherited it from your father.«

»That you gather, no doubt, from the H.W. upon the back?«

»Quite so. The W. suggests your own name. The date of the watch is nearly fifty years back, and the initials are as old as the watch: so it was made for the last generation. Jewellery usually descends to the eldest son, and he is most likely to have the same name as the father. Your father has, if I remember right, been dead many years. It has, therefore, been in the hands of your eldest brother.«

»Right, so far,« said I. »Anything else?«

»He was a man of untidy habits – very untidy and careless. He was left with good prospects, but he threw away his chances, lived for some time in poverty with occasional short intervals of prosperity, and finally, taking to drink, he died. That is all I can gather.«

I sprang from my chair and limped impatiently about the room with considerable bitterness in my heart. 

»This is unworthy of you, Holmes,« I said. »I could Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 221
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not have believed that you would have descended to this. You have made inquiries into the history of my unhappy brother, and you now pretend to deduce this knowledge in some fanciful way. You cannot expect me to believe that you have read all this from his old watch! It is unkind and, to speak plainly, has a touch of charlatanism in it.«

»My dear doctor,« said he kindly, »pray accept my apologies. Viewing the matter as an abstract problem, I had forgotten how personal and painful a thing it might be to you. I assure you, however, that I never even knew that you had a brother until you handed me the watch.«

»Then how in the name of all that is wonderful did you get these facts? They are absolutely correct in every particular.«

»Ah, that is good luck. I could only say what was the balance of probability. I did not at all expect to be so accurate.«

»But it was not mere guesswork?«

»No, no: I never guess. It is a shocking habit – destructive to the logical faculty. What seems strange to you is only so because you do not follow my train of thought or observe the small facts upon which large inferences may depend. For example, I began by stating that your brother was careless. When you observe the lower part of that watch-case you notice that it is Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 222
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not only dinted in two places but it is cut and marked all over from the habit of keeping other hard objects, such as coins or keys, in the same pocket. Surely it is no great feat to assume that a man who treats a fifty-guinea watch so cavalierly must be a careless man. 

Neither is it a very far-fetched inference that a man who inherits one article of such value is pretty well provided for in other respects.«

I nodded to show that I followed his reasoning. 

»It is very customary for pawnbrokers in England, when they take a watch, to scratch the numbers of the ticket with a pin-point upon the inside of the case. It is more handy than a label as there is no risk of the number being lost or transposed. There are no less than four such numbers visible to my lens on the inside of this case. Inference – that your brother was often at low water. Secondary inference – that he had occasional bursts of prosperity, or he could not have redeemed the pledge. Finally, I ask you to look at the inner plate, which contains the keyhole. Look at the thousands of scratches all round the hole – marks where the key has slipped. What sober man's key could have scored those grooves? But you will never see a drunkard's watch without them. He winds it at night, and he leaves these traces of his unsteady hand. 

Where is the mystery in all this?«

»It is as clear as daylight,« I answered. »I regret the Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 223
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injustice which I did you. I should have had more faith in your marvellous faculty. May I ask whether you have any professional inquiry on foot at present?«

»None. Hence the cocaine. I cannot live without brainwork. What else is there to live for? Stand at the window here. Was ever such a dreary, dismal, unprofitable world? See how the yellow fog swirls down the street and drifts across the dun-coloured houses. What could be more hopelessly prosaic and material? What is the use of having powers, Doctor, when one has no field upon which to exert them? Crime is commonplace, existence is commonplace, and no qualities save those which are commonplace have any function upon earth.«

I had opened my mouth to reply to this tirade when, with a crisp knock, our landlady entered, bearing a card upon the brass salver. 

»A young lady for you, sir,« she said, addressing my companion. 

»Miss Mary Morstan,« he read. »Hum! I have no recollection of the name. Ask the young lady to step up, Mrs. Hudson. Don't go, Doctor. I should prefer that you remain.«
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Chapter II

The Statement of the Case


Miss Morstan entered the room with a firm step and an outward composure of manner. She was a blonde young lady, small, dainty, well gloved, and dressed in the most perfect taste. There was, however, a plain-ness and simplicity about her costume which bore with it a suggestion of limited means. The dress was a sombre grayish beige, un-trimmed and unbraided, and she wore a small turban of the same dull hue, relieved only by a suspicion of white feather in the side. Her face had neither regularity of feature nor beauty of complexion, but her expression was sweet and amiable, and her large blue eyes were singularly spiritual and sympathetic. In an experience of women which extends over many nations and three separate continents, I have never looked upon a face which gave a clearer promise of a refined and sensitive nature. I could not but observe that as she took the seat which Sherlock Holmes placed for her, her lip trembled, her hand quivered, and she showed every sign of intense inward agitation. 

»I have come to you, Mr. Holmes,« she said, »because you once enabled my employer, Mrs. Cecil For-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 225
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rester, to unravel a little domestic complication. She was much impressed by your kindness and skill.«

»Mrs. Cecil Forrester,« he repeated thoughtfully. »I believe that I was of some slight service to her. The case, however, as I remember it, was a very simple one.«

»She did not think so. But at least you cannot say the same of mine. I can hardly imagine anything more strange, more utterly inexplicable, than the situation in which I find myself.«

Holmes rubbed his hands, and his eyes glistened. 

He leaned forward in his chair with an expression of extraordinary concentration upon his clear-cut, haw-klike features. 

»State your case,« said he in brisk business tones. 

I felt that my position was an embarrassing one. 

»You will, I am sure, excuse me,« I said, rising from my chair. 

To my surprise, the young lady held up her gloved hand to detain me. 

»If your friend,« she said, »would be good enough to stop, he might be of inestimable service to me.«

I relapsed into my chair. 

»Briefly,« she continued, »the facts are these. My father was an officer in an Indian regiment, who sent me home when I was quite a child. My mother was dead, and I had no relative in England. I was placed, Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 226
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however, in a comfortable boarding establishment at Edinburgh, and there I remained until I was seventeen years of age. In the year 1878 my father, who was senior captain of his regiment, obtained twelve months' 

leave and came home. He telegraphed to me from London that he had arrived all safe and directed me to come down at once, giving the Langham Hotel as his address. His message, as I remember, was full of kindness and love. On reaching London I drove to the Langham and was informed that Captain Morstan was staying there, but that he had gone out the night before and had not returned. I waited all day without news of him. That night, on the advice of the manager of the hotel, I communicated with the police, and next morning we advertised in all the papers. Our inquiries led to no result; and from that day to this no word has ever been heard of my unfortunate father. He came home with his heart full of hope to find some peace, some comfort, and instead ––«

She put her hand to her throat, and a choking sob cut short the sentence. 

»The date?« asked Holmes, opening his notebook. 

»He disappeared upon the third of December, 1878 – nearly ten years ago.«

»His luggage?«

»Remained at the hotel. There was nothing in it to suggest a clue – some clothes, some books, and a con-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 227
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siderable number of curiosities from the Andaman Islands. He had been one of the officers in charge of the convict-guard there.«

»Had he any friends in town?«

»Only one that we know of – Major Sholto, of his own regiment, the Thirty-fourth Bombay Infantry. The major had retired some little time before and lived at Upper Norwood. We communicated with him, of course, but he did not even know that his brother officer was in England.«

»A singular case,« remarked Holmes. 

»I have not yet described to you the most singular part. About six years ago – to be exact, upon the fourth of May, 1882 – an advertisement appeared in the  Times  asking for the address of Miss Mary Morstan, and stating that it would be to her advantage to come forward. There was no name or address appended. I had at that time just entered the family of Mrs. 

Cecil Forrester in the capacity of governess. By her advice I published my address in the advertisement column. The same day there arrived through the post a small cardboard box addressed to me, which I found to contain a very large and lustrous pearl. No word of writing was enclosed. Since then every year upon the same date there has always appeared a similar box, containing a similar pearl, without any clue as to the sender. They have been pronounced by an expert to be Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 228
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of a rare variety and of considerable value. You can see for yourself that they are very handsome.«

She opened a flat box as she spoke and showed me six of the finest pearls that I had ever seen. 

»Your statement is most interesting,« said Sherlock Holmes. »Has anything else occurred to you?«

»Yes, and no later than to-day. That is why I have come to you. This morning I received this letter, which you will perhaps read for yourself.«

»Thank you,« said Holmes. »The envelope, too, please. Post-mark, London, S.W. Date, July 7. Hum! 

Man's thumb-mark on corner – probably postman. 

Best quality paper. Envelopes at sixpence a packet. 

Particular man in his stationery. No address. 

Be at the third pillar from the left outside the Lyceum Theatre to-night at seven o'clock. If you are distrustful bring two friends. You are a wronged woman and shall have justice. Do not bring police. If you do, all will be in vain. Your unknown friend. 

Well, really, this is a very pretty little mystery! What do you intend to do, Miss Morstan?«

»That is exactly what I want to ask you.«

»Then we shall most certainly go – you and I and –

yes, why Dr. Watson is the very man. Your correspondent says two friends. He and I have worked together before.«
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»But would he come?« she asked with something appealing in her voice and expression. 

»I shall be proud and happy,« said I fervently, »if I can be of any service.«

»You are both very kind,« she answered. »I have led a retired life and have no friends whom I could appeal to. If I am here at six it will do, I suppose?«

»You must not be later,« said Holmes. »There is one other point, however. Is this handwriting the same as that upon the pearl-box addresses?«

»I have them here,« she answered, producing half a dozen pieces of paper. 

»You are certainly a model client. You have the correct intuition. Let us see, now.« He spread out the papers upon the table and gave little darting glances from one to the other. »They are disguised hands, except the letter,« he said presently; »but there can be no question as to the authorship. See how the irrepressible Greek  e  will break out, and see the twirl of the final s. They are undoubtedly by the same person. 

I should not like to suggest false hopes, Miss Morstan, but is there any resemblance between this hand and that of your father?«

»Nothing could be more unlike.«

»I expected to hear you say so. We shall look out for you, then, at six. Pray allow me to keep the papers. I may look into the matter before then. It is only Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 230
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half-past three. Au revoir, then.«

»Au revoir,« said our visitor; and with a bright, kindly glance from one to the other of us, she replaced her pearl-box in her bosom and hurried away. 

Standing at the window, I watched her walking briskly down the street until the gray turban and white feather were but a speck in the sombre crowd. 

»What a very attractive woman!« I exclaimed, turning to my companion. 

He had lit his pipe again and was leaning back with drooping eyelids. »Is she?« he said languidly; »I did not observe.«

»You really are an automaton – a calculating machine,« I cried. »There is something positively inhuman in you at times.«

He smiled gently. 

»It is of the first importance,« he cried, »not to allow your judgment to be biased by personal qualities. A client is to me a mere unit, a factor in a problem. The emotional qualities are antagonistic to clear reasoning. I assure you that the most winning woman I ever knew was hanged for poisoning three little children for their insurance-money, and the most repellent man of my acquaintance is a philanthropist who has spent nearly a quarter of a million upon the London poor.«

»In this case, however ––«
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»I never make exceptions. An exception disproves the rule. Have you ever had occasion to study character in handwriting? What do you make of this fellow's scribble?«

»It is legible and regular,« I answered. »A man of business habits and some force of character.«

Holmes shook his head. 

»Look at his long letters,« he said. »They hardly rise above the common herd. That  d  might be an a, and that  l  an  e.  Men of character always differentiate their long letters, however illegibly they may write. 

There is vacillation in his  k'  s and self-esteem in his capitals. I am going out now. I have some few references to make. Let me recommend this book – one of the most remarkable ever penned. It is Winwood Read's  Martyrdom of Man.  I shall be back in an hour.«

I sat in the window with the volume in my hand, but my thoughts were far from the daring speculations of the writer. My mind ran upon our late visitor – her smiles, the deep rich tones of her voice, the strange mystery which overhung her life. If she were seventeen at the time of her father's disappearance she must be seven-and-twenty now – a sweet age, when youth has lost its self-consciousness and become a little sobered by experience. So I sat and mused until such dangerous thoughts came into my head that I hurried Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 232
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away to my desk and plunged furiously into the latest treatise upon pathology. What was I, an army surgeon with a weak leg and a weaker banking account, that I should dare to think of such things? She was a unit, a factor-nothing more. If my future were black, it was better surely to face it like a man than to attempt to brighten it by mere will-o'-the-wisps of the imagination. 
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Chapter III

In Quest of a Solution


It was half-past five before Holmes returned. He was bright, eager, and in excellent spirits, a mood which in his case alternated with fits of the blackest depression. 

»There is no great mystery in this matter,« he said, taking the cup of tea which I had poured out for him; 

»the facts appear to admit of only one explanation.«

»What! you have solved it already?«

»Well, that would be too much to say. I have discovered a suggestive fact, that is all. It is, however,  very suggestive. The details are still to be added. I have just found, on consulting the back files of the  Times, that Major Sholto, of Upper Norwood, late of the Thirty-fourth Bombay Infantry, died upon the twenty-eighth of April, 1882.«

»I may be very obtuse, Holmes, but I fail to see what this suggests.«

»No? You surprise me. Look at it in this way, then. 

Captain Morstan disappears. The only person in London whom he could have visited is Major Sholto. 

Major Sholto denies having heard that he was in Lon? 

don. Four years later Sholto dies.  Within a week of Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 234
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 his death  Captain Morstan's daughter receives a valuable present, which is repeated from year to year and now culminates in a letter which describes her as a wronged woman. What wrong can it refer to except this deprivation of her father? And why should the presents begin immediately after Sholto's death unless it is that Sholto's heir knows something of the mystery and desires to make compensation? Have you any alternative theory which will meet the facts?«

»But what a strange compensation! And how strangely made! Why, too, should he write a letter now, rather than six years ago? Again, the letter speaks of giving her justice. What justice can she have? It is too much to suppose that her father is still alive. There is no other injustice in her case that you know of.«

»There are difficulties; there are certainly difficulties,« said Sherlock Holmes pensively; »but our expedition of to-night will solve them all. Ah, here is a four-wheeler, and Miss Morstan is inside. Are you all ready? Then we had better go down, for it is a little past the hour.«

I picked up my hat and my heaviest stick, but I observed that Holmes took his revolver from his drawer and slipped it into his pocket. It was clear that he thought that our night's work might be a serious one. 

Miss Morstan was muffled in a dark cloak, and her sensitive face was composed but pale. She must have Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 235
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been more than woman if she did not feel some uneasiness at the strange enterprise upon which we were embarking, yet her self-control was perfect, and she readily answered the few additional questions which Sherlock Holmes put to her. 

»Major Sholto was a very particular friend of Papa's,« she said. »His letters were full of allusions to the major. He and Papa were in command of the troops at the Andaman Islands, so they were thrown a great deal together. By the way, a curious paper was found in Papa's desk which no one could understand. 

I don't suppose that it is of the slightest importance, but I thought you might care to see it, so I brought it with me. It is here.«

Holmes unfolded the paper carefully and smoothed it out upon his knee. He then very methodically examined it all over with his double lens. 

»It is paper of native Indian manufacture,« he remarked. »It has at some time been pinned to a board. 

The diagram upon it appears to be a plan of part of a large building with numerous halls, corridors, and passages. At one point is a small cross done in red ink, and above it is ›3.37 from left,‹ in faded pencil-writing. In the left-hand corner is a curious hieroglyphic like four crosses in a line with their arms touching. Beside it is written, in very rough and coarse characters, ›The sign of the four – Jonathan Small, Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 236
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Mahomet Singh, Abdullah Khan, Dost Akbar.‹ No, I confess that I do not see how this bears upon the matter. Yet it is evidently a document of importance. It has been kept carefully in a pocketbook, for the one side is as clean as the other.«

»It was in his pocketbook that we found it.«

»Preserve it carefully, then, Miss Morstan, for it may prove to be of use to us. I begin to suspect that this matter may turn out to be much deeper and more subtle than I at first supposed. I must reconsider my ideas.«

He leaned back in the cab, and I could see by his drawn brow and his vacant eye that he was thinking intently. Miss Morstan and I chatted in an undertone about our present expedition and its possible outcome, but our companion maintained his impenetrable reserve until the end of our journey. 

It was a September evening and not yet seven o'clock, but the day had been a dreary one, and a dense drizzly fog lay low upon the great city. Mud-coloured clouds drooped sadly over the muddy streets. 

Down the Strand the lamps were but misty splotches of diffused light which threw a feeble circular glimmer upon the slimy pavement. The yellow glare from the shop-windows streamed out into the steamy, va-porous air and threw a murky, shifting radiance across the crowded thoroughfare. There; was, to my mind, Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 237
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something eerie and ghostlike in the endless procession of faces which flitted across these narrow bars of light – sad faces and glad, haggard and merry. Like all humankind, they flitted from the gloom into the light and so back into the gloom once more. I am not subject to impressions, but the dull, heavy evening, with the strange business upon which we were engaged, combined to make me nervous and depressed. 

I could see from Miss Morstan's manner that she was suffering from the same feeling. Holmes alone could rise superior to petty influences. He held his open notebook upon his knee, and from time to time he jotted down figures and memoranda in the light of his pok-ket-lantern. 

At the Lyceum Theatre the crows were already thick at the side-entrances. In front a continuous stream of hansoms and four-wheelers were rattling up, discharging their cargoes of shirt-fronted men and be-shawled, bediamonded women. We had hardly reached the third pillar, which was our rendezvous, before a small, dark, brisk man in the dress of a coachman accosted us. 

»Are you the parties who come with Miss Morstan?« he asked. 

»I am Miss Morstan, and these two gentlemen are my friends,« said she. 

He bent a pair of wonderfully penetrating and que-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 238
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stioning eyes upon us. 

»You will excuse me, miss,« he said with a certain dogged manner, »but I was to ask you to give me your word that neither of your companions is a police-officer.«

»I give you my word on that,« she answered. 

He gave a shrill whistle, on which a street Arab led across a four-wheeler and opened the door. The man who had addressed us mounted to the box, while we took our places inside. We had hardly done so before the driver whipped up his horse, and we plunged away at a furious pace through the foggy streets. 

The situation was a curious one. We were driving to an unknown place, on an unknown errand. Yet our invitation was either a complete hoax – which was an inconceivable hypothesis – or else we had good reason to think that important issues might hang upon our journey. Miss Morstan's demeanour was as resolute and collected as ever. I endeavoured to cheer and amuse her by reminiscences of my adventures in Afghanistan; but, to tell the truth, I was myself so excited at our situation and so curious as to our destination that my stories were slightly involved. To this day she declares that I told her one moving anecdote as to how a musket looked into my tent at the dead of night, and how I fired a double-barrelled tiger cub at it. At first I had some idea as to the direction in which we Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 239
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were driving; but soon, what with our pace, the fog, and my own limited knowledge of London, I lost my bearings and knew nothing save that we seemed to be going a very long way. Sherlock Holmes was never at fault, however, and he muttered the names as the cab rattled through squares and in and out by tortuous by-streets. 

»Rochester Row,« said he. »Now Vincent Square. 

Now we come out on the Vauxhall Bridge Road. We are making for the Surrey side apparently. Yes, I thought so. Now we are on the bridge. You can catch glimpses of the river.«

We did indeed get a fleeting view of a stretch of the Thames, with the lamps shining upon the broad, silent water; but our cab dashed on and was soon involved in a labyrinth of streets upon the other side. 

»Wordsworth Road,« said my companion. »Priory Road. Lark Hall Lane. Stockwell Place. Robert Street. Cold Harbour Lane. Our quest does not appear to take us to very fashionable regions.«

We had indeed reached a questionable and forbidding neighbourhood. Long lines of dull brick houses were only relieved by the coarse glare and tawdry brilliancy of public-houses at the corner. Then came rows of two-storied villas, each with a fronting of miniature garden, and then again interminable lines of new, staring brick buildings – the monster tentacles which the Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 240
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giant city was throwing out into the country. At last the cab drew up at the third house in a new terrace. 

None of the other houses were inhabited, and that at which we stopped was as dark as its neighbours, save for a single glimmer in the kitchen-window. On our knocking, however, the door was instantly thrown open by a Hindoo servant, clad in a yellow turban, white loose-fitting clothes, and a yellow sash. There was something strangely incongruous in this Oriental figure framed in the commonplace doorway of a third-rate suburban dwelling-house. 

»The sahib awaits you,« said he, and even as he spoke, there came a high, piping voice from some inner room. 

»Show them in to me,  khitmutgar, « it said. »Show them straight in to me.«
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Chapter IV

The Story of the Bald-headed Man


We followed the Indian down a sordid and common passage, ill-lit and worse furnished, until he came to a door upon the right, which he threw open. A blaze of yellow light streamed out upon us, and in the centre of the glare there stood a small man with a very high head, a bristle of red hair all round the fringe of it, and a bald, shining scalp which shot out from among it like a mountain-peak from fir-trees. He writhed his hands together as he stood, and his features were in a perpetual jerk – now smiling, now scowling, but never for an instant in repose. Nature had given him a pendulous lip, and a too visible line of yellow and irregular teeth, which he strove feebly to conceal by constantly passing his hand over the lower part of his face. In spite of his obtrusive baldness he gave the impression of youth. In point of fact, he had just turned his thirtieth year. 

»Your servant, Miss Morstan,« he kept repeating in a thin, high voice. »Your servant, gentlemen. Pray step into my little sanctum. A small place, miss, but furnished to my own liking. An oasis of art in the howling desert of South London.«
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We were all astonished by the appearance of the apartment into which he invited us. In that sorry house it looked as out of place as a diamond of the first water in a setting of brass. The richest and glossiest of curtains and tapestries draped the walls, looped back here and there to expose some richly mounted painting or Oriental vase. The carpet was of amber and black, so soft and so thick that the foot sank pleasantly into it, as into a bed of moss. Two great tiger-skins thrown athwart it increased the suggestion, of Eastern luxury, as did a huge hookah which stood upon a mat in the corner. A lamp in the fashion of a silver dove was hung from an almost invisible golden wire in the centre of the room. As it burned it filled the air with a subtle and aromatic odour. 

»Mr. Thaddeus Sholto,« said the little man, still jerking and smiling. »That is my name. You are Miss Morstan, of course. And these gentlemen ––«

»This is Mr. Sherlock Holmes, and this Dr. Watson.«

»A doctor, eh?« cried he, much excited. »Have you your stethoscope? Might I ask you – would you have the kindness? I have grave doubts as to my mitral value, if you would be so very good. The aortic I may rely upon, but I should value your opinion upon the mitral.«
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I listened to his heart, as requested, but was unable to find anything amiss, save, indeed, that he was in an ecstasy of fear, for he shivered from head to foot. 

»It appears to be normal,« I said. »You have no cause for uneasiness.«

»You will excuse my anxiety, Miss Morstan,« he remarked airily. »I am a great sufferer, and I have long had suspicions as to that valve. I am delighted to hear that they are unwarranted. Had your father, Miss Morstan, refrained from throwing a strain upon his heart, he might have been alive now.«

I could have struck the man across the face, so hot was I at this callous and offhand reference to so delicate a matter. Miss Morstan sat down, and her face grew white to the lips. 

»I knew in my heart that he was dead,« said she. 

»I can give you every information,« said he; »and, what is more, I can do you justice; and I will, too, whatever Brother Bartholomew may say. I am so glad to have your friends here not only as an escort to you but also as witnesses to what I am about to do and say. The three of us can show a bold front to Brother Bartholomew. But let us have no outsiders – no police or officials. We can settle everything satisfactorily among ourselves without any interference. Nothing would annoy Brother Bartholomew more than any publicity.«
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He sat down upon a low settee and blinked at us inquiringly with his weak, watery blue eyes. 

»For my part,« said Holmes, »whatever you may choose to say will go no further.«

I nodded to show my agreement. 

»That is well! That is well!« said he. »May I offer you a glass of Chianti, Miss Morstan? Or of Tokay? I keep no other wines. Shall I open a flask? No? Well, then, I trust that you have no objection to tobacco-smoke, to the balsamic odour of the Eastern tobacco. I am a little nervous, and I find my hookah an invaluable sedative.«

He applied a taper to the great bowl, and the smoke bubbled merrily through the rose-water. We sat all three in a semicircle, with our heads advanced and our chins upon our hands, while the strange, jerky little fellow, with his high, shining head, puffed uneasily in the centre. 

»When I first determined to make this communication to you,« said he, »I might have given you my address; but I feared that you might disregard my request and bring unpleasant people with you. I took the liberty, therefore, of making an appointment in such a way that my man Williams might be able to see you first. I have complete confidence in his discretion, and he had orders, if he were dissatisfied, to proceed no further in the matter. You will excuse these precau-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 245
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tions, but I am a man of somewhat retiring, and I might even say refined, tastes, and there is nothing more unæsthetic than a policeman. I have a natural shrinking from all forms of rough materialism. I seldom come in contact with the rough crowd. I live, as you see, with some little atmosphere of elegance around me. I may call myself a patron of the arts. It is my weakness. The landscape is a genuine Corot, and though a connoisseur might perhaps throw a doubt upon that Salvator Rosa, there cannot be the least question about the Bouguereau. I am partial to the modern French school.«

»You will excuse me, Mr. Sholto,« said Miss Morstan, »but I am here at your request to learn something which you desire to tell me. It is very late, and I should desire the interview to be as short as possible.«

»At the best it must take some time,« he answered; 

»for we shall certainly have to go to Norwood and see Brother Bartholomew. We shall all go and try if we can get the better of Brother Bartholomew. He is very angry with me for taking the course which has seemed right to me. I had quite high words with him last night. You cannot imagine what a terrible fellow he is when he is angry.«

»If we are to go to Norwood, it would perhaps be as well to start at once,« I ventured to remark. 

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 246

4. The Story of the Bald-headed Man Doyle-SH, 107

He laughed until his ears were quite red. 

»That would hardly do,« he cried. »I don't know what he would say if I brought you in that sudden way. No, I must prepare you by showing you how we all stand to each other. In the first place, I must tell you that there are several points in the story of which I am myself ignorant. I can only lay the facts before you as far as I know them myself. 

My father was, as you may have guessed, Major John Sholto, once of the Indian Army. He retired some eleven years ago and came to live at Pondicherry Lodge in Upper Norwood. He had prospered in India and brought back with him a considerable sum of money, a large collection of valuable curiosities, and a staff of native servants. With these advantages he bought himself a house, and lived in great luxury. 

My twin-brother Bartholomew and I were the only children. 

I very well remember the sensation which was caused by the disappearance of Captain Morstan. We read the details in the papers, and knowing that he had been a friend of our father's we discussed the case freely in his presence. He used to join in our speculations as to what could have happened. Never for an instant did we suspect that he had the whole secret hidden in his own breast, that of all men he alone knew the fate of Arthur Morstan. 
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We did know, however, that some mystery, some positive danger, overhung our father. He was very fearful of going out alone, and he always employed two prize-fighters to act as porters at Pondicherry Lodge. Williams, who drove you to-night, was one of them. He was once lightweight champion of England. 

Our father would never tell us what it was he feared, but he had a most marked aversion to men with wooden legs. On one occasion he actually fired his revolver at a wooden-legged man, who proved to be a harmless tradesman canvassing for orders. We had to pay a large sum to hush the matter up. My brother and I used to think this a mere whim of my father's, but events have since led us to change our opinion. 

Early in 1882 my father received a letter from India which was a great shock to him. He nearly fainted at the breakfast-table when he opened it, and from that day he sickened to his death. What was in the letter we could never discover, but I could see as he held it that it was short and written in a scrawling hand. He had suffered for years from an enlarged spleen, but he now became rapidly worse, and towards the end of April we were informed that he was beyond all hope, and that he wished to make a last communication to us. 

When we entered his room he was propped up with pillows and breathing heavily. He besought us to lock Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 248
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the door and to come upon either side of the bed. 

Then grasping our hands he made a remarkable statement to us in a voice which was broken as much by emotion as by pain. I shall try and give it to you in his own very words. 

›I have only one thing,‹ he said, ›which weighs upon my mind at this supreme moment. It is my treatment of poor Morstan's orphan. The cursed greed which has been my besetting sin through life has withheld from her the treasure, half at least of which should have been hers. And yet I have made no use of it myself, so blind and foolish a thing is avarice. The mere feeling of possession has been so dear to me that I could not bear to share it with another. See that chaplet tipped with pearls beside the quinine-bottle. Even that I could not bear to part with, although I had got it out with the design of sending it to her. You, my sons, will give her a fair share of the Agra treasure. But send her nothing-not even the chaplet-until I am gone. 

After all, men have been as bad as this and have recovered.‹

›I will tell you how Morstan died,‹ he continued. 

›He had suffered for years from a weak heart, but he concealed it from every one. I alone knew it. When in India, he and I, through a remarkable chain of circumstances, came into possession of a considerable treasure. I brought it over to England, and on the night of Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 249
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Morstan's arrival he came straight over here to claim his share. He walked over from the station and was admitted by my faithful old Lai Chowdar, who is now dead. Morstan and I had a difference of opinion as to the division of the treasure, and we came to heated words. Morstan had sprung out of his chair in a paroxysm of anger, when he suddenly pressed his hand to his side, his face turned a dusky hue, and he fell backward, cutting his head against the corner of the treasure-chest. When I stooped over him I found, to my horror, that he was dead. 

For a long time I sat half distracted, wondering what I should do. My first impulse was, of course, to call for assistance; but I could not but recognize that there was every chance that I would be accused of his murder. His death at the moment of a quarrel, and the gash in his head, would be black against me. Again, an official inquiry could not be made without bringing out some facts about the treasure, which I was particularly anxious to keep secret. He had told me that no soul upon earth knew where he had gone. There seemed to be no necessity why any soul ever should know. 

I was still pondering over the matter, when, looking up, I saw my servant, Lal Chowdar, in the doorway. He stole in and bolted the door behind him. 
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you have killed him. Let us hide him away, and who is the wiser?« »I did not kill him,« said I. Lal Chowdar shook his head and smiled. »I heard it all, sahib,«

said he; »I heard you quarrel, and I heard the blow. 

But my lips are sealed. All are asleep in the house. 

Let us put him away-together.« That was enough to decide me. If my own servant could not believe my innocence, how could I hope to make it good before twelve foolish tradesmen in a jury-box? Lal Chowdar and I disposed of the body that night, and within a few days the London papers were full of the mysterious disappearance of Captain Morstan. You will see from what I say that I can hardly be blamed in the matter. My fault lies in the fact that we concealed not only the body but also the treasure and that I have clung to Morstan's share as well as to my own. I wish you, therefore, to make restitution. Put your ears down to my mouth. The treasure is hidden in ––‹

At this instant a horrible change came over his expression; his eyes stared wildly, his jaw dropped, and he yelled in a voice which I can never forget, ›Keep him out! For Christ's sake keep him out!‹ We both stared round at the window behind us upon which his gaze was fixed. A face was looking in at us out of the darkness. We could see the whitening of the nose where it was pressed against the glass. It was a bearded, hairy face, with wild cruel eyes and an ex-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 251
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pression of concentrated malevolence. My brother and I rushed towards the window, but the man was gone. 

When we returned to my father his head had dropped and his pulse had ceased to beat. 

We searched the garden that night but found no sign of the intruder save that just under the window a single footmark was visible in the flower-bed. But for that one trace, we might have thought that our imaginations had conjured up that wild, fierce face. We soon, however, had another and a more striking proof that there were secret agencies at work all round us. 

The window of my father's room was found open in the morning, his cupboards and boxes had been rifled, and upon his chest was fixed a torn piece of paper with the words ›The sign of the four‹ scrawled across it. What the phrase meant or who our secret visitor may have been, we never knew. As far as we can judge, none of my father's property had been actually stolen, though everything had been turned out. My brother and I naturally associated this peculiar incident with the fear which haunted my father during his life, but it is still a complete mystery to us.«

The little man stopped to relight his hookah and puffed thoughtfully for a few moments. We had all sat absorbed, listening to his extraordinary narrative. At the short account of her father's death Miss Morstan had turned deadly white, and for a moment I feared Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 252
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that she was about to faint. She rallied, however, on drinking a glass of water which I quietly poured out for her from a Venetian carafe upon the side-table. 

Sherlock Holmes leaned back in his chair with an abstracted expression and the lids drawn low over his glittering eyes. As I glanced at him I could not but think how on that very day he had complained bitterly of the commonplaceness of life. Here at least was a problem which would tax his sagacity to the utmost. 

Mr. Thaddeus Sholto looked from one to the other of us with an obvious pride at the effect which his story had produced and then continued between the puffs of his overgrown pipe. 

»My brother and I,« said he, »were, as you may imagine, much excited as to the treasure which my father had spoken of. For weeks and for months we dug and delved in every part of the garden without discovering its whereabouts. It was maddening to think that the hiding-place was on his very lips at the moment that he died. We could judge the splendour of the missing riches by the chaplet which he had taken out. Over this chaplet my brother Bartholomew and I had some little discussion. The pearls were evidently of great value, and he was averse to part with them, for, between friends, my brother was himself a little inclined to my father's fault. He thought, too, that if we parted with the chaplet it might give rise to gossip Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 253
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and finally bring us into trouble. It was all that I could do to persuade him to let me find out Miss Morstan's address and send her a detached pearl at fixed intervals so that at least she might never feel de-stitute.«

»It was a kindly thought,« said our companion earnestly; »it was extremely good of you.«

The little man waved his hand deprecatingly. 

»We were your trustees,« he said; »that was the view which I took of it, though Brother Bartholomew could not altogether see it in that light. We had plenty of money ourselves. I desired no more. Besides, it would have been such bad taste to have treated a young lady in so scurvy a fashion. › Le mauvais goût mène au crime. ‹ The French have a very neat way of putting these things. Our difference of opinion on this subject went so far that I thought it best to set up rooms for myself; so I left Pondicherry Lodge, taking the old  khitmutgar  and Williams with me. Yesterday, however, I learned that an event of extreme importance has occurred. The treasure has been discovered. I instantly communicated with Miss Morstan, and it only remains for us to drive out to Norwood and demand our share. I explained my views last night to Brother Bartholomew, so we shall be expected, if not welcome, visitors.«
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his luxurious settee. We all remained silent, with our thoughts upon the new development which the mysterious business had taken. Holmes was the first to spring to his feet. 

»You have done well, sir, from first to last,« said he. »It is possible that we may be able to make you some small return by throwing some light upon that which is still dark to you. But, as Miss Morstan remarked just now, it is late, and we had best put the matter through without delay.«

Our new acquaintance very deliberately coiled up the tube of his hookah and produced from behind a curtain a very long befrogged topcoat with astrakhan collar and cuffs. This he buttoned tightly up in spite of the extreme closeness of the night and finished his attire by putting on a rabbit-skin cap with hanging lappets which covered the ears, so that no part of him was visible save his mobile and peaky face. 

»My health is somewhat fragile,« he remarked as he led the way down the passage. »I am compelled to be a valetudinarian.«

Our cab was awaiting us outside, and our programme was evidently prearranged, for the driver started off at once at a rapid pace. Thaddeus Sholto talked incessantly in a voice which rose high above the rattle of the wheels. 
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do you think he found out where the treasure was? He had come to the conclusion that it was somewhere indoors, so he worked out all the cubic space of the house and made measurements everywhere so that not one inch should be unaccounted for. Among other things, he found that the height of the building was seventy-four feet, but on adding together the heights of all the separate rooms and making every allowance for the space between, which he ascertained by borings, he could not bring the total to more than seventy feet. There were four feet unaccounted for. These could only be at the top of the building. He knocked a hole, therefore, in the lath and plaster ceiling of the highest room, and there, sure enough, he came upon another little garret above it, which had been sealed up and was known to no one. In the centre stood the treasure-chest resting upon two rafters. He lowered it through the hole, and there it lies. He computes the value of the jewels at not less than half a million sterling.«

At the mention of this gigantic sum we all stared at one another open-eyed. Miss Morstan, could we secure her rights, would change from a needy governess to the richest heiress in England. Surely it was the place of a loyal friend to rejoice at such news, yet I am ashamed to say that selfishness took me by the soul and that my heart turned as heavy as lead within me. I Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 256
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stammered out some few halting words of congratulation and then sat downcast, with my head drooped, deaf to the babble of our new acquaintance. He was clearly a confirmed hypochondriac, and I was dreami-ly conscious that he was pouring forth interminable trains of symptoms, and imploring information as to the composition and action of innumerable quack no-strums, some of which he bore about in a leather case in his pocket. I trust that he may not remember any of the answers which I gave him that night. Holmes declares that he overheard me caution him against the great danger of taking more than two drops of castor-oil, while I recommended strychnine in large doses as a sedative. However that may be, I was certainly relieved when our cab pulled up with a jerk and the coachman sprang down to open the door. 

»This, Miss Morstan, is Pondicherry Lodge,« said Mr. Thaddeus Sholto as he handed her out. 
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Chapter V

The Tragedy of Pondicherry Lodge


It was nearly eleven o'clock when we reached this final stage of our night's adventures. We had left the damp fog of the great city behind us, and the night was fairly fine. A warm wind blew from the westward, and heavy clouds moved slowly across the sky, with half a moon peeping occasionally through the rifts. It was clear enough to see for some distance, but Thaddeus Sholto took down one of the side-lamps from the carriage to give us a better light upon our way. 

Pondicherry Lodge stood in its own grounds and was girt round with a very high stone wall topped with broken glass. A single narrow iron-clamped door formed the only means of entrance. On this our guide knocked with a peculiar postman-like rat-tat. 

»Who is there?« cried a gruff voice from within. 

»It is I, McMurdo. You surely know my knock by this time.«

There was a grumbling sound and a clanking and jarring of keys. The door swung heavily back, and a short, deep-chested man stood in the opening, with the yellow light of the lantern shining upon his protru-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 258
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ded face and twinkling, distrustful eyes. 

»That you, Mr. Thaddeus? But who are the others? 

I had no orders about them from the master.«

»No, McMurdo? You surprise me! I told my brother last night that I should bring some friends.«

»He hain't been out o' his rooms to-day, Mr. Thaddeus, and I have no orders. You know very well that I must stick to regulations. I can let you in, but your friends they must just stop where they are.«

This was an unexpected obstacle. Thaddeus Sholto looked about him in a perplexed and helpless manner. 

»This is too bad of you, McMurdo!« he said. »If I guarantee them, that is enough for you. There is the young lady, too. She cannot wait on the public road at this hour.«

»Very sorry, Mr. Thaddeus,« said the porter inexorably. »Folk may be friends o' yours, and yet no friend o' the master's. He pays me well to do my duty, and my duty I'll do. I don't know none o' your friends.«

»Oh, yes you do, McMurdo,« cried Sherlock Holmes genially. »I don't think you can have forgotten me. Don't you remember that amateur who fought three rounds with you at Alison's rooms on the night of your benefit four years back?«

»Not Mr. Sherlock Holmes!« roared the prize-fighter. »God's truth! how could I have mistook you? If Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 259
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instead o' standin' there so quiet you had just stepped up and given me that cross-hit of yours under the jaw, I'd ha' known you without a question. Ah, you're one that has wasted your gifts, you have! You might have aimed high, if you had joined the fancy.«

»You see, Watson, if all else fails me, I have still one of the scientific professions open to me,« said Holmes, laughing. »Our friend won't keep us out in the cold now, I am sure.«

»In you come, sir, in you come – you and your friends,« he answered. »Very sorry, Mr. Thaddeus, but orders are very strict. Had to be certain of your friends before I let them in.«

Inside, a gravel path wound through desolate grounds to a huge clump of a house, square and prosaic, all plunged in shadow save where a moonbeam struck one corner and glimmered in a garret window. The vast size of the building, with its gloom and its deathly silence, struck a chill to the heart. Even Thaddeus Sholto seemed ill at ease, and the lantern quivered and rattled in his hand. 

»I cannot understand it,« he said. »There must be some mistake. I distinctly told Bartholomew that we should be here, and yet there is no light in his window. I do not know what to make of it.«

»Does he always guard the premises in this way?«

asked Holmes. 
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»Yes; he has followed my father's custom. He was the favourite son you know, and I sometimes think that my father may have told him more than he ever told me. That is Bartholomew's window up there where the moonshine strikes. It is quite bright, but there is no light from within, I think.«

»None,« said Holmes. »But I see the glint of a light in that little window beside the door.«

»Ah, that is the housekeeper's room. That is where old Mrs. Bern-stone sits. She can tell us all about it. 

But perhaps you would not mind waiting here for a minute or two, for if we all go in together, and she has had no word of our coming, she may be alarmed. But, hush! what is that?«

He held up the lantern, and his hand shook until the circles of light flickered and wavered all round us. 

Miss Morstan seized my wrist, and we all stood, with thumping hearts, straining our ears. From the great black house there sounded through the silent night the saddest and most pitiful of sounds – the shrill, broken whimpering of a frightened woman. 

»It is Mrs. Bernstone,« said Sholto. »She is the only woman in the house. Wait here. I shall be back in a moment.«

He hurried for the door and knocked in his peculiar way. We could see a tall old woman admit him and sway with pleasure at the very sight of him. 
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»Oh, Mr. Thaddeus, sir, I am so glad you have come! I am so glad you have come, Mr. Thaddeus, sir!«

We heard her reiterated rejoicings until the door was closed and her voice died away into a muffled monotone. 

Our guide had left us the lantern. Holmes swung it slowly round and peered keenly at the house and at the great rubbish-heaps which cumbered the grounds. 

Miss Morstan and I stood together, and her hand was in mine. A wondrous subtle thing is love, for here were we two, who had never seen each other before that day, between whom no word or even look of affection had ever passed, and yet now in an hour of trouble our hands instinctively sought for each other. I have marvelled at it since, but at the time it seemed the most natural thing that I should go out to her so, and, as she has often told me, there was in her also the instinct to turn to me for comfort and protection. So we stood hand in hand like two children, and there was peace in our hearts for all the dark things that surrounded us. 

»What a strange place!« she said, looking round. 

»It looks as though all the moles in England had been let loose in it. I have seen something of the sort on the side of a hill near Ballarat, where the prospec-tors had been at work.«
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»And from the same cause,« said Holmes. »These are the traces of the treasure-seekers. You must remember that they were six years looking for it. No wonder that the grounds look like a gravel-pit.«

At that moment the door of the house burst open, and Thaddeus Sholto came running out, with his hands thrown forward and terror in his eyes. 

»There is something amiss with Bartholomew!« he cried. »I am frightened! My nerves cannot stand it.«

He was, indeed, half blubbering with fear, and his twitching, feeble face peeping out from the great astrakhan collar had the helpless, appealing expression of a terrified child. 

»Come into the house,« said Holmes in his crisp, firm way. 

»Yes, do!« pleaded Thaddeus Sholto. »I really do not feel equal to giving directions.«

We all followed him into the housekeeper's room, which stood upon the left-hand side of the passage. 

The old woman was pacing up and down with a scared look and restless, picking fingers, but the sight of Miss Morstan appeared to have a soothing effect upon her. 

»God bless your sweet, calm face!« she cried with a hysterical sob. »It does me good to see you. Oh, but I have been sorely tried this day!«

Our companion patted her thin, work-worn hand Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 263
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and murmured some few words of kindly, womanly comfort which brought the colour back into the other's bloodless cheeks. 

»Master has locked himself in and will not answer me,« she explained. »All day I have waited to hear from him, for he often likes to be alone; but an hour ago I feared that something was amiss, so I went up and peeped through the keyhole. You must go up, Mr. 

Thaddeus – you must go up and look for yourself. I have seen Mr. Bartholomew Sholto in joy and in sorrow for ten long years, but I never saw him with such a face on him as that.«

Sherlock Holmes took the lamp and led the way, for Thaddeus Sholto's teeth were chattering in his head. So shaken was he that I had to pass my hand under his arm as we went up the stairs, for his knees were trembling under him. Twice as we ascended, Holmes whipped his lens out of his pocket and carefully examined marks which appeared to me to be mere shapeless smudges of dust upon the cocoanut-matting which served as a stair-carpet. He walked slowly from step to step, holding the lamp low, and shooting keen glances to right and left. Miss Morstan had remained behind with the frightened housekeeper. 

The third flight of stairs ended in a straight passage of some length, with a great picture in Indian tapestry upon the right of it and three doors upon the left. Hol-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 264
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mes advanced along it in the same slow and methodical way, while we kept close at his heels, with our long black shadows streaming backward down the corridor. The third door was that which we were seeking. Holmes knocked without receiving any answer, and then tried to turn the handle and force it open. It was locked on the inside, however, and by a broad and powerful bolt, as we could see when we set our lamp up against it. The key being turned, however, the hole was not entirely closed. Sherlock Holmes bent down to it and instantly rose again with a sharp intaking of the breath. 

»There is something devilish in this, Watson,« said he, more moved than I had ever before seen him. 

»What do you make of it?«

I stooped to the hole and recoiled in horror. Moonlight was streaming into the room, and it was bright with a vague and shifty radiance. Looking straight at me and suspended, as it were, in the air, for all beneath was in shadow, there hung a face – the very face of our companion Thaddeus. There was the same high, shining head, the same circular bristle of red hair, the same bloodless countenence. The features were set, however, in a horrible smile, a fixed and unnatural grin, which in that still and moonlit room was more jarring to the nerves than any scowl or contortion. So like was the face to that of our little friend that Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 265
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I looked round at him to make sure that he was indeed with us. Then I recalled to mind that he had mentioned to us that his brother and he were twins. 

»This is terrible!« I said to Holmes. »What is to be done?«

»The door must come down,« he answered, and springing against it, he put all his weight upon the lock. 

It creaked and groaned but did not yield. Together we flung ourselves upon it once more, and this time it gave way with a sudden snap, and we found ourselves within Bartholomew Sholto's chamber. 

It appeared to have been fitted up as a chemical laboratory. A double line of glass-stoppered bottles was drawn up upon the wall opposite the door, and the table was littered over with Bunsen burners, test-tubes, and retorts. In the corners stood carboys of acid in wicker baskets. One of these appeared to leak or to have been broken, for a stream of dark-coloured liquid had trickled out from it, and the air was heavy with a peculiarly pungent, tarlike odour. A set of steps stood at one side of the room in the midst of a litter of lath and plaster, and above them there was an opening in the ceiling large enough for a man to pass through. At the foot of the steps a long coil of rope was thrown carelessly together. 
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house was seated all in a heap, with his head sunk upon his left shoulder and that ghastly, inscrutable smile upon his face. He was stiff and cold and had clearly been dead many hours. It seemed to me that not only his features but all his limbs were twisted and turned in the most fantastic fashion. By his hand upon the table there lay a peculiar instrument – a brown, close-grained stick, with a stone head like a hammer, rudely lashed on with coarse twine. Beside it was a torn sheet of note-paper with some words scrawled upon it. Holmes glanced at it and then handed it to me. 

»You see,« he said with a significant raising of the eyebrows. 

In the light of the lantern I read with a thrill of horror, »The sign of the four.«

»In God's name, what does it all mean?« I asked. 

»It means murder,« said he, stooping over the dead man. »Ah! I expected it. Look here!«

He pointed to what looked like a long dark thorn stuck in the skin just above the ear. 

»It looks like a thorn,« said I. 

»It is a thorn. You may pick it out. But be careful, for it is poisoned.«

I took it up between my finger and thumb. It came away from the skin so readily that hardly any mark was left behind. One tiny speck of blood showed Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 267
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where the puncture had been. 

»This is all an insoluble mystery to me,« said I. »It grows darker instead of clearer.«

»On the contrary,« he answered, »it clears every instant. I only require a few missing links to have an entirely connected case.«

We had almost forgotten our companion's presence since we entered the chamber. He was still standing in the doorway, the very picture of terror, wringing his hands and moaning to himself. Suddenly, however, he broke out into a sharp, querulous cry. 

»The treasure is gone!« he said. »They have robbed him of the treasure! There is the hole through which we lowered it. I helped him to do it! I was the last person who saw him! I left him here last night, end I heard him lock the door as I came downstairs.«

»What time was that?«

»It was ten o'clock. And now he is dead, and the police will be called in, and I shall be suspected of having had a hand in it. Oh, yes, I am sure I shall. But you don't think so, gentlemen? Surely you don't think that it was I? Is it likely that I would have brought you here if it were I? Oh, dear! oh, dear! I know that I shall go mad!«

He jerked his arms and stamped his feet in a kind of convulsive frenzy. 
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Holmes kindly, putting his hand upon his shoulder; 

»take my advice and drive down to the station to report the matter to the police. Offer to assist them in every way. We shall wait here until your return.«

The little man obeyed in a half-stupefied fashion, and we heard him stumbling down the stairs in the dark. 
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Chapter VI

Sherlock Holmes Gives a Demonstration


»Now, Watson,« said Holmes, rubbing his hands, 

»we have half an hour to ourselves. Let us make good use of it. My case is, as I have told you, almost complete; but we must not err on the side of over-confidence. Simple as the case seems now, there may be something deeper underlying it.«

»Simple!« I ejaculated. 

»Surely,« said he with something of the air of a cli-nical professor expounding to his class. »Just sit in the corner there, that your footprints may not complicate matters. Now to work! In the first place, how did these folk come and how did they go? The door has not been opened since last night. How of the window?« He carried the lamp across to it, muttering his observations aloud the while but addressing them to himself rather than to me. »Window is snibbed on the inner side. Frame-work is solid. No hinges at the side. 

Let us open it. No water-pipe near. Roof quite out of reach. Yet a man has mounted by the window. It rained a little last night. Here is the print of a foot in mould upon the sill. And here is a circular muddy mark, and here again upon the floor, and here again Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 270
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by the table. See here, Watson! This is really a very pretty demonstration.«

I looked at the round, well-defined muddy discs. 

»That is not a foot-mark,« said I. 

»It is something much more valuable to us. It is the impression of a wooden stump. You see here on the sill is the boot-mark, a heavy boot with a broad metal heel, and beside it is the mark of the timber-toe.«

»It is the wooden-legged man.«

»Quite so. But there has been someone else – a very able and efficient ally. Could you scale that wall, Doctor?«

I looked out of the open window. The moon still shone brightly on that angle of the house. We were a good sixty feet from the ground, and, look where I would, I could see no foothold, nor as much as a crevice in the brickwork. 

»It is absolutely impossible,« I answered. 

»Without aid it is so. But suppose you had a friend up here who lowered you this good stout rope which I see in the corner, securing one end of it to this great hook in the wall. Then, I think, if you were an active man, you might swarm up, wooden leg and all. You would depart, of course, in the same fashion, and your ally would draw up the rope, untie it from the hook, shut the window, snib it on the inside, and get away in the way that he originally came. As a minor point, Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 271
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it may be noted,« he continued, fingering the rope, 

»that our wooden-legged friend, though a fair climber, was not a professional sailor. His hands were far from horny. My lens discloses more than one blood-mark, especially towards the end of the rope, from which I gather that he slipped down with such velocity that he took the skin off his hands.«

»This is all very well,« said I; »but the thing becomes more unintelligible than ever. How about this mysterious ally? How came he into the room?«

»Yes, the ally!« repeated Holmes pensively. »There are features of interest about this ally. He lifts the case from the regions of the commonplace. I fancy that this ally breaks fresh ground in the annals of crime in this country – though parallel cases suggest themselves from India and, if my memory serves me, from Senegambia.«

»How came he, then?« I reiterated. »The door is locked; the window is inaccessible. Was it through the chimney?«

»The grate is much too small,« he answered. »I had already considered that possibility.«

»How, then?« I persisted. 

»You will not apply my precept,« he said, shaking his head. »How often have I said to you that when you have eliminated the impossible, whatever remains, however improbable,  must be the truth? We know Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 272
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that he did not come through the door, the window, or the chimney. We also know that he could not have been concealed in the room, as there is no concealment possible. When, then, did he come?«

»He came through the hole in the roof!« I cried. 

»Of course he did. He must have done so. If you will have the kindness to hold the lamp for me, we shall now extend our researches to the room above –

the secret room in which the treasure was found.«

He mounted the steps, and, seizing a rafter with either hand, he swung himself up into the garret. 

Then, lying on his face, he reached down for the lamp and held it while I followed him. 

The chamber in which we found ourselves was about ten feet one way and six the other. The floor was formed by the rafters, with thin lath and plaster between, so that in walking one had to step from beam to beam. The roof ran up to an apex and was evidently the inner shell of the true roof of the house. 

There was no furniture of any sort, and the accumulated dust of years lay thick upon the floor. 

»Here you are, you see,« said Sherlock Holmes, putting his hand against the sloping wall. »This is a trapdoor which leads out on to the roof. I can press it back, and here is the roof itself, sloping at a gentle angle. This, then, is the way by which Number One entered. Let us see if we can find some other traces of Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 273
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his individuality?«

He held down the lamp to the floor, and as he did so I saw for the second time that night a startled, surprised look come over his face. For myself, as I followed his gaze, my skin was cold under my clothes. 

The floor was covered thickly with the prints of a naked foot – clear, well-defined, perfectly formed, but scarce half the size of those of an ordinary man. 

»Holmes,« I said in a whisper, »a child has done this horrid thing.«

He had recovered his self-possession in an instant. 

»I was staggered for the moment,« he said, »but the thing is quite natural. My memory failed me, or I should have been able to foretell it. There is nothing more to be learned here. Let us go down.«

»What is your theory, then, as to those footmarks?«

I asked eagerly when we had regained the lower room once more. 

»My dear Watson, try a little analysis yourself,«

said he with a touch of impatience. »You know my methods. Apply them, and it will be instructive to compare results.«

»I cannot conceive anything which will cover the facts,« I answered. 

»It will be clear enough to you soon,« he said, in an offhand way. »I think that there is nothing else of importance here, but I will look.«
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He whipped out his lens and a tape measure and hurried about the room on his knees, measuring, comparing, examining, with his long thin nose only a few inches from the planks and his beady eyes gleaming and deep-set like those of a bird. So swift, silent, and furtive were his movements, like those of a trained bloodhound picking out a scent, that I could not but think what a terrible criminal he would have made had he turned his energy and sagacity against the law instead of exerting them in its defence. As he hunted about, he kept muttering to himself, and finally he broke out into a loud crow of delight. 

»We are certainly in luck,« said he. »We ought to have very little trouble now. Number One has had the misfortune to tread in the creosote. You can see the outline of the edge of his small foot here at the side of this evil-smelling mess. The carboy has been cracked, you see, and the stuff has leaked out.«

»What then?« I asked. 

»Why, we have got him, that's all,« said he. 

»I know a dog that would follow that scent to the world's end. If a pack can track a trailed herring across a shire, how far can a specially trained hound follow so pungent a smell as this? It sounds like a sum in the rule of three. The answer should give us the –– But hallo! here are the accredited representatives of the law.«
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Heavy steps and the clamour of loud voices were audible from below, and the hall door shut with a loud crash. 

»Before they come,« said Holmes, »just put your hand here on this poor fellow's arm, and here on his leg. What do you feel?«

»The muscles are as hard as a board,« I answered. 

»Quite so. They are in a state of extreme contraction, far exceeding the usual rigor mortis. Coupled with this distortion of the face, this Hippocratic smile, or › risus sardonicus‹,  as the old writers called it, what conclusion would it suggest to your mind?«

»Death from some powerful vegetable alkaloid,« I answered, »some strychnine-like substance which would produce tetanus.«

»That was the idea which occurred to me the instant I saw the drawn muscles of the face. On getting into the room I at once looked for the means by which the poison had entered the system. As you saw, I discovered a thorn which had been driven or shot with no great force into the scalp. You observe that the part struck was that which would be turned towards the hole in the ceiling if the man were erect in his chair. Now examine this thorn.«

I took it up gingerly and held it in the light of the lantern. It was long, sharp, and black, with a glazed look near the point as though some gummy substance Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 276
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had dried upon it. The blunt end had been trimmed and rounded off with a knife. 

»Is that an English thorn?« he asked. 

»No, it certainly is not.«

»With all these data you should be able to draw some just inference. But here are the regulars, so the auxiliary forces may beat a retreat.«

As he spoke, the steps which had been coming nearer sounded loudly on the passage, and a very stout, portly man in a gray suit strode heavily into the room. 

He was red-faced, burly, and plethoric, with a pair of very small twinkling eyes which looked keenly out from between swollen and puffy pouches. He was closely followed by an inspector in uniform and by the still palpitating Thaddeus Sholto. 

»Here's a business!« he cried in a muffled, husky voice. »Here's a pretty business! But who are all these? Why, the house seems to be as full as a rabbit-warren!«

»I think you must recollect me, Mr. Athelney Jones,« said Holmes quietly. 

»Why, of course I do!« he wheezed. »It's Mr. Sherlock Holmes, the theorist. Remember you! I'll never forget how you lectured us all on causes and inferences and effects in the Bishopgate jewel case. It's true you set us on the right track; but you'll own now that it was more by good luck than good guidance.«
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»It was a piece of very simple reasoning.«

»Oh, come, now, come! Never be ashamed to own up. But what is all this? Bad business! Bad business! 

Stern facts here – no room for theories. How lucky that I happened to be out at Norwood over another case! I was at the station when the message arrived. 

What d'you think the man died of?«

»Oh, this is hardly a case for me to theorize over,«

said Holmes dryly. 

»No, no. Still, we can't deny that you hit the nail on the head sometimes. Dear me! Door locked, I understand. Jewels worth half a million missing. How was the window?«

»Fastened; but there are steps on the sill.«

»Well, well, if it was fastened the steps could have nothing to do with the matter. That's common sense. 

Man might have died in a fit; but then the jewels are missing. Ha! I have a theory. These flashes come upon me at times. – Just step outside, Sergeant, and you, Mr. Sholto. Your friend can remain. – What do you think of this, Holmes? Sholto was, on his own confession, with his brother last night. The brother died in a fit, on which Sholto walked off with the treasure? How's that?«

»On which the dead man very considerately got up and locked the door on the inside.«
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sense to the matter. This Thaddeus Sholto  was  with his brother; there  was  a quarrel: so much we know. 

The brother is dead and the jewels are gone. So much also we know. No one saw the brother from the time Thaddeus left him. His bed had not been slept in. 

Thaddeus is evidently in a most disturbed state of mind. His appearance is – well, not attractive. You see that I am weaving my web round Thaddeus. The net begins to close upon him.«

»You are not quite in possession of the facts yet,«

said Holmes. »This splinter of wood, which I have every reason to believe to be poisoned, was in the man's scalp where you still see the mark; this card, inscribed as you see it, was on the table, and beside it lay this rather curious stone-headed instrument. How does all that fit into your theory?«

»Confirms it in every respect,« said the fat detective pompously. »House is full of Indian curiosities. 

Thaddeus brought this up, and if this splinter be poisonous Thaddeus may as well have made murderous use of it as any other man. The card is some hocus-pocus – a blind, as like as not. The only question is, how did he depart? Ah, of course, here is a hole in the roof.«

With great activity, considering his bulk, he sprang up the steps and squeezed through into the garret, and immediately afterwards we heard his exulting voice Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 279
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proclaiming that he had found the trapdoor. 

»He can find something,« remarked Holmes, shrugging his shoulders; »he has occasional glimmerings of reason.  Il n'y a pas des sots si incommodes que ceux qui ont de l'esprit! «

»You see!« said Athelney Jones, reappearing down the steps again; »facts are better than theories, after all. My view of the case is confirmed. There is a trapdoor communicating with the roof, and it is partly open.«

»It was I who opened it.«

»Oh, indeed! You did notice it, then?« He seemed a little crestfallen at the discovery. »Well, whoever noticed it, it shows how our gentleman got away. Inspector!«

»Yes, sir,« from the passage. 

»Ask Mr. Sholto to step this way. – Mr. Sholto, it is my duty to inform you that anything which you may say will be used against you. I arrest you in the Queen's name as being concerned in the death of your brother.«

»There, now! Didn't I tell you!« cried the poor little man, throwing |out his hands and looking from one to the other of us. 

»Don't trouble yourself about it, Mr. Sholto,« said Holmes; »I think that I can engage to clear you of the charge.«
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»Don't promise too much, Mr. Theorist, don't promise too much!« snapped the detective. »You may find it a harder matter than you think.«

»Not only will I clear him, Mr. Jones, but I will make you a free present of the name and description of one of the two people who were in this room last night. His name, I have every reason to believe, is Jonathan Small. He is a poorly educated man, small, active, with his right leg off, and wearing a wooden stump which is worn away upon the inner side. His left boot has a coarse, square-toed sole, with an iron band round the heel. He is a middle-aged man, much sunburned, and has been a convict. These few indications may be of some assistance to you, coupled with the fact that there is a good deal of skin missing from the palm of his hand. The other man ––«

»Ah! the other man?« asked Athelney Jones in a sneering voice, but impressed none the less, as I could easily see, by the precision of the other's manner. 

»Is a rather curious person,« said Sherlock Holmes, turning upon his heel. »I hope before very long to be able to introduce you to the pair of them. A word with you, Watson.«

He led me out to the head of the stair. 

»This unexpected occurrence,« he said, »has caused us rather to lose sight of the original purpose of our journey.«
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»I have just been thinking so,« I answered; »it is not right that Miss Morstan should remain in this stricken house.«

»No. You must escort her home. She lives with Mrs. Cecil Forrester in Lower Camberwell, so it is not very far. I will wait for you here if you will drive out again. Or perhaps you are too tired?«

»By no means. I don't think I could rest until I know more of this fantastic business. I have seen something of the rough side of life, but I give you my word that this quick succession of strange surprises to-night has shaken my nerve completely. I should like, however, to see the matter through with you, now that I have got so far.«

»Your presence will be of great service to me,« he answered. »We shall work the case out independently and leave this fellow Jones to exult over any mare's-nest which he may choose to construct. When you have dropped Miss Morstan, I wish you to go on to No. 3 Pinchin Lane, down near the water's edge at Lambeth. The third house on the right-hand side is a bird-stuffer's; Sherman is the name. You will see a weasel holding a young rabbit in the window. Knock old Sherman up and tell him, with my compliments, that I want Toby at once. You will bring Toby back in the cab with you.«

»A dog, I suppose.«
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»Yes, a queer mongrel with a most amazing power of scent. I would rather have Toby's help than that of the whole detective force of London.«

»I shall bring him then,« said I. »It is one now. I ought to be back before three if I can get a fresh horse.«

»And I,« said Holmes, »shall see what I can learn from Mrs. Bern-stone and from the Indian servant, who, Mr. Thaddeus tells me, sleeps in the next garret. 

Then I shall study the great Jones's methods and listen to his not too delicate sarcasms. 

 ›Wir

 sind

 gewohnt

 dass

 die

 Menschen

 verhöhnen

 was sie nicht verstehen.‹

Goethe is always pithy.«
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Chapter VII

The Episode of the Barrel


The police had brought a cab with them, and in this I escorted Miss Morstan back to her home. After the angelic fashion of women, she had borne trouble with a calm face as long as there was someone weaker than herself to support, and I had found her bright and placid by the side of the frightened housekeeper. In the cab, however, she first turned faint and then burst into a passion of weeping – so sorely had she been tried by the adventures of the night. She has told me since that she thought me cold and distant upon that journey. 

She little guessed the struggle within my breast, or the effort of self-restraint which held me back. My sympathies and my love went out to her, even as my hand had in the garden. I felt that years of the conventionalities of life could not teach me to know her sweet, brave nature as had this one day of strange experiences. Yet there were two thoughts which sealed the words of affection upon my lips. She was weak and helpless, shaken in mind and nerve. It was to take her at a disadvantage to obtrude love upon her at such a time. Worse still, she was rich. If Holmes's researches were successful, she would be an heiress. Was it fair, Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 284
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was it honourable, that a half-pay surgeon should take such advantage of an intimacy which chance had brought about? Might she not look upon me as a mere vulgar fortune-seeker? I could not bear to risk that such a thought should cross her mind. This Agra treasure intervened like an impassable barrier between us. 

It was nearly two o'clock when we reached Mrs. 

Cecil Forrester's. The servants had retired hours ago, but Mrs. Forrester had been so interested by the strange message which Miss Morstan had received that she had sat up in the hope of her return. She opened the door herself, a middle-aged, graceful woman, and it gave me joy to see how tenderly her arm stole round the other's waist and how motherly was the voice in which she greeted her. She was clearly no mere paid dependant but an honoured friend. I was introduced, and Mrs. Forrester earnestly begged me to step in and tell her our adventures. I explained, however, the importance of my errand and promised faithfully to call and report any progress which we might make with the case. As we drove away I stole a glance back, and I still seem to see that little group on the step – the two graceful, clinging figures, the half-opened door, the hall-light shining through stained glass, the barometer, and the bright stair-rods. It was soothing to catch even, that passing glimpse of a tranquil English home in the midst of the wild, dark business which Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 285
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had absorbed us. 

And the more I thought of what had happened, the wilder and darker it grew. I reviewed the whole extraordinary sequence of events as I rattled on through the silent, gas-lit streets There was the original problem: that at least was pretty clear now. The death of Captain Morstan, the sending of the pearls, the advertisement, the letter – we had had light upon all those events. They had only led us, however, to a deeper and far more tragic mystery. The Indian treasure, the curious plan found among Morstan's baggage, the strange scene at Major Sholto's death, the rediscovery of the treasure immediately followed by the murder of the discoverer, the very singular accompaniments to the crime, the footsteps, the remarkable weapons, the words upon the card, corresponding with those upon Captain Morstan's chart – here was indeed a labyrinth in which a man less singularly endowed than my fellow-lodger might well despair of ever finding the clue. 

Pinchin Lane was a row of shabby, two-storied brick houses in the lower quarter of Lambeth. I had to knock for some time at No. 3 before I could make any impression. At last, however, there was the glint of a candle behind the blind, and a face looked out at the upper window. 
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you kick up any more row, I'll open the kennels and let out forty-three dogs upon you.«

»If you'll let one out, it's just what I have come for,« said I. 

»Go on!« yelled the voice. »So help me gracious, I have a wiper in this bag, and I'll drop it on your 'ead if you don't hook it!«

»But I want a dog,« I cried. 

»I won't be argued with!« shouted Mr. Sherman. 

»Now stand clear; for when I say ›three,‹ down goes the wiper.«

»Mr. Sherlock Holmes ––« I began; but the words had a most magical effect, for the window instantly slammed down, and within a minute the door was unbarred and open. Mr. Sherman was a lanky, lean old man, with stooping shoulders, a stringy neck, and blue-tinted glasses. 

»A friend of Mr. Sherlock is always welcome,«

said he. »Step in, sir. Keep clear of the badger, for he bites. Ah, naughty, naughty; would you take a nip at the gentleman?« This to a stoat which thrust its wik-ked head and red eyes between the bars of its cage. 

»Don't mind that, sir; it's only a slowworm. It hain't got no fangs, so I gives it the run o' the room, for it keeps the beetles down. You must not mind my bein' 

just a little short wi' you at first, for I'm guyed at by the children, and there's many a one just comes down Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 287
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this lane to knock me up. What was it that Mr. Sherlock Holmes wanted, sir?«

»He wanted a dog of yours.«

»Ah! that would be Toby.«

»Yes, Toby was the name.«

»Toby lives at No. 7 on the left here.«

He moved slowly forward with his candle among the queer animal family which he had gathered round him. In the uncertain, shadowy light I could see dimly that there were glancing, glimmering eyes peeping down at us from every cranny and corner. Even the rafters above our heads were lined by solemn fowls, who lazily shifted their weight from one leg to the other as our voices disturbed their slumbers. 

Toby proved to be an ugly, long-haired, lop-eared creature, half spaniel and half lurcher, brown and white in colour, with a very clumsy, waddling gait. It accepted, after some hesitation, a lump of sugar which the old naturalist handed to me, and, having thus sealed an alliance, it followed me to the cab and made no difficulties about accompanying me. It had just struck three on the Palace clock when I found myself back once more at Pondicherry Lodge. The ex-prizefighter McMurdo had, I found, been arrested as an accessory, and both he and Mr. Sholto had been marched off to the station. Two constables guarded the narrow gate, but they allowed me to pass with the dog on my men-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 288
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tioning the detective's name. 

Holmes was standing on the doorstep with his hands in his pockets, smoking his pipe. 

»Ah, you have him there!« said he. »Good dog, then! Athelney Jones has gone. We have had an immense display of energy since you left. He has arrested not only friend Thaddeus but the gatekeeper, the housekeeper, and the Indian servant. We have the place to ourselves but for a sergeant upstairs. Leave the dog here and come up.«

We tied Toby to the hall table and reascended the stairs. The room was as we had left it, save that a sheet had been draped over the central figure. A weary-looking police-sergeant reclined in the corner. 

»Lend me your bull's eye, Sergeant,« said my companion. »Now tie this bit of card round my neck, so as to hang it in front of me. Thank you. Now I must kick off my boots and stockings. Just you carry them down with you, Watson. I am going to do a little climbing. 

And dip my handkerchief into the creosote. That will do. Now come up into the garret with me for a moment.«

We clambered up through the hole. Holmes turned his light once more upon the footsteps in the dust. 

»I wish you particularly to notice these footmarks,«

he said. »Do you observe anything noteworthy about them?«
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»They belong,« I said, »to a child or a small woman.«

»Apart from their size, though. Is there nothing else?«

»They appeared to be much as other footmarks.«

»Not at all. Look here! This is the print of a right foot in the dust. Now I make one with my naked foot beside it. What is the chief difference?«

»Your toes are all cramped together. The other print has each toe distinctly divided.«

»Quite so. That is the point. Bear that in mind. 

Now, would you kindly step over to that flap-window and smell the edge of the woodwork? I shall stay over here, as I have this handkerchief in my hand.«

I did as he directed and was instantly conscious of a strong tarry smell. 

»That is where he put his foot in getting out. If  you can trace him, I should think that Toby will have no difficulty. Now run downstairs, loose the dog, and look out for Blondin.«

By the time that I got out into the grounds Sherlock Holmes was on the roof, and I could see him like an enormous glow-worm crawling very slowly along the ridge. I lost sight of him behind a stack of chimneys, but he presently reappeared and then vanished once more upon the opposite side. When I made my way round there I found him seated at one of the corner Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 290
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eaves. 

»That you, Watson?« he cried. 

»Yes.«

»This is the place. What is that black thing down there?«

»A water-barrel.«

»Top on it?«

»Yes.«

»No sign of a ladder?«

»No.«

»Confound the fellow! It's a most breakneck place. 

I ought to be able to come down where he could climb up. The water-pipe feels pretty firm. Here goes, anyhow.«

There was a scuffling of feet, and the lantern began to come steadily down the side of the wall. Then with a light spring he came on to the barrel, and from there to the earth. 

»It was easy to follow him,« he said, drawing on his stockings and boots. »Tiles were loosened the whole way along, and in his hurry he had dropped this. It confirms my diagnosis, as you doctors express it.«

The object which he held up to me was a small pocket or pouch woven out of coloured grasses and with a few tawdry beads strung round it. In shape and size it was not unlike a cigarette-case. Inside were Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 291
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half a dozen spines of dark wood, sharp at one end and rounded at the other, like that which had struck Bartholomew Sholto. 

»They are hellish things,« said he. »Look out that you don't prick yourself. I'm delighted to have them, for the chances are that they are all he has. There is the less fear of you or me finding one in our skin before long. I would sooner face a Martini bullet, myself. Are you game for a six-mile trudge, Watson?«

»Certainly,« I answered. 

»Your leg will stand it?«

»Oh, yes.«

»Here you are, doggy! Good old Toby! Smell it, Toby, smell it!« He pushed the creosote handkerchief under the dog's nose, while the creature stood with its fluffy legs separated, and with a most comical cock to its head, like a connoisseur sniffing the bouquet of a famous vintage. Holmes then threw the handkerchief to a distance, fastened a stout cord to the mongrel's collar, and led him to the foot of the water-barrel. The creature instantly broke into a succession of high, tre-mulous yelps and, with his nose on the ground and his tail in the air, pattered off upon the trail at a pace which strained his leash and kept us at the top of our speed. 

The east had been gradually whitening, and we could now see some distance in the cold gray light. 
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The square, massive house, with its black, empty windows and high, bare walls, towered up, sad and forlorn, behind us. Our course led right across the grounds, in and out among the trenches and pits with which they were scarred and intersected. The whole place, with its scattered dirt-heaps and ill-grown shrubs, had a blighted, ill-omened look which harmonized with the black tragedy which hung over it. 

On reaching the boundary wall Toby ran along, whining eagerly, underneath its shadow, and stopped finally in a corner screened by a young beech. Where the two walls joined, several bricks had been loosened, and the crevices left were worn down and rounded upon the lower side, as though they had frequently been used as a ladder. Holmes clambered up, and taking the dog from me he dropped it over upon the other side. 

»There's the print of Wooden-leg's hand,« he remarked as I mounted up beside him. »You see the slight smudge of blood upon the white plaster. What a lucky thing it is that we have had no very heavy rain since yesterday! The scent will lie upon the road in spite of their eight-and-twenty hours' start.«

I confess that I had my doubts myself when I reflected upon the great traffic which had passed along the London road in the interval. My fears were soon appeased, however. Toby never hesitated or swerved but Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 293
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waddled on in his peculiar rolling fashion. Clearly the pungent smell of the creosote rose high above all other contending scents. 

»Do not imagine,« said Holmes, »that I depend for my success in this case upon the mere chance of one of these fellows having put his foot in the chemical. I have knowledge now which would enable me to trace them in many different ways. This, however, is the readiest, and, since fortune has put it into our hands, I should be culpable if I neglected it. It has, however, prevented the case from becoming the pretty little intellectual problem which it at one time promised to be. There might have been some credit to be gained out of it but for this too palpable clue.«

»There is credit, and to spare,« said I. »I assure you, Holmes, that I marvel at the means by which you obtain your results in this case even more than I did in the Jefferson Hope murder. The thing seems to me to be deeper and more inexplicable. How, for example, could you describe with such confidence the wooden-legged man?«

»Pshaw, my dear boy! it was simplicity itself. I don't wish to be theatrical. It is all patent and above-board. Two officers who are in command of a convict-guard learn an important secret as to buried treasure. 

A map is drawn for them by an Englishman named Jonathan Small. You remember that we saw the name Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 294

7. The Episode of the Barrel

Doyle-SH, 128

upon the chart in Captain Morstan's possession. He had signed it in behalf of himself and his associates –

the sign of the four, as he somewhat dramatically called it. Aided by this chart, the officers – or one of them – gets the treasure and brings it to England, leaving, we will suppose, some condition under which he received it unfulfilled. Now, then, why did not Jonathan Small get the treasure himself? The answer is obvious. The chart is dated at a time when Morstan was brought into close association with convicts. Jonathan Small did not get the treasure because he and his associates were themselves convicts and could not get away.«

»But this is mere speculation,« said I. 

»It is more than that. It is the only hypothesis which covers the facts. Let us see how it fits in with the sequel. Major Sholto remains at peace for some years, happy in the possession of his treasure. Then he receives a letter from India which gives him a great fright. What was that?«

»A letter to say that the men whom he had wronged had been set free.«

»Or had escaped. That is much more likely, for he would have known what their term of imprisonment was. It would not have been a surprise to him. What does he do then? He guards himself against a wooden-legged man – a white man, mark you, for he mi-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 295
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stakes a white tradesman for him and actually fires a pistol at him. Now, only one white man's name is on the chart. The others are Hindoos or Mohammedans. 

There is no other white man. Therefore we may say with confidence that the wooden-legged man is identical with Jonathan Small. Does the reasoning strike you as being faulty?«

»No: it is clear and concise.«

»Well, now, let us put ourselves in the place of Jonathan Small. Let us look at it from his point of view. 

He comes to England with the double idea of regaining what he would consider to be his rights and of having his revenge upon the man who had wronged him. He found out where Sholto lived, and very possibly he established communications with someone inside the house. There is this butler, Lal Rao, whom we have not seen. Mrs. Bernstone gives him far from a good character. Small could not find out, however, where the treasure was hid, for no one ever knew save the major and one faithful servant who had died. Suddenly Small learns that the major is on his deathbed. 

In a frenzy lest the secret of the treasure die with him, he runs the gauntlet of the guards, makes his way to the dying man's window, and is only deterred from entering by the presence of his two sons. Mad with hate, however, against the dead man, he enters the room that night, searches his private papers in the hope of Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 296
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discovering some memorandum relating to the treasure, and finally leaves a memento of his visit in the short inscription upon the card. He had doubtless planned beforehand that, should he slay the major, he would leave some such record upon the body as a sign that it was not a common murder but, from the point of view of the four associates, something in the nature of an act of justice. Whimsical and bizarre conceits of this kind are common enough in the annals of crime and usually afford valuable indications as to the criminal. Do you follow all this?«

»Very clearly.«

»Now, what could Jonathan Small do? He could only continue to keep a secret watch upon the efforts made to find the treasure. Possibly he leaves England and only comes back at intervals. Then comes the discovery of the garret, and he is instantly informed of it. 

We again trace the presence of some confederate in the household. Jonathan, with his wooden leg, is utterly unable to reach the lofty room of Bartholomew Sholto. He takes with him, however, a rather curious associate, who gets over this difficulty but dips his naked foot into creosote, whence come Toby, and a six-mile limp for a half-pay officer with a damaged tendo Achillis.«

»But it was the associate and not Jonathan who committed the crime.«
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»Quite so. And rather to Jonathan's disgust, to judge by the way he stamped about when he got into the room. He bore no grudge against Bartholomew Sholto and would have preferred if he could have been simply bound and gagged. He did not wish to put his head in a halter. There was no help for it, however: the savage instincts of his companion had broken out, and the poison had done its works so Jonathan Small left his record, lowered the treasure-box to the ground, and followed it himself. That was the train of events as far as I can decipher them. Of course, as to his personal appearance, he must be middle-aged and must be sunburned after serving his time in such an oven as the Andamans. His height is readily calculated from the length of his stride, and we know that he was bearded. His hairiness was the one point which impressed itself upon Thaddeus Sholto when he saw him at the window. I don't know that there is anything else.«

»The associate?«

»Ah, well, there is no great mystery in that. But you will know all about it soon enough. How sweet the morning air is! See how that one little cloud floats like a pink feather from some gigantic flamingo. Now the red rim of the sun pushes itself over the London cloud-bank. It shines on a good many folk, but on none, I dare bet, who are on a stranger errand than Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 298
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you and I. How small we feel with our petty ambitions and strivings in the presence of the great elemental forces of Nature! Are you well up in your Jean Paul?«

»Fairly so. I worked back to him through Carlyle.«

»That was like following the brook to the parent lake. He makes one curious but profound remark. It is that the chief proof of man's real greatness lies in his perception of his own smallness. It argues, you see, a power of comparison and of appreciation which is in itself a proof of nobility. There is much food for thought in Richter. You have not a pistol, have you?«

»I have my stick.«

»It is just possible that we may need something of the sort if we get to their lair. Jonathan I shall leave to you, but if the other turns nasty I shall shoot him dead.«

He took out his revolver as he spoke, and, having loaded two of the chambers, he put it back into the right-hand pocket of his jacket. 

We had during this time been following the guidance of Toby down the half-rural villa-lined roads which lead to the metropolis. Now, however, we were beginning to come among continuous streets, where labourers and dockmen were already astir, and slatternly women were taking down shutters and brushing doorsteps. At the square-topped corner public-houses Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 299
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business was just beginning, and rough-looking men were emerging, rubbing their sleeves across their beards after their morning wet. Strange dogs sauntered up and stared wonderingly at us as we passed, but our inimitable Toby looked neither to the right nor to the left but trotted onward with his nose to the ground and an occasional eager whine which spoke of a hot scent. 

We had traversed Streatham, Brixton, Camberwell, and now found ourselves in Kennington Lane, having borne away through the side streets to the east of the Oval. The men whom we pursued seemed to have taken a curiously zigzag road, with the idea probably of escaping observation. They had never kept to the main road if a parallel side street would serve their turn. At the foot of Kennington Lane they had edged away to the left through Bond Street and Miles Street. 

Where the latter street turns into Knight's Place, Toby ceased to advance but began to run backward and forward with one ear cocked and the other drooping, the very picture of canine indecision. Then he waddled round in circles, looking up to us from time to time, as if to ask for sympathy in his embarrassment. 

»What the deuce is the matter with the dog?«

growled Holmes. »They surely would not take a cab or go off in a balloon.«

»Perhaps they stood here for some time,« I sugge-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 300
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sted. 

»Ah! it's all right. He's off again,« said my companion in a tone of relief. 

He was indeed off, for after sniffing round again he suddenly made up his mind and darted away with an energy and determination such as he had not yet shown. The scent appeared to be much hotter than before, for he had not even to put his nose on the ground but tugged at his leash and tried to break into a run. I could see by the gleam in Holmes's eyes that he thought we were nearing the end of our journey. 

Our course now ran down Nine Elms until we came to Broderick and Nelson's large timber-yard just past the White Eagle tavern. Here the dog, frantic with excitement, turned down through the side gate into the enclosure, where the sawyers were already at work. 

On the dog raced through sawdust and shavings, down an alley, round a passage, between two woodpiles, and finally, with a triumphant yelp, sprang upon a large barrel which still stood upon the hand-trolley on which it had been brought. With lolling tongue and blinking eyes Toby stood upon the cask, looking from one to the other of us for some sign of appreciation. The staves of the barrel and the wheels of the trolley were smeared with a dark liquid, and the whole air was heavy with the smell of creosote. 
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and then burst simultaneously into an uncontrollable fit of laughter. 
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Chapter VIII

The Baker Street Irregulars


»What now?« I asked. »Toby has lost his character for infallibility.«

»He acted according to his lights,« said Holmes, lifting him down from the barrel and walking him out of the timber-yard. »If you consider how much creosote is carted about London in one day, it is no great wonder that our trail should have been crossed. 

It is much used now, especially for the seasoning of wood. Poor Toby is not to blame.«

»We must get on the main scent again, I suppose.«

»Yes. And, fortunately, we have no distance to go. 

Evidently what puzzled the dog at the corner of Knight's Place was that there were two different trails running in opposite directions. We took the wrong one. It only remains to follow the other.«

There was no difficulty about this. On leading Toby to the place where he had committed his fault, he cast about in a wide circle and finally dashed off in a fresh direction. 

»We must take care that he does not now bring us to the place where the creosote-barrel came from,« I observed. 
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»I had thought of that. But you notice that he keeps on the pavement, whereas the barrel passed down the roadway. No, we are on the true scent now.«

It tended down towards the riverside, running through Belmont Place and Prince's Street. At the end of Broad Street it ran right down to the water's edge, where there was a small wooden wharf. Toby led us to the very edge of this and there stood whining, looking out on the dark current beyond. 

»We are out of luck,« said Holmes. »They have taken to a boat here.«

Several small punts and skiffs were lying about in the water and on the edge of the wharf. We took Toby round to each in turn, but though he sniffed earnestly he made no sign. 

Close to the rude landing-stage was a small brick house, with a wooden placard slung out through the second window. »Mordecai Smith« was printed across it in large letters, and, underneath, »Boats to hire by the hour or day.« A second inscription above the door informed us that a steam launch was kept – a statement which was confirmed by a great pile of coke upon the jetty. Sherlock Holmes looked slowly round, and his face assumed an ominous expression. 

»This looks bad,« said he. »These fellows are sharper than I expected. They seem to have covered their tracks. There has, I fear, been preconcerted manage-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 304
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ment here.«

He was approaching the door of the house, when it opened, and a little curly-headed lad of six came running out, followed by a stout-ish, red-faced woman with a large sponge in her hand. 

»You come back and be washed, Jack,« she shouted. »Come back, you young imp; for if your father comes home and finds you like that he'll let us hear of it.«

»Dear little chap!« said Holmes strategically. 

»What a rosy-cheeked young rascal! Now, Jack, is there anything you would like?«

The youth pondered for a moment. 

»I'd like a shillin',« said he. 

»Nothing you would like better?«

»I'd like two shillin' better,« the prodigy answered after some thought. 

»Here you are, then! Catch! – A fine child, Mrs. 

Smith!«

»Lor' bless you, sir, he is that, and forward. He gets a'most too much for me to manage, 'specially when my man is away days at a time.«

»Away, is he?« said Holmes in a disappointed voice. »I am sorry for that, for I wanted to speak to Mr. Smith.«

»He's been away since yesterday mornin', sir, and, truth to tell, I am beginnin' to feel frightened about Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 305
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him. But if it was about a boat, sir, maybe I could serve as well.«

»I wanted to hire his steam launch.«

»Why, bless you, sir, it is in the steam launch that he has gone. That's what puzzles me; for I know there ain't more coals in her than would take her to about Woolwich and back. If he'd been away in the barge I'd ha' thought nothin'; for many a time a job has taken him as far as Gravesend, and then if there was much doin' there he might ha' stayed over. But what good is a steam launch without coals?«

»He might have bought some at a wharf down the river.«

»He might, sir, but it weren't his way. Many a time I've heard him call out at the prices they charge for a few odd bags. Besides, I don't like that wooden-legged man, wi' his ugly face and outlandish talk. What did he want always knockin' about here for?«

»A wooden-legged man?« said Holmes with bland surprise. 

»Yes, sir, a brown, monkey-faced chap that's called more'n once for my old man. It was him that roused him up yesternight, and, what's more, my man knew he was comin', for he had steam up in the launch. I tell you straight, sir, I don't feel easy in my mind about it.«
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shrugging his shoulders, »you are frightening yourself about nothing. How could you possibly tell that it was the wooden-legged man who came in the night? I don't quite understand how you can be so sure.«

»His voice, sir. I knew his voice, which is kind o' 

thick and foggy. He tapped at the winder – about three it would be. ›Show a leg, matey,‹ says he: ›time to turn out guard.‹ My old man woke up Jim – that's my eldest – and away they went without so much as a word to me. I could hear the wooden leg clackin' on the stones.«

»And was this wooden-legged man alone?«

»Couldn't say, I am sure, sir. I didn't hear no one else.«

»I am sorry, Mrs. Smith, for I wanted a steam launch, and I have heard good reports of the –– Let me see, what is her name?«

»The  Aurora,  sir.«

»Ah! She's not that old green launch with a yellow line, very broad in the beam?«

»No, indeed. She's as trim a little thing as any on the river. She's been fresh painted, black with two red streaks.«

»Thanks. I hope that you will hear soon from Mr. 

Smith. I am going down the river, and if I should see anything of the  Aurora  I shall let him know that you are uneasy. A black funnel, you say?«
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»No, sir. Black with a white band.«

»Ah, of course. It was the sides which were black. 

Good-morning, Mrs. Smith. There is a boatman here with a wherry, Watson. We shall take it and cross the river.«

»The main thing with people of that sort,« said Holmes as we sat in the sheets of the wherry, »is never to let them think that their information can be of the slightest importance to you. If you do they will instantly shut up like an oyster. If you listen to them under protest, as it were, you are very likely to get what you want.«

»Our course now seems pretty clear,« said I. 

»What would you do, then?«

»I would engage a launch and go down the river on the track of the  Aurora. «

»My dear fellow, it would be a colossal task. She may have touched at any wharf on either side of the stream between here and Greenwich. Below the bridge there is a perfect labyrinth of landing-places for miles. It would take you days and days to exhaust them if you set about it alone.«

»Employ the police, then.«

»No. I shall probably call Athelney Jones in at the last moment. He is not a bad fellow, and I should not like to do anything which would injure him professionally. But I have a fancy for working it out myself, Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 308
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now that we have gone so far.«

»Could we advertise, then, asking for information from wharfinger?«

»Worse and worse! Our men would know that the chase was hot at their heels, and they would be off out of the country. As it is, they are likely enough to leave, but as long as they think they are perfectly safe they will be in no hurry. Jones's energy will be of use to us there, for his view of the case is sure to push itself into the daily press, and the runaways will think that everyone is off on the wrong scent.«

»What are we to do, then?« I asked as we landed near Millbank Penitentiary. 

»Take this hansom, drive home, have some breakfast, and get an hour's sleep. It is quite on the cards that we may be afoot to-night again. Stop at a telegraph office, cabby! We will keep Toby, for he may be of use to us yet.«

We pulled up at the Great Peter Street post-office, and Holmes dispatched his wire. 

»Whom do you think that is to?« he asked as we resumed our journey. 

»I am sure I don't know.«

»You remember the Baker Street division of the detective police force whom I employed in the Jefferson Hope case?«

»Well,« said I, laughing. 
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»This is just the case where they might be invaluable. If they fail I have other resources, but I shall try them first. That wire was to my dirty little lieutenant, Wiggins, and I expect that he and his gang will be with us before we have finished our breakfast.«

It was between eight and nine o'clock now, and I was conscious of a strong reaction after the successive excitements of the night. I was limp and weary, befogged in mind and fatigued in body. I had not the professional enthusiasm which carried my companion on, nor could I look at the matter as a mere abstract intellectual problem. As far as the death of Bartholomew Sholto went, I had heard little good of him and could feel no intense antipathy to his murderers. The treasure, however, was a different matter. That, or part of it, belonged rightfully to Miss Morstan. While there was a chance of recovering it I was ready to devote my life to the one object. True, if I found it, it would probably put her forever beyond my reach. Yet it would be a petty and selfish love which would be influenced by such a thought as that. If Holmes could work to find the criminals, I had a tenfold stronger reason to urge me on to find the treasure. 

A bath at Baker Street and a complete change fres-hened me up wonderfully. When I came down to our room I found the breakfast laid and Holmes pouring out the coffee. 
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»Here it is,« said he, laughing and pointing to an open newspaper. »The energetic Jones and the ubiqui-tous reporter have fixed it up between them. But you have had enough of the case. Better have your ham and eggs first.«

I took the paper from him and read the short notice, which was headed »Mysterious Business at Upper Norwood.«

About twelve o'clock last night [said the  Standard]

Mr. Bartholomew Sholto, of Pondicherry Lodge, Upper Norwood, was found dead in his room under circumstances which point to foul play. As far as we can learn, no actual traces of violence were found upon Mr. Sholto's person, but a valuable collection of Indian gems which the deceased gentleman had inherited from his father has been carried off. The discovery was first made by Mr. 

Sherlock Holmes and Dr. Watson, who had called at the house with Mr. Thaddeus Sholto, brother of the deceased. By a singular piece of good fortune, Mr. Athelney Jones, the well-known member of the detective police force, happened to be at the Norwood police station and was on the ground within half an hour of the first alarm. 

His trained and experienced faculties were at once directed towards the detection of the criminals, with the gratifying result that the brother, Thaddeus Sholto, has already been arrested, together with the housekeeper, Mrs. Bernstone, an Indian butler named Lal Rao, and a porter, or gatekeeper, named McMurdo. It is quite certain that the thief or thieves were well acquainted with the house, for Mr. Jones's well-known technical knowledge and his po-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 311

8. The Baker Street Irregulars

Doyle-SH, 135

wers of minute observation have enabled him to prove conclusively that the miscreants could not have entered by the door or by the window but must have made their way across the roof of the building, and so through a trapdoor into a room which communicated with that in which the body was found. This fact, which has been very clearly made out, proves conclusively that it was no mere haphazard burglary. The prompt and energetic action of the officers of the law shows the great advantage of the presence on such occasions of a single vigorous and masterful mind. We cannot but think that it supplies an argument to those who would wish to see our detectives more decentralized, and so brought into closer and more effective touch with the cases which it is their duty to investigate. 

»Isn't it gorgeous!« said Holmes, grinning over his coffee cup. »What do you think of it?«

»I think that we have had a close shave ourselves of being arrested for the crime.«

»So do I. I wouldn't answer for our safety now if he should happen to have another of his attacks of energy.«

At this moment there was a loud ring at the bell, and I could hear Mrs. Hudson, our landlady, raising her voice in a wail of expostulation and dismay. 

»By heavens, Holmes,« I said, half rising, »I believe that they are really after us.«

»No, it's not quite so bad as that. It is the unofficial force – the Baker Street irregulars.«
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As he spoke, there came a swift pattering of naked feet upon the stairs, a clatter of high voices, and in rushed a dozen dirty and ragged little street Arabs. 

There was some show of discipline among them, des-pite their tumultuous entry, for they instantly drew up in line and stood facing us with expectant faces. One of their number, taller and older than the others, stood forward with an air of lounging superiority which was very funny in such a disreputable little scarecrow. 

»Got your message, sir,« said he, »and brought 'em on sharp. Three bob and a tanner for tickets.«

»Here you are,« said Holmes, producing some silver. »In future they can report to you, Wiggins, and you to me. I cannot have the house invaded in this way. However, it is just as well that you should all hear the instructions. I want to find the whereabouts of a steam launch called the  Aurora,  owner Mordecai Smith, black with two red streaks, funnel black with a white band. She is down the river somewhere. I want one boy to be at Mordecai Smith's landing-stage opposite Mill-bank to say if the boat comes back. You must divide it out among yourselves and do both banks thoroughly. Let me know the moment you have news. Is that all clear?«

»Yes, guv'nor,« said Wiggins. 

»The old scale of pay, and a guinea to the boy who finds the boat. Here's a day in advance. Now off you Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 313

8. The Baker Street Irregulars

Doyle-SH, 136

go!«

He handed them a shilling each, and away they buzzed down the stairs, and I saw them a moment later streaming down the street. 

»If the launch is above water they will find her,«

said Holmes as he rose from the table and lit his pipe. 

»They can go everywhere, see everything, overhear everyone. I expect to hear before evening that they have spotted her. In the meanwhile, we can do nothing but await results. We cannot pick up the broken trail until we find either the  Aurora  or Mr. Mordecai Smith.«

»Toby could eat these scraps, I dare say. Are you going to bed, Holmes?«

»No: I am not tired. I have a curious constitution. I never remember feeling tired by work, though idleness exhausts me completely. I am going to smoke and to think over this queer business to which my fair client has introduced us. If ever man had an easy task, this of ours ought to be. Wooden-legged men are not so common, but the other man must, I should think, be absolutely unique.«

»That other man again!«

»I have no wish to make a mystery of him to you, anyway. But you must have formed your own opinion. 
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wooden mace, great agility, small poisoned darts. 

What do you make of all this?«

»A savage!« I exclaimed. »Perhaps one of those Indians who were the associates of Jonathan Small.«

»Hardly that,« said he. »When first I saw signs of strange weapons I was inclined to think so, but the remarkable character of the footmarks caused me to reconsider my views. Some of the inhabitants of the Indian Peninsula are small men, but none could have left such marks as that. The Hindoo proper has long and thin feet. The sandal-wearing Mohammedan has the great toe well separated from the others because the thong is commonly passed between. These little darts, too, could only be shot in one way. They are from a blow-pipe. Now, then, where are we to find our savage?«

»South America,« I hazarded. 

He stretched his hand up and took down a bulky volume from the shelf. 

»This is the first volume of a gazetteer which is now being published. It may be looked upon as the very latest authority. What have we here? 

Andaman Islands, situated 340 miles to the north of Sumatra, in the Bay of Bengal. 

Hum! hum! What's all this? Moist climate, coral reefs sharks
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land, cottonwoods –– Ah, here we are! 

The aborigines of the Andaman Islands may perhaps claim the distinction of being the smallest race upon this earth, though some anthropologists prefer the Bushmen of Africa, the Digger Indians of America, and the Terra del Fuegians. The average height is rather below four feet, although many full-grown adults may be found who are very much smaller than this. They are a fierce, morose, and intractable people, though capable of forming most devoted friendships when their confidence has once been gained. 

Mark that, Watson. Now, then listen to this. 

They are naturally hideous, having large, misshapen heads, small fierce eyes, and distorted features. Their feet and hands, however, are remarkably small. So intractable and fierce are they, that all the efforts of the British officials have failed to win them over in any degree. They have always been a terror to shipwrecked crews, braining the survivors with their stone-headed clubs or shooting them with their poisoned arrows. These massacres are invariably concluded by a cannibal feast. 

Nice, amiable people, Watson! If this fellow had been left to his own unaided devices, this affair might have taken an even more ghastly turn. I fancy that, even as it is, Jonathan Small would give a good deal not to have employed him.«
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»But how came he to have so singular a companion?«

»Ah, that is more than I can tell. Since, however, we had already determined that Small had come from the Andamans, it is not so very wonderful that this islander should be with him. No doubt we shall know all about it in time. Look here, Watson; you look regularly done. Lie down there on the sofa and see if I can put you to sleep.«

He took up his violin from the corner, and as I stretched myself out he began to play some low, dreamy, melodious air – his own, no doubt, for he had a remarkable gift for improvisation. I have a vague remembrance of his gaunt limbs, his earnest face and the rise and fall of his bow. Then I seemed to be floated peacefully away upon a soft sea of sound until I found myself in dreamland, with the sweet face of Mary Morstan looking down upon me. 
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Chapter IX

A Break in the Chain


It was late in the afternoon before I woke, strengthened and refreshed. Sherlock Holmes still sat exactly as I had left him save that he had laid aside his violin and was deep in a book. He looked across at me as I stirred, and I noticed that his face was dark and troubled. 

»You have slept soundly,« he said. »I feared that our talk would wake you.«

»I heard nothing,« I answered. »Have you had fresh news, then?«

»Unfortunately, no. I confess that I am surprised and disappointed. I expected something definite by this time. Wiggins has just been up to report. He says that no trace can be found of the launch. It is a provoking check, for every hour is of importance.«

»Can I do anything? I am perfectly fresh now, and quite ready for another night's outing.«

»No; we can do nothing. We can only wait. If we go ourselves the message might come in our absence and delay be caused. You can do what you will, but I must remain on guard.«

»Then I shall run over to Camberwell and call Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 318
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upon Mrs. Cecil Forrester. She asked me to, yesterday.«

»On Mrs. Cecil Forrester?« asked Holmes with the twinkle of a smile in his eyes. 

»Well, of course on Miss Morstan, too. They were anxious to hear what happened.«

»I would not tell them too much,« said Holmes. 

»Women are never to be entirely trusted – not the best of them.«

I did not pause to argue over this atrocious sentiment. 

»I shall be back in an hour or two,« I remarked. 

»All right! Good luck! But, I say, if you are crossing the river you may as well return Toby, for I don't think it is at all likely that we shall have any use for him now.«

I took our mongrel accordingly and left him, together with a half-sovereign, at the old naturalist's in Pinchin Lane. At Camberwell I found Miss Morstan a little weary after her night's adventures but very eager to hear the news. Mrs. Forrester, too, was full of curiosity, I told them all that we had done, suppressing, however, the more dreadful parts of the tragedy. Thus, although I spoke of Mr. Sholto's death, I said nothing of the exact manner and method of it. With all my omissions, however, there was enough to startle and amaze them. 
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»It is a romance!« cried Mrs. Forrester. »An injured lady, half a million in treasure, a black cannibal, and a wooden-legged ruffian. They take the place of the conventional dragon or wicked earl.«

»And two knight-errants to the rescue,« added Miss Morstan with a bright glance at me. 

»Why, Mary, your fortune depends upon the issue of this search. I don't think that you are nearly excited enough. Just imagine what it must be to be so rich and to have the world at your feet!«

It sent a little thrill of joy to my heart to notice that she showed no sign of elation at the prospect. On the contrary, she gave a toss of her proud head, as though the matter were one in which she took small interest. 

»It is for Mr. Thaddeus Sholto that I am anxious,«

she said. »Nothing else is of any consequence; but I think that he has behaved most kindly and honourably throughout. It is our duty to clear him of this dreadful and unfounded charge.«

It was evening before I left Camberwell, and quite dark by the time I reached home. My companion's book and pipe lay by his chair, but he had disappeared. I looked about in the hope of seeing a note, but there was none. 

»I suppose that Mr. Sherlock Holmes has gone out,« I said to Mrs. Hudson as she came up to lower the blinds. 
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»No, sir. He has gone to his room, sir. Do you know, sir,« sinking her voice into an impressive whisper, »I am afraid for his health.«

»Why so, Mrs. Hudson?«

»Well, he's that strange, sir. After you was gone he walked and he walked, up and down, and up and down, until I was weary of the sound of his footstep. 

Then I heard him talking to himself and muttering, and every time the bell rang out he came on the stairhead, with ›What is that, Mrs. Hudson?' And now he has slammed off to his room, but I can hear him walking away the same as ever. I hope he's not going to be ill, sir. I ventured to say something to him about cooling medicine, but he turned on me, sir, with such a look that I don't know how ever I got out of the room.«

»I don't think that you have any cause to be uneasy, Mrs. Hudson,« I answered. »I have seen him like this before. He has some small matter upon his mind which makes him restless.«

I tried to speak lightly to our worthy landlady, but I was myself somewhat uneasy when through the long night I still from time to time heard the dull sound of his tread, and knew how his keen spirit was chafing against this involuntary inaction. 

At breakfast-time he looked worn and haggard, with a little fleck of feverish colour upon either cheek. 
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»You are knocking yourself up, old man,« I remarked. »I heard you marching about in the night.«

»No, I could not sleep,« he answered. »This infernal problem is consuming me. It is too much to be balked by so petty an obstacle, when all else had been overcome. I know the men, the launch, everything; and yet I can get no news. I have set other agencies at work and used every means at my disposal. The whole river has been searched on either side, but there is no news, nor has Mrs. Smith heard of her husband. 

I shall come to the conclusion soon that they have scuttled the craft. But there are objections to that.«

»Or that Mrs. Smith has put us on a wrong scent.«

»No, I think that may be dismissed. I had inquiries made, and there is a launch of that description.«

»Could it have gone up the river?«

»I have considered that possibility, too, and there is a search-party who will work up as far as Richmond. 

If no news comes to-day I shall start off myself tomorrow and go for the men rather than the boat. But surely, surely, we shall hear something.«

We did not, however. Not a word came to us either from Wiggins or from the other agencies. There were articles in most of the papers upon the Norwood tragedy. They all appeared to be rather hostile to the unfortunate Thaddeus Sholto. No fresh details were to be found, however, in any of them, save that an in-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 322
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quest was to be held upon the following day. I walked over to Camberwell in the evening to report our ill-success to the ladies, and on my return I found Holmes dejected and somewhat morose. He would hardly reply to my questions and busied himself all the evening in an abstruse chemical analysis which involved much heating of retorts and distilling of vapours, ending at last in a smell which fairly drove me out of the apartment. Up to the small hours of the morning I could hear the clinking of his test-tubes which told me that he was still engaged in his malodorous experiment. 

In the early dawn I woke with a start and was surprised to find him standing by my bedside, clad in a rude sailor dress with a pea-jacket and a coarse red scarf round his neck. 

»I am off down the river, Watson,« said he. »I have been turning it over in my mind, and I can see only one way out of it It is worth trying, at all events.«

»Surely I can come with you, then?« said I. 

»No; you can be much more useful if you will remain here as my representative. I am loath to go, for it is quite on the cards that some message may come during the day, though Wiggins was despondent about it last night. I want you to open all notes and telegrams, and to act on your own judgment if any news should come. Can I rely upon you?«
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»Most certainly.«

»I am afraid that you will not be able to wire to me, for I can hardly tell yet where I may find myself. If I am in luck, however, I may not be gone so very long. 

I shall have news of some sort or other before I get back.«

I had heard nothing of him by breakfast time On opening the  Standard,  however, I found that there was a fresh allusion to the business. 

With reference to the Upper Norwood tragedy [it remarked] we have reason to believe that the matter promises to be even more complex and mysterious than was originally supposed. Fresh evidence has shown that it is quite impossible that Mr. Thaddeus Sholto could have been in any way concerned in the matter. He and the housekeeper, Mrs. Bernstone, were both released yesterday evening. It is believed, however, that the police have a clue as to the real culprits, and that it is being prosecuted by Mr. Athelney Jones, of Scotland Yard, with all his well-known energy and sagacity. Further arrests may be expected at any moment. 

»That is satisfactory so far as it goes,« thought I. 

»Friend Sholto is safe, at any rate. I wonder what the fresh clue may be, though it seems to be a stereotyped form whenever the police have made a blunder.«

I tossed the paper down upon the table, but at that moment my eye caught an advertisement in the agony Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 324
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column. It ran in this way:

LOST – Whereas Mordecai Smith, boatman, and his son Jim, left Smith's Wharf at or about three o'clock last Tuesday morning in the steam launch  Aurora,  black with two red stripes, funnel black with a white band, the sum of five pounds will be paid to anyone who can give information to Mrs. Smith, at Smith's Wharf, or at 221

 b,  Baker Street, as to the whereabouts of the said Mordecai Smith and the launch  Aurora. 

This was clearly Holmes's doing. The Baker Street address was enough to prove that. It struck me as rather ingenious because it might be read by the fugitives without their seeing in it more than the natural anxiety of a wife for her missing husband. 

It was a long day. Every time that a knock came to the door or a sharp step passed in the street, I imagined that it was either Holmes returning or an answer to his advertisement. I tried to read, but my thoughts would wander off to our strange quest and to the ill-assorted and villainous pair whom we were pursuing. 

Could there be, I wondered, some radical flaw in my companion's reasoning? Might he not be suffering from some huge self-deception? Was it not possible that his nimble and speculative mind had built up this wild theory upon faulty premises? I had never known him to be wrong, and yet the keenest reasoner may occasionally
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fall into error through the over-refinement of his logic – his preference for a subtle and bizarre explanation when a plainer and more commonplace one lay ready to his hand. Yet, on the other hand, I had myself seen the evidence, and I had heard the reasons for his deductions. When I looked back on the long chain of curious circumstances, many of them trivial in themselves but all tending in the same direction, I could not disguise from myself that even if Holmes's explanation were incorrect the true theory must be equally outré  and startling. 

At three o'clock on the afternoon there was a loud peal at the bell, an authoritative voice in the hall, and, to my surprise, no less a person than Mr. Athelney Jones was shown up to me. Very different was he, however, from the brusque and masterful professor of common sense who had taken over the case so confidently at Upper Norwood. His expression was downcast, and his bearing meek and even apologetic. 

»Good-day, sir; good-day,« said he. »Mr. Sherlock Holmes is out, I understand.«

»Yes, and I cannot be sure when he will be back. 

But perhaps you would care to wait. Take that chair and try one of these cigars.«

»Thank you; I don't mind if I do,« said he, mopping his face with a red bandanna handkerchief. 

»And a whisky and soda?«
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»Well, half a glass. It is very hot for the time of year, and I have had a good deal to worry and try me. 

You know my theory about this Norwood case?«

»I remember that you expressed one.«

»Well, I have been obliged to reconsider it. I had my net drawn tightly round Mr. Sholto, sir, when pop he went through a hole in the middle of it. He was able to prove an alibi which could not be shaken. 

From the time that he left his brother's room he was never out of sight of someone or other. So it could not be he who climbed over roofs and through trapdoors. 

It's a very dark case, and my professional credit is at stake. I should be very glad of a little assistance.«

»We all need help sometimes,« said I. 

»Your friend, Mr. Sherlock Holmes, is a wonderful man, sir,« said he in a husky and confidential voice. 

»He's a man who is not to be beat. I have known that young man go into a good many cases, but I never saw the case yet that he could not throw a light upon. 

He is irregular in his methods and a little quick perhaps in jumping at theories, but, on the whole, I think he would have made a most promising officer, and I don't care who knows it. I have had a wire from him this morning, by which I understand that he has got some clue to this Sholto business. Here is his message.«
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it to me. It was; dated from Poplar at twelve o'clock. 

Go to Baker Street at once [it said]. If I have not returned, wait for me. I am close on the track of the Sholto gang. You can come with us to-night if you want to be in at the finish. 

»This sounds well. He has evidently picked up the scent again,« said I. 

»Ah, then he has been at fault too,« exclaimed Jones with evident satisfaction. »Even the best of us are thrown off sometimes. Of course this may prove to be a false alarm but it is my duty as an officer of the law to allow no chance to slip. But there is someone at the door. Perhaps this is he.«

A heavy step was heard ascending the stair, with a great wheezing and rattling as from a man who was sorely put to it for breath. Once or twice he stopped, as though the climb were too much for him, but at last he made his way to our door and entered. His appearance corresponded to the sounds which we had heard. He was an aged man, clad in seafaring garb, with an old pea-jacket buttoned up to his throat. His back was bowed, his knees were shaky, and his breathing was painfully asthmatic. As he leaned upon a thick oaken cudgel his shoulders heaved in the effort to draw the air into his lungs. He had a coloured scarf round his
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pair of keen dark eyes, overhung by bushy white brows and long gray side-whiskers. Altogether he gave me the impression of a respectable master mariner who had fallen into years and poverty. 

»What is it, my man?« I asked. 

He looked about him in the slow methodical fashion of old age. 

»Is Mr. Sherlock Holmes here?« said he. 

»No; but I am acting for him. You can tell me any message you have for him.«

»It was to him himself I was to tell it,« said he. 

»But I tell you that I am acting for him. Was it about Mordecai Smith's boat?«

»Yes. I knows well where it is. An' I knows where the men he is after are. An' I knows where the treasure is. I knows all about it.«

»Then tell me, and I shall let him know.«

»It was to him I was to tell it,« he repeated with the petulant obstinacy of a very old man. 

»Well, you must wait for him.«

»No, no; I ain't goin' to lose a whole day to please no one. If Mr. Holmes ain't here, then Mr. Holmes must find it all out for himself. I don't care about the look of either of you, and I won't tell a word.«

He shuffled towards the door, but Athelney Jones got in front of him. 
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tant information, and you must not walk off. We shall keep you, whether you like or sot, until our friend returns.«

The old man made a little run towards the door, but, as Athelney Jones put his broad back up against it, he recognized the uselessness of resistance. 

»Pretty sort o' treatment this!« he cried, stamping his stick. »I come here to see a gentleman, and you two, who I never saw in my life, seize me and treat me in this fashion!«

»You will be none the worse,« I said. »We shall recompense you for the loss of your time. Sit over here on the sofa, and you will not have long to wait.«

He came across sullenly enough and seated himself with his face resting on his hands. Jones and I resumed our cigars and our talk. Suddenly, however, Holmes's voice broke in upon us. 

»I think that you might offer me a cigar too,« he said. 

We both started in our chairs. There was Holmes sitting close to us with an air of quiet amusement. 

»Holmes!« I exclaimed. »You here! But where is the old man?«

»Here is the old man,« said he, holding out a heap of white hair. »Here he is – wig, whiskers, eyebrows, and all. I thought my disguise was pretty good, but I hardly expected that it would stand that test.«
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»Ah, you rogue!« cried Jones, highly delighted. 

»You would have made an actor and a rare one. You had the proper workhouse cough, and those weak legs of yours are worth ten pound a week. I thought I knew the glint of your eye, though. You didn't get away from us so easily, you see.«

»I have been working in that get-up all day,« said he, lighting his cigar. »You see, a good many of the criminal classes begin to know me – especially since our friend here took to publishing some of my cases: so I can only go on the war-path under some simple disguise like this. You got my wire?«

»Yes; that was what brought me here.«

»How has your case prospered?«

»It has all come to nothing. I have had to release two of my prisoners, and there is no evidence against the other two.«

»Never mind. We shall give you two others in the place of them. But you must put yourself under my orders. You are welcome to all the official credit, but you must act on the lines that I point out. Is that agreed?«

»Entirely, if you will help me to the men.«

»Well, then, in the first place I shall want a fast po-liceboat – a steam launch – to be at the Westminster Stairs at seven o'clock.«
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there, but I can step across the road and telephone to make sure.«

»Then I shall want two staunch men in case of resistance.«

»There will be two or three in the boat. What else?«

»When we secure the men we shall get the treasure. 

I think that it would be a pleasure to my friend here to take the box round to the young lady to whom half of it rightfully belongs. Let her be the first to open it. 

Eh, Watson?«

»It would be a great pleasure to me.«

»Rather an irregular proceeding,« said Jones, shaking his head. »However, the whole thing is irregular, and I suppose we must wink at it. The treasure must afterwards be handed over to the authorities until after the official investigation.«

»Certainly. That is easily managed. One other point. I should much like to have a few details about this matter from the lips of Jonathan Small himself. 

You know I like to work the details of my cases out. 

There is no objection to my having an unofficial interview with him, either here in my rooms or elsewhere, as long as he is efficiently guarded?«

»Well, you are master of the situation. I have had no proof yet of the existence of this Jonathan Small. 

However, if you can catch him, I don't see how I can Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 332
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refuse you an interview with him.«

»That is understood, then?«

»Perfectly. Is there anything else?«

»Only that I insist upon your dining with us. It will be ready in half an hour. I have oysters and a brace of grouse, with something a little choice in white wines. – Watson, you have never yet recognized my merits as a housekeeper.«
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Chapter X

The End of the Islander


Our meal was a merry one. Holmes could talk exceedingly well when he chose, and that night he did choose. He appeared to be in a state of nervous exaltation. I have never known him so brilliant. He spoke on a quick succession of subjects – on miracle plays, on mediaeval pottery, on Stradivarius violins, on the Buddhism of Ceylon, and on the warships of the future – handling each as though he had made a special study of it. His bright humour marked the reaction from his black depression of the preceding days. Athelney Jones proved to be a sociable soul in his hours of relaxation and faced his dinner with the air of a bon vivant.  For myself, I felt elated at the thought that we were nearing the end of our task, and I caught something of Holmes's gaiety. None of us alluded during dinner to the cause which had brought us together. 

When the cloth was cleared Holmes glanced at his watch and filled up three glasses with port. 

»One bumper,« said he, »to the success of our little expedition. And now it is high time we were off. Have you a pistol, Watson?«

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 334

10. The End of the Islander

Doyle-SH, 145

»I have my old service-revolver in my desk.«

»You had best take it, then. It is well to be prepared. I see that the cab is at the door. I ordered it for half-past six.«

It was a little past seven before we reached the Westminster wharf and found our launch awaiting us. 

Holmes eyed it critically. 

»Is there anything to mark it as a police-boat?«

»Yes, that green lamp at the side.«

»Then take it off.«

The small change was made, we stepped on board, and the ropes were cast off. Jones, Holmes, and I sat in the stern. There was one man at the rudder, one to tend the engines, and two burly police-inspectors forward. 

»Where to?« asked Jones. 

»To the Tower. Tell them to stop opposite to Jacobson's Yard.«

Our craft was evidently a very fast one. We shot past the long lines of loaded barges as though they were stationary. Holmes smiled with satisfaction as we overhauled a river steamer and left her behind us. 

»We ought to be able to catch anything on the river,« he said. 

»Well, hardly that.‹ But there are not many launches to beat us.«

»We shall have to catch the  Aurora,  and she has a Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 335
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name for being a clipper. I will tell you how the land lies, Watson. You recollect how annoyed I was at being baulked by so small a thing?«

»Yes.«

»Well, I gave my mind a thorough rest by plunging into a chemical analysis. One of our greatest statesmen has said that a change of work is the best rest. So it is. When I had succeeded in dissolving the hydro-carbon which I was at work at, I came back to our problem of the Sholtos, and thought the whole matter out again. My boys had been up the river and down the river without result. The launch was not at any landing-stage or wharf, nor had it returned. Yet it could hardly have been scuttled to hide their traces, though that always remained as a possible hypothesis if all else failed. I knew that this man Small had a certain degree of low cunning, but I did not think him capable of anything in the nature of delicate finesse. 

That is usually a product of higher education. I then reflected that since he had certainly been in London some time – as we had evidence that he maintained a continual watch over Pondicherry Lodge – he could hardly leave at a moment's notice, but would need some little time, if it were only a day, to arrange his affairs. That was the balance of probability, at any rate.«

»It seems to me to be a little weak,« said I; »it is Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 336
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more probable that he had arranged his affairs before ever he set out upon his expedition.«

»No, I hardly think so. This lair of his would be too valuable a retreat in case of need for him to give it up until he was sure that he could do without it. But a second consideration struck me. Jonathan Small must have felt that the peculiar appearance of his companion, however much he may have top-coated him, would give rise to gossip, and possibly be associated with this Norwood tragedy. He was quite sharp enough to see that. They had started from their headquarters under cover of darkness, and he would wish to get back before it was broad light. Now, it was past three o'clock, according to Mrs. Smith, when they got the boat. It would be quite bright, and people would be about in an hour or so. Therefore, I argued, they did not go very far. They paid Smith well to hold his tongue, reserved his launch for the final escape, and hurried to their lodgings with the treasure-box. In a couple of nights, when they had time to see what view the papers took, and whether there was any suspicion, they would make their way under cover of darkness to some ship at Graves-end or in the Downs, where no doubt they had already arranged for passages to America or the Colonies.«

»But the launch? They could not have taken that to their lodgings.«

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 337

10. The End of the Islander

Doyle-SH, 147

»Quite so. I argued that the launch must be no great way off, in spite of its invisibility. I then put myself in the place of Small and looked at it as a man of his capacity would. He would probably consider that to send back the launch or to keep it at a wharf would make pursuit easy if the police did happen to get on his track. How, then, could he conceal the launch and yet have her at hand when wanted? I wondered what I should do myself if I were in his shoes. I could only think of one way of doing it. I might hand the launch over to some boat-builder or repairer, with directions to make a trifling change in her. She would then be removed to his shed or yard, and so be effectually concealed, while at the same time I could have her at a few hours' notice.«

»That seems simple enough.«

»It is just these very simple things which are extremely liable to be overlooked. However, I determined to act on the idea. I started at once in this harmless seaman's rig and inquired at all the yards down the river. I drew blank at fifteen, but at the sixteenth – Jacobson's – I learned that the  Aurora  had been handed over to them two days ago by a wooden-legged man, with some trivial directions as to her rudder. ›There ain't naught amiss with her rudder,‹ said the foreman. ›There she lies, with the red streaks.‹ At that moment who should come down but Mordecai Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 338
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Smith, the missing owner. He was rather the worse for liquor. I should not, of course, have known him, but he bellowed out his name and the name of his launch. ›I want her to-night at eight o'clock,‹ said he –

›eight o'clock sharp, mind, for I have two gentlemen who won't be kept waiting.‹ They had evidently paid him well, for he was very flush of money, chucking shillings about to the men. I followed him some distance, but he subsided into an alehouse; so I went back to the yard, and, happening to pick up one of my boys on the way, I stationed him as a sentry over the launch. He is to stand at the water's edge and wave his handkerchief to us when they start. We shall be lying off in the stream, and it will be a strange thing if we do not take men, treasure, and all.«

»You have planned it all very neatly, whether they are the right men or not,« said Jones; »but if the affair were in my hands I should have had a body of police in Jacobson's Yard and arrested them when they came down.«

»Which would have been never. This man Small is a pretty shrewd fellow. He would send a scout on ahead, and if anything made him suspicious he would lie snug for another week.«

»But you might have stuck to Mordecai Smith, and so been led to-their hiding-place,« said I. 
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that it is a hundred to one against Smith knowing where they live. As long as he has liquor and good pay, why should he ask questions? They send him messages what to do. No, I thought over every possible course, and this is the best.«

While this conversation had been proceeding, we had been shooting the long series of bridges which span the Thames. As we passed the City the last rays of the sun were gilding the cross upon the summit of St. Paul's. It was twilight before we reached the Tower. 

»That is Jacobson's Yard,« said Holmes, pointing to a bristle of masts and rigging on the Surrey side. 

»Cruise gently up and down here under cover of this string of lighters.« He took a pair of night-glasses from his pocket and gazed some time at the shore. »I see my sentry at his post,« he remarked, »but no sign of a handkerchief.«

»Suppose we go downstream a short way and lie in wait for them,« said Jones eagerly. 

We were all eager by this time, even the policemen and stokers, who had a very vague idea of what was going forward. 

»We have no right to take anything for granted,«

Holmes answered. »It is certainly ten to one that they go downstream, but we cannot be certain. From this point we can see the entrance of the yard, and they can Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 340
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hardly see us. It will be a clear night and plenty of light. We must stay where we are. See how the folk swarm over yonder in the gaslight.«

»They are coming from work in the yard.«

»Dirty-looking rascals, but I suppose every one has some little immortal spark concealed about him. You would not think it, to look at them. There is no  a priori  probability about it. A strange enigma is man!«

»Someone calls him a soul concealed in an animal,« I suggested. 

»Winwood Reade is good upon the subject,« said Holmes. »He remarks that, while the individual man is an insoluble puzzle, in the aggregate he becomes a mathematical certainty. You can, for example, never foretell what any one man will do, but you can say with precision what an average number will be up to. 

Individuals vary, but percentages remain constant. So says the statistician. But do I see a handkerchief? Surely there is a white flutter over yonder.«

»Yes, it is your boy,« I cried. »I can see him plainly.«

»And there is the  Aurora, « exclaimed Holmes, 

»and going like the devil! Full speed ahead, engineer. 

Make after that launch with the yellow light. By heaven, I shall never forgive myself if she proves to have the heels of us!«

She had slipped unseen through the yard-entrance Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 341
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and passed between two or three small craft, so that she had fairly got her speed up before we saw her. 

Now she was flying down the stream, near in to the shore, going at a tremendous rate. Jones looked gravely at her and shook his head. 

»She is very fast,« he said. »I doubt if we shall catch her.«

»We  must  catch her!« cried Holmes between his teeth. »Heap it on, stokers! Make her do all she can! 

If we burn the boat we must have them!«

We were fairly after her now. The furnaces roared, and the powerful engines whizzed and clanked like a great metallic heart. Her sharp, steep prow cut through the still river-water and sent two rolling waves to right and to left of us. With every throb of the engines we sprang and quivered like a living thing. One great yellow lantern in our bows threw a long, flickering funnel of light in front of us. Right ahead a dark blur upon the water showed where the Aurora  lay, and the swirl of white foam behind her spoke of the pace at which she was going. We flashed past barges, steamers, merchant-vessels, in and out, behind this one and round the other. Voices hailed us out of the darkness, but still the  Aurora  thundered on, and still we followed close upon her track. 

»Pile it on, men, pile it on!« cried Holmes, looking down into the engine-room, while the fierce glow Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 342
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from below beat upon his eager, aquiline face. »Get every pound of steam you can.«

»I think we gain a little,« said Jones with his eyes on the  Aurora. 

»I am sure of it,« said I. »We shall be up with her in a very few minutes.«

At that moment, however, as our evil fate would have it, a tug with three barges in tow blundered in between us. It was only by putting our helm hard down that we avoided a collision, and before we could round them and recover our way the  Aurora  had gained a good two hundred yards. She was still, however, well in view, and the murky, uncertain twilight was settling into a clear, starlit night. Our boilers were strained to their utmost, and the frail shell vibrated and creaked with the fierce energy which was driving us along. We had shot through the pool, past the West India Docks, down the long Deptford Reach, and up again after rounding the Isle of Dogs. The dull blur in front of us resolved itself now clearly into the dainty  Aurora.  Jones turned our searchlight upon her, so that we could plainly see the figures upon her deck. 

One man sat by the stern, with something black between his knees, over which he stooped. Beside him lay a dark mass, which looked like a Newfoundland dog. The boy held the tiller, while against the red glare of the furnace I could see old Smith, stripped to Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 343
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the waist, and shovelling coals for dear life. They may have had some doubt at first as to whether we were really pursuing them, but now as we followed every winding and turning which they took there could no longer be any question about it. At Greenwich we were about three hundred paces behind them. At Blak-kwall we could not have been more than two hundred and fifty. I have coursed many creatures in many countries during my checkered career, but never did sport give me such a wild thrill as this mad, flying man-hunt down the Thames. Steadily we drew in upon them, yard by yard. In the silence of the night we could hear the panting and clanking of their machinery. The man in the stern still crouched upon the deck, and his arms were moving as though he were busy, while every now and then he would look up and measure with a glance the distance which still separated us. Nearer we came and nearer. Jones yelled to them to stop. We were not more than four boat's-lengths behind them, both boats flying at a tremendous pace. 

It was a clear reach of the river, with Barking Level upon one side and the melancholy Plumstead Marshes upon the other. At our hail the man in the stern sprang up from the deck and shook his two clenched fists at us, cursing the while in a high, cracked voice. He was a good-sized, powerful man, and as he stood poising himself with legs astride I could see that from the Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 344
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thigh downward there was but a wooden stump upon the right side. At the sound of his strident, angry cries, there was movement in the huddled bundle upon the deck. It straightened itself into a little black man – the smallest I have ever seen – with a great, misshapen head and a shock of tangled, dishevelled hair. Holmes had already drawn his revolver, and I whipped out mine at the sight of this savage, distorted creature. He was wrapped in some sort of dark ulster or blanket, which left only his face exposed, but that face was enough to give a man a sleepless night. Never have I seen features so deeply marked with all bestiality and cruelty. His small eyes glowed and burned with a sombre light, and his thick lips were writhed back from his teeth, which grinned and chattered at us with half animal fury. 

»Fire if he raises his hand,« said Holmes quietly. 

We were within a boat's-length by this time, and almost within touch of our quarry. I can see the two of them now as they stood, the white man with his legs far apart, shrieking out curses, and the unhallowed dwarf with his hideous face, and his strong yellow teeth gnashing at us in the light of our lantern. 

It was well that we had so clear a view of him. 

Even as we looked he plucked out from under his covering a short, round piece of wood, like a school-ruler, and clapped it to his lips. Our pistols rang out Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 345
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together. He whirled round, threw up his arms, and, with a kind of choking cough, fell sideways into the stream. I caught one glimpse of his venomous, menacing eyes amid the white swirl of the waters. At the same moment the wooden-legged man threw himself upon the rudder and put it hard down, so that his boat made straight in for the southern bank, while we shot past her stern, only clearing her by a few feet. We were round after her in an instant, but she was already nearly at the bank. It was a wild and desolate place, where the moon glimmered upon a wide expanse of marsh-land, with pools of stagnant water and beds of decaying vegetation. The launch, with a dull thud, ran up upon the mud-bank, with her bow in the air and her stern flush with the water. The fugitive sprang out, but his stump instantly sank its whole length into the sodden soil. In vain he struggled and writhed. Not one step could he possibly take either forward or backward. He yelled in impotent rage and kicked frantically into the mud with his other foot, but his struggles only bored his wooden pin the deeper into the stik-ky bank. When we brought our launch alongside he was so firmly anchored that it was only by throwing the end of a rope over his shoulders that we were able to haul him out and to drag him, like some evil fish, over our side. The two Smiths, father and son, sat sullenly in their launch but came aboard meekly enough Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 346
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when commanded. The  Aurora  herself we hauled off and made fast to our stern. A solid iron chest of Indian workmanship stood upon the deck. This, there could be no question, was the same that had contained the ill-omened treasure of the Sholtos. There was no key, but it was of considerable weight, so we transferred it carefully to our own little cabin. As we steamed slowly upstream again, we flashed our searchlight in every direction, but there was no sign of the Islander. Somewhere in the dark ooze at bottom of the Thames lie the bones of that strange visitor to our shores. 

»See here,« said Holmes, pointing to the wooden hatchway. »We were hardly quick enough with our pistols.« There, sure enough, just behind where we had been standing, stuck one of those murderous darts which we knew so well. It must have whizzed between us at the instant we fired. Holmes smiled at it and shrugged his shoulders in his easy fashion, but I confess that it turned me sick to think of the horrible death which had passed so close to us that night. 
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Chapter XI

The Great Agra Treasure


Our captive sat in the cabin opposite to the iron box which he had done so much and waited so long to gain. He was a sunburned reckless-eyed fellow, with a network of lines and wrinkles all over his mahogany features, which told of a hard, open-air life. There was a singular prominence about his bearded chin which marked a man who was not to be easily turned from his purpose. His age may have been fifty or thereabouts, for his black, curly hair was thickly shot with gray. His face in repose was not an unpleasing one, though his heavy brows and aggressive chin gave him, as I had lately seen, a terrible expression when moved to anger. He sat now with his handcuffed hands upon his lap, and his head sunk upon his breast, while he looked with his keen, twinkling eyes at the box which had been the cause of his ill-doings. 

It seemed to me that there was more sorrow than anger in his rigid and contained countenance. Once he looked up at me with a gleam of something like humour in his eyes. 

»Well, Jonathan Small,« said Holmes, lighting a cigar, »I am sorry that it has come to this.«
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»And so am I, sir,« he answered frankly. »I don't believe that I can swing over the job. I give you my word on the book that I never raised hand against Mr. 

Sholto. It was that little hell-hound, Tonga, who shot one of his cursed darts into him. I had no part in it, sir. I was as grieved as if it had been my blood-relation. I welted the little devil with the slack end of the rope for it, but it was done, and I could not undo it again.«

»Have a cigar,« said Holmes; »and you had best take a pull out of my flask, for you are very wet. How could you expect so small and weak a man as this black fellow to overpower Mr. Sholto and hold him while you were climbing the rope?«

»You seem to know as much about it as if you were there, sir. The truth is that I hoped to find the room clear. I knew the habits of the house pretty well, and it was the time when Mr. Sholto usually went down to his supper. I shall make no secret of the business. The best defence that I can make is just the simple truth. 

Now, if it had been the old major I would have swung for him with a light heart. I would have thought no more of knifing him than of smoking this cigar. But it's cursed hard that I should be lagged over this young Sholto, with whom I had no quarrel whatever.«

»You are under the charge of Mr. Athelney Jones, of Scotland Yard. He is going to bring you up to my Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 349

11. The Great Agra Treasure

Doyle-SH, 152

rooms, and I shall ask you for a true account of the matter. You must make a clean breast of it, for if you do I hope that I may be of use to you. I think I can prove that the poison acts so quickly that the man was dead before ever you reached the room.«

»That he was, sir. I never got such a turn in my life as when I saw him grinning at me with his head on his shoulder as I climbed through the window. It fairly shook me, sir. I'd have half killed Tonga for it if he had not scrambled off. That was how he came to leave his club, and some of his darts too, as he tells me, which I dare say helped to put you on our track; though how you kept on it is more than I can tell. I don't feel no malice against you for it. But it does seem a queer thing,« he added with a bitter smile, 

»that I, who have a fair claim to half a million of money, should spend the first half of my life building a breakwater in the Andamans, and am like to spend the other half digging drains at Dartmoor. It was an evil day for me when first I clapped eyes upon the merchant Achmet and had to do with the Agra treasure, which never brought anything but a curse yet upon the man who owned it. To him it brought murder, to Major Sholto it brought fear and guilt, to me it has meant slavery for life.«

At this moment Athelney Jones thrust his broad face and heavy shoulders into the tiny cabin. 
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»Quite a family party,« he remarked. »I think I shall have a pull at that flask, Holmes. Well, I think we may all congratulate each other. Pity we didn't take the other alive, but there was no choice. I say, Holmes, you must confess that you cut it rather fine. It was all we could do to overhaul her.«

»All is well that ends well,« said Holmes. »But I certainly did not know that the  Aurora  was such a clipper.«

»Smith says she is one of the fastest launches on the river, and that if he had had another man to help him with the engines we should never have caught her. He swears he knew nothing of this Norwood business.«

»Neither he did,« cried our prisoner – »not a word. 

I chose his launch because I heard that she was a flier. 

We told him nothing; but we paid him well, and he was to get something handsome if we reached our vessel, the  Esmeralda,  at Gravesend, outward bound for the Brazils.«

»Well, if he has done no wrong we shall see that no wrong comes to him. If we are pretty quick in catching our men, we are not so quick in condemning them.« It was amusing to notice how the consequential Jones was already beginning to give himself airs on the strength of the capture. From the slight smile which played over Sherlock Holmes's face, I could see Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 351
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that the speech had not been lost upon him. 

»We will be at Vauxhall Bridge presently,« said Jones, »and shall land you, Dr. Watson, with the treasure-box. I need hardly tell you that I am taking a very grave responsibility upon myself in doing this. It is most irregular, but of course an agreement is an agreement. I must, however, as a matter of duty, send an inspector with you, since you have so valuable a charge. You will drive, no doubt?«

»Yes, I shall drive.«

»It is a pity there is no key, that we may make an inventory first. You will have to break it open. Where is the key, my man?«

»At the bottom of the river,« said Small shortly. 

»Hum! There was no use your giving this unnecessary trouble. We have had work enough already through you. However, Doctor, I need not warn you to be careful. Bring the box back with you to the Baker Street rooms. You will find us there, on our way to the station.«

They landed me at Vauxhall, with my heavy iron box, and with a bluff, genial inspector as my companion. A quarter of an hour's drive brought us to Mrs. 

Cecil Forrester's. The servant seemed surprised at so late a visitor. Mrs. Cecil Forrester was out for the evening, she explained, and likely to be very late. 
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11. The Great Agra Treasure

Doyle-SH, 153

to the drawing-room I went, box in hand, leaving the obliging inspector in the cab. 

She was seated by the open window, dressed in some sort of white diaphanous material, with a little touch of scarlet at the neck and waist. The soft light of a shaded lamp fell upon her as she leaned back in the basket chair, playing over her sweet grave face, and tinting with a dull, metallic sparkle the rich coils of her luxuriant hair. One white arm and hand drooped over the side of the chair, and her whole pose and figure spoke of an absorbing melancholy. At the sound of my footfall she sprang to her feet, however, and a bright flush of surprise and of pleasure coloured her pale cheeks. 

»I heard a cab drive up,« she said. »I thought that Mrs. Forrester had come back very early, but I never dreamed that it might be you. What news have you brought me?«

»I have brought something better than news,« said I, putting down the box upon the table and speaking jovially and boisterously, though my heart was heavy within me. »I have brought you something which is worth all the news in the world. I have brought you a fortune.«

She glanced at the iron box. 

»Is that the treasure then?« she asked, coolly enough. 
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»Yes, this is the great Agra treasure. Half of it is yours and half is Thaddeus Sholto's. You will have a couple of hundred thousand each. Think of that! An annuity of ten thousand pounds. There will be few richer young ladies in England. Is it not glorious?«

I think I must have been rather over-acting my delight, and that she detected a hollow ring in my congratulations, for I saw her eyebrows rise a little, and she glanced at me curiously. 

»If I have it,« said she, »I owe it to you.«

»No, no,« I answered, »not to me but to my friend Sherlock Holmes. With all the will in the world, I could never have followed up a clue which has taxed even his analytical genius. As it was, we very nearly lost it at the last moment.«

»Pray sit down and tell me all about it, Dr. Watson,« said she. 

I narrated briefly what had occurred since I had seen her last. Holmes's new method of search, the discovery of the  Aurora,  the appearance of Athelney Jones, our expedition in the evening, and the wild chase down the Thames. She listened with parted lips and shining eyes to my recital of our adventures. 

When I spoke of the dart which had so narrowly missed us, she turned so white that I feared that she was about to faint. 
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out some water. »I am all right again. It was a shock to me to hear that I had placed my friends in such horrible peril.«

»That is all over,« I answered. »It was nothing. I will tell you no more gloomy details. Let us turn to something brighter. There is the treasure. What could be brighter than that? I got leave to bring it with me, thinking that it would interest you to be the first to see it.«

»It would be of the greatest interest to me,« she said. There was no eagerness in her voice, however. It had struck her, doubtless, that it might seem ungracious upon her part to be indifferent to a prize which had cost so much to win. 

»What a pretty box?« she said, stooping over it. 

»This is Indian work, I suppose?«

»Yes; it is Benares metal-work.«

»And so heavy!« she exclaimed, trying to raise it. 

»The box alone must be of some value. Where is the key?«

»Small threw it into the Thames,« I answered. »I must borrow Mrs. Forrester's poker.«

There was in the front a thick and broad hasp, wrought in the image of a sitting Buddha. Under this I thrust the end of the poker and twisted it outward as a lever. The hasp sprang open with a loud snap. With trembling fingers I flung back the lid. We both stood Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 355
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gazing in astonishment. The box was empty! 

No wonder that it was heavy. The ironwork was two-thirds of an inch thick all round. It was massive, well made, and solid, like a chest constructed to carry things of great price, but not one shred or crumb of metal or jewellery lay within it. It was absolutely and completely empty. 

»The treasure is lost,« said Miss Morstan calmly. 

As I listened to the words and realized what they meant, a great shadow seemed to pass from my soul. I did not know how this Agra treasure had weighed me down until now that it was finally removed. It was selfish, no doubt, disloyal, wrong, but I could realize nothing save that the golden barrier was gone from between us. 

»Thank God!« I ejaculated from my very heart. 

She looked at me with a quick, questioning smile. 

»Why do you say that?« she asked. 

»Because you are within my reach again,« I said, taking her hand. She did not withdraw it. »Because I love you, Mary, as truly as ever a man loved a woman. Because this treasure, these riches, sealed my lips. Now that they are gone I can tell you how I love you. That is why I said, ›Thank God.‹ «

»Then I say ›Thank God‹ too,« she whispered as I drew her to my side. 

Whoever had lost a treasure, I knew that night that Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 356
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I had gained one. 
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Chapter XII

The Strange Story of Jonathan Small A very patient man was that inspector in the cab, for it was a weary time before I rejoined him. His face clouded over when I showed him the empty box. 

»There goes the reward!« said he gloomily. »Where there is no money there is no pay. This night's work would have been worth a tenner each to Sam Brown and me if the treasure had been there.«

»Mr. Thaddeus Sholto is a rich man,« I said; »he will see that you are rewarded, treasure or no.«

The inspector shook his head despondently, however. 

»It's a bad job,« he repeated; »and so Mr. Athelney Jones will think.«

His forecast proved to be correct, for the detective looked blank enough when I got to Baker Street and showed him the empty box. They had only just arrived, Holmes, the prisoner, and he, for they had changed their plans so far as to report themselves at a station upon the way. My companion lounged in his armchair with his usual listless expression, while Small sat stolidly opposite to him with his wooden leg cocked over his sound one. As I exhibited the Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 358
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empty box he leaned back in his chair and laughed aloud. 

»This is your doing, Small,« said Athelney Jones angrily. 

»Yes, I have put it away where you shall never lay hand upon it,« he cried exultantly. »It is my treasure, and if I can't have the loot I'll take darned good care that no one else does. I tell you that no living man has any right to it, unless it is three men who are in the Andaman convict-barracks and myself. I know now that I cannot have the use of it, and I know that they cannot. I have acted all through for them as much as for myself. It's been the sign of four with us always. 

Well, I know that they would have had me do just what I have done, and throw the treasure into the Thames rather than let it go to kith or kin of Sholto or Morstan. It was not to make them rich that we did for Achmet. You'll find the treasure where the key is and where little Tonga is. When I saw that your launch must catch us, I put the loot away in a safe place. 

There are no rupees for you this journey.«

»You are deceiving us, Small,« said Athelney Jones sternly; »if you had wished to throw the treasure into the Thames, it would have been easier for you to have thrown box and all.«

»Easier for me to throw and easier for you to recover,« he answered with a shrewd, side-long look. 
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»The man that was clever enough to hunt me down is clever enough to pick an iron box from the bottom of a river. Now that they are scattered over five miles or so, it may be a harder job. It went to my heart to do it though. I was half mad when you came up with us. 

However, there's no good grieving over it. I've had ups in my life, and I've had downs, but I've learned not to cry over spilled milk.«

»This is a very serious matter, Small,« said the detective. »If you had helped justice, instead of thwarting it in this way, you would have had a better chance at your trial.«

»Justice!« snarled the ex-convict. »A pretty justice! 

Whose loot is this, if it is not ours? Where is the justice that I should give it up to those who have never earned it? Look how I have earned it! Twenty long years in that fever-ridden swamp, all day at work under the mangrove-tree, all night chained up in the filthy convict-huts, bitten by mosquitoes, racked with ague, bullied by every cursed black-faced policeman who loved to take it out of a white man. That was how I earned the Agra treasure, and you talk to me of justice because I cannot bear to feel that I have paid this price only that another may enjoy it! I would rather swing a score of times, or have one of Tonga's darts in my hide, than live in a convict's cell and feel that another man is at his ease in a palace with the Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 360
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money that should be mine.«

Small had dropped his mask of stoicism, and all this came out in a wild whirl of words, while his eyes blazed, and the handcuffs clanked together with the impassioned movement of his hands. I could understand, as I saw the fury and the passion of the man, that it was no groundless or unnatural terror which had possessed Major Sholto when he first learned that the injured convict was upon his track. 

»You forget that we know nothing of all this,« said Holmes quietly. »We have not heard your story, and we cannot tell how far justice may originally have been on your side.«

»Well, sir, you have been very fair-spoken to me, though I can see that I have you to thank that I have these bracelets upon my wrists. Still, I bear no grudge for that. It is all fair and above-board. If you want to hear my story, I have no wish to hold it back. What I say to you is God's truth, every word of it. Thank you, you can put the glass beside me here, and I'll put my lips to it if I am dry. 

I am a Worcestershire man myself, born near Pershore. I dare say you would find a heap of Smalls living there now if you were to look. I have often thought of taking a look round there, but the truth is that I was never much of a credit to the family, and I doubt if they would be so very glad to see me. They Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 361
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were all steady, chapel-going folk, small farmers, well known and respected over the countryside, while I was always a bit of a rover. At last, however, when I was about eighteen, I gave them no more trouble, for I got into a mess over a girl and could only get out of it again by taking the Queen's shilling and joining the Third Buffs, which was just starting for India. 

I wasn't destined to do much soldiering, however. I had just got past the goose-step and learned to handle my musket, when I was fool enough to go swimming in the Ganges. Luckily for me, my company sergeant, John Holder, was in the water at the same time, and he was one of the finest swimmers in the service. A crocodile took me just as I was halfway across and nipped off my right leg as clean as a surgeon could have done it, just above the knee. What with the shock and the loss of blood, I fainted, and should have been drowned if Holder had not caught hold of me and paddled for the bank. I was five months in hospital over it, and when at last I was able to limp out of it with this timber toe strapped to my stump, I found myself invalided out of the Army and unfitted for any active occupation. 

I was, as you can imagine, pretty down on my luck at this time, for I was a useless cripple, though not yet in my twentieth year. However, my misfortune soon proved to be a blessing in disguise. A man named Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 362
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Abel White, who had come out there as an indigo-planter, wanted an overseer to look after his coolies and keep them up to their work. He happened to be a friend of our colonel's, who had taken an interest in me since the accident. To make a long story short, the colonel recommended me strongly for the post, and, as the work was mostly to be done on horseback, my leg was no great obstacle, for I had enough knee left to keep a good grip on the saddle. What I had to do was to ride over the plantation, to keep an eye on the men as they worked, and to report the idlers. The pay was fair, I had comfortable quarters, and altogether I was content to spend the remainder of my life in indigo-planting. Mr. Abel White was a kind man, and he would often drop into my little shanty and smoke a pipe with me, for white folk out there feel their hearts warm to each other as they never do here at home. 

Well, I was never in luck's way long. Suddenly, without a note of warning, the great mutiny broke upon us. One month India lay as still and peaceful, to all appearance, as Surrey or Kent; the next there were two hundred thousand black devils let loose, and the country Was a perfect hell. Of course you know all about it, gentlemen – a deal more than I do, very like, since reading is not in my line. I only know what I saw with my own eyes. Our plantation was at a place called Muttra, near the border of the Northwest Pro-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 363
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vinces. Night after night the whole sky was alight with the burning bungalows, and day after day we had small companies of Europeans passing through our estate with their wives and children, on their way to Agra, where were the nearest troops. Mr. Abel White was an obstinate man. He had it in his head that the affair had been exaggerated, and that it would blow over as suddenly as it had sprung up. There he sat on his veranda, drinking whisky-pegs and smoking cheroots, while the country was in a blaze about him. 

Of course we stuck by him, I and Dawson, who, with his wife, used to do the book-work and the managing. 

Well, one fine day the crash came. I had been away on a distant plantation and was riding slowly home in the evening, when my eye fell upon something all huddled together at the bottom of a steep nullah. I rode down to see what it was, and the cold struck through my heart when I found it was Dawson's wife, all cut into ribbons, and half eaten by jackals and native dogs. A little further up the road Dawson himself was lying on his face, quite dead, with an empty revolver in his hand, and four sepoys lying across each other in front of him. I reined up my horse, wondering which way I should turn; but at that moment I saw thick smoke curling up from Abel White's bungalow and the flames beginning to burst through the roof. I knew then that I could do my employer no good,, but would only Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 364
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throw my own life away if I meddled in the matter. 

From where I stood I could see hundreds of the black fiends, with their red coats still on their backs, dancing and howling round the burning house. Some of them pointed at me, and a couple of bullets sang past my head: so I broke away across the paddy-fields, and found myself late at night safe within the walls at Agra. 

As it proved, however, there was no great safety there, either. The whole country was up like a swarm of bees. Wherever the English could collect in little bands they held just the ground that their guns commanded. Everywhere else they were helpless fugitives. 

It was a fight of the millions against the hundreds; and the cruellest part of it was that these men that we fought against, foot, horse, and gunners, were our own picked troops, whom we had taught and trained, handling our own weapons and blowing our own bugle-calls. At Agra there were the Third Bengal Fusiliers, some Sikhs, two troops of horse, and a battery of artillery. A volunteer corps of clerks and merchants had been formed, and this I joined, wooden leg and all. We went out to meet the rebels at Shahgunge early in July, and we beat them back for a time, but our powder gave out, and we had to fall back upon the city. 

Nothing but the worst news came to us from every Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 365
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side – which is not to be wondered at, for if you look at the map you will see that we were right in the heart of it. Lucknow is rather better than a hundred miles to the east, and Cawnpore about as far to the south. 

From every point on the compass there was nothing but torture and murder and outrage. 

The city of Agra is a great place, swarming with fanatics and fierce devil-worshippers of all sorts. Our handful of men were lost among the narrow, winding streets. Our leader moved across the river, therefore, and took up his position in the old fort of Agra. I don't know if any of you gentlemen have ever read or heard anything of that old fort. It is a very queer place – the queerest that ever I was in, and I have been in some rum corners, too. First of all it is enormous in size. I should think that the enclosure must be acres and acres. There is a modern part, which took all our garrison, women, children, stores, and everything else, with plenty of room over. But the modern part is nothing like the size of the old quarter, where nobody goes, and which is given over to the scorpions and the centipedes, It is all full of great deserted halls, and winding passages, and long corridors twisting in and out, so that it is easy enough for folk to get lost in it. For this reason it was seldom that anyone went into it, though now and again a party with torches might go exploring. 
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The river washes along the front of the old fort, and so protects it, but on the sides and behind there are many doors, and these had to be guarded, of course, in the old quarter as well as in that which was actually held by our troops. We were short-handed, with hardly men enough to man the angles of the building and to serve the guns. It was impossible for us, therefore, to station a strong guard at every one of the innumerable gates. What we did was to organize a central guard-house in the middle of the fort, and to leave each gate under the charge of one white man and two or three natives. I was selected to take charge during certain hours of the night of a small isolated door upon the south-west side of the building. Two Sikh troopers were placed under my command, and I was instructed if anything went wrong to fire my musket, when I might rely upon help coming at once from the central guard. As the guard was a good two hundred paces away, however, and as the space between was cut up into a labyrinth of passages and corridors, I had great doubts as to whether they could arrive in time to be of any use in case of an actual attack. 

Well, I was pretty proud at having this small command given me, since I was a raw recruit, and a game-legged one at that. For two nights I kept the watch with my Punjaubees. They were tall, fierce-looking chaps, Mahomet Singh and Abdullah Khan by name, Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 367
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both old: fighting men, who had borne arms against us at Chilian Wallah. They could talk English pretty well, but I could get little out of them. They preferred to stand together, and jabber all night in their queer Sikh lingo. For myself, I used to stand outside the gateway, looking down on the broad, winding river and on the twinkling lights of the great city. The beating of drums, the rattle of tomtoms, and, the yells and howls of the rebels, drunk with opium and with bang, were enough to remind us all night of our dangerous neighbours across the stream. Every two hours the officer of the night used to come round to all the posts to make sure that all was well. 

The third night of my watch was dark and dirty, with a small driving rain. It was dreary work standing in the gateway hour after hour in such weather. I tried again and again to make my Sikhs talk, but without much success. At two in the morning the rounds passed and broke for a moment the weariness of the night. Finding that my companions would not be led into conversation, I took out my pipe and laid down my musket to strike the match. In an instant the two Sikhs were upon me. One of them snatched my firelock up and levelled it at my head, while the other held a great knife to my throat and swore between his teeth that he would plunge it into me if I moved a step. 
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My first thought was that these fellows were in league with the rebels, and that this was the beginning of an assault. If our door were in the hands of the sepoys the place must fall, and the women and children be treated as they were in Cawnpore. Maybe you gentlemen think that I am just making out a case for myself, but I give you my word that when I thought of that, though I felt the point of the knife at my throat, I opened my mouth with the intention of giving a scream, if it was my last one, which might alarm the main guard. The man who held me seemed to know my thoughts; for, even as I braced myself to it, he whispered: ›Don't make a noise. The fort is safe enough. There are no rebel dogs on this side of the river.‹ There was the ring of truth in what he said, and I knew that if I raised my voice I was a dead man. I could read it in the fellow's brown eyes. I waited, therefore, in silence, to see what it was that they wanted from me. 

›Listen to me, sahib,‹ said the taller and fiercer of the pair, the one whom they called Abdullah Khan. 

›You must either be with us now, or you must be silenced forever. The thing is too great a one for us to hesitate. Either you are heart and soul with us on your oath on the cross of the Christians, or your body this night shall be thrown into the ditch, and we shall pass over to our brothers in the rebel army. There is no Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 369
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middle way. Which is it to be – death or life? We can only give you three minutes to decide, for the time is passing, and all must be done before the rounds come again.‹

›How can I decide?‹ said I. ›You have not told me what you want of me. But I tell you now that if it is anything against the safety of the fort I will have no truck with it, so you can drive home your knife and welcome.‹

›It is nothing against the fort,‹ said he. ›We only ask you to do that which your countrymen come to this land for. We ask you to be rich. If you will be one of us this night, we will swear to you upon the naked knife, and by the threefold oath which no Sikh was ever known to break, that you shall have your fair share of the loot. A quarter of the treasure shall be yours. We can say no fairer.‹

›But what is the treasure then?‹ I asked. ›I am as ready to be rich as you can be if you will but show me how it can be done.‹

›You will swear, then,‹ said he, ›by the bones of your father, by the honour of your mother, by the cross of your faith, to raise no hand and speak no word against us, either now or afterwards?‹

›I will swear it,‹ I answered, ›provided that the fort is not endangered.‹

›Then my comrade and I will swear that you shall Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 370
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have a quarter of the treasure which shall be equally divided among the four of us.‹

›There are but three,‹ said I. 

›No; Dost Akbar must have his share. We can tell the tale to you while we wait them. Do you stand at the gate, Mahomet Singh, and give notice of their coming. The thing stands thus, sahib, and I tell it to you because I know that an oath is binding upon a Feringhee, and that we may trust you. Had you been a lying Hindoo, though you had sworn by all the gods in their false temples, your blood would have been upon the knife and your body in the water. But the Sikh knows the Englishman, and the Englishman knows the Sikh. 

Hearken, then, to what I have to say. 

There is a rajah in the northern provinces who has much wealth, though his lands are small. Much has come to him from his father, and more still he has set by himself, for he is of a low nature and hoards his gold rather than spend it. When the troubles broke out he would be friends both with the lion and the tiger –

with the sepoy and with the Company's  raj.  Soon, however, it seemed to him that the white men's day was come, for through all the land he could hear of nothing but of their death and their overthrow. Yet, being a careful man, he made such plans that, come what might, half at least of his treasure should be left to him. That which was in gold and silver he kept by Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 371
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him in the vaults of his palace, but the most precious stones and the choicest pearls that he had he put in an iron box and sent it by a trusty servant, who, under the guise of a merchant, should take it to the fort at Agra, there to lie until the land is at peace. Thus, if the rebels won he would have his money, but if the Company conquered, his jewels would be saved to him. Having thus divided his hoard, he threw himself into the cause of the sepoys, since they were strong upon his borders. By his doing this, mark you, sahib, his property becomes the due of those who have been true to their salt. 

This pretended merchant, who travels under the name of Achmet, is now in the city of Agra and desires to gain his way into the fort. He has with him as travelling-companion my foster-brother Dost Akbar, who, knows his secret. Dost Akbar has promised this night to lead him to a side-postern of the fort, and has chosen this one for his purpose. Here he will come presently, and here he will find Mahomet Singh and myself awaiting him. The place is lonely, and none shall know of his coming. The world shall know the merchant Achmet no more, but the great treasure of the rajah shall be divided among us. What say you to it, sahib?‹

In Worcestershire the life of a man seems a great and a sacred thing; but it is very different when there Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 372
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is fire and blood all round you, and you have been used to meeting death at every turn. Whether Achmet the merchant lived or died was a thing as light as air to me, but at the talk about the treasure my heart turned to it, and I thought of what I might do in the old country with it, and how my folk would stare when they saw their ne'er-do-weel coming back with his pockets full of gold moidores. I had, therefore, already made up my mind. Abdullah Khan, however, thinking that I hesitated, pressed the matter More closely. 

›Consider, sahib,‹ said he, ›that if this man is taken by the commandant he will be hung or shot, and his jewels taken by the government, so that no man will be a rupee the better for them. Now, since we do the taking of him, why should we not do the rest as well? 

The jewels will be as well with us as in the Company's coffers. There will be enough to make every one of us rich men and great chiefs. No one can know about the matter, for here we are cut off from all men. 

What could be better for the purpose? Say again, then, sahib, whether you are with us, or if we must look upon you as an enemy.‹

›I am with you heart and soul,‹ said I. 

›It is well,‹ he answered, handing me back my firelock. ›You see that we trust you, for your word, like ours, is not to be broken. We have now only to wait for my brother and the merchant.‹
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›Does your brother know, then, of what you will do?‹ I asked. 

›The plan is his. He has devised it. We will go to the gate and share the watch with Mahomet Singh.‹

The rain was still falling steadily, for it was just the beginning of the wet season. Brown, heavy clouds were drifting across the sky, and it was hard to see more than a stonecast. A deep moat lay in front of our door, but the water was in places nearly dried up, and it could easily be crossed. It was strange to me to be standing there with those two wild Punjaubees waiting for the man who was coming to his death. 

Suddenly my eye caught the glint of a shaded lantern at the other side of the moat. It vanished among the mound-heaps, and then appeared again coming slowly in our direction. 

›Here they are!‹ I exclaimed. 

›You will challenge him, sahib, as usual,‹ whispered Abdullah. ›Give him no cause for fear. Send us in with him, and we shall do the rest while you stay here on guard. Have the lantern ready to uncover, that we may be sure that it is indeed the man.‹

The light had flickered onward, now stopping and now advancing, until I could see two dark figures upon the other side of the moat. I let them scramble down the sloping bank, splash through the mire, and climb halfway up to the gate before I challenged them. 
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›Who goes there?‹ said I in a subdued voice. 

›Friends,‹ came the answer. I uncovered my lantern and threw a flood of light upon them. The first was an enormous Sikh with a black beard which swept nearly down to his cummerbund. Outside of a show I have never seen so tall a man. The other was a little fat, round fellow with a great yellow turban and a bundle in his hand, done up in a shawl. He seemed to be all in a quiver with fear, for his hands twitched as if he had the ague, and his head kept turning to left and right with two bright little twinkling eyes, like a mouse when he ventures out from his hole. It gave me the chills to think of killing him, but I thought of the treasure, and my heart set as hard as a flint within me. 

When he saw my white face he gave a little chirrup of joy and came running up towards me. 

›Your protection, sahib,‹ he panted, ›your protection for the unhappy merchant Achmet. I have travelled across Rajpootana, that I might seek the shelter of the fort at Agra. I have been robbed and beaten and abused because I have been the friend of the Company. It is a blessed night this when I am once more is safety – I and my poor possessions.‹

›What have you in the bundle?‹ I asked. 

›An iron box,‹ he answered, ›which contains one or two little family matters which are of no value to others but which I should be sorry to lose. Yet I am Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 375
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not a beggar; and I shall reward you, young sahib, und your governor also if he will give me the shelter I ask.‹

I could not trust myself to speak longer with the man. The more I looked at his fat, frightened face, the harder did it seem that we should slay him in cold blood. It was best to get it over. 

›Take him to the main guard,‹ said I. The two Sikhs closed in upon him on each side, and the giant walked behind, while they marched in through the dark gateway. Never was a man so compassed round with death. I remained at the gateway with the lantern. 

I could hear the measured tramp of their footsteps sounding through the lonely corridors. Suddenly it ceased, and I heard voices and a scuffle, with the sound of blows. A moment later there came, to my horror, a rush of footsteps coming in my direction, with a loud breathing of a running man. I turned my lantern down the long straight passage, and there was the fat man, running like the wind, with a smear of blood across his face, and close at his heels, bounding like a tiger, the great black-bearded Sikh, with a knife flashing in his hand. I have never seen a man run so fast as that little merchant. He was gaining on the Sikh, and I could see that if he once passed me and got to the open air he would save himself yet. My heart softened to him, but again the thought of his Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 376
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treasure turned me hard and bitter. I cast my firelock between his legs as he raced past, and he rolled twice over like a shot rabbit. Ere he could stagger to his feet the Sikh was upon him and buried his knife twice in his side. The man never uttered moan nor moved muscle but lay where he had fallen. I think myself that he may have broken his neck with the fall. You see, gentlemen, that I am keeping my promise. I am telling you every word of the business just exactly as it happened, whether it is in my favour or not.«

He stopped and held out his manacled hands for the whisky and water which Holmes had brewed for him. 

For myself, I confess that I had now conceived the utmost horror of the man not only for this coldblooded business in which he had been concerned but even more for the somewhat flippant and careless way in which he narrated it. Whatever punishment was in store for him, I felt that he might expect no sympathy from me. Sherlock Holmes and Jones sat with their hands upon their knees, deeply interested in the story but with the same disgust written upon their faces. He may have observed it, for there was a touch of defiance in his voice and manner as he proceeded. 

»It was all very bad, no doubt,« said he. »I should like to know how many fellows in my shoes would have refused a share of this loot when they knew that they would have their throats cut for their pains. Besi-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 377
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des, it was my life or his when once he was in the fort. 

If he had got out, the whole business would come to light, and I should have been court-martialled and shot as likely as not; for people were not very lenient at a time like that.«

»Go on with your story,« said Holmes shortly. 

»Well, we carried him in, Abdullah, Akbar, and I. 

A fine weight he was, too, for all that he was so short. 

Mahomet Singh was left to guard the door. We took him to a place which the Sikhs had already prepared. 

It was some distance off, where a winding passage leads to a great empty hall, the brick walls of which were all crumbling to pieces. The earth floor had sunk in at one place, making a natural grave, so we left Achmet the merchant there, having first covered him over with loose bricks. This done, we all went back to the treasure. 

It lay where he had dropped it when he was first attacked. The box was the same which now lies open upon your table. A key was hung by a silken cord to that carved handle upon the top. We opened it, and the light of the lantern gleamed upon a collection of gems such as I have read of and thought about when I was a little lad at Pershore. It was blinding to look upon them. When we had feasted our eyes we took them all out and made a list of them. There were one hundred and forty-three diamonds of the first water, Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 378
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including one which has been called, I believe, ›the Great Mogul,‹ and is said to be the second largest stone in existence. Then there were ninety-seven very fine emeralds, and one hundred and seventy rubies, some of which, however, were small. There were forty carbuncles, two hundred and ten sapphires, sixty-one agates, and a great quantity of beryls, onyxes, cats'-

eyes, turquoises, and other stones, the very names of which I did not know at the time, though I have become more familiar with them since. Besides this, there were nearly three hundred very fine pearls, twelve of which were set in a gold coronet. By the way, these last had been taken out of the chest, and were not there when I recovered it. 

After we had counted our treasures we put them back into the chest and carried them to the gateway to show them to Mahomet Singh. Then we solemnly renewed our oath to stand by each other and be true to our secret. We agreed to conceal our loot in a safe place until the country should be at peace again, and then to divide it equally among ourselves. There was no use dividing it at present, for if gems of such value were found upon us it would cause suspicion, and there was no privacy in the fort nor any place where we could keep them. We carried the box, therefore, into the same hall where we had buried the body, and there, under certain bricks in the best-preserved wall, Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 379
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we made a hollow and put our treasure. We made careful note of the place, and next day I drew four plans, one for each of us, and put the sign of the four of us at the bottom, for we had sworn that we should each always act for all, so that none might take advantage. 

That is an oath that I can put my hand to my heart and swear that I have never broken. 

Well, there's no use my telling you gentlemen what came of the Indian mutiny. After Wilson took Delhi and Sir Colin relieved Luck-now the back of the business was broken. Fresh troops came pouring in, and Nana Sahib made himself scarce over the frontier. A flying column under Colonel Greathed came round to Agra and cleared the Pandies away from it. Peace seemed to be settling upon the country, and we four were beginning to hope that the time was at hand when we might safely go off with our shares of the plunder. In a moment, however, our hopes were shattered by our being arrested as the murderers of Achmet. 

It came about in this way. When the rajah put his jewels into the hands of Achmet he did it because he knew that he was a trusty man. They are suspicious folk in the East, however: so what does this rajah do but take a second even more trusty servant and set him to play the spy upon the first. This second man was ordered never to let Achmet out of his sight, and he followed him like his shadow. He went after him Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 380
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that night and saw him pass through the doorway. Of course he thought he had taken refuge in the fort and applied for admission there himself next day, but could find no trace of Achmet. This seemed to him so strange that he spoke about it to a sergeant of guides, who brought it to the ears of the commandant. A thorough search was quickly made, and the body was discovered. Thus at the very moment that we thought that all was safe we were all four seized and brought to trial on a charge of murder – three of us because we had held the gate that night, and the fourth because he was known to have been in the company of the murdered man. Not a word about the jewels came out at the trial, for the rajah had been deposed and driven out of India: so no one had any particular interest in them. The murder, however, was clearly made out, and it was certain that we must all have been concerned in it. The three Sikhs got penal servitude for life, and I was condemned to death, though my sentence was afterwards commuted to the same as the others. 

It was rather a queer position that we found ourselves in then. There we were all four tied by the leg and with precious little chance of ever getting out again, while we each held a secret which might have put each of us in a palace if we could only have made use of it. It was enough to make a man eat his heart out to have to stand the kick and the cuff of every petty jack-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 381
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in-office, to have rice to eat and water to drink, when that gorgeous fortune was ready for him outside, just waiting to be picked up. It might have driven me mad; but I was always a pretty stubborn one, so I just held on and bided my time. 

At last it seemed to me to have come. I was changed from Agra to Madras, and from there to Blair Island in the Andamans. There are very few white convicts at this settlement, and, as I had behaved well from the first, I soon found myself a sort of privileged person. I was given a hut in Hope Town, which is a small place on the slopes of Mount Harriet, and I was left pretty much to myself. It is a dreary, fever-stricken place, and all beyond our little clearings was infested with wild cannibal natives, who were ready enough to blow a poisoned dart at us if they saw a chance. There was digging and ditching and yam-planting, and a dozen other things to be done, so we were busy enough all day; though in the evening we had a little time to ourselves. Among other things, I learned to dispense drugs for the surgeon, and picked up a smat-tering of his knowledge. All the time I was on the lookout for a chance of escape; but it is hundreds of miles from any other land, and there is little or no wind in those seas: so it was a terribly difficult job to get away. 

The surgeon, Dr. Somerton, was a fast, sporting Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 382
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young chap, and the other young officers would meet in his rooms of an evening and play cards. The surgery, where I used to make up my drugs, was next to his sitting-room, with a small window between us. Often, if I felt lonesome, I used to turn out the lamp in the surgery, and then, standing there, I could hear their talk and watch their play. I am fond of a hand at cards myself, and it was almost as good as having one to watch the others. There was Major Sholto, Captain Morstan, and Lieutenant Bromley Brown, who were in command of the native troops, and there was the surgeon himself, and two or three prison-officials, crafty old hands who played a nice sly safe game. A very snug little party they used to make. 

Well, there was one thing which very soon struck me, and that was that the soldiers used always to lose and the civilians to win. Mind, I don't say there was anything unfair, but so it was. These prison-chaps had done little else than play cards ever since they had been at the Andamans, and they knew each other's game to a point, while the others just played to pass the time and threw their cards down anyhow. Night after night the soldiers got up poorer men, and the poorer they got the more keen they were to play. 

Major Sholto was the hardest hit. He used to pay in notes and gold at first, but soon it came to notes of hand and for big sums. He sometimes would win for a Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 383
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few deals just to give him heart, and then the luck would set in against him worse than ever. All day he would wander about as black as thunder, and he took to drinking a deal more than was good for him. 

One night he lost even more heavily than usual. I was sitting in my hut when he and Captain Morstan came stumbling along on the way to their quarters. 

They were bosom friends, those two, and nevei far apart. The major was raving about his losses. 

›It's all up, Morstan,‹ he was saying as they passed my hut. ›I shall have to send in my papers. I am a ruined man.‹

›Nonsense, old chap!‹ said the other, slapping him upon the shoulder. ›I've had a nasty facer myself, but ––‹ That was all I could heart but it was enough to set me thinking. 

A couple of days later Major Sholto was strolling on the beach: so I took the chance of speaking to him. 

›I wish to have your advice, Major,‹ said I. 

›Well, Small, what is it?‹ he asked, taking his cheroot from his lips. 

›I wanted to ask you, sir,‹ said I, ›who is the proper person to whom hidden treasure should be handed over. I know where half a million worth lies, and, as I cannot use it myself, I thought perhaps the best thing that I could do would be to hand it over to the proper authorities, and then perhaps they would get my sen-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 384
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tence shortened for me.‹

›Half a million, Small?‹ he gasped, looking hard at me to see if I was in earnest. 

›Quite that, sir – in jewels and pearls. It lies there ready for anyone. And the queer thing about it is that the real owner is outlawed and cannot hold property, so that it belongs to the first comer.‹

›To government, Small,‹ he stammered, ›to government.‹ But he said it in a halting fashion, and I knew in my heart that I had got him. 

›You think, then, sir, that I should give the information to the-governor-general?‹ said I quietly. 

›Well, well, you must not do anything rash, or that you might repent. Let me hear all about it, Small. 

Give me the facts.‹

I told him the whole story, with small changes, so that he could not identify the places. When I had finished he stood stock still and full of thought. I could see by the twitch of his lip that there was a struggle going on within him. 

›This is a very important matter, Small,‹ he said at last. ›You must; not say a word to anyone about it, and I shall see you again soon.‹ Two nights later he and his friend, Captain Morstan, came to my hut in the dead of the night with a lantern. 

›I want you just to let Captain Morstan hear that story from your own lips, Small,‹ said he. 
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I repeated it as I had told it before. 

›It rings true, eh?‹ said he. ›It's good enough to act upon?‹

Captain Morstan nodded. 

›Look here, Small,‹ said the major. ›We have been talking it over, my friend here and I, and we have come to the conclusion that this secret of yours is hardly a government matter, after all, but is a private concern of your own, which of course you have the power of disposing of as you think best. Now the question is, What price would you ask for it? We might be inclined to take it up, and at least look into it, if we could agree as to terms.‹ He tried to speak in a cool, careless way, but his eyes were shining with excitement and greed. 

›Why, as to that, gentlemen,‹ I answered, trying also to be cool but feeling as excited as he did, ›there is only one bargain which a man in my position can make. I shall want you to help me to my freedom, and to help my three companions to theirs. We shall then take you into partnership and give you a fifth share to divide between you.‹

›Hum!‹ said he. ›A fifth share! That is not very tempting.‹

›It would come to fifty thousand apiece,‹ said I. 

›But how can we gain your freedom? You know very well that you ask an impossibility.‹
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›Nothing of the sort,‹ I answered. ›I have thought it all out to the last detail. The only bar to our escape is that we can get no boat fit for the voyage, and no provisions to last us for so long a time. There are plenty of little yachts and yawls at Calcutta or Madras which would serve our turn well. Do you bring one over. We shall engage to get aboard her by night, and if you will drop us on any part of the Indian coast you will have done your part of the bargain.‹

›If there were only one,‹ he said. 

›None or all,‹ I answered. ›We have sworn it. The four of us must always act together.‹

›You see, Morstan,‹ said he, ›Small is a man of his word. He does not flinch from his friends. I think we may very well trust him.‹

›It's a dirty business,‹ the other answered. ›Yet, as you say, the money will save our commissions handsomely.‹

›Well, Small,‹ said the major, ›we must, I suppose, try and meet you. We must first, of course, test the truth of your story. Tell me where the box is hid, and I shall get leave of absence and go back to India in the monthly relief-boat to inquire into the affair.‹

›Not so fast,‹ said I, growing colder as he got hot. 

›I must have the consent of my three comrades. I tell you that it is four or none with us.‹
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follows to do with our agreement?‹

›Black or blue,‹ said I, ›they are in with me, and we all go together.‹

Well, the matter ended by a second meeting, at which Mahomet Singh, Abdullah Khan, and Dost Akbar were all present. We talked the matter over again, and at last we came to an arrangement. We were to provide both the officers with charts of the part of the Agra fort, and mark the place in the wall where the treasure was hid. Major Sholto was to go to India to test our story. If he found the box he was to leave it there, to send out a small yacht provisioned for a voyage, which was to lie off Rutland Island, and to which we were to make our way, and finally to return to his duties. Captain Morstan was then to apply for leave of absence, to meet us at Agra, and there we were to have a final division of the treasure, he taking the major's share as well as his own. Ail this we sealed by the most solemn oaths that the mind could think or the lips utter. I sat up all night with paper and ink, and by the morning I had the two charts all ready, signed with the sign of four – that is, of Abdullah, Akbar, Mahomet, and myself. 

Well, gentlemen, I weary you with my long story, and I know that my friend Mr. Jones is impatient to get me safely stowed in chokey. I'll make it as short as I can. The villain Sholto went off to India, but he Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 388
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never came back again. Captain Morstan showed me his name among a list of passengers in one of the mail-boats very shortly afterwards. His uncle had died, leaving him a fortune, and he had left the Army; yet he could stoop to treat five men as he had treated us. Morstan went over to Agra shortly afterwards and found, as we expected, that the treasure was indeed gone. The scoundrel had stolen it all without carrying out one of the conditions on which we had sold him the secret. From that I lived only for vengeance. I thought of it by day and I nursed it by night. It became an overpowering, absorbing passion with me. I cared nothing for the law – nothing for the gallows. 

To escape, to track down Sholto, to have my hand upon his throat – that was my one thought. Even the Agra treasure had come to be a smaller thing in my mind than the slaying of Sholto. 

Well, I have set my mind on many things in this life, and never one which I did not carry out. But it was weary years before my time came. I have told you that I had picked up something of medicine. One day when Dr. Somerton was down with a fever a little Andaman Islander was picked up by a convict-gang in the woods. He was sick to death and had gone to a lonely place to die. I took him in hand, though he was as venomous as a young snake, and after a couple of months I got him all right and able to walk. He took a Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 389
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kind of fancy to me then, and would hardly go back to his woods, but was always hanging about my hut. I learned a little of his lingo from him, and this made him all the fonder of me. 

Tonga – for that was his name – was a fine boatman and owned a big, roomy canoe of his own. When I found that he was devoted to me and would do anything to serve me, I saw my chance of escape. I talked it over with him. He was to bring his boat round on a certain night to an old wharf which was never guarded, and there he was to pick me up. I gave him directions to have several gourds of water and a lot of yams, cocoanuts, and sweet potatoes. 

He was staunch and true, was little Tonga. No man ever had a more faithful mate. At the night named he had his boat at the wharf. As it chanced, however, there was one of the convict-guard down there – a vile Pathan who had never missed a chance of insulting and injuring me. I had always vowed vengeance, and now I had my chance. It was as if fate had placed him in my way that I might pay my debt before I left the island. He stood on the bank with his back to me, and his carbine on his shoulder. I looked about for a stone to beat out his brains with, but none could I see. 

Then a queer thought came into my head and showed me where I could lay my hand on a weapon. I sat down in the darkness and unstrapped my wooden Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 390
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leg. With three long hops I was on him. He put his carbine to his shoulder, but I struck him full, and knocked the whole front of his skull in. You can see the split in the wood now where I hit him. We both went down together, for I could not keep my balance; but when I got up I found him still lying quiet enough. I made for the boat, and in an hour we were well out at sea. Tonga had brought all his earthly possessions with him, his arms and his gods. Among other things, he had a long bamboo spear, and some Andaman cocoanut matting, with which I made a sort of a sail. For ten days we were beating about, trusting to luck, and on the eleventh we were picked up by a trader which was going from Singapore to Jiddah with a cargo of Malay pilgrims. They were a rum crowd, and Tonga and I soon managed to settle down among them. They had one very good quality: they let you alone and asked no questions. 

Well, if I were to tell you all the adventures that my little chum and I went through, you would not thank me, for I would have you here until the sun was shining. Here and there we drifted about the world, something always turning up to keep us from London. 

All the time, however, I never lost sight of my purpose. I would dream of Sholto at night. A hundred times I have killed him in my sleep. At last, however, some three or four years ago, we found ourselves in Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 391
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England. I had no great difficulty in finding where Sholto lived, and I set to work to discover whether he had realized on the treasure, or if he still had it. I made friends with someone who could help me – I name no names, for I don't want to get anyone else in a hole – and I soon found that he still had the jewels. 

Then I tried to get at him in many ways; but he was pretty sly and had always two prize-fighters, besides his sons and his  khitmutgar,  on guard over him. 

One day, however, I got word that he was dying. I hurried at once to the garden, mad that he should slip out of my clutches like that, and, looking through the window, I saw him lying in his bed, with his sons on each side of him. I'd have come through and taken my chance with the three of them, only even as I looked at him his jaw dropped, and I knew that he was gone. I got into his room that same night, though, and I searched his papers to see if there was any record of where he had hidden our jewels. There was not a line, however, so I came away, bitter and savage as a man could be. Before I left I bethought me that if I ever met my Sikh friends again it would be a satisfaction to know that I had left some mark of our hatred; so I scrawled down the sign of the four of us, as it had been on the chart, and I pinned it on his bosom. It was too much that he should be taken to the grave without some token from the men whom he had robbed Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 392
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and befooled. 

We earned a living at this time by my exhibiting poor Tonga at fairs and other such places as the black cannibal. He would eat raw meat and dance his wardance: so we always had a hatful of pennies after a day's work. I still heard all the news from Pondicherry Lodge, and for some years there was no news to hear, except that they were hunting for the treasure. At last, however, came what we had waited for so long. The treasure had been found. It was up at the top of the house in Mr. Bartholomew Sholto's chemical laboratory. I came at once and had a look at the place, but I could not see how, with my wooden leg, I was to make my way up to it. I learned, however, about a trapdoor in the roof, and also about Mr. Sholto's supper-hour. It seemed to me that I could manage the thing easily through Tonga. I brought him out with me with a long rope wound round his waist. He could climb like a cat, and he soon made his way through the roof, but, as ill luck would have it, Bartholomew Sholto was still in the room, to his cost. Tonga thought he had done something very clever in killing him, for when I came up by the rope I found him strutting about as proud as a peacock. Very much surprised was he when I made at him with the rope's end and cursed him for a little bloodthirsty imp. I took the treasure box and let it down, and then slid down my-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 393
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self, having first left the sign of the four upon the table to show that the jewels had come back at last to those who had most right to them. Tonga then pulled up the rope, closed the window, and made off the way that he had come. 

I don't know that I have anything else to tell you. I had heard a waterman speak of the speed of Smith's launch, the  Aurora,  so I thought she would be a handy craft for our escape. I engaged with old Smith, and was to give him a big sum if he got us safe to our ship. He knew, no doubt, that there was some screw loose, but he was not in our secrets. All this is the truth, and if I tell it to you, gentlemen, it is not to amuse you – for you have not done me a very good turn – but it is because I believe the best defence I can make is just to hold back nothing, but let all the world know how badly I have myself been, served by Major Sholto, and how innocent I am of the death of his son.«

»A very remarkable account,« said Sherlock Holmes. »A fitting wind-up to an extremely interesting case. There is nothing at all new to me in the latter part of your narrative except that you brought your own rope. That I did not know. By the way, I had hoped that Tonga had lost all his darts; yet he managed to shoot one at us in the boat.«

»He had lost them all, sir, except the one which Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 394
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was in his blowpipe at the time.«

»Ah, of course,« said Holmes. »I had not thought of that.«

»Is there any other point which you would like to ask about?« asked the convict affably. 

»I think not, thank you,« my companion answered. 

»Well, Holmes,« said Athelney Jones, »you are a man to be humoured, and we all know that you are a connoisseur of crime; but duty is duty, and I have gone rather far in doing what you and your friend asked me. I shall feel more at ease when we have our storyteller here safe under lock and key. The cab still waits, and there are two inspectors downstairs. I am much obliged to you both for your assistance. Of course you will be wanted at the trial. Good-night to you.«

»Good-night, gentlemen both,« said Jonathan Small. 

»You first, Small,« remarked the wary Jones as they left the room. »I'll take particular care that you don't club me with your wooden leg, whatever you may have done to the gentleman at the Andaman Isles.«

»Well, and there is the end of our little drama,« I remarked, after we had sat some time smoking in silence. »I fear that it may be the last investigation in which I shall have the chance of studying your me-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 395
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thods. Miss Morstan has done me the honour to accept me as a husband in prospective.«

He gave a most dismal groan. 

»I feared as much,« said he. »I really cannot congratulate you.«

I was a little hurt. 

»Have you any reason to be dissatisfied with my choice?« I asked. 

»Not at all. I think she is one of the most charming young ladies I ever met and might have been most useful in such work as we have been doing. She had a decided genius that way; witness the way in which she preserved that Agra plan from all the other papers of her father. But love is an emotional thing, and whatever is emotional is opposed to that true cold reason which I place above all things. I should never marry myself, lest I bias my judgment.«

»I trust,« said I, laughing, »that my judgment may survive the ordeal. But you look weary.«

»Yes, the reaction is already upon me. I shall be as limp as a rag for a week.«

»Strange,« said I, »how terms of what in another man I should call laziness alternate with your fits of splendid energy and vigour.«

»Yes,« he answered, »there are in me the makings of a very fine loafer, and also of a pretty spry sort of a fellow. I often think of those lines of old Goethe: Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 396
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 Schade dass die Natur nur  einen  Mensch aus dis schuf, Denn zum würdigen Mann war und zum Schelmen der Stoff. 

By the way, apropos of this Norwood business, you see that they had, as I surmised, a confederate in the house, who could be none other than Lal Rao, the butler: so Jones actually has the undivided honour of having caught one fish in his great haul.«

»The division seems rather unfair,« I remarked. 

»You have done all the work in this business. I get a wife out of it, Jones gets the credit, pray what remains for you?«

»For me,« said Sherlock Holmes, »there still remains the cocaine-bottle.« And he stretched his long white hand up for it. 

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 397

The Hound of the Baskervilles

Doyle-SH

Sir Arthur Conan Doyle

The Hound of the Baskervilles

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 398


Dedication

Doyle-SH


Dedication

My dear Robinson:  It was your account of a west country legend which first suggested the idea of this little tale to my mind. For this, and for the help which you gave me in its evolution, all thanks. 

 Yours most truly, 

A. Conan Doyle. 
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Chapter I

Mr. Sherlock Holmes


Mr. Sherlock Holmes, who was usually very late in the mornings, save upon those not infrequent occasions when he was up all night, was seated at the breakfast table. I stood upon the hearth-rug and picked up the stick which our visitor had left behind him the night before. It was a fine, thick piece of wood, bulbous-headed, of the sort which is known as a ›Penang lawyer.‹ Just under the head was a broad silver band, nearly an inch across. ›To James Mortimer, M.R.C.S., from his friends of the C.C.H.,‹ was engraved upon it, with the date ›1884.‹ It was just such a stick as the old-fashioned family practitioner used to carry – dignified, solid, and reassuring. 

»Well, Watson, what do you make of it?«

Holmes was sitting with his back to me, and I had given him no sign of my occupation. 

»How did you know what I was doing? I believe you have eyes in the back of your head.«

»I have, at least, a well-polished, silver-plated coffee-pot in front of me,« said he. »But, tell me, Watson, what do you make of our visitor's stick? Since we have been so unfortunate as to miss him and have no Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 400

1. Mr. Sherlock Holmes

Doyle-SH, 784

notion of his errand, this accidental souvenir becomes of importance. Let me hear you reconstruct the man by an examination of it.«

»I think,« said I, following as far as I could the methods of my companion, »that Dr. Mortimer is a successful, elderly medical man, well-esteemed, since those who know him give him this mark of their appreciation.«

»Good!« said Holmes. »Excellent!«

»I think also that the probability is in favour of his being a country practitioner who does a great deal of his visiting on foot.«

»Why so?«

»Because this stick, though originally a very handsome one, has been so knocked about that I can hardly imagine a town practitioner carrying it. The thick iron ferrule is worn down, so it is evident that he has done a great amount of walking with it.«

»Perfectly sound!« said Holmes. 

»And then again, there is the ›friends of the C.C.H.‹ I should guess that to be the Something Hunt, the local hunt to whose members he has possibly given some surgical assistance, and which has made him a small presentation in return.«

»Really, Watson, you excel yourself,« said Holmes, pushing back his chair and lighting a cigarette. »I am bound to say that in all the accounts which you have Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 401
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been so good as to give of my own small achievements you have habitually underrated your own abilities. It may be that you are not yourself luminous, but you are a conductor of light. Some people without possessing genius have a remarkable power of stimulating it. I confess, my dear fellow, that I am very much in your debt.«

He had never said as much before, and I must admit that his words gave me keen pleasure, for I had often been piqued by his indifference to my admiration and to the attempts which I had made to give publicity to his methods. I was proud, too, to think that I had so far mastered his system as to apply it in a way which earned his approval. He now took the stick from my hands and examined it for a few minutes with his naked eyes. Then with an expression of interest he laid down his cigarette, and, carrying the cane to the window, he looked over it again with a convex lens. 

»Interesting, though elementary,« said he as he returned to his favourite corner of the settee. »There are certainly one or two indications upon the stick. It gives us the basis for several deductions.«

»Has anything escaped me?« I asked with some self-importance. »I trust that there is nothing of consequence which I have overlooked?«

»I am afraid, my dear Watson, that most of your Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 402
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conclusions were erroneous. When I said that you stimulated me I meant, to be frank, that in noting your fallacies I was occasionally guided towards the truth. 

Not that you are entirely wrong in this instance. The man is certainly a country practitioner. And he walks a good deal.«

»Then I was right.«

»To that extent.«

»But that was all.«

»No, no, my dear Watson, not all – by no means all. I would suggest, for example, that a presentation to a doctor is more likely to come from a hospital than from a hunt, and that when the initials ›C.C.‹ are placed before that hospital the words ›Charing Cross‹

very naturally suggest themselves.«

»You may be right.«

»The probability lies in that direction. And if we take this as a working hypothesis we have a fresh basis from which to start our construction of this unknown visitor.«

»Well, then, supposing that ›C.C.H.‹ does stand for ›Charing Cross Hospital,‹ what further inferences may we draw?«

»Do none suggest themselves? You know my methods. Apply them!«

»I can only think of the obvious conclusion that the man has practised in town before going to the coun-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 403
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try.«

»I think that we might venture a little farther than this. Look at it in this light. On what occasion would it be most probable that such a presentation would be made? When would his friends unite to give him a pledge of their good will? Obviously at the moment when Dr. Mortimer withdrew from the service of the hospital in order to start in practice for himself. We know there has been a presentation. We believe there has been a change from a town hospital to a country practice. Is it, then, stretching our inference too far to say that the presentation was on the occasion of the change?«

»It certainly seems probable.«

»Now, you will observe that he could not have been on the staff of the hospital, since only a man well-established in a London practice could hold such a position, and such a one would not drift into the country. What was he, then? If he was in the hospital and yet not on the staff he could only have been a house-surgeon or a house-physician – little more than a senior student. And he left five years ago – the date is on the stick. So your grave, middle-aged family practitioner vanishes into thin air, my dear Watson, and there emerges a young fellow under thirty, amiable, unambitious, absent-minded, and the possessor of a favourite dog, which I should describe roughly as Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 404
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being larger than a terrier and smaller than a mastiff.«

I laughed incredulously as Sherlock Holmes leaned back in his settee and blew little wavering rings of smoke up to the ceiling. 

»As to the latter part, I have no means of checking you,« said I, »but at least it is not difficult to find out a few particulars about the man's age and professional career.« From my small medical shelf I took down the Medical Directory and turned up the name. There were several Mortimers, but only one who could be our visitor. I read his record aloud. 

»Mortimer, 

James, 

M.R.C.S., 

1882, 

Grimpen, 

Dartmoor, Devon. House surgeon, from 1882 to 1884, at Charing Cross Hospital. Winner of the Jackson prize for Comparative Pathology, with essay entitled ›Is Disease a Reversion?‹ Corresponding member of the Swedish Pathological Society. Author of ›Some Freaks of Atavism‹

( Lancet,  1882). ›Do We Progress?‹ ( Journal of Psy-chology,  March, 1883). Medical Officer for the parishes of Grimpen, Thorsley, and High Barrow.«

»No mention of that local hunt, Watson,« said Holmes with a mischievous smile, »but a country doctor, as you very astutely observed. I think that I am fairly justified in my inferences. As to the adjectives, I said, if I remember right, amiable, unambitious, and absent-minded. It is my experience that it is only an amiable
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only an unambitious one who abandons a London career for the country, and only an absent-minded one who leaves his stick and not his visiting-card after waiting an hour in your room.«

»And the dog?«

»Has been in the habit of carrying this stick behind his master. Being a heavy stick the dog has held it tightly by the middle, and the marks of his teeth are very plainly visible. The dog's jaw, as shown in the space between these marks, is too broad in my opinion for a terrier and not broad enough for a mastiff. 

It may have been – yes, by Jove, it  is  a curly-haired spaniel.«

He had risen and paced the room as he spoke. Now he halted in the recess of the window. There was such a ring of conviction in his voice that I glanced up in surprise. 

»My dear fellow, how can you possibly be so sure of that?«

»For the very simple reason that I see the dog himself on our very door-step, and there is the ring of its owner. Don't move, I beg you, Watson. He is a professional brother of yours, and your presence may be of assistance to me. Now is the dramatic moment of fate, Watson, when you hear a step upon the stair which is walking into your life, and you know not whether for good or ill. What does Dr. James Morti-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 406
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mer, the man of science, ask of Sherlock Holmes, the specialist in crime? Come in!«

The appearance of our visitor was a surprise to me, since I had expected a typical country practitioner. He was a very tall, thin man, with a long nose like a beak, which jutted out between two keen, gray eyes, set closely together and sparkling brightly from behind a pair of gold-rimmed glasses. He was clad in a professional but rather slovenly fashion, for his frock-coat was dingy and his trousers frayed. Though young, his long back was already bowed, and he walked with a forward thrust of his head and a general air of peering benevolence. As he entered his eyes fell upon the stick in Holmes's hand, and he ran towards it with an exclamation of joy. »I am so very glad,« said he. »I was not sure whether I had left it here or in the Shipping Office. I would not lose that stick for the world.«

»A presentation, I see,« said Holmes. 

»Yes, sir.«

»From Charing Cross Hospital?«

»From one or two friends there on the occasion of my marriage.«

»Dear, dear, that's bad!« said Holmes, shaking his head. 

Dr. Mortimer blinked through his glasses in mild astonishment. 
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»Why was it bad?«

»Only that you have disarranged our little deductions. Your marriage, you say?«

»Yes, sir. I married, and so left the hospital, and with it all hopes of a consulting practice. It was necessary to make a home of my own.«

»Come, come, we are not so far wrong, after all,«

said Holmes. »And now, Dr. James Mortimer ––«

»Mister, sir, Mister – a humble M.R.C.S.«

»And a man of precise mind, evidently.«

»A dabbler in science, Mr. Holmes, a picker up of shells on the shores of the great unknown ocean. I presume that it is Mr. Sherlock Holmes whom I am addressing and not ––«

»No, this is my friend Dr. Watson.«

»Glad to meet you, sir. I have heard your name mentioned in connection with that of your friend. You interest me very much, Mr. Holmes. I had hardly expected so dolichocephalic a skull or such well-marked supraorbital development. Would you have any objection to my running my finger along your parietal fis-sure? A cast of your skull, sir, until the original is available, would be an ornament to any anthropological museum. It is not my intention to be fulsome, but I confess that I covet your skull.«

Sherlock Holmes waved our strange visitor into a chair. »You are an enthusiast in your line of thought, I Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 408
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perceive, sir, as I am in mine,« said he. »I observe from your forefinger that you make your own cigarettes. Have no hesitation in lighting one.«

The man drew out paper and tobacco and twirled the one up in the other with surprising dexterity. He had long, quivering fingers as agile and restless as the antennæ of an insect. 

Holmes was silent, but his little darting glances showed me the interest which he took in our curious companion. 

»I presume, sir,« said he at last, »that it was not merely for the purpose of examining my skull that you have done me the honour to call here last night and again to-day?«

»No, sir, no; though I am happy to have had the opportunity of doing that as well. I came to you, Mr. 

Holmes, because I recognized that I am myself an un-practical man and because I am suddenly confronted with a most serious and extraordinary problem. Recognizing, as I do, that you are the second highest expert in Europe ––«

»Indeed, sir! May I inquire who has the honour to be the first?« asked Holmes with some asperity. 

»To the man of precisely scientific mind the work of Monsieur Bertillon must always appeal strongly.«

»Then had you not better consult him?«

»I said, sir, to the precisely scientific mind. But as Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 409
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a practical man of affairs it is acknowledged that you stand alone. I trust, sir, that I have not inadvertently ––«

»Just a little,« said Holmes. »I think, Dr. Mortimer, you would do wisely if without more ado you would kindly tell me plainly what the exact nature of the problem is in which you demand my assistance.«
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Chapter II

The Curse of the Baskervilles


»I have in my pocket a manuscript,« said Dr. James Mortimer. 

»I observed it as you entered the room,« said Holmes. 

»It is an old manuscript.«

»Early eighteenth century, unless it is a forgery.«

»How can you say that, sir?«

»You have presented an inch or two of it to my examination all the time that you have been talking. It would be a poor expert who could not give the date of a document within a decade or so. You may possibly have read my little monograph upon the subject. I put that at 1730.«

»The exact date is 1742.« Dr. Mortimer drew it from his breastpocket. »This family paper was committed to my care by Sir Charles Baskerville, whose sudden and tragic death some three months ago created so much excitement in Devonshire. I may say that I was his personal friend as well as his medical attendant. He was a strong-minded man, sir, shrewd, practical, and as unimaginative as I am myself. Yet he took this document very seriously, and his mind was Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 411
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prepared for just such an end as did eventually overtake him.«

Holmes stretched out his hand for the manuscript and flattened it upon his knee. 

»You will observe, Watson, the alternative use of the long s and the short. It is one of several indications which enabled me to fix the date.«

I looked over his shoulder at the yellow paper and the faded script. At the head was written: »Baskerville Hall,« and below, in large, scrawling figures: »1742.«

»It appears to be a statement of some sort.«

»Yes, it is a statement of a certain legend which runs in the Baskerville family.«

»But I understand that it is something more modern and practical upon which you wish to consult me?«

»Most modern. A most practical, pressing matter, which must be decided within twenty-four hours. But the manuscript is short and is intimately connected with the affair. With your permission I will read it to you.«

Holmes leaned back in his chair, placed his fingertips together, and closed his eyes, with an air of resignation. Dr. Mortimer turned the manuscript to the light and read in a high, cracking voice the following curious, old-world narrative:

»Of the origin of the Hound of the Baskervilles there have been

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes many statements yet as I come in a direct line 412

2. The Curse of the Baskervilles

Doyle-SH, 789

from Hugo Baskerville, and as I had the story from my father, who also had it from his, I have set it down with all belief that it occurred even as is here set forth. And I would have you believe, my sons, that the same Justice which punishes sin may also most graciously forgive it, and that no ban is so heavy but that by prayer and repentance it may be removed. Learn then from this story not to fear the fruits of the past, but rather to be circumspect in the future, that those foul passions whereby our family has suffered so grievously may not again be loosed to our undoing. 

Know then that in the time of the Great Rebellion (the history of which by the learned Lord Clarendon I most earnestly commend to your attention) this Manor of Baskerville was held by Hugo of that name, nor can it be gainsaid that he was a most wild, profane, and godless man. This, in truth, his neighbours might have pardoned, seeing that saints have never flourished in those parts, but there was in him a certain wanton and cruel humour which made his name a byword through the West. It chanced that this Hugo came to love (if, indeed, so dark a passion may be known under so bright a name) the daughter of a yeoman who held lands near the Baskerville estate. But the young maiden, being discreet and of good repute, would ever avoid him, for she feared his evil name. So it came to pass that one Michaelmas this Hugo, with five or six of his idle and wicked companions, stole down upon the farm and carried off the maiden, her father and brothers being from home, as he well knew. 

When they had brought her to the Hall the maiden was placed in an upper chamber, while Hugo and his friends sat down to a long carouse, as was their nightly custom. 
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Now, the poor lass upstairs was like to have her wits turned at the singing and shouting and terrible oaths which came up to her from below, for they say that the words used by Hugo Baskerville, when he was in wine, were such as might blast the man who said them. At last in the stress of her fear she did that which might have daunted the bravest or most active man, for by the aid of the growth of ivy which covered (and still covers) the south wall she came down from under the eaves, and so homeward across the moor, there being three leagues betwixt the Hall and her father's farm. 

It chanced that some little time later Hugo left his guests to carry food and drink – with other worse things, perchance – to his captive, and so found the cage empty and the bird escaped. Then, as it would seem, he became as one that hath a devil, for, rushing down the stairs into the dining-hall, he sprang upon the great table, flagons and trenchers flying before him, and he cried aloud before all the company that he would that very night render his body and soul to the Powers of Evil if he might but overtake the wench. And while the revellers stood aghast at the fury of the man, one more wicked or, it may be, more drunken than the rest, cried out that they should put the hounds upon her. Whereat Hugo ran from the house, crying to his grooms that they should saddle his mare and unkennel the pack, and giving the hounds a kerchief of the maid's, he swung them to the line, and so off full cry in the moonlight over the moor. 

Now, for some space the revellers stood agape, unable to understand all that had been done in such haste. But anon their bemused wits awoke to the nature of the deed which was like to be done upon the moorlands. Every-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 414
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thing was now in an uproar, some calling for their pistols, some for their horses, and some for another flask of wine. 

But at length some sense came back to their crazed minds, and the whole of them, thirteen in number, took horse and started in pursuit. The moon shone clear above them, and they rode swiftly abreast, taking that course which the maid must needs have taken if she were to reach her own home. 

They had gone a mile or two when they passed one of the night shepherds upon the moorlands, and they cried to him to know if he had seen the hunt. And the man, as the story goes, was so crazed with fear that he could scarce speak, but at last he said that he had indeed seen the unhappy maiden, with the hounds upon her track. ›But I have seen more than that,‹ said he, ›for Hugo Baskerville passed me upon his black mare, and there ran mute behind him such a hound of hell as God forbid should ever be at my heels.‹ So the drunken squires cursed the shepherd and rode onward. But soon their skins turned cold, for there came a galloping across the moor, and the black mare, dabbled with white froth, went past with trailing bridle and empty saddle. Then the revellers rode close together, for a great fear was on them, but they still followed over the moor, though each, had he been alone, would have been right glad to have turned his horse's head. Riding slowly in this fashion they came at last upon the hounds. These, though known for their valour and their breed, were whimpering in a cluster at the head of a deep dip or goyal, as we call it, upon the moor, some slinking away and some, with starting hackles and staring eyes, gazing down the narrow valley before them. 

The company had come to a halt, more sober men, as Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 415
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you may guess, than when they started. The most of them would by no means advance, but three of them, the boldest, or it may be the most drunken, rode forward down the goyal. Now, it opened into a broad space in which stood two of those great stones, still to be seen there, which were set by certain forgotten peoples in the days of old. The moon was shining bright upon the clearing, and there in the centre lay the unhappy maid where she had fallen, dead of fear and of fatigue. But it was not the sight of her body, nor yet was it that of the body of Hugo Baskerville lying near her, which raised the hair upon the heads of these three dare-devil roysterers, but it was that, standing over Hugo, and plucking at his throat, there stood a foul thing, a great, black beast, shaped like a hound, yet larger than any hound that ever mortal eye has rested upon. And even as they looked the thing tore the throat out of Hugo Baskerville, on which, as it turned its blazing eyes and dripping jaws upon them, the three shrieked with fear and rode for dear life, still screaming, across the moor. One, it is said, died that very night of what he had seen, and the other twain were but broken men for the rest of their days. 

Such is the tale, my sons, of the coming of the hound which is said to have plagued the family so sorely ever since. If I have set it down it is because that which is clearly known hath less terror than that which is but hinted at and guessed. Nor can it be denied that many of the family have been unhappy in their deaths, which have been sudden, bloody, and mysterious. Yet may we shelter ourselves in the infinite goodness of Providence, which would not forever punish the innocent beyond that third or fourth generation which is threatened in Holy Writ. To Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 416
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that Providence, my sons, I hereby commend you, and I counsel you by way of caution to forbear from crossing the moor in those dark hours when the powers of evil are exalted. 

[This from Hugo Baskerville to his sons Rodger and John, with instructions that they say nothing thereof to their sister Elizabeth.]«

When Dr. Mortimer had finished reading this singular narrative he pushed his spectacles up on his forehead and stared across at Mr. Sherlock Holmes. The latter yawned and tossed the end of his cigarette into the fire. 

»Well?« said he. 

»Do you not find it interesting?«

»To a collector of fairy tales.«

Dr. Mortimer drew a folded newspaper out of his pocket. 

»Now, Mr. Holmes, we will give you something a little more recent. This is the  Devon County Chronicle  of May 14th of this year. It is a short account of the facts elicited at the death of Sir Charles Baskerville which occurred a few days before that date.«

My friend leaned a little forward and his expression became intent. Our visitor readjusted his glasses and began:
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whose name has been mentioned as the probable Liberal candidate for Mid-Devon at the next election, has cast a gloom over the county. Though Sir Charles had resided at Baskerville Hall for a comparatively short period his amiability of character and extreme generosity had won the affection and respect of all who had been brought into contact with him. In these days of  nouveaux riches  it is refreshing to find a case where the scion of an old county family which has fallen upon evil days is able to make his own fortune and to bring it back with him to restore the fallen grandeur of his line. Sir Charles, as is well known, made large sums of money in South African speculation. 

More wise than those who go on until the wheel turns against them, he realized his gains and returned to England with them. It is only two years since he took up his residence at Baskerville Hall, and it is common talk how large were those schemes of reconstruction and improvement which have been interrupted by his death. Being himself childless, it was his openly expressed desire that the whole countryside should, within his own lifetime, profit by his good fortune, and many will have personal reasons for bewailing his untimely end. His generous donations to local and county charities have been frequently chronicled in these columns. 

The circumstances connected with the death of Sir Charles cannot be said to have been entirely cleared up by the inquest, but at least enough has been done to dispose of those rumours to which local superstition has given rise. There is no reason whatever to suspect foul play, or to imagine that death could be from any but natural causes. Sir Charles was a widower, and a man who may be said to have been in some ways of an eccentric habit of Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 418
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mind. In spite of his considerable wealth he was simple in his personal tastes, and his indoor servants at Baskerville Hall consisted of a married couple named Barrymore, the husband acting as butler and the wife as housekeeper. 

Their evidence, corroborated by that of several friends, tends to show that Sir Charles's health has for some time been impaired, and points especially to some affection of the heart, manifesting itself in changes of colour, breathlessness, and acute attacks of nervous depression. 

Dr. James Mortimer, the friend and medical attendant of the deceased, has given evidence to the same effect. 

The facts of the case are simple. Sir Charles Baskerville was in the habit every night before going to bed of walking down the famous yew alley of Baskerville Hall. 

The evidence of the Barrymores shows that this had been his custom. On the fourth of May Sir Charles had declared his intention of starting next day for London, and had ordered Barrymore to prepare his luggage. That night he went out as usual for his nocturnal walk, in the course of which he was in the habit of smoking a cigar. He never returned. At twelve o'clock Barrymore, finding the hall door still open, became alarmed, and, lighting a lantern, went in search of his master. The day had been wet, and Sir Charles's footmarks were easily traced down the alley. 

Halfway down this walk there is a gate which leads out on to the moor. There were indications that Sir Charles had stood for some little time here. He then proceeded down the alley, and it was at the far end of it that his body was discovered. One fact which has not been explained is the statement of Barrymore that his master's footprints altered their character from the time that he passed the moor-gate, and that he appeared from thence onward to Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 419
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have been walking upon his toes. One Murphy, a gipsy horse-dealer, was on the moor at no great distance at the time, but he appears by his own confession to have been the worse for drink. He declares that he heard cries but is unable to state from what direction they came. No signs of violence were to be discovered upon Sir Charles's person, and though the doctor's evidence pointed to an almost incredible facial distortion – so great that Dr. Mortimer refused at first to believe that it was indeed his friend and patient who lay before him – it was explained that that is a symptom which is not unusual in cases of dyspnœa and death from cardiac exhaustion. This explanation was borne out by the postmortem examination, which showed long-standing organic disease, and the coroner's jury returned a verdict in accordance with the medical evidence. It is well that this is so, for it is obviously of the utmost importance that Sir Charles's heir should settle at the Hall and continue the good work which has been so sadly interrupted. Had the prosaic finding of the coroner not finally put an end to the romantic stories which have been whispered in connection with the affair, it might have been difficult to find a tenant for Baskerville Hall. It is understood that the next of kin is Mr. Henry Baskerville, if he be still alive, the son of Sir Charles Baskerville's younger brother. The young man when last heard of was in America, and inquiries are being instituted with a view to informing him of his good fortune.«

Dr. Mortimer refolded his paper and replaced it in his pocket. 

»Those are the public facts, Mr. Holmes, in connection with the death of Sir Charles Baskerville.«
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»I must thank you,« said Sherlock Holmes, »for calling my attention to a case which certainly presents some features of interest. I had observed some newspaper comment at the time, but I was exceedingly preoccupied by that little affair of the Vatican cameos, and in my anxiety to oblige the Pope I lost touch with several interesting English cases. This article, you say, contains all the public facts?«

»It does.«

»Then let me have the private ones.« He leaned back, put his fingertips together, and assumed his most impassive and judicial expression. 

»In doing so,« said Dr. Mortimer, who had begun to show signs of some strong emotion, »I am telling that which I have not confided to anyone. My motive for withholding it from the coroner's inquiry is that a man of science shrinks from placing himself in the public position of seeming to indorse a popular superstition. I had the further motive that Baskerville Hall, as the paper says, would certainly remain untenanted if anything were done to increase its already rather grim reputation. For both these reasons I thought that I was justified in telling rather less than I knew, since no practical good could result from it, but with you there is no reason why I should not be perfectly frank. 

The moor is very sparsely inhabited, and those who live near each other are thrown very much together. 
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For this reason I saw a good deal of Sir Charles Baskerville. With the exception of Mr. Frankland, of Lafter Hall, and Mr. Stapleton, the naturalist, there are no other men of education within many miles. Sir Charles was a retiring man, but the chance of his illness brought us together, and a community of interests in science kept us so. He had brought back much scientific information from South Africa, and many a charming evening we have spent together discussing the comparative anatomy of the Bushman and the Hottentot. 

Within the last few months it became increasingly plain to me that Sir Charles's nervous system was strained to the breaking point. He had taken this legend which I have read you exceedingly to heart – so much so that, although he would walk in his own grounds, nothing would induce him to go out upon the moor at night. Incredible as it may appear to you, Mr. Holmes, he was honestly convinced that a dreadful fate overhung his family, and certainly the records which he was able to give of his ancestors were not encouraging. The idea of some ghastly presence constantly haunted him, and on more than one occasion he has asked me whether I had on my medical journeys at night ever seen any strange creature or heard the baying of a hound. The latter question he put to me several times, and always with a voice which vi-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 422
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brated with excitement. 

I can well remember driving up to his house in the evening, some three weeks before the fatal event. He chanced to be at his hall door. I had descended from my gig and was standing in front of him, when I saw his eyes fix themselves over my shoulder and stare past me with an expression of the most dreadful horror. I whisked round and had just time to catch a glimpse of something which I took to be a large black calf passing at the head of the drive. So excited and alarmed was he that I was compelled to go down to the spot where the animal had been and look around for it. It was gone, however, and the incident appeared to make the worst impression upon his mind. I stayed with him all the evening, and it was on that occasion, to explain the emotion which he had shown, that he confided to my keeping that narrative which I read to you when first I came. I mention this small episode because it assumes some importance in view of the tragedy which followed, but I was convinced at the time that the matter was entirely trivial and that his excitement had no justification. 

It was at my advice that Sir Charles was about to go to London. His heart was, I knew, affected, and the constant anxiety in which he lived, however chimerical the cause of it might be, was evidently having a serious effect upon his health. I thought that a few Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 423
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months among the distractions of town would send him back a new man. Mr. Stapleton, a mutual friend who was much concerned at his state of health, was of the same opinion. At the last instant came this terrible catastrophe. 

On the night of Sir Charles's death Barrymore the butler, who made the discovery, sent Perkins the groom on horseback to me, and as I was sitting up late I was able to reach Baskerville Hall within an hour of the event. I checked and corroborated all the facts which were mentioned at the inquest. I followed the footsteps down the yew alley, I saw the spot at the moor-gate where he seemed to have waited, I remarked the change in the shape of the prints after that point, I noted that there were no other footsteps save those of Barrymore on the soft gravel, and finally I carefully examined the body, which had not been touched until my arrival. Sir Charles lay on his face, his arms out, his fingers dug into the ground, and his features convulsed with some strong emotion to such an extent that I could hardly have sworn to his identity. 

There was certainly no physical injury of any kind. 

But one false statement was made by Barrymore at the inquest. He said that there were no traces upon the ground round the body. He did not observe any. But I did – some little distance off, but fresh and clear.«

»Footprints?«
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»Footprints.«

»A man's or a woman's?«

Dr. Mortimer looked strangely at us for an instant, and his voice sank almost to a whisper as he answered:

»Mr. Holmes, they were the footprints of a gigantic hound!«
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Chapter III

The Problem


I confess that at these words a shudder passed through me. There was a thrill in the doctor's voice which showed that he was himself deeply moved by that which he told us. Holmes leaned forward in his excitement and his eyes had the hard, dry glitter which shot from them when he was keenly interested. 

»You saw this?«

»As clearly as I see you.«

»And you said nothing?«

»What was the use?«

»How was it that no one else saw it?«

»The marks were some twenty yards from the body and no one gave them a thought. I don't suppose I should have done so had I not known this legend.«

»There are many sheep-dogs on the moor?«

»No doubt, but this was no sheep-dog.«

»You say it was large?«

»Enormous.«

»But it had not approached the body?«

»No.«

»What sort of night was it?«

»Damp and raw.«
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»But not actually raining?«

»No.«

»What is the alley like?«

»There are two lines of old yew hedge, twelve feet high and impenetrable. The walk in the centre is about eight feet across.«

»Is there anything between the hedges and the walk?«

»Yes, there is a strip of grass about six feet broad on either side.«

»I understand that the yew hedge is penetrated at one point by a gate?«

»Yes, the wicket-gate which leads on to the moor.«

»Is there any other opening?«

»None.«

»So that to reach the yew alley one either has to come down it from the house or else to enter it by the moor-gate?«

»There is an exit through a summer-house at the far end.«

»Had Sir Charles reached this?«

»No; he lay about fifty yards from it.«

»Now, tell me, Dr. Mortimer – and this is important – the marks which you saw were on the path and not on the grass?«

»No marks could show on the grass.«

»Were they on the same side of the path as the Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 427
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moor-gate?«

»Yes; they were on the edge of the path on the same side as the moor-gate.«

»You interest me exceedingly. Another point. Was the wicket-gate closed?«

»Closed and padlocked.«

»How high was it?«

»About four feet high.«

»Then anyone could have got over it?«

»Yes.«

»And what marks did you see by the wicket-gate?«

»None in particular.«

»Good heaven! Did no one examine?«

»Yes, I examined, myself.«

»And found nothing?«

»It was all very confused. Sir Charles had evidently stood there for five or ten minutes.«

»How do you know that?«

»Because the ash had twice dropped from his cigar.«

»Excellent! This is a colleague, Watson, after our own heart. But the marks?«

»He had left his own marks all over that small patch of gravel. I could discern no others.«

Sherlock Holmes struck his hand against his knee with an impatient gesture. 

»If I had only been there!« he cried. »It is evidently Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 428
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a case of extraordinary interest, and one which presented immense opportunities to the scientific expert. 

That gravel page upon which I might have read so much has been long ere this smudged by the rain and defaced by the clogs of curious peasants. Oh, Dr. 

Mortimer, Dr. Mortimer, to think that you should not have called me in! You have indeed much to answer for.«

»I could not call you in, Mr. Holmes, without disclosing these facts to the world, and I have already given my reasons for not wishing to do so. Besides, besides ––«

»Why do you hesitate?«

»There is a realm in which the most acute and most experienced or detectives is helpless.«

»You mean that the thing is supernatural?«

»I did not positively say so.«

»No, but you evidently think it.«

»Since the tragedy, Mr. Holmes, there have come to my ears several incidents which are hard to reconcile with the settled order of Nature.«

»For example?«

»I find that before the terrible event occurred several people had seen a creature upon the moor which corresponds with this Baskerville demon, and which could not possibly be any animal known to science. 

They all agreed that it was a huge creature, luminous, Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 429
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ghastly, and spectral. I have cross-examined these men, one of them a hard-headed countryman, one a farrier, and one a moorland farmer, who all tell the same story of this dreadful apparition, exactly corresponding to the hell-hound of the legend. I assure you that there is a reign of terror in the district, and that it is a hardy man who will cross the moor at night.«

»And you, a trained man of science, believe it to be supernatural? «

»I do not know what to believe.«

Holmes shrugged his shoulders. 

»I have hitherto confined my investigations to this world,« said he. »In a modest way I have combated evil, but to take on the Father of Evil himself would, perhaps, be too ambitious a task. Yet you must admit that the footmark is material.«

»The original hound was material enough to tug a man's throat out, and yet he was diabolical as well.«

»I see that you have quite gone over to the superna-turalists. But now, Dr. Mortimer, tell me this. If you hold these views, why have you come to consult me at all? You tell me in the same breath that it is useless to investigate Sir Charles's death, and that you desire me to do it.«

»I did not say that I desired you to do it.«

»Then, how can I assist you?«

»By advising me as to what I should do with Sir Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 430
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Henry Baskerville, who arrives at Waterloo Station« – Dr. Mortimer looked at his watch – »in exactly one hour and a quarter.«

»He being the heir?«

»Yes. On the death of Sir Charles we inquired for this young gentleman and found that he had been farming in Canada. From the accounts which have reached us he is an excellent fellow in every way. I speak now not as a medical man but as a trustee and executor of Sir Charles's will.«

»There is no other claimant, I presume?«

»None. The only other kinsman whom we have been able to trace was Rodger Baskerville, the youngest of three brothers of whom poor Sir Charles was the elder. The second brother, who died young, is the father of this lad Henry. The third, Rodger, was the black sheep of the family. He came of the old masterful Baskerville strain and was the very image, they tell me, of the family picture of old Hugo. He made England too hot to hold him, fled to Central America, and died there in 1876 of yellow fever. Henry is the last of the Baskervilles. In one hour and five minutes I meet him at Waterloo Station. I have had a wire that he arrived at Southampton this morning. Now, Mr. Holmes, what would you advise me to do with him?«

»Why should he not go to the home of his fathers?«

»It seems natural, does it not? And yet, consider Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 431
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that every Baskerville who goes there meets with an evil fate. I feel sure that if Sir Charles could have spoken with me before his death he would have warned me against bringing this, the last of the old race, and the heir to great wealth, to that deadly place. And yet it cannot be denied that the prosperity of the whole poor, bleak countryside depends upon his presence. 

All the good work which has been done by Sir Charles will crash to the ground if there is no tenant of the Hall. I fear lest I should be swayed too much by my own obvious interest in the matter, and that is why I bring the case before you and ask for your advice.«

Holmes considered for a little time. 

»Put into plain words, the matter is this,« said he. 

»In your opinion there is a diabolical agency which makes Dartmoor an unsafe abode for a Baskerville –

that is your opinion?«

»At least I might go the length of saying that there is some evidence that this may be so.«

»Exactly. But surely, if your supernatural theory be correct, it could work the young man evil in London as easily as in Devonshire. A devil with merely local powers like a parish vestry would be too inconceivable a thing.«

»You put the matter more flippantly, Mr. Holmes, than you would probably do if you were brought into personal contact with these things. Your advice, then, Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 432
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as I understand it, is that the young man will be as safe in Devonshire as in London. He comes in fifty minutes. What would you recommend?«

»I recommend, sir, that you take a cab, call off your spaniel who is scratching at my front door, and proceed to Waterloo to meet Sir Henry Baskerville.«

»And then?«

»And then you will say nothing to him at all until I have made up my mind about the matter.«

»How long will it take you to make up your mind?«

»Twenty-four hours. At ten o'clock to-morrow, Dr. 

Mortimer, I will be much obliged to you if you will call upon me here, and it will be of help to me in my plans for the future if you will bring Sir Henry Baskerville with you.«

»I will do so, Mr. Holmes.« He scribbled the appointment on his shirt-cuff and hurried off in his strange, peering, absent-minded fashion. Holmes stopped him at the head of the stair. 

»Only one more question, Dr. Mortimer. You say that before Sir Charles Baskerville's death several people saw this apparition upon the moor?«

»Three people did.«

»Did any see it after?«

»I have not heard of any.«

»Thank you. Good-morning.«

Holmes returned to his seat with that quiet look of Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 433
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inward satisfaction which meant that he had a congenial task before him. 

»Going out, Watson?«

»Unless I can help you.«

»No, my dear fellow, it is at the hour of action that I turn to you for aid. But this is splendid, really unique from some points of view. When you pass Bradley's, would you ask him to send up a pound of the strongest shag tobacco? Thank you. It would be as well if you could make it convenient not to return before evening. Then I should be very glad to compare impressions as to this most interesting problem which has been submitted to us this morning.«

I knew that seclusion and solitude were very necessary for my friend in those hours of intense mental concentration during which he weighed every particle of evidence, constructed alternative theories, balanced one against the other, and made up his mind as to which points were essential and which immaterial. I therefore spent the day at my club and did not return to Baker Street until evening. It was nearly nine o'clock when I found myself in the sitting-room once more. 

My first impression as I opened the door was that a fire had broken out, for the room was so filled with smoke that the light of the lamp upon the table was blurred by it. As I entered, however, my fears were set Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 434
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at rest, for it was the acrid fumes of strong coarse tobacco which took me by the throat and set me coughing. Through the haze I had a vague vision of Holmes in his dressing-gown coiled up in an armchair with his black clay pipe between his lips. Several rolls of paper lay around him. 

»Caught cold, Watson?« said he. 

»No, it's this poisonous atmosphere.«

»I suppose it  is  pretty thick, now that you mention it.«

»Thick! It is intolerable.«

»Open the window, then! You have been at your club all day, I perceive.«

»My dear Holmes!«

»Am I right?«

»Certainly, but how –?«

He laughed at my bewildered expression. 

»There is a delightful freshness about you, Watson, which makes it a pleasure to exercise any small powers which I possess at your expense. A gentleman goes forth on a showery and miry day. He returns immaculate in the evening with the gloss still on his hat and his boots. He has been a fixture therefore all day. 

He is not a man with intimate friends. Where, then, could he have been? Is it not obvious?«

»Well, it is rather obvious.«

»The world is full of obvious things which nobody Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 435
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by any chance ever observes. Where do you think that I have been?«

»A fixture also.«

»On the contrary, I have been to Devonshire.«

»In spirit?«

»Exactly. My body has remained in this armchair and has, I regret to observe, consumed in my absence two large pots of coffee and an incredible amount of tobacco. After you left I sent down to Stamford's for the Ordnance map of this portion of the moor, and my spirit has hovered over it all day. I flatter myself that I could find my way about.«

»A large-scale map, I presume?«

»Very large.« He unrolled one section and held it over his knee. »Here you have the particular district which concerns us. That is Baskerville Hall in the middle.«

»With a wood round it?«

»Exactly. I fancy the yew alley, though not marked under that name, must stretch along this line, with the moor, as you perceive, upon the right of it. This small clump of buildings here is the hamlet of Grimpen, where our friend Dr. Mortimer has his headquarters. 

Within a radius of five miles there are, as you see, only a very few scattered dwellings. Here is Lafter Hall, which was mentioned in the narrative. There is a house indicated here which may be the residence of Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 436
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the naturalist – Stapleton, if I remember right, was his name. Here are two moorland farmhouses, High Tor and Foulmire. Then fourteen miles away the great convict prison of Princetown. Between and around these scattered points extends the desolate, lifeless moor. This, then, is the stage upon which tragedy has been played, and upon which we may help to play it again.«

»It must be a wild place.«

»Yes, the setting is a worthy one. If the devil did desire to have a hand in the affairs of men ––«

»Then you are yourself inclining to the supernatural explanation.«

»The devil's agents may be of flesh and blood, may they not? There are two questions waiting for us at the outset. The one is whether any crime has been committed at all; the second is, what is the crime and how was it committed? Of course, if Dr. Mortimer's surmise should be correct, and we are dealing with forces outside the ordinary laws of Nature, there is an end of our investigation. But we are bound to exhaust all other hypotheses before falling back upon this one. I think we'll shut that window again, if you don't mind. 

It is a singular thing, but I find that a concentrated atmosphere helps a concentration of thought. I have not pushed it to the length of getting into a box to think, but that is the logical outcome of my convic-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 437
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tions. Have you turned the case over in your mind?«

»Yes, I have thought a good deal of it in the course of the day.«

»What do you make of it?«

»It is very bewildering.«

»It has certainly a character of its own. There are points of distinction about it. That change in the footprints, for example. What do you make of that?«

»Mortimer said that the man had walked on tiptoe down that portion of the alley.«

»He only repeated what some fool had said at the inquest. Why should a man walk on tiptoe down the alley?«

»What then?«

»He was running, Watson – running desperately, running for his life, running until he burst his heart and fell dead upon his face.«

»Running from what?«

»There lies our problem. There are indications that the man was crazed with fear before ever he began to run.«

»How can you say that?«

»I am presuming that the cause of his fears came to him across the moor. If that were so, and it seems most probable, only a man who had lost his wits would have run  from  the house instead of towards it. 
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with cries for help in the direction where help was least likely to be. Then, again, whom was he waiting for that night, and why was he waiting for him in the yew alley rather than in his own house?«

»You think that he was waiting for someone?«

»The man was elderly and infirm. We can understand his taking an evening stroll, but the ground was damp and the night inclement. Is it natural that he should stand for five or ten minutes, as Dr. Mortimer, with more practical sense than I should have given him credit for, deduced from the cigar ash?«

»But he went out every evening.«

»I think it unlikely that he waited at the moor-gate every evening. On the contrary, the evidence is that he avoided the moor. That night he waited there. It was the night before he made his departure for London. 

The thing takes shape, Watson. It becomes coherent. 

Might I ask you to hand me my violin, and we will postpone all further thought upon this business until we have had the advantage of meeting Dr. Mortimer and Sir Henry Baskerville in the morning.«
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Chapter IV

Sir Henry Baskerville


Our breakfast table was cleared early, and Holmes waited in his dressing-gown for the promised interview. Our clients were punctual to their appointment, for the clock had just struck ten when Dr. Mortimer was shown up, followed by the young baronet. The latter was a small, alert, dark-eyed man about thirty years of age, very sturdily built, with thick black eyebrows and a strong, pugnacious face. He wore a ruddy-tinted tweed suit and had the weather-beaten appearance of one who has spent most of his time in the open air, and yet there was something in his steady eye and the quiet assurance of his bearing which indicated the gentleman. 

»This is Sir Henry Baskerville,« said Dr. Mortimer. 

»Why, yes,« said he, »and the strange thing is, Mr. 

Sherlock Holmes, that if my friend here had not proposed coming round to you this morning I should have come on my own account. I understand that you think out little puzzles, and I've had one this morning which wants more thinking out than I am able to give it.«
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»Pray take a seat, Sir Henry. Do I understand you to say that you have yourself had some remarkable experience since you arrived in London?«

»Nothing of much importance, Mr. Holmes. Only a joke, as like as not. It was this letter, if you can call it a letter, which reached me this morning.«

He laid an envelope upon the table, and we all bent over it. It was of common quality, grayish in colour. 

The address, ›Sir Henry Baskerville, Northumberland Hotel,‹ was printed in rough characters; the post-mark

›Charing Cross,‹ and the date of posting the preceding evening. 

»Who knew that you were going to the Northumberland Hotel?« asked Holmes glancing keenly across at our visitor. 

»No one could have known. We only decided after I met Dr. Mortimer.«

»But Dr. Mortimer was no doubt already stopping there?«

»No, I had been staying with a friend,« said the doctor. »There was no possible indication that we intended to go to this hotel.«

»Hum! Someone seems to be very deeply interested in your movements.« Out of the envelope he took a half-sheet of foolscap paper folded into four. This he opened and spread flat upon the table. Across the middle of it a single sentence had been formed by the Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 441
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expedient of pasting printed words upon it. It ran: As you value your life or your reason keep away from the moor. 

The word ›moor‹ only was printed in ink. 

»Now,« said Sir Henry Baskerville, »perhaps you will tell me, Mr. Holmes, what in thunder is the meaning of that, and who it is that takes so much interest in my affairs?«

»What do you make of it, Dr. Mortimer? You must allow that there is nothing supernatural about this, at any rate?«

»No, sir, but it might very well come from someone who was convinced that the business is supernatural.«

»What business?« asked Sir Henry sharply. »It seems to me that all you gentlemen know a great deal more than I do about my own affairs.«

»You shall share our knowledge before you leave this room, Sir Henry. I promise you that,« said Sherlock Holmes. »We will confine ourselves for the present with your permission to this very interesting document, which must have been put together and posted yesterday evening. Have you yesterday's  Times, Watson?«

»It is here in the corner.«

»Might I trouble you for it – the inside page, please, with the leading articles?« He glanced swiftly over it running
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tal article this on free trade. Permit me to give you an extract from it. 

You may be cajoled into imagining that your own special trade or your own industry will be encouraged by a protective tariff, but it stands to reason that such legisla-tion must in the long run keep away wealth from the country, diminish the value of our imports, and lower the general conditions of life in this island. 

What do you think of that, Watson?« cried Holmes in high glee, rubbing his hands together with satisfaction. »Don't you think that is an admirable sentiment?«

Dr. Mortimer looked at Holmes with an air of professional interest, and Sir Henry Baskerville turned a pair of puzzled dark eyes upon me. 

»I don't know much about the tariff and things of that kind,« said be, »but it seems to me we've got a bit off the trail so far as that note is concerned.«

»On the contrary, I think we are particularly hot upon the trail, Sir Henry. Watson here knows more about my methods than you do, but I fear that even he has not quite grasped the significance of this sentence.«

»No, I confess that I see no connection.«

»And yet, my dear Watson, there is so very close a connection that the one is extracted out of the other. 
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›You,‹ ›your,‹ ›your,‹ ›life,‹ ›reason,‹ ›value,‹ ›keep away,‹ ›from the.‹ Don't you see now whence these words have been taken?«

»By thunder, you're right! Well, if that isn't smart!«

cried Sir Henry. 

»If any possible doubt remained it is settled by the fact that ›keep away‹ and ›from the‹ are cut out in one piece.«

»Well, now – so it is!«

»Really, Mr. Holmes, this exceeds anything which I could have imagined,« said Dr. Mortimer, gazing at my friend in amazement. »I could understand anyone saying that the words were from a newspaper; but that you should name which, and add that it came from the leading article, is really one of the most remarkable things which I have ever known. How did you do it?«

»I presume, Doctor, that you could tell the skull of a negro from that of an Esquimau?«

»Most certainly.«

»But how?«

»Because that is my special hobby. The differences are obvious. The supra-orbital crest, the facial angle, the maxillary curve, the ––«

»But this is my special hobby, and the differences are equally obvious. There is as much difference to my eyes between the leaded bourgeois type of a  Times article and the slovenly print of an evening half-penny Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 444
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paper as there could be between your negro and your Esquimau. The detection of types is one of the most elementary branches of knowledge to the special expert in crime, though I confess that once when I was very young I confused the  Leeds Mercury  with the Western Morning News.  But a  Times  leader is entirely distinctive, and these words could have been taken from nothing else. As it was done yesterday the strong probability was that we should find the words in yesterday's issue.«

»So far as I can follow you, then, Mr. Holmes,«

said Sir Henry Baskerville, »someone cut out this message with a scissors ––«

»Nail-scissors,« said Holmes. »You can see that it was a very short-bladed scissors, since the cutter had to take two snips over ›keep away.‹«

»That is so. Someone, then, cut out the message with a pair of short-bladed scissors, pasted it with paste ––«

»Gum,« said Holmes. 

»With gum on to the paper. But I want to know why the word ›moor‹ should have been written?«

»Because he could not find it in print. The other words were all simple and might be found in any issue, but ›moor‹ would be less common.«

»Why, of course, that would explain it. Have you read anything else in this message, Mr. Holmes?«
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»There are one or two indications, and yet the utmost pains have been taken to remove all clues. The address, you observe, is printed in rough characters. 

But the  Times  is a paper which is seldom found in any hands but those of the highly educated. We may take it, therefore, that the letter was composed by an educated man who wished to pose as an uneducated one, and his effort to conceal his own writing suggests that that writing might be known, or come to be known, by you. Again, you will observe that the words are not gummed on in an accurate line, but that some are much higher than others. ›Life,‹ for example, is quite out of its proper place. That may point to carelessness or it may point to agitation and hurry upon the part of the cutter. On the whole I incline to the latter view, since the matter was evidently important, and it is unlikely that the composer of such a letter would be careless. If he were in a hurry it opens up the interesting question why he should be in a hurry, since any letter posted up to early morning would reach Sir Henry before he would leave his hotel. Did the composer fear an interruption – and from whom?«

»We are coming now rather into the region of guesswork,« said Dr. Mortimer. 

»Say, rather, into the region where we balance probabilities and choose the most likely. It is the scientific use of the imagination, but we have always some Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 446
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material basis on which to start our speculation. Now, you would call it a guess, no doubt, but I am almost certain that this address has been written in a hotel.«

»How in the world can you say that?«

»If you examine it carefully you will see that both the pen and the ink have given the writer trouble. The pen has spluttered twice in a single word and has run dry three times in a short address, showing that there was very little ink in the bottle. Now, a private pen or ink-bottle is seldom allowed to be in such a state, and the combination of the two must be quite rare. But you know the hotel ink and the hotel pen, where it is rare to get anything else. Yes, I have very little hesitation in saying that could we examine the waste-paper baskets of the hotels around Charing Cross until we found the remains of the mutilated  Times  leader we could lay our hands straight upon the person who sent this singular message. Halloa! Halloa! What's this?«

He was carefully examining the foolscap, upon which the words were pasted, holding it only an inch or two from his eyes. 

»Well?«

»Nothing,« said he, throwing it down. »It is a blank half-sheet of paper, without even a water-mark upon it. I think we have drawn as much as we can from this curious letter; and now, Sir Henry, has anything else of interest happened to you since you have Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 447
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been in London?«

»Why, no, Mr. Holmes. I think not.«

»You have not observed anyone follow or watch you?«

»I seem to have walked right into the thick of a dime novel,« said our visitor. »Why in thunder should anyone follow or watch me?«

»We are coming to that. You have nothing else to report to us before we go into this matter?«

»Well, it depends upon what you think worth reporting.«

»I think anything out of the ordinary routine of life well worth reporting.«

Sir Henry smiled. 

»I don't know much of British life yet, for I have spent nearly all my time in the States and in Canada. 

But I hope that to lose one of your boots is not part of the ordinary routine of life over here.«

»You have lost one of your boots?«

»My dear sir,« cried Dr. Mortimer, »it is only mislaid. You will find it when you return to the hotel. 

What is the use of troubling Mr. Holmes with trifles of this kind?«

»Well, he asked me for anything outside the ordinary routine.«

»Exactly,« said Holmes, »however foolish the incident may seem. You have lost one of your boots, you Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 448
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say?«

»Well, mislaid it, anyhow. I put them both outside my door last night, and there was only one in the morning. I could get no sense out of the chap who cleans them. The worst of it is that I only bought the pair last night in the Strand, and I have never had them on.«

»If you have never worn them, why did you put them out to be cleaned?«

»They were tan boots and had never been varnished. That was why I put them out.«

»Then I understand that on your arrival in London yesterday you went out at once and bought a pair of boots?«

»I did a good deal of shopping. Dr. Mortimer here went round with me. You see, if I am to be squire down there I must dress the part, and it may be that I have got a little careless in my ways out West. Among other things I bought these brown boots – gave six dollars for them – and had one stolen before ever I had them on my feet.«

»It seems a singularly useless thing to steal,« said Sherlock Holmes. »I confess that I share Dr. Mortimer's belief that it will not be long before the missing boot is found.«

»And, now, gentlemen,« said the baronet with decision, »it seems to me that I have spoken quite enough about the little that I know. It is time that you kept Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 449
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your promise and gave me a full account of what we are all driving at.«

»Your request is a very reasonable one,« Holmes answered. »Dr. Mortimer, I think you could not do better than to tell your story as you told it to us.«

Thus encouraged, our scientific friend drew his papers from his pocket and presented the whole case as he had done upon the morning before. Sir Henry Baskerville listened with the deepest attention and with an occasional exclamation of surprise. 

»Well, I seem to have come into an inheritance with a vengeance,« said he when the long narrative was finished. »Of course, I've heard of the hound ever since I was in the nursery. It's the pet story of the family, though I never thought of taking it seriously before. But as to my uncle's death – well, it all seems boiling up in my head, and I can't get it clear yet. You don't seem quite to have made up your mind whether it's a case for a policeman or a clergyman.«

»Precisely.«

»And now there's this affair of the letter to me at the hotel. I suppose that fits into its place.«

»It seems to show that someone knows more than we do about what goes on upon the moor,« said Dr. 

Mortimer. 

»And also,« said Holmes, »that someone is not ill-disposed towards you, since they warn you of dan-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 450
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ger.«

»Or it may be that they wish, for their own purposes, to scare me away.«

»Well, of course, that is possible also. I am very much indebted to you, Dr. Mortimer, for introducing me to a problem which presents several interesting alternatives. But the practical point which we now have to decide, Sir Henry, is whether it is or is not advisable for you to go to Baskerville Hall.«

»Why should I not go?«

»There seems to be danger.«

»Do you mean danger from this family fiend or do you mean danger from human beings?«

»Well, that is what we have to find out.«

»Whichever it is, my answer is fixed. There is no devil in hell, Mr. Holmes and there is no man upon earth who can prevent me from going to the home of my own people, and you may take that to be my final answer.« His dark brows knitted and his face flushed to a dusky red as he spoke. It was evident that the fiery temper of the Baskervilles was not extinct in this their last representative. »Meanwhile,« said he, »I have hardly had time to think over all that you have told me. It's a big thing for a man to have to understand and to decide at one sitting. I should like to have a quiet hour by myself to make up my mind. 
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now and I am going back right away to my hotel. 

Suppose you and your friend, Dr. Watson, come round and lunch with us at two. I'll be able to tell you more clearly then how this thing strikes me.«

»Is that convenient to you, Watson?«

»Perfectly.«

»Then you may expect us. Shall I have a cab called?«

»I'd prefer to walk, for this affair has flurried me rather.«

»I'll join you in a walk, with pleasure,« said his companion. 

»Then we meet again at two o'clock. Au revoir, and good-morning!«

We heard the steps of our visitors descend the stair and the bang of the front door. In an instant Holmes had changed from the languid dreamer to the man of action. 

»Your hat and boots, Watson, quick! Not a moment to lose!« He rushed into his room in his dressing-gown and was back again in a few seconds in a frock-coat. We hurried together down the stairs and into the street. Dr. Mortimer and Baskerville were still visible about two hundred yards ahead of us in the direction of Oxford Street. 

»Shall I run on and stop them?«
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satisfied with your company if you will tolerate mine. 

Our friends are wise, for it is certainly a very fine morning for a walk.«

He quickened his pace until we had decreased the distance which divided us by about half. Then, still keeping a hundred yards behind, we followed into Oxford Street and so down Regent Street. Once our friends stopped and stared into a shop window, upon which Holmes did the same. An instant afterwards he gave a little cry of satisfaction, and, following the direction of his eager eyes, I saw that a hansom cab with a man inside which had halted on the other side of the street was now proceeding slowly onward again. 

»There's our man, Watson! Come along! We'll have a good look at him, if we can do no more.«

At that instant I was aware of a bushy black beard and a pair of piercing eyes turned upon us through the side window of the cab. Instantly the trapdoor at the top flew up, something was screamed to the driver, and the cab flew madly off down Regent Street. Holmes looked eagerly round for another, but no empty one was in sight. Then he dashed in wild pursuit amid the stream of the traffic, but the start was too great, and already the cab was out of sight. 

»There now!« said Holmes bitterly as he emerged panting and white with vexation from the tide of vehi-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 453
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cles. »Was ever such bad luck and such bad management, too? Watson, Watson, if you are an honest man you will record this also and set it against my successes!«

»Who was the man?«

»I have not an idea.«

»A spy?«

»Well, it was evident from what we have heard that Baskerville has been very closely shadowed by someone since he has been in town. How else could it be known so quickly that it was the Northumberland Hotel which he had chosen? If they had followed him the first day I argued that they would follow him also the second. You may have observed that I twice strolled over to the window while Dr. Mortimer was reading his legend.«

»Yes, I remember.«

»I was looking out for loiterers in the street, but I saw none. We are dealing with a clever man, Watson. 

This matter cuts very deep, and though I have not finally made up my mind whether it is a benevolent or a malevolent agency which is in touch with us, I am conscious always of power and design. When our friends left I at once followed them in the hopes of marking down their invisible attendant. So wily was he that he had not trusted himself upon foot, but he had availed himself of a cab so that he could loiter be-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 454
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hind or dash past them and so escape their notice. His method had the additional advantage that if they were to take a cab he was all ready to follow them. It has, however, one obvious disadvantage.«

»It puts him in the power of the cabman.«

»Exactly.«

»What a pity we did not get the number!«

»My dear Watson, clumsy as I have been, you surely do not seriously imagine that I neglected to get the number? No 2704 is our man. But that is no use to us for the moment.«

»I fail to see how you could have done more.«

»On observing the cab I should have instantly turned and walked in the other direction. I should then at my leisure have hired a second cab and followed the first at a respectful distance, or, better still have driven to the Northumberland Hotel and waited there. 

When our unknown had followed Baskerville home we should have had the opportunity of playing his own game upon himself and seeing where he made for. As it is, by an indiscreet eagerness, which was taken advantage of with extraordinary quickness and energy by our opponent we have betrayed ourselves and lost our man.«

We had been sauntering slowly down Regent Street during this conversation, and Dr. Mortimer, with his companion, had long vanished in front of us. 
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»There is no object in our following them,« said Holmes. »The shadow has departed and will not return. We must see what further cards we have in our hands and play them with decision. Could you wear to that man's face within the cab?«

»I could swear only to the beard.«

»And so could I –– from which I gather that in all probability it was a false one. A clever man upon so delicate an errand has no use for a beard save to conceal his features. Come in here, Watson!«

He turned into one of the district messenger offices, where he was warmly greeted by the manager. 

»Ah, Wilson, I see you have not forgotten the little case in which I had the good fortune to help you?«

»No, sir, indeed I have not. You saved my good name, and perhaps my life.«

»My dear fellow, you exaggerate. I have some recollection, Wilson, that you had among your boys a lad named Cartwright, who showed some ability during the investigation.«

»Yes, sir, he is still with us.«

»Could you ring him up? – thank you! And I should be glad to have change of this five-pound note.«

A lad of fourteen, with a bright, keen face, had obeyed the sum mons of the manager. He stood now gazing with great reverence at the famous detective. 
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»Let me have the Hotel Directory,« said Holmes. 

»Thank you! Now, Cartwright, there are the names of twenty-three hotels here, all in the immediate neighbourhood of Charing Cross. Do you see?«

»Yes, sir.«

»You will visit each of these in turn.«

»Yes, sir.«

»You will begin in each case by giving the outside porter one shilling. Here are twenty-three shillings.«

»Yes, sir.«

»You will tell him that you want to see the waste-paper of yesterday. You will say that an important telegram has miscarried and that you are looking for it. 

You understand?«

»Yes, sir.«

»But what you are really looking for is the centre page of the  Times  with some holes cut in it with scissors. Here is a copy of the  Times.  It is this page. You could easily recognize it, could you not?«

»Yes, sir.«

»In each case the outside porter will send for the hall porter, to whom also you will give a shilling. 

Here are twenty-three shillings. You will then learn in possibly twenty cases out of the twenty-three that the waste of the day before has been burned or removed. 

In the three other cases you will be shown a heap of paper and you will look for this page of the  Times Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 457
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among it. The odds are enormously against your finding it. There are ten shillings over in case of emergencies. Let me have a report by wire at Baker Street before evening. And now, Watson, it only remains for us to find out by wire the identity of the cabman. No. 

2704, and then we will drop into one of the Bond Street picture galleries and fill in the time until we are due at the hotel.«
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Chapter V

Three Broken Threads


Sherlock Holmes had, in a very remarkable degree, the power of detaching his mind at will. For two hours the strange business in which we had been involved appeared to be forgotten, and he was entirely absorbed in the pictures of the modern Belgian masters. He would talk of nothing but art, of which he had the crudest ideas, from our leaving the gallery until we found ourselves at the Northumberland Hotel. 

»Sir Henry Baskerville is upstairs expecting you,«

said the clerk. »He asked me to show you up at once when you came.«

»Have you any objection to my looking at your register?« said Holmes. 

»Not in the least.«

The book showed that two names had been added after that of Baskerville. One was Theophilus Johnson and family, of Newcastle; the other Mrs. Oldmore and maid, of High Lodge, Alton. 

»Surely that must be the same Johnson whom I used to know,« said Holmes to the porter. »A lawyer, is he not, gray-headed, and walks with a limp?«
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»No, sir, this is Mr. Johnson, the coal-owner, a very active gentleman, not older than yourself.«

»Surely you are mistaken about his trade?«

»No, sir! he has used this hotel for many years, and he is very well known to us.«

»Ah, that settles it. Mrs. Oldmore, too; I seem to remember the name. Excuse my curiosity, but often in calling upon one friend one finds another.«

»She is an invalid lady, sir. Her husband was once mayor of Gloucester. She always comes to us when she is in town.«

»Thank you; I am afraid I cannot claim her acquaintance. We have established a most important fact by these questions, Watson,« he continued in a low voice as we went upstairs together. »We know now that the people who are so interested in our friend have not settled down in his own hotel. That means that while they are, as we have seen, very anxious to watch him, they are equally anxious that he should not see them. Now, this is a most suggestive fact.«

»What does it suggest?«

»It suggests – halloa, my dear fellow, what on earth is the matter?«

As we came round the top of the stairs we had run up against Sir Henry Baskerville himself. His face was flushed with anger, and he held an old and dusty Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 460
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boot in one of his hands. So furious was he that he was hardly articulate, and when he did speak it was in a much broader and more Western dialect than any which we had heard from him in the morning. 

»Seems to me they are playing me for a sucker in this hotel,« he cried. »They'll find they've started in to monkey with the wrong man unless they are careful. 

By thunder, if that chap can't find my missing boot there will be trouble. I can take a joke with the best, Mr. Holmes, but they've got a bit over the mark this time.«

»Still looking for your boot?«

»Yes, sir, and mean to find it.«

»But, surely, you said that it was a new brown boot?«

»So it was, sir. And now it's an old black one.«

»What! you don't mean to say –?«

»That's just what I do mean to say. I only had three pairs in the world – the new brown, the old black, and the patent leathers, which I am wearing. Last night they took one of my brown ones, and to-day they have sneaked one of the black. Well, have you got it? 

Speak out, man, and don't stand staring!«

An agitated German waiter had appeared upon the scene. 

»No, sir; I have made inquiry all over the hotel, but I can hear no word of it.«
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»Well, either that boot comes back before sundown or I'll see the manager and tell him that I go right straight out of this hotel.«

»It shall be found, sir – I promise you that if you will have a little patience it will be found.«

»Mind it is, for it's the last thing of mine that I'll lose in this den of thieves. Well, well, Mr. Holmes, you'll excuse my troubling you about such a trifle ––«

»I think it's well worth troubling about.«

»Why, you look very serious over it.«

»How do you explain it?«

»I just don't attempt to explain it. It seems the very maddest, queerest thing that ever happened to me.«

»The

queerest

perhaps

–«

said

Holmes

thoughtfully. 

»What do you make of it yourself?«

»Well, I don't profess to understand it yet. This case of yours is very complex, Sir Henry. When taken in conjunction with your uncle's death I am not sure that of all the five hundred cases of capital importance which I have handled there is one which cuts so deep. 

But we hold several threads in our hands, and the odds are that one or other of them guides us to the truth. We may waste time in following the wrong one, but sooner or later we must come upon the right.«

We had a pleasant luncheon in which little was said of the business which had brought us together. It Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 462
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was in the private sitting-room to which we afterwards repaired that Holmes asked Baskerville what were his intentions. 

»To go to Baskerville Hall.«

»And when?«

»At the end of the week.«

»On the whole,« said Holmes, »I think that your decision is a wise one. I have ample evidence that you are being dogged in London, and amid the millions of this great city it is difficult to discover who these people are or what their object can be. If their intentions are evil they might do you a mischief, and we should be powerless to prevent it. You did not know, Dr. 

Mortimer, that you were followed this morning from my house?«

Dr. Mortimer started violently. 

»Followed! By whom?«

»That, unfortunately, is what I cannot tell you. 

Have you among your neighbours or acquaintances on Dartmoor any man with a black, full beard?«

»No – or, let me see – why, yes. Barrymore, Sir Charles's butler, is a man with a full, black beard.«

»Ha! Where is Barrymore?«

»He is in charge of the Hall.«

»We had best ascertain if he is really there, or if by any possibility he might be in London.«

»How can you do that?«
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»Give me a telegraph form. ›Is all ready for Sir Henry?‹ That will do. Address to Mr. Barrymore, Baskerville Hall. What is the nearest telegraph-office? Grimpen. Very good, we will send a second wire to the postmaster, Grimpen: ›Telegram to Mr. Barrymore to be delivered into his own hand. If absent, please return wire to Sir Henry Baskerville, Northumberland Hotel.‹ That should let us know before evening whether Barrymore is at his post in Devonshire or not.«

»That's so,« said Baskerville. »By the way, Dr. 

Mortimer, who is this Barrymore, anyhow?«

»He is the son of the old caretaker, who is dead. 

They have looked after the Hall for four generations now. So far as I know, he and his wife are as respectable a couple as any in the county.«

»At the same time,« said Baskerville, »it's clear enough that so long as there are none of the family at the Hall these people have a mighty fine home and nothing to do.«

»That is true.«

»Did Barrymore profit at all by Sir Charles's will?«

asked Holmes. 

»He and his wife had five hundred pounds each.«

»Ha! Did they know that they would receive this?«

»Yes; Sir Charles was very fond of talking about the provisions of his will.«
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»That is very interesting.«

»I hope,« said Dr. Mortimer, »that you do not look with suspicious eyes upon everyone who received a legacy from Sir Charles, for I also had a thousand pounds left to me.«

»Indeed! And anyone else?«

»There were many insignificant sums to individuals, and a large number of public charities. The residue all went to Sir Henry.«

»And how much was the residue?«

»Seven hundred and forty thousand pounds.«

Holmes raised his eyebrows in surprise. »I had no idea that so gigantic a sum was involved,« said he. 

»Sir Charles had the reputation of being rich, but we did not know how very rich he was until we came to examine his securities. The total value of the estate was close on to a million.«

»Dear me! It is a stake for which a man might well play a desperate game. And one more question, Dr. 

Mortimer. Supposing that anything happened to our young friend here – you will forgive the unpleasant hypothesis! – who would inherit the estate?«

»Since Rodger Baskerville, Sir Charles's younger brother, died unmarried, the estate would descend to the Desmonds, who are distant cousins. James Desmond is an elderly clergyman in Westmoreland.«

»Thank you. These details are all of great interest. 
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Have you met Mr. James Desmond?«

»Yes; he once came down to visit Sir Charles. He is a man of venerable appearance and of saintly life. I remember that he refused to accept any settlement from Sir Charles, though he pressed it upon him.«

»And this man of simple tastes would be the heir to Sir Charles's thousands.«

»He would be the heir to the estate because that is entailed. He would also be the heir to the money unless it were willed otherwise by the present owner, who can, of course, do what he likes with it.«

»And have you made your will, Sir Henry?«

»No, Mr. Holmes, I have not. I've had no time, for it was only yesterday that I learned how matters stood. 

But in any case I feel that the money should go with the title and estate. That was my poor uncle's idea. 

How is the owner going to restore the glories of the Baskervilles if he has not money enough to keep up the property? House, land, and dollars must go together.«

»Quite so. Well, Sir Henry, I am of one mind with you as to the advisability of your going down to Devonshire without delay. There is only one provision which I must make. You certainly must not go alone.«

»Dr. Mortimer returns with me.«

»But Dr. Mortimer has his practice to attend to, and his house is miles away from yours. With all the Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 466
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goodwill in the world he may be unable to help you. 

No, Sir Henry, you must take with you someone, a trusty man, who will be always by your side.«

»Is it possible that you could come yourself, Mr. 

Holmes?«

»If matters came to a crisis I should endeavour to be present in person; but you can understand that, with my extensive consulting practice and with the constant appeals which reach me from many quarters, it is impossible for me to be absent from London for an indefinite time. At the present instant one of the most revered names in England is being besmirched by a blackmailer, and only I can stop a disastrous scandal. You will see how impossible it is for me to go to Dartmoor.«

»Whom would you recommend, then?«

Holmes laid his hand upon my arm. 

»If my friend would undertake it there is no man who is better worth having at your side when you are in a tight place. No one can say so more confidently than I.«

The proposition took me completely by surprise, but before I had time to answer, Baskerville seized me by the hand and wrung it heartily. 

»Well, now, that is real kind of you, Dr. Watson,«
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come down to Baskerville Hall and see me through I'll never forget it.«

The promise of adventure had always a fascination for me, and I was complimented by the words of Holmes and by the eagerness with which the baronet hailed me as a companion. 

»I will come, with pleasure,« said I. »I do not know how I could employ my time better.«

»And you will report very carefully to me,« said Holmes. »When a crisis comes, as it will do, I will direct how you shall act. I suppose that by Saturday all might be ready?«

»Would that suit Dr. Watson?«

»Perfectly.«

»Then on Saturday, unless you hear to the contrary, we shall meet at the ten-thirty train from Paddington.«

We had risen to depart when Baskerville gave a cry of triumph, and diving into one of the corners of the room he drew a brown boot from under a cabinet. 

»My missing boot!« he cried. 

»May all our difficulties vanish as easily!« said Sherlock Holmes. 

»But it is a very singular thing,« Dr. Mortimer remarked. »I searched this room carefully before lunch.«

»And so did I,« said Baskerville. »Every inch of it.«
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»There was certainly no boot in it then.«

»In that case the waiter must have placed it there while we were lunching.«

The German was sent for but professed to know nothing of the matter, nor could any inquiry clear it up. Another item had been added to that constant and apparently purposeless series of small mysteries which had succeeded each other so rapidly. Setting aside the whole grim story of Sir Charles's death, we had a line of inexplicable incidents all within the limits of two days, which included the receipt of the printed letter, the black-bearded spy in the hansom, the loss of the new brown boot, the loss of the old black boot, and now the return of the new brown boot. Holmes sat in silence in the cab as we drove back to Baker Street, and I knew from his drawn brows and keen face that his mind, like my own, was busy in endeavouring to frame some scheme into which all these strange and apparently disconnected episodes could be fitted. All afternoon and late into the evening he sat lost in tobacco and thought. 

Just before dinner two telegrams were handed in. 

The first ran:

Have just heard that Barrymore is at the Hall. 

BASKERVILLE. 
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The second:

Visited twenty-three hotels as directed, but sorry to report unable to trace cut sheet of Thimes. 

CARTWRIGHT. 

»There go two of my threads, Watson. There is nothing more stimulating than a case where everything goes against you. We must cast round for another scent.«

»We have still the cabman who drove the spy.«

»Exactly. I have wired to get his name and address from the Official Registry. I should not be surprised if this were an answer to my question.«

The ring at the bell proved to be something even more satisfactory than an answer, however, for the door opened and a rough-looking fellow entered who was evidently the man himself. 

»I got a message from the head office that a gent at this address had been inquiring for No. 2704,« said he. »I've driven my cab this seven years and never a word of complaint. I came here straight from the Yard to ask you to your face what you had against me.«

»I have nothing in the world against you, my good man,« said Holmes. »On the contrary, I have half a sovereign for you if you will give me a clear answer to my questions.«

»Well
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the cabman with a grin. »What was it you wanted to ask, sir?«

»First of all your name and address, in case I want you again.«

»John Clayton, 3 Turpey Street, the Borough. My cab is out of Shipley's Yard, near Waterloo Station.«

Sherlock Holmes made a note of it. 

»Now, Clayton, tell me all about the fare who came and watched this house at ten o'clock this morning and afterwards followed the two gentlemen down Regent Street.«

The man looked surprised and a little embarrassed. 

»Why, there's no good my telling you things, for you seem to know as much as I do already,« said he. »The truth is that the gentleman told me that he was a detective and that I was to say nothing about him to anyone.«

»My good fellow, this is a very serious business, and you may find yourself in a pretty bad position if you try to hide anything from me. You say that your fare told you that he was a detective?«

»Yes, he did.«

»When did he say this?«

»When he left me.«

»Did he say anything more?«

»He mentioned his name.«
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he mentioned his name, did he? That was imprudent. 

What was the name that he mentioned?«

»His name,« said the cabman, »was Mr. Sherlock Holmes.«

Never have I seen my friend more completely taken aback than by the cabman's reply. For an instant he sat in silent amazement. Then he burst into a hearty laugh. 

»A touch, Watson – an undeniable touch!« said he. 

»I feel a foil as quick and supple as my own. He got home upon me very prettily that time. So his name was Sherlock Holmes, was it?«

»Yes, sir, that was the gentleman's name.«

»Excellent! Tell me where you picked him up and all that occurred.«

»He hailed me at half-past nine in Trafalgar Square. He said that he was a detective, and he offered me two guineas if I would do exactly what he wanted all day and ask no questions. I was glad enough to agree. First we drove down to the Northumberland Hotel and waited there until two gentlemen came out and took a cab from the rank. We followed their cab until it pulled up somewhere near here.«

»This very door,« said Holmes. 

»Well, I couldn't be sure of that, but I dare say my fare knew all about it. We pulled up halfway down Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 472
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the street and waited an hour and a half. Then the two gentlemen passed us, walking, and we followed down Baker Street and along ––«

»I know,« said Holmes. 

»Until we got three-quarters down Regent Street. 

Then my gentleman threw up the trap, and he cried that I should drive right away to Waterloo Station as hard as I could go. I whipped up the mare and we were there under the ten minutes. Then he paid up his two guineas, like a good one, and away he went into the station. Only just as he was leaving he turned round and he said: ›It might interest you to know that you have been driving Mr. Sherlock Holmes.‹ That's how I come to know the name.«

»I see. And you saw no more of him?«

»Not after he went into the station.«

»And how would you describe Mr. Sherlock Holmes?«

The cabman scratched his head. »Well, he wasn't altogether such an easy gentleman to describe. I'd put him at forty years of age, and he was of a middle height, two or three inches shorter than you, sir. He was dressed like a toff, and he had a black beard, cut square at the end, and a pale face. I don't know as I could say more than that.«

»Colour of his eyes?«

»No, I can't say that.«
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»Nothing more that you can remember?«

»No, sir; nothing.«

»Well, then, here is your half-sovereign. There's another one waiting for you if you can bring any more information. Good-night!«

»Good-night, sir, and thank you!«

John Clayton departed chuckling, and Holmes turned to me with a shrug of his shoulders and a rueful smile. 

»Snap goes our third thread, and we end where we began,« said he. »The cunning rascal! He knew our number, knew that Sir Henry Baskerville had consulted me, spotted who I was in Regent Street, conjectured that I had got the number of the cab and would lay my hands on the driver, and so sent back this audacious message. I tell you, Watson, this time we have got a foeman who is worthy of our steel. I've been checkmated in London. I can only wish you better luck in Devonshire. But I'm not easy in my mind about it.«

»About what?«

»About sending you. It's an ugly business, Watson, an ugly, dangerous business, and the more I see of it the less I like it. Yes, my dear fellow, you may laugh, but I give you my word that I shall be very glad to have you back safe and sound in Baker Street once more.«
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Chapter VI

Baskerville Hall


Sir Henry Baskerville and Dr. Mortimer were ready upon the appointed day, and we started as arranged for Devonshire. Mr. Sherlock Holmes drove with me to the station and gave me his last parting injunctions and advice. 

»I will not bias your mind by suggesting theories or suspicions, Watson,« said he; »I wish you simply to report facts in the fullest possible manner to me, and you can leave me to do the theorizing.«

»What sort of facts?« I asked. 

»Anything which may seem to have a bearing however indirect upon the case, and especially the relations between young Baskerville and his neighbours or any fresh particulars concerning the death of Sir Charles. I have made some inquiries myself in the last few days, but the results have, I fear, been negative. 

One thing only appears to be certain, and that is that Mr. James Desmond, who is the next heir, is an elderly gentleman of a very amiable disposition, so that this persecution does not arise from him. I really think that we may eliminate him entirely from our calculations. There remain the people who will actually sur-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 475
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round Sir Henry Baskerville upon the moor.«

»Would it not be well in the first place to get rid of this Barrymore couple?«

»By no means. You could not make a greater mistake. If they are innocent it would be a cruel injustice, and if they are guilty we should be giving up all chance of bringing it home to them. No, no, we will preserve them upon our list of suspects. Then there is a groom at the Hall, if I remember right. There are two moorland farmers. There is our friend Dr. Mortimer, whom I believe to be entirely honest, and there is his wife, of whom we know nothing. There is this naturalist, Stapleton, and there is his sister, who is said to be a young lady of attractions. There is Mr. Frankland, of Lafter Hall, who is also an unknown factor, and there are one or two other neighbours. These are the folk who must be your very special study.«

»I will do my best.«

»You have arms, I suppose?«

»Yes, I thought it as well to take them.«

»Most certainly. Keep your revolver near you night and day, and never relax your precautions.«

Our friends had already secured a first-class carriage and were waiting for us upon the platform. 

»No, we have no news of any kind,« said Dr. Mortimer in answer to my friend's questions. »I can swear to one thing, and that is that we have not been shado-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 476
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wed during the last two days. We have never gone out without keeping a sharp watch, and no one could have escaped our notice.«

»You have always kept together, I presume?«

»Except yesterday afternoon. I usually give up one day to pure amusement when I come to town, so I spent it at the Museum of the College of Surgeons.«

»And I went to look at the folk in the park,« said Baskerville. »But we had no trouble of any kind.«

»It was imprudent, all the same,« said Holmes, shaking his head and looking very grave. »I beg, Sir Henry, that you will not go about alone. Some great misfortune will befall you if you do. Did you get your other boot?«

»No, sir, it is gone forever.«

»Indeed. That is very interesting. Well, good-bye,«

he added as the train began to glide down the platform. »Bear in mind, Sir Henry, one of the phrases in that queer old legend which Dr. Mortimer has read to us and avoid the moor in those hours of darkness when the powers of evil are exalted.«

I looked back at the platform when we had left it far behind and saw the tall, austere figure of Holmes standing motionless and gazing after us. 

The journey was a swift and pleasant one, and I spent it in making the more intimate acquaintance of my two companions and in playing with Dr. Morti-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 477
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mer's spaniel. In a very few hours the brown earth had become ruddy, the brick had changed to granite, and red cows grazed in well-hedged fields where the lush grasses and more luxuriant vegetation spoke of a richer, if a damper, climate. Young Baskerville stared eagerly out of the window and cried aloud with delight as he recognized the familiar features of the Devon scenery. 

»I've been over a good part of the world since I left it, Dr. Watson,« said he; »but I have never seen a place to compare with it.«

»I never saw a Devonshire man who did not swear by his county,« I remarked. 

»It depends upon the breed of men quite as much as on the county,« said Dr. Mortimer. »A glance at our friend here reveals the rounded head of the Celt, which carries inside it the Celtic enthusiasm and power of attachment. Poor Sir Charles's head was of a very rare type, half Gaelic, half Ivernian in its characteristics. But you were very young when you last saw Baskerville Hall, were you not?«

»I was a boy in my teens at the time of my father's death and had never seen the Hall, for he lived in a little cottage on the South Coast. Thence I went straight to a friend in America. I tell you it is all as new to me as it is to Dr. Watson, and I'm as keen as possible to see the moor.«
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»Are you? Then your wish is easily granted, for there is your first sight of the moor,« said Dr. Mortimer, pointing out of the carriage window. 

Over the green squares of the fields and the low curve of a wood there rose in the distance a gray, melancholy hill, with a strange jagged summit, dim and vague in the distance, like some fantastic landscape in a dream. Baskerville sat for a long time, his eyes fixed upon it, and I read upon his eager face how much it meant to him, this first sight of that strange spot where the men of his blood had held sway so long and left their mark so deep. There he sat, with his tweed suit and his American accent, in the corner of a prosaic railway-carriage, and yet as I looked at his dark and expressive face I felt more than ever how true a descendant he was of that long line of high-blooded, fiery, and masterful men. There were pride, valour, and strength in his thick brows, his sensitive nostrils, and his large hazel eyes. If on that forbidding moor a difficult and dangerous quest should lie before us, this was at least a comrade for whom one might venture to take a risk with the certainty that he would bravely share it. 

The train pulled up at a small wayside station and we all descended. Outside, beyond the low, white fence, a wagonette with a pair of cobs was waiting. 

Our coming was evidently a great event, for station-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 479
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master and porters clustered round us to carry out our luggage. It was a sweet, simple country spot, but I was surprised to observe that by the gate there stood two soldierly men in dark uniforms who leaned upon their short rifles and glanced keenly at us as we passed. The coachman, a hard-faced, gnarled little fellow, saluted Sir Henry Baskerville, and in a few minutes we were flying swiftly down the broad, white road. Rolling pasture lands curved upward on either side of us, and old gabled houses peeped out from amid the thick green foliage, but behind the peaceful and sunlit countryside there rose ever, dark against the evening sky, the long, gloomy curve of the moor, broken by the jagged and sinister hills. 

The wagonette swung round into a side road, and we curved upward through deep lanes worn by centuries of wheels, high banks on either side, heavy with dripping moss and fleshy hart's-tongue ferns. Bronzing bracken and mottled bramble gleamed in the light of the sinking sun. Still steadily rising, we passed over a narrow granite bridge and skirted a noisy stream which gushed swiftly down, foaming and roaring amid the gray boulders. Both road and stream wound up through a valley dense with scrub oak and fir. At every turn Baskerville gave an exclamation of delight, looking eagerly about him and asking countless questions. To his eyes all seemed beautiful, but to Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 480

6. Baskerville Hall

Doyle-SH, 820

me a tinge of melancholy lay upon the countryside, which bore so clearly the mark of the waning year. 

Yellow leaves carpeted the lanes and fluttered down upon us as we passed. The rattle of our wheels died away as we drove through drifts of rotting vegetation – sad gifts, as it seemed to me, for Nature to throw before the carriage of the returning heir of the Baskervilles. 

»Halloa!« cried Dr. Mortimer, »what is this?«

A steep curve of heath-clad land, an outlying spur of the moor, lay in front of us. On the summit, hard and clear like an equestrian statue upon its pedestal, was a mounted soldier, dark and stern, his rifle poised ready over his forearm. He was watching the road along which we travelled. 

»What is this, Perkins?« asked Dr. Mortimer. 

Our driver half turned in his seat. 

»There's a convict escaped from Princetown, sir. 

He's been out three days now, and the warders watch every road and every station, but they've had no sight of him yet. The farmers about here don't like it, sir, and that's a fact.«

»Well, I understand that they get five pounds if they can give information.«

»Yes, sir, but the chance of five pounds is but a poor thing compared to the chance of having your throat cut. You see, it isn't like any ordinary convict. 
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This is a man that would stick at nothing.«

»Who is he, then?«

»It is Selden, the Notting Hill murderer.«

I remembered the case well, for it was one in which Holmes had taken an interest on account of the peculiar ferocity of the crime and the wanton brutality which had marked all the actions of the assassin. The commutation of his death sentence had been due to some doubts as to his complete sanity, so atrocious was his conduct. Our wagonette had topped a rise and in front of us rose the huge expanse of the moor, mottled with gnarled and craggy cairns and tors. A cold wind swept down from it and set us shivering. Somewhere there, on that desolate plain, was lurking this fiendish man, hiding in a burrow like a wild beast, his heart full of malignancy against the whole race which had cast him out. It needed but this to complete the grim suggestiveness of the barren waste, the chilling wind, and the darkling sky. Even Baskerville fell silent and pulled his overcoat more closely around him. 

We had left the fertile country behind and beneath us. We looked back on it now, the slanting rays of a low sun turning the streams to threads of gold and glowing on the red earth new turned by the plough and the broad tangle of the woodlands. The road in front of us grew bleaker and wilder over huge russet and olive slopes, sprinkled with giant boulders. Now Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 482
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and then we passed a moorland cottage, walled and roofed with stone, with no creeper to break its harsh outline. Suddenly we looked down into a cuplike depression, patched with stunted oaks and firs which had been twisted and bent by the fury of years of storm. Two high, narrow towers rose over the trees. 

The driver pointed with his whip. 

»Baskerville Hall,« said he. 

Its master had risen and was staring with flushed cheeks and shining eyes. A few minutes later we had reached the lodge-gates, a maze of fantastic tracery in wrought iron, with weather-bitten pillars on either side, blotched with lichens, and surmounted by the boars' heads of the Baskervilles. The lodge was a ruin of black granite and bared ribs of rafters, but facing it was a new building, half constructed, the first fruit of Sir Charles's South African gold. 

Through the gateway we passed into the avenue, where the wheels were again hushed amid the leaves, and the old trees shot their branches in a sombre tunnel over our heads. Baskerville shuddered as he looked up the long, dark drive to where the house glimmered like a ghost at the farther end. 

»Was it here?« he asked in a low voice. 

»No, no, the yew alley is on the other side.«

The young heir glanced round with a gloomy face. 

»It's no wonder my uncle felt as if trouble were co-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 483
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ming on him in such a place as this,« said he. »It's enough to scare any man. I'll have a row of electric lamps up here inside of six months, and you won't know it again, with a thousand candle-power Swan and Edison right here in front of the hall door.«

The avenue opened into a broad expanse of turf, and the house lay before us. In the fading light I could see that the centre was a heavy block of building from which a porch projected. The whole front was draped in ivy, with a patch clipped bare here and there where a window or a coat of arms broke through the dark veil. From this central block rose the twin towers, ancient, crenellated, and pierced with many loopholes. 

To right and left of the turrets were more modern wings of black granite. A dull light shone through heavy mullioned windows, and from the high chimneys which rose from the steep high-angled roof there sprang a single black column of smoke. 

»Welcome, Sir Henry! Welcome to Baskerville Hall!«

A tall man had stepped from the shadow of the porch to open the door of the wagonette. The figure of a woman was silhouetted against the yellow light of the hall. She came out and helped the man to hand down our bags. 

»You don't mind my driving straight home, Sir Henry?« said Dr. Mortimer. »My wife is expecting Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 484
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me.«

»Surely you will stay and have some dinner?«

»No, I must go. I shall probably find some work awaiting me. I would stay to show you over the house, but Barrymore will be a better guide than I. Goodbye, and never hesitate night or day to send for me if I can be of service.«

The wheels died away down the drive while Sir Henry and I turned into the hall, and the door clanged heavily behind us. It was a fine apartment in which we found ourselves, large, lofty, and heavily raftered with huge baulks of age-blackened oak. In the great old-fashioned fireplace behind the high iron dogs a log-fire crackled and snapped. Sir Henry and I held out our hands to it, for we were numb from our long drive. Then we gazed round us at the high, thin window of old stained glass, the oak panelling, the stags' 

heads, the coats of arms upon the walls, all dim and sombre in the subdued light of the central lamp. 

»It's just as I imagined it,« said Sir Henry. »Is it not the very picture of an old family home? To think that this should be the same hall in which for five hundred years my people have lived. It strikes me solemn to think of it.«

I saw his dark face lit up with a boyish enthusiasm as he gazed about him. The light beat upon him where he stood, but long shadows trailed down the walls and Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 485

6. Baskerville Hall

Doyle-SH, 822

hung like a black canopy above him. Barrymore had returned from taking our luggage to our rooms. He stood in front of us now with the subdued manner of a well-trained servant. He was a remarkable-looking man, tall, handsome, with a square black beard and pale, distinguished features. 

»Would you wish dinner to be served at once, sir?«

»Is it ready?«

»In a very few minutes, sir. You will find hot water in your rooms. My wife and I will be happy, Sir Henry, to stay with you until you have made your fresh arrangements, but you will understand that under the new conditions this house will require a considerable staff.«

»What new conditions?«

»I only meant, sir, that Sir Charles led a very retired life, and we were able to look after his wants. You would, naturally, wish to have more company, and so you will need changes in your household.«

»Do you mean that your wife and you wish to leave?«

»Only when it is quite convenient to you, sir.«

»But your family have been with us for several generations, have they not? I should be sorry to begin my life here by breaking an old family connection.«

I seemed to discern some signs of emotion upon the butler's white face. 
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»I feel that also, sir, and so does my wife. But to tell the truth, sir, we were both very much attached to Sir Charles and his death gave us a shock and made these surroundings very painful to us. I fear that we shall never again be easy in our minds at Baskerville Hall.«

»But what do you intend to do?«

»I have no doubt, sir, that we shall succeed in establishing ourselves in some business. Sir Charles's generosity has given us the means to do so. And now, sir, perhaps I had best show you to your rooms.«

A square balustraded gallery ran round the top of the old hall, approached by a double stair. From this central point two long corridors extended the whole length of the building, from which all the bedrooms opened. My own was in the same wing as Baskerville's and almost next door to it. These rooms appeared to be much more modern than the central part of the house, and the bright paper and numerous candles did something to remove the sombre impression which our arrival had left upon my mind. 

But the dining-room which opened out of the hall was a place of shadow and gloom. It was a long chamber with a step separating the dais where the family sat from the lower portion reserved for their dependents. At one end a minstrel's gallery overlooked it. Black beams shot across above our heads, with a Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 487
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smoke-darkened ceiling beyond them. With rows of flaring torches to light it up, and the colour and rude hilarity of an old-time banquet, it might have softened; but now, when two black-clothed gentlemen sat in the little circle of light thrown by a shaded lamp, one's voice became hushed and one's spirit subdued. A dim line of ancestors, in every variety of dress, from the Elizabethan knight to the buck of the Regency, stared down upon us and daunted us by their silent company. 

We talked little, and I for one was glad when the meal was over and we were able to retire into the modern billiard-room and smoke a cigarette. 

»My word, it isn't a very cheerful place,« said Sir Henry. »I suppose one can tone down to it, but I feel a bit out of the picture at present. I don't wonder that my uncle got a little jumpy if he lived all alone in such a house as this. However, if it suits you, we will retire early to-night, and perhaps things may seem more cheerful in the morning.«

I drew aside my curtains before I went to bed and looked out from my window. It opened upon the grassy space which lay in front of the hall door. Beyond, two copses of trees moaned and swung in a rising wind. A half moon broke through the rifts of racing clouds. In its cold light I saw beyond the trees a broken fringe of rocks, and the long, low curve of the melancholy moor. I closed the curtain, feeling that my Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 488
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last impression was in keeping with the rest. 

And yet it was not quite the last. I found myself weary and yet wakeful, tossing restlessly from side to side, seeking for the sleep which would not come. Far away a chiming clock struck out the quarters of the hours, but otherwise a deathly silence lay upon the old house. And then suddenly, in the very dead of the night, there came a sound to my ears, clear, resonant, and unmistakable. It was the sob of a woman, the muffled, strangling gasp of one who is torn by an uncontrollable sorrow. I sat up in bed and listened intently. The noise could not have been far away and was certainly in the house. For half an hour I waited with every nerve on the alert, but there came no other sound save the chiming clock and the rustle of the ivy on the wall. 
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Chapter VII

The Stapletons of Merripit House


The fresh beauty of the following morning did something to efface from our minds the grim and gray impression which had been left upon both of us by our first experience of Baskerville Hall. As Sir Henry and I sat at breakfast the sunlight flooded in through the high mullioned windows, throwing watery patches of colour from the coats of arms which covered them. 

The dark panelling glowed like bronze in the golden rays, and it was hard to realize that this was indeed the chamber which had struck such a gloom into our souls upon the evening before. 

»I guess it is ourselves and not the house that we have to blame!« said the baronet. »We were tired with our journey and chilled by our drive, so we took a gray view of the place. Now we are fresh and well, so it is all cheerful once more.«

»And yet it was not entirely a question of imagination,« I answered. »Did you, for example, happen to hear someone, a woman I think, sobbing in the night?«

»That is curious, for I did when I was half asleep fancy that I heard something of the sort. I waited quite Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 490
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a time, but there was no more of it, so I concluded that it was all a dream.«

»I heard it distinctly, and I am sure that it was really the sob of a woman.«

»We must ask about this right away.« He rang the bell and asked Barrymore whether he could account for our experience. It seemed to me that the pallid features of the butler turned a shade paler still as he listened to his master's question. 

»There are only two women in the house, Sir Henry,« he answered. »One is the scullery-maid, who sleeps in the other wing. The other is my wife, and I can answer for it that the sound could not have come from her.«

And yet he lied as he said it, for it chanced that after breakfast I met Mrs. Barrymore in the long corridor with the sun full upon her face. She was a large, impassive, heavy-featured woman with a stern set expression of mouth. But her telltale eyes were red and glanced at me from between swollen lids. It was she, then, who wept in the night, and if she did so her husband must know it. Yet he had taken the obvious risk of discovery in declaring that it was not so. Why had he done this? And why did she weep so bitterly? Already round this pale-faced, handsome, black-bearded man there was gathering an atmosphere of mystery and of gloom. It was he who had been the first to dis-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 491
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cover the body of Sir Charles, and we had only his word for all the circumstances which led up to the old man's death. Was it possible that it was Barrymore, after all, whom we had seen in the cab in Regent Street? The beard might well have been the same. The cabman had described a somewhat shorter man, but such an impression might easily have been erroneous. 

How could I settle the point forever? Obviously the first thing to do was to see the Grimpen postmaster and find whether the test telegram had really been placed in Barrymore's own hands. Be the answer what it might, I should at least have something to report to Sherlock Holmes. 

Sir Henry had numerous papers to examine after breakfast, so that the time was propitious for my excursion. It was a pleasant walk of four miles along the edge of the moor, leading me at last to a small gray hamlet, in which two larger buildings, which proved to be the inn and the house of Dr. Mortimer, stood high above the rest. The postmaster, who was also the village grocer, had a clear recollection of the telegram. 

»Certainly, sir,« said he, »I had the telegram delivered to Mr. Barrymore exactly as directed.«

»Who delivered it?«

»My boy here. James, you delivered that telegram to Mr. Barrymore at the Hall last week, did you not?«

»Yes, father, I delivered it.«
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»Into his own hands?« I asked. 

»Well, he was up in the loft at the time, so that I could not put it into his own hands, but I gave it into Mrs. Barrymore's hands, and she promised to deliver it at once.«

»Did you see Mr. Barrymore?«

»No, sir; I tell you he was in the loft.«

»If you didn't see him, how do you know he was in the loft?«

»Well, surely his own wife ought to know where he is,« said the postmaster testily. »Didn't he get the telegram? If there is any mistake it is for Mr. Barrymore himself to complain.«

It seemed hopeless to pursue the inquiry any farther, but it was clear that in spite of Holmes's ruse we had no proof that Barrymore had not been in London all the time. Suppose that it were so – suppose that the same man had been the last who had seen Sir Charles alive, and the first to dog the new heir when he returned to England. What then? Was he the agent of others or had he some sinister design of his own? 

What interest could he have in persecuting the Baskerville family? I thought of the strange warning clipped out of the leading article of the  Times.  Was that his work or was it possibly the doing of someone who was bent upon counteracting his schemes? The only conceivable motive was that which had been Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 493
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suggested by Sir Henry, that if the family could be scared away a comfortable and permanent home would be secured for the Barrymores. But surely such an explanation as that would be quite inadequate to account for the deep and subtle scheming which seemed to be weaving an invisible net round the young baronet. Holmes himself had said that no more complex case had come to him in all the long series of his sensational investigations. I prayed, as I walked back along the gray, lonely road, that my friend might soon be freed from his preoccupations and able to come down to take this heavy burden of responsibility from my shoulders. 

Suddenly my thoughts were interrupted by the sound of running feet behind me and by a voice which called me by name. I turned, expecting to see Dr. 

Mortimer, but to my surprise it was a stranger who was pursuing me. He was a small, slim, clean-shaven, prim-faced man, flaxen-haired and lean-jawed, between thirty and forty years of age, dressed in a gray suit and wearing a straw hat. A tin box for botanical specimens hung over his shoulder and he carried a green butterfly- net in one of his hands. 

»You will, I am sure, excuse my presumption, Dr. 

Watson,« said he as he came panting up to where I stood. »Here on the moor we are homely folk and do not wait for formal introductions. You may possibly Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 494
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have heard my name from our mutual friend, Mortimer. I am Stapleton, of Merripit House.«

»Your net and box would have told me as much,«

said I, »for I knew that Mr. Stapleton was a naturalist. 

But how did you know me?«

»I have been calling on Mortimer, and he pointed you out to me from the window of his surgery as you passed. As our road lay the same way I thought that I would overtake you and introduce myself. I trust that Sir Henry is none the worse for his journey?«

»He is very well, thank you.«

»We were all rather afraid that after the sad death of Sir Charles the new baronet might refuse to live here. It is asking much of a wealthy man to come down and bury himself in a place of this kind, but I need not tell you that it means a very great deal to the countryside. Sir Henry has, I suppose, no superstitious fears in the matter?«

»I do not think that it is likely.«

»Of course you know the legend of the fiend dog which haunts the family?«

»I have heard it.«

»It is extraordinary how credulous the peasants are about here! Any number of them are ready to swear that they have seen such a creature upon the moor.«

He spoke with a smile, but I seemed to read in his eyes that he took the matter more seriously. »The Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 495
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story took a great hold upon the imagination of Sir Charles, and I have no doubt that it led to his tragic end.«

»But how?«

»His nerves were so worked up that the appearance of any dog might have had a fatal effect upon his diseased heart. I fancy that he really did see something of the kind upon that last night in the yew alley. I feared that some disaster might occur, for I was very fond of the old man, and I knew that his heart was weak.«

»How did you know that?«

»My friend Mortimer told me.«

»You think, then, that some dog pursued Sir Charles, and that he died of fright in consequence?«

»Have you any better explanation?«

»I have not come to any conclusion.«

»Has Mr. Sherlock Holmes?«

The words took away my breath for an instant, but a glance at the placid face and steadfast eyes of my companion showed that no surprise was intended. 

»It is useless for us to pretend that we do not know you, Dr. Watson,« said he. »The records of your detective have reached us here, and you could not celebrate him without being known yourself. When Mortimer told me your name he could not deny your identity. If you are here, then it follows that Mr. Sherlock Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 496
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Holmes is interesting himself in the matter, and I am naturally curious to know what view he may take.«

»I am afraid that I cannot answer that question.«

»May I ask if he is going to honour us with a visit himself?«

»He cannot leave town at present. He has other cases which engage his attention.«

»What a pity! He might throw some light on that which is so dark to us. But as to your own researches, if there is any possible way in which I can be of service to you I trust that you will command me. If I had any indication of the nature of your suspicions or how you propose to investigate the case, I might perhaps even now give you some aid or advice.«

»I assure you that I am simply here upon a visit to my friend, Sit Henry, and that I need no help of any kind.«

»Excellent!« said Stapleton. »You are perfectly right to be wary and discreet. I am justly reproved for what I feel was an unjustifiable intrusion, and I promise you that I will not mention the matter again.«

We had come to a point where a narrow grassy path struck off from the road and wound away across the moor. A steep, boulder-sprinkled hill lay upon the right which had in bygone days been cut into a granite quarry. The face which was turned towards us formed a dark cliff, with ferns and brambles growing in its ni-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 497
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ches. From over a distant rise there floated a gray plume of smoke. 

»A moderate walk along this moor-path brings us to Merripit House,« said he. »Perhaps you will spare an hour that I may have the pleasure of introducing you to my sister.«

My first thought was that I should be by Sir Henry's side. But then I remembered the pile of papers and bills with which his study table was littered. 

It was certain that I could not help with those. And Holmes had expressly said that I should study the neighbours upon the moor. I accepted Stapleton's invitation, and we turned together down the path. 

»It is a wonderful place, the moor,« said he, looking round over the undulating downs, long green rollers, with crests of jagged granite foaming up into fantastic surges. »You never tire of the moor. You cannot think the wonderful secrets which it contains. It is so vast, and so barren, and so mysterious.«

»You know it well, then?«

»I have only been here two years. The residents would call me a newcomer. We came shortly after Sir Charles settled. But my tastes led me to explore every part of the country round, and I should think that there are few men who know it better than I do.«

»Is it hard to know?«
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to the north here with the queer hills breaking out of it. Do you observe anything remarkable about that?«

»It would be a rare place for a gallop.«

»You would naturally think so and the thought has cost several their lives before now. You notice those bright green spots scattered thickly over it?«

»Yes, they seem more fertile than the rest.«

Stapleton laughed. 

»That is the great Grimpen Mire,« said he. »A false step yonder means death to man or beast. Only yesterday I saw one of the moor ponies wander into it. He never came out. I saw his head for quite a long time craning out of the bog-hole, but it sucked him down at last. Even in dry seasons it is a danger to cross it, but after these autumn rains it is an awful place. And yet I can find my way to the very heart of it and return alive. By George, there is another of those miserable ponies!«

Something brown was rolling and tossing among the green sedges. Then a long, agonized, writhing neck shot upward and a dreadful cry echoed over the moor. It turned me cold with horror, but my companion's nerves seemed to be stronger than mine. 

»It's gone!« said he. »The mire has him. Two in two days, and many more, perhaps, for they get in the way of going there in the dry weather and never know the difference until the mire has them in its clutches. 
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It's a bad place, the great Grimpen Mire.«

»And you say you can penetrate it?«

»Yes, there are one or two paths which a very active man can take. I have found them out.«

»But why should you wish to go into so horrible a place?«

»Well, you see the hills beyond? They are really islands cut off on all sides by the impassable mire, which has crawled round them in the course of years. 

That is where the rare plants and the butterflies are, if you have the wit to reach them.«

»I shall try my luck some day.«

He looked at me with a surprised face. 

»For God's sake put such an idea out of your mind,« said he. »Your blood would be upon my head. 

I assure you that there would not be the least chance of your coming back alive. It is only by remembering certain complex landmarks that I am able to do it.«

»Halloa!« I cried. »What is that?«

A long, low moan, indescribably sad, swept over the moor. It filled the whole air, and yet it was impossible to say whence it came. From a dull murmur it swelled into a deep roar, and then sank back into a melancholy, throbbing murmur once again. Stapleton looked at me with a curious expression in his face. 

»Queer place, the moor!« said he. 

»But what is it?«
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»The peasants say it is the Hound of the Baskervilles calling for its prey. I've heard it once or twice before, but never quite so loud.«

I looked round, with a chill of fear in my heart, at the huge swelling plain, mottled with the green patches of rushes. Nothing stirred over the vast expanse save a pair of ravens, which croaked loudly from a tor behind us. 

»You are an educated man. You don't believe such nonsense as that?« said I. »What do you think is the cause of so strange a sound?«

»Bogs make queer noises sometimes. It's the mud settling, or the water rising, or something.«

»No, no, that was a living voice.«

»Well, perhaps it was. Did you ever hear a bittern booming?«

»No, I never did.«

»It's a very rare bird – practically extinct – in England now, but all things are possible upon the moor. 

Yes, I should not be surprised to learn that what we have heard is the cry of the last of the bitterns.«

»It's the weirdest, strangest thing that ever I heard in my life.«

»Yes, it's rather an uncanny place altogether. Look at the hillside yonder. What do you make of those?«

The whole steep slope was covered with gray circular rings of stone, a score of them at least. 
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»What are they? Sheep-pens?«

»No, they are the homes of our worthy ancestors. 

Prehistoric man lived thickly on the moor, and as no one in particular has lived there since, we find all his little arrangements exactly as he left them. These are his wigwams with the roofs off. You can even see his hearth and his couch if you have the curiosity to go inside.«

»But it is quite a town. When was it inhabited?«

»Neolithic man – no date.«

»What did he do?«

»He grazed his cattle on these slopes, and he learned to dig for tin when the bronze sword began to supersede the stone axe. Look at the great trench in the opposite hill. That is his mark. Yes, you will find some very singular points about the moor, Dr. Watson. Oh, excuse me an instant! It is surely Cyclopides.«

A small fly or moth had fluttered across our path, and in an instant Stapleton was rushing with extraordinary energy and speed in pursuit of it. To my dismay the creature flew straight for the great mire, and my acquaintance never paused for an instant, bounding from tuft to tuft behind it, his green net waving in the air. His gray clothes and jerky, zigzag, irregular progress made him not unlike some huge moth himself. I was standing watching his pursuit with a mix-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 502
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ture of admiration for his extraordinary activity and fear lest he should lose his footing in the treacherous mire when I heard the sound of steps and, turning round, found a woman near me upon the path. She had come from the direction in which the plume of smoke indicated the position of Merripit House, but the dip of the moor had hid her until she was quite close. 

I could not doubt that this was the Miss Stapleton of whom I had been told, since ladies of any sort must be few upon the moor, and I remembered that I had heard someone describe her as being a beauty. The woman who approached me was certainly that, and of a most uncommon type. There could not have been a greater contrast between brother and sister, for Stapleton was neutral tinted, with light hair and gray eyes, while she was darker than any brunette whom I have seen in England – slim, elegant, and tall. She had a proud, finely cut face, so regular that it might have seemed impassive were it not for the sensitive mouth and the beautiful dark, eager eyes. With her perfect figure and elegant dress she was, indeed, a strange apparition upon a lonely moorland path. Her eyes were on her brother as I turned, and then she quickened her pace towards me. I had raised my hat and was about to make some explanatory remark when her own words turned all my thoughts into a new channel. 
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»Go back!« she said. »Go straight back to London, instantly.«

I could only stare at her in stupid surprise. Her eyes blazed at me, and she tapped the ground impatiently with her foot. 

»Why should I go back?« I asked. 

»I cannot explain.« She spoke in a low, eager voice, with a curious lisp in her utterance. »But for God's sake do what I ask you. Go back and never set foot upon the moor again.«

»But I have only just come.«

»Man, man!« she cried. »Can you not tell when a warning is for your own good? Go back to London! 

Start to-night! Get away from this place at all costs! 

Hush, my brother is coming! Not a word of what I have said. Would you mind getting that orchid for me among the mare's-tails yonder? We are very rich in orchids on the moor, though, of course, you are rather late to see the beauties of the place.«

Stapleton had abandoned the chase and came back to us breathing hard and flushed with his exertions. 

»Halloa, Beryl!« said he, and it seemed to me that the tone of his greeting was not altogether a cordial one. 

»Well, Jack, you are very hot.«

»Yes, I was chasing a Cyclopides. He is very rare and seldom found in the late autumn. What a pity that Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 504
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I should have missed him!« He spoke unconcernedly, but his small light eyes glanced incessantly from the girl to me. 

»You have introduced yourselves, I can see.«

»Yes. I was telling Sir Henry that it was rather late for him to see the true beauties of the moor.«

»Why, who do you think this is?«

»I imagine that it must be Sir Henry Baskerville.«

»No, no,« said I. »Only a humble commoner, but his friend. My name is Dr. Watson.«

A flush of vexation passed over her expressive face. »We have been talking at cross purposes,« said she. 

»Why, you had not very much time for talk,« her brother remarked with the same questioning eyes. 

»I talked as if Dr. Watson were a resident instead of being merely a visitor,« said she. »It cannot much matter to him whether it is early or late for the orchids. But you will come on, will you not, and see Merripit House?«

A short walk brought us to it, a bleak moorland house, once the farm of some grazier in the old prosperous days, but now put into repair and turned into a modern dwelling. An orchard surrounded it, but the trees, as is usual upon the moor, were stunted and nipped, and the effect of the whole place was mean and melancholy. We were admitted by a strange, wi-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 505

7. The Stapletons of Merripit House Doyle-SH, 831

zened, rusty-coated old manservant, who seemed in keeping with the house. Inside, however, there were large rooms furnished with an elegance in which I seemed to recognize the taste of the lady. As I looked from their windows at the interminable granite-flek-ked moor rolling unbroken to the farthest horizon I could not but marvel at what could have brought this highly educated man and this beautiful woman to live in such a place. 

»Queer spot to choose, is it not?« said he as if in answer to my thought. »And yet we manage to make ourselves fairly happy, do we not, Beryl?«

»Quite happy,« said she, but there was no ring of conviction in her words. 

»I had a school,« said Stapleton. »It was in the north country. The work to a man of my temperament was mechanical and uninteresting, but the privilege of living with youth, of helping to mould those young minds, and of impressing them with one's own character and ideals was very dear to me. However, the fates were against us. A serious epidemic broke out in the school and three of the boys died. It never recovered from the blow, and much of my capital was irretrievably swallowed up. And yet, if it were not for the loss of the charming companionship of the boys, I could rejoice over my own misfortune, for, with my strong tastes for botany and zoology, I find an unlimi-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 506
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ted field of work here, and my sister is as devoted to Nature as I am. All this, Dr. Watson, has been brought upon your head by your expression as you surveyed the moor out of our window.«

»It certainly did cross my mind that it might be a little dull – less for you, perhaps, than for your sister.«

»No, no, I am never dull,« said she quickly. 

»We have books, we have our studies, and we have interesting neighbours. Dr. Mortimer is a most learned man in his own line. Poor Sir Charles was also an admirable companion. We knew him well and miss him more than I can tell. Do you think that I should intrude if I were to call this afternoon and make the acquaintance of Sir Henry?«

»I am sure that he would be delighted.«

»Then perhaps you would mention that I propose to do so. We may in our humble way do something to make things more easy for him until he becomes accustomed to his new surroundings. Will you come upstairs, Dr. Watson, and inspect my collection of  Lepidoptera?  I think it is the most complete one in the south-west of England. By the time that you have looked through them lunch will be almost ready.«

But I was eager to get back to my charge. The melancholy of the moor, the death of the unfortunate pony, the weird sound which had been associated with Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 507
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the grim legend of the Baskervilles, all these things tinged my thoughts with sadness. Then on the top of these more or less vague impressions there had come the definite and distinct warning of Miss Stapleton, delivered with such intense earnestness that I could not doubt that some grave and deep reason lay behind it. I resisted all pressure to stay for lunch, and I set off at once upon my return journey, taking the grass-grown path by which we had come. 

It seems, however, that there must have been some short cut for those who knew it, for before I had reached the road I was astounded to see Miss Stapleton sitting upon a rock by the side of the track. Her face was beautifully flushed with her exertions, and she held her hand to her side. 

»I have run all the way in order to cut you off, Dr. 

Watson,« said she. »I had not even time to put on my hat. I must not stop, or my brother may miss me. I wanted to say to you how sorry I am about the stupid mistake I made in thinking that you were Sir Henry. 

Please forget the words I said, which have no application whatever to you.«

»But I can't forget them, Miss Stapleton,« said I. »I am Sir Henry's friend, and his welfare is a very close concern of mine. Tell me why it was that you were so eager that Sir Henry should return to London.«
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me better you will understand that I cannot always give reasons for what I say or do.«

»No, no. I remember the thrill in your voice. I remember the look in your eyes. Please, please, be frank with me, Miss Stapleton, for ever since I have been here I have been conscious of shadows all round me. 

Life has become like that great Grimpen Mire, with little green patches everywhere into which one may sink and with no guide to point the track. Tell me then what it was that you meant, and I will promise to convey your warning to Sir Henry.«

An expression of irresolution passed for an instant over her face, but her eyes had hardened again when she answered me. 

»You make too much of it, Dr. Watson,« said she. 

»My brother and I were very much shocked by the death of Sir Charles. We knew him very intimately, for his favourite walk was over the moor to our house. 

He was deeply impressed with the curse which hung over his family, and when this tragedy came I naturally felt that there must be some grounds for the fears which he had expressed. I was distressed therefore when another member of the family came down to live here, and I felt that he should be warned of the danger which he will run. That was all which I intended to convey.«

»But what is the danger?«
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»You know the story of the hound?«

»I do not believe in such nonsense.«

»But I do. If you have any influence with Sir Henry, take him away from a place which has always been fatal to his family. The world is wide. Why should he wish to live at the place of danger?«

»Because it  is  the place of danger. That is Sir Henry's nature. I fear that unless you can give me some more definite information than this it would be impossible to get him to move.«

»I cannot say anything definite, for I do not know anything definite.«

»I would ask you one more question, Miss Stapleton. If you meant no more than this when you first spoke to me, why should you not wish your brother to overhear what you said? There is nothing to which he, or anyone else, could object.«

»My brother is very anxious to have the Hall inhabited, for he thinks that it is for the good of the poor folk upon the moor. He would be very angry if he knew that I had said anything which might induce Sir Henry to go away. But I have done my duty now and I will say no more. I must get back, or he will miss me and suspect that I have seen you. Good-bye!« She turned and had disappeared in a few minutes among the scattered boulders, while I, with my soul full of vague fears, pursued my way to Baskerville Hall. 
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Chapter VIII

First Report of Dr. Watson


From this point onward I will follow the course of events by transcribing my own letters to Mr. Sherlock Holmes which lie before me on the table. One page is missing, but otherwise they are exactly as written and show my feelings and suspicions of the moment more accurately than my memory, clear as it is upon these tragic events, can possibly do. 

 Baskerville Hall, October 13th. 

MY DEAR HOLMES:

My previous letters and telegrams have kept you pretty well up to date as to all that has occurred in this most God-forsaken corner of the world. The longer one stays here the more does the spirit of the moor sink into one's soul, its vastness, and also its grim charm. When you are once out upon its bosom you have left all traces of modern England behind you, but, on the other hand, you are conscious everywhere of the homes and the work of the prehistoric people. 

On all sides of you as you walk are the houses of these forgotten folk, with their graves and the huge monoliths which are supposed to have marked their Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 511
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temples. As you look at their gray stone huts against the scarred hillsides you leave your own age behind you, and if you were to see a skin-clad, hairy man crawl out from the low door, fitting a flint-tipped arrow on to the string of his bow, you would feel that his presence there was more natural than your own. 

The strange thing is that they should have lived so thickly on what must always have been most unfruitful soil. I am no antiquarian, but I could imagine that they were some unwarlike and harried race who were forced to accept that which none other would occupy. 

All this, however, is foreign to the mission on which you sent me and will probably be very uninteresting to your severely practical mind. I can still remember your complete indifference as to whether the sun moved round the earth or the earth round the sun. 

Let me, therefore, return to the facts concerning Sir Henry Baskerville. 

If you have not had any report within the last few days it is because up to to-day there was nothing of importance to relate. Then a very surprising circumstance occurred, which I shall tell you in due course. 

But, first of all, I must keep you in touch with some of the other factors in the situation. 

One of these, concerning which I have said little, is the escaped convict upon the moor. There is strong Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 512
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reason now to believe that he has got right away, which is a considerable relief to the lonely househol-ders of this district. A fortnight has passed since his flight, during which he has not been seen and nothing has been heard of him. It is surely inconceivable that he could have held out upon the moor during all that time. Of course, so far as his concealment goes there is no difficulty at all. Any one of these stone huts would give him a hiding-place. But there is nothing to eat unless he were to catch and slaughter one of the moor sheep. We think, therefore, that he has gone, and the outlying farmers sleep the better in consequence. 

We are four able-bodied men in this household, so that we could take good care of ourselves, but I confess that I have had uneasy moments when I have thought of the Stapletons. They live miles from any help. There are one maid, an old manservant, the sister, and the brother, the latter not a very strong man. 

They would be helpless in the hands of a desperate fellow like this Notting Hill criminal if he could once effect an entrance. Both Sir Henry and I were concerned at their situation, and it was suggested that Perkins the groom should go over to sleep there, but Stapleton would not hear of it. 

The fact is that our friend, the baronet, begins to display a considerable interest in our fair neighbour. 
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It is not to be wondered at, for time hangs heavily in this lonely spot to an active man like him, and she is a very fascinating and beautiful woman. There is something tropical and exotic about her which forms a singular contrast to her cool and unemotional brother. 

Yet he also gives the idea of hidden fires. He has certainly a very marked influence over her, for I have seen her continually glance at him as she talked as if seeking approbation for what she said. I trust that he is kind to her. There is a dry glitter in his eyes and a firm set of his thin lips, which goes with a positive and possibly a harsh nature. You would find him an interesting study. 

He came over to call upon Baskerville on that first day, and the very next morning he took us both to show us the spot where the legend of the wicked Hugo is supposed to have had its origin. It was an excursion of some miles across the moor to a place which is so dismal that it might have suggested the story. We found a short valley between rugged tors which led to an open, grassy space flecked over with the white cotton grass. In the middle of it rose two great stones, worn and sharpened at the upper end until they looked like the huge corroding fangs of some monstrous beast. In every way it corresponded with the scene of the old tragedy. Sir Henry was much interested and asked Stapleton more than once Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 514
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whether he did really believe in the possibility of the interference of the supernatural in the affairs of men. 

He spoke lightly, but it was evident that he was very much in earnest. Stapleton was guarded in his replies, but it was easy to see that he said less than he might, and that he would not express his whole opinion out of consideration for the feelings of the baronet. He told us of similar cases, where families had suffered from some evil influence, and he left us with the impression that he shared the popular view upon the matter. 

On our way back we stayed for lunch at Merripit House, and it was there that Sir Henry made the acquaintance of Miss Stapleton. From the first moment that he saw her he appeared to be strongly attracted by her, and I am much mistaken if the feeling was not mutual. He referred to her again and again on our walk home, and since then hardly a day has passed that we have not seen something of the brother and sister. They dine here to-night, and there is some talk of our going to them next week. One would imagine that such a match would be very welcome to Stapleton, and yet I have more than once caught a look of the strongest disapprobation in his face when Sir Henry has been paying some attention to his sister. He is much attached to her, no doubt, and would lead a lonely life without her, but it would seem the height of Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 515
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selfishness if he were to stand in the way of her making so brilliant a marriage. Yet I am certain that he does not wish their intimacy to ripen into love, and I have several times observed that he has taken pains to prevent them from being tête-à-tête. By the way, your instructions to me never to allow Sir Henry to go out alone will become very much more onerous if a love affair were to be added to our other difficulties. 

My popularity would soon suffer if I were to carry out your orders to the letter. 

The other day – Thursday, to be more exact – Dr. 

Mortimer lunched with us. He has been excavating a barrow at Long Down and has got a prehistoric skull which fills him with great joy. Never was there such a single-minded enthusiast as he! The Stapletons came in afterwards, and the good doctor took us all to the yew alley at Sir Henry's request to show us exactly how everything occurred upon that fatal night. It is a long, dismal walk, the yew alley, between two high walls of clipped hedge, with a narrow band of grass upon either side. At the far end is an old tumble-down summer-house. Halfway down is the moor-gate, where the old gentleman left his cigar-ash. It is a white wooden gate with a latch. Beyond it lies the wide moor. I remembered your theory of the affair and tried to picture all that had occurred. As the old man stood there he saw something coming across the Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 516
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moor, something which terrified him so that he lost his wits and ran and ran until he died of sheer horror and exhaustion. There was the long, gloomy tunnel down which he fled. And from what? A sheep-dog of the moor? Or a spectral hound, black, silent, and monstrous? Was there a human agency in the matter? 

Did the pale, watchful Barrymore know more than he cared to say? It was all dim and vague, but always there is the dark shadow of crime behind it. 

One other neighbour I have met since I wrote last. 

This is Mr. Frankland, of Lafter Hall, who lives some four miles to the south of us. He is an elderly man, red-faced, white-haired, and choleric. His passion is for the British law, and he has spent a large fortune in litigation. He fights for the mere pleasure of fighting and is equally ready to take up either side of a question, so that it is no wonder that he has found it a costly amusement. Sometimes he will shut up a right of way and defy the parish to make him open it. At others he will with his own hands tear down some other man's gate and declare that a path has existed there from time immemorial, defying the owner to prosecute him for trespass. He is learned in old mano-rial and communal rights, and he applies his knowledge sometimes in favour of the villagers of Fernworthy and sometimes against them, so that he is periodically either carried in triumph down the village street or Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 517
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else burned in effigy, according to his latest exploit. 

He is said to have about seven lawsuits upon his hands at present, which will probably swallow up the remainder of his fortune and so draw his sting and leave him harmless for the future. Apart from the law he seems a kindly, good-natured person, and I only mention him because you were particular that I should send some description of the people who surround us. 

He is curiously employed at present, for, being an amateur astronomer, he has an excellent telescope, with which he lies upon the roof of his own house and sweeps the moor all day in the hope of catching a glimpse of the escaped convict. If he would confine his energies to this all would be well, but there are rumours that he intends to prosecute Dr. Mortimer for opening a grave without the consent of the next of kin because he dug up the neolithic skull in the barrow on Long Down. He helps to keep our lives from being monotonous and gives a little comic relief where it is badly needed. 

And now, having brought you up to date in the escaped convict, the Stapletons, Dr. Mortimer, and Frankland, of Lafter Hall, let me end on that which is most important and tell you more about the Barrymores, and especially about the surprising development of last night. 
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from London in order to make sure that Barrymore was really here. I have already explained that the testimony of the postmaster shows that the test was worthless and that we have no proof one way or the other. I told Sir Henry how the matter stood, and he at once, in his downright fashion, had Barrymore up and asked him whether he had received the telegram himself. 

Barrymore said that he had. 

»Did the boy deliver it into your own hands?«

asked Sir Henry. 

Barrymore looked surprised, and considered for a little time. 

»No,« said he, »I was in the box-room at the time, and my wife brought it up to me.«

»Did you answer it yourself?«

»No; I told my wife what to answer and she went down to write it.«

In the evening he recurred to the subject of his own accord. 

»I could not quite understand the object of your questions this morning, Sir Henry,« said he. »I trust that they do not mean that I have done anything to forfeit your confidence?«

Sir Henry had to assure him that it was not so and pacify him by giving him a considerable part of his old wardrobe, the London outfit having now all arrived. 
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Mrs. Barrymore is of interest to me. She is a heavy, solid person, very limited, intensely respectable, and inclined to be puritanical. You could hardly conceive a less emotional subject. Yet I have told you how, on the first night here, I heard her sobbing bitterly, and since then I have more than once observed traces of tears upon her face. Some deep sorrow gnaws ever at her heart. Sometimes I wonder if she has a guilty memory which haunts her, and sometimes I suspect Barrymore of being a domestic tyrant. I have always felt that there was something singular and questionable in this man's character, but the adventure of last night brings all my suspicions to a head. 

And yet it may seem a small matter in itself. You are aware that I am not a very sound sleeper, and since I have been on guard in this house my slumbers have been lighter than ever. Last night, about two in the morning, I was aroused by a stealthy step passing my room. I rose, opened my door, and peeped out. A long black shadow was trailing down the corridor. It was thrown by a man who walked softly down the passage with a candle held in his hand. He was in shirt and trousers, with no covering to his feet. I could merely see the outline, but his height told me that it was Barrymore. He walked very slowly and circumspectly, and there was something indescribably guilty and furtive in his whole appearance. 
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I have told you that the corridor is broken by the balcony which runs round the ball, but that it is resumed upon the farther side. I waited until he had passed out of sight and then I followed him. When I came round the balcony he had reached the end of the farther corridor, and I could see from the glimmer of light through an open door that he had entered one of the rooms. Now, all these rooms are unfurnished and unoccupied, so that his expedition became more mysterious than ever. The light shone steadily as if he were standing motionless. I crept down the passage as noiselessly as I could and peeped round the corner of the door. 

Barrymore was crouching at the window with the candle held against the glass. His profile was half turned towards me, and his face seemed to be rigid with expectation as he stared out into the blackness of the moor. For some minutes he stood watching intently. 

Then he gave a deep groan and with an impatient gesture he put out the light. Instantly I made my way back to my room, and very shortly came the stealthy steps passing once more upon their return journey. 

Long afterwards when I had fallen into a light sleep I heard a key turn somewhere in a lock, but I could not tell whence the sound came. What it all means I cannot guess, but there is some secret business going on in this house of gloom which sooner or later we shall Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 521
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get to the bottom of. I do not trouble you with my theories, for you asked me to furnish you only with facts. I have had a long talk with Sir Henry this morning, and we have made a plan of campaign founded upon my observations of last night. I will not speak about it just now, but it should make my next report interesting reading. 
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Chapter IX

Second Report of Dr. Watson


The Light upon the Moor

 Baskerville Hall, Oct. 15th. 

MY DEAR HOLMES:

If I was compelled to leave you without much news during the early days of my mission you must acknowledge that I am making up for lost time, and that events are now crowding thick and fast upon us. In my last report I ended upon my top note with Barrymore at the window, and now I have quite a budget already which will, unless I am much mistaken, considerably surprise you. Things have taken a turn which I could not have anticipated. In some ways they have within the last forty-eight hours become much clearer and in some ways they have become more complicated. But I will tell you all and you shall judge for yourself. 

Before breakfast on the morning following my adventure I went down the corridor and examined the room in which Barrymore had been on the night before. The western window through which he had stared so intently has, I noticed, one peculiarity above all Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 523
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other windows in the house – it commands the nearest outlook on to the moor. There is an opening between two trees which enables one from this point of view to look right down upon it, while from all the other windows it is only a distant glimpse which can be obtained. It follows, therefore, that Barrymore, since only this window would serve the purpose, must have been looking out for something or somebody upon the moor. The night was very dark, so that I can hardly imagine how he could have hoped to see anyone. It had struck me that it was possible that some love intrigue was on foot. That would have accounted for his stealthy movements and also for the uneasiness of his wife. The man is a striking-looking fellow, very well equipped to steal the heart of a country girl, so that this theory seemed to have something to support it. 

That opening of the door which I had heard after I had returned to my room might mean that he had gone out to keep some clandestine appointment. So I reasoned with myself in the morning, and I tell you the direction of my suspicions, however much the result may have shown that they were unfounded. 

But whatever the true explanation of Barrymore's movements might be, I felt that the responsibility of keeping them to myself until I could explain them was more than I could bear. I had an interview with the baronet in his study after breakfast, and I told him all Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 524
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that I had seen. He was less surprised than I had expected. 

»I knew that Barrymore walked about nights, and I had a mind to speak to him about it,« said he. »Two or three times I have heard his steps in the passage, coming and going, just about the hour you name.«

»Perhaps then he pays a visit every night to that particular window,« I suggested. 

»Perhaps he does. If so, we should be able to shadow him and see what it is that he is after. I wonder what your friend Holmes would do if he were here.«

»I believe that he would do exactly what you now suggest,« said I. »He would follow Barrymore and see what he did.«

»Then we shall do it together.«

»But surely he would hear us.«

»The man is rather deaf, and in any case we must take our chance of that. We'll sit up in my room tonight and wait until he passes.« Sir Henry rubbed his hands with pleasure, and it was evident that he hailed the adventure as a relief to his somewhat quiet life upon the moor. 

The baronet has been in communication with the architect who prepared the plans for Sir Charles, and with a contractor from London, so that we may expect great changes to begin here soon. There have been decorators and furnishers up from Plymouth, and it is Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 525
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evident that our friend has large ideas and means to spare no pains or expense to restore the grandeur of his family. When the house is renovated and refurnished, all that he will need will be a wife to make it complete. Between ourselves there are pretty clear signs that this will not be wanting if the lady is willing, for I have seldom seen a man more infatuated with a woman than he is with our beautiful neighbour, Miss Stapleton. And yet the course of true love does not run quite as smoothly as one would under the circumstances expect. To-day, for example, its surface was broken by a very unexpected ripple, which has caused our friend considerable perplexity and annoyance. 

After the conversation which I have quoted about Barrymore Sir Henry put on his hat and prepared to go out. As a matter of course I did the same. 

»What, are  you  coming. Watson?« he asked, looking at me in a curious way. 

»That depends on whether you are going on the moor,« said I. 

»Yes, I am.«

»Well, you know what my instructions are. I am sorry to intrude, but you heard how earnestly Holmes insisted that I should not leave you, and especially that you should not go alone upon the moor.«
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pleasant smile. 

»My dear fellow,« said he, »Holmes, with all his wisdom, did not foresee some things which have happened since I have been on the moor. You understand me? I am sure that you are the last man in the world who would wish to be a spoil-sport. I must go out alone.«

It put me in a most awkward position. I was at a loss what to say or what to do, and before I had made up my mind he picked up his cane and was gone. 

But when I came to think the matter over my conscience reproached me bitterly for having on any pretext allowed him to go out of my sight. I imagined what my feelings would be if I had to return to you and to confess that some misfortune had occurred through my disregard for your instructions. I assure you my cheeks flushed at the very thought. It might not even now be too late to overtake him, so I set off at once in the direction of Merripit House. 

I hurried along the road at the top of my speed without seeing anything of Sir Henry, until I came to the point where the moor path branches off. There, fearing that perhaps I had come in the wrong direction after all, I mounted a hill from which I could command a view – the same hill which is cut into the dark quarry. Thence I saw him at once. He was on the moor path, about a quarter of a mile off, and a lady Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 527
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was by his side who could only be Miss Stapleton. It was clear that there was already an understanding between them and that they had met by appointment. 

They were walking slowly along in deep conversation, and I saw her making quick little movements of her hands as if she were very earnest in what she was saying, while he listened intently, and once or twice shook his head in strong dissent. I stood among the rocks watching them, very much puzzled as to what I should do next. To follow them and break into their intimate conversation seemed to be an outrage, and yet my clear duty was never for an instant to let him out of my sight. To act the spy upon a friend was a hateful task. Still, I could see no better course than to observe him from the hill, and to clear my conscience by confessing to him afterwards what I had done. It is true that if any sudden danger had threatened him I was too far away to be of use, and yet I am sure that you will agree with me that the position was very difficult, and that there was nothing more which I could do. 

Our friend, Sir Henry, and the lady had halted on the path and were standing deeply absorbed in their conversation, when I was suddenly aware that I was not the only witness of their interview. A wisp of green floating in the air caught my eye, and another glance showed me that it was carried on a stick by a Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 528
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man who was moving among the broken ground. It was Stapleton with his butterfly-net. He was very much closer to the pair than I was, and he appeared to be moving in their direction. At this instant Sir Henry suddenly drew Miss Stapleton to his side. His arm was round her, but it seemed to me that she was straining away from him with her face averted. He stooped his head to hers, and she raised one hand as if in protest. Next moment I saw them spring apart and turn hurriedly round. Stapleton was the cause of the interruption. He was running wildly towards them, his absurd net dangling behind him. He gesticulated and almost danced with excitement in front of the lovers. 

What the scene meant I could not imagine, but it seemed to me that Stapleton was abusing Sir Henry, who offered explanations, which became more angry as the other refused to accept them. The lady stood by in haughty silence. Finally Stapleton turned upon his heel and beckoned in a peremptory way to his sister, who, after an irresolute glance at Sir Henry, walked off by the side of her brother. The naturalist's angry gestures showed that the lady was included in his dis-pleasure. The baronet stood for a minute looking after them, and then he walked slowly back the way that he had come, his head hanging, the very picture of dejec-tion. 

What all this meant I could not imagine, but I was Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 529
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deeply ashamed to have witnessed so intimate a scene without my friend's knowledge. I ran down the hill therefore and met the baronet at the bottom. His face was flushed with anger and his brows were wrinkled, like one who is at his wit's ends what to do. 

»Halloa, Watson! Where have you dropped from?«

said he. »You don't mean to say that you came after me in spite of all?«

I explained everything to him: how I had found it impossible to remain behind, how I had followed him, and how I had witnessed all that had occurred. For an instant his eyes blazed at me, but my frankness disarmed his anger, and he broke at last into a rather rueful laugh. 

»You would have thought the middle of that prairie a fairly safe place for a man to be private,« said he, 

»but, by thunder, the whole countryside seems to have been out to see me do my wooing – and a mighty poor wooing at that! Where had you engaged a seat?«

»I was on that hill.«

»Quite in the back row, eh? But her brother was well up to the front. Did you see him come out on us?«

»Yes, I did.«

»Did he ever strike you as being crazy – this brother of hers?«

»I can't say that he ever did.«
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»I dare say not. I always thought him sane enough until to-day, but you can take it from me that either he or I ought to be in a strait-jacket. What's the matter with me, anyhow? You've lived near me for some weeks, Watson. Tell me straight, now! Is there anything that would prevent me from making a good husband to a woman that I loved?«

»I should say not.«

»He can't object to my worldly position, so it must be myself that he has this down on. What has he against me? I never hurt man or woman in my life that I know of. And yet he would not so much as let me touch the tips of her fingers.«

»Did he say so?«

»That, and a deal more. I tell you, Watson, I've only known her these few weeks, but from the first I just felt that she was made for me, and she, too – she was happy when she was with me, and that I'll swear. 

There's a light in a woman's eyes that speaks louder than words. But he has never let us get together, and it was only to-day for the first time that I saw a chance of having a few words with her alone. She was glad to meet me, but when she did it was not love that she would talk about, and she wouldn't have let me talk about it either if she could have stopped it. She kept coming back to it that this was a place of danger, and that she would never be happy until I had left it. I told Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 531
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her that since I had seen her I was in no hurry to leave it, and that if she really wanted me to go, the only way to work it was for her to arrange to go with me. With that I offered in as many words to marry her, but before she could answer, down came this brother of hers, running at us with a face on him like a madman. 

He was just white with rage, and those light eyes of his were blazing with fury. What was I doing with the lady? How dared I offer her attentions which were di-stasteful to her? Did I think that because I was a baronet I could do what I liked? If he had not been her brother I should have known better how to answer him. As it was I told him that my feelings towards his sister were such as I was not ashamed of, and that I hoped that she might honour me by becoming my wife. That seemed to make the matter no better, so then I lost my temper too, and I answered him rather more hotly than I should perhaps, considering that she was standing by. So it ended by his going off with her, as you saw, and here am I as badly puzzled a man as any in this county. Just tell me what it all means, Watson, and I'll owe you more than ever I can hope to pay.«

I tried one or two explanations, but, indeed, I was completely puzzled myself. Our friend's title, his fortune, his age, his character, and his appearance are all in his favour, and I know nothing against him unless Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 532
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it be this dark fate which runs in his family. That his advances should be rejected so brusquely without any reference to the lady's own wishes and that the lady should accept the situation without protest is very amazing. However, our conjectures were set at rest by a visit from Stapleton himself that very afternoon. He had come to offer apologies for his rudeness of the morning, and after a long private interview with Sir Henry in his study the upshot of their conversation was that the breach is quite healed, and that we are to dine at Merripit House next Friday as a sign of it. 

»I don't say now that he isn't a crazy man,« said Sir Henry; »I can't forget the look in his eyes when he ran at me this morning, but I must allow that no man could make a more handsome apology than he has done.«

»Did he give any explanation of his conduct?«

»His sister is everything in his life, he says. That is natural enough, and I am glad that he should understand her value. They have always been together, and according to his account he has been a very lonely man with only her as a companion, so that the thought of losing her was really terrible to him. He had not understood, he said, that I was becoming attached to her, but when he saw with his own eyes that it was really so, and that she might be taken away from him, it gave him such a shock that for a time he was not re-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 533
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sponsible for what he said or did. He was very sorry for all that had passed, and he recognized how foolish and how selfish it was that he should imagine that he could hold a beautiful woman like his sister to himself for her whole life. If she had to leave him he had rather it was to a neighbour like myself than to anyone else. But in any case it was a blow to him, and it would take him some time before he could prepare himself to meet it. He would withdraw all opposition upon his part if I would promise for three months to let the matter rest and to be content with cultivating the lady's friendship during that time without claiming her love. This I promised, and so the matter rests.«

So there is one of our small mysteries cleared up. It is something to have touched bottom anywhere in this bog in which we are floundering. We know now why Stapleton looked with disfavour upon his sister's suitor – even when that suitor was so eligible a one as Sir Henry. And now I pass on to another thread which I have extricated out of the tangled skein, the mystery of the sobs in the night, of the tear-stained face of Mrs. Barrymore, of the secret journey of the butler to the western lattice window. Congratulate me, my dear Holmes, and tell me that I have not disappointed you as an agent – that you do not regret the confidence which you showed in me when you sent me down. All these things have by one night's work been thoroughly Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 534
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cleared. 

I have said »by one night's work,« but, in truth, it was by two nights' work, for on the first we drew entirely blank. I sat up with Sir Henry in his rooms until nearly three o'clock in the morning, but no sound of any sort did we hear except the chiming clock upon the stairs. It was a most melancholy vigil and ended by each of us falling asleep in our chairs. Fortunately we were not discouraged, and we determined to try again. The next night we lowered the lamp and sat smoking cigarettes without making the least sound. It was incredible how slowly the hours crawled by, and yet we were helped through it by the same sort of patient interest which the hunter must feel as he watches the trap into which he hopes the game may wander. 

One struck, and two, and we had almost for the second time given it up in despair when in an instant we both sat bolt upright in our chairs, with all our weary senses keenly on the alert once more. We had heard the creak of a step in the passage. 

Very stealthily we heard it pass along until it died away in the distance. Then the baronet gently opened his door and we set out in pursuit. Already our man had gone round the gallery, and the corridor was all in darkness. Softly we stole along until we had come into the other wing. We were just in time to catch a glimpse of the tall, blackbearded figure, his shoulders Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 535
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rounded, as he tiptoed down the passage. Then he passed through the same door as before, and the light of the candle framed it in the darkness and shot one single yellow beam across the gloom of the corridor. 

We shuffled cautiously towards it, trying every plank before we dared to put our whole weight upon it. We had taken the precaution of leaving our boots behind us, but, even so, the old boards snapped and creaked beneath our tread. Sometimes it seemed impossible that he should fail to hear our approach. However, the man is fortunately rather deaf, and he was entirely preoccupied in that which he was doing. When at last we reached the door and peeped through we found him crouching at the window, candle in hand, his white, intent face pressed against the pane, exactly as I had seen him two nights before. 

We had arranged no plan of campaign, but the baronet is a man to whom the most direct way is always the most natural. He walked into the room, and as he did so Barrymore sprang up from the window with a sharp hiss of his breath and stood, livid and trembling, before us. His dark eyes, glaring out of the white mask of his face, were full of horror and astonishment as he gazed from Sir Henry to me. 

»What are you doing here, Barrymore?«

»Nothing, sir.« His agitation was so great that he could hardly speak, and the shadows sprang up and Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 536
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down from the shaking of his candle. »It was the window, sir. I go round at night to see that they are fastened.«

»On the second floor?«

»Yes, sir, all the windows.«

»Look here, Barrymore,« said Sir Henry sternly, 

»we have made up our minds to have the truth out of you, so it will save you trouble to tell it sooner rather than later. Come, now! No lies! What were you doing at that window?«

The fellow looked at us in a helpless way, and he wrung his hands together like one who is in the last extremity of doubt and misery. 

»I was doing no harm, sir. I was holding a candle to the window.«

»And why were you holding a candle to the window?«

»Don't ask me, Sir Henry – don't ask me! I give you my word, sir, that it is not my secret, and that I cannot tell it. If it concerned no one but myself I would not try to keep it from you.«

A sudden idea occurred to me, and I took the candle from the trembling hand of the butler. 

»He must have been holding it as a signal,« said I. 

»Let us see if there is any answer.« I held it as he had done, and stared out into the darkness of the night. 

Vaguely I could discern the black bank of the trees Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 537

9. The Light upon the Moor

Doyle-SH, 846

and the lighter expanse of the moor, for the moon was behind the clouds. And then I gave a cry of exultation, for a tiny pin-point of yellow light had suddenly transfixed the dark veil, and glowed steadily in the centre of the black square framed by the window. 

»There it is!« I cried. 

»No, no, sir, it is nothing – nothing at all!« the butler broke in; »I assure you, sir ––«

»Move your light across the window, Watson!«

cried the baronet. »See, the other moves also! Now, you rascal, do you deny that it is a signal? Come, speak up! Who is your confederate out yonder, and what is this conspiracy that is going on?«

The man's face became openly defiant. 

»It is my business, and not yours. I will not tell.«

»Then you leave my employment right away.«

»Very good, sir. If I must I must.«

»And you go in disgrace. By thunder, you may well be ashamed of yourself. Your family has lived with mine for over a hundred years under this roof, and here I find you deep in some dark plot against me.«

»No, no, sir; no, not against you!« It was a woman's voice, and Mrs. Barrymore, paler and more horror-struck than her husband, was standing at the door. Her bulky figure in a shawl and skirt might have been comic were it not for the intensity of feeling upon her face. 
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»We have to go, Eliza. This is the end of it. You can pack our things,« said the butler. 

»Oh, John, John, have I brought you to this? It is my doing, Sir Henry – all mine. He has done nothing except for my sake, and because I asked him.«

»Speak out, then! What does it mean?«

»My unhappy brother is starving on the moor. We cannot let him perish at our very gates. The light is a signal to him that food is ready for him, and his light out yonder is to show the spot to which to bring it.«

»Then your brother is ––«

»The escaped convict, sir – Selden, the criminal.«

»That's the truth, sir,« said Barrymore. »I said that it was not my secret and that I could not tell it to you. 

But now you have heard it, and you will see that if there was a plot it was not against you.«

This, then, was the explanation of the stealthy expeditions at night and the light at the window. Sir Henry and I both stared at the woman in amazement. 

Was it possible that this stolidly respectable person was of the same blood as one of the most notorious criminals in the country? 

»Yes, sir, my name was Selden, and he is my younger brother. We humoured him too much when he was a lad and gave him his own way in everything until he came to think that the world was made for his pleasure, and that he could do what he liked in it. Then as Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 539

9. The Light upon the Moor

Doyle-SH, 847

he grew older he met wicked companions, and the devil entered into him until he broke my mother's heart and dragged our name in the dirt. From crime to crime he sank lower and lower until it is only the mercy of God which has snatched him from the scaffold; but to me, sir, he was always the little curly-headed boy that I had nursed and played with as an elder sister would. That was why he broke prison, sir. 

He knew that I was here and that we could not refuse to help him. When he dragged himself here one night, weary and starving, with the warders hard at his heels, what could we do? We took him in and fed him and cared for him. Then you returned, sir, and my brother thought he would be safer on the moor than anywhere else until the hue and cry was over, so he lay in hiding there. But every second night we made sure if he was still there by putting a light in the window, and if there was an answer my husband took out some bread and meat to him. Every day we hoped that he was gone, but as long as he was there we could not desert him. That is the whole truth, as I am an honest Christian woman, and you will see that if there is blame in the matter it does not lie with my husband but with me, for whose sake he has done all that he has.«

The woman's words came with an intense earnestness which carried conviction with them. 

»Is this true, Barrymore?«
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»Yes, Sir Henry. Every word of it.«

»Well, I cannot blame you for standing by your own wife. Forget what I have said. Go to your room, you two, and we shall talk further about this matter in the morning.«

When they were gone we looked out of the window again. Sir Henry had flung it open, and the cold night wind beat in upon our faces. Far away in the black distance there still glowed that one tiny point of yellow light. 

»I wonder he dares,« said Sir Henry. 

»It may be so placed as to be only visible from here.«

»Very likely. How far do you think it is?«

»Out by the Cleft Tor, I think.«

»Not more than a mile or two off.«

»Hardly that.«

»Well, it cannot be far if Barrymore had to carry out the food to it. And he is waiting, this villain, beside that candle. By thunder, Watson, I am going out to take that man!«

The same thought had crossed my own mind. It was not as if the Barrymores had taken us into their confidence. Their secret had been forced from them. 

The man was a danger to the community, an unmitigated scoundrel for whom there was neither pity nor excuse. We were only doing our duty in taking this Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 541
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chance of putting him back where he could do no harm. With his brutal and violent nature, others would have to pay the price if we held our hands. Any night, for example, our neighbours the Stapletons might be attacked by him, and it may have been the thought of this which made Sir Henry so keen upon the adventure. 

»I will come,« said I. 

»Then get your revolver and put on your boots. The sooner we start the better, as the fellow may put out his light and be off.«

In five minutes we were outside the door, starting upon our expedition. We hurried through the dark shrubbery, amid the dull moaning of the autumn wind and the rustle of the falling leaves. The night air was heavy with the smell of damp and decay. Now and again the moon peeped out for an instant, but clouds were driving over the face of the sky, and just as we came out on the moor a thin rain began to fall. The light still burned steadily in front. 

»Are you armed?« I asked. 

»I have a hunting-crop.«

»We must close in on him rapidly, for he is said to be a desperate fellow. We shall take him by surprise and have him at our mercy before he can resist.«

»I say, Watson,« said the baronet, »what would Holmes say to this? How about that hour of darkness Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 542
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in which the power of evil is exalted?«

As if in answer to his words there rose suddenly out of the vast gloom of the moor that strange cry which I had already heard upon the borders of the great Grimpen Mire. It came with the wind through the silence of the night, a long, deep mutter, then a rising howl, and then the sad moan in which it died away. Again and again it sounded, the whole air throbbing with it, strident, wild, and menacing. The baronet caught my sleeve and his face glimmered white through the darkness. 

»My God, what's that, Watson?«

»I don't know. It's a sound they have on the moor. I heard it once before.«

It died away, and an absolute silence closed in upon us. We stood straining our ears, but nothing came. 

»Watson,« said the baronet, »it was the cry of a hound.«

My blood ran cold in my veins, for there was a break in his voice which told of the sudden horror which had seized him. 

»What do they call this sound?« he asked. 

»Who?«

»The folk on the countryside?«

»Oh, they are ignorant people. Why should you mind what they call it?«
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»Tell me, Watson. What do they say of it?«

I hesitated but could not escape the question. 

»They say it is the cry of the Hound of the Baskervilles.«

He groaned and was silent for a few moments. 

»A hound it was,« he said at last, »but it seemed to come from miles away, over yonder, I think.«

»It was hard to say whence it came.«

»It rose and fell with the wind. Isn't that the direction of the great Grimpen Mire?«

»Yes, it is.«

»Well, it was up there. Come now, Watson, didn't you think yourself that it was the cry of a hound? I am not a child. You need not fear to speak the truth.«

»Stapleton was with me when I heard it last. He said that it might be the calling of a strange bird.«

»No, no, it was a hound. My God, can there be some truth in all these stories? Is it possible that I am really in danger from so dark a cause? You don't believe it, do you, Watson?«

»No, no.«

»And yet it was one thing to laugh about it in London, and it is another to stand out here in the darkness of the moor and to hear such a cry as that. And my uncle! There was the footprint of the hound beside him as he lay. It all fits together. I don't think that I am a coward, Watson, but that sound seemed to free-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 544
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ze my very blood. Feel my hand!«

It was as cold as a block of marble. 

»You'll be all right to-morrow.«

»I don't think I'll get that cry out of my head. What do you advise that we do now?«

»Shall we turn back?«

»No, by thunder; we have come out to get our man, and we will do it. We after the convict, and a hell-hound, as likely as not, after us. Come on! We'll see it through if all the fiends of the pit were loose upon the moor.«

We stumbled slowly along in the darkness, with the black loom of the craggy hills around us, and the yellow speck of light burning steadily in front. There is nothing so deceptive as the distance of a light upon a pitch-dark night, and sometimes the glimmer seemed to be far away upon the horizon and sometimes it might have been within a few yards of us. But at last we could see whence it came, and then we knew that we were indeed very close. A guttering candle was stuck in a crevice of the rocks which flanked it on each side so as to keep the wind from it and also to prevent it from being visible, save in the direction of Baskerville Hall. A boulder of granite concealed our approach, and crouching behind it we gazed over it at the signal light. It was strange to see this single candle burning there in the middle of the moor, with no Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 545
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sign of life near it – just the one straight yellow flame and the gleam of the rock on each side of it. 

»What shall we do now?« whispered Sir Henry. 

»Wait here. He must be near his light. Let us see if we can get a glimpse of him.«

The words were hardly out of my mouth when we both saw him. Over the rocks, in the crevice of which the candle burned, there was thrust out an evil yellow face, a terrible animal face, all seamed and scored with vile passions. Foul with mire, with a bristling beard, and hung with matted hair, it might well have belonged to one of those old savages who dwelt in the burrows on the hillsides. The light beneath him was reflected in his small, cunning eyes which peered fiercely to right and left through the darkness like a crafty and savage animal who has heard the steps of the hunters. 

Something had evidently aroused his suspicions. It may have been that Barrymore had some private signal which we had neglected to give, or the fellow may have had some other reason for thinking that all was not well, but I could read his fears upon his wik-ked face. Any instant he might dash out the light and vanish in the darkness. I sprang forward therefore, and Sir Henry did the same. At the same moment the convict screamed out a curse at us and hurled a rock which splintered up against the boulder which had Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 546
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sheltered us. I caught one glimpse of his short, squat, strongly built figure as he sprang to his feet and turned to run. At the same moment by a lucky chance the moon broke through the clouds. We rushed over the brow of the hill, and there was our man running with great speed down the other side, springing over the stones in his way with the activity of a mountain goat. 

A lucky long shot of my revolver might have crippled him, but I had brought it only to defend myself if attacked and not to shoot an unarmed man who was running away. 

We were both swift runners and in fairly good training, but we soon found that we had no chance of overtaking him. We saw him for a long time in the moonlight until he was only a small speck moving swiftly among the boulders upon the side of a distant hill. We ran and ran until we were completely blown, but the space between us grew ever wider. Finally we stopped and sat panting on two rocks, while we watched him disappearing in the distance. 

And it was at this moment that there occurred a most strange and unexpected thing. We had risen from our rocks and were turning to go home, having abandoned the hopeless chase. The moon was low upon the right, and the jagged pinnacle of a granite tor stood up against the lower curve of its silver disc. 

There, outlined as black as an ebony statue on that Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 547
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shining background, I saw the figure of a man upon the tor. Do not think that it was a delusion, Holmes. I assure you that I have never in my life seen anything more clearly. As far as I could judge, the figure was that of a tall, thin man. He stood with his legs a little separated, his arms folded, his head bowed, as if he were brooding over that enormous wilderness of peat and granite which lay before him. He might have been the very spirit of that terrible place. It was not the convict. This man was far from the place where the latter had disappeared. Besides, he was a much taller man. With a cry of surprise I pointed him out to the baronet, but in the instant during which I had turned to grasp his arm the man was gone. There was the sharp pinnacle of granite still cutting the lower edge of the moon, but its peak bore no trace of that silent and motionless figure. 

I wished to go in that direction and to search the tor, but it was some distance away. The baronet's nerves were still quivering from that cry, which recalled the dark story of his family, and he was not in the mood for fresh adventures. He had not seen this lonely man upon the tor and could not feel the thrill which his strange presence and his commanding attitude had given to me. »A warder, no doubt,« said he. »The moor has been thick with them since this fellow escaped.« Well, perhaps his explanation may be the right Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 548
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one, but I should like to have some further proof of it. 

To-day we mean to communicate to the Princetown people where they should look for their missing man, but it is hard lines that we have not actually had the triumph of bringing him back as our own prisoner. 

Such are the adventures of last night, and you must acknowledge, my dear Holmes, that I have done you very well in the matter of a report. Much of what I tell you is no doubt quite irrelevant, but still I feel that it is best that I should let you have all the facts and leave you to select for yourself those which will be of most service to you in helping you to your conclusions. We are certainly making some progress. So far as the Barrymores go we have found the motive of their actions, and that has cleared up the situation very much. But the moor with its mysteries and its strange inhabitants remains as inscrutable as ever. Perhaps in my next I may be able to throw some light upon this also. Best of all would it be if you could come down to us. In any case you will hear from me again in the course of the next few days. 
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Chapter X

Extract from the Diary of Dr. Watson So far I have been able to quote from the reports which I have forwarded during these early days to Sherlock Holmes. Now, however, I have arrived at a point in my narrative where I am compelled to abandon this method and to trust once more to my recollections, aided by the diary which I kept at the time. A few extracts from the latter will carry me on to those scenes which are indelibly fixed in every detail upon my memory. I proceed, then, from the morning which followed our abortive chase of the convict and our other strange experiences upon the moor. 

October 16th. A dull and foggy day with a drizzle of rain. The house is banked in with rolling clouds, which rise now and then to show the dreary curves of the moor, with thin, silver veins upon the sides of the hills, and the distant boulders gleaming where the light strikes upon their wet faces. It is melancholy outside and in. The baronet is in a black reaction after the excitements of the night. I am conscious myself of a weight at my heart and a feeling of impending danger – ever present danger, which is the more terrible because I am unable to define it. 
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And have I not cause for such a feeling? Consider the long sequence of incidents which have all pointed to some sinister influence which is at work around us. 

There is the death of the last occupant of the Hall, fulfilling so exactly the conditions of the family legend, and there are the repeated reports from peasants of the appearance of a strange creature upon the moor. 

Twice I have with my own ears heard the sound which resembled the distant baying of a hound. It is incredible, impossible, that it should really be outside the ordinary laws of nature. A spectral hound which leaves material footmarks and fills the air with its howling is surely not to be thought of. Stapleton may fall in with such a superstition, and Mortimer also; but if I have one quality upon earth it is common sense, and nothing will persuade me to believe in such a thing. 

To do so would be to descend to the level of these poor peasants, who are not content with a mere fiend dog but must needs describe him with hell-fire shooting from his mouth and eyes. Holmes would not listen to such fancies, and I am his agent. But facts are facts, and I have twice heard this crying upon the moor. Suppose that there were really some huge hound loose upon it; that would go far to explain everything. But where could such a hound lie concealed, where did it get its food, where did it come from, how was it that no one saw it by day? It must be confessed Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 551
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that the natural explanation offers almost as many difficulties as the other. And always, apart from the hound, there is the fact of the human agency in London, the man in the cab, and the letter which warned Sir Henry against the moor. This at least was real, but it might have been the work of a protecting friend as easily as of an enemy. Where is that friend or enemy now? Has he remained in London, or has he followed us down here? Could he – could he be the stranger whom I saw upon the tor? 

It is true that I have had only the one glance at him, and yet there are some things to which I am ready to swear. He is no one whom I have seen down here, and I have now met all the neighbours. The figure was far taller than that of Stapleton, far thinner than that of Frankland. Barrymore it might possibly have been, but we had left him behind us, and I am certain that he could not have followed us. A stranger then is still dogging us, just as a stranger dogged us in London. 

We have never shaken him off. If I could lay my hands upon that man, then at last we might find ourselves at the end of all our difficulties. To this one purpose I must now devote all my energies. 

My first impulse was to tell Sir Henry all my plans. 

My second and wisest one is to play my own game and speak as little as possible to anyone. He is silent and distrait. His nerves have been strangely shaken by Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 552
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that sound upon the moor. I will say nothing to add to his anxieties, but I will take my own steps to attain my own end. 

We had a small scene this morning after breakfast. 

Barrymore asked leave to speak with Sir Henry, and they were closeted in his study some little time. Sitting in the billiard-room I more than once heard the sound of voices raised, and I had a pretty good idea what the point was which was under discussion. After a time the baronet opened his door and called for me. 

»Barrymore considers that he has a grievance,« he said. »He thinks that it was unfair on our part to hunt his brother-in-law down when he, of his own free will, had told us the secret.«

The butler was standing very pale but very collected before us. 

»I may have spoken too warmly, sir,« said he, »and if I have, I am sure that I beg your pardon. At the same time, I was very much surprised when I heard you two gentlemen come back this morning and learned that you had been chasing Selden. The poor fellow has enough to fight against without my putting more upon his track.«

»If you had told us of your own free will it would have been a different thing,« said the baronet, »you only told us, or rather your wife only told us, when it was forced from you and you could not help yourself.«
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»I didn't think you would have taken advantage of it, Sir Henry – indeed I didn't.«

»The man is a public danger. There are lonely houses scattered over the moor, and he is a fellow who would stick at nothing. You only want to get a glimpse of his face to see that. Look at Mr. Stapleton's house, for example, with no one but himself to defend it. There's no safety for anyone until he is under lock and key.«

»He'll break into no house, sir. I give you my solemn word upon that. But he will never trouble anyone in this country again. I assure you, Sir Henry, that in a very few days the necessary arrangements will have been made and he will be on his way to South America. For God's sake, sir, I beg of you not to let the police know that he is still on the moor. They have given up the chase there, and he can lie quiet until the ship is ready for him. You can't tell on him without getting my wife and me into trouble. I beg you, sir, to say nothing to the police.«

»What do you say, Watson?«

I shrugged my shoulders. »If he were safely out of the country it would relieve the tax-payer of a burden.«

»But how about the chance of his holding someone up before he goes?«
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provided him with all that he can want. To commit a crime would be to show where he was hiding.«

»That is true,« said Sir Henry. »Well, Barrymore ––«

»God bless you, sir, and thank you from my heart! 

It would have killed my poor wife had he been taken again.«

»I guess we are aiding and abetting a felony, Watson? But, after what we have heard, I don't feel as if I could give the man up, so there is an end of it. All right, Barrymore, you can go.«

With a few broken words of gratitude the man turned, but he hesitated and then came back. 

»You've been so kind to us, sir, that I should like to do the best I can for you in return. I know something, Sir Henry, and perhaps I should have said it before, but it was long after the inquest that I found it out. I've never breathed a word about it yet to mortal man. It's about poor Sir Charles's death.«

The baronet and I were both upon our feet. »Do you know how he died?«

»No, sir, I don't know that.«

»What then?«

»I know why he was at the gate at that hour. It was to meet a woman.«

»To meet a woman! He?«

»Yes, sir.«
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»And the woman's name?«

»I can't give you the name, sir, but I can give you the initials. Her initials were L.L.«

»How do you know this, Barrymore?«

»Well, Sir Henry, your uncle had a letter that morning. He had usually a great many letters, for he was a public man and well known for his kind heart, so that everyone who was in trouble was glad to turn to him. 

But that morning, as it chanced, there was only this one letter, so I took the more notice of it. It was from Coombe Tracey, and it was addressed in a woman's hand.«

»Well?«

»Well, sir, I thought no more of the matter, and never would have done had it not been for my wife. 

Only a few weeks ago she was cleaning out Sir Charles's study – it had never been touched since his death – and she found the ashes of a burned letter in the back of the grate. The greater part of it was charred to pieces, but one little slip, the end of a page, hung together, and the writing could still be read, though it was gray on a black ground. It seemed to us to be a postscript at the end of the letter, and it said:

›Please, please, as you are a gentleman, burn this letter, and be at the gate by ten o'clock.‹ Beneath it were signed the initials L.L.«

»Have you got that slip?«
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»No, sir, it crumbled all to bits after we moved it.«

»Had Sir Charles received any other letters in the same writing?«

»Well, sir, I took no particular notice of his letters. 

I should not have noticed this one, only it happened to come alone.«

»And you have no idea who L.L. is?«

»No, sir. No more than you have. But I expect if we could lay our hands upon that lady we should know more about Sir Charles's death.«

»I cannot understand, Barrymore, how you came to conceal this important information.«

»Well, sir, it was immediately after that our own trouble came to us. And then again, sir, we were both of us very fond of Sir Charles, as we well might be considering all that he has done for us. To rake this up couldn't help our poor master, and it's well to go carefully when there's a lady in the case. Even the best of us ––«

»You thought it might injure his reputation?«

»Well, sir, I thought no good could come of it. But now you have been kind to us, and I feel as if it would be treating you unfairly not to tell you all that I know about the matter.«

»Very good, Barrymore; you can go.« When the butler had left us Sir Henry turned to me. »Well, Watson, what do you think of this new light?«
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»It seems to leave the darkness rather blacker than before.«

»So I think. But if we can only trace L.L. it should clear up the whole business. We have gained that much. We know that there is someone who has the facts if we can only find her. What do you think we should do?«

»Let Holmes know all about it at once. It will give him the clue for which he has been seeking. I am much mistaken if it does not bring him down.«

I went at once to my room and drew up my report of the morning's conversation for Holmes. It was evident to me that he had been very busy of late, for the notes which I had from Baker Street were few and short, with no comments upon the information which I had supplied and hardly any reference to my mission. No doubt his blackmailing case is absorbing all his faculties. And yet this new factor must surely arrest his attention and renew his interest. I wish that he were here. 

October 17th. All day to-day the rain poured down, rustling on the ivy and dripping from the eaves. I thought of the convict out upon the bleak, cold, shel-terless moor. Poor devil! Whatever his crimes, he has suffered something to atone for them. And then I thought of that other one – the face in the cab, the figure against the moon. Was he also out in that delu-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 558
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ge – the unseen watcher, the man of darkness? In the evening I put on my waterproof and I walked far upon the sodden moor, full of dark imaginings, the rain beating upon my face and the wind whistling about my ears. God help those who wander into the great mire now, for even the firm uplands are becoming a morass. I found the black tor upon which I had seen the solitary watcher, and from its craggy summit I looked out myself across the melancholy downs. Rain squalls drifted across their russet face, and the heavy, slate-coloured clouds hung low over the landscape, trailing in gray wreaths down the sides of the fantastic hills. In the distant hollow on the left, half hidden by the mist, the two thin towers of Baskerville Hall rose above the trees. They were the only signs of human life which I could see, save only those prehistoric huts which lay thickly upon the slopes of the hills. Nowhere was there any trace of that lonely man whom I had seen on the same spot two nights before. 

As I walked back I was overtaken by Dr. Mortimer driving in his dog-cart over a rough moorland track which led from the outlying farmhouse of Foulmire. 

He has been very attentive to us, and hardly a day has passed that he has not called at the Hall to see how we were getting on. He insisted upon my climbing into his dog-cart, and he gave me a lift homeward. I found him much troubled over the disappearance of Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 559
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his little spaniel. It had wandered on to the moor and had never come back. I gave him such consolation as I might, but I thought of the pony on the Grimpen Mire, and I do not fancy that he will see his little dog again. 

»By the way, Mortimer,« said I as we jolted along the rough road. »I suppose there are few people living within driving distance of this whom you do not know?«

»Hardly any, I think.«

»Can you, then, tell me the name of any woman whose initials are L.L.?«

He thought for a few minutes. 

»No,« said he. »There are a few gipsies and labouring folk for whom I can't answer, but among the farmers or gentry there is no one whose initials are those. 

Wait a bit though,« he added after a pause. »There is Laura Lyons – her initials are L.L. – but she lives in Coombe Tracey.«

»Who is she?« I asked. 

»She is Frankland's daughter.«

»What! Old Frankland the crank?«

»Exactly. She married an artist named Lyons, who came sketching on the moor. He proved to be a blak-kguard and deserted her. The fault from what I hear may not have been entirely on one side. Her father refused to have anything to do with her because she had Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 560
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married without his consent and perhaps for one or two other reasons as well. So, between the old sinner and the young one the girl has had a pretty bad time.«

»How does she live?«

»I fancy old Frankland allows her a pittance, but it cannot be more, for his own affairs are considerably involved. Whatever she may have deserved one could not allow her to go hopelessly to the bad. Her story got about, and several of the people here did something to enable her to earn an honest living. Stapleton did for one, and Sir Charles for another. I gave a trifle myself. It was to set her up in a typewriting business.«

He wanted to know the object of my inquiries, but I managed to satisfy his curiosity without telling him too much, for there is no reason why we should take anyone into our confidence. To-morrow morning I shall find my way to Coombe Tracey, and if I can see this Mrs. Laura Lyons, of equivocal reputation, a long step will have been made towards clearing one incident in this chain of mysteries. I am certainly developing the wisdom of the serpent, for when Mortimer pressed his questions to an inconvenient extent I asked him casually to what type Frankland's skull belonged, and so heard nothing but craniology for the rest of our drive. I have not lived for years with Sherlock Holmes for nothing. 
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I have only one other incident to record upon this tempestuous and melancholy day. This was my conversation with Barrymore just now, which gives me one more strong card which I can play in due time. 

Mortimer had stayed to dinner, and he and the baronet played écarté afterwards. The butler brought me my coffee into the library, and I took the chance to ask him a few questions. 

»Well,« said I, »has this precious relation of yours departed, or is he still lurking out yonder?«

»I don't know, sir. I hope to Heaven that he has gone, for he has brought nothing but trouble here! I've not heard of him since I left out food for him last, and that was three days ago.«

»Did you see him then?«

»No, sir, but the food was gone when next I went that way.«

»Then he was certainly there?«

»So you would think, sir, unless it was the other man who took it.«

I sat with my coffee-cup halfway to my lips and stared at Barrymore. 

»You know that there is another man then?«

»Yes, sir; there is another man upon the moor.«

»Have you seen him?«

»No, sir.«

»How do you know of him then?«
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»Selden told me of him, sir, a week ago or more. 

He's in hiding, too, but he's not a convict as far as I can make out. I don't like it, Dr. Watson – I tell you straight, sir, that I don't like it.« He spoke with a sudden passion of earnestness. 

»Now, listen to me, Barrymore! I have no interest in this matter but that of your master. I have come here with no object except to help him. Tell me, frankly, what it is that you don't like.«

Barrymore hesitated for a moment, as if he regretted his outburst or found it difficult to express his own feelings in words. 

»It's all these goings-on, sir,« he cried at last, waving his hand towards the rain-lashed window which faced the moor. »There's foul play somewhere, and there's black villainy brewing, to that I'll swear! Very glad I should be, sir, to see Sir Henry on his way back to London again!«

»But what is it that alarms you?«

»Look at Sir Charles's death! That was bad enough, for all that the coroner said. Look at the noises on the moor at night. There's not a man would cross it after sundown if he was paid for it. Look at this stranger hiding out yonder, and watching and waiting! What's he waiting for? What does it mean? It means no good to anyone of the name of Baskerville, and very glad I shall be to be quit of it all on the day Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 563
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that Sir Henry's new servants are ready to take over the Hall.«

»But about this stranger,« said I. »Can you tell me anything about him? What did Selden say? Did he find out where he hid, or what he was doing?«

»He saw him once or twice, but he is a deep one and gives nothing away. At first he thought that he was the police, but soon he found that he had some lay of his own. A kind of gentleman he was, as far as he could see, but what he was doing he could not make out.«

»And where did he say that he lived?«

»Among the old houses on the hillside – the stone huts where the old folk used to live.«

»But how about his food?«

»Selden found out that he has got a lad who works for him and brings all he needs. I dare say he goes to Coombe Tracey for what he wants.«

»Very good, Barrymore. We may talk further of this some other time.« When the butler had gone I walked over to the black window, and I looked through a blurred pane at the driving clouds and at the tossing outline of the wind-swept trees. It is a wild night indoors, and what must it be in a stone hut upon the moor. What passion of hatred can it be which leads a man to lurk in such a place at such a time! 

And what deep and earnest purpose can he have Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 564
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which calls for such a trial! There, in that hut upon the moor, seems to lie the very centre of that problem which has vexed me so sorely. I swear that another day shall not have passed before I have done all that man can do to reach the heart of the mystery. 
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Chapter XI

The Man on the Tor


The extract from my private diary which forms the last chapter has brought my narrative up to the eighteenth of October, a time when these strange events began to move swiftly towards their terrible conclusion. The incidents of the next few days are indelibly graven upon my recollection, and I can tell them without reference to the notes made at the time. I start them from the day which succeeded that upon which I had established two facts of great importance, the one that Mrs. Laura Lyons of Coombe Tracey had written to Sir Charles Baskerville and made an appointment with him at the very place and hour that he met his death, the other that the lurking man upon the moor was to be found among the stone huts upon the hillside. With these two facts in my possession I felt that either my intelligence or my courage must be deficient if I could not throw some further light upon these dark places. 

I had no opportunity to tell the baronet what I had learned about Mrs. Lyons upon the evening before, for Dr. Mortimer remained with him at cards until it was very late. At breakfast, however, I informed him Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 566
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about my discovery and asked him whether he would care to accompany me to Coombe Tracey. At first he was very eager to come, but on second thoughts it seemed to both of us that if I went alone the results might be better. The more formal we made the visit the less information we might obtain. I left Sir Henry behind, therefore, not without some prickings of conscience, and drove off upon my new quest. 

When I reached Coombe Tracey I told Perkins to put up the horses, and I made inquiries for the lady whom I had come to interrogate. I had no difficulty in finding her rooms, which were central and well appointed. A maid showed me in without ceremony, and as I entered the sitting-room a lady, who was sitting before a Remington typewriter, sprang up with a pleasant smile of welcome. Her face fell, however, when she saw that I was a stranger, and she sat down again and asked me the object of my visit. 

The first impression left by Mrs. Lyons was one of extreme beauty. Her eyes and hair were of the same rich hazel colour, and her cheeks, though considerably freckled, were flushed with the exquisite bloom of the brunette, the dainty pink which lurks at the heart of the sulphur rose. Admiration was, I repeat, the first impression. But the second was criticism. There was something subtly wrong with the face, some coarseness of expression, some hardness, perhaps, of eye, Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 567
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some looseness of lip which marred its perfect beauty. 

But these, of course, are after-thoughts. At the moment I was simply conscious that I was in the presence of a very handsome woman, and that she was asking me the reasons for my visit. I had not quite understood until that instant how delicate my mission was. 

»I have the pleasure,« said I, »of knowing your father.«

It was a clumsy introduction, and the lady made me feel it. 

»There is nothing in common between my father and me,« she said. »I owe him nothing, and his friends are not mine. If it were not for the late Sir Charles Baskerville and some other kind hearts I might have starved for all that my father cared.«

»It was about the late Sir Charles Baskerville that I have come here to see you.«

The freckles started out on the lady's face. 

»What can I tell you about him?« she asked, and her fingers played nervously over the stops of her typewriter. 

»You knew him, did you not?«

»I have already said that I owe a great deal to his kindness. If I am able to support myself it is largely due to the interest which he took in my unhappy situation.«
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»Did you correspond with him?«

The lady looked quickly up with an angry gleam in her hazel eyes. 

»What is the object of these questions?« she asked sharply. 

»The object is to avoid a public scandal. It is better that I should ask them here than that the matter should pass outside our control.«

She was silent and her face was still very pale. At last she looked up with something reckless and defiant in her manner. 

»Well, I'll answer,« she said. »What are your questions?«

»Did you correspond with Sir Charles?«

»I certainly wrote to him once or twice to acknowledge his delicacy and his generosity.«

»Have you the dates of those letters?«

»No.«

»Have you ever met him?«

»Yes, once or twice, when he came into Coombe Tracey. He was a very retiring man, and he preferred to do good by stealth.«

»But if you saw him so seldom and wrote so seldom, how did he know enough about your affairs to be able to help you, as you say that he has done?«

She met my difficulty with the utmost readiness. 
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history and united to help me. One was Mr. Stapleton, a neighbour and intimate friend of Sir Charles's. He was exceedingly kind, and it was through him that Sir Charles learned about my affairs.«

I knew already that Sir Charles Baskerville had made Stapleton his almoner upon several occasions, so the lady's statement bore the impress of truth upon it. 

»Did you ever write to Sir Charles asking him to meet you?« I continued. 

Mrs. Lyon flushed with anger again. 

»Really, sir, this is a very extraordinary question.«

»I am sorry, madam, but I must repeat it.«

»Then I answer, certainly not.«

»Not on the very day of Sir Charles's death?«

The flush had faded in an instant, and a deathly face was before me. Her dry lips could not speak the

»No« which I saw rather than heard. 

»Surely your memory deceives you,« said I. »I could even quote a passage of your letter. It ran ›Please, please, as you are a gentleman, burn this letter, and be at the gate by ten o'clock.‹«

I thought that she had fainted, but she recovered herself by a supreme effort. 

»Is there no such thing as a gentleman?« she gasped. 
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letter. But sometimes a letter may be legible even when burned. You acknowledge now that you wrote it?«

»Yes, I did write it,« she cried, pouring out her soul in a torrent of words. »I did write it. Why should I deny it? I have no reason to be ashamed of it. I wished him to help me. I believed that if I had an interview I could gain his help, so I asked him to meet me.«

»But why at such an hour?«

»Because I had only just learned that he was going to London next day and might be away for months. 

There were reasons why I could not get there earlier.«

»But why a rendezvous in the garden instead of a visit to the house?«

»Do you think a woman could go alone at that hour to a bachelor's house?«

»Well, what happened when you did get there?«

»I never went.«

»Mrs. Lyons!«

»No, I swear it to you on all I hold sacred. I never went. Something intervened to prevent my going.«

»What was that?«

»That is a private matter. I cannot tell it.«

»You acknowledge then that you made an appointment with Sir Charles at the very hour and place at which he met his death, but you deny that you kept the Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 571
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appointment.«

»That is the truth.«

Again and again I cross-questioned her, but I could never get past that point. 

»Mrs. Lyons,« said I as I rose from this long and inconclusive interview, »you are taking a very great responsibility and putting yourself in a very false position by not making an absolutely clean breast of all that you know. If I have to call in the aid of the police you will find how seriously you are compromised. If your position is innocent, why did you in the first instance deny having written to Sir Charles upon that date?«

»Because I feared that some false conclusion might be drawn from it and that I might find myself involved in a scandal.«

»And why were you so pressing that Sir Charles should destroy your letter?«

»If you have read the letter you will know.«

»I did not say that I had read all the letter.«

»You quoted some of it.«

»I quoted the postscript. The letter had, as I said, been burned and it was not all legible. I ask you once again why it was that you were so pressing that Sir Charles should destroy this letter which he received on the day of his death.«

»The matter is a very private one.«
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»The more reason why you should avoid a public investigation.«

»I will tell you, then. If you have heard anything of my unhappy history you will know that I made a rash marriage and had reason to regret it.«

»I have heard so much.«

»My life has been one incessant persecution from a husband whom I abhor. The law is upon his side, and every day I am faced by the possibility that he may force me to live with him. At the time that I wrote this letter to Sir Charles I had learned that there was a prospect of my regaining my freedom if certain expenses could be met. It meant everything to me – peace of mind, happiness, self-respect – everything. I knew Sir Charles's generosity, and I thought that if he heard the story from my own lips he would help me.«

»Then how is it that you did not go?«

»Because I received help in the interval from another source.«

»Why, then, did you not write to Sir Charles and explain this?«

»So I should have done had I not seen his death in the paper next morning.«

The woman's story hung coherently together, and all my questions were unable to shake it. I could only check it by finding if she had, indeed, instituted divorce proceedings against her husband at or about the Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 573
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time of the tragedy. 

It was unlikely that she would dare to say that she had not been to Baskerville Hall if she really had been, for a trap would be necessary to take her there, and could not have returned to Coombe Tracey until the early hours of the morning. Such an excursion could not be kept secret. The probability was, therefore, that she was telling the truth, or, at least, a part of the truth. I came away baffled and disheartened. 

Once again I had reached that dead wall which seemed to be built across every path by which I tried to get at the object of my mission. And yet the more I thought of the lady's face and of her manner the more I felt that something was being held back from me. 

Why should she turn so pale? Why should she fight against every admission until it was forced from her? 

Why should she have been so reticent at the time of the tragedy? Surely the explanation of all this could not be as innocent as she would have me believe. For the moment I could proceed no farther in that direction, but must turn back to that other clue which was to be sought for among the stone huts upon the moor. 

And that was a most vague direction. I realized it as I drove back and noted how hill after hill showed traces of the ancient people. Barrymore's only indication had been that the stranger lived in one of these abandoned huts, and many hundreds of them are Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 574
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scattered throughout the length and breadth of the moor. But I had my own experience for a guide since it had shown me the man himself standing upon the summit of the Black Tor. That, then, should be the centre of my search. From there I should explore every hut upon the moor until I lighted upon the right one. 

If this man were inside it I should find out from his own lips, at the point of my revolver if necessary, who he was and why he had dogged us so long. He might slip away from us in the crowd of Regent Street, but it would puzzle him to do so upon the lonely moor. On the other hand, if I should find the hut and its tenant should not be within it I must remain there, however long the vigil, until he returned. Holmes had missed him in London. It would indeed be a triumph for me if I could run him to earth where my master had failed. 

Luck had been against us again and again in this inquiry, but now at last it came to my aid. And the messenger of good fortune was none other than Mr. 

Frankland, who was standing, gray-whiskered and red-faced, outside the gate of his garden, which opened on to the highroad along which I travelled. 

»Good-day, Dr. Watson,« cried he with unwonted good humour, »you must really give your horses a rest and come in to have a glass of wine and to congratulate me.«
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friendly after what I had heard of his treatment of his daughter, but I was anxious to send Perkins and the wagonette home, and the opportunity was a good one. 

I alighted and sent a message to Sir Henry that I should walk over in time for dinner. Then I followed Frankland into his dining-room. 

»It is a great day for me, sir – one of the red-letter days of my life,« he cried with many chuckles. »I have brought off a double event. I mean to teach them in these parts that law is law, and that there is a man here who does not fear to invoke it. I have established a right of way through the centre of old Middleton's park, slap across it, sir, within a hundred yards of his own front door. What do you think of that? We'll teach these magnates that they cannot ride roughshod over the rights of the commoners, confound them! 

And I've closed the wood where the Fernworthy folk used to picnic. These infernal people seem to think that there are no rights of property, and that they can swarm where they like with their papers and their bottles. Both cases decided, Dr. Watson, and both in my favour. I haven't had such a day since I had Sir John Morland for trespass because he shot in his own warren.«

»How on earth did you do that?«

»Look it up in the books, sir. It will repay reading – Frankland  v.  Morland, Court of Queen's Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 576
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Bench. It cost me £200, but I got my verdict.«

»Did it do you any good?«

»None, sir, none. I am proud to say that I had no interest in the matter. I act entirely from a sense of public duty. I have no doubt, for example, that the Fernworthy people will burn me in effigy to-night. I told the police last time they did it that they should stop these disgraceful exhibitions. The County Constabulary is in a scandalous state, sir, and it has not afforded me the protection to which I am entitled. The case of Frankland  v.  Regina will bring the matter before the attention of the public. I told them that they would have occasion to regret their treatment of me, and already my words have come true.«

»How so?« I asked. 

The old man put on a very knowing expression. 

»Because I could tell them what they are dying to know; but nothing would induce me to help the rascals in any way.«

I had been casting round for some excuse by which I could get away from his gossip, but now I began to wish to hear more of it. I had seen enough of the contrary nature of the old sinner to understand that any strong sign of interest would be the surest way to stop his confidences. 

»Some poaching case, no doubt?« said I with an indifferent manner. 
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»Ha, ha, my boy, a very much more important matter than that! What about the convict on the moor?«

I started. »You don't mean that you know where he is?« said I. 

»I may not know exactly where he is, but I am quite sure that I could help the police to lay their hands on him. Has it never struck you that the way to catch that man was to find out where he got his food and so trace it to him?«

He certainly seemed to be getting uncomfortably near the truth. »No doubt,« said I; »but how do you know that he is anywhere upon the moor?«

»I know it because I have seen with my own eyes the messenger who takes him his food.«

My heart sank for Barrymore. It was a serious thing to be in the power of this spiteful old busybody. But his next remark took a weight from my mind. 

»You'll be surprised to hear that his food is taken to him by a child. I see him every day through my telescope upon the roof. He passes along the same path at the same hour, and to whom should he be going except to the convict?«

Here was luck indeed! And yet I suppressed all appearance of interest. A child! Barrymore had said that our unknown was supplied by a boy. It was on his track, and not upon the convict's, that Frank land had stumbled. If I could get his knowledge it might save Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 578
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me a long and weary hunt. But incredulity and indifference were evidently my strongest cards. 

»I should say that it was much more likely that it was the son of one of the moorland shepherds taking out his father's dinner.«

The least appearance of opposition struck fire out of the old autocrat. His eyes looked malignantly at me, and his gray whiskers bristled like those of an angry cat. 

»Indeed, sir!« said he, pointing out over the wide-stretching moor. »Do you see that Black Tor over yonder? Well, do you see the low hill beyond with the thornbush upon it? It is the stoniest part of the whole moor. Is that a place where a shepherd would be likely to take his station? Your suggestion, sir, is a most absurd one.«

I meekly answered that I had spoken without knowing all the facts. My submission pleased him and led him to further confidences. 

»You may be sure, sir, that I have very good grounds before I come to an opinion. I have seen the boy again and again with his bundle. Every day, and sometimes twice a day, I have been able – but wait a moment, Dr. Watson. Do my eyes deceive me, or is there at the present moment something moving upon that hillside?«
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small dark dot against the dull green and gray. 

»Come, sir, come!« cried Frankland, rushing upstairs. »You will see with your own eyes and judge for yourself.«

The telescope, a formidable instrument mounted upon a tripod, stood upon the flat leads of the house. 

Frankland clapped his eye to it and gave a cry of satisfaction. 

»Quick, Dr. Watson, quick, before he passes over the hill!«

There he was, sure enough, a small urchin with a little bundle upon his shoulder, toiling slowly up the hill. When he reached the crest I saw the ragged uncouth figure outlined for an instant against the cold blue sky. He looked round him with a furtive and stealthy air, as one who dreads pursuit. Then he vanished over the hill. 

»Well! Am I right?«

»Certainly, there is a boy who seems to have some secret errand.«

»And what the errand is even a county constable could guess. But not one word shall they have from me, and I bind you to secrecy also, Dr. Watson. Not a word! You understand!«

»Just as you wish.«

»They have treated me shamefully – shamefully. 
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venture to think that a thrill of indignation will run through the country. Nothing would induce me to help the police in any way. For all they cared it might have been me, instead of my effigy, which these rascals burned at the stake. Surely you are not going! You will help me to empty the decanter in honour of this great occasion!«

But I resisted all his solicitations and succeeded in dissuading him from his announced intention of walking home with me. I kept the road as long as his eye was on me, and then I struck off across the moor and made for the stony hill over which the boy had disappeared. Everything was working in my favour, and I swore that it should not be through lack of energy or perseverance that I should miss the chance which fortune had thrown in my way. 

The sun was already sinking when I reached the summit of the hill, and the long slopes beneath me were all golden-green on one side and gray shadow on the other. A haze lay low upon the farthest sky-line, out of which jutted the fantastic shapes of Belliver and Vixen Tor. Over the wide expanse there was no sound and no movement. One great gray bird, a gull or curlew, soared aloft in the blue heaven. He and I seemed to be the only living things between the huge arch of the sky and the desert beneath it. The barren scene, the sense of loneliness, and the mystery and ur-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 581
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gency of my task all struck a chill into my heart. The boy was nowhere to be seen. But down beneath me in a cleft of the hills there was a circle of the old stone huts, and in the middle of them there was one which retained sufficient roof to act as a screen against the weather. My heart leaped within me as I saw it. This must be the burrow where the stranger lurked. At last my foot was on the threshold of his hiding place – his secret was within my grasp. 

As I approached the hut, walking as warily as Stapleton would do when with poised net he drew near the settled butterfly, I satisfied myself that the place had indeed been used as a habitation. A vague pathway among the boulders led to the dilapidated opening which served as a door. All was silent within. 

The unknown might be lurking there, or he might be prowling on the moor. My nerves tingled with the sense of adventure. Throwing aside my cigarette, I closed my hand upon the butt of my revolver and, walking swiftly up to the door, I looked in. The place was empty. 

But there were ample signs that I had not come upon a false scent. This was certainly where the man lived. Some blankets rolled in a waterproof lay upon that very stone slab upon which neolithic man had once slumbered. The ashes of a fire were heaped in a rude grate. Beside it lay some cooking utensils and a Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 582
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bucket half-full of water. A litter of empty tins showed that the place had been occupied for some time, and I saw, as my eyes became accustomed to the checkered light, a pannikin and a half-full bottle of spirits standing in the corner. In the middle of the hut a flat stone served the purpose of a table, and upon this stood a small cloth bundle – the same, no doubt, which I had seen through the telescope upon the shoulder of the boy. It contained a loaf of bread, a tinned tongue, and two tins of preserved peaches. As I set it down again, after having examined it, my heart leaped to see that beneath it there lay a sheet of paper with writing upon it. I raised it, and this was what I read, roughly scrawled in pencil: »Dr. Watson has gone to Coombe Tracey.«

For a minute I stood there with the paper in my hands thinking out the meaning of this curt message. 

It was I, then, and not Sir Henry, who was being dogged by this secret man. He had not followed me himself, but he had set an agent – the boy, perhaps –

upon my track, and this was his report. Possibly I had taken no step since I had been upon the moor which had not been observed and reported. Always there was this feeling of an unseen force, a fine net drawn round us with infinite skill and delicacy, holding us so lightly that it was only at some supreme moment that one realized that one was indeed entangled in its mes-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 583
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hes. 

If there was one report there might be others, so I looked round the hut in search of them. There was no trace, however, of anything of the kind, nor could I discover any sign which might indicate the character or intentions of the man who lived in this singular place, save that he must be of Spartan habits and cared little for the comforts of life. When I thought of the heavy rains and looked at the gaping roof I understood how strong and immutable must be the purpose which had kept him in that inhospitable abode. Was he our malignant enemy, or was he by chance our guardian angel? I swore that I would not leave the hut until I knew. 

Outside the sun was sinking low and the west was blazing with scarlet and gold. Its reflection was shot back in ruddy patches by the distant pools which lay amid the great Grimpen Mire. There were the two towers of Baskerville Hall, and there a distant blur of smoke which marked the village of Grimpen. Between the two, behind the hill, was the house of the Stapletons. All was sweet and mellow and peaceful in the golden evening light, and yet as I looked at them my soul shared none of the peace of Nature but quivered at the vagueness and the terror of that interview which every instant was bringing nearer. With tingling nerves but a fixed purpose, I sat in the dark recess of the Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 584
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hut and waited with sombre patience for the coming of its tenant. 

And then at last I heard him. Far away came the sharp clink of a boot striking upon a stone. Then another and yet another, coming nearer and nearer. I shrank back into the darkest corner and cocked the pistol in my pocket, determined not to discover myself until I had an opportunity of seeing something of the stranger. There was a long pause which showed that he had stopped. Then once more the footsteps approached and a shadow fell across the opening of the hut. 

»It is a lovely evening, my dear Watson,« said a well-known voice. »I really think that you will be more comfortable outside than in.«
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Chapter XII

Death on the Moor


For a moment or two I sat breathless, hardly able to believe my ears. Then my senses and my voice came back to me, while a crushing weight of responsibility seemed in an instant to be lifted from my soul. That cold, incisive, ironical voice could belong to but one man in all the world. 

»Holmes!« I cried – »Holmes!«

»Come out,« said he, »and please be careful with the revolver.«

I stooped under the rude lintel, and there he sat upon a stone outside, his gray eyes dancing with amusement as they fell upon my astonished features. He was thin and worn, but clear and alert, his keen face bronzed by the sun and roughened by the wind. In his tweed suit and cloth cap he looked like any other tourist upon the moor, and he had contrived, with that catlike love of personal cleanliness which was one of his characteristics, that his chin should be as smooth and his linen as perfect as if he were in Baker Street. 

»I never was more glad to see anyone in my life,«

said I as I wrung him by the hand. 

»Or more astonished, eh?«
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»Well, I must confess to it.«

»The surprise was not all on one side, I assure you. 

I had no idea that you had found my occasional retreat, still less that you were inside it, until I was within twenty paces of the door.«

»My footprint, I presume?«

»No, Watson; I fear that I could not undertake to recognize your footprint amid all the footprints of the world. If you seriously desire to deceive me you must change your tobacconist; for when I see the stub of a cigarette marked Bradley, Oxford Street, I know that my friend Watson is in the neighbourhood. You will see it there beside the path. You threw it down, no doubt, at that supreme moment when you charged into the empty hut.«

»Exactly.«

»I thought as much – and knowing your admirable tenacity I was convinced that you were sitting in ambush, a weapon within reach, waiting for the tenant to return. So you actually thought that I was the criminal?«

»I did not know who you were, but I was determined to find out.«

»Excellent, Watson! And how did you localize me? 

You saw me, perhaps, on the night of the convict hunt, when I was so imprudent as to allow the moon to rise behind me?«
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»Yes, I saw you then.«

»And have no doubt searched all the huts until you came to this one?«

»No, your boy had been observed, and that gave me a guide where to look.«

»The old gentleman with the telescope, no doubt. I could not make it out when first I saw the light flashing upon the lens.« He rose and peeped into the hut. 

»Ha, I see that Cartwright has brought up some supplies. What's this paper? So you have been to Coombe Tracey, have you?«

»Yes.«

»To see Mrs. Laura Lyons?«

»Exactly.«

»Well done! Our researches have evidently been running on parallel lines, and when we unite our results I expect we shall have a fairly full knowledge of the case.«

»Well, I am glad from my heart that you are here, for indeed the responsibility and the mystery were both becoming too much for my nerves. But how in the name of wonder did you come here, and what have you been doing? I thought that you were in Baker Street working out that case of blackmailing.«

»That was what I wished you to think.«

»Then you use me, and yet do not trust me!« I cried with some bitterness. »I think that I have deserved Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 588
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better at your hands, Holmes.«

»My dear fellow, you have been invaluable to me in this as in many other cases, and I beg that you will forgive me if I have seemed to play a trick upon you. 

In truth, it was partly for your own sake that I did it, and it was my appreciation of the danger which you ran which led me to come down and examine the matter for myself. Had I been with Sir Henry and you it is confident that my point of view would have been the same as yours, and my presence would have warned our very formidable opponents to be on their guard. 

As it is, I have been able to get about as I could not possibly have done had I been living in the Hall, and I remain an unknown factor in the business, ready to throw in all my weight at a critical moment.«

»But why keep me in the dark?«

»For you to know could not have helped us and might possibly have led to my discovery. You would have wished to tell me something, or in your kindness you would have brought me out some comfort or other, and so an unnecessary risk would be run. I brought Cartwright down with me – you remember the little chap at the express office – and he has seen after my simple wants: a loaf of bread and a clean collar. What does man want more? He has given me an extra pair of eyes upon a very active pair of feet, and both have been invaluable.«
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»Then my reports have all been wasted!« – My voice trembled as I recalled the pains and the pride with which I had composed them. 

Holmes took a bundle of papers from his pocket. 

»Here are your reports, my dear fellow, and very well thumbed, I assure you. I made excellent arrangements, and they are only delayed one day upon their way. I must compliment you exceedingly upon the zeal and the intelligence which you have shown over an extraordinarily difficult case.«

I was still rather raw over the deception which had been practised upon me, but the warmth of Holmes's praise drove my anger from my mind. I felt also in my heart that he was right in what he said and that it was really best for our purpose that I should not have known that he was upon the moor. 

»That's better,« said he, seeing the shadow rise from my face. »And now tell me the result of your visit to Mrs. Laura Lyons – it was not difficult for me to guess that it was to see her that you had gone, for I am already aware that she is the one person in Coombe Tracey who might be of service to us in the matter. In fact, if you had not gone to-day it is exceedingly probable that I should have gone to-morrow.«

The sun had set and dusk was settling over the moor. The air had turned chill and we withdrew into the hut for warmth. There, sitting together in the twi-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 590

12. Death on the Moor

Doyle-SH, 870

light, I told Holmes of my conversation with the lady. 

So interested was he that I had to repeat some of it twice before he was satisfied. 

»This is most important,« said he when I had concluded. »It fills up a gap which I had been unable to bridge in this most complex affair. You are aware, perhaps, that a close intimacy exists between this lady and the man Stapleton?«

»I did not know of a close intimacy.«

»There can be no doubt about the matter. They meet, they write, there is a complete understanding between them. Now, this puts a very powerful weapon into our hands. If I could only use it to detach his wife ––«

»His wife?«

»I am giving you some information now, in return for all that you have given me. The lady who has passed here as Miss Stapleton is in reality his wife.«

»Good heavens, Holmes! Are you sure of what you say? How could he have permitted Sir Henry to fall in love with her?«

»Sir Henry's falling in love could do no harm to anyone except Sir Henry. He took particular care that Sir Henry did not  make  love to her, as you have yourself observed. I repeat that the lady is his wife and not his sister.«

»But why this elaborate deception?«
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»Because he foresaw that she would be very much more useful to him in the character of a free woman.«

All my unspoken instincts, my vague suspicions, suddenly took shape and centred upon the naturalist. 

In that impassive, colourless man, with his straw hat and his butterfly-net, I seemed to see something terrible – a creature of infinite patience and craft, with a smiling face and a murderous heart. 

»It is he, then, who is our enemy – it is he who dogged us in London?«

»So I read the riddle.«

»And the warning – it must have come from her!«

»Exactly.«

The shape of some monstrous villainy, half seen, half guessed, loomed through the darkness which had girt me so long. 

»But are you sure of this, Holmes? How do you know that the woman is his wife?«

»Because he so far forgot himself as to tell you a true piece of autobiography upon the occasion when he first met you, and I dare say he has many a time regretted it since. He  was  once a schoolmaster in the north of England. Now, there is no one more easy to trace than a schoolmaster. There are scholastic agencies by which one may identify any man who has been in the profession. A little investigation showed me that a school had come to grief under atrocious cir-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 592
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cumstances, and that the man who had owned it – the name was different – had disappeared with his wife. 

The descriptions agreed. When I learned that the missing man was devoted to entomology the identification was complete.«

The darkness was rising, but much was still hidden by the shadows. 

»If this woman is in truth his wife, where does Mrs. Laura Lyons come in?« I asked. 

»That is one of the points upon which your own researches have shed a light. Your interview with the lady has cleared the situation very much. I did not know about a projected divorce between herself and her husband. In that case, regarding Stapleton as an unmarried man, she counted no doubt upon becoming his wife.«

»And when she is undeceived?«

»Why, then we may find the lady of service. It must be our first duty to see her – both of us – to-morrow. 

Don't you think, Watson, that you are away from your charge rather long? Your place should be at Baskerville Hall.«

The last red streaks had faded away in the west and night had settled upon the moor. A few faint stars were gleaming in a violet sky. 

»One last question, Holmes,« I said as I rose. »Surely there is no need of secrecy between you and me. 
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What is the meaning of it all? What is he after?«

Holmes's voice sank as he answered:

»It is murder, Watson – refined, cold-blooded, deliberate murder. Do not ask me for particulars. My nets are closing upon him, even as his are upon Sir Henry, and with your help he is already almost at my mercy. 

There is but one danger which can threaten us. It is that he should strike before we are ready to do so. Another day – two at the most – and I have my case complete, but until then guard your charge as closely as ever a fond mother watched her ailing child. Your mission to-day has justified itself, and yet I could almost wish that you had not left his side. Hark!«

A terrible scream – a prolonged yell of horror and anguish burst out of the silence of the moor. That frightful cry turned the blood to ice in my veins. 

»Oh, my God!« I gasped. »What is it? What does it mean?«

Holmes had sprung to his feet, and I saw his dark, athletic outline at the door of the hut, his shoulders stooping, his head thrust forward, his face peering into the darkness. 

»Hush!« he whispered. »Hush!«

The cry had been loud on account of its vehemence, but it had pealed out from somewhere far off on the shadowy plain. Now it burst upon our ears, nearer, louder, more urgent than before. 
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»Where is it?« Holmes whispered; and I knew from the thrill of his voice that he, the man of iron, was shaken to the soul. »Where is it, Watson?«

»There, I think.« I pointed into the darkness. 

»No, there!«

Again the agonized cry swept through the silent night, louder and much nearer than ever. And a new sound mingled with it, a deep, muttered rumble, musical and yet menacing, rising and falling like the low, constant murmur of the sea. 

»The hound!« cried Holmes. »Come, Watson, come! Great heavens, if we are too late!«

He had started running swiftly over the moor, and I had followed at his heels. But now from somewhere among the broken ground immediately in front of us there came one last despairing yell, and then a dull, heavy thud. We halted and listened. Not another sound broke the heavy silence of the windless night. 

I saw Holmes put his hand to his forehead like a man distracted. He stamped his feet upon the ground. 

»He has beaten us, Watson. We are too late.«

»No, no, surely not!«

»Fool that I was to hold my hand. And you, Watson, see what comes of abandoning your charge! But, by Heaven, if the worst has happened we'll avenge him!«
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against boulders, forcing our way through gorse bushes, panting up hills and rushing down slopes, heading always in the direction whence those dreadful sounds had come. At every rise Holmes looked eagerly round him, but the shadows were thick upon the moor, and nothing moved upon its dreary face. 

»Can you see anything?«

»Nothing.«

»But, hark, what is that?«

A low moan had fallen upon our ears. There it was again upon our left! On that side a ridge of rocks ended in a sheer cliff which overlooked a stone-strewn slope. On its jagged face was spread-eagled some dark, irregular object. As we ran towards it the vague outline hardened into a definite shape. It was a prostrate man face downward upon the ground, the head doubled under him at a horrible angle, the shoulders rounded and the body hunched together as if in the act of throwing a somersault. So grotesque was the attitude that I could not for the instant realize that that moan had been the passing of his soul. Not a whisper, not a rustle, rose now from the dark figure over which we stooped. Holmes laid his hand upon him and held it up again with an exclamation of horror. The gleam of the match which he struck shone upon his clotted fingers and upon the ghastly pool which widened slowly from the crushed skull of the victim. And it Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 596
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shone upon something else which turned our hearts sick and faint within us – the body of Sir Henry Baskerville! 

There was no chance of either of us forgetting that peculiar ruddy tweed suit – the very one which he had worn on the first morning that we had seen him in Baker Street. We caught the one clear glimpse of it, and then the match flickered and went out, even as the hope had gone out of our souls. Holmes groaned, and his face glimmered white through the darkness. 

»The brute! the brute!« I cried with clenched hands. »Oh, Holmes, I shall never forgive myself for having left him to his fate.«

»I am more to blame than you, Watson. In order to have my case well rounded and complete, I have thrown away the life of my client. It is the greatest blow which has befallen me in my career. But how could I know – how  could  I know – that he would risk his life alone upon the moor in the face of all my warnings?«

»That we should have heard his screams – my God, those screams! – and yet have been unable to save him! Where is this brute of a hound which drove him to his death? It may be lurking among these rocks at this instant. And Stapleton, where is he? He shall answer for this deed.«
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have been murdered – the one frightened to death by the very sight of a beast which he thought to be supernatural, the other driven to his end in his wild flight to escape from it. But now we have to prove the connection between the man and the beast. Save from what we heard, we cannot even swear to the existence of the latter, since Sir Henry has evidently died from the fall. But, by heavens, cunning as he is, the fellow shall be in my power before another day is past!«

We stood with bitter hearts on either side of the mangled body, overwhelmed by this sudden and irre-vocable disaster which had brought all our long and weary labours to so piteous an end. Then as the moon rose we climbed to the top of the rocks over which our poor friend had fallen, and from the summit we gazed out over the shadowy moor, half silver and half gloom. Far away, miles off, in the direction of Grimpen, a single steady yellow light was shining. It could only come from the lonely abode of the Stapletons. 

With a bitter curse I shook my fist at it as I gazed. 

»Why should we not seize him at once?«

»Our case is not complete. The fellow is wary and cunning to the last degree. It is not what we know, but what we can prove. If we make one false move the villain may escape us yet.«

»What can we do?«

»There will be plenty for us to do to-morrow. To-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 598
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night we can only perform the last offices to our poor friend.«

Together we made our way down the precipitous slope and approached the body, black and clear against the silvered stones. The agony of those contorted limbs struck me with a spasm of pain and blurred my eyes with tears. 

»We must send for help, Holmes! We cannot carry him all the way to the Hall. Good heavens, are you mad?«

He had uttered a cry and bent over the body. Now he was dancing and laughing and wringing my hand. 

Could this be my stern, self-contained friend? These were hidden fires, indeed! 

»A beard! A beard! The man has a beard!«

»A beard?«

»It is not the baronet – it is – why, it is my neighbour, the convict!«

With feverish haste we had turned the body over, and that dripping beard was pointing up to the cold, clear moon. There could be no doubt about the beetling forehead, the sunken animal eyes. It was indeed the same face which had glared upon me in the light of the candle from over the rock – the face of Selden, the criminal. 
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his old wardrobe to Barrymore. Barrymore had passed it on in order to help Selden in his escape. Boots, shirt, cap – it was all Sir Henry's. The tragedy was still black enough, but this man had at least deserved death by the laws of his country. I told Holmes how the matter stood, my heart bubbling over with thankfulness and joy. 

»Then the clothes have been the poor devil's death,« said he. »It is clear enough that the hound has been laid on from some article of Sir Henry's – the boot which was abstracted in the hotel, in all probability – and so ran this man down. There is one very singular thing, however: How came Selden, in the darkness, to know that the hound was on his trail?«

»He heard him.«

»To hear a hound upon the moor would not work a hard man like this convict into such a paroxysm of terror that he would risk recapture by screaming wildly for help. By his cries he must have run a long way after he knew the animal was on his track. How did he know?«

»A greater mystery to me is why this hound, presuming that all our conjectures are correct ––«

»I presume nothing.«

»Well, then, why this hound should be loose tonight. I suppose that it does not always run loose upon the moor. Stapleton would not let it go unless he Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 600
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had reason to think that Sir Henry would be there.«

»My difficulty is the more formidable of the two, for I think that we shall very shortly get an explanation of yours, while mine may remain forever a mystery. The question now is, what shall we do with this poor wretch's body? We cannot leave it here to the foxes and the ravens.«

»I suggest that we put it in one of the huts until we can communicate with the police.«

»Exactly. I have no doubt that you and I could carry it so far. Halloa, Watson, what's this? It's the man himself, by all that's wonderful and audacious! 

Not a word to show your suspicions – not a word, or my plans crumble to the ground.«

A figure was approaching us over the moor, and I saw the dull red glow of a cigar. The moon shone upon him, and I could distinguish the dapper shape and jaunty walk of the naturalist. He stopped when he saw us, and then came on again. 

»Why, Dr. Watson, that's not you, is it? You are the last man that I should have expected to see out on the moor at this time of night. But, dear me, what's this? Somebody hurt? Not – don't tell me that it is our friend Sir Henry!« He hurried past me and stooped over the dead man. I heard a sharp intake of his breath and the cigar fell from his fingers. 

»Who – who's this?« he stammered. 
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»It is Selden, the man who escaped from Princetown.«

Stapleton turned a ghastly face upon us, but by a supreme effort he had overcome his amazement and his disappointment. He looked sharply from Holmes to me. 

»Dear me! What a very shocking affair! How did he die?«

»He appears to have broken his neck by falling over these rocks. My friend and I were strolling on the moor when we heard a cry.«

»I heard a cry also. That was what brought me out. 

I was uneasy about Sir Henry.«

»Why about Sir Henry in particular?« I could not help asking. 

»Because I had suggested that he should come over. When he did not come I was surprised, and I naturally became alarmed for his safety when I heard cries upon the moor. By the way« – his eyes darted again from my face to Holmes's – »did you hear anything else besides a cry?«

»No,« said Holmes; »did you?«

»No.«

»What do you mean, then?«

»Oh, you know the stories that the peasants tell about a phantom hound, and so on. It is said to be heard at night upon the moor. I was wondering if Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 602
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there were any evidence of such a sound to-night.«

»We heard nothing of the kind,« said I. 

»And what is your theory of this poor fellow's death?«

»I have no doubt that anxiety and exposure have driven him off his head. He has rushed about the moor in a crazy state and eventually fallen over here and broken his neck.«

»That seems the most reasonable theory,« said Stapleton, and he gave a sigh which I took to indicate his relief. »What do you think about it, Mr. Sherlock Holmes?«

My friend bowed his compliments. 

»You are quick at identification,« said he. 

»We have been expecting you in these parts since Dr. Watson came down. You are in time to see a tragedy.«

»Yes, indeed. I have no doubt that my friend's explanation will cover the facts. I will take an unpleasant remembrance back to London with me to-morrow.«

»Oh, you return to-morrow?«

»That is my intention.«

»I hope your visit has cast some light upon those occurrences which have puzzled us?«

Holmes shrugged his shoulders. 
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hopes. An investigator needs facts and not legends or rumours. It has not been a satisfactory case.«

My friend spoke in his frankest and most unconcerned manner. Stapleton still looked hard at him. Then he turned to me. 

»I would suggest carrying this poor fellow to my house, but it would give my sister such a fright that I do not feel justified in doing it. I think that if we put something over his face he will be safe until morning.«

And so it was arranged. Resisting Stapleton's offer of hospitality, Holmes and I set off to Baskerville Hall, leaving the naturalist to return alone. Looking back we saw the figure moving slowly away over the broad moor, and behind him that one black smudge on the silvered slope which showed where the man was lying who had come so horribly to his end. 
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Chapter XIII

Fixing the Nets


»We're at close grips at last,« said Holmes as we walked together across the moor. »What a nerve the fellow has! How he pulled himself together in the face of what must have been a paralyzing shock when he found that the wrong man had fallen a victim to his plot. I told you in London, Watson, and I tell you now again, that we have never had a foeman more worthy of our steel.«

»I am sorry that he has seen you.«

»And so was I at first. But there was no getting out of it.«

»What effect do you think it will have upon his plans now that he knows you are here?«

»It may cause him to be more cautious, or it may drive him to desperate measures at once. Like most clever criminals, he may be too confident in his own cleverness and imagine that he has completely deceived us.«

»Why should we not arrest him at once?«

»My dear Watson, you were born to be a man of action. Your instinct is always to do something energetic. But supposing, for argument's sake, that we had Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 605
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him arrested to-night, what on earth the better off should we be for that? We could prove nothing against him. There's the devilish cunning of it! If he were acting through a human agent we could get some evidence, but if we were to drag this great dog to the light of day it would not help us in putting a rope round the neck of its master.«

»Surely we have a case.«

»Not a shadow of one – only surmise and conjecture. We should be laughed out of court if we came with such a story and such evidence.«

»There is Sir Charles's death.«

»Found dead without a mark upon him. You and I know that he died of sheer fright, and we know also what frightened him; but how are we to get twelve stolid jurymen to know it? What signs are there of a hound? Where are the marks of its fangs? Of course we know that a hound does not bite a dead body and that Sir Charles was dead before ever the brute overtook him. But we have to  prove  all this, and we are not in a position to do it.«

»Well, then, to-night?«

»We are not much better off to-night. Again, there was no direct connection between the hound and the man's death. We never saw the hound. We heard it, but we could not prove that it was running upon this man's trail. There is a complete absence of motive. 
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No, my dear fellow; we must reconcile ourselves to the fact that we have no case at present, and that it is worth our while to run any risk in order to establish one.«

»And how do you propose to do so?«

»I have great hopes of what Mrs. Laura Lyons may do for us when the position of affairs is made clear to her. And I have my own plan as well. Sufficient for to-morrow is the evil thereof; but I hope before the day is past to have the upper hand at last.«

I could draw nothing further from him, and he walked, lost in thought, as far as the Baskerville gates. 

»Are you coming up?«

»Yes; I see no reason for further concealment. But one last word, Watson. Say nothing of the hound to Sir Henry. Let him think that Selden's death was as Stapleton would have us believe. He will have a better nerve for the ordeal which he will have to undergo to-morrow, when he is engaged, if I remember your report aright, to dine with these people.«

»And so am I.«

»Then you must excuse yourself and he must go alone. That will be easily arranged. And now, if we are too late for dinner, I think that we are both ready for our suppers.«

Sir Henry was more pleased than surprised to see Sherlock Holmes, for he had for some days been ex-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 607
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pecting that recent events would bring him down from London. He did raise his eyebrows, however, when he found that my friend had neither any luggage nor any explanations for its absence. Between us we soon supplied his wants, and then over a belated supper we explained to the baronet as much of our experience as it seemed desirable that he should know. But first I had the unpleasant duty of breaking the news to Barrymore and his wife. To him it may have been an unmitigated relief, but she wept bitterly in her apron. To all the world he was the man of violence, half animal and half demon; but to her he always remained the little wilful boy of her own girlhood, the child who had clung to her hand. Evil indeed is the man who has not one woman to mourn him. 

»I've been moping in the house all day since Watson went off in the morning,« said the baronet. »I guess I should have some credit, for I have kept my promise. If I hadn't sworn not to go about alone I might have had a more lively evening, for I had a message from Stapleton asking me over there.«

»I have no doubt that you would have had a more lively evening,« said Holmes drily. »By the way, I don't suppose you appreciate that we have been mourning over you as having broken your neck?«

Sir Henry opened his eyes. »How was that?«

»This poor wretch was dressed in your clothes. I Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 608
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fear your servant who gave them to him may get into trouble with the police.«

»That is unlikely. There was no mark on any of them, as far as I know.«

»That's lucky for him – in fact, it's lucky for all of you, since you are all on the wrong side of the law in this matter. I am not sure that as a conscientious detective my first duty is not to arrest the whole household. Watson's reports are most incriminating documents.«

»But how about the case?« asked the baronet. 

»Have you made anything out of the tangle? I don't know that Watson and I are much the wiser since we came down.«

»I think that I shall be in a position to make the situation rather more clear to you before long. It has been an exceedingly difficult and most complicated business. There are several points upon which we still want light – but it is coming all the same.«

»We've had one experience, as Watson has no doubt told you. We heard the hound on the moor, so I can swear that it is not all empty superstition. I had something to do with dogs when I was out West, and I know one when I hear one. If you can muzzle that one and put him on a chain I'll be ready to swear you are the greatest detective of all time.«

»I think I will muzzle him and chain him all right if Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 609
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you will give me your help.«

»Whatever you tell me to do I will do.«

»Very good; and I will ask you also to do it blind-ly, without always asking the reason.«

»Just as you like.«

»If you will do this I think the chances are that our little problem will soon be solved. I have no doubt ––«

He stopped suddenly and stared fixedly up over my head into the air. The lamp beat upon his face, and so intent was it and so still that it might have been that of a clear-cut classical statue, a personification of alertness and expectation. 

»What is it?« we both cried. 

I could see as he looked down that he was repressing some internal emotion. His features were still composed, but his eyes shone with amused exultation. 

»Excuse the admiration of a connoisseur,« said he as he waved his hand towards the line of portraits which covered the opposite wall. »Watson won't allow that I know anything of art, but that is mere jealousy because our views upon the subject differ. Now, these are a really very fine series of portraits.«

»Well, I'm glad to hear you say so,« said Sir Henry, glancing with some surprise at my friend. »I don't pretend to know much about these things, and I'd be a better judge of a horse or a steer than of a picture. I Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 610
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didn't know that you found time for such things.«

»I know what is good when I see it, and I see it now. That's a Kneller, I'll swear, that lady in the blue silk over yonder, and the stout gentleman with the wig ought to be a Reynolds. They are all family portraits, I presume?«

»Every one.«

»Do you know the names?«

»Barrymore has been coaching me in them, and I think I can say my lessons fairly well.«

»Who is the gentleman with the telescope?«

»That is Rear-Admiral Baskerville, who served under Rodney in the West Indies. The man with the blue coat and the roll of paper is Sir William Baskerville, who was Chairman of Committees of the House of Commons under Pitt.«

»And this Cavalier opposite to me – the one with the black velvet and the lace?«

»Ah, you have a right to know about him. That is the cause of all the mischief, the wicked Hugo, who started the Hound of the Baskervilles. We're not likely to forget him.«

I gazed with interest and some surprise upon the portrait. 

»Dear me!« said Holmes, »he seems a quiet, meek-mannered man enough, but I dare say that there was a lurking devil in his eyes. I had pictured him as a more Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 611

13. Fixing the Nets

Doyle-SH, 879

robust and ruffianly person.«

»There's no doubt about the authenticity, for the name and the date, 1647, are on the back of the canvas.«

Holmes said little more, but the picture of the old roysterer seemed to have a fascination for him, and his eyes were continually fixed upon it during supper. 

It was not until later, when Sir Henry had gone to his room, that I was able to follow the trend of his thoughts. He led me back into the banqueting-hall, his bedroom candle in his hand, and he held it up against the time-stained portrait on the wall. 

»Do you see anything there?«

I looked at the broad plumed hat, the curling love-locks, the white lace collar, and the straight, severe face which was framed between them. It was not a brutal countenance, but it was prim, hard, and stern, with a firm-set, thin-lipped mouth, and a coldly into-lerant eye. 

»Is it like anyone you know?«

»There is something of Sir Henry about the jaw.«

»Just a suggestion, perhaps. But wait an instant!«

He stood upon a chair, and, holding up the light in his left hand, he curved his right arm over the broad hat and round the long ringlets. 

»Good heavens!« I cried in amazement. 

The face of Stapleton had sprung out of the canvas. 
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»Ha, you see it now. My eyes have been trained to examine faces and not their trimmings. It is the first quality of a criminal investigator that he should see through a disguise.«

»But this is marvellous. It might be his portrait.«

»Yes, it is an interesting instance of a throwback, which appears to be both physical and spiritual. A study of family portraits is enough to convert a man to the doctrine of reincarnation. The fellow is a Baskerville – that is evident.«

»With designs upon the succession.«

»Exactly. This chance of the picture has supplied us with one of our most obvious missing links. We have him, Watson, we have him, and I dare swear that before to-morrow night he will be fluttering in our net as helpless as one of his own butterflies. A pin, a cork, and a card, and we add him to the Baker Street collection!« He burst into one of his rare fits of laughter as he turned away from the picture. I have not heard him laugh often, and it has always boded ill to somebody. 

I was up betimes in the morning, but Holmes was afoot earlier still, for I saw him as I dressed, coming up the drive. 

»Yes, we should have a full day to-day,« he remarked, and he rubbed his hands with the joy of action. »The nets are all in place, and the drag is about Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 613
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to begin. We'll know before the day is out whether we have caught our big, lean-jawed pike, or whether he has got through the meshes.«

»Have you been on the moor already?«

»I have sent a report from Grimpen to Princetown as to the death of Selden. I think I can promise that none of you will be troubled in the matter. And I have also communicated with my faithful Cartwright, who would certainly have pined away at the door of my hut, as a dog does at his master's grave, if I had not set his mind at rest about my safety.«

»What is the next move?«

»To see Sir Henry. Ah, here he is!«

»Good-morning, Holmes,« said the baronet. »You look like a general who is planning a battle with his chief of the staff.«

»That is the exact situation. Watson was asking for orders.«

»And so do I.«

»Very good. You are engaged, as I understand, to dine with our friends the Stapletons to-night.«

»I hope that you will come also. They are very hospitable people, and I am sure that they would be very glad to see you.«

»I fear that Watson and I must go to London.«

»To London?«

»Yes, I think that we should be more useful there at Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 614
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the present juncture.«

The baronet's face perceptibly lengthened. 

»I hoped that you were going to see me through this business. The Hall and the moor are not very pleasant places when one is alone.«

»My dear fellow, you must trust me implicitly and do exactly what I tell you. You can tell your friends that we should have been happy to have come with you, but that urgent business required us to be in town. We hope very soon to return to Devonshire. 

Will you remember to give them that message?«

»If you insist upon it.«

»There is no alternative, I assure you.«

I saw by the baronet's clouded brow that he was deeply hurt by what he regarded as our desertion. 

»When do you desire to go?« he asked coldly. 

»Immediately after breakfast. We will drive in to Coombe Tracey, but Watson will leave his things as a pledge that he will come back to you. Watson, you will send a note to Stapleton to tell him that you regret that you cannot come.«

»I have a good mind to go to London with you,«

said the baronet. »Why should I stay here alone?«

»Because it is your post of duty. Because you gave me your word that you would do as you were told, and I tell you to stay.«

»All right, then, I'll stay.«
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»One more direction! I wish you to drive to Merripit House. Send back your trap, however, and let them know that you intend to walk home.«

»To walk across the moor?«

»Yes.«

»But that is the very thing which you have so often cautioned me not to do.«

»This time you may do it with safety. If I had not every confidence in your nerve and courage I would not suggest it, but it is essential that you should do it.«

»Then I will do it.«

»And as you value your life do not go across the moor in any direction save along the straight path which leads from Merripit House to the Grimpen Road, and is your natural way home.«

»I will do just what you say.«

»Very good. I should be glad to get away as soon after breakfast as possible, so as to reach London in the afternoon.«

I was much astounded by this programme, though I remembered that Holmes had said to Stapleton on the night before that his visit would terminate next day. It had not crossed my mind, however, that he would wish me to go with him, nor could I understand how we could both be absent at a moment which he himself declared to be critical. There was nothing for it, Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 616
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however, but implicit obedience; so we bade goodbye to our rueful friend, and a couple of hours afterwards we were at the station of Coombe Tracey and had dispatched the trap upon its return journey. A small boy was waiting upon the platform. 

»Any orders, sir?«

»You will take this train to town, Cartwright. The moment you arrive you will send a wire to Sir Henry Baskerville, in my name, to say that if he finds the pocketbook which I have dropped he is to send it by registered post to Baker Street.«

»Yes, sir.«

»And ask at the station office if there is a message for me.«

The boy returned with a telegram, which Holmes handed to me. It ran:

Wire received. Coming down with unsigned warrant. 

Arrive five-forty. 

LESTRADE. 

»That is in answer to mine of this morning. He is the best of the professionals, I think, and we may need his assistance. Now, Watson, I think that we cannot employ our time better than by calling upon your acquaintance, Mrs. Laura Lyons.«

His plan of campaign was beginning to be evident. 

He would
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Stapletons that we were really gone, while we should actually return at the instant when we were likely to be needed. That telegram from London, if mentioned by Sir Henry to the Stapletons, must remove the last suspicions from their minds. Already I seemed to see our nets drawing closer around that lean-jawed pike. 

Mrs. Laura Lyons was in her office, and Sherlock Holmes opened his interview with a frankness and directness which considerably amazed her. 

»I am investigating the circumstances which attended the death of the late Sir Charles Baskerville,«

said he. »My friend here, Dr. Watson, has informed me of what you have communicated, and also of what you have withheld in connection with that matter.«

»What have I withheld?« she asked defiantly. 

»You have confessed that you asked Sir Charles to be at the gate at ten o'clock. We know that that was the place and hour of his death. You have withheld what the connection is between these events.«

»There is no connection.«

»In that case the coincidence must indeed be an extraordinary one. But I think that we shall succeed in establishing a connection, after all. I wish to be perfectly frank with you, Mrs. Lyons. We regard this case as one of murder, and the evidence may implicate not only your friend Mr. Stapleton but his wife as well.«
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The lady sprang from her chair. 

»His wife!« she cried. 

»The fact is no longer a secret. The person who has passed for his sister is really his wife.«

Mrs. Lyons had resumed her seat. Her hands were grasping the arms of her chair, and I saw that the pink nails had turned white with the pressure of her grip. 

»His wife!« she said again. »His wife! He is not a married man.«

Sherlock Holmes shrugged his shoulders. 

»Prove it to me! Prove it to me! And if you can do so ––!« The fierce flash of her eyes said more than any words. 

»I have come prepared to do so,« said Holmes, drawing several papers from his pocket. »Here is a photograph of the couple taken in York four years ago. It is indorsed ›Mr. and Mrs. Vandeleur,‹ but you will have no difficulty in recognizing him, and her also, if you know her by sight. Here are three written descriptions by trustworthy witnesses of Mr. and Mrs. 

Vandeleur, who at that time kept St. Oliver's private school. Read them and see if you can doubt the identity of these people.«

She glanced at them, and then looked up at us with the set, rigid face of a desperate woman. 

»Mr. Holmes,« she said, »this man had offered me marriage on condition that I could get a divorce from Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 619
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my husband. He has lied to me, the villain, in every conceivable way. Not one word of truth has he ever told me. And why – why? I imagined that all was for my own sake. But now I see that I was never anything but a tool in his hands. Why should I preserve faith with him who never kept any with me? Why should I try to shield him from the consequences of his own wicked acts? Ask me what you like, and there is nothing which I shall hold back. One thing I swear to you, and that is that when I wrote the letter I never dreamed of any harm to the old gentleman, who had been my kindest friend.«

»I entirely believe you, madam,« said Sherlock Holmes. »The recital of these events must be very painful to you, and perhaps it will make it easier if I tell you what occurred, and you can check me if I make any material mistake. The sending of this letter was suggested to you by Stapleton?«

»He dictated it.«

»I presume that the reason he gave was that you would receive help from Sir Charles for the legal expenses connected with your divorce?«

»Exactly.«

»And then after you had sent the letter he dissuaded you from keeping the appointment?«

»He told me that it would hurt his self-respect that any other man should find the money for such an ob-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 620
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ject, and that though he was a poor man himself he would devote his last penny to removing the obstacles which divided us.«

»He appears to be a very consistent character. And then you heard nothing until you read the reports of the death in the paper?«

»No.«

»And he made you swear to say nothing about your appointment with Sir Charles?«

»He did. He said that the death was a very mysterious one, and that I should certainly be suspected if the facts came out. He frightened me into remaining silent.«

»Quite so. But you had your suspicions?«

She hesitated and looked down. 

»I knew him,« she said. »But if he had kept faith with me I should always have done so with him.«

»I think that on the whole you have had a fortunate escape,« said Sherlock Holmes. »You have had him in your power and he knew it, and yet you are alive. 

You have been walking for some months very near to the edge of a precipice. We must wish you good-morning now Mrs. Lyons, and it is probable that you will very shortly hear from us again.«

»Our case becomes rounded off, and difficulty after difficulty thins away in front of us,« said Holmes as we stood waiting for the arrival of the express from Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 621
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town. »I shall soon be in the position of being able to put into a single connected narrative one of the most singular and sensational crimes of modern times. Students of criminology will remember the analogous incidents in Godno, in Little Russia, in the year '66, and of course there are the Anderson murders in North Carolina, but this case possesses some features which are entirely its own. Even now we have no clear case against this very wily man. But I shall be very much surprised if it is not clear enough before we go to bed this night.«

The London express came roaring into the station, and a small, wiry bulldog of a man had sprung from a first-class carriage. We all three shook hands, and I saw at once from the reverential way in which Lestrade gazed at my companion that he had learned a good deal since the days when they had first worked together. I could well remember the scorn which the theories of the reasoner used then to excite in the practical man. 

»Anything good?« he asked. 

»The biggest thing for years,« said Holmes. »We have two hours before we need think of starting. I think we might employ it in getting some dinner, and then, Lestrade, we will take the London fog out of your throat by giving you a breath of the pure night air of Dartmoor. Never been there? Ah, well, I don't Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 622
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suppose you will forget your first visit.«
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Chapter XIV

The Hound of the Baskervilles


One of Sherlock Holmes's defects – if, indeed, one may call it a defect – was that he was exceedingly loath to communicate his full plans to any other person until the instant of their fulfilment. Partly it came no doubt from his own masterful nature, which loved to dominate and surprise those who were around him. 

Partly also from his professional caution, which urged him never to take any chances. The result, however, was very trying for those who were acting as his agents and assistants. I had often suffered under it, but never more so than during that long drive in the darkness. The great ordeal was in front of us; at last we were about to make our final effort, and yet Holmes had said nothing, and I could only surmise what his course of action would be. My nerves thrilled with anticipation when at last the cold wind upon our faces and the dark, void spaces on either side of the narrow road told me that we were back upon the moor once again. Every stride of the horses and every turn of the wheels was taking us nearer to our supreme adventure. 

Our conversation was hampered by the presence of Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 624
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the driver of the hired wagonette, so that we were forced to talk of trivial matters when our nerves were tense with emotion and anticipation. It was a relief to me, after that unnatural restraint, when we at last passed Frankland's house and knew that we were drawing near to the Hall and to the scene of action. 

We did not drive up to the door but got down near the gate of the avenue. The wagonette was paid off and ordered to return to Coombe Tracey forthwith, while we started to walk to Merripit House. 

»Are you armed, Lestrade?«

The little detective smiled. 

»As long as I have my trousers I have a hip-pocket, and as long as I have my hip-pocket I have something in it.«

»Good! My friend and I are also ready for emergencies.«

»You're mighty close about this affair, Mr. Holmes. What's the game now?«

»A waiting game.«

»My word, it does not seem a very cheerful place,«

said the detective with a shiver, glancing round him at the gloomy slopes of the hill and at the huge lake of fog which lay over the Grimpen Mire. »I see the lights of a house ahead of us.«

»That is Merripit House and the end of our journey. 
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above a whisper.«

We moved cautiously along the track as if we were bound for the house, but Holmes halted us when we were about two hundred yards from it. 

»This will do,« said he. »These rocks upon the right make an admirable screen.«

»We are to wait here?«

»Yes, we shall make our little ambush here. Get into this hollow, Lestrade. You have been inside the house, have you not, Watson? Can you tell the position of the rooms? What are those latticed windows at this end?«

»I think they are the kitchen windows.«

»And the one beyond, which shines so brightly?«

»That is certainly the dining-room.«

»The blinds are up. You know the lie of the land best. Creep forward quietly and see what they are doing – but for heaven's sake don't let them know that they are watched!«

I tiptoed down the path and stooped behind the low wall which surrounded the stunted orchard. Creeping in its shadow I reached a point whence I could look straight through the uncurtained window. 

There were only two men in the room, Sir Henry and Stapleton. They sat with their profiles towards me on either side of the round table. Both of them were smoking cigars, and coffee and wine were in front of Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 626
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them. Stapleton was talking with animation, but the baronet looked pale and distrait. Perhaps the thought of that lonely walk across the ill-omened moor was weighing heavily upon his mind. 

As I watched them Stapleton rose and left the room, while Sir Henry filled his glass again and leaned back in his chair, puffing at his cigar. I heard the creak of a door and the crisp sound of boots upon gravel. The steps passed along the path on the other side of the wall under which I crouched. Looking over, I saw the naturalist pause at the door of an out-house in the corner of the orchard. A key turned in a lock, and as he passed in there was a curious scuffling noise from within. He was only a minute or so inside, and then I heard the key turn once more and he passed me and reëntered the house. I saw him rejoin his guest, and I crept quietly back to where my companions were waiting to tell them what I had seen. 

»You say, Watson, that the lady is not there?« Holmes asked when I had finished my report. 

»No.«

»Where can she be, then, since there is no light in any other room except the kitchen?«

»I cannot think where she is.«

I have said that over the great Grimpen Mire there hung a dense, white fog. It was drifting slowly in our direction and banked itself up like a wall on that side Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 627
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of us, low but thick and well defined. The moon shone on it, and it looked like a great shimmering ice-field, with the heads of the distant tors as rocks borne upon its surface. Holmes's face was turned towards it, and he muttered impatiently as he watched its sluggish drift. 

»It's moving towards us, Watson.«

»Is that serious?«

»Very serious, indeed – the one thing upon earth which could have disarranged my plans. He can't be very long, now. It is already ten o'clock. Our success and even his life may depend upon his coming out before the fog is over the path.«

The night was clear and fine above us. The stars shone cold and bright, while a half-moon bathed the whole scene in a soft, uncertain light. Before us lay the dark bulk of the house, its serrated roof and bristling chimneys hard outlined against the silver-spangled sky. Broad bars of golden light from the lower windows stretched across the orchard and the moor. One of them was suddenly shut off. The servants had left the kitchen. There only remained the lamp in the dining-room where the two men, the murderous host and the unconscious guest, still chatted over their cigars. 

Every minute that white woolly plain which covered one-half of the moor was drifting closer and closer Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 628
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to the house. Already the first thin wisps of it were curling across the golden square of the lighted window. The farther wall of the orchard was already invisible, and the trees were standing out of a swirl of white vapour. As we watched it the fog-wreaths came crawling round both corners of the house and rolled slowly into one dense bank, on which the upper floor and the roof floated like a strange ship upon a shadowy sea. Holmes struck his hand passionately upon the rock in front of us and stamped his feet in his impatience. 

»If he isn't out in a quarter of an hour the path will be covered. In half an hour we won't be able to see our hands in front of us.«

»Shall we move farther back upon higher ground?«

»Yes, I think it would be as well.«

So as the fog-bank flowed onward we fell back before it until we were half a mile from the house, and still that dense white sea, with the moon silvering its upper edge, swept slowly and inexorably on. 

»We are going too far,« said Holmes. »We dare not take the chance of his being overtaken before he can reach us. At all costs we must hold our ground where we are.« He dropped on his knees and clapped his ear to the ground. »Thank God, I think that I hear him coming.«

A sound of quick steps broke the silence of the Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 629
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moor. Crouching among the stones we stared intently at the silver-tipped bank in front of us. The steps grew louder, and through the fog, as through a curtain, there stepped the man whom we were awaiting. 

He looked round him in surprise as he emerged into the clear, starlit night. Then he came swiftly along the path, passed close to where we lay, and went on up the long slope behind us. As he walked he glanced continually over either shoulder, like a man who is ill at ease. 

»Hist!« cried Holmes, and I heard the sharp click of a cocking pistol. »Look out! It's coming!«

There was a thin, crisp, continuous patter from somewhere in the heart of that crawling bank. The cloud was within fifty yards of where we lay, and we glared at it, all three, uncertain what horror was about to break from the heart of it. I was at Holmes's elbow, and I glanced for an instant at his face. It was pale and exultant, his eyes shining brightly in the moonlight. But suddenly they started forward in a rigid, fixed stare, and his lips parted in amazement. At the same instant Lestrade gave a yell of terror and threw himself face downward upon the ground. I sprang to my feet, my inert hand grasping my pistol, my mind paralyzed by the dreadful shape which had sprung out upon us from the shadows of the fog. A hound it was, an enormous coal-black hound, but not such a hound Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 630
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as mortal eyes have ever seen. Fire burst from its open mouth, its eyes glowed with a smouldering glare, its muzzle and hackles and dewlap were outlined in flik-kering flame. Never in the delirious dream of a disordered brain could anything more savage, more appalling, more hellish be conceived than that dark form and savage face which broke upon us out of the wall of fog. 

With long bounds the huge black creature was leaping down the track, following hard upon the footsteps of our friend. So paralyzed were we by the apparition that we allowed him to pass before we had recovered our nerve. Then Holmes and I both fired together, and the creature gave a hideous howl, which showed that one at least had hit him. He did not pause, however, but bounded onward. Far away on the path we saw Sir Henry looking back, his face white in the moonlight, his hands raised in horror, glaring helplessly at the frightful thing which was hunting him down. 

But that cry of pain from the hound had blown all our fears to the winds. If he was vulnerable he was mortal, and if we could wound him we could kill him. 

Never have I seen a man run as Holmes ran that night. 

I am reckoned fleet of foot, but he outpaced me as much as I outpaced the little professional. In front of us as we flew up the track we heard scream after Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 631
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scream from Sir Henry and the deep roar of the hound. I was in time to see the beast spring upon its victim, hurl him to the ground, and worry at his throat. But the next instant Holmes had emptied five barrels of his revolver into the creature's flank. With a last howl of agony and a vicious snap in the air, it rolled upon its back, four feet pawing furiously, and then fell limp upon its side. I stooped, panting, and pressed my pistol to the dreadful, shimmering head, but it was useless to press the trigger. The giant hound was dead. 

Sir Henry lay insensible where he had fallen. We tore away his collar, and Holmes breathed a prayer of gratitude when we saw that there was no sign of a wound and that the rescue had been in time. Already our friend's eyelids shivered and he made a feeble effort to move. Lestrade thrust his brandy-flask between the baronet's teeth, and two frightened eyes were looking up at us. 

»My God!« he whispered. »What was it? What, in heaven's name, was it?«

»It's dead, whatever it is,« said Holmes. »We've laid the family ghost once and forever.«

In mere size and strength it was a terrible creature which was lying stretched before us. It was not a pure bloodhound and it was not a pure mastiff; but it appeared to be a combination of the two – gaunt, sa-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 632
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vage, and as large as a small lioness. Even now, in the stillness of death, the huge jaws seemed to be dripping with a bluish flame and the small, deep-set, cruel eyes were ringed with fire. I placed my hand upon the glowing muzzle, and as I held them up my own fingers smouldered and gleamed in the darkness. 

»Phosphorus,« I said. 

»A cunning preparation of it,« said Holmes, sniffing at the dead animal. »There is no smell which might have interfered with his power of scent. We owe you a deep apology, Sir Henry, for having exposed you to this fright. I was prepared for a hound, but not for such a creature as this. And the fog gave us little time to receive him.«

»You have saved my life.«

»Having first endangered it. Are you strong enough to stand?«

»Give me another mouthful of that brandy and I shall be ready for anything. So! Now, if you will help me up. What do you propose to do?«

»To leave you here. You are not fit for further adventures to-night. If you will wait, one or other of us will go back with you to the Hall.«

He tried to stagger to his feet; but he was still ghastly pale and trembling in every limb. We helped him to a rock, where he sat shivering with his face buried in his hands. 
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»We must leave you now,« said Holmes. »The rest of our work must be done, and every moment is of importance. We have our case, and now we only want our man.«

»It's a thousand to one against our finding him at the house,« he continued as we retraced our steps swiftly down the path. »Those shots must have told him that the game was up.«

»We were some distance off, and this fog may have deadened them.«

»He followed the hound to call him off – of that you may be certain. No, no, he's gone by this time! 

But we'll search the house and make sure.«

The front door was open, so we rushed in and hurried from room to room to the amazement of a doddering old manservant, who met us in the passage. 

There was no light save in the dining-room, but Holmes caught up the lamp and left no corner of the house unexplored. No sign could we see of the man whom we were chasing. On the upper floor, however, one of the bedroom doors was locked. 

»There's someone in here,« cried Lestrade. »I can hear a movement. Open this door!«

A faint moaning and rustling came from within. 

Holmes struck the door just over the lock with the flat of his foot and it flew open. Pistol in hand, we all three rushed into the room. 
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But there was no sign within it of that desperate and defiant villain whom we expected to see. Instead we were faced by an object so strange and so unexpected that we stood for a moment staring at it in amazement. 

The room had been fashioned into a small museum, and the walls were lined by a number of glass-topped cases full of that collection of butterflies and moths the formation of which had been the relaxation of this complex and dangerous man. In the centre of this room there was an upright beam, which had been placed at some period as a support for the old worm-eaten baulk of timber which spanned the roof. To this post a figure was tied, so swathed and muffled in the sheets which had been used to secure it that one could not for the moment tell whether it was that of a man or a woman. One towel passed round the throat and was secured at the back of the pillar. Another covered the lower part of the face, and over it two dark eyes –

eyes full of grief and shame and a dreadful questioning – stared back at us. In a minute we had torn off the gag, unswathed the bonds, and Mrs. Stapleton sank upon the floor in front of us. As her beautiful head fell upon her chest I saw the clear red weal of a whiplash across her neck. 

»The brute!« cried Holmes. »Here, Lestrade, your brandy-bottle! Put her in the chair! She has fainted Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 635

14. The Hound of the Baskervilles

Doyle-SH, 890

from ill-usage and exhaustion.« She opened her eyes again. 

»Is he safe?« she asked. »Has he escaped?«

»He cannot escape us, madam.«

»No, no, I did not mean my husband. Sir Henry? Is he safe?«

»Yes.«

»And the hound?«

»It is dead.«

She gave a long sigh of satisfaction. 

»Thank God! Thank God! Oh, this villain! See how he has treated me!« She shot her arms out from her sleeves, and we saw with horror that they were all mottled with bruises. »But this is nothing – nothing! 

It is my mind and soul that he has tortured and defiled. I could endure it all, ill-usage, solitude, a life of deception, everything, as long as I could still cling to the hope that I had his love, but now I know that in this also I have been his dupe and his tool.« She broke into passionate sobbing as she spoke. 

»You bear him no goodwill, madam,« said Holmes. »Tell us then where we shall find him. If you have ever aided him in evil, help us now and so atone.«

»There is but one place where he can have fled,«

she answered. »There is an old tin mine on an island in the heart of the mire. It was there that he kept his Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 636
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hound and there also he had made preparations so that he might have a refuge. That is where he would fly.«

The fog-bank lay like white wool against the window. Holmes held the lamp towards it. 

»See,« said he. »No one could find his way into the Grimpen Mire to-night.«

She laughed and clapped her hands. Her eyes and teeth gleamed with fierce merriment. 

»He may find his way in, but never out,« she cried. 

»How can he see the guiding wands to-night? We planted them together, he and I, to mark the pathway through the mire. Oh, if I could only have plucked them out to-day. Then indeed you would have had him at your mercy!«

It was evident to us that all pursuit was in vain until the fog had lifted. Meanwhile we left Lestrade in possession of the house while Holmes and I went back with the baronet to Baskerville Hall. The story of the Stapletons could no longer be withheld from him, but he took the blow bravely when he learned the truth about the woman whom he had loved. But the shock of the night's adventures had shattered his nerves, and before morning he lay delirious in a high fever under the care of Dr. Mortimer. The two of them were destined to travel together round the world before Sir Henry had become once more the hale, hearty man that he had been before he became master of that Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 637
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ill-omened estate. 

And now I come rapidly to the conclusion of this singular narrative, in which I have tried to make the reader share those dark fears and vague surmises which clouded our lives so long and ended in so tragic a manner. On the morning after the death of the hound the fog had lifted and we were guided by Mrs. Stapleton to the point where they had found a pathway through the bog. It helped us to realize the horror of this woman's life when we saw the eagerness and joy with which she laid us on her husband's track. We left her standing upon the thin peninsula of firm, peaty soil which tapered out into the widespread bog. From the end of it a small wand planted here and there showed where the path zigzagged from tuft to tuft of rushes among those green-scummed pits and foul quagmires which barred the way to the stranger. Rank reeds and lush, slimy water-plants sent an odour of decay and a heavy miasmatic vapour onto our faces, while a false step plunged us more than once thigh-deep into the dark, quivering mire, which shook for yards in soft undulations around our feet. Its tenacious grip plucked at our heels as we walked, and when we sank into it it was as if some malignant hand was tugging us down into those obscene depths, so grim and purposeful was the clutch in which it held us. 
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Once only we saw a trace that someone had passed that perilous way before us. From amid a tuft of cotton-grass which bore it up out of the slime some dark thing was projecting. Holmes sank to his waist as he stepped from the path to seize it, and had we not been there to drag him out he could never have set his foot upon firm land again. He held an old black boot in the air. ›Meyers, Toronto,‹ was printed on the leather inside. 

»It is worth a mud bath,« said he. »It is our friend Sir Henry's missing boot.«

»Thrown there by Stapleton in his flight.«

»Exactly. He retained it in his hand after using it to set the hound upon the track. He fled when he knew the game was up, still clutching it. And he hurled it away at this point of his flight. We know at least that he came so far in safety.«

But more than that we were never destined to know, though there was much which we might surmise. There was no chance of finding footsteps in the mire, for the rising mud oozed swiftly in upon them, but as we at last reached firmer ground beyond the morass we all looked eagerly for them. But no slightest sign of them ever met our eyes. If the earth told a true story, then Stapleton never reached that island of refuge towards which he struggled through the fog upon that last night. Somewhere in the heart of Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 639
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the great Grimpen Mire, down in the foul slime of the huge morass which had sucked him in, this cold and cruel-hearted man is forever buried. 

Many traces we found of him in the bog-girt island where he had hid his savage ally. A huge driving-wheel and a shaft half-filled with rubbish showed the position of an abandoned mine. Beside it were the crumbling remains of the cottages of the miners, driven away no doubt by the foul reek of the surrounding swamp. In one of these a staple and chain with a quantity of gnawed bones showed where the animal had been confined. A skeleton with a tangle of brown hair adhering to it lay among the débris. 

»A dog!« said Holmes. »By Jove, a curly-haired spaniel. Poor Mortimer will never see his pet again. 

Well, I do not know that this place contains any secret which we have not already fathomed. He could hide his hound, but he could not hush its voice, and hence came those cries which even in daylight were not pleasant to hear. On an emergency he could keep the hound in the out-house at Merripit, but it was always a risk, and it was only on the supreme day, which he regarded as the end of all his efforts, that he dared do it. This paste in the tin is no doubt the luminous mixture with which the creature was daubed. It was suggested, of course, by the story of the family hell-hound, and by the desire to frighten old Sir Charles to Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 640
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death. No wonder the poor devil of a convict ran and screamed, even as our friend did, and as we ourselves might have done, when he saw such a creature bounding through the darkness of the moor upon his track. 

It was a cunning device, for, apart from the chance of driving your victim to his death, what peasant would venture to inquire too closely into such a creature should he get sight of it, as many have done, upon the moor? I said it in London, Watson, and I say it again now, that never yet have we helped to hunt down a more dangerous man than he who is lying yonder« –

he swept his long arm towards the huge mottled expanse of green-splotched bog which stretched away until it merged into the russet slopes of the moor. 
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Chapter XV

A Retrospection


It was the end of November, and Holmes and I sat, upon a raw and foggy night, on either side of a blazing fire in our sitting-room in Baker Street. Since the tragic upshot of our visit to Devonshire he had been engaged in two affairs of the utmost importance, in the first of which he had exposed the atrocious conduct of Colonel Upwood in connection with the famous card scandal of the Nonpareil Club, while in the second he had defended the unfortunate Mme. Montpensier from the charge of murder which hung over her in connection with the death of her step-daughter, Mlle. Carère, the young lady who, as it will be remembered, was found six months later alive and married in New York. My friend was in excellent spirits over the success which had attended a succession of difficult and important cases, so that I was able to induce him to discuss the details of the Baskerville mystery. I had waited patiently for the opportunity, for I was aware that he would never permit cases to over-lap, and that his clear and logical mind would not be drawn from its present work to dwell upon memories of the past. Sir Henry and Dr. Mortimer were, howe-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 642
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ver, in London, on their way to that long voyage which had been recommended for the restoration of his shattered nerves. They had called upon us that very afternoon, so that it was natural that the subject should come up for discussion. 

»The whole course of events,« said Holmes, »from the point of view of the man who called himself Stapleton was simple and direct, although to us, who had no means in the beginning of knowing the motives of his actions and could only learn part of the facts, it all appeared exceedingly complex. I have had the advantage of two conversations with Mrs. Stapleton, and the case has now been so entirely cleared up that I am not aware that there is anything which has remained a secret to us. You will find a few notes upon the matter under the heading B in my indexed list of cases.«

»Perhaps you would kindly give me a sketch of the course of events from memory.«

»Certainly, though I cannot guarantee that I carry all the facts in my mind. Intense mental concentration has a curious way of blotting out what has passed. 

The barrister who has his case at his fingers' ends and is able to argue with an expert upon his own subject finds that a week or two of the courts will drive it all out of his head once more. So each of my cases displaces the last, and Mlle. Carère has blurred my recollection of Baskerville Hall. To-morrow some other Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 643
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little problem may be submitted to my notice which will in turn dispossess the fair French lady and the infamous Upwood. So far as the case of the hound goes, however, I will give you the course of events as nearly as I can, and you will suggest anything which I may have forgotten. 

My inquiries show beyond all question that the family portrait did not lie, and that this fellow was indeed a Baskerville. He was a son of that Rodger Baskerville, the younger brother of Sir Charles, who fled with a sinister reputation to South America, where he was said to have died unmarried. He did, as a matter of fact, marry, and had one child, this fellow, whose real name is the same as his father's. He married Beryl Garcia, one of the beauties of Costa Rica, and, having purloined a considerable sum of public money, he changed his name to Vandeleur and fled to England, where he established a school in the east of Yorkshire. His reason for attempting this special line of business was that he had struck up an acquaintance with a consumptive tutor upon the voyage home, and that he had used this man's ability to make the undertaking a success. Fraser, the tutor, died, however, and the school which had begun well sank from disrepute into infamy. The Vandeleurs found it convenient to change their name to Stapleton, and he brought the remains of his fortune, his schemes for the future, and Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 644
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his taste for entomology to the south of England. I learn at the British Museum that he was a recognized authority upon the subject, and that the name of Vandeleur has been permanently attached to a certain moth which he had, in his Yorkshire days, been the first to describe. 

We now come to that portion of his life which has proved to be of such intense interest to us. The fellow had evidently made inquiry and found that only two lives intervened between him and a valuable estate. 

When he went to Devonshire his plans were, I believe, exceedingly hazy, but that he meant mischief from the first is evident from the way in which he took his wife with him in the character of his sister. The idea of using her as a decoy was clearly already in his mind, though he may not have been certain how the details of his plot were to be arranged. He meant in the end to have the estate, and he was ready to use any tool or run any risk for that end. His first act was to establish himself as near to his ancestral home as he could, and his second was to cultivate a friendship with Sir Charles Baskerville and with the neighbours. 

The baronet himself told him about the family hound, and so prepared the way for his own death. 

Stapleton, as I will continue to call him, knew that the old man's heart was weak and that a shock would kill him. So much he had learned from Dr. Mortimer. He Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 645
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had heard also that Sir Charles was superstitious and had taken this grim legend very seriously. His ingenious mind instantly suggested a way by which the baronet could be done to death, and yet it would be hardly possible to bring home the guilt to the real murderer. 

Having conceived the idea he proceeded to carry it out with considerable finesse. An ordinary schemer would have been content to work with a savage hound. The use of artificial means to make the creature diabolical was a flash of genius upon his part. 

The dog he bought in London from Ross and Mangles, the dealers in Fulham Road. It was the strongest and most savage in their possession. He brought it down by the North Devon line and walked a great distance over the moor so as to get it home without exciting any remarks. He had already on his insect hunts learned to penetrate the Grimpen Mire, and so had found a safe hiding-place for the creature. Here he kennelled it and waited his chance. 

But it was some time coming. The old gentleman could not be decoyed outside of his grounds at night. 

Several times Stapleton lurked about with his hound, but without avail. It was during these fruitless quests that he, or rather his ally, was seen by peasants, and that the legend of the demon dog received a new confirmation. He had hoped that his wife might lure Sir Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 646

15. A Retrospection

Doyle-SH, 895

Charles to his ruin, but here she proved unexpectedly independent. She would not endeavour to entangle the old gentleman in a sentimental attachment which might deliver him over to his enemy. Threats and even, I am sorry to say, blows refused to move her. 

She would have nothing to do with it, and for a time Stapleton was at a deadlock. 

He found a way out of his difficulties through the chance that Sir Charles, who had conceived a friendship for him, made him the minister of his charity in the case of this unfortunate woman, Mrs. Laura Lyons. By representing himself as a single man he acquired complete influence over her, and he gave her to understand that in the event of her obtaining a divorce from her husband he would marry her. His plans were suddenly brought to a head by his knowledge that Sir Charles was about to leave the Hall on the advice of Dr. Mortimer, with whose opinion he himself pretended to coincide. He must act at once, or his victim might get beyond his power. He therefore put pressure upon Mrs. Lyons to write this letter, imploring the old man to give her an interview on the evening before his departure for London. He then, by a specious argument, prevented her from going, and so had the chance for which he had waited. 

Driving back in the evening from Coombe Tracey he was in time to get his hound, to treat it with his in-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 647
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fernal paint, and to bring the beast round to the gate at which he had reason to expect that he would find the old gentleman waiting. The dog, incited by its master, sprang over the wicket-gate and pursued the unfortunate baronet, who fled screaming down the yew alley. In that gloomy tunnel it must indeed have been a dreadful sight to see that huge black creature, with its flaming jaws and blazing eyes, bounding after its victim. He fell dead at the end of the alley from heart disease and terror. The hound had kept upon the grassy border while the baronet had run down the path, so that no track but the man's was visible. On seeing him lying still the creature had probably approached to sniff at him, but finding him dead had turned away again. It was then that it left the print which was actually observed by Dr. Mortimer. The hound was called off and hurried away to its lair in the Grimpen Mire, and a mystery was left which puzzled the authorities, alarmed the countryside, and finally brought the case within the scope of our observation. 

So much for the death of Sir Charles Baskerville. 

You perceive the devilish cunning of it, for really it would be almost impossible to make a case against the real murderer. His only accomplice was one who could never give him away, and the grotesque, inconceivable nature of the device only served to make it more effective. Both of the women concerned in the Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 648
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case, Mrs. Stapleton and Mrs. Laura Lyons, were left with a strong suspicion against Stapleton. Mrs. Stapleton knew that he had designs upon the old man, and also of the existence of the hound. Mrs. Lyons knew neither of these things, but had been impressed by the death occurring at the time of an uncancelled appointment which was only known to him. However, both of them were under his influence, and he had nothing to fear from them. The first half of his task was successfully accomplished, but the more difficult still remained. 

It is possible that Stapleton did not know of the existence of an heir in Canada. In any case he would very soon learn it from his friend Dr. Mortimer, and he was told by the latter all details about the arrival of Henry Baskerville. Stapleton's first idea was that this young stranger from Canada might possibly be done to death in London without coming down to Devonshire at all. He distrusted his wife ever since she had refused to help him in laying a trap for the old man, and he dared not leave her long out of his sight for fear he should lose his influence over her. It was for this reason that he took her to London with him. They lodged, I find, at the Mexborough Private Hotel, in Craven Street, which was actually one of those called upon by my agent in search of evidence. Here he kept his wife imprisoned in her room while he, disguised Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 649
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in a beard, followed Dr. Mortimer to Baker Street and afterwards to the station and to the Northumberland Hotel. His wife had some inkling of his plans; but she had such a fear of her husband – a fear founded upon brutal ill-treatment – that she dare not write to warn the man whom she knew to be in danger. If the letter should fall into Stapleton's hands her own life would not be safe. Eventually, as we know, she adopted the expedient of cutting out the words which would form the message, and addressing the letter in a disguised hand. It reached the baronet, and gave him the first warning of his danger. 

It was very essential for Stapleton to get some article of Sir Henry's attire so that, in case he was driven to use the dog, he might always have the means of setting him upon his track. With characteristic promptness and audacity he set about this at once, and we cannot doubt that the boots or chamber-maid of the hotel was well bribed to help him in his design. 

By chance, however, the first boot which was procured for him was a new one and, therefore, useless for his purpose. He then had it returned and obtained another – a most instructive incident, since it proved conclusively to my mind that we were dealing with a real hound, as no other supposition could explain this anxiety to obtain an old boot and this indifference to a new one. The more  outré  and grotesque an incident is Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 650

15. A Retrospection

Doyle-SH, 897

the more carefully it deserves to be examined, and the very point which appears to complicate a case is, when duly considered and scientifically handled, the one which is most likely to elucidate it. 

Then we had the visit from our friends next morning, shadowed always by Stapleton in the cab. From his knowledge of our rooms and of my appearance, as well as from his general conduct, I am inclined to think that Stapleton's career of crime has been by no means limited to this single Baskerville affair. It is suggestive that during the last three years there have been four considerable burglaries in the west country, for none of which was any criminal ever arrested. The last of these, at Folkestone Court, in May, was remarkable for the cold-blooded pistolling of the page, who surprised the masked and solitary burglar. I cannot doubt that Stapleton recruited his waning resources in this fashion, and that for years he has been a desperate and dangerous man. 

We had an example of his readiness of resource that morning when he got away from us so successfully, and also of his audacity in sending back my own name to me through the cabman. From that moment he understood that I had taken over the case in London, and that therefore there was no chance for him there. He returned to Dartmoor and awaited the arrival of the baronet.«
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»One moment!« said I. »You have, no doubt, described the sequence of events correctly, but there is one point which you have left unexplained. What became of the hound when its master was in London?«

»I have given some attention to this matter and it is undoubtedly of importance. There can be no question that Stapleton had a confidant, though it is unlikely that he ever placed himself in his power by sharing all his plans with him. There was an old manservant at Merripit House, whose name was Anthony. His connection with the Stapletons can be traced for several years, as far back as the school-mastering days, so that he must have been aware that his master and mistress were really husband and wife. This man has disappeared and has escaped from the country. It is suggestive that Anthony is not a common name in England, while Antonio is so in all Spanish or Spanish-American countries. The man, like Mrs. Stapleton herself, spoke good English, but with a curious lisping accent. I have myself seen this old man cross the Grimpen Mire by the path which Stapleton had marked out. It is very probable, therefore, that in the absence of his master it was he who cared for the hound, though he may never have known the purpose for which the beast was used. 

The Stapletons then went down to Devonshire, whither they were soon followed by Sir Henry and Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 652
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you. One word now as to how I stood myself at that time. It may possibly recur to your memory that when I examined the paper upon which the printed words were fastened I made a close inspection for the watermark. In doing so I held it within a few inches of my eyes, and was conscious of a faint smell of the scent known as white jessamine. There are seventy-five per-fumes, which it is very necessary that a criminal expert should be able to distinguish from each other, and cases have more than once within my own experience depended upon their prompt recognition. The scent suggested the presence of a lady, and already my thoughts began to turn towards the Stapletons. Thus I had made certain of the hound, and had guessed at the criminal before ever we went to the west country. 

It was my game to watch Stapleton. It was evident, however, that I could not do this if I were with you, since he would be keenly on his guard. I deceived everybody, therefore, yourself included, and I came down secretly when I was supposed to be in London. My hardships were not so great as you imagined, though such trifling details must never interfere with the investigation of a case. I stayed for the most part at Coombe Tracey, and only used the hut upon the moor when it was necessary to be near the scene of action. 

Cartwright had come down with me, and in his disguise as a country boy he was of great assistance to me. 
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I was dependent upon him for food and clean linen. 

When I was watching Stapleton, Cartwright was frequently watching you, so that I was able to keep my hand upon all the strings. 

I have already told you that your reports reached me rapidly, being forwarded instantly from Baker Street to Coombe Tracey. They were of great service to me, and especially that one incidentally truthful piece of biography of Stapleton's. I was able to establish the identity of the man and the woman and knew at last exactly how I stood. The case had been considerably complicated through the incident of the escaped convict and the relations between him and the Barrymores. This also you cleared up in a very effective way, though I had already come to the same conclusions from my own observations. 

By the time that you discovered me upon the moor I had a complete knowledge of the whole business, but I had not a case which could go to a jury. Even Stapleton's attempt upon Sir Henry that night which ended in the death of the unfortunate convict did not help us much in proving murder against our man. 

There seemed to be no alternative but to catch him red-handed, and to do so we had to use Sir Henry, alone and apparently unprotected, as a bait. We did so, and at the cost of a severe shock to our client we succeeded in completing our case and driving Staple-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 654
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ton to his destruction. That Sir Henry should have been exposed to this is, I must confess, a reproach to my management of the case, but we had no means of foreseeing the terrible and paralyzing spectacle which the beast presented, nor could we predict the fog which enabled him to burst upon us at such short notice. We succeeded in our object at a cost which both the specialist and Dr. Mortimer assure me will be a temporary one. A long journey may enable our friend to recover not only from his shattered nerves but also from his wounded feelings. His love for the lady was deep and sincere, and to him the saddest part of all this black business was that he should have been deceived by her. 

It only remains to indicate the part which she had played throughout. There can be no doubt that Stapleton exercised an influence over her which may have been love or may have been fear, or very possibly both, since they are by no means incompatible emotions. It was, at least, absolutely effective. At his command she consented to pass as his sister, though he found the limits of his power over her when he endeavoured to make her the direct accessory to murder. 

She was ready to warn Sir Henry so far as she could without implicating her husband, and again and again she tried to do so. Stapleton himself seems to have been capable of jealousy, and when he saw the baro-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 655
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net paying court to the lady, even though it was part of his own plan, still he could not help interrupting with a passionate outburst which revealed the fiery soul which his self-contained manner so cleverly concealed. By encouraging the intimacy he made it certain that Sir Henry would frequently come to Merripit House and that he would sooner or later get the opportunity which he desired. On the day of the crisis, however, his wife turned suddenly against him. She had learned something of the death of the convict, and she knew that the hound was being kept in the outhouse on the evening that Sir Henry was coming to dinner. She taxed her husband with his intended crime, and a furious scene followed in which he showed her for the first time that she had a rival in his love. Her fidelity turned in an instant to bitter hatred, and he saw that she would betray him. He tied her up, therefore, that she might have no chance of warning Sir Henry, and he hoped, no doubt, that when the whole countryside put down the baronet's death to the curse of his family, as they certainly would do, he could win his wife back to accept an accomplished fact and to keep silent upon what she knew. In this I fancy that in any case he made a miscalculation, and that, if we had not been there, his doom would none the less have been sealed. A woman of Spanish blood does not condone such an injury so lightly. And now, Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 656

15. A Retrospection

Doyle-SH, 899

my dear Watson, without referring to my notes, I cannot give you a more detailed account of this curious case. I do not know that anything essential has been left unexplained.«

»He could not hope to frighten Sir Henry to death as he had done the old uncle with his bogie hound.«

»The beast was savage and half-starved. If its appearance did not frighten its victim to death, at least it would paralyze the resistance which might be offered.«

»No doubt. There only remains one difficulty. If Stapleton came into the succession, how could he explain the fact that he, the heir, had been living unannounced under another name so close to the property? How could he claim it without causing suspicion and inquiry?«

»It is a formidable difficulty, and I fear that you ask too much when you expect me to solve it. The past and the present are within the field of my inquiry, but what a man may do in the future is a hard question to answer. Mrs. Stapleton has heard her husband discuss the problem on several occasions. There were three possible courses. He might claim the property from South America, establish his identity before the British authorities there, and so obtain the fortune without ever coming to England at all; or he might adopt an elaborate disguise during the short time that he Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 657
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need be in London; or, again, he might furnish an accomplice with the proofs and papers, putting him in as heir, and retaining a claim upon some proportion of his income. We cannot doubt from what we know of him that he would have found some way out of the difficulty. And now, my dear Watson, we have had some weeks of severe work, and for one evening, I think, we may turn our thoughts into more pleasant channels. I have a box for ›Les Huguenots.‹ Have you heard the De Reszkes? Might I trouble you then to be ready in half an hour, and we can stop at Marcini's for a little dinner on the way?«
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Part I

The Tragedy of Birlstone




Chapter I

The Warning


»I am inclined to think ––« said I. 

»I should do so,« Sherlock Holmes remarked impatiently. 

I believe that I am one of the most long-suffering of mortals; but I'll admit that I was annoyed at the sardonic interruption. »Really, Holmes,« said I severely, 

»you are a little trying at times.«

He was too much absorbed with his own thoughts to give any immediate answer to my remonstrance. He leaned upon his hand, with his? untasted breakfast before him, and he stared at the slip of paper which he had just drawn from its envelope. Then he took the envelope itself, held it up to the light, and very carefully studied both the exterior and the flap. 

»It is Porlock's writing,« said he thoughtfully. »I can hardly doubt that it is Porlock's writing, though I have seen it only twice before. The Greek  e  with the peculiar
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then it must be something of the very first importance.«

He was speaking to himself rather than to me; but my vexation disappeared in the interest which the words awakened. 

»Who then is Porlock?« I asked. 

»Porlock, Watson, is a nom-de-plume, a mere identification mark; but behind it lies a shifty and evasive personality. In a former letter he frankly informed me that the name was not his own, and defied me ever to trace him among the teeming millions of this great city. Porlock is important, not for himself, but for the great man with whom he is in touch. Picture to yourself the pilot fish with the shark, the jackal with the lion – anything that is insignificant in companionship with what is formidable: not only formidable, Watson, but sinister – in the highest degree sinister. That is where he comes within my purview. You have heard me speak of Professor Moriarty?«

»The famous scientific criminal, as famous among crooks as ––«

»My blushes, Watson!« Holmes murmured in a deprecating voice. 

»I was about to say, as he is unknown to the public.«

»A touch! A distinct touch!« cried Holmes. »You are developing a certain unexpected vein of pawky Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 661

1. The Warning

Doyle-SH, 904

humour, Watson, against which I must learn to guard myself. But in calling Moriarty a criminal you are uttering libel in the eyes of the law – and there lie the glory and the wonder of it! The greatest schemer of all time, the organizer of every deviltry, the controlling brain of the underworld, a brain which might have made or marred the destiny of nations – that's the man! But so aloof is he from general suspicion, so immune from criticism, so admirable in his management and self-effacement, that for those very words that you have uttered he could hale you to a court and emerge with your year's pension as a solatium for his wounded character. Is he not the celebrated author of The Dynamics of an Asteroid,  a book which ascends to such rarefied heights of pure mathematics that it is said that there was no man in the scientific press capable of criticizing it? Is this a man to traduce? Foul-mouthed doctor and slandered professor – such would be your respective rôles! That's genius, Watson. But if I am spared by lesser men, our day will surely come.«

»May I be there to see!« I exclaimed devoutly. 

»But you were speaking of this man Porlock.«

»Ah, yes – the so-called Porlock is a link in the chain some little way from its great attachment. 

Porlock is not quite a sound link – between ourselves. 

He is the only flaw in that chain so far as I have been Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 662
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able to test it.«

»But no chain is stronger than its weakest link.«

»Exactly, my dear Watson! Hence the extreme importance of Porlock. Led on by some rudimentary aspirations towards right, and encouraged by the judicious stimulation of an occasional ten-pound note sent to him by devious methods, he has once or twice given me advance information which has been of value – that highest value which anticipates and prevents rather than avenges crime. I cannot doubt that, if we had the cipher, we should find that this communication is of the nature that I indicate.«

Again Holmes flattened out the paper upon his unused plate. I rose and, leaning over him, stared down at the curious inscription, which ran as follows: 534 C2 13 127 36 31 4 17 21 41

DOUGLAS 109 293 5 37 BIRLSTONE

26 BIRLSTONE 9 47 171

»What do you make of it, Holmes?«

»It is obviously an attempt to convey secret information.«

»But what is the use of a cipher message without the cipher?«

»In this instance, none at all.«

»Why do you say ›in this instance‹?«
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»Because there are many ciphers which I would read as easily as I do the apocrypha of the agony column: such crude devices amuse the intelligence without fatiguing it. But this is different. It is clearly a reference to the words in a page of some book. Until I am told which page and which book I am powerless.«

»But why ›Douglas‹ and ›Birlstone‹?«

»Clearly because those are words which were not contained in the page in question.«

»Then why has he not indicated the book?«

»Your native shrewdness, my dear Watson, that innate cunning which is the delight of your friends, would surely prevent you from inclosing cipher and message in the same envelope. Should it miscarry, you are undone. As it is, both have to go wrong before any harm comes from it. Our second post is now overdue, and I shall be surprised if it does not bring us either a further letter of explanation, or, as is more probable, the very volume to which these figures refer.«

Holmes's calculation was fulfilled within a very few minutes by the appearance of Billy, the page, with the very letter which we were expecting. 

»The same writing,« remarked Holmes, as he opened the envelope, »and actually signed,« he added in an exultant voice as he unfolded the epistle. »Come, we are getting on, Watson.« His brow clouded, howe-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 664
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ver, as he glanced over the contents. 

»Dear me, this is very disappointing! I fear, Watson, that all our expectations come to nothing. I trust that the man Porlock will come to no harm. 

DEAR MR. HOLMES [he says]:

I will go no further in this matter. It is too dangerous –

he suspects me. I can see that he suspects me. He came to me quite unexpectedly after I had actually addressed this envelope with the intention of sending you the key to the cipher. I was able to cover it up. If he had seen it, it would have gone hard with me. But I read suspicion in his eyes. 

Please burn the cipher message, which can now be of no use to you. 

FRED PORLOCK.«

Holmes sat for some little time twisting this letter between his fingers, and frowning, as he stared into the fire. 

»After all,« he said at last, »there may be nothing in it. It may be only his guilty conscience. Knowing himself to be a traitor, he may have read the accusation in the other's eyes.«

»The other being, I presume, Professor Moriarty.«

»No less! When any of that party talk about ›He‹

you know whom they mean. There is one predominant

›He‹ for all of them.«

»But what can he do?«

»Hum! 
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of the first brains of Europe up against you, and all the powers of darkness at his back, there are infinite possibilities. Anyhow, Friend Porlock is evidently scared out of his senses – kindly compare the writing in the note to that upon its envelope; which was done, he tells us, before this ill-omened visit. The one is clear and firm. The other hardly legible.«

»Why did he write at all? Why did he not simply drop it?«

»Because he feared I would make some inquiry after him in that case, and possibly bring trouble on him.«

»No doubt,« said I. »Of course.« I had picked up the original cipher message and was bending my brows over it. »It's pretty maddening to think that an important secret may lie here on this slip of paper, and that it is beyond human power to penetrate it.«

Sherlock Holmes had pushed away his untasted breakfast and lit the unsavoury pipe which was the companion of his deepest meditations. »I wonder!«

said he, leaning back and staring at the ceiling. 

»Perhaps there are points which have escaped your Machiavellian intellect. Let us consider the problem in the light of pure reason. This man's reference is to a book. That is our point of departure.«

»A somewhat vague one.«

»Let us see then if we can narrow it down. As I Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 666
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focus my mind upon it, it seems rather less impenetrable. What indications have we as to this book?«

»None.«

»Well, well, it is surely not quite so bad as that. 

The cipher message begins with a large 534, does it not? We may take it as a working hypothesis that 534

is the particular page to which the cipher refers. So our book has already become a  large  book, which is surely something gained. What other indications have we as to the nature of this large book? The next sign is C2. What do you make of that, Watson?«

»Chapter the second, no doubt.«

»Hardly that, Watson. You will, I am sure, agree with me that if the page be given, the number of the chapter is immaterial. Also that if page 534 finds us only in the second chapter, the length of the first one must have been really intolerable.«

»Column!« I cried. 

»Brilliant, Watson. You are scintillating this morning. If it is not column, then I am very much deceived. So now, you see, we begin to visualize a large book, printed in double columns, which are each of a considerable length, since one of the words is numbered in the document as the two hundred and ninety-third. Have we reached the limits of what reason can supply?«

»I fear that we have.«
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»Surely you do yourself an injustice. One more co-ruscation, my dear Watson – yet another brain-wave! 

Had the volume been an unusual one, he would have sent it to me. Instead of that, he had intended, before his plans were nipped, to send me the clue in this envelope. He says so in his note. This would seem to indicate that the book is one which he thought I would have no difficulty in finding for myself. He had it –

and he imagined that I would have it, too. In short, Watson, it is a very common book.«

»What you say certainly sounds plausible.«

»So we have contracted our field of search to a large book, printed in double columns and in common use.«

»The Bible!« I cried triumphantly. 

»Good, Watson, good! But not, if I may say so, quite good enough! Even if I accepted the compliment for myself, I could hardly name any volume which would be less likely to lie at the elbow of one of Moriarty's associates. Besides, the editions of Holy Writ are so numerous that he could hardly suppose that two copies would have the same pagination. This is clearly a book which is standardized. He knows for certain that his page 534 will exactly agree with my page 534.«

»But very few books would correspond with that.«

»Exactly. Therein lies our salvation. Our search is Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 668
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narrowed down to standardized books which anyone may be supposed to possess.«

»Bradshaw!«

»There are difficulties, Watson. The vocabulary of Bradshaw is nervous and terse, but limited. The selection of words would hardly lend itself to the sending of general messages. We will eliminate Bradshaw. 

The dictionary is, I fear, inadmissible for the same reason. What then is left?«

»An almanac!«

»Excellent, Watson! I am very much mistaken if you have not touched the spot. An almanac! Let us consider the claims of Whitakter's Almanac. It is in common use. It has the requisite number of pages. It is in double column. Though reserved in its earlier vocabulary, it becomes, if I remember right, quite garrulous towards the end.« He picked the volume from his desk. »Here is page 534, column two, a substantial block of print dealing, I perceive, with the trade and resources of British India. Jot down the words, Watson! Number thirteen is ›Mahratta.‹ Not, I fear, a very auspicious beginning. Number one hundred and twenty-seven is ›Government‹; which at least makes sense, though somewhat irrelevant to ourselves and Professor Moriarty. Now let us try again. What does the Mahratta government do? Alas! the next word is

›pig's-bristles.‹ We are undone, my good Watson! It Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 669
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is finished!«

He had spoken in jesting vein, but the twitching of his bushy eyebrows bespoke his disappointment and irritation. I sat helpless and unhappy, staring into the fire. A long silence was broken by a sudden exclamation from Holmes, who dashed at a cupboard, from which he emerged with a second yellow-covered volume in his hand. 

»We pay the price, Watson, for being too up-to-date!« he cried. »We are before our time, and suffer the usual penalties. Being the seventh of, January, we have very properly laid in the new almanac. It is more than likely that Porlock took his message from the old one. No doubt he would have told us so had his letter of explanation been written. Now let us see what page 534 has in store for us. Number thirteen is ›There,‹

which is much more promising. Number one hundred and twenty-seven is ›is‹–›There is‹« – Holmes's eyes were gleaming with excitement, and his thin, nervous fingers twitched as he counted the words – »›danger.‹

Ha! Ha! Capital! Put that down, Watson. ›There is danger – may – come – very – soon – one.‹ Then we have the name ›Douglas‹–›rich – country – now – at –

Birlstone – House – Birlstone – confidence – is –

pressing.‹ There, Watson! What do you think of pure reason and its fruit? If the green-grocer had such a thing as a laurel wreath, I should send Billy round for Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 670
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it.«

I was staring at the strange message which I had scrawled, as he deciphered it, upon a sheet of foolscap on my knee. 

»What a queer, scrambling way of expressing his meaning!« said I. 

»On the contrary, he has done quite remarkably well,« said Holmes. »When you search a single column for words with which to express your meaning, you can hardly expect to get everything you want. 

You are bound to leave something to the intelligence of your correspondent. The purport is perfectly clear. 

Some deviltry is intended against one Douglas, whoever he may be, residing as stated, a rich country gentleman. He is sure – ›confidence‹ was as near as he could get to ›confident‹ – that it is pressing. There is our result – and a very workmanlike little bit of analysis it was!«

Holmes had the impersonal joy of the true artist in his better work, even as he mourned darkly when it fell below the high level to which he aspired. He was still chuckling over his success when Billy swung open the door and Inspector MacDonald of Scotland Yard was ushered into the room. 

Those were the early days at the end of the '80's, when Alec MacDonald was far from having attained the national fame which he has now achieved. He was Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 671
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a young but trusted member of the detective force, who had distinguished himself in several cases which had been intrusted to him. His tall, bony figure gave promise of exceptional physical strength, while his great cranium and deep-set, lustrous eyes spoke no less clearly of the keen intelligence which twinkled out from behind his bushy eyebrows. He was a silent, precise man with a dour nature and a hard Aberdonian accent. 

Twice already in his career had Holmes helped him to attain success, his own sole reward being the intellectual joy of the problem. For this reason the affection and respect of the Scotchman for hiss amateur colleague were profound, and he showed them by the frankness with which he consulted Holmes in every difficulty. Mediocrity knows nothing higher than itself; but talent instantly recognizes genius, and MacDonald had talent enough for his profession to enable him to perceive that there was no humiliation in seeking the assistance of one who already stood alone in Europe, both in his gifts and in his experience. Holmes was not prone to friendship, but he was tolerant of the big Scotchman, and smiled at the sight of him. 

»You are an early bird, Mr. Mac,« said he. »I wish you luck with your worm. I fear this means that there is some mischief afoot.«

»If you said ›hope‹ instead of ›fear,‹ it would be Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 672
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nearer the truth, I'm thinking, Mr. Holmes,« the inspector answered, with a knowing grin. »Well, maybe a wee nip would keep out the raw morning chill. No, I won't smoke, I thank you. I'll have to be pushing on my way; for the early hours of a case are the precious ones, as no man knows better than your own self. 

But – but ––«

The inspector had stopped suddenly, and was staring with a look of absolute amazement at a paper upon the table. It was the sheet upon which I had scrawled the enigmatic message. 

»Douglas!« he stammered. »Birlstone! What's this, Mr. Holmes? Man, it's witchcraft! Where in the name of all that is wonderful did you get those names?«

»It is a cipher that Dr. Watson and I have had occasion to solve. But why – what's amiss with the names?«

The inspector looked from one to the other of us in dazed astonishment. »Just this,« said he, »that Mr. 

Douglas of Birlstone Manor House was horribly murdered last night!«
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Chapter II

Sherlock Holmes Discourses


It was one of those dramatic moments for which my friend existed. It would be an overstatement to say that he was shocked or even excited by the amazing announcement. Without having a tinge of cruelty in his singular composition, he was undoubtedly callous from long overstimulation. Yet, if his emotions were dulled, his intellectual perceptions were exceedingly active. There was no trace then of the horror which I had myself felt at this curt declaration; but his face showed rather, the quiet and interested composure of the chemist who sees the crystals falling into position from his oversaturated solution. 

»Remarkable!« said he. »Remarkable!«

»You don't seem surprised.«

»Interested, Mr. Mac, but hardly surprised. Why should I be surprised? I receive an anonymous communication from a quarter which I know to be important, warning me that danger threatens a certain person. Within an hour I learn that this danger has actually materialized and that the person is dead. I am interested; but, as you observe, I am not surprised.«

In a few short sentences he explained to the inspec-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 674
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tor the facts about the letter and the cipher. MacDonald sat with his chin on his hands and his great sandy eyebrows bunched into a yellow tangle. 

»I was going down to Birlstone this morning,« said he. »I had come to ask you if you cared to come with me – you and your friend here. But from what you say we might perhaps be doing better work in London.«

»I rather think not,« said Holmes. 

»Hang it all, Mr. Holmes!« cried the inspector. 

»The papers will be full of the Birlstone mystery in a day or two; but where's the mystery if there is a man in London who prophesied the crime before ever it occurred? We have only to lay our hands on that man, and the rest will follow.«

»No doubt, Mr. Mac. But how do you propose to lay your hands on the so-called Porlock?«

MacDonald turned over the letter which Holmes had handed him. »Posted in Camberwell – that doesn't help us much. Name, you say, is assumed. Not much to go on, certainly. Didn't you say that you have sent him money?«

»Twice.«

»And how?«

»In notes to Camberwell postoffice.«

»Did you ever trouble to see who called for them?«

»No.«

The inspector looked surprised and a little shocked. 
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»Why not?«

»Because I always keep faith. I had promised when he first wrote that I would not try to trace him.«

»You think there is someone behind him?«

»I know there is.«

»This professor that I've heard you mention?«

»Exactly!«

Inspector MacDonald smiled, and his eyelid quivered as he glanced towards me. »I won't conceal from you, Mr. Holmes, that we think in the C.I.D. that you have a wee bit of a bee in your bonnet over this professor. I made some inquiries myself about the matter. 

He seems to be a very respectable, learned, and talented sort of man.«

»I'm glad you've got so far as to recognize the talent.«

»Man, you can't but recognize it! After I heard your view I made it my business to see him. I had a chat with him on eclipses. How the talk got that way I canna think; but he had out a reflector lantern and a globe, and made it all clear in a minute. He lent me a book; but I don't mind saying that it was a bit above my head, though I had a good Aberdeen upbringing. 

He'd have made a grand meenister with his thin face and gray hair and solemn-like way of talking. When he put his hand on my shoulder as we were parting, it was like a father's blessing before you go out into the Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 676
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cold, cruel world.«

Holmes chuckled and rubbed his hands. »Great!«

he said. »Great! Tell me, Friend MacDonald, this pleasing and touching interview was, I suppose, in the professor's study?«

»That's so.«

»A fine room, is it not?«

»Very fine – very handsome indeed, Mr. Holmes.«

»You sat in front of his writing desk?«

»Just so.«

»Sun in your eyes and his face in the shadow?«

»Well, it was evening; but I mind that the lamp was turned on my face.«

»It would be. Did you happen to observe a picture over the professor's head?«

»I don't miss much, Mr. Holmes. Maybe I learned that from you. Yes, I saw the picture – a young woman with her head on her hands, peeping at you sideways.«

»That painting was by Jean Baptiste Greuze.«

The inspector endeavoured to look interested. 

»Jean Baptiste Greuze,« Holmes continued, joining his finger tips and leaning well back in his chair, 

»was a French artist who flourished between the years 1750 and 1800. I allude, of course, to his working career. Modern criticism has more than indorsed the high opinion formed of him by his contemporaries.«
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The inspector's eyes grew abstracted. »Hadn't we better ––« he said. 

»We are doing so,« Holmes interrupted. »All that I am saying has a very direct and vital bearing upon what you have called the Birlstone Mystery. In fact, it may in a sense be called the very centre of it«

MacDonald smiled feebly, and looked appealingly to me. »Your thoughts move a bit too quick for me, Mr. Holmes. You leave out a link or two, and I can't get over the gap. What in the whole wide world can be the connection between this dead painting man and the affair at Birlstone?«

»All knowledge comes useful to the detective,« remarked Holmes. »Even the trivial fact that in the year 1865 a picture by Greuze entitled La Jeune Fille à l'Agneau fetched one million two hundred thousand francs – more than forty thousand pounds – at the Portalis sale may start a train of reflection in your mind.«

It was clear that it did. The inspector looked honestly interested. 

»I may remind you,« Holmes continued, »that the professor's salary can be ascertained in several trustworthy books of reference. It is seven hundred a year.«

»Then how could he buy ––«

»Quite so! How could he?«
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»Ay, that's remarkable,« said the inspector thoughtfully. »Talk away, Mr. Holmes. I'm just loving it. It's fine!«

Holmes smiled. He was always warmed by genuine admiration – the characteristic of the real artist. 

»What about Birlstone?« he asked. 

»We've time yet,« said the inspector, glancing at his watch. »I've a cab at the door, and it won't take us twenty minutes to Victoria. But about this picture: I thought you told me once, Mr. Holmes, that you had never met Professor Moriarty.«

»No, I never have.«

»Then how do you know about his rooms?«

»Ah, that's another matter. I have been three times in his rooms, twice waiting for him under different pretexts and leaving before he came. Once – well, I can hardly tell about the once to an official detective. 

It was on the last occasion that I took the liberty of running over his papers – with the most unexpected results.«

»You found something compromising?«

»Absolutely nothing. That was what amazed me. 

However, you have now seen the point of the picture. 

It shows him to be a very wealthy man. How did he acquire wealth? He is unmarried. His younger brother is a station master in the west of England. His chair is worth seven hundred a year. And he owns a Greuze.«

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 679

2. Sherlock Holmes Discourses

Doyle-SH, 912

»Well?«

»Surely the inference is plain.«

»You mean that he has a great income and that he must earn it in an illegal fashion?«

»Exactly. Of course I have other reasons for thinking so – dozens of exiguous threads which lead vaguely up towards the centre of the web where the poisonous, motionless creature is lurking. I only mention the Greuze because it brings the matter within the range of your own observation.«

»Well, Mr. Holmes, I admit that what you say is interesting: it's more than interesting – it's just wonderful. But let us have it a little clearer if you can. Is it forgery, coining, burglary – where does the money come from?«

»Have you ever read of Jonathan Wild?«

»Well, the name has a familiar sound. Someone in a novel, was he not? I don't take much stock of detectives in novels – chaps that do things and never let you see how they do them. That's just inspiration: not business.«

»Jonathan Wild wasn't a detective, and he wasn't in a novel. He was a master criminal, and he lived last century –1750 or thereabouts.«

»Then he's no use to me. I'm a practical man.«

»Mr. Mac, the most practical thing that you ever did in your life would be to shut yourself up for three Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 680
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months and read twelve hours a day at the annals of crime. Everything comes in circles – even Professor Moriarty. Jonathan Wild was the hidden force of the London criminals, to whom he sold his brains and his organization on a fifteen per cent, commission. The old wheel turns, and the same spoke comes up. It's all been done before, and will be again. I'll tell you one or two things about Moriarty which may interest you.«

»You'll interest me, right enough.«

»I happen to know who is the first link in his chain – a chain with this Napoleon-gone-wrong at one end, and a hundred broken fighting men, pickpockets, blackmailers, and card sharpers at the other, with every sort of crime in between. His chief of staff is Colonel Sebastian Moran, as aloof and guarded and inaccessible to the law as himself. What do you think he pays him?«

»I'd like to hear.«

»Six thousand a year. That's paying for brains, you see – the America a business principle. I learned that detail quite by chance. It's more than the Prime Minister gets. That gives you an idea of Moriarty's gains and of the scale on which he works. Another point: I made it my business to hunt down some of Moriarty's checks lately – just common innocent checks that he pays his household bills with. They were drawn on Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 681
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six different banks. Does that make any impression on your mind?«

»Queer, certainly! But what do you gather from it?«

»That he wanted no gossip about his wealth. No single man should know what he had. I have no doubt that he has twenty banking accounts; the bulk of his fortune abroad in the Deutsche Bank or the Crédit Lyonnais as likely as not. Sometime when you have a year or two to spare I commend to you the study of Professor Moriarty.«

Inspector MacDonald had grown steadily more impressed as the conversation proceeded. He had lost himself in his interest. Now his practical Scotch intelligence brought him back with a snap to the matter in hand. 

»He can keep, anyhow,« said he. »You've got us side-tracked with your interesting anecdotes, Mr. Holmes. What really counts is your remark that there is some connection between the professor and the crime. 

That you get from the warning received through the man Porlock. Can we for our present practical needs get any further than that?«

»We may form some conception as to the motives of the crime. It is, as I gather from your original remarks, an inexplicable, or at least an unexplained, murder. Now, presuming that the source of the crime Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 682
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is as we suspect it to be, there might be two different motives. In the first place, I may tell you that Moriarty rules with a rod of iron over his people. His discipline is tremendous. There is only one punishment in his code. It is death. Now we might suppose that this murdered man – this Douglas whose approaching fate was known by one of the arch-criminal's subordinates – had in some way betrayed the chief. His punishment followed, and would be known to all – if only to put the fear of death into them.«

»Well, that is one suggestion, Mr. Holmes.«

»The other is that it has been engineered by Moriarty in the ordinary course of business. Was there any robbery?«

»I have not heard.«

»If so, it would, of course, be against the first hypothesis and in favour of the second. Moriarty may have been engaged to engineer it on a promise of part spoils, or he may have been paid so much down to manage it. Either is possible. But whichever it may be, or if it is some third combination, it is down at Birlstone that we must seek the solution. I know our man too well to suppose that he has left anything up here which may lead us to him.«

»Then to Birlstone we must go!« cried MacDonald, jumping from his chair. »My word! it's later than I thought. I can give you, gentlemen, five minutes for Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 683
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preparation, and that is all.«

»And ample for us both,« said Holmes, as he sprang up and hastened to change from his dressing gown to his coat. »While we are on our way, Mr. 

Mac, I will ask you to be good enough to tell me all about it.«

»All about it« proved to be disappointingly little, and yet there was enough to assure us that the case before us might well be worthy of the expert's closest attention. He brightened and rubbed his thin hands together as he listened to the meagre but remarkable details. A long series of sterile weeks lay behind us, and here at last there was a fitting object for those remarkable powers which, like all special gifts, become irksome to their owner when they are not in use. That razor brain blunted and rusted with inaction. 

Sherlock Holmes's eyes glistened, his pale cheeks took a warmer hue, and his whole eager face shone with an inward light when the call for work reached him. Leaning forward in the cab, he listened intently to MacDonald's short sketch of the problem which awaited us in Sussex. The inspector was himself dependent, as he explained to us, upon a scribbled account forwarded to him by the milk train in the early hours of the morning. White Mason, the local officer, was a personal friend, and hence MacDonald had been notified much more promptly than is usual at Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 684
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Scotland Yard when provincials need their assistance. 

It is a very cold scent upon which the Metropolitan expert is generally asked to run. 

»DEAR INSPECTOR MACDONALD [said the letter which he read to us]:

Official requisition for your services is in separate envelope. This is for your private eye. Wire me what train in the morning you can get for Birlstone, and I will meet it –

or have it met if I am too occupied. This case is a snorter. 

Don't waste a moment in getting started. If you can bring Mr. Holmes, please do so; for he will find something after his own heart. We would think the whole thing had been fixed up for theatrical effect if there wasn't a dead man in the middle of it. My word! it  is  a snorter.«

»Your friend seems to be no fool,« remarked Holmes. 

»No, sir, White Mason is a very live man, if I am any judge.«

»Well, have you anything more?«

»Only that he will give us every detail when we meet.«

»Then how did you get at Mr. Douglas and the fact that he had been horribly murdered?«

»That was in the inclosed official report. It didn't say ›horrible‹: that's not a recognized official term. It gave the name John Douglas. It mentioned that his injuries had been in the head, from the discharge of a Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 685
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shotgun. It also mentioned the hour of the alarm, which was close on to midnight last night. It added that the case was undoubtedly one of murder, but that no arrest had been made, and that the case was one which presented some very perplexing and extraordinary features. That's absolutely all we have at present, Mr. Holmes.«

»Then, with your permission, we will leave it at that, Mr. Mac. The temptation to form premature theories upon insufficient data is the bane of our profession. I can see only two things for certain at present – a great brain in London, and a dead man in Sussex. It's the chain between that we are going to trace.«
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Chapter III

The Tragedy of Birlstone


Now for a moment I will ask leave to remove my own insignificant personality and to describe events which occurred before we arrived upon the scene by the light of knowledge which came to us afterwards. Only in this way can I make the reader appreciate the people concerned and the strange setting in which their fate was cast. 

The village of Birlstone is a small and very ancient cluster of half-timbered cottages on the northern border of the county of Sussex. For centuries it had remained unchanged; but within the last few years its picturesque appearance and situation have attracted a number of well-to-do residents, whose villas peep out from the woods around. These woods are locally supposed to be the extreme fringe of the great Weald forest, which thins away until it reaches the northern chalk downs. A number of small shops have come into being to meet the wants of the increased population; so there seems some prospect that Birlstone may soon grow from an ancient village into-a modern town. It is the centre for a considerable area of country, since Tunbridge Wells, the nearest place of im-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 687
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portance, is ten or twelve miles to the eastward, over the borders of Kent. 

About hall a mile from the town, standing in an old park famous for its huge beech trees, is the ancient Manor House of Birlstone. Part of this venerable building dates back to the time of the first crusade, when Hugo de Capus built a fortalice in the centre of the estate, which had been granted to him by the Red King. This was destroyed by fire in 1543, and some of its smoke-blackened corner stones were used when, in Jacobean times, a brick country house rose upon the ruins of the feudal castle. 

The Manor House, with its many gables and its small diamond-paned windows, was still much as the builder had left it in the early seventeenth century. Of the double moats which had guarded its more warlike predecessor, the outer had been allowed to dry up, and served the humble function of a kitchen garden. The inner one was still there, and lay forty feet in breadth, though now only a few feet in depth, round the whole house. A small stream fed it and continued beyond it, so that the sheet of water, though turbid, was never ditchlike or unhealthy. The ground floor windows were within a foot of the surface of the water. 

The only approach to the house was over a drawbridge, the chains and windlass of which had long been rusted and broken. The latest tenants of the Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 688
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Manor House had, however, with characteristic energy, set this right, and the drawbridge was not only capable of being raised, but actually was raised every evening and lowered every morning. By thus renewing the custom of the old feudal days the Manor House was converted into an island during the night –

a fact which had a very direct bearing upon the mystery which was soon to engage the attention of all England. 

The house had been untenanted for some years and was threatening to moulder into a picturesque decay when the Douglases took possession of it. This family consisted of only two individuals – John Douglas and his wife. Douglas was a remarkable man, both in character and in person. In age he may have been about fifty, with a strong-jawed, rugged face, a grizzling moustache, peculiarly keen gray eyes, and a wiry, vigorous figure which had lost nothing of the strength and activity of youth. He was cheery and genial to all, but somewhat offhand in his manners, giving the impression that he had seen life in social strata on some far lower horizon than the county society of Sussex. 

Yet, though looked at with some curiosity and reserve by his more cultivated neighbours, he soon acquired a great popularity among the villagers, subscribing handsomely to all local objects, and attending their smoking concerts and other functions, Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 689
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where, having a remarkably rich tenor voice, he was always ready to oblige with an excellent song. He appeared to have plenty of money, which was said to have been gained in the California gold fields, and it was clear from his own talk and that of his wife that he had spent a part of his life in America. 

The good impression which had been produced by his generosity and by his democratic manners was increased by a reputation gained for utter indifference to danger. Though a wretched rider, he turned out at every meet, and took the most amazing falls in his determination to hold his own with the best. When the vicarage caught fire he distinguished himself also by the fearlessness with which he reentered the building to save property, after the local fire brigade had given it up as impossible. Thus it came about that John Douglas of the Manor House had within five years won himself quite a reputation in Birlstone. 

His wife, too, was popular with those who had made her acquaintance; though, after the English fashion, the callers upon a stranger who settled in the county without introductions were few and far between. This mattered the less to her, as she was retiring by disposition, and very much absorbed, to all appearance, in her husband and her domestic duties. It was known that she was an English lady who had met Mr. Douglas in London, he being at that time a wido-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 690
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wer. She was a beautiful woman, tall, dark, and slen-der, some twenty years younger than her husband; a disparity which seemed in no wise to mar the contentment of their family life. 

It was remarked sometimes, however, by those who knew them best, that the confidence between the two did not appear to be complete, since the wife was either very reticent about her husband's past life, or else, as seemed more likely, was imperfectly informed about it. It had also been noted and commented upon by a few observant people that there were signs sometimes of some nerve-strain Upon the part of Mrs. 

Douglas, and that she would display acute uneasiness if her absent husband should ever be particularly late in his return. On a quiet countryside, where all gossip is welcome, this weakness of the lady of the Manor House did not pass without remark, and it bulked larger upon people's memory when the events arose which gave it a very special significance. 

There was yet another individual whose residence under that roof was, it is true, only an intermittent one, but whose presence at the time of the strange happenings which will now be narrated brought his name prominently before the public. This was Cecil James Barker, of Hales Lodge, Hampstead. 

Cecil Barker's tall, loose-jointed figure was a familiar one in the main street of Birlstone village; for he Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 691

3. The Tragedy of Birlstone

Doyle-SH, 918

was a frequent and welcome visitor at the Manor House. He was the more noticed as being the only friend of the past unknown life of Mr. Douglas who was ever seen in his new English surroundings. Barker was himself an undoubted Englishman; but by his remarks it was clear that he had first known Douglas in America and had there lived on intimate terms with him. He appeared to be a man of considerable wealth, and was reputed to be a bachelor. 

In age he was rather younger than Douglas – forty-five at the most – a tall, straight, broad-chested fellow with a clean-shaved, prizefighter face, thick, strong, black eyebrows, and a pair of masterful black eyes which might, even without the aid of his very capable hands, clear a way for him through a hostile crowd. 

He neither rode nor shot, but spent his days in wandering round the old village with his pipe in his mouth, or in driving with his host, or in his absence with his hostess, over the beautiful countryside. »An easy-going, freehanded gentleman,« said Ames, the butler. 

»But, my word! I had rather not be the man that crossed him!« He was cordial and intimate with Douglas, and he was no less friendly with his wife – a friendship which more than once seemed to cause some irritation to the husband, so that even the servants were able to perceive his annoyance. Such was the third person who was one of the family when the catastro-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 692
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phe occurred. 

As to the other denizens of the old building, it will suffice put of a large household to mention the prim, respectable, and capable Ames, and Mrs. Allen, a buxom and cheerful person, who relieved the lady of some of her household cares. The other six servants in the house bear no relation to the events of the night of January 6th. 

It was at eleven forty-five that the first alarm reached the small local police station, in charge of Sergeant Wilson of the Sussex Constabulary. Cecil Barker, much excited, had rushed up to the door and pealed furiously upon the bell. A terrible tragedy had occurred at the Manor House, and John Douglas had been murdered. That was the breathless burden of his message. He had hurried back to the house, followed within a few minutes by the police sergeant, who arrived at the scene of the crime a little after twelve o'clock, after taking prompt steps to warn the county authorities that something serious was afoot. 

On reaching the Manor House, the sergeant had found the drawbridge down, the windows lighted up, and the whole household in a state of wild confusion and alarm. The white-faced servants were huddling together in the hall, with the frightened butler wringing his hands in the doorway. Only Cecil Barker seemed to be master of himself and his emotions; he had Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 693
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opened the door which was nearest to the entrance and he had beckoned to the sergeant to follow him. At that moment there arrived Dr. Wood, a brisk and capable general practitioner from the village. The three men entered the fatal room together, while the horror-stricken butler followed at their heels, closing the door behind him to shut out the terrible scene from the maid servants. 

The dead man lay on his back, sprawling with outstretched limbs in the centre of the room. He was clad only in a pink dressing gown, which covered his night clothes. There were carpet slippers on his bare feet. The doctor knelt beside him and held down the hand lamp which had stood on the table. One glance at the victim was enough to show the healer that his presence could be dispensed with. The man had been horribly injured. Lying across his chest was a curious weapon, a shotgun with the barrel sawed off a foot in front of the triggers. It was clear that this had been fired at close range and that he had received the whole charge in the face, blowing his head almost to pieces. 

The triggers had been wired together, so as to make the simultaneous discharge more destructive. 

The country policeman was unnerved and troubled by the tremendous responsibility which had come so suddenly upon him. »We will touch nothing until my superiors arrive,« he said in a hushed voice, staring in Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 694
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horror at the dreadful head. 

»Nothing has been touched up to now,« said Cecil Barker. »I'll answer for that. You see it all exactly as I found it.«

»When was that?« The sergeant had drawn out his notebook. 

»It was just half-past eleven. I had not begun to undress, and I was sitting by the fire in my bedroom when I heard the report. It was not very loud – it seemed to be muffled. I rushed down – I don't suppose it was thirty seconds before I was in the room.«

»Was the door open?«

»Yes, it was open. Poor Douglas was lying as you see him. His bedroom candle was burning on the table. It was I who lit the lamp some minutes afterward.«

»Did you see no one?«

»No. I heard Mrs. Douglas coming down the stair behind me, and I rushed out to prevent her from seeing this dreadful sight. Mrs. Allen, the housekeeper, came and took her away. Ames had arrived, and we ran back into the room once more.«

»But surely I have heard that the drawbridge is kept up all night.«

»Yes, it was up until I lowered it.«

»Then how could any murderer have got away? It is out of the question! Mr. Douglas must have shot him-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 695
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self.«

»That was our first idea. But see!« Barker drew aside the curtain, and showed that the long, diamond-paned window was open to its full extent. »And look at this!« He held the lamp down and illuminated a smudge of blood like the mark of a boot-sole upon the wooden sill. »Someone has stood there in getting out.«

»You mean that someone waded across the moat?«

»Exactly!«

»Then if you were in the room within half a minute of the crime, one must have been in the water at that very moment.«

»I have not a doubt of it. I wish to heaven that I had rushed to the window! But the curtain screened it, as you can see, and so it never occurred to me. Then I heard the step of Mrs. Douglas, and I could not let her enter the room. It would have been too horrible.«

»Horrible enough!« said the doctor, looking at the shattered head and the terrible marks which surrounded it. »I've never seen such injuries since the Birlstone railway smash.«

»But, I say,« remarked the police sergeant, whose slow, bucolic common sense was still pondering the open window. »It's all very well your saying that a man escaped by wading this moat, but what I ask you is, how did he ever get into the house at all if the brid-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 696
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ge was up?«

»Ah, that's the question,« said Barker. 

»At what o'clock was it raised?«

»It was nearly six o'clock,« said Ames, the butler. 

»I've heard,« said' the sergeant, »that it was usually raised at sunset. That would be nearer half-past four than six at this time of year.«

»Mrs. Douglas had visitors to tea,« said Ames. »I couldn't raise it until they went. Then I wound it up myself.«

»Then it comes to this,« said the sergeant: »If anyone came from outside –  if  they did – they must have got in across the bridge before six and been in hiding ever since, until Mr. Douglas came into the room after eleven.«

»That is so! Mr. Douglas went round the house every night the last thing before he turned in to see that the lights were right. That brought him in here. 

The man was waiting and shot him. Then he got away through the window and left his gun behind him. 

That's how I read it; for nothing else will fit the facts.«

The sergeant picked up a card which lay beside the dead man on the floor. The initials V.V. and under them the number 341 were rudely scrawled in ink upon it. 

»What's this?« he asked, holding it up. 
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Barker looked at it with curiosity. »I never noticed it before,« he said. »The murderer must have left it behind him.«

»V.V. – 341. I can make no sense of that.«

The sergeant kept turning it over in his big fingers. 

»What's V.V.? Somebody's initials, maybe. What have you got there, Dr. Wood?«

It was a good-sized hammer which had been lying on the rug in front of the fireplace – a substantial, workmanlike hammer. Cecil Barker pointed to a box of brass-headed nails upon the mantelpiece. 

»Mr. Douglas was altering the pictures yesterday,«

he said. »I saw him myself, standing upon that chair and fixing the big picture above it. That accounts for the hammer.«

»We'd best put it back on the rug where we found it,« said the sergeant, scratching his puzzled head in his perplexity. »It will want the best brains in the force to get to the bottom of this thing. It will be a London job before it is finished.« He raised the hand lamp and walked slowly round the room. »Hullo!« he cried, excitedly, drawing the window curtain to one side. »What o'clock were those curtains drawn?«

»When the lamps were lit,« said the butler. »It would be shortly after four.«

»Someone had been hiding here, sure enough.« He held down the light, and the marks of muddy boots Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 698
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were very visible in the corner. »I'm bound to say this bears out your theory, Mr. Barker. It looks as if the man got into the house after four when the curtains were drawn, and before six when the bridge was raised. He slipped into this room, because it was the first that he saw. There was no other place where he could hide, so he popped in behind this curtain. That all seems clear enough. It is likely that his main idea was to burgle the house; but Mr. Douglas chanced to come upon him, so he murdered him and escaped.«

»That's how I read it,« said Barker. »But, I say, aren't we wasting precious time? Couldn't we start out and scour the country before the fellow gets away?«

The sergeant considered for a moment. 

»There are no trains before six in the morning; so he can't get away by rail. If he goes by road with his legs all dripping, it's odds that someone will notice him. Anyhow, I can't leave here myself until I am relieved. But I think none of you should go until we see more clearly how we all stand.«

The doctor had taken the lamp and was narrowly scrutinizing the body. »What's this mark?« he asked. 

»Could this have any connection with the crime?«

The dead man's right arm was thrust out from his dressing gown, and exposed as high as the elbow. 

About halfway up the forearm was a curious brown design, a triangle inside a circle, standing out in vivid Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 699
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relief upon the lard-coloured skin. 

»It's not tattooed,« said the doctor, peering through his glasses. »I never saw anything like it. The man has been branded at some time as they brand cattle. 

What is the meaning of this?«

»I don't profess to know the meaning of it,« said Cecil Barker; »but I have seen the mark on Douglas many times this last ten years.«

»And so have I,« said the butler. »Many a time when the master has rolled up his sleeves I have noticed that very mark. I've often wondered what it could be.«

»Then it has nothing to do with the crime, anyhow,« said the sergeant. »But it's a rum thing all the same. Everything about this case is rum. Well, what is it now?«

The butler had given an exclamation of astonishment and was pointing at the dead man's outstretched hand. 

»They've taken his wedding ring!« he gasped. 

»What!«

»Yes, indeed. Master always wore his plain gold wedding ring on the little finger of his left hand. That ring with the rough nugget on it was above it, and the twisted snake ring on the third finger. There's the nugget and there's the snake, but the wedding ring is gone.«
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»He's right,« said Barker. 

»Do you tell me,« said the sergeant, »that the wedding ring was  below  the other?«

»Always!«

»Then the murderer, or whoever it was, first took off this ring you call the nugget ring, then the wedding ring, and afterwards put the nugget ring back again.«

»That is so!«

The worthy country policeman shook his head. 

»Seems to me the sooner we get London on to this case the better,« said he. »White Mason is a smart man. No local job has ever been too much for White Mason. It won't be long now before he is here to help us. But I expect we'll have to look to London before we are through. Anyhow, I'm not ashamed to say that it is a deal too thick for the likes of me.«
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Chapter IV

Darkness


At three in the morning the chief Sussex detective, obeying the urgent call from Sergeant Wilson of Birlstone, arrived from headquarters in a light dogcart behind a breathless trotter. By the five-forty train in the morning he had sent his message to Scotland Yard, and he was at the Birlstone station at twelve o'clock to welcome us. White Mason was a quiet, comfortable-looking person in a loose tweed suit, with a clean-shaved, ruddy face, a stoutish body, and powerful bandy legs adorned with gaiters, looking like a small farmer, a retired gamekeeper, or anything upon earth except a very favourable specimen of the provincial criminal officer. 

»A real downright snorter, Mr. MacDonald!« he kept repeating. »We'll have the pressmen down like flies when they understand it. I'm hoping we will get our work done before they get poking their noses into it and messing up all the trails. There has been nothing like this that I can remember. There are some bits that will come home to you, Mr. Holmes, or I am mistaken. And you also, Dr. Watson; for the medicos will have a word to say before we finish. Your room Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 702
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is at the Westville Arms. There's no other place; but I hear that it is clean and good. The man will carry your bags. This way, gentlemen, if you please.«

He was a very bustling and genial person, this Sussex detective. In ten minutes we had all found our quarters. In ten more we were seated in the parlour of the inn and being treated to a rapid sketch of those events which have been outlined in the previous chapter. MacDonald made an occasional note; while Holmes sat absorbed, with the expression of surprised and reverent admiration with which the botanist surveys the rare and precious bloom. 

»Remarkable!« he said, when the story was unfolded, »most remarkable! I can hardly recall any case where the features have been more peculiar.«

»I thought you would say so, Mr. Holmes,« said White Mason in-great delight. »We're well up with the times in Sussex. I've told you now how matters were, up to the time when I took over from Sergeant Wilson between three and four this morning. My word! I made the old mare go! But I need not have been in such a hurry, as it turned out; for there was nothing immediate that I could do. Sergeant Wilson had all the facts. I checked them and considered them and maybe added a few of my own.«

»What were they?« asked Holmes eagerly. 

»Well, I first had the hammer examined. There was Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 703
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Dr. Wood there to help me. We found no signs of violence upon it. I was hoping that if Mr. Douglas defended himself with the hammer, he might have left his mark upon the murderer before he dropped it on the mat. But there was no stain.«

»That, of course, proves nothing at all,« remarked Inspector MacDonald. »There has been many a hammer murder and no trace on the hammer.«

»Quite so. It doesn't prove it wasn't used. But there might have been stains, and that would have helped us. As a matter of fact there were none. Then I examined the gun. They were buckshot cartridges, and, as Sergeant Wilson pointed out, the triggers were wired together so that, if you pulled on the hinder one, both barrels were discharged. Whoever fixed that up had made up his mind that he was going to take no chances of missing his man. The sawed gun was not more than two foot long – one could carry it easily under one's coat. There was no complete maker's name; but the printed letters P-E-N were on the fluting between the barrels, and the rest of the name had been cut off by the saw.«

»A big P with a flourish above it, E and N smaller?« asked Holmes. 

»Exactly.«

»Pennsylvania Small Arms Company – well known American firm,« said Holmes. 
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White Mason gazed at my friend as the little village practitioner looks at the Harley Street specialist who by a word can solve the difficulties that perplex him. 

»That is very helpful, Mr. Holmes. No doubt you are right. Wonderful! Wonderful! Do you carry the names of all the gun makers in the world in your memory?«

Holmes dismissed the subject with a wave. 

»No doubt it is an American shotgun,« White Mason continued. »I seem to have read that a sawed-off shotgun is a weapon used in some parts of America. Apart from the name upon the barrel, the idea had occurred to me. There is some evidence, then, that this man who entered the house and killed its master was an American.«

MacDonald shook his head. »Man, you are surely travelling over-fast,« said he. »I have heard no evidence yet that any stranger was ever in the house at all.«

»The open window, the blood on the sill, the queer card, the marks of boots in the corner, the gun!«

»Nothing there that could not have been arranged. 

Mr. Douglas was an American, or had lived long in America. So had Mr. Barker. You don't need to import an American from outside in order to account for American doings.«
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»Ames, the butler ––«

»What about him? Is he reliable?«

»Ten years with Sir Charles Chandos – as solid as a rock. He has been with Douglas ever since he took the Manor House five years ago. He has never seen a gun of this sort in the house.«

»The gun was made to conceal. That's why the barrels were sawed. It would fit into any box. How could he swear there was no such, gun in the house?«

»Well, anyhow, he had never seen one.«

MacDonald shook his obstinate Scotch head. »I'm not convinced yet that there was ever anyone in the house,« said he. »I'm asking you to conseedar« (his accent became more Aberdonian as he lost himself in his argument) »I'm asking you to conseedar what it involves if you suppose that this gun was ever brought into the house, and that all these strange things were done by a person from outside. Oh, man, it's just inconceivable! It's clean against common sense! I put it to you, Mr. Holmes, judging it by what we have heard.«

»Well, state your case, Mr. Mac,« said Holmes in his most judicial style. 

»The man is not a burglar, supposing that he ever existed. The ring business and the card point to premeditated murder for some private reason. Very good. 

Here is a man who slips into a house with the delibe-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 706
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rate intention of committing murder. He knows, if he knows anything, that he will have a deeficulty in making his escape, as the house is surrounded with water. What weapon would he choose? You would say the most silent in the world. Then he could hope when the deed was done to slip quickly from the window, to wade the moat, and to get away at his leisure. 

That's understandable. But is it understandable that he should go out of his way to bring with him the most noisy weapon he could select, knowing well that it will fetch every human being in the house to the spot as quick as they can run, and that it is all odds that he will be seen before he can get across the moat? 

Is that credible, Mr. Holmes?«

»Well, you put the case strongly,« my friend replied thoughtfully. »It certainly needs a good deal of justification. May I ask, Mr. White Mason, whether you examined the farther side of the moat at once to see if there were any signs of the man having climbed out from the water?«

»There were no signs, Mr. Holmes. But it is a stone ledge, and one could hardly expect them.«

»No tracks or marks?«

»None.«

»Ha! Would there be any objection, Mr. White Mason, to our going down to the house at once? 

There may possibly be some small point which might Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 707
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be suggestive.«

»I was going to propose it, Mr. Holmes; but I thought it well to put you in touch with all the facts before we go. I suppose if anything should strike you ––« White Mason looked doubtfully at the amateur. 

»I have worked with Mr. Holmes before,« said Inspector MacDonald, »He plays the game.«

»My own idea of the game, at any rate,« said Holmes, with a smile. »I go into a case to help the ends of justice and the work of the police. If I have ever separated myself from the official force, it is because they have first separated themselves from me. I have no wish ever to score at their expense. At the same time, Mr. White Mason, I claim the right to work in my own way and give my results at my own time – complete rather than in stages.«

»I am sure we are honoured by your presence and to show you all we know,« said White Mason cordially. »Come along, Dr. Watson, and when the time comes we'll all hope for a place in your book.«

We walked down the quaint village street with a row of pollarded elms on each side of it. Just beyond were two ancient stone pillars, weather-stained and lichen-blotched, bearing upon their summits a shapeless something which had once been the rampant lion of Capus of Birlstone. A short walk along the win-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 708
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ding drive with such sward and oaks around it as one only sees in rural England, then a sudden turn, and the long, low Jacobean house of dingy, liver-coloured brick lay before us, with an old-fashioned garden of cut yews on each side of it. As we approached it, there was the wooden drawbridge and the beautiful broad moat as still and luminous as quicksilver in the cold, winter sunshine. 

Three centuries had flowed past the old Manor House, centuries of births and of homecomings, of country dances and of the meetings of fox hunters. 

Strange that now in its old age this dark business should have cast its shadow upon the venerable walls! 

And yet those strange, peaked roofs and quaint, overhung gables were a fitting covering to grim and terrible intrigue. As I looked at the deep-set windows and the long sweep of the dull-coloured, water-lapped front, I felt that no more fitting scene could be set for such a tragedy. 

»That's the window,« said White Mason, »that one on the immediate right of the drawbridge. It's open just as it was found last night.«

»It looks rather narrow for a man to pass.«

»Well, it wasn't a fat man, anyhow. We don't need your deductions, Mr. Holmes, to tell us that. But you or I could squeeze through all right.«

Holmes walked to the edge of the moat and looked Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 709
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across. Then he examined the stone ledge and the grass border beyond it. 

»I've had a good look, Mr. Holmes,« said White Mason. »There is nothing there, no sign that anyone has landed – but why should he leave any sign?«

»Exactly. Why should he? Is the water always turbid?«

»Generally about this colour. The stream brings down the clay.«

»How deep is it?«

»About two feet at each side and three in the middle.«

»So we can put aside all idea of the man having been drowned in crossing.«

»No, a child could not be drowned in it.«

We walked across the drawbridge, and were admitted by a quaint, gnarled, dried-up person, who was the butler, Ames. The poor old fellow was white and quivering from the shock. The village sergeant, a tall, formal, melancholy man, still held his vigil in the room of Fate. The doctor had departed. 

»Anything fresh, Sergeant Wilson?« asked White Mason. 

»No, sir.«

»Then you can go home. You've had enough. We can send for you if we want you. The butler had better wait outside. Tell him to warn Mr. Cecil Barker, Mrs. 
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Douglas, and the housekeeper that we may want a word with them presently. Now, gentlemen, perhaps you will allow me to give you the views I have formed first, and then you will be able to arrive at your own.«

He impressed me, this country specialist. He had a solid grip of fact and a cool, clear, common-sense brain, which should take him some way in his profession. Holmes listened to him intently, with no sign of that impatience which the official exponent too often produced. 

»Is it suicide, or is it murder – that's our first question, gentlemen, is it not? If it were suicide, then we have to believe that this man began by taking off his wedding ring and concealing it; that he then came down here in his dressing gown, trampled mud into a corner behind the curtain in order to give the idea someone had waited for him, opened the window, put blood on the ––«

»We can surely dismiss that,« said MacDonald. 

»So I think. Suicide is out of the question. Then a murder has been done. What we have to determine is, whether it was done by someone outside or inside the house.«

»Well, let's hear the argument.«

»There are considerable difficulties both ways, and yet one or the other it must be. We will suppose first that some person or persons inside the house did the Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 711
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crime. They got this man down here at a time when everything was still and yet no one was asleep. They then did the deed with the queerest and noisiest weapon in the world so as to tell everyone what had happened – a weapon that was never seen in the house before. That does not seem a very likely start, does it?«

»No, it does not.«

»Well, then, everyone is agreed that after the alarm was given only a minute at the most had passed before the whole household – not Mr. Cecil Barker alone, though he claims to have been the first, but Ames and all of them were on the spot. Do you tell me that in that time the guilty person managed to make footmarks in the corner, open the window, mark the sill with blood, take the wedding ring off the dead man's finger, and all the rest of it? It's impossible!«

»You put it very clearly,« said Holmes. »I am inclined to agree with you.«

»Well, then, we are driven back to the theory that it was done by someone from outside. We are still faced with some big difficulties; but anyhow they have ceased to be impossibilities. The man got into the house between four-thirty and six; that is to say, between dusk and the time when the bridge was raised. There had been some visitors, and the door was open; so there was nothing to prevent him. He may have been a Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 712
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common burglar, or he may have had some private grudge against Mr. Douglas. Since Mr. Douglas has spent most of his life in America, and this shotgun seems to be an American weapon, it would seem that the private grudge is the more likely theory. He slipped into this room because it was the first he came to, and he hid behind the curtain. There he remained until past eleven at night, At that time Mr. Douglas entered the room. It was a short interview, if there were any interview at all; for Mrs. Douglas declares that her husband had not left her more than a few minutes when she heard the shot.«

»The candle shows that,« said Holmes. 

»Exactly. The candle, which was a new one, is not burned more than half an inch. He must have placed it on the table before he was attacked; otherwise, of course, it would have fallen when he fell. This shows that he was not attacked the instant that he entered the room. When Mr. Barker arrived the candle was lit and the lamp was out.«

»That's all clear enough.«

»Well, now, we can reconstruct things on those lines. Mr. Douglas enters the room. He puts down the candle. A man appears from behind the curtain. He is armed with this gun. He demands the wedding ring –

Heaven only knows why, but so it must have been. 

Mr. Douglas-gave it up. Then either in cold blood or Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 713
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in the course of a struggle – Douglas may have gripped the hammer that was found upon the mat – he shot Douglas in this horrible way. He dropped his gun and also-it would seem this queer card – V.V. 

341, whatever that may mean – and he made his escape through the window and across the moat at the very moment when Cecil Barker was discovering the crime. How's that, Mr. Holmes?«

»Very interesting, but just a little unconvincing.«

»Man, it would be absolute nonsense if it wasn't that anything else-is even worse!« cried MacDonald. 

»Somebody killed the man, and whoever it was I could clearly prove to you that he should have done it some other way. What does he mean by allowing his retreat to be cut off like that? What does he mean by using a shotgun when silence was his one chance of escape? Come, Mr. Holmes, it's up to you to give us a lead, since you say Mr. White Mason's theory is unconvincing.«

Holmes had sat intently observant during this long discussion, missing no word that was said, with his keen eyes darting to right and to left, and his forehead wrinkled with speculation. 

»I should like a few more facts before I get so far as a theory, Mr. Mac,« said he, kneeling down beside the body. »Dear me! these injuries are really appalling. Can we have the butler in for a moment?  ... 
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Ames, I understand that you have often seen this very unusual mark – a branded triangle inside a circle –

upon Mr. Douglas's forearm?«

»Frequently, sir.«

»You never heard any speculation as to what it meant?«

»No, sir.«

»It must have caused great pain when it was inflicted. It is undoubtedly a burn. Now, I observe, Ames, that there is a small piece of plaster at the angle of Mr. Douglas's jaw. Did you observe that in life?«

»Yes, sir, he cut himself in shaving yesterday morning.«

»Did you ever know him to cut himself in shaving before?«

»Not for a very long time, sir.«

»Suggestive!« said Holmes. »It may, of course, be a mere coincidence, or it may point to some nervousness which would indicate that he had reason to apprehend danger. Had you noticed anything unusual in his conduct, yesterday, Ames?«

»It struck me that he was a little restless and excited, sir.«

»Ha! The attack may not have been entirely unexpected. We do seem to make a little progress, do we not? Perhaps you would rather do the questioning, Mr. Mac?«
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»No, Mr. Holmes, it's in better hands than mine.«

»Well, then, we will pass to this card – V.V. 341. 

It is rough cardboard. Have you any of the sort in the house?«

»I don't think so.«

Holmes walked across to the desk and dabbed a little ink from each bottle on to the blotting paper. »It was not printed in this room,« he said; »this is black ink and the other purplish. It was done by a thick pen, and these are fine. No, it was done elsewhere, I should say. Can you make anything of the inscription, Ames?«

»No, sir, nothing.«

»What do you think, Mr. Mac?«

»It gives me the impression of a secret society of some sort; the same with his badge upon the forearm.«

»That's my idea, too,« said White Mason. 

»Well, we can adopt it as a working hypothesis and then see how far our difficulties disappear. An agent from such a society makes his way into the house, waits for Mr. Douglas, blows his head nearly off with this weapon, and escapes by wading the moat, after leaving a card beside the dead man, which will, when mentioned in the papers, tell other members of the society that vengeance has been done. That all hangs together. But why this gun, of all weapons?«
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»Exactly.«

»And why the missing ring?«

»Quite so.«

»And why no arrest? It's past two now. I take it for granted that since dawn every constable within forty miles has been looking out for a wet stranger?«

»That is so, Mr. Holmes.«

»Well, unless he has a burrow close by or a change of clothes ready, they can hardly miss him. And yet they  have  missed him up to now!« Holmes had gone to the window and was examining with his lens the blood mark on the sill. »It is clearly the tread of a shoe. It is remarkably broad; a splay-foot, one would say. Curious, because, so far as one can trace any footmark in this mud-stained corner, one would say it was a more shapely sole. However, they are certainly very indistinct. What's this under the side table?«

»Mr. Douglas's dumb-bells,« said Ames. 

»Dumb-bell – there's only one. Where's the other?«

»I don't know, Mr. Holmes. There may have been only one. I have not noticed them for months.«

»One dumb-bell ––« Holmes said seriously; but his remarks were interrupted by a sharp knock at the door. 

A tall, sunburned, capable-looking, clean-shaved man looked in at us. I had no difficulty in guessing that it was the Cecil Barker of whom I had heard. His Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 717
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masterful eyes travelled quickly with a questioning glance from face to face. 

»Sorry to interrupt your consultation,« said he, 

»but you should hear the latest news.«

»An arrest?«

»No such luck. But they've found his bicycle. The fellow left his bicycle behind him. Come and have a look. It is within a hundred yards of the hall door.«

We found three or four grooms and idlers standing in the drive inspecting a bicycle which had been drawn out from a clump of evergreens in which it had been concealed. It was a well used Rudge-Whitworth, splashed as from a considerable journey. There was a saddlebag with spanner and oilcan, but no clue as to the owner. 

»It would be a grand help to the police,« said the inspector, »if these things were numbered and registered. But we must be thankful for what we've got. If we can't find where he went to, at least we are likely to get where he came from. But what in the name of all that is wonderful made the fellow leave it behind? 

And how in the world has he got away without it? We don't seem to get a gleam of light in the case, Mr. 

Holmes.«

»Don't we?« my friend answered thoughtfully. »I wonder!«
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Chapter V

The People of the Drama


»Have you seen all you want of the study?« asked White Mason as we reentered the house. 

»For the time,« said the inspector, and Holmes nodded. 

»Then perhaps you would now like to hear the evidence of some of the people in the house. We could use the dining room, Ames. Please come yourself first and tell us what you know.«

The butler's account was a simple and a clear one, and he gave a convincing impression of sincerity. He had been engaged five years before, when Douglas first came to Birlstone. He understood that Mr. Douglas was a rich gentleman who had made his money in America. He had been a kind and considerate employer – not quite what Ames was used to, perhaps; but one can't have everything. He never saw any signs of apprehension in Mr. Douglas: on the contrary, he was the most fearless man he had ever known. He ordered the drawbridge to be pulled Up every night because it was the ancient custom of the old house, and he liked to keep the old ways up. 

Mr. Douglas seldom went to London or left the vil-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 719
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lage; but on the day before the crime he had been shopping at Tunbridge Wells. He (Ames) had observed some restlessness and excitement on the part of Mr. Douglas that day; for he had seemed impatient and irritable, which was unusual with him. He had not gone to bed that night; but was in the pantry at the back of the house, putting away the silver, when he heard the bell ring violently. He heard no shot; but it was hardly possible he would, as the pantry and kitchens were at the very back of the house and there were several closed doors and a long passage between. The housekeeper had come out of her room, attracted by the violent ringing of the bell. They had gone to the front of the house together. 

As they reached the bottom of the stair he had seen Mrs. Douglas coming down it. No, she was not hurrying; it did not seem to him that she was particularly agitated. Just as she reached the bottom of the stair Mr. Barker had rushed out of the study. He had stopped Mrs. Douglas and begged her to go back. 

»For God's sake, go back to your room!« he cried. 

»Poor Jack is dead! You can do nothing. For God's sake, go back!«

After some persuasion upon the stairs Mrs. Douglas had gone back. She did not scream. She made no outcry whatever. Mrs. Allen, the housekeeper, had taken her upstairs and stayed with her in the bedroom. 
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Ames and Mr. Barker had then returned to the study, where they had found everything exactly as the police had seen it. The candle was not lit at that time; but the lamp was burning. They had looked out of the window; but the night was very dark and nothing could be seen or heard. They had then rushed out into the hall, where Ames had turned the windlass which lowered the drawbridge. Mr. Barker had then hurried off to get the police. 

Such, in its essentials, was the evidence of the butler. 

The account of Mrs. Allen, the housekeeper, was, so far as it went, a corroboration of that of her fellow servant. The housekeeper's room was rather nearer to the front of the house than the pantry in which Ames had been working. She was preparing to go to bed when the loud ringing of the bell had attracted her attention. She was a little hard of hearing. Perhaps that was why she had not heard the shot; but in any case the study was a long way off. She remembered hearing some sound which she imagined to be the slamming of a door. That was a good deal earlier –

half an hour at least before the ringing of the bell. 

When Mr. Ames ran to the front she went with him. 

She saw Mr. Barker, very pale and excited, come out of the study. He intercepted Mrs. Douglas, who was coming down the stairs. He entreated her to go back, Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 721
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and she answered him, but what she said could not be heard. 

»Take her up! Stay with her!« he had said to Mrs. 

Allen. 

She had therefore taken her to the bedroom, and endeavoured to soothe her. She was greatly excited, trembling all over, but made no other attempt to go downstairs. She just sat in her dressing gown by her bedroom fire, with her head sunk in her hands. Mrs. 

Allen stayed with her most of the night. As to the other servants, they had all gone to bed, and the alarm did not reach them until just before the police arrived. 

They slept at the extreme back of the house, and could not possibly have heard anything. 

So far the housekeeper could add nothing on cross-examination save lamentations and expressions of amazement. 

Cecil Barker succeeded Mrs. Allen as a witness. As to the occurrences of the night before, he had very little to add to what he had already told the police. 

Personally, he was convinced that the murderer had escaped by the window. The bloodstain was conclusive, in his opinion, on that point. Besides, as the bridge was up, there was no other possible way of escaping. He could not explain what had become of the assassin or why he had not taken his bicycle, if it were indeed his. He could not possibly have been drowned Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 722
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in the moat, which was at no place more than three feet deep. 

In his own mind he had a very definite theory about the murder. Douglas was a reticent man, and there were some chapters in his life of which he never spoke. He had emigrated to America when he was a very young man. He had prospered well, and Barker had first met him in California, where they had become partners in a successful mining claim at a place called Benito Cañon. They had done very well; but Douglas had suddenly sold out and started for England. He was a widower at that time. Barker had afterwards realized his money and come to live in London. 

Thus they had renewed their friendship. 

Douglas had given him the impression that some danger was hanging over his head, and he had always looked upon his sudden departure from California, and also his renting a house in so quiet a place in England, as being connected with this peril. He imagined that some secret society, some implacable organization, was on Douglas's track, which would never rest until it killed him. Some remarks of his had given him this idea; though he had never told him what the society was, nor how he had come to offend it. He could only suppose that the legend upon the placard had some reference to this secret society. 

»How long were you with Douglas in California?«
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asked Inspector MacDonald. 

»Five years altogether.«

»He was a bachelor, you say?«

»A widower.«

»Have you ever heard where his first wife came from?«

»No, I remember his saying that she was of German extraction, and I have seen her portrait. She was a very beautiful woman. She died of typhoid the year before I met him.«

»You don't associate his past with any particular part of America?«

»I have heard him talk of Chicago. He knew that city well and had worked there. I have heard him talk of the coal and iron districts. He had travelled a good deal in his time.«

»Was he a politician? Had this secret society to do with politics?«

»No, he cared nothing about politics.«

»You have no reason to think it was criminal?«

»On the contrary, I never met a straighter man in my life.«

»Was there anything curious about his life in California?«

»He liked best to stay and to work at our claim in the mountains. He would never go where other men were if he could help it. That's why I first thought that Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 724
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someone was after him. Then when he left so suddenly for Europe I made sure that it was so. I believe that he had a warning of some sort. Within a week of his leaving half a dozen men were inquiring for him.«

»What sort of men?«

»Well, they were a mighty hard-looking crowd. 

They came up to the claim and wanted to know where he was. I told them that he was gone to Europe and that I did not know where to find him. They meant him no good – it was easy to see that.«

»Were these men Americans – Californians?«. 

»Well, I don't know about Californians. They were Americans, all right. But they were not miners. I don't know what they were, and was very glad to see their backs.«

»That was six years ago?«

»Nearer seven.«

»And then you were together five years in California, so that this business dates back not less than eleven years at the least?«

»That is so.«

»It must be a very serious feud that would be kept up with such earnestness for as long as that. It would be no light thing that would give rise to it.«

»I think it shadowed his whole life. It was never quite out of his mind.«

»But if a man had a danger hanging over him, and Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 725
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knew what it was, don't you think he would turn to the police for protection?«

»Maybe it was some danger that he could not be protected against. There's one thing you should know. 

He always went about armed. His revolver was never out of his pocket. But, by bad luck, he was in his dressing gown and had left it in the bedroom last night. Once the bridge was up, I guess he thought he was safe.«

»I should like these dates a little clearer,« said MacDonald. »It is quite six years since Douglas left California. You followed him next year, did you not?«

»That is so.«

»And he had been married five years. You must have returned about the time of his marriage.«

»About a month before. I was his best man.«

»Did you know Mrs. Douglas before her marriage?«

»No, I did not. I had been away from England for ten years.«

»But you have seen a good deal of her since.«

Barker looked sternly at the detective. »I have seen a good deal of  nim  since,« he answered. »If I have seen her, it is because you cannot visit a man without knowing his wife. If you imagine there is any connection ––«
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make every inquiry which can bear upon the case. But I mean no offense.«

»Some inquiries are offensive,« Barker answered angrily. 

»It's only the facts that we want. It is in your interest and everyone's interest that they should be cleared up. Did Mr. Douglas entirely approve your friendship with his wife?«

Barker grew paler, and his great, strong hands were clasped convulsively together. »You have no right to ask such questions!« he cried. »What has this to do with the matter you are investigating?«

»I must repeat the question.«

»Well, I refuse to answer.«

»You can refuse to answer; but you must be aware that your refusal is in itself an answer, for you would not refuse if you had not something to conceal.«

Barker stood for a moment with his face set grimly and his strong black eyebrows drawn low in intense thought. Then he looked up with a smile. »Well, I guess you gentlemen are only doing your clear duty after all, and I have no right to stand in the way of it. 

I'd only ask you not to worry Mrs. Douglas over this matter; for she has enough upon her just now. I may tell you that poor Douglas had just one fault in the world, and that was his jealousy. He was fond of me –
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ted to his wife. He loved me to come here, and was forever sending for me. And yet if his wife and I talked together or there seemed any sympathy between us, a kind of wave of jealousy would pass over him, and he would be off the handle and saying the wildest things in a moment. More than once I've sworn off coming for that reason, and then he would write me such penitent, imploring letters that I just had to. But you can take it from me, gentlemen, if it was my last word, that no man ever had a more loving, faithful wife – and I can say also no friend could be more loyal than I!«

It was spoken with fervour and feeling, and yet Inspector MacDonald could not dismiss the subject. 

»You are aware,« said he, »that the dead man's wedding ring has been taken from his finger?«

»So it appears,« said Barker. 

»What do you mean by ›appears‹? You know it as a fact.«

The man seemed confused and undecided. »When I said ›appears‹ I meant that it was conceivable that he had himself taken off the ring.«

»The mere fact that the ring should be absent, whoever may have removed it, would suggest to anyone's mind, would it not, that the marriage and the tragedy were connected?«

Barker shrugged his broad shoulders. »I can't pro-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 728
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fess to say what it means,« he answered. »But if you mean to hint that it could reflect in any way upon this lady's honour« – his eyes blazed for an instant, and then with an evident effort he got a grip upon his own emotions – »well, you are on the wrong track, that's all.«

»I don't know that I've anything else to ask you at present,« said MacDonald, coldly. 

»There was one small point,« remarked Sherlock Holmes. »When you entered the room there was only a candle lighted on the table, was there not?«

»Yes, that was so.«

»By its light you saw that some terrible incident had occurred?«

»Exactly.«

»You at once rang for help?«

»Yes.«

»And it arrived very speedily?«

»Within a minute or so.«

»And yet when they arrived they found that the candle was out and that the lamp had been lighted. 

That seems very remarkable.«

Again Barker showed some signs of indecision. »I don't see that it was remarkable, Mr. Holmes,« he answered after a pause. »The candle threw a very bad light. My first thought was to get a better one. The lamp was on the table; so I lit it.«
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»And blew out the candle?«

»Exactly.«

Holmes asked no further question, and Barker, with a deliberate look from one to the other of us, which had, as it seemed to me, something of defiance in it, turned and left the room. 

Inspector MacDonald had sent up a note to the effect that he would wait upon Mrs. Douglas in her room; but she had replied that she would meet us in the dining room. She entered now, a tall and beautiful woman of thirty, reserved and self-possessed to a remarkable degree, very different from the tragic and distracted figure I had pictured. It is true that her face was pale and drawn, like that of one who has endured a great shock; but her manner was composed, and the finely moulded hand which she rested upon the edge of the table was as steady as my own. Her sad, appealing eyes travelled from one to-the other of us with a curiously inquisitive expression. That questioning gaze transformed itself suddenly into abrupt speech. 

»Have you found anything out yet?« she asked. 

Was it my imagination that there was an undertone of fear rather than of hope in the question? 

»We have taken every possible step, Mrs. Douglas,« said the inspector. »You may rest assured that nothing will be neglected.«

»Spare no money,« she said in a dead, even tone. 

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 730

5. The People of the Drama

Doyle-SH, 935

»It is my desire that every possible effort should be made.«

»Perhaps you can tell us something which may throw some light upon the matter.«

»I fear not; but all I know is at your service.«

»We have heard from Mr. Cecil Barker that you did not actually see – that you were never in the room where the tragedy occurred?«

»No, he turned me back upon the stairs. He begged me to return to my room.«

»Quite so. You had heard the shot, and you had at once come down.«

»I put on my dressing gown and then came down.«

»How long was it after hearing the shot that you were stopped on the stair by Mr. Barker?«

»It may have been a couple of minutes. It is so hard to reckon time at such a moment. He implored me not to go on. He assured me that I could do nothing. Then Mrs. Allen, the housekeeper, led me upstairs again. It was all like some dreadful dream.«

»Can you give us any idea how long your husband had been downstairs before you heard the shot?«

»No, I cannot say. He went from his dressing room, and I did not hear him go. He did the round of the house every night, for he was nervous of fire. It is the only thing that I have ever known him nervous of.«
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Mrs. Douglas. You have known your husband only in England, have you not?«

»Yes, we have been married five years.«

»Have you heard him speak of anything which occurred in America, and might bring some danger upon him?«

Mrs. Douglas thought earnestly before she answered. »Yes,« she said at last, »I have always felt that there was a danger hanging over him. He refused to discuss it with me. It was not from want of confidence in me – there was the most complete love and confidence between us – but it was out of his desire to keep all alarm away from me. He thought I should brood over it if I knew all, and so he was silent.«

»How did you know it, then?«

Mrs. Douglas's face lit with a quick smile. »Can a husband ever carry about a secret all his life and a woman who loves him have no suspicion of it? I knew it by his refusal to talk about some episodes in his American life. I knew it by certain precautions he took. I knew it by certain words he let fall. I knew it by the way he looked at unexpected strangers. I was perfectly certain that he had some powerful enemies, that he believed they were on his track, and that he was always on his guard against them. I was so sure of it that for years I have been terrified if ever he came home later than was expected.«
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»Might I ask,« asked Holmes, »what the words were which attracted your attention?«

»The Valley of Fear,« the lady answered. »That was an expression he has used when I questioned him. ›I have been in the Valley of Pear. I am not out of it yet.‹–›Are we never to get out of the Valley of Fear?‹ I have asked him when I have seen him more serious than usual. ›Sometimes I think that we never shall,‹ he has answered.«

»Surely you asked him what he meant by the Valley of Fear?«

»I did; but his face would become very grave and he would shake his head. ›It is bad enough that one of us should have been in its shadow,‹ he said. ›Please God it shall never fall upon you!‹ It was some real valley in which he had lived and in which something terrible had occurred to him, of that I am certain; but I can tell you no more.«

»And he never mentioned any names?«

»Yes, he was delirious with fever once when he had his hunting accident three years ago. Then I remember that there was a name that came continually to his lips. He spoke it with anger and a sort of horror. McGinty was the name – Bodymaster McGinty. I asked him when he recovered who Bodymaster McGinty was, and whose body he was master of. 
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laugh, and that was all I could get from him. But there is a connection between Bodymaster McGinty and the Valley of Fear.«

»There is one other point,« said Inspector MacDonald. »You met Mr. Douglas in a boarding house in London, did you not, and became engaged to him there? Was there any romance, anything secret or mysterious, about the wedding?«

»There was romance. There is always romance. 

There was nothing mysterious.«

»He had no rival?«

»No, I was quite free.«

»You have heard, no doubt, that his wedding ring has been taken. Does that suggest anything to you? 

Suppose that some enemy of his old life had tracked him down and committed this crime, what possible reason could he have for taking his wedding ring?«

For an instant I could have sworn that the faintest shadow of a smile flickered over the woman's lips. 

»I really cannot tell,« she answered. »It is certainly a most extraordinary thing.«

»Well, we will not detain you any longer, and we are sorry to have put you to this trouble at such a time,« said the inspector. »There are some other points, no doubt; but we can refer to you as they arise.«

She rose, and I was again conscious of that quick, Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 734
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questioning glance with which she had just surveyed us. »What impression has my evidence made upon you?« The question might as well have been spoken. 

Then, with a bow, she swept from the room. 

»She's a beautiful woman – a very beautiful woman,« said MacDonald thoughtfully, after the door had closed behind her. »This man Barker has certainly been down here a good deal. He is a man who might be attractive to a woman. He admits that the dead man was jealous, and maybe he knew best himself what cause he had for jealousy. Then there's that wedding ring. You can't get past that. The man who tears a wedding ring off a dead man's –– What do you say to it, Mr. Holmes?«

My friend had sat with his head upon his hands, sunk in the deepest thought. Now he rose and rang the bell. »Ames,« he said, when the butler entered, 

»where is Mr. Cecil Barker now?«

»I'll see, sir.«

He came back in a moment to say that Barker was in the garden. 

»Can you remember, Ames, what Mr. Barker had on his feet last night when you joined him in the study?«

»Yes, Mr. Holmes. He had a pair of bedroom slippers. I brought him his boots when he went for the police.«
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»Where are the slippers now?«

»They are still under the chair in the hall.«

»Very good, Ames. It is, of course, important for us to know which tracks may be Mr. Barker's and which from outside.«

»Yes, sir. I may say that I noticed that the slippers were stained with blood – so indeed were my own.«

»That is natural enough, considering the condition of the room. Very good, Ames. We will ring if we want you.«

A few minutes later we were in the study. Holmes had brought with him the carpet slippers from the hall. As Ames had observed, the soles of both were dark with blood. 

»Strange!« murmured Holmes, as he stood in the light of the window and examined them minutely. 

»Very strange indeed!«

Stooping with one of his quick feline pounces, he placed the slipper upon the blood mark on the sill. It exactly corresponded. He smiled in silence at his colleagues. 

The inspector was transfigured with excitement. 

His native accent rattled like a stick upon railings. 

»Man,« he cried, »there's not a doubt of it! Barker has just marked the window himself. It's a good deal broader than any bootmark. I mind that you said it was a splay-foot, and here's the explanation. But Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 736
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what's the game, Mr. Holmes – what's the game?«

»Ay, what's the game?« my friend repeated thoughtfully. 

White Mason chuckled and rubbed his fat hands together in his professional satisfaction. »I said it was a snorter!« he cried. »And a real snorter it is!«
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Chapter VI

A Dawning Light


The three detectives had many matters of detail into which to inquire; so I returned alone to our modest quarters at the village inn. But before doing so I took a stroll in the curious old-world garden which flanked the house. Rows of very ancient yew trees cut into strange designs girded it round. Inside was a beautiful stretch of lawn with an old sundial in the middle, the whole effect so soothing and restful that it was welcome to my somewhat jangled nerves. 

In that deeply peaceful atmosphere one could forget, or remember only as some fantastic nightmare, that darkened study with the sprawling, bloodstained figure on the floor. And yet, as I strolled round it and tried to steep my soul in its gentle balm, a strange incident occurred, which brought me back to the tragedy and left a sinister impression in my mind. 

I have said that a decoration of yew trees circled the garden. At the end farthest from the house they thik-kened into a continuous hedge. On the other side of this hedge, concealed from the eyes of anyone approaching from the direction of the house, there was a stone seat. As I approached the spot I was aware of Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 738
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voices, some remark in the deep tones of a man, answered by a little ripple of feminine laughter. 

An instant later I had come round the end of the hedge and my eyes lit upon Mrs. Douglas and the man Barker before they were aware of my presence. Her appearance gave me a shock. In the dining room she had been demure and discreet. Now all pretense of grief had passed away from her. Her eyes shone with the joy of living, and her face still quivered with amusement at some remark of her companion. He sat forward, his hands clasped and his forearms on his knees, with an answering smile upon his bold, handsome face. In an instant – but it was just one instant too late – they resumed their solemn masks as my figure came into view. A hurried word or two passed between them, and then Barker rose and came towards me. 

»Excuse me, sir,« said he, »but am I addressing Dr. 

Watson?«

I bowed with a coldness which showed, I dare say, very plainly the impression which had been produced upon my mind. 

»We thought that it was probably you, as your friendship with Mr. Sherlock Holmes is so well known. Would you mind coming over and speaking to Mrs. Douglas for one instant?«
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could see in my mind's eye that shattered figure on the floor. Here within a few hours of the tragedy were his wife and his nearest friend laughing together behind a bush in the garden which had been his. I greeted the lady with reserve. I had grieved with her grief in the dining room. Now I met her appealing gaze with an unresponsive eye. 

»I fear that you think me callous and hard-hearted,«

said she. 

I shrugged my shoulders. »It is no business of mine,« said I. 

»Perhaps some day you will do me justice. If you only realized ––«

»There is no need why Dr. Watson should realize,«

said Barker quickly. »As he has himself said, it is no possible business of his.«

»Exactly,« said I, »and so I will beg leave to resume my walk.«

»One moment, Dr. Watson,« cried the woman in a pleading voice. »There is one question which you can answer with more authority than anyone else in the world, and it may make a very great difference to me. 

You know Mr. Holmes and his relations with the police better than anyone else can. Supposing that a matter were brought confidentially to his knowledge, is it absolutely necessary that he should pass it on to the detectives?«
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»Yes, that's it,« said Barker eagerly. »Is he on his own or is he entirely in with them?«

»I really don't know that I should be justified in discussing such a point.«

»I beg – I implore that you will, Dr. Watson! I assure you that you will be helping us – helping me greatly if you will guide us on that point.«

There was such a ring of sincerity in the woman's voice that for the instant I forgot all about her levity and was moved only to do her will. 

»Mr. Holmes is an independent investigator,« I said. »He is his own master, and would act as his own judgment directed. At the same time, he would naturally feel loyalty towards the officials who were working on the same case, and he would not conceal from them anything which would help them in bringing a criminal to justice. Beyond this I can say nothing, and I would refer you to Mr. Holmes himself if you wanted fuller information.«

So saying I raised my hat and went upon my way, leaving them still seated behind that concealing hedge. I looked back as I rounded the far end of it, and saw that they were still talking very earnestly together, and, as they were gazing after me, it was clear that it was our interview that was the subject of their debate. 

»I wish none of their confidences,« said Holmes, Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 741
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when I reported to him what had occurred. He had spent the whole afternoon at the Manor House in consultation with his two colleagues, and returned about five with a ravenous appetite for a high tea which I had ordered for him. »No confidences, Watson; for they are mighty awkward if it comes to an arrest for conspiracy and murder.«

»You think it will come to that?«

He was in his most cheerful and debonair humour. 

»My dear Watson, when I have exterminated that fourth egg I shall be ready to put you in touch with the whole situation. I don't say that we have fathomed it – far from it – but when we have traced the missing dumbbell ––«

»The dumb-bell!«

»Dear me, Watson, is it possible that you have not penetrated the fact that the case hangs upon the missing dumb-bell? Well, well, you need not be downcast; for between ourselves I don't think that either Inspector Mac or the excellent local practitioner has grasped the overwhelming importance of this incident. One dumb-bell, Watson! Consider an athlete with one dumb-bell! Picture to yourself the unilateral development, the imminent danger of a spinal curva-ture. Shocking, Watson, shocking!«

He sat with his mouth full of toast and his eyes sparkling with mischief, watching my intellectual en-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 742
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tanglement. The mere sight of his excellent appetite was an assurance of success; for I had very clear recollections of days and nights without a thought of food, when his baffled mind had chafed before some problem while his thin, eager features became more attenuated with the asceticism of complete mental concentration. Finally he lit his pipe, and sitting in the inglenook of the old village inn he talked slowly and at random about his case, rather as one who thinks aloud than as one who makes a considered statement. 

»A lie, Watson – a great, big, thumping, obtrusive, uncompromising lie – that's what meets us on the threshold! There is our starting point. The whole story told by Barker is a lie. But Barker's story is corroborated by Mrs. Douglas. Therefore she is lying also. 

They are both lying, and in a conspiracy. So now we have the clear problem. Why are they lying, and what is the truth which they are trying so hard to conceal? 

Let us try, Watson, you and I, if we can get behind the lie and reconstruct the truth. 

How do I know that they are lying? Because it is a clumsy fabrication which simply could not be true. 

Consider! According to the story given to us, the assassin had less than a minute after the murder had been committed to take that ring, which was under another ring, from the dead man's finger, to replace the other ring – a thing which he would surely never have Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 743
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done – and to put that singular card beside his victim. 

I say that this was obviously impossible. 

You may argue – but I have too much respect for your judgment, Watson, to think that you will do so –

that the ring may have been taken before the man was killed. The fact that the candle had been lit only a short time shows that there had been no lengthy interview. Was Douglas, from what we hear of his fearless character, a man who would be likely to give up his wedding ring at such short notice, or could we conceive of his giving it up at all? No, no, Watson, the assassin was alone with the dead man for some time with the lamp lit. Of that I have no doubt at all. 

But the gunshot was apparently the cause of death. 

Therefore the shot must have been fired some time earlier than we are told. But there could be no mistake about such a matter as that. We are in the presence, therefore, of a deliberate conspiracy upon the part of the two people who heard the gunshot – of the man Barker and of the woman Douglas. When on the top of this I am able to show that the blood mark on the windowsill was deliberately placed there by Barker, in order to give a false clue to the police, you will admit that the case grows dark against him. 

Now we have to ask ourselves at what hour the murder actually did occur. Up to half-past ten the servants were moving about the house; so it was certain-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 744
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ly not before that time. At a quarter to eleven they had all gone to their rooms with the exception of Ames, who was in the pantry. I have been trying some experiments after you left us this afternoon, and I find that no noise which MacDonald can make in the study can penetrate to me in the pantry when the doors are all shut. 

It is otherwise, however, from the housekeeper's room. It is not so far down the corridor, and from it I could vaguely hear a voice when it was very loudly raised. The sound from a shotgun is to some extent muffled when the discharge is at very close range, as it undoubtedly was in this instance. It would not be very loud, and yet in the silence of the night it should have easily penetrated to Mrs. Allen's room. She is, as she has told us, somewhat deaf; but none the less she mentioned in her evidence that she did hear something like a door slamming half an hour before the alarm was given. Half an hour before the alarm was given would be a quarter to eleven. I have no doubt that what she heard was the report of the gun, and that this was the real instant of the murder. 

If this is so, we have now to determine what Barker and Mrs. Douglas, presuming that they are not the actual murderers, could have been doing from quarter to eleven, when the sound of the shot brought them down, until quarter past eleven, when they rang the Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 745
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bell and summoned the servants. What were they doing, and why did they not instantly give the alarm? 

That is the question which faces us, and when it has been answered we shall surely have gone some way to solve our problem.«

»I am convinced myself,« said I, »that there is an understanding between those two people. She must be a heartless creature to sit laughing at some jest within a few hours of her husband's murder.«

»Exactly. She does not shine as a wife even in her own account of what occurred. I am not a whole-souled admirer of womankind, as you are aware, Watson, but my experience of life has taught me that there are few wives, having any regard for their husbands, who would let any man's spoken word stand between them and that husband's dead body. Should I ever marry, Watson, I should hope to inspire my wife with some feeling which would prevent her from being walked off by a housekeeper when my corpse was lying within a few yards of her. It was badly stage-managed; for even the rawest investigators must be struck by the absence of the usual feminine ululation. If there had been nothing else, this incident alone would have suggested a prearranged conspiracy to my mind.«

»You think then, definitely, that Barker and Mrs. 

Douglas are guilty of the murder?«
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stions, Watson,« said Holmes, shaking his pipe at me. »They come at me like bullets. If you put it that Mrs. Douglas and Barker know the truth about the murder, and are conspiring to conceal it, then I can give you a whole-souled answer. I am sure they do. 

But your more deadly proposition is not so clear. Let us for a moment consider the difficulties which stand in the way. 

We will suppose that this couple are united by the bonds of a guilty love, and that they have determined to get rid of the man who stands between them. It is a large supposition; for discreet inquiry among servants and others has failed to corroborate it in any way. On the contrary, there is a good deal of evidence that the Douglases were very attached to each other.«

»That, I am sure, cannot be true,« said I, thinking of the beautiful smiling face in the garden. 

»Well, at least they gave that impression. However, we will suppose that they are an extraordinarily astute couple, who deceive everyone upon this point, and conspire to murder the husband. He happens to be a man over whose head some danger hangs ––«

»We have only their word for that.«

Holmes looked thoughtful. »I see, Watson. You are sketching out a theory by which everything they say from the beginning is false. According to your idea, there was never any hidden menace, or secret society, Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 747
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or Valley of Fear, or Boss MacSomebody, or anything else. Well, that is a good sweeping generalization. Let us see what that brings us to. They invent this theory to account for the crime. They then play up to the idea by leaving this bicycle in the park as proof of the existence of some outsider. The stain on the windowsill conveys the same idea. So does the card on the body, which might have been prepared in the house. That all fits into your hypothesis, Watson. But now we come on the nasty, angular, uncompromising bits which won't slip into their places. Why a cut-off shotgun of all weapons – and an American one at that? How could they be so sure that the sound of it would not bring someone on to them? It's a mere chance as it is that Mrs. Allen did not start out to inquire for the slamming door. Why did your guilty couple do all this, Watson?«

»I confess that I can't explain it.«

»Then again, if a woman and her lover conspire to murder a husband, are they going to advertise their guilt by ostentatiously removing his wedding ring after his death? Does that strike you as very probable, Watson?«

»No, it does not.«

»And once again, if the thought of leaving a bicycle concealed outside had occurred to you, would it really have seemed worth doing when the dullest detective Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 748
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would naturally say this is an obvious blind, as the bicycle is the first thing which the fugitive needed in order to make his escape.«

»I can conceive of no explanation.«

»And yet there should be no combination of events for which the wit of man cannot conceive an explanation. Simply as a mental exercise, without any assertion that it is true, let me indicate a possible line of thought. It is, I admit, mere imagination; but how often is imagination the mother of truth? 

We will suppose that there was a guilty secret, a really shameful secret in the life of this man Douglas. 

This leads to his murder by someone who is, we will suppose, an avenger, someone from outside. This avenger, for some reason which I confess I am still at a loss to explain, took the dead man's wedding ring. 

The vendetta might conceivably date back to the man's first marriage, and the ring be taken for some such reason. 

Before this avenger got away, Barker and the wife had reached the room. The assassin convinced them that any attempt to arrest him would lead to the publication of some hideous scandal. They were converted to this idea, and preferred to let him go. For this purpose they probably lowered the bridge, which can be done quite noiselessly, and then raised it again. He made his escape, and for some reason thought that he Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 749
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could do so more safely on foot than on the bicycle. 

He therefore left his machine where it would not be discovered until he had got safely away. So far we are within the bounds of possibility, are we not?«

»Well, it is possible, no doubt,« said I, with some reserve. 

»We have to remember, Watson, that whatever occurred is certainly something very extraordinary. 

Well, now, to continue our supposititious case, the couple – not necessarily a guilty couple – realize after the murderer is gone that they have placed themselves in a position in which it may be difficult for them to prove that they did not themselves either do the deed or connive at it. They rapidly and rather clumsily met the situation. The mark was put by Barker's bloodstained slipper upon the windowsill to suggest how the fugitive got away. They obviously were the two who must have heard the sound of the gun; so they gave the alarm exactly as they would have done, but a good half hour after the event.«

»And how do you propose to prove all this?«

»Well, if there were an outsider, he may be traced and taken. That would be the most effective of all proofs. But if not – well, the resources of science are far from being exhausted. I think that an evening alone in that study would help me much.«

»An evening alone!«
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»I propose to go up there presently. I have arranged it with the estimable Ames, who is by no means whole-hearted about Barker. I shall sit in that room and see if its atmosphere brings me inspiration. I'm a believer in the genius loci. You smile, Friend Watson. 

Well, we shall see. By the way, you have that big umbrella of yours, have you not?«

»It is here.«

»Well, I'll borrow that if I may.«

»Certainly – but what a wretched weapon! If there is danger ––«

»Nothing serious, my dear Watson, or I should certainly ask for your assistance. But I'll take the umbrella. At present I am only awaiting the return of our colleagues from Tunbridge Wells, where they are at present engaged in trying for a likely owner to the bicycle.«

It was nightfall before Inspector MacDonald and White Mason came back from their expedition, and they arrived exultant, reporting a great advance in our investigation. 

»Man, I'll admeet that I had my doubts if there was ever an outsider,« said MacDonald; »but that's all past now. We've had the bicycle identified, and we have a description of our man; so that's a long step on our journey.«

»It sounds to me like the beginning of the end,«
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said Holmes. »I'm sure I congratulate you both with all my heart.«

»Well, I started from the fact that Mr. Douglas had seemed disturbed since the day before, when he had been at Tunbridge Wells. It was at Tunbridge Wells then that he had become conscious of some danger. It was clear, therefore, that if a man had come over with a bicycle it was from Tunbridge Wells that he might be expected to have come. We took the bicycle over with us and showed it at the hotels. It was identified at once by the manager of the Eagle Commercial as belonging to a man named Hargrave, who had taken a room there two days before. This bicycle and a small valise were his whole belongings. He had registered his name as coming from London, but had given no address. The valise was London made, and the contents were British; but the man himself was undoubtedly an American.«

»Well, well,« said Holmes gleefully, »you have indeed done some solid work while I have been sitting spinning theories with my friend! It's a lesson in being practical, Mr. Mac.«

»Ay, it's just that, Mr. Holmes,« said the inspector with satisfaction. 

»But this may all fit in with your theories,« I remarked. 
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Mr. Mac. Was there nothing to identify this man?«

»So little that it was evident that he had carefully guarded himself against identification. There were no papers or letters, and no marking upon the clothes. A cycle map of the county lay on his bedroom table. He had left the hotel after breakfast yesterday morning on his bicycle, and no more was heard of him until our inquiries.«

»That's what puzzles me, Mr. Holmes,« said White Mason. »If the follow did not want the hue and cry raised over him, one would imagine that he would have returned and remained at the hotel as an inoffensive tourist. As it is, he must know that he will be reported to the police by the hotel manager and that his disappearance will be connected with the murder.«

»So one would imagine. Still, he has been justified of his wisdom up to date, at any rate, since he has not been taken. But his description – what of that?«

MacDonald referred to his notebook. »Here we have it so far as they could give it. They don't seem to have taken any very particular stock of him; but still the porter, the clerk, and the chambermaid are all agreed that this about covers the points. He was a man about five foot nine in height, fifty or so years of age, his hair slightly grizzled, a grayish moustache, a curved nose, and a face which all of them described as fierce and forbidding.«
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»Well, bar the expression, that might almost be a description of Douglas himself,« said Holmes. »He is just over fifty, with grizzled hair and moustache, and about the same height. Did you get anything else?«

»He was dressed in a heavy gray suit with a reefer jacket, and he wore a short yellow overcoat and a soft cap.«

»What about the shotgun?«

»It is less than two feet long. It could very well have fitted into his valise. He could have carried it inside his overcoat without difficulty.«

»And how do you consider that all this bears upon the general case?«

»Well, Mr. Holmes,« said MacDonald, »when we have got our man – and you may be sure that I had his description on the wires within five minutes of hearing it – we shall be better able to judge. But, even as it stands, we have surely gone a long way. We know that an American calling himself Hargrave came to Tunbridge Wells two days ago with bicycle and valise. In the latter was a sawed-off shotgun; so he came with the deliberate purpose of crime. Yesterday morning he set off| for this place on his bicycle, with his gun concealed in his overcoat. No one saw him arrive, so far as we can learn; but he need not pass through the village to reach the park gates, and there are many cyclists upon the road. Presumably he at once concea-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 754
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led his cycle among the laurels where it was found, and possibly lurked there himself, with his eye on the house, waiting for Mr. Douglas to come out. The shotgun is a strange weapon to use inside a house; but he had intended to use it outside, and there it has very obvious advantages, as it would be impossible to miss with it, and the sound of shots is so common in an English sporting neighbourhood that no particular notice would be taken.«

»That is all very clear,« said Holmes. 

»Well, Mr. Douglas did not appear. What was he to do next? He left his bicycle and approached the house in the twilight. He found the bridge down and no one about. He took his chance, intending, no doubt, to make some excuse if he met anyone. He met no one. He slipped into the first room that he saw, and concealed himself behind the curtain. Thence he could see the drawbridge go up, and he knew that his only escape was through the moat. He waited until quarter-past eleven, when Mr. Douglas upon his usual nightly round came into the room. He shot him and escaped, as arranged. He was aware that the bicycle would be described by the hotel people and be a clue against him; so he left it there and made his way by some other means to London or to some safe hiding place which he had already arranged. How is that, Mr. 

Holmes?«
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»Well, Mr. Mac, it is very good and very clear so far as it goes. That is your end of the story. My end is that the crime was committed half an hour earlier than reported; that Mrs. Douglas and Barker are both in a conspiracy to conceal something; that they aided the murderer's escape – or at least that they reached the room before he escaped – and that they fabricated evidence of his escape through the window, whereas in all probability they had themselves let him go by lowering the bridge. That's my reading of the first half.«

The two detectives shook their heads. 

»Well, Mr. Holmes, if this is true, we only tumble out of one mystery into another,« said the London inspector. 

»And in some ways a worse one,« added- White Mason. »The lady has never been in America in all her life. What possible connection could she have with an American assassin which would cause her to shelter him?«

»I freely admit the difficulties,« said Holmes. »I propose to make a little investigation of my own tonight, and it is just possible that it may contribute something to the common cause.«

»Can we help you, Mr. Holmes?«

»No, no! Darkness and Dr. Watson's umbrella –
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no doubt he will stretch a point for me. All my lines of thought lead me back invariably to the one basic question – why should an athletic man develop his frame upon so unnatural an instrument as a single dumb-bell?«

It was late that night when Holmes returned from his solitary excursion. We slept in a double-bedded room, which was the best that the little country inn could do for us. I was already asleep when I was partly awakened by his entrance. 

»Well, Holmes,« I murmured, »have you found anything out?«

He stood beside me in silence, his candle in his hand. Then the tall, lean figure inclined towards me. 

»I say, Watson,« he whispered, »would you be afraid to sleep in the same room with a lunatic, a man with softening of the brain, an idiot whose mind has lost its grip?«

»Not in the least,« I answered in astonishment. 

»Ah, that's lucky,« he said, and not another word would he utter that night. 
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Chapter VII

The Solution


Next morning, after breakfast, we found Inspector MacDonald and White Mason seated in close consultation in the small parlour of the local police sergeant. 

On the table in front of them were piled a number of letters and telegrams, which they were carefully sorting and docketing. Three had been placed on one side. 

»Still on the track of the elusive bicyclist?« Holmes asked cheerfully. »What is the latest news of the ruffian?«

MacDonald pointed ruefully to his heap of correspondence. 

»He is at present reported from Leicester, Notting-ham, Southampton, Derby, East Ham, Richmond, and fourteen other places. In three of them – East Ham, Leicester, and Liverpool – there is a clear case against him, and he has actually been arrested. The country seems to be full of the fugitives with yellow coats.«

»Dear me!« said Holmes sympathetically. »Now, Mr. Mac, and you, Mr. White Mason, I wish to give you a very earnest piece of advice. When I went into this case with you I bargained, as you will no doubt Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 758
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remember, that I should not present you with half-proved theories, but that I should retain and work out my own ideas until I had satisfied myself that they were correct. For this reason I am not at the present moment telling you all that is in my mind. On the other hand, I said that I would play the game fairly by you, and I do not think it is a fair game to allow you for one unnecessary moment to waste your energies upon a profitless task. Therefore I am here to advise you this morning, and my advice to you is summed up in three words – abandon the case.«

MacDonald and White Mason stared in amazement at their celebrated colleague. 

»You consider it hopeless!« cried the inspector. 

»I consider your case to be hopeless. I do not consider that it is hopeless to arrive at the truth.«

»But this cyclist. He is not an invention. We have his description, his valise, his bicycle. The fellow must be somewhere. Why should we not get him?«

»Yes, yes, no doubt he is somewhere, and no doubt we shall get him; but I would not have you waste your energies in East Ham or Liverpool. I am sure that we can find some shorter cut to a result.«

»You are holding something back. It's hardly fair of you, Mr. Holmes.« The inspector was annoyed. 

»You know my methods of work, Mr. Mac. But I will hold it back for the shortest time possible. I only Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 759
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wish to verify my details in one way, which can very readily be done, and then I make my bow and return to London, leaving my results entirely at your service. 

I owe you too much to act otherwise; for in all my experience I cannot recall any more singular and interesting study.«

»This is clean beyond me, Mr. Holmes. We saw you when we returned from Tunbridge Wells last night, and you were in general agreement with our results. What has happened since then to give you a completely new idea of the case?«

»Well, since you ask me, I spent, as I told you that I would, some hours last night at the Manor House.«

»Well, what happened?«

»Ah, I can only give you a very general answer to that for the moment. By the way, I have been reading a short but clear and interesting account of the old building, purchasable at the modest sum of one penny – from the local tobacconist.«

Here Holmes drew a small tract, embellished with a rude engraving of the ancient Manor House, from his waistcoat pocket. 

»It immensely adds to the zest of an investigation, my dear Mr. Mac, when one is, in conscious sympathy with the historical atmosphere of one's surroundings. Don't look so impatient; for I assure you that even so bald an account as this raises some sort of Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 760
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picture of the past in one's mind. Permit me to give you a sample. ›Erected in the fifth year of the reign of James I, and standing upon the site of a much older building, the Manor House of Birlstone presents one of the finest surviving examples of the moated Jacobean residence ––‹«

»You are making fools of us, Mr. Holmes!«

»Tut, tut, Mr. Mac! – the first sign of temper I have detected in you. Well, I won't read it verbatim, since you feel so strongly upon the subject. But when I tell you that there is some account of the taking of the place by a parliamentary colonel in 1644, of the concealment of Charles for several days in the course of the Civil War, and finally of a visit there by the second George, you will admit that there are various associations of interest connected with this ancient house.«

»I don't doubt it, Mr. Holmes; but that is no business of ours.«

»Is it not? Is it not? Breadth of view, my dear Mr. 

Mac, is one of the essentials of our profession. The interplay of ideas and the oblique uses of knowledge are often of extraordinary interest. You will excuse these remarks from one who, though a mere connoisseur of crime, is still rather older and perhaps more experienced than yourself.«
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tily. »You get to your point, I admit; but you have such a deuced round-the-corner way of doing it«

»Well, well, I'll drop past history and get down to present-day facts. I called last night, as I have already said, at the Manor House. I did not see either Barker or Mrs. Douglas. I saw no necessity to disturb them; but I was pleased to hear that the lady was not visibly pining and that she had partaken of an excellent dinner. My visit was specially made to the good Mr. 

Ames, with whom I exchanged some amiabilities, which culminated in his allowing me, without reference to anyone else, to sit alone for a time in the study.«

»What! With that?« I ejaculated. 

»No, no, everything is now in order. You gave permission for that, Mr. Mac, as I am informed. The room was in its normal state, and in it I passed an instructive quarter of an hour.«

»What were you doing?«

»Well, not to make a mystery of so simple a matter, I was looking for the missing dumb-bell. It has always bulked rather large in my estimate of the case. I ended by finding it.«

»Where?«

»Ah, there we come to the edge of the unexplored. 

Let me go a little further, a very little further, and I will promise that you shall share everything that I Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 762
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know.«

»Well, we're bound to take you on your own terms,« said the inspector; »but when it comes to telling us to abandon the case – why in the name of goodness should we abandon the case?«

»For the simple reason, my dear Mr. Mac, that you have not got the first idea what it is that you are investigating.«

»We are investigating the murder of Mr. John Douglas of Birlstone Manor.«

»Yes, yes, so you are. But don't trouble to trace the mysterious gentleman upon the bicycle. I assure you that it won't help you.«

»Then what do you suggest that we do?«

»I will tell you exactly what to do, if you will do it.«

»Well, I'm bound to say I've always found you had reason behind all your queer ways. I'll do what you advise.«

»And you, Mr. White Mason?«

The country detective looked helplessly from one to the other. Holmes and his methods were new to him. 

»Well, if it is good enough for the inspector, it is good enough for me,« he said at last. 

»Capital!« said Holmes. »Well, then, I should recommend a nice, cheery country walk for both of you. 
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the Weald, are very remarkable. No doubt lunch could be got at some suitable hostelry; though my ignorance of the country prevents me from recommending one. 

In the evening, tired but happy ––«

»Man, this is getting past a joke!« cried MacDonald, rising angrily from his chair. 

»Well, well, spend the day as you like,« said Holmes, patting him cheerfully upon the shoulder. »Do what you like and go where you will, but meet me here before dusk without fail – without fail, Mr. 

Mac.«

»That sounds more like sanity.«

»All of it was excellent advice; but I don't insist, so long as you are here when I need you. But now, before we part, I want you to write a note to Mr. Barker.«

»Well?«

»I'll dictate it, if you like. Ready? 

DEAR SIR:

It has struck me that it is our duty to drain the moat, in the hope that we may find some ––«

»It's impossible,« said the inspector. »I've made inquiry.«

»Tut, tut! My dear sir, please do what I ask you.«

»Well, go on.«

»– in the
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bear upon our investigation. I have made arrangements, and the workmen will be at work early to-morrow morning diverting the stream ––«

»Impossible!«

»– diverting the stream; so I thought it best to explain matters beforehand. 

Now sign that, and send it by hand about four o'clock. 

At that hour we shall meet again in this room. Until then we may each do what we like; for I can assure you that this inquiry has come to a definite pause.«

Evening was drawing in when we reassembled. 

Holmes was very serious in his manner, myself curious, and the detectives obviously critical and annoyed. 

»Well, gentlemen,« said my friend gravely, »I am asking you now to put everything to the test with me, and you will judge for yourselves whether the observations I have made justify the conclusion? to which I have come. It is a chill evening, and I do not know how long our expedition may last; so I beg that you will wear your warmest coats. It is of the first importance that we should be in our places before it grows dark; so with your permission we shall get started at once.«

We passed along the outer bounds of the Manor Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 765
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House park until we came to a place where there was a gap in the rails which fenced it. Through this we slipped, and then in the gathering gloom we followed Holmes until we had reached a shrubbery which lies nearly opposite to the main door and the drawbridge. 

The latter had not been raised. Holmes crouched down behind the screen of laurels, and we all three followed his example. 

»Well, what are we to do now?« asked MacDonald with some gruffness. 

»Possess our souls in patience and make as little noise as possible.« Holmes answered. 

»What are we here for at all? I really think that you might treat us with more frankness.«

Holmes laughed. »Watson insists that I am the dramatist in real life,« said he. »Some touch of the artist wells up within me, and calls insistently for a well staged performance. Surely our profession, Mr. Mac, would be a drab and sordid one if we did not sometimes set the scene so as to glorify our results. The blunt accusation, the brutal tap upon the shoulder –

what can one make of such a  dénouement?  But the quick inference, the subtle trap, the clever forecast of coming events, the triumphant vindication of bold theories – are these not the pride and the justification of our life's work? At the present moment you thrill with the glamour of the situation and the anticipation Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 766
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of the hunt. Where would be that thrill if I had been as definite as a time table? I only ask a little patience, Mr. Mac, and all will be clear to you.«

»Well, I hope the pride and justification and the rest of it will come before we all get our death of cold,« said the London detective with comic resignation. 

We all had good reason to join in the aspiration; for our vigil was a long and bitter one. Slowly the shadows darkened over the long, sombre face of the old house. A cold, damp reek from the moat chilled us to the bones and set our teeth chattering. There was a single lamp over the gateway and a steady globe of light in the fatal study. Everything else was dark and still. 

»How long is this to last?« asked the inspector finally. »And what is it we are watching for?«

»I have no more notion than you how long it is to last,« Holmes answered with some asperity. »If criminals would always schedule their movements like railway trains, it would certainly be more convenient for all of us. As to what it is we –– Well,  that's  what we are watching for!«

As he spoke the bright, yellow light in the study was obscured by somebody passing to and fro before it. The laurels among which we lay were immediately opposite the window and not more than a hundred feet Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 767
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from it. Presently it was thrown open with a whining of hinges, and we could dimly see the dark outline of a man's head and shoulders looking out into the gloom. For some minutes he peered forth in furtive, stealthy fashion, as one who wishes to be assured that he is unobserved. Then he leaned forward, and in the intense silence we were aware of the soft lapping of agitated water. He seemed co be stirring up the moat with something which he held in his hand. Then suddenly he hauled something in as a fisherman lands a fish – some large, round object which obscured the light as it was dragged through the open casement. 

»Now!« cried Holmes. »Now!«

We were all upon our feet, staggering after him with our stiffened limbs, while he ran swiftly across the bridge and rang violently at the bell. There was the rasping of bolts from the other side, and the amazed Ames stood in the entrance. Holmes brushed him aside without a word and, followed by all of us, rushed into the room which had been occupied by the man whom we had been watching. 

The oil lamp on the table represented the glow which we had seen from outside. It was now in the hand of Cecil Barker, who held it towards us as we entered. Its light shone upon his strong, resolute, clean-shaved face and his menacing eyes. 

»What the devil is the meaning of all this?« he Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 768
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cried. »What are you after, anyhow?«

Holmes took a swift glance round, and then pounced upon a sodden bundle tied together with cord which lay where it had been thrust under the writing table. 

»This is what we are after, Mr. Barker – this bundle, weighted with a dumb-bell, which you have just raised from the bottom of the moat.«

Barker stared at Holmes with amazement in his face. »How in thunder came you to know anything about it?« he asked. 

»Simply that I put it there.«

»You put it there! You!«

»Perhaps I should have said ›replaced it there,‹«

said Holmes. »You will remember, Inspector MacDonald, that I was somewhat struck by the absence of a dumb-bell. I drew your attention to it; but with the pressure of other events you had hardly the time to give it the consideration which would have enabled you to draw deductions from it. When water is near and a weight is missing it is not a very farfetched supposition that something has been sunk in the water. 

The idea was at least worth testing; so with the help of Ames, who admitted me to the room, and the crook of Dr. Watson's umbrella, I was able last night to fish up and inspect this bundle. 

It was of the first importance, however, that we Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 769
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should be able to prove who placed it there. This we accomplished by the very obvious device of announcing that the moat would be dried to-morrow, which had, of course, the effect that whoever had hidden the bundle would most certainly withdraw it the moment that darkness enabled him to do so. We have no less than four witnesses as to who it was who took advantage of the opportunity, and so, Mr. Barker, I think the word lies now with you.«

Sherlock Holmes put the sopping bundle upon the table beside the lamp and undid the cord which bound it. From within he extracted a dumb-bell, which he tossed down to its fellow in the corner. Next he drew forth a pair of boots. »American, as you perceive,« he remarked, pointing to the toes. Then he laid upon the table a long, deadly, sheathed knife. Finally he unravelled a bundle of clothing, comprising a complete set of underclothes, socks, a gray tweed suit, and a short yellow overcoat. 

»The clothes are commonplace,« remarked Holmes, 

»save only the overcoat, which is full of suggestive touches.« He held it tenderly towards the light. »Here, as you perceive, is the inner pocket prolonged into the lining in such fashion as to give ample space for the truncated fowling piece. The tailor's tab is on the neck – ›Neal, Outfitter, Vermissa, U.S.A.‹ I have spent an instructive afternoon in the rector's library, Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 770
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and have enlarged my knowledge by adding the fact that Vermissa is a flourishing little town at the head of one of the best known coal and iron valleys in the United States. I have some recollection, Mr. Barker, that you associated the coal districts with Mr. Douglas's first wife, and it would surely not be too farfetched an inference that the V.V. upon the card by the dead body might stand for Vermissa Valley, or that this very valley which sends forth emissaries of murder may be that Valley of Fear of which we have heard. So much is fairly clear. And now, Mr. Barker, I seem to be standing rather in the way of your explanation.«

It was a sight to see Cecil Barker's expressive face during this exposition of the great detective. Anger, amazement, consternation, and indecision swept over it in turn. Finally he took refuge in a somewhat acrid irony. 

»You know such a lot, Mr. Holmes, perhaps you had better tell us some more,« he sneered. 

»I have no doubt that I could tell you a great deal more, Mr. Barker; but it would come with a better grace from you.«

»Oh, you think so, do you? Well, all I can say is that if there's any secret here it is not my secret, and I am not the man to give it away.«
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inspector quietly, »we must just keep you in sight until we have the warrant and can hold you.«

»You can do what you damn please about that,«

said Barker defiantly. 

The proceedings seemed to have come to a definite end so far as he was concerned; for one had only to look at that granite face to realize that no  peine forte et dure  would ever force him to plead against his will. 

The deadlock was broken, however, by a woman's voice. Mrs. Douglas had been standing listening at the half opened door, and now she entered the room. 

»You have done enough for now, Cecil,« said she. 

»Whatever comes of it in the future, you have done enough.«

»Enough and more than enough,« remarked Sherlock Holmes gravely. »I have every sympathy with you, madam, and I should strongly urge you to have some confidence in the common sense of our jurisdiction and to take the police voluntarily into your complete confidence. It may be that I am myself at fault for not following up the hint which you conveyed to me through my friend, Dr. Watson; but, at that time I had every reason to believe that you were directly concerned in the crime. Now I am assured that this is not so. At the same time, there is much that is unexplained, and I should strongly recommend that you ask Mr. 

Douglas to tell us his own story.«
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Mrs. Douglas gave a cry of astonishment at Holmes's words. The detectives and I must have echoed it, when we were aware of a man who seemed to have emerged from the wall, who advanced now from the gloom of the corner in which he had appeared. Mrs. 

Douglas turned, and in an instant her arms were round him. Barker had seized his outstretched hand. 

»It's best this way, Jack,« his wife repeated; »I am sure that it is best.«

»Indeed, yes, Mr. Douglas,« said Sherlock Holmes, 

»I am sure that you will find it best.«

The man stood blinking at us with the dazed look of one who comes from the dark into the light. It was a remarkable face, bold gray eyes, a strong, short-clipped, grizzled moustache, a square, projecting chin, and a humorous mouth. He took a good look at us all, and then to my amazement he advanced to me and handed me a bundle of paper. 

»I've heard of you,« said he in a voice which was not quite English and not quite American, but was altogether mellow and pleasing. »You are the historian of this bunch. Well, Dr. Watson, you've never had such a story as that pass through your hands before, and I'll lay my last dollar on that. Tell it your own way; but there are the facts, and you can't miss the public so long as you have those. I've been cooped up two days, and I've spent the daylight hours – as much Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 773
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daylight as I could get in that rat trap – in putting the thing into words. You're welcome to them – you and your public. There's the story of the Valley of Fear.«

»That's the past, Mr. Douglas,« said Sherlock Holmes quietly. »What we desire now is to hear your story of the present.«

»You'll have it, sir,« said Douglas. »May I smoke as I talk? Well, thank you, Mr. Holmes. You're a smoker yourself, if I remember right, and you'll guess what it is to be sitting for two days with tobacco in your pocket and afraid that the smell will give you away.« He leaned against the mantelpiece and sucked at the cigar which Holmes had handed him. »I've heard of you, Mr. Holmes. I never guessed that I should meet you. But before you are through with that,« he nodded at my papers, »you will say I've brought you something fresh.«

Inspector MacDonald had been staring at the newcomer with the greatest amazement. »Well, this fairly beats me!« he cried at last. »If you are Mr. John Douglas of Birlstone Manor, then whose death have we been investigating for these two days, and where in the world have you sprung from now? You seemed to me to come out of the floor like a jack-in-a-box.«

»Ah, Mr. Mac,« said Holmes, shaking a reproving forefinger, »you would not read that excellent local compilation which described the concealment of King Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 774
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Charles. People did not hide in those days without excellent hiding places, and the hiding place that has once been used may be again. I had persuaded myself that we should find Mr. Douglas under this roof.«

»And how long have you been playing this trick upon us, Mr. Holmes?« said the inspector angrily. 

»How long have you allowed us to waste ourselves upon a search that you knew to be an absurd one?«

»Not one instant, my dear Mr. Mac. Only last night did I form my views of the case. As they could not be put to the proof until this evening, I invited you and your colleague to take a holiday for the day. Pray what more could I do? When I found the suit of clothes in the moat, it at once became apparent to me that the body we had found could not have been the body of Mr. John Douglas at all, but must be that of the bicyclist from Tunbridge Wells. No other conclusion was possible. Therefore I had to determine where Mr. 

John Douglas himself could be, and the balance of probability was that with the connivance of his wife and his friend he was concealed in a house which had such conveniences for a fugitive, and awaiting quieter times when he could make his final escape.«

»Well, you figured it out about right,« said Douglas approvingly. »I thought I'd dodge your British law; for I was not sure how I stood under it, and also I saw my chance to throw these hounds once for all off Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 775
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my track.« Mind you, from first to last I have done nothing to be ashamed of, and nothing that I would not do again; but you'll judge that for yourselves when I tell you my story. Never mind warning me, Inspector: I'm ready to stand pat upon the truth. 

»I'm not going to begin at the beginning. That's all there,« he indicated my bundle of papers, »and a mighty queer yarn you'll find it. It all comes down to this: That there are some men that have good cause to hate me and would give their last dollar to know that they had got me. So long as I am alive and they are alive, there is no safety in this world for me. They hunted me from Chicago to California, then they chased me out of America; but when I married and settled down in this quiet spot I thought my last years were going to be peaceable. 

I never explained to my wife how things were. Why should I pull her into it? She would never have a quiet moment again; but would always be imagining trouble. I fancy she knew something, for I may have dropped a word here or a word there; but until yesterday, after you gentlemen had seen her, she never knew the rights of the matter. She told you all she knew, and so did Barker here; for on the night when this thing happened there was mighty little time for explanations. She knows everything now, and I would have been a wiser man if I had told her sooner. But it was a Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 776
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hard question, dear,« he took her hand for an instant in his own, »and I acted for the best.«

»Well, gentlemen, the day before these happenings I was over in Tunbridge Wells, and I got a glimpse of a man in the street. It was only a glimpse; but I have a quick eye for these things, and I never doubted who it was. It was the worst enemy I had among them all –

one who has been after me like a hungry wolf after a caribou all these years. I knew there was trouble coming, and I came home and made ready for it. I guessed I'd fight through it all right on my own, my luck was a proverb in the States about '76. I never doubted that it would be with me still. 

I was on my guard all that next day, and never went out into the park. It's as well, or he'd have had the drop on me with that buckshot gun of his before ever I could draw on him. After the bridge was up – my mind was always more restful when that bridge was up in the eveings – I put the thing clear out of my head. I never dreamed of his getting into the house and waiting for me. But when I made my round in my dressing gown, as was my habit, I had no sooner entered the study than I scented danger. I guess when a man has had dangers in his life – and I've had more than most in my time – there is a kind of sixth sense that waves the red flag. I saw the signal clear enough, and yet I couldn't tell you why. Next instant I spotted Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 777
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a boot under the window curtain, and then I saw why plain enough. 

I'd just the one candle that was in my hand; but there was a good light from the hall lamp through the open door. I put down the candle and jumped for a hammer that I'd left on the mantel. At the same moment he sprang at me. I saw the glint of a knife, and I lashed at him with the hammer. I got him somewhere; for the knife tinkled down on the floor. He dodged round the table as quick as an eel, and a moment later he'd got his gun from under his coat. I heard him cock it; but I had got hold of it before he could fire. I had it by the barrel, and we wrestled for it all ends up for a minute or more. It was death to the man that lost his grip. 

He never lost his grip; but he got it butt downward for a moment too long. Maybe it was I that pulled the trigger. Maybe we just jolted it off between us. Anyhow, he got both barrels in the face, and there I was, staring down at all that was left of Ted Baldwin. I'd recognized him in the township, and again when he sprang for me; but his own mother wouldn't recognize him as I saw him then. I'm used to rough work; but I fairly turned sick at the sight of him. 

I was hanging on the side of the table when Barker came hurrying down. I heard my wife coming, and I ran to the door and stopped her. It was no sight for a Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 778
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woman. I promised I'd come to her soon. I said a word or two to Barker – he took it all in at a glance –

and we waited for the rest to come along. But there was no sign of them. Then we understood that they could hear nothing, and that all that had happened was known only to ourselves. 

It was at that instant that the idea came to me. I was fairly dazzled by the brilliance of it. The man's sleeve had slipped up and there was the branded mark of the lodge upon his forearm. See here!«

The man whom we had known as Douglas turned up his own coat and cuff to show a brown triangle within a circle exactly like that which we had seen upon the dead man. 

»It was the sight of that which started me on it. I seemed to see it all clear at a glance. There were his height and hair and figure, about the same as my own. 

No one could swear to his face, poor devil! I brought down this suit of clothes, and in a quarter of an hour Barker and I had put my dressing gown on him and he lay as you found him. We tied all his things into a bundle, and I weighted them with the only weight I could find and put them through the window. The card he had meant to lay upon my body was lying beside his own. 

My rings were put on his finger; but when it came to the wedding ring,« he held out his muscular hand, Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 779
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»you can see for yourselves that I had struck the limit. 

I have not moved it since the day I was married, and it would have taken a file to get it off. I don't know, anyhow, that I should have cared to part with it; but if I had wanted to I couldn't. So we just had to leave that detail to take care of itself. On the other hand, I brought a bit of plaster down and put it where I am wearing one myself at this instant. You slipped up there, Mr. Holmes, clever as you are; for if you had chanced to take off that plaster you would have found no cut underneath it. 

Well, that was the situation. If I could lie low for a while and then get away where I could be joined by my ›widow‹ we should have a chance at last of living in peace for the rest of our lives. These devils would give me no rest so long as I was above ground; but if they saw in the papers that Baldwin had got his man, there would be an end of all my troubles. I hadn't much time to make it all clear to Barker and to my wife; but they understood enough to be able to help me. I knew all about this hiding place, so did Ames; but it never entered his head to connect it with the matter. I retired into it, and it was up to Barker to do the rest. 

I guess you can fill in for yourselves what he did. 

He opened the window and made the mark on the sill to give an idea of how the murderer escaped. It was a Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 780
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tall order, that; but as the bridge was up there was no other way. Then, when everything was fixed, he rang the bell for all he was worth. What happened afterward you know. And so, gentlemen, you can do what you please; but I've told you the truth and the whole truth, so help me God! What I ask you now is how do I stand by the English law?«

There was a silence which was broken by Sherlock Holmes. 

»The English law is in the main a just law. You will get no worse than your deserts from that, Mr. 

Douglas. But I would ask you how did this man know that you lived here, or how to get into your house, or where to hide to get you?«

»I know nothing of this.«

Holmes's face was very white and grave. »The story is not over yet, I fear,« said he. »You may find worse dangers than the English law, or even than your enemies from America. I see trouble before you, Mr. 

Douglas. You'll take my advice and still be on your guard.«

And now, my long-suffering readers, I will ask you to come away with me for a time, far from the Sussex Manor House of Birlstone, and far also from the year of grace in which we made our eventful journey which ended with the strange story of the man who had been known as John Douglas. I wish you to journey back Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 781
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some twenty years in time, and westward some thousands of miles in space, that I may lay before you a singular and terrible narrative – so singular and so terrible that you may find it hard to believe that even as I tell it, even so did it occur. 

Do not think that I intrude one story before another is finished. As you read on you will find that this is not so. And when I have detailed those distant events and you have solved this mystery of the past, we shall meet once more in those rooms on Baker Street, where this, like so many other wonderful happenings, will find its end. 
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Part II

The Scowrers




Chapter I

The Man


It was the fourth of February in the year 1875. It had been a severe winter, and the snow lay deep in the gorges of the Gilmerton Mountains. The steam ploughs had, however, kept the railroad open, and the evening train which connects the long line of coal-mining and iron-working settlements was slowly groaning its way up the steep gradients which lead from Stagville on the plain to Vermissa, the central township which lies at the head of Vermissa Valley. From this point the track sweeps downward to Bartons Crossing, Helmdale, and the purely agricultural county of Merton. It was a single track railroad; but at every siding – and they were numerous – long lines of trucks piled with coal and iron ore told of the hidden wealth which had brought a rude population and a bustling life to this most desolate corner of the United States of America. 

For
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who had traversed it have ever imagined that the fai-rest prairies and the most lush water pastures were valueless compared to this gloomy land of black crag and tangled forest. Above the dark and often scarcely penetrable woods upon their flanks, the high, bare crowns of the mountains, white snow, and jagged rock towered upon each flank, leaving a long, winding, tortuous valley in the centre. Up this the little train was slowly crawling. 

The oil lamps had just been lit in the leading passenger car, a long, bare carriage in which some twenty or thirty people were seated. The greater number of these were workmen returning from their day's toil in the lower part of the valley. At least a dozen, by their grimed faces and the safety lanterns which they carried, proclaimed themselves miners. These sat smoking in a group and conversed in low voices, glancing occasionally at two men on the opposite side of the car, whose uniforms and badges showed them to be policemen. 

Several women of the labouring class and one or two travellers who might have been small local store-keepers made up the rest of the company, with the exception of one young man in a corner by himself. It is with this man that we are concerned. Take a good look at him; for he is worth it. 

He is a fresh-complexioned, middle-sized young Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 784
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man, not far, one would guess, from his thirtieth year. 

He has large, shrewd, humorous gray eyes which twinkle inquiringly from time to time as he looks round through his spectacles at the people about him. 

It; is easy to see that he is of a sociable and possibly simple disposition, anxious to be friendly to all men. 

Anyone could pick him at once as gregarious in his habits and communicative in his nature, with a quick wit and a ready smile. And yet the man who studied him more closely might discern a certain firmness of jaw and grim tightness about the lips which would warn him that there were depths beyond, and that this pleasant, brown-haired young Irishman might conceivably leave his mark for good or evil upon any society to which he was introduced. 

Having made one or two tentative remarks to the nearest miner, and receiving only short, gruff replies, the traveller resigned himself to uncongenial silence, staring moodily out of the window at the fading landscape. 

It was not a cheering prospect. Through the growing gloom there pulsed the red glow of the furnaces on the sides of the hills. Great heaps of slag and dumps of cinders loomed up on each side, with the high shafts of the collieries towering above them. 

Huddled groups of mean, wooden houses, the windows of which were beginning to outline themselves Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 785
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in light, were scattered here and there along the line, and the frequent halting places were crowded with their swarthy inhabitants. 

The iron and coal valleys of the Vermissa district were no resorts for the leisured or the cultured. Everywhere there were stern signs of the crudest battle of life, the rude work to be done, and the rude, strong workers who did it. 

The young traveller gazed out into this dismal country with a face of mingled repulsion and interest, which showed that the scene was new to him. At intervals he drew from his pocket a bulky letter to which he referred, and on the margins of which he scribbled some notes. Once from the back of his waist he produced something which one would hardly have expected to find in the possession of so mild-mannered a man. It was a navy revolver of the largest size. 

As he turned it slantwise to the light, the glint upon the rims of the copper shells within the drum showed that it was fully loaded. He quickly restored it to his secret pocket, but not before it had been observed by a working man who had seated himself upon the adjoining bench. 

»Hullo, mate!« said he. »You seem heeled and ready.«

The young man smiled with an air of embarrassment. 
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»Yes,« said he, »we need them sometimes in the place I come from.«

»And where may that be?«

»I'm last from Chicago.«

»A stranger in these parts?«

»Yes.«

»You may find you need it here,« said the workman. 

»Ah! is that so?« The young man seemed interested. 

»Have you heard nothing of doings hereabouts?«

»Nothing out of the way.«

»Why, I thought the country was full of it. You'll hear quick enough. What made you come here?«

»I heard there was always work for a willing man.«

»Are you a member of the union?«

»Sure.«

»Then you'll get your job, I guess. Have you any friends?«

»Not yet; but I have the means of making them.«

»How's that, then?«

»I am one of the Eminent Order of Freemen. 

There's no town without a lodge, and where there is a lodge I'll find my friends.«

The remark had a singular effect upon his companion. He glanced round suspiciously at the others in the car. The miners were still whispering among Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 787
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themselves. The two police officers were dozing. He came across, seated himself close to the young traveller, and held out his hand. 

»Put it there,« he said. 

A hand-grip passed between the two. 

»I see you speak the truth,« said the workman. 

»But it's well to make certain.« He raised his right hand to his right eyebrow. The traveller at once raised his left hand to his left eyebrow. 

»Dark nights are unpleasant,« said the workman. 

»Yes, for strangers to travel,« the other answered. 

»That's good enough. I'm brother Scanlan, Lodge 341, Vermissa Valley. Glad to see you in these parts.«

»Thank you. I'm Brother John McMurdo, Lodge 29, Chicago. Body-master J.H. Scott. But I am in luck to meet a brother so early.«

»Well, there are plenty of us about. You won't find the order more flourishing anywhere in the States than right here in Vermissa Valley. But we could do with some lads like you. I can't understand a spry man of the union finding no work to do in Chicago.«

»I found plenty of work to do,« said McMurdo. 

»Then why did you leave?«

McMurdo nodded towards the policemen and smiled. »I guess those chaps would be glad to know,« he said. 
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Scanlan groaned sympathetically. »In trouble?« he asked in a whisper. 

»Deep.«

»A penitentiary job?«

»And the rest.«

»Not a killing!«

»It's early days to talk of such things,« said McMurdo with the air of a man who had been surprised into saying more than he intended. »I've my own good reasons for leaving Chicago, and let that be enough for you. Who are you that you should take it on yourself to ask such things?« His gray eyes gleamed with sudden and dangerous anger from behind his glasses. 

»All right, mate, no offense meant. The boys will think none the worse of you, whatever you may have done. Where are you bound for now?«

»Vermissa.«

»That's the third halt down the line. Where are you staying?«

McMurdo took out an envelope and held it close to the murky oil lamp. »Here is the address – Jacob Shafter, Sheridan Street. It's a boarding house that was recommended by a man I knew in Chicago.«

»Well, I don't know it; but Vermissa is out of my beat. I live at Hobsons Patch, and that's here where we are drawing up. But, say, there's one bit of advice Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 789
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I'll give you before we part: If you're in trouble in Vermissa, go straight to the Union House and see Boss McGinty. He is the Bodymaster of Vermissa Lodge, and nothing can happen in these parts unless Black Jack McGinty wants it. So long, mate! Maybe we'll meet in lodge one of these evenings. But mind my words: If you are in trouble, go to Boss McGinty.«

Scanlan descended, and McMurdo was left once again to his thoughts. Night had now fallen, and the flames of the frequent furnaces were roaring and leaping in the darkness. Against their lurid background dark figures were bending and straining, twisting and turning, with the motion of winch or of windlass, to the rhythm of an eternal clank and roar. 

»I guess hell must look something like that,« said a voice. 

McMurdo turned and saw that one of the policemen had shifted in his seat and was staring out into the fiery waste. 

»For that matter,« said the other policeman, »I allow that hell must  be  something like that. If there are worse devils down yonder than some we could name, it's more than I'd expect. I guess you are new to this part, young man?«

»Well, what if I am?« McMurdo answered in a surly voice. 
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»Just this, mister, that I should advise you to be careful in choosing your friends. I don't think I'd begin with Mike Scanlan or his gang if I were you.«

»What the hell is it to you who are my friends?« roared McMurdo in a voice which brought every head in the carriage round to witness the altercation. »Did I ask you for your advice, or did you think me such a sucker that I couldn't move without it? You speak when you are spoken to, and by the Lord you'd have to wait a long time if it was me!« He thrust out his face and grinned at the patrolmen like a snarling dog. 

The two policemen, heavy, good-natured men, were taken aback by the extraordinary vehemence with which their friendly advances had been rejected. 

»No offense, stranger,« said one. »It was a warning for your own good, seeing that you are, by your own showing, new to the place.«

»I'm new to the place; but I'm not new to you and your kind!« cried McMurdo in cold fury. »I guess you're the same in all places, shoving your advice in when nobody asks for it.«

»Maybe we'll see more of you before very long,«

said one of the patrolmen with a grin. »You're a real hand-picked one, if I am a judge.«

»I was thinking the same,« remarked the other. »I guess we may meet again.«

»I'm not afraid of you, and don't you think it!«
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cried McMurdo. »My name's Jack McMurdo – see? If you want me, you'll find me at Jacob Shafter's on Sheridan Street, Vermissa; so I'm not hiding from you, am I? Day or night I dare to look the like of you in the face – don't make any mistake about that!«

There was a murmur of sympathy and admiration from the miners at the dauntless demeanour of the newcomer, while the two policemen shrugged, their shoulders and renewed a conversation between themselves. 

A few minutes later the train ran into the ill-lit station, and there was a general clearing; for Vermissa was by far the largest town on the line. McMurdo pik-ked up his leather gripsack and was about to start off into the darkness, when one of the miners accosted him. 

»By Gar, mate! you know how to speak to the cops,« he said in a voice of awe. »It was grand to hear you. Let me carry your grip and show you the road. 

I'm passing Shafter's on the way to my own shack.«

There was a chorus of friendly »Good-nights« from the other miners as they passed from the platform. Before ever he had set foot in it, McMurdo the turbulent had become a character in Vermissa. 

The country had been a place of terror; but the town was in its way even more depressing. Down that long valley there was at least a certain gloomy gran-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 792

1. The Man

Doyle-SH, 963

deur in the huge fires and the clouds of drifting smoke, while the strength and industry of man found fitting monuments in the hills which he had spilled by the side ox his monstrous excavations. But the town showed a dead level of mean ugliness and squalor. 

The broad street was churned up by the traffic into a horrible rutted paste of muddy snow. The sidewalks were narrow and uneven. The numerous gas-lamps served only to show more clearly a long line of wooden houses, each with its veranda facing the street, unkempt and dirty. 

As they approached the centre of the town the scene was brightened by a row of well-lit stores, and even more by a cluster of saloons and gaming houses, in which the miners spent their hard-earned but generous wages. 

»That's the Union House,« said the guide, pointing to one saloon which rose almost to the dignity of being a hotel. »Jack McGinty is the boss there.«

»What sort of a man is he?« McMurdo asked. 

»What! have you never heard of the boss?«

»How could I have heard of him when you know that I am a stranger in these parts?«

»Well, I thought his name was known clear across the country. It's been in the papers often enough.«

»What for?«

»Well,« the miner lowered his voice – »over the Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 793
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affairs.«

»What affairs?«

»Good Lord, mister! you are queer, if I must say it without offense. There's only one set of affairs that you'll hear of in these parts, and that's the affairs of the Scowrers.«

»Why, I seem to have read of the Scowrers in Chicago. A gang of murderers, are they not?«

»Hush, on your life!« cried the miner, standing still in alarm, and gazing in amazement at his companion. 

»Man, you won't live long in these parts if you speak in the open street like that. Many a man has had the life beaten out of him for less.«

»Well, I know nothing about them. It's only what I have read.«

»And I'm not saying that you have not read the truth.« The man looked nervously round him as he spoke, peering into the shadows as if he feared to see some lurking danger. »If killing is murder, then God knows there is murder and to spare. But don't you dare to breathe the name of Jack McGinty in connection with it, stranger; for every whisper goes back to him, and he is not one that is likely to let it pass. 

Now, that's the house you're after, that one standing back from the street. You'll find old Jacob Shafter that runs it as honest a man as lives in this township.«

»I thank you,« said McMurdo, and shaking hands Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 794
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with his new acquaintance he plodded, gripsack in hand, up the path which led to the dwelling house, at the door of which he gave a resounding knock. 

It was opened at once by someone very different from what he had expected. It was a woman, young and singularly beautiful. She was of the German type, blonde and fair-haired, with the piquant contrast of a pair of beautiful dark eyes with which she surveyed the stranger with surprise and a pleasing embarrassment which brought a wave of colour over her pale face. Framed in the bright light of the open doorway, it seemed to McMurdo that he had never seen a more beautiful picture; the more attractive for its contrast with the sordid and gloomy surroundings. A lovely violet growing upon one of those black slag-heaps of the mines would not have seemed more surprising. So entranced was he that he stood staring without a word, and it was she who broke the silence. 

»I thought it was father,« said she with a pleasing little touch of a German accent. »Did you come to see him? He is down town. I expect him back every minute.«

McMurdo continued to gaze at her in open admiration until her eyes dropped in confusion before this masterful visitor. 

»No, miss,« he said at last, »I'm in no hurry to see him. But your house was recommended to me for Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 795
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board. I thought it might suit me – and now I know it will.«

»You are quick to make up your mind,« said she with a smile. 

»Anyone but a blind man could do as much,« the other answered. 

She laughed at the compliment. »Come right in, sir,« she said. »I'm Miss Ettie Shafter, Mr. Shafter's daughter. My mother's dead, and I run the house. You can sit down by the stove in the front room until father comes along –– Ah, here he is! So you can fix things with him right away.«

A heavy, elderly man came plodding up the path. In a few words McMurdo explained his business. A man of the name of Murphy had given him the address in Chicago. He in turn had had it from someone else. 

Old Shafter was quite ready. The stranger made no bones about terms, agreed at once to every condition, and was apparently fairly flush of money. For seven dollars a week paid in advance he was to have board and lodging. 

So it was that McMurdo, the self-confessed fugitive from justice, took up his abode under the roof of the Shafters, the first step which was to lead to so long and dark a train of events, ending in a far distant land. 
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Chapter II

The Bodymaster


McMurdo was a man who made his mark quickly. 

Wherever he was the folk around soon knew it. Within a week he had become infinitely the most important person at Shafter's. There were ten or a dozen boarders there; but they were honest foremen or commonplace clerks from the stores, of a very different calibre from the young Irishman. Of an evening when they gathered together his joke was always the readiest, his conversation the brightest, and his song the best. He was a born boon companion, with a magnetism which drew good humour from all around him. 

And yet he showed again and again, as he had shown in the railway carriage, a capacity for sudden, fierce anger, which compelled the respect and even the fear of those who met him. For the law, too, and all who were connected with it, he exhibited a bitter contempt which delighted some and alarmed others of his fellow boarders. 

From the first he made it evident, by his open admiration, that the daughter of the house had won his heart from the instant that he had set eyes upon her beauty and her grace. He was no backward suitor. On Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 797
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the second day he told her that he loved her, and from then onward he repeated the same story with an absolute disregard of what she might say to discourage him. 

»Someone else?« he would cry. »Well, the worse luck for someone else! Let him look out for himself! 

Am I to lose my life's chance and all my heart's desire for someone else? You can keep on saying no, Ettie: the day will come when you will say yes, and I'm young enough to wait.«

He was a dangerous suitor, with his glib Irish tongue, and his pretty, coaxing ways. There was about him also that glamour of experience and of mystery which attracts a woman's interest, and finally her love. 

He could talk of the sweet valleys of County Monaghan from which he came, of the lovely, distant island, the low hills and green meadows of which seemed the more beautiful when imagination viewed them from this place of grime and snow. 

Then he was versed in the life of the cities of the North, of Detroit, and the lumber camps of Michigan, and finally of Chicago, where he had worked in a planing mill. And afterwards came the hint of romance, the feeling that strange things had happened to him in that great city, so strange and so intimate that they might not be spoken of. He spoke wistfully of a sudden leaving, a breaking of old ties, a flight into a Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 798
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strange world, ending in this dreary valley, and Ettie listened, her dark eyes gleaming with pity and with sympathy – those two qualities which may turn so rapidly and so naturally to love. 

McMurdo had obtained a temporary job as book-keeper; for he was a well educated man. This kept him out most of the day, and he had not found occasion yet to report himself to the head of the lodge of the Eminent Order of Freemen. He was reminded of his omission, however, by a visit one evening from Mike Scanlan, the fellow member whom he had met in the train. Scanlan, the small, sharp-faced, nervous, black-eyed man, seemed glad to see him once more. After a glass or two of whisky he broached the object of his visit. 

»Say, McMurdo,« said he, »I remembered your address, so I made bold to call. I'm surprised that you've not reported to the Body-master. Why haven't you seen Boss McGinty yet?«

»Well, I had to find a job. I have been busy.«

»You must find time for him if you have none for anything else. Good Lord, man! you're a fool not to have been down to the Union House and registered your name the first morning after you came here! If you run against him – well, you mustn't, that's all!«

McMurdo showed mild surprise. »I've been a mem-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 799
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ber of lodge for over two years, Scanlan, but I never heard that duties were so pressing as all that.«

»Maybe not in Chicago.«

»Well, it's the same society here.«

»Is it?«

Scanlan looked at him long and fixedly. There was something sinister in his eyes. 

»Isn't it?«

»You'll tell me that in a month's time. I hear you had a talk with the patrolmen after I left the train.«

»How did you know that?«

»Oh, it got about – things do get about for good and for bad in this district.«

»Well, yes. I told the hounds what I thought of them.«

»By the Lord, you'll be a man after McGinty's heart!«

»What, does he hate the police too?«

Scanlan burst out laughing. »You go and see him, my lad,« said he as he took his leave. »It's not the police but you that he'll hate if you don't! Now, take a friend's advice and go at once!«

It chanced that on the same evening McMurdo had another more pressing interview which urged him in the same direction. It may have been that his attentions to Ettie had been more evident than before, or Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 800
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that they had gradually obtruded themselves into the slow mind of his good German host; but, whatever the cause, the boarding-house keeper beckoned the young man into his private room and started On the subject without any circumlocution. 

»It seems to me, mister,« said he, »that you are gettin' set on my Ettie. Ain't that so, or am I wrong?«

»Yes, that is so,« the young man answered. 

»Vell, I vant to tell you right now that it ain't no manner of use. There's someone slipped in afore you.«

»She told me so.«

»Vell, you can lay that she told you truth. But did she tell you who it vas?«

»No, I asked her; but she wouldn't tell.«

»I dare say not, the leetle baggage! Perhaps she did not vish to frighten you avay.«

»Frighten!« McMurdo was on fire in a moment. 

»Ah, yes, my friend! You need not be ashamed to be flightened of him. It is Teddy Baldwin.«

»And who the devil is he?«

»He is a boss of Scowrers.«

»Scowrers! I've heard of them before. It's Scowrers here and Scowrers there, and always in a whisper! 

What are you all afraid of? Who are the Scowrers?«

The boarding-house keeper instinctively sank his voice, as everyone did who talked about that terrible society. »The Scowrers,« said he, »are the Eminent Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 801
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Order of Freemen!«

The young man stared. »Why, I am a member of that order myself.«

»You! I vould never have had you in my house if I had known it – not if you vere to pay me a hundred dollar a veek.«

»What's wrong with the order? It's for charity and good fellowship. The rules say so.«

»Maybe in some places. Not here!«

»What is it here?«

»It's a murder society, that's vat it is.«

McMurdo laughed incredulously. »How can you prove that?« he asked. 

»Prove it! Are there not fifty murders to prove it? 

Vat about Mil man and Van Shorst, and the Nicholson family, and old Mr. Hyam, and little Billy James, and the others? Prove it! Is there a man or a voman in this valley vhat does not know it?«

»See here!« said McMurdo earnestly. »I want you to take back what you've said, or else make it good. 

One or the other you must do before I quit this room. 

Put yourself in my place. Here am I, a stranger in the town. I belong to a society that I know only as an innocent one. You'll find it through the length and breadth of the States; but always as an innocent one. 

Now, when I am counting upon joining it here, you tell me that it is the same as a murder society called Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 802
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the Scowrers. I guess you owe me either an apology or else an explanation, Mr. Shafter.«

»I can but tell you vhat the whole vorld knows, mister. The bosses of the one are the bosses of the other. 

If you offend the one, it is the other vhat vill strike you. We have proved it too often.«

»That's just gossip – I want proof!« said McMurdo. 

»If you live here long you vill get your proof. But I forget that you are yourself one of them. You vill soon be as bad as the rest. But you vill find other lodgings, mister. I cannot have you here. Is it not bad enough that one of these people come courting my Ettie, and that I dare not turn him down, but that I should have another for my boarder? Yes, indeed, you shall not sleep here after to-night!«

McMurdo found himself under sentence of banish-ment both from his comfortable quarters and from the girl whom he loved. He found her alone in the sitting-room that same evening, and he poured his troubles into her ear. 

»Sure, your father is after giving me notice,« he said. »It's little I would care if it was just my room, but indeed, Ettie, though it's only a week that I've known you, you are the very breath of life to me, and I can't live without you!«
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»Oh, hush, Mr. McMurdo, don't speak so!« said the girl. »I have told you, have I not, that you are too late? There is another, and if I have not promised to marry him at once, at least I can promise no one else.«

»Suppose I had been first, Ettie, would I have had a chance?«

The girl sank her face into her hands. »I wish to heaven that you had been first!« she sobbed. 

McMurdo was down on his knees before her in an instant. »For God's sake, Ettie, let it stand at that!« he cried. »Will you ruin your life and my own for the sake of this promise? Follow your heart, acushla! ›Tis a safer guide than any promise before you knew what it was that you were saying.‹«

He had seized Ettie's white hand between his own strong brown ones. 

»Say that you will be mine, and we will face it out together!«

»Not here?«

»Yes, here.«

»No, no, Jack!« His arms were round her now. »It could not be here. Could you take me away?«

A struggle passed for a moment over McMurdo's face; but it ended by setting like granite. »No, here,«

he said. »I'll hold you against the world, Ettie, right here where we are!«. 

»Why should we not leave together?«
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»No, Ettie, I can't leave here.«

»But why?«

»I'd never hold my head up again if I felt that I had been driven out. Besides, what is there to be afraid of? Are we not free folks in a free country? If you love me, and I you, who will dare to come between?«

»You don't know, Jack. You've been here too short a time. You don't know this Baldwin. You don't know McGinty and his Scowrers.«

»No, I don't know them, and I don't fear them, and I don't believe in them!« said McMurdo. »I've lived among rough men, my darling, and instead of fearing them it has always ended that they have feared me –

always, Ettie. It's mad on the face of it! If these men, as your father says, have done crime after crime in the valley, and if everyone knows them by name, how comes it that none are brought to justice? You answer me that, Ettie!«

»Because no witness dares to appear against them. 

He would not live a month if he did. Also because they have always their own men to swear that the accused one was far from the scene of the crime. But surely, Jack, you must have read all this. I had understood that every paper in the United States was writing about it.«

»Well, I have read something, it is true; but I had thought it was a story. Maybe these men have some Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 805
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reason in what they do. Maybe they are wronged and have no other way to help themselves.«

»Oh, Jack, don't let me hear you speak so! That is how he speaks – the other one!«

»Baldwin – he speaks like that, does he?«

»And that is why I loathe him so. Oh, Jack, now I can tell you the truth. I loathe him with all my heart; but I fear him also. I fear him for myself; but above all I fear him for father. I know that some great sorrow would come upon us if I dared to say what I really felt. That is why I have put him off with half-promises. It was in real truth our only hope. But if you would fly with me, Jack, we could take father with us and live forever far from the power of these wicked men.«

Again there was the struggle upon McMurdo's face, and again it set like granite. »No harm shall come to you, Ettie – nor to your father either. As to wicked men, I expect you may find that I am as bad as the worst of them before we're through.«

»No, no, Jack! I would trust you anywhere.«

McMurdo laughed bitterly. »Good Lord! how little you know of me! Your innocent soul, my darling, could not even guess what is passing in mine. But, hullo, who's the visitor?«

The door had opened suddenly, and a young fellow came swaggering in with the air of one who is the ma-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 806
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ster. He was a handsome, dashing young man of about the same age and build as McMurdo himself. 

Under his broad-brimmed black felt hat, which he had not troubled to remove, a handsome face with fierce, domineering eyes and a curved hawk-bill of a nose looked savagely at the pair who sat by the stove. 

Ettie had jumped to her feet full of confusion and alarm. »I'm glad to see you, Mr. Baldwin,« said she. 

»You're earlier than I had thought. Come and sit down.«

Baldwin stood with his hands on his hips looking at McMurdo. »Who is this?« he asked curtly. 

»It's a friend of mine, Mr. Baldwin, a new boarder here. Mr. McMurdo, may I introduce you to Mr. Baldwin?«

The young men nodded in surly fashion to each other. 

»Maybe Miss Ettie has told you how it is with us?«

said Baldwin. 

»I didn't understand that there was any relation between you.«

»Didn't you? Well, you can understand it now. You can take it from me that this young lady is mine, and you'll find it a very fine evening for a walk.«

»Thank you, I am in no humour for a walk.«

»Aren't you?« The man's savage eyes were blazing with anger. »Maybe you are in a humour for a fight, Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 807
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Mr. Boarder!«

»That I am!« cried McMurdo, springing to his feet. 

»You never said a more welcome word.«

»For God's sake, Jack! Oh, for God's sake!« cried poor, distracted Ettie. »Oh, Jack, Jack, he will hurt you!«

»Oh, it's Jack, is it?« said Baldwin with an oath. 

»You've come to that already, have you?«

»Oh, Ted, be reasonable – be kind! For my sake, Ted, if ever you loved me, be big-hearted and forgiving!«

»I think, Ettie, that if you were to leave us alone we could get this thing settled,« said McMurdo quietly. 

»Or maybe, Mr. Baldwin, you will take a turn down the street with me. It's a fine evening, and there's some open ground beyond the next block.«

»I'll get even with you without needing to dirty my hands,« said his enemy. »You'll wish you had never set foot in this house before I am through with you!«

»No time like the present,« cried McMurdo. 

»I'll choose my own time, mister. You can leave the time to me. See here!« He suddenly rolled up his sleeve and showed upon his forearm a peculiar sign which appeared to have been branded there. It was a circle with a triangle within it. »D'you know what that means?«

»I neither know nor care!«
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»Well, you will know, I'll promise you that. You won't be much older, either. Perhaps Miss Ettie can tell you something about it. As to you, Ettie, you'll come back to me on your knees – d'ye hear, girl? – on your knees – and then I'll tell you what your punishment may be. You've sowed – and by the Lord, I'll see that you reap:« He glanced at them both in fury. Then he turned upon his heel, and an instant later the outer door had banged behind him. 

For a few moments McMurdo and the girl stood in silence. Then she threw her arms around him. 

»Oh, Jack, how brave you were! But it is no use, you must fly! To-night – Jack – to-night! It's your only hope. He will have your life. I read it in his horrible eyes. What chance have you against a dozen of them, with Boss McGinty and all the power of the lodge behind them?«

McMurdo disengaged her hands, kissed her, and gently pushed her back into a chair. »There, acushla, there! Don't be disturbed or fear for me. I'm a Freeman myself. I'm after telling your father about it. 

Maybe I am no better than the others; so don't make a saint of me. Perhaps you hate me too, now that I've told you as much?«

»Hate you, Jack? While life lasts I could never do that! I've heard that there is no harm in being a Freeman anywhere but here; so why should I think the Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 809
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worse of you for that? But if you are a Freeman, Jack, why should you hot go Sown and make a friend of Boss McGinty? Oh, hurry, Jack, hurry! Get your word in first, or the hounds will be on your trail.«

»I was thinking the same thing,« said McMurdo. 

»I'll go right now and fix it. You can tell your father that I'll sleep here to-night and find some other quarters in the morning.«

The bar of McGinty's saloon was crowded as usual; for it was the favourite loafing place of all the rougher elements of the town. The man was popular; for he had a rough, jovial disposition which formed a mask, covering a great deal which lay behind it. But apart from this popularity, the fear in which he was held throughout the township, and indeed down the whole thirty miles of the valley and past the mountains on each side of it, was enough in itself to fill his bar; for none could afford to neglect his good will. 

Besides those secret powers which it was universally believed that he exercised in so pitiless a fashion, he was a high public official, a municipal councillor, and a commissioner of roads, elected to the office through the votes of the ruffians who in turn expected to receive favours at his hands. Assessments and taxes were enormous; the public works were notoriously neglected, the accounts were slurred over by bribed auditors, and the decent citizen was terrorized Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 810
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into paying public blackmail, and holding his tongue lest some worse thing befall him. 

Thus it was that, year by year, Boss McGinty's diamond pins became more obtrusive, his gold chains more weighty across a more gorgeous vest, and his saloon stretched farther and farther, until it threatened to absorb one whole side of the Market Square. 

McMurdo pushed open the swinging door of the saloon and made his way amid the crowd of men within, through an atmosphere blurred with tobacco smoke and heavy with the smell of spirits. The place was brilliantly lighted, and the huge, heavily gilt mirrors upon every wall reflected and multiplied the garish illumination. There were several bartenders in their shirt sleeves, hard at work mixing drinks for the loungers who fringed the broad, brass-trimmed counter. 

At the far end, with his body resting upon the bar and a cigar stuck at an acute angle from the corner of his mouth, stood a tall, strong, heavily built man who could be none other than the famous McGinty himself. He was a black-maned giant, bearded to the cheekbones, and with a shock of raven hair which fell to his collar. His complexion was as swarthy as that of an Italian, and his eyes were of a strange dead black, which, combined with a slight squint, gave them a particularly sinister appearance. 
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All else in the man – his noble proportions, his fine features, and his frank bearing – fitted in with that jovial, man-to-man manner which he affected. Here, one would say, is a bluff, honest fellow, whose heart would be sound however rude his outspoken words might seem. It was only when those dead, dark eyes, deep and remorseless, were turned upon a man that he shrank within himself, feeling that he was face to face with an infinite possibility of latent evil, with a strength and courage and cunning behind it which made it a thousand times more deadly. 

Having had a good look at his man, McMurdo elbowed his way forward with his usual careless audacity, and pushed himself through the little group of courtiers who were fawning upon the powerful boss, laughing uproariously at the smallest of his jokes. The young stranger's bold gray eyes looked back fearlessly through their glasses at the deadly black ones which turned sharply upon him. 

»Well, young man. I can't call your face to mind.«

»I'm new here, Mr. McGinty.«

»You are not so new that you can't give a gentleman his proper title.«

»He's Councillor McGinty, young man,« said a voice from the group. 

»I'm sorry, Councillor. I'm strange to the ways of the place. But I was advised to see you.«
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»Well, you see me. This is all there is. What d'you think of me?«

»Well, it's early days. If your heart is as big as your body, and your soul as fine as your face, then I'd ask for nothing better,« said McMurdo. 

»By Gar! you've got an Irish tongue in your head anyhow,« cried the saloonkeeper, not quite certain whether to humour this audacious visitor or to stand upon his dignity. 

»So you are good enough to pass my appearance?«

»Sure,« said McMurdo. 

»And you were told to see me?«

»I was.«

»And who told you?«

»Brother Scanlan of Lodge 341, Vermissa. I drink your health, Councillor, and to our better acquaintance.« He raised a glass with which he had been served to his lips and elevated his little finger as he drank it. 

McGinty, who had been watching him narrowly, raised his thick black eyebrows. »Oh, it's like that, is it?« said he. »I'll have to look a bit closer into this, Mister ––«

»McMurdo.«

»A bit closer, Mr. McMurdo; for we don't take folk on trust in these parts, nor believe all we're told neither. Come in here for a moment, behind the bar.«
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There was a small room there, lined with barrels. 

McGinty carefully closed the door, and then seated himself on one of them, biting thoughtfully on his cigar and surveying his companion with those dis-quieting eyes. For a couple of minutes he sat in complete

silence. McMurdo

bore the inspection

cheerfully, one hand in his coat pocket, the other twisting his brown moustache. Suddenly McGinty stooped and produced a wicked-looking revolver. 

»See here, my joker,« said he, »if I thought you were playing any game on us, it would be short work for you.«

»This is a strange welcome,« McMurdo answered with some dignity, »for the Bodymaster of a lodge of Freemen to give to a stranger brother.«

»Ay, but it's just that same that you have to prove,«

said McGinty. »and God help you if you fail! Where were you made?«

»Lodge 29, Chicago.«

»When?«

»June 24, 1872.«

»What Bodymaster?«

»James H. Scott.«

»Who is your district ruler?«

»Bartholomew Wilson.«

»Hum! You seem glib enough in your tests. What are you doing here?«
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»Working, the same as you – but a poorer job.«

»You have your back answer quick enough.«

»Yes, I was always quick of speech.«

»Are you quick of action?«

»I have had that name among those that knew me best.«

»Well, we may try you sooner than you think. Have you heard anything of the lodge in these parts?«

»I've heard that it takes a man to be a brother.«

»True for you, Mr. McMurdo. Why did you leave Chicago?«

»I'm damned if I tell you that!«

McGinty opened his eyes. He was not used to being answered in such fashion, and it amused him. 

»Why won't you tell me?«

»Because no brother may tell another a lie.«

»Then the truth is too bad to tell?«

»You can put it that way if you like.«

»See here, mister, you can't expect me, as Bodymaster, to pass into the lodge a man for whose past he can't answer.«

McMurdo looked puzzled. Then he took a worn newspaper cutting from an inner pocket. 

»You wouldn't squeal on a fellow?« said he. 

»I'll wipe my hand across your face if you say such words to me!« cried McGinty hotly. 

»You are right, Councillor,« said McMurdo mee-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 815
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kly. »I should apologize. I spoke without thought. 

Well, I know that I am safe in your hands. Look at that clipping.«

McGinty glanced his eyes over the account of the shooting of one Jonas Pinto, in the Lake Saloon, Market Street, Chicago, in the New Year week of 1874. 

»Your work?« he asked, as he handed back the paper. 

McMurdo nodded. 

»Why did you shoot him?«

»I was helping Uncle Sam to make dollars. Maybe mine were not as good gold as his, but they looked as well and were cheaper to make. This man Pinto helped me to shove the queer ––«

»To do what?«

»Well, it means to pass the dollars out into circulation. Then he said he would split. Maybe he did split. 

I didn't wait to see. I just killed him and lighted out for the coal country.«

»Why the coal country?«

»'Cause I'd read in the papers that they weren't too particular in those parts.«

McGinty laughed. »You were first a coiner and then a murderer, and you came to these parts because you thought you'd be welcome.«

»That's about the size of it,« McMurdo answered. 
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those dollars yet?«

McMurdo took half a dozen from his pocket. 

»Those never passed the Philadelphia mint,« said he. 

»You don't say!« McGinty held them to the light in his enormous hand, which was hairy as a gorilla's. »I can see no difference. Gar! you'll be a mighty useful brother, I'm thinking! We can do with a bad man or two among us, Friend McMurdo: for there are times when we have to take our own part. We'd soon be against the wall if we didn't shove back at those that were pushing us.«

»Well, I guess I'll do my share of shoving with the rest of the boys.«

»You seem to have a good nerve. You didn't squirm when I shoved this gun at you.«

»It was not me that was in danger.«

»Who then?«

»It was you, Councillor.« McMurdo drew a cocked pistol from the side pocket of his pea-jacket. »I was covering you all the time. I guess my shot would have been as quick as yours.«

»By Gar!« McGinty flushed an angry red and then burst into a roar of laughter. »Say, we've had no such holy terror come to hand this many a year. I reckon the lodge will learn to be proud of you .... Well, what the hell do you want? And can't I speak alone with a gentleman for five minutes but you must butt in on Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 817
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us?«

The bartender stood abashed. »I'm sorry, Councillor, but it's Ted Baldwin. He says he must see you this very minute.«

The message was unnecessary; for the set, cruel face of the man himself was looking over the servant's shoulder. He pushed the bartender out and closed the door on him. 

»So,« said he with a furious glance at McMurdo, 

»you got here first, did you? I've a word to say to you, Councillor, about this man.«

»Then say it here and now before my face,« cried McMurdo. 

»I'll say it at my own time, in my own way.«

»Tut! Tut!« said McGinty, getting off his barrel. 

»This will never do. We have a new brother here, Baldwin, and it's not for us to greet him in such fashion. Hold out your hand, man, and make it up!«

»Never!« cried Baldwin in a fury. 

»I've offered to fight him if he thinks I have wronged him,« said McMurdo. »I'll fight him with fists, or, if that won't satisfy him, I'll fight him any other way he chooses. Now, I'll leave it to you, Councillor, to judge between us as a Bodymaster should.«

»What is it, then?«

»A young lady. She's free to choose for herself.«

»Is she?« cried Baldwin. 
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»As between two brothers of the lodge I should say that she was,« said the Boss. 

»Oh, that's your ruling, is it?«

»Yes, it is, Ted Baldwin,« said McGinty, with a wicked stare. »Is it you that would dispute it?«

»You would throw over one that has stood by you this five years in favour of a man that you never saw before in your life? You're not Bodymaster for life, Jack McGinty, and by God! when next it comes to a vote ––«

The Councillor sprang at him like a tiger. His hand closed round the other's neck, and he hurled him back across one of the barrels. In his mad fury he would have squeezed the life out of him if McMurdo had not interfered. 

»Easy, Councillor! For heaven's sake, go easy!« he cried, as he dragged him back. 

McGinty released his hold, and Baldwin, cowed and shaken, gasping for breath, and shivering in every limb, as one who has looked over the very edge of death, sat up on the barrel over which he had been hurled. 

»You've been asking for it this many a day, Ted Baldwin – now you've got it!« cried McGinty, his huge chest rising and falling. »Maybe you think if I was voted down from Bodymaster you would find yourself in my shoes. It's for the lodge to say that. But Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 819
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so long as I am the chief I'll have no man lift his voice against me or my rulings.«

»I have nothing against you,« mumbled Baldwin, feeling his throat. 

»Well, then,« cried the other, relapsing in a moment into a bluff joviality, »we are all good friends again and there's an end of the matter.«

He took a bottle of champagne down from the shelf and twisted out the cork. 

»See now,« he continued, as he filled three high glasses. »Let us drink the quarrelling toast of the lodge. After that, as you know, there can be no bad blood between us. Now, then, the left hand on the apple of my throat. I say to you, Ted Baldwin, what is the offense, sir?«

»The clouds are heavy,« answered Baldwin. 

»But they will forever brighten.«

»And this I swear!«

The men drank their glasses, and the same ceremony was performed between Baldwin and McMurdo. 

»There!« cried McGinty, rubbing his hands. 

»That's the end of the black blood. You come under lodge discipline if it goes further, and that's a heavy hand in these parts, as Brother Baldwin knows – and as you will damn soon find out, Brother McMurdo, if you ask for trouble!«

»Faith, I'd be slow to do that,« said McMurdo. He Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 820
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held out his hand to Baldwin, »I'm quick to quarrel and quick to forgive. It's my hot Irish blood, they tell me. But it's over for me, and I bear no grudge.«

Baldwin had to take the proffered hand; for the baleful eye of the terrible Boss was upon him. But his sullen face showed how little the words of the other had moved him. 

McGinty clapped them both on the shoulders. 

»Tut! These girls! These girls!« he cried. »To think that the same petticoats should come between two of my boys! It's the devil's own luck! Well, it's the col-leen inside of them that must settle the question; for it's outside the jurisdiction of a Bodymaster – and the Lord be praised for that! We have enough on us, without the women as well. You'll have to be affiliated to Lodge 341, Brother McMurdo. We have our own ways and methods, different from Chicago. Saturday night is our meeting, and if you come then, we'll make you free forever of the Vermissa Valley.«
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Chapter III

Lodge 341, Vermissa


On the day following the evening which had contained so many exciting events, McMurdo moved his lodgings from old Jacob Shafter's and took up his quarters at the Widow MacNamara's on the extreme outskirts of the town. Scanlan, his original acquaintance aboard the train, had occasion shortly afterwards to move into Vermissa, and the two lodged together. There was no other boarder, and the hostess was an easy-going old Irishwoman who left them to themselves; so that they had a freedom for speech and action welcome to men who had secrets in common. 

Shafter had relented to the extent of letting McMurdo come to his meals there when he liked; so that his intercourse with Ettie was by no means broken. On the contrary, it drew closer and more intimate as the weeks went by. 

In his bedroom at his new abode McMurdo felt it safe to take out the coining moulds, and under many a pledge of secrecy a number of brothers from the lodge were allowed to come in and see them, each carrying away in his pocket some examples of the false money, so cunningly struck that there was never the slightest Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 822
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difficulty or danger in passing it. Why, with such a wonderful art at his command, McMurdo should condescend to work at all was a perpetual mystery to his companions; though he made it clear to anyone who asked him that if he lived without any visible means it would very quickly bring the police upon his track. 

One policeman was indeed after him already; but the incident, as luck would have it, did the adventurer a great deal more good than harm. After the first introduction there were few evenings when he did not find his way to McGinty's saloon, there to make closer acquaintance with »the boys,« which was the jovial title by which the dangerous gang who infested the place were known to one another. His dashing manner and fearlessness of speech made him a favourite with them all; while the rapid and scientific way in which he polished off his antagonist in an »all in« bar-room scrap earned the respect of that rough community. Another incident, however, raised him even higher in their estimation. 

Just at the crowded hour one night, the door opened and a man entered with the quiet blue uniform and peaked cap of the mine police. This was a special body raised by the railways and colliery owners to supplement the efforts of the ordinary civil police, who were perfectly helpless in the face of the orga-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 823
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nized ruffianism which terrorized the district. There was a hush as he entered, and many a curious glance was cast at him; but the relations between policemen and criminals are peculiar in some parts of the States, and McGinty himself, standing behind his counter, showed no surprise when the policeman enrolled himself among his customers. 

»A straight whisky; for the night is bitter,« said the police officer. »I don't think we have met before, Councillor?«

»You'll be the new captain?« said McGinty. 

»That's so. We're looking to you, Councillor, and to the other leading citizens, to help us in upholding law and order in this township. Captain Marvin is my name.«

»We'd do better without you, Captain Marvin,«

said McGinty coldly; »for we have our own police of the township, and no need for any imported goods. 

What are you but the paid tool of the capitalists, hired by them to club or shoot your poorer fellow citizen?«

»Well, well, we won't argue about that,« said the police officer good-humouredly. »I expect we all do our duty same as we see it; but we can't all see it the same.« He had drunk off his glass and had turned to go, when his eyes fell upon the face of Jack McMurdo, who was scowling at his elbow. »Hullo! 
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an old acquaintance!«

McMurdo shrank away from him. »I was never a friend to you nor any other cursed copper in my life,«

said he. 

»An acquaintance isn't always a friend,« said the police captain, grinning. »You're Jack McMurdo of Chicago, right enough, and don't you deny it!«

McMurdo shrugged his shoulders. »I'm not denying it,« said he. »D'ye think I'm ashamed of my own name?«

»You've got good cause to be, anyhow.«

»What the devil d'you mean by that?« he roared with his fists clenched. 

»No, no, Jack, bluster won't do with me. I was an officer in Chicago before ever I came to this darned coal bunker, and I know a Chicago crook when I see one.«

McMurdo's face fell. »Don't tell me that you're Marvin of the Chicago Central!« he cried. 

»Just the same old Teddy Marvin, at your service. 

We haven't forgotten the shooting of Jonas Pinto up there.«

»I never shot him.«

»Did you not? That's good impartial evidence, ain't it? Well, his death came in uncommon handy for you, or they would have had you for shoving the queer. 
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and me – and perhaps I'm going further than my duty in saying it – they could get no clear case against you, and Chicago's open to you to-morrow.«

»I'm very well where I am.«

»Well, I've given you the pointer, and you're a sulky dog not to thank me for it.«

»Well, I suppose you mean well, and I do thank you,« said McMurdo in no very gracious manner. 

»It's mum with me so long as I see you living on the straight,« said the captain. »But, by the Lord! if you get off after this, it's another story! So good-night to you – and good-night, Councillor.«

He left the barroom; but not before he had created a local hero. McMurdo's deeds in far Chicago had been whispered before. He had put off all questions with a smile, as one who did not wish to have greatness thrust upon him. But now the thing was officially confirmed. The bar loafers crowded round him and shook him heartily by the hand. He was free of the community from that time on. He could drink hard and show little trace of it; but that evening, had his mate Scanlan not been at hand to lead him home, the feted hero would surely have spent his night under the bar. 

On a Saturday night McMurdo was introduced to the lodge. He had thought to pass in without ceremony as being an initiate of Chicago; but there were particular rites in Vermissa of which they were proud, Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 826
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and these had to be undergone by every postulant. The assembly met in a large room reserved for such purposes at the Union House. Some sixty members assembled at Vermissa; but that by no means represented the full strength of the organization, for there were several other lodges in the valley, and others across the mountains on each side, who exchanged members when any serious business was afoot, so that a crime might be done by men who were strangers to the locality. Altogether there were not less than five hundred scattered over the coal district. 

In the bare assembly room the men were gathered round a long table. At the side was a second one laden with bottles and glasses, on which some members of the company were already turning their eyes. McGinty sat at the head with a flat black velvet cap upon his shock of tangled black hair, and a coloured purple stole round his neck; so that he seemed to be a priest presiding over some diabolical ritual. To right and left of him were the higher lodge officials, the cruel handsome face of Ted Baldwin among them. Each of these wore some scarf or medallion as emblem of his office. 

They were, for the most part, men of mature age; but the rest of the company consisted of young fellows from eighteen to twenty-five, the ready and capable agents who carried out the commands of their seniors. 

Among the older men were many whose features Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 827
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showed the tigerish, lawless souls within; but looking at the rank and file it was difficult to believe that these eager and open-faced young fellows were in very truth a dangerous gang of murderers, whose minds had suffered such complete moral perversion that they took a horrible pride in their proficiency at the business, and looked with deepest respect at the man who had the reputation of making what they called »a clean job.«

To their contorted natures it had become a spirited and chivalrous thing to volunteer for service against some man who had never injured them, and whom in many cases they had never seen in their lives. The crime committed, they quarrelled as to who had actually struck the fatal blow, and amused one another and the company by describing the cries and contortions of the murdered man. 

At first they had shown some secrecy in their arrangements; but at the time which this narrative describes their proceedings were extraordinarily open, for the repeated failures of the law had proved to them that, on the one hand, no one would dare to witness against them, and on the other they had an unlimited number of stanch witnesses upon whom they could call, and a well filled treasure chest from which they could draw the funds to engage the best legal talent in the state. In ten long years of outrage there had been Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 828
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no single conviction, and the only danger that ever threatened the Scowrers lay in the victim himself –

who, however outnumbered and taken by surprise, might and occasionally did leave his mark upon his assailants. 

McMurdo had been warned that some ordeal lay before him; but no one would tell him in what it consisted. He was led now into an outer room by two solemn brothers. Through the plank partition he could hear the murmur of many voices from the assembly within. Once or twice he caught the sound of his own name, and he knew that they were discussing his can-didacy. Then there entered an inner guard with a green and gold sash across his chest. 

»The Bodymaster orders that he shall be trussed, blinded, and entered,« said he. 

The three of them then removed his coat, turned up the sleeve of his right arm, and finally passed a rope round above the elbows and made it fast. They next placed a thick black cap right over his head and the upper part of his face, so that he could see nothing. 

He was then led into the assembly hall. 

It was pitch dark and very oppressive under his hood. He heard the rustle and murmur of the people round him, and then the voice of McGinty sounded dull and distant through the covering of his ears. 
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a member of the Ancient Order of Freemen?«

He bowed in assent. 

»Is your lodge No. 29, Chicago?«

He bowed again. 

»Dark nights are unpleasant,« said the voice. 

»Yes, for strangers to travel,« he answered. 

»The clouds are heavy.«

»Yes, a storm is approaching.«

»Are the brethren satisfied?« asked the Bodymaster. 

There was a general murmur of assent. 

»We know, Brother, by your sign and by your countersign that you are indeed one of us,« said McGinty. »We would have you know, however, that in this county and in other counties of these parts we have certain rites, and also certain duties of our own which call for good men. Are you ready to be tested?«

»I am.«

»Are you of stout heart?«

»I am.«

»Take a stride forward to prove it.«

As the words were said he felt two hard points in front of his eyes, pressing upon them so that it appeared as if he could not move forward without a danger of losing them. None the less, he nerved himself to step resolutely out, and as he did so the pressure melted away. There was a low murmur of applause. 
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»He is of stout heart,« said the voice. »Can you bear pain?«

»As well as another,« he answered. 

»Test him!«

It was all he could do to keep himself from screaming out, for an agonizing pain shot through his forearm. He nearly fainted at the sudden shock of it; but he bit his lip and clenched his hands to hide his agony. 

»I can take more than that,« said he. 

This time there was loud applause. A finer first appearance had never been made in the lodge. Hands clapped him on the back, and the hood was plucked from his head. He stood blinking and smiling amid the congratulations of the brothers. 

»One last word, Brother McMurdo,« said McGinty. »You have already sworn the oath of secrecy and fidelity, and you are aware that the punishment for any breach of it is instant and inevitable death?«

»I am,« said McMurdo. 

»And you accept the rule of the Bodymaster for the time being under all circumstances?«

»I do.«

»Then in the name of Lodge 341, Vermissa, I welcome you to its privileges and debates. You will put the liquor on the table, Brother Scanlan, and we will drink to our worthy brother.«
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McMurdo's coat had been brought to him; but before putting it on he examined his right arm, which still smarted heavily. There on the flesh of the forearm was a circle with a triangle within it, deep and red, as the branding iron had left it. One or two of his neighbours pulled up their sleeves and showed their own lodge marks. 

»We've all had it,« said one; »but not all as brave as you over it.«

»Tut! It was nothing,« said he; but it burned and ached all the same. 

When the drinks which followed the ceremony of initiation had all been disposed of, the business of the lodge proceeded. McMurdo, accustomed only to the prosaic performances of Chicago, listened with open ears and more surprise than he ventured to show to what followed. 

»The first business on the agenda paper,« said McGinty, »is to read the following letter from Division Master Windle of Merton County Lodge 249. He says:

DEAR SIR:

There is a job to be done on Andrew Rae of Rae & Sturmash, coal owners near this place. You will remember that your lodge owes us a return, having had the service of two brethren in the matter of the patrolman last fall. You will send two good men, they will be taken Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 832
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charge of by Treasurer Higgins of this lodge, whose address you know. He will show them when to act and where. Yours in freedom, 

J.W. WINDLE, D.M.A.O.F. 

Windle has never refused us when we have had occasion to ask for the loan of a man or two, and it is not for us to refuse him.« McGinty paused and looked round the room with his dull, malevolent eyes. »Who will volunteer for the job?«

Several young fellows held up their hands. The Bodymaster looked at them with an approving smile. 

»You'll do, Tiger Cormac. If you handle it as well as you did the last, you won't be wrong. And you, Wilson.«

»I've no pistol,« said the volunteer, a mere boy in his teens. 

»It's your first, is it not? Well, you have to be blooded some time. It will be a great start for you. As to the pistol, you'll find it waiting for you, or I'm mistaken. If you report yourselves on Monday, it will be time enough. You'll get a great welcome when you return.«

»Any reward this time?« asked Cormac, a thick-set, dark-faced, brutal-looking young man, whose ferocity had earned him the nickname of »Tiger.«

»Never mind the reward. You just do it for the honour of
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a few odd dollars at the bottom of the box.«

»What has the man done?« asked young Wilson. 

»Sure, it's not for the likes of you to ask what the man has done. He has been judged over there. That's no business of ours. All we have to do is to carry it out for them, same as they would for us. Speaking of that, two brothers from the Merton lodge are coming over to us next week to do some business in this quarter.«

»Who are they?« asked someone. 

»Faith, it is wiser not to ask. If you know nothing, you can testify nothing, and no trouble can come of it. 

But they are men who will make a clean job when they are about it.«

»And time, too!« cried Ted Baldwin. »Folk are gettin' out of hand in these parts. It was only last week that three of our men were turned off by Foreman Blaker. It's been owing him a long time, and he'll get it full and proper.«

»Get what?« McMurdo whispered to his neighbour. 

»The business end of a buckshot cartridge!« cried the man with a loud laugh. »What think you of our ways, Brother?«

McMurdo's criminal soul seemed to have already absorbed the spirit of the vile association of which he was now a member. »I like it well,« said he. »Tis a Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 834
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proper place for a lad of mettle.«

Several of those who sat around heard his words and applauded them. 

»What's that?« cried the black-maned Bodymaster from the end of the table. 

›Tis our new brother, sir, who finds our ways to his taste.‹

McMurdo rose to his feet for an instant. »I would say, Eminent Bodymaster, that if a man should be wanted I should take it as an honour to be chosen to help the lodge.«

There was great applause at this. It was felt that a new sun was pushing its rim above the horizon. To some of the elders it seemed that the progress was a little too rapid. 

»I would move,« said the secretary, Harraway, a vulture-faced old graybeard who sat near the chairman, »that Brother McMurdo should wait until it is the good pleasure of the lodge to employ him.«

»Sure, that was what I meant; I'm in your hands,«

said McMurdo. 

»Your time will come, Brother,« said the chairman. 

»We have marked you down as a willing man, and we believe that you will do good work in these parts. 

There is a small matter to-night in which you may take a hand if it so please you.«

»I will wait for something that is worth while.«
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»You can come to-night, anyhow, and it will help you to know what we stand for in this community. I will make the announcement later. Meanwhile,« he glanced at his agenda paper, »I have one or two more points to bring before the meeting. First of all, I will ask the treasurer as to our bank balance. There is the pension to Jim Carnaway's widow. He was struck down doing the work of the lodge, and it is for us to see that she is not the loser.«

»Jim was shot last month when they tried to kill Chester Wilcox of Marley Creek,« McMurdo's neighbour informed him. 

»The funds are good at the moment,« said the treasurer, with the bankbook in front of him. »The firms have been generous of late. Max Linder & Co. paid five hundred to be left alone. Walker Brothers sent in a hundred; but I took it on myself to return it and ask for five. If I do not hear by Wednesday, their winding gear may get out of order. We had to burn their breaker last year before they became reasonable. Then the West Section Coaling Company has paid its annual contribution. We have enough on hand to meet any obligations.«

»What about Archie Swindon?« asked a brother. 

»He has sold out and left the district. The old devil left a note for us to say that he had rather be a free crossing sweeper in New York than a large mine Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 836
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owner under the power of a ring of blackmailers. By Gar! it was as well that he made a break for it before the note reached us! I guess he won't show his face in this valley again.«

An elderly, clean-shaved man with a kindly face and a good brow rose from the end of the table which faced the chairman. »Mr. Treasurer,« he asked, »may I ask who has bought the property of this man that we have driven out of the district?«

»Yes, Brother Morris. It has been bought by the State & Merton County Railroad Company.«

»And who bought the mines of Todman and of Lee that came into the market in the same way last year?«

»The same company, Brother Morris.«

»And who bought the ironworks of Manson and of Shuman, and of Van Deher and of Atwood, which have all been given up of late?«

»They were all bought by the West Gilmerton General Mining Company.«

»I don't see, Brother Morris,« said the chairman, 

»that it matters to us who buys them, since they can't carry them out of the district.«

»With all respect to you, Eminent Bodymaster, I think it may matter very much to us. This process has been going on now for ten long years. We are gradually driving all the small men out of trade. What is the result? We find in their places great companies like Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 837
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the Railroad or the General Iron, who have their directors in New York or Philadelphia, and care nothing for our threats. We can take it out of their local bosses; but it only means that others will be sent in their stead. And we are making it dangerous for ourselves. 

The small men could not harm us. They had not the money nor the power. So long as we did not squeeze them too dry, they would stay on under our power. 

But if these big companies find that we stand between them and their profits, they will spare no pains and no expense to hunt us down and bring us to court.«

There was a hush at these ominous words, and every face darkened as gloomy looks were exchanged. 

So omnipotent and unchallenged had they been that the very thought that there was possible retribution in the background had been banished from their minds. 

And yet the idea struck a chill to the most reckless of them. 

»It is my advice,« the speaker continued, »that we go easier upon the small men. On the day that they have all been driven out the power of this society will have been broken.«

Unwelcome truths are not popular. There were angry cries as the speaker resumed his seat. McGinty rose with gloom upon his brow. 

»Brother Morris,« said he, »you were always a croaker. So long as the members of this lodge stand Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 838
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together there is no power in the United States that can touch them. Sure, have we not tried it often enough in the law courts? I expect the big companies will find it easier to pay than to fight, same as the little companies do. And now, Brethren,« McGinty took off his black velvet cap and his stole as he spoke, 

»this lodge has finished its business for the evening, save for one small matter which may be mentioned when we are parting. The time has now come for fraternal refreshment and for harmony.«

Strange indeed is human nature. Here were these men, to whom murder was familiar, who again and again had struck down the father of the family, some man against whom they had no personal feeling, without one thought of compunction or of compassion for his weeping wife or helpless children, and yet the tender or pathetic in music could move them to tears. 

McMurdo had a fine tenor voice, and if he had failed to gain the good will of the lodge before, it could no longer have been withheld after he had thrilled them with »I'm Sitting on the Stile, Mary,« and »On the Banks of Allan Water.«

In his very first night the new recruit had made himself one of the most popular of the brethren, marked already for advancement and high office. 

There were other qualities needed, however, besides those of good fellowship, to make a worthy Freeman, Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 839
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and of these he was given an example before the evening was over. The whisky bottle had passed round many times, and the men were flushed and ripe for mischief when their Bodymaster rose once more to address them. 

»Boys,« said he, »there's one man in this town that wants trimming up, and it's for you to see that he gets it. I'm speaking of James Stanger of the  Herald. 

You've seen how he's been opening his mouth against us again?«

There was a murmur of assent, with many a muttered oath. McGinty took a slip of paper from his waistcoat pocket. 

»LAW AND ORDER!«

That's how he heads it. 

»REIGN OF TERROR IN THE COAL AND IRON

DISTRICT

Twelve years have now elapsed since the first assassinations which proved the existence of a criminal organization in our midst. From that day these outrages have never ceased, until now they have reached a pitch which makes us the opprobrium of the civilized world. Is it for such results as this that our great country welcomes to its bosom the alien who flies from the despotisms of Europe? Is it that they shall themselves become tyrants over Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 840
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the very men who have given them shelter, and that a state of terrorism and lawlessness should be established under the very shadow of the sacred folds of the starry Flag of Freedom which would raise horror in our minds if we read of it as existing under the most effete monarchy of the East? The men are known. The organization is patent and public. How long are we to endure it? Can we forever live ––

Sure, I've read enough of the slush!« cried the chairman, tossing the paper down upon the table. »That's what he says of us. The question I'm asking you is what shall we say to him?«

»Kill him!« cried a dozen fierce voices. 

»I protest against that,« said Brother Morris, the man of the good brow and shaved face. »I tell you, Brethren, that our hand is too heavy in this valley, and that there will come a point where in self-defense every man will unite to crush us out. James Stanger is an old man. He is respected in the township and the district. His paper stands for all that is solid in the valley. If that man is struck down, there will be a stir through this state that will only end with our destruction.«

»And how would they bring about our destruction, Mr. Standback?« cried McGinty. »Is it by the police? 

Sure, half of them are in our pay and half of them afraid of us. Or is it by the law courts and the judge? 

Haven' 
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of it?«

»There is a Judge Lynch that might try the case,«

said Brother Morris. 

A general shout of anger greeted the suggestion. 

»I have but to raise my finger,« cried McGinty, 

»and I could put two hundred men into this town that would clear it out from end to end.« Then suddenly raising his voice and bending his huge black brows into a terrible frown, »See here, Brother Morris, I have my eye on you, and have had for some time! 

You've no heart yourself, and you try to take the heart out of others. It will be an ill day for you, Brother Morris, when your own name comes on our agenda paper, and I'm thinking that it's just there that I ought to place it.«

Morris had turned deadly pale, and his knees seemed to give way under him as he fell back into his chair. He raised his glass in his trembling hand and drank before he could answer. »I apologize, Eminent Bodymaster, to you and to every brother in this lodge if I have said more than I should. I am a faithful member – you all know that – and it is my fear lest evil come to the lodge which makes me speak in anxious words. But I have greater trust in your judgment than in my own, Eminent Bodymaster, and I promise you that I will not offend again.«
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the humble words. »Very good, Brother Morris. It's myself that would be sorry if it were needful to give you a lesson. But so long as I am in this chair we shall be a united lodge in word and in deed. And now, boys,« he continued, looking round at the company, 

»I'll say this much, that if Stanger got his full deserts there would be more trouble than we need ask for. 

These editors hang together, and every journal in the state would be crying out for police and troops. But I guess you can give him a pretty severe warning. Will you fix it, Brother Baldwin?«

»Sure!« said the young man eagerly. 

»How many will you take?«

»Half a dozen, and two to guard the door. You'll come, Gower, and you, Mansel, and you, Scanlan, and the two Willabys.«

»I promised the new brother he should go,« said the chairman. 

Ted Baldwin looked at McMurdo with eyes which showed that he had not forgotten nor forgiven. »Well, he can come if he wants,« he said in a surly voice. 

»That's enough. The sooner we get to work the better.«

The company broke up with shouts and yells and snatches of drunken song. The bar was still crowded with revellers, and many of the brethren remained there. The little band who had been told off for duty Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 843

3. Lodge 341, Vermissa

Doyle-SH, 986

passed out into the street, proceeding in twos and threes along the sidewalk so as not to provoke attention. It was a bitterly cold night, with a half-moon shining brilliantly in a frosty, star-spangled sky. The men stopped and gathered in a yard which faced a high building. The words »Vermissa Herald« were printed in gold lettering between the brightly lit windows. From within came the clanking of the printing press. 

»Here, you,« said Baldwin to McMurdo, »you can stand below at the door and see that the road is kept open for us. Arthur Willaby can stay with you. You others come with me. Have no fears, boys; for we have a dozen witnesses that we are in the Union Bar at this very moment.«

It was nearly midnight, and the street was deserted save for one or two revellers upon their way home. 

The party crossed the road, and, pushing open the door of the newspaper office, Baldwin and his men rushed in and up the stair which faced them. 

McMurdo and another remained below. From the room above came a shout, a cry for help, and then the sound of trampling feet and of falling chairs. An instant later a gray-haired man rushed out on the landing. 

He was seized before he could get farther, and his spectacles came tinkling down to McMurdo's feet. 

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 844

3. Lodge 341, Vermissa

Doyle-SH, 987

There was a thud and a groan. He was on his face, and half a dozen sticks were clattering together as they fell upon him. He writhed, and his long, thin limbs quivered under the blows. The others ceased at last; but Baldwin, his cruel face set in an infernal smile, was hacking at the man's head, which he vainly endeavoured to defend with his arms. His white hair was dabbled with patches of blood. Baldwin was still stooping over his victim, patting in a short, vicious blow whenever he could see a part exposed, when McMurdo dashed up the stair and pushed him back. 

»You'll kill the man,« said he. »Drop it!«

Baldwin looked at him in amazement. »Curse you!« he cried. »Who are you to interfere – you that are new to the lodge? Stand back!« He raised his stick; but McMurdo had whipped his pistol out of his hip pocket. 

»Stand back yourself!« he cried. »I'll blow your face in if you lay a hand on me. As to the lodge, wasn't it the order of the Bodymaster that the man was not to be killed – and what are you doing but killing him?«

»It's truth he says,« remarked one of the men. 

»By Gar! you'd best hurry yourselves!« cried the man below. »The windows are all lighting up, and you'll have the whole town here inside of five minutes.«
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There was indeed the sound of shouting in the street, and a little group of compositors and pressmen was forming in the hall below and nerving itself to action. Leaving the limp and motionless body of the editor at the head of the stair, the criminals rushed down and made their way swiftly along the street. Having reached the Union House, some of them mixed with the crowd in McGinty's saloon, whispering across the bar to the Boss that the job had been well carried through. Others, and among them McMurdo, broke away into side streets, and so by devious paths to their own homes. 
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Chapter IV

The Valley of Fear


When McMurdo awoke next morning he had good reason to remember his initiation into the lodge. His head ached with the effect of the drink, and his arm, where he had been branded, was hot and swollen. 

Having his own peculiar source of income, he was irregular in his attendance at his work; so he had a late breakfast, and remained at home for the morning writing a long letter to a friend. Afterwards he read the Daily Herald.  In a special column put in at the last moment he read:

OUTRAGE AT THE HERALD OFFICE – EDITOR

SERIOUSLY INJURED. 

It was a short account of the facts with which he was himself more familiar than the writer could have been. 

It ended with the statement:

The matter is now in the hands of the police; but it can hardly be hoped that their exertions will be attended by any better results than in the past. Some of the men were recognized, and there is hope that a conviction may be obtained. 
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said, that infamous society which has held this community in bondage for so long a period, and against which the  Herald  has taken so uncompromising a stand. Mr. 

Stanger's many friends will rejoice to hear that, though he has been cruelly and brutally beaten, and though he has sustained severe injuries about the head, there is no immediate danger to his life. 

Below it stated that a guard of police, armed with Winchester rifles, had been requisitioned for the defense of the office. 

McMurdo had laid down the paper, and was lighting his pipe with a hand which was shaky from the excesses of the previous evening, when there was a knock outside, and his landlady brought to him a note which had just been handed in by a lad. It was unsigned, and ran thus:

I should wish to speak to you; but would rather not do so in your house. You will find me beside the flagstaff upon Miller Hill. If you will come there now, I have something which it is important for you to hear and for me to say. 

McMurdo read the note twice with the utmost surprise; for he could not imagine what it meant or who was the author of it. Had it been in a feminine hand, he might have imagined that it was the beginning of one of those adventures which had been familiar Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 848
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enough in his past life. But it was the writing of a man, and of a well educated one, too. Finally, after some hesitation, he determined to see the matter through. 

Miller Hill is an ill-kept public park in the very centre of the town. In summer it is a favourite resort of the people; but in winter it is desolate enough. 

From the top of it one has a view not only of the whole straggling, grimy town, but of the winding valley beneath, with its scattered mines and factories blackening the snow on each side of it, and of the wooded and white-capped ranges flanking it. 

McMurdo strolled up the winding path hedged in with evergreens until he reached the deserted restaurant which forms the centre of summer gaiety. Beside it was a bare flagstaff, and underneath it a man, his hat drawn down and the collar of his overcoat turned up. When he turned his face McMurdo saw that it was Brother Morris, he who had incurred the anger of the Bodymaster the night before. The lodge sign was given and exchanged as they met. 

»I wanted to have a word with you, Mr. 

McMurdo,« said the older man, speaking with a hesitation which showed that he was on delicate ground. 

»It was kind of you to come.«

»Why did you not put your name to the note?«

»One has to be cautious, mister. One never knows Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 849
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in times like these how a thing may come back to one. 

One never knows either who to trust or who not to trust.«

»Surely one may trust brothers of the lodge.«

»No, no, not always,« cried Morris with vehemence. »Whatever we say, even what we think, seems to go back to that man McGinty.«

»Look here!« said McMurdo sternly. »It was only last night, as you know well, that I swore good faith to our Bodymaster. Would you be asking me to break my oath?«

»If that is the view you take,« said Morris sadly, »I can only say that I am sorry I gave you the trouble to come and meet me. Things have come to a bad pass when two free citizens cannot speak their thoughts to each other.«

McMurdo, who had been watching his companion very narrowly, relaxed somewhat in his bearing. 

»Sure I spoke for myself only,« said he. »I am a newcomer, as you know, and I am strange to it all. It is not for me to open my mouth, Mr. Morris, and if you think well to Say anything to me I am here to hear it.«

»And to take it back to Boss McGinty!« said Morris bitterly. 

»Indeed, then, you do me injustice there,« cried McMurdo. »For myself I am loyal to the lodge, and so I tell you straight; but I would be a poor creature if I Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 850
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were to repeat to any other what you might say to me in confidence. It will go no further than me; though I warn you that you may get neither help nor sympathy.«

»I have given up looking for either the one or the other,« said Morris. »I may be putting my very life in your hands by what I say; but, bad as you are – and it seemed to me last night that you were shaping to be as bad as the worst – still you are new to it, and your conscience cannot yet be as hardened as theirs. That was why I thought to speak with you.«

»Well, what have you to say?«

»If you give me away, may a curse be on you!«

»Sure, I said I would not.«

»I would ask you, then, when you joined the Freeman society in Chicago and swore vows of charity and fidelity, did ever it cross your mind that you might find it would lead you to crime?«

»If you call it crime,« McMurdo answered. 

»Call it crime!« cried Morris, his voice vibrating with passion. »You have seen little of it if you can call it anything else. Was it crime last night when a man old enough to be your father was beaten till the blood dripped from his white hairs? Was that crime –

or what else would you call it?«

»There are some would say it was war,« said McMurdo, »a war of two classes with all in, so that Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 851
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each struck as best it could.«

»Well, did you think of such a thing when you joined the Freeman's society at Chicago?«

»No, I'm bound to say I did not.«

»Nor did I when I joined it at Philadelphia. It was just a benefit club and a meeting place for one's fellows. Then I heard of this place – curse the hour that the name first fell upon my ears! – and I came to better myself! My God! to better myself! My wife and three children came with me. I started a drygoods store on Market Square, and I prospered well. The word had gone round that I was a Freeman, and I was forced to join the local lodge, same as you did last night. I've the badge of shame on my forearm and something worse branded on my heart. I found that I was under the orders of a black villain and caught in a meshwork of crime. What could I do? Every word I said to make things better was taken as treason, same as it was last night. I can't get away; for all I have in the world is in my store. If I leave the society, I know well that it means murder to me, and God knows what to my wife and children. Oh, man, it is awful –

awful!« He put his hands to his face, and his body shook with convulsive sobs. 

McMurdo shrugged his shoulders. »You were too soft for the job,« said he. »You are the wrong sort for such work.«

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 852

4. The Valley of Fear

Doyle-SH, 990

»I had a conscience and a religion; but they made me a criminal among them. I was chosen for a job. If I backed down, I knew well what would come to me. 

Maybe I'm a coward. Maybe it's the thought of my poor little woman and the children that makes me one. 

Anyhow I went. I guess it will haunt me forever. 

It was a lonely house, twenty miles from here, over the range yonder. I was told off for the door, same as you were last night. They could not trust me with the job. The others went in. When they cams out their hands were crimson to the wrists. As we turned away a child was screaming out of the house behind us. It was a boy of five who had seen his father murdered. I nearly fainted with the horror of it, and yet I had to keep a bold and smiling face; for well I knew that if I did not it would be out of my house that they would come next with their bloody hands, and it would be my little Fred that would be screaming for his father. 

But I was a criminal then, part sharer in a murder, lost forever in this world, and lost also in the next. I am a good Catholic; but the priest would have no word with me when he heard I was a Scowrer, and I am excommunicated from my faith. That's how it stands with me. And I see you going down the same road, and I ask you what the end is to be? Are you ready to be a cold-blooded murderer also, or can we do anything to stop it?«
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»What would you do?« asked McMurdo abruptly. 

»You would not inform?«

»God forbid!« cried Morris. »Sure, the very thought would cost me my life.«

»That's well,« said McMurdo. »I'm thinking that you are a weak man and that you make too much of the matter.«

»Too much! Wait till you have lived here longer. 

Look down the valley! See the cloud of a hundred chimneys that overshadows it! I tell you that the cloud of murder hangs thicker and lower than that over the heads of the people. It is the Valley of Fear, the Valley of Death. The terror is in the hearts of the people from the dusk to the dawn. Wait, young man, and you will learn for yourself.«

»Well, I'll let you know what I think when I have seen more,« said McMurdo carelessly. »What is very clear is, that you are not the man for the place, and that the sooner you sell out – if you only get a dime a dollar for what the business is worth – the better it will be for you. What you have said is safe with me; but, by Gar! if I thought you were an informer ––«

»No, no!« cried Morris piteously. 

»Well, let it rest at that. I'll bear what you have said in mind, and maybe some day I'll come back to it. I expect you meant kindly by speaking to me like this. Now I'll be getting home.«
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»One word before you go,« said Morris. »We may have been seen together. They may want to know what we have spoken about.«

»Ah! that's well thought of.«

»I offer you a clerkship in my store.«

»And I refuse it. That's our business. Well, so long, Brother Morris, and may you find things go better with you in the future.«

That same afternoon, as McMurdo sat smoking, lost in thought, beside the stove of his sitting room, the door swung open and its framework was filled with the huge figure of Boss McGinty. He passed the sign, and then seating himself opposite to the young man he looked at him steadily for some time, a look which was as steadily returned. 

»I'm not much of a visitor, Brother McMurdo,« he said at last. »I guess I am too busy over the folk that visit me. But I thought I'd stretch a point and drop down to see you in your own house.«

»I'm proud to see you here, Councillor,« McMurdo answered heartily, bringing his whisky bottle out of the cupboard. »It's an honour that I had not expected.«

»How's the arm?« asked the Boss. 

McMurdo made a wry face. »Well, I'm not forgetting it,« he said; »but it's worth it.«

»Yes, it's worth it,« the other answered, »to those Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 855
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that are loyal and go through with it and are a help to the lodge. What were you speaking to Brother Morris about on Miller Hill this morning?«

The question came so suddenly that it was well that he had his answer prepared. He burst into a hearty laugh. »Morris didn't know I could earn a living here at home. He shan't know either; for he has got too much conscience for the likes of me. But he's a good-hearted old chap. It was his idea that I was at a loose end, and that he would do me a good turn by offering me a clerkship in a drygoods store.«

»Oh, that was it?«

»Yes, that was it.«

»And you refused it?«

»Sure. Couldn't I earn ten times as much in my own bedroom with four hours' work?«

»That's so. But I wouldn't get about too much with Morris.«

»Why not?«

»Well, I guess because I tell you not. That's enough for most folk in these parts.«

»It may be enough for most folk; but it ain't enough for me, Councillor,« said McMurdo boldly. »If you are a judge of men, you'll know that.«

The swarthy giant glared at him, and his hairy paw closed for an instant round the glass as though he would hurl it at the head of his companion. Then he Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 856
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laughed in his loud, boisterous, insincere fashion. 

»You're a queer card, for sure,« said he. »Well, if you want reasons, I'll give them. Did Morris say nothing to you against the lodge?«

»No.«

»Nor against me?«

»No.«

»Well, that's because he daren't trust you. But in his heart he is not a loyal brother. We know that well. 

So we watch him and we wait for the time to admonish him. I'm thinking that the time is drawing near. 

There's no room for scabby sheep in our pen. But if you keep company with a disloyal man, we might think that you were disloyal, too. See?«

»There's no chance of my keeping company with him; for I dislike the man,« McMurdo answered. »As to being disloyal, if it was any man but you he would not use the word to me twice.«

»Well, that's enough,« said McGinty, draining off his glass. »I came down to give you a word in season, and you've had it.«

»I'd like to know,« said McMurdo, »how you ever came to learn that I had spoken with Morris at all?«

McGinty laughed. »It's my business to know what goes on in this township,« said he. »I guess you'd best reckon on my hearing all that passes. Well, time's up, and I'll just say ––«
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But his leavetaking was cut short in a very unexpected fashion. With a sudden crash the door flew open, and three frowning, intent faces glared in at them from under the peaks of police caps. McMurdo sprang to his feet and half drew his revolver; but his arm stopped midway as he became conscious that two Winchester rifles were levelled at his head. A man in uniform advanced into the room, a six-shooter in his hand. It was Captain Marvin, once of Chicago, and now of the Mine Constabulary. He shook his head with a half-smile at McMurdo. 

»I thought you'd be getting into trouble, Mr. 

Crooked McMurdo of Chicago,« said he. »Can't keep out of it, can you? Take your hat and come along with us.«

»I guess you'll pay for this, Captain Marvin,« said McGinty. »Who are you, I'd like to know, to break into a house in this fashion and molest honest, law-abiding men?«

»You're standing out in this deal, Councillor McGinty,« said the police captain. »We are not out after you, but after this man McMurdo. It is for you to help, not to hinder us in our duty.«

»He is a friend of mine, and I'll answer for his conduct,« said the Boss. 

»By all accounts, Mr. McGinty, you may have to answer for your own conduct some of these days,« the Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 858
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captain answered. »This man McMurdo was a crook before ever he came here, and he's a crook still. Cover him, Patrolman, while I disarm him.«

»There's my pistol,« said McMurdo coolly. 

»Maybe, Captain Marvin, if you and I were alone and face to face you would not take me so easily.«

»Where's your warrant?« asked McGinty. »By Gar! 

a man might as well live in Russia as in Vermissa while folk like you are running the police. It's a capitalist outrage, and you'll hear more of it, I reckon.«

»You do what you think is your duty the best way you can, Councillor. We'll look after ours.«

»What am I accused of?« asked McMurdo. 

»Of being concerned in the beating of old Editor Stanger at the  Herald  office. It wasn't your fault that it isn't a murder charge.«

»Well, if that's all you have against him,« cried McGinty with a laugh, »you can save yourself a deal of trouble by dropping it right now. This man was with me in my saloon playing poker up to midnight, and I can bring a dozen to prove it.«

»That's your affair, and I guess you can settle it in court to-morrow. Meanwhile, come on, McMurdo, and come quietly if you don't want a gun across your head. You stand wide, Mr. McGinty; for I warn you I will stand no resistance when I am on duty!«

So determined was the appearance of the captain Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 859
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that both McMurdo and his boss were forced to accept the situation. The latter managed to have a few whispered words with the prisoner before they parted. 

»What about ––« he jerked his thumb upward to signify the coining plant. 

»All right,« whispered McMurdo, who had devised a safe hiding place under the floor. 

»I'll bid you good-bye,« said the Boss, shaking hands. »I'll see Reilly the lawyer and take the defense upon myself. Take my word for it that they won't be able to hold you.«

»I wouldn't bet on that. Guard the prisoner, you two, and shoot him if he tries any games. I'll search the house before I leave.«

He did so; but apparently found no trace of the concealed plant. When he had descended he and his men escorted McMurdo to headquarters. Darkness had fallen, and a keen blizzard was blowing so that the streets were nearly deserted; but a few loiterers followed the group, and emboldened by invisibility shouted imprecations at the prisoner. 

»Lynch the cursed Scowrer!« they cried. »Lynch him!« They laughed and jeered as he was pushed into the police station. After a short, formal examination from the inspector in charge he was put into the common cell. Here he found Baldwin and three other criminals of the night before, all arrested that afternoon Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 860
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and waiting their trial next morning. 

But even within this inner fortress of the law the long arm of the Freemen was able to extend. Late at night there came a jailer with a straw bundle for their bedding, out of which he extracted two bottles of whisky, some glasses, and a pack of cards. They spent a hilarious night, without an anxious thought as to the ordeal of the morning. 

Nor had they cause, as the result was to show. The magistrate could not possibly, on the evidence, have held them for a higher court. On the one hand the compositors and pressmen were forced to admit that the light was uncertain, that they were themselves much perturbed, and that it was difficult for them to swear to the identity of the assailants; although they believed that the accused were among them. Cross examined by the clever attorney who had been engaged by McGinty, they were even more nebulous in their evidence. 

The injured man had already deposed that he was so taken by surprise by the suddenness of the attack that he could state nothing beyond the fact that the first man who struck him wore a moustache. He added that he knew them to be Scowrers, since no one else in the community could possibly have any enmity to him, and he had long been threatened on account of his outspoken editorials. On the other hand, it was Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 861
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clearly shown by the united and unfaltering evidence of six citizens, including that high municipal official, Councillor McGinty, that the men had been at a card party at the Union House until an hour very much later than the commission of the outrage. 

Needless to say that they were discharged with something very near to an apology from the bench for the inconvenience to which they had been put, together with an implied censure of Captain Marvin and the police for their officious zeal. 

The verdict was greeted with loud applause by a court in which McMurdo saw many familiar faces. 

Brothers of the lodge smiled and waved. But there were others who sat with compressed lips and brooding eyes as the men filed out of the dock. One of them, a little, dark-bearded, resolute fellow, put the thoughts of himself and comrades into words as the ex-prisoners passed him. 

»You damned murderers!« he said. »We'll fix you yet!«
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Chapter V

The Darkest Hour


If anything had been needed to give an impetus to Jack McMurdo's popularity among his fellows it would have been his arrest and acquittal. That a man on the very night of joining the lodge should have done something which brought him before the magistrate was a new record in the annals of the society. Already he had earned the reputation of a good boon companion, a cheery reveller, and withal a man of high temper, who would not take an insult even from the all powerful Boss himself. But in addition to this he impressed his comrades with the idea that among them all there was not one whose brain was so ready to devise a bloodthirsty scheme, or whose hand would be more capable of carrying it out. »He'll be the boy for the clean job,« said the oldsters to one another, and waited their time until they could set him to his work. 

McGinty had instruments enough already; but he recognized that this was a supremely able one. He felt like a man holding a fierce bloodhound in leash. 

There were curs to do the smaller work; but some day he would slip this creature upon its prey. A few mem-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 863
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bers of the lodge, Ted Baldwin among them, resented the rapid rise of the stranger and hated him for it; but they kept clear of him, for he was as ready to fight as to laugh. 

But if he gained favour with his fellows, there was another quarter, one which had become even more vital to him, in which he lost it. Ettie Shafter's father would have nothing more to do with him, nor would he allow him to enter the house. Ettie herself was too deeply in love to give him up altogether, and yet her own good sense warned her of what would come from a marriage with a man who was regarded as a criminal. 

One morning after a sleepless night she determined to see him, possibly for the last time, and make one strong endeavour to draw him from those evil influences which were sucking him down. She went to his house, as he had often begged her to do, and made her way into the room which he used as his sitting-room. 

He was seated at a table, with his back turned and a letter in front of him. A sudden spirit of girlish mischief came over her – she was still only nineteen. He had not heard her when she pushed open the door. 

Now she tiptoed forward and laid her hand lightly upon his bended shoulders. 

If she had expected to startle him, she certainly succeeded; but only in turn to be startled herself. With a Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 864
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tiger spring he turned on her, and his right hand was feeling for her throat. At the same instant with the other hand he crumpled up the paper that lay before him. For an instant he stood glaring. Then astonishment and joy took the place of the ferocity which had convulsed his features – a ferocity which had sent her shrinking back in horror as from something which had never before intruded into her gentle life. 

»It's you!« said he, mopping his brow. »And to think that you should come to me, heart of my heart, and I should find nothing better to do than to want to strangle you! Come then, darling,« and he held out his arms, »let me make it up to you.«

But she had not recovered from that sudden glimpse of guilty fear which she had read in the man's face. All her woman's instinct told her that it was not the mere fright of a man who is startled. Guilt – that was it – guilt and fear! 

»What's come over you, Jack?« she cried. »Why were you so scared of me? Oh, Jack, if your conscience was at ease, you would not have looked at me like that!«

»Sure, I was thinking of other things, and when you came tripping so lightly on those fairy feet of yours ––«

»No, no, it was more than that, Jack.« Then a sud-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 865
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den suspicion seized her. »Let me see that letter you were writing.«

»Ah, Ettie, I couldn't do that.«

Her suspicions became certainties. »It's to another woman,« she cried. »I know it! Why else should you hold it from me? Was it to your wife that you were writing? How am I to know that you are not a married man – you, a stranger, that nobody knows?«

»I am not married, Ettie. See now, I swear it! 

You're the only one woman on earth to me. By the cross of Christ I swear it!«

He was so white with passionate earnestness that she could not but believe him. 

»Well, then,« she cried, »why will you not show me the letter?«

»I'll tell you, acushla,« said he. »I'm under oath not to show it, and just as I wouldn't break my word to you so I would keep it to those who hold my promise. 

It's the business of the lodge, and even to you it's secret. And if I was scared when a hand fell on me, can't you understand it when it might have been the hand of a detective?«

She felt that he was telling the truth. He gathered her into his arms and kissed away her fears and doubts. 

»Sit here by me, then. It's a queer throne for such a queen; but it's the best your poor lover can find. He'll Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 866
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do better for you some of these days, I'm thinking. 

Now your mind is easy once again, is it not?«

»How can it ever be at ease, Jack, when I know that you are a criminal among criminals, when I never know the day that I may hear you are in court for murder? ›McMurdo the Scowrer,‹ that's what one of our boarders called you yesterday. It went through my heart like a knife.«

»Sure, hard words break no bones.«

»But they were true.«

»Well, dear, it's not so bad as you think. We are but poor men that are trying in our own way to get our rights.«

Ettie threw her arms round her lover's neck. »Give it up, Jack! For my sake, for God's sake, give it up! It was to ask you that I came here to-day. Oh, Jack, see – I beg it of you on my bended knees! Kneeling here before you I implore you to give it up!«

He raised her and soothed her with her head against his breast. 

»Sure, my darlin', you don't know what it is you are asking. How could I give it up when it would be to break my oath and to desert my comrades? If you could see how things stand with me you could never ask it of me. Besides, if I wanted to, how could I do it? You don't suppose that the lodge would let a man go free with all its secrets?«
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»I've thought of that, Jack. I've planned it all. Father has saved some money. He is weary of this place where the fear of these people darkens our lives. He is ready to go. We would fly together to Philadelphia or New York, where we would be safe from them.«

McMurdo laughed. »The lodge has a long arm. Do you think it could not stretch from here to Philadelphia or New York?«

»Well, then, to the West, or to England, or to Germany, where father came from – anywhere to get away from this Valley of Fear!«

McMurdo thought of old Brother Morris. »Sure it is the second time I have heard the valley so named,«

said he. »The shadow does indeed seem to lie heavy on some of you.«

»It darkens every moment of our lives. Do you suppose that Ted Baldwin has ever forgiven us? If it were not that he fears you, what do you suppose our chances would be? If you saw the look in those dark, hungry eyes of his when they fall on me!«

»By Gar! I'd teach him better manners if I caught him at it! But see here, little girl. I can't leave here. I can't – take that from me once and for all. But if you will leave me to find my own way, I will try to prepare a way of getting honourably out of it.«

»There is no honour in such a matter.«

»Well, well, it's just how you look at it. But if Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 868
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you'll give me six months, I'll work it so that I can leave without being ashamed to look others in the face.«

The girl laughed with joy. »Six months!« she cried. 

»Is it a promise?«

»Well, it may be seven or eight. But within a year at the furthest we will leave the valley behind us.«

It was the most that Ettie could obtain, and yet it was something. There was this distant light to illuminate the gloom of the immediate future. She returned to her father's house more light-hearted than she had ever been since Jack McMurdo had come into her life. 

It might be thought that as a member, all the doings of the society would be told to him; but he was soon to discover that the organization was wider and more complex than the simple lodge. Even Boss McGinty was ignorant as to many things; for there was an official named the County Delegate, living at Hobson's Patch farther down the line, who had power over several different lodges which he wielded in a sudden and arbitrary way. Only once did McMurdo see him, a sly, little gray-haired rat of a man, with a slinking gait and a sidelong glance which was charged with malice. 

Evans Pott was his name, and even the great Boss of Vermissa felt towards him something of the repulsion and fear which the huge Danton may have felt for the puny but dangerous Robespierre. 

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 869

5. The Darkest Hour

Doyle-SH, 998

One day Scanlan, who was McMurdo's fellow boarder, received a note from McGinty inclosing one from Evans Pott, which informed him that he was sending over two good men, Lawler and Andrews, who had instructions to act in the neighbourhood; though it was best for the cause that no particulars as to their objects should be given. Would the Bodymaster see to it that suitable arrangements be made for their lodgings and comfort until the time for action should arrive? 

McGinty added that it was impossible for anyone to remain secret at the Union House, and that, therefore, he would be obliged if McMurdo and Scanlan would put the strangers up for a few days in their boarding house. 

The same evening the two men arrived, each carrying his gripsack. Lawler was an elderly man, shrewd, silent, and self-contained, clad in an old black frock coat, which with his soft felt hat and ragged, grizzled beard gave him a general resemblance to an itinerant preacher. His companion Andrews was little more than a boy, frank-faced and cheerful, with the breezy manner of one who is out for a holiday and means to enjoy every minute of it. Both men were total abstainers, and behaved in all ways as exemplary members of the society, with the one simple exception that they were assassins who had often proved them-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 870
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selves to be most capable instruments for this association of murder. Lawler had already carried out fourteen commissions of the kind, and Andrews three. 

They were, as McMurdo found, quite ready to converse about their deeds in the past, which they recounted with the half-bashful pride of men who had done good and unselfish service for the community. They were reticent, however, as to the immediate job in hand. 

»They chose us because neither I nor the boy here drink,« Lawler explained. »They can count on us saying no more than we should. You must not take it amiss, but it is the orders of the County Delegate that we obey.«

»Sure, we are all in it together,« said Scanlan, McMurdo's mate, as the four sat together at supper. 

»That's true enough, and we'll talk till the cows come home of the killing of Charlie Williams or of Simon Bird, or any other job in the past. But till the work is done we say nothing.«

»There are half a dozen about here that I have a word to say to,« said McMurdo, with an oath. »I suppose it isn't Jack Knox of Iron-hill that you are after. 

I'd go some way to see him get his deserts.«

»No, it's not him yet.«

»Or Herman Strauss?«

»No, nor him either.«
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»Well, if you won't tell us we can't make you; but I'd be glad to know.«

Lawler smiled and shook his head. He was not to be drawn. 

In spite of the reticence of their guests, Scanlan and McMurdo were quite determined to be present at what they called »the fun.« When, therefore, at an early hour one morning McMurdo heard them creeping down the stairs he awakened Scanlan, and the two hurried on their clothes. When they were dressed they found that the others had stolen out, leaving the door open behind them. It was not yet dawn, and by the light of the lamps they could see the two men some distance down the street. They followed them warily, treading noiselessly in the deep snow. 

The boarding house was near the edge of the town, and soon they were at the crossroads which is beyond its boundary. Here three men were waiting, with whom Lawler and Andrews held a short, eager conversation. Then they all moved on together. It was clearly some notable job which needed numbers. At this point there are several trails which lead to various mines. The strangers took that which led to the Crow Hill, a huge business which was in strong hands which had been able, thanks to their energetic and fearless New England manager, Josiah H. Dunn, to keep some order and discipline during the long reign Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 872
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of terror. 

Day was breaking now, and a line of workmen were slowly making their way, singly and in groups, along the blackened path. 

McMurdo and Scanlan strolled on with the others, keeping in sight of the men whom they followed. A thick mist lay over them, and from the heart of it there came the sudden scream of a steam whistle. It was the ten-minute signal before the cages descended and the day's labour began. 

When they reached the open space round the mine shaft there were a hundred miners waiting, stamping their feet and blowing on their fingers; for it was bitterly cold. The strangers stood in a little group under the shadow of the engine house. Scanlan and McMurdo climbed a heap of slag from which the whole scene lay before them. They saw the mine engineer, a great bearded Scotchman named Menzies, come out of the engine house and blow his whistle for the cages to be lowered. 

At the same instant a tall, loose-framed young man with a clean-shaved, earnest face advanced eagerly towards the pit head. As he came forward his eyes fell upon the group, silent and motionless, under the engine house. The men had drawn down their hats and turned up their collars to screen their faces. For a moment the presentiment of Death laid its cold hand Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 873
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upon the manager's heart. At the next he had shaken it off and saw only his duty towards intrusive strangers. 

»Who are you?« he asked as he advanced. »What are you loitering there for?«

There was no answer; but the lad Andrews stepped forward and shot him in the stomach. The hundred waiting miners stood as motionless and helpless as if they were paralyzed. The manager clapped his two hands to the wound and doubled himself up. Then he staggered away; but another of the assassins fired, and he went down sidewise, kicking and clawing among a heap of clinkers. Menzies, the Scotchman, gave a roar of rage at the sight and rushed with an iron spanner at the murderers; but was met by two balls in the face which dropped him dead at their very feet. 

There was a surge forward of some of the miners, and an inarticulate cry of pity and of anger; but a couple of the strangers emptied their six-shooters over the heads of the crowd, and they broke and scattered, some of them rushing wildly back to their homes in Vermissa. 

When a few of the bravest had rallied, and there was a return to the mine, the murderous gang had vanished in the mists of morning, without a single witness being able to swear to the identity of these men who in front of a hundred spectators had wrought this double crime. 
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Scanlan and McMurdo made their way back; Scanlan somewhat subdued, for it was the first murder job that he had seen with his own eyes, and it appeared less funny than he had been led to believe. The horrible screams of the dead manager's wife pursued them as they hurried to the town. McMurdo was absorbed and silent; but he showed no sympathy for the weakening of his companion. 

»Sure, it is like a war,« he repeated. »What is it but a war between us and them, and we hit back where we best can.«

There was high revel in the lodge room at the Union House that night, not only over the killing of the manager and engineer of the Crow Hill mine, which would bring this organization into line with the other blackmailed and terror-stricken companies of the district, but also over a distant triumph which had been wrought by the hands of the lodge itself. 

It would appear that when the County Delegate had sent over five good men to strike a blow in Vermissa, he had demanded that in return three Vermissa men should be secretly selected and sent across to kill William Hales of Stake Royal, one of the best known and most popular mine owners in the Gilmerton district, a man who was believed not to have an enemy in the world; for he was in all ways a model employer. He had insisted, however, upon efficiency in the work, Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 875
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and had, therefore, paid off certain drunken and idle employees who were members of the all-powerful society. Coffin notices hung outside his door had not weakened his resolution, and so in a free; civilized country he found himself condemned to death. 

The execution had now been duly carried out. Ted Baldwin, who sprawled now in the seat of honour beside the Bodymaster, had been chief of the party. His flushed face and glazed, bloodshot eyes told of sleeplessness and drink. He and his two comrades had spent the night before among the mountains. They were unkempt and weather-stained. But no heroes, returning from a forlorn hope, could have had a warmer welcome from their comrades. 

The story was told and retold amid cries of delight and shouts of laughter. They had waited for their man as he drove home at nightfall, taking their station at the top of a steep hill, where his horse must be at a walk. He was so furred to keep out the cold that he could not lay his hand on his pistol. They had pulled him out and shot him again and again. He had screamed for mercy. The screams were repeated for the amusement of the lodge. 

»Let's hear again how he squealed,« they cried. 

None of them knew the man; but there is eternal drama in a killing, and they had shown the Scowrers of Gilmerton that the Vermissa men were to be relied Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 876
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upon. 

There had been one contretemps; for a man and his wife had driven' up while they were still emptying their revolvers into the silent body. It had been suggested that they should shoot them both; but they were harmless folk who were not connected with the mines, so they were sternly bidden to drive on and keep silent, lest a worse thing befall them. And so the blood-mottled figure had been left as a warning to all such hard-hearted employers, and the three noble avengers had hurried off into the mountains where unbroken nature comes down to the very edge of the furnaces and the slag heaps. Here they were, safe and sound, their work well done, and the plaudits of their companions in their ears. 

It had been a great day for the Scowrers. The shadow had fallen even darker over the valley. But as the wise general chooses the moment of victory in which to redouble his efforts, so that his foes may have no time to steady themselves after disaster, so Boss McGinty, looking out upon the scene of his operations with his brooding and malicious eyes, had devised a new attack upon those who opposed him. That very night, as the half-drunken company broke up, he touched McMurdo on the arm and led him aside into that inner room where they had their first interview. 

»See here, my lad,« said he, »I've got a job that's Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 877
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worthy of you at last. You'll have the doing of it in your own hands.«

»Proud I am to hear it,« McMurdo answered. 

»You can take two men with you – Manders and Reilly. They have been warned for service. We'll never be right in this district until Chester Wilcox has been settled, and you'll have the thanks of every lodge in the coal fields if you can down him.«

»I'll do my best, anyhow. Who is he, and where shall I find him?«

McGinty took his eternal half-chewed, half-smoked cigar from the corner of his mouth, and proceeded to draw a rough diagram on a page torn from his notebook. 

»He's the chief foreman of the Iron Dike Company. 

He's a hard citizen, an old colour sergeant of the war, all scars and grizzle. We've had two tries at him; but had no luck, and Jim Carnaway lost his life over it. 

Now it's for you to take it over. That's the house – all alone at the Iron Dike crossroad, same as you see here on the map – without another within earshot. It's no good by day. He's armed and shoots quick and straight, with no questions asked. But at night – well, there he is with his wife, three children, and a hired help. You can't pick or choose. It's all or none. If you could get a bag of blasting powder at the front door with a slow match to it ––«
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»What's the man done?«

»Didn't I tell you he shot Jim Carnaway?«

»Why did he shoot him?«

»What in thunder has that to do with you? Carnaway was about his house at night, and he shot him. 

That's enough for me and you. You've got to settle the thing right.«

»There's these two women and the children. Do they go up too?«

»They have to – else how can we get him?«

»It seems hard on them; for they've done nothing.«

»What sort of fool's talk is this? Do you back out?«

»Easy, Councillor, easy! What have I ever said or done that you should think I would be after standing back from an order of the Bodymaster of my own lodge? If it's right or if it's wrong, it's for you to decide.«

»You'll do it, then?«

»Of course I will do it.«

»When?«

»Well, you had best give me a night or two that I may see the house and make my plans. Then ––«

»Very good,« said McGinty, shaking him by the hand. »I leave it with you. It will be a great day when you bring us the news. It's just the last stroke that will bring them all to their knees.«

McMurdo thought long and deeply over the com-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 879
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mission which had been so suddenly placed in his hands. The isolated house in which Chester Wilcox lived was about five miles off in an adjacent valley. 

That very night he started off all alone to prepare for the attempt. It was daylight before he returned from his reconnaissance. Next day he interviewed his two subordinates, Manders and Reilly, reckless youngsters who were as elated as if it were a deer-hunt. 

Two nights later they met outside the town, all three armed, and one of them carrying a sack stuffed with the powder which was used in the quarries. It was two in the morning before they came to the lonely house. The night was a windy one, with broken clouds drifting swiftly across the face of a three-quarter moon. They had been warned to be on their guard against bloodhounds; so they moved forward cautiously, with their pistols cocked in their hands. But there was no sound save the howling of the wind, and no movement but the swaying branches above them. 

McMurdo listened at the door of the lonely house; but all was still within. Then he leaned the powder bag against it, ripped a hole in it with his knife, and attached the fuse. When it was well alight he and his two companions took to their heels, and were some distance off, safe and snug in a sheltering ditch, before the shattering roar of the explosion, with the low, deep rumble of the collapsing building, told them that Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 880
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their work was done. No cleaner job had ever been carried out in the bloodstained annals of the society. 

But alas that work so well organized and boldly carried out should all have gone for nothing! Warned by the fate of the various victims, and knowing that he was marked down for destruction, Chester Wilcox had moved himself and his family only the day before to some safer and less known quarters, where a guard of police should watch over them. It was an empty house which had been torn down by the gunpowder, and the grim old colour sergeant of the war was still teaching discipline to the miners of Iron Dike. 

»Leave him to me,« said McMurdo. »He's my man, and I'll get him sure if I have to wait a year for him.«

A vote of thanks and confidence was passed in full lodge, and so for the time the matter ended. When a few weeks later it was reported in the papers that Wilcox had been shot at from an ambuscade, it was an open secret that McMurdo was still at work upon his unfinished job. 

Such were the methods of the Society of Freemen, and such were the deeds of the Scowrers by which they spread their rule of fear over the great and rich district which was for so long a period haunted by their terrible presence. Why should these pages be stained by further crimes? Have I not said enough to show the men and their methods? 
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These deeds are written in history, and there are records wherein one may read the details of them. There one may learn of the shooting of Policemen Hunt and Evans because they had ventured to arrest two members of the society – a double outrage planned at the Vermissa lodge and carried out in cold blood upon two helpless and disarmed men. There also one may read of the shooting of Mrs. Larbey when she was nursing her husband, who had been beaten almost to death by orders of Boss McGinty. The killing of the elder Jenkins, shortly followed by that of his brother, the mutilation of James Murdoch, the blowing up of the Staphouse family, and the murder of the Stendals all followed hard upon one another in the same terrible winter. 

Darkly the shadow lay upon the Valley of Fear. 

The spring had come with running brooks and blossoming trees. There was hope for all Nature bound so long in an iron grip; but nowhere was there any hope for the men and women who lived under the yoke of the terror. Never had the cloud above them been so dark and hopeless as in the early summer of the year 1875. 
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Chapter VI

Danger


It was the height of the reign of terror. McMurdo, who had already been appointed Inner Deacon, with every prospect of some day succeeding McGinty as Bodymaster, was now so necessary to the councils of his comrades that nothing was done without his help and advice. The more popular he became, however, with the Freemen, the blacker were the scowls which greeted him as he passed along the streets of Vermissa. In spite of their terror the citizens were taking heart to band themselves together against their op-pressors. Rumours had reached the lodge of secret gatherings in the  Herald  office and of distribution of firearms among the law-abiding people. But McGinty and his men were undisturbed by such reports. They were numerous, resolute, and well armed. Their opponents were scattered and powerless. It would all end, as it had done in the past, in aimless talk and possibly in impotent arrests. So said McGinty, McMurdo, and all the bolder spirits. 

It was a Saturday evening in May. Saturday was always the lodge night, and McMurdo was leaving his house to attend it when Morris, the weaker brother of Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 883
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the order, came to see him. His brow was creased with care, and his kindly face was drawn and haggard. 

»Can I speak with you freely, Mr. McMurdo?«

»Sure.«

»I can't forget that I spoke my heart to you once, and that you kept it to yourself, even though the Boss himself came to ask you about it.«

»What else could I do if you trusted me? It wasn't that I agreed with what you said.«

»I know that well. But you are the one that I can speak to and be safe. I've a secret here,« he put his hand to his breast, »and it is just burning the life out of me. I wish it had come to any one of you but me. If I tell it, it will mean murder, for sure. If I don't, it may bring the end of us all. God help me, but I am near out of my wits over it!«

McMurdo looked at the man earnestly. He was trembling in every limb. He poured some whisky into a glass and handed it to him. »That's the physic for the likes of you,« said he. »Now let me hear of it.«

Morris drank, and his white face took a tinge of colour. »I can tell it to you all in one sentence,« said he. 

»There's a detective on our trail.«

McMurdo stared at him in astonishment. »Why, man, you're crazy,« he said. »Isn't the place full of police and detectives, and what harm did they ever do us?«
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»No, no, it's no man of the district. As you say, we know them, and it is little that they can do. But you've heard of Pinkerton's?«

»I've read of some folk of that name.«

»Well, you can take it from me you've no show when they are on your trail. It's not a take-it-or-miss-it government concern. It's a dead earnest business proposition that's out for results and keeps out till by hook or crook it gets them. If a Pinkerton man is deep in this business, we are all destroyed.«

»We must kill him.«

»Ah, it's the first thought that came to you! So it will be up at the lodge. Didn't I say to you that it would end in murder?«

»Sure, what is murder? Isn't it common enough in these parts?«

»It is, indeed; but it's not for me to point out the man that is to be murdered. I'd never rest easy again. 

And yet it's our own necks that may be at stake. In God's name what shall I do?« He rocked to and fro in his agony of indecision. 

But his words had moved McMurdo deeply. It was easy to see that he shared the other's opinion as to the danger, and the need for meeting it. He gripped Morris's shoulder and shook him in his earnestness. 

»See here, man,« he cried, and he almost screeched the words in his excitement, »you won't gain anything Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 885
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by sitting keening like an old wife at a wake. Let's have the facts. Who is the fellow? Where is he? How did you hear of him? Why did you come to me?«

»I came to you; for you are the one man that would advise me. I told you that I had a store in the East before I came here. I left good friends behind me, and one of them is in the telegraph service. Here's a letter that I had from him yesterday. It's this part from the top of the page. You can read it yourself.«

This was what McMurdo read:

How are the Scowrers getting on in your parts? We read plenty of them in the papers. Between you and me I expect to hear news from you before long. Five big corporations and the two railroads have taken the thing up in dead earnest. They mean it, and you can bet they'll get there! They are right deep down into it. Pinkerton has taken hold under their orders, and his best man, Birdy Edwards, is operating. The thing has got to be stopped right now. 

»Now read the postscript.«

Of course, what I give you is what I learned in business; so it goes no further. It's a queer cipher that you handle by the yard every day and can get no meaning from. 

McMurdo sat in silence for some time, with the let-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 886
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ter in his listless hands. The mist had lifted for a moment, and there was the abyss before him. 

»Does anyone else know of this?« he asked. 

»I have told no one else.«

»But this man – your friend – has he any other person that he would be likely to write to?«

»Well, I daresay he knows one or two more.«

»Of the lodge?«

»It's likely enough.«

»I was asking because it is likely that he may have given some description of this fellow Birdy Edwards – then we could get on his trail.«

»Well, it's possible. But I should not think he knew him. He is just telling me the news that came to him by way of business. How would he know this Pinkerton man?«

McMurdo gave a violent start. 

»By Gar!« he cried, »I've got him. What a fool I was not to know it. Lord! but we're in luck! We will fix him before he can do any harm. See here, Morris, will you leave this thing in my hands?«

»Sure, if you will only take it off mine.«

»I'll do that. You can stand right back and let me run it. Even your name need not be mentioned. I'll take it all on myself, as if it were to me that this letter has come. Will that content you?«

»It's just what I would ask.«
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»Then leave it at that and keep your head shut. 

Now I'll get down to the lodge, and we'll soon make old man Pinkerton sorry for himself.«

»You wouldn't kill this man?«

»The less you know, Friend Morris, the easier your conscience will be, and the better you will sleep. Ask no questions, and let these things settle themselves. I have hold of it now.«

Morris shook his head sadly as he left. »I feel that his blood is on my hands,« he groaned. 

»Self-protection is no murder, anyhow,« said McMurdo, smiling grimly. »It's him or us. I guess this man would destroy us all if we left him long in the valley. Why, Brother Morris, we'll have to elect you Bodymaster yet; for you've surely saved the lodge.«

And yet it was clear from his actions that he thought more seriously of this new intrusion than his words would show. It may have been his guilty conscience, it may have been the reputation of the Pinkerton organization, it may have been the knowledge that great, rich corporations had set themselves the task of clearing out the Scowrers; but, whatever his reason, his actions were those of a man who is preparing for the worst. Every paper which would incriminate him was destroyed before he left the house. After that he gave a long sigh of satisfaction; for it seemed to him that he was safe. And yet the danger must still have Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 888
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pressed somewhat upon him; for on his way to the lodge he stopped at old man Shafter's. The house was forbidden him; but when he tapped at the window Ettie came out to him. The dancing Irish deviltry had gone from her lover's eyes. She read his danger in his earnest face. 

»Something has happened!« she cried. »Oh, Jack, you are in danger!«

»Sure, it is not very bad, my sweetheart. And yet it may be wise that we make a move before it is worse.«

»Make a move?«

»I promised you once that I would go some day. I think the time is coming. I had news to-night, bad news, and I see trouble coming.«

»The police?«

»Well, a Pinkerton. But, sure, you wouldn't know what that is, acushla, nor what it may mean to the likes of me. I'm too deep in this thing, and I may have to get out of it quick. You said you would come with me if I went.«

»Oh, Jack, it would be the saving of you!«

»I'm an honest man in some things, Ettie. I wouldn't hurt a hair of your bonny head for all that the world can give, nor ever pull you down one inch from the golden throne above the clouds where I always see you. Would you trust me?«

She put her hand in his without a word. »Well, Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 889
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then, listen to what I say, and do as I order you; for indeed it's the only way for us. Things are going to happen in this valley. I feel it in my bones. There may be many of us that will have to look out for ourselves. 

I'm one, anyhow. If I go, by day or night, it's you that must come with me!«

»I'd come after you, Jack.«

»No, no, you shall come  with  me. If this valley is closed to me and I can never come back, how can I leave you behind, and me perhaps in hiding from the police with never a chance of a message? It's with me you must come. I know a good woman in the place I come from, and it's there I'd leave you till we can get married. Will you come?«

»Yes, Jack, I will come.«

»God bless you for your trust in me! It's a fiend out of hell that I should be if I abused it. Now, mark you, Ettie, it will be just a word to you, and when it reaches you, you will drop everything and come right down to the waiting room at the depot and stay there till I come for you.«

»Day or night, I'll come at the word, Jack.«

Somewhat eased in mind, now that his own preparations for escape had been begun, McMurdo went on to the lodge. It had already assembled, and only by complicated signs and countersigns could he pass through the outer guard and inner guard who close-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 890
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tiled it. A buzz of pleasure and welcome greeted him as he entered. The long room was crowded, and through the haze of tobacco smoke he saw the tangled black mane of the Bodymaster, the cruel, unfriendly features of Baldwin, the vulture face of Harraway, the secretary, and a dozen more who were among the leaders of the lodge. He rejoiced that they should all be there to take counsel over his news. 

»Indeed, it's glad we are to see you, Brother!« cried the chairman. »There's business here that wants a So-lomon in judgment to set it right.«

»It's Lander and Egan,« explained his neighbour as he took his seat. »They both claim the head money given by the lodge for the shooting of old man Crabbe over at Stylestown, and who's to say which fired the bullet?«

McMurdo rose in his place and raised his hand. 

The expression of his face froze the attention of the audience. There was a dead hush of expectation. 

»Eminent Bodymaster,« he said, in a solemn voice, 

»I claim urgency!«

»Brother

McMurdo

claims

urgency,«

said

McGinty. »It's a claim that by the rules of this lodge takes precedence. Now, Brother, we attend you.«

McMurdo took the letter from his pocket. 

»Eminent Bodymaster and Brethren,« he said, »I am the bearer of ill news this day; but it is better that Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 891

6. Danger

Doyle-SH, 1008

it should be known and discussed, than that a blow should fall upon us without warning which would destroy us all. I have information that the most powerful and richest organizations in this state have bound themselves together for our destruction, and that at this very moment there is a Pinkerton detective, one Birdy Edwards, at work in the valley collecting the evidence which may put a rope round the necks of many of us, and send every man in this room into a felon's cell. That is the situation for the discussion of which I have made a claim of urgency.«

There was a dead silence in the room. It was broken by the chairman. 

»What is your evidence for this, Brother McMurdo?« he asked. 

»It is in this letter which has come into my hands,«

said McMurdo. He read the passage aloud. »It is a matter of honour with me that I can give no further particulars about the letter, nor put it into your hands; but I assure you that there is nothing else in it which can affect the interests of the lodge. I put the case before you as it has reached me.«

»Let me say, Mr. Chairman,« said one of the older brethren, »that I have heard of Birdy Edwards, and that he has the name of being the best man in the Pinkerton service.«

»Does anyone know him by sight?« asked Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 892
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McGinty. 

»Yes,« said McMurdo, »I do.«

There was a murmur of astonishment through the hall. 

»I believe we hold him in the hollow of our hands,«

he continued with an exulting smile upon his face. »If we act quickly and wisely, we can cut this thing short. 

If I have your confidence and your help, it is little that we have to fear.«

»What have we to fear, anyhow? What can he know of our affairs?«

»You might say so if all were as stanch as you, Councillor. But this man has all the millions of the capitalists at his back. Do you think there is no weaker brother among all our lodges that could not be bought? He will get at our secrets – maybe has got them already. There's only one sure cure.«

»That he never leaves the valley,« said Baldwin. 

McMurdo nodded. »Good for you, Brother Baldwin,« he said. »You and I have had our differences, but you have said the true word tonight.«

»Where is he, then? Where shall we know him?«

»Eminent Bodymaster,« said McMurdo, earnestly, 

»I would put it to you that this is too vital a thing for us to discuss in open lodge. God forbid that I should throw a doubt on anyone here; but if so much as a word of gossip got to the ears of this man, there Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 893
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would be an end of any chance of our getting him. I would ask the lodge to choose a trusty committee, Mr. 

Chairman – yourself, if I might suggest it, and Brother Baldwin here, and five more. Then I can talk freely of what I know and of what I advise should be done.«

The proposition was at once adopted, and the committee chosen. Besides the chairman and Baldwin there were the vulture-faced secretary, Harraway, Tiger Cormac, the brutal young assassin, Carter, the treasurer, and the brothers Willaby, fearless and desperate men who would stick at nothing. 

The usual revelry of the lodge was short and subdued: for there was a cloud upon the men's spirits, and many there for the first time began to see the cloud of avenging Law drifting up in that serene sky under which they had dwelt so long. The horrors they had dealt out to others had been so much a part of their settled lives that the thought of retribution had become a remote one, and so seemed the more startling now that it came so closely upon them. They broke up early and left their leaders to their council. 

»Now, McMurdo!« said McGinty when they were alone. The seven men sat frozen in their seats. 

»I said just now that I knew Birdy Edwards,«

McMurdo explained. »I need not tell you that he is not here under that name. He's a brave man, but not a Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 894
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crazy one. He passes under the name of Steve Wilson, and he is lodging at Hobson's Patch.«

»How do you know this?«

»Because I fell into talk with him. I thought little of it at the time, nor would have given it a second thought but for this letter; but now I'm sure it's the man. I met him on the cars when I went down the line on Wednesday – a hard case if ever there was one. He said he was a reporter. I believed it for the moment. 

Wanted to know all he could about the Scowrers and what he called ›the outrages‹ for a New York paper. 

Asked me every kind of question so as to get something. You bet I was giving nothing away. ›I'd pay for it and pay well,‹ said he, ›if I could get some stuff that would suit my editor.‹ I said what I thought would please him best, and he handed me a twenty-dollar bill for my information. ›There's ten times that for you,‹ said he, ›if you can find me all that I want.‹ «

»What did you tell him, then?«

»Any stuff I could make up.«

»How do you know he wasn't a newspaper man?«

»I'll tell you. He got out at Hobson's Patch, and so did I. I chanced into the telegraph bureau, and he was leaving it. 

›See here,‹ said the operator after he'd gone out, ›I guess we should charge double rates for this.‹–›I guess you should,‹ said I. He had filled the form with Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 895
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stuff that might have been Chinese, for all we could make of it. ›He fires a sheet of this off every day,‹ said the clerk. ›Yes,‹ said I; ›it's special news for his paper, and he's scared that the others should tap it.‹

That was what the operator thought and what I thought at the time; but I think differently now.«

»By Gar! I believe you are right,« said McGinty. 

»But what do you allow that we should do about it?«

»Why not go right down now and fix him?« someone suggested. 

»Ay, the sooner the better.«

»I'd start this next minute if I knew where we could find him,« said McMurdo. »He's in Hobson's Patch; but I don't know the house. I've got a plan, though, if you'll only take my advice.«

»Well, what is it?«

»I'll go to the Patch to-morrow morning. I'll find him through the operator. He can locate him, I guess. 

Well, then I'll tell him that I'm a Freeman myself. I'll offer him all the secrets of the lodge for a price. You bet he'll tumble to it. I'll tell him the papers are at my house, and that it's as much as my life would be worth to let him come while folk were about. He'll see that that's horse sense. Let him come at ten o'clock at night, and he shall see everything. That will fetch him sure.«

»Well?«
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»You can plan the rest for yourselves. Widow MacNamara's is a lonely house. She's as true as steel and as deaf as a post. There's only Scanlan and me in the house. If I get his promise – and I'll let you know if I do – I'd have the whole seven of you come to me by nine o'clock. We'll get him in. If ever he gets out alive – well, he can talk of Birdy Edwards' luck for the rest of his days!«

»There's going to be a vacancy at Pinkerton's or I'm mistaken. Leave it at that, McMurdo. At nine to-morrow we'll be with you. You once get the door shut behind him, and you can leave the rest with us.«

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 897

7. The Trapping of Birdy Edwards

Doyle-SH, 1011



Chapter VII

The Trapping of Birdy Edwards


As McMurdo had said, the house in which he lived was a lonely one and very well suited for such a crime as they had planned. It was on the extreme fringe of the town and stood well back from the road. In any other case the conspirators would have simply called out their man, as they had many a time before, and emptied their pistols into his body; but in this instance it was very necessary to find out how much he knew, how he knew it, and what had been passed on to his employers. 

It was possible that they were already too late and that the work had been done. If that was indeed so, they could at least have their revenge upon the man who had done it. But they were hopeful that nothing of great importance had yet come to the detective's knowledge, as otherwise, they argued, he would not have troubled to write down and forward such trivial information as McMurdo claimed to have given him. 

However, all this they would learn from his own lips. 

Once in their power, they would find a way to make him Speak. It was not the first time that they had handled an unwilling witness. 
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McMurdo went to Hobson's Patch as agreed. The police seemed to take particular interest in him that morning, and Captain Marvin – he who had claimed the old acquaintance with him at Chicago – actually addressed him as he waited at the station. McMurdo turned away and refused to speak with him. He was back from his mission in the afternoon, and saw McGinty at the Union House. 

»He is coming,« he said. 

»Good!« said McGinty. The giant was in his shirt sleeves, with chains and seals gleaming athwart his ample waistcoat and a diamond twinkling through the fringe of his bristling beard. Drink and politics had made the Boss a very rich as well as powerful man. 

The more terrible, therefore, seemed that glimpse of the prison or the gallows which had risen before him the night before. 

»Do you reckon he knows much?« he asked anxiously. 

McMurdo shook his head gloomily. »He's been here some time – six weeks at the least. I guess he didn't come into these parts to look at the prospect. If he has been working among us all that time with the railroad money at his back, I should expect that he has got results, and that he has passed them on.«

»There's not a weak man in the lodge,« cried McGinty. »True as steel, every man of them. And yet, Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 899
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by the Lord! there is that skunk Morris. What about him? If any man gives us away, it would be he. I've a mind to send a couple of the boys round before evening to give him a beating up and see what they can get from him.«

»Well, there would be no harm in that,« McMurdo answered. »I won't deny that I have a liking for Morris and would be sorry to see him come to harm. He has spoken to me once or twice over lodge matters, and though he may not see them the same as you or I, he never seemed the sort that squeals. But still it is not for me to stand between him and you.«

»I'll fix the old devil!« said McGinty with an oath. 

»I've had my eye on him this year past.«

»Well, you know best about that,« McMurdo answered. »But whatever you do must be to-morrow; for we must lie low until the Pinkerton affair is settled up. We can't afford to set the police buzzing, today of all days.«

»True for you,« said McGinty. »And, we'll learn from Birdy Edwards himself where he got his news if we have to cut his heart out first. Did he seem to scent a trap?«

McMurdo laughed. »I guess I took him on his weak point,« he said. »If he could get on a good trail of the Scowrers, he's ready to follow it into hell. I took his money,« McMurdo grinned as he produced a Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 900
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wad of dollar notes, »and as much more when he has seen all my papers.«

»What papers?«

»Well, there are no papers. But I filled him up about constitutions and books of rules and forms of membership. He expects to get right down to the end of everything before he leaves.«

»Faith, he's right there,« said McGinty grimly. 

»Didn't he ask you why you didn't bring him the papers?«

»As if I would carry such things, and me a suspected man, and Captain Marvin after speaking to me this very day at the depot!«

»Ay, I heard of that,« said McGinty. »I guess the heavy end of this business is coming on to you. We could put him down an old shaft when we've done with him; but however we work it we can't get past the man living at Hobson's Patch and you being there to-day.«

McMurdo shrugged his shoulders. »If we handle it right, they can never prove the killing,« said he. »No one can see him come to the house after dark, and I'll lay to it that no one will see him go. Now see here, Councillor, I'll show you my plan and I'll ask you to fit the others into it. You will all come in good time. 

Very well. He comes at ten. He is to tap three times, and me to open the door for him. Then I'll get behind Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 901
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him and shut it. He's our man then.«

»That's all easy and plain.«

»Yes; but the next step wants considering. He's a hard proposition. He's heavily armed. I've fooled him proper, and yet he is likely to be on his guard. Suppose I show him right into a room with seven men in it where he expected to find me alone. There is going to be shooting, and somebody is going to be hurt.«

»That's so.«

»And the noise is going to bring every damned copper in the township on top of it.«

»I guess you are right.«

»This is how I should work it. You will all be in the big room – same as you saw when you had a chat with me. I'll open the door for him, show him into the parlour beside the door, and leave him there while I get the papers. That will give me the chance of telling you how things are shaping. Then I will go back to him with some faked papers. As he is reading them I will jump for him and get my grip on his pistol arm. 

You'll hear me call and in you will rush. The quicker the better; for he is as strong a man as I, and I may have more than I can manage. But I allow that I can hold him till you come.«

»It's a good plan,« said McGinty. »The lodge will owe you a debt for this. I guess when I move out of the chair I can put a name to the man that's coming Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 902
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after me.«

»Sure, Councillor, I am little more than a recruit,«

said McMurdo; but his face showed what he thought of the great man's compliment. 

When he had returned home he made his own preparations for the grim evening in front of him. First he cleaned, oiled, and loaded his Smith & Wesson revolver. Then he surveyed the room in which the detective was to be trapped. It was a large apartment, with a long deal table in the centre, and the big stove at one side. At each of the other sides were windows. There were no shutters on these: only light curtains which drew across. McMurdo examined these attentively. 

No doubt it must have struck him that the apartment was very exposed for so secret a meeting. Yet its distance from the road made it of less consequence. Finally he discussed the matter with his fellow lodger. 

Scanlan, though a Scowrer, was an inoffensive little man who was too weak to stand against the opinion of his comrades, but was secretly horrified by the deeds of blood at which he had sometimes been forced to assist. McMurdo told him shortly what was intended. 

»And if I were you, Mike Scanlan, I would take a night off and keep clear of it. There will be bloody work here before morning.«

»Well, indeed, then Mac,« Scanlan answered. »It's Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 903
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not the will but the nerve that is wanting in me. When I saw Manager Dunn go down at the colliery yonder it was just more than I could stand. I'm not made for it, same as you or McGinty. If the lodge will think none the worse for me, I'll just do as you advise and leave you to yourselves for the evening.«

The men came in good time as arranged. They were outwardly respectable citizens, well clad and cleanly; but a judge of faces would have read little hope for Birdy Edwards in those hard mouths and remorseless eyes. There was not a man in the room whose hands had not been reddened a dozen times before. They were as hardened to human murder as a butcher to sheep. 

Foremost, of course, both in appearance and in guilt, was the formidable Boss. Harraway, the secretary, was a lean, bitter man with a long, scraggy neck and nervous, jerky limbs, a man of incorruptible fidelity where the finances of the order were concerned, and with no notion of justice or honesty to anyone beyond. The treasurer, Carter, was a middle-aged man, with an impassive, rather sulky expression, and a yellow parchment skin. He was a capable organizer, and the actual details of nearly every outrage had sprung from his plotting brain. The two Willabys were men of action, tall, lithe young fellows with determined faces, while their companion, Tiger Cormac, a heavy, Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 904
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dark youth, was feared even by his own comrades for the ferocity of his disposition. These were the men who assembled that night under the roof of McMurdo for the killing of the Pinkerton detective. 

Their host had placed whisky upon the table, and they had hastened to prime themselves for the work before them. Baldwin and Cormac were already half-drunk, and the liquor had brought out all their ferocity. Cormac placed his hands on the stove for an instant – it had been lighted, for the nights were still cold. 

»That will do,« said he, with an oath. 

»Ay,« said Baldwin, catching his meaning. »If he is strapped to that, we will have the truth out of him.«

»We'll have the truth out of him, never fear,« said McMurdo. He had nerves of steel, this man; for though the whole weight of the affair was on him his manner was as cool and unconcerned as ever. The others marked it and applauded. 

»You are the one to handle him,« said the Boss approvingly. »Not a warning will he get till your hand is on his throat. It's a pity there are no shutters to your windows.«

McMurdo went from one to the other and drew the curtains tighter. »Sure no one can spy upon us now. 

It's close upon the hour.«

»Maybe he won't come. Maybe he'll get a sniff of Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 905
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danger,« said the secretary. 

»He'll come, never fear,« McMurdo answered. »He is as eager to come as you can be to see him. Hark to that!«

They all sat like wax figures, some with their glasses arrested halfway to their lips. Three loud knocks had sounded at the door. 

»Hush!« McMurdo raised his hand in caution. An exulting glance went round the circle, and hands were laid upon hidden weapons. 

»Not a sound, for your lives!« McMurdo whispered, as he went from the room, closing the door carefully behind him. 

With strained ears the murderers waited. They counted the steps of their comrade down the passage. 

Then they heard him open the outer door. There were a few words as of greeting. Then they were aware of a strange step inside and of an unfamiliar voice. An instant later came the slam of the door and the turning of the key in the lock. Their prey was safe within the trap. Tiger Cormac laughed horribly, and Boss McGinty clapped his great hand across his mouth. 

»Be quiet, you fool!« he whispered. »You'll be the undoing of us yet!«

There was a mutter of conversation from the next room. It seemed interminable. Then the door opened, and McMurdo appeared, his finger upon his lip. 
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He came to the end of the table and looked round at them. A subtle change had come over him. His manner was as of one who has great work to do. His face had set into granite firmness. His eyes shone with a fierce excitement behind his spectacles. He had become a visible leader of men. They stared at him with eager interest; but he said nothing. Still with the same singular gaze he looked from man to man. 

»Well!« cried Boss McGinty at last. »Is he here? Is Birdy Edwards here?«

»Yes,« McMurdo answered slowly. »Birdy Edwards is here. I am Birdy Edwards!«

There were ten seconds after that brief speech during which the room might have been empty, so profound was the silence. The hissing of a kettle upon the stove rose sharp and strident to the ear. Seven white faces, all turned upward to this man who dominated them, were set motionless with utter terror. Then, with a sudden shivering of glass, a bristle of glistening rifle barrels broke through each window, while the curtains were torn from their hangings. 

At the sight Boss McGinty gave the roar of a wounded bear and plunged for the half-opened door. 

A levelled revolver met him there with the stern blue eyes of Captain Marvin of the Mine Police gleaming behind the sights. The Boss recoiled and fell back into his chair. 
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»You're safer there, Councillor,« said the man whom they had known as McMurdo. »And you, Baldwin, if you don't take your hand off your pistol, you'll cheat the hangman yet. Pull it out, or by the Lord that made me –– There, that will do. There are forty armed men round this house, and you can figure it out for yourself what chance you have. Take their pistols, Marvin!«

There was no possible resistance under the menace of those rifles. The men were disarmed. Sulky, sheepish, and amazed, they still sat round the table. 

»I'd like to say a word to you before we separate,«

said the man who had trapped them. »I guess we may not meet again until you see me on the stand in the courthouse. I'll give you something to think over between now and then. You know me now for what I am. At last I can put my cards on the table. I am Birdy Edwards of Pinkerton's. I was chosen to break up your gang. I had a hard and dangerous game to play. Not a soul, not one soul, not my nearest and dearest, knew that I was playing it. Only Captain Marvin here and my employers knew that. But it's over to-night, thank God, and I am the winner!«

The seven pale, rigid faces looked up at him. There was unappeasable hatred in their eyes. He read the relentless threat. 

»Maybe you think that the game is not over yet. 
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Well, I take my chance of that. Anyhow, some of you will take no further hand, and there are sixty more besides yourselves that will see a jail this night. I'll tell you this, that when I was put upon this job I never believed there was such a society as yours. I thought it was paper talk, and that I would prove it so. They told me it was to do with the Freemen; so I went to Chicago and was made one. Then I was surer than ever that it was just paper talk; for I found no harm in the society, but a deal of good. 

Still, I had to carry out my job, and I came to the coal valleys. When I reached this place I learned that I was wrong and that it wasn't a dime novel after all. So I stayed to look after it. I never killed a man in Chicago. I never minted a dollar in my life. Those I gave you were as good as any others; but I never spent money better. But I knew the way into your good wishes, and so I pretended to you that the law was after me. It all worked just as I thought. 

So I joined your infernal lodge, and I took my share in your councils. Maybe they will say that I was as bad as you. They can say what they like, so long as I get you. But what is the truth? The night I joined you beat up old man Stanger. I could not warn him, for there was no time; but I held your hand, Baldwin, when you would have killed him. If ever I have suggested things, so as to keep my place among you, they Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 909
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were things which I knew I could prevent. I could not save Dunn and Menzies, for I did not know enough; but I will see that their murderers are hanged. I gave Chester Wilcox warning, so that when I blew his house in he and his folk were in hiding. There was many a crime that I could not stop; but if you look back and think how often your man came home the other road, or was down in town when you went for him, or stayed indoors when you thought he would come out, you'll see my work.«

»You blasted traitor!« hissed McGinty through his closed teeth. 

»Ay, John McGinty, you may call me that if it eases your smart. You and your like have been the enemy of God and man in these parts. It took a man to get between you and the poor devils of men and women that you held under your grip.. There was just one way of doing it, and I did it. You call me a traitor; but I guess there's many a thousand will call me a deliverer that went down into hell to save them. I've had three months of it. I wouldn't have three such months again if they let me loose in the treasury at Washington for it. I had to stay till I had it all, every man and every secret right here in this hand. I'd have waited a little longer if it hadn't come to my knowledge that my secret was coming out. A letter had come into the town that would have set you wise to it all. Then I Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 910
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had to act and act quickly. 

I've nothing more to say to you, except that when my time comes I'll die the easier when I think of the work I have done in this valley. Now, Marvin, I'll keep you no more. Take them in and get it over.«

There is little more to tell. Scanlan had been given a sealed note to be left at the address of Miss Ettie Shafter, a mission which he had accepted with a wink and a knowing smile. In the early hours of the morning a beautiful woman and a much muffled man boarded a special train which had been sent by the railroad company, and made a swift, unbroken journey out of the land of danger. It was the last time that ever either Ettie or her lover set foot in the Valley of Fear. 

Ten days later they were married in Chicago, with old Jacob Shafter as witness of the wedding. 

The trial of the Scowrers was held far from the place where their adherents might have terrified the guardians of the law. In vain they struggled. In vain the money of the lodge – money squeezed by blackmail out of the whole countryside – was spent like water in the attempt to save them. That cold, clear, unimpassioned statement from one who knew every detail of their lives, their organization, and their crimes was unshaken by all the wiles of their defenders. 

At last after so many years they were broken and scattered. The cloud was lifted forever from the val-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 911
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ley. 

McGinty met his fate upon the scaffold, cringing and whining when the last hour came. Eight of his chief followers shared his fate. Fifty-odd had various degrees of imprisonment. The work of Birdy Edwards was complete. 

And yet, as he had guessed, the game was not over yet. There was another hand to be played, and yet another and another. Ted Baldwin, for one, had escaped the scaffold; so had the Willabys; so had several others of the fiercest spirits of the gang. For ten years they were out of the world, and then came a day when they were free once more – a day which Edwards, who knew his men, was very sure would be an end of his life of peace. They had sworn an oath on all that they thought holy to have his blood as a vengeance for their comrades. And well they strove to keep their vow! 

From Chicago he was chased, after two attempts so near success that it was sure that the third would get him. From Chicago he went under a changed name to California, and it was there that the light went for a time out of his life when Ettie Edwards died. Once again he was nearly killed, and once again under the name of Douglas he worked in a lonely cañon, where with an English partner named Barker he amassed a fortune. At last there came a warning to him that the Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 912
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bloodhounds were on his track, once more, and he cleared – only just in time – for England. And thence came the John Douglas who for a second time married a worthy mate, and lived for five years as a Sussex county gentleman, a life which ended with the strange happenings of which we have heard. 
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The police trial had passed, in which the case of John Douglas was referred to a higher court. So had the Quarter Sessions, at which he was acquitted as having acted in self-defense. 

»Get him out of England at any cost,« wrote Holmes to the wife. »There are forces here which may be more dangerous than those he has escaped. There is no safety for your husband in England.«

Two months had gone by, and the case had to some extent passed from our minds. Then one morning there came an enigmatic note slipped into our letter-box. »Dear me, Mr. Holmes. Dear me!« said this singular epistle. There was neither superscription nor signature. I laughed at the quaint message; but Holmes showed unwonted seriousness. 

»Deviltry, Watson!« he remarked, and sat long with a clouded brow. 

Late last night Mrs. Hudson, our landlady, brought up a message that a gentleman wished to see Holmes, and that the matter was of the utmost importance. 

Close at the heels of his messenger came Cecil Barker, our friend of the moated Manor House. His face was drawn and haggard. 

»I've had bad news – terrible news, Mr. Holmes,«
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said he. 

»I feared as much,« said Holmes. 

»You have not had a cable, have you?«

»I have had a note from someone who has.«

»It's poor Douglas. They tell me his name is Edwards; but he will always be Jack Douglas of Benito Canon to me. I told you that they started together for South Africa in the  Palmyra  three weeks ago.«

»Exactly.«

»The ship reached Cape Town last night. I received this cable from Mrs. Douglas this morning: Jack has been lost overboard in gale off St. Helena. No one knows how accident occurred. 

IVY DOUGLAS.«

»Ha! It came like that, did it?« said Holmes thoughtfully. »Well, I've no doubt it was well stage-managed.«

»You mean that you think there was no accident?«

»None in the world.«

»He was murdered?«

»Surely!«

»So I think also. These infernal Scowrers, this cursed vindictive nest of criminals ––«

»No, no, my good sir,« said Holmes. »There is a master hand here. It is no case of sawed-off shotguns and clumsy
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by the sweep of his brush. I can tell a Moriarty when I see one. This crime is from London, not from America.«

»But for what motive?«

»Because it is done by a man who cannot afford to fail, one whose whole unique position depends upon the fact that all he does must succeed. A great brain and a huge organization have been turned to the extinction of one man. It is crushing the nut with the triphammer – an absurd extravagance of energy – but the nut is very effectually crushed all the same.«

»How came this man to have anything to do with it?«

»I can only say that the first word that ever came to us of the business was from one of his lieutenants. 

These Americans were well advised. Having an English job to do, they took into partnership, as any foreign criminal could do, this great consultant in crime. 

From that moment their man was doomed. At first he would content himself by using his machinery in order to find their victim. Then he would indicate how the matter might be treated. Finally, when he read in the reports of the failure of this agent, he would step in himself with a master touch. You heard me warn this man at Birlstone Manor House that the coming danger was greater than the past. Was I right?«
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impotent anger. »Do you tell me that we have to sit down under this? Do you say that no one can ever get level with this king devil?«

»No, I don't say that,« said Holmes, and his eyes seemed to be looking far into the future. »I don't say that he can't be beat. But you must give me time – you must give me time!«

We all sat in silence for some minutes while those fateful eyes still strained to pierce the veil. 
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A Scandal in Bohemia

I

To Sherlock Holmes she is always  the  woman. I have seldom heard him mention her under any other name. 

In his eyes she eclipses and predominates the whole of her sex. It was not that he felt any emotion akin to love for Irene Adler. All emotions, and that one particularly, were abhorrent to his cold, precise but admirably balanced mind. He was, I take it, the most perfect reasoning and observing machine that the world has seen, but as a lover he would have placed himself in a false position. He never spoke of the softer passions, save with a gibe and a sneer. They were admirable things for the observer – excellent for drawing the veil from men's motives and actions. But for the trained reasoner to admit such intrusions into his own delicate and finely adjusted temperament was to introduce a distracting factor which might throw a doubt upon all his mental results. Grit in a sensitive instrument, or a crack in one of his own high-power lenses, would not be more disturbing than a strong emotion in a nature such as his. And yet there was but one woman to him, and that woman was the late Irene Adler, of dubious and questionable memory. 
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I had seen little of Holmes lately. My marriage had drifted us away from each other. My own complete happiness, and the home-centred interests which rise up around the man who first finds himself master of his own establishment, were sufficient to absorb all my attention, while Holmes, who loathed every form of society with his whole Bohemian soul, remained in our lodgings in Baker Street, buried among his old books, and alternating from week to week between cocaine and ambition, the drowsiness of the drug, and the fierce energy of his own keen nature. He was still, as ever, deeply attracted by the study of crime, and occupied his immense faculties and extraordinary powers of observation in following out those clues, and clearing up those mysteries which had been abandoned as hopeless by the official police. From time to time I heard some vague account of his doings: of his summons to Odessa in the case of the Trepoff murder, of his clearing up of the singular tragedy of the Atkinson brothers at Trincomalee, and finally of the mission which he had accomplished so delicately and successfully for the reigning family of Holland. Beyond these signs of his activity, however, which I merely shared with all the readers of the daily press. I knew little of my former friend and companion. 

One night – it was on the twentieth of March, 1888 – I was returning from a journey to a patient (for Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 929
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I had now returned to civil practice), when my way led me through Baker Street. As I passed the well-remembered door, which must always be associated in my mind with my wooing, and with the dark incidents of the  Study in Scarlet, I was seized with a keen desire to see Holmes again, and to know how he was employing his extraordinary powers. His rooms were brilliantly lit, and, even as I looked up, I saw his tall, spare figure pass twice in a dark silhouette against the blind. He was pacing the room swiftly, eagerly, with his head sunk upon his chest and his hands clasped behind him. To me, who knew his every mood and habit, his attitude and manner told their own story. He was at work again. He had risen out of his drug-created dreams and was hot upon the scent of some new problem. I rang the bell and was shown up to the chamber which had formerly been in part my own. 

His manner was not effusive. It seldom was: but he was glad, I think, to see me. With hardly a word spoken, but with a kindly eye, he waved me to an armchair, threw across his case of cigars, and indicated a spirit case and a gasogene in the corner. Then he stood before the fire and looked me over in his singular introspective fashion. 

»Wedlock suits you,« he remarked. »I think, Watson, that you have put on seven and a half pounds since I saw you.«
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»Seven!« I answered. 

»Indeed, I should have thought a little more. Just a trifle more, I fancy, Watson. And in practice again, I observe. You did not tell me that you intended to go into harness.«

»Then, how do you know?«

»I see it, I deduce it. How do I know that you have been getting yourself very wet lately, and that you have a most clumsy and careless servant girl?«

»My dear Holmes,« said I, »this is too much. You would certainly have been burned, had you lived a few centuries ago. It is true that I had a country walk on Thursday and came home in a dreadful mess, but as I have changed my clothes I can't imagine how you deduce it. As to Mary Jane, she is incorrigible, and my wife has given her notice; but there, again, I fail to see how you work it out.«

He chuckled to himself and rubbed his long, nervous hands together. 

»It is simplicity itself,« said he; »my eyes tell me that on the inside of your left shoe, just where the fire-light strikes it, the leather is scored by six almost parallel cuts. Obviously they have been caused by someone who has very carelessly scraped round the edges of the sole in order to remove crusted mud from it. Hence, you see, my double deduction that you had been out in vile weather, and that you had a particu-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 931
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larly malignant boot-slitting specimen of the London slavey. As to your practice, if a gentleman walks into my rooms smelling of iodoform, with a black mark of nitrate of silver upon his right forefinger, and a bulge on the right side of his top-hat to show where he has secreted his stethoscope, I must be dull, indeed, if I do not pronounce him to be an active member of the medical profession.«

I could not help laughing at the ease with which he explained his process of deduction. »When I hear you give your reasons,« I remarked, »the thing always appears to me to be so ridiculously simple that I could easily do it myself, though at each successive instance of your reasoning I am baffled until you explain your process. And yet I believe that my eyes are as good as yours.«

»Quite so,« he answered, lighting a cigarette, and throwing himself down into an armchair. »You see, but you do not observe. The distinction is clear. For example, you have frequently seen the steps which lead up from the hall to this room.«

»Frequently.«

»How often?«

»Well, some hundreds of times.«

»Then how many are there?«

»How many? I don't know.«

»Quite so! You have not observed. And yet you Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 932
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have seen. That is just my point. Now, I know that there are seventeen steps, because I have both seen and observed. By the way, since you are interested in these little problems, and since you are good enough to chronicle one or two of my trifling experiences, you may be interested in this.« He threw over a sheet of thick, pink-tinted note-paper which had been lying open upon the table. »It came by the last post,« said he. »Read it aloud.«

The note was undated, and without either signature or address. 

There will call upon you to-night, at a quarter to eight o'clock [it said], a gentleman who desires to consult you upon a matter of the very deepest moment. Your recent services to one of the royal houses of Europe have shown that you are one who may safely be trusted with matters which are of an importance which can hardly be exaggerated. This account of you we have from all quarters received. Be in your chamber then at that hour, and do not take it amiss if your visitor wear a mask. 

»This is indeed a mystery,« I remarked. »What do you imagine that it means?«

»I have no data yet. It is a capital mistake to theorize before one has data. Insensibly one begins to twist facts to suit theories, instead of theories to suit facts. 

But the note itself. What do you deduce from it?«

I carefull
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upon which it was written. 

»The man who wrote it was presumably well to do,« I remarked, endeavouring to imitate my companion's processes. »Such paper could not be bought under half a crown a packet. It is peculiarly strong and stiff.«

»Peculiar – that is the very word,« said Holmes. »It is not an English paper at all. Hold it up to the light.«

I did so, and saw a large » E« with a small » g, « a

» P, « and a large » G« with a small » t« woven into the texture of the paper. 

»What do you make of that?« asked Holmes. 

»The name of the maker, no doubt; or his monogram, rather.«

»Not at all. The › G‹ with the small › t‹ stands for

›Gesellschaft,‹ which is the German for ›Company.‹ It is a customary contraction like our ›Co.‹ › P, ‹ of course, stands for ›Papier.‹ Now for the › Eg. ‹ Let us glance at our Continental Gazetteer.« He took down a heavy brown volume from his shelves. »Eglow, Eglonitz – here we are, Egria. It is in a German-speaking country – in Bohemia, not far from Carlsbad. ›Remarkable as being the scene of the death of Wallenstein, and for its numerous glass-factories and paper-mills.‹

Ha, ha, my boy, what do you make of that?« His eyes sparkled, and he sent up a great blue triumphant cloud from his cigarette. 
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»The paper was made in Bohemia,« I said. 

»Precisely. And the man who wrote the note is a German. Do you note the peculiar construction of the sentence – ›This account of you we have from all quarters received.‹ A Frenchman or Russian could not have written that. It is the German who is so uncourteous to his verbs. It only remains, therefore, to discover what is wanted by this German who writes upon Bohemian paper and prefers wearing a mask to showing his face. And here he comes, if I am not mistaken, to resolve all our doubts.«

As he spoke there was the sharp sound of horses' 

hoofs and grating wheels against the curb, followed by a sharp pull at the bell. Holmes whistled. 

»A pair, by the sound,« said he. »Yes,« he continued, glancing out of the window. »A nice little brougham and a pair of beauties. A hundred and fifty guineas apiece. There's money in this case, Watson, if there is nothing else.«

»I think that I had better go, Holmes.«

»Not a bit, Doctor. Stay where you are. I am lost without my Boswell. And this promises to be interesting. It would be a pity to miss it.«

»But your client ––«

»Never mind him. I may want your help, and so may he. Here he comes. Sit down in that armchair, Doctor, and give us your best attention.«
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A slow and heavy step, which had been heard upon the stairs and in the passage, paused immediately outside the door. Then there was a loud and authoritative tap. 

»Come in!« said Holmes. 

A man entered who could hardly have been less than six feet six inches in height, with the chest and limbs of a Hercules. His dress was rich with a richness which would, in England, be looked upon as akin to bad taste. Heavy bands of astrakhan were slashed across the sleeves and fronts of his double-breasted coat, while the deep blue cloak which was thrown over his shoulders was lined with flame-coloured silk and secured at the neck with a brooch which consisted of a single flaming beryl. Boots which extended halfway up his calves, and which were trimmed at the tops with rich brown fur, completed the impression of barbaric opulence which was suggested by his whole appearance. He carried a broad-brimmed hat in his hand, while he wore across the upper part of his face, extending down past the cheekbones, a black vizard mask, which he had apparently adjusted that very moment, for his hand was still raised to it as he entered. From the lower part of the face he appeared to be a man of strong character, with a thick, hanging lip, and a long, straight chin suggestive of resolution pushed to the length of obsti-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 936
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nacy. 

»You had my note?« he asked with a deep harsh voice and a strongly marked German accent. »I told you that I would call.« He looked from one to the other of us, as if uncertain which to address. 

»Pray take a seat,« said Holmes. »This is my friend and colleague, Dr. Watson, who is occasionally good enough to help me in my cases. Whom have I the honour to address?«

»You may address me as the Count Von Kramm, a Bohemian nobleman. I understand that this gentleman, your friend, is a man of honour and discretion, whom I may trust with a matter of the most extreme importance. If not, I should much prefer to communicate with you alone.«

I rose to go, but Holmes caught me by the wrist and pushed me back into my chair. »It is both, or none,« said he. »You may say before this gentleman anything which you may say to me.«

The Count shrugged his broad shoulders. »Then I must begin,« said he, »by binding you both to absolute secrecy for two years; at the end of that time the matter will be of no importance. At present it is not too much to say that it is of such weight it may have an influence upon European history.«

»I promise,« said Holmes. 

»And I.«
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»You will excuse this mask,« continued our strange visitor. »The august person who employs me wishes his agent to be unknown to you, and I may confess at once that the title by which I have just called myself is not exactly my own.«

»I was aware of it,« said Holmes drily. 

»The circumstances are of great delicacy, and every precaution has to be taken to quench what might grow to be an immense scandal and seriously compromise one of the reigning families of Europe. To speak plainly, the matter implicates the great House of Ormstein, hereditary kings of Bohemia.«

»I was also aware of that,« murmured Holmes, settling himself down in his armchair and closing his eyes. 

Our visitor glanced with some apparent surprise at the languid, lounging figure of the man who had been no doubt depicted to him as the most incisive reasoner and most energetic agent in Europe. Holmes slowly reopened his eyes and looked impatiently at his gigantic client. 

»If your Majesty would condescend to state your case,« he remarked, »I should be better able to advise you.«

The man sprang from his chair and paced up and down the room in uncontrollable agitation. Then, with a gesture of desperation, he tore the mask from his Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 938
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face and hurled it upon the ground. »You are right,«

he cried; »I am the King. Why should I attempt to conceal it?«

»Why, indeed?« murmured Holmes. »Your Majesty had not spoken before I was aware that I was addressing

Wilhelm

Gottsreich

Sigismond

von

Ormstein, Grand Duke of Cassel-Felstein, and hereditary King of Bohemia.«

»But you can understand,« said our strange visitor, sitting down once more and passing his hand over his high white forehead, »you can understand that I am not accustomed to doing such business in my own person. Yet the matter was so delicate that I could not confide it to an agent without putting myself in his power. I have come incognito from Prague for the purpose of consulting you.«

»Then, pray consult,« said Holmes, shutting his eyes once more. 

»The facts are briefly these: Some five years ago, during a lengthy visit to Warsaw, I made the acquaintance of the well-known adventuress, Irene Adler. The name is no doubt familiar to you.«

»Kindly look her up in my index, Doctor,« murmured Holmes without opening his eyes. For many years he had adopted a system of docketing all paragraphs concerning men and things, so that it was difficult to name a subject or a person on which he could not at Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 939
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once furnish information. In this case I found her biography sandwiched in between that of a Hebrew rabbi and that of a staff-commander who had written a monograph upon the deep-sea fishes. 

»Let me see!« said Holmes. »Hum! Born in New Jersey in the year 1858. Contralto – hum! La Scala, hum! Prima donna Imperial Opera of Warsaw – Yes! 

Retired from operatic stage – ha! Living in London –

quite so! Your Majesty, as I understand, became entangled with this young person, wrote her some compromising letters, and is now desirous of getting those letters back.«

»Precisely so. But how ––«

»Was there a secret marriage?«

»None.«

»No legal papers or certificates?«

»None.«

»Then I fail to follow your Majesty. If this young person should produce her letters for blackmailing or other purposes, how is she to prove their authenticity?«

»There is the writing.«

»Pooh, pooh! Forgery.«

»My private note-paper.«

»Stolen.«

»My own seal.«

»Imitated.«
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»My photograph.«

»Bought.«

»We were both in the photograph.«

»Oh, dear! That is very bad! Your Majesty has indeed committed an indiscretion.«

»I was mad – insane.«

»You have compromised yourself seriously.«

»I was only Crown Prince then. I was young. I am but thirty now.«

»It must be recovered.«

»We have tried and failed.«

»Your Majesty must pay. It must be bought.«

»She will not sell.«

»Stolen, then.«

»Five attempts have been made. Twice burglars in my pay ransacked her house. Once we diverted her luggage when she travelled. Twice she has been waylaid. There has been no result.«

»No sign of it?«

»Absolutely none.«

Holmes laughed. »It is quite a pretty little problem,« said he. 

»But a very serious one to me,« returned the King reproachfully. 

»Very, indeed. And what does she propose to do with the photograph?«

»To ruin me.«
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»But how?«

»I am about to be married.«

»So I have heard.«

»To Clotilde Lothman von Saxe-Meningen, second daughter of the King of Scandinavia. You may know the strict principles of her family. She is herself the very soul of delicacy. A shadow of a doubt as to my conduct would bring the matter to an end.«

»And Irene Adler?«

»Threatens to send them the photograph. And she will do it. I know that she will do it. You do not know her, but she has a soul of steel. She has the face of the most beautiful of women, and the mind of the most resolute of men. Rather than I should marry another woman, there are no lengths to which she would not go – none.«

»You are sure that she has not sent it yet?«

»I am sure.«

»And why?«

»Because she has said that she would send it on the day when the betrothal was publicly proclaimed. That will be next Monday.«

»Oh, then we have three days yet,« said Holmes with a yawn. »That is very fortunate, as I have one or two matters of importance to look into just at present. 

Your Majesty will, of course, stay in London for the present?«
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»Certainly. You will find me at the Langham under the name of the Count Von Kramm.«

»Then I shall drop you a line to let you know how we progress.«

»Pray do so. I shall be all anxiety.«

»Then, as to money?«

»You have carte blanche.«

»Absolutely?«

»I tell you that I would give one of the provinces of my kingdom to have that photograph.«

»And for present expenses?«

The King took a heavy chamois leather bag from under his cloak and laid it on the table. 

»There are three hundred pounds in gold and seven hundred in notes,« he said. 

Holmes scribbled a receipt upon a sheet of his note-book and handed it to him. 

»And Mademoiselle's address?« he asked. 

»Is Briony Lodge, Serpentine Avenue, St. John's Wood.«

Holmes took a note of it. »One other question,«

said he. »Was the photograph a cabinet?«

»It was.«

»Then, good-night, your Majesty, and I trust that we shall soon have some good news for you. And good-night, Watson,« he added, as the wheels of the royal brougham rolled down the street. »If you will be Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 943
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good enough to call to-morrow afternoon at three o'clock I should like to chat this little matter over with you.«
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II

At three o'clock precisely I was at Baker Street, but Holmes had not yet returned. The landlady informed me that he had left the house shortly after eight o'clock in the morning. I sat down beside the fire, however, with the intention of awaiting him, however long he might be. I was already deeply interested in his inquiry, for, though it was surrounded by none of the grim and strange features which were associated with the two crimes which I have already recorded, still, the nature of the case and the exalted station of his client gave it a character of its own. Indeed, apart from the nature of the investigation which my friend had on hand, there was something in his masterly grasp of a situation, and his keen, incisive reasoning, which made it a pleasure to me to study his system of work, and to follow the quick, subtle methods by which he disentangled the most inextricable mysteries. So accustomed was I to his invariable success that the very possibility of his failing had ceased to enter into my head. 

It was close upon four before the door opened, and a drunken-looking groom, ill-kempt and side-whiskered, with an inflamed face and disreputable clothes, walked into the room. Accustomed as I was to my Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 945
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friend's amazing powers in the use of disguises, I had to look three times before I was certain that it was indeed he. With a nod he vanished into the bedroom, whence he emerged in five minutes tweed-suited and respectable, as of old. Putting his hands into his pok-kets, he stretched out his legs in front of the fire and laughed heartily for some minutes. 

»Well, really!« he cried, and then he choked and laughed again until he was obliged to lie back, limp and helpless, in the chair. 

»What is it?«

»It's quite too funny. I am sure you could never guess how I employed my morning, or what I ended by doing.«

»I can't imagine. I suppose that you have been watching the habits, and perhaps the house, of Miss Irene Adler.«

»Quite so; but the sequel was rather unusual. I will tell you, however. I left the house a little after eight o'clock this morning in the character of a groom out of work. There is a wonderful sympathy and freemasonry among horsy men. Be one of them, and you will know all that there is to know. I soon found Briony Lodge. 

It is a  bijou  villa, with a garden at the back, but built out in front right up to the road, two stories. Chubb lock to the door. Large sitting-room on the right side, well furnished, with long windows almost to the floor, Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 946
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and those preposterous English window fasteners which a child could open. Behind there was nothing remarkable, save that the passage window could be reached from the top of the coach-house. I walked round it and examined it closely from every point of view, but without noting anything else of interest. 

I then lounged down the street and found, as I expected, that there was a mews in a lane which runs down by one wall of the garden. I lent the ostlers a hand in rubbing down their horses, and received in exchange twopence, a glass of half and half, two fills of shag tobacco, and as much information as I could desire about Miss Adler, to say nothing of half a dozen other people in the neighbourhood in whom I was not in the least interested, but whose biographies I was compelled to listen to.«

»And what of Irene Adler?« I asked. 

»Oh, she has turned all the men's heads down in that part. She is the daintiest thing under a bonnet on this planet. So say the Serpentine-mews, to a man. 

She lives quietly, sings at concerts, drives out at five every day, and returns at seven sharp for dinner. Seldom goes out at other times, except when she sings. 

Has only one male visitor, but a good deal of him. He is dark, handsome, and dashing, never calls less than once a day, and often twice. He is a Mr. Godfrey Norton, of the Inner Temple. See the advantages of a cab-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 947
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man as a confidant. They had driven him home a dozen times from Serpentine-mews, and knew all about him. When I had listened to all they had to tell, I began to walk up and down near Briony Lodge once more, and to think over my plan of campaign. 

This Godfrey Norton was evidently an important factor in the matter. He was a lawyer. That sounded ominous. What was the relation between them, and what the object of his repeated visits? Was she his client, his friend, or his mistress? If the former, she had probably transferred the photograph to his keeping. If the latter, it was less likely. On the issue of this question depended whether I should continue my work at Briony Lodge, or turn my attention to the gentleman's chambers in the Temple. It was a delicate point, and it widened the field of my inquiry. I fear that I bore you with these details, but I have to let you see my little difficulties, if you are to understand the situation.«

»I am following you closely,« I answered. 

»I was still balancing the matter in my mind when a hansom cab drove up to Briony Lodge, and a gentleman sprang out. He was a remarkably handsome man, dark, aquiline, and moustached – evidently the man of whom I had heard. He appeared to be in a great hurry, shouted to the cabman to wait, and brushed past the maid who opened the door with the air of a man who Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 948
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was thoroughly at home. 

He was in the house about half an hour, and I could catch glimpses of him in the windows of the sitting-room, pacing up and down, talking excitedly, and waving his arms. Of her I could see nothing. Presently he emerged, looking even more flurried than before. As he stepped up to the cab, he pulled a gold watch from his pocket and looked at it earnestly, ›Drive like the devil,‹ he shouted, ›first to Gross ;& Hankey's in Regent Street, and then to the Church of St. Monica in the Edgeware Road. Half a guinea if you do it in twenty minutes!‹

Away they went, and I was just wondering whether I should not do well to follow them when up the lane came a neat little landau, the coachman with his coat only half-buttoned, and his tie under his ear, while all the tags of his harness were sticking out of the buckles. It hadn't pulled up before she shot out of the hall door and into it. I only caught a glimpse of her at the moment, but she was a lovely woman, with a face that a man might die for. 

›The Church of St. Monica, John,‹ she cried, ›and half a sovereign if you reach it in twenty minutes.‹

This was quite too good to lose, Watson. I was just balancing whether I should run for it, or whether I should perch behind her landau when a cab came through the street. The driver looked twice at such a Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 949
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shabby fare, but I jumped in before he could object. 

›The Church of St. Monica,‹ said I, ›and half a sovereign if you reach it in twenty minutes.‹ It was twenty-five minutes to twelve, and of course it was clear enough what was in the wind. 

My cabby drove fast. I don't think I ever drove faster, but the others were there before us. The cab and the landau with their steaming horses were in front of the door when I arrived. I paid the man and hurried into the church. There was not a soul there save the two whom I had followed and a surpliced clergyman, who seemed to be expostulating with them. They were all three standing in a knot in front of the altar. I lounged up the side aisle like any other idler who has dropped into a church. Suddenly, to my surprise, the three at the altar faced round to me, and Godfrey Norton came running as hard as he could towards me. 

›Thank God,‹ he cried. ›You'll do. Come! Come!‹

›What then?‹ I asked. 

›Come, man, come, only three minutes, or it won't be legal.‹

I was half-dragged up to the altar, and before I knew where I was I found myself mumbling responses which were whispered in my ear, and vouching for things of which I knew nothing, and generally assisting in the secure tying up of Irene Adler, spinster, to Godfrey Norton, bachelor. It was all done in an in-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 950
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stant, and there was the gentleman thanking me on the one side and the lady on the other, while the clergyman beamed on me in front. It was the most preposterous position in which I ever found myself in my life, and it was the thought of it that started me laughing just now. It seems that there had been some informality about their license, that the clergyman absolutely refused to marry them without a witness of some sort, and that my lucky appearance saved the bridegroom from having to sally out into the streets in search of a best man. The bride gave me a sovereign, and I mean to wear it on my watch-chain in memory of the occasion.«

»This is a very unexpected turn of affairs,« said I; 

»and what then?«

»Well, I found my plans very seriously menaced. It looked as if the pair might take an immediate departure, and so necessitate very prompt and energetic measures on my part. At the church door, however, they separated, he driving back to the temple, and she to her own house. ›I shall drive out in the park at five as usual,‹ she said as she left him. I heard no more. 

They drove away in different directions, and I went off to make my own arrangements.«

»Which are?«

»Some cold beef and a glass of beer,« he answered, ringing the bell. »I have been too busy to think of Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 951
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food, and I am likely to be busier still this evening. 

By the way, Doctor, I shall want your coöperation.«

»I shall be delighted.«

»You don't mind breaking the law?«

»Not in the least.«

»Nor running a chance of arrest?«

»Not in a good cause.«

»Oh, the cause is excellent!«

»Then I am your man.«

»I was sure that I might rely on you.«

»But what is it you wish?«

»When Mrs. Turner has brought in the tray I will make it clear to you. Now,« he said as he turned hungrily on the simple fare that our landlady had provided, »I must discuss it while I eat, for I have not much time. It is nearly five now. In two hours we must be on the scene of action. Miss Irene, or Madame, rather, returns from her drive at seven. We must be at Briony Lodge to meet her.«

»And what then?«

»You must leave that to me. I have already arranged what is to occur. There is only one point on which I must insist. You must not interfere, come what may. 

You understand?«

»I am to be neutral?«

»To do nothing whatever. There will probably be some small unpleasantness. Do not join in it. It will Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 952
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end in my being conveyed into the house. Four or five minutes afterwards the sitting-room window will open. You are to station yourself close to that open window.«

»Yes.«

»You are to watch me, for I will be visible to you.«

»Yes.«

»And when I raise my hand – so – you will throw into the room what I give you to throw, and will, at the same time, raise the cry of fire. You quite follow me?«

»Entirely.«

»It is nothing very formidable,« he said, taking a long cigar-shaped roll from his pocket. »It is an ordinary plumber's smoke-rocket, fitted with a cap at either end to make it self-lighting. Your task is confined to that. When you raise your cry of fire, it will be taken up by quite a number of people. You may then walk to the end of the street, and I will rejoin you in ten minutes. I hope that I have made myself clear?«

»I am to remain neutral, to get near the window, to watch you, and at the signal to throw in this object, then to raise the cry of fire, and to wait you at the corner of the street.«

»Precisely.«

»Then you may entirely rely on me.«

»That is excellent. I think, perhaps, it is almost Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 953
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time that I prepare for the new rôle I have to play.«

He disappeared into his bedroom and returned in a few minutes in the character of an amiable and simple-minded Nonconformist clergyman. His broad black hat, his baggy trousers, his white tie, his sympathetic smile, and general look of peering and benevolent curiosity were such as Mr. John Hare alone could have equalled. It was not merely that Holmes changed his costume. His expression, his manner, his very soul seemed to vary with every fresh part that he assumed. 

The stage lost a fine actor, even as science lost an acute reasoner, when he became a specialist in crime. 

It was a quarter past six when we left Baker Street, and it still wanted ten minutes to the hour when we found ourselves in Serpentine Avenue. It was already dusk, and the lamps were just being lighted as we paced up and down in front of Briony Lodge, waiting for the coming of its occupant. The house was just such as I had pictured it from Sherlock Holmes's succinct description, but the locality appeared to be less private than I expected. On the contrary, for a small street in a quiet neighbourhood, it was remarkably animated. There was a group of shabbily dressed men smoking and laughing in a corner, a scissors-grinder with his wheel, two guardsmen who were flir-ting with a nurse-girl, and several well-dressed young men who were lounging up and down with cigars in Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 954
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their mouths. 

»You see,« remarked Holmes, as we paced to and fro in front of the house, »this marriage rather simplifies matters. The photograph becomes a double-edged weapon now. The chances are that she would be as averse to its being seen by Mr. Godfrey Norton, as our client is to its coming to the eyes of his princess. 

Now the question is, Where are we to find the photograph?«

»Where, indeed?«

»It is most unlikely that she carries it about with her. It is cabinet size. Too large for easy concealment about a woman's dress. She knows that the King is capable of having her waylaid and searched. Two attempts of the sort have already been made. We may take it, then, that she does not carry it about with her.«

»Where, then?«

»Her banker or her lawyer. There is that double possibility. But I am inclined to think neither. Women are naturally secretive, and they like to do their own secreting. Why should she hand it over to anyone else? She could trust her own guardianship, but she could not tell what indirect or political influence might be brought to bear upon a business man. Besides, remember that she had resolved to use it within a few days. It must be where she can lay her hands upon Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 955
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it. It must be in her own house.«

»But it has twice been burgled.«

»Pshaw! They did not know how to look.«

»But how will you look?«

»I will not look.«

»What then?«

»I will get her to show me.«

»But she will refuse.«

»She will not be able to. But I hear the rumble of wheels. It is her carriage. Now carry out my orders to the letter.«

As he spoke the gleam of the side-lights of a carriage came round the curve of the avenue. It was a smart little landau which rattled up to the door of Briony Lodge. As it pulled up, one of the loafing men at the corner dashed forward to open the door in the hope of earning a copper, but was elbowed away by another loafer, who had rushed up with the same intention. A fierce quarrel broke out, which was increased by the two guardsmen, who took sides with one of the loungers, and by the scissors-grinder, who was equally hot upon the other side. A blow was struck, and in an instant the lady, who had stepped from her carriage, was the centre of a little knot of flushed and struggling men, who struck savagely at each other with their fists and sticks. Holmes dashed into the crowd to protect the lady; but just as he reached her Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 956
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he gave a cry and dropped to the ground, with the blood running freely down his face. At his fall the guardsmen took to their heels in one direction and the loungers in the other, while a number of better-dressed people, who had watched the scuffle without taking part in it, crowded in to help the lady and to attend to the injured man. Irene Adler, as I will still call her, had hurried up the steps; but she stood at the top with her superb figure outlined against the lights of the hall, looking back into the street. 

»Is the poor gentleman much hurt?« she asked. 

»He is dead,« cried several voices. 

»No, no, there's life in him!« shouted another. »But he'll be gone before you can get him to hospital.«

»He's a brave fellow,« said a woman. »They would have had the lady's purse and watch if it hadn't been for him. They were a gang, and a rough one, too. Ah, he's breathing now.«

»He can't lie in the street. May we bring him in, marm?«

»Surely. Bring him into the sitting-room. There is a comfortable sofa. This way, please!«

Slowly and solemnly he was borne into Briony Lodge and laid out in the principal room, while I still observed the proceedings from my post by the window. The lamps had been lit, but the blinds had not been drawn, so that I could see Holmes as he lay upon Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 957
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the couch. I do not know whether he was seized with compunction at that moment for the part he was playing, but I know that I never felt more heartily ashamed of myself in my life than when I saw the beautiful creature against whom I was conspiring, or the grace and kindliness with which she waited upon the injured man. And yet it would be the blackest treachery to Holmes to draw back now from the part which he had intrusted to me. I hardened my heart, and took the smoke-rocket from under my ulster. After all, I thought, we are not injuring her. We are but preventing her from injuring another. 

Holmes had sat up upon the couch, and I saw him motion like a man who is in need of air. A maid rushed across and threw open the window. At the same instant I saw him raise his hand, and at the signal I tossed my rocket into the room with a cry of »Fire!«

The word was no sooner out of my mouth than the whole crowd of spectators, well dressed and ill-gentlemen, ostlers, and servant-maids – joined in a general shriek of »Fire!« Thick clouds of smoke curled through the room and out at the open window. I caught a glimpse of rushing figures, and a moment later the voice of Holmes from within assuring them that it was a false alarm. Slipping through the shouting crowd I made my way to the corner of the street, and in ten minutes was rejoiced to find my friend's Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 958
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arm in mine, and to get away from the scene of uproar. He walked swiftly and in silence for some few minutes until we had turned down one of the quiet streets which lead towards the Edgeware Road. 

»You did it very nicely, Doctor,« he remarked. 

»Nothing could have been better. It is all right.«

»You have the photograph?«

»I know where it is.«

»And how did you find out?«

»She showed me, as I told you she would.«

»I am still in the dark.«

»I do not wish to make a mystery,« said he, laughing. »The matter was perfectly simple. You, of course, saw that everyone in the street was an accomplice. They were all engaged for the evening.«

»I guessed as much.«

»Then, when the row broke out, I had a little moist red paint in the palm of my hand. I rushed forward, fell down, clapped my hand to my face, and became a piteous spectacle. It is an old trick.«

»That also I could fathom.«

»Then they carried me in. She was bound to have me in. What else could she do? And into her sitting-room, which was the very room which I suspected. It lay between that and her bedroom, and I was determined to see which. They laid me on a couch, I motioned for air, they were compelled to open the window, Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 959
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and you had your chance.«

»How did that help you?«

»It was all-important. When a woman thinks that her house is on fire, her instinct is at once to rush to the thing which she values most. It is a perfectly overpowering impulse, and I have more than once taken advantage of it. In the case of the Darlington substitution scandal it was of use to me, and also in the Arns-worth Castle business. A married woman grabs at her baby; an unmarried one reaches for her jewel-box. 

Now it was clear to me that our lady of to-day had nothing in the house more precious to her than what we are in quest of. She would rush to secure it. The alarm of fire was admirably done. The smoke and shouting were enough to shake nerves of steel. She responded beautifully. The photograph is in a recess behind a sliding panel just above the right bell-pull. She was there in an instant, and I caught a glimpse of it as she half-drew it out. When I cried out that it was a false alarm, she replaced it, glanced at the rocket, rushed from the room, and I have not seen her since. I rose, and, making my excuses, escaped from the house. I hesitated whether to attempt to secure the photograph at once; but the coachman had come in, and as he was watching me narrowly it seemed safer to wait. A little over-precipitance may ruin all.«

»And now?« I asked. 
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»Our quest is practically finished. I shall call with the King to-morrow, and with you, if you care to come with us. We will be shown into the sitting-room to wait for the lady, but it is probable that when she comes she may find neither us nor the photograph. It might be a satisfaction to his Majesty to regain it with his own hands.«

»And when will you call?«

»At eight in the morning. She will not be up, so that we shall have a clear field. Besides, we must be prompt, for this marriage may mean a complete change in her life and habits. I must wire to the King without delay.«

We had reached Baker Street and had stopped at the door. He was searching his pockets for the key when someone passing said:

»Good-night, Mister Sherlock Holmes.«

There were several people on the pavement at the time, but the greeting appeared to come from a slim youth in an ulster who had hurried by. 

»I've heard that voice before,« said Holmes, staring down the dimly lit street. »Now, I wonder who the deuce that could have been.«
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III

I slept at Baker Street that night, and we were engaged upon our toast and coffee in the morning when the King of Bohemia rushed into the room. 

»You have really got it!« he cried, grasping Sherlock Holmes by either shoulder and looking eagerly into his face. 

»Not yet.«

»But you have hopes?«

»I have hopes.«

»Then, come. I am all impatience to be gone.«

»We must have a cab.«

»No, my brougham is waiting.«

»Then that will simplify matters.« We descended and started off once more for Briony Lodge. 

»Irene Adler is married,« remarked Holmes. 

»Married! When?«

»Yesterday.«

»But to whom?«

»To an English lawyer named Norton.«

»But she could not love him.«

»I am in hopes that she does.«

»And why in hopes?«

»Because it would spare your Majesty all fear of future annoyance. If the lady loves her husband, she Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 962
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does not love your Majesty. If she does not love your Majesty, there is no reason why she should interfere with your Majesty's plan.«

»It is true. And yet –– Well! I wish she had been of my own station! What a queen she would have made!« He relapsed into a moody silence, which was not broken until we drew up in Serpentine Avenue. 

The door of Briony Lodge was open, and an elderly woman stood upon the steps. She watched us with a sardonic eye as we stepped from the brougham. 

»Mr. Sherlock Holmes, I believe?« said she. 

»I am Mr. Holmes,« answered my companion, looking at her with a questioning and rather startled gaze. 

»Indeed! My mistress told me that you were likely to call. She left this morning with her husband by the 5:15 train from Charing Cross for the Continent.«

»What!« Sherlock Holmes staggered back, white with chagrin and surprise. »Do you mean that she has left England?«

»Never to return.«

»And the papers?« asked the King hoarsely. »All is lost.«

»We shall see.« He pushed past the servant and rushed into the drawing-room, followed by the King and myself. The furniture was scattered about in every direction, with dismantled shelves and open drawers, as Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 963
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if the lady had hurriedly ransacked them before her flight. Holmes rushed at the bell-pull, tore back a small sliding shutter, and, plunging in his hand, pulled out a photograph and a letter. The photograph was of Irene Adler herself in evening dress, the letter was superscribed to »Sherlock Holmes, Esq. To be left till called for.« My friend tore it open, and we all three read it together. It was dated at midnight of the preceding night and ran in this way:

MY DEAR MR. SHERLOCK HOLMES:

You really did it very well. You took me in completely. 

Until after the alarm of fire, I had not a suspicion. But then, when I found how I had betrayed myself, I began to think. I had been warned against you months ago. I had been told that if the King employed an agent it would certainly be you. And your address had been given me. Yet, with all this, you made me reveal what you wanted to know. Even after I became suspicious, I found it hard to think evil of such a dear, kind old clergyman. But, you know, I have been trained as an actress myself. Male costume is nothing new to me. I often take advantage of the freedom which it gives. I sent John, the coachman, to watch you, ran upstairs, got into my walking-clothes, as I call them, and came down just as you departed. 

Well, I followed you to your door, and so made sure that I was really an object of interest to the celebrated Mr. 

Sherlock Holmes. Then I, rather imprudently, wished you good-night, and started for the Temple to see my husband. 
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We both thought the best resource was flight, when pursued by so formidable an antagonist; so you will find the nest empty when you call to-morrow. As to the photograph, your client may rest in peace. I love and am loved by a better man than he. The King may do what he will without hindrance from one whom he has cruelly wronged. I keep it only to safeguard myself, and to preserve a weapon which will always secure me from any steps which he might take in the future. I leave a photograph which he night care to possess; and I remain, dear Mr. Sherlock Holmes, 

Very truly yours, IRENE NORTON,  née  ADLER. 

»What a woman – oh, what a woman!« cried the King of Bohemia, when we had all three read this epistle. »Did I not tell you how quick and resolute she was? Would she not have made an admirable queen? 

Is it not a pity that she was not on my level?«

»From what I have seen of the lady she seems indeed to be on a very different level to your Majesty,«

said Holmes coldly. »I am sorry that I have not been able to bring your Majesty's business to a more successful conclusion.«

»On the contrary, my dear sir,« cried the King; 

»nothing could be more successful. I know that her word is inviolate. The photograph is now as safe as if it were in the fire.«

»I am glad to hear your Majesty say so.«

»I am
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what way I can reward you. This ring ––« He slipped an emerald snake ring from his finger and held it out upon the palm of his hand. 

»Your Majesty has something which I should value even more highly,« said Holmes. 

»You have but to name it.«

»This photograph!«

The King stared at him in amazement. 

»Irene's photograph!« he cried. »Certainly, if you wish it.«

»I thank your Majesty. Then there is no more to be done in the matter. I have the honour to wish you a very good-morning.« He bowed, and, turning away without observing the hand which the King had stretched out to him, he set off in my company for his chambers. 

And that was how a great scandal threatened to affect the kingdom of Bohemia, and how the best plans of Mr. Sherlock Holmes were beaten by a woman's wit. He used to make merry over the cleverness of women, but I have not heard him do it of late. And when he speaks of Irene Adler, or when he refers to her photograph, it is always under the honourable title of  the  woman. 
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The Red-headed League

I had called upon my friend, Mr. Sherlock Holmes, one day in the autumn of last year and found him in deep conversation with a very stout, florid-faced, elderly gentleman with fiery red hair. With an apology for my intrusion, I was about to withdraw when Holmes pulled me abruptly into the room and closed the door behind me. 

»You could not possibly have come at a better time, my dear Watson,« he said cordially. 

»I was afraid that you were engaged.«

»So I am. Very much so.«

»Then I can wait in the next room.«

»Not at all. This gentleman, Mr. Wilson, has been my partner and helper in many of my most successful cases, and I have no doubt that he will be of the utmost use to me in yours also.«

The stout gentleman half rose from his chair and gave a bob of greeting, with a quick little questioning glance from his small, fat-encircled eyes. 

»Try the settee,« said Holmes, relapsing into his armchair and putting his finger-tips together, as was his custom when in judicial moods. »I know, my dear Watson, that you share my love of all that is bizarre and outside the conventions and humdrum routine of Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 967
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everyday life. You have shown your relish for it by the enthusiasm which has prompted you to chronicle, and, if you will excuse my saying so, somewhat to embellish so many of my own little adventures.«

»Your cases have indeed been of the greatest interest to me,« I observed. 

»You will remember that I remarked the other day, just before we went into the very simple problem presented by Miss Mary Sutherland, that for strange effects and extraordinary combinations we must go to life itself, which is always far more daring than any effort of the imagination.«

»A proposition which I took the liberty of doubting.«

»You did, Doctor, but none the less you must come round to my view, for otherwise I shall keep on piling fact upon fact on you until your reason breaks down under them and acknowledges me to be right. Now, Mr. Jabez Wilson here has been good enough to call upon me this morning, and to begin a narrative which promises to be one of the most singular which I have listened to for some time. You have heard me remark that the strangest and most unique things are very often connected not with the larger but with the smaller crimes, and occasionally, indeed, where there is room for doubt whether any positive crime has been committed. As far as I have heard it is impossible for Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 968
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me to say whether the present case is an instance of crime or not, but the course of events is certainly among the most singular that I have ever listened to. 

Perhaps, Mr. Wilson, you would have the great kindness to recommence your narrative. I ask you not merely because my friend Dr. Watson has not heard the opening part but also because the peculiar nature of the story makes me anxious to have every possible detail from your lips. As a rule, when I have heard some slight indication of the course of events, I am able to guide myself by the thousands of other similar cases which occur to my memory. In the present instance I am forced to admit that the facts are, to the best of my belief, unique.«

The portly client puffed out his chest with an appearance of some little pride and pulled a dirty and wrinkled newspaper from the inside pocket of his great-coat. As he glanced down the advertisement column, with his head thrust forward and the paper flattened out upon his knee, I took a good look at the man and endeavoured, after the fashion of my companion, to read the indications which might be presented by his dress or appearance. 

I did not gain very much, however, by my inspection. Our visitor bore every mark of being an average commonplace British tradesman, obese, pompous, and slow. He wore rather baggy gray shepherd's check Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 969
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trousers, a not over-clean black frock-coat, unbuttoned in the front, and a drab waistcoat with a heavy brassy Albert chain, and a square pierced bit of metal dangling down as an ornament. A frayed top-hat and a faded brown overcoat with a wrinkled velvet collar lay upon a chair beside him. Altogether, look as I would, there was nothing remarkable about the man save his blazing red head, and the expression of extreme chagrin and discontent upon his features. 

Sherlock Holmes's quick eye took in my occupation, and he shook his head with a smile as he noticed my questioning glances. »Beyond the obvious facts that he has at some time done manual labour, that he takes snuff, that he is a Freemason, that he has been in China, and that he has done a considerable amount of writing lately, I can deduce nothing else.«

Mr. Jabez Wilson started up in his chair, with his forefinger upon the paper, but his eyes upon my companion. 

»How, in the name of good-fortune, did you know all that, Mr. Holmes?« he asked. »How did you know, for example, that I did manual labour? It's as true as gospel, for I began as a ship's carpenter.«

»Your hands, my dear sir. Your right hand is quite a size larger than your left. You have worked with it, and the muscles are more developed.«

»Well, the snuff, then, and the Freemasonry?«
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»I won't insult your intelligence by telling you how I read that, especially as, rather against the strict rules of your order, you use an arc-and-compass breastpin.«

»Ah, of course, I forgot that. But the writing?«

»What else can be indicated by that right cuff so very shiny for five inches, and the left one with the smooth patch near the elbow where you rest it upon the desk?«

»Well, but China?«

»The fish that you have tattooed immediately above your right wrist could only have been done in China. I have made a small study of tattoo marks and have even contributed to the literature of the subject. That trick of staining the fishes' scales of a delicate pink is quite peculiar to China. When, in addition, I see a Chinese coin hanging from your watch-chain, the matter becomes even more simple.«

Mr. Jabez Wilson laughed heavily. »Well, I never!« said he. »I thought at first that you had done something clever, but I see that there was nothing in it, after all.«

»I begin to think, Watson,« said Holmes, »that I make a mistake in explaining. › Omne ignotum pro magnifico, ‹ you know, and my poor little reputation, such as it is, will suffer shipwreck if I am so candid. 

Can you not find the advertisement, Mr. Wilson?«

»Yes, I have got it now,« he answered with his Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 971
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thick red finger planted halfway down the column. 

»Here it is. This is what began it all. You just read it for yourself, sir.«

I took the paper from him and read as follows: TO THE RED-HEADED LEAGUE:

On account of the bequest of the late Ezekiah Hopkins, of Lebanon, Pennsylvania, U.S.A., there is now another vacancy open which entitles a member of the League to a salary of £4 a week for purely nominal services. All red-headed men who are sound in body and mind, and above the age of twenty-one years, are eligible. Apply in person on Monday, at eleven o'clock, to Duncan Ross, at the offices of the League, 7 Pope's Court, Fleet Street. 

»What on earth does this mean?« I ejaculated after I had twice read over the extraordinary announcement. 

Holmes chuckled and wriggled in his chair, as was his habit when in high spirits. »It is a little off the beaten track, isn't it?« said he. »And now, Mr. Wilson, off you go at scratch and tell us all about yourself, your household, and the effect which this advertisement had upon your fortunes. You will first make a note, Doctor, of the paper and the date.«

»It is  The Morning Chronicle  of April 27, 1890. 

Just two months ago.«

»Very good. Now, Mr. Wilson?«

»Well, it is just as I have been telling you, Mr. 

Sherlock
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forehead; »I have a small pawnbroker's business at Coburg Square, near the City. It's not a very large affair, and of late years it has not done more than just give me a living. I used to be able to keep two assistants, but now I only keep one; and I would have a job to pay him but that he is willing to come for half wages so as to learn the business.«

»What is the name of this obliging youth?« asked Sherlock Holmes. 

»His name is Vincent Spaulding, and he's not such a youth, either. It's hard to say his age. I should not wish a smarter assistant Mr. Holmes; and I know very well that he could better himself and earn twice what I am able to give him. But, after all, if he is satisfied, why should I put ideas in his head?«

»Why, indeed? You seem most fortunate in having an employee who comes under the full market price. It is not a common experience among employers in this age. I don't know that your assistant is not as remarkable as your advertisement.«

»Oh, he has his faults, too,« said Mr. Wilson. 

»Never was such a fellow for photography. Snapping away with a camera when he ought to be improving his mind, and then diving down into the cellar like a rabbit into its hole to develop his pictures. That is his main fault, but on the whole he's a good worker. 

There's no vice in him.«
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»He is still with you, I presume?«

»Yes, sir. He and a girl of fourteen, who does a bit of simple cooking and keeps the place clean – that's all I have in the house, for I am a widower and never had any family. We live very quietly, sir, the three of us; and we keep a roof over our heads and pay our debts, if we do nothing more. 

The first thing that put us out was that advertisement. Spaulding, he came down into the office just this day eight weeks, with this very paper in his hand, and he says:

›I wish to the Lord, Mr. Wilson, that I was a red-headed man.‹

›Why that?‹ I asks. 

›Why,‹ says he, ›here's another vacancy on the League of the Red-headed Men. It's worth quite a little fortune to any man who gets it, and I understand that there are more vacancies than there are men, so that the trustees are at their wits' end what to do with the money. If my hair would only change colour, here's a nice little crib all ready for me to step into.‹

›Why, what is it, then?‹ I asked. You see, Mr. Holmes, I am a very stay-at-home man, and as my business came to me instead of my having to go to it, I was often weeks on end without putting my foot over the door-mat. In that way I didn't know much of what was going on outside, and I was always glad of a bit Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 974
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of news. 

›Have you never heard of the League of the Red-headed Men?‹ he asked with his eyes open. 

›Never.‹

›Why, I wonder at that, for you are eligible yourself for one of the vacancies.‹

›And what are they worth?‹ I asked. 

›Oh, merely a couple of hundred a year, but the work is slight, and it need not interfere very much with one's other occupations.‹

Well, you can easily think that that made me prick up my ears, for the business has not been over-good for some years, and an extra couple of hundred would have been very handy. 

›Tell me all about it,‹ said I. 

›Well,‹ said he, showing me the advertisement, 

›you can see for yourself that the League has a vacancy, and there is the address where you should apply for particulars. As far as I can make out, the League was founded by an American millionaire, Ezekiah Hopkins, who was very peculiar in his ways. He was himself red-headed, and he had a great sympathy for all red-headed men; so when he died it was found that he had left his enormous fortune in the hands of trustees, with instructions to apply the interest to the providing of easy berths to men whose hair is of that colour. From all I hear it is splendid pay and very litt-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 975
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le to do.‹

›But,‹ said I, ›there would be millions of red-headed men who would apply.‹

›Not so many as you might think,‹ he answered. 

›You see it is really confined to Londoners, and to grown men. This American had started from London when he was young, and he wanted to do the old town a good turn. Then, again, I have heard it is no use your applying if your hair is light red, or dark red, or anything but real bright, blazing, fiery red. Now, if you cared to apply, Mr. Wilson, you would just walk in; but perhaps it would hardly be worth your while to put yourself out of the way for the sake of a few hundred pounds.‹

Now, it is a fact, gentlemen, as you may see for yourselves, that my hair is of a very full and rich tint, so that it seemed to me that if there was to be any competition in the matter I stood as good a chance as any man that I had ever met. Vincent Spaulding seemed to know so much about it that I thought he might prove useful, so I just ordered him to put up the shutters for the day and to come right away with me. He was very willing to have a holiday, so we shut the business up and started off for the address that was given us in the advertisement. 

I never hope to see such a sight as that again, Mr. 
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who had a shade of red in his hair had tramped into the city to answer the advertisement. Fleet Street was choked with red-headed folk, and Pope's Court looked like a coster's orange barrow. I should not have thought there were so many in the whole country as were brought together by that single advertisement. 

Every shade of colour they were – straw, lemon, orange, brick, Irish-setter, liver, clay; but, as Spaulding said, there were not many who had the real vivid flame-coloured tint. When I saw how many were waiting, I would have given it up in despair; but Spaulding would not hear of it. How he did it I could not imagine, but he pushed and pulled and butted until he got me through the crowd, and right up to the steps which led to the office. There was a double stream upon the stair, some going up in hope, and some coming back dejected; but we wedged in as well as we could and soon found ourselves in the office.«

»Your experience has been a most entertaining one,« remarked Holmes as his client paused and refreshed his memory with a huge pinch of snuff. »Pray continue your very interesting statement.«

»There was nothing in the office but a couple of wooden chairs and a deal table, behind which sat a small man with a head that was even redder than mine. He said a few words to each candidate as he came up, and then he always managed to find some Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 977
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fault in them which would disqualify them. Getting a vacancy did not seem to be such a very easy matter, after all. However, when our turn came the little man was much more favourable to me than to any of the others, and he closed the door as we entered, so that he might have a private word with us. 

›This is Mr. Jabez Wilson,‹ said my assistant, ›and he is willing to fill a vacancy in the League.‹

›And he is admirably suited for it,‹ the other answered. ›He has every requirement. I cannot recall when I have seen anything so fine.‹ He took a step backward, cocked his head on one side, and gazed at my hair until I felt quite bashful. Then suddenly he plunged forward, wrung my hand, and congratulated me warmly on my success. 

›It would be injustice to hesitate,‹ said he. ›You will, however, I am sure, excuse me for taking an obvious precaution.‹ With that he seized my hair in both his hands, and tugged until I yelled with the pain. 

›There is water in your eyes,‹ said he as he released me. ›I perceive that all is as it should be. But we have to be careful, for we have twice been deceived by wigs and once by paint. I could tell you tales of cob-bler's wax which would disgust you with human nature.‹ He stepped over to the window and shouted through it at the top of his voice that the vacancy was filled. A groan of disappointment came up from Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 978
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below, and the folk all trooped away in different directions until there was not a red head to be seen except my own and that of the manager. 

›My name,‹ said he, ›is Mr. Duncan Ross, and I am myself one of the pensioners upon the fund left by our noble benefactor. Are you a married man, Mr. Wilson? Have you a family?‹

I answered that I had not. 

His face fell immediately. 

›Dear me!‹ he said gravely, ›that is very serious indeed! I am sorry to hear you say that. The fund was, of course, for the propagation and spread of the red-heads as well as for their maintenance. It is exceedingly unfortunate that you should be a bachelor.‹

My face lengthened at this, Mr. Holmes, for I thought that I was not to have the vacancy after all; but after thinking it over for a few minutes he said that it would be all right. 

›In the case of another,‹ said he, ›the objection might be fatal, but we must stretch a point in favour of a man with such a head of hair as yours. When shall you be able to enter upon your new duties?«

»Well, it is a little awkward, for I have a business already,‹ said I. 

›Oh, never mind about that, Mr. Wilson!‹ said Vincent Spaulding. ›I should be able to look after that for you.‹
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›What would be the hours?‹ I asked. 

›Ten to two.‹

Now a pawnbroker's business is mostly done of an evening, Mr. Holmes, especially Thursday and Friday evening, which is just before pay-day; so it would suit me very well to earn a little in the mornings. Besides, I knew that my assistant was a good man, and that he would see to anything that turned up. 

›That would suit me very well,‹ said I. ›And the pay?‹

›Is £4 a week.‹

›And the work?‹

›Is purely nominal.‹

›What do you call purely nominal?‹

›Well, you have to be in the office, or at least in the building, the whole time. If you leave, you forfeit your whole position forever. The will is very clear upon that point. You don't comply with the conditions if you budge from the office during that time.‹

›It's only four hours a day, and I should not think of leaving,‹ said I. 

›No excuse will avail,‹ said Mr. Duncan Ross; 

›neither sickness nor business nor anything else. 

There you must stay, or you lose your billet.‹

›And the work?‹

›Is to copy out the Encyclopædia Britannica. There is the first volume of it in that press. You must find Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 980
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your own ink, pens, and blotting-paper, but we provide this table and chair. Will you be ready to-morrow?‹

›Certainly,‹ I answered. 

›Then, good-bye, Mr. Jabez Wilson, and let me congratulate you once more on the important position which you have been fortunate enough to gain.‹ He bowed me out of the room, and I went home with my assistant, hardly knowing what to say or do, I was so pleased at my own good fortune. 

Well, I thought over the matter all day, and by evening I was in low spirits again; for I had quite persuaded myself that the whole affair must be some great hoax or fraud, though what its object might be I could not imagine. It seemed altogether past belief that anyone could make such a will, or that they would pay such a sum for doing anything so simple as copying out the Encyclopædia Britannica. Vincent Spaulding did what he could to cheer me up, but by bedtime I had reasoned myself out of the whole thing. 

However, in the morning I determined to have a look at it anyhow, so I bought a penny bottle of ink, and with a quill-pen, and seven sheets of foolscap paper, I started off for Pope's Court. 

Well, to my surprise and delight, everything was as right as possible. The table was set out ready for me, and Mr. Duncan Ross was there to see that I got fairly Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 981
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to work. He started me off upon the letter A, and then he left me; but he would drop in from time to time to see that all was right with me. At two o'clock he bade me good-day, complimented me upon the amount that I had written, and locked the door of the office after me. 

This went on day after day, Mr. Holmes, and on Saturday the manager came in and planked down four golden sovereigns for my week's work. It was the same next week, and the same the week after. Every morning I was there at ten, and every afternoon I left at two. By degrees Mr. Duncan Ross took to coming in only once of a morning, and then, after a time, he did not come in at all. Still, of course, I neved dared to leave the room for an instant, for I was not sure when he might come, and the billet was such a good one, and suited me so well, that I would not risk the loss of it. 

Eight weeks passed away like this, and I had written about Abbots and Archery and Armour and Architecture and Attica, and hoped with diligence that I might get on to the B's before very long. It cost me something in foolscap, and I had pretty nearly filled a shelf with my writings. And then suddenly the whole business came to an end.«

»To an end?«
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my work as usual at ten o'clock, but the door was shut and locked, with a little square of card-board hammered on to the middle of the panel with a tack. Here it is, and you can read for yourself.«

He held up a piece of white card-board about the size of a sheet of note-paper. It read in this fashion: THE RED-HEADED LEAGUE

IS

DISSOLVED. 

October 9, 1890. 

Sherlock Holmes and I surveyed this curt announcement and the rueful face behind it, until the comical side of the affair so completely overtopped every other consideration that we both burst out into a roar of laughter. 

»I cannot see that there is anything very funny,«

cried our client, flushing up to the roots of his flaming head. »If you can do nothing better than laugh at me, I can go elsewhere.«

»No, no,« cried Holmes, shoving him back into the chair from which he had half risen. »I really wouldn't miss your case for the world. It is most refreshingly unusual. But there is, if you will excuse my saying so, something
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did you take when you found the card upon the door?«

»I was staggered, sir. I did not know what to do. 

Then I called at the offices round, but none of them seemed to know anything about it. Finally, I went to the landlord, who is an accountant living on the ground-floor, and I asked him if he could tell me what had become of the Red-headed League. He said that he had never heard of any such body. Then I asked him who Mr. Duncan Ross was. He answered that the name was new to him. 

›Well,‹ said I, ›the gentleman at No. 4.‹

›What, the red-headed man?‹

›Yes.‹

›Oh,‹ said he, ›his name was William Morris. He was a solicitor and was using my room as a temporary convenience until his new premises were ready. He moved out yesterday‹

›Where could I find him?‹

›Oh, at his new offices. He did tell me the address. 

Yes, 17 King Edward Street, near St. Paul's.‹

I started off, Mr. Holmes, but when I got to that address it was a manufactory of artificial knee-caps, and no one in it had ever heard of either Mr. William Morris or Mr. Duncan Ross.«

»And what did you do then?« asked Holmes. 

»I went home to Saxe-Coburg Square, and I took the advice of my assistant. But he could not help me Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 984
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in any way. He could only say that if I waited I should hear by post. But that was not quite good enough, Mr. 

Holmes. I did not wish to lose such a place without a struggle, so, as I had heard that you were good enough to give advice to poor folk who were in need of it, I came right away to you.«

»And you did very wisely,« said Holmes. »Your case is an exceedingly remarkable one, and I shall be happy to look into it. From what you have told me I think that it is possible that graver issues hang from it than might at first sight appear.«

»Grave enough!« said Mr. Jabez Wilson. »Why, I have lost four pound a week.«

»As far as you are personally concerned,« remarked Holmes, »I do not see that you have any grievance against this extraordinary league. On the contrary, you are, as I understand, richer by some £30, to say nothing of the minute knowledge which you have gained on every subject which comes under the letter A. You have lost nothing by them.«

»No, sir. But I want to find out about them, and who they are, and what their object was in playing this prank – if it was a prank – upon me. It was a pretty expensive joke for them, for it cost them two and thirty pounds.«

»We shall endeavour to clear up these points for you. And, first, one or two questions, Mr. Wilson. 
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This assistant of yours who first called your attention to the advertisement – how long had he been with you?«

»About a month then.«

»How did he come?«

»In answer to an advertisement.«

»Was he the only applicant?«

»No, I had a dozen.«

»Why did you pick him?«

»Because he was handy and would come cheap.«

»At half-wages, in fact.«

»Yes.«

»What is he like, this Vincent Spaulding?«

»Small, stout-built, very quick in his ways, no hair on his face, though he's not short of thirty. Has a white splash of acid upon his forehead.«

Holmes sat up in his chair in considerable excitement. »I thought as much,« said he. »Have you ever observed that his ears are pierced for earrings?«

»Yes, sir. He told me that a gypsy had done it for him when he was a lad.«

»Hum!« said Holmes, sinking back in deep thought. »He is still with you?«

»Oh, yes, sir; I have only just left him.«

»And has your business been attended to in your absence?«

»Nothing to complain of, sir. There's never very Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 986
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much to do of a morning.«

»That will do, Mr. Wilson. I shall be happy to give you an opinion upon the subject in the course of a day or two. To-day is Saturday, and I hope that by Monday we may come to a conclusion.«

»Well, Watson,« said Holmes when our visitor had left us, »what do you make of it all?«

»I make nothing of it,« I answered frankly. »It is a most mysterious business.«

»As a rule,« said Holmes, »the more bizarre a thing is the less mysterious it proves to be. It is your commonplace, featureless crimes which are really puzling, just as a commonplace face is the most difficult to identify. But I must be prompt over this matter.«

»What are you going to do, then?« I asked. 

»To smoke,« he answered. »It is quite a three pipe problem, and I beg that you won't speak to me for fifty minutes.« He curled himself up in his chair, with his thin knees drawn up to his hawk-like nose, and there he sat with his eyes closed and his black clay pipe thrusting out like the bill of some strange bird. I had come to the conclusion that he had dropped asleep, and indeed was nodding myself, when he suddenly sprang out of his chair with the gesture of a man who has made up his mind and put his pipe down upon the mantelpiece. 
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noon,« he remarked. »What do you think, Watson? 

Could your patients spare you for a few hours?«

»I have nothing to do to-day. My practice is never very absorbing.«

»Then put on your hat and come. I am going through the City first, and we can have some lunch on the way. I observe that there is a good deal of German music on the programme, which is rather more to my taste than Italian or French. It is introspective, and I want to introspect. Come along!«

We travelled by the Underground as far as Aldersgate; and a short walk took us to Saxe-Coburg Square, the scene of the singular story which we had listened to in the morning. It was a poky, little, shabby-genteel place, where four lines of dingy two-storied brick houses looked out into a small railed-in enclosure, where a lawn of weedy grass and a few clumps of faded laurel-bushes made a hard fight against a smoke-laden and uncongenial atmosphere. 

Three gilt balls and a brown board with ›JABEZ

WILSON‹ in white letters, upon a corner house, announced the place where our red-headed client carried on his business. Sherlock Holmes stopped in front of it with his head on one side and looked it all over, with his eyes shining brightly between puckered lids. 

Then he walked slowly up the street, and then down again to the corner, still looking keenly at the houses. 
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Finally he returned to the pawnbroker's, and, having thumped vigorously upon the pavement with his stick two or three times, he went up to the door and knok-ked. It was instantly opened by a bright-looking, clean-shaven young fellow, who asked him to step in. 

»Thank you,« said Holmes, »I only wished to ask you how you would go from here to the Strand.«

»Third right, fourth left,« answered the assistant promptly, closing the door. 

»Smart fellow, that,« observed Holmes as we walked away. »He is, in my judgment, the fourth smartest man in London, and for daring I am not sure that he has not a claim to be third. I have known something of him before.«

»Evidently,« said I, »Mr. Wilson's assistant counts for a good deal in this mystery of the Red-headed League. I am sure that you inquired your way merely in order that you might see him.«

»Not him.«

»What then?«

»The knees of his trousers.«

»And what did you see?«

»What I expected to see.«

»Why did you beat the pavement?«

»My dear doctor, this is a time for observation, not for talk. We are spies in an enemy's country. We know something of Saxe-Coburg Square. Let us now Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 989
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explore the parts which lie behind it.«

The road in which we found ourselves as we turned round the corner from the retired Saxe-Coburg Square presented as great a contrast to it as the front of a picture does to the back. It was one of the main arteries which conveyed the traffic of the City to the north and west. The roadway was blocked with the immense stream of commerce flowing in a double tide inward and outward, while the foot-paths were black with the hurrying swarm of pedestrians. It was difficult to realize as we looked at the line of fine shops and stately business premises that they really abutted on the other side upon the faded and stagnant square which we had just quitted. 

»Let me see,« said Holmes, standing at the corner and glancing along the line, »I should like just to remember the order of the houses here. It is a hobby of mine to have an exact knowledge of London. There is Mortimer's, the tobacconist, the little newspaper shop, the Coburg branch of the City and Suburban Bank, the Vegetarian Restaurant, and McFarlane's carriage-building depot. That carries us right on to the other block. And now, Doctor, we've done our work, so it's time we had some play. A sandwich and a cup of coffee, and then off to violin-land, where all is sweetness and delicacy and harmony, and there are no red-headed clients to vex us with their conundrums.«
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My friend was an enthusiastic musician, being himself not only a very capable performer but a composer of no ordinary merit. All the afternoon he sat in the stalls wrapped in the most perfect happiness, gently waving his long, thin fingers in time to the music, while his gently smiling face and his languid, dreamy eyes were as unlike those of Holmes, the sleuth-hound, Holmes the relentless, keen-witted, ready-handed criminal agent, as it was possible to conceive. 

In his singular character the dual nature alternately asserted itself, and his extreme exactness and astuteness represented, as I have often thought, the reaction against the poetic and contemplative mood which occasionally predominated in him. The swing of his nature took him from extreme languor to devouring energy; and, as I knew well, he was never so truly formidable as when, for days on end, he had been lounging in his armchair amid his improvisations and his black-letter editions. Then it was that the lust of the chase would suddenly come upon him, and that his brilliant reasoning power would rise to the level of intuition, until those who were unacquainted with his methods would look askance at him as on a man whose knowledge was not that of other mortals. 

When I saw him that afternoon so enwrapped in the music at St. James's Hall I felt that an evil time might be coming upon those whom he had set himself to Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 991
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hunt down. 

»You want to go home, no doubt, Doctor,« he remarked as we emerged. 

»Yes, it would be as well.«

»And I have some business to do which will take some hours. This business at Coburg Square is serious.«

»Why serious?«

»A considerable crime is in contemplation. I have every reason to believe that we shall be in time to stop it. But to-day being Saturday rather complicates matters. I shall want your help to-night.«

»At what time?«

»Ten will be early enough.«

»I shall be at Baker Street at ten.«

»Very well. And, I say, Doctor, there may be some little danger, so kindly put your army revolver in your pocket.« He waved his hand, turned on his heel, and disappeared in an instant among the crowd. 

I trust that I am not more dense than my neighbours, but I was always oppressed with a sense of my own stupidity in my dealings with Sherlock Holmes. 

Here I had heard what he had heard, I had seen what he had seen, and yet from his words it was evident that he saw clearly not only what had happened but what was about to happen, while to me the whole business was still confused and grotesque. As I drove Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 992
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home to my house in Kensington I thought over it all, from the extraordinary story of the red-headed copier of the Encyclopædia down to the visit to Saxe-Coburg Square, and the ominous words with which he had parted from me. What was this nocturnal expedition, and why should I go armed? Where were we going, and what were we to do? I had the hint from Holmes that this smooth-faced pawnbroker's assistant was a formidable man – a man who might play a deep game. 

I tried to puzzle it out, but gave it up in despair and set the matter aside until night should bring an explanation. 

It was a quarter-past nine when I started from home and made my way across the Park, and so through Oxford Street to Baker Street. Two hansoms were standing at the door, and as I entered the passage I heard the sound of voices from above. On entering his room I found Holmes in animated conversation with two men, one of whom I recognized as Peter Jones, the official police agent, while the other was a long, thin, sad-faced man, with a very shiny hat and oppressively respectable frock-coat. 

»Ha! our party is complete,« said Holmes, buttoning up his pea-jacket and taking his heavy hunting crop from the rack. »Watson, I think you know Mr. 

Jones, of Scotland Yard? Let me introduce you to Mr. 

Merryweather, who is to be our companion in to-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 993

The Red-headed League

Doyle-Holmes, 207

night's adventure.«

»We're hunting in couples again, Doctor, you see,«

said Jones in his consequential way. »Our friend here is a wonderful man for starting a chase. All he wants is an old dog to help him to do the running down.«

»I hope a wild goose may not prove to be the end of our chase,« observed Mr. Merryweather gloomily. 

»You may place considerable confidence in Mr. 

Holmes, sir,« said the police agent loftily. »He has his own little methods, which are, if he won't mind my saying so, just a little too theoretical and fantastic, but he has the makings of a detective in him. It is not too much to say that once or twice, as in that business of the Sholto murder and the Agra treasure, he has been more nearly correct than the official force.«

»Oh, if you say so, Mr. Jones, it is all right,« said the stranger with deference. »Still, I confess that I miss my rubber. It is the first Saturday night for seven-and-twenty years that I have not had my rubber.«

»I think you will find,« said Sherlock Holmes, 

»that you will play for a higher stake to-night than you have ever done yet, and that the play will be more exciting. For you, Mr. Merryweather, the stake will be some £30,000; and for you, Jones, it will be the man upon whom you wish to lay your hands.«

»John Clay, the murderer, thief, smasher, and for-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 994
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ger. He's a young man, Mr. Merryweather, but he is at the head of his profession, and I would rather have my bracelets on him than on any criminal in London. He's a remarkable man, is young John Clay. His grandfather was a royal duke, and he himself has been to Eton and Oxford. His brain is as cunning as his fingers, and though we meet signs of him at every turn, we never know where to find the man himself. He'll crack a crib in Scotland one week, and be raising money to build an orphanage in Cornwall the next. 

I've been on his track for years and have never set eyes on him yet.«

»I hope that I may have the pleasure of introducing you to-night. I've had one or two little turns also with Mr. John Clay, and I agree with you that he is at the head of his profession. It is past ten, however, and quite time that we started. If you two will take the first hansom, Watson and I will follow in the second.«

Sherlock Holmes was not very communicative during the long drive and lay back in the cab humming the tunes which he had heard in the afternoon. We rattled through an endless labyrinth of gas-lit streets until we emerged into Farrington Street. 

»We are close there now,« my friend remarked. 

»This fellow Merryweather is a bank director, and personally interested in the matter. I thought it as well Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 995
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to have Jones with us also. He is not a bad fellow, though an absolute imbecile in his profession. He has one positive virtue. He is as brave as a bulldog and as tenacious as a lobster if he gets his claws upon anyone. Here we are, and they are waiting for us.«

We had reached the same crowded thoroughfare in which we had found ourselves in the morning. Our cabs were dismissed, and, following the guidance of Mr. Merryweather, we passed down a narrow passage and through a side door, which he opened for us. 

Within there was a small corridor, which ended in a very massive iron gate. This also was opened, and led down a flight of winding stone steps, which terminated at another formidable gate. Mr. Merryweather stopped to light a lantern, and then conducted us down a dark, earth-smelling passage, and so, after opening a third door, into a huge vault or cellar, which was piled all round with crates and massive boxes. 

»You are not very vulnerable from above,« Holmes remarked as he held up the lantern and gazed about him. 

»Nor from below,« said Mr. Merryweather, striking his stick upon the flags which lined the floor. »Why, dear me, it sounds quite hollow!« he remarked, looking up in surprise. 

»I must really ask you to be a little more quiet!«
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said Holmes severely. »You have already imperilled the whole success of our expedition. Might I beg that you would have the goodness to sit down upon one of those boxes, and not to interfere?«

The solemn Mr. Merryweather perched himself upon a crate, with a very injured expression upon his face, while Holmes fell upon his knees upon the floor and, with the lantern and a magnifying lens, began to examine minutely the cracks between the stones. A few seconds sufficed to satisfy him, for he sprang to his feet again and put his glass in his pocket. 

»We have at least an hour before us,« he remarked, 

»for they can hardly take any steps until the good pawnbroker is safely in bed. Then they will not lose a minute, for the sooner they do their work the longer time they will have for their escape. We are at present, Doctor – as no doubt you have divined – in the cellar of the City branch of one of the principal London banks. Mr. Merryweather is the chairman of directors, and he will explain to you that there are reasons why the more daring criminals of London should take a considerable interest in this cellar at present.«

»It is our French gold,« whispered the director. 

»We have had several warnings that an attempt might be made upon it.«

»Your French gold?«

»Yes. We had occasion some months ago to streng-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 997

The Red-headed League

Doyle-Holmes, 209

then our resources and borrowed for that purpose 30,000 napoleons from the Bank of France. It has become known that we have never had occasion to unpack the money, and that it is still lying in our cellar. The crate upon which I sit contains 2,000 napoleons packed between layers of lead foil. Our reserve of bullion is much larger at present than is usually kept in a single branch office, and the directors have had misgivings upon the subject.«

»Which were very well justified,« observed Holmes. »And now it is time that we arranged our little plans. I expect that within an hour matters will come to a head. In the meantime, Mr. Merryweather, we must put the screen over that dark lantern.«

»And sit in the dark?«

»I am afraid so. I had brought a pack of cards in my pocket, and I thought that, as we were a  partie carrée,  you might have your rubber after all. But I see that the enemy's preparations have gone so far that we cannot risk the presence of a light. And, first of all, we must choose our positions. These are daring men, and though we shall take them at a disadvantage, they may do us some harm unless we are careful. I shall stand behind this crate, and do you conceal yourselves behind those. Then, when I flash a light upon them, close in swiftly. If they fire, Watson, have no compunction about shooting them down.«
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I placed my revolver, cocked, upon the top of the wooden case behind which I crouched. Holmes shot the slide across the front of his lantern and left us in pitch darkness – such an absolute darkness as I have never before experienced. The smell of hot metal remained to assure us that the light was still there, ready to flash out at a moment's notice. To me, with my nerves worked up to a pitch of expectancy, there was something depressing and subduing in the sudden gloom, and in the cold dank air of the vault. 

»They have but one retreat,« whispered Holmes. 

»That is back through the house into Saxe-Coburg Square. I hope that you have done what I asked you, Jones?«

»I have an inspector and two officers waiting at the front door.«

»Then we have stopped all the holes. And now we must be silent and wait.«

What a time it seemed! From comparing notes afterwards it was but an hour and a quarter, yet it appeared to me that the night must have almost gone, and the dawn be breaking above us. My limbs were weary and stiff, for I feared to change my position; yet my nerves were worked up to the highest pitch of tension, and my hearing was so acute that I could not only hear the gentle breathing of my companions, but I could distinguish the deeper, heavier in-breath of the Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 999
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bulky Jones from the thin, sighing note of the bank director. From my position I could look over the case in the direction of the floor. Suddenly my eyes caught the glint of a light. 

At first it was but a lurid spark upon the stone pavement. Then it lengthened out until it became a yellow line, and then, without any warning or sound, a gash seemed to open and a hand appeared; a white, almost womanly hand, which felt about in the centre of the little area of light. For a minute or more the hand, with its writhing fingers, protruded out of the floor. Then it was withdrawn as suddenly as it appeared, and all was dark again save the single lurid spark which marked a chink between the stones. 

Its disappearance, however, was but momentary. 

With a rending, tearing sound, one of the broad, white stones turned over upon its side and left a square, gaping hole, through which streamed the light of a lantern. Over the edge there peeped a clean-cut, boyish face, which looked keenly about it, and then, with a hand on either side of the aperture, drew itself shoulder-high and waist-high, until one knee rested upon the edge. In another instant he stood at the side of the hole and was hauling after him a companion, lithe and small like himself, with a pale face and a shock of very red hair. 

»It's all clear,« he whispered. »Have you the chisel Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.000
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and the bags? Great Scott! Jump, Archie, jump, and I'll swing for it!«

Sherlock Holmes had sprung out and seized the intruder by the collar. The other dived down the hole, and I heard the sound of rending cloth as Jones clutched at his skirts. The light flashed upon the barrel of a revolver, but Holmes's hunting crop came down on the man's wrist, and the pistol clinked upon the stone floor. 

»It's no use, John Clay,« said Holmes blandly. 

»You have no chance at all.«

»So I see,« the other answered with the utmost coolness. »I fancy that my pal is all right, though I see you have got his coat-tails.«

»There are three men waiting for him at the door,«

said Holmes. 

»Oh, indeed! You seem to have done the thing very completely. I must compliment you.«

»And I you,« Holmes answered. »Your red-headed idea was very new and effective.«

»You'll see your pal again presently,« said Jones. 

»He's quicker at climbing down holes than I am. Just hold out while I fix the derbies.«

»I beg that you will not touch me with your filthy hands,« remarked our prisoner as the handcuffs clattered upon his wrists. »You may not be aware that I have royal blood in my veins. Have the goodness, Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.001
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also, when you address me always to say ›sir‹ and

›please.‹«

»All right,« said Jones with a stare and a snigger. 

»Well, would you please, sir, march upstairs, where we can get a cab to carry your Highness to the police-station?«

»That is better,« said John Clay serenely. He made a sweeping bow to the three of us and walked quietly off in the custody of the detective. 

»Really, Mr. Holmes,« said Mr. Merryweather as we followed them from the cellar, »I do not know how the bank can thank you or repay you. There is no doubt that you have detected and defeated in the most complete manner one of the most determined attempts at bank robbery that have ever come within my experience.«

»I have had one or two little scores of my own to settle with Mr. John Clay,« said Holmes. »I have been at some small expense over this matter, which I shall expect the bank to refund, but beyond that I am amply repaid by having had an experience which is in many ways unique, and by hearing the very remarkable narrative of the Red-headed League.«

»You see, Watson,« he explained in the early hours of the morning as we sat over a glass of whisky and soda in Baker Street, »it was perfectly obvious from Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.002
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the first that the only possible object of this rather fantastic business of the advertisement of the League, and the copying of the Encyclopædia, must be to get this not over-bright pawnbroker out of the way for a number of hours every day. It was a curious way of managing it, but, really, it would be difficult to suggest a better. The method was no doubt suggested to Clay's ingenious mind by the colour of his accomplice's hair. The £4 a week was a lure which must draw him, and what was it to them, who were playing for thousands? They put in the advertisement, one rogue has the temporary office, the other rogue incites the man to apply for it, and together they manage to secure his absence every morning in the week. From the time that I heard of the assistant having come for half wages, it was obvious to me that he had some strong motive for securing the situation.«

»But how could you guess what the motive was?«

»Had there been women in the house, I should have suspected a mere vulgar intrigue. That, however, was out of the question. The man's business was a small one, and there was nothing in his house which could account for such elaborate preparations, and such an expenditure as they were at. It must, then, be something out of the house. What could it be? I thought of the assistant's fondness for photography, and his trick of vanishing into the cellar. The cellar! There was the Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.003
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end of this tangled clue. Then I made inquiries as to this mysterious assistant and found that I had to deal with one of the coolest and most daring criminals in London. He was doing something in the cellar – something which took many hours a day for months on end. What could it be, once more? I could think of nothing save that he was running a tunnel to some other building. 

So far I had got when we went to visit the scene of action. I surprised you by beating upon the pavement with my stick. I was ascertaining whether the cellar stretched out in front or behind. It was not in front. 

Then I rang the bell, and, as I hoped, the assistant answered it. We have had some skirmishes, but we had never set eyes upon each other before. I hardly looked at his face. His knees were what I wished to see. You must yourself have remarked how worn, wrinkled, and stained they were. They spoke of those hours of burrowing. The only remaining point was what they were burrowing for. I walked round the corner, saw that the City and Suburban Bank abutted on our friend's premises, and felt that I had solved my problem. When you drove home after the concert I called upon Scotland Yard and upon the chairman of the bank directors, with the result that you have seen.«
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their attempt to-night?« I asked. 

»Well, when they closed their League offices that was a sign that they cared no longer about Mr. Jabez Wilson's presence – in other words, that they had completed their tunnel. But it was essential that they should use it soon, as it might be discovered, or the bullion might be removed. Saturday would suit them better than any other day, as it would give them two days for their escape. For all these reasons I expected them to come to-night.«

»You reasoned it out beautifully,« I exclaimed in unfeigned admiration. »It is so long a chain, and yet every link rings true.«

»It saved me from ennui,« he answered, yawning. 

»Alas! I already feel it closing in upon me. My life is spent in one long effort to escape from the commonplaces of existence. These little problems help me to do so.«

»And you are a benefactor of the race,« said I. 

He shrugged his shoulders. »Well, perhaps, after all, it is of some little use,« he remarked. »› L'homme c'est rien – l'œuvre c'est tout, ‹ as Gustave Flaubert wrote to George Sand.«
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A Case of Identity

»My dear fellow,« said Sherlock Holmes as we sat on either side of the fire in his lodgings at Baker Street, 

»life is infinitely stranger than anything which the mind of man could invent. We would not dare to conceive the things which are really mere commonplaces of existence. If we could fly out of that window hand in hand, hover over this great city, gently remove the roofs, and peep in at the queer things which are going on, the strange coincidences, the plannings, the cross-purposes, the wonderful chains of events, working through generations, and leading to the most  outré  results, it would make all fiction with its conventionalities and foreseen conclusions most stale and unprofitable.«

»And yet I am not convinced of it,« I answered. 

»The cases which come to light in the papers are, as a rule, bald enough, and vulgar enough. We have in our police reports realism pushed to its extreme limits, and yet the result is, it must be confessed, neither fascinating nor artistic.«

»A certain selection and discretion must be used in producing a realistic effect,« remarked Holmes. »This is wanting in the police report, where more stress is laid, perhaps, upon the platitudes of the magistrate Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.006
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than upon the details, which to an observer contain the vital essence of the whole matter. Depend upon it, there is nothing so unnatural as the commonplace.«

I smiled and shook my head. »I can quite understand your thinking so,« I said. »Of course, in your position of unofficial adviser and helper to everybody who is absolutely puzzled, throughout three continents, you are brought in contact with all that is strange and bizarre. But here« – I picked up the morning paper from the ground – »let us put it to a practical test. Here is the first heading upon which I come. ›A husband's cruelty to his wife.‹ There is half a column of print, but I know without reading it that it is all perfectly familiar to me. There is, of course, the other woman, the drink, the push, the blow, the bruise, the sympathetic sister or landlady. The crudest of writers could invent nothing more crude.«

»Indeed, your example is an unfortunate one for your argument,« said Holmes, taking the paper and glancing his eye down it. »This is the Dundas separation case, and, as it happens, I was engaged in clearing up some small points in connection with it. The husband was a teetotaler, there was no other woman, and the conduct complained of was that he had drifted into the habit of winding up every meal by taking out his false teeth and hurling them at his wife, which, you will allow, is not an action likely to occur to the Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.007
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imagination of the average story-teller. Take a pinch of snuff, Doctor, and acknowledge that I have scored over you in your example.«

He held out his snuffbox of old gold, with a great amethyst in the centre of the lid. Its splendour was in such contrast to his homely ways and simple life that I could not help commenting upon it. 

»Ah,« said he, »I forgot that I had not seen you for some weeks. It is a little souvenir from the King of Bohemia in return for my assistance in the case of the Irene Adler papers.«

»And the ring?« I asked, glancing at a remarkable brilliant which sparkled upon his finger. 

»It was from the reigning family of Holland, though the matter in which I served them was of such delicacy that I cannot confide it even to you, who have been good enough to chronicle one or two of my little problems.«

»And have you any on hand just now?« I asked with interest. 

»Some ten or twelve, but none which present any feature of interest. They are important, you understand, without being interesting. Indeed, I have found that it is usually in unimportant matters that there is a field for the observation, and for the quick analysis of cause and effect which gives the charm to an investigation. The larger crimes are apt to be the simpler, for Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.008
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the bigger the crime the more obvious, as a rule, is the motive. In these cases, save for one rather intricate matter which has been referred to me from Marseilles, there is nothing which presents any features of interest. It is possible, however, that I may have something better before very many minutes are over, for this is one of my clients, or I am much mistaken.«

He had risen from his chair and was standing between the parted blinds, gazing down into the dull neutral-tinted London street. Looking over his shoulder, I saw that on the pavement opposite there stood a large woman with a heavy fur boa round her neck, and a large curling red feather in a broad-brimmed hat which was tilted in a coquettish Duchess of Devonshire fashion over her ear. From under this great pano-ply she peeped up in a nervous, hesitating fashion at our windows, while her body oscillated backward and forward, and her fingers fidgeted with her glove buttons. Suddenly, with a plunge, as of the swimmer who leaves the bank, she hurried across the road, and we heard the sharp clang of the bell. 

»I have seen those symptoms before,« said Holmes, throwing his cigarette into the fire. »Oscillation upon the pavement always means an  affaire de cœur.  She would like advice, but is not sure that the matter is not too delicate for communication. And yet even here we may discriminate. When a woman has been seri-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.009
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ously wronged by a man she no longer oscillates, and the usual symptom is a broken bell wire. Here we may take it that there is a love matter, but that the maiden is not so much angry as perplexed, or grieved. But here she comes in person to resolve our doubts.«

As he spoke there was a tap at the door, and the boy in buttons entered to announce Miss Mary Sutherland, while the lady herself loomed behind his small black figure like a full-sailed merchant-man behind a tiny pilot boat. Sherlock Holmes welcomed her with the easy courtesy for which he was remarkable, and, having closed the door and bowed her into an armchair, he looked her over in the minute and yet abstracted fashion which was peculiar to him. 

»Do you not find,« he said, »that with your short sight it is a little trying to do so much typewriting?«

»I did at first,« she answered, »but now I know where the letters are without looking.« Then, suddenly realizing the full purport of his words, she gave a violent start and looked up, with fear and astonishment upon her broad, good-humoured face. »You've heard about me, Mr. Holmes,« she cried, »else how could you know all that?«

»Never mind,« said Holmes, laughing; »it is my business to know things. Perhaps I have trained myself to see what others overlook. If not, why should you come to consult me?«
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»I came to you, sir, because I heard of you from Mrs. Etherege, whose husband you found so easy when the police and everyone had given him up for dead. Oh, Mr. Holmes, I wish you would do as much for me. I'm not rich, but still I have a hundred a year in my own right, besides the little that I make by the machine, and I would give it all to know what has become of Mr. Hosmer Angel.«

»Why did you come away to consult me in such a hurry?« asked Sherlock Holmes, with his finger-tips together and his eyes to the ceiling. 

Again a startled look came over the somewhat vacuous face of Miss Mary Sutherland. »Yes, I did bang out of the house,« she said, »for it made me angry to see the easy way in which Mr. Windibank –

that is, my father – took it all. He would not go to the police, and he would not go to you, and so at last, as he would do nothing and kept on saying that there was no harm done, it made me mad, and I just on with my things and came right away to you.«

»Your father,« said Holmes, »your stepfather, surely, since the name is different.«

»Yes, my stepfather. I call him father, though it sounds funny, too, for he is only five years and two months older than myself.«

»And your mother is alive?«

»Oh, yes, mother is alive and well. I wasn't best Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.011
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pleased, Mr. Holmes, when she married again so soon after father's death, and a man who was nearly fifteen years younger than herself. Father was a plumber in the Tottenham Court Road, and he left a tidy business behind him, which mother carried on with Mr. Hardy, the foreman; but when Mr. Windibank came he made her sell the business, for he was very superior, being a traveller in wines. They got £4700 for the goodwill and interest, which wasn't near as much as father could have got if he had been alive.«

I had expected to see Sherlock Holmes impatient under this rambling and inconsequential narrative, but, on the contrary, he had listened with the greatest concentration of attention. 

»Your own little income,« he asked, »does it come out of the business?«

»Oh, no, sir. It is quite separate and was left me by my uncle Ned in Auckland. It is in New Zealand stock, paying 41/2 per cent. Two thousand five hundred pounds was the amount, but I can only touch the interest.«

»You interest me extremely,« said Holmes. »And since you draw so large a sum as a hundred a year, with what you earn into the bargain, you no doubt travel a little and indulge yourself in every way. I believe that a single lady can get on very nicely upon an income of about £60.«
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»I could do with much less than that, Mr. Holmes, but you understand that as long as I live at home I don't wish to be a burden to them, and so they have the use of the money just while I am staying with them. Of course, that is only just for the time. Mr. 

Windibank draws my interest every quarter and pays it over to mother, and I find that I can do pretty well with what I earn at typewriting. It brings me twopence a sheet, and I can often do from fifteen to twenty sheets in a day.«

»You have made your position very clear to me,«

said Holmes. »This is my friend, Dr. Watson, before whom you can speak as freely as before myself. Kindly tell us now all about your connection with Mr. 

Hosmer Angel.«

A flush stole over Miss Sutherland's face, and she picked nervously at the fringe of her jacket. »I met him first at the gasfitters' ball,« she said. »They used to send father tickets when he was alive, and then afterwards they remembered us, and sent them to mother. Mr. Windibank did not wish us to go. He never did wish us to go anywhere. He would get quite mad if I wanted so much as to join a Sunday-school treat. 

But this time I was set on going, and I would go; for what right had he to prevent? He said the folk were not fit for us to know, when all father's friends were to be there. And he said that I had nothing fit to wear, Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.013
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when I had my purple plush that I had never so much as taken out of the drawer. At last, when nothing else would do, he went off to France upon the business of the firm, but we went, mother and I, with Mr. Hardy, who used to be our foreman, and it was there I met Mr. Hosmer Angel.«

»I suppose,« said Holmes, »that when Mr. Windibank came back from France he was very annoyed at your having gone to the ball.«

»Oh, well, he was very good about it. He laughed, I remember, and shrugged his shoulders, and said there was no use denying anything to a woman, for she would have her way.«

»I see. Then at the gasfitters' ball you met, as I understand, a gentleman called Mr. Hosmer Angel.«

»Yes, sir. I met him that night, and he called next day to ask if we had got home all safe, and after that we met him – that is to say, Mr. Holmes, I met him twice for walks, but after that father came back again, and Mr. Hosmer Angel could not come to the house any more.«

»No?«

»Well, you know, father didn't like anything of the sort. He wouldn't have any visitors if he could help it, and he used to say that a woman should be happy in her own family circle. But then, as I used to say to mother, a woman wants her own circle to begin with, Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.014
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and I had not got mine yet.«

»But how about Mr. Hosmer Angel? Did he make no attempt to see you?«

»Well, father was going off to France again in a week, and Hosmer wrote and said that it would be safer and better not to see each other until he had gone. We could write in the meantime, and he used to write every day. I took the letters in in the morning, so there was no need for father to know.«

»Were you engaged to the gentleman at this time?«

»Oh, yes, Mr. Holmes. We were engaged after the first walk that we took. Hosmer – Mr. Angel – was a cashier in an office in Leadenhall Street – and ––«

»What office?«

»That's the worst of it, Mr. Holmes, I don't know.«

»Where did he live, then?«

»He slept on the premises.«

»And you don't know his address?«

»No – except that it was Leadenhall Street.«

»Where did you address your letters, then?«

»To the Leadenhall Street post-office, to be left till called for. He said that if they were sent to the office he would be chaffed by all the other clerks about having letters from a lady, so I offered to typewrite them, like he did his, but he wouldn't have that, for he said that when I wrote them they seemed to come from me, but when they were typewritten he always Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.015
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felt that the machine had come between us. That will just show you how fond he was of me, Mr. Holmes, and the little things that he would think of.«

»It was most suggestive,« said Holmes. »It has long been an axiom of mine that the little things are infinitely the most important. Can you remember any other little things about Mr. Hosmer Angel?«

»He was a very shy man, Mr. Holmes. He would rather walk with me in the evening than in the daylight, for he said that he hated to be conspicuous. 

Very retiring and gentlemanly he was. Even his voice was gentle. He'd had the quinsy and swollen glands when he was young, he told me, and it had left him with a weak throat, and a hesitating, whispering fashion of speech. He was always well dressed, very neat and plain, but his eyes were weak, just as mine are, and he wore tinted glasses against the glare.«

»Well, and what happened when Mr. Windibank, your stepfather, returned to France?«

»Mr. Hosmer Angel came to the house again and proposed that we should marry before father came back. He was in dreadful earnest and made me swear, with my hands on the Testament, that whatever happened I would always be true to him. Mother said he was quite right to make me swear, and that it was a sign of his passion. Mother was all in his favour from the first and was even fonder of him than I was. Then, Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.016
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when they talked of marrying within the week, I began to ask about father; but they both said never to mind about father, but just to tell him afterwards, and mother said she would make it all right with him. I didn't quite like that, Mr. Holmes. It seemed funny that I should ask his leave, as he was only a few years older than me; but I didn't want to do anything on the sly, so I wrote to father at Bordeaux, where the company has its French offices, but the letter came back to me on the very morning of the wedding.«

»It missed him, then?«

»Yes, sir; for he had started to England just before it arrived.«

»Ha! that was unfortunate. Your wedding was arranged then, for the Friday. Was it to be in church?«

»Yes, sir, but very quietly. It was to be at St. Saviour's, near King's Cross, and we were to have breakfast afterwards at the St. Pancras Hotel. Hosmer came for us in a hansom, but as there were two of us he put us both into it and stepped himself into a four-wheeler, which happened to be the only other cab in the street. We got to the church first, and when the four-wheeler drove up we waited for him to step out, but he never did, and when the cabman got down from the box and looked there was no one there! The cabman said that he could not imagine what had become of him, for he had seen him get in with his own Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.017
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eyes. That was last Friday, Mr. Holmes, and I have never seen or heard anything since then to throw any light upon what became of him.«

»It seems to me that you have been very shamefully treated,« said Holmes. 

»Oh, no, sir! He was too good and kind to leave me so. Why, all the morning he was saying to me that, whatever happened, I was to be true; and that even if something quite unforeseen occurred to separate us, I was always to remember that I was pledged to him, and that he would claim his pledge sooner or later. It seemed strange talk for a wedding-morning, but what has happened since gives a meaning to it.«

»Most certainly it does. Your own opinion is, then, that some unforeseen catastrophe has occurred to him?«

»Yes, sir. I believe that he foresaw some danger, or else he would not have talked so. And then I think that what he foresaw happened.«

»But you have no notion as to what it could have been?«

»None.«

»One more question. How did your mother take the matter?«

»She was angry, and said that I was never to speak of the matter again.«

»And your father? Did you tell him?«
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»Yes; and he seemed to think, with me, that something had happened, and that I should hear of Hosmer again. As he said, what interest could anyone have in bringing me to the doors of the church, and then leaving me? Now, if he had borrowed my money, or if he had married me and got my money settled on him, there might be some reason, but Hosmer was very independent about money and never would look at a shilling of mine. And yet, what could have happened? 

And why could he not write? Oh, it drives me half-mad to think of it, and I can't sleep a wink at night.«

She pulled a little handkerchief out of her muff and began to sob heavily into it. 

»I shall glance into the case for you,« said Holmes, rising, »and I have no doubt that we shall reach some definite result. Let the weight of the matter rest upon me now, and do not let your mind dwell upon it further. Above all, try to let Mr. Hosmer Angel vanish from your memory, as he has done from your life.«

»Then you don't think I'll see him again?«

»I fear not.«

»Then what has happened to him?«

»You will leave that question in my hands. I should like an accurate description of him and any letters of his which you can spare.«

»I advertised for him in last Saturday's  Chronicle, «

said she. »Here is the slip and here are four letters Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.019
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from him.«

»Thank you. And your address?«

»No. 31 Lyon Place, Camberwell.«

»Mr. Angel's address you never had, I understand. 

Where is your father's place of business?«

»He travels for Westhouse ;& Marbank, the great claret importers of Fenchurch Street.«

»Thank you. You have made your statement very clearly. You will leave the papers here, and remember the advice which I have given you. Let the whole incident be a sealed book, and do not allow it to affect your life.«

»You are very kind, Mr. Holmes, but I cannot do that. I shall be true to Hosmer. He shall find me ready when he comes back.«

For all the preposterous hat and the vacuous face, there was something noble in the simple faith of our visitor which compelled our respect. She laid her little bundle of papers upon the table and went her way, with a promise to come again whenever she might be summoned. 

Sherlock Holmes sat silent for a few minutes with his finger-tips still pressed together, his legs stretched out in front of him, and his gaze directed upward to the ceiling. Then he took down from the rack the old and oily clay pipe, which was to him as a counsellor, and, having lit it, he leaned back in his chair, with the Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.020
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thick blue cloud-wreaths spinning up from him, and a look of infinite languor in his face. 

»Quite an interesting study, that maiden,« he observed. »I found her more interesting than her little problem, which, by the way, is rather a trite one. You will find parallel cases, if you consult my index, in Andover in '77, and there was something of the sort at The Hague last year. Old as is the idea, however, there were one or two details which were new to me. 

But the maiden herself was most instructive.«

»You appeared to read a good deal upon her which was quite invisible to me,« I remarked. 

»Not invisible but unnoticed, Watson. You did not know where to look, and so you missed all that was important. I can never bring you to realize the importance of sleeves, the suggestiveness of thumb-nails, or the great issues that may hang from a bootlace. Now, what did you gather from that woman's appearance? Describe it.«

»Well, she had a slate-coloured, broad-brimmed straw hat, with a feather of a brickish red. Her jacket was black, with black beads sewn upon it, and a fringe of little black jet ornaments. Her dress was brown, rather darker than coffee colour, with a little purple plush at the neck and sleeves. Her gloves were grayish and were worn through at the right forefinger. 

Her boots I didn't observe. She had small round, han-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.021
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ging gold earrings, and a general air of being fairly well-to-do in a vulgar, comfortable, easy-going way.«

Sherlock Holmes clapped his hands softly together and chuckled. 

»'Pon my word, Watson, you are coming along wonderfully. You have really done very well indeed. It is true that you have missed everything of importance, but you have hit upon the method, and you have a quick eye for colour. Never trust to general impressions, my boy, but concentrate yourself upon details. 

My first glance is always at a woman's sleeve. In a man it is perhaps better first to take the knee of the trouser. As you observe, this woman had plush upon her sleeves, which is a most useful material for showing traces. The double line a little above the wrist, where the typewritist presses against the table, was beautifully defined. The sewing-machine, of the hand type, leaves a similar mark, but only on the left arm, and on the side of it farthest from the thumb, instead of being right across the broadest part, as this was. I then glanced at her face, and, observing the dint of a pince-nez at either side of her nose, I ventured a remark upon short sight and typewriting, which seemed to surprise her.«

»It surprised me.«

»But, surely, it was obvious. I was then much surprised and interested on glancing down to observe Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.022
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that, though the boots which she was wearing were not unlike each other, they were really odd ones; the one having a slightly decorated toe-cap, and the other a plain one. One was buttoned only in the two lower buttons out of five, and the other at the first, third, and fifth. Now, when you see that a young lady, otherwise neatly dressed, has come away from home with odd boots, half-buttoned, it is no great deduction to say that she came away in a hurry.«

»And what else?« I asked, keenly interested, as I always was, by my friend's incisive reasoning. 

»I noted, in passing, that she had written a note before leaving home but after being fully dressed. You observed that her right glove was torn at the forefinger, but you did not apparently see that both glove and finger were stained with violet ink. She had written in a hurry and dipped her pen too deep. It must have been this morning, or the mark would not remain clear upon the finger. All this is amusing, though rather elementary, but I must go back to business, Watson. Would you mind reading me the advertised description of Mr. Hosmer Angel?«

I held the little printed slip to the light. 

»Missing [it said] on the morning of the fourteenth, a gentleman named Hosmer Angel. About five feet seven inches in height; strongly built, sallow complexion, black hair, a

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes little bald in the centre, bushy, black side-whiskers 1.023

A Case of Identity

Doyle-Holmes, 221

and moustache; tinted glasses, slight infirmity of speech. 

Was dressed, when last seen, in black frock-coat faced with silk, black waistcoat, gold Albert chain, and gray Harris tweed trousers, with brown gaiters over elastic-sided boots. Known to have been employed in an office in Leadenhall Street. Anybody bringing ––«

»That will do,« said Holmes. »As to the letters,« he continued, glancing over them, »they are very commonplace. Absolutely no clue in them to Mr. Angel, save that he quotes Balzac once. There is one remarkable point, however, which will no doubt strike you.«

»They are typewritten,« I remarked. 

»Not only that, but the signature is typewritten. 

Look at the neat little ›Hosmer Angel‹ at the bottom. 

There is a date, you see, but no superscription except Leadenhall Street, which is rather vague. The point about the signature is very suggestive – in fact, we may call it conclusive.«

»Of what?«

»My dear fellow, is it possible you do not see how strongly it bears upon the case?«

»I cannot say that I do unless it were that he wished to be able to deny his signature if an action for breach of promise were instituted.«

»No, that was not the point. However, I shall write two letters, which should settle the matter. One is to a Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.024
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firm in the City, the other is to the young lady's stepfather, Mr. Windibank, asking him whether he could meet us here at six o'clock to-morrow evening. It is just as well that we should do business with the male relatives. And now, Doctor, we can do nothing until the answers to those letters come, so we may put our little problem upon the shelf for the interim.«

I had had so many reasons to believe in my friend's subtle powers of reasoning and extraordinary energy in action that I felt that he must have some solid grounds for the assured and easy demeanour with which he treated the singular mystery which he had been called upon to fathom. Once only had I known him to fail, in the case of the King of Bohemia and of the Irene Adler photograph; but when I looked back to the weird business of the  Sign of Four,  and the extraordinary circumstances connected with the  Study in Scarlet,  I felt that it would be a strange tangle indeed which he could not unravel. 

I left him then, still puffing at his black clay pipe, with the conviction that when I came again on the next evening I would find that he held in his hands all the clues which would lead up to the identity of the disappearing bridegroom of Miss Mary Sutherland. 

A professional case of great gravity was engaging my own attention at the time, and the whole of next day I was busy at the bedside of the sufferer. It was Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.025
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not until close upon six o'clock that I found myself free and was able to spring into a hansom and drive to Baker Street, half afraid that I might be too late to assist at the dénouement of the little mystery. I found Sherlock Holmes alone, however, half asleep, with his long, thin form curled up in the recesses of his armchair. A formidable array of bottles and test-tubes, with the pungent cleanly smell of hydrochloric acid, told me that he had spent his day in the chemical work which was so dear to him. 

»Well, have you solved it?« I asked as I entered. 

»Yes. It was the bisulphate of baryta.«

»No, no, the mystery!« I cried. 

»Oh, that! I thought of the salt that I have been working upon. There was never any mystery in the matter, though, as I said yesterday, some of the details are of interest. The only drawback is that there is no law, I fear, that can touch the scoundrel.«

»Who was he, then, and what was his object in deserting Miss Sutherland?«

The question was hardly out of my mouth, and Holmes had not yet opened his lips to reply, when we heard a heavy footfall in the passage and a tap at the door. 

»This is the girl's stepfather, Mr. James Windibank,« said Holmes. »He has written to me to say that he would be here at six. Come in!«
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The man who entered was a sturdy, middle-sized fellow, some thirty years of age, clean-shaven, and sallow-skinned, with a bland, insinuating manner, and a pair of wonderfully sharp and penetrating gray eyes. 

He shot a questioning glance at each of us, placed his shiny top-hat upon the sideboard, and with a slight bow sidled down into the nearest chair. 

»Good-evening, Mr. James Windibank,« said Holmes. »I think that this typewritten letter is from you, in which you made an appointment with me for six o'clock?«

»Yes, sir. I am afraid that I am a little late, but I am not quite my own master, you know. I am sorry that Miss Sutherland has troubled you about this little matter, for I think it is far better not to wash linen of the sort in public. It was quite against my wishes that she came, but she is a very excitable, impulsive girl, as you may have noticed, and she is not easily controlled when she has made up her mind on a point. Of course, I did not mind you so much, as you are not connected with the official police, but it is not pleasant to have a family misfortune like this noised abroad. Besides, it is a useless expense, for how could you possibly find this Hosmer Angel?«

»On the contrary,« said Holmes quietly; »I have every reason to believe that I will succeed in discovering Mr. Hosmer Angel.«
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Mr. Windibank gave a violent start and dropped his gloves. »I am delighted to hear it,« he said. 

»It is a curious thing,« remarked Holmes, »that a typewriter has really quite as much individuality as a man's handwriting. Unless they are quite new, no two of them write exactly alike. Some letters get more worn than others, and some wear only on one side. 

Now, you remark in this note of yours, Mr. Windibank, that in every case there is some little slurring over of the ›e,‹ and a slight defect in the tail of the ›r.‹

There are fourteen other characteristics, but those are the more obvious.«

»We do all our correspondence with this machine at the office, and no doubt it is a little worn,« our visitor answered, glancing keenly at Holmes with his bright little eyes. 

»And now I will show you what is really a very interesting study, Mr. Windibank,« Holmes continued. 

»I think of writing another little monograph some of these days on the typewriter and its relation to crime. 

It is a subject to which I have devoted some little attention. I have here four letters which purport to come from the missing man. They are all typewritten. In each case, not only are the ›e's‹ slurred and the ›r's‹

tailless, but you will observe, if you care to use my magnifying lens, that the fourteen other characteristics to which I have alluded are there as well.«
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Mr. Windibank sprang out of his chair and picked up his hat. »I cannot waste time over this sort of fantastic talk, Mr. Holmes,« he said. »If you can catch the man, catch him, and let me know when you have done it.«

»Certainly,« said Holmes, stepping over and turning the key in the door. »I let you know, then, that I have caught him!«

»What! where?« shouted Mr. Windibank, turning white to his lips and glancing about him like a rat in a trap. 

»Oh, it won't do – really it won't,« said Holmes suavely. »There is no possible getting out of it, Mr. 

Windibank. It is quite too transparent, and it was a very bad compliment when you said that it was impossible for me to solve so simple a question. That's right! Sit down and let us talk it over.«

Our visitor collapsed into a chair, with a ghastly face and a glitter of moisture on his brow. »It – it's not actionable,« he stammered. 

»I am very much afraid that it is not. But between ourselves, Windibank, it was as cruel and selfish and heartless a trick in a petty way as ever came before me. Now, let me just run over the course of events, and you will contradict me if I go wrong.«

The man sat huddled up in his chair, with his head sunk upon his breast, like one who is utterly crushed. 
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Holmes stuck his feet up on the corner of the mantelpiece and, leaning back with his hands in his pockets, began talking, rather to himself, as it seemed, than to us. 

»The man married a woman very much older than himself for her money,« said he, »and he enjoyed the use of the money of the daughter as long as she lived with them. It was a considerable sum, for people in their position, and the loss of it would have made a serious difference. It was worth an effort to preserve it. The daughter was of a good, amiable disposition, but affectionate and warm-hearted in her ways, so that it was evident that with her fair personal advantages, and her little income, she would not be allowed to remain single long. Now her marriage would mean, of course, the loss of a hundred a year, so what does her stepfather do to prevent it? He takes the obvious course of keeping her at home and forbidding her to seek the company of people of her own age. But soon he found that that would not answer forever. She became restive, insisted upon her rights, and finally announced her positive intention of going to a certain ball. What does her clever stepfather do then? He conceives an idea more creditable to his head than to his heart. With the connivance and assistance of his wife he disguised himself, covered those keen eyes with tinted glasses, masked the face with a moustache Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.030
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and a pair of bushy whiskers, sunk that clear voice into an insinuating whisper, and doubly secure on account of the girl's short sight, he appears as Mr. Hosmer Angel, and keeps off other lovers by making love himself.«

»It was only a joke at first,« groaned our visitor. 

»We never thought that she would have been so carried away.«

»Very likely not. However that may be, the young lady was very decidedly carried away, and, having quite made up her mind that her stepfather was in France, the suspicion of treachery never for an instant entered her mind. She was flattered by the gentleman's attentions, and the effect was increased by the loudly expressed admiration of her mother. Then Mr. Angel began to call, for it was obvious that the matter should be pushed as far as it would go if a real effect were to be produced. There were meetings, and an engagement, which would finally secure the girl's affections from turning towards anyone else. But the deception could not be kept up forever. These pretended journeys to France were rather cumbrous. The thing to do was clearly to bring the business to an end in such a dramatic manner that it would leave a permanent impression upon the young lady's mind and prevent her from looking upon any other suitor for some time to come. Hence those vows of fidelity exacted upon a Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.031
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Testament, and hence also the allusions to a possibility of something happening on the very morning of the wedding. James Windibank wished Miss Sutherland to be so bound to Hosmer Angel, and so uncertain as to his fate, that for ten years to come, at any rate, she would not listen to another man. As far as the church door he brought her, and then, as he could go no farther, he conveniently vanished away by the old trick of stepping in at one door of a four-wheeler and out at the other. I think that that was the chain of events, Mr. Windibank!«

Our visitor had recovered something of his assurance while Holmes had been talking, and he rose from his chair now with a cold sneer upon his pale face. 

»It may be so, or it may not, Mr. Holmes,« said he, 

»but if you are so very sharp you ought to be sharp enough to know that it is you who are breaking the law now, and not me. I have done nothing actionable from the first, but as long as you keep that door lok-ked you lay yourself open to an action for assault and illegal constraint.«

»The law cannot, as you say, touch you,« said Holmes, unlocking and throwing open the door, »yet there never was a man who deserved punishment more. If the young lady has a brother or a friend, he ought to lay a whip across your shoulders. By Jove!«
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he continued, flushing up at the sight of the bitter sneer upon the man's face, »it is not part of my duties to my client, but here's a hunting crop handy, and I think I shall just treat myself to ––« He took two swift steps to the whip, but before he could grasp it there was a wild clatter of steps upon the stairs, the heavy hall door banged, and from the window we could see Mr. James Windibank running at the top of his speed down the road. 

»There's a cold-blooded scoundrel!« said Holmes, laughing, as he threw himself down into his chair once more. »That fellow will rise from crime to crime until he does something very bad, and ends on a gallows. The case has, in some respects, been not entirely devoid of interest.«

»I cannot now entirely see all the steps of your reasoning,« I remarked. 

»Well, of course it was obvious from the first that this Mr. Hosmer Angel must have some strong object for his curious conduct, and it was equally clear that the only man who really profited by the incident, as far as we could see, was the stepfather. Then the fact that the two men were never together, but that the one always appeared when the other was away, was suggestive. So were the tinted spectacles and the curious voice, which both hinted at a disguise, as did the bushy whiskers. My suspicions were all confirmed by Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.033
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his peculiar action in typewriting his signature, which, of course, inferred that his handwriting was so familiar to her that she would recognize even the smallest sample of it. You see all these isolated facts, together with many minor ones, all pointed in the same direction.«

»And how did you verify them?«

»Having once spotted my man, it was easy to get corroboration. I knew the firm for which this man worked. Having taken the printed description, I eliminated everything from it which could be the result of a disguise – the whiskers, the glasses, the voice, and I sent it to the firm, with a request that they would inform me whether it answered to the description of any of their travellers. I had already noticed the peculiarities of the typewriter, and I wrote to the man himself at his business address, asking him if he would come here. As I expected, his reply was typewritten and revealed the same trivial but characteristic defects. The same post brought me a letter from Westhouse ;& Marbank, of Fenchurch Street, to say that the description tallied in every respect with that of their employee, James Windibank.  Voilà tout! «

»And Miss Sutherland?«

»If I tell her she will not believe me. You may remember the old Persian saying, ›There is danger for him who taketh the tiger cub, and danger also for Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.034
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whoso snatches a delusion from a woman.‹ There is as much sense in Hafiz as in Horace, and as much knowledge of the world.«

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.035
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The Boscombe Valley Mystery

We were seated at breakfast one morning, my wife and I, when the maid brought in a telegram. It was from Sherlock Holmes and ran in this way: Have you a couple of days to spare? Have just been wired for from the west of England in connection with Boscombe Valley tragedy. Shall be glad if you will come with me. Air and scenery perfect. Leave Paddington by the 11:15. 

»What do you say, dear?« said my wife, looking across at me. »Will you go?«

»I really don't know what to say. I have a fairly long list at present.«

»Oh, Anstruther would do your work for you. You have been looking a little pale lately. I think that the change would do you good, and you are always so interested in Mr. Sherlock Holmes's cases.«

»I should be ungrateful if I were not, seeing what I gained through one of them,« I answered. »But if I am to go, I must pack at once, for I have only half an hour.«

My experience of camp life in Afghanistan had at least had the effect of making me a prompt and ready traveller. 

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes My wants were few and simple, so that in 1.036
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less than the time stated I was in a cab with my valise, rattling away to Paddington Station. Sherlock Holmes was pacing up and down the platform, his tall, gaunt figure made even gaunter and taller by his long gray travelling-cloak and close-fitting cloth cap. 

»It is really very good of you to come, Watson,«

said he. »It makes a considerable difference to me, having someone with me on whom I can thoroughly rely. Local aid is always either worthless or else biassed. If you will keep the two corner seats I shall get the tickets.«

We had the carriage to ourselves save for an immense litter of papers which Holmes had brought with him. Among these he rummaged and read, with intervals of note-taking and of meditation, until we were past Reading. Then he suddenly rolled them all into a gigantic ball and tossed them up onto the rack. 

»Have you heard anything of the case?« he asked. 

»Not a word. I have not seen a paper for some days.«

»The London press has not had very full accounts. 

I have just been looking through all the recent papers in order to master the particulars. It seems, from what I gather, to be one of those simple cases which are so extremely difficult.«

»That sounds a little paradoxical.«

»But it is profoundly true. Singularity is almost in-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.037
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variably a clue. The more featureless and commonplace a crime is, the more difficult it is to bring it home. In this case, however, they have established a very serious case against the son of the murdered man.«

»It is a murder, then?«

»Well, it is conjectured to be so. I shall take nothing for granted until I have the opportunity of looking personally into it. I will explain the state of things to you, as far as I have been able to understand it, in a very few words. 

Boscombe Valley is a country district not very far from Ross, in Herefordshire. The largest landed proprietor in that part is a Mr. John Turner, who made his money in Australia and returned some years ago to the old country. One of the farms which he held, that of Hatherley, was let to Mr. Charles McCarthy, who was also an ex-Australian. The men had known each other in the colonies, so that it was not unnatural that when they came to settle down they should do so as near each other as possible. Turner was apparently the richer man, so McCarthy became his tenant but still remained, it seems, upon terms of perfect equality, as they were frequently together. McCarthy had one son, a lad of eighteen, and Turner had an only daughter of the same age, but neither of them had wives living. 

They appear to have avoided the society of the Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.038
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neighbouring English families and to have led retired lives, though both the McCarthys were fond of sport and were frequently seen at the race-meetings of the neighbourhood. McCarthy kept two servants – a man and a girl. Turner had a considerable household, some half-dozen at the least. That is as much as I have been able to gather about the families. Now for the facts. 

On June 3d, that is, on Monday last, McCarthy left his house at Hatherley about three in the afternoon and walked down to the Boscombe Pool, which is a small lake formed by the spreading out of the stream which runs down the Boscombe Valley. He had been out with his serving-man in the morning at Ross, and he had told the man that he must hurry, as he had an appointment of importance to keep at three. From that appointment he never came back alive. 

From Hatherley Farmhouse to the Boycombe Pool is a quarter of a mile, and two people saw him as he passed over this ground. One was an old woman, whose name is not mentioned, and the other was William Crowder, a gamekeeper in the employ of Mr. 

Turner. Both these witnesses depose that Mr. McCarthy was walking alone. The gamekeeper adds that within a few minutes of his seeing Mr. McCarthy pass he had seen his son, Mr. James McCarthy, going the same way with a gun under his arm. To the best of his belief, the father was actually in sight at the time, and Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.039
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the son was following him. He thought no more of the matter until he heard in the evening of the tragedy that had occurred. 

The two McCarthys were seen after the time when William Crowder, the game-keeper, lost sight of them. The Boscombe Pool is thickly wooded round, with just a fringe of grass and of reeds round the edge. 

A girl of fourteen, Patience Moran, who is the daughter of the lodge-keeper of the Boscombe Valley estate, was in one of the woods picking flowers. She states that while she was there she saw, at the border of the wood and close by the lake, Mr. McCarthy and his son, and that they appeared to be having a violent quarrel. She heard Mr. McCarthy the elder using very strong language to his son, and she saw the latter raise up his hand as if to strike his father. She was so frightened by their violence that she ran away and told her mother when she reached home that she had left the two McCarthys quarrelling near Boscombe Pool, and that she was afraid that they were going to fight. 

She had hardly said the words when young Mr. 

McCarthy came running up to the lodge to say that he had found his father dead in the wood, and to ask for the help of the lodge-keeper. He was much excited, without either his gun or his hat, and his right hand and sleeve were observed to be stained with fresh blood. On following him they found the dead body Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.040
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stretched out upon the grass beside the pool. The head had been beaten in by repeated blows of some heavy and blunt weapon. The injuries were such as might very well have been inflicted by the butt-end of his son's gun, which was found lying on the grass within a few paces of the body. Under these circumstances the young man was instantly arrested, and a verdict of

›wilful murder‹ having been returned at the inquest on Tuesday, he was on Wednesday brought before the magistrates at Ross, who have referred the case to the next assizes. Those are the main facts of the case as they came out before the coroner and the police-court.«

»I could hardly imagine a more damning case,« I remarked. »If ever circumstantial evidence pointed to a criminal it does so here.«

»Circumstantial evidence is a very tricky thing,«

answered Holmes thoughtfully. »It may seem to point very straight to one thing, but if you shift your own point of view a little, you may find it pointing in an equally uncompromising manner to something entirely different. It must be confessed, however, that the case looks exceedingly grave against the young man, and it is very possible that he is indeed the culprit. 

There are several people in the neighbourhood, however, and among them Miss Turner, the daughter of the neighbouring landowner, who believe in his inno-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.041
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cence, and who have retained Lestrade, whom you may recollect in connection with the  Study in Scarlet, to work out the case in his interest. Lestrade, being rather puzzled, has referred the case to me, and hence it is that two middle-aged gentlemen are flying westward at fifty miles an hour instead of quietly digesting their breakfasts at home.«

»I am afraid,« said I, »that the facts are so obvious that you will find little credit to be gained out of this case.«

»There is nothing more deceptive than an obvious fact,« he answered, laughing. »Besides, we may chance to hit upon some other obvious facts which may have been by no means obvious to Mr. Lestrade. You know me too well to think that I am boasting when I say that I shall either confirm or destroy his theory by means which he is quite incapable of employing, or even of understanding. To take the first example to hand, I very clearly perceive that in your bedroom the window is upon the right-hand side, and yet I question whether Mr. Lestrade would have noted even so self-evident a thing as that.«

»How on earth ––«

»My dear fellow, I know you well. I know the military neatness which characterizes you. You shave every morning, and in this season you shave by the sunlight; but since your shaving is less and less com-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.042
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plete as we get farther back on the left side, until it becomes positively slovenly as we get round the angle of the jaw, it is surely very clear that that side is less illuminated than the other. I could not imagine a man of your habits looking at himself in an equal light and being satisfied with such a result. I only quote this as a trivial example of observation and inference. Therein lies my  métier,  and it is just possible that it may be of some service in the investigation which lies before us. There are one or two minor points which were brought out in the inquest, and which are worth considering.«

»What are they?«

»It appears that his arrest did not take place at once, but after the return to Hatherley Farm. On the inspector of constabulary informing him that he was a prisoner, he remarked that he was not surprised to hear it, and that it was no more than his deserts. This observation of his had the natural effect of removing any traces of doubt which might have remained in the minds of the coroner's jury.«

»It was a confession,« I ejaculated. 

»No, for it was followed by a protestation of innocence.«

»Coming on the top of such a damning series of events, it was at least a most suspicious remark.«

»On the contrary,« said Holmes, »it is the brightest Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.043
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rift which I can at present see in the clouds. However innocent he might be, he could not be such an absolute imbecile as not to see that the circumstances were very black against him. Had he appeared surprised at his own arrest, or feigned indignation at it, I should have looked upon it as highly suspicious, because such surprise or anger would not be natural under the circumstances, and yet might appear to be the best policy to a scheming man. His frank acceptance of the situation marks him as either an innocent man, or else as a man of considerable self-restraint and firmness. 

As to his remark about his deserts, it was also not unnatural if you consider that he stood beside the dead body of his father, and that there is no doubt that he had that very day so far forgotten his filial duty as to bandy words with him, and even, according to the little girl whose evidence is so important, to raise his hand as if to strike him. The self-reproach and contri-tion which are displayed in his remark appear to me to be the signs of a healthy mind rather than of a guilty one.«

I shook my head. »Many men have been hanged on far slighter evidence,« I remarked. 

»So they have. And many men have been wrongfully hanged.«

»What is the young man's own account of the matter?«
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»It is, I am afraid, not very encouraging to his sup-porters, though there are one or two points in it which are suggestive. You will find it here, and may read it for yourself.«

He picked out from his bundle a copy of the local Herefordshire paper, and having turned down the sheet he pointed out the paragraph in which the unfortunate young man had given his own statement of what had occurred. I settled myself down in the corner of the carriage and read it very carefully. It ran in this way:

Mr. James McCarthy, the only son of the deceased, was then called and gave evidence as follows: »I had been away from home for three days at Bristol, and had only just returned upon the morning of last Monday, the 3d. 

My father was absent from home at the time of my arrival, and I was informed by the maid that he had driven over to Ross with John Cobb, the groom. Shortly after my return I heard the wheels of his trap in the yard, and, looking out of my window, I saw him get out and walk rapidly out of the yard, though I was not aware in which direction he was going. I then took my gun and strolled out in the direction of the Boscombe Pool, with the intention of visiting the rabbit-warren which is upon the other side. On my way I saw William Crowder, the game-keeper, as he had stated in his evidence; but he is mistaken in thinking that I was following my father. I had no idea that he was in front of me. When about a hundred yards from the pool I heard a cry of ›Cooee!‹ which was a usual si-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.045
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gnal between my father and myself. I then hurried forward, and found him standing by the pool. He appeared to be much surprised at seeing me and asked me rather roughly what I was doing there. A conversation ensued which led to high words and almost to blows, for my father was a man of a very violent temper. Seeing that his passion was becoming ungovernable, I left him and returned towards Hatherley Farm. I had not gone more than 150 yards, however, when I heard a hideous outcry behind me, which caused me to run back again. I found my father expiring upon the ground, with his head terribly injured. I dropped my gun and held him in my arms, but he almost instantly expired. I knelt beside him for some minutes, and then made my way to Mr. Turner's lodge-keeper, his house being the nearest, to ask for assistance. I saw no one near my father when I returned, and I have no idea how he came by his injuries. He was not a popular man, being somewhat cold and forbidding in his manners; but he had, as far as I know, no active enemies. I know nothing further of the matter.«

The Coroner: Did your father make any statement to you before he died? 

Witness: He mumbled a few words, but I could only catch some allusion to a rat. 

The Coroner: What did you understand by that? 

Witness: It conveyed no meaning to me. I thought that he was delirious. 

The Coroner: What was the point upon which you and your father had this final quarrel? 

Witness. I should prefer not to answer. 

The Coroner. I am afraid that I must press it. 
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Witness. It is really impossible for me to tell you. I can assure you that it has nothing to do with the sad tragedy which followed. 

The Coroner. That is for the court to decide. I need not point out to you that your refusal to answer will prejudice your case considerably in any future proceedings which may arise. 

Witness. I must still refuse. 

The Coroner. I understand that the cry of »Cooee« was a common signal between you and your father? 

Witness. It was. 

The Coroner. How was it, then, that he uttered it before he saw you, and before he even knew that you had returned from Bristol? 

Witness (with considerable confusion). I do not know. 

A Juryman. Did you see nothing which aroused your suspicions when you returned on hearing the cry and found your father fatally injured? 

Witness. Nothing definite. 

The Coroner. What do you mean? 

Witness. I was so disturbed and excited as I rushed out into the open, that I could think of nothing except of my father. Yet I have a vague impression that as I ran forward something lay upon the ground to the left of me. It seemed to me to be something gray in colour, a coat of some sort, or a plaid perhaps. When I rose from my father I looked round for it, but it was gone. 

»Do you mean that it disappeared before you went for help?«

»Yes, it was gone.«
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»You cannot say what it was?«

»No, I had a feeling something was there.«

»How far from the body?«

»A dozen yards or so.«

»And how far from the edge of the wood?«

»About the same.«

»Then if it was removed it was while you were within a dozen yards of it?«

»Yes, but with my back towards it.«

This concluded the examination of the witness. 

»I see,« said I as I glanced down the column, »that the coroner in his concluding remarks was rather severe upon young McCarthy. He calls attention, and with reason, to the discrepancy about his father having signalled to him before seeing him, also to his refusal to give details of his conversation with his father, and his singular account of his father's dying words. They are all, as he remarks, very much against the son.«

Holmes laughed softly to himself and stretched himself out upon the cushioned seat. »Both you and the coroner have been at some pains,« said he, »to single out the very strongest points in the young man's favour. Don't you see that you alternately give him credit for having too much imagination and too little? 

Too little, if he could not invent a cause of quarrel which would give him the sympathy of the jury; too Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.048
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much, if he evolved from his own inner consciousness anything so  outré  as a dying reference to a rat, and the incident of the vanishing cloth. No, sir, I shall approach this case from the point of view that what this young man says is true, and we shall see whither that hypothesis will lead us. And now here is my pocket Petrarch, and not another word shall I say of this case until we are on the scene of action. We lunch at Swindon, and I see that we shall be there in twenty minutes.«

It was nearly four o'clock when we at last, after passing through the beautiful Stroud Valley, and over the broad gleaming Severn, found ourselves at the pretty little country-town of Ross. A lean, ferret-like man, furtive and sly-looking, was waiting for us upon the platform. In spite of the light brown dustcoat and leather-leggings which he wore in deference to his rustic surroundings, I had no difficulty in recognizing Lestrade, of Scotland Yard. With him we drove to the Hereford Arms where a room had already been engaged for us. 

»I have ordered a carriage,« said Lestrade as we sat over a cup of tea. »I knew your energetic nature, and that you would not be happy until you had been on the scene of the crime.«

»It was very nice and complimentary of you,« Holmes answered. »It is entirely a question of barometric Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.049
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pressure.«

Lestrade looked startled. »I do not quite follow,«

he said. 

»How is the glass? Twenty-nine, I see. No wind, and not a cloud in the sky. I have a caseful of cigarettes here which need smoking, and the sofa is very much superior to the usual country hotel abomination. 

I do not think that it is probable that I shall use the carriage to-night.«

Lestrade laughed indulgently. »You have, no doubt, already formed your conclusions from the newspapers,« he said. »The case is as plain as a pike-staff, and the more one goes into it the plainer it becomes. Still, of course, one can't refuse a lady, and such a very positive one, too. She had heard of you, and would have your opinion, though I repeatedly told her that there was nothing which you could do which I had not already done. Why, bless my soul! here is her carriage at the door.«

He had hardly spoken before there rushed into the room one of the most lovely young women that I have ever seen in my life. Her violet eyes shining, her lips parted, a pink flush upon her cheeks, all thought of her natural reserve lost in her overpowering excitement and concern. 

»Oh, Mr. Sherlock Holmes!« she cried, glancing from one to the other of us, and finally, with a Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.050
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woman's quick intuition, fastening upon my companion, »I am so glad that you have come. I have driven down to tell you so. I know that James didn't do it. I know it, and I want you to start upon your work knowing it, too. Never let yourself doubt upon that point. 

We have known each other since we were little children, and I know his faults as no one else does; but he is too tender-hearted to hurt a fly. Such a charge is absurd to anyone who really knows him.«

»I hope we may clear him, Miss Turner,« said Sherlock Holmes. »You may rely upon my doing all that I can.«

»But you have read the evidence. You have formed some conclusion? Do you not see some loophole, some flaw? Do you not yourself think that he is innocent?«

»I think that it is very probable.«

»There, now!« she cried, throwing back her head and looking defiantly at Lestrade. »You hear! He gives me hopes.«

Lestrade shrugged his shoulders. »I am afraid that my colleague has been a little quick in forming his conclusions,« he said. 

»But he is right. Oh! I know that he is right. James never did it. And about his quarrel with his father, I am sure that the reason why he would not speak about it to the coroner was because I was concerned in it.«
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»In what way?« asked Holmes. 

»It is no time for me to hide anything. James and his father had many disagreements about me. Mr. 

McCarthy was very anxious that there should be a marriage between us. James and I have always loved each other as brother and sister; but of course he is young and has seen very little of life yet, and – and –

well, he naturally did not wish to do anything like that yet. So there were quarrels, and this, I am sure, was one of them.«

»And your father?« asked Holmes. »Was he in favour of such a union?«

»No, he was averse to it also. No one but Mr. 

McCarthy was in favour of it.« A quick blush passed over her fresh young face as Holmes shot one of his keen, questioning glances at her. 

»Thank you for this information,« said he. »May I see your father if I call to-morrow?«

»I am afraid the doctor won't allow it.«

»The doctor?«

»Yes, have you not heard? Poor father has never been strong for years back, but this has broken him down completely. He has taken to his bed, and Dr. 

Willows says that he is a wreck and that his nervous system is shattered. Mr. McCarthy was the only man alive who had known dad in the old days in Victoria.«

»Ha! In Victoria! That is important.«
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»Yes, at the mines.«

»Quite so; at the gold-mines, where, as I understand, Mr. Turner made his money.«

»Yes, certainly.«

»Thank you, Miss Turner. You have been of material assistance to me.«

»You will tell me if you have any news to-morrow. 

No doubt you will go to the prison to see James. Oh, if you do, Mr. Holmes, do tell him that I know him to be innocent.«

»I will, Miss Turner.«

»I must go home now, for dad is very ill, and he misses me so if I leave him. Good-bye, and God help you in your undertaking.« She hurried from the room as impulsively as she had entered, and we heard the wheels of her carriage rattle off down the street. 

»I am ashamed of you, Holmes,« said Lestrade with dignity after a few minutes' silence. »Why should you raise up hopes which you are bound to disappoint? I am not over-tender of heart, but I call it cruel.«

»I think that I see my way to clearing James McCarthy,« said Holmes. »Have you an order to see him in prison?«

»Yes, but only for you and me.«

»Then I shall reconsider my resolution about going out. We have still time to take a train to Hereford and Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.053
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see him to-night?«

»Ample.«

»Then let us do so. Watson, I fear that you will find it very slow, but I shall only be away a couple of hours.«

I walked down to the station with them, and then wandered through the streets of the little town, finally returning to the hotel, where I lay upon the sofa and tried to interest myself in a yellow-backed novel. The puny plot of the story was so thin, however, when compared to the deep mystery through which we were groping, and I found my attention wander so continually from the fiction to the fact, that I at last flung it across the room and gave myself up entirely to a consideration of the events of the day. Supposing that this unhappy young man's story were absolutely true, then what hellish thing, what absolutely unforeseen and extraordinary calamity could have occurred between the time when he parted from his father, and the moment when, drawn back by his screams, he rushed into the glade? It was something terrible and deadly. 

What could it be? Might not the nature of the injuries reveal something to my medical instincts? I rang the bell and called for the weekly county paper, which contained a verbatim account of the inquest. In the surgeon's deposition it was stated that the posterior third of the left parietal bone and the left half of the Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.054
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occipital bone had been shattered by a heavy blow from a blunt weapon. I marked the spot upon my own head. Clearly such a blow must have been struck from behind. That was to some extent in favour of the accused, as when seen quarrelling he was face to face with his father. Still, it did not go for very much, for the older man might have turned his back before the blow fell. Still, it might be worth while to call Holmes's attention to it. Then there was the peculiar dying reference to a rat. What could that mean? It could not be delirium. A man dying from a sudden blow does not commonly become delirious. No, it was more likely to be an attempt to explain how he met his fate. But what could it indicate? I cudgelled my brains to find some possible explanation. And then the incident of the gray cloth seen by young McCarthy. If that were true the murderer must have dropped some part of his dress, presumably his overcoat, in his flight, and must have had the hardihood to return and to carry it away at the instant when the son was kneeling with his back turned not a dozen paces off. What a tissue of mysteries and improbabilities the whole thing was! I did not wonder at Lestrade's opinion, and yet I had so much faith in Sherlock Holmes's insight that I could not lose hope as long as every fresh fact seemed to strengthen his conviction of young McCarthy's innocence. 
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It was late before Sherlock Holmes returned. He came back alone, for Lestrade was staying in lodgings in the town. 

»The glass still keeps very high,« he remarked as he sat down. »It is of importance that it should not rain before we are able to go over the ground. On the other hand, a man should be at his very best and keenest for such nice work as that, and I did not wish to do it when fagged by a long journey. I have seen young McCarthy.«

»And what did you learn from him?«

»Nothing.«

»Could he throw no light?«

»None at all. I was inclined to think at one time that he knew who had done it and was screening him or her, but I am convinced now that he is as puzzled as everyone else. He is not a very quick-witted youth, though comely to look at and, I should think, sound at heart.«

»I cannot admire his taste,« I remarked, »if it is indeed a fact that he was averse to a marriage with so charming a young lady as this Miss Turner.«

»Ah, thereby hangs a rather painful tale. This fellow is madly, insanely, in love with her, but some two years ago, when he was only a lad, and before he really knew her, for she had been away five years at a boarding-school, what does the idiot do but get into Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.056
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the clutches of a barmaid in Bristol and marry her at a registry office? No one knows a word of the matter, but you can imagine how maddening it must be to him to be upbraided for not doing what he would give his very eyes to do, but what he knows to be absolutely impossible. It was sheer frenzy of this sort which made him throw his hands up into the air when his father, at their last interview, was goading him on to propose to Miss Turner. On the other hand, he had no means of supporting himself, and his father, who was by all accounts a very hard man, would have thrown him over utterly had he known the truth. It was with his barmaid wife that he had spent the last three days in Bristol, and his father did not know where he was. 

Mark that point. It is of importance. Good has come out of evil, however, for the barmaid, finding from the papers that he is in serious trouble and likely to be hanged, has thrown him over utterly and has written to him to say that she has a husband already in the Bermuda Dockyard, so that there is really no tie between them. I think that that bit of news has consoled young McCarthy for all that he has suffered.«

»But if he is innocent, who has done it?«

»Ah! who? I would call your attention very particularly to two points. One is that the murdered man had an appointment with someone at the pool, and that the someone could not have been his son, for his son was Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.057
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away, and he did not know when he would return. The second is that the murdered man was heard to cry

›Cooee!‹ before he knew that his son had returned. 

Those are the crucial points upon which the case depends. And now let us talk about George Meredith, if you please, and we shall leave all minor matters until to-morrow.«

There was no rain, as Holmes had foretold, and the morning broke bright and cloudless. At nine o'clock Lestrade called for us with the carriage, and we set off for Hatherley Farm and the Boscombe Pool. 

»There is serious news this morning,« Lestrade observed. »It is said that Mr. Turner, of the Hall, is so ill that his life is despaired of.«

»An elderly man, I presume?« said Holmes. 

»About sixty; but his constitution has been shattered by his life abroad, and he has been in failing health for some time. This business has had a very bad effect upon him. He was an old friend of McCarthy's, and, I may add, a great benefactor to him, for I have learned that he gave him Hatherley Farm rent free.«

»Indeed! That is interesting,« said Holmes. 

»Oh, yes! In a hundred other ways he has helped him. Everybody about here speaks of his kindness to him.«

»Really! Does it not strike you as a little singular Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.058
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that this McCarthy, who appears to have had little of his own, and to have been under such obligations to Turner, should still talk of marrying his son to Turner's daughter, who is, presumably, heiress to the estate, and that in such a very cocksure manner, as if it were merely a case of a proposal and all else would follow? It is the more strange, since we know that Turner himself was averse to the idea. The daughter told us as much. Do you not deduce something from that?«

»We have got to the deductions and the inferences,« said Lestrade, winking at me. »I find it hard enough to tackle facts, Holmes, without flying away after theories and fancies.«

»You are right,« said Holmes demurely; »you do find it very hard to tackle the facts.«

»Anyhow, I have grasped one fact which you seem to find it difficult to get hold of,« replied Lestrade with some warmth. 

»And that is ––«

»That McCarthy senior met his death from McCarthy junior and that all theories to the contrary are the merest moonshine.«

»Well, moonshine is a brighter thing than fog,«

said Holmes, laughing. »But I am very much mistaken if this is not Hatherley Farm upon the left.«

»Yes, that is it.« It was a widespread, comfortable-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.059
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looking building, two-storied, slate-roofed, with great yellow blotches of lichen upon the gray walls. The drawn blinds and the smokeless chimneys, however, gave it a stricken look, as though the weight of this horror still lay heavy upon it. We called at the door, when the maid, at Holmes's request, showed us the boots which her master wore at the time of his death, and also a pair of the son's, though not the pair which he had then had. Having measured these very carefully from seven or eight different points, Holmes desired to be led to the court-yard, from which we all followed the winding track which led to Boscombe Pool. 

Sherlock Holmes was transformed when he was hot upon such a scent as this. Men who had only known the quiet thinker and logician of Baker Street would have failed to recognize him. His face flushed and darkened. His brows were drawn into two hard black lines, while his eyes shone out from beneath them with a steely glitter. His face was bent downward, his shoulders bowed, his lips compressed, and the veins stood out like whipcord in his long, sinewy neck. His nostrils seemed to dilate with a purely animal lust for the chase, and his mind was so absolutely concentrated upon the matter before him that a question or remark fell unheeded upon his ears, or, at the most, only provoked a quick, impatient snarl in reply. Swiftly and silently he made his way along the track which Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.060
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ran through the meadows, and so by way of the woods to the Boscombe Pool. It was damp, marshy ground, as is all that district, and there were marks of many feet, both upon the path and amid the short grass which bounded it on either side. Sometimes Holmes would hurry on, sometimes stop dead, and once he made quite a little detour into the meadow. Lestrade and I walked behind him, the detective indifferent and contemptuous, while I watched my friend with the interest which sprang from the conviction that every one of his actions was directed towards a definite end. 

The Boscombe Pool, which is a little reed-girt sheet of water some fifty yards across, is situated at the boundary between the Hatherley Farm and the private park of the wealthy Mr. Turner. Above the woods which lined it upon the farther side we could see the red, jutting pinnacles which marked the site of the rich land-owner's dwelling. On the Hatherley side of the pool the woods grew very thick, and there was a narrow belt of sodden grass twenty paces across between the edge of the trees and the reeds which lined the lake. Lestrade showed us the exact spot at which the body had been found, and, indeed, so moist was the ground, that I could plainly see the traces which had been left by the fall of the stricken man. To Holmes, as I could see by his eager face and peering eyes, very many other things were to be read upon the Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.061
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trampled grass. He ran round, like a dog who is picking up a scent, and then turned upon my companion. 

»What did you go into the pool for?« he asked. 

»I fished about with a rake. I thought there might be some weapon or other trace. But how on earth ––«

»Oh, tut, tut! I have no time! That left foot of yours with its inward twist is all over the place. A mole could trace it, and there it vanishes among the reeds. 

Oh, how simple it would all have been had I been here before they came like a herd of buffalo and wallowed all over it. Here is where the party with the lodge-keeper came, and they have covered all tracks for six or eight feet round the body. But here are three separate tracks of the same feet.« He drew out a lens and lay down upon his waterproof to have a better view, talking all the time rather to himself than to us. 

»These are young McCarthy's feet. Twice he was walking, and once he ran swiftly, so that the soles are deeply marked and the heels hardly visible. That bears out his story. He ran when he saw his father on the ground. Then here are the father's feet as he paced up and down. What is this, then? It is the butt-end of the gun as the son stood listening. And this? Ha, ha! 

What have we here? Tiptoes! tiptoes! Square, too, quite unusual boots! They come, they go, they come again – of course that was for the cloak. Now where did they come from?« He ran up and down, someti-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.062
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mes losing, sometimes finding the track until we were well within the edge of the wood and under the shadow of a great beech, the largest tree in the neighbourhood. Holmes traced his way to the farther side of this and lay down once more upon his face with a little cry of satisfaction. For a long time he remained there, turning over the leaves and dried sticks, gathering up what seemed to me to be dust into an envelope and examining with his lens not only the ground but even the bark of the tree as far as he could reach. 

A jagged stone was lying among the moss, and this also he carefully examined and retained. Then he followed a pathway through the wood until he came to the highroad, where all traces were lost. 

»It has been a case of considerable interest,« he remarked, returning to his natural manner. »I fancy that this gray house on the right must be the lodge. I think that I will go in and have a word with Moran, and perhaps write a little note. Having done that, we may drive back to our luncheon. You may walk to the cab, and I shall be with you presently.«

It was about ten minutes before we regained our cab and drove back into Ross, Holmes still carrying with him the stone which he had picked up in the wood. 

»This may interest you, Lestrade,« he remarked, holding it out. »The murder was done with it.«
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»I see no marks.«

»There are none.«

»How do you know, then?«

»The grass was growing under it. It had only lain there a few days. There was no sign of a place whence it had been taken. It corresponds with the injuries. 

There is no sign of any other weapon.«

»And the murderer?«

»Is a tall man, left-handed, limps with the right leg, wears thick-soled shooting-boots and a gray cloak, smokes Indian cigars, uses a cigar-holder, and carries a blunt pen-knife in his pocket. There are several other indications, but these may be enough to aid us in our search.«

Lestrade laughed. »I am afraid that I am still a sceptic,« he said. »Theories are all very well, but we have to deal with a hard-headed British jury.«

» Nous verrons, « answered Holmes calmly. »You work your own method, and I shall work mine. I shall be busy this afternoon, and shall probably return to London by the evening train.«

»And leave your case unfinished?«

»No, finished.«

»But the mystery?«

»It is solved.«

»Who was the criminal, then?«

»The gentleman I describe.«
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»But who is he?«

»Surely it would not be difficult to find out. This is not such a populous neighbourhood.«

Lestrade shrugged his shoulders. »I am a practical man,« he said, »and I really cannot undertake to go about the country looking for a left-handed gentleman with a game-leg. I should become the laughing-stock of Scotland Yard.«

»All right,« said Holmes quietly. »I have given you the chance. Here are your lodgings. Good-bye. I shall drop you a line before I leave.«

Having left Lestrade at his rooms, we drove to our hotel, where we found lunch upon the table. Holmes was silent and buried in thought with a pained expression upon his face, as one who finds himself in a perplexing position. 

»Look here, Watson,« he said when the cloth was cleared; »just sit down in this chair and let me preach to you for a little. I don't know quite what to do, and I should value your advice. Light a cigar and let me expound.«

»Pray do so.«

»Well, now, in considering this case there are two points about young McCarthy's narrative which struck us both instantly, although they impressed me in his favour and you against him. One was the fact that his father should, according to his account, cry ›Cooee!‹
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before seeing him. The other was his singular dying reference to a rat. He mumbled several words, you understand, but that was all that caught the son's ear. 

Now from this double point our research must commence, and we will begin it by presuming that what the lad says is absolutely true.«

»What of this ›Cooee!‹ then?«

»Well, obviously it could not have been meant for the son. The son, as far as he knew, was in Bristol. It was mere chance that he was within earshot. The

›Cooee!‹ was meant to attract the attention of whoever it was that he had the appointment with. But ›Cooee‹

is a distinctly Australian cry, and one which is used between Australians. There is a strong presumption that the person whom McCarthy expected to meet him at Boscombe Pool was someone who had been in Australia.«

»What of the rat, then?«

Sherlock Holmes took a folded paper from his pok-ket and flattened it out on the table. »This is a map of the Colony of Victoria,« he said. »I wired to Bristol for it last night.« He put his hand over part of the map. »What do you read?«

»Arat«. I read. 

»And now?« He raised his hand. 

»Ballarat«. 

»Quite so. That was the word the man uttered, and Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.066
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of which his son only caught the last two syllables. 

He was trying to utter the name of his murderer. So and so, of Ballarat.«

»It is wonderful!« I exclaimed. 

»It is obvious. And now, you see, I had narrowed the field down considerably. The possession of a gray garment was a third point which, granting the son's statement to be correct, was a certainty. We have come now out of mere vagueness to the definite conception of an Australian from Ballarat with a gray cloak.«

»Certainly.«

»And one who was at home in the district, for the pool can only be approached by the farm or by the estate, where strangers could hardly wander.«

»Quite so.«

»Then comes our expedition of to-day. By an examination of the ground I gained the trifling details which I gave to that imbecile Lestrade, as to the personality of the criminal.«

»But how did you gain them?«

»You know my method. It is founded upon the observation of trifles.«

»His height I know that you might roughly judge from the length of his stride. His boots, too, might be told from their traces.«

»Yes, they were peculiar boots.«
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»But his lameness?«

»The impression of his right foot was always less distinct than his left. He put less weight upon it. 

Why? Because he limped – he was lame.«

»But his left-handedness.«

»You were yourself struck by the nature of the injury as recorded by the surgeon at the inquest. The blow was struck from immediately behind, and yet was upon the left side. Now, how can that be unless it were by a left-handed man? He had stood behind that tree during the interview between the father and son. 

He had even smoked there. I found the ash of a cigar, which my special knowledge of tobacco ashes enables me to pronounce as an Indian cigar. I have, as you know, devoted some attention to this, and written a little monograph on the ashes of 140 different varieties of pipe, cigar, and cigarette tobacco. Having found the ash, I then looked round and discovered the stump among the moss where he had tossed it. It was an Indian cigar, of the variety which are rolled in Rotterdam.«

»And the cigar-holder?«

»I could see that the end had not been in his mouth. 

Therefore he used a holder. The tip had been cut off, not bitten off, but the cut was not a clean one, so I deduced a blunt pen-knife.«

»Holmes,« I said, »you have drawn a net round this Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.068
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man from which he cannot escape, and you have saved an innocent human life as truly as if you had cut the cord which was hanging him. I see the direction in which all this points. The culprit is ––«

»Mr. John Turner,« cried the hotel waiter, opening the door of our sitting-room, and ushering in a visitor. 

The man who entered was a strange and impressive figure. His slow, limping step and bowed shoulders gave the appearance of decrepitude, and yet his hard, deep-lined, craggy features, and his enormous limbs showed that he was possessed of unusual strength of body and of character. His tangled beard, grizzled hair, and outstanding, drooping eyebrows combined to give an air of dignity and power to his appearance, but his face was of an ashen white, while his lips and the corners of his nostrils were tinged with a shade of blue. It was clear to me at a glance that he was in the grip of some deadly and chronic disease. 

»Pray sit down on the sofa,« said Holmes gently. 

»You had my note?«

»Yes, the lodge-keeper brought it up. You said that you wished to see me here to avoid scandal.«

»I thought people would talk if I went to the Hall.«

»And why did you wish to see me?« He looked across at my companion with despair in his weary eyes, as though his question was already answered. 

»Yes,« said Holmes, answering the look rather Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.069
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than the words. »It is so. I know all about McCarthy.«

The old man sank his face in his hands. »God help me!« he cried. »But I would not have let the young man come to harm. I give you my word that I would have spoken out if it went against him at the Assizes.«

»I am glad to hear you say so,« said Holmes gravely. 

»I would have spoken now had it not been for my dear girl. It would break her heart – it will break her heart when she hears that I am arrested.«

»It may not come to that,« said Holmes. 

»What?«

»I am no official agent. I understand that it was your daughter who required my presence here, and I am acting in her interests. Young McCarthy must be got off, however.«

»I am a dying man,« said old Turner. »I have had diabetes for years. My doctor says it is a question whether I shall live a month. Yet I would rather die under my own roof than in a jail.«

Holmes rose and sat down at the table with his pen in his hand and a bundle of paper before him. »Just tell us the truth,« he said. »I shall jot down the facts. 

You will sign it, and Watson here can witness it. 

Then I could produce your confession at the last extremity to save young McCarthy. I promise you that I Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.070
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shall not use it unless it is absolutely needed.«

»It's as well,« said the old man; »it's a question whether I shall live to the Assizes, so it matters little to me, but I should wish to spare Alice the shock. 

And now I will make the thing clear to you; it has been a long time in the acting, but will not take me long to tell. 

You didn't know this dead man, McCarthy. He was a devil incarnate. I tell you that. God keep you out of the clutches of such a man as he. His grip has been upon me these twenty years, and he has blasted my life. I'll tell you first how I came to be in his power. 

It was in the early '60's at the diggings. I was a young chap then, hot-blooded and reckless, ready to turn my hand at anything; I got among bad companions, took to drink, had no luck with my claim, took to the bush, and in a word became what you would call over here a highway robber. There were six of us, and we had a wild, free life of it, sticking up a station from time to time, or stopping the wagons on the road to the diggings. Black Jack of Ballarat was the name I went under, and our party is still remembered in the colony as the Ballarat Gang. 

One day a gold convoy came down from Ballarat to Melbourne, and we lay in wait for it and attacked it. 

There were six troopers and six of us, so it was a close thing, but we emptied four of their saddles at the Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.071
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first volley. Three of our boys were killed, however, before we got the swag. I put my pistol to the head of the wagon-driver, who was this very man McCarthy. I wish to the Lord that I had shot him then, but I spared him, though I saw his wicked little eyes fixed on my face, as though to remember every feature. We got away with the gold, became wealthy men, and made our way over to England without being suspected. 

There I parted from my old pals and determined to settle down to a quiet and respectable life. I bought this estate, which chanced to be in the market, and I set myself to do a little good with my money, to make up for the way in which I had earned it. I married, too, and though my wife died young she left me my dear little Alice. Even when she was just a baby her wee hand seemed to lead me down the right path as nothing else had ever done. In a word, I turned over a new leaf and did my best to make up for the past. All was going well when McCarthy laid his grip upon me. 

I had gone up to town about an investment, and I met him in Regent Street with hardly a coat to his back or a boot to his foot. 

›Here we are, Jack,‹ says he, touching me on the arm; ›we'll be as good as a family to you. There's two of us, me and my son, and you can have the keeping of us. If you don't – it's a fine, law-abiding country is Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.072
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England, and there's always a policeman within hail.‹

Well, down they came to the west country, there was no shaking them off, and there they have lived rent free on my best land ever since. There was no rest for me, no peace, no forgetfulness; turn where I would, there was his cunning, grinning face at my elbow. It grew worse as Alice grew up, for he soon saw I was more afraid of her knowing my past than of the police. Whatever he wanted he must have, and whatever it was I gave him without question, land, money, houses, until at last he asked a thing which I could not give. He asked for Alice. 

His son, you see, had grown up, and so had my girl, and as I was known to be in weak health, it seemed a fine stroke to him that his lad should step into the whole property. But there I was firm. I would not have his cursed stock mixed with mine; not that I had any dislike to the lad, but his blood was in him, and that was enough. I stood firm. McCarthy threatened. I braved him to do his worst. We were to meet at the pool midway between our houses to talk it over. 

When I went down there I found him talking with his son, so I smoked a cigar and waited behind a tree until he should be alone. But as I listened to his talk all that was black and bitter in me seemed to come uppermost. He was urging his son to marry my daughter with as little regard for what she might think Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.073
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as if she were a slut from off the streets. It drove me mad to think that I and all that I held most dear should be in the power of such a man as this. Could I not snap the bond? I was already a dying and a desperate man. Though clear of mind and fairly strong of limb, I knew that my own fate was sealed. But my memory and my girl! Both could be saved if I could but silence that foul tongue. I did it, Mr. Holmes. I would do it again. Deeply as I have sinned, I have led a life of martyrdom to atone for it. But that my girl should be entangled in the same meshes which held me was more than I could suffer. I struck him down with no more compunction than if he had been some foul and venomous beast. His cry brought back his son; but I had gained the cover of the wood, though I was forced to go back to fetch the cloak which I had dropped in my flight. That is the true story, gentlemen, of all that occurred.«

»Well, it is not for me to judge you,« said Holmes as the old man signed the statement which had been drawn out. »I pray that we may never be exposed to such a temptation.«

»I pray not, sir. And what do you intend to do?«

»In view of your health, nothing. You are yourself aware that you will soon have to answer for your deed at a higher court than the Assizes. I will keep your confession, and if McCarthy is condemned I shall be Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.074
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forced to use it. If not, it shall never be seen by mortal eye; and your secret, whether you be alive or dead, shall be safe with us.«

»Farewell, then,« said the old man solemnly. 

»Your own deathbeds, when they come, will be the easier for the thought of the peace which you have given to mine.« Tottering and shaking in all his giant frame, he stumbled slowly from the room. 

»God help us!« said Holmes after a long silence. 

»Why does fate play such tricks with poor, helpless worms? I never hear of such a case as this that I do not think of Baxter's words, and say, ›There, but for the grace of God, goes Sherlock Holmes.‹«

James McCarthy was acquitted at the Assizes on the strength of a number of objections which had been drawn out by Holmes and submitted to the defending counsel. Old Turner lived for seven months after our interview, but he is now dead; and there is every prospect that the son and daughter may come to live happily together in ignorance of the black cloud which rests upon their past. 
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The Five Orange Pips

When I glance over my notes and records of the Sherlock Holmes cases between the years '82 and '90, I am faced by so many which present strange and interesting features that it is no easy matter to know which to choose and which to leave. Some, however, have already gained publicity through the papers, and others have not offered a field for those peculiar qualities which my friend possessed in so high a degree, and which it is the object of these papers to illustrate. 

Some, too, have baffled his analytical skill, and would be, as narratives, beginnings without an ending, while others have been but partially cleared up, and have their explanations founded rather upon conjecture and surmise than on that absolute logical proof which was so dear to him. There is, however, one of these last which was so remarkable in its details and so startling in its results that I am tempted to give some account of it in spite of the fact that there are points in connection with it which never have been, and probably never will be, entirely cleared up. 

The year '87 furnished us with a long series of cases of greater or less interest, of which I retain the records. Among my headings under this one twelve months I find an account of the adventure of the Para-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.076
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dol Chamber, of the Amateur Mendicant Society, who held a luxurious club in the lower vault of a furniture warehouse, of the facts connected with the loss of the British bark  Sophy Anderson,  of the singular adventures of the Grice Patersons in the island of Uffa, and finally of the Camberwell poisoning case. In the latter, as may be remembered, Sherlock Holmes was able, by winding up the dead man's watch, to prove that it had been wound up two hours before, and that therefore the deceased had gone to bed within that time – a deduction which was of the greatest importance in clearing up the case. All these I may sketch out at some future date, but none of them present such singular features as the strange train of circumstances which I have now taken up my pen to describe. 

It was in the latter days of September, and the equinoctial gales had set in with exceptional violence. All day the wind had screamed and the rain had beaten against the windows, so that even here in the heart of great, hand-made London we were forced to raise our minds for the instant from the routine of life, and to recognize the presence of those great elemental forces which shriek at mankind through the bars of his civilization, like untamed beasts in a cage. As evening drew in, the storm grew higher and louder, and the wind cried and sobbed like a child in the chimney. 
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Sherlock Holmes sat moodily at one side of the fireplace cross-indexing his records of crime, while I at the other was deep in one of Clark Russell's fine sea-stories until the howl of the gale from without seemed to blend with the text, and the splash of the rain to lengthen out into the long swash of the sea waves. My wife was on a visit to her mother's, and for a few days I was a dweller once more in my old quarters at Baker Street. 

»Why,« said I, glancing up at my companion, »that was surely the bell. Who could come to-night? Some friend of yours, perhaps?«

»Except yourself I have none,« he answered. »I do not encourage visitors.«

»A client, then?«

»If so, it is a serious case. Nothing less would bring a man out on such a day and at such an hour. 

But I take it that it is more likely to be some crony of the landlady's.«

Sherlock Holmes was wrong in his conjecture, however, for there came a step in the passage and a tapping at the door. He stretched out his long arm to turn the lamp away from himself and towards the vacant chair upon which a newcomer must sit. »Come in!«

said he. 

The man who entered was young, some two-and-twenty at the outside, well-groomed and trimly clad, Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.078
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with something of refinement and delicacy in his bearing. The streaming umbrella which he held in his hand, and his long shining waterproof told of the fierce weather through which he had come. He looked about him anxiously in the glare of the lamp, and I could see that his face was pale and his eyes heavy, like those of a man who is weighed down with some great anxiety. 

»I owe you an apology,« he said, raising his golden pince-nez to his eyes. »I trust that I am not intruding. 

I fear that I have brought some traces of the storm and rain into your snug chamber.«

»Give me your coat and umbrella,« said Holmes. 

»They may rest here on the hook and will be dry presently. You have come up from the south-west, I see.«

»Yes, from Horsham.«

»That clay and chalk mixture which I see upon your toe caps is quite distinctive.«

»I have come for advice.«

»That is easily got.«

»And help.«

»That is not always so easy.«

»I have heard of you, Mr. Holmes. I heard from Major Prendergast how you saved him in the Tankerville Club scandal.«

»Ah, of course. He was wrongfully accused of cheating at cards.«
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»He said that you could solve anything.«

»He said too much.«

»That you are never beaten.«

»I have been beaten four times – three times by men, and once by a woman.«

»But what is that compared with the number of your successes?«

»It is true that I have been generally successful.«

»Then you may be so with me.«

»I beg that you will draw your chair up to the fire and favour me with some details as to your case.«

»It is no ordinary one.«

»None of those which come to me are. I am the last court of appeal.«

»And yet I question, sir, whether, in all your experience, you have ever listened to a more mysterious and inexplicable chain of events than those which have happened in my own family.«

»You fill me with interest,« said Holmes. »Pray give us the essential facts from the commencement, and I can afterwards question you as to those details which seem to me to be most important.«

The young man pulled his chair up and pushed his wet feet out towards the blaze. 

»My name,« said he, »is John Openshaw, but my own affairs have, as far as I can understand, little to do with this awful business. It is a hereditary matter; Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.080
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so in order to give you an idea of the facts, I must go back to the commencement of the affair. 

You must know that my grandfather had two sons – my uncle Elias and my father Joseph. My father had a small factory at Coventry, which he enlarged at the time of the invention of bicycling. He was a patentee of the Openshaw unbreakable tire, and his business met with such success that he was able to sell it and to retire upon a handsome competence. 

My uncle Elias emigrated to America when he was a young man and became a planter in Florida, where he was reported to have done very well. At the time of the war he fought in Jackson's army, and afterwards under Hood, where he rose to be a colonel. When Lee laid down his arms my uncle returned to his plantation, where he remained for three or four years. About 1869 or 1870 he came back to Europe and took a small estate in Sussex, near Horsham. He had made a very considerable fortune in the States, and his reason for leaving them was his aversion to the negroes, and his dislike of the Republican policy in extending the franchise to them. He was a singular man, fierce and quick-tempered, very foul-mouthed when he was angry, and of a most retiring disposition. During all the years that he lived at Horsham, I doubt if ever he set foot in the town. He had a garden and two or three fields round his house, and there he would take his Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.081
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exercise, though very often for weeks on end he would never leave his room. He drank a great deal of brandy and smoked very heavily, but he would see no society and did not want any friends, not even his own brother. 

He didn't mind me; in fact, he took a fancy to me, for at the time when he saw me first I was a youngster of twelve or so. This would be in the year 1878, after he had been eight or nine years in England. He begged my father to let me live with him, and he was very kind to me in his way. When he was sober he used to be fond of playing backgammon and draughts with me, and he would make me his representative both with the servants and with the tradespeople, so that by the time that I was sixteen I was quite master of the house. I kept all the keys and could go where I liked and do what I liked, so long as I did not disturb him in his privacy. There was one singular exception, however, for he had a single room, a lumber-room up among the attics, which was invariably locked, and which he would never permit either me or anyone else to enter. With a boy's curiosity I have peeped through the keyhole, but I was never able to see more than such a collection of old trunks and bundles as would be expected in such a room. 

One day – it was in March, 1883 – a letter with a foreign stamp lay upon the table in front of the colo-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.082
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nel's plate. It was not a common thing for him to receive letters, for his bills were all paid in ready money, and he had no friends of any sort. ›From India!‹ said he as he took it up, ›Pondicherry postmark! What can this be?‹ Opening it hurriedly, out there jumped five little dried orange pips, which pattered down upon his plate. I began to laugh at this, but the laugh was struck from my lips at the sight of his face. His lip had fallen, his eyes were protruding, his skin the colour of putty, and he glared at the envelope which he still held in his trembling hand, 

›K.K.K.!‹ he shrieked, and then, ›My God, my God, my sins have overtaken me!‹

›What is it, uncle?‹ I cried. 

›Death,‹ said he, and rising from the table he retired to his room, leaving me palpitating with horror. I took up the envelope and saw scrawled in red ink upon the inner flap, just above the gum, the letter K

three times repeated. There was nothing else save the five dried pips. What could be the reason of his overpowering terror? I left the breakfast-table, and as I ascended the stair I met him coming down with an old rusty key, which must have belonged to the attic, in one hand, and a small brass box, like a cashbox, in the other. 

›They may do what they like, but I'll checkmate them still,‹ said he with an oath. ›Tell Mary that I Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.083
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shall want a fire in my room to-day, and send down to Fordham, the Horsham lawyer.‹

I did as he ordered, and when the lawyer arrived I was asked to step up to the room. The fire was burning brightly, and in the grate there was a mass of black, fluffy ashes, as of burned paper, while the brass box stood open and empty beside it. As I glanced at the box I noticed, with a start, that upon the lid was printed the treble K which I had read in the morning upon the envelope. 

›I wish you, John,‹ said my uncle, ›to witness my will. I leave my estate, with all its advantages and all its disadvantages, to my brother, your father, whence it will, no doubt, descend to you. If you can enjoy it in peace, well and good! If you find you cannot, take my advice, my boy, and leave it to your deadliest enemy. I am sorry to give you such a two-edged thing, but I can't say what turn things are going to take. Kindly sign the paper where Mr. Fordham shows you.‹

I signed the paper as directed, and the lawyer took it away with him. The singular incident made, as you may think, the deepest impression upon me, and I pondered over it and turned it every way in my mind without being able to make anything of it. Yet I could not shake off the vague feeling of dread which it left behind, though the sensation grew less keen as the weeks passed, and nothing happened to disturb the Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.084
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usual routine of our lives. I could see a change in my uncle, however. He drank more than ever, and he was less inclined for any sort of society. Most of his time he would spend in his room, with the door locked upon the inside, but sometimes he would emerge in a sort of drunken frenzy and would burst out of the house and tear about the garden with a revolver in his hand, screaming out that he was afraid of no man, and that he was not to be cooped up, like a sheep in a pen, by man or devil. When these hot fits were over, however, he would rush tumultuously in at the door and lock and bar it behind him, like a man who can brazen it out no longer against the terror which lies at the roots of his soul. At such times I have seen his face, even on a cold day, glisten with moisture, as though it were new raised from a basin. 

Well, to come to an end of the matter, Mr. Holmes, and not to abuse your patience, there came a night when he made one of those drunken sallies from which he never came back. We found him, when we went to search for him, face downward in a little green-scummed pool, which lay at the foot of the garden. There was no sign of any violence, and the water was but two feet deep, so that the jury, having regard to his known eccentricity, brought in a verdict of ›suicide.‹ But I, who knew how he winced from the very thought of death, had much ado to persuade myself Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.085
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that he had gone out of his way to meet it. The matter passed, however, and my father entered into possession of the estate, and of some £14,000, which lay to his credit at the bank.«

»One moment,« Holmes interposed, »your statement is, I foresee, one of the most remarkable to which I have ever listened. Let me have the date of the reception by your uncle of the letter, and the date of his supposed suicide.«

»The letter arrived on March 10, 1883. His death was seven weeks later, upon the night of May 2d.«

»Thank you. Pray proceed.«

»When my father took over the Horsham property, he, at my request, made a careful examination of the attic, which had been always locked up. We found the brass box there, although its contents had been destroyed. On the inside of the cover was a paper label, with the initials of K.K.K. repeated upon it, and ›Letters, memoranda, receipts, and a register‹ written beneath. These, we presume, indicated the nature of the papers which had been destroyed by Colonel Openshaw. For the rest, there was nothing of much importance in the attic save a great many scattered papers and note-books bearing upon my uncle's life in America. Some of them were of the war time and showed that he had done his duty well and had borne the repute of a brave soldier. Others were of a date Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.086
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during the reconstruction of the Southern states, and were mostly concerned with politics, for he had evidently taken a strong part in opposing the carpet-bag politicians who had been sent down from the North. 

Well, it was the beginning of '84 when my father came to live at Horsham, and all went as well as possible with us until the January of '85. On the fourth day after the new year I heard my father give a sharp cry of surprise as we sat together at the breakfast-table. There he was, sitting with a newly opened envelope in one hand and five dried orange pips in the outstretched palm of the other one. He had always laughed at what he called my cock-and-bull story about the colonel, but he looked very scared and puzzled now that the same thing had come upon himself. 

›Why, what on earth does this mean, John?‹ he stammered. 

My heart had turned to lead. ›It is K.K.K.,‹ said I. 

He looked inside the envelope. ›So it is,‹ he cried. 

›Here are the very letters. But what is this written above them?‹

›Put the papers on the sundial,‹ I read, peeping over his shoulder. 

›What papers? What sundial?‹ he asked. 

›The sundial in the garden. There is no other,‹ said I; ›but the papers must be those that are destroyed.‹
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›Pooh!‹ said he, gripping hard at his courage. ›We are in a civilized land here, and we can't have tomfoolery of this kind. Where does the thing come from?‹

›From Dundee,‹ I answered, glancing at the postmark. 

›Some preposterous practical joke,‹ said he. ›What have I to do with sundials and papers? I shall take no notice of such nonsense.‹

›I should certainly speak to the police,‹ I said. 

›And be laughed at for my pains. Nothing of the sort.‹

›Then let me do so?‹

›No, I forbid you. I won't have a fuss made about such nonsense.‹

It was in vain to argue with him, for he was a very obstinate man. I went about, however, with a heart which was full of forebodings. 

On the third day after the coming of the letter my father went from home to visit an old friend of his, Major Freebody, who is in command of one of the forts upon Portsdown Hill. I was glad that he should go, for it seemed to me that he was farther from danger when he was away from home. In that, however, I was in error. Upon the second day of his absence I received a telegram from the major, imploring me to come at once. My father had fallen over one of the Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.088
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deep chalk-pits which abound in the neighbourhood, and was lying senseless, with a shattered skull. I hurried to him, but he passed away without having ever recovered his consciousness. He had, as it appears, been returning from Fareham in the twilight, and as the country was unknown to him, and the chalk-pit unfenced, the jury had no hesitation in bringing in a verdict of ›death from accidental causes.‹ Carefully as I examined every fact connected with his death, I was unable to find anything which could suggest the idea of murder. There were no signs of violence, no footmarks, no robbery, no record of strangers having been seen upon the roads. And yet I need not tell you that my mind was far from at ease, and that I was well-nigh certain that some foul plot had been woven round him. 

In this sinister way I came into my inheritance. You will ask me why I did not dispose of it? I answer, because I was well convinced that our troubles were in some way dependent upon an incident in my uncle's life, and that the danger would be as pressing in one house as in another. 

It was in January, '85, that my poor father met his end, and two years and eight months have elapsed since then. During that time I have lived happily at Horsham, and I had begun to hope that this curse had passed away from the family, and that it had ended Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.089
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with the last generation. I had begun to take comfort too soon, however; yesterday morning the blow fell in the very shape in which it had come upon my father.«

The young man took from his waistcoat a crumpled envelope, and turning to the table he shook out upon it five little dried orange pips. 

»This is the envelope,« he continued. »The postmark is London – eastern division. Within are the very words which were upon my father's last message:

›K.K.K.‹; and then ›Put the papers on the sundial.‹«

»What have you done?« asked Holmes. 

»Nothing.«

»Nothing?«

»To tell the truth« – he sank his face into his thin, white hands – »I have felt helpless. I have felt like one of those poor rabbits when the snake is writhing towards it. I seem to be in the grasp of some resist-less, inexorable evil, which no foresight and no precautions can guard against.«

»Tut! tut!« cried Sherlock Holmes. »You must act, man, or you are lost. Nothing but energy can save you. This is no time for despair.«

»I have seen the police.«

»Ah!«

»But they listened to my story with a smile. I am convinced that the inspector has formed the opinion that the letters are all practical jokes, and that the Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.090
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deaths of my relations were really accidents, as the jury stated, and were not to be connected with the warnings.«

Holmes shook his clenched hands in the air. »Incredible imbecility!« he cried. 

»They have, however, allowed me a policeman, who may remain in the house with me.«

»Has he come with you to-night?«

»No. His orders were to stay in the house.«

Again Holmes raved in the air. 

»Why did you come to me,« he cried, »and, above all, why did you not come at once?«

»I did not know. It was only to-day that I spoke to Major Prendergast about my troubles and was advised by him to come to you.«

»It is really two days since you had the letter. We should have acted before this. You have no further evidence, I suppose, than that which you have placed before us – no suggestive detail which might help us?«

»There is one thing,« said John Openshaw. He rummaged in his coat pocket, and, drawing out a piece of discoloured, blue-tinted paper, he laid it out upon the table. »I have some remembrance,« said he, 

»that on the day when my uncle burned the papers I observed that the small, unburned margins which lay amid the ashes were of this particular colour. I found Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.091
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this single sheet upon the floor of his room, and I am inclined to think that it may be one of the papers which has, perhaps, fluttered out from among the others, and in that way have escaped destruction. Beyond the mention of pips, I do not see that it helps us much. I think myself that it is a page from some private diary. The writing is undoubtedly my uncle's.«

Holmes moved the lamp, and we both bent over the sheet of paper, which showed by its ragged edge that it had indeed been torn from a book. It was headed, 

›March, 1869,‹ and beneath were the following enigmatical notices:

4th. Hudson came. Same old platform. 

7th. Set the pips on McCauley, Paramore, and John Swain, of St. Augustine. 

9th. McCauley cleared. 

10th. John Swain cleared. 

12th. Visited Paramore. All well. 

»Thank you!« said Holmes, folding up the paper and returning it to our visitor. »And now you must on no account lose another instant. We cannot spare time even to discuss what you have told me. You must get home instantly and act.«

»What shall I do?«

»There is but one thing to do. It must be done at Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.092
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once. You must put this piece of paper which you have shown us into the brass box which you have described. You must also put in a note to say that all the other papers were burned by your uncle, and that this is the only one which remains. You must assert that in such words as will carry conviction with them. 

Having done this, you must at once put the box out upon the sundial, as directed. Do you understand?«

»Entirely.«

»Do not think of revenge, or anything of the sort, at present. I think that we may gain that by means of the law; but we have our web to weave, while theirs is already woven. The first consideration is to remove the pressing danger which threatens you. The second is to clear up the mystery and to punish the guilty parties.«

»I thank you,« said the young man, rising and pulling on his overcoat. »You have given me fresh life and hope. I shall certainly do as you advise.«

»Do not lose an instant. And, above all, take care of yourself in the meanwhile, for I do not think that there can be a doubt that you are threatened by a very real and imminent danger. How do you go back?«

»By train from Waterloo.«

»It is not yet nine. The streets will be crowded, so I trust that you may be in safety. And yet you cannot guard yourself too closely.«

»I am armed.«
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»That is well. To-morrow I shall set to work upon your case.«

»I shall see you at Horsham, then?«

»No, your secret lies in London. It is there that I shall seek it.«

»Then I shall call upon you in a day, or in two days, with news as to the box and the papers. I shall take your advice in every particular.« He shook hands with us and took his leave. Outside the wind still screamed and the rain splashed and pattered against the windows. This strange, wild story seemed to have come to us from amid the mad elements – blown in upon us like a sheet of sea-weed in a gale – and now to have been reabsorbed by them once more. 

Sherlock Holmes sat for some time in silence, with his head sunk forward and his eyes bent upon the red glow of the fire. Then he lit his pipe, and leaning back in his chair he watched the blue smoke-rings as they chased each other up to the ceiling. 

»I think, Watson,« he remarked at last, »that of all our cases we have had none more fantastic than this.«

»Save, perhaps, the Sign of Four.«

»Well, yes. Save, perhaps, that. And yet this John Openshaw seems to me to be walking amid even greater perils than did the Sholtos.«

»But have you,« I asked, »formed any definite conception as to what these perils are?«
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»There can be no question as to their nature,« he answered. 

»Then what are they? Who is this K.K.K., and why does he pursue this unhappy family?«

Sherlock Holmes closed his eyes and placed his elbows upon the arms of his chair, with his finger-tips together. »The ideal reasoner,« he remarked, »would, when he had once been shown a single fact in all its bearings, deduce from it not only all the chain of events which led up to it but also all the results which would follow from it. As Cuvier could correctly describe a whole animal by the contemplation of a single bone, so the observer who has thoroughly understood one link in a series of incidents should be able to accurately state all the other ones, both before and after. We have not yet grasped the results which the reason alone can attain to. Problems may be solved in the study which have baffled all those who have sought, a solution by the aid of their senses. To carry the art, however, to its highest pitch, it is necessary that the reasoner should be able to utilize all the facts which have come to his knowledge; and this in itself implies, as you will readily see, a possession of all knowledge, which, even in these days of free education and encyclopædias, is a somewhat rare accomplishment. It is not so impossible, however, that a man should possess all knowledge which is likely to Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.095
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be useful to him in his work, and this I have endeavoured in my case to do. If I remember rightly, you on one occasion, in the early days of our friendship, defined my limits in a very precise fashion.«

»Yes,« I answered, laughing. »It was a singular document. Philosophy, astronomy, and politics were marked at zero, I remember. Botany variable, geology profound as regards the mud-stains from any region within fifty miles of town, chemistry eccentric, anatomy unsystematic, sensational literature and crime records unique, violin-player, boxer, swordsman, lawyer, and self-poisoner by cocaine and tobacco. Those, I think, were the main points of my analysis.«

Holmes grinned at the last item. »Well,« he said, »I say now, as I said then, that a man should keep his little brain-attic stocked with all the furniture that he is likely to use, and the rest he can put away in the lumber-room of his library, where he can get it if he wants it. Now, for such a case as the one which has been submitted to us tonight, we need certainly to muster all our resources. Kindly hand me down the letter K of the American Encyclopædia which stands upon the shelf beside you. Thank you. Now let us consider the situation and see what may be deduced from it. In the first place, we may start with a strong presumption that Colonel Openshaw had some very strong reason for leaving America. Men at his time of life do Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.096
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not change all their habits and exchange willingly the charming climate of Florida for the lonely life of an English provincial town. His extreme love of solitude in England suggests the idea that he was in fear of someone or something, so we may assume as a working hypothesis that it was fear of someone or something which drove him from America. As to what it was he feared, we can only deduce that by considering the formidable letters which were received by himself and his successors. Did you remark the postmarks of those letters?«

»The first was from Pondicherry, the second from Dundee, and the third from London.«

»From East London. What do you deduce from that?«

»They are all seaports. That the writer was on board of a ship.«

»Excellent. We have already a clue. There can be no doubt that the probability – the strong probability – is that the writer was on board of a ship. And now let us consider another point. In the case of Pondicherry, seven weeks elapsed between the threat and its fulfillment, in Dundee it was only some three or four days. Does that suggest anything?«

»A greater distance to travel.«

»But the letter had also a greater distance to come.«

»Then I do not see the point.«
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»There is at least a presumption that the vessel in which the man or men are is a sailing-ship. It looks as if they always sent their singular warning or token before them when starting upon their mission. You see how quickly the deed followed the sign when it came from Dundee. If they had come from Pondicherry in a steamer they would have arrived almost as soon as their letter. But, as a matter of fact, seven weeks elapsed. I think that those seven weeks represented the difference between the mail-boat which brought the letter and the sailing vessel which brought the writer.«

»It is possible.«

»More than that. It is probable. And now you see the deadly urgency of this new case, and why I urged young Openshaw to caution. The blow has always fallen at the end of the time which it would take the senders to travel the distance. But this one comes from London, and therefore we cannot count upon delay.«

»Good God!« I cried. »What can it mean, this relentless persecution?«

»The papers which Openshaw carried are obviously of vital importance to the person or persons in the sailing-ship. I think that it is quite clear that there must be more than one of them. A single man could not have carried out two deaths in such a way as to deceive a coroner's jury. There must have been several in it, and they must have been men of resource and de-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.098
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termination. Their papers they mean to have, be the holder of them who it may. In this way you see K.K.K. ceases to be the initials of an individual and becomes the badge of a society.«

»But of what society?«

»Have you never –« said Sherlock Holmes, bending forward and sinking his voice – »have you never heard of the Ku Klux Klan?«

»I never have.«

Holmes turned over the leaves of the book upon his knee. »Here it is,« said he presently:

»Ku Klux Klan. A name derived from the fanciful resemblance to the sound produced by cocking a rifle. This terrible secret society was formed by some ex-Confederate soldiers in the Southern states after the Civil War, and it rapidly formed local branches in different parts of the country, notably in Tennessee, Louisiana, the Carolinas, Georgia, and Florida. Its power was used for political purposes, principally for the terrorizing of the negro voters and the murdering and driving from the country of those who were opposed to its views. Its outrages were usually preceded by a warning sent to the marked man in some fantastic but generally recognized shape – a sprig of oak-leaves in some parts, melon seeds or orange pips in others. On receiving this the victim might either openly abjure his former ways, or might fly from the country. If he braved the matter out, death would unfailingly come upon him, and usually in some strange and unforeseen manner. So perfect was the organization of the society, Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.099
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and so systematic its methods, that there is hardly a case upon record where any man succeeded in braving it with impunity, or in which any of its outrages were traced home to the perpetrators. For some years the organization flourished in spite of the efforts of the United States government and of the better classes of the community in the South. Eventually, in the year 1869, the movement rather suddenly collapsed, although there have been spo-radic outbreaks of the same sort since that date. 

You will observe,« said Holmes, laying down the volume, »that the sudden breaking up of the society was coincident with the disappearance of Openshaw from America with their papers. It may well have been cause and effect. It is no wonder that he and his family have some of the more implacable spirits upon their track. You can understand that this register and diary may implicate some of the first men in the South, and that there may be many who will not sleep easy at night until it is recovered.«

»Then the page we have seen ––«

»Is such as we might expect. It ran, if I remember right, ›sent the pips to A, B, and C‹ – that is, sent the society's warning to them. Then there are successive entries that A and B cleared, or left the country, and finally that C was visited, with, I fear, a sinister result for C. Well, I think, Doctor, that we may let some light into this dark place, and I believe that the only chance
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what I have told him. There is nothing more to be said or to be done to-night, so hand me over my violin and let us try to forget for half an hour the miserable weather and the still more miserable ways of our fellow-men.«

It had cleared in the morning, and the sun was shining with a subdued brightness through the dim veil which hangs over the great city. Sherlock Holmes was already at breakfast when I came down. 

»You will excuse me for not waiting for you,« said he; »I have, I foresee, a very busy day before me in looking into this case of young Openshaw's.«

»What steps will you take?« I asked. 

»It will very much depend upon the results of my first inquiries. I may have to go down to Horsham, after all.«

»You will not go there first?«

»No, I shall commence with the City. Just ring the bell and the maid will bring up your coffee.«

As I waited, I lifted the unopened newspaper from the table and glanced my eye over it. It rested upon a heading which sent a chill to my heart. 

»Holmes,« I cried, »you are too late.«

»Ah!« said he, laying down his cup, »I feared as much. How was it done?« He spoke calmly, but I could see that he was deeply moved. 
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»My eye caught the name of Openshaw, and the heading ›Tragedy Near Waterloo Bridge.‹ Here is the account:

Between nine and ten last night Police-Constable Cook, of the H Division, on duty near Waterloo Bridge, heard a cry for help and a splash in the water. The night, however, was extremely dark and stormy, so that, in spite of the help of several passers-by, it was quite impossible to effect a rescue. The alarm, however, was given, and, by the aid of the waterpolice, the body was eventually recovered. It proved to be that of a young gentleman whose name, as it appears from an envelope which was found in his pocket, was John Openshaw, and whose residence is near Horsham. It is conjectured that he may have been hurrying down to catch the last train from Waterloo Station, and that in his haste and the extreme darkness he missed his path and walked over the edge of one of the small landing-places for river steamboats. The body exhibited no traces of violence, and there can be no doubt that the deceased had been the victim of an unfortunate accident, which should have the effect of calling the attention of the authorities to the condition of the riverside landing-stages.«

We sat in silence for some minutes, Holmes more depressed and shaken than I had ever seen him. 

»That hurts my pride, Watson,« he said at last. »It is a petty feeling, no doubt, but it hurts my pride. It becomes a personal matter with me now, and, if God sends me health, I shall set my hand upon this gang. 
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That he should come to me for help, and that I should send him away to his death ––!« He sprang from his chair and paced about the room in uncontrollable agitation, with a flush upon his sallow cheeks and a nervous clasping and unclasping of his long thin hands. 

»They must be cunning devils,« he exclaimed at last. »How could they have decoyed him down there? 

The Embankment is not on the direct line to the station. The bridge, no doubt, was too crowded, even on such a night, for their purpose. Well, Watson, we shall see who will win in the long run. I am going out now!«

»To the police?«

»No; I shall be my own police. When I have spun the web they may take the flies, but not before.«

All day I was engaged in my professional work, and it was late in the evening before I returned to Baker Street. Sherlock Holmes had not come back yet. It was nearly ten o'clock before he entered, looking pale and worn. He walked up to the sideboard, and tearing a piece from the loaf he devoured it voraciously, washing it down with a long draught of water. 

»You are hungry,« I remarked. 

»Starving. It had escaped my memory. I have had nothing since breakfast.«

»Nothing?«
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»Not a bite. I had no time to think of it.«

»And how have you succeeded?«

»Well.«

»You have a clue?«

»I have them in the hollow of my hand. Young Openshaw shall not long remain unavenged. Why, Watson, let us put their own devilish trade-mark upon them. It is well thought of!«

»What do you mean?«

He took an orange from the cupboard, and tearing it to pieces he squeezed out the pips upon the table. 

Of these he took five and thrust them into an envelope. On the inside of the flap he wrote »S.H. for J.O.«

Then he sealed it and addressed it to »Captain James Calhoun, Bark  Lone Star,  Savannah, Georgia.«

»That will await him when he enters port,« said he, chuckling. »It may give him a sleepless night. He will find it as sure a precursor of his fate as Openshaw did before him.«

»And who is this Captain Calhoun?«

»The leader of the gang. I shall have the others, but he first.«

»How did you trace it, then?«

He took a large sheet of paper from his pocket, all covered with dates and names. 

»I have spent the whole day,« said he, »over Lloyd's registers and files of the old papers, following Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.104
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the future career of every vessel which touched at Pondicherry in January and February in '83. There were thirty-six ships of fair tonnage which were reported there during those months. Of these, one, the Lone Star,  instantly attracted my attention, since, although it was reported as having cleared from London, the name is that which is given to one of the states of the Union.«

»Texas, I think.«

»I was not and am not sure which; but I knew that the ship must have an American origin.«

»What then?«

»I searched the Dundee records, and when I found that the bark  Lone Star  was there in January, '85, my suspicion became a certainty. I then inquired as to the vessels which lay at present in the port of London.«

»Yes?«

»The  Lone Star  had arrived here last week. I went down to the Albert Dock and found that she had been taken down the river by the early tide this morning, homeward bound to Savannah. I wired to Gravesend and learned that she had passed some time ago, and as the wind is easterly I have no doubt that she is now past the Goodwins and not very far from the Isle of Wight.«

»What will you do, then?«

»Oh, I have my hand upon him. He and the two Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.105
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mates, are, as I learn, the only native-born Americans in the ship. The others are Finns and Germans. I know, also, that they were all three away from the ship last night. I had it from the stevedore who has been loading their cargo. By the time that their sailing-ship reached Savannah the mail-boat will have carried this letter, and the cable will have informed the police of Savannah that these three gentlemen are badly wanted here upon a charge of murder.«

There is ever a flaw, however, in the best laid of human plans, and the murderers of John Openshaw were never to receive the orange pips which would show them that another, as cunning and as resolute as themselves, was upon their track. Very long and very severe were the equinoctial gales that year. We waited long for news of the  Lone Star  of Savannah, but none ever reached us. We did at last hear that somewhere far out in the Atlantic a shattered stern-post of the boat was seen swinging in the trough of a wave, with the letters ›L.S.‹ carved upon it, and that is all which we shall ever know of the fate of the  Lone Star. 
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The Man with the Twisted Lip

Isa Whitney, brother of the late Elias Whitney, D.D., Principal of the Theological College of St. George's, was much addicted to opium. The habit grew upon him, as I understand, from some foolish freak when he was at college; for having read De Quincey's description of his dreams and sensations, he had drenched his tobacco with laudanum in an attempt to produce the same effects. He found, as so many more have done, that the practice is easier to attain than to get rid of, and for many years he continued to be a slave to the drug, an object of mingled horror and pity to his friends and relatives. I can see him now, with yellow, pasty face, drooping lids, and pin-point pupils, all huddled in a chair, the wreck and ruin of a noble man. 

One night – it was in June, '89 – there came a ring to my bell, about the hour when a man gives his first yawn and glances at the clock. I sat up in my chair, and my wife laid her needle-work down in her lap and made a little face of disappointment. 

»A patient!« said she. »You'll have to go out.«

I groaned, for I was newly come back from a weary day. 

We heard the door open, a few hurried words, and then quick steps upon the linoleum. Our own door Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.107
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flew open, and a lady, clad in some dark-coloured stuff, with a black veil, entered the room. 

»You will excuse my calling so late,« she began, and then, suddenly losing her self-control, she ran forward, threw her arms about my wife's neck, and sobbed upon her shoulder. »Oh, I'm in such trouble!«

she cried; »I do so want a little help.«

»Why,« said my wife, pulling up her veil, »it is Kate Whitney. How you startled me, Kate! I had not an idea who you were when you came in.«

»I didn't know what to do, so I came straight to you.« That was always the way. Folk who were in grief came to my wife like birds to a light-house. 

»It was very sweet of you to come. Now, you must have some wine and water, and sit here comfortably and tell us all about it. Or should you rather that I sent James off to bed?«

»Oh, no, no! I want the doctor's advice and help, too. It's about Isa. He has not been home for two days. I am so frightened about him!«

It was not the first time that she had spoken to us of her husband's trouble, to me as a doctor, to my wife as an old friend and school companion. We soothed and comforted her by such words as we could find. 

Did she know where her husband was? Was it possible that we could bring him back to her? 

It seems that it was. She had the surest information Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.108
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that of late he had, when the fit was on him, made use of an opium den in the farthest east of the City. Hitherto his orgies had always been confined to one day, and he had come back, twitching and shattered, in the evening. But now the spell had been upon him eight-and-forty hours, and he lay there, doubtless among the dregs of the docks, breathing in the poison or sleeping off the effects. There he was to be found, she was sure of it, at the Bar of Gold, in Upper Swandam Lane. 

But what was she to do? How could she, a young and timid woman, make her way into such a place and pluck her husband out from among the ruffians who surrounded him? 

There was the case, and of course there was but one way out of it. Might I not escort her to this place? 

And then, as a second thought, why should she come at all? I was Isa Whitney's medical adviser, and as such I had influence over him. I could manage it better if I were alone. I promised her on my word that I would send him home in a cab within two hours if he were indeed at the address which she had given me. 

And so in ten minutes I had left my armchair and cheery sitting-room behind me, and was speeding eastward in a hansom on a strange errand, as it seemed to me at the time, though the future only could show how strange it was to be. 
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my adventure. Upper Swandam Lane is a vile alley lurking behind the high wharves which line the north side of the river to the east of London Bridge. Between a slop-shop and a gin-shop, approached by a steep flight of steps leading down to a black gap like the mouth of a cave. I found the den of which I was in search. Ordering my cab to wait, I passed down the steps, worn hollow in the centre by the ceaseless tread of drunken feet; and by the light of a flickering oil-lamp above the door I found the latch and made my way into a long, low room, thick and heavy with the brown opium smoke, and terraced with wooden berths, like the forecastle of an emigrant ship. 

Through the gloom one could dimly catch a glimpse of bodies lying in strange fantastic poses, bowed shoulders, bent knees, heads thrown back, and chins pointing upward, with here and there a dark, lacklustre eye turned upon the newcomer. Out of the black shadows there glimmered little red circles of light, now bright, now faint, as the burning poison waxed or waned in the bowls of the metal pipes. The most lay silent, but some muttered to themselves, and others talked together in a strange, low, monotonous voice, their conversation coming in gushes, and then suddenly tailing off into silence, each mumbling out his own thoughts and paying little heed to the words of his neighbour. At the farther end was a small bra-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.110
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zier of burning charcoal, beside which on a three-legged wooden stool there sat a tall, thin old man, with his jaw resting upon his two fists, and his elbows upon his knees, staring into the fire. 

As I entered, a sallow Malay attendant had hurried up with a pipe for me and a supply of the drug, bek-koning me to an empty berth. 

»Thank you. I have not come to stay,« said I. 

»There is a friend of mine here, Mr. Isa Whitney, and I wish to speak with him.«

There was a movement and an exclamation from my right, and peering through the gloom I saw Whitney, pale, haggard, and unkempt, staring out at me. 

»My God! It's Watson,« said he. He was in a pitiable state of reaction, with every nerve in a twitter. »I say, Watson, what o'clock is it?«

»Nearly eleven.«

»Of what day?«

»Of Friday, June 19th.«

»Good heavens! I thought it was Wednesday. It  is Wednesday. What d'you want to frighten the chap for?« He sank his face onto his arms and began to sob in a high treble key. 

»I tell you that it is Friday, man. Your wife has been waiting this two days for you. You should be ashamed of yourself!«
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only been here a few hours, three pipes, four pipes – I forget how many. But I'll go home with you. I wouldn't frighten Kate – poor little Kate. Give me your hand! Have you a cab?«

»Yes, I have one waiting.«

»Then I shall go in it. But I must owe something. 

Find what I owe, Watson. I am all off colour. I can do nothing for myself.«

I walked down the narrow passage between the double row of sleepers, holding my breath to keep out the vile, stupefying fumes of the drug, and looking about for the manager. As I passed the tall man who sat by the brazier I felt a sudden pluck at my skirt, and a low voice whispered, »Walk past me, and then look back at me.« The words fell quite distinctly upon my ear. I glanced down. They could only have come from the old man at my side, and yet he sat now as absorbed as ever, very thin, very wrinkled, bent with age, an opium pipe dangling down from between his knees, as though it had dropped in sheer lassitude from his fingers. I took two steps forward and looked back. It took all my self-control to prevent me from breaking out into a cry of astonishment. He had turned his back so that none could see him but I. His form had filled out, his wrinkles were gone, the dull eyes had regained their fire, and there, sitting by the fire and grinning at my surprise, was none other than Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.112
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Sherlock Holmes. He made a slight motion to me to approach him, and instantly, as he turned his face half round to the company once more, subsided into a doddering loose-lipped senility. 

»Holmes!« I whispered, »what on earth are you doing in this den?«

»As low as you can,« he answered; »I have excellent ears. If you would have the great kindness to get rid of that sottish friend of yours I should be exceedingly glad to have a little talk with you.«

»I have a cab outside.«

»Then pray send him home in it. You may safely trust him, for he appears to be too limp to get into any mischief. I should recommend you also to send a note by the cabman to your wife to say that you have thrown in your lot with me. If you will wait outside, I shall be with you in five minutes.«

It was difficult to refuse any of Sherlock Holmes's requests, for they were always so exceedingly definite, and put forward with such a quiet air of mastery. I felt, however, that when Whitney was once confined in the cab my mission was practically accomplished; and for the rest, I could not wish anything better than to be associated with my friend in one of those singular adventures which were the normal condition of his existence. In a few minutes I had written my note, paid Whitney's bill, led him out to the cab, and seen Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.113
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him driven through the darkness. In a very short time a decrepit figure had emerged from the opium den, and I was walking down the street with Sherlock Holmes. For two streets he shuffled along with a bent back and an uncertain foot. Then, glancing quickly round, he straightened himself out and burst into a hearty fit of laughter. 

»I suppose, Watson,« said he, »that you imagine that I have added opium-smoking to cocaine injections, and all the other little weaknesses on which you have favoured me with your medical views.«

»I was certainly surprised to find you there.«

»But not more so than I to find you.«

»I came to find a friend.«

»And I to find an enemy.«

»An enemy?«

»Yes; one of my natural enemies, or, shall I say, my natural prey. Briefly, Watson, I am in the midst of a very remarkable inquiry, and I have hoped to find a clue in the incoherent ramblings of these sots, as I have done before now. Had I been recognized in that den my life would not have been worth an hour's purchase; for I have used it before now for my own purposes, and the rascally lascar who runs it has sworn to have vengeance upon me. There is a trapdoor at the back of that building, near the corner of Paul's Wharf, which could tell some strange tales of what has Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.114
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passed through it upon the moonless nights.«

»What! You do not mean bodies?«

»Ay, bodies, Watson. We should be rich men if we had £1000 for every poor devil who has been done to death in that den. It is the vilest murder-trap on the whole riverside, and I fear that Neville St. Clair has entered it never to leave it more. But our trap should be here.« He put his two forefingers between his teeth and whistled shrilly – a signal which was answered by a similar whistle from the distance, followed shortly by the rattle of wheels and the clink of horses' hoofs. 

»Now, Watson,« said Holmes, as a tall dog-cart dashed up through the gloom, throwing out two golden tunnels of yellow light from its side lanterns. 

»You'll come with me, won't you?«

»If I can be of use.«

»Oh, a trusty comrade is always of use; and a chronicler still more so. My room at The Cedars is a double-bedded one.«

»The Cedars?«

»Yes; that is Mr. St. Clair's house. I am staying there while I conduct the inquiry.«

»Where is it, then?«

»Near Lee, in Kent. We have a seven-mile drive before us.«

»But I am all in the dark.«

»Of course you are. You'll know all about it pres-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.115
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ently. Jump up here. All right, John; we shall not need you. Here's half a crown. Look out for me to-morrow, about eleven. Give her her head. So long, then!«

He flicked the horse with his whip, and we dashed away through the endless succession of sombre and deserted streets, which widened gradually, until we were flying across a broad balustraded bridge, with the murky river flowing sluggishly beneath us. Beyond lay another dull wilderness of bricks and mortar, its silence broken only by the heavy, regular footfall of the policeman, or the songs and shouts of some belated party of revellers. A dull wrack was drifting slowly across the sky, and a star or two twinkled dimly here and there through the rifts of the clouds. 

Holmes drove in silence, with his head sunk upon his breast, and the air of a man who is lost in thought, while I sat beside him, curious to learn what this new quest might be which seemed to tax his powers so sorely, and yet afraid to break in upon the current of his thoughts. We had driven several miles, and were beginning to get to the fringe of the belt of suburban villas, when he shook himself, shrugged his shoulders, and lit up his pipe with the air of a man who has satisfied himself that he is acting for the best. 

»You have a grand gift of silence, Watson,« said he. »It makes you quite invaluable as a companion. 
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meone to talk to, for my own thoughts are not over-pleasant. I was wondering what I should say to this dear little woman to-night when she meets me at the door.«

»You forget that I know nothing about it.«

»I shall just have time to tell you the facts of the case before we get to Lee. It seems absurdly simple, and yet, somehow, I can get nothing to go upon. 

There's plenty of thread, no doubt, but I can't get the end of it into my hand. Now, I'll state the case clearly and concisely to you, Watson, and maybe you can see a spark where all is dark to me.«

»Proceed, then.«

»Some years ago – to be definite, in May, 1884 –

there came to Lee a gentleman, Neville St. Clair by name, who appeared to have plenty of money. He took a large villa, laid out the grounds very nicely, and lived generally in good style. By degrees he made friends in the neighbourhood, and in 1887 he married the daughter of a local brewer, by whom he now has two children. He had no occupation, but was interested in several companies and went into town as a rule in the morning, returning by the 5:14 from Cannon Street every night. Mr. St. Clair is now thirty-seven years of age, is a man of temperate habits, a good husband, a very affectionate father, and a man who is popular with all who know him. I may add Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.117
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that his whole debts at the present moment, as far as we have been able to ascertain, amount to £88 10 s. , while he has £220 standing to his credit in the Capital and Counties Bank. There is no reason, therefore, to think that money troubles have been weighing upon his mind. 

Last Monday Mr. Neville St. Clair went into town rather earlier than usual, remarking before he started that he had two important commissions to perform, and that he would bring his little boy home a box of bricks. Now, by the merest chance, his wife received a telegram upon this same Monday, very shortly after his departure, to the effect that a small parcel of considerable value which she had been expecting was waiting for her at the offices of the Aberdeen Shipping Company. Now, if you are well up in your London, you will know that the office of the company is in Fresno Street, which branches out of Upper Swandam Lane, where you found me to-night. Mrs. St. 

Clair had her lunch, started for the City, did some shopping, proceeded to the company's office, got her packet, and found herself at exactly 4:35 walking through Swandam Lane on her way back to the station. Have you followed me so far?«

»It is very clear.«

»If you remember, Monday was an exceedingly hot day, and Mrs. St. Clair walked slowly, glancing about Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.118
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in the hope of seeing a cab, as she did not like the neighbourhood in which she found herself. While she was walking in this way down Swandam Lane, she suddenly heard an ejaculation or cry, and was struck cold to see her husband looking down at her and, as it seemed to her, beckoning to her from a second-floor window. The window was open, and she distinctly saw his face, which she describes as being terribly agitated. He waved his hands frantically to her, and then vanished from the window so suddenly that it seemed to her that he had been plucked back by some irresistible force from behind. One singular point which struck her quick feminine eye was that although he wore some dark coat, such as he had started to town in, he had on neither collar nor necktie. 

Convinced that something was amiss with him, she rushed down the steps – for the house was none other than the opium den in which you found me to-night –

and running through the front room she at tempted to ascend the stairs which led to the first floor. At the foot of the stairs, however, she met this lascar scoundrel of whom I have spoken, who thrust her back and, aided by a Dane, who acts as assistant there, pushed her out into the street. Filled with the most maddening doubts and fears, she rushed down the lane and, by rare good-fortune, met in Fresno Street a number of constables with an inspector, all on their way to their Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.119
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beat. The inspector and two men accompanied her back, and in spite of the continued resistance of the proprietor, they made their way to the room in which Mr. St. Clair had last been seen. There was no sign of him there. In fact, in the whole of that floor there was no one to be found save a crippled wretch of hideous aspect, who, it seems, made his home there. Both he and the lascar stoutly swore that no one else had been in the front room during the afternoon. So determined was their denial that the inspector was staggered, and had almost come to believe that Mrs. St. Clair had been deluded when, with a cry, she sprang at a small deal box which lay upon the table and tore the lid from it. Out there fell a cascade of children's bricks. It was the toy which he had promised to bring home. 

This discovery, and the evident confusion which the cripple showed, made the inspector realize that the matter was serious. The rooms were carefully examined, and results all pointed to an abominable crime. 

The front room was plainly furnished as a sitting-room and led into a small bedroom, which looked out upon the back of one of the wharves. Between the wharf and the bedroom window is a narrow strip, which is dry at low tide but is covered at high tide with at least four and a half feet of water. The bedroom window was a broad one and opened from below. On examination traces of blood were to be Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.120
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seen upon the window-sill, and several scattered drops were visible upon the wooden floor of the bedroom. Thrust away behind a curtain in the front room were all the clothes of Mr. Neville St. Clair, with the exception of his coat. His boots, his socks, his hat, and his watch – all were there. There were no signs of violence upon any of these garments, and there were no other traces of Mr. Neville St. Clair. Out of the window he must apparently have gone, for no other exit could be discovered, and the ominous bloodstains upon the sill gave little promise that he could save himself by swimming, for the tide was at its very highest at the moment of the tragedy. 

And now as to the villains who seemed to be immediately implicated in the matter. The lascar was known to be a man of the vilest antecedents, but as, by Mrs. St. Clair's story, he was known to have been at the foot of the stair within a very few seconds of her husband's appearance at the window, he could hardly have been more than an accessory to the crime. His defense was one of absolute ignorance, and he protested that he had no knowledge as to the doings of Hugh Boone, his lodger, and that he could not account in any way for the presence of the missing gentleman's clothes. 

So much for the lascar manager. Now for the sinister cripple who lives upon the second floor of the Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.121
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opium den, and who was certainly the last human being whose eyes rested upon Neville St. Clair. His name is Hugh Boone, and his hideous face is one which is familiar to every man who goes much to the City. He is a professional beggar, though in order to avoid the police regulations he pretends to a small trade in wax vestas. Some little distance down Threadneedle Street, upon the left-hand side, there is, as you may have remarked, a small angle in the wall. 

Here it is that this creature takes his daily seat, cross-legged, with his tiny stock of matches on his lap, and as he is a piteous spectacle a small rain of charity descends into the greasy leather cap which lies upon the pavement beside him. I have watched the fellow more than once before ever I thought of making his professional acquaintance, and I have been surprised at the harvest which he has reaped in a short time. His appearance, you see, is so remarkable that no one can pass him without observing him. A shock of orange hair, a pale face disfigured by a horrible scar, which, by its contraction, has turned up the outer edge of his upper lip, a bulldog chin, and a pair of very penetrating dark eyes, which present a singular contrast to the colour of his hair, all mark him out from amid the common crowd of mendicants, and so, too, does his wit, for he is ever ready with a reply to any piece of chaff which may be thrown at him by the passers-by. 
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This is the man whom we now learn to have been the lodger at the opium den, and to have been the last man to see the gentleman of whom we are in quest.«

»But a cripple!« said I. »What could he have done single-handed against a man in the prime of life?«

»He is a cripple in the sense that he walks with a limp; but in other respects he appears to be a powerful and well-nurtured man. Surely your medical experience would tell you, Watson, that weakness in one limb is often compensated for by exceptional strength in the others.«

»Pray continue your narrative.«

»Mrs. St. Clair had fainted at the sight of the blood upon the window, and she was escorted home in a cab by the police, as her presence could be of no help to them in their investigations. Inspector Barton, who had charge of the case, made a very careful examination of the premises, but without finding anything which threw any light upon the matter. One mistake had been made in not arresting Boone instantly, as he was allowed some few minutes during which he might have communicated with his friend the lascar, but this fault was soon remedied, and he was seized and searched, without anything being found which could incriminate him. There were, it is true, some bloodstains upon his right shirt-sleeve, but he pointed to his ring-finger, which had been cut near the nail, and ex-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.123
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plained that the bleeding came from there, adding that he had been to the window not long before, and that the stains which had been observed there came doubtless from the same source. He denied strenuously having ever seen Mr. Neville St. Clair and swore that the presence of the clothes in his room was as much a mystery to him as to the police. As to Mrs. St. Clair's assertion that she had actually seen her husband at the window, he declared that she must have been either mad or dreaming. He was removed, loudly protesting, to the police-station, while the inspector remained upon the premises in the hope that the ebbing tide might afford some fresh clue. 

And it did, though they hardly found upon the mud-bank what they had feared to find. It was Neville St. 

Clair's coat, and not Neville St. Clair, which lay uncovered as the tide receded. And what do you think they found in the pockets?«

»I cannot imagine.«

»No, I don't think you would guess. Every pocket stuffed with pennies and half-pennies – 421 pennies and 270 half-pennies. It was no wonder that it had not been swept away by the tide. But a human body is a different matter. There is a fierce eddy between the wharf and the house. It seemed likely enough that the weighted coat had remained when the stripped body had been sucked away into the river.«
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»But I understand that all the other clothes were found in the room. Would the body be dressed in a coat alone?«

»No, sir, but the facts might be met speciously enough. Suppose that this man Boone had thrust Neville St. Clair through the window, there is no human eye which could have seen the deed. What would he do then? It would of course instantly strike him that he must get rid of the tell-tale garments. He would seize the coat, then, and be in the act of throwing it out, when it would occur to him that it would swim and not sink. He has little time, for he has heard the scuffle downstairs when the wife tried to force her way up, and perhaps he has already heard from his lascar confederate that the police are hurrying up the street. There is not an instant to be lost. He rushes to some secret hoard, where he has accumulated the fruits of his beggary, and he stuffs all the coins upon which he can lay his hands into the pockets to make sure of the coat's sinking. He throws it out, and would have done the same with the other garments had not he heard the rush of steps below, and only just had time to close the window when the police appeared.«

»It certainly sounds feasible.«

»Well, we will take it as a working hypothesis for want of a better. Boone, as I have told you, was arrested and taken to the station, but it could not be Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.125
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shown that there had ever before been anything against him. He had for years been known as a professional beggar, but his life appeared to have been a very quiet and innocent one. There the matter stands at present, and the questions which have to be solved – what Neville St. Clair was doing in the opium den, what happened to him when there, where is he now, and what Hugh Boone had to do with his disappearance – are all as far from a solution as ever. I confess that I cannot recall any case within my experience which looked at the first glance so simple and yet which presented such difficulties.«

While Sherlock Holmes had been detailing this singular series of events, we had been whirling through the outskirts of the great town until the last straggling houses had been left behind, and we rattled along with a country hedge upon either side of us. Just as he finished, however, we drove through two scattered villages, where a few lights still glimmered in the windows. 

»We are on the outskirts of Lee,« said my companion. »We have touched on three English counties in our short drive, starting in Middlesex, passing over an angle of Surrey, and ending in Kent. See that light among the trees? That is The Cedars, and beside that lamp sits a woman whose anxious ears have already, I have little doubt, caught the clink of our horse's feet.«
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»But why are you not conducting the case from Baker Street?« I asked. 

»Because there are many inquiries which must be made out here. Mrs. St. Clair has most kindly put two rooms at my disposal, and you may rest assured that she will have nothing but a welcome for my friend and colleague. I hate to meet her, Watson, when I have no news of her husband. Here we are. Whoa, there, whoa!«

We had pulled up in front of a large villa which stood within its own grounds. A stable-boy had run out to the horse's head, and springing down I followed Holmes up the small, winding gravel-drive which led to the house. As we approached, the door flew open, and a little blonde woman stood in the opening, clad in some sort of light mousseline de soie, with a touch of fluffy pink chiffon at her neck and wrists. She stood with her figure outlined against the flood of light, one hand upon the door, one half-raised in her eagerness, her body slightly bent, her head and face protruded, with eager eyes and parted lips, a standing question. 

»Well?« she cried, »well?« And then, seeing that there were two of us, she gave a cry of hope which sank into a groan as she saw that my companion shook his head and shrugged his shoulders. 

»No good news?«
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»None.«

»No bad?«

»No.«

»Thank God for that. But come in. You must be weary, for you have had a long day.«

»This is my friend, Dr. Watson. He has been of most vital use to me in several of my cases, and a lucky chance has made it possible for me to bring him out and associate him with this investigation.«

»I am delighted to see you,« said she, pressing my hand warmly. »You will, I am sure, forgive anything that may be wanting in our arrangements, when you consider the blow which has come so suddenly upon us.«

»My dear madam,« said I, »I am an old campaigner, and if I were not I can very well see that no apology is needed. If I can be of any assistance, either to you or to my friend here, I shall be indeed happy.«

»Now, Mr. Sherlock Holmes,« said the lady as we entered a well-lit dining-room, upon the table of which a cold supper had been laid out, »I should very much like to ask you one or two plain questions, to which I beg that you will give a plain answer.«

»Certainly, madam.«

»Do not trouble about my feelings. I am not hysterical, nor given to fainting. I simply wish to hear your real, real opinion.«
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»Upon what point?«

»In your heart of hearts, do you think that Neville is alive?«

Sherlock Holmes seemed to be embarrassed by the question. »Frankly, now!« she repeated, standing upon the rug and looking keenly down at him as he leaned back in a basket-chair. 

»Frankly, then, madam, I do not.«

»You think that he is dead?«

»I do.«

»Murdered?«

»I don't say that. Perhaps.«

»And on what day did he meet his death?«

»On Monday.«

»Then perhaps, Mr. Holmes, you will be good enough to explain how it is that I have received a letter from him to-day.«

Sherlock Holmes sprang out of his chair as if he had been galvanized. 

»What!« he roared. 

»Yes, to-day.« She stood smiling, holding up a little slip of paper in the air. 

»May I see it?«

»Certainly.«

He snatched it from her in his eagerness, and smoothing it out upon the table he drew over the lamp and examined it intently. I had left my chair and was Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.129
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gazing at it over his shoulder. The envelope was a very coarse one and was stamped with the Gravesend postmark and with the date of that very day, or rather of the day before, for it was considerably after midnight. 

»Coarse writing,« murmured Holmes. »Surely this is not your husband's writing, madam.«

»No, but the enclosure is.«

»I perceive also that whoever addressed the envelope had to go and inquire as to the address.«

»How can you tell that?«

»The name, you see, is in perfectly black ink, which has dried itself. The rest is of the grayish colour, which shows that blotting-paper has been used. 

If it had been written straight off, and then blotted, none would be of a deep black shade. This man has written the name, and there has then been a pause before he wrote the address, which can only mean that he was not familiar with it. It is, of course, a trifle, but there is nothing so important as trifles. Let us now see the letter. Ha! there has been an enclosure here!«

»Yes, there was a ring. His signet-ring.«

»And you are sure that this is your husband's hand?«

»One of his hands.«

»One?«
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like his usual writing, and yet I know it well.«

»Dearest do not be frightened. All will come well. 

There is a huge error which it may take some little time to rectify. Wait in patience. 

NEVILLE. 

Written in pencil upon the fly-leaf of a book, octavo size, no watermark. Hum! Posted to-day in Gravesend by a man with a dirty thumb. Ha! And the flap has been gummed, if I am not very much in error, by a person who had been chewing tobacco. And you have no doubt that it is your husband's hand, madam?«

»None. Neville wrote those words.«

»And they were posted to-day at Gravesend. Well, Mrs. St. Clair, the clouds lighten, though I should not venture to say that the danger is over.«

»But he must be alive, Mr. Holmes.«

»Unless this is a clever forgery to put us on the wrong scent. The ring, after all, proves nothing. It may have been taken from him.«

»No, no; it is, it is his very own writing!«

»Very well. It may, however, have been written on Monday and only posted to-day.«

»That is possible.«

»If so, much may have happened between.«

»Oh, you must not discourage me, Mr. Holmes. I know that
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sympathy between us that I should know if evil came upon him. On the very day that I saw him last he cut himself in the bedroom, and yet I in the dining-room rushed upstairs instantly with the utmost certainty that something had happened. Do you think that I would respond to such a trifle and yet be ignorant of his death?«

»I have seen too much not to know that the impression of a woman may be more valuable than the conclusion of an analytical reasoner. And in this letter you certainly have a very strong piece of evidence to corroborate your view. But if your husband is alive and able to write letters, why should he remain away from you?«

»I cannot imagine. It is unthinkable.«

»And on Monday he made no remarks before leaving you?«

»No.«

»And you were surprised to see him in Swandam Lane?«

»Very much so.«

»Was the window open?«

»Yes.«

»Then he might have called to you?«

»He might.«

»He only, as I understand, gave an inarticulate cry?«
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»Yes.«

»A call for help, you thought?«

»Yes. He waved his hands.«

»But it might have been a cry of surprise. 

Astonishment at the unexpected sight of you might cause him to throw up his hands?«

»It is possible.«

»And you thought he was pulled back?«

»He disappeared so suddenly.«

»He might have leaped back. You did not see anyone else in the room?«

»No, but this horrible man confessed to having been there, and the lascar was at the foot of the stairs.«

»Quite so. Your husband, as far as you could see, had his ordinary clothes on?«

»But without his collar or tie. I distinctly saw his bare throat.«

»Had he ever spoken of Swandam Lane?«

»Never.«

»Had he ever showed any signs of having taken opium?«

»Never.«

»Thank you, Mrs. St. Clair. Those are the principal points about which I wished to be absolutely clear. 

We shall now have a little supper and then retire, for we may have a very busy day to-morrow.«
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A large and comfortable double-bedded room had been placed at our disposal, and I was quickly between the sheets, for I was weary after my night of adventure. Sherlock Holmes was a man, however, who, when he had an unsolved problem upon his mind, would go for days, and even for a week, without rest, turning it over, rearranging his facts, looking at it from every point of view until he had either fathomed it or convinced himself that his data were insufficient. 

It was soon evident to me that he was now preparing for an all-night sitting. He took off his coat and waistcoat, put on a large blue dressing-gown, and then wandered about the room collecting pillows from his bed and cushions from the sofa and armchairs. 

With these he constructed a sort of Eastern divan, upon which he perched himself cross-legged, with an ounce of shag tobacco and a box of matches laid out in front of him. In the dim light of the lamp I saw him sitting there, an old briar pipe between his lips, his eyes fixed vacantly upon the corner of the ceiling, the blue smoke curling up from him, silent, motionless, with the light shining upon his strong-set aquiline features. So he sat as I dropped off to sleep, and so he sat when a sudden ejaculation caused me to wake up, and I found the summer sun shining into the apartment. The pipe was still between his lips, the smoke still curled upward, and the room was full of a dense Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.134
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tobacco haze, but nothing remained of the heap of shag which I had seen upon the previous night. 

»Awake, Watson?« he asked. 

»Yes.«

»Game for a morning drive?«

»Certainly.«

»Then dress. No one is stirring yet, but I know where the stable-boy sleeps, and we shall soon have the trap out.« He chuckled to himself as he spoke, his eyes twinkled, and he seemed a different man to the sombre thinker of the previous night. 

As I dressed I glanced at my watch. It was no wonder that no one was stirring. It was twenty-five minutes past four. I had hardly fin ished when Holmes returned with the news that the boy was putting in the horse. 

»I want to test a little theory of mine,« said he, pulling on his boots. »I think, Watson, that you are now standing in the presence of one of the most absolute fools in Europe. I deserve to be kicked from here to Charing Cross. But I think I have the key of the affair now.«

»And where is it?« I asked, smiling. 

»In the bathroom,« he answered. »Oh, yes, I am not joking,« he continued, seeing my look of incredulity. 

»I have just been there, and I have taken it out, and I have got it in this Gladstone bag. Come on, my boy, Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.135
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and we shall see whether it will not fit the lock.«

We made our way downstairs as quietly as possible, and out into the bright morning sunshine. In the road stood our horse and trap, with the half-clad stable-boy waiting at the head. We both sprang in, and away we dashed down the London Road. A few country carts were stirring, bearing in vegetables to the metropolis, but the lines of villas on either side were as silent and lifeless as some city in a dream. 

»It has been in some points a singular case,« said Holmes, flicking the horse on into a gallop. »I confess that I have been as blind as a mole, but it is better to learn wisdom late than never to learn it at all.«

In town the earliest risers were just beginning to look sleepily from their windows as we drove through the streets of the Surrey side. Passing down the Waterloo Bridge Road we crossed over the river, and dashing up Wellington Street wheeled sharply to the right and found ourselves in Bow Street. Sherlock Holmes was well known to the force, and the two constables at the door saluted him. One of them held the horse's head while the other led us in. 

»Who is on duty?« asked Holmes. 

»Inspector Bradstreet, sir.«

»Ah, Bradstreet, how are you?« A tall, stout official had come down the stone-flagged passage, in a peaked cap and frogged jacket. »I wish to have a quiet Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.136
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word with you, Bradstreet.«

»Certainly, Mr. Holmes. Step into my room here.«

It was a small, office-like room, with a huge ledger upon the table, and a telephone projecting from the wall. The inspector sat down at his desk. 

»What can I do for you, Mr. Holmes?«

»I called about that beggarman, Boone – the one who was charged with being concerned in the disappearance of Mr. Neville St. Clair of Lee.«

»Yes. He was brought up and remanded for further inquiries.«

»So I heard. You have him here?«

»In the cells.«

»Is he quiet?«

»Oh, he gives no trouble. But he is a dirty scoundrel.«

»Dirty?«

»Yes, it is all we can do to make him wash his hands, and his face is as black as a tinker's. Well, when once his case has been settled, he will have a regular prison bath; and I think, if you saw him, you would agree with me that he needed it.«

»I should like to see him very much.«

»Would you? That is easily done. Come this way. 

You can leave your bag.«

»No, I think that I'll take it.«

»Very good. Come this way, if you please.« He led Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.137
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us down a passage, opened a barred door, passed down a winding stair, and brought us to a whitewashed corridor with a line of doors on each side. 

»The third on the right is his,« said the inspector. 

»Here it is!« He quietly shot back a panel in the upper part of the door and glanced through. 

»He is asleep,« said he. »You can see him very well.«

We both put our eyes to the grating. The prisoner lay with his face towards us, in a very deep sleep, breathing slowly and heavily. He was a middle-sized man, coarsely clad as became his calling, with a coloured shirt protruding through the rent in his tattered coat. He was, as the inspector had said, extremely dirty, but the grime which covered his face could not conceal its repulsive ugliness. A broad wheal from an old scar ran right across it from eye to chin, and by its contraction had turned up one side of the upper lip, so that three teeth were exposed in a perpetual snarl. A shock of very bright red hair grew low over his eyes and forehead. 

»He's a beauty, isn't he?« said the inspector. 

»He certainly needs a wash,« remarked Holmes. »I had an idea that he might, and I took the liberty of bringing the tools with me.« He opened the Gladstone bag as he spoke, and took out, to my astonishment, a very large bath-sponge. 
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»He! he! You are a funny one,« chuckled the inspector. 

»Now, if you will have the great goodness to open that door very quietly, we will soon make him cut a much more respectable figure.«

»Well, I don't know why not,« said the inspector. 

»He doesn't look a credit to the Bow Street cells, does he?« He slipped his key into the lock, and we all very quietly entered the cell. The sleeper half turned, and then settled down once more into a deep slumber. 

Holmes stooped to the water-jug, moistened his sponge, and then rubbed it twice vigorously across and down the prisoner's face. 

»Let me introduce you,« he shouted, »to Mr. Neville St. Clair, of Lee, in the county of Kent.«

Never in my life have I seen such a sight. The man's face peeled off under the sponge like the bark from a tree. Gone was the coarse brown tint! Gone, too, was the horrid scar which had seamed it across, and the twisted lip which had given the repulsive sneer to the face! A twitch brought away the tangled red hair, and there, sitting up in his bed, was a pale, sad-faced, refined-looking man, black-haired and smooth-skinned, rubbing his eyes and staring about him with sleepy bewilderment. Then suddenly realizing the exposure, he broke into a scream and threw himself down with his face to the pillow. 
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»Great heavens!« cried the inspector, »it is, indeed, the missing man. I know him from the photograph.«

The prisoner turned with the reckless air of a man who abandons himself to his destiny. »Be it so,« said he. »And pray, what am I charged with?«

»With making away with Mr. Neville St. –– Oh, come, you can't be charged with that unless they make a case of attempted suicide of it,« said the inspector with a grin. »Well, I have been twenty-seven years in the force, but this really takes the cake.«

»If I am Mr. Neville St. Clair, then it is obvious that no crime has been committed, and that, therefore, I am illegally detained.«

»No crime, but a very great error has been committed,« said Holmes. »You would have done better to have trusted your wife.«

»It was not the wife; it was the children,« groaned the prisoner. »God help me, I would not have them ashamed of their father. My God! What an exposure! 

What can I do?«

Sherlock Holmes sat down beside him on the couch and patted him kindly on the shoulder. 

»If you leave it to a court of law to clear the matter up,« said he, »of course you can hardly avoid publicity. On the other hand, if you convince the police authorities that there is no possible case against you, I do not know that there is any reason that the details Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.140
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should find their way into the papers. Inspector Bradstreet would, I am sure, make notes upon anything which you might tell us and submit it to the proper authorities. The case would then never go into court at all.«

»God bless you!« cried the prisoner passionately. 

»I would have endured imprisonment, ay, even execution, rather than have left my miserable secret as a family blot to my children. 

You are the first who have ever heard my story. My father was a school-master in Chesterfield, where I received an excellent education. I travelled in my youth, took to the stage, and finally became a reporter on an evening paper in London. One day my editor wished to have a series of articles upon begging in the metropolis, and I volunteered to supply them. There was the point from which all my adventures started. It was only by trying begging as an amateur that I could get the facts upon which to base my articles. When an actor I had, of course, learned all the secrets of making up, and had been famous in the green-room for my skill. I took advantage now of my attainments. 

I painted my face, and to make myself as pitiable as possible I made a good scar and fixed one side of my lip in a twist by the aid of a small slip of flesh-coloured plaster. Then with a red head of hair, and an appropriate dress, I took my station in the business Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.141
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part of the city, ostensibly as a match-seller but really as a beggar. For seven hours I plied my trade, and when I returned home in the evening I found to my surprise that I had received no less than 26 s.  4 d. 

I wrote my articles and thought little more of the matter until, some time later, I backed a bill for a friend and had a writ served upon me for £25. I was at my wit's end where to get the money, but a sudden idea came to me. I begged a fortnight's grace from the creditor, asked for a holiday from my employers, and spent the time in begging in the City under my disguise. In ten days I had the money and had paid the debt. 

Well, you can imagine how hard it was to settle down to arduous work at £2 a week when I knew that I could earn as much in a day by smearing my face with a little paint, laying my cap on the ground, and sitting still. It was a long fight between my pride and the money, but the dollars won at last, and I threw up reporting and sat day after day in the corner which I had first chosen, inspiring pity by my ghastly face and filling my pockets with coppers. Only one man knew my secret. He was the keeper of a low den in which I used to lodge in Swandam Lane, where I could every morning emerge as a squalid beggar and in the evenings transform myself into a well-dressed man about town. This fellow, a lascar, was well paid by me for his rooms, so that I knew that my secret was safe in Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.142
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his possession. 

Well, very soon I found that I was saving considerable sums of money. I do not mean that any beggar in the streets of London could earn £700 a year – which is less than my average takings – but I had exceptional advantages in my power of making up, and also in a facility of repartee, which improved by practice and made me quite a recognized character in the City. All day a stream of pennies, varied by silver, poured in upon me, and it was a very bad day in which I failed to take £2. 

As I grew richer I grew more ambitious, took a house in the country, and eventually married, without anyone having a suspicion as to my real occupation. 

My dear wife knew that I had business in the City. 

She little knew what. 

Last Monday I had finished for the day and was dressing in my room above the opium den when I looked out of my window and saw, to my horror and astonishment, that my wife was standing in the street, with her eyes fixed full upon me. I gave a cry of surprise, threw up my arms to cover my face, and, rushing to my confidant, the lascar, entreated him to prevent anyone from coming up to me. I heard her voice downstairs, but I knew that she could not ascend. Swiftly I threw off my clothes, pulled on those of a beggar, and put on my pigments and wig. Even a Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.143
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wife's eyes could not pierce so complete a disguise. 

But then it occurred to me that there might be a search in the room, and that the clothes might betray me. I threw open the window, reopening by my violence a small cut which I had inflicted upon myself in the bedroom that morning. Then I seized my coat, which was weighted by the coppers which I had just transferred to it from the leather bag in which I carried my takings. I hurled it out of the window, and it disappeared into the Thames. The other clothes would have followed, but at that moment there was a rush of constables up the stair, and a few minutes after I found, rather, I confess, to my relief, that instead of being identified as Mr. Neville St. Clair, I was arrested as his murderer. 

I do not know that there is anything else for me to explain. I was determined to preserve my disguise as long as possible, and hence my preference for a dirty face. Knowing that my wife would be terribly anxious, I slipped off my ring and confided it to the lascar at a moment when no constable was watching me, together with a hurried scrawl, telling her that she had no cause to fear.«

»That note only reached her yesterday,« said Holmes. 

»Good God! What a week she must have spent!«

»The police have watched this lascar,« said Inspec-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.144
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tor Bradstreet, »and I can quite understand that he might find it difficult to post a letter unobserved. Probably he handed it to some sailor customer of his, who forgot all about it for some days.«

»That was it,« said Holmes, nodding approvingly; 

»I have no doubt of it. But have you never been prosecuted for begging?«

»Many times; but what was a fine to me?«

»It must stop here, however,« said Bradstreet. »If the police are to hush this thing up, there must be no more of Hugh Boone.«

»I have sworn it by the most solemn oaths which a man can take.«

»In that case I think that it is probable that no further steps may be taken. But if you are found again, then all must come out. I am sure, Mr. Holmes, that we are very much indebted to you for having cleared the matter up. I wish I knew how you reach your results.«

»I reached this one,« said my friend, »by sitting upon five pillows and consuming an ounce of shag. I think, Watson, that if we drive to Baker Street we shall just be in time for breakfast.«
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The Adventure of the Blue Carbuncle I had called upon my friend Sherlock Holmes upon the second morning after Christmas, with the intention of wishing him the compliments of the season. He was lounging upon the sofa in a purple dressing-gown, a pipe-rack within his reach upon the right, and a pile of crumpled morning papers, evidently newly studied, near at hand. Beside the couch was a wooden chair, and on the angle of the back hung a very seedy and disreputable hard-felt hat, much the worse for wear, and cracked in several places. A lens and a for-ceps lying upon the seat of the chair suggested that the hat had been suspended in this manner for the purpose of examination. 

»You are engaged,« said I; »perhaps I interrupt you.«

»Not at all. I am glad to have a friend with whom I can discuss my results. The matter is a perfectly trivial one« – he jerked his thumb in the direction of the old hat – »but there are points in connection with it which are not entirely devoid of interest and even of instruction.«

I seated myself in his armchair and warmed my hands before his crackling fire, for a sharp frost had set in, and the windows were thick with the ice cry-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.146
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stals. »I suppose,« I remarked, »that, homely as it looks, this thing has some deadly story linked on to it – that it is the clue which will guide you in the solution of some mystery and the punishment of some crime.«

»No, no. No crime,« said Sherlock Holmes, laughing. »Only one of those whimsical little incidents which will happen when you have four million human beings all jostling each other within the space of a few square miles. Amid the action and reaction of so dense a swarm of humanity, every possible combination of events may be expected to take place, and many a little problem will be presented which may be striking and bizarre without being criminal. We have already had experience of such.«

»So much so,« I remarked, »that of the last six cases which I have added to my notes, three have been entirely free of any legal crime.«

»Precisely. You allude to my attempt to recover the Irene Adler papers, to the singular case of Miss Mary Sutherland, and to the adventure of the man with the twisted lip. Well, I have no doubt that this small matter will fall into the same innocent category. You know Peterson, the commissionaire?«

»Yes.«

»It is to him that this trophy belongs.«

»It is his hat.«
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»No, no; he found it. Its owner is unknown. I beg that you will look upon it not as a battered billycock but as an intellectual problem. And, first, as to how it came here. It arrived upon Christmas morning, in company with a good fat goose, which is, I have no doubt, roasting at this moment in front of Peterson's fire. The facts are these: about four o'clock on Christmas morning, Peterson, who, as you know, is a very honest fellow, was returning from some small jollifi-cation and was making his way homeward down Tottenham Court Road. In front of him he saw, in the gaslight, a tallish man, walking with a slight stagger, and carrying a white goose slung over his shoulder. 

As he reached the corner of Goodge Street, a row broke out between this stranger and a little knot of roughs. One of the latter knocked off the man's hat, on which he raised his stick to defend himself and, swinging it over his head, smashed the shop window behind him. Peterson had rushed forward to protect the stranger from his assailants; but the man, shocked at having broken the window, and seeing an official-looking person in uniform rushing towards him, dropped his goose, took to his heels, and vanished amid the labyrinth of small streets which lie at the back of Tottenham Court Road. The roughs had also fled at the appearance of Peterson, so that he was left in possession of the field of battle, and also of the Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.148
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spoils of victory in the shape of this battered hat and a most unimpeachable Christmas goose.«

»Which surely he restored to their owner?«

»My dear fellow, there lies the problem. It is true that ›For Mrs. Henry Baker‹ was printed upon a small card which was tied to the bird's left leg, and it is also true that the initials ›H.B.‹ are legible upon the lining of this hat; but as there are some thousands of Bakers, and some hundreds of Henry Bakers in this city of ours, it is not easy to restore lost property to any one of them.«

»What, then, did Peterson do?«

»He brought round both hat and goose to me on Christmas morning, knowing that even the smallest problems are of interest to me. The goose we retained until this morning, when there were signs that, in spite of the slight frost, it would be well that it should be eaten without unnecessary delay. Its finder has carried it off, therefore, to fulfil the ultimate destiny of a goose, while I continue to retain the hat of the unknown gentleman who lost his Christmas dinner.«

»Did he not advertise?«

»No.«

»Then, what clue could you have as to his identity?«

»Only as much as we can deduce.«

»From his hat?«
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»Precisely.«

»But you are joking. What can you gather from this old battered felt?«

»Here is my lens. You know my methods. What can you gather yourself as to the individuality of the man who has worn this article?«

I took the tattered object in my hands and turned it over rather ruefully. It was a very ordinary black hat of the usual round shape, hard and much the worse for wear. The lining had been of red silk, but was a good deal discoloured. There was no maker's name; but, as Holmes had remarked, the initials ›H.B.‹ were scrawled upon one side. It was pierced in the brim for a hat-securer, but the elastic was missing. For the rest, it was cracked, exceedingly dusty, and spotted in several places, although there seemed to have been some attempt to hide the discoloured patches by smearing them with ink. 

»I can see nothing,« said I, handing it back to my friend. 

»On the contrary, Watson, you can see everything. 

You fail, however, to reason from what you see. You are too timid in drawing your inferences.«

»Then, pray tell me what it is that you can infer from this hat?«

He picked it up and gazed at it in the peculiar introspective fashion which was characteristic of him. 
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»It is perhaps less suggestive than it might have been,« he remarked, »and yet there are a few inferences which are very distinct, and a few others which represent at least a strong balance of probability. That the man was highly intellectual is of course obvious upon the face of it, and also that he was fairly well-to-do within the last three years, although he has now fallen upon evil days. He had foresight, but has less now than formerly, pointing to a moral retrogression, which, when taken with the decline of his fortunes, seems to indicate some evil influence, probably drink, at work upon him. This may account also for the obvious fact that his wife has ceased to love him.«

»My dear Holmes!«

»He has, however, retained some degree of self-respect,« he continued, disregarding my remonstrance. 

»He is a man who leads a sedentary life, goes out little, is out of training entirely, is middle-aged, has grizzled hair which he has had cut within the last few days, and which he anoints with lime-cream. These are the more patent facts which are to be deduced from his hat. Also, by the way, that it is extremely improbable that he has gas laid on in his house.«

»You are certainly joking, Holmes.«

»Not in the least. Is it possible that even now, when I give you these results, you are unable to see how they are attained?«
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»I have no doubt that I am very stupid, but I must confess that I am unable to follow you. For example, how did you deduce that this man was intellectual?«

For answer Holmes clapped the hat upon his head. 

It came right over the forehead and settled upon the bridge of his nose. »It is a question of cubic capacity,« said he; »a man with so large a brain must have something in it.«

»The decline of his fortunes, then?«

»This hat is three years old. These flat brims curled at the edge came in then. It is a hat of the very best quality. Look at the band of ribbed silk and the excellent lining. If this man could afford to buy so expensive a hat three years ago, and has had no hat since, then he has assuredly gone down in the world.«

»Well, that is clear enough, certainly. But how about the foresight and the moral retrogression?«

Sherlock Holmes laughed. »Here is the foresight,«

said he, putting his finger upon the little disc and loop of the hat-securer. »They are never sold upon hats. If this man ordered one, it is a sign of a certain amount of foresight, since he went out of his way to take this precaution against the wind. But since we see that he has broken the elastic and has not troubled to replace it, it is obvious that he has less foresight now than formerly, which is a distinct proof of a weakening nature. On the other hand, he has endeavoured to con-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.152
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ceal some of these stains upon the felt by daubing them with ink, which is a sign that he has not entirely lost his self-respect.«

»Your reasoning is certainly plausible.«

»The further points, that he is middle-aged, that his hair is grizzled, that it has been recently cut, and that he uses lime-cream, are all to be gathered from a close examination of the lower part of the lining. The lens discloses a large number of hair-ends, clean cut by the scissors of the barber. They all appear to be adhesive, and there is a distinct odour of lime-cream. This dust, you will observe, is not the gritty, gray dust of the street but the fluffy brown dust of the house, showing that it has been hung up indoors most of the time; while the marks of moisture upon the inside are proof positive that the wearer perspired very freely, and could, therefore, hardly be in the best of training.«

»But his wife – you said that she had ceased to love him.«

»This hat has not been brushed for weeks. When I see you, my dear Watson, with a week's accumulation of dust upon your hat, and when your wife allows you to go out in such a state, I shall fear that you also have been unfortunate enough to lose your wife's affection.«

»But he might be a bachelor.«

»Nay, he was bringing home the goose as a peace-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.153
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offering to his wife. Remember the card upon the bird's leg.«

»You have an answer to everything. But how on earth do you deduce that the gas is not laid on in his house?«

»One tallow stain, or even two, might come by chance; but when I see no less than five, I think that there can be little doubt that the individual must be brought into frequent contact with burning tallow –

walks upstairs at night probably with his hat in one hand and a guttering candle in the other. Anyhow, he never got tallow-stains from a gas-jet. Are you satisfied?«

»Well, it is very ingenious,« said I, laughing; »but since, as you said just now, there has been no crime committed, and no harm done save the loss of a goose, all this seems to be rather a waste of energy.«

Sherlock Holmes had opened his mouth to reply, when the door flew open, and Peterson, the commissionaire, rushed into the apartment with flushed cheeks and the face of a man who is dazed with astonishment. 

»The goose, Mr. Holmes! The goose, sir!« he gasped. 

»Eh? What of it, then? Has it returned to life and flapped off through the kitchen window?« Holmes twisted himself round upon the sofa to get a fairer Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.154

The Adventure of the Blue Carbuncle Doyle-Holmes, 281

view of the man's excited face. 

»See here, sir! See what my wife found in its crop!« He held out his hand and displayed upon the centre of the palm a brilliantly scintillating blue stone, rather smaller than a bean in size, but of such purity and radiance that it twinkled like an electric point in the dark hollow of his hand. 

Sherlock Holmes sat up with a whistle. »By Jove, Peterson!« said he, »this is treasure trove indeed. I suppose you know what you have got?«

»A diamond, sir? A precious stone. It cuts into glass as though it were putty.«

»It's more than a precious stone. It is  the  precious stone.«

»Not the Countess of Morcar's blue carbuncle!« I ejaculated. 

»Precisely so. I ought to know its size and shape, seeing that I have read the advertisement about it in The Times  every day lately. It is absolutely unique, and its value can only be conjectured, but the reward offered of £1000 is certainly not within a twentieth part of the market price.«

»A thousand pounds! Great Lord of mercy!« The commissionaire plumped down into a chair and stared from one to the other of us. 

»That is the reward, and I have reason to know that there are sentimental considerations in the back-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.155
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ground which would induce the Countess to part with half her fortune if she could but recover the gem.«

»It was lost, if I remember aright, at the Hotel Cosmopolitan,« I remarked. 

»Precisely so, on December 22d, just five days ago. 

John Horner, a plumber, was accused of having abstracted it from the lady's jewel-case. The evidence against him was so strong that the case has been referred to the Assizes. I have some account of the matter here, I believe.« He rummaged amid his newspapers, glancing over the dates, until at last he smoothed one out, doubled it over, and read the following paragraph:

»Hotel Cosmopolitan Jewel Robbery. John Horner, 26, plumber, was brought up upon the charge of having upon the 22nd inst., abstracted from the jewel-case of the Countess of Morcar the valuable gem known as the blue carbuncle. James Ryder, upper-attendant at the hotel, gave his evidence to the effect that he had shown Horner up to the dressing-room of the Countess of Morcar upon the day of the robbery in order that he might solder the second bar of the grate, which was loose. He had remained with Horner some little time, but had finally been called away. On returning, he found that Horner had disappeared, that the bureau had been forced open, and that the small morocco casket in which, as it afterwards transpired, the Countess was accustomed to keep her jewel, was lying empty upon the dressing-table. Ryder instantly gave the alarm, and Horner was arrested the same eve-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.156
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ning; but the stone could not be found either upon his person or in his rooms. Catherine Cusack, maid to the Countess, deposed to having heard Ryder's cry of dismay on discovering the robbery, and to having rushed into the room, where she found matters as described by the last witness. Inspector Bradstreet, B division, gave evidence as to the arrest of Horner, who struggled frantically, and protested his innocence in the strongest terms. Evidence of a previous conviction for robbery having been given against the prisoner, the magistrate refused to deal summarily with the offence, but referred it to the Assizes. 

Horner, who had shown signs of intense emotion during the proceedings, fainted away at the conclusion and was carried out of court.«

»Hum! So much for the police-court,« said Holmes thoughtfully, tossing aside the paper. »The question for us now to solve is the sequence of events leading from a rifled jewel-case at one end to the crop of a goose in Tottenham Court Road at the other. You see, Watson, our little deductions have suddenly assumed a much more important and less innocent aspect. Here is the stone; the stone came from the goose, and the goose came from Mr. Henry Baker, the gentleman with the bad hat and all the other characteristics with which I have bored you. So now we must set ourselves very seriously to finding this gentleman and ascertaining what part he has played in this little mystery. 

To do this, we must try the simplest means first, and these lie
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evening papers. If this fail, I shall have recourse to other methods.«

»What will you say?«

»Give me a pencil and that slip of paper. Now, then:

Found at the corner of Goodge Street, a goose and a black felt hat. Mr. Henry Baker can have the same by applying at 6:30 this evening at 221B, Baker Street. 

That is clear and concise.«

»Very. But will he see it?«

»Well, he is sure to keep an eye on the papers, since, to a poor man, the loss was a heavy one. He was clearly so scared by his mischance in breaking the window and by the approach of Peterson that he thought of nothing but flight, but since then he must have bitterly regretted the impulse which caused him to drop his bird. Then, again, the introduction of his name will cause him to see it, for everyone who knows him will direct his attention to it. Here you are, Peterson, run down to the advertising agency and have this put in the evening papers.«

»In which, sir?«

»Oh, in the  Globe, Star, Pall Mall, St. James's, Evening News Standard, Echo,  and any others that occur to you.«

»Very
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»Ah, yes, I shall keep the stone. Thank you. And, I say, Peterson just buy a goose on your way back and leave it here with me, for we must have one to give to this gentleman in place of the one which your family is now devouring.«

When the commissionaire had gone, Holmes took up the stone and held it against the light. »It's a bonny thing,« said he. »Just see how it glints and sparkles. 

Of course it is a nucleus and focus of crime. Every good stone is. They are the devil's pet baits. In the larger and older jewels every facet may stand for a bloody deed. This stone is not yet twenty years old. It was found in the banks of the Amoy River in southern China and is remarkable in having every characteristic of the carbuncle, save that it is blue in shade instead of ruby red. In spite of its youth, it has already a sinister history. There have been two murders, a vitriol-throwing, a suicide, and several robberies brought about for the sake of this forty-grain weight of crystal-lized charcoal. Who would think that so pretty a toy would be a purveyor to the gallows and the prison? 

I'll lock it up in my strong box now and drop a line to the Countess to say that we have it.«

»Do you think that this man Horner is innocent?«

»I cannot tell.«

»Well, then, do you imagine that this other one, Henry Baker, had anything to do with the matter?«
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»It is, I think, much more likely that Henry Baker is an absolutely innocent man, who had no idea that the bird which he was carrying was of considerably more value than if it were made of solid gold. That, however, I shall determine by a very simple test if we have an answer to our advertisement.«

»And you can do nothing until then?«

»Nothing.«

»In that case I shall continue my professional round. But I shall come back in the evening at the hour you have mentioned, for I should like to see the solution of so tangled a business.«

»Very glad to see you. I dine at seven. There is a woodcock, I believe. By the way, in view of recent occurrences, perhaps I ought to ask Mrs. Hudson to examine its crop.«

I had been delayed at a case, and it was a little after half-past six when I found myself in Baker Street once more. As I approached the house I saw a tall man in a Scotch bonnet with a coat which was buttoned up to his chin waiting outside in the bright semicircle which was thrown from the fanlight. Just as I arrived the door was opened, and we were shown up together to Holmes's room. 

»Mr. Henry Baker, I believe,« said he, rising from his armchair and greeting his visitor with the easy air of geniality which he could so readily assume. »Pray Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.160
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take this chair by the fire, Mr. Baker. It is a cold night, and I observe that your circulation is more adapted for summer than for winter. Ah, Watson, you have just come at the right time. Is that your hat, Mr. 

Baker?«

»Yes, sir, that is undoubtedly my hat.«

He was a large man with rounded shoulders, a massive head, and a broad, intelligent face, sloping down to a pointed beard of grizzled brown. A touch of red in nose and cheeks, with a slight tremor of his extended hand, recalled Holmes's surmise as to his habits. 

His rusty black frock-coat was buttoned right up in front, with the collar turned up, and his lank wrists protruded from his sleeves without a sign of cuff or shirt. He spoke in a slow staccato fashion, choosing his words with care, and gave the impression generally of a man of learning and letters who had had ill-usage at the hands of fortune. 

»We have retained these things for some days,«

said Holmes, »because we expected to see an advertisement from you giving your address. I am at a loss to know now why you did not advertise.«

Our visitor gave a rather shamefaced laugh. »Shillings have not been so plentiful with me as they once were,« he remarked. »I had no doubt that the gang of roughs who assaulted me had carried off both my hat and the bird. I did not care to spend more money in a Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.161
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hopeless attempt at recovering them.«

»Very naturally. By the way, about the bird, we were compelled to eat it.«

»To eat it!« Our visitor half rose from his chair in his excitement. 

»Yes, it would have been of no use to anyone had we not done so. But I presume that this other goose upon the sideboard, which is about the same weight and perfectly fresh, will answer your purpose equally well?«

»Oh, certainly, certainly,« answered Mr. Baker with a sigh of relief. 

»Of course, we still have the feathers, legs, crop, and so on of your own bird, so if you wish ––«

The man burst into a hearty laugh. »They might be useful to me as relics of my adventure,« said he, »but beyond that I can hardly see what use the  disjecta membra  of my late acquaintance are going to be to me. No, sir, I think that, with your permission, I will confine my attentions to the excellent bird which I perceive upon the sideboard.«

Sherlock Holmes glanced sharply across at me with a slight shrug of his shoulders. 

»There is your hat, then, and there your bird,« said he. »By the way, would it bore you to tell me where you got the other one from? I am somewhat of a fowl fancier, and I have seldom seen a better grown Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.162
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goose.«

»Certainly, sir,« said Baker, who had risen and tuk-ked his newly gained property under his arm. »There are a few of us who frequent the Alpha Inn, near the Museum – we are to be found in the Museum itself during the day, you understand. This year our good host, Windigate by name, instituted a goose club, by which, on consideration of some few pence every week, we were each to receive a bird at Christmas. 

My pence were duly paid, and the rest is familiar to you. I am much indebted to you, sir, for a Scotch bonnet is fitted neither to my years nor my gravity.« With a comical pomposity of manner he bowed solemnly to both of us and strode off upon his way. 

»So much for Mr. Henry Baker,« said Holmes when he had closed the door behind him. »It is quite certain that he knows nothing whatever about the matter. Are you hungry, Watson?«

»Not particularly.«

»Then I suggest that we turn our dinner into a supper and follow up this clue while it is still hot.«

»By all means.«

It was a bitter night, so we drew on our ulsters and wrapped cravats about our throats. Outside, the stars were shining coldly in a cloudless sky, and the breath of the passers-by blew out into smoke like so many pistol shots. Our footfalls rang out crisply and loudly Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.163
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as we swung through the doctors' quarter, Wimpole Street, Harley Street, and so through Wigmore Street into Oxford Street. In a quarter of an hour we were in Bloomsbury at the Alpha Inn, which is a small public-house at the corner of one of the streets which runs down into Holborn. Holmes pushed open the door of the private bar and ordered two glasses of beer from the ruddy-faced, white-aproned landlord. 

»Your beer should be excellent if it is as good as your geese,« said he. 

»My geese!« The man seemed surprised. 

»Yes. I was speaking only half an hour ago to Mr. 

Henry Baker, who was a member of your goose club.«

»Ah! yes, I see. But you see, sir, them's not  our geese.«

»Indeed! Whose, then?«

»Well, I got the two dozen from a salesman in Covent Garden.«

»Indeed? I know some of them. Which was it?«

»Breckinridge is his name.«

»Ah! I don't know him. Well, here's your good health, landlord, and prosperity to your house. Good-night. 

Now for Mr. Breckinridge,« he continued, buttoning up his coat as we came out into the frosty air. 

»Remember, Watson, that though we have so homely a thing as a goose at one end of this chain, we have at Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.164
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the other a man who will certainly get seven years' 

penal servitude unless we can establish his innocence. 

It is possible that our inquiry may but confirm his guilt; but, in any case, we have a line of investigation which has been missed by the police, and which a singular chance has placed in our hands. Let us follow it out to the bitter end. Faces to the south, then, and quick march!«

We passed across Holborn, down Endell Street, and so through a zigzag of slums to Covent Garden Market. One of the largest stalls bore the name of Breckinridge upon it, and the proprietor, a horsy-looking man, with a sharp face and trim side-whiskers, was helping a boy to put up the shutters. 

»Good-evening. It's a cold night,« said Holmes. 

The salesman nodded and shot a questioning glance at my companion. 

»Sold out of geese, I see,« continued Holmes, pointing at the bare slabs of marble. 

»Let you have five hundred to-morrow morning.«

»That's no good.«

»Well, there are some on the stall with the gas-flare.«

»Ah, but I was recommended to you.«

»Who by?«

»The landlord of the Alpha.«

»Oh, yes; I sent him a couple of dozen.«
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»Fine birds they were, too. Now where did you get them from?«

To my surprise the question provoked a burst of anger from the salesman. 

»Now, then, mister,« said he, with his head cocked and his arms akimbo, »what are you driving at? Let's have it straight, now.«

»It is straight enough. I should like to know who sold you the geese which you supplied to the Alpha.«

»Well, then, I shan't tell you. So now!«

»Oh, it is a matter of no importance; but I don't know why you should be so warm over such a trifle.«

»Warm! You'd be as warm, maybe, if you were as pestered as I am. When I pay good money for a good article there should be an end of the business; but it's

›Where are the geese?‹ and ›Who did you sell the geese to?‹ and ›What will you take for the geese?‹

One would think they were the only geese in the world, to hear the fuss that is made over them.«

»Well, I have no connection with any other people who have been making inquiries,« said Holmes carelessly. »If you won't tell us the bet is off, that is all. 

But I'm always ready to back my opinion on a matter of fowls, and I have a fiver on it that the bird I ate is country bred.«

»Well, then, you've lost your fiver, for it's town bred,« snapped the salesman. 
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»It's nothing of the kind.«

»I say it is.«

»I don't believe it.«

»D'you think you know more about fowls than I, who have handled them ever since I was a nipper? I tell you, all those birds that went to the Alpha were town bred.«

»You'll never persuade me to believe that.«

»Will you bet, then?«

»It's merely taking your money, for I know that I am right. But I'll have a sovereign on with you, just to teach you not to be obstinate.«

The salesman chuckled grimly. »Bring me the books, Bill,« said he. 

The small boy brought round a small thin volume and a great greasy-backed one, laying them out together beneath the hanging lamp. 

»Now then, Mr. Cocksure,« said the salesman, »I thought that I was out of geese, but before I finish you'll find that there is still one left in my shop. You see this little book?«

»Well?«

»That's the list of the folk from whom I buy. D'you see? Well, then, here on this page are the country folk, and the numbers after their names are where their accounts are in the big ledger. Now, then! You see this other page in red ink? Well, that is a list of my town Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.167
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suppliers. Now, look at that third name. Just read it out to me.«

»Mrs. Oakshott, 117, Brixton Road – 249,« read Holmes. 

»Quite so. Now turn that up in the ledger.«

Holmes turned to the page indicated. »Here you are, ›Mrs. Oakshott, 117, Brixton Road, egg and poultry supplier.‹«

»Now, then, what's the last entry?«

»›December 22d. Twenty-four geese at 7 s.  6 d. ‹«

»Quite so. There you are. And underneath?«

»›Sold to Mr. Windigate of the Alpha, at 12 s. ‹«

»What have you to say now?«

Sherlock Holmes looked deeply chagrined. He drew a sovereign from his pocket and threw it down upon the slab, turning away with the air of a man whose disgust is too deep for words. A few yards off he stopped under a lamp-post and laughed in the hearty, noiseless fashion which was peculiar to him. 

»When you see a man with whiskers of that cut and the ›Pink 'un‹ protruding out of his pocket, you can always draw him by a bet,« said he. »I daresay that if I had put £100 down in front of him, that man would not have given me such complete information as was drawn from him by the idea that he was doing me on a wager. Well, Watson, we are, I fancy, nearing the end of our quest, and the only point which remains to be Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.168
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determined is whether we should go on to this Mrs. 

Oakshott to-night, or whether we should reserve it for to-morrow. It is clear from what that surly fellow said that there are others besides ourselves who are anxious about the matter, and I should ––«

His remarks were suddenly cut short by a loud hubbub which broke out from the stall which we had just left. Turning round we saw a little rat-faced fellow standing in the centre of the circle of yellow light which was thrown by the swinging lamp, while Brek-kinridge, the salesman, framed in the door of his stall, was shaking his fists fiercely at the cringing figure. 

»I've had enough of you and your geese,« he shouted. »I wish you were all at the devil together. If you come pestering me any more with your silly talk I'll set the dog at you. You bring Mrs. Oakshott here and I'll answer her, but what have you to do with it? Did I buy the geese off you?«

»No; but one of them was mine all the same,« whined the little man. 

»Well, then, ask Mrs. Oakshott for it.«

»She told me to ask you.«

»Well, you can ask the King of Proosia, for all I care. I've had enough of it. Get out of this!« He rushed fiercely forward, and the inquirer flitted away into the darkness. 

»Ha! this may save us a visit to Brixton Road,«
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whispered Holmes. »Come with me, and we will see what is to be made of this fellow.« Striding through the scattered knots of people who lounged round the flaring stalls, my companion speedily overtook the little man and touched him upon the shoulder. He sprang round, and I could see in the gas-light that every vestige of colour had been driven from his face. 

»Who are you, then? What do you want?« he asked in a quavering voice. 

»You will excuse me,« said Holmes blandly, »but I could not help overhearing the questions which you put to the salesman just now. I think that I could be of assistance to you.«

»You? Who are you? How could you know anything of the matter?«

»My name is Sherlock Holmes. It is my business to know what other people don't know.«

»But you can know nothing of this?«

»Excuse me, I know everything of it. You are endeavouring to trace some geese which were sold by Mrs. Oakshott, of Brixton Road, to a salesman named Breckinridge, by him in turn to Mr. Windigate, of the Alpha, and by him to his club, of which Mr. Henry Baker is a member.«

»Oh, sir, you are the very man whom I have longed to meet,« cried the little fellow with outstretched hands and quivering fingers. »I can hardly explain to Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.170
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you how interested I am in this matter.«

Sherlock Holmes hailed a four-wheeler which was passing. »In that case we had better discuss it in a cosy room rather than in this wind-swept market-place,« said he. »But pray tell me, before we go farther, who it is that I have the pleasure of assisting.«

The man hesitated for an instant. »My name is John Robinson,« he answered with a sidelong glance. 

»No, no; the real name,« said Holmes sweetly. »It is always awkward doing business with an alias.«

A flush sprang to the white cheeks of the stranger. 

»Well, then,« said he, »my real name is James Ryder.«

»Precisely so. Head attendant at the Hotel Cosmopolitan. Pray step into the cab, and I shall soon be able to tell you everything which you would wish to know.«

The little man stood glancing from one to the other of us with half-frightened, half-hopeful eyes, as one who is not sure whether he is on the verge of a wind-fall or of a catastrophe. Then he stepped into the cab, and in half an hour we were back in the sitting-room at Baker Street. Nothing had been said during our drive, but the high, thin breathing of our new companion, and the claspings and unclaspings of his hands, spoke of the nervous tension within him. 

»Here we are!« said Holmes cheerily as we filed Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.171
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into the room. »The fire looks very seasonable in this weather. You look cold, Mr. Ryder. Pray take the basket-chair. I will just put on my slippers before we settle this little matter of yours. Now, then! You want to know what became of those geese?«

»Yes, sir.«

»Or rather, I fancy, of that goose. It was one bird, I imagine, in which you were interested – white, with a black bar across the tail.«

Ryder quivered with emotion. »Oh, sir,« he cried, 

»can you tell me where it went to?«

»It came here.«

»Here?«

»Yes, and a most remarkable bird it proved. I don't wonder that you should take an interest in it. It laid an egg after it was dead – the bonniest, brightest little blue egg that ever was seen. I have it here in my museum.«

Our visitor staggered to his feet and clutched the mantel-piece with his right hand. Holmes unlocked his strong-box and held up the blue carbuncle, which shone out like a star, with a cold, brilliant, many-pointed radiance. Ryder stood glaring with a drawn face, uncertain whether to claim or to disown it. 

»The game's up, Ryder,« said Holmes quietly. 

»Hold up, man, or you'll be into the fire! Give him an arm back into his chair, Watson. He's not got blood Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.172
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enough to go in for felony with impunity. Give him a dash of brandy. So! Now he looks a little more human. What a shrimp it is, to be sure!«

For a moment he had staggered and nearly fallen, but the brandy brought a tinge of colour into his cheeks, and he sat staring with frightened eyes at his accuser. 

»I have almost every link in my hands, and all the proofs which I could possibly need, so there is little which you need tell me. Still, that little may as well be cleared up to make the case complete. You had heard, Ryder, of this blue stone of the Countess of Morcar's?«

»It was Catherine Cusack who told me of it,« said he in a crackling voice. 

»I see – her ladyship's waiting-maid. Well, the temptation of sudden wealth so easily acquired was too much for you, as it has been for better men before you; but you were not very scrupulous in the means you used. It seems to me, Ryder, that there is the making of a very pretty villain in you. You knew that this man Horner, the plumber, had been concerned in some such matter before, and that suspicion would rest the more readily upon him. What did you do, then? You made some small job in my lady's room –

you and your confederate Cusack – and you managed that he should be the man sent for. Then, when he had Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.173
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left, you rifled the jewel-case, raised the alarm, and had this unfortunate man arrested. You then ––«

Ryder threw himself down suddenly upon the rug and clutched at my companion's knees. »For God's sake, have mercy!« he shrieked. »Think of my father! 

of my mother! It would break their hearts. I never went wrong before! I never will again. I swear it. I'll swear it on a Bible. Oh, don't bring it into court! For Christ's sake, don't!«

»Get back into your chair!« said Holmes sternly. 

»It is very well to cringe and crawl now, but you thought little enough of this poor Horner in the dock for a crime of which he knew nothing.«

»I will fly, Mr. Holmes. I will leave the country, sir. Then the charge against him will break down.«

»Hum! We will talk about that. And now let us hear a true account of the next act. How came the stone into the goose, and how came the goose into the open market? Tell us the truth, for there lies your only hope of safety.«

Ryder passed his tongue over his parched lips. »I will tell you it just as it happened, sir,« said he. 

»When Horner had been arrested, it seemed to me that it would be best for me to get away with the stone at once, for I did not know at what moment the police might not take it into their heads to search me and my room. There was no place about the hotel where it Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.174
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would be safe. I went out, as if on some commission, and I made for my sister's house. She had married a man named Oakshott, and lived in Brixton Road, where she fattened fowls for the market. All the way there every man I met seemed to me to be a policeman or a detective; and, for all that it was a cold night, the sweat was pouring down my face before I came to the Brixton Road. My sister asked me what was the matter, and why I was so pale; but I told her that I had been upset by the jewel robbery at the hotel. Then I went into the back yard and smoked a pipe, and wondered what it would be best to do. 

I had a friend once called Maudsley, who went to the bad, and has just been serving his time in Pentonville. One day he had met me, and fell into talk about the ways of thieves, and how they could get rid of what they stole. I knew that he would be true to me, for I knew one or two things about him; so I made up my mind to go right on to Kilburn, where he lived, and take him into my confidence. He would show me how to turn the stone into money. But how to get to him in safety? I thought of the agonies I had gone through in coming from the hotel. I might at any moment be seized and searched, and there would be the stone in my waistcoat pocket. I was leaning against the wall at the time and looking at the geese which were waddling about round my feet, and suddenly an Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.175
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idea came into my head which showed me how I could beat the best detective that ever lived. 

My sister had told me some weeks before that I might have the pick of her geese for a Christmas present, and I knew that she was always as good as her word. I would take my goose now, and in it I would carry my stone to Kilburn. There was a little shed in the yard, and behind this I drove one of the birds – a fine big one, white, with a barred tail. I caught it, and, prying its bill open, I thrust the stone down its throat as far as my finger could reach. The bird gave a gulp, and I felt the stone pass along its gullet and down into its crop. But the creature flapped and struggled, and out came my sister to know what was the matter. As I turned to speak to her the brute broke loose and fluttered off among the others. 

›Whatever were you doing with that bird, Jem?‹

says she. 

›Well,‹ said I, ›you said you'd give me one for Christmas, and I was feeling which was the fattest.‹

›Oh,‹ says she, ›we've set yours aside for you –

Jem's bird, we call it. It's the big white one over yonder. There's twenty-six of them, which makes one for you, and one for us, and two dozen for the market.‹

›Thank you, Maggie,‹ says I; ›but if it is all the same to you, I'd rather have that one I was handling just now.‹
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›The other is a good three pound heavier,‹ said she, 

›and we fattened it expressly for you.‹

›Never mind. I'll have the other, and I'll take it now,‹ said I. 

›Oh, just as you like,‹ said she, a little huffed. 

›Which is it you want, then?‹

›That white one with the barred tail, right in the middle of the flock.‹

›Oh, very well. Kill it and take it with you.‹

Well, I did what she said, Mr. Holmes, and I carried the bird all the way to Kilburn. I told my pal what I had done, for he was a man that it was easy to tell a thing like that to. He laughed until he choked, and we got a knife and opened the goose. My heart turned to water, for there was no sign of the stone, and I knew that some terrible mistake had occurred. I left the bird, rushed back to my sister's, and hurried into the back yard. There was not a bird to be seen there. 

›Where are they all, Maggie?‹ I cried. 

›Gone to the dealer's, Jem.‹

›Which dealer's?‹

›Breckinridge, of Covent Garden.‹

›But was there another with a barred tail?‹ I asked, 

›the same as the one I chose?‹

›Yes, Jem; there were two barred-tailed ones, and I could never tell them apart.‹
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Well, then, of course I saw it all, and I ran off as hard as my feet would carry me to this man Brek-kinridge; but he had sold the lot at once, and not one word would he tell me as to where they had gone. 

You heard him yourselves to-night. Well, he has always answered me like that. My sister thinks that I am going mad. Sometimes I think that I am myself. 

And now – and now I am myself a branded thief, without ever having touched the wealth for which I sold my character. God help me! God help me!« He burst into convulsive sobbing, with his face buried in his hands. 

There was a long silence, broken only by his heavy breathing, and by the measured tapping of Sherlock Holmes's finger-tips upon the edge of the table. Then my friend rose and threw open the door. 

»Get out!« said he. 

»What, sir! Oh, Heaven bless you!«

»No more words. Get out!«

And no more words were needed. There was a rush, a clatter upon the stairs, the bang of a door, and the crisp rattle of running footfalls from the street. 

»After all, Watson,« said Holmes, reaching up his hand for his clay pipe, »I am not retained by the police to supply their deficiencies. If Horner were in danger it would be another thing; but this fellow will not appear against him, and the case must collapse. I sup-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.178
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pose that I am commuting a felony, but it is just possible that I am saving a soul. This fellow will not go wrong again; he is too terribly frightened. Send him to jail now, and you make him a jail-bird for life. Besides, it is the season of forgiveness. Chance has put in our way a most singular and whimsical problem, and its solution is its own reward. If you will have the goodness to touch the bell, Doctor, we will begin another investigation, in which, also, a bird will be the chief feature.«
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The Adventure of the Speckled Band On glancing over my notes of the seventy odd cases in which I have during the last eight years studied the methods of my friend Sherlock Holmes, I find many tragic, some comic, a large number merely strange, but none commonplace; for, working as he did rather for the love of his art than for the acquirement of wealth, he refused to associate himself with any investigation which did not tend towards the unusual, and even the fantastic. Of all these varied cases, however, I cannot recall any which presented more singular features than that which was associated with the well-known Surrey family of the Roylotts of Stoke Moran. 

The events in question occurred in the early days of my association with Holmes, when we were sharing rooms as bachelors in Baker Street. It is possible that I might have placed them upon record before, but a promise of secrecy was made at the time, from which I have only been freed during the last month by the untimely death of the lady to whom the pledge was given. It is perhaps as well that the facts should now come to light, for I have reasons to know that there are widespread rumours as to the death of Dr. Grimesby Roylott which tend to make the matter even more terrible than the truth. 
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It was early in April in the year '83 that I woke one morning to find Sherlock Holmes standing, fully dressed, by the side of my bed. He was a late riser, as a rule, and as the clock on the mantelpiece showed me that it was only a quarter-past seven, I blinked up at him in some surprise, and perhaps just a little resentment, for I was myself regular in my habits. 

»Very sorry to knock you up, Watson,« said he, 

»but it's the common lot this morning. Mrs. Hudson has been knocked up, she retorted upon me, and I on you.«

»What is it, then – a fire?«

»No; a client. It seems that a young lady has arrived in a considerable state of excitement, who insists upon seeing me. She is waiting now in the sitting-room. Now, when young ladies wander about the metropolis at this hour of the morning, and knock sleepy people up out of their beds, I presume that it is something very pressing which they have to communicate. Should it prove to be an interesting case, you would, I am sure, wish to follow it from the outset. I thought, at any rate, that I should call you and give you the chance.«

»My dear fellow, I would not miss it for anything.«

I had no keener pleasure than in following Holmes in his professional investigations, and in admiring the rapid deductions, as swift as intuitions, and yet al-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.181
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ways founded on a logical basis, with which he unravelled the problems which were submitted to him. I rapidly threw on my clothes and was ready in a few minutes to accompany my friend down to the sitting-room. A lady dressed in black and heavily veiled, who had been sitting in the window, rose as we entered. 

»Good-morning, madam,« said Holmes cheerily. 

»My name is Sherlock Holmes. This is my intimate friend and associate, Dr. Watson, before whom you can speak as freely as before myself. Ha! I am glad to see that Mrs. Hudson has had the good sense to light the fire. Pray draw up to it, and I shall order you a cup of hot coffee, for I observe that you are shivering.«

»It is not cold which makes me shiver,« said the woman in a low voice, changing her seat as requested. 

»What, then?«

»It is fear, Mr. Holmes. It is terror.« She raised her veil as she spoke, and we could see that she was indeed in a pitiable state of agitation, her face all drawn and gray, with restless, frightened eyes, like those of some hunted animal. Her features and figure were those of a woman of thirty, but her hair was shot with premature gray, and her expression was weary and haggard. Sherlock Holmes ran her over with one of his quick, all-comprehensive glances. 

»You must not fear,« said he soothingly, bending forward and patting her forearm. »We shall soon set Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.182
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matters right, I have no doubt. You have come in by train this morning, I see.«

»You know me, then?«

»No, but I observe the second half of a return ticket in the palm of your left glove. You must have started early, and yet you had a good drive in a dog-cart, along heavy roads, before you reached the station.«

The lady gave a violent start and stared in bewilderment at my companion. 

»There is no mystery, my dear madam,« said he, smiling. »The left arm of your jacket is spattered with mud in no less than seven places. The marks are perfectly fresh. There is no vehicle save a dog-cart which throws up mud in that way, and then only when you sit on the left-hand side of the driver.«

»Whatever your reasons may be, you are perfectly correct,« said she. »I started from home before six, reached Leatherhead at twenty past, and came in by the first train to Waterloo. Sir, I can stand this strain no longer; I shall go mad if it continues. I have no one to turn to – none, save only one, who cares for me, and he, poor fellow, can be of little aid. I have heard of you, Mr. Holmes; I have heard of you from Mrs. 

Farintosh, whom you helped in the hour of her sore need. It was from her that I had your address. Oh, sir, do you not think that you could help me, too, and at least throw a little light through the dense darkness Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.183
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which surrounds me? At present it is out of my power to reward you for your services, but in a month or six weeks I shall be married, with the control of my own income, and then at least you shall not find me ungrateful.«

Holmes turned to his desk and, unlocking it, drew out a small casebook, which he consulted. 

»Farintosh,« said he. »Ah yes, I recall the case; it was concerned with an opal tiara. I think it was before your time, Watson. I can only say, madam, that I shall be happy to devote the same care to your case as I did to that of your friend. As to reward, my profession is its own reward; but you are at liberty to defray whatever expenses I may be put to, at the time which suits you best. And now I beg that you will lay before us everything that may help us in forming an opinion upon the matter.«

»Alas!« replied our visitor, »the very horror of my situation lies in the fact that my fears are so vague, and my suspicions depend so entirely upon small points, which might seem trivial to another, that even he to whom of all others I have a right to look for help and advice looks upon all that I tell him about it as the fancies of a nervous woman. He does not say so, but I can read it from his soothing answers and averted eyes. But I have heard, Mr. Holmes, that you can see deeply into the manifold wickedness of the human Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.184
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heart. You may advise me how to walk amid the dangers which encompass me.«

»I am all attention, madam.«

»My name is Helen Stoner, and I am living with my stepfather, who is the last survivor of one of the oldest Saxon families in England, the Roylotts of Stoke Moran, on the western border of Surrey.«

Holmes nodded his head. »The name is familiar to me,« said he. 

»The family was at one time among the richest in England, and the estates extended over the borders into Berkshire in the north, and Hampshire in the west. In the last century, however, four successive heirs were of a dissolute and wasteful disposition, and the family ruin was eventually completed by a gambler in the days of the Regency. Nothing was left save a few acres of ground, and the two-hundred-year-old house, which is itself crushed under a heavy mortgage. The last squire dragged out his existence there, living the horrible life of an aristocratic pauper; but his only son, my stepfather, seeing that he must adapt himself to the new conditions, obtained an advance from a relative, which enabled him to take a medical degree and went out to Calcutta, where, by his professional skill and his force of character, he established a large practice. In a fit of anger, however, caused by some robberies which had been perpetrated in the Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.185
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house, he beat his native butler to death and narrowly escaped a capital sentence. As it was, he suffered a long term of imprisonment and afterwards returned to England a morose and disappointed man. 

When Dr. Roylott was in India he married my mother, Mrs. Stoner, the young widow of Major-General Stoner, of the Bengal Artillery. My sister Julia and I were twins, and we were only two years old at the time of my mother's re-marriage. She had a considerable sum of money – not less than £1000 a year –

and this she bequeathed to Dr. Roylott entirely while we resided with him, with a provision that a certain annual sum should be allowed to each of us in the event of our marriage. Shortly after our return to England my mother died – she was killed eight years ago in a railway accident near Crewe. Dr. Roylott then abandoned his attempts to establish himself in practice in London and took us to live with him in the old ancestral house at Stoke Moran. The money which my mother had left was enough for all our wants, and there seemed to be no obstacle to our happiness. 

But a terrible change came over our stepfather about this time. Instead of making friends and exchanging visits with our neighbours, who had at first been overjoyed to see a Roylott of Stoke Moran back in the old family seat, he shut himself up in his house and seldom came out save to indulge in ferocious Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.186
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quarrels with whoever might cross his path. Violence of temper approaching to mania has been hereditary in the men of the family, and in my stepfather's case it had, I believe, been intensified by his long residence in the tropics. A series of disgraceful brawls took place, two of which ended in the police-court, until at last he became the terror of the village, and the folks would fly at his approach, for he is a man of immense strength, and absolutely uncontrollable in his anger. 

Last week he hurled the local blacksmith over a parapet into a stream, and it was only by paying over all the money which I could gather together that I was able to avert another public exposure. He had no friends at all save the wandering gypsies, and he would give these vagabonds leave to encamp upon the few acres of bramble-covered land which represent the family estate, and would accept in return the hospitality of their tents, wandering away with them sometimes for weeks on end. He has a passion also for Indian animals, which are sent over to him by a correspondent, and he has at this moment a cheetah and a baboon, which wander freely over his grounds and are feared by the villagers almost as much as their master. 

You can imagine from what I say that my poor sister Julia and I had no great pleasure in our lives. No servant would stay with us, and for a long time we did all the work of the house. She was but thirty at the Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.187
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time of her death, and yet her hair had already begun to whiten, even as mine has.«

»Your sister is dead, then?«

»She died just two years ago, and it is of her death that I wish to speak to you. You can understand that, living the life which I have described, we were little likely to see anyone of our own age and position. We had, however, an aunt, my mother's maiden sister, Miss Honoria Westphail, who lives near Harrow, and we were occasionally allowed to pay short visits at this lady's house. Julia went there at Christmas two years ago, and met there a half-pay major of marines, to whom she became engaged. My stepfather learned of the engagement when my sister returned and offered no objection to the marriage; but within a fortnight of the day which had been fixed for the wedding, the terrible event occurred which has deprived me of my only companion.«

Sherlock Holmes had been leaning back in his chair with his eyes closed and his head sunk in a cushion, but he half opened his lids now and glanced across at his visitor. 

»Pray be precise as to details,« said he. 

»It is easy for me to be so, for every event of that dreadful time is seared into my memory. The manor-house is, as I have already said, very old, and only one wing is now inhabited. The bedrooms in this Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.188
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wing are on the ground floor, the sitting-rooms being in the central block of the buildings. Of these bedrooms the first is Dr. Roylott's, the second my sister's, and the third my own. There is no communication between them, but they all open out into the same corridor. Do I make myself plain?«

»Perfectly so.«

»The windows of the three rooms open out upon the lawn. That fatal night Dr. Roylott had gone to his room early, though we knew that he had not retired to rest, for my sister was troubled by the smell of the strong Indian cigars which it was his custom to smoke. She left her room, therefore, and came into mine, where she sat for some time, chatting about her approaching wedding. At eleven o'clock she rose to leave me, but she paused at the door and looked back. 

›Tell me, Helen,‹ said she, ›have you ever heard anyone whistle in the dead of the night?‹

›Never,‹ said I. 

›I suppose that you could not possibly whistle, yourself, in your sleep?‹

›Certainly not. But why?‹

›Because during the last few nights I have always, about three in the morning, heard a low, clear whistle. 

I am a light sleeper, and it has awakened me. I cannot tell where it came from – perhaps from the next room, perhaps from the lawn. I thought that I would just ask Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.189
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you whether you had heard it.‹

›No, I have not. It must be those wretched gypsies in the plantation.‹

›Very likely. And yet if it were on the lawn, I wonder that you did not hear it also.‹

›Ah, but I sleep more heavily than you.‹

›Well, it is of no great consequence, at any rate.‹

She smiled back at me, closed my door, and a few moments later I heard her key turn in the lock.«

»Indeed,« said Holmes. »Was it your custom always to lock yourselves in at night?«

»Always.«

»And why?«

»I think that I mentioned to you that the doctor kept a cheetah and a baboon. We had no feeling of security unless our doors were locked.«

»Quite so. Pray proceed with your statement.«

»I could not sleep that night. A vague feeling of impending misfortune impressed me. My sister and I, you will recollect, were twins, and you know how subtle are the links which bind two souls which are so closely allied. It was a wild night. The wind was howling outside, and the rain was beating and splashing against the windows. Suddenly, amid all the hubbub of the gale, there burst forth the wild scream of a terrified woman. I knew that it was my sister's voice. I sprang from my bed, wrapped a shawl round me, and Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.190
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rushed into the corridor. As I opened my door I seemed to hear a low whistle, such as my sister described, and a few moments later a clanging sound, as if a mass of metal had fallen. As I ran down the passage, my sister's door was unlocked, and revolved slowly upon its hinges. I stared at it horror-stricken, not knowing what was about to issue from it. By the light of the corridor-lamp I saw my sister appear at the opening, her face blanched with terror, her hands groping for help, her whole figure swaying to and fro like that of a drunkard. I ran to her and threw my arms round her, but at that moment her knees seemed to give way and she fell to the ground. She writhed as one who is in terrible pain, and her limbs were dreadfully convulsed. At first I thought that she had not recognized me, but as I bent over her she suddenly shrieked but in a voice which I shall never forget, 

›Oh, my God! Helen! It was the band! The speckled band!‹ There was something else which she would fain have said, and she stabbed with her finger into the air in the direction of the doctor's room, but a fresh convulsion seized her and choked her words. I rushed out, calling loudly for my stepfather, and I met him hastening from his room in his dressing-gown. 

When he reached my sister's side she was unconscious, and though he poured brandy down her throat and sent for medical aid from the village, all efforts Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.191
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were in vain, for she slowly sank and died without having recovered her consciousness. Such was the dreadful end of my beloved sister.«

»One moment,« said Holmes; »are you sure about this whistle and metallic sound? Could you swear to it?«

»That was what the county coroner asked me at the inquiry. It is my strong impression that I heard it, and yet, among the crash of the gale and the creaking of an old house, I may possibly have been deceived.«

»Was your sister dressed?«

»No, she was in her night-dress. In her right hand was found the charred stump of a match, and in her left a match-box.«

»Showing that she had struck a light and looked about her when the alarm took place. That is important. And what conclusions did the coroner come to?«

»He investigated the case with great care, for Dr. 

Roylott's conduct had long been notorious in the county, but he was unable to find any satisfactory cause of death. My evidence showed that the door had been fastened upon the inner side, and the windows were blocked by old-fashioned shutters with broad iron bars, which were secured every night. The walls were carefully sounded and were shown to be quite solid all round, and the flooring was also thoroughly examined, with the same result. The chimney is wide, Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.192
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but is barred up by four large staples. It is certain, therefore, that my sister was quite alone when she met her end. Besides, there were no marks of any violence upon her.«

»How about poison?«

»The doctors examined her for it, but without success.«

»What do you think that this unfortunate lady died of, then?«

»It is my belief that she died of pure fear and nervous shock, though what it was that frightened her I cannot imagine.«

»Were there gypsies in the plantation at the time?«

»Yes, there are nearly always some there.«

»Ah, and what did you gather from this allusion to a band – a speckled band?«

»Sometimes I have thought that it was merely the wild talk of delirium, sometimes that it may have referred to some band of people, perhaps to these very gypsies in the plantation. I do not know whether the spotted handkerchiefs which so many of them wear over their heads might have suggested the strange adjective which she used.«

Holmes shook his head like a man who is far from being satisfied. 

»These are very deep waters,« said he; »pray go on with your narrative.«
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»Two years have passed since then, and my life has been until lately lonelier than ever. A month ago, however, a dear friend, whom I have known for many years, has done me the honour to ask my hand in marriage. His name is Armitage – Percy Armitage – the second son of Mr. Armitage, of Crane Water, near Reading. My stepfather has offered no opposition to the match, and we are to be married in the course of the spring. Two days ago some repairs were started in the west wing of the building, and my bedroom wall has been pierced, so that I have had to move into the chamber in which my sister died, and to sleep in the very bed in which she slept. Imagine, then, my thrill of terror when last night, as I lay awake, thinking over her terrible fate, I suddenly heard in the silence of the night the low whistle which had been the herald of her own death. I sprang up and lit the lamp, but nothing was to be seen in the room. I was too shaken to go to bed again, however, so I dressed, and as soon as it was daylight I slipped down, got a dog-cart at the Crown Inn, which is opposite, and drove to Leatherhead, from whence I have come on this morning with the one object of seeing you and asking your advice.«

»You have done wisely,« said my friend. »But have you told me all?«

»Yes, all.«

»Miss Roylott, you have not. You are screening Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.194
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your stepfather.«

»Why, what do you mean?«

For answer Holmes pushed back the frill of black lace which fringed the hand that lay upon our visitor's knee. Five little livid spots, the marks of four fingers and a thumb, were printed upon the white wrist. 

»You have been cruelly used,« said Holmes. 

The lady coloured deeply and covered over her injured wrist. »He is a hard man,« she said, »and perhaps he hardly knows his own strength.«

There was a long silence, during which Holmes leaned his chin upon his hands and stared into the crackling fire. 

»This is a very deep business,« he said at last. 

»There are a thousand details which I should desire to know before I decide upon our course of action. Yet we have not a moment to lose. If we were to come to Stoke Moran to-day, would it be possible for us to see over these rooms without the knowledge of your stepfather?«

»As it happens, he spoke of coming into town today upon some most important business. It is probable that he will be away all day, and that there would be nothing to disturb you. We have a housekeeper now, but she is old and foolish, and I could easily get her out of the way.«

»Excellent. You are not averse to this trip, Wat-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.195
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son?«

»By no means.«

»Then we shall both come. What are you going to do yourself?«

»I have one or two things which I would wish to do now that I am in town. But I shall return by the twelve o'clock train, so as to be there in time for your coming.«

»And you may expect us early in the afternoon. I have myself some small business matters to attend to. 

Will you not wait and breakfast?«

»No, I must go. My heart is lightened already since I have confided my trouble to you. I shall look forward to seeing you again this afternoon.« She dropped her thick black veil over her face and glided from the room. 

»And what do you think of it all, Watson?« asked Sherlock Holmes, leaning back in his chair. 

»It seems to me to be a most dark and sinister business.«

»Dark enough and sinister enough.«

»Yet if the lady is correct in saying that the flooring and walls are sound, and that the door, window, and chimney are impassable, then her sister must have been undoubtedly alone when she met her mysterious end.«
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and what of the very peculiar words of the dying woman?«

»I cannot think.«

»When you combine the ideas of whistles at night, the presence of a band of gypsies who are on intimate terms with this old doctor, the fact that we have every reason to believe that the doctor has an interest in preventing his step-daughter's marriage, the dying allusion to a band, and, finally, the fact that Miss Helen Stoner heard a metallic clang, which might have been caused by one of those metal bars that secured the shutters falling back into its place, I think that there is good ground to think that the mystery may be cleared along those lines.«

»But what, then, did the gypsies do?«

»I cannot imagine.«

»I see many objections to any such theory.«

»And so do I. It is precisely for that reason that we are going to Stoke Moran this day. I want to see whether the objections are fatal, or if they may be explained away. But what in the name of the devil!«

The ejaculation had been drawn from my companion by the fact that our door had been suddenly dashed open, and that a huge man had framed himself in the aperture. His costume was a peculiar mixture of the professional and of the agricultural, having a black tophat, a long frock-coat, and a pair of high gai-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.197
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ters, with a hunting-crop swinging in his hand. So tall was he that his hat actually brushed the cross bar of the doorway, and his breadth seemed to span it across from side to side. A large face, seared with a thousand wrinkles, burned yellow with the sun, and marked with every evil passion, was turned from one to the other of us, while his deep-set, bile-shot eyes, and his high, thin, fleshless nose, gave him somewhat the resemblance to a fierce old bird of prey. 

»Which of you is Holmes?« asked this apparition. 

»My name, sir; but you have the advantage of me,«

said my companion quietly. 

»I am Dr. Grimesby Roylott, of Stoke Moran.«

»Indeed, Doctor,« said Holmes blandly. »Pray take a seat.«

»I will do nothing of the kind. My stepdaughter has been here. I have traced her. What has she been saying to you?«

»It is a little cold for the time of the year,« said Holmes. 

»What has she been saying to you?« screamed the old man furiously. 

»But I have heard that the crocuses promise well,«

continued my companion imperturbably. 

»Ha! You put me off, do you?« said our new visitor, taking a step forward and shaking his hunting-crop. »I know you, you scoundrel! I have heard of you Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.198
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before. You are Holmes, the meddler.«

My friend smiled. 

»Holmes, the busybody!«

His smile broadened. 

»Holmes, the Scotland Yard Jack-in-office!«

Holmes chuckled heartily. »Your conversation is most entertaining,« said he. »When you go out close the door, for there is a decided draught.«

I will go when I have said my say. Don't you dare to meddle with my affairs. I know that Miss Stoner has been here. I traced her! I am a dangerous man to fall foul of! See here. He stepped swiftly forward, seized the poker, and bent it into a curve with his huge brown hands. 

»See that you keep yourself out of my grip,« he snarled, and hurling the twisted poker into the fireplace he strode out of the room. 

»He seems a very amiable person,« said Holmes, laughing. »I am not quite so bulky, but if he had remained I might have shown him that my grip was not much more feeble than his own.« As he spoke he pik-ked up the steel poker and, with a sudden effort, straightened it out again. 

»Fancy his having the insolence to confound me with the official detective force! This incident gives zest to our investigation, however, and I only trust that our little friend will not suffer from her impruden-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.199
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ce in allowing this brute to trace her. And now, Watson, we shall order breakfast, and afterwards I shall walk down to Doctors' Commons, where I hope to get some data which may help us in this matter.«

It was nearly one o'clock when Sherlock Holmes returned from his excursion. He held in his hand a sheet of blue paper, scrawled over with notes and figures. 

»I have seen the will of the deceased wife,« said he. 

»To determine its exact meaning I have been obliged to work out the present prices of the investments with which it is concerned. The total income, which at the time of the wife's death was little short of £1100, is now, through the fall in agricultural prices, not more than £750. Each daughter can claim an income of

£250, in case of marriage. It is evident, therefore, that if both girls had married, this beauty would have had a mere pittance, while even one of them would cripple him to a very serious extent. My morning's work has not been wasted, since it has proved that he has the very strongest motives for standing in the way of anything of the sort. And now, Watson, this is too serious for dawdling, especially as the old man is aware that we are interesting ourselves in his affairs; so if you are ready, we shall call a cab and drive to Waterloo. I should be very much obliged if you would slip your Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.200
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revolver into your pocket. An Eley's No. 2 is an excellent argument with gentlemen who can twist steel pokers into knots. That and a tooth-brush are, I think, all that we need.«

At Waterloo we were fortunate in catching a train for Leather-head, where we hired a trap at the station inn and drove for four or five miles through the lovely Surrey lanes. It was a perfect day, with a bright sun and a few fleecy clouds in the heavens. The trees and way side hedges were just throwing out their first green shoots, and the air was full of the pleasant smell of the moist earth. To me at least there was a strange contrast between the sweet promise of the spring and this sinister quest upon which we were engaged. My companion sat in the front of the trap, his arms folded, his hat pulled down over his eyes, and his chin sunk upon his breast, buried in the deepest thought. 

Suddenly, however, he started, tapped me on the shoulder, and pointed over the meadows. 

»Look there!« said he. 

A heavily timbered park stretched up in a gentle slope, thickening into a grove at the highest point. 

From amid the branches there jutted out the gray gables and high roof-tree of a very old mansion. 

»Stoke Moran?« said he. 

»Yes, sir, that be the house of Dr. Grimesby Roylott,« remarked the driver. 
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»There is some building going on there,« said Holmes; »that is where we are going.«

»There's the village,« said the driver, pointing to a cluster of roofs some distance to the left; »but if you want to get to the house, you'll find it shorter to get over this stile, and so by the foot-path over the fields. 

There it is, where the lady is walking.«

»And the lady, I fancy, is Miss Stoner,« observed Holmes, shading his eyes. »Yes, I think we had better do as you suggest.«

We got off, paid our fare, and the trap rattled back on its way to Leatherhead. 

»I thought it as well,« said Holmes as we climbed the stile, »that this fellow should think we had come here as architects, or on some definite business. It may stop his gossip. Good-afternoon, Miss Stoner. 

You see that we have been as good as our word.«

Our client of the morning had hurried forward to meet us with a face which spoke her joy. »I have been waiting so eagerly for you,« she cried, shaking hands with us warmly. »All has turned out splendidly. Dr. 

Roylott has gone to town, and it is unlikely that he will be back before evening.«

»We have had the pleasure of making the doctor's acquaintance,« said Holmes, and in a few words he sketched out what had occurred. Miss Stoner turned white to the lips as she listened. 
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»Good heavens!« she cried, »he has followed me, then.«

»So it appears.«

»He is so cunning that I never know when I am safe from him. What will he say when he returns?«

»He must guard himself, for he may find that there is someone more cunning than himself upon his track. 

You must lock yourself up from him to-night. If he is violent, we shall take you away to your aunt's at Harrow. Now, we must make the best use of our time, so kindly take us at once to the rooms which we are to examine.«

The building was of gray, lichen-blotched stone, with a high central portion and two curving wings, like the claws of a crab, thrown out on each side. In one of these wings the windows were broken and blocked with wooden boards, while the roof was partly caved in, a picture of ruin. The central portion was in little better repair, but the right-hand block was comparatively modern, and the blinds in the windows, with the blue smoke curling up from the chimneys, showed that this was where the family resided. Some scaffolding had been erected against the end wall, and the stone-work had been broken into, but there were no signs of any workmen at the moment of our visit. 

Holmes walked slowly up and down the ill-trimmed lawn and examined with deep attention the outsides of Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.203
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the windows. 

»This, I take it, belongs to the room in which you used to sleep, the centre one to your sister's, and the one next to the main building to Dr. Roylott's chamber?«

»Exactly so. But I am now sleeping in the middle one.«

»Pending the alterations, as I understand. By the way, there does not seem to be any very pressing need for repairs at that end wall.«

»There were none. I believe that it was an excuse to move me from my room.«

»Ah! that is suggestive. Now, on the other side of this narrow wing runs the corridor from which these three rooms open. There are windows in it, of course?«

»Yes, but very small ones. Too narrow for anyone to pass through.«

»As you both locked your doors at night, your rooms were unapproachable from that side. Now, would you have the kindness to go into your room and bar your shutters?«

Miss Stoner did so, and Holmes, after a careful examination through the open window, endeavoured in every way to force the shutter open, but without success. There was no slit through which a knife could be passed to raise the bar. Then with his lens he tested Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.204
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the hinges, but they were of solid iron, built firmly into the massive masonry. »Hum!« said he, scratching his chin in some perplexity, »my theory certainly presents some difficulties. No one could pass these shutters if they were bolted. Well, we shall see if the inside throws any light upon the matter.«

A small side door led into the whitewashed corridor from which the three bedrooms opened. Holmes refused to examine the third chamber, so we passed at once to the second, that in which Miss Stoner was now sleeping, and in which her sister had met with her fate. It was a homely little room, with a low ceiling and a gaping fireplace, after the fashion of old country-houses. A brown chest of drawers stood in one corner, a narrow white-counterpaned bed in another, and a dressing-table on the left-hand side of the window. These articles, with two small wicker-work chairs, made up all the furniture in the room save for a square of Wilton carpet in the centre. The boards round and the panelling of the walls were of brown, worm-eaten oak, so old and discoloured that it may have dated from the original building of the house. 

Holmes drew one of the chairs into a corner and sat silent, while his eyes travelled round and round and up and down, taking in every detail of the apartment. 

»Where does that bell communicate with?« he asked at last, pointing to a thick bell-rope which hung Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.205
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down beside the bed, the tassel actually lying upon the pillow. 

»It goes to the housekeeper's room.«

»It looks newer than the other things?«

»Yes, it was only put there a couple of years ago.«

»Your sister asked for it, I suppose?«

»No, I never heard of her using it. We used always to get what we wanted for ourselves.«

»Indeed, it seemed unnecessary to put so nice a bell-pull there. You will excuse me for a few minutes while I satisfy myself as to this floor.« He threw himself down upon his face with his lens in his hand and crawled swiftly backward and forward, examining minutely the cracks between the boards. Then he did the same with the wood-work with which the chamber was panelled. Finally he walked over to the bed and spent some time in staring at it and in running his eye up and down the wall. Finally he took the bell-rope in his hand and gave it a brisk tug. 

»Why, it's a dummy,« said he. 

»Won't it ring?«

»No, it is not even attached to a wire. This is very interesting. You can see now that it is fastened to a hook just above where the little opening for the ventilator is.«

»How very absurd! I never noticed that before.«
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rope. »There are one or two very singular points about this room. For example, what a fool a builder must be to open a ventilator into another room, when, with the same trouble, he might have communicated with the outside air!«

»That is also quite modern,« said the lady. 

»Done about the same time as the bell-rope?« remarked Holmes. 

»Yes, there were several little changes carried out about that time.«

»They seem to have been of a most interesting character – dummy bell-ropes, and ventilators which do not ventilate. With your permission, Miss Stoner, we shall now carry our researches into the inner apartment.«

Dr. Grimesby Roylott's chamber was larger than that of his stepdaughter, but was as plainly furnished. 

A camp-bed, a small wooden shelf full of books, mostly of a technical character, an armchair beside the bed, a plain wooden chair against the wall, a round table, and a large iron safe were the principal things which met the eye. Holmes walked slowly round and examined each and all of them with the keenest interest. 

»What's in here?« he asked, tapping the safe. 

»My stepfather's business papers.«

»Oh! you have seen inside, then?«
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»Only once, some years ago. I remember that it was full of papers.«

»There isn't a cat in it, for example?«

»No. What a strange idea!«

»Well, look at this!« He took up a small saucer of milk which stood on the top of it. 

»No; we don't keep a cat. But there is a cheetah and a baboon.«

»Ah, yes, of course! Well, a cheetah is just a big cat, and yet a saucer of milk does not go very far in satisfying its wants, I daresay. There is one point which I should wish to determine.« He squatted down in front of the wooden chair and examined the seat of it with the greatest attention. 

»Thank you. That is quite settled,« said he, rising and putting his lens in his pocket. »Hello! Here is something interesting!«

The object which had caught his eye was a small dog lash hung on one corner of the bed. The lash, however, was curled upon itself and tied so as to make a loop of whipcord. 

»What do you make of that, Watson?«

»It's a common enough lash. But I don't know why it should be tied.«

»That is not quite so common, is it? Ah, me! it's a wicked world, and when a clever man turns his brains to crime it is the worst of all. I think that I have seen Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.208
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enough now, Miss Stoner, and with your permission we shall walk out upon the lawn.«

I had never seen my friend's face so grim or his brow so dark as it was when we turned from the scene of this investigation. We had walked several times up and down the lawn, neither Miss Stoner nor myself liking to break in upon his thoughts before he roused himself from his reverie. 

»It is very essential, Miss Stoner,« said he, »that you should absolutely follow my advice in every respect.«

»I shall most certainly do so.«

»The matter is too serious for any hesitation. Your life may depend upon your compliance.«

»I assure you that I am in your hands.«

»In the first place, both my friend and I must spend the night in your room.«

Both Miss Stoner and I gazed at him in astonishment. 

»Yes, it must be so. Let me explain. I believe that that is the village inn over there?«

»Yes, that is the Crown.«

»Very good. Your windows would be visible from there?«

»Certainly.«

»You must confine yourself to your room, on pretence of a headache, when your stepfather comes Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.209
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back. Then when you hear him retire for the night, you must open the shutters of your window, undo the hasp, put your lamp there as a signal to us, and then withdraw quietly with everything which you are likely to want into the room which you used to occupy. I have no doubt that, in spite of the repairs, you could manage there for one night.«

»Oh, yes, easily.«

»The rest you will leave in our hands.«

»But what will you do?«

»We shall spend the night in your room, and we shall investigate the cause of this noise which has disturbed you.«

»I believe, Mr. Holmes, that you have already made up your mind,« said Miss Stoner, laying her hand upon my companion's sleeve. 

»Perhaps I have.«

»Then, for pity's sake, tell me what was the cause of my sister's death.«

»I should prefer to have clearer proofs before I speak.«

»You can at least tell me whether my own thought is correct, and if she died from some sudden fright.«

»No, I do not think so. I think that there was probably some more tangible cause. And now, Miss Stoner, we must leave you, for if Dr. Roylott returned and saw us our journey would be in vain. Good-bye, and Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.210
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be brave, for if you will do what I have told you you may rest assured that we shall soon drive away the dangers that threaten you.«

Sherlock Holmes and I had no difficulty in engaging a bedroom and sitting-room at the Crown Inn. 

They were on the upper floor, and from our window we could command a view of the avenue gate, and of the inhabited wing of Stoke Moran Manor House. At dusk we saw Dr. Grimesby Roylott drive past, his huge form looming up beside the little figure of the lad who drove him. The boy had some slight difficulty in undoing the heavy iron gates, and we heard the hoarse roar of the doctor's voice and saw the fury with which he shook his clinched fists at him. The trap drove on, and a few minutes later we saw a sudden light spring up among the trees as the lamp was lit in one of the sitting-rooms. 

»Do you know, Watson,« said Holmes as we sat together in the gathering darkness, »I have really some scruples as to taking you to-night. There is a distinct element of danger.«

»Can I be of assistance?«

»Your presence might be invaluable.«

»Then I shall certainly come.«

»It is very kind of you.«

»You speak of danger. You have evidently seen more in these rooms than was visible to me.«
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»No, but I fancy that I may have deduced a little more. I imagine that you saw all that I did.«

»I saw nothing remarkable save the bell-rope, and what purpose that could answer I confess is more than I can imagine.«

»You saw the ventilator, too?«

»Yes, but I do not think that it is such a very unusual thing to have a small opening between two rooms. It was so small that a rat could hardly pass through.«

»I knew that we should find a ventilator before ever we came to Stoke Moran.«

»My dear Holmes!«

»Oh, yes, I did. You remember in her statement she said that her sister could smell Dr. Roylott's cigar. 

Now, of course that suggested at once that there must be a communication between the two rooms. It could only be a small one, or it would have been remarked upon at the coroner's inquiry. I deduced a ventilator.«

»But what harm can there be in that?«

»Well, there is at least a curious coincidence of dates. A ventilator is made, a cord is hung, and a lady who sleeps in the bed dies. Does not that strike you?«

»I cannot as yet see any connection.«

»Did you observe anything very peculiar about that bed?«

»No.«
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»It was clamped to the floor. Did you ever see a bed fastened like that before?«

»I cannot say that I have.«

»The lady could not move her bed. It must always be in the same relative position to the ventilator and to the rope – or so we may call it, since it was clearly never meant for a bell-pull.«

»Holmes,« I cried, »I seem to see dimly what you are hinting at. We are only just in time to prevent some subtle and horrible crime.«

»Subtle enough and horrible enough. When a doctor does go wrong he is the first of criminals. He has nerve and he has knowledge. Palmer and Pritchard were among the heads of their profession. This man strikes even deeper, but I think, Watson, that we shall be able to strike deeper still. But we shall have horrors enough before the night is over; for goodness' 

sake let us have a quiet pipe and turn our minds for a few hours to something more cheerful.«

About nine o'clock the light among the trees was extinguished, and all was dark in the direction of the Manor House. Two hours passed slowly away, and then, suddenly, just at the stroke of eleven, a single bright light shone out right in front of us. 

»That is our signal,« said Holmes, springing to his feet; »it comes from the middle window.«
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As we passed out he exchanged a few words with the landlord, explaining that we were going on a late visit to an acquaintance, and that it was possible that we might spend the night there. A moment later we were out on the dark road, a chill wind blowing in our faces, and one yellow light twinkling in front of us through the gloom to guide us on our sombre errand. 

There was little difficulty in entering the grounds, for unrepaired breaches gaped in the old park wall. 

Making our way among the trees, we reached the lawn, crossed it, and were about to enter through the window when out from a clump of laurel bushes there darted what seemed to be a hideous and distorted child, who threw itself upon the grass with writhing limbs and then ran swiftly across the lawn into the darkness. 

»My God!« I whispered; »did you see it?«

Holmes was for the moment as startled as I. His hand closed like a vise upon my wrist in his agitation. 

Then he broke into a low laugh and put his lips to my ear. 

»It is a nice household,« he murmured. »That is the baboon.«

I had forgotten the strange pets which the doctor affected. There was a cheetah, too; perhaps we might find it upon our shoulders at any moment. I confess that I felt easier in my mind when, after following Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.214
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Holmes's example and slipping off my shoes, I found myself inside the bedroom. My companion noiselessly closed the shutters, moved the lamp onto the table, and cast his eyes round the room. All was as we had seen it in the daytime. Then creeping up to me and making a trumpet of his hand, he whispered into my ear again so gently that it was all that I could do to distinguish the words:

»The least sound would be fatal to our plans.«

I nodded to show that I had heard. 

»We must sit without light. He would see it through the ventilator.«

I nodded again. 

»Do not go asleep; your very life may depend upon it. Have your pistol ready in case we should need it. I will sit on the side of the bed, and you in that chair.«

I took out my revolver and laid it on the corner of the table. 

Holmes had brought up a long thin cane, and this he placed upon the bed beside him. By it he laid the box of matches and the stump of a candle. Then he turned down the lamp, and we were left in darkness. 

How shall I ever forget that dreadful vigil? I could not hear a sound, not even the drawing of a breath, and yet I knew that my companion sat open-eyed, within a few feet of me, in the same state of nervous tension in which I was myself. The shutters cut off the Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.215
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least ray of light, and we waited in absolute darkness. 

From outside came the occasional cry of a night-bird, and once at our very window a long drawn catlike whine, which told us that the cheetah was indeed at liberty. Far away we could hear the deep tones of the parish clock, which boomed out every quarter of an hour. How long they seemed, those quarters! Twelve struck, and one and two and three, and still we sat waiting silently for whatever might befall. 

Suddenly there was the momentary gleam of a light up in the direction of the ventilator, which vanished immediately, but was succeeded by a strong smell of burning oil and heated metal. Someone in the next room had lit a dark-lantern. I heard a gentle sound of movement, and then all was silent once more, though the smell grew stronger. For half an hour I sat with straining ears. Then suddenly another sound became audible – a very gentle, soothing sound, like that of a small jet of steam escaping continually from a kettle. 

The instant that we heard it, Holmes sprang from the bed, struck a match, and lashed furiously with his cane at the bell-pull. 

»You see it, Watson?« he yelled. »You see it?«

But I saw nothing. At the moment when Holmes struck the light I heard a low, clear whistle, but the sudden glare flashing into my weary eyes made it impossible for me to tell what it was at which my friend Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.216
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lashed so savagely. I could, however, see that his face was deadly pale and filled with horror and loathing. 

He had ceased to strike and was gazing up at the ventilator when suddenly there broke from the silence of the night the most horrible cry to which I have ever listened. It swelled up louder and louder, a hoarse yell of pain and fear and anger all mingled in the one dreadful shriek. They say that away down in the village, and even in the distant parsonage, that cry raised the sleepers from their beds. It struck cold to our hearts, and I stood gazing at Holmes, and he at me, until the last echoes of it had died away into the silence from which it rose. 

»What can it mean?« I gasped. 

»It means that it is all over,« Holmes answered. 

»And perhaps, after all, it is for the best. Take your pistol, and we will enter Dr. Roylott's room.«

With a grave face he lit the lamp and led the way down the corridor. Twice he struck at the chamber door without any reply from within. Then he turned the handle and entered, I at his heels, with the cocked pistol in my hand. 

It was a singular sight which met our eyes. On the table stood a dark-lantern with the shutter half open, throwing a brilliant beam of light upon the iron safe, the door of which was ajar. Beside this table, on the wooden chair, sat Dr. Grimesby Roylott, clad in a Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.217
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long gray dressing-gown, his bare ankles protruding beneath, and his feet thrust into red heelless Turkish slippers. Across his lap lay the short stock with the long lash which we had noticed during the day. His chin was cocked upward and his eyes were fixed in a dreadful, rigid stare at the corner of the ceiling. Round his brow he had a peculiar yellow band, with brownish speckles, which seemed to be bound tightly round his head. As we entered he made neither sound nor motion. 

»The band! the speckled band!« whispered Holmes. 

I took a step forward. In an instant his strange headgear began to move, and there reared itself from among his hair the squat diamond-shaped head and puffed neck of a loathsome serpent. 

»It is a swamp adder!« cried Holmes; »the deadliest snake in India. He has died within ten seconds of being bitten. Violence does, in truth, recoil upon the violent, and the schemer falls into the pit which he digs for another. Let us thrust this creature back into its den, and we can then remove Miss Stoner to some place of shelter and let the county police know what has happened.«

As he spoke he drew the dog-whip swiftly from the dead man's lap, and throwing the noose round the rep-tile's neck he drew it from its horrid perch and, car-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.218
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rying it at arm's length, threw it into the iron safe, which he closed upon it. 

Such are the true facts of the death of Dr. Grimesby Roylott, of Stoke Moran. It is not necessary that I should prolong a narrative which has already run to too great a length by telling how we broke the sad news to the terrified girl, how we conveyed her by the morning train to the care of her good aunt at Harrow, of how the slow process of official inquiry came to the conclusion that the doctor met his fate while indiscreetly playing with a dangerous pet. The little which I had yet to learn of the case was told me by Sherlock Holmes as we travelled back next day. 

»I had,« said he, »come to an entirely erroneous conclusion which shows, my dear Watson, how dangerous it always is to reason from insufficient data. 

The presence of the gypsies, and the use of the word

›band,‹ which was used by the poor girl, no doubt to explain the appearance which she had caught a hurried glimpse of by the light of her match, were sufficient to put me upon an entirely wrong scent. I can only claim the merit that I instantly reconsidered my position when, however, it became clear to me that whatever danger threatened an occupant of the room could not come either from the window or the door. 

My attention was speedily drawn, as I have already Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.219
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remarked to you, to this ventilator, and to the bell-rope which hung down to the bed. The discovery that this was a dummy, and that the bed was clamped to the floor, instantly gave rise to the suspicion that the rope was there as bridge for something passing through the hole and coming to the bed. The idea of a snake instantly occurred to me, and when I coupled it with my knowledge that the doctor was furnished with a supply of creatures from India, I felt that I was probably on the right track. The idea of using a form of poison which could not possibly be discovered by any chemical test was just such a one as would occur to a clever and ruthless man who had had an Eastern training. The rapidity with which such a poison would take effect would also, from his point of view, be an advantage. It would be a sharp-eyed coroner, indeed, who could distinguish the two little dark punctures which would show where the poison fangs had done their work. Then I thought of the whistle. Of course he must recall the snake before the morning light revealed it to the victim. He had trained it, probably by the use of the milk which we saw, to return to him when summoned. He would put it through this ventilator at the hour that he thought best, with the certainty that it would crawl down the rope and land on the bed. It might or might not bite the occupant, perhaps she might escape every night for a week, but Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.220
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sooner or later she must fall a victim. 

I had come to these conclusions before ever I had entered his room. An inspection of his chair showed me that he had been in the habit of standing on it, which of course would be necessary in order that he should reach the ventilator. The sight of the safe, the saucer of milk, and the loop of whipcord were enough to finally dispel any doubts which may have remained. The metallic clang heard by Miss Stoner was obviously caused by her stepfather hastily closing the door of his safe upon its terrible occupant. Having once made up my mind, you know the steps which I took in order to put the matter to the proof. I heard the creature hiss as I have no doubt that you did also, and I instantly lit the light and attacked it.«

»With the result of driving it through the ventilator.«

»And also with the result of causing it to turn upon its master at the other side. Some of the blows of my cane came home and roused its snakish temper, so that it flew upon the first person it saw. In this way I am no doubt indirectly responsible for Dr. Grimesby Roylott's death, and I cannot say that it is likely to weigh very heavily upon my conscience.«
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The Adventure of the Engineer's Thumb Of all the problems which have been submitted to my friend, Mr. Sherlock Holmes, for solution during the years of our intimacy, there were only two which I was the means of introducing to his notice – that of Mr. Hatherley's thumb, and that of Colonel Warburton's madness. Of these the latter may have afforded a finer field for an acute and original observer, but the other was so strange in its inception and so dramatic in its details that it may be the more worthy of being placed upon record, even if it gave my friend fewer openings for those deductive methods of reasoning by which he achieved such remarkable results. The story has, I believe, been told more than once in the newspapers, but, like all such narratives, its effect is much less striking when set forth  en bloc  in a single half-column of print than when the facts slowly evolve before your own eyes, and the mystery clears gradually away as each new discovery furnishes a step which leads on to the complete truth. At the time the circumstances made a deep impression upon me, and the lapse of two years has hardly served to weaken the effect. 

It was in the summer of '89, not long after my marriage, that the events occurred which I am now about Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.222
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to summarize. I had returned to civil practice and had finally abandoned Holmes in his Baker Street rooms, although I continually visited him and occasionally even persuaded him to forego his Bohemian habits so far as to come and visit us. My practice had steadily increased, and as I happened to live at no very great distance from Paddington Station, I got a few patients from among the officials. One of these, whom I had cured of a painful and lingering disease, was never weary of advertising my virtues and of endeavouring to send me on every sufferer over whom he might have any influence. 

One morning, at a little before seven o'clock, I was awakened by the maid tapping at the door to announce that two men had come from Paddington and were waiting in the consulting-room. I dressed hurriedly, for I knew by experience that railway cases were seldom trivial, and hastened downstairs. As I descended, my old ally, the guard, came out of the room and closed the door tightly behind him. 

»I've got him here,« he whispered, jerking his thumb over his shoulder; »he's all right.«

»What is it, then?« I asked, for his manner suggested that it was some strange creature which he had caged up in my room. 

»It's a new patient,« he whispered. »I thought I'd bring him round myself; then he couldn't slip away. 
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There he is, all safe and sound. I must go now, Doctor; I have my dooties, just the same as you.« And off he went, this trusty tout, without even giving me time to thank him. 

I entered my consulting-room and found a gentleman seated by the table. He was quietly dressed in a suit of heather tweed, with a soft cloth cap which he had laid down upon my books. Round one of his hands he had a handkerchief wrapped, which was mottled all over with bloodstains. He was young, not more than five-and-twenty, I should say, with a strong, masculine face; but he was exceedingly pale and gave me the impression of a man who was suffering from some strong agitation, which it took all his strength of mind to control. 

»I am sorry to knock you up so early, Doctor,« said he, »but I have had a very serious accident during the night. I came in by train this morning, and on inquiring at Paddington as to where I might find a doctor, a worthy fellow very kindly escorted me here. I gave the maid a card, but I see that she has left it upon the side-table.«

I took it up and glanced at it. »Mr. Victor Hatherley, hydraulic engineer, 16A, Victoria Street (3d floor).« That was the name, style, and abode of my morning visitor. »I regret that I have kept you waiting,« said I, sitting down in my library-chair. »You Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.224
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are fresh from a night journey, I understand, which is in itself a monotonous occupation.«

»Oh, my night could not be called monotonous,«

said he, and laughed. He laughed very heartily, with a high, ringing note, leaning back in his chair and shaking his sides. All my medical instincts rose up against that laugh. 

»Stop it!« I cried; »pull yourself together!« and I poured out some water from a carafe. 

It was useless, however. He was off in one of those hysterical outbursts which come upon a strong nature when some great crisis is over and gone. Presently he came to himself once more, very weary and pale-looking. 

»I have been making a fool of myself,« he gasped. 

»Not at all. Drink this.« I dashed some brandy into the water, and the colour began to come back to his bloodless cheeks. 

»That's better!« said he. »And now, Doctor, perhaps you would kindly attend to my thumb, or rather to the place where my thumb used to be.«

He unwound the handkerchief and held out his hand. It gave even my hardened nerves a shudder to look at it. There were four protruding fingers and a horrid red, spongy surface where the thumb should have been. It had been hacked or torn right out from the roots. 
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»Good heavens!« I cried, »this is a terrible injury. 

It must have bled considerably.«

»Yes, it did. I fainted when it was done, and I think that I must have been senseless for a long time. When I came to I found that it was still bleeding, so I tied one end of my handkerchief very tightly round the wrist and braced it up with a twig.«

»Excellent! You should have been a surgeon.«

»It is a question of hydraulics, you see, and came within my own province.«

»This has been done,« said I, examining the wound, »by a very heavy and sharp instrument.«

»A thing like a cleaver,« said he. 

»An accident, I presume?«

»By no means.«

»What! a murderous attack?«

»Very murderous indeed.«

»You horrify me.«

I sponged the wound, cleaned it, dressed it, and finally covered it over with cotton wadding and carboli-zed bandages. He lay back without wincing, though he bit his lip from time to time. 

»How is that?« I asked when I had finished. 

»Capital! Between your brandy and your bandage, I feel a new man. I was very weak, but I have had a good deal to go through.«

»Perhaps you had better not speak of the matter. It Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.226
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is evidently trying to your nerves.«

»Oh, no, not now. I shall have to tell my tale to the police; but, between ourselves, if it were not for the convincing evidence of this wound of mine, I should be surprised if they believed my statement; for it is a very extraordinary one, and I have not much in the way of proof with which to back it up; and, even if they believe me, the clues which I can give them are so vague that it is a question whether justice will be done.«

»Ha!« cried I, »if it is anything in the nature of a problem which you desire to see solved, I should strongly recommend you to come to my friend, Mr. 

Sherlock Holmes, before you go to the official police.«

»Oh, I have heard of that fellow,« answered my visitor, »and I should be very glad if he would take the matter up, though of course I must use the official police as well. Would you give me an introduction to him?«

»I'll do better. I'll take you round to him myself.«

»I should be immensely obliged to you.«

»We'll call a cab and go together. We shall just be in time to have a little breakfast with him. Do you feel equal to it?«

»Yes; I shall not feel easy until I have told my story.«
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»Then my servant will call a cab, and I shall be with you in an instant.« I rushed upstairs, explained the matter shortly to my wife, and in five minutes was inside a hansom, driving with my new acquaintance to Baker Street. 

Sherlock Holmes was, as I expected, lounging about his sitting-room in his dressing-gown, reading the agony column of  The Times  and smoking his before-breakfast pipe, which was composed of all the plugs and dottles left from his smokes of the day before, all carefully dried and collected on the corner of the mantelpiece. He received us in his quietly genial fashion, ordered fresh rashers and eggs, and joined us in a hearty meal. When it was concluded he settled our new acquaintance upon the sofa, placed a pillow beneath his head, and laid a glass of brandy and water within his reach. 

»It is easy to see that your experience has been no common one, Mr. Hatherley,« said he. »Pray, lie down there and make yourself absolutely at home. 

Tell us what you can, but stop when you are tired and keep up your strength with a little stimulant.«

»Thank you,« said my patient, »but I have felt another man since the doctor bandaged me, and I think that your breakfast has completed the cure. I shall take up as little of your valuable time as possible, so I shall start at once upon my peculiar experiences.«
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Holmes sat in his big armchair with the weary, heavy-lidded expression which veiled his keen and eager nature, while I sat opposite to him, and we listened in silence to the strange story which our visitor detailed to us. 

»You must know,« said he, »that I am an orphan and a bachelor, residing alone in lodgings in London. 

By profession I am a hydraulic engineer, and I have had considerable experience of my work during the seven years that I was apprenticed to Venner ;& Matheson, the well-known firm, of Greenwich. Two years ago, having served my time, and having also come into a fair sum of money through my poor father's death, I determined to start in business for myself and took professional chambers in Victoria Street. 

I suppose that everyone finds his first independent start in business a dreary experience. To me it has been exceptionally so. During two years I have had three consultations and one small job, and that is absolutely all that my profession has brought me. My gross takings amount to £27 10s. Every day, from nine in the morning until four in the afternoon, I waited in my little den, until at last my heart began to sink, and I came to believe that I should never have any practice at all. 
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ving the office, my clerk entered to say there was a gentleman waiting who wished to see me upon business. He brought up a card, too, with the name of

›Colonel Lysander Stark‹ engraved upon it. Close at his heels came the colonel himself, a man rather over the middle size, but of an exceeding thinness. I do not think that I have ever seen so thin a man. His whole face sharpened away into nose and chin, and the skin of his cheeks was drawn quite tense over his outstanding bones. Yet this emaciation seemed to be his natural habit, and due to no disease, for his eye was bright, his step brisk, and his bearing assured. He was plainly but neatly dressed, and his age, I should judge, would be nearer forty than thirty. 

›Mr. Hatherley?‹ said he, with something of a German accent. ›You have been recommended to me, Mr. 

Hatherley, as being a man who is not only proficient in his profession but is also discreet and capable of preserving a secret.‹

I bowed, feeling as flattered as any young man would at such an address. ›May I ask who it was who gave me so good a character?‹

›Well, perhaps it is better that I should not tell you that just at this moment. I have it from the same source that you are both an orphan and a bachelor and are residing alone in London.‹

›That is quite correct,‹ I answered; ›but you will Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.230
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excuse me if I say that I cannot see how all this bears upon my professional qualifications. I understand that it was on a professional matter that you wished to speak to me?‹

›Undoubtedly so. But you will find that all I say is really to the point. I have a professional commission for you, but absolute secrecy is quite essential –  absolute  secrecy, you understand, and of course we may expect that more from a man who is alone than from one who lives in the bosom of his family.‹

›If I promise to keep a secret,‹ said I, ›you may absolutely depend upon my doing so.‹

He looked very hard at me as I spoke, and it seemed to me that I had never seen so suspicious and questioning an eye. 

›Do you promise, then?‹ said he at last. 

›Yes, I promise.‹

›Absolute and complete silence before, during, and after? No reference to the matter at all, either in word or writing?‹

›I have already given you my word.‹

›Very good.‹ He suddenly sprang up, and darting like lightning across the room he flung open the door. 

The passage outside was empty. 

›That's all right,‹ said he, coming back. ›I know the clerks are sometimes curious as to their master's affairs. Now we can talk in safety.‹ He drew up his Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.231
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chair very close to mine and began to stare at me again with the same questioning and thoughtful look. 

A feeling of repulsion, and of something akin to fear had begun to rise within me at the strange antics of this fleshless man. Even my dread of losing a client could not restrain me from showing my impatience. 

›I beg that you will state your business, sir,‹ said I; 

›my time is of value.‹ Heaven forgive me for that last sentence, but the words came to my lips. 

›How would fifty guineas for a night's work suit you?‹ he asked. 

›Most admirably.‹

›I say a night's work, but an hour's would be nearer the mark. I simply want your opinion about a hydraulic stamping machine which has got out of gear. If you show us what is wrong we shall soon set it right ourselves. What do you think of such a commission as that?‹

›The work appears to be light and the pay munific-ent.‹

›Precisely so. We shall want you to come to-night by the last train.‹

›Where to?‹

›To Eyford, in Berkshire. It is a little place near the borders of Oxfordshire, and within seven miles of Reading. There is a train from Paddington which would bring you there at about 11:15.‹

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.232

The Adventure of the Engineer's Thumb Doyle-Holmes, 316

›Very good.‹

›I shall come down in a carriage to meet you.‹

›There is a drive, then?‹

›Yes, our little place is quite out in the country. It is a good seven miles from Eyford Station.‹


›Then we can hardly get there before midnight. I suppose there would be no chance of a train back. I should be compelled to stop the night.‹

›Yes, we could easily give you a shake-down.‹

›That is very awkward. Could I not come at some more convenient hour?‹

›We have judged it best that you should come late. 

It is to recompense you for any inconvenience that we are paying to you, a young and unknown man, a fee which would buy an opinion from the very heads of your profession. Still, of course, if you would like to draw out of the business, there is plenty of time to do so.‹

I thought of the fifty guineas, and of how very useful they would be to me. ›Not at all,‹ said I, ›I shall be very happy to accommodate myself to your wishes. I should like, however, to understand a little more clearly what it is that you wish me to do.‹

›Quite so. It is very natural that the pledge of secrecy which we have exacted from you should have aroused your curiosity. I have no wish to commit you to anything without your having it all laid before you. I Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.233
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suppose that we are absolutely safe from eavesdrop-pers?‹

›Entirely.‹

›Then the matter stands thus. You are probably aware that fuller's-earth is a valuable product, and that it is only found in one or two places in England?‹

›I have heard so.‹

›Some little time ago I bought a small place – a very small place – within ten miles of Reading. I was fortunate enough to discover that there was a deposit of fuller's-earth in one of my fields. On examining it, however, I found that this deposit was a comparatively small one, and that it formed a link between two very much larger ones upon the right and left – both of them, however, in the grounds of my neighbours. 

These good people were absolutely ignorant that their land contained that which was quite as valuable as a gold-mine. Naturally, it was to my interest to buy their land before they discovered its true value, but unfortunately I had no capital by which I could do this. I took a few of my friends into the secret, however, and they suggested that we should quietly and secretly work our own little deposit, and that in this way we should earn the money which would enable us to buy the neighbouring fields. This we have now been doing for some time, and in order to help us in our operations we erected a hydraulic press. This press, as Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.234
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I have already explained, has got out of order, and we wish your advice upon the subject. We guard our secret very jealously, however, and if it once became known that we had hydraulic engineers coming to our little house, it would soon rouse inquiry, and then, if the facts came out, it would be good-bye to any chance of getting these fields and carrying out our plans. 

That is why I have made you promise me that you will not tell a human being that you are going to Eyford to-night. I hope that I make it all plain?‹

›I quite follow you,‹ said I. ›The only point which I could not quite understand was what use you could make of a hydraulic press in excavating fuller's-earth, which, as I understand, is dug out like gravel from a pit.‹

›Ah!‹ said he carelessly, ›we have our own process. 

We compress the earth into bricks, so as to remove them without revealing what they are. But that is a mere detail. I have taken you fully into my confidence now, Mr. Hatherley, and I have shown you how I trust you.‹ He rose as he spoke. ›I shall expect you, then, at Eyford at 11:15.‹

›I shall certainly be there.‹

›And not a word to a soul.‹ He looked at me with a last, long, questioning gaze, and then, pressing my hand in a cold, dank grasp, he hurried from the room. 

Well, when I came to think it all over in cool blood Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.235
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I was very much astonished, as you may both think, at this sudden commission which had been intrusted to me. On the one hand, of course, I was glad, for the fee was at least tenfold what I should have asked had I set a price upon my own services, and it was possible that this order might lead to other ones. On the other hand, the face and manner of my patron had made an unpleasant impression upon me, and I could not think that his explanation of the fuller's-earth was sufficient to explain the necessity for my coming at midnight, and his extreme anxiety lest I should tell anyone of my errand. However, I threw all fears to the winds, ate a hearty supper, drove to Paddington, and started off, having obeyed to the letter the injunction as to holding my tongue. 

At Reading I had to change not only my carriage but my station. However, I was in time for the last train to Eyford, and I reached the little dim-lit station after eleven o'clock. I was the only passenger who got out there, and there was no one upon the platform save a single sleepy porter with a lantern. As I passed out through the wicket gate, however, I found my acquaintance of the morning waiting in the shadow upon the other side. Without a word he grasped my arm and hurried me into a carriage, the door of which was standing open. He drew up the windows on either side, tapped on the wood-work, and away we went as Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.236
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fast as the horse could go.«

»One horse?« interjected Holmes. 

»Yes, only one.«

»Did you observe the colour?«

»Yes, I saw it by the side-lights when I was stepping into the carriage. It was a chestnut.«

»Tired-looking or fresh?«

»Oh, fresh and glossy.«

»Thank you. I am sorry to have interrupted you. 

Pray continue your most interesting statement.«

»Away we went then, and we drove for at least an hour. Colonel Lysander Stark had said that it was only seven miles, but I should think, from the rate that we seemed to go, and from the time that we took, that it must have been nearer twelve. He sat at my side in silence all the time, and I was aware, more than once when I glanced in his direction, that he was looking at me with great intensity. The country roads seem to be not very good in that part of the world, for we lurched and jolted terribly. I tried to look out of the windows to see something of where we were, but they were made of frosted glass, and I could make out nothing save the occasional bright blur of a passing light. 

Now and then I hazarded some remark to break the monotony of the journey, but the colonel answered only in monosyllables, and the conversation soon flagged. At last, however, the bumping of the road Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.237
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was exchanged for the crisp smoothness of a gravel-drive, and the carriage came to a stand. Colonel Lysander Stark sprang out, and, as I followed after him, pulled me swiftly into a porch which gaped in front of us. We stepped, as it were, right out of the carriage and into the hall, so that I failed to catch the most fleeting glance of the front of the house. The instant that I had crossed the threshold the door slammed heavily behind us, and I heard faintly the rattle of the wheels as the carriage drove away. 

It was pitch dark inside the house, and the colonel fumbled about looking for matches and muttering under his breath. Suddenly a door opened at the other end of the passage, and a long, golden bar of light shot out in our direction. It grew broader, and a woman appeared with a lamp in her hand, which she held above her head, pushing her face forward and peering at us. I could see that she was pretty, and from the gloss with which the light shone upon her dark dress I knew that it was a rich material. She spoke a few words in a foreign tongue in a tone as though asking a question, and when my companion answered in a gruff monosyllable she gave such a start that the lamp nearly fell from her hand. Colonel Stark went up to her, whispered something in her ear, and then, pushing her back into the room from whence she had come, he walked towards me again Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.238
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with the lamp in his hand. 

›Perhaps you will have the kindness to wait in this room for a few minutes,‹ said he, throwing open another door. It was a quiet, little, plainly furnished room, with a round table in the centre, on which several German books were scattered. Colonel Stark laid down the lamp on the top of a harmonium beside the door. ›I shall not keep you waiting an instant,‹

said he, and vanished into the darkness. 

I glanced at the books upon the table, and in spite of my ignorance of German I could see that two of them were treatises on science, the others being volumes of poetry. Then I walked across to the window, hoping that I might catch some glimpse of the countryside, but an oak shutter, heavily barred, was folded across it. It was a wonderfully silent house. There was an old clock ticking loudly somewhere in the passage, but otherwise everything was deadly still. A vague feeling of uneasiness began to steal over me. Who were these German people, and what were they doing living in this strange, out-of-the-way place? And where was the place? I was ten miles or so from Eyford, that was all I knew, but whether north, south, east, or west I had no idea. For that matter, Reading, and possibly other large towns, were within that radius, so the place might not be so secluded, after all. 

Yet it was quite certain, from the absolute stillness, Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.239
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that we were in the country. I paced up and down the room, humming a tune under my breath to keep up my spirits and feeling that I was thoroughly earning my fifty-guinea fee. 

Suddenly, without any preliminary sound in the midst of the utter stillness, the door of my room swung slowly open. The woman was standing in the aperture, the darkness of the hall behind her, the yellow light from my lamp beating upon her eager and beautiful face. I could see at a glance that she was sick with fear, and the sight sent a chill to my own heart. She held up one shaking finger to warn me to be silent, and she shot a few whispered words of broken English at me, her eyes glancing back, like those of a frightened horse, into the gloom behind her. 

›I would go,‹ said she, trying hard, as it seemed to me, to speak calmly; ›I would go. I should not stay here. There is no good for you to do.‹

›But, madam,‹ said I, ›I have not yet done what I came for. I cannot possibly leave until I have seen the machine.‹

›It is not worth your while to wait,‹ she went on. 

›You can pass through the door; no one hinders.‹ And then, seeing that I smiled and shook my head, she suddenly threw aside her constraint and made a step forward, with her hands wrung together. ›For the love of Heaven!‹ she whispered, ›get away from here be-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.240
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fore it is too late!‹

But I am somewhat headstrong by nature, and the more ready to engage in an affair when there is some obstacle in the way. I thought of my fifty-guinea fee, of my wearisome journey, and of the unpleasant night which seemed to be before me. Was it all to go for nothing? Why should I slink away without having carried out my commission, and without the payment which was my due? This woman might, for all I knew, be a monomaniac. With a stout bearing, therefore, though her manner had shaken me more than I cared to confess, I still shook my head and declared my intention of remaining where I was. She was about to renew her entreaties when a door slammed overhead, and the sound of several footsteps was heard upon the stairs. She listened for an instant, threw up her hands with a despairing gesture, and vanished as suddenly and as noiselessly as she had come. 

The newcomers were Colonel Lysander Stark and a short thick man with a chinchilla beard growing out of the creases of his double chin, who was introduced to me as Mr. Ferguson. 

›This is my secretary and manager,‹ said the colonel. ›By the way, I was under the impression that I left this door shut just now. I fear that you have felt the draught.‹

›On the contrary,‹ said I, ›I opened the door myself Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.241
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because I felt the room to be a little close.‹

He shot one of his suspicious looks at me. ›Perhaps we had better proceed to business, then,‹ said he. ›Mr. 

Ferguson and I will take you up to see the machine.‹

›I had better put my hat on, I suppose.‹

›Oh, no, it is in the house.‹

›What, you dig fuller's-earth in the house?‹

›No, no. This is only where we compress it. But never mind that. All we wish you to do is to examine the machine and to let us know what is wrong with it.‹

We went upstairs together, the colonel first with the lamp, the fat manager and I behind him. It was a labyrinth of an old house, with corridors, passages, narrow winding staircases, and little low doors, the thresholds of which were hollowed out by the generations who had crossed them. There were no carpets and no signs of any furniture above the ground floor, while the plaster was peeling off the walls, and the damp was breaking through in green, unhealthy blotches. I tried to put on as unconcerned an air as possible, but I had not forgotten the warnings of the lady, even though I disregarded them, and I kept a keen eye upon my two companions. Ferguson appeared to be a morose and silent man, but I could see from the little that he said that he was at least a fellow-countryman. 
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Colonel Lysander Stark stopped at last before a low door, which he unlocked. Within was a small, square room, in which the three of us could hardly get at one time. Ferguson remained outside, and the colonel ushered me in. 

›We are now,‹ said he, ›actually within the hydraulic press, and it would be a particularly unpleasant thing for us if anyone were to turn it on. The ceiling of this small chamber is really the end of the descending piston, and it comes down with the force of many tons upon this metal floor. There are small lateral columns of water outside which receive the force, and which transmit and multiply it in the manner which is familiar to you. The machine goes readily enough, but there is some stiffness in the working of it, and it has lost a little of its force. Perhaps you will have the goodness to look it over and to show us how we can set it right.‹

I took the lamp from him, and I examined the machine very thoroughly. It was indeed a gigantic one, and capable of exercising enormous pressure. When I passed outside, however, and pressed down the levers which controlled it, I knew at once by the whishing sound that there was a slight leakage, which allowed a regurgitation of water through one of the side cylinders. An examination showed that one of the india-rubber bands which was round the head of a driving-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.243
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rod had shrunk so as not quite to fill the socket along which it worked. This was clearly the cause of the loss of power, and I pointed it out to my companions, who followed my remarks very carefully and asked several practical questions as to how they should proceed to set it right. When I had made it clear to them, I returned to the main chamber of the machine and took a good look at it to satisfy my own curiosity. It was obvious at a glance that the story of the fuller's-earth was the merest fabrication, for it would be absurd to suppose that so powerful an engine could be designed for so inadequate a purpose. The walls were of wood, but the floor consisted of a large iron trough, and when I came to examine it I could see a crust of metallic deposit all over it. I had stooped and was scraping at this to see exactly what it was when I heard a muttered exclamation in German and saw the cadaverous face of the colonel looking down at me. 

›What are you doing there?‹ he asked. 

I felt angry at having been tricked by so elaborate a story as that which he had told me. ›I was admiring your fuller's-earth,‹ said I; ›I think that I should be better able to advise you as to your machine if I knew what the exact purpose was for which it was used.‹

The instant that I uttered the words I regretted the rashness of my speech. His face set hard, and a baleful light sprang up in his gray eyes. 
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›Very well,‹ said he, ›you shall know all about the machine.‹ He took a step backward, slammed the little door, and turned the key in the lock. I rushed towards it and pulled at the handle, but it was quite secure, and did not give in the least to my kicks and shoves. ›Hello!‹ I yelled. ›Hello! Colonel! Let me out!‹

And then suddenly in the silence I heard a sound which sent my heart into my mouth. It was the clank of the levers and the swish of the leaking cylinder. He had set the engine at work. The lamp still stood upon the floor where I had placed it when examining the trough. By its light I saw that the black ceiling was coming down upon me, slowly, jerkily, but, as none knew better than myself, with a force which must within a minute grind me to a shapeless pulp. I threw myself, screaming, against the door, and dragged with my nails at the lock. I implored the colonel to let me out, but the remorseless clanking of the levers drowned my cries. The ceiling was only a foot or two above my head, and with my hand upraised I could feel its hard, rough surface. Then it flashed through my mind that the pain of my death would depend very much upon the position in which I met it. If I lay on my face the weight would come upon my spine, and I shuddered to think of that dreadful snap. Easier the other way, perhaps; and yet, had I the nerve to lie and Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.245
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look up at that deadly black shadow wavering down upon me? Already I was unable to stand erect, when my eye caught something which brought a gush of hope back to my heart. 

I have said that though the floor and ceiling were of iron, the walls were of wood. As I gave a last hurried glance around, I saw a thin line of yellow light between two of the boards, which broadened and broadened as a small panel was pushed backward. For an instant I could hardly believe that here was indeed a door which led away from death. The next instant I threw myself through, and lay half-fainting upon the other side. The panel had closed again behind me, but the crash of the lamp, and a few moments afterwards the clang of the two slabs of metal, told me how narrow had been my escape. 

I was recalled to myself by a frantic plucking at my wrist, and I found myself lying upon the stone floor of a narrow corridor, while a woman bent over me and tugged at me with her left hand, while she held a candle in her right. It was the same good friend whose warning I had so foolishly rejected. 

›Come! come!‹ she cried breathlessly. ›They will be here in a moment. They will see that you are not there. Oh, do not waste the so-precious time, but come!‹

This time, at least, I did not scorn her advice. I Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.246
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staggered to my feet and ran with her along the corridor and down a winding stair. The latter led to another broad passage, and just as we reached it we heard the sound of running feet and the shouting of two voices, one answering the other from the floor on which we were and from the one beneath. My guide stopped and looked about her like one who is at her wit's end. Then she threw open a door which led into a bedroom, through the window of which the moon was shining brightly. 

›It is your only chance,‹ said she. ›It is high, but it may be that you can jump it.‹

As she spoke a light sprang into view at the further end of the passage, and I saw the lean figure of Colonel Lysander Stark rushing forward with a lantern in one hand and a weapon like a butcher's cleaver in the other. I rushed across the bedroom, flung open the window, and looked out. How quiet and sweet and wholesome the garden looked in the moonlight, and it could not be more than thirty feet down. I clambered out upon the sill, but I hesitated to jump until I should have heard what passed between my saviour and the ruffian who pursued me. If she were ill-used, then at any risks I was determined to go back to her assistance. The thought had hardly flashed through my mind before he was at the door, pushing his way past her; but she threw her arms round him and tried to Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.247
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hold him back. 

›Fritz! Fritz!‹ she cried in English, ›remember your promise after the last time. You said it should not be again. He will be silent! Oh, he will be silent!‹

›You are mad, Elise!‹ he shouted, struggling to break away from her. ›You will be the ruin of us. He has seen too much. Let me pass, I say!‹ He dashed her to one side, and, rushing to the window, cut at me with his heavy weapon. I had let myself go, and was hanging by the hands to the sill, when his blow fell. I was conscious of a dull pain, my grip loosened, and I fell into the garden below. 

I was shaken but not hurt by the fall; so I picked myself up and rushed off among the bushes as hard as I could run, for I understood that I was far from being out of danger yet. Suddenly, however, as I ran, a deadly dizziness and sickness came over me. I glanced down at my hand, which was throbbing painfully, and then, for the first time, saw that my thumb had been cut off and that the blood was pouring from my wound. I endeavoured to tie my handkerchief round it, but there came a sudden buzzing in my ears, and next moment I fell in a dead faint among the rose-bushes. 

How long I remained unconscious I cannot tell. It must have been a very long time, for the moon had sunk, and a bright morning was breaking when I came to myself. My clothes were all sodden with dew, and Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.248
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my coat-sleeve was drenched with blood from my wounded thumb. The smarting of it recalled in an instant all the particulars of my night's adventure, and I sprang to my feet with the feeling that I might hardly yet be safe from my pursuers. But to my astonishment, when I came to look round me, neither house nor garden were to be seen. I had been lying in an angle of the hedge close by the highroad, and just a little lower down was a long building, which proved, upon my approaching it, to be the very station at which I had arrived upon the previous night. Were it not for the ugly wound upon my hand, all that had passed during those dreadful hours might have been an evil dream. 

Half dazed, I went into the station and asked about the morning train. There would be one to Reading in less than an hour. The same porter was on duty, I found, as had been there when I arrived. I inquired of him whether he had ever heard of Colonel Lysander Stark. The name was strange to him. Had he observed a carriage the night before waiting for me? No, he had not. Was there a police-station anywhere near? There was one about three miles off. 

It was too far for me to go, weak and ill as I was. I determined to wait until I got back to town before telling my story to the police. It was a little past six when I arrived, so I went first to have my wound dres-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.249
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sed, and then the doctor was kind enough to bring me along here. I put the case into your hands and shall do exactly what you advise.«

We both sat in silence for some little time after listening to this extraordinary narrative. Then Sherlock Holmes pulled down from the shelf one of the ponderous commonplace books in which he placed his cuttings. 

»Here is an advertisement which will interest you,«

said he. »It appeared in all the papers about a year ago. Listen to this:

Lost, on the 9th inst., Mr. Jeremiah Hayling, aged twenty-six, a hydraulic engineer. Left his lodgings at ten o'clock at night, and has not been heard of since. Was dressed in –

etc., etc. Ha! That represents the last time that the colonel needed to have his machine overhauled, I fancy.«

»Good heavens!« cried my patient. »Then that explains what the girl said.«

»Undoubtedly. It is quite clear that the colonel was a cool and desperate man, who was absolutely determined that nothing should stand in the way of his little game, like those out-and-out pirates who will leave no survivor from a captured ship. Well, every moment now is
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down to Scotland Yard at once as a preliminary to starting for Eyford.«

Some three hours or so afterwards we were all in the train together, bound from Reading to the little Berkshire village. There were Sherlock Holmes, the hydraulic engineer, Inspector Bradstreet, of Scotland Yard, a plainclothes man, and myself. Bradstreet had spread an ordnance map of the county out upon the seat and was busy with his compasses drawing a circle with Eyford for its centre. 

»There you are,« said he. »That circle is drawn at a radius of ten miles from the village. The place we want must be somewhere near that line. You said ten miles, I think, sir.«

»It was an hour's good drive.«

»And you think that they brought you back all that way when you were unconscious?«

»They must have done so. I have a confused memory, too, of having been lifted and conveyed somewhere.«

»What I cannot understand,« said I, »is why they should have spared you when they found you lying fainting in the garden. Perhaps the villain was softened by the woman's entreaties.«

»I hardly think that likely. I never saw a more inexorable face in my life.«

»Oh, we shall soon clear up all that,« said Brad-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.251
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street. »Well, I have drawn my circle, and I only wish I knew at what point upon it the folk that we are in search of are to be found.«

»I think I could lay my finger on it,« said Holmes quietly. 

»Really, now!« cried the inspector, »you have formed your opinion! Come, now, we shall see who agrees with you. I say it is south, for the country is more deserted there.«

»And I say east,« said my patient. 

»I am for west,« remarked the plain-clothes man. 

»There are several quiet little villages up there.«

»And I am for north,« said I, »because there are no hills there, and our friend says that he did not notice the carriage go up any.«

»Come,« cried the inspector, laughing; »it's a very pretty diversity of opinion. We have boxed the compass among us. Who do you give your casting vote to?«

»You are all wrong.«

»But we can't  all  be.«

»Oh, yes, you can. This is my point.« He placed his finger in the centre of the circle. »This is where we shall find them.«

»But the twelve-mile drive?« gasped Hatherley. 

»Six out and six back. Nothing simpler. You say yourself that the horse was fresh and glossy when you Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.252
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got in. How could it be that if it had gone twelve miles over heavy roads?«

»Indeed, it is a likely ruse enough,« observed Bradstreet thoughtfully. »Of course there can be no doubt as to the nature of this gang.«

»None at all,« said Holmes. »They are coiners on a large scale, and have used the machine to form the amalgam which has taken the place of silver.«

»We have known for some time that a clever gang was at work,« said the inspector. »They have been turning out half-crowns by the thousand. We even traced them as far as Reading, but could get no farther, for they had covered their traces in a way that showed that they were very old hands. But now, thanks to this lucky chance, I think that we have got them right enough.«

But the inspector was mistaken, for those criminals were not destined to fall into the hands of justice. As we rolled into Eyford Station we saw a gigantic column of smoke which streamed up from behind a small clump of trees in the neighbourhood and hung like an immense ostrich feather over the landscape. 

»A house on fire?« asked Bradstreet as the train steamed off again on its way. 

»Yes, sir!« said the station-master. 

»When did it break out?«

»I hear that it was during the night, sir, but it has Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.253
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got worse, and the whole place is in a blaze.«

»Whose house is it?«

»Dr. Becher's.«

»Tell me,« broke in the engineer, »is Dr. Becher a German, very thin, with a long, sharp nose?«

The station-master laughed heartily. »No, sir, Dr. 

Becher is an Englishman, and there isn't a man in the parish who has a better-lined waistcoat. But he has a gentleman staying with him, a patient, as I understand, who is a foreigner, and he looks as if a little good Berkshire beef would do him no harm.«

The station-master had not finished his speech before we were all hastening in the direction of the fire. 

The road topped a low hill, and there was a great widespread whitewashed building in front of us, spouting fire at every chink and window, while in the garden in front three fire-engines were vainly striving to keep the flames under. 

»That's it!« cried Hatherley, in intense excitement. 

»There is the gravel-drive, and there are the rose-bushes where I lay. That second window is the one that I jumped from.«

»Well, at least,« said Holmes, »you have had your revenge upon them. There can be no question that it was your oil-lamp which, when it was crushed in the press, set fire to the wooden walls, though no doubt they were too excited in the chase after you to observe Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.254
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it at the time. Now keep your eyes open in this crowd for your friends of last night, though I very much fear that they are a good hundred miles off by now.«

And Holmes's fears came to be realized, for from that day to this no word has ever been heard either of the beautiful woman, the sinister German, or the morose Englishman. Early that morning a peasant had met a cart containing several people and some very bulky boxes driving rapidly in the direction of Reading, but there all traces of the fugitives disappeared, and even Holmes's ingenuity failed ever to discover the least clue as to their whereabouts. 

The firemen had been much perturbed at the strange arrangements which they had found within, and still more so by discovering a newly severed human thumb upon a window-sill of the second floor. About sunset, however, their efforts were at last successful, and they subdued the flames, but not before the roof had fallen in, and the whole place been reduced to such absolute ruin that, save some twisted cylinders and iron piping, not a trace remained of the machinery which had cost our unfortunate acquaintance so dearly. Large masses of nickel and of tin were discovered stored in an out-house, but no coins were to be found, which may have explained the presence of those bulky boxes which have been already referred to. 
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How our hydraulic engineer had been conveyed from the garden to the spot where he recovered his senses might have remained forever a mystery were it not for the soft mould, which told us a very plain tale. 

He had evidently been carried down by two persons, one of whom had remarkably small feet and the other unusually large ones. On the whole, it was most probable that the silent Englishman, being less bold or less murderous than his companion, had assisted the woman to bear the unconscious man out of the way of danger. 

»Well,« said our engineer ruefully as we took our seats to return once more to London, »it has been a pretty business for me! I have lost my thumb and I have lost a fifty-guinea fee, and what have I gained?«

»Experience,« said Holmes, laughing. »Indirectly it may be of value, you know; you have only to put it into words to gain the reputation of being excellent company for the remainder of your existence.«
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The Adventure of the Noble Bachelor The Lord St. Simon marriage, and its curious termination, have long ceased to be a subject of interest in those exalted circles in which the unfortunate bridegroom moves. Fresh scandals have eclipsed it and their more piquant details have drawn the gossips away from this four-year-old drama. As I have reason to believe, however, that the full facts have never been revealed to the general public, and as my friend Sherlock Holmes had a considerable share in clearing the matter up, I feel that no memoir of him would be complete without some little sketch of this remarkable episode. 

It was a few weeks before my own marriage, during the days when I was still sharing rooms with Holmes in Baker Street, that he came home from an afternoon stroll to find a letter on the table waiting for him. I had remained indoors all day, for the weather had taken a sudden turn to rain, with high autumnal winds, and the jezail bullet which I had brought back in one of my limbs as a relic of my Afghan campaign throbbed with dull persistency. With my body in one easy-chair and my legs upon another, I had surrounded myself with a cloud of newspapers until at last, saturated with the news of the day, I tossed them all Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.257
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aside and lay listless, watching the huge crest and monogram upon the envelope upon the table and wondering lazily who my friend's noble correspondent could be. 

»Here is a very fashionable epistle,« I remarked as he entered. »Your morning letters, if I remember right, were from a fish-monger and a tide-waiter.«

»Yes, my correspondence has certainly the charm of variety,« he answered, smiling, »and the humbler are usually the more interesting. This looks like one of those unwelcome social summonses which call upon a man either to be bored or to lie.«

He broke the seal and glanced over the contents. 

»Oh, come, it may prove to be something of interest, after all.«

»Not social, then?«

»No, distinctly professional.«

»And from a noble client?«

»One of the highest in England.«

»My dear fellow, I congratulate you.«

»I assure you, Watson, without affectation, that the status of my client is a matter of less moment to me than the interest of his case. It is just possible, however, that that also may not be wanting in this new investigation. You have been reading the papers dilig-ently of late, have you not?«

»It looks like it,« said I ruefully, pointing to a huge Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.258
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bundle in the corner. »I have had nothing else to do.«

»It is fortunate, for you will perhaps be able to post me up. I read nothing except the criminal news and the agony column. The latter is always instructive. 

But if you have followed recent events so closely you must have read about Lord St. Simon and his wedding?«

»Oh, yes, with the deepest interest.«

»That is well. The letter which I hold in my hand is from Lord St. Simon. I will read it to you, and in return you must turn over these papers and let me have whatever bears upon the matter. This is what he says: My dear Mr. Sherlock Holmes:

Lord Backwater tells me that I may place implicit reliance upon your judgment and discretion. I have determined, therefore, to call upon you and to consult you in reference to the very painful event which has occurred in connection with my wedding. Mr. Lestrade, of Scotland Yard, is acting already in the matter, but he assures me that he sees no objection to your coöperation, and that he even thinks that it might be of some assistance. I will call at four o'clock in the afternoon, and, should you have any other engagement at that time, I hope that you will postpone it, as this matter is of paramount importance. 

Yours faithfully, 

ST. SIMON. 

It is dated from Grosvenor Mansions, written with Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.259
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a quill pen, and the noble lord has had the misfortune to get a smear of ink upon the outer side of his right little finger,« remarked Holmes as he folded up the epistle. 

»He says four o'clock. It is three now. He will be here in an hour.«

»Then I have just time, with your assistance, to get clear upon the subject. Turn over those papers and arrange the extracts in their order of time, while I take a glance as to who our client is.« He picked a red-covered volume from a line of books of reference beside the mantelpiece. »Here he is,« said he, sitting down and flattening it out upon his knee. »Lord Robert Walsingham de Vere St. Simon, second son of the Duke of Balmoral. Hum! Arms: Azure, three caltrops in chief over a fess sable. Born in 1846. He's forty-one years of age, which is mature for marriage. Was Under-Secretary for the colonies in a late administration. The Duke, his father, was at one time Secretary for Foreign Affairs. They inherit Plantagenet blood by direct descent, and Tudor on the distaff side. Ha! 

Well, there is nothing very instructive in all this. I think that I must turn to you, Watson, for something more solid.«

»I have very little difficulty in finding what I want,« said I, »for the facts are quite recent, and the matter struck me as remarkable. I feared to refer them Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.260

The Adventure of the Noble Bachelor Doyle-Holmes, 329

to you, however, as I knew that you had an inquiry on hand and that you disliked the intrusion of other matters.«

»Oh, you mean the little problem of the Grosvenor Square furniture van. That is quite cleared up now –

though, indeed, it was obvious from the first. Pray give me the results of your newspaper selections.«

»Here is the first notice which I can find. It is in the personal column of the  Morning Post, and dates, as you see, some weeks back:

A marriage has been arranged [it says] and will, if rumour is correct, very shortly take place, between Lord Robert St. Simon, second son of the Duke of Balmoral, and Miss Hatty Doran, the only daughter of Aloysius Doran, Esq., of San Francisco, Cal., U.S.A. 

That is all.«

»Terse and to the point,« remarked Holmes, stretching his long, thin legs towards the fire. 

»There was a paragraph amplifying this in one of the society papers of the same week. Ah, here it is: There will soon be a call for protection in the marriage market, for the present free-trade principle appears to tell heavily against our home product. One by one the management of the noble houses of Great Britain is passing into the hands of our fair cousins from across the Atlantic. An important addition has been made during the last Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.261
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week to the list of the prizes which have been borne away by these charming invaders. Lord St. Simon, who has shown himself for over twenty years proof against the little god's arrows, has now definitely announced his approaching marriage with Miss Hatty Doran, the fascinating daughter of a California millionaire. Miss Doran, whose graceful figure and striking face attracted much attention at the Westbury House festivities, is an only child, and it is currently reported that her dowry will run to considerably over the six figures, with expectancies for the future. As it is an open secret that the Duke of Balmoral has been compelled to sell his pictures within the last few years, and as Lord St. Simon has no property of his own save the small estate of Birchmoor, it is obvious that the Californian heiress is not the only gainer by an alliance which will enable her to make the easy and common tran-sition from a Republican lady to a British peeress.«

»Anything else?« asked Holmes, yawning. 

»Oh, yes; plenty. Then there is another note in the Morning Post  to say that the marriage would be an absolutely quiet one, that it would be at St. George's, Hanover Square, that only half a dozen intimate friends would be invited, and that the party would return to the furnished house at Lancaster Gate which has been taken by Mr. Aloysius Doran. Two days later – that is, on Wednesday last – there is a curt announcement that the wedding had taken place, and that the honeymoon would be passed at Lord Bak-kwater's place, near Petersfield. Those are all the no-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.262

The Adventure of the Noble Bachelor Doyle-Holmes, 330

tices which appeared before the disappearance of the bride.«

»Before the what?« asked Holmes with a start. 

»The vanishing of the lady.«

»When did she vanish, then?«

»At the wedding breakfast.«

»Indeed. This is more interesting than it promised to be; quite dramatic, in fact.«

»Yes; it struck me as being a little out of the common.«

»They often vanish before the ceremony, and occasionally during the honeymoon; but I cannot call to mind anything quite so prompt as this. Pray let me have the details.«

»I warn you that they are very incomplete.«

»Perhaps we may make them less so.«

»Such as they are, they are set forth in a single article of a morning paper of yesterday, which I will read to you. It is headed, ›Singular Occurrence at a Fashionable Wedding‹:

The family of Lord Robert St. Simon has been thrown into the greatest consternation by the strange and painful episodes which have taken place in connection with his wedding. The ceremony, as shortly announced in the papers of yesterday, occurred on the previous morning; but it is only now that it has been possible to confirm the strange rumours which have been so persistently floating about In
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matter up, so much public attention has now been drawn to it that no good purpose can be served by affecting to disregard what is a common subject for conversation. 

The ceremony, which was performed at St. George's, Hanover Square, was a very quiet one, no one being present save the father of the bride, Mr. Aloysius Doran, the Duchess of Balmoral, Lord Backwater, Lord Eustace, and Lady Clara St. Simon (the younger brother and sister of the bridegroom), and Lady Alicia Whittington. The whole party proceeded afterwards to the house of Mr. 

Aloysius Doran, at Lancaster Gate, where breakfast had been prepared. It appears that some little trouble was caused by a woman, whose name has not been ascertained, who endeavoured to force her way into the house after the bridal party, alleging that she had some claim upon Lord St. Simon. It was only after a painful and prolonged scene that she was ejected by the butler and the footman. 

The bride, who had fortunately entered the house before this unpleasant interruption, had sat down to breakfast with the rest, when she complained of a sudden indisposition and retired to her room. Her prolonged absence having caused some comment, her father followed her, but learned from her maid that she had only come up to her chamber for an instant, caught up an ulster and bonnet, and hurried down to the passage. One of the footmen declared that he had seen a lady leave the house thus ap-parelled, but had refused to credit that it was his mistress, believing her to be with the company. On ascertaining that his daughter had disappeared, Mr. Aloysius Doran, in conjunction with the bridegroom, instantly put themselves in communication with the police, and very energetic inquiries are being made, which will probably result in a Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.264
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speedy clearing up of this very singular business. Up to a late hour last night, however, nothing had transpired as to the whereabouts of the missing lady. There are rumours of foul play in the matter, and it is said that the police have caused the arrest of the woman who had caused the original disturbance, in the belief that, from jealousy or some other motive, she may have been concerned in the strange disappearance of the bride.«

»And is that all?«

»Only one little item in another of the morning papers, but it is a suggestive one.«

»And it is ––«

»That Miss Flora Millar, the lady who had caused the disturbance, has actually been arrested. It appears that she was formerly a  danseuse  at the Allegro, and that she has known the bridegroom for some years. 

There are no further particulars, and the whole case is in your hands now – so far as it has been set forth in the public press.«

»And an exceedingly interesting case it appears to be. I would not have missed it for worlds. But there is a ring at the bell, Watson, and as the clock makes it a few minutes after four, I have no doubt that this will prove to be our noble client. Do not dream of going, Watson, for I very much prefer having a witness, if only as a check to my own memory.«

»Lord Robert St. Simon,« announced our page-boy throwing
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with a pleasant, cultured face, high-nosed and pale, with something perhaps of petulance about the mouth, and with the steady, well-opened eye of a man whose pleasant lot it had ever been to command and to be obeyed. His manner was brisk, and yet his general appearance gave an undue impression of age, for he had a slight forward stoop and a little bend of the knees as he walked. His hair, too, as he swept off his very curly-brimmed hat, was grizzled round the edges and thin upon the top. As to his dress, it was careful to the verge of foppishness, with high collar, black frock-coat, white waistcoat, yellow gloves, patent-leather shoes, and light-coloured gaiters. He advanced slowly into the room, turning his head from left to right, and swinging in his right hand the cord which held his golden eyeglasses. 

»Good-day, Lord St. Simon,« said Holmes, rising and bowing. »Pray take the basket-chair. This is my friend and colleague, Dr. Watson. Draw up a little to the fire, and we will talk this matter over.«

»A most painful matter to me, as you can most readily imagine, Mr. Holmes. I have been cut to the quick. I understand that you have already managed several delicate cases of this sort, sir, though I presume that they were hardly from the same class of society.«

»No, I am descending.«

»I beg pardon.«
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»My last client of the sort was a king.«

»Oh, really! I had no idea. And which king?«

»The King of Scandinavia.«

»What! Had he lost his wife?«

»You can understand,« said Holmes suavely, »that I extend to the affairs of my other clients the same secrecy which I promise to you in yours.«

»Of course! Very right! very right! I'm sure I beg pardon. As to my own case, I am ready to give you any information which may assist you in forming an opinion.«

»Thank you. I have already learned all that is in the public prints, nothing more. I presume that I may take it as correct – this article, for example, as to the disappearance of the bride.«

Lord St. Simon glanced over it. »Yes, it is correct, as far as it goes.«

»But it needs a great deal of supplementing before anyone could offer an opinion. I think that I may arrive at my facts most directly by questioning you.«

»Pray do so.«

»When did you first meet Miss Hatty Doran?«

»In San Francisco, a year ago.«

»You were travelling in the States?«

»Yes.«

»Did you become engaged then?«

»No.«
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»But you were on a friendly footing?«

»I was amused by her society, and she could see that I was amused.«

»Her father is very rich?«

»He is said to be the richest man on the Pacific slope.«

»And how did he make his money?«

»In mining. He had nothing a few years ago. Then he struck gold, invested it, and came up by leaps and bounds.«

»Now, what is your own impression as to the young lady's – your wife's character?«

The nobleman swung his glasses a little faster and stared down into the fire. »You see, Mr. Holmes,«

said he, »my wife was twenty before her father became a rich man. During that time she ran free in a mining camp and wandered through woods or mountains, so that her education has come from Nature rather than from the schoolmaster. She is what we call in England a tomboy, with a strong nature, wild and free, unfettered by any sort of traditions. She is impetuous – volcanic, I was about to say. She is swift in making up her mind and fearless in carrying out her resolutions. On the other hand, I would not have given her the name which I have the honour to bear« – he gave a little stately cough – »had not I thought her to be at bottom a noble woman. I believe Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.268
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that she is capable of heroic self-sacrifice and that anything dishonourable would be repugnant to her.«

»Have you her photograph?«

»I brought this with me.« He opened a locket and showed us the full face of a very lovely woman. It was not a photograph but an ivory miniature, and the artist had brought out the full effect of the lustrous black hair, the large dark eyes, and the exquisite mouth. 

Holmes gazed long and earnestly at it. Then he closed the locket and handed it back to Lord St. Simon. 

»The young lady came to London, then, and you renewed your acquaintance?«

»Yes, her father brought her over for this last London season. I met her several times, became engaged to her, and have now married her.«

»She brought, I understand, a considerable dowry?«

»A fair dowry. Not more than is usual in my family.«

»And this, of course, remains to you, since the marriage is a  fait accompli? «

»I really have made no inquiries on the subject.«

»Very naturally not. Did you see Miss Doran on the day before the wedding?«

»Yes.«

»Was she in good spirits?«

»Never better. She kept talking of what we should Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.269
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do in our future lives.«

»Indeed! That is very interesting. And on the morning of the wedding?«

»She was as bright as possible – at least until after the ceremony.«

»And did you observe any change in her then?«

»Well, to tell the truth, I saw then the first signs that I had ever seen that her temper was just a little sharp. The incident, however, was too trivial to relate and can have no possible bearing upon the case.«

»Pray let us have it, for all that.«

»Oh, it is childish. She dropped her bouquet as we went towards the vestry. She was passing the front pew at the time, and it fell over into the pew. There was a moment's delay, but the gentleman in the pew handed it up to her again, and it did not appear to be the worse for the fall. Yet when I spoke to her of the matter, she answered me abruptly; and in the carriage, on our way home, she seemed absurdly agitated over this trifling cause.«

»Indeed! You say that there was a gentleman in the pew. Some of the general public were present, then?«

»Oh, yes. It is impossible to exclude them when the church is open.«

»This gentleman was not one of your wife's friends?«

»No, no; I call him a gentleman by courtesy, but he Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.270
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was quite a common-looking person. I hardly noticed his appearance. But really I think that we are wandering rather far from the point.«

»Lady St. Simon, then, returned from the wedding in a less cheerful frame of mind than she had gone to it. What did she do on reëntering her father's house?«

»I saw her in conversation with her maid.«

»And who is her maid?«

»Alice is her name. She is an American and came from California with her.«

»A confidential servant?«

»A little too much so. It seemed to me that her mistress allowed her to take great liberties. Still, of course, in America they look upon these things in a different way.«

»How long did she speak to this Alice?«

»Oh, a few minutes. I had something else to think of.«

»You did not overhear what they said?«

»Lady St. Simon said something about ›jumping a claim.‹ She was accustomed to use slang of the kind. I have no idea what she meant.«

»American slang is very expressive sometimes. 

And what did your wife do when she finished speaking to her maid?«

»She walked into the breakfast-room.«

»On your arm?«
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»No, alone. She was very independent in little matters like that. Then, after we had sat down for ten minutes or so, she rose hurriedly, muttered some words of apology, and left the room. She never came back.«

»But this maid, Alice, as I understand, deposes that she went to her room, covered her bride's dress with a long ulster, put on a bonnet, and went out.«

»Quite so. And she was afterwards seen walking into Hyde Park in company with Flora Millar, a woman who is now in custody, and who had already made a disturbance at Mr. Doran's house that morning.«

»Ah, yes. I should like a few particulars as to this young lady, and your relations to her.«

Lord St. Simon shrugged his shoulders and raised his eyebrows. »We have been on a friendly footing for some years – I may say on a  very  friendly footing. She used to be at the Allegro. I have not treated her ungenerously, and she has no just cause of complaint against me, but you know what women are, Mr. Holmes. Flora was a dear little thing, but exceedingly hot-headed and devotedly attached to me. She wrote me dreadful letters when she heard that I was about to be married, and, to tell the truth, the reason why I had the marriage celebrated so quietly was that I feared lest there might be a scandal in the church. She came to Mr. Doran's door just after we returned, and she en-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.272
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deavoured to push her way in, uttering very abusive expressions towards my wife, and even threatening her, but I had foreseen the possibility of something of the sort, and I had two police fellows there in private clothes, who soon pushed her out again.. She was quiet when she saw that there was no good in making a row.«

»Did your wife hear all this?«

»No, thank goodness, she did not.«

»And she was seen walking with this very woman afterwards?«

»Yes. That is what Mr. Lestrade, of Scotland Yard, looks upon as so serious. It is thought that Flora decoyed my wife out and laid some terrible trap for her.«

»Well, it is a possible supposition.«

»You think so, too?«

»I did not say a probable one. But you do not yourself look upon this as likely?«

»I do not think Flora would hurt a fly.«

»Still, jealousy is a strange transformer of characters. Pray what is your own theory as to what took place?«

»Well, really, I came to seek a theory, not to propound one. I have given you all the facts. Since you ask me, however, I may say that it has occurred to me as possible that the excitement of this affair, the Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.273
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consciousness that she had made so immense a social stride, had the effect of causing some little nervous disturbance in my wife.«

»In short, that she had become suddenly deranged?«

»Well, really, when I consider that she has turned her back – I will not say upon me, but upon so much that many have aspired to without success – I can hardly explain it in any other fashion.«

»Well, certainly that is also a conceivable hypothesis,« said Holmes, smiling. »And now, Lord St. 

Simon, I think that I have nearly all my data. May I ask whether you were seated at the breakfast-table so that you could see out of the window?«

»We could see the other side of the road and the Park.«

»Quite so. Then I do not think that I need to detain you longer. I shall communicate with you.«

»Should you be fortunate enough to solve this problem,« said our client, rising. 

»I have solved it.«

»Eh? What was that?«

»I say that I have solved it.«

»Where, then, is my wife?«

»That is a detail which I shall speedily supply.«

Lord St. Simon shook his head. »I am afraid that it will take wiser heads than yours or mine,« he remark-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.274
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ed, and bowing in a stately, old-fashioned manner he departed. 

»It is very good of Lord St. Simon to honour my head by putting it on a level with his own,« said Sherlock Holmes, laughing. »I think that I shall have a whisky and soda and a cigar after all this cross-questioning. I had formed my conclusions as to the case before our client came into the room.«

»My dear Holmes!«

»I have notes of several similar cases, though none, as I remarked before, which were quite as prompt. My whole examination served to turn my conjecture into a certainty. Circumstantial evidence is occasionally very convincing, as when you find a trout in the milk, to quote Thoreau's example.«

»But I have heard all that you have heard.«

»Without, however, the knowledge of preëxisting cases which serves me so well. There was a parallel instance in Aberdeen some years back, and something on very much the same lines at Munich the year after the Franco-Prussian War. It is one of these cases –

but, hello, here is Lestrade! Good-afternoon, Lestrade! You will find an extra tumbler upon the sideboard, and there are cigars in the box.«

The official detective was attired in a pea-jacket and cravat, which gave him a decidedly nautical appearance, and he carried a black canvas bag in his Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.275
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hand. With a short greeting he seated himself and lit the cigar which had been offered to him. 

»What's up, then?« asked Holmes with a twinkle in his eye. »You look dissatisfied.«

»And I feel dissatisfied. It is this infernal St. Simon marriage case. I can make neither head nor tail of the business.«

»Really! You surprise me.«

»Who ever heard of such a mixed affair? Every clue seems to slip through my fingers. I have been at work upon it all day.«

»And very wet it seems to have made you,« said Holmes, laying his hand upon the arm of the pea-jacket. 

»Yes, I have been dragging the Serpentine.«

»In heaven's name, what for?«

»In search of the body of Lady St. Simon.«

Sherlock Holmes leaned back in his chair and laughed heartily. 

»Have you dragged the basin of Trafalgar Square fountain?« he asked. 

»Why? What do you mean?«

»Because you have just as good a chance of finding this lady in the one as in the other.«

Lestrade shot an angry glance at my companion. »I suppose you know all about it,« he snarled. 
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mind is made up.«

»Oh, indeed! Then you think that the Serpentine plays no part in the matter?«

»I think it very unlikely.«

»Then perhaps you will kindly explain how it is that we found this in it?« He opened his bag as he spoke, and tumbled onto the floor a wedding-dress of watered silk, a pair of white satin shoes, and a bride's wreath and veil, all discoloured and soaked in water. 

»There,« said he, putting a new wedding-ring upon the top of the pile. »There is a little nut for you to crack, Master Holmes.«

»Oh, indeed!« said my friend, blowing blue rings into the air. »You dragged them from the Serpentine?«

»No. They were found floating near the margin by a park-keeper. They have been identified as her clothes, and it seemed to me that if the clothes were there the body would not be far off.«

»By the same brilliant reasoning, every man's body is to be found in the neighbourhood of his wardrobe. 

And pray what did you hope to arrive at through this?«

»At some evidence implicating Flora Millar in the disappearance.«

»I am afraid that you will find it difficult.«
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bitterness. »I am afraid, Holmes, that you are not very practical with your deductions and your inferences. 

You have made two blunders in as many minutes. 

This dress does implicate Miss Flora Millar.«

»And how?«

»In the dress is a pocket. In the pocket is a cardcase. In the card-case is a note. And here is the very note.« He slapped it down upon the table in front of him. »Listen to this:

You will see me when all is ready. Come at once. 

F.H.M. 

Now my theory all along has been that Lady St. 

Simon was decoyed away by Flora Millar, and that she, with confederates, no doubt, was responsible for her disappearance. Here, signed with her initials, is the very note which was no doubt quietly slipped into her hand at the door and which lured her within their reach.«

»Very good, Lestrade,« said Holmes, laughing. 

»You really are very fine indeed. Let me see it.« He took up the paper in a listless way, but his attention instantly became riveted, and he gave a little cry of satisfaction. »This is indeed important,« said he. 

»Ha! you find it so?«

»Extremely so. I congratulate you warmly.«
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Lestrade rose in his triumph and bent his head to look. »Why,« he shrieked, »you're looking at the wrong side!«

»On the contrary, this is the right side.«

»The right side? You're mad! Here is the note written in pencil over here.«

»And over here is what appears to be the fragment of a hotel bill, which interests me deeply.«

»There's nothing in it. I looked at it before,« said Lestrade. 

»Oct. 4th, rooms 8s., breakfast 2s. 6d., cocktail 1s., lunch 2s. 6 d.,  glass sherry, 8  d. 

I see nothing in that.«

»Very likely not. It is most important, all the same. 

As to the note, it is important also, or at least the initials are, so I congratulate you again.«

»I've wasted time enough,« said Lestrade, rising. »I believe in hard work and not in sitting by the fire spinning fine theories. Good-day, Mr. Holmes, and we shall see which gets to the bottom of the matter first.« He gathered up the garments, thrust them into the bag, and made for the door. 

»Just one hint to you, Lestrade,« drawled Holmes before his rival vanished; »I will tell you the true solution of the matter. Lady St. Simon is a myth. There is not and
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Lestrade looked sadly at my companion. Then he turned to me, tapped his forehead three times, shook his head solemnly, and hurried away. 

He had hardly shut the door behind him when Holmes rose to put on his overcoat. »There is something in what the fellow says about outdoor work,« he remarked, »so I think, Watson, that I must leave you to your papers for a little.«

It was after five o'clock when Sherlock Holmes left me, but I had no time to be lonely, for within an hour there arrived a confectioner's man with a very large flat box. This he unpacked with the help of a youth whom he had brought with him, and presently, to my very great astonishment, a quite epicurean little cold supper began to be laid out upon our humble lodging-house mahogany. There were a couple of brace of cold woodcock, a pheasant, a  pâté de foie gras  pie with a group of ancient and cobwebby bottles. Having laid out all these luxuries, my two visitors vanished away, like the genii of the Arabian Nights, with no explanation save that the things had been paid for and were ordered to this address. 

Just before nine o'clock Sherlock Holmes stepped briskly into the room. His features were gravely set, but there was a light in his eye which made me think that he had not been disappointed in his conclusions. 
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his hands. 

»You seem to expect company. They have laid for five.«

»Yes, I fancy we may have some company dropping in,« said he. »I am surprised that Lord St. Simon has not already arrived. Ha! I fancy that I hear his step now upon the stairs.«

It was indeed our visitor of the morning who came bustling in, dangling his glasses more vigorously than ever, and with a very perturbed expression upon his aristocratic features. 

»My messenger reached you, then?« asked Holmes. 

»Yes, and I confess that the contents startled me beyond measure. Have you good authority for what you say?«

»The best possible.«

Lord St. Simon sank into a chair and passed his hand over his forehead. 

»What will the Duke say,« he murmured, »when he hears that one of the family has been subjected to such humiliation?«

»It is the purest accident. I cannot allow that there is any humiliation.«

»Ah, you look on these things from another stand-point.«

»I fail to see that anyone is to blame. I can hardly see how the lady could have acted otherwise, though Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.281

The Adventure of the Noble Bachelor Doyle-Holmes, 339

her abrupt method of doing it was undoubtedly to be regretted. Having no mother, she had no one to advise her at such a crisis.«

»It was a slight, sir, a public slight,« said Lord St. 

Simon, tapping his fingers upon the table. 

»You must make allowance for this poor girl, placed in so unprecedented a position.«

»I will make no allowance. I am very angry indeed, and I have been shamefully used.«

»I think that I heard a ring,« said Holmes. »Yes, there are steps on the landing. If I cannot persuade you to take a lenient view of the matter, Lord St. 

Simon, I have brought an advocate here who may be more successful.« He opened the door and ushered in a lady and gentleman. »Lord St. Simon,« said he, 

»allow me to introduce you to Mr. and Mrs. Francis Hay Moulton. The lady, I think, you have already met.«

At the sight of these newcomers our client had sprung from his seat and stood very erect, with his eyes cast down and his hand thrust into the breast of his frock-coat, a picture of offended dignity. The lady had taken a quick step forward and had held out her hand to him, but he still refused to raise his eyes. It was as well for his resolution, perhaps, for her pleading face was one which it was hard to resist. 
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you have every cause to be.«

»Pray make no apology to me,« said Lord St. 

Simon bitterly. 

»Oh, yes, I know that I have treated you real bad and that I should have spoken to you before I went; but I was kind of rattled, and from the time when I saw Frank here again I just didn't know what I was doing or saying. I only wonder I didn't fall down and do a faint right there before the altar.«

»Perhaps, Mrs. Moulton, you would like my friend and me to leave the room while you explain this matter?«

»If I may give an opinion,« remarked the strange gentleman, »we've had just a little too much secrecy over this business already. For my part, I should like all Europe and America to hear the rights of it.« He was a small, wiry, sunburnt man, clean-shaven, with a sharp face and alert manner. 

»Then I'll tell our story right away,« said the lady. 

»Frank here and I met in '84, in McQuire's camp, near the Rockies, where pa was working a claim. We were engaged to each other, Frank and I; but then one day father struck a rich pocket and made a pile, while poor Frank here had a claim that petered out and came to nothing. The richer pa grew the poorer was Frank; so at last pa wouldn't hear of our engagement lasting any longer, and he took me away to 'Frisco. Frank Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.283
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wouldn't throw up his hand, though; so he followed me there, and he saw me without pa knowing anything about it. It would only have made him mad to know, so we just fixed it all up for ourselves. Frank said that he would go and make his pile, too, and never come back to claim me until he had as much as pa. So then I promised to wait for him to the end of time and pledged myself not to marry anyone else while he lived. ›Why shouldn't we be married right away, then,‹ said he, ›and then I will feel sure of you; and I won't claim to be your husband until I come back?‹ Well, we talked it over, and he had fixed it all up so nicely, with a clergyman all ready in waiting, that we just did it right there; and then Frank went off to seek his fortune, and I went back to pa. 

The next I heard of Frank was that he was in Montana, and then he went prospecting in Arizona, and then I heard of him from New Mexico. After that came a long newspaper story about how a miners' 

camp had been attacked by Apache Indians, and there was my Frank's name among the killed. I fainted dead away, and I was very sick for months after. Pa thought I had a decline and took me to half the doctors in

'Frisco. Not a word of news came for a year and more, so that I never doubted that Frank was really dead. 

Then Lord St. Simon came to 'Frisco, and we came to London, and a marriage was arranged, and pa was Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.284
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very pleased, but I felt all the time that no man on this earth would ever take the place in my heart that had been given to my poor Frank. 

Still, if I had married Lord St. Simon, of course I'd have done my duty by him. We can't command our love, but we can our actions. I went to the altar with him with the intention to make him just as good a wife as it was in me to be. But you may imagine what I felt when, just as I came to the altar rails, I glanced back and saw Frank standing and looking at me out of the first pew. I thought it was his ghost at first; but when I looked again there he was still, with a kind of question in his eyes, as if to ask me whether I were glad or sorry to see him. I wonder I didn't drop. I know that everything was turning round, and the words of the clergyman were just like the buzz of a bee in my ear. I didn't know what to do. Should I stop the service and make a scene in the church? I glanced at him again, and he seemed to know what I was thinking, for he raised his finger to his lips to tell me to be still. Then I saw him scribble on a piece of paper, and I knew that he was writing me a note. As I passed his pew on the way out I dropped my bouquet over to him, and he slipped the note into my hand when he returned me the flowers. It was only a line asking me to join him when he made the sign to me to do so. Of course I never doubted for a moment that my first duty Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.285
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was now to him, and I determined to do just whatever he might direct. 

When I got back I told my maid, who had known him in California, and had always been his friend. I ordered her to say nothing, but to get a few things packed and my ulster ready. I know I ought to have spoken to Lord St. Simon, but it was dreadful hard before his mother and all those great people. I just made up my mind to run away and explain afterwards. 

I hadn't been at the table ten minutes before I saw Frank out of the window at the other side of the road. 

He beckoned to me and then began walking into the Park. I slipped out, put on my things, and followed him. Some woman came talking something or other about Lord St. Simon to me – seemed to me from the little I heard as if he had a little secret of his own before marriage also – but I managed to get away from her and soon overtook Frank. We got into a cab together, and away we drove to some lodgings he had taken in Gordon Square, and that was my true wedding after all those years of waiting. Frank had been a prisoner among the Apaches, had escaped, came on to

'Frisco, found that I had given him up for dead and had gone to England, followed me there, and had come upon me at last on the very morning of my second wedding.«
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gave the name and the church but not where the lady lived.«

»Then we had a talk as to what we should do, and Frank was all for openness, but I was so ashamed of it all that I felt as if I should like to vanish away and never see any of them again – just sending a line to pa, perhaps, to show him that I was alive. It was awful to me to think of all those lords and ladies sitting round that breakfast-table and waiting for me to come back. So Frank took my wedding-clothes and things and made a bundle of them, so that I should not be traced, and dropped them away somewhere where no one could find them. It is likely that we should have gone on to Paris to-morrow, only that this good gentleman, Mr. Holmes, came round to us this evening, though how he found us is more than I can think, and he showed us very clearly and kindly that I was wrong and that Frank was right, and that we should be putting ourselves in the wrong if we were so secret. Then he offered to give us a chance of talking to Lord St. Simon alone, and so we came right away round to his rooms at once. Now, Robert, you have heard it all, and I am very sorry if I have given you pain, and I hope that you do not think very meanly of me.«

Lord St. Simon had by no means relaxed his rigid attitude, but had listened with a frowning brow and a Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.287
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compressed lip to this long narrative. 

»Excuse me,« he said, »but it is not my custom to discuss my most intimate personal affairs in this public manner.«

»Then you won't forgive me? You won't shake hands before I go?«

»Oh, certainly, if it would give you any pleasure.«

He put out his hand and coldly grasped that which she extended to him. 

»I had hoped,« suggested Holmes, »that you would have joined us in a friendly supper.«

»I think that there you ask a little too much,« responded his Lordship. »I may be forced to acquiesce in these recent developments, but I can hardly be expected to make merry over them. I think that with your permission I will now wish you all a very good-night.« He included us all in a sweeping bow and stalked out of the room. 

»Then I trust that you at least will honour me with your company,« said Sherlock Holmes. »It is always a joy to meet an American, Mr. Moulton, for I am one of those who believe that the folly of a monarch and the blundering of a minister in far-gone years will not prevent our children from being some day citizens of the same world-wide country under a flag which shall be a quartering of the Union Jack with the Stars and Stripes.«
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»The case has been an interesting one,« remarked Holmes when our visitors had left us, »because it serves to show very clearly how simple the explanation may be of an affair which at first sight seems to be almost inexplicable. Nothing could be more natural than the sequence of events as narrated by this lady, and nothing stranger than the result when viewed, for instance, by Mr. Lestrade, of Scotland Yard.«

»You were not yourself at fault at all, then?«

»From the first, two facts were very obvious to me, the one that the lady had been quite willing to undergo the wedding ceremony, the other that she had repented of it within a few minutes of returning home. 

Obviously something had occurred during the morning, then, to cause her to change her mind. What could that something be? She could not have spoken to anyone when she was out, for she had been in the company of the bridegroom. Had she seen someone, then? If she had, it must be someone from America because she had spent so short a time in this country that she could hardly have allowed anyone to acquire so deep an influence over her that the mere sight of him would induce her to change her plans so completely. You see we have already arrived, by a process of exclusion, at the idea that she might have seen an American. Then who could this American be, and Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.289
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why should he possess so much influence over her? It might be a lover; it might be a husband. Her young womanhood had, I knew, been spent in rough scenes and under strange conditions. So far I had got before I ever heard Lord St. Simon's narrative. When he told us of a man in a pew, of the change in the bride's manner, of so transparent a device for obtaining a note as the dropping of a bouquet, of her resort to her confidential maid, and of her very significant allusion to claim-jumping – which in miners' parlance means taking possession of that which another person has a prior claim to – the whole situation became absolutely clear. She had gone off with a man, and the man was either a lover or was a previous husband – the chances being in favour of the latter.«

»And how in the world did you find them?«

»It might have been difficult, but friend Lestrade held information in his hands the value of which he did not himself know. The initials were, of course, of the highest importance, but more valuable still was it to know that within a week he had settled his bill at one of the most select London hotels.«

»How did you deduce the select?«

»By the select prices. Eight shillings for a bed and eightpence for a glass of sherry pointed to one of the most expensive hotels. There are not many in London which charge at that rate. In the second one which I Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.290
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visited in Northumberland Avenue, I learned by an inspection of the book that Francis H. Moulton, an American gentleman, had left only the day before, and on looking over the entries against him, I came upon the very items which I had seen in the duplicate bill. 

His letters were to be forwarded to 226 Gordon Square; so thither I travelled, and being fortunate enough to find the loving couple at home, I ventured to give them some paternal advice and to point out to them that it would be better in every way that they should make their position a little clearer both to the general public and to Lord St. Simon in particular. I invited them to meet him here, and, as you see, I made him keep the appointment.«

»But with no very good result,« I remarked. »His conduct was certainly not very gracious.«

»Ah, Watson,« said Holmes, smiling, »perhaps you would not be very gracious either, if, after all the trouble of wooing and wedding, you found yourself deprived in an instant of wife and of fortune. I think that we may judge Lord St. Simon very mercifully and thank our stars that we are never likely to find ourselves in the same position. Draw your chair up and hand me my violin, for the only problem we have still to solve is how to while away these bleak autumnal evenings.«
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The Adventure of the Beryl Coronet

»Holmes,« said I as I stood one morning in our bow-window looking down the street, »here is a madman coming along. It seems rather sad that his relatives should allow him to come out alone.«

My friend rose lazily from his armchair and stood with his hands in the pockets of his dressing-gown, looking over my shoulder. It was a bright, crisp February morning, and the snow of the day before still lay deep upon the ground, shimmering brightly in the wintry sun. Down the centre of Baker Street it had been ploughed into a brown crumbly band by the traffic, but at either side and on the heaped-up edges of the foot-paths it still lay as white as when it fell. The gray pavement had been cleaned and scraped, but was still dangerously slippery, so that there were fewer passengers than usual. Indeed, from the direction of the Metropolitan Station no one was coming save the single gentleman whose eccentric conduct had drawn my attention. 

He was a man of about fifty, tall, portly, and imposing, with a massive, strongly marked face and a commanding figure. He was dressed in a sombre yet rich style, in black frock-coat, shining hat, neat brown gaiters, and well-cut pearl-gray trousers. Yet his actions Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.292
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were in absurd contrast to the dignity of his dress and features, for he was running hard, with occasional little springs, such as a weary man gives who is little accustomed to set any tax upon his legs. As he ran he jerked his hands up and down, waggled his head, and writhed his face into the most extraordinary contortions. 

»What on earth can be the matter with him?« I asked. »He is looking up at the numbers of the houses.«

»I believe that he is coming here,« said Holmes, rubbing his hands. 

»Here?«

»Yes; I rather think he is coming to consult me professionally. I think that I recognize the symptoms. 

Ha! did I not tell you?« As he spoke, the man, puffing and blowing, rushed at our door and pulled at our bell until the whole house resounded with the clanging. 

A few moments later he was in our room, still puffing, still gesticulating, but with so fixed a look of grief and despair in his eyes that our smiles were turned in an instant to horror and pity. For a while he could not get his words out, but swayed his body and plucked at his hair like one who has been driven to the extreme limits of his reason. Then, suddenly springing to his feet, he beat his head against the wall with such force that we both rushed upon him and Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.293
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tore him away to the centre of the room. Sherlock Holmes pushed him down into the easy-chair and, sitting beside him, patted his hand and chatted with him in the easy, soothing tones which he knew so well how to employ. 

»You have come to me to tell your story, have you not?« said he. »You are fatigued with your haste. Pray wait until you have recovered yourself, and then I shall be most happy to look into any little problem which you may submit to me.«

The man sat for a minute or more with a heaving chest, fighting against his emotion. Then he passed his handkerchief over his brow, set his lips tight, and turned his face towards us. 

»No doubt you think me mad?« said he. 

»I see that you have had some great trouble,« responded Holmes. 

»God knows I have! – a trouble which is enough to unseat my reason, so sudden and so terrible is it. Public disgrace I might have faced, although I am a man whose character has never yet borne a stain. Private affliction also is the lot of every man; but the two coming together, and in so frightful a form, have been enough to shake my very soul. Besides, it is not I alone. The very noblest in the land may suffer unless some way be found out of this horrible affair.«

»Pray compose yourself, sir,« said Holmes, »and Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.294
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let me have a clear account of who you are and what it is that has befallen you.«

»My name,« answered our visitor, »is probably familiar to your ears. I am Alexander Holder, of the banking

firm

of

Holder

;& 

Stevenson, 

of

Threadneedle Street.«

The name was indeed well known to us as belonging to the senior partner in the second largest private banking concern in the City of London. What could have happened, then, to bring one of the foremost citizens of London to this most pitiable pass? We waited, all curiosity, until with another effort he braced himself to tell his story. 

»I feel that time is of value,« said he; »that is why I hastened here when the police inspector suggested that I should secure your coöperation. I came to Baker Street by the Underground and hurried from there on foot, for the cabs go slowly through this snow. That is why I was so out of breath, for I am a man who takes very little exercise. I feel better now, and I will put the facts before you as shortly and yet as clearly as I can. 

It is, of course, well known to you that in a successful banking business as much depends upon our being able to find remunerative investments for our funds as upon our increasing our connection and the number of our depositors. One of our most lucrative means of laying out money is in the shape of loans, Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.295
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where the security is unimpeachable. We have done a good deal in this direction during the last few years, and there are many noble families to whom we have advanced large sums upon the security of their pictures, libraries, or plate. 

Yesterday morning I was seated in my office at the bank when a card was brought in to me by one of the clerks. I started when I saw the name, for it was that of none other than – well, perhaps even to you I had better say no more than that it was a name which is a household word all over the earth – one of the highest, noblest, most exalted names in England. I was overwhelmed by the honour and attempted, when he entered, to say so, but he plunged at once into business with the air of a man who wishes to hurry quickly through a disagreeable task. 

›Mr. Holder,‹ said he, ›I have been informed that you are in the habit of advancing money.‹

›The firm do so when the security is good,‹ I answered. 

›It is absolutely essential to me,‹ said he, ›that I should have £50,000 at once. I could, of course, borrow so trifling a sum ten times over from my friends, but I much prefer to make it a matter of business and to carry out that business myself. In my position you can readily understand that it is unwise to place one's self under obligations.‹
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›For how long, may I ask, do you want this sum?‹ I asked. 

›Next Monday I have a large sum due to me, and I shall then most certainly repay what you advance, with whatever interest you think it right to charge. But it is very essential to me that the money should be paid at once.‹

›I should be happy to advance it without further parley from my own private purse,‹ said I, ›were it not that the strain would be rather more than it could bear. If, on the other hand, I am to do it in the name of the firm, then in justice to my partner I must insist that, even in your case, every businesslike precaution should be taken.‹

›I should much prefer to have it so,‹ said he, raising up a square, black morocco case which he had laid beside his chair. ›You have doubtless heard of the Beryl Coronet?‹

›One of the most precious public possessions of the empire,‹ said I. 

›Precisely.‹ He opened the case, and there, imbed-ded in soft, flesh-coloured velvet, lay the magnificent piece of jewellery which he had named. ›There are thirty-nine enormous beryls,‹ said he, ›and the price of the gold chasing is incalculable. The lowest estimate would put the worth of the coronet at double the sum which I have asked. I am prepared to leave it with you Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.297
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as my security.‹

I took the precious case into my hands and looked in some perplexity from it to my illustrious client. 

›You doubt its value?‹ he asked. 

›Not at all. I only doubt ––‹

›The propriety of my leaving it. You may set your mind at rest about that. I should not dream of doing so were it not absolutely certain that I should be able in four days to reclaim it. It is a pure matter of form. 

Is the security sufficient?‹

›Ample.‹

›You understand, Mr. Holder, that I am giving you a strong proof of the confidence which I have in you, founded upon all that I have heard of you. I rely upon you not only to be discreet and to refrain from all gossip upon the matter but, above all, to preserve this coronet with every possible precaution because I need not say that a great public scandal would be caused if any harm were to befall it. Any injury to it would be almost as serious as its complete loss, for there are no beryls in the world to match these, and it would be impossible to replace them. I leave it with you, however, with every confidence, and I shall call for it in person on Monday morning.‹

Seeing that my client was anxious to leave, I said no more; but, calling for my cashier, I ordered him to pay over fifty £1000 notes. When I was alone once Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.298
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more, however, with the precious case lying upon the table in front of me, I could not but think with some misgivings of the immense responsibility which it entailed upon me. There could be no doubt that, as it was a national possession, a horrible scandal would ensue if any misfortune should occur to it. I already regretted having ever consented to take charge of it. 

However, it was too late to alter the matter now, so I locked it up in my private safe and turned once more to my work. 

When evening came I felt that it would be an imprudence to leave so precious a thing in the office behind me. Bankers' safes had been forced before now, and why should not mine be? If so, how terrible would be the position in which I should find myself! I determined therefore, that for the next few days I would always carry the case backward and forward with me, so that it might never be really out of my reach. With this intention, I called a cab and drove out to my house at Streatham, carrying the jewel with me. I did not breathe freely until I had taken it upstairs and locked it in the bureau of my dressing-room. 

And now a word as to my household, Mr. Holmes, for I wish you to thoroughly understand the situation. 

My groom and my page sleep out of the house, and may be set aside altogether. I have three maidservants Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.299
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who have been with me a number of years and whose absolute reliability is quite above suspicion. Another, Lucy Parr, the second waiting-maid, has only been in my service a few months. She came with an excellent character, however, and has always given me satisfaction. She is a very pretty girl and has attracted admirers who have occasionally hung about the place. That is the only drawback which we have found to her, but we believe her to be a thoroughly good girl in every way. 

So much for the servants. My family itself is so small that it will not take me long to describe it. I am a widower and have an only son, Arthur. He has been a disappointment to me, Mr. Holmes – a grievous disappointment. I have no doubt that I am myself to blame. People tell me that I have spoiled him. Very likely I have. When my dear wife died I felt that he was all I had to love. I could not bear to see the smile fade even for a moment from his face. I have never denied him a wish. Perhaps it would have been better for both of us had I been sterner, but I meant it for the best. 

It was naturally my intention that he should succeed me in my business, but he was not of a business turn. He was wild, wayward, and, to speak the truth, I could not trust him in the handling of large sums of money. When he was young he became a Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.300
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member of an aristocratic club, and there, having charming manners, he was soon the intimate of a number of men with long purses and expensive habits. He learned to play heavily at cards and to squander money on the turf, until he had again and again to come to me and implore me to give him an advance upon his allowance, that he might settle his debts of honour. He tried more than once to break away from the dangerous company which he was keeping, but each time the influence of his friend, Sir George Burnwell, was enough to draw him back again. 

And, indeed, I could not wonder that such a man as Sir George Burnwell should gain an influence over him, for he has frequently brought him to my house, and I have found myself that I could hardly resist the fascination of his manner. He is older than Arthur, a man of the world to his finger-tips, one who had been everywhere, seen everything, a brilliant talker, and a man of great personal beauty. Yet when I think of him in cold blood, far away from the glamour of his presence, I am convinced from his cynical speech and the look which I have caught in his eyes that he is one who should be deeply distrusted. So I think, and so, too, thinks my little Mary, who has a woman's quick insight into character. 

And now there is only she to be described. She is my niece; but when my brother died five years ago Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.301
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and left her alone in the world I adopted her, and have looked upon her ever since as my daughter. She is a sunbeam in my house – sweet, loving, beautiful, a wonderful manager and housekeeper, yet as tender and quiet and gentle as a woman could be. She is my right hand. I do not know what I could do without her. In only one matter has she ever gone against my wishes. Twice my boy has asked her to marry him, for he loves her devotedly, but each time she has refused him. I think that if anyone could have drawn him into the right path it would have been she, and that his marriage might have changed his whole life; but now, alas! it is too late – forever too late! 

Now, Mr. Holmes, you know the people who live under my roof, and I shall continue with my miserable story. 

When we were taking coffee in the drawing-room that night after dinner, I told Arthur and Mary my experience, and of the precious treasure which we had under our roof, suppressing only the name of my client. Lucy Parr, who had brought in the coffee, had, I am sure, left the room; but I cannot swear that the door was closed. Mary and Arthur were much interested and wished to see the famous coronet, but I thought it better not to disturb it. 

›Where have you put it?‹ asked Arthur. 

›In my own bureau.‹
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›Well, I hope to goodness the house won't be burgled during the night,‹ said he. 

›It is locked up,‹ I answered. 

›Oh, any old key will fit that bureau. When I was a youngster I have opened it myself with the key of the box-room cupboard.‹

He often had a wild way of talking, so that I thought little of what he said. He followed me to my room, however, that night with a very grave face. 

›Look here, dad,‹ said he with his eyes cast down, 

›can you let me have £200?‹

›No, I cannot!‹ I answered sharply. ›I have been far too generous with you in money matters.‹

›You have been very kind,‹ said he, ›but I must have this money, or else I can never show my face inside the club again.‹

›And a very good thing, too!‹ I cried. 

›Yes, but you would not have me leave it a dishonoured man,‹ said he. ›I could not bear the disgrace. I must raise the money in some way, and if you will not let me have it, then I must try other means.‹

I was very angry, for this was the third demand during the month. ›You shall not have a farthing from me,‹ I cried, on which he bowed and left the room without another word. 

When he was gone I unlocked my bureau, made sure that my treasure was safe, and locked it again. 
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Then I started to go round the house to see that all was secure – a duty which I usually leave to Mary but which I thought it well to perform myself that night. 

As I came down the stairs I saw Mary herself at the side window of the hall, which she closed and fastened as I approached. 

›Tell me, dad,‹ said she, looking, I thought, a little disturbed ›did you give Lucy, the maid, leave to go out to-night?‹

›Certainly not.‹

›She came in just now by the back door. I have no doubt that she has only been to the side gate to see someone, but I think that it is hardly safe and should be stopped.‹

›You must speak to her in the morning, or I will if you prefer it. Are you sure that everything is fastened?‹

›Quite sure, dad.‹

›Then, good-night.‹ I kissed her and went up to my bedroom again, where I was soon asleep. 

I am endeavouring to tell you everything, Mr. Holmes, which may have any bearing upon the case, but I beg that you will question me upon any point which I do not make clear.«

»On the contrary, your statement is singularly lucid.«

»I come to a part of my story now in which I Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.304
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should wish to be particularly so. I am not a very heavy sleeper, and the anxiety in my mind tended, no doubt, to make me even less so than usual. About two in the morning, then, I was awakened by some sound in the house. It had ceased ere I was wide awake, but it had left an impression behind it as though a window had gently closed somewhere. I lay listening with all my ears. Suddenly, to my horror, there was a distinct sound of footsteps moving softly in the next room. I slipped out of bed, all palpitating with fear, and peeped round the corner of my dressing-room door. 

›Arthur!‹ I screamed, ›you villain! you thief! How dare you touch that coronet?‹

The gas was half up, as I had left it, and my unhappy boy, dressed only in his shirt and trousers, was standing beside the light, holding the coronet in his hands. He appeared to be wrenching at it, or bending it with all his strength. At my cry he dropped it from his grasp and turned as pale as death. I snatched it up and examined it. One of the gold corners, with three of the beryls in it, was missing. 

›You blackguard!‹ I shouted, beside myself with rage. ›You have destroyed it! You have dishonoured me forever! Where are the jewels which you have stolen?‹

›Stolen!‹ he cried. 

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.305

The Adventure of the Beryl Coronet Doyle-Holmes, 350

›Yes, you thief!‹ I roared, shaking him by the shoulder. 

›There are none missing. There cannot be any missing,‹ said he. 

›There are three missing. And you know where they are. Must I call you a liar as well as a thief? Did I not see you trying to tear off another piece?‹

›You have called me names enough,‹ said he; ›I will not stand it any longer. I shall not say another word about this business, since you have chosen to insult me. I will leave your house in the morning and make my own way in the world.‹

›You shall leave it in the hands of the police!‹ I cried, half-mad with grief and rage. ›I shall have this matter probed to the bottom.‹

›You shall learn nothing from me,‹ said he with a passion such as I should not have thought was in his nature. ›If you choose to call the police, let the police find what they can.‹

By this time the whole house was astir, for I had raised my voice in my anger. Mary was the first to rush into my room, and, at the sight of the coronet and of Arthur's face, she read the whole story and, with a scream, fell down senseless on the ground. I sent the house-maid for the police and put the investigation into their hands at once. When the inspector and a constable entered the house, Arthur, who had stood Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.306
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sullenly with his arms folded, asked me whether it was my intention to charge him with theft. I answered that it had ceased to be a private matter, but had become a public one, since the ruined coronet was national property. I was determined that the law should have its way in everything. 

›At least,‹ said he, ›you will not have me arrested at once. It would be to your advantage as well as mine if I might leave the house for five minutes.‹

›That you may get away, or perhaps that you may conceal what you have stolen,‹ said I. And then, realizing the dreadful position in which I was placed, I implored him to remember that not only my honour but that of one who was far greater than I was at stake; and that he threatened to raise a scandal which would convulse the nation. He might avert it all if he would but tell me what he had done with the three missing stones. 

›You may as well face the matter,‹ said I; ›you have been caught in the act, and no confession could make your guilt more heinous. If you but make such reparation as is in your power, by telling us where the beryls are, all shall be forgiven and forgotten.‹

›Keep your forgiveness for those who ask for it,‹ he answered, turning away from me with a sneer. I saw that he was too hardened for any words of mine to influence him. There was but one way for it. I called in Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.307
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the inspector and gave him into custody. A search was made at once not only of his person but of his room and of every portion of the house where he could possibly have concealed the gems; but no trace of them could be found, nor would the wretched boy open his mouth for all our persuasions and our threats. This morning he was removed to a cell, and I, after going through all the police formalities, have hurried round to you to implore you to use your skill in unravelling the matter. The police have openly confessed that they can at present make nothing of it. You may go to any expense which you think necessary. I have already offered a reward of £1000. My God, what shall I do! I have lost my honour, my gems, and my son in one night. Oh, what shall I do!«

He put a hand on either side of his head and rocked himself to and fro, droning to himself like a child whose grief has got beyond words. 

Sherlock Holmes sat silent for some few minutes, with his brows knitted and his eyes fixed upon the fire. 

»Do you receive much company?« he asked. 

»None save my partner with his family and an occasional friend of Arthur's. Sir George Burnwell has been several times lately. No one else, I think.«

»Do you go out much in society?«

»Arthur does. Mary and I stay at home. We neither Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.308
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of us care for it.«

»That is unusual in a young girl.«

»She is of a quiet nature. Besides, she is not so very young. She is four-and-twenty.«

»This matter, from what you say, seems to have been a shock to her also.«

»Terrible! She is even more affected than I.«

»You have neither of you any doubt as to your son's guilt?«

»How can we have when I saw him with my own eyes with the coronet in his hands.«

»I hardly consider that a conclusive proof. Was the remainder of the coronet at all injured?«

»Yes, it was twisted.«

»Do you not think, then, that he might have been trying to straighten it?«

»God bless you! You are doing what you can for him and for me. But it is too heavy a task. What was he doing there at all? If his purpose were innocent, why did he not say so?«

»Precisely. And if it were guilty, why did he not invent a lie? His silence appears to me to cut both ways. 

There are several singular points about the case. What did the police think of the noise which awoke you from your sleep?«

»They considered that it might be caused by Arthur's closing his bedroom door.«
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»A likely story! As if a man bent on felony would slam his door so as to wake a household. What did they say, then, of the disappearance of these gems?«

»They are still sounding the planking and probing the furniture in the hope of finding them.«

»Have they thought of looking outside the house?«

»Yes, they have shown extraordinary energy. The whole garden has already been minutely examined.«

»Now, my dear sir,« said Holmes, »is it not obvious to you now that this matter really strikes very much deeper than either you or the police were at first inclined to think? It appeared to you to be a simple case; to me it seems exceedingly complex. Consider what is involved by your theory. You suppose that your son came down from his bed, went, at great risk, to your dressing-room, opened your bureau, took out your coronet, broke off by main force a small portion of it, went off to some other place, concealed three gems out of the thirty-nine, with such skill that nobody can find them, and then returned with the other thirty-six into the room in which he exposed himself to the greatest danger of being discovered. I ask you now, is such a theory tenable?«

»But what other is there?« cried the banker with a gesture of despair. »If his motives were innocent, why does he not explain them?«

»It is our task to find that out,« replied Holmes; Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.310
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»so now, if you please, Mr. Holder, we will set off for Streatham together, and devote an hour to glancing a little more closely into details.«

My friend insisted upon my accompanying them in their expedition, which I was eager enough to do, for my curiosity and sympathy were deeply stirred by the story to which we had listened. I confess that the guilt of the banker's son appeared to me to be as obvious as it did to his unhappy father, but still I had such faith in Holmes's judgment that I felt that there must be some grounds for hope as long as he was dissatisfied with the accepted explanation. He hardly spoke a word the whole way out to the southern suburb, but sat with his chin upon his breast and his hat drawn over his eyes, sunk in the deepest thought. Our client appeared to have taken fresh heart at the little glimpse of hope which had been presented to him, and he even broke into a desultory chat with me over his business affairs. A short railway journey and a shorter walk brought us to Fairbank, the modest residence of the great financier. 

Fairbank was a good-sized square house of white stone, standing back a little from the road. A double carriage-sweep, with a snow-clad lawn, stretched down in front to two large iron gates which closed the entrance. On the right side was a small wooden thik-ket, which led into a narrow path between two neat Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.311
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hedges stretching from the road to the kitchen door, and forming the tradesmen's entrance. On the left ran a lane which led to the stables, and was not itself within the grounds at all, being a public, though little used, thoroughfare. Holmes left us standing at the door and walked slowly all round the house, across the front, down the tradesmen's path, and so round by the garden behind into the stable lane. So long was he that Mr. Holder and I went into the dining-room and waited by the fire until he should return. We were sitting there in silence when the door opened and a young lady came in. She was rather above the middle height, slim, with dark hair and eyes, which seemed the darker against the absolute pallor of her skin. I do not think that I have ever seen such deadly paleness in a woman's face. Her lips, too, were bloodless, but her eyes were flushed with crying. As she swept silently into the room she impressed me with a greater sense of grief than the banker had done in the morning, and it was the more striking in her as she was evidently a woman of strong character, with immense capacity for self-restraint. Disregarding my presence, she went straight to her uncle and passed her hand over his head with a sweet womanly caress. 

»You have given orders that Arthur should be liberated, have you not, dad?« she asked. 

»No, no, my girl, the matter must be probed to the Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.312
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bottom.«

»But I am so sure that he is innocent. You know what woman's instincts are. I know that he has done no harm and that you will be sorry for having acted so harshly.«

»Why is he silent, then, if he is innocent?«

»Who knows? Perhaps because he was so angry that you should suspect him.«

»How could I help suspecting him, when I actually saw him with the coronet in his hand?«

»Oh, but he had only picked it up to look at it. Oh, do, do take my word for it that he is innocent. Let the matter drop and say no more. It is so dreadful to think of our dear Arthur in prison!«

»I shall never let it drop until the gems are found –

never, Mary! Your affection for Arthur blinds you as to the awful consequences to me. Far from hushing the thing up, I have brought a gentleman down from London to inquire more deeply into it.«

»This gentleman?« she asked, facing round to me. 

»No, his friend. He wished us to leave him alone. 

He is round in the stable lane now.«

»The stable lane?« She raised her dark eyebrows. 

»What can he hope to find there? Ah! this, I suppose, is he. I trust, sir, that you will succeed in proving, what I feel sure is the truth, that my cousin Arthur is innocent of this crime.«
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»I fully share your opinion, and I trust, with you, that we may prove it,« returned Holmes, going back to the mat to knock the snow from his shoes. »I believe I have the honour of addressing Miss Mary Holder. Might I ask you a question or two?«

»Pray do, sir, if it may help to clear this horrible affair up.«

»You heard nothing yourself last night?«

»Nothing, until my uncle here began to speak loudly. I heard that, and I came down.«

»You shut up the windows and doors the night before. Did you fasten all the windows?«

»Yes.«

»Were they all fastened this morning?«

»Yes.«

»You have a maid who has a sweetheart? I think that you remarked to your uncle last night that she had been out to see him?«

»Yes, and she was the girl who waited in the drawing-room, and who may have heard uncle's remarks about the coronet.«

»I see. You infer that she may have gone out to tell her sweetheart, and that the two may have planned the robbery.«

»But what is the good of all these vague theories,«

cried the banker impatiently, »when I have told you that I saw Arthur with the coronet in his hands?«
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»Wait a little, Mr. Holder. We must come back to that. About this girl, Miss Holder. You saw her return by the kitchen door, I presume?«

»Yes; when I went to see if the door was fastened for the night I met her slipping in. I saw the man, too, in the gloom.«

»Do you know him?«

»Oh, yes! he is the green-grocer who brings our vegetables round. His name is Francis Prosper.«

»He stood,« said Holmes, »to the left of the door –

that is to say, farther up the path than is necessary to reach the door?«

»Yes, he did.«

»And he is a man with a wooden leg?«

Something like fear sprang up in the young lady's expressive black eyes. »Why, you are like a magician,« said she. »How do you know that?« She smiled, but there was no answering smile in Holmes's thin, eager face. 

»I should be very glad now to go upstairs,« said he. 

»I shall probably wish to go over the outside of the house again. Perhaps I had better take a look at the lower windows before I go up.«

He walked swiftly round from one to the other, pausing only at the large one which looked from the hall onto the stable lane. This he opened and made a very careful examination of the sill with his powerful Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.315
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magnifying lens. »Now we shall go upstairs,« said he at last. 

The banker's dressing-room was a plainly furnished little chamber, with a gray carpet, a large bureau, and a long mirror. Holmes went to the bureau first and looked hard at the lock. 

»Which key was used to open it?« he asked. 

»That which my son himself indicated – that of the cupboard of the lumber-room.«

»Have you it here?«

»That is it on the dressing-table.«

Sherlock Holmes took it up and opened the bureau. 

»It is a noiseless lock,« said he. »It is no wonder that it did not wake you. This case, I presume, contains the coronet. We must have a look at it.« He opened the case, and taking out the diadem he laid it upon the table. It was a magnificent specimen of the jeweller's art, and the thirty-six stones were the finest that I have ever seen. At one side of the coronet was a cracked edge, where a corner holding three gems had been torn away. 

»Now, Mr. Holder,« said Holmes, »here is the corner which corresponds to that which has been so unfortunately lost. Might I beg that you will break it off.«

The banker recoiled in horror. »I should not dream of trying,« said he. 
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»Then I will.« Holmes suddenly bent his strength upon it, but without result. »I feel it give a little,« said he; »but, though I am exceptionally strong in the fingers, it would take me all my time to break it. An ordinary man could not do it. Now, what do you think would happen if I did break it, Mr. Holder? There would be a noise like a pistol shot. Do you tell me that all this happened within a few yards of your bed and that you heard nothing of it?«

»I do not know what to think. It is all dark to me.«

»But perhaps it may grow lighter as we go. What do you think, Miss Holder?«

»I confess that I still share my uncle's perplexity.«

»Your son had no shoes or slippers on when you saw him?«

»He had nothing on save only his trousers and shirt.«

»Thank you. We have certainly been favoured with extraordinary luck during this inquiry, and it will be entirely our own fault if we do not succeed in clearing the matter up. With your permission, Mr. Holder, I shall now continue my investigations outside.«

He went alone, at his own request, for he explained that any unnecessary footmarks might make his task more difficult. For an hour or more he was at work, returning at last with his feet heavy with snow and his features as inscrutable as ever. 
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»I think that I have seen now all that there is to see, Mr. Holder,« said he; »I can serve you best by returning to my rooms.«

»But the gems, Mr. Holmes. Where are they?«

»I cannot tell.«

The banker wrung his hands. »I shall never see them again!« he cried. »And my son? You give me hopes?«

»My opinion is in no way altered.«

»Then, for God's sake, what was this dark business which was acted in my house last night?«

»If you can call upon me at my Baker Street rooms to-morrow morning between nine and ten I shall be happy to do what I can to make it clearer. I understand that you give me carte blanche to act for you, provided only that I get back the gems, and that you place no limit on the sum I may draw.«

»I would give my fortune to have them back.«

»Very good. I shall look into the matter between this and then. Good-bye; it is just possible that I may have to come over here again before evening.«

It was obvious to me that my companion's mind was now made up about the case, although what his conclusions were was more than I could even dimly imagine. Several times during our homeward journey I endeavoured to sound him upon the point, but he always glided away to some other topic, until at last I Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.318

The Adventure of the Beryl Coronet Doyle-Holmes, 356

gave it over in despair. It was not yet three when we found ourselves in our room once more. He hurried to his chamber, and was down again in a few minutes dressed as a common loafer. With his collar turned up, his shiny, seedy coat, his red cravat, and his worn boots, he was a perfect sample of the class. 

»I think that this should do,« said he, glancing into the glass above the fireplace. »I only wish that you could come with me, Watson, but I fear that it won't do. I may be on the trail in this matter, or I may be following a will-o'-the-wisp, but I shall soon know which it is. I hope that I may be back in a few hours.«

He cut a slice of beef from the joint upon the sideboard, sandwiched it between two rounds of bread, and thrusting this rude meal into his pocket he started off upon his expedition. 

I had just finished my tea when he returned, evidently in excellent spirits, swinging an old elastic-sided boot in his hand. He chucked it down into a corner and helped himself to a cup of tea. 

»I only looked in as I passed,« said he. »I am going right on.«


»Where to?«

»Oh, to the other side of the West End. It may be some time before I get back. Don't wait up for me in case I should be late.«

»How are you getting on?«
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»Oh, so so. Nothing to complain of. I have been out to Streatham since I saw you last, but I did not call at the house. It is a very sweet little problem, and I would not have missed it for a good deal. However, I must not sit gossiping here, but must get these disreputable clothes off and return to my highly respectable self.«

I could see by his manner that he had stronger reasons for satisfaction than his words alone would imply. His eyes twinkled, and there was even a touch of colour upon his sallow cheeks. He hastened upstairs, and a few minutes later I heard the slam of the hall door, which told me that he was off once more upon his congenial hunt. 

I waited until midnight, but there was no sign of his return, so I retired to my room. It was no uncommon thing for him to be away for days and nights on end when he was hot upon a scent, so that his lateness caused me no surprise. I do not know at what hour he came in, but when I came down to breakfast in the morning there he was with a cup of coffee in one hand and the paper in the other, as fresh and trim as possible. 

»You will excuse my beginning without you, Watson,« said he, »but you remember that our client has rather an early appointment this morning.«

»Why, it is after nine now,« I answered. »I should Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.320

The Adventure of the Beryl Coronet Doyle-Holmes, 357

not be surprised if that were he. I thought I heard a ring.«

It was, indeed, our friend the financier. I was shok-ked by the change which had come over him, for his face which was naturally of a broad and massive mould, was now pinched and fallen in, while his hair seemed to me at least a shade whiter. He entered with a weariness and lethargy which was even more painful than his violence of the morning before, and he dropped heavily into the armchair which I pushed forward for him. 

»I do not know what I have done to be so severely tried,« said he. »Only two days ago I was a happy and prosperous man, without a care in the world. Now I am left to a lonely and dishonoured age. One sorrow comes close upon the heels of another. My niece, Mary, has deserted me.«

»Deserted you?«

»Yes. Her bed this morning had not been slept in, her room was empty, and a note for me lay upon the hall table. I had said to her last night, in sorrow and not in anger, that if she had married my boy all might have been well with him. Perhaps it was thoughtless of me to say so. It is to that remark that she refers in this note:
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My Dearest Uncle:

I feel that I have brought trouble upon you, and that if I had acted differently this terrible misfortune might never have occurred. I cannot, with this thought in my mind, ever again be happy under your roof, and I feel that I must leave you forever. Do not worry about my future, for that is provided for; and, above all, do not search for me, for it will be fruitless labour and an ill-service to me. 

In life or in death, I am ever

Your loving

MARY. 

What could she mean by that note, Mr. Holmes? 

Do you think it points to suicide?«

»No, no, nothing of the kind. It is perhaps the best possible solution. I trust, Mr. Holder, that you are nearing the end of your troubles.«

»Ha! You say so! You have heard something, Mr. 

Holmes; you have learned something! Where are the gems?«

»You would not think £1000 apiece an excessive sum for them?«

»I would pay ten.«

»That would be unnecessary. Three thousand will cover the matter. And there is a little reward, I fancy. 

Have you your check-book? Here is a pen. Better make it out for £4000.«

With a dazed face the banker made out the required check. Holmes walked over to his desk, took out a Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.322
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little triangular piece of gold with three gems in it, and threw it down upon the table. 

With a shriek of joy our client clutched it up. 

»You have it!« he gasped. »I am saved! I am saved!«

The reaction of joy was as passionate as his grief had been, and he hugged his recovered gems to his bosom. 

»There is one other thing you owe, Mr. Holder,«

said Sherlock Holmes rather sternly. 

»Owe!« He caught up a pen. »Name the sum, and I will pay it.«

»No, the debt is not to me. You owe a very humble apology to that noble lad, your son, who has carried himself in this matter as I should be proud to see my own son do, should I ever chance to have one.«

»Then it was not Arthur who took them?«

»I told you yesterday, and I repeat to-day, that it was not.«

»You are sure of it! Then let us hurry to him at once to let him know that the truth is known.«

»He knows it already. When I had cleared it all up I had an interview with him, and finding that he would not tell me the story, I told it to him, on which he had to confess that I was right and to add the very few details which were not yet quite clear to me. Your news of this morning, however, may open his lips.«
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»For heaven's sake, tell me, then, what is this extraordinary mystery!«

»I will do so, and I will show you the steps by which I reached it. And let me say to you, first, that which it is hardest for me to say and for you to hear: there has been an understanding between Sir George Burnwell and your niece Mary. They have now fled together.«

»My Mary? Impossible!«

»It is unfortunately more than possible; it is certain. Neither you nor your son knew the true character of this man when you admitted him into your family circle. He is one of the most dangerous men in England – a ruined gambler, an absolutely desperate villain, a man without heart or conscience. Your niece knew nothing of such men. When he breathed his vows to her, as he had done to a hundred before her, she flattered herself that she alone had touched his heart. The devil knows best what he said, but at least she became his tool and was in the habit of seeing him nearly every evening.«

»I cannot, and I will not, believe it!« cried the banker with an ashen face. 

»I will tell you, then, what occurred in your house last night. Your niece, when you had, as she thought, gone to your room, slipped down and talked to her lover through the window which leads into the stable Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.324
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lane. His footmarks had pressed right through the snow, so long had he stood there. She told him of the coronet. His wicked lust for gold kindled at the news, and he bent her to his will. I have no doubt that she loved you, but there are women in whom the love of a lover extinguishes all other loves, and I think that she must have been one. She had hardly listened to his instructions when she saw you coming downstairs, on which she closed the window rapidly and told you about one of the servants' escapade with her wooden-legged lover, which was all perfectly true. 

Your boy, Arthur, went to bed after his interview with you, but he slept badly on account of his uneasiness about his club debts. In the middle of the night he heard a soft tread pass his door, so he rose and, looking out, was surprised to see his cousin walking very stealthily along the passage until she disappeared into your dressing-room. Petrified with astonishment, the lad slipped on some clothes and waited there in the dark to see what would come of this strange affair. 

Presently she emerged from the room again, and in the light of the passage-lamp your son saw that she carried the precious coronet in her hands. She passed down the stairs, and he, thrilling with horror, ran along and slipped behind the curtain near your door, whence he could see what passed in the hall beneath. 

He saw her stealthily open the window, hand out the Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.325
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coronet to someone in the gloom, and then closing it once more hurry back to her room, passing quite close to where he stood hid behind the curtain. 

As long as she was on the scene he could not take any action without a horrible exposure of the woman whom he loved. But the instant that she was gone he realized how crushing a misfortune this would be for you, and how all-important it was to set it right. He rushed down, just as he was, in his bare feet, opened the window, sprang out into the snow, and ran down the lane, where he could see a dark figure in the moonlight. Sir George Burnwell tried to get away, but Arthur caught him, and there was a struggle between them, your lad tugging at one side of the coronet, and his opponent at the other. In the scuffle, your son struck Sir George and cut him over the eye. Then something suddenly snapped, and your son, finding that he had the coronet in his hands, rushed back, closed the window, ascended to your room, and had just observed that the coronet had been twisted in the struggle and was endeavouring to straighten it when you appeared upon the scene.«

»Is it possible?« gasped the banker. 

»You then roused his anger by calling him names at a moment when he felt that he had deserved your warmest thanks. He could not explain the true state of affairs without betraying one who certainly deserved Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.326
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little enough consideration at his hands. He took the more chivalrous view, however, and preserved her secret.«

»And that was why she shrieked and fainted when she saw the coronet,« cried Mr. Holder. »Oh, my God! what a blind fool I have been! And his asking to be allowed to go out for five minutes! The dear fellow wanted to see if the missing piece were at the scene of the struggle. How cruelly I have misjudged him!«

»When I arrived at the house,« continued Holmes, 

»I at once went very carefully round it to observe if there were any traces in the snow which might help me. I knew that none had fallen since the evening before, and also that there had been a strong frost to preserve impressions. I passed along the tradesmen's path, but found it all trampled down and indistinguis-hable. Just beyond it, however, at the far side of the kitchen door, a woman had stood and talked with a man, whose round impressions on one side showed that he had a wooden leg. I could even tell that they had been disturbed, for the woman had run back swiftly to the door, as was shown by the deep toe and light heel marks, while Wooden-leg had waited a little, and then had gone away. I thought at the time that this might be the maid and her sweetheart, of whom you had already spoken to me, and inquiry showed it was so. I passed round the garden without seeing any-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.327
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thing more than random tracks, which I took to be the police; but when I got into the stable lane a very long and complex story was written in the snow in front of me. 

There was a double line of tracks of a booted man, and a second double line which I saw with delight belonged to a man with naked feet. I was at once convinced from what you had told me that the latter was your son. The first had walked both ways, but the other had run swiftly, and as his tread was marked in places over the depression of the boot, it was obvious that he had passed after the other. I followed them up and found they led to the hall window, where Boots had worn all the snow away while waiting. Then I walked to the other end, which was a hundred yards or more down the lane. I saw where Boots had faced round, where the snow was cut up as though there had been a struggle, and, finally, where a few drops of blood had fallen, to show me that I was not mistaken. 

Boots had then run down the lane, and another little smudge of blood showed that it was he who had been hurt. When he came to the highroad at the other end. I found that the pavement had been cleared, so there was an end to that clue. 

On entering the house, however, I examined, as you remember, the sill and framework of the hall window with my lens, and I could at once see that someone Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.328
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had passed out. I could distinguish the outline of an instep where the wet foot had been placed in coming in. I was then beginning to be able to form an opinion as to what had occurred. A man had waited outside the window; someone had brought the gems; the deed had been overseen by your son; he had pursued the thief; had struggled with him; they had each tugged at the coronet, their united strength causing injuries which neither alone could have effected. He had returned with the prize, but had left a fragment in the grasp of his opponent. So far I was clear. The question now was, who was the man and who was it brought him the coronet? 

It is an old maxim of mine that when you have excluded the impossible, whatever remains, however improbable, must be the truth. Now, I knew that it was not you who had brought it down, so there only remained your niece and the maids. But if it were the maids, why should your son allow himself to be accused in their place? There could be no possible reason. As he loved his cousin, however, there was an excellent explanation why he should retain her secret – the more so as the secret was a disgraceful one. 

When I remembered that you had seen her at that window, and how she had fainted on seeing the coronet again, my conjecture became a certainty. 

And who could it be who was her confederate? A Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.329
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lover evidently, for who else could outweigh the love and gratitude which she must feel to you? I knew that you went out little, and that your circle of friends was a very limited one. But among them was Sir George Burnwell. I had heard of him before as being a man of evil reputation among women. It must have been he who wore those boots and retained the missing gems. 

Even though he knew that Arthur had discovered him, he might still flatter himself that he was safe, for the lad could not say a word without compromising his own family. 

Well, your own good sense will suggest what measures I took next. I went in the shape of a loafer to Sir George's house, managed to pick up an acquaintance with his valet, learned that his master had cut his head the night before, and, finally, at the expense of six shillings, made all sure by buying a pair of his cast-off shoes. With these I journeyed down to Streatham and saw that they exactly fitted the tracks.«

»I saw an ill-dressed vagabond in the lane yesterday evening,« said Mr. Holder. 

»Precisely. It was I. I found that I had my man, so I came home and changed my clothes. It was a delicate part which I had to play then, for I saw that a prosecution must be avoided to avert scandal, and I knew that so astute a villain would see that our hands were tied in the matter. I went and saw him. At first, of course, Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.330
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he denied everything. But when I gave him every particular that had occurred, he tried to bluster and took down a life-preserver from the wall. I knew my man, however, and I clapped a pistol to his head before he could strike. Then he became a little more reasonable. 

I told him that we would give him a price for the stones he held – £1000 apiece. That brought out the first signs of grief that he had shown. ›Why, dash it all!‹ said he, ›I've let them go at six hundred for the three!‹ I soon managed to get the address of the receiver who had them, on promising him that there would be no prosecution. Off I set to him, and after much chaffering I got our stones at £1000 apiece. Then I looked in upon your son, told him that all was right, and eventually got to my bed about two o'clock, after what I may call a really hard day's work.«

»A day which has saved England from a great public scandal,« said the banker, rising. »Sir, I cannot find words to thank you, but you shall not find me ungrateful for what you have done. Your skill has indeed exceeded all that I have heard of it. And now I must fly to my dear boy to apologize to him for the wrong which I have done him. As to what you tell me of poor Mary, it goes to my very heart. Not even your skill can inform me where she is now.«

»I think that we may safely say,« returned Holmes, 

»that she is wherever Sir George Burnwell is. It is Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.331
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equally certain, too, that whatever her sins are, they will soon receive a more than sufficient punishment.«
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The Adventure of the Copper Beeches

»To the man who loves art for its own sake,« remarked Sherlock Holmes, tossing aside the advertisement sheet of the  Daily Telegraph, »it is frequently in its least important and lowliest manifestations that the keenest pleasure is to be derived. It is pleasant to me to observe, Watson, that you have so far grasped this truth that in these little records of our cases which you have been good enough to draw up, and, I am bound to say, occasionally to embellish, you have given prominence not so much to the many  causes célèbres  and sensational trials in which I have figured but rather to those incidents which may have been trivial in themselves, but which have given room for those faculties of deduction and of logical synthesis which I have made my special province.«

»And yet,« said I, smiling, »I cannot quite hold myself absolved from the charge of sensationalism which has been urged against my records.«

»You have erred, perhaps,« he observed, taking up a glowing cinder with the tongs and lighting with it the long cherry-wood pipe which was wont to replace his clay when he was in a disputatious rather than a meditative mood – »you have erred perhaps in attempting to put colour and life into each of your Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.333
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statements instead of confining yourself to the task of placing upon record that severe reasoning from cause to effect which is really the only notable feature about the thing.«

»It seems to me that I have done you full justice in the matter,« I remarked with some coldness, for I was repelled by the egotism which I had more than once observed to be a strong factor in my friend's singular character. 

»No, it is not selfishness or conceit,« said he, answering, as was his wont, my thoughts rather than my words. »If I claim full justice for my art, it is because it is an impersonal thing – a thing beyond myself. 

Crime is common. Logic is rare. Therefore it is upon the logic rather than upon the crime that you should dwell. You have degraded what should have been a course of lectures into a series of tales.«

It was a cold morning of the early spring, and we sat after breakfast on either side of a cheery fire in the old room at Baker Street. A thick fog rolled down between the lines of dun-coloured houses, and the opposing windows loomed like dark, shapeless blurs through the heavy yellow wreaths. Our gas was lit and shone on the white cloth and glimmer of china and metal, for the table had not been cleared yet. Sherlock Holmes had been silent all the morning, dipping continuously into the advertisement columns of a succes-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.334
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sion of papers until at last, having apparently given up his search, he had emerged in no very sweet temper to lecture me upon my literary shortcomings. 

»At the same time,« he remarked after a pause, during which he had sat puffing at his long pipe and gazing down into the fire, »you can hardly be open to a charge of sensationalism, for out of these cases which you have been so kind as to interest yourself in, a fair proportion do not treat of crime, in its legal sense, at all. The small matter in which I endeavoured to help the King of Bohemia, the singular experience of Miss Mary Sutherland, the problem connected with the man with the twisted lip, and the incident of the noble bachelor, were all matters which are outside the pale of the law. But in avoiding the sensational, I fear that you may have bordered on the trivial.«

»The end may have been so,« I answered, »but the methods I hold to have been novel and of interest.«

»Pshaw, my dear fellow, what do the public, the great unobservant public, who could hardly tell a weaver by his tooth or a compositor by his left thumb, care about the finer shades of analysis and deduction! 

But, indeed, if you are trivial, I cannot blame you, for the days of the great cases are past. Man, or at least criminal man, has lost all enterprise and originality. 

As to my own little practice, it seems to be degenerating into an agency for recovering lost lead pencils Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.335
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and giving advice to young ladies from boarding-schools. I think that I have touched bottom at last, however. This note I had this morning marks my zero-point, I fancy. Read it!« He tossed a crumpled letter across to me. 

It was dated from Montague Place upon the preceding evening, and ran thus:

Dear Mr. Holmes:

I am very anxious to consult you as to whether I should or should not accept a situation which has been offered to me as governess. I shall call at half-past ten to-morrow if I do not inconvenience you. 

Yours faithfully, 

VIOLET HUNTER. 

»Do you know the young lady?« I asked. 

»Not I.«

»It is half-past ten now.«

»Yes, and I have no doubt that is her ring.«

»It may turn out to be of more interest than you think. You remember that the affair of the blue carbuncle, which appeared to be a mere whim at first, developed into a serious investigation. It may be so in this case, also.«

»Well, let us hope so. But our doubts will very soon be solved, for here, unless I am much mistaken, is the person in question.«

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.336

The Adventure of the Copper Beeches Doyle-Holmes, 364

As he spoke the door opened and a young lady entered the room. She was plainly but neatly dressed, with a bright, quick face, freckled like a plover's egg, and with the brisk manner of a woman who has had her own way to make in the world. 

»You will excuse my troubling you, I am sure,«

said she, as my companion rose to greet her, »but I have had a very strange experience, and as I have no parents or relations of any sort from whom I could ask advice, I thought that perhaps you would be kind enough to tell me what I should do.«

»Pray take a seat, Miss Hunter. I shall be happy to do anything that I can to serve you.«

I could see that Holmes was favourably impressed by the manner and speech of his new client. He looked her over in his searching fashion, and then composed himself, with his lids drooping and his fingertips together, to listen to her story. 

»I have been a governess for five years,« said she, 

»in the family of Colonel Spence Munro, but two months ago the colonel received an appointment at Halifax, in Nova Scotia, and took his children over to America with him, so that I found myself without a situation. I advertised, and I answered advertisements, but without success. At last the little money which I had saved began to run short, and I was at my wit's end as to what I should do. 
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There is a well-known agency for governesses in the West End called Westaway's, and there I used to call about once a week in order to see whether anything had turned up which might suit me. Westaway was the name of the founder of the business, but it is really managed by Miss Stoper. She sits in her own little office, and the ladies who are seeking employment wait in an anteroom, and are then shown in one by one, when she consults her ledgers and sees whether she has anything which would suit them. 

Well, when I called last week I was shown into the little office as usual, but I found that Miss Stoper was not alone. A prodigiously stout man with a very smiling face and a great heavy chin which rolled down in fold upon fold over his throat sat at her elbow with a pair of glasses on his nose, looking very earnestly at the ladies who entered. As I came in he gave quite a jump in his chair and turned quickly to Miss Stoper. 

›That will do,‹ said he; ›I could not ask for anything better. Capital! capital!‹ He seemed quite enthusiastic and rubbed his hands together in the most genial fashion. He was such a comfortable-looking man that it was quite a pleasure to look at him. 

›You are looking for a situation, miss?‹ he asked. 

›Yes, sir.‹

›As governess?‹

›Yes, sir.‹
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›And what salary do you ask?‹

›I had £4 a month in my last place with Colonel Spence Munro. 

Oh, tut, tut! sweating – rank sweating!‹ he cried, throwing his fat hands out into the air like a man who is in a boiling passion. ›How could anyone offer so pitiful a sum to a lady with such attractions and accomplishments?‹

›My accomplishments, sir, may be less than you imagine,‹ said I. ›A little French, a little German, music, and drawing ––‹

›Tut, tut!‹ he cried. ›This is all quite beside the question. The point is, have you or have you not the bearing and deportment of a lady? There it is in a nutshell. If you have not, you are not fitted for the rearing of a child who may some day play a considerable part in the history of the country. But if you have, why, then, how could any gentleman ask you to condescend to accept anything under the three figures? Your salary with me, madam, would commence at £100 a year.‹

You may imagine, Mr. Holmes, that to me, destitu-te as I was, such an offer seemed almost too good to be true. The gentleman, however, seeing perhaps the look of incredulity upon my face, opened a pocket book and took out a note. 

›It is also my custom,‹ said he smiling in the most Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.339
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pleasant fashion until his eyes were just two little shining slits amid the white creases of his face, ›to advance to my young ladies half their salary beforehand, so that they may meet any little expenses of their journey and their wardrobe.‹

It seemed to me that I had never met so fascinating and so thoughtful a man. As I was already in debt to my tradesmen, the advance was a great convenience, and yet there was something unnatural about the whole transaction which made me wish to know a little more before I quite committed myself. 

›May I ask where you live, sir?‹ said I. 

›Hampshire. Charming rural place. The Copper Beeches, five miles on the far side of Winchester. It is the most lovely country, my dear young lady, and the dearest old country-house.‹

›And my duties, sir? I should be glad to know what they would be.‹

›One child – one dear little romper just six years old. Oh, if you could see him killing cockroaches with a slipper! Smack! smack! smack! Three gone before you could wink!‹ He leaned back in his chair and laughed his eyes into his head again. 

I was a little startled at the nature of the child's amusement, but the father's laughter made me think that perhaps he was joking. 

›My sole duties, then,‹ I asked, ›are to take charge Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.340

The Adventure of the Copper Beeches Doyle-Holmes, 365

of a single child?‹

›No, no, not the sole, not the sole, my dear young lady,‹ he cried. ›Your duty would be, as I am sure your good sense would suggest, to obey any little commands my wife might give, provided always that they were such commands as a lady might with propriety obey. You see no difficulty, heh?‹

›I should be happy to make myself useful.‹

›Quite so. In dress now, for example. We are faddy people, you know – faddy but kind-hearted. If you were asked to wear any dress which we might give you, you would not object to our little whim. Heh?‹

›No,‹ said I, considerably astonished at his words. 

›Or to sit here, or sit there, that would not be offensive to you?‹

›Oh, no.‹

›Or to cut your hair quite short before you come to us?‹

I could hardly believe my ears. As you may observe, Mr. Holmes, my hair is somewhat luxuriant, and of a rather peculiar tint of chestnut. It has been considered artistic. I could not dream of sacrificing it in this offhand fashion. 

›I am afraid that that is quite impossible,‹ said I. 

He had been watching me eagerly out of his small eyes, and I could sec a shadow pass over his face as I spoke. 
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›I am afraid that it is quite essential,‹ said he. ›It is a little fancy of my wife's, and ladies' fancies, you know, madam, ladies' fancies must be consulted. And so you won't cut your hair?‹

›No, sir, I really could not,‹ I answered firmly. 

›Ah, very well; then that quite settles the matter. It is a pity, because in other respects you would really have done very nicely. In that case, Miss Stoper, I had best inspect a few more of your young ladies.‹

The manageress had sat all this while busy with her papers without a word to either of us, but she glanced at me now with so much annoyance upon her face that I could not help suspecting that she had lost a handsome commission through my refusal. 

›Do you desire your name to be kept upon the books?‹ she asked. 

›If you please, Miss Stoper.‹

›Well, really, it seems rather useless, since you refuse the most excellent offers in this fashion,‹ said she sharply. ›You can hardly expect us to exert ourselves to find another such opening for you. Good-day to you, Miss Hunter.‹ She struck a gong upon the table, and I was shown out by the page. 

Well, Mr. Holmes, when I got back to my lodgings and found little enough in the cupboard, and two or three bills upon the table, I began to ask myself whether I had not done a very foolish thing. After all, Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.342
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if these people had strange fads and expected obedience on the most extraordinary matters, they were at least ready to pay for their eccentricity. Very few governesses in England are getting £100 a year. Besides, what use was my hair to me? Many people are improved by wearing it short, and perhaps I should be among the number. Next day I was inclined to think that I had made a mistake, and by the day after I was sure of it. I had almost overcome my pride so far as to go back to the agency and inquire whether the place was still open when I received this letter from the gentleman himself. I have it here, and I will read it to you:

The Copper Beeches, near Winchester. 

Dear Miss Hunter:

Miss Stoper has very kindly given me your address, and I write from here to ask you whether you have reconsidered your decision. My wife is very anxious that you should come, for she has been much attracted by my description of you. We are willing to give £30 a quarter, or

£120 a year, so as to recompense you for any little inconvenience which our fads may cause you. They are not very exacting, after all. My wife is fond of a particular shade of electric blue, and would like you to wear such a dress indoors in the morning. You need not, however, go to the expense of purchasing one, as we have one belonging to my dear daughter Alice (now in Philadelphia), which would, I should think, fit you very well. Then, as to sitting here or there, or amusing yourself in any man-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.343
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ner indicated, that need cause you no inconvenience. As regards your hair, it is no doubt a pity, especially as I could not help remarking its beauty during our short interview, but I am afraid that I must remain firm upon this point, and I only hope that the increased salary may recompense you for the loss. Your duties, as far as the child is concerned, are very light. Now do try to come, and I shall meet you with the dog-cart at Winchester. Let me know your train. 

Yours faithfully, 

JEPHRO RUCASTLE. 

That is the letter which I have just received, Mr. 

Holmes, and my mind is made up that I will accept it. 

I thought, however, that before taking the final step I should like to submit the whole matter to your consideration.«

»Well, Miss Hunter, if your mind is made up, that settles the question,« said Holmes, smiling. 

»But you would not advise me to refuse?«

»I confess that it is not the situation which I should like to see a sister of mine apply for.«

»What is the meaning of it all, Mr. Holmes?«

»Ah, I have no data. I cannot tell. Perhaps you have yourself formed some opinion?«

»Well, there seems to me to be only one possible solution. Mr. Rucastle seemed to be a very kind, good-natured man. Is it not possible that his wife is a lunatic, that he desires to keep the matter quiet for Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.344
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fear she should be taken to an asylum, and that he humours her fancies in every way in order to prevent an outbreak?«

»That is a possible solution – in fact, as matters stand, it is the most probable one. But in any case it does not seem to be a nice household for a young lady.«

»But the money, Mr. Holmes, the money!«

»Well, yes, of course the pay is good – too good. 

That is what makes me uneasy. Why should they give you £120 a year, when they could have their pick for

£40? There must be some strong reason behind.«

»I thought that if I told you the circumstances you would understand afterwards if I wanted your help. I should feel so much stronger if I felt that you were at the back of me.«

»Oh, you may carry that feeling away with you. I assure you that your little problem promises to be the most interesting which has come my way for some months. There is something distinctly novel about some of the features. If you should find yourself in doubt or in danger ––«

»Danger! What danger do you foresee?«

Holmes shook his head gravely. »It would cease to be a danger if we could define it,« said he. »But at any time, day or night, a telegram would bring me down to your help.«
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»That is enough.« She rose briskly from her chair with the anxiety all swept from her face. »I shall go down to Hampshire quite easy in my mind now. I shall write to Mr. Rucastle at once, sacrifice my poor hair to-night, and start for Winchester to-morrow.«

With a few grateful words to Holmes she bade us both good-night and bustled off upon her way. 

»At least,« said I as we heard her quick, firm steps descending the stairs, »she seems to be a young lady who is very well able to take care of herself.«

»And she would need to be,« said Holmes gravely. 

»I am much mistaken if we do not hear from her before many days are past.«

It was not very long before my friend's prediction was fulfilled. A fortnight went by, during which I frequently found my thoughts turning in her direction and wondering what strange side-alley of human experience this lonely woman had strayed into. The unusual salary, the curious conditions, the light duties, all pointed to something abnormal, though whether a fad or a plot, or whether the man were a philanthropist or a villain, it was quite beyond my powers to determine. As to Holmes, I observed that he sat frequently for half an hour on end, with knitted brows and an abstracted air, but he swept the matter away with a wave of his hand when I mentioned it. 
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make bricks without clay.« And yet he would always wind up by muttering that no sister of his should ever have accepted such a situation. 

The telegram which we eventually received came late one night just as I was thinking of turning in and Holmes was settling down to one of those all-night chemical researches which he frequently indulged in, when I would leave him stooping over a retort and a test-tube at night and find him in the same position when I came down to breakfast in the morning. He opened the yellow envelope, and then, glancing at the message, threw it across to me. 

»Just look up the trains in Bradshaw,« said he, and turned back to his chemical studies. 

The summons was a brief and urgent one. 

Please be at the Black Swan Hotel at Winchester at midday to-morrow [it said]. Do come! I am at my wit's end. 

HUNTER. 

»Will you come with me?« asked Holmes, glancing up. 

»I should wish to.«

»Just look it up, then.«

»There is a train at half-past nine,« said I, glancing over my Bradshaw. »It is due at Winchester at 11:30.«
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»That will do very nicely. Then perhaps I had better postpone my analysis of the acetones, as we may need to be at our best in the morning.«

By eleven o'clock the next day we were well upon our way to the old English capital. Holmes had been buried in the morning papers all the way down, but after we had passed the Hampshire border he threw them down and began to admire the scenery. It was an ideal spring day, a light blue sky, flecked with little fleecy white clouds drifting across from west to east. 

The sun was shining very brightly, and yet there was an exhilarating nip in the air, which set an edge to a man's energy. All over the countryside, away to the rolling hills around Aldershot, the little red and gray roofs of the farm-steadings peeped out from amid the light green of the new foliage. 

»Are they not fresh and beautiful?« I cried with all the enthusiasm of a man fresh from the fogs of Baker Street. 

But Holmes shook his head gravely. 

»Do you know, Watson,« said he, »that it is one of the curses of a mind with a turn like mine that I must look at everything with reference to my own special subject. You look at these scattered houses, and you are impressed by their beauty. I look at them, and the only thought which comes to me is a feeling of their Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.348
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isolation and of the impunity with which crime may be committed there.«

»Good heavens!« I cried. »Who would associate crime with these dear old homesteads?«

»They always fill me with a certain horror. It is my belief, Watson, founded upon my experience, that the lowest and vilest alleys in London do not present a more dreadful record of sin than does the smiling and beautiful countryside.«

»You horrify me!«

»But the reason is very obvious. The pressure of public opinion can do in the town what the law cannot accomplish. There is no lane so vile that the scream of a tortured child, or the thud of a drunkard's blow, does not beget sympathy and indignation among the neighbours, and then the whole machinery of justice is ever so close that a word of complaint can set it going, and there is but a step between the crime and the dock. But look at these lonely houses, each in its own fields, filled for the most part with poor ignorant folk who know little of the law. Think of the deeds of hellish cruelty, the hidden wickedness which may go on, year in, year out, in such places, and none the wiser. Had this lady who appeals to us for help gone to live in Winchester, I should never have had a fear for her. It is the five miles of country which makes the danger. Still, it is clear that she is not Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.349
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personally threatened.«

»No. If she can come to Winchester to meet us she can get away.«

»Quite so. She has her freedom.«

»What  can  be the matter, then? Can you suggest no explanation?«

»I have devised seven separate explanations, each of which would cover the facts as far as we know them. But which of these is correct can only be determined by the fresh information which we shall no doubt find waiting for us. Well, there is the tower of the cathedral, and we shall soon learn all that Miss Hunter has to tell.«

The Black Swan is an inn of repute in the High Street, at no distance from the station, and there we found the young lady waiting for us. She had engaged a sitting-room, and our lunch awaited us upon the table. 

»I am so delighted that you have come,« she said earnestly. »It is so very kind of you both; but indeed I do not know what I should do. Your advice will be altogether invaluable to me.«

»Pray tell us what has happened to you.«

»I will do so, and I must be quick, for I have promised Mr. Rucastle to be back before three. I got his leave to come into town this morning, though he little knew for what purpose.«
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»Let us have everything in its due order.« Holmes thrust his long thin legs out towards the fire and composed himself to listen. 

»In the first place, I may say that I have met, on the whole, with no actual ill-treatment from Mr. and Mrs. 

Rucastle. It is only fair to them to say that. But I cannot understand them, and I am not easy in my mind about them.«

»What can you not understand?«

»Their reasons for their conduct. But you shall have it all just as it occurred. When I came down, Mr. 

Rucastle met me here and drove me in his dog-cart to the Copper Beeches. It is, as he said, beautifully situated, but it is not beautiful in itself, for it is a large square block of a house, whitewashed, but all stained and streaked with damp and bad weather. There are grounds round it, woods on three sides, and on the fourth a field which slopes down to the Southampton highroad, which curves past about a hundred yards from the front door. This ground in front belongs to the house, but the woods all round are part of Lord Southerton's preserves. A clump of copper beeches immediately in front of the hall door has given its name to the place. 

I was driven over by my employer, who was as amiable as ever, and was introduced by him that evening to his wife and the child. There was no truth, Mr. 
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Holmes, in the conjecture which seemed to us to be probable in your rooms at Baker Street. Mrs. Rucastle is not mad. I found her to be a silent, pale-faced woman, much younger than her husband, not more than thirty, I should think, while he can hardly be less than forty-five. From their conversation I have gathered that they have been married about seven years, that he was a widower, and that his only child by the first wife was the daughter who has gone to Philadelphia. Mr. Rucastle told me in private that the reason why she had left them was that she had an unreasoning aversion to her stepmother. As the daughter could not have been less than twenty, I can quite imagine that her position must have been uncomfortable with her father's young wife. 

Mrs. Rucastle seemed to me to be colourless in mind as well as in feature. She impressed me neither favourably nor the reverse. She was a nonentity. It was easy to see that she was passionately devoted both to her husband and to her little son. Her light gray eyes wandered continually from one to the other, noting every little want and forestalling it if possible. 

He was kind to her also in his bluff, boisterous fashion, and on the whole they seemed to be a happy couple. And yet she had some secret sorrow, this woman. She would often be lost in deep thought, with the saddest look upon her face. More than once I have Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.352
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surprised her in tears. I have thought sometimes that it was the disposition, of her child which weighed upon her mind, for I have never met so utterly spoiled and so ill-natured a little creature. He is small for his age, with a head which is quite disproportionately large. His whole life appears to be spent in an alterna-tion between savage fits of passion and gloomy intervals of sulking. Giving pain to any creature weaker than himself seems to be his one idea of amusement, and he shows quite remarkable talent in planning the capture of mice, little birds, and insects. But I would rather not talk about the creature, Mr. Holmes, and, indeed, he has little to do with my story.«

»I am glad of all details,« remarked my friend, 

»whether they seem to you to be relevant or not.«

»I shall try not to miss anything of importance. The one unpleasant thing about the house, which struck me at once, was the appearance and conduct of the servants. There are only two, a man and his wife. Toller, for that is his name, is a rough, uncouth man, with grizzled hair and whiskers, and a perpetual smell of drink. Twice since I have been with them he has been quite drunk, and yet Mr. Rucastle seemed to take no notice of it. His wife is a very tall and strong woman with a sour face, as silent as Mrs. Rucastle and much less amiable. They are a most unpleasant couple, but fortunately I spend most of my time in the nursery and Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.353
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my own room, which are next to each other in one corner of the building. 

For two days after my arrival at the Copper Beeches my life was very quiet; on the third, Mrs. Rucastle came down just after breakfast and whispered something to her husband. 

›Oh, yes,‹ said he, turning to me, ›we are very much obliged to you, Miss Hunter, for falling in with our whims so far as to cut your hair I assure you that it has not detracted in the tiniest iota from your appearance. We shall now see how the electric-blue dress will become you. You will find it laid out upon the bed in your room, and if you would be so good as to put it on we should both be extremely obliged.‹

The dress which I found waiting for me was of a peculiar shade of blue. It was of excellent material, a sort of beige, but it bore unmistakable signs of having been worn before. It could not have been a better fit if I had been measured for it. Both Mr. and Mrs. Rucastle expressed a delight at the look of it, which seemed quite exaggerated in its vehemence. They were waiting for me in the drawing-room, which is a very large room, stretching along the entire front of the house, with three long windows reaching down to the floor. A chair had been placed close to the central window, with its back turned towards it. In this I was asked to sit, and then Mr. Rucastle, walking up and Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.354
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down on the other side of the room, began to tell me a series of the funniest stories that I have ever listened to. You cannot imagine how comical he was, and I laughed until I was quite weary. Mrs. Rucastle, however, who has evidently no sense of humour, never so much as smiled, but sat with her hands in her lap, and a sad, anxious look upon her face. After an hour or so, Mr. Rucastle suddenly remarked that it was time to commence the duties of the day, and that I might change my dress and go to little Edward in the nursery. 

Two days later this same performance was gone through under exactly similar circumstances. Again I changed my dress, again I sat in the window, and again I laughed very heartily at the funny stories of which my employer had an immense repertoire, and which he told inimitably. Then he handed me a yellow-backed novel, and moving my chair a little sideways, that my own shadow might not fall upon the page, he begged me to read aloud to him. I read for about ten minutes, beginning in the heart of a chapter, and then suddenly, in the middle of a sentence, he ordered me to cease and to change my dress. 

You can easily imagine, Mr. Holmes, how curious I became as to what the meaning of this extraordinary performance could possibly be. They were always very careful, I observed, to turn my face away from Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.355
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the window, so that I became consumed with the desire to see what was going on behind my back. At first it seemed to be impossible, but I soon devised a means. My hand-mirror had been broken, so a happy thought seized me, and I concealed a piece of the glass in my handkerchief. On the next occasion, in the midst of my laughter, I put my handkerchief up to my eyes, and was able with a little management to see all that there was behind me. I confess that I was disappointed. There was nothing. At least that was my first impression. At the second glance, however, I perceived that there was a man standing in the Southampton Road, a small bearded man in a gray suit, who seemed to be looking in my direction. The road is an important highway, and there are usually people there. 

This man, however, was leaning against the railings which bordered our field and was looking earnestly up. I lowered my handkerchief and glanced at Mrs. 

Rucastle to find her eyes fixed upon me with a most searching gaze. She said nothing, but I am convinced that she had divined that I had a mirror in my hand and had seen what was behind me. She rose at once. 

›Jephro,‹ said she, ›there is an impertinent fellow upon the road there who stares up at Miss Hunter.‹

›No friend of yours, Miss Hunter?‹ he asked. 

›No, I know no one in these parts.‹

›Dear me! How very impertinent! Kindly turn Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.356
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round and motion to him to go away.‹

›Surely it would be better to take no notice.‹

›No, no, we should have him loitering here always. 

Kindly turn round and wave him away like that.‹

I did as I was told, and at the same instant Mrs. 

Rucastle drew down the blind. That was a week ago, and from that time I have not sat again in the window, nor have I worn the blue dress, nor seen the man in the road.«

»Pray continue,« said Holmes. »Your narrative promises to be a most interesting one.«

»You will find it rather disconnected, I fear, and there may prove to be little relation between the different incidents of which I speak. On the very first day that I was at the Copper Beeches, Mr. Rucastle took me to a small outhouse which stands near the kitchen door. As we approached it I heard the sharp rattling of a chain, and the sound as of a large animal moving about. 

›Look in here!‹ said Mr. Rucastle, showing me a slit between two planks. ›Is he not a beauty?‹

I looked through and was conscious of two glowing eyes, and of a vague figure huddled up in the darkness. 

›Don't be frightened,‹ said my employer, laughing at the start which I had given. ›It's only Carlo, my mastiff. I call him mine, but really old Toller, my groom, Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.357
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is the only man who can do anything with him. We feed him once a day, and not too much then, so that he is always as keen as mustard. Toller lets him loose every night, and God help the trespasser whom he lays his fangs upon. For goodness' sake don't you ever on any pretext set your foot over the threshold at night, for it as much as your life is worth.‹

The warning was no idle one, for two nights later I happened to look out of my bedroom window about two o'clock in the morning. It was a beautiful moonlight night, and the lawn in front of the house was silvered over and almost as bright as day. I was standing, rapt in the peaceful beauty of the scene, when I was aware that something was moving under the shadow of the copper beeches. As it emerged into the moonshine I saw what it was. It was a giant dog, as large as a calf, tawny tinted, with hanging jowl, black muzzle, and huge projecting bones. It walked slowly across the lawn and vanished into the shadow upon the other side. That dreadful sentinel sent a chill to my heart which I do not think that any burglar could have done. 

And now I have a very strange experience to tell you. I had, as you know, cut off my hair in London, and I had placed it in a great coil at the bottom of my trunk. One evening, after the child was in bed, I began to amuse myself by examining the furniture of my Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.358
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room and by rearranging my own little things. There was an old chest of drawers in the room, the two upper ones empty and open, the lower one locked. I had filled the first two with my linen, and as I had still much to pack away I was naturally annoyed at not having the use of the third drawer. It struck me that it might have been fastened by a mere oversight, so I took out my bunch of keys and tried to open it. 

The very first key fitted to perfection, and I drew the drawer open. There was only one thing in it, but I am sure that you would never guess what it was. It was my coil of hair. 

I took it up and examined it. It was of the same peculiar tint, and the same thickness. But then the impossibility of the thing obtruded itself upon me. How could  my hair have been locked in the drawer? With trembling hands I undid my trunk, turned out the contents, and drew from the bottom my own hair. I laid the two tresses together, and I assure you that they were identical. Was it not extraordinary? Puzzle as I would, I could make nothing at all of what it meant. I returned the strange hair to the drawer, and I said nothing of the matter to the Rucastles as I felt that I had put myself in the wrong by opening a drawer which they had locked. 

I am naturally observant, as you may have remarked, Mr. Holmes, and I soon had a pretty good plan of Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.359
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the whole house in my head. There was one wing, however, which appeared not to be inhabited at all. A door which faced that which led into the quarters of the Tollers opened into this suite, but it was invariably locked. One day, however, as I ascended the stair, I met Mr. Rucastle coming out through this door, his keys in his hand, and a look on his face which made him a very different person to the round, jovial man to whom I was accustomed. His cheeks were red, his brow was all crinkled with anger, and the veins stood out at his temples with passion. He locked the door and hurried past me without a word or a look. 

This aroused my curiosity; so when I went out for a walk in the grounds with my charge, I strolled round to the side from which I could see the windows of this part of the house. There were four of them in a row, three of which were simply dirty, while the fourth was shuttered up. They were evidently all deserted. As I strolled up and down, glancing at them occasionally, Mr. Rucastle came out to me, looking as merry and jovial as ever. 

›Ah!‹ said he, ›you must not think me rude if I passed you without a word, my dear young lady. I was preoccupied with business matters.‹

I assured him that I was not offended. ›By the way,‹ said I, ›you seem to have quite a suite of spare rooms up there, and one of them has the shutters up.‹
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He looked surprised and, as it seemed to me, a little startled at my remark. 

›Photography is one of my hobbies,‹ said he. ›I have made my dark room up there. But, dear me! 

what an observant young lady we have come upon. 

Who would have believed it? Who would have ever believed it?‹ He spoke in a jesting tone, but there was no jest in his eyes as he looked at me. I read suspicion there and annoyance, but no jest. 

Well, Mr. Holmes, from the moment that I understood that there was something about that suite of rooms which I was not to know, I was all on fire to go over them. It was not mere curiosity, though I have my share of that. It was more a feeling of duty – a feeling that some good might come from my penetrating to this place. They talk of woman's instinct; perhaps it was woman's instinct which gave me that feeling. At any rate, it was there, and I was keenly on the lookout for any chance to pass the forbidden door. 

It was only yesterday that the chance came. I may tell you that, besides Mr. Rucastle, both Toller and his wife find something to do in these deserted rooms, and I once saw him carrying a large black linen bag with him through the door. Recently he has been drinking hard, and yesterday evening he was very drunk; and when I came upstairs there was the key in the door. I have no doubt at all that he had left it there. 
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Mr. and Mrs. Rucastle were both downstairs, and the child was with them, so that I had an admirable opportunity. I turned the key gently in the lock, opened the door, and slipped through. 

There was a little passage in front of me, unpapered and uncarpeted, which turned at a right angle at the farther end. Round this corner were three doors in a line, the first and third of which were open. They each led into an empty room, dusty and cheerless, with two windows in the one and one in the other, so thick with dirt that the evening light glimmered dimly through them. The centre door was closed, and across the outside of it had been fastened one of the broad bars of an iron bed, padlocked at one end to a ring in the wall, and fastened at the other with stout cord. 

The door itself was locked as well, and the key was not there. This barricaded door corresponded clearly with the shuttered window outside, and yet I could see by the glimmer from beneath it that the room was not in darkness. Evidently there was a skylight which let in light from above. As I stood in the passage gazing at the sinister door and wondering what secret it might veil, I suddenly heard the sound of steps within the room and saw a shadow pass backward and forward against the little slit of dim light which shone out from under the door. A mad, unreasoning terror rose up in me at the sight, Mr. Holmes. My Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.362
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overstrung nerves failed me suddenly, and I turned and ran – ran as though some dreadful hand were behind me clutching at the skirt of my dress. I rushed down the passage, through the door, and straight into the arms of Mr. Rucastle, who was waiting outside. 

›So,‹ said he, smiling, ›it was you, then. I thought that it must be when I saw the door open.‹

›Oh, I am so frightened!‹ I panted. 

›My dear young lady! my dear young lady!‹ – you cannot think how caressing and soothing his manner was – ›and what has frightened you, my dear young lady?‹

But his voice was just a little too coaxing. He overdid it. I was keenly on my guard against him. 

›I was foolish enough to go into the empty wing,‹ I answered. ›But it is so lonely and eerie in this dim light that I was frightened and ran out again. Oh, it is so dreadfully still in there!‹

›Only that?‹ said he, looking at me keenly. 

›Why, what did you think?‹ I asked. 

›Why do you think that I lock this door?‹

›I am sure that I do not know.‹

›It is to keep people out who have no business there. Do you see?‹ He was still smiling in the most amiable manner. 

›I am sure if I had known ––‹
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your foot over that threshold again‹ – here in an instant the smile hardened into a grin of rage, and he glared down at me with the face of a demon – ›I'll throw you to the mastiff.‹

I was so terrified that I do not know what I did. I suppose that I must have rushed past him into my room. I remember nothing until I found myself lying on my bed trembling all over. Then I thought of you, Mr. Holmes. I could not live there longer without some advice. I was frightened of the house, of the man, of the woman, of the servants, even of the child. 

They were all horrible to me. If I could only bring you down all would be well. Of course I might have fled from the house, but my curiosity was almost as strong as my fears. My mind was soon made up. I would send you a wire. I put on my hat and cloak, went down to the office, which is about half a mile from the house, and then returned, feeling very much easier. A horrible doubt came into my mind as I approached the door lest the dog might be loose, but I remembered that Toller had drunk himself into a state of insensibility that evening, and I knew that he was the only one in the household who had any influence with the savage creature, or who would venture to set him free. I slipped in in safety and lay awake half the night in my joy at the thought of seeing you. I had no difficulty in getting leave to come into Winchester this morning, Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.364
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but I must be back before three o'clock, for Mr. and Mrs. Rucastle are going on a visit, and will be away all the evening, so that I must look after the child. 

Now I have told you all my adventures, Mr. Holmes, and I should be very glad if you could tell me what it all means, and, above all, what I should do.«

Holmes and I had listened spellbound to this extraordinary story. My friend rose now and paced up and down the room, his hands in his pockets, and an expression of the most profound gravity upon his face. 

»Is Toller still drunk?« he asked. 

»Yes. I heard his wife tell Mrs. Rucastle that she could do nothing with him.«

»That is well. And the Rucastles go out to-night?«

»Yes.«

»Is there a cellar with a good strong lock?«

»Yes, the wine-cellar.«

»You seem to me to have acted all through this matter like a very brave and sensible girl, Miss Hunter. Do you think that you could perform one more feat? I should not ask it of you if I did not think you a quite exceptional woman.«

»I will try. What is it?«

»We shall be at the Copper Beeches by seven o'clock, my friend and I. The Rucastles will be gone by that time, and Toller will, we hope, be incapable. 

There only remains Mrs. Toller, who might give the Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.365
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alarm. If you could send her into the cellar on some errand, and then turn the key upon her, you would facilitate matters immensely.«

»I will do it.«

»Excellent! We shall then look thoroughly into the affair. Of course there is only one feasible explanation. You have been brought there to personate someone, and the real person is imprisoned in this chamber. That is obvious. As to who this prisoner is, I have no doubt that it is the daughter, Miss Alice Rucastle, if I remember right, who was said to have gone to America. You were chosen, doubtless, as resembling her in height, figure, and the colour of your hair. 

Hers had been cut off, very possibly in some illness through which she has passed, and so, of course, yours had to be sacrificed also. By a curious chance you came upon her tresses. The man in the road was undoubtedly some friend of hers – possibly her fiancé – and no doubt, as you wore the girl's dress and were so like her, he was convinced from your laughter, whenever he saw you, and afterwards from your gesture, that Miss Rucastle was perfectly happy, and that she no longer desired his attentions. The dog is let loose at night to prevent him from endeavouring to communicate with her. So much is fairly clear. The most serious point in the case is the disposition of the child.«
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»What on earth has that to do with it?« I ejaculated. 

»My dear Watson, you as a medical man are continually gaining light as to the tendencies of a child by the study of the parents. Don't you see that the converse is equally valid. I have frequently gained my first real insight into the character of parents by studying their children. This child's disposition is abnormally cruel, merely for cruelty's sake, and whether he derives this from his smiling father, as I should suspect, or from his mother, it bodes evil for the poor girl who is in their power.«

»I am sure that you are right, Mr. Holmes,« cried our client. »A thousand things come back to me which make me certain that you have hit it. Oh, let us lose not an instant in bringing help to this poor creature.«

»We must be circumspect, for we are dealing with a very cunning man. We can do nothing until seven o'clock. At that hour we shall be with you, and it will not be long before we solve the mystery.«

We were as good as our word, for it was just seven when we reached the Copper Beeches, having put up our trap at a wayside public-house. The group of trees, with their dark leaves shining like burnished metal in the light of the setting sun, were sufficient to mark the house even had Miss Hunter not been stan-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.367
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ding smiling on the door-step. 

»Have you managed it?« asked Holmes. 

A loud thudding noise came from somewhere downstairs. »That is Mrs. Toller in the cellar,« said she. »Her husband lies snoring on the kitchen rug. 

Here are his keys, which are the duplicates of Mr. Rucastle's.«

»You have done well indeed!« cried Holmes with enthusiasm. »Now lead the way, and we shall soon see the end of this black business.«

We passed up the stair, unlocked the door, followed on down a passage, and found ourselves in front of the barricade which Miss Hunter had described. Holmes cut the cord and removed the trans-verse bar. Then he tried the various keys in the lock, but without success. No sound came from within, and at the silence Holmes's face clouded over. 

»I trust that we are not too late,« said he. »I think, Miss Hunter, that we had better go in without you. 

Now, Watson, put your shoulder to it, and we shall see whether we cannot make our way in.«

It was an old rickety door and gave at once before our united strength. Together we rushed into the room. It was empty. There was no furniture save a little pallet bed, a small table, and a basketful of linen. The skylight above was open, and the prisoner gone. 

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.368

The Adventure of the Copper Beeches Doyle-Holmes, 378

»There has been some villainy here,« said Holmes; 

»this beauty has guessed Miss Hunter's intentions and has carried his victim off.«

»But how?«

»Through the skylight. We shall soon see how he managed it.« He swung himself up onto the roof. 

»Ah, yes,« he cried, »here's the end of a long light ladder against the eaves. That is how he did it.«

»But it is impossible,« said Miss Hunter; »the ladder was not there when the Rucastles went away.«

»He has come back and done it. I tell you that he is a clever and dangerous man. I should not be very much surprised if this were he whose step I hear now upon the stair. I think, Watson, that it would be as well for you to have your pistol ready.«

The words were hardly out of his mouth before a man appeared at the door of the room, a very fat and burly man, with a heavy stick in his hand. Miss Hunter screamed and shrunk against the wall at the sight of him, but Sherlock Holmes sprang forward and confronted him. 

»You villain!« said he, »where's your daughter?«

The fat man cast his eyes round, and then up at the open skylight. 

»It is for me to ask you that,« he shrieked, »you thieves! Spies and thieves! I have caught you, have I? 

You are in my power. I'll serve you!« He turned and Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.369
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clattered down the stairs as hard as he could go. 

»He's gone for the dog!« cried Miss Hunter. 

»I have my revolver,« said I. 

»Better close the front door,« cried Holmes, and we all rushed down the stairs together. We had hardly reached the hall when we heard the baying of a hound, and then a scream of agony, with a horrible worrying sound which it was dreadful to listen to. An elderly man with a red face and shaking limbs came staggering out at a side door. 

»My God!« he cried. »Someone has loosed the dog. 

It's not been fed for two days. Quick, quick, or it'll be too late!«

Holmes and I rushed out and round the angle of the house, with Toller hurrying behind us. There was the huge famished brute, its black muzzle buried in Rucastle's throat, while he writhed and screamed upon the ground. Running up, I blew its brains out, and it fell over with its keen white teeth still meeting in the great creases of his neck. With much labour we separated them and carried him, living but horribly mangled, into the house. We laid him upon the drawing-room sofa, and having dispatched the sobered Toller to bear the news to his wife, I did what I could to relieve his pain. We were all assembled round him when the door opened, and a tall, gaunt woman entered the room. 
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»Mrs. Toller!« cried Miss Hunter. 

»Yes, miss. Mr. Rucastle let me out when he came back before he went up to you. Ah, miss, it is a pity you didn't let me know what you were planning, for I would have told you that your pains were wasted.«

»Ha!« said Holmes, looking keenly at her. »It is clear that Mrs. Toller knows more about this matter than anyone else.«

»Yes, sir, I do, and I am ready enough to tell what I know.«

»Then, pray, sit down, and let us hear it, for there are several points on which I must confess that I am still in the dark.«

»I will soon make it clear to you,« said she; »and I'd have done so before now if I could ha' got out from the cellar. If there's police-court business over this, you'll remember that I was the one that stood your friend, and that I was Miss Alice's friend too. 

She was never happy at home, Miss Alice wasn't, from the time that her father married again. She was slighted like and had no say in anything, but it never really became bad for her until after she met Mr. Fowler at a friend's house. As well as I could learn, Miss Alice had rights of her own by will, but she was so quiet and patient, she was, that she never said a word about them, but just left everything in Mr. Rucastle's hands. He knew he was safe with her; but when there Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.371
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was a chance of a husband coming forward, who would ask for all that the law would give him, then her father thought it time to put a stop on it. He wanted her to sign a paper, so that whether she married or not, he could use her money. When she wouldn't do it, he kept on worrying her until she got brain-fever, and for six weeks was at death's door. Then she got better at last, all worn to a shadow, and with her beautiful hair cut off; but that didn't make no change in her young man, and he stuck to her as true as man could be.«

»Ah,« said Holmes, »I think that what you have been good enough to tell us makes the matter fairly clear, and that I can deduce all that remains. Mr. Rucastle then, I presume, took to this system of imprisonment?«

»Yes, sir.«

»And brought Miss Hunter down from London in order to get rid of the disagreeable persistence of Mr. 

Fowler.«

»That was it, sir.«

»But Mr. Fowler being a persevering man, as a good seaman should be, blockaded the house, and having met you succeeded by certain arguments, metallic or otherwise, in convincing you that your interests were the same as his.«
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gentleman,« said Mrs. Toller serenely. 

»And in this way he managed that your good man should have no want of drink, and that a ladder should be ready at the moment when your master had gone out.«

»You have it, sir, just as it happened.«

»I am sure we owe you an apology, Mrs. Toller,«

said Holmes, »for you have certainly cleared up everything which puzzled us. And here comes the country surgeon and Mrs. Rucastle, so I think, Watson, that we had best escort Miss Hunter back to Winchester, as it seems to me that our  locus standi  now is rather a questionable one.«

And thus was solved the mystery of the sinister house with the copper beeches in front of the door. 

Mr. Rucastle survived, but was always a broken man, kept alive solely through the care of his devoted wife. 

They still live with their old servants, who probably know so much of Rucastle's past life that he finds it difficult to part from them. Mr. Fowler and Miss Rucastle were married, by special license, in Southampton the day after their flight, and he is now the holder of a government appointment in the island of Mauritius. As to Miss Violet Hunter, my friend Holmes, rather to my disappointment, manifested no further interest in her when once she had ceased to be the centre of one of his problems, and she is now the head of a Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.373
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private school at Walsall, where I believe that she has met with considerable success. 
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Silver Blaze

»I am afraid, Watson, that I shall have to go,« said Holmes as we sat down together to our breakfast one morning. 

»Go! Where to?«

»To Dartmoor; to King's Pyland.«

I was not surprised. Indeed, my only wonder was that he had not already been mixed up in this extraordinary case, which was the one topic of conversation through the length and breadth of England. For a whole day my companion had rambled about the room with his chin upon his chest and his brows knitted, charging and recharging his pipe with the strongest black tobacco, and absolutely deaf to any of my questions or remarks. Fresh editions of every paper had been sent up by our news agent, only to be glanced over and tossed down into a corner. Yet, silent as he was, I knew perfectly well what it was over which he was brooding. There was but one problem before the public which could challenge his powers of analysis, and that was the singular disappearance of the favourite for the Wessex Cup, and the tragic murder of its trainer. When, therefore, he suddenly announced his intention of setting out for the scene of the drama, it was only what I had both expected and hoped for. 
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»I should be most happy to go down with you if I should not be in the way,« said I. 

»My dear Watson, you would confer a great favour upon me by coming. And I think that your time will not be misspent, for there are points about the case which promise to make it an absolutely unique one. 

We have, I think, just time to catch our train at Paddington, and I will go further into the matter upon our journey. You would oblige me by bringing with you your very excellent field-glass.«

And so it happened that an hour or so later I found myself in the corner of a first-class carriage flying along en route for Exeter, while Sherlock Holmes, with his sharp, eager face framed in his ear-flapped travelling-cap, dipped rapidly into the bundle of fresh papers which he had procured at Paddington. We had left Reading far behind us before he thrust the last one of them under the seat and offered me his cigar-case. 

»We are going well,« said he, looking out of the window and glancing at his watch. »Our rate at present is fifty-three and a half miles an hour.«

»I have not observed the quarter-mile posts,« said I. 

»Nor have I. But the telegraph posts upon this line are sixty yards apart, and the calculation is a simple one. I presume that you have looked into this matter of the murder of John Straker and the disappearance Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.377
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of Silver Blaze?«

»I have seen what the  Telegraph  and the  Chronicle have to say.«

»It is one of those cases where the art of the reasoner should be used rather for the sifting of details than for the acquiring of fresh evidence. The tragedy has been so uncommon, so complete, and of such personal importance to so many people that we are suffering from a plethora of surmise, conjecture, and hypothesis. The difficulty is to detach the framework of fact – of absolute undeniable fact – from the embellishments of theorists and reporters. Then, having established ourselves upon this sound basis, it is our duty to see what inferences may be drawn and what are the special points upon which the whole mystery turns. On Tuesday evening I received telegrams from both Colonel Ross, the owner of the horse, and from Inspector Gregory, who is looking after the case, inviting my cooperation.«

»Tuesday evening!« I exclaimed. »And this is Thursday morning. Why didn't you go down yesterday?«

»Because I made a blunder, my dear Watson –

which is, I am afraid, a more common occurrence than anyone would think who only knew me through your memoirs. The fact is that I could not believe it possible that the most remarkable horse in England could Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.378
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long remain concealed, especially in so sparsely inhabited a place as the north of Dartmoor. From hour to hour yesterday I expected to hear that he had been found, and that his abductor was the murderer of John Straker. When, however, another morning had come and I found that beyond the arrest of young Fitzroy Simpson nothing had been done, I felt that it was time for me to take action. Yet in some ways I feel that yesterday has not been wasted.«

»You have formed a theory, then?«

»At least I have got a grip of the essential facts of the case. I shall enumerate them to you, for nothing clears up a case so much as stating it to another person, and I can hardly expect your coöperation if I do not show you the position from which we start.«

I lay back against the cushions, puffing at my cigar, while Holmes, leaning forward, with his long, thin forefinger checking off the points upon the palm of his left hand, gave me a sketch of the events which had led to our journey. 

»Silver Blaze,« said he, »is from the Somomy stock and holds as brilliant a record as his famous ancestor. He is now in his fifth year and has brought in turn each of the prizes of the turf to Colonel Ross, his fortunate owner. Up to the time of the catastrophe he was the first favourite for the Wessex Cup, the betting being three to one on him. He has always, however, Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.379
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been a prime favourite with the racing public and has never yet disappointed them, so that even at those odds enormous sums of money have been laid upon him. It is obvious, therefore, that there were many people who had the strongest interest in preventing Silver Blaze from being there at the fall of the flag next Tuesday. 

The fact was, of course, appreciated at King's Pyland, where the colonel's training-stable is situated. 

Every precaution was taken to guard the favourite. 

The trainer, John Straker, is a retired jockey who rode in Colonel Ross's colours before he became too heavy for the weighing-chair. He has served the colonel for five years as jockey and for seven as trainer, and has always shown himself to be a zealous and honest servant. Under him were three lads, for the establishment was a small one, containing only four horses in all. 

One of these lads sat up each night in the stable, while the others slept in the loft. All three bore excellent characters. John Straker, who is a married man, lived in a small villa about two hundred yards from the stables. He has no children, keeps one maidservant, and is comfortably off. The country round is very lonely, but about half a mile to the north there is a small cluster of villas which have been built by a Tavistock contractor for the use of invalids and others who may wish to enjoy the pure Dartmoor air. Tavi-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.380
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stock itself lies two miles to the west, while across the moor, also about two miles distant, is the larger training establishment of Mapleton, which belongs to Lord Backwater and is managed by Silas Brown. In every other direction the moor is a complete wilderness, inhabited only by a few roaming gypsies. Such was the general situation last Monday night when the catastrophe occurred. 

On that evening the horses had been exercised and watered as usual, and the stables were locked up at nine o'clock. Two of the lads walked up to the trainer's house, where they had supper in the kitchen, while the third, Ned Hunter, remained on guard. At a few minutes after nine the maid, Edith Baxter, carried down to the stables his supper, which consisted of a dish of curried mutton. She took no liquid, as there was a water-tap in the stables, and it was the rule that the lad on duty should drink nothing else. The maid carried a lantern with her, as it was very dark and the path ran across the open moor. 

Edith Baxter was within thirty yards of the stables when a man appeared out of the darkness and called to her to stop. As she stepped into the circle of yellow light thrown by the lantern she saw that he was a person of gentlemanly bearing, dressed in a gray suit of tweeds, with a cloth cap. He wore gaiters and carried a heavy stick with a knob to it. She was most impres-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.381
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sed, however, by the extreme pallor of his face and by the nervousness of his manner. His age, she thought, would be rather over thirty than under it. 

›Can you tell me where I am?‹ he asked. ›I had almost made up my mind to sleep on the moor when I saw the light of your lantern.‹

›You are close to the King's Pyland training stables,‹ said she. 

›Oh, indeed! What a stroke of luck!‹ he cried. ›I understand that a stable-boy sleeps there alone every night. Perhaps that is his supper which you are carrying to him. Now I am sure that you would not be too proud to earn the price of a new dress, would you?‹ He took a piece of white paper folded up out of his waistcoat pocket. ›See that the boy has this tonight, and you shall have the prettiest frock that money can buy.‹

She was frightened by the earnestness of his manner and ran past him to the window through which she was accustomed to hand the meals. It was already opened, and Hunter was seated at the small table inside. She had begun to tell him of what had happened when the stranger came up again. 

›Good-evening,‹ said he, looking through the window. ›I wanted to have a word with you.‹ The girl has sworn that as he spoke she noticed the corner of the little paper packet protruding from his closed hand. 
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›What business have you here?‹ asked the lad. 

›It's business that may put something into your pocket,‹ said the other. ›You've two horses in for the Wessex Cup – Silver Blaze and Bayard. Let me have the straight tip and you won't be a loser. Is it a fact that at the weights Bayard could give the other a hundred yards in five furlongs, and that the stable have put their money on him?‹

›So, you're one of those damned touts!‹ cried the lad. ›I'll show you how we serve them in King's Pyland.‹ He sprang up and rushed across the stable to unloose the dog. The girl fled away to the house, but as she ran she looked back and saw that the stranger was leaning through the window. A minute later, however, when Hunter rushed out with the hound he was gone, and though he ran all round the buildings he failed to find any trace of him.«

»One moment,« I asked. »Did the stable-boy, when he ran out with the dog, leave the door unlocked behind him?«

»Excellent, Watson, excellent!« murmured my companion. »The importance of the point struck me so forcibly that I sent a special wire to Dartmoor yesterday to clear the matter up. The boy locked the door before he left it. The window, I may add, was not large enough for a man to get through. 

Hunter waited until his fellow-grooms had retur-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.383
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ned, when he sent a message to the trainer and told him what had occurred. Straker was excited at hearing the account, although he does not seem to have quite realized its true significance. It left him, however, vaguely uneasy, and Mrs. Straker, waking at one in the morning, found that he was dressing. In reply to her inquiries, he said that he could not sleep on account of his anxiety about the horses, and that he intended to walk down to the stables to see that all was well. 

She begged him to-remain at home, as she could hear the rain pattering against the window, but in spite of her entreaties he pulled on his large mackintosh and left the house. 

Mrs. Straker awoke at seven in the morning to find that her husband had not yet returned. She dressed herself hastily, called the maid,, and set off for the stables. The door was open; inside, huddled together upon a chair, Hunter was sunk in a state of absolute stupor, the favourite's stall was empty, and there were no signs of his trainer. 

The two lads who slept in the chaff-cutting loft above the harness-room were quickly aroused. They had heard nothing during the night, for they are both sound sleepers. Hunter was obviously under the influence of some powerful drug, and as no sense could be got out of him, he was left to sleep it off while the two lads and the two women ran out in search of the Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.384
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absentees. They still had hopes that the trainer had for some reason taken out the horse for early exercise, but on ascending the knoll near the house, from which all the neighbouring moors were visible, they not only could see no signs of the missing favourite, but they perceived something which warned them that they were in the presence of a tragedy. 

About a quarter of a mile from the stables John Straker's overcoat was flapping from a furze-bush. 

Immediately beyond there was a bowl-shaped depression in the moor, and at the bottom of this was found the dead body of the unfortunate trainer. His head had been shattered by a savage blow from some heavy weapon, and he was wounded on the thigh, where there was a long, clean cut, inflicted evidently by some very sharp instrument. It was clear, however, that Straker had defended himself vigorously against his assailants, for in his right hand he held a small knife, which was clotted with blood up to the handle, while in his left he clasped a red and black silk cravat, which was recognized by the maid as having been worn on the preceding evening by the stranger who had visited the stables. Hunter, on recovering from his stupor, was also quite positive as to the ownership of the cravat. He was equally certain that the same stranger had, while standing at the window, drugged his curried mutton, and so deprived the stables of their Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.385
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watchman. As to the missing horse, there were abun-dant proofs in the mud which lay at the bottom of the fatal hollow that he had been there at the time of the struggle. But from that morning he has disappeared, and although a large reward has been offered, and all the gypsies of Dartmoor are on the alert, no news has come of him. Finally, an analysis has shown that the remains of his supper left by the stable-lad contained an appreciable quantity of powdered opium, while the people at the house partook of the same dish on the same night without any ill effect. 

Those are the main facts of the case, stripped of all surmise, and stated as baldly as possible. I shall now recapitulate what the police have done in the matter. 

Inspector Gregory, to whom the case has been committed, is an extremely competent officer. Were he but gifted with imagination he might rise to great heights in his profession. On his arrival he promptly found and arrested the man upon whom suspicion naturally rested. There was little difficulty in finding him, for he inhabited one of those villas which I have mentioned. His name, it appears, was Fitzroy Simpson. He was a man of excellent birth and education, who had squandered a fortune upon the turf, and who lived now by doing a little quiet and genteel book-making in the sporting clubs of London. An examination of his betting-book shows that bets to the amount of five Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.386
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thousand pounds had been registered by him against the favourite. On being arrested he volunteered the statement that he had come down to Dartmoor in the hope of getting some information about the King's Pyland horses, and also about Desborough, the second favourite, which was in charge of Silas Brown at the Mapleton stables. He did not attempt to deny that he had acted as described upon the evening before, but declared that he had no sinister designs and had simply wished to obtain first-hand information. When confronted with his cravat he turned very pale and was utterly unable to account for its presence in the hand of the murdered man. His wet clothing showed that he had been out in the storm of the night before, and his stick, which was a penang-lawyer weighted with lead, was just such a weapon as might, by repeated blows, have inflicted the terrible injuries to which the trainer had succumbed. On the other hand, there was no wound upon his person, while the state of Straker's knife would show that one at least of his assailants must bear his mark upon him. There you have it all in a nutshell, Watson, and if you can give me any light I shall be infinitely obliged to you.«

I had listened with the greatest interest to the statement which Holmes, with characteristic clearness, had laid before me. Though most of the facts were familiar to me, I had not sufficiently appreciated their relative Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.387
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importance, nor their connection to each other. 

»Is it not possible,« I suggested, »that the incised wound upon Straker may have been caused by his, own knife in the convulsive struggles which follow any brain injury?«

»It is more than possible; it is probable,« said Holmes. »In that case one of the main points in favour of the accused disappears.«

»And yet,« said I, »even now I fail to understand what the theory of the police can be.«

»I am afraid that whatever theory we state has very grave objections to it,« returned my companion. »The police imagine, I take it, that this Fitzroy Simpson, having drugged the lad, and having in some way obtained a duplicate key, opened the stable door and took out the horse, with the intention, apparently, of kidnapping him altogether. His bridle is missing, so that Simpson must have put this on. Then, having left the door open behind him, he was leading the horse away over the moor when he was either met or overtaken by the trainer. A row naturally ensued. Simpson beat out the trainer's brains with his heavy stick without receiving any injury from the small knife which Straker used in self-defence, and then the thief either led the horse on to some secret hiding-place, or else it may have bolted during the struggle, and be now wandering out on the moors. That is the case as it appears Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.388
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to the police, and improbable as it is, all other explanations are more improbable still. However, I shall very quickly test the matter when I am once upon the spot, and until then I cannot really see how we can get much further than our present position.«

It was evening before we reached the little town of Tavistock, which lies, like the boss of a shield, in the middle of the huge circle of Dartmoor. Two gentlemen were awaiting us in the station – the one a tall, fair man with lion-like hair and beard and curiously penetrating light blue eyes; the other a small, alert person, very neat and dapper, in a frock-coat and gaiters, with trim little side-whiskers and an eyeglass. 

The latter was Colonel Ross, the well-known sportsman; the other, Inspector Gregory; a man who was rapidly making his name in the English detective service. 

»I am delighted that you have come down, Mr. 

Holmes,« said the colonel. »The inspector here has done all that could possibly be suggested, but I wish to leave no stone unturned in trying to avenge poor Straker and in recovering my horse.«

»Have there been any fresh developments?« asked Holmes. 

»I am sorry to say that we have made very little progress,« said the inspector. »We have an open carriage outside, and as you would no doubt like to see Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.389
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the place before the light fails, we might talk it over as we drive.«

A minute later we were all seated in a comfortable landau and were rattling through the quaint old Devonshire city. Inspector Gregory was full of his case and poured out a stream of remarks, while Holmes threw in an occasional question or interjection. Colonel Ross leaned back with his arms folded and his hat tilted over his eyes, while I listened with interest to the dialogue of the two detectives. Gregory was for-mulating his theory, which was almost exactly what Holmes had foretold in the train. 

»The net is drawn pretty close round Fitzroy Simpson,« he remarked, »and I believe myself that he is our man. At the same time I recognize that the evidence is purely circumstantial, and that some new development may upset it.«

»How about Straker's knife?«

»We have quite come to the conclusion that he wounded himself in his fall.«

»My friend Dr. Watson made that suggestion to me as we came down. If so, it would tell against this man Simpson.«

»Undoubtedly. He has neither a knife nor any sign of a wound. The evidence against him is certainly very strong. He had a great interest in the disappearance of the favourite. He lies under suspicion of Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.390
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having poisoned the stable-boy; he was undoubtedly out in the storm; he was armed with a heavy stick, and his cravat was found in the dead man's hand. I really think we have enough to go before a jury.«

Holmes shook his head. »A clever counsel would tear it all to rags,« said he. »Why should he take the horse out of the stable? If he wished to injure it, why could he not do it there? Has a duplicate key been found in his possession? What chemist sold him the powdered opium? Above all, where could he, a stranger to the district, hide a horse, and such a horse as this? What is his own explanation as to the paper which he wished the maid to give to the stable-boy?«

»He says that it was a ten-pound note. One was found in his purse. But your other difficulties are not so formidable as they seem. He is not a stranger to the district. He has twice lodged at Tavistock in the summer. The opium was probably brought from London. 

The key, having served its purpose, would be hurled away. The horse may be at the bottom of one of the pits or old mines upon the moor.«

»What does he say about the cravat?«

»He acknowledges that it is his and declares that he had lost it. But a new element has been introduced into the case which may account for his leading the horse from the stable.«

Holmes pricked up his ears. 
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»We have found traces which show that a party of gypsies encamped on Monday night within a mile of the spot where the murder took place. On Tuesday they were gone. Now, presuming that there was some understanding between Simpson and these gypsies, might he not have been leading the horse to them when he was overtaken, and may they not have him now?«

»It is certainly possible.«

»The moor is being scoured for these gypsies. I have also examined every stable and outhouse in Tavistock, and for a radius of ten miles.«

»There is another training-stable quite close, I understand?«

»Yes, and that is a factor which we must certainly not neglect. As Desborough, their horse, was second in the betting, they had an interest in the disappearance of the favourite. Silas Brown, the trainer, is known to have had large bets upon the event, and he was no friend to poor Straker. We have, however, examined the stables, and there is nothing to connect him with the affair.«

»And nothing to connect this man Simpson with the interests of the Mapleton stables?«

»Nothing at all.«

Holmes leaned back in the carriage, and the conversation ceased. A few minutes later our driver pul-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.392
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led up at a neat little red-brick villa with overhanging eaves which stood by the road. Some distance off, across a paddock, lay a long gray-tiled outbuilding. In every other direction the low curves of the moor, bronze-coloured from the fading ferns, stretched away to the sky-line, broken only by the steeples of Tavistock, and by a cluster of houses away to the westward which marked the Mapleton stables. We all sprang out with the exception of Holmes, who continued to lean back with his eyes fixed upon the sky in front of him, entirely absorbed in his own thoughts. It was only when I touched his arm that he roused himself with a violent start and stepped out of the carriage. 

»Excuse me,« said he, turning to Colonel Ross, who had looked at him in some surprise. »I was day-dreaming.« There was a gleam in his eyes and a suppressed excitement in his manner which convinced me, used as I was to his ways, that his hand was upon a clue, though I could not imagine where he had found it. 

»Perhaps you would prefer at once to go on to the scene of the crime, Mr. Holmes?« said Gregory. 

»I think that I should prefer to stay here a little and go into one or two questions of detail. Straker was brought back here, I presume?«

»Yes, he lies upstairs. The inquest is to-morrow.«
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»He has been in your service some years, Colonel Ross?«

»I have always found him an excellent servant.«

»I presume that you made an inventory of what he had in his pockets at the time of his death, Inspector?«

»I have the things themselves in the sitting-room if you would care to see them.«

»I should be very glad.« We all filed into the front room and sat round the central table while the inspector unlocked a square tin box and laid a small heap of things before us. There was a box of vestas, two inches of tallow candle, an A D P brier-root pipe, a pouch of sealskin with half an ounce of long-cut Cavendish, a silver watch with a gold chain, five sovereigns in gold, an aluminum pencil-case, a few papers, and an ivory-handled knife with a very delicate, inflexible blade marked Weiss & Co., London. 

»This is a very singular knife,« said Holmes, lifting it up and examining it minutely. »I presume, as I see blood-stains upon it, that it is the one which was found in the dead man's grasp. Watson, this knife is surely in your line?«

»It is what we call a cataract knife,« said I. 

»I thought so. A very delicate blade devised for very delicate work. A strange thing for a man to carry with him upon a rough expedition, especially as it Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.394
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would not shut in his pocket.«

»The tip was guarded by a disc of cork which we found beside his body,« said the inspector. »His wife tells us that the knife had lain upon the dressing-table, and that he had picked it up as he left the room. It was a poor weapon, but perhaps the best that he could lay his hands on at the moment.«

»Very possibly. How about these papers?«

»Three of them are receipted hay-dealers' accounts. 

One of them is a letter of instructions from Colonel Ross. This other is a milliner's account for thirty-seven pounds fifteen made out by Madame Lesurier, of Bond Street, to William Derbyshire. Mrs. Staker tells us that Derbyshire was a friend of her husband's, and that occasionally his letters were addressed here.«

»Madame Derbyshire had somewhat expensive tastes,« remarked Holmes, glancing down the account. 

»Twenty-two guineas is rather heavy for a single costume. However, there appears to be nothing more to learn, and we may now go down to the scene of the crime.«

As we emerged from the sitting-room a woman, who had been waiting in the passage, took a step forward and laid her hand upon the inspector's sleeve. 

Her face was haggard and thin and eager, stamped with the print of a recent horror. 

»Have you got them? Have you found them?« she Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.395
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panted. 

»No, Mrs. Straker. But Mr. Holmes here has come from London to help us, and we shall do all that is possible.«

»Surely I met you in Plymouth at a garden-party some little time ago, Mrs. Straker?« said Holmes. 

»No, sir; you are mistaken.«

»Dear me! Why, I could have sworn to it. You wore a costume of dove-coloured silk with ostrich-feather trimming.«

»I never had such a dress, sir,« answered the lady. 

»Ah, that quite settles it,« said Holmes. And with an apology he followed the inspector outside. A short walk across the moor took us to the hollow in which the body had been found. At the brink of it was the furze-bush upon which the coat had been hung. 

»There was no wind that night, I understand,« said Holmes. 

»None, but very heavy rain.«

»In that case the overcoat was not blown against the furze-bushes, but placed there.«

»Yes, it was laid across the bush.«

»You fill me with interest. I perceive that the ground has been trampled up a good deal. No doubt many feet have been here since Monday night.«

»A piece of matting has been laid here at the side, and we have all stood upon that.«
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»Excellent.«

»In this bag I have one of the boots which Straker wore, one of Fitzroy Simpson's shoes, and a cast horseshoe of Silver Blaze.«

»My dear Inspector, you surpass yourself!« Holmes took the bag, and, descending into the hollow, he pushed the matting into a more central position. Then stretching himself upon his face and leaning his chin upon his hands, he made a careful study of the trampled mud in front of him. »Hullo!« said he suddenly. 

»What's this?« It was a wax vesta, half burned, which was so coated with mud that it looked at first like a little chip of wood. 

»I cannot think how I came to overlook it,« said the inspector with an expression of annoyance. 

»It was invisible, buried in the mud. I only saw it because I was looking for it.«

»What! you expected to find it?«

»I thought it not unlikely.«

He took the boots from the bag and compared the impressions of each of them with marks upon the ground. Then he clambered up to the rim of the hollow and crawled about among the ferns and bushes. 

»I am afraid that there are no more tracks,« said the inspector. »I have examined the ground very carefully for a hundred yards in each direction.«

»Indeed!« said Holmes, rising. »I should not have Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.397
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the impertinence to do it again after what you say. But I should like to take a little walk over the moor before it grows dark that I may know my ground to-morrow, and I think that I shall put this horseshoe into my pok-ket for luck.«

Colonel Ross, who had shown some signs of impatience at my companion's quiet and systematic method of work, glanced at his watch. »I wish you would come back with me, Inspector,« said he. »There are several points on which I should like your advice, and especially as to whether we do not owe it to the public to remove our horse's name from the entries for the cup.«

»Certainly not,« cried Holmes with decision. »I should let the name stand.«

The colonel bowed. »I am very glad to have had your opinion, sir,« said he. »You will find us at poor Straker's house when you have finished your walk, and we can drive together into Tavistock.«

He turned back with the inspector, while Holmes and I walked slowly across the moor. The sun was beginning to sink behind the stable of Mapleton, and the long, sloping plain in front of us was tinged with gold, deepening into rich, ruddy browns where the faded ferns and brambles caught the evening light. 

But the glories of the landscape were all wasted upon my companion, who was sunk in the deepest thought. 
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»It's this way, Watson,« said he at last. »We may leave the question of who killed John Straker for the instant and confine ourselves to finding out what has become of the horse. Now, supposing that he broke away during or after the tragedy, where could he have gone to? The horse is a very gregarious creature. If left to himself his instincts would have been either to return to King's Pyland or go over to Maple-ton. Why should he run wild upon the moor? He would surely have been seen by now. And why should gypsies kidnap him? These people always clear out when they hear of trouble, for they do not wish to be pestered by the police. They could not hope to sell such a horse. 

They would run a great risk and gain nothing by taking him. Surely that is clear.«

»Where is he, then?«

»I have already said that he must have gone to King's Pyland or to Mapleton. He is not at King's Pyland. Therefore he is at Mapleton. Let us take that as a working hypothesis and see what it leads us to. This part of the moor, as the inspector remarked, is very hard and dry. But it falls away towards Mapleton, and you can see from here that there is a long hollow over yonder, which must have been very wet on Monday night. If our supposition is correct, then the horse must have crossed that, and there is the point where we should look for his tracks.«

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.399

Silver Blaze

Doyle-SH, 394

We had been walking briskly during this conversation, and a few more minutes brought us to the hollow in question. At Holmes's request I walked down the bank to the right, and he to the left, but I had not taken fifty paces before I heard him give a shout and saw him waving his hand to me. The track of a horse was plainly outlined in the soft earth in front of him, and the shoe which he took from his pocket exactly fitted the impression. 

»See the value of imagination,« said Holmes. »It is the one quality which Gregory lacks. We imagined what might have happened, acted upon the supposition, and find ourselves justified. Let us proceed.«

We crossed the marshy bottom and passed over a quarter of a mile of dry, hard turf. Again the ground sloped, and again we came on the tracks. Then we lost them for half a mile, but only to pick them up once more quite close to Mapleton. It was Holmes who saw them first, and he stood pointing with a look of triumph upon his face. A man's track was visible beside the horse's. 

»The horse was alone before,« I cried. 

»Quite so. It was alone before. Hullo, what is this?«

The double track turned sharp off and took the direction of King's Pyland. Holmes whistled, and we both followed along after it. His eyes were on the Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.400
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trail, but I happened to look a little to one side and saw to my surprise the same tracks coming back again in the opposite direction. 

»One for you, Watson,« said Holmes when I pointed it out. »You have saved us a long walk, which would have brought us back on our own traces. Let us follow the return track.«

We had not to go far. It ended at the paving of asphalt which led up to the gates of the Mapleton stables. As we approached, a groom ran out from them. 

»We don't want any loiterers about here,« said he. 

»I only wished to ask a question,« said Holmes, with his finger and thumb in his waistcoat pocket. 

»Should I be too early to see your master, Mr. Silas Brown, if I were to call at five o'clock to-morrow morning?«

»Bless you, sir, if anyone is about he will be, for he is always the first stirring. But here he is, sir, to answer your questions for himself. No, sir, no, it is as much as my place is worth to let him see me touch your money. Afterwards, if you like.«

As Sherlock Holmes replaced the half-crown which he had drawn from his pocket, a fierce-looking elderly man strode out from the gate with a hunting-crop swinging in his hand. 

»What's this, Dawson!« he cried. »No gossiping! 
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you want here?«

»Ten minutes' talk with you, my good sir,« said Holmes in the sweetest of voices. 

»I've no time to talk to every gadabout. We want no strangers here. Be off, or you may find a dog at your heels.«

Holmes leaned forward and whispered something in the trainer's ear. He started violently and flushed to the temples. 

»It's a lie!« he shouted. »An infernal lie!«

»Very good. Shall we argue about it here in public or talk it over in your parlour?«

»Oh, come in if you wish to.«

Holmes smiled. »I shall not keep you more than a few minutes, Watson,« said he. »Now, Mr. Brown, I am quite at your disposal.« – It was twenty minutes, and the reds had all faded into grays before Holmes and the trainer reappeared. Never have I seen such a change as had been brought about in Silas Brown in that short time. His face was ashy pale, beads of perspiration shone upon his brow, and his hands shook until the hunting-crop wagged like a branch in the wind. His bullying, overbearing manner was all gone too, and he cringed along at my companion's side like a dog with its master. 

»Your instructions will be done. It shall all be done,« said he. 
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»There must be no mistake,« said Holmes, looking round at him. The other winced as he read the menace in his eyes. 

»Oh, no, there shall be no mistake. It shall be there. 

Should I change it first or not?«

Holmes thought a little and then burst out laughing. »No, don't,« said he, »I shall write to you about it. No tricks, now, or ––«

»Oh, you can trust me, you can trust me!«

»Yes, I think I can. Well, you shall hear from me to-morrow.« He turned upon his heel, disregarding the trembling hand which the other held out to him, and we set off for King's Pyland. 

»A more perfect compound of the bully, coward, and sneak than Master Silas Brown I have seldom met with,« remarked Holmes as we trudged along together. 

»He has the horse, then?«

»He tried to bluster out of it, but I described to him so exactly what his actions had been upon that morning that he is convinced that I was watching him. Of course you observed the peculiarly square toes in the impressions, and that his own boots exactly corresponded to them. Again, of course no subordinate would have dared to do such a thing. I described to him how, when according to his custom he was the first down, he perceived a strange horse wandering Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.403
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over the moor. How he went out to it, and his astonishment at recognizing, from the white forehead which has given the favourite its name, that chance had put in his power the only horse which could beat the one upon which he had put his money. Then I described how his first impulse had been to lead him back to King's Pyland, and how the devil had shown him how he could hide the horse until the race was over, and how he had led it back and concealed it at Mapleton. When I told him every detail he gave it up and thought only of saving his own skin.«

»But his stables had been searched?«

»Oh, an old horse-faker like him has many a dodge.«

»But are you not afraid to leave the horse in his power now, since he has every interest in injuring it?«

»My dear fellow, he will guard it as the apple of his eye. He knows that his only hope of mercy is to produce it safe.«

»Colonel Ross did not impress me as a man who would be likely to show much mercy in any case.«

»The matter does not rest with Colonel Ross. I follow my own methods and tell as much or as little as I choose. That is the advantage of being unofficial. I don't know whether you observed it, Watson, but the colonel's manner has been just a trifle cavalier to me. 

I am inclined now to have a little amusement at his Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.404
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expense. Say nothing to him about the horse.«

»Certainly not without your permission.«

»And of course this is all quite a minor point compared to the question of who killed John Straker.«

»And you will devote yourself to that?«

»On the contrary, we both go back to London by the night train.«

I was thunderstruck by my friend's words. We had only been a few hours in Devonshire, and that he should give up an investigation which he had begun so brilliantly was quite incomprehensible to me. Not a word more could I draw from him until we were back at the trainer's house. The colonel and the inspector were awaiting us in the parlour. 

»My friend and I return to town by the night-express,« said Holmes. »We have had a charming little breath of your beautiful Dartmoor air.«

The inspector opened his eyes, and the colonel's lip curled in a sneer. 

»So you despair of arresting the murderer of poor Straker,« said he. 

Holmes shrugged his shoulders. »There are certainly grave difficulties in the way,« said he. ›I have every hope, however, that your horse will start upon Tuesday, and I beg that you will have your jockey in readiness. Might I ask for a photograph of Mr. John Straker?‹
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The inspector took one from an envelope and handed it to him. 

»My dear Gregory, you anticipate all my wants. If I might ask you to wait here for an instant, I have a question which I should like to put to the maid.«

»I must say that I am rather disappointed in our London consultant,« said Colonel Ross bluntly as my friend left the room. »I do not see that we are any further than when he came.«

»At least you have his assurance that your horse will run,« said I. 

»Yes, I have his assurance,« said the colonel with a shrug of his shoulders. »I should prefer to have the horse.«

I was about to make some reply in defence of my friend when he entered the room again. 

»Now, gentlemen,« said he, »I am quite ready for Tavistock.«

As we stepped into the carriage one of the stable-lads held the door open for us. A sudden idea seemed to occur to Holmes, for he leaned forward and touched the lad upon the sleeve. 

»You have a few sheep in the paddock,« he said. 

»Who attends to them?«

»I do, sir.«

»Have you noticed anything amiss with them of late?«
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»Well, sir, not of much account, but three of them have gone lame, sir.«

I could see that Holmes was extremely pleased, for he chuckled and rubbed his hands together. 

»A long shot, Watson, a very long shot,« said he, pinching my arm. »Gregory, let me recommend to your attention this singular epidemic among the sheep. Drive on, coachman!«

Colonel Ross still wore an expression which showed the poor opinion which he had formed of my companion's ability, but I saw by the inspector's face that his attention had been keenly aroused. 

»You consider that to be important?« he asked. 

»Exceedingly so.«

»Is there any point to which you would wish to draw my attention?«

»To the curious incident of the dog in the night-time.«

»The dog did nothing in the night-time.«

»That was the curious incident,« remarked Sherlock Holmes. 

Four days later Holmes and I were again in the train, bound for Winchester to see the race for the Wessex Cup. Colonel Ross met us by appointment outside the station, and we drove in his drag to the course beyond the town. His face was grave, and his Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.407
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manner was cold in the extreme. 

»I have seen nothing of my horse,« said he. 

»I suppose that you would know him when you saw him?« asked Holmes. 

The colonel was very angry. »I have been on the turf for twenty years and never was asked such a question as that before,« said he. »A child would know Silver Blaze with his white forehead and his mottled off-foreleg.«

»How is the betting?«

»Well, that is the curious part of it. You could have got fifteen to one yesterday, but the price has become shorter and shorter, until you can hardly get three to one now.«

»Hum!« said Holmes. »Somebody knows something, that is clear.«

As the drag drew up in the enclosure near the grandstand I glanced at the card to see the entries. 

Wessex Plate [it ran] 50 sovs. each h ft with 1000

sovs. added, for four and five year olds. Second, £300. 

Third, £200. New course (one mile and five furlongs). 

1. Mr. Heath Newton's The Negro. Red cap. Cinnamon jacket. 

2. Colonel Wardlaw's Pugilist. Pink cap. Blue and black jacket. 

3. 

Lord

Backwater's

Desborough. 

Yellow

cap


and

sleeves. 
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4. Colonel Ross's Silver Blaze. Black cap. Red jacket. 

5. Duke of Balmoral's Iris. Yellow and black stripes. 

6. Lord Singleford's Rasper. Purple cap. Black sleeves. 

»We scratched our other one and put all hopes on your word,« said the colonel. »Why, what is that? Silver Blaze favourite?«

»Five to four against Silver Blaze!« roared the ring. »Five to four against Silver Blaze! Five to fifteen against Desborough! Five to four on the field!«

»There are the numbers up,« I cried. »They are all six there.«

»All six there? Then my horse is running,« cried the colonel in great agitation. »But I don't see him. 

My colours have not passed.«

»Only five have passed. This must be he.«

As I spoke a powerful bay horse swept out from the weighing enclosure and cantered past us, bearing on its back the well-known black and red of the colonel. 

»That's not my horse,« cried the owner. »That beast has not a white hair upon its body. What is this that you have done, Mr. Holmes?«

»Well, well, let us see how he gets on,« said my friend imperturbably. For a few minutes he gazed through my field-glass. »Capital! An excellent start!«

he cried suddenly. »There they are, coming round the curve!«
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From our drag we had a superb view as they came up the straight. The six horses were so close together that a carpet could have covered them, but halfway up the yellow of the Mapleton stable showed to the front. 

Before they reached us, however, Desborough's bolt was shot, and the colonel's horse, coming away with a rush, passed the post a good six lengths before its rival, the Duke of Balmoral's Iris making a bad third. 

»It's my race, anyhow,« gasped the colonel, passing his hand over his eyes. »I confess that I can make neither head nor tail of it. Don't you think that you have kept up your mystery long enough, Mr. Holmes?«

»Certainly, Colonel, you shall know everything. 

Let us all go round and have a look at the horse together. Here he is,« he continued as we made our way into the weighing enclosure, where only owners and their friends find admittance. »You have only to wash his face and his leg in spirits of wine, and you will find that he is the same old Silver Blaze as ever.«

»You take my breath away!«

»I found him in the hands of a faker and took the liberty of running him just as he was sent over.«

»My dear sir, you have done wonders. The horse looks very fit and well. It never went better in its life. 

I owe you a thousand apologies for having doubted your ability. You have done me a great service by recovering my horse. You would do me a greater still if Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.410
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you could lay your hands on the murderer of John Straker.«

»I have done so,« said Holmes quietly. 

The colonel and I stared at him in amazement. 

»You have got him! Where is he, then?«

»He is here.«

»Here! Where?«

»In my company at the present moment.«

The colonel flushed angrily. »I quite recognize that I am under obligations to you, Mr. Holmes,« said he, 

»but I must regard what you have just said as either a very bad joke or an insult.«

Sherlock Holmes laughed. »I assure you that I have not associated you with the crime, Colonel,« said he. 

»The real murderer is standing immediately behind you.« He stepped past and laid his hand upon the glossy neck of the thoroughbred. 

»The horse!« cried both the colonel and myself. 

»Yes, the horse. And it may lessen his guilt if I say that it was done in self-defence, and that John Straker was a man who was entirely unworthy of your confidence. But there goes the bell, and as I stand to win a little on this next race, I shall defer a lengthy explanation until a more fitting time.«

We had the corner of a Pullman car to ourselves that evening as we Whirled back to London, and I Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.411
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fancy that the journey was a short one to Colonel Ross as well as to myself as we listened to our companion's narrative of the events which had occurred at the Dartmoor training-stables upon that Monday night, and the means by which he had unravelled them. 

»I confess,« said he, »that any theories which I had formed from the newspaper reports were entirely erroneous. And yet there were indications there, had they not been overlaid by other details which concealed their true import. I went to Devonshire with the conviction that Fitzroy Simpson was the true culprit, although, of course, I saw that the evidence against him was by no means complete. It was while I was in the carriage, just as we reached the trainer's house, that the immense significance of the curried mutton occurred to me. You may remember that I was distrait and remained sitting after you had all alighted. I was marvelling in my own mind how I could possibly have overlooked so obvious a clue.«

»I confess,« said the colonel, »that even now I cannot see how it helps us.«

»It was the first link in my chain of reasoning. 

Powdered opium is by no means tasteless. The flavour is not disagreeable, but it is perceptible. Were it mixed with any ordinary dish the eater would undoubtedly detect it and would probably eat no more. 
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A curry was exactly the medium which would disguise this taste. By no possible supposition could this stranger, Fitzroy Simpson, have caused curry to be served in the trainer's family that night, and it is surely too monstrous a coincidence to suppose that he happened to come along with powdered opium upon the very night when a dish happened to be served which would disguise the flavour. That is unthinkable. Therefore Simpson becomes eliminated from the case, and our attention centres upon Straker and his wife, the only two people who could have chosen curried mutton for supper that night. The opium was added after the dish was set aside for the stable-boy, for the others had the same for supper with no ill effects. Which of them, then, had access to that dish without the maid seeing them? 

Before deciding that question I had grasped the significance of the silence of the dog, for one true inference invariably suggests others. The Simpson incident had shown me that a dog was kept in the stables, and yet, though someone had been in and had fetched out a horse, he had not barked enough to arouse the two lads in the loft. Obviously the midnight visitor was someone whom the dog knew well. 

I was already convinced, or almost convinced, that John Straker went down to the stables in the dead of the night and took out Silver Blaze. For what pur-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.413
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pose? For a dishonest one, obviously, or why should he drug his own stable-boy? And yet I was at a loss to know why. There have been cases before now where trainers have made sure of great sums of money by laying against their own horses through agents and then preventing them from winning by fraud. Sometimes it is a pulling jockey. Sometimes it is some surer and subtler means. What was it here? I hoped that the contents of his pockets might help me to form a conclusion. 

And they did so. You cannot have forgotten the singular knife which was found in the dead man's hand, a knife which certainly no sane man would choose for a weapon. It was, as Dr. Watson told us, a form of knife which is used for the most delicate operations known in surgery. And it was to be used for a delicate operation that night. You must know, with your wide experience of turf matters, Colonel Ross, that it is possible to make a slight nick upon the tendons of a horse's ham, and to do it subcutaneously, so as to leave absolutely no trace. A horse so treated would develop a slight lameness, which would be put down to a strain in exercise or a touch of rheumatism, but never to foul play.«

»Villain! Scoundrel!« cried the colonel. 

»We have here the explanation of why John Straker wished to take the horse out on to the moor. So spiri-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.414
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ted a creature would have certainly roused the soundest of sleepers when it felt the prick of the knife. It was absolutely necessary to do it in the open air.«

»I have been blind!« cried the colonel. »Of course that was why he needed the candle and struck the match.«

»Undoubtedly. But in examining his belongings I was fortunate enough to discover not only the method of the crime but even its motives. As a man of the world, Colonel, you know that men do not carry other people's bills about in their pockets. We have most of us quite enough to do to settle our own. I at once concluded that Straker was leading a double life and keeping a second establishment. The nature of the bill showed that there was a lady in the case, and one who had expensive tastes. Liberal as you are with your servants, one can hardly expect that they can buy twenty-guinea walking dresses for their ladies. I questioned Mrs. Straker as to the dress without her, knowing it, and, having satisfied myself that it had never reached her, I made a note of the milliner's address and felt that by calling there with Straker's photograph I could easily dispose of the mythical Derbyshire. 

From that time on all was plain. Straker had led out the horse to a hollow where his light would be invisible. Simpson in his flight had dropped his cravat, and Straker had picked it up – with some idea, perhaps, Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.415
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that he might use it in securing the horse's leg. Once in the hollow, he had got behind the horse and had struck a light; but the creature, frightened at the sudden glare, and with the strange instinct of animals feeling that some mischief was intended, had lashed out, and the steel shoe had struck Straker full on the forehead. He had already, in spite of the rain, taken off his overcoat in order to do his delicate task, and so, as he fell, his knife gashed his thigh. Do I make it clear?«

»Wonderful!« cried the colonel. »Wonderful! You might have been there!«

»My final shot was, I confess, a very long one. It struck me that so astute a man as Straker would not undertake this delicate tendon-nicking without a little practise. What could he practise on? My eyes fell upon the sheep, and I asked a question which, rather to my surprise, showed that my surmise was correct. 

When I returned to London I called upon the milliner, who had recognized Straker as an excellent customer of the name of Derbyshire, who had a very dashing wife, with a strong partiality for expensive dresses. I have no doubt that this woman had plunged him over head and ears in debt, and so led him into this miserable plot.«

»You have explained all but one thing,« cried the colonel. »Where was the horse?«

»Ah, it bolted, and was cared for by one of your Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.416
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neighbours. We must have an amnesty in that direction, I think. This is Clapham Junction, if I am not mistaken, and we shall be in Victoria in less than ten minutes. If you care to smoke a cigar in our rooms, Colonel, I shall be happy to give you any other details which might interest you.«
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The Yellow Face

[In publishing these short sketches based upon the numerous cases in which my companion's singular gifts have made us the listeners to, and eventually the actors in, some strange drama, it is only natural that I should dwell rather upon his successes than upon his failures. 

And this not so much for the sake of his reputation – for, indeed, it was when he was at his wit's end that his energy and his versatility were most admirable – but because where he failed it happened too often that no one else succeeded, and that the tale was left forever without a conclusion. Now and again, however, it chanced that even when he erred the truth was still discovered. I have noted of some half-dozen cases of the kind; the adventure of the Musgrave Ritual and that which I am about to recount are the two which present the strongest features of interest.]

SHERLOCK HOLMES was a man who seldom took exercise for exercise's sake. Few men were capable of greater muscular effort, and he was undoubtedly one of the finest boxers of his weight that I have ever seen; but he looked upon aimless bodily exertion as a waste of energy, and he seldom bestirred himself save where there was some professional object to be served. Then he was absolutely untiring and indefatigable. That he should have kept himself in training under such circumstances is remarkable, but his diet Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.418
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was usually of the sparest, and his habits were simple to the verge of austerity. Save for the occasional use of cocaine, he had no vices, and he only turned to the drug as a protest against the monotony of existence when cases were scanty and the papers uninteresting. 

One day in early spring he had so far relaxed as to go for a walk with me in the Park, where the first faint shoots of green were breaking out upon the elms, and the sticky spear-heads of the chestnut? were just beginning to burst into their fivefold leaves. For two hours we rambled about together, in silence for the most part, as befits two men who know each other intimately. It was nearly five before we were back in Baker Street once more. 

»Beg pardon, sir,« said our page-boy as he opened the door »There's been a gentleman here asking for you, sir.«

Holmes glanced reproachfully at me. »So much for afternoon walks!« said he. »Has this gentleman gone, then?«

»Yes, sir.«

»Didn't you ask him in?«

»Yes, sir, he came in.«

»How long did he wait?«

»Half an hour, sir. He was a very restless gentleman, sir, a-walkin' and a-stampin' all the time he was here. I was waitin' outside the door, sir, and I could Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.419
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hear him. At last he out into the passage, and he cries, 

›Is that man  never  goin' to come?‹ Those were his very words, sir. ›You'll only need to wait a little longer,‹ says I. ›Then I'll wait in the open air, for I feel half choked,‹ says he. ›I'll be back before long.‹ And with that he ups and he outs, and all I could say wouldn't hold him back.«

»Well, well, you did your best,« said Holmes as we walked into our room. »It's very annoying, though, Watson. I was badly in need of a case, and this looks, from the man's impatience, as if it were of importance. Hullo! that's not your pipe on the table. He must have left his behind him. A nice old brier with a good long stem of what the tobacconists call amber. I wonder how many real amber mouthpieces there are in London? Some people think that a fly in it is a sign. Well, he must have been disturbed in his mind to leave a pipe behind him which he evidently values highly.«

»How do you know that he values it highly?« I asked. 

»Well, I should put the original cost of the pipe at seven and sixpence. Now it has, you see, been twice mended, once in the wooden stem and once in the amber. Each of these mends, done, as you observe, with silver bands, must have cost more than the pipe did originally. The man must value the pipe highly Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.420
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when he prefers to patch it up rather than buy a new one with the same money.«

»Anything else?« I asked, for Holmes was turning the pipe about in his hand and staring at it in his peculiar pensive way. 

He held it up and tapped on it with his long, thin forefinger, as a professor might who was lecturing on a bone. 

»Pipes are occasionally of extraordinary interest,«

said he. »Nothing has more individuality, save perhaps watches and bootlaces. The indications here, however, are neither very marked nor very important. 

The owner is obviously a muscular man, left-handed, with an excellent set of teeth, careless in his habits, and with no need to practise economy.«

My friend threw out the information in a very offhand way, but I saw that he cocked his eye at me to see if I had followed his reasoning. 

»You think a man must be well-to-do if he smokes a seven-shilling: pipe?« said I. 

»This is Grosvenor mixture at eightpence an ounce,« Holmes answered, knocking a little out on his palm. »As he might get an excellent smoke for half the price, he has no need to practise economy.«

»And the other points?«

»He has been in the habit of lighting his pipe at lamps and gas-jets. You can see that it is quite char-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.421
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red all down one side. Of course a match could not have done that. Why should a man hold a match to the side of his pipe? But you cannot light it at a lamp without getting the bowl charred. And it is all on the right side of the pipe. From that I gather that he is a left-handed man. You hold your own pipe to the lamp and see how naturally you, being right-handed, hold the left side to the flame. You might do it once the other way, but not as a constancy. This has always been held so. Then he has bitten through his amber. It takes a muscular, energetic fellow, and one with a good set of teeth, to do that. But if I am not mistaken I hear him upon the stair, so we shall have something more interesting than his pipe to study.«

An instant later our door opened, and a tall young man entered the room. He was well but quietly dressed in a dark gray suit and carried a brown wideawake in his hand. I should have put him at about thirty, though he was really some years older. 

»I beg your pardon,« said he with some embarrassment, »I suppose I should have knocked. Yes, of course I should have knocked. The fact is that I am a little upset, and you must put it all down to that.« He passed his hand over his forehead like a man who is half dazed, and then fell rather than sat down upon a chair. 

»I can see that you have not slept for a night or Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.422
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two,« said Holmes in his easy, genial way. »That tries a man's nerves more than work, and more even than pleasure. May I ask how I can help you?«

»I wanted your advice, sir. I don't know what to do, and my whole life seems to have gone to pieces.«

»You wish to employ me as a consulting detective?«

»Not that only. I want your opinion as a judicious man – as a man of the world. I want to know what I ought to do next. I hope to God you'll be able to tell me.«

He spoke in little, sharp, jerky outbursts, and it seemed to me that to speak at all was very painful to him, and that his will all through was overriding his inclinations. 

»It's a very delicate thing,« said he. »One does not like to speak of one's domestic affairs to strangers. It seems dreadful to discuss the conduct of one's wife with two men whom I have never seen before. It's horrible to have to do it. But I've got to the end of my tether, and I must have advice.«

»My dear Mr. Grant Munro ––« began Holmes. 

Our visitor sprang from his chair. »What!« he cried, »you know my name?«

»If you wish to preserve your incognito,« said Holmes, smiling, »I would suggest that you cease to write your name upon the lining of your hat, or else that you Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.423
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turn the crown towards the person whom you are addressing. I was about to say that my friend and I have listened to a good many strange secrets in this room, and that we have had the good fortune to bring peace to many troubled souls. I trust that we may do as much for you. Might I beg you, as time may prove to be of importance, to furnish me with the facts of your case without further delay?«

Our visitor again passed his hand over his forehead, as if he found it bitterly hard. From every gesture and expression I could see that he was a reserved, self-contained man, with a dash of pride in his nature, more likely to hide his wounds than to expose them. 

Then suddenly, with a fierce gesture of his closed hand, like one who throws reserve to the winds, he began:

»The facts are these, Mr. Holmes,« said he. »I am a married man and have been so for three years. During that time my wife and I have loved each other as fondly and lived as happily as any two that ever were joined. We have not had a difference, not one, in thought or word or deed. And now, since last Monday, there has suddenly sprung up a barrier between us, and I find that there is something in her life and in her thoughts of which I know as little as if she were the woman who brushes by me in the street. We are estranged, and I want to know why. 
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Now there is one thing that I want to impress upon you before I go any further, Mr. Holmes. Effie loves me. Don't let there be any mistake about that. She loves me with her whole heart and soul, and never more than now. I know it. I feel it. I don't want to argue about that. A man can tell easily enough when a woman loves him. But there's this secret between us, and we can never be the same until it is cleared.«

»Kindly let me have the facts, Mr. Munro,« said Holmes with some impatience. 

»I'll tell you what I know about Effie's history. She was a widow when I met her first, though quite young – only twenty-five. Her name then was Mrs. 

Hebron. She went out to America when she was young and lived in the town of Atlanta, where she married this Hebron, who was a lawyer with a good practice. They had one child, but the yellow fever broke out badly in the place, and both husband and child died of it. I have seen his death certificate. This sickened her of America, and she came back to live with a maiden aunt at Pinner, in Middlesex. I may mention that her husband had left her comfortably off, and that she had a capital of about four thousand five hundred pounds, which had been so well invested by him that it returned an average of seven per cent. She had only been six months at Pinner when I met her; we fell in love with each other, and we married a few Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.425
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weeks afterwards. 

I am a hop merchant myself, and as I have an income of seven or eight hundred, we found ourselves comfortably off and took a nice eighty-pound-a-year villa at Norbury. Our little place was very countrified, considering that it is so close to town. We had an inn and two houses a little above us, and a single cottage at the other side of the field which faces us, and except those there were no houses until you got halfway to the station. My business took me into town at certain seasons, but in summer I had less to do, and then in our country home my wife and I were just as happy as could be wished. I tell you that there never was a shadow between us until this accursed affair began. 

There's one thing I ought to tell you before I go further. When we married, my wife made over all her property to me – rather against my will, for I saw how awkward it would be if my business affairs went wrong. However, she would have it so, and it was done. Well, about six weeks ago she came to me. 

›Jack,‹ said she, ›when you took my money you said that if ever I wanted any I was to ask you for it.‹

›Certainly,‹ said I. ›It's all your own.‹

›Well,‹ said she, ›I want a hundred pounds.‹

I was a bit staggered at this, for I had imagined it was dimply a new dress or something of the kind that Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.426
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she was after. 

›What on earth for?‹ I asked. 

›Oh,‹ said she in her playful way, ›you said that you were only my banker, and bankers never ask questions, you know.‹

›If you really mean it, of course you shall have the money,‹ said I. 

›Oh, yes, I really mean it.‹

›And you won't tell me what you want it for?‹

›Some day, perhaps, but not just at present, Jack.‹

So I had to be content with that, though it was the first time that there had ever been any secret between us. I gave her a check, and I never thought any more of the matter. It may have nothing to do with what came afterwards, but I thought it only right to mention it. 

Well, I told you just now that there is a cottage not far from our house. There is just a field between us, but to reach it you have to go along the road and then turn down a lane. Just beyond it is a nice little grove of Scotch firs, and I used to be very fond of strolling down there, for trees are always a neighbourly kind of thing. The cottage had been standing empty this eight months, and it was a pity, for it was a pretty two-storied place, with an old-fashioned porch and a honeysuckle about it. I have stood many a time and thought what a neat little homestead it would make. 
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Well, last Monday evening I was taking a stroll down that way when I met an empty van coming up the lane and saw a pile of carpets and things lying about on the grass-plot beside the porch. It was clear that the cottage had at last been let. I walked past it, and then stopping, as an idle man might, I ran my eye over it and wondered what sort of folk they were who had come to live so near us. And as I looked I suddenly became aware that a face was watching me out of one of the upper windows. 

I don't know what there was about that face, Mr. 

Holmes, but it seemed to send a chill right down my back. I was some little way off, so that I could not make out the features, but there was something unnatural and inhuman about the face. That was the impression that I had, and I moved quickly forward to get a nearer view of the person who was watching me. 

But as I did so the face suddenly disappeared, so suddenly that it seemed to have been plucked away into the darkness of the room. I stood for five minutes thinking the business over and trying to analyze my impressions. I could not tell if the face was that of a man or a woman. It had been too far from me for that. 

But its colour was what had impressed me most. It was of a livid chalky white, and with something set and rigid about it which was shockingly unnatural. So disturbed was I that I determined to see a little more Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.428

The Yellow Face

Doyle-SH, 407

of the new inmates of the cottage. I approached and knocked at the door, which was instantly opened by a tall, gaunt woman with a harsh, forbidding face. 

›What may you be wantin'?‹ she asked in a Northern accent. 

›I am your neighbour over yonder,‹ said I, nodding towards my house. ›I see that you have only just moved in, so I thought that if I could be of any help to you in any ––‹

›Ay, we'll just ask ye when we want ye,‹ said she, and shut the door in my face. Annoyed at the churlish rebuff, I turned my back and walked home. All evening, though I tried to think of other things, my mind would still turn to the apparition at the window and the rudeness of the woman. I determined to say nothing about the former to my wife, for she is a nervous, highly strung woman, and I had no wish that she should share the unpleasant impression which had been produced upon myself. I remarked to her, however, before I fell asleep, that the cottage was now occupied, to which she returned no reply. 

I am usually an extremely sound sleeper. It has been a standing jest in the family that nothing could ever wake me during the night. And yet somehow on that particular, night, whether it may have been the slight excitement produced by my little adventure or not I know not, but I slept much more lightly than Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.429
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usual. Half in my dreams I was dimly conscious that something was going on in the room, and gradually became aware that my wife had dressed herself and was slipping on her mantle and her bonnet. My lips were parted to murmur out some sleepy words of surprise or remonstrance at this untimely preparation, when suddenly my half-opened eyes fell upon her face, 

illuminated

by

the

candle-light, 

and

astonishment held me dumb. She wore an expression such as I had never seen before – such as I should have thought her incapable of assuming. She was deadly pale and breathing fast, glancing furtively towards the bed as she fastened her mantle to see if she had disturbed me. Then, thinking that I was still asleep, she slipped noiselessly from the room, and an instant later I heard a sharp creaking which could only come from the hinges of the front door. I sat up in bed and rapped my knuckles against the rail to make certain that I was truly awake. Then I took my watch from under the pillow. It was three in the morning. 

What on this earth could my wife be doing out on the country road at three in the morning? 

I had sat for about twenty minutes turning the thing over in my mind and trying to find some possible explanation. The more I thought, the more extraordinary and inexplicable did it appear. I was still puzzling over it when I heard the door gently close again, and Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.430
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her footsteps coming up the stairs. 

›Where in the world have you been, Effie?‹ I asked as she entered. 

She gave a violent start and a kind of gasping cry when I spoke, and that cry and start troubled me more than all the rest, for there was something indescribably guilty about them. My wife had always been a woman of a frank, open nature, and it gave me a chill to see her slinking into her own room and crying out and wincing when her own husband spoke to her. 

›You awake, Jack!‹ she cried with a nervous laugh. 

›Why, I thought that nothing could awake you.‹

›Where have you been?‹ I asked, more sternly. 

›I don't wonder that you are surprised,‹ said she, and I could see that her fingers were trembling as she undid the fastenings of her mantle. ›Why, I never remember having done such a thing in my life before. 

The fact is that I felt as though I were choking and had a perfect longing for a breath of fresh air. I really think that I should have fainted if I had not gone out. I stood at the door for a few minutes, and now I am quite myself again.‹

All the time that she was telling me this story she never once looked in my direction, and her voice was quite unlike her usual tones. It was evident to me that she was saying what was false. I said nothing in reply, but turned my face to the wall, sick at heart, with my Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.431
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mind filled with a thousand venomous doubts and suspicions. What was it that my wife was concealing from me? Where had she been during that strange expedition? I felt that I should have no peace until I knew, and yet I shrank from asking her again after once she had told me what was false. All the rest of the night I tossed and tumbled, framing theory after theory, each more unlikely than the last. 

I should have gone to the City that day, but I was too disturbed in my mind to be able to pay attention to business matters. My wife seemed to be as upset as myself, and I could see from the little questioning glances which she kept shooting at me that she understood that I disbelieved her statement, and that she was at her wit's end what to do. We hardly exchanged a word during breakfast, and immediately afterwards I went out for a walk that I might think the matter out in the fresh morning air. 

I went as far as the Crystal Palace, spent an hour in the grounds, and was back in Norbury by one o'clock. 

It happened that my way took me past the cottage, and I stopped for an instant to look at the windows and to see if I could catch a glimpse of the strange face which had looked out at me on the day before. As I stood there, imagine my surprise, Mr. Holmes, when the door suddenly opened and my wife walked out. 

I was struck dumb with astonishment at the sight of Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.432
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her, but my emotions were nothing to those which showed themselves upon her face when our eyes met. 

She seemed for an instant to wish to shrink back inside the house again; and then, seeing how useless all concealment must be, she came forward, with a very white face and frightened eyes which belied the smile upon her lips. 

›Ah, Jack,‹ she said, ›I have just been in to see if I can be of any assistance to our new neighbours. Why do you look at me like that, Jack? You are not angry with me?‹

›So,‹ said I, ›this is where you went during the night.‹

›What do you mean?‹ she cried. 

›You came here. I am sure of it. Who are these people that you should visit them at such an hour?‹

›I have not been here before.‹

›How can you tell me what you know is false?‹ I cried. ›Your very voice changes as you speak. When have I ever had a secret from you? I shall enter that cottage, and I shall probe the matter to the bottom.‹

›No, no, Jack, for God's sake!‹ she gasped in uncontrollable emotion. Then, as I approached the door, she seized my sleeve and pulled me back with convulsive strength. 

›I implore you not to do this, Jack,‹ she cried. ›I swear that I will tell you everything some day, but Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.433
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nothing but misery can come of it if you enter that cottage.‹ Then, as I tried to shake her off, she clung to me in a frenzy of entreaty. 

›Trust me, Jack!‹ she cried. ›Trust me only this once. You will never have cause to regret it. You know that I would not have a secret from you if it were not for your own sake. Our whole lives are at stake in this. If you come home with me all will be well. If you force your way into that cottage all is over between us.‹

There was such earnestness, such despair, in her manner that her words arrested me, and I stood irresolute before the door. 

›I will trust you on one condition, and on one condition only,‹ said I at last. ›It is that this mystery comes to an end from now. You are at liberty to preserve your secret, but you must promise me that there shall be no more nightly visits, no more doings which are kept from my knowledge. I am willing to forget those which are past if you will promise that there shall be no more in the future.‹

 › I was sure that you would trust me,‹ she cried with a great sigh of relief. ›It shall be just as you wish. 

Come away – oh, come away up to the house.‹

Still pulling at my sleeve, she led me away from the cottage. As we went I glanced back, and there was that yellow livid face watching us out of the upper Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.434
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window. What link could there be between that creature and my wife? Or how could the coarse, rough woman whom I had seen the day before be connected with her? It was a strange puzzle, and yet I knew that my mind could never know ease again until I had solved it. 

For two days after this I stayed at home, and my wife appeared to abide loyally by our engagement, for, as far as I know, she never stirred out of the house. On the third day, however, I had ample evidence that her solemn promise was not enough to hold her back from this secret influence which drew her away from her husband and, her duty. 

I had gone into town on that day, but I returned by the 2:40 instead of the 3:36, which is my usual train. 

As I entered the house the maid ran into the hall with a startled face. 

›Where is your mistress?‹ I asked. 

›I think that she has gone out for a walk,‹ she answered. 

My mind was instantly filled with suspicion. I rushed upstairs to make sure that she was not in the house. As I did so I happened to glance out of one of the upper windows and saw the maid with whom I had just been speaking running across the field of the direction of the cottage. Then of course I saw exactly what it all meant. My wife had gone over there and Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.435
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had asked the servant to call her if I should return. 

Tingling with anger, I rushed down and hurried across, determined to end the matter once and forever. 

I saw my wife and the maid hurrying back along the lane, but I did not stop to speak with them. In the cottage lay the secret which was casting a shadow over my life. I vowed that, come what might, it should be a secret no longer. I did not even knock when I reached it, but turned the handle and rushed into the passage. 

It was all still and quiet upon the ground floor, In the kitchen a kettle was singing on the fire, and a large black cat lay coiled up in the basket; but there was no sign of the woman whom I had seen before. I ran into the other room, but it was equally deserted. 

Then I rushed up the stairs only to find two other rooms empty and deserted at the top. There was no one at all in the whole house. The furniture and pictures were of the most common and vulgar description, save in the one chamber at the window of which I had seen the strange face. That was comfortable and elegant, and all my suspicions rose into a fierce, bitter flame when I saw that on the mantelpiece stood a copy of a full-length photograph of my wife, which had been taken at my request only three months ago. 

I stayed long enough to make certain that the house was absolutely empty. Then I left it, feeling a weight at my heart such as I had never had before. My wife Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.436
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came out into the hall as I entered my house; but I was too hurt and angry to speak with her, and, pushing past her, I made my way into my study. She followed me, however, before I could close the door. 

›I am sorry that I broke my promise, Jack,‹ said she, ›but if you knew all the circumstances I am sure that you would forgive me.‹

›Tell me everything, then,‹ said I. 

›I cannot, Jack, I cannot,‹ she cried. 

›Until you tell me who it is that has been living in that cottage, and who it is to whom you have given that photograph, there can never be any confidence between us,‹ said I, and breaking away from her I left the house. That was yesterday, Mr. Holmes, and I have not seen her since, nor do I know anything more about this strange business. It is the first shadow that has come between us, and it has so shaken me that I do not know what I should do for the best. Suddenly this morning it occurred to me that you were the man to advise me, so I have hurried to you now, and I place myself unreservedly in your hands. If there is any point which I have not made clear, pray question me about it. But, above all, tell me quickly what I am to do, for this misery is more than I can bear.«

Holmes and I had listened with the utmost interest to this extraordinary statement, which had been delivered in the jerky, broken fashion of a man who is Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.437
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under the influence of extreme emotion. My companion sat silent now for some time, with his chin upon his hand, lost in thought. 

»Tell me,« said he at last, »could you swear that this was a man's face which you saw at the window?«

»Each time that I saw it I was some distance away from it, so that it is impossible for me to say.«

»You appear, however, to have been disagreeably impressed by it.«

»It seemed to be of an unusual colour and to have a strange rigidity about the features. When I approached it vanished with a jerk.«

»How long is it since your wife asked you for a hundred pounds?«

»Nearly two months.«

»Have you ever seen a photograph of her first husband?«

»No, there was a great fire at Atlanta very shortly after his death, and all her papers were destroyed.«

»And yet she had a certificate of death. You say that you saw it.«

»Yes, she got a duplicate after the fire.«

»Did you ever meet anyone who knew her in America?«

»No.«

»Did she ever talk of revisiting the place?«

»No.«
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»Or get letters from it?«

»No.«

»Thank you. I should like to think over the matter a little now. If the cottage is now permanently deserted we may have some difficulty. If, on the other hand, as I fancy is more likely, the inmates were warned of your coming and left before you entered yesterday, then they may be back now, and we should clear it all up easily. Let me advise you, then, to return to Norbury and to examine the windows of the cottage again. If you have reason to believe that it is inhabited, do not force your way in, but send a wire to my friend and me. We shall be with you within an hour of receiving it, and we shall then very soon get to the bottom of the business.«

»And if it is still empty?«

»In that case I shall come out to-morrow and talk it over with you. Good-bye, and, above all, do not fret until you know that you really have a cause for it.«

»I am afraid that this is a bad business, Watson,«

said my companion as he returned after accompanying Mr. Grant Munro to the door. »What do you make of it?«

»It had an ugly sound,« I answered »Yes. There's blackmail in it, or I am much mistaken.«

»And who is the blackmailer?«

»Well, it must be the creature who lives in the only Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.439
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comfortable room in the place and has her photograph above his fireplace. Upon my word, Watson, there is something very attractive about that livid face at the window, and I would not have missed the case for worlds.«

»You have a theory?«

»Yes, a provisional one. But I shall be surprised if it does not turn out to be correct. This woman's first husband is in that cottage.«

»Why do you think so?«

»How else can we explain her frenzied anxiety that her second one should not enter it? The facts, as I read them, are something like this: This woman was married in America. Her husband developed some hateful qualities, or shall we say he contracted some loathsome disease and became a leper or an imbecile? She flies from him at last, returns to England, changes her name, and starts her life, as she thinks, afresh. She has been married three years and believes that her position is quite secure, having shown her husband the death certificate of some man whose name she has assumed, when suddenly her whereabouts is discovered by her first husband, or, we may suppose, by some unscrupulous woman who has attached herself to the invalid. They write to the wife and threaten to come and expose her. She asks for a hundred pounds and endeavours to buy them off. They come in spite of it, Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.440
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and when the husband mentions casually to the wife that there are newcomers in the cottage, she knows in some way that they are her pursuers. She waits until her husband is asleep, and then she rushes down to endeavour to persuade them to leave her in peace. 

Having no success, she goes again next morning, and her husband meets her, as he has told us, as she comes out. She promises him then not to go there again, but two days afterwards the hope of getting rid of those dreadful neighbours was too strong for her, and she made another attempt, taking down with her the photograph which had probably been demanded from her. In the midst of this interview the maid rushed in to say that the master had come home, on which the wife, knowing that he would come straight down to the cottage, hurried the inmates out at the back door, into the grove of fir-trees, probably, which was mentioned as standing near. In this way he found the place deserted. I shall be very much surprised, however, if it is still so when he reconnoitres it this evening. What do you think of my theory?«

»It is all surmise.«

»But at least it covers all the facts. When new facts come to our knowledge which cannot be covered by it, it will be time enough to reconsider it. We can do nothing more until we have a message from our friend at Norbury.«
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But we had not a very long time to wait for that. It came just as we had finished our tea. 

The cottage is still tenanted [it said]. Have seen the face again act the window. Will meet the seven-o'clock train and will take no steps until you arrive. 

He was waiting on the platform when we stepped out, and we could see in the light of the station lamps that he was very pale, and quivering with agitation. 

»They are still there, Mr. Holmes,« said he, laying his hand hard upon my friend's sleeve. »I saw lights in the cottage as I came down. We shall settle it now once and for all.«

»What is your plan, then?« asked Holmes as he walked down the dark tree-lined road. 

»I am going to force my way in and see for myself who is in the house. I wish you both to be there as witnesses.«

»You are quite determined to do this in spite of your wife's warning that it is better that you should not solve the mystery?«

»Yes, I am determined.«

»Well, I think that you are in the right. Any truth is better than indefinite doubt. We had better go up at once. Of course, legally, we are putting ourselves hopelessly in the wrong; but I think that it is worth it.«

It was
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fall as we turned from the highroad into a narrow lane, deeply rutted, with hedges on either side. Mr. 

Grant Munro pushed impatiently forward, however, and we stumbled after him as best we could. 

»There are the lights of my house,« he murmured, pointing to a glimmer among the trees. »And here is the cottage which I am going to enter.«

We turned a corner in the lane as he spoke, and there was the building close beside us. A yellow bar falling across the black foreground showed that the door was not quite closed, and one window in the upper story was brightly illuminated. As we looked, we saw a dark blur moving across the blind. 

»There is that creature!« cried Grant Munro. »You can see for yourselves that someone is there. Now follow me, and we shall soon know all.«

We approached the door, but suddenly a woman appeared out of the shadow and stood in the golden track of the lamplight. I could not see her face in the darkness, but her arms were thrown out in an attitude of entreaty. 

»For God's sake, don't, Jack!« she cried. »I had a presentiment that you would come this evening. Think better of it, dear! Trust me again, and you will never have cause to regret it.«

»I have trusted you too long, Effie,« he cried sternly. »Leave go of me! I must pass you. My friends and Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.443
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I are going to settle this matter once and forever!« He pushed her to one side, and we followed closely after him. As he threw the door open an old woman ran out in front of him and tried to bar his passage, but he thrust her back, and an instant afterwards we were all upon the stairs. Grant Munro rushed into the lighted room at the top, and we entered at his heels. 

It was a cosy, well-furnished apartment, with two candles burning upon the table and two upon the mantelpiece. In the corner, stooping over a desk, there sat what appeared to be a little girl. Her face was turned away as we entered, but we could see that she was dressed in a red frock, and that she had long white gloves on. As she whisked round to us, I gave a cry of surprise and horror. The face which she turned towards us was of the strangest livid tint, and the features were absolutely devoid of any expression. An instant later the mystery was explained. Holmes, with a laugh, passed his hand behind the child's ear, a mask peeled off from her countenance, and there was a little coal-black negress, with all her white teeth flashing in amusement at our amazed faces. I burst out laughing, out of sympathy with her merriment; but Grant Munro stood staring, with his hand clutching his throat. 

»My God!« he cried. »What can be the meaning of this?«

»I will tell you the meaning of it,« cried the lady, Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.444
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sweeping into the room with a proud, set face. »You have forced me, against my own own judgment, to tell you, and now we must both make the best of it. My husband died at Atlanta. My child survived.«

»Your child?«

She drew a large silver locket from her bosom. 

»You have never seen this open.«

»I understood that it did not open.«

She touched a spring, and the front hinged back. 

There was a portrait within of a man strikingly handsome and intelligent-looking, but bearing unmistakable signs upon his features of his African descent. 

»That is John Hebron, of Atlanta,« said the lady, 

»and a nobler man never walked the earth. I cut myself off from my race in order to wed him, but never once while he lived did I for an instant regret it. It was our misfortune that our only child took after his people rather than mine. It is often so in such matches, and little Lucy is darker far than ever her father was. 

But dark or fair, she is my own dear little girlie, and her mother's pet.« The little creature ran across at the words and nestled up against the lady's dress. »When I left her in America,« she continued, »it was only because her health was weak, and the change might have done her harm. She was given to the care of a faithful Scotch woman who had once been our servant. Never for an instant did I dream of disowning her as my Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.445
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child. But when chance threw you in my way, Jack, and I learned to love you, I feared to tell you about my child. God forgive me, I feared that I should lose you, and I had not the courage to tell you. I had to choose between you, and in my weakness I turned away from my own little girl. For three years I have kept her existence a secret from you, but I heard from the nurse, and I knew that all was well with her. At last, however, there came an overwhelming desire to see the child once more. I struggled against it, but in vain. 

Though I knew the danger, I determined to have the child over, if it were but for a few weeks. I sent a hundred pounds to the nurse, and I gave her instructions about this cottage, so that she might come as a neighbour, without my appearing to be in any way connected with her. I pushed my precautions so far as to order her to keep the child in the house during the daytime, and to cover up her little face and hands so that even those who might see her at the window should not gossip about there being a black child in the neighbourhood. If I had been less cautious I might have been more wise, but I was half crazy with fear that you should learn the truth.«

»It was you who told me first that the cottage was occupied. I should have waited for the morning, but I could not sleep for excitement, and so at last I slipped out, knowing how difficult it is to awake you. But you Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.446
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saw me go, and that was the beginning of my troubles. Next day you had my secret at your mercy, but you nobly refrained from pursuing your advantage. 

Three days later, however, the nurse and child only just escaped from the back door as you rushed in at the front one. And now to-night you at last know all, and I ask you what is to become of us, my child and me?« She clasped her hands and waited for an answer. 

It was a long ten minutes before Grant Munro broke the silence, and when his answer came it was one of which I love to think. He lifted the little child, kissed her, and then, still carrying her, he held his other hand out to his wife and turned towards the door. 

»We can talk it over more comfortably at home,«

said he. »I am not a very good man, Effie, but I think that I am a better one than you have given me credit for being.«

Holmes and I followed them down the lane, and my friend plucked at my sleeve as we came out. 

»I think,« said he, »that we shall be of more use in London than in Norbury.«

Not another word did he say of the case until late that night, when he was turning away, with his lighted candle, for his bedroom. 

»Watson,« said he, »if it should ever strike you that Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.447
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I am getting a little over-confident in my powers, or giving less pains to a case than it deserves, kindly whisper ›Norbury‹ in my ear, and I shall be infinitely obliged to you.«
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The Stock-Broker's Clerk

Shortly after my marriage I had bought a connection in the Paddington district. Old Mr. Farquhar, from whom I purchased it, had at one time an excellent general practice; but his age, and an affliction of the nature of St. Vitus's dance from which he suffered, had very much thinned it. The public not unnaturally goes on the principle that he who would heal others must himself be whole, and looks askance at the curative powers of the man whose own case is beyond the reach of his drugs. Thus as my predecessor weakened his practice declined, until when I purchased it from him it had sunk from twelve hundred to little more than three hundred a year. I had confidence, however, in my own youth and energy and was convinced that in a very few years the concern would be as flourishing as ever. 

For three months after taking over the practice I was kept very closely at work and saw little of my friend Sherlock Holmes, for I was too busy to visit Baker Street, and he seldom went anywhere himself save upon professional business. I was surprised, therefore, when, one morning in June, as I sat reading the British Medical Journal  after breakfast, I heard a ring at the bell, followed by the high, somewhat strident Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.449
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tones of my old companion's voice. 

»Ah, my dear Watson,« said he, striding into the room, »I am very delighted to see you! I trust that Mrs. Watson has entirely recovered from all the little excitements connected with our adventure of the Sign of Four.«

»Thank you, we are both very well,« said I, shaking him warmly by the hand. 

»And I hope, also,« he continued, sitting down in the rocking-chair, »that the cares of medical practice have not entirely obliterated the interest which you used to take in our little deductive problems.«

»On the contrary,« I answered, »it was only last night that I was looking over my old notes, and classi-fying some of our past results.«

»I trust that you don't consider your collection closed.«

»Not at all. I should wish nothing better than to have some more of such experiences.«

»To-day, for example?«

»Yes, to-day, if you like.«

»And as far off as Birmingham?«

»Certainly, if you wish it.«

»And the practice?«

»I do my neighbour's when he goes. He is always ready to work off the debt.«
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ning back in his chair and looking keenly at me from under his half-closed lids. »I perceive that you have been unwell lately. Summer colds are always a little trying.«

»I was confined to the house by a severe chill for three days last week. I thought, however, that I had cast off every trace of it.«

»So you have. You look remarkably robust.«

»How, then, did you know of it?«

»My dear fellow, you know my methods.«

»You deduced it, then?«

»Certainly.«

»And from what?«

»From your slippers.«

I glanced down at the new patent-leathers which I was wearing, »How on earth ––« I began, but Holmes answered my question before it was asked. 

»Your slippers are new,« he said. »You could not have had them more than a few weeks. The soles which you are at this moment presenting to me are slightly scorched. For a moment I thought they might have got wet and been burned in the drying. But near the instep there is a small circular wafer of paper with the shopman's hieroglyphics upon it. Damp would of course have removed this. You had, then, been sitting with your feet outstretched to the fire, which a man would hardly do even in so wet a June as this if he Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.451
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were in his full health.«

Like all Holmes's reasoning the thing seemed simplicity itself when it was once explained. He read the thought upon my features, and his smile had a tinge of bitterness. 

»I am afraid that I rather give myself away when I explain,« said he. »Results without causes are much more impressive. You are ready to come to Birmingham, then?«

»Certainly. What is the case?«

»You shall hear it all in the train. My client is outside in a four-wheeler. Can you come at once?«

»In an instant.« I scribbled a note to my neighbour, rushed upstairs to explain the matter to my wife, and joined Holmes upon the doorstep. 

»Your neighbour is a doctor,« said he, nodding at the brass plate. 

»Yes, he bought a practice as I did.«

»An old-established one?«

»Just the same as mine. Both have been ever since the houses were built.«

»Ah! then you got hold of the best of the two.«

»I think I did. But how do you know?«

»By the steps, my boy. Yours are worn three inches deeper than his. But this gentleman in the cab is my client, Mr. Hall Pycroft. Allow me to introduce you to him. Whip your horse up, cabby, for we have only Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.452
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just time to catch our train.«

The man whom I found myself facing was a well-built, fresh-complexioned young fellow, with a frank, honest face and a slight, crisp, yellow moustache. He wore a very shiny top-hat and a neat suit of sober black, which made him look what he was – a smart young City man, of the class who have been labelled cockneys, but who give us our crack volunteer regiments, and who turn out more fine athletes and sportsmen than any body of men in these islands. His round, ruddy face was naturally full of cheeriness, but the corners of his mouth seemed to me to be pulled down in a half-comical distress. It was not, however, until we were in a first-class carriage and well started upon our journey to Birmingham that I was able to learn what the trouble was which had driven him to Sherlock Holmes. 

»We have a clear run here of seventy minutes,«

Holmes remarked. »I want you, Mr. Hall Pycroft, to tell my friend your very interesting experience exactly as you have told it to me, or with more detail if possible. It will be of use to me to hear the succession of events again. It is a case, Watson, which may prove to have something in it, or may prove to have nothing, but which, at least, presents those unusual and  outré features which are as dear to you as they are to me. 

Now, Mr. Pycroft, I shall not interrupt you again.«
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Our young companion looked at me with a twinkle in his eye. 

»The worst of the story is,« said he, »that I show myself up as such a confounded fool. Of course it may work out all right, and I don't see that I could have done otherwise; but if I have lost my crib and get nothing in exchange I shall feel what a soft Johnny I have been. I'm not very good at telling a story, Dr. Watson, but it is like this with me:

I used to have a billet at Coxon & Woodhouse's, of Draper Gardens, but they were let in early in the spring through the Venezuelan loan, as no doubt you remember, and came a nasty cropper. I have been with them five years, and old Coxon gave me a ripping good testimonal when the smash came, but of course we clerks were all turned adrift, the twenty-seven of us. I tried here and tried there, but there were lots of other chaps on the same lay as myself, and it was a perfect frost for a long time. I had been taking three pounds a week at Coxon'sr and I had saved about seventy, of them, but I soon worked my way through that and out at the other end. I was fairly at the end of my tether at last, and could hardly find the stamps to answer the advertisements or the envelopes to stick them to. I had worn out my boots paddling up office stairs, and I seemed just as far from getting a billet as ever. 
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At last I saw a vacancy at Mawson & Williams's, the great stock-broking firm in Lombard Street. I dare say E.C. is not much in your line, but I can tell you that this is about the richest house in London. The advertisement was to be answered by letter only. I sent in my testimonial and application, but without the least hope of getting it. Back came an answer by return, saying that if I would appear next Monday I might take over my new duties at once, provided that my appearance was satisfactory. No one knows how these things are worked. Some people say that the manager just plunges his hand into the heap and takes the first that comes. Anyhow it was my innings that time, and I don't ever wish to feel better pleased. The screw was a pound a week rise, and the duties just about the same as at Coxon's. 

And now I come to the queer part of the business. I was-in diggings out Hampstead way, 17 Potter's Terrace. Well, I was sitting doing a smoke that very evening after I had been promised the appointment, when up came my landlady with a card which had ›Arthur Pinner, Financial Agent,‹ printed upon it. I had never heard the name before and could not imagine what he wanted with me, but of course I asked her to show him up. In he walked, a middle-sized, dark-haired, dark-eyed, black-bearded man, with a touch of the sheeny about his nose. He had a brisk kind of way Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.455
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with him and spoke sharply, like a man who knew the value of time. 

›Mr. Hall Pycroft, I believe?‹ said he. 

›Yes, sir,‹ I answered, pushing a chair towards him. 

›Lately engaged at Coxon & Woodhouse's?‹

›Yes, sir.‹

›And now on the staff of Mawson's.‹

›Quite so.‹

›Well,‹ said he, ›the fact is that I have heard some really extraordinary stories about your financial ability. You remember Parker, who used to be Coxon's manager. He can never say enough about it.‹

Of course I was pleased to hear this. I had always been pretty sharp in the office, but I had never dreamed that I was talked about in the City in this fashion. 

›You have a good memory?‹ said he. 

›Pretty fair,‹ I answered modestly. 

›Have you kept in touch with the market while you have been out of work?‹ he asked. 

›Yes. I read the stock-exchange list every morning.‹

›Now that shows real application!‹ he cried. ›That is the way to prosper! You won't mind my testing you, will you? Let me see. How are Ayrshires?‹

›A hundred and six and a quarter to a hundred and five and seven-eighths.‹
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›And New Zealand consolidated?‹

›A hundred and four.‹

›And British Broken Hills?‹

›Seven to seven-and-six.‹

›Wonderful!‹ he cried with his hands up. ›This quite fits in with all that I had heard. My boy, my boy, you are very much too good to be a clerk at Mawson's!‹

This outburst rather astonished me, as you can think. ›Well,‹ said I, ›other people don't think quite so much of me as you seem to do, Mr. Pinner. I had a hard enough fight to get this berth, and I am very glad to have it.‹

›Pooh, man; you should soar above it. You are not in your true sphere. Now, I'll tell you how it stands with me. What I have to offer is little enough when measured by your ability, but when compared with Mawson's it's light to dark. Let me see. When do you go to Mawson's?‹

›On Monday.‹ ›Ha, ha! I think I would risk a little sporting flutter that you don't go there at all.‹

›Not go to Mawson's?‹

›No, sir. By that day you will be the business manager of the Franco-Midland Hardware Company, Limited, with a hundred and thirty-four branches in the towns and villages of France, not counting one in Brussels and one in San Remo.‹
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This took my breath away. ›I never heard of it,‹

said I. 

›Very likely not. It has been kept very quiet, for the capital was all privately subscribed, and it's too good a thing to let the public into. My brother, Harry Pinner, is promoter, and joins the board after allotment as managing director. He knew I was in the swim down here and asked me to pick up a good man cheap. A young, pushing man with plenty of snap about him. 

Parker spoke of you, and that brought me here tonight. We can only offer you a beggarly five hundred to start with.‹

›Five hundred a year!‹ I shouted. 

›Only that at the beginning; but you are to have an over-riding commission of one per cent, on all business done by your agents, and you may take my word for it that this will come to more than your salary.‹

›But I know nothing about hardware.‹

›Tut, my boy, you know about figures.‹

My head buzzed, and I could hardly sit still in my chair. But suddenly a little chill of doubt came upon me. 

›I must be frank with you,‹ said I. ›Mawson only gives me two hundred, but Mawson is safe. Now, really, I know so little about your company that ––‹

›Ah, smart, smart!‹ he cried in a kind of ecstasy of delight. ›You are the very man for us. You are not to Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.458
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be talked over, and quite right, too. Now, here's a note for a hundred pounds, and if you think that we can do business you may just slip it into your pocket as an advance upon your salary.‹

›That is very handsome,‹ said I. ›When should I take over my new duties?‹

›Be in Birmingham to-morrow at one,‹ said he. ›I have a note in my pocket here which you will take to my brother. You will find him at 126B Corporation Street, where the temporary offices of the company are situated. Of course he must confirm your engagement, but between ourselves it will be all right.‹

›Really, I hardly know how to express my gratitude, Mr. Pinner,‹ said I. 

›Not at all, my boy. You have only got your deserts. There are one or two small things – mere formalities – which I must arrange with you. You have a bit of paper beside you there. Kindly write upon it »I am perfectly willing to act as business manager to the Franco-Midland Hardware Company, Limited, at a minimum salary of £500.«‹

I did as he asked, and he put the paper in his pok-ket. 

›There is one other detail,‹ said he. ›What do you intend to do about Mawson's?‹

I had forgotten all about Mawson's in my joy. ›I'll write and resign,‹ said I. 
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›Precisely what I don't want you to do. I had a row over you with Mawson's manager. I had gone up to ask him about you, and he was very offensive; accused me of coaxing you away from the service of the firm, and that sort of thing. At last I fairly lost my temper. »If you want good men you should pay them a good price,« said I. 

»He would rather have our small price than your big one,« said he. 

»I'll lay you a fiver,« said I, »that when he has my offer you'll never so much as hear from him again.«

»Done!« said he. »We picked him out of the gutter, and he won't leave us so easily.« Those were his very words.‹

›The impudent scoundrel!‹ I cried. ›I've never so much as seen him in my life. Why should I consider him in any way? I shall certainly not write if you would rather I didn't.‹

›Good! That's a promise,‹ said he, rising from his chair. ›Well, I'm delighted to have got so good a man for my brother. Here's your advance of a hundred pounds, and here is the letter. Make a note of the address, 126B Corporation Street, and remember that one o'clock tomorrow is your appointment. Good-night, and may you have all the fortune that you deserve!‹
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as I can remember. You can imagine, Dr. Watson, how pleased I was at such an extraordinary bit of good fortune. I sat up half the night hugging myself over it, and next day I was off to Birmingham in a train that would take me in plenty time for my appointment. I took my things to a hotel in New Street, and then I made my way to the address which had been given me. 

It was a quarter of an hour before my time, but I thought that would make no difference. 126B was a passage between two large shops, which led to a winding stone stair, from which there were many flats, let as offices to companies or professional men. The names of the occupants were painted at the bottom on the wall, but there was no such name as the Franco-Midland Hardware Company, Limited. I stood for a few minutes with my heart in my boots, wondering whether the whole thing was an elaborate hoax or not, when up came a man and addressed me. He was very like the chap I had seen the night before, the same figure and voice, but he was clean-shaven and his hair was lighter. 

›Are you Mr. Hall Pycroft?‹ he asked. 

›Yes,‹ said I. 

›Oh! I was expecting you, but you are a trifle before your time. I had a note from my brother this morning in which be sang your praises very loudly.‹
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›I was just looking for the offices when you came.‹

›We have not got our name up yet, for we only secured these temporary premises last week. Come up with me, and we will talk the matter over.‹

»I followed him to the top of a very lofty stair, and there, right under the slates, were a couple of empty, dusty little rooms, uncar-peted and uncurtained, into which he led me. I had thought of a great office with shining tables and rows of clerks, such as I was used to, and I daresay I stared rather straight at the two deal chairs and one little table, which with a ledger and a waste-paper basket, made up the whole furniture. 

›Don't be disheartened, Mr. Pycroft,‹ said my new acquaintance, seeing the length of my face. ›Rome was not built in a day, and we have lots of money at our backs, though we don't cut much dash yet in offices. Pray sit down, and let me have your letter.‹

I gave it to him, and he read it over very carefully. 

›You seem to have made a vast impression upon my brother Arthur,‹ said he, ›and I know that he is a pretty shrewd judge. He swears by London, you know; and I by Birmingham; but this time I shall follow his advice. Pray consider yourself definitely engaged.‹

›What are my duties?‹ I asked. 
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Paris, which will pour a flood of English crockery into the shops of a hundred and thirty-four agents in France. The purchase will be completed in a week, and meanwhile you will remain in Birmingham and make yourself useful.‹

›How?‹

For answer, he took a big red book out of a drawer. 

›This is a directory of Paris,‹ said he, ›with the trades after the names of the people. I want you to take it home with you, and to mark off all the hardware-sellers, with their addresses. It would be of the greatest use to me to have them.‹

›Surely, there are classified lists?‹ I suggested. 

›Not reliable ones. Their system is different from ours. Stick at it, and let me have the lists by Monday, at twelve. Good-day, Mr. Pycroft. If you continue to show zeal and intelligence you will find the company a good master.‹

I went back to the hotel with the big book under my arm, and with very conflicting feelings in my breast. 

On the one hand, I was definitely engaged and had a hundred pounds in my pocket; on the other, the look of the offices, the absence of name on the wall, and other of the points which would strike a business man had left a bad impression as to the position of my employers. However, come what might, I had my money, so I settled down to my task. All Sunday I was kept Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.463
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hard at work, and yet by Monday I had only got as far as H. I went round to my employer, found him in the same dismantled kind of room, and was told to keep at it until Wednesday, and then come again. On Wednesday it was still unfinished, so I hammered away until Friday – that is, yesterday. Then I brought it round to Mr. Harry Pinner. 

›Thank you very much,‹ said he, ›I fear that I underrated the difficulty of the task. This list will be of very material assistance to me.‹

›It took some time,‹ said I. 

›And now,‹ said he, ›I want you to make a list of the furniture shops, for they all sell crockery.‹

›Very good.‹

›And you can come up to-morrow evening at seven and let me know how you are getting on. Don't over-work yourself. A couple of hours at bay's Music Hall in the evening would do you no harm after your labours.‹ He laughed as he spoke, and I saw with a thrill that his second tooth upon the left-hand side had been very badly stuffed with gold.«

Sherlock Holmes rubbed his hands with delight, and I stared with astonishment at our client. 

»You may well look surprised, Dr. Watson, but it is this way,« said he: »When I was speaking to the other chap in London, at the time that he laughed at my not going to Mawson's, I happened to notice that Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.464
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his tooth was stuffed in this very identical fashion. 

The glint of the gold in each case caught my eye, you see. When I put that with the voice and figure being the same, and only those things altered which might be changed by a razor or a wig, I could not doubt that it was the same man. Of course you expect two brothers to be alike, but not that they should have the same tooth stuffed in the same way. He bowed me out, and I found myself in the street, hardly knowing whether I was on my head or my heels. Back I went to my hotel, put my head in a basin of cold water, and tried to think it out. Why had he sent me from London to Birmingham? Why had he got there before me? 

And why had he written a letter from himself to himself? It was altogether too much for me, and I could make no sense of it. And then suddenly it struck me that what was dark to me might be very light to Mr. 

Sherlock Holmes. I had just time to get up to town by the night train to see him this morning, and to bring you both back with me to Birmingham.«

There was a pause after the stock-broker's clerk had concluded his surprising experience. Then Sherlock Holmes cocked his eye at me, leaning back on the cushions with a pleased and yet critical face, like a connoisseur who has just taken his first sip of a comet vintage. 
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are points in it which please me. I think that you will agree with me that an interview with Mr. Arthur Harry Pinner in the temporary offices of the Franco-Midland Hardware Company, Limited, would be a rather interesting experience for both of us.«

»But how can we do it?« I asked. 

»Oh, easily enough,« said Hall Pycroft cheerily. 

»You are two friends of mine who are in want of a billet, and what could be more natural than that I should bring you both round to the managing director?«

»Quite so, of course,« said Holmes. »I should like to have a look at the gentleman and see if I can make anything of his little game. What qualities have you, my friend, which would make your services so valuable? Or is it possible that ––« He began biting his nails and staring blankly out of the window, and we hardly drew another word from him until we were in New Street. 

At seven o'clock that evening we were walking, the three of us, down Corporation Street to the company's offices. 

»It is no use our being at all before our time,« said our client. »He only comes there to see me, apparently, for the place is deserted up to the very hour he names.«

»That is suggestive,« remarked Holmes. 
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»By Jove, I told you so!« cried the clerk. »That's he walking ahead of us there.«

He pointed to a smallish, dark, well-dressed man who was bustling along the other side of the road. As we watched him he looked across at a boy who was bawling out the latest edition of the evening paper, and, running over among the cabs and busses, he bought one from him. Then, clutching it in his hand, he vanished through a doorway. 

»There he goes!« cried Hall Pycroft. »These are the company's offices into which he has gone. Come with me, and I'll fix it up as easily as possible.«

Following his lead, we ascended five stories, until we found ourselves outside a half-opened door, at which our client tapped. A voice within bade us enter, and we entered a bare, unfurnished room such as Hall Pycroft had described. At the single table sat the man whom we had seen in the street, with his evening paper spread out in front of him, and as he looked up at us it seemed to me that I had never looked upon a face which bore such marks of grief, and of something beyond grief – of a horror such as comes to few men in a lifetime. His brow glistened with perspiration, his cheeks were of the dull, dead white of a fish's belly, and his eyes were wild and staring. He looked at his clerk as though he failed to recognize him, and I could see by the astonishment depicted upon our conductor's Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.467

The Stock-Broker's Clerk

Doyle-SH, 425

face that this was by no means the usual appearance of his employer. 

»You look ill, Mr. Pinner!« he exclaimed. 

»Yes, I am not very well,« answered the other, making obvious efforts to pull himself together and licking his dry lips before he spoke. »Who are these gentlemen whom you have brought with you?«

»One is Mr. Harris, of Bermondsey, and the other is Mr. Price, of this town,« said our clerk glibly. 

»They are friends of mine and gentlemen of experience, but they have been out of a place for some little time, and they hoped that perhaps you might find an opening for them in the company's employment.«

»Very possibly! very possibly!« cried Mr. Pinner with a ghastly smile. »Yes, I have no doubt that we shall be able to do something for you. What is your particular line, Mr. Harris?«

»I am an accountant,« said Holmes. 

»Ah, yes, we shall want something of the sort. And you, Mr. Price?«

»A clerk,« said I. 

»I have every hope that the company may accommodate you. I will let you know about it as soon as we come to any conclusion. And now I beg that you will go. For God's sake leave me to myself!«
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himself had suddenly and utterly burst asunder. Holmes and I glanced at each other, and Hall Pycroft took a step towards the table. 

»You forget, Mr. Pinner, that I am here by appointment to receive some directions from you,« said he. 

»Certainly, Mr. Pycroft, certainly,« the other resumed in a calmer tone. »You may wait here a moment and there is no reason why your friends should not wait with you. I will be entirely at your service in three minutes, if I might trespass upon your patience so far.« He rose with a very courteous air, and, bowing to us, he passed out through a door at the farther end of the room, which he closed behind him. 

»What now?« whispered Holmes. »Is he giving us the slip?«

»Impossible,« answered Pycroft. 

»Why so?«

»That door leads into an inner room.«

»There is no exit?«

»None.«

»Is it furnished?«

»It was empty yesterday.«

»Then what on earth can he be doing? There is something which I don't understand in this matter. If ever a man was three parts mad with terror, that man's name is Pinner. What can have put the shivers on him?«
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»He suspects that we are detectives,« I suggested. 

»That's it,« cried Pycroft. 

Holmes shook his head. »He did not turn pale. He was  pale when we entered the room,« said he. »It is just possible that ––«

His words were interrupted by a sharp rat-tat from the direction of the inner door. 

»What the deuce is he knocking at his own door for?« cried the clerk. 

Again and much louder came the rat-tat-tat. We all gazed expectantly at the closed door. Glancing at Holmes, I saw his face turn rigid, and he leaned forward in intense excitement. Then suddenly came a low guggling, gargling sound, and a brisk drumming upon woodwork. Holmes sprang frantically across the room and pushed at the door. It was fastened on the inner side. Following his example, we threw ourselves upon it with all our weight. One hinge snapped, then the other, and down came the door with a crash. Rushing over it, we found ourselves in the inner room. It was empty. 

But it was only for a moment that we were at fault. 

At one corner, the corner nearest the room which we had left, there was a second door. Holmes sprang to it and pulled it open. A coat and waistcoat were lying on the floor, and from a hook behind the door, with his own braces round his neck, was hanging the ma-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.470
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naging director of the Franco-Midland Hardware Company. His knees were drawn up, his head hung at a dreadful angle to his body, and the clatter of his heels against the door made the noise which had broken in upon our conversation. In an instant I had caught him round the waist, and held him up while Holmes and Pycroft untied the elastic bands which had disappeared between the livid creases of skin. 

Then we carried him into the other room, where he lay with a clay-coloured face, puffing his purple lips in and out with every breath – a dreadful wreck of all that he had been but five minutes before. 

»What do you think of him, Watson?« asked Holmes. 

I stooped over him and examined him. His pulse was feeble and intermittent, but his breathing grew longer, and there was a little shivering of his eyelids, which showed a thin white slit of ball beneath. 

»It has been touch and go with him,« said I, »but he'll live now. Just open that window, and hand me the water carafe.« I undid his collar, poured the cold water over his face, and raised and sank his arms until he drew a long, natural breath. »It's only a question of time now,« said I as I turned away from him. 

Holmes stood by the table, with his hands deep in his trousers' pockets and his chin upon his breast. 

»I suppose we ought to call the police in now,«
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said he. »And yet I confess that I'd like to give them a complete case when they come.«

»It's a blessed mystery to me,« cried Pycroft, scratching his head. »Whatever they wanted to bring me all the way up here for, and then ––«

»Pooh! All that is clear enough,« said Holmes impatiently. »It is this last sudden move.«

»You understand the rest, then?«

»I think that it is fairly obvious. What do you say, Watson?«

I shrugged my shoulders. »I must confess that I am out of my depths,« said I. 

»Oh, surely if you consider the events at first they can only point to one conclusion.«

»What do you make of them?«

»Well, the whole thing hinges upon two points. 

The first is the making of Pycroft write a declaration by which he entered the service of this preposterous company. Do you not see how very suggestive that is?«

»I am afraid I miss the point.«

»Well, why did they want him to do it? Not as a business matter, for these arrangements are usually verbal, and there was no earthly business reason why this should be an exception. Don't you see, my young friend, that they were very anxious to obtain a specimen of your handwriting, and had no other way of Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.472
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doing it?«

»And why?«

»Quite so. Why? When we answer that we have made some progress with our little problem. Why? 

There can be only one adequate reason. Someone wanted to learn to imitate your writing and had to procure a specimen of it first. And now if we pass on to the second point we find that each throws light upon the other. That point is the request made by Pinner that you should not resign your place, but should leave the manager of this important business in the full expectation that a Mr. Hall Pycroft, whom he had never seen, was about to enter the office upon the Monday morning.«

»My God!« cried our client, »what a blind beetle I have been!«

»Now you see the point about the handwriting. 

Suppose that someone turned up in your place who wrote a completely different hand from that in which you had applied for the vacancy, of course the game would have been up. But in the interval the rogue had learned to imitate you, and his position was therefore secure, as I presume that nobody in the office had ever set eyes upon you.«

»Not a soul,« groaned Hall Pycroft. 

»Very good. Of course it was of the utmost importance to prevent you from thinking better of it, and Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.473
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also to keep you from coming into contact with anyone who might tell you that your double was at work in Mawson's office. Therefore they gave you a handsome advance on your salary, and ran you off to the Midlands, where they gave you enough work to do to prevent your going to London, where you might have burst their little game up. That is all plain enough.«

»But why should this man pretend to be his own brother?«

»Well, that is pretty clear also. There are evidently only two of them in it. The other is impersonating you at the office. This one acted as your engager, and then found that he could not find you an employer without admitting a third person into his plot. That he was most unwilling to do. He changed his appearance as far as he could, and trusted that the likeness, which you could not fail to observe, would be put down to a family resemblance. But for the happy chance of the gold stuffing, your suspicions would probably never have been aroused.«

Hall Pycroft shook his clenched hands in the air. 

»Good Lord!« he cried, »while I have been fooled in this way, what has this other Hall Pycroft been doing at Mawson's? What should we do, Mr. Holmes? Tell me what to do.«

»We must wire to Mawson's.«

»They shut at twelve on Saturdays.«
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»Never mind. There may be some door-keeper or attendant ––«

»Ah, yes, they keep a permanent guard there on account of the value of the securities that they hold. I remember hearing it talked of in the City.«

»Very good, we shall wire to him and see if all is well, and if a clerk of your name is working there. 

That is clear enough, but what is not so clear is why at sight of us one of the rogues should instantly walk out of the room and hang himself.«

»The paper!« croaked a voice behind us. The man was sitting up, blanched and ghastly, with returning reason in his eyes, and hands which rubbed nervously at the broad red band which still encircled his throat. 

»The paper! Of course!« yelled Holmes in a paroxysm of excitement. »Idiot that I was! I thought so much of our visit that the paper never entered my head for an instant. To be sure, the secret must lie there.«

He flattened it out upon the table, and a cry of triumph burst from his lips. »Look at this, Watson,« he cried. »It is a London paper, an early edition of the Evening Standard.  Here is what we want. Look at the headlines: ›Crime in the City. Murder at Mawson & Williams's. Gigantic attempted Robbery. Capture of the Criminal.‹ Here, Watson, we are all equally anxious to hear it, so kindly read it aloud to us.«
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been the one event of importance in town, and the account of it ran in this way:

»A desperate attempt at robbery, culminating in the death of one man and the capture of the criminal, occurred this afternoon in the City. For some time back Mawson & Williams, the famous financial house, have been the guardians of securities which amount in the aggregate to a sum of considerably over a million sterling. So conscious was the manager of the responsibility which devolved upon him in consequence of the great interests at stake that safes of the very latest construction have been employed, and an armed watchman has been left day and night in the building. It appears that last week a new clerk named Hall Pycroft was engaged by the firm. This person appears to have been none other than Beddington, the famous forger and cracksman, who, with his brother, has only recently emerged from a five years' spell of penal servitude. By some means, which are not yet clear, he succeeded in winning, under a false name, this official position in the office, which he utilized in order to obtain mouldings of various locks, and a thorough knowledge of the position of the strongroom and the safes. 

It is customary at Mawson's for the clerks to leave at midday on Saturday. Sergeant Tuson, of the City police, was somewhat surprised, therefore, to see a gentleman with a carpet-bag come down the steps at twenty minutes past one. His suspicions being aroused, the sergeant followed the man, and with the aid of Constable Pollock succeeded, after a most desperate resistance, in arresting him. It was at once clear that a daring and gigantic robbery had been committed. Nearly a hundred thousand Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.476
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pounds' worth of American railway bonds, with a large amount of scrip in mines and other companies, was discovered in the bag. On examining the premises the body of the unfortunate watchman was found doubled up and thrust into the largest of the safes, where it would not have been discovered until Monday morning had it not been for the prompt action of Sergeant Tuson. The man's skull had been shattered by a blow from a poker delivered from behind. There could be no doubt that Beddington had obtained entrance by pretending that he had left something

behind

him, 

and

having

murdered

the

watchman, rapidly rifled the large safe, and then made off with his booty. His brother, who usually works with him, has not appeared in this job as far as can at present be ascertained, although the police are making energetic inquiries as to his whereabouts.«

»Well, we may save the police some little trouble in that direction,« said Holmes, glancing at the haggard figure huddled up by the window. »Human nature is a strange mixture, Watson. You see that even a villain and murderer can inspire such affection that his brother turns to suicide when he learns that his neck is forfeited. However, we have no choice as to our action. The doctor and I will remain on guard, Mr. Pycroft, if you will have the kindness to step out for the police.«
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The »Gloria Scott«

»I have some papers here,« said my friend Sherlock Holmes as we sat one winter's night on either side of the fire, »which I really think, Watson, that it would be worth your while to glance over. These are the documents in the extraordinary case of the  Gloria Scott, and this is the message which struck Justice of the Peace Trevor dead with horror when he read it.«

He had picked from a drawer a little tarnished cylinder, and, undoing the tape, he handed me a short note scrawled upon a half-sheet of slate-gray paper. 

The supply of game for London is going steadily up [it ran]. Head-keeper Hudson, we believe, has been now told to receive all orders for flypaper and for preservation of your hen-pheasant's life. 

As I glanced up from reading this enigmatical message, I saw Holmes chuckling at the expression upon my face. 

»You look a little bewildered,« said he. 

»I cannot see how such a message as this could inspire horror. It seems to me to be rather grotesque than otherwise.«

»Very likely. Yet the fact remains that the reader, who was
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down by it as if it had been the butt end of a pistol.«

»You arouse my curiosity,« said I. »But why did you say just now that there were very particular reasons why I should study this case?«

»Because it was the first in which I was ever engaged.«

I had often endeavoured to elicit from my companion what had first turned his mind in the direction of criminal research, but had never caught him before in a communicative humour. Now he sat forward in his armchair and spread out the documents upon his knees. Then he lit his pipe and sat for some time smoking and turning them over. 

»You never heard me talk of Victor Trevor?« he asked. »He was the only friend I made during the two years I was at college. I was never a very sociable fellow, Watson, always rather fond of moping in my rooms and working out my own little methods of thought, so that I never mixed much with the men of my year. Bar fencing and boxing I had few athletic tastes, and then my line of study was quite distinct from that of the other fellows, so that we had no points of contact at all. Trevor was the only man I knew, and that only through the accident of his bull terrier freezing on to my ankle one morning as I went down to chapel. 
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was effective. I was laid by the heels for ten days, and Trevor used to come in to inquire after me. At first it was only a minute's chat, but soon his visits lengthened, and before the end of the term we were close friends. He was a hearty, full-blooded fellow, full of spirits and energy, the very opposite to me in most respects, but we had some subjects in common, and it was a bond of union when I found that he was as friendless as I. Finally he invited me down to his father's place at Donnithorpe, in Norfolk, and I accepted his hospitality for a month of the long vacation. 

Old Trevor was evidently a man of some wealth and consideration, a J.P., and a landed proprietor. 

Donnithorpe is a little hamlet just to the north of Langmere, in the country of the Broads. The house was an old-fashioned, widespread, oak-beamed brick building, with a fine lime-lined avenue leading up to it. There was excellent wild-duck shooting in the fens, remarkably good fishing, a small but select library, taken over, as I understood, from a former occupant, and a tolerable cook, so that he would be a fastidious man who could not put in a pleasant month there. 

Trevor senior was a widower, and my friend his only son. 

There had been a daughter, I heard, but she had died of diphtheria while on a visit to Birmingham. 

The father interested me extremely. He was a man of Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.480
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little culture, but with a considerable amount of rude strength, both physically and mentally. He knew hardly any books, but he had travelled far, had seen much of the world, and had remembered all that he had learned. In person he was a thick-set, burly man with a shock of grizzled hair, a brown, weather-beaten face, and blue eyes which were keen to the verge of fierce-ness. Yet he had a reputation for kindness and charity on the countryside, and was noted for the leniency of his sentences from the bench. 

One evening, shortly after my arrival, we were sitting over a glass of port after dinner, when young Trevor began to talk about those habits of observation and inference which I had already formed into a system, although I had not yet appreciated the part which they were to play in my life. The old man evidently thought that his son was exaggerating in his description of one or two trivial feats which I had performed. 

›Come, now, Mr. Holmes,‹ said he, laughing good-humouredly. ›I'm an excellent subject, if you can deduce anything from me.‹

›I fear there is not very much,‹ I answered. ›I might suggest that you have gone about in fear of some personal attack within the last twelvemonth.‹

The laugh faded from his lips, and he stared at me in great surprise. 
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›Well, that's true enough,‹ said he. ›You know, Victor,‹ turning to his son, ›when we broke up that poaching gang they swore to knife us, and Sir Edward Holly has actually been attacked. I've always been on my guard since then, though I have no idea how you know it.‹

›You have a very handsome stick,‹ I answered. ›By the inscription I observed that you had not had it more than a year. But you have taken some pains to bore the head of it and pour melted lead into the hole so as to make it a formidable weapon. I argued that you would not take such precautions unless you had some danger to fear.‹

›Anything else?‹ he asked, smiling. 

›You have boxed a good deal in your youth.‹

›Right again. How did you know it? Is my nose knocked a little out of the straight?‹

›No,‹ said I. ›It is your ears. They have the peculiar flattening and chickening which marks the boxing man.‹

›Anything else?‹

›You have done a good deal of digging by your callosities.‹

›Made all my money at the gold fields.‹

›You have been in New Zealand.‹

›Right again.‹

›You have visited Japan.‹
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›Quite true.‹

›And you have been most intimately associated with someone whose initials were J.A., and whom you afterwards were eager to entirely forget.‹

Mr. Trevor stood slowly up, fixed his large blue eyes upon me with a strange wild stare, and then pitched forward, with his face among the nutshells which strewed the cloth, in a dead faint. 

You can imagine, Watson, how shocked both his son and I were. His attack did not last long, however, for when we undid his collar and sprinkled the water from one of the finger-glasses over his face, he gave a gasp or two and sat up. 

›Ah, boys,‹ said he, forcing a smile, ›I hope I haven't frightened you. Strong as I look, there is a weak place in my heart, and it does not take much to knock me over. I don't know how you manage this. 

Mr. Holmes, but it seems to me that all the detectives of fact and of fancy would be children in your hands. 

That's your line of life, sir, and you may take the word of a man who has seen something of the world.‹

And that recommendation, with the exaggerated estimate of my ability with which he prefaced it, was, if you will believe me, Watson, the very first thing which ever made me feel that a profession might be made out of what had up to that time been the merest hobby. At the moment, however, I was too much con-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.483
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cerned at the sudden illness of my host to think of anything else. 

›I hope that I have said nothing to pain you?‹ said I. 

›Well, you certainly touched upon rather a tender point. Might I ask how you know, and how much you know?‹ He spoke now in a half-jesting fashion, but a look of terror still lurked at the back of his eyes. 

›It is simplicity itself,‹ said I. ›When you bared your arm to draw that fish into the boat I saw that J.A. 

had been tattooed in the bend of the elbow. The letters were still legible, but it was perfectly clear from their blurred appearance, and from the staining of the skin round them, that efforts had been made to obliterate them. It was obvious, then, that those initials had once been very familiar to you, and that you had afterwards wished to forget them.‹

›What an eye you have!‹ he cried with a sigh of relief. ›It is just as you say. But we won't talk of it. Of all ghosts the ghosts of our old loves are the worst. 

Come into the billiard-room and have a quiet cigar.‹

From that day, amid all his cordiality, there was always a touch of suspicion in Mr. Trevor's manner towards me. Even his son remarked it. ›You've given the governor such a turn,‹ said he, ›that he'll never be sure again of what you know and what you don't Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.484
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know.‹ He did not mean to show it, I am sure, but it was so strongly in his mind that it peeped out at every action. At last I became so convinced that I was causing him uneasiness that I drew my visit to a close. 

On the very day, however, before I left, an incident occurred which proved in the sequel to be of importance. 

We were sitting out upon the lawn on garden chairs, the three of us, basking in the sun and admiring the view across the Broads, when a maid came out to say that there was a man at the door who wanted to see Mr. Trevor. 

›What is his name?‹ asked my host. 

›He would not give any.‹

›What does he want, then?‹

›He says that you know him, and that he only wants a moment's conversation.‹

›Show him round here.‹ An instant afterwards there appeared a little wizened fellow with a cringing manner and a shambling style of walking. He wore an open jacket, with a splotch of tar on the sleeve, a red-and-black check shirt, dungaree trousers, and heavy boots badly worn. His face was thin and brown and crafty, with a perpetual smile upon it, which showed an irregular line of yellow teeth, and his crinkled hands were half closed in a way that is distinctive of sailors. As he came slouching across the lawn I heard Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.485
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Mr. Trevor make a sort of hiccoughing noise in his throat, and, jumping out of his chair, he ran into the house. He was back in a moment, and I smelt a strong reek of brandy as he passed me. 

›Well, my man,‹ said he. ›What can I do for you?‹

The sailor stood looking at him with puckered eyes, and with the same loose-lipped smile upon his face. 

›You don't know me?‹ he asked. 

›Why, dear me, it is surely Hudson,‹ said Mr. Trevor in a tone of surprise. 

›Hudson it is, sir,‹ said the seaman. ›Why, it's thirty year and more since I saw you last. Here you are in your house, and me still picking my salt meat out of the harness cask.‹

›Tut, you will find that I have not forgotten old times,‹ cried Mr. Trevor, and, walking towards the sailor, he said something in a low voice. ›Go into the kitchen,‹ he continued out loud, ›and you will get food and drink. I have no doubt that I shall find you a situation.‹

›Thank you, sir,‹ said the seaman, touching his forelock. ›I'm just off a two-yearer in an eight-knot tramp, short-handed at that, and I wants a rest. I thought I'd get it either with Mr. Beddoes or with you.‹

›Ah!‹ cried Mr. Trevor. ›You know where Mr. 

Beddoes is?‹
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›Bless you, sir, I know where all my old friends are,‹ said the fellow with a sinister smile, and he slouched off after the maid to the kitchen. Mr. Trevor mumbled something to us about having been shipmate with the man when he was going back to the diggings, and then, leaving us on the lawn, he went indoors. An hour later, when we entered the house, we found him stretched dead drunk upon the dining-room sofa. The whole incident left a most ugly impression upon my mind, and I was not sorry next day to leave Donnithorpe behind me, for I felt that my presence must be a source of embarrassment to my friend. 

All this occurred during the first month of the long vacation. I went up to my London rooms, where I spent seven weeks working out a few experiments in organic chemistry. One day, however, when the autumn was far advanced and the vacation drawing to a close, I received a telegram from my friend imploring me to return to Donnithorpe, and saying that he was in great need of my advice and assistance. Of course I dropped everything and set out for the North once more. 

He met me with the dog-cart at the station, and I saw at a glance that the last two months had been very trying ones for him. He had grown thin and careworn, and had lost the loud, cheery manner for which he had been remarkable. 
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›The governor is dying,‹ were the first words he said. 

›Impossible!‹ I cried. ›What is the matter?‹

›Apoplexy. Nervous shock. He's been on the verge all day. I doubt if we shall find him alive.‹

I was, as you may think, Watson, horrified at this unexpected news. 

›What has caused it?‹ I asked. 

›Ah, that is the point. Jump in and we can talk it over while we drive. You remember that fellow who came upon the evening before you left us?‹

›Perfectly.‹

›Do you know who it was that we let into the house that day?‹

›I have no idea.‹

›It was the devil, Holmes,‹ he cried. 

I stared at him in astonishment. 

›Yes, it was the devil himself. We have not had a peaceful hour since – not one. The governor has never held up his head from that evening, and now the life has been crushed out of him and his heart broken, all through this accursed Hudson.‹

›What power had he, then?‹

›Ah, that is what I would give so much to know. 

The kindly, charitable good old governor – how could he have fallen into the clutches of such a ruffian! But I am so glad that you have come, Holmes. I trust very Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.488
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much to your judgment and discretion, and I know that you will advise me for the best.‹

We were dashing along the smooth white country road, with the long stretch of the Broads in front of us glimmering in the red light of the setting sun. From a grove upon our left I could already see the high chimneys and the flagstaff which marked the squire's dwelling. 

›My father made the fellow gardener,‹ said my companion, ›and then, as that did not satisfy him, he was promoted to be butler. The house seemed to be at his mercy, and he wandered about and did what he chose in it. The maids complained of his drunken habits and his vile language. The dad raised their wages all round to recompense them for the annoyance. The fellow would take the boat and my father's best gun and treat himself to little shooting trips. And all this with such a sneering, leering, insolent face that I would have knocked him down twenty times over if he had been a man of my own age. I tell you, Holmes, I have had to keep a tight hold upon myself all this time; and now I am asking myself whether, if I had let myself go a little more, I might not have been a wiser man. 

Well, matters went from bad to worse with us, and this animal Hudson became more and more intrusive, until at last, on his making some insolent reply to my Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.489
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father in my presence one day, I took him by the shoulders and turned him out of the room. He slunk away with a livid face and two venomous eyes which uttered more threats than his tongue could do. I don't know what passed between the poor dad and him after that, but the dad came to me next day and asked me whether I would mind apologizing to Hudson. I refused, as you can imagine, and asked my father how he could allow such a wretch to take such liberties with himself and his household. 

»Ah, my boy,« said he, »it is all very well to talk, but you don't know how I am placed. But you shall know, Victor. I'll see that you shall know, come what may. You wouldn't believe harm of your poor old father, would you, lad?« He was very much moved and shut himself up in the study all day, where I could see through the window that he was writing busily. 

That evening there came what seemed to me to be a grand release, for Hudson told us that he was going to leave us. He walked into the dining-room as we sat after dinner and announced his intention in the thick voice of a half-drunken man. 

»I've had enough of Norfolk,« said he. »I'll run down to Mr. Bed-does in Hampshire. He'll be as glad to see me as you were, I daresay.«

»You're not going away in an unkind spirit, Hudson, I hope,« said my father with a tameness which Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.490

The »Gloria Scott«

Doyle-SH, 435

made my blood boil. 

»I've not had my 'pology,« said he sulkily, glancing in my direction. 

»Victor, you will acknowledge that you have used this worthy fellow rather roughly,« said the dad, turning to me. 

»On the contrary, I think that we have both shown extraordinary-patience towards him,« I answered. 

»Oh, you do, do you?« he snarled. »Very good, mate. We'll see about that!«

He slouched out of the room and half an hour afterwards left the house, leaving my father in a state of pitiable nervousness. Night after night I heard him pacing his room, and it was just as he was recovering his confidence that the blow did at last fall.‹

›And how?‹ I asked eagerly. 

›In a most extraordinary fashion. A letter arrived for my father yesterday evening, bearing the Fordingham postmark. My father read it, clapped both his hands to his head, and began running round the room in little circles like a man who has been driven out of his senses. When I at last drew him down on to the sofa, his mouth and eyelids were all puckered on one side, and I saw that he had a stroke, Dr. Fordham came over at once. We put him to bed, but the paralysis has spread, he has shown no sign of returning consciousness, and I think that we shall hardly find him Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.491

The »Gloria Scott«

Doyle-SH, 436

alive.‹

›You horrify me, Trevor!‹ I cried. ›What then could have been in this letter to cause so dreadful a result?‹

›Nothing. There lies the inexplicable part of it. The message was absurd and trivial. Ah, my God, it is as I feared!‹

As he spoke we came round the curve of the avenue and saw in the fading light that every blind in the house had been drawn down. As we dashed up to the door, my friend's face convulsed with grief, a gentleman in black emerged from it. 

›When did it happen, doctor?‹ asked Trevor. 

›Almost immediately after you left.‹

›Did he recover consciousness?‹

›For an instant before the end.‹

›Any message for me?‹

›Only that the papers were in the back drawer of the Japanese cabinet.‹

My friend ascended with the doctor to the chamber of death, while I remained in the study, turning the whole matter over and over in my head, and feeling as sombre as ever I had done in my life. What was the past of this Trevor, pugilist, traveller, and gold-digger, and how had he placed himself in the power of this acid-faced seaman? Why, too, should he faint at an allusion to the half-effaced initials upon his arm and die of fright when he had a letter from Fording-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.492
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ham? Then I remembered that Fordingham was in Hampshire, and that this Mr. Beddoes, whom the seaman had gone to visit and presumably to blackmail, had also been mentioned as living in Hampshire. The letter, then, might either come from Hudson, the seaman, saying that he had betrayed the guilty secret which appeared to exist, or it might come from Beddoes, warning an old confederate that such a betrayal was imminent. So far it seemed clear enough. But then how could this letter be trivial and grotesque, as described by the son? He must have misread it. If so, it must have been one of those ingenious secret codes which mean one thing while they seem to mean another. I must see this letter. If there was a hidden meaning in it, I was confident that I could pluck it forth. 

For an hour I sat pondering over it in the gloom, until at last a weeping maid brought in a lamp, and close at her heels came my friend Trevor, pale but composed, with these very papers which lie upon my knee held in his grasp. He sat down opposite to me, drew the lamp to the edge of the table, and handed me a short note scribbled, as you see, upon a single sheet of gray paper. ›The supply of game for London is going steadily up,‹ it ran. ›Head-keeper Hudson, we believe, has been now told to receive all orders for fly-paper and for preservation of your hen-pheasant's life.‹
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did just now when first I read this message. Then I reread it very carefully. It was evidently as I had thought, and some secret meaning must lie buried in this strange combination of words. Or could it be that there was a prearranged significance to such phrases as ›fly-paper‹ and ›hen-pheasant‹? Such a meaning would be arbitrary and could not be deduced in any way. And yet I was loath to believe that this was the case, and the presence of the word Hudson seemed to show that the subject of the message was as I had guessed, and that it was from Beddoes rather than the sailor. I tried it backward, but the combination ›life pheasant's hen‹ was not encouraging. Then I tried alternate words, but neither ›the of for‹ nor ›supply game London‹ promised to throw any light upon it. 

And then in an instant the key of the riddle was in my hands, and I saw that every third word, beginning with the first, would give a message which might well drive old Trevor to despair. 

It was short and terse, the warning, as I now read it to my companion:

›The game is up. Hudson has told all. Fly for your life.‹

Victor Trevor sank his face into his shaking hands. 

›It must be that, I suppose,‹ said he. ›This is worse than death, for it means disgrace as well. But what is the meaning of these »head-keepers« and »hen-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.494
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pheasants«?‹

›It means nothing to the message, but it might mean a good deal to us if we had no other means of discovering the sender. You see that he has begun by writing »The ... game ... is,« and so on. Afterwards he had, to fulfil the prearranged cipher, to fill in any two words in each space. He would naturally use the first words which came to his mind, and if there were so many which referred to sport among them, you may be tolerably sure that he is either an ardent shot or interested in breeding. Do you know anything of this Beddoes?‹

›Why, now that you mention it,‹ said he, ›I remember that my poor father used to have an invitation from him to shoot over his preserves every autumn.‹

›Then it is undoubtedly from him that the note comes,‹ said I. ›It only remains for us to find out what this secret was which the sailor Hudson seems to have held over the heads of these two wealthy and respected men.‹

›Alas, Holmes, I fear that it is one of sin and shame!‹ cried my friend. ›But from you I shall have no secrets. Here is the statement which was drawn up by my father when he knew that the danger from Hudson had become imminent. I found it in the Japanese cabinet, as he told the doctor. Take it and read it to me, for I have neither the Strength nor the courage to Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.495
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do it myself.‹

These are the very papers, Watson, which he handed to me, and I will read them to you, as I read them in the old study that night to him. They are endorsed outside, as you see, ›Some particulars of the voyage of the bark  Gloria Scott,  from her leaving Falmouth on the 8th October, 1855, to her destruction in N. Lat. 

15° 20', W. Long. 25° 14', on Nov. 6th.‹ It is in the form of a letter, and runs in this way. 

›My dear, dear son, now that approaching disgrace begins to darken the closing years of my life, I can write with all truth and honesty that it is not the terror of the law, it is not the loss of my position in the county, nor is it my fall in the eyes of all who have known me, which cuts me to the heart; but it is the thought that you should come to blush for me – you who love me and who have seldom, I hope, had reason to do other than respect me. But if the blow falls which is forever hanging over me, then I should wish you to read this^ that you may know straight from me how far I have been to blame. On the other hand, if all should go well (which may kind God Almighty grant!), then, if by any chance this paper should be still undestroyed and should fall into your hands, I conjure you, by all you hold sacred, by the memory of your dear mother, and by the love which has been between us, to hurl it into the fire and to never give one Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.496
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thought to it again. 

If then your eye goes on to read this line, I know that I shall already have been exposed and dragged from my home, or, as is more likely, for you know that my heart is weak, be lying with my tongue sealed forever in death. In either case the time for suppression is past, and every word which I tell you is the naked truth, and this I swear as I hope for mercy. 

My name, dear lad, is not Trevor. I was James Armitage in my younger days, and you can understand now the shock that it was to me a few weeks ago when your college friend addressed me in words which seemed to imply that he had surprised my secret. As Armitage it was that I entered a London banking-house, and as Armitage I was convicted of breaking my country's laws, and was sentenced to transportation. Do not think very harshly of me, lad-die. It was a debt of honour, so called, which I had to pay, and I used money which was not my own to do it, in the certainty that I could replace it before there could be any possibility of its being missed. But the most dreadful ill-luck pursued me. The money which I had reckoned upon never came to hand, and a premature examination of accounts exposed my deficit. The case might have been dealt leniently with, but the laws were more harshly administered thirty years ago than now, and on my twenty-third birthday I found Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.497
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myself chained as a felon with thirty-seven other convicts in the 'tween-decks of the bark  Gloria Scott, bound for Australia. 

It was the year '55, when the Crimean War was at its height, and the old convict ships had been largely used as transports in the Black Sea. The government was compelled, therefore, to use smaller and less suitable vessels for sending out their prisoners. The  Gloria Scott  had been in the Chinese tea-trade, but she was an old-fashioned, heavy-bowed, broad-beamed craft, and the new clippers had cut her out. She was a five-hundred-ton boat; and besides her thirty-eight jail-birds, she carried twenty-six of a crew, eighteen soldiers, a captain, three mates, a doctor, a chaplain, and four warders. Nearly a hundred souls were in her, all told, when we set sail from Palmouth. 

The partitions between the cells of the convicts instead of being of thick oak, as is usual in convict-ships, were quite thin and frail. The man next to me, upon the aft side, was one whom I had particularly noticed when we were led down the quay. He was a young man with a clear, hairless face, a long, thin nose, and rather nut-cracker jaws. He carried his head very jauntily in the air, had a swaggering style of walking, and was, above all else, remarkable for his extraordinary height. I don't think any of our heads would have come up to his shoulder, and I am sure Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.498

The »Gloria Scott«

Doyle-SH, 439

that he could not have measured less than six and a half feet. It was strange among so many sad and weary faces to see one which was full of energy and resolution. The sight of it was to me like a fire in a snowstorm. I was glad, then, to find that he was my neighbour, and gladder still when, in the dead of the night, I heard a whisper close to my ear and found that he had managed to cut an opening in the board which separated us. 

»Hullo, chummy!« said he, »what's your name, and what are you here for?«

I answered him, and asked in turn who I was talking with. 

»I'm Jack Prendergast,« said he, »and by God! 

you'll learn to bless my name before you've done with me.«

I remembered hearing of his case, for it was one which had made an immense sensation throughout the country some time before my own arrest. He was a man of good family and of great ability, but of incurably vicious habits, who had by an ingenious system of fraud obtained huge sums of money from the leading London merchants. 

»Ha, ha! You remember my case'« said he proudly. 

»Very well, indeed.«

»Then maybe you remember something queer about it?«
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»What was that, then?«

»I'd had nearly a quarter of a million, hadn't I?«

»So it was said.«

»But none was recovered, eh?«

»No.«

»Well, where d'ye suppose the balance is?« he asked. 

»I have no idea,« said I. 

»Right between my finger and thumb,« he cried. 

»By God! I've got more pounds to my name than you've hairs on your head. And if you've money, my son, and know how to handle it and spread it, you can do  anything.  Now, you don't think it likely that a man who could do anything is going to wear his breeches out sitting in the stinking hold of a rat-gutted, beetle-ridden, mouldy old coffin of a Chin China coaster. 

No, sir, such a man will look after himself and will look after his chums. You may lay to that! You hold on to him, and you may kiss the book that he'll haul you through.«

That was his style of talk, and at first I thought it meant nothing; but after a while, when he had tested me and sworn me in with all possible solemnity, he let me understand that there really was a plot to gain command of the vessel. A dozen of the prisoners had hatched it before they came aboard, Prendergast was the leader, and his money was the motive power. 
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»I'd a partner,« said he, »a rare good man, as true as a stock to a barrel. He's got the dibbs, he has, and where do you think he is at this moment? Why, he's the chaplain of this ship – the chaplain, no less! He came aboard with a black coat, and his papers right, and money enough in his box to buy the thing right up from keel to main-truck. The crew are his, body and soul. He could buy 'em at so much a gross with a cash discount, and he did it before ever they signed on. 

He's got two of the warders and Mereer, the second mate, and he'd get the captain himself, if he thought him worth it.«

»What are we to do, then?« I asked. 

»What do you think?« said he. »We'll make the coats of some of these soldiers redder than ever the tailor did.«

»But they are armed,« said I. 

»And so shall we be, my boy. There's a brace of pistols for every mother's son of us; and if we can't carry this ship, with the crew at our back, it's time we were all sent to a young misses' boarding-school. You speak to your mate upon the left to-night, and see if he is to be trusted.«

I did so and found my other neighbor to be a young fellow in much the same position as myself, whose crime had been forgery. His name was Evans, but he afterwards changed it, like myself, and he is now a Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.501
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rich and prosperous man in the south of England. He was ready enough to join the conspiracy, as the only means of saving ourselves, and before we had crossed the bay there were only two of the prisoners who were not in the secret. One of these was of weak mind, and we did not dare to trust him, and the other was suffering from jaundice and could not be of any use to us. 

From the beginning there was really nothing to prevent us from taking possession of the ship. The crew were a set of ruffians, specially picked for the job. 

The sham chaplain came into our cells to exhort us, carrying a black bag, supposed to be full of tracts, and so often did he come that by the third day we had each stowed away at the foot of our beds a file, a brace of pistols, a pound of powder, and twenty slugs. Two of the warders were agents of Prendergast, and the second mate was his right-hand man. The captain, the two mates, two warders, Lieutenant Martin, his eighteen soldiers, and the doctor were all that we had against us. Yet, safe as it was, we determined to neglect no precaution, and to make our attack suddenly by night. It came, however, more quickly than we expected, and in this way. 

One evening, about the third week after our start, the doctor had come down to see one of the prisoners who was ill, and, putting his hand down on the bottom of his bunk, he felt the outline of the pistols. If he Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.502
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had been silent he might have blown the whole thing, but he was a nervous little chap, so he gave a cry of surprise and turned so pale that the man knew what was up in an instant and seized him. He was gagged before he could give the alarm and tied down upon the bed. He had unlocked the door that led to the deck, and we were through it in a rush. The two sentries were shot down, and so was a corporal who came running to see what was the matter. There were two more soldiers at the door of the stateroom, and their muskets seemed not to be loaded, for they never fired upon us, and they were shot while trying to fix their bayonets. Then we rushed on into the captain's cabin, but as we pushed open the door there was an explosion from within, and there he lay with his brains smeared over the chart of the Atlantic which was pinned upon the table, while the chaplain stood with a smoking pistol in his hand at his elbow. The two mates had both been seized by the crew, and the whole business seemed to be settled. 

The stateroom was next the cabin, and we flocked in there and flopped down on the settees, all speaking together, for we were just mad with the feeling that we were free once more. There were lockers all round, and Wilson, the sham chaplain, knocked one of them in, and pulled out a dozen of brown sherry. We crak-ked off the necks of the bottles, poured the stuff out Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.503
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into tumblers, and were just tossing them off when in an instant without warning there came the roar of muskets in our ears, and the saloon was so full of smoke that we could not see across the table. When it cleared again the place was a shambles. Wilson and eight others were wriggling on the top of each other on the floor, and the blood and the brown sherry on that table turn me sick now when I think of it. We were so cowed by the sight that I think we should have given the job up if it had not been for Prendergast. He bellowed like a bull and rushed for the door with all that were left alive at his heels. Out we ran, and there on the poop were the lieutenant and ten of his men. The swing skylights above the saloon table had been a bit open, and they had fired on us through the slit. We got on them before they could load, and they stood to it like men; but we had the upper hand of them, and in five minutes it was all over. My God! 

was there ever a slaughter-house like that ship! Prendergast was like a raging devil, and he picked the soldiers up as if they had been children and threw them overboard alive or dead. There was one sergeant that was horribly wounded and yet kept on swimming for a surprising time until someone in mercy blew out his brains. When the fighting was over there was no one left of our enemies except just the warders, the mates, and the doctor. 
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It was over them that the great quarrel arose. There were many of us who were glad enough to win back our freedom, and yet who had no wish to have murder on our souls. It was one thing to knock the soldiers over with their muskets in their hands, and it was another to stand by while men were being killed in cold blood. Eight of us, five convicts and three sailors, said that we would not see it done. But there was no moving Prendergast and those who were with him. 

Our only chance of safety lay in making a clean job of it, said he, and he would not leave a tongue with power to wag in a witness-box. It nearly came to our sharing the fate of the prisoners, but at last he said that if we wished we might take a boat and go. We jumped at the offer, for we were already sick of these bloodthirsty doings, and we saw that there would be worse before it was done. We were given a suit of sailor togs each, a barrel of water, two casks, one of junk and one of biscuits, and a compass. Prendergast threw us over a chart, told us that we were shipwrecked mariners whose ship had foundered in Lat, 15° and Long. 25° west, and then cut the painter and let us go. 

And now I come to the most surprising part of my story, my dear son. The seamen had hauled the fore-yard aback during the rising, but now as we left them they brought it square again, and as there was a light wind from the north and east the bark began to draw Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.505
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slowly away from us. Our boat lay, rising and falling, upon the long, smooth rollers, and Evans and I, who were the most educated of the party, were sitting in the sheets working out our position and planning what coast we should make for. It was a nice question, for the Cape Verdes were about five hundred miles to the north of us, and the African coast about seven hundred to the east. On the whole, as the wind was coming round to the north, we thought that Sierra Leone might be best and turned our head in that direction, the bark being at that time nearly hull down on our starboard quarter. Suddenly as we looked at her we saw a dense black cloud of smoke shoot up from her, which hung like a monstrous tree upon the sky-line. A few seconds later a roar like thunder burst upon our ears, and as the smoke thinned away there was no sign left of the  Gloria Scott.  In an instant we swept the boat's head round again and pulled with all our strength for the place where the haze still trailing over the water marked the scene of this catastrophe. 

It was a long hour before we reached it, and at first we feared that we had come too late to save anyone. A splintered boat and a number of crates and fragments of spars rising and falling on the waves showed us where the vessel had foundered; but there was no sign of life, and we had turned away in despair, when we heard a cry for help and saw at some distance a piece Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.506
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of wreckage with a man lying stretched across it. 

When we pulled him aboard the boat he proved to be a young seaman of the name of Hudson, who was so burned and exhausted that he could give us no account of what had happened until the following morning. 

It seemed that after we had left, Prendergast and his gang had proceeded to put to death the five remaining prisoners. The two warders had been shot and thrown overboard, and so also had the third mate. Prendergast then descended into the 'tween-decks and with his own hands cut the throat of the unfortunate surgeon. There only remained the first mate, who was a bold and active man. When he saw the convict approaching him with the bloody knife in his hand he kicked off his bonds, which he had somehow contrived to loosen, and rushing down the deck he plunged into the after-hold. A dozen convicts, who descended with their pistols in search of him, found him with a match-box in his hand seated beside an open powder-barrel, which was one of a hundred carried on board, and swearing that he would blow all hands up if he were in any way molested. An instant later the explosion occurred, though Hudson thought it was caused by the misdirected bullet of one of the convicts rather than the mate's match. Be the cause what it may, it was the end of the  Gloria Scott  and of the rabble who Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.507
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held command of her. 

Such, in a few words, my dear boy, is the history of this terrible business in which I was involved. Next day we were picked up by the brig  Hotspur,  bound for Australia, whose captain found no difficulty in believing that we were the survivors of a passenger ship which had foundered. The transport ship  Gloria Scott was set down by the Admiralty as being lost at sea, and no word has ever leaked out as to her true fate. 

After an excellent voyage the  Hotspur  landed us at Sydney, where Evans and I changed our names and made our way to the diggings, where, among the crowds who were gathered from all nations, we had no difficulty in losing our former identities. The rest I need not relate. We prospered, we travelled, we came back as rich colonials to England, and we bought country estates. For more than twenty years we have led peaceful and useful lives, and we hoped that our past was forever buried. Imagine, then, my feelings when in the seaman who came to us I recognized instantly the man who had been picked off the wreck. 

He had tracked us down somehow and had set himself to live upon our fears. You will understand now how it was that I strove to keep the peace with him, and you will in some measure sympathize with me in the fears which fill me, now that he has gone from me to his other victim with threats upon his tongue.‹
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Underneath is written in a hand so shaky as to be hardly legible, ›Beddoes writes in cipher to say H. has told all. Sweet Lord, have mercy on our souls!‹

That was the narrative which I read that night to young Trevor, and I think, Watson, that under the circumstances it was a dramatic one. The good fellow was heart-broken at it, and went out to the Terai tea planting, where I hear that he is doing well. As to the sailor and Beddoes, neither of them was ever heard of again after that day on which the letter of warning was written. They both disappeared utterly and completely. No complaint had been lodged with the police, so that Beddoes had mistaken a threat for a deed. Hudson had been seen lurking about, and it was believed by the police that he had done away with Beddoes and had fled. For myself I believe that the truth was exactly the opposite. I think that it is most probable that Beddoes, pushed to desperation and believing himself to have been already betrayed, had revenged himself upon Hudson, and had fled from the country with as much money as he could lay his hands on. Those are the facts of the case, Doctor, and if they are of any use to your collection I am sure that they are very heartily at your service.«
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The Musgrave Ritual

An anomaly which often struck me in the character of my friend Sherlock Holmes was that, although in his methods of thought he was the neatest and most methodical of mankind, and although also he affected a certain quiet primness of dress, he was none the less in his personal habits one of the most untidy men that ever drove a fellow-lodger to distraction. Not that I am in the least conventional in that respect myself. 

The rough-and-tumble work in Afghanistan, coming on the top of natural Bohemianism of disposition, has made me rather more lax than befits a medical man. 

But with me there is a limit, and when I find a man who keeps his cigars in the coal-scuttle, his tobacco in the toe end of a Persian slipper, and his unanswered correspondence transfixed by a jack-knife into the very centre of his wooden mantelpiece, then I begin to give myself virtuous airs. I have always held, too, that pistol practice should be distinctly an open-air pastime; and when Holmes, in one of his queer humours, would sit in an armchair with his hair-trigger and a hundred Boxer cartridges and proceed to adorn the opposite wall with a patriotic V.R. done in bullet-pocks, I felt strongly that neither the atmosphere nor the appearance of our room was improved by it. 
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Our chambers were always full of chemicals and of criminal relics which had a way of wandering into unlikely positions, and of turning up in the butter-dish or in even less desirable places. But his papers were my great crux. He had a horror of destroying documents, especially those which were connected with his past cases, and yet it was only once in every year or two that he would muster energy to docket and arrange them; for, as I have mentioned somewhere in these incoherent memoirs, the outbursts of passionate energy when he performed the remarkable feats with which his name is associated were followed by reactions of lethargy during which he would lie about with his violin and his books, hardly moving save from the sofa to the table. Thus month after month his papers accumulated until every corner of the room was stak-ked with bundles of manuscript which were on no account to be burned, and which could not be put away save by their owner. One winter's night, as we sat together by the fire, I ventured to suggest to him that, as he had finished pasting extracts into his commonplace book, he might employ the next two hours in making our room a little more habitable. He could not deny the justice of my request, so with a rather rueful face he went off to his bedroom, from which he returned presently pulling a large tin box behind him. This he placed in the middle of the floor, and, squatting down Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.511
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upon a stool in front of it, he threw back the lid. I could see that it was already a third full of bundles of paper tied up with red tape into separate packages. 

»There are cases enough here, Watson,« said he, looking at me with mischievous eyes. »I think that if you knew all that I had in this box you would ask me to pull some out instead of putting others in.«

»These are the records of your early work, then?« I asked. »I have often wished that I had notes of those cases.«

»Yes, my boy, these were all done prematurely before my biographer had come to glorify me.« He lifted bundle after bundle in a tender, caressing sort of way. 

»They are not all successes, Watson,« said he. »But there are some pretty little problems among them. 

Here's the record of the Tarleton murders, and the case of Vamberry, the wine merchant, and the adventure of the old Russian woman, and the singular affair of the aluminum crutch, as well as a full account of Ricoletti of the club-foot, and his abominable wife. 

And here – ah, now, this really is something a little recherché. «

He dived his arm down to the bottom of the chest and brought up a small wooden box with a sliding lid such as children's toys are kept in. From within he produced a crumpled piece of paper, an old-fashioned brass key, a peg of wood with a ball of string attached Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.512
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to it, and three rusty old discs of metal. 

»Well, my boy, what do you make of this lot?« he asked, smiling at my expression. 

»It is a curious collection.«

»Very curious, and the story that hangs round it will strike you as being more curious still.«

»These relics have a history, then?«

»So much so that they  are  history.«

»What do you mean by that?«

Sherlock Holmes picked them up one by one and laid them along the edge of the table. Then he reseated himself in his chair and looked them over with a gleam of satisfaction in his eyes. 

»These,« said he, »are all that I have left to remind me of the adventure of the Musgrave Ritual.«

I had heard him mention the case more than once, though I had never been able to gather the details. »I should be so glad,« said I, »if you would give me an account of it.«

»And leave the litter as it is?« he cried mischievously. »Your tidiness won't bear much strain, after all, Watson. But I should be glad that you should add this case to your annals, for there are points in it which make it quite unique in the criminal records of this or, I believe, of any other country. A collection of my trifling achievements would certainly be incomplete which contained no account of this very singular Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.513

The Musgrave Ritual

Doyle-SH, 446

business. 

You may remember how the affair of the  Gloria Scott,  and my conversation with the unhappy man whose fate I told you of, first turned my attention in the direction of the profession which has become my life's work. You see me now when my name has become known far and wide, and when I am generally recognized both by the public and by the official force as being a final court of appeal in doubtful cases. 

Even when you knew me first, at the time of the affair which you have commemorated in ›A Study in Scarlet,‹ I had already established a considerable, though not a very lucrative, connection. You can hardly realize, then, how difficult I found it at first, and how long I had to wait before I succeeded in making any headway. 

When I first came up to London I had rooms in Montague Street, just round the corner from the British Museum, and there I waited, filling in my too ab-undant leisure time by studying all those branches of science which might make me more efficient. Now and again cases came in my way, principally through the introduction of old fellow-students, for during my last years at the university there was a good deal of talk there about myself and my methods. The third of these cases was that of the Musgrave Ritual, and it is to the interest which was aroused by that singular Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.514
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chain of events, and the large issues which proved to be at stake, that I trace my first stride towards the position which I now hold. 

Reginald Musgrave had been in the same college as myself, and I had some slight acquaintance with him. 

He was not generally popular among the undergradua-tes, though it always seemed to me that what was set down as pride was really an attempt to cover extreme natural diffidence. In appearance he was a man of an exceedingly aristocratic type, thin, high-nosed, and large-eyed, with languid and yet courtly manners. He was indeed a scion of one of the very oldest families in the kingdom, though his branch was a cadet one which had separated from the northern Musgraves some time in the sixteenth century and had established itself in western Sussex, where the Manor House of Hurlstone is perhaps the oldest inhabited building in the county. Something of his birth-place seemed to cling to the man, and I never looked at his pale, keen face or the poise of his head without associating him with gray archways and mullioned windows and all the venerable wreckage of a feudal keep. Once or twice we drifted into talk, and I can remember that more than once he expressed a keen interest in my methods of observation and inference. 

For four years I had seen nothing of him- until one morning he walked into my room in Montague Street. 
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He had changed little, was dressed like a young man of fashion – he was always a bit of a dandy – and preserved the same quiet, suave manner which had formerly distinguished him. 

›How has all gone with you, Musgrave?‹ I asked after we had cordially shaken hands. 

›You probably heard of my poor father's death,‹

said he; ›he was carried off about two years ago. 

Since then I have of course had the Hurlstone estate to manage, and as I am member for my district as well, my life has been a busy one. But I understand, Holmes that you are turning to practical ends those powers with which you used to amaze us?‹

›Yes,‹ said I, ›I have taken to living by my wits.‹

›I am delighted to hear it, for your advice at present would be exceedingly valuable to me. We have had some very strange doings at Hurlstone, and the police have been able to throw no light upon the matter. It is really the most extraordinary and inexplicable business.‹

You can imagine with what eagerness I listened to him, Watson, for the very chance for which I had been panting during all those months of inaction seemed to have come within my reach. In my inmost heart I believed that I could succeed where others failed, and now I had the opportunity to test myself. 

›Pray let me have the details,‹ I cried. 

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.516

The Musgrave Ritual

Doyle-SH, 447

Reginald Musgrave sat down opposite to me and lit the cigarette which I had pushed towards him. 

›You must know,‹ said he, ›that though I am a bachelor, I have to keep up a considerable staff of servants at Hurlstone, for it is a rambling old place and takes a good deal of looking after. I preserve, too, and in the pheasant months I usually have a house-party, so that it would not do to be short-handed. Altogether there are eight maids, the cook, the butler, two footmen, and a boy. The garden and the stables of course have a separate staff. 

Of these servants the one who had been longest in our service was Brunton, the butler. He was a young schoolmaster out of place when he was first taken up by my father, but he was a man of great energy and character, and he soon became quite invaluable in the household. He was a well-grown, handsome man, with a splendid forehead, and though he has been with us for twenty years he cannot be more than forty now. With his personal advantages and his extraordinary gifts – for he can speak several languages and play nearly every musical instrument – it is wonderful that he should have been satisfied so long in such a position, but I suppose that he was comfortable and lacked energy to make any change. The butler of Hurlstone is always a thing that is remembered by all who visit us. 
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But this paragon has one fault. He is a bit of a Don Juan, and you can imagine that for a man like him it is not a very difficult part to play in a quiet country district. When he was married it was all right, but since he has been a widower we have had no end of trouble with him. A few months ago we were in hopes that he was about to settle down again, for he became engaged to Rachel Howells, our second housemaid; but he has thrown her over since then and taken up with Janet Tregellis, the daughter of the head game-keeper. 

Rachel – who is a very good girl, but of an excitable Welsh temperament – had a sharp touch of brain-fever and goes about the house now – or did until yesterday – like a black-eyed shadow of her former self. That was our first drama at Hurlstone; but a second one came to drive it from our minds, and it was prefaced by the disgrace and dismissal of butler Brunton. 

This was how it came about. I have said that the man was intelligent, and this very intelligence has caused his ruin, for it seems to have led to an insatia-ble curiosity about things which did not in the least concern him. I had no idea of the lengths to which this would carry him until the merest accident opened my eyes to it. 

I have said that the house is a rambling one. One day last week – on Thursday night, to be more exact –
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I found that I could not sleep, having foolishly taken a cup of strong  café noir  after my dinner. After struggling against it until two in the morning, I felt that it was quite hopeless, so I rose and lit the candle with the intention of continuing a novel which I was reading. The book, however, had been left in the billiard-room, so I pulled on my dressing-gown and started off to get it. 

In order to reach the billiard-room I had to descend a flight of stairs and then to cross the head of a passage which led to the library and the gun-room. You can imagine my surprise when, as I looked down this corridor, I saw a glimmer of light coming from the open door of the library. I had myself extinguished the lamp and closed the door before coming to bed. Naturally my first thought was of burglars. The corridors at Hurlstone have their walls largely decorated with trophies of old weapons. From one of these I picked a battle-axe, and then, leaving my candle behind me, I crept on tiptoe down the passage and peeped in at the open door. 

Brunton, the butler, was in the library. He was sitting, fully dressed, in an easy-chair, with a slip of paper which looked like a mar upon his knee, and his forehead sunk forward upon his hand in deep thought. 

I stood dumb with astonishment, watching him from the darkness. A small taper on the edge of the table Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.519
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shed a feeble light which sufficed to show me that he was fully dressed. Suddenly, as I looked, he rose from his chair, and, walking over to a bureau at the side, he unlocked it and drew out one of the drawers. Front this he took a paper, and, returning to his seat, he flattened it out beside the taper on the edge of the table and began to study it with minute attention. My indignation at this calm examination of our family documents overcame me so far that I took a step forward, and Brunton, looking up, saw me standing in the doorway. He sprang to his feet, his face turned livid with fear, and he thrust into his breast the chart-like paper which he had been originally studying. 

»So!« said I. »This is how you repay the trust which we have reposed in you. You will leave my service to-morrow.«

He bowed with the look of a man who is utterly crushed and slunk past me without a word. The taper was still on the table, and by its light I glanced to see what the paper was which Brunton had taken from the bureau. To my surprise it was nothing of any importance at all, but simply a copy of the questions and answers in the singular old observance called the Musgrave Ritual. It is a sort of ceremony peculiar to our family, which each Musgrave for centuries past has gone through on his coming of age – a thing of private interest, and perhaps of some little importance Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.520
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to the archaeologist, like our own blazonings and charges, but of no practical use whatever.‹

›We had better come back to the paper afterwards,‹

said I. 

›If you think it really necessary,‹ he answered with some hesitation. ›To continue my statement, however: I relocked the bureau, using the key which Brunton had left, and I had turned to go when I was surprised to find that the butler had returned, and was standing before me. 

»Mr. Musgrave, sir,« he cried in a voice which was hoarse with emotion, »I can't bear disgrace, sir. I've always been proud above my station in life, and disgrace would kill me. My blood will be on your head, sir – it will, indeed – if you drive me to despair. If you cannot keep me after what has passed, then for God's sake let me give you notice and leave in a month, as if of my own free will. I could stand that, Mr. Musgrave, but not to be cast out before all the folk that I know so well.«

»You don't deserve much consideration, Brunton,«

I answered. »Your conduct has been most infamous. 

However, as you have been a long time in the family, I have no wish to bring public disgrace upon you. A month, however, is too long. Take yourself away in a week, and give what reason you like for going.«

»Only a week, sir?« he cried in a despairing voice. 
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»A fortnight – say at least a fortnight!«

»A week,« I repeated, »and you may consider yourself to have been very leniently dealt with.«

He crept away, his face sunk upon his breast, like a broken man, while I put out the light and returned to my room. 

For two days after this Brunton was most assiduous in his attention to his duties. I made no allusion to what had passed and waited with some curiosity to see how he would cover his disgrace. On the third morning, however, he did not appear, as was his custom, after breakfast to receive my instructions for the day. As I left the dining-room I happened to meet Rachel Howells, the maid. I have told you that she had only recently recovered from an illness and was looking so wretchedly pale and wan that I remonstrated with her for being at work. 

»You should be in bed,« I said. »Come back to your duties when you are stronger.«

She looked at me with so strange an expression that I began to suspect that her brain was affected. 

»I am strong enough, Mr. Musgrave,« said she. 

»We will see what the doctor says,« I answered. 

»You must stop work now, and when you go downstairs just say that I wish to see Brunton.«

»The butler is gone,« said she. 

»Gone! Gone where?«
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»He is gone. No one has seen him. He is not in his room. Oh, yes, he is gone, he is gone!« She fell back against the wall with shriek after shriek of laughter, while I, horrified at this sudden hysterical attack, rushed to the bell to summon help. The girl was taken to her room, still screaming and sobbing, while I made inquiries about Brunton. There was no doubt about it that he had disappeared. His bed had; not been slept in, he had been seen by no one since he had retired to his room the night before, and yet it was difficult to see how he could have left the house, as both windows and doors were found to be fastened in the morning. His clothes, his watch, and even his money were in his room, but the black suit which he usually wore was missing. His slippers, too, were gone, but his boots were left behind. Where then could butler Brunton have gone in the night, and what could have become of him now? 

Of course we searched the house from cellar to garret, but there was no trace of him. It is, as I have said, a labyrinth of an old house, especially the original wing, which is now practically uninhabited; but we ransacked every room and cellar without discovering the least sign of the missing man. It was incredible to me that he could have gone away leaving all his property behind him, and yet where could he be? I called in the local police, but without success. Rain had fal-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.523
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len on the night before, and we examined the lawn and the paths all round the house, but in vain. Matters were in this state, when a new development quite drew our attention away from the original mystery. 

For two days Rachel Howells had been so ill, sometimes delirious, sometimes hysterical, that a nurse had been employed to sit up with her at night. On the third night after Brunton's disappearance, the nurse, finding her patient sleeping nicely, had dropped into a nap in the armchair, when she woke in the early morning to find the bed empty, the window open, and no signs of the invalid. I was instantly aroused, and, with the two footmen, started off at once in search of the missing girl. It was not difficult to tell the direction which she had taken, for, starting from under her window, we could follow her footmarks easily across the lawn to the edge of the mere, where they vanished close to the gravel path which leads out of the grounds. The lake there is eight feet deep, and you can imagine our feelings when we saw that the trail of the poor demented girl came to an end at the edge of it. 

Of course, we had the drags at once and set to work to recover the remains, but no trace of the body could we find. On the other hand, we brought to the surface an object of a most unexpected kind. It was a linen bag which contained within it a mass of old rusted and discoloured metal and several dull-coloured Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.524
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pieces of pebble or glass. This strange find was all that we could get from the mere, and, although we made every possible search and inquiry yesterday, we know nothing of the fate either of Rachel Howells or of Richard Brunton. The county police are at their wit's end, and I have come up to you as a last resource.‹

You can imagine, Watson, with what eagerness I listened to this extraordinary sequence of events, and endeavoured to piece them together, and to devise some common thread upon which they might all hang. 

The butler was gone. The maid was gone. The maid had loved the butler, but had afterwards had cause to hate him. She was of Welsh blood, fiery and passionate. She had been terribly excited immediately after his disappearance. She had flung into the lake a bag containing some curious contents. These were all factors which had to be taken into consideration, and yet none of them got quite to the heart of the matter. 

What was the starting-point of this chain of events? 

There lay the end of this tangled line. 

›I must see that paper, Musgrave,‹ said I, ›which this butler of yours thought it worth his while to consult, even at the risk of the loss of his place.‹

›It is rather an absurd business, this ritual of ours,‹

he answered. ›But it has at least the saving grace of antiquity to excuse it. I have a copy of the questions Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.525
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and answers here if you care to run your eye over them.‹

He handed me the very paper which I have here, Watson, and this is the strange catechism to which each Musgrave had to submit when he came to man's estate. I will read you the questions and answers as they stand. 

›Whose was it?‹

›His who is gone.‹

›Who shall have it?‹

›He who will come.‹

›Where was the sun?‹

›Over the oak.‹

›Where was the shadow?‹

›Under the elm.‹

›How was it stepped?‹

›North by ten and by ten, east by five and by five, south by two and by two, west by one and by one, and so under.‹

›What shall we give for it?‹

›All that is ours.‹

›Why should we give it?‹

›For the sake of the trust.‹

›The original has no date, but is in the spelling of the middle of the seventeenth century,‹ remarked Musgrave. ›I am afraid, however, that it can be of little help to you in solving this mystery.‹
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›At least,‹ said I, ›it gives us another mystery, and one which is even more interesting than the first. It may be that the solution of the one may prove to be the solution of the other. You will excuse me, Musgrave, if I say that your butler appears to me to have been a very clever man, and to have had a clearer insight than ten generations of his masters.‹

›I hardly follow you,‹ said Musgrave. ›The paper seems to me to be of no practical importance.‹

›But to me it seems immensely practical, and I fancy that Brunton took the same view. He had probably seen it before that night on which you caught him.‹

›It is very possible. We took no pains to hide it.‹

›He simply wished, I should imagine, to refresh his memory upon that last occasion. He had, as I understand, some sort of map or chart which he was comparing with the manuscript, and which he thrust into his pocket when you appeared.‹

›That is true. But what could he have to do with this old family custom of ours, and what does this rigmarole mean?‹

›I don't think that we should have much difficulty in determining that,‹ said I; ›with your permission we will take the first train down to Sussex and go a little more deeply into the matter upon the spot.‹

The same afternoon saw us both at Hurlstone. Pos-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.527
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sibly you have seen pictures and read descriptions of the famous old building, so I will confine my account of it to saying that it is built in the shape of an L, the long arm being the more modern portion, and the shorter the ancient nucleus from which the other has developed. Over the low, heavy-lintelled door, in the centre of this old part, is chiselled the date, 1607, but experts are agreed that the beams and stonework are really much older than this. The enormously thick walls and tiny windows of this part had in the last century driven the family into building the new wing, and the old one was used now as a storehouse and a cellar, when it was used at all. A splendid park with fine old timber surrounds the house, and the lake, to which my client had referred, lay close to the avenue, about two hundred yards from the building. 

I was already firmly convinced, Watson, that there were not three separate mysteries here, but one only, and that if I could read the Musgrave Ritual aright I should hold in my hand the clue which would lead me to the truth concerning both the butler Brunton and the maid Howells. To that then I turned all my energies. Why should this servant be so anxious to master this old formula? Evidently because he saw something in it which had escaped all those generations of country squires, and from which he expected some personal advantage. What was it then, and how had it af-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.528
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fected his fate? 

It was perfectly obvious to me, on reading the Ritual, that the measurements must refer to some spot to which the rest of the document alluded, and that if we could find that spot we should be in a fair way towards finding what the secret was which the old Musgraves had thought it necessary to embalm in so curious a fashion. There were two guides given us to start with, an oak and an elm. As to the oak there could be no question at all. Right in front of the house, upon the left-hand side of the drive, there stood a patriarch among oaks, one of the most magnificent trees that I have ever seen. 

›That was there when your ritual was drawn up,‹

said I as we drove past it. 

›It was there at the Norman Conquest in all probability,‹ he answered. ›It has a girth of twenty-three feet.‹

Here was one of my fixed points secured. 

›Have you any old elms?‹ I asked. 

›There used to be a very old one over yonder, but it was struck by lightning ten years ago, and we cut down the stump.‹

›You can see where it used to be?‹

›Oh, yes.‹

›There are no other elms?‹

›No old ones, but plenty of beeches.‹
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›I should like to see where it grew.‹

We had driven up in a dog-cart, and my client led me away at once, without our entering the house, to the scar on the lawn where the elm had stood. It was nearly midway between the oak and the house. My investigation seemed to be progressing. 

›I suppose it is impossible to find out how high the elm was?‹ I asked. 

›I can give you it at once. It was sixty-four feet.‹

›How do you come to know it?‹ I asked in surprise. 

›When my old tutor used to give me an exercise in trigonometry, it always took the shape of measuring heights. When I was a lad I worked out every tree and building in the estate.‹

This was an unexpected piece of luck. My data were coming more quickly than I could have reasonably hoped. 

›Tell me,‹ I asked, ›did your butler ever ask you such a question?‹

Reginald Musgrave looked at me in astonishment. 

›Now that you call it to my mind,‹ he answered, 

›Brunton  did  ask me about the height of the tree some months ago in connection with some little argument with the groom.‹

This was excellent news, Watson, for it showed me that I was on the right road. I looked up at the sun. It was low in the heavens, and I calculated that in less Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.530
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than an hour it would lie just above the topmost branches of the old oak. One condition mentioned in the Ritual would then be fulfilled. And the shadow of the elm must mean the farther end of the shadow, otherwise the trunk would have been chosen as the guide. I had, then, to find where the far end of the shadow would fall when the sun was just clear of the oak.«

»That must have been difficult, Holmes, when the elm was no longer there.«

»Well, at least I knew that if Brunton could do it, I could also. Besides, there was no real difficulty. I went with Musgrave to his study and whittled myself this peg, to which I tied this long string with a knot at each yard. Then I took two lengths of a fishing-rod, which came to just six feet, and I went back with my client to where the elm had been. The sun was just grazing the top of the oak. I fastened the rod on end, marked out the direction of the shadow, and measured it. It was nine feet in length. 

Of course the calculation now was a simple one. If a rod of six feet threw a shadow of nine, a tree of sixty-four feet would throw one of ninety-six, and the line of the one would of course be the line of the other. I measured out the distance, which brought me almost to the wall of the house, and I thrust a peg into the spot. You can imagine my exultation, Watson, when within two inches of my peg I saw a conical de-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.531
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pression in the ground. I knew that it was the mark made by Brunton in his measurements, and that I was still upon his trail. 

From this starting-point I proceeded to step, having first taken the cardinal points by my pocket-compass. 

Ten steps with each foot took me along parallel with the wall of the house, and again I marked my spot with a peg. Then I carefully paced off five to the east and two to the south. It brought me to the very threshold of the old door. Two steps to the west meant now that I was to go two paces down the stone-flagged passage, and this was the place indicated by the Ritual. 

Never have I felt such a cold chill of disappointment, Watson. For a moment it seemed to me that there must be some radical mistake in my calculations. The setting sun shone full upon the passage floor, and I could see that the old, foot-worn gray stones with which it was paved were firmly cemented together, and had certainly not been moved for many a long year. Brunton had not been at work here. I tapped upon the floor, but it sounded the same all over, and there was no sign of any crack or crevice. But, fortunately, Musgrave, who had begun to appreciate the meaning of my proceedings, and who was now as excited as myself, took out his manuscript to check my calculations. 
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›And under,‹ he cried. ›You have omitted the »and under.«‹

I had thought that it meant that we were to dig, but now, of course, I saw at once that I was wrong. ›There is a cellar under this then?‹ I cried. 

›Yes, and as old as the house. Down here, through this door.‹

We went down a winding stone stair, and my companion, striking a match, lit a large lantern which stood on a barrel in the corner. In an instant it was obvious that we had at last come upon the true place, and that we had not been the only people to visit the spot recently. 

It had been used for the storage of wood, but the billets, which had evidently been littered over the floor, were now piled at the sides, so as to leave a clear space in the middle. In this space lay a large and heavy flagstone with a rusted iron ring in the centre to which a thick shepherd's-check muffler was attached. 

›By Jove!‹ cried my client. ›That's Brunton's muffler. I have seen it on him and could swear to it. What has the villain been doing here?‹

At my suggestion a couple of the county police were summoned to be present, and I then endeavoured to raise the stone by pulling on the cravat. I could only move it slightly, and it was with the aid of one of the constables that I succeeded at last in carrying it to Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.533
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one side. A black hole yawned beneath into which we all peered, while Musgrave, kneeling at the side, pushed down the lantern. 

A small chamber about seven feet deep and four feet square lay open to us. At one side of this was a squat, brass-bound wooden box, the lid of which was hinged upward, with this curious old-fashioned key projecting from the lock. It was furred outside by a thick layer of dust, and damp and worms had eaten through the wood, so that a crop of livid fungi was growing on the inside of it. Several discs of metal, old coins apparently, such as I hold here, were scattered over the bottom of the box, but it contained nothing else. 

At the moment, however, we had no thought for the old chest, for our eyes were riveted upon that which crouched beside it. It was the figure of a man, clad in a suit of black, who squatted down upon his hams with his forehead sunk upon the edge of the box and his two arms thrown out on each side of it. The attitude had drawn all the stagnant blood to the face, and no man could have recognized that distorted liver-coloured countenance; but his height, his dress, and his hair were all sufficient to show my client, when we had drawn the body up, that it was indeed his missing butler. He had been dead some days, but there was no wound or bruise upon his person to show how he had Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.534
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met his dreadful end. When his body had been carried from the cellar we found ourselves still confronted with a problem which was almost as formidable as that with which we had started. 

I confess that so far, Watson, I had been disappointed in my investigation. I had reckoned upon solving the matter when once I had found the place referred to in the Ritual; but now I was there, and was apparently as far as ever from knowing what it was which the family had concealed with such elaborate precautions. It is true that I had thrown a light upon the fate of Brunton, but now I had to ascertain how that fate had come upon him, and what part had been played in the matter by the woman who had disappeared. I sat down upon a keg in the corner and thought the whole matter carefully over. 

You know my methods in such cases, Watson. I put myself in the man's place, and, having first gauged his intelligence, I try to imagine how I should myself have proceeded under the same circumstances. In this case the matter was simplified by Brunton's intelligence being quite first-rate, so that it was unnecessary to make any allowance for the personal equation, as the astronomers have dubbed it. He knew that something valuable was concealed. He had spotted the place. He found that the stone which covered it was just too heavy for a man to move unaided. What Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.535
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would he do next? He could not get help from outside, even if he had someone whom he could trust, without the unbarring of doors and considerable risk of detection. It was better, if he could, to have his helpmate inside the house. But whom, could he ask? This girl had been devoted to him. A man always finds it hard to realize that he may have finally lost a woman's love, however badly he may have treated her. He would try by a few attentions to make his peace with the girl Howells, and then would engage her as his accomplice. Together they would come at night to the cellar, and their united force would suffice to raise the stone. So far I could follow their actions as if I had actually seen them. 

But for two of them, and one a woman, it must have been heavy work, the raising of that stone. A burly Sussex policeman and I had found it no light job. What would they do to assist them? Probably what I should have done myself. I rose and examined carefully the different billets of wood which were scattered round the floor. Almost at once I came upon what I expected. One piece, about three feet in length, had a very marked indentation at one end, while several were flattened at the sides as if they had been compressed by some considerable weight. Evidently, as they had dragged the stone up, they had thrust the chunks of wood into the chink until at last when the Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.536
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opening was large enough to crawl through, they would hold it open by a billet placed lengthwise, which might very well become indented at the lower end, since the whole weight of the stone would press it down on to the edge of this other slab. So far I was still on safe ground. 

And now how was I to proceed to reconstruct this midnight drama? Clearly, only one could fit into the hole, and that one was Brunton. The girl must have waited above. Brunton then unlocked the box, handed up the contents presumably – since they were not to be found – and then – and then what happened? 

What smouldering fire of vengeance had suddenly sprung into flame in this passionate Celtic woman's soul when she saw the man who had wronged her –

wronged her, perhaps, far more than we suspected –

in her power? Was it a chance that the wood had slipped and that the stone had shut Brunton into what had become his sepulchre? Had she only been guilty of silence as to his fate? Or had some sudden blow from her hand dashed the support away and sent the slab crashing down into its place? Be that as it might, I seemed to see that woman's figure still clutching at her treasure trove and flying wildly up the winding stair, with her ears ringing perhaps with the muffled screams from behind her and with the drumming of frenzied hands against the slab of stone which was Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.537
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choking her faithless lover's life out. 

Here was the secret of her blanched face, her shaken nerves, her peals of hysterical laughter on the next morning. But what had been in the box? What had she done with that? Of course, it must have been the old metal and pebbles which my client had dragged from the mere. She had thrown them in there at the first opportunity to remove the last trace of her crime. 

For twenty minutes I had sat motionless, thinking the matter out. Musgrave still stood with a very pale face, swinging his lantern and peering down into the hole. 

›These are coins of Charles the First,‹ said he, holding out the few which had been in the box; ›you see we were right in fixing our date for the Ritual.‹

›We may find something else of Charles the First,‹

I cried, as the probable meaning of the first two questions of the Ritual broke suddenly upon me. ›Let me see the contents of the bag which you fished from the mere.‹

We ascended to his study, and he laid the débris before me. I could understand his regarding it as of small importance when I looked at it, for the metal was almost black and the stones lustreless and dull. I rubbed one of them on my sleeve, however, and it glowed afterwards like a spark in the dark hollow of my hand. The metal work was in the form of a double Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.538
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ring, but it had been bent and twisted out of its original shape. 

›You must bear in mind,‹ said I, ›that the royal party made head in England even after the death of the king, and that when they at last fled they probably left many of their most precious possessions buried behind them, with the intention of returning for them in more peaceful times.‹

›My ancestor, Sir Ralph Musgrave, was a prominent cavalier and the right-hand man of Charles the Second in his wanderings,‹ said my friend. 

›Ah, indeed!‹ I answered. ›Well now, I think that really should give us the last link that we wanted. I must congratulate you on coming into the possession, though in rather a tragic manner, of a relic which is of great intrinsic value, but of even greater importance as a historical curiosity.‹

›What is it, then?‹ he gasped in astonishment. 

›It is nothing less than the ancient crown of the kings of England.‹

›The crown!‹

›Precisely. Consider what the Ritual says. How does it run? »Who was it?« »His who is gone.« That was after the execution of Charles. Then, »Who shall have it?« »He who will come.« That was Charles the Second, whose advent was already foreseen. There can, I think, be no doubt that this battered and shape-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.539
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less diadem once encircled the brows of the royal Stuarts.‹

›And how came it in the pond?‹

›Ah, that is a question that will take some time to answer.‹ And with that I sketched out to him the whole long chain of surmise and of proof which I had constructed. The twilight had closed in and the moon was shining brightly in the sky before my narrative was finished. 

›And how was it then that Charles did not get his crown when he returned?‹ asked Musgrave, pushing back the relic into its linen bag. 

›Ah, there you lay your finger upon the one point which we shall probably never be able to clear up. It is likely that the Musgrave who held the secret died in the interval, and by some oversight left this guide to his descendant without explaining the meaning of it. 

From that day to this it has been handed down from father to son until at last it came within reach of a man who tore its secret out of it and lost his life in the venture.‹

And that's the story of the Musgrave Ritual, Watson. They have the crown down at Hurlstone – though they had some legal bother and a considerable sum to pay before they were allowed to retain it. I am sure that if you mentioned my name they would be happy to show it to you. Of the woman nothing was ever Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.540
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heard, and the probability is that she got away out of England and carried herself and the memory of her crime to some lard beyond the seas.«
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The Reigate Puzzle

It was some time before the health of my friend Mr. 

Sherlock Holmes recovered from the strain caused by his immense exertions in the spring of '87. The whole question of the Netherland-Sumatra Company and of the colossal schemes of Baron Maupertuis are too recent in the minds of the public, and are too intimately concerned with politics and finance to be fitting subjects for this series of sketches. They led, however, in an indirect fashion to a singular and complex problem which gave my friend an opportunity of demonstrating the value of a fresh weapon among the many with which he waged his lifelong battle against crime. 

On referring to my notes I see that it was upon the fourteenth of April that I received a telegram from Lyons which informed me that Holmes was lying ill in the Hotel Dulong. Within twenty-four hours I was in his sick-room and was relieved to find that there was nothing formidable in his symptoms. Even his iron constitution, however, had broken down under the strain of an investigation which had extended over two months, during which period he had never worked less than fifteen hours a day and had more than once, as he assured me, kept to his task for five days at a stretch. Even the triumphant issue of his la-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.542
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bours could not save him from reaction after so terrible an exertion, and at a time when Europe was ringing with his name and when his room was literally ankle-deep with congratulatory telegrams I found him a prey to the blackest depression. Even the knowledge that he had succeeded where the police of three countries had failed, and that he had outmanœuvred at every point the most accomplished swindler in Europe, was insufficient to rouse him from his nervous prostration. 

Three days later we were back in Baker Street together; but it was evident that my friend would be much the better for a change, and the thought of a week of springtime in the country was full of attractions to me also. My old friend, Colonel Hayter, who had come under my professional care in Afghanistan, had now taken a house near Reigate in Surrey and had frequently asked me to come down to him upon a visit. 

On the last occasion he had remarked that if my friend would only come with me he would be glad to extend his hospitality to him also. A little diplomacy was needed, but when Holmes understood that the establishment was a bachelor one, and that he would be allowed the fullest freedom, he fell in with my plans and a week after our return from Lyons we were under the colonel's roof. Hayter was a fine old soldier who had seen much of the world, and he soon found, as I Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.543
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had expected, that Holmes and he had much in common. 

On the evening of our arrival we were sitting in the colonel's gunroom after dinner, Holmes stretched upon the sofa, while Hayter and I looked over his little armory of Eastern weapons. 

»By the way,« said he suddenly, »I think I'll take one of these pistols upstairs with me in case we have an alarm.«

»An alarm!« said I. 

»Yes, we've had a scare in this part lately. Old Acton, who is one of our county magnates, had his house broken into last Monday. No great damage done, but the fellows are still at large.«

»No clue?« asked Holmes, cocking his eye at the colonel. 

»None as yet. But the affair is a petty one, one of our little country crimes, which must seem too small for your attention, Mr. Holmes, after this great international affair.«

Holmes waved away the compliment, though his smile showed that it had pleased him. 

»Was there any feature of interest?«

»I fancy not. The thieves ransacked the library and got very little for their pains. The whole place was turned upside down, drawers burst open, and presses ransacked, with the result that an odd volume of Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.544
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Pope's  Homer,  two plated candlesticks, an ivory letter-weight, a small oak barometer, and a ball of twine are all that have vanished.«

»What an extraordinary assortment!« I exclaimed. 

»Oh, the fellows evidently grabbed hold of everything they could get.«

Holmes grunted from the sofa. 

»The county police ought to make something of that,« said he; »why, it is surely obvious that ––«

But I held up a warning finger. 

»You are here for a rest, my dear fellow. For heaven's sake don't get started on a new problem when your nerves are all in shreds.«

Holmes shrugged his shoulders with a glance of comic resignation towards the colonel, and the talk drifted away into less dangerous channels. 

It was destined, however, that all my professional caution should be wasted, for next morning the problem obtruded itself upon us in such a way that it was impossible to ignore it, and our country visit took a turn which neither of us could have anticipated. We were at breakfast when the colonel's butler rushed in with all his propriety shaken out of him. 

»Have you heard the news, sir?« he gasped. »At the Cunningham's, sir!«

»Burglary!« cried the colonel, with his coffee-cup in mid-air. 
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»Murder!«

The colonel whistled. »By Jove!« said he. »Who's killed, then? The J.P. or his son?«

»Neither, sir. It was William the coachman. Shot through the heart, sir, and never spoke again.«

»Who shot him, then?«

»The burglar, sir. He was off like a shot and got clean away. He'd just broke in at the pantry window when William came on him and met his end in saving his master's property.«

»What time?«

»It was last night, sir, somewhere about twelve.«

»Ah, then, we'll step over afterwards,« said the colonel, coolly settling down to his breakfast again. »It's a baddish business,« he added when the butler had gone; »he's our leading man about here, is old Cunningham, and a very decent fellow too. He'll be cut up over this, for the man has been in his service for years and was a good servant. It's evidently the same villains who broke into Acton's.«

»And stole that very singular collection,« said Holmes thoughtfully. 

»Precisely.«

»Hum! It may prove the simplest matter in the world, but all the same at first glance this is just a little curious, is it not? A gang of burglars acting in the country might be expected to vary the scene of their Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.546
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operations, and not to crack two cribs in the same district within a few days. When you spoke last night of taking precautions I remember that it passed through my mind that this was probably the last parish in England to which the thief or thieves would be likely to turn their attention – which shows that I have still much to learn.«

»I fancy it's some local practitioner,« said the colonel. »In that case, of course, Acton's and Cunningham's are just the places he would go for, since they are far the largest about here.«

»And richest?«

»Well, they ought to be, but they've had a lawsuit for some years which has sucked the blood out of both of them, I fancy. Old Acton has some claim on half Cunningham's estate, and the lawyers have been at it with both hands.«

»If it's a local villain there should not be much difficulty in running him down,« said Holmes with a yawn. »All right, Watson, I don't intend to meddle.«

»Inspector Forrester, sir,« said the butler, throwing open the door. 

The official, a smart, keen-faced young fellow, stepped into the room. »Good-morning, Colonel,«

said he. »I hope I don't intrude, but we hear that Mr. 

Holmes of Baker Street is here.«

The colonel waved his hand towards my friend, and Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.547
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the inspector bowed. 

»We thought that perhaps you would care to step across, Mr. Holmes.«

»The fates are against you, Watson,« said he, laughing. »We were chatting about the matter when you came in, Inspector. Perhaps you can let us have a few details.« As he leaned back in his chair in the familiar attitude I knew that the case was hopeless. 

»We had no clue in the Acton affair. But here we have plenty to go on, and there's no doubt it is the same party in each case. The man was seen.«

»Ah!«

»Yes, sir. But he was off like a deer after the shot that killed poor William Kirwan was fired. Mr. Cunningham saw him from the bedroom window, and Mr. 

Alec Cunningham saw him from the back passage. It was quarter to twelve when the alarm broke out. Mr. 

Cunningham had just got into bed, and Mr. Alec was smoking a pipe in his dressing-gown. They both heard William, the coachman, calling for help, and Mr. Alec ran down to see what was the matter. The back door was open, and as he came to the foot of the stairs he saw two men wrestling together outside. One of them fired a shot, the other dropped, and the murderer rushed across the garden and over the hedge. 

Mr. Cunningham, looking out of his bedroom, saw the fellow as he gained the road, but lost sight of him Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.548
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at once. Mr. Alec stopped to see if he could help the dying man, and so the villain got clean away. Beyond the fact that he was a middle-sized man and dressed in some dark stuff, we have no personal clue; but we are making energetic inquiries, and if he is a stranger we shall soon find him out.«

»What was this William doing there? Did he say anything before he died?«

»Not a word. He lives at the lodge with his mother, and as he was a very faithful fellow we imagine that he walked up to the house with the intention of seeing that all was right there. Of course this Acton business has put everyone on their guard. The robber must have just burst open the door – the lock has been forced – when William came upon him.«

»Did William say anything to his mother before going out?«

»She is very old and deaf, and we can get no information from her. The shock has made her half-witted, but I understand that she was never very bright. There is one very important circumstance, however. Look at this!«

He took a small piece of torn paper from a notebook and spread it out upon his kneed. 

»This was found between the finger and thumb of the dead man. It appears to be a fragment torn from a larger sheet. You will observe that the hour mentio-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes
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ned upon it is the very time at which the poor fellow met his fate. You see that his murderer might have torn the rest of the sheet from him or he might have taken this fragment from the murderer. It reads almost as though it were an appointment.«

Holmes took up the scrap of paper, a facsimile of which is here reproduced. 

»Presuming that it is an appointment,« continued the inspector »it is of course a conceivable theory that this William Kirwan, though he had the reputation of being an honest man, may have been in league with the thief. He may have met him there, may even have helped him to break in the door, and then they may have fallen out between themselves.«

»This writing is of extraordinary interest,« said Holmes, who had been examining it with intense concentration. »These are much deeper waters than I had thought.« He sank his head upon his hands, while the inspector smiled at the effect which his case had had upon the famous London specialist. 
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the possibility of there being an understanding between the burglar and the servant, and this being a note of appointment from one to the other, is an ingenious and not entirely impossible supposition. But this writing opens up ––« He sank his head into his hands again and remained for some minutes in the deepest thought. When he raised his face again I was surprised to see that his cheek was tinged with colour, and his eyes as bright as before his illness. He sprang to his feet with all his old energy. 

»I'll tell you what,« said he, »I should like to have a quiet little glance into the details of this case. There is something in it which fascinates me extremely. If you will permit me, Colonel, I will leave my friend Watson and you, and I will step round with the inspector to test the truth of one or two little fancies of mine. I will be with you again in half an hour.«

An hour and a half had elapsed before the inspector returned alone. 

»Mr. Holmes is walking up and down in the field outside,« said he. »He wants us all four to go up to the house together.«

»To Mr. Cunningham's?«

»Yes, sir.«

»What for?«

The inspector shrugged his shoulders. »I don't quite know, sir. Between ourselves, I think Mr. Hol-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.551
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mes has not quite got over his illness yet. He's been behaving very queerly, and he is very much excited.«

»I don't think you need alarm yourself,« said I. »I have usually found that there was method in his madness.«

»Some folk might say there was madness in his method,« muttered the inspector. »But he's all on fire to Start, Colonel, so we had best go out if you are ready.«

We found Holmes pacing up and down in the field, his chin sunk upon his breast, and his hands thrust into his trousers pockets. 

»The matter grows in interest,« said he. »Watson, your country trip has been a distinct success. I have had a charming morning.«

»You have been up to the scene of the crime, I understand,« said the colonel. 

»Yes, the inspector and I have made quite a little reconnaissance together.«

»Any success?«

»Well, we have seen some very interesting things. 

I'll tell you what we did as we walk. First of all, we saw the body of this unfortunate man. He certainly died from a revolver wound as reported.«

»Had you doubted it, then?«

»Oh, it is as well to test everything. Our inspection was not wasted. We then had an interview with Mr. 
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Cunningham and his son, who were able to point out the exact spot where the murderer had broken through the garden-hedge in his flight. That was of great interest.«

»Naturally.«

»Then we had a look at this poor fellow's mother. 

We could get no information from her, however, as she is very old and feeble.«

»And what is the result of your investigations?«

»The conviction that the crime is a very peculiar one. Perhaps our visit now may do something to make it less obscure. I think that we are both agreed, Inspector, that the fragment of paper in the dead man's hand, bearing, as it does, the very hour of his death written upon it, is of extreme importance.«

»It should give a clue, Mr. Holmes.«

»It  does  give a clue. Whoever wrote that note was the man who brought William Kirwan out of his bed at that hour. But where is the rest of that sheet of paper?«

»I examined the ground carefully in the hope of finding it,« said the inspector. 

»It was torn out of the dead man's hand. Why was someone so anxious to get possession of it? Because it incriminated him. And what would he do with it? 

Thrust it into his pocket, most likely, never noticing that a corner of it had been left in the grip of the cor-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.553

The Reigate Puzzle

Doyle-SH, 464

pse. If we could get the rest of that sheet it is obvious that we should have gone a long way towards solving the I mystery.«

»Yes, but how can we get at the criminal's pocket before we catch the criminal?«

»Well, well, it was worth thinking over. Then there is another obvious point. The note was sent to William. The man who wrote it could not have taken it; otherwise, of course, he might have delivered his own message by word of mouth. Who brought the note, then? Or did it come through the post?«

»I have made inquiries,« said the inspector. »William received a letter by the afternoon post yesterday. 

The envelope was destroyed by him.«

»Excellent!« cried Holmes, clapping the inspector on the back. »You've seen the postman. It is a pleasure to work with you. Well, here is the lodge, and if you will come up, Colonel, I will show you the scene of the crime.«

We passed the pretty cottage where the murdered man had lived and walked up an oak-lined avenue to the fine old Queen Anne house, which bears the date of Malplaquet upon the lintel of the door. Holmes and the inspector led us round it until we came to the side gate, which is separated by a stretch of garden from the hedge which lines the road. A constable was standing at the kitchen door. 
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»Throw the door open, officer,« said Holmes. 

»Now, it was on those stairs that young Mr. Cunningham stood and saw the two men struggling just where we are. Old Mr. Cunningham was at that window –

the second on the left – and he saw the fellow get away just to the left of that bush. So did the son. They are both sure of it on account of the bush. Then Mr. 

Alec ran out and knelt beside the wounded man. The ground is very hard, you see, and there are no marks to guide us.« As he spoke two men came down the garden path, from round the angle of the house. The one was an elderly man, with a strong, deep-lined, heavy-eyed face; the other a dashing young fellow, whose bright, smiling expression and showy dress were in strange contrast with the business which had brought us there. 

»Still at it, then?« said he to Holmes. »I thought you Londoners were never at fault. You don't seem to be so very quick, after all.«

»Ah, you must give us a little time,« said Holmes good-humouredly. 

»You'll want it,« said young Alec Cunningham. 

»Why. I don't see that we have any clue at all.«

»There's only one,« answered the inspector. »We thought that if we could only find –– Good heavens, Mr. Holmes! what is the matter?«

My poor friend's face had suddenly assumed the Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.555
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most dreadful expression. His eyes rolled upward, his features writhed in agony, and with a suppressed groan he dropped on his face upon the ground. Horrified at the suddenness and severity of the attack, we carried him into the kitchen, where he lay back in a large chair and breathed heavily for some minutes. Finally, with a shamefaced apology for his weakness, he rose once more. 

»Watson would tell you that I have only just recovered from a severe illness,« he explained. »I am liable to these sudden nervous attacks.«

»Shall I send you home in my trap?« asked old Cunningham. 

»Well, since I am here, there is one point on which I should like to feel sure. We can very easily verify it.«

»What was it?«

»Well, it seems to me that it is just possible that the arrival of this poor fellow William was not before, but after, the entrance of the burglar into the house. 

You appear to take it for granted that all though the door was forced the robber never got in.«

»I fancy that is quite obvious,« said Mr. Cunningham gravely. »Why, my son Alec had not yet gone to bed, and he would certainly have heard anyone moving about.«

»Where was he sitting?«
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»I was smoking in my dressing-room.«

»Which window is that?«

»The last on the left, next my father's.«

»Both of your lamps were lit, of course?«

»Undoubtedly.«

»There are some very singular points here,« said Holmes, smiling. »Is it not extraordinary that a burglar – and a burglar who had some previous experience – should deliberately break into a house at a time when he could see from the lights that two of the family were still afoot?«

»He must have been a cool hand.«

»Well, of course, if the case were not an odd one we should not have been driven to ask you for an explanation,« said young Mr. Alec. »But as to your ideas that the man had robbed the house before William tackled him, I think it a most absurd notion. 

Wouldn't we have found the place disarranged and missed the things which he had taken?«

»It depends on what the things were,« said Holmes. 

»You must remember that we are dealing with a burglar who is a very peculiar fellow, and who appears to work on lines of his own. Look, for example, at the queer lot of things which he took from Acton's – what was it? – a ball of string, a letter-weight, and I don't know what other odds and ends.«

»Well, we are quite in your hands, Mr. Holmes,«
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said old Cunningham. »Anything which you or the inspector may suggest will most certainly be done.«

»In the first place,« said Holmes, »I should like you to offer a reward – coming from yourself, for the officials may take a little time before they would agree upon the sum, and these things cannot be done too promptly. I have jotted down the form here, if you would not mind signing it. Fifty pounds was quite enough, I thought.«

»I would willingly give five hundred,« said the J.P., taking the slip of paper and the pencil which Holmes handed to him. »This is rot quite correct, however,« he added, glancing over the document. 

»I wrote it rather hurriedly.«

»You see you begin, ›Whereas, at about a quarter to one on Tuesday morning an attempt was made,‹

and so on. It was at a quarter to twelve, as a matter of fact.«

I was pained at the mistake, for I knew how keenly Holmes would feel any slip of the kind. It was his specialty to be accurate as to fact, but his recent illness had shaken him, and this one little incident was enough to show me that he was still far from being himself. He was obviously embarrassed for an instant, while the inspector raised his eyebrows, and Alec Cunningham burst into a laugh. The old gentleman corrected the mistake, however, and handed the paper Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.558
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back to Holmes. 

»Get it printed as soon as possible,« he said; »I think your idea is an excellent one.«

Holmes put the slip of paper carefully away into his pocketbook. 

»And now,« said he, »it really would be a good thing that we should all go over the house together and make certain that this rather erratic burglar did not, after all, carry anything away with him.«

Before entering, Holmes made an examination of the door which had been forced. It was evident that a chisel or strong knife had been thrust in, and the lock forced back with it. We could see the marks in the wood where it had been pushed in. 

»You don't use bars, then?« he asked. 

»We have never found it necessary.«

»You don't keep a dog?«

»Yes, but he is chained on the other side of the house.«

»When do the servants go to bed?«

»About ten.«

»I understand that William was usually in bed also at that hour?«

»Yes.«

»It is singular that on this particular night he should have been up. Now, I should be very glad if you would have the kindness to show us over the Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.559
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house, Mr. Cunningham.«

A stone-flagged passage, with the kitchens branching away from it, led by a wooden staircase directly to the first floor of the house. It came out upon the landing opposite to a second more ornamental stair which came up from the front hall. Out of this landing opened the drawing-room and several bedrooms, including those of Mr. Cunningham and his son. Holmes walked slowly, taking keen note of the architecture of the house. I could tell from his expression that he was on a hot scent, and yet I could not in the least imagine in what direction his inferences were leading him. 

»My good sir,« said Mr. Cunningham, with some impatience, »this is surely very unnecessary. That is my room at the end of the stairs, and my son's is the one beyond it. I leave it to your judgment whether it was possible for the thief to have come up here without disturbing us.«

»You must try round and get on a fresh scent, I fancy,« said the son with a rather malicious smile. 

»Still, I must ask you to humour me a little further. 

I should like, for example, to see how far the windows of the bedrooms command the front. This, I understand, is your son's room« – he pushed open the door – »and that, I presume is the dressing-room in which he sat smoking when the alarm was given. 
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Where does the window of that look out to?« He stepped across the bedroom, pushed open the door, and glanced round the other chamber. 

»I hope that you are satisfied now?« said Mr. Cunningham tartly. 

»Thank you, I think I have seen all that I wished.«

»Then if it is really necessary we can go into my room.«

»If it is not too much trouble.«

The J.P. shrugged his shoulders and led the way into his own chamber, which was a plainly furnished and commonplace room. As we moved across it in the direction of the window, Holmes fell back until he and I were the last of the group. Near the foot of the bed stood a dish of oranges and a carafe of water. As we passed it Holmes, to my unutterable astonishment, leaned over in front of me and deliberately knocked the whole thing over. The glass smashed into a thousand pieces and the fruit rolled about into every corner of the room. 

»You've done it now, Watson,« said he coolly. »A pretty mess you've made of the carpet.«

I stooped in some confusion and began to pick up the fruit, understanding for some reason my companion desired me to take the blame upon myself. The others did the same and set the table on its legs again. 

»Hullo!« cried the inspector, »where's he got to?«
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Holmes had disappeared. 

»Wait here an instant,« said young Alec Cunningham. »The fellow is off his head, in my opinion. 

Come with me, father, and see where he has got to!«

They rushed out of the room, leaving the inspector, the colonel, and me staring at each other. 

»'Pon my word, I am inclined to agree with Master Alec,« said the official. »It may be the effect of this illness, but it seems to me that ––«

His words were cut short by a sudden scream of

»Help! Help! Murder!« With a thrill I recognized the voice as that of my friend. I rushed madly from the room on to the landing. The cries, which had sunk down into a hoarse, inarticulate shouting, came from the room which we had first visited. I dashed in, and on into the dressing-room beyond. The two Cunninghams were bending over the prostrate figure of Sherlock Holmes, the younger clutching his throat with both hands, while the elder seemed to be twisting one of his wrists. In an instant the three of us had torn them away from him, and Holmes staggered to his feet, very pale and evidently greatly exhausted. 

»Arrest these men, Inspector,« he gasped. 

»On what charge?«

»That of murdering their coachman, William Kirwan.«

The inspector stared about him in bewilderment. 
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»Oh, come now, Mr. Holmes,« said he at last, »I'm sure you don't really mean to ––«

»Tut, man, look at their faces!« cried Holmes curtly. 

Never certainly have I seen a plainer confession of guilt upon human countenances. The older man seemed numbed and dazed, with a heavy, sullen expression upon his strongly marked face. The son, on the other hand, had dropped all that jaunty, dashing style which had characterized him, and the ferocity of a dangerous wild beast gleamed in his dark eyes and distorted his handsome features. The inspector said nothing, but, stepping to the door, he blew his whistle. 

Two of his constables came at the call. 

»I have no alternative, Mr. Cunningham,« said he. 

»I trust that this may all prove to be an absurd mistake, but you can see that –– Ah, would you? Drop it!«

He struck out with his hand, and a revolver which the younger man was in the act of cocking clattered down upon the floor. 

»Keep that,« said Holmes, quietly putting his foot upon it; »you will find it useful at the trial. But this is what we really wanted.« He held up a little crumpled piece of paper. 

»The remainder of the sheet!« cried the inspector. 

»Precisely.«

»And where was it?«
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»Where I was sure it must be. I'll make the whole matter clear to you presently. I think, Colonel, that you and Watson might return now, and I will be with you again in an hour at the furthest. The inspector and I must have a word with the prisoners, but you will certainly see me back at luncheon time.«

Sherlock Holmes was as good as his word, for about one o'clock he rejoined us in the colonel's smoking-room. He was accompanied by a little elderly gentleman, who was introduced to me as the Mr. 

Acton whose house had been the scene of the original burglary. 

»I wished Mr. Acton to be present while I demonstrated this small matter to you,« said Holmes, »for it is natural that he should take a keen interest in the details. I am afraid, my dear Colonel, that you must regret the hour that you took in such a stormy petrel as I am.«

»On the contrary,« answered the colonel warmly, »I consider it the greatest privilege to have been permitted to study your methods of working. I confess that they quite surpass my expectations, and that I am utterly unable to account for your result. I have not yet seen the vestige of a clue.«

»I am afraid that my explanation may disillusion you, but it has always been my habit to hide none of Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.564
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my methods, either from my friend Watson or from anyone who might take an intelligent interest in them. 

But, first, as I am rather shaken by the knocking about which I had in the dressing-room, I think that I shall help myself to a dash of your brandy, Colonel. 

My strength has been rather tried of late.«

»I trust you had no more of those nervous attacks.«

Sherlock Holmes laughed heartily. »We will come to that in its turn,« said he. »I will lay an account of the case before you in its due order, showing you the various points which guided me in my decision. Pray interrupt me if there is any inference which is not perfectly clear to you. 

It is of the highest importance in the art of detection to be able to recognize, out of a number of facts, which are incidental and which vital. Otherwise your energy and attention must be dissipated instead of being concentrated. Now, in this case there was not the slightest doubt in my mind from the first that the key of the whole matter must be looked for in the scrap of paper in the dead man's hand. 

Before going into this, I would draw your attention to the fact that, if Alec Cunningham's narrative was correct, and if the assailant, after shooting William Kirwan, had  instantly  fled, then it obviously could not be he who tore the paper from the dead man's hand. But if it was not he, it must have been Alec Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.565
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Cunningham himself, for by the time that the old man had descended several servants were upon the scene. 

The point is a simple one, but the inspector had overlooked it because he had started with the supposition that these county magnates had had nothing to do with the matter. Now, I make a point of never having any prejudices, and of following docilely wherever fact may lead me, and so, in the very first stage of the investigation, I found myself looking a little askance at the part which had been played by Mr. Alec Cunningham. 

And now I made a very careful examination of the corner of paper which the inspector had submitted to us. It was at once clear to me that it formed part of a very remarkable document. Here it is. Do you not now observe something very suggestive about it?«

»It has a very irregular look,« said the colonel. 

»My dear sir,« cried Holmes, »there cannot be the least doubt in the world that it has been written by two persons doing alternate words. When I draw your attention to the strong  t's  of ›at‹ and ›to,‹ and ask you to compare them with the weak ones of ›quarter‹ and

›twelve,‹ you will instantly recognize the fact. A very brief analysis of these four words would enable you to say with the utmost confidence that the ›learn‹ and the

›maybe‹ are written in the stronger hand, and the

›what‹ in the weaker.«
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»By jove, it's as clear as day!« cried the colonel. 

»Why on earth should two men write a letter in such a fashion?«

»Obviously the business was a bad one, and one of the men who distrusted the other was determined that, whatever was done, each should have an equal hand in it. Now, of the two men, it is clear that the one who wrote the ›at‹ and ›to‹ was the ringleader.«

»How do you get at that?«

»We might deduce it from the mere character of the one hand as compared with the other. But we have more assured reasons than that for supposing it. If you examine this scrap with attention you will come to the conclusion that the man with the stronger hand wrote all his words first, leaving blanks for the other to fill up. These blanks were not always sufficient, and you can see that the second man had a squeeze to fit his

›quarter‹ in between the ›at‹ and the ›to,‹ showing that the latter were already written. The man who wrote all his words first is undoubtedly the man who planned the affair.«

»Excellent!« cried Mr. Acton. 

»But very superficial,« said Holmes. »We come now, however, to a point which is of importance. You may not be aware that the deduction of a man's age from his writing is one which has been brought to considerable accuracy by experts. In normal cases one Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.567
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can place a man in his true decade with tolerable confidence. I say normal cases, because ill-health and physical weakness reproduce the signs of old age, even when the invalid is a youth. In this case, looking at the bold, strong hand of the one, and the rather broken-backed appearance of the other, which still retains its legibility although the  t's  have begun to lose their crossing, we can say that the one was a young man and the other was advanced in years without being positively decrepit.«

»Excellent!« cried Mr. Acton again. 

»There is a further point, however, which is subtler and of greater interest. There is something in common between these hands. They belong to men who are blood-relatives. It may be most obvious to you in the Greek  e's,  but to me there are many small points which indicate the same thing. I have no doubt at all that a family mannerism can be traced in these two specimens of writing. I am only, of course, giving you the leading results now of my examination of the paper. There were twenty-three other deductions which would be of more interest to experts than to you. They all tend to deepen the impression upon my mind that the Cunninghams,, father and son, had written this letter. 

Having got so far, my next step was, of course, to examine into the details of the crime, and to see how Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.568
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far they would help us. I went up to the house with the inspector and saw all that was to be seen. The wound upon the dead man was, as I was able to determine with absolute confidence, fired from a revolver at the distance of something over four yards. There was no powder-blackening on the clothes. Evidently, therefore, Alec Cunningham had lied when he said that the two men were struggling when the shot was fired. Again, both father and son agreed as to the place where the man escaped into the road. At that point, however, as it happens, there is a broadish ditch, moist at the bottom. As there were no indications of boot-marks about this ditch, I was absolutely sure not only that the Cunninghams had again lied but that there had never been any unknown man upon the scene at all. 

And now I have to consider the motive of this singular crime. To get at this, I endeavoured first of all to solve the reason of the original burglary at Mr. 

Acton's. I understood, from something which the colonel told us, that a lawsuit had been going on between you, Mr. Acton, and the Cunninghams. Of course, it instantly occurred to me that they had broken into your library with the intention of getting at some document which might be of importance in the case.«
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possible doubt as to their intentions. I have the clearest claim upon half of their present estate, and if they could have found a single paper – which, fortunately, was in the strong-box of my solicitors – they would undoubtedly have crippled our case.«

»There you are,« said Holmes, smiling. »It was a dangerous, reckless attempt in which I seem to trace the influence of young Alec. Having found nothing, they tried to divert suspicion by making it appear to be an ordinary burglary, to which end they carried off whatever they could lay their hands upon. That is all clear enough, but there was much that was still obscure. What I wanted, above all, was to get the missing part of that note. I was certain that Alec had torn it out of the dead man's hand, and almost certain that he must have thrust it into the pocket of his dressing-gown. Where else could he have put it? The only question was whether it was still there. It was worth an effort to find out, and for that object we all went up to the house. 

The Cunninghams joined us, as you doubtless remember, outside the kitchen door. It was, of course, of the very first importance that they should not be reminded of the existence of this paper, otherwise they would naturally destroy it without delay. The inspector was about to tell them the importance which we attached to it when, by the luckiest chance in the Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes
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world, I tumbled down in a sort of fit and so changed the conversation.«

»Good heavens!« cried the colonel, laughing, »do you mean to say all our sympathy was wasted and your fit an imposture?«

»Speaking professionally, it was admirably done,«

cried I, looking in amazement at this man who was forever confounding me with some new phase of his astuteness. 

»It is an art which is often useful,« said he. »When I recovered I managed, by a device which had perhaps some little merit of ingenuity, to get old Cunningham to write the word ›twelve,‹ so that I might compare it with the ›twelve‹ upon the paper.«

»Oh, what an ass I have been!« I exclaimed. 

»I could see that you were commiserating me over my weakness,« said Holmes, laughing. »I was sorry to cause you the sympathetic pain which I know that you felt. We then went upstairs together, and, Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.571
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having entered the room and seen the dressing-gown hanging up behind the door, I contrived, by upsetting a table, to engage their attention for the moment and slipped back to examine the pockets. I had hardly got the paper, however – which was, as I had expected, in one of them – when the two Cunninghams were on me, and would, I verily believe, have murdered me then and there but for your prompt and friendly aid. 

As it is, I feel that young man's grip on my throat now, and the father has twisted my wrist round in the effort to get tide paper out of my hand. They saw that I must know all about it, you see, and the sudden change from absolute security to complete despair made them perfectly desperate. 

I had a little talk with old Cunningham afterwards as to the motive of the crime. He was tractable enough, though his son was a perfect demon, ready to blow out his own or anybody else's brains if he could have got to his revolver. When Cunningham saw that the case against him was so strong he lost all heart and made a clean breast of everything. It seems that William had secretly followed his two masters on the night when they made their raid upon Mr. Acton's and, having thus got them into his power, proceeded, under threats of exposure, to levy blackmail upon them. Mr. Alec, however, was a dangerous man to play games of that sort with. It was a stroke of posi-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.572
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tive genius on his part to see in the burglary scare which was convulsing the countryside an opportunity of plausibly getting rid of the man whom he feared. 

William was decoyed up and shot, and had they only got the whole of the note and paid a little more attention to detail in their accessories, it is very possible that suspicion might never have been aroused.«

»And the note?« I asked. 

Sherlock Holmes placed the subjoined paper before us. 

»It is very much the sort of thing that I expected,«

said he. »Of course, we do not yet know what the relations may have been between Alec Cunningham, William Kirwan, and Annie Morrison. The result shows that the trap was skilfully baited. I am sure that you cannot fail to be delighted with the traces of heredity shown in the  p's  and in the tails of the  g's.  The absence of the  i-dots in the old man's writing is also most characteristic. Watson, I think our quiet rest in the country has been a distinct success, and I shall certainly return much invigorated to Baker Street tomorrow.«
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The Crooked Man

One summer night, a few months after my marriage, I was seated by my own hearth smoking a last pipe and nodding over a novel, for my day's work had been an exhausting one. My wife had already gone upstairs, and the sound of the locking of the hall door some time before told me that the servants had also retired. 

I had risen from my seat and was knocking out the ashes of my pipe when I suddenly heard the clang of the bell. 

I looked at the clock. It was a quarter to twelve. 

This could not be a visitor at so late an hour. A patient evidently, and possibly an all-night sitting. With a wry face I went out into the hall and opened the door. 

To my astonishment it was Sherlock Holmes who stood upon my step. 

»Ah, Watson,« said he, »I hoped that I might not be too late to catch you.«

»My dear fellow, pray come in.«

»You look surprised, and no wonder! Relieved, too, I fancy! Hum! You still smoke the Arcadia mixture of your bachelor days, then! There's no mistaking that fluffy ash upon your coat. It's easy to tell that you have been accustomed to wear a uniform, Watson. 

You'll never pass as a pure-bred civilian as long as Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.574
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you keep that habit of carrying your handkerchief in your sleeve. Could you put me up to night?«

»With pleasure.«

»You told me that you had bachelor quarters for one, and I see that you have no gentleman visitor at present. Your hat-stand proclaims as much.«

»I shall be delighted if you will stay.«

»Thank you. I'll fill the vacant peg then. Sorry to see that you've had the British workman in the house. 

He's a token of evil. Not the drains, I hope?«

»No, the gas.«

»Ah! He has left two nail-marks from his boot upon your linoleum just where the light strikes it. No, thank you, I had some supper at Waterloo, but I'll smoke a pipe with you with pleasure.«

I handed him my pouch, and he seated himself opposite to me and smoked for some time in silence. I was well aware that nothing but business of importance would have brought him to me at such an hour, so I waited patiently until he should come round to it. 

»I see that you are professionally rather busy just now,« said he, glancing very keenly across at me. 

»Yes, I've had a busy day,« I answered. »It may seem very foolish in your eyes,« I added, »but really I don't know how you deduced it.«

Holmes chuckled to himself. 
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»I have the advantage of knowing your habits, my dear Watson,« said he. »When your round is a short one you walk, and when it is a long one you use a hansom. As I perceive that your boots, although used, are by no means dirty, I cannot doubt that you are at present busy enough to justify the hansom.«

»Excellent!« I cried. 

»Elementary,« said he. »It is one of those instances where the reasoner can produce an effect which seems remarkable to his neighbour, because the latter has missed the one little point which is the basis of the deduction. The same may be said, my dear fellow, for the effect of some of these little sketches of yours, which is entirely meretricious, depending as it does upon your retaining in your own hands some factors in the problem which are never imparted to the reader. 

Now, at present I am in the position of these same readers, for I hold in this hand several threads of one of the strangest cases which ever perplexed a man's brain, and yet I lack the one or two which are needful to complete my theory. But I'll have them, Watson, I'll have them!« His eyes kindled and a slight flush sprang into his thin cheeks. For an instant the veil had lifted upon his keen, intense nature, but for an instant only. When I glanced again his face had resumed that red-Indian composure which had made so many regard him as a machine rather than a man. 
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»The problem presents features of interest,« said he. »I may even say exceptional features of interest. I have already looked into the matter, and have come, as I think, within sight of my solution. If you could accompany me in that last step you might be of considerable service to me.«

»I should be delighted.«

»Could you go as far as Aldershot to-morrow?«

»I have no doubt Jackson would take my practice.«

»Very good. I want to start by the 11:10 from Waterloo.«

»That would give me time.«

»Then, if you are not too sleepy, I will give you a sketch of what has happened, and of what remains to be done.«

»I was sleepy before you came. I am quite wakeful now.«

»I will compress the story as far as may be done without omitting anything vital to the case. It is conceivable that you may even have read some account of the matter. It is the supposed murder of Colonel Barclay, of the Royal Munsters, at Aldershot, which I am investigating.«

»I have heard nothing of it.«

»It has not excited much attention yet, except locally. The facts are only two days old. Briefly they are these:
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The Royal Munsters is, as you know, one of the most famous Irish regiments in the British Army. It did wonders both in the Crimea and the Mutiny, and has since that time distinguished itself upon every possible occasion. It was commanded up to Monday night by James Barclay, a gallant veteran, who started as a full private, was raised to commissioned rank for his bravery at the time of the Mutiny, and so lived to command the regiment in which he had once carried a musket. 

Colonel Barclay had married at the time when he was a sergeant, and his wife, whose maiden name was Miss Nancy Devoy, was the daughter of a former colour-sergeant in the same corps. There was, therefore, as can be imagined, some little social friction when the young couple (for they were still young) found themselves in their new surroundings. They appear, however, to have quickly adapted themselves and Mrs. Barclay has always, I understand, been as popular with the ladies of the regiment as her husband was with his brother officers. I may add that she was a woman of great beauty, and that even now, when she has been married for upward of thirty years, she is still of a striking and queenly appearance. 

Colonel Barclay's family life appears to have been a uniformly happy one. Major Murphy, to whom I owe most of my facts, assures me that he has never Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.578
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heard of any misunderstanding between the pair. On the whole, he thinks that Barclay's devotion to his wife was greater than his wife's to Barclay. He was acutely uneasy if he were absent from her for a day. 

She, on the other hand, though devoted and faithful, was less obtrusively affectionate. But they were regarded in the regiment as the very model of a middle-aged couple. There was absolutely nothing in their mutual relations to prepare people for the tragedy which was to follow. 

Colonel Barclay himself seems to have had some singular traits in his character. He was a dashing, jovial old soldier in his usual mood, but there were occasions on which he seemed to show himself capable of considerable violence and vindictiveness. This side of his nature, however, appears never to have been turned towards his wife. Another fact which had struck Major Murphy and three out of five of the other officers with whom I conversed was the singular sort of depression which came upon him at times. As the major expressed it, the smile had often been struck from his mouth, as if by some invisible hand, when he has been joining in the gaieties and chaff of the mess-table. For days on end, when the mood was on him, he has been sunk in the deepest gloom. This and a certain tinge of superstition were the only unusual traits in his character which his brother officers had Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.579
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observed. The latter peculiarity took the form of a dislike to being left alone, especially after dark. This puerile feature in a nature which was conspicuously manly had often given rise to comment and conjecture. 

The first battalion of the Royal Munsters (which is the old One Hundred and Seventeenth) has been stationed at Aldershot for some years. The married officers live out of barracks, and the colonel has during all this time occupied a villa called ›Lachine,‹ about half a mile from the north camp. The house stands in its own grounds, but the west side of it is not more than thirty yards from the highroad. A coachman and two maids form the staff of servants. These with their master and mistress were the sole occupants of Lachine, for the Barclays had no children, nor was it usual for them to have resident visitors. 

Now for the events at Lachine between nine and ten on the evening of last Monday. 

Mrs. Barclay was, it appears, a member of the Roman Catholic Church and had interested herself very much in the establishment of the Guild of St. George, which was formed in connection with the Watt Street Chapel for the purpose of supplying the poor with cast-off clothing. A meeting of the Guild had been held that evening at eight, and Mrs. Barclay had hurried over her dinner in order to be present at it. 
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When leaving the house she was heard by the coachman to make some commonplace remark to her husband, and to assure him that she would be back before very long. She then called for Miss Morrison, a young lady who lives in the next villa, and the two went off together to their meeting. It lasted forty minutes, and at a quarter-past nine Mrs. Barclay returned home, having left Miss Morrison at her door as she passed. 

There is a room which is used as a morning-room at Lachine. This faces the road and opens by a large glass folding-door on to the lawn. The lawn is thirty yards across and is only divided from the highway by a low wall with an iron rail above it. It was into this room that Mrs. Barclay went upon her return. The blinds were not down, for the room was seldom used in the evening, but Mrs. Barclay herself lit the lamp and then rang the bell, asking Jane Stewart, the housemaid, to bring her a cup of tea, which was quite contrary to her usual habits. The colonel had been sitting in the dining-room, but, hearing that his wife had returned, he joined her in the morning-room. The coachman saw him cross the hall and enter it. He was never seen again alive. 

The tea which had been ordered was brought up at the end of ten minutes; but the maid, as she approached the door, was surprised to hear the voices of her master and mistress in furious altercation. She Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.581
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knocked without receiving any answer, and even turned the handle, but only to find that the door was lok-ked upon the inside. Naturally enough she ran down to tell the cook, and the two women with the coachman came up into the hall and listened to the dispute which was still raging. They all agreed that only two voices were to be heard, those of Barclay and of his wife. Barclay's remarks were subdued and abrupt so that none of them were audible to the listeners. The lady's, on the other hand, were most bitter, and when she raised her voice could be plainly heard. ›You coward!‹ she repeated over and over again. ›What can be done now? What can be done now? Give me back my life. I will never so much as breathe the same air with you again! You coward! You coward!‹ Those were scraps of her conversation, ending in a sudden dreadful cry in the man's voice, with a crash, and a piercing scream from the woman. Convinced that some tragedy had occurred, the coachman rushed to the door and strove to force it, while scream after scream issued from within. He was unable, however, to make his way in, and the maids were too distracted with fear to be of any assistance to him. A sudden thought struck him, however, and he ran through the hall door and round to the lawn upon which the long French windows open. One side of the window was open, which I understand was quite usual in the sum-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.582
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mertime, and he passed without difficulty into the room. His mistress had ceased to scream and was stretched insensible upon a couch, while with his feet tilted over the side of an armchair, and his head upon the ground near the corner of the fender, was lying the unfortunate soldier stone dead in a pool of his own blood. 

Naturally, the coachman's first thought, on finding that he could do nothing for his master, was to open the door. But here an unexpected and singular difficulty presented itself. The key was not in the inner side of the door, nor could he find it anywhere in the room. He went out again, therefore, through the window, and, having obtained the help of a policeman and of a medical man, he returned. The lady, against whom naturally the strongest suspicion rested, was removed to her room, still in a state of insensibility. The colonel's body was then placed upon the sofa and a careful examination made of the scene of the tragedy. 

The injury from which the unfortunate veteran was suffering was found to be a jagged cut some two inches long at the back part of his head, which had evidently been caused by a violent blow from a blunt weapon. Nor was it difficult to guess what that weapon may have been. Upon the floor, close to the body, was lying a singular club of hard carved wood with a bone handle. The colonel possessed a varied collec-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.583
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tion of weapons brought from the different countries in which he had fought, and it is conjectured by the police that this club was among his trophies. The servants deny having seen it before, but among the numerous curiosities in the house it is possible that it may have been overlooked. Nothing else of importance was discovered in the room by the police, save the inexplicable fact that neither upon Mrs. 

Barclay's person nor upon that of the victim nor in any part of the room was the missing key to be found. 

The door had eventually to be opened by a locksmith from Aldershot. 

That was the state of things, Watson, when upon the Tuesday morning I, at the request of Major Murphy, went down to Aldershot to supplement the efforts of the police. I think that you will acknowledge that the problem was already one of interest, but my observations soon made me realize that it was in truth much more extraordinary than would at first sight appear. 

Before examining the room I cross-questioned the servants, but only succeeded in eliciting the facts which I have already stated. One other detail of interest was remembered by Jane Stewart, the housemaid. 

You will remember that on hearing the sound of the quarrel she descended and returned with the other servants. On that first occasion, when she was alone, she Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.584
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says that the voices of her master and mistress were sunk so low that she could hardly hear anything, and judged by their tones rather than their words that they had fallen out. On my pressing her, however, she remembered that she heard the word David uttered twice by the lady. The point is of the utmost importance as guiding us towards the reason of the sudden quarrel. The colonel's name, you remember, was James. 

There was one thing in the case which had made the deepest impression both upon the servants and the police. This was the contortion of the colonel's face. It had set, according to their account, into the most dreadful expression of fear and horror which a human countenance is capable of assuming. More than one person fainted at the mere sight of him, so terrible was the effect. It was quite certain that he had foreseen his fate, and that it had caused him the utmost horror. This, of course, fitted in well enough with the police theory, if the colonel could have seen his wife making a murderous attack upon him. Nor was the fact of the wound being on the back of his head a fatal objection to this, as he might have turned to avoid the blow. No information could be got from the lady herself, who was temporarily insane from an acute attack of brain-fever. 

From the police I learned that Miss Morrison, who Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.585
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you remember went out that evening with Mrs. Barclay, denied having any knowledge of what it was which had caused the ill-humour in which her companion had returned. 

Having gathered these facts, Watson, I smoked several pipes over them, trying to separate those which were crucial from others which were merely incidental. There could be no question that the most distinctive and suggestive print in the case was the singular disappearance of the door-key. A most careful search had failed to discover it in the room. Therefore it must have been taken from it. But neither the colonel nor the colonel's wife could have taken it. That was perfectly clear. Therefore a third person must have entered the room. And that third person could only have come in through the window. It seemed to me that a careful examination of the room and the lawn might possibly reveal some traces of this mysterious individual. You know my methods, Watson. There was not one of them which I did not apply to the inquiry. And it ended by my discovering traces, but very different ones from those which I had expected. There had been a man in the room, and he had crossed the lawn coming from the road. I was able to obtain five very clear impressions of his footmarks: one in the roadway itself, at the point where he had climbed the low wall, two on the lawn, and two very faint ones upon Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.586
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the stained boards near the window where he had entered. He had apparently rushed across the lawn, for his toe-marks were much deeper than his heels, But it was not the man who surprised me. It was his companion.«

»His companion!«

Holmes pulled a large sheet of tissue-paper out of his pocket and carefully unfolded it upon his knee. 

»What do you make of that?« he asked. 

The paper was covered with the tracings of the footmarks of some small animal. It had five well-marked footpads, an indication of long nails, and the whole print might be nearly as large as a dessert-spoon. 

»It's a dog,« said I. 

»Did you ever hear of a dog running up a curtain? I found distinct traces that this creature had done so.«

»A monkey, then?«

»But it is not the print of a monkey.«

»What can it be, then?«

»Neither dog nor cat nor monkey nor any creature that we are familiar with. I have tried to reconstruct it from the measurements. Here are four prints where the beast has been standing motionless. You see that it is no less than fifteen inches from fore-foot to hind. Add to that the length of neck and head, and you get a creature not much less than two feet long – probably Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.587
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more if there is any tail. But now observe this other measurement. The animal has been moving, and we have the length of its stride. In each case it is only about three inches. You have an indication, you see, of a long body with very short legs attached to it. It has not been considerate enough to leave any of its hair behind it. But its general shape must be what I have indicated, and it can run up a curtain, and it is carnivorous.«

»How do you deduce that?«

»Because it ran up the curtain. A canary's cage was hanging in the window, and its aim seems to have been to get at the bird.«

»Then what was the beast?«

»Ah, if I could give it a name it might go a long way towards solving the case. On the whole, it was probably some creature of the weasel and stoat tribe –

and yet it is larger than any of these that I have seen.«

»But what had it to do with the crime?«

»That, also, is still obscure. But we have learned a good deal, you perceive. We know that a man stood in the road looking at the quarrel between the Barclays –

the blinds were up and the room lighted. We know, also, that he ran across the lawn, entered the room, accompanied by a strange animal, and that he either struck the colonel or, as is equally possible, that the colonel fell down from sheer fright at the sight of him, Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.588
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and cut his head on the corner of the fender. Finally we have the curious fact that the intruder carried away the key with him when he left.«

»Your discoveries seem to have left the business more obscure than it was before,« said I. 

»Quite so. They undoubtedly showed that the affair was much deeper than was at first conjectured. I thought the matter over, and I came to the conclusion that I must approach the case from another aspect. 

But really, Watson, I am keeping you up, and I might just as well tell you all this on our way to Aldershot to-morrow.«

»Thank you, you have gone rather too far to stop.«

»It is quite certain that when Mrs. Barclay left the house at halfpast seven she was on good terms with her husband. She was never, as I think I have said, ostentatiously affectionate, but she was heard by the coachman chatting with the colonel in a friendly fashion. Now, it was equally certain that, immediately on her return, she had gone to the room in which she was least likely to see her husband, had flown to tea as an agitated woman will, and finally, on his coming in to her, had broken into violent recriminations. Therefore something had occurred between seven-thirty and nine o'clock which had completely altered her feelings towards him. But Miss Morrison had been with her during the whole of that hour and a half. It was Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.589
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absolutely certain, therefore, in spite of her denial, that she must know something of the matter. 

My first conjecture was that possibly there had been some passages between this young lady and the old soldier, which the former had now confessed to the wife. That would account for the angry return, and also for the girl's denial that anything had occurred. 

Nor would it be entirely incompatible with most of the words overheard. But there was the reference to David, and there was the known affection of the colonel for his wife to weigh against it, to say nothing of the tragic intrusion of this other man, which might, of course, be entirely disconnected with what had gone before. It was not easy to pick one's steps, but, on the whole, I was inclined to dismiss the idea that there had been anything between the colonel and Miss Morrison, but more than ever convinced that the young lady held the clue as to what it was which had turned Mrs. Barclay to hatred of her husband. I took the obvious course, therefore, of calling upon Miss M., of explaining to her that I was perfectly certain that she held the facts in her possession, and of assuring her that her friend, Mrs. Barclay, might find herself in the dock upon a capital charge unless the matter were cleared up. 

Miss Morrison is a little ethereal slip of a girl, with timid eyes and blond hair, but I found her by no Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.590
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means wanting in shrewdness and common sense. She sat thinking for some time after I had spoken, and then, turning to me with a brisk air of resolution, she broke into a remarkable statement which I will condense for your benefit. 

›I promised my friend that I would say nothing of the matter, and a promise is a promise,‹ said she; ›but if I can really help her when so serious a charge is laid against her, and when her own mouth, poor darling, is closed by illness, then I think I am absolved from my promise. I will tell you exactly what happened upon Monday evening. 

We were returning from the Watt Street Mission about a quarter to nine o'clock. On our way we had to pass through Hudson Street, which is a very quiet thoroughfare. There is only one lamp in it, upon the left-hand side, and as we approached this lamp I saw a man coming towards us with his back very bent, and something like a box slung over one of his shoulders. 

He appeared to be deformed, for he carried his head low and walked with his knees bent. We were passing him when he raised his face to look at us in the circle of light thrown by the lamp, and as he did so he stopped and screamed out in a dreadful voice, »My God, it's Nancy!« Mrs. Barclay turned as white as death and would have fallen down had the dreadful-looking creature not caught hold of her. I was going to call for Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.591

The Crooked Man

Doyle-SH, 482

the police, but she, to my surprise, spoke quite civilly to the fellow. 

»I thought you had been dead this thirty years, Henry,« said she in a shaking voice. 

»So I have,« said he, and it was awful to hear the tones that he said it in. He had a very dark, fearsome face, and a gleam in his eyes that comes back to me in my dreams. His hair and whiskers were shot with gray, and his face was all crinkled and puckered like a withered apple. 

»Just walk on a little way, dear,« said Mrs. Barclay; »I want to have a word with this man. There is nothing to be afraid of.« She tried to speak boldly, but she was still deadly pale and could hardly get her words out for the trembling of her lips. 

I did as she asked me, and they talked together for a few minutes. Then she came down the street with her eyes blazing, and I saw the crippled wretch standing by the lamp-post and shaking his clenched fists in the air as if he were mad with rage. She never said a word until we were at the door here, when she took me by the hand and begged me to tell no one what had happened. 

»It's an old acquaintance of mine who has come down in the world,« said she. When I promised her I would say nothing she kissed me, and I have never seen her since. I have told you now the whole truth, Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.592
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and if I withheld it from the police it is because I did not realize then the danger in which my dear friend stood. I know that it can only be to her advantage that everything should be known.‹

There was her statement, Watson, and to me, as you can imagine, it was like a light on a dark night. 

Everything which had been disconnected before began at once to assume its true place, and I had a shadowy presentiment of the whole sequence of events. My next step obviously was to find the man who had produced such a remarkable impression upon Mrs. Barclay. If he were still in Aldershot it should not be a very difficult matter. There are not such a very great number of civilians, and a deformed man was sure to have attracted attention. I spent a day in the search, and by evening – this very evening, Watson – I had run him down. The man's name is Henry Wood, and he lives in lodgings in this same street in which the ladies met him. He has only been five days in the place. In the character of a registration-agent I had a most interesting gossip with his landlady. The man is by trade a conjurer and performer, going round the canteens after nightfall, and giving a little entertain-ment at each. He carries some creature about with him in that box, about which the landlady seemed to be in considerable trepidation, for she had never seen an animal like it. He uses it in some of his tricks accor-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.593
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ding to her account. So much the woman was able to tell me, and also that it was a wonder the man lived, seeing how twisted he was, and that he spoke in a strange tongue sometimes, and that for the last two nights she had heard him groaning and weeping in his bedroom. He was all right, as far as money went, but in his deposit he had given her what looked like a bad florin. She showed it to me, Watson, and it was an Indian rupee. 

So now, my dear fellow, you see exactly how we stand and why it is I want you. It is perfectly plain that after the ladies parted from this man he followed them at a distance, that he saw the quarrel between husband and wife through the window, that he rushed in, and that the creature which he carried in his box got loose. That is all very certain. But he is the only person in this world who can tell us exactly what happened in that room.«

»And you intend to ask him?«

»Most certainly – but in the presence of a witness.«

»And I am the witness?«

»If you will be so good. If he can clear the matter up, well and good. If he refuses, we have no alternative but to apply for a warrant.«

»But how do you know he'll be there when we return?«

»You may be sure that I took some precautions. I Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.594
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have one of my Baker Street boys mounting guard over him who would stick to him like a burr, go where he might. We shall find him in Hudson Street to-morrow, Watson, and meanwhile I should be the criminal myself if I kept you out of bed any longer.«

It was midday when we found ourselves at the scene of the tragedy, and, under my companion's guidance, we made our way at once to Hudson Street. In spite of his capacity for concealing his emotions, I could easily see that Holmes was in a state of suppressed excitement, while I was myself tingling with that half-sporting, half-intellectual pleasure which I invariably experienced when I associated myself with him in his investigations. 

»This is the street,« said he as we turned into a short thoroughfare lined with plain two-storied brick houses. »Ah, here is Simpson to report.«

»He's in all right, Mr. Holmes,« cried a small street Arab, running up to us. 

»Good, Simpson!« said Holmes, patting him on the head. »Come along, Watson. This is the house.« He sent in his card with a message that he had come on important business, and a moment later we were face to face with the man whom we had come to see. In spite of the warm weather he was crouching over a fire, and the little room was like an oven. The man sat all twisted and huddled in his chair in a way which Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.595
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gave an indescribable impression of deformity; but the face which he turned towards us, though worn and swarthy, must at some time have been remarkable for its beauty. He looked suspiciously at us now out of yellow-shot, bilious eyes, and, without speaking or rising, he waved towards two chairs. 

»Mr. Henry Wood, late of India, I believe,« said Holmes affably. »The come over this little matter of Colonel Barclay's death.«

»What should I know about that?«

»That's what I want to ascertain. You know, I suppose, that unless the matter is cleared up, Mrs. Barclay, who is an old friend of yours, will in all probability be tried for murder.«

The man gave a violent start. 

»I don't know who you are,« he cried, »nor how you come to know what you do know, but will you swear that this is true that you tell me?«

»Why, they are only waiting for her to come to her senses to arrest her.«

»My God! Are you in the police yourself?«

»No.«

»What business is it of yours, then?«

»It's every man's business to see justice done.«

»You can take my word that she is innocent.«

»Then you are guilty.«

»No, I am not.«
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»Who killed Colonel James Barclay, then?«

»It was a just Providence that killed him. But, mind you this, that if I had knocked his brains out, as it was in my heart to do, he would have had no more than his due from my hands. If his own guilty conscience had not struck him down it is likely enough that I might have had his blood upon my soul. You want me to tell the story. Well, I don't know why I shouldn't, for there's no cause for me to be ashamed of it. 

It was in this way, sir. You see me now with my back like a camel and my ribs all awry, but there was a time when Corporal Henry Wood was the smartest man in the One Hundred and Seventeenth foot. We were in India, then, in cantonments, at a place we'll call Bhurtee. Barclay, who died the other day, was sergeant in the same company as myself, and the belle of the regiment, ay, and the finest girl that ever had the breath of life between her lips, was Nancy Devoy, the daughter of the colour-sergeant. There were two men that loved her, and one that she loved, and you'll smile when you look at this poor thing huddled before the fire and hear me say that it was for my good looks that she loved me. 

Well, though I had her heart, her father was set upon her marrying Barclay. I was a harum-scarum, reckless lad, and he had had an education and was already marked for the sword-belt. But the girl held true Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.597
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to me, and it seemed that I would have had her when the Mutiny broke out, and all hell was loose in the country. 

We were shut up in Bhurtee, the regiment of us with half a battery of artillery, a company of Sikhs, and a lot of civilians and women-folk. There were ten thousand rebels round us, and they were as keen as a set of terriers round a rat-cage. About the second week of it our water gave out, and it was a question whether we could communicate with General Neill's column, which was moving up-country. It was our only chance, for we could not hope to fight our way out with all the women and children, so I volunteered to go out and to warn General Neill of our danger. My offer was accepted, and I talked it over with Sergeant Barclay, who was supposed to know the ground better than any other man, and who drew up a route by which I might get through the rebel lines. At ten o'clock the same night I started off upon my journey. 

There were a thousand lives to save, but it was of only one that I was thinking when I dropped over the wall that night. 

My way ran down a dried-up watercourse, which we hoped would screen me from the enemy's sentries; but as I crept round the corner of it I walked right into six of them, who were crouching down in the dark waiting for me. In an instant I was stunned with a Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.598
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blow and bound hand and foot. But the real blow was to my heart and not to my head, for as I came to and listened to as much as I could understand of their talk, I heard enough to tell me that my comrade, the very man who had arranged the way I was to take, had betrayed me by means of a native servant into the hands of the enemy. 

Well, there's no need for me to dwell on that part of it. You know now what James Barclay was capable of. Bhurtee was relieved by Neill next day, but the rebels took me away with them in their retreat, and it was many a long year before ever I saw a white face again. I was tortured and tried to get away, and was captured and tortured again. You can see for yourselves the state in which I was left. Some of them that fled into Nepaul took me with them, and then afterwards I was up past Darjeeling. The hill-folk up there murdered the rebels who had me, and I became their slave for a time until I escaped; but instead of going south I had to go north, until I found myself among the Afghans. There I wandered about for many a year, and at last came back to the Punjab, where I lived mostly among the natives and picked up a living by the conjuring tricks that I had learned. What use was it for me, a wretched cripple, to go back to England or to make myself known to my old comrades? Even my wish for revenge would not make me do that. I had Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.599
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rather that Nancy and my old pals should think of Harry Wood as having died with a straight back, than see him living and crawling with a stick like a chim-panzee. They never doubted that I was dead, and I meant that they never should. I heard that Barclay had married Nancy, and that he was rising rapidly in the regiment, but even that did not make me speak. 

But when one gets old one has a longing for home. 

For years I've been dreaming of the bright green fields and the hedges of England. At last I determined to see them before I died. I saved enough to bring me across, and then I came here where the soldiers are, for I know their ways and how to amuse them and so earn enough to keep me.«

»Your narrative is most interesting,« said Sherlock Holmes. »I have already heard of your meeting with Mrs. Barclay, and your mutual recognition. You then, as I understand, followed her home and saw through the window an altercation between her husband and her, in which she doubtless cast his conduct to you in his teeth. Your own feelings overcame you, and you ran across the lawn and broke in upon them.«

»I did, sir, and at the sight of me he looked as I have never seen a man look before, and over he went with his head on the fender. But he was dead before he fell. I read death on his face as plain as I can read that text over the fire. The bare sight of me was like a Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.600
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bullet through his guilty heart.«

»And then?«

»Then Nancy fainted, and I caught up the key of the door from her hand, intending to unlock it and get help. But as I was doing it it seemed to me better to leave it alone and get away, for the thing might look black against me, and anyway my secret would be out if I were taken. In my haste I thrust the key into my pocket, and dropped my stick while I was chasing Teddy, who had run up the curtain. When I got him into his box, from which he had slipped, I was off as fast as I could run.«

»Who's Teddy?« asked Holmes. 

The man leaned over and pulled up the front of a kind of hutch in the corner. In an instant out there slipped a beautiful reddish-brown creature, thin and lithe, with the legs of a stoat, a long, thin nose, and a pair of the finest red eyes that ever I saw in an animal's head. 

»It's a mongoose,« I cried. 

»Well, some call them that, and some call them ichneumon,« said the man! »Snake-catcher is what I call them, and Teddy is amazing quick on cobras. I have one here without the fangs, and Teddy catches it every night to please the folk in the canteen.«

»Any other point, sir?«

»Well, we may have to apply to you again if Mrs. 
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Barclay should prove to be in serious trouble.«

»In that case, of course, I'd come forward.«

»But if not, there is no object in raking up this scandal against a dead man, foully as he has acted. 

You have at least the satisfaction of knowing that for thirty years of his life his conscience bitterly reproached him for his wicked deed. Ah, there goes Major Murphy on the other side of the street. Good-bye, Wood. I want to learn if anything has happened since yesterday.«

We were in time to overtake the major before he reached the corner. 

»Ah, Holmes,« he said, »I suppose you have heard that all this fuss has come to nothing?«

»What then?«

»The inquest is just over. The medical evidence showed conclusively that death was due to apoplexy. 

You see it was quite a simple case, after all.«

»Oh, remarkably superficial,« said Holmes, smiling. »Come, Watson, I don't think we shall be wanted in Aldershot any more.«

»There's one thing,« said I as we walked down to the station. »If the husband's name was James, and the other was Henry, what was this talk about David?«

»That one word, my dear Watson, should have told me the whole story had I been the ideal reasoner Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.602
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which you are so fond of depicting. It was evidently a term of reproach.«

»Of reproach?«

»Yes; David strayed a little occasionally, you know, and on one occasion in the same direction as Sergeant James Barclay. You remember the small affair of Uriah and Bathsheba? My biblical knowledge is a trifle rusty, I fear, but you will find the story in the first or second of Samuel.«
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The Resident Patient

In glancing over the somewhat incoherent series of Memoirs with which I have endeavoured to illustrate a few of the mental peculiarities of my friend Mr. 

Sherlock Holmes, I have been struck by the difficulty which I have experienced in picking out examples which shall in every way answer my purpose. For in those cases in which Holmes has performed some tour de force  of analytical reasoning, and has demonstrated the value of his peculiar methods of investigation, the facts themselves have often been so slight or so commonplace that I could not feel justified in laying them before the public. On the other hand, it has frequently happened that he has been concerned in some research where the facts have been of the most remarkable and dramatic character, but where the share which he has himself taken in determining their causes has been less pronounced than I, as his biographer, could wish. The small matter which I have chronicled under the heading of »A Study in Scarlet,« and that other later one connected with the loss of the  Gloria Scott,  may serve as examples of this Scylla and Charybdis which are forever threatening the historian. 

It may be that in the business of which I am now about to write the part which my friend played is not Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.604
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sufficiently accentuated; and yet the whole train of circumstances is so remarkable that I cannot bring myself to omit it entirely from this series. 

It had been a close, rainy day in October. Our blinds were half-drawn, and Holmes lay curled upon the sofa, reading and re-reading a letter which he had received by the morning post. For myself, my term of service in India had trained me to stand heat better than cold, and a thermometer of ninety was no hardship. But the paper was uninteresting. Parliament had risen. Everybody was out of town, and I yearned for the glades of the New Forest or the shingle of Southsea. A depleted bank account had caused me to postpone my holiday, and as to my companion, neither the country nor the sea presented the slightest attraction to him. He loved to lie in the very centre of five millions of people, with his filaments stretching out and running through them, responsive to every little rumour or suspicion of unsolved crime. Appreciation of Nature found no place among his many gifts, and his only change was when he turned his mind from the evildoer of the town to track down his brother of the country. 

Finding that Holmes was too absorbed for conversation, I had tossed aside the barren paper, and, leaning back in my chair I fell into a brown study. Suddenly my companion's voice broke in upon my Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.605
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thoughts. 

»You are right, Watson,« said he. »It does seem a very preposterous way of settling a dispute.«

»Most preposterous!« I exclaimed, and then, suddenly realizing how he had echoed the inmost thought of my soul, I sat up in my chair and stared at him in blank amazement. 

»What is this, Holmes?« I cried. »This is beyond anything which I could have imagined.«

He laughed heartily at my perplexity. 

»You remember,« said he, »that some little time ago, when I read you the passage in one of Poe's sketches, in which a close reasoner follows the unspoken thoughts of his companion, you were inclined to treat the matter as a mere  tour de force  of the author. On my remarking that I was constantly in the habit of doing the same thing you expressed incredulity.«

»Oh, no!«

»Perhaps not with your tongue, my dear Watson, but certainly with your eyebrows. So when I saw you throw down your paper and enter upon a train of thought, I was very happy to have the opportunity of reading it off, and eventually of breaking into it, as a proof that I had been in rapport with you.«

But I was still far from satisfied. »In the example which you read to me,« said I, »the reasoner drew his conclusions from the actions of the man whom he ob-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.606
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served. If I remember right, he stumbled over a heap of stones, looked up at the stars, and so on. But I have been seated quietly in my chair, and what clues can I have given you?«

»You do yourself an injustice. The features are given to man as the means by which he shall express his emotions, and yours are faithful servants.«

»Do you mean to say that you read my train of thoughts from my features?«

»Your features, and especially your eyes. Perhaps you cannot yourself recall how your reverie commenced?«

»No, I cannot.«

»Then I will tell you. After throwing down your paper, which was the action which drew my attention to you, you sat for half a minute with a vacant expression. Then your eyes fixed themselves upon your newly framed picture of General Gordon, and I saw by the alteration in your face that a train of thought had been started. But it did not lead very far. Your eyes turned across to the unframed portrait of Henry Ward Beecher, which stands upon the top of your books. You then glanced up at the wall, and of course your meaning was obvious. You were thinking that if the portrait were framed it would just cover that bare space and correspond with Gordon's picture over there.«
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»You have followed me wonderfully!« I exclaimed. 

»So far I could hardly have gone astray. But now your thoughts went back to Beecher, and you looked hard across as if you were studying the character in his features. Then your eyes ceased to pucker, but you continued to look across, and your face was thoughtful. You were recalling the incidents of Beecher's career. I was well aware that you could not do this without thinking of the mission which he undertook on behalf of the North at the time of the Civil War, for I remember you expressing your passionate indignation at the way in which he was received by the more turbulent of our people. You felt so strongly about it that I knew you could not think of Beecher without thinking of that also. When a moment later I saw your eyes wander away from the picture, I suspected that your mind had now turned to the Civil War, and when I observed that your lips set, your eyes sparkled, and your hands clinched, I was positive that you were indeed thinking of the gallantry which was shown by both sides in that desperate struggle. But then, again, your face grew sadder; you shook your head. You were dwelling upon the sadness and horror and useless waste of life. Your hand stole towards your own old wound, and a smile quivered on your lips, which showed me that the ridiculous side of this method of settling international questions had forced itself upon Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.608
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your mind. At this point I agreed with you that it was preposterous, and was glad to find that all my deductions had been correct.«

»Absolutely!« said I. »And now that you have explained it, I confess that I am as amazed as before.«

»It was very superficial, my dear Watson, I assure you. I should not have intruded it upon your attention had you not shown some incredulity the other day. 

But the evening has brought a breeze with it. What do you say to a ramble through London?«

I was weary of our little sitting-room and gladly acquiesced. For three hours we strolled about together, watching the ever-changing kaleidoscope of life as it ebbs and flows through Fleet Street and the Strand. 

His characteristic talk, with its keen observance of detail and subtle power of inference, held me amused and enthralled. It was ten o'clock before we reached Baker Street again. A brougham was waiting at our door. 

»Hum! A doctor's – general practitioner, I perceive,« said Holmes. »Not been long in practice, but has a good deal to do. Come to consult us, I fancy! 

Lucky we came back!«

I was sufficiently conversant with Holmes's methods to be able to follow his reasoning, and to see that the nature and state of the various medical instruments in the wicker basket which hung in the lamp-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.609
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light inside the brougham had given him the data for his swift deduction. The light in our window above showed that this late visit was indeed intended for us. 

With some curiosity as to what could have sent a brother medico to us at such an hour, I followed Holmes into our sanctum. 

A pale, taper-faced man with sandy whiskers rose up from a chair by the fire as we entered. His age may not have been more than three or four and thirty, but his haggard expression and unhealthy hue told of a life which had sapped his strength and robbed him of his youth. His manner was nervous and shy, like that of a sensitive gentleman, and the thin white hand which he laid on the mantelpiece as he rose was that of an artist rather than of a surgeon. His dress was quiet and sombre – a black frock-coat, dark trousers, and a touch of colour about his necktie. 

»Good-evening, Doctor,« said Holmes cheerily. »I am glad to see that you have only been waiting a very few minutes.«

»You spoke to my coachman, then?«

»No, it was the candle on the side-table that told me. Pray resume your seat and let me know how I can serve you.«

»My name is Dr. Percy Trevelyan,« said our visitor, »and I live at 403 Brook Street.«

»Are you not the author of a monograph upon ob-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.610
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scure nervous lesions?« I asked. 

His pale cheeks flushed with pleasure at hearing that his work was known to me. 

»I so seldom hear of the work that I thought it was quite dead,« said he. »My publishers gave me a most discouraging account of its sale. You are yourself, I presume, a medical man?«

»A retired army surgeon.«

»My own hobby has always been nervous disease. I should wish to make it an absolute specialty, but of course a man must take what he can get at first. This, however, is beside the question, Mr. Sherlock Holmes, and I quite appreciate how valuable your time is. 

The fact is that a very singular train of events has occurred recently at my house in Brook Street, and tonight they came to such a head that I felt it was quite impossible for me to wait another hour before asking for your advice and assistance.«

Sherlock Holmes sat down and lit his pipe. »You are very welcome to both,« said he. »Pray let me have a detailed account of what the circumstances are which have disturbed you.«

»One or two of them are so trivial,« said Dr. Trevelyan, »that really I am almost ashamed to mention them. But the matter is so inexplicable, and the recent turn which it has taken is so elaborate, that I shall lay it all before you, and you shall judge what is essential Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.611
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and what is not. 

I am compelled, to begin with, to say something of my own college career. I am a London University man, you know, and I am sure that you will not think that I am unduly singing my own praises if I say that my student career was considered by my professors to be a very promising one. After I had graduated I continued to devote myself to research, occupying a minor position in King's College Hospital, and I was fortunate enough to excite considerable interest by my research into the pathology of catalepsy, and finally to win the Bruce Pinkerton prize and medal by the monograph on nervous lesions to which your friend has just alluded. I should not go too far if I were to say that there was a general impression at that time that a distinguished career lay before me. 

But the one great stumbling-block lay in my want of capital. As you will readily understand, a specialist who aims high is compelled to start in one of a dozen streets in the Cavendish Square quarter, all of which entail enormous rents and furnishing expenses. Besides this preliminary outlay, he must be prepared to keep himself for some years, and to hire a presentable carriage and horse. To do this was quite beyond my power, and I could only hope that by economy I might in ten years' time save enough to enable me to put up my plate. Suddenly, however, an unexpected incident Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.612
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opened up quite a new prospect to me. 

This was a visit from a gentleman of the name of Blessington, who was a complete stranger to me. He came up into my room one morning, and plunged into business in an instant. 

›You are the same Percy Trevelyan who has had so distinguished a career and won a great prize lately?‹

said he. 

I bowed. 

›Answer me frankly,‹ he continued, ›for you will find it to your interest to do so. You have all the cleverness which makes a successful man. Have you the tact?‹

I could not help smiling at the abruptness of the question. 

›I trust that I have my share,‹ I said. 

›Any bad habits? Not drawn towards drink, eh?‹

›Really, sir!‹ I cried. 

›Quite right! That's all right! But I was bound to ask. With all these qualities, why are you not in practice?‹

I shrugged my shoulders. 

›Come, come!‹ said he in his bustling way. ›It's the old story. More in your brains than in your pocket, eh? What would you say if I were to start you in Brook Street?‹

I stared at him in astonishment. 
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›Oh, it's for my sake, not for yours,‹ he cried. ›I'll be perfectly frank with you, and if it suits you it will suit me very well. I have a few thousands to invest, d'ye see, and I think I'll sink them in you.‹

›But why?‹ I gasped. 

›Well, it's just like any other speculation, and safer than most.‹

›What am I to do, then?‹

›I'll tell you. I'll take the house, furnish it, pay the maids, and run the whole place. All you have to do is just to wear out your chair in the consulting-room. I'll let you have pocket-money and everything. Then you hand over to me three quarters of what you earn, and you keep the other quarter for yourself.‹

This was the strange proposal, Mr. Holmes, with which the man Blessington approached me. I won't weary you with the account of how we bargained and negotiated. It ended in my moving into the house next Lady Day, and starting in practise on very much the same conditions as he had suggested. He came himself to live with me in the character of a resident patient. His heart was weak, it appears, and he needed constant medical supervision. He turned the two best rooms of the first floor into a sitting-room and bedroom for himself. He was a man of singular habits, shunning company and very seldom going out. His life was irregular, but in one respect he was regularity Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.614
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itself. Every evening, at the same hour, he walked into the consulting-room, examined the books, put down five and three-pence for every guinea that I had earned, and carried the rest off to the strong-box in his own room. 

I may say with confidence that he never had occasion to regret his speculation. From the first it was a success. A few good cases and the reputation which I had won in the hospital brought me rapidly to the front, and during the last few years I have made him a rich man. 

So much, Mr. Holmes, for my past history and my relations with Mr. Blessington. It only remains for me now to tell you what has occurred to bring me here tonight. 

Some weeks ago Mr. Blessington came down to me in, as it seemed to me, a state of considerable agitation. He spoke of some burglary which, he said, had been committed in the West End, and he appeared, I remember, to be quite unnecessarily excited about it, declaring that a day should not pass before we should add stronger bolts to our windows and doors. For a week he continued to be in a peculiar state of restlessness, peering continually out of the windows, and ceasing to take the short walk which had usually been the prelude to his dinner. From his manner it struck me that he was in mortal dread of something or somebo-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.615
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dy, but when I questioned him upon the point he became so offensive that I was compelled to drop the subject. Gradually, as time passed, his fears appeared to die away, and he renewed his former habits, when a fresh event reduced him to the pitiable state of prostration in which he now lies. 

What happened was this. Two days ago I received the letter which I now read to you. Neither address nor date is attached to it. 

›A Russian nobleman who is now resident in England

[it runs], would be glad to avail himself of the professional assistance of Dr. Percy Trevelyan. He has been for some years a victim to cataleptic attacks, on which, as is well known, Dr. Trevelyan is an authority. He proposes to call at about a quarter-past six to-morrow evening, if Dr. Trevelyan will make it convenient to be at home.‹

This letter interested me deeply, because the chief difficulty in the study of catalepsy is the rareness of the disease. You may believe, then, that I was in my consulting-room when, at the appointed hour, the page showed in the patient. 

He was an elderly man, thin, demure, and commonplace – by no means the conception one forms of a Russian nobleman. I was much more struck by the appearance of his companion. This was a tall young man, surprisingly handsome, with a dark, fierce face, Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.616
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and the limbs and chest of a Hercules. He had his hand under the other's arm as they entered, and helped him to a chair with a tenderness which one would hardly have expected from his appearance. 

›You will excuse my coming in, Doctor,‹ said he to me, speaking English with a slight lisp. ›This is my father, and his health is a matter of the most overwhelming importance to me.‹

I was touched by this filial anxiety. ›You would, perhaps, care to remain during the consultation?‹ said I. 

›Not for the world,‹ he cried with a gesture of horror. ›It is more painful to me than I can express. If I were to see my father in one of these dreadful seizures I am convinced that I should never survive it. My own nervous system is an exceptionally sensitive one. 

With your permission, I will remain in the waiting-room while you go into my father's case.‹

To this, of course, I assented, and the young man withdrew. The patient and I then plunged into a discussion of his case, of which I took exhaustive notes. 

He was not remarkable for intelligence, and his answers were frequently obscure, which I attributed to his limited acquaintance with our language. Suddenly, however, as I sat writing, he ceased to give any answer at all to my inquiries, and on my turning towards him I was shocked to see that he was sitting bolt up-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.617
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right in his chair, staring at me with a perfectly blank and rigid face. He was again in the grip of his mysterious malady. 

My first feeling, as I have just said, was one of pity and horror. My second, I fear, was rather one of professional satisfaction. I made notes of my patient's pulse and temperature, tested the rigidity of his muscles, and examined his reflexes. There was nothing markedly abnormal in any of these conditions, which harmonized with my former experiences. I had obtained good results in such cases by the inhalation of nitrite of amyl, and the present seemed an admirable opportunity of testing its virtues. The bottle was downstairs in my laboratory, so, leaving my patient seated in his chair, I ran down to get it. There was some little delay in finding it – five minutes, let us say – and then I returned. Imagine my amazement to find the room empty and the patient gone. 

Of course, my first act was to run into the waiting-room. The son had gone also. The hall door had been closed, but not shut. My page who admits patients is a new boy and by no means quick. He waits downstairs and runs up to show patients out when I ring the consulting-room bell. He had heard nothing, and the affair remained a complete mystery. Mr. Blessington came in from his walk shortly afterwards, but I did not say anything to him upon the subject, for, to Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.618
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tell the truth, I have got in the way of late of holding as little communication with him as possible. 

Well, I never thought that I should see anything more of the Russian and his son, so you can imagine my amazement when, at the very same hour this evening, they both came marching into my consulting-room, just as they had done before. 

›I feel that I owe you a great many apologies for my abrupt departure yesterday, Doctor,‹ said my patient. 

›I confess that I was very much surprised at it,‹ said I. 

›Well, the fact is,‹ he remarked, ›that when I recover from these attacks my mind is always very clouded as to all that has gone before. I woke up in a strange room, as it seemed to me, and made my way out into the street in a sort of dazed way when you were absent.‹

›And I,‹ said the son, ›seeing my father pass the door of the waiting-room, naturally thought that the consultation had come to an end. It was not until we had reached home that I began to realize the true state of affairs.‹

›Well,‹ said I, laughing, ›there is no harm done except that you puzzled me terribly; so if you, sir, would kindly step into the waiting-room I shall be happy to continue our consultation which was brought to so abrupt an ending.‹
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For half an hour or so I discussed the old gentleman's symptoms with him, and then, having prescribed for him, I saw him go off upon the arm of his son. 

I have told you that Mr. Blessington generally chose this hour of the day for his exercise. He came in shortly afterwards and passed upstairs. An instant later I heard him running down, and he burst into my consulting-room like a man who is mad with panic. 

›Who has been in my room?‹ he cried. 

›No one,‹ said I. 

›It's a lie!‹ he yelled. ›Come up and look!‹

I passed over the grossness of his language, as he seemed half out of his mind with fear. When I went upstairs with him he pointed to several footprints upon the light carpet. 

›Do you mean to say those are mine?‹ he cried. 

They were certainly very much larger than any which he could have made, and were evidently quite fresh. It rained hard this afternoon, as you know, and my patients were the only people who called. It must have been the case, then, that the man in the waiting-room had, for some unknown reason, while I was busy with the other, ascended to the room of my resident patient. Nothing had been touched or taken, but there were the footprints to prove that the intrusion was an undoubted fact. 

Mr. Blessington seemed more excited over the mat-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.620
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ter than I should have thought possible, though of course it was enough to disturb anybody's peace of mind. He actually sat crying in an armchair, and I could hardly get him to speak coherently. It was his suggestion that I should come round to you, and of course I at once saw the propriety of it, for certainly the incident is a very singular one, though he appears to completely overrate its importance. If you would only come back with me in my brougham, you would at least be able to soothe him, though I can hardly hope that you will be able to explain this remarkable occurrence.«

Sherlock Holmes had listened to this long narrative with an intent-ness which showed me that his interest was keenly aroused. His face was as impassive as ever, but his lids had drooped more heavily over his eyes, and his smoke had curled up more thickly from his pipe to emphasize each curious episode in the doctor's tale. As our visitor concluded, Holmes sprang up without a word, handed me my hat, picked his own from the table, and followed Dr. Trevelyan to the door. Within a quarter of an hour we had been dropped at the door of the physician's residence in Brook Street, one of those sombre, flat-faced houses which one associates with a West End practice. A small page admitted us, and we began at once to ascend the broad, well-carpeted stair. 
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But a singular interruption brought us to a standstill. The light at the top was suddenly whisked out, and from the darkness came a reedy, quavering voice. 

»I have a pistol,« it cried. »I give you my word that I'll fire if you come any nearer.«

»This really grows outrageous, Mr. Blessington,«

cried Dr. Trevelyan. 

»Oh, then it is you, Doctor,« said the voice with p great heave of relief. »But those other gentlemen, are they what they pretend to be?«

We were conscious of a long scrutiny out of the darkness. 

»Yes, yes, it's all right,« said the voice at last. 

»You can come up, and I am sorry if my precautions have annoyed you.«

He relit the stair gas as he spoke, and we saw before us a singular-looking man, whose appearance, as well as his voice, testified to his jangled nerves. He was very fat, but had apparently at some time been much fatter, so that the skin hung about his face in loose pouches, like the cheeks of a bloodhound. He was of a sickly colour, and his thin, sandy hair seemed to bristle up with the intensity of his emotion. In his hand he held a pistol, but he thrust it into his pok-ket as we advanced. 

»Good-evening, Mr. Holmes,« said he. »I am sure I am very much obliged to you for coming round. No Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.622
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one ever needed your advice more than I do. I suppose that Dr. Trevelyan has told you of this most unwar-rantable intrusion into my rooms.«

»Quite so,« said Holmes. »Who are these two men, Mr. Blessington, and why do they wish to molest you?«

»Well, well,« said the resident patient in a nervous fashion, »of course it is hard to say that. You can hardly expect me to answer that, Mr. Holmes.«

»Do you mean that you don't know?«

»Come in here, if you please. Just have the kindness to step in here.«

He led the way into his bedroom, which was large and comfortably furnished. 

»You see that,« said he, pointing to a big black box at the end of his bed. »I have never been a very rich man, Mr. Holmes – never made but one investment in my life, as Dr. Trevelyan would tell you. But I don't believe in bankers. I would never trust a banker, Mr. Holmes. Between ourselves, what little I have is in that box, so you can understand what it means to me when unknown people force themselves into my rooms.«

Holmes looked at Blessington in his questioning way and shook his head. 

»I cannot possibly advise you if you try to deceive me,« said he. 
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»But I have told you everything.«

Holmes turned on his heel with a gesture of disgust. »Good-night, Dr. Trevelyan,« said he. 

»And no advice for me?« cried Blessington in a breaking voice. 

»My advice to you, sir, is to speak the truth.«

A minute later we were in the street and walking for home. We had crossed Oxford Street and were halfway down Harley Street before I could get a word from my companion. 

»Sorry to bring you out on such a fool's errand, Watson,« he said at last. »It is an interesting case, too, at the bottom of it.«

»I can make little of it,« I confessed. 

»Well, it is quite evident that there are two men –

more, perhaps, but at least two – who are determined for some reason to get at this fellow Blessington. I have no doubt in my mind that both on the first and on the second occasion that young man penetrated to Blessington's room, while his confederate, by an ingenious device, kept the doctor from interfering.«

»And the catalepsy?«

»A fraudulent imitation, Watson, though I should hardly dare to hint as much to our specialist. It is a very easy complaint to imitate. I have done it myself.«

»And then?«
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occasion. Their reason for choosing so unusual an hour for a consultation was obviously to insure that there should be no other patient in the waiting-room. 

It just happened, however, that this hour coincided with Blessington's constitutional, which seems to show that they were not very well acquainted with his daily routine. Of course, if they had been merely after plunder they would at least have made some attempt to search for it. Besides, I can read in a man's eye when it is his own skin that he is frightened for. It is inconceivable that this fellow could have made two such vindictive enemies as these appear to be without knowing of it. I hold it, therefore, to be certain that he does know who these men are, and that for reasons of his own he suppresses it. It is just possible that tomorrow may find him in a more communicative mood.«

»Is there not one alternative,« I suggested, »grotesquely improbable, no doubt, but still just conceivable? Might the whole story of the cataleptic Russian and his son be a concoction of Dr. Trevelyan's, who has, for his own purposes, been in Blessington's rooms?«

I saw in the gas-light that Holmes wore an amused smile at this brilliant departure of mine. 
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to corroborate the doctor's tale. This young man has left prints upon the stair-carpet which made it quite superfluous for me to ask to see those which he had made in the room. When I tell you that his shoes were square-toed instead of being pointed like Blessington's, and were quite an inch and a third longer than the doctor's, you will acknowledge that there can be no doubt as to his individuality. But we may sleep on it now, for I shall be surprised if we do not hear something further from Brook Street in the morning.«

Sherlock Holmes's prophecy was soon fulfilled, and in a dramatic fashion. At half-past seven next morning, in the first dim glimmer of daylight, I found him standing by my bedside in his dressing-gown. 

»There's a brougham waiting for us, Watson,« said he. 

»What's the matter, then?«

»The Brook Street business.«

»Any fresh news?«

»Tragic, but ambiguous,« said he, pulling up the blind. »Look at this – a sheet from a notebook, with

›For God's sake come at once. P.T.,‹ scrawled upon it in pencil. Our friend, the doctor, was hard put to it when he wrote this. Come along, my dear fellow, for it's an urgent call.«

In a quarter of an hour or so we were back at the Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.626
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physician's house. He came running out to meet us with a face of horror. 

»Oh, such a business!« he cried with his hands to his temples. 

»What then?«

»Blessington has committed suicide!«

Holmes whistled. 

»Yes, he hanged himself during the night.«

We had entered, and the doctor had preceded us into what was evidently his waiting-room. 

»I really hardly know what I am doing,« he cried. 

»The police are already upstairs. It has shaken me most dreadfully.«

»When did you find it out?«

»He has a cup of tea taken in to him early every morning. When the maid entered, about seven, there the unfortunate fellow was hanging in the middle of the room. He had tied his cord to the hook on which the heavy lamp used to hang, and he had jumped off from the top of the very box that he showed us yesterday.«

Holmes stood for a moment in deep thought. 

»With your permission,« said he at last, »I should like to go upstairs and look into the matter.«

We both ascended, followed by the doctor. 

It was a dreadful sight which met us as we entered the bedroom door. I have spoken of the impression of Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.627
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flabbiness which this man Blessington conveyed. As he dangled from the hook it was exaggerated and intensified until he was scarce human in his appearance. 

The neck was drawn out like a plucked chicken's, making the rest of him seem the more obese and unnatural by the contrast. He was clad only in his long night-dress, and his swollen ankles and ungainly feet protruded starkly from beneath it. Beside him stood a smart-looking police-inspector, who was taking notes in a pocketbook. 

»Ah, Mr. Holmes,« said he heartily as my friend entered, »I am delighted to see you.«

»Good-morning, Lanner,« answered Holmes; »you won't think me an intruder, I am sure. Have you heard of the events which led up to this affair?«

»Yes, I heard something of them.«

»Have you formed any opinion?«

»As far as I can see, the man has been driven out of his senses by fright. The bed has been well slept in, you see. There's his impression, deep enough. It's about five in the morning, you know, that suicides are most common. That would be about his time for hanging himself. It seems to have been a very deliberate affair.«

»I should say that he has been dead about three hours, judging by the rigidity of the muscles,« said I. 
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Holmes. 

»Found a screw-driver and some screws on the wash-hand stand. Seems to have smoked heavily during the night, too. Here are four cigar-ends that I pik-ked out of the fireplace.«

»Hum!« said Holmes, »have you got his cigar-holder?«

»No, I have seen none.«

»His cigar-case, then?«

»Yes, it was in his coat-pocket.«

Holmes opened it and smelled the single cigar which it contained. 

»Oh, this is a Havana, and these others are cigars of the peculiar sort which are imported by the Dutch from their East Indian colonies. They are usually wrapped in straw, you know, and are thinner for their length than any other brand.« He picked up the four ends and examined them with his pocket-lens. 

»Two of these have been smoked from a holder and two without,« said he. »Two have been cut by a not very sharp knife, and two have had the ends bitten off by a set of excellent teeth. This is no suicide, Mr. 

Lanner. It is a very deeply planned and cold-blooded murder.«

»Impossible!« cried the inspector. 

»And why?«
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fashion as by hanging him?«

»That is what we have to find out.«

»How could they get in?«

»Through the front door.«

»It was barred in the morning.«

»Then it was barred after them.«

»How do you know?«

»I saw their traces. Excuse me a moment, and I may be able to give you some further information about it.«

He went over to the door, and turning the lock he examined it in his methodical way. Then he took out the key, which was on the inside, and inspected that also. The bed, the carpet, the chairs, the mantelpiece, the dead body, and the rope were each in turn examined, until at last he professed himself satisfied, and with my aid and that of the inspector cut down the wretched object and laid it reverently under a sheet. 

»How about this rope?« he asked. 

»It is cut off this,« said Dr. Trevelyan, drawing a large coil from under the bed. »He was morbidly nervous of fire, and always kept this beside him, so that he might escape by the window in case the stairs were burning.«

»That must have saved them trouble,« said Holmes thoughtfully. »Yes, the actual facts are very plain, and I shall be surprised if by the afternoon I cannot give Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.630
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you the reasons for them as well. I will take this photograph of Blessington, which I see upon the mantelpiece, as it may help me in my inquiries.«

»But you have told us nothing!« cried the doctor. 

»Oh, there can be no doubt as to the sequence of events,« said Holmes. »There were three of them in it: the young man, the old man, and a third, to whose identity I have no clue. The first two, I need hardly remark, are the same who masqueraded as the Russian count and his son, so we can give a very full description of them. They were admitted by a confederate inside the house. If I might offer you a word of advice, Inspector, it would be to arrest the page, who, as I understand, has only recently come into your service, Doctor.«

»The young imp cannot be found,« said Dr. Trevelyan; »the maid and the cook have just been searching for him.«

Holmes shrugged his shoulders. 

»He has played a not unimportant part in this drama«, said he. »The three men having ascended the stairs, which they did on tiptoe, the elder man first, the younger man second, and the unknown man in the rear ––«

»My dear Holmes!« I ejaculated. 

»Oh, there could be no question as to the superim-posing of the footmarks. I had the advantage of lear-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.631
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ning which was which last night. They ascended, then, to Mr. Blessington's room, the door of which they found to be locked. With the help of a wire, however, they forced round the key. Even without the lens you will perceive, by the scratches on this ward, where the pressure was applied. 

On entering the room their first proceeding must have been to gag Mr. Blessington. He may have been asleep, or he may have been so paralyzed with terror as to have been unable to cry out. These walls are thick, and it is conceivable that his shriek, if he had time to utter one, was unheard. 

Having secured him, it is evident to me that a consultation of some sort was held. Probably it was something in the nature of a judicial proceeding. It must have lasted for some time, for it was then that these cigars were smoked. The older man sat in that wicker chair; it was he who used the cigar-holder. The younger man sat over yonder; he knocked his ash off against the chest of drawers. The third fellow paced up and down. Blessington, I think, sat upright in the bed, but of that I cannot be absolutely certain. 

Well, it ended by their taking Blessington and hanging him. The matter was so prearranged that it is my belief that they brought with them some sort of block or pulley which might serve as a gallows. That screw-driver and those screws were, as I conceive, for fixing Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.632
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it up. Seeing the hook, however, they naturally saved themselves the trouble. Having finished their work they made off, and the door was barred behind them by their confederate.«

We had all listened with the deepest interest to this sketch of the night's doings, which Holmes had deduced from signs so subtle and minute that, even when he had pointed them out to us, we could scarcely follow him in his reasonings. The inspector hurried away on the instant to make inquiries about the page, while Holmes and I returned to Baker Street for breakfast. 

»I'll be back by three,« said he when we had finished our meal. »Both the inspector and the doctor will meet me here at that hour, and I hope by that time to have cleared up any little obscurity which the case may still present.«

Our visitors arrived at the appointed time, but it was a quarter to four before my friend put in an appearance. From his expression as he entered, however, I could see that all had gone well with him. 

»Any news, Inspector?«

»We have got the boy, sir.«

»Excellent, and I have got the men.«

»You have got them!« we cried, all three. 

»Well, at least I have got their identity. This so-called Blessington is, as I expected, well known at head-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.633
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quarters, and so are his assailants. Their names are Biddle, Hay ward, and Moffat.«

»The Worthingdon bank gang,« cried the inspector. 

»Precisely,« said Holmes. 

»Then Blessington must have been Sutton.«

»Exactly,« said Holmes. 

»Why, that makes it as clear as crystal,« said the inspector. 

But Trevelyan and I looked at each other in bewilderment. 

»You must surely remember the great Worthingdon bank business,« said Holmes. »Five men were in it –

these four and a fifth called Cartwright. Tobin, the care-taker, was murdered, and the thieves got away with seven thousand pounds. This was in 1875. They were all five arrested, but the evidence against them was by no means conclusive. This Blessington or Sutton, who was the worst of the gang, turned informer. 

On his evidence Cartwright was hanged and the other three got fifteen years apiece. When they got out the other day, which was some years before their full term, they set themselves, as you perceive, to hunt down the traitor and to avenge the death of their comrade upon him. Twice they tried to get at him and failed; a third time, you see, it came off. Is there anything further which I can explain, Dr. Trevelyan?«

»I think you have made it all remarkably clear,«
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said the doctor. »No doubt the day on which he was so perturbed was the day when he had seen of their release in the newspapers.«

»Quite so. His talk about a burglary was the merest blind.«

»But why could he not tell you this?«

»Well, my dear sir, knowing the vindictive character of his old associates, he was trying to hide his own identity from everybody as long as he could. His secret was a shameful one, and he couid not bring himself to divulge it. However, wretch as he was, he was still living under the shield of British law, and I have no doubt, Inspector, that you will see that, though that shield may fail to guard, the sword of justice is still there to avenge.«

Such were the singular circumstances in connection with the Resident Patient and the Brook Street Doctor. From that night nothing has been seen of the three murderers by the police, and it is surmised at Scotland Yard that they were among the passengers of the illfated steamer  Norah Creina,  which was lost some years ago with all hands upon the Portuguese coast, some leagues to the north of Oporto. The proceedings against the page broke down for want of evidence, and the Brook Street Mystery, as it was called, has never until now been fully dealt with in any public print. 
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The Greek Interpreter

During my long and intimate acquaintance with Mr. 

Sherlock Holmes I had never heard him refer to his relations, and hardly ever to his own early life. This reticence upon his part had increased the somewhat inhuman effect which he produced upon me, until sometimes I found myself regarding him as an isolated phenomenon, a brain without a heart, as deficient in human sympathy as he was preeminent in intelligence. 

His aversion to women and his disinclination to form new friendships were both typical of his unemotional character, but not more so than his complete suppression of every reference to his own people. I had come to believe that he was an orphan with no relatives living; but one day, to my very great surprise, he began to talk to me about his brother. 

It was after tea on a summer evening, and the conversation, which had roamed in a desultory, spasmodic fashion from golf clubs to the causes of the change in the obliquity of the ecliptic, came round at last to the question of atavism and hereditary aptitudes. The point under discussion was, how far any singular gift in an individual was due to his ancestry and how far to his own early training. 
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told me, it seems obvious that your faculty of observation and your peculiar facility for deduction are due to your own systematic training.«

»To some extent,« he answered thoughtfully. »My ancestors were country squires, who appear to have led much the same life as is natural to their class. But, none the less, my turn that way is in my veins, and may have come with my grandmother, who was the sister of Vernet, the French artist. Art in the blood is liable to take the strangest forms.«

»But how do you know that it is hereditary?«

»Because my brother Mycroft possesses it in a larger degree than I do.«

This was news to me indeed. If there were another man with such singular powers in England, how was it that neither police nor public had heard of him? I put the question, with a hint that it was my companion's modesty which made him acknowledge his brother as his superior. Holmes laughed at my suggestion. 

»My dear Watson,« said he, »I cannot agree with those who rank modesty among the virtues. To the logician all things should be seen exactly as they are, and to underestimate one's self is as much a departure from truth as to exaggerate one's own powers. When I say, therefore, that Mycroft has better powers of observation than I, you may take it that I am speaking Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.637
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the exact and literal truth.«

»Is he your junior?«

»Seven years my senior.«

»How comes it that he is unknown?«

»Oh, he is very well known in his own circle.«

»Where, then?«

»Well, in the Diogenes Club, for example.«

I had never heard of the institution, and my face must have proclaimed as much, for Sherlock Holmes pulled out his watch. 

»The Diogenes Club is the queerest club in London, and Mycroft one of the queerest men. He's always there from quarter to five to twenty to eight. It's six now, so if you care for a stroll this beautiful evening I shall be very happy to introduce you to two curiosities.«

Five minutes later we were in the street, walking towards Regent's Circus. 

»You wonder,« said my companion, »why it is that Mycroft does not use his powers for detective work. 

He is incapable of it.«

»But I thought you said ––«

»I said that he was my superior in observation and deduction. If the art of the detective began and ended in reasoning from an armchair, my brother would be the greatest criminal agent that ever lived. But he has no ambition and no energy. He will not even go out of Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.638

The Greek Interpreter

Doyle-SH, 503

his way to verify his own solutions, and would rather be considered wrong than take the trouble to prove himself right. Again and again I have taken a problem to him, and have received an explanation which has afterwards proved to be the correct one. And yet he was absolutely incapable of working out the practical points which must be gone into before a case could be laid before a judge or jury.«

»It is not his profession, then?«

»By no means. What is to me a means of livelihood is to him the merest hobby of a dilettante. He has an extraordinary faculty for figures, and audits the books in some of the government departments. Mycroft lodges in Pall Mall, and he walks round the corner into Whitehall every morning and back every evening. 

From year's end to year's end he takes no other exercise, and is seen nowhere else, except only in the Diogenes Club, which is just opposite his rooms.«

»I cannot recall the name.«

»Very likely not. There are many men in London, you know, who, some from shyness, some from mi-santhropy, have no wish for the company of their fellows. Yet they are not averse to comfortable chairs and the latest periodicals. It is for the convenience of these that the Diogenes Club was started, and it now contains the most unsociable and unclubable men in town. No member is permitted to take the least notice Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.639
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of any other one. Save in the Stranger's Room, no talking is, under any circumstances, allowed, and three offences, if brought to the notice of the committee, render the talker liable to expulsion. My brother was one of the founders, and I have myself found it a very soothing atmosphere.«

We had reached Pall Mall as we talked, and were walking down it from the St. James's end. Sherlock Holmes stopped at a door some little distance from the Carlton, and, cautioning me not to speak, he led the way into the hall. Through the glass panelling I caught a glimpse of a large and luxurious room, in which a considerable number of men were sitting about and reading papers, each in his own little nook. 

Holmes showed me into a small chamber which looked out into Pall Mall, and then, leaving me for a minute, he came back with a companion whom I knew could only be his brother. 

Mycroft Holmes was a much larger and stouter man than Sherlock. His body was absolutely corpul-ent, but his face, though massive, had preserved something of the sharpness of expression which was so remarkable in that of his brother. His eyes, which were of a peculiarly light, watery gray, seemed to always retain that far-away, introspective look which I had only observed in Sherlock's when he was exerting his full powers. 
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»I am glad to meet you, sir,« said he, putting out a broad, fat hand like the flipper of a seal. »I hear of Sherlock everywhere since you became his chronicler. 

By the way, Sherlock, I expected to see you round last week to consult me over that Manor House case. I thought you might be a little out of your depth.«

»No, I solved it,« said my friend, smiling. 

»It was Adams, of course.«

»Yes, it was Adams.«

»I was sure of it from the first.« The two sat down together in the bow-window of the club. »To anyone who wishes to study mankind this is the spot,« said Mycroft. »Look at the magnificent types! Look at these two men who are coming towards us, for example.«

»The billiard-marker and the other?«

»Precisely. What do you make of the other?«

The two men had stopped opposite the window. 

Some chalk marks over the waistcoat pocket were the only signs of billiards which I could see in one of them. The other was a very small, dark fellow, with his hat pushed back and several packages under his arm. 

»An old soldier, I perceive,« said Sherlock. 

»And very recently discharged,« remarked the brother. 

»Served in India, I see.«
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»And a non-commissioned officer.«

»Royal Artillery, I fancy,« said Sherlock. 

»And a widower.«

»But with a child.«

»Children, my dear boy, children.«

»Come,« said I, laughing, »this is a little too much.«

»Surely,« answered Holmes, »it is not hard to say that a man with that bearing, expression of authority, and sun-baked skin, is a soldier, is more than a private, and is not long from India.«

»That he has not left the service long is shown by his still wearing his ammunition boots, as they are called,« observed Mycroft. 

»He had not the cavalry stride, yet he wore his hat on one side, as is shown by the lighter skin on that side of his brow. His weight is against his being a sapper. He is in the artillery.«

»Then, of course, his complete mourning shows that he has lost someone very dear. The fact that he is doing his own shopping looks as though it were his wife. He has been buying things for children, you perceive. There is a rattle, which shows that one of them is very young. The wife probably died in childbed. 

The fact that he has a picture-book under his arm shows that there is another child to be thought of.«

I began to understand what my friend meant when Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.642
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he said that his brother possessed even keener faculties than he did himself. He glanced across at me and smiled. Mycroft took snuff from a tortoise-shell box and brushed away the wandering grains from his coat front with a large, red silk handkerchief. 

»By the way, Sherlock,« said he, »I have had something quite after your own heart – a most singular problem – submitted to my judgment. I really had not the energy to follow it up save in a very incomplete fashion, but it gave me a basis for some pleasing speculations. If you would care to hear the facts ––«

»My dear Mycroft, I should be delighted.«

The brother scribbled a note upon a leaf of his pok-ket-book, and, ringing the bell, he handed it to the waiter. 

»I have asked Mr. Melas to step across,« said he. 

»He lodges on the floor above me, and I have some slight acquaintance with him, which led him to come to me in his perplexity. Mr. Melas is a Greek by extraction, as I understand, and he is a remarkable linguist. He earns his living partly as interpreter in the law courts and partly by acting as guide to any wealthy Orientals who may visit the Northumberland Avenue hotels. I think I will leave him to tell his very remarkable experience in his own fashion.«

A few minutes later we were joined by a short, stout man whose olive face and coal black hair pro-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.643
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claimed his Southern origin, though his speech was that of an educated Englishman. He shook hands eagerly with Sherlock Holmes, and his dark eyes sparkled with pleasure when he understood that the specialist was anxious to hear his story. 

»I do not believe that the police credit me – on my word, I do not,« said he in a wailing voice. »Just because they have never heard of it before, they think that such a thing cannot be. But I know that I shall never be easy in my mind until I know what has become of my poor man with the sticking-plaster upon his face.«

»I am all attention,« said Sherlock Holmes. 

»This is Wednesday evening,« said Mr. Melas. 

»Well, then, it was Monday night – only two days ago, you understand – that all this happened. I am an interpreter, as perhaps my neighbour there has told you. I interpret all languages – or nearly all – but as I am a Greek by birth and with a Grecian name, it is with that particular tongue that I am principally associated. For many years I have been the chief Greek interpreter in London, and my name is very well known in the hotels. 

It happens not unfrequently that I am sent for at strange hours by foreigners who get into difficulties, or by travellers who arrive late and wish my services. 
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a Mr. Latimer, a very fashionably dressed young man, came up to my rooms and asked me to accompany him in a cab which was waiting at the door. A Greek friend had come to see him upon business, he said, and as he could speak nothing but his own tongue, the services of an interpreter were indispensable. He gave me to understand that his house was some little distance off, in Kensington, and he seemed to be in a great hurry, bustling me rapidly into the cab when we had descended to the street. 

I say into the cab, but I soon became doubtful as to whether it was not a carriage in which I found myself. 

It was certainly more roomy than the ordinary four-wheeled disgrace to London, and the fittings, though frayed, were of rich quality. Mr. Latimer seated himself opposite to me and we started off through Charing Cross and up the Shaftesbury Avenue. We had come but upon Oxford Street and I had ventured some remark as to this being a roundabout way to Kensington, when my words were arrested by the extraordinary conduct of my companion. 

He began by drawing a most formidable-looking bludgeon loaded with lead from his pocket, and switching it backward and forward several times, as if it to test its weight and strength. Then he placed it without a word upon the seat beside him. Having done this, he drew up the windows on each side, and I Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.645

The Greek Interpreter

Doyle-SH, 507

found to my astonishment that they were covered with paper so as to prevent my seeing through them. 

›I am sorry to cut off your view, Mr. Melas,‹ said he. ›The fact is that I have no intention that you should see what the place is to which we are driving. 

It might possibly be inconvenient to me if you could find your way there again.‹

As you can imagine, I was utterly taken aback by such an address. My companion was a powerful, broad-shouldered young fellow, and, apart from the weapon, I should not have had the slightest chance in a struggle with him. 

›This is very extraordinary conduct, Mr. Latimer,‹ I stammered. ›You must be aware that what you are doing is quite illegal.‹

›It is somewhat of a liberty, no doubt,‹ said he, ›but we'll make it up to you. I must warn you, however, Mr. Melas, that if at any time to-night you attempt to raise an alarm or do anything which is against my interests, you will find it a very serious thing. I beg you to remember that no one knows where you are, and that, whether you are in this carriage or in my house, you are equally in my power.‹

His words were quiet, but he had a rasping way of saying them, which was very menacing. I sat in silence wondering what on earth could be his reason for kidnapping me in this extraordinary fashion. Whate-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.646
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ver it might be, it was perfectly clear that there was no possible use in my resisting, and that I could only wait to see what might befall. 

For nearly two hours we drove without my having the least clue as to where we were going. Sometimes the rattle of the stones told of a paved causeway, and at others our smooth, silent course suggested asphalt; but, save by this variation in sound, there was nothing at all which could in the remotest way help me to form a guess as to where we were. The paper over each window was impenetrable to light, and a blue curtain was drawn across the glasswork in front. It was a quarter-past seven when we left Pall Mall, and my watch showed me that it was ten minutes to nine when we at last came to a standstill. My companion let down the window, and I caught a glimpse of a low, arched doorway with a lamp burning above it. As I was hurried from the carriage it swung open, and I found myself inside the house, with a vague impression of a lawn and trees on each side of me as I entered. 

Whether these were private grounds, however, or bona-fide  country was more than I could possibly venture to say. 

There was a coloured gas-lamp inside which was turned so low that I could see little save that the hall was of some size and hung with pictures. In the dim light I could make out that the person who had ope-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.647

The Greek Interpreter

Doyle-SH, 508

ned the door was a small, mean-looking, middle-aged man with rounded shoulders. As he turned towards us the glint of the light showed me that he was wearing glasses. 

›Is this Mr. Melas, Harold?‹ said he. 

›Yes.‹

›Well done, well done! No ill-will, Mr. Melas, I hope, but we could not get on without you. If you deal fair with us you'll not regret it, but if you try any tricks, God help you!‹ He spoke in a nervous, jerky fashion, and with little giggling laughs in between, but somehow he impressed me with fear more than the other. 

›What do you want with me?‹ I asked. 

›Only to ask a few questions of a Greek gentleman who is visiting us, and to let us have the answers. But say no more than you are told to say, or – ‹ here came the nervous giggle again – ›you had better never have been born.‹

As he spoke he opened a door and showed the way into a room which appeared to be very richly furnished, but again the only light was afforded by a single lamp half-turned down. The chamber was certainly large, and the way in which my feet sank into the carpet as I stepped across it told me of its richness. I caught glimpses of velvet chairs, a high white marble mantelpiece, and what seemed to be a suit of Japanese Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.648

The Greek Interpreter

Doyle-SH, 508

armour at one side of it. There was a chair just under the lamp, and the elderly man motioned that I should sit in it. The younger had left us, but he suddenly returned through another door, leading with him a gentleman clad in some sort of loose dressing-gown who moved slowly towards us. As he came into the circle of dim light which enabled me to see him more clearly I was thrilled with horror at his appearance. He was deadly pale and terribly emaciated, with the protruding, brilliant eyes of a man whose spirit was greater than his strength. But what shocked me more than any signs of physical weakness was that his face was grotesquely criss-crossed with sticking-plaster, and that one large pad of it was fastened over his mouth. 

›Have you the slate, Harold?‹ cried the older man, as this strange being fell rather than sat down into a chair. ›Are his hands loose? Now, then, give him the pencil. You are to ask the questions, Mr. Melas, and he will write the answers. Ask him first of all whether he is prepared to sign the papers?«

The man's eyes flashed fire.‹

›Never!‹ he wrote in Greek upon the slate. 

›On no conditions?‹ I asked at the bidding of our tyrant. 

›Only if I see her married in my presence by a Greek priest whom I know.‹

The man giggled in his venomous way. 
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›You know what awaits you, then?‹

›I care nothing for myself.‹

These are samples of the questions and answers which made up our strange half-spoken, half-written conversation. Again and again I had to ask him whether he would give in and sign the documents. 

Again and again I had the same indignant reply. But soon a happy thought came to me. I took to adding on little sentences of my own to each question, innocent ones at first, to test whether either of our companions knew anything of the matter, and then, as I found that they showed no sign I played a more dangerous game. 

Our conversation ran something like this:

›You can do no good by this obstinacy.  Who are you? ‹

›I care not.  I am a stranger in London. ‹

›Your fate will be on your own head.  How long have you been here? ‹

›Let it be so.  Three weeks. ‹

›The property can never be yours.  What ails you? ‹

›It shall not go to villains.  They are starving me. ‹

›You shall go free if you sign.  What house is this? ‹

›I will never sign.  I do not know. ‹

›You are not doing her any service.  What is your name? ‹

›Let me hear her say so.  Kratides. ‹

›You shall see her if you sign.  Where are you Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.650
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 from? ‹

›Then I shall never see her.  Athens. ‹

Another five minutes, Mr. Holmes, and I should have wormed out the whole story under their very noses. My very next question might have cleared the matter up, but at that instant the door opened and a woman stepped into the room. I could not see her clearly enough to know more than that she was tall and graceful, with black hair, and clad in some sort of loose white gown. 

›Harold,‹ said she, speaking English with a broken accent. ›I could not stay away longer. It is so lonely up there with only –– Oh,  my  God, it is Paul!‹

These last words were in Greek, and at the same instant the man with a convulsive effort tore the plaster from his lips, and screaming out ›Sophy! Sophy!‹ rushed into the woman's arms. Their embrace was but for an instant, however, for the younger man seized the woman and pushed her out of the room, while the elder easily overpowered his emaciated victim and dragged him away through the other door. For a moment I was left alone in the room, and I sprang to my feet with some vague idea that I might in some way get a clue to what this house was in which I found myself. Fortunately, however, I took no steps, for looking up I saw that the older man was standing in the doorway, with his eyes fixed upon me. 
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›That will do, Mr. Melas,‹ said he. ›You perceive that we have taken you into our confidence over some very private business. We should not have troubled you, only that our friend who speaks Greek and who began these negotiations has been forced to return to the East. It was quite necessary for us to find someone to take his place, and we were fortunate in hearing of your powers.‹

I bowed. 

›There are five sovereigns here,‹ said he, walking up to me, ›which will, I hope, be a sufficient fee. But remember,‹ he added, tapping me lightly on the chest and giggling, ›if you speak to a human soul about this – one human soul, mind – well, may God have mercy upon your soul!‹

I cannot tell you the loathing and horror with which this insignificant-looking man inspired me. I could see him better now as the lamp-light shone upon him. 

His features were peaky and sallow, and his little pointed beard was thready and ill-nourished. He pushed his face forward as he spoke and his lips and eyelids were continually twitching like a man with St. 

Vitus's dance. I could not help thinking that his strange, catchy little laugh was also a symptom of some nervous malady. The terror of his face lay in his eyes, however, steel gray, and glistening coldly with a malignant, inexorable cruelty in their depths. 
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›We shall know if you speak of this,‹ said he. ›We have our own means of information. Now you will find the carriage waiting, and my friend will see you on your way.‹

I was hurried through the hall and into the vehicle, again obtaining that momentary glimpse of trees and a garden. Mr. Latimer followed closely at my heels and took his place opposite to me without a word. In silence we again drove for an interminable distance with the windows raised, until at last, just after midnight, the carriage pulled up. 

›You will get down here, Mr. Melas,‹ said my companion. ›I am sorry to leave you so far from your house, but there is no alternative. Any attempt upon your part to follow the carriage can only end in injury to yourself.‹

He opened the door as he spoke, and I had hardly time to spring out when the coachman lashed the horse and the carriage rattled away. I looked around me in astonishment. I was on some sort of a healthy common mottled over with dark clumps of furze-bushes. Far away stretched a line of houses, with a light here and there in the upper windows. On the other side I saw the red signal-lamps of a railway. 

The carriage which had brought me was already out of sight. I stood gazing round and wondering where on earth I might be, when I saw someone coming to-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.653
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wards me in the darkness. As he came up to me I made out that he was a railway porter. 

›Can you tell me what place this is?‹ I asked. 

›Wandsworth Common,‹ said he. 

›Can I get a train into town?‹

›If you walk on a mile or so to Clapham Junction,‹

said he, ›you'll just be in time for the last to Victoria.‹

So that was the end of my adventure, Mr. Holmes. I do not know where I was, nor whom I spoke with, nor anything save what I have told you. But I know that there is foul play going on, and I want to help that unhappy man if I can. I told the whole story to Mr. 

Mycroft Holmes next morning, and subsequently to the police.«

We all sat in silence for some little time after listening to this extraordinary narrative. Then Sherlock looked across at his brother. 

»Any steps?« he asked. 

Mycroft picked up the  Daily News,  which was lying on the side-table. 

»Anybody supplying any information as to the whereabouts of a Greek gentleman named Paul Kratides, from Athens, who is unable to speak English, will be rewarded. 

A similar reward paid to anyone giving information about a Greek lady whose first name is Sophy. X 2473. 

That was in all the dailies. No answer.«
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»How about the Greek legation?«

»I have inquired. They know nothing.«

»A wire to the head of the Athens police, then?«

»Sherlock has all the energy of the family,« said Mycroft, turning to me. »Well, you take the case up by all means and let me know if you do any good.«

»Certainly.« answered my friend, rising from his chair. »I'll let you know, and Mr. Melas also. In the meantime, Mr. Melas, I should certainly be on my guard if I were you, for of course they must know through these advertisements that you have betrayed them.«

As we walked home together, Holmes stopped at a telegraph office and sent off several wires. 

»You see, Watson,« he remarked, »our evening has been by no means wasted. Some of my most interesting cases have come to me in this way through Mycroft. The problem which we have just listened to, although it can admit of but one explanation, has still some distinguishing features.«

»You have hopes of solving it?«

»Well, knowing as much as we do, it will be singular indeed if we fail to discover the rest. You must yourself have formed some theory which will explain the facts to which we have listened.«

»In a vague way, yes.«

»What was your idea, then?«
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»It seemed to me to be obvious that this Greek girl had been carried off by the young Englishman named Harold Latimer.«

»Carried off from where?«

»Athens, perhaps.«

Sherlock Holmes shook his head. »This young man could not talk a word of Greek. The lady could talk English fairly well. Inference – that she had been in England some little time, but he had not been in. Greece.«

»Well, then, we will presume that she had once come on a visit to England, and that this Harold had persuaded her to fly with him.«

»That is more probable.«

»Then the brother – for that, I fancy, must be the relationship – comes over from Greece to interfere. 

He imprudently puts himself into the power of the young man and his older associate. They seize him and use violence towards him in order to make him sign some papers to make over the girl's fortune – of which he may be trustee – to them. This he refuses to do. In order to negotiate with him they have to get an interpreter, and they pitch upon this Mr. Melas, having used some other one before. The girl is not told of the arrival of her brother and finds it out by the merest accident.«
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that you are not far from the truth. You see that we hold all the cards, and we have only to fear some sudden act of violence on their part. If they give us time we must have them.«

»But how can we find where this house lies?«

»Well, if our conjecture is correct and the girl's name, is or was Sophy Kratides, we should have no difficulty in tracing her. That must be our main hope, for the brother is, of course, a complete stranger. It is clear that some time has elapsed since this Harold established these relations with the girl – some weeks, at any rate – since the brother in Greece has had time to hear of it and come across. If they have been living in the same place during this time, it is probable that we shall have some answer to Mycroft's advertisement.«

We had reached our house in Baker Street while we had been talking. Holmes ascended the stair first, and as he opened the door of our room he gave a start of surprise. Looking over his shoulder, I was equally astonished. His brother Mycroft was sitting smoking in the armchair. 

»Come in, Sherlock! Come in, sir,« said he blandly, smiling at our surprised faces. »You don't expect such energy from me, do you, Sherlock? But somehow this case attracts me.«

»How did you get here?«
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»I passed you in a hansom.«

»There has been some new development?«

»I had an answer to my advertisement.«

»Ah!«

»Yes, it came within a few minutes of your leaving.«

»And to what effect?«

Mycroft Holmes took out a sheet of paper. 

»Here it is,« said he, »written with a J pen on royal cream paper by a middle-aged man with a weak constitution.«

»SIR [he says]:

In answer to your advertisement of to-day's date, I beg to inform you that I know the young lady in question very well. If you should care to call upon me I could give you some particulars as to her painful history. She is living at present at The Myrtles, Beckenham. 

Yours faithfully, 

J. DAVENPORT.«

»He writes from Lower Brixton,« said Mycroft Holmes. »Do you not think that we might drive to him now, Sherlock, and learn these particulars?«

»My dear Mycroft, the brother's life is more valuable than the sister's story. I think we should call at Scotland Yard for Inspector Gregson and go straight out to Beckenham. We know that a man is being done Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.658
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to death, and every hour may be vital.«

»Better pick up Mr. Melas on our way,« I suggested. »We may need an interpreter.«

»Excellent,« said Sherlock Holmes. »Send the boy for a four-wheeler, and we shall be off at once.« He opened the table-drawer as he spoke, and I noticed that he slipped his revolver into his pocket. »Yes,«

said he in answer to my glance, »I should say, from what we have heard, that we are dealing with a particularly dangerous gang.«

It was almost dark before we found ourselves in Pall Mall, at the rooms of Mr. Melas. A gentleman had just called for him, and he was gone. 

»Can you tell me where?« asked Mycroft Holmes. 

»I don't know, sir,« answered the woman who had opened the door; »I only know that he drove away with the gentleman in a carriage.«

»Did the gentleman give a name?«

»No, sir.«

»He wasn't a tall, handsome, dark young man?«

»Oh, no, sir. He was a little gentleman, with glasses, thin in the face, but very pleasant in his ways, for he was laughing all the time that he was talking.«

»Come along!« cried Sherlock Holmes abruptly. 

»This grows serious,« he observed as we drove to Scotland Yard. »These men have got hold of Melas again. He is a man of no physical courage, as they are Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.659
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well aware from their experience the other night. This villain was able to terrorize him the instant that he got into his presence. No doubt they want his professional services, but, having used him, they may be inclined to punish him for what they will regard as his treachery.«

Our hope was that, by taking train, we might get to Beckenham as soon as or sooner than the carriage. On reaching Scotland Yard, however, it was more than an hour before we could get Inspector Greg-son and comply with the legal formalities which would enable us to enter the house. It was a quarter to ten before we reached London Bridge, and half past before the four of us alighted on the Beckenham platform. A drive of half a mile brought us to The Myrtles – a large, dark house standing back from the road in its own grounds, Here we dismissed our cab and made our way up the drive together. 

»The windows are all dark,« remarked the inspector. »The house seems deserted.«

»Our birds are flown and the nest empty,« said Holmes. 

»Why do you say so?«

»A carriage heavily loaded with luggage has passed out during the last hour.«

The inspector laughed. »I saw the wheel-tracks in the light of the gate-lamp, but where does the luggage Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.660

The Greek Interpreter

Doyle-SH, 514

come in?«

»You may have observed the same wheel-tracks going the other way. But the outward-bound ones were very much deeper – so much so that we can say for a certainty that there was a very considerable weight on the carriage.«

»You get a trifle beyond me there,« said the inspector, shrugging his shoulders. »It will not be an easy door to force, but we will try if we cannot make someone hear us.«

He hammered loudly at the knocker and pulled at the bell, but without any success. Holmes had slipped away, but he came back in a few minutes. 

»I have a window open,« said he. 

»It is a mercy that you are on the side of the force, and not against it, Mr. Holmes,« remarked the inspector as he noted the clever way in which my friend had forced back the catch. »Well, I think that under the circumstances we may enter without an invitation.«

One after the other we made our way into a large apartment, which was evidently that in which Mr. 

Melas had found himself. The inspector had lit his lantern, and by its light we could see the two doors, the curtain, the lamp, and the suit of Japanese mail as he had described them. On the table lay two glasses, an empty brandy-bottle, and the remains of a meal. 

»What is that?« asked Holmes suddenly. 
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We all stood still and listened. A low moaning sound was coming from somewhere over our heads. 

Holmes rushed to the door and out into the hall. The dismal noise came from upstairs. He dashed up, the inspector and I at his heels, while his brother Mycroft followed as quickly as his great bulk would permit. 

Three doors faced us upon the second floor, and it was from the central of these that the sinister sounds were issuing, sinking sometimes into a dull mumble and rising again into a shrill whine. It was locked, but the key had been left on the outside. Holmes flung open the door and rushed in, but he was out again in an instant, with his hand to his throat. 

»It's charcoal,« he cried. »Give it time. It will clear.«

Peering in, we could see that the only light in the room came from a dull blue flame which flickered from a small brass tripod in the centre. It threw a livid, unnatural circle upon the floor, while in the shadows beyond we saw the vague loom of two figures which crouched against the wall. From the open door there reeked a horrible poisonous exhalation which set us gasping and coughing. Holmes rushed to the top of the stairs to draw in the fresh air, and then, dashing into the room, he threw up the window and hurled the brazen tripod out into the garden. 

»We can enter in a minute,« he gasped, darting out Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.662
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again. »Where is a candle? I doubt if we could strike a match in that atmosphere. Hold the light at the door and we shall get them out, Mycroft, now!«

With a rush we got to the poisoned men and dragged them out into the well-lit hall. Both of them were blue-lipped and insensible, with swollen, congested faces and protruding eyes. Indeed, so distorted were their features that, save for his black beard and stout figure, we might have failed to recognize in one of them the Greek interpreter who had parted from us only a few hours before at the Diogenes Club. His hands and feet were securely strapped together, and he bore over one eye the marks of a violent blow. The other, who was secured in a similar fashion, was a tall man in the last stage of emaciation, with several strips of sticking-plaster arranged in a grotesque pattern over his face. He had ceased to moan as we laid him down, and a glance showed me that for him at least our aid had come too late. Mr. Melas, however, still lived, and in less than an hour, with the aid of ammo-nia and brandy, I had the satisfaction of seeing him open his eyes, and of knowing that my hand had drawn him back from that dark valley in Which all paths meet. 

It was a simple story which he had to tell, and one which did but confirm our own deductions. His visitor, on entering his rooms, had drawn a life-preserver Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.663
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from his sleeve, and had so impressed him with the fear of instant and inevitable death that he had kidnapped him for the second time. Indeed, it was almost mesmeric, the effect which this giggling ruffian had produced upon the unfortunate linguist, for he could not speak of him save with trembling hands and a blanched cheek. He had been taken swiftly to Beckenham, and had acted as interpreter in a second interview, even more dramatic than the first, in which the two Englishmen had menaced their prisoner with instant death if he did not comply with their demands. 

Finally, finding him proof against every threat, they had hurled him back into his prison, and after reproaching Melas with his treachery, which appeared from the newspaper advertisement, they had stunned him with a blow from a stick, and he remembered nothing more until he found us bending over him. 

And this was the singular case of the Grecian Interpreter, the explanation of which is still involved in some mystery. We were able to find out, by communicating with the gentleman who had answered the advertisement, that the unfortunate young lady came of a wealthy Grecian family, and that she had been on a visit to some friends in England. While there she had met a young man named Harold Lati-mer, who had acquired an ascendency over her and had eventually persuaded her to fly with him. Her friends, shocked at Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.664
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the event, had contented themselves with informing her brother at Athens, and had then washed their hands of the matter. The brother, on his arrival in England, had imprudently placed himself in the power of Latimer and of his associate, whose name was Wilson Kemp – a man of the foulest antecedents. These two, finding that through his ignorance of the language he was helpless in their hands, had kept him a prisoner, and had endeavoured by cruelty and starvation to make him sign away his own and his sister's property. They had kept him in the house without the girl's knowledge, and the plaster over the face had been for the purpose of making recognition difficult in case she should ever catch a glimpse of him. Her feminine perceptions, however, had instantly seen through the disguise when, on the occasion of the interpreter's visit, she had seen him for the first time. 

The poor girl, however, was herself a prisoner, for there was no one about the house except the man who acted as coachman, and his wife, both of whom were tools of the conspirators. Finding that their secret was out, and that their prisoner was not to be coerced, the two villains with the girl had fled away at a few hours' 

notice from the furnished house which they had hired, having first, as they thought, taken vengeance both upon the man who had defied and the one who had betrayed them. 
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Months afterwards a curious newspaper cutting reached us from Buda-Pesth. It told how two Englishmen who had been travelling with a woman had met with a tragic end. They had each been stabbed, it seems, and the Hungarian police were of opinion that they had quarrelled and had inflicted mortal injuries upon each other. Holmes, however, is, I fancy, of a different way of thinking, and he holds to this day that, if one could find the Grecian girl, one might learn how the wrongs of herself and her brother came to be avenged. 
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The Naval Treaty

The July which immediately succeeded my marriage was made memorable by three cases of interest, in which I had the privilege of being associated with Sherlock Holmes and of studying his methods. I find them recorded in my notes under the headings of »The Adventure of the Second Stain,« »The Adventure of the Naval Treaty,« and »The Adventure of the Tired Captain.« The first of these, however, deals with interests of such importance and implicates so many of the first families in the kingdom that for many years it will be impossible to make it public. No case, however, in which Holmes was engaged has ever illustrated the value of his analytical methods so clearly or has impressed those who were associated with him so deeply. I still retain an almost  verbatim  report of the interview in which he demonstrated the true facts of the case to Monsieur Dubugue of the Paris police, and Fritz von Waldbaum, the well-known specialist of Dantzig, both of whom had wasted their energies upon what proved to be side-issues. The new century will have come, however, before the story can be safely told. Meanwhile I pass on to the second on my list, which promised also at one time to be of national importance and was marked by several incidents which Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.667
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give it a quite unique character. 

During my school-days I had been intimately associated with a lad named Percy Phelps, who was of much the same age as myself, though he was two classes ahead of me. He was a very brilliant boy and carried away every prize which the school had to offer, finishing his exploits by winning a scholarship which sent him on to continue his triumphant career at Cambridge. He was, I remember, extremely well connected, and even when we were all little boys together we knew that his mother's brother was Lord Holdhurst, the great conservative politician. This gaudy relationship did him little good at school. On the contrary, it seemed rather a piquant thing to us to chevy him about the playground and hit him over the shins with a wicket. But it was another thing when he came out into the world. I heard vaguely that his abilities and the influences which he commanded had won him a good position at the Foreign Office, and then he passed completely out of my mind until the following letter recalled his existence:

Briarbrae, Woking. 

MY DEAR WATSON :

I have no doubt that you can remember »Tadpole«

Phelps, who was in the fifth form, when you were in the third. It is possible even that you may have heard that through my uncle's influence I obtained a good appointment at
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trust and honour until a horrible misfortune came suddenly to blast my career. 

There is no use writing the details of that dreadful event. In the event of your acceding to my request it is probable that I shall have to narrate them to you. I have only just recovered from nine weeks of brain-fever and am still exceedingly weak. Do you think that you could bring your friend Mr. Holmes down to see me? I should like to have his opinion of the case, though the authorities assure me that nothing more can be done. Do try to bring him down, and as soon as possible. Every minute seems an hour while I live in this state of horrible suspense. Assure him that if I have not asked his advice sooner it was not because I did not appreciate his talents, but because I have been off my head ever since the blow fell. Now I am clear again, though I dare not think of it too much for fear of a relapse. I am still so weak that I have to write, as you see, by dictating. Do try to bring him. 

Your old school-fellow, 

PERCY PHELPS. 

There was something that touched me as I read this letter, something pitiable in the reiterated appeals to bring Holmes. So moved was I that even had it been a difficult matter I should have tried it, but of course I knew well that Holmes loved his art, so that he was ever as ready to bring his aid as his client could be to receive it. My wife agreed with me that not a moment should be lost in laying the matter before him, and so within an hour of breakfast-time I found myself back Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.669
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once more in the old rooms in Baker Street. 

Holmes was seated at his side-table clad in his dressing-gown and working hard over a chemical investigation. A large curved retort was boiling furiously in the bluish flame of a Bunsen burner, and the distilled drops were condensing into a two-litre measure. My friend hardly glanced up as I entered, and I, seeing that his investigation must be of importance, seated myself in an armchair and waited. He dipped into this bottle or that, drawing out a few drops of each with his glass pipette, and finally brought a test-tube containing a solution over to the table. In his right hand he held a slip of litmus-paper. 

»You come at a crisis, Watson,« said he. »If this paper remains blue, all is well. If it turns red, it means a man's life.« He dipped it into the test-tube and it flushed at once into a dull, dirty crimson. »Hum! I thought as much!« he cried. »I will be at your service in an instant, Watson. You will find tobacco in the Persian slipper.« He turned to his desk and scribbled off several telegrams, which were handed over to the page-boy. Then he threw himself down into the chair opposite and drew up his knees until his fingers clasped round his long, thin shins. 

»A very commonplace little murder,« said he. 

»You've got something better, I fancy. You are the stormy petrel of crime, Watson. What is it?«
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I handed him the letter, which he read with the most concentrated attention. 

»It does not tell us very much, does it?« he remarked as he handed it back to me. 

»Hardly anything.«

»And yet the writing is of interest.«

»But the writing is not his own.«

»Precisely. It is a woman's.«

»A man's surely,« I cried. 

»No, a woman's, and a woman of rare character. 

You see, at the commencement of an investigation it is something to know that your client is in close contact with someone who, for good or evil, has an exceptional nature. My interest is already awakened in the case. If you are ready we will start at once for Woking and see this diplomatist who is in such evil case and the lady to whom he dictates his letters.«

We were fortunate enough to catch an early train at Waterloo, and in a little under an hour we found ourselves among the fir-woods and the heather of Woking. Briarbrae proved to be a large detached house standing in extensive grounds within a few minutes' 

walk of the station. On sending in our cards we were shown into an elegantly appointed drawing-room, where we were joined in a few minutes by a rather stout man who received us with much hospitality. His age may have been nearer forty than thirty, but his Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.671
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cheeks were so ruddy and his eyes so merry that he still conveyed the impression of a plump and mischievous boy. 

»I am so glad that you have come,« said he, shaking our hands with effusion. »Percy has been inquiring for you all morning. Ah, poor old chap, he clings to any straw! His father and his mother asked me to see you, for the mere mention of the subject is very painful to them.«

»We have had no details yet,« observed Holmes. »I perceive that you are not yourself a member of the family.«

Our acquaintance looked surprised, and then, glancing down, he began to laugh. 

»Of course you saw the J H monogram on my lok-ket,« said he. »For a moment I thought you had done something clever. Joseph Harrison is my name, and as Percy is to marry my sister Annie I shall at least be a relation by marriage. You will find my sister in his room, for she has nursed him hand and foot this two months back. Perhaps we'd better go in at once, for I know how impatient he is.«

The chamber in which we were shown was on the same floor as the drawing-room. It was furnished partly as a sitting and partly as a bedroom, with flowers arranged daintily in every nook and corner. A young man, very pale and worn, was lying upon a Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.672
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sofa near the open window, through which came the rich scent of the garden and the balmy summer air. A woman was sitting beside him, who rose as we entered. 

»Shall I leave, Percy?« she asked. 

He clutched her hand to detain her. »How are you, Watson?« said he cordially. »I should never have known you under that moustache, and I daresay you would not be prepared to swear to me. This I presume is your celebrated friend, Mr. Sherlock Holmes?«

I introduced him in a few words, and we both sat down. The stout young man had left us, but his sister still remained with her hand in that of the invalid. She was a striking-looking woman, a little short and thick for symmetry, but with a beautiful olive complexion, large, dark, Italian eyes, and a wealth of deep black hair. Her rich tints made the white face of her companion the more worn and haggard by the contrast. 

»I won't waste your time,« said he, raising himself upon the sofa. »I'll plunge into the matter without further preamble. I was a happy and successful man, Mr. 

Holmes, and on the eve of being married, when a sudden and dreadful misfortune wrecked all my prospects in life. 

I was, as Watson may have told you, in the Foreign Office, and through the influence of my uncle, Lord Holdhurst, I rose rapidly to a responsible position. 
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When my uncle became foreign minister in this administration he gave me several missions of trust, and as I always brought them to a successful conclusion, he came at last to have the utmost confidence in my ability and tact. 

Nearly ten weeks ago – to be more accurate, on the twenty-third of May – he called me into his private room, and, after complimenting me on the good work which I had done, he informed me that he had a new commission of trust for me to execute. 

›This,‹ said he, taking a gray roll of paper from his bureau, ›is the original of that secret treaty between England and Italy of which, I regret to say, some rumours have already got into the public press. It is of enormous importance that nothing further should leak out. The French or the Russian embassy would pay an immense sum to learn the contents of these papers. 

They should not leave my bureau, were it not that it is absolutely necessary to have them copied. You have a desk in your office?‹

›Yes, sir.‹

›Then take the treaty and lock it up there. I shall give directions that you may remain behind when the others go, so that you may copy it at your leisure without fear of being overlooked. When you have finished, relock both the original and the draft in the desk, and hand them over to me personally to-morrow mor-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.674
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ning.‹«

»I took the papers and ––«

»Excuse me an instant,« said Holmes. »Were you alone during this conversation?«

»Absolutely.«

»In a large room?«

»Thirty feet each way.«

»In the centre?«

»Yes, about it.«

»And speaking low?«

»My uncle's voice is always remarkably low. I hardly spoke at all.«

»Thank you,« said Holmes, shutting his eyes; »pray go on.«

»I did exactly what he indicated and waited until the other clerks had departed. One of them in my room, Charles Gorot, had some arrears of work to make up, so I left him there and went out to dine. 

When I returned he was gone. I was anxious to hurry my work, for I knew that Joseph – the Mr. Harrison whom you saw just now – was in town, and that he would travel down to Woking by the eleven-o'clock train, and I wanted if possible to catch it. 

When I came to examine the treaty I saw at once that it was of such importance that my uncle had been guilty of no exaggeration in what he said. Without going into details, I may say that it defined the posi-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.675
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tion of Great Britain towards the Triple Alliance, and foreshadowed the policy which this country would pursue in the event of the French fleet gaining a complete ascendency over that of Italy in the Mediterranean. The questions treated in it were purely naval. At the end were the signatures of the high dignitaries who had signed it. I glanced my eyes over it, and then settled down to my task of copying. 

It was a long document, written in the French language, and containing twenty-six separate articles. I copied as quickly as I could, but at nine o'clock I had only done nine articles, and it seemed hopeless for me to attempt to catch my train. I was feeling drowsy and stupid, partly from my dinner and also from the effects of a long day's work. A cup of coffee would clear my brain. A commissionaire remains all night in a little lodge at the foot of the stairs and is in the habit of making coffee at his spirit-lamp for any of the officials who may be working over time. I rang the bell, therefore, to summon him. 

To my surprise, it was a woman who answered the summons, a large, coarse-faced, elderly woman, in an apron. She explained that she was the commissionaire's wife, who did the charing, and I gave her the order for the coffee. 

I wrote two more articles, and then, feeling more drowsy than ever, I rose and walked up and down the Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes
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room to stretch my legs. My coffee had not yet come, and I wondered what the cause of the delay could be. 

Opening the door, I started down the corridor to find out. There was a straight passage, dimly lighted, which led from the room in which I had been working, and was the only exit from it. It ended in a curving staircase, with the commissionaire's lodge in the passage at the bottom. Halfway down this staircase is a small landing, with another passage running into it at right angles. This second one leads by means of a second small stair to a side door, used by servants, and also as a short cut by clerks when coming from Charles Street. Here is a rough chart of the place.«

»Thank you. I think that I quite follow you,« said Sherlock Holmes. 
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»It is of the utmost importance that you should notice this point. I went down the stairs and into the hall, where I found the commissionaire fast asleep in his box, with the kettle boiling furiously upon the spirit-lamp. I took off the kettle and blew out the lamp, for the water was spurting over the floor. Then I put out my hand and was about to shake the man, who was still sleeping soundly, when a bell over his head rang loudly, and he woke with a start. 

›Mr. Phelps, sir!‹ said he, looking at me in bewilderment. 

›I came down to see if my coffee was ready.‹

›I was boiling the kettle when I fell asleep, sir.‹ He looked at me and then up at the still quivering bell with an ever-growing astonishment upon his face. 

›If you was here, sir, then who rang the bell?‹ he asked. 

›The bell!‹ I cried. ›What bell is it?‹

›It's the bell of the room you were working in.‹

A cold hand seemed to close round my heart. Someone, then, was in that room where my precious treaty lay upon the table. I ran frantically up the stair and along the passage. There was no one in the corridors, Mr. Holmes. There was no one in the room. All was exactly as I left it, save only that the papers which had been committed to my care had been taken from the desk on which they lay. The copy was there, Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.678

The Naval Treaty

Doyle-SH, 522

and the original was gone.«

Holmes sat up in his chair and rubbed his hands. I could see that the problem was entirely to his heart. 

»Pray, what did you do then?« he murmured. 

»I recognized in an instant that the thief must have come up the stairs from the side door. Of course I must have met him if he had come the other way.«

»You were satisfied that he could not have been concealed in the room all the time, or in the corridor which you have just described as dimly lighted?«

»It is absolutely impossible. A rat could not conceal himself either in the room or the corridor. There is no cover at all.«

»Thank you. Pray proceed.«

»The commissionaire, seeing by my pale face that something was to be feared, had followed me upstairs. 

Now we both rushed along the corridor and down the steep steps which led to Charles Street. The door at the bottom was closed but unlocked. We flung it open and rushed out. I can distinctly remember that as we did so there came three chimes from a neighbouring clock. It was a quarter to ten.«

»That is of enormous importance,« said Holmes, making a note upon his shirt-cuff. 

»The night was very dark, and a thin, warm rain was falling. There was no one in Charles Street, but a great traffic was going on, as usual, in Whitehall, at Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.679
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the extremity. We rushed along the pavement, bare-headed as we were, and at the far corner we found a policeman standing. 

›A robbery has been committed,‹ I gasped. ›A document of immense value has been stolen from the Foreign Office. Has anyone passed this way?‹

›I have been standing here for a quarter of an hour, sir,‹ said he, ›only one person has passed during that time – a woman, tall and elderly, with a Paisley shawl.‹

›Ah, that is only my wife,‹ cried the commissionaire; ›has no one else passed?‹

›No one.‹

›Then it must be the other way that the thief took,‹

cried the fellow, tugging at my sleeve. 

But I was not satisfied, and the attempts which he made to draw me away increased my suspicions. 

›Which way did the woman go?‹ I cried. 

›I don't know, sir. I noticed her pass, but I had no special reason for watching her. She seemed to be in a hurry.‹

›How long ago was it?‹

›Oh, not very many minutes.‹

›Within the last five?‹

›Well, it could not be more than five.‹

›You're only wasting your time, sir, and every minute now is of importance,‹ cried the commissionaire; Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.680
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›take my word for it that my old woman has nothing to do with it and come down to the other end of the street. Well, if you won't, I will.‹ And with that he rushed off in the other direction. 

But I was after him in an instant and caught him by the sleeve. 

›Where do you live?‹ said I. 

›16 Ivy Lane, Brixton,‹ he answered. ›But don't let yourself be drawn away upon a false scent, Mr. 

Phelps. Come to the other end of the street and let us see if we can hear of anything.‹

Nothing was to be lost by following his advice. 

With the policeman we both hurried down, but only to find the street full of traffic, many people coming and going, but all only too eager to get to a place of safety upon so wet a night. There was no lounger who could tell us who had passed. 

Then we returned to the office and searched the stairs and the passage without result. The corridor which led to the room was laid down with a kind of creamy linoleum which shows an impression very easily. We examined it very carefully, but found no outline of any footmark.«

»Had it been raining all evening?«

»Since about seven.«

»How is it, then, that the woman who came into the room about nine left no traces with her muddy Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.681
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boots?«

»I am glad you raised the point. It occurred to me at the time. The charwomen are in the habit of taking off their boots at the commissionaire's office, and putting on list slippers.«

»That is very clear. There were no marks, then, though the night was a wet one? The chain of events is certainly one of extraordinary interest. What did you do next?«

»We examined the room also. There is no possibility of a secret door, and the windows are quite thirty feet from the ground. Both of them were fastened on the inside. The carpet prevents any possibility of a trapdoor, and the ceiling is of the ordinary whitewashed kind. I will pledge my life that whoever stole my papers could only have come through the door.«

»How about the fireplace?«

»They use none. There is a stove. The bell-rope hangs from the wire just to the right of my desk. 

Whoever rang it must have come right up to the desk to do it. But why should any criminal wish to ring the bell? It is a most insoluble mystery.«

»Certainly the incident was unusual. What were your next steps? You examined the room, I presume, to see if the intruder had left any traces – any cigar-end or dropped glove or hairpin or other trifle?«

»There was nothing of the sort.«
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»No smell?«

»Well, we never thought of that.«

»Ah, a scent of tobacco would have been worth a great deal to us in such an investigation.«

»I never smoke myself, so I think I should have observed it if there had been any smell of tobacco. There was absolutely no clue of any kind. The only tangible fact was that the commissionaire's wife – Mrs. Tangey was the name – had hurried out of the place. He could give no explanation save that it was about the time when the woman always went home. The policeman and I agreed that our best plan would be to seize the woman before she could get rid of the papers, presuming that she had them. 

The alarm had reached Scotland Yard by this time, and Mr. Forbes, the detective, came round at once and took up the case with a great deal of energy. We hired a hansom, and in half an hour we were at the address which had been given to us. A young woman opened the door, who proved to be Mrs. Tangey's eldest daughter. Her mother had not come back yet, and we were shown into the front room to wait. 

About ten minutes later a knock came at the door, and here we made the one serious mistake for which I blame myself. Instead of opening the door ourselves, we allowed the girl to do so. We heard her say, ›Mother, there are two men in the house waiting to see Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.683
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you,‹ and an instant afterwards we heard the patter of feet rushing down the passage. Forbes flung open the door, and we both ran into the back room or kitchen, but the woman had got there before us. She stared at us with defiant eyes, and then, suddenly recognizing me, an expression of absolute astonishment came over her face. 

›Why, if it isn't Mr. Phelps, of the office!‹ she cried. 

›Come, come, who did you think we were when you ran away from us?‹ asked my companion. 

›I thought you were the brokers,‹ said she, ›we have had some trouble with a tradesman.‹

›That's not quite good enough,‹ answered Forbes. 

›We have reason to believe that you have taken a paper of importance from the Foreign Office, and that you ran in here to dispose of it. You must come back with us to Scotland Yard to be searched.‹

It was in vain that she protested and resisted. A four-wheeler was brought, and we all three drove back in it. We had first made an examination of the kitchen, and especially of the kitchen fire, to see whether she might have made away with the papers during the instant that she was alone. There were no signs, however, of any ashes or scraps. When we reached Scotland Yard she was handed over at once to the female searcher. I waited in an agony of suspense Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.684
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until she came back with her report. There were no signs of the papers. 

Then for the first time the horror of my situation came in its full force. Hitherto I had been acting, and action had numbed thought. I had been so confident of regaining the treaty at once that I had not dared to think of what would be the consequence if I failed to do so. But now there was nothing more to be done, and I had leisure to realize my position. It was horrible. Watson there would tell you that I was a nervous, sensitive boy at school. It is my nature. I thought of my uncle and of his colleagues in the Cabinet, of the shame which I had brought upon him, upon myself, upon everyone connected with me. What though I was the victim of an extraordinary accident? No allowance is made for accidents where diplomatic interests are at stake. I was ruined, shamefully, hopelessly ruined. I don't know what I did. I fancy I must have made a scene. I have a dim recollection of a group of officials who crowded round me, endeavouring to soothe me. 

One of them drove down with me to Waterloo, and saw me into the Woking train. I believe that he would have come all the way had it not been that Dr. Ferrier, who lives near me, was going down by that very train. 

The doctor most kindly took charge of me, and it was well he did so, for I had a fit in the station, and before we reached home I was practically a raving maniac. 
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You can imagine the state of things here when they were roused from their beds by the doctor's ringing and found me in this condition. Poor Annie here and my mother were broken-hearted. Dr. Ferrier had just heard enough from the detective at the station to be able to give an idea of what had happened, and his story did not mend matters. It was evident to all that I was in for a long illness, so Joseph was bundled out of this cheery bedroom, and it was turned into a sik-kroom for me. Here I have lain, Mr. Holmes, for over nine weeks, unconscious, and raving with brain-fever. 

If it had not been for Miss Harrison here and for the doctor's care, I should not be speaking to you now. 

She has nursed me by day and a hired nurse has looked after me by night, for in my mad fits I was capable of anything. Slowly my reason has cleared, but it is only during the last three days that my memory has quite returned. Sometimes I wish that it never had. The first thing that I did was to wire to Mr. Forbes, who had the case in hand. He came out, and assures me that, though everything has been done, no trace of a clue has been discovered. The commissionaire and his wife have been examined in every way without any light being thrown upon the matter. The suspicions of the police then rested upon young Gorot, who, as you may remember, stayed overtime in the office that night. His remaining behind and his Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.686
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French name were really the only two points which could suggest suspicion; but, as a matter of fact, I did not begin work until he had gone, and his people are of Huguenot extraction, but as English in sympathy and tradition as you and I are. Nothing was found to implicate him in any way, and there the matter dropped. I turn to you, Mr. Holmes, as absolutely my last hope. If you fail me, then my honour as well as my position are forever forfeited.«

The invalid sank back upon his cushions, tired out by this long recital, while his nurse poured him out a glass of some stimulating medicine. Holmes sat silently, with his head thrown back and his eyes closed, in an attitude which might seem listless to a stranger, but which I knew betokened the most intense self-absorption. 

»Your statement has been so explicit,« said he at last, »that you have really left me very few questions to ask. There is one of the very utmost importance, however. Did you tell anyone that you had this special task to perform?«

»No one.«

»Not Miss Harrison here, for example?«

»No. I had not been back to Woking between getting the order and executing the commission.«

»And none of your people had by chance been to see you?«

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.687

The Naval Treaty

Doyle-SH, 526

»None.«

»Did any of them know their way about in the office?«

»Oh, yes, all of them had been shown over it.«

»Still, of course, if you said nothing to anyone about the treaty these inquiries are irrelevant.«

»I said nothing.«

»Do you know anything of the commissionaire?«

»Nothing except that he is an old soldier.«

»What regiment?«

»Oh, I have heard – Coldstream Guards.«

»Thank you. I have no doubt I can get details from Forbes. The authorities are excellent at amassing facts, though they do not always use them to advantage. What a lovely thing a rose is!«

He walked past the couch to the open window and held up the drooping stalk of a moss-rose, looking down at the dainty blend of crimson and green. It was a new phase of his character to me, for I had never before seen him show any keen interest in natural objects. 

»There is nothing in which deduction is so necessary as in religion,« said he, leaning with his back against the shutters. »It can be built up as an exact science by the reasoner. Our highest assurance of the goodness of Providence seems to me to rest in the flowers. All other things, our powers, our desires, our Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.688
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food, are all really necessary for our existence in the first instance. But this rose is an extra. Its smell and its colour are an embellishment of life, not a condition of it. It is only goodness which gives extras, and so I say again that we have much to hope from the flowers.«

Percy Phelps and his nurse looked at Holmes during this demonstration with surprise and a good deal of disappointment written upon their faces. He had fallen into a reverie, with the moss-rose between his fingers. It had lasted some minutes before the young lady broke in upon it. 

»Do you see any prospect of solving this mystery, Mr. Holmes?« she asked with a touch of asperity in her voice. 

»Oh, the mystery!« he answered, coming back with a start to the realities of life. »Well, it would be absurd to deny that the case is a very abstruse and complicated one, but I can promise you that I will look into the matter and let you know any points which may strike me.«

»Do you see any clue?«

»You have furnished me with seven, but of course I must test them before I can pronounce upon their value.«

»You suspect someone?«

»I suspect myself.«
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»What!«

»Of coming to conclusions too rapidly.«

»Then go to London and test your conclusions.«

»Your advice is very excellent, Miss Harrison,«

said Holmes, rising. »I think, Watson, we cannot do better. Do not allow yourself to indulge in false hopes, Mr. Phelps. The affair is a very tangled one.«

»I shall be in a fever until I see you again,« cried the diplomatist. 

»Well, I'll come out by the same train to-morrow, though it's more than likely that my report will be a negative one.«

»God bless you for promising to come,« cried our client. »It gives me fresh life to know that something is being done. By the way, I have had a letter from Lord Holdhurst.«

»Ha! what did he say?«

»He was cold, but not harsh. I dare say my severe illness prevented him from being that. He repeated that the matter was of the utmost importance, and added that no steps would be taken about my future –

by which he means, of course, my dismissal – until my health was restored and I had an opportunity of repairing my misfortune.«

»Well, that was reasonable and considerate,« said Holmes. »Come, Watson, for we have a good day's work before us in town.«
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Mr. Joseph Harrison drove us down to the station, and we were soon whirling up in a Portsmouth train. 

Holmes was sunk in profound thought and hardly opened his mouth until we had passed Clapham Junction. 

»It's a very cheery thing to come into London by any of these lines which run high and allow you to look down upon the houses like this.«

I thought he was joking, for the view was sordid enough, but he soon explained himself. 

»Look at those big, isolated clumps of building rising up above the slates, like brick islands in a lead-coloured sea.«

»The board-schools.«

»Light-houses, my boy! Beacons of the future! 

Capsules with hundreds of bright little seeds in each, out of which will spring the wiser, better England of the future. I suppose that man Phelps does not drink?«

»I should not think so.«

»Nor should I, but we are bound to take every possibility into account. The poor devil has certainly got himself into very deep water, and it's a question whether we shall ever be able to get him ashore. What do you think of Miss Harrison?«

»A girl of strong character.«
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and her brother are the only children of an iron-master somewhere up Northumberland way. He got engaged to her when travelling last winter, and she came down to be introduced to his people, with her brother as escort. Then came the smash, and she stayed on to nurse her lover, while brother Joseph, finding himself pretty snug, stayed on, too. I've been making a few independent inquiries, you see. But to-day must be a day of inquiries.«

»My practice ––« I began. 

»Oh, if you find your own cases more interesting than mine ––« said Holmes with some asperity. 

»I was going to say that my practice could get along very well for a day or two, since it is the slak-kest time in the year.«

»Excellent,« said he, recovering his good-humour. 

»Then we'll look into this matter together. I think that we should begin by seeing Forbes. He can probably tell us all the details we want until we know from what side the case is to be approached.«

»You said you had a clue?«

»Well, we have several, but we can only test their value by further inquiry. The most difficult crime to track is the one which is purposeless. Now this is not purposeless. Who is it who profits by it? There is the French ambassador, there is the Russian, there is whoever might sell it to either of these, and there is Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.692
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Lord Holdhurst.«

»Lord Holdhurst!«

»Well, it is just conceivable that a statesman might find himself in a position where he was not sorry to have such a document accidentally destroyed.«

»Not a statesman with the honourable record of Lord Holdhurst?«

»It is a possibility and we cannot afford to disregard it. We shall see the noble lord to-day and find out if he can tell us anything. Meanwhile I have already set inquiries on foot.«

»Already?«

»Yes, I sent wires from Woking station to every evening paper in London. This advertisement will appear in each of them.«

He handed over a sheet torn from a notebook. On it was scribbled in pencil:

£10 reward. The number of the cab which dropped a fare at or about the door of the Foreign Office in Charles Street at quarter to ten in the evening of May 23d. Apply 221B, Baker Street. 

»You are confident that the thief came in a cab?«

»If not, there is no harm done. But if Mr. Phelps is correct in stating that there is no hiding-place either in the room or the corridors, then the person must have come from
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a night, and yet left no trace of damp upon the linoleum, which was examined within a few minutes of his passing, then it is exceedingly probable that he came in a cab. Yes, I think that we may safely deduce a cab.«

»It sounds plausible.«

»That is one of the clues of which I spoke. It may lead us to something. And then, of course, there is the bell-which is the most distinctive feature of the case. 

Why should the bell ring? Was it the thief who did it out of bravado? Or was it someone who was with the thief who did it in order to prevent the crime? Or was it an accident? Or was it ––?« He sank back into the state of intense and silent thought from which he had emerged; but it seemed to me, accustomed as I was to his every mood, that some new possibility had dawned suddenly upon him. 

It was twenty past three when we reached our ter-minus, and after a hasty luncheon at the buffet we pushed on at once to Scotland Yard. Holmes had already wired to Forbes, and we found him waiting to receive us – a small, foxy man with a sharp but by no means amiable expression. He was decidedly frigid in his manner to us, especially when he heard the errand upon which we had come. 

»I've heard of your methods before now, Mr. Holmes,« said he tartly. »You are ready enough to use all Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.694
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the information that the police can lay at your disposal, and then you try to finish the case yourself and bring discredit on them.«

»On the contrary,« said Holmes, »out of my last fifty-three cases my name has only appeared in four, and the police have had all the credit in forty-nine. I don't blame you for not knowing this, for you are young and inexperienced, but if you wish to get on in your new duties you will work with me and not against me.«

»I'd be very glad of a hint or two,« said the detective, changing his manner. »I've certainly had no credit from the case so far.«

»What steps have you taken?«

»Tangey, the commissionaire, has been shadowed. 

He left the Guards with a good character, and we can find nothing against him. His wife is a bad lot, though. I fancy she knows more about this than appears.«

»Have you shadowed her?«

»We have set one of our women on to her. Mrs. 

Tangey drinks, and our woman has been with her twice when she was well on, but she could get nothing out of her.«

»I understand that they have had brokers in the house?«

»Yes, but they were paid off.«
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»Where did the money come from?«

»That was all right. His pension was due. They have not shown any sign of being in funds.«

»What explanation did she give of having answered the bell when Mr. Phelps rang for the coffee?«

»She said that her husband was very tired and she wished to relieve him.«

»Well, certainly that would agree with his being found a little later asleep in his chair. There is nothing against them then but the woman's character. Did you ask her why she hurried away that night? Her haste attracted the attention of the police constable.«

»She was later than usual and wanted to get home.«

»Did you point out to her that you and Mr. Phelps, who started at least twenty minutes after her, got home before her?«

»She explains that by the difference between a 'bus and a hansom.«

»Did she make it clear why, on reaching her house, she ran into the back kitchen?«

»Because she had the money there with which to pay off the brokers.«

»She has at least an answer for everything. Did you ask her whether in leaving she met anyone or saw anyone loitering about Charles Street?«

»She saw no one but the constable.«
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»Well, you seem to have cross-examined her pretty thoroughly. What else have you done?«

»The clerk Gorot has been shadowed all these nine weeks, but without result. We can show nothing against him.«

»Anything else?«

»Well, we have nothing else to go upon – no evidence of any kind.«

»Have you formed any theory about how that bell rang?«

»Well, I must confess that it beats me. It was a cool hand, whoever it was, to go and give the alarm like that.«

»Yes, it was a queer thing to do. Many thanks to you for what you have told me. If I can put the man into your hands you shall hear from me. Come along, Watson.«

»Where are we going to now?« I asked as we left the office. 

»We are now going to interview Lord Holdhurst, the cabinet minister and future premier of England.«

We were fortunate in finding that Lord Holdhurst was still in his chambers in Downing Street, and on Holmes sending in his card we were instantly shown up. The statesman received us with that old-fashioned courtesy for which he is remarkable and seated us on the two luxuriant lounges on either side of the firepla-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.697
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ce. Standing on the rug between us, with his slight, tall figure, his sharp features, thoughtful face, and curling hair prematurely tinged with gray, he seemed to represent that not too common type, a nobleman who is in truth noble. 

»Your name is very familiar to me, Mr. Holmes,«

said he, smiling. »And of course I cannot pretend to be ignorant of the object of your visit. There has only been one occurrence in these offices which could call for your attention. In whose interest are you acting, may I ask?«

»In that of Mr. Percy Phelps,« answered Holmes. 

»Ah, my unfortunate nephew! You can understand that our kinship makes it the more impossible for me to screen him in any way. I fear that the incident must have a very prejudicial effect upon his career.«

»But if the document is found?«

»Ah, that, of course, would be different.«

»I had one or two questions which I wished to ask you, Lord Holdhurst.«

»I shall be happy to give you any information in my power.«

»Was it in this room that you gave your instructions as to the copying of the document?«

»It was.«

»Then you could hardly have been overheard?«

»It is out of the question.«
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»Did you ever mention to anyone that it was your intention to give anyone the treaty to be copied?«

»Never.«

»You are certain of that?«

»Absolutely.«

»Well, since you never said so, and Mr. Phelps never said so, and nobody else knew anything of the matter, then the thief's presence in the room was purely accidental. He saw his chance and he took it.«

The statesman smiled. »You take me out of my province there,« said he. 

Holmes considered for a moment. »There is another very important point which I wish to discuss with you,« said he. »You feared, as I understand, that very grave results might follow from the details of this treaty becoming known.«

A shadow passed over the expressive face of the statesman. »Very grave results indeed.«

»And have they occurred?«

»Not yet.«

»If the treaty had reached, let us say, the French or Russian Foreign Office, you would expect to hear of it?«

»I should,« said Lord Holdhurst with a wry face. 

»Since nearly ten weeks have elapsed, then, and nothing has been heard, it is not unfair to suppose that for some reason the treaty has not reached them.«
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Lord Holdhurst shrugged his shoulders. 

»We can hardly suppose, Mr. Holmes, that the thief took the treaty in order to frame it and hang it up.«

»Perhaps he is waiting for a better price.«

»If he waits a little longer he will get no price at all. The treaty will cease to be secret in a few months.«

»That is most important,« said Holmes. »Of course, it is a possible supposition that the thief has had a sudden illness ––«

»An attack of brain-fever, for example?« asked the statesman, flashing a swift glance at him. 

»I did not say so,« said Holmes imperturbably. 

»And now, Lord Holdhurst, we have already taken up too much of your valuable time, and we shall wish you good-day.«

»Every success to your investigation, be the criminal who it may,« answered the nobleman as he bowed us out at the door. 

»He's a fine fellow,« said Holmes as we came out into Whitehall. »But he has a struggle to keep up his position. He is far from rich and has many calls. You noticed, of course, that his boots had been resoled. 

Now, Watson, I won't detain you from your legitimate work any longer. I shall do nothing more to-day unless I have an answer to my cab advertisement. But I Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.700
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should be extremely obliged to you if you would come down with me to Woking to-morrow by the same train which we took yesterday.«

I met him accordingly next morning and we travelled down to Woking together. He had had no answer to his advertisement, he said, and no fresh light had been thrown upon the case. He had, when he so willed it, the utter immobility of countenance of a red Indian, and I could not gather from his appearance whether he was satisfied or not with the position of the case. His conversation, I remember, was about the Bertillon system of measurements, and he expressed his enthusiastic admiration of the French savant. 

We found our client still under the charge of his devoted nurse, but looking considerably better than before. He rose from the sofa and greeted us without difficulty when we entered. 

»Any news?« he asked eagerly. 

»My report, as I expected, is a negative one,« said Holmes. »I have seen Forbes, and I have seen your uncle, and I have set one or two trains of inquiry upon foot which may lead to something.«

»You have not lost heart, then?«

»By no means.«

»God bless you for saying that!« cried Miss Harrison. »If we keep our courage and our patience the Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.701
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truth must come out.«

»We have more to tell you than you have for us,«

said Phelps, reseating himself upon the couch. 

»I hoped you might have something.«

»Yes, we have had an adventure during the night, and one which might have proved to be a serious one.« His expression grew very grave as he spoke, and a look of something akin to fear sprang up in his eyes. »Do you know,« said he, »that I begin to believe that I am the unconscious centre of some monstrous conspiracy, and that my life is aimed at as well as my honour?«

»Ah!« cried Holmes. 

»It sounds incredible, for I have not, as far as I know, an enemy in the world. Yet from last night's experience I can come to no other conclusion.«

»Pray let me hear it.«

»You must know that last night was the very first night that I have ever slept without a nurse in the room. I was so much better that I thought I could dispense with one. I had a night-light burning, however. 

Well, about two in the morning I had sunk into a light sleep when I was suddenly aroused by a slight noise. 

It was like the sound which a mouse makes when it is gnawing a plank, and I lay listening to it for some time under the impression that it must come from that cause. Then it grew louder, and suddenly there came Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.702

The Naval Treaty

Doyle-SH, 533

from the window a sharp metallic snick. I sat up in amazement. There could be no doubt what the sounds were now. The first ones had been caused by someone forcing an instrument through the slit between the sashes, and the second by the catch being pressed back. 

There was a pause then for about ten minutes, as if the person were waiting to see whether the noise had awakened me. Then I heard a gentle creaking as the window was very slowly opened. I could stand it no longer, for my nerves are not what they used to be. I sprang out of bed and flung open the shutters. A man was crouching at the window. I could see little of him, for he was gone like a flash. He was wrapped in some sort of cloak which came across the lower part of his face. One thing only I am sure of, and that is that he had some weapon in his hand. It looked to me like a long knife. I distinctly saw the gleam of it as he turned to run.«

»This is most interesting,« said Holmes. »Pray what did you do then?«

»I should have followed him through the open window if I had been stronger. As it was, I rang the bell and roused the house. It took some little time, for the bell rings in the kitchen and the servants all sleep upstairs. I shouted, however, and that brought Joseph down, and he roused the others. Joseph and the groom found marks on the bed outside the window, but the Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.703
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weather has been so dry lately that they found it hopeless to follow the trail across the grass. There's a place, however, on the wooden fence which skirts the road which shows signs, they tell me, as if someone had got over, and had snapped the top of the rail in doing so. I have said nothing to the local police yet, for I thought I had best have your opinion first.«

This tale of our client's appeared to have an extraordinary effect upon Sherlock Holmes. He rose from his chair and paced about the room in uncontrollable excitement. 

»Misfortunes never come single,« said Phelps, smiling, though it was evident that his adventure had somewhat shaken him. 

»You have certainly had your share,« said Holmes. 

»Do you think you could walk round the house with me?«

»Oh, yes, I should like a little sunshine. Joseph will come, too.«

»And I also,« said Miss Harrison. 

»I am afraid not,« said Holmes, shaking his head. 

»I think I must ask you to remain sitting exactly where you are.«

The young lady resumed her seat with an air of dis-pleasure. Her brother, however, had joined us and we set off all four together. We passed round the lawn to the outside of the young diplomatist's window. There Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.704
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were, as he had said, marks upon the bed, but they were hopelessly blurred and vague. Holmes stooped over them for an instant, and then rose shrugging his shoulders. 

»I don't think anyone could make much of this,«

said he. »Let us go round the house and see why this particular room was chosen by the burglar. I should have thought those larger windows of the drawing-room and dining-room would have had more attractions for him.«

»They are more visible from the road,« suggested Mr. Joseph Harrison. 

»Ah, yes, of course. There is a door here which he might have attempted. What is it for?«

»It is the side entrance for trades-people. Of course it is locked at night.«

»Have you ever had an alarm like this before?«

»Never,« said our client. 

»Do you keep plate in the house, or anything to attract burglars?«

»Nothing of value.«

Holmes strolled round the house with his hands in his pockets and a negligent air which was unusual with him. 

»By the way,« said he to Joseph Harrison, »you found some place, I understand, where the fellow scaled the fence. Let us have a look at that!«
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The plump young man led us to a spot where the top of one of the wooden rails had been cracked. A small fragment of the wood was hanging down. Holmes pulled it off and examined it critically. 

»Do you think that was done last night? It looks rather old, does it not?«

»Well, possibly so.«

»There are no marks of anyone jumping down upon the other side. No, I fancy we shall get no help here. 

Let us go back to the bedroom and talk the matter over.«

Percy Phelps was walking very slowly, leaning upon the arm of his future brother-in-law. Holmes walked swiftly across the lawn, and we were at the open window of the bedroom long before the others came up. 

»Miss Harrison,« said Holmes, speaking with the utmost intensity of manner, »you must stay where you are all day. Let nothing prevent you from staying where you are all day. It is of the utmost importance.«

»Certainly, if you wish it, Mr. Holmes,« said the girl in astonishment. 

»When you go to bed lock the door of this room on the outside and keep the key. Promise to do this.«

»But Percy?«

»He will come to London with us.«

»And am I to remain here?«
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»It is for his sake. You can serve him. Quick! Promise!«

She gave a quick nod of assent just as the other two came up. 

»Why do you sit moping there, Annie?« cried her brother. »Come out into the sunshine!«

»No, thank you, Joseph. I have a slight headache and this room is deliciously cool and soothing.«

»What do you propose now, Mr. Holmes?« asked our client. 

»Well, in investigating this minor affair we must not lose sight of our main inquiry. It would be a very great help to me if you would come up to London with us.«

»At once?«

»Well, as soon as you conveniently can. Say in an hour.«

»I feel quite strong enough, if I can really be of any help.«

»The greatest possible.«

»Perhaps you would like me to stay there tonight?«

»I was just going to propose it.«

»Then, if my friend of the night comes to revisit me, he will find the bird flown. We are all in your hands, Mr. Holmes, and you must tell us exactly what you would like done. Perhaps you would prefer that Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.707
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Joseph came with us so as to look after me?«

»Oh, no, my friend Watson is a medical man, you know, and he'll look after you. We'll have our lunch here, if you will permit us, and then we shall all three set off for town together.«

It was arranged as he suggested, though Miss Harrison excused herself from leaving the bedroom, in accordance with Holmes's suggestion. What the object of my friend's manœuvres was I could not conceive, unless it were to keep the lady away from Phelps, who, rejoiced by his returning health and by the prospect of action, lunched with us in the dining-room. 

Holmes had a still more startling surprise for us, however, for, after accompanying us down to the station and seeing us into our carriage, he calmly announced that he had no intention of leaving Woking. 

»There are one or two small points which I should desire to clear up before I go,« said he. »Your absence, Mr. Phelps, will in some ways rather assist me. 

Watson, when you reach London you would oblige me by driving at once to Baker Street with our friend here, and remaining with him until I see you again. It is fortunate that you are old school-fellows, as you must have much to talk over. Mr. Phelps can have the spare bedroom to-night, and I will be with you in time for breakfast, for there is a train which will take me into Waterloo at eight.«
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»But how about our investigation in London?«

asked Phelps ruefully. 

»We can do that to-morrow. I think that just at present I can be of more immediate use here.«

»You might tell them at Briarbrae that I hope to be back to-morrow night,« cried Phelps, as we began to move from the platform. 

»I hardly expect to go back to Briarbrae,« answered Holmes, and waved his hand to us cheerily as we shot out from the station. 

Phelps and I talked it over on our journey, but neither of us could devise a satisfactory reason for this new development. 

»I suppose he wants to find out some clues as to the burglary last night, if a burglar it was. For myself, I don't believe it was an ordinary thief.«

»What is your own idea, then?«

»Upon my word, you may put it down to my weak nerves or not, but I believe there is some deep political intrigue going on around me, and that for some reason that passes my understanding my life is aimed at by the conspirators. It sounds high-flown and absurd, but consider the facts! Why should a thief try to break in at a bedroom window where there could be no hope of any plunder, and why should he come with a long knife in his hand?«

»You are sure it was not a house-breaker's jimmy?«

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.709

The Naval Treaty

Doyle-SH, 536

»Oh, no, it was a knife. I saw the flash of the blade quite distinctly.«

»But why on earth should you be pursued with such animosity?«

»Ah, that is the question.«

»Well, if Holmes takes the same view, that would account for his action, would it not? Presuming that your theory is correct, if he can lay his hands upon the man who threatened you last night he will have gone a long way towards finding who took the naval treaty. It is absurd to suppose that you have two enemies, one of whom robs you, while the other threatens your life.«

»But Holmes said that he was not going to Briarbrae.«

»I have known him for some time,« said I, »but I never knew him do anything yet without a very good reason,« and with that our conversation drifted off on to other topics. 

But it was a weary day for me. Phelps was still weak after his long illness, and his misfortunes made him querulous and nervous. In vain I endeavoured to interest him in Afghanistan, in India, in social questions, in anything which might take his mind out of the groove. He would always come back to his lost treaty, wondering, guessing, speculating as to what Holmes was doing, what steps Lord Holdhurst was taking, Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.710
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what news we should have in the morning. As the evening wore on his excitement became quite painful. 

»You have implicit faith in Holmes?« he asked. 

»I have seen him do some remarkable things.«

»But he never brought light into anything quite so dark as this?«

»Oh, yes, I have known him solve questions which presented fewer clues than yours.«

»But not where such large interests are at stake?«

»I don't know that. To my certain knowledge he has acted on behalf of three of the reigning houses of Europe in very vital matters.«

»But you know him well, Watson. He is such an inscrutable fellow that I never quite know what to make of him. Do you think he is hopeful? Do you think he expects to make a success of it?«

»He has said nothing.«

»That is a bad sign.«

»On the contrary, I have noticed that when he is off the trail he generally says so. It is when he is on a scent and is not quite absolutely sure yet that it is the right one that he is most taciturn. Now, my dear fellow, we can't help matters by making ourselves nervous about them, so let me implore you to go to bed and so be fresh for whatever may await us to-morrow.«

I was able at last to persuade my companion to take my advice, though I knew from his excited manner Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.711
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that there was not much hope of sleep for him. Indeed, his mood was infectious, for I lay tossing half the night myself, brooding over this strange problem and inventing a hundred theories, each of which was more impossible than the last. Why had Holmes remained at Woking? Why had he asked Miss Harrison to remain in the sick-room all day? Why had he been so careful not to inform the people at Briarbrae that he intended to remain near them? I cudgelled my brains until I fell asleep in the endeavour to find some explanation which would cover all these facts. 

It was seven o'clock when I awoke, and I set off at once for Phelps's room to find him haggard and spent after a sleepless night. His first question was whether Holmes had arrived yet. 

»He'll be here when he promised,« said I, »and not an instant sooner or later.«

And my words were true, for shortly after eight a hansom dashed up to the door and our friend got out of it. Standing in the window we saw that his left hand was swathed in a bandage and that his face was very grim and pale. He entered the house, but it was some little time before he came upstairs. 

»He looks like a beaten man,« cried Phelps. 

I was forced to confess that he was right. »After all,« said I, »the clue of the matter lies probably here in town.«
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Phelps gave a groan. 

»I don't know how it is,« said he, »but I had hoped for so much from his return. But surely his hand was not tied up like that yesterday. What can be the matter?«

»You are not wounded, Holmes?« I asked as my friend entered the room. 

»Tut, it is only a scratch through my own clumsiness,« he answered, nodding his good-morning to us. »This case of yours, Mr. Phelps, is certainly one of the darkest which I have ever investigated.«

»I feared that you would find it beyond you.«

»It has been a most remarkable experience.«

»That bandage tells of adventures,« said I. »Won't you tell us what has happened?«

»After breakfast, my dear Watson. Remember that I have breathed thirty miles of Surrey air this morning. I suppose that there has been no answer from my cabman advertisement? Well, well, we cannot expect to score every time.«

The table was all laid, and just as I was about to ring Mrs. Hudson entered with the tea and coffee. A few minutes later she brought in three covers, and we all drew up to the table, Holmes ravenous, I curious, and Phelps in the gloomiest state of depression. 

»Mrs. Hudson has risen to the occasion,« said Holmes, uncovering a dish of curried chicken. »Her cui-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.713
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sine is a little limited, but she has as good an idea of breakfast as a Scotchwoman. What have you there, Watson?«

»Ham and eggs,« I answered. 

»Good! What are you going to take, Mr. Phelps –

curried fowl or eggs, or will you help yourself?«

»Thank you. I can eat nothing,« said Phelps. 

»Oh, come! Try the dish before you.«

»Thank you, I would really rather not.«

»Well, then,« said Holmes with a mischievous twinkle, »I suppose that you have no objection to helping me?«

Phelps raised the cover, and as he did so he uttered a scream and sat there staring with a face as white as the plate upon which he looked. Across the centre of it was lying a little cylinder of blue-gray paper. He caught it up, devoured it with his eyes, and then danced madly about the room, pressing it to his bosom and shrieking out in his delight. Then he fell back into an armchair, so limp and exhausted with his own emotions that we had to pour brandy down his throat to keep him from fainting. 

»There! there!« said Holmes soothingly, patting him upon the shoulder. »It was too bad to spring it on you like this, but Watson here will tell you that I never can resist a touch of the dramatic.«
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you!« he cried. »You have saved my honour.«

»Well, my own was at stake, you know,« said Holmes. »I assure you it is just as hateful to me to fail in a case as it can be to you to blunder over a commission.«

Phelps thrust away the precious document into the innermost pocket of his coat. 

»I have not the heart to interrupt your breakfast any further, and yet I am dying to know how you got it and where it was.«

Sherlock Holmes swallowed a cup of coffee and turned his attention to the ham and eggs. Then he rose, lit his pipe, and settled himself down into his chair. 

»I'll tell you what I did first, and how I came to do it afterwards,« said he. »After leaving you at the station I went for a charming walk through some admirable Surrey scenery to a pretty little village called Ripley, where I had my tea at an inn and took the precaution of filling my flask and of putting a paper of sandwiches in my pocket. There I remained until evening, when I set off for Woking again and found myself in the highroad outside Briarbrae just after sunset. 

Well, I waited until the road was clear – it is never a very frequented one at any time, I fancy – and then I clambered over the fence into the grounds.«

»Surely the gate was open!« ejaculated Phelps. 
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»Yes, but I have a peculiar taste in these matters. I chose the place where the three nr-trees stand, and behind their screen I got over without the least chance of anyone in the house being able to see me. I crouched down among the bushes on the other side and crawled from one to the other – witness the disreputable state of my trouser knees – until I had reached the clump of rhododendrons just opposite to your bedroom window. There I squatted down and awaited developments. 

The blind was not down in your room, and I could see Miss Harrison sitting there reading by the table. It was quarter-past ten when she closed her book, fastened the shutters, and retired. 

I heard her shut the door and felt quite sure that she had turned the key in the lock.«

»The key!« ejaculated Phelps. 

»Yes, I had given Miss Harrison instructions to lock the door on the outside and take the key with her when she went to bed. She carried out every one of my injunctions to the letter, and certainly without her cooperation you would not have that paper in your coat-pocket. She departed then and the lights went out, and I was left squatting in the rhododendron-bush. 

The night was fine, but still it was a very weary vigil. Of course it has the sort of excitement about it Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.716
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that the sportsman feels when he lies beside the watercourse and waits for the big game. It was very long, though – almost as long, Watson, as when you and I waited in that deadly room when we looked into the little problem of the Speckled Band. There was a church-clock down at Woking which struck the quarters, and I thought more than once that it had stopped. 

At last, however, about two in the morning, I suddenly heard the gentle sound of a bolt being pushed back and the creaking of a key. A moment later the servants' door was opened, and Mr. Joseph Harrison stepped out into the moonlight.«

»Joseph!« ejaculated Phelps. 

»He was bare-headed, but he had a black cloak thrown over his shoulder, so that he could conceal his face in an instant if there were any alarm. He walked on tiptoe under the shadow of the wall, and when he reached the window he worked a long-bladed knife through the sash and pushed back the catch. Then he flung open the window, and putting his knife through the crack in the shutters, he thrust the bar up and swung them open. 

From where I lay I had a perfect view of the inside of the room and of every one of his movements. He lit the two candles which stood upon the mantelpiece, and then he proceeded to turn back the corner of the carpet in the neighbourhood of the door. Presently he Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.717
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stooped and picked out a square piece of board, such as is usually left to enable plumbers to get at the joints of the gas-pipes. This one covered, as a matter of fact, the I joint which gives off the pipe which supplies the kitchen underneath. Out of this hiding-place he drew that little cylinder of paper, pushed down the board, rearranged the carpet, blew out the candles, and walked straight into my arms as I stood waiting for him outside the window. 

Well, he has rather more viciousness than I gave him credit for, has Master Joseph. He flew at me with his knife, and I had to grasp him twice, and got a cut over the knuckles, before I had the upper hand of him. 

He looked murder out of the only eye he could see with when we had finished, but he listened to reason and gave up the papers. Having got them I let my man go, but I wired full particulars to Forbes this morning. 

If he is quick enough to catch his bird, well and good. 

But if, as I shrewdly suspect, he finds the nest empty before he gets there, why, all the better for the government. I fancy that Lord Holdhurst, for one, and Mr. 

Percy Phelps for another, would very much rather that the affair never got as far as a police-court.«

»My God!« gasped our client. »Do you tell me that during these long ten weeks of agony the stolen papers were within the very room with me all the time?«

»So it was.«
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»And Joseph! Joseph a villain and a thief!«

»Hum! I am afraid Joseph's character is a rather deeper and more dangerous one than one might judge from his appearance. From what I have heard from him this morning, I gather that he has lost heavily in dabbling with stocks, and that he is ready to do anything on earth to better his fortunes. Being an absolutely selfish man, when a chance presents itself he did not allow either his sister's happiness or your reputation to hold his hand.«

Percy Phelps sank back in his chair. »My head whirls,« said he »Your words have dazed me.«

»The principal difficulty in your case,« remarked Holmes in his didactic fashion, »lay in the fact of there being too much evidence. What was vital was overlaid and hidden by what was irrelevant. Of all the facts which were presented to us we had to pick just those which we deemed to be essential, and then piece them together in their order, so as to reconstruct this very remarkable chain of events. I had already begun to suspect Joseph from the fact that you had intended to travel home with him that night, and that therefore it was a likely enough thing that he should call for you, knowing the Foreign Office well, upon his way. 

When I heard that someone had been so anxious to get into the bedroom, in which no one but Joseph could have concealed anything – you told us in your Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.719
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narrative how you had turned Joseph out when you arrived with the doctor – my suspicions all changed to certainties, especially as the attempt was made on the first night upon which the nurse was absent, showing that the intruder was well acquainted with the ways of the house.«

»How blind I have been!«

The facts of the case, as far as I have worked them out, are these:

This Joseph Harrison entered the office through the Charles Street door, and knowing his way he walked straight into your room the instant after you left it. 

Finding no one there he promptly rang the bell, and at the instant that he did so his eyes caught the paper upon the table. A glance showed him that chance had put in his way a State document of immense value, and in an instant he had thrust it into his pocket and was gone. A few minutes elapsed, as you remember, before the sleepy commissionaire drew your attention to the bell, and those were just enough to give the thief time to make his escape. 

»He made his way to Woking by the first train, and, having examined his booty and assured himself that it really was of immense value, he had concealed it in what he thought was a very safe place, with the intention of taking it out again in a day or two, and carrying it to the French embassy, or wherever he Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.720
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thought that a long price was to be had. Then came your sudden return. He, without a moment's warning, was bundled out of his room, and from that time onward there were always at least two of you there to prevent him from regaining his treasure. The situation to him must have been a maddening one. But at last he thought he saw his chance. He tried to steal in, but was baffled by your wakefulness. You may remember that you did not take your usual draught that night.«

»I remember.«

»I fancy that he had taken steps to make that draught efficacious, and that he quite relied upon your being unconscious. Of course, I understood that he would repeat the attempt whenever it could be done with safety. Your leaving the room gave him the chance he wanted. I kept Miss Harrison in it all day so that he might not anticipate us. Then, having given him the idea that the coast was clear, I kept guard as I have described. I already knew that the papers were probably in the room, but I had no desire to rip up all the planking and skirting in search of them. I let him take them, therefore, from the hiding-place, and so saved myself an infinity of trouble. Is there any other point which I can make clear?«

»Why did he try the window on the first occasion,«

I asked, »when he might have entered by the door?«

»In reaching the door he would have to pass seven Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.721
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bedrooms. On the other hand, he could get out on to the lawn with ease. Anything else?«

»You do not think,« asked Phelps, »that he had any murderous intention? The knife was only meant as a tool.«

»It may be so,« answered Holmes, shrugging his shoulders. »I can only say for certain that Mr. Joseph Harrison is a gentleman to whose mercy I should be extremely unwilling to trust.«
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The Final Problem

It is with a heavy heart that I take up my pen to write these the last words in which I shall ever record the singular gifts by which my friend Mr. Sherlock Holmes was distinguished. In an incoherent and, as I deeply feel, an entirely inadequate fashion, I have endeavoured to give some account of my strange experiences in his company from the chance which first brought us together at the period of the »Study in Scarlet,« up to the time of his interference in the matter of the »Naval Treaty« – an interference which had the unquestionable effect of preventing a serious international complication. It was my intention to have stopped there, and to have said nothing of that event which has created a void in my life which the lapse of two years has done little to fill. My hand has been forced, however, by the recent letters in which Colonel James Moriarty defends the memory of his brother, and I have no choice but to lay the facts before the public exactly as they occurred. I alone know the absolute truth of the matter, and I am satisfied that the time has come when no good purpose is to be served by its suppression. As far as I know, there have been only three accounts in the public press: that in the  Journal de Genève  on May 6th, 1891, the Reuter's dispatch in Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.723
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the English papers on May 7th, and finally the recent letters to which I have alluded. Of these the first and second were extremely condensed, while the last is, as I shall now show, an absolute perversion of the facts. 

It lies with me to tell for the first time what really took place between Professor Moriarty and Mr. Sherlock Holmes. 

It may be remembered that after my marriage, and my subsequent start in private practice, the very intimate relations which had existed between Holmes and myself became to some extent modified. He still came to me from time to time when he desired a companion in his investigations, but these occasions grew more and more seldom, until I find that in the year 1890

there were only three cases of which I retain any record. During the winter of that year and the early spring of 1891, I saw in the papers that he had been engaged by the French government upon a matter of supreme importance, and I received two notes from Holmes, dated from Narbonne and from Nîmes, from which I gathered that his stay in France was likely to be a long one. It was with some surprise, therefore, that I saw him walk into my consulting-room upon the evening of April 24th. It struck me that he was looking even paler and thinner than usual. 

»Yes, I have been using myself up rather too freely,« he remarked, in answer to my look rather than to Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.724

The Final Problem

Doyle-SH, 543

my words; »I have been a little pressed of late. Have you any objection to my closing your shutters?«

The only light in the room came from the lamp upon the table at which I had been reading. Holmes edged his way round the wall, and, flinging the shutters together, he bolted them securely. 

»You are afraid of something?« I asked. 

»Well, I am.«

»Of what?«

»Of air-guns.«

»My dear Holmes, what do you mean?«

»I think that you know me well enough, Watson, to understand that I am by no means a nervous man. At the same time, it is stupidity rather than courage to refuse to recognize danger when it is close upon you. 

Might I trouble you for a match?« He drew in the smoke of his cigarette as if the soothing influence was grateful to him. 

»I must apologize for calling so late,« said he, »and I must further beg you to be so unconventional as to allow me to leave your house presently by scrambling over your back garden wall.«

»But what does it all mean?« I asked. 

He held out his hand, and I saw in the light of the lamp that two of his knuckles were burst and bleeding. 

»It's not an airy nothing, you see,« said he, smiling. 
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»On the contrary, it is solid enough for a man to break his hand over. Is Mrs, Watson in?«

»She is away upon a visit.«


»Indeed! You are alone?«

»Quite.«

»Then it makes it the easier for me to propose that you should come away with me for a week to the Continent.«

»Where?«

»Oh, anywhere. It's all the same to me.«

There was something very strange in all this. It was not Holmes's nature to take an aimless holiday, and something about his pale, worn face told me that his nerves were at their highest tension. He saw the question in my eyes, and, putting his finger-tips together and his elbows upon his knees, he explained the situation. 

»You have probably never heard of Professor Moriarty?« said he. 

»Never.«

»Ay, there's the genius and the wonder of the thing!« he cried. »The man pervades London, and no one has heard of him. That's what puts him on a pinnacle in the records of crime. I tell you Watson, in all seriousness, that if I could beat that man, if I could free society of him, I should feel that my own career had reached its summit, and I should be prepared to Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.726

The Final Problem

Doyle-SH, 544

turn to some more placid line in life. Between ourselves, the recent cases in which I have been of assistance to the royal family of Scandinavia, and to the French republic, have left me in such a position that I could continue to live in the quiet fashion which is most congenial to me, and to concentrate my attention upon my chemical researches. But I could not rest, Watson, I could not sit quiet in my chair, if I thought that such a man as Professor Moriarty were walking the streets of London unchallenged.«

»What has he done, then?«

»His career has been an extraordinary one. He is a man of good birth and excellent education, endowed by nature with a phenomenal mathematical faculty. At the age of twenty-one he wrote a treatise upon the binomial theorem, which has had a European vogue. On the strength of it he won the mathematical chair at one of our smaller universities, and had, to all appearances, a most brilliant career before him. But the man had hereditary tendencies of the most diabolical kind. 

A criminal strain ran in his blood, which, instead of being modified, was increased and rendered infinitely more dangerous by his extraordinary mental powers. 

Dark rumours gathered round him in the university town, and eventually he was compelled to resign his chair and to come down to London, where he set up as an army coach. So much is known to the world, but Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.727
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what I am telling you now is what I have myself discovered. 

As you are aware, Watson, there is no one who knows the higher criminal world of London so well as I do. For years past I have continually been conscious of some power behind the malefactor, some deep organizing power which forever stands in the way of the law, and throws its shield over the wrong-doer. Again and again in cases of the most varying sorts – forgery cases, robberies, murders – I have felt the presence of this force, and I have deduced its action in many of those undiscovered crimes in which I have not been personally consulted. For years I have endeavoured to break through the veil which shrouded it, and at last the time came when I seized my thread and followed it, until it led me, after a thousand cunning windings, to ex-Professor Moriarty, of mathematical celebrity. 

He is the Napoleon of crime, Watson. He is the organizer of half that is evil and of nearly all that is undetected in this great city. He is a genius, a philosopher, an abstract thinker. He has a brain of the first order. He sits motionless, like a spider in the centre of its web, but that web has a thousand radiations, and he knows well every quiver of each of them. He does little himself. He only plans. But his agents are numerous and splendidly organized. Is there a crime to be done, a paper to be abstracted, we will say, a house to Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.728
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be rifled, a man to be removed-the word is passed to the professor, the matter is organized and carried out. 

The agent may be caught. In that case money is found for his bail or his defence. But the central power which uses the agent is never caught-never so much as suspected. This was the organization which I deduced, Watson, and which I devoted my whole energy to exposing and breaking up. 

But the professor was fenced round with safeguards so cunningly devised that, do what I would, it seemed impossible to get evidence which would convict in a court of law. You know my powers, my dear Watson, and yet at the end of three months I was forced to confess that I had at last met an antagonist who was my intellectual equal. My horror at his crimes was lost in my admiration at his skill. But at last he made a trip –

only a little, little trip – but it was more than he could afford, when I was so close upon him. I had my chance, and, starting from that point, I have woven my net round him until now it is all ready to close. In three days – that is to say, on Monday next – matters will be ripe, and the professor, with all the principal members of his gang, will be in the hands of the police. 

Then will come the greatest criminal trial of the century, the clearing up of over forty mysteries, and the rope for all of them; but if we move at all prematurely, you understand, they may slip out of our hands Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.729
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even at the last moment. 

Now, if I could have done this without the knowledge of Professor Moriarty, all would have been well. 

But he was too wily for that. He saw every step which I took to draw my toils round him. Again and again he strove to break away, but I as often headed him off. 

I tell you, my friend, that if a detailed account of that silent contest could be written, it would take its place as the most brilliant bit of thrust-and-parry work in the history of detection. Never have I risen to such a height, and never have I been so hard pressed by an opponent. He cut deep, and yet I just undercut him. 

This morning the last steps were taken, and three days only were wanted to complete the business. I was sitting in my room thinking the matter over when the door opened and Professor Moriarty stood before me. 

My nerves are fairly proof, Watson, but I must confess to a start when I saw the very man who had been so much in my thoughts standing there on my threshold. His appearance was quite familiar to me. He is extremely tall and thin, his forehead domes out in a white curve, and his two eyes are deeply sunken in his head. He is clean-shaven, pale, and ascetic-looking, retaining something of the professor in his features. 

His shoulders are rounded from much study, and his face protrudes forward and is forever slowly oscillating from side to side in a curiously reptilian fashion. 
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He peered at me with great curiosity in his puckered eyes. 

›You have less frontal development than I should have expected,‹ said he at last. ›It is a dangerous habit to finger loaded firearms in the pocket of one's dressing-gown.‹

The fact is that upon his entrance I had instantly recognized the extreme personal danger in which I lay. 

The only conceivable escape for him lay in silencing my tongue. In an instant I had slipped the revolver from the drawer into my pocket and was covering him through the cloth. At his remark I drew the weapon out and laid it cocked upon the table. He still smiled and blinked, but there was something about his eyes which made me feel very glad that I had it there. 

›You evidently don't know me,‹ said he. 

›On the contrary,‹ I answered, ›I think it is fairly evident that I do. Pray take a chair. I can spare you five minutes if you have anything to say.‹

›All that I have to say has already crossed your mind,‹ said he. 

›Then possibly my answer has crossed yours,‹ I replied. 

›You stand fast?‹

›Absolutely.‹

He clapped his hand into his pocket, and I raised the pistol from the table. But he merely drew out a Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.731
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memorandum-book in which he had scribbled some dates. 

›You crossed my path on the fourth of January,‹

said he. ›On the twenty-third you incommoded me; by the middle of February I was seriously inconvenienced by you; at the end of March I was absolutely hampered in my plans; and now, at the close of April, I find myself placed in such a position through your continual persecution that I am in positive danger of losing my liberty. The situation is becoming an impossible one.‹

›Have you any suggestion to make?‹ I asked. 

›You must drop it, Mr. Holmes,‹ said he, swaying his face about. ›You really must, you know.‹

›After Monday,‹ said I. 

›Tut, tut!‹ said he. ›I am quite sure that a man of your intelligence will see that there can be but one outcome to this affair. It is necessary that you should withdraw. You have worked things in such a fashion that we have only one resource left. It has been an intellectual treat to me to see the way in which you have grappled with this affair, and I say, unaffectedly, that it would be a grief to me to be forced to take any extreme measure. You smile, sir, but I assure you that it really would.‹

›Danger is part of my trade,‹ I remarked. 

›This is not danger,‹ said he. ›It is inevitable de-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.732
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struction. You stand in the way not merely of an individual but of a mighty organization, the full extent of which you, with all your cleverness, have been unable to realize. You must stand clear, Mr. Holmes, or be trodden under foot.‹

›I am afraid,‹ said I, rising, ›that in the pleasure of this conversation I am neglecting business of importance which awaits me elsewhere.‹

He rose also and looked at me in silence, shaking his head sadly. 

›Well, well,‹ said he at last. ›It seems a pity, but I have done what I could. I know every move of your game. You can do nothing before Monday. It has been a duel between you and me, Mr. Holmes. You hope to place me in the dock. I tell you that I will never stand in the dock. You hope to beat me. I tell you that you will never beat me. If you are clever enough to bring destruction upon me, rest assured that I shall do as much to you.‹

›You have paid me several compliments, Mr. 

Moriarty,‹ said I. ›Let me pay you one in return when I say that if I were assured of the former eventuality I would, in the interests of the public, cheerfully accept the latter.‹

›I can promise you the one, but not the other,‹ he snarled, and so turned his rounded back upon me and went peering and blinking out of the room. 
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That was my singular interview with Professor Moriarty. I confess that it left an unpleasant effect upon my mind. His soft, precise fashion of speech leaves a conviction of sincerity which a mere bully could not produce. Of course, you will say: ›Why not take police precautions against him?‹ The reason is that I am well convinced that it is from his agents the blow would fall. I have the best of proofs that it would be so.«

»You have already been assaulted?«

»My dear Watson, Professor Moriarty is not a man who lets the grass grow under his feet. I went out about midday to transact some business in Oxford Street. As I passed the corner which leads from Bentinck Street on to the Welbeck Street crossing a two-horse van furiously driven whizzed round and was on me like a flash. I sprang for the foot-path and saved myself by the fraction of a second. The van dashed round by Marylebone Lane and was gone in an instant. I kept to the pavement after that, Watson, but as I walked down Vere Street a brick came down from the roof of one of the houses and was shattered to fragments at my feet. I called the police and had the place examined. There were slates and bricks piled up on the roof preparatory to some repairs, and they would have me believe that the wind had toppled over one of these. Of course I knew better, but I could Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.734
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prove nothing. I took a cab after that and reached my brother's rooms in Pall Mall, where I spent the day. 

Now I have come round to you, and on my way I was attacked by a rough with a bludgeon. I knocked him down, and the police have him in custody; but I can tell you with the most absolute confidence that no possible connection will ever be traced between the gentleman upon whose front teeth I have barked my knuckles and the retiring mathematical coach, who is, I daresay, working out problems upon a black-board ten miles away. You will not wonder, Watson, that my first act on entering your rooms was to close your shutters, and that I have been compelled to ask your permission to leave the house by some less conspicuous exit than the front door.«

I had often admired my friend's courage, but never more than now, as he sat quietly checking off a series of incidents which must have combined to make up a day of horror. 

»You will spend the night here?« I said. 

»No, my friend, you might find me a dangerous guest. I have my plans laid, and all will be well. Matters have gone so far now that they can move without my help as far as the arrest goes, though my presence is necessary for a conviction. It is obvious, therefore, that I cannot do better than get away for the few days which remain before the police are at liberty to act. It Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.735
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would be a great pleasure to me, therer, fore, if you could come on to the Continent with me.«

»The practice is quiet,« said I, »and I have an accommodating neighbour. I should be glad to come.«

»And to start to-morrow morning?«

»If necessary.«

»Oh, yes, it is most necessary. Then these are your instructions, and I beg, my dear Watson, that you will obey them to the letter, for you are now playing a double-handed game with me against the cleverest rogue and the most powerful syndicate of criminals in Europe. Now listen! You will dispatch whatever luggage you intend to take by a trusty messenger unad-dressed to Victoria to-night. In the morning you will send for a hansom, desiring your man to take neither the first nor the second which may present itself. Into this hansom you will jump, and you will drive to the Strand end of the Lowther Arcade, handing the address to the cabman upon a slip of paper, with a request that he will not throw it away. Have your fare ready, and the instant that your cab stops, dash through the Arcade, timing yourself to reach the other side at a quarter-past nine. You will find a small brougham waiting close to the curb, driven by a fellow with a heavy black cloak tipped at the collar with red. Into this you will step, and you will reach Victoria in time for the Continental express.«
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»Where shall I meet you?«

»At the station. The second first-class carriage from the front will be reserved for us.«

»The carriage is our rendezvous, then?«

»Yes.«

It was in vain that I asked Holmes to remain for the evening. It was evident to me that he thought he might bring trouble to the roof he was under, and that that was the motive which impelled him to go. With a few hurried words as to our plans for the morrow he rose and came out with me into the garden, clambering over the wall which leads into Mortimer Street, and immediately whistling for a hansom, in which I heard him drive away. 

In the morning I obeyed Holmes's injunctions to the letter. A hansom was procured with such precautions as would prevent its being one which was placed ready for us, and I drove immediately after breakfast to the Lowther Arcade, through which I hurried at the top of my speed. A brougham was waiting with a very massive driver wrapped in a dark cloak, who, the instant that I had stepped in, whipped up the horse and rattled off to Victoria Station. On my alighting there he turned the carriage, and dashed away again without so much as a look in my direction. 

So far all had gone admirably. My luggage was waiting for me, and I had no difficulty in finding the Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.737
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carriage which Holmes had indicated, the less so as it was the only one in the train which was marked »Engaged.« My only source of anxiety now was the non-appearance of Holmes. The station clock marked only seven minutes from the time when we were due to start. In vain I searched among the groups of travellers and leave-takers for the lithe figure of my friend. 

There was no sign of him. I spent a few minutes in assisting a venerable Italian priest, who was endeavouring to make a porter understand, in his broken English, that his luggage was to be booked through to Paris. Then, having taken another look round, I returned to my carriage, where I found that the porter, in spite of the ticket, had given me my decrepit Italian friend as a travelling companion. It was useless for me to explain to him that his presence was an intrusion, for my Italian was even more limited than his English, so I shrugged my shoulders resignedly, and continued to look out anxiously for my friend. A chill of fear had come over me, as I thought that his absence might mean that some blow had fallen during the night. Already the doors had all been shut and the whistle blown, when – –

»My dear Watson,« said a voice, »you have not even condescended to say good-morning.«

I turned in uncontrollable astonishment. The aged ecclesiastic had turned his face towards me. For an in-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.738
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stant the wrinkles were smoothed away, the nose drew away from the chin, the lower lip ceased to protrude and the mouth to mumble, the dull eyes regained their fire, the drooping figure expanded. The next the whole frame collapsed again, and Holmes had gone as quickly as he had come. 

»Good heavens!« I cried, »how you startled me!«

»Every precaution is still necessary,« he whispered. 

»I have reason to think that they are hot upon our trail. Ah, there is Moriarty himself.«

The train had already begun to move as Holmes spoke. Glancing back, I saw a tall man pushing his way furiously through the crowd, and waving his hand as if he desired to have the train stopped. It was too late, however, for we were rapidly gathering momen-tum, and an instant later had shot clear of the station. 

»With all our precautions, you see that we have cut it rather fine,« said Holmes, laughing. He rose, and throwing off the black cassock and hat which had formed his disguise, he packed them away in a hand-bag. 

»Have you seen the morning paper, Watson?«

»No.«

»You haven't seen about Baker Street, then?«

»Baker Street?«

»They set fire to our rooms last night. No great harm was done.«
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»Good heavens, Holmes, this is intolerable!«

»They must have lost my track completely after their bludgeon-man was arrested. Otherwise they could not have imagined that I had returned to my rooms. They have evidently taken the precaution of watching you, however, and that is what has brought Moriarty to Victoria. You could not have made any slip in coming?«

»I did exactly what you advised.«

»Did you find your brougham?«

»Yes, it was waiting.«

»Did you recognize your coachman?«

»No.«

»It was my brother Mycroft. It is an advantage to get about in such a case without taking a mercenary into your confidence. But we must plan what we are to do about Moriarty now.«

»As this is an express, and as the boat runs in connection with it, I should think we have shaken him off very effectively.«

»My dear Watson, you evidently did not realize my meaning when I said that this man may be taken as being quite on the same intellectual plane as myself. 

You do not imagine that if I were the pursuer I should allow myself to be baffled by so slight an obstacle. 

Why, then, should you think so meanly of him?«

»What will he do?«
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»What I should do.«

»What would you do, then?«

»Engage a special.«

»But it must be late.«

»By no means. This train stops at Canterbury; and there is always at least a quarter of an hour's delay at the boat. He will catch us there.«

»One would think that we were the criminals. Let us have him arrested on his arrival.«

»It would be to ruin the work of three months. We should get the big fish, but the smaller would dart right and left out of the net. On Monday we should have them all. No, an arrest is inadmissible.«

»What then?«

»We shall get out at Canterbury.«

»And then?«

»Well, then we must make a cross-country journey to Newhaven, and so over to Dieppe. Moriarty will again do what I should do. He will get on to Paris, mark down our luggage, and wait for two days at the depot. In the meantime we shall treat ourselves to a couple of carpetbags, encourage the manufactures of the countries through which we travel, and make our way at our leisure into Switzerland,  via  Luxembourg and Basle.«

At Canterbury, therefore, we alighted, only to find that we should have to wait an hour before we could Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.741
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get a train to Newhaven. 

I was still looking rather ruefully after the rapidly disappearing luggage-van which contained my wardrobe, when Holmes pulled my sleeve and pointed up the line. 

»Already, you see,« said he. 

Far away, from among the Kentish woods there rose a thin spray of smoke. A minute later a carriage and engine could be seen flying along the open curve which leads to the station. We had hardly time to take our place behind a pile of luggage when it passed with a rattle and a roar, beating a blast of hot air into our faces. 

»There he goes,« said Holmes, as we watched the carriage swing and rock over the points. »There are limits, you see, to our friend's intelligence. It would have been a  coup-de-maître  had he deduced what I would deduce and acted accordingly.«

»And what would he have done had he overtaken us?«

»There cannot be the least doubt that he would have made a murderous attack upon me. It is, hbwever, a game at which two may play. The question now is whether we should take a premature lunch here, or run our chance of starving before we reach the buffet at New-haven.«

We made our way to Brussels that night and spent Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.742
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two days there, moving on upon the third day as far as Strasburg. On the Monday morning Holmes had telegraphed to the London police, and in the evening we found a reply waiting for us at our hotel. Holmes tore it open, and then with a bitter curse hurled it into the grate. 

»I might have known it!« he groaned. »He has escaped!«

»Moriarty?«

»They have secured the whole gang with the exception of him. He has given them the slip. Of course, when I had left the country there was no one to cope with him. But I did think that I had put the game 5n their hands. I think that you had better return to England, Watson.«

»Why?«

»Because you will find me a dangerous companion now. This man's occupation is gone. He is lost if he returns to London. If I read his character right he will devote his whole energies to revenging himself upon me. He said as much in our short interview, and I fancy that he meant it. I should certainly recommend you to return to your practice.«

It was hardly an appeal to be successful with one who was an old campaigner as well as an old friend. 

We sat in the Strasburg  salle-à-manger  arguing the question for half an hour, but the same night we had Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.743
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resumed our journey and were well on our way to Ge-neva. 

For a charming week we wandered up the valley of the Rhone, and then, branching off at Leuk, we made our way over the Gemmi Pass, still deep in snow, and so, by way of Interlaken, to Meiringen. It was a lovely trip, the dainty green of the spring below, the virgin white of the winter above; but it was clear to me that never for one instant did Holmes forget the shadow which lay across him. In the homely Alpine villages or in the lonely mountain passes, I could still tell by his quick glancing eyes and his sharp scrutiny of every face that passed us, that he was well convinced that, walk where we would, we could not ,walk ourselves clear of the danger which was dogging our footsteps. 

Once, I remember, as we passed over the Gemmi, and walked along the border of the melancholy Dau-bensee, a large rock which had been dislodged from the ridge upon our right clattered down and roared into the lake behind us. In an instant Holmes had raced up on to the ridge, and, standing upon a lofty pinnacle, craned his neck in every direction. It was in vain that our guide assured him that a fall of stones was a common chance in the springtime at that spot. 

He said nothing, but he smiled at me with the air of a man who sees the fulfilment of that which he had ex-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.744
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pected. 

And yet for all his watchfulness he was never depressed. On the contrary, I can never recollect having seen him in such exuberant spirits. Again and again he recurred to the fact that if he could be assured that society was freed from Professor Moriarty he would cheerfully bring his own career to a conclusion. 

»I think that I may go so far as to say, Watson, that I have not lived wholly in vain,« he remarked. »If my record were closed to night I could still survey it with equanimity. The air of London is the sweeter for my presence. In over a thousand cases I am not aware that I have ever used my powers upon the wrong side. Of late I have been tempted to look into the problems furnished by nature rather than those more superficial ones for which our artificial state of society is responsible. Your memoirs will draw to an end, Watson, upon the day that I crown my career by the capture or extinction of the most dangerous and capable criminal in Europe.«

I shall be brief, and yet exact, in the little which remains for me to tell. It is not a subject on which I would willingly dwell, and yet I am conscious that a duty devolves upon me to omit no detail. 

It was on the third of May that we reached the little village or Meiringen, where we put up at the Englischer Hof, then kept by Peter Steiler the elder. Our Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.745
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landlord was an intelligent man and spoke excel lent English, having served for three years as waiter at the Grosvenor Hotel in London.. At his advice, on the afternoon of the fourth we set off together, with the intention of crossing the hills and spending the night at the hamlet of Rosenlaui. We had strict injunctions, however, on no account to pass the falls of Reichenbach, which are about halfway up the hills, without making a small detour to see them. 

It is, indeed, a fearful place. The torrent, swollen by the melting snow, plunges into a tremendous abyss, from which the spray rolls up like the smoke from a burning house. The shaft into which the river hurls itself is an immense chasm, lined by glistening coal-black rock, and narrowing into a creaming, boiling pit of incalculable depth, which brims over and shoots the stream onward over its jagged lip. The long sweep of green water roaring forever down, and the thick flickering curtain of spray hissing forever upward, turn a man giddy with their constant whirl and clamour. We stood near the edge peering down at the gleam of the breaking water far below us against the black rocks, and listening to the half-human shout which came booming up with the spray out of the abyss. 

The path has been cut halfway round the fall to afford a complete view, but it ends abruptly, and the Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.746
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traveller has to return as he came. We had turned to do so, when we saw a Swiss lad come running along it with a letter in his hand. It bore the mark of the hotel which we had just left and was addressed to me by the landlord. It appeared that within a very few minutes of our leaving, an English lady had arrived who was in the last stage of consumption. She had wintered at Davos Platz and was journeying now to join her friends at Lucerne, when a sudden hemorrhage had overtaken her. It was thought that she could hardly live a few hours, but it would be a great consolation to her to see an English doctor, and, if I would only return, etc. The good Steiler assured me in a postscript that he would himself look upon my compliance as a very great favour, since the lady absolutely refused to see a Swiss physician, and he could not but feel that he was incurring a great responsibility. 

The appeal was one which could not be ignored. It was impossible to refuse the request of a fellow-countrywoman dying in a strange land. Yet I had my scruples about leaving Holmes. It was finally agreed, however, that he should retain the young Swiss messenger with him as guide and companion while I returned to Meiringen. My friend would stay some little time at the fall, he said, and would then walk slowly over the hill to Rosenlaui, where I was to rejoin him in the evening. As I turned away I saw Holmes, with Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.747
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his back against a rock and his arms folded, gazing down at the rush of the waters. It was the last that I was ever destined to see of him in this world. 

When I was near the bottom of the descent I looked back. It was impossible, from that position, to see the fall, but I could see the curving path which winds over the shoulder of the hills and leads to it. Along this a man was, I remember, walking very rapidly. 

I could see his black figure clearly outlined against the green behind him. I noted him, and the energy with which he walked, but he passed from my mind again as I hurried on upon my errand. 

It may have been a little over an hour before I reached Meiringen. Old Steiler was standing at the porch of his hotel. 

»Well,« said I, as I came hurrying up, »I trust that she is no worse?«

A look of surprise passed over his face, and at the first quiver of his eyebrows my heart turned to lead in my breast. 

»You did not write this?« I said, pulling the letter from my pocket. »There is no sick Englishwoman in the hotel?«

»Certainly not!« he cried. »But it has the hotel mark upon it! Ha, it must have been written by that tall Englishman who came in after you had gone. He said ––«
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But I waited for none of the landlord's explanation. 

In a tingle of fear I was already running down the village street, and making for the path which I had so lately descended. It had taken me an hour to come down. For all my efforts two more had passed before I found myself at the fall of Reichenbach once more. 

There was Holmes's Alpine-stock still leaning against the rock by which I had left him. But there was no sign of him, and it was in vain that I shouted. My only answer was my own voice reverberating in a rolling echo from the cliffs around me. 

It was the sight of that Alpine-stock which turned me cold and sick. He had not gone to Rosenlaui, then. 

He had remained on that three-foot path, with sheer wall on one side and sheer drop on the other, until his enemy had overtaken him. The young Swiss had gone too. He had probably been in the pay of Moriarty and had left the two men together. And then what had happened? Who was to tell us what had happened then? 

I stood for a minute or two to collect myself, for I was dazed with the horror of the thing. Then I began to think of Holmes's own methods and to try to practise them in reading this tragedy. It has, alas, only too easy to do. During our conversation we had not gone to the end of the path, and the Alpine-stock marked the place where we had stood. The blackish soil is Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.749
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kept forever soft by the incessant drift of spray, and a bird would leave its tread upon it. Two lines of footmarks were clearly marked along the farther end of the path, both leading away from me. There were none returning. A few yards from the end the soil was all ploughed up into a patch of mud, and the brambles and ferns which fringed the chasm were torn and bedraggled. I lay upon my face and peered over with the spray spouting up all around me. It had darkened since I left, and now I could, only see here and there the glistening of moisture upon the black walls, and far away down at the end of the shaft the gleam of the broken water. I shouted; but only that same half-human cry of the fall was borne back to my ears. 

But it was destined that I should, after all, have a last word of greeting from my friend and comrade. I have said that his Alpine-stock had been left leaning against a rock which jutted on to the path. From the top of this bowlder the gleam of something bright caught my eye, and raising my hand I found that it came from the silver cigarette-case which he used to carry. As I took it up a small square of paper upon which it had lain fluttered down on to the ground. Unfolding it, I found that it consisted of three pages torn from his notebook and addressed to me. It was characteristic of the man that the direction was as precise, and the writing as firm and clear, as though it had Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.750
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been written in his study. 

MY DEAR WATSON [it said]:

I write these few lines through the courtesy of Mr. 

Moriarty, who awaits my convenience for the final discussion of those questions which lie between us. He has been giving me a sketch of the methods by which he avoided the English police and kept himself informed of our movements. They certainly confirm the very high opinion which I had formed of his abilities. I am pleased to think that I shall be able to free society from any further effects of his presence, though I fear that it is at a cost which will give pain to my friends, and especially, my dear Watson, to you. I have already explained to you, however, that my career had in any case reached its crisis, and that no possible conclusion to it could be more congenial to me than this. Indeed, if I may make a full confession to you, I was quite convinced that the letter from Meiringen was a hoax, and I allowed you to depart on that errand under the persuasion that some development of this sort would follow. Tell Inspector Patterson that the papers which he needs to convict the gang are in pigeon-hole M., done up in a blue envelope and inscribed

»Moriarty.« I made every disposition of my property before leaving England and handed it to my brother Mycroft. Pray give my greetings to Mrs. Watson, and believe me to be, my dear fellow, 

Very sincerely yours, 

SHERLOCK HOLMES. 

A few words may suffice to tell the little that re-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.751
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mains. An examination by experts leaves little doubt that a personal contest between the two men ended, as it could hardly fail to end in such a situation, in their reeling over, locked in each other's arms. Any attempt at recovering the bodies was absolutely hopeless, and there, deep down in that dreadful cauldron of swirling water and seething foam, will lie for all time the most dangerous criminal and the foremost champion of the law of their generation. The Swiss youth was never found again, and there can be no doubt that he was one of the numerous agents whom Moriarty kept in his employ. As to the gang, it will be within the memory of the public how completely the evidence which Holmes had accumulated exposed their organization, and how heavily the hand of the dead man weighed upon them. Of their terrible chief few details came out during the proceedings, and if I have now been compelled to make a clear statement of his career, it is due to those injudicious champions who have endeavoured to clear his memory by attacks upon him whom I shall ever regard as the best and the wisest man whom I have ever known. 
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Sir Arthur Conan Doyle

The Return of Sherlock Holmes
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The Adventure of the Empty House

It was in the spring of the year 1894 that all London was interested, and the fashionable world dismayed, by the murder of the Honourable Ronald Adair under most unusual and inexplicable circumstances. The public has already learned those particulars of the crime which came out in the police investigation, but a good deal was suppressed upon that occasion, since the case for the prosecution was so overwhelmingly strong that it was not necessary to bring forward all the facts. Only now, at the end of nearly ten years, am I allowed to supply those missing links which make up the whole of that remarkable chain. The crime was of interest in itself, but that interest was as nothing to me compared to the inconceivable sequel, which afforded me the greatest shock and surprise of any event in my adventurous life. Even now, after this long interval, I find myself thrilling as I think of it, and feeling once more that sudden flood of joy, amazement, and incredulity which utterly submerged my mind. Let me say to that public, which has shown some interest in those glimpses which I have occasionally given them of the thoughts and actions of a very remarkable man, that they are not to blame me if I have not shared my knowledge with them, for I should have consi-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.754
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dered it my first duty to do so, had I not been barred by a positive prohibition from his own lips, which was only withdrawn upon the third of last month. 

It can be imagined that my close intimacy with Sherlock Holmes had interested me deeply in crime, and that after his disappearance I never failed to read with care the various problems which came before the public. And I even attempted, more than once, for my own private satisfaction, to employ his methods in their solution, though with indifferent success. There was none, however, which appealed to me like this tragedy of Ronald Adair. As I read the evidence at the inquest, which led up to a verdict of wilful murder against some person or persons unknown, I realized more clearly than I had ever done the loss which the community had sustained by the death of Sherlock Holmes. There were points about this strange business which would, I was sure, have specially appealed to him, and the efforts of the police would have been supplemented, or more probably anticipated, by the trained observation and the alert mind of the first criminal agent in Europe. All day, as I drove upon my round, I turned over the case in my mind and found no explanation which appeared to me to be adequate. At the risk of telling a twice-told tale, I will recapitulate, the facts as they were known to the public at the conclusion of the inquest. 
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The Honourable Ronald Adair was the second son of the Earl of Maynooth, at that time governor of one of the Australian colonies. Adair's mother had returned from Australia to undergo the operation for cataract, and she, her son Ronald, and her daughter Hilda were living together at 427 Park Lane. The youth moved in the best society – had, so far as was known, no enemies and no particular vices. He had been engaged to Miss Edith Woodley, of Carstairs, but the engagement had been broken off by mutual consent some months before, and there was no sign that it had left any very profound feeling behind it. For the rest of the man's life moved in a narrow and conventional circle, for his habits were quiet and his nature unemotional. Yet it was upon this easy-going young aristocrat that death came, in most strange and unexpected form, between the hours of ten and eleven-twenty on the night of March 30, 1894. 

Ronald Adair was fond of cards – playing continually, but never for such stakes as would hurt him. 

He was a member of the Baldwin, the Cavendish, and the Bagatelle card clubs. It was shown that, after dinner on the day of his death, he had played a rubber of whist at the latter club. He had also played there in the afternoon. The evidence of those who had played with him – Mr. Murray, Sir John Hardy, and Colonel Moran – showed that the game was whist, and that Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.756
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there was a fairly equal fall of the cards. Adair might have lost five pounds, but not more. His fortune was a considerable one, and such a loss could not in any way affect him. He had played nearly every day at one club or other, but he was a cautious player, and usually rose a winner. It came out in evidence that, in partnership with Colonel Moran, he had actually won as much as four hundred and twenty pounds in a sitting, some weeks before, from Godfrey Milner and Lord Balmoral. So much for his recent history as it came out at the inquest. 

On the evening of the crime, he returned from the club exactly at ten. His mother and sister were out spending the evening with a relation. The servant deposed that she heard him enter the front room on the second floor, generally used as his sitting-room. She had lit a fire there, and as it smoked she had opened the window. No sound was heard from the room until eleven-twenty, the hour of the return of Lady Maynooth and her daughter. Desiring to say good-night, she attempted to enter her son's room. The door was locked on the insider and no answer could be got to their cries and knocking. Help was obtained, and the door forced. The unfortunate young man was found lying near the table. His head had been horribly mutilated by an expanding revolver bullet, but no weapon of any sort was to be found in the room. On the table Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.757
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lay two banknotes for ten pounds each and seventeen pounds ten in silver and gold, the money arranged in little piles of varying amount. There were some figures also upon a sheet of paper, with the names of some club friends opposite to them, from which it was conjectured that before his death he was endeavouring to make out his losses or winnings at cards. 

A minute examination of the circumstances served only to make the case more complex. In the first place, no reason could be given why the young man should have fastened the door upon the inside. There was the possibility that the murderer had done this, and had afterwards escaped by the window. The drop was at least twenty feet, however, and a bed of crocuses in full bloom lay beneath. Neither the flowers nor the earth showed any sign of having been disturbed, nor were there any marks upon the narrow strip of grass which separated the house from the road. Apparently, therefore, it was the young man himself who had fastened the door. But how did he come by his death? No one could have climbed up to the window without leaving traces. Suppose a man had fired through the window, he would indeed be a remarkable shot who could with a revolver inflict so deadly a wound. Again, Park Lane is a frequented thoroughfare; there is a cab stand within a hundred yards of the house. No one had heard a shot. And yet there was the Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.758
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dead man, and there the revolver bullet, which had mushroomed out as soft-nosed bullets will, and so inflicted a wound which must have caused instantaneous death. Such were the circumstances of the Park Lane Mystery, which were further complicated by entire absence of motive, since, as I have said, young Adair was not known to have any enemy, and no attempt had been made to remove the money or valuables in the room. 

All day I turned these facts over in my mind, endeavouring to hit upon some theory which could reconcile them all, and to find that line of least resistance which my poor friend had declared to be the starting-point of every investigation. I confess that I made little progress. In the evening I strolled across the Park, and found myself about six o'clock at the Oxford Street end of Park Lane. A group of loafers upon the pavements, all staring up at a particular window, directed me to the house which I had come to see. A tall, thin man with coloured glasses, whom I strongly suspected of being a plain-clothes detective, was pointing out some theory of his own, while the others crowded round to listen to what he said. I got as near him as I could, but his observations seemed to me to be absurd, so I withdrew again in some disgust. As I did so I struck against an elderly, deformed man, who had been behind me, and I knocked down several Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.759

The Adventure of the Empty House

Doyle-SH, 562

books which he was carrying. I remember that as I picked them up, I observed the title of one of them, The Origin of Tree Worship,  and it struck me that the fellow must be some poor bibliophile, who, either as a trade or as a hobby, was a collector of obscure volumes. I endeavoured to apologize for the accident, but it was evident that these books which I had so unfortunately maltreated were very precious objects in the eyes of their owner. With a snarl of contempt he turned upon his heel, and I saw Ms curved back and white side-whiskers disappear among: the throng. 

My observations of No. 427 Park Lane did little to clear up the problem in which I was interested. The house was separated from the street by a low wall and railing, the whole not more than five feel high. It was perfectly easy, therefore, for anvone to get into the garden but the window was entirety inaccessible, since there was no water-pipe or anything which could help the most active man to climb it More puzzled than ever, I retraced my steps to Kensington. I had not been in my study five minutes when the maid entered to say that a person desired to see me. To my astonishment it was none other than my strange old book collector, his sharp, wizened face peering out from a frame of white hair, and his precious volumes, a dozen of them at least, wedged under his right arm. 

»You're surprised to see me, sir,« said he, in a Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.760
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strange, croaking voice. 

I acknowledged that I was. 

»Well, I've a conscience, sir, and when I chanced to see you go into this house, as I came hobbling after you, I thought to myself, I'll just step in and see that kind gentleman, and tell him that if I was a bit gruff in my manner there was not any harm meant and that I am much obliged to him for picking up my books.«

»You make too much of a trifle,« said I. »May I ask how you knew who I was?«

»Well, sir, if it isn't too great a liberty, I am a neighbour of yours, for you'll find my little bookshop at the corner of Church Street, and very happy to see you, I am sure. Maybe you collect yourself, sir. Here's British Birds,  and  Catullus,  and  The Holy War – a bargain, every one of them. With five volumes you could just fill that gap on that second shelf. It looks untidy, does it not, sir?«

I moved my head to look at the cabinet behind me. 

When I turned again, Sherlock Holmes was standing smiling at me across my study table. I rose to my feet, stared at him for some seconds in utter amazement, and then it appears that I must have fainted for the first and the last time in my life. Certainly a gray mist swirled before my eyes, and when it cleared I found my collar-ends undone and the tingling after-taste of brandy upon my lips. Holmes was bending over my Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.761
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chair, his flask in his hand. 

»My dear Watson,« said the well-remembered voice, »I owe you a thousand apologies. I had no idea that you would be so affected.«

I gripped him by the arms. 

»Holmes!« I cried. »Is it really you? Can it indeed be that you are alive? Is it possible that you succeeded in climbing out of that awful abyss?«

»Wait a moment,« said he. »Are you sure that you are really fit to discuss things? I have given you a serious shock by my unnecessarily dramatic reappearance.«

»I am all right, but indeed, Holmes, I can hardly believe my eyes. Good heavens! to think that you –

you of all men – should be standing in my study.«

Again I gripped him by the sleeve, and felt the thin, sinewy arm beneath it. »Well, you're not a spirit, anyhow,« said I. »My dear chap, I'm overjoyed to see you. Sit down, and tell me how you came alive out of that dreadful chasm.«

He sat opposite to me, and lit a cigarette in his old, nonchalant manner. He was dressed in the seedy frok-kcoat of the book merchant, but the rest of that individual lay in a pile of white hair and old books upon the table. Holmes looked even thinner and keener than of old, but there was a dead-white tinge in his aquiline face which told me that his life recently had not been Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.762
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a healthy one. 

»I am glad to stretch myself, Watson,« said he. »It is no joke when a tall man has to take a foot off his stature for several hours on end. Now, my dear fellow, in the matter of these explanations, we have, if I may ask for your cooperation, a hard and dangerous night's work in front of us. Perhaps it would be better if I gave you an account of the whole situation when that work is finished.«

»I am full of curiosity. I should much prefer to hear now.«

»You'll come with me to-night?«

»When you like and where you like.«

»This is, indeed, like the old days. We shall have time for a mouthful of dinner before we need go. 

Well, then, about that chasm. I had no serious difficulty in getting out of it, for the very simple reason that I never was in it.«

»You never were in it?«

»No, Watson, I never was in it. My note to you was absolutely genuine. I had little doubt that I had come to the end of my career when I perceived the somewhat sinister figure of the late Professor Moriarty standing upon the narrow pathway which led to safety. I read an inexorable purpose in his gray eyes. I exchanged some remarks with him, therefore, and obtained his courteous permission to write the short note Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.763
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which you afterwards received. I left it with my cigarette-box and my stick, and I walked along the pathway, Moriarty still at my heels. When I reached the end I stood at bay. He drew no weapon, but he rushed at me and threw his long arms around me. He knew that his own game was up, and was only anxious to revenge himself upon me. We tottered together upon the brink of the fall. I have some knowledge, however, of baritsu, or the Japanese system of wrestling, which has more than once been very useful to me. I slipped through his grip, and he with a horrible scream kicked madly for a few seconds, and clawed the air with both his hands. But for all his efforts- he could not get his balance, and over he went. With my face over the brink, I saw him fall for a long way. 

Then he struck a rock, bounded off, and splashed into the water.«

I listened with amazement to this explanation, which Holmes delivered between the puffs of his cigarette. 

»But the tracks!« I cried. »I saw, with my own eyes, that two went down the path and none returned.«

»It came about in this way. The instant that the Professor had disappeared, it struck me what a really extraordinarily lucky chance Fate had placed in my way. I knew that Moriarty was not the only man who Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.764
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had sworn my death. There were at least three others whose desire for vengeance upon me would only be increased by the death of their leader. They were all most dangerous men. One or other would certainly get me. On the other hand, if all the world was convinced that I was dead they would take liberties, these men, they would soon lay themselves open, and sooner or later I could destroy them. Then it would be time for me to announce that I was still in the land of the living. So rapidly does the brain act that I believe I had thought tins all out before Professor Moriarty had reached the bottom of the Reichenbach Fall. 

I stood up and examined the rocky wall behind me. 

In your picturesque account of the matter, which I read with great interest some months later, you assert that the wall was sheer. That was not literally true. A few small footholds presented themselves, and there was some indication of a ledge. The cliff is so high that to climb it all was an obvious impossibility, and it was equally impossible to make my way along the wet path without leaving some tracks. I might, it is true, have reversed my boots, as I have done on similar occasions, but the sight of three sets of tracks in one direction would certainly have suggested a deception. On the whole, then, it was best that I should risk the climb. It was not a pleasant business, Watson. 

The fall roared beneath me. I am not a fanciful per-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.765
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son, but I give you my word that I seemed to hear Moriarty's voice screaming at me out of the abyss. A mistake would have been fatal. More than once, as tufts of grass came out in my hand or my foot slipped in the wet notches of the rock, I thought that I was gone. But I struggled upward, and at last I reached a ledge several feet deep and covered with soft green moss, where I could lie unseen, in the most perfect comfort. There I was stretched, when you, my dear Watson, and all your following were investigating in the most sympathetic and inefficient manner the circumstances of my death. 

At last, when you had all formed your inevitable and totally erroneous conclusions, you departed for the hotel, and I was left alone. I had imagined that I had reached the end of my adventures, but a very unexpected occurrence showed me that there were surprises still in store for me. A huge rock, falling from above, boomed past me, struck the path, and bounded over into the chasm. For an instant I thought that it was an accident, but a moment later, looking up, I saw a man's head against the darkening sky, and another stone struck the very ledge upon which I was stretched, within a foot of my head. Of course, the meaning of this was obvious. Moriarty had not been alone. A confederate – and even that one glance had told me how dangerous a man that confederate was –
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had kept guard while the Professor had attacked me. 

From a distance, unseen by me, he had been a witness of his friend's death and of my escape. He had waited, and then making his way round to the top of the cliff, he had endeavoured to succeed where his comrade had failed. 

I did not take long to think about it, Watson. Again I saw that grim face look over the cliff, and I knew that it was the precursor of another stone. I scrambled down on to the path. I don't think I could have done it in cold blood. It was a hundred times more difficult than getting up. But I had no time to think of the danger, for another stone sang past me as I hung by my hands from the edge of the ledge. Halfway down I slipped, but, by the blessing of God, I landed, torn and bleeding, upon the path. I took to my heels, did ten miles over the mountains in the darkness, and a week later I found myself in Florence, with the certainty that no one in the world knew what had become of me. 

I had only one confidant – my brother Mycroft. I owe you many apologies, my dear Watson, but it was all-important that it should be thought I was dead, and it is quite certain that you would not have written so convincing an account of my unhappy end had you not yourself thought that it was true. Several times during the last three years I have taken up my pen to Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.767
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write to you, but always I feared lest your affectionate regard for me should tempt you to some indiscretion which would betray my secret. For that reason I turned away from you this evening when you upset my books, for I was in danger at the time, and any show of surprise and emotion upon your part might have drawn attention to my identity and led to the most deplorable and irreparable results. As to Mycroft, I had to confide in him in order to obtain the money which I needed. The course of events in London did not run so well as I had hoped, for the trial of the Moriarty gang left two of its most dangerous members, my own most vindictive enemies, at liberty. I travelled for two years in Tibet, therefore, and amused myself by visiting Lhassa, and spending some days with the head lama. 

You may have read of the remarkable explorations of a Norwegian named Sigerson, but I am sure that it never occurred to you that you were receiving news of your friend. I then passed through Persia, looked in at Mecca, and paid a short but interesting visit to the Khalifa at Khartoum, the results of which I have communicated to the Foreign Office. Returning to France, I spent some months in a research into the coal-tar de-rivatives, which I conducted in a laboratory at Montpellier, in the south of France. Having concluded this to my satisfaction and learning that only one of my enemies was now left in London, I was about to re-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.768
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turn when my movements were hastened by the news of this very remarkable Park Lane Mystery, which not only appealed to me by its own merits, but which seemed to offer some most peculiar personal opportunities. I came over at once to London, called in my own person at Baker Street, threw Mrs. Hudson into violent hysterics, and found that Mycroft had preserved my rooms and my papers exactly as they had always been. So it was, my dear Watson, that at two o'clock to-day I found myself in my old armchair in my own old room, and only wishing that I could have seen my old friend Watson in the other chair which he has so often adorned.«

Such was the remarkable narrative to which I listened on that April evening – a narrative which would have been utterly incredible to me had it not been confirmed by the actual sight of the tall, spare figure and the keen, eager face, which I had never thought to see again. In some manner he had learned of my own sad bereavement, and his sympathy was shown in his manner rather than in his words. »Work is the best antidote to sorrow, my dear Watson,« said he; »and I have a piece of work for us both to-night which, if we can bring it to a successful conclusion, will in itself justify a man's life on this planet.« In vain I begged him to tell me more. »You will hear and see enough before morning,« he answered. »We have Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.769
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three years of the past to discuss. Let that suffice until half-past nine, when we start upon the notable adventure of the empty house.«

It was indeed like old times when, at that hour, I found myself seated beside him in a hansom, my revolver in my pocket, and the thrill of adventure in my heart. Holmes was cold and stern and silent. As the gleam of the street-lamps flashed upon his austere features, I saw that his brows were drawn down in thought and his thin lips compressed. I knew not what wild beast we were about to hunt down in the dark jungle of criminal London, but I was well assured, from the bearing of this master huntsman, that the adventure was a most grave one – while the sardonic smile which occasionally broke through his ascetic gloom boded little good for the object of our quest. 

I had imagined that we were bound for Baker Street, but Holmes stopped the cab at the corner of Cavendish Square. I observed that as he stepped out he gave a most searching glance to right and left, and at every subsequent street corner he took the utmost pains to assure that he was not followed. Our route was certainly a singular one. Holmes's knowledge of the byways of London was extraordinary, and on this occasion he passed rapidly and with an assured step through a network of mews and stables, the very existence of which I had never known. We emerged at Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.770
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last into a small road, lined with old, gloomy houses, which led us into Manchester Street, and so to Blandford Street. Here he turned swiftly down a narrow passage, passed through a wooden gate into a deserted yard, and then opened with a key the back door of a house. We entered together, and he closed it behind us. 

The place was pitch dark, but it was evident to me that it was an empty house. Our feet creaked and crak-kled over the bare planking, and my outstretched hand touched a wall from which the paper was hanging in ribbons. Holmes's cold, thin fingers closed round my wrist and led me forward down a long hall, until I dimly saw the murky fanlight over the door. Here Holmes turned suddenly to the right, and we found ourselves in a large, square, empty room, heavily shadowed in the corners, but faintly lit in the centre from the lights of the street beyond. There was no lamp near, and the window was thick with dust, so that we could only just discern each other's figures within. My companion put his hand upon my shoulder and his lips close to my ear. 

»Do you know where we are?« he whispered. 

»Surely that is Baker Street,« I answered, staring through the dim window. 

»Exactly. We are in Camden House, which stands opposite to our own old quarters.«
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»But why are we here?«

»Because it commands so excellent a view of that picturesque pile. Might I trouble you, my dear Watson, to draw a little nearer to the window, taking every precaution not to show yourself, and then to look up at our old rooms – the starting-point of so many of your little fairy-tales? We will see if my three years of absence have entirely taken away my power to surprise you.«

I crept forward and looked across at the familiar window. As my eyes fell upon it, I gave a gasp and a cry of amazement. The blind was down, and a strong light was burning in the room. The shadow of a man who was seated in a chair within was thrown in hard, black outline upon the luminous screen of the window. There was no mistaking the poise of the head, the squareness of the shoulders, the sharpness of the features. The face was turned half-round, and the effect was that of one of those black silhouettes which our grandparents loved to frame. It was a perfect reproduction of Holmes. So amazed was I that I threw out my hand to make sure that the man himself was standing beside me. He was quivering with silent laughter. 

»Well?« said he. 

»Good heavens!« I cried. »It is marvellous.«
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my infinite variety,« said he, and I recognized in his voice the joy and pride which the artist takes in his own creation. »It really is rather like me, is it not?«

»I should be prepared to swear that it was you.«

»The credit of the execution is due to Monsieur Oscar Meunier, of Grenoble, who spent some days in doing the moulding. It is a bust in wax. The rest I arranged myself during my visit to Baker Street this afternoon.«

»But why?«

»Because, my dear Watson, I had the strongest possible reason for wishing certain people to think that I was there when I was really elsewhere.«

»And you thought the rooms were watched?«

»I  knew  that they were watched.«

»By whom?«

»By my old enemies, Watson. By the charming society whose leader lies in the Reichenbach Fall. You must remember that they knew, and only they knew, that I was still alive. Sooner or later they believed that I should come back to my rooms. They watched them continuously, and this morning they saw me arrive.«

»How do you know?«

»Because I recognized their sentinel when I glanced out of my window. He is a harmless enough fellow, Parker by name, a garroter by trade, and a remarkable performer upon the jew's-harp. I cared nothing Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.773
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for him. But I cared a great deal for the much more formidable person who was behind him, the bosom friend of Moriarty, the man who dropped the rocks over the cliff, the most cunning and dangerous criminal in London. That is the man who is after me tonight, Watson, and that is the man who is quite unaware that we are after  him. «

My friend's plans were gradually revealing themselves. From this convenient retreat, the watchers were being watched and the trackers tracked. That angular shadow up yonder was the bait, and we were the hunters. In silence we stood together in the darkness and watched the hurrying figures who passed and repassed in front of us. Holmes was silent and motionless; but I could tell that he was keenly alert, and that his eyes were fixed intently upon the stream of passers-by. It was a bleak and boisterous night, and the wind whistled shrilly down the long street. Many people were moving to and fro, most of them muffled in their coats and cravats. Once or twice it seemed to me that I had seen the same figure before, and I especially noticed two men who appeared to be sheltering themselves from the wind in the doorway of a house some distance up the street. I tried to draw my companion's attention to them; but he gave a little ejaculation of impatience, and continued to stare into the street. 

More than once he fidgeted with his feet and tapped Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.774
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rapidly with his fingers upon the wall. It was evident to me that he was becoming uneasy, and that his plans were not working out altogether as he had hoped. At last, as midnight approached and the street gradually cleared, he paced up and down the room in uncontrollable agitation. I was about to make some remark to him, when I raised my eyes to the lighted window, and again experienced almost as great a surprise as before. I clutched Holmes's arm, and pointed upward. 

»The shadow has moved!« I cried. 

It was indeed no longer the profile, but the back, which was turned towards us. 

Three years had certainly not smoothed the asperities of his temper or his impatience with a less active intelligence than his own. 

»Of course it has moved,« said he. »Am I such a farcical bungler, Watson, that I should erect an obvious dummy, and expect that some of the sharpest men in Europe would be deceived by it? We have been in this room two hours, and Mrs. Hudson has made some change in that figure eight times, or once in every quarter of an hour. She works it from the front, so that her shadow may never be seen. Ah!« He drew in his breath with a shrill, excited intake. In the dim light I saw his head thrown forward, his whole attitude rigid with attention. Outside the street was absolutely deserted. Those two men might still be crouching Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.775
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in the doorway, but I could no longer see them. All was still and dark, save only that brilliant yellow screen in front of us with the black figure outlined upon its centre. Again in the utter silence I heard that thin, sibilant note which spoke of intense suppressed excitement. An instant later he pulled me back into the blackest corner of the room, and I felt his warning hand upon my lips. The fingers which clutched me were quivering. Never had I known my friend more moved, and yet the dark street still stretched lonely and motionless before us. 

But suddenly I was aware of that which his keener senses had already distinguished. A low, stealthy sound came to my ears, not from the direction of Baker Street, but from the back of the very house in which we lay concealed. A door opened and shut. An instant later steps crept down the passage – steps which were meant to be silent, but which reverberated harshly through the empty house. Holmes crouched back against the wall, and I did the same, my hand closing upon the handle of my revolver. Peering through the gloom, I saw the vague outline of a man, a shade blacker than the blackness of the open door. 

He stood for an instant, and then he crept forward, crouching, menacing, into the room. He was within three yards of us, this sinister figure, and I had braced myself to meet his spring, before I realized that he had Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.776
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no idea of our presence. He passed close beside us, stole over to the window, and very softly and noiselessly raised it for half a foot. As he sank to the level of this opening, the light of the street, no longer dimmed by the dusty glass, fell full upon his face. The man seemed to be beside himself with excitement. His two eyes shone like stars, and his features were working convulsively. He was an elderly man, with a thin, projecting nose, a high, bald forehead, and a huge grizzled moustache. An opera hat was pushed to the back of his head, and an evening dress shirt-front gleamed out through his open overcoat. His face was gaunt and swarthy, scored with deep, savage lines. In his hand he carried what appeared to be a stick, but as he laid it down upon the floor it gave a metallic clang. 

Then from the pocket of his overcoat he drew a bulky object, and he busied himself in some task which ended with a loud, sharp click, as as if a spring or bolt had fallen into its place. Still kneeling upon the floor he bent forward and threw all his weight and strength upon some lever, with the result that there came a long, whirling, grinding noise, ending once more in a powerful click. He straightened himself then, and I saw that what he held in his hand was a sort of gun, with a curiously misshapen butt. He opened it at the breech, put something in, and snapped the breech-lock. Then, crouching down, he rested the Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.777
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end of the barrel upon the ledge of the open window, and I saw his long moustache droop over the stock and his eye gleam as it peered along the sights. I heard a little sigh of satisfaction as he cuddled the butt into his shoulder, and saw that amazing target, the black man on the yellow ground, standing clear at the end of his foresight. For an instant he was rigid and motionless. Then his finger tightened on the trigger. There was a strange, loud whiz and a long, silve-ry tinkle of broken glass. At that instant Holmes sprang like a tiger on to the marksman's back, and hurled him flat upon his face. He was up again in a moment, and with convulsive strength he seized Holmes by the throat, but I struck him on the head with the butt of my revolver, and he dropped again upon the floor. I fell upon him, and as I held him my comrade blew a shrill call upon a whistle. There was the clatter of running feet upon the pavement, and two policemen in uniform, with one plain-clothes detective, rushed through the front entrance and into the room. 

»That you, Lestrade?« said Holmes. 

»Yes, Mr. Holmes. I took the job myself. It's good to see you back in London, sir.«

»I think you want a little unofficial help. Three undetected murders in one year won't do, Lestrade. But you handled the Molesey Mystery with less than your Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.778
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usual – that's to say, you handled it fairly well.«

We had all risen to our feet, our prisoner breathing hard, with a stalwart constable on each side of him. 

Already a few loiterers had begun to collect in the street. Holmes stepped up to the window, closed it, and dropped the blinds. Lestrade had produced two candles, and the policemen had uncovered their lanterns. I was able at last to have a good look at our prisoner. 

It was a tremendously virile and yet sinister face which was turned towards us. With the brow of a philosopher above and the jaw of a sensualist below, the man must have started with great capacities for good or for evil. But one could not look upon his cruel blue eyes, with their drooping, cynical lids, or upon the fierce, aggressive nose and the threatening, deep-lined brow, without reading Nature's plainest danger-signals. He took no heed of any of us, but his eyes were fixed upon Holmes's face with an expression in which hatred and amazement were equally blended. »You fiend!« he kept on muttering. »You clever, clever fiend!«

»Ah, Colonel!« said Holmes, arranging his rumpled collar. »›Journeys end in lovers' meetings,‹ as the old play says. I don't think I have had the pleasure of seeing you since you favoured me with those attentions as I lay on the ledge above the Reichenbach Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.779
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Fall.«

The colonel still stared at my friend like a man in a trance. »You cunning, cunning fiend!« was all that he could say. 

»I have not introduced you yet,« said Holmes. 

»This, gentleman, is Colonel Sebastian Moran, once of Her Majesty's Indian Army, and the best heavy-game shot that our Eastern Empire has ever produced. 

I believe I am correct, Colonel, in saying that your bag of tigers still remains unrivalled?«

The fierce old man said nothing, but still glared at my companion. With his savage eyes and bristling moustache he was wonderfully like a tiger himself. 

»I wonder that my very simple stratagem could deceive so old a  shikari, « said Holmes. »It must be very familiar to you. Have you not tethered a young kid under a tree, lain above it with your rifle, and waited for the bait to bring up your tiger? This empty house is my tree, and you are my tiger. You have possibly had other guns in reserve in case there should be several tigers, or in the unlikely supposition of your own aim failing you. These,« he pointed around, »are my other guns. The parallel is exact.«

Colonel Moran sprang forward with a snarl of rage, but the constables dragged him back. The fury upon his face was terrible to look at. 

»I confess that you had one small surprise for me,«
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said Holmes. »I did not anticipate that you would yourself make use of this empty house and this convenient front window. I had imagined you as operating from the street, where my friend Lestrade and his merry men were awaiting you. With that exception, all has gone as I expected.«

Colonel Moran turned to the official detective. 

»You may or may not have just cause for arresting me,« said he, »but at least there can be no reason why I should submit to the gibes of this person. If I am in the hands of the law, let things be done in a legal way.«

»Well, that's reasonable enough,« said Lestrade. 

»Nothing further you have to say, Mr. Holmes, before we go?«

Holmes had picked up the powerful air-gun from the floor, and was examining its mechanism. 

»An admirable and unique weapon,« said he, »noiseless and of tremendous power: I knew Von Herder, the blind German mechanic, who constructed it to the order of the late Professor Moriarty. For years I have been aware of its existence, though I have never before had the opportunity of handling it. I commend it very specially to your attention, Lestrade, and also the bullets which fit it.«

»You can trust us to look after that, Mr. Holmes,«

said Lestrade, as the whole party moved towards the Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.781
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door. »Anything further to say?«

»Only to ask what charge you intend to prefer?«

»What charge, sir? Why, of course, the attempted murder of Mr. Sherlock Holmes.«

»Not so, Lestrade. I do not propose to appear in the matter at all. To you, and to you only, belongs the credit of the remarkable arrest which you have effected. 

Yes, Lestrade, I congratulate you! With your usual happy mixture of cunning and audacity, you have got him.«

»Got him! Got whom, Mr. Holmes?«

»The man that the whole force has been seeking in vain – Colonel Sebastian Moran, who shot the Honourable Ronald Adair with an expanding bullet from an air-gun through the open window of the second-floor front of No. 427 Park Lane, upon the thirtieth of last month. That's the charge, Lestrade. And now, Watson, if you can endure the draught from a broken window, I think that half an hour in my study over a cigar may afford you some profitable amusement.«

Our old chambers had been left unchanged through the supervision of Mycroft Holmes and the immediate care of Mrs. Hudson. As I entered I saw, it is true, an unwonted tidiness, but the old landmarks were all in their place. There were the chemical corner and the acid-stained, deal-topped table. There upon a shelf Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.782
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was the row of formidable scrap-books and books of reference which many of our fellow-citizens would have been so glad to burn. The diagrams, the violin-case, and the pipe-rack – even the Persian slipper which contained the tobacco – all met my eyes as I glanced round me. There were two occupants of the room – one, Mrs. Hudson, who beamed upon us both as we entered – the other, the strange dummy which had played so important a part in the evening's adventures. It was a wax-coloured model of my friend, so admirably done that it was a perfect facsimile. It stood on a small pedestal table with an old dressing-gown of Holmes's so draped round it that the illusion from the street was absolutely perfect. 

»I hope you observed all precautions, Mrs. Hudson?« said Holmes. 

»I went to it on my knees, sir, just as you told me.«

»Excellent. You carried the thing out very well. 

Did you observe where the bullet went?«

»Yes, sir. I'm afraid it has spoilt your beautiful bust, for it passed right through the head and flattened itself on the wall. I picked it up from the carpet. Here it is!«

Holmes held it out to me. »A soft revolver bullet, as you perceive, Watson. There's genius in that, for who would expect to find such a thing fired from an air-gun? All right, Mrs. Hudson. I am much obliged Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.783
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for your assistance. And now, Watson, let me see you in your old seat once more, for there are several points which I should like to discuss with you.«

He had thrown off the seedy frock-coat, and now he was the Holmes of old in the mouse-coloured dressing-gown which he took from his effigy. 

»The old  shikari's  nerves have not lost their steadi-ness, nor his eyes their keenness,« said he, with a laugh, as he inspected the shattered forehead of his bust. 

»Plumb in the middle of the back of the head and smack through the brain. He was the best shot in India, and I expect that there are few better in London. Have you heard the name?«

»No, I have not.«

»Well, well, such is fame! But, then, if I remember right, you had not heard the name of Professor James Moriarty, who had one of the great brains of the century. Just give me down my index of biographies from the shelf.«

He turned over the pages lazily, leaning back in his chair and blowing great clouds from his cigar. 

»My collection of M's is a fine one,« said he. 

»Moriarty himself is enough to make any letter illustrious, and here is Morgan the poisoner, and Merridew of abominable memory, and Mathews, who knocked out my left canine in the waiting-room at Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.784
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Charing Cross, and, finally, here is our friend of tonight.«

He handed over the book, and I read: Moran, 

 Sebastian, 

 Colonel. 

Unemployed. 

Formerly

1st Bangalore Pioneers. Born London, 1840. Son of Sir Augustus Moran, C.B., once British Minister to Persia. 

Educated Eton and Oxford. Served in Jowaki Campaign, Afghan Campaign, Charasiab (despatches), Sherpur, and Cabul. Author of  Heavy Game of the Western Himalayas (1881);  Three Months in the Jungle (1884). Address: Conduit Street. Clubs: The Anglo-Indian, the Tankerville, the Bagatelle Card Club. 

On the margin was written, in Holmes's precise hand:

The second most dangerous man in London. 

»This is astonishing,« said I, as I handed back the volume. »The man's career is that of an honourable soldier.«

»It is true,« Holmes answered. »Up to a certain point he did well. He was always a man of iron nerve, and the story is still told in India how he crawled down a drain after a wounded man-eating tiger. There are some trees, Watson, which grow to a certain height, and then suddenly develop some unsightly eccentricity. 
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theory that the individual represents in his development the whole procession of his ancestors, and that such a sudden turn to good or evil stands for some strong influence which came into the line of his pedi-gree. The person becomes, as it were, the epitome of the history of his own family.«

»It is surely rather fanciful.«

»Well, I don't insist upon it. Whatever the cause, Colonel Moran began to go wrong. Without any open scandal, he still made India too hot to hold him. He retired, came to London, and again acquired an evil name. It was at this time that he was sought out by Professor Moriarty, to whom for a time he was chief of the staff. Moriarty supplied him liberally with money, and used him only in one or two very high-class jobs, which no ordinary criminal could have undertaken. You may have some recollection of the death of Mrs. Stewart, of Lauder, in 1887. Not? Well, I am sure Moran was at the bottom of it, but nothing could be proved. So cleverly was the colonel concealed that, even when the Moriarty gang was broken up, we could not incriminate him. You remember at that date, when I called upon you in your rooms, how I put up the shutters for fear of air-guns? No doubt you thought me fanciful. I knew exactly what I was doing, for I knew of the existence of this remarkable gun, and I knew also that one of the best shots in the world Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.786
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would be behind it. When we were in Switzerland he followed us with Moriarty, and it was undoubtedly he who gave me that evil five minutes on the Reichenbach ledge. 

You may think that I read the papers with some attention during my sojourn in France, on the look-out for any chance of laying him by the heels. So long as he was free in London, my life would really not have been worth living. Night and day the shadow would have been over me, and sooner or later his chance must have come. What could I do? I could not shoot him at sight, or I should myself be in the dock. There was no use appealing to a magistrate. They cannot interfere on the strength of what would appear to them to be a wild suspicion. So I could do nothing. But I watched the criminal news, knowing that sooner or later I should get him. Then came the death of this Ronald Adair. My chance had come at last. Knowing what I did, was it not certain that Colonel Moran had done it? He had played cards with the lad, he had followed him home from the club, he had shot him through the open window. There was not a doubt of it. The bullets alone are enough to put his head in a noose. I came over at once. I was seen by the sentinel, who would, I knew, direct the colonel's attention to my presence. He could not fail to connect my sudden return with his crime, and to be terribly alarmed. I Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.787
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was sure that he would make an attempt to get me out of the way  at once,  and would bring round his murderous weapon for that purpose. I left him an excellent mark in the window, and, having warned the police that they might be needed – by the way, Watson, you spotted their presence in that doorway with unerring accuracy – I took up what seemed to me to be a judicious post for observation, never dreaming that he would choose the same spot for his attack. Now, my dear Watson, does anything remain for me to explain?«

»Yes,« said I. »You have not made it clear what was Colonel Moran's motive in murdering the Honourable Ronald Adair?«

»Ah! my dear Watson, there we come into those realms of conjecture, where the most logical mind may be at fault. Each may form his own hypothesis upon the present evidence, and yours is as likely to be correct as mine.«

»You have formed one, then?«

»I think that it is not difficult to explain the facts. It came out in evidence that Colonel Moran and young Adair had, between them, won a considerable amount of money. Now, Moran undoubtedly played foul – of that I have long been aware. I believe that on the day of the murder Adair had discovered that Moran was cheating. Very likely he had spoken to him privately, Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.788
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and had threatened to expose him unless he voluntarily resigned his membership of the club, and promised not to play cards again. It is unlikely that a youngster like Adair would at once make a hideous scandal by exposing a well known man so much older than himself. Probably he acted as I suggest. The exclusion from his clubs would mean ruin to Moran, who lived by his ill-gotten card-gains. He therefore murdered Adair, who at the time was endeavouring to work out how much money he should himself return, since ht could not profit by his partner's foul play. He locked the door lest the ladies should surprise him and insist upon knowing what he was doing with these names and coins. Will it pass?«

»I have no doubt that you have hit upon the truth.«

»It will be verified or disproved at the trial. 

Meanwhile, come what may, Colonel Moran will trouble us no more. The famous air-gun of Von Herder will embellish the Scotland Yard Museum, and once again Mr. Sherlock Holmes is free to devote his life to examining those interesting little problems which the complex life of London so plentifully presents.«
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The Adventure of the Norwood Builder

»From the point of view of the criminal expert,« said Mr. Sherlock Holmes, »London has become a singularly uninteresting city since the death of the late lamented Professor Moriarty.«

»I can hardly think that you would find many decent citizens to agree with you,« I answered. 

»Well, well, I must not be selfish,« said he, with a smile, as he pushed back his chair from the breakfast-table. »The community is certainly the gainer, and no one the loser, save the poor out-of-work specialist, whose occupation has gone. With that man in the field, one's morning paper presented infinite possibilities. Often it was only the smallest trace, Watson, the faintest indication, and yet it was enough to tell me that the great malignant brain was there, as the gentlest tremors of the edges of the web remind one of the foul spider which lurks in the centre. Petty thefts, wanton assaults, purposeless outrage – to the man who held the clue all could be worked into one connected whole. To the scientific student of the higher criminal world, no capital in Europe offered the advantages which London then possessed. But now ––«

He shrugged his shoulders in humorous deprecation of the state of things which he had himself done so Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.790
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much to produce. 

At the time of which I speak, Holmes had been back for some months, and I at his request had sold my practice and returned to share the old quarters in Baker Street. A young doctor, named Verner, had purchased my small Kensington practice, and given with astonishingly little demur the highest price that I ventured to ask – an incident which only explained itself some years later, when I found that Verner was a distant relation of Holmes, and that it was my friend who had really found the money. 

Our months of partnership had not been so uneventful as he had stated, for I find, on looking over my notes, that this period includes the case of the papers of ex-President Murillo, and also the shocking affair of the Dutch steamship  Friesldnd,  which so nearly cost us both our lives. His cold and proud nature was always averse, however, from anything in the shape of public applause, and he bound me in the most stringent terms to say no further word of himself, his methods, or his successes – a prohibition which, as I have explained, has only now been removed. 

Mr. Sherlock Holmes was leaning back in his chair after his whimsical protest, and was unfolding his morning paper in a leisurely fashion, when our attention was arrested by a tremendous ring at the bell, followed immediately by a hollow drumming sound, as Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.791
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if someone were beating on the outer door with his fist. As it opened there came a tumultuous rush into the hall, rapid feet clattered up the stair, and an instant later a wild-eyed and frantic young man, pale, dishevelled, and palpitating, burst into the room. He looked from one to the other of us, and under our gaze of inquiry he became conscious that some apology was needed for this unceremonious entry. 

»I'm sorry, Mr. Holmes,« he cried. »You mustn't blame me. I am nearly mad. Mr. Holmes, I am the unhappy John Hector McFarlane.«

He made the announcement as if the name alone would explain both his visit and its manner, but I could see, by my companion's unresponsive face, that it meant no more to him than to me. 

»Have a cigarette, Mr. McFarlane,« said he, pushing his case across. »I am sure that, with your symptoms, my friend Dr. Watson here would prescribe a sedative. The weather has been so very warm these last few days. Now, if you feel a little more composed, I should be glad if you would sit down in that chair, and tell us very slowly and quietly who you are, and what it is that you want. You mentioned your name, as if I should recognize it, but I assure you that, beyond the obvious facts that you are a bachelor, a solicitor, a Freemason, and an asthmatic, I know nothing whatever about you.«
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Familiar as I was with my friend's methods, it was not difficult for me to follow his deductions, and to observe the untidiness of attire, the sheaf of legal papers, the watch-charm, and the breathing which had prompted them. Our client, however, stared in amazement. 

»Yes, I am all that, Mr. Holmes; and, in addition, I am the most unfortunate man at this moment in London. For heaven's sake, don't abandon me, Mr. Holmes! If they come to arrest me before I have finished my story, make them give me time, so that I may tell you the whole truth. I could go to jail happy if I knew that you were working for me outside.«

»Arrest you!« said Holmes. »This is really most grati – most interesting. On what charge do you expect to be arrested?«

»Upon the charge of murdering Mr. Jonas Oldacre, of Lower Norwood.«

My companion's expressive face showed a sympathy which was not, I am afraid, entirely unmixed with satisfaction. 

»Dear me,« said he, »it was only this moment at breakfast that I was saying to my friend, Dr. Watson, that sensational cases had disappeared out of our papers.«

Our visitor stretched forward a quivering hand and picked up the  Daily Telegraph,  which still lay upon Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.793
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Holmes's knee. 

»If you had looked at it, sir, you would have seen at a glance what the errand is on which I have come to you this morning. I feel as if my name and my misfortune must be in every man's mouth.« He turned it over to expose the central page. »Here it is, and with your permission I will read it to you. Listen to this, Mr. 

Holmes. The headlines are: ›Mysterious Affair at Lower Norwood. Disappearance of a Well Known Builder. Suspicion of Murder and Arson. A Clue to the Criminal.‹ That is the clue which they are already following, Mr. Holmes, and I know that it leads infallibly to me. I have been followed from London Bridge Station, and I am sure that they are only waiting for the warrant to arrest me. It will break my mother's heart – it will break her heart!« He wrung his hands in an agony of apprehension, and swayed backward and forward in his chair. 

I looked with interest upon this man, who was accused of being the perpetrator of a crime of violence. 

He was flaxen-haired and handsome, in a washed-out negative fashion, with frightened blue eyes, and a clean-shaven face, with a weak, sensitive mouth. His age may have been about twenty-seven, his dress and bearing that of a gentleman. From the pocket of his light summer overcoat protruded the bundle of indorsed papers which proclaimed his profession. 
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»We must use what time we have,« said Holmes. 

»Watson, would you have the kindness to take the paper and to read the paragraph in question?«

Underneath the vigorous headlines which our client had quoted, I read the following suggestive narrative:

»Late last night, or early this morning, an incident occurred at Lower Norwood which points, it is feared, to a serious crime. Mr. Jonas Oldacre is a well known resident of that suburb, where he has carried on his business as a builder for many years. Mr. Oldacre is a bachelor, fifty-two years of age, and lives in Deep Dene House, at the Sydenham end of the road of that name. He has had the reputation of being a man of eccentric habits, secretive and retiring. For some years he has practically withdrawn from the business, in which he is said to have massed considerable wealth. A small timber-yard still exists, however, at the back of the house, and last flight, about twelve o'clock, an alarm was given that one of the stacks was on fire. The engines were soon upon the spot, but the dry wood burned with great fury, and it was impossible to arrest the conflagration until the stack had been entirely consumed. Up to this point the incident bore the appearance of an ordinary accident, but fresh indications seem to point to serious crime. Surprise was expressed at the absence of the master of the establishment from the scene of the fire, and an inquiry followed, which showed that he had disappeared from the house. An examination of his room revealed that the bed had not been slept in, that a safe which stood in it was open, that a number of important papers were scattered about the room, and finally, that there were signs of a murderous struggle, slight tra-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.795
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ces of blood being found within the room, and an oaken walking-stick, which also showed stains of blood upon the handle. It is known that Mr. Jonas Oldacre had received a late visitor in his bedroom upon that night, and the stick found has been identified as the property of this person, who is a young London solicitor named John Hector

McFarlane, 

junior

partner

of

Graham

and

McFarlane, of 426 Gresham Buildings, E.C. The police believe that they have evidence in their possession which supplies a very convincing motive for the crime, and altogether it cannot be doubted that sensational developments will follow. 

LATER. – It is rumoured as we go to press that Mr. 

John Hector McFarlane has actually been arrested on the charge of the murder of Mr. Jonas Oldacre. It is at least certain that a warrant has been issued. There have been further and sinister developments in the investigation at Norwood. Besides the signs of a struggle in the room of the unfortunate builder it is now known that the French windows of his bedroom (which is on the ground floor) were found to be open, that there were marks as if some bulky object had been dragged across to the wood-pile, and, finally, it is asserted that charred remains have been found among the charcoal ashes of the fire. The police theory is that a most sensational crime has been committed, that the victim was clubbed to death in his own bedroom, his papers rifled, and his dead body dragged across to the wood-stack, which was then ignited so as to hide all traces of the crime. The conduct of the criminal investigation has been left in the experienced hands of Inspector Lestrade, of Scotland Yard, who is following up the clues with his accustomed energy and sagacity.«
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Sherlock Holmes listened with closed eyes and fingertips together to this remarkable account. 

»The case has certainly some points of interest,«

said he, in his languid fashion. »May I ask, in the first place, Mr. McFarlane, how it is that you are still at liberty, since there appears to be enough evidence to justify your arrest?«

»I live at Torrington Lodge, Blackheath, with my parents, Mr. Holmes, but last night, having to do business very late with Mr. Jonas Oldacre, I stayed at an hotel in Norwood, and came to my business from there. I knew nothing of this affair until I was in the train, when I read what you have just heard. I at once saw the horrible danger of my position, and I hurried to put the case into your hands. I have no doubt that I should have been arrested either at my city office or at my home. A man followed me from London Bridge Station, and I have no doubt –– Great heaven! what is that?«

It was a clang of the bell, followed instantly by heavy steps upon the stair. A moment later, our old friend. Lestrade appeared in the doorway. Over his shoulder I caught a glimpse of one or two uniformed policemen outside. 

»Mr. John Hector McFarlane?« said Lestrade. 

Our unfortunate client rose with a ghastly face. 
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»I arrest you for the wilful murder of Mr. Jonas Oldacre, of Lower Norwood.«

McFarlane turned to us with a gesture of despair, and sank into his chair once more like one who is crushed. 

»One moment, Lestrade,« said Holmes. »Half an hour more or less can make no difference to you, and the gentleman was about to give us an account of this very interesting affair, which might aid us in clearing it up.«

»I think there will be no difficulty in clearing it up,« said Lestrade, grimly. 

»None the less, with your permission, I should be much interested to hear his account.«

»Well, Mr. Holmes, it is difficult for me to refuse you anything, for you have been of use to the force once or twice in the past, and we owe you a good turn at Scotland Yard,« said Lestrade. »At the same time I must remain with my prisoner, and I am bound to warn him that anything he may say will appear in evidence against him.«

»I wish nothing better,« said our client. »All I ask is that you should hear and recognize the absolute truth.«

Lestrade looked at his watch. »I'll give you half an hour,« said he. 

»I must explain first,« said McFarlane, »that I Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.798
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knew nothing of Mr. Jonas Oldacre. His name was familiar to me, for many years ago my parents were acquainted with him, but they drifted apart. I was very much surprised, therefore, when yesterday, about three o'clock in the afternoon, he walked into my office in the city. But I was still more astonished when he told me the object of his visit. He had in his hand several sheets of a notebook, covered with scribbled writing – here they are – and he laid them on my table. 

›Here is my will,‹ said he. ›I want you, Mr. 

McFarlane, to cast it into proper legal shape. I will sit here while you do so.‹

I set myself to copy it, and you can imagine my astonishment when I found that, with some reservations, he had left all his property to me. He was a strange little ferret-like man, with white eyelashes, and when I looked up at him I found his keen gray eyes fixed upon me with an amused expression. I could hardly believe my own senses as I read the terms of the will; but he explained that he was a bachelor with hardly any living relation, that he had known my parents in his youth, and that he had always heard of me as a very deserving young man, and was assured that his money would be in worthy hands. Of course, I could only stammer out my thanks. The will was duly finished, signed, and witnessed by my clerk. This is it Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.799
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on the blue paper, and these slips, as I have explained, are the rough draft. Mr. Jonas Oldacre then informed me that there were a number of documents –

building leases, title-deeds, mortgages, scrip, and so forth – which it was necessary that I should see and understand. He said that his mind would not be easy until the whole thing was settled, and he begged me to come out to his house at Norwood that night, bringing the will with me, and to arrange matters. ›Remember, my boy, not one word to your parents about the affair until everything is settled. We will keep it as a little surprise for them.‹ He was very insistent upon this point, and made me promise it faithfully. 

You can imagine, Mr. Holmes, that I was not in a humour to refuse him anything that he might ask. He was my benefactor, and all my desire was to carry out his wishes in every particular. I sent a telegram home, therefore, to say that I had important business on hand, and that it was impossible for me to say how late I might be. Mr. Oldacre had told me that he would like me to have supper with him at nine, as he might not be home before that hour. I had some difficulty in finding his house, however, and it was nearly half-past before I reached it. I found him ––«

»One moment!« said Holmes. »Who opened the door?«

»A middle-aged woman, who was, I suppose, his Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.800
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housekeeper.«

»And it was she, I presume, who mentioned your name?«

»Exactly,« said McFarlane. 

»Pray proceed.«

McFarlane wiped his damp brow, and then continued his narrative:

»I was shown by this woman into a sitting-room, where a frugal supper was laid out. Afterwards, Mr. 

Jonas Oldacre led me into his bedroom, in which there stood a heavy safe. This he opened and took out a mass of documents, which we went over together. It was between eleven and twelve when we finished. He remarked that we must not disturb the housekeeper. 

He showed me out through his own French window, which had been open all this time.«

»Was the blind down?« asked Holmes. 

»I will not be sure, but I believe that it was only half down. Yes, I remember how he pulled it up in order to swing open the window. I could not find my stick, and he said, ›Never mind, my boy, I shall see a good deal of you now, I hope, and I will keep your stick until you come back to claim it.‹ I left him there, the safe open, and the papers made up in packets upon the table. It was so late that I could not get back to Blackheath, so I spent the night at the Anerley Arms, and I knew nothing more until I read of this Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.801
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horrible affair in the morning.«

»Anything more that you would like to ask, Mr. 

Holmes?« said Lestrade, whose eyebrows had gone up once or twice during this remarkable explanation. 

»Not until I have been to Blackheath.«

»You mean to Norwood,« said Lestrade. 

»Oh, yes, no doubt that is what I must have meant,« said Holmes, with his enigmatical smile. Lestrade had learned by more experiences than he would care to acknowledge that that razor-like brain could cut through that which was impenetrable to him. I saw him look curiously at my companion. 

»I think I should like to have a word with you presently, Mr. Sherlock Holmes,« said he. »Now, Mr. 

McFarlane, two of my constables are at the door, and there is a four-wheeler waiting.« The wretched young man arose, and with a last beseeching glance at us walked from the room. The officers conducted him to the cab, but Lestrade remained. 

Holmes had picked up the pages which formed the rough draft of the will, and was looking at them with the keenest interest upon his face. 

»There are some points about that document, Lestrade, are there not?« said he, pushing them over. 

The official looked at them with a puzzled expression. 

»I can read the first few lines, and these in the Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.802
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middle of the second page, and one or two at the end. 

Those are as clear as print,« said he, »but the writing in between is very bad, and there are three places where I cannot read it at all.«

»What do you make of that?« said Holmes. 

»Well, what do  you  make of it?«

»That it was written in a train. The good writing represents stations, the bad writing movement, and the very bad writing passing over points. A scientific expert would pronounce at once that this was drawn up on a suburban line, since nowhere save in the immediate vicinity of a great city could there be so quick a succession of points. Granting that his whole journey was occupied in drawing up the will, then the train was an express, only stopping once between Norwood and London Bridge.«

Lestrade began to laugh. 

»You are too many for me when you begin to get on your theories, Mr. Holmes,« said he. »How does this bear on the case?«

»Well, it corroborates the young man's story to the extent that the drill was drawn up by Jonas Oldacre in his journey yesterday. It is curious – is it not? – that a man should draw up so important a document in so haphazard a fashion. It suggests that he did not think it was going to be of much practical importance. If a man drew up a will which he did not intend ever to be Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.803
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effective, he might do it so.«

»Well, he drew up his own death warrant at the same time,« said Lestrade. 

»Oh, you think so?«

»Don't you?«

»Well, it is quite possible, but the case is not clear to me yet.«

»Not clear? Well, if that isn't clear, what  could  be clear? Here is a young man who learns suddenly that, if a certain older man dies, he will succeed to a fortune. What does he do? He says nothing to anyone, but he arranges that he shall go out on some pretext to see his client that night. He waits until the only other person in the house is in bed, and then in the solitude of a man's room he murders him, burns his body in the wood-pile, and departs to a neighbouring hotel. The blood-stains in the room and also on the stick are very slight. It is probable that he imagined his crime to be a bloodless one, and hoped that if the body were consumed it would hide all traces of the method of his death – traces which, for some reason, must have pointed to him. Is not all this obvious?«

»It strikes me, my good Lestrade, as being just a trifle too obvious,« said Holmes. »You do not add imagination to your other great qualities, but if you could for one moment put yourself in the place of this young man, would you choose the very night after the Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.804
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will had been made to commit your crime? Would it not seem dangerous to you to make so very close a relation between the two incidents? Again, would you choose an occasion when you are known to be in the house, when a servant has let you in? And, finally, would you take the great pains to conceal the body, and yet leave your own stick as a sign that you were the criminal? Confess, Lestrade, that all this is very unlikely.«

»As to the stick, Mr. Holmes, you know as well as I do that a criminal is often flurried, and does such things, which a cool man would avoid. He was very likely afraid to go back to the room. Give me another theory that would fit the facts.«

»I could very easily give you half a dozen,« said Holmes. »Here, for example, is a very possible and even probable one. I make you a free present of it. 

The older man is showing documents which are of evident value. A passing tramp sees them through the window, the blind of which is only half down. Exit the solicitor. Enter the tramp! He seizes a stick, which he observes there, kills Oldacre, and departs after burning the body.«

»Why should the tramp burn the body?«

»For the matter of that, why should McFarlane?«

»To hide some evidence.«

»Possibly the tramp wanted to hide that any murder Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.805
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at all had been committed.«

»And why did the tramp take nothing?«

»Because they were papers that he could not negotiate.«

Lestrade shook his head, though it seemed to me that his manner was less absolutely assured than before. 

»Well, Mr. Sherlock Holmes, you may look for your tramp, and while you are finding him we will hold on to our man. The future will show which is right. Just notice this point, Mr. Holmes: that so far as we know, none of the papers were removed, and that the prisoner is the one man in the world who had no reason for removing them, since he was heir-at-law, and would come into them in any case.«

My friend seemed struck by this remark. 

»I don't mean to deny that the evidence is in some ways very strongly in favour of your theory,« said he. 

»I only wish to point out that there are other theories possible. As you say, the future will decide. Good-morning! I dare say that in the course of the day I shall drop in at Norwood and see how you are getting on.«

When the detective departed, my friend rose and made his preparations for the day's work with the alert air of a man who has a congenial task before him. 

»My first movement, Watson,« said he, as he bust-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.806
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led into his frock-coat, »must, as I said, be in the direction of Blackheath.«

»And why not Norwood?«

»Because we have in this case one singular incident coming close to the heels of another singular incident. 

The police are making the mistake of concentrating their attention upon the second, because it happens to be the one which is actually criminal. But it is evident to me that the logical way to approach the case is to begin by trying to throw some light upon the first incident – the curious will, so suddenly made, and to so unexpected an heir. It may do something to simplify what followed. No, my dear fellow, I don't think you can help me. There is no prospect of danger, or I should not dream of stirring out without you. I trust that when I see you in the evening, I will be able to report that I have been able to do something for this unfortunate youngster, who has thrown himself upon my protection.«

It was late when my friend returned, and I could see, by a glance at his haggard and anxious face, that the high hopes with which he had started had not been fulfilled. For an hour he droned away upon his violin, endeavouring to soothe his own ruffled spirits. At last he flung down the instrument, and plunged into a detailed account of his misadventures. 

»It's all going wrong, Watson – all as wrong as it Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.807
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can go. I kept a bold face before Lestrade, but, upon my soul, I believe that for once the fellow is on the right track and we are on the wrong. All my instincts are one way, and all the facts are the other, and I much fear that British juries have not yet attained that pitch of intelligence when they will give the preference to my theories over Lestrade's facts.«

»Did you go to Blackheath?«

»Yes, Watson, I went there, and I found very quickly that the late lamented Oldacre was a pretty considerable blackguard. The father was away in search of his son. The mother was at home – a little, fluffy, blue-eyed person, in a tremor of fear and indignation. Of course, she would not admit even the possibility of his guilt. But she would not express either surprise or regret over the fate of Oldacre. On the contrary, she spoke of him with such bitterness that she was unconsciously considerably strengthening the case of the police for, of course, if her son had heard her speak of the man in this fashion, it Would predis-pose him towards hatred and violence. ›He was more like a malignant and cunning ape than a human being,‹ said she, ›and he always was, ever since he was a young man.‹

›You knew him at that time?‹ said I. 

›Yes, I knew him well, in fact, he was an old suitor of mine. Thank heaven that I had the sense to turn Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.808
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away from him and to marry a better, if poorer, man. I was engaged to him, Mr. Holmes, when I heard a shocking story of how he had turned a cat loose in an aviary, and I was so horrified at his brutal cruelty that I would have nothing more to do with him.‹ She rummaged in a bureau, and presently she produced a photograph of a woman, shamefully defaced and mutilated with a knife. ›That is my own photograph,‹ she said. ›He sent it to me in that state, with his curse, upon my wedding morning.‹

›Well,‹ said I, ›at least he has forgiven you now, since he has left all his property to your son.‹

›Neither my son nor I want anything from Jonas Oldacre, dead or alive!‹ she cried, with a proper spirit. ›There is a God in heaven, Mr. Holmes, and that same God who has punished that wicked man will show, in His own good time, that my son's hands are guiltless of his blood.‹

Well, I tried one or two leads, but could get at nothing which would help our hypothesis, and several points which would make against it. I gave it up at last, and off I went to Norwood. 

This place, Deep Dene House, is a big modern villa of staring brick, standing back in its own grounds, with a laurel-clumped lawn in front of it. To the right and some distance back from the road was the timber-yard which had been the scene of the fire. 
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Here's a rough plan on a leaf of my notebook. This window on the left is the one which opens into Oldacre's room. You can look into it from the road, you see. 

That is about the only bit of consolation I have had to-day. Lestrade was not there, but his head constable did the honours. They had just found a great treasure-trove. They had spent the morning Taking among the ashes of the burned wood-pile, and besides the charred organic remains they had secured several discoloured metal discs I examined them with care, and there was no doubt that they were trouser buttons. I even distinguished that one of them was marked with the name of ›Hyams,‹ who was Oldacre's tailor. I then worked the lawn very carefully for signs and traces, but this drought has made everything as hard as iron. 

Nothing was to be seen save that some body or bundle had been dragged through a low privet hedge which is in a line with the wood-pile. All that, of course, fits in with the official theory. I crawled about the lawn with an August sun on my back, but I got up at the end of an hour no wiser than before. 

Well, after this fiasco I went into the bedroom and examined that also. The blood-stains were very slight, mere smears and discolourations, but undoubtedly fresh. The stick had been removed, but there also the marks were slight. There is no doubt about the stick belonging to our client. He admits it. Footmarks of Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.810
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both men could be made out on the carpet, but none of any third person, which again is a trick for the other side. They were piling up their score all the time and we were at a standstill. 

Only one little gleam of hope did I get – and yet it amounted to nothing. I examined the contents of the safe, most of which had been taken out and left on the table. The papers had been made up into sealed envelopes, one or two of which had been opened by the police. They were not, so far as I could judge, of any great value, nor did the bank-book show that Mr. Oldacre was in such very affluent circumstances. But it seemed to me that all the papers were not there. There were allusions to some deeds – possibly the more valuable – which I could not find. This, of course, if we could definitely prove it, would turn Lestrade's argument against himself; for who would steal a thing if he knew that he would shortly inherit it? 

Finally, having drawn every other cover and picked up no scent, I tried my luck with the housekeeper. 

Mrs. Lexington is her name – a little, dark, silent person, with suspicious and sidelong eyes. She could tell us something if she would – I am convinced of it. But she was as close as wax. Yes, she had let Mr. 

McFarlane in at half-past nine. She wished her hand had withered before she had done so. She had gone to bed at half-past ten. Her room was at the other end of Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.811
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the house, and she could hear nothing of what passed. 

Mr. McFarlane had left his hat, and to the best of her belief his stick, in the hall. She had been awakened by the alarm of fire. Her poor, dear master had certainly been murdered. Had he any enemies? Well, every man had enemies, but Mr. Oldacre kept himself very much to himself, and only met people in the way of business. She had seen the buttons, and was sure that they belonged to the clothes which he had worn last night. 

The woodpile was very dry, for it had not rained for a month. It burned like tinder, and by the time she reached the spot, nothing could be seen but flames. 

She and all the firemen smelled the burned flesh from inside it. She knew nothing of the papers, nor of Mr. 

Oldacre's private affairs. 

So, my dear Watson, there's my report of a failure. 

And yet – and yet – « he clenched his thin hands in a paroxysm of conviction – »I  know  it's all wrong. I feel it in my bones. There is something that has not come out, and that housekeeper knows it. There was a sort of sulky defiance in her eyes, which only goes with guilty knowledge. However, there's no good talking any more about it, Watson; but unless some lucky chance comes our way I fear that the Norwood Disappearance Case will not figure in that chronicle of our successes which I foresee that a patient public will sooner or later have to endure.«
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»Surely,« said I, »the man's appearance would go far with any jury?«

»That is a dangerous argument, my dear Watson. 

You remember that terrible murderer, Bert Stevens, who wanted us to get him off in '87? Was there ever a more mild-mannered, Sunday-school young man?«

»It is true.«

»Unless we succeed in establishing an alternative theory, this man is lost. You can hardly find a flaw in the case which can now be presented against him, and all further investigation has served to strengthen it. By the way, there is one curious little point about those papers which may serve us as the starting-point for an inquiry. On looking over the bank-book I found that the low state of the balance was principally due to large checks which have been made out during the last year to Mr. Cornelius. I confess that I should be interested to know who this Mr. Cornelius may be with whom a retired builder has had such very large transactions. Is it possible that he has had a hand in the affair? Cornelius might be a broker, but we have found no scrip to correspond with these large payments. Failing any other indication, my researches must now take the direction of an inquiry at the bank for the gentleman who has cashed these checks. But I fear, my dear fellow, that our case will end ingloriously by Lestrade hanging our client, which will certainly Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.813
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be a triumph for Scotland Yard.«

I do not know how far Sherlock Holmes took any sleep that night, but when I came down to breakfast I found him pale and harassed, his bright eyes the brighter for the dark shadows round them. The carpet round his chair was littered with cigarette-ends and with the early editions of the morning papers. An open telegram lay upon the table. 

»What do you think of this, Watson?« he asked, tossing it across. 

It was from Norwood, and ran as follows: Important fresh evidence to hand. McFarlane's guilt definitely established. Advise you to abandon case. 

LESTRADE. 

»This sounds serious,« said I. 

»It is Lestrade's little cock-a-doodle of victory,«

Holmes answered, with a bitter smile. »And yet it may be premature to abandon the case. After all, important fresh evidence is a two-edged thing, and may possibly cut in a very different direction to that which Lestrade' imagines. Take your breakfast, Watson, and we will go out together and see what we can do. I feel as if I shall need your company and your moral support to-day.«

My friend had no breakfast himself, for it was one of his peculiarities
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he would permit himself no food, and I have known him presume upon his iron strength until he has fainted from pure inanition. »At present I cannot spare energy and nerve force for digestion,« he would say in answer to my medical remonstrances. I was not surprised, therefore, when this morning he left his untouched meal behind him, and started with me for Norwood. A crowd of morbid sightseers were still gathered round Deep Dene House, which was just such a suburban villa as I had pictured. Within the gates Lestrade met us, his face flushed with victory, his manner grossly triumphant. 

»Well, Mr. Holmes, have you proved us to be wrong yet? Have you found your tramp?« he cried. 

»I have formed no conclusion whatever,« my companion answered. 

»But we formed ours yesterday, and now it proves to be correct, so you must acknowledge that we have been a little in front of you this time, Mr. Holmes.«

»You certainly have the air of something unusual having occurred,« said Holmes. 

Lestrade laughed loudly. 

»You don't like being beaten any more than the rest of us do,« said he. »A man can't expect always to have it his own way, can he, Dr. Watson? Step this way, if you please, gentlemen, and I think I can convince you once for all that it was John McFarlane who Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.815
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did this crime.«

He led us through the passage and out into a dark hall beyond. 

»This is where young McFarlane must have come out to get his hat after the crime was done,« said he. 

»Now look at this.« With dramatic suddenness he struck a match, and by its light exposed a stain of blood upon the whitewashed wall. As he held the match nearer, I saw that it was more than a stain. It was the well-marked print of a thumb. 

»Look at that with your magnifying glass, Mr. Holmes.«

»Yes, I am doing so.«

»You are aware that no two thumb-marks are alike?«

»I have heard something of the kind.«

»Well, then, will you please compare that print with this wax impression of young McFarlane's right thumb, taken by my orders this morning?«

As he held the waxen print close to the blood-stain, it did not take a magnifying glass to see that the two were undoubtedly from the same thumb. It was evident to me that our unfortunate client was lost. 

»That is final,« said Lestrade. 

»Yes, that is final,« I involuntarily echoed. 

»It is final,« said Holmes. 

Something in his tone caught my ear, and I turned Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.816
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to look at him. An extraordinary change had come over his face. It was writhing with inward merriment. 

His two eyes were shining like stars. It seemed to me that he was making desperate efforts to restrain a convulsive attack of laughter. 

»Dear me! Dear me!« he said at last. »Well, now, who would have thought it? And how deceptive appearances may be, to be sure! Such a nice young man to look at! It is a lesson to us not to trust our own judgment, is it not, Lestrade?«

»Yes, some of us are a little too much inclined to be cock-sure, Mr. Holmes,« said Lestrade. The man's insolence was maddening, but we could not resent it. 

»What a providential thing that this young man should press his right thumb against the wall in taking his hat from the peg! Such a very natural action, too, if you come to think of it.« Holmes was outwardly calm, but his whole body gave a wriggle of suppressed excitement as he spoke. 

»By the way, Lestrade, who made this remarkable discovery?«

»It was the housekeeper, Mrs. Lexington, who drew the night constable's attention to it.«

»Where was the night constable?«

»He remained on guard in the bedroom where the crime was committed, so as to see that nothing was touched.«
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»But why didn't the police see this mark yesterday?«

»Well, we had no particular reason to make a careful examination of the hall. Besides, it's not in a very prominent place, as you see.«

»No, no – of course not. I suppose there is no doubt that the mark was there yesterday?«

Lestrade looked at Holmes as if he thought he was going out of his mind. I confess that I was myself surprised both at his hilarious manner and at his rather wild observation. 

»I don't know whether you think that McFarlane came out of jail in the dead of the night in order to strengthen the evidence against himself,« said Lestrade. »I leave it to any expert in the world whether that is not the mark of his thumb.«

»It is unquestionably the mark of his thumb.«

»There, that's enough,« said Lestrade. »I am a practical man, Mr. Holmes, and when I have got my evidence I come to my conclusions. If you have anything to say, you will find me writing my report in the sitting-room.«

Holmes had recovered his equanimity, though I still seemed to detect gleams of amusement in his expression. 

»Dear me, this is a very sad development, Watson, is it not?« said he. »And yet there are singular points Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.818
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about it which hold out some hopes for our client.«

»I am delighted to hear it,« said I, heartily. »I was afraid it was all up with him.«

»I would hardly go so far as to say that, my dear Watson. The fact is that there is one really serious flaw in this evidence to which our friend attaches so much importance.«

»Indeed, Holmes! What is it?«

»Only this: that I  know  that that mark was not there when I examined the hall yesterday. And now, Watson, let us have a little stroll round in the sunshine.«

With a confused brain, but with a heart into which some warmth of hope was returning, I accompanied my friend in a walk round the garden. Holmes took each face of the house in turn, and examined it with great interest. He then led the way inside, and went over the whole building from basement to attic. Most of the rooms were unfurnished, but none the less Holmes inspected them all minutely. Finally, on the top corridor, which ran outside three untenanted bedrooms, he again was seized with a spasm of merriment. 

»There are really some very unique features about this case, Watson,« said he. »I think it is time now that we took our friend Lestrade into our confidence. 

He has had his little smile at our expense, and perhaps we may do as much by him, if my reading of Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.819
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this problem proves to be correct. Yes, yes, I think I see how we should approach it.«

The Scotland Yard inspector was still writing in the parlour when Holmes interrupted him. 

»I understood that you were writing a report of this case,« said he. 

»So I am.«

»Don't you think it may be a little premature? I can't help thinking that your evidence is not complete.«

Lestrade knew my friend too well to disregard his words. He laid down his pen and looked curiously at him. 

»What do you mean, Mr. Holmes?«

»Only that there is an important witness whom you have not seen.«

»Can you produce him?«

»I think I can.«

»Then do so.«

»I will do my best. How many constables have you?«

»There are three within call.«

»Excellent!« said Holmes. »May I ask if they are all large, able-bodied men with powerful voices?«

»I have no doubt they are, though I fail to see what their voices have to do with it.«

»Perhaps I can help you to see that and one or two Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.820
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other things as well,« said Holmes. »Kindly summon your men, and I will try.«


Five minutes later, three policemen had assembled in the hall. 

»In the outhouse you will find a considerable quantity of straw,« said Holmes. »I will ask you to carry in two bundles of it. I think it will be of the greatest assistance in producing the witness whom I require. 

Thank you very much. I believe you have some matches in your pocket, Watson. Now, Mr. Lestrade, I will ask you all to accompany me to the top landing.«

As I have said, there was a broad corridor there, which ran outside three empty bedrooms. At one end of the corridor we were all marshalled by Sherlock Holmes, the constables grinning and Lestrade staring at my friend with amazement, expectation, and derision chasing each other across his features. Holmes stood before us with the air of a conjurer who is performing a trick. 

»Would you kindly send one of your constables for two buckets of water? Put the straw on the floor here, free from the wall on either side. Now I think that we are all ready.«

Lestrade's face had begun to grow red and angry. 

»I don't know whether you are playing a game with us, Mr. Sherlock Holmes,« said he. »If you know anything, you can surely say it without all this Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.821
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tomfoolery.«

»I assure you, my good Lestrade, that I have an excellent reason for everything that I do. You may possibly remember that you chaffed me a little, some hours ago, when the sun seemed on your side of the hedge, so you must not grudge me a little pomp and ceremony now. Might I ask you, Watson, to open that window, and then to put a match to the edge of the straw?«

I did so, and driven by the draught, a coil of gray smoke swirled down the corridor, while the dry straw crackled and flamed. 

»Now we must see if we can find this witness for you, Lestrade. Might I ask you all to join in the cry of

›Fire!‹? Now then; one, two three ––«

»Fire!« we all yelled. 

»Thank you. I will trouble you once again.«

»Fire!«

»Just once more, gentlemen, and all together.«

»Fire!« The shout must have rung over Norwood. 

It had hardly died away when an amazing thing happened. A door suddenly flew open out of what appeared to be solid wall at the end of the corridor, and a little, wizened man darted out of it, like a rabbit out of its burrow. 

»Capital!« said Holmes, calmly. »Watson, a bucket of water over the straw. That will do! Lestrade, allow Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.822
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me to present you with your principal missing witness, Mr. Jonas Oldacre.«

The detective stared at the newcomer with blank amazement. The latter was blinking in the bright light of the corridor, and peering at us and at the smouldering fire. It was an odious face – crafty, vicious, malignant, with shifty, light-gray eyes and white lashes. 

»What's this, then?« said Lestrade, at last. »What have you been doing all this time, eh?«

Oldacre gave an uneasy laugh, shrinking back from the furious red face of the angry detective. 

»I have done no harm.«

»No harm? You have done your best to get an innocent man hanged. If it wasn't for this gentleman here, I am not sure that you would not have succeeded.«

The wretched creature began to whimper. 

»I am sure, sir, it was only my practical joke.«

»Oh! a joke, was it? You won't find the laugh on your side, I promise you. Take him down, and keep him in the sitting-room until I come. Mr. Holmes,« he continued, when they had gone, »I could not speak before the constables, but I don't mind saying, in the presence of Dr. Watson, that this is the brightest thing that you have done yet, though it is a mystery to me how you did it. You have saved an innocent man's Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.823
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life, and you have prevented a very grave scandal, which would have ruined my reputation in the Force.«

Holmes smiled, and clapped Lestrade upon the shoulder. 

»Instead of being ruined, my good sir, you will find that your reputation has been enormously enhanced. 

Just make a few alterations in that report which you were writing, and they will understand how hard it is to throw dust in the eyes of Inspector Lestrade.«

»And you don't want your name to appear?«

»Not at all. The work is its own reward. Perhaps I shall get the credit also at some distant day, when I permit my zealous historian to lay out his foolscap once more – eh, Watson? Well, now, let us see where this rat has been lurking.«

A lath-and-plaster partition had been run across the passage six feet from the end, with a door cunningly concealed in it. It was lit within by slits under the eaves. A few articles of furniture and a supply of food and water were within, together with a number of books and papers. 

»There's the advantage of being a builder,« said Holmes, as we came out. »He was able to fix up his own little hiding-place without any confederate –

save, of course, that precious housekeeper of his, whom I should lose no time in adding to your bag, Lestrade.«
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»I'll take your advice. But how did you know of this place, Mr. Holmes?«

»I made up my mind that the fellow was in hiding in the house. When I paced one corridor and found it six feet shorter than the corresponding one below, it was pretty clear where he was. I thought he had not the nerve to lie quiet before an alarm of fire. We could, of course, have gone in and taken him, but it amused me to make him reveal himself. Besides, I owed you a little mystification, Lestrade, for your chaff in the morning.«

»Well, sir, you certainly got equal with me on that. 

But how in the world did you know that he was in the house at all?«

»The thumb-mark, Lestrade. You said it was final; and so it was, in a very different sense. I knew it had not been there the day before. I pay a good deal of attention to matters of detail, as you may have observed, and I had examined the hall, and was sure that the wall was clear. Therefore, it had been put on during the night.«

»But how?«

»Very simply. When those packets were sealed up, Jonas Oldacre got McFarlane to secure one of the seals by putting his thumb upon the soft wax. It would be done so quickly and so naturally, that I daresay the young man himself has no recollection of it. 
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Very likely it just so happened, and Oldacre had himself no notion of the use he would put it to. Brooding over the case in that den of his, it suddenly struck him what absolutely damning evidence he could make against McFarlane by using that thumb-mark. It was the simplest thing in the world for him to take a wax impression from the seal, to moisten it in as much blood as he could get from a pin-prick, and to put the mark upon the wall during the night, either with his own hand or with that of his housekeeper. If you examine among those documents which he took with him into his retreat, I will lay you a wager that you find the seal with the thumb-mark upon it.«

»Wonderful!« said Lestrade. »Wonderful! It's all as clear as crystal, as you put it. But what is the object of this deep deception, Mr. Holmes?«

It was amusing to me to see how the detective's overbearing manner had changed suddenly to that of a child asking questions of its teacher. 

»Well, I don't think that is very hard to explain. A very deep, malicious, vindictive person is the gentleman who is now waiting us downstairs. You know that he was once refused by McFarlane's mother? You don't! I told you that you should go to Blackheath first and Norwood afterwards. Well, this injury, as he would consider it,, has rankled in his wicked, scheming brain, and all his life he has longed for vengean-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.826
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ce, but never seen his chance. During the last year or two, things have gone against him – secret speculation, I think – and he finds himself in a bad way. He determines to swindle his creditors, and for this purpose he pays large checks to a certain Mr. Cornelius, who is, I imagine, himself under another name. I have not traced these checks yet, but I have no doubt that they were banked under that name at some provincial town where Oldacre from time to time led a double existence. He intended to change his name altogether, draw this money, and vanish, starting life again elsewhere.«

»Well, that's likely enough.«

»It would strike him that in disappearing he might throw all pursuit off his track, and at the same time have an ample and crushing revenge upon his old sweetheart, if he could give the impression that he had been murdered by her only child. It was a masterpiece of villainy, and he carried it out like a master. The idea of the will, which would give an obvious motive for the crime, the secret visit unknown to his own parents, the retention of the stick, the blood, and the animal remains and buttons in the wood-pile, all were admirable. It was a net from which it seemed to me, a few hours ago, that there was no possible escape. But he had not that supreme gift of the artist, the knowledge of when to stop. He wished to improve that which Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.827
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was already perfect – to draw the rope tighter yet round the neck of his unfortunate victim – and so he ruined all. Let us descend, Lestrade. There are just one or two questions that I would ask him.«

The malignant creature was seated in his own parlour, with a policeman upon each side of him. 

»It was a joke, my good sir – a practical joke, nothing more,« he whined incessantly. »I assure you, sir, that I simply concealed myself in order to see the effect of my disappearance, and I am sure that you would not be so unjust as to imagine that I would have allowed any harm to befall poor young Mr. 

McFarlane.«

»That's for a jury to decide,« said Lestrade. »Anyhow, we shall have you on a charge of conspiracy, if not for attempted murder.«

»And you'll probably find that your creditors will impound the banking account of Mr. Cornelius,« said Holmes. 

The little man started, and turned his malignant eyes upon my friend. 

»I have to thank you for a good deal,« said he. 

»Perhaps I'll pay my debt some day.«

Holmes smiled indulgently. 

»I fancy that, for some few years, you will find your time very fully occupied,« said he. »By the way, what was it you put into the wood' pile besides your old Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.828
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trousers? A dead dog, or rabbits, or what? You won't tell? Dear me, how very unkind of you! Well, well, I daresay that a couple of rabbits would account both for the blood and for the charred ashes. If ever you write an account, Watson, you can make rabbits serve your turn.«
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The Adventure of the Dancing Men

Holmes had been seated for some hours in silence with his long, thin back curved over a chemical vessel in which he was brewing a particularly malodorous product. His head was sunk upon his breast, and he looked from my point of view like a strange, lank bird, with dull gray plumage and a black top-knot. 

»So, Watson,« said he, suddenly, »you do not propose to invest in South African securities?«

I gave a start of astonishment. Accustomed as I was to Holmes's curious faculties, this sudden intrusion into my most intimate thoughts was utterly inexplicable. 

»How on earth do you know that?« I asked. 

He wheeled round upon his stool, with a steaming test-tube in his hand, and a gleam of amusement in his deep-set eyes. 

»Now, Watson, confess yourself utterly taken aback,« said he. 

»I am.«

»I ought to make you sign a paper to that effect.«

»Why?«

»Because in five minutes you will say that it is all so absurdly simple.«

»I am sure that I shall say nothing of the kind.«
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»You see, my dear Watson« – he propped his test-tube in the rack, and began to lecture with the air of a professor addressing his class – »it is not really difficult to construct a series of inferences, each dependent upon its predecessor and each simple in itself. If, after doing so, one simply knocks out all the central inferences and presents one's audience with the starting-point and the conclusion, one may produce a startling, though possibly a meretricious, effect. Now, it was not really difficult, by an inspection of the groove between your left forefinger and thumb, to feel sure that you did  not  propose to invest your small capital in the gold fields.«

»I see no connection.«

»Very likely not; but I can quickly show you a close connection. Here are the missing links of the very simple chain: 1. You had chalk between your left finger and thumb when you returned from the club last night. 2. You put chalk there when you play billiards, to steady the cue. 3. You never play billiards except with Thurston. 4. You told me, four weeks ago, that Thurston had an option on some South African property which would expire in a month, and which he desired you to share with him. 5. Your check book is locked in my drawer, and you have not asked for the key. 6. You do not propose to invest your money in this manner.«
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»How absurdly simple!« I cried. 

»Quite so!« said he, a little nettled. »Every problem becomes very childish when once it is explained to you. Here is an unexplained one. See what you can make of that, friend Watson.« He tossed a sheet of paper upon the table, and turned once more to his chemical analysis. 

I looked with amazement at the absurd hieroglyphics upon the paper. 

»Why, Holmes, it is a child's drawing,« I cried. 

»Oh, that's your idea!«

»What else should it be?«

»That is what, Mr. Hilton Cubitt, of Riding Thorpe Manor, Norfolk, is very anxious to know. This little conundrum came by the first post, and he was to follow by the next train. There's a ring at the bell, Watson. I should not be very much surprised if this were he.«

A heavy step was heard upon the stairs, and an instant later there entered a tall, ruddy, clean-shaven gentleman, whose clear eyes and florid cheeks told of a life led far from the fogs of Baker Street. He seemed to bring a whiff of his strong, fresh, bracing, east-coast air with him as he entered. Having shaken hands with each of us, he was about to sit down, when his eye rested upon the paper with the curious markings, which I had just examined and left upon the table. 
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»Well, Mr. Holmes, what do you make of these?«

he cried. »They told me that you were fond of queer mysteries, and I don't think you can find a queerer one than that. I sent the paper on ahead, so that you might have time to study it before I came.«

»It is certainly rather a curious production,« said Holmes. »At first sight it would appear to be some childish prank. It consists of a number of absurd little figures dancing across the paper upon which they are drawn. Why should you attribute any importance to so grotesque an object?«

»I never should, Mr. Holmes. But my wife does. It is frightening her to death. She says nothing, but I can see terror in her eyes. That's why I want to sift the matter to the bottom.«

Holmes held up the paper so that the sunlight shone full upon it. It was a page torn from a notebook. The markings were done in pencil, and ran in this way:

Holmes examined it for some time, and then, folding it carefully up, he placed it in his pocketbook. 

»This
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unusual case,« said he. »You gave me a few particulars in your letter, Mr. Hilton Cubitt, but I should be very much obliged if you would kindly go over it all again for the benefit of my friend, Dr. Watson.«

»I'm not much of a story-teller,« said our visitor, nervously clasping and unclasping his great, strong hands. »You'll just ask me anything that I don't make clear. I'll begin at the time of my marriage last year, but I want to say first of all that, though I'm not a rich man, my people have been at Riding Thorpe for a matter of five centuries, and there is no better known family in the County of Norfolk. Last year I came up to London for the Jubilee, and I stopped at a boarding-house in Russell Square, because Parker, the vicar of our parish, was staying in it. There was an American young lady there – Patrick was the name –

Elsie Patrick. In some way we became friends, until before my month was up I was as much in love as man could be. We were quietly married at a registry office, and we returned to Norfolk a wedded couple. 

You'll think it very mad, Mr. Holmes, that a man of a good old family should marry a wife in this fashion, knowing nothing of her past or of her people, but if you saw her and knew her, it would help you to understand. 

She was very straight about it, was Elsie. I can't say that she did not give me every chance of getting Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.834
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out of it if I wished to do so. ›I have had some very disagreeable associations in my life,‹ said she, ›I wish to forget all about them. I would rather never allude to the past, for it is very painful to me. If you take me, Hilton, you will take a woman who has nothing that she need be personally ashamed of; but you will have to be content with my word for it, and to allow me to be silent as to all that passed up to the time when I became yours. If these conditions are too hard, then go back to Norfolk, and leave me – to the lonely life in which you found me.‹ It was only the day before our wedding that she said those very words to me. I told her that I was content to take her on her own terms, and I have been as good as my word. 

Well, we have been married now for a year, and very happy we have been. But about a month ago, at the end of June, I saw for the first time signs of trouble. One day my wife received a letter from America. I saw the American stamp. She turned deadly white, read the letter, and threw it into the fire. She made no allusion to it afterwards, and I made none, for a promise is a promise, but she has never known an easy hour from that moment. There is always a look of fear upon her face – a look as if she were waiting and expecting. She would do better to trust me. She would find that I was her best friend. But until she speaks, I can say nothing. Mind you, she is a truthful woman, Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.835
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Mr. Holmes, and whatever trouble there may have been in her past life it has been no fault of hers. I am only a simple Norfolk squire, but there is not a man in England who ranks his family honour more highly than I do. She knows it well, and she knew it well before she married me. She would never bring any stain upon it – of that I am sure. 

Well, now I come to the queer part of my story. 

About a week ago – it was the Tuesday of last week –

I found on one of the window-sills a number of absurd little dancing figures like these upon the paper. 

They were scrawled with chalk. I thought that it was the stable-boy who had drawn them, but the lad swore he knew nothing about it. Anyhow, they had come there during the night. I had them washed out, and I only mentioned the matter to my wife afterwards. To my surprise, she took it very seriously, and begged me if any more came to let her see them. None did come for a week, and then yesterday morning I found this paper lying on the sundial in the garden. I showed it to Elsie, and down she dropped in a dead faint. Since then she has looked like a woman in a dream, half dazed, and with terror always lurking in her eyes. It was then that I wrote and sent the paper to you, Mr. 

Holmes. It was not a thing that I could take to the police, for they would have laughed at me, but you will tell me what to do. I am not a rich man, but if there is Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.836
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any danger threatening my little woman, I would spend my last copper to shield her.«

He was a fine creature, this man of the old English soil – simple, straight, and gentle, with his great, earnest blue eyes and broad, comely face. His love for his wife and his trust in her shone in his features. Holmes had listened to his story with the utmost attention, and now he sat for some time in silent thought. 

»Don't you think, Mr. Cubitt,« said he, at last, 

»that your best plan would be to make a direct appeal to your wife, and to ask her to share her secret with you?«

Hilton Cubitt shook his massive head. 

»A promise is a promise, Mr. Holmes. If Elsie wished to tell me she would. If not, it is not for me to force her confidence. But I am justified in taking my own line – and I will.«

»Then I will help you with all my heart. In the first place, have you heard of any strangers being seen in your neighbourhood?«

»No.«

»I presume that it is a very quiet place. Any fresh face would cause comment?«

»In the immediate neighbourhood, yes. But we have several small watering-places not very far away. 

And the farmers take in lodgers.«

»These hieroglyphics have evidently a meaning. If Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.837
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it is a purely arbitrary one, it may be impossible for us to solve it. If, on the other hand, it is systematic, I have no doubt that we shall get to the bottom of it. 

But this particular sample is so short that I can do nothing, and the facts which you have brought me are so indefinite that we have no basis for an investigation. I would suggest that you return to Norfolk, that you keep a keen lookout, and that you take an exact copy of any fresh dancing men which may appear. It is a thousand pities that we have not a reproduction of those which were done in chalk upon the window-sill. 

Make a discreet inquiry also as to any strangers in the neighbourhood. When you have collected some fresh evidence, come to me again. That is the best advice which I can give you, Mr. Hilton Cubitt. If there are any pressing fresh developments, I shall be always ready to run down and see you in your Norfolk home.«

The interview left Sherlock Holmes very thoughtful, and several times in the next few days I saw him take his slip of paper from his notebook and look long and earnestly at the curious figures inscribed upon it. 

He made no allusion to the affair, however, until one afternoon a fortnight or so later. I was going out when he called me back. 

»You had better stay here, Watson.«

»Why?«
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»Because I had a wire from Hilton Cubitt this morning. You remember Hilton Cubitt, of the dancing men? He was to reach Liverpool Street at one-twenty. 

He may be here at any moment. I gather from his wire that there have been some new incidents of importance.«

We had not long to wait, for our Norfolk squire came straight from the station as fast as a hansom could bring him. He was looking worried and depressed, with tired eyes and a lined forehead. 

»It's getting on my nerves, this business, Mr. Holmes,« said he, as he sank, like a wearied man, into an armchair. »It's bad enough to feel that you are surrounded by unseen, unknown folk, who have some kind of design upon you, but when, in addition to that, you know that it is just killing your wife by inches, then it becomes as much as flesh and blood can endure. She's wearing away under it – just wearing away before my eyes.«

»Has she said anything yet?«

»No, Mr. Holmes, she has not. And yet there have been times when the poor girl has wanted to speak, and yet could not quite bring herself to take the plunge. I have tried to help her, but I daresay I did it clumsily, and scared her from it. She has spoken about my old family, and our reputation in the county, and our pride in our unsullied honour, and I always Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes
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felt it was leading to the point, but somehow it turned off before we got there.«

»But you have found out something for yourself?«

»A good deal, Mr. Holmes. I have several fresh dancing-men pictures for you to examine, and, what is more important, I have seen the fellow.«

»What, the man who draws them?«

»Yes, I saw him at his work. But I will tell you everything in order. When I got back after my visit to you, the very first thing I saw next morning was a fresh crop of dancing men. They had been drawn in chalk upon the black wooden door of the tool-house, which stands beside the lawn in full view of the front windows. I took an exact copy, and here it is.« He unfolded a paper and laid it upon the table. Here is a copy of the hieroglyphics:

»Excellent!« said Holmes. »Excellent! Pray continue.«

»When I had taken the copy, I rubbed out the marks, but, two mornings later, a fresh inscription had appeared. I have a copy of it here«: Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.840
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Holmes rubbed his hands and chuckled with delight. 

»Our material is rapidly accumulating,« said he. 

»Three days later a message was left scrawled upon paper, and placed under a pebble upon the sundial. 

Here it is. The characters are, as you see, exactly the same as the last one. After that I determined to lie in wait, so I got out my revolver and I sat up in my study, which overlooks the lawn and garden. About two in the morning I was seated by the window, all being dark save for the moonlight outside, when I heard steps behind me, and there was my wife in her dressing-gown. She implored me to come to bed. I told her frankly that I wished to see who it was who played such absurd tricks upon us. She answered that it was some senseless practical joke, and that I should not take any notice of it. 

›If it really annoys you, Hilton, we might go and travel, you and I, and so avoid this nuisance.‹

›What, be driven out of our own house by a practical joker?‹ said I. ›Why, we should have the whole county laughing at us.‹

›Well, come to bed,‹ said she, ›and we can discuss it in the morning.‹

Suddenly, as she spoke, I saw her white face grow whiter yet in the moonlight, and her hand tightened upon my shoulder. Something was moving in the sha-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes
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dow of the tool-house. I saw a dark, creeping figure which crawled round the corner and squatted in front of the door. Seizing my pistol, I was rushing out, when my wife threw her arms round me and held me with convulsive strength. I tried to throw her off, but she clung to me most desperately. At last I got clear, but by the time I had opened the door and reached the house the creature was gone. He had left a trace of his presence, however, for there on the door was the very same arrangement of dancing men which had already twice appeared, and which I have copied on that paper. There was no other sign of the fellow anywhere, though I ran all over the grounds. And yet the amazing thing is that he must have been there all the time, for when I examined the door again in the morning, he had scrawled some more of his pictures under the line which I had already seen.«

»Have you that fresh drawing?«

»Yes, it is very short, but I made a copy of it, and here it is.«

Again he produced a paper. The new dance was in this form:

»Tell me,« said Holmes – and I could see by his eyes that he was much excited – »was this a mere ad-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.842
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dition to the first or did it appear to be entirely separate?«

»It was on a different panel of the door.«

»Excellent! This is far the most important of all for our purpose. It fills me with hopes. Now, Mr. Hilton Cubitt, please continue your most interesting statement.«

»I have nothing more to say, Mr. Holmes, except that I was angry with my wife that night for having held me back when I might have caught the skulking rascal. She said that she feared that I might come to harm. For an instant it had crossed my mind that perhaps what she really feared was that  he  might come to harm, for I could not doubt that she knew who this man was, and what he meant by these strange signals. But there is a tone in my wife's voice, Mr. 

Holmes, and a look in her eyes which forbid doubt, and I am sure that it was indeed my own safety that was in her mind. There's the whole case, and now I want your advice as to what I ought to do. My own inclination is to put half a dozen of my farm lads in the shrubbery, and when this fellow comes again to give him such a hiding that he will leave us in peace for the future.«

»I fear it is too deep a case for such simple remedies,« said Holmes. »How long can you stay in London?«
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»I must go back to-day. I would not leave my wife alone all night for anything. She is very nervous, and begged me to come back.«

»I daresay you are right. But if you could have stopped, I might possibly have been able to return with you in a day or two. Meanwhile you will leave me these papers, and I think that it is very likely that I shall be able to pay you a visit shortly and to throw some light upon your case.«

Sherlock Holmes preserved his calm professional manner until our visitor had left us, although it was easy for me, who knew him so well, to see that he was profoundly excited. The moment that Hilton Cubitt's broad back had disappeared through the door my comrade rushed to the table, laid out all the slips of paper containing dancing men in front of him, and threw himself into an intricate and elaborate calculation. For two hours I watched him as he covered sheet after sheet of paper with figures and letters, so completely absorbed in his task that he had evidently forgotten my presence. Sometimes he was making progress and whistled and sang at his work; sometimes he was puzzled, and would sit for long spells with a furrowed brow and a vacant eye. Finally he sprang from his chair with a cry of satisfaction, and walked up and down the room rubbing his hands together. 

Then he wrote a long telegram upon a cable form. »If Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes
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my answer to this is as I hope, you will have a very pretty case to add to your collection, Watson,« said he. »I expect that we shall be able to go down to Norfolk to-morrow, and to take our friend some very definite news as to the secret of his annoyance.«

I confess that I was filled with curiosity, but I was aware that Holmes liked to make his disclosures at his own time and in his own way, so I waited until it should suit him to take me into his confidence. 

But there was a delay in that answering telegram, and two days of impatience followed, during which Holmes pricked up his ears at every ring of the bell. 

On the evening of the second there came a letter from Hilton Cubitt. All was quiet with him, save that a long inscription had appeared that morning upon the pedestal of the sundial. He inclosed a copy of it, which is here reproduced:

Holmes bent over this grotesque frieze for some minutes, and then suddenly sprang to his feet with an exclamation of surprise and dismay. His face was haggard with anxiety. 

»We have let this affair go far enough,« said he. 
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I turned up the time-table. The last had just gone. 

»Then we shall breakfast early and take the very first in the morning,« said Holmes. »Our presence is most urgently needed. Ah! here is our expected cable-gram. One moment, Mrs. Hudson, there may be an answer. No, that is quite as I expected. This message makes it even more essential that we should not lose an hour in letting Hilton Cubitt know how matters stand, for it is a singular and a dangerous web in which our simple Norfolk squire is entangled.«

So, indeed, it proved, and as I come to the dark conclusion of a story which had seemed to me to be only childish and bizarre, I experience once again the dismay and horror with which I was filled. Would that I had some brighter ending to communicate to my readers, but these are the chronicles of fact, and I must follow to their dark crisis the strange chain of events which for some days made Riding Thorpe Manor a household word through the length and breadth of England. 

We had hardly alighted at North Walsham, and mentioned the name of our destination, when the stati-onmaster hurried towards us. »I suppose that you are the detectives from London?« said he. 

A look of annoyance passed over Holmes's face. 

»What makes you think such a thing?«

»Because Inspector Martin from Norwich has just Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.846

The Adventure of the Dancing Men

Doyle-SH, 601

passed through. But maybe you are the surgeons. 

She's not dead – or wasn't by last accounts. You may be in time to save her yet – though it be for the gallows.«

Holmes's brow was dark with anxiety. 

»We are going to Riding Thorpe Manor,« said he, 

»but we have heard nothing of what has passed there.«

»It's a terrible business,« said the station-master. 

»They are shot, both Mr. Hilton Cubitt and his wife. 

She shot him and then herself – so the servants say. 

He's dead and her life is despaired of. Dear, dear, one of the oldest families in the county of Norfolk, and one of the most honoured.«

Without a word Holmes hurried to a carriage, and during the long seven miles' drive he never opened his mouth. Seldom have I seen him so utterly despondent. 

He had been uneasy during all our journey from town, and I had observed that he had turned over the morning papers with anxious attention, but now this sudden realization of his worst fears loft him in a blank melancholy. He leaned back in his seat, lost in gloomy speculation. Yet there was much around to interest us, for we were passing through as singular a countryside as any in England, where a few scattered cottages represented the population of today, while on every hand enormous square-towered churches Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.847
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bristled up from the flat green landscape and told of the glory and prosperity of old East Anglia. At last the violet rim of the German Ocean appeared over the green edge of the Norfolk coast, and the driver pointed with his whip to two old brick and timber gables which projected from a grove of trees. »That's Riding Thorpe Manor,« said he. 

As we drove up to the porticoed front door, I observed in front of it, beside the; tennis lawn, the black tool-house and the pedestalled sundial with which we had such strange associations. A dapper little man, with a quick, alert manner and a waxed moustache, had just descended from a high dog-cart. He introduced himself as Inspector Martin, of the Norfolk Constabulary, and he was considerably astonished when he heard the name of my companion. 

»Why, Mr. Holmes, the crime was only committed at three this morning. How could you hear of it in London and get to the spot as soon as I?«

»I anticipated it. I came in the hope of preventing it.«

»Then you must have important evidence, of which we are ignorant, for they were said to be a most united couple.«

»I have only the evidence of the dancing men,« said Holmes. »I will explain the matter to you later. 

Meanwhile, since it is too late to prevent this tragedy, Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.848
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I am very anxious that I should use the knowledge which I possess in order to insure that justice be done. 

Will you associate me in your investigation, or will you prefer that I should act independently?«

»I should be proud to feel that we were acting together, Mr. Holmes,« said the inspector, earnestly. 

»In that case I should be glad to hear the evidence and to examine the premises without an instant of unnecessary delay.«

Inspector Martin had the good sense to allow my friend to do things in his own fashion, and contented himself with carefully noting the results. The local surgeon, an old, white-haired man, had just come down from Mrs. Hilton Cubitt's room, and he reported that her injuries were serious, but not necessarily fatal. The bullet had passed through the front of her brain, and it would probably be some time before she could regain consciousness. On the question of whether she had been shot or had shot herself, he would not venture to express any decided opinion. 

Certainly the bullet had been discharged at very close quarters. There was only the one pistol found in the room, two barrels of which had been emptied. Mr. 

Hilton Cubitt had been shot through the heart. It was equally conceivable that he had shot her and then himself, or that she had been the criminal, for the revolver lay upon the floor midway between them. 
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»Has he been moved?« asked Holmes. 

»We have moved nothing except the lady. We could not leave her lying wounded upon the floor.«

»How long have you been here, Doctor?«

»Since four o'clock.«

»Anyone else?«

»Yes, the constable here.«

»And you have touched nothing?«

»Nothing.«

»You have acted with great discretion. Who sent for you?«

»The housemaid, Saunders.«

»Was it she who gave the alarm?«

»She and Mrs. King, the cook.«

»Where are they now?«

»In the kitchen, I believe.«

»Then I think we had better hear their story at once.«

The old hall, oak-panelled and high-windowed, had been turned into a court of investigation. Holmes sat in a great, old-fashioned chair, his inexorable eyes gleaming out of his haggard face. I could read in them a set purpose to devote his life to this quest until the client whom he had failed to save should at last be avenged. The trim Inspector Martin, the old, gray-headed country doctor, myself, and a stolid village policeman made up the rest of that strange company. 
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The two women told their story clearly enough. 

They had been aroused from their sleep by the sound of an explosion, which had been followed a minute later by a second one. They slept in adjoining rooms, and Mrs. King had rushed in to Saunders. Together they had descended the stairs. The door of the study was open, and a candle was burning upon the table. 

Their master lay upon his face in the centre of the room. He was quite dead. Near the window his wife was crouching, her head leaning against the wall. She was horribly wounded, and the side of her face was red with blood. She breathed heavily, but was incapable of saying anything. The passage, as well as the room, was full of smoke and the smell of powder. 

The window was certainly shut and fastened upon the inside. Both women were positive upon the point. 

They had at once sent for the doctor and for the constable. Then, with the aid of the groom and the stable-boy, they had conveyed their injured mistress to her room. Both she and her husband had occupied the bed. She was clad in her dress – he in his dressing-gown, over his night-clothes. Nothing had been moved in the study. So far as they knew, there had never been any quarrel between husband and wife. 

They had always looked upon them as a very united couple. 

These were the main points of the servants' evi-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.851
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dence. In answer to Inspector Martin, they were clear that every door was fastened upon the inside, and that no one could have escaped from the house. In answer to Holmes, they both remembered that they were conscious of the smell of powder from the moment that they ran out of their rooms upon the tap floor. »I commend that fact very carefully to your attention,« said Holmes to his professional colleague. »And now I think that we are in a position to undertake a thorough examination of the room.«

The study proved to be a small chamber, lined on three sides with books, and with a writing-table facing an ordinary window, which looked out upon the garden. Our first attention was given to the body of the unfortunate squire, whose huge frame lay stretched across the room. His disordered dress showed that he had been hastily aroused from sleep. The bullet had been fired at him from the front, and had remained in Ids body, after penetrating the heart. His death had certainly been instantaneous and painless. 

There was no powder-marking either upon his dressing-gown or on his hands. According to the country surgeon, the lady had stains upon her face, but none upon her hand. 

»The absence of the latter means nothing, though its presence may mean everything,« said Holmes. 

»Unless the powder from a badly fitting cartridge Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.852
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happens to spurt backward, one may fire many shots without leaving a sign. I would suggest that Mr. Cubitt's body may now be removed. I suppose, Doctor, you have not recovered the bullet which wounded the lady?«

»A serious operation will be necessary before that can be done. But there are still four cartridges in the revolver. Two have been fired and two wounds inflicted, so that each bullet can be accounted for.«

»So it would seem,« said Holmes. »Perhaps you can account also for the bullet which has so obviously struck the edge of the window?«

He had turned suddenly, and his long, thin finger was pointing to a hole which had been drilled right through the lower window-sash, about an inch above the bottom. 

»By George!« cried the inspector. »How ever did you see that?«

»Because I looked for it.«

»Wonderful!« said the country doctor. »You are certainly right, sir. Then a third shot has been fired, and therefore a third person must have been present. 

But who could that have been, and how could he have got away?«

»That is the problem which we are now about to solve,« said Sherlock Holmes. »You remember, Inspector Martin, when the servants said that on leaving Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.853
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their room they were at once conscious of a smell of powder, I remarked that the point was an extremely important one?«

»Yes, sir; but I confess I did not quite follow you.«

»It suggested that at the time of the firing, the window as well as the door of the room had been open. 

Otherwise the fumes of powder could not have been blown so rapidly through the house. A draught in the room was necessary for that. Both door and window were only open for a very short time, however.«

»How do you prove that?«

»Because the candle was not guttered.«

»Capital!« cried the inspector. »Capital!«

»Feeling sure that the window had been open at the time of the tragedy, I conceived that there might have been a third person in the affair, who stood outside this opening and fired through it. Any shot directed at this person might hit the sash. I looked, and there, sure enough, was the bullet mark!«

»But how came the window to be shut and fastened?«

»The woman's first instinct would be to shut and fasten the window. But, halloa! what is this?«

It was a lady's hand-bag which stood upon the study table – a trim little hand-bag of crocodile-skin and silver. Holmes opened it and turned the contents out. There were twenty fifty-pound notes of the Bank Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.854
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of England, held together by an india-rubber band –

nothing else. 

»This must be preserved, for it will figure in the trial,« said Holmes, as he handed the bag with its contents to the inspector. »It is now necessary that we should try to throw some light upon this third bullet, which has clearly, from the splintering of the wood, been fired from inside the room. I should like to see Mrs. King, the cook, again. You said, Mrs. King, that you were awakened by a  loud  explosion. When you said that, did you mean that it seemed to you to be louder than the second one?«

»Well, sir, it wakened me from my sleep, and so it is hard to judge. But it did seem very loud.«

»You don't think that it might have been two shots fired almost at the same instant?«

»I am sure I couldn't say, sir.«

»I believe that it was undoubtedly so. I rather think, Inspector Martin, that we have now exhausted all that this room can teach us. If you will kindly step round with me, we shall see what fresh evidence the garden has to offer.«

A flower-bed extended up to the study window, and we all broke into an exclamation as we approached it. 

The flowers were trampled down, and the soft soil was imprinted all over with footmarks. Large, masculine feet they were, with peculiarly long, sharp toes. 
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Holmes hunted about among the grass and leaves like a retriever after a wounded bird. Then, with a cry of satisfaction, he bent forward and picked up a little brazen cylinder. 

»I thought so,« said he; »the revolver had an ejector, and here is the third cartridge. I really think, Inspector Martin, that our case is almost complete.«

The country inspector's face had shown his intense amazement at the rapid a ad masterful progress of Holmes's investigation. At first he had shown some disposition to assert his own position, but now he was overcome with admiration, and ready to follow without question wherever Holmes led. 

»Whom do you suspect?« he asked. 

»I'll go into that later. There are several points in this problem which I have not been able to explain to you yet. Now that I have got so far, I had best proceed on my own lines, and then clear the whole matter up once and for all.«

»Just as you wish, Mr. Holmes, so long as we get our man.«

»I have no desire to make mysteries, but it is impossible at the moment of action to enter into long and complex explanations. I have the threads of this affair all in my hand. Even if this lady should never recover consciousness, we can still reconstruct the events of last night, and insure that justice be done. 
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First of all, I wish to know whether there is any inn in this neighbourhood known as ›Elrige's‹?«

The servants were cross-questioned, but none of them had heard of such a place. The stable-boy threw a light upon the matter by remembering that a farmer of that name lived some miles off, in the direction of East Ruston. 

»Is it a lonely farm?«

»Very lonely, sir.«

»Perhaps they have not heard yet of all that happened here during the night?«

»Maybe not, sir.«

Holmes thought for a little, and then a curious smile played over his face. 

»Saddle a horse, my lad,« said he. »I shall wish you to take a note to Elrige's Farm.«

He took from his pocket the various slips of the dancing men. With these in front of him, he worked for some time at the study-table. Finally he handed a note to the boy, with directions to put it into the hands of the person to whom it was addressed, and especially to answer no questions of any sort which might be put to him. I saw the outside of the note, addressed in straggling, irregular characters, very unlike Holmes's usual precise hand. It was consigned to Mr. Abe Slaney, Elrige's Farm, East Ruston, Norfolk. 

»I think, Inspector,« Holmes remarked, »that you Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.857
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would do well to telegraph for an escort, as, if my calculations prove to be correct, you may have a particularly dangerous prisoner to convey to the county jail. 

The boy who takes this note could no doubt forward your telegram. If there is an afternoon train to town, Watson, I think we should do well to take it, as I have a chemical analysis of some interest to finish, and this investigation draws rapidly to a close.«

When the youth had been dispatched with the note, Sherlock Holmes gave his instructions to the servants. 

If any visitor were to call asking for Mrs. Hilton Cubitt, no information should be given as to her condition, but he was to be shown at once into the drawing-room. He impressed these points upon them with the utmost earnestness. Finally he led the way into the drawing-room, with the remark that the business was now out of our hands, and that we must while away the time as best we might until we could see what was in store for us. The doctor had departed to his patients, and only the inspector and myself remained. 

»I think that I can help you to pass an hour in an interesting and profitable manner,« said Holmes, drawing his chair up to the table, and spreading out in front of him the various papers upon which were recorded the antics of the dancing men. »As to you, friend Watson, I owe you every atonement for having allowed your natural curiosity to remain so long unsa-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes





1.858

The Adventure of the Dancing Men

Doyle-SH, 607

tisfied. To you, Inspector, the whole incident may appeal as a remarkable professional study. I must tell you, first of all, the interesting circumstances connected with the previous consultations which Mr. Hilton Cubitt has had with me in Baker Street.« He then shortly recapitulated the facts which have already been recorded. »I have here in front of me these singular productions, at which one might smile, had they not proved themselves to be the forerunners of so terrible a tragedy. I am fairly familiar with all forms of secret writings, and am myself the author of a trifling monograph upon the subject, in which I analyze one hundred and sixty separate ciphers, but I confess that this is entirely new to me. The object of those who invented the system has apparently been to conceal that these characters convey a message, and to give the idea that they are the mere random sketches of children. 

Having once recognized, however, that the symbols stood for letters, and having applied the rules which guide us in all forms of secret writings, the solution was easy enough. The first message submitted to me was so short that it was impossible for me to do more than to say, with some confidence, that the symbol Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes
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stood for E. As you are aware, E is the most common letter in the English alphabet, and it predominates to so marked an extent that even in a short sentence one would expect to find it most often. Out of fifteen symbols in the first message, four were the same, so it was reasonable to set this down as E. It is true that in some cases the figure was bearing a flag, and in some cases not, but it was probable, from the way in which the flags were distributed, that they were used to break the sentence up into words. I accepted this as a hypothesis, and noted that E was represented by But now came the real difficulty of the inquiry. The order of the English letters after E is by no means well marked, and any preponderance which may be shown in an average of a printed sheet may be reversed in a single short sentence. Speaking roughly, T, A, O, I, N, S, H, R, D, and L are the numerical order in which letters occur; but T, A, O, and I are very nearly abreast of each other, and it would be an endless task to try each combination until a meaning was arrived at. I therefore waited for fresh material. In my second interview with Mr. Hilton Cubitt he was able to give me two other short sentences and one message, which appeared
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word. Here are the symbols. Now, in the single word I have already got the two E's coming second and fourth in a word of five letters. It might be ›sever,‹ or

›lever,‹ or ›never.‹ There can be no question that the latter as a reply to an appeal is far the most probable, and the circumstances pointed to its being a reply written by the lady. Accepting it as correct, we are now able to say that the symbols

stand respectively for N, V, and R. 

Even now I was in considerable difficulty, but a happy thought put me in possess ion of several other letters. It occurred to me that if these appeals came, as I expected, from someone who had been intimate with the lady in her early life, a combination which contained two E's with three letters between might very well stand for the name ›ELSIE.‹ On examination I found that such a combination formed the termination of the message which was three times repeated. It was certainly some appeal to ›Elsie.‹ In this way I had got my L, S, and I. But what appeal could it be? There were only four letters in the word which preceded ›Elsie,‹

and it ended in E. Surely the word must be ›COME.‹ I tried all other four letters ending in E, but could find none to
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O, and M, and I was in a position to attack the first message once more, dividing it into words and putting dots for each symbol which was still unknown. So treated, it worked out in this fashion:

. M . ERE . . E SL . NE. 

Now the first letter  can  only be A, which is a most useful discovery, since it occurs no fewer than three times in this short sentence, and the H is also apparent in the second word. Now it becomes: AM HERE A . E SLANE. 

Or, filling in the obvious vacancies in the name: AM HERE ABE SLANEY. 

I had so many letters now that I could proceed with considerable confidence to the second message, which worked out in this fashion:

A . ELRI . ES. 

Here I could only make sense by putting T and G for the missing letters, and supposing that the name was that of some house or inn at which the writer was Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.862
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staying.«

Inspector Martin and I had listened with the utmost interest to the full and clear account of how my friend had produced results which had led to so complete a command over our difficulties. 

»What did you do then, sir?« asked the inspector. 

»I had every reason to suppose that this Abe Slaney was an American, since Abe is an American contraction, and since a letter from America had been the starting-point of all the trouble. I had also every cause to think that there was some criminal secret in the matter. The lady's allusions to her past, and her refusal to take her husband into her confidence, both pointed in that direction. I therefore cabled to my friend, Wilson Hargreave, of the New York Police Bureau, who has more than once made use of my knowledge of London crime. I asked him whether the name of Abe Slaney was known to him. Here is his reply: ›The most dangerous crook in Chicago.‹ On the very evening upon which I had his answer, Hilton Cubitt sent me the last message from Slaney. Working with known letters, it took this form: ELSIE . RE . ARE TO MEET THY GO. 

The addition of a P and a D completed a message which showed me that the rascal was proceeding from Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.863
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persuasion to threats, and my knowledge of the crooks of Chicago prepared me to find that he might very rapidly put his words into action. I at once came to Norfolk with my friend and colleague, Dr. Watson, but, unhappily, only in time to find that the worst had already occurred.«

»It is a privilege to be associated with you in the handling of a case,« said the inspector, warmly. »You will excuse me, however, if I speak frankly to you. 

You are only answerable to yourself, but I have to answer to my superiors. If this Abe Slaney, living at Elrige's, is indeed the murderer, and if he has made his escape while I am seated here, I should certainly get into serious trouble.«

»You need not be uneasy. He will not try to escape.«

»How do you know?«

»To fly would be a confession of guilt.«

»Then let us go to arrest him.«

»I expect him here every instant.«

»But why should he come?«

»Because I nave written and asked him.«

»But this is incredible, Mr. Holmes! Why should he come because you have asked him? Would not such a request rather rouse his suspicions and cause him to fly?«

»I think I have known how to frame the letter,«
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said Sherlock Holmes. »In fact, if I am not very much mistaken, here is the gentleman himself coming up the drive.«

A man was: striding up the path which led to the door. He was a tall, handsome, swarthy fellow, clad in a suit of gray flannel, with a Panama hat, a bristling black beard, and a great, aggressive hooked nose, and flourishing a cane as he walked. He swaggered up the path as if the place belonged to him, and we heard his loud, confident peal at the bell. 

»I think, gentlemen,« said Holmes, quietly, »that we had best take up our position behind the door. 

Every precaution is necessary when dealing with such a fellow. You will need your handcuffs, Inspector. 

You can leave the talking to me.«

We waited in silence for a minute – one of those minutes which one can never forget. Then the door opened and the man stepped in. In an instant Holmes clapped a pistol to his head, and Martin slipped the handcuffs over his wrists. It was all done so swiftly and deftly that the fellow was helpless before he knew that he was attacked. He glared from one to the other of us with a pair of blazing black eyes. Then he burst into a bitter laugh. 

»Well, gentlemen, you have the drop on me this time. I seem to have knocked up against something hard. But I came here in answer to a letter from Mrs. 
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Hilton Cubitt. Don't tell me that she is in this? Don't tell me that she helped to set a trap for me?«

»Mrs. Hilton Cubitt was seriously injured, and is at death's door.«

The man gave a hoarse cry of grief, which rang through the house. 

»You're crasy!« he cried, fiercely. »It was he that was hurt, not she. Who would have hurt little Elsie? I may have threatened her – God forgive me! – but I would not have touched a hair of her pretty head. 

Take it back – you! Say that she is not hurt!«

»She was found, badly wounded, by the side of her dead husband.«

He sank with a deep groan on to the settee, and buried his face in his manacled hands. For five minutes he was silent. Then he raised his face once more, and spoke with the cold composure of despair. 

»I have nothing to hide from you, gentlemen,« said he. »If I shot the man he had his shot at me, and there's no murder in that. But if you think I could have hurt that woman, then you don't know either me or her. I tell you, there was never a man in this world loved a woman more than I loved her. I had a right to her. She was pledged to me years ago. Who was this Englishman that he should come between us? I tell you that I had the first right to her, and that I was only claiming my own.«
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»She broke away from your influence when she found the man that you are,« said Holmes, sternly. 

»She fled from America to avoid you, and she married an honourable gentleman in England. You dogged her and followed her and made her life a misery to her, in order to induce her to abandon the husband whom she loved and respected in order to fly with you, whom she feared and hated. You have ended by bringing about the death of a noble man and driving his wife to suicide. That is your record in this business, Mr. Abe Slaney, and you will answer for it to the law.«

»If Elsie dies, I care nothing what becomes of me,«

said the American. He opened one of his hands, and looked at a note crumpled up in his palm. »See here, mister,« he cried, with a gleam of suspicion in his eyes, »you're not trying to scare me over this, are you? 

If the lady is hurt as bad as you say, who was it that wrote this note?« He tossed it forward on to the table. 

»I wrote it, to bring you here.«

»You wrote it? There was no one on earth outside the Joint who knew the secret of the dancing men. 

How came you to write it?«

»What one man can invent another can discover,«

said Holmes. »There is a cab coming to convey you to Norwich, Mr. Slaney. But, meanwhile, you have time to make some small reparation for the injury you have wrought. Are you aware that Mrs. Hilton Cubitt has Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.867
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herself lain under grave suspicion of the murder of her husband, and that it was only my presence here, and the knowledge which I happened to possess, which has saved her from the accusation? The least that you owe her is to make it clear to the whole world that she was in no way, directly or indirectly, responsible for his tragic end.«

»I ask nothing better,« said the American. »I guess the very best case I can make for myself is the absolute naked truth.«

»It is my duty to warn you that it will be used against you,« cried the inspector, with the magnificent fair play of the British criminal law. 

Slaney shrugged his shoulders. 

»I'll chance that,« said he. »First of all, I want you gentlemen to understand that I have known this lady since she was a child. There were seven of us in a gang in Chicago, and Elsie's father was the boss of the Joint. He was a clever man, was old Patrick. It was he who invented that writing, which would pass as a child's scrawl unless you just happened to have the key to it. Well, Elsie learned some of our ways, but she couldn't stand the business, and she had a bit of honest money of her own, so she gave us all the slip and got away to London. She had been engaged to me, and she would have married me, I believe, if I had taken over another profession, but she would Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.868
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have nothing to do with anything on the cross. It was only after her marriage to this Englishman that I was able to find out where she was. I wrote to her, but got no answer. After that I came over, and, as letters were no use, I put my messages where she could read them. 

Well, I have been here a month now. I lived in that farm, where I had a room down below, and could get in and out every night, and no one the wiser. I tried all I could to coax Elsie away. I knew that she read the messages, for once she wrote an answer under one of them. Then my temper got the better of me, and I began to threaten her. She sent me a letter then, imploring me to go away, and saying that it would break her heart if any scandal should come upon her husband. She said that she would come down when her husband was asleep at three in the morning, and speak with me through the end window, if I would go away afterwards and leave her in peace. She came down and brought money with her, trying to bribe me to go. This made me mad, and I caught her arm and tried to pull her through the window. At that moment in rushed the husband with his revolver in his hand. 

Elsie had sunk down upon the floor, and we were face to face. I was heeled also, and I held up my gun to scare him off and let me get away. He fired and missed me. I pulled off almost at the same instant, and down he dropped. I made away across the garden, Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes
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and as I went I heard the window shut behind me. 

That's God's truth, gentlemen, every word of it; and I heard no more about it until that lad came riding up with a note which made me walk in here, like a jay, and give myself into your hands.«

A cab had driven up whilst the American had been talking. Two uniformed policemen sat inside. Inspector Martin rose and touched his prisoner on the shoulder. 

»It is time for us to go.«

»Can I see her first?«

»No, she is not conscious. Mr. Sherlock Holmes, I only hope that, if ever again I have an important case, I shall have the good fortune to have you by my side.«

We stood at the window and watched the cab drive away. As I turned back my eye caught the pellet of paper which the prisoner had tossed upon the table. It was the note with which Holmes had decoyed him. 

»See if you can read it, Watson,« said he, with a smile. 

It contained no word, but this little line of dancing men:

»If you use the code which I have explained,« said Holmes
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here at once.‹ I was convinced that it was an invitation which he would not refuse, since he could never imagine that it could come from anyone but the lady. 

And so, my dear Watson, we have ended by turning the dancing men to good when they have so often been the agents of evil, and I think that I have fulfilled my promise of giving you something unusual for your notebook. Three-forty is our train, and I fancy we should be back in Baker Street for dinner.«

Only one word of epilogue. The American, Abe Slaney, was condemned to death at the winter assizes at Norwich, but his penalty was changed to penal servitude in consideration of mitigating circumstances, and the certainty that Hilton Cubitt had fired the first shot. Of Mrs. Hilton Cubitt I only know that I have heard she recovered entirely, and that she still remains a widow, devoting her whole life to the care of the poor and to the administration of her husband's estate. 
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The Adventure of the Solitary Cyclist From the years 1894 to 1901 inclusive, Mr. Sherlock Holmes was a very busy man. It is safe to say that there was no public case of any difficulty in which he was not consulted during those eight years, and there were hundreds of private cases, some of them of the most intricate and extraordinary character, in which he played a prominent part. Many startling successes and a few unavoidable failures were the outcome of this long period of continuous work. As I have preserved very full notes of all these cases, and was myself personally engaged in many of them, it may be imagined that it is no easy task to know which I should select to lay before the public. I shall, however, preserve my former rule, and give the preference to those cases which derive their interest not so much from the brutality of the crime as from the ingenuity and dramatic quality of the solution. For this reason I will now lay before the reader the facts connected with Miss Violet Smith, the solitary cyclist of Charlington, and the curious sequel of our investigation, which culminated in unexpected tragedy. It is true that the circumstance did not admit of any striking illustration of those powers for which my friend was famous, but there were some points about the case which made Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.872
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it stand out in those long records of crime from which I gather the material for these little narratives. 

On referring to my notebook for the year 1895, I find that it was upon Saturday, the 23d of April, that we first heard of Miss Violet Smith. Her visit was, I remember, extremely unwelcome to Holmes, for he was immersed at the moment in a very abstruse and complicated problem concerning the peculiar persecution to which John Vincent Harden, the well known tobacco millionaire, had been subjected. My friend, who loved above all things precision and concentration of thought, resented anything which distracted his attention from the matter in hand. And yet, without a harshness which was foreign to his nature, it was impossible to refuse to listen to the story of the young and beautiful woman, tall, graceful, and queenly, who presented herself at Baker Street late in the evening, and implored his assistance and advice. It was vain to urge that his time was already fully occupied, for the young lady had come with the determination to tell her story, and it was evident that nothing short of force could get her out of the room until she had done so. With a resigned air and a somewhat weary smile, Holmes begged the beautiful intruder to take a seat, and to inform us what it was that was troubling her. 

»At least it cannot be your health,« said he, as his keen eyes darted over her; »so ardent a bicyclist must Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.873
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be full of energy.«

She glanced down in surprise at her own feet, and I observed the slight roughening of the side of the sole caused by the friction of the edge of the pedal. 

»Yes, I bicycle a good deal, Mr. Holmes, and that has something to do with my visit to you to-day.«

My friend took the lady's ungloved hand, and examined it with as close an attention and as little sentiment as a scientist would show to a specimen. 

»You will excuse me, I am sure. It is my business,«

said he, as he dropped it. »I nearly fell into the error of supposing that you were typewriting. Of course, it is obvious that it is music. You observe the spatulate firger-ends, Watson, which is common to both professions? There is a spirituality about the face, however« – she gently turned it towards the light – »which the typewriter does not generate. This lady is a musician.«

»Yes, Mr. Holmes, I teach music.«

»In the country, I presume, from your complexion.«

»Yes, sir, near Farnham, on the borders of Surrey.«

»A beautiful neighbourhood, and full of the most interesting associations. You remember, Watson, that it was near there that we took Archie Stamford, the forger. Now, Miss Violet, what has happened to you, near Farnham, on the borders of Surrey?«

The young lady, with great clearness and composu-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.874
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re, made the following curious statement:

»My father is dead, Mr. Holmes. He was James Smith, who conducted the orchestra at the old Imperial Theatre. My mother and I were left without a relation in the world except one uncle, Ralph Smith, who went to Africa twenty-five years ago, and we have never had a word from him since. When father died, we were left very poor, but one day we were told that there was an advertisement in the  Times,  inquiring for our whereabouts. You can imagine how excited we were, for we thought that someone had left us a fortune. We went at once to the lawyer whose name was given in the paper. There we met two gentlemen, Mr. 

Carruthers and Mr. Woodley, who were home on a visit from South Africa. They said that my uncle was a friend of theirs, that he had died some months before in great poverty in Johannesburg, and that he had asked them with his last breath to hunt up his relations, and see that they were in no want. It seemed strange to us that Uncle Ralph, who took no notice of us when he was alive, should be so careful to look after us when he was dead, but Mr. Carruthers explained that the reason was that my uncle had just heard of the death of his brother, and so felt responsible for our fate.«

»Excuse me,« said Holmes. »When was this interview?«
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»Last December – four months ago.«

»Pray proceed.«

»Mr. Woodley seemed to me to be a most odious person. He was for ever making eyes at me – a coarse, puffy-faced, red-moustached young man, with his hair plastered down on each side of his forehead. I thought that he was perfectly hateful – and I was sure that Cyril would not wish me to know such a person.«

»Oh, Cyril is his name!« said Holmes, smiling. 

The young lady blushed and laughed. 

»Yes, Mr. Holmes, Cyril Morton, an electrical engineer, and we hope to be married at the end of the summer. Dear me, how  did  I get talking about him? 

What I wished to say was that Mr. Woodley was perfectly odious, but that Mr. Carruthers, who was a much older man, was more agreeable. He was a dark, sallow, clean-shaven, silent person, but he had polite manners and a pleasant smile. He inquired how we were left, and on finding that we were very poor, he suggested that I should come and teach music to his only daughter, aged ten. I said that I did not like to leave my mother, on which he suggested that I should go home to her every week-end, and he offered me a hundred a year, which was certainly splendid pay. So it ended by my accepting, and I went down to Chiltern Grange, about six miles from Farnham. Mr. Carruthers was a widower, but he had engaged a lady Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.876
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housekeeper, a very respectable, elderly person, called Mrs. Dixon, to look after his establishment. The child was a dear, and everything promised well. Mr. Carruthers was very kind and very musical, and we had most pleasant evenings together. Every week-end I went home to my mother in town. 

The first flaw in my happiness was the arrival of the redmoustached Mr. Woodley. He came for a visit of a week, and oh! it seemed three months to me. He was a dreadful person – a bully to everyone else, but to me something infinitely worse. He made odious love to me, boasted of his wealth, said that if I married him I could have the finest diamonds in London, and finally, when I would have nothing to do with him, he seized me in his arms one day after dinner –

he was hideously strong – and swore that he would not let me go until I had kissed him. Mr. Carruthers came in and tore him from me, on which he turned upon his own host, knocking him down and cutting his face open. That was the end of his visit, as you can imagine. Mr. Carruthers apologized to me next day, and assured me that I should never be exposed to such an insult again. I have not seen Mr. Woodley since. 

And now, Mr. Holmes, I come at last to the special thing which has caused me to ask your advice to-day. 

You must know that every Saturday forenoon I ride Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.877
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on my bicycle to Farnham Station, in order to get the 12:22 to town. The road from Chiltern Grange is a lonely one, and at one spot it is particularly so, for it lies for over a mile between Charlington Heath upon one side and the woods which lie round Charlington Hall upon the other. You could not find a more lonely tract of road anywhere, and it is quite rare to meet so much as a cart, or a peasant, until you reach the high road near Crooksbury Hill. Two weeks ago I was passing this place, when I chanced to look back over my shoulder, and about two hundred yards behind me I saw a man, also on a bicycle. He seemed to be a middle-aged man, with a short, dark beard. I looked back before I reached Farnham, but the man was gone, so I thought no more about it. But you can imagine how surprised I was, Mr. Holmes, when, on my return on the Monday, I saw the same man on the same stretch of road. My astonishment was increased when the incident occurred again, exactly as before, on the following Saturday and Monday. He always kept his distance and did not molest me in any way, but still it certainly was very odd. I mentioned it to Mr. Carruthers, who seemed interested in what I said, and told me that he had ordered a horse and trap, so that in future I should not pass over these lonely roads without some companion. 

The horse and trap were to have come this week, Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.878
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but for some reason they were not delivered, and again I had to cycle to the station. That was this morning. You can think that I looked out when I came to Charlington Heath, and there, sure enough, was the man, exactly as he had been the two weeks before. He always kept so far from me that I could not clearly see his face, but it was certainly someone whom I did not know. He was dressed in a dark suit with a cloth cap. 

The only thing about his face that I could clearly see was his dark beard. To-day I was not alarmed, but I was filled with curiosity, and I determined to find out who he was and what he wanted. I slowed down my machine, but he slowed down his. Then I stopped altogether, but he stopped also. Then I laid a trap for him. There is a sharp turning of the road, and I pedal-led very quickly round this, and then I stopped and waited. I expected him to shoot round and pass me before he could stop. But he never appeared. Then I went back and looked round the corner. I could see a mile of road, but he was not on it. To make it the more extraordinary, there was no side road at this point down which he could have gone.«

Holmes chuckled and rubbed his hands. »This case certainly presents some features of its own,« said he. 

»How much time elapsed between your turning the corner and your discovery that the road was clear?«

»Two or three minutes.«

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.879

The Adventure of the Solitary Cyclist Doyle-SH, 616

»Then he could not have retreated down the road, and you say that there are no side roads?«

»None.«

»Then he certainly took a footpath on one side or the other.«

»It could not have been on the side of the heath, or I should have seen him.«

»So, by the process of exclusion, we arrive at the fact that he made his way toward Charlington Hall, which, as I understand, is situated in its own grounds on one side of the road. Anything else?«

»Nothing, Mr. Holmes, save that I was so perplexed that I felt I should not be happy until I had seen you and had your advice.«

Holmes sat in silence for some little time. 

»Where is the gentleman to whom you are engaged?« he asked at last. 

»He is in the Midland Electrical Company, at Coventry.«

»He would not pay you a surprise visit?«

»Oh, Mr. Holmes! As if I should not know him!«

»Have you had any other admirers?«

»Several before I knew Cyril.«

»And since?«

»There was this dreadful man, Woodley, if you can call him an admirerr.«

»No one else?«
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Our fair client seemed a little confused. 

»Who was he?« asked Holmes. 

»Oh, it may be a mere fancy of mine; but it had seemed to me sometimes that my employer, Mr. Carruthers, takes a great deal of interest in me. We are thrown rather together. I play his accompaniments in the evening. He has never said anything. He is a perfect gentleman. But a girl always knows.«

»Ha!« Holmes looked grave. »What does he do for a living?«

»He is a rich man.«

»No carriages or horses?«

»Well, at least he is fairly well-to-do. But he goes into the city two or three times a week. He is deeply interested in South African gold shares.«

»You will let me know any fresh development, Miss Smith. I am very busy just now, but I will find time to make some inquiries into your case. In the meantime, take no step without letting me know. 

Good-bye, and I trust that we shall have nothing but good news from you.«

»It is part of the settled order of Nature that such a girl should have followers,« said Holmes, as he pulled at his meditative pipe, »but for choice not on bicycles in lonely country roads. Some secretive lover, beyond all doubt. But there are curious and suggestive details about the case, Watson.«
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»That he should appear only at that point?«

»Exactly. Our first effort must be to find who are the tenants of Charlington Hall. Then, again, how about the connection between Carruthers and Woodley, since they appear to be men of such a different type? How came they  both  to be so keen upon looking up Ralph Smith's relations? One more point. What sort of a ménage is it which pays double the market price for a governess but does not keep a horse, although six miles from the station? Odd, Watson –

very odd!«

»You will go down?«

»No, my dear fellow,  you  will go down. This may be some trifling intrigue, and I cannot break my other important research for the sake of it. On Monday you will arrive early at Farnham; you will conceal yourself near Charlington Heath; you will observe these facts for yourself, and act as your own judgment advises. 

Then, having inquired as to the occupants of the Hall, you will come back to me and report. And now, Watson, not another word of the matter until we have a few solid stepping-stones on which we may hope to get across to our solution.«

We had ascertained from the lady that she went down upon the Monday by the train which leaves Waterloo at 9:50, so I started early and caught the 9:13. 

At Farnham Station I had no difficulty in being direc-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.882
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ted to Charlington Heath. It was impossible to mistake the scene of the young lady's adventure, for the road runs between the open heath on one side and an old yew hedge upon the other, surrounding a park which is studded with magnificent trees. There was a main gateway of lichen-studded stone, each side pillar surmounted by mouldering heraldic emblems, but besides this central carriage drive I observed several points where there were gaps in the hedge and paths leading through them. The house was invisible from the road, but the surroundings all spoke of gloom and decay. 

The heath was covered with golden patches of flowering gorse, gleaming magnificently in the light of the bright spring sunshine. Behind one of these clumps I took up my position, so as to command both the gateway of the Hall and a long stretch of the road upon either side. It had been deserted when I left it, but now I saw a cyclist riding down it from the opposite direction to that in which I had come. He was clad in a dark suit, and I saw that he had a black beard. On reaching the end of the Charlington grounds, he sprang from his machine and led it through a gap in the hedge, disappearing from my view. 

A quarter of an hour passed, and then a second cyclist appeared. This time it was the young lady co-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.883
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ming from the station. I saw her look about her as she came to the Charlington hedge. An instant later the man emerged from his hiding-place, sprang upon his cycle, and followed her. In all the broad landscape those were the only moving figures, the graceful girl sitting very straight upon her machine, and the man behind her bending low over his handle-bar with a curiously furtive suggestion in every movement. She looked back at him and slowed her pace. He slowed also. She stopped. He at once stopped, too, keeping two hundred yards behind her. Her next movement was as unexpected as it was spirited. She suddenly whisked her wheels round and dashed straight at him. 

He was as quick as she, however, and darted off in desperate flight. Presently she came back up the road again, her head haughtily in the air, not deigning to take any further notice of her silent attendant. He had turned also, and still kept his distance until the curve of the road hid them from my sight. 

I remained in my hiding-place, and it was well that I did so, for presently the man reappeared, cycling slowly back. He turned in at the Hall gates, and dismounted from his machine. For some minutes I could see him standing among the trees. His hands were raised, and he seemed to be settling his necktie. Then he mounted his cycle, and rode away from me down the drive towards the Hall. I ran across the heath and pee-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.884
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red through the trees. Far away I could catch glimpses of the old gray building with its bristling Tudor chimneys, but the drive ran through a dense shrubbery, and I saw no more of my man. 

However, it seemed to me that I had done a fairly good morning's work, and I walked back in high spirits to Farnham. The local house agent could tell me nothing about Charlington Hall, and referred me to a well known firm in Pall Mall There I halted on my way home, and met with courtesy from the representative. No, I could not have Charlington Hall for the summer. I was just too late. It had been let about a month ago. Mr. Williamson was the name of the tenant. He was a respectable, elderly gentleman. The polite agent was afraid he could say no more, as the affairs of his clients were not matters which he could discuss. 

Mr. Sherlock Holmes listened with attention to the long report which I was able to present to him that evening, but it did not elicit that word of curt praise which I had hoped for and should have valued. On the contrary, his austere face was even more severe than usual as he commented upon the things that I had done and the things that I had not. 

»Your hiding-place, my dear Watson, was very faulty. You should have been behind the hedge, then you would have had a close view of this interesting Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.885
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person. As it is, you were some hundreds of yards away and can tell me even less than Miss Smith. She thinks she does not know the man; I am convinced she does. Why, otherwise, should he be so desperately anxious that she should not get so near him as to see his features? You describe him as bending over the handle-bar. Concealment again, you see. You really have done remarkably badly. He returns to the house, and you want to find out who he is. You come to a London house agent!«

»What should I have done?« I cried, with some heat. 

»Gone to the nearest public-house. That is the centre of country gossip. They would have told you every name, from the master to the scullery-maid. Williamson? It conveys nothing to my mind. If he is an elderly man he is not this active cyclist who sprints away from that young lady's athletic pursuit. What have we gained by your expedition? The knowledge that the girl's story is true. I never doubted it. That there is a connection between the cyclist and the Hall. I never doubted that either. That the Hall is tenanted by Williamson. Who's the better for that? Well, well, my dear sir, don't look so depressed. We can do little more until next Saturday, and in the meantime I may make one or two inquiries myself.«

Next morning, we had a note from Miss Smith, re-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.886
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counting shortly and accurately the very incidents which I had seen, but the pith of the letter lay in the postscript:

I am sure that you will respect my confidence, Mr. 

Holmes, when I tell you that my place here has become difficult, owing to the fact that my employer has proposed marriage to me. I am convinced that his feelings are most deep and most honourable. At the same time, my promise is of course given. He took my refusal very seriously, but also very gently. You can understand, however, that the situation is a little strained. 

»Our young friend seems to be getting into deep waters,« said Holmes, thoughtfully, as he finished the letter. »The case certainly presents more features of interest and more possibility of development than I had originally thought. I should be none the worse for a quiet, peaceful day in the country, and I am inclined to run down this afternoon and test one or two theories which I have formed.«

Holmes's quiet day in the country had a singular termination, for he arrived at Baker Street late in the evening, with a cut lip and a discoloured lump upon his forehead, besides a general air of dissipation which would have made his own person the fitting object of a Scotland Yard investigation. He was immensely tickled by his own adventures and laughed heartily
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»I get so little active exercise that it is always a treat,« said he. »You are aware that I have some proficiency in the good old British sport of boxing. Occasionally, it is of service; to-day, for example, I should have come to very ignominious grief without it.«

I begged him to tell me what had occurred. 

»I found that country pub which I had already recommended to your notice, and there I made my discreet inquiries. I was in the bar, and a garrulous landlord was giving me all that I wanted. Williamson is a white-bearded man, and he lives alone with a small staff of servants at the Hall. There is some rumour that he is or has been a clergyman, but one or two incidents of his short residence at the Hall struck me as peculiarly unecclesiastical. I have already made some inquiries at a clerical agency, and they tell me that there  was  a man of that name in orders, whose career has been a singularly dark one. The landlord further informed me that there are usually week-end visitors –

'a warm lot, sir' – at the Hall, and especially one gentleman with a red moustache, Mr. Woodley by name, who was always there. We had got as far as this, when who should walk in but the gentleman himself, who had been drinking his beer in the tap-room and had heard the whole conversation. Who was I? What did I want? What did I mean by asking questions? He had a fine flow of language, and his adjectives were Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.888
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very vigorous. He ended a string of abuse by a vicious back-hander, which I failed to entirely avoid. The next few minutes were delicious. It was a straight left against a slogging ruffian. I emerged as you see me. 

Mr. Woodley went home in a cart. So ended my country trip, and it must be confessed that, however enjoy-able, my day on the Surrey border has not been much more profitable than your own.«

The Thursday brought us another letter from our client. 

You will not be surprised, Mr. Holmes [said she] to hear that I am leaving Mr. Carruthers's employment. 

Even the high pay cannot reconcile me to the discomforts of my situation. On Saturday I come up to town, and I do not intend to return. Mr. Carruthers has got a trap, and so the dangers of the lonely road, if there ever were any dangers, are now over. 

As to the special cause of my leaving, it is not merely the strained situation with Mr. Carruthers, but it is the reappearance of that odious man, Mr. Woodley. He was always hideous, but he looks more awful than ever now, for he appears to have had an accident, and he is much disfigured. I saw him out of the window, but I am glad to say I did not meet him. He had a long talk with Mr. Carruthers, who seemed much excited afterwards. Woodley must be staying in the neighbourhood, for he did not sleep here, and yet I caught a glimpse of him again this morning, slinking about in the shrubbery. I would sooner have a savage wild animal loose about the place. I loathe Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.889
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and fear him more than I can say. How  can  Mr. Carruthers endure such a creature for a moment? However, all my troubles will be over on Saturday. 

»So I trust, Watson, so I trust,« said Holmes, gravely. »There is some deep intrigue going on round that little woman, and it is our duty to see that no one molests her upon that last journey. I think, Watson, that we must spare time to run down together on Saturday morning and make sure that this curious and inclusive investigation has no untoward ending.«

I confess that I had not up to now taken a very serious view of the case, which had seemed to me rather grotesque and bizarre than dangerous. That a man should lie in wait for and follow a very handsome woman is no unheard-of thing, and if he has so little audacity that he not only dared not address her, but even fled from her approach, he was not a very formidable assailant. The ruffian Woodley was a very different person, but, except on one occasion, he had not molested our client, and now he visited the house of Carruthers without intruding upon her presence. 

The man on the bicycle was doubtless a member of those week-end parties at the Hall of which the publican had spoken, but who he was, or what he wanted, was as obscure as ever. It was the severity of Holmes's manner and the fact that he slipped a revolver into his
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pressed me with the feeling that tragedy might prove to lurk behind this curious train of events. 

A rainy night had been followed by a glorious morning, and the heath-covered countryside, with the glowing clumps of flowering gorse, seemed all the more beautiful to eyes which were weary of the duns and drabs and slate grays of London. Holmes and I walked along the broad, sandy road inhaling the fresh morning air and rejoicing in the music of the birds and the fresh breath of the spring. From a rise of the road on the shoulder of Crooksbury Hill, we could see the grim Hall bristling out from amidst the ancient oaks, which, old as they were, were still younger than the building which they surrounded. Holmes pointed down the long tract of road which wound, a reddish yellow band, between the brown of the heath and the budding green of the woods. Far away, a black dot, we could see a vehicle moving in our direction. Holmes gave an exclamation of impatience. 

»I have given a margin of half an hour,« said he. 

»If that is her trap, she must be making for the earlier train. I fear, Watson, that she will be past Charlington before we can possibly meet her.«

From the instant that we passed the rise, we could no longer see the vehicle, but we hastened onward at such a pace that my sedentary life began to tell upon me, and I was compelled to fall behind. Holmes, ho-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.891
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wever, was always in training, for he had inexhausti-ble stores of nervous energy upon which to draw. His springy step never slowed until suddenly, when he was a hundred yards in front of me, he halted, and I saw him throw up his hand with a gesture of grief and despair. At the same instant an empty dog-cart, the horse cantering, the reins trailing, appeared round the curve of the road and rattled swiftly towards us. 

»Too late, Watson, too late!« cried Holmes, as I ran panting to his side. »Fool that I was not to allow for that earlier train! It's abduction, Watson – abduction! Murder! Heaven knows what! Block the road! 

Stop the horse! That's right. Now, jump in, and let us see if I can repair the consequences of my own blunder.«

We had sprung into the dog-cart, and Holmes, after turning the horse, gave it a sharp cut with the whip, and we flew back along the road. As we turned the curve, the whole stretch of road between the Hall and the heath was opened up. I grasped Holmes's arm. 

»That's the man!« I gasped. 

A solitary cyclist was coming towards us. His head was down and his shoulders rounded, as he put every ounce of energy that he possessed on to the pedals. He was flying like a racer. Suddenly he raised his bearded face, saw us close to him, and pulled up springing from his machine. That coal-black beard was in sin-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.892
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gular contrast to the pallor of his face, and his eyes were as bright as if he had a fever. He stared at us and at the dog-cart. Then a look of amazement came over his face. 

»Halloa! Stop there!« he shouted, holding his bicycle to block our road. »Where did you get that dogcart? Pull up, man!« he yelled, drawing a pistol from his side pocket. »Pull up, I say, or, by George, I'll put a bullet into your horse.«

Holmes threw the reins into my lap and sprang down from the cart. 

»You're the man we want to see. Where is Miss Violet Smith?« he said, in his quick, clear way. 

»That's what I'm asking you. You're in her dogcart. You ought to know where she is.«

»We met the dog-cart on the road. There was no one in it. We drove back to help the young lady.«

»Good Lord! Good Lord! What shall I do?« cried the stranger, in an ecstasy of despair. »They've got her, that hell-hound Woodley and the blackguard parson. Come, man, come, if you really are her friend. 

Stand by me and we'll save her, if I have to leave my carcass in Charlington Wood.«

He ran distractedly, his pistol in his hand, towards a gap in the hedge. Holmes followed him, and I, leaving the horse grazing beside the road, followed Holmes. 
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»This is where they came through,« said he, pointing to the marks of several feet upon the muddy path. 

»Halloa! Stop a minute! Who's this in the bush?«

It was a young fellow about seventeen, dressed like an ostler, with leather cords and gaiters. He lay upon his back, his knees drawn up, a terrible cut upon his head. He was insensible, but alive. A glance at his wound told me that it had not penetrated the bone. 

»That's Peter, the groom,« cried the stranger. »He drove her. The beasts have pulled him off and clubbed him. Let him lie; we can't do him any good, but we may save her from the worst fate that can befall a woman.«

We ran frantically down the path, which wound among the trees. We had reached the shrubbery which surrounded the house when Holmes pulled up. 

»They didn't go to the house. Here are their marks on the left – here, beside the laurel bushes. Ah! I said so.«

As he spoke, a woman's shrill scream – a scream which vibrated with a frenzy of horror – burst from the thick, green clump of bushes in front of us. It ended suddenly on its highest note with a choke and a gurgle. 

»This way! This way! They are in the bowling-alley,« cried the stranger, darting through the bushes. 

»Ah, the cowardly dogs! Follow me, gentlemen! Too Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.894
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late! too late! by the living Jingo!«

We had broken suddenly into a lovely glade of greensward sur-sounded by ancient trees. On the farther side of it, under the shadow of a mighty oak, there stood a singular group of three people. One was a woman, our client, drooping and faint, a handkerchief round her mouth. Opposite her stood a brutal, heavy-faced, red-moustached young man, his gaitered legs parted wide, one arm akimbo, the other waving a riding crop, his whole attitude suggestive of triumphant bravado. Between them an elderly, graybearded man, wearing a short surplice over a light tweed suit, had evidently just completed the wedding service, for he pocketed his prayer-book as we appeared, and slapped the sinister bridegroom upon the back in jovial congratulation. 

»They're married!« I gasped. 

»Come on!« cried our guide; »come on!« He rushed across the glade, Holmes and I at his heels. As we approached, the lady staggered against the trunk of the tree for support. Williamson, the ex-clergyman, bowed to us with mock politeness, and the bully, Woodley, advanced with a shout of brutal and exultant laughter. 

»You can take your beard off, Bob,« said he. »I know you, right enough. Well, you and your pals have just come in time for me to be able to introduce you to Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.895
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Mrs. Woodley.«

Our guide's answer was a singular one. He snatched off the dark beard which had disguised him and threw it on the ground, disclosing a long, sallow, clean-shaven face below it. Then he raised his revolver and covered the young ruffian, who was advancing upon him with his dangerous riding crop swinging in his hand. 

»Yes,« said our ally, »I  am  Bob Carruthers, and I'll see this woman righted, if I have to swing for it. I told you what I'd do if you molested her, and, by the Lord! 

I'll be as good as my word.«

»You're too late. She's my wife.«

»No, she's your widow.«

His revolver cracked, and I saw the blood spurt from the front of Woodley's waistcoat. He spun round with a scream and fell upon his back, his hideous red face turning suddenly to a dreadful mottled pallor. 

The old man, still clad in his surplice, burst into such a string of foul oaths as I have never heard, and pulled out a revolver of his own, but, before he could raise it, he was looking down the barrel of Holmes's weapon. 

»Enough of this,« said my friend, coldly. »Drop that pistol! Watson, pick it up! Hold it to his head! 

Thank you. You, Carruthers, give me that revolver. 

We'll have no more violence. Come, hand it over!«

»Who are you, then?«
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»My name is Sherlock Holmes.«

»Good Lord!«

»You have heard of me, I see. I will represent the official police until their arrival. Here, you!« he shouted to a frightened groom, who had appeared at the edge of the glade. »Come here. Take this note as hard as you can ride to Farnham.« He scribbled a few words upon a leaf from his notebook. »Give it to the superintendent at the police-station. Until he comes, I must detain you all under my personal custody.«

The strong, masterful personality of Holmes dominated the tragic scene, and all were equally puppets in his hands. Williamson and Carruthers found themselves carrying the wounded Woodley into the house, and I gave my arm to the frightened girl. The injured man was laid on his bed, and at Holmes's request I examined him. I carried my report to where he sat in the old tapestry-hung dining-room with his two prisoners before him. 

»He will live,« said I. 

»What!« cried Carruthers, springing out of his chair. »I'll go upstairs and finish him first. Do you tell me that that girl, that angel, is to be tied to Roaring Jack Woodley for life?«

»You need not concern yourself about that,« said Holmes. »There are two very good reasons why she should, under no circumstances, be his wife. In the Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.897
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first place, we are very safe in questioning Mr. Williamson's right to solemnize a marriage.«

»I have been ordained,« cried the old rascal. 

»And also unfrocked.«

»Once a clergyman, always a clergyman.«

»I think not. How about the licence?«

»We had a licence for the marriage. I have it here in my pocket.«

»Then you got it by a trick. But, in any case, a forced marriage is no marriage, but it is a very serious felony, as you will discover before you have finished. 

You'll have time to think the point out during the next ten years or so, unless I am mistaken. As to you, Carruthers, you would have done better to keep your pistol in your pocket.«

»I begin to think so, Mr. Holmes, but when I thought of all the precaution I had taken to shield this girl – for I loved her, Mr. Holmes, and it is the only time that ever I knew what love was – it fairly drove me mad to think that she was in the power of the greatest brute and bully in South Africa – a man whose name is a holy terror from Kimberley to Johannesburg. Why, Mr. Holmes, you'll hardly believe it, but ever since that girl has been in my employment I never once let her go past this house, where I knew the rascals were lurking, without following her on my bicycle, just to see that she came to no harm. I kept Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.898
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my distance from her, and I wore a beard, so that she should not recognize me, for she is a good and high-spirited girl, and she wouldn't have stayed in my employment long if she had thought that I was following her about the country roads.«

»Why didn't you tell her of her danger?«

»Because then, again, she would have left me, and I couldn't bear to face that. Even if she couldn't love me, it was a great deal to me just to see her dainty form about the house, and to hear the sound of her voice.«

»Well,« said I, »you call that love, Mr. Carruthers, but I should call it selfishness.«

»Maybe the two things go together. Anyhow, I couldn't let her go. Besides, with this crowd about, it was well that she should have someone near to look after her. Then, when the cable came, I knew they were bound to make a move.«

»What cable?«

Carruthers took a telegram from his pocket. 

»That's it,« said he. 

It was short and concise:

The old man is dead. 

»Hum!« said Holmes. »I think I see how things worked, and I can understand how this message Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.899
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would, as you say, bring them to a head. But while you wait, you might tell me what you can.«

The old reprobate with the surplice burst into a volley of bad language. 

»By heaven!« said he, »if you squeal on us, Bob Carruthers, I'll serve you as you served Jack Woodley. 

You can bleat about the girl to your heart's content, for that's your own affair, but if you round on your pals to this plain-clothes copper, it will be the worst day's work that ever you did.«

»Your reverence need not be excited,« said Holmes, lighting a cigarette. »The case is clear enough against you, and all I ask is a few details for my private curiosity. However, if there's any difficulty in your telling me, I'll do the talking, and then you will see how far you have a chance of holding back your secrets. In the first place, three of you came from South Africa on this game – you Williamson, you Carruthers, and Woodley.«

»Lie number one,« said the old man; »I never saw either of them until two months ago, and I have never been in Africa in my life, so you can put that in your pipe and smoke it, Mr. Busybody Holmes!«

»What he says is true,« said Carruthers. 

»Well, well, two of you came over. His reverence is our own homemade article. You had known Ralph Smith in South Africa. You had reason to believe he Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.900
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would not live long. You found out that his niece would inherit his fortune. How's that – eh?«

Carruthers nodded and Williamson swore. 

»She was next of kin, no doubt, and you were aware that the old fellow would make no will.«

»Couldn't read or write,« said Carruthers. 

»So you came over, the two of you, and hunted up the girl. The idea was that one of you was to marry her, and the other have a share of the plunder. For some reason, Woodley was chosen as the husband. 

Why was that?«

»We played cards for her on the voyage. He won.«

»I see. You got the young lady into your service, and there Woodley was to do the courting. She recognized the drunken brute that he was, and would have nothing to do with him. Meanwhile, your arrangement was rather upset by the fact that you had yourself fallen in love with the lady. You could no longer bear the idea of this ruffian owning her?«

»No, by George, I couldn't!«

»There was a quarrel between you. He left you in a rage, and began to make his own plans independently of you.«

»It strikes me, Williamson, there isn't very much that we can tell this gentleman,« cried Carruthers, with a bitter laugh. »Yes, we quarreled, and he knok-ked me down. I am level with him on that, anyhow. 
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Then I lost sight of him. That was when he picked up with this outcast padre here. I found that they had set up housekeeping together at this place on the line that she had to pass for the station. I kept my eye on her after that, for I knew there was some devilry in the wind. I saw them from time to time, for I was anxious to know what they were after. Two days ago Woodley came up to my house with this cable, which showed that Ralph Smith was dead. He asked me if I would stand by the bargain. I said I would not. He asked me if I would marry the girl myself and give him a share. 

I said I would willingly do so, but that she would not have me. He said, ›Let us get her married first, and after a week or two she may see things a bit different.‹

I said I would have nothing to do with violence. So he went off cursing, like the foul-mouthed blackguard that he was, and swearing that he would have her yet. 

She was leaving me this week-end, and I had got a trap to take her to the station, but I was so uneasy in my mind that I followed her on my bicycle. She had got a start, however, and before I could catch her, the mischief was done. The first thing I knew about it was when I saw you two gentlemen driving back in her dog-cart.«

Holmes rose and tossed the end of his cigarette into the grate. »I have been very obtuse, Watson,« said he. 

»When in your report you said that you had seen the Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.902
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cyclist as you thought arrange his necktie in the shrubbery, that alone should have told me all. However, we may congratulate ourselves upon a curious and, in some respects, a unique case. I perceive three of the county constabulary in the drive, and I am glad to see that the little ostler is able to keep pace with them, so it is likely that neither he nor the interesting bridegroom will be permanently damaged by their morning's adventures. I think, Watson that in your medical capacity, you might wait upon Miss Smith and tell her that if she is sufficiently recovered, we shall be happy to escort her to her mother's home. If she is not quite convalescent, you will find that a hint that we were about to telegraph to a young electrician in the Midlands would probably complete the cure. 

As to you, Mr. Carruthers, I think that you have done what you could to make amends for your share in an evil plot. There is my card, sir, and if my evidence can be of help to you in your trial, it shall be at your disposal.«

In the whirl of our incessant activity, it has often been difficult for me, as the reader has probably observed, to round off my narratives, and to give those final details which the curious might expect. Each case has been the prelude to another, and the crisis once over, the actors have passed forever out of our Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.903
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busy lives. I find, however, a short note at the end of my manuscript dealing with this case, in which I have put it upon record that Miss Violet Smith did indeed inherit a large fortune, and that she is now the wife of Cyril Morton, the senior partner of Morton & Kennedy, the famous Westminster electricians. Williamson and Woodley were both tried for abduction and assault, the former getting seven years and the latter ten. 

Of the fate of Carruthers, I have no record, but I am sure that his assault was not viewed very gravely by the court, since Woodley had the reputation of being a most dangerous ruffian, and I think that a few months were sufficient to satisfy the demands of justice. 
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The Adventure of the Priory School We have had some dramatic entrances and exits upon our small stage at Baker Street, but I cannot recollect anything more sudden and startling than the first appearance of Thorneycroft Huxtable, M.A., Ph.D., etc. 

His card, which seemed too small to carry the weight of his academic distinctions, preceded him by a few seconds, and then he entered himself – so large, so pompous, and so dignified that he was the very embodiment of self-possession and solidity. And yet his first action, when the door had closed behind him, was to stagger against the table, whence he slipped down upon the floor, and there was that majestic figure prostrate and insensible upon our bearskin hearthrug. 

We had sprung to our feet, and for a few moments we stared in silent amazement at this ponderous piece of wreckage, which told of some sudden and fatal storm far out on the ocean of life. Then Holmes hurried with a cushion for his head, and I with brandy for his lips. The heavy, white face was seamed with lines of trouble, the hanging pouches under the closed eyes were leaden in colour, the loose mouth drooped dolo-rously at the corners, the rolling chins were unshaven. 

Collar and shirt bore the grime of a long journey, and Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.905
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the hair bristled unkempt from the well-shaped head. 

It was a sorely stricken man who lay before us. 

»What is it, Watson?« asked Holmes. 

»Absolute exhaustion – possibly mere hunger and fatigue,« said I, with my finger on the thready pulse, where the stream of life trickled thin and small. 

»Return ticket from Mackleton, in the north of England,« said Holmes, drawing it from the watchpocket. »It is not twelve o'clock yet. He has certainly been an early starter.«

The puckered eyelids had begun to quiver, and now a pair of vacant gray eyes looked up at us. An instant later the man had scrambled on to his feet, his face crimson with shame. 

»Forgive this weakness, Mr. Holmes, I have been a little overwrought. Thank you, if I might have a glass of milk and a biscuit, I have no doubt that I should be better. I came personally, Mr. Holmes, in order to insure that you would return with me. I feared that no telegram would convince you of the absolute urgency of the case.«

»When you are quite restored ––«

»I am quite well again. I cannot imagine how I came to be so weak. I wish you, Mr. Holmes, to come to Mackleton with me by the next train.«

My friend shook his head. 

»My colleague, Dr. Watson, could tell you that we Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.906
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are very busy at present. I am retained in this case of the Ferrers Documents, and the Abergavenny murder is coming up for trial. Only a very important issue could call me from London at present.«

»Important!« Our visitor threw up his hands. 

»Have you heard nothing of the abduction of the only son of the Duke of Holdernesse?«

»What! the late Cabinet Minister?«

»Exactly. We had tried to keep it out of the papers, but there was some rumour in the  Globe  last night. I thought it might have reached your ears.«

Holmes shot out his long, thin arm and picked out Volume »H« in his encyclopædia of reference. 

»›Holdernesse, 6th Duke, K.G., P.C.‹ – half the alphabet! ›Baron Beverley, Earl of Carston‹ – dear me, what a list! ›Lord Lieutenant of Hallamshire since 1900. Married Edith, daughter of Sir Charles Appledore, 1888. Heir and only child, Lord Saltire. Owns about two hundred and fifty thousand acres. Minerals in Lancashire and Wales. Address: Carlton House Terrace; Holdernesse Hall, Hallamshire; Carston Castle, Bangor, Wales. Lord of the Admiralty, 1872; Chief Secretary of State for ––‹ Well, well, this man is certainly one of the greatest subjects of the Crown!«

»The greatest and perhaps the wealthiest. I am aware, Mr. Holmes, that you take a very high line in Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.907
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professional matters, and that you are prepared to work for the ,work's sake. I may tell you, however, that his Grace has already intimated that a check for five thousand pounds will be handed over to the person who can tell him where his son is, and another thousand to him who can name the man or men who have taken him.«

»It is a princely offer,« said Holmes. »Watson, I think that we shall accompany Dr. Huxtable back to the north of England. And now, Dr. Huxtable, when you have consumed that milk, you will kindly tell me what has happened, when it happened, how it happened, and, finally, what Dr. Thorneycroft Huxtable, of the Priory School, near Mackleton, has to do with the matter, and why he comes three days after an event –

the state of your chin gives the date – to ask for my humble services.«

Our visitor had consumed his milk and biscuits. 

The light had come back to his eyes and the colour to his cheeks, as he set himself with great vigour and lucidity to explain the situation. 

»I must inform you, gentlemen, that the Priory is a preparatory school, of which I am the founder and principal.  Huxtable's Sidelights on Horace  may possibly recall my name to your memories. The Priory is, without exception, the best and most select preparatory school in England. Lord Leverstoke, the Earl of Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.908
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Blackwater, Sir Cathcart Soames – they all have intrusted their sons to me. But I felt that my school had reached its zenith when, three weeks ago, the Duke of Holdernesse sent Mr. James Wilder, his secretary, with the intimation that young Lord Saltire, ten years old, his only son and heir, was about to be committed to my charge. Little did I think that this would be the prelude to the most crushing misfortune of my life. 

On May 1st the boy arrived, that being the beginning of the summer term. He was a charming youth, and he soon fell into our ways. I may tell you – I trust that I am not indiscreet, but half-confidences are absurd in such a case – that he was not entirely happy at home. It is an open secret that the Duke's married life had not been a peaceful one, and the matter had ended in a separation by mutual consent, the Duchess taking up her residence in the south of France. This had occurred very shortly before, and the boy's sympathies are known to have been strongly with his mother. He moped after her departure from Holdernesse Hall, and it was for this reason that the Duke desired to send him to my establishment. In a fortnight the boy was quite at home with us and was apparently absolutely happy. 

He was last seen on the night of May 13th – that is, the night of last Monday. His room was on the second floor and was approached through another larger Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.909
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room, in which two boys were sleeping. These boys saw and heard nothing, so that it is certain that young Saltire did not pass out that way. His window was open, and there is a stout ivy plant leading to the ground. We could trace no footmarks below, but it is sure that this is the only possible exit. 

His absence was discovered at seven o'clock on Tuesday morning. His bed had been slept in. He had dressed himself fully, before going off, in his usual school suit of black Eton jacket and dark gray trousers. There were no signs that anyone had entered the room, and it is quite certain that anything in the nature of cries or a struggle would have been heard, since Caunter, the elder boy in the inner room, is a very light sleeper. 

When Lord Saltire's disappearance was discovered, I at once called a roll of the whole establishment –

boys, masters, and servants. It was then that we ascertained that Lord Saltire had not been alone in his flight. Heidegger, the German master, was missing. 

His room was on the second floor, at the farther end of the building, facing the same way as Lord Saltire's. 

His bed had also been slept in, but he had apparently gone away partly dressed, since his shirt and socks were lying on the floor. He had undoubtedly let himself down by the ivy, for we could see the marks of his feet where he had landed on the lawn. His bicycle was Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.910
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kept in a small shed beside this lawn, and it also was gone. 

He had been with me for two years, and came with the best references, but he was a silent, morose man, not very popular either with masters or boys. No trace could be found of the fugitives, and now, on Thursday morning, we are as ignorant as we were on Tuesday. 

Inquiry was, of course, made at once at Holdernesse Hall. It is only a few miles away, and we imagined that, in some sudden attack of homesickness, he had gone back to his father, but nothing had been heard of him. The Duke is greatly agitated, and, as to me, you have seen yourselves the state of nervous prostration to which the suspense and the responsibility have reduced me. Mr. Holmes, if ever you put forward your full powers, I implore you to do so now, for never in your life could you have a case which is more worthy of them.«

Sherlock Holmes had listened with the utmost intentness to the statement of the unhappy schoolmaster. His drawn brows and the deep furrow between them showed that he needed no exhortation to concentrate all his attention upon a problem which, apart from the tremendous interests involved, must appeal so directly to his love of the complex and the unusual. 

He now drew out his note-book and jotted down one or two memoranda. 
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»You have been very remiss in not coming to me sooner,« said he, severely. »You start me on my investigation with a very serious handicap. It is inconceivable, for example, that this ivy and this lawn would have yielded nothing to an expert observer.«

»I am not to blame, Mr. Holmes. His Grace was extremely desirous to avoid all public scandal. He was afraid of his family unhappiness being dragged before the world. He has a deep horror of anything of the kind.«

»But there has been some official investigation?«

»Yes, sir, and it has proved most disappointing. An apparent clue was at once obtained, since a boy and a young man were reported to have been seen leaving a neighbouring station by an early train. Only last night we had news that the couple had been hunted down in Liverpool, and they prove to have no connection whatever with the matter in hand. Then it was that in my despair and disappointment, after a sleepless night, I came straight to you by the early train.«

»I suppose the local investigation was relaxed while this false clue was being followed up?«

»It was entirely dropped.«

»So that three days have been wasted. The affair has been most deplorably handled.«

»I feel it and admit it.«

»And yet the problem should be capable of ultima-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.912
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te solution. I shall be very happy to look into it. Have you been able to trace any connection between the missing boy and this German master?«

»None at all.«

»Was he in the master's class?«

»No, he never exchanged a word with him, so far as I know.«

»That is certainly very singular. Had the boy a bicycle?«

»No.«

»Was any other bicycle missing?«

»No.«

»Is that certain?«

»Quite.«

»Well, now, you do not mean to seriously suggest that this German rode off upon a bicycle in the dead of the night, bearing the boy in his arms?«

»Certainly not.«

»Then what is the theory in your mind?«

»The bicycle may have been a blind. It may have been hidden somewhere, and the pair gone off on foot.«

»Quite so, but it seems rather an absurd blind, does it not? Were there other bicycles in this shed?«

»Several.«

»Would he not have hidden  a couple,  had he desired to give the idea that they had gone off upon Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.913
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them?«

»I suppose he would.«

»Of course he would. The blind theory won't do. 

But the incident is an admirable starting-point for an investigation. After all, a bicycle is not an easy thing to conceal or to destroy. One other question. Did anyone call to see the boy on the day before he disappeared?«

»No.«

»Did he get any letters?«

»Yes, one letter.«

»From whom?«

»From his father.«

»Do you open the boys' letters?«

»No.«

»How do you know it was from the father?«

»The coat of arms was on the envelope, and it was addressed in the Duke's peculiar stiff hand. Besides, the Duke remembers having written.«

»When had he a letter before that?«

»Not for several days.«

»Had he ever one from France?«

»No, never.«

»You see the point of my questions, of course. 

Either the boy was carried off by force or he went of his own free will. In the latter case, you would expect that some prompting from outside would be needed to Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.914
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make so young a lad do such a thing. If he has had no visitors, that prompting must have come in letters; hence I try to find out who were his correspondents.«

»I fear I cannot help you much. His only correspondent, so far as I know, was his own father.«

»Who wrote to him on the very day of his disappearance. Were the relations between father and son very friendly?«

»His Grace is never very friendly with anyone. He is completely immersed in large public questions, and is rather inaccessible to all ordinary emotions. But he was always kind to the boy in his own way.«

»But the sympathies of the latter were with the mother?«

»Yes.«

»Did he say so?«

»No.«

»The Duke, then?«

»Good heaven, no!«

»Then how could you know?«

»I have had some confidential talks with Mr. James Wilder, his Grace's secretary. It was he who gave me the information about Lord Saltire's feelings.«

»I see. By the way, that last letter of the Duke's –

was it found in the boy's room after he was gone?«

»No, he had taken it with him. I think, Mr. Holmes, it is time that we were leaving for Euston.«
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»I will order a four-wheeler. In a quarter of an hour, we shall be at your service. If you are telegraph-ing home, Mr. Huxtable, it would be well to allow the people in your neighbourhood to imagine that the inquiry is still going on in Liverpool, or wherever else that red herring led your pack. In the meantime I will do a little quiet work at your own doors, and perhaps the scent is not so cold but that two old hounds like Watson and myself may get a sniff of it.«

That evening found us in the cold, bracing atmosphere of the Peak country, in which Dr. Huxtable's famous school is situated. It was already dark when we reached it. A card was lying on the hall table, and the butler whispered something to his master, who turned to us with agitation in every heavy feature. 

»The Duke is here,« said he. »The Duke and Mr. 

Wilder are in the study. Come, gentlemen, and I will introduce you.«

I was, of course, familiar with the pictures of the famous statesman, but the man himself was very different from his representation. He was a tall and stately person, scrupulously dressed, with a drawn, thin face, and a nose which was grotesquely curved and long. His complexion was of a dead pallor, which was more startling by contrast with a long, dwindling beard of vivid red, which flowed down over his white waistcoat, with his watch-chain gleaming through its Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.916
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fringe. Such was the stately presence who looked stonily at us from the centre of Dr. Huxtable's hearthrug. 

Beside him stood a very young man, whom J understood to be Wilder, the private secretary. He was small, nervous, alert, with intelligent light-blue eyes and mobile features. It was he who at once, in an incisive and positive tone, opened the conversation. 

»I called this morning, Dr. Huxtable, too late to prevent you from starting for London. I learned that your object was to invite Mr. Sherlock Holmes to undertake the conduct of this case. His Grace is surprised, Dr. Huxtable, that you should have taken such a step without consulting him.«

»When I learned that the police had failed ––«

»His Grace is by no means convinced that the police have failed.«

»But surely, Mr. Wilder ––«

»You are well aware, Dr. Huxtable, that his Grace is particularly anxious to avoid all public scandal. He prefers to take as few people as possible into his confidence.«

»The matter can be easily remedied,« said the browbeaten doctor; »Mr. Sherlock Holmes can return to London by the morning train.«

»Hardly that, Doctor, hardly that,« said Holmes, in his blandest voice. »This northern air is invigorating and pleasant, so I propose to spend a few days upon Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.917
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your moors, and to occupy my mind as best I may. 

Whether I have the shelter of your roof or of the village inn is, of course, for you to decide.«

I could see that the unfortunate doctor was in the last stage of indecision, from which he was rescued by the deep, sonorous voice of the red-bearded Duke, which boomed out like a dinner-gong. 

»I agree with Mr. Wilder, Dr. Huxtable, that you would have done wisely to consult me. But since Mr. 

Holmes has already been taken into your confidence, it would indeed be absurd that we should not avail ourselves of his services. Far from going to the inn, Mr. Holmes, I should be pleased if you would come and stay with me at Holdernesse Hall.«

»I thank your Grace. For the purposes of my investigation, I think that it would be wiser for me to remain at the scene of the mystery.«

»Just as you like, Mr. Holmes. Any information which Mr. Wilder or I can give you is, of course, at your disposal.«

»It will probably be necessary for me to see you at the Hall,« said Holmes. »I would only ask you now, sir, whether you have formed any explanation in your own mind as to the mysterious disappearance of your son?«

»No, sir, I have not.«

»Excuse me if I allude to that which is painful to Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.918
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you, but I have no alternative. Do you think that the Duchess had anything to do with the matter?«

The great minister showed perceptible hesitation. 

»I do not think so,« he said, at last. 

»The other most obvious explanation is that the child has been kidnapped for the purpose of levying ransom. You have not had any demand of the sort?«

»No, sir.«

»One more question, your Grace. I understand that you wrote to your son upon the day when this incident occurred.«

»No, I wrote upon the day before.«

»Exactly. But he received it on that day?«

»Yes.«

»Was there anything in your letter which might have unbalanced him or induced him to take such a step?«

»No, sir, certainly not.«

»Did you post that letter yourself?«

The nobleman's reply was interrupted by his secretary, who broke in with some heat. 

»His Grace is not in the habit of posting letters himself,« said he. »This letter was laid with others upon the study table, and I myself put them in the post-bag.«

»You are sure this one was among them?«

»Yes, I observed it.«
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»How many letters did your Grace write that day?«

»Twenty or thirty. I have a large correspondence. 

But surely this is somewhat irrelevant?«

»Not entirely,« said Holmes. 

»For my own part,« the Duke continued, »I have advised the police to turn their attention to the south of France. I have already said that I do not believe that the Duchess would encourage so monstrous an action, but the lad had the most wrong-headed opinions, and it is possible that he may have fled to her, aided and abetted by this German. I think, Dr. Huxtable, that we will now return to the Hall.«

I could see that there were other questions which Holmes would have wished to put, but the nobleman's abrupt manner showed that the interview was at an end. It was evident that to his intensely aristocratic nature this discussion of his intimate family affairs with a stranger was most abhorrent, and that he feared lest every fresh question would throw a fiercer light into the discreetly shadowed corners of his ducal history. 

When the nobleman and his secretary had left, my friend flung himself at once with characteristic eagerness into the investigation. 

The boy's chamber was carefully examined, and yielded nothing save the absolute conviction that it was only through the window that he could have esca-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.920
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ped. The German master's room and effects gave no further clue. In his case a trailer of ivy had given way under his weight, and we saw by the light of a lantern the mark on the lawn where his heels had come down. 

That one dint in the short, green grass was the only material witness left of this inexplicable nocturnal flight. 

Sherlock Holmes left the house alone, and only returned after eleven. He had obtained a large ordnance map of the neighbourhood, and this he brought into my room, where he laid it out on the bed, and, having balanced the lamp in the middle of it, he began to smoke over it, and occasionally to point out objects of interest with the reeking amber of his pipe. 

»This case grows upon me, Watson,« said he. 

»There are decidedly some points of interest in connection with it. In this early stage, I want you to realize those geographical features which may have a good deal to do with our investigation. 

Look at this map. This dark square is the Priory School. I'll put a pin in it. Now, this line is the main road. You see that it runs east and west past the school, and you see also that there is no side road for a mile either way. If these two folk passed away by road, it was  this  road.«
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Holmes's Map of the Neighbourhood of the School

»Exactly.«

»By a singular and happy chance, we are able to some extent to check what passed along this road during the night in question. At this point, where my pipe is now resting, a county constable was on duty from twelve to six. It is, as you perceive, the first cross-road on the east side. This man declares that he was not absent from his post for an instant, and he is positive
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that way unseen. I have spoken with this policeman to-night, and he appears to me to be a perfectly reliable person. That blocks this end. We have now to deal with the other. There is an inn here, the Red Bull, the landlady of which was ill. She had sent to Mackleton for a doctor, but he did not arrive until morning, being absent at another case. The people at the inn were alert all night, awaiting his coming, and one or other of them seems to have continually had an eye upon the road. They declare that no one passed. If their evidence is good, then we are fortunate enough to be able to block the west, and also to be able to say that the fugitives did  not  use the road at all.«

»But the bicycle?« I objected. 

»Quite so. We will come to the bicycle presently. 

To continue our reasoning: if these people did not go by the road, they must have traversed the country to the north of the house or to the south of the house. 

That is certain. Let us weigh the one against the other. 

On the south of the house is, as you perceive, a large district of arable land, cut up into small fields, with stone walls between them. There, I admit that a bicycle is impossible. We can dismiss the idea. We turn to the country on the north. Here there lies a grove of trees, marked as the ›Ragged Shaw,‹ and on the farther side stretches a great rolling moor, Lower Gill Moor, extending for ten miles and sloping gradually Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.923
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upward. Here, at one side of this wilderness, is Holdernesse Hall, ten miles by road, but only six across the moor. It is a peculiarly desolate plain. A few moor farmers have small holdings, where they rear sheep and cattle. Except these, the plover and the curlew are the only inhabitants until you come to the Chesterfield high road. There is a church there, you see, a few cottages, and an inn. Beyond that the hills become precipitous. Surely it is here to the north that our quest must lie.«

»But the bicycle?« I persisted. 

»Well, well!« said Holmes, impatiently. »A good cyclist does not need a high road. The moor is intersected with paths, and the moon was at the full. Halloa! what is this?«

There was an agitated knock at the door, and an instant afterwards Dr. Huxtable was in the room. In his hand he held a blue cricket-cap with a white chevron on the peak. 

»At last we have a clue!« he cried. »Thank heaven! 

at last we are on the dear boy's track! It is his cap.«

»Where was it found?«

»In the van of the gipsies who camped on the moor. 

They left on Tuesday. To-day the police traced them down and examined their caravan. This was found.«

»How do they account for it?«

»They shuffled and lied – said that they found it on Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.924

The Adventure of the Priory School Doyle-SH, 637

the moor on Tuesday morning. They know where he is, the rascals! Thank goodness, they are all safe under lock and key. Either the fear of the law or the Duke's purse will certainly get out of them all that they know.«

»So far, so good,« said Holmes, when the doctor had at last left the room. »It at least bears out the theory that it is on the side of the Lower Gill Moor that we must hope for results. The police have really done nothing locally, save the arrest of these gipsies. Look here, Watson! There is a watercourse across the moor. 

You see it marked here in the map. In some parts it widens into a morass. This is particularly so in the region between Holdernesse Hall and the school. It is vain to look elsewhere for tracks in this dry weather, but at  that  point there is certainly a chance of some record being left. I will call you early to-morrow morning, and you and I will try if we can throw some little light upon the mystery.«

The day was just breaking when I woke to find the long, thin form of Holmes by my bedside. He was fully dressed, and had apparently already been out. 

»I have done the lawn and the bicycle shed,« said he. »I have also had a ramble through the Ragged Shaw. Now, Watson, there is cocoa ready in the next room. I must beg you to hurry, for we have a great day before us.«
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His eyes shone, and his cheek was flushed with the exhilaration of the master workman who sees his work lie ready before him. A very different Holmes, this active, alert man, from the introspective and pallid dreamer of Baker Street. I felt, as I looked upon that supple figure, alive with nervous energy, that it was indeed a strenuous day that awaited us. 

And yet it opened in the blackest disappointment. 

With high hopes we struck across the peaty, russet moor, intersected with a thousand sheep paths, until we came to the broad, light-green belt which marked the morass between us and Holdernesse. Certainly, if the lad had gone homeward, he must have passed this, and he could not pass it without leaving his traces. 

But no sign of him or the German could be seen. With a darkening face my friend strode along the margin, eagerly observant of every muddy stain upon the mossy surface. Sheep-marks there were in profusion, and at one place, some miles down, cows had left their tracks. Nothing more. 

»Check number one,« said Holmes, looking gloomily over the rolling expanse of the moor. »There is another morass down yonder, and a narrow neck between. Halloa! halloa! halloa! what have we here?«

We had come on a small black ribbon of pathway. 

In the middle of it, clearly marked on the sodden soil, was the track of a bicycle. 
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»Hurrah!« I cried. »We have it.«

But Holmes was shaking his head, and his face was puzzled and expectant rather than joyous. 

»A bicycle, certainly, but not  the  bicycle,« said he. 

»I am familiar with forty-two different impressions left by tires. This, as you perceive, is a Dunlop, with a patch upon the outer cover. Heidegger's tires were Palmer's, leaving longitudinal stripes. Aveling, the mathematical master, was sure upon the point. Therefore, it is not Heidegger's track.«

»The boy's, then?«

»Possibly, if we could prove a bicycle to have been in his possession. But this we have utterly failed to do. This track, as you perceive, was made by a rider who was going from the direction of the school.«

»Or towards it?«

»No, no, my dear Watson. The more deeply sunk impression is, of course, the hind wheel, upon which the weight rests. You perceive several places where it has passed across and obliterated the more shallow mark of the front one. It was undoubtedly heading away from the school. It may or may not be connected with our inquiry, but we will follow it backwards before we go any farther.«

We did so, and at the end of a few hundred yards lost the tracks as we emerged from the boggy portion of the moor. Following the path backwards, we pik-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.927
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ked out another spot, where a spring trickled across it. 

Here, once again, was the mark of the bicycle, though nearly obliterated by the hoofs of cows. After that there was no sign, but the path ran right on into Ragged Shaw, the wood which backed on to the school. 

From this wood the cycle must have emerged. Holmes sat down on a boulder and rested his chin in his hands. I had smoked two cigarettes before he moved. 

»Well, well,« said he, at last. »It is, of course, possible that a cunning man might change the tire of his bicycle in order to leave unfamiliar tracks. A criminal who was capable of such a thought is a man whom I should be proud to do business with. We will leave this question undecided and hark back to our morass again, for we have left a good deal unexplored.«

We continued our systematic survey of the edge of the sodden portion of the moor, and soon our perseverance was gloriously rewarded. Right across the lower part of the bog lay a miry path. Holmes gave a cry of delight as he approached it. An impression like a fine bundle of telegraph wires ran down the centre of it. It was the Palmer tire. 

»Here is Herr Heidegger, sure enough!« cried Holmes, exultantly. »My reasoning seems to have been pretty sound, Watson.«

»I congratulate you.«
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clear of the path. Now let us follow the trail. I fear that it will not lead very far.«

We found, however, as we advanced that this portion of the moor is intersected with soft patches, and, though we frequently lost sight of the track, we always succeeded in picking it up once more. 

»Do you observe,« said Holmes, »that the rider is now undoubtedly forcing the pace? There can be no doubt of it. Look at this impression, where you get both tires clear. The one is as deep as the other. That can only mean that the rider is throwing his weight on to the handle-bar, as a man does when he is sprinting. 

By Jove! he has had a fall.«

There was a broad, irregular smudge covering some yards of the track. Then there were a few footmarks, and the tire reappeared once more. 

»A side-slip,« I suggested. 

Holmes held up a crumpled branch of flowering gorse. To my horror I perceived that the yellow blossoms were all dabbled with crimson. On the path, too, and among the heather were dark stains of clotted blood. 

»Bad!« said Holmes. »Bad! Stand clear, Watson! 

Not an unnecessary footstep! What do I read here? He fell wounded – he stood up – he remounted – he proceeded. But there is no other track. Cattle on this side path. He was surely not gored by a bull? Impos-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.929
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sible! But I see no traces of anyone else. We must push on, Watson. Surely, with stains as well as the track to guide us, he cannot escape us now.«

Our search was not a very long one. The tracks of the tire began to curve fantastically upon the wet and shining path. Suddenly, as I looked ahead, the gleam of metal caught my eye from amid the thick gorse-bushes. Out of them we dragged a bicycle, Palmer-tired, one pedal bent, and the whole front of it horribly smeared and slobbered with blood. On the other side of the bushes, a shoe was projecting. We ran round, and there lay the unfortunate rider. He was a tall man, full-bearded, with spectacles, one glass of which had been knocked out. The cause of his death was a frightful blow upon the head, which had crushed in part of his skull. That he could have gone on after receiving such an injury said much for the vitality and courage of the man. He wore shoes, but no socks, and his open coat disclosed a nightshirt beneath it. It was undoubtedly the German master. 

Holmes turned the body over reverently, and examined it with great attention. He then sat in deep thought for a time, and I could see by his ruffled brow that this grim discovery had not, in his opinion, advanced us much in our inquiry. 

»It is a little difficult to know what to do, Watson,«
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inquiry on, for we have already lost so much time that we cannot afford to waste another hour. On the other hand, we are bound to inform the police of the discovery, and to see that this poor fellow's body is looked after.«

»I could take a note back.«

»But I need your company and assistance. Wait a bit! There is a fellow cutting peat up yonder. Bring him over here, and he will guide the police.«

I brought the peasant across, and Holmes dispatched the frightened man with a note to Dr. Huxtable. 

»Now, Watson,« said he, »we have picked up two clues this morning. One is the bicycle with the Palmer tire, and we see what that has led to. The other is the bicycle with the patched Dunlop. Before we start to investigate that, let us try to realize what we  do  know, so as to make the most of it, and to separate the essential from the accidental.«

»First of all, I wish to impress upon you that the boy certainly left of his own free-will. He got down from his window and he went off, either alone or with someone. That is sure.«

I assented. 

»Well, now, let us turn to this unfortunate German master. The boy was fully dressed when he fled. Therefore, he foresaw what he would do. But the German Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.931
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went without his socks. He certainly acted on very short notice.«

»Undoubtedly.«

»Why did he go? Because, from his bedroom window, he saw the flight of the boy; because he wished to overtake him and bring him back. He seized his bicycle, pursued the lad, and in pursuing him met his death.«

»So it would seem.«

»Now I come to the critical part of my argument. 

The natural action of a man in pursuing a little boy would be to run after him. He would know that he could overtake him. But the German does not do so. 

He turns to his bicycle. I am told that he was an excellent cyclist. He would not do this, if he did not see that the boy had some swift means of escape.«

»The other bicycle.«

»Let us continue our reconstruction. He meets his death five miles from the school – not by a bullet, mark you, which even a lad might conceivably discharge, but by a savage blow dealt by a vigorous arm. 

The lad, then,  had  a companion in his flight. And the flight was a swift one, since it took five miles before an expert cyclist could overtake them. Yet we survey the ground round the scene of the tragedy. What do we find? A few cattle-tracks, nothing more. I took a wide sweep round, and there is no path within fifty Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.932
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yards. Another cyclist could have had nothing to do with the actual murder, nor were there any human footmarks.«

»Holmes,« I cried, »this is impossible.«

»Admirable!« he said. »A most illuminating remark. It  is  impossible as I state it, and therefore I must in some respect have stated it wrong. Yet you saw for yourself. Can you suggest any fallacy?«

»He could not have fractured his skull in a fall?«

»In a morass, Watson?«

»I am at my wit's end.«

»Tut, tut, we have solved some worse problems. At least we have plenty of material, if we can only use it. 

Come, then, and, having exhausted the Palmer, let us see what the Dunlop with the patched cover has to offer us.«

We picked up the track and followed it onward for some distance, but soon the moor rose into a long, heather-tufted curve, and we left the watercourse behind us. No further help from tracks could be hoped for. At the spot where we saw the last of the Dunlop tire it might equally have led to Holdernesse Hall, the stately towers of which rose some miles to our left, or to a low, gray village which lay in front of us and marked the position of the Chesterfield high road. 

As we approached the forbidding and squalid inn, with the sign of a game-cock above the door, Holmes Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.933
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gave a sudden groan, and clutched me by the shoulder to save himself from falling. He had had one of those violent strains of the ankle which leave a man helpless. With difficulty he limped up to the door, where a squat, dark, elderly man was smoking a black clay pipe. 

»How are you, Mr. Reuben Hayes?« said Holmes. 

»Who are you, and how do you get my name so pat?« the countryman answered, with a suspicious flash of a pair of cunning eyes. 

»Well, it's printed on the board above your head. 

It's easy to see a man who is master of his own house. 

I suppose you haven't such  a  thing as a carriage in your stables?«

»No, I have not.«

»I can hardly put my foot to the ground.«

»Don't put it to the ground.«

»But I can't walk.«

»Well, then, hop.«

Mr. Reuben Hayes's manner was far from gracious, but Holmes took it with admirable good-humour. 

»Look here, my man,« said he. »This is really rather an awkward fix for me. I don't mind how I get on.«

»Neither do I,« said the morose landlord. 

»The matter is very important. I would offer you a sovereign for the use of a bicycle.«
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The landlord pricked up his ears. 

»Where do you want to go?«

»To Holdernesse Hall.«

»Pals of the Dook, I suppose?« said the landlord, surveying our mud-stained garments with ironical eyes. 

Holmes laughed good-naturedly. 

»He'll be glad to see us, anyhow.«

»Why?«

»Because we bring him news of his lost son.«

The landlord gave a very visible start. 

»What, you're on his track?«

»He has been heard of in Liverpool. They expect to get him every hour.«

Again a swift change passed over the heavy, unshaven face. His manner was suddenly genial. 

»I've less reason to wish the Dook well than most men,« said he, »for I was his head coachman once, and cruel bad he treated me. It was him that sacked me without a character on the word of a lying corn-chandler. But I'm glad to hear that the young lord was heard of in Liverpool, and I'll help you to take the news to the Hall.«

»Thank you,« said Holmes. »We'll have some food first. Then you can bring round the bicycle.«

»I haven't got a bicycle.«

Holmes held up a sovereign. 
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»I tell you, man, that I haven't got one. I'll let you have two horses as far as the Hall.«

»Well, well,« said Holmes, »we'll talk about it when we've had something to eat.«

When we were left alone in the stone-flagged kitchen, it was astonishing how rapidly that sprained ankle recovered. It was nearly nightfall, and we had eaten nothing since early morning, so that we spent some time over our meal. Holmes was lost in thought, and once or twice he walked over to the window and stared earnestly out. It opened on to a squalid courtyard. In the far corner was a smithy, where a grimy lad was at work. On the other side were the stables. 

Holmes had sat down again after one of these excursions, when he suddenly sprang out of his chair with a loud exclamation. 

»By heaven, Watson, I believe that I've got it!« he cried. »Yes, yes, it must be so. Watson, do you remember seeing any cow-tracks today?«

»Yes, several.«

»Where?«

»Well, everywhere. They were at the morass, and again on the path, and again near where poor Heidegger met his death.«

»Exactly. Well, now, Watson, how many cows did you see on the moor?«

»I don't remember seeing any.«

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.936

The Adventure of the Priory School Doyle-SH, 643

»Strange, Watson, that we should see tracks all along our line, but never a cow on the whole moor. 

Very strange, Watson, eh?«

»Yes, it is strange.«

»Now, Watson, make an effort, throw your mind back. Can you see those tracks upon the path?«

»Yes, I can.«

»Can you recall that the tracks were sometimes like that, Watson« – he arranged a number of bread-crumbs in this fashion – : : : : : – »and sometimes like this« – : . : . : . : . – »and occasionally like this« – . : . 

: . : . »Can you remember that?«

»No, I cannot.«

»But I can. I could swear to it. However, we will go back at our leisure and verify it. What a blind beetle I have been, not to draw my conclusion.«

»And what is your conclusion?«

»Only that it is a remarkable cow which walks, canters, and gallops. By George! Watson, it was no brain of a country publican that thought out such a blind as that. The coast seems to be clear, save for that lad in the smithy. Let us slip out and see what we can see.«

There were two rough-haired, unkempt horses in the tumble-down stable. Holmes raised the hind leg of one of them and laughed aloud. 
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nails. This case deserves to be a classic. Let us go across to the smithy.«

The lad continued his work without regarding us. I saw Holmes's eye darting to right and left among the litter of iron and wood which was scattered about the floor. Suddenly, however, we heard a step behind us, and there was the landlord, his heavy eyebrows drawn over his savage eyes, his swarthy features convulsed with passion. He held a short, metal-headed stick in his hand, and he advanced in so menacing a fashion that I was right glad to feel the revolver in my pocket. 

»You infernal spies!« the man cried. »What are you doing there?«

»Why, Mr. Reuben Hayes,« said Holmes, coolly, 

»one might think that you were afraid of our finding something out.«

The man mastered himself with a violent effort, and his grim mouth loosened into a false laugh, which was more menacing than his frown. 

»You're welcome to all you can find out in my smithy,« said he. »But look here, mister, I don't care for folk poking about my place without my leave, so the sooner you pay your score and get out of this the better I shall be pleased.«

»All right, Mr. Hayes, no harm meant,« said Holmes. »We have been having a look at your horses, but I think I'll walk, after all. It's not far, I believe.«
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»Not more than two miles to the Hall gates. That's the road to the left.« He watched us with sullen eyes until we had left his premises. 

We did not go very far along the road, for Holmes stopped the instant that the curve hid us from the landlord's view. 

»We were warm, as the children say, at that inn,«

said he. »I seem to grow colder every step that I take away from it. No, no, I can't possibly leave it.«

»I am convinced,« said I, »that this Reuben Hayes knows all about it. A more self-evident villain I never saw.«

»Oh! he impressed you in that way, did he? There are the horses, there is the smithy. Yes, it is an interesting place, this Fighting Cock. I think we shall have another look at it in an unobtrusive way.«

A long, sloping hillside, dotted with gray limestone boulders, stretched behind us. We had turned off the road, and were making our way up the hill, when, looking in the direction of Holdernesse Hall, I saw a cyclist coming swiftly along. 

»Get down, Watson!« cried Holmes, with a heavy hand upon my shoulder. We had hardly sunk from view when the man flew past us on the road. Amid a rolling cloud of dust, I caught a glimpse of a pale, agitated face – a face with horror in every lineament, the mouth open, the eyes staring wildly in front. It Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.939
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was like some strange caricature of the dapper James Wilder whom we had seen the night before. 

»The Duke's secretary!« cried Holmes. »Come, Watson, let us see what he does.«

We scrambled from rock to rock, until in a few moments we had made our way to a point from which we could see the front door of the inn. Wilder's bicycle was leaning against the wall beside it. No one was moving about the house, nor could we catch a glimpse of any faces at the windows. Slowly the twilight crept down as the sun sank behind the high towers of Holdernesse Hall. Then, in the gloom, we saw the two side-lamps of a trap light up in the stable-yard of the inn, and shortly afterwards heard the rattle of hoofs, as it wheeled out into the road and tore off at a furious pace in the direction of Chesterfield. 

»What do you make of that, Watson?« Holmes whispered. 

»It looks like a flight.«

»A single man in a dog-cart, so far as I could see. 

Well, it certainly was not Mr. James Wilder, for there he is at the door.«

A red square of light had sprung out of the darkness. In the middle of it was the black figure of the secretary, his head advanced, peering out into the night. It was evident that he was expecting someone. 

Then at last there were steps in the road, a second fi-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.940
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gure was visible for an instant against the light, the door shut, and all was black once more. Five minutes later a lamp was lit in a room upon the first floor. 

»It seems to be a curious class of custom that is done by the Fighting Cock,« said Holmes. 

»The bar is on the other side.«

»Quite so. These are what one may call the private guests. Now, what in the world is Mr. James Wilder doing in that den at this hour of night, and who is the companion who comes to meet him there? Come, Watson, we must really take a risk and try to investigate this a little more closely.«

Together we stole down to the road and crept across to the door of the inn. The bicycle still leaned against the wall Holmes struck a match and held it to the back wheel, and I heard him chuckle as the light fell upon a patched Dunlop tire. Up above us was the lighted window. 

»I must have a peep through that, Watson. If you bend your back and support yourself upon the wall, I think that I can manage.«

An instant later, his feet were on my shoulders, but he was hardly up before he was down again. 

»Come, my friend,« said he, »our day's work has been quite long enough. I think that we have gathered all that we can. It's a long walk to the school, and the sooner we get started the better.«
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He hardly opened his lips during that weary trudge across the moor, nor would he enter the school when he reached it, but went on to Mackleton Station, whence he could send some telegrams. Late at night I heard him consoling Dr. Huxtable, prostrated by the tragedy of his master's death, and later still he entered my room as alert and vigorous as he had been when he started in the morning. »All goes well, my friend,«

said he. »I promise that before to-morrow evening we shall have reached the solution of the mystery.«

At eleven o'clock next morning my friend and I were walking up the famous yew avenue of Holdernesse Hall. We were ushered through the magnificent Elizabethan doorway and into his Grace's study. 

There we found Mr. James Wilder, demure and courtly, but with some trace of that wild terror of the night before still lurking in his furtive eyes and in his twitching features. 

»You have come to sec his Grace? I am sorry, but the fact is that the Duke is far from well. He has been very much upset by the tragic news. We received a telegram from Dr. Huxtable yesterday afternoon, which told us of your discovery.«

»I must see the Duke, Mr. Wilder.«

»But he is in his room.«

»Then I must go to his room.«
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»I believe he is in his bed.«

»I will see him there.«

Holmes's cold and inexorable manner showed the secretary that it was useless to argue with him. 

»Very good, Mr. Holmes, I will tell him that you are here.«

After an hour's delay, the great nobleman appeared. 

His face was more cadaverous than ever, his shoulders had rounded, and he seemed to me to be an altogether older man than he had been the morning before. He greeted us with a stately courtesy and seated himself at his desk, his red beard streaming down on the table. 

»Well, Mr. Holmes?« said he. 

But my friend's eyes were fixed upon the secretary, who stood by his master's chair. 

»I think, your Grace, that I could speak more freely in Mr. Wilder's absence.«

The man turned a shade paler and cast a malignant glance at Holmes. 

»If your Grace wishes ––«

»Yes, yes, you had better go. Now, Mr. Holmes, what have you to say?«

My friend waited until the door had closed behind the retreating secretary. 

»The fact is, your Grace,« said he, »that my colleague, Dr. Watson, and myself had an assurance Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.943
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from Dr. Huxtable that a reward had been offered in this case. I should like to have this confirmed from your own lips.«

»Certainly, Mr. Holmes.«

»It amounted, if I am correctly informed, to five thousand pounds to anyone who will tell you where your son is?«

»Exactly.«

»And another thousand to the man who will name the person or persons who keep him in custody?«

»Exactly.«

»Under the latter heading is included, no doubt, not only those who may have taken him away, but also those who conspire to keep him in his present position?«

»Yes, yes,« cried the Duke, impatiently. »If you do your work well, Mr. Sherlock Holmes, you will have no reason to complain of niggardly treatment.«

My friend rubbed his thin hands together with an appearance of avidity which was a surprise to me, who knew his frugal tastes. 

»I fancy that I see your Grace's check-book upon the table,« said he. »I should be glad if you would make me out a check for six thousand pounds. It would be as well, perhaps, for you to cross it. The Capital and Counties Bank, Oxford Street branch, are my agents.«
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His Grace sat very stern and upright in his chair and looked stonily at my friend. 

»Is this a joke, Mr. Holmes? It is hardly a subject for pleasantry.«

»Not at all, your Grace. I was never more earnest in my life.«

»What do you mean, then?«

»I mean that I have earned the reward. I know where your son is, and I know some, at least, of those who are holding him.«

The Duke's beard had turned more aggressively red than ever against his ghastly white face. 

»Where is he?« he gasped. 

»He is, or was last night, at the Fighting Cock Inn, about two miles from your park gate.«

The Duke fell back in his chair. 

»And whom do you accuse?«

Sherlock Holmes's answer was an astounding one. 

He stepped swiftly forward and touched the Duke upon the shoulder. 

»I accuse  you« said he. »And now, your Grace, I'll trouble you for that check.«

Never shall I forget the Duke's appearance as he sprang up and clawed with his hands, like one who is sinking into an abyss. Then, with an extraordinary effort of aristocratic self-command, he sat down and sank his face in his hands. It was some minutes before Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.945
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he spoke. 

»How much do you know?« he asked at last, without raising his head. 

»I saw you together last night.«

»Does anyone else beside your friend know?«

»I have spoken to no one.«

The Duke took a pen in his quivering fingers and opened his checkbook. 

»I shall be as good as my word, Mr. Holmes. I am about to write your check, however unwelcome the information which you have gained may be to me. 

When the offer was first made, I little thought the turn which events might take. But you and your friend are men of discretion, Mr. Holmes?«

»I hardly understand your Grace.«

»I must put it plainly, Mr. Holmes. If only you two know of this incident, there is no reason why it should go any farther. I think twelve thousand pounds is the sum that I owe you, is it not?«

But Holmes smiled and shook his head. 

»I fear, your Grace, that matters can hardly be arranged so easily. There is the death of this schoolmaster to be accounted for.«

»But James knew nothing of that. You cannot hold him responsible for that. It was the work of this brutal ruffian whom he had the misfortune to employ.«

»I must take the view, your Grace, that when a man Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.946
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embarks upon a crime, he is morally guilty of any other crime which may spring from it.«

»Morally, Mr. Holmes. No doubt you are right. But surely not in the eyes of the law. A man cannot be condemned for a murder at which he was not present, and which he loathes and abhors as much as you do. 

The instant that he heard of it he made a complete confession to me, so filled was he with horror and remorse. He lost not an hour in breaking entirely with the murderer. Oh, Mr. Holmes, you must save him –

you must save him! I tell you that you must save him!« The Duke had dropped the last attempt at self-command, and was pacing the room with a convulsed face and with his clenched hands raving in the air. At last he mastered himself and sat down once more at his desk. »I appreciate your conduct in coming here before you spoke to anyone else,« said he. »At least, we may take counsel how far we can minimize this hideous scandal.«

»Exactly,« said Holmes. »I think, your Grace, that this can only be done by absolute frankness between us. I am disposed to help your Grace to the best of my ability, but, in order to do so, I must understand to the last detail how the matter stands. I realize that your words applied to Mr. James Wilder, and that he is not the murderer.«

»No, the murderer has escaped.«
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Sherlock Holmes smiled demurely. 

»Your Grace can hardly have heard of any small reputation which I possess, or you would not imagine that it is so easy to escape me. Mr. Reuben Hayes was arrested at Chesterfield, on my information, at eleven o'clock last night. I had a telegram from the head of the local police before I left the school this morning.«

The Duke leaned back in his chair and stared with amazement at my friend. 

»You seem to have powers that are hardly human,«

said he. »So Reuben Hayes is taken? I am right glad to hear it, if it will not react upon the fate of James.«

»Your secretary?«

»No, sir, my son.«

It was Holmes's turn to look astonished. 

»I confess that this is entirely new to me, your Grace I must beg you to be more explicit.«

»I will conceal nothing from you. I agree with you that, complete frankness, however painful it may be to me, is the best policy in this desperate situation to which James's folly and jealousy have reduced us. 

When I was a very young man, Mr. Holmes, I loved with such a love as comes only once in a lifetime. I offered the lady marriage, but she refused it on the grounds that such a match might mar my career. Had she lived, I would certainly never have married anyone else. She died, and left this one child, whom for her Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.948
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sake I have cherished and cared for. I could not acknowledge the paternity to the world, but I gave him the best of educations, and since he came to manhood I have kept him near my person. He surprised my secret, and has presumed ever since upon the claim which he has upon me, and upon his power of provoking a scandal which would be abhorrent to me. His presence had something to do with the unhappy issue of my marriage. Above all, he hated my young legitimate heir from the first with a persistent hatred. You may well ask me why, under these circumstances, I still kept James under my roof. I answer that it was because I could see his mother's face in his, and that for her dear sake there was no end to my long-suffering. All her pretty ways too – there was not one of them which he could not suggest and bring back to my memory. I  could  not send him away. But I feared so much lest he should do Arthur – that is, Lord Saltire – a mischief, that I dispatched him for safety to Dr. 

Huxtable's school. 

James came into contact with this fellow Hayes, because the man was a tenant of mine, and James acted as agent. The fellow was a rascal from the beginning, but, in some extraordinary way, James became intimate with him. He had always a taste for low company. When James determined to kidnap Lord Saltire, it was of this man's service that he availed Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.949
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himself. You remember that I wrote to Arthur upon that last day. Well, James opened the letter and inserted a note asking Arthur to meet him in a little wood called the Ragged Shaw, which is near to the school. 

He used the Duchess's name, and in that way got the boy to come. That evening James bicycled over – I am telling you what he has himself confessed to me – and he told Arthur, whom he met in the wood, that his mother longed to see him, that she was awaiting him on the moor, and that if he would come back into the wood at midnight he would find a man with a horse, who would take him to her. Poor Arthur fell into the trap. He came to the appointment, and found this fellow Hayes with a led pony. Arthur mounted, and they set off together. It appears – though this James only heard yesterday – that they were pursued, that Hayes struck the pursuer with his stick, and that the man died of his injuries. Hayes brought Arthur to his public-house, the Fighting Cock, where he was confined in an upper room, under the care of Mrs. Hayes, who is a kindly woman, but entirely under the control of her brutal husband. 

Well, Mr. Holmes, that was the state of affairs when I first saw you two days ago. I had no more idea of the truth than you. You will ask me what was James's motive in doing such a deed. I answer that there was a great deal which was unreasoning and fa-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.950
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natical in the hatred which he bore my heir. In his view he should himself have been heir of all my estates, and he deeply resented those social laws which made it impossible. At the same time, he had a definite motive also. He was eager that I should break the entail, and he was of opinion that it lay in my power to do so. He intended to make a bargain with me – to restore Arthur if I would break the entail, and so make it possible for the estate to be left to him by will. He knew well that I should never willingly invoke the aid of the police against him. I say that he would have proposed such a bargain to me; but he did not actually do so, for events moved too quickly for him, and he had not time to put his plans into practice. 

What brought all his wicked scheme to wreck was your discovery of this man Heidegger's dead body. 

James was seized with horror at the news. It came to us yesterday, as we sat together in this study. Dr. 

Huxtable had sent a telegram. James was so overwhelmed with grief and agitation that my suspicions, which had never been entirely absent, rose instantly to a certainty, and I taxed him with the deed. 

He made a complete voluntary confession. Then he implored me to keep his secret for three days longer, so as to give his wretched accomplice a chance of saving his guilty life. I yielded – as I have always Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.951
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yielded – to his prayers, and instantly James hurried off to the Fighting Cock to warn Hayes and give him the means of flight. I could not go there by daylight without provoking comment, but as soon as night fell I hurried off to see my dear Arthur. I found him safe and well, but horrified beyond expression by the dreadful deed he had witnessed. In deference to my promise, and much against my will, I consented to leave him there for three days, under the charge of Mrs. Hayes, since it was evident that it was impossible to inform the police where he was without telling them also who was the murderer, and I could not see how that murderer could be punished without ruin to my unfortunate James. You asked for frankness, Mr. 

Holmes, and I have taken you at your word, for I have now told you everything without an attempt at circumlocution or concealment. Do you in turn be as frank with me.«

»I will,« said Holmes. »In the first place, your Grace, I am bound to tell you that you have placed yourself in a most serious position in the eyes of the law. You have condoned a felony, and you have aided the escape of a murderer, for I cannot doubt that any money which was taken by James Wilder to aid his accomplice in his flight came from your Grace's purse.«

The Duke bowed his assent. 

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.952

The Adventure of the Priory School Doyle-SH, 650

»This is, indeed, a most serious matter. Even more culpable in my opinion, your Grace, is your attitude towards your younger son. You leave him in this den for three days.«

»Under solemn promises ––«

»What are promises to such people as these? You have no guarantee that he will not be spirited away again. To humour your guilty elder son, you have exposed your innocent younger son to imminent and unnecessary danger. It was a most unjustifiable action.«

The proud lord of Holdernesse was not accustomed to be so rated in his own ducal hall. The blood flushed into his high forehead, but his conscience held him dumb. 

»I will help you, but on one condition only. It is that you ring for the footman and let me give such orders as I like.«

Without a word, the Duke pressed the electric bell. 

A servant entered. 

»You will be glad to hear,« said Holmes, »that your young master is found. It is the Duke's desire that the carriage shall go at once to the Fighting Cock Inn to bring Lord Saltire home.«

»Now,« said Holmes, when the rejoicing lackey had disappeared, »having secured the future, we can afford to be more lenient with the past. I am not in an official position, and there is no reason, so long as the Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.953

The Adventure of the Priory School Doyle-SH, 650

ends of justice are served, why I should disclose all that I know. As to Hayes, I say nothing. The gallows awaits him, and I would do nothing to save him from it. What he will divulge I cannot tell, but I have no doubt that your Grace could make him understand that it is to his interest to be silent. From the police point of view he will have kidnapped the boy for the purpose of ransom. If they do not themselves find it out, I see no reason why I should prompt them to take a broader point of view. I would warn your Grace, however, that the continued presence of Mr. James Wilder in your household can only lead to misfortune.«

»I understand that, Mr. Holmes, and it is already settled that he shall leave me forever, and go to seek his fortune in Australia.«

»In that case, your Grace, since you have yourself stated that any unhappiness in your married life was caused by his presence, I would suggest that you make such amends as you can to the Duchess, and that you try to resume those relations which have been so unhappily interrupted.«

»That also I have arranged, Mr. Holmes. I wrote to the Duchess this morning.«

»In that case,« said Holmes, rising, »I think that my friend and I  can  congratulate ourselves upon several most happy results from our little visit to the North. There is one other small point upon which I. 
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desire some light. This fellow Hayes had shod his horses with shoes which counterfeited the tracks of cows. Was it from Mr. Wilder that he learned so extraordinary a device?«

The Duke stood in thought for a moment, with a look of intense surprise on his face. Then he opened a door and showed us into a large room furnished as a museum. He led the way to a glass case in a corner, and pointed to the inscription. 

»These shoes,« it ran, »were dug up in the moat of Holdernesse Hall. They are for the use of horses, but they are shaped below with a cloven foot of iron, so as to throw pursuers off the track. They are supposed to have belonged to some of the marauding Barons of Holdernesse in the Middle Ages.«

Holmes opened the case, and moistening his finger he passed it along the shoe. A thin film of recent mud was left upon his skin. 

»Thank you,« said he, as he replaced the glass. »It is the second most interesting object that I have seen in the North.«

»And the first?«

Holmes folded up his check and placed it carefully in his notebook. »I am a poor man,« said he, as he patted it affectionately, and thrust it into the depths of his inner pocket. 
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The Adventure of Black Peter

I have never known my friend to be in better form, both mental and physical, than in the year '95. His increasing fame had brought with it an immense practice, and I should be guilty of an indiscretion if I were even to hint at the identity of some of the illustrious clients who crossed our humble threshold in Baker Street. Holmes, however, like all great artists, lived for his art's sake, and, save in the case of the Duke of Holdernesse, I have seldom known him claim any large reward for his inestimable services. So unworldly was he – or so capricious – that he frequently refused his help to the powerful and wealthy where the problem made no appeal to his sympathies, while he would devote weeks of most intense application to the affairs of some humble client whose case presented those strange and dramatic qualities which appealed to his imagination and challenged his ingenuity. 

In this memorable year '95, a curious and incongruous succession of cases had engaged his attention, ranging from his famous investigation of the sudden death of Cardinal Tosca – an inquiry which was carried out by him at the express desire of His Holiness the Pope – down to his arrest of Wilson, the Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.956
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notorious canary-trainer, which removed a plague-spot from the East End of London. Close on the heels of these two famous cases came the tragedy of Woodman's Lee, and the very obscure circumstances which surrounded the death of Captain Peter Carey. No record of the doings of Mr. Sherlock Holmes would be complete which did not include some account of this very unusual affair. 

During the first week of July, my friend had been absent so often and so long from our lodgings that I knew he had something on hand. The fact that several rough-looking men called during that time and inquired for Captain Basil made me understand that Holmes was working somewhere under one of the numerous disguises and names with which he concealed his own formidable identity. He had at least five small refuges in different parts of London, in which he was able to change his personality. He said nothing of his business to me, and it was not my habit to force a confidence. The first positive sign which he gave me of the direction which his investigation was taking was an extraordinary one. He had gone out before breakfast, and I had sat down to mine when he strode into the room, his hat upon his head and a huge barbed-headed spear tucked like an umbrella under his arm. 

»Good gracious, Holmes!« I cried. »You don't Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.957
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mean to say that you have been walking about London with that thing?«

»I drove to the butcher's and back.«

»The butcher's?«

»And I return with an excellent appetite. There can be no question, my dear Watson, of the value of exercise before breakfast. But I am prepared to bet that you will not guess the form that my exercise has taken.«

»I will not attempt it.«

He chuckled as he poured out the coffee. 

»If you could have looked into Allardyce's back shop, you would have seen a dead pig swung from a hook in the ceiling, and a gentleman in his shirt sleeves furiously stabbing at it with this weapon. I was that energetic person, and I have satisfied myself that by no exertion of my strength can I transfix the pig with a single blow. Perhaps you would care to try?«

»Not for worlds. But why were you doing this?«

»Because it seemed to me to have an indirect bearing upon the mystery of Woodman's Lee. Ah, Hopkins, I got your wire last night, and I have been expecting you. Come and join us.«

Our visitor was an exceedingly alert man, thirty years of age, dressed in a quiet tweed suit, but retaining the erect bearing of one who was accustomed to Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.958
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official uniform. I recognized him at once as Stanley Hopkins, a young police inspector, for whose future Holmes had high hopes, while he in turn professed the admiration and respect of a pupil for the scientific methods of the famous amateur. Hopkins's brow was clouded, and he sat down with an air of deep dejection. 

»No, thank you, sir. I breakfasted before I came round I spent the night in town, for I came up yesterday to report.«

»And what had you to report?«

»Failure, sir, absolute failure.«

»You have made no progress?«

»None.«

»Dear me! I must have a look at the matter.«

»I wish to heavens that you would, Mr. Holmes. 

It's my first big chance, and I am at my wit's end. For goodness' sake, come down and lend me a hand.«

»Well, well, it just happens that I have already read all the available evidence, including the report of the inquest, with some care. By the way, what do you make of that tobacco pouch, found on the scene of the crime? Is there no clue there?«

Hopkins looked surprised. 

»It was the man's own pouch, sir. His initials were inside it. And it was of sealskin – and he was an old sealer.«
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»But he had no pipe.«

»No, sir, we could find no pipe. Indeed, he smoked very little, and yet he might have kept some tobacco for his friends.«

»No doubt. I only mention it because, if I had been handling the case, I should have been inclined to make that the starting-point of my investigation. However, my friend, Dr. Watson, knows nothing of this matter, and I should be none the worse for hearing the sequence of events once more. Just give us some short sketches of the essentials.«

Stanley Hopkins drew a slip of paper from his pok-ket. 

»I have a few dates here which will give you the career of the dead man, Captain Peter Carey. He was born in '45-fifty years of age. He was a most daring and successful seal and whale fisher. In 1883 he commanded the steam sealer  Sea Unicorn,  of Dundee. He had then had several successful voyages in succession, and in the following year, 1884, he retired. After that he travelled for some years, and finally he bought a small place called Woodman's Lee, near Forest Row, in Sussex. There he has lived for six years, and there he died just a week ago to-day. 

There were some most singular points about the man. In ordinary life, he was a strict Puritan – a silent, gloomy fellow. His household consisted of his Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.960
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wife, his daughter, aged twenty, and two female servants. These last were continually changing, for it was never a very cheery situation, and sometimes it became past all bearing. The man was an intermittent drunkard, and when he had the fit on him he was a perfect fiend. He has been known to drive his wife and daughter out of doors in the middle of the night and flog them through the park until the whole village outside the gates was aroused by their screams. 

He was summoned once for a savage assault upon the old vicar, who had called upon him to remonstrate with him upon his conduct. In short, Mr. Holmes, you would go far before you found a more dangerous man than Peter Carey, and I have heard that he bore the same character when he commanded his ship. He was known in the trade as Black Peter, and the name was given him, not only on account of his swarthy features and the colour of his huge beard, but for the humours which were the terror of all around him. I need not say that he was loathed and avoided by every one of his neighbours, and that I have not heard one single word of sorrow about his terrible end. 

You must have read in the account of the inquest about the man's cabin, Mr. Holmes, but perhaps your friend here has not heard of it. He had built himself a wooden outhouse – he always called it the ›cabin‹ – a few hundred yards from his house, and it was here Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.961
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that he slept every night. It was a little, single-roomed hut, sixteen feet by ten. He kept the key in his pocket, made his own bed, cleaned it himself, and allowed no other foot to cross the threshold. There are small windows on each side, which were covered by curtains and never opened. One of these windows was turned towards the high road, and when the light burned in it at night the folk used to point it out to each other and wonder what Black Peter was doing in there. That's the window, Mr. Holmes, which gave us one of the few bits of positive evidence that came out at the inquest. 

You remember that a stonemason, named Slater, walking from Forest Row about one o'clock in the morning – two days before the murder – stopped as he passed the grounds and looked at the square of light still shining among the trees. He swears that the shadow of a man's head turned sideways was clearly visible on the blind, and that this shadow was certainly not that of Peter Carey, whom he knew well. It was that of a bearded man, but the beard was short and bristled forward in a way very different from that of the captain. So he says, but he had been two hours in the public-house, and it is some distance from the road to the window. Besides, this refers to the Monday, and the crime was done upon the Wednesday. 

On the Tuesday, Peter Carey was in one of his Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.962
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blackest moods, flushed with drink and as savage as a dangerous wild beast. He roamed about the house, and the women ran for it when they heard him coming. Late in the evening, he went down to his own hut. About two o'clock the following morning, his daughter, who slept with her window open, heard a most fearful yell from that direction, but it was no unusual thing for him to bawl and shout when he was in drink, so no notice was taken. On rising at seven, one of the maids noticed that the door of the hut was open, but so great was the terror which the man caused that it was midday before anyone would venture down to see what had become of him. Peeping into the open door, they saw a sight which sent them flying, with white faces, into the village. Within an hour, I was on the spot and had taken over the case. 

Well, I have fairly steady nerves, as you know, Mr. 

Holmes, but I give you my word, that I got a shake when I put my head into that little house. It was droning like a harmonium with the flies and bluebottles, and the floor and walls were like a slaughter-house. 

He had called it a cabin, and a cabin it was, sure enough, for you would have thought that you were in a ship. There was a bunk at one end, a sea-chest, maps and charts, a picture of the Sea  Unicorn, a  line of logbooks on a shelf, all exactly as one would expect to find it in a captain's room. And there, in the Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.963
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middle of it, was the man himself – his face twisted like a lost soul in torment, and his great brindled beard stuck upward in his agony. Right through his broad breast a steel harpoon had been driven, and it had sunk deep into the wood of the wall behind him. 

He was pinned like a beetle on a card. Of course, he was quite dead, and had been so from the instant that he had uttered that last yell of agony.«

»I know your methods, sir, and I applied them. Before I permitted anything to be moved, I examined most carefully the ground outside, and also the floor of the room. There were no footmarks.«

»Meaning that you saw none?«

»I assure you, sir, that there were none.«

»My good Hopkins, I have investigated many crimes, but I have never yet seen one which was committed by a flying creature. As long as the criminal remains upon two legs so long must there be some indentation, some abrasion, some trifling displacement which can be detected by the scientific searcher. It is incredible that this blood-bespattered room contained no trace which could have aided us. I understand, however, from the inquest that there were some objects which you failed to overlook?«

The young inspector winced at my companion's ironical comments. 

»I was a fool not to call you in at the time, Mr. 
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Holmes. However, that's past praying for now. Yes, there were several objects in the room which called for special attention. One was the harpoon with which the deed was committed. It had been snatched down from a rack on the wall. Two others remained there, and there was a vacant place for the third. On the stock was engraved ›SS.  Sea Unicorn,  Dundee.‹ This seemed to establish that the crime had been done in a moment of fury, and that the murderer had seized the first weapon which came in his way. The fact that the crime was committed at two in the morning, and yet Peter Carey was fully dressed, suggested that he had an appointment with the murderer, which is borne out by the fact that a, bottle of rum and two dirty glasses stood upon the table.«

»Yes,« said Holmes; »I think that both inferences are permissible. Was there any other spirit but rum in the room?«

»Yes, there was a tantalus containing brandy and whisky on the sea-chest. It is of no importance to us, however, since the decanters were full, and it had therefore not been used.«

»For all that, its presence has some significance,«

said Holmes, »However, let us hear some more about the objects which do seem to you to bear upon the case.«

»There was this tobacco-pouch upon the table.«
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»What part of the table?«

»It lay in the middle. It was of coarse sealskin – the straight-haired skin, with a leather thong to bind it. 

Inside was ›P.C.‹ on the flap There was half an ounce of strong ship's tobacco in it.«

»Excellent! What more?«

Stanley Hopkins drew from his pocket a drab-covered notebook, The outside was rough and worn, the leaves discoloured. On the first page were written the initials »J.H.N.« and the date »1883.« Holmes laid it on the table and examined it in his minute way, while Hopkins and I gazed over each shoulder. On the second page were the printed letters »C.P.R.,« and then came several sheets of numbers. Another heading was

»Argentine,« another »Costa Rica,« and another »San Paulo,« each with pages of signs and figures after it. 

»What do you make of these?« asked Holmes. 

»They appear to be lists of Stock Exchange securities. I thought that ›J.H.N.‹ were the initials of a broker, and that ›C.P.R.‹ may have been his client.«

»Try Canadian Pacific Railway,« said Holmes. 

Stanley Hopkins swore between his teeth, and struck his thigh with his clenched hand. 

»What a fool I have been!« he cried. »Of course, it is as you say. Then ›J.H.N.‹ are the only initials we have to solve. I have already examined the old Stock Exchange lists, and I can find no one in 1883, either Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.966
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in the house or among the outside brokers, whose initials correspond with these. Yet I feel that the clue is the most important one that I hold. You will admit, Mr. Holmes, that there is a possibility that these initials are those of the second person who was present –

in other words, of the murderer. I would also urge that the introduction into the case of a document relating to large masses of valuable securities gives us for the first time some indication of a motive for the crime.«

Sherlock Holmes's face showed that he was thoroughly taken aback by this new development. 

»I must admit both your points,« said he. »I confess that this notebook, which did not appear at the inquest, modifies any views which I may have formed. 

I had come to a theory of the crime in which I can find no place for this. Have you endeavoured to trace any of the securities here mentioned?«

»Inquiries are now being made at the offices, but I fear that the complete register of the stockholders of these South American concerns is in South America, and that some weeks must elapse before we can trace the shares.«

Holmes had been examining the cover of the notebook with his magnifying lens. 

»Surely there is some discolouration here,« said he. 

»Yes, sir, it is a blood-stain. I told you that I pik-ked the book off the floor.«
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»Was the blood-stain above or below?«

»On the side next the boards.«

»Which proves, of course, that the book was dropped after the crime was committed.«

»Exactly, Mr. Holmes. I appreciated that point, and I conjectured that it was dropped by the murderer in his hurried flight. It lay near the door.«

»I suppose that none of these securities have been found among the property of the dead man?«

»No, sir.«

»Have you any reason to suspect robbery?«

»No, sir. Nothing seemed to have been touched.«

»Dear me, it is certainly a very interesting case. 

Then there was a knife, was there not?«

»A sheath-knife, still in its sheath. It lay at the feet of the dead man. Mrs. Carey has identified it as being her husband's property.«

Holmes was lost in thought for some time. 

»Well,« said he, at last, »I suppose I shall have to come out and have a look at it.«

Stanley Hopkins gave a cry of joy. 

»Thank you, sir. That will, indeed, be a weight off my mind.«

Holmes shook his finger at the inspector. 

»It would have been an easier task a week ago,«

said he. »But even now my visit may not be entirely fruitless. Watson, if you can spare the time, I should Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.968
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be very glad of your company. If you will call a four-wheeler, Hopkins, we shall be ready to start for Forest Row in a quarter of an hour.«

Alighting at the small wayside station, we drove for some miles through the remains of widespread woods, which were once part of that great forest which for so long held the Saxon invaders at bay – the impenetrable »weald,« for sixty years the bulwark of Britain. 

Vast sections of it have been cleared, for this is the seat of the first ironworks of the country, and the trees have been felled to smelt the ore. Now the richer fields of the North have absorbed the trade, and nothing save these ravaged groves and great scars in the earth show the work of the past. Here, in a clearing upon the green slope of a hill, stood a long, low, stone house, approached by a curving drive running through the fields. Nearer the road, and surrounded on three sides by bushes, was a small outhouse, one window and the door facing in our direction. It was the scene of the murder. 

Stanley Hopkins led us first to the house, where he introduced us to a haggard, gray-haired woman, the widow of the murdered man, whose gaunt and deep-lined face, with the furtive look of terror in the depths of her red-rimmed eyes, told of the years of hardship and ill-usage which she had endured. With her was Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.969
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her daughter, a pale, fair-haired girl, whose eyes blazed defiantly at us as she told us that she was glad that her father was dead, and that she blessed the hand which had struck him down. It was a terrible household that Black Peter Carey had made for himself, and it was with a sense of relief that we found ourselves in the sunlight again and making our way along a path which had been worn across the fields by the feet of the dead man. 

The outhouse was the simplest of dwellings, wooden-walled, shingle-roofed, one window beside the door and one on the farther side. Stanley Hopkins drew the key from his pocket and had stooped to the lock, when he paused with a look of attention and surprise upon his face. 

»Someone has been tampering with it,« he said. 

There could be no doubt of the fact. The woodwork was cut, and the scratches showed white through the paint, as if they had been that instant done. Holmes had been examining the window. 

»Someone has tried to force this also. Whoever it was has failed to make his way in. He must have been a very poor burglar.«

»This is a most extraordinary thing,« said the inspector, »I could swear that these marks were not here yesterday evening.«
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suggested. 

»Very unlikely. Few of them would dare to set foot in the grounds, far less try to force their way into the cabin. What do you think of it, Mr. Holmes?«

»I think that fortune is very kind to us.«

»You mean that the person will come again?«

»It is very probable. He came expecting to find the door open. He tried to get in with the blade of a very small penknife. He could not manage it. What would he do?«

»Come again next night with a more useful tool.«

»So I should say. It will be our fault if we are not there to receive him. Meanwhile, let me see the inside of the cabin.«

The traces of the tragedy had been removed, but the furniture within the little room still stood as it had been on the night of the crime. For two hours, with most intense concentration, Holmes examined every object in turn, but his face showed that his quest was not a successful one. Once only he paused in his patient investigation. 

»Have you taken anything off this shelf, Hopkins?«

»No, I have moved nothing.«

»Something has been taken. There is less dust in this corner of the shelf than elsewhere. It may have been a book lying on its side. It may have been a box. 
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these beautiful woods, Watson, and give a few hours to the birds and the flowers. We shall meet you here later, Hopkins, and see if we can come to closer quarters with the gentleman who has paid this visit in the night.«

It was past eleven o'clock when we formed our little ambuscade. Hopkins was for leaving the door of the hut open, but Holmes was of the opinion that this would rouse the suspicions of the stranger. The lock was a perfectly simple one, and only a strong blade was needed to push it back. Holmes also suggested that we should wait, not inside the hut, but outside it, among the bushes which grew round the farther window. In this way we should be able to watch our man if he struck a light, and see what his object was in this stealthy nocturnal visit. 

It was a long and melancholy vigil, and yet brought with it something of the thrill which the hunter feels when he lies beside the water-pool, and waits for the coming of the thirsty beast of prey. What savage creature was it which might steal upon us out of the darkness? Was it a fierce tiger of crime, which could only be taken fighting hard with flashing fang and claw, or would it prove to be some skulking jackal, dangerous only to the weak and unguarded? 
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steps of a few belated villagers, or the sound of voices from the village, lightened our vigil, but one by one these interruptions died away, and an absolute stillness fell upon us, save for the chimes of the distant church, which told us of the progress of the night, and for the rustle and whisper of a fine rain falling amid the foliage which roofed us in. 

Half-past two had chimed, and it was the darkest hour which precedes the dawn, when we all started as a low but sharp click came from the direction of the gate. Someone had entered the drive. Again there was a long silence, and I had begun to fear that it was a false alarm, when a stealthy step was heard upon the other side of the hut, and a moment later a metallic scraping and clinking. The man was trying to force the lock. This time his skill was greater or his tool was better, for there was a sudden snap and the creak of the hinges. Then a match was struck, and next instant the steady light from a candle filled the interior of the hut. Through the gauze curtain our eyes were all riveted upon the scene within. 

The nocturnal visitor was a young man, frail and thin, with a black moustache, which intensified the deadly pallor of his face. He could not have been much above twenty years of age. I have never seen any human being who appeared to be in such a pitiable fright, for his teeth were visibly chattering, and he Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.973
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was shaking in every limb. He was dressed like a gentleman, in Norfolk jacket and knickerbockers, with a cloth cap upon his head. We watched him staring round with frightened eyes. Then he laid the candle-end upon the table and disappeared from our view into one of the corners. He returned with a large book, one of the logbooks which formed a line upon the shelves. Leaning on the table, he rapidly turned over the leaves of this volume until he came to the entry which he sought. Then, with an angry gesture of his clenched hand, he closed the book, replaced it in the corner, and put out the light. He had hardly turned to leave the hut when Hopkins's hand was on the fellow's collar, and I heard his loud gasp of terror as he understood that he was taken. The candle was relit, and there was our wretched captive, shivering and cowering in the grasp of the detective. He sank down upon the sea-chest, and looked help lessly from one of us to the other. 

»Now, my fine fellow,« said Stanley Hopkins, 

»who are you, and what do you want here?«

The man pulled himself together, and faced us with an effort at self-composure. 

»You are detectives, I suppose?« said he. »You imagine I am connected with the death of Captain Peter Carey. I assure you that I am innocent.«
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what is your name?«

»It is John Hopley Neligan.«

I saw Holmes and Hopkins exchange a quick glance. 

»What are you doing here?«

»Can I speak confidentially?«

»No, certainly not.«

»Why should I tell you?«

»If you have no answer, it may go badly with you at the trial.«

The young man winced. 

»Well, I will tell you,« he said. »Why should I not? 

And yet I hate to think of this old scandal gaining a new lease of life. Did you ever hear of Dawson and Neligan?«

I could see, from Hopkins's face, that he never had, but Holmes was keenly interested. 

»You mean the West Country bankers,« said he. 

»They failed for a million, ruined half the county families of Cornwall, and Neligan disappeared.«

»Exactly. Neligan was my father.«

At last we were getting something positive, and yet it seemed a long gap between an absconding banker and Captain Peter Carey pinned against the wall with one of his own harpoons. We all listened intently to the young man's words. 
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wson had retired. I was only ten years of age at the time, but I was old enough to feel the shame and horror of it all. It has always been said that my father stole all the securities and fled. It is not true. It was his belief that it he were given time in which to realize them, all would be well and every creditor paid in full. He started in his little yacht for Norway just before the warrant was issued for his arrest. I can remember that last night, when he bade farewell to my mother. He left us a list of the securities he was taking, and he swore that he would come back with his honour cleared, and that none who had trusted him would suffer. Well, no word was ever heard from him again. Both the yacht and he vanished utterly. We believed, my mother and I, that he and it, with the securities that he had taken with him, were at the bottom of the sea. We had a faithful friend, however, who is a business man, and it was he who discovered some time ago that some of the securities which my father had with him had reappeared on the London market. 

You can imagine our amazement. I spent months in trying to trace them, and at last, after many doubtings and difficulties, I discovered that the original seller had been Captain Peter Carey, the owner of this hut. 

Naturally, I made some inquiries about the man. I found that he had been in command of a whaler which was due to return from the Arctic seas at the very time Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.976
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when my father was crossing to Norway. The autumn of that year was a stormy one, and there was a long succession of southerly gales. My father's yacht may well have been blown to the north, and there met by Captain Peter Carey's ship. If that were so, what had become of my father? In any case, if I could prove from Peter Carey's evidence how these securities came on the market it would be a proof that my father had not sold them, and that he had no view to personal profit when he took them. 

I came down to Sussex with the intention of seeing the captain, but it was at this moment that his terrible death occurred. I read at the inquest a description of his cabin, in which it stated that the old logbooks of his vessel were preserved in it. It struck me that if I could see what occurred in the month of August, 1883, on board the  Sea Unicorn,  I might settle the mystery of my father's fate. I tried last night to get at these logbooks, but was unable to open the door. Tonight I tried again and succeeded, but I find that the pages which deal with that month have been torn from the book. It was at that moment I found myself a prisoner in your hands.«

»Is that all?« asked Hopkins. 

»Yes, that is all.« His eyes shifted as he said it. 

»You have nothing else to tell us?«

He hesitated. 
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»No, there is nothing.«

»You have not been here before last night?«

»No.«

»Then how do you account for  that? « cried Hopkins, as he held up the damning notebook, with the initials of our prisoner on the first leaf and the bloodstain on the cover. 

The wretched man collapsed. He sank his face in his hands, and trembled all over. 

»Where did you get it?« he groaned. »I did not know. I thought I had lost it at the hotel.«

»That is enough,« said Hopkins, sternly. »Whatever else you have to say, you must say in court. You will walk down with me now to the police-station. 

Well, Mr. Holmes, I am very much obliged to you and to your friend for coming down to help me. As it turns out your presence was unnecessary, and I would have brought the case to this successful issue without you, but, none the less, I am grateful. Rooms have been reserved for you at the Brambletye Hotel, so we can all walk down to the village together.«

»Well, Watson, what do you think of it?« asked Holmes, as we travelled back next morning. 

»I can see that you are not satisfied.«

»Oh, yes, my dear Watson, I am perfectly satisfied. 
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The Adventure of Black Peter

Doyle-SH, 662

Stanley Hopkins. I had hoped for better things from him. One should always look for a possible alternative, and provide against it. It is the first rule of criminal investigation.«

»What, then, is the alternative?«

»The line of investigation which I have myself been pursuing. It may give us nothing. I cannot tell. But at least I shall follow it to the end.«

Several letters were waiting for Holmes at Baker Street. He snatched one of them up, opened it, and burst out into a triumphant chuckle of laughter. 

»Excellent, Watson! The alternative develops. 

Have you telegraph forms? Just write a couple of messages for me: ›Sunnier, Shipping Agent, Ratcliff Highway. Send three men on, to arrive ten to-morrow morning. – Basil.‹ That's my name in those parts. The other is: ›Inspector Stanley Hopkins, 46 Lord Street, Brixton. Come breakfast tomorrow at nine-thirty. Important. Wire if unable to come. – Sherlock Holmes.‹

There, Watson, this infernal case has haunted me for ten days. I hereby banish it completely from my presence. To-morrow, I trust that we shall hear the last of it forever.«

Sharp at the hour named Inspector Stanley Hopkins appeared, and we sat down together to the excellent breakfast which Mrs. Hudson had prepared. The young detective was in high spirits at his success. 
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»You really think that your solution must be correct?« asked Holmes. 

»I could not imagine a more complete case.«

»It did not seem to me conclusive.«

»You astonish me, Mr. Holmes. What more could one ask for?«

»Does your explanation cover every point?«

»Undoubtedly. I find that young Neligan arrived at the Brambletye Hotel on the very day of the crime. He came on the pretence of playing golf. His room was on the ground-floor, and he could get out when he liked. That very night he went down to Woodman's Lee, saw Peter Carey at the hut, quarrelled with him, and killed him with the harpoon. Then, horrified by what he had done, he fled out of the hut, dropping the notebook which he had brought with him in order to question Peter Carey about these different securities. 

You may have observed that some of them were marked with ticks, and the others – the great majority – were not. Those which are ticked have been traced on the London market, but the others, presumably, were still in the possession of Carey, and young Neligan, according to his own account, was anxious to recover them in order to do the right thing by his father's creditors. After his flight he did not dare to approach the hut again for some time, but at last he forced himself to do so in order to obtain the informa-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.980
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tion which he needed. Surely that is all simple and obvious?«

Holmes smiled and shook his head. 

»It seems to me to have only one drawback, Hopkins, and that is that it is intrinsically impossible. 

Have you tried to drive a harpoon through a body? 

No? Tut, tut, my dear sir, you must really pay attention to these details. My friend Watson could tell you that I spent a whole morning in that exercise. It is no easy matter, and requires a strong and practised arm. 

But this blow was delivered with such violence that the head of the weapon sank deep into the wall. Do you imagine that this anæmic youth was capable of so frightful an assault? Is he the man who hobnobbed in rum and water with Black Peter in the dead of the night? Was it his profile that was seen on the blind two nights before? No, no, Hopkins, it is another and more formidable person for whom we must seek.«

The detective's face had grown longer and longer during Holmes's speech. His hopes and his ambitions were all crumbling about him. But he would not abandon his position without a struggle. 

»You can't deny that Neligan was present that night, Mr. Holmes. The book will prove that. I fancy that I have evidence enough to satisfy a jury, even if you are able to pick a hole in it. Besides, Mr. Holmes, I have laid my hand upon  my  man. As to this terrible Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.981
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person of yours, where is he?«

»I rather fancy that he is on the stair,« said Holmes, serenely. »I think, Watson, that you would do well to put that revolver where you can reach it.« He rose and laid a written paper upon a side-table. »Now we are ready,« said he. 

There had been some talking in gruff voices outside, and now Mrs. Hudson opened the door to say that there were three men inquiring for Captain Basil. 

»Show them in one by one,« said Holmes. 

The first who entered was a little Ribston pippin of a man, with ruddy cheeks and fluffy white side-whiskers. Holmes had drawn a letter from his pocket. 

»What name?« he asked. 

»James Lancaster.«

»I am sorry, Lancaster, but the berth is full. Here is half a sovereign for your trouble. Just step into this room and wait there for a few minutes.«

The second man was a long, dried-up creature, with lank hair and sallow cheeks. His name was Hugh Pattins. He also received his dismissal, his half-sovereign, and the order to wait. 

The third applicant was a man of remarkable appearance. A fierce bull-dog face was framed in a tangle of hair and beard, and two bold, dark eyes gleamed behind the cover of thick, tufted, overhung eyebrows. 
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round in his hands. 

»Your name?« asked Holmes. 

»Patrick Cairns.«

»Harpooner?«

»Yes, sir. Twenty-six voyages.«

»Dundee, I suppose?«

»Yes, sir.«

»And ready to start with an exploring ship?«

»Yes, sir.«

»What wages?«

»Eight pounds a month.«

»Could you start at once?«

»As soon as I get my kit.«

»Have you your papers?«

»Yes, sir.« He took a sheaf of worn and greasy forms from Ms pocket. Holmes glanced over them and returned them. 

»You are just the man I want,« said he. »Here's the agreement on the side-table. If you sign it the whole matter will be settled.«

The seaman lurched across the room and took up the pen. 

»Shall I sign here?« he asked, stooping over the table. 

Holmes leaned over his shoulder and passed both hands over his neck. 

»This will do,« said he. 
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I heard a click of steel and a bellow like an enraged bull. The next instant Holmes and the seaman were rolling on the ground together. He was a man of such gigantic strength that, even with the handcuffs which Holmes had so deftly fastened upon his wrists, he would have very quickly overpowered my friend had Hopkins and I not rushed to his rescue. Only when I pressed the cold muzzle of the revolver to his temple did he at last understand that resistance was vain. We lashed his ankles with cord, and rose breathless from the struggle. 

»I must really apologize, Hopkins,« said Sherlock Holmes. »I fear that the scrambled eggs are cold. However, you will enjoy the rest of your breakfast all the better, will you not, for the thought that you have brought your case to a triumphant conclusion.«

Stanley Hopkins was speechless with amazement. 

»I don't know what to say, Mr. Holmes,« he blurted out at last, with a very red face. »It seems to me that I have been making a fool of myself from the beginning. I understand now, what I should never have forgotten, that I am the pupil and you are the master. 

Even now I see what you have done, but I don't know how you did it or what it signifies.«

»Well, well,« said Holmes, good-humouredly. »We all learn by experience, and your lesson this time is that you should never lose sight of the alternative. 
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You were so absorbed in young Neligan that you could not spare a thought to Patrick Cairns, the true murderer of Peter Carey.«

The hoarse voice of the seaman broke in on our conversation. 

»See here, mister,« said he, »I make no complaint of being manhandled in this fashion, but I would have you call things by their right names. You say I murdered Peter Carey, I say I  killed  Peter Carey, and there's all the difference. Maybe you don't believe what I say. 

Maybe you think I am just slinging you a yarn.«

»Not at all,« said Holmes. »Let us hear what you have to say.«

»It's soon told, and, by the Lord, every word of it is truth. I knew Black Peter, and when he pulled out his knife I whipped a harpoon through him sharp, for I knew that it was him or me. That's how he died. You can call it murder. Anyhow, I'd as soon die with a rope round my neck as with Black Peter's knife in my heart.«

»How came you there?« asked Holmes. 

»I'll tell it you from the beginning. Just sit me up a little, so as I can speak easy. It was in '83 that it happened – August of that year. Peter Carey was master of the Sea  Unicorn,  and I was spare harpooner. We were coming out of the ice-pack on our way home, with head winds and a week's southerly gale, when we Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.985
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picked up a little craft that had been blown north. 

There was one man on her – a landsman. The crew had thought she would founder and had made for the Norwegian coast in the dinghy. I guess they were all drowned. Well, we took him on board, this man, and he and the skipper had some long talks in the cabin. 

All the baggage we took off with him was one tin box. So far as I know, the man's name was never mentioned, and on the second night he disappeared as if he had never been. It was given out that he had either thrown himself overboard or fallen overboard in the heavy weather that we were having. Only one man knew what had happened to him, and that was me, for, with my own eyes, I saw the skipper tip up his heels and put him over the rail in the middle watch of a dark night, two days before we sighted the Shetland Lights. 

Well, I kept my knowledge to myself, and waited to see what would come of it. When we got back to Scotland it was easily hushed up, and nobody asked any questions. A stranger died by accident, and it was nobody's business to inquire. Shortly after Peter Carey gave up the sea, and it was long years before I could find where he was. I guessed that he had done the deed for the sake of what was in that tin box, and that he could afford now to pay me well for keeping my mouth shut. 
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I found out where he was through a sailor man that had met him in London, and down I went to squeeze him. The first night he was reasonable enough, and was ready to give me what would make me free of the sea for life. We were to fix it all two nights later. 

When I came, I found him three parts drunk and in a vile temper. We sat down and we drank and we yarned about old times, but the more he drank the less I liked the look on his face. I spotted that harpoon upon the wall, and I thought I might need it before I was through. Then at last he broke out at me, spitting and cursing, with murder in his eyes and a great clasp-knife in his hand. He had not time to get it from the sheath before I had the harpoon through him. Heavens! what a yell he gave! and his face gets between me and my sleep. I stood there, with his blood splashing round me, and I waited for a bit, but all was quiet, so I took heart once more. I looked round, and there was the tin box on the shelf. I had as much right to it as Peter Carey, anyhow, so I took it with me and left the hut. Like a fool I left my baccy-pouch upon the table. 

Now I'll tell you the queerest part of the whole story. I had hardly got outside the hut when I heard someone coming, and I hid among the bushes. A man came slinking along, went into the hut, gave a cry as if he had seen a ghost, and legged it as hard as he Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.987
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could run until he was out of sight. Who he was or what he wanted is more than I can tell. For my part I walked ten miles, got a train at Tunbridge Wells, and so reached London, and no one the wiser. 

Well, when I came to examine the box I found there was no money in it, and nothing but papers that I would not dare to sell. I had lost my hold on Black Peter and was stranded in London without a shilling. 

There was only my trade left. I saw these advertisements about harpooners, and high wages, so I went to the shipping agents, and they sent me here. That's all I know, and I say again that if I killed Black Peter, the law should give me thanks, for I saved them the price of a hempen rope.«

»A very clear statement,« said Holmes, rising and lighting his pipe. »I think, Hopkins, that you should lose no time in conveying your prisoner to a place of safety. This room is not well adapted for a cell, and Mr. Patrick Cairns occupies too large a proportion of our carpet.«

»Mr. Holmes,« said Hopkins, »I do not know how to express my gratitude. Even now I do not understand how you attained this result.«

»Simply by having the good fortune to get the right clue from the beginning. It is very possible if I had known about this notebook it might have led away my thoughts, as it did yours. But all I heard pointed in the Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.988
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one direction. The amazing strength, the skill in the use of the harpoon, the rum and water, the sealskin tobacco-pouch with the coarse tobacco – all these pointed to a seaman, and one who had been a whaler. I was convinced that the initials ›P.C.‹ upon the pouch were a coincidence, and not those of Peter Carey, since he seldom smoked, and no pipe was found in his cabin. You remember that I asked whether whisky and brandy were in the cabin. You said they were. 

How many landsmen are there who would drink rum when they could get these other spirits? Yes, I was certain it was a seaman.«

»And how did you find him?«

»My dear sir, the problem had become a very simple one. If it were a seaman, it could only be a seaman who had been with him on the  Sea Unicorn.  So far as I could learn he had sailed in no other ship. I spent three days in wiring to Dundee, and at the end of that time I had ascertained the names of the crew of the Sea  Unicorn  in 1883. When I found Patrick Cairns among the harpooners, my research was nearing its end. I argued that the man was probably in London, and that he would desire to leave the country for a time. I therefore spent some days in the East End, devised an Arctic expedition, put forth tempting terms for harpooners who would serve under Captain Basil – and behold the result!«
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»Wonderful!« cried Hopkins. »Wonderful!«

»You must obtain the release of young Neligan as soon as possible,« said Holmes. »I confess that I think you owe him some apology. The tin box must be returned to him, but, of course, the securities which Peter Carey has sold are lost forever. There's the cab, Hopkins, and you can remove your man. If you want me for the trial, my address and that of Watson will be somewhere in Norway – I'll send particulars later.«
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The Adventure of Charles Augustus Milverton It is years since the incidents of which I speak took place, and yet it is with diffidence that I allude to them. For a long time, even with the utmost discretion and reticence, it would have been impossible to make the facts public, but now the principal person concerned is beyond the reach of human law, and with due suppression the story may be told in such fashion as to injure no one. It records an absolutely unique experience in the career both of Mr. Sherlock Holmes and of myself. The reader will excuse me if I conceal the date or any other fact by which he might trace the actual occurrence. 

We had been out for one of our evening rambles, Holmes and I, and had returned about six o'clock on a cold, frosty winter's evening. As Holmes turned up the lamp the light fell upon a card on the table. He glanced at it, and then, with an ejaculation of disgust, threw it on the floor. I picked it up and read: CHARLES AUGUSTUS MILVERTON, 

 Appledore Towers, 

 Hampstead. 

 Agent. 
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»Who is he?« I asked. 

»The worst man in London,« Holmes answered, as he sat down and stretched his legs before the fire. »Is anything on the back of the card?«

I turned it over. 

»Will call at 6:30 – C.A.M.,« I read. 

»Hum! He's about due. Do you feel a creeping, shrinking sensation, Watson, when you stand before the serpents in the Zoo, and see the slithery, gliding, venomous creatures, with their deadly eyes and wik-ked, flattened faces? Well, that's how Milverton impresses me. I've had to do with fifty murderers in my career, but the worst of them never gave me the repulsion which I have for this fellow. And yet I can't get out of doing business with him – indeed, he is here at my invitation.«

»But who is he?«

»I'll tell you, Watson. He is the king of all the blak-kmailers. Heaven help the man, and still more the woman, whose secret and reputation come into the power of Milverton! With a smiling face and a heart of marble, he will squeeze and squeeze until he has drained them dry. The fellow is a genius in his way, and would have made his mark in some more savoury trade. His method is as follows: He allows it to be known that he is prepared to pay very high sums for letters which compromise people of wealth and posi-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.992
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tion. He receives these wares not only from treacherous valets or maids, but frequently from genteel ruffians, who have gained the confidence and affection of trusting women. He deals with no niggard hand. I happen to know that he paid seven hundred pounds to a footman for a note two lines in length, and that the ruin of a noble family was the result. Everything which is in the market goes to Milverton, and there are hundreds in this great city who turn white at his name. No one knows where his grip may fall, for he is far too rich and far too cunning to work from hand to mouth. He will hold a card back for years in order to play it at the moment when the stake is best worth winning. I have said that he is the worst man in London, and I would ask you how could one compare the ruffian, who in hot blood bludgeons his mate, with this man, who methodically and at his leisure tortures the soul and wrings the nerves in order to add to his already swollen money-bags?«

I had seldom heard my friend speak with such intensity of feeling. 

»But surely,« said I, »the fellow must be within the grasp of the law?«

»Technically, no doubt, but practically not. What would it profit a woman, for example, to get him a few months' imprisonment if her own ruin must immediately follow? His victims dare not hit back. If Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.993
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ever he blackmailed an innocent person, then indeed we should have him, but he is as cunning as the Evil One. No, no, we must find other ways to fight him.«

»And why is he here?«

»Because an illustrious client has placed her piteous case in my hands. It is the Lady Eva Black-well, the most beautiful débutante of last season. She is to be married in a fortnight to the Earl of Dovercourt. This fiend has several imprudent letters – imprudent, Watson, nothing worse – which were written to an impecunious young squire in the country. They would suffice to break off the match. Milverton will send the letters to the Earl unless a large sum of money is paid him. I have been commissioned to meet him, and – to make the best terms I can.«

At that instant there was a clatter and a rattle in the street below. Looking down I saw a stately carriage and pair, the brilliant lamps gleaming on the glossy haunches of the noble chestnuts. A footman opened the door, and a small, stout man in a shaggy astrakhan overcoat descended. A minute later he was in the room. 

Charles Augustus Milverton was a man of fifty, with a large, intellectual head, a round, plump, hairless face, a perpetual frozen smile, and two keen gray eyes, which gleamed brightly from behind broad, gold-rimmed glasses. There was something of Mr. 
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Pickwick's benevolence in his appearance, marred only by the insincerity of the fixed smile and by the hard glitter of those restless and penetrating eyes. His voice was as smooth and suave as his countenance, as he advanced with a plump little hand extended, murmuring his regret for having missed us at his first visit. Holmes disregarded the outstretched hand and looked at him with a face of granite. Milverton's smile broadened, he shrugged his shoulders, removed his overcoat, folded it with great deliberation over the back of a chair, and then took a seat. 

»This gentleman?« said he, with a wave in my direction. »Is it discreet? Is it right?«

»Dr. Watson is my friend and partner.«

»Very good, Mr. Holmes. It is only in your client's interests that I protested. The matter is so very delicate ––«

»Dr. Watson has already heard of it.«

»Then we can proceed to business. You say that you are acting for Lady Eva. Has she empowered you to accept my terms?«

»What are your terms?«

»Seven thousand pounds.«

»And the alternative?«

»My dear sir, it is painful for me to discuss it, but if the money is not paid on the 14th, there certainly will be no marriage on the 18th.« His insufferable Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.995
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smile was more complacent than ever. 

Holmes thought for a little. 

»You appear to me,« he said, at last, »to be taking matters too much for granted. I am, of course, familiar with the contents of these letters. My client will certainly do what I may advise. I shall counsel her to tell her future husband the whole story and to trust to his generosity.«

Milverton chuckled. 

»You evidently do not know the Earl,« said he. 

From the baffled look upon Holmes's face, I could see clearly that he did. 

»What harm is there in the letters?« he asked. 

»They are sprightly – very sprightly,« Milverton answered. »The lady was a charming correspondent. 

But I can assure you that the Earl of Dovercourt would fail to appreciate them. However, since you think otherwise, we will let it rest at that. It is purely a matter of business. If you think that it is in the best interests of your client that these letters should be placed in the hands of the Earl, then you would indeed be foolish to pay so large a sum of money to regain them.« He rose and seized his astrakhan coat. 

Holmes was gray with anger and mortification. 

»Wait a little,« he said. »You go too fast. We should certainly make every effort to avoid scandal in so delicate a matter.«
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Milverton relapsed into his chair. 

»I was sure that you would see it in that light,« he purred. 

»At the same time,« Holmes continued, »Lady Eva is not a wealthy woman. I assure you that two thousand pounds would be a drain upon her resources, and that the sum you name is utterly beyond her power. I beg, therefore, that you will moderate your demands, and that you will return the letters at the price I indicate, which is, I assure you, the highest that you can get.«

Milverton's smile broadened and his eyes twinkled humorously. 

»I am aware that what you say is true about the lady's resources,« said he. »At the same time you must admit that the occasion of a lady's marriage is a very suitable time for her friends and relatives to make some little effort upon her behalf. They may hesitate as to an acceptable wedding present. Let me assure them that this little bundle of letters would give more joy than all the candelabra and butter-dishes in London.«

»It is impossible,« said Holmes. 

»Dear me, dear me, how unfortunate!« cried Milverton, taking out a bulky pocketbook. »I cannot help thinking that ladies are ill-advised in not making an effort. Look at this!« He held up a little note with a Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.997
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coat-of-arms upon the envelope. »That belongs to –

well, perhaps it is hardly fair to tell the name until tomorrow morning. But at that time it will be in the hands of the lady's husband. And all because she will not find a beggarly sum which she could get by turning her diamonds into paste. It  is  such a pity! Now, you remember the sudden end of the engagement between the Honourable Miss Miles and Colonel Dorking? Only two days before the wedding, there was a paragraph in the  Morning Post  to say that it was all off. And why? It is almost incredible, but the absurd sum of twelve hundred pounds would have settled the whole question. Is it not pitiful? And here I find you, a man of sense, boggling about terms, when your client's future and honour are at stake. You surprise me, Mr. Holmes.«

»What I say is true,« Holmes answered. »The money cannot be found. Surely it is better for you to take the substantial sum which I offer than to ruin this woman's career, which can profit you in no way?«

»There you make a mistake, Mr. Holmes. An exposure would profit me indirectly to a considerable extent. I have eight or ten similar cases maturing. If it was circulated among them that I had made a severe example of the Lady Eva, I should find all of them much more open to reason. You see my point?«

Holmes sprang from his chair. 
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»Get behind him, Watson! Don't let him out! Now, sir, let us see the contents of that notebook.«

Milverton had glided as quick as a rat to the side of the room and stood with his back against the wall. 

»Mr. Holmes, Mr. Holmes,« he said, turning the front of his coat and exhibiting the butt of a large revolver, which projected from the inside pocket. »I have been expecting you to do something original. 

This has been done so often, and what good has ever come from it? I assure you that I am armed to the teeth, and I am perfectly prepared to use my weapons, knowing that the law will support me. Besides, your supposition that I would bring the letters here in a notebook is entirely mistaken. I would do nothing so foolish. And now, gentlemen, I have one or two little interviews this evening, and it is a long drive to Hampstead.« He stepped forward, took up his coat, laid his hand on his revolver, and turned to the door. I picked up a chair, but Holmes shook his head, and I laid it down again. With a bow, a smile, and a twinkle, Milverton was out of the room, and a few moments after we heard the slam of the carriage door and the rattle of the wheels as he drove away. 

Holmes sat motionless by the fire, his hands buried deep in his trouser pockets, his chin sunk upon his breast, his eyes fixed upon the glowing embers. For half an hour he was silent and still. Then, with the ge-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 1.999
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sture of a man who has taken his decision, he sprang to his feet and passed into his bedroom. A little later a rakish young workman, with a goatee beard and a swagger, lit his clay pipe at the lamp before descending into the street. »I'll be back some time, Watson,«

said he, and vanished into the night. I understood that he had opened his campaign against Charles Augustus Milverton, but I little dreamed the strange shape which that campaign was destined to take. 

For some days Holmes came and went at all hours in this attire, but beyond a remark that his time was spent at Hampstead, and that it was not wasted, I knew nothing of what he was doing. At last, however, on a wild, tempestuous evening, when the wind screamed and rattled against the windows, he returned from his last expedition, and having removed his disguise he sat before the fire and laughed heartily in his silent inward fashion. 

»You would not call me a marrying man, Watson?«

»No, indeed!«

»You'll be interested to hear that I'm engaged.«

»My dear fellow! I congrat ––«

»To Milverton's housemaid.«

»Good heavens, Holmes!«

»I wanted information, Watson.«

»Surely you have gone too far?«
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»It was a most necessary step. I am a plumber with a rising business, Escott, by name. I have walked out with her each evening, and I have talked with her. 

Good heavens, those talks! However, I have got all I wanted. I know Milverton's house as I know the palm of my hand.«

»But the girl, Holmes?«

He shrugged his shoulders. 

»You can't help it, my dear Watson. You must play your cards as best you can when such a stake is on the table. However, I rejoice to say that I have a hated rival, who will certainly cut me out the instant that my back is turned. What a splendid night it is!«

»You like this weather?«

»It suits my purpose. Watson, I mean to burgle Milverton's house to-night.«

I had a catching of the breath, and my skin went cold at the words, which were slowly uttered in a tone of concentrated resolution. As a flash of lightning in the night shows up in an instant every detail of  a  wild landscape, so at one glance I seemed to see every possible result of such an action – the detection, the capture, the honoured career ending in irreparable failure and disgrace, my friend himself lying at the mercy of the odious Milverton. 

»For heaven's sake, Holmes, think what you are doing,« I cried. 
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»My dear fellow, I have given it every consideration. I am never precipitate in my actions, nor would I adopt so energetic and, indeed, so dangerous a course, if any other were possible. Let us look at the matter clearly and fairly. I suppose that you will admit that the action is morally justifiable, though technically criminal. To burgle his house is no more than to forcibly take his pocketbook – an action in which you were prepared to aid me.«

I turned it over in my mind. 

»Yes,« I said, »it is morally justifiable so long as our object is to take no articles save those which are used for an illegal purpose.«

»Exactly. Since it is morally justifiable, I have only to consider the question of personal risk. Surely a gentleman should not lay much stress upon this, when a lady is in most desperate need of his help?«

»You will be in such a false position.«

»Well, that is part of the risk. There is no other possible way of regaining these letters. The unfortunate lady has not the money, and there are none of her people in whom she could confide. To-morrow is the last day of grace, and unless we can get the letters tonight, this villain will be as good as his word and will bring about her ruin. I must, therefore, abandon my client to her fate or I must play this last card. Between ourselves, Watson, it's a sporting duel between this Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.002
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fellow Milverton and me. He had, as you saw, the best of the first exchanges, but my self-respect and my reputation are concerned to fight it to a finish.«

»Well, I don't like it, but I suppose it must be,«

said I. »When do we start?«

»You are not coming.«

»Then you are not going,« said I. »I give you my word of honour – and I never broke it in my life – that I will take a cab straight to the police-station and give you away, unless you let me share this adventure with you.«

»You can't help me.«

»How do you know that? You can't tell what may happen. Anyway, my resolution is taken. Other people besides you have self-respect, and even reputations.«

Holmes had looked annoyed, but his brow cleared, and he clapped me on the shoulder. 

»Well, well, my dear fellow, be it so. We have shared this same room for some years, and it would be amusing if we ended by sharing the same cell. You know, Watson, I don't mind confessing to you that I have always had an idea that I would have made a highly efficient criminal. This is the chance of my lifetime in that direction. See here!« He took a neat little leather case out of a drawer, and opening it he exhibited a number of shining instruments. »This is a first-class, up-to-date burgling kit, with nickel-plated Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.003
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jemmy, diamond-tipped glass-cutter, adaptable keys, and every modern improvement which the march of civilization demands. Here, too, is my dark lantern. 

Everything is in order. Have you a pair of silent shoes?«

»I have rubber-soled tennis shoes.«

»Excellent! And a mask?«

»I can make a couple out of black silk.«

»I can see that you have a strong, natural turn for this sort of thing. Very good, do you make the masks. 

We shall have some cold supper before we start. It is now nine-thirty. At eleven we shall drive as far as Church Row. It is a quarter of an hour's walk from there to Appledore Towers. We shall be at work before midnight. Milverton is a heavy sleeper, and retires punctually at ten-thirty. With any luck we should be back here by two, with the Lady Eva's letters in my pocket.«

Holmes and I put on our dress-clothes, so that we might appear to be two theatre-goers homeward bound. In Oxford Street we picked up a hansom and drove to an address in Hampstead. Here we paid off our cab, and with our great coats buttoned up, for it was bitterly cold, and the wind seemed to blow through us, we walked along the edge of the heath. 

»It's a business that needs delicate treatment,« said Holmes. »These documents are contained in a safe in Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.004
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the fellow's study, and the study is the ante-room of his bed-chamber. On the other hand, like all these stout, little men who do themselves well, he is a plethoric sleeper. Agatha – that's my fiancée-says it is a joke in the servants' hall that it's impossible to wake the master. He has a secretary who is devoted to his interests, and never budges from the study all day. 

That's why we are going at night. Then he has a beast of a dog which roams the garden. I met Agatha late the last two evenings, and she locks the brute up so as to give me a clear run. This is the house, this big one in its own grounds. Through the gate – now to the right among the laurels. We might put on our masks here, I think. You see, there is not a glimmer of light in any of the windows, and everything is working splendidly.«

With our black silk face-coverings, which turned us into two of the most truculent figures in London, we stole up to the silent, gloomy house. A sort of tiled veranda extended along one side of it, lined by several windows and two doors. 

»That's his bedroom,« Holmes whispered. »This door opens straight into the study. It would suit us best, but it is bolted as well as locked, and we should make too much noise getting in. Come round here. 

There's a greenhouse which opens into the drawing-room.«
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The place was locked, but Holmes removed a circle of glass and turned the key from the inside. An instant afterwards he had closed the door behind us, and we had become felons in the eyes of the law. The thick, warm air of the conservatory and the rich, choking fragrance of exotic plants took us by the throat. He seized my hand in the darkness and led me swiftly past banks of shrubs which brushed against our faces. 

Holmes had remarkable powers, carefully cultivated, of seeing in the dark. Still holding my hand in one of his, he opened a door, and I was vaguely conscious that we had entered a large room in which a cigar had been smoked not long before. He felt his way among the furniture, opened another door, and closed it behind us. Putting out my hand I felt several coats hanging from the wall, and I understood that I was in a passage. We passed along it, and Holmes very gently opened a door upon the right-hand side. Something rushed out at us and my heart sprang into my mouth, but I could have laughed when I realized that it was the cat. A fire was burning in this new room, and again the air was heavy with tobacco smoke. Holmes entered on tiptoe, waited for me to follow, and then very gently closed the door. We were in Milverton's study, and a portiere at the farther side showed the entrance to his bedroom. 

It was a good fire, and the room was illuminated by Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.006
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it. Near the door I saw the gleam of an electric switch, but it was unnecessary, even if it had been safe, to turn it on. At one side of the fireplace was a heavy curtain which covered the bay window we had seen from outside. On the other side was the door which communicated with the veranda. A desk stood in the centre, with a turning-chair of shining red leather. Opposite was a large bookcase, with a marble bust of Athene on the top. In the corner, between the bookcase and the wall, there stood a tall, green safe, the fi-relight flashing back from the polished brass knobs upon its face. Holmes stole across and looked at it. 

Then he crept to the door of the bedroom, and stood with slanting head listening intently. No sound came from within. Meanwhile it had struck me that it would be wise to secure our retreat through the outer door, so I examined it. To my amazement, it was neither locked nor bolted. I touched Holmes on the arm, and he turned his masked face in that direction. I saw him start, and he was evidently as surprised as I. 

»I don't like it,« he whispered, putting his lips to my very ear. »I can't quite make it out. Anyhow, we have no time to lose.«

»Can I do anything?«

»Yes, stand by the door. If you hear anyone come, bolt it on the inside, and we can get away as we came. 

If they come the other way, we can get through the Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.007
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door if our job is done, or hide behind these window curtains if it is not. Do you understand?«

I nodded, and stood by the door. My first feeling of fear had passed away, and I thrilled now with a keener zest than I had ever enjoyed when we were the defenders of the law instead of its defiers. The high object of our mission, the consciousness that it was unselfish and chivalrous, the villainous character of our opponent, all added to the sporting interest of the adventure. Far from feeling guilty, I rejoiced and exulted in our dangers. With a glow of admiration I watched Holmes unrolling his case of instruments and choosing his tool with the calm, scientific accuracy of a surgeon who performs a delicate operation. I knew that the opening of safes was a particular hobby with him, and I understood the joy which it gave him to be confronted with this green and gold monster, the dragon which held in its maw the reputations of many fair ladies. Turning up the cuffs of his dress-coat – he had placed his overcoat on a chair – Holmes laid out two drills, a jemmy, and several skeleton keys. I stood at the centre door with my eyes glancing at each of the others, ready for any emergency, though, indeed, my plans were somewhat vague as to what I should do if we were interrupted. For half an hour, Holmes worked with concentrated energy, laying down one tool, picking up another, handling each with the strength and Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.008

The Adventure of Charles Augustus Milverton Doyle-SH, 676

delicacy of the trained mechanic. Finally I heard a click, the broad green door swung open, and inside I had a glimpse of a number of paper packets, each tied, sealed, and inscribed. Holmes picked one out, but it was hard to read by the flickering fire, and he drew out his little dark lantern, for it was too dangerous, with Milver-ton in the next room, to switch on the electric light. Suddenly I saw him halt, listen intently, and then in an instant he had swung the door of the safe to, picked up his coat, stuffed his tools into the pockets, and darted behind the window curtain, motioning me to do the same. 

It was only when I had joined him there that I heard what had alarmed his quicker senses. There was a noise somewhere within the house. A door slammed in the distance. Then a confused, dull murmur broke itself into the measured thud of heavy footsteps rapidly approaching. They were in the passage outside the room. They paused at the door. The door opened. 

There was a sharp snick as the electric light was turned on. The door closed once more, and the pungent reek of a strong cigar was borne to our nostrils. Then the footsteps continued backward and forward, backward and forward, within a few yards of us. Finally there was a creak from a chair, and the footsteps ceased. Then a key clicked in a lock, and I heard the rustle of papers. 
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So far I had not dared to look out, but now I gently parted the division of the curtains in front of me and peeped through. From the pressure of Holmes's shoulder against mine, I knew that he was sharing my observations. Right in front of us, and almost within our reach, was the broad, rounded back of Milverton. It was evident that we had entirely miscalculated his movements, that he had never been to his bedroom, but that he had been sitting up in some smoking or billiard room in the farther wing of the house, the windows of which we had not seen. His broad, grizzled head, with its shining patch of baldness, was in the immediate foreground of our vision. He was leaning far back in the red leather chair, his legs outstretched, a long, black cigar projecting at an angle from his mouth. He wore a semi-military smoking jacket, claret-coloured, with a black velvet collar. In his hand he held a long, legal document which he was reading in an indolent fashion, blowing rings of tobacco smoke from his lips as he did so. There was no promise of a speedy departure in his composed bearing and his comfortable attitude. 

I felt Holmes's hand steal into mine and give me a reassuring shake, as if to say that the situation was within his powers, and that he was easy in his mind. I was not sure whether he had seen what was only too obvious from my position, that the door of the safe Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.010
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was imperfectly closed, and that Milverton might at any moment observe it. In my own mind I had determined that if I were sure, from the rigidity of his gaze, that it had caught his eye, I would at once spring out, throw my great coat over his head, pinion him, and leave the rest to Holmes. But Milverton never looked up. He was languidly interested by the papers in his hand, and page after page was turned as he followed the argument of the lawyer. At least, I thought, when he has finished the document and the cigar he will go to his room, but before he had reached the end of either, there came a remarkable development, which turned our thoughts into quite another channel. 

Several times I had observed that Milverton looked at his watch, and once he had risen and sat down again, with a gesture of impatience. The idea, however, that he might have an appointment at so strange an hour never occurred to me until a faint sound reached my ears from the veranda outside. Milverton dropped his papers and sat rigid in his chair. The sound was repeated, and then there came a gentle tap at the door. Milverton rose and opened it. 

»Well,« said he, curtly, »you are nearly half an hour late.«

So this was the explanation of the unlocked door and of the nocturnal vigil of Milverton. There was the gentle rustle of a woman's dress. I had closed the slit Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.011
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between the curtains as Milverton's face had turned in our direction, but now I ventured very carefully to open it once more. He had resumed his seat, the cigar still projecting at an insolent angle from the corner of his mouth. In front of him, in the full glare of the electric light, there stood a tall, slim, dark woman, a veil over her face, a mantle drawn round her chin. Her breath came quick and fast, and every inch of the lithe figure was quivering with strong emotion. 

»Well,« said Milverton, »you made me lose a good night's rest, my dear. I hope you'll prove worth it. You couldn't come any other time – eh?«

The woman shook her head. 

»Well, if you couldn't you couldn't. If the Countess is a hard mistress, you have your chance to get level with her now. Bless the girl, what are you shivering about? That's right. Pull yourself together. Now, let us get down to business.« He took a notebook from the drawer of his desk. »You say that you have five letters which compromise the Countess d'Albert. You want to sell them. I want to buy them. So far so good. 

It only remains to fix a price. I should want to inspect the letters, of course. If they are really good specimens –– Great heavens, is it you?«

The woman, without a word, had raised her veil and dropped the mantle from her chin. It was a dark, handsome, clear-cut face which confronted Milver-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.012
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ton – a face with a curved nose, strong, dark eyebrows shading hard, glittering eyes, and a straight, thin-lipped mouth set in a dangerous smile. 

»It is I,« she said, »the woman whose life you have ruined.«

Milverton laughed, but fear vibrated in his voice. 

»You were so very obstinate,« said he. »Why did you drive me to such extremities? I assure you I wouldn't hurt a fly of my own accord, but every man has his business, and what was I to do? I put the price well within your means. You would not pay.«

»So you sent the letters to my husband, and he –

the noblest gentleman that ever lived, a man whose boots I was never worthy to lace – he broke his gallant heart and died. You remember that last night when I came through that door, I begged and prayed you for mercy, and you laughed in my face as you are trying to laugh now, only your coward heart cannot keep your lips from twitching. Yes, you never thought to see me here again, but it was that night which taught me how I could meet you face to face, and alone. Well, Charles Milverton, what have you to say?«

»Don't imagine that you can bully me,« said he, rising to his feet. »I have only to raise my voice, and I could call my servants and have you arrested. But I will make allowance for your natural anger. Leave the Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.013
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room at once as you came, and I will say no more.«

The woman stood with her hand buried in her bosom, and the same deadly smile on her thin lips. 

»You will ruin no more lives as you have ruined mine. You will wring no more hearts as you wrung mine. I will free the world of a poisonous thing. Take that, you hound – and that! – and that! – and that! –

and that!«

She had drawn a little gleaming revolver, and emptied barrel after barrel into Milverton's body, the muzzle within two feet of his shirt front. He shrank away and then fell forward upon the table, coughing furiously and clawing among the papers. Then he staggered to his feet, received another shot, and rolled upon the floor. »You've done me,« he cried, and lay still. The woman looked at him intently, and ground her heel into his upturned face. She looked again, but there was no sound or movement. I heard a sharp rustle, the night air blew into the heated room, and the avenger was gone. 

No interference upon our part could have saved the man from his fate, but, as the woman poured bullet after bullet into Milverton's shrinking body I was about to spring out, when I felt Holmes's cold, strong grasp upon my wrist. I understood the whole argument of that firm, restraining grip – that it was no affair of ours, that justice had overtaken a villain, that Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.014
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we had our own duties and our own objects, which were not to be lost sight of. But hardly had the woman rushed from the room when Holmes, with swift, silent steps, was over at the other door. He turned the key in the lock. At the same instant we heard voices in the house and the sound of hurrying feet. 

The revolver shots had roused the household. With perfect coolness Holmes slipped across to the safe, filled his two arms with bundles of letters, and poured them all into the fire. Again and again he did it, until the safe was empty. Someone turned the handle and beat upon the outside of the door. Holmes looked swiftly round. The letter which had been the messenger of death for Milverton lay, all mottled with his blood, upon the table. Holmes tossed it in among the blazing papers. Then he drew the key from the outer door, passed through after me, and locked it on the outside. »This way, Watson,« said he, »we can scale the garden wall in this direction.«

I could not have believed that an alarm could have spread so swiftly. Looking back, the huge house was one blaze of light. The front door was open, and figures were rushing down the drive. The whole garden was alive with people, and one fellow raised a view-halloa as we emerged from the veranda and followed hard at our heels. Holmes seemed to know the grounds perfectly, and he threaded his way swiftly Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.015
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among a plantation of small trees, I close at his heels, and our foremost pursuer panting behind us. It was a six-foot wall which barred our path, but he sprang to the top and over. As I did the same I felt the hand of the man behind me grab at my ankle, but I kicked myself free and scrambled over a grass-strewn coping. I fell upon my face among some bushes, but Holmes had me on my feet in an instant, and together we dashed away across the huge expanse of Hampstead Heath. We had run two miles, I suppose, before Holmes at last halted and listened intently. All was absolute silence behind us. We had shaken off our pursuers and were safe. 

We had breakfasted and were smoking our morning pipe on the day after the remarkable experience which I have recorded, when Mr. Les-trade, of Scotland Yard, very solemn and impressive, was ushered into our modest sitting-room. 

»Good-morning, Mr. Holmes,« said he; »good-morning. May I ask if you are very busy just now?«

»Not too busy to listen to you.«

»I thought that, perhaps, if you had nothing particular on hand, you might care to assist us in a most remarkable case, which occurred only last night at Hampstead.«

»Dear me!« said Holmes. »What was that?«
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»A murder – a most dramatic and remarkable murder. I know how keen you are upon these things, and I would take it as a great favour if you would step down to Appledore Towers, and give us the benefit of your advice. It is no ordinary crime. We have had our eyes upon this Mr. Milverton for some time, and, between ourselves, he was a bit of a villain. He is known to have held papers which he used for blak-kmailing purposes. These papers have all been burned by the murderers. No article of value was taken, as it is probable that the criminals were men of good position, whose sole object was to prevent social exposure.«

»Criminals?« said Holmes. »Plural?«

»Yes, there were two of them. They were as nearly as possible cap tured red-handed. We have their footmarks, we have their description, it's ten to one that we trace them. The first fellow was a bit too active, but the second was caught by the under-gardener, and only got away after a struggle. He was a middle-sized, strongly built man – square jaw, thick neck, moustache, a mask over his eyes.«

»That's rather vague,« said Sherlock Holmes. 

»Why, it might be a description of Watson!«

»It's true,« said the inspector, with amusement. »It might be a description of Watson.«

»Well, I'm afraid I can't help you, Lestrade,« said Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.017
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Holmes. »The fact is that I knew this fellow Milverton, that I considered him one of the most dangerous men in London, and that I think there are certain crimes which the law cannot touch, and which therefore, to some extent, justify private revenge. No, it's no use arguing. I have made up my mind. My sympathies are with the criminals rather than with the victim, and I will not handle this case.«

Holmes had not said one word to me about the tragedy which we had witnessed, but I observed all the morning that he was in his most thoughtful mood, and he gave me the impression, from his vacant eyes and his abstracted manner, of a man who is striving to recall something to his memory. We were in the middle of our lunch, when he suddenly sprang to his feet. 

»By Jove, Watson, I've got it!« he cried. »Take your hat! Come with me!« He hurried at his top speed down Baker Street and along Oxford Street, until we had almost reached Regent Circus. Here, on the left hand, there stands a shop window filled with photographs of the celebrities and beauties of the day. Holmes's eyes fixed themselves upon one of them, and following his gaze I saw the picture of a regal and stately lady in Court dress, with a high diamond tiara upon her noble head. I looked at that delicately curved nose, at the marked eyebrows, at the straight mouth, and the strong little chin beneath it. Then I caught my Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.018
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breath as I read the time-honoured title of the great nobleman and statesman whose wife she had been. 

My eyes met those of Holmes, and he put his finger tc his lips as we turned away from the window. 
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The Adventure of the Six Napoleons It was no very unusual thing for Mr. Lestrade, of Scotland Yard, to look in upon us of an evening, and his visits were welcome to Sherlock Holmes, for they enabled him to keep in touch with all that was going on at the police headquarters. In return for the news which Lestrade would bring, Holmes was always ready to listen with attention to the details of any case upon which the detective was engaged, and was able occasionally, without any active interference, to give some hint or suggestion drawn from his own vast knowledge and experience. 

On this particular evening, Lestrade had spoken of the weather and the newspapers. Then he had fallen silent, puffing thoughtfully at his cigar. Holmes looked keenly at him. 

»Anything remarkable on hand?« he asked. 

»Oh, no, Mr. Holmes – nothing very particular.«

»Then tell me about it.«

Lestrade laughed. 

»Well, Mr. Holmes, there is no use denying that there  is  something on my mind. And yet it is such an absurd business, that I hesitated to bother you about it. On the other hand, although it is trivial, it is undoubtedly queer, and I know that you have a taste for Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.020
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all that is out of the common. But, in my opinion, it comes more in Dr. Watson's line than ours.«

»Disease?« said I. 

»Madness, anyhow. And a queer madness, too. 

You wouldn't think there was anyone living at this time of day who had such a hatred of Napoleon the First that he would break any image of him that he could see.«

Holmes sank back in his chair. 

»That's no business of mine,« said he. 

»Exactly. That's what I said. But then, when the man commits burglary in order to break images which are not his own, that brings it away from the doctor and on to the policeman.«

Holmes sat up again. 

»Burglary! This is more interesting. Let me hear the details.«

Lestrade took out his official notebook and refreshed his memory from its pages. 

»The first case reported was four days ago,« said he. »It was at the shop of Morse Hudson, who has a place for the sale of pictures and statues in the Kennington Road. The assistant had left the front shop for an instant, when he heard a crash, and hurrying in he found a plaster bust of Napoleon, which stood with several other works of art upon the counter, lying shivered into fragments. He rushed out into the road, but, Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.021
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although several passers-by declared that they had noticed a man run out of the shop, he could neither see anyone nor could he find any means of identifying the rascal. It seemed to be one of those senseless acts of Hooliganism which occur from time to time, and it was reported to the constable on the beat as such. The plaster cast was not worth more than a few shillings, and the whole affair appeared to be too childish for any particular investigation. 

The second case, however, was more serious, and also more singular. It occurred only last night. 

In Kennington Road, and within a few hundred yards of Morse Hudson's shop, there lives a well-known medical practitioner, named Dr. Barnicot, who has one of the largest practices upon the south side of the Thames. His residence and principal consulting-room is at Kennington Road, but he has a branch surgery and dispensary at Lower Brixton Road, two miles away. This Dr. Barnicot is an enthusiastic admirer of Napoleon, and his house is full of books, pictures, and relics of the French Emperor. Some little time ago he purchased from Morse Hudson two duplicate plaster casts of the famous head of Napoleon by the French sculptor, Devine. One of these he placed in his hall in the house at Kennington Road, and the other on the mantelpiece of the surgery at Lower Brixton. Well, when Dr. Barnicot came down this mor-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.022
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ning he was astonished to find that his house had been burgled during the night, but that nothing had been taken save the plaster head from the hall. It had been carried out and had been dashed savagely against the garden wall, under which its splintered fragments were discovered.«

Holmes rubbed his hands. 

»This is certainly very novel,« said he. 

»I thought it would please you. But I have not got to the end yet. Dr. Barnicot was due at his surgery at twelve o'clock, and you can imagine his amazement when, on arriving there, he found that the window had been opened in the night, and that the broken pieces of his second bust were strewn all over the room. It had been smashed to atoms where it stood. In neither case were there any signs which could give us a clue as to the criminal or lunatic who had done the mischief. Now, Mr. Holmes, you have got the facts.«

»They are singular, not to say grotesque,« said Holmes. »May I ask whether the two busts smashed in Dr. Barnicot's rooms were the exact duplicates of the one which was destroyed in Morse Hudson's shop?«

»They were taken from the same mould.«

»Such a fact must tell against the theory that the man who breaks them is influenced by any general hatred of Napoleon. Considering how many hundreds Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.023
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of statues of the great Emperor must exist in London, it is too much to suppose such a coincidence as that a promiscuous iconoclast should chance to begin upon three specimens of the same bust.«

»Well, I thought as you do,« said Lestrade. »On the other hand, this Morse Hudson is the purveyor of busts in that part of London, and these three were the only ones which had been in his shop for years. So, although, as you say, there are many hundreds of statues in London, it is very probable that these three were the only ones in that district. Therefore, a local fanatic would begin with them. What do you think, Dr. Watson?«

»There are no limits to the possibilities of monomania,« I answered. »There is the condition which the modern French psychologists have called the › idée fixe‹,  which may be trifling in character, and accompanied by complete sanity in every other way. A man who had read deeply about Napoleon, or who had possibly received some hereditary family injury through the great war, might conceivably form such an  idée fixe  and under its influence be capable of any fantastic outrage.«

»That won't do, my dear Watson,« said Holmes, shaking his head, »for no amount of  idée fixe  would enable your interesting monomaniac to find out where these busts were situated.«
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»Well, how do  you  explain it?«

»I don't attempt to do so. I would only observe that there is a certain method in the gentleman's eccentric proceedings. For example, in Dr. Barnicot's hall, where a sound might arouse the family, the bust was taken outside before being broken, whereas in the surgery, where there was less danger of an alarm, it was smashed where it stood. The affair seems absurdly trifling, and yet I dare call nothing trivial when I reflect that some of my most classic cases have had the least promising commencement. You will remember, Watson, how the dreadful business of the Abernetty family was first brought to my notice by the depth which the parsley had sunk into the butter upon a hot day. I can't afford, therefore, to smile at your three broken busts, Lestrade, and I shall be very much obliged to you if you will let me bear of any fresh development of so singular a chain of events.«

The development for which my friend had asked came in a quicker and an infinitely more tragic form than he could have imagined. I was still dressing in my bedroom next morning, when there was a tap at the door and Holmes entered, a telegram in his hand. 

He read it aloud:

»Come instantly, 131 Pitt Street, Kensington. 

LESTRADE.«
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»What is it, then?« I asked. 

»Don't know – may be anything. But I suspect it is the sequel of the story of the statues. In that case our friend the image-breaker has begun operations in another quarter of London. There's coffee on the table, Watson, and I have a cab at the door.«

In half an hour we had reached Pitt Street, a quiet little backwater just beside one of the briskest currents of London life. No. 131 was one of a row, all flat-chested, respectable, and most unromantic dwellings. As we drove up, we found the railings in front of the house lined by a curious crowd. Holmes whistled. 

»By George! it's attempted murder at the least. 

Nothing less will hold the London message-boy. 

There's a deed of violence indicated in that fellow's round shoulders and outstretched neck. What's this, Watson? The top steps swilled down and the other ones dry. Footsteps enough, anyhow! Well, well, there's Lestrade at the front window, and we shall soon know all about it.«

The official received us with a very grave face and showed us into a sitting-room, where an exceedingly unkempt and agitated elderly man, clad in a flannel dressing-gown, was pacing up and down. He was introduced to us as the owner of the house – Mr. Horace Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.026
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Harker, of the Central Press Syndicate. 

»It's the Napoleon bust business again,« said Lestrade. »You seemed interested last night, Mr. Holmes, so I thought perhaps you would be glad to be present now that the affair has taken a very much graver turn.«

»What has it turned to, then?«

»To murder. Mr. Harker, will you tell these gentlemen exactly what has occurred?«

The man in the dressing-gown turned upon us with a most melancholy face. 

»It's an extraordinary thing,« said he, »that all my life I have been collecting other people's news, and now that a real piece of news has come my own way I am so confused and bothered that I can't put two words together. If I had come in here as a journalist, I should have interviewed myself and had two columns in every evening paper. As it is, I am giving away valuable copy by telling my story over and over to a string of different people, and I can make no use of it myself. However, I've heard your name, Mr. Sherlock Holmes, and if you'll only explain this queer business, I shall be paid for my trouble in telling you the story.«

Holmes sat down and listened. 

»It all seems to centre round that bust of Napoleon which I bought for this very room about four months ago. I picked it up cheap from Harding Brothers, two Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.027
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doors from the High Street Station. A great deal of my journalistic work is done at night, and I often write until the early morning. So it was to-day. I was sitting in my den, which is at the back of the top of the house, about three o'clock, when I was convinced that I heard some sounds downstairs. I listened, but they were not repeated, and I concluded that they came from outside. Then suddenly, about five minutes later, there came a most horrible yell – the most dreadful sound, Mr. Holmes, that ever I heard. It will ring in my ears as long as I live. I sat frozen with horror for a minute or two. Then I seized the poker and went downstairs. When I entered this room I found the window wide open, and I at once observed that the bust was gone from the mantelpiece. Why any burglar should take such a thing passes my understanding, for it was only a plaster cast and of no real value whatever. 

You can see for yourself that anyone going out through that open window could reach the front doorstep by taking a long stride. This was clearly what the burglar had done, so I went round and opened the door. Stepping out into the dark, I nearly fell over a dead man, who was lying there. I ran back for a light, and there was the poor fellow, a great gash in his throat and the whole place swimming in blood. He lay on his back, his knees drawn up, and his mouth hor-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.028
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ribly open. I shall see him in my dreams. I had just time to blow on my police-whistle, and then I must have fainted, for I knew nothing more until I found the policeman standing over me in the hall.«

»Well, who was the murdered man?« asked Holmes. 

»There's nothing to show who he was,« said Lestrade. »You shall see the body at the mortuary, but we have made nothing of it up to now. He is a tall man, sunburned, very powerful, not more than thirty. 

He is poorly dressed, and yet does not appear to be a labourer. A horn-handled clasp knife was lying in a pool of blood beside him. Whether it was the weapon which did the deed, or whether it belonged to the dead man, I do not know. There was no name on his clothing, and nothing in his pockets save an apple, some string, a shilling map of London, and a photograph. Here it is.«

It was evidently taken by a snapshot from a small camera. It represented an alert, sharp-featured simian man, with thick eyebrows and a very peculiar projection of the lower part of the face, like the muzzle of a baboon. 

»And what became of the bust?« asked Holmes, after a careful study of this picture. 

»We had news of it just before you came. It has been found in the front garden of an empty house in Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.029
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Campden House Road. It was broken into fragments. 

I am going round now to see it. Will you come?«

»Certainly. I must just take one look round.« He examined the carpet and the window. »The fellow had either very long legs or was a most active man,« said he. »With an area beneath, it was no mean feat to reach that window-ledge and open that window. Getting back was comparatively simple. Are you coming with us to see the remains of your bust, Mr. Harker?«

The disconsolate journalist had seated himself at a writing-table. 

»I must try and make something of it,« said he, 

»though I have no doubt that the first editions of the evening papers are out already with full details. It's like my luck! You remember when the stand fell at Doncaster? Well, I was the only journalist in the stand, and my journal the only one that had no account of it, for I was too shaken to write it. And now I'll be too late with a murder done on my own doorstep.«

As we left the room, we heard his pen travelling shrilly over the foolscap. 

The spot where the fragments of the bust had been found was only a few hundred yards away. For the first time our eyes rested upon this presentment of the great emperor, which seemed to raise such frantic and destructive hatred in the mind of the unknown. It lay Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.030
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scattered, in splintered shards, upon the grass. Holmes picked up several of them and examined them carefully. I was convinced, from his intent face and his purposeful manner, that at last he was upon a clue. 

»Well?« asked Lestrade. 

Holmes shrugged his shoulders. 

»We have a long way to go yet,« said he. »And yet – and yet – well, we have some suggestive facts to act upon. The possession of this trifling bust was worth more, in the eyes of this strange criminal, than a human life. That is one point. Then there is the singular fact that he did not break it in the house, or immediately outside the house, if to break it was his sole object.«

»He was rattled and bustled by meeting this other fellow. He hardly knew what he was doing.«

»Well, that's likely enough. But I wish to call your attention very particularly to the position of this house, in the garden of which the bust was destroyed.«

Lestrade looked about him. 

»It was an empty house, and so he knew that he would not be disturbed in the garden.«

»Yes, but there is another empty house farther up the street which he must have passed before he came to this one. Why did he not break it there, since it is evident that every yard that he carried it increased the Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.031
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risk of someone meeting him?«

»I give it up,« said Lestrade. 

Holmes pointed to the street lamp above our heads. 

»He could see what he was doing here, and he could not there. That was his reason.«

»By Jove! that's true,« said the detective. »Now that I come to think of it, Dr. Barnicot's bust was broken not far from his red lamp. Well, Mr. Holmes, what are we to do with that fact?«

»To remember it – to docket it. We may come on something later which will bear upon it. What steps do you propose to take now, Lestrade?«

»The most practical way of getting at it, in my opinion, is to identify the dead man. There should be no difficulty about that. When we have found who he is and who his associates are, we should have a good start in learning what he was doing in Pitt Street last night, and who it was who met him and killed him on the doorstep of Mr. Horace Harker. Don't you think so?«

»No doubt; and yet it is not quite the way in which I should approach the case.«

»What would you do then?«

»Oh, you must not let me influence you in any way. 

I suggest that you go on your line and I on mine. We can compare notes afterwards, and each will supplement the other.«
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»Very good,« said Lestrade. 

»If you are going back to Pitt Street, you might see Mr. Horace Harker. Tell him for me that I have quite made up my mind, and that it is certain that a dangerous homicidal lunatic, with Napoleonic delusions, was in his house last night. It will be useful for his article.«

Lestrade stared. 

»You don't seriously believe that?«

Holmes smiled. 

»Don't I? Well, perhaps I don't. But I am sure that it will interest Mr. Horace Harker and the subscribers of the Central Press Syndicate. Now, Watson, I think that we shall find that we have a long and rather complex day's work before us. I should be glad, Lestrade, if you could make it convenient to meet us at Baker Street at six o'clock this evening. Until then I should like to keep this photograph, found in the dead man's pocket. It is possible that I may have to ask your company and assistance upon a small expedition which will have to be undertaken to-night, if my chain of reasoning should prove to be correct. Until then goodbye and good luck!«

Sherlock Holmes and I walked together to the High Street, where we stopped at the shop of Harding Brothers, whence the bust had been purchased. A young assistant informed us that Mr. Harding would be ab-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.033
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sent until afternoon, and that he was himself a newcomer, who could give us no information. Holmes's face showed his disappointment and annoyance. 

»Well, well, we can't expect to have it all our own way, Watson,« he said, at last. »We must come back in the afternoon, if Mr. Harding will not be here until then. I am, as you have no doubt surmised, endeavouring to trace these busts to their source, in order to find if there is not something peculiar which may account for their remarkable fate. Let us make for Mr. 

Morse Hudson, of the Kennington Road, and see if he can throw any light upon the problem.«

A drive of an hour brought us to the picture-dealer's establishment. He was a small, stout man with a red face and a peppery manner. 

»Yes, sir. On my very counter, sir,« said he. »What we pay rates and taxes for I don't know, when any ruffian can come in and break one's goods. Yes, sir, it was I who sold Dr. Barnicot his two statues. Disgraceful, sir! A Nihilist plot – that's what I make it. No one but an anarchist would go about breaking statues. 

Red republicans – that's what I call 'em. Who did I get the statues from? I don't see what that has to do with it. Well, if you really want to know, I got them from Gelder & Co., in Church Street, Stepney. They are a well-known house in the trade, and have been this twenty years. How many had I? Three – two and Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.034
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one are three – two of Dr. Barnicot's, and one smashed in broad daylight on my own counter. Do I know that photograph? No, I don't. Yes, I do, though. Why, it's Beppo. He was a kind of Italian piece-work man, who made himself useful in the shop. He could carve a bit, and gild and frame, and do odd jobs. The fellow left me last week, and I've heard nothing of him since. 

No, I don't know where he came from nor where he went to. I had nothing against him while he was here. 

He was gone two days before the bust was smashed.«

»Well, that's all we could reasonably expect from Morse Hudson,« said Holmes, as we emerged from the shop. »We have this Beppo as a common factor, both in Kennington and in Kensington, so that is worth a ten-mile drive. Now, Watson, let us make for Gelder & Co., of Stepney, the source and origin of the busts. I shall be surprised if we don't get some help down there.«

In rapid succession we passed through the fringe of fashionable London, hotel London, theatrical London, literary London, commercial London, and, finally, maritime London, till we came to a riverside city of a hundred thousand souls, where the tenement houses swelter and reek with the outcasts of Europe. Here, in a broad thoroughfare, once the abode of wealthy City merchants, we found the sculpture works for which we searched. Outside was a considerable yard full of Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.035
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monumental masonry. Inside was a large room in which fifty workers were carving or moulding. The manager, a big blond German, received us civilly and gave a clear answer to all Holmes's questions. A reference to his books showed that hundreds of casts had been taken from a marble copy of Devine's head of Napoleon, but that the three which had been sent to Morse Hudson a year or so before had been half of a batch of six, the other three being sent to Harding Brothers, of Kensington. There was no reason why those six should be different from any of the other casts. He could suggest no possible cause why anyone should wish to destroy them – in fact, he laughed at the idea. Their wholesale price was six shillings, but the retailer would get twelve or more. The cast was taken in two moulds from each side of the face, and then these two profiles of plaster of Paris were joined together to make the complete bust. The work was usually done by Italians, in the room we were in. 

When finished, the busts were put on a table in the passage to dry, and afterwards stored. That was all he could tell us. 

But the production of the photograph had remarkable effect upon the manager. His face flushed with anger, and his brows knotted over his blue Teutonic eyes. 

»Ah, the rascal!« he cried. »Yes, indeed, I know Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.036
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him very well. This has always been a respectable establishment, and the only time that we have ever had the police in it was over this very fellow. It was more than a year ago now. He knifed another Italian in the street, and then he came to the works with the police on his heels, and he was taken here. Beppo was his name – his second name I never knew. Serve me right for engaging a man with such a face. But he was a good workman – one of the best.«

»What did he get?«

»The man lived and he got off with a year. I have no doubt he is out now, but he has not dared to show his nose here. We have a cousin of his here, and I daresay he could tell you where he is.«

»No, no,« cried Holmes, »not a word to the cousin – not a Word, I beg of you. The matter is very important, and the farther I go with it, the more important it seems to grow. When you referred in your ledger to the sale of those casts I observed that the date was June 3rd of last year. Could you give me the date when Beppo was arrested?«

»I could tell you roughly by the pay-list,« the manager answered. »Yes,« he continued, after some turning over of pages, »he was paid last on May 20th.«

»Thank you,« said Holmes. »I don't think that I need intrude upon your time and patience any more.«

With a last word of caution that he should say nothing Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.037
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as to our researches, we turned our faces westward once more. 

The afternoon was far advanced before we were able to snatch a hasty luncheon at a restaurant. A news-bill at the entrance announced »Kensington Outrage. Murder by a Madman,« and the contents of the paper showed that Mr. Horace Harker had got his account into print after all. Two columns were occupied with a highly sensational and flowery rendering of the whole incident. Holmes propped it against the cruet-stand and read it while he ate. Once or twice he chuckled. 

»This is all right, Watson,« said he. »Listen to this: It is satisfactory to know that there can be no difference of opinion upon this case, since Mr. Lestrade, one of the most experienced members of the official force, and Mr. 

Sherlock Holmes, the well known consulting expert, have each come to the conclusion that the grotesque series of incidents, which have ended in so tragic a fashion, arise from lunacy rather than from deliberate crime. No explanation save mental aberration can cover the facts. 

The Press, Watson, is a most valuable institution, if you only know how to use it. And now, if you have quite finished, we will hark back to Kensington and see what the manager of Harding Brothers has to say on the matter.«

The
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brisk, crisp little person, very dapper and quick, with a clear head and a ready tongue. 

»Yes, sir, I have already read the account in the evening papers. Mr. Horace Harker is a customer of ours. We supplied him with the bust some months ago. We ordered three busts of that sort from Gelder

& Co., of Stepney. They are all sold now. To whom? 

Oh, I daresay by consulting our sales book we could very easily tell you. Yes, we have the entries here. 

One to Mr. Harker you see, and one to Mr. Josiah Brown, of Laburnum Lodge, Laburnum Vale, Chiswick, and one to Mr. Sandeford, of Lower Grove Road, Reading. No, I have never seen this face which you show me in the photograph. You would hardly forget it, would you, sir, for I've seldom seen an uglier. Have we any Italians on the staff? Yes, sir, we have several among our workpeople and cleaners. I daresay they might get a peep at that sales book if they wanted to. There is no particular reason for keeping a watch upon that book. Well, well, it's a very strange business, and I hope that you will let me know if anything comes of your inquiries.«

Holmes had taken several notes during Mr. Harding's evidence, and I could see that he was thoroughly satisfied by the turn which affairs were taking. He made no remark, however, save that, unless we hurried, we should be late for our appointment with Le-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.039
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strade. Sure enough, when we reached Baker Street the detective was already there, and we found him pacing up and down in a fever of impatience. His look of importance showed that his day's work had not been in vain. 

»Well?« he asked. »What luck, Mr. Holmes?«

»We have had a very busy day, and not entirely a wasted one,« my friend explained. »We have seen both the retailers and also the wholesale manufacturers. I can trace each of the busts now from the beginning.«

»The busts!« cried Lestrade. »Well, well, you have your own methods, Mr. Sherlock Holmes, and it is not for me to say a word against them, but I think I have done a better day's work than you. I have identified the dead man.«

»You don't say so?«

»And found a cause for the crime.«

»Splendid!«

»We have an inspector who makes a specialty of Saffron Hill and the Italian Quarter. Well, this dead man had some Catholic emblem round his neck, and that, along with his colour, made me think he was from the South. Inspector Hill knew him the moment he caught sight of him. His name is Pietro Venucci from Naples, and he is one of the greatest cut-throats in London. He is connected with the Mafia, which, as Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.040
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you know, is a secret political society, enforcing its decrees by murder. Now, you see how the affair begins to clear up. The other fellow is probably an Italian also, and a member of the Mafia. He has broken the rules in some fashion. Pietro is set upon his track. 

Probably the photograph we found in his pocket is the man himself, so that he may not knife the wrong person. He dogs the fellow, he sees him enter a house, he waits outside for him, and in the scuffle he receives his own death-wound. How is that, Mr. Sherlock Holmes?«

Holmes clapped his hands approvingly. 

»Excellent, Lestrade, excellent!« he cried. »But I didn't quite follow your explanation of the destruction of the busts.«

»The busts! You never can get those busts out of your head. After all, that is nothing; petty larceny, six months at the most. It is the murder that we are really investigating, and I tell you that I am gathering all the threads into my hands.«

»And the next stage?«

»Is a very simple one. I shall go down with Hill to the Italian Quarter, find the man whose photograph we have got, and arrest him on the charge of murder. 

Will you come with us?«

»I think not. I fancy we can attain our end in a simpler way. I can't say for certain, because it all de-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.041
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pends – well, it all depends upon a factor which is completely outside our control. But I have great hopes – in fact, the betting is exactly two to one – that if you will come with as to-night I shall be able to help you to lay him by the heels.«

»In the Italian Quarter?«

»No, I fancy Chiswick is an address which is more likely to find him. If you will come with me to Chiswick to-night, Lestrade, I'll promise to go to the Italian Quarter with you to-morrow, and no harm will be done by the delay. And now I think that a few hours' 

sleep would do us all good, for I do not propose to leave before eleven o'clock, and it is unlikely that we shall be back before morning. You'll dine with us, Lestrade, and then you are welcome to the sofa until it is time for us to start. In the meantime, Watson, I should be glad if you would ring for an express messenger, for I have a letter to send and it is important that it should go at once.«

Holmes spent the evening in rummaging among the files of the old daily papers with which one of our lumber-rooms was packed. When at last he descended, it was with triumph in his eyes, but he said nothing to either of us as to the result of his researches. 

For my own part, I had followed step by step the methods by which he had traced the various windings of this complex case, and, though I could not yet per-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.042
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ceive the goal which we would reach, I understood clearly that Holmes expected this grotesque criminal to make an attempt upon the two remaining busts, one of which, I remembered, was at Chiswick. No doubt the object of our journey was to catch him in the very act, and I could not but admire the cunning with which my friend had Inserted a wrong clue in the evening paper, so as to give the fellow the idea that he could continue his scheme with impunity. I was not surprised when Holmes suggested that I should take my revolver with me. He had himself picked up the loaded hunting-crop, which was his favourite weapon. 

A four-wheeler was at the door at eleven, and in it we drove to a spot at the other side of Hammersmith Bridge. Here the cabman was directed to wait. A short walk brought us to a secluded road fringed with pleasant houses, each standing in its own grounds. In the light of a street lamp we read »Laburnum Villa« upon the gate-post of one of them. The occupants had evidently retired to rest, for all was dark save for a fanlight over the hall door, which shed a single blurred circle on to the garden path. The wooden fence which separated the grounds from the road threw a dense black shadow upon the inner side, and here it was that we crouched. 

»I fear that you'll have a long wait,« Holmes whispered. »We may thank our stars that it is not raining. I Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.043
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don't think we can even venture to smoke to pass the time. However, it's a two to one chance that we get something to pay us for our trouble.«

It proved, however, that our vigil was not to be so long as Holmes had led us to fear, and it ended in a very sudden and singular fashion. In an instant, without the least sound to warn us of his coming, the garden gate swung open, and a lithe, dark figure, as swift and active as an ape, rushed up the garden path. 

We saw it whisk past the light thrown from over the door and disappear against the black shadow of the house. There was a long pause, during which we held our breath, and then a very gentle creaking sound came to our ears. The window was being opened. The noise ceased, and again there was a long silence. The fellow was making his way into the house. We saw the sudden flash of a dark lantern inside the room. 

What he sought was evidently not there, for again we saw the flash through another blind, and then through another. 

»Let us get to the open window. We will nab him as he climbs out,« Lestrade whispered. 

But before we could move, the man had emerged again. As he came out into the glimmering patch of light, we saw that he carried something white under his arm. He looked stealthily all round him. The silence of the deserted street reassured him. Turning his Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.044
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back upon us he laid down his burden, and the next instant there was the sound of a sharp tap, followed by a clatter and rattle. The man was so intent upon what he was doing that he never heard our steps as we stole across the grass plot. With the bound of a tiger Holmes was on his back, and an instant later Lestrade and I had him by either wrist, and the handcuffs had been fastened. As we turned him over I saw a hideous, sallow face, with writhing, furious features, glaring up at us, and I knew that it was indeed the man of the photograph whom we had secured. 

But it was not our prisoner to whom Holmes was giving Ms attention. Squatted on the doorstep, he was engaged in most carefully examining that which the man had brought from the house. It was a bust of Napoleon, like the one which we had seen that morning, and it had been broken into similar fragments. Carefully Holmes held each separate shard to the light, but in no way did it differ from any other shattered piece of plaster. He had just completed his examination when the hall lights flew up, the door opened, and the owner of the house, a jovial, rotund figure in shirt and trousers, presented himself. 

»Mr. Josiah Brown, I suppose?« said Holmes. 

»Yes, sir; and you, no doubt, are Mr. Sherlock Holmes? I had the note which you sent by the express messenger, and I did exactly what you told me. We Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.045
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locked every door on the inside and awaited developments. Well, I'm very glad to see that you have got the rascal. I hope, gentlemen, that you will come in and have some refreshment.«

However, Lestrade was anxious to get his man into safe quarters, so within a few minutes our cab had been summoned and we were all four upon our way to London. Not a word would our captive say, but he glared at us from the shadow of his matted hair, and once, when my hand seemed within his reach, he snapped at it like a hungry wolf. We stayed long enough at the police-station to learn that a search of his clothing revealed nothing save a few shillings and a long sheath knife, the handle of which bore copious traces of recent blood. 

»That's all right,« said Lestrade, as we parted. 

»Hill knows all these gentry, and he will give a name to him. You'll find that my theory of the Mafia will work out all right. But I'm sure I am exceedingly obliged to you, Mr. Holmes, for the workmanlike way in which you laid hands upon him. I don't quite understand it all yet.«

»I fear it is rather too late an hour for explanations,« said Holmes. »Besides, there are one or two details which are not finished off, and it is one of those cases which are worth working out to the very end. If you will come round once more to my rooms at Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.046
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six o'clock tomorrow, I think I shall be able to show you that even now you have not grasped the entire meaning of this business, which presents some features which make it absolutely original in the history of crime. If ever I permit you to chronicle any more of my little problems, Watson, I foresee that you will enliven your pages by an account of the singular adventure of the Napoleonic busts.«

When we met again next evening, Lestrade was furnished with much information concerning our prisoner. His name, it appeared, was Beppo, second name unknown. He was a well-known ne'er-do-well among the Italian colony. He had once been a skilful sculptor and had earned an honest living, but he had taken to evil courses and had twice already been in jail – once for a petty theft, and once, as we had already heard, for stabbing a fellow-countryman. He could talk English perfectly well. His reasons for destroying the busts were still unknown, and he refused to answer any questions upon the subject, but the police had discovered that these same busts might very well have been made by his own hands, since he was engaged in this class of work at the establishment of Gelder & Co. To all this information, much of which we already knew, Holmes listened with polite attention, but I, who knew him so well, could clearly see that his thoughts were elsewhere, and I detected a Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.047
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mixture of mingled uneasiness and expectation beneath that mask which he was wont to assume. At last he started in his chair, and his eyes brightened. There had been a ring at the bell. A minute later we heard steps upon the stairs, and an elderly red-faced man with grizzled side-whiskers was ushered in. In his right hand he carried an old-fashioned carpet-bag, which he placed upon the table. 

»Is Mr. Sherlock Holmes here?«

My friend bowed and smiled. »Mr. Sandeford, of Reading, I suppose?« said he. 

»Yes, sir, I fear that I am a little late, but the trains were awkward. You wrote to me about a bust that is in my possession.«

»Exactly.«

»I have your letter here. You said, ›I desire to possess a copy of Devine's Napoleon, and am prepared to pay you ten pounds for the one which is in your possession.‹ Is that right?«

»Certainly.«

»I was very much surprised at your letter, for I could not imagine how you knew that I owned such a thing.«

»Of course you must have been surprised, but the explanation is very simple. Mr. Harding, of Harding Brothers, said that they had sold you their last copy, and he gave me your address.«
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»Oh, that was it, was it? Did he tell you what I paid for it?«

»No, he did not.«

»Well, I am an honest man, though not a very rich one. I only gave fifteen shillings for the bust, and I think you ought to know that before I take ten pounds from you.«

»I am sure the scruple does you honour, Mr. Sandeford. But I have named that price, so I intend to stick to it.«

»Well, it is very handsome of you, Mr. Holmes. I brought the bust up with me, as you asked me to do. 

Here it is!« He opened his bag, and at last we saw placed upon our table a complete specimen of that bust which we had already seen more than once in fragments. 

Holmes took a paper from his pocket and laid a ten-pound note upon the table. 

»You will kindly sign that paper, Mr. Sandeford, in the presence of these witnesses. It is simply to say that you transfer every possible right that you ever had in the bust to me. I am a methodical man, you see, and you never know what turn events might take afterwards. Thank you, Mr. Sandeford; here is your money, and I wish you a very good evening.«

When our visitor had disappeared, Sherlock Holmes's movements were such as to rivet our attention. 
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He began by taking a clean white cloth from a drawer and laying it over the table. Then he placed his newly acquired bust in the centre of the cloth. Finally, he picked up his hunting-crop and struck Napoleon a sharp blow on the top of the head. The figure broke into fragments, and Holmes bent eagerly over the shattered remains. Next instant, with a loud shout of triumph he held up one splinter, in which a round, dark object was fixed like a plum in a pudding. 

»Gentlemen,« he cried, »let me introduce you to the famous black pearl of the Borgias.«

Lestrade and I sat silent for a moment, and then, with a spontaneous impulse, we both broke out clapping, as at the well-wrought crisis of a play. A flush of colour sprang to Holmes's pale cheeks, and he bowed to us like the master dramatist who receives the homage of his audience. It was at such moments that for an instant he ceased to be a reasoning machine, and betrayed his human love for admiration and applause. The same singularly proud and reserved nature which turned away with disdain from popular notoriety was capable of being moved to its depths by spontaneous wonder and praise from a friend. 

»Yes, gentlemen,« said he, »it is the most famous pearl now existing in the world, and it has been my good fortune, by a connected chair of inductive reasoning, to trace it from the Prince of Colonna's bed Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.050
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room at the Dacre Hotel, where it was lost, to the interior of this, the last of the six busts of Napoleon which were manufactured by Gelder & Co., of Stepney. You will remember, Lestrade, the sensation caused by the disappearance of this valuable jewel, and the vain efforts of the London police to recover it. I was myself consulted upon the case, but I was unable to throw any light upon it. Suspicion fell upon the maid of the Princess, who was an Italian, and it was proved that she had a brother in London, but we failed to trace any connection between them. The maid's name was Lucretia Venucci, and there is no doubt in my mind that this Pietro who was murdered two nights ago was the brother. I have been looking up the dates in the old files of the paper, and I find that the disappearance of the pearl was exactly two days before the arrest of Beppo, for some crime of violence – an event which took place in the factory of Gelder & Co., at the very moment when these busts were being made. Now you clearly see the sequence of events, though you see them, of course, in the inverse order to the way in which they presented themselves to me. Beppo had the pearl in his possession. He may have stolen it from Pietro, he may have been Pietro's confederate, he may have been the go-between of Pietro and his sister. It is of no consequence to us which is the correct solution. 
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The main fact is that he  had  the pearl, and at that moment, when it was on his person, he was pursued by the police. He made for the factory in which he worked, and he knew that he had only a few minutes in which to conceal this enormously valuable prize, which would otherwise be found on him when he was searched. Six plaster casts of Napoleon were drying in the passage. One of them was still soft. In an instant Beppo, a skilful workman, made a small hole in the wet plaster, dropped in the pearl, and with a few touches covered over the aperture once more. It was an admirable hiding-place. No one could possibly find it. 

But Beppo was condemned to a year's imprisonment, and in the meanwhile his six busts were scattered over London. He could not tell which contained his treasure. Only by breaking them could he see. Even shaking would tell him nothing, for as the plaster was wet it was probable that the pearl would adhere to it –

as, in fact, it has done. Beppo did not despair, and he conducted his search with considerable ingenuity and perseverance. Through a cousin who works with Gelder, he found out the retail firms who had bought the busts. He managed to find employment with Morse Hudson, and in that way tracked down three of them. 

The pearl was not there. Then, with the help of some Italian employé, he succeeded in finding out where the other three busts had gone. The first was at Harker's. 
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There he was dogged by his confederate, who held Beppo responsible for the loss of the pearl, and he stabbed him in the scuffle which followed.«

»If he was his confederate, why should he carry his photograph?« I asked. 

»As a means of tracing him, if he wished to inquire about him from any third person. That was the obvious reason. Well, after the murder I calculated that Beppo would probably hurry rather than delay his movements. He would fear that the police would read his secret, and so he hastened on before they should get ahead of him. Of course, I could not say that he had not found the pearl in Harker's bust. I had not even concluded for certain that it was the pearl, but it was evident to me that he was looking for something, since he carried the bust past the other houses in order to break it in the garden which had a lamp overlooking it. Since Harker's bust was one in three, the chances were exactly as I told you – two to one against the pearl being inside it. There remained two busts, and it was obvious that he would go for the London one first. I warned the inmates of the house, so as to avoid a second tragedy, and we went down, with the happiest results. By that time, of course, I knew for certain that it was the Borgia pearl that we were after. The name of the murdered man linked the one event with the other. There only remained a single Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.053
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bust – the Reading one – and the pearl must be there. 

I bought it in your presence from the owner – and there it lies.«

We sat in silence for a moment. 

»Well,« said Lestrade, »I've seen you handle a good many cases, Mr. Holmes, but I don't know that I ever knew a more workmanlike one than that. We're not jealous of you at Scotland Yard. No, sir, we are very proud of you, and if you come down to-morrow, there's not a man, from the oldest inspector to the youngest constable, who wouldn't be glad to shake you by the hand.«

»Thank you!« said Holmes. »Thank you!« and as he turned away, it seemed to me that he was more nearly moved by the softer human emotions than I had ever seen him. A moment later he was the cold and practical thinker once more. »Put the pearl in the safe, Watson,« said he, »and get out the papers of the Conk-Singleton forgery case. Good-bye, Lestrade. If any little problem comes your way, I shall be happy, if I can, to give you a hint or two as to its solution.«
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The Adventure of the Three Students It was in the year '95 that a combination of events, into which I need not enter, caused Mr. Sherlock Holmes and myself to spend some weeks in one of our great university towns, and it was during this time that the small but instructive adventure which I am about to relate befell us. It will be obvious that any details which would help the reader exactly to identify the college or the criminal would be injudicious and offensive. So painful a scandal may well be allowed to die out. With due discretion the incident itself may, however, be described, since it serves to illustrate some of those qualities for which my friend was remarkable. I will endeavour, in my statement, to avoid such terms as would serve to limit the events to any particular place, or give a clue as to the people concerned. 

We were residing at the time in furnished lodgings close to a library where Sherlock Holmes was pursuing some laborious researches in early English charters – researches which led to results so striking that they may be the subject of one of my future narratives. Here it was that one evening we received a visit from an acquaintance, Mr. Hilton Soames, tutor and lecturer at the College of St. Luke's. Mr. Soames was Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.055
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a tall, spare man, of a nervous and excitable temperament. I had always known him to be restless in his manner, but on this particular occasion he was in such a state of uncontrollable agitation that it was clear something very unusual had occurred. 

»I trust, Mr. Holmes, that you can spare me a few hours of your valuable time. We have had a very painful incident at St. Luke's, and really, but for the happy chance of your being in town, I should have been at a loss what to do.«

»I am very busy just now, and I desire no distractions,« my friend answered. »I should much prefer that you called in the aid of the police.«

»No, no, my dear sir; such a course is utterly impossible. When once the law is evoked it cannot be stayed again, and this is just one of those cases where, for the credit of the college, it is most essential to avoid scandal. Your discretion is as well known as your powers, and you are the one man in the world who can help me. I beg you, Mr. Holmes, to do what you can.«

My friend's temper had not improved since he had been deprived of the congenial surroundings of Baker Street. Without his scrapbooks, his chemicals, and his homely untidiness, he was an uncomfortable man. He shrugged his shoulders in ungracious acquiescence, while our visitor in hurried words and with much ex-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.056
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citable gesticulation poured forth his story. 

»I must explain to you, Mr. Holmes, that to-morrow is the first day of the examination for the Fortescue Scholarship. I am one of the examiners. My subject is Greek, and the first of the papers consists of a large passage of Greek translation which the candidate has not seen. This passage is printed on the examination paper, and it would naturally be an immense advantage if the candidate could prepare it in advance. For this reason, great care is taken to keep the paper secret. 

To-day, about three o'clock, the proofs of this paper arrived from the printers. The exercise consists of half a chapter of Thucydides. I had to read it over carefully, as the text must be absolutely correct. At four-thirty my task was not yet completed. I had, however, promised to take tea in a friend's rooms, so I left the proof upon my desk. I was absent rather more than an hour. 

You are aware, Mr. Holmes, that our college doors are double – a green baize one within and a heavy oak one without. As I approached my outer door, I was amazed to see a key in it. For an instant I imagined that I had left my own there, but on feeling in my pok-ket I found that it was all right. The only duplicate which existed, so far as I knew, was that which belonged to my servant, Bannister – a man who has loo-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.057
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ked after my room for ten years, and whose honesty is absolutely above suspicion. I found that the key was indeed his, that he had entered my room to know if I wanted tea, and that he had very carelessly left the key in the door when he came out. His visit to my room must have been within a very few minutes of my leaving it. His forgetfulness about the key would have mattered little upon any other occasion, but on this one day it has produced the most deplorable consequences. 

The moment I looked at my table, I was aware that someone had rummaged among my papers. The proof was in three long slips. I had left them all together. 

Now, I found that one of them was lying on the floor, one was on the side table near the window, and the third was where I had left it.«

Holmes stirred for the first time. 

»The first page on the floor, the second in the window, the third where you left it,« said he. 

»Exactly, Mr. Holmes. You amaze me. How could you possibly know that?«

»Pray continue your very interesting statement.«

»For an instant I imagined that Bannister had taken the unpardonable liberty of examining my papers. He denied it, however, with the utmost earnestness, and I am convinced that he was speaking the truth. The alternative was that someone passing had observed the Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.058
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key in the door, had known that I was out, and had entered to look at the papers. A large sum of money is at stake, for the scholarship is a very valuable one, and an unscrupulous man might very well run a risk in order to gain an advantage over his fellows. 

Bannister was very much upset by the incident. He had nearly fainted when we found that the papers had undoubtedly been tampered with. I gave him a little brandy and left him collapsed in a chair, while I made a most careful examination of the room. I soon saw that the intruder had left other traces of his presence besides the rumpled papers. On the table in the window were several shreds from a pencil which had been sharpened. A broken tip of lead was lying there also. Evidently the rascal had copied the paper in a great hurry, had broken his pencil, and had been compelled to put a fresh point to it.«

»Excellent!« said Holmes, who was recovering his good-humour as his attention became more engrossed by the case. »Fortune has been your friend.«

»This was not all. I have a new writing-table with a fine surface of red leather. I am prepared to swear, and so is Bannister, that it was smooth and unstained. 

Now I found a clean cut in it about three inches long – not a mere scratch, but a positive cut. Not only this, but on the table I found a small ball of black dough or clay, with specks of something which looks Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.059
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like sawdust in it. I am convinced that these marks were left by the man who rifled the papers. There were no footmarks and no other evidence as to his identify. I was at my wit's end, when suddenly the happy thought occurred to me that you were in the town, and I came straight round to put the matter into your hands. Do help me, Mr. Holmes. You see my dilemma. Either I must find the man or else the examination must be postponed until fresh papers are prepared, and since this cannot be done without explanation, there will ensue a hideous scandal, which will throw a cloud not only on the college, but on the university. Above all things, I desire to settle the matter quietly and discreetly.«

»I shall be happy to look into it and to give you such advice as I can,« said Holmes, rising and putting on his overcoat. »The case is not entirely devoid of interest. Had anyone visited you in your room after the papers came to you?«

»Yes, young Daulat Ras, an Indian student, who lives on the same stair, came in to ask me some particulars about the examination.«

»For which he was entered?«

»Yes.«

»And the papers were on your table?«

»To the best of my belief, they were rolled up.«

»But might be recognized as proofs?«
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»Possibly.«

»No one else in your room?«

»No.«

»Did anyone know that these proofs would be there?«

»No one save the printer.«

»Did this man Bannister know?«

»No, certainly not. No one knew.«

»Where is Bannister now?«

»He was very ill, poor fellow. I left him collapsed in the chair. I was in such a hurry to come to you.«

»You left your door open?«

»I locked up the papers first.«

»Then it amounts to this, Mr. Soames: that, unless the Indian student recognized the roll as being proofs, the man who tampered with them came upon them accidentally without knowing that they were there.«

»So it seems to me.«

Holmes gave an enigmatic smile. 

»Well,« said he, »let us go round. Not one of your cases, Watson – mental, not physical. All right; come if you want to. Now, Mr. Soames – at your disposal!«

The sitting-room of our client opened by a long, low, latticed window on to the ancient lichen-tinted court of the old college. A Gothic arched door led to a worn stone staircase. On the ground floor was the tutor's room. Above were three students, one on each Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.061
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story. It was already twilight when we reached the scene of our problem. Holmes halted and looked earnestly at the window. Then he approached it, and, standing on tiptoe with his neck craned, he looked into the room. 

»He must have entered through the door. There is no opening except the one pane,« said our learned guide. 

»Dear me!« said Holmes, and he smiled in a singular way as he glanced at our companion. »Well, if there is nothing to be learned here, we had best go inside.«

The lecturer unlocked the outer door and ushered us into his room. We stood at the entrance while Holmes made an examination of the carpet. 

»I am afraid there are no signs here,« said he. »One could hardly hope for any upon so dry a day. Your servant seems to have quite recovered. You left him in a chair, you say. Which chair?«

»By the window there.«

»I see. Near this little table. You can come in now. 

I have finished with the carpet. Let us take the little table first. Of course, what has happened is very clear. 

The man entered and took the papers, sheet by sheet, from the central table. He carried them over to the window table, because from there he could see if you came across the courtyard, and so could effect an es-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.062
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cape.«

»As a matter of fact, he could not,« said Soames, 

»for I entered by the side door.«

»Ah, that's good! Well, anyhow, that was in his mind. Let me see the three strips. No finger impressions – no! Well, he carried over this one first, and he copied it. How long would it take him to do that, using every possible contraction? A quarter of an hour, not less. Then he tossed it down and seized the next. He was in the midst of that when your return caused him to make a very hurried retreat –  very  hurried, since he had not time to replace the papers which would tell you that he had been there. You were not aware of any hurrying feet on the stair as you entered the outer door?«

»No, I can't say I was.«

»Well, he wrote so furiously that he broke his pencil, and had, as you observe, to sharpen it again. This is of interest, Watson. The pencil was not an ordinary one. It was above the usual size, with a soft lead, the outer colour was dark blue, the maker's name was printed in silver lettering, and the piece remaining is only about an inch and a half long. Look for such a pencil, Mr. Soames, and you have got your man. 

When I add that he possesses a large and very blunt knife, you have an additional aid.«

Mr. Soames was somewhat overwhelmed by this Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.063
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flood of information. »I can follow the other points,«

said he, »but really, in this matter of the length ––«

Holmes held out a small chip with the letters NN

and a space of clear wood after them. 

»You see?«

»No, I fear that even now ––«

»Watson, I have always done you an injustice. 

There are others. What could this NN be? It is at the end of a word. You are aware that Johann Faber is the most common maker's name. Is it not clear that there is just as much of the pencil left as usually follows the Johann?« He held the small table sideways to the electric light. »I was hoping that if the paper on which he wrote was thin, some trace of it might come through upon this polished surface. No, I see nothing. 

I don't think there is anything more to be learned here. 

Now for the central table. This small pellet is, I presume, the black, doughy mass you spoke of. Roughly pyramidal in shape and hollowed out, I perceive. As you say, there appear to be grains of sawdust in it. 

Dear me, this is very interesting. And the cut – a positive tear, I see. It began with a thin scratch and ended in a jagged hole. I am much indebted to you for directing my attention to this case, Mr. Soames. Where does that door lead to?«

»To my bedroom.«

»Have you been in it since your adventure?«
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»No, I came straight away for you.«

»I should like to have a glance round. What a charming, old-fashioned room! Perhaps you will kindly wait a minute, until I have examined the floor. No, I see nothing. What about this curtain? You hang your clothes behind it. If anyone were forced to conceal himself in this room he must do it there, since the bed is too low and the wardrobe too shallow. No one there, I suppose?«

As Holmes drew the curtain I was aware, from some little rigidity and alertness of his attitude, that he was prepared for an emergency. As a matter of fact, the drawn curtain disclosed nothing but three or four suits of clothes hanging from a line of pegs. Holmes turned away, and stooped suddenly to the floor. 

»Halloa! What's this?« said he. 

It was a small pyramid of black, putty-like stuff, exactly like the one upon the table of the study. Holmes held it out on his open palm in the glare of the electric light. 

»Your visitor seems to have left traces in your bedroom as well as in your sitting-room, Mr. Soames.«

»What could he have wanted there?«

»I think it is clear enough. You came back by an unexpected way, and so he had no warning until you were at the very door. What could he do? He caught up everything which would betray him, and he rushed Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.065
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into your bedroom to conceal himself.«

»Good gracious, Mr. Holmes, do you mean to tell me that, all the time I was talking to Bannister in this room, we had the man prisoner if we had only known it?«

»So I read it.«

»Surely there is another alternative, Mr. Holmes. I don't know whether you observed my bedroom window?«

»Lattice-paned, lead framework, three separate windows, one swinging on hinge, and large enough to admit a man.«

»Exactly. And it looks out on an angle of the courtyard so as to be partly invisible. The man might have effected his entrance there, left traces as he passed through the bedroom, and finally, finding the door open, have escaped that way.«

Holmes shook his head impatiently. 

»Let us be practical,« said he. »I understand you to say that there are three students who use this stair, and are in the habit of passing your door?«

»Yes, there are.«

»And they are all in for this examination?«

»Yes.«

»Have you any reason to suspect any one of them more than the others?«

Soames hesitated. 
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»It is a very delicate question,« said he. »One hardly likes to throw suspicion where there are no proofs.«

»Let us hear the suspicions. I will look after the proofs.«

»I will tell you, then, in a few words the character of the three men who inhabit these rooms. The lower of the three is Gilchrist, a fine scholar and athlete, plays in the Rugby team and the cricket team for the college, and got his Blue for the hurdles and the long jump. He is a fine, manly fellow. His father was the notorious Sir Jabez Gilchrist, who ruined himself on the turf. My scholar has been left very poor, but he is hard-working and industrious. He will do well. 

The second floor is inhabited by Daulat Ras, the Indian. He is is a quiet, inscrutable fellow; as most of those Indians are. He is well up in his work, though his Greek is his weak subject. He is steady and methodical. 

The top floor belongs to Miles McLaren. He is a brilliant fellow when he chooses to work – one of the brightest intellects of the university; but he is wayward, dissipated, and unprincipled. He was nearly ex-pelled over a card scandal in his first year. He has been idling all this term, and he must look forward with dread to the examination.«

»Then it is he whom you suspect?«

»I dare not go so far as that. But, of the three, he is Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.067
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perhaps the least unlikely.«

»Exactly. Now, Mr. Soames, let us have a look at your servant, Bannister.«

He was a little, white-faced, clean-shaven, grizzly haired fellow of fifty. He was still suffering from this sudden disturbance of the quiet routine of his life. His plump face was twitching with his nervousness, and his fingers could not keep still. 

»We are investigating this unhappy business, Bannister,« said his master. 

»Yes, sir.«

»I understand,« said Holmes, »that you left your key in the door?«

»Yes, sir.«

»Was it not very extraordinary that you should do this on the very day when there were these papers inside?«

»It was most unfortunate, sir. But I have occasionally done the same thing at other times.«

»When did you enter the room?«

»It was about half-past four. That is Mr. Soames' 

tea time.«

»How long did you stay?«

»When I saw that he was absent, I withdrew at once.«

»Did you look at these papers on the table?«

»No, sir – certainly not.«
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»How came you to leave the key in the door?«

»I had the tea-tray in my hand. I thought I would come back for the key. Then I forgot.«

»Has the outer door a spring lock?«

»No, sir.«

»Then it was open all the time?«

»Yes, sir.«

»Anyone in the room could get out?«

»Yes, sir.«

»When Mr. Soames returned and called for you, you were very much disturbed?«

»Yes, sir. Such a thing has never happened during the many years that I have been here. I nearly fainted, sir.«

»So I understand. Where were you when you began to feel bad?«

»Where was I, sir? Why, here, near the door.«

»That is singular, because you sat down in that chair over yonder near the corner. Why did you pass these other chairs?«

»I don't know, sir, it didn't matter to me where I sat.«

»I really don't think he knew much about it, Mr. 

Holmes. He was looking very bad – quite ghastly.«

»You stayed here when your master left?«

»Only for a minute or so. Then I locked the door and went to my room.«
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»Whom do you suspect?«

»Oh, I would not venture to say, sir. I don't believe there is any gentleman in this university who is capable of profiting by such an action. No, sir, I'll not believe it.«

»Thank you, that will do,« said Holmes. »Oh, one more word. You have not mentioned to any of the three gentlemen whom you attend that anything is amiss?«

»No, sir – not a word.«

»You haven't seen any of them?«

»No, sir.«

»Very good. Now, Mr. Soames, we will take a walk in the quadrangle, if you please.«

Three yellow squares of light shone above us in the gathering gloom. 

»Your three birds are all in their nests,« said Holmes, looking up. »Halloa! What's that? One of them seems restless enough.«

It was the Indian, whose dark silhouette appeared suddenly upon his blind. He was pacing swiftly up and down his room. 

»I should like to have a peep at each of them,« said Holmes. »Is it possible?«

»No difficulty in the world,« Soames answered. 

»This set of rooms is quite the oldest in the college, and it is not unusual for visitors to go over them. 
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Come along, and I will personally conduct you.«

»No names, please!« said Holmes, as we knocked at Gilchrist's door. A tall, flaxen-haired, slim young fellow opened it, and made us welcome when he understood our errand. There were some really curious pieces of mediaeval domestic architecture within. 

Holmes was so charmed with one of them that he insisted on drawing it in his notebook, broke his pencil, had to borrow one from our host, and finally borrowed a knife to sharpen his own. The same curious accident happened to him in the rooms of the Indian – a silent, little, hook-nosed fellow, who eyed us askance, and was obviously glad when Holmes's architectural studies had come to an end. I could not see that in either case Holmes had come upon the clue for which he was searching. Only at the third did our visit prove abortive. The outer door would not open to our knock, and nothing more substantial than a torrent of bad language came from behind it. »I don't care who you are. You can go to blazes!« roared the angry voice. 

»To-morrow's the exam, and I won't be drawn by anyone.«

»A rude fellow,« said our guide, flushing with anger as we withdrew down the stair. »Of course, he did not realize that it was I who was knocking, but none the less his conduct was very uncourteous, and, indeed, under the circumstances rather suspicious.«
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Holmes's response was a curious one. 

»Can you tell me his exact height?« he asked. 

»Really, Mr. Holmes, I cannot undertake to say. He is taller than the Indian, not so tall as Gilchrist. I suppose five foot six would be about it.«

»That is very important,« said Holmes. »And now, Mr. Soames, I wish you good-night.«

Our guide cried aloud in his astonishment and dismay. »Good gracious, Mr. Holmes, you are surely not going to leave me in this abrupt fashion! You don't seem to realize the position. To-morrow is the examination. I must take some definite action to-night. I cannot allow the examination to be held if one of the papers has been tampered with. The situation must be faced.«

»You must leave it as it is. I shall drop round early to-morrow morning and chat the matter over. It is possible that I may be in a position then to indicate some course of action. Meanwhile, you change nothing – nothing at all.«

»Very good, Mr. Holmes.«

»You can be perfectly easy in your mind. We shall certainly find some way out of your difficulties. I will take the black clay with me, also the pencil cuttings. 

Good-bye.«

When we were out in the darkness of the quadrangle, we again looked up at the windows. The Indian Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.072
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still paced his room. The others were invisible. 

»Well, Watson, what do you think of it?« Holmes asked, as we came out into the main street. »Quite a little parlour game – sort of three-card trick, is it not? 

There are your three men. It must be one of them. You take your choice. Which is yours?«

»The foul-mouthed fellow at the top. He is the one with the worst record. And yet that Indian was a sly fellow also. Why should he be pacing his room all the time?«

»There is nothing in that. Many men do it when they are trying tc learn anything by heart.«

»He looked at us in a queer way.«

»So would you, if a flock of strangers came in on you when you were preparing for an examination next day, and every moment was of value. No, I see nothing in that. Pencils, too, and knives – all was satisfactory. But that fellow  does  puzzle me.«

»Who?«

»Why, Bannister, the servant. What's his game in the matter?«

»He impressed me as being a perfectly honest man.«

»So he did me. That's the puzzling part. Why should a perfectly honest man –– Well, well, here's a large stationer's. We shall begin our researches here.«


There were only four stationers of any consequen-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.073
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ces in the town, and at each Holmes produced his pencil chips, and bid high for a duplicate. All were agreed that one could be ordered, but that it was not a usual size of pencil, and that it was seldom kept in stock. My friend did not appear to be depressed by his failure, but shrugged his shoulders in half-humorous resignation. 

»No good, my dear Watson. This, the best and only final clue, has run to nothing. But, indeed, I have little doubt that we can build up a sufficient case without it. 

By Jove! my dear fellow, it is nearly nine, and the landlady babbled of green peas at seven-thirty. What with your eternal tobacco, Watson, and your irregularity at meals, I expect that you will get notice to quit, and that I shall share your downfall – not, however, before we have solved the problem of the nervous tutor, the careless servant, and the three enterprising students.«

Holmes made no further allusion to the matter that day, though he sat lost in thought for a long time after our belated dinner. At eight in the morning, he came into my room just as I finished my toilet. 

»Well, Watson,« said he, »it is time we went down to St. Luke's. Can you do without breakfast?«

»Certainly.«

»Soames will be in a dreadful fidget until we are able to tell him something positive.«
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»Have you anything positive to tell him?«

»I think so.«

»You have formed a conclusion?«

»Yes, my dear Watson, I have solved the mystery.«

»But what fresh evidence could you have got?«

»Aha! It is not for nothing that I have turned myself out of bed at the untimely hour of six. I have put in two hours' hard work and covered at least five miles, with something to show for it. Look at that!«

He held out his hand. On the palm were three little pyramids of black, doughy clay. 

»Why, Holmes, you had only two yesterday.«

»And one more this morning. It is a fair argument that wherever No. 3 came from is also the source of Nos. 1 and 2. Eh, Watson? Well, come along and put friend Soames out of his pain.«

The unfortunate tutor was certainly in a state of pitiable agitation when we found him in his chambers. 

In a few hours the examination would commence, and he was still in the dilemma between making the facts public and allowing the culprit to compete for the valuable scholarship. He could hardly stand still, so great was his mental agitation and he ran towards Holmes with two eager hands outstretched. 

»Thank heaven that you have come! I feared that you had given it up in despair. What am I to do? 

Shall the examination proceed?«
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»Yes, let it proceed, by all means.«

»But this rascal?«

»He shall not compete.«

»You know him?«

»I think so. If this matter is not to become public, we must give ourselves certain powers and resolve ourselves into a small private court-martial. You there, if you please, Soames! Watson, you here! I'll take the armchair in the middle. I think that we are now sufficiently imposing to strike terror into a guilty breast. Kindly ring the bell!«

Bannister entered, and shrank back in evident surprise and fear at our judicial appearance. 

»You will kindly close the door,« said Holmes. 

»Now, Bannister, will you please tell us the truth about yesterday's incident?«

The man turned white to the roots of his hair. 

»I have told you everything, sir.«

»Nothing to add?«

»Nothing at all, sir.«

»Well, then, I must make some suggestions to you. 

When you sat down on that chair yesterday, did you do so in order to conceal some object which would have shown who had been in the room?«

Bannister's face was ghastly. 

»No, sir, certainly not.«

»It is only a suggestion,« said Holmes, suavely. »I Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.076
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frankly admit that I am unable to prove it. But it seems probable enough, since the moment that Mr. 

Soames's back was turned, you released the man who was hiding in that bedroom.«

Bannister licked his dry lips. 

»There was no man, sir.«

»Ah, that's a pity, Bannister. Up to now you may have spoken the truth, but now I know that you have lied.«

The man's face set in sullen defiance. 

»There was no man, sir.«

»Come, come, Bannister!«

»No, sir, there was no one.«

»In that case, you can give us no further information. Would you please remain in the room? Stand over there near the bedroom door. Now, Soames, I am going to ask you to have the great kindness to go up to the room of young Gilchrist, and to ask him to step down into yours.«

An instant later the tutor returned, bringing with him the student. He was a fine figure of a man tall, lithe, and agile, with a springy step and a pleasant, open face. His troubled blue eyes glanced at each of us, and finally rested with an expression of blank dismay upon Bannister in the farther corner. 

»Just close the door,« said Holmes. »Now, Mr. 

Gilchrist, we are all quite alone here, and no one need Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.077
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ever know one word of what passes between us. We can be perfectly frank with each other. We want to know, Mr. Gilchrist, how you, an honourable man, ever came to commit such an action as that of yesterday?«

The unfortunate young man staggered back, and cast a look full of horror and reproach at Bannister. 

»No, no, Mr. Gilchrist, sir, I never said a word –

never one word!« cried the servant. 

»No, but you have now,« said Holmes. »Now, sir, you must see that after Bannister's words your position is hopeless, and that your only chance lies in a frank confession.«

For a moment Gilchrist, with upraised hand, tried to control his writhing features. The next he had thrown himself on his knees beside the table, and burying his face in his hands, he had burst into a storm of passionate sobbing. 

»Come, come,« said Holmes, kindly, »it is human to err, and at least no one can accuse you of being a callous criminal. Perhaps it would be easier for you if I were to tell Mr. Soames what occurred, and you can check me where I am wrong. Shall I do so? Well, well, don't trouble to answer. Listen, and see that I do you no injustice. 

From the moment, Mr. Soames, that you said to me that no one, not even Bannister, could have told that Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.078
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the papers were in your room, the case began to take a definite shape in my mind. The printer one could, of course, dismiss. He could examine the papers in his own office. The Indian I also thought nothing of. If the proofs were in a roll, he could not possibly know what they were. On the other hand, it seemed an unthinkable coincidence that a man should dare to enter the room, and that by chance on that very day the papers were on the table. I dismissed that. The man who entered knew that the papers were there. How did he know? 

When I approached your room, I examined the window. You amused me by supposing that I was contemplating the possibility of someone having in broad daylight, under the eyes of all these opposite rooms, forced himself through it. Such an idea was absurd. I was measuring how tall a man would need to be in order to see, as he passed, what papers were on the central table. I am six feet high, and I could do it with an effort. No one less than that would have a chance. 

Already you see I had reason to think that, if one of your three students was a man of unusual height, he was the most worth watching of the three. 

I entered, and I took you into my confidence as to the suggestions of the side table. Of the centre table I could make nothing, until in your description of Gilchrist you mentioned that he was a long-distance jum-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.079
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per. Then the whole thing came to me in an instant, and I only needed certain corroborative proofs, which I speedily obtained. 

What happened was this: This young fellow had employed his afternoon at the athletic grounds, where he had been practising the jump. He returned carrying his jumping-shoes, which are provided, as you are aware, with several sharp spikes. As he passed your window he saw, by means of his great height, these proofs- upon your table, and conjectured what they were. No harm would have been done had it not been that, as he passed your door, he perceived the key which had been left by the carelessness of your servant. A sudden' impulse came over him to enter, and see if they were indeed the proofs. It was not a dangerous exploit, for he could always pretend that he had simply looked in to ask a question. 

Well, when he saw that they were indeed the proofs, it was then that he yielded to temptation. He put his shoes on the table. What was it you put on that chair near the window?«

»Gloves,« said the young man. 

Holmes looked triumphantly at Bannister. »He put his gloves on the chair, and he took the proofs, sheet by sheet, to copy them. He thought the tutor must return by the main gate, and that he would see him. As we know, he came back by the side gate. Suddenly he Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.080
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heard him at the very door. There was no possible escape. He forgot his gloves, but he caught up his shoes and darted into the bedroom. You observe that the scratch on that table is slight at one side, but deepens in the direction of the bedroom door. That in itself is enough to show us that the shoe had been drawn in that direction, and that the culprit had taken refuge there. The earth round the spike had been left on the table, and a second sample was loosened and fell in the bedroom. I may add that I walked out to the athletic grounds this morning, saw that tenacious black clay is used in the jumping-pit, and carried away a specimen of it, together with some of the fine tan or sawdust which is strewn over it to prevent the athlete from slipping. Have I told the truth, Mr. Gilchrist?«

The student had drawn himself erect. 

»Yes, sir, it is true,« said he. 

»Good heavens! have you nothing to add?« cried Soames. 

»Yes, sir, I have, but the shock of this disgraceful exposure has bewildered me. I have a letter here, Mr. 

Soames, which I wrote to you early this morning in the middle of a restless night. It was before I knew that my sin had found me out. Here it is, sir. You will see that I have said, ›I have determined not to go in for the examination. I have been offered a commission in the Rhodesian Police, and I am going out to South Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.081
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Africa at once.‹«

»I am indeed pleased to hear that you did not intend to profit by your unfair advantage,« said Soames. 

»But why did you change your purpose?«

Gilchrist pointed to Bannister. 

»There is the man who set me in the right path,«

said he. 

»Come now, Bannister,« said Holmes. »It will be clear to you from what I have said, that only you could have let this young man out, since you were left in the room, and must have locked the door when you went out. As to his escaping by that window, it was incredible. Can you not clear up the last point in his mystery, and tell us the reasons for your action?«

»It was simple enough, sir, if you only had known, but, with all your cleverness, it was impossible that you could know. Time was, sir, when I was butler to old Sir Jabez Gilchrist, this young gentleman's father. 

When he was ruined I came to the college as servant, but I never forgot my old employer because he was down in the world. I watched his son all I could for the sake of the old days. Well, sir, when I came into this room yesterday, when the alarm was given, the very first thing I saw was Mr. Gilchrist's tan gloves a-lying in that chair. I knew those gloves well, and I understood their message. If Mr. Soames saw them, the game was up. I flopped down into that chair, and Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.082
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nothing would budge me until Mr. Soames went for you. Then out came my poor young master, whom I had dandled on my knee, and confessed it all to me. 

Wasn't it natural, sir, that I should save him, and wasn't it natural also that I should try to speak to him as his dead father would have done, and make him understand that he could not profit by such a deed? 

Could you blame me, sir?«

»No, indeed,« said Holmes, heartily, springing to his feet. »Well, Soames, I think we have cleared your little problem up, and our breakfasts awaits us at home. Come, Watson! As to you, sir, I trust that a bright future awaits you in Rhodesia. For once you have fallen low. Let us see, in the future, how high you can rise.«
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The Adventure of the Golden Pince-Nez When I look at the three massive manuscript volumes which contain our work for the year 1894, I confess that it is very difficult for me, out of such a wealth of material, to select the cases which are most interesting in themselves, and at the same time most conducive to a display of those peculiar powers for which my friend was famous. As I turn over the pages, I see my notes upon the repulsive story of the red leech and the terrible death of Crosby, the banker. Here also I find an account of the Addleton tragedy, and the singular contents of the ancient British barrow. The famous Smith-Mortimer succession case comes also within this period, and so does the tracking and arrest of Huret, the Boulevard assassin – an exploit which won for Holmes an autograph letter of thanks from the French President and the Order of the Legion of Honour. Each of these would furnish a narrative, but on the whole I am of opinion that none of them unites so many singular points of interest as the episode of Yoxley Old Place, which includes not only the lamentable death of young Willoughby Smith, but also those subsequent developments which threw so curious a light upon the causes of the crime. 

It was a wild, tempestuous night, towards the close Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.084
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of November. Holmes and I sat together in silence all the evening, he engaged with a powerful lens deciphering the remains of the original inscription upon a palimpsest, I deep in a recent treatise upon surgery. Outside the wind howled down Baker Street, while the rain beat fiercely against the windows. It was strange there, in the very depths of the town, with ten miles of man's handiwork on every side of us, to feel the iron grip of Nature, and to be conscious that to the huge elemental forces all London was no more than the molehills that dot the fields. I walked to the window, and looked out on the deserted street. The occasional lamps gleamed on the expanse of muddy road and shining pavement. A single cab was splashing its way from the Oxford Street end. 

»Well, Watson, it's as well we have not to turn out to-night,« said Holmes, laying aside his lens and rolling up the palimpsest. »I've done enough for one sitting. It is trying work for the eyes. So far as I can make out, it is nothing more exciting than an Abbey's accounts dating from the second half of the fifteenth century. Halloa! halloa! halloa! What's this?«

Amid the droning of the wind there had come the stamping of a horse's hoofs, and the long grind of a wheel as it rasped against the curb. The cab which I had seen had pulled up at our door. 

»What can he want?« I ejaculated, as a man step-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.085

The Adventure of the Golden Pince-Nez Doyle-SH, 710

ped out of it. 

»Want? He wants us. And we, my poor Watson, want overcoats and cravats and goloshes, and every aid that man ever invented to fight the weather. Wait a bit, though! There's the cab off again! There's hope yet. He'd have kept it if he had wanted us to come. 

Run down, my dear fellow, and open the door, for all virtuous folk have been long in bed.«

When the light of the hall lamp fell upon our midnight visitor, I had no difficulty in recognizing him. It was young Stanley Hopkins, a promising detective, in whose career Holmes had several times shown a very practical interest. 

»Is he in?« he asked, eagerly. 

»Come up, my dear sir,« said Holmes's voice from above. »I hope you have no designs upon us such a night as this.«

The detective mounted the stairs, and our lamp gleamed upon his shining waterproof. I helped him out of it, while Holmes knocked a blaze out of the logs in the grate. 

»Now, my dear Hopkins, draw up and warm your toes,« said he. »Here's a cigar, and the doctor has a prescription containing hot water and a lemon, which is good medicine on a night like this. It must be something important which has brought you out in such a gale.«

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.086

The Adventure of the Golden Pince-Nez Doyle-SH, 711

»It is indeed, Mr. Holmes. I've had a bustling afternoon, I promise you. Did you see anything of the Yoxley case in the latest editions?«

»I've seen nothing later than the fifteenth century to-day.«

»Well, it was only a paragraph, and all wrong at that, so you have not missed anything. I haven't let the grass grow under my feet. It's down in Kent, seven miles from Chatham and three from the railway line. I was wired for at 3:15, reached Yoxley Old Place at 5, conducted my investigation, was back at Charing Cross by the last train, and straight to you by cab.«

»Which means, I suppose, that you are not quite clear about your case?«

»It means that I can make neither head nor tail of it. 

So far as I can see, it is just as tangled a business as ever I handled, and yet at first it seemed so simple that one couldn't go wrong. There's no motive, Mr. 

Holmes. That's what bothers me – I can't put my hand on a motive. Here's a man dead – there's no denying that – but, so far as I can see, no reason on earth why anyone should wish him harm.«

Holmes lit his cigar and leaned back in his chair. 

»Let us hear about it,« said he. 

»I've got my facts pretty clear,« said Stanley Hopkins. »All I want now is to know what they all mean. 

The story, so far as I can make it out, is like this. 
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Some years ago this country house, Yoxley Old Place was taken by an elderly man, who gave the name of Professor Coram He was an invalid, keeping his bed half the time, and the other half hobbling round the house with a stick or being pushed about the grounds by the gardener in a Bath chair. He was well liked by the few neighbours who called upon him, and he has the reputation down there of being a very learned man. His household used to consist of an elderly housekeeper, Mrs. Marker, and of a maid, Susan Tarlton. These have both been with him since his arrival, and they seem to be women of excellent character. The professor is writing a learned book, and he found it necessary, about a year ago, to engage a secretary. The first two that he tried were not successes, but the third, Mr. Willoughby Smith, a very young man straight from the university, seems to have been just what his employer wanted. His work consisted in writing all the morning to the professor's dictation, and he usually spent the evening in hunting up references and passages which bore upon the next day's work. This Willoughby Smith has nothing against him, either as a boy at Uppingham or as a young man at Cambridge. I have seen his testimonials, and from the first he was a decent, quiet, hard-working fellow, with no weak spot in him at all. And yet this is the lad who has met his death this morning in the professor's Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.088
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study under circumstances which can point only to murder.«

The wind howled and screamed at the windows. 

Holmes and I drew closer to the fire, while the young inspector slowly and point by point developed his singular narrative. 

»If you were to search all England,« said he, »I don't suppose you could find a household more self-contained or freer from outside influences. Whole weeks would pass, and not one of them go past the garden gate. The professor was buried in his work and existed for nothing else. Young Smith knew nobody in the neighbourhood, and lived very much as his employer did. The two women had nothing to take them from the house. Mortimer, the gardener, who wheels the Bath chair, is an army pensioner – an old Crimean man of excellent character. He does not live in the house, but in a three-roomed cottage at the other end of the garden. Those are the only people that you would find within the grounds of Yoxley Old Place. 

At the same time, the gate of the garden is a hundred yards from the main London to Chatham road. It opens with a latch, and there is nothing to prevent anyone from walking in. 

Now I will give you the evidence of Susan Tarlton, who is the only person who can say anything positive about the matter. It was in the forenoon, between ele-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.089
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ven and twelve. She was engaged at the moment in hanging some curtains in the upstairs front bedroom. 

Professor Coram was still in bed, for when the weather is bad he seldom rises before midday. The housekeeper was busied with some work in the back of the house. Willoughby Smith had been in his bedroom, which he uses as a sitting-room, but the maid heard him at that moment pass along the passage and descend to the study immediately below her. She did not see him, but she says that she could not be mistaken in his quick, firm tread. She did not hear the study door close, but a minute or so later there was a dreadful cry in the room below. It was a wild, hoarse scream, so strange and unnatural that it might have come either from a man or a woman. At the same instant there was a heavy thud, which shook the old house, and then all was silence. The maid stood petrified for a moment, and then, recovering her courage, she ran downstairs. The study door was shut and she opened it. Inside, young Mr. Willoughby Smith was stretched upon the floor. At first she could see no injury, but as she tried to raise him she saw that blood was pouring from the underside of his neck. It was pierced by a very small but very deep wound, which had divided the carotid artery. The instrument with which the injury had been inflicted lay upon the carpet beside him. It was one of those small sealing-wax Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.090
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knives to be found on old-fashioned writing-tables, with an ivory handle and a stiff blade. It was part of the fittings of the professor's own desk. 

At first the maid thought that young Smith was already dead, but on pouring some water from the carafe over his forehead he opened his eyes for an instant. 

›The professor,‹ he murmured – ›it was she.‹ The maid is prepared to swear that those were the exact words. He tried desperately to say something else, and he held his right hand up in the air. Then he fell back dead. 

In the meantime the housekeeper had also arrived upon the scene, but she was just too late to catch the young man's dying words. Leaving Susan with the body, she hurried to the professor's room. He was sitting up in bed, horribly agitated, for he had heard enough to convince him that something terrible had occurred. Mrs. Marker is prepared to swear that the professor was still in his night-clothes, and indeed it was impossible for him to dress without the help of Mortimer, whose orders were to come at twelve o'clock. The professor declares that he heard the distant cry, but that he knows nothing more. He can give no explanation of the young man's last words, 

›The professor – it was she,‹ but imagines that they were the outcome of delirium. He believes that Willoughby Smith had not an enemy in the world, and Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes
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can give no reason for the crime. His first action was to send Mortimer, the gardener, for the local police. A little later the chief constable sent for me. Nothing was moved before I got there, and strict orders were given that no one should walk upon the paths leading to the house. It was a splendid chance of putting your theories into practice, Mr. Sherlock Holmes. There was really nothing wanting.«

»Except Mr. Sherlock Holmes,« said my companion, with a somewhat bitter smile. »Well, let us hear about it. What sort of a job did you make of it?«

»I must ask you first, Mr. Holmes, to glance at this rough plan, which will give you a general idea of the position of the professor's study and the various points of the case. It will help you in following my investigation.«

He unfolded the rough chart, which I here reproduce, and he laid it
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across Holmes's knee. I rose and, standing behind Holmes, studied it over his shoulder. 

»It is very rough, of course, and it only deals with the points which seem to me to be essential. All the rest you will see later for yourself. Now, first of all, presuming that the assassin entered the house, how did he or she come in? Undoubtedly by the garden path and the back door, from which there is direct access to the study. Any other way would have been exceedingly complicated. The escape must have also been made along that line, for of the two other exits from the room one was blocked by Susan as she ran downstairs and the other leads straight to the professor's bedroom. I therefore directed my attention at once to the garden path, which was saturated with recent rain, and would certainly show any footmarks. 

My examination showed me that I was dealing with a cautious and expert criminal. No footmarks were to be found on the path. There could be no question, however, that someone had passed along the grass border which lines the path, and that he had done so in order to avoid leaving a track. I could not find anything in the nature of a distinct impression, but the grass was trodden down, and someone had undoubtedly passed. It could only have been the murderer, since neither the gardener nor anyone else had been there that morning, and the rain had only begun Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.093
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during the night.«

»One moment,« said Holmes. »Where does this path lead to?«

»To the road.«

»How long is it?«

»A hundred yards or so.«

»At the point where the path passes through the gate, you could surely pick up the tracks?«

»Unfortunately, the path was tiled at that point.«

»Well, on the road itself?«

»No, it was all trodden into mire.«

»Tut-tut! Well, then, these tracks upon the grass, were they coming or going?«

»It was impossible to say. There was never any outline.«

»A large foot or a small?«

»You could not distinguish.«

Holmes gave an ejaculation of impatience. 

»It has been pouring rain and blowing a hurricane ever since,« said he. »It will be harder to read now than that palimpsest. Well, well, it can't be helped. 

What did you do, Hopkins, after you had made certain that you had made certain of nothing?«

»I think I made certain of a good deal, Mr. Holmes. 

I knew that someone had entered the house cautiously from without. I next examined the corridor. It is lined with cocoanut matting and had taken no impression of Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.094
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any kind. This brought me into the study itself. It is a scantily furnished room. The main article is a large writing-table with a fixed bureau. This bureau consists of a double column of drawers, with a central small cupboard between them. The drawers were open, the cupboard locked. The drawers, it seems, were always open, and nothing of value was kept in them. There were some papers of importance in the cupboard, but there were no signs that this had been tampered with, and the professor assures me that nothing was missing. It is certain that no robbery has been committed. 

I come now to the body of the young man. It was found near the bureau, and just to the left of it, as marked upon that chart. The stab was on the right side of the neck and from behind forward, so that it is almost impossible that it could have been self-inflicted.«

»Unless he fell upon the knife,« said Holmes. 

»Exactly. The idea crossed my mind. But we found the knife some feet away from the body, so that seems impossible. Then, of course, there are the man's own dying words. And, finally, there was this very important piece of evidence which was found clasped in the dead man's right hand.«

From his pocket Stanley Hopkins drew a small paper packet. He unfolded it and disclosed a golden Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.095
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pince-nez, with two broken ends of black silk cord dangling from the end of it. »Willoughby Smith had excellent sight,« he added. »There can be no question that this was snatched from the face or the person of the assassin.«

Sherlock Holmes took the glasses into his hand, and examined them with the utmost attention and interest. He held them on his nose, endeavoured to read through them, went to the window and stared up the street with them, looked at them most minutely in the full light of the lamp, and finally, with a chuckle, seated himself at the table and wrote a few lines upon a sheet of paper, which he tossed across to Stanley Hopkins. 

»That's the best I can do for you,« said he. »It may prove to be of some use.«

The astonished detective read the note aloud. It ran as follows:

»Wanted, a woman of good address, attired like a lady. 

She has a remarkably thick nose, with eyes which are set close upon either side of it. She has a puckered forehead, a peering expression, and probably rounded shoulders. 

There are indications that she has had recourse to an optician at least twice during the last few months. As her glasses are of remarkable strength, and as opticians are not very numerous, there should be no difficulty in tracing her.«
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Holmes smiled at the astonishment of Hopkins, which must have been reflected upon my features. 

»Surely my deductions are simplicity itself,« said he. »It would be difficult to name any articles which afford a finer field for inference than a pair of glasses, especially so remarkable a pair as these. That they belong to a woman I infer from their delicacy, and also, of course, from the last words of the dying man. As to her being a person of refinement and well dressed, they are, as you perceive, handsomely mounted in solid gold, and it is inconceivable that anyone who wore such glasses could be slatternly in other respects. You will find that the clips are too wide for your nose, showing that the lady's nose was very broad at the base. This sort of nose is usually a short and coarse one, but there is a sufficient number of exceptions to prevent me from being dogmatic or from insisting upon this point in my description. My own face is a narrow one, and yet I find that I cannot get my eyes into the centre, nor near the centre, of these glasses. Therefore, the lady's eyes are set very near to the sides of the nose. You will perceive, Watson, that the glasses are concave and of unusual strength. A lady whose vision has been so extremely contracted all her life is sure to have the physical characteristics of such vision, which are seen in the forehead, the eyelids, and the shoulders.«
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»Yes,« I said, »I can follow each of your arguments. I confess, however, that I am unable to understand how you arrive at the double visit to the optician.«

Holmes took the glasses in his hand. 

»You will perceive,« he said, »that the clips are lined with tiny bands of cork to soften the pressure upon the nose. One of these is discoloured and worn to some slight extent, but the other is new. Evidently one has fallen off and been replaced. I should judge that the older of them has not been there more than a few months. They exactly correspond, so I gather that the lady went back to the same establishment for the second.«

»By George, it's marvellous!« cried Hopkins, in an ecstasy of admiration. »To think that I had all that evidence in my hand and never knew it! I had intended, however, to go the round of the London opticians.«

»Of course you would. Meanwhile, have you anything more to tell us about the case?«

»Nothing, Mr. Holmes. I think that you know as much as I do now – probably more. We have had inquiries made as to any stranger seen on the country roads or at the railway station. We have heard of none. What beats me is the utter want of all object in the crime. Not a ghost of a motive can anyone sug-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.098
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gest.«

»Ah! there I am not in a position to help you. But I suppose you want us to come out to-morrow?«

»If it is not asking too much, Mr. Holmes. There's a train from Charing Cross to Chatham at six in the morning, and we should be at Yoxley Old Place between eight and nine.«

»Then we shall take it. Your case has certainly some features of great interest, and I shall be delighted to look into it. Well, it's nearly one, and we had best get a few hours' sleep. I daresay you can manage all right on the sofa in front of the fire. I'll light my spirit lamp, and give you a cup of coffee before we start.«

The gale had blown itself out next day, but it was a bitter morning when we started upon our journey. We saw the cold winter sun rise over the dreary marshes of the Thames and the long, sullen reaches of the river, which I shall ever associate with our pursuit of the Andaman Islander in the earlier days of our career. 

After a long and weary journey, we alighted at a small station some miles from Chatham. While a horse was being put into a trap at the local inn, we snatched a hurried breakfast, and so we were all ready for business when we at last arrived at Yoxley Old Place. A constable met us at the garden gate. 

»Well, Wilson, any news?«
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»No, sir – nothing.«

»No reports of any stranger seen?«

»No, sir. Down at the station they are certain that no stranger either came or went yesterday.«

»Have you had inquiries made at inns and lodgings?«

»Yes, sir: there is no one that we cannot account for.«

»Well, it's only a reasonable walk to Chatham. Anyone might stay there or take a train without being observed. This is the garden path of which I spoke, Mr. 

Holmes. I'll pledge my word there was no mark on it yesterday.«

»On which side were the marks on the grass?«

»This side, sir. This narrow margin of grass between the path and the flower-bed. I can't see the traces now, but they were clear to me then.«

»Yes, yes: someone has passed along,« said Holmes, stooping over the grass border. »Our lady must have picked her steps carefully, must she not, since on the one side she would leave a track on the path, and on the other an ever clearer one on the soft bed?«

»Yes, sir, she must have been a cool hand.«

I saw an intent look pass over Holmes's face. 

»You say that she must have come back this way?«

»Yes, sir, there is no other.«

»On this strip of grass?«
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»Certainly, Mr. Holmes.«

»Hum! It was a very remarkable performance –

very remarkable. Well, I think we have exhausted the path. Let us go farther. This garden door is usually kept open, I suppose? Then this visitor had nothing to do but to walk in. The idea of murder was not in her mind, or she would have provided herself with some sort of weapon, instead of having to pick this knife off the writing-table. She advanced along this corridor, leaving no traces upon the cocoanut matting. Then she found herself in this study. How long was she there? We have no means of judging.«

»Not more than a few minutes, sir. I forgot to tell you that Mrs. Marker, the housekeeper, had been in there tidying not very long before – about a quarter of an hour, she says.«

»Well, that gives us a limit. Our lady enters this room, and what does she do? She goes over to the writing-table. What for? Not for anything in the drawers. If there had been anything worth her taking, it would surely have been locked up. No, it was for something in that wooden bureau. Halloa! what is that scratch upon the face of it? Just hold a match, Watson. Why did you not tell me of this, Hopkins?«

The mark which he was examining began upon the brasswork on the right-hand side of the keyhole, and extended for about four inches, where it had scratched Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.101
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the varnish from the surface. 

»I noticed it, Mr. Holmes, but you'll always find scratches round a keyhole.«

»This is recent, quite recent. See how the brass shines where it is cut. An old scratch would be the same colour as the surface. Look at it through my lens. 

There's the varnish, too, like earth on each side of a furrow. Is Mrs. Marker there?«

A sad-faced, elderly woman came into the room. 

»Did you dust this bureau yesterday morning?«

»Yes, sir.«

»Did you notice this scratch?«

»No, sir, I did not.«

»I am sure you did not, for a duster would have swept away these shreds of varnish. – Who has the key of this bureau?«

»The professor keeps it on his watch-chain.«

»Is it a simple key?«

»No, sir, it is a Chubb's key.«

»Very good. Mrs. Marker, you can go. Now we are making a little progress. Our lady enters the room, advances to the bureau, and either, opens it or tries to do so. While she is thus engaged, young Willoughby Smith enters the room. In her hurry to withdraw the key, she makes this scratch upon the door. He seizes her, and she, snatching up the nearest object, which happens to be this knife, strikes at him in order to Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.102
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make him let go his hold. The blow is a fatal one. He falls and she escapes, either with or without the object for which she has come. Is Susan, the maid, there? 

Could anyone have got away through that door after the time that you heard the cry, Susan?«

»No, sir, it is impossible. Before I got down the stair, I'd have seen anyone in the passage, Besides, the door never opened, or I would have heard it.«

»That settles this exit. Then no doubt the lady went out the way she came. I understand that this other passage leads only to the professor's room. There is no exit that way?«

»No, sir.«

»We shall go down it and make the acquaintance of the professor. Halloa, Hopkins! this is very important, very important indeed. The professor's corridor is also lined with cocoanut matting.«

»Well, sir, what of that?«

»Don't you see any bearing upon the case? Well, well. I don't insist upon it. No doubt I am wrong. And yet it seems to me to be suggestive. Come with me and introduce me.«

We passed down the passage, which was of the same length as that which led to the garden. At the end was a short flight of steps ending in a door. Our guide knocked, and then ushered us into the professor's bedroom. 
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It was a very large chamber, lined with innumerable volumes, which had overflowed from the shelves and lay in piles in the corners, or were stacked all round at the base of the cases. The bed was in the centre of the room, and in it, propped up with pillows, was the owner of the house. I have seldom seen a more remarkable-looking person. It was a gaunt, aquiline face which was turned towards us, with piercing dark eyes, which lurked in deep hollows under overhung and tufted brows. His hair and beard were white, save that the latter was curiously stained with yellow around his mouth. A cigarette glowed amid the tangle of white hair, and the air of the room was fetid with stale tobacco smoke. As he held out his hand to Holmes, I perceived that it was also stained with yellow nicotine. 

»A smoker, Mr. Holmes?« said he, speaking in well-chosen English, with a curious little mincing accent. »Pray take a cigarette. And you, sir? I can recommend them, for I have them especially prepared by Ionides, of Alexandria. He sends me a thousand at a time, and I grieve to say that I have to arrange for a fresh supply every fortnight. Bad, sir, very bad, but an old man has few pleasures. Tobacco and my work –

that is all that is left to me.«

Holmes had lit a cigarette and was shooting little darting glances all over the room. 
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»Tobacco and my work, but now only tobacco,«

the old man exclaimed. »Alas! what a fatal interruption! Who could have foreseen such a terrible catastrophe? So estimable a young man! I assure you that, after a few months' training, he was an admirable assistant. What do you think of the matter, Mr. Holmes?«

»I have not yet made up my mind.«

»I shall indeed be indebted to you if you can throw a light where all is so dark to us. To a poor book-worm and invalid like myself such a blow is paralyzing. I seem to have lost the faculty of thought. But you are a man of action – you are a man of affairs. It is part of the everyday routine of your life. You can preserve your balance in every emergency. We are fortunate, indeed, in having you at our side.«

Holmes was pacing up and down one side of the room whilst the old professor was talking. I observed that he was smoking with extraordinary rapidity. It was evident that he shared our host's liking for the fresh Alexandrian cigarettes. 

»Yes, sir, it is a crushing blow,« said the old man. 

»That is my  magnum opus – the pile of papers on the side table yonder. It is my analysis of the documents found in the Coptic monasteries of Syria and Egypt, a work which will cut deep at the very foundation of revealed religion. With my enfeebled health I do not Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.105
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know whether I shall ever be able to complete it, now that my assistant has been taken from me. Dear me! 

Mr. Holmes, why, you are even a quicker smoker than I am myself.«

Holmes smiled. 

»I am a connoisseur,« said he, taking another cigarette from the box – his fourth – and lighting it from the stub of that which he had finished. »I will not trouble you with any lengthy cross-examination, Professor Coram, since I gather that you were in bed at the time of the crime, and could know nothing about it. I would only ask this. What do you imagine that this poor fellow meant by his last words: ›The professor – it was she‹?«

The professor shook his head. 

»Susan is a country girl,« said he, »and you know the incredible stupidity of that class. I fancy that the poor fellow murmured some incoherent, delirious words, and that she twisted them into this meaningless message.«

»I see. You have no explanation yourself of the tragedy?«

»Possibly an accident, possibly – I only breathe it among ourselves – a suicide. Young men have their hidden troubles – some affair of the heart, perhaps, which we have never known. It is a more probable supposition than murder.«
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»But the eyeglasses?«

»Ah! I am only a student – a man of dreams. I cannot explain the practical things of life. But still, we are aware, my friend, that love-gages may take strange shapes. By all means take another cigarette. It is a pleasure to see anyone appreciate them so. A fan, a glove, glasses – who knows what article may be carried as a token or treasured when a man puts an end to his life? This gentleman speaks of footsteps in the grass, but, after all, it is easy to be mistaken on such a point. As to the knife, it might well be thrown far from the unfortunate man as he fell. It is possible that I speak as a child, but to me it seems that Willoughby Smith has met his fate by his own hand.«

Holmes seemed struck by the theory thus put forward, and he continued to walk up and down for some time, lost in thought and consuming cigarette after cigarette. 

»Tell me, Professor Coram,« he said, at last, »what is in that cupboard in the bureau?«

»Nothing that would help a thief. Family papers, letters from my poor wife, diplomas of universities which have done me honour. Here is the key. You can look for yourself.«

Holmes picked up the key, and looked at it for an instant, then he handed it back. 

»No, I hardly think that it would help me,« said he. 
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»I should prefer to go quietly down to your garden, and turn the whole matter over in my head. There is something to be said for the theory of suicide which you have put forward. We must apologize for having intruded upon you, Professor Coram, and I promise that we won't disturb you until after lunch. At two o'clock we will come again, and report to you anything which may have happened in the interval.«

Holmes was curiously distrait, and we walked up and down the garden path for some time in silence. 

»Have you a clue?« I asked, at last. 

»It depends upon those cigarettes that I smoked,«

said he. »It is possible that I am utterly mistaken. The cigarettes will show me.«

»My dear Holmes,« I exclaimed, »how on earth ––«

»Well, well, you may see for yourself. If not, there's no harm done. Of course, we always have the optician clue to fall back upon, but I take a short cut when I can get it. Ah, here is the good Mrs. Marker! Let us enjoy five minutes of instructive conversation with her.«

I may have remarked before that Holmes had, when he liked, a peculiarly ingratiating way with women, and that he very readily established terms of confidence with them. In half the time which he had named, he had captured the housekeeper's goodwill Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.108
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and was chatting with her as if he had known her for years. 

»Yes, Mr. Holmes, it is as you say, sir. He does smoke something terrible. All day and sometimes all night, sir. I've seen that room of a morning – well, sir, you'd have thought it was a London fog. Poor young Mr. Smith, he was a smoker also, but not as bad as the professor. His health – well, I don't know that it's better nor worse for the smoking.«

»Ah!« said Holmes, »but it kills the appetite.«

»Well, I don't know about that, sir.«

»I suppose the professor eats hardly anything?«

»Well, he is variable. I'll say that for him.«

»I'll wager he took no breakfast this morning, and won't face his lunch after all the cigarettes I saw him consume.«

»Well, you're out there, sir, as it happens, for he ate a remarkable big breakfast this morning. I don't know when I've known him make a better one, and he's ordered a good dish of cutlets for his lunch. I'm surprised myself, for since I came into that room yesterday and saw young Mr. Smith lying there on the floor, I couldn't bear to look at food. Well, it takes all sorts to make a world, and the professor hasn't let it take his appetite away.«

We loitered the morning away in the garden. Stanley Hopkins had gone down to the village to look into Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.109
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some rumours of a strange woman who had been seen by some children on the Chatham Road the previous morning. As to my friend, all his usual energy seemed to have deserted him. I had never known him handle a case in such a half-hearted fashion. Even the news brought back by Hopkins that he had found the children, and that they had undoubtedly seen a woman exactly corresponding with Holmes's description, and wearing either spectacles or eyeglasses, failed to rouse any sign of keen interest. He was more attentive when Susan, who waited upon us at lunch, volunteered the information that she believed Mr. Smith had been out for a walk yesterday morning, and that he had only returned half an hour before the tragedy occurred. I could not myself see the bearing of this incident, but I clearly perceived that Holmes was weaving it into the general scheme which he had formed in his brain. 

Suddenly he sprang from his chair and glanced at his watch. »Two o'clock, gentlemen,« said be. »We must go up and have it out with our friend, the professor.«

The old man had just finished his lunch, and certainly his empty dish bore evidence to the good appetite with which his housekeeper had credited him. He was, indeed, a weird figure as he turned his white mane and his glowing eyes towards us. The eternal cigarette smouldered in his mouth. He had been dressed and was seated in an armchair by the fire. 
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»Well, Mr. Holmes, have you solved this mystery yet?« He shoved the large tin of cigarettes which stood on a table beside him towards my companion. 

Holmes stretched out his hand at the same moment, and between them they tipped the box over the edge. 

For a minute or two we were all on our knees retrieving stray cigarettes from impossible places. When we rose again, I observed Holmes's eyes were shining and his cheeks tinged with colour. Only at a crisis have I seen those battle-signals flying. 

»Yes,« said he, »I have solved it.«

Stanley Hopkins and I stared in amazement. Something like a sneer quivered over the gaunt features of the old professor. 

»Indeed! In the garden?«

»No, here.«

»Here! When?«

»This instant«

»You are surely joking, Mr. Sherlock Holmes. You compel me to tell you that this is too serious a matter to be treated in such a fashion.«

»I have forged and tested every link of my chain, Professor Coram, and I am sure that it is sound. What your motives are, or what exact part you play in this strange business, I am not yet able to say. In a few minutes I shall probably hear it from your own lips. 
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nefit, so that you may know the information which I still require. 

A lady yesterday entered your study. She came with the intention of possessing herself of certain documents which were in your bureau. She had a key of her own. I have had an opportunity of examining yours, and I do not find that slight discolouration which the scratch made upon the varnish would have produced. You were not an accessory, therefore, and she came, so far as I can read the evidence, without your knowledge to rob you.«

The professor blew a cloud from his lips. »This is most interesting and instructive,« said he. »Have you no more to add? Surely, having traced this lady so far, you can also say what has become of her.«

»I will endeavour to do so. In the first place she was seized by your secretary, and stabbed him in order to escape. This catastrophe I am inclined to regard as an unhappy accident, for I am convinced that the lady had no intention of inflicting so grievous an injury. An assassin does not come unarmed. Horrified by what she had done, she rushed wildly away from the scene of the tragedy. Unfortunately for her, she had lost her glasses in the scuffle, and as she was extremely shortsighted she was really helpless without them. She ran down a corridor, which she imagined to be that by which she had come – both were lined with Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.112
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cocoanut matting – and it was only when it was too late that she understood that she had taken the wrong passage, and that her retreat was cut off behind her. 

What was she to do? She could not go back. She could not remain where she was. She must go on. She went on. She mounted a stair, pushed open a door, and found herself in your room.«

The old man sat with his mouth open, staring wildly at Holmes. Amazement and fear were stamped upon his expressive features. Now, with an effort, he shrugged his shoulders and burst into insincere laughter. 

»All very fine, Mr. Holmes,« said he. »But there is one little flaw in your splendid theory. I was myself in my room, and I never left it during the day.«

»I am aware of that, Professor Coram.«

»And you mean to say that I could lie upon that bed and not be aware that a woman had entered my room?«

»I never said so. You  were  aware of it. You spoke with her. You recognized her. You aided her to escape.«

Again the professor burst into high-keyed laughter. 

He had risen to his feet, and his eyes glowed like embers. 

»You are mad!« he cried. »You are talking insanely. I helped her to escape? Where is she now?«
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»She is there,« said Holmes, and he pointed to a high bookcase in the corner of the room. 

I saw the old man throw up his arms, a terrible convulsion passed over his grim face, and he fell back in his chair. At the same instant the bookcase at which Holmes pointed swung round upon a hinge, and a woman rushed out into the room. »You are right!« she cried, in a strange foreign voice. »You are right! I am here.«

She was brown with the dust and draped with the cobwebs which had come from the walls of her hiding-place. Her face, too, was streaked with grime, and at the best she could never have been handsome, for she had the exact physical characteristics which Holmes had divined, with, in addition, a long and obstinate chin. What with her natural blindness, and what with the change from dark to light, she stood as one dazed, blinking about her to see where and who we were. And yet, in spite of all these disadvantages, there was a certain nobility in the woman's bearing –

a gallantry in the defiant chin and in the upraised head, which compelled something of respect and admiration. 

Stanley Hopkins had laid his hand upon her arm and claimed her as his prisoner, but she waved him aside gently, and yet with an overmastering dignity which compelled obedience. The old man lay back in Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.114
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his chair with a twitching face, and stared at her with brooding eyes. 

»Yes, sir, I am your prisoner,« she said. »From where I stood I could hear everything, and I know that you have learned the truth. I confess it all. It was I who killed the young man. But you are right – you who say it was an accident. I did not even know that it was a knife which I held in my hand, for in my despair I snatched anything from the table and struck at him to make him let me go. It is the truth that I tell.«

»Madam,« said Holmes, »I am sure that it is the truth. I fear that you are far from well.«

She had turned a dreadful colour, the more ghastly under the dark dust-streaks upon her face. She seated herself on the side of the bed; then she resumed. 

»I have only a little time here,« she said, »but I would have you to know the whole truth. I am this man's wife. He is not an Englishman. He is a Russian. 

His name I will not tell.«

For the first time the old man stirred. »God bless you, Anna!« he cried. »God bless you!«

She cast a look of the deepest disdain in his direction. »Why should you cling so hard to that wretched life of yours, Sergius?« said she »It has done harm to many and good to none – not even to yourself. However, it is not for me to cause the frail thread to be snapped before God's time. I have enough already Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.115
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upon my soul since I crossed the threshold of this cursed house. But I must speak or I shall be too late. 

I have said, gentlemen, that I am this man's wife. 

He was fifty and I a foolish girl of twenty when we married. It was in a city of Russia, a university – I will not name the place.«

»God bless you, Anna!« murmured the old man again. 

»We were reformers – revolutionists – Nihilists, you understand. He and I and many more. Then there came a time of trouble, a police officer was killed, many were arrested, evidence was wanted, and in order to save his own life and to earn a great reward, my husband betrayed his own wife and his companions. Yes, we were all arrested upon his confession. 

Some of us found our way to the gallows, and some to Siberia. I was among these last, but my term was not for life. My husband came to England with his ill-gotten gains and has lived in quiet ever since, knowing well that if the Brotherhood knew where he was not a week would pass before justice would be done.«

The old man reached out a trembling hand and helped himself to a cigarette. »I am in your hands, Anna,« said he. »You were always good to me.«

»I have not yet told you the height of his villainy,«

said she. »Among our comrades of the Order, there was one who was the friend of my heart. He was Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.116
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noble, unselfish, loving – all that my husband was not. He hated violence. We were all guilty – if that is guilt – but he was not. He wrote forever dissuading us from such a course. These letters would have saved him. So would my diary, in which, from day to day, I had entered both my feelings towards him and the view which each of us had taken. My husband found and kept both diary and letters. He hid them, and he tried hard to swear away the young man's life. In this he failed, but Alexis was sent a convict to Siberia, where now, at this moment, he works in a salt mine. 

Think of that, you villain, you villain! – now, now, at this very moment, Alexis, a man whose name you are not worthy to speak, works and lives like a slave, and yet I have your life in my hands, and I let you go.«

»You were always a noble woman, Anna,« said the old man, puffing at his cigarette. 

She had risen, but she fell back again with a little cry of pain. 

»I must finish,« she said. »When my term was over I set myself to get the diary and letters which, if sent to the Russian government, would procure my friend's release. I knew that my husband had come to England. After months of searching I discovered where he was. I knew that he still had the diary, for when I was in Siberia I had a letter from him once, reproaching me and quoting some passages from its pages. Yet I Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.117
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was sure that, with his revengeful nature, he would never give it to me of his own free-will. I must get it for myself. With this object I engaged an agent from a private detective firm, who entered my husband's house as a secretary – it was your second secretary, Sergius, the one who left you so hurriedly. He found that papers were kept in the cupboard, and he got an impression of the key. He would not go farther. He furnished me with a plan of the house, and he told me that in the forenoon the study was always empty, as the secretary was employed up here. So at last I took my courage in both hands, and I came down to get the papers for myself. I succeeded; but at what a cost! 

I had just taken the papers and was locking the cupboard, when the young man seized me. I had seen him already that morning. He had met me on the road, and I had asked him to tell me where Professor Coram lived, not knowing that he was in his employ.«

»Exactly! Exactly!« said Holmes. »The secretary came back, and told his employer of the woman he had met. Then, in his last breath, he tried to send a message that it was she – the she whom he had just discussed with him.«

»You must let me speak,« said the woman, in an imperative voice, and her face contracted as if in pain. 

»When he had fallen I rushed from the room, chose the wrong door, and found myself in my husband's Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.118
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room. He spoke of giving me up. I showed him that if he did so, his life was in my hands. If he gave me to the law, I could give him to the Brotherhood. It was not that I wished to live for my own sake, but it was that I desired to accomplish my purpose. He knew that I would do what I said – that his own fate was involved in mine. For that reason, and for no other, he shielded me. He thrust me into that dark hiding-place – a relic of old days, known only to himself. He took his meals in his own room, and so was able to give me part of his food. It was agreed that when the police left the house I should slip away by night and come back no more. But in some way you have read our plans.« She tore from the bosom of her dress a small packet. »These are my last words,« said she; 

»here is the packet which will save Alexis. I confide it to your honour and to your love of justice. Take it! 

You will deliver it at the Russian Embassy. Now, I have done my duty, and ––«

»Stop her!« cried Holmes. He had bounded across the room and had wrenched a small phial from her hand. 

»Too late!« she said, sinking back on the bed. 

»Too late! I took the poison before I left my hiding-place. My head swims! I am going! I charge you, sir, to remember the packet.«
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»A simple case, and yet, in some ways, an instructive one,« Holmes remarked, as we travelled back to town. »It hinged from the outset upon the pince-nez. 

But for the fortunate chance of the dying man having seized these, I am not sure that we could ever have reached our solution. It was clear to me, from the strength of the glasses, that the wearer must have been very blind and helpless when deprived of them. When you asked me to believe that she walked along a narrow strip of grass without once making a false step, I remarked, as you may remember, that it was a noteworthy performance. In my mind I set it down as an impossible performance, save in the unlikely case that she had a second pair of glasses. I was forced, therefore, to consider seriously the hypothesis that she had remained within the house. On perceiving the similarity of the two corridors, it became clear that she might very easily have made such a mistake, and, in that case, it was evident that she must have entered the professor's room. I was keenly on the alert, therefore, for whatever would bear out this supposition, and I examined the room narrowly for anything in the shape of a hiding-place. The carpet seemed continuous and firmly nailed, so I dismissed the idea of a trap-door. There might well be a recess behind the books. As you are aware, such devices are common in old libraries. I observed that books were piled on the Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.120

The Adventure of the Golden Pince-Nez Doyle-SH, 727

floor at all other points, but that one bookcase was left clear. This, then, might be the door. I could see no marks to guide me, but the carpet was of a dun colour, which lends itself very well to examination. I therefore smoked a great number of those excellent cigarettes, and I dropped the ash all over the space in front of the suspected bookcase. It was a simple trick, but exceedingly effective. I then went downstairs, and I ascertained, in your presence, Watson, without your perceiving the drift of my remarks, that Professor Coram's consumption of food had increased – as one would expect when he is supplying a second person. 

We then ascended to the room again, when, by upsetting the cigarette-box, I obtained a very excellent view of the floor, and was able to see quite clearly, from the traces upon the cigarette ash, that the prisoner had in our absence come out from her retreat. Well. Hopkins, here we are at Charing Cross, and I congratulate you on having brought your case to a successful conclusion. You are going to headquarters, no doubt. I think, Watson, you and I will drive together to the Russian Embassy.«
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The Adventure of the Missing Three-Quarter We were fairly accustomed to receive weird telegrams at Baker Street, but I have a particular recollection of one which reached us on a gloomy February morning, some seven or eight years ago, and gave Mr. Sherlock Holmes a puzzled quarter of an hour. It was addressed to him, and ran thus:

Please await me. Terrible misfortune. Right wing three-quarter missing, indispensable to-morrow. 

OVERTON. 

»Strand postmark, and dispatched ten thirty-six,«

said Holmes, reading it over and over. »Mr. Overton was evidently considerably excited when he sent it, and somewhat incoherent in consequence. Well, well, he will be here, I daresay, by the time I have looked through the  Times,  and then we shall know all about it. Even the most insignificant problem would be welcome in these stagnant days.«

Things had indeed been very slow with us, and I had learned to dread such periods of inaction, for I knew by experience that my companion's brain was so abnormally active that it was dangerous to leave it without material upon which to work. For years I had gradually
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had threatened once to check his remarkable career. 

Now I knew that under ordinary conditions he no longer craved for this artificial stimulus, but I was well aware that the fiend was not dead but sleeping, and I have known that the sleep was a light one and the waking near when in periods of idleness I have seen the drawn look upon Holmes's ascetic face, and the brooding of his deep-set and inscrutable eyes. Therefore I blessed this Mr. Over-ton, whoever he might be, since he had come with his enigmatic message to break that dangerous calm which brought more peril to my friend than all the storms of his tempestuous life. 

As we had expected, the telegram was soon followed by its sender, and the card of Mr. Cyril Overton, Trinity College, Cambridge, announced the arrival of an enormous young man, sixteen stone of solid bone and muscle, who spanned the doorway with his broad shoulders, and looked from one of us to the other with a comely face which was haggard with anxiety. 

»Mr. Sherlock Holmes?«

My companion bowed. 

»I've been down to Scotland Yard, Mr. Holmes. I saw Inspector Stanley Hopkins. He advised me to come to you. He said the case, so far as he could see, was more in your line than in that of the regular poli-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.123
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ce.«

»Pray sit down and tell me what is the matter.«

»It's awful, Mr. Holmes – simply awful! I wonder my hair isn't gray. Godfrey Staunton – you've heard of him, of course? He's simply the hinge that the whole team turns on. I'd rather spare two from the pack, and have Godfrey for my three-quarter line. Whether it's passing, or tackling, or dribbling, there's no one to touch him, and then, he's got the head, and can hold us all together. What am I to do? That's what I ask you, Mr. Holmes. There's Moorhouse, first reserve, but he is trained as a half, and he always edges right in on to the scrum instead of keeping out on the touchline. He's a fine place-kick, it's true, but then he has no judgment, and he can't sprint for nuts. Why, Morton or Johnson, the Oxford fliers, could romp round him. Stevenson is fast enough, but he couldn't drop from the twenty-five line, and a three-quarter who can't either punt or drop isn't worth a place for pace alone. No, Mr. Holmes, we are done unless you can help me to find Godfrey Staunton.«

My friend had listened with amused surprise to this long speech, which was poured forth with extraordinary vigour and earnestness, every point being driven home by the slapping of a brawny hand upon the speaker's knee. When our visitor was silent Holmes stretched out his hand and took down letter »S« of his Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.124
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commonplace book. For once he dug in vain into that mine of varied information. 

»There is Arthur H. Staunton, the rising young forger,« said he, »and there was Henry Staunton, whom I helped to hang, but Godfrey Staunton is a new name to me.«

It was our visitor's turn to look surprised. 

»Why, Mr. Holmes, I thought you knew things,«

said he. »I suppose, then, if you have never heard of Godfrey Staunton, you don't know Cyril Overton either?«

Holmes shook his head good humouredly. 

»Great Scott!« cried the athlete. »Why, I was first reserve for England against Wales, and I've skippered the 'Varsity all this year. But that's nothing! I didn't think there was a soul in England who didn't know Godfrey Staunton, the crack three-quarter, Cambridge, Blackheath, and five Internationals. Good Lord! Mr. Holmes, where  have  you lived?«

Holmes laughed at the young giant's naïve astonishment. 

»You live in a different world to me, Mr. Overton –

a sweeter and healthier one. My ramifications stretch out into many sections of society, but never, I am happy to say, into amateur sport, which is the best and soundest thing in England. However, your unexpected visit this morning shows me that even in that Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.125
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world of fresh air and fair play, there may be work for me to do. So now, my good sir, I beg you to sit down and to tell me, slowly and quietly, exactly what it is that has occurred, and how you desire that I should help you.«

Young Overton's face assumed the bothered look of the man who is more accustomed to using his muscles than his wits, but by degrees, with many repetitions and obscurities which I may omit from his narrative, he laid his strange story before us. 

»It's this way, Mr. Holmes. As I have said, I am the skipper of the Rugger team of Cambridge 'Varsity, and Godfrey Staunton is my best man. To-morrow we play Oxford. Yesterday we all came up, and we settled at Bentley's private hotel. At ten o'clock I went round and saw that all the fellows had gone to roost, for I believe in strict training and plenty of sleep to keep a team fit. I had a word or two with Godfrey before he turned in. He seemed to me to be pale and bothered. I asked him what was the matter. He said he was all right – just a touch of headache. I bade him good-night and left him. Half an hour later, the porter tells me that a rough-looking man with a beard called with a note for Godfrey. He had not gone to bed, and the note was taken to his room. Godfrey read it, and fell back in a chair as if he had been pole-axed. The porter was so scared that he was going to fetch me, Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.126
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but Godfrey stopped him, had a drink of water, and pulled himself together. Then he went downstairs, said a few words to the man who was waiting in the hall, and the two of them went off together. The last that the porter saw of them, they were almost running down the street in the direction of the Strand. This morning Godfrey's room was empty, his bed had never been slept in, and his things were all just as I had seen them the night before. He had gone off at a moment's notice with this stranger, and no word has come from him since. I don't believe he will ever come back. He was a sportsman, was Godfrey, down to his marrow, and he wouldn't have stopped his training and let in his skipper if it were not for some cause that was too strong for him. No: I feel as if he were gone for good, and we should never see him again.«

Sherlock Holmes listened with the deepest attention to this singular narrative. 

»What did you do?« he asked. 

»I wired to Cambridge to learn if anything had been heard of him there. I have had an answer. No one has seen him.«

»Could he have got back to Cambridge?«

»Yes, there is a late train – quarter-past eleven.«

»But, so far as you can ascertain, he did not take it?«
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»No, he has not been seen.«

»What did you do next?«

»I wired to Lord Mount-James.«

»Why to Lord Mount-James?«

»Godfrey is an orphan, and Lord Mount-James is his nearest relative – his uncle, I believe.«

»Indeed. This throws new light upon the matter. 

Lord Mount-James is one of the richest men in England.«

»So I've heard Godfrey say.«

»And your friend was closely related?«

»Yes, he was his heir, and the old boy is nearly eighty – cram full of gout, too. They say he could chalk his billiard-cue with his knuckles. He never allowed Godfrey a shilling in his life, for he is an absolute miser, but it will all come to him right enough.«

»Have you heard from Lord Mount-James?«

»No.«

»What motive could your friend have in going to Lord Mount-James?«

»Well, something was worrying him the night before, and if it was to do with money it is possible that he would make for his nearest relative, who had so much of it, though from all I have heard he would not have much chance of getting it. Godfrey was not fond of the old man. He would not go if he could help it.«

»Well, we can soon determine that. If your friend Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.128
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was going to his relative, Lord Mount-James, you have then to explain the visit of this rough-looking fellow at so late an hour, and the agitation that was caused by his coming.«

Cyril Overton pressed his hands to his head. »I can make nothing of it,« said he. 

»Well, well, I have a clear day, and I shall be happy to look into the matter,« said Holmes. »I should strongly recommend you to make your preparations for your match without reference to this young gentleman. It must, as you say, have been an overpowering necessity which tore him away in such a fashion, and the same necessity is likely to hold him away. Let us step round together to the hotel, and see if the porter can throw any fresh light upon the matter.«

Sherlock Holmes was a past-master in the art of putting a humble witness at his ease, and very soon, in the privacy of Godfrey Staunton's abandoned room, he had extracted all that the porter had to tell. The visitor of the night before was not a gentleman, neither was he a workingman. He was simply what the porter described as a »medium-looking chap,« a man of fifty, beard grizzled, pale face, quietly dressed. He seemed himself to be agitated. The porter had observed his hand trembling when he had held out the note. 

Godfrey Staunton had crammed the note into his pok-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.129
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ket. Staunton had not shaken hands with the man in the hall. They had exchanged a few sentences, of which the porter had only distinguished the one word

»time.« Then they had hurried off in the manner described. It was just half-past ten by the hall clock. 

»Let me see,« said Holmes, seating himself on Staunton's bed. »You are the day porter, are you not?«

»Yes, sir, I go off duty at eleven.«

»The night porter saw nothing, I suppose?«

»No, sir, one theatre party came in late. No one else.«

»Were you on duty all day yesterday?«

»Yes, sir.«

»Did you take any messages to Mr. Staunton?«

»Yes, sir, one telegram.«

»Ah! that's interesting. What o'clock was this?«

»About six.«

»Where was Mr. Staunton when he received it?«

»Here in his room.«

»Were you present when he opened it?«

»Yes, sir, I waited to see if there was an answer.«

»Well, was there?«

»Yes, sir, he wrote an answer.«

»Did you take it?«

»No, he took it himself.«

»But he wrote it in your presence?«

»Yes, sir. I was standing by the door, and he with Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.130
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his back turned to that table. When he had written it, he said: ›All right, porter, I will take this myself.‹«

»What did he write it with?«

»A pen, sir.«

»Was the telegraphic form one of these on the table?«

»Yes, sir, it was the top one.«

Holmes rose. Taking the forms, he carried them over to the window and carefully examined that which was uppermost. 

»It is a pity he did not write in pencil,« said he, throwing them down again with a shrug of disappointment. »As you have no doubt frequently observed, Watson, the impression usually goes through – a fact which has dissolved many a happy marriage. However, I can find no trace here. I rejoice, however, to perceive that he wrote with a broad-pointed quill pen, and I can hardly doubt that we will find some impression upon this blotting-pad. Ah, yes, surely this is the very thing!«

He tore off a strip of the blotting-paper and turned towards us the following hieroglyphic: Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes
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Cyril Overton was much excited. »Hold it to the glass!« he cried. 

»That is unnecessary,« said Holmes. »The paper is thin, and the reverse will give the message. Here it is.« He turned it over, and we read:

»So that is the tail end of the telegram which Godfrey Staunton dispatched within a few hours of his disappearance. There are at least six words of the message which have escaped us; but what remains – ›

Stand by us for God's sake!‹ – proves that this young man saw a formidable danger which approached him, and from which someone else could protect him. › Us‹, mark you! Another person was involved. Who should it be but the pale-faced, bearded man, who seemed himself in so nervous a state? What, then, is the connection
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man? And what is the third source from which each of them sought for help against pressing danger? Our inquiry has already narrowed down to that.«

»We have only to find to whom that telegram is addressed,« I suggested. 

»Exactly, my dear Watson. Your reflection, though profound, had already crossed my mind. But I daresay it may have come to your notice that, if you walk into a postoffice and demand to see the counterfoil of another man's message, there may be some disinclination on the part of the officials to oblige you. There is so much red tape in these matters. However, I have no doubt that with a little delicacy and finesse the end may be attained. Meanwhile, I should like in your presence, Mr. Overton, to go through these papers which have been left upon the table.«

There were a number of letters, bills, and notebooks, which Holmes turned over and examined with quick, nervous fingers and darting, penetrating eyes. 

»Nothing here,« he said, at last. »By the way, I suppose your friend was a healthy young fellow – nothing amiss with him?«

»Sound as a bell.«

»Have you ever known him ill?«

»Not a day. He has been laid up with a hack, and once he slipped his knee-cap, but that was nothing.«
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should think he may have had some secret trouble. 

With your assent, I will put one or two of these papers in my pocket, in case they should bear upon our future inquiry.«

»One moment – one moment!« cried a querulous voice, and we looked up to find a queer little old man, jerking and twitching in the doorway. He was dressed in rusty black, with a very broad-brimmed top-hat and a loose white necktie – the whole effect being that of a very rustic parson or of an undertaker's mute. Yet, in spite of his shabby and even absurd appearance, his voice had a sharp crackle, and his manner a quick intensity which commanded attention. 

»Who are you, sir, and by what right do you touch this gentleman's papers?« he asked. 

»I am a private detective, and I am endeavouring to explain his disappearance.«

»Oh, you are, are you? And who instructed you, eh?«

»This gentleman, Mr. Staunton's friend, was referred to me by Scotland Yard.«

»Who are you, sir?«

»I am Cyril Overton.«

»Then it is you who sent me a telegram. My name is Lord Mount-James. I came round as quickly as the Bayswater bus would bring me. So you have instructed a detective?«
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»Yes, sir.«

»And are you prepared to meet the cost?«

»I have no doubt, sir, that my friend Godfrey, when we find him, will be prepared to do that.«

»But if he is never found, eh? Answer me that!«

»In that case, no doubt his family ––«

»Nothing of the sort, sir!« screamed the little man. 

»Don't look to me for a penny – not a penny! You understand that, Mr. Detective! I am all the family that this young man has got, and I tell you that I am not responsible. If he has any expectations it is due to the fact that I have never wasted money, and I do not propose to begin to do so now. As to those papers with which you are making so free, I may tell you that in case there should be anything of any value among them, you will be held strictly to account for what you do with them.«

»Very good, sir,« said Sherlock Holmes. »May I ask, in the meanwhile, whether you have yourself any theory to account for this young man's disappearance?«

»No, sir, I have not. He is big enough and old enough to look after himself, and if he is so foolish as to lose himself, I entirely refuse to accept the responsibility of hunting for him.«

»I quite understand your position,« said Holmes, with a mischievous twinkle in his eyes. »Perhaps you Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.135
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don't quite understand mine. Godfrey Staunton appears to have been a poor man. If he has been kidnapped, it could not have been for anything which he himself possesses. The fame of your wealth has gone abroad, Lord Mount-James, and it is entirely possible that a gang of thieves have secured your nephew in order to gain from him some information as to your house, your habits, and your treasure.«

The face of our unpleasant little visitor turned as white as his neckcloth. 

»Heavens, sir, what an idea! I never thought of such villainy! What inhuman rogues there are in the world! But Godfrey is a fine lad – a staunch lad. Nothing would induce him to give his old uncle away. I'll have the plate moved over to the bank this evening. In the meantime spare no pains, Mr. Detective! I beg you to leave no stone unturned to bring him safely back. As to money, well, so far as a fiver or even a tenner goes you can always look to me.«

Even in his chastened frame of mind, the noble miser could give us no information which could help us, for he knew little of the private life of his nephew. 

Our only clue lay in the truncated telegram, and with a copy of this in his hand Holmes set forth to find a second link for his chain. We had shaken off Lord Mount-James, and Overton had gone to consult with the other members of his team over the misfortune Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.136
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which had befallen them. 

There was a telegraph-office at a short distance from the hotel. We halted outside it. 

»It's worth trying, Watson,« said Holmes. »Of course, with a warrant we could demand to see the counterfoils, but we have not reached that stage yet. I don't suppose they remember faces in so busy a place, Let us venture it.«

»I am sorry to trouble you,« said he, in his blandest manner, to the young woman behind the grating; 

»there is some small mistake about a telegram I sent yesterday. I have had no answer, and I very much fear that I must have omitted to put my name at the end. 

Could you tell me if this was so?«

The young woman turned over a sheaf of counterfoils. 

»What o'clock was it?« she asked. 

»A little after six.«

»Whom was it to?«

Holmes put his finger to his lips and glanced at me. 

»The last words in it were ›for God's sake,‹« he whispered, confidentially; »I am very anxious at getting no answer.«

The young woman separated one of the forms. 

»This is it. There is no name,« said she, smoothing it out upon the counter. 
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answer,« said Holmes. »Dear me, how very stupid of me, to be sure! Good-morning, miss, and many thanks for having relieved my mind.« He chuckled and rubbed his hands when we found ourselves in the street once more. 

»Well?« I asked. 

»We progress, my dear Watson, we progress. I had seven different schemes for getting a glimpse of that telegram, but I could hardly hope to succeed the very first time.«

»And what have you gained?«

»A starting-point for our investigation.« He hailed a cab. »King's Cross Station,« said he. 

»We have a journey then?«

»Yes, I think we must run down to Cambridge together. All the indications seem to me to point in that direction.«

»Tell me,« I asked, as we rattled up Gray's Inn Road, »have you any suspicion yet as to the cause of the disappearance? I don't think that among all our cases I have known one where the motives are more obscure. Surely you don't really imagine that he may be kidnapped in order to give information against his wealthy uncle?«

»I confess, my dear Watson, that that does not appeal to me as a very probable explanation. It struck me, however, as being the one which was most likely Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.138
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to interest that exceedingly unpleasant old person.«

»It certainly did that; but what are your alternatives?«

»I could mention several. You must admit that it is curious and suggestive that this incident should occur on the eve of this important match, and should involve the only man whose presence seems essential to the success of the side. It may, of course, be a coincidence, but it is interesting. Amateur sport is free from betting, but a good deal of outside betting goes on among the public, and it is possible that it might be worth someone's while to get at a player as the ruffians of the turf get at a race-horse. There is one explanation. A second very obvious one is that this young man really is the heir of a great property, however modest his means may at present be, and it is not impossible that a plot to hold him for ransom might be concocted.«

»These theories take no account of the telegram.«

»Quite true, Watson. The telegram still remains the only solid thing with which we have to deal, and we must not permit our attention to wander away from it. 

It is to gain light upon the purpose of this telegram that we are now upon our way to Cambridge. The path of our investigation is at present obscure, but I shall be very much surprised if before evening we have not cleared it up, or made a considerable ad-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.139
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vance along it.«

It was already dark when we reached the old University City. Holmes took a cab at the station and ordered the man to drive to the house of Dr. Leslie Armstrong. A few minutes later, we had stopped at a large mansion on the busiest thoroughfare. We were shown in, and after a long wait were at last admitted into the consulting-room, where we found the doctor seated behind his table. 

It argues the degree in which I had lost touch with my profession that the name of Leslie Armstrong was unknown to me. Now I am aware that he is not only one of the heads of the medical school of the university, but a thinker of European reputation in more than one branch of science. Yet even without knowing his brilliant record one could not fail to be impressed by a mere glance at the man, the square, massive face, the brooding eyes under the thatched brows, and the granite moulding of the inflexible jaw. A man of deep character, a man with an alert mind, grim, ascetic, self-contained, formidable – so I read Dr. Leslie Armstrong. He held my friend's card in his hand, and he looked up with no very pleased expression upon his dour features. 

»I have heard your name, Mr. Sherlock Holmes, and I am aware of your profession – one of which I by no means approve.«
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»In that, Doctor, you will find yourself in agreement with every criminal in the country,« said my friend, quietly. 

»So far as your efforts are directed towards the suppression of crime, sir, they must have the support of every reasonable member of the community, though I cannot doubt that the official machinery is amply sufficient for the purpose. Where your calling is more open to criticism is when you pry into the secrets of private individuals, when you rake up family matters which are better hidden, and when you incidentally waste the time of men who are more busy than yourself. At the present moment, for example, I should be writing a treatise instead of conversing with you.«

»No doubt, Doctor; and yet the conversation may prove more important than the treatise. Incidentally, I may tell you that we are doing the reverse of what you very justly blame, and that we are endeavouring to prevent anything like public exposure of private matters which must necessarily follow when once the case is fairly in the hands of the official police. You may look upon me simply as an irregular pioneer, who goes in front of the regular forces of the country I have come to ask you about Mr. Godfrey Staunton.«

»What about him?«

»You know him, do you not?«

»He is an intimate friend of mine.«
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»You are aware that he has disappeared?«

»Ah, indeed!« There was no change of expression in the rugged features of the doctor. 

»He left his hotel last night – he has not been heard of.«

»No doubt he will return.«

»To-morrow is the Varsity football match.«

»I have no sympathy with these childish games. 

The young man's fate interests me deeply, since I know him and like him. The football match does not come within my horizon at all.«

»I claim your sympathy, then, in my investigation of Mr. Staunton's fate. Do you know where he is?«

»Certainly not.«

»You have not seen him since yesterday?«

»No, I have not.«

»Was Mr. Staunton a healthy man?«

»Absolutely.«

»Did you ever know him ill?«

»Never.«

Holmes popped a sheet of paper before the doctor's eyes. »Then perhaps you will explain this receipted bill for thirteen guineas, paid by Mr. Godfrey Staunton last month to Dr. Leslie Armstrong, of Cambridge. I picked it out from among the papers upon his desk.«

The doctor flushed with anger. 
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»I do not feel that there is any reason why I should render an explanation to you, Mr. Holmes.«

Holmes replaced the bill in his notebook. »If you prefer a public explanation, it must come sooner or later,« said he. »I have already told you that I can hush up that which others will be bound to publish, and you would really be wiser to take me into your complete confidence.«

»I know nothing about it.«

»Did you hear from Mr. Staunton in London?«

»Certainly not.«

»Dear me, dear me – the postoffice again!« Holmes sighed, wearily. »A most urgent telegram was dispatched to you from London by Godfrey Staunton at six-fifteen yesterday evening – a telegram which is undoubtedly associated with his disappearance – and yet you have not had it. It is most culpable. I shall certainly go down to the office here and register a complaint.«

Dr. Leslie Armstrong sprang up from behind his desk, and his dark face was crimson with fury. 

»I'll trouble you to walk out of my house, sir,« said he. »You can tell your employer, Lord Mount-James, that I do not wish to have anything to do either with him or with his agents. No, sir – not another word!«

He rang the bell furiously. »John, show these gentlemen out!« A pompous butler ushered us severely to Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.143
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the door, and we found ourselves in the street. Holmes burst out laughing. 

»Dr. Leslie Armstrong is certainly a man of energy and character,« said he. »I have not seen a man who, if he turns his talents that way, was more calculated to fill the gap left by the illustrious Moriarty. And now, my poor Watson, here we are, stranded and friendless in this inhospitable town, which we cannot leave without abandoning our case. This little inn just opposite Armstrong's house is singularly adapted to our needs. If you would engage a front room and purchase the necessaries for the night, I may have time to make a few inquiries.«

These few inquiries proved, however, to be a more lengthy proceeding than Holmes had imagined, for he did not return to the inn until nearly nine o'clock. He was pale and dejected, stained with dust, and exhausted with hunger and fatigue. A cold supper was ready upon the table, and when his needs were satisfied and his pipe alight he was ready to take that half comic and wholly philosophic view which was natural to him when his affairs were going awry. The sound of carriage wheels caused him to rise and glance out of the window. A brougham and pair of grays, under the glare of a gas-lamp, stood before the doctor's door. 

»It's been out three hours,« said Holmes; »started at half-past six, and here it is back again. That gives a Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.144

The Adventure of the Missing Three-Quarter Doyle-SH, 738

radius of ten or twelve miles, and he does it once, or sometimes twice, a day,« »No unusual thing for a doctor in practice.«

»But Armstrong is not really a doctor in practice. 

He is a lecturer and a consultant, but he does not care for general practice, which distracts him from his literary work. Why, then, does he make these long journeys, which must be exceedingly irksome to him, and who is it that he visits?«

»His coachman ––«

»My dear Watson, can you doubt that it was to him that I first applied? I do not know whether it came from his own innate depravity or from the promptings of his master, but he was rude enough to set a dog at me. Neither dog nor man liked the look of my stick, however, and the matter fell through. Relations were strained after that, and further inquiries out of the question. All that I have learned I got from a friendly native in the yard of our own inn. It was he who told me of the doctor's habits and of his daily journey. At that instant, to give point to his words, the carriage came round to the door.«

»Could you not follow it?«

»Excellent, Watson! You are scintillating this evening. The idea did cross my mind. There is, as you may have observed, a bicycle shop next to our inn. 

Into this I rushed, engaged a bicycle, and was able to Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.145
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get started before the carriage was quite out of sight. I rapidly overtook it, and then, keeping at a discreet distance of a hundred yards or so, I followed its lights until we were clear of the town. We had got well out on the country road, when a somewhat mortifying incident occurred. The carriage stopped, the doctor alighted, walked swiftly back to where I had also halted, and told me in an excellent sardonic fashion that he feared the road was narrow, and that he hoped his carriage did not impede the passage of my bicycle. 

Nothing could have been more admirable than his way of putting it. I at once rode past the carriage, and, keeping to the main road, I went on for a few miles, and then halted in a convenient place to see if the carriage passed. There was no sign of it, however, and so it became evident that it had turned down one of several side roads which I had observed. I rode back, but again saw nothing of the carriage, and now, as you perceive, it has returned after me. Of course, I had at the outset no particular reason to connect these journeys with the disappearance of Godfrey Staunton, and was only inclined to investigate them on the general grounds that everything which concerns Dr. Armstrong is at present of interest to us, but, now that I find he keeps so keen a look-out upon anyone who may follow him on these excursions, the affair appears more important, and I shall not be satisfied until Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.146
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I have made the matter clear.«

»We can follow him to-morrow.«

»Can we? It is not so easy as you seem to think. 

You are not familiar with Cambridgeshire scenery, are you? It does not lend itself to concealment. All this country that I passed over to-night is as flat and clean as the palm of your hand, and the man we are following is no fool, as he very clearly showed to-night. I have wired to Overton to let us know any fresh London developments at this address, and in the meantime we can only concentrate our attention upon Dr. 

Armstrong, whose name the obliging young lady at the office allowed me to read upon the counterfoil of Staunton's urgent message. He knows where the young man is – to that I'll swear, and if he knows, then it must be our own fault if we cannot manage to know also. At present it must be admitted that the odd trick is in his possession, and, as you are aware, Watson, it is not my habit to leave the game in that condition.«

And yet the next day brought us no nearer to the solution of the mystery. A note was handed in after breakfast, which Holmes passed across to me with a smile. 

SIR [it ran]:

I can assure you that you are wasting your time in dogging ray
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a window at the back of my brougham, and if you desire a twenty-mile ride which will lead you to the spot from which you started, you have only to follow me. 

Meanwhile, I can inform you that no spying upon me can in any way help Mr. Godfrey Staunton, and I am convinced that the best service you can do to that gentleman is to return at once to London and to report to your employer that you are unable to trace him. Your time in Cambridge will certainly be wasted. 

Yours faithfully, 

LESLIE ARMSTRONG. 

»An outspoken, honest antagonist is the doctor,«

said Holmes. »Well, well, he excites my curiosity, and I must really know before I leave him.«

»His carriage is at his door now,« said I. »There he is stepping into it. I saw him glance up at our window as he did so. Suppose I try my luck upon the bicycle?«

»No, no, my dear Watson! With all respect for your natural acumen, I do not think that you are quite a match for the worthy doctor. I think that possibly I can attain our end by some independent explorations of my own. I am afraid that I must leave you to your own devices, as the appearance of  two  inquiring strangers upon a sleepy countryside might excite more gossip than I care for. No doubt you will find some sights to amuse you in this venerable city, and I hope to bring back a more favourable report to you before Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.148
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evening.«

Once more, however, my friend was destined to be disappointed. He came back at night weary and unsuccessful. 

»I have had a blank day, Watson. Having got the doctor's general direction, I spent the day in visiting all the villages upon that side of Cambridge, and comparing notes with publicans and other local news agencies. I have covered some ground. Chesterton, Histon, Waterbeach, and Oakington have each been explored, and have each proved disappointing. The daily appearance of a brougham and pair could hardly have been overlooked in such Sleepy Hollows. The doctor has scored once more. Is there a telegram for me?«

»Yes, I opened it. Here it is:

Ask for Pompey from Jeremy Dixon, Trinity College. 

I don't understand it.«

»Oh, it is clear enough. It is from our friend Overton, and is in answer to a question from me. I'll just send round a note to Mr. Jeremy Dixon, and then I have no doubt that our luck will turn. By the way, is there any news of the match?«

»Yes, the local evening paper has an excellent account in its last edition. Oxford won by a goal and Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.149
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two tries. The last sentences of the description say: The defeat of the Light Blues may be entirely attributed to the unfortunate absence of the crack International, Godfrey Staunton, whose want was felt at every instant of the game. The lack of combination in the three-quarter line and their weakness both in attack and defence more than neutralized the efforts of a heavy and hard-working pack.«

»Then our friend Overton's forebodings have been justified,« said Holmes. »Personally I am in agreement with Dr. Armstrong, and football does not come within my horizon. Early to bed to-night, Watson, for I foresee that to-morrow may be an eventful day.«

I was horrified by my first glimpse of Holmes next morning, for he sat by the fire holding his tiny hypodermic syringe. I associated that instrument with the single weakness of his nature, and I feared the worst when I saw it glittering in his hand. He laughed at my expression of dismay and laid it upon the table. 

»No, no, my dear fellow, there is no cause for alarm. It is not upon this occasion the instrument of evil, but it will rather prove to be the key which will unlock our mystery. On this syringe I base all my hopes. I have just returned from a small scouting expedition, and everything is favourable. Eat a good breakfast, Watson, for I propose to get upon Dr. Arm-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.150
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strong's trail to-day, and once on it I will not stop for rest or food until I run him to his burrow.«

»In that case,« said I, »we had best carry our breakfast with us, for he is making an early start. His carriage is at the door.«

»Never mind. Let him go. He will be clever if he can drive where I cannot follow him. When you have finished, come downstairs with me, and I will introduce you to a detective who is a very eminent specialist in the work that lies before us.«

When we descended I followed Holmes into the stable yard, where he opened the door of a loose-box and led out a squat, lop-eared, white-and-tan dog, something between a beagle and a foxhound. 

»Let me introduce you to Pompey,« said he. »Pompey is the pride of the local draghounds – no very great flier, as his build will show, but a staunch hound, on a scent. Well, Pompey, you may not be fast, but I expect you will be too fast for a couple of middle-aged London gentlemen, so I will take the liberty of fastening this leather leash to your collar. 

Now, boy, come along, and show what you can do.«

He led him across to the doctor's door. The dog sniffed round for an instant, and then with a shrill whine of excitement started off down the street, tugging at his leash in his efforts to go faster. In half an hour, we were clear of the town and hastening down a country Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.151
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road. 

»What have you done, Holmes?« I asked. 

»A threadbare and venerable device, but useful upon occasion. I walked into the doctor's yard this morning, and shot my syringe full of aniseed over the hind wheel. A draghound will follow aniseed from here to John o' Groat's, and our friend, Armstrong, would have to drive through the Cam before he would shake Pompey off his trail. Oh, the cunning rascal! 

This is how he gave me the slip the other night.«

The dog had suddenly turned out of the main road into a grass-grown lane. Half a mile farther this opened into another broad road, and the trail turned hard to the right in the direction of the town, which we had just quitted. The road took a sweep to the south of the town, and continued in the opposite direction to that in which we started. 

»This  détour  has been entirely for our benefit, then?« said Holmes. »No wonder that my inquiries among those villagers led to nothing. The doctor has certainly played the game for all it is worth, and one would like to know the reason for such elaborate deception. This should be the village of Trumpington to the right of us. And, by Jove! here is the brougham coming round the corner. Quick, Watson – quick, or we are done!«

He sprang through a gate into a field, dragging the Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.152
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reluctant Pompey after him. We had hardly got under the shelter of the hedge when the carriage rattled past. 

I caught a glimpse of Dr. Armstrong within, his shoulders bowed, his head sunk on his hands, the very image of distress. I could tell by my companion's graver face that he also had seen. 

»I fear there is some dark ending to our quest,«

said he. »It cannot be long before we know it. Come, Pompey! Ah, it is the cottage in the field!«

There could be no doubt that we had reached the end of our journey. Pompey ran about and whined eagerly outside the gate, where the marks of the brougham's wheels were still to be seen. A footpath led across to the lonely cottage. Holmes tied the dog to the hedge, and we hastened onward. My friend knok-ked at the little rustic door, and knocked again without response. And yet the cottage was not deserted, for a low sound came to our ears – a kind of drone of misery and despair which was indescribably melancholy. Holmes paused irresolute, and then he glanced back at the road which he had just traversed. A brougham was coming down it, and there could be no mistaking those gray horses. 

»By Jove, the doctor is coming back!« cried Holmes. »That settles it. We are bound to see what it means before he comes.«

He opened the door, and we stepped into the hall. 
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The droning sound swelled louder upon our ears until it became one long, deep wail of distress. It came from upstairs. Holmes darted up, and I followed him. 

He pushed open a half-closed door, and we both stood appalled at the sight before us. 

A woman, young and beautiful, was lying dead upon the bed. Her calm, pale face, with dim, wide-opened blue eyes, looked upward from amid a great tangle of golden hair. At the foot of the bed, half sitting, half kneeling, his face buried in the clothes, was a young man, whose frame was racked by his sobs. So absorbed was he by his bitter grief, that he never looked up until Holmes's hand was on his shoulder. 

»Are you Mr. Godfrey Staunton?«

»Yes, yes, I am – but you are too late. She is dead.«

The man was so dazed that he could not be made to understand that we were anything but doctors who had been sent to his assistance. Holmes was endeavouring to utter a few words of consolation and to explain the alarm which had been caused to his friends by his sudden disappearance when there was a step upon the stairs, and there was the heavy, stern, questioning face of Dr. Armstrong at the door. 

»So, gentlemen,« said he, »you have attained your end and have certainly chosen a particularly delicate moment for your intrusion. I would not brawl in the Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.154
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presence of death, but I can assure you that if I were a younger man your monstrous conduct would not pass with impunity.«

»Excuse me, Dr. Armstrong, I think we are a little at cross-purposes,« said my friend, with dignity. »If you could step downstairs with us, we may each be able to give some light to the other upon this miserable affair.«

A minute later, the grim doctor and ourselves were in the sitting-room below. 

»Well, sir?« said he. 

»I wish you to understand, in the first place, that I am not employed by Lord Mount-James, and that my sympathies in this matter are entirely against that nobleman. When a man is lost it is my duty to ascertain his fate, but having done so the matter ends so far as I am concerned, and so long as there is nothing criminal I am much more anxious to hush up private scandals than to give them publicity. If as I imagine, there is no breach of the law in this matter, you can absolutely depend upon my discretion and my cooperation in keeping the facts out of the papers.«

Dr. Armstrong took a quick step forward and wrung Holmes by the hand. 

»You are a good fellow,« said he. »I had misjudged you. I thank heaven that my compunction at leaving poor Staunton all alone in this plight caused me to Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.155
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turn my carriage back and so to make your acquaintance. Knowing as much as you do, the situation is very easily explained. A year ago Godfrey Staunton lodged in London for a time and became passionately attached to his landlady's daughter, whom he married. 

She was as good as she was beautiful and as intelligent as she was good. No man need be ashamed of such a wife. But Godfrey was the heir to this crabbed old nobleman, and it was quite certain that the news of his marriage would have been the end of his inheritance. I knew the lad well, and I loved him for his many excellent qualities. I did all I could to help him to keep things straight. We did our very best to keep the thing from everyone, for, when once such a whisper gets about, it is not long before everyone has heard it. Thanks to this lonely cottage and his own discretion, Godfrey has up to now succeeded. Their secret was known to no one save to me and to one excellent servant, who has at present gone for assistance to Trumpington. But at last there came a terrible blow in the shape of dangerous illness to his wife. It was consumption of the most virulent kind. The poor boy was half crazed with grief, and yet he had to go to London to play this match, for he could not get out of it without explanations which would expose his secret. I tried to cheer him up by wire, and he sent me one in reply, imploring me to do all I could. This was Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.156
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the telegram which you appear in some inexplicable way to have seen. I did not tell him how urgent the danger was, for I knew that he could do no good here, but I sent the truth to the girl's father, and he very injudiciously communicated it to Godfrey. The result was that he came straight away in a state bordering on frenzy, and has remained in the same state, kneeling at the end of her bed, until this morning death put an end to her sufferings. That is all, Mr. Holmes, and I am sure that I can rely upon your discretion and that of your friend.«

Holmes grasped the doctor's hand. 

»Come, Watson,« said he, and we passed from that house of grief into the pale sunlight of the winter day. 
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It was on a bitterly cold night and frosty morning, towards the end of the winter of '97, that I was awakened by a tugging at my shoulder. It was Holmes. The candle in his hand shone upon his eager, stooping face, and told me at a glance that something was amiss. 

»Come, Watson, come!« he cried. »The game is afoot. Not a word! Into your clothes and come!«

Ten minutes later we were both in a cab, and rattling through the silent streets on our way to Charing Cross Station. The first faint winter's dawn was beginning to appear, and we could dimly see the occasional figure of an early workman as he passed us, blurred and indistinct in the opalescent London reek. 

Holmes nestled in silence into his heavy coat, and I was glad to do the same, for the air was most bitter, and neither of us had broken our fast. 

It was not until we had consumed some hot tea at the station and taken our places in the Kentish train that we were sufficiently thawed, he to speak and I to listen Holmes drew a note from his pocket, and read aloud:
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Abbey Grange, Marsham, Kent, 

3:30 A.M. 

MY DEAR MR. HOLMES :

I should be very glad of your immediate assistance in what promises to be a most remarkable case. It is something quite in your line. Except for releasing the lady I will see that everything is kept exactly as I have found it, but I beg you not to lose an instant, as it is difficult to leave Sir Eustace there. 

Yours faithfully, 

STANLEY HOPKINS. 

»Hopkins has called me in seven times, and on each occasion his summons has been entirely justified,« said Holmes. »I fancy that every one of his cases has found its way into your collection, and I must admit, Watson, that you have some power of selection, which atones for much which I deplore in your narratives. Your fatal habit of looking at everything from the point of view of a story instead of as a scientific exercise has ruined what might have been an instructive and even classical series of demonstra-tions. You slur over work of the utmost finesse and delicacy, in order to dwell upon sensational details which may excite, but cannot possibly instruct, the reader.«

»Why do you not write them yourself?« I said, with some bitterness. 
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»I will, my dear Watson, I will. At present I am, as you know, fairly busy, but I propose to devote my declining years to the composition of a textbook, which shall focus the whole art of detection into one volume. 

Our present research appears to be a case of murder.«

»You think this Sir Eustace is dead, then?«

»I should say so. Hopkins's writing shows considerable agitation, and he is not an emotional man. Yes, I gather there has been violence, and that the body is left for our inspection. A mere suicide would not have caused him to send for me. As to the release of the lady, it would appear that she has been locked in her room during the tragedy. We are moving in high life, Watson, crackling paper, ›E.B.‹ monogram, coat-of-arms, picturesque address. I think, that friend Hopkins will live up to his reputation, and that we shall have an interesting morning. The crime was committed before twelve last night.«

»How can you possibly tell?«

»By an inspection of the trains, and by reckoning the time. The local police had to be called in, they had to communicate with Scotland Yard, Hopkins had to go out, and he in turn had to send for me. All that makes a fair night's work. Well, here we are at Chiselhurst Station, and we shall soon set our doubts at rest.«

A drive of a couple of miles through narrow coun-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.160
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try lanes brought us to a park gate, which was opened for us by an old lodge-keeper, whose haggard face bore the reflection of some great disaster. The avenue ran through a noble park, between lines of ancient elms, and ended in a low, widespread house, pillared in front after the fashion of Palladio. The central part was evidently of a great age and shrouded in ivy, but the large windows showed that modern changes had been carried out, and one wing of the house appeared to be entirely new. The youthful figure and alert, eager face of Inspector Stanley Hopkins confronted us in the open doorway. 

»I'm very glad you have come, Mr. Holmes. And you, too, Dr. Watson. But, indeed, if I had my time over again, I should not have troubled you, for since the lady has come to herself, she has given so clear an account of the affair that there is not much left for us to do. You remember that Lewisham gang of burglars?«

»What, the three Randalls?«

»Exactly; the father and two sons. It's their work. I have not a doubt of it. They did a job at Sydenham a fortnight ago and were seen and described. Rather cool to do another so soon and so near, but it is they, beyond all doubt. It's a hanging matter this time.«

»Sir Eustace is dead, then?«

»Yes, his head was knocked in with his own Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.161
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poker.«

»Sir Eustace Brackenstall, the driver tells me.«

»Exactly – one of the richest men in Kent – Lady Brackenstall is in the morning-room. Poor lady, she has had a most dreadful experience. She seemed half dead when I saw her first. I think you had best see her and hear her account of the facts. Then we will examine the dining-room together.«

Lady Brackenstall was no ordinary person. Seldom have I seen so graceful a figure, so womanly a presence, and so beautiful a face. She was a blonde, golden-haired, blue-eyed, and would no doubt have had the perfect complexion which goes with such colouring, had not her recent experience left her drawn and haggard. Her sufferings were physical as well as mental, for over one eye rose a hideous, plum-coloured swelling, which her maid, a tall, austere woman, was bathing assiduously with vinegar and water. The lady lay back exhausted upon a couch, but her quick, observant gaze, as we entered the room, and the alert expression of her beautiful features, showed that neither her wits nor her courage had been shaken by her terrible experience. She was enveloped in a loose dressing-gown of blue and silver, but a black sequin-covered dinner-dress lay upon the couch beside her. 

»I have told you all that happened, Mr. Hopkins,«

she said, wearily. »Could you not repeat it for me? 
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Well, if you think it necessary, I will tell these gentlemen what occurred. Have they been in the dining-room yet?«

»I thought they had better hear your ladyship's story first.«

»I shall be glad when you can arrange matters. It is horrible to me to think of him still lying there.« She shuddered and buried her face in her hands. As she did so, the loose gown fell back from her forearms. 

Holmes uttered an exclamation. 

»You have other injuries, madam! What is this?«

Two vivid red spots stood out on one of the white, round limbs. She hastily covered it. 

»It is nothing. It has no connection with this hideous business tonight. If you and your friend will sit down, I will tell you all I can. 

I am the wife of Sir Eustace Brackenstall. I have been married about a year. I suppose that it is no use my attempting to conceal that our marriage has not been a happy one. I fear that all our neighbours would tell you that, even if I were to attempt to deny it. 

Perhaps the fault may be partly mine. I was brought up in the freer, less conventional atmosphere of South Australia, and this English life, with its proprieties and its primness, is not congenial to me. But the main reason lies in the one fact, which is notorious to everyone, and that is that Sir Eustace was a confirmed Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.163
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drunkard. To be with such a man for an hour is unpleasant. Can you imagine what it means for a sensitive and high-spirited woman to be tied to him for day and night? It is a sacrilege, a crime, a villainy to hold that such a marriage is binding. I say that these monstrous laws of yours will bring a curse upon the land – God will not let such wickedness endure. For an instant she sat up, her cheeks flushed, and her eyes blazing from under the terrible mark upon her brow. 

Then the strong, soothing hand of the austere maid drew her head down on to the cushion, and the wild anger died away into passionate sobbing. At last she continued:

I will tell you about last night. You are aware, perhaps, that in this house all the servants sleep in the modern wing. This central block is made up of the dwelling-rooms, with the kitchen behind and our bedroom above. My maid, Theresa, sleeps above my room. There is no one else, and no sound could alarm those who are in the farther wing. This must have been well known to the robbers, or they would not have acted as they did. 

Sir Eustace retired about half-past ten. The servants had already gone to their quarters. Only my maid was up, and she had remained in her room at the top of the house until I needed her services. I sat until after eleven in this room, absorbed in a book. Then I Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.164
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walked round to see that all was right before I went upstairs. It was my custom to do this myself, for, as I have explained, Sir Eustace was not always to be trusted. I went into the kitchen, the butler's pantry, the gun-room, the billiard-room, the drawing-room, and finally the dining-room. As I approached the window, which is covered with thick curtains, I suddenly felt the wind blow upon my face and realized that it was open. I flung the curtain aside and found myself face to face with a broad-shouldered elderly man, who had just stepped into the room. The window is a long French one, which really forms a door leading to the lawn. I held my bedroom candle lit in my hand, and, by its light, behind the first man I saw two others, who were in the act of entering. I stepped back, but the fellow was on me in an instant. He caught me first by the wrist and then by the throat. I opened my mouth to scream, but he struck me a savage blow with his fist over the eye, and felled me to the ground. I must have been unconscious for a few minutes, for when I came to myself, I found that they had torn down the bell-rope, and had secured me tightly to the oaken chair which stands at the head of the dining-table. I was so firmly bound that I could not move, and a handkerchief round my mouth prevented me from uttering a sound. It was at this instant that my unfortunate husband entered the room. He had evid-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.165
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ently heard some suspicious sounds, and he came prepared for such a scene as he found. He was dressed in nightshirt and trousers, with his favourite blackthorn cudgel in his hand. He rushed at the burglars, but another – it was an elderly man – stooped, picked the poker out of the grate and struck him a horrible blow as he passed. He fell with a groan and never moved again. I fainted once more, but again it could only have been for a very few minutes during which I was insensible. When I opened my eyes I found that they had collected the silver from the sideboard, and they had drawn a bottle of wine which stood there. Each of them had a glass in his hand. I have already told you, have I not, that one was elderly, with a beard, and the others young, hairless lads. They might have been a father with his two sons. They talked together in whispers. Then they came over and made sure that I was securely bound. Finally they withdrew, closing the window after them. It was quite a quarter of an hour before I got my mouth free. When I did so, my screams brought the maid to my assistance. The other servants were soon alarmed, and we sent for the local police, who instantly communicated with London. 

That is really all that I can tell you, gentlemen, and I trust that it will not be necessary for me to go over so painful a story again.«

»Any questions, Mr. Holmes?« asked Hopkins. 
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»I will not impose any further tax upon Lady Brak-kenstall's patience and time,« said Holmes. »Before I go into the dining-room, I should like to hear your experience.« He looked at the maid. 

»I saw the men before ever they came into the house,« said she. »As I sat by my bedroom window I saw three men in the moonlight down by the lodge gate yonder, but I thought nothing of it at the time. It was more than an hour after that I heard my mistress scream, and down I ran, to find her, poor lamb, just as she says, and him on the floor, with his blood and brains over the room. It was enough to drive a woman out of her wits, tied there, and her very dress spotted with him but she never wanted courage, did Miss Mary Fraser of Adelaide and Lady Brackenstall of Abbey Grange hasn't learned new ways. You've questioned her long enough, you gentlemen, and now she is coming to her own room, just with her old Theresa, to get the rest that she badly needs.«

With a motherly tenderness the gaunt woman put her arm round her mistress and led her from the room. 

»She has been with her all her life,« said Hopkins. 

»Nursed her as a baby, and came with her to England when they first left Australia, eighteen months ago. 

Theresa Wright is her name, and the kind of maid you don't pick up nowadays. This way, Mr. Holmes, if you please!«
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The keen interest had passed out of Holmes's expressive face, and I knew that with the mystery all the charm of the case had departed. There still remained an arrest to be effected, but what were these commonplace rogues that he should soil his hands with them? 

An abstruse and learned specialist who finds that he has been called in for a case of measles would experience something of the annoyance which I read in my friend's eyes. Yet the scene in the dining-room of the Abbey Grange was sufficiently strange to arrest his attention and to recall his waning interest. 

It was a very large and high chamber, with carved oak ceiling, oaken panelling, and a fine array of deer's heads and ancient weapons around the walls. At the further end from the door was the high French window of which we had heard. Three smaller windows on the right-hand side filled the apartment with cold winter sunshine. On the left was a large, deep fireplace, with a massive, overhanging oak mantelpiece. Beside the fireplace was a heavy oaken chair with arms and crossbars at the bottom. In and out through the open woodwork was woven a crimson cord, which was secured at each side to the crosspiece below. In releasing the lady, the cord had been slipped off her, but the knots with which it had been secured still remained. These details only struck our attention afterwards, for our thoughts were entirely absorbed by the Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.168
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terrible object which lay upon the tiger-skin hearthrug in front of the fire. 

It was the body of a tall, well-made man, about forty years of age. He lay upon his back, his face upturned, with his white teeth grinning through his short, black beard. His two clenched hands were raised above his head, and a heavy, blackthorn stick lay across them. His dark, handsome, aquiline features were convulsed into a spasm of vindictive hatred, which had set his dead face in a terribly fiendish expression. He had evidently been in his bed when the alarm had broken out, for he wore a foppish, embroi-dered nightshirt, and his bare feet projected from his trousers. His head was horribly injured, and the whole room bore witness to the savage ferocity of the blow which had struck him down. Beside him lay the heavy poker, bent into a curve by the concussion. Holmes examined both it and the indescribable wreck which it had wrought. 

»He must be a powerful man, this elder Randall,«

he remarked. 

»Yes,« said Hopkins. »I have some record of the fellow, and he is a rough customer.«

»You should have no difficulty in getting him.«

»Not the slightest We have been on the look-out for him, and there was some idea that he had got away to America. Now that we know that the gang are here, Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.169
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I don't see how they can escape. We have the news at every seaport already, and a reward will be offered before evening. What beats me is how they could have done so mad a thing, knowing that the lady could describe them and that we could not fail to recognize the description.«

»Exactly. One would have expected that they would silence Lady Brackenstall as well.«

»They may not have realized,« I suggested, »that she had recovered from her faint.«

»That is likely enough. If she seemed to be senseless, they would not take her life. What about this poor fellow, Hopkins? I seem to have heard some queer stories about him.«

»He was a good-hearted man when he was sober, but a perfect fiend when he was drunk, or rather when he was half drunk, for he seldom really went the whole way. The devil seemed to be in him at such times, and he was capable of anything. From what I hear, in spite of all his wealth and his title, he very nearly came our way once or twice. There was a scandal about his drenching a dog with petroleum and setting it on fire – her ladyship's dog, to make the matter worse – and that was only hushed up with difficulty. 

Then he threw a decanter at that maid, Theresa Wright – there was trouble about that. On the whole, and between ourselves, it will be a brighter house wi-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.170

The Adventure of the Abbey Grange

Doyle-SH, 750

thout him. What are you looking at now?«

Holmes was down on his knees, examining with great attention the knots upon the red cord with which the lady had been secured. Then he carefully scrutinized the broken and frayed end where it had snapped off when the burglar had dragged it down. 

»When this was pulled down, the bell in the kitchen must have rung loudly,« he remarked. 

»No one could hear it. The kitchen stands right at the back of the house.«

»How did the burglar know no one would hear it? 

How dared he pull at a bell-rope in that reckless fashion?«

»Exactly, Mr. Holmes, exactly. You put the very question which I have asked myself again and again. 

There can be no doubt that this fellow must have known the house and its habits. He must have perfectly understood that the servants would all be in bed at that comparatively early hour, and that no one could possibly hear a bell ring in the kitchen. Therefore, he must have been in close league with one of the servants. Surely that is evident. But there are eight servants, and all of good character.«

»Other things being equal,« said Holmes, »one would suspect the one at whose head the master threw a decanter. And yet that would involve treachery towards the mistress to whom this woman seems devo-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.171
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ted. Well, well, the point is a minor one, and when you have Randall you will probably find no difficulty in securing his accomplice. The lady's story certainly seems to be corroborated, if it needed corroboration, by every detail which we see before us.« He walked to the French window and threw it open. »There are no signs here, but the ground is iron hard, and one would not expect them. I see that these candles in the mantelpiece have been lighted.«

»Yes, it was by their light, and that of the lady's bedroom candle, that the burglars saw their way about.«

»And what did they take?«

»Well, they did not take much – only half a dozen articles of plate off the sideboard. Lady Brackenstall thinks that they were themselves so disturbed by the death of Sir Eustace that they did not ransack the house, as they would otherwise have done.«

»No doubt that is true, and yet they drank some wine, I understand.«

»To steady their nerves.«

»Exactly. These three glasses upon the sideboard have been untouched, I suppose?«

»Yes, and the bottle stands as they left it.«

»Let us look at it. Halloa, halloa! What is this?«

The three glasses were grouped together, all of them tinged with wine, and one of them containing Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.172
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some dregs of beeswing. The bottle stood near them, two-thirds full, and beside it lay a long, deeply stained cork. Its appearance and the dust upon the bottle showed that it was no common vintage which the murderers had enjoyed. 

A change had come over Holmes's manner. He had lost his listless expression, and again I saw an alert light of interest in his keen, deep-set eyes. He raised the cork and examined it minutely. 

»How did they draw it?« he asked. 

Hopkins pointed to a half-opened drawer. In it lay some table linen and a large corkscrew. 

»Did Lady Brackenstall say that screw was used?«

»No, you remember that she was senseless at the moment when the bottle was opened.«

»Quite so. As a matter of fact, that screw was  not used. This bottle was opened by a pocket screw, probably contained in a knife, and not more than an inch and a half long. If you will examine the top of the cork, you will observe that the screw was driven in three times before the cork was extracted. It has never been transfixed. This long screw would have transfixed it and drawn it up with a single pull. When you catch this fellow, you will find that he has one of these multiplex knives in his possession.«

»Excellent!« said Hopkins. 

»But these glasses do puzzle me, I confess. Lady Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.173
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Brackenstall actually  saw  the three men drinking, did she not?«

»Yes; she was clear about that.«

»Then there is an end of it. What more is to be said? And yet, you must admit, that the three glasses are very remarkable, Hopkins. What? You see nothing remarkable? Well, well, let it pass. Perhaps, when a man has special knowledge and special powers like my own, it rather encourages him to seek a complex explanation when a simpler one is at hand. 

Of course, it must be a mere chance about the glasses. 

Well, good-morning, Hopkins. I don't see that I can be of any use to you, and you appear to have your case very clear. You will let me know when Randall is arrested, and any further developments which may occur. I trust that I shall soon have to congratulate you upon a successful conclusion. Come, Watson, I fancy that we may employ ourselves more profitably at home.«

During our return journey, I could see by Holmes's face that he was much puzzled by something which he had observed. Every now and then, by an effort, he would throw off the impression, and talk as if the matter were clear, but then his doubts would settle down upon him again, and his knitted brows and abstracted eyes would show that his thoughts had gone back once more to the great dining-room of the Abbey Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.174
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Grange, in which this midnight tragedy had been enacted. At last, by a sudden impulse, just as our train was crawling out of a suburban station, he sprang on to the platform and pulled me out after him. 

»Excuse me, my dear fellow,« said he, as we watched the rear carriages of our train disappearing round a curve, »I am sorry to make you the victim of what may seem a mere whim, but on my life, Watson, I simply  can't  leave that case in this condition. Every instinct that possess cries out against it. It's wrong –

it's all wrong – I'll swear chat it's wrong. And yet the lady's story was complete, the maid's corroboration was sufficient, the detail was fairly exact. What have I to put up against that? Three wine-glasses, that is all. 

But if I had not taken things for granted, if I had examined everything with care which I should have shown had we approached the case  de novo  and had no cut-and-dried story to warp my mind, should I not then have found something more definite to go upon? 

Of course I should. Sit down on this bench, Watson, until a train for Chiselhurst arrives, and allow me to lay the evidence before you, imploring you in the first instance to dismiss from your mind the idea that anything which the maid or her mistress may have said must necessarily be true. The lady's charming personality must not be permitted to warp our judgment. 

Surely there are details in her story which, if we Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.175

The Adventure of the Abbey Grange

Doyle-SH, 752

looked at in cold blood, would excite our suspicion. 

These burglars made a considerable haul at Sydenham a fortnight ago. Some account of them and of their appearance was in the papers, and would naturally occur to anyone who wished to invent a story in which imaginary robbers should play a part. As a matter of fact, burglars who have' done a good stroke of business are, as a rule, only too glad to enjoy the proceeds in peace and quiet without embarking on another perilous undertaking. Again, it is unusual for burglars to operate at so early an hour, it is unusual for burglars to strike a lady to prevent her screaming, since one would imagine that was the sure way to make her scream, it is unusual for them to commit murder when their numbers are sufficient to overpower one man, it is unusual for them to be content with a limited plunder when there was much more within their reach, and finally, I should say, that it was very unusual for such men to leave a bottle half empty. How do all these unusuals strike you, Watson?«

»Their cumulative effect is certainly considerable, and yet each of them is quite possible in itself. The most unusual thing of all, as it seems to me, is that the lady should be tied to the chair.«

»Well, I am not so clear about that, Watson, for it is evident that they must either kill her or else secure her in such a way that she could not give immediate Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.176
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notice of their escape. But at any rate I have shown, have I not, that there is a certain element of improbability about the lady's story? And now, on the top of this, comes the incident of the wineglasses.«

»What about the wineglasses?«

»Can you see them in your mind's eye?«

»I see them clearly.«

»We are told that three men drank from them. Does that strike you as likely?«

»Why not? There was wine in each glass.«

»Exactly, but there was beeswing only in one glass. 

You must have noticed that fact. What does that suggest to your mind?«

»The last glass filled would be most likely to contain beeswing.«

»Not at all. The bottle was full of it, and it is inconceivable that the first two glasses were clear and the third heavily charged with it. There are two possible explanations, and only two. One is that after the second glass was filled the bottle was violently agitated, and so the third glass received the beeswing. That does not appear probable. No, no, I am sure that I am right.«

»What, then, do you suppose?«

»That only two glasses were used, and that the dregs of both were poured into a third glass, so as to give the false impression that three people had been Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.177
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here. In that way all the beeswing would be in the last glass, would it not? Yes, I am convinced that this is so. But if I have hit upon the true explanation of this one small phenomenon, then in an instant the case rises from the commonplace to the exceedingly remarkable, for it can only mean that Lady Brackenstall and her maid have deliberately lied to us, that not one word of their story is to be believed, that they have some very strong reason for covering the real criminal, and that we must construct our case for ourselves without any help from them. That is the mission which now lies before us, and here, Watson, is the Sydenham train.«

The household at the Abbey Grange were much surprised at our return, but Sherlock Holmes, finding that Stanley Hopkins had gone off to report to headquarters, took possession of the dining-room, locked the door upon the inside, and devoted himself for two hours to one of those minute and laborious investigations which form the solid basis on which his brilliant edifices of deduction were reared. Seated in a corner like an interested student who observes the demonstration of his professor, I followed every step of that remarkable research. The window, the curtains, the carpet, the chair, the rope – each in turn was minutely examined and duly pondered. The body of the unfortunate baronet had been removed, and all else remai-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.178
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ned as we had seen it in the morning. Finally, to my astonishment, Holmes climbed up on to the massive mantelpiece. Far above his head hung the few inches of red cord which were still attached to the wire. For a long time he gazed upward at it, and then in an attempt to get nearer to it he rested his knee upon a wooden bracket on the wall. This brought his hand within a few inches of the broken end of the rope, but it was not this so much as the bracket itself which seemed to engage his attention. Finally, he sprang down with an ejaculation of satisfaction. 

»It's all right, Watson,« said he. »We have got our case – one of the most remarkable in our collection. 

But, dear me, how slow-witted I have been, and how nearly I have committed the blunder of my lifetime! 

Now, I think that, with a few missing links, my chain is almost complete.«

»You have got your men?«

»Man, Watson, man. Only one, but a very formidable person. Strong as a lion – witness the blow that bent that poker! Six foot three in height, active as a squirrel, dexterous with his fingers, finally, remarkably quick-witted, for this whole ingenious story is of his concoction. Yes, Watson, we have come upon the handiwork of a very remarkable individual. And yet, in that bell-rope, he has given us a clue which should not have left us a doubt.«
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»Where was the clue?«

»Well, if you were to pull down a bell-rope, Watson, where would you expect it to break? Surely at the spot where it is attached to the wire. Why should it break three inches from the top, as this one has done?«

»Because it is frayed there?«

»Exactly. This end, which we can examine, is frayed. He was cunning enough to do that with his knife. But the other end is not frayed. You could not observe that from here, but if you were on the mantelpiece you would see that it is cut clean off without any mark of fraying whatever. You can reconstruct what occurred. The man needed the rope. He would not tear it down for fear of giving the alarm by ringing the bell. What did he do? He sprang up on the mantelpiece, could not quite reach it, put his knee on the brak-ket – you will see the impression in the dust – and so got his knife to bear upon the cord. I could not reach the place by at least three inches – from which I infer that he is at least three inches a bigger man than I. 

Look at that mark upon the seat of the oaken chair! 

What is it?«. 

»Blood.«

»Undoubtedly it is blood. This alone puts the lady's story out of court. If she were seated on the chair when the crime was done, how comes that mark? No, Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.180
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no, she was placed in the chair  after  the death of her husband. I'll wager that the black dress shows a corresponding mark to this. We have not yet met our Waterloo, Watson, but this is our Marengo, for it begins in defeat and ends in victory. I should like now to have a few words with the nurse, Theresa. We must be wary for a while, if we are to get the information which we want.«

She was an interesting person, this stern Australian nurse – taciturn, suspicious, ungracious, it took some time before Holmes's pleasant manner and frank acceptance of all that she said thawed her into a corresponding amiability. She did not attempt to conceal her hatred for her late employer. 

»Yes, sir, it is true that he threw the decanter at me. 

I heard him call my mistress a name, and I told him that he would not dare to speak so if her brother had been there. Then it was that he threw it at me. He might have thrown a dozen if he had but left my bonny bird alone. He was forever ill-treating her, and she too proud to complain. She will not even tell me all that he has done to her. She never told me of those marks on her arm that you saw this morning, but I know very well that they come from a stab with a hat-pin. The sly devil – God forgive me that I should speak of him so, now that he is dead! But a devil he was, if ever one walked the earth. He was all honey Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.181
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when first we met him – only eighteen months ago, and we both feel as if it were eighteen years. She had only just arrived in London. Yes, it was her first voyage – she had never been from home before. He won her with his title and his money and his false London ways. If she made a mistake she has paid for it, if ever a woman did. What month did we meet him? Well, I tell you it was just after we arrived. We arrived in June, and it was July. They were married in January of last year. Yes, she is down in the morning-room again, and I have no doubt she will see you, but you must not ask too much of her, for she has gone through all that flesh and blood will stand.«

Lady Brackenstall was reclining on the same couch, but looked brighter than before. The maid had entered with us, and began once more to foment the bruise upon her mistress's brow. 

»I hope,« said the lady, »that you have not come to cross-examine me again?«

»No,« Holmes answered, in his gentlest voice, »I will not cause you any unnecessary trouble, Lady Brackenstall, and my whole desire is to make things easy for you, for I am convinced that you are a much-tried woman. If you will treat me as a friend and trust me, you may find that I will justify your trust.«

»What do you want me to do?«

»To tell me the truth.«
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»Mr. Holmes!«

»No, no, Lady Brackenstall – it is no use. You may have heard of any little reputation which I possess. I will stake it all on the fact that your story is an absolute fabrication.«

Mistress and maid were both staring at Holmes with pale faces and frightened eyes. 

»You are an impudent fellow!« cried Theresa. »Do you mean to say that my mistress has told a lie?«

Holmes rose from his chair. 

»Have you nothing to tell me?«

»I have told you everything.«

»Think once more, Lady Brackenstall. Would it not be better to be frank?«

For an instant there was hesitation in her beautiful face. Then some new strong thought caused it to set like a mask. 

»I have told you all I know.«

Holmes took his hat and shrugged his shoulders. »I am sorry,« he said, and without another word we left the room and the house. There was a pond in the park, and to this my friend led the way. It was frozen over, but a single hole was left for the convenience of a solitary swan. Holmes gazed at it, and then passed on to the lodge gate. There he scribbled a short note for Stanley Hopkins, and left it with the lodge-keeper. 

»It may be a hit, or it may be a miss, but we are Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.183
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bound to do something for friend Hopkins, just to justify this second visit,« said he. »I will not quite take him into my confidence yet. I think our next scene of operations must be the shipping office of the Adelaide-Southampton line, which stands at the end of Pall Mall, if I remember right. There is a second line of steamers which connect South Australia with England, but we will draw the larger cover first.«

Holmes's card sent in to the manager ensured instant attention, and he was not long in acquiring all the information he needed. In June of '95, only one of their line had reached a home port. It was the  Rock of Gibraltar,  their largest and best boat. A reference to the passenger list showed that Miss Fraser, of Adelaide, with her maid had made the voyage in her. The boat was now somewhere south of the Suez Canal on her way to Australia. Her officers were the same as in

'95, with one exception. The first officer, Mr. Jack Crocker, had been made a captain and was to take charge of their new ship, the  Bass Rock,  sailing in two days' time from Southampton. He lived at Sydenham, but he was likely to be in that morning for instructions, if we cared to wait for him. 

No, Mr. Holmes had no desire to see him, but would be glad to know more about his record and charcter. 

His record was magnificent. There was not an of-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.184
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ficer in the fleet to touch him. As to his character, he was reliable on duty, but a wild, desperate fellow off the deck of his ship – hot-headed, excitable, but loyal, honest, and kind-hearted. That was the pith of the information with which Holmes left the office of the Adelaide-Southampton company. Thence he drove to Scotland Yard, but, instead of entering, he sat in his cab with his brows drawn down, lost in profound thought. Finally he drove round to the Charing Cross telegraph office, sent off a message, and then, at last, we made for Baker Street once more. 

»No, I couldn't do it, Watson,« said he, as we reentered our room. »Once that warrant was made out, nothing on earth would save him. Once or twice in my career I feel that I have done more real harm by my discovery of the criminal than ever he had done by his crime. I have learned caution now, and I had rather play tricks with the law of England than with my own conscience. Let us know a little more before we act.«

Before evening, we had a visit from Inspector Stanley Hopkins. Things were not going very well with him. 

»I believe that you are a wizard, Mr. Holmes. I really do sometimes think that you have powers that are not human. Now, how on earth could you know that the stolen silver was at the bottom of that pond?«

»I didn't know it.«

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.185

The Adventure of the Abbey Grange

Doyle-SH, 757

»But you told me to examine it.«

»You got it, then?«

»Yes, I got it.«

»I am very glad if I have helped you.«

»But you haven't helped me. You have made the affair far more difficult. What sort of burglars are they who steal silver and then throw it into the nearest pond?«

»It was certainly rather eccentric behaviour. I was merely going on the idea that if the silver had been taken by persons who did not want it – who merely took it for a blind, as it were – then they would naturally be anxious to get rid of it.«

»But why should such an idea cross your mind?«

»Well, I thought it was possible. When they came out through the French window, there was the pond with one tempting little hole in the ice, right in front of their noses. Could there be a better hiding-place?«

»Ah, a hiding-place – that is better!« cried Stanley Hopkins. »Yes, yes, I see it all now! It was early, there were folk upon the roads, they were afraid of being seen with the silver, so they sank it in the pond, intending to return for it when the coast was clear. 

Excellent, Mr. Holmes – that is better than your idea of a blind.«

»Quite so, you have got an admirable theory. I have no doubt that my own ideas were quite wild, but you Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.186
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must admit that they have ended in discovering the silver.«

»Yes, sir – yes. It was all your doing. But I have had a bad setback.«

»A setback?«

»Yes, Mr. Holmes. The Randall gang were arrested in New York this morning.«

»Dear me, Hopkins! That is certainly rather against your theory that they committed a murder in Kent last night.«

»It is fatal, Mr. Holmes – absolutely fatal. Still, there are other gangs of three besides the Randalls, or it may be some new gang of which the police have never heard.«

»Quite so, it is perfectly possible. What, are you off?«

»Yes, Mr. Holmes, there is no rest for me until I have got to the bottom of the business. I suppose you have no hint to give me?«

»I have given you one.«

»Which?«

»Well, I suggested a blind.«

»But why, Mr. Holmes, why?«. 

»Ah, that's the question, of course. But I commend the idea to your mind. You might possibly find that there was something in it. You won't stop for dinner? 

Well, good-bye, and let us know how you get on.«
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Dinner was over, and the table cleared before Holmes alluded to the matter again. He had lit his pipe and held his slippered feet to the cheerful blaze of the fire. Suddenly he looked at his watch. 

»I expect developments, Watson.«

»When?«

»Now – within a few minutes. I dare say you thought I acted rather badly to Stanley Hopkins just now?«

»I trust your judgment.«

»A very sensible reply, Watson. You must look at it this way: what I know is unofficial, what he knows is official. I have the right to private judgment, but he has none. He must disclose all, or he is a traitor to his service. In a doubtful case I would not put him in so painful a position, and so I reserve my information until my own mind is clear upon the matter.«

»But when will that be?«

»The time has come. You will now be present at the last scene of a remarkable little drama.«

There was a sound upon the stairs, and our door was opened to admit as fine a specimen of manhood as ever passed through it. He was a very tall young man, golden-moustached, blue-eyed, with a skin which had been burned by tropical suns, and a springy step, which showed that the huge frame was as active as it was strong. He closed the door behind him, Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.188
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and then he stood with clenched hands and heaving breast, choking down some overmastering emotion. 

»Sit down, Captain Crocker. You got my telegram?«

Our visitor sank into an armchair and looked from one to the other of us with questioning eyes. 

»I got your telegram, and I came at the hour you said. I heard that you had been down to the office. 

There was no getting away from you. Let's hear the worst. What are you going to do with me? Arrest me? 

Speak out, man! You can't sit there and play with me like a cat with a mouse.«

»Give him a cigar,« said Holmes. »Bite on that, Captain Crocker, and don't let your nerves run away with you. I should not sit here smoking with you if I thought that you were a common criminal, you may be sure of that. Be frank with me and we may do some good. Play tricks with me, and I'll crush you.«

»What do you wish me to do?«

»To give me a true account of all that happened at the Abbey Grange last night – a  true  account, mind you, with nothing added and nothing taken off. I know so much already that if you go one inch oft the straight, I'll blow this police whistle from my window and the affair goes out of my hands forever.«

The sailor thought for a little. Then he struck his leg with his great sunburned hand. 
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»I'll chance it,« he cried. »I believe you are a man of your word, and a white man, and I'll tell you the whole story. But one thing I will say first. So far as I am concerned, I regret nothing and I fear nothing, and I would do it all again and be proud of the job. Damn the beast, if he had as many lives as a cat, he would owe them all to me! But it's the lady, Mary – Mary Fraser – for never will I call her by that accursed name. When I think of getting her into trouble, I who would give my life just to bring one smile to her dear face, it's that that turns my soul into water. And yet –

and yet – what less could I do? I'll tell you my story, gentlemen, and then I'll ask you, as man to man, what less could I do? 

I must go back a bit. You seem to know everything, so I expect that you know that I met her when she was a passenger and I was first officer of the  Rock of Gibraltar.  From the first day I met her, she was the only woman to me. Every day of that voyage I loved her more, and many a time since have I kneeled down in the darkness of the.-night watch and kissed the deck of that ship because I knew her dear feet had trod it. 

She was never engaged to me. She treated me as fairly as ever a woman treated a man. I have no complaint to make. It was all love on my side, and all good com-radeship and friendship on hers. When we parted she was a free woman, but I could never again be a free Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.190
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man. 

Next time I came back from sea, I heard of her marriage Well, why shouldn't she marry whom she liked? 

Title and money – who could carry them better than she? She was born for all that is beautiful and dainty. 

I didn't grieve over her marriage. I was not such a selfish hound as that. I just rejoiced that good luck had come her way, and that she had not thrown herself away on a penniless sailor. That's how I loved Mary Fraser. 

Well, I never thought to see her again, but last voyage I was promoted, and the new boat was not yet launched, so I had to wait for a couple of months with my people at Sydenham. One day out in a country lane I met Theresa Wright, her old maid. She told me all about her, about him, about everything. I tell you, gentlemen, it nearly drove me mad. This drunken hound, that he should dare to raise his hand to her, whose boots he was not worthy to lick! I met Theresa again. Then I met Mary herself – and met her again. 

Then she would meet me no more. But the other day I had a notice that I was to start on my voyage within a week, and I determined that I would see her once before I left. Theresa was always my friend, for she loved Mary and hated this villain almost as much as I did. From her I learned the ways of the house. Mary used to sit up reading in her own little room Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.191
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downstairs. I crept round there last night and scratched at the window. At first she would not open to me, but in her heart I know that now she loves me, and she could not leave me in the frosty night. She whispered to me to come round to the big front window, and I found it open before me, so as to let me into the dining-room. Again I heard from her own lips things that made my blood boil, and again I cursed this brute who mishandled the woman I loved. Well, gentlemen, I was standing with her just inside the window, in all innocence, as God is my judge, when he rushed like a madman into the room, called her the vilest name that a man could use to a woman, and welted her across the face with the stick he had in his hand. I had sprung for the poker, and it was a fair fight between us. See here, on my arm, where his first blow fell. Then it was my turn, and I went through him as if he had been a rotten pumpkin. Do you think I was sorry? Not I! It was his life or mine, but far more than that, it was his life or hers, for how could I leave her in the power of this madman? That was how I killed him. Was I wrong? well, then, what would either of you gentlemen have done, if you had been in my position?«

»She had screamed when he struck her, and that brought old Theresa down from the room above. 

There was a bottle of wine on the sideboard, and I Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.192
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opened it and poured a little between Mary's lips, for she was half dead with shock. Then I took a drop myself. Theresa was as cool as ice, and it was her plot as much as mine. We must make it appear that burglars had done the thing. Theresa kept on repeating our story to her mistress, while I swarmed up and cut the rope of the bell. Then I lashed her in her chair, and frayed out the end of the rope to make it look natural, else they would wonder how in the world a burglar could have got up there to cut it. Then I gathered up a few plates and pots of silver, to carry out the idea of the robbery, and there I left them, with orders to give the alarm when I had a quarter of an hour's start. I dropped the silver into the pond, and made off for Sydenham, feeling that for once in my life I had done a real good night's work. And that's the truth and the whole truth, Mr. Holmes, if it costs me my neck.«

Holmes smoked for some time in silence. Then he crossed the room, and shook our visitor by the hand. 

»That's what I think,« said he. »I know that every word is true, for you have hardly said a word which I did not know. No one but an acrobat or a sailor could have got up to that bell-rope from the bracket, and no one but a sailor could have made the knots with which the cord was fastened to the chair. Only once had this lady been brought into contact with sailors, and that was on her voyage, and it was someone of Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.193
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her own class of life, since she was trying hard to shield him, and so showing that she loved him. You see how easy it was for me to lay my hands upon you when once I had started upon the right trail.«

»I thought the police never could have seen through our dodge.«

»And the police haven't, nor will they, to the best of my belief. Now, look here, Captain Crocker, this is a very serious matter, though I am willing to admit that you acted under the most extreme provocation to which any man could be subjected. I am not sure that in defence of your own life your action will not be pronounced legitimate. However, that is for a British jury to decide. Meanwhile I have so much sympathy for you that, if you choose to disappear in the next twenty-four hours, I will promise you that no one will hinder you.«

»And then it will all come out?«

»Certainly it will come out.«

The sailor flushed with anger. 

»What sort of proposal is that to make a man? I know enough of law to understand that Mary would be held as accomplice. Do you think I would leave her alone to face the music while I slunk away? No, sir, let them do their worst upon me, but for heaven's sake, Mr Holmes, find some way of keeping my poor Mary out of the courts.«
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Holmes for a second time held out his hand to the sailor. 

»I was only testing you, and you ring true every time. Well, it is a great responsibility that I take upon myself, but I have given Hopkins an excellent hint, and if he can't avail himself of it I can do no more. 

See here, Captain Crocker, we'll do this in due form of law. You are the prisoner. Watson, you are a British jury, and I never met a man who was more eminently fitted to represent one. I am the judge. Now, gentleman of the jury, you have heard the evidence. 

Do you find the prisoner guilty or not guilty?«

»Not guilty, my lord,« said I. 

» Vox populi, vox Dei.  You are acquitted, Captain Crocker. So long as the law does not find some other victim you are safe from me. Come back to this lady in a year, and may her future and yours justify us in the judgment which we have pronounced this night!«
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The Adventure of the Second Stain

I had intended »The Adventure of the Abbey Grange«

to be the last of those exploits of my friend, Mr. Sherlock Holmes, which I should ever communicate to the public. This resolution of mine was not due to any lack of material,since I have notes of many hundreds of cases to which I have never alluded, nor was it caused by any waning interest on the part of my readers in the singular personality and unique methods of this remarkable man. The real reason lay in the reluctance which Mr. Holmes has shown to the continued publication of his experiences. So long as he was in actual professional practice the records of his successes were of some practical value to him, but since he has definitely retired from London and betaken himself to study and bee-farming on the Sussex Downs, notoriety has become hateful to him, and he has peremptorily requested that his wishes in this matter should be strictly observed. It was only upon my representing to him that I had given a promise that »The Adventure of the Second Stain« should be published when the times were ripe, and pointing out to him that it is only appropriate that this long series of episodes should culminate in the most important international case which he has ever been called upon to handle, that I at Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.196
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last succeeded in obtaining his consent that a carefully guarded account of the incident should at last be laid before the public. If in telling the story I seem to be somewhat vague in certain details, the public will readily understand that there is an excellent reason for my reticence. 

It was, then, in a year, and even in a decade, that shall be nameless, that upon one Tuesday morning in autumn we found two visitors of European fame within the walls of our humble room in Baker Street. The one, austere, high-nosed, eagle-eyed, and dominant, was none other than the illustrious Lord Bellinger, twice Premier of Britain. The other, dark, clear-cut, and elegant, hardly yet of middle age, and endowed with every beauty of body and of mind, was the Right Honourable Trelawney Hope, Secretary for European Affairs, and the most rising statesman in the country. 

They sat side by side upon our paper-littered settee, and it was easy to see from their worn and anxious faces that it was business of the most pressing importance which had brought them. The Premier's thin, blue-veined hands were clasped tightly over the ivory head of his umbrella, and his gaunt, ascetic face looked gloomily from Holmes to me. The European Secretary pulled nervously at his moustache and fidgeted with the seals of his watch-chain. 

»When I discovered my loss, Mr. Holmes, which Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.197
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was at eight o'clock this morning, I at once informed the Prime Minister. It was at his suggestion that we have both come to you.«

»Have you informed the police?«

»No, sir,« said the Prime Minister, with the quick, decisive manner for which he was famous. »We have not done so, nor is it possible that we should do so. 

To inform the police must, in the long run, mean to inform the public. This is what we particularly desire to avoid.«

»And why, sir?«

»Because the document in question is of such immense importance that its publication might very easily – I might almost say probably – lead to European complications of the utmost moment. It is not too much to say that peace or war may hang upon the issue. Unless its recovery can be attended with the utmost secrecy, then it may as well not be recovered at all, for all that is aimed at by those who have taken it is that its contents should be generally known.«

»I understand. Now, Mr. Trelawney Hope, I should be much obliged if you would tell me exactly the circumstances under which this document disappeared.«

»That can be done in a very few words, Mr. Holmes. The letter – for it was a letter from a foreign potentate – was received six days ago It was of such importance that I have never left it in my safe, but I have Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.198
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taken it across each evening to my house in Whitehall Terrace, and kept it in my bedroom in a locked despatch-box. It was there last night. Of that I am certain. I actually opened the box while I was dressing for dinner and saw the document inside. This morning it was gone. The despatch-box had stood beside the glass upon my dressing-table all night. I am a light sleeper, and so is my wife. We are both prepared to swear that no one could have entered the room during the night. And yet I repeat that the paper is gone.«

»What time did you dine?«

»Half-past seven.«

»How long was it before you went to bed?«

»My wife had gone to the theatre. I waited up for her. It was half-past eleven before we went to our room.«

»Then for four hours the despatch-box had lain unguarded?«

»No one is ever permitted to enter that room save the house-maid in the morning, and my valet, or my wife's maid, during the rest of the day. They are both trusty servants who have been with us for some time. 

Besides, neither of them could possibly have known that there was anything more valuable than the ordinary departmental papers in my despatch-box.«

»Who did know of the existence of that letter?«

»No one in the house.«
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»Surely your wife knew?«

»No, sir. I had said nothing to my wife until I missed the paper this morning.«

The Premier nodded approvingly. 

»I have long known, sir, how high is your sense of public duty,« said he. »I am convinced that in the case of a secret of this importance it would rise superior to the most intimate domestic ties.«

The European Secretary bowed. 

»You do me no more than justice, sir. Until this morning I have never breathed one word to my wife upon this matter.«

»Could she have guessed?«

»No, Mr. Holmes, she could not have guessed –

nor could anyone have guessed.«

»Have you lost any documents before?«

»No, sir.«

»Who is there in England who did know of the existence of this letter?«

»Each member of the Cabinet was informed of it yesterday, but the pledge of secrecy which attends every Cabinet meeting was increased by the solemn warning which was given by the Prime Minister. 

Good heavens, to think that within a few hours I should myself have lost it!« His handsome face was distorted with a spasm of despair, and his hands tore at his hair. For a moment we caught a glimpse of the Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.200
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natural man, impulsive, ardent, keenly sensitive. The next the aristocratic mask was replaced, and the gentle voice had returned. »Besides the members of the Cabinet there are two, or possibly three, departmental officials who know of the letter. No one else in England; Mr. Holmes, I assure you.«

»But abroad?«

»I believe that no one abroad has seen it save the man who wrote it. I am well convinced that his Ministers – that the usual official channels have not been employed.«

Holmes considered for some little time. 

»Now, sir, I must ask you more particularly what this document is, and why its disappearance should have such momentous consequences?«

The two statesmen exchanged a quick glance and the Premier's shaggy eyebrows gathered in a frown. 

»Mr. Holmes, the envelope is a long, thin one of pale blue colour. There is a seal of red wax stamped with a crouching lion. It is addressed in large, bold handwriting to ––«

»I fear, sir,« said Holmes, »that, interesting and indeed essential as these details are, my inquiries must go more to the root of things. What  was  the letter?«

»That is a State secret of the utmost importance, and I fear that I cannot tell you, nor do I see that it is necessary. If by the aid of the powers which you are Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.201
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said to possess you can find such an envelope as I describe with its enclosure, you will have deserved well of your country, and earned any reward which it lies in our power to bestow.«

Sherlock Holmes rose with a smile. 

»You are two of the most busy men in the country,« said he, »and in my own small way I have also a good many calls upon me. I regret exceedingly that I cannot help you in this matter, and any continuation of this interview would be a waste of time.«

The Premier sprang to his feet with that quick, fierce gleam of his deep-set eyes before which a Cabinet has cowered. »I am not accustomed, sir,« he began, but mastered his anger and resumed his seat. For a minute or more we all sat in silence. Then the old statesman shrugged his shoulders. 

»We must accept your terms, Mr. Holmes. No doubt you are right, and it is unreasonable for us to expect you to act unless we give you our entire confidence.«

»I agree with you,« said the younger statesman. 

»Then I will tell you, relying entirely upon your honour and that of your colleague, Dr. Watson. I may appeal to your patriotism also, for I could not imagine a greater misfortune for the country than that this affair should come out.«

»You may safely trust us.«
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»The letter, then, is from a certain foreign potentate who has been ruffled by some recent Colonial developments of this country. It has been written hurriedly and upon his own responsibility entirely. Inquiries have shown that his Ministers know nothing of the matter. At the same time it is couched in so unfortunate a manner, and certain phrases in it are of so provocative a character, that its publication would undoubtedly lead to a most dangerous state of feeling in this country. There would be such a ferment, sir, that I do not hesitate to say that within a week of the publication of that letter this country would be involved in a great war.«

Holmes wrote a name upon a slip of paper and handed it to the Premier. 

»Exactly. It was he. And it is this letter – this letter which may well mean the expenditure of a thousand millions and the lives of a hundred thousand men –

which has become lost in this unaccountable fashion.«

»Have you informed the sender?«. 

»Yes, sir, a cipher telegram has been despatched.«

»Perhaps he desires the publication of the letter.«

»No, sir, we have strong reason to believe that he already understands that he has acted in an indiscreet and hot-headed manner. It would be a greater blow to him and to his country than to us if this letter were to Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.203
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come out.«

»If this is so, whose interest is it that the letter should come out? Why should anyone desire to steal it or to publish it?«

»There, Mr. Holmes, you take me into regions of high international politics. But if you consider the European situation you will have no difficulty in perceiving the motive. The whole of Europe is an armed camp. There is a double league which makes a fair balance of military power. Great Britain holds the scales. If Britain were driven into war with one confederacy, it would assure the supremacy of the other confederacy, whether they joined in the war or not. Do you follow?«

»Very clearly. It is then the interest of the enemies of this potentate to secure and publish this letter, so as to make a breach between his country and ours?«

»Yes, sir.«

»And to whom would this document be sent if it fell into the hands of an enemy?«

»To any of the great Chancelleries of Europe. It is probably speeding on its way thither at the present instant as fast as steam can take it«

Mr. Trelawney Hope dropped his head on his chest and groaned aloud. The Premier placed his hand kindly upon his shoulder. 
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blame you. There is no precaution which you have neglected. Now, Mr. Holmes, you are in full possession of the facts. What course do you recommend?«

Holmes shook his head mournfully. 

»You think, sir, that unless this document is recovered there will be war?«

»I think it is very probable.«

»Then, sir, prepare for war.«

»That is a hard saying, Mr. Holmes.«

»Consider the facts, sir. It is inconceivable that it was taken after eleven-thirty at night, since I understand that Mr. Hope and his wife were both in the room from that hour until the loss was found out. It was taken, then, yesterday evening between seven-thirty and eleven-thirty, probably near the earlier hour, since whoever took it evidently knew that it was there and would naturally secure it as early as possible. 

Now, sir, if a document of this importance were taken at that hour, where can it be now? No one has any reason to retain it. It has been passed rapidly on to those who need it. What chance have we now to overtake or even to trace it? It is beyond our reach.«

The Prime Minister rose from the settee. 

»What you say is perfectly logical, Mr. Holmes. I feel that the matter is indeed out of our hands.«

»Let us presume, for argument's sake, that the document was taken by the maid or by the valet ––«
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»They are both old and tried servants.«

»I understand you to say that your room is on the second floor, that there is no entrance from without, and that from within no one could go up unobserved. 

It must, then, be somebody in the house who has taken it. To whom would the thief take it? To one of several international spies and secret agents, whose names are tolerably familiar to me. There are three who may be said to be the heads of their profession. I will begin my research by going round and finding if each of them is at his post. If one is missing – especially if he has disappeared since last night – we will have some indication as to where the document has gone.«

»Why should he be missing?« asked the European Secretary. »He would take the letter to an Embassy in London, as likely as not.«

»I fancy not. These agents work independently, and their relations with the Embassies are often strained.«

The Prime Minister nodded his acquiescence. 

»I believe you are right, Mr. Holmes. He would take so valuable a prize to headquarters with his own hands. I think that your course of action is an excellent one. Meanwhile, Hope, we cannot neglect all our other duties on account of this one misfortune. Should there be any fresh developments during the day we shall communicate with you, and you will no doubt let Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.206
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us know the results of your own inquiries.«

The two statesmen bowed and walked gravely from the room. 

When our illustrious visitors had departed Holmes lit his pipe in silence and sat for some time lost in the deepest thought. I had opened the morning paper and was immersed in a sensational crime which had occurred in London the night before, when my friend gave an exclamation, sprang to his feet, and laid his pipe down upon the mantelpiece. 

»Yes,« said he, »there is no better way of approaching it. The situation is desperate, but not hopeless. Even now, if we could be sure which of them has taken it, it is just possible that it has not yet passed out of his hands. After all, it is a question of money with these fellows, and I have the British treasury behind me. If it's on the market I'll buy it – if it means another penny on the income-tax. It is conceivable that the fellow might hold it back to see what bids come from this side before he tries his luck on the other. There are only those three capable of playing so bold a game – there are Oberstein, La Rothiere, and Eduardo Lucas. I will see each of them.«

I glanced at my morning paper. 

»Is that Eduardo Lucas of Godolphin Street?«

»Yes.«

»You will not see him.«

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.207

The Adventure of the Second Stain

Doyle-SH, 767

»Why not?«

»He was murdered in his house last night.«

My friend has so often astonished me in the course of our adventures that it was with a sense of exultation that I realized how completely I had astonished him. He stared in amazement, and then snatched the paper from my hands. This was the paragraph which I had been engaged in reading when he rose from his chair. 

Murder in Westminster

A crime of mysterious character was committed last night at 16 Godolphin Street, one of the old-fashioned and secluded rows of eighteenth century houses which lie between the river and the Abbey, almost in the shadow of the great Tower of the Houses of Parliament. This small but select mansion has been inhabited for some years by Mr. Eduardo Lucas, well known in society circles both on account of his charming personality and because he has the well-deserved reputation of being one of the best amateur tenors in the country. Mr. Lucas is an unmarried man, thirty-four years of age, and his establishment consists of Mrs. Pringle, an elderly housekeeper, and of Mitton, his valet. The former retires early and sleeps at the top of the house. The valet was out for the evening, visiting a friend at Hammersmith. Prom ten o'clock onward Mr. Lucas had the house to himself. What occurred during that time has not yet transpired, but at a quarter to twelve Police-constable Barrett, passing along Godolphin Street, observed that the door of No. 16 was ajar. He Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.208
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knocked, but received no answer. Perceiving a light in the front room, he advanced into the passage and again knok-ked, but without reply. He then pushed open the door and entered. The room was in a state of wild disorder, the furniture being all swept to one side, and one chair lying on its back in the centre. Beside this chair, and still grasping one of its legs, lay the unfortunate tenant of the house. 

He had been stabbed to the heart and must have died instantly. The knife with which the crime had been committed was a curved Indian dagger, plucked down from a trophy of Oriental arms which adorned one of the walls. 

Robbery does not appear to have been the motive of the crime, for there had been no attempt to remove the valuable contents of the room. Mr. Eduardo Lucas was so well known and popular that his violent and mysterious fate will arouse painful interest and intense sympathy in a widespread circle of friends. 

»Well, Watson, what do you make of this?« asked Holmes, after a long pause. 

»It is an amazing coincidence.«

»A coincidence! Here is one of the three men whom we had named as possible actors in this drama, and he meets a violent death during the very hours when we know that that drama was being enacted. The odds are enormous against its being coincidence. No figures could express them. No, my dear Watson, the two events are connected –  must  be connected. It is for us to find the connection.«

»But now the official police must know all.«
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»Not at all. They know all they see at Godolphin Street. They know – and shall know – nothing of Whitehall Terrace. Only  we  know of both events, and can trace the relation between them. There is one obvious point which would, in any case, have turned my suspicions against Lucas. Godolphin Street, Westminster, is only a few minutes' walk from Whitehall Terrace. The other secret agents whom I have named live in the extreme West End. It was easier, therefore, for Lucas than for the others to establish a connection or receive a message from the European Secretary's household – a small thing, and yet where events are compressed into a few hours it may prove essential. 

Halloa! what have we here?«

Mrs. Hudson had appeared with a lady's card upon her salver. Holmes glanced at it, raised his eyebrows, and handed it over to me. 

»Ask Lady Hilda Trelawney Hope if she will be kind enough to step up,« said he. 

A moment later our modest apartment, already so distinguished that morning, was further honoured by the entrance of the most lovely woman in London. I had often heard of the beauty of the youngest daughter of the Duke of Belminster, but no description of it, and no contemplation of colourless photographs, had prepared me for the subtle, delicate charm and the beautiful colouring of that exquisite head. And yet as we Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.210
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saw it that autumn morning, it was not its beauty which would be the first thing to impress the observer. The cheek was lovely but it was paled with emotion, the eyes were bright, but it was the brightness of fever, the sensitive mouth was tight and drawn in an effort after self-command. Terror – not beauty – was what sprang first to the eye as our fair visitor stood framed for an instant in the open door. 

»Has my husband been here, Mr. Holmes?«

»Yes, madam, he has been here.«

»Mr. Holmes, I implore you not to tell him that I came here.« Holmes bowed coldly, and motioned the lady to a chair. 

»Your ladyship places me in a very delicate position. I beg that you will sit down and tell me what you desire, but I fear that I cannot make any unconditional promise.«

She swept across the room and seated herself with her back to the window. It was a queenly presence-tall, graceful, and intensely womanly. 

»Mr. Holmes,« she said – and her white-gloved hands clasped and unclasped as she spoke – »I will speak frankly to you in the hopes that it may induce you to speak frankly in return. There is complete confidence between my husband and me on all matters save one. That one is politics. On this his lips are sealed. He tells me nothing. Now, I am aware that there Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.211
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was a most deplorable occurrence in our house last night. I know that a paper has disappeared. But because the matter is political my husband refuses to take me into his complete confidence. Now it is essential – essential, I say – that I should thoroughly understand it. You are the only other person, save only these politicians, who knows the true facts. I beg you then, Mr. Holmes, to tell me exactly what has happened and what it will lead to. Tell me all, Mr. Holmes. 

Let no regard for your client's interests keep you silent, for I assure you that his interests, if he would only see it, would be best served by taking me into his complete confidence. What was this paper which was stolen?«

»Madam, what you ask me is really impossible.«

She groaned and sank her face in her hands. 

»You must see that this is so, madam. If your husband thinks fit to keep you in the dark over this matter, is it for me, who have only learned the true facts under the pledge of professional secrecy, to tell what he has withheld? It is not fair to ask it. It is him whom you must ask.«

»I have asked him. I come to you as a last resource. 

But without your telling me anything definite, Mr. 

Holmes, you may do a great service if you would enlighten me on one point.«

»What is it, madam?«
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»Is my husband's political career likely to suffer through this incident?«

»Well, madam, unless it is set right it may certainly have a very unfortunate effect.«

»Ah!« She drew in her breath, sharply as one whose doubts are resolved. 

»One more question, Mr. Holmes. From an expression which my husband dropped in the first shock of this disaster I understood that terrible public consequences might arise from the loss of this document.«

»If he said so, I certainly cannot deny it.«

»Of what nature are they?«

»Nay, madam, there again you ask me more than I can possibly answer.«

»Then I will take up no more of your time. I cannot blame you, Mr. Holmes, for having refused to speak more freely, and you on your side will not, I am sure, think the worse of me because I desire, even Against his will, to share my husband's anxieties. Once more I beg that you will say nothing of my visit.«

She looked back at us from the door, and I had a last impression of that beautiful haunted face, the startled eyes, and the drawn mouth. Then she was gone. 

»Now, Watson, the fair sex is your department,«

said Holmes, with a smile, when the dwindling frou-frou of skirts had ended in the slam of the front door. 
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»What was the fair lady's game? What did she really want?«

»Surely her own statement is clear and her anxiety very natural.«

»Hum! Think of her appearance, Watson – her manner, her suppressed excitement, her restlessness, her tenacity in asking questions. Remember that she comes of a caste who do not lightly show emotion.«

»She was certainly much moved.«

»Remember also the curious earnestness with which she assured us that it was best for her husband that she should know all. What did she mean by that? 

And you must have observed, Watson, how she ma-nœuvred to have the light at her back. She did not wish us to read her expression.«

»Yes, she chose the one chair in the room.«

»And yet the motives of women are so inscrutable. 

You remember the woman at Margate whom I suspected for the same reason. No powder on her nose – that proved to be the correct solution. How can you build on such a quicksand? Their most trivial action may mean volumes, or their most extraordinary conduct may depend upon a hairpin or a curling tongs. Good-morning, Watson.«

»You are off?«

»Yes, I will white away the morning at Godolphin Street with our friends of the regular establishment. 

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.214

The Adventure of the Second Stain

Doyle-SH, 770

With Eduardo Lucas lies the solution of our problem, though I must admit that I have not an inkling as to what form it may take. It is a capital mistake to theorize in advance of the facts. Do you stay on guard, my good Watson, and receive any fresh visitors. I'll join you at lunch if I am able.«

All that day and the next and the next Holmes was in a mood which his friends would call taciturn, and others morose. He ran out and ran in, smoked incessantly, played snatches on his violin, sank into reveries, devoured sandwiches at irregular hours, and hardly answered the casual questions which I put to him. It was evident to me that things were not going well with him or his quest. He would say nothing of the case, and it was from the papers that I learned the particulars of the inquest, and the arrest with the subsequent release of John Mitton, the valet of the deceased. The coroner's jury brought in the obvious Wilful Murder, but the parties remained as unknown as ever. 

No motive was suggested. The room was full of articles of value, but none had been taken. The dead man's papers had not been tampered with. They were carefully examined, and showed that he was a keen student of international politics, an indefatigable gossip, a remarkable linguist, and an untiring letter writer. He had been on intimate terms with the leading politicians of several countries. But nothing sensatio-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.215
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nal was discovered among the documents which filled his drawers. As to his relations with women, they appeared to have been promiscuous but superficial. He had many acquaintances among them, but few friends, and no one whom he loved. His habits were regular, his conduct inoffensive. His death was an absolute mystery and likely to remain so. 

As to the arrest of John Mitton, the valet, it was a council of despair as an alternative to absolute inaction. But no case could be sustained against him. He had visited friends in Hammersmith that night. The alibi  was complete. It is true that he started home at an hour which should have brought him to Westminster before the time when the crime was discovered, but his own explanation that he had walked part of the way seemed probable enough in view of the fine-ness of the night. He had actually arrived at twelve o'clock, and appeared to be overwhelmed by the unexpected tragedy. He had always been on good terms with his master. Several of the dead man's possessions – notably a small case of razors – had been found in the valet's boxes, but he explained that they had been presents from the deceased, and the housekeeper was able to corroborate the story. Mitton had been in Lucas's employment for three years. It was noticeable that Lucas did not take Mitton on the Continent with him. Sometimes he visited Paris for three months on Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.216
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end, but Mitton was left in charge of the Godolphin Street house. As to the housekeeper, she had heard nothing on the night of the crime. If her master had a visitor he had himself admitted him. 

So for three mornings the mystery remained, so far as I could follow it in the papers. If Holmes knew more, he kept his own counsel, but, as he told me that Inspector Lestrade had taken him into his confidence in the case, I knew that he was in close touch with every development. Upon the fourth day there appeared a long telegram from Paris which seemed to solve the whole question. 

A discovery has just been made by the Parisian police

[said the  Daily Telegraph] which raises the veil which hung round the tragic fate of Mr. Eduardo Lucas, who met his death by violence last Monday night at Godolphin Street, Westminster. Our readers will remember that the deceased gentleman was found stabbed in his room, and that some suspicion attached to his valet, but that the case broke down on an  alibi.  Yesterday a lady, who has been known as Mme Henri Fournaye, occupying a small villa in the Rue Austerlitz, was reported to the authorities by her servants as being insane. An examination showed she had indeed developed mania of a dangerous and permanent form. On inquiry, the police have discovered that Mme Henri Fournaye only returned from a journey to London on Tuesday last, and there is evidence to connect her with the crime at Westminster. A comparison of photographs has proved conclusively that M. Henri Fournaye Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.217
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and Eduardo Lucas were really one and the same person, and that the deceased had for some reason lived a double life in London and Paris. Mme Fournaye, who is of Cre-ole origin, is of an extremely excitable nature, and has suffered in the past from attacks of jealousy which have amounted to frenzy. It is conjectured that it was in one of these that she committed the terrible crime which has caused such a sensation in London. Her movements upon the Monday night have not yet been traced, but it is undoubted that a woman answering to her description attracted much attention at Charing Cross Station on Tuesday morning by the wildness of her appearance and the violence of her gestures. It is probable, therefore, that the crime was either committed when insane, or that its immediate effect was to drive the unhappy woman out of her mind. At present she is unable to give any coherent account of the past, and the doctors hold out no hopes of the reestablishment of her reason. There is evidence that a woman, who might have been Mme Fournaye, was seen for some hours upon Monday night watching the house in Godolphin Street. 

»What do you think of that, Holmes?« I had read the account aloud to him, while he finished his breakfast. 

»My dear Watson,« said he, as he rose from the table and paced up and down the room, »you are most long-suffering, but if I have told you nothing in the last three days, it is because there is nothing to tell. 

Even now this report from Paris does not help us much.«
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»Surely it is final as regards the man's death.«

»The man's death is a mere incident – a trivial episode – in comparison with our real task, which is to trace this document and save a European catastrophe. 

Only one important thing has happened in the last three days, and that is that nothing has happened. I get reports almost hourly from the government, and it is certain that nowhere in Europe is there any sign of trouble. Now, if this letter were loose – no, it  can't  be loose – but if it isn't loose, where can it be? Who has it? Why is it held back? That's the question that beats in my brain like a hammer. Was it, indeed, a coincidence that Lucas should meet his death on the night when the letter disappeared? Did the letter ever reach him? If so, why is it not among his papers? Did this mad wife of his carry it off with her? If so, is it in her house in Paris? How could I search for it without the French police having their suspicions aroused? It is a case, my dear Watson, where the law is as dangerous to us as the criminals are. Every man's hand is against us, and yet the interests at stake are colossal. Should I bring it to a successful conclusion, it will certainly represent the crowning glory of my career. Ah, here is my latest from the front!« He glanced hurriedly at the note which had been handed in. »Halloa! Lestrade seems to have observed something of interest. Put on your hat, Watson, and we will stroll down together to Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.219
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Westminster.«

It was my first visit to the scene of the crime – a high, dingy, narrow-chested house, prim, formal, and solid, like the century which gave it birth. Lestrade's bulldog features gazed out at us from the front window and he greeted us warmly when a big constable had opened the door and let us in. The room into which we were shown was that in which the crime had been committed, but no trace of it now remained save an ugly, irregular stain upon the carpet. This carpet was a small square drugget in the centre of the room, surrounded by a broad expanse of beautiful, old-fashioned wood-flooring in square blocks, highly polished. Over the fireplace was a magnificent trophy of weapons, one of which had been used on that tragic night. In the window was a sumptuous, writing-desk, and every detail of the apartment, the pictures, the rugs, and the hangings, all pointed to a taste which was luxurious to the verge of effeminacy. 

»Seen the Paris news?« asked Lestrade. 

Holmes nodded. 

»Our French friends seem to have touched the spot this time. No doubt it's just as they say. She knocked at the door – surprise visit, I guess, for he kept his life in water-tight compartments – he let her in, couldn't keep her in the street. She told him how she had traced him, reproached him. One thing led to another, Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.220
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and then with that dagger so handy the end soon came. It wasn't all done in an instant, though, for these chairs were all swept over yonder, and he had one in his hand as if he had tried to hold her off with it. We've got it all clear as if we had seen it.«

Holmes raised his eyebrows. 

»And yet you have sent for me?«

»Ah, yes, that's another matter – a mere trifle, but the sort of thing you take an interest in – queer, you know, and what you might call freakish. It has nothing to do with the main fact – can't have, on the face of it.«

»What is it, then?«

»Well, you know, after a crime of this sort we are very careful to keep things in their position. Nothing has been moved. Officer in charge here day and night. 

This morning, as the man was buried and the investigation over – so far as this room is concerned – we thought we could tidy up a bit. This carpet. You see, it is not fastened down, only just laid there. We had occasion to raise it. We found ––« »Yes? You found ––«

Holmes's face grew tense with anxiety. 

»Well, I'm sure you would never guess in a hundred years what we did find. You see that stain on the carpet? Well, a great deal must have soaked through, must it not?«
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»Undoubtedly it must.«

»Well, you will be surprised to hear that there is no stain on the white woodwork to correspond.«

»No stain! But there must ––«

»Yes, so you would say. But the fact remains that there isn't.«

He took the corner of the carpet in his hand and, turning it over, he showed that it was indeed as he said. 

»But the under side is as stained as the upper. It must have left a mark.«

Lestrade chuckled with delight at having puzzled the famous expert. 

»Now, I'll show you the explanation. There is a second stain, but it does not correspond with the other. 

See for yourself.« As he spoke he turned over another portion of the carpet, and there, sure enough, was a great crimson spill upon the square white facing of the old-fashioned floor. »What do you make of that, Mr. Holmes?«

»Why, it is simple enough. The two stains did correspond, but the carpet has been turned round. As it was square and unfastened it was easily done.«

»The official police don't need you, Mr. Holmes, to tell them that the carpet must have been turned round. 

That's clear enough, for the stains lie above each other – if you lay it over this way. But what I want to Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.222
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know is, who shifted the carpet, and why?«

I could see from Holmes's rigid face that he was vibrating with inward excitement. 

»Look here, Lestrade,« said he, »has that constable in the passage been in charge of the place all the time?«

»Yes, he has.«

»Well, take my advice. Examine him carefully. 

Don't do it before us. We'll wait here. You take him into the back room. You'll be more likely to get a confession out of him alone. Ask him how he dared to admit people and leave them alone in this room. Don't ask him if he has done it. Take it for granted. Tell him you  know  someone has been here. Press him. Tell him that a full confession is his only chance of forgiveness. Do exactly what I tell you!«

»By George, if he knows I'll have it out of him!«

cried Lestrade. He darted into the hall, and a few moments later his bullying voice sounded from the back room. 

»Now, Watson, now!« cried Holmes with frenzied eagerness. All the demoniacal force of the man masked behind that listless manner burst out in a paroxysm of energy. He tore the drugget from the floor, and in an instant was down on his hands and knees clawing at each of the squares of wood beneath it. 
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of it. It hinged back like the lid of a box. A small black cavity opened beneath it. Holmes plunged his eager hand into it and drew it out with a bitter snarl of anger and disappointment. It was empty. 

»Quick, Watson, quick! Get it back again!« The wooden lid was replaced, and the drugget had only just been drawn straight when Les-trade's voice was heard in the passage. He found Holmes leaning languidly against the mantelpiece, resigned and patient, endeavouring to conceal his irrepressible yawns. 

»Sorry to keep you waiting, Mr. Holmes. I can see that you are bored to death with the whole affair. 

Well, he has confessed, all right. Come in here, MacPherson. Let these gentlemen hear of your most inexcusable conduct.«

The big constable, very hot and penitent, sidled into the room. 

»I meant no harm, sir, I'm sure. The young woman came to the door last evening – mistook the house, she did. And then we got talking. It's lonesome, when you're on duty here all day.«

»Well, what happened then?«

»She wanted to see where the crime was done –

had read about it in the papers, she said. She was a very respectable, well-spoken young woman, sir, and I saw no harm in letting her have a peep. When she saw that mark on the carpet, down she dropped on the Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.224
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floor, and lay as if she were dead. I ran to the back and got some water, but I could not bring her to. Then I went round the corner to the Ivy Plant for some brandy, and by the time I had brought it back the young woman had recovered and was off – ashamed of herself, I daresay, and dared not face me.«

»How about moving that drugget?«

»Well, sir, it was a bit rumpled, certainly, when I came back. You see, she fell on it and it lies on a polished floor with nothing to keep it in place. I straightened it out afterwards.«

»It's a lesson to you that you can't deceive me, Constable MacPherson,« said Lestrade, with dignity. »No doubt you thought that your breach of duty could never be discovered, and yet a mere glance at that drugget was enough to convince me that someone had been admitted to the room. It's lucky for you, my man, that nothing is missing, or you would find yourself in Queer Street. I'm sorry to have called you down over such a petty business, Mr. Holmes, but I thought the point of the second stain not corresponding with the first would interest you.«

»Certainly, it was most interesting. Has this woman only been here once, constable?«

»Yes, sir, only once.«

»Who was she?«

»Don't know the name, sir. Was answering an ad-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.225

The Adventure of the Second Stain

Doyle-SH, 775

vertisement about typewriting and came to the wrong number – very pleasant, genteel young woman, sir.«

»Tall? Handsome?«

»Yes, sir, she was a well-grown young woman. I suppose you might say she was handsome. Perhaps some would say she was very handsome. ›Oh, officer, do let me have a peep!‹ says she. She had pretty, coaxing ways, as you might say, and I thought there was no harm in letting her just put her head through the door.«

»How was she dressed?«

»Quiet, sir – a long mantle down to her feet.«

»What time was it?«

»It was just growing dusk at the time. They were lighting the lamps as I came back with the brandy.«

»Very good,« said Holmes. »Come, Watson, I think that we have more important work elsewhere.«

As we left the house Lestrade remained in the front room, while the repentant constable opened the door to let us out. Holmes turned on the step and held up something in his hand. The constable stared intently. 

»Good Lord, sir!« he cried, with amazement on his face. Holmes put his finger on his lips, replaced his hand in his breast pocket, and burst out laughing as we turned down the street. »Excellent!« said he. 
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no war, that the Right Honourable Trelawney Hope will suffer no setback in his brilliant career, that the indiscreet Sovereign will receive no punishment for his indiscretion, that the Prime Minister will have no European complication to deal with, and that with a little tact and management upon our part nobody will be a penny the worse for what might have been a very ugly incident.«

My mind filled with admiration for this extraordinary man. 

»You have solved it!« I cried. 

»Hardly that, Watson. There are some points which are as dark as ever. But we have so much that it will be our own fault if we cannot get the rest. We will go straight to Whitehall Terrace and bring the matter to a head.«

When we arrived at the residence of the European Secretary it was for Lady Hilda Trelawney Hope that Sherlock Holmes inquired. We were shown into the morning-room. 

»Mr. Holmes!« said the lady, and her face was pink with her indignation. »This is surely most unfair and ungenerous upon your part. I desired, as I have explained, to keep my visit to you a secret, lest my husband should think that I was intruding into his affairs. 

And yet you compromise me by coming here and so showing that there are business relations between us.«
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»Unfortunately, madam, I had no possible alternative. I have been commissioned to recover this immensely important paper. I must therefore ask you, madam, to be kind enough to place it in my hands.«

The lady sprang to her feet, with the colour all dashed in an instant from her beautiful face. Her eyes glazed – she tottered – I thought that she would faint. 

Then with a grand effort she rallied from the shock, and a supreme astonishment and indignation chased every other expression from her features. 

»You – you insult me, Mr. Holmes.«

»Come, come, madam, it is useless. Give up the letter.«

She darted to the bell. 

»The butler shall show you out.«

»Do not ring, Lady Hilda. If you do, then all my earnest efforts to avoid a scandal will be frustrated. 

Give up the letter and all will be set right. If you will work with me I can arrange everything. If you work against me I must expose you.«

She stood grandly defiant, a queenly figure, her eyes fixed upon his as if she would read his very soul. 

Her hand was on the bell, but she had forborne to ring it. 

»You are trying to frighten me. It is not a very manly thing, Mr. Holmes, to come here and browbeat a woman. You say that you know something. What is Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.228
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it that you know?«

»Pray sit down, madam. You will hurt yourself there if you fall. I will not speak until you sit down. 

Thank you.«

»I give you five minutes, Mr. Holmes.«

»One is enough, Lady Hilda. I know of your visit to Eduardo Lucas of your giving him this document, of your ingenious return to the room last night, and of the manner in which you took the letter from the hiding-place under the carpet.«

She stared at him with an ashen face and gulped twice before she could speak. 

»You are mad, Mr. Holmes – you are mad!« she cried, at last. 

He drew a small piece of cardboard from his pok-ket. It was the face of a woman cut out of a portrait. 

»I have carried this because I thought it might be useful,« said he. »The policeman has recognized it.«

She gave a gasp, and her head dropped back in the chair. 

»Come, Lady Hilda. You have the letter. The matter may still be adjusted. I have no desire to bring trouble to you. My duty ends when I have returned the lost letter to your husband. Take my advice and be frank with me. It is your only chance.«

Her courage was admirable. Even now she would not own defeat. 
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»I tell you again, Mr. Holmes, that you are under some absurd illusion.«

Holmes rose from his chair. 

»I am sorry for you, Lady Hilda. I have done my best for you. I can see that it is all in vain.«

He rang the bell. The butler entered. 

»Is Mr. Trelawney Hope at home?«

»He will be home, sir, at a quarter to one.«

Holmes glanced at his watch. 

»Still a quarter of an hour,« said he. »Very good, I shall wait.«

The butler had hardly closed the door behind him when Lady Hilda was down on her knees at Holmes's feet, her hands outstretched, her beautiful face upturned and wet with her tears. 

»Oh, spare me, Mr. Holmes! Spare me!« she pleaded, in a frenzy of supplication. »For heaven's sake, don't tell him! I love him so! I would not bring one shadow on his life, and this I know would break his noble heart.«

Holmes raised the lady. »I am thankful, madam, that you have come to your senses even at this last moment! There is not an instant to lose. Where is the letter?«

She darted across to a writing-desk, unlocked it, and drew out a long blue envelope. 
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never seen it!«

»How can we return it?« Holmes muttered. »Quick, quick, we must think of some way! Where is the despatch-box?«

»Still in his bedroom.«

»What a stroke of luck! Quick, madam, bring it here!«

A moment later she had appeared with a red flat box in her hand. 

»How did you open it before? You have a duplicate key? Yes, of course you have. Open it!«

From out of her bosom Lady Hilda had drawn a small key. The box flew open. It was stuffed with papers. Holmes thrust the blue envelope deep down into the heart of them, between the leaves of some other document. The box was shut, locked, and returned to the bedroom. 

»Now we are ready for him,« said Holmes. »We have still ten minutes. I am going far to screen you, Lady Hilda. In return you will spend the time in telling me frankly the real meaning of this extraordinary affair.«

»Mr. Holmes, I will tell you everything,« cried the lady. »Oh, Mr. Holmes, I would cut off my right hand before I gave him a moment of sorrow! There is no woman in all London who loves her husband as I do, and yet if he knew how I have acted – how I have Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.231
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been compelled to act – he would never forgive me. 

For his own honour stands so high that he could not forget or pardon a lapse in another. Help me, Mr. 

Holmes! My happiness, his happiness, our very lives are at stake!«

»Quick, madam, the time grows short!«

»It was a letter of mine, Mr. Holmes, an indiscreet letter written before my marriage – a foolish letter, a letter of an impulsive, loving girl. I meant no harm, and yet he would have thought it criminal. Had he read that letter his confidence would have been forever destroyed. It is years since I wrote it. I had thought that the whole matter was forgotten. Then at last I heard from this man, Lucas, that it had passed into his hands, and that he would lay it before my husband. I implored his mercy. He said that he would return my letter if I would bring him a certain document which he described in my husband's despatch-box. He had some spy in the office who had told him of its existence. He assured me that no harm could come to my husband. Put yourself in my position, Mr. Holmes! What was I to do?«

»Take your husband into your confidence.«

»I could not, Mr. Holmes, I could not! On the one side seemed certain ruin, on the other, terrible as it seemed to take my husband's paper, still in a matter of politics I could not understand the consequences, Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.232
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while in a matter of love and trust they were only too clear to me. I did it, Mr. Holmes! I took an impression of his key. This man, Lucas, furnished a duplicate. 

I opened his despatch-box, took the paper, and conveyed it to Godolphin Street.«

»What happened there, madam?«

»I tapped at the door as agreed. Lucas opened it. I followed him into his room, leaving the hall door ajar behind me, for I feared to be alone with the man. I remember that there was a woman outside as I entered. 

Our business was soon done. He had my letter on his desk, I handed him the document. He gave me the letter. At this instant there was a sound at the door. 

There were steps in the passage. Lucas quickly turned back the drugget, thrust the document into some hiding-place there, and covered it over. 

What happened after that is like some fearful dream. I have a vision of a dark, frantic face, of a woman's voice, which screamed in French, ›My waiting is not in vain. At last, at last I have found you with her!‹ There was a savage struggle. I saw him with a chair in his hand, a knife gleamed in hers. I rushed from the horrible scene, ran from the house, and only next morning in the paper did I learn the dreadful result. That night I was happy, for I had my letter, and I had not seen yet what the future would bring. 
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only exchanged one trouble for another. My husband's anguish at the loss of his paper went to my heart. I could hardly prevent myself from there and then kneeling down at his feet and telling him what I had done. 

But that again would mean a confession of the past. I came to you that morning in order to understand the full enormity of my offence. Prom the instant that I grasped it my whole mind was turned to the one thought of getting back my husband's paper. It must still be where Lucas had placed it, for it was concealed before this dreadful woman entered the room. If it had not been for her coming, I should not have known where his hiding-place was. How was I to get into the room? For two days I watched the place, but the door was never left open. Last night I made a last attempt. 

What I did and how I succeeded, you have already learned. I brought the paper back with me, and thought of destroying it, since I could see no way of returning it without confessing my guilt to my husband. Heavens, I hear his step upon the stair!«

The European Secretary burst excitedly into the room. 

»Any news, Mr. Holmes, any news?« he cried. 

»I have some hopes.«

»Ah, thank heaven!« His face became radiant. 

»The Prime Minister is lunching with me. May he share your hopes? He has nerves of steel, and yet I Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.234
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know that he has hardly slept since this terrible event. 

Jacobs, will you ask the Prime Minister to come up? 

As to you, dear, I fear that this is a matter of politics. 

We will join you in a few minutes in the dining-room.«

The Prime Minister's manner was subdued, but I could see by the gleam of his eyes and the twitchings of his bony hands that he shared the excitement of his young colleague. 

»I understand that you have something to report, Mr. Holmes?«

»Purely negative as yet,« my friend answered. »I have inquired at every point where it might be, and I am sure that there is no danger to be apprehended.«

»But that is not enough, Mr. Holmes. We cannot live forever on such a volcano. We must have something definite.«

»I am in hopes of getting it. That is why I am here. 

The more I think of the matter the more convinced I am that the letter has never left this house.«

»Mr. Holmes!«

»If it had it would certainly have been public by now.«

»But why should anyone take it in order to keep it in his house?«

»I am not convinced that anyone did take it.«

»Then how could it leave the despatch-box?«
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»I am not convinced that it ever did leave the despatch-box.«

»Mr. Holmes, this joking is very ill-timed. You have my assurance that it left the box.«

»Have you examined the box since Tuesday morning?«

»No. It was not necessary.«

»You may conceivably have overlooked it.«

»Impossible, I say.«

»But I am not convinced of it. I have known such things to happen. I presume there are other papers there. Well, it may have got mixed with them.«

»It was on the top.«

»Someone may have shaken the box and displaced it.«

»No, no, I had everything out.«

»Surely it is easily decided, Hope,« said the Premier. »Let us have the despatch-box brought in.«

The Secretary rang the bell. 

»Jacobs, bring down my despatch-box. This is a farcical waste of time, but still, if nothing else will satisfy you, it shall be done. Thank you, Jacobs, put it here. I have always had the key on my watchchain. 

Here are the papers, you see. Letter from Lord Merrow, report from Sir Charles Hardy, memorandum from Belgrade, note on the Russo-German grain taxes, letter from Madrid, note from Lord Flowers ––
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Good heavens! what is this? Lord Bellinger! Lord Bellinger!«

The Premier snatched the blue envelope from his hand. 

»Yes, it is it – and the letter is intact. Hope, I congratulate you.«

»Thank you! Thank you! What a weight from my heart. But this is inconceivable – impossible. Mr. 

Holmes, you are a wizard, a sorcerer! How did you know it was there?«

»Because I knew it was nowhere else.«

»I cannot believe my eyes!« He ran wildly to the door. »Where is my wife? I must tell her that all is well. Hilda! Hilda!« we heard his voice on the stairs. 

The Premier looked at Holmes with twinkling eyes. 

»Come, sir,« said he. »There is more in this than meets the eye. How came the letter back in the box?«

Holmes turned away smiling from the keen scrutiny of those wonderful eyes. 

»We also have our diplomatic secrets,« said he and, picking up his hat, he turned to the door. 
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Preface

His Last Bow


The  friends of Mr. Sherlock Holmes will be glad to learn that he is still alive and well, though somewhat crippled by occasional attacks of rheumatism. 

 He has, for many years, lived in a small farm upon the downs five miles from Eastbourne, where his time is divided between philosophy and agriculture. 

 During this period of rest he has refused the most princely offers to take up various cases, having determined that his retirement was a permanent one. 

 The approach of the German war caused him, however, to lay his remarkable combination of intellectual and practical activity at the disposal of the government, with historical results which are recounted in  His Last Bow.  Several previous experiences which have lain long in my portfolio have been added to  His Last Bow  so as to complete the volume. 

JOHN H. WATSON, M.D. 
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The Adventure of Wisteria Lodge

 1. The Singular Experience of Mr. John Scott Eccles I find it recorded in my notebook that it was a bleak and windy day towards the end of March in the year 1892. Holmes had received a telegram while we sat at our lunch, and he had scribbled a reply. He made no remark, but the matter remained in his thoughts, for he stood in front of the fire afterwards with a thoughtful face, smoking his pipe, and casting an occasional glance at the message. Suddenly he turned upon me with a mischievous twinkle in his eyes. 

»I suppose, Watson, we must look upon you as a man of letters,« said he. »How do you define the word

›grotesque‹?«

»Strange – remarkable,« I suggested. 

He shook his head at my definition. 

»There is surely something more than that,« said he; »some underlying suggestion of the tragic and the terrible. If you cast your mind back to some of those narratives with which you have afflicted a long-suffering public, you will recognize how often the grotesque has deepened into the criminal. Think of that little affair of the red-headed men. That was grotesque enough in the outset, and yet it ended in a desperate Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.240 1. The Singular Experience of Mr. John Scott Eccles Doyle-SH, 1022

attempt at robbery. Or, again, there was that most grotesque affair of the five orange pips, which led straight to a murderous conspiracy. The word puts me on the alert.«

»Have you it there?« I asked. 

He read the telegram aloud. 

»Have just had most incredible and grotesque experience. May I consult you? 

SCOTT ECCLES, 

Post-Office, Charing Cross.«

»Man or woman?« I asked. 

»Oh, man, of course. No woman would ever send a reply-paid telegram. She would have come.«

»Will you see him?«

»My dear Watson, you know how bored I have been since we locked up Colonel Carruthers. My mind is like a racing engine, tearing itself to pieces because it is not connected up with the work for which it was built. Life is commonplace; the papers are sterile; audacity and romance seem to have passed forever from the criminal world. Can you ask me, then, whether I am ready to look into any new problem, however trivial it may prove? But here, unless I am mistaken, is our client.«

A measured step was heard upon the stairs, and a moment
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lemnly respectable person was ushered into the room. 

His life history was written in his heavy features and pompous manner. From his spats to his gold-rimmed spectacles he was a Conservative, a churchman, a good eitizen, orthodox and conventional to the last degree. But some amazing experience had disturbed his native composure and left its traces in his bristling hair, his flushed, angry cheeks, and his flurried, excited manner. He plunged instantly into his business. 

»I have had a most singular and unpleasant experience, Mr. Holmes,« said he. »Never in my life have I been placed in such a situation. It is most improper –

most outrageous. I must insist upon some explanation.« He swelled and puffed in his anger. 

»Pray sit down, Mr. Scott Eccles,« said Holmes in a soothing voice. »May I ask, in the first place, why you came to me at all?«

»Well, sir, it did not appear to be a matter which concerned the police, and yet, when you have heard the facts, you must admit that I could not leave it where it was. Private detectives are a class with whom I have absolutely no sympathy, but none the less, having heard your name ––«

»Quite so. But, in the second place, why did you not come at once?«

»What do you mean?«

Holmes glanced at his watch. 
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»It is a quarter-past two,« he said. »Your telegram was dispatched about one. But no one can glance at your toilet and attire without seeing that your disturbance dates from the moment of your waking.«

Our client smoothed down his unbrushed hair and felt his unshaven chin. 

»You are right, Mr. Holmes. I never gave a thought to my toilet. I was only too glad to get out of such a house. But I have been running round making inquiries before I came to you. I went to the house agents, you know, and they said that Mr. Garcia's rent was paid up all right and that everything was in order at Wisteria Lodge.«

»Come, come, sir,« said Holmes, laughing. »You are like my friend. Dr. Watson, who has a bad habit of telling his stories wrong end foremost. Please arrange your thoughts and let- me know, in their due sequence, exactly what those events are which have sent you out unbrushed and unkempt, with dress boots and waistcoat buttoned awry, in search, of advice and assistance.«

Our client looked down with a rueful face at his own unconventional appearance. 

»I'm sure it must look very bad, Mr. Holmes, and I am not aware that in my whole life such a thing has ever happened before. But I will tell you the whole queer business, and when I have done so you will Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.243 1. The Singular Experience of Mr. John Scott Eccles Doyle-SH, 1023

admit, I am sure, that there has been enough to excuse me.«

But his narrative was nipped in the bud. There was a bustle outside, and Mrs. Hudson opened the door to usher in two robust and official-looking individuals, one of whom was well known to us as Inspector Gregson of Scotland Yard, an energetic, gallant, and, within his limitations, a capable officer. He shook hands with Holmes and introduced his comrade as Inspector Baynes, of the Surrey Constabulary. 

»We are hunting together, Mr. Holmes, and our trail lay in this direction.« He turned his bulldog eyes upon our visitor. »Are you Mr. John Scott Eccles, of Popham House, Lee?«

»I am.«

»We have been following you about all the morning.«

»You traced him through the telegram, no doubt,«

said Holmes. 

»Exactly, Mr. Holmes. We picked up the scent at Charing Cross Post-Office and came on here.«

»But why do you follow me? What do you want?«

»We wish a statement, Mr. Scott Eccles, as to the events which led up to the death last night of Mr. 

Aloysius Garcia, of Wisteria-Lodge, near Esher.«

Our client had sat up with staring eyes and every tinge of colour struck from his astonished face. 

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.244 1. The Singular Experience of Mr. John Scott Eccles Doyle-SH, 1024

»Dead? Did you say he was dead?«

»Yes, sir, he is dead.«

»But how? An accident?«

»Murder, if ever there was one upon earth.«

»Good God! This is awful! You don't mean – you don't mean that I am suspected?«

»A letter of yours was found in the dead man's pok-ket, and we know by it that you had planned to pass last night at his house.«

»So I did.«

»Oh, you did, did you?«

Out came the official notebook. 

»Wait a bit, Gregson,« said Sherlock Holmes. »All you desire is a plain statement, is it not?«

»And it is my duty to warn Mr. Scott Eccles that it may be used against him.«

»Mr. Eccles was going to tell us about it when you entered the room. I think, Watson, a brandy and soda would do him no harm. Now, sir, I suggest that you take no notice of this addition to your audience, and that you proceed with your narrative exactly as you would have done had you never been interrupted.«

Our visitor had gulped off the brandy and the colour had returned to his face. With a dubious glance at the inspector's notebook, he plunged at once into his extraordinary statement. 
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ble turn I cultivate a large number of friends. Among these are the family of a retired brewer called Melville, living at Albemarle Mansion, Kensington. It was at his table that I met some weeks ago a young fellow named Garcia. He was, I understood, of Spanish descent and connected in some way with the embassy. He spoke perfect English, was pleasing in his manners, and as good-looking a man as ever I saw in my life. 

In some way we struck up quite a friendship, this young fellow and I. He seemed to take a fancy to me from the first, and within two days of our meeting he came to see me at Lee. One thing led to another, and it ended in his inviting me out to spend a few days at his house, Wisteria Lodge, between Esher and Oxshott. Yesterday evening I went to Esher to fulfil this engagement. 

He had described his household to me before I went there. He lived with a faithful servant, a countryman of his own, who looked after all his needs. This fellow could speak English and did his housekeeping for him. Then there was a wonderful cook, he said, a half-breed whom he had picked up in his travels, who could serve an excellent dinner. I remember that he remarked what a queer household it was to find in the heart of Surrey, and that I agreed with him, though it has proved a good deal queerer than I thought. 
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I drove to the place – about two miles on the south side of Esher. The house was a fair-sized one, standing back from the road, with a curving drive which was banked with high evergreen shrubs. It was an old, tumble-down building in a crazy state of disrepair. 

When the trap pulled up on the grass-grown drive in front of the blotched and weather-stained door, I had doubts as to my wisdom in visiting a man whom I knew so slightly. He opened the door himself, however, and greeted me with a great show of cordiality. I was handed over to the manservant, a melancholy, swarthy individual, who led the way, my bag in his hand, to my bedroom. The whole place was depressing. Our dinner was tête-à-tête, and though my host did his best to be entertaining, his thoughts seemed to continually wander, and he talked so vaguely and wildly that I could hardly understand him. He continually drummed his fingers on the table, gnawed his nails, and gave other signs of nervous impatience. 

The dinner itself was neither well served nor well cooked, and the gloomy presence of the taciturn servant did not help to enliven us. I can assure you that many times in the course of the evening I wished that I could invent some excuse which would take me back to Lee. 

One thing comes back to my memory which may have a bearing upon the business that you two gentle-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.247 1. The Singular Experience of Mr. John Scott Eccles Doyle-SH, 1025

men are investigating. I thought nothing of it at the time. Near the end of dinner a note was handed in by the servant. I noticed that after my host had read it he seemed even more distrait and strange than before. He gave up all pretence at conversation and sat, smoking endless cigarettes, lost in his own thoughts, but he made no remark as to – the contents. About eleven I was glad to go to bed. Some time later Garcia looked in at my door – the room was dark at the time – and asked me if I had rung. I said that I had not. He apologized for having disturbed me so late, saying that it was nearly one o'clock. I dropped off after this and slept soundly all night. 

And now I come to the amazing part of my tale. 

When I woke it was broad daylight. I glanced at my watch, and the time was nearly nine. I had particularly asked to be called at eight, so I was very much astonished at this forgetfulness. I sprang up and rang for the servant. There was no response. I rang again and again, with the same result. Then I came to the conclusion that the bell was out of order. I huddled on my clothes and hurried downstairs in an exceedingly bad temper to order some hot water. You can imagine my surprise when I found that there was no one there. I shouted in the hall. There was no answer. Then I ran from room to room. All were deserted. My host had shown me which was his bedroom the night before, so Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.248 1. The Singular Experience of Mr. John Scott Eccles Doyle-SH, 1026

I knocked at the door. No reply. I turned the handle and walked in. The room was empty, and the bed had never been slept in. He had gone with the rest. The foreign host, the foreign footman, the foreign cook, all had vanished in the night! That was the end of my visit to Wisteria Lodge.«

Sherlock Holmes was rubbing his hands and chuk-kling as he added this bizarre incident to his collection of strange episodes. 

»Your experience is, so far as I know, perfectly unique,« said he. »May I ask, sir, what you did then?«

»I was furious. My first idea was that I had been the victim of some absurd practical joke. I packed my things, banged the hall door behind me, and set off for Esher, with my bag in my hand. I called at Allan Brothers', the chief land agents in the village, and found that it was from this firm that the villa had been rented. It struck me that the whole proceeding could hardly be for the purpose of making a fool of me, and that the main object must be to get out of the rent. It is late in March, so quarter-day is at hand. But this theory would not work. The agent was obliged to me for my warning, but told me that the rent had been paid in advance. Then I made my way to town and called at the Spanish embassy. The man was unknown there. After this I went to see Melville, at whose house I had first met Garcia, but I found that he really Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.249 1. The Singular Experience of Mr. John Scott Eccles Doyle-SH, 1026

knew rather less about him than I did. Finally when I got your reply to my wire I came out to you, since I gather that you are a person who gives advice in difficult cases. But now, Mr. Inspector, I understand, from what you said when you entered the room, that you can carry the story on, and that some tragedy has occurred. I can assure you that every word I have said is the truth and that, outside of what I have told you, I know absolutely nothing about the fate of this man. 

My only desire is to help the law in every possible way.«

»I am sure of it, Mr. Scott Eccles – I am sure of it,«

said Inspector Gregson in a very amiable tone. »I am bound to say that everything which you have said agrees very closely with the facts as they have come to our notice. For example, there was that note which arrived during dinner. Did you chance to observe what became of it?«

»Yes, I did. Garcia rolled it up and threw it into the fire.«

»What do you say to that, Mr. Baynes?«

The country detective was a stout, puffy, red man, whose face was only redeemed from grossness by two extraordinarily bright eyes, almost hidden behind the heavy creases of cheek and brow. With a slow smile he drew a folded and discoloured scrap of paper from his pocket. 

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.250 1. The Singular Experience of Mr. John Scott Eccles Doyle-SH, 1027

»It was a dog-grate, Mr. Holmes, and he overpitch-ed it. I picked this out unburned from the back of it.«

Holmes smiled his appreciation. 

»You must have examined the house very carefully to find a single pellet of paper.«

»I did, Mr. Holmes. It's my way. Shall I read it, Mr. Gregson?«

The Londoner nodded. 

»The note is written upon ordinary cream-laid paper without watermark. It is a quarter-sheet. The paper is cut off in two snips with a short-bladed scissors. It has been folded over three times and sealed with purple wax, put on hurriedly and pressed down with some flat oval object. It is addressed to Mr. Garcia, Wisteria Lodge. It says:

Our own colours, green and white. Green open, white shut. Main stair, first corridor, seventh right, green baize. 

Godspeed. D. 

It is a woman's writing, done with a sharp-pointed pen, but the address is either done with another pen or by someone else. It is thicker and bolder, as you see.«

»A very remarkable note,« said Holmes, glancing it over. »I must compliment you, Mr. Baynes, upon your attention to detail in your examination of it. A few trifling points might perhaps be added. The oval seal is undoubtedly
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such a shape? The scissors were bent nail scissors. 

Short as the two snips are, you can distinctly see the same slight curve in each.«

The country detective chuckled. 

»I thought I had squeezed all the juice out of it, but I see there was a little over,« he said. »I'm bound to say that I make nothing of the note except that there was something on hand, and that a woman, as usual, was at the bottom of it.«

Mr. Scott Eccles had fidgeted in his seat during this conversation. 

»I am glad you found the note, since it corroborates my story,« said he. »But I beg to point out that I have not yet heard what has happened to Mr. Garcia, nor what has become of his household.«

»As to Garcia,« said Gregson, »that is easily answered. He was found dead this morning upon Oxshott Common, nearly a mile from his home. His head had been smashed to pulp by heavy blows of a sandbag or some such instrument, which had crushed rather than wounded. It is a lonely corner, and there is no house within a quarter of a mile of the spot. He had apparently been struck down first from behind, but his assailant had gone on beating him long after he was dead. It was a most furious assault. There are no footsteps nor any clue to the criminals.«

»Robbed?«
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»No, there was no attempt at robbery.«

»This is very painful – very painful and terrible,«

said Mr. Scott Eccles in a querulous voice, »but it is really uncommonly hard upon me. I had nothing to do with my host going off upon a nocturnal excursion and meeting so sad an end. How do I come to be mixed up with the case?«

»Very simply, sir,« Inspector Baynes answered. 

»The only document found in the pocket of the deceased was a letter from you saying that you would be with him on the night of his death. It was the envelope of this letter which gave us the dead man's name and address. It was after nine this morning when we reached his house and found neither you nor anyone else inside it. I wired to Mr. Gregson to run you down in London while I examined Wisteria Lodge. Then I came into town, joined Mr. Gregson, and here we are.«

»I think now,« said Gregson, rising, »we had best put this matter into an official shape. You will come round with us to the station, Mr. Scott Eccles, and let us have your statement in writing.«

»Certainly, I will come at once. But I retain your services, Mr. Holmes. I desire you to spare no expense and no pains to get at the truth.«

My friend turned to the country inspector. 

»I suppose that you have no objection to my colla-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.253 1. The Singular Experience of Mr. John Scott Eccles Doyle-SH, 1028

borating with you, Mr. Baynes?«

»Highly honoured, sir, I am sure.«

»You appear to have been very prompt and business-like in all that you have done. Was there any clue, may I ask, as to the exact hour that the man met his death?«

»He had been there since one o'clock. There was rain about that time, and his death had certainly been before the rain.«

»But that is perfectly impossible, Mr. Baynes,«

cried our client. »His voice is unmistakable. I could swear to it that it was he who addressed me in my bedroom at that very hour.«

»Remarkable, but by no means impossible,« said Holmes, smiling. 

»You have a clue?« asked Gregson. 

»On the face of it the case is not a very complex one, though it certainly presents some novel and interesting features. A further knowledge of facts is necessary before I would venture to give a final and definite opinion. By the way, Mr. Baynes, did you find anything remarkable besides this note in your examination of the house?«

The detective looked at my friend in a singular way. 

»There were,« said he, »one or two  very  remarkable things. Perhaps when I have finished at the police-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.254 1. The Singular Experience of Mr. John Scott Eccles Doyle-SH, 1028

station you would care to come out and give me your opinion of them.«

»I am entirely at your service,« said Sherlock Holmes, ringing the bell. »You will show these gentlemen out, Mrs. Hudson, and kindly send the boy with this telegram. He is to pay a five-shilling reply.«

We sat for some time in silence after our visitors had left. Holmes smoked hard, with his brows drawn down over his keen eyes, and his head thrust forward in the eager way characteristic of the man. 

»Well, Watson.« he asked, turning suddenly upon me, »what do you make of it?«

»I can make nothing of this mystification of Scott Eccles.«

»But the crime?«

»Well, taken with the disappearance of the man's companions, I should say that they were in some way concerned in the murder and had fled from justice.«

»That is certainly a possible point of view. On the face of it you must admit, however, that it is very strange that his two servants should have been in a conspiracy against him and should have attacked him on the one night when he had a guest. They had him alone at their mercy every other night in the week.«

»Then why did they fly?«

»Quite so. Why did they fly? There is a big fact. 

Another big fact is the remarkable experience of our Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.255 1. The Singular Experience of Mr. John Scott Eccles Doyle-SH, 1029

client, Scott Eccles. Now, my dear Watson, is it beyond the limits of human ingenuity to furnish an explanation which would cover both these big facts? If it were one which would also admit of the mysterious note with its very curious phraseology, why, then it would be worth accepting as a temporary hypothesis. 

If the fresh facts which come to our knowledge all fit themselves into the scheme, then our hypothesis may gradually become a solution.«

»But what is our hypothesis?«

Holmes leaned back in his chair with half-closed eyes. 

»You must admit, my dear Watson, that the idea of a joke is impossible. There were grave events afoot, as the sequel showed, and the coaxing of Scott Eccles to Wisteria Lodge had some connection with them.«

»But what possible connection?«

»Let us take it link by link. There is, on the face of it, something unnatural about this strange and sudden friendship between the young Spaniard and Scott Eccles. It was the former who forced the pace. He called upon Eccles at the other end of London on the very day after he first met him, and he kept in close touch with him until he got him down to Esher. Now, what did he want with Eccles? What could Eccles supply? I see no charm in the man. He is not particularly intelligent – not a man likely to be congenial to a quick-wit-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.256 1. The Singular Experience of Mr. John Scott Eccles Doyle-SH, 1029

ted Latin. Why, then, was he picked out from all the other people whom Garcia met as particularly suited to his purpose? Has he any one outstanding quality? I say that he has. He is the very type of conventional British respectability, and the very man as a witness to impress another Briton. You saw yourself how neither of the inspectors dreamed of questioning his statement, extraordinary as it was.«

»But what was he to witness?«

»Nothing, as things turned out, but everything had they gone another way. That is how I read the matter.«

»I see, he might have proved an alibi.«

»Exactly, my dear Watson; he might have proved an alibi. We will suppose, for argument's sake, that the household of Wisteria Lodge are confederates in some design. The attempt, whatever it may be, is to come off, we will say, before one o'clock. By some juggling of the clocks it is quite possible that they may have got Scott Eccles to bed earlier than he thought, but in any case it is likely that when Garcia went out of his way to tell him that it was one it was really not more than twelve. If Garcia could do whatever he had to do and be back by the hour mentioned he had evidently a powerful reply to any accusation. 

Here was this irreproachable Englishman ready to swear in any court of law that the accused was in his Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.257 1. The Singular Experience of Mr. John Scott Eccles Doyle-SH, 1030

house all the time. It was an insurance against the worst.«

»Yes, yes, I see that. But how about the disappearance of the others?«

»I have not all my facts yet, but I do not think there are any insuperable difficulties. Still, it is an error to argue in front of your data. You find yourself insensibly twisting them round to fit your theories.«

»And the message?«

»How did it run? ›Our own colours, green and white.‹ Sounds like racing. ›Green open, white shut.‹

That is clearly a signal. ›Main stair, first corridor, seventh right, green baize.‹ This is an assignation. We may find a jealous husband at the bottom of it all. It was clearly a dangerous quest. She would not have said ›Godspeed‹ had it not been so. ›D‹-that should be a guide.«

»The man was a Spaniard. I suggest that ›D‹ stands for Dolores, a common female name in Spain.«

»Good, Watson, very good – but quite inadmissible. A Spaniard would write to a Spaniard in Spanish. The writer of this note is certainly English. 

Well, we can only possess our souls in patience until this excellent inspector comes back for us. Meanwhile we can thank our lucky fate which has rescued us for a few short hours from the insufferable fatigues of idleness.«
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An answer had arrived to Holmes's telegram before our Surrey officer had returned. Holmes read it and was about to place it in his notebook when he caught a glimpse of my expectant face. He tossed it across with a laugh. 

»We are moving in exalted circles,« said he. 

The telegram was a list of names and addresses: Lord Harringby, The Dingle; Sir George Ffolliott, Oxshott Towers; Mr. Hynes Hynes, J.P., Purdey Place; Mr. James Baker Williams, Forton Old Hall; Mr. Henderson, High Gable; Rev. Joshua Stone, Nether Walsling. 

»This is a very obvious way of limiting our field of operations,« said Holmes. »No doubt Baynes, with his methodical mind, has already adopted some similar plan.«

»I don't quite understand.«

»Well, my dear fellow, we have already arrived at the conclusion that the message received by Garcia at dinner was an appointment or an assignation. Now, if the obvious reading of it is correct, and in order to keep this tryst one has to ascend a main stair and seek the seventh door in a corridor, it is perfectly clear that the house is a very large one. It is equally certain that this house cannot be more than a mile or two from Oxshott

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes

, since Garcia was walking in that direction 2.259 1. The Singular Experience of Mr. John Scott Eccles Doyle-SH, 1031

and hoped, according to my reading of the facts, to be back in Wisteria Lodge in time to avail himself of an alibi, which would only be valid up to one o'clock. As the number of large houses close to Oxshott must be limited, I adopted the obvious method of sending to the agents mentioned by Scott Eccles and obtaining a list of them. Here they are in this telegram, and the other end of our tangled skein must lie among them.«

It was nearly six o'clock before we found ourselves in the pretty Surrey village of Esher, with Inspector Baynes as our companion. Holmes and I had taken things for the night, and found comfortable quarters at the Bull. Finally we set out in the company of the detective on our visit to Wisteria Lodge. It was a cold, dark March evening, with a sharp wind and a fine rain beating upon our faces, a fit setting for the wild common over which our road passed and the tragic goal to which it led us. 
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 II. The Tiger of San Pedro

A cold and melancholy walk of a couple of miles brought us to a high wooden gate, which opened into a gloomy avenue of chestnuts. The curved and shadowed drive led us to a low, dark house, pitch-black against a slate-coloured sky. From the front window upon the left of the door there peeped a glimmer of a feeble light. 

»There's a constable in possession,« said Baynes. 

»I'll knock at the window.« He stepped across the grass plot and tapped with his hand on the pane. 

Through the fogged glass I dimly saw a man spring up from a chair beside the fire, and heard a sharp cry from within the room. An instant later a white-faced, hard-breathing policeman had opened the door, the candle wavering in his trembling hand. 

»What's the matter, Walters?« asked Baynes sharply. 

The man mopped his forehead with his handkerchief and gave a long sigh of relief. 

»I am glad you have come, sir. It has been a long evening, and I don't think my nerve is as good as it was.«

»Your nerve, Walters? I should not have thought you had a nerve in your body.«
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»Well, sir, it's this lonely, silent house and the queer thing in the kitchen. Then when you tapped at the window I thought it had come again.«

»That what had come again?«

»The devil, sir, for all I know. It was at the window.«

»What was at the window, and when?«

»It was just about two hours ago. The light was just fading. I was sitting reading in the chair. I don't know what made me look up, but there was a face looking in at me through the lower pane. Lord, sir, what a face it was! I'll see it in my dreams.«

»Tut, tut, Walters. This is not talk for a police-constable.«

»I know, sir, I know; but it shook me, sir, and there's no use t& deny it. It wasn't black, sir, nor was it white, nor any colour that I know, but a kind of queer shade like clay with a splash of milk in it. Then there was the size of it – it was twice yours, sir. And the look of it – the great staring goggle eyes, and the line of white teeth like a hungry beast. I tell you, sir, I couldn't move a finger, nor get my breath, till it whisked away and was gone. Out I ran and through the shrubbery, but thank God there was no one there.«

»If I didn't know you were a good man, Walters, I should put a black mark against you for this. If it were the devil himself a constable on duty should never Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.262
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thank God that he could not lay his hands upon him. I suppose the whole thing is not a vision and a touch of nerves?«

»That, at least, is very easily settled,« said Holmes, lighting his little pocket lantern. »Yes,« he reported, after a short examination of the grass bed, »a number twelve shoe, I should say. If he was all on the same scale as his foot he must certainly have been a giant.«

»What became of him?«

»He seems to have broken through the shrubbery and made for the road.«

»Well,« said the inspector with a grave and thoughtful face, »whoever he may have been, and whatever he may have wanted, he's gone for the present, and we have more immediate things to attend to. 

Now, Mr. Holmes, with your permission, I will show you round the house.«

The various bedrooms and sitting-rooms had yielded nothing to a careful search. Apparently the tenants had brought little or nothing with them, and all the furniture down to the smallest details had been taken over with the house. A good deal of clothing with the stamp of Marx and Co., High Holborn, had been left behind. Telegraphic inquiries had been already made which showed that Marx knew nothing of his customer save that he was a good payer. Odds and ends, some pipes, a few novels, two of them in Spa-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.263
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nish, an old-fashioned pinfire revolver, and a guitar were among the personal property. 

»Nothing in all this,« said Baynes, stalking, candle in hand, from, room to room. »But now, Mr. Holmes, I invite your attention to the kitchen.«

It was a gloomy, high-ceilinged room at the back of the house, with a straw litter in one corner, which served apparently as a bed for the cook. The table was piled with half-eaten dishes and dirty plates, the dé-

bris of last night's dinner. 

»Look at this,« said Baynes. »What do you make of it?«

He held up his candle before an extraordinary object which stood at the back of the dresser. It was so wrinkled and shrunken and withered that it was difficult to say what it might have been. One could but say that it was black and leathery and that it bore some resemblance to a dwarfish, human figure. At first, as I examined it, I thought that it was a mummified negro baby, and then it seemed a very twisted and ancient monkey. Finally I was left in doubt as to whether it was animal or human. A double band of white shells was strung round the centre of it. 

»Very interesting – very interesting, indeed!« said Holmes, peering at this sinister relic. »Anything more?«
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forward his candle. The limbs and body of some large, white bird, torn savagely to pieces with the feathers still on, were littered all over it. Holmes pointed to the wattles on the severed head. 

»A white cock,« said he. »Most interesting! It is really a very curious case.«

But Mr. Baynes had kept his most sinister exhibit to the last. From under the sink he drew a zinc pail which contained a quantity of blood. Then from the table he took a platter heaped with small pieces of charred bone. 

»Something has been killed and something has been burned. We raked all these out of the fire. We had a doctor in this morning. He says that they are not human.«

Holmes smiled and rubbed his hands. 

»I must congratulate you, Inspector, on handling so distinctive and instructive a case. Your powers, if I may say so without offence, seem superior to your opportunities.«

Inspector Baynes's small eyes twinkled with pleasure. 

»You're right, Mr. Holmes. We stagnate in the provinces. A case of this sort gives a man a chance, and I hope that I shall take it. What do you make of these bones?«

»A lamb, I should say, or a kid.«
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»And the white cock?«

»Curious, Mr. Baynes, very curious. I should say almost unique.«

»Yes, sir, there must have been some very strange people with some very strange ways in this house. 

One of them is dead. Did his companions follow him and kill him? If they did we should have them, for every port is watched. But my own views are different. Yes, sir, my own views are very different.«

»You have a theory then?«

»And I'll work it myself, Mr. Holmes. It's only due to my own credit to do so. Your name is made, but I have still to make mine. I should be glad to be able to say afterwards that I had solved it without your help.«

Holmes laughed good-humouredly. 

»Well, well, Inspector,« said he. »Do you follow your path and I will follow mine. My results are always very much at your service if you care to apply to me for them. I think that I have seen all that I wish in this house, and that my time may be more profitably employed elsewhere.  Au revoir  and good luck!«

I could tell by numerous subtle signs, which might have been lost upon anyone but myself, that Holmes was on a hot scent. As impassive as ever to the casual observer, there were none the less a subdued eagerness and suggestion of tension in his brightened eyes and brisker manner which assured me that the game Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.266
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was afoot. After his habit he said nothing, and after mine I asked no questions. Sufficient for me to share the sport and lend my humble help to the capture without distracting that intent brain with needless interruption. All would come round to me in due time. 

I waited, therefore – but to my ever-deepening disappointment I waited in vain. Day succeeded day, and my friend took no step forward. One morning he spent in town, and I learned from a cusual reference that he had visited the British Museum. Save for this one excursion, he spent his days in long and often solitary walks, or in chatting with a number of village gossips whose acquaintance he had cultivated. 

»I'm sure, Watson, a week in the country will be invaluable to you,« he remarked. »It is very pleasant to see the first green shoots upon the hedges and the catkins on the hazels once again. With a spud, a tin box, and an elementary book on botany, there are instructive days to be spent.« He prowled about with this equipment himself, but it was a poor show of plants which he would bring back of an evening. 

Occasionally in our rambles we came across Inspector Baynes. His fat, red face wreathed itself in smiles and his small eyes glittered as he greeted my companion. He said little about the case, but from that little we gathered that he also was not dissatisfied at the course of events. I must admit, however, that I Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.267
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was somewhat surprised when, some five days after the crime, I opened my morning paper to find in large letters:

THE OXSHOTT MYSTERY

A SOLUTION

ARREST OF SUPPOSED ASSASSIN

Holmes sprang in his chair as if he had been stung when I read the headlines. 

»By Jove!« he cried. »You don't mean that Baynes has got him?«

»Apparently,« said I as I read the following report:

»Great excitement was caused in Esher and the neighbouring district when it was learned late last night that an arrest had been effected in connection with the Oxshott murder. It will be remembered that Mr. Garcia, of Wisteria Lodge, was found dead on Oxshott Common, his body showing signs of extreme violence, and that on the same night his servant and his cook tied, which appeared to show their participation in the crime. It was suggested, but never proved, that the deceased gentleman may have had valuables in the house, and that their abstraction was the motive of the crime. Every effort was made by Inspector Baynes, who has the case in hand, to ascertain the hiding place of the fugitives, and he had good reason to believe that they had not gone far but were lurking in some retreat which had been already prepared. It was certain from the first, however, that they Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.268
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would eventually be detected, as the cook, from the evidence of one or two tradespeople who have caught a glimpse of him through the window, was a man of most remarkable appearance – being a huge and hideous mulatto, with yellowish features of a pronounced negroid type. This man has been seen since the crime, for he was detected and pursued by Constable Walters on the same evening, when he had the audacity to revisit Wisteria Lodge. Inspector Baynes, considering that such a visit must have some purpose in view and was likely, therefore, to be repeated, abandoned the house but left an ambuscade in the shrubbery. The man walked into the trap and was captured last night after a struggle in which Constable Downing was badly bitten by the savage. We understand that when the prisoner is brought before the magistrates a remand will be applied for by the police, and that great developments are hoped from his capture.«

»Really we must see Baynes at once,« cried Holmes, picking up his hat. »We will just catch him before he starts.« We hurried down the village street and found, as we had expected, that the inspector was just leaving his lodgings. 

»You've seen the paper, Mr. Holmes?« he asked, holding one out to us. 

»Yes, Baynes, I've seen it. Pray don't think it a liberty if I give you a word of friendly warning.«

»Of warning, Mr. Holmes?«

»I have looked into this case with some care, and I am not convinced that you are on the right lines. I Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.269
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don't want you to commit yourself too far unless you are sure.«

»You're very kind, Mr. Holmes.«

»I assure you I speak for your good.«

It seemed to me that something like a wink quivered for an instant over one of Mr. Baynes's tiny eyes. 

»We agreed to work on our own lines, Mr. Holmes. 

That's what I am doing.«

»Oh, very good,« said Holmes. »Don't blame me.«

»No, sir; I believe you mean well by me. But we all have our own systems, Mr. Holmes. You have yours, and maybe I have mine.«

»Let us say no more about it.«

»You're welcome always to my news. This fellow is a perfect savage, as strong as a cart-horse and as fierce as the devil. He chewed Downing's thumb nearly off before they could master him. He hardly speaks a word of English, and we can get nothing out of him but grunts.«

»And you think you have evidence that he murdered his late master?«

»I didn't say so, Mr. Holmes; I didn't say so. We all have our little ways. You try yours and I will try mine. 

That's the agreement.«

Holmes shrugged his shoulders as we walked away together. »I can't make the man out. He seems to be riding for a fall. Well, as he says, we must each try Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.270
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our own way and see what comes of it. But there's something in Inspector Baynes which I can't quite understand.«

»Just sit down in that chair, Watson,« said Sherlock Holmes when we had returned to our apartment at the Bull. »I want to put you in touch with the situation, as I may need your help to-night. Let me show you the evolution of this case so far as I have been able to follow it. Simple as it has been in its leading features, it has none the less presented surprising difficulties in the way of an arrest. There are gaps in that direction which we have still to fill. 

We will go back to the note which was handed in to Garcia upon the evening of his death. We may put aside this idea of Baynes's that Garcia's servants were concerned in the matter. The proof of this lies: in the fact that it was  he  who had arranged for the presence of Scott Eccles, which could only have been done for the purpose of an alibi. It was Garcia, then, who had an enterprise, and apparently a criminal enterprise, in hand that night in the course of which he met his death. I say ›criminal‹ because only a man with a criminal enterprise desires to establish an alibi. Who, then, is most likely to have taken his life? Surely the person against whom the criminal enterprise was directed. So far it seems to me that we are on safe ground. 
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We can now see a reason for the disappearance of Garcia's household. They were  all  confederates in the same unknown crime. If it came off when Garcia returned, any possible suspicion would be warded off by the Englishman's evidence, and all would be well. 

But the attempt was a dangerous one, and if Garcia did  not  return by a certain hour it was probable that his own life had been sacrificed. It had been arranged, therefore, that in such a case his two subordinates were to make for some prearranged spot where they could escape investigation and be in a position afterwards to renew their attempt. That would fully explain the facts, would it not?«

The whole inexplicable tangle seemed to straighten out before me. I wondered, as I always did, how it had not been obvious to me before. 

»But why should one servant return?«

»We can imagine that in the confusion of flight something precious, something which he could not bear to part with, had been left behind. That would explain his persistence, would it not?«

»Well, what is the next step?«

»The next step is the note received by Garcia at the dinner. It indicates a confederate at the other end. 

Now, where was the other end? I have already shown you that it could only lie in some large house, and that the number of large houses is limited. My first days in Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.272
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this village were devoted to a series of walks in which in the intervals of my botanical researches I made a reconnaissance of all the large houses and an examination of the family history of the occupants. One house, and only one, riveted my attention. It is the famous old Jacobean grange of High Gable, one mile on the farther side of Oxshott, and less than half a mile from the scene of the tragedy. The other man-sions belonged to prosaic and respectable people who live far aloof from romance. But Mr. Henderson, of High Gable, was by all accounts a curious man to whom curious adventures might befall. I concentrated my attention, therefore, upon him and his household. 

A singular set of people, Watson – the man himself the most singular of them all. I managed to see him on a plausible pretext, but I seemed to read in his dark, deep-set, brooding eyes that he was perfectly aware of my true business. He is a man of fifty, strong, active, with iron-gray hair, great bunched black eyebrows, the step of a deer, and the air of an emperor – a fierce, masterful man, with a red-hot spirit behind his parchment face. He is either a foreigner or has lived long in the tropics, for he is yellow and sapless, but tough as whipcord. His friend and secretary, Mr. 

Lucas, is undoubtedly a foreigner, chocolate brown, wily, suave, and catlike, with a poisonous gentleness of speech. You see, Watson, we have come already Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.273
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upon two sets of foreigners – one at Wisteria Lodge and one at High Gable – so our gaps are beginning to close. 

These two men, close and confidential friends, are the centre of the household; but there is one other person who for our immediate purpose may be even more important. Henderson has two children – girls of eleven and thirteen. Their governess is a Miss Burnet, an Englishwoman of forty or thereabouts. There is also one confidential manservant. This little group forms the real family, for they travel about together, and Henderson is a great traveller, always on the move. It is only within the last few weeks that he has returned, after a year's absence, to High Gable. I may add that he is enormously rich, and whatever his whims may be he can very easily satisfy them. For the rest, his house is full of butlers, footmen, maidservants, and the usual overfed, underworked staff of a large English country-house. 

So much I learned partly from village gossip and partly from my own observation. There are no better instruments than discharged servants with a grievance, and I was lucky enough to find one. I call it luck, but it would not have come my way had I not been looking out for it. As Baynes remarks, we all have our systems. It was my system which enabled me to find John Warner, late gardener of High Gable, sacked in Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.274
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a moment of temper by his imperious employer. He in turn had friends among the indoor servants who unite in their fear and dislike of their master. So I had my key to the secrets of the establishment. 

Curious people, Watson! I don't pretend to understand it all yet, but very curious people anyway. It's a double-winged house, and the servants live on one side, the family on the other. There's no link between the two save for Henderson's own servant, who serves the family's meals. Everything is carried to a certain door, which forms the one connection. Governess and children hardly go out at all, except into the garden. 

Henderson never by any chance walks alone. His dark secretary is like his shadow. The gossip among the servants is that their master is terribly afraid of something. ›Sold his soul to the devil in exchange for money,‹ says Warner, ›and expects his creditor to come up and claim his own.‹ Where they came from, or who they are, nobody has an idea. They are very violent. Twice Henderson has lashed at folk with his dog-whip, and only his long purse and heavy compensation have kept him out of the courts. 

Well, now, Watson, let us judge the situation by this new information. We may take it that the letter came out of this strange household and was an invitation to Garcia to carry out some attempt which had already been planned. Who wrote the note? It was so-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.275
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meone within the citadel, and it was a woman. Who then but Miss Burnet, the governess? All our reasoning seems to point that way. At any rate we may take it as a hypothesis and see what consequences it would entail. I may add that Miss Burnet's age and character make it certain that my first idea that there might be a love interest in our story is out of the question. 

If she wrote the note she was presumably the friend and confederate of Garcia. What, then, might she be expected to do if she heard of his death? If he met it in some nefarious enterprise her lips might be sealed. 

Still, in her heart, she must retain bitterness and hatred against those who had killed him and would presumably help so far as she could to have revenge upon them. Could we see her, then, and try to use her? 

That was my first thought. But now we come to a sinister fact. Miss Burnet has not been seen by any human eye since the night of the murder. From that evening she has utterly vanished. Is she alive? Has she perhaps met her end on the same night as the friend whom she had summoned? Or is she merely a prisoner? There is the point which we still have to decide. 

You will appreciate the difficulty of the situation, Watson. There is nothing upon which we can apply for a warrant. Our whole scheme might seem fantastic if laid before a magistrate. The woman's disappea-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.276
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rance counts for nothing, since in that extraordinary household any member of it might be invisible for a week. And yet she may at the present moment be in danger of her life. All I can do is to watch the house and leave my agent, Warner, on guard at the gates. 

We can't let such a situation continue. If the law can do nothing we must take the risk ourselves.«

»What do you suggest?«

»I know which is her room. It is accessible from the top of an outhouse. My suggestion is that you and I go to-night and see if we can strike at the very heart of the mystery.«

It was not, I must confess, a very alluring prospect. 

The old house with its atmosphere of murder, the singular and formidable inhabitants, the unknown dangers of the approach, and the fact that we were putting ourselves legally in a false position all combined to damp my ardour. But there was something in the ice-cold reasoning of Holmes which made it impossible to shrink from any adventure which he might recommend. One knew that thus, and only thus, could a solution be found. I clasped his hand in silence, and the die was cast. 

But it was not destined that our investigation should have so adventurous an ending. It was about five o'clock, and the shadows of the March evening were beginning to fall, when an excited rustic rushed Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.277

2. The Tiger of San Pedro

Doyle-SH, 1039

into our room. 

»They've gone, Mr. Holmes. They went by the last train. The lady broke away, and I've got her in a cab downstairs.«

»Excellent, Warner!« cried Holmes, springing to his feet. »Watson, the gaps are closing rapidly.«

In the cab was a woman, half-collapsed from nervous exhaustion. She bore upon her aquiline and emaciated face the traces of some recent tragedy. Her head hung listlessly upon her breast, but as she raised it and turned her dull eyes upon us I saw that her pupils were dark dots in the centre of the broad gray iris. 

She was drugged with opium. 

»I watched at the gate, same as you advised, Mr. 

Holmes,« said our emissary, the discharged gardener. 

»When the carriage came out I fallowed it to the station. She was like one walking in her sleep, but when they tried to get her into the train she came to life and struggled. They pushed her into the carriage. She fought her way out again. I took her part, got her into a cab, and here we are. I shan't forget the face at the carriage window as I led her away. I'd have a short life if he had his way – the black-eyed, scowling, yellow devil.«

We carried her upstairs, laid her on the sofa, and a couple of cups of the strongest coffee soon cleared her brain from the mists of the drug. Baynes had been Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.278
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summoned by Holmes, and the situation rapidly explained to him. 

»Why, sir, you've got me the very evidence I want,«

said the inspector warmly, shaking my friend by the hand. »I was on the same scent as you from the first.«

»What! You were after Henderson?«

»Why, Mr. Holmes, when you were crawling in the shrubbery at High Gable I was up one of the trees in the plantation and saw you down below. It was just who would get his evidence first.«

»Then why did you arrest the mulatto?«

Baynes chuckled. 

»I was sure Henderson, as he calls himself, felt that he was suspected, and that he would lie low and make no move so long as he thought he was in any danger. I arrested the wrong man to make him believe that our eyes were off him. I knew he would be likely to clear off then and give us a chance of getting at Miss Burnet.«

Holmes laid his hand upon the inspector's shoulder. 

»You will rise high in your profession. You have instinct and intuition,« said he. 

Baynes flushed with pleasure. 

»I've had a plain-clothes man waiting at the station all the week. Wherever the High Gable folk go he will keep them in sight. But he must have been hard put to it when Miss Burnet broke away. However, your man Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.279
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picked her up, and it all ends well. We can't arrest without her evidence, that is clear, so the sooner we get a statement the better.«

»Every minute she gets stronger,« said Holmes, glancing at the governess. »But tell me. Baynes, who is this man Henderson?«

»Henderson,« the inspector answered, »is Don Murillo, once called the Tiger of San Pedro.«

The Tiger of San Pedro! The whole history of the man came back to me in a flash. He had made his name as the most lewd and bloodthirsty tyrant that had ever governed any country with a pretence to civilization. Strong, fearless, and energetic, he had sufficient virtue to enable him to impose his odious vices upon a cowering people for ten or twelve years. His name was a terror through all Central America. At the end of that time there was a universal rising against him. But he was as cunning as he was cruel, and at the first whisper of coming trouble he had secretly conveyed his treasures aboard a ship which was manned by devoted adherents. It was an empty palace which was stormed by the insurgents next day. The dictator, his two children, his secretary, and his wealth had all escaped them. From that moment he had vanished from the world, and his identity had been a frequent subject for comment in the European press. 
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»Yes, sir, Don Murillo, the Tiger of San Pedro,«

said Baynes. »If you look it up you will find that the San Pedro colours are green and white, same as in the note, Mr. Holmes. Henderson he called himself, but I traced him back, Paris and Rome and Madrid to Bar-celona, where his ship came in in '86. They've been looking for him all the time for their revenge, but it is only now that they have begun to find him out.«

»They discovered him a year ago,« said Miss Burnet, who had sat up and was now intently following the conversation. »Once already his life has been attempted, but some evil spirit shielded him. Now, again, it is the noble, chivalrous Garcia who has fallen, while the monster goes safe. But another will come, and yet another, until some day justice will be done; that is as certain as the rise of tomorrow's sun.«

Her thin hands clenched, and her worn face blanched with the passion of her hatred. 

»But how come you into this matter, Miss Burnet?« asked Holmes. »How can an English lady join in such a murderous affair?«

»I join in it because there is no other way in the world by which justice can be gained. What does the law of England care for the rivers of blood shed years ago in San Pedro, or for the shipload of treasure which this man has stolen? To you they are like crimes committed in some other planet. But  we  know. 
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We have learned the truth in sorrow and in suffering. 

To us there is no fiend in hell like Juan Murillo, and no peace in life while his victims still cry for vengeance.«

»No doubt,« said Holmes, »he was as you say. I have heard that he was atrocious. But how are you affected?«

»I will tell you it all. This villain's policy was to murder, on one pretext or another, every man who showed such promise that he might in time come to be a dangerous rival. My husband – yes, my real name is Signora Victor Durando – was the San Pedro minister in London. He met me and married me there. 

A nobler man never lived upon earth. Unhappily, Murillo heard of his excellence, recalled him on some pretext, and had him shot. With a premonition of his fate he had refused to take me with him. His estates were confiscated, and I was left with a pittance and a broken heart. 

Then came the downfall of the tyrant. He escaped as you have just described. But the many whose lives he had ruined, whose nearest and dearest had suffered torture and death at his hands, would not let the matter rest. They banded themselves into a society which should never be dissolved until the work was done. It was my part after we had discovered in the transformed Henderson the fallen despot, to attach myself Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.282

2. The Tiger of San Pedro

Doyle-SH, 1041

to his household and keep the others in touch with his movements. This I was able to do by securing the position of governess in his family. He little knew that the woman who faced him at every meal was the woman whose husband he had hurried at an hour's notice into eternity. I smiled on him, did my duty to his children, and bided my time. An attempt was made in Paris and failed. We zigzagged swiftly here and there over Europe to throw off the pursuers and finally returned to this house, which he had taken upon his first arrival in England. 

But here also the ministers of justice were waiting. 

Knowing that he would return there, Garcia, who is the son of the former highest dignitary in San Pedro, was waiting With two trusty companions of humble station, all three fired with the same reasons for revenge. He could do little during the day, for Murillo took every precaution and never went out save with his satellite Lucas, or Lopez as he was known in the days of his greatness. At night, however, he slept alone, and the avenger might find him. On a certain evening, which had been prearranged, I sent my friend final instructions, for the man was forever on the alert and continually changed his room. I was to see that the doors were open and the signal of a green or white light in a window which faced the drive was to give notice if all was safe or if the attempt had better be Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.283

2. The Tiger of San Pedro

Doyle-SH, 1042

postponed. 

But everything went wrong with us. In some way I had excited the suspicion of Lopez, the secretary. He crept up behind me and sprang upon me just as I had finished the note. He and his master dragged me to my room and held judgment upon me as a convicted trai-tress. Then and there they would have plunged their knives into me could they have seen how to escape the consequences of the deed. Finally, after much debate, they concluded that my murder was too dangerous. 

But they determined to get rid forever of Garcia. They had gagged me, and Murillo twisted my arm round until I gave him the address. I swear that he might have twisted it off had I understood what it would mean to Garcia. Lopez addressed the note which I had written, sealed it with his sleeve-link, and sent it by the hand of the servant, José. How they murdered him I do not know, save that it was Murillo's hand who struck him down, for Lopez had remained to guard me. I believe he must have waited among the gorse bushes through which the path winds and struck him down as he passed. At first they were of a mind to let him enter the house and to kill him as a detected burglar; but they argued that if they were mixed up in an inquiry their own identity would at once be publicly disclosed and they would be open to further attacks. 
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since such a death might frighten others from the task. 

All would now have been well for them had it not been for my knowledge of what they had done. I have no doubt that there were times when my life hung in the balance. I was confined to my room, terrorized by the most horrible threats, cruelly ill-used to break my spirit – see this stab on my shoulder and the bruises from end to end of my arms – and a gag was thrust into my mouth on the one occasion when I tried to call from the window. For five days this cruel imprisonment continued, with hardly enough food to hold body and soul together. This afternoon a good lunch was brought me, but the moment after I took it I knew that I had been drugged. In a sort of dream I remember being half-led, half-carried to the carriage; in the same state I was conveyed to the train. Only then, when the wheels were almost moving, did I suddenly realize that my liberty lay in my own hands. I sprang out, they tried to drag me back, and had it not been for the help of this good man, who led me to the cab, I should never have broken away. Now, thank God, I am beyond their power forever.«

We had all listened intently to this remarkable statement. It was Holmes who broke the silence. 

»Our difficulties are not over,« he remarked, shaking his head. »Our police work ends, but our legal work begins.«
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»Exactly,« said I. »A plausible lawyer could make it out as an act of self-defence. There may be a hundred crimes in the background, but it is only on this one that they can be tried.«

»Come, come,« said Baynes cheerily, »I think better of the law than that. Self-defence is one thing. To entice a man in cold blood with the object of murdering him is another, whatever danger you may fear from him. No, no, we shall all be justified when we see the tenants of High Gable at the next Guildford Assizes.«

It is a matter of history, however, that a little time was still to elapse before the Tiger of San Pedro should meet with his deserts. Wily and bold, he and his companion threw their pursuer off their track by entering a lodging-house in Edmonton Street and leaving by the back-gate into Curzon Square. From that day they were seen no more in England. Some six months afterwards the Marquess of Montalva and Signor Rulli, his secretary, were both murdered in their rooms at the Hotel Escurial at Madrid. The crime was ascribed to Nihilism, and the murderers were never arrested. Inspector Baynes visited us at Baker Street with a printed description of the dark face of the secretary, and of the masterful features, the magnetic black eyes, and the tufted brows of his master. We Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.286
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could not doubt that justice, if belated, had come at last. 

»A chaotic case, my dear Watson,« said Holmes over an evening pipe. »It will not be possible for you to present it in that compact form which is dear to your heart. It covers two continents, concerns two groups of mysterious persons, and is further complicated by the highly respectable presence of our friend, Scott Eccles, whose inclusion shows me that the deceased Garcia had a scheming mind and a well-developed instinct of self-preservation. It is remarkable only for the fact that amid a perfect jungle of possibilities we, with our worthy collaborator, the inspector, have kept our close hold on the essentials and so been guided along the crooked and winding path. Is there any point which is not quite clear to you?«

»The object of the mulatto cook's return?«

»I think that the strange creature in the kitchen may account for it. The man was a primitive savage from the backwoods of San Pedro, and this was his fetish. 

When his companion and he had fled to some prearranged retreat – already occupied, no doubt by a confederate – the companion had persuaded him to leave so compromising an article of furniture. But the mulatto's heart was with it, and he was driven back to it next day, when, on reconnoitring through the window, he found policeman Walters in possession. He Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.287
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waited three days longer, and then his piety or his superstition drove him to try once more. Inspector Baynes, who, with his usual astuteness, had minimized the incident before me, had really recognized its importance and had left a trap into which the creature walked. Any other point, Watson?«

»The torn bird, the pail of blood, the charred bones, all the mystery of that weird kitchen?«

Holmes smiled as he turned up an entry in his notebook. 

»I spent a morning in the British Museum reading up that and other points. Here is a quotation from Ek-kermann's  Voodooism and the Negroid Religions: The true voodoo-worshipper attempts nothing of importance without certain sacrifices which are intended to propitiate his unclean gods. In extreme cases these rites take the form of human sacrifices followed by cannibalism. The more usual victims are a white cock, which is plucked in pieces alive, or a black goat, whose throat is cut and body burned. 

So you see our savage friend was very orthodox in his ritual. It is grotesque, Watson,« Holmes added, as he slowly fastened his notebook, »but, as I have had occasion to remark, there is but one step from the grotesque to the horrible.«
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The Adventure of the Cardboard Box In choosing a few typical cases which illustrate the remarkable mental qualities of my friend, Sherlock Holmes, I have endeavoured, as far as possible, to select those which presented the minimum of sensationalism, while offering a fair field for his talents. It is, however, unfortunately impossible entirely to separate the sensational from the criminal, and a chronicler is left in the dilemma that he must either sacrifice details which are essential to his statement and so give a false impression of the problem, or he must use matter which chance, and not choice, has provided him with. 

With this short preface I shall turn to my notes of what proved to be a strange, though a peculiarly terrible, chain of events. 

It was a blazing hot day in August. Baker Street was like an oven, and the glare of the sunlight upon the yellow brickwork of the house across the road was painful to the eye. It was hard to believe that these were the same walls which loomed so gloomily through the fogs of winter. Our blinds were half-drawn, and Holmes lay curled upon the sofa, reading and re-reading a letter which he had received by the morning post. For myself, my term of service in India had trained me to stand heat better than cold, and a Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.289
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thermometer at ninety was no hardship. But the morning paper was uninteresting. Parliament had risen. 

Everybody was out of town, and I yearned for the glades of the New Forest or the shingle of Southsea. A depleted bank account had caused me to postpone my holiday, and as to my companion, neither the country nor the sea presented the slightest attraction to him. 

He loved to lie in the very centre of five millions of people, with his filaments stretching out and running through them, responsive to every little rumour or suspicion of unsolved crime. Appreciation of nature found no place among his many gifts, and his only change was when he turned his mind from the evildoer of the town to track down his brother of the country. 

Finding that Holmes was too absorbed for conversation I had tossed aside the barren paper, and leaning back in my chair I fell into, a brown study. Suddenly my companion's voice broke in upon my thoughts:

»You are right, Watson,« said he. »It does seem a most preposterous way of settling a dispute.«

»Most preposterous!« I exclaimed, and then suddenly realizing how he had echoed the inmost thought of my soul, I sat up in my chair and stared at him in blank amazement. 

»What is this, Holmes?« I cried. »This is beyond anything which I could have imagined.«
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He laughed heartily at my perplexity. 

»You remember,« said he, »that some little time ago when I read you the passage in one of Poe's sketches in which a close reasoner follows the unspoken thoughts of his companion, you were inclined to treat the matter as a mere  tour-de-force  of the author. On my remarking that I was constantly in the habit of doing the same thing you expressed incredulity.«

»Oh, no!«

»Perhaps not with your tongue, my dear Watson, but certainly with your eyebrows. So when I saw you throw down your paper and enter upon a train of thought, I was very happy to have the opportunity of reading it off, and eventually of breaking into it, as a proof that I had been in rapport with you.«

But I was still far from satisfied. »In the example which you read to me,« said I, »the reasoner drew his conclusions from the actions of the man whom he observed. If I remember right, he stumbled over a heap of stones, looked up at the stars, and so on. But I have been seated quietly in my chair, and what clues can I have given you?«

»You do yourself an injustice. The features are given to man as the means by which he shall express his emotions, and yours are faithful servants.«

»Do you mean to say that you read my train of thoughts from my features?«
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»Your features and especially your eyes. Perhaps you cannot yourself recall how your reverie commenced?«

»No, I cannot.«

»Then I will tell you. After throwing down your paper, which was the action which drew my attention to you, you sat for half a minute with a vacant expression. Then your eyes fixed themselves upon your newly framed picture of General Gordon, and I saw by the alteration in your face that a train of thought had been started. But it did not lead very far. Your eyes flashed across to the unframed portrait of Henry Ward Beecher which stands upon the top of your books. Then you glanced up at the wall, and of course your meaning was obvious. You were thinking that if the portrait were framed it would just cover that bare space and correspond with Gordon's picture over there.«

»You have followed me wonderfully!« I exclaimed. 

»So far I could hardly have gone astray. But now your thoughts went back to Beecher, and you looked hard across as if you were studying the character in his features. Then your eyes ceased to pucker, but you continued to look across, and your face was thoughtful. You were recalling the incidents of Beecher's career. I was well aware that you could not do this without thinking of the mission which he undertook on Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.292
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behalf of the North at the time of the Civil War, for I remember your expressing your passionate indignation at the way in which he was received by the more turbulent of our people. You felt so strongly about it that I knew you could not think of Beecher without thinking of that also. When a moment later I saw your eyes wander away from the picture, I suspected that your mind had now turned to the Civil War, and when I observed that your lips set, your eyes sparkled, and your hands clenched I was positive that you were indeed thinking of the gallantry which was shown by both sides in that desperate struggle. But then, again, your face grew sadder; you shook your head. You were dwelling upon the sadness and horror and useless waste of life. Your hand stole towards your own old wound and a smile quivered on your lips, which showed me that the ridiculous side of this method of settling international questions had forced itself upon your mind. At this point I agreed with you that it was preposterous and was glad to find that all my deductions had been correct.«

»Absolutely!« said I. »And now that you have explained it, I confess, that I am as amazed as before.«

»It was very superficial, my dear Watson, I assure you. I should not have intruded it upon your attention had you not shown some incredulity the other day. 

But I have in my hands here a little problem which Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.293
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may prove to be more difficult of solution than my small essay in thought reading. Have you observed in the paper a short paragraph referring to the remarkable contents of a packet sent through the post to Miss Cushing, of Cross Street, Croydon?«

»No, I saw nothing.«

»Ah! then you must have overlooked it. Just toss it over to me. Here it is, under the financial column. 

Perhaps you would be good enough to read it aloud.«

I picked up the paper which he had thrown back to me and read the paragraph indicated. It was headed, 

»A Gruesome Packet.«

»Miss Susan Cushing, living at Cross Street, Croydon, has been made the victim of what must be regarded as a peculiarly revolting practical joke unless some more sinister meaning should prove to be attached to the incident. 

At two o'clock yesterday afternoon a small packet, wrapped m brown paper, was handed in by the postman. 

A cardboard box was inside, which was filled with coarse salt. On emptying this, Miss Cushing was horrified to find two human ears, apparently quite freshly severed. 

The box had been sent by parcel post from Belfast upon the morning before. There is no indication as to the sender, and the matter is the more mysterious as Miss Cushing, who is a maiden lady of fifty, has led a most retired life, and has so few acquaintances or correspondents that it is a rare event for her to receive anything through the post. Some years ago, however, when she resided at Penge, she let apartments in her house to three young Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.294
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medical students, whom she was obliged to get rid of on account of their noisy and irregular habits. The police are of opinion that this outrage may have been perpetrated upon Miss Cushing by these youths, who owed her a grudge and who hoped to frighten her by sending her these relics of the dissecting-rooms. Some probability is lent to the theory by the fact that one of these students came from the north of Ireland, and, to the best of Miss Cushing's belief, from Belfast. In the meantime, the matter is being actively investigated, Mr. Lestrade, one of the very smartest of our detective officers, being in charge of the case.«

»So much for the  Daily Chronicle« said Holmes as I finished reading. »Now for our friend Lestrade. I had a note from him this morning, in which he says: I think that this case is very much in your line. We have every hope of clearing the matter up, but we find a little difficulty in getting anything to work upon. We have, of course, wired to the Belfast post-office, but a large number of parcels were handed in upon that day, and they have no means of identifying this particular one, or of remembering the sender. The box is a half-pound box of honeydew tobacco and does not help us in any way. The medical student theory still appears to me to be the most feasible, but if you should have a few hours to spare I should be very happy to see you out here. I shall be either at the house or in the police-station all day. 

What say you, Watson? Can you rise superior to the Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.295
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heat and run down to Croydon with me on the off chance of a case for your annals?«

»I was longing for something to do.«

»You shall have it then. Ring for our boots and tell them to order a cab. I'll be back in a moment when I have changed my dressing-gown and filled my cigar-case.«

A shower of rain fell while we were in the train, and the heat was far less oppressive in Croydon than in town. Holmes had sent on a wire, so that Lestrade, as wiry, as dapper, and as ferret-like as ever, was waiting for us at the station. A walk of five minutes took us to Cross Street, where Miss Cushing resided. 

It was a very long street of two-story brick houses, neat and prim, with whitened stone steps and little groups of aproned women gossiping at the doors. 

Halfway down, Lestrade stopped and tapped at a door, which was opened by a small servant girl. Miss Cushing was sitting in the front room, into which we were ushered. She was a placid-faced woman, with large, gentle eyes, and grizzled hair curving down over her temples on each side. A worked antimacassar lay upon her lap and a basket of coloured silks stood upon a stool beside her. 

»They are in the outhouse, those dreadful things,«

said she as Lestrade entered. »I wish that you would take them away altogether.«
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»So I shall, Miss Cushing. I only kept them here until my friend, Mr. Holmes, should have seen them in your presence.«

»Why in my presence, sir?«

»In case he wished to ask any questions.«

»What is the use of asking me questions when I tell you I know nothing whatever about it?«

»Quite so, madam,« said Holmes in his soothing way, »I have no doubt that you have been annoyed more than enough already over this business.«

»Indeed, I have, sir. I am a quiet woman and live a retired life. It is something new for me to see my name in the papers and to find the police in my house. I won't have those things in here, Mr. Lestrade. If you wish to see them you must go to the outhouse.«

It was a small shed in the narrow garden which ran behind the house. Lestrade went in and brought out a yellow cardboard box, with a piece of brown paper and some string. There was a bench at the end of the path, and we all sat down while Holmes examined, one by one, the articles which Lestrade had handed to him. 

»The string is exceedingly interesting,« he remarked, holding it up to the light and sniffing at it. »What do you make of this string, Lestrade?«

»It has been tarred.«

»Precisely. It is a piece of tarred twine. You have Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.297
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also, no doubt, remarked that Miss Cushing has cut the cord with a scissors, as car be seen by the double fray on each side. This is of importance.«

»I cannot see the importance,« said Lestrade. 

»The importance lies in the fact that the knot is left intact, and that this knot is of a peculiar character.«

»It is very neatly tied. I had already made a note to that effect,« said Lestrade complacently. 

»So much for the string, then,« said Holmes, smiling, »now for the box wrapper. Brown paper, with a distinct smell of coffee. What, did not observe it? I think there can be no doubt of it. Address printed in rather straggling characters: ›Miss S. Cushing, Cross Street, Croydon.‹ Done with a broad-pointed pen, probably a J, and with very inferior ink. The word

›Croydon‹ has been originally spelled with an ›i‹

which has been changed to ›y.‹ The parcel was directed, then, by a man – the printing is distinctly masculine – of limited education and unacquainted with the town of Croydon. So far, so good! The box is a yellow, half-pound honeydew box, with nothing distinctive save two thumb marks at the left bottom corner. 

It is filled with rough salt of the quality used for preserving hides and other of the coarser commercial purposes. And embedded in it are these very singular enclosures.«

He took out the two ears as he spoke, and laying a Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.298
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board across his knee he examined them minutely, while Lestrade and I, bending forward on each side of him, glanced alternately at these dreadful relics and at the thoughtful, eager face of our companion. Finally he returned them to the box once more and sat for a while in deep meditation. 

»You have observed, of course,« said he at last, 

»that the ears are not a pair.«

»Yes, I have noticed that. But if this were the practical joke of some students from the dissecting-rooms, it would be as easy for them to send two odd ears as a pair.«

»Precisely. But this is not a practical joke.«

»You are sure of it?«

»The presumption is strongly against it. Bodies in the dissecting rooms are injected with preservative fluid. These ears bear no signs of this. They are fresh, too. They have been cut off with a blunt instrument, which would hardly happen if a student had done it. 

Again, carbolic or rectified spirits would be the preservatives which would suggest themselves to the medical mind, certainly not rough salt. I repeat that there is no practical joke here, but that we are investigating a serious crime.«

A vague thrill ran through me as I listened to my companion's words and saw the stern gravity which had hardened his features. This brutal preliminary Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.299

The Adventure of the Cardboard Box Doyle-SH, 1049

seemed to shadow forth some strange and inexplicable horror in the background. Lestrade, however, shook his head like a man who is only half convinced. 

»There are objections to the joke theory, no doubt,«

said he, »but there are much stronger reasons against the other. We know that this woman has led a most quiet and respectable life at Penge and here for the last twenty years. She has hardly been away from her home for a day during that time. Why on earth, then, should any criminal send her the proofs of his guilt, especially as, unless she is a most consummate actress, she understands quite as little of the matter as we do?«

»That is the problem which we have to solve,«

Holmes answered, »and for my part I shall set about it by presuming that my reasoning is correct, and that a double murder has been committed. One of these ears is a woman's, small, finely formed, and pierced for an earring. The other is a man's, sun-burned, discoloured, and also pierced for an earring. These two people are presumably dead, or we should have heard their story before now. To-day is Friday. The packet was posted on Thursday morning. The tragedy, then, occurred on Wednesday or Tuesday, or earlier. If the two people were murdered, who but their murderer would have sent this sign of his work to Miss Cushing? We may take it that the sender of the packet is Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.300
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the man whom we want. But he must have some strong reason for sending Miss Cushing this packet. 

What reason then? It must have been to tell her that the deed was done! or to pain her, perhaps. But in that case she knows who it is. Does she know? I doubt it. 

If she knew, why should she call the police in? She might have buried the ears, and no one would have been the wiser. That is what she would have done if she had wished to shield the criminal. But if she does not wish to shield him she Would give his name. 

There is a tangle here which needs straightening out.«

He had been talking in a high, quick voice, staring blankly up over the garden fence, but now he sprang briskly to his feet and walked towards the house. 

»I have a few questions to ask Miss Cushing,« said he. 

»In that case I may leave you here,« said Lestrade, 

»for I have an other small business on hand. I think that I have nothing further to learn from Miss Cushing. You will find me at the police-station.«

»We shall look in on our way to the train,« answered Holmes. A moment later he and I were back in the front room, where the impassive lady was still quietly working away at her antimacassar. She put it down on her lap as we entered and looked at us with her frank, searching blue eyes. 

»I am convinced, sir,« she said, »that this matter is Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.301
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a mistake, and that the parcel was never meant for me at all. I have said this several times to the gentleman from Scotland Yard, but he simply laughs at me. I have not an enemy in the world, as far as I know, so why should anyone play me such a trick?«

»I am coming to be of the same opinion, Miss Cushing,« said Holmes, taking a seat beside her. »I think that it is more than probable ––« he paused, and I was surprised, on glancing round to see that he was staring with singular intentness at the lady's profile. Surprise and satisfaction were both for an instant to be read upon his eager face, though when she glanced round to find out the cause of his silence he had become as demure as ever. I stared hard myself at her flat, grizzled hair, her trim cap, her little gilt earrings, her placid features; but I could see nothing which could account for my companion's evident excitement. 

»There were one or two questions ––«

»Oh, I am weary of questions!« cried Miss Cushing impatiently. 

»You have two sisters, I believe.«

»How could you know that?«

»I observed the very instant that I entered the room that you have a portrait group of three ladies upon the mantelpiece, one of whom is undoubtedly yourself, while the others are so exceedingly like you that there could be no doubt of the relationship.«
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»Yes, you are quite right. Those are my sisters, Sarah and Mary.«

»And here at my elbow is another portrait, taken at Liverpool, of your younger sister, in the company of a man who appears to be a steward by his uniform. I observe that she was unmarried at the time.«

»You are very quick at observing.«

»That is my trade.«

»Well, you are quite right. But she was married to Mr. Browner a few days afterwards. He was on the South American line when that was taken, but he was so fond of her that he couldn't abide to leave her for so long, and he got into the Liverpool and London boats.«

»Ah, the  Conqueror,  perhaps?«

»No, the  May Day,  when last I heard. Jim came down here to see me once. That was before he broke the pledge; but afterwards he would always take drink when he was ashore, and a little drink would send him stark, staring mad. Ah! it was a bad day that ever he took a glass in his hand again. First he dropped me, then he quarrelled with Sarah, and now that Mary has stopped writing we don't know how things are going with them.«

It was evident that Miss Cushing had come upon a subject on which she felt very deeply. Like most people who lead a lonely life, she was shy at first, but Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.303
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ended by becoming extremely communicative. She told us many details about her brother-in-law the steward, and then wandering off on to the subject of her former lodgers, the medical students, she gave us a long account of their delinquencies, with their names and those of their hospitals. Holmes listened attentively to everything, throwing in a question from time to time. 

»About your second sister, Sarah,« said he. »I wonder, since you are both maiden ladies, that you do not keep house together.«

»Ah! you don't know Sarah's temper or you would wonder no more. I tried it when I came to Croydon, and we kept on until about two months ago, when we had to part. I don't want to say a word against my own sister, but she was always meddlesome and hard to please, was Sarah.«

»You say that she quarrelled with your Liverpool relations.«

»Yes, and they were the best of friends at one time. 

Why, she went up there to live in order to be near them. And now she has no word hard enough for Jim Browner. The last six months that she was here she would speak of nothing but his drinking and his ways. 

He had caught her meddling, I suspect, and given her a bit of his mind, and that was the start of it.«

»Thank you, Miss Cushing,« said Holmes, rising Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.304
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and bowing. »Your sister Sarah lives, I think you said, at New Street, Wallington? Goodbye, and I am very sorry that you should have been troubled over a case with which, as you say, you have nothing whatever to do.«

There was a cab passing as we came out, and Holmes hailed it. 

»How far to Wallington?« he asked. 

»Only about a mile, sir.«

»Very good. Jump in, Watson. We must strike while the iron is hot. Simple as the case is, there have been one or two very instructive details in connection with it. Just pull up at a telegraph office as you pass, cabby.«

Holmes sent off a short wire and for the rest of the drive lay back in the cab, with his hat tilted over his nose to keep the sun from his face. Our driver pulled up at a house which was not unlike the one which we had just quitted. My companion ordered him to wait, and had his hand upon the knocker, when the door opened and a grave young gentleman in black, with a very shiny hat, appeared on the step. 

»Is Miss Cushing at home?« asked Holmes. 

»Miss Sarah Cushing is extremely ill,« said he. 

»She has been suffering since yesterday from brain symptoms of great severity. As her medical adviser, I cannot possibly take the responsibility of allowing an-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.305
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yone to see her. I should recommend you to call again in ten days.« He drew on his gloves, closed the door, and marched off down the street. 

»Well, if we can't we can't,« said Holmes, cheerfully. 

»Perhaps she could not or would not have told you much.«

»I did not wish her to tell me anything. I only wanted to look at her. However, I think that I have got all that I want. Drive us to some decent hotel, cabby, where we may have some lunch, and afterwards we shall drop down upon friend Lestrade at the police-station.«

We had a pleasant little meal together, during which Holmes would talk about nothing but violins, narrating with great exultation how he had purchased his own Stradivarius, which was worth at least five hundred guineas, at a Jew broker's in Tottenham Court Road for fifty-five shillings. This led him to Paganini, and we sat for an hour over a bottle of claret while he told me anecdote after anecdote of that extraordinary man. The afternoon was far advanced and the hot glare had softened into a mellow glow before we found ourselves at the police-station. Lestrade was waiting for us at the door. 

»A telegram for you, Mr. Holmes,« said he. 

»Ha! It is the answer!« He tore it open, glanced his Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.306
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eyes over it, and crumpled it into his pocket. »That's all right,« said he. 

»Have you found out anything?«

»I have found out everything!«

»What!« Lestrade stared at him in amazement. 

»You are joking.«

»I was never more serious in my life. A shocking crime has been committed, and I think I have now laid bare every detail of it.«

»And the criminal?«

Holmes scribbled a few words upon the back of one of his visiting cards and threw it over to Lestrade. 

»That is the name,« he said. »You cannot effect an arrest until tomorrow night at the earliest. I should prefer that you do not mention my name at all in connection with the case, as I choose to be only associated with those crimes which present some difficulty in their solution. Come on, Watson.« We strode off together to the station, leaving Lestrade still staring with a delighted face at the card which Holmes had thrown him. 

»The case,« said Sherlock Holmes as we chatted over our cigars that night in our rooms at Baker Street, »is one where, as in the investigations which you have chronicled under the names of ›A Study in Scarlet‹ and of ›The Sign of Four,‹ we have been Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.307
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compelled to reason backward from effects to causes. 

I have written to Lestrade asking him to supply us with the details which are now wanting, and which he will only get after he has secured his man. That he may be safely trusted to do, for although he is absolutely devoid of reason, he is as tenacious as a bulldog when he once understands what he has to do, and, indeed, it is just this tenacity which has brought him to the top at Scotland Yard.«

»Your case is not complete, then?« I asked. 

»It is fairly complete in essentials. We know who the author of the revolting business is, although one of the victims still escapes us. Of course, you have formed your own conclusions.«

»I presume that this Jim Browner, the steward of a Liverpool boat, is the man whom you suspect?«

»Oh! it is more than a suspicion.«

»And yet I cannot see anything save very vague indications.«

»On the contrary, to my mind nothing could be more clear. Let me run over the principal steps. We approached the case, you remember, with an absolutely blank mind, which is always an advantage. We had formed no theories. We were simply there to observe and to draw inferences from our observations. 

What did we see first? A very placid and respectable lady, who seemed quite innocent of any secret, and a Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.308
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portrait which showed me that she had two younger sisters. It instantly flashed across my mind that the box might have been meant for one of these. I set the idea aside as one which could be disproved or confirmed at our leisure. Then we went to the garden, as you remember, and we saw the very singular contents of the little yellow box. 

The string was of the quality which is used by sail-makers aboard ship, and at once a whiff of the sea was perceptible in our investigation. When I observed that the knot was one which is popular with sailors, that the parcel had been posted at a port, and that the male ear was pierced for an earring which is so much more common among sailors than landsmen, I was quite certain that all the actors in the tragedy were to be found among our seafaring classes. 

When I came to examine the address of the packet I observed that it was to Miss S. Cushing. Now, the oldest sister would, of course, be Miss Cushing, and although her initial was ›S‹ it might belong to one of the others as well. In that case we should have to commence our investigation from a fresh basis altogether. I therefore went into the house with the intention of clearing up this point. I was about to assure Miss Cushing that I was convinced that a mistake had been made when you may remember that I came suddenly to a stop. The fact was that I had just seen something Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.309
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which filled me with surprise and at the same time narrowed the field of our inquiry immensely. 

As a medical man, you are aware, Watson, that there is no part of the body which varies so much as the human ear. Each ear is as a rule quite distinctive and differs from all other ones. In last year's  Anthropological Journal  you will find two short monographs from my pen upon the subject. I had, therefore, examined the ears in the box with the eyes of an expert and had carefully noted their anatomical peculiarities. Imagine my surprise, then, when on looking at Miss Cushing I perceived that her ear corresponded exactly with the female ear which I had just inspected. 

The matter was entirely beyond coincidence. There was the same shortening of the pinna, the same broad curve of the upper lobe, the same convolution of the inner cartilage. In all essentials it was the same ear. 

Of course I at once saw the enormous importance of the observation. It was evident that the victim was a blood relation, and probably a very close one. I began to talk to her about her family, and you remember that she at once gave us some exceedingly valuable details. 

In the first place, her sister's name was Sarah, and her address had until recently been the same, so that it was quite obvious how the mistake had occurred and for whom the packet was meant. Then we heard of Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.310
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this steward, married to the third sister, and learned that he had at one time been so intimate with Miss Sarah that she had actually gone up to Liverpool to be near the Browners, but a quarrel had afterwards divided them. This quarrel had put a stop to all communications for some months, so that if Browner had occasion to address a packet to Miss Sarah, he would undoubtedly have done so to her old address. 

And now the matter had begun to straighten itself out wonderfully. We had learned of the existence of this steward, an impulsive man, of strong passions –

you remember that he threw up what must have been a very superior berth in order to be nearer to his wife – subject, too, to occasional fits of hard drinking. 

We had reason to believe that his wife had been murdered, and that a man – presumably a seafaring man –

had been murdered at the same time. Jealousy, of course, at once suggests itself as the motive for the crime. And why should these proofs of the deed be sent to Miss Sarah Cushing? Probably because during her residence in Liverpool she had some hand in bringing about the events which led to the tragedy. 

You will observe that this line of boats calls at Belfast, Dublin, and Waterford; so that, presuming that Browner had committed the deed and had embarked at once upon his steamer, the  May Day,  Belfast would be the first place at which he could post his terrible Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.311
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packet. 

A second solution was at this stage obviously possible, and although I thought it exceedingly unlikely, I was determined to elucidate it before going further. 

An unsuccessful lover might have killed Mr. and Mrs. 

Browner, and the male ear might have belonged to the husband. There were many grave objections to this theory, but it was conceivable. I therefore sent off a telegram to my friend Algar, of the Liverpool force, and asked him to find out if Mrs. Browner were at home, and if Browner had departed in the  May Day. 

Then we went on to Wallington to visit Miss Sarah. 

I was curious, in the first place, to see how far the family ear had been reproduced in her. Then, of course, she might give us very important information, but I was not sanguine that she would. She must have heard of the business the day before, since all Croydon was ringing with it, and she alone could have understood for whom the packet was meant. It she had been willing to help justice she would probably have communicated with the police already. However, it was clearly our duty to see her, so we went. We found that the news of the arrival of the packet – for her illness dated from that time – had such an effect upon her as to bring on brain fever. It was clearer than ever that she understood its full significance, but equally clear that we should have to wait some time for any Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.312
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assistance from her. 

However, we were really independent of her help. 

Our answers were waiting for us at the police-station, where I had directed Algar to send them. Nothing could be more conclusive. Mrs. Browner's house had been closed for more than three days, and the neighbours were of opinion that she had gone south to see her relatives. It had been ascertained at the shipping offices that Browner had left aboard of the  May Day, and I calculate that she is due in the Thames to-morrow night. When he arrives he will be met by the obtuse but resolute Lestrade, and I have no doubt that we shall have all our details filled in.«

Sherlock Holmes was not disappointed in his expectations. Two days later he received a bulky envelope, which contained a short note from the detective, and a typewritten document, which covered several pages of foolscap. 

»Lestrade has got him all right,« said Holmes, glancing up at me. »Perhaps it would interest you to hear what he says. 

MY DEAR MR. HOLMES:

In accordance with the scheme which we had formed in order to test our theories« [»the ›we‹ is rather fine, Watson, is it not?«] »I went down to the Albert Dock yesterday at 6 P.M., and boarded the S.S.  May Day, belonging to the Liverpool, Dublin, and London Steam Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.313
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Packet Company. On inquiry, I found that there was a steward on board of the name of James Browner and that he had acted during the voyage in such an extraordinary manner that the captain had been compelled to relieve him of his duties. On descending to his berth, I found him seated upon a chest with his head sunk upon his hands, rocking himself to and fro. He is a big, powerful chap, clean-shaven, and very swarthy – something like Aldridge, who helped us in the bogus laundry affair. He jumped up when he heard my business, and I had my whistle to my lips to call a couple of river police, who were round the corner, but he seemed to have no heart in him, and he held out his hands quietly enough for the darbies. We brought him along to the cells, and his box as well, for we thought there might be something incriminating; but, bar a big sharp knife such as most sailors have, we got nothing for our trouble. However, we find that we shall want no more evidence, for on being brought before the inspector at the station he asked leave to make a statement, which was, of course, taken down, just as he made it, by our shorthand man. We had three copies typewritten, one of which I enclose. The affair proves, as I always thought it would, to be an extremely simple one, but I am obliged to you for assisting me in my investigation. With kind regards, 

Yours very truly, 

G. LESTRADE.«

»Hum! The investigation really was a very simple one,« remarked Holmes, »but I don't think it struck him in that light when he first called us in. However, Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.314
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let us see what Jim Browner has to say for nimself. 

This is his statement as made before Inspector Montgomery at the Shadwell Police Station, and it has the advantage of being verbatim.«

»›Have I anything to say? Yes, I have a deal to say. 

I have to make a clean breast of it all. You can hang me, or you can leave me alone. I don't care a plug which you do, I tell you I've not shut an eye in sleep since I did it, and I don't believe I ever will again until I get past all waking. Sometimes it's his face, but most generally it's hers. I'm never without one or the other before me. He looks frowning and black-like, but she has a kind o' surprise upon her face. Ay, the white lamb, she might well be surprised when she read death on a face that had seldom looked anything but love upon her before. 

But it was Sarah's fault, and may the curse of a broken man put a blight on her and set the blood rotting in her veins! It's not that I want to clear myself. I know that I went back to drink, like the beast that I was. But she would have forgiven me; she would have stuck as close to me as a rope to a block if that woman had never darkened our door. For Sarah Cushing loved me – that's the root of the business – she loved me until all her love turned to poisonous hate when she knew that I thought more of my wife's foot-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.315
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mark in the mud than I did of her whole body and soul. 

There were three sisters altogether. The old one was just a good woman, the second was a devil, and the third was an angel. Sarah was thirty-three, and Mary was twenty-nine when I married. We were just as happy as the day was long when we set up house together, and in all Liverpool there was no better woman than my Mary. And then we asked Sarah up for a week, and the week grew into a month, and one thing led to another, until she was just one of ourselves. 

I was blue ribbon at that time, and we were putting a little money by, and all was as bright as a new dollar. My God, whoever would have thought that it could have come to this? Whoever would have dreamed it? 

I used to be home for the week-ends very often, and sometimes if the ship were held back for cargo I would have a whole week at a time, and in this way I saw a deal of my sister-in-law, Sarah. She was a fine tall woman, black and quick and fierce, with a proud way of carrying her head, and a glint from her eye like a spark from a flint. But when little Mary was there I had never a thought of her, and that I swear as I hope for God's mercy. 

It had seemed to me sometimes that she liked to be Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.316
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alone with me, or to coax me out for a walk with her, but I had never thought anything of that. But one evening my eyes were opened. I had come up from the ship and found my wife out, but Sarah at home. 

»Where's Mary?« I asked. »Oh, she has gone to pay some accounts.« I was impatient and paced up and down the room. »Can't you be happy for five minutes without Mary, Jim?« says she. »It's a bad compliment to me that you can't be contented with my society for so short a time.« »That's all right, my lass,« said I, putting out my hand towards her in a kindly way, but she had it in both hers in an instant, and they burned as if they were in a fever. I looked into her eyes and I read it all there. There was no need for her to speak, nor for me either. I frowned and drew my hand away. 

Then she stood by my side in silence for a bit, and then put up her hand and patted me on the shoulder. 

»Steady old Jim!« said she, and with a kind o' mok-king laugh, she ran out of the room. 

Well, from that time Sarah hated me with her whole heart and soul, and she is a woman who can hate, too. I was a fool to let her go on biding with us – a besotted fool – but I never said a word to Mary, for I knew it would grieve her. Things went on much as before, but after a time I began to find that there was a bit of a change in Mary herself. She had always been so trusting and so innocent, but now she Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.317
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became queer and suspicious, wanting to know where I had been and what I had been doing, and whom my letters were from, and what I had in my pockets, and a thousand such follies. Day by day she grew queerer and more irritable, and we had ceaseless rows about nothing. I was fairly puzzled by it all. Sarah avoided me now, but she and Mary were just inseparable. I can see now how she was plotting and scheming and poisoning my wife's mind against me, but I was such a blind beetle that I could not understand it at the time. Then I broke my blue ribbon and began to drink again, but I think I should not have done it if Mary had been the same as ever. She had some reason to be disgusted with me now, and the gap between us began to be wider and wider. And then this Alec Fairbairn chipped in, and things became a thousand times blak-ker. 

It was to see Sarah that he came to my house first, but soon it was to see us, for he was a man with winning ways, and he made friends wherever he went. He was a dashing, swaggering chap, smart and curled, who had seen half the world and could talk of what he had seen. He was good company, I won't deny it, and he had wonderful polite ways with him for a sailor man, so that I think there must have been a time when he knew more of the poop than the forecastle. For a month he was in and out of my house, and never once Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.318
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did it cross my mind that harm might come of his soft, tricky ways. And then at last something made me suspect, and from that day my peace was gone forever. 

It was only a little thing, too. I had come into the parlour unexpected, and as I walked in at the door I saw a light of welcome on my wife's face. But as she saw who it was it faded again, and she turned away with a look of disappointment. That was enough for me. There was no one but Alec Fairbairn whose step she could have mistaken for mine. If I could have seen him then I should have killed him, for I have always been like a madman when my temper gets loose. Mary saw the devil's light in my eyes, and she ran forward with her hands on my sleeve. »Don't, Jim, don't!«

says she. »Where's Sarah?« I asked. »In the kitchen,«

says she. »Sarah,« says I as I went in, »this man Fairbairn is never to darken my door again.« »Why not?«

says she. »Because I order it.« »Oh!« says she, »if my friends are not good enough for this house, then I am not good enough for it either.« »You can do what you like,« says I, »but if Fairbairn shows his face here again I'll send you one of his ears for a keepsake.«

She was frightened by my face, I think for she never answered a word, and the same evening she left my house. 

Well, I don't know now whether it was pure devilry Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.319
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on the part of this woman, or whether she thought that she could turn me against my wife by encouraging her to misbehave. Anyway, she took a house just two streets off and let lodgings to sailors. Fairbairn used to stay there, and Mary would go round to have tea with her sister and him. How often she went I don't know, but I followed her one day, and as I broke in at the door Fairbairn got away over the back garden wall, like the cowardly skunk that he was. I swore to my wife that I would kill her if I found her in his company again, and I led her back with me, sobbing and trembling, and as white as a piece of paper. There was no trace of love between us any longer. I could see that she hated me and feared me, and when the thought of it drove me to drink, then she despised me as well. 

Well, Sarah found that she could not make a living in Liverpool, so she went back, as I understand, to live with her sister in Croydon, and things jogged on much the same as ever at home. And then came this last week and all the misery and ruin. 

It was in this way. We had gone on the  May Day for a round voyage of seven days, but a hogshead got loose and started one of our plates, so that we had to put back into port for twelve hours. I left the ship and came home, thinking what a surprise it would be for my wife, and hoping that maybe she would be glad to Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.320
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see me so soon. The thought was in my head as I turned into my own street, and at that moment a cab passed me, and there she was, sitting by the side of Fairbairn, the two chatting and laughing, with never a thought for me as I stood watching them from the footpath. 

I tell you, and I give you my word for it, that from that moment I was not my own master, and it is all like a dim dream when I look back on it. I had been drinking hard of late, and the two things together fairly turned my brain. There's something throbbing in my head now, like a docker's hammer, but that morning I seemed to have all Niagara whizzing and buzzing in my ears. 

Well, I took to my heels, and I ran after the cab. I had a heavy oak stick in my hand, and I tell you I saw red from the first; but as I ran I got cunning, too, and hung back a little to see them without being seen. 

They pulled up soon at the railway station. There was a good crowd round the booking-office, so I got quite close to them with out being seen. They took tickets for New Brighton. So did I, but I got in three carriages behind them. When we reached it they walked along the Parade, and I was never more than a hundred yards from them. At last I saw them hire a boat and start for a row, for it was a very hot day, and they thought, no doubt, that it would be cooler on the Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.321
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water. 

It was just as if they had been given into my hands. 

There was a bit of a haze, and you could not see more than a few hundred yards. I hired a boat for myself, and I pulled after them. I could see the blur of their craft, but they were going nearly as fast as I, and they must have been a long mile from the shore before I caught them up. The haze was like a curtain all round us, and there were we three in the middle of it. My God, shall I ever forget their faces when they saw who was in the boat that was closing in upon them? She screamed out. He swore like a madman and jabbed at me with an oar, for he must have seen death in my eyes. I got past it and got one in with my stick that crushed his head like an egg. I would have spared her, perhaps, for all my madness, but she threw her arms round him, crying out to him, and calling him »Alec.«

I struck again, and she lay stretched beside him. I was like a wild beast then that had tasted blood. If Sarah had been there, by the Lord, she should have joined them. I pulled out my knife, and – well, there! I've said enough. It gave me a kind of savage joy when I thought how Sarah would feel when she had such signs as these of what her meddling had brought about. Then I tied the bodies into the boat, stove a plank, and stood by until they had sunk. I knew very well that the owner would think that they had lost Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.322
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their bearings in the haze, and had drifted off out to sea. I cleaned myself up, got back to land, and joined my ship without a soul having a suspicion of what had passed. That night I made up the packet for Sarah Cushing, and next day I sent it from Belfast. 

There you have the whole truth of it. You can hang me, or do what you like with me, but you cannot punish me as I have been punished already. I cannot shut my eyes but I see those two faces staring at me –

staring at me as they stared when my boat broke through the haze. I killed them quick, but they are killing me slow; and if I have another night of it I shall be either mad or dead before morning. You won't put me alone into a cell, sir? For pity's sake don't, and may you be treated in your day of agony as you treat me now.‹

What is the meaning of it, Watson?« said Holmes solemnly as he laid down the paper. »What object is served by this circle of misery and violence and fear? 

It must tend to some end, or else our universe is ruled by chance, which is unthinkable. But what end? There is the great standing perennial problem to which human reason is as far from an answer as ever.«
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The Adventure of the Red Circle

I

»Well, Mrs. Warren, I cannot see that you have any particular cause for uneasiness, nor do I understand why I, whose time is of some value, should interfere in the matter. I really have other things to engage me.« So spoke Sherlock Holmes and turned back to the great scrapbook in which he was arranging and indexing some of his recent material. 

But the landlady had the pertinacity and also the cunning of her sex. She held her ground firmly. 

»You arranged an affair for a lodger of mine last year,« she said – »Mr. Fairdale Hobbs.«

»Ah, yes – a simple matter.«

»But he would never cease talking of it – your kindness, sir, and the way in which you brought light into the darkness. I remembered his words when I was in doubt and darkness myself. I know you could if you only would.«

Holmes was accessible upon the side of flattery, and also, to do him justice, upon the side of kindliness. The two forces made him lay down his gum-brush with a sigh of resignation and push back his chair. 
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»Well, well, Mrs. Warren, let us hear about it, then. You don't object to tobacco, I take it? Thank you, Watson – the matches! You are uneasy, as I understand, because your new lodger remains in his rooms and you cannot see him. Why, bless you, Mrs. 

Warren, if I were your lodger you often would not see me for weeks on end.«

»No doubt, sir; but this is different. It frightens me, Mr. Holmes. I can't sleep for fright. To hear his quick step moving here and moving there from early morning to late at night, and yet never to catch so much as a glimpse of him – it's more than I can stand. My husband is as nervous over it as I am, but he is out at his work all day, while I get no rest from it. What is he hiding for? What has he done? Except for the girl, I am all alone in the house with him, and it's more than my nerves can stand.«

Holmes leaned forward and laid his long, thin fingers upon the woman's shoulder. He had an almost hypnotic power of soothing when he wished. The scared look faded from her eyes, and her agitated features smoothed into their usual commonplace. She sat down in the chair which he had indicated. 

»If I take it up I must understand every detail,« said he. »Take time to consider. The smallest point may be the most essential. You say that the man came ten days ago and paid you for a fortnight's board and lod-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.325
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ging?«

»He asked my terms, sir. I said fifty shillings a week. There is a small sitting-room and bedroom, and all complete, at the top of the house.«

»Well?«

»He said, ›I'll pay you five pounds a week if I can have it on my own terms.‹ I'm a poor woman, sir, and Mr. Warren earns little, and the money meant much to me. He took out a ten-pound note, and In held it out to me then and there. ›You can have the same every fortnight for a long time to come if you keep the terms,‹ he said. ›If not, I'll have no more to do with you.‹«

»What were the terms?«

»Well, sir, they were that he was to have a key of the house. That was all right. Lodgers often have them. Also, that he was to be left entirely to himself and never, upon any excuse, to be disturbed.«

»Nothing wonderful in that, surely?«

»Not in reason, sir. But this is out of all reason. He has been there for ten days, and neither Mr. Warren, nor I, nor the girl has once set eyes upon him. We can hear that quick step of his pacing up and down, up and down, night, morning, and noon; but except on that first night he has never once gone out of the house.«

»Oh, he went out the first night, did he?«
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»Yes, sir, and returned very late – after we were all in bed. He told me after he had taken the rooms that he would do so and asked me not to bar the door. I heard him come up the stair after midnight.«

»But his meals?«

»It was his particular direction that we should always, when he rang, leave his meal upon a chair, outside his door. Then he rings again when he has finished, and we take it down from the same chair. If he wants anything else he prints it on a slip of paper and leaves it.«

»Prints it?«

»Yes, sir; prints it in pencil. Just the word, nothing more. Here's one I brought to show you – SOAP. 

Here's another – MATCH. This is one he left the first morning – DAILY GAZETTE. I leave that paper with his breakfast every morning.«

»Dear me, Watson,« said Holmes, staring with great curiosity at the slips of foolscap which the landlady had handed to him, »this is certainly a little unusual. Seclusion I can understand; but why print? 

Printing is a clumsy process. Why not write? What would it suggest, Watson?«

»That he desired to conceal his handwriting.«

»But why? What can it matter to him that his landlady should have a word of his writing? Still, it may be as you say. Then, again, why such laconic messa-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.327
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ges?«

»I cannot imagine.«

»It opens a pleasing field for intelligent speculation. The words are written with a broad-pointed, violet-tinted pencil of a not unusual pattern. You will observe that the paper is torn away at the side here after the printing was done, so that the ›s‹ of ›SOAP‹ is partly gone. Suggestive, Watson, is it not?«

»Of caution?«

»Exactly. There was evidently some mark, some thumbprint, something which might give a clue to the person's identity. Now, Mrs. Warren, you say that the man was of middle size, dark, and bearded. What age would he be?«

»Youngish, sir – not over thirty.«

»Well, can you give me no further indications?«

»He spoke good English, sir, and yet I thought he was a foreigner by his accent.«

»And he was well dressed?«

»Very smartly dressed, sir – quite the gentleman. 

Dark clothes – nothing you would note.«

»He gave no name?«

»No, sir.«

»And has had no letters or callers?«

»None.«

»But surely you or the girl enter his room of a morning?«
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»No, sir; he looks after himself entirely.«

»Dear me! that is certainly remarkable. What about his luggage?«

»He had one big brown bag with him – nothing else.«

»Well, we don't seem to have much material to help us. Do you say nothing has come out of that room – absolutely nothing?«

The landlady drew an envelope from her bag; from it she shook out two burnt matches and a cigarette-end upon the table. 

»They were on his tray this morning. I brought them because I had heard that you can read great things out of small ones.«

Holmes shrugged his shoulders. 

»There is nothing here,« said he. »The matches have, of course, been used to light cigarettes. That is obvious from the shortness of the burnt end. Half the match is consumed in lighting a pipe or cigar. But, dear me! this cigarette stub is certainly remarkable. 

The gentleman was bearded and moustached, you say?«

»Yes, sir.«

»I don't understand that. I should say that only a clean-shaven man could have smoked this. Why, Watson, even your modest moustache would have been singed.«
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»A holder?« I suggested. 

»No, no; the end is matted. I suppose there could not be two people in your rooms, Mrs. Warren?«

»No, sir. He eats so little that I often wonder it can keep life in one.«

»Well, I think we must wait for a little more material. After all, you have nothing to complain of. You have received your rent, and he is not a troublesome lodger, though he is certainly an unusual one. He pays you well, and if he chooses to lie concealed it is no direct business of yours. We have no excuse for an intrusion upon his privacy until we have some reason to think that there is a guilty reason for it. I've taken up the matter, and I won't lose sight of it. Report to me if anything fresh occurs, and rely upon my assistance if it should be needed. 

There are certainly some points of interest in this case, Watson,« he remarked when the landlady had left us. »It may, of course, be trivial – individual eccentricity; or it may be very much deeper than appears on the surface. The first thing that strikes one is the obvious possibility that the person now in the rooms may be entirely different from the one who engaged them.«

»Why should you think so?«

»Well, apart from this cigarette-end, was it not suggestive that the only time the lodger went out was Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.330
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immediately after his taking the rooms? He came back – or someone came back – when all witnesses were out of the way. We have no proof that the person who came back was the person who went out. Then, again, the man who took the rooms spoke English well. This other, however, prints ›match‹ when it should have been ›matches.‹ I can imagine that the word was taken out of a dictionary, which would give the noun but not the plural. The laconic style may be to conceal the absence of knowledge of English. Yes, Watson, there are good reasons to suspect that there has been a substitution of lodgers.«

»But for what possible end?«

»Ah! there lies our problem. There is one rather obvious line of investigation.« He took down the great book in which, day by day, he filed the agony columns of the various London journals. »Dear me!« said he, turning over the pages, »what a chorus of groans, cries, and bleatings! What a rag-bag of singular happenings! But surely the most valuable hunting-ground that ever was given to a student of the unusual! This person is alone and cannot be approached by letter without a breach of that absolute secrecy which is desired. How is any news or any message to reach him from without? Obviously by advertisement through a newspaper. There seems no other way, and fortunately we need concern ourselves with the one paper only. 
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Here are the  Daily Gazette  extracts of the last fortnight. ›Lady with a black boa at Prince's Skating Club‹ – that we may pass. ›Surely Jimmy will not break his mother's heart‹ – that appears to be irrelevant. ›If the lady who fainted in the Brixton bus‹ –

she does not interest me. ›Every day my heart longs ––‹ Bleat, Watson – unmitigated bleat! Ah, this is a little more possible. Listen to this: ›Be patient. 

Will find some sure means of communication. 

Meanwhile, this column. G.‹ That is two days after Mrs. Warren's lodger arrived. It sounds plausible, does it not? The mysterious one could understand English, even if he could not print it. Let us see if we can pick up the trace again. Yes, here we are – three days later. ›Am making successful arrangements. Patience and prudence. The clouds will pass. G.‹ Nothing for a week after that. Then comes something much more definite: ›The path is clearing. If I find chance signal message remember code agreed – one A, two B, and so on. You will hear soon. G.‹ That was in yesterday's paper, and there is nothing in to-day's. It's all very appropriate to Mrs. Warren's lodger. If we wait a little, Watson, I don't doubt that the affair will grow more intelligible.«

So it proved; for in the morning I found my friend standing on the hearthrug with his back to the fire and a smile of complete satisfaction upon his face. 
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»How's this, Watson?« he cried, picking up the paper from the table. »›High red house with white stone facings. Third floor. Second window left. After dusk. G.‹ That is definite enough. I think after breakfast we must make a little reconnaissance of Mrs. 

Warren's neighbourhood. Ah, Mrs. Warren! what news do you bring us this morning?«

Our client had suddenly burst into the room with an explosive energy which told of some new and momentous development. 

»It's a police matter, Mr. Holmes!« she cried. »I'll have no more of it! He shall pack out of that with his baggage. I would have gone straight up and told him so, only I thought it was but fair to you to take your opinion first. But I'm at the end of my patience, and when it comes to knocking my old man about ––«

»Knocking Mr. Warren about?«

»Using him roughly, anyway.«

»But who used him roughly?«

»Ah! that's what we want to know! It was this morning, sir. Mr. Warren is a timekeeper at Morton and Waylight's, in Tottenham Court Road. He has to be out of the house before seven. Well, this morning he had not gone ten paces down the road when two men came up behind him, threw a coat over his head, and bundled him into a cab that was beside the curb. They drove him an hour, and then opened the door and shot Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.333
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him out. He lay in the roadway so shaken in his wits that he never saw what became of the cab. When he picked himself up he found he was on Hampstead Heath; so he took a bus home, and there he lies now on the sofa, while I came straight round to tell you what had happened.«

»Most interesting,« said Holmes. »Did he observe the appearance of these men – did he hear them talk?«

»No; he is clean dazed. He just knows that he was lifted up as if by magic and dropped as if by magic. 

Two at least were in it, and maybe three.«

»And you connect this attack with your lodger?«

»Well, we've lived there fifteen years and no such happenings ever came before. I've had enough of him. 

Money's not everything. I'll have him out of my house before the day is done.«

»Wait a bit, Mrs. Warren. Do nothing rash. I begin to think that this affair may be very much more important than appeared at first sight. It is clear now that some danger is threatening your lodger. It is equally clear that his enemies, lying in wait for him near your door, mistook your husband for him in the foggy morning light. On discovering their mistake they released him. What they would have done had it not been a mistake, we can only conjecture.«

»Well, what am I to do, Mr. Holmes?«

»I have a great fancy to see this lodger of yours, Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.334
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Mrs. Warren.«

»I don't see how that is to be managed, unless you break in the door. I always hear him unlock it as I go down the stair after I leave the tray.«

»He has to take the tray in. Surely we could conceal ourselves and see him do it.«

The landlady thought for a moment. 

»Well, sir, there's the box-room opposite. I could arrange a looking-glass, maybe, and if you were behind the door ––«

»Excellent!« said Holmes. »When does he lunch?«

»About one, sir.«

»Then Dr. Watson and I will come round in time. 

For the present, Mrs. Warren, good-bye.«

At half-past twelve we found ourselves upon the steps of Mrs. Warren's house – a high, thin, yellow-brick edifice in Great Orme Street, a narrow thoroughfare at the northeast side of the British Museum. 

Standing as it does near the corner of the street, it commands a view down Howe Street, with its more pretentious houses. Holmes pointed with a chuckle to one of these, a row of residential flats, which projected so that they could not fail to catch the eye. 

»See, Watson!« said he. »›High red house with stone facings.‹ There is the signal station all right. We know the place, and we know the code; so surely our task should be simple. There's a ›to let‹ card in that Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.335
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window. It is evidently an empty flat to which the confederate has access. Well, Mrs. Warren, what now?«

»I have it all ready for you. If you will both come up and leave your boots below on the landing, I'll put you there now.«

It was an excellent hiding-place which she had arranged. The mirror was so placed that, seated in the dark, we could very plainly see the door opposite. We had hardly settled down in it, and Mrs. Warren left us, when a distant tinkle announced that our mysterious neighbour had rung. Presently the landlady appeared with the tray, laid it down upon a chair beside the closed door, and then, treading heavily, departed. 

Crouching together in the angle of the door, we kept our eyes fixed upon the mirror. Suddenly, as the landlady's footsteps died away, there was the creak of a turning key, the handle revolved, and two thin hands darted out and lifted the tray from the chair. An instant later it was hurriedly replaced, and I caught a glimpse of a dark, beautiful, horrified face glaring at the narrow opening of the box-room. Then the door crashed to, the key turned once more, and all was silence. Holmes twitched my sleeve, and together we stole down the stair. 

»I will call again in the evening,« said he to the expectant landlady. »I think, Watson, we can discuss Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.336

1. 

Doyle-SH, 1066

this business better in our own quarters.«

»My surmise, as you saw, proved to be correct,«

said he, speaking from the depths of his easy-chair. 

»There has been a substitution of lodgers. What I did not foresee is that we should find a woman, and no ordinary woman, Watson.«

»She saw us.«

»Well, she saw something to alarm her. That is certain. The general sequence of events is pretty clear, is it not? A couple seek refuge in London from a very terrible and instant danger. The measure of that danger is the rigour of their precautions. The man, who has some work which he must do, desires to leave the woman in absolute safety while he does it. It is not an easy problem, but he solved it in an original fashion, and so effectively that her presence was not even known to the landlady who supplies her with food. 

The printed messages, as is now evident, were to prevent her sex being discovered by her writing. The man cannot come near the woman, or he will guide their enemies to her. Since he cannot communicate with her direct, he has recourse to the agony column of a paper. So far all is clear.«

»But what is at the root of it?«

»Ah, yes, Watson – severely practical, as usual! 

What is at the root of it all? Mrs. Warren's whimsical problem enlarges somewhat and assumes a more sini-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.337
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ster aspect as we proceed. This much we can say: that it is no ordinary love escapade. You saw the woman's face at the sign of danger. We have heard, too, of the attack upon the landlord, which was undoubtedly meant for the lodger. These alarms, and the desperate need for secrecy, argue that the matter is one of life or death. The attack upon Mr. Warren further shows that the enemy, whoever they are, are themselves not aware of the substitution of the female lodger for the male. It is very curious and complex, Watson.«

»Why should you go further in it? What have you to gain from it?«

»What, indeed? It is art for art's sake, Watson. I suppose when you doctored you found yourself studying cases without thought of a fee?«

»For my education, Holmes.«

»Education never ends, Watson. It is a series of lessons with the greatest for the last. This is an instructive case. There is neither money nor credit in it, and yet one would wish to tidy it up. When dusk comes we should find ourselves one stage advanced in our investigation.«

When we returned to Mrs. Warren's rooms, the gloom of a London winter evening had thickened into one gray curtain, a dead monotone of colour, broken only by the sharp yellow squares of the windows and the blurred haloes of the gas-lamps. As we peered Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.338
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from the darkened sitting-room of the lodging-house, one more dim light glimmered high up through the obscurity. 

»Someone is moving in that room,« said Holmes in a whisper, his gaunt and eager face thrust forward to the window-pane. »Yes, I can see his shadow. There he is again! He has a candle in his hand. Now he is, peering across. He wants to be sure that she is on the lookout. Now he begins to flash. Take the message also, Watson, that we may check each other. A single flash – that is A, surely. Now, then. How many did you make it? Twenty. So did I. That should mean T. 

AT – that's intelligible enough! Another T. Surely this is the beginning of a second word. Now, then –

TENTA. Dead stop. That can't be all, Watson? ATTENTA gives no sense. Nor is it any better as three words AT, TEN, TA, unless T.A. are a person's initials. There it goes again! What's that? ATTE – why, it is the same message over again. Curious, Watson, very curious! Now he is off once more! AT – why, he is repeating it for the third time, ATTENTA three times! How often will he repeat it? No, that seems to be the finish. He has withdrawn from the window. 

What do you make of it, Watson?«

»A cipher message, Holmes.«

My companion gave a sudden chuckle of comprehension. »And not a very obscure cipher, Watson,«
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said he. »Why, of course, it is Italian! The A means that it is addressed to a woman. ›Beware! Beware! 

Beware!‹ How's that, Watson?«

»I believe you have hit it.«

»Not a doubt of it. It is a very urgent message, thrice repeated to make it more so. But beware of what? Wait a bit; he is coming to the window once more.«

Again we saw the dim silhouette of a crouching man and the whisk of the small flame across the window as the signals were renewed. They came more rapidly than before – so rapid that it was hard to follow them. 

»PERICOLO –  pericolo – eh, what's that, Watson? ›Danger,‹ isn't it? Yes, by Jove, it's a danger signal. There he goes again! PERI. Halloa, what on earth ––«

The light had suddenly gone out, the glimmering square of window had disappeared, and the third floor formed a dark band round the lofty building, with its tiers of shining casements. That last warning cry had been suddenly cut short. How, and by whom? The same thought occurred on the instant to us both. Holmes sprang up from where he crouched by the window. 

»This is serious, Watson,« he cried. »There is some devilry going forward! Why should such a message Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.340
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stop in such a way? I should put Scotland Yard in touch with this business – and yet, it is too pressing for us to leave.«

»Shall I go for the police?«

»We must define the situation a little more clearly. 

It may bear some more innocent interpretation. Come, Watson, let us go across ourselves and see what we can make of it.«
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II

As we walked rapidly down Howe Street I glanced back at the building which we had left. There, dimly outlined at the top window, I could see the shadow of a head, a woman's head, gazing tensely, rigidly, out into the night, waiting with breathless suspense for the renewal of that interrupted message. At the doorway of the Howe Street flats a man, muffled in a cravat and greatcoat, was leaning against the railing. 

He started as the hall-light fell upon our faces. 

»Holmes!« he cried. 

»Why, Gregson!« said my companion as he shook hands with the Scotland Yard detective. »Journeys end with lovers' meetings. What brings you here?«

»The same reasons that bring you, I expect,« said Gregson. »How you got on to it I can't imagine.«

»Different threads, but leading up to the same tangle. I've been taking the signals.«

»Signals?«

»Yes, from that window. They broke off in the middle. We came over to see the reason. But since it is safe in your hands I see no object in continuing the business.«

»Wait a bit!« cried Gregson eagerly. »I'll do you this justice, Mr. Holmes, that I was never in a case yet Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.342
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that I didn't feel stronger for having you on my side. 

There's only the one exit to these flats, so we have him safe.«

»Who is he?«

»Well, well, we score over you for once, Mr. Holmes. You must give us best this time.« He struck his stick sharply upon the ground, on which a cabman, his whip in his hand, sauntered over from a four-wheeler which stood on the far side of the street. 

»May I introduce you to Mr. Sherlock Holmes?« he said to the cabman. »This is Mr. Leverton, of Pinkerton's American Agency.«

»The hero of the Long Island cave mystery?« said Holmes. »Sir, I am pleased to meet you.«

The American, a quiet, businesslike young man, with a clean-shaven, hatchet face, flushed up at the words of commendation. »I am on the trail of my life now, Mr. Holmes,« said he. »If I can get Gorgiano ––«

»What! Gorgiano of the Red Circle?«

»Oh, he has a European fame, has he? Well, we've learned all about him in America. We  know  he is at the bottom of fifty murders, and yet we have nothing positive we can take him on. I tracked him over from New York, and I've been close to him for a week in London, waiting some excuse to get my hand on his collar. Mr. Gregson and I ran him to ground in that Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.343
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big tenement house, and there's only the one door, so he can't slip us. There's three folk come out since he went in, but I'll swear he wasn't one of them.«

»Mr. Holmes talks of signals,« said Gregson. »I expect, as usual, he knows a good deal that we don't.«

In a few clear words Holmes explained the situation as it had appeared to us. The American struck his bands together with vexation. 

»He's on to us!« he cried. 

»Why do you think so?«

»Well, it figures out that way, does it not? Here he is, sending out messages to an accomplice – there are several of his gang in London. Then suddenly, just as by your own account he was telling them that there was danger, he broke short off. What could it mean except that from the window he had suddenly either caught sight of us in the street, or in some way come to understand how close the danger was, and that he must act right away if he was to avoid it? What do you suggest, Mr. Holmes?«

»That we go up at once and see for ourselves.«

»But we have no warrant for his arrest.«

»He is in unoccupied premises under suspicious circumstances,« said Gregson. »That is good enough for the moment. When we have him by the heels we can see if New York can't help us to keep him. I'll take the responsibility of arresting him now.«
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Our official detectives may blunder in the matter of intelligence, but never in that of courage. Gregson climbed the stair to arrest this desperate murderer with the same absolutely quiet and businesslike bearing with which he would have ascended the official staircase of Scotland Yard. The Pinkerton man had tried to push past him, but Gregson had firmly elbowed him back. London dangers were the privilege of the London force. 

The door of the left-hand flat upon the third landing was standing ajar. Gregson pushed it open. Within all was absolute silence and darkness. I struck a match and lit the detective's lantern. As I did so, and as the flicker steadied into a flame, we all gave a gasp of surprise. On the deal boards of the carpetless floor there was outlined a fresh track of blood. The red steps pointed towards us and led away from an inner room, the door of which was closed. Gregson flung it open and held his light full blaze in front of him, while we all peered eagerly over his shoulders. 

In the middle of the floor of the empty room was huddled the figure of an enormous man, his clean-shaven, swarthy face grotesquely horrible in its contortion and his head encircled by a ghastly crimson halo of blood, lying in a broad wet circle upon the white woodwork. His knees were drawn up, his hands thrown out in agony, and from the centre of his broad, Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.345
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brown, upturned throat there projected the white haft of a knife driven blade-deep into his body. Giant as he was, the man must have gone down like a pole-axed ox before that terrific blow. Beside his right hand a most formidable horn-handled, two-edged dagger lay upon the floor, and near it a black kid glove. 

»By George! it's Black Gorgiano himself!« cried the American detective. »Someone has got ahead of us this time.«

»Here is the candle in the window, Mr. Holmes,«

said Gregson. »Why, whatever are you doing?«

Holmes had stepped across, had lit the candle, and was passing it backward and forward across the window-panes. Then he peered into the darkness, blew the candle out, and threw it on the floor. 

»I rather think that will be helpful,« said he. He came over and stood in deep thought while the two professionals were examining the body. »You say that three people came out from the flat while you were waiting downstairs,« said he at last. »Did you observe them closely?«

»Yes, I did.«

»Was there a fellow about thirty, black-bearded, dark, of middle size?«

»Yes; he was the last to pass me.«

»That is your man, I fancy. I can give you his description, and we have a very excellent outline of his Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.346
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footmark. That should be enough for you.«

»Not much, Mr. Holmes, among the millions of London.«

»Perhaps not. That is why I thought it best to summon this lady to your aid.«

We all turned round at the words. There, framed in the doorway, was a tall and beautiful woman – the mysterious lodger of Bloomsbury. Slowly she advanced, her face pale and drawn with a frightful apprehension, her eyes fixed and staring, her terrified gaze riveted upon the dark figure on the floor. 

»You have killed him!« she muttered. »Oh,  Dio mio,  you have killed him!« Then I heard a sudden sharp intake of her breath, and she sprang into the air with a cry of joy. Round and round the room she danced, her hands clapping, her dark eyes gleaming with delighted wonder, and a thousand pretty Italian exclamations pouring from her lips. It was terrible and amazing to see such a woman so convulsed with joy at such a sight. Suddenly she stopped and gazed at us all with a questioning stare. 

»But you! You are police, are you not? You have killed Giuseppe Gorgiano. Is it not so?«

»We are police, madam.«

She looked round into the shadows of the room. 

»But where, then, is Gennaro?« she asked. »He is my husband, Gennaro Lucca. I am Emilia Lucca, and Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.347
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we are both from New York. Where is Gennaro? He called me this moment from this window, and I ran with all my speed.«

»It was I who called,« said Holmes. 

»You! How could you call?«

»Your cipher was not difficult, madam. Your presence here was desirable. I knew that I had only to flash › Vieni‹ and you would surely come.«

The beautiful Italian looked with awe at my companion. 

»I do not understand how you know these things,«

she said. »Giuseppe Gorgiano – how did he ––« She paused, and then suddenly her face lit up with pride and delight. »Now I see it! My Gennaro! My splendid, beautiful Gennaro, who has guarded me safe from all harm, he did it, with his own strong hand he killed the monster! Oh, Gennaro, how wonderful you are! 

What woman could ever be worthy of such a man?«

»Well, Mrs. Lucca,« said the prosaic Gregson, laying his hand upon the lady's sleeve with as little sentiment as if she were a Notting Hill hooligan, »I am not very clear yet who you are or what you are; but you've said enough to make it very clear that we shall want you at the Yard.«

»One moment, Gregson,« said Holmes. »I rather fancy that this lady may be as anxious to give us information as we can be to get it. You understand, Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.348
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madam, that your husband will be arrested and tried for the death of the man who lies before us? What you say may be used in evidence. But if you think that he has acted from motives which are not criminal, and which he would wish to have known, then you cannot serve him better than by telling us the whole story.«

»Now that Gorgiano is dead we fear nothing,« said the lady. »He was a devil and a monster, and there can be no judge in the world who would punish my husband for having killed him.«

»In that case,« said Holmes, »my suggestion is that we lock this door, leave things as we found them, go with this lady to her room, and form our opinion after we have heard what it is that she has to say to us.«

Half an hour later we were seated, all four, in the small sitting-room of Signora Lucca, listening to her remarkable narrative of those sinister events, the ending of which we had chanced to witness. She spoke in rapid and fluent but very unconventional English, which, for the sake of clearness, I will make gramma-tical. 

»I was born in Posilippo, near Naples,« said she, 

»and was the daughter of Augusto Barelli, who was the chief lawyer and once the deputy of that part. Gennaro was in my father's employment, and I came to love him, as any woman must. He had neither money nor position – nothing but his beauty and strength and Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.349
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energy – so my father forbade the match. We fled together, were married at Bari, and sold my jewels to gain the money which would take us to America. This was four years ago, and we have been in New York ever since. 

Fortune was very good to us at first. Gennaro was able to do a service to an Italian gentleman – he saved him from some ruffians in the place called the Bowery, and so made a powerful friend. His name was Tito Castalotte, and he was the senior partner of the great firm of Castalotte and Zamba, who are the chief fruit importers of New York. Signor Zamba is an invalid, and our new friend Castalotte has all power within the firm, which employs more than three hundred men. 

He took my husband into his employment, made him head of a department, and showed his good-will towards him in every way. Signor Castalotte was a bachelor, and I believe that he felt as if Gennaro was his son, and both my husband and I loved him as if he were our father. We had taken and furnished a little house in Brooklyn, and our whole future seemed assured when that black cloud appeared which was soon to overspread our sky. 

One night, when Gennaro returned from his work, he brought a fellow-countryman back with him. His name was Gorgiano, and he had come also from Posilippo. He was a huge man, as you can testify, for you Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.350
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have looked upon his corpse. Not only was his body that of a giant but everything about him was grotesque, gigantic, and terrifying. His voice was like thunder in our little house. There was scarce room for the whirl of his great arms as he talked. His thoughts, his emotions, his passions, all were exaggerated and monstrous. He talked, or rather roared, with such energy that others could but sit and listen, cowed with the mighty stream of words. His eyes blazed at you and held you at his mercy. He was a terrible and wonderful man. I thank God that he is dead! 

He came again and again. Yet I was aware that Gennaro was no more happy than I was in his presence. My poor husband would sit pale and listless, listening to the endless raving upon politics and upon social questions which made up our visitor's conversation. Gennaro said nothing, but I, who knew him so well, could read in his face some emotion which I had never seen there before. At first I thought that it was dislike. And then, gradually, I understood that it was more than dislike. It was fear – a deep, secret, shrinking fear. That night – the night that I read his terror – I put my arms round him and I implored him by his love for me and by all that he held dear to hold nothing from me, and to tell me why this huge man overshadowed him so. 

He told me, and my own heart grew cold as ice as I Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.351
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listened. My poor Gennaro, in his wild and fiery days, when all the world seemed against him and his mind was driven half mad by the injustices of life, had joined a Neapolitan society, the Red Circle, which was allied to the old Carbonari. The oaths and secrets of this brotherhood were frightful, but once within its rule no escape was possible. When we had fled to America Gennaro thought that he had cast it all off forever. What was his horror one evening to meet in the streets the very man who had initiated him in Naples, the giant Gorgiano, a man who had earned the name of ›Death‹ in the south of Italy, for he was red to the elbow in murder! He had come to New York to avoid the Italian police, and he had already planted a branch of this dreadful society in his new home. All this Gennaro told me and showed me a summons which he had received that very day, a Red Circle drawn upon the head of it telling him that a lodge would be held upon a certain date, and that his presence at it was required and ordered. 

That was bad enough, but worse was to come. I had noticed for some time that when Gorgiano came to us, as he constantly did, in the evening, he spoke much to me; and even when his words were to my husband those terrible, glaring, wild-beast eyes of his were always turned upon me. One night his secret came out. I had awakened what he called ›love‹ with-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.352
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in him – the love of a brute – a savage. Gennaro had not yet returned when he came. He pushed his way in, seized me in his mighty arms, hugged me in his bear's embrace, covered me with kisses, and implored me to come away with him. I was struggling and screaming when Gennaro entered and attacked him. He struck Gennaro senseless and fled from the house which he was never more to enter. It was a deadly enemy that we made that night. 

A few days later came the meeting. Gennaro returned from it with a face which told me that something dreadful had occurred. It was worse than we could have imagined possible. The funds of the society were raised by blackmailing rich Italians and threatening them with violence should they refuse the money. It seems that Castalotte, our dear friend and benefactor, had been approached. He had refused to yield to threats, and he had handed the notices to the police. It was resolved now that such an example should be made of him as would prevent any other victim from rebelling. At the meeting it was arranged that he and his house should be blown up with dynamite. There was a drawing of lots as to who should carry out the deed. Gennaro saw our enemy's cruel face smiling at him as he dipped his hand in the bag. No doubt it had been prearranged in some fashion, for it was the fatal disc with the Red Circle upon it, the mandate for mur-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.353
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der, which lay upon his palm. He was to kill his best friend, or he was to expose himself and me to the vengeance of his comrades. It was part of their fiendish system to punish those whom they feared or hated by injuring not only their own persons but those whom they loved, and it was the knowledge of this which hung as a terror over my poor Gennaro's head and drove him nearly crazy with apprehension. 

All that night we sat together, our arms round each other, each strengthening each for the troubles that lay before us. The very next evening had been fixed for the attempt. By midday my husband and I were on our way to London, but not before he had given our benefactor full warning of his danger, and had also left such information for the police as would safeguard his life for the future. 

The rest, gentlemen, you know for yourselves. We were sure that our enemies would be behind us like our own shadows. Gorgiano had his private reasons for vengeance, but in any case we knew how ruthless, cunning, and untiring he could be. Both Italy and America are full of stories of his dreadful powers. If ever they were exerted it would be now. My darling made use of the few clear days which our start had given us in arranging for a refuge for me in such a fashion that no possible danger could reach me. For his own part, he wished to be free that he might commu-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.354
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nicate both with the American and with the Italian police. I do not myself know where he lived, or how. All that I learned was through the columns of a newspaper. But once as I looked through my window, I saw two Italians watching the house, and I understood that in some way Gorgiano had found out our retreat. Finally Gennaro told me, through the paper, that he would signal to me from a certain window, but when the signals came they were nothing but warnings, which were suddenly interrupted. It is very clear to me now that he knew Gorgiano to be close upon him, and that, thank God! he was ready for him when he came. 

And now, gentlemen, I would ask you whether we have anything to fear from the law, or whether any judge upon earth would condemn my Gennaro for what he has done?«

»Well, Mr. Gregson,« said the American, looking across at the official, »I don't know what your British point of view may be, but I guess that in New York this lady's husband will receive a pretty general vote of thanks.«

»She will have to come with me and see the chief,«

Gregson answered. »If what she says is corroborated, I do not think she or her husband has much to fear. 

But what I can't make head or tail of, Mr. Holmes, is how on earth  you  got yourself mixed up in the matter.«

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.355

2. 

Doyle-SH, 1074

»Education, Gregson, education. Still seeking knowledge at the old university. Well, Watson, you have one more specimen of the tragic and grotesque to add to your collection. By the way, it is not eight o'clock, and a Wagner night at Covent Garden! If we hurry, we might be in time for the second act.«
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The Adventure of the Bruce-Partington Plans In the third week of November, in the year 1895, a dense yellow fog settled down upon London. From the Monday to the Thursday I doubt whether it was ever possible from our windows in Baker Street to see the loom of the opposite houses. The first day Holmes had spent in cross-indexing his huge book of references. The second and third had been patiently occupied upon a subject which he had recently made his hobby – the music of the Middle Ages. But when, for the fourth time, after pushing back our chairs from breakfast we saw the greasy, heavy brown swirl still drifting past us and condensing in oily drops upon the window-panes, my comrade's impatient and active nature could endure this drab existence no longer. He paced restlessly about our sitting-room in a fever of suppressed energy, biting his nails, tapping the furniture, and chafing against inaction. 

»Nothing of interest in the paper, Watson?« he said. 

I was aware that by anything of interest, Holmes meant anything of criminal interest. There was the news of a revolution, of a possible war, and of an impending change of government; but these did not come within the horizon of my companion. I could see Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.357
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nothing recorded in the shape of crime which was not commonplace and futile. Holmes groaned and resumed his restless meanderings. 

»The London criminal is certainly a dull fellow,«

said he in the querulous voice of the sportsman whose game has failed him. »Look out of this window, Watson. See how the figures loom up, are dimly seen, and then blend once more into the cloud-bank. The thief or the murderer could roam London on such a day as the tiger does the jungle, unseen until he pounces, and then evident only to his victim.«

»There have,« said I, »been numerous petty thefts.«

Holmes snorted his contempt. 

»This great and sombre stage is set for something more worthy than that,« said he. »It is fortunate for this community that I am not a criminal.«

»It is, indeed!« said I heartily. 

»Suppose that I were Brooks or Woodhouse, or any of the fifty men who have good reason for taking my life, how long could I survive against my own pursuit? A summons, a bogus appointment, and all would be over. It is well they don't have days of fog in the Latin countries – the countries of assassination. 

By Jove! here comes something at last to break our dead monotony.«

It was the maid with a telegram. Holmes tore it open and burst out laughing. 
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»Well, well! What next?« said he. »Brother Mycroft is coming round.«

»Why not?« I asked. 

»Why not? It is as if you met a tram-car coming down a country lane. Mycroft has his rails and he runs on them. His Pall Mall lodgings, the Diogenes Club, Whitehall – that is his cycle. Once, and only once, he has been here. What upheaval can possibly have de-railed him?«

»Does he not explain?«

Holmes handed me his brother's telegram. 

Must see you over Cadogan West. Coming at once. 

MYCROFT. 

»Cadogan West? I have heard the name.«

»It recalls nothing to my mind. But that Mycroft should break out in this erratic fashion! A planet might as well leave its orbit. By the way, do you know what Mycroft is?«

I had some vague recollection of an explanation at the time of the Adventure of the Greek Interpreter. 

»You told me that he had some small office under the British government.«

Holmes chuckled. 

»I did not know you quite so well in those days. 

One has to be discreet when one talks of high matters Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.359
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of state. You are right in thinking that he is under the British government. You would also be right in a sense if you said that occasionally he  is  the British government.«

»My dear Holmes!«

»I thought I might surprise you. Mycroft draws four hundred and fifty pounds a year, remains a subordinate, has no ambitions of any kind, will receive neither honour nor title, but remains the most indispensable man in the country.«

»But how?«

»Well, his position is unique. He has made it for himself. There has never been anything like it before, nor will be again. He has the tidiest and most orderly brain, with the greatest capacity for storing facts, of any man living. The same great powers which I have turned to the detection of crime he has used for this particular business. The conclusions of every department are passed to him, and he is the central exchange, the clearing-house, which makes out the balance. All other men are specialists, but his specialism is omniscience. We will suppose that a minister needs information as to a point which involves the Navy, India, Canada and the bimetallic question; he could get his separate advices from various departments upon each, but only Mycroft can focus them all, and say offhand how each factor would affect the other. 
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They began by using him as a short-cut, a convenience; now he has made himself an essential. In that great brain of his everything is pigeon-holed and can be handed out in an instant. Again and again his word has decided the national policy. He lives in it. He thinks of nothing else save when, as an intellectual exercise, he unbends if I call upon him and ask him to advise me on one of my little problems. But Jupiter is descending to-day. What on earth can it mean? Who is Cadogan West, and what is he to Mycroft?«

»I have it,« I cried, and plunged among the litter of papers upon the sofa. »Yes, yes, here he is, sure enough! Cadogan West was the young man who was found dead on the Underground on Tuesday morning.«

Holmes sat up at attention, his pipe halfway to his lips. 

»This must be serious, Watson. A death which has caused my brother to alter his habits can be no ordinary one. What in the world can he have to do with it? 

The case was featureless as I remember it. The young man had apparently fallen out of the train and killed himself. He had not been robbed, and there was no particular reason to suspect violence. Is that not so?«

»There has been an inquest,« said I, »and a good many fresh facts have come out. Looked at more closely, I should certainly say that it was a curious case.«
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»Judging by its effect upon my brother, I should think it must be a most extraordinary one.« He snuggled down in his armchair. »Now, Watson, let us have the facts.«

»The man's name was Arthur Cadogan West. He was twenty-seven years of age, unmarried, and a clerk at Woolwich Arsenal.«

»Government employ. Behold the link with brother Mycroft!«

»He left Woolwich suddenly on Monday night. 

Was last seen by his fiancée, Miss Violet Westbury, whom he left abruptly in the fog about 7:30 that evening. There was no quarrel between them and she can give no motive for his action. The next thing heard of him was when his dead body was discovered by a plate-layer named Mason, just outside Aldgate Station on the Underground system in London.«

»When?«

»The body was found at six on the Tuesday morning. It was lying wide of the metals upon the left hand of the track as one goes eastward, at a point close to the station, where the line emerges from the tunnel in which it runs. The head was badly crushed –

an injury which might well have been caused by a fall from the train. The body could only have come on the line in that way. Had it been carried down from any neighbouring street, it must have passed the station Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.362
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barriers, where a collector is always standing. This point seems absolutely certain.«

»Very good. The case is definite enough. The man, dead or alive, either fell or was precipitated from a train. So much is clear to me. Continue.«

»The trains which traverse the lines of rail beside which the body was found are those which run from west to east, some being purely Metropolitan, and some from Willesden and outlying junctions. It can be stated for certain that this young man, when he met his death, was travelling in this direction at some late hour of the night, but at what point he entered the train it is impossible to state.«

»His ticket, of course, would show that.«

»There was no ticket in his pockets «

»No ticket! Dear me, Watson, this is really very singular. According to my experience it is not possible to reach the platform of a Metropolitan train without exhibiting one's ticket. Presumably, then, the young man had one. Was it taken from him in order to conceal the station from which he came? It is possible. Or did he drop it in the carriage? That also is possible. But the point is of curious interest. I understand that there was no sign of robbery?«

»Apparently not. There is a list here of his possessions. His purse contained two pounds fifteen. He had also a check-book on the Woolwich branch of the Ca-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.363
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pital and Counties Bank. Through this his identity was established. There were also two dress-circle tik-kets for the Woolwich Theatre, dated for that very evening. Also a small packet of technical papers.«

Holmes gave an exclamation of satisfaction. 

»There we have it at last, Watson! British government – Woolwich. Arsenal – technical papers – Brother Mycroft, the chain is complete. But here he comes, if I am not mistaken, to speak for himself.«

A moment later the tall and portly form of Mycroft Holmes was ushered into the room. Heavily built and massive, there was a suggestion of uncouth physical inertia in the figure, but above this unwieldy frame there was perched a head so masterful in its brow, so alert in its steel-gray, deep-set eyes, so firm in its lips, and so subtle in its play of expression, that after the first glance one forgot the gross body and remembered only the dominant mind. 

At his heels came our old friend Lestrade, of Scotland Yard – thin and austere. The gravity of both their faces foretold some weighty quest. The detective shook hands without a word. Mycroft Holmes struggled out of his overcoat and subsided into an armchair. 

»A most annoying business, Sherlock,« said he. »I extremely dislike altering my habits, but the powers that be would take no denial. In the present state of Siam it is most awkward that I should be away from Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.364
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the office. But it is a real crisis. I have never seen the Prime Minister so upset. As to the Admiralty – it is buzzing like an overturned bee-hive. Have you read up the case?«

»We have just done so. What were the technical papers?«

»Ah, there's the point! Fortunately, it has not come out. The press would be furious if it did. The papers which this wretched youth had in his pocket were the plans of the Bruce-Partington submarine.«

Mycroft Holmes spoke with a solemnity which showed his sense of the importance of the subject. His brother and I sat expectant. 

»Surely you have heard of it? I thought everyone had heard of it.«

»Only as a name.«

»Its importance can hardly be exaggerated. It has been the most jealously guarded of all government secrets. You may take it from me that naval warfare becomes impossible within the radius of a Bruce-Partington's operation. Two years ago a very large sum was smuggled through the Estimates and was expended in acquiring a monopoly of the invention. Every effort has been made to keep the secret. The plans, which are exceedingly intricate, comprising some thirty separate patents, each essential to the working of the whole, are kept in an elaborate safe in a confiden-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.365
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tial office adjoining the arsenal, with burglar-proof doors and windows. Under no conceivable circumstances were the plans to be taken from the office. If the chief constructor of the Navy desired to consult them, even he was forced to go to the Woolwich office for the purpose. And yet here we- find them in the pockets of a dead junior clerk in the heart of London. 

From an official point of view it's simply awful.«

»But you have recovered them?«

»No, Sherlock, no! That's the pinch. We have not. 

Ten papers were taken from Woolwich. There were seven in the pockets of Cadogan West. The three most essential are gone – stolen, vanished. You must drop everything, Sherlock. Never mind your usual petty puzzles of the police-court. It's a vital international problem that you have to solve. Why did Cadogan West take the papers, where are the missing ones, how did he die, how came his body where it was found, how can the evil be set right? Find an answer to all these questions, and you will have done good service for your country.«

»Why do you not solve it yourself, Mycroft? You can see as far as I.«

»Possibly, Sherlock. But it is a question of getting details. Give me your details, and from an armchair I will return you an excellent expert opinion. But to run here and run there, to cross-question railway guards, Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.366
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and lie on my face with a lens to my eye – it is not my métier.  No, you are the one man who can clear the matter up. If you have a fancy to see your name in the next honours list ––«

My friend smiled and shook his head. 

»I play the game for the game's own sake,« said he. 

»But the problem certainly presents some points of interest, and I shall be very pleased to look into it. 

Some more facts, please.«

»I have jotted down the more essential ones upon this sheet of paper, together with a few addresses which you will find of service. The actual official guardian of the papers is the famous government expert, Sir James Walter, whose decorations and sub-titles fill two lines of a book of reference. He has grown gray in the service, is a gentleman, a favoured guest in the most exalted houses, and, above all, a man whose patriotism is beyond suspicion. He is one of two who have a key of the safe. I may add that the papers were undoubtedly in the office during working hours on Monday, and that Sir James left for London about three o'clock taking his key with him. He was at the house of Admiral Sinclair at Barclay Square during the whole of the evening when this incident occurred.«

»Has the fact been verified?«

»Yes; his brother, Colonel Valentine Walter, has Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.367
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testified to his departure from Woolwich, and Admiral Sinclair to his arrival in London; so Sir James is no longer a direct factor in the problem.«

»Who was the other man with a key?«

»The senior clerk and draughtsman, Mr. Sidney Johnson. He is a man of forty, married, with five children. He is a silent, morose man, but he has, on the whole, an excellent record in the public service. He is unpopular with his colleagues, but a hard worker. According to his own account, corroborated only by the word of his wife, he was at home the whole of Monday evening after office hours, and his key has never left the watch-chain upon which it hangs.«

»Tell us about Cadogan West.«

»He has been ten years in the service and has done good work. He has the reputation of being hot-headed and impetuous, but a straight, honest man. We have nothing against him. He was next Sidney Johnson in the office. His duties brought him into daily, personal contact with the plans. No one else had the handling of them.«

»Who locked the plans up that night?«

»Mr. Sidney Johnson, the senior clerk.«

»Well, it is surely perfectly clear who took them away. They are actually found upon the person of this junior clerk, Cadogan West. That seems final, does it not?«
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»It does, Sherlock, and yet it leaves so much unexplained. In the first place, why did he take them?«

»I presume they were of value?«

»He could have got several thousands for them very easily.«

»Can you suggest any possible motive for taking the papers to London except to sell them?«

»No, I cannot.«

»Then we must take that as our working hypothesis. Young West took the papers. Now this could only be done by having a false key ––«

»Several false keys. He had to open the building and the room.«

»He had, then, several false keys. He took the papers to London to sell the secret, intending, no doubt, to have the plans themselves back in the safe next morning before they were missed. While in London on this treasonable mission he met his end.«

»How?«

»We will suppose that he was travelling back to Woolwich when he was killed and thrown out of the compartment.«

»Aldgate, where the body was found, is considerably past the station for London Bridge, which would be his route to Woolwich.«

»Many circumstances could be imagined under which he would pass London Bridge. There was so-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.369
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meone in the carriage, for example, with whom he was having an absorbing interview. This interview led to a violent scene in which he lost his life. Possibly he tried to leave the carriage, fell out on the line, and so met his end. The other closed the door. There was a thick fog, and nothing could be seen.«

»No better explanation can be given with our present knowledge; and yet consider, Sherlock, how much you leave untouched. We will suppose, for argument's sake, that young Cadogan West  had  determined to convey these papers to London. He would naturally have made an appointment with the foreign agent and kept his evening clear. Instead of that he took two tickets for the theatre, escorted his fiancée halfway there, and then suddenly disappeared.«

»A blind,« said Lestrade, who had sat listening with some impatience to the conversation. 

»A very singular one. That is objection No. 1. Objection No. 2: We will suppose that he reaches London and sees the foreign agent. He must bring back the papers before morning or the loss will be discovered. He took away ten. Only seven were in his pocket. 

What had become of the other three? He certainly would not leave them of his own free will. Then, again, where is the price of his treason? One would have expected to find a large sum of money in his pocket.«
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»It seems to me perfectly clear,« said Lestrade. »I have no doubt at all as to what occurred. He took the papers to sell them. He saw the agent. They could not agree as to price. He started home again, but the agent went with him. In the train the agent murdered him, took the more essential papers, and threw his body from the carriage. That would account for everything, would it not?«

»Why had he no ticket?«

»The ticket would have shown which station was nearest, the agent's house. Therefore he took it from the murdered man's pocket.« »Good, Lestrade, very good,« said Holmes. »Your theory holds together. But if this is true, then the case is at an end. On the one hand, the traitor is dead. On the other, the plans of the Bruce-Partington submarine are presumably already on the Continent. What is there for us to do?«

»To act, Sherlock – to act!« cried Mycroft, springing to his feet. »All my instincts are against this explanation. Use your powers! Go to the scene of the crime! See the people concerned! Leave no stone unturned! In all your career you have never had so great a chance of serving your country.«

»Well, well!« said Holmes, shrugging his shoulders. »Come, Watson! And you, Lestrade, could you favour us with your company for an hour or two? We will begin our investigation by a visit to Aldgate Sta-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.371
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tion. Good-bye, Mycroft. I shall let you have a report before evening, but I warn you in advance that you have little to expect.«

An hour later Holmes, Lestrade and I stood upon the Underground railroad at the point where it emerges from the tunnel immediately before Aldgate Station. A courteous red-faced old gentleman represented the railway company. 

»This is where the young man's body lay,« said he, indicating a spot about three feet from the metals. »It could not have fallen from above, for these, as you see, are all blank walls. Therefore, it could only have come from a train, and that train, so far as we can trace it, must have passed about midnight on Monday.«

»Have the carriages been examined for any sign of violence?«

»There are no such signs, and no ticket has been found.«

»No record of a door being found open?«

»None.«

»We have had some fresh evidence this morning,«

said Lestrade. »A passenger who passed Aldgate in an ordinary Metropolitan train about 11:40 on Monday night declares that he heard a heavy thud, as of a body striking the line, just before the train reached the station. There was dense fog, however, and nothing Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.372
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could be seen. He made no report of it at the time. 

Why, whatever is the matter with Mr. Holmes?«

»My friend was standing with an expression of strained intensity upon his face, staring at the railway metals where they curved out of the tunnel. Aldgate is a junction, and there was a network of points. On these his eager, questioning eyes were fixed, and I saw on his keen, alert face that tightening of the lips, that quiver of the nostrils, and concentration of the heavy, tufted brows which I knew so well.«

»Points,« he muttered; »the points.«

»What of it? What do you mean?«

»I suppose there are no great number of points on a system such as this?«

»No; there are very few.«

»And a curve, too. Points, and a curve. By Jove! if it were only so.«

»What is it, Mr. Holmes? Have you a clue?«

»An idea – an indication, no more. But the case certainly grows in interest. Unique, perfectly unique, and yet why not? I do not see any indications of bleeding on the line.«

»There were hardly any.«

»But I understand that there was a considerable wound.«

»The bone was crushed, but there was no great external injury.«
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»And yet one would have expected some bleeding. 

Would it be possible for me to inspect the train which contained the passenger who heard the thud of a fall in the fog?«

»I fear not, Mr. Holmes. The train has been broken up before now, and the carriages redistributed.«

»I can assure you, Mr. Holmes,« said Lestrade, 

»that every carriage has been carefully examined. I saw to it myself.«

It was one of my friend's most obvious weaknesses that he was impatient with less alert intelligences than his own. 

»Very likely,« said he, turning away. »As it happens, it was not the carriages which I desired to examine. Watson, we have done all we can here. We need not trouble you any further, Mr. Lestrade. I think our investigations must now carry us to Woolwich.«

At London Bridge, Holmes wrote a telegram to his brother, which he handed to me before dispatching it. 

It ran thus:

See some light in the darkness, but it may possibly flik-ker out. Meanwhile, please send by messenger, to await return at Baker Street, a complete list of all foreign spies or international agents known to be in England, with full address, 

SHERLOCK. 

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.374

The Adventure of the Bruce-Partington Plans Doyle-SH, 1083

»That should be helpful, Watson,« he remarked as we took our seats in the Woolwich train. »We certainly owe brother Mycroft a debt for having introduced us to what promises to be a really very remarkable case.«

His eager face still wore that expression of intense and high-strung energy, which showed me that some novel and suggestive circumstance had opened up a stimulating line of thought. See the foxhound with hanging ears and drooping tail as it lolls about the kennels, and compare it with the same hound as, with gleaming eyes and straining muscles, it runs upon a breast-high scent – such was the change in Holmes since the morning. He was a different man from the limp and lounging figure in the mouse-coloured dressing-gown who had prowled so restlessly only a few hours before round the fog-girt room. 

»There is material here. There is scope,« said he. »I am dull indeed not to have understood its possibilities.«

»Even now they are dark to me.«

»The end is dark to me also, but I have hold of one idea which may lead us far. The man met his death elsewhere, and his body was on the  roof  of a carriage.«

»On the roof!«

»Remarkable, is it not? But consider the facts. Is it a coincidence that it is found at the very point where Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.375
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the train pitches and sways as it conies round on the points? Is not that the place where an object upon the roof might be expected to fall off? The points would affect no object inside the train. Either the body fell from the roof, or a very curious coincidence has occurred. But now consider the question of the blood. 

Of course, there was no bleeding on the line if the body had bled elsewhere. Each fact is suggestive in itself. Together they have a cumulative force.«

»And the ticket, too!« I cried. 

»Exactly. We could not explain the absence of a ticket. This would explain it. Everything fits together.«

»But suppose it were so, we are still as far as ever from unravelling the mystery of his death. Indeed, it becomes not simpler but stranger.«

»Perhaps,« said Holmes thoughtfully, »perhaps.«

He relapsed into a silent reverie, which lasted until the slow train drew up at last in Woolwich Station. 

There he called a cab and drew Mycroft's paper from his pocket. 

»We have quite a little round of afternoon calls to make,« said he. »I think that Sir James Walter claims our first attention.«

The house of the famous official was a fine villa with green lawns stretching down to the Thames. As we reached it the fog was lifting, and a thin, watery Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.376

The Adventure of the Bruce-Partington Plans Doyle-SH, 1083

sunshine was breaking through. A butler answered our ring. 

»Sir James, sir!« said he with solemn face. »Sir James died this morning.«

»Good heavens!« cried Holmes in amazement. 

»How did he die?«

»Perhaps you would care to step in, sir, and see his brother, Colonel Valentine?«

»Yes, we had best do so.«

We were ushered into a dim-lit drawing-room, where an instant later we were joined by a very tall, handsome, light-bearded man of fifty, the younger brother of the dead scientist. His wild eyes, stained cheeks, and unkempt hair all spoke of the sudden blow which had fallen upon the household. He was hardly articulate as he spoke of it. 

»It was this horrible scandal,« said he. »My brother, Sir James, was a man of very sensitive honour, and he could not survive such an affair. It broke his heart. He was always so proud of the efficiency of his department, and this was a crushing blow.«

»We had hoped that he might have given us some indications which, would have helped us to clear the matter up.«

»I assure you that it was all a mystery to him as it is to you and to all of us. He had already put all his knowledge at the disposal of the police. Naturally he Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.377
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had no doubt that Cadogan West was guilty. But all the rest was inconceivable.«

»You cannot throw any new light upon the affair?«

»I know nothing myself save what I have read or heard. I have no desire to be discourteous, but you can understand, Mr. Holmes, that we are much disturbed at present, and I must ask you to hasten this interview to an end.«

»This is indeed an unexpected development,« said my friend when we had regained the cab. »I wonder if the death was natural, or whether the poor old fellow killed himself! If the latter, may it be taken as some sign of self-reproach for duty neglected? We must leave that question to the future. Now we shall turn to the Cadogan Wests.«

A small but well-kept house in the outskirts of the town sheltered the bereaved mother. The old lady was too dazed with grief to be of any use to us, but at her side was a white-faced young lady, who introduced herself as Miss Violet Westbury, the fiancée of the dead man, and the last to see him upon that fatal night. 

»I cannot explain it, Mr. Holmes,« she said. »I have not shut an eye since the tragedy, thinking, thinking, thinking, night and day, what the true meaning of it can be. Arthur was the most single-minded, chivalrous, patriotic man upon earth. He would have cut Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.378
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his right hand off before he would sell a State secret confided to his keeping. It is absurd, impossible, preposterous to anyone who knew him.«

»But the facts, Miss Westbury?«

»Yes, yes; I admit I cannot explain them.«

»Was he in any want of money?«

»No; his needs were very simple and his salary ample. He had saved a few hundreds, and we were to marry at the New Year.«

»No signs of any mental excitement? Come, Miss Westbury, be absolutely frank with us.«

The quick eye of my companion had noted some change in her manner. She coloured and hesitated. 

»Yes,« she said at last, »I had a feeling that there was something on his mind.«

»For long?«

»Only for the last week or so. He was thoughtful and worried. Once I pressed him about it. He admitted that there was something, and that it was concerned with his official life. ›It is too serious for me to speak about, even to you,‹ said he. I could get nothing more.«

Holmes looked grave. 

»Go on, Miss Westbury. Even if it seems to tell against him, go on. We cannot say what it may lead to.«

»Indeed, I have nothing more to tell. Once or twice Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.379
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it seemed to me that he was on the point of telling me something. He spoke one evening of the importance of the secret, and I have some recollection that he said that no doubt foreign spies would pay a great deal to have it.«

My friend's face grew graver still. 

»Anything else?«

»He said that we were slack about such matters –

that it would be easy for a traitor to get the plans.«

»Was it only recently that he made such remarks?«

»Yes, quite recently.«

»Now tell us of that last evening.«

»We were to go to the theatre. The fog was so thick that a cab was useless. We walked, and our way took us close to the office. Suddenly; he darted away into the fog.«

»Without a word?«

»He gave an exclamation; that was all. I waited but he never returned. Then I walked home. Next morning, after the office opened, they came to inquire. 

About twelve o'clock we heard the terrible news. Oh, Mr. Holmes, if you could only, only save his honour! 

It was so much to him.«

Holmes shook his head sadly. 

»Come, Watson,« said he, »our ways lie elsewhere. 

Our next station must be the office from which the papers were taken.«
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»It was black enough before against this young man, but our inquiries make it blacker,« he remarked as the cab lumbered off. »His coming marriage gives a motive for the crime. He naturally wanted money. 

The idea was in his head, since he spoke about it. He nearly made the girl an accomplice in the treason by telling her his plans. It is all very bad.«

»But surely, Holmes, character goes for something? 

Then, again, why should he leave the girl in the street and dart away to commit a felony?«

»Exactly! There are certainly objections. But it is a formidable case which they have to meet.«

Mr. Sidney Johnson, the senior clerk, met us at the office and received us with that respect which my companion's card always commanded. He was a thin, gruff, bespectacled man of middle age, his cheeks haggard, and his hands twitching from the nervous strain to which he had been subjected. 

»It is bad, Mr. Holmes, very bad! Have you heard of the death of the chief?«

»We have just come from his house.«

»The place is disorganized. The chief dead, Cadogan West dead, our papers stolen. And yet, when we closed our door on Monday evening, we were as efficient an office as any in the government service. Good God, it's dreadful to think of! That West, of all men, should have done such a thing!«
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»You are sure of his guilt, then?«

»I can see no other way out of it. And yet I would have trusted him as I trust myself.«

»At what hour was the office closed on Monday?«

»At five.«

»Did you close it?«

»I am always the last man out.«

»Where were the plans?«

»In that safe. I put them there myself.«

»Is there no watchman to the building?«

»There is, but he has other departments to look after as well. He is an old soldier and a most trustworthy man. He saw nothing that evening. Of course the fog was very thick.«

»Suppose that Cadogan West wished to make his way into the building after hours; he would need three keys, would he not, before he could reach the papers?«

»Yes, he would. The key of the outer door, the key of the office, and the key of the safe.«

»Only Sir James Walter and you had those keys?«

»I had no keys of the doors – only of the safe.«

»Was Sir James a man who was orderly in his habits?«

»Yes, I think he was. I know that so far as those three keys are concerned he kept them on the same ring. I have often seen them there.«
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»And that ring went with him to London?«

»He said so.«

»And your key never left your possession?«

»Never.«

»Then West, if he is the culprit, must have had a duplicate. And yet none was found upon his body. 

One other point: if a clerk in this office desired to sell the plans, would it not be simpler to copy the plans for himself than to take the originals, as was actually done?«

»It would take considerable technical knowledge to copy the plans in an effective way.«

»But I suppose either Sir James, or you, or West had that technical knowledge?«

»No doubt we had, but I beg you won't try to drag me into the matter, Mr. Holmes. What is the use of our speculating in this way when the original plans were actually found on West?«

»Well, it is certainly singular that he should run the risk of taking originals if he could safely have taken copies, which would have equally served his turn.«

»Singular, no doubt – and yet he did so.«

»Every inquiry in this case reveals something inexplicable. Now there are three papers still missing. 

They are, as I understand, the vital ones.«

»Yes, that is so.«
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three papers, and without the seven others, could construct a Bruce-Partington submarine?«

»I reported to that effect to the Admiralty. But today I have been over the drawings again, and I am not so sure of it. The double valves with the automatic self-adjusting slots are drawn in one of the papers which have been returned. Until the foreigners had invented that for themselves they could not make the boat. Of course they might soon get over the difficulty.«

»But the three missing drawings are the most important?«

»Undoubtedly.«

»I think, with your permission, I will now take a stroll round the premises. I do not recall any other question which I desired to ask.«

He examined the lock of the safe, the door of the room, and finally the iron shutters of the window. It was only when we were on the lawn outside that his interest was strongly excited. There was a laurel bush outside the window, and several of the branches bore signs of having been twisted or snapped. He examined them carefully with his lens, and then some dim and vague marks upon the earth beneath. Finally he asked the chief clerk to close the iron shutters, and he pointed out to me that they hardly met in the centre, and that it would be possible for anyone outside to see Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.384
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what was going on within the room. 

»The indications are ruined by the three days' 

delay. They may mean something or nothing. Well, Watson, I do not think that Woolwich can help us further. It is a small crop which we have gathered. Let us see if we can do better in London.«

Yet we added one more sheaf to our harvest before we left Woolwich Station. The clerk in the ticket office was able to say with confidence that he saw Cadogan West – whom he knew well by sight – upon the Monday night, and that he went to London by the 8:15 to London Bridge. He was alone and took a single third-class ticket. The clerk was struck at the time by his excited and nervous manner. So shaky was he that he could hardly pick up his change, and the clerk had helped him with it. A reference to the timetable showed that the 8:15 was the first train which it was possible for West to take after he had left the lady about 7:30. 

»Let us reconstruct, Watson,« said Holmes after half an hour of silence. »I am not aware that in all our joint researches we have ever had a case which was more difficult to get at. Every fresh advance which we make only reveals a fresh ridge beyond. And yet we have surely made some appreciable progress. 

The effect of our inquiries at Woolwich has in the main been against young Cadogan West; but the indi-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.385
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cations at the window would lend themselves to a more favourable hypothesis. Let us suppose, for example, that he had been approached by some foreign agent. It might have been done under such pledges as would have prevented him from speaking of it, and yet would have affected his thoughts in the direction indicated by his remarks to his fiancée. Very good. 

We will now suppose that as he went to the theatre with the young lady he suddenly, in the fog, caught a glimpse of this same agent going in the direction of the office. He was an impetuous man, quick in his decisions. Everything gave way to his duty. He followed the man, reached the window, saw the abstraction of the documents, and pursued the thief. In this way we get over the objection that, no one would take originals when he could make copies. This outsider had to take originals. So far it holds together.«

»What is the next step?«

»Then we come into difficulties. One would imagine that under such circumstances the first act of young Cadogan West would be to seize the villain and raise the alarm. Why did he not do so? Could it have been an official superior who took the papers? 

That would explain West's conduct. Or could the chief have given West the slip in the fog, and West started at once to London to head him off from his own rooms, presuming that he knew where the rooms Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.386
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were? The call must have been very pressing, since he left his girl standing in the fog and made no effort to communicate with her. Our scent runs cold here, and there is a vast gap between either hypothesis and the laying of West's body, with seven papers in his pok-ket, on the roof of a Metropolitan train. My instinct now is to work from the other end. If Mycroft has given us the list of addresses we may be able to pick our man and follow two tracks instead of one.«

Surely enough, a note awaited us at Baker Street. A government messenger had brought it post-haste. Holmes glanced at it and threw it over to me. 

There are numerous small fry, but few who would handle so big an affair. The only men worth considering are Adolph Meyer, of 13 Great George Street, Westminster; Louis La Rothière, of Campden Mansions, Notting Hill; and Hugo Oberstein, 13 Caulfield Gardens, Kensington. The latter was known to be in town on Monday and is now reported as having left. Glad to hear you have seen some light. The Cabinet awaits your final report with the utmost anxiety. Urgent representations have arrived from the very highest quarter. The whole force of the State is at your back if you should need it. 

MYCROFT. 

»I'm afraid,« said Holmes, smiling, »that all the queen's horses and all the queen's men cannot avail in this matter.« He had spread out his big map of Lon-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.387
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don and leaned eagerly over it. »Well, well,« said he presently with an exclamation of satisfaction, »things are turning a little in our direction at last. Why, Watson, I do honestly believe that we are going to pull it off, after all.« He slapped me on the shoulder with a sudden burst of hilarity. »I am going out now. It is only a reconnaissance. I will do nothing serious without my trusted comrade and biographer at my elbow. Do you stay here, and the odds are that you will see me again in an hour or two. If time hangs heavy get foolscap and a pen, and begin your narrative of how we saved the State.«

I felt some reflection of his elation in my own mind, for I knew well that he would not depart so far from his usual austerity of demeanour Sinless there was good cause for exultation. All the long November evening I waited, filled with impatience for his return. 

At last, shortly after nine o'clock, there arrived a messenger with a note:

Am dining at Goldini's Restaurant, Gloucester Road, Kensington. Please come at once and join me there. 

Bring with you a jemmy, a dark lantern, a chisel, and a revolver. 

S.H. 

It was a nice equipment for a respectable citizen to carry through the dim, fog-draped streets. I stowed Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.388

The Adventure of the Bruce-Partington Plans Doyle-SH, 1089

them all discreetly away in my overcoat and drove straight to the address given. There sat my friend at a little round table near the door of the garish Italian restaurant. 

»Have you had something to eat? Then join me in a coffee and curaçao. Try one of the proprietor's cigars. 

They are less poisonous than one would expect. Have you the tools?«

»They are here, in my overcoat.«

»Excellent. Let me give you a short sketch of what I have done, with some indication of what we are about to do. Now it must be evident to you, Watson, that this young man's body was  placed  on the roof of the train. That was clear from the instant that I determined the fact that it was from the roof, and not from a carriage, that he had fallen.«

»Could it not have been dropped from a bridge?«

»I should say it was impossible. If you examine the roofs you will find that they are slightly rounded, and there is no railing round them. Therefore, we can say for certain that young Cadogan West was placed on it.«

»How could he be placed there?«

»That was the question which we had to answer. 

There is only one possible way. You are aware that the Underground runs clear of tunnels at some points in the West End. I had a vague memory that as I have Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.389
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travelled by it I have occasionally seen windows just above my head. Now, suppose that a train halted under such a window, would there be any difficulty in laying a body upon the roof?«

»It seems most improbable.«


»We must fall back upon the old axiom that when all other contingencies fail, whatever remains, however improbable, must be the truth. Here all other contingencies  have  failed. When I found that the leading international agent, who had just left London, lived in a row of houses which abutted upon the Underground, I was so pleased that you were a little astonished at my sudden frivolity.«

»Oh, that was it, was it?«

»Yes, that was it. Mr. Hugo Oberstein, of 13 Caulfield Gardens, had become my objective. I began my operations at Gloucester Road Station, where a very helpful official walked with me along the track and allowed me to satisfy myself not only that the back-stair windows of Caulfield Gardens open on the line but the even more essential fact that, owing to the intersection of one of the larger railways, the Underground trains are frequently held motionless for some minutes at that very spot.«

»Splendid, Holmes! You have got it!«

»So far – so far, Watson. We advance, but the goal is afar. Well, having seen the back of Caulfield Gar-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.390
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dens, I visited the front and satisfied myself that the bird was indeed flown. It is a considerable house, unfurnished, so far as I could judge, in the upper rooms. 

Oberstein lived there with a single valet, who was probably a confederate entirely in his confidence. We must bear in mind that Oberstein has gone to the Continent to dispose of his booty, but not with any idea of flight; for he had no reason to fear a warrant, and the idea of an amateur domiciliary visit would certainly never occur to him. Yet that is precisely what we are about to make.«

»Could we not get a warrant and legalize it?«

»Hardly on the evidence.«

»What can we hope to do?«

»We cannot tell what correspondence may be there.«

»I don't like it, Holmes.«

»My dear fellow, you shall keep watch in the street. 

I'll do the criminal part. It's not a time to stick at trifles. Think of Mycroft's note, of the Admiralty, the Cabinet, the exalted person who waits for news. We are bound to go.«

My answer was to rise from the table. 

»You are right, Holmes. We are bound to go.«

He sprang up and shook me by the hand. 

»I knew you would not shrink at the last,« said he, and for a moment I saw something in his eyes which Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.391
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was nearer to tenderness than I had ever seen. The next instant he was his masterful, practical self once more. 

»It is nearly half a mile, but there is no hurry. Let us walk,« said he. »Don't drop the instruments, I beg. 

Your arrest as a suspicious character would be a most unfortunate complication.«

Caulfield Gardens was one of those lines of flat-faced pillared, and porticoed houses which are so prominent a product of the middle Victorian epoch in the West End of London. Next door there appeared to be a children's party, for the merry buzz of young voices and the clatter of a piano resounded through the night. 

The fog still hung about and screened us with its friendly shade. Holmes had lit his lantern and flashed it upon the massive door. 

»This is a serious proposition,« said he. »It is certainly bolted as well as locked. We would do better in the area. There is an excellent archway down yonder in case a too zealous policeman should intrude. Give me a hand, Watson, and I'll do the same for you.«

A minute later we were both in the area. Hardly had we reached the dark shadows before the step of the policeman was heard in the fog above. As its soft rhythm died away, Holmes set to work upon the lower door. I saw him stoop and strain until with a sharp crash it flew open. We sprang through into the dark Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.392
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passage, closing the area door behind us. Holmes led the way up the curving, uncarpeted stair. His little fan of yellow light shone upon a low window. 

»Here we are, Watson – this must be the one.« He threw it open, and as he did so there was a low, harsh murmur, growing steadily into a loud roar as a train dashed past us in the darkness. Holmes swept his light along the window-sill. It was thickly coated with soot from the passing engines, but the black surface was blurred and rubbed in places. 

»You can see where they rested the body. Halloa, Watson! what is this? There can be no doubt that it is a blood mark.« He was pointing to faint discolourations along the woodwork of the window. »Here it is on the stone of the stair also. The demonstration is complete. Let us stay here until a train stops.«

We had not long to wait. The very next train roared from the tunnel as before, but slowed in the open, and then, with a creaking of brakes, pulled up immediately beneath us. It was not four feet from the window-ledge to the roof of the carriages. Holmes softly closed the window. 

»So far we are justified,« said he. »What do you think of it, Watson?«

»A masterpiece. You have never risen to a greater height.«

»I cannot agree with you there. From the moment Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.393
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that I conceived the idea of the body being upon the roof, which surely was not a very abstruse one, all the rest was inevitable. If it were not for the grave interests involved the affair up to this point would be insignificant. Our difficulties are still before us. But perhaps we may find something here which may help us.«

We had ascended the kitchen stair and entered the suite of rooms upon the first floor. One was a dining-room, severely furnished and containing nothing of interest. A second was a bedroom, which also drew blank. The remaining room appeared more promising, and my companion settled down to a systematic examination. It was littered with books and papers, and was evidently used as a study. Swiftly and methodically Holmes turned over the contents of drawer after drawer and cupboard after cupboard, but no gleam of success came to brighten his austere face. At the end of an hour he was no further than when he started. 

»The cunning dog has covered his tracks,« said he. 

»He has left nothing to incriminate him. His dangerous correspondence has been destroyed or removed. 

This is our last chance.«

It was a small tin cash-box which stood upon the writing-desk. Holmes pried it open with his chisel. 

Several rolls of paper were within, covered with figures and calculations, without any note to show to what Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.394
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they referred. The recurring words, »water pressure«

and »pressure to the square inch« suggested some possible relation to a submarine. Holmes tossed them all impatiently aside. There only remained an envelope with some small newspaper slips inside it. He shook them out on the table, and at once I saw by his eager face that his hopes had been raised. 

»What's this, Watson? Eh? What's this? Record of a series of messages in the advertisements of a paper. 

 Daily Telegraph  agony column by the print and paper. Right-hand top corner of a page. No dates –

but messages arrange themselves. This must be the first:

Hoped to hear sooner. Terms agreed to. Write fully to address given on card. 

PIERROT. 

Next comes:

Too complex for description. Must have full report. 

Stuff awaits you when goods delivered. 

PIERROT. 

Then comes:

Matter presses. Must withdraw offer unless contract completed. Make appointment by letter. Will confirm by Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.395
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advertisement. 

PIERROT. 

Finally:

Monday night after nine. Two taps. Only ourselves. Do not be so suspicious. Payment in hard cash when goods delivered. 

PIERROT. 

A fairly complete record, Watson! If we could only get at the man at the other end!« He sat lost in thought, tapping his fingers on the table. Finally he sprang to his feet. 

»Well, perhaps it won't be so difficult, after all. 

There is nothing more to be done here, Watson. I think we might drive round to the offices of the  Daily Telegraph,  and so bring a good day's work to a conclusion.«

Mycroft Holmes and Lestrade had come round by appointment after breakfast next day and Sherlock Holmes had recounted to them our proceedings of the day before. The professional shook his head over our confessed burglary. 

»We can't do these things in the force, Mr. Holmes,« said he. »No wonder you get results that are beyond us. But some of these days you'll go too far, and Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.396
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you'll find yourself and your friend in trouble.«

»For England, home and beauty – eh, Watson? 

Martyrs on the altar of our country. But what do you think of it, Mycroft?«

»Excellent, Sherlock! Admirable! But what use will you make of it?«

Holmes picked up the  Daily Telegraph  which lay upon the table. 

»Have you seen Pierrot's advertisement to-day?«

»What? Another one?«

»Yes, here it is:

To-night. Same hour. Same place. Two taps. Most vitally important. Tour own safety at stake. 

PIERROT. 

By George!« cried Lestrade. »If he answers that we've got him!«

»That was my idea when I put it in. I think if you could both make it convenient to come with us about eight o'clock to Caulfield Gardens we might possibly get a little nearer to a solution.«

One of the most remarkable characteristics of Sherlock Holmes was his power of throwing his brain out of action and switching all his thoughts on to lighter things whenever he had convinced himself that he could no
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during the whole of that memorable day he lost himself in a monograph which he had undertaken upon the Polyphonic Motets of Lassus. For my own part I had none of this power of detachment, and the day, in consequence, appeared to be interminable. The great national importance of the issue, the suspense in high quarters, the direct nature of the experiment which we were trying – all combined to work upon my nerve. It was a relief to me when at last, after a light dinner, we set out upon our expedition. Lestrade and Mycroft met us by appointment at the outside of Gloucester Road Station. The area door of Oberstein's house had been left open the night before, and it was necessary for me, as Mycroft Holmes absolutely and indignantly declined to climb the railings, to pass in and open the hall door. By nine o'clock we were all seated in the study, waiting patiently for our man. 

An hour passed and yet another. When eleven struck, the measured beat of the great church clock seemed to sound the dirge of our hopes. Lestrade and Mycroft were fidgeting in their seats and looking twice a minute at their watches. Holmes sat silent and composed, his eyelids half shut, but every sense on the alert. He raised his head with a sudden jerk. 

»He is coming,« said he. 

There had been a furtive step past the door. Now it returned. We heard a shuffling sound outside, and Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.398
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then two sharp taps with the knocker. Holmes rose, motioning to us to remain seated. The gas in the hall was a mere point of light. He opened the outer door, and then as a dark figure slipped past him he closed and fastened it. »This way!« we heard him say, and a moment later our man stood before us. Holmes had followed him closely, and as the man turned with a cry of surprise and alarm he caught him by the collar and threw him back into the room. Before our prisoner had recovered his balance the door was shut and Holmes standing with his back against it. The man glared round him, staggered, and fell senseless upon the floor. With the shock, his broad-brimmed hat flew from his head, his cravat slipped down from his lips, and there were the long light beard and the soft, handsome delicate features of Colonel Valentine Walter. 

Holmes gave a whistle of surprise. 

»You can write me down an ass this time, Watson,« said he »This was not the bird that I was looking for.«

»Who is he?« asked Mycroft eagerly. 

»The younger brother of the late Sir James Walter, the head of the Submarine Department. Yes, yes; I see the fall of the cards. He is coming to. I think that you had best leave his examination to me.«

We had carried the prostrate body to the sofa. Now our prisoner sat up, looked round him with a horror-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.399
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stricken face, and passed his hand over his forehead, like one who cannot believe his own senses. 

»What is this?« he asked. »I came here to visit Mr. 

Oberstein.«

»Everything is known, Colonel Walter,« said Holmes. »How an English gentleman could behave in such a manner is beyond my comprehension. But your whole correspondence and relations with Oberstein are within our knowledge. So also are the circumstances connected with the death of young Cadogan West. 

Let me advise you to gain at least the small credit for repentance and confession, since there are still some details which we can only learn from your lips.«

The man groaned and sank his face in his hands. 

We waited, but he was silent. 

»I can assure you,« said Holmes, »that every essential is already known. We know that you were pressed for money; that you took an impress of the keys which your brother held; and that you entered into a correspondence with Oberstein, who answered your letters through the advertisement columns of the  Daily Telegraph.  We are aware that you went down to the office in the fog on Monday night, but that you were seen and followed by young Cadogan West, who had probably some previous reason to suspect you. He saw your theft, but could not give the alarm, as it was just possible that you were taking the papers to your bro-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.400
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ther in London. Leaving all his private concerns, like the good citizen that he was, he followed you closely in the fog and kept at your heels until you reached this very house. There he intervened, and then it was, Colonel Walter, that to treason you added the more terrible crime of murder.«

»I did not! I did not! Before God I swear that I did not!« cried our wretched prisoner. 

»Tell us, then, how Cadogan West met his end before you laid him upon the roof of a railway carriage.«

»I will. I swear to you that I will. I did the rest. I confess it. It was just as you say. A Stock Exchange debt had to be paid. I needed the money badly. Oberstein offered me five thousand. It was to save myself from ruin. But as to murder, I am as innocent as you.«

»What happened, then?«

»He had his suspicions before, and he followed me as you describe. I never knew it until I was at the very door. It was thick fog, and one could not see three yards. I had given two taps and Oberstein had come to the door. The young man rushed up and demanded to know what we were about to do with the papers. 

Oberstein had a short life-preserver. He always carried it with him. As West forced his way after us into the house Oberstein struck him on the head. The blow was a fatal one. He was dead within five minutes. There he lay in the hall, and we were at our wit's Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.401
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end what to do. Then Oberstein had this idea about the trains which halted under his back window. But first he examined the papers which I had brought. He said that three of them were essential, and that he must keep them. ›You cannot keep them,‹ said I. 

›There will be a dreadful row at Woolwich if they are not returned.‹ ›I must keep them,‹ said he, ›for they are so technical that it is impossible in the time to make copies.‹ ›Then they must all go back together to-night,‹ said I. He thought for a little, and then he cried out that he had it. ›Three I will keep,‹ said he. 

The others we will stuff into the pocket of this young man. When he is found the whole business will assuredly be put to his account. I could see no other way out of it, so we did as he suggested. We waited half an hour at the window before a train stopped. It was so thick that nothing could be seen, and we had no difficulty in lowering West's body on to the train. 

That was the end of the matter so far as I was concerned.«

»And your brother?«

»He said nothing, but he had caught me once with his keys, and I think that he suspected. I read in his eyes that he suspected. As you know, he never held up his head again.«

There was silence in the room. It was broken by Mycroft Holmes. 
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»Can you not make reparation? It would ease your conscience, and possibly your punishment.«

»What reparation can I make?«

»Where is Oberstein with the papers?«

»I do not know.«

»Did he give you no address?«

»He said that letters to the Hôtel du Louvre, Paris, would eventually reach him.«

»Then reparation is still within your power,« said Sherlock Holmes. 

»I will do anything I can. I owe this fellow no particular good-will. He has been my ruin and my downfall.«

»Here are paper and pen. Sit at this desk and write to my dictation. Direct the envelope to the address given. That is right. Now the letter: DEAR SIR:

With regard to our transaction, you will no doubt have observed by now that one essential detail is missing. I have a tracing which will make it complete. This has involved me in extra trouble, however, and I must ask you for a further advance of five hundred pounds. I will not trust it to the post, nor will I take anything but gold or notes. I would come to you abroad, but it would excite remark if I left the country at present. Therefore I shall expect to meet you in the smoking-room of the Charing Cross Hotel at noon on Saturday. Remember that only English notes, or gold, will be taken. 
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That will do very well. I shall be very much surprised if it does not fetch our man.«

And it did! It is a matter of history – that secret history of a nation which is often so much more intimate and interesting than its public chronicles – that Oberstein, eager to complete the coup of his lifetime, came to the lure and was safely engulfed for fifteen years in a British prison. In his trunk were found the invaluable Bruce-Partington plans, which he had put up for auction in all the naval centres of Europe. 

Colonel Walter died in prison towards the end of the second year of his sentence. As to Holmes, he returned refreshed to his monograph upon the Polyphonic Motets of Lassus, which has since been printed for private circulation, and is said by experts to be the last word upon the subject. Some weeks afterwards I learned incidentally that my friend spent a day at Windsor, whence he returned with a remarkably fine emerald tie-pin. When I asked him if he had bought it, he answered that it was a present from a certain gracious lady in whose interests he had once been fortunate enough to carry out a small commission. He said no more; but I fancy that I could guess at that lady's august name, and I have little doubt that the emerald pin will forever recall to my friend's memory the adventure of the Bruce-Partington plans. 
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The Adventure of the Dying Detective Mrs. Hudson, the landlady of Sherlock Holmes, was a long-suffering woman. Not only was her first-floor flat invaded at all hours by throngs of singular and often undesirable characters but her remarkable lodger showed an eccentricity and irregularity in his life which must have sorely tried her patience. His incredible untidiness, his addiction to music at strange hours, his occasional revolver practice within doors, his weird and often malodorous scientific experiments, and the atmosphere of violence and danger which hung around him made him the very worst tenant in London. On the other hand, his payments were princely. I have no doubt that the house might have been purchased at the price which Holmes paid for his rooms during the years that I was with him. 

The landlady stood in the deepest awe of him and never dared to interfere with him, however outrageous his proceedings might seem. She was fond of him, too, for he had a remarkable gentleness and courtesy in his dealings with women. He disliked and distrusted the sex, but he was always a chivalrous opponent. Knowing how genuine was her regard for him, I listened earnestly to her story when she came to my rooms in the second year of my married life and told Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.405
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me of the sad condition to which my poor friend was reduced. 

»He's dying, Dr. Watson,« said she. »For three days he has been sinking, and I doubt if he will last the day. He would not let me get a doctor. This morning when I saw his bones sticking out of his face and his great bright eyes looking at me I could stand no more of it. ›With your leave or without it, Mr. Holmes, I am going for a doctor this very hour,‹ said I. 

›Let it be Watson, then,‹ said he. I wouldn't waste an hour in coming to him, sir, or you may not see him alive.«

I was horrified for I had heard nothing of his illness. I need not say that I rushed for my coat and my hat. As we drove back I asked for the details. 

»There is little I can tell you, sir. He has been working at a case down at Rotherhithe, in an alley near the river, and he has brought this illness back with him. He took to his bed on Wednesday afternoon and has never moved since. For these three days neither food nor drink has passed his lips.«

»Good God! Why did you not call in a doctor?«

»He wouldn't have it, sir. You know how masterful he is. I didn't dare to disobey him. But he's not long for this world, as you'll see for yourself the moment that you set eyes on him.«

He was indeed a deplorable spectacle. In the dim Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.406
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light of a foggy November day the sick room was a gloomy spot, but it was that gaunt, wasted face staring at me from the bed which sent a chill to my heart. 

His eyes had the brightness of fever, there was a hectic flush upon either cheek, and dark crusts clung to his lips; the thin hands upon the coverlet twitched incessantly, his voice was croaking and spasmodic. 

He lay listlessly as I entered the room, but the sight of me brought a gleam of recognition to his eyes. 

»Well, Watson, we seem to have fallen upon evil days,« said he in a feeble voice, but with something of his old carelessness of manner. 

»My dear fellow!« I cried, approaching him. 

»Stand back! Stand right back!« said he with the sharp imperiousness which I had associated only with moments of crisis. »If you approach me, Watson, I shall order you out of the house.«

»But why?«

»Because it is my desire. Is that not enough?«

Yes, Mrs. Hudson was right. He was more masterful than ever. It was pitiful, however, to see his exhaustion. 

»I only wished to help,« I explained. 

»Exactly! You will help best by doing what you are told.«

»Certainly, Holmes.«

He relaxed the austerity of his manner. 
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»You are not angry?« he asked, gasping for breath. 

Poor devil, how could I be angry when I saw him lying in such a plight before me? 

»It's for your own sake, Watson,« he croaked. 

»For  my  sake?«

»I know what is the matter with me. It is a coolie disease from Sumatra – a thing that the Dutch know more about than we, though they have made little of it up to date. One thing only is certain. It is infallibly deadly, and it is horribly contagious.«

He spoke now with a feverish energy, the long hands twitching and jerking as he motioned me away. 

»Contagious by touch, Watson – that's it, by touch. 

Keep your distance and all is well.«

»Good heavens, Holmes! Do you suppose that such a consideration weighs with me for an instant? It would not affect me in the case of a stranger. Do you imagine it would prevent me from doing my duty to so old a friend?«

Again I advanced, but he repulsed me with a look of furious anger. 

»If you will stand there I will talk. If you do not you must leave the room.«

I have so deep a respect for the extraordinary qualities of Holmes that I have always deferred to his wishes, even when I least understood them. But now all my professional instincts were aroused. Let him be Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.408
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my master elsewhere, I at least was his in a sick room. 

»Holmes,« said I, »you are not yourself. A sick man is but a child, and so I will treat you. Whether you like it or not, I will examine your symptoms and treat you for them.«

He looked at me with venomous eyes. 

»If I am to have a doctor whether I will or not, let me at least have someone in whom I have confidence,« said he. 

»Then you have none in me?«

»In your friendship, certainly. But facts are facts, Watson, and, after all, you are only a general practitioner with very limited experience and mediocre qualifications. It is painful to have to say these things, but you leave me no choice.«

I was bitterly hurt. 

»Such a remark is unworthy of you, Holmes. It shows me very clearly the state of your own nerves. 

But if you have no confidence in me I would not intrude my services. Let me bring Sir Jasper Meek or Penrose Fisher, or any of the best men in London. But someone you  must  have, and that is final. If you think that I am going to stand here and see you die without either helping you myself or bringing anyone else to help you, then you have mistaken your man.«

»You mean well, Watson,« said the sick man with something between a sob and a groan. »Shall I de-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.409
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monstrate your own ignorance? What do you know, pray, of Tapanuli fever? What do you know of the black Formosa corruption?«

»I have never heard of either.«

»There are many problems of disease, many strange pathological possibilities, in the East, Watson.« He paused after each sentence to collect his failing strength. »I have learned so much during some recent researches which have a medico-criminal aspect. It was in the course, of them that I contracted this complaint. You can do nothing.«

»Possibly not. But I happen to know that Dr. 

Ainstree, the greatest living authority upon tropical disease, is now in London. All remonstrance is useless, Holmes, I am going this instant to fetch him.« I turned resolutely to the door. 

Never have I had such a shock! In an instant, with a tiger-spring,, the dying man had intercepted me. I heard the sharp snap of a twisted key. The next moment he had staggered back to his bed, exhausted and panting after his one tremendous outflame of energy. 

»You won't take the key from me by force, Watson, I've got you, my friend. Here you are, and here you will stay until I will otherwise. But I'll humour you.«

(All this in little gasps, with terrible struggles for breath between.) »You've only my own good at heart. 

Of course I know that very well. You shall have your Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.410
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way, but give me time to get my strength. Not now, Watson, not now. It's four o'clock. At six you can go.«

»This is insanity, Holmes.«

»Only two hours, Watson. I promise you will go at six. Are you content to wait?«

»I seem to have no choice.«

»None in the world, Watson. Thank you, I need no help in arranging the clothes. You will please keep your distance. Now, Watson, there is one other condition that I would make. You will seek help, not from the man you mention, but from the one that I choose.«

»By all means.«

»The first three sensible words that you have uttered since you entered this room, Watson. You will find some books over there. I am somewhat exhausted; I wonder how a battery feels when it pours electricity into a non-conductor? At six, Watson, we resume our conversation.«

But it was destined to be resumed long before that hour, and in circumstances which gave me a shock hardly second to that caused by his spring to the door. 

I had stood for some minutes looking at the silent figure in the bed. His face was almost covered by the clothes and he appeared to be asleep. Then, unable to settle down to reading, I walked slowly round the room, examining the pictures of celebrated criminals Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.411
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with which every wall was adorned. Finally, in my aimless perambulation, I came to the mantelpiece. A litter of pipes, tobacco-pouches, syringes, penknives, revolver-cartridges, and other débris was scattered over it. In the midst of these was a small black and white ivory box with a sliding lid. It was a neat little thing, and I had stretched out my band to examine it more closely when – –

It was a dreadful cry that he gave – a yell which might have been heard down the street. My skin went cold and my hair bristled at that horrible scream. As I turned I caught a glimpse of a convulsed face and frantic eyes. I stood paralyzed, with the little box in my hand. 

»Put it down! Down, this instant, Watson – this instant, I say!« His head sank back upon the pillow and he gave a deep sigh of relief as I replaced the box upon the mantelpiece. »I hate to have my things touched, Watson. You know that I hate it. You fidget me beyond endurance. You, a doctor – you are enough to drive a patient into an asylum. Sit down, man, and let me have my rest!«

The incident left a most unpleasant impression upon my mind. The violent and causeless excitement, followed by this brutality of speech, so far removed from his usual suavity, showed me how deep was the disorganization of his mind. Of all ruins, that of a Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.412

The Adventure of the Dying Detective Doyle-SH, 1100

noble mind is the most deplorable. I sat in silent dejection until the stipulated time had passed. He seemed to have been watching the clock as well as I, for it was hardly six before he began to talk with the same feverish animation as before. 

»Now, Watson,« said he. »Have you any change in your pocket?«

»Yes.«

»Any silver?«

»A good deal.«

»How many half-crowns?«

»I have five.«

»Ah, too few! Too few! How very unfortunate, Watson! However, such as they are you can put them in your watchpocket. And all the rest of your money in your left trouserpocket. Thank you. It will balance you so much better like that.«

This was raving insanity. He shuddered, and again made a sound between a cough and a sob. 

»You will now light the gas, Watson, but you will be very careful that not for one instant shall it be more than half on. I implore you to be careful, Watson. 

Thank you, that is excellent. No, you need not draw the blind. Now you will have the kindness to place some letters and papers upon this table within my reach. Thank you. Now some of that litter from the mantelpiece. Excellent, Watson! There is a sugar-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.413
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tongs there. Kindly raise that small ivory box with its assistance. Place it here among the papers. Good! 

You can now go and fetch Mr. Culverton Smith, of 13

Lower Burke Street.«

To tell the truth, my desire to fetch a doctor had somewhat weakened, for poor Holmes was so obviously delirious that it seemed dangerous to leave him. 

However, he was as eager now to consult the person named as he had been obstinate in refusing. 

»I never heard the name,« said I. 

»Possibly not, my good Watson. It may surprise you to know that the man upon earth who is best versed in this disease is not a medical man, but a planter. 

Mr. Culverton Smith is a well-known resident of Sumatra, now visiting London. An outbreak of the disease upon his plantation, which was distant from medical aid, caused him to study it himself, with some rather far-reaching consequences. He is a very methodical person, and I did not desire you to start before six, because I was well aware that you would not find him in his study. If you could persuade him to come here and give us the benefit of his unique experience of this disease, the investigation of which has been his dearest hobby, I cannot doubt that he could help me.«

I give Holmes's remarks as a consecutive whole and will not attempt to indicate how they were interrupted by gaspings for breath and those clutchings of Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.414
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his hands which indicated the pain from which he was suffering. His appearance had changed for the worse during the few hours that I had been with him. Those hectic spots were more pronounced, the eyes shone more brightly out of darker hollows, and a cold sweat glimmered upon his brow. He still retained, however, the jaunty gallantry of his speech. To the last gasp he would always be the master. 

»You will tell him exactly how you have left me,«

said he. »You will convey the very impression which is in your own mind – a dying man – a dying and delirious man. Indeed, I cannot think why the whole bed of the ocean is not one solid mass of oysters, so proli-fic the creatures seem. Ah, I am wandering! Strange how the brain controls the brain! What was I saying, Watson?«

»My directions for Mr. Culverton Smith.«

»Ah, yes, I remember. My life depends upon it. 

Plead with him, Watson. There is no good feeling between us. His nephew, Watson-I had suspicions of foul play and I allowed him to see it. The boy died horribly. He has a grudge against me. You will soften him, Watson. Beg him, pray him, get him here by any means. He can save me – only he!«

»I will bring him in a cab, if I have to carry him down to it.«

»You will do nothing of the sort. You will per-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.415
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suade him to come. And then you will return in front of him. Make any excuse so as not to come with him. 

Don't forget, Watson. You won't fail me. You never did fail me. No doubt there are natural enemies which limit the increase of the creatures. You and I, Watson, we have done oar part. Shall the world, then, be over-run by oysters? No, no; horrible! You'll convey all that is in your mind.«

I left him full of the image of this magnificent intellect babbling like a foolish child. He had handed me the key, and with a happy thought I took it with me lest he should lock himself in. Mrs. Hudson was waiting, trembling and weeping, in the passage. Behind me as I passed from the flat I heard Holmes's high, thin voice in some delirious chant. Below, as I stood whistling for a cab, a man came on me through the fog. 

»How is Mr. Holmes, sir?« he asked. 

It was an old acquaintance, Inspector Morton, of Scotland Yard, dressed in unofficial tweeds. 

»He is very ill,« I answered. 

He looked at me in a most singular fashion. Had it not been too fiendish, I could have imagined that the gleam of the fanlight showed exultation in his face. 

»I heard some rumour of it,« said he. 

The cab had driven up, and I left him. 

Lower Burke Street proved to be a line of fine Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.416
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houses lying in the vague borderland between Notting Hill and Kensington. The particular one at which my cabman pulled up had an air of smug and demure respectability in its old-fashioned iron railings, its massive folding-door, and its shining brasswork. All was in keeping with a solemn butler who appeared framed in the pink radiance of a tinted electric light behind him. 

»Yes, Mr. Culverton Smith is in. Dr. Watson! Very good, sir, I will take up your card.«

My humble name and title did not appear to impress Mr. Culverton Smith. Through the half-open door I heard a high, petulant, penetrating voice. 

»Who is this person? What does he want? Dear me, Staples, how often have I said that I am not to be disturbed in my hours of study?«

There came a gentle flow of soothing explanation from the butler. 

»Well, I won't see him, Staples. I can't have my work interrupted like this. I am not at home. Say so. 

Tell him to come in the morning if he really must see me.«

Again the gentle murmur. 

»Well, well, give him that message. He can come in the morning, or lie can stay away. My work must not be hindered.«

I thought of Holmes tossing upon his bed of sick-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.417
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ness and counting the minutes, perhaps, until I could bring help to him. It was not a time to stand upon ceremony. His life depended upon my promptness. Before the apologetic butler had delivered his message I had pushed past him and was in the room. 

With a shrill cry of anger a man rose from a reclining chair beside the fire. I saw a great yellow face, coarse-grained and greasy, with heavy, double-chin, and two sullen, menacing gray eyes which glared at me from under tufted and sandy brows. A high bald head had a small velvet smoking-cap poised coquettishly upon one side of its pink curve. The skull was of enormous capacity, and yet as I looked down I saw to my amazement that the figure of the man was small and frail, twisted in the shoulders and back like one who has suffered from rickets in his childhood. 

»What's this?« he cried in a high, screaming voice. 

»What is the meaning of this intrusion? Didn't I send you word that I would see you to-morrow morning?«

»I am sorry,« said I, »but the matter cannot be delayed. Mr. Sherlock Holmes ––«

The mention of my friend's name had an extraordinary effect upon the little man. The look of anger passed in an instant from his face. His features became tense and alert. 

»Have you come from Holmes?« he asked. 

»I have just left him.«
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»What about Holmes? How is he?«

»He is desperately ill. That is why I have come.«

The man motioned me to a chair, and turned to resume his own. As he did so I caught a glimpse of his face in the mirror over the mantelpiece. I could have sworn that it was set in a malicious and abominable smile. Yet I persuaded myself that it must have been some nervous contraction which I had surprised, for he turned to me an instant later with genuine concern upon his features. 

»I am sorry to hear this,« said he. »I only know Mr. 

Holmes through some business dealings which we have had, but I have every respect for his talents and his character. He is an amateur of crime, as I am of disease. For him the villain, for me the microbe. There are my prisons,« he continued, pointing to a row of bottles and jars which stood upon a side table. 

»Among those gelatine cultivations some of the very worst offenders in the world are now doing time.«

»It was on account of your special knowledge that Mr. Holmes desired to see you. He has a high opinion of you and thought that you were the one man in London who could help him.«

The little man started, and the jaunty smoking-cap slid to the floor. 

»Why?« he asked. »Why should Mr. Holmes think that I could help him in his trouble?«

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.419

The Adventure of the Dying Detective Doyle-SH, 1103

»Because of your knowledge of Eastern diseases.«

»But why should he think that this disease which he has contracted is Eastern?«

»Because, in some professional inquiry, he has been working among Chinese sailors down in the docks.«

Mr. Culverton Smith smiled pleasantly and picked up his smoking-cap. 

»Oh, that's it – is it?« said he. »I trust the matter is not so grave as you suppose. How long has he been ill?«

»About three days.«

»Is he delirious?«

»Occasionally.«

»Tut, tut! This sounds serious. It would be inhuman not to answer his call. I very much resent any interruption to my work, Dr. Watson, but this case is certainly exceptional. I will come with you at once.«

I remembered Holmes's injunction. 

»I have another appointment,« said I. 

»Very good. I will go alone. I have a note of Mr. 

Holmes's address. You can rely upon my being there within half an hour at most.«

It was with a sinking heart that I reentered Holmes's bedroom. For all that I knew the worst might have happened in my absence. To my enormous relief, he had improved greatly in the interval. His appearan-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.420
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ce was as ghastly as ever, but all trace of delirium had left him and he spoke in a feeble voice, it is true, but with even more than his usual crispness and lucidity. 

»Well, did you see him, Watson?«

»Yes; he is coming.«

»Admirable, Watson! Admirable! You are the best of messengers.«

»He wished to return with me.«

»That would never do, Watson. That would be obviously impossible. Did he ask what ailed me?«

»I told him about the Chinese in the East End.«

»Exactly! Well, Watson, you have done all that a good friend could. You can now disappear from the scene.«

»I must wait and hear his opinion, Holmes.«

»Of course you must. But I have reasons to suppose that this opinion would be very much more frank and valuable if he imagines that we are alone. There is just room behind the head of my bed, Watson.«

»My dear Holmes!«

»I fear there is no alternative, Watson. The room does not lend itself to concealment, which is as well, as it is the less likely to arouse suspicion. But just there, Watson, I fancy that it could be done.« Suddenly he sat up with a rigid intentness upon his haggard face. »There are the wheels, Watson. Quick, man, if you love me! And don't budge, whatever happens –
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whatever happens, do you hear? Don't speak! Don't move! Just listen with all your ears.« Then in an instant his sudden access of strength departed, and his masterful, purposeful talk droned away into the low, vague murmurings of a semi-delirious man. 

From the hiding-place into which I had been so swiftly hustled I heard the footfalls upon the stair, with the opening and the closing of the bedroom door. 

Then, to my surprise, there came a long silence, broken only by the heavy breathings and gaspings of the sick man. I could imagine that our visitor was standing by the bedside and looking down at the sufferer. 

At last that strange hush was broken. 

»Holmes!« he cried. »Holmes!« in the insistent tone of one who awakens a sleeper. »Can't you hear me, Holmes?« There was a rustling, as if he had shaken the sick man roughly by the shoulder. 

»Is that you, Mr. Smith?« Holmes whispered. »I hardly dared hope that you would come.«

The other laughed. 

»I should imagine not,« he said. »And yet, you see, I am here. Coals of fire, Holmes – coals of fire!«

»It is very good of you – very noble of you. I appreciate your special knowledge.«

Our visitor sniggered. 

»You do. You are, fortunately, the only man in London who does. Do you know what is the matter Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.422
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with you?«

»The same,« said Holmes. 

»Ah! You recognize the symptoms?«

»Only too well.«

»Well, I shouldn't be surprised, Holmes. I shouldn't be surprised if it  were  the same. A bad lookout for you if it is. Poor Victor was a dead man on the fourth day – a strong, hearty young fellow. It was certainly, as you said, very surprising that he should have contracted an out-of-the-way Asiatic disease in the heart of London – a disease, too, of which I had made such a very special study. Singular coincidence, Holmes. Very smart of you to notice it, but rather un-charitable to suggest that it was cause and effect.«

»I knew that you did it.«

»Oh, you did, did you? Well, you couldn't prove it, anyhow. But what do you think of yourself spreading reports about me like that, and then crawling to me for help the moment you are in trouble? What sort of a game is that – eh?«

I heard the rasping, laboured breathing of the sick man. »Give me the water!« he gasped. 

»You're precious near your end, my friend, but I don't want you to go till I have had a word with you. 

That's why I give you water. There, don't slop it about! That's right. Can you understand what I say?«

Holmes groaned. 
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»Do what you can for me. Let bygones be bygones,« he whispered. »I'll put the words out of my head – I swear I will. Only cure me, and I'll forget it.«

»Forget what?«

»Well, about Victor Savage's death. You as good as admitted just now that you had done it. I'll forget it.«

»You can forget it or remember it, just as you like. 

I don't see you in the witness-box. Quite another shaped box, my good Holmes, I assure you. It matters nothing to me that you should know how my nephew died. It's not him we are talking about. It's you.«

»Yes, yes.«

»The fellow who came for me – I've forgotten his name – said that you contracted it down in the East End among the sailors.«

»I could only account for it so.«

»You are proud of your brains, Holmes, are you not? Think yourself smart, don't you? You came across someone who was smarter this time. Now cast your mind back, Holmes. Can you think of no other way you could have got this thing?«

»I can't think. My mind is gone. For heaven's sake help me!«

»Yes, I will help you. I'll help you to understand just where you are and how you got there. I'd like you to know before you die.«

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.424

The Adventure of the Dying Detective Doyle-SH, 1106

»Give me something to ease my pain.«

»Painful, is it? Yes, the coolies used to do some squealing towards the end. Takes you as cramp, I fancy.«

»Yes, yes; it is cramp.«

»Well, you can hear what I say, anyhow. Listen now! Can you remember any unusual incident in your life just about the time your symptoms began?«

»No, no; nothing.«

»Think again.«

»I'm too ill to think.«

»Well, then, I'll help you. Did anything come by post?«

»By post?«

»A box by chance?«

»I'm fainting – I'm gone!«

»Listen, Holmes!« There was a sound as if he was shaking the dying man, and it was all that I could do to hold myself quiet in my hiding-place. »You must hear me. You  shall  hear me. Do you remember a box – an ivory box? It came on Wednesday. You opened it – do you remember?«

»Yes, yes, I opened it. There was a sharp spring inside it. Some joke ––«

»It was no joke, as you will find to your cost. You fool, you would have it and you have got it. Who asked you to cross my path? If you had left me alone I Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.425
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would not have hurt you.«

»I remember,« Holmes gasped. »The spring! It drew blood. This box – this on the table.«

»The very one, by George! And it may as well leave the room in my pocket. There goes your last shred of evidence. But you have the truth now, Holmes, and you can die with the knowledge that I killed you. You knew too much of the fate of Victor Savage, so I have sent you to share it. You are very near your end, Holmes. I will sit here and I will watch you die.«

Holmes's voice had sunk to an almost inaudible whisper. 

»What is that?« said Smith. »Turn up the gas? Ah, the shadows begin to fall, do they? Yes, I will turn it up, that I may see you the better.« He crossed the room and the light suddenly brightened. »Is there any other little service that I can do you, my friend?«

»A match and a cigarette.«

I nearly called out in my joy and my amazement. 

He was speaking in his natural voice – a little weak, perhaps, but the very voice I knew. There was a long pause, and I felt that Culverton Smith was standing in silent amazement looking down at his companion. 

»What's the meaning of this?« I heard him say at last in a dry, rasping tone. 

»The best way of successfully acting a part is to be it,« said Holmes. »I give you my word that for three Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.426
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days I have tasted neither food nor drink until you were good enough to pour me out that glass of water. 

But it is the tobacco which I find most irksome. Ah, here  are  some cigarettes.« I heard the striking of a match. »That is very much better. Halloa! halloa! Do I hear the step of a friend?«

There were footfalls outside, the door opened, and Inspector Morton appeared. 

»All is in order and this is your man,« said Holmes. 

The officer gave the usual cautions. 

»I arrest you on the charge of the murder of one Victor Savage.« he concluded. 

»And you might add of the attempted murder of one Sherlock Holmes,« remarked my friend with a chuckle. »To save an invalid trouble, Inspector, Mr. 

Culverton Smith was good enough to give our signal by turning up the gas. By the way, the prisoner has a small box in the right-hand pocket of his coat which it would be as well to remove. Thank you. I would handle it gingerly if I were you. Put it down here. It may play its part in the trial.«

There was a sudden rush and a scuffle, followed by the clash of iron and a cry of pain. 

»You'll only get yourself hurt,« said the inspector. 

»Stand still, will you?« There was the click of the closing handcuffs. 
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»A nice trap!« cried the high, snarling voice. »It will bring  you  into the dock, Holmes, not me. He asked me to come here to cure him. I was sorry for him and I came. Now he will pretend, no doubt, that I have said anything which he may invent which will corroborate his insane suspicions. You can lie as you like, Holmes. My word is always as good as yours.«

»Good heavens!« cried Holmes. »I had totally forgotten him. My dear Watson, I owe you a thousand apologies. To think that I should have overlooked you! I need not introduce you to Mr. Culverton Smith, since I understand that you met somewhat earlier in the evening. Have you the cab below? I will follow you when I am dressed, for I may be of some use at the station.«

»I never needed it more,« said Holmes as he refreshed himself with a glass of claret and some biscuits in the intervals of his toilet. »However, as you know, my habits are irregular, and such a feat means less to me than to most men. It was very essential that I should impress Mrs. Hudson with the reality of my condition, since she was to convey it to you, and you in turn to him. You won't be offended, Watson? You will realize that among your many talents dissimulation finds no place, and that if you had shared my secret you would never have been able to impress Smith with the urgent necessity of his presence, which was Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.428
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the vital point of the whole scheme. Knowing his vindictive nature, I was perfectly certain that he would come to look upon his handiwork.«

»But your appearance, Holmes – your ghastly face?«

»Three days of absolute fast does not improve one's beauty, Watson. For the rest, there is nothing which a sponge may not cure. With vaseline upon one's forehead, belladonna in one's eyes, rouge over the cheekbones, and crusts of beeswax round one's lips, a very satisfying effect can be produced. Malingering is a subject upon which I have sometimes thought of writing a monograph. A little occasional talk about half-crowns, oysters, or any other extraneous subject produces a pleasing effect of delirium.«

»But why would you not let me near you, since there was in truth no infection?«

»Can you ask, my dear Watson? Do you imagine that I have no respect for your medical talents? Could I fancy that your astute judgment would pass a dying man who, however weak, had no rise of pulse or temperature? At four yards, I could deceive you. If I failed to do so, who would bring my Smith within my grasp? No, Watson, I would not touch that box. You can just see if you look at it sideways where the sharp spring like a viper's tooth emerges as you open it. I dare say it was by some such device that poor Savage, Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.429
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who stood between this monster and a reversion, was done to death. My correspondence, however, is, as you know, a varied one, and I am somewhat upon my guard against any packages which reach me. It was clear to me, however, that by pretending that he had really succeeded in his design I might surprise a confession. That pretence I have carried out with the thoroughness of the true artist. Thank you, Watson, you must help me on with my coat. When we have finished at the police-station I think that something nutriti-ous at Simpson's would not be out of place.«

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.430

The Disappearance of Lady Frances Carfax Doyle-SH, 1108

The Disappearance of Lady Frances Carfax

»But why Turkish?« asked Mr. Sherlock Holmes, gazing fixedly at my boots. I was reclining in a cane-backed chair at the moment, and my protruded feet had attracted his ever-active attention. 

»English,« I answered in some surprise. »I got them at Latimer's, in Oxford Street.«

Holmes smiled with an expression of weary patience. 

»The bath!« he said; »the bath! Why the relaxing and expensive Turkish rather than the invigorating home-made article?«

»Because for the last few days I have been feeling rheumatic and old. A Turkish bath is what we call an alterative in medicine – a fresh starting-point, a cleanser of the system.«

»By the way, Holmes,« I added, »I have no doubt the connection between my boots and a Turkish bath is a perfectly self-evident one to a logical mind, and yet I should be obliged to you if you would indicate it.«

»The train of reasoning is not very obscure, Watson,« said Holmes with a mischievous twinkle. »It belongs to the same elementary class of deduction which I should illustrate if I were to ask you who sha-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.431
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red your cab in your drive this morning.«

»I don't admit that a fresh illustration is an explanation,« said I with some asperity. 

»Bravo, Watson! A very dignified and logical remonstrance. Let me see, what were the points? Take the last one first – the cab. You observe that you have some splashes on the left sleeve and shoulder of your coat. Had you sat in the centre of a hansom you would probably have had no splashes, and if you had they would certainly have been symmetrical. Therefore it is clear that you sat at the side. Therefore it is equally clear that you had a companion.«

»That is very evident.«

»Absurdly commonplace, is it not?«

»But the boots and the bath?«

»Equally childish. You are in the habit of doing up your boots in a certain way. I see them on this occasion fastened with an elaborate double bow, which is not your usual method of tying them. You have, therefore, had them off. Who has tied them? A bootmaker – or the boy at the bath. It is unlikely that it is the bootmaker, since your boots are nearly new. Well, what remains? The bath. Absurd, is it not? But, for all that, the Turkish bath has served a purpose.«

»What is that?«

»You say that you have had it because you need a change. Let me suggest that you take one. How would Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.432

The Disappearance of Lady Frances Carfax Doyle-SH, 1109

Lausanne do, my dear Watson – first-class tickets and all expenses paid on a princely scale?«

»Splendid! But why?«

Holmes leaned back in his armchair and took his notebook from his pocket. 

»One of the most dangerous classes in the world,«

said he, »is the drifting and friendless woman. She is the most harmless and often the most useful of mortals, but she is the inevitable inciter of crime in others. She is helpless. She is migratory. She has sufficient means to take her from country to country and from hotel to hotel. She is lost, as often as not, in a maze of obscure  pensions  and boarding-houses. She is a stray chicken in a world of foxes. When she is gobbled up she is hardly missed. I much fear that some evil has come to the Lady Frances Carfax.«

I was relieved at this sudden descent from the general to the particular. Holmes consulted his notes. 

»Lady Frances,« he continued, »is the sole survivor of the direct family of the late Earl of Rufton. The estates went, as you may remember, in the male line. 

She was left with limited means, but with some very remarkable old Spanish jewellery of silver and curiously cut diamonds to which she was fondly attached – too attached, for she refused to leave them with her banker and always carried them about with her. A rather pathetic figure, the Lady Frances, a beautiful Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.433
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woman, still in fresh middle age, and yet, by a strange chance, the last derelict of what only twenty years ago was a goodly fleet.«

»What has happened to her, then?«

»Ah, what has happened to the Lady Frances? Is she alive or dead? There is our problem. She is a lady of precise habits, and for four years it has been her invariable custom to write every second week to Miss Dobney, her old governess, who has long retired and lives in Camberwell. It is this Miss Dobney who has consulted me. Nearly five weeks have passed without a word. The last letter was from the Hôtel National at Lausanne. Lady Frances seems to have left there and given no address. The family are anxious, and as they are exceedingly wealthy no sum will be spared if we can clear the matter up.«

»Is Miss Dobney the only source of information? 

Surely she had other correspondents?«

»There is one correspondent who is a sure draw, Watson. That is the bank. Single ladies must live, and their passbooks are compressed diaries. She banks at Silvester's. I have glanced over her account. The last check but one paid her bill at Lausanne, but it was a large one and probably left her with cash in hand. 

Only one check has been drawn since.«

»To whom, and where?«

»To Miss Marie Devine. There is nothing to show Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.434
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where the check was drawn. It was cashed at the Cré-

dit Lyonnais at Montpellier less than three weeks ago. 

The sum was fifty pounds.«

»And who is Miss Marie Devine?«

»That also I have been able to discover. Miss Marie Devine was the maid of Lady Frances Carfax. 

Why she should have paid her this check we have not yet determined. I have no doubt, however, that your researches will soon clear the matter up.«

» My  researches!«

»Hence the health-giving expedition to Lausanne. 

You know that I cannot possibly leave London while old Abrahams is in such mortal terror of his life. Besides, on general principles it is best that I should not leave the country. Scotland Yard feels lonely without me, and it causes an unhealthy excitement among the criminal classes. Go, then, my dear Watson, and if my humble counsel can ever be valued at so extravagant a rate as two pence a word, it waits your disposal night and day at the end of the Continental wire.«

Two days later found me at the National Hotel at Lausanne, where I received every courtesy at the hands of M. Moser, the well-known manager. Lady Frances, as he informed me, had stayed there for several weeks. She had been much liked by all who met her. Her age was not more than forty. She was still Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.435
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handsome and bore every sign of having in her youth been a very lovely woman. M. Moser knew nothing of any valuable jewellery, but it had been remarked by the servants that the heavy trunk in the lady's bedroom was always scrupulously locked. Marie Devine, the maid, was as popular as her mistress. She was actually engaged to one of the head waiters in the hotel, and there was no difficulty in getting her address. It was 11 Rue de Trajan, Montpellier. All this I jotted down and felt that Holmes himself could not have been more adroit in collecting his facts. 

Only one corner still remained in the shadow. No light which I possessed could clear up the cause for the lady's sudden departure. She was very happy at Lausanne. There was every reason to believe that she intended to remain for the season in her luxurious rooms overlooking the lake. And yet she had left at a single day's notice, which involved her in the useless payment of a week's rent. Only Jules Vibart, the lover of the maid, had any suggestion to offer. He connected the sudden departure with the visit to the hotel a day or two before of a tall, dark, bearded man. » Un sauvage – un véritable sauvage! « cried Jules Vibart. 

The man had rooms somewhere in the town. He had been seen talking earnestly to Madame on the promenade by the lake. Then he had called. She had refused to see him. He was English, but of his name there was Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.436
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no record. Madame had left the place immediately afterwards. Jules Vibart, and, what was of more importance, Jules Vibart's sweetheart, thought that this call and this departure were cause and effect. Only one thing Jules could not discuss. That was the reason why Marie had left her mistress. Of that he could or would say nothing. If I wished to know, I must go to Montpellier and ask her. 

So ended the first chapter of my inquiry. The second was devoted to the place which Lady Frances Carfax had sought when she left Lausanne. Concerning this there had been some secrecy, which confirmed the idea that she had gone with the intention of throwing someone off her track. Otherwise why should not her luggage have been openly labelled for Baden? Both she and it reached the Rhenish spa by some circuitous route. Thus much I gathered from the manager of Cook's local office. So to Baden I went, after dispatching to Holmes an account of all my proceedings and receiving in reply a telegram of half-humorous commendation. 

At Baden the track was not difficult to follow. Lady Frances had stayed at the Englischer Hof for a fortnight. While there she had made the acquaintance of a Dr. Shlessinger and his wife, a missionary from South America. Like most lonely ladies, Lady Frances found her comfort and occupation in religion. Dr. 
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Shlessinger's remarkable personality, his whole-hearted devotion, and the fact that he was recovering from a disease contracted in the exercise of his apostolic duties affected her deeply. She had helped Mrs. 

Shlessinger in the nursing of the convalescent saint. 

He spent his day, as the manager described it to me, upon a lounge-chair on the veranda, with an attendant lady upon either side of him. He was preparing a map of the Holy Land, with special reference to the kingdom of the Midianites, upon which he was writing a monograph. Finally, having improved much in health, he and his wife had returned to London, and Lady Frances had started thither in their company. This was just three weeks before, and the manager had heard nothing since. As to the maid, Marie, she had gone off some days beforehand in floods of tears, after informing the other maids that she was leaving service forever. Dr. Shlessinger had paid the bill of the whole party before his departure. 

»By the way,« said the landlord in conclusion, 

»you are not the only friend of Lady Frances Carfax who is inquiring after her just now. Only a week or so ago we had a man here upon the same errand.«

»Did he give a name?« I asked. 

»None; but he was an Englishman, though of an unusual type.«

»A savage?« said I, linking my facts after the fa-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.438
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shion of my illustrious friend. 

»Exactly. That describes him very well. He is a bulky, bearded, sunburned fellow, who looks as if he would be more at home in a farmers' inn than in a fashionable hotel. A hard, fierce man, I should think, and one whom I should be sorry to offend.«

Already the mystery began to define itself, as figures grow clearer with the lifting of a fog. Here was this good and pious lady pursued from place to place by a sinister and unrelenting figure. She feared him, or she would not have fled from Lausanne. He had still followed. Sooner or later he would overtake her. 

Had he already overtaken her? Was  that  the secret of her continued silence? Could the good people who were her companions not screen her from his violence or his blackmail? What horrible purpose, what deep design, lay behind this long pursuit? There was the problem which I had to solve. 

To Holmes I wrote showing how rapidly and surely I had got down to the roots of the matter. In reply I had a telegram asking for a description of Dr. Schles-singer's left ear. Holmes's ideas of humour are strange and occasionally offensive, so I took no notice of his ill-timed jest – indeed, I had already reached Montpellier in my pursuit of the maid, Marie, before his message came. 

I had no difficulty in finding the ex-servant and in Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.439
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learning all that she could tell me. She was a devoted creature, who had only left her mistress because she was sure that she was in good hands, and because her own approaching marriage made a separation inevitable in any case. Her mistress had, as she confessed with distress, shown some irritability of temper towards her during their stay in Baden, and had even questioned her once as if she had suspicions of her honesty, and this had made the parting easier than it would otherwise have been. Lady Frances had given her fifty pounds as a wedding-present. Like me, Marie viewed with deep distrust the stranger who had driven her mistress from Lausanne. With her own eyes she had seen- him seize the lady's wrist with great violence on the public promenade by the lake. He was a fierce and terrible man. She believed that it was out of dread of him that Lady Frances had accepted the escort of the Shlessingers to London. She had never spoken to Marie about it, but many little signs had convinced the maid that her mistress lived in a state of continual nervous apprehension. So far she had got in her narrative, when suddenly she sprang from her chair and her face was convulsed with surprise and fear. »See!« she cried. »The miscreant follows still! 

There is the very man of whom I speak.«

Through the open sitting-room window I saw a huge, swarthy man with a bristling black beard Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.440
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walking slowly down the centre of the street and staring eagerly at the numbers of the houses. It was clear that, like myself, he was on the track of the maid. Acting upon the impulse of the moment, I rushed out and accosted him. 

»You are an Englishman,« I said. 

»What if I am?« he asked with a most villainous scowl. 

»May I ask what your name is?«

»No, you may not,« said he with decision. 

The situation was awkward, but the most direct way is often the best. 

»Where is the Lady Frances Carfax?« I asked. 

He stared at me in amazement. 

»What have you done with her? Why have you pursued her? I insist upon an answer!« said I. 

4 The fellow gave a bellow of anger and sprang upon me like a tiger. I have held my own in many a struggle, but the man had a grip of iron and the fury of a fiend. His hand was on my throat and my senses were nearly gone before an unshaven French  ouvrier in a blue blouse darted out from a  cabaret  opposite, with a cudgel in his hand, and struck my assailant a sharp crack over the forearm, which made him leave go his hold. He stood for an instant fuming with rage and uncertain whether he should not renew his attack. 

Then, with a snarl of anger, he left me and entered the Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.441
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cottage from which I had just come. I turned to thank my preserver, who stood beside me in the roadway. 

»Well, Watson,« said he, »a very pretty hash you have made of  id  I rather think you had better come back with me to London by the night express.«

An hour afterwards, Sherlock Holmes, in his usual garb and style, was seated in my private room at the hotel. His explanation of his sudden and opportune appearance was simplicity itself, for, finding that he could get away from London, he determined to head me off at the next obvious point of my travels. In the disguise of a workingman he had sat in the  cabaret waiting for my appearance. 

»And a singularly consistent investigation you have made, my dear Watson,« said he. »I cannot at the moment recall any possible blunder which you have omitted. The total effect of your proceeding has been to give the alarm everywhere and yet to discover nothing.«

»Perhaps you would have done no better,« I answered bitterly. 

»There is no ›perhaps‹ about it. I  have  done better. 

Here is the Hon. Philip Green, who is a fellow-lodger with you in this hotel, and we may find him the starting-point for a more successful investigation.«

A card had come up on a salver, and it was followed by the same bearded ruffian who had attacked Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.442
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me in the street. He started when he saw me. 

»What is this, Mr. Holmes?« he asked. »I had your note and I have come. But what has this man to do with the matter?«

»This is my old friend and associate, Dr. Watson, who is helping us in this affair.«

The stranger held out a huge, sunburned hand, with a few words of apology. 

»I hope I didn't harm you. When you accused me of hurting her I lost my grip of myself. Indeed, I'm not responsible in these days. My nerves are like live wires. But this situation is beyond me. What I want to know, in the first place, Mr. Holmes, is, how in the World you came to hear of my existence at all.«

»I am in touch with Miss Dobney, Lady Frances's governess.«

»Old Susan Dobney with the mob cap! I remember her well.«

»And she remembers you. It was in the days before – before you found it better to go to South Africa.«

»Ah, I see you know my whole story. I need hide nothing from you. I swear to you, Mr. Holmes, that there never was in this world a man who loved a woman with a more wholehearted love than I had for Frances. I was a wild youngster, I know – not worse than others of my class. But her mind was pure as Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.443
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snow. She could not bear a shadow of coarseness. So, when she came to hear of things that I had done, she would have no more to say to me. And yet she loved me – that is the wonder of it! – loved me well enough to remain single all her sainted days just for my sake alone. When the years had passed and I had made my money at Barberton I thought perhaps I could seek her out and soften her. I had heard that she was still unmarried. I found her at Lausanne and tried all I knew. She weakened I think, but her will was strong, and when next I called she had left the town. I traced her to Baden, and then after a time heard that her maid was here. I'm a rough fellow, fresh from a rough life, and when Dr. Watson spoke to me as he did I lost hold of myself for a moment. But for God's sake tell me what has become of the Lady Frances.«

»That is for us to find out,« said Sherlock Holmes with peculiar gravity. »What is your London address, Mr. Green?«

»The Langham Hotel will find me.«

»Then may I recommend that you return there and be on hand in case I should want you? I have no desire to encourage false hopes, but you may rest assured that all that can be done will be done for the safety of Lady Frances. I can say no more for the instant. I will leave you this card so that you may be able to keep in touch with us. Now, Watson, if you will pack Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.444
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your bag I will cable to Mrs. Hudson to make one of her best efforts for two hungry travellers at 7:30 tomorrow.«

A telegram was awaiting us when we reached our Baker Street rooms, which Holmes read with an exclamation of interest and threw across to me. »Jagged or torn,« was the message, and the place of origin, Baden. 

»What is this?« I asked. 

»It is everything,« Holmes answered. »You may remember my seemingly irrelevant question as to this clerical gentleman's left ear. You did not answer it.«

»I had left Baden and could not inquire.«

»Exactly. For this reason I sent a duplicate to the manager of the Englischer Hof, whose answer lies here.«

»What does it show?«

»It shows, my dear Watson, that we are dealing with an exceptionally astute and dangerous man. The Rev. Dr. Shlessinger, missionary from South America, is none other than Holy Peters, one of the most unscrupulous rascals that Australia has ever evolved –

and for a young country it has turned out some very finished types. His particular specialty is the beguiling of lonely ladies by playing upon their religious feelings, and his so-called wife, an Englishwoman Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.445
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named Fraser, is a worthy helpmate. The nature of his tactics suggested his identity to me, and this physical peculiarity – he was badly bitten in a saloon-fight at Adelaide in '89 – confirmed my suspicion. This poor lady is in the hands of a most infernal couple, who will stick at nothing, Watson. That she is already dead is a very likely supposition. If not, she is undoubtedly in some sort of confinement and unable to write to Miss Dobney or her other friends. It is always possible that she never reached London, or that she has passed through it, but the former is improbable, as, with their system of registration, it is not easy for foreigners to play tricks with the Continental police; and the latter is also unlikely, as these rogues could not hope to find any other place where it would be as easy to keep a person under restraint. All my instincts tell me that she is in London, but as we have at present no possible means of telling where, we can only take the obvious steps, eat our dinner, and possess our souls in patience. Later in the evening I will stroll down and have a word with friend Lestrade at Scotland Yard.«

But neither the official police nor Holmes's own small but very efficient organization sufficed to clear away the mystery. Amid the crowded millions of London the three persons we sought were as completely obliterated as if they had never lived. Advertisements Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.446
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were tried, and failed. Clues were followed, and led to nothing. Every criminal resort which Shlessinger might frequent was drawn in vain. His old associates were watched, but they kept clear of him. And then suddenly, after a week of helpless suspense there came a flash of light. A silver-and-brilliant pendant of old Spanish design had been pawned at Bovington's, in Westminster Road. The pawner was a large, clean-shaven man of clerical appearance. His name and address were demonstrably false. The ear had escaped notice, but the description was surely that of Shlessinger. 

Three times had our bearded friend from the Langham called for news – the third time within an hour of this fresh development. His clothes were getting looser on his great body. He seemed to be willing away in his anxiety. »If you will only give me something to do!« was his constant wail. At last Holmes could oblige him. 

»He has begun to pawn the jewels. We should get him now.«

»But does this mean that any harm has befallen the Lady Frances?«

Holmes shook his head very gravely. 

»Supposing that they have held her prisoner up to now, it is clear that they cannot let her loose without their own destruction. We must prepare for the Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.447
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worst.«

»What can I do?«

»These people do not know you by sight?«

»No.«

»It is possible that he will go to some other pawnbroker in the future. In that case, we must begin again. On the other hand, he has had a fair price and no questions asked, so if he is in need of ready-money he will probably come back to Bevington's. I will give you a note to them, and they will let you wait in the shop. If the fellow comes you will follow him home. But no indiscretion, and, above all, no violence. I put you on your honour that you will take no step without my knowledge and consent.«

For two days the Hon. Philip Green (he was, I may mention, the son of the famous admiral of that name who commanded the Sea of Azof fleet in the Crimean War) brought us no news. On the evening of the third he rushed into our sitting-room, pale, trembling, with every muscle of his powerful frame quivering with excitement. 

»We have him! We have him!« he cried. 

He was incoherent in his agitation. Holmes soothed him with a few words and thrust him into an armchair. 

»Come, now, give us the order of events,« said he. 

»She came only an hour ago. It was the wife, this Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.448
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time, but the pendant she brought was the fellow of the other. She is a tall, pale woman, with ferret eyes.«

»That is the lady,« said Holmes. 

»She left the office and I followed her. She walked up the Kenning-ton Road, and I kept behind her. 

Presently she went into a shop. Mr. Holmes, it was an undertaker's.«

My companion started. »Well?« he asked in that vibrant voice which told of the fiery soul behind the cold gray face. 

»She was talking to the woman behind the counter. 

I entered as well. ›It is late,‹ I heard her say, or words to that effect. The woman was excusing herself. ›It should be there before now,‹ she answered, ›It took longer, being out of the ordinary.‹ They both stopped and looked at me, so I asked some question and then left the shop.«

»You did excellently well. What happened next?«

»The woman came out, but I had hid myself in a doorway. Her suspicions had been aroused, I think, for she looked round her. Then she called a cab and got in. I was lucky enough to get another and so to follow her. She got down at last at No. 36, Poultney Square, Brixton. I drove past, left my cab at the corner of the square, and watched the house.«

»Did you see anyone?«

»The windows were all in darkness save one or the Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.449

The Disappearance of Lady Frances Carfax Doyle-SH, 1117

lower floor. The blind was down, and I could not see in. I was standing there, wondering what I should do next, when a covered van drove up with two men in it. 

They descended, took something out of the van, and carried it up the steps to the hall door. Mr. Holmes, it was a coffin.«

»Ah!«

»For an instant I was on the point of rushing in. 

The door had been opened to admit the men and their burden. It was the woman who had opened it. But as I stood there she caught a glimpse of me, and I think that she recognized me. I saw her start, and she hastily closed the door. I remembered my promise to you, and here I am.«

»You have done excellent work,« said Holmes scribbling a few words upon a half-sheet of paper. 

»We can do nothing legal without a warrant, and you can serve the cause best by taking this note down to the authorities and getting one. There may be some difficulty, but I should think that the sale of the jewellery should be sufficient. Lestrade will see to all details.«

»But they may murder her in the meanwhile. What could the coffin mean, and for whom could it be but for her?«

»We will do all that can be done, Mr. Green. Not a moment will be lost. Leave it in our hands. Now, Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.450
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Watson,« he added as our client hurried away, »he will set the regular forces on the move. We are, as usual, the irregulars, and we must take our own line of action. The situation strikes me as so desperate that the most extreme measures are justified. Not a moment is to be lost in getting to Poultney Square.«

»Let us try to reconstruct the situation,« said he as we drove swiftly past the Houses of Parliament and over Westminster Bridge. »These villains have coax-ed this unhappy lady to London, after first alienating her from her faithful maid. If she has written any letters they have been intercepted. Through some confederate they have engaged a furnished house. Once inside it, they have made her a prisoner, and they have become possessed of the valuable jewellery which has been their object from the first. Already they have begun to sell part of it, which seems safe enough to them, since they have no reason to think that anyone is interested in the lady's fate. When she is released she will of course denounce them. Therefore, she must not be released. But they cannot keep her under lock and key forever. So murder is their only solution.«

»That seems very clear.«

»Now we will take another line of reasoning. When you follow two separate chains of thought, Watson, you will find some point of intersection which should approximate to the truth. We will start now, not from Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.451
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the lady but from the coffin and argue backward. That incident proves, I fear, beyond all doubt that the lady is dead. It points also to an orthodox burial with proper accompaniment of medical certificate and official sanction. Had the lady been obviously murdered, they would have buried her in a hole in the back garden. 

But here all is open and regular. What does that mean? Surely that they have done her to death in some way which has deceived the doctor and simulated a natural end – poisoning, perhaps. And yet how strange that they should ever let a doctor approach her unless he were a confederate, which is hardly a credible proposition.«

»Could they have forged a medical certificate?«

»Dangerous, Watson, very dangerous. No, I hardly see them doing that. Pull up, cabby! This is evidently the undertaker's, for we have just passed the pawnbroker's. Would you go in, Watson? Your appearance inspires confidence. Ask what hour the Poultney Square funeral takes place to-morrow.«

The woman in the shop answered me without hesitation that it was to be at eight o'clock in the morning. 

»You see, Watson, no mystery; everything above-board! In some way the legal forms have undoubtedly been complied with, and they think that they have little to fear. Well, there's nothing for it now but a direct frontal attack. Are you armed?«

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.452
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»My stick!«

»Well, well, we shall be strong enough. ›Thrice is he armed who hath his quarrel just.‹ We simply can't afford to wait for the police or to keep within the four corners of the law. You can drive off, cabby. Now, Watson, we'll just take our luck together, as we have occasionally done in the past.«

He had rung loudly at the door of a great dark house in the centre of Poultney Square. It was opened immediately, and the figure of a tall woman was outlined against the dim-lit hall. 

»Well, what do you want?« she asked sharply, peering at us through the darkness. 

»I want to speak to Dr. Shlessinger,« said Holmes. 

»There is no such person here,« she answered, and tried to close the door, but Holmes had jammed it with his foot. 

»Well, I want to see the man who lives here, whatever he may call himself,« said Holmes firmly. 

She hesitated. Then she threw open the door. 

»Well, come in!« said she. »My husband is not afraid to face any man in the world.« She closed the door behind us and showed us into a sitting-room on the right side of the hall, turning up the gas as she left us. »Mr. 

Peters will be with you in an instant,« she said. 

Her words were literally true, for we had hardly time to look around the dusty and moth-eaten apart-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.453
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ment in which we found ourselves before the door opened and a big, clean-shaven bald-headed man stepped lightly into the room. He had a large red face, with pendulous cheeks, and a general air of superficial benevolence which was marred by a cruel, vicious mouth. 

»There is surely some mistake here, gentlemen,« he said in an unctuous, make-everything-easy voice. »I fancy that you have been misdirected. Possibly if you tried farther down the street ––«

»That will do; we have no time to waste,« said my companion firmly. »You are Henry Peters, of Adelaide, late the Rev. Dr. Shlessinger, of Baden and South America. I am as sure of that as that my own name is Sherlock Holmes.«

Peters, as I will now call him, started and stared hard at his formidable pursuer. »I guess your name does not frighten me, Mr. Holmes,« said he coolly. 

»When a man's conscience is easy you can't rattle him. What is your business in my house?«

»I want to know what you have done with the Lady Frances Carfax, whom you brought away with you from Baden.«

»I'd be very glad if you could tell me where that lady may be,« Peters answered coolly. »I've a bill against her for nearly a hundred pounds, and nothing to show for it but a couple of trumpery pendants that Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.454
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the dealer would hardly look at. She attached herself to Mrs. Peters and me at Baden – it is a fact that I was using another name at the time – and she stuck on to us until we came to London. I paid her bill and her ticket. Once in London, she gave us the slip, and, as I say, left these out-of-date jewels to pay her bills. You find her, Mr. Holmes, and I'm your debtor.«

»I  mean  to find her,« said Sherlock Holmes. »I'm going through this house till I do find her.«

»Where is your warrant?«

Holmes half drew a revolver from his pocket. »This will have to serve till a better one comes.«

»Why, you are a common burglar.«

»So you might describe me,« said Holmes cheerfully. »My companion is also a dangerous ruffian. And together we are going through your house.«

Our opponent opened the door. 

»Fetch a policeman, Annie!« said he. There was a whisk of feminine skirts down the passage, and the hall door was opened and shut. 

»Our time is limited, Watson,« said Holmes. »If you try to stop us, Peters, you will most certainly get hurt. Where is that coffin which was brought into your house?«

»What do you want with the coffin? It is in use. 

There is a body in it.«

»I must see that body.«
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»Never with my consent.«

»Then without it.« With a quick movement Holmes pushed the fellow to one side and passed into the hall. 

A door half opened stood immediately before us. We entered. It was the dining-room. On the table, under a half-lit chandelier, the coffin was lying. Holmes turned up the gas and raised the lid. Deep down in the recesses of the coffin lay an emaciated figure. The glare from the lights above beat down upon an aged and withered face. By no possible process of cruelty, starvation, or disease could this wornout wreck be the still beautiful Lady Frances. Holmes's face showed his amazement, and also his relief. 

»Thank God!« he muttered. »It's someone else.«

»Ah, you've blundered badly for once, Mr. Sherlock Holmes,« said Peters, who had followed us into the room. 

»Who is this dead woman?«

»Well, if you really must know, she is an old nurse of my wife's, Rose Spender her name, whom we found in the Brixton Workhouse Infirmary. We brought her round here, called in Dr. Horsom, of 13 Firbank Villas – mind you take the address, Mr. Holmes – and had her carefully tended, as Christian folk should. On the third day she died – certificate says senile decay –

but that's only the doctor's opinion, and of course you know better. We ordered her funeral to be carried out Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.456
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by Stimson and Co., of the Kennington Road, who will bury her at eight o'clock to-morrow morning. Can you pick any hole in that, Mr. Holmes? You've made a silly blunder, and you may as well own up to it. I'd give something for a photograph of your gaping, staring face when you pulled aside that lid expecting to see the Lady Frances Carfax and only found a poor old woman of ninety.«

Holmes's expression was as impassive as ever under the jeers of his antagonist, but his clenched hands betrayed his acute annoyance. 

»I am going through your house,« said he. 

»Are you, though!« cried Peters as a woman's voice and heavy steps sounded in the passage. »We'll soon see about that. This way, officers, if you please. These men have forced their way into my house, and I cannot get rid of them. Help me to put them out.«

A sergeant and a constable stood in the doorway. 

Holmes drew his card from his case. 

»This is my name and address. This is my friend, Dr. Watson.«

»Bless you, sir, we know you very well,« said the sergeant, »but you can't stay here without a warrant.«

»Of course not. I quite understand that.«

»Arrest him!« cried Peters. 

»We know where to lay our hands on this gentleman if he is wanted,« said the sergeant majestically, Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.457
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»but you'll have to go, Mr. Holmes.«

»Yes, Watson, we shall have to go.«

A minute later we were in the street once more. 

Holmes was as cool as ever, but I was hot with anger and humiliation. The sergeant had followed us. 

»Sorry, Mr. Holmes, but that's the law.«

»Exactly, Sergeant, you could not do otherwise.«

»I expect there was good reason for your presence there. If there is anything I can do ––«

»It's a missing lady, Sergeant, and we think she is in that house. I expect a warrant presently.«

»Then I'll keep my eye on the parties, Mr. Holmes. 

If anything comes along, I will surely let you know.«

It was only nine o'clock, and we were off full cry upon the trail at once. First we drove to Brixton Workhouse Infirmary, where we found that it was indeed the truth that a charitable couple had called some days before, that they had claimed an imbecile old woman as a former servant, and that they had obtained permission to take her away with them. No surprise was expressed at the news that she had since died. 

The doctor was our next goal. He had been called in, had found the woman dying of pure senility, had actually seen her pass away, and had signed the certificate in due form. »I assure you that everything was perfectly normal and there was no room for foul play Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.458
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in the matter,« said he. Nothing in the house had struck him as suspicious save that for people of their class it was remarkable that they should have no servant. So far and no farther went the doctor. 

Finally we found our way to Scotland Yard. There had been difficulties of procedure in regard to the warrant. Some delay was inevitable. The magistrate's signature might not be obtained until next morning. If Holmes would call about nine he could go down with Lestrade and see it acted upon. So ended the day, save that near midnight our friend, the sergeant, called to say that he had seen flickering lights here and there in the windows of the great dark house, but that no one had left it and none had entered. We could but pray for patience and wait for the morrow. 

Sherlock Holmes was too irritable for conversation and too restless for sleep. I left him smoking hard, with his heavy, dark brows knotted together, and his long, nervous fingers tapping upon the arms of his chair, as he turned over in his mind every possible solution of the mystery. Several times in the course of the night I heard him prowling about the house. Finally, just after I had been called in the morning, he rushed into my room. He was in his dressing-gown, but his pale, hollow-eyed face told me that his night had been a sleepless one. 
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asked eagerly. »Well, it is 7:20 now. Good heavens, Watson, what has become of any brains that God has given me? Quick, man, quick! It's life or death – a hundred chances on death to one on life. I'll never forgive myself, never, if we are too late!«

Five minutes had not passed before we were flying in a hansom down Baker Street. But even so it was twenty-five to eight as we passed Big Ben, and eight Struck as we tore down the Brixton Road. But others were late as well as we. Ten minutes after the hour the hearse was still standing at the door of the house, and even as our foaming horse came to a halt the coffin, supported by three men, appeared on threshold. Holmes darted forward and barred their way. 

»Take it back!« he cried, laying his hand on the breast of the foremost. »Take it back this instant!«

»What the devil do you mean? Once again I ask you, where is your warrant?« shouted the furious Peters, his big red face glaring over the farther end of the coffin. 

»The warrant is on its way. This coffin shall remain in the house it comes.«

The authority in Holmes's voice had its effect upon the bearers. Peters had suddenly vanished into the house, and they obeyed these new orders. »Quick, Watson, quick! Here is a screw-driver!« he shouted as the coffin was replaced upon the table. »Here's one Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.460
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for you, my man! A sovereign if the lid comes off in a minute! Ask no questions – work away! That's good! 

Another! And another! Now pull all together! It's giving! It's giving! Ah, that does it at last.«

With a united effort we tore off the coffin-lid. As we did so there came from the inside a stupefying and overpowering smell of chloroform. A body lay within, its head all wreathed in cotton-wool, which had been soaked in the narcotic. Holmes plucked it off and disclosed the statuesque face of a handsome and spiritual woman of middle age. In an instant he had passed his arm round the figure and raised her to a sitting position. 

»Is she gone, Watson? Is there a spark left? Surely we are not too late!«

For half an hour it seemed that we were. What with actual suffocation, and what with the poisonous fumes of the chloroform, the Lady Frances seemed to have passed the last point of recall. And then, at last, with artificial respiration, with injected ether, with every device that science could suggest, some flutter of life, some quiver of the eyelids, some dimming of a mirror, spoke of the slowly returning life. A cab had driven up, and Holmes, parting the blind, looked out at it. 

»Here is Lestrade with his warrant,« said he. »He will find that his birds have flown. And here,« he added as a heavy step hurried along the passage, »is someone Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.461
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who has a better right to nurse this lady than we have. 

Good morning, Mr. Green; I think that the sooner we can move the Lady Frances the better. Meanwhile, the funeral may proceed, and the poor old woman who still lies in that coffin may go to her last resting-place alone.«

»Should you care to add the case to your annals, my dear Watson,« said Holmes that evening, »it can only be as an example of that temporary eclipse to which even the best-balanced mind may be exposed. 

Such slips are common to all mortals, and the greatest is he who can recognize and repair them. To this modified credit I may, perhaps, make some claim. My night was haunted by the thought that somewhere a clue, a strange sentence, a curious observation, had come under my notice and had been too easily dismissed. Then, suddenly, in the gray of the morning, the words came back to me. It was the remark of the undertaker's wife, as reported by Philip Green. She had said, ›It should be there before now. It took longer, being out of the ordinary.‹ It was the coffin of which she spoke. It had been out of the ordinary. That could only mean that it had been made to some special measurement. But why? Why? Then in an instant I remembered the deep sides, and the little wasted figure at the bottom. Why so large a coffin for so Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.462
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small a body? To leave room for another body. Both would be buried under the one certificate. It had all been so clear, if only my own sight had not been dimmed. At eight the Lady Frances would be buried. Our one chance was to stop the coffin before it left the house. 

It was a desperate chance that we might find her alive, but it  was  a chance, as the result showed. These people had never, to my knowledge, done a murder. 

They might shrink from actual violence at the last. 

They could bury her with no sign of how she met her end, and even if she were exhumed there was a chance for them. I hoped that such considerations might prevail with them. You can reconstruct the scene well enough. You saw the horrible den upstairs, where the poor lady had been kept so long. They rushed in and overpowered her with their chloroform, carried her down, poured more into the coffin to insure against her waking, and then screwed down the lid. A clever device, Watson. It is new to me in the annals of crime. If our ex-missionary friends escape the clutches of Lestrade, I shall expect to hear of some brilliant incidents in their future career.«
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The Adventure of the Devil's Foot

In recording from time to time some of the curious experiences and interesting recollections which I associate with my long and intimate friendship with Mr. 

Sherlock Holmes, I have continually been faced by difficulties caused by his own aversion to publicity. 

To his sombre and cynical spirit all popular applause was always abhorrent, and nothing amused him more at the end of a successful case than to hand over the actual exposure to some orthodox official, and to listen with a mocking smile to the general chorus of misplaced congratulation. It was indeed this attitude upon the part of my friend and certainly not any lack of interesting material which has caused me of late years to lay very few of my records before the public. 

My participation in some of his adventures was always a privilege which entailed discretion and reticence upon me. 

It was, then, with considerable surprise that I received a telegram from Holmes last Tuesday – he has never been known to write where a telegram would serve – in the following terms:

Why not tell them of the Cornish horror – strangest case I have handled. 
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I have no idea what backward sweep of memory had brought the matter fresh to his mind, or what freak had caused him to desire that I should recount it; but I hasten, before another cancelling telegram may arrive, to hunt out the notes which give me the exact details of the case and to lay the narrative before my readers. 

It was, then, in the spring of the year 1897 that Holmes's iron constitution showed some symptoms of giving way in the face of constant hard work of a most exacting kind, aggravated, perhaps, by occasional indiscretions of his own. In March of that year Dr. 

Moore Agar, of Harley Street, whose dramatic introduction to Holmes I may some day recount, gave positive injunctions that the famous private agent lay aside all his cases and surrender himself to complete rest if he wished to avert an absolute breakdown. The state of his health was not a matter in which he himself took the faintest interest, for his mental detachment was absolute, but he was induced at last, on the threat of being permanently disqualified from work, to give himself a complete change of scene and air. Thus it was that in the early spring of that year we found ourselves together in a small cottage near Poldhu Bay, at the further extremity of the Cornish peninsula. 

It was a singular spot, and one peculiarly well suited to the grim humour of my patient. From the windows of our little whitewashed house, which stood Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.465
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high upon a grassy headland, we looked down upon the whole sinister semicircle of Mounts Bay, that old death trap of sailing vessels, with its fringe of black cliffs and surge-swept reefs on which innumerable seamen have met their end. With a northerly breeze it lies placid and sheltered, invitin the storm-tossed craft to tack into it for rest and protection. 

Then come the sudden swirl round of the wind, the blustering gale from the south-west, the dragging anchor, the lee shore, and the last battle in the creaming breakers. The wise mariner stands far out from that evil place. 

On the land side our surroundings were as sombre as on the sea. It was a country of rolling moors, lonely and dun-coloured, with an occasional church tower to mark the site of some old-world village. In every direction upon these moors there were traces of some vanished race which had passed utterly away, and left as its sole record strange monuments of stone, irregular mounds which contained the burned ashes of the dead, and curious earthworks which hinted at prehistoric strife. The glamour and mystery of the place, with its sinister atmosphere of forgotten nations, appealed to the imagination of my friend, and he spent much of his time in long walks and solitary meditations upon the moor. The ancient Cornish language had also arrested his attention, and he had, I remem-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.466
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ber, conceived the idea that it was akin to the Chaldean, and had been largely derived from the Phoenician traders in tin. He had received a consign-ment of books upon philology and was settling down to develop this thesis when suddenly, to my sorrow and to his unfeigned delight, we found ourselves, even in that land of dreams, plunged into a problem at our very doors which was more intense, more engrossing, and infinitely more mysterious than any of those which had driven us from London. Our simple life and peaceful, healthy routine were violently interrupted, and we were precipitated into the midst of a series of events which caused the utmost excitement not only in Cornwall but throughout the whole west of England. Many of my readers may retain some recollection of what was called at the time »The Cornish Horror,« though a most imperfect account of the matter reached the London press. Now, after thirteen years, I will give the true details of this inconceivable affair to the public. 

I have said that scattered towers marked the villages which dotted this part of Cornwall. The nearest of these was the hamlet of Tredannick Wollas, where the cottages of a couple of hundred inhabitants clustered round an ancient, moss-grown church. The vicar of the parish, Mr. Roundhay, was something of an ar-chæologist, and as such Holmes had made his ac-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.467
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quaintance. He was a middle-aged man, portly and affable, with a considerable fund of local lore. At his invitation we had taken tea at the vicarage and had come to know, also, Mr. Mortimer Tregennis, an independent gentleman, who increased the clergyman's scanty resources by taking rooms in his large, straggling house. The vicar, being a bachelor, was glad to come to such an arrangement, though he had little in common with his lodger, who was a thin, dark, spectacled man, with a stoop which gave the impression of actual, physical deformity. I remember that during our short visit we found the vicar garrulous, but his lodger strangely reticent, a sad-faced, introspective man, sitting with averted eyes, brooding apparently upon his own affairs. 

These were the two men who entered abruptly into our little sitting-room on Tuesday, March the 16th, shortly after our breakfast hour, as we were smoking together, preparatory to our daily excursion upon the moors. 

»Mr. Holmes,« said the vicar in an agitated voice, 

»the most extraordinary and tragic affair has occurred during the night. It is the most unheard-of business. 

We can only regard it as a special Providence that you should chance to be here at the time, for in all England you are the one man we need.«

I glared at the intrusive vicar with no very friendly Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.468
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eyes; but Holmes took his pipe from his lips and sat up in his chair like an old hound who hears the view-halloa. He waved his hand to the sofa, and our palpitating visitor with his agitated companion sat side by side upon it. Mr. Mortimer Tregennis was more self-contained than the clergyman, but the twitching of his thin hands and the brightness of his dark eyes showed that they shared a common emotion. 

»Shall I speak or you?« he asked of the vicar. 

»Well, as you seem to have made of the discovery, whatever it may be, and the vicar to have had it second-hand, perhaps you had better do the speaking,«

said Holmes. 

I glanced at the hastily clad clergyman, with the formally dressed lodger seated beside him, and was amused at the surprise which Holmes's simple deduction had brought to their faces. 

»Perhaps I had best say a few words first,« said the vicar, »and then you can judge if you will listen to the details from Mr. Tregennis, or whether we should not hasten at once to the scene of this mysterious affair. I may explain, then, that our friend here spent last evening in the company of his two brothers, Owen and George, and of his sister Brenda, at their house of Tredannick Wartha, which is near the old stone cross upon the moor. He left them shortly after ten o'clock, playing cards round the dining-room table, in excel-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.469
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lent health and spirits. This morning, being an early riser, he walked in that direction before breakfast and was overtaken by the carriage of Dr. Richards, who explained that he had just been sent for on a most urgent call to Tredannick Wartha. Mr. Mortimer Tregennis naturally went with him. When he arrived at Tredannick Wartha he found an extraordinary state of things. His two brothers and his sister were seated round the table exactly as he had left them, the cards still spread in front of them and the candles burned down to their sockets. The sister lay back stone-dead in her chair, while the two brothers sat on each side of her laughing, shouting, and singing, the senses strik-ken clean out of them. All three of them, the dead woman and the two demented men, retained upon their faces an expression of the utmost horror – a convulsion of terror which was dreadful to look upon. 

There was no sign of the presence of anyone in the house, except Mrs. Porter, the old cook and housekeeper, who declared that she had slept deeply and heard no sound during the night. Nothing had been stolen or disarranged, and there is absolutely no explanation of what the horror can be which has frightened a woman to death and two strong men out of their senses. There is the situation, Mr. Holmes, in a nutshell, and if you can help us to clear it up you will have done a great work.«
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I had hoped that in some way I could coax my companion back into the quiet which had been the object of our journey; but one glance at his intense face and contracted eyebrows told me how vain was now the expectation. He sat for some little time in silence, absorbed in the strange drama which had broken in upon our peace. 

»I will look into this matter,« he said at last. »On the face of it, it would appear to be a case of a very exceptional nature. Have you been there yourself, Mr. 

Roundhay?«

»No, Mr. Holmes. Mr. Tregennis brought back the account to the vicarage, and I at once hurried over with him to consult you.«

»How far is it to the house where this singular tragedy occurred?«

»About a mile inland.«

»Then we shall walk over together. But before we start I must ask you a few questions, Mr. Mortimer Tregennis.«

The other had been silent all this time, but I had observed that his more controlled excitement was even greater than the obtrusive emotion of the clergyman. He sat with a pale, drawn face, his anxious gaze fixed upon Holmes, and his thin hands clasped convulsively together. His pale lips quivered as he listened to the dreadful experience which had befallen his Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.471
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family, and his dark eyes seemed to reflect something of the horror of the scene. 

»Ask what you like, Mr. Holmes,« said he eagerly. 

»It is a bad thing to speak of, but I will answer you the truth.«

»Tell me about last night.«

»Well, Mr. Holmes, I supped there, as the vicar has said, and my elder brother George proposed a game of whist afterwards. We sat down about nine o'clock. It was a quarter-past ten when I moved to  go. I  left them all round the table, as merry as could be.«

»Who let you out?«

»Mrs. Porter had gone to bed, so I let myself out. I shut the hall door behind me. The window of the room in which they sat was closed, but the blind was not drawn down. There was no change in door or window this morning, nor any reason to think that any stranger had been to the house. Yet there they sat, driven clean mad with terror, and Brenda lying dead of fright, with her head hanging over the arm of the chair. I'll never get the sight of that room out of my mind so long as I live.«

»The facts, as you state them, are certainly most remarkable,« said Holmes. »I take it that you have no theory yourself which can in any way account for them?«

»It's devilish, Mr. Holmes, devilish!« cried Morti-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.472
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mer Tregennis. »It is not of this world. Something has come into that room which has dashed the light of reason from their minds. What human contrivance could do that?«

»I fear,« said Holmes, »that if the matter is beyond humanity it is certainly beyond me. Yet we must exhaust all natural explanations before we fall back upon such a theory as this. As to yourself, Mr. Tregennis, I take it you were divided in some way from your family, since they lived together and you had rooms apart?«

»That is so, Mr. Holmes, though the matter is past and done with. We were a family of tin-miners at Redruth, but we sold out our venture to a company, and so retired with enough to keep us. I won't deny that there was some feeling about the division of the money and it stood between us for a time, but it was all forgiven and forgotten, and we were the best of friends together.«

»Looking back at the evening which you spent together, does anything stand out in your memory as throwing any possible light upon the tragedy? Think carefully, Mr. Tregennis, for any clue which can help me.«

»There is nothing at all, sir.«

»Your people were in their usual spirits?«

»Never better.«
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»Were they nervous people? Did they ever show any apprehension of coming danger?«

»Nothing of the kind.«

»You have nothing to add then, which could assist me?«

Mortimer Tregennis considered earnestly for a moment. 

»There is one thing occurs to me,« said he at last. 

»As we sat at the table my back was to the window, and my brother George, he being my partner at cards, was facing it. I saw him once look hard over my shoulder, so I turned round and looked also. The blind was up and the window shut, but I could just make out the bushes on the lawn, and it seemed to me for a moment that I saw something moving among them. I couldn't even say if it was man or animal, but I just thought there was something there. When I asked him what he was looking at, he told me that he had the same feeling. That is all that I can say.«

»Did you not investigate?«

»No; the matter passed as unimportant.«

»You left them, then, without any premonition of evil?«

»None at all.«

»I am not clear how you came to hear the news so early this morning.«

»I am an early riser and generally take a walk be-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.474
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fore breakfast. This morning I had hardly started when the doctor in his carriage overtook me. He told me that old Mrs. Porter had sent a boy down with an urgent message. I sprang in beside him and we drove on. When we got there we looked into that dreadful room. The candles and the fire must have burned out hours before, and they had been sitting there in the dark until dawn had broken. The doctor said Brenda must have been dead at least six hours. There were no signs of violence. She just lay across the arm of the chair with that look on her face. George and Owen were singing snatches of songs and gibbering like two great apes. Oh, it was awful to see! I couldn't stand it, and the doctor was as white as a sheet. Indeed, he fell into a chair in a sort of faint, and we nearly had him on our hands as well.«

»Remarkable – most remarkable!« said Holmes, rising and taking his hat. »I think, perhaps, we had better go down to Tredannick Wartha without further delay. I confess that I have seldom known a case which at first sight presented a more singular problem.«

Our proceedings of that first morning did little to advance the investigation. It was marked, however, at the outset by an incident which left the most sinister impression upon my mind. The approach to the spot Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.475
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at which the tragedy occurred is down a narrow, winding, country lane. While we made our way along it we heard the rattle of a carriage coming towards us and stood aside to let it pass. As it drove by us I caught a glimpse through the closed window of a horribly contorted, grinning face glaring out at us. Those staring eyes and gnashing teeth flashed past us like a dreadful vision. 

»My brothers!« cried Mortimer Tregennis, white to his lips. »They are taking them to Helston.«

We looked with horror after the black carriage, lumbering upon its way. Then we turned our steps towards this ill-omened house in which they had met their strange fate. 

It was a large and bright dwelling, rather a villa than a cottage, with a considerable garden which was already, in that Cornish air, well filled with spring flowers. Towards this garden the window of the sitting-room fronted, and from it, according to Mortimer Tregennis, must have come that thing of evil which had by sheer horror in a single instant blasted their minds. Holmes walked slowly and thoughtfully among the flower-plots and along the path before we entered the porch. So absorbed was he in his thoughts, I remember, that he stumbled over the watering-pot, upset its contents, and deluged both our feet and the garden path. Inside the house we were met by Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.476
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the elderly Cornish housekeeper, Mrs. Porter, who, with the aid of a young girl, looked after the wants of the family. She readily answered all Holmes's questions. She had heard nothing in the night. Her employers had all been in excellent spirits lately, and she had never known them more cheerful and prosperous. 

She had fainted with horror upon entering the room in the morning and seeing that dreadful company round the table. She had, when she recovered, thrown open the window to let the morning air in, and had run down to the lane, whence she sent a farm-lad for the doctor. The lady was on her bed upstairs if we cared to see her. It took four strong men to get the brothers into the asylum carriage. She would not herself stay in the house another day and was starting that very afternoon to rejoin her family at St. Ives. 

We ascended the stairs and viewed the body. Miss Brenda Tregennis had been a very beautiful girl, though now verging upon middle age. Her dark, clear-cut face was handsome, even in death, but there still lingered upon it something of that convulsion of horror which had been her last human emotion. From her bedroom we descended to the sitting-room, where this strange tragedy had actually occurred. The charred ashes of the overnight fire lay in the grate. On the table were the four guttered and burned-out candles, with the cards scattered over its surface. The chairs Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.477
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had been moved back against the walls, but all else was as it had been the night before. Holmes paced with light, swift steps about the room; he sat in the various chairs, drawing them up and reconstructing their positions. .He tested how much of the garden was visible; he examined the floor, the ceiling, and the fireplace; but never once did I see that sudden brightening of his eyes and tightening of his lips which would have told me that he saw some gleam of light in this utter darkness. 

»Why a fire?« he asked once. »Had they always a fire in this small room on a spring evening?«

Mortimer Tregennis explained that the night was cold and damp. For that reason, after his arrival, the fire was lit. »What are you going to do now, Mr. Holmes?« he asked. 

My friend smiled and laid his hand upon my arm. 

»I think, Watson, that I shall resume that course of tobacco-poisoning which you have so often and so justly condemned,« said he. »With your permission, gentlemen, we will now return to our cottage, for I am not aware that any new factor is likely to come to our notice here. I will turn the facts over in my mind, Mr. 

Tregennis, and should anything occur to me I will certainly communicate with you and the vicar. In the meantime I wish you both good-morning.«

It was not until long after we were back in Poldhu Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.478
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Cottage that Holmes broke his complete and absorbed silence. He sat coiled in his armchair, his haggard and ascetic face hardly visible amid the blue swirl of his tobacco smoke, his black brows drawn down, his forehead contracted, his eyes vacant and far away. Finally he laid down his pipe and sprang to his feet. 

»It won't do, Watson!« said he with a laugh. »Let us walk along the cliffs together and search for flint arrows. We are more likely to find them than clues to this problem. To let the brain work without sufficient material is like racing an engine. It racks itself to pieces. The sea air, sunshine, and patience, Watson –

all else will come.«

»Now, let us calmly define our position, Watson,«

he continued as we skirted the cliffs together. »Let us get a firm grip of the very little which we  do  know, so that when fresh facts arise we may be ready to fit them into their places. I take it, in the first place, that neither of us is prepared to admit diabolical intrusions into the affairs of men. Let us begin by ruling that entirely out of our minds. Very good. There remain three persons who have been grievously stricken by some conscious or unconscious human agency. That is firm ground. Now, when did this occur? Evidently, assuming his narrative to be true, it was immediately after Mr. Mortimer Tregennis had left the room. That is a very important point. The presumption is that it was Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.479

The Adventure of the Devil's Foot

Doyle-SH, 1131

within a few minutes afterwards. The cards still lay upon the table. It was already past their usual hour for bed. Yet they had not changed their position or pushed back their chairs. I repeat, then, that the occurrence was immediately after his departure, and not later than eleven o'clock last night. 

Our next obvious step is to check, so far as we can, the movements of Mortimer Tregennis after he left the room. In this there is no difficulty, and they seem to be above suspicion. Knowing my methods as you do, you were, of course, conscious of the somewhat clumsy water-pot expedient by which I obtained a clearer impress of his foot than might otherwise have been possible. The wet, sandy path took it admirably. 

Last night was also wet, you will remember, and it was not difficult – having obtained a sample print –

to pick out his track among others and to follow his movements. He appears to have walked away swiftly in the direction of the vicarage. 

If, then, Mortimer Tregennis disappeared from the scene, and yet some outside person affected the card-players, how can we reconstruct that person, and how was such an impression of horror conveyed? Mrs. 

Porter may be eliminated. She is evidently harmless. 

Is there any evidence that someone crept up to the garden window and in some manner produced so terrific an effect that he drove those who saw it out of Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.480
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their senses? The only suggestion in this direction comes from Mortimer Tregennis himself, who says that his brother spoke about some movement in the garden. That is certainly remarkable, as the night was rainy, cloudy, and dark. Anyone who had the design to alarm these people would be compelled to place his very face against the glass before he could be seen. 

There is a three-foot flower-border outside this window, but no indication of a footmark. It is difficult to imagine, then, how an outsider could have made so terrible an impression upon the company, nor have we found any possible motive for so strange and elaborate an attempt. You perceive our difficulties, Watson?«

»They are only too clear,« I answered with conviction. 

»And yet, with a little more material, we may prove that they are not insurmountable,« said Holmes. »I fancy that among your extensive archives, Watson, you may find some which were nearly as obscure. 

Meanwhile, we shall put the case aside until more accurate data are available, and devote the rest of our morning to the pursuit of neolithic man.«

I may have commented upon my friend's power of mental detachment, but never have I wondered at it more than upon that spring morning in Cornwall when for two hours he discoursed upon celts, arrowheads, and shards, as lightly as if no sinister Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.481
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mystery were waiting for his solution. It was not until we had returned in the afternoon to our cottage that we found a visitor awaiting us, who soon brought our minds back to the matter in hand. Neither of us needed to be told who that visitor was. The huge body, the craggy and deeply seamed face with the fierce eyes and hawk-like nose, the grizzled hair which nearly brushed our cottage ceiling, the beard – golden at the fringes and white near the lips, save for the nicotine stain from his perpetual cigar – all these were as well known in London as in Africa, and could only be associated with the tremendous personality of Dr. Leon Sterndale, the great lion-hunter and explorer. 

We had heard of his presence in the district and had once or twice caught sight of his tall figure upon the moorland paths. He made no advances to us, however, nor would we have dreamed of doing so to him, as it was well known that it was his love of seclusion which caused him to spend the greater part of the intervals between his journeys in a small bungalow buried in the lonely wood of Beauchamp Arriance. Here, amid his books and his maps, he lived an absolutely lonely life, attending to his own simple wants and, paying little apparent heed to the affairs of his neighbours. It was a surprise to me, therefore, to hear him asking Holmes in an eager voice whether he had made any advance in his reconstruction of this Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.482
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mysterious episode. »The county police are utterly at fault,« said he, »but perhaps your wider experience has suggested some conceivable explanation. My only claim to being taken into your confidence is that during my many residences here I have come to know this family of Tregennis very well – indeed, upon my Cornish mother's side I could call them cousins – and their strange fate has naturally been a great shock to me. I may tell you that I had got as far as Plymouth upon my way to Africa, but the news reached me this morning, and I came straight back again to help in the inquiry.«

Holmes raised his eyebrows. 

»Did you lose your boat through it?«

»I will take the next.«

»Dear me! that is friendship indeed.«

»I tell you they were relatives.«

»Quite so – cousins of your mother. Was your baggage aboard the ship?«

»Some of it, but the main part at the hotel.«

»I see. But surely this event could not have found its way into the Plymouth morning papers.«

»No, sir; I had a telegram.«

»Might I ask from whom?«

A shadow passed over the gaunt face of the explorer. 

»You are very inquisitive, Mr. Holmes.«
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»It is my business.«

With an effort Dr. Sterndale recovered his ruffled composure. 

»I have no objection to telling you,« he said. »It was Mr. Roundhay, the vicar, who sent me the telegram which recalled me.«

»Thank you,« said Holmes. »I may say in answer to your original question that I have not cleared my mind entirely on the subject of this case, but that I have every hope of reaching some conclusion. It would be premature to say more.«

»Perhaps you would not mind telling me if your suspicions point in any particular direction?«

»No, I can hardly answer that.«

»Then I have wasted my time and need not prolong my visit.« The famous doctor strode out of our cottage in considerable ill-humour, and within five minutes Holmes had followed him. I saw him no more until the evening, when he returned with a slow step and haggard face which assured me that he had made no great progress with his investigation. He glanced at a telegram which awaited him and threw it into the grate. 

»From the Plymouth hotel, Watson,« he said. »I learned the name of it from the vicar, and I wired to make certain that Dr. Leon Sterndale's account was true. It appears that he did indeed spend last night Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.484
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there, and that he has actually allowed some of his baggage to go on to Africa, while he returned to be present at this investigation. What do you make of that, Watson?«

»He is deeply interested.«

»Deeply interested – yes. There is a thread here which we have not yet grasped and which might lead us through the tangle. Cheer up Watson, for I am very sure that our material has not yet all come to hand. 

When it does we may soon leave our difficulties behind us.«

Little did I think how soon the words of Holmes would be realized, or how strange and sinister would be that new development which opened up an entirely fresh line of investigation. I was shaving at my window in the morning when I heard the rattle of hoofs and, looking up, saw a dog-cart coming at a gallop down the road. It pulled up at our door, and our friend, the vicar, sprang from it and rushed up our garden path. Holmes was already dressed, and we hastened down to meet him. 

Our visitor was so excited that he could hardly articulate, but at last in gasps and bursts his tragic story came out of him. 

»We are devil-ridden, Mr. Holmes! My poor parish is devil-ridden!« he cried. »Satan himself is loose in it! We are given over into his hands!« He danced Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.485
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about in his agitation, a ludicrous object if it were not for his ashy face and startled eyes. Finally he shot out his terrible news. 

»Mr. Mortimer Tregennis died during the night, and with exactly the same symptoms as the rest of his family.«

Holmes sprang to his feet, all energy in an instant. 

»Can you fit us both into your dogcart?«

»Yes, I can.«

»Then, Watson, we will postpone our breakfast. 

Mr. Roundhay, we are entirely at your disposal. 

Hurry – hurry, before things get disarranged.«

The lodger occupied two rooms at the vicarage, which were in an angle by themselves, the one above the other. Below was a large sitting-room; above, his bedroom. They looked out upon a croquet lawn which came up to the windows. We had arrived before the doctor or the police, so that everything was absolutely undisturbed. Let me describe exactly the scene as we saw it upon that misty March morning. It has left an impression which can never be effaced from my mind. 

The atmosphere of the room was of a horrible and depressing stuffiness. The servant who had first entered had thrown up the window, or it would have been even more intolerable. This might partly be due to the fact that a lamp stood flaring and smoking on the centre table. Beside it sat the dead man, leaning back in Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.486
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his chair, his thin beard projecting, his spectacles pushed up on to his forehead, and his lean dark face turned towards the window and twisted into the same distortion of terror which had marked the features of his dead sister. His limbs were convulsed and his fingers contorted as though he had died in a very paroxysm of fear. He was fully clothed, though there were signs that his dressing had been done in a hurry. 

We had already learned that his bed had been slept in, and that the tragic end had come to him in the early morning. 

One realized the red-hot energy which underlay Holmes's phlegmatic exterior when one saw the sudden change which came over him from the moment that he entered the fatal apartment. In an instant he was tense and alert, his eyes shining, his face set, his limbs quivering with eager activity. He was out on the lawn, in through the window, round the room, and up into the bedroom, for all the world like a dashing foxhound drawing a cover. In the bedroom he made a rapid cast around and ended by throwing open the window, which appeared to give him some fresh cause for excitement, for he leaned out of it with loud ejaculations of interest and delight. Then he rushed down the stair, out through the open window, threw himself upon his face on the lawn, sprang up and into the room once more, all with the energy of the hunter Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.487
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who is at the very heels of his quarry. The lamp, which was an ordinary standard, he examined with minute care, making certain measurements upon its bowl. He carefully scrutinized with his lens the talc shield which covered the top of the chimney and scraped off some ashes which adhered to its upper surface, putting some of them into an envelope, which he placed in his pocketbook. Finally, just as the doctor and the official police put in an appearance, he bek-koned to the vicar and we all three went out upon the lawn. 

»I am glad to say that my investigation has not been entirely barren,« he remarked. »I cannot remain to discuss the matter with the police, but I should be exceedingly obliged, Mr. Roundhay, if you would give the inspector my compliments and direct his attention to the bedroom window and to the sitting-room lamp. Each is suggestive, and together they are almost conclusive. If the police would desire further information I shall be happy to see any of them at the cottage. And now, Watson, I think that, perhaps, we shall be better employed elsewhere.«

It may be that the police resented the intrusion of an amateur, or that they imagined themselves to be upon some hopeful line of investigation; but it is certain that we heard nothing from them for the next two days. During this time Holmes spent some of his time Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.488
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smoking and dreaming in the cottage; but a greater portion in country walks which he undertook alone, returning after many hours without remark as to where he had been. One experiment served to show me the line of his investigation. He had bought a lamp which was the duplicate of the one which had burned in the room of Mortimer Tregennis on the morning of the tragedy. This he filled with the same oil as that used at the vicarage, and he carefully timed the period which it would take to be exhausted. Another experiment which he made was of a more unpleasant nature, and one which I am not likely ever to forget. 

»You will remember, Watson,« he remarked one afternoon, »that there is a single common point of resemblance in the varying reports which have reached us. This concerns the effect of the atmosphere of the room in each case upon those who had first entered it. 

You will recollect that Mortimer Tregennis, in describing the episode of his last visit to his brother's house, remarked that the doctor on entering the room fell into a chair? You had forgotten? Well, I can answer for it that it was so. Now, you will remember also that Mrs. Porter, the housekeeper, told us that she herself fainted upon entering the room and had afterwards opened the window. In the second case – that of Mortimer Tregennis himself – you cannot have forgotten the horrible stuffiness of the room when we ar-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.489
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rived, though the servant had thrown open the window. That servant, I found upon inquiry, was so ill that she had gone to her bed. You will admit, Watson, that these facts are very suggestive. In each case there is evidence of a poisonous atmosphere. In each case, also, there is combustion going on in the room – in the one case a fire, in the other a lamp. The fire was needed, but the lamp was lit – as a comparison of the oil consumed will show – long after it was broad daylight. Why? Surely because there is some connection between three things – the burning, the stuffy, atmosphere, and, finally, the madness or death of those unfortunate people. That is clear, is it not?«

»It would appear so.«

»At least we may accept it as a working hypothesis. 

We will suppose, then, that something was burned in each case which produced an atmosphere causing strange toxic effects. Very good. In the first instance –

that of the Tregennis family – this substance was placed in the fire. Now the window was shut, but the fire would naturally carry fumes to some extent up the chimney. Hence one would expect the effects of the poison to be less than in the second case, where there was less escape for the vapour. The result seems to indicate that it was so, since in the first case only the woman, who had presumably the more sensitive organism, was killed, the others exhibiting that temporary Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.490

The Adventure of the Devil's Foot

Doyle-SH, 1136

or permanent lunacy which is evidently the first effect of the drug. In the second case the result was complete. The facts, therefore, seem to bear out the theory of a poison which worked by combustion. 

With this train of reasoning in my head I naturally looked about in Mortimer Tregennis's room to find some remains of this substance. The obvious place to look was the talc shield or smoke-guard of the lamp. 

There, sure enough, I perceived a number of flaky ashes, and round the edges a fringe of brownish powder, which had not yet been consumed. Half of this I took, as you saw, and I placed it in an envelope.«

»Why half, Holmes?«

»It is not for me, my dear Watson, to stand in the way of the official police force. I leave them all the evidence which I found. The poison still remained upon the talc had they the wit to find it. Now, Watson, we will light our lamp; we will, however, take the precaution to open our window to avoid the premature decease of two deserving members of society, and you will seat yourself near that open window in an armchair unless like a sensible man, you determine to have nothing to do with the affair. Oh, you will see it out, will you? I thought I knew my Watson. This chair I will place opposite yours, so that we may be the same distance from the poison and face to face. 

The door we will leave ajar. Each is now in a position Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.491

The Adventure of the Devil's Foot

Doyle-SH, 1136

to watch the other and to bring the experiment to an end should the symptoms seem alarming. Is that all clear? Well, then, I take our powder – or what remains of it – from the envelope, and I lay it above the burning lamp. So! Now, Watson, let us sit down and await developments.«

They were not long in coming. I had hardly settled in my chair before I was conscious of a thick, musky odour, subtle and nauseous. At the very first whiff of it my brain and my imagination were beyond all control. A thick, black cloud swirled before my eyes, and my mind told me that in this cloud, unseen as yet, but about to spring out upon my appalled senses, lurked all that was vaguely horrible, all that was monstrous and inconceivably wicked in the universe. Vague shapes swirled and swam amid the dark cloud-bank, each a menace and a warning of something coming, the advent of some unspeakable dweller upon the threshold, whose very shadow would blast my soul. A freezing horror took possession of me. I felt that my hair was rising, that my eyes were protruding, that my mouth was opened, and my tongue like leather. The turmoil within my brain was such that something must surely snap. I tried to scream and was vaguely aware of some hoarse croak which was my own voice, but distant and detached from myself. At the same moment, in some effort of escape, I broke through that cloud of Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.492
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despair and had a glimpse of Holmes's face, white, rigid, and drawn with horror – the very look which I had seen upon the features of the dead. It was that vision which gave me an instant of sanity and of strength. I dashed from my chair, threw my arms round Holmes, and together we lurched through the door, and an instant afterwards had thrown ourselves down upon the grass plot and were lying side by side, conscious only of the glorious sunshine which was bursting its way through the hellish cloud of terror which had girt us in. Slowly it rose from our souls like the mists from a landscape until peace and reason had returned, and we were sitting upon the grass, wiping our clammy foreheads, and looking with apprehension at each other to mark the last traces of that terrific experience which we had undergone. 

»Upon my word, Watson!« said Holmes at last with an unsteady voice, »I owe you both my thanks and an apology. It was an unjustifiable experiment even for one's self, and doubly so for a friend. I am really very sorry.«

»You know,« I answered with some emotion, for I had never seen so much of Holmes's heart before, 

»that it is my greatest joy and privilege to help you.«

He relapsed at once into the half-humorous, half-cynical vein which was his habitual attitude to those about him. »It would be superfluous to drive us mad, Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.493
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my dear Watson,« said he. »A candid observer would certainly declare that we were so already before we embarked upon so wild an experiment. I confess that I never imagined that the effect could be so sudden and so severe.« He dashed into the cottage, and, reappearing with the burning lamp held at full arm's length, he threw it among a bank of brambles. »We must give the room a little time to clear. I take it, Watson, that you have no longer a shadow of a doubt as to how these tragedies were produced?«

»None whatever.«

»But the cause remains as obscure as before. Come into the arbour here and let us discuss it together. 

That villainous stuff seems still to linger round my throat. I think we must admit that all the evidence points to this man, Mortimer Tregennis, having been the criminal in the first tragedy, though he was the victim in the second one. We must remember, in the first place, that there is some story of a family quarrel, followed by a reconciliation. How bitter that quarrel may have been, or how hollow the reconciliation we cannot tell. When I think of Mortimer Tregennis, with the foxy face and the small shrewd, beady eyes behind the spectacles, he is not a man whom I should judge to be of a particularly forgiving disposition. Well, in the next place, you will remember that this idea of someone moving in the garden, which took our attention Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.494
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for a moment from the real cause of the tragedy, emanated from him. He had a motive in misleading us. Finally, if he did not throw this substance into the fire at the moment of leaving the room, who did do so? The affair happened immediately after his departure. Had anyone else come in, the family would certainly have risen from the table. Besides, in peaceful Cornwall, visitors do not arrive after ten o'clock at night. We may take it, then, that all the evidence points to Mortimer Tregennis as the culprit.«

»Then his own death was suicide!«

»Well, Watson, it is on the face of it a not impossible supposition. The man who had the guilt upon his soul of having brought such a fate upon his own family might well be driven by remorse to inflict it upon himself. There are, however, some cogent reasons against it. Fortunately, there is one man in England who knows all about it, and I have made arrangements by which we shall hear the facts this afternoon from his own lips. Ah! he is a little before his time. 

Perhaps you would kindly step this way, Dr. Leon Sterndale. We have been conducting a chemical experiment indoors which has left our little room hardly fit for the reception of so distinguished a visitor.«

I had heard the click of the garden gate, and now the majestic figure of the great African explorer appeared upon the path. He turned in some surprise to-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.495
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wards the rustic arbour in which we sat. 

»You sent for me, Mr. Holmes. I had your note about an hour ago, and I have come, though I really do not know why I should obey your summons.«

»Perhaps we can clear the point up before we separate,« said Holmes. »Meanwhile, I am much obliged to you for your courteous acquiescence. You will excuse this informal reception in the open air, but my friend Watson and I have nearly furnished an additional chapter to what the papers call the Cornish Horror, and we prefer a clear atmosphere for the present. 

Perhaps, since the matters which we have to discuss will affect you personally in a very intimate fashion, it is as well that we should talk where there can be no eavesdropping.«

The explorer took his cigar from his lips and gazed sternly at my companion. 

»I am at a loss to know, sir,« he said, »what you can have to speak about which affects me personally in a very intimate fashion.«

»The killing of Mortimer Tregennis,« said Holmes. 

For a moment I wished that I were armed. Sterndale's fierce face turned to a dusky red, his eyes glared, and the knotted, passionate veins started out in his forehead, while he sprang forward with clenched hands towards my companion. Then he stopped, and with a violent effort he resumed a cold, rigid calmness, Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.496
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which was, perhaps, more suggestive of danger than his hot-headed outburst. 

»I have lived so long among savages and beyond the law,« said he, »that I have got into the way of being a law to myself. You would do well, Mr. Holmes, not to forget it, for I have no desire to do you an injury.«

»Nor have I any desire to do you an injury, Dr. 

Sterndale. Surely the clearest proof of it is that, knowing what I know, I have sent for you and not for the police.«

Sterndale sat down with a gasp, overawed for, perhaps, the first time in his adventurous life. There was a calm assurance of power in Holmes's manner which could not be withstood. Our visitor stammered for a moment, his great hands opening and shutting in his agitation. 

»What do you mean?« he asked at last. »If this is bluff upon your part, Mr. Holmes, you have chosen a bad man for your experiment. Let us have no more beating about the bush. What  do  you mean?«

»I will tell you,« said Holmes, »and the reason why I tell you is that I hope frankness may beget frankness. What my next step may be will depend entirely upon the nature of your own defence.«

»My defence?«

»Yes, sir.«
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»My defence against what?«

»Against the charge of killing Mortimer Tregennis.«

Sterndale mopped his forehead with his handkerchief. »Upon my Word, you are getting on,« said he. 

»Do all your successes depend upon this prodigious power of bluff?«

»The bluff,« said Holmes sternly, »is upon your side, Dr. Leon Sterndale, and not upon mine. As a proof I will tell you some of the facts upon which my conclusions are based. Of your return from Plymouth, allowing much of your property to go on to Africa, I will say nothing save that it first informed me that you were one of the factors which had to be taken into account in reconstructing this drama ––«

»I came back ––«

»I have heard your reasons and regard them as unconvincing and inadequate. We will pass that. You came down here to ask me whom I suspected. I refused to answer you. You then went to the vicarage, waited outside it for some time, and finally returned to your cottage.«

»How do you know that?«

»I followed you.«

»I saw no one.«

»That is what you may expect to see when I follow you. You spent a restless night at your cottage, and Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.498
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you formed certain plans, which in the early morning you proceeded to put into execution. Leaving your door just as day was breaking, you filled your pocket with some reddish gravel that was lying heaped beside your gate.«

Sterndale gave a violent start and looked at Holmes in amazement. 

»You then walked swiftly for the mile which separated you from the vicarage. You were wearing, I may remark, the same pair of ribbed tennis shoes which are at the present moment upon your feet. At the vicarage you passed through the orchard and the side hedge, coming out under the window of the lodger Tregennis. It was now daylight, but the household was not yet stirring. You drew some of the gravel from your pocket, and you threw it up at the window above you.«

Sterndale sprang to his feet. 

»I believe that you are the devil himself!« he cried. 

Holmes smiled at the compliment. »It took two, or possibly three, handfuls before the lodger came to the window. You beckoned him to come down. He dressed hurriedly and descended to his sitting-room. You entered by the window. There was an interview – a short one – during which you walked up and down the room. Then you passed out and closed the window, standing on the lawn outside smoking a cigar and Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.499
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watching what occurred. Finally, ofter the death of Tregennis, you withdrew as you had come. Now, Dr. 

Sterndale, how do you justify such conduct, and what were the motives for your actions? If you prevaricate or trifle with me, I give you my assurance that the matter will pass out of my hands forever.«

Our visitor's face had turned ashen gray as he listened to the words of his accuser. Now he sat for some time in thought with his face sunk in his hands. 

Then with a sudden impulsive gesture he plucked a photograph from his breast-pocket and threw it on the rustic table before us. 

»That is why I have done it,« said he. 

It showed the bust and face of a very beautiful woman. Holmes stooped over it. 

»Brenda Tregennis,« said he. 

»Yes, Brenda Tregennis,« repeated our visitor. 

»For years I have loved her. For years she has loved me. There is the secret of that Cornish seclusion which people have marvelled at. It has brought me close to the one thing on earth that was dear to me. I could not marry her, for I have a wife who has left me for years and yet whom, by the deplorable laws of England, I could not divorce. For years Brenda waited. For years I waited. And this is what we have waited for.« A terrible sob shook his great frame, and he clutched his throat under his brindled beard. Then Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.500
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with an effort he mastered himself and spoke on:

»The vicar knew. He was in our confidence. He would tell you that she was an angel upon earth. That was why he telegraphed to me and I returned. What was my baggage or Africa to me when I learned that such a fate had come upon my darling? There you have the missing clue to my action, Mr. Holmes.«

»Proceed,« said my friend. 

Dr. Sterndale drew from his pocket a paper packet and laid it upon the table. On the outside was written

» Radix pedis diaboli« with a red poison label beneath it. He pushed it towards me. »I understand that you are a doctor, sir. Have you ever heard of this preparation?«

»Devil's-foot root! No, I have never heard of it.«

»It is no reflection upon your professional knowledge,« said he, »for I believe that, save for one sample in a laboratory at Buda, there is no other specimen in Europe. It has not yet found its way either into the pharmacopœia or into the literature of toxicology. The root is shaped like a foot, half human, half goatlike; hence the fanciful name given by a botanical missionary.. It is used as an ordeal poison by the medicine-men in certain districts of West Africa and is kept as a secret among them. This particular specimen I obtained under very extraordinary circumstances in the Ubanghi country.« He opened the paper as he spoke Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.501
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and disclosed a heap of reddish-brown, snuff-like powder. 

»Well, sir?« asked Holmes sternly. 

»I am about to tell you, Mr. Holmes, all that actually occurred, for you already know so much that it is clearly to my interest that you should know all. I have already explained the relationship in which I stood to the Tregennis family. For the sake of the sister I was friendly with the brothers. There was a family quarrel about money which estranged this man Mortimer, but it was supposed to be made up, and I afterwards met him as I did the others. He was a sly, subtle, scheming man, and several things arose which gave me a suspicion of him, but I had no cause for any positive quarrel. 

One day, only a couple of weeks ago, he came down to my cottage and I showed him some of my African curiosities. Among other things I exhibited this powder, and I told him of its strange properties, how it stimulates those brain centres which control the emotion of fear, and how either madness or death is the fate of the unhappy native who is subjected to the ordeal by the priest of his tribe. I told him also how powerless European science would be to detect it. 

How he took it I cannot say, for I never left the room, but there is no doubt that it was then, while I was opening cabinets and stooping to boxes, that he ma-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.502
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naged to abstract some of the devil's-foot root. I well remember how he plied me with questions as to the amount and the time that was needed for its effect, but I little dreamed that he could have a personal reason for asking. 

I thought no more of the matter until the vicar's telegram reached me at Plymouth. This villain had thought that I would be at sea before the news could reach me, and that I should be lost for years in Africa. 

But I returned at once. Of course, I could not listen to the details without feeling assured that my poison had been used. I came round to see you on the chance that some other explanation had suggested itself to you. 

But there could be none. I was convinced that Mortimer Tregennis was the murderer; that for the sake of money, and with the idea, perhaps, that if the other members of his family were all insane he would be the sole guardian of their joint property, he had used the devil's-foot powder upon them, driven two of them out of their senses, and killed his sister Brenda, the one human being whom I have ever loved or who has ever loved me. There was his crime; what was to be his punishment? 

Should I appeal to the law? Where were my proofs? I knew that the facts were true, but could I help to make a jury of countrymen believe so fantastic a story? I might or I might not. But I could not afford Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.503
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to fail. My soul cried out for revenge. I have said to you once before, Mr. Holmes, that I have spent much of my life outside the law, and that I have come at last to be a law to myself. So it was now. I determined that the fate which he had given to others should be shared by himself. Either that or I would do justice upon him with my own hand. In all England there can be no man who sets less value upon his own life than I do at the present moment. 

Now I have told you all. You have yourself supplied the rest. I did, as you say, after a restless night, set off early from my cottage. I foresaw the difficulty of arousing him, so I gathered some gravel from the pile which you have mentioned, and I used it to throw up to his window. He came down and admitted me through the window of the sitting-room. I laid his offence before him. I told him that I had come both as judge and executioner. The wretch sank into a chair, paralyzed at the sight of my revolver. I lit the lamp, put the powder above it, and stood outside the window, ready to carry out my threat to shoot him should he try to leave the room. In five minutes he died. My God! how he died! But my heart was flint, for he endured nothing which my innocent darling had not felt before him. There is my story, Mr. Holmes. Perhaps, if you loved a woman, you would have done as much yourself. At any rate, I am in your hands. You can Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.504
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take what steps you like. As I have already said, there is no man living who can fear death less than I do.«

Holmes sat for some little time in silence. 

»What were your plans?« he asked at last. 

»I had intended to bury myself in central Africa. 

My work there is but half finished.«

»Go and do the other half,« said Holmes. »I, at least, am not prepared to prevent you.«

Dr. Sterndale raised his giant figure, bowed gravely, and walked from the arbour. Holmes lit his pipe and handed me his pouch. 

»Some fumes which are not poisonous would be a welcome change,« said he. »I think you must agree, Watson, that it is not a case in which we are called upon to interfere. Our investigation has been independent, and our action shall be so also. You would not denounce the man?«

»Certainly not,« I answered. 

»I have never loved, Watson, but if I did and if the woman I loved had met such an end, I might act even as our lawless lion-hunter has done. Who knows? 

Well, Watson, I will not offend your intelligence by explaining what is obvious. The gravel upon the window-sill was, of course, the starting-point of my research. It was unlike anything in the vicarage garden. 

Only when my attention had been drawn to Dr. Sterndale and his cottage did I find its counterpart. The Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.505
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lamp shining in broad daylight and the remains of powder upon the shield were successive links in a fairly obvious chain. And now, my dear Watson, I think we may dismiss the matter from our mind and go back with a clear conscience to the study of those Chaldean roots which are surely to be traced in the Cornish branch of the great Celtic speech.«
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His Last Bow

 An Epilogue of Sherlock Holmes It was nine o'clock at night upon the second of August – the most terrible August in the history of the world. One might have thought already that God's curse hung heavy over a degenerate world, for there was an awesome hush and a feeling of vague expectancy in the sultry and stagnant air. The sun had long set, but one blood-red gash like an open wound lay low in the distant west. Above, the stars were shining brightly, and below, the lights of the shipping glimmered in the bay. The two famous Germans stood beside the stone parapet of the garden walk, with the long, low, heavily gabled house behind them, and they looked down upon the broad sweep of the beach at the foot of the great chalk cliff on which Von Bork, like some wandering eagle, had perched himself four years before. They stood with their heads close together, talking in low, confidential tones. From below the two glowing ends of their cigars might have been the smouldering eyes of some malignant fiend looking down in the darkness. 

A remarkable man this Von Bork – a man who could hardly be matched among all the devoted agents Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.507

His Last Bow

Doyle-SH, 1143

of the Kaiser. It was his talents which had first recommended him for the English mission, the most important mission of all, but since he had taken it over those talents had become more and more manifest to the half-dozen people in the world who were really in touch with the truth. One of these was his present companion, Baron Von Herling, the chief secretary of the legation, whose huge 100-horse-power Benz car was blocking the country lane as it waited to waft its owner back to London. 

»So far as I can judge the trend of events, you will probably be back in Berlin within the week,« the secretary was saying. »When you get there, my dear Von Bork, I think you will be surprised at the welcome you will receive. I happen to know what is thought in the highest quarters of your work in this country.« He was a huge man, the secretary, deep, broad, and tall, with a slow, heavy fashion of speech which had been his main asset in his political career. 

Von Bork laughed. 

»They are not very hard to deceive,« he remarked. 

»A more docile, simple folk could not be imagined.«

»I don't know about that,« said the other thoughtfully. »They have strange limits and one must learn to observe them. It is that surface simplicity of theirs which makes a trap for the stranger. One's first impression is that they are entirely soft. Then one Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.508
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comes suddenly upon something very hard, and you know that you have reached the limit and must adapt yourself to the fact. They have, for example, their insular conventions which simply  must  be observed.«

»Meaning, ›good form‹ and that sort of thing?«

Von Bork sighed as one who had suffered much. 

»Meaning British prejudice in all its queer manifestations. As an example I may quote one of my own worst blunders – I can afford to talk of my blunders, for you know my work well enough to be aware of my successes. It was on my first arrival. I was invited to a weekend gathering at the country house of a cabinet minister. The conversation was amazingly indiscreet.«

Von Bork nodded. »I've been there,« said he dryly. 

»Exactly. Well, I naturally sent a resume of the information to Berlin. Unfortunately our good chancel-lor is a little heavy-handed in these matters, and he transmitted a remark which showed that he was aware of what had been said. This, of course, took the trail straight up to me. You've no idea the harm that it did me. There was nothing soft about our British hosts on that occasion, I can assure you. I was two years living it down. Now you, with this sporting pose of yours ––«

»No, no, don't call it a pose. A pose is an artificial thing. This is quite natural. I am a born sportsman. I enjoy it.«
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»Well, that makes it the more effective. You yacht against them, you hunt with them, you play polo, you match them in every game, your four-in-hand takes the prize at Olympia. I have even heard that you go the length of boxing with the young officers. What is the result? Nobody takes you seriously. You are a

›good old sport,‹ ›quite a decent fellow for a German,‹ a hard-drinking, night-club, knock-about-town, devil-may-care young fellow. And all the time this quiet country house of yours is the centre of half the mischief in England, and the sporting squire the most astute secret-service man in Europe. Genius, my dear Von Bork – genius!«

»You flatter me, Baron. But certainly I may claim that my four years in this country have not been un-productive. I've never shown you my little store. 

Would you mind stepping in for a moment?«

The door of the study opened straight on to the terrace. Von Bork pushed it back, and, leading the way, he clicked the switch of the electric light. He then closed the door behind the bulky form which followed him and carefully adjusted the heavy curtain over the latticed window. Only when all these precautions had been taken and tested did he turn his sunburned aquiline face to his guest. 

»Some of my papers have gone,« said he. »When my wife and the household left yesterday for Flushing Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.510
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they took the less important with them. I must, of course, claim the protection of the embassy for the others.«

»Your name has already been filed as one of the personal suite. There will be no difficulties for you or your baggage. Of course, it is, just possible that we may not have to go. England may leave France to her fate. We are sure that there is no binding treaty between them.«

»And Belgium?«

»Yes, and Belgium, too.«

Von Bork shook his head. »I don't see how that could be. There is a definite treaty there. She could never recover from such a humiliation.«

»She would at least have peace for the moment.«

»But her honour?«

»Tut, my dear sir, we live in a utilitarian age. Honour is a mediaeval conception. Besides England is not ready. It is an inconceivable thing, but even our special war tax of fifty million, which one would think made our purpose as clear as if we had advertised it on the front page of the  Times,  has not roused these people from their slumbers. Here and there one hears a question. It is my business to find an answer. 

Here and there also there is an irritation. It is my business to soothe it. But I can assure you that so far as the essentials go – the storage of munitions, the pre-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.511
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paration for submarine attack, the arrangements for making high explosives – nothing is prepared. How, then, can England come in, especially when we have stirred her up such a devil's brew of Irish civil war, window-breaking Furies, and God knows what to keep her thoughts at home.«

»She must think of her future.«

»Ah, that is another matter. I fancy that in the future we have our own very definite plans about England, and that your information will be very vital to us. It is to-day or to-morrow with Mr. John Bull. If he prefers to-day we are perfectly ready. If it is to-morrow we shall be more ready still. I should think they would be wiser to fight with allies than without them, but that is their own affair. This week is their week of destiny. But you were speaking of your papers.« He sat in the armchair with the light shining upon his broad bald head, while he puffed sedately at his cigar. 

The large oak-panelled, book-lined room had a curtain hung in the further corner. When this was drawn it disclosed a large, brass-bound safe. Von Bork detached a small key from his watch chain, and after some considerable manipulation of the lock he swung open the heavy door. 

»Look!« said he, standing clear, with a wave of his hand. 

The light shone vividly into the opened safe, and Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.512
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the secretary of the embassy gazed with an absorbed interest at the rows of stuffed pigeon-holes with which it was furnished. Each pigeon-hole had its label, and his eyes as he glanced along them read a long series of such titles as »Fords,« »Harbour-defences,« »Aero-planes,« »Ireland,« »Egypt,« »Portsmouth forts,«

»The Channel,« »Rosythe,« and a score of others. 

Each compartment was bristling with papers and plans. 

»Colossal!« said the secretary. Putting down his cigar he softly clapped his fat hands. 

»And all in four years, Baron. Not such a bad show for the hard-drinking, hard-riding country squire. But the gem of my collection is coming and there is the setting all ready for it.« He pointed to a space over which »Naval Signals« was printed. 

»But you have a good dossier there already.«

»Out of date and waste paper. The Admiralty in some way got the alarm and every code has been changed. It was a blow, Baron – the worst setback in my whole campaign. But thanks to my check-book and the good Altamont all will be well to-night.«

The Baron looked at his watch and gave a guttural exclamation of disappointment. 

»Well, I really can wait no longer. You can imagine that things are moving at present in Carlton Terrace and that we have all to be at our posts. I had Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.513
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hoped to be able to bring news of your great coup. 

Did Altamont name no hour?«

Von Bork pushed over a telegram. 

Will come without fail to-night and bring new sparking plugs. 

ALTAMONT. 

»Sparking plugs, eh?«

»You see he poses as a motor expert and I keep a full garage. In our code everything likely to come up is named after some spare part If he talks of a radiator it is a battleship, of an oil pump a cruiser, and so on. 

Sparking plugs are naval signals.«

»From Portsmouth at midday,« said the secretary, examining the superscription. »By the way, what do you give him?«

»Five hundred pounds for this particular job. Of course he has a salary as well.«

»The greedy rogue. They are useful, these traitors, but I grudge them their blood money.«

»I grudge Altamont nothing. He is a wonderful worker. If I pay him well, at least he delivers the goods, to use his own phrase. Besides he is not a traitor. I assure you that our most pan-Germanic Junker is a sucking dove in his feelings towards England as compared with a real bitter Irish-American.«

»Oh
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»If you heard him talk you would not doubt it. Sometimes I assure you I can hardly understand him. He seems to have declared war on the King's English as well as on the English king. Must you really go? He may be here any moment.«

»No. I'm sorry, but I have already overstayed my time. We shall expect you early to-morrow, and when you get that signal book through the little door on the Duke of York's steps you can put a triumphant finis to your record in England. What! Tokay!« He indicated a heavily sealed dust-covered bottle which stood with two high glasses upon a salver. 

»May I offer you a glass before your journey?«

»No, thanks. But it looks like revelry.«

»Altamont has a nice taste in wines, and he took a fancy to my Tokay. He is a touchy fellow and needs humouring in small things. I have to study him, I assure you.« They had strolled out on to the terrace again, and along it to the further end where at a touch from the Baron's chauffeur the great car shivered and chuckled. »Those are the lights of Harwich, I suppose,« said the secretary, pulling on his dust coat. 

»How still and peaceful it all seems. There may be other lights within the week, and the English coast a less tranquil place! The heavens, too, may not be quite so peaceful if all that the good Zeppelin promises us comes true. By the way, who is that?«
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Only one window showed a light behind them; in it there stood a lamp, and beside it, seated at a table, was a dear old ruddy-faced woman in a country cap. 

She was bending over her knitting and stopping occasionally to stroke a large black cat upon a stool beside her. 

»That is Martha, the only servant I have left.«

The secretary chuckled. 

»She might almost personify Britannia,« said he, 

»with her complete self-absorption and general air of comfortable somnolence. Well,  au revoir,  Von Bork!« With a final wave of his hand he sprang into the car, and a moment later the two golden cones from the headlights shot forward through the darkness. The secretary lay back in the cushions of the luxurious li-mousine, with his thoughts so full of the impending European tragedy that he hardly observed that as his car swung round the village street it nearly passed over a little Ford coming in the opposite direction. 

Von Bork walked slowly back to the study when the last gleams of the motor lamps had faded into the distance. As he passed he observed that his old housekeeper had put out her lamp and retired. It was a new experience to him, the silence and darkness of his widespread house, for his family and household had been a large one. It was a relief to him, however, to think that they were all in safety and that, but for that Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.516
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one old woman who had lingered in the kitchen, he had the whole place to himself. There was a good deal of tidying up to do inside his study and he set himself to do it until his keen, handsome face was flushed with the heat of the burning papers. A leather valise stood beside his table, and into this he began to pack very neatly and systematically the precious contents of his safe. He had hardly got started with the work, however, when his quick ears caught the sound of a distant car. Instantly he gave an exclamation of satisfaction, strapped up the valise, shut the safe, locked it, and hurried out on to the terrace. He was just in time to see the lights of a small car come to a halt at the gate. A passenger sprang out of it and advanced swiftly towards him, while the chauffeur, a heavily built, elderly man with a gray moustache, settled down like one who resigns himself to a long vigil. 

»Well?« asked Von Bork eagerly, running forward to meet his visitor. 

For answer the man waved a small brown-paper parcel triumphantly above his head. 

»You can give me the glad hand to-night, mister,«

he cried. »I'm bringing home the bacon at last.«

»The signals?«

»Same as I said in my cable. Every last one of them, semaphore, lamp code, Marconi – a copy, mind you, not the original. That was too dangerous. But it's Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.517
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the real goods, and you can lay to that.« He slapped the German upon the shoulder with a rough familiarity from which the other winced. 

»Come in,« he said. »I'm all alone in the house. I was only waiting for this. Of course a copy is better than the original. If an original were missing they would change the whole thing. You think it's all safe about the copy?«

The Irish-American had entered the study and stretched his long limbs from the armchair. He was a tall, gaunt man of sixty, with clear-cut features and a small goatee beard which gave him a general resemblance to the caricatures of Uncle Sam. A half-smoked, sodden cigar hung from the corner of his mouth, and as he sat down he struck a match and relit it. »Making ready for a move?« he remarked as he looked round him. »Say, mister,« he added, as his eyes fell upon the safe from which the curtain was now removed, »you don't tell me you keep your papers in that?«

»Why not?«

»Gosh, in a wide-open contraption like that I And they reckon you to be some spy. Why, a Yankee crook would be into that with a can-opener. If I'd known that any letter of mine was goin' to lie loose in a thing like that I'd have been a mug to write to you at all.«

»It would puzzle any crook to force that safe,« Von Bork answered. »You won't cut that metal with any Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.518
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tool.«

»But the lock?«

»No, it's a double combination lock. You know what that is?«

»Search me,« said the American. 

»Well, you need a word as well as a set of figures before you can get the lock to work.« He rose and showed a double-radiating disc round the keyhole. 

»This outer one is for the letters, the inner one for the figures.«

»Well, well, that's fine.«

»So it's not quite as simple as you thought. It was four years ago that I had it made, and what do you think I chose for the word and figures?«

»It's beyond me.«

»Well, I chose August for the word, and 1914 for the figures, and here we are.«

»The American's face showed his surprise and admiration.«

»My, but that was smart! You had it down to a fine thing.«

»Yes, a few of us even then could have guessed the date. Here it is, and I'm shutting down to-morrow morning.«

»Well, I guess you'll have to fix me up also. I'm not staying in this gol-darned country all on my lonesome. 
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on his hind legs and fair ramping. I'd rather watch him from over the water.«

»But you're an American citizen?«

»Well, so was Jack James an American citizen, but he's doing time in Portland all the same. It cuts no ice with a British copper to tell him you're an American citizen. ›It's British law and order over here,‹ says he. 

By the way, mister, talking of Jack James, it seems to me you don't do much to cover your men.«

»What do you mean?« Von Bork asked sharply. 

»Well, you are their employer, ain't you? It's up to you to see that they don't fall down. But they do fall down, and when did you ever pick them up? There's James ––«

»It was James's own fault. You know that yourself. 

He was too self-willed for the job.«

»James was a bonehead – I give you that. Then there was Hollis.«

»The man was mad.«

»Well, he went a bit woozy towards the end. It's enough to make a man bughouse when he has to play a part from morning to night with a hundred guys all ready to set the coppers wise to him. But now there is Steiner ––«

Von Bork started violently, and his ruddy face turned a shade paler »What about Steiner?«
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store last night, and he and his papers are all in Portsmouth jail. You'll go off and he, poor devil, will have to stand the racket, and lucky if he gets off with his life. That's why I want to get over the water as soon as you do.«

Von Bork was a strong, self-contained man, but it was easy to see that the news had shaken him. 

»How could they have got on to Steiner?« he muttered. »That's the worst blow yet.«

»Well, you nearly had a worse one, for I believe they are not far off me.«

»You don't mean that!«

»Sure thing. My landlady down Fratton way had some inquiries, and when I heard of it I guessed it was time for me to hustle. But what I want to know, mister, is how the coppers know these things? Steiner is the fifth man you've lost since I signed on with you, and I know the name of the sixth if I don't get a move on. How do you explain it, and ain't you ashamed to see your men go down like this?«

Von Bork flushed crimson. 

»How dare you speak in such a way!«

»If I didn't dare things, mister, I wouldn't be in your service. But I'll tell you straight what is in my mind. I've heard that with you German politicians when an agent has done his work you are not sorry to see him put away.«
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Von Bork sprang to his feet. 

»Do you dare to suggest that I have given away my own agents!«

»I don't stand for that, mister, but there's a stool pigeon or a cross somewhere, and it's up to you to find out where it is. Anyhow I am taking no more chances. 

It's me for little Holland, and the sooner the better.«

Von Bork had mastered his anger. 

»We have been allies too long to quarrel now at the very hour of victory,« he said. »You've done splendid work and taken risks, and I can't forget it. By all means go to Holland, and you can get a boat from Rotterdam to New York. No other line will be safe a week from now. I'll take that book and pack it with the rest.«

The American held the small parcel in his hand, but made no motion to give it up. 

»What about the dough?« he asked. 

»The what?«

»The boodle. The reward. The £500. The gunner turned damned nasty at the last, and I had to square him with an extra hundred dollars or it would have been nitsky for you and me. ›Nothin' doin'!‹ says he, and he meant it, too, but the last hundred did it. It's cost me two hundred pound from first to last, so it isn't likely I'd give it up without gettin' my wad.«
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seem to have a very high opinion of my honour,« said he, »you want the money before you give up the book.«

»Well, mister, it is a business proposition.«

»All right. Have your way.« He sat down at the table and scribbled a check, which he tore from the book, but he refrained from handing it to his companion. »After all, since we are to be on such terms, Mr. 

Altamont,« said he, »I don't see why I should trust you any more than you trust me. Do you understand?«

he added, looking back over his shoulder at the American. »There's the check upon the table. I claim the right to examine that parcel before you pick the money up.«

The American passed it over without a word. Von Bork undid a winding of string and two wrappers of paper. Then he sat gazing for a moment in silent amazement at a small blue book which lay before him. 

Across the cover was printed in golden letters  Practical Handbook of Bee Culture.  Only for one instant did the master spy glare at this strangely irrelevant inscription. The next he was gripped at the back of his neck by a grasp of iron, and a chloroformed sponge was held in front of his writhing face. 

»Another glass, Watson!« said Mr. Sherlock Holmes as he extended the bottle of Imperial Tokay. 

The thickset chauffeur, who had seated himself by Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.523
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the table, pushed forward his glass with some eagerness. 

»It is a good wine, Holmes.«

»A remarkable wine, Watson. Our friend upon the sofa has assured me that it is from Franz Josef's special cellar at the Schoenbrunn Palace. Might I trouble you to open the window, for chloroform vapour does not help the palate.«

The safe was ajar, and Holmes standing in front of it was removing dossier after dossier, swiftly examining each, and then packing it neatly in Von Bork's valise. The German lay upon the sofa sleeping sterto-rously with a strap round his upper arms and another round his legs. 

»We need not hurry ourselves, Watson. We are safe from interruption. Would you mind touching the bell? There is no one in the house except old Martha, who has played her part to admiration. I got her the situation here when first I took the matter up. Ah, Martha, you will be glad to hear that all is well.«

The pleasant old lady had appeared in the doorway. 

She curtseyed with a smile to Mr. Holmes, but glanced with some apprehension at the figure upon the sofa. 

»It is all right, Martha. He has not been hurt at all.«
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lights he has been a kind master. He wanted me to go with his wife to Germany yesterday, but that would hardly have suited your plans, would it, sir?«

»No, indeed, Martha. So long as you were here I was easy in my mind. We waited some time for your signal to-night.«

»It was the secretary, sir.«

»I know. His car passed ours.«

»I thought he would never go. I knew that it would not suit your plans, sir, to find him here.«

»No, indeed. Well, it only meant that we waited half an hour or so until I saw your lamp go out and knew that the coast was clear. You can report to me to-morrow in London, Martha, at Claridge's Hotel.«

»Very good, sir.«

»I suppose you have everything ready to leave.«

»Yes, sir. He posted seven letters to-day. I have the addresses as usual.«

»Very good, Martha. I will look into them to-morrow. Good-night. These papers,« he continued as  the old lady vanished, »are not of very great importance, for, of course, the information which they represent has been sent off long ago to the German government. 

These are the originals which could not safely be got out of the country.«

»Then they are of no use.«
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will at least Show our people what is known and what is not. I may say that a good many of these papers have come through me, and I need not add are thoroughly untrustworthy. It would brighten my declining years to see a German cruiser navigating the Solent according to the mine-field plans which I have furnished. But you, Watson« – he stopped his work and took his old friend by the shoulders – »I've hardly seen you in the light yet. How have the years used you? You look the same blithe boy as ever.«

»I feel twenty years younger, Holmes. I have seldom felt so happy as when I got your wire asking me to meet you at Harwich with the car. But you, Holmes – you have changed very little – save for that horrible goatee.«

»These are the sacrifices one makes for one's country, Watson,« said Holmes, pulling at his little tuft. 

»To-morrow it will be but a dreadful memory. With my hair cut and a few other superficial changes I shall no doubt reappear at Claridge's to-morrow as I was before this American stunt – I beg your pardon, Watson, my well of English seems to be permanently defiled – before this American job came my way.«

»But you have retired, Holmes. We heard of you as living the life of a hermit among your bees and your books in a small farm upon the South Downs.«

»Exactly, Watson. Here is the fruit of my leisured Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.526
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ease, the  magnum opus  of my latter years!« He pik-ked up the volume from the table and read out the whole title,  Practical Handbook of Bee Culture, with Some Observations upon the Segregation of the Queen. »Alone I did it. Behold the fruit of pensive nights and laborious days when I watched the little working gangs as once I watched the criminal world of London.«

»But how did you get to work again?«

»Ah, I have often marvelled at it myself. The Foreign Minister alone I could have withstood, but when the Premier also deigned to visit my humble roof ––! 

The fact is, Watson, that this gentleman upon the sofa was a bit too good for our people. He was in a class by himself. Things were going wrong, and no one could understand why they were going wrong. Agents were suspected or even caught, but there was evidence of some strong and secret central force. It was absolutely necessary to expose it. Strong pressure was brought upon me to look into the matter. It has cost me two years, Watson, but they have not been devoid of excitement. When I say that I started my pilgrimage at Chicago, graduated in an Irish secret society at Buffalo, gave serious trouble to the constabulary at Skibbareen, and so eventually caught the eye of a subordinate agent of Von Bork, who recommended me as a likely man, you will realize that the matter was com-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.527
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plex. Since then I have been honoured by his confidence, which has not prevented most of his plans going subtly wrong and five of his best agents being in prison. I watched them, Watson, and I picked them as they ripened. Well, sir, I hope that you are none the worse!«

The last remark was addressed to Von Bork himself, who after much gasping and blinking had lain quietly listening to Holmes's statement. He broke out now into a furious stream of German invective, his face convulsed with passion. Holmes continued his swift investigation of documents while his prisoner cursed and swore. 

»Though unmusical, German is the most expressive of all languages,« he observed when Von Bork had stopped from pure exhaustion. »Hullo! Hullo!«

he added as he looked hard at the corner of a tracing before putting it in the box. »This should put another bird in the cage. I had no idea that the paymaster was such a rascal, though I have long had an eye upon him. Mister Von Bork, you have a great deal to answer for.«

The prisoner had raised himself with some difficulty upon the sofa and was staring with a strange mixture of amazement and hatred at his captor. 

»I shall get level with you, Altamont,« he said, speaking with slow deliberation. »If it takes me all Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.528
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my life I shall get level with you!«

»The old sweet song,« said Holmes. »How often have I heard it in days gone by. It was a favourite ditty of the late lamented Professor Moriarty. Colonel Sebastian Moran has also been known to warble it. 

And yet I live and keep bees upon the South Downs.«

»Curse you, you double traitor!« cried the German, straining against his bonds and glaring murder from his furious eyes. 

»No, no, it is not so bad as that,« said Holmes, smiling. »As my speech surely shows you, Mr. Altamont of Chicago had no existence in fact. I used him and he is gone.«

»Then who are you?«

»It is really immaterial who I am, but since the matter seems to interest you, Mr. Von Bork, I may say that this is not my first acquaintance with the members of your family. I have done a good deal of business in' Germany in the past and my name is probably familiar to you.«

»I would wish to know it,« said the Prussian grimly. 

»It was I who brought about the separation between Irene Adler and the late King of Bohemia when your cousin Heinrich was the Imperial Envoy. It was I also who saved from murder, by the Nihilist Klopman, Count Von und Zu Grafenstein, who was your Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.529
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mother's elder brother. It was I ––«

Von Bork sat up in amazement. 

»There is only one man,« he cried. 

»Exactly,« said Holmes. 

Von Bork groaned and sank back on the sofa. 

»And most of that information came through you,« he cried. »What is it worth? What have I done? It is my ruin forever!«

»It is certainly a little untrustworthy,« said Holmes. 

»It will require some checking and you have little time to check it. Your admiral may find the new guns rather larger than he expects, and the cruisers perhaps a trifle faster.«

Von Bork clutched at his own throat in despair. 

»There are a good many other points of detail which will, no doubt, come to light in good time. But you have one quality which is very rare in a German, Mr. Von Bork: you are a sportsman and you will bear me no ill-will when you realize that you, who have outwitted so many other people, have at last been outwitted yourself. After all, you have done your best for your country, and I have done my best for mine, and what could be more natural? Besides,« he added, not unkindly, as he laid his hand upon the shoulder of the prostrate man. »it is better than to fall before some more ignoble foe. These papers are now ready, Watson. If you will help me with our prisoner, I think that Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.530
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we may get started for London at once.«

It was no easy task to move Von Bork, for he was a strong and a desperate man. Finally, holding either arm, the two friends walked him very slowly down the garden walk which he had trod with such proud confidence when he received the congratulations of the famous diplomatist only a few hours before. After a short, final struggle he was hoisted, still bound hand and foot, into the spare seat of the little car. His precious valise was wedged in beside him. 

»I trust that you are as comfortable as circumstances permit,« said Holmes when the final arrangements were made. »Should I be guilty of a liberty if I lit a cigar and placed it between your lips?«

But all amenities were wasted upon the angry German. 

»I suppose you realize, Mr. Sherlock Holmes,«

said he, »that if your government bears you out in this treatment it becomes an act of war.«

»What about your government and all this treatment?« said Holmes, tapping the valise. 

»You are a private individual. You have no warrant for my arrest. The whole proceeding is absolutely illegal and outrageous.«

»Absolutely,« said Holmes. 

»Kidnapping a German subject.«

»And stealing his private papers.«
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»Well, you realize your position, you and your accomplice here. If I were to shout for help as we pass through the village ––«

»My dear sir, if you did anything so foolish you would probably enlarge the two limited titles of our village inns by giving us ›The Dangling Prussian‹ as a signpost. The Englishman is a patient creature, but at present his temper is a little inflamed, and it would be as well not to try him too far. No, Mr. Von Bork, you will go with us in a quiet, sensible fashion to Scotland Yard, whence you can send for your friend, Baron Von Herling, and see if even now you may not fill that place which he has reserved for you in the am-bassadorial suite. As to you, Watson, you are joining us with your old service, as I understand, so London won't be out of your way. Stand with me here upon the terrace, for it may be the last quiet talk that we shall ever have.«

The two friends chatted in intimate converse for a few minutes, recalling once again the days of the past, while their prisoner vainly wriggled to undo the bonds that held him. As they turned to the car Holmes pointed back to the moonlit sea and shook a thoughtful head. 

»There's an east wind coming, Watson.«

»I think not, Holmes. It is very warm.«

»Good old Watson! You are the one fixed point in Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.532
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a changing age. There's an east wind coming all the same, such a wind as never blew on England yet. It will be cold and bitter, Watson, and a good many of us may wither before its blast. But it's God's own wind none the less, and a cleaner, better, stronger land will lie in the sunshine when the storm has cleared. 

Start her up, Watson, for it's time that we were on our way. I have a check for five hundred pounds which should be cashed early, for the drawer is quite capable of stopping it if he can.«
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Preface

I fear that Mr. Sherlock Holmes may become like one of those popular tenors who, having outlived their time, are still tempted to make repeated farewell bows to their indulgent audiences. This must cease and he must go the way of all flesh, material or imaginary. 

One likes to think that there is some fantastic limbo for the children of imagination, some strange, impossible place where the beaux of Fielding may still make love to the belles of Richardson, where Scott's heroes still may strut, Dickens's delightful Cockneys still raise a laugh, and Thackeray's worldlings continue to carry on their reprehensible careers. Perhaps in some humble corner of such a Valhalla, Sherlock and his Watson may for a time find a place, while some more astute sleuth with some even less astute comrade may fill the stage which they have vacated. 

His career has been a long one – though it is possible to exaggerate it; decrepit gentlemen who approach me and declare that his adventures formed the reading of their boyhood do not meet the response from me which they seem to expect. One is not anxious to have one's personal dates handled so unkindly. As a matter of cold fact, Holmes made his début in  A Study in Scarlet  and in  The Sign of Four,  two small booklets Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.535
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which appeared between 1887 and 1889. It was in 1891 that »A Scandal in Bohemia,« the first of the long series of short stories, appeared in  The Strand Magazine.  The public seemed appreciative and desirous of more, so that from that date, thirty-nine years ago, they have been produced in a broken series which now contains no fewer than fifty-six stories, re-published in  The Adventures, The Memoirs, The Return,  and  His Last Bow,  and there remain these twelve published during the last few years which are here produced under the title of  The Case Book of Sherlock Holmes.  He began his adventures in the very heart of the later Victorian era, carried it through the all-too-short reign of Edward, and has managed to hold his own little niche even in these feverish days. 

Thus it would be true to say that those who first read of him, as young men, have lived to see their own grown-up children following the same adventures in the same magazine. It is a striking example of the patience and loyalty of the British public. 

I had fully determined at the conclusion of  The Memoirs  to bring Holmes to an end, as I felt that my literary energies should not be directed too much into one channel. That pale, clear-cut face and loose-limbed figure were taking up an undue share of my imagination. I did the deed, but fortunately no coroner had pronounced upon the remains, and so, after a long inter-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.536
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val, it was not difficult for me to respond to the flattering demand and to explain my rash act away. I have never regretted it, for I have not in actual practice found that these lighter sketches have prevented me from exploring and finding my limitations in such varied branches of literature as history, poetry, historical novels, psychic research, and the drama. Had Holmes never existed I could not have done more, though he may perhaps have stood a little in the way of the recognition of my more serious literary work. And so, reader, farewell to Sherlock Holmes! I thank you for your past constancy, and can but hope that some return has been made in the shape of that distraction from the worries of life and stimulating change of thought which can only be found in the fairy kingdom of romance. 

ARTHUR CONAN DOYLE. 
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The Adventure of the Illustrious Client

»It can't hurt now,« was Mr. Sherlock Holmes's comment when, for the tenth time in as many years, I asked his leave to reveal the following narrative. So it was that at last I obtained permission to put on record what was, in some ways, the supreme moment of my friend's career. 

Both Holmes and I had a weakness for the Turkish bath. It was over a smoke in the pleasant lassitude of the drying-room that I have found him less reticent and more human than anywhere else. On the upper floor of the Northumberland Avenue establishment there is an isolated corner where two couches lie side by side, and it was on these that we lay upon September 3, 1902, the day when my narrative begins. I had asked him whether anything was stirring, and for answer he had shot his long, thin, nervous arm out of the sheets which enveloped him and had drawn an envelope from the inside pocket of the coat which hung beside him. 

»It may be some fussy, self-important fool; it may be a matter of life or death,« said he as he handed me the note. »I know no more than this message tells me.«

It was from the Carlton Club and dated the evening Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.538
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before. This is what I read:

Sir James Damery presents his compliments to Mr. 

Sherlock Holmes and will call upon him at 4:30 to-morrow. Sir James begs to say that the matter upon which he desires to consult Mr. Holmes is very delicate and also very important. He trusts, therefore, that Mr. Holmes will make every effort to grant this interview, and that he will confirm it over the telephone to the Carlton Club. 

»I need not say that I have confirmed it, Watson,«

said Holmes as I returned the paper. »Do you know anything of this man Damery?«

»Only that this name is a household word in society.«

»Well, I can tell you a little more than that. He has rather a reputation for arranging delicate matters which are to be kept out of the papers. You may remember his negotiations with Sir George Lewis over the Hammerford Will case. He is a man of the world with a natural turn for diplomacy. I am bound, therefore, to hope that it is not a false scent and that he has some real need for our assistance.«

»Our?«

»Well, if you will be so good, Watson.«

»I shall be honoured.«

»Then you have the hour – 4:30. Until then we can put the matter out of our heads.«
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I was living in my own rooms in Queen Anne Street at the time, but I was round at Baker Street before the time named. Sharp to the half-hour, Colonel Sir James Damery was announced. It is hardly necessary to describe him, for many will remember that large, bluff, honest personality, that broad, clean-shaven face, and, above all, that pleasant, mellow voice. 

Frankness shone from his gray Irish eyes, and good humour played round his mobile, smiling lips. His lucent top-hat, his dark frock-coat, indeed, every detail, from the pearl pin in the black satin cravat to the lavender spats over the varnished shoes, spoke of the meticulous care in dress for which he was famous. 

The big, masterful aristocrat dominated the little room. 

»Of course, I was prepared to find Dr. Watson,« he remarked with a courteous bow. »His collaboration may be very necessary, for we are dealing on this occasion, Mr. Holmes, with a man to whom violence is familiar and who will, literally, stick at nothing. I should say that there is no more dangerous man in Europe.«

»I have had several opponents to whom that flattering term has been applied,« said Holmes with a smile. »Don't you smoke? Then you will excuse me if I light my pipe. If your man is more dangerous than the late Professor Moriarty, or than the living Colonel Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.540
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Sebastian Moran, then he is indeed worth meeting. 

May I ask his name?«

»Have you ever heard of Baron Gruner?«

»You mean the Austrian murderer?«

Colonel Damery threw up his kid-gloved hands with a laugh. »There is no getting past you, Mr. Holmes! Wonderful! So you have already sized him up as a murderer?«

»It is my business to follow the details of Continental crime. Who could possibly have read what happened at Prague and have any doubts as to the man's guilt! It was a purely technical legal point and the suspicious death of a witness that saved him! I am as sure that he tilled his wife when the so-called ›accident‹ happened in the Splugen Pass as if I had seen him do it. I knew, also, that he had come to England and had a presentiment that soonor or later he would find me some work to do. Well, what has Baron Gruner been up to? I presume it is not this old tragedy which has come up again?«

»No, it is more serious than that. To revenge crime is important, but to prevent it is more so. It is a terrible thing, Mr. Holmes, to see a dreadful event, an atrocious situation, preparing itself before your eyes, to clearly understand whither it will lead and yet to be utterly unable to avert it. Can a human being be placed in a more trying position?«
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»Perhaps not.«

»Then you will sympathize with the client in whose interests I am acting.«

»I did not understand that you were merely an intermediary. Who is the principal?«

»Mr. Holmes, I must beg you not to press that question. It is important that I should be able to assure him that his honoured name has been in no way dragged into the matter. His motives are, to the last degree, honourable and chivalrous, but he prefers to remain unknown. I need not say that your fees will be assured and that you will be given a perfectly free hand. Surely the actual name of your client is immaterial?«

»I am sorry,« said Holmes. »I am accustomed to have mystery at one end of my cases, but to have it at both ends is too confusing. I fear, Sir James, that I must decline to act.«

Our visitor was greatly disturbed. His large, sensitive face was darkened with emotion and disappointment. 

»You hardly realize the effect of your own action. 

Mr. Holmes,« said he. »You place me in a most serious dilemma, for I am perfectly certain that you would be proud to take over the case if I could give you the facts, and yet a promise forbids me from revealing them all. May I, at least, lay all that I can be-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.542
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fore you?«

»By all means, so long as it is understood that I commit myself to nothing.«

»That is understood. In the first place, you have no doubt heard of General de Merville?«

»De Merville of Khyber fame? Yes, I have heard of him.«

»He has a daughter, Violet de Merville, young, rich, beautiful, accomplished, a wonder-woman in every way. It is this daughter, this lovely, innocent girl, whom we are endeavouring to save from the clutches of a fiend.«

»Baron Gruner has some hold over her, then?«

»The strongest of all holds where a woman is concerned-the hold of love. The fellow is, as you may have heard, extraordinarily handsome, with a most fascinating manner, a gentle voice, and that air of romance and mystery which means so much to a woman. He is said to have the whole sex at his mercy and to have made ample use of the fact.«

»But how came such a man to meet a lady of the standing of Miss Violet de Merville?«

»It was on a Mediterranean yachting voyage. The company, though select, paid their own passages. No doubt the promoters hardly realized the Baron's true character until it was too late. The villain attached himself to the lady, and with such effect that he has Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.543
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completely and absolutely won her heart. To say that she loves him hardly expresses it. She dotes upon him; she is obsessed by him. Outside of him there is nothing on earth. She will not hear one word against him. Everything has been done to cure her of her madness, but in vain. To sum up, she proposes to marry him next month. As she is of age and has a will of iron, it is hard to know how to prevent her.«

»Does she know about the Austrian episode?«

»The cunning devil has told her every unsavoury public scandal of his past life, but always in such a way as to make himself out to be an innocent martyr. 

She absolutely accepts his version and will listen to no other.«

»Dear me! But surely you have inadvertently let out the name of your client? It is no doubt General de Merville.«

Our visitor fidgeted in his chair. 

»I could deceive you by saying so, Mr. Holmes, but it would not be true. De Merville is a broken man. 

The strong soldier has been utterly demoralized by this incident. He has lost the nerve which never failed him on the battlefield and has become a weak, doddering old man, utterly incapable of contending with a brilliant, forceful rascal like this Austrian. My client, however, is an old friend, one who has known the general intimately for many years and taken a pa-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.544
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ternal interest in this young girl since she wore short frocks. He cannot see this tragedy consummated without some attempt to stop it. There is nothing in which Scotland Yard can act. It was his own suggestion that you should be called in, but it was, as I have said, on the express stipulation that he should not be personally involved in the matter. I have no doubt, Mr. Holmes, with your great powers you could easily trace my client back through me, but I must ask you, as a point of honour, to refrain from doing so, and not to break in upon his incognito.«

Holmes gave a whimsical smile. 

»I think I may safely promise that,« said he. »I may add that your problem interests me, and that I shall be prepared to look into it. How shall I keep in touch with you?«

»The Carlton Club will find me. But in case of emergency, there is a private telephone call, 

›XX.31.‹«

Holmes noted it down and sat, still smiling, with the open memorandum-book upon his knee. 

»The Baron's present address, please?«

»Vernon Lodge, near Kingston. It is a large house. 

He has been fortunate in some rather shady speculations and is a rich man, which naturally makes him a more dangerous antagonist.«

»Is he at home at present?«
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»Yes.«

»Apart from what you have told me, can you give me any further information about the man?«

»He has expensive tastes. He is a horse fancier. For a short time he played polo at Hurlingham, but then this Prague affair got noised about and he had to leave. He collects books and pictures. He is a man with a considerable artistic side to his nature. He is, I believe, a recognized authority upon Chinese pottery and has written a book upon the subject.«

»A complex mind,« said Holmes. »All great criminals have-that. My old friend Charlie Peace was a violin virtuoso. Wainwright was no mean artist. I could quote many more. Well, Sir James, you will inform your client that I am turning my mind upon Baron Gruner. I can say no more. I have some sources of information of my own, and I dare say we may find some means of opening the matter up.«

When our visitor had left us Holmes sat so long in deep thought that it seemed to me that he had forgotten my presence. At last, however, he came briskly back to earth. 

»Well, Watson, any views?« he asked. 

»I should think you had better see the young lady herself.«

»My dear Watson, if her poor old broken father cannot move her, how shall I, a stranger, prevail? And Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.546
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yet there is something in the suggestion if all else fails. But I think we must begin from a different angle. I rather fancy that Shinwell Johnson might be a help.«

I have not had occasion to mention Shinwell Johnson in these memoirs because I have seldom drawn my cases from the latter phases of my friend's career. 

During the first years of the century he became a valuable assistant. Johnson, I grieve to say, made his name first as a very dangerous villain and served two terms at Parkhurst. Finally he repented and allied himself to Holmes, acting as his agent in the huge criminal underworld of London and obtaining information which often proved to be of vital importance. Had Johnson been a »nark« of the police he would soon have been exposed, but as he dealt with cases which never came directly into the courts, his activities were never realized by his companions. With the glamour of his two convictions upon him, he had the entree of every night-club, doss house, and gambling-den in the town, and his quick observation and active brain made him an ideal agent for gaining information. It was to him that Sherlock Holmes now proposed to turn. 

It was not possible for me to follow the immediate steps taken by my friend, for I had some pressing professional business of my own, but I met him by ap-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.547
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pointment that evening at Simpson's, where, sitting at a small table in the front window and looking down at the rushing stream of life in the Strand, he told me something of what had passed. 

»Johnson is on the prowl,« said he. »He may pick up some garbage in the darker recesses of the underworld, for it is down there, amid the black roots of crime, that we must hunt for this man's secrets.«

»But if the lady will not accept what is already known, why should any fresh discovery of yours turn her from her purpose?«

»Who knows, Watson? Woman's heart and mind are insoluble puzzles to the male. Murder might be condoned or explained, and yet some smaller offence might rankle. Baron Gruner remarked to me ––«

»He remarked to you!«

»Oh, to be sure, I had not told you of my plans. 

Well, Watson, I love to come to close grips with my man. I like to meet him eye to eye and read for myself the stuff that he is made of. When I had given Johnson his instructions I took a cab out to Kingston and found the Baron in a most affable mood.«

»Did he recognize you?«

»There was no difficulty about that, for I simply sent in my card. He is an excellent antagonist, cool as ice, silky voiced and soothing as one of your fashionable consultants, and poisonous as a cobra. He has Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.548
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breeding in him – a real aristocrat of crime, with a superficial suggestion of afternoon tea and all the cruelty of the grave behind it. Yes, I am glad to have had my attention called to Baron Adelbert Gruner.«

»You say he was affable?«

»A purring cat who thinks he sees prospective mice. Some people's affability is more deadly than the violence of coarser souls. His greeting was characteristic. ›I rather thought I should see you sooner or later, Mr. Holmes,‹ said he. ›You have been engaged, no doubt by General de Merville, to endeavour to stop my marriage with his daughter, Violet. That is so, is it not?‹

I acquiesced. 

›My dear man,‹ said he, ›you will only ruin your own well-deserved reputation. It is not a case in which you can possibly succeed. You will have barren work, to say nothing of incurring some danger. Let me very strongly advise you to draw off at once.‹

›It is curious,‹ I answered, ›but that was the very advice which I had intended to give you. I have a respect for your brains, Baron, and the little which I have seen of your personality has not lessened it. Let me put it to you as man to man. No one wants to rake up your past and make you unduly uncomfortable. It is over, and you are now in smooth waters, but if you persist in this marriage you will raise up a swarm of Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.549
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powerful enemies who will never leave you alone until they have made England too hot to hold you. Is the game worth it? Surely you would be wiser if you left the lady alone. It would not be pleasant for you if these facts of your past were brought to her notice.‹

The Baron has little waxed tips of hair under his nose, like the short antennae of an insect. These quivered with amusement as he listened, and he finally broke into a gentle chuckle. 

›Excuse my amusement, Mr. Holmes,‹ said he, ›but it is really funny to see you trying to play a hand with no cards in it. I don't think anyone could do it better, but it is rather pathetic, all the same. Not a colour card there, Mr. Holmes, nothing but the smallest of the small.‹

›So you think.‹

›So I know. Let me make the thing clear to you, for my own hand is so strong that I can afford to show it. 

I have been fortunate enough to win the entire affection of this lady. This was given to me in spite of the fact that I told her very clearly of all the unhappy incidents in my past life. I also told her that certain wik-ked and designing persons – I hope you recognize yourself – would come to her and tell her these things, and I warned her how to treat them. You have heard of post-hypnotic suggestion, Mr. Holmes? Well, you will see how it works, for a man of personality can Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.550
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use hypnotism without any vulgar passes or tomfoolery. So she is ready for you and, I have no doubt, would give you an appointment, for she is quite amenable to her father's will – save only in the one little matter.‹

Well, Watson, there seemed to be no more to say, so I took my leave with as much cold dignity as I could summon, but, as I had my hand on the door-handle, he stopped me. 

›By the way, Mr. Holmes,‹ said he, ›did you know Le Brun, the French agent?‹

›Yes,‹ said I. 

›Do you know what befell him?‹

›I heard that he was beaten by some Apaches in the Montmartre district and crippled for life.‹

›Quite true, Mr. Holmes. By a curious coincidence he had been inquiring into my affairs only a week before. Don't do it, Mr. Holmes; it's not a lucky thing to do. Several have found that out. My last word to you is, go your own way and let me go mine. Good-bye!‹«

»So there you are, Watson. You are up to date now.«

»The fellow seems dangerous.«

»Mighty dangerous. I disregard the blusterer, but this is the sort of man who says rather less than he means.«

»Must you interfere? Does it really matter if he Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.551
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marries the girl?«

»Considering that he undoubtedly murdered his last wife, I should say it mattered very much. Besides, the client! Well, well, we need not discuss that. When you have finished your coffee you had best come home with me, for the blithe Shinwell will be there with his report.«

We found him sure enough, a huge, coarse, red-faced, scorbutic man, with a pair of vivid black eyes which were the only external sign of the very cunning mind within. It seems that he had dived down into what was peculiarly his kingdom, and beside him on the settee was a brand which he had brought up in the shape of a slim, flame-like young woman with a pale, intense face, youthful, and yet so worn with sin and sorrow that one read the terrible years which had left their leprous mark upon her. 

»This is Miss Kitty Winter,« said Shinwell Johnson, waving his fat hand as an introduction. »What she don't know – well, there, she'll speak for herself. 

Put my hand right on her, Mr. Holmes, within an hour of your message.«

»I'm easy to find,« said the young woman. »Hell, London, gets me every time. Same address for Porky Shinwell. We're old mates, Porky, you and I. But, by cripes! there is another who ought to be down in a lower hell than we if there was any justice in the Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.552
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world! That is the man you are after, Mr. Holmes.«

Holmes smiled. »I gather we have your good wishes, Miss Winter.«

»If I can help to put him where he belongs, I'm yours to the rattle,« said our visitor with fierce energy. 

There was an intensity of hatred in her white, set face and her blazing eyes such as woman seldom and man never can attain. »You needn't go into my past, Mr. 

Holmes. That's neither here nor there. But what I am Adelbert Gruner made me. If I could pull him down!«

She clutched frantically with her hands into the air. 

»Oh, if I could only pull him into the pit where he has pushed so many!«

»You know how the matter stands?«

»Porky Shinwell has been telling me. He's after some other poor fool and wants to marry her this time. 

You want to stop it. Well, you surely know enough about this devil to prevent any decent girl in her senses wanting to be in the same parish with him.«

»She is not in her senses. She is madly in love. She has been told all about him. She cares nothing.«

»Told about the murder?«

»Yes.«

»My Lord, she must have a nerve!«

»She puts them all down as slanders.«

»Couldn't you lay proofs before her silly eyes?«

»Well, can you help us do so?«
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»Ain't I a proof myself? If I stood before her and told her how he used me ––«

»Would you do this?«

»Would I? Would I not!«

»Well, it might be worth trying. But he has told her most of his sins and had pardon from her, and I understand she will not reopen the question.«

»I'll lay he didn't tell her all,« said Miss Winter. »I caught a glimpse of one or two murders besides the one that made such a fuss. He would speak of someone in his velvet way and then look at me with a steady eye and say: ›He died within a month.‹ It wasn't hot air, either. But I took little notice – you see, I loved him myself at that time. Whatever he did went with me, same as with this poor fool! There was just one thing that shook me. Yes, by cripes! if it had not been for his poisonous, lying tongue that explains and soothes, I'd have left him that very night. It's a book he has – a brown leather book with a lock, and his arms in gold on the outside. I think he was a bit drunk that night, or he would not have shown it to me.«

»What was it, then?«

»I tell you, Mr. Holmes, this man collects women, and takes a pride in his collection, as some men collect moths or butterflies. He had it all in that book. 

Snapshot photographs, names, details, everything about them. It was a beastly book – a book no man, Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.554
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even if he had come from the gutter, could have put together. But it was Adelbert Gruner's book all the same. ›Souls I have ruined.‹ He could have put that on the outside if he had been so minded. However, that's neither here nor there, for the book would not serve you, and, if it would, you can't get it.«

»Where is it?«

»How can I tell you where it is now? It's more than a year since I left him. I know where he kept it then. 

He's a precise, tidy cat of a man in many of his ways, so maybe it is still in the pigeon-hole of the old bureau in the inner study. Do you know his house?«

»I've been in the study,« said Holmes. 

»Have you, though? You haven't been slow on the job if you only started this morning. Maybe dear Adelbert has met his match this time. The outer study is the one with the Chinese crockery in it – big glass cupboard between the windows. Then behind his desk is the door that leads to the inner study – a small room where he keeps papers and things.«

»Is he not afraid of burglars?«

»Adelbert is no coward. His worst enemy couldn't say that of him. He can look after himself. There's a burglar alarm at night. Besides, what is there for a burglar – unless they got away with all this fancy crockery?«
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ded voice of the expert. »No fence wants stuff of that sort that you can neither melt nor sell.«

»Quite so,« said Holmes. »Well, now, Miss Winter, if you would call here to-morrow evening at five, I would consider, in the meanwhile whether your suggestion of seeing this lady personally may not be arranged. I am exceedingly obliged to you for your cooperation. I need not say that my clients will consider liberally ––«

»None of that, Mr Holmes,« cried the young woman. »I am not out for money. Let me see this man in the mud, and I've got all I've worked for – in the mud with my foot on his cursed face. That's my price. 

I'm with you to-morrow or any other day so long as you are on his track. Porky here can tell you always where to find me.«

I did not see Holmes again until the following evening when we dined once more at our Strand restaurant. He shrugged his shoulders, when I asked him what luck he had had in his interview. Then he told the story, which I would repeat in this way. His hard, dry statement needs some little editing to soften it into the terms of real life. 

»There was no difficulty at all about the appointment,« said Holmes, »for the girl glories in showing abject filial obedience in all secondary things in an attempt to atone for her flagrant breach of it in her en-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.556

The Adventure of the Illustrious Client Doyle-SH, 1169

gagement. The General 'phoned that all was ready, and the fiery Miss W. turned up according to schedule, so that at half-past five a cab deposited us outside 104 Berkeley Square, where the old soldier resides –

one of those awful gray London castles which would make a church seem frivolous. A footman showed us into a great yellow-curtained drawing-room, and there was the lady awaiting us, demure, pale, self-contained, as inflexible and remote as a snow image on a mountain. 

I don't quite know how to make her clear to you, Watson. Perhaps you may meet her before we are through, and you can use your own gift of words. She is beautiful, but with the ethereal other-world beauty of some fanatic whose thoughts are set on high. I have seen such faces in the pictures of the old masters of the Middle Ages. How a beastman could have laid his vile paws upon such a being of the beyond I cannot imagine. You may have noticed how extremes call to each other, the spiritual to the animal, the cave-man to the angel. You never saw a worse case than this. 

She knew what we had come for, of course – that villain had lost no time in poisoning her mind against us. Miss Winter's advent rather amazed her, I think, but she waved us into our respective chairs like a re-verend abbess receiving two rather leprous mendicants. If your head is inclined to swell, my dear Wat-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.557
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son, take a course of Miss Violet de Merville. 

›Well, sir,‹ said she in a voice like the wind from an iceberg, ›your name is familiar to me. You have called, as I understand, to malign my fiancé, Baron Gruner. It is only by my father's request that I see you at all, and I warn you in advance that anything you can say could not possibly have the slightest effect upon my mind.‹

I was sorry for her, Watson. I thought of her for the moment as I would have thought of a daughter of my own. I am not often eloquent. I use my head, not my heart. But I really did plead with her with all the warmth of words that I could find in my nature. I pictured to her the awful position of the woman who only wakes to a man's character after she is his wife – a woman who has to submit to be caressed by bloody hands and lecherous lips. I spared her nothing – the shame, the fear, the agony, the hopelessness of it all. 

All my hot words could not bring one tinge of colour to those ivory cheeks or one gleam of emotion to those abstracted eyes. I thought of what the rascal had said about a post-hypnotic influence. One could really believe that she was living above the earth in some ecstatic dream. Yet there was nothing indefinite in her replies. 

›I have listened to you with patience, Mr Holmes,‹

said she. ›The effect upon my mind is exactly as pre-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.558
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dicted. I am aware that Adelbert, that my fiancé, has had a stormy life in which he has incurred bitter hatreds and most unjust aspersions. You are only the last of a series who have brought their slanders before me. 

Possibly you mean well, though I learn that you are a paid agent who would have been equally willing to act for the Baron as against him. But in any case I wish you to understand once for all that I love him and that he loves me, and that the opinion of all the world is no more to me than the twitter of those birds outside the window. If his noble nature has ever for an instant fallen, it may be that I have been specially sent to raise it to its true and lofty level. I am not clear' – here she turned eyes upon my companion –'who this young lady may be.‹

I was about to answer when the girl broke in like a whirlwind. If ever you saw flame and ice face to face, it was those two women. 

›I'll tell you who I am,‹ she cried, springing out of her chair, her mouth all twisted with passion – ›I am his last mistress. I am one of a hundred that he has tempted and used and ruined and thrown into the refuse heap, as he will you also.  Your  refuse heap is more likely to be a grave, and maybe that's the best. I tell you, you foolish woman, if you marry this man he'll be the death of you. It may be a broken heart or it may be a broken neck, but he'll have you one way or the Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.559
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other. It's not out of love for you I'm speaking. I don't care a tinker's curs, whether you live or die. It's out of hate for him and to spite him and to get back on him for what he did to me. But it's all the same, and you needn't look at me like that, my fine lady, for you may be lower than I am before you are through with it.‹

›I should prefer not to discuss such matters,‹ said Miss de Merville coldly. ›Let me say once for all that I am aware of three passages in my fiancé's life in which he became entangled with designing women, and that I am assured of his hearty repentance for any evil that he may have done.‹

›Three passages!‹ screamed my companion. ›You fool! You unutterable fool!‹

›Mr. Holmes, I beg that you will bring this interview to an end,‹ said the icy voice. ›I have obeyed my father's wish in seeing you, but I am not compelled to listen to the ravings of this person.‹

With an oath Miss Winter darted forward, and if I had not caught her wrist she would have clutched this maddening woman by the hair. I dragged her towards the door and was lucky to get her back into the cab without a public scene, for she was beside herself with rage. In a cold way I felt pretty furious myself, Watson, for there was something indescribably annoying in the calm aloofness and supreme self-com-plaisance of the woman whom we were trying to save. 
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So now once again you know exactly how we stand, and it is clear that I must plan some fresh opening move, for this gambit won't work. I'll keep in touch with you, Watson, for it is more than likely that you will have your part to play, though it is just possible that the next move may lie with them rather than with us.«

And it did. Their blow fell – or his blow rather, for never could I believe that the lady was privy to it. I think I could show you the very paving-stone upon which I stood when my eyes fell upon the placard, and a pang of horror passed through my very soul. It was between the Grand Hotel and Charing Cross Station, where a one-legged news-vender displayed his evening papers. The date was just two days after the last conversation. There, black upon yellow, was the terrible news-sheet:

Murderous attack upon

Sherlock Holmes

I think I stood stunned for some moments. Then I have a confused recollection of snatching at a paper, of the remonstrance of the man, whom I had not paid, and, finally, of standing in the doorway of a chemist's shop while I turned up the fateful paragraph. This was how it ran:

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.561

The Adventure of the Illustrious Client Doyle-SH, 1171

We learn with regret that Mr. Sherlock Holmes, the well-known private detective, was the victim this morning of a murderous assault which has left him in a pre-carious position. There are no exact details to hand but the event seems so have occurred about twelve o'clock in Regent Street outside the Cafe Royal. The attack was made by two men armed with sticks, and Mr. Holmes was beaten about the head and body, receiving injuries which the doctors describe as most serious. He was carried to Charing Cross Hospital and afterwards insisted upon being taken to his rooms in Baker Street. The miscreants who attacked him appear to have been respectably dressed men, who escaped from the bystanders by passing through the Café Royal and out into Glasshouse Street behind it. No doubt they belonged to that criminal fraternity which has so often had occasion to bewail the activity and ingenuity of the injured man. 

I need not say that my eyes had hardly glanced over the paragraph before I had sprung into a hansom and was on my way to Baker Street. I found Sir Leslie Oakshott, the famous surgeon, in the hall and his brougham waiting at the curb. 

»No immediate danger,« was his report. »Two la-cerated scalp wounds and some considerable bruises. 

Several stitches have been necessary. Morphine has been injected and quiet is essential, but an interview of a few minutes would not be absolutely forbidden.«

With this permission I stole into the darkened Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.562
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room. The sufferer was wide awake, and I heard my name in a hoarse whisper. The blind was three-quarters down, but one ray of sunlight slanted through and struck the bandaged head of the injured man. A crimson patch had soaked through the white linen compress. I sat beside him and bent my head. 

»All right, Watson. Don't look so scared.« he muttered in a very weak voice. »It's not as bad as it seems.«

»Thank God for that!«

»I'm a bit of a single-stick expert, as you know. I took most of them on my guard. It was the second man that was too much for me.«

»What can I do, Holmes? Of course, it was that damned fellow who set them on. I'll go and thrash the hide off him if you give the word.«

»Good old Watson! No, we can do nothing there unless the police lay their hands on the men. But their get-away had been well prepared. We may be sure of that. Wait a little. I have my plans. The first thing is to exaggerate my injuries. They'll come to you for news. Put it on thick, Watson. Lucky if I live the week out – concussion – delirium – what you like! 

You can't overdo it.«

»But Sir Leslie Oakshott?«

»Oh, he's all right. He shall see the worst side of me. I'll look after that.«
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»Anything else?«

»Yes. Tell Shinwell Johnson to get that girl out of the way. Those beauties will be after her now. They know, of course, that she was with me in the case. If they dared to do me in it is not likely they will neglect her. That is urgent. Do it to-night.«

»I'll go now. Anything more?«

»Put my pipe on the table-and the tobacco-slipper. 

Right! Come in each morning and we will plan our campaign.«

I arranged with Johnson that evening to take Miss Winter to a quiet suburb and see that she lay low until the danger was past. 

For six days the public were under the impression that Holmes was at the door qf death. The bulletins were very grave and there were sinister paragraphs in the papers. My continual visits assured me that it was not so bad as that. His wiry constitution and his determined will were working wonders. He was recovering fast, and I had suspicions at times that he was really finding himself faster than he pretended even to me. 

There was a curious secretive streak in the man which led to many dramatic effects, but left even his closest friend guessing as to what his exact plans might be. 

He pushed to an extreme the axiom that the only safe plotter was he who plotted alone. I was nearer him than anyone else, and yet I was always conscious of Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.564
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the gap between. 

On the seventh day the stitches were taken out, in spite of which there was a report of erysipelas in the evening papers. The same evening papers had an announcement which I was bound, sick or well, to carry, to my Mend. It was simply that among the passengers on the Cunard boat  Ruritania,  starting from Liverpool on Friday, was the Baron Adelbert Gruner, who had some important financial business to settle in the States before his impending wedding to Miss Violet de Merville, only daughter of, etc., etc. Holmes listened to the news with a cold, concentrated look upon his pale face, which told me that it hit him hard. 

»Friday!« he cried. »Only three clear days. I believe the rascal wants to put himself out of danger's way. 

But he won't, Watson! By the Lord Harry, he won't! 

Now, Watson, I want you to do something for me.«

»I am here to be used, Holmes.«

»Well, then, spend the next twenty-four hours in an intensive study of Chinese pottery.«

He gave no explanations and I asked for none. By long experience I had learned the wisdom of obedience. But when I had left his room I walked down Baker Street, revolving in my head how on earth I was to carry out so strange an order. Finally I drove to the London Library in St. James's Square, put the matter to my friend Lomax, the sublibrarian, and de-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.565
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parted to my rooms with a goodly volume under my arm. 

It is said that the barrister who crams up a case with such care that he can examine an expert witness upon the Monday has forgotten all his forced knowledge before the Saturday. Certainly I should not like now to pose an an authority upon ceramics. And yet all that evening and all that night with a short interval for rest, and all next morning, I was sucking in knowledge and committing names to memory. There I learned of the hall-marks of the great artist-decorators, of the mystery of cyclical dates, the marks of the Hung-wu and the beauties of the Yung-lo, the writings of Tang-ying, and the glories of the primitive period of the Sung and the Yuan. I was charged with all this information when I called upon Holmes next evening. 

He was out of bed now, though you would not have guessed it from the published reports, and he sat with his much-bandaged head resting upon his hand in the depth of his favourite armchair. 

»Why, Holmes,« I said, »if one believed the papers, you are dying.«

»That,« said he, »is the very impression which I intended to convey. And now, Watson, have you learned your lessons?«

»At least I have tried to.«
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tion on the subject?«

»I believe I could.«

»Then hand me that little box from the mantelpiece.«

He opened the lid and took out a small object most carefully wrapped in some fine Eastern silk. This he unfolded, and disclosed a delicate little saucer of the most beautiful deep-blue colour. 

»It needs careful handling, Watson. This is the real egg-shell pottery of the Ming dynasty. No finer piece ever passed through Christie's. A complete set of this would be worth a king's ransom – in fact, it is doubtful if there is a complete set outside the imperial palace of Peking. The sight of this would drive a real connoisseur wild.«

»What am I to do with it?«

Holmes handed me a card upon which was printed:

»Dr. Hill Barton, 369 Half Moon Street.«

»That is your name for the evening, Watson. You will call upon Baron Gruner. I know something of his habits, and at half-past eight he would probably be disengaged. A note will tell him in advance that you are about to call, and you will say that you are bringing him a specimen of an absolutely unique set of Ming china. You may as well be a medical man, since that is a part which you can play without duplicity. You are a collector, this set has come your way, you have Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.567

The Adventure of the Illustrious Client Doyle-SH, 1174

heard of the Baron's interest in the subject, and you are not averse to selling at a price.«

»What price?«

»Well asked, Watson. You would certainly fall down badly if you did not know the value of your own wares. This saucer was got for me by Sir James, and comes, I understand, from the collection of his client. 

You will not exaggerate if you say that it could hardly be matched in the world.«

»I could perhaps suggest that the set should be valued by an expert.«

»Excellent, Watson! You scintillate to-day. Suggest Christie or Sotheby. Your delicacy prevents your putting a price for yourself.«

»But if he won't see me?«

»Oh, yes, he will see you. He has the collection mania in its most acute form – and especially on this subject, on which he is an acknowledged authority. 

Sit down, Watson, and I will dictate the letter. No answer needed. You will merely say that you are coming, and why.«

It was an admirable document, short, courteous, and stimulating to the curiosity of the connoisseur. A district messenger was duly dispatched with it. On the same evening, with the precious saucer in my hand and the card of Dr. Hill Barton in my pocket, I set off on my own adventure. 
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The beautiful house and grounds indicated that Baron Gruner was, as Sir James had said, a man of considerable wealth. A long winding drive, with banks of rare shrubs on either side, opened out into a great gravelled square adorned with statues. The place had been built by a South African gold king in the days of the great boom, and the long, low house with the turrets at the corners, though an architectural nightmare, was imposing in its size and solidity. A butler, who would have adorned a bench of bishops, showed me in and handed me over to a plush-clad footman, who ushered me into the Baron's presence. 

He was standing at the open front of a great case which stood between the windows and which contained part of his Chinese collection. He turned as I entered with a small brown vase in his hand. 

»Pray sit down, Doctor,« said he. »I was looking over my own treasures and wondering whether I could really afford to add to them. This little Tang specimen, which dates from the seventh century, would probably interest you. I am sure you never saw finer workmanship or a richer glaze. Have you the Ming saucer with you of which you spoke?«

I carefully unpacked it and handed it to him. He seated himself at his desk, pulled over the lamp, for it was growing dark, and set himself to examine it. As he did so the yellow light beat upon his own features, Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.569
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and I was able to study them at my ease. 

He was certainly a remarkably handsome man. His European reputation for beauty was fully deserved. In figure he was not more than of middle size, but was built upon graceful and active lines. His face was swarthy, almost Oriental, with large, dark, languorous eyes which might easily hold an irresistible fascination for women. His hair and moustache were raven black, the latter short, pointed, and carefully waxed. 

His features were regular and pleasing, save only his straight, thin-lipped mouth. If ever I saw a murderer's mouth it was there – a cruel, hard gash in the face, compressed, inexorable, and terrible. He was ill-advised to train his moustache away from it, for it was Nature's danger-signal, set as a warning to his victims. His voice was engaging and his manners perfect. In age I should have put him at little over thirty, though his record afterwards showed that he was forty-two. 

»Very fine – very fine indeed!« he said at last. 

»And you say you have a set of six to correspond. 

What puzzles me is that I should not have heard of such magnificent specimens. I only know of one in England to match this, and it is certainly not likely to be in the market. Would it be indiscreet if I were to ask you, Dr. Hill Barton, how you obtained this?«
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air as I could muster. »You can see that the piece is genuine, and, as to the value, I am content to take an expert's valuation.«

»Very mysterious,« said he with a quick, suspicious flash of his dark eyes. »In dealing with objects of such value, one naturally wishes to know all about the transaction. That the piece is genuine is certain. I have no doubts at all about that. But suppose – I am bound to take every possibility into account – that it should prove afterwards that you had no right to sell?«

»I would guarantee you against any claim of the sort.«

»That, of course, would open up the question as to what your guarantee was worth.«

»My bankers would answer that.«

»Quite so. And yet the whole transaction strikes me as rather unusual.«

»You can do business or not,« said I with indifference. »I have given you the first offer as I understood that you were a connoisseur, but I shall have no difficulty in other quarters.«

»Who told you I was a connoisseur?«

»I was aware that you had written a book upon the subject.«

»Have you read the book?«

»No.«
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»Dear me, this becomes more and more difficult for me to understand! You are a connoisseur and collector with a very valuable piece in your collection, and yet you have never troubled to consult the one book which would have told you of the real meaning and value of what you held. How do you explain that?«

»I am a very busy man. I am a doctor in practice.«

»That is no answer. If a man has a hobby he follows it up, whatever his other pursuits may be. You said in your note that you were a connoisseur.«

»So I am.«

»Might I ask you a few questions to test you? I am obliged to tell you, Doctor – if you are indeed a doctor – that the incident becomes more and more suspicious. I would ask you what do you know of the Emperor Shomu and how do you associate him with the Shoso-in near Nara? Dear me, does that puzzle you? 

Tell me a little about the Northern Wei dynasty and its place in the history of ceramics.«

I sprang from my chair in simulated anger. 

»This is intolerable, sir,« said I. »I came here to do you a favour, and not to be examined as if I were a schoolboy. My knowledge on these subjects may be second only to your own, but I certainly shall not answer questions which have been put in so offensive a way.«

He looked at me steadily. The languor had gone Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.572
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from his eyes. They suddenly glared. There was a gleam of teeth from between those cruel lips. 

»What is the game? You are here as a spy. You are an emissary of Holmes. This is a trick that you are playing upon me. The fellow is dying I hear, so he sends his tools to keep watch upon me. You've made your way in here without leave, and, by God! you may find it harder to get out than to get in.«

He had sprung to his feet, and I stepped back, bracing myself for an attack, for the man was beside himself with rage. He may have suspected me from the first; certainly this cross-examination had shown him the truth; but it was clear that I could not hope to deceive him. He dived his hand into a side-drawer and rummaged furiously. Then something struck upon his ear, for he stood listening intently. 

»Ah!« he cried. »Ah!« and dashed into the room behind him. 

Two steps took me to the open door, and my mind will ever carry a clear picture of the scene within. The window leading out to the garden was wide open. Beside it, looking like some terrible ghost, his head girt with bloody bandages, his face drawn and white, stood Sherlock Holmes. The next instant he was through the gap, and I heard the crash of his body among the laurel bushes outside. With a howl of rage the master of the house rushed after him to the open Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.573
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window. 

And then! It was done in an instant, and yet I clearly saw it. An arm – a woman's arm – shot out from among the leaves. At the same instant the Baron uttered a horrible cry – a yell which will always ring in my memory. He clapped his two hands to his face and rushed round the room, beating his head horribly against the walls. Then he fell upon the carpet, rolling and writhing, while scream after scream resounded through the house. 

»Water! For God's sake, water!« was his cry. 

I seized a carafe from a side-table and rushed to his aid. At the same moment the butler and several footmen ran in from the hall. I remember that one of them fainted as I knelt by the injured man and turned that awful face to the light of the lamp. The vitriol was eating into it everywhere and dripping from the ears and the chin. One eye was already white and glazed. 

The other was red and inflamed. The features which I had admired a few minutes before were now like some beautiful painting over which the artist has passed a wet and foul sponge. They were blurred, discoloured, inhuman, terrible. 

In a few words I explained exactly what had occurred, so far as the vitriol attack was concerned. Some had climbed through the window and others had rushed out on to the lawn, but it was dark and it had Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.574

The Adventure of the Illustrious Client Doyle-SH, 1177

begun to rain. Between his screams the victim raged and raved against the avenger. »It was that hell-cat, Kitty Winter!« he cried. »Oh, the she-devil! She shall pay for it! She shall pay! Oh, God in heaven, this pain is more than I can bear!«

I bathed his face in oil, put cotton wadding on the raw surfaces, and administered a hypodermic of morphia. All suspicion of me had passed from his mind in the presence of this shock, and he clung to my hands as if I might have the power even yet to clear those dead-fish eyes which gazed up at me. I could have wept over the ruin had I not remembered very clearly the vile life which had led up to so hideous a change. 

It was loathsome to feel the pawing of his burning hands, and I was relieved when his family surgeon, closely followed by a specialist, came to relieve me of my charge. An inspector of police had also arrived, and to him I handed my real card. It would have been useless as well as foolish to do otherwise, for I was nearly as well known by sight at the Yard as Holmes himself. Then I left that house of gloom and terror. 

Within an hour I was at Baker Street. 

Holmes was seated in his familiar chair, looking very pale and exhausted. Apart from his injuries, even his iron nerves had been shocked by the events of the evening, and he listened with horror to my account of the Baron's transformation. 
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»The wages of sin, Watson – the wages of sin!«

said he. »Sooner or later it will always come. God knows, there was sin enough,« he added, taking up a brown volume from the table. »Here is the book the woman talked of. If this will not break off the marriage, nothing ever could. But it will, Watson. It must. No self-respecting woman could stand it.«

»It is his love diary?«

»Or his lust diary. Call it what you will. The moment the woman told us of it I realized what a tremendous weapon was there if we could but lay our hands on it. I said nothing at the time to indicate my thoughts, for this woman might have given it away. 

But I brooded over it. Then this assault upon me gave me the chance of letting the Baron think that no precautions need be taken against me. That was all to the good. I would have waited a little longer, but his visit to America forced my hand. He would never have left so compromising a document behind him. Therefore we had to act at once. Burglary at night is impossible. 

He takes precautions. But there was a chance in the evening if I could only be sure that his attention was engaged. That was where you and your blue saucer came in. But I had to be sure of the position of the book, and I knew I had only a few minutes in which to act, for my time was limited by your knowledge of Chinese pottery. Therefore I gathered the girl up at the Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.576
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last moment. How could I guess what the little packet was that she carried so carefully under her cloak? I thought she had come altogether on my business, but it seems she had some of her own.«

»He guessed I came from you.«

»I feared he would. But you held him in play just long enough for me to get the book, though not long enough for an unobserved escape. Ah, Sir James, I am very glad you have come!«

Our courtly friend had appeared in answer to a previous summons. He listened with the deepest attention to Holmes's account of what had occurred. 

»You have done wonders – wonders!« he cried when he had heard the narrative. »But if these injuries are as terrible as Dr. Watson describes, then surely our purpose of thwarting the marriage is sufficiently gained without the use of this horrible book.«

Holmes shook his head. 

»Women of the De Merville type do not act like that. She would love him the more as a disfigured martyr. No, no. It is his moral side, not his physical, which we have to destroy. That book will bring her back to earth – and I know nothing else that could. It is in his own writing She cannot get past it.«

Sir James carried away both it and the precious saucer. As I was myself overdue, I went down with him into the street. A brougham was waiting for him. 
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He sprang in, gave a hurried order to the cockaded coachman, and drove swiftly away. He flung his overcoat half out of the window to cover the armorial bearings upon the panel, but I had seen them in the glare of our fanlight none the less. I gasped with surprise. 

Then I turned back and ascended the stair to Holmes's room. 

»I have found out who our client is,« I cried, bursting with my great news. »Why, Holmes, it is ––«

»It is a loyal friend and a chivalrous gentleman,«

said Holmes, holding up a restraining hand. »Let that now and forever be enough for us.«

I do not know how the incriminating book was used. Sir James may have managed it. Or it is more probable that so delicate a task was entrusted to the young lady's father. The effect, at any rate, was all that could be desired. Three days later appeared a paragraph in the  Morning Post  to say that the marriage between Baron Adelbert Gruner and Miss Violet de Merville would not take place. The same paper had the first police-court hearing of the proceedings against Miss Kitty Winter on the grave charge of vitriol-throwing. Such extenuating circumstances came out in the trial that the sentence, as will be remembered, was the lowest that was possible for such an offence. Sherlock Holmes was threatened with a prosecution for burglary, but when an object is good and Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.578
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a client is sufficiently illustrious, even the rigid British law becomes human and elastic. My friend has not yet stood in the dock. 
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The Adventure of the Blanched Soldier The ideas of my friend Watson, though limited, are exceedingly pertinacious. For a long time he has worried me to write an experience of my own. Perhaps I have rather invited this persecution, since I have often had occasion to point out to him how superficial are his own accounts and to accuse him of pandering to popular taste instead of confining himself rigidly to facts and figures. »Try it yourself, Holmes!« he has retorted, and I am compelled to admit that, having taken my pen in my hand, I do begin to realize that the matter must be presented in such a way as may interest the reader. The following case can hardly fail to do so, as it is among the strangest happenings in my collection, though it chanced that Watson had no note of it in his collection. Speaking of my old friend and biographer, I would take this opportunity to remark that if I burden myself with a companion in my various little inquiries it is not done out of sentiment or caprice, but it is that Watson has some remarkable characteristics of his own to which in his modesty he has given small attention amid his exaggerated estimates of my own performances. A confederate who foresees your conclusions and course of action is always dangerous, but one to whom each development Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.580
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comes as a perpetual surprise, and to whom the future is always a closed book, is indeed an ideal helpmate. 

I find from my notebook that it was in January, 1903, just after the conclusion of the Boer War, that I had my visit from Mr. James M. Dodd, a big, fresh, sunburned, upstanding Briton. The good Watson had at that time deserted me for a wife, the only selfish action which I can recall in our association. I was alone. 

It is my habit to sit with my back to the window and to place my visitors in the opposite chair, where the light falls full upon them. Mr. James M. Dodd seemed somewhat at a loss how to begin the interview. I did not attempt to help him, for his silence gave me more time for observation. I have found it wise to impress clients with a sense of power, and so I gave him some of my conclusions. 

»From South Africa, sir, I perceive.«

»Yes, sir,« he answered, with some surprise. 

»Imperial Yeomanry, I fancy.«

»Exactly.«

»Middlesex Corps, no doubt.«

»That is so. Mr. Holmes, you are a wizard.«

I smiled at his bewildered expression. 

»When a gentleman of virile appearance enters my room with such tan upon his face as an English sun could never give, and with his handkerchief in his sleeve instead of in his pocket, it is not difficult to Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.581
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place him. You wear a short beard, which shows that you were not a regular. You have the cut of a riding-man. As to Middlesex, your card has already shown me that you are a stockbroker from Throgmorton Street. What other regiment would you join?«

»You see everything.«

»I see no more than you, but I have trained myself to notice what I see. However, Mr. Dodd, it was not to discuss the science of observation that you called upon me this morning. What has been happening at Tuxbury Old Park?«

»Mr. Holmes ––!«

»My dear sir, there is no mystery. Your letter came with that heading, and as you fixed this appointment in very pressing terms it was clear that something sudden and important had occurred.«

»Yes, indeed. But the letter was written in the afternoon, and a good deal has happened since then. If Colonel Emsworth had not kicked me out ––«

»Kicked you out!«

»Well, that was what it amounted to. He is a hard nail, is Colonel Emsworth. The greatest martinet in the Army in his day, and it was a day of rough language, too. I couldn't have stuck the colonel if it had not been for Godfrey's sake.«

I lit my pipe and leaned back in my chair. 

»Perhaps you will explain what you are talking Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.582

The Adventure of the Blanched Soldier Doyle-SH, 1181

about.«

My client grinned mischievously. 

»I had got into the way of supposing that you knew everything without being told,« said he. »But I will give you the facts, and I hope to God that you will be able to tell me what they mean. I've been awake all night puzzling my brain, and the more I think the more incredible does it become. 

When I joined up in January, 1901 – just two years ago – young Godfrey Emsworth had joined the same squadron. He was Colonel Emsworth's only son –

Emsworth, the Crimean V.C. – and he had the fighting blood in him, so it is no wonder he volunteered. 

There was not a finer lad in the regiment. We formed a friendship – the sort of friend ship which can only be made when one lives the same life and shares the same joys and sorrows. He was my mate – and that means a good deal in the Army. We took the rough and the smooth together for a year of hard fighting. 

Then he was hit with a bullet from an elephant gun in the action near Diamond Hill outside Pretoria. I got one letter from the hospital at Cape Town and one from Southampton. Since then not a word – not one word, Mr. Holmes, for six months and more, and he my closest pal. 

Well, when the war was over, and we all got back, I wrote to his father and asked where Godfrey was. 
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No answer. I waited a bit and then I wrote again. This time I had a reply, short and gruff. Godfrey had gone on a voyage round the world, and it was not likely that he would be back for a year. That was all. 

I wasn't satisfied, Mr. Holmes. The whole thing seemed to me so damned unnatural. He was a good lad, and he would not drop a pal like that. It was not like him. Then, again, I happened to know that he was heir to a lot of money, and also that his father and he did not always hit it off too well. The old man was sometimes a bully, and young Godfrey had too much spirit to stand it. No, I wasn't satisfied, and I determined that I would get to the root of the matter. It happened, however, that my own affairs needed a lot of straightening out, after two years' absence, and so it is only this week that I have been able to take up Godfrey's case again. But since I have taken it up I mean to drop everything in order to see it through.«

Mr. James M. Dodd appeared to be the sort of person whom it would be better to have as a friend than as an enemy. His blue eyes were stern and his square jaw had set hard as he spoke. 

»Well, what have you done?« I asked. 

»My first move was to get down to his home, Tuxbury Old Park, near Bedford, and to see for myself how the ground lay. I wrote to the mother, therefore – I had had quite enough of the curmudgeon of a Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.584
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father – and I made a clean frontal attack: Godfrey was my chum, I had a great deal of interest which I might tell her of our common experiences, I should be in the neighbourhood, would there be any objection, et cetera? In reply I had quite an amiable answer from her and an offer to put me up for the night. That was what took me down on Monday. 

Tuxbury Old Hall is inaccessible – five miles from anywhere. There was no trap at the station, so I had to walk, carrying my suitcase, and it was nearly dark before I arrived. It is a great wandering house, standing in a considerable park. I should judge it was of all sorts of ages and styles, starting on a half-timbered Elizabethan foundation and ending in a Victorian portico. Inside it was all panelling and tapestry and half-effaced old pictures, a house of shadows and mystery. 

There was a butler, old Ralph, who seemed about the same age as the house, and there was his wife, who might have been older. She had been Godfrey's nurse, and I had heard him speak of her as second only to his mother in his affections, so I was drawn to her in spite of her queer appearance. The mother I liked also – a gentle little white mouse of a woman. It was only the colonel himself whom I barred. 

We had a bit of barney right away, and I should have walked back to the station if I had not felt that it might be playing his game for me to to so. I was Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.585
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shown straight into his study, and there I found him, a huge, bow-backed man with a smoky skin and a straggling gray beard, seated behind his littered desk. 

A red-veined nose jutted out like a vulture's beak, and two fierce gray eyes glared at me from under tufted brows. I could understand now why Godfrey seldom spoke of his father. 

›Well, sir,‹ said he in a rasping voice, ›I should be interested to know the real reasons for this visit.‹

I answered that I had explained them in my letter to his wife. 

›Yes, yes, you said that you had known Godfrey in Africa. We have, of course, only your word for that.‹

›I have his letters to me in my pocket.‹

›Kindly let me see them.‹

He glanced at the two which I handed him, and then he tossed them back. 

›Well, what then?‹ he asked. 

›I was fond of your son Godfrey, sir. Many ties and memories united us. Is it not natural that I should wonder at his sudden silence and should wish to know what has become of him?‹

›I have some recollections, sir, that I had already corresponded with you and had told you what had become of him. He has gone upon a voyage round the world. His health was in a poor way after his African experiences, and both his mother and I were of opi-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.586

The Adventure of the Blanched Soldier Doyle-SH, 1182

nion that complete rest and change were needed. 

Kindly pass that explanation on to any other friends who may be interested in the matter.‹

›Certainly,‹ I answered. ›But perhaps yon would have the goodness to let me have the name of the steamer and of the line by which he sailed, together with the date. I have no doubt that I should be able to get a letter through to him.‹

My request seemed both to puzzle and to irritate my host. His great eyebrows came down over his eyes, and he tapped his fingers impatiently on the table. He looked up at last with the expression of one who has seen his adversary make a dangerous move at chess, and has decided how to meet it. 

›Many people, Mr. Dodd,‹ said he, ›would take offence at your infernal pertinacity and would think that this insistence had reached the point of damned impertinence.‹

›You must put it down, sir, to my real love for your son.‹

›Exactly. I have already made every allowance upon that score. I must ask you, however, to drop these inquiries. Every family has its own inner knowledge and its own motives, which cannot always be made clear to outsiders, however well-intentioned. My wife is anxious to hear something of Godfrey's past which you are in a position to tell her, but I would ask Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.587
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you to let the present and the future alone. Such inquiries serve no useful purpose, sir, and place us in a delicate and difficult position.‹

So I came to a dead end, Mr. Holmes. There was no getting past it. I could only pretend to accept the situation and register a vow inwardly that I would never rest until my friend's fate had been cleared up. It was a dull evening. We dined quietly, the three of us, in a gloomy, faded old room. The lady questioned me eagerly about her son but the old man seemed morose and depressed. I was so bored by the whole proceeding that I made an excuse as soon as I decently could and retired to my bedroom. It was a large, bare room on the ground floor, as gloomy as the rest of the house, but after a year of sleeping upon the veldt, Mr. 

Holmes, one is not too particular about one's quarters. 

I opened the curtains and looked out into the garden, remarking that it was a fine night with a bright half-moon. Then I sat down by the roaring fire with the lamp on a table beside me, and endeavoured to distract my mind with a novel. I was interrupted, however, by Ralph, the old butler, who came in with a fresh supply of coals. 

›I thought you might run short in the night-time, sir. It is bitter weather and these rooms are cold.‹

He hesitated before leaving the room, and when I looked round he was standing facing me with a wist-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.588
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ful look upon his wrinkled face. 

›Beg your pardon, sir, but I could not help hearing what you said of young Master Godfrey at dinner. 

You know, sir, that my wife nursed him, and so I may say I am his foster-father. It's natural we should take an interest. And you say he carried himself well, sir?‹

›There was no braver man in the regiment. He pulled me out once from under the rifles of the Boers, or maybe I should not be here.‹

The old butler rubbed his skinny hands. 

›Yes, sir, yes, that is Master Godfrey all over. He was always courageous. There's not a tree in the park, sir, that he has not climbed. Nothing would stop him. 

He was a fine boy – and oh, sir, he was a fine man.‹

I sprang to my feet. 

›Look here!‹ I cried. ›You say he  was.  You speak as if he were dead What is all this mystery? What has become of Godfrey Emsworth?‹

I gripped the old man by the shoulder, but he shrank away. 

›I don't know what you mean, sir. Ask the master about Master Godfrey. He knows. It is not for me to interfere.‹

He was leaving the room, but I held his arm. 

›Listen,‹ I said. ›You are going to answer one question before you leave if I have to hold you all night. 

Is Godfrey dead?‹
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He could not face my eyes. He was like a man hyp-notized. The answer was dragged from his lips. It was a terrible and unexpected one. 

›I wish to God he was!‹ he cried, and, tearing himself free, he dashed from the room. 

You will think, Mr. Holmes, that I returned to my chair in no very happy state of mind. The old man's words seemed to me to bear only one interpretation. 

Clearly my poor friend had become involved in some criminal or, at the least, disreputable transaction which touched the family honour. That stern old man had sent his son away and hidden him from the world lest some scandal should come to light. Godfrey was a reckless fellow. He was easily influenced by those around him. No doubt he had fallen into bad hands and been misled to his ruin. It was a piteous business, if it was indeed so, but even now it was my duty to hunt him out and see if I could aid him. I was anxiously pondering the matter when I looked up, and there was Godfrey Emsworth standing before me.«

My client had paused as one in deep emotion. 

»Pray continue,« I said. »Your problem presents some very unusual features.«

»He was outside the window, Mr. Holmes, with his face pressed against the glass. I have told you that I looked out at the night. When I did so I left the curtains partly open. His figure was framed in this gap. 
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The window came down to the ground and I could see the whole length of it, but it was his face which held my gaze. He was deadly pale – never have I seen a man so white. I reckon ghosts may look like that; but his eyes met mine, and they were the eyes of a living man. He sprang back when he saw that I was looking at him, and he vanished into the darkness. 

There was something shocking about the man, Mr. 

Holmes. It wasn't merely that ghastly face glimmering as white as cheese in the darkness. It was more subtle than that – something slinking, something furtive, something guilty – something very unlike the frank, manly lad that I had known. It left a feeling of horror in my mind. 

But when a man has been soldiering for a year or two with brother Boer as a playmate, he keeps his nerve and acts quickly. Godfrey had hardly vanished before I was at the window. There was an awkward catch, and I was some little time before I could throw it up. Then I nipped through and ran down the garden path in the direction that I thought he might have taken. 

It was a long path and the light was not very good, but it seemed to me something was moving ahead of me. I ran on and called his name, but it was no use. 

When I got to the end of the path there were several others branching in different directions to various out-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.591
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houses. I stood hesitating, and as I did so I heard distinctly the sound of a closing door. It was not behind me in the house, but ahead of me, somewhere in the darkness. That was enough, Mr. Holmes, to assure me that what I had seen was not a vision. Godfrey had run away from me, and he had shut a door behind him. Of that I was certain. 

There was nothing more I could do, and I spent an uneasy night turning the matter over in my mind and trying to find some theory which would cover the facts. Next day I found the colonel rather more conci-liatory, and as his wife remarked that there were some places of interest in the neighbourhood, it gave me an opening to ask whether my presence for one more night would incommode them. A somewhat grudging acquiescence from the old man gave me a clear day in which to make my observations. I was already perfectly convinced that Godfrey was in hiding somewhere near, but where and why remained to be solved. 

The house was so large and so rambling that a regiment might be hid away in it and no one the wiser. If the secret lay there it was difficult for me to penetrate it. But the door which I had heard close was certainly not in the house. I must explore the garden and see what I could find. There was no difficulty in the way, for the old people were busy in their own fashion and left me to my own devices. 
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There were several small outhouses, but at the end of the garden there was a detached building of some size – large enough for a gardener's or a gamekeeper's residence. Could this be the place whence the sound of that shutting door had come? I approached it in a careless fashion as though I were strolling aimlessly round the grounds. As I did so, a small, brisk, bearded man in a black coat and bowler hat – not at all the gardener type – came out of the door. To my surprise, he locked it after him and put the key in his pocket. Then he looked at me with some surprise on his face. 

›Are you a visitor here?‹ he asked. 

I explained that I was and that I was a friend of Godfrey's. 

›What a pity that he should be away on his travels, for he would have so liked to see me,‹ I continued. 

›Quite so. Exactly,‹ said he with a rather guilty air. 

›No doubt you will renew your visit at some more propitious time.‹ He passed on, but when I turned I observed that he was standing watching me, half-concealed by the laurels at the far end of the garden. 

I had a good look at the little house as I passed it, but the windows were heavily curtained, and, so far as one could see, it was empty. I might spoil my own game and even be ordered off the premises if I were too audacious, for I was still conscious that I was Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.593

The Adventure of the Blanched Soldier Doyle-SH, 1186

being watched Therefore, I strolled back to the house and waited for night before I went on with my inquiry. 

When all was dark and quiet I slipped out of my window and made my way as silently as possible to the mysterious lodge. 

I have said that it was heavily curtained, but now I found that the windows were shuttered as well. Some light, however, was breaking through one of them, so I concentrated my attention upon this. I was in luck, for the curtain had not been quite closed, and there was a crack in the shutter, so that I could see the inside of the room. It was a cheery place enough, a bright lamp and a blazing fire. Opposite to me was seated the little man whom I had seen in the morning. 

He was smoking a pipe and reading a paper.«

»What paper?« I asked. 

My client seemed annoyed at the interruption of his narrative. 

»Can it matter?« he asked. 

»It is most essential.«

»I really took no notice.«

»Possibly you observed whether it was a broad-leafed paper or of that smaller type which one associates with weeklies.«

»Now that you mention it, it was not large. It might have been the  Spectator.  However, I had little thought to spare upon such details, for a second man Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.594
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was seated with his back to the window, and I could swear that this second man was Godfrey. I could not sea his face, but I knew the familiar slope of his shoulders. He was leaning upon his elbow in an attitude of great melancholy, his body turned towards the fire. I was hesitating as to what I should do when there was a sharp tap on my shoulder, and there was Colonel Emsworth beside me. 

›This way, sir!‹ said he in a low voice. He walked in silence to the house, and I followed him into my own bedroom. He had picked up a time-table in the hall. 

›There is a train to London at 8:30,‹ said he. ›The trap will be at the door at eight.‹

He was white with rage, and, indeed, I felt myself in so difficult a position that I could only stammer out a few incoherent apologies in which I tried to excuse myself by urging my anxiety for my friend. 

›The matter will not bear discussion,‹ said he abruptly. ›You have made a most damnable intrusion into the privacy of our family. You were here as a guest and you have become a spy. I have nothing more to say, sir, save that I have no wish ever to see you again.‹

At this I lost my temper, Mr. Holmes, and I spoke with some warmth. 

›I have seen your son, and I am convinced that for Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.595
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some reason of your own you are concealing him from the world. I have no idea what your motives are in cutting him off in this fashion, but I am sure that he is no longer a free agent. I warn you, Colonel Emsworth, that until I am assured as to the safety and well-being of my friend I shall never desist in my efforts to get to the bottom of the mystery, and I shall certainly not allow myself to be intimidated by anything which you may say or do.‹

The old fellow looked diabolical, and I really thought he was about to attack me. I have said that he was a gaunt, fierce old giant, and though I am no wea-kling I might have been hard put to it to hold my own against him. However, after a long glare of rage he turned upon his heel and walked out of the room. For my part, I took the appointed train in the morning, with the full intention of coming straight to you and asking for your advice and assistance at the appointment for which I had already written.«

Such was the problem which my visitor laid before me. It presented, as the astute reader will have already perceived, few difficulties in its solution, for a very limited choice of alternatives must get to the root of the matter. Still, elementary as it was, there were points of interest and novelty about it which may excuse my placing it upon record. I now proceeded, using my familiar method of logical analysis, to narrow down the Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.596
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possible solutions. 

»The servants,« I asked; »how many were in the house?«

»To the best of my belief there were only the old butler and his wife. They seemed to live in the simplest fashion.«

»There was no servant, then, in the detached house?«

»None, unless the little man with the beard acted as such. He seemed, however, to be quite a superior person.«

»That seems very suggestive. Had you any indication that food was conveyed from the one house to the other?«

»Now that you mention it, I did see old Ralph carrying a basket down the garden walk and going in the direction of this house. The idea of food did not occur to me at the moment.«

»Did you make any local inquiries?«

»Yes, I did. I spoke to the station-master and also to the innkeeper in the village. I simply asked if they knew anything of my old comrade, Godfrey Emsworth. Both of them assured me that he had gone for a voyage round the world. He had come home and then had almost at once started off again. The story was evidently universally accepted.«

»You said nothing of your suspicions?«
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»Nothing.«

»That was very wise. The matter should certainly be inquired into. I will go back with you to Tuxbury Old Park.«

»To-day?«

It happened that at the moment I was clearing up the case which my friend Watson has described as that of the Abbey School, in which the Duke of Greyminster was so deeply involved. I had also a commission from the Sultan of Turkey which called for immediate action, as political consequences of the gravest kind might arise from its neglect. Therefore it was not until the beginning of the next week, as my diary records, that I was able to start forth on my mission to Bedfordshire in company with Mr. James M. 

Dodd. As we drove to Euston we picked up a grave and taciturn gentleman of iron-grey aspect, with whom I had made the necessary arrangements. 

»This is an old friend,« said I to Dodd. »It is possible that his presence may be entirely unnecessary, and, on the other hand, it may be essential. It is not necessary at the present stage to go further into the matter.«

The narratives of Watson have accustomed the reader, no doubt, to the fact that I do not waste words or disclose my thoughts while a case is actually under consideration. Dodd seemed surprised, but nothing Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.598
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more was said, and the three of us continued our journey together. In the train I asked Dodd one more question which I wished our companion to hear. 

»You say that you saw your friend's face quite clearly at the window, so clearly that you are sure of his identity?«

»I have no doubt about it whatever. His nose was pressed against the glass. The lamplight shone full upon him.«

»It could not have been someone resembling him?«

»No, no, it was he.«

»But you say he was changed?«

»Only in colour. His face was – how shall I describe it? – it was of a fish-belly whiteness, It was bleached.«

»Was it equally pale all over?«

»I think not. It was his brow which I saw so clearly as it was pressed against the window.«

»Did you call to him?«

»I was too startled and horrified for the moment. 

Then I pursued him, as I have told you, but without result.«

My case was practically complete, and there was only one small incident needed to round it off. When, after a considerable drive, we arrived at the strange old rambling house which my client had described, it was Ralph, the elderly butler, who opened the door. I Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.599
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had requisitioned the carriage for the day and had asked my elderly friend to remain within it unless we should summon him. Ralph, a little wrinkled old fellow, was in the conventional costume of black coat and pepper-and-salt trousers, with only one curious variant. He wore brown leather gloves, which at sight of us he instantly shuffled off, laying them down on the hall-table as we passed in. I have, as my friend Watson may have remarked, an abnormally acute set of senses, and a faint but incisive scent was apparent. 

It seemed to centre on the hall-table. I turned, placed my hat there, knocked it off, stooped to pick it up, and contrived to bring my nose within a foot of the gloves. 

Yes, it was undoubtedly from them that the curious tarry odour was oozing. I passed on into the study with my case complete. Alas, that I should have to show my hand so when I tell my own story! It was by concealing such links in the chain that Watson was enabled to produce his meretricious finales. 

Colonel Emsworth was not in his room, but he came quickly enough on receipt of Ralph's message. 

We heard his quick, heavy step in the passage. The door was flung open and he rushed in with bristling beard and twisted features, as terrible an old man as ever I have seen. He held our cards in his hand, and he tore them up and stamped on the fragments. 

»Have I not told you, you infernal busybody, that Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.600
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you are warned off the premises? Never dare to show your damned face here again. If you enter again without my leave I shall be within my rights if I use violence. I'll shoot you, sir! By God, I will! As to you, sir,« turning upon me, »I extend the same warning to you. I am familiar with your ignoble profession, but you must take your reputed talents to some other field. 

There is no opening for them here.«

»I cannot leave here,« said my client firmly, »until I hear from Godfrey's own lips that he is under no restraint.«

Our involuntary host rang the bell. 

»Ralph,« he said, »telephone down to the county police and ask the inspectors to send up two constables. Tell him there are burglars in the house.«

»One moment,« said I. »You must be aware, Mr. 

Dodd, that Colonel Emsworth is within his rights and that we have no legal status within his house. On the other hand, he should recognize that your action is prompted entirely by solicitude for his son. I venture to hope that if I were allowed to have five minutes' 

conversation with Colonel Emsworth I could certainly alter his view of the matter.«

»I am not so easily altered,« said the old soldier. 

»Ralph, do what I have told you. What the devil are you waiting for? Ring up the police!«

»Nothing of the sort,« I said, putting my back to Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.601
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the door. »Any police interference would bring about the very catastrophe which you dread.« I took out my notebook and scribbled one word upon a loose sheet. 

»That,« said I as I handed it to Colonel Emsworth, »is what has brought us here.«

He stared at the writing with a face from which every expression save amazement had vanished. 

»How do you know?« he gasped, sitting down heavily in his chair. 

»It is my business to know things. That is my trade.«

He sat in deep thought, his gaunt hand tugging at his straggling beard. Then he made a gesture of resignation. 

»Well, if you wish to see Godfrey, you shall. It is no doing of mine, but you have forced my hand. 

Ralph, tell Mr. Godfrey and Mr. Kent that in five minutes we shall be with them.«

At the end of that time we passed down the garden path and found ourselves in front of the mystery house at the end. A small bearded man stood at the door with a look of considerable astonishment upon his face. 

»This is very sudden, Colonel Emsworth,« said he. 

»This will disarrange all our plans.«

»I can't help it, Mr. Kent. Our hands have been forced. Can Mr. Godfrey see us?«
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»Yes, he is waiting inside.« He turned and led us into a large, plainly furnished front room. A man was standing with his back to the fire, and at the sight of him my client sprang forward with outstretched hand. 

»Why, Godfrey, old man, this is fine!«

But the other waved him back. 

»Don't touch me, Jimmie. Keep your distance. Yes, you may well stare! I don't quite look the smart Lance-Corporal Emsworth, of B Squadron, do I?«

His appearance was certainly extraordinary. One could see that he had indeed been a handsome man with clear-cut features sunburned by an African sun, but mottled in patches over this darker surface were curious whitish patches which had bleached his skin. 

»That's why I don't court visitors,« said he. »I don't mind you, Jimmie, but I could have done without your friend. I suppose there is some good reason for it, but you have me at a disadvantage.«

»I wanted to be sure that all was well with you, Godfrey. I saw you that night when you looked into my window, and I could not let the matter rest till I had cleared things up.«

»Old Ralph told me you were there, and I couldn't help taking a peep at you. I hoped you would not have seen me, and I had to run to my burrow when I heard the window go up.«

»But what in heaven's name is the matter?«
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»Well, it's not a long story to tell,« said he, lighting a cigarette. »You remember that morning fight at Buffelsspruit, outside Pretoria, on the Eastern railway line? You heard I was hit?«

»Yes, I heard that, but I never got particulars.«

»Three of us got separated from the others. It was very broken country, you may remember. There was Simpson – the fellow we called Baldy Simpson – and Anderson, and I. We were clearing brother Boer, but he lay low and got the three of us. The other two were killed. I got an elephant bullet through my shoulder. I stuck on to my horse, however, and he galloped several miles before I fainted and rolled off the saddle. 

When I came to myself it was nightfall, and I raised myself up, feeling very weak and ill. To my surprise there was a house close beside me, a fairly large house with a broad  stoep  and many windows. It was deadly cold. You remember the kind of numb cold which used to come at evening, a deadly, sickening sort of cold, very different from a crisp healthy frost. 

Well, I was chilled to the bone, and my only hope seemed to lie in reaching that house. I staggered to my feet and dragged myself along, hardly conscious of what I did. I have a dim memory of slowly ascending the steps, entering a wide-opened door, passing into a large room which contained several beds, and throwing myself down with a gasp of satisfaction upon Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.604
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one of them. It was unmade, but that troubled me not at all. I drew the clothes over my shivering body and in a moment I was in a deep sleep. 

It was morning when I wakened, and it seemed to me that instead of coming out into a world of sanity I had emerged into some extraordinary nightmare. The African sun flooded through the big, curtainless windows, and every detail of the great, bare, whitewashed dormitory stood out hard and clear. In front of me was standing a small, dwarflike man with a huge, bulbous head, who was jabbering excitedly in Dutch, waving two horrible hands which looked to me like brown sponges. Behind him stood a group of people who seemed to be intensely amused by the situation, but a chill came over me as I looked at them. Not one of them was a normal human being. Every one was twisted or swollen or disfigured in some strange way. 

The laughter of these strange monstrosities was a dreadful thing to hear. 

It seemed that none of them could speak English, but the situation wanted clearing up, for the creature with the big head was growing furiously angry, and, uttering wild-beast cries, he had laid his deformed hands upon me and was dragging me out of bed, re-gardless of the fresh flow of blood from my wound. 

The little monster was as strong as a bull, and I don't know what he might have done to me had not an el-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.605
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derly man who was clearly in authority been attracted to the room by the hubbub. He said a few stern words in Dutch, and my persecutor shrank away. Then he turned upon me, gazing at me in the utmost amazement. 

›How in the world did you come here?‹ he asked in amazement. ›Wait a bit! I see that you are tired out and that wounded shoulder of yours wants looking after. I am a doctor, and I'll soon have you tied up. 

But, man alive! you are in far greater danger here than ever you were on the battlefield. You are in the Leper Hospital, and you have slept in a leper's bed.‹

Need I tell you more, Jimmie? It seems that in view of the approaching battle all these poor creatures had been evacuated the day before. Then, as the British advanced, they had been brought back by this, their medical superintendent, who assured me that, though he believed he was immune to the disease, he would none the less never have dared to do what I had done. 

He put me in a private room, treated me kindly, and within a week or so I was removed to the general hospital at Pretoria. 

So there you have my tragedy. I hoped against hope, but it was not until I had reached home that the terrible signs which you see upon my face told me that I had not escaped. What was I to do? I was in this lonely house. We had two servants whom we could ut-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.606
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terly trust, There was a house where I could live. 

Under pledge of secrecy, Mr. Kent, who is a surgeon, was prepared to stay with me. It seemed simple enough on those lines. The alternative was a dreadful one – segregation for life among strangers with never a hope of release. But absolute secrecy was necessary, or even in this quiet countryside there would have been an outcry, and I should have been dragged to my horrible doom. Even you, Jimmie – even you had to be kept in the dark. Why my father has relented I cannot imagine.«

Colonel Emsworth pointed to me. 

»This is the gentleman who forced my hand.« He unfolded the scrap of paper on which I had written the word »Leprosy.« »It seemed to me that if he knew so much as that it was safer that he should know all.«

»And so it was,« said I. »Who knows but good may come of it? I understand that only Mr. Kent has seen the patient. May I ask, sir, if you are an authority on such complaints, which are, I understand, tropical or semi-tropical in their nature?«

»I have the ordinary knowledge of the educated medical man,« he observed with some stiffness. 

»I have no doubt, sir, that you are fully competent, but I am sure that you will agree that in such a case a second opinion is valuable. You have avoided this, I understand, for fear that pressure should be put upon Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.607
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you to segregate the patient.«

»That is so,« said Colonel Emsworth. 

»I foresaw this situation,« I explained, »and I have brought with me a friend whose discretion may absolutely be trusted. I was able once to do him a professional service, and he is ready to advise as a friend rather than as a specialist. His name is Sir James Saunders.«

The prospect of an interview with Lord Roberts would not have excited greater wonder and pleasure in a raw subaltern than was now reflected upon the face of Mr. Kent. 

»I shall indeed be proud,« he murmured. 

»Then I will ask Sir James to step this way. He is at present in the carriage outside the door. 

Meanwhile, Colonel Emsworth, we may perhaps assemble in your study, where I could give the necessary explanations.«

And here it is that I miss my Watson. By cunning questions and ejaculations of wonder he could elevate my simple art, which is but systematized common sense, into a prodigy. When I tell my own story I have no such aid. And yet I will give my process of thought even as I gave it to my small audience, which included Godfrey's mother in the study of Colonel Emsworth. 

»That process,« said I, »starts upon the supposition Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.608
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that when you have eliminated all which is impossible, then whatever remains, however improbable, must be the truth. It may well be that several explanations remain, in which case one tries test after test until one or other of them has a convincing amount of support. We will now apply this principle to the case in point. As it was first presented to me, there were three possible explanations of the seclusion or incar-ceration of this gentleman in an outhouse of his father's mansion. There was the explanation that he was in hiding for a crime, or that he was mad and that they wished to avoid an asylum, or that he had some disease which caused his segregation. I could think of no other adequate solutions. These, then, had to be sifted and balanced against each other. 

The criminal solution would not bear inspection. 

No unsolved crime had been reported from that district. I was sure of that. If it were some crime not yet discovered, then clearly it would be to the interest of the family to get rid of the delinquent and send him abroad rather than keep him concealed at home. I could see no explanation for such a line of conduct. 

Insanity was more plausible. The presence of the second person in the outhouse suggested a keeper. 

The fact that he locked the door when he came out strengthened the supposition and gave the idea of constraint. On the other hand, this constraint could not be Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.609
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severe or the young man could not have got loose and come down to have a look at his friend. You will remember, Mr. Dodd, that I felt round for points, asking you, for example, about the paper which Mr. Kent was reading. Had it been the  Lancet  or the  British Medical Journal  it would have helped me. It is not illegal, however, to keep a lunatic upon private premises so long as there is a qualified person in attendance and that the authorities have been duly notified. Why, then, all this desperate desire for secrecy? Once again I could not get the theory to fit the facts. 

There remained the third possibility, into which, rare and unlikely as it was, everything seemed to fit. 

Leprosy is not uncommon in South Africa. By some extraordinary chance this youth might have contracted it. His people would be placed in a very dreadful position, since they would desire to save him from segregation. Great secrecy would be needed to prevent rumours from getting about and subsequent interference by the authorities. A devoted medical man, if sufficiently paid, would easily be found to take charge of the sufferer. There would be no reason why the latter should not be allowed freedom after dark. 

Bleaching of the skin is a common result of the disease. The case was a strong one – so strong that I determined to act as if it were actually proved. When on arriving here I noticed that Ralph, who carries out the Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.610

The Adventure of the Blanched Soldier Doyle-SH, 1193

meals, had gloves which are impregnated with disin-fectants, my last doubts were removed. A single word showed you, sir, that your secret was discovered, and if I wrote rather than said it, it was to prove to you that my discretion was to be trusted.«

I was finishing this little analysis of the case when the door was, opened and the austere figure of the great dermatologist was ushered in. But for once his sphinx-like features had relaxed and there was a warm humanity in his eyes. He strode up to Colonel Emsworth and shook him by the hand. 

»It is often my lot to bring ill-tidings and seldom good,« said he. »This occasion is the more welcome. 

It is not leprosy.«

»What?«

»A well-marked case of pseudo-leprosy or ichthyo-sis, a scale-like affection of the skin, unsightly, obstinate, but possibly curable, and certainly noninfective. 

Yes, Mr. Holmes, the coincidence is a remarkable one. But is it coincidence? Are there not subtle forces at work of which we know little? Are we assured that the apprehension from which this young man has no doubt suffered terribly since his exposure to its contagion may not produce a physical effect which simulates that which it fears? At any rate, I pledge my professional reputation – –

But the lady has fainted! I think that Mr. Kent had Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.611
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better be with her until she recovers from this joyous shock.«
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The Adventure of the Mazarin Stone It was pleasant to Dr. Watson to find himself once more in the untidy room of the first floor in Baker Street which had been the starting-point of so many remarkable adventures. He looked round him at the scientific charts upon the wall, the acid-charred bench of chemicals, the violin-case leaning in the corner, the coal-scuttle, which contained of old the pipes and tobacco. Finally, his eyes came round to the fresh and smiling face of Billy, the young but very wise and tactful page, who had helped a little to fill up the gap of loneliness and isolation which surrounded the sa-turnine figure of the great detective. 

»It all seems very unchanged, Billy. You don't change, either. I hope the same can be said of him?«

Billy glanced with some solicitude at the closed door of the bedroom. 

»I think he's in bed and asleep,« he said. 

It was seven in the evening of a lovely summer's day, but Dr. Watson was sufficiently familiar with the irregularity of his old friend's hours to feel no surprise at the idea. 

»That means a case, I suppose?«

»Yes, sir, he is very hard at it just now. I'm frightened for his health, He gets paler and thinner, Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.613
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and he eats nothing. ›When will you be pleased to dine, Mr. Holmes?‹ Mrs. Hudson asked. ›Seven-thirty, the day after to-morrow,‹ said he. You know his way when he is keen on a case.«

»Yes, Billy, I know.«

»He's following someone, Yesterday he was out as a workman looking for a job. To-day he was an old woman. Fairly took me in, he did, and I ought to know his ways by now.« Billy pointed with a grin to a very baggy parasol which leaned against the sofa. 

»That's part of the old woman's outfit,« he said. 

»But what is it all about, Billy?«

Billy sank his voice, as one who discusses great secrets of State. »I don't mind telling you, sir, but it should go no farther. It's this case of the Crown diamond.«

»What – the hundred-thousand-pound burglary?«

»Yes, sir. They must get it back, sir. Why, we had the Prime Minister and the Home Secretary both sitting on that very sofa. Mr. Holmes was very nice to them. He soon put them at their ease and promised he would do all he could. Then there is Lord Cantlemere ––«

»Ah!«

»Yes, sir, you know what that means. He's a stiff

'un, sir, if I may say so. I can get along with the Prime Minister, and I've nothing against the Home Secreta-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.614
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ry, who seemed a civil, obliging sort of man, but I can't stand his lordship. Neither can Mr. Holmes, sir. 

You see, he don't believe in Mr. Holmes and he was against employing him. He'd  rather  he failed.«

»And Mr. Holmes knows it?«

»Mr. Holmes always knows whatever there is to know.«

»Well, we'll hope he won't fail and that Lord Cantlemere will be confounded. But I say, Billy, what is that curtain for across the window?«

»Mr. Holmes had it put up there three days ago. 

We've got something funny behind it.«

Billy advanced and drew away the drapery which screened the alcove of the bow window. 

Dr. Watson could not restrain a cry of amazement. 

There was a facsimile of his old friend, dressing-gown and all, the face turned three-quarters towards the window and downward, as though reading an invisible book, while the body was sunk deep in an armchair. Billy detached the head and held it in the air. 

»We put it at different angles, so that it may seem more lifelike. I wouldn't dare touch it if the blind were not down. But when it's up you can see this from across the way.«

»We used something of the sort once before.«

»Before my time,« said Billy. He drew the window curtains apart and looked out into the street. »There Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.615
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are folk who watch us from over yonder. I can see a fellow now at the window. Have a look for yourself.«

Watson had taken a step forward when the bedroom door opened, and the long, thin form of Holmes emerged, his face pale and drawn, but his step and bearing as active as ever. With a single spring he was at the window, and had drawn the blind once more. 

»That will do, Billy,« said he. »You were in danger of your life then, my boy, and I can't do without you just yet. Well, Watson, it is good to see you in your old quarters once again. You come at a critical moment.«

»So I gather.«

»You can go, Billy. That boy is a problem, Watson. How far am I justified in allowing him to be in danger?«

»Danger of what, Holmes?«

»Of sudden death. I'm expecting something this evening.«

»Expecting what?«

»To be murdered, Watson.«

»No, no, you are joking, Holmes!«

»Even my limited sense of humour could evolve a better joke than that. But we may be comfortable in the meantime, may we not? Is alcohol permitted? The gasogene and cigars are in the old place. Let me see you once more in the customary armchair. You have Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.616
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not, I hope, learned to despise my pipe and my lamentable tobacco? It has to take the place of food these days.«

»But why not eat?«

»Because the faculties become refined when you starve them. Why, surely, as a doctor, my dear Watson, you must admit that what your digestion gains in the way of blood supply is so much lost to the brain. I am a brain, Watson. The rest of me is a mere appen-dix. Therefore, it is the brain I must consider.«

»But this danger, Holmes?«

»Ah, yes, in case it should come off, it would perhaps be as well that you should burden your memory with the name and address of the murderer. You can give it to Scotland Yard, with my love and a parting blessing. Sylvius is the name – Count Negretto Sylvius. Write it down, man, write it down! 136

Moorside Gardens, N.W. Got it?«

Watson's honest face was twitching with anxiety. 

He knew only too well the immense risks taken by Holmes and was well aware that what he said was more likely to be under-statement than exaggeration. 

Watson was always the man of action, and he rose to the occasion. 

»Count me in, Holmes. I have nothing to do for a day or two.«

»Your morals don't improve, Watson. You have Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.617
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added fibbing to your other vices. You bear every sign of the busy medical man, with calls on him every hour.«

»Not such important ones. But can't you have this fellow arrested?«

»Yes, Watson, I could. That's what worries him so.«

»But why don't you?«

»Because I don't know where the diamond is.«

»Ah! Billy told me – the missing Crown jewel!«

»Yes, the great yellow Mazarin stone. I've cast my net and I have my fish. But I have not got the stone. 

What is the use of taking  them?  We can make the world a better place by laying them by the heels. But that is not what I am out for. It's the stone I want.«

»And is this Count Sylvius one of your fish?«

»Yes, and he's a shark. He bites. The other is Sam Merton, the boxer. Not a bad fellow, Sam, but the Count has used him. Sam's not a shark. He is a great big silly bull-headed gudgeon. But he is flopping about in my net all the same.«

»Where is this Count Sylvius?«

»I've been at his very elbow all the morning. 

You've seen me as an old lady, Watson. I was never more convincing. He actually picked up my parasol for me once. ›By your leave, madame,‹ said he – half-Italian, you know, and with the Southern graces of Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.618
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manner when in the mood, but a devil incarnate in the other mood. Life is full of whimsical happenings, Watson.«

»It might have been tragedy.«

»Well, perhaps it might. I followed him to old Straubenzee's workshop in the Minories. Straubenzee made the air-gun – a very pretty bit of work, as I understand, and I rather fancy it is in the opposite window at the present moment. Have you seen the dummy? Of course, Billy showed it to you. Well, it may get a bullet through its beautiful head at any moment. Ah, Billy, what is it?«

The boy had reappeared in the room with a card upon a tray. Holmes glanced at it with raised eyebrows and an amused smile. 

»The man himself. I had hardly expected this. 

Grasp the nettle, Watson! A man of nerve. Possibly you have heard of his reputation as a shooter of big game. It would indeed be a triumphant ending to his excellent sporting record if he added me to his bag. 

This is a proof that he feels my toe very close behind his heel.«

»Send for the police.«

»I probably shall. But not just yet. Would you glance carefully out of the window, Watson, and see if anyone is hanging about in the street?«

Watson looked warily round the edge of the cur-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.619
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tain. 

»Yes, there is one rough fellow near the door.«

»That will be Sam Merton – the faithful but rather fatuous Sam. Where is this gentleman, Billy?«

»In the waiting-room, sir.«

»Show him up when I ring.«

»Yes, sir.«

»If I am not in the room, show him in all the same.«

»Yes, sir.«

Watson waited until the door was closed, and then he turned earnestly to his companion. 

»Look here, Holmes, this is simply impossible. 

This is a desperate man, who sticks at nothing. He may have come to murder you.«

»I should not be surprised.«

»I insist upon staying with you.«

»You would be horribly in the way.«

»In  his  way?«

»No, my dear fellow – in my way.«

»Well, I can't possibly leave you.«

»Yes, you can, Watson. And you will, for you have never failed to play the game. I am sure you will play it to the end. This man has come for his own purpose, but he may stay for mine.« Holmes took out his notebook and scribbled a few lines. »Take a cab to Scotland Yard and give this to Youghal of the C.I.D. 
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Come back with the police. The fellow's arrest will follow.«

»I'll do that with joy.«

»Before you return I may have just time enough to find out where the stone is.« He touched the bell. »I think we will go out through the bedroom. This second exit is exceedingly useful. I rather want to see my shark without his seeing me, and I have, as you will remember, my own way of doing it.«

It was, therefore, an empty room into which Billy, a minute later, ushered Count Sylvius. The famous game-shot, sportsman, and man-about-town was a big, swarthy fellow, with a formidable dark moustache shading a cruel, thin-lipped mouth, and surmounted by a long, curved nose like the beak of an eagle. He was well dressed, but his brilliant necktie, shining pin, and glittering rings were flamboyant in their effect. As the door closed behind him he looked round him with fierce, startled eyes, like one who suspects a trap at every turn. Then he gave a violent start as he saw the impassive head and the collar of the dressing-gown which projected above the armchair in the window. At first his expression was one of pure amazement. Then the light of a horrible hope gleamed in his dark, murderous eyes. He took one more glance round to see that there were no witnesses, and then, on tiptoe, his thick stick half raised, he ap-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.621
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proached the silent figure. He was crouching for his final spring and blow when a cool, sardonic voice greeted him from the open bedroom door:

»Don't break it. Count! Don't break it!«

The assassin staggered back, amazement in his convulsed face. For an instant he half raised his loaded cane once more, as if he would turn his violence from the effigy to the original; but there was something in that steady gray eye and mocking smile which caused his hand to sink to his side. 

»It's a pretty little thing,« said Holmes, advancing towards the image. »Tavernier, the French modeller, made it. He is as good at waxworks as your friend Straubenzee is at air-guns.«

»Air-guns, sir! What do you mean?«

»Put your hat and stick on the side-table. Thank you! Pray take a seat. Would you care to put your revolver out also? Oh, very good, if you prefer to sit upon it. Your visit is really most opportune, for I wanted badly to have a few minutes' chat with you.«

The Count scowled, with heavy, threatening eyebrows. 

»I, too, wished to have some words with you, Holmes. That is why I am here. I won't deny that I intended to assault you just now.«

Holmes swung his leg on the edge of the table. 

»I rather gathered that you had some idea of the Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.622
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sort in your head,« said he. »But why these personal attentions?«

»Because you have gone out of your way to annoy me. Because you have put your creatures upon my track.«

»My creatures! I assure you no!«

»Nonsense! I have had them followed. Two can play at that game, Holmes.«

»It is a small point, Count Sylvius, but perhaps you would kindly give me my prefix when you address me. You can understand that, with my routine of work, I should find myself on familiar terms with half the rogues' gallery, and you will agree that exceptions are invidious.«

»Well,  Mr.  Holmes, then.«

»Excellent! But I assure you you are mistaken about my alleged agents.«

Count Sylvius laughed contemptuously. 

»Other people can observe as well as you. Yesterday there was an old sporting man. To-day it was an elderly woman. They held me in view all day.«

»Really, sir, you compliment me. Old Baron Dowson said the night before he was hanged that in my case what the law had gained the stage had lost. And now you give my little impersonations your kindly praise?«

»It was you – you yourself?«
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Holmes shrugged his shoulders. »You can see in the corner the parasol which you so politely handed to me in the Minories before you began to suspect.«

»If I had known, you might never ––«

»Have seen this humble home again. I was well aware of it. We all have neglected opportunities to deplore. As it happens, you did not know, so here we are!«

The Count's knotted brows gathered more heavily over his menacing eyes. »What you say only makes the matter worse. It was not your agents but your play-acting, busybody self! You admit that you have dogged me. Why?«

»Come now, Count. You used to shoot lions in Al-geria.«

»Well?«

»But why?«

»Why? The sport – the excitement – the danger!«

»And, no doubt, to free the country from a pest?«

»Exactly!«

»My reasons in a nutshell!«

The Count sprang to his feet, and his hand involuntarily moved back to his hip-pocket. 

»Sit down, sir, sit down! There was another, more practical, reason. I want that yellow diamond!«

Count Sylvius lay back in his chair with an evil smile. 
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»Upon my word!« said he. 

»You knew that I was after you for that. The real reason why you are here to-night is to find out how much I know about the matter and how far my removal is absolutely essential. Well, I should say that, from your point of view, it  is  absolutely essential, for I know all about it, save only one thing, which you are about to tell me.«

»Oh, indeed! And pray, what is this missing fact?«

»Where the Crown diamond now is.«

The Count looked sharply at his companion. »Oh, you want to know that, do you? How the devil should I be able to tell you where it is?«

»You can, and you will.«

»Indeed!«

»You can't bluff me, Count Sylvius.« Holmes's eyes, as he gazed at him, contracted and lightened until they were like two menacing points of steel. 

»You are absolute plate-glass. I see to the very back of your mind.«

»Then, of course, you see where the diamond is!«

Holmes clapped his hands with amusement, and then pointed a derisive finger. »Then you do know. 

You have admitted it!«

»I admit nothing.«

»Now, Count, if you will be reasonable we can do business. If not, you will get hurt.«
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Count Sylvius threw up his eyes to the ceiling. 

»And you talk about bluff!« said he. 

Holmes looked at him thoughtfully like a master chess-player who meditates his crowning move. Then he threw open the table drawer and drew out a squat notebook. 

»Do you know what I keep in this book?«

»No, sir, I do not!«

»You!«

»Me!«

»Yes, sir,  you!  You are all here – every action of your vile and dangerous life.«

»Damn you, Holmes!« cried the Count with blazing eyes. »There are limits to my patience!«

»It's all here, Count. The real facts as to the death of old Mrs. Harold, who left you the Blymer estate, which you so rapidly gambled away.«

»You are dreaming!«

»And the complete life history of Miss Minnie Warrender.«

»Tut! You will make nothing of that!«

»Plenty more here, Count. Here is the robbery in the train de-luxe to the Riviera on February 13, 1892. 

Here is the forged check in the same year on the Cré-

dit Lyonnais.«

»No; you're wrong there.«
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are a card-player. When the other fellow has all the trumps, it saves time to throw down your hand.«

»What has all this talk to do with the jewel of which you spoke?«

»Gently, Count. Restrain that eager mind! Let me get to the points in my own humdrum fashion. I have all this against you; but, above all, I have a clear case against both you and your fighting bully in the case of the Crown diamond.«

»Indeed!«

»I have the cabman who took you to Whitehall and the cabman who Drought you away. I have the commissionaire who saw you near the case. I have Ikey Sanders, who refused to cut it up for you. Ikey has peached, and the game is up.«

The veins stood out on the Count's forehead. His dark, hairy hands were clenched in a convulsion of restrained emotion. He tried to speak, but the words would not shape themselves. 

»That's the hand I play from,« said Holmes. »I put it all upon the table. But one card is missing. It's the king of diamonds. I don't know where the stone is.«

»You never shall know.«

»No? Now, be reasonable, Count. Consider the situation. You are going to be locked up for twenty years. So is Sam Merton. What good are you going to get out of your diamond? None in the world. But if Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.627
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you hand it over – well, I'll compound a felony. We don't want you or Sam. We want the stone. Give that up, and so far as I am concerned you can go free so long as you behave yourself in the future. If you make another slip – well, it will be the last. But this time my commission is to get the stone, not you.«

»But if I refuse?«

»Why, then – alas! – it must be you and not the stone.«

Billy had appeared in answer to a ring. 

»I think, Count, that it would be as well to have your friend Sam at this conference. After all, his interests should be represented. Billy, you will see a large and ugly gentleman outside the front door. Ask him to come up.«

»If he won't come, sir?«

»No violence, Billy. Don't be rough with him. If you tell him that Count Sylvius wants him he will certainly come.«

»What are you going to do now?« asked the Count as Billy disappeared. 

»My friend Watson was with me just now. I told him that I had a shark and a gudgeon in my net; now I am drawing the net and up they come together.«

The Count had risen from his chair, and his hand was behind his back. Holmes held something half protruding from the pocket of his dressing-gown. 
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»You won't die in your bed, Holmes.«

»I have often had the same idea. Does it matter very much? After all, Count, your own exit is more likely to be perpendicular than horizontal. But these anticipations of the future are morbid. Why not give ourselves up to the unrestrained enjoyment of the present?«

A sudden wild-beast light sprang up in the dark, menacing eyes of the master criminal. Holmes's figure seemed to grow taller as he grew tense and ready. 

»It is no use your fingering your revolver, my friend,« he said in a quiet voice. »You know perfectly well that you dare not use it, even if I gave you time to draw it. Nasty, noisy things, revolvers, Count. Better stick to air-guns. Ah! I think I hear the fairy footstep of your estimable partner. Good day, Mr. Merton. Rather dull in the street, is it not?«

The prize-fighter, a heavily built young man with a stupid, obstinate, slab-sided face, stood awkwardly at the door, looking about him with a puzzled expression. Holmes's debonair manner was a new experience, and though he vaguely felt that it was hostile, he did not know how to counter it. He turned to his more astute comrade for help. 

»What's the game now, Count? What's this fellow want? What's up?« His voice was deep and raucous. 

The Count shrugged his shoulders, and it was Hol-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.629
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mes who answered. 

»If I may put it in a nutshell, Mr. Merton, I should say it was  all  up.«

The boxer still addressed his remarks to his associate. 

»Is this cove trying to be funny, or what? I'm not in the funny mood myself.«

»No, I expect not,« said Holmes. »I think I can promise you that you will feel even less humorous as the evening advances. Now, look here Count Sylvius. 

I'm a busy man and I can't waste time. I'm going into that bedroom. Pray make yourselves quite at home in my absence. You can explain to your friend how the matter lies without the restraint of my presence. I shall try over the Hoffman ›Barcarole‹ upon my violin In five minutes I shall return for your final answer. 

You quite grasp the alternative, do you not? Shall we take you, or shall we have the stone?«

Holmes withdrew, picking up his violin from the corner as he passed. A few moments later the long-drawn, wailing notes of that most haunting of tunes came faintly through the closed door of the bedroom. 

»What is it, then?« asked Merton anxiously as his companion turned to him. »Does he know about the stone?«

»He knows a damned sight too much about it. I'm not sure that he doesn't know all about it.«
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»Good Lord!« The boxer's sallow face turned a shade whiter. 

»Ikey Sanders has split on us.«

»He has, has he? I'll do him down a thick 'un for that if I swing for it.«

»That won't help us much. We've got to make up our minds what to do.«

»Half a mo',« said the boxer, looking suspiciously at the bedroom door. »He's a leary cove that wants watching. I suppose he's not listening?«

»How can he be listening with that music going?«

»That's right. Maybe somebody's behind a curtain. 

Too many curtains in this room.« As he looked round he suddenly saw for the first time the effigy in the window, and stood staring and pointing, too amazed for words. 

»Tut! it's only a dummy,« said the Count. 

»A fake, is it? Well, strike me! Madame Tussaud ain't in it. It's the living spit of him, gown and all. But them curtains, Count!«

»Oh, confound the curtains! We are wasting our time, and there is none too much. He can lag us over this stone.«

»The deuce he can!«

»But he'll let us slip if we only tell him where the swag is.«
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quid?«

»It's one or the other.«

Merton scratched his short-cropped pate. 

»He's alone in there. Let's do him in. If his light were out we should have nothing to fear.«

The Count shook his head. 

»He is armed and ready. If we shot him we could hardly get away in a place like this. Besides, it's likely enough that the police know whatever evidence he has got. Hallo! What was that?«

There was a vague sound which seemed to come from the window. Both men sprang round, but all was quiet. Save for the one strange figure seated in the chair, the room was certainly empty. 

»Something in the street,« said Merton. »Now look here, guv'nor, you've got the brains. Surely you can think a way out of it. If slugging is no use then it's up to you.«

»I've fooled better men than he,« the Count answered. »The stone is here in my secret pocket. I take no chances leaving it about. It can be out of England tonight and cut into four pieces in Amsterdam before Sunday. He knows nothing of Van Seddar.«

»I thought Van Seddar was going next week.«

»He  was.  But now he must get off by the next boat. 

One or other of us must slip round with the stone to Lime Street and tell him.«
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»But the false bottom ain't ready.«

»Well, he must take it as it is and chance it. There's not a moment to lose.« Again, with the sense of danger which becomes an instinct with the sportsman, he paused and looked hard at the window. Yes, it was surely from the street that the faint sound had come. 

»As to Holmes,« he continued, »we can fool him easily enough. You see, the damned fool won't arrest us if he can get the stone. Well, we'll promise him the stone. We'll put him on the wrong track about it, and before he finds that it  is  the wrong track it will be in Holland and we out of the country.«

»That sounds good to me!« cried Sam Merton with a grin. 

»You go on and tell the Dutchman to get a move on him. I'll see this sucker and fill him up with a bogus confession. I'll tell him that the stone is in Liverpool. Confound that whining music; it gets on my nerves! By the time he finds it isn't in Liverpool it will be in quarters and we on the blue water. Come back here, out of a line with that keyhole. Here is the stone.«

»I wonder you dare carry it.«

»Where could I have it safer? If we could take it out of Whitehall someone else could surely take it out of my lodgings.«

»Let's have a look at it.«
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Count Sylvius cast a somewhat unflattering glance at his associate and disregarded the unwashed hand which was extended towards him. 

»What – d'ye think I'm going to snatch it off you? 

See here, mister, I'm getting a bit tired of your ways.«

»Well, well, no offence, Sam. We can't afford to quarrel. Come over to the window if you want to see the beauty properly. Now hold it to the light! Here!«

»Thank you!«

With a single spring Holmes had leaped from the dummy's chair and had grasped the precious jewel. He held it now in one hand, while his other pointed a revolver at the Count's head. The two villains staggered back in utter amazement. Before they had recovered Holmes had pressed the electric bell. 

»No violence, gentlemen – no violence, I beg of you! Consider the furniture! It must be very clear to you that your position is an impossible one. The police are waiting below.«

The Count's bewilderment overmastered his rage and fear. 

»But how the deuce ––?« he gasped. 

»Your surprise is very natural. You are not aware that a second door from my bedroom leads behind that curtain. I fancied that you must have heard me when I displaced the figure, but luck was on my side. 
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tion which would have been painfully constrained had you been aware of my presence.«

The Count gave a gesture of resignation. 

»We give you best, Holmes. I believe you are the devil himself.«

»Not far from him, at any rate,« Holmes answered with a polite smile. 

Sam Merton's slow intellect had only gradually appreciated the situation. Now, as the sound of heavy steps came from the stairs outside, he broke silence at last. 

»A fair cop!« said he. »But, I say, what about that bloomin' fiddle! I hear it yet.«

»Tut, tut!« Holmes answered. »You are perfectly right. Let it play! These modern gramophones are a remarkable invention.«

There was an inrush of police, the handcuffs clik-ked and the criminals were led to the waiting cab. 

Watson lingered with Holmes, congratulating him upon this fresh leaf added to his laurels. Once more their conversation was interrupted by the imperturbable Billy with his card-tray. 

»Lord Cantlemere, sir.«

»Show him up, Billy. This is the eminent peer who represents the very highest interests,« said Holmes. 

»He is an excellent and loyal person, but rather of the old régime. Shall we make him unbend? Dare we ven-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.635
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ture upon a slight liberty? He knows, we may conjecture, nothing of what has occurred.«

The door opened to admit a thin, austere figure with a hatchet face and drooping mid-Victorian whiskers of a glossy blackness which hardly corresponded with the rounded shoulders and feeble gait. Holmes advanced affably, and shook an unresponsive hand. 

»How do you do, Lord Cantlemere? It is chilly for the time of year, but rather warm indoors. May I take your overcoat?«

»No, I thank you; I will not take it off.«

Holmes laid his hand insistently upon the sleeve. 

»Pray allow me! My friend Dr. Watson would assure you that these changes of temperature are most insidious.«

His Lordship shook himself free with some impatience. 

»I am quite comfortable, sir. I have no need to stay. 

I have simply looked in to know how your self-appointed task was progressing.«

»It is difficult – very difficult.«

»I feared that you would find it so.«

There was a distinct sneer in the old courtier's words and manner. 

»Every man finds his limitations, Mr. Holmes, but at least it cures us of the weakness of self-satisfaction.«
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»Yes, sir, I have been much perplexed.«

»No doubt.«

»Especially upon one point. Possibly you could help me upon it?«

»You apply for my advice rather late in the day. I thought that you had your own all-sufficient methods. 

Still, I am ready to help you.«

»You see, Lord Cantlemere, we can no doubt frame a case against the actual thieves.«

»When you have caught them.«

»Exactly. But the question is – how shall we proceed against the receiver?«

»Is this not rather premature?«

»It is as well to have our plans ready. Now, what would you regard as final evidence against the receiver?«

»The actual possession of the stone.«

»You would arrest him upon that?«

»Most undoubtedly.«

Holmes seldom laughed, but he got as near it as his old friend Wat son could remember. 

»In that case, my dear sir, I shall be under the painful necessity or advising your arrest.«

Lord Cantlemere was very angry. Some of the ancient fires flickered up into his sallow cheeks. 

»You take a great liberty, Mr. Holmes. In fifty years of official life I cannot recall such a case. I am a Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.637
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busy man, sir, engaged upon important affairs, and I have no time or taste for foolish jokes. I may tell you frankly, sir, that I have never been a believer in your powers, and that I have always been of the opinion that the matter was far safer in the hands of the regular police force. Your conduct confirms all my conclusions. I have the honour, sir, to wish you good-evening.«

Holmes had swiftly changed his position and was between the peer and the door. 

»One moment, sir,« said he. »To actually go off with the Mazarin stone would be a more serious offence than to be found in temporary possession of it.«

»Sir, this is intolerable! Let me pass.«

»Put your hand in the right-hand pocket of your overcoat.«

»What do you mean, sir?«

»Come – come, do what I ask.«

An instant later the amazed peer was standing, blinking and stammering, with the great yellow stone on his shaking palm. 

»What! What! How is this, Mr. Holmes?«

»Too bad, Lord Cantlemere, too bad!« cried Holmes. »My old friend here will tell you you that I have an impish habit of practical joking. Also that I can never resist a dramatic situation. I took the liberty –
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the very great liberty, I admit – of putting the stone into your pocket at the beginning of our interview.«

The old peer stared from the stone to the smiling face before him. 

»Sir, I am bewildered. But – yes – it is indeed the Mazarin stone. We are greatly your debtors, Mr. Holmes. Your sense of humour may, as you admit, be somewhat perverted, and its exhibition remarkably untimely, but at least I withdraw any reflection I have made upon your amazing professional powers. But how ––«

»The case is but half finished; the details can wait. 

No doubt, Lord Cantlemere, your pleasure in telling of this successful result in the exalted circle to which you return will be some small atonement for my practical joke. Billy, you will show his Lordship out, and tell Mrs. Hudson that I should be glad if she would send up dinner for two as soon as possible.«
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The Adventure of the Three Gables

I don't think that any of my adventures with Mr. Sherlock Holmes opened quite so abruptly, or so dramatically, as that which I associate with The Three Gables. I had not seen Holmes for some days and had no idea of the new channel into which his activities had been directed. He was in a chatty mood that morning, however, and had just settled me into the well-worn low armchair on one side of the fire, while he had curled down with his pipe in his mouth upon the opposite chair, when our visitor arrived. If I had said that a mad bull had arrived it would give a clearer impression of what occurred. 

The door had flown open and a huge negro had burst into the room. He would have been a comic figure if he had not been terrific, for he was dressed in a very loud gray check suit with a flowing salmon-coloured tie. His broad face and flattened nose were thrust forward, as his sullen dark eyes, with a smouldering gleam of malice in them, turned from one of us to the other. 

»Which of you gen'l'men is Masser Holmes?« he asked. 

Holmes raised his pipe with a languid smile. 

»Oh! it's you, is it?« said our visitor, coming with Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.640
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an unpleasant, stealthy step round the angle of the table. »See here, Masser Holmes, you keep your hands out of other folks' business. Leave folks to manage their own affairs. Got that, Masser Holmes?«

»Keep on talking,« said Holmes. »It's fine.«

»Oh! it's fine, is it?« growled the savage. »It won't be so damn fine if I have to trim you up a bit. I've handled your kind before now, and they didn't look fine when I was through with them. Look at that, Masser Holmes!«

He swung a huge knotted lump of a fist under my friend's nose. Holmes examined it closely with an air of great interest. »Were you born so?« he asked. »Or did it come by degrees?«

It may have been the icy coolness of my friend, or it may have been the slight clatter which I made as I picked up the poker. In any case, our visitor's manner became less flamboyant. 

»Well, I've given you fair warnin',« said he. »I've a friend that's interested out Harrow way – you know what I'm meaning – and he don't intend to have no buttin' in by you. Got that? You ain't the law, and I ain't the law either, and if you come in I'll be on hand also. Don't you forget it.«

»I've wanted to meet you for some time,« said Holmes. »I won't ask you to sit down, for I don't like the smell of you, but aren't you Steve Dixie, the bruiser?«
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»That's my name, Masser Holmes, and you'll get put through it for sure if you give me any lip.«

»It is certainly the last thing you need,« said Holmes, staring at our visitor's hideous mouth. »But it was the killing of young Perkins outside the Holborn Bar –– What! you're not going?«

The negro had sprung back, and his face was leaden. »I won't listen to no such talk,« said he. »What have I to do with this 'ere Perkins, Masser Holmes? I was trainin' at the Bull Ring in Birmingham when this boy done gone get into trouble.«

»Yes, you'll tell the magistrate about it, Steve,«

said Holmes. »I've been watching you and Barney Stockdale ––«

»So help me the Lord! Masser Holmes ––«

»That's enough. Get out of it. I'll pick you up when I want you.«

»Good-mornin', Masser Holmes. I hope there ain't no hard feelin's about this 'ere visit?«

»There will be unless you tell me who sent you.«

»Why, there ain't no secret about that, Masser Holmes. It was that same gen'l'man that you have just done gone mention.«

»And who set him on to it?«

»S'elp me. I don't know, Masser Holmes. He just say, ›Steve, you go see Mr. Holmes, and tell him his life ain't safe if he go down Harrow way.‹ That's the Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.642
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whole truth.« Without waiting for any further questioning, our visitor bolted out of the room almost as precipitately as he had entered. Holmes knocked out the ashes of his pipe with a quiet chuckle. 

»I am glad you were not forced to break his woolly head, Watson. I observed your manœuvres with the poker. But he is really rather a harmless fellow, a great muscular, foolish, blustering baby, and easily cowed, as you have seen. He is one of the Spencer John gang and has taken part in some dirty work of late which I may clear up when I have time. His immediate principal, Barney, is a more astute person. 

They specialize in assaults, intimidation, and the like. 

What I want to know is, who is at the back of them on this particular occasion?«

»But why do they want to intimidate you?«

»It is this Harrow Weald case. It decides me to look into the matter, for if it is worth anyone's while to take so much trouble, there must be something in it.«

»But what is it?«

»I was going to tell you when we had this comic in-terlude. Here is Mrs. Maberley's note. If you care to come with me we will wire her and go out at once.«

DEAR MR. SHERLOCK HOLMES [I read]: I have had a succession of strange incidents occur to me in
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value your advice. You would find me at home any time to-morrow. The house is within a short walk of the Weald Station. I believe that my late husband, Mortimer Maberley, was one of your early clients. 

Yours faithfully, 

MARY MABERLEY. 

The address was »The Three Gables, Harrow Weald.«

»So that's that!« said Holmes. »And now, if you can spare the time, Watson, we will get upon our way.«

A short railway journey, and a shorter drive, brought us to the house, a brick and timber villa, standing in its own acre of undeveloped grassland. Three small projections above the upper windows made a feeble attempt to justify its name. Behind was a grove of melancholy, half-grown pines, and the whole aspect of the place was poor and depressing. None the less, we found the house to be well furnished, and the lady who received us was a most engaging elderly person, who bore every mark of refinement and culture. 

»I remember your husband well, madam,« said Holmes, »though it is some years since he used my services in some trifling matter.«

»Probably you would be more familiar with the name of my son Douglas.«
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Holmes looked at her with great interest. 

»Dear me! Are you the mother of Douglas Maberley? I knew him slightly. But of course all London knew him. What a magnificent creature he was! 

Where is he now?«

»Dead, Mr. Holmes, dead! He was attaché at Rome, and he died there of pneumonia last month.«

»I am sorry. One could not connect death with such a man. I have never known anyone so vitally alive. He lived intensely – every fibre of him!«

»Too intensely, Mr. Holmes. That was the ruin of him. You remember him as he was – debonair and splendid. You did not see the moody, morose, brooding creature into which he developed. His heart was broken. In a single month I seemed to see my gallant boy turn into a worn-out cynical man.«

»A love affair – a woman?«

»Or a fiend. Well, it was not to talk of my poor lad that I asked you to come, Mr. Holmes.«

»Dr. Watson and I are at your service.«

»There have been some very strange happenings. I have been in this house more than a year now, and as I wished to lead a retired life I have seen little of my neighbours. Three days ago I had a call from a man who said that he was a house agent. He said that this house would exactly suit a client of his, and that if I would part with it money would be no object. It see-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.645
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med to me very strange as there are several empty houses on the market which appear to be equally eligible, but naturally I was interested in what he said. I therefore named a price which was five hundred pounds more than I gave. He at once closed with the offer, but added that his client desired to buy the furniture as well and would I put a price upon it. Some of this furniture is from my old home, and it is, as you see, very good, so that I named a good round sum. To this also he at once agreed. I had always wanted to travel, and the bargain was so good a one that it really seemed that I should be my own mistress for the rest of my life. 

Yesterday the man arrived with the agreement all drawn out. Luckily I showed it to Mr. Sutro, my lawyer, who lives in Harrow. He said to me, ›This is a very strange document. Are you aware that if you sign it you could not legally take  anything  out of the house – not even your own private possessions?‹

When the man came again in the evening I pointed this out, and I said that I meant only to sell the furniture. 

›No, no, everything,‹ said he. 

›But my clothes? My jewels?‹

›Well, well, some concession might be made for your personal effects. But nothing shall go out of the house unchecked. My client is a very liberal man, but Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.646
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he has his fads and his own way of doing things. It is everything or nothing with him.‹

›Then it must be nothing,‹ said I. And there the matter was left, but the whole thing seemed to me to be so unusual that I thought ––«

Here we had a very extraordinary interruption. 

Holmes raised his hand for silence. Then he strode across the room, flung open the door, and dragged in a great gaunt woman whom he had seized by the shoulder. She entered with ungainly struggle like some huge awkward chicken, torn, squawking, out of its coop. 

»Leave me alone! What are you a-doin' of?« she screeched. 

»Why, Susan, what is this?«


»Well, ma'am, I was comin' in to ask if the visitors was stayin' for lunch when this man jumped out at me.«

»I have been listening to her for the last five minutes, but did not wish to interrupt your most interesting narrative. Just a little wheezy, Susan, are you not? 

You breathe too heavily for that kind of work.«

Susan turned a sulky but amazed face upon her captor. »Who be you, anyhow, and what right have you a-pullin' me about like this?«

»It was merely that I wished to ask a question in your presence. Did you, Mrs. Maberley, mention to Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.647
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anyone that you were going to write to me and consult me?«

»No, Mr. Holmes, I did not.«

»Who posted your letter?«

»Susan did.«

»Exactly. Now, Susan, to whom was it that you wrote or sent a message to say that your mistress was asking advice from me?«

»It's a lie. I sent no message.«

»Now, Susan, wheezy people may not live long, you know. It's a wicked thing to tell fibs. Whom did you tell?«

»Susan!« cried her mistress, »I believe you are a bad, treacherous woman. I remember now that I saw you speaking to someone over the hedge.«

»That was my own business,« said the woman sullenly. 

»Suppose I tell you that it was Barney Stockdale to whom you spoke?« said Holmes. 

»Well, if you know, what do you want to ask for?«

»I was not sure, but I know now. Well now, Susan, it will be worth ten pounds to you if you will tell me who is at the back of Barney.«

»Someone that could lay down a thousand pounds for every ten you have in the world.«

»So, a rich man? No; you smiled – a rich woman. 

Now we have got so far, you may as well give the Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.648
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name and earn the tenner.«

»I'll see you in hell first.«

»Oh, Susan! Language!«

»I am clearing out of here. I've had enough of you all. I'll send for my box to-morrow.« She flounced for the door. 

»Good-bye, Susan. Paregoric is the stuff .... Now,«

he continued, turning suddenly from lively to severe when the door had closed behind the flushed and angry woman, »this gang means business. Look how close they play the game. Your letter to me had the 10

P.M. postmark. And yet Susan passes the word to Barney. Barney has time to go to his employer and get instructions; he or she – I incline to the latter from Susan's grin when she thought I had blundered –

forms a plan. Black Steve is called in, and I am warned off by eleven o'clock next morning. That's quick work, you know.«

»But what do they want?«

»Yes, that's the question. Who had the house before you?«

»A retired sea captain called Ferguson.«

»Anything remarkable about him?«

»Not that ever I heard of.«

»I was wondering whether he could have buried something. Of course, when people bury treasure nowadays they do it in the Post-Office bank. But there are Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.649
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always some lunatics about. It would be a dull world without them. At first I thought of some buried valuable. But why, in that case, should they want your furniture? You don't happen to have a Raphael or a first folio Shakespeare without knowing it?«

»No, I don't think I have anything rarer than a Crown Derby tea-set.«

»That would hardly justify all this mystery. Besides, why should they not openly state what they want? 

If they covet your tea-set, they can surely offer a price for it without buying you out, lock, stock, and barrel. 

No, as I read it, there is something which you do not know that you have, and which you would not give up if you did know.«

»That is how I read it,« said I. 

»Dr. Watson agrees, so that settles it.«

»Well, Mr. Holmes, what can it be?«

»Let us see whether by this purely mental analysis we can get it to a finer point. You have been in this house a year.«

»Nearly two.«

»All the better. During this long period no one wants anything from you. Now suddenly within three or four days you have urgent demands. What would you gather from that?«

»It can only mean,« said I, »that the object, whatever it may be, has only just come into the house.«
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»Settled once again,« said Holmes. »Now, Mrs. 

Maberley, has any object just arrived?«

»No, I have bought nothing new this year.«

»Indeed! That is very remarkable. Well, I think we had best let matters develop a little further until we have clearer data. Is that lawyer of yours a capable man?«

»Mr. Sutro is most capable.«

»Have you another maid, or was the fair Susan, who has just banged your front door, alone?«

»I have a young girl.«

»Try and get Sutro to spend a night or two in the house. You might possibly want protection.«

»Against whom?«

»Who knows? The matter is certainly obscure. If I can't find what they are after, I must approach the matter from the other end and try to get at the principal. Did this house-agent man give any address?«

»Simply his card and occupation. Haines-Johnson, Auctioneer and Valuer.«

»I don't think we shall find him in the directory. 

Honest business men don't conceal their place of business. Well, you will let me know any fresh development. I have taken up your case, and you may rely upon it that I shall see it through.«

As we passed through the hall Holmes's eyes, which missed nothing, lighted upon several trunks Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.651
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and cases which were piled in a corner. The labels shone out upon them. 

»›Milano.‹ ›Lucerne.‹ These are from Italy.«

»They are poor Douglas's things.«

»You have not unpacked them? How long have you had them?«

»They arrived last week.«

»But you said – why, surely this might be the missing link. How do we know that there is not something of value there?«

»There could not possibly be, Mr. Holmes. Poor Douglas had only his pay and a small annuity. What could he have of value?«

Holmes was lost in thought. 

»Delay no longer, Mrs. Maberley,« he said at last. 

»Have these things taken upstairs to your bedroom. 

Examine them as soon as possible and see what they contain. I will come to-morrow and hear your report.«

It was quite evident that The Three Gables was under very close surveillance, for as we came round the high hedge at the end of the lane there was the negro prize-fighter standing in the shadow. We came on him quite suddenly, and a grim and menacing figure he looked in that lonely place. Holmes clapped his hand to his pocket. 

»Lookin' for your gun, Masser Holmes?«

»No, for my scent-bottle, Steve.«
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»You are funny, Masser Holmes, ain't you?«

»It won't be funny for you, Steve, if I get after you. 

I gave you fair warning this morning.«

»Well, Masser Holmes, I done gone think over what you said, and I don't want no more talk about that affair of Masser Perkins. S'pose I can help you, Masser Holmes, I will.«

»Well, then, tell me who is behind you on this job?«

»So help me the Lord! Masser Holmes, I told you the truth before. I don't know. My boss Barney gives me orders and that's all.«

»Well, just bear in mind, Steve, that the lady in that house, and everything under that roof, is under my protection. Don't forget it.«

»All right, Masser Holmes. I'll remember.«

»I've got him thoroughly frightened for his own skin, Watson,« Holmes remarked as we walked on. »I think he would double-cross his employer if he knew who he was. It was lucky I had some knowledge of the Spencer John crowd, and that Steve was one of them. Now, Watson, this is a case for Langdale Pike, and I am going to see him now. When I get back I may be clearer in the matter.«

I saw no more of Holmes during the day, but I could well imagine how he spent it, for Langdale Pike was his human book of reference upon all matters of Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.653
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social scandal. This strange, languid creature spent his waking hours in the bow window of a St. James's Street club and was the receiving-station as well as the transmitter for all the gossip of the metropolis. He made, it was said, a four-figure income by the paragraphs which he contributed every week to the garbage papers which cater to an inquisitive public. If ever, far down in the turbid depths of London life, there was some strange swirl or eddy, it was marked with automatic exactness by this human dial upon the surface. Holmes discreetly helped Langdale to knowledge, and on occasion was helped in turn. 

When I met my friend in his room early next morning, I was conscious from his bearing that all was well, but none the less a most unpleasant surprise was awaiting us. It took the shape of the following telegram:

Please come out at once. Client's house burgled in the night. Police in possession. 

SUTRO. 

Holmes whistled. »The drama has come to a crisis, and quicker than I had expected. There is a great driving-power at the back of this business, Watson, which does not surprise me after what I have heard. 

This Sutro, of course, is her lawyer. I made a mistake, I fear
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This fellow has clearly proved a broken reed. Well, there is nothing for it but another journey to Harrow Weald.«

We found The Three Gables a very different establishment to the orderly household of the previous day. 

A small group of idlers had assembled at the garden gate, while a couple of constables were examining the windows and the geranium beds. Within we met a gray old gentleman, who introduced himself as the lawyer, together with a bustling, rubicund inspector, who greeted Holmes as an old friend. 

»Well, Mr. Holmes, no chance for you in this case, I'm afraid. Just a common, ordinary burglary, and well within the capacity of the poor old police. No experts need apply.«

»I am sure the case is in very good hands,« said Holmes. »Merely a common burglary, you say?«

»Quite so. We know pretty well who the men are and where to find them. It is that gang of Barney Stockdale, with the big nigger in it – they've been seen about here.«

»Excellent! What did they get?«

»Well, they don't seem to have got much. Mrs. Maberley was chloroformed and the house was –– Ah! 

here is the lady herself.«

Our friend of yesterday, looking very pale and ill, had entered the room, leaning upon a little maidser-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.655
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vant. 

»You gave me good advice, Mr. Holmes,« said she, smiling ruefully. »Alas, I did not take it! I did not wish to trouble Mr. Sutro, and so I was unprotected.«

»I only heard of it this morning,« the lawyer explained. 

»Mr. Holmes advised me to have some friend in the house. I neglected his advice, and I have paid for it.«

»You look wretchedly ill,« said Holmes. »Perhaps you are hardly equal to telling me what occurred.«

»It is all here,« said the inspector, tapping a bulky notebook. 

»Still, if the lady is not too exhausted ––«

»There is really so little to tell. I have no doubt that wicked Susan had planned an entrance for them. They must have known the house to an inch. I was conscious for a moment of the chloroform rag which was thrust over my mouth, but I have no notion how long I may have been senseless. When I woke, one man was at the bedside and another was rising with a' bundle in his hand from among my son's baggage, which was partially opened and littered over the floor. Before he could get away I sprang up and seized him.«

»You took a big risk,« said the inspector. 

»I clung to him, but he shook me off, and the other may have struck me, for I can remember no more. 
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out of the window. That brought the police, but the rascals had got away.«

»What did they take?«

»Well, I don't think there is anything of value missing. I am sure there was nothing in my son's trunks.«

»Did the men leave no clue?«

»There was one sheet of paper which I may have torn from the man that I grasped. It was lying all crumpled on the floor. It is in my son's handwriting.«

»Which means that it is not of much use,« said the inspector. »Now if it had been in the burglar's ––«

»Exactly,« said Holmes. »What rugged common sense! None the less, I should be curious to see it.«

The inspector drew a folded sheet of foolscap from his pocketbook. 

»I never pass anything, however trifling,« said he with some pomposity. »That is my advice to you, Mr. 

Holmes. In twenty-five years experience I have learned my lesson. There is always the chance of finger-marks or something.«

Holmes inspected the sheet of paper. 

»What do you make of it, Inspector?«

»Seems to be the end of some queer novel, so far as I can see.«

»It may certainly prove to be the end of a queer tale,« said Holmes. »You have noticed the number on the top of the page. It is two hundred and forty-five. 
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Where are the odd two hundred and forty-four pages?«

»Well, I suppose the burglars got those. Much good may it do them!«

»It seems a queer thing to break into a house in order to steal such papers as that. Does it suggest anything to you, Inspector?«

»Yes, sir, it suggests that in their hurry the rascals just grabbed at what came first to hand. I wish them joy of what they got.«

»Why should they go to my son's things?« asked Mrs. Maberley. 

»Well, they found nothing valuable downstairs, so they tried their luck upstairs. That is how I read it. 

What do you make of it, Mr. Holmes?«

»I must think it over, Inspector. Come to the window, Watson.« Then, as we stood together, he read over the fragment of paper. It began in the middle of a sentence and ran like this:

»... face bled considerably from the cuts and blows, but it was nothing to the bleeding of his heart as he saw that lovely face, the face for which he had been prepared to sacrifice his very life, looking out at his agony and humiliation. She smiled – yes, by Heaven! she smiled, like the heartless fiend she was, as he looked up at her. It was at that moment that love died and hate was born. Man must live for something. If it is not for your embrace, my lady, then it
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revenge.«

»Queer grammar!« said Holmes with a smile as he handed the paper back to the inspector. »Did you notice how the ›he‹ suddenly changed to ›my‹? The writer was so carried away by his own story that he imagined himself at the supreme moment to be the hero.«

»It seemed mighty poor stuff,« said the inspector as he replaced it in his book. »What! are you off, Mr. 

Holmes?«

»I don't think there is anything more for me to do now that the case is in such capable hands! By the way, Mrs. Maberley, did you say you wished to travel?«

»It has always been my dream, Mr. Holmes.«

»Where would you like to go – Cairo, Madeira, the Riviera?«

»Oh, if I had the money I would go round the world.«

»Quite so. Round the world. Well, good-morning. I may drop you a line in the evening.« As we passed the window I caught a glimpse of the inspector's smile and shake of the head. »These clever fellows have always a touch of madness.« That was what I read in the inspector's smile. 

»Now, Watson, we are at the last lap of our little journey,« said Holmes when we were back in the roar Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.659
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of central London once more. »I think we had best clear the matter up at once, and it would be well that you should come with me, for it is safer to have a witness when you are dealing with such a lady as Isadora Klein.«

We had taken a cab and were speeding to some address in Grosvenor Square. Holmes had been sunk in thought, but he roused himself suddenly. 

»By the way, Watson, I suppose you see it all clearly?«

»No, I can't say that I do. I only gather that we are going to see the lady who is behind all this mischief.«

»Exactly! But does the name Isadora Klein convey nothing to you? She was, of course,  the  celebrated beauty. There was never a woman to touch her. She is pure Spanish, the real blood of the masterful Conqui-stadors, and her people have been leaders in Pernambuco for generations. She married the aged German sugar king, Klein, and presently found herself the richest as well as the most lovely widow upon earth. 

Then there was an interval of adventure when she pleased her own tastes. She had several lovers, and Douglas Maberley, one of the most striking men in London, was one of them. It was by all accounts more than an adventure with him. He was not a society butterfly but a strong, proud man who gave and expected all. But she is the › belle dame sans merci‹ of fiction. 
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When her caprice is satisfied the matter is ended, and if the other party in the matter can't take her word for it she knows how to bring it home to him.«

»Then that was his own story ––«

»Ah! you are piecing it together now. I hear that she is about to marry the young Duke of Lomond, who might almost be her son. His Grace's ma might overlook the age, but a big scandal would be a different matter, so it is imperative –– Ah! here we are.«

It was one of the finest corner-houses of the West End. A machine-like footman took up our cards and returned with word that the lady was not at home. 

»Then we shall wait until she is,« said Holmes cheerfully. 

The machine broke down. 

»Not at home means not at home to  you, « said the footman. 

»Good,« Holmes answered. »That means that we shall not have to wait. Kindly give this note to your mistress.«

He scribbled three or four words upon a sheet of his notebook, folded it, and handed it to the man. 

»What did you say, Holmes?« I asked. 

»I simply wrote: ›Shall it be the police, then?‹ I think that should pass us in.«

It did – with amazing celerity. A minute later We were in an Arabian Nights drawing-room, vast and Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.661
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wonderful, in a half gloom, picked out with an occasional pink electric light. The lady had come, I felt, to that time of life when even the proudest beauty finds the half light more welcome. She rose from a settee as we entered: tall, queenly, a perfect figure, a lovely mask-like face, with two wonderful Spanish eyes which looked murder at us both. 

»What is this intrusion – and this insulting message?« she asked, holding up the slip of paper. 

»I need not explain, madame. I have too much respect for your intelligence to do so – though I confess that intelligence has been surprisingly at fault of late.«

»How so, sir?«

»By supposing that your hired bullies could frighten me from my work. Surely no man would take up my profession if it were not that danger attracts him. It was you, then, who forced me to examine the case of young Maberley.«

»I have no idea what you are talking about. What have I to do with hired bullies?«

Holmes turned away wearily. 

»Yes, I have underrated your intelligence. Well, good-afternoon!«

»Stop! Where are you going?«

»To Scotland Yard.«

We had not got halfway to the door before she had overtaken us and was holding his arm. She had turned Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.662
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in a moment from steel to velvet. 

»Come and sit down, gentlemen. Let us talk this matter over. I feel that I may be frank with you, Mr. 

Holmes. You have the feelings of a gentleman. How quick a Woman's instinct is to find it out. I will treat you as a friend.«

»I cannot promise to reciprocate, madame. I am not the law, but I represent justice so far as my feeble powers go. I am ready to listen, and then I will tell you how I will act.«

»No doubt it was foolish of me to threaten a brave man like yourself.«

»What was really foolish, madame, is that you have placed yourself in the power of a band of rascals who may blackmail or give you away.«

»No, no! I am not so simple. Since I have promised to be frank, I may say that no one, save Barney Stok-kdale and Susan, his wife, have the least idea who their employer is. As to them, well, it is not the first ––« She smiled and nodded with a charming coquettish intimacy. 

»I see. You've tested them before.«

»They are good hounds who run silent.«

»Such hounds have a way sooner or later of biting the hand that feeds them. They will be arrested for this burglary. The police are already after them.«
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they are paid for. I shall not appear in the matter.«

»Unless I bring you into it.«

»No, no, you would not. You are a gentleman. It is a woman's secret.«

»In the first place, you must give back this manuscript.«

She broke into a ripple of laughter and walked to the fireplace. There was a calcined mass which she broke up with the poker. »Shall I give this back?« she asked. So roguish and exquisite did she look as she stood before us with a challenging smile that I felt of all Holmes's criminals this was the one whom he would find it hardest to face. However, he was immune from sentiment. 

»That seals your fate,« he said coldly. »You are very prompt in your actions, madame, but you have overdone it on this occasion.«

She threw the poker down with a clatter. 

»How hard you are!« she cried. »May I tell you the whole story?«

»I fancy I could tell it to you.«

»But you must look at it with my eyes, Mr. Holmes. You must realize it from the point of view of a woman who sees all her life's ambition about to be ruined at the last moment. Is such a woman to be blamed if she protects herself?«

»The original sin was yours.«
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»Yes, yes! I admit it. He was a dear boy, Douglas, but it so chanced that he could not fit into my plans. 

He wanted marriage – marriage, Mr. Holmes – with a penniless commoner. Nothing less would serve him. 

Then he became pertinacious. Because I had given he seemed to think that I still must give, and to him only. 

It was intolerable. At last I had to make him realize it.«

»By hiring ruffians to beat him under your own window.«

»You do indeed seem to know everything. Well, it is true. Barney and the boys drove him away, and were, I admit, a little rough in doing so. But what did he do then? Could I have believed that a gentleman would do such an act? He wrote a book in which he described his own story. I, of course, was the wolf; he the lamb. It was all there, under different names, of course; but who in all London would have failed to recognize it? What do you say to that, Mr. Holmes?«

»Well, he was within his rights.«

»It was as if the air of Italy had got into his blood and brought with it the old cruel Italian spirit. He wrote to me and sent me a copy of his book that I might have the torture of anticipation. There were two copies, he said-one for me, one for his publisher.«

»How did you know the publisher's had not reached him?«
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»I knew who his publisher was. It is not his only novel, you know. I found out that he had not heard from Italy. Then came Douglas's sudden death. So long as that other manuscript was in the world there was no safety for me. Of course, it must be among his effects, and these would be returned to his mother. I set the gang at work. One of them got into the house as servant. I wanted to do the thing honestly. I really and truly did. I was ready to buy the house and everything in it. I offered any price she cared to ask. I only tried the other way when everything else had failed. 

Now, Mr. Holmes, granting that I was too hard on Douglas – and, God knows, I am sorry for it! – what else could I do with my whole future at stake?«

Sherlock Holmes shrugged his shoulders. 

»Well, well,« said he, »I suppose I shall have to compound a felony as usual. How much does it cost to go round the world in first-class style?«

The lady stared in amazement. 

»Could it be done on five thousand pounds?«

»Well, I should think so, indeed!«

»Very good. I think you will sign me a check for that, and I will see that it comes to Mrs. Maberley. 

You owe her a little change of air. Meantime, lady« –

he wagged a cautionary forefinger – »have a care! 

Have a care! You can't play with edged tools forever without cutting those dainty hands.«
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The Adventure of the Sussex Vampire Holmes had read carefully a note which the last post had brought him-Then, with the dry chuckle which was his nearest approach to a laugh, he tossed it over to me. 

»For a mixture of the modern and the mediaeval, of the practical and of the wildly fanciful, I think this is surely the limit,« said he. »What do you make of it, Watson?«

I read as follows:

46, OLD JEWRY, 

 Nov. 19th. 

 Re  Vampires

SIR:

Our client, Mr. Robert Ferguson, of Ferguson and Muirhead, tea brokers, of Mincing Lane, has made some inquiry from us in a communication of even date concerning vampires. As our firm specializes entirely upon the assessment of machinery the matter hardly comes within our purview, and we have therefore recommended Mr. 

Ferguson to call upon you and lay the matter before you. 

We have not forgotten your successful action in the case of Matilda Briggs. 

We are, sir, 

Faithfully yours, 

MORRISON, MORRISON, AND DODD. 

per E.J.C. 
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»Matilda Briggs was not the name of a young woman, Watson,« said Holmes in a reminiscent voice. »It was a ship which is associated with the giant rat of Sumatra, a story for which the world is not yet prepared. But what do we know about vampires? Does it come within our purview either? Anything is better than stagnation, but really we seem to have been switched on to a Grimms' fairy tale. Make a long arm, Watson, and see what V has to say.«

I leaned back and took down the great index volume to which he referred. Holmes balanced it on his knee, and his eyes moved slowly and lovingly over the record of old cases, mixed with the accumulated information of a lifetime. 

»Voyage of the  Gloria Scott« he read. »That was a bad business. I have some recollection that you made a record of it, Watson, though I was unable to congratulate you upon the result. Victor Lynch, the forger. 

Venomous lizard or gila. Remarkable case, that! Vittoria, the circus belle. Vanderbilt and the Yeggman. 

Vipers. Vigor, the Hammersmith wonder. Hullo! 

Hullo! Good old index. You can't beat it. Listen to this, Watson. Vampirism in Hungary. And again, Vampires in Transylvania.« He turned over the pages with eagerness, but after a short intent perusal he threw down the great book with a snarl of disappoint-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.668
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ment. 

»Rubbish, Watson, rubbish! What have we to do with walking corpses who can only be held in their grave by stakes driven through their hearts? It's pure lunacy.«

»But surely,« said I, »the vampire was not necessarily a dead man? A living person might have the habit. I have read, for example, of the old sucking the blood of the young in order to retain their youth.«

»You are right, Watson. It mentions the legend in one of these references. But are we to give serious attention to such things? This agency stands flat-footed upon the ground, and there it must remain. The world is big enough for us. No ghosts need apply. I fear that we cannot take Mr. Robert Ferguson very seriously. 

Possibly this note may be from him and may throw some light upon what is worrying him.«

He took up a second letter which had lain unnoticed upon the table while he had been absorbed with the first. This he began to read with a smile of amusement upon his face which gradually faded away into an expression of intense interest and concentration. 

When he had finished he sat for some little time lost in thought with the letter dangling from his fingers. 

Finally, with a start, he aroused himself from his reverie. 

»Cheeseman's, Lamberley. Where is Lamberley, Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.669
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Watson?«

»It is in Sussex, south of Horsham.«

»Not very far, eh? And Cheeseman's?«

»I know that country, Holmes. It is full of old houses which are named after the men who built them centuries ago. You get Odley's and Harvey's and Carriton's – the folk are forgotten but their names live in their houses.«

»Precisely,« said Holmes coldly. It was one of the peculiarities of his proud, self-contained nature that though he docketed any fresh information very quietly and accurately in his brain, he seldom made any acknowledgment to the giver. »I rather fancy we shall know a good deal more about Cheeseman's, Lamberley, before we are through. The letter is, as I had hoped, from Robert Ferguson. By the way, he claims acquaintance with you.«

»With me!«

»You had better read it.«

He handed the letter across. It was headed with the address quoted. 

DEAR MR. HOLMES [it said]:

I have been recommended to you by my lawyers, but indeed the matter is so extraordinarily delicate that it is most difficult to discuss. It concerns a friend for whom I am acting. This gentleman married some five years ago a Peruvian lady, the daughter of a Peruvian merchant, Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.670
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whom he had met in connection with the importation of nitrates. The lady was very beautiful, but the fact of her foreign birth and of her alien religion always caused a separation of interests and of feelings between husband and wife, so that after a time his love may have cooled towards her and he may have come to regard their union as a mistake. He felt there were sides of her character which he could never explore or understand. This was the more painful as she was as loving a wife as a man could have –

to all appearance absolutely devoted. 

Now for the point which I will make more plain when we meet. Indeed, this note is merely to give you a general idea of the situation and to ascertain whether you would care to interest yourself in the matter. The lady began to show some curious traits quite alien to her ordinarily sweet and gentle disposition. The gentleman had been married twice and he had one son by the first wife. This boy was now fifteen, a very charming and affectionate youth, though unhappily injured through an accident in childhood Twice the wife was caught in the act of assaulting this poor lad in the most unprovoked way. Once she struck him with a stick and left a great weal on his arm. 

This was a small matter, however, compared with her conduct to her own child, a dear boy just under one year of age. On one occasion about a month ago this child had been left by its nurse for a few minutes. A loud cry from the baby, as of pain, called the nurse back. As she ran into the room she saw her employer, the lady, leaning over the baby and apparently biting his neck. There was a small wound in the neck from which a stream of blood had escaped. The nurse was so horrified that she wished to call the husband, but the lady implored her not to do so and Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.671
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actually gave her five pounds as a price for her silence. 

No explanation was ever given, and for the moment the matter was passed over. 

It left, however, a terrible impression upon the nurse's mind, and from that time she began to watch her mistress closely and to keep a closer guard upon the baby, whom she tenderly loved. It seemed to her that even as she watched the mother, so the mother watched her, and that every time she was compelled to leave the baby alone the mother was waiting to get at it. Day and night the nurse covered the child, and day and night the silent, watchful mother seemed to be lying in wait as a wolf waits for a lamb. It must read most incredible to you, and yet I beg you to take it seriously, for a child's life and a man's sanity may depend upon it. 

At last there came one dreadful day when the facts could no longer be concealed from the husband. The nurse's nerve had given way; she could stand the strain no longer, and she made a clean breast of it all to the man. To him it seemed as wild a tale as it may now seem to you. He knew his wife to be a loving wife, and, save for the assaults upon her stepson, a loving mother. Why, then, should she wound her own dear little baby? He told the nurse that she was dreaming, that her suspicions were those of a lunatic, and that such libels upon her mistress were not to be tolerated. While they were talking a sudden cry of pain was heard. Nurse and master rushed together to the nursery. Imagine his feelings, Mr. Holmes, as he saw his wife rise from a kneeling position beside the cot and saw blood upon the child's exposed neck and upon the sheet. With a cry of horror, he turned his wife's face to the light and saw blood all round her lips. It was Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.672
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she – she beyond all question – who had drunk the poor baby's blood. 

So the matter stands. She is now confined to her room. 

There has been no explanation. The husband is half demented. He knows, and I know, little of vampirism beyond the name. We had thought it was some wild tale of foreign parts. And yet here in the very heart of the English Sussex – well, all this can be discussed with you in the morning. Will you see me? Will you use your great powers in aiding a distracted man? If so, kindly wire to Ferguson, Cheeseman's, Lamberley, and I will be at your rooms by ten o'clock. 

Yours faithfully, 

ROBERT FERGUSON. 

P.S. I believe your friend Watson played Rugby for Blackheath when I was three-quarter for Richmond. It is the only personal introduction which I can give. 

»Of course I remembered him,« said I as I laid down the letter. »Big Bob Ferguson, the finest three-quarter Richmond ever had. He was always a good-natured chap. It's like him to be so concerned, over a friend's case.«

Holmes looked at me thoughtfully and shook his head. 

»I never get your limits, Watson,« said he. »There are unexplored possibilities about you. Take a wire down, like a good fellow. ›Will examine your case with pleasure.‹«
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» Your  case!«

»We must not let him think that this agency is a home for the weak-minded. Of course it is his case. 

Send him that wire and let the matter rest till morning.«

Promptly at ten o'clock next morning Ferguson strode into our room. I had remembered him as a long, slab-sided man with loose limbs and a fine turn of speed which had carried him round many an opposing back. There is surely nothing in life more painful than to meet the wreck of a fine athlete whom one has known in his prime. His great frame had fallen in, his flaxen hair was scanty, and his shoulders were bowed. 

I fear that I roused corresponding emotions in him. 

»Hullo, Watson,« said he, and his voice was still deep and hearty. »You don't look quite the man you did when I threw you over the ropes into the crowd at the Old Deer Park. I expect I have changed a bit also. 

But it's this last day or two that has aged me. I see by your telegram, Mr. Holmes, that it is no use my pretending to be anyone's deputy.«

»It is simpler to deal direct,« said Holmes. 

»Of course it is. But you can imagine how difficult it is when you are speaking of the one woman whom you are bound to protect and help. What can I do? 

How am I to go to the police with such a story? And yet the kiddies have got to be protected. Is it madness, Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.674
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Mr. Holmes? Is it something in the blood? Have you any similar case in your experience? For God's sake, give me some advice, for I am at my wit's end.«

»Very naturally, Mr. Ferguson. Now sit here and pull yourself together and give me a few clear answers. I can assure you that I am very far from being at my wit's end, and that I am confident we shall find some solution. First of all, tell me what steps you have taken. Is your wife still near the children?«

»We had a dreadful scene. She is a most loving woman, Mr. Holmes. If ever a woman loved a man with all her heart and soul, she loves me. She was cut to the heart that I should have discovered this horrible, this incredible, secret. She would not even speak. 

She gave no answer to my reproaches, save to gaze at me with a sort of wild, despairing look in her eyes. 

Then she rushed to her room and locked herself in. 

Since then she has refused to see me. She has a maid who was with her before her marriage, Dolores by name – a friend rather than a servant. She takes her food to her.«

»Then the child is in no immediate danger?«

»Mrs. Mason, the nurse, has sworn that she will not leave it night or day. I can absolutely trust her. I am more uneasy about poor little Jack, for, as I told you in my note, he has twice been assaulted by her.«

»But never wounded?«
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»No, she struck him savagely. It is the more terrible as he is a poor little inoffensive cripple.« Ferguson's gaunt features softened as he spoke of his boy. 

»You would think that the dear lad's condition would soften anyone's heart. A fall in childhood and a twisted spine, Mr. Holmes. But the dearest, most loving heart within.«

Holmes had picked up the letter of yesterday and was reading it over. »What other inmates are there in your house, Mr. Ferguson?«

»Two servants who have not been long with us. 

One stable-hand, Michael, who sleeps in the house. 

My wife, myself, my boy Jack, baby, Dolores, and Mrs. Mason. That is all.«

»I gather that you did not know your wife well at the time of your marriage?«

»I had only known her a few weeks.«

»How long had this maid Dolores been with her?«

»Some years.«

»Then your wife's character would really be better known by Dolores than by you?«

»Yes, you may say so.«

Holmes made a note. 

»I fancy,« said he, »that I may be of more use at Lamberley than here. It is eminently a case for personal investigation. If the lady remains in her room, our presence could not annoy or inconvenience her. Of Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.676
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course, we would stay at the inn.«

Ferguson gave a gesture of relief. 

»It is what I hoped, Mr. Holmes. There is an excellent train at two from Victoria if you could come.«

»Of course we could come. There is a lull at present. I can give you my undivided energies. Watson, of course, comes with us. But there are one or two points upon which I wish to be very sure before I start. This unhappy lady, as I understand it, has appeared to assault both the children, her own baby and your little son?«

»That is so.«

»But the assaults take different forms, do they not? 

She has beaten your son.«

»Once with a stick and once very savagely with her hands.«

»Did she give no explanation why she struck him?«

»None save that she hated him. Again and again she said so.«

»Well, that is not unknown among stepmothers. A posthumous jealousy, we will say. Is the lady jealous by nature?«

»Yes, she is very jealous – jealous with all the strength of her fiery tropical love.«

»But the boy – he is fifteen, I understand, and probably very developed in mind, since his body has been circumscribed in action. Did he give you no ex-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.677
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planation of these assaults?«

»No, he declared there was no reason.«

»Were they good friends at other times?«

»No, there was never any love between them.«

»Yet you say he is affectionate?«

»Never in the world could there be so devoted a son. My life is his-life. He is absorbed in what I say or do.«

Once again Holmes made a note. For some time he sat lost in thought. 

»No doubt you and the boy were great comrades before this second marriage. You were thrown very close together, were you not?«

»Very much so.«

»And the boy, having so affectionate a nature, was devoted, no doubt, to the memory of his mother?«

»Most devoted.«

»He would certainly seem to be a most interesting lad. There is one other point about these assaults. 

Were the strange attacks upon the baby and the assaults upon your son at the same period?«

»In the first case it was so. It was as if some frenzy had seized her, and she had vented her rage upon both. In the second case it was only Jack who suffered. Mrs. Mason had no complaint to make about the baby.«

»That certainly complicates matters.«
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»I don't quite follow you, Mr. Holmes.«

»Possibly not. One forms provisional theories and waits for time or fuller knowledge to explode them. A bad habit, Mr. Ferguson, but human nature is weak. I fear that your old friend here has given an exaggerated view of my scientific methods. However, I will only say at the present stage that your problem does not appear to me to be insoluble, and that you may expect to find us at Victoria at two o'clock.«

It was evening of a dull, foggy November day when, having left our bags at the Chequers, Lamberley, we drove through the Sussex clay of a long winding lane and finally reached the isolated and ancient farmhouse in which Ferguson dwelt. It was a large, straggling building, very old in the centre, very new at the wings with towering Tudor chimneys and a lichen-spotted, high-pitched roof of Horsham slabs. 

The doorsteps were worn into curves, and the ancient tiles which lined the porch were marked with the rebus of a cheese and a man after the original builder. 

Within, the ceilings were corrugated with heavy oaken beams, and the uneven floors sagged into sharp curves. An odour of age and decay pervaded the whole crumbling building. 

There was one very large central room into which Ferguson led us. Here, in a huge old-fashioned fireplace with an iron screen behind it dated 1670, there Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.679
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blazed and spluttered a splendid log fire. 

The room, as I gazed round, was a most singular mixture of dates and of places. The half-panelled walls may well have belonged to the original yeoman farmer of the seventeenth century. They were ornamented, however, on the lower part by a line of well-chosen modern water-colours; while above, where yellow plaster took the place of oak, there was hung a fine collection of South American utensils and weapons, which had been brought, no doubt, by the Peruvian lady upstairs. Holmes rose, with that quick curiosity which sprang from his eager mind, and examined them with some care. He returned with his eyes full of thought. 

»Hullo!« he cried. »Hullo!«

A spaniel had lain in a basket in the corner. It came slowly forward towards its master, walking with difficulty. Its hind legs moved irregularly and its tail was on the ground. It licked Ferguson's hand. 

»What is it, Mr. Holmes?«

»The dog. What's the matter with it?«

»That's what puzzled the vet. A sort of paralysis. 

Spinal meningitis, he thought. But it is passing. He'll be all right soon – won't you, Carlo?«

A shiver of assent passed through the drooping tail. 

The dog's mournful eyes passed from one of us to the other. He knew that we were discussing his case. 
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»Did it come on suddenly?«

»In a single night.«

»How long ago?«

»It may have been four months ago.«

»Very remarkable. Very suggestive.«

»What do you see in it, Mr. Holmes?«

»A confirmation of what I had already thought.«

»For God's sake, what  do  you think, Mr. Holmes? 

It may be a mere intellectual puzzle to you, but it is life and death to me! My wife a would-be murderer –

my child in constant danger! Don't play with me, Mr. 

Holmes. It is too terribly serious.«

The big Rugby three-quarter was trembling all over. Holmes put his hand soothingly upon his arm. 

»I fear that there is pain for you, Mr. Ferguson, whatever the solution may be,« said he. »I would spare you all I can. I cannot say more for the instant, but before I leave this house I hope I may have something definite.«

»Please God you may! If you will excuse me, gentlemen, I will go up to my wife's room and see if there has been any change.«

He was away some minutes, during which Holmes resumed his examination of the curiosities upon the wall. When our host returned it was clear from his downcast face that he had made no progress. He brought with him a tall, slim, brown-faced girl. 
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»The tea is ready, Dolores,« said Ferguson. »See that your mistress has everything she can wish.«

»She verra ill,« cried the girl, looking with indignant eyes at her master. »She no ask for food. She verra ill. She need doctor. I frightened stay alone with her without doctor.«

Ferguson looked at me with a question in his eyes. 

»I should be so glad if I could be of use.«

»Would your mistress see Dr. Watson?«

»I take him. I no ask leave. She needs doctor.«

»Then I'll come with you at once.«

I followed the girl, who was quivering with strong emotion, up the staircase and down an ancient corridor. At the end was an iron-clamped and massive door. It struck me as I looked at it that if Ferguson tried to force his way to his wife he would find it no easy matter. The girl drew a key from her pocket, and the heavy oaken planks creaked upon their old hinges. 

I passed in and she swiftly followed, fastening the door behind her. 

On the bed a woman was lying who was clearly in a high fever. She was only half conscious, but as I entered she raised a pair of frightened but beautiful eyes and glared at me in apprehension. Seeing a stranger, she appeared to be relieved and sank back with a sigh upon the pillow.  I  stepped up to her with a few reassuring words, and she lay still while £ took her pulse Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.682
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and temperature. Both were high, and yet my impression was that the condition was rather that of mental and nervous excitement than of any actual seizure. 

»She lie like that one day, two day. I 'fraid she die,« said the girl. 

The woman turned her flushed and handsome face towards me. 

»Where is my husband?«

»He is below and would wish to see you.«

»I will not see him. I will not see him.« Then she seemed to wander off into delirium. »A fiend! A fiend! Oh, what shall I do with this devil?«

»Can I help you in any way?«

»No. No one can help. It is finished. All is destroyed. Do what I will, all is destroyed.«

The woman must have some strange delusion. I could not see honest Bob Ferguson in the character of fiend or devil. 

»Madame,« I said, »your husband loves you dearly. 

He is deeply grieved at this happening.«

Again she turned on me those glorious eyes. 

»He loves me. Yes. But do I not love him? Do I not love him even to sacrifice myself rather than break his dear heart? That is how I love him. And yet he could think of me – he could speak of me so.«

»He is full of grief, but he cannot understand.«

»No, he cannot understand. But he should trust.«
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»Will you not see him?« I suggested. 

»No, no, I cannot forget those terrible words nor the look upon his face. I will not see him. Go now. 

You can do nothing for me. Tell him only one thing. I want my child. I have a right to my child. That is the only message I can send him.« She turned her face to the wall and would say no more. 

I returned to the room downstairs, where Ferguson and Holmes still sat by the fire. Ferguson listened moodily to my account of the interview. 

»How can I send her the child?« he said. »How do I know what strange impulse might come upon her? 

How can I ever forget how she rose from beside it with its blood upon her lips?« He shuddered at the recollection. »The child is safe with Mrs. Mason, and there he must remain.«

A smart maid, the only modern thing which we had seen in the house, had brought in some tea. As she was serving it the door opened and a youth entered the room. He was a remarkable lad, pale-faced and fair-haired, with excitable light blue eyes which blazed into a sudden flame of emotion and joy as they rested upon his father. He rushed forward and threw his arms round his neck with the abandon of a loving girl. 

»Oh, daddy,« he cried, »I did not know that you were due yet. I should have been here to meet you. 

Oh, I am so glad to see you!«
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Ferguson gently disengaged himself from the embrace with some little show of embarrassment. 

»Dear old chap,« said he, patting the flaxen head with a very tender hand. »I came early because my friends, Mr. Holmes and Dr. Watson, have been persuaded to come down and spend an evening with us.«

»Is that Mr. Holmes, the detective?«

»Yes.«

The youth looked at us with a very penetrating and, as it seemed to me, unfriendly gaze. 

»What about your other child, Mr. Ferguson?«

asked Holmes. »Might we make the acquaintance of the baby?«

»Ask Mrs. Mason to bring baby down,« said Ferguson. The boy went off with a curious, shambling gait which told my surgical eyes that he was suffering from a weak spine. Presently he returned, and behind him came a tall, gaunt woman bearing in her arms a very beautiful child, dark-eyed, golden-haired, a wonderful mixture of the Saxon and the Latin. Ferguson was evidently devoted to it, for he took it into his arms and fondled it most tenderly. 

»Fancy anyone having the heart to hurt him,« he muttered as he glanced down at the small, angry red pucker upon the cherub throat. 

It was at this moment that I chanced to glance at Holmes and saw a most singular intentness in his ex-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.685
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pression. His face was as set as if it had been carved out of old ivory, and his eyes, which had glanced for a moment at father and child, were now fixed with eager curiosity upon something at the other side of the room. Following his gaze I could only guess that he was looking out through the window at the melancholy, dripping garden. It is true that a shutter had half closed outside and obstructed the view, but none the less it was certainly at the window that Holmes was fixing his concentrated attention. Then he smiled, and his eyes came back to the baby. On its chubby neck there was this small puckered mark. Without speaking, Holmes examined it with care. Finally he shook one of the dimpled fists which waved in front of him. 

»Good-bye, little man. You have made a strange start in life. Nurse, I should wish to have a word with you in private.«

He took her aside and spoke earnestly for a few minutes. I only heard the last words, which were: »Your anxiety will soon, I hope, be set at rest.« The woman, who seemed to be a sour, silent kind of creature, withdrew with the child. 

»What is Mrs. Mason like?« asked Holmes. 

»Not very prepossessing externally, as you can see, but a heart of gold, and devoted to the child.«

»Do you like her, Jack?« Holmes turned suddenly Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.686
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upon the boy. His expressive mobile face shadowed over, and he shook his head. 

»Jacky has very strong likes and dislikes,« said Ferguson, putting his arm round the boy. »Luckily I am one of his likes.«

The boy cooed and nestled his head upon his father's breast. Ferguson gently disengaged him. 

»Run away, little Jacky,« said he, and he watched his son with loving eyes until he disappeared. »Now, Mr. Holmes,« he continued when the boy was gone, 

»I really feel that I have brought you on a fool's errand, for what can you possibly do save give me your sympathy? It must be an exceedingly delicate and complex affair from your point of view.«

»It is certainly delicate,« said my friend with an amused smile, »but I have not been struck up to now with its complexity. It has been a case for intellectual deduction, but when this original intellectual deduction is confirmed point by point by quite a number of independent incidents, then the subjective becomes objective and we can say confidently that we have reached our goal. I had, in fact, reached it before we left Baker Street, and the rest has merely been observation and confirmation.«

Ferguson put his big hand to his furrowed forehead. 
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you can see the truth in this matter, do not keep me in suspense. How do I stand? What shall I do? I care nothing as to how you have found your facts so long as you have really got them.«

»Certainly I owe you an explanation, and you shall have it. But you will permit me to handle the matter in my own way? Is the lady capable of seeing us, Watson?«

»She is ill, but she is quite rational.«

»Very good. It is only in her presence that we can clear the matter up. Let us go up to her.«

»She will not see me,« cried Ferguson. 

»Oh, yes, she will,« said Holmes. He scribbled a few lines upon a sheet of paper. »You at least have the entree, Watson. Will you have the goodness to give the lady this note?«

I ascended again and handed the note to Dolores, who cautiously opened the door. A minute later I heard a cry from within, a cry in which joy and surprise seemed to be blended. Dolores looked out. 

»She will see them. She will leesten,« said she. 

At my summons Ferguson and Holmes came up. 

As we entered the room Ferguson took a step or two towards his wife, who had raised herself in the bed, but she held out her hand to repulse him. He sank into an armchair, while Holmes seated himself beside him, after bowing to the lady, who looked at him with Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.688
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wide-eyed amazement. 

»I think we can dispense with Dolores,« said Holmes. »Oh, very well, madame, if you would rather she stayed I can see no objection. Now, Mr. Ferguson, I am a busy man with many calls, and my methods have to be short and direct. The swiftest surgery is the least painful. Let me first say what will ease your mind. 

Your wife is a very good, a very loving, and a very illused woman.«

Ferguson sat up with a cry of joy. 

»Prove that, Mr. Holmes, and I am your debtor forever.«

»I will do so, but in doing so I must wound you deeply in another direction.«

»I care nothing so long as you clear my wife. Everything on earth is insignificant compared to that.«

»Let me tell you, then, the train of reasoning which passed through my mind in Baker Street. The idea of a vampire was to me absurd. Such things do not happen in criminal practice in England. And yet your observation was precise. You had seen the lady rise from beside the child's cot with the blood upon her lips.«

»I did.«

»Did it not occur to you that a bleeding wound may be sucked for some other purpose than to draw the blood from it? Was there not a queen in English hi-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.689
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story who sucked such a wound to draw poison from it?«

»Poison!«

»A South American household. My instinct felt the presence of those weapons upon the wall before my eyes ever saw them. It might have been other poison, but that was what occurred to me. When I saw that little empty quiver beside the small bird-bow, it was just what I expected to see. If the child were pricked with one of those arrows dipped in curare or some other devilish drug, it would mean death if the venom were not sucked out. 

And the dog! If one were to use such a poison, would one not try it first in order to see that it had not lost its power? I did not foresee the dog, but at least I understand him and he fitted into my reconstruction. 

Now do you understand? Your wife feared such an attack. She saw it made and saved the child's life, and yet she shrank from telling you all the truth, for she knew how you loved the boy and feared lest it break your heart.«

»Jacky!«

»I watched him as you fondled the child just now. 

His face was clearly reflected in the glass of the window where the shutter formed a background. I saw such jealousy, such cruel hatred, as I have seldom seen in a human face.«
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»My Jacky!«

»You have to face it, Mr. Ferguson. It is the more painful because it is a distorted love, a maniacal exaggerated love for you, and possibly for his dead mother, which has prompted his action. His very soul is consumed with hatred for this splendid child, whose health and beauty are a contrast to his own weakness.«

»Good God! It is incredible!«

»Have I spoken the truth, madame?«

The lady was sobbing, with her face buried in the pillows. Now she turned to her husband. 

»How could I tell you, Bob? I felt the blow it would be to you. It was better that I should wait and that it should come from some other lips than mine. 

When this gentleman, who seems to have powers of magic, wrote that he knew all, I was glad.«

»I think a year at sea would be my prescription for Master Jacky,« said Holmes, rising from his chair. 

»Only one thing is still clouded, madame. We can quite understand your attacks upon Master Jacky. 

There is a limit to a mother's patience. But how did you dare to leave the child these last two days?«

»I had told Mrs. Mason. She knew.«

»Exactly. So I imagined.«

Ferguson was standing by the bed, choking, his hands outstretched and quivering. 
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»This, I fancy, is the time for our exit, Watson,«

said Holmes in a whisper. »If you will take one elbow of the too faithful Dolores, I will take the other. 

There, now,« he added as he closed the door behind him, »I think we may leave them to settle the rest among themselves.«

I have only one further note of this case. It is the letter which Holmes wrote in final answer to that with which the narrative begins. It ran thus: BAKER STREET, 

 Nov. 21st. 

 Re  Vampires

SIR:

Referring to your letter of the 19th, I beg to state that I have looked into the inquiry of your client, Mr. Robert Ferguson, of Ferguson and Muir-head, tea brokers, of Mincing Lane, and that the matter has been brought to a satisfactory conclusion. With thanks for your recommendation, I am, sir, 

Faithfully yours, 

SHERLOCK HOLMES

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.692

The Adventure of the Three Garridebs Doyle-SH, 1231

The Adventure of the Three Garridebs It may have been a comedy, or it may have been a tragedy. It cost one man his reason, it cost me a blood-letting, and it cost yet another man the penalties of the law. Yet there was certainly an element of comedy. 

Well, you shall judge for yourselves. 

I remember the date very well, for it was in the same month that Holmes refused a knighthood for services which may perhaps some day be described. I only refer to the matter in passing, far in my position of partner and confidant I am obliged to be particularly careful to avoid any indiscretion. I repeat, however, that this enables me to fix the date, which was the latter end of June, 1902, shortly after the conclusion of the South African War. Holmes had spent several days in bed, as was his habit from time to time, but he emerged that morning with a long foolscap document in his hand and a twinkle of amusement in his austere gray eyes. 

»There is a chance for you to make some money, friend Watson,« said he. »Have you ever heard the name of Garrideb?«

I admitted that I had not. 

»Well, if you can lay your hand upon a Garrideb, there's money in it.«
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»Why?«

»Ah, that's a long story – rather a whimsical one, too. I don't think in all our explorations of human complexities we have ever come upon anything more singular. The fellow will be here presently for cross-examination, so I won't open the matter up till he comes. But, meanwhile, that's the name we want.«

The telephone directory lay on the table beside me, and I turned over the pages in a rather hopeless quest. 

But to my amazement there was this strange name in its due place. I gave a cry of triumph. 

»Here you are, Holmes! Here it is!«

Holmes took the book from my hand. 

»›Garrideb, N.,‹« he read, »›136 Little Ryder Street, W.‹ Sorry to disappoint you, my dear Watson, but this is the man himself. That is the address upon his letter. We want another to match him.«

Mrs. Hudson had come in with a card upon a tray. I took it up and glanced at it. 

»Why, here it is!« I cried in amazement. »This is a different initial. John Garrideb, Counsellor at Law, Moorville, Kansas, U.S.A.«

Holmes smiled as he looked at the card. »I am afraid you must make yet another effort, Watson,«

said he. »This gentleman is also in the plot already, though I certainly did not expect to see him this morning. However, he is in a position, to tell us a good Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.694
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deal which I want to know.«

A moment later he was in the room. Mr. John Garrideb, Counsellor at Law, was a short, powerful man with the round, fresh, clean-shaven face characteristic of so many American men of affairs. The general effect was chubby and rather childlike, so that one received the impression of quite a young man with a broad set smile upon his face. His eyes, however, were arresting. Seldom in any human head have I seen a pair which bespoke a more intense inward life, so bright were they, so alert, so responsive to every change of thought. His accent was American, but was not accompanied by any eccentricity of speech. 

»Mr. Holmes?« he asked, glancing from one to the other. »Ah, yes! Your pictures are not unlike you, sir, if I may say so. I believe you have had a letter from my namesake, Mr. Nathan Garrideb, have you not?«

»Pray sit down,« said Sherlock Holmes. »We shall, I fancy, have a good deal to discuss.« He took up his sheets of foolscap. »You are, of course, the Mr. John Garrideb mentioned in this document. But surely you have been in England some time?«

»Why do you say that, Mr. Holmes?« I seemed to read sudden suspicion in those expressive eyes. 

»Your whole outfit is English.«

Mr. Garrideb forced a laugh. »I've read of your tricks, Mr. Holmes, but I never thought I would be the Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.695
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subject of them. Where do you read that?«

»The shoulder cut of your coat, the toes of your boots – could anyone doubt it?«

»Well, well, I had no idea I was so obvious a Britisher. But business brought me over here some time ago, and so, as you say, my outfit is nearly all London. However, I guess your time is of value, and we did not meet to talk about the cut of my socks. What about getting down to that paper you hold in your hand?«

Holmes had in some way ruffled our visitor, whose chubby face had assumed a far less amiable expression. 

»Patience! Patience, Mr. Garrideb!« said my friend in a soothing voice. »Dr. Watson would tell you that these little digressions of mine sometimes prove in the end to have some bearing on the matter. But why did Mr. Nathan Garrideb not come with you?«

»Why did he ever drag you into it at all?« asked our visitor with a sudden outflame of anger. »What in thunder had you to do with it? Here was a bit of professional business between two gentlemen, and one of them must needs call in a detective! I saw him this morning, and he told me this fool-trick he had played me, and that's why I am here. But I feel bad about it, all the same.«

»There was no reflection upon you, Mr. Garrideb. 
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It was simply zeal upon his part to gain your end – an end which is, I understand equally vital for both of you. He knew that I had means of getting information, and, therefore, it was very natural that he should apply to me.«

Our visitor's angry face gradually cleared. 

»Well, that puts it different,« said he. »When I went to see him this morning and he told me he had sent to a detective, I just asked for your address and came right away. I don't want police butting into a private matter. But if you are content just to help us find the man, there can be no harm in that.«

»Well, that is just how it stands,« said Holmes. 

»And now, sir, since you are here, we had best have a clear account from your own lips. My friend here knows nothing of the details.«

Mr. Garrideb surveyed me with not too friendly a gaze. 

»Need he know?« he asked. 

»We usually work together.«

»Well, there's no reason it should be kept a secret. 

I'll give you the facts as short as I can make them. If you came from Kansas I would not need to explain to you who Alexander Hamilton Garrideb was. He made his money in real estate, and afterwards in the wheat pit at Chicago, but he spent it in buying up as much land as would make one of your counties, lying along Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.697
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the Arkansas River, west of Fort Dodge. It's grazing-land and lumber-land and arable-land and minerali-zed-land, and just every sort of land that brings dollars to the man that owns it. 

He had no kith nor kin – or, if he had, I never heard of it. But he took a kind of pride in the queerness of his name. That was what brought us together. I was in the law at Topeka, and one day I had a visit from the old man, and he was tickled to death to meet another man with his own name. It was his pet fad, and he was dead set to find out if there were any more Garridebs in the world. ›Find me another!‹ said he. I told him I was a busy man and could not spend my life hiking round the world in search of Garridebs. 

›None the less,‹ said he, ›that is just what you will do if things pan out as I planned them.‹ I thought he was joking, but there was a powerful lot of meaning in the words, as I was soon to discover. 

For he died within a year of saying them, and he left a will behind him. It was the queerest will that has ever been filed in the State of Kansas. His property was divided into three parts, and I was to have one on condition that I found two Garridebs who would share the remainder. It's five million dollars for each if it is a cent, but we can't lay a finger on it until we all three stand in a row. 

It was so big a chance that I just let my legal prac-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.698

The Adventure of the Three Garridebs Doyle-SH, 1233

tice slide and I set forth looking for Garridebs. There is not one in the United States. I went through it, sir, with a fine-toothed comb and never a Garrideb could I catch. Then I tried the old country. Sure enough there was the name in the London telephone directory. I went after him two days ago and explained the whole matter to him. But he is a lone man, like myself, with some women relations, but no men. It says three adult men in the will. So you see we still have a vacancy, and if you can help to fill it we will be very ready to pay your charges.«

»Well, Watson,« said Holmes with a smile, »I said it was rather whimsical, did I not? I should have thought, sir, that your obvious way was to advertise in the agony columns of the papers.«

»I have done that, Mr. Holmes. No replies.«

»Dear me! Well, it is certainly a most curious little problem. I may take a glance at it in my leisure. By the way, it is curious that you should have come from Topeka. I used to have a correspondent – he is dead now – old Dr. Lysander Starr, who was mayor in 1890.«

»Good old Dr. Starr!« said our visitor. »His name is still honoured. Well, Mr. Holmes, I suppose all we can do is to report to you and let you know how we progress. I reckon you will hear within a day or two.«

With this assurance our American bowed and depar-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.699
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ted. 

Holmes had lit his pipe, and he sat for some time with a curious smile Upon his face. 

»Well?« I asked at last. 

»I am wondering, Watson – just wondering!«

»At what?«

Holmes took his pipe from his lips. 

»I was wondering, Watson, what on earth could be the object of this man in telling us such a rigmarole of lies. I nearly asked him so – for there are times when a brutal frontal attack is the best policy – but I judged it better to let him think he had fooled us. Here is a man with an English coat frayed at the elbow and trousers bagged at the knee with a year's wear, and yet by this document and by his own account he is a provincial American lately landed in London. There have been no advertisements in the agony columns. You know that I miss nothing there. They are my favourite covert for putting up a bird, and I would never have overlooked such a cock pheasant as that. I never knew a Dr. Lysander Starr, of Topeka. Touch him where you would he was false. I think the fellow is really an American, but he has worn his accent smooth with years of London. What is his game, then, and what motive lies behind this preposterous search for Garridebs? It's worth our attention, for, granting that the man is a rascal, he is certainly a complex and in-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.700
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genious one. We must now find out if our other correspondent is a fraud also. Just ring him up, Watson.«

I did so, and heard a thin, quavering voice at the other end of the line. 

»Yes, yes, I am Mr. Nathan Garrideb. Is Mr. Holmes there? I should very much like to have a word with Mr. Holmes.«

My friend took the instrument and I heard the usual syncopated dialogue. 

»Yes, he has been here. I understand that you don't know him .... How long? ... Only two days! ... Yes, yes, of course, it is a most captivating prospect. Will you be at home this evening? I suppose your namesake will not be there? ... Very good, we will come then, for I would rather have a chat without him .... Dr. 

Watson will come with me .... I understand from your note that you did not go out often .... Well, we shall be round about six. You need not mention it to the American lawyer .... Very good. Good-bye!«

It was twilight of a lovely spring evening, and even Little Ryder Street, one of the smaller offshoots from the Edgware Road, within a stone-cast of old Tyburn Tree of evil memory, looked golden and wonderful in the slanting rays of the setting sun. The particular house to which we were directed was a large, old-fashioned, Early Georgian edifice, with a flat brick face broken only by two deep bay windows on the ground Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.701
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floor. It was on this ground floor that our client lived, and, indeed, the low windows proved to be the front of the huge room in which he spent his waking hours. 

Holmes pointed as we passed to the small brass plate which bore the curious name. 

»Up some years, Watson,« he remarked, indicating its discoloured surface. »It's  his  real name, anyhow, and that is something to note.«

The house had a common stair, and there were a number of names painted in the hall, some indicating offices and some private chambers. It was not a collection of residential flats, but rather the abode of Bohemian bachelors. Our client opened the door for us himself and apologized by saying that the woman in charge left at four o'clock. Mr. Nathan Garrideb proved to be a very tall, loose-jointed, round-backed person, gaunt and bald, some sixty-odd years of age. He had a cadaverous face, with the dull dead skin of a man to whom exercise was unknown. Large round spectacles and a small projecting goat's beard combined with his stooping attitude to give him an expression of peering curiosity. The general effect, however, was amiable, though eccentric. 

The room was as curious as its occupant. It looked like a small museum. It was both broad and deep, with cupboards and cabinets all round, crowded with specimens, geological and anatomical. Cases of but-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.702
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terflies and moths flanked each side of the entrance. A large table in the centre was littered with all sorts of debris, while the tall brass tube of a powerful microscope bristled up among them. As I glanced round I was surprised at the universality of the man's interests. Here was a case of ancient coins. There was a cabinet of flint instruments. Behind his central table was a large cupboard of fossil bones. Above was a line of plaster skulls with such names as »Neanderthal,« »Heidelberg,« »Cromagnon« printed beneath them. It was clear that he was a student of many subjects. As he stood in front of us now, he held a piece of chamois leather in his right hand with which he was polishing a coin. 

»Syracusan – of the best period,« he explained, holding it up. »They degenerated greatly towards the end. At their best I hold them supreme, though some prefer the Alexandrian school. You will find a chair here, Mr. Holmes. Pray allow me to clear these bones. 

And you, sir – ah, yes, Dr. Watson – if you would have the goodness to put the Japanese vase to one side. You see round me my little interests in life. My doctor lectures me about never going out, but why should I go out when I have so much to hold me here? 

I can assure you that the adequate cataloguing of one of those cabinets would take me three good months.«

Holmes looked round him with curiosity. 
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»But do you tell me that you  never  go out?« he said. 

»Now and again I drive down to Sotheby's or Christie's. Otherwise I very seldom leave my room. I am not too strong, and my researches are very absorbing. 

But you can imagine, Mr. Holmes, what a terrific shock – pleasant but terrific – it was for me when I heard of this unparalleled good fortune. It only needs one more Garrideb to complete the matter, and surely we can find one. I had a brother, but he is dead, and female relatives are disqualified. But there must surely be others in the world. I had heard that you handled strange cases, and that was why I sent to you. Of course, this American gentleman is quite right, and I should have taken his advice first, but I acted for the best.«

»I think you acted very wisely indeed,« said Holmes. »But are you really anxious to acquire an estate in America?«

»Certainly not, sir. Nothing would induce me to leave my collection. But this gentleman has assured me that he will buy me out as soon as we have established our claim. Five million dollars was the sum named. There are a dozen specimens in the market at the present moment which fill gaps in my collection, and which I am unable to purchase for want of a few hundred pounds. Just think what I could do with five Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.704
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million dollars. Why, I have the nucleus of a national collection. I shall be the Hans Sloane of my age.«

His eyes gleamed behind his great spectacles. It was very clear that no pains would be spared by Mr. 

Nathan Garrideb in finding a namesake. 

»I merely called to make your acquaintance, and there is no reason why I should interrupt your studies,« said Holmes. »I prefer to establish personal touch with those with Whom I do business. There are few questions I need ask, for I have your very clear narrative in my pocket, and I filled up the blanks when this American gentleman called. I understand that up to this week you were unaware of his existence.«

»That is so. He called last Tuesday.«

»Did he tell you of our interview to-day?«

»Yes, he came straight back to me. He had been very angry.«

»Why should he be angry?«

»He seemed to think it was some reflection on his honour. But he was quite cheerful again when he returned.«

»Did he suggest any course of action?«

»No, sir, he did not.«

»Has he had, or asked for, any money from you?«

»No, sir, never!«

»You see no possible object he has in view?«

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.705

The Adventure of the Three Garridebs Doyle-SH, 1236

»None, except what he states.«

»Did you tell him of our telephone appointment?«

»Yes, sir, I did.«

Holmes was lost in thought. I could see that he was puzzled. 

»Have you any articles of great value in your collection?«

»No, sir. I am not a rich man. It is a good collection, but not a very valuable one.«

»You have no fear of burglars?«

»Not the least.«

»How long have you been in these rooms?«

»Nearly five years.«

Holmes's cross-examination was interrupted by an imperative knocking at the door. No sooner had our client unlatched it than the American lawyer burst excitedly into the room. 

»Here you are!« he cried, waving a paper over his head. »I thought I should be in time to get you. Mr. 

Nathan Garrideb, my congratulations! You are a rich man, sir. Our business is happily finished and all is well. As to you, Mr. Holmes, we can only say we are sorry if we have given you any useless trouble.«

He handed over the paper to our client, who stood staring at a marked advertisement. Holmes and I leaned forward and read it over his shoulder. This is how it ran:
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HOWARD GARRIDEB

CONSTRUCTOR OF AGRICULTURAL

MACHINERY

Binders, reapers, steam and hand plows, drills, harrows, farmers' carts, buckboards, and all other appliances. 

Estimates for Artesian Wells

Apply Grosvenor Buildings, Aston

»Glorious!« gasped our host. »That makes our third man.«

»I had opened up inquiries in Birmingham,« said the American, »and my agent there has sent me this advertisement from a local paper. We must hustle and put the thing through. I have written to this man and told him that you will see him in his office to-morrow afternoon at four o'clock.«

»You want  me  to see him?«

»What do you say, Mr. Holmes? Don't you think it would be wiser? Here am I, a wandering American with a wonderful tale. Why should he believe what I tell him? But you are a Britisher with solid references, and he is bound to take notice of what you say. I would go with you if you wished, but I have a very busy day to-morrow, and I could always follow you if you are in any trouble.«

»Well, I have not made such a journey for years.«
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connections. You leave at twelve and should be there soon after two. Then you can be back the same night. 

All you have to do is to see this man, explain the matter, and get an affidavit of his existence. By the Lord!« he added hotly, »considering I've come all the way from the centre of America, it is surely little enough if you go a hundred miles in order to put this matter through.«

»Quite so,« said Holmes. »I think what this gentleman says is very true.«

Mr. Nathan Garrideb shrugged his shoulders with a disconsolate air. »Well, if you insist I shall go,« said he. »It is certainly hard for me to refuse you anything, considering the glory of hope that you have brought into my life.«

»Then that is agreed,« said Holmes, »and no doubt you will let me have a report as soon as you can.«

»I'll see to that,« said the American. »Well,« he added, looking at his watch, »I'll have to get on. I'll call to-morrow, Mr. Nathan, and see you off to Birmingham. Coming my way, Mr. Holmes? Well, then, good-bye, and we may have good news for you tomorrow night.«

I noticed that my friend's face cleared when the American left the room, and the look of thoughtful perplexity had vanished. 
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rideb,« said he. »In my profession all sorts of odd knowledge comes useful, and this room of yours is a storehouse of it.«

Our client shone with pleasure and his eyes gleamed from behind his big glasses. 

»I had always heard, sir, that you were a very intelligent man,« said he. »I could take you round now if you have the time.«

»Unfortunately, I have not. But these specimens are so well labelled and classified that they hardly need your personal explanation. If I should be able to look in to-morrow, I presume that there would be no objection to my glancing over them?«

»None at all. You are most welcome. The place will, of course, be shut up, but Mrs. Saunders is in the basement up to four o'clock and would let you in with her key.«

»Well, I happen to be clear to-morrow afternoon. If you would say a word to Mrs. Saunders it would be quite in order. By the way, who is your house-agent?«

Our client was amazed at the sudden question. 

»Holloway and Steele, in the Edgware Road. But why?«

»I am a bit of an archaeologist myself when it comes to houses,« said Holmes, laughing. »I was wondering if this was Queen Anne or Georgian.«

»Georgian, beyond doubt.«
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»Really. I should have thought a little earlier. However, it is easily ascertained. Well, good-bye, Mr. 

Garrideb, and may you have every success in your Birmingham journey.«

The house-agent's was close by, but we found that it was closed for the day, so we made our way back to Baker Street. It was not till after dinner that Holmes reverted to the subject. 

»Our little problem draws to a close,« said he. »No doubt you have outlined the solution in your own mind.«

»I can make neither head nor tail of it.«

»The head is surely clear enough and the tail we should see tomorrow. Did you notice nothing curious about that advertisement?«

»I saw that the word ›plough‹ was misspelt.«

»Oh, you did notice that, did you? Come, Watson; you improve all the time. Yes, it was bad English but good American. The printer had set it up as received. 

Then the buckboards. That is American also. And artesian wells are commoner with them than with us. It was a typical American advertisement, but purporting to be from an English firm. What do you make of that?«

»I can only suppose that this American lawyer put it in himself. What his object was I fail to understand.«
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»Well, there are alternative explanations. Anyhow, he wanted to get this good old fossil up to Birmingham. That is very clear. I might have told him that he was clearly going on a wild-goose chase, but, on second thoughts, it seemed better to clear the stage by letting him go. Tomorrow, Watson – well, to-morrow will speak for itself.«

Holmes was up and out early. When he returned at lunchtime I noticed that his face was very grave. 

»This is a more serious matter than I had expected, Watson,« said he. »It is fair to tell you so, though I know it will only be an additional reason to you for running your head into danger. I should know my Watson by now. But there is danger, and you should know it.«

»Well, it is not the first we have shared, Holmes. I hope it may not be the last. What is the particular danger this time?«

»We are up against a very hard case. I have identified Mr. John Garrideb, Counsellor at Law. He is none other than ›Killer‹ Evans, of sinister and murderous reputation.«

»I fear I am none the wiser.«

»Ah, it is not part of your profession to carry about a portable Newgate Calendar in your memory. I have been down to see friend Lestrade at the Yard. There may be an occasional want of imaginative intuition Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.711
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down there, but they lead the world for thoroughness and method. I had an idea that we might get on the track of our American friend in their records. Sure enough, I found his chubby face smiling up at me from the rogues' portrait gallery. ›James Winter, alias More-croft, alias Killer Evans,‹ was the inscription below.« Holmes drew an envelope from his pocket. »I scribbled down a few points from his dossier: Aged forty-four. Native of Chicago. Known to have shot three men in the States. Escaped from penitentiary through political influence. Came to London in 1893. 

Shot a man over cards in a night-club in the Waterloo Road in January, 1895. Man died, but he was shown to have been the aggressor in the row. Dead man was identified as Rodger Prescott, famous as forger and coiner in Chicago. Killer Evans released in 1901. Has been under police supervision since, but so far as known has led an honest life. Very dangerous man, usually carries arms and is prepared to use them. That is our bird, Watson – a sporting bird, as you must admit.«

»But what is his game?«

»Well, it begins to define itself. I have been to the house-agents. Our client, as he told us, has been there five years. It was unlet for a year before then. The previous tenant was a gentlman at large named Waldron. 

Waldron's appearance was well remembered at the of-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.712
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fice. He had suddenly vanished and nothing more been heard of him. He was a tall, bearded man with very dark features. Now, Prescott, the man whom Killer Evans had shot, was, according to Scotland Yard, a tall, dark man with a beard. As a working hypothesis, I think we may take it that Prescott, the American criminal, used to live in the very room which our innocent friend now devotes to his museum. So at last we get a link, you see.«

»And the next link?«

»Well, we must go now and look for that.«

He took a revolver from the drawer and handed it to me. 

»I have my old favourite with me. If our Wild West friend tries to live up to his nickname, we must be ready for him. I'll give you an hour for a siesta, Watson, and then I think it will be time for our Ryder Street adventure.«

It was just four o'clock when we reached the curious apartment of Nathan Garrideb. Mrs. Saunders, the caretaker, was about to leave, but she had no hesitation in admitting us, for the door shut with a spring lock, and Holmes promised to see that all was safe before we left. Shortly afterwards the outer door closed, her bonnet passed the bow window, and we knew that we were alone in the lower floor of the house. Holmes made a rapid examination of the pre-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.713

The Adventure of the Three Garridebs Doyle-SH, 1240

mises. There was one cupboard in a dark corner which stood out a little from the wall. It was behind this that we eventually crouched while Holmes in a whisper outlined his intentions. 

»He wanted to get our amiable friend out of his room – that is very clear, and, as the collector never went out, it took some planning to do it. The whole of this Garrideb invention was apparently for no other end. I must say, Watson, that there is a certain devilish ingenuity about it, even if the queer name of the tenant did give him an opening which he could hardly have expected. He wove his plot with remarkable cunning.«

»But what did he want?«

»Well, that is what we are here to find out. It has nothing whatever to do with our client, so far as I can read the situation. It is something connected with the man he murdered – the man who may have been his confederate in crime. There is some guilty secret in the room. That is how I read it. At first I thought our friend might have something in his collection more valuable than he knew-something worth the attention of a big criminal. But the fact that Rodger Prescott of evil memory inhabited these rooms points to some deeper reason. Well, Watson, we can but possess our souls in patience and see what the hour may bring.«

That hour was not long in striking. We crouched Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.714
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closer in the shadow as we heard the outer door open and shut. Then came the sharp, metallic snap of a key, and the American was in the room. He closed the door softly behind him, took a sharp glance around him to see that all was safe, threw off his overcoat, and walked up to the central table with the brisk manner of one who knows exactly what he has to do and how to do it. He pushed the table to one side, tore up the square of carpet on which it rested, rolled it completely back, and then drawing a jemmy from his inside pocket, he knelt down and worked vigorously upon the floor. Presently we heard the sound of sliding boards, and an instant later a square had opened in the planks. Killer Evans struck a match, lit a stump of candle, and vanished from our view. 

Clearly our moment had come. Holmes touched my wrist as a signal, and together we stole across to the open trap-door. Gently as we moved, however, the old floor must have creaked under our feet, for the head of our American, peering anxiously round, emerged suddenly from the open space. His face turned upon us with a glare of baffled rage, which gradually softened into a rather shamefaced grin as he realized that two pistols were pointed at his head. 

»Well, well!« said he coolly as he scrambled to the surface. »I guess you have been one too many for me, Mr. Holmes. Saw through my game, I suppose, and Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.715
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played me for a sucker from the first. Well, sir, I hand it to you; you have me beat and ––«

In an instant he had whisked out a revolver from his breast and had fired two shots. I felt a sudden hot sear as if a red-hot iron had been pressed to my thigh. 

There was a crash as Holmes's pistol came down on the man's head. I had a vision of him sprawling upon the floor with blood running down his face while Holmes rummaged him for weapons. Then my friend's wiry arms were round me, and he was leading me to a chair. 

»You're not hurt, Watson? For God's sake, say that you are not hurt!«

It was worth a wound – it was worth many wounds – to know the depth of loyalty and love which lay behind that cold mask. The clear, hard eyes were dimmed for a moment, and the firm lips were shaking. 

For the one and only time I caught a glimpse of a great heart as well as of a great brain. All my years of humble but single-minded service culminated in that moment of revelation. 

»It's nothing, Holmes. It's a mere scratch.«

He had ripped up my trousers with his pocket-knife. 

»You are right,« he cried with an immense sigh of relief. »It is quite superficial.« His face set like flint as he glared at our prisoner, who was sitting up with a Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.716
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dazed face. »By the Lord, it is as well for you. If you had killed Watson, you would not have got out of this room alive. Now, sir, what have you to say for yourself?«

He had nothing to say for himself. He only lay and scowled. I leaned on Holmes's arm, and together we looked down into the small cellar which had been disclosed by the secret flap. It was still illuminated by the candle which Evans had taken down with him. 

Our eyes fell upon a mass of rusted machinery, great rolls of paper, a litter of bottles, and, neatly arranged upon a small table, a number of neat little bundles. 

»A printing press – a counterfeiter's outfit,« said Holmes. 

»Yes, sir,« said our prisoner, staggering slowly to his feet and then sinking into the chair. »The greatest counterfeiter London ever saw. That's Prescott's machine, and those bundles on the table are two thousand of Prescott's notes worth a hundred each and fit to pass anywhere. Help yourselves, gentlemen. Call it a deal and let me beat it.«

Holmes laughed. 

»We don't do things like that, Mr. Evans. There is no bolt-hole for you in this country. You shot this man Prescott, did you not?«

»Yes, sir, and got five years for it, though it was he who pulled on me. Five years – when I should have Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.717
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had a medal the size of a soup plate. No living man could tell a Prescott from a Bank of England, and if I hadn't put him out he would have flooded London with them. I was the only one in the world who knew where he made them. Can you wonder that I wanted to get to the place? And can you wonder that when I found this crazy boob of a bug-hunter with the queer name squatting right on the top of it, and never quitting his room, I had to do the best I could to shift him? Maybe I would have been wiser if I had put him away. It would have been easy enough, but I'm a soft-hearted guy that can't begin shooting unless the other man has a gun also. But say, Mr. Holmes, what have I done wrong, anyhow? I've not used this plant. I've not hurt this old stiff. Where do you get me?«

»Only attempted murder, so far as I can see,« said Holmes. »But that's not our job. They take that at the next stage. What we wanted at present was just your sweet self. Please give the Yard a call, Watson. It won't be entirely unexpected.«

So those were the facts about Killer Evans and his remarkable invention of the three Garridebs. We heard later that our poor old friend never got over the shock of his dissipated dreams. When his castle in the air fell down, it buried him beneath the ruins. He was last heard of at a nursing-home in Brixton. It was a glad day at the Yard when the Prescott outfit was dis-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.718
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covered, for, though they knew that it existed, they had never been able, after the death of the man, to find out where it was. Evans had indeed done great service and caused several worthy C.I.D. men to sleep the sounder, for the counterfeiter stands in a class by himself as a public danger. They would willingly have subscribed to that soup-plate medal of which the criminal had spoken, but an unappreciative bench took a less favourable view, and the Killer returned to those shades from which he had just emerged. 
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The Problem of Thor Bridge

Somewhere in the vaults of the bank of Cox and Co., at Charing Cross, there is a travel-worn and battered tin dispatch-box with my name, John H. Watson, M.D., Late Indian Army, painted upon the lid. It is crammed with papers, nearly all of which are records of cases to illustrate the curious problems which Mr. 

Sherlock Holmes had at various times to examine. 

Some, and not the least interesting, were complete failures, and as such will hardly bear narrating, since no final explanation is forthcoming. A problem without a solution may interest the student, but can hardly fail to annoy the casual reader. Among these unfinished tales is that of Mr. James Phillimore, who, stepping back into his own house to get his umbrella, was never more seen in this world. No less remarkable is that of the cutter  Alicia,  which sailed one spring morning into a small patch of mist from where she never again emerged, nor was anything further ever heard of herself and her crew. A third case worthy of note is that of Isadora Persano, the well-known journalist and duellist, who was found stark staring mad with a match box in front of him which contained a remarkable worm said to be unknown to science. Apart from these unfathomed cases, there are some which involve Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.720
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the secrets of private families to an extent which would mean consternation in many exalted quarters if it were thought possible that they might find their way into print. I need not say that such a breach of confidence is unthinkable, and that these records will be separated and destroyed now that my friend has time to turn his energies to the matter. There remain a considerable residue of cases of greater or less interest which I might have edited before had I not feared to give the public a surfeit which might react upon the reputation of the man whom above all others I revere. 

In some I was myself concerned and can speak as an eye-witness, while in others I was either not present or played so small a part that they could only be told as by a third person. The following narrative is drawn from my own experience. 

It was a wild morning in October, and I observed as I was dressing how the last remaining leaves were being whirled from the solitary plane tree which graces the yard behind our house. I descended to breakfast prepared to find my companion in depressed spirits, for, like all great artists, he was easily impressed by his surroundings. On the contrary, I found that he had nearly finished his meal, and that his mood was particularly bright and joyous, with that somewhat sinister cheerfulness which was characteristic of his lighter moments. 
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»You have a case, Holmes?« I remarked. 

»The faculty of deduction is certainly contagious, Watson«, he answered. »It has enabled you to probe my secret. Yes, I have a case. After a month of trivialities and stagnation the wheels move once more.«

»Might I share it?«

»There is little to share, but we may discuss it when you have consumed the two hard-boiled eggs with which our new cook has favoured us. Their condition may not be unconnected with the copy of the Family Herald  which I observed yesterday upon the hall-table. Even so trivial a matter as cooking an egg demands an attention which is conscious of the passage of time and incompatible with the love romance in that excellent periodical.«

A quarter of an hour later the table had been cleared and we were face to face. He had drawn a letter from his pocket. 

»You have heard of Neil Gibson, the Gold King?«

he said. 

»You mean the American Senator?«

»Well, he was once Senator for some Western state, but is better known as the greatest gold-mining magnate in the world.«

»Yes, I know of him. He has surely lived in England for some time. His name is very familiar.«

»Yes, he bought a considerable estate in Hamp-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.722
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shire some five years ago. Possibly you have already heard of the tragic end of his wife?«

»Of course. I remember it now. That is why the name is familiar. But I really know nothing of the details.«

Holmes waved his hand towards some papers on a chair. »I had no idea that the case was coming my way or I should have had my extracts ready,« said he. 

»The fact is that the problem, though exceedingly sensational, appeared to present no difficulty. The interesting personality of the accused does not obscure the clearness of the evidence. That was the view taken by the coroner's jury and also in the police-court proceedings. It is now referred to the Assizes at Winchester. 

I fear it is a thankless business. I can discover facts, Watson, but I cannot change them. Unless some entirely new and unexpected ones come to light I do not see what my client can hope for.«

»Your client?«

»Ah, I forgot I had not told you. I am getting into your involved habit, Watson, of telling a story backward. You had best read this first.«

The letter which he handed to me, written in a bold, masterful hand, ran as follows:

CLARIDGE'S HOTEL,  October 3rd. 

DEAR MR. SHERLOCK HOLMES:
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I can't see the best woman God ever made go to her death without doing all that is possible to save her. I can't explain things – I can't even try to explain them, but I know beyond all doubt that Miss Dunbar is innocent. 

You know the facts – who doesn't? It has been the gossip of the country. And never a voice raised for her! It's the damned injustice of it all that makes me crazy. That woman has a heart that wouldn't let her kill a fly. Well, I'll come at eleven to-morrow and see if you can get some ray of light in the dark. Maybe I have a clue and don't know it. Anyhow, all I know and all I have and all I am are for your use if only you can save her. If ever in your life you showed your powers, put them now into this case. 

Yours faithfully, 

J. NEIL GIBSON. 

»There you have it,« said Sherlock Holmes, knok-king out the ashes of his after-breakfast pipe and slowly refilling it. »That is the gentleman I await. As to the story, you have hardly time to master all these papers, so I must give it to you in a nutshell if you are to take an intelligent interest in the proceedings. This man is the greatest financial power in the world, and a man, as I understand, of most violent and formidable character. He married a wife, the victim of this tragedy, of whom I know nothing save that she was past her prime, which was the more unfortunate as a very attractive governess superintended the education of two young children. These are the three people con-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.724
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cerned, and the scene is a grand old manor house, the centre of a historical English state. Then as to the tragedy. The wife was found in the grounds nearly half a mile from the house, late at night, clad in her dinner dress, with a shawl over her shoulders and a revolver bullet through her brain. No weapon was found near her and there was no local clue as to the murder. No weapon near her, Watson – mark that! The crime seems to have been committed late in the evening, and the body was found by a game-keeper about eleven o'clock, when it was examined by the police and by a doctor before being carried up to the house. Is this too condensed, or can you follow it clearly?«

»It is all very clear. But why suspect the governess?«

»Well, in the first place there is some very direct evidence. A revolver with one discharged chamber and a calibre which corresponded with the bullet was found on the floor of her wardrobe.« His eyes fixed and he repeated in broken words, »On – the – floor –

of – her – wardrobe.« Then he sank into silence, and I saw that some train of thought had been set moving which I should be foolish to interrupt. Suddenly with a start he emerged into brisk life once more. »Yes, Watson, it was found. Pretty damning, eh? So the two juries thought. Then the dead woman had a note upon her making an appointment at that very place and sig-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.725
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ned by the governess. How's that? Finally there is the motive. Senator Gibson is an attractive person. If his wife dies, who more likely to succeed her than the young lady who had already by all accounts received pressing attentions from her employer? Love, fortune, power, all depending upon one middle-aged life. 

Ugly, Watson – very ugly!«

»Yes, indeed, Holmes.«

»Nor could she prove an alibi. On the contrary, she had to admit that she was down near Thor Bridge –

that was the scene of the tragedy – about that hour. 

She couldn't deny it, for some passing villager had seen her there.«

»That really seems final.«

»And yet, Watson – and yet! This bridge – a single broad span of stone with balustraded sides – carries the drive over the narrowest part of a long, deep, reed-girt sheet of water. Thor Mere it is called. In the mouth of the bridge lay the dead woman. Such are the main facts. But here, if I mistake not, is our client, considerably before his time.«

Billy had opened the door, but the name which he announced was an unexpected one. Mr. Marlow Bates was a stranger to both of us. He was a thin, nervous wisp of a man with frightened eyes and a twitching, hesitating manner – a man whom my own professional eye would judge to be on the brink of an absolute Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.726
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nervous breakdown. 

»You seem agitated, Mr. Bates,« said Holmes. 

»Pray sit down. I fear I can only give you a short time, for I have an appointment at eleven.«

»I know you have,« our visitor gasped, shooting out short sentences like a man who is out of breath. 

»Mr. Gibson is coming. Mr. Gibson is my employer. I am manager of his estate. Mr. Holmes, he is a villain-an infernal villain.«

»Strong language, Mr. Bates.«

»I have to be emphatic, Mr. Holmes, for the time is so limited. I would not have him find me here for the world. He is almost due now. But I was so situated that I could not come earlier. His secretary, Mr. Ferguson, only told me this morning of his appointment with you.«

»And you are his manager?«

»I have given him notice. In a couple of weeks I shall have shaken off his accursed slavery. A hard man, Mr. Holmes, hard to all about him. Those public charities are a screen to cover his private iniquities. 

But his wife was his chief victim. He was brutal to her – yes, sir, brutal! How she came by her death I do not know, but I am sure that he had made her life a misery to her. She was a creature of the tropics, a Brazilian by birth, as no doubt you know.«

»No, it had escaped me.«
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»Tropical by birth and tropical by nature. A child of the sun and of passion. She had loved him as such women can love, but when her own physical charms had faded – I am told that they once were great – there was nothing to hold him. We all liked her and felt for her and hated him for the way that he treated her. But he is plausible and cunning. That is all I have to say to you. Don't take him at his face value. There is more behind. Now I'll go. No, no, don't detain me! He is almost due.«

With a frightened look at the clock our strange visitor literally ran to the door and disappeared. 

»Well! Well!« said Holmes after an interval of silence. »Mr. Gibson seems to have a nice loyal household. But the warning is a useful one and now we can only wait till the man himself appears.«

Sharp at the hour we heard a heavy step upon the stairs, and the famous millionaire was shown into the room. As I looked upon him I understood not only the fears and dislike of his manager but also the execrations which so many business rivals have heaped upon his head. If I were a sculptor and desired to idealize the successful man of affairs, iron of nerve and leathery of conscience, I should choose Mr. Neil Gibson as my model. His tall, gaunt, craggy figure had a suggestion of hunger and rapacity. An Abraham Lincoln keyed to base uses instead of high ones would give Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.728
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some idea of the man. His face might have been chiselled in granite, hard-set, craggy, remorseless, with deep lines upon it, the scars of many a crisis. Cold gray eyes, looking shrewdly out from under bristling brows, surveyed us each in turn. He bowed in perfunctory fashion as Holmes mentioned my name, and then with a masterful air of possession he drew a chair up to my companion and seated himself with his bony knees almost touching him. 

»Let me say right here, Mr. Holmes,« he began, 

»that money is nothing to me in this case. You can burn it if it's any use in lighting you to the truth. This woman is innocent and this woman has to be cleared, and it's up to you to do it. Name your figure!«

»My professional charges are upon a fixed scale,«

said Holmes coldly. »I do not vary them, save when I remit them altogether.«

»Well, if dollars make no difference to you, think of the reputation. If you pull this off every paper in England and America will be booming you. You'll be the talk of two continents.«

»Thank you. Mr. Gibson, I do not think that I am in need of booming It may surprise you to know that I prefer to work anonymously, and that it is the problem itself which attracts me. But we are wasting time. Let us get down to the facts.«

»I think that you will find all the main ones in the Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.729
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press reports. I don't know that I can add anything which will help you. But if there is anything you would wish more light upon – well, I am here to give it.«

»Well, there is just one point.«

»What is it?«

»What were the exact relations between you and Miss Dunbar?«

The Gold King gave a violent start and half rose from his chair. Then his massive calm came back to him. 

»I suppose you are within your rights – and maybe doing your duty – in asking such a question, Mr. Holmes.«

»We will agree to suppose so,« said Holmes. 

»Then I can assure you that our relations were entirely and always chose of an employer towards a young lady whom he never conversed with, or ever saw, save when she was in the company of his children.«

Holmes rose from his chair. 

»I am a rather busy man, Mr. Gibson,« said he, 

»and I have no time or taste for aimless conversations. I wish you good-morning.«

Our visitor had risen also, and his great loose figure towered above Holmes. There was an angry gleam from under those bristling brows and a tinge of Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.730
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colour in the sallow cheeks. 

»What the devil do you mean by this, Mr. Holmes? 

Do you dismiss my case?«

»Well, Mr. Gibson, at least I dismiss you. I should have thought my words were plain.«

»Plain enough, but what's at the back of it? Raising the price on me, or afraid to tackle it, or what? I've a right to a plain answer.«

»Well, perhaps you have,« said Holmes. »I'll give you one. This case is quite sufficiently complicated to start with without the further difficulty of false information.«

»Meaning that I lie.«

»Well, I was trying to express it as delicately as I could, but if you insist upon the word I will not contradict you.«

I sprang to my feet, for the expression upon the millionaire's face was fiendish in its intensity, and he had raised his great knotted fist. Holmes smiled languidly and reached his hand out for his pipe. 

»Don't be noisy, Mr. Gibson. I find that after breakfast even the smallest argument is unsettling. I suggest that a stroll in the morning air and a little quiet thought will be greatly to your advantage.«

With an effort the Gold King mastered his fury. I could not but admire him, for by a supreme self-command he had turned in a minute from a hot flame of Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.731

The Problem of Thor Bridge

Doyle-SH, 1248

anger to a frigid and contemptuous indifference. 

»Well, it's your choice. I guess you know how to run your own business. I can't make you touch the case against your will. You've done yourself no good this morning, Mr. Holmes, for I have broken stronger men than you. No man ever crossed me and was the better for it.«

»So many have said so, and yet here I am,« said Holmes, smiling. »Well, good-morning, Mr. Gibson. 

You have a good deal yet to learn.«

Our visitor made a noisy exit, but Holmes smoked in imperturbable silence with dreamy eyes fixed upon the ceiling. 

»Any views, Watson?« he asked at last. 

»Well, Holmes, I must confess that when I consider that this is a man who would certainly brush any obstacle from his path, and when I remember that his wife may have been an obstacle and an object of dislike, as that man Bates plainly told us, it seems to me ––«

»Exactly. And to me also.«

»But what were his relations with the governess, and how did you discover them?«

»Bluff, Watson, bluff! When I considered the passionate, unconventional, unbusinesslike tone of his letter and contrasted it with his self-contained manner and appearance, it was pretty clear that there was Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.732
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some deep emotion which centred upon the accused woman rather than upon the victim. We've got to understand the exact relations of those three people if we are to reach the truth. You saw the frontal attack which I made upon him, and how imperturbably he received it. Then I bluffed him by giving him the impression that I was absolutely certain, when in reality I was only extremely suspicious.«

»Perhaps he will come back?«

»He is sure to come back. He  must  come back. He can't leave it Where it is. Ha! isn't that a ring? Yes, there is his footstep. Well, Mr. Gibson, I was just saying to Dr. Watson that you were somewhat overdue.«

The Gold King had reentered the room in a more chastened mood than he had left it. His wounded pride still showed in his resentful eyes, but his common sense had shown him that he must yield if he would attain his end. 

»I've been thinking it over, Mr. Holmes, and I feel that I have been hasty in taking your remarks amiss. 

You are justified in getting down to the facts, whatever they may be, and I think the more of you for it. I can assure you, however, that the relations between Miss Dunbar and me don't really touch this case.«

»That is for me to decide, is it not?«
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wants every symptom before he can give his diagnosis.«

»Exactly. That expresses it. And it is only a patient who has an object in deceiving his surgeon who would conceal the facts of his case.«

»That may be so, but you will admit, Mr. Holmes, that most men would shy off a bit when they are asked point-blank what their relations with a woman may be – if there is really some serious feeling in the case. 

I guess most men have a little private reserve of their own in some corner of their souls where they don't welcome intruders. And you burst suddenly into it. 

But the object excuses you, since it was to try and save her. Well, the stakes are down and the reserve open, and you can explore where you will. What is it you want?«

»The truth.«

The Gold King paused for a moment as one who marshals his thoughts. His grim, deep-lined face had become even sadder and more grave. 

»I can give it to you in a very few words, Mr. Holmes,« said he at last. »There are some things that are painful as well as difficult to say, so I won't go deeper than is needful. I met my wife when I was gold-hunting in Brazil. Maria Pinto was the daughter of a government official at Manaos, and she was very beautiful. I was young and ardent in those days, but even Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.734
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now, as I look back with colder blood and a more critical eye, I can see that she was rare and wonderful in her beauty. It was a deep rich nature, too, passionate, whole-hearted, tropical, ill-balanced, very different from the American women whom I had known. Well, to make a long story short, I loved her and I married her. It was only when the romance had passed-and it lingered for years – that I realized that we had nothing – absolutely nothing – in common. My love-faded. If hers had faded also it might have been easier. But you know the wonderful way of women! Do what I might, nothing could turn her from me. If I have been harsh to her, even brutal as some have said, it has been because I knew that if I could kill her love, or if it turned to hate, it would be easier for both of us. But nothing changed her. She adored me in those English woods as she had adored me twenty years ago on the banks of the Amazon. Do what I might, she was as devoted as ever. 

Then came Miss Grace Dunbar. She answered our advertisement and became governess to our two children. Perhaps you have seen her portrait in the papers. 

The whole world has proclaimed that she also is a very beautiful woman. Now, I make no pretence to be more moral than my neighbours, and I will admit to you that I could not live under the same roof with such a woman and in daily contact with her without Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.735
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feeling a passionate regard for her. Do you blame me, Mr. Holmes?«

»I do not blame you for feeling it. I should blame you if you expressed it, since this young lady was in a sense under your protection.«

»Well, maybe so,« said the millionaire, though for a moment the reproof had brought the old angry gleam into his eyes. »I'm not pretending to be any better than I am. I guess all my life I've been a man that reached out his hand for what he wanted, and I never wanted anything more than the love and possession of that woman. I told her so.«

»Oh, you did, did you?«

Holmes could look very formidable when he was moved. 

»I said to her that if I could marry her I would, but that it was out of my power. I said that money was no object and that all I could do to make her happy and comfortable would be done.«

»Very generous, I am sure,« said Holmes with a sneer. 

»See here, Mr. Holmes. I came to you on a question of evidence, not on a question of morals. I'm not asking for your criticism.«

»It is only for the young lady's sake that I touch your case at all,« said Holmes sternly. »I don't know that anything she is accused of is really worse than Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.736
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what you have yourself admitted, that you have tried to ruin a defenceless girl who was under your roof. 

Some of you rich men have to be taught that all the world cannot be bribed into condoning your offences.«

To my surprise the Gold King took the reproof with equanimity. 

»That's how I feel myself about it now. I thank God that my plans did not work out as I intended. She would have none of it, and she wanted to leave the house instantly.«

»Why did she not?«

»Well, in the first place, others were dependent upon her, and it was no light matter for her to let them all down by sacrificing her living. When I had sworn – as I did – that she should never be molested again, she consented to remain. But there was another reason. She knew the influence she had over me, and that it was stronger than any other influence in the world. She wanted to use it for good.«

»How?«

»Well, she knew something of my affairs. They are large, Mr. Holmes – large beyond the belief of an ordinary man. I can make or break – and it is usually break. It wasn't individuals only. It was communities, cities, even nations. Business is a hard game, and the weak go to the wall. I played the game for all it was Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.737
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worth. I never squealed myself, and I never cared if the other fellow squealed. But she saw it different. I guess she was right. She believed and said that a fortune for one man that was more than he needed should not be built on ten thousand ruined men who were left without the means of life. That was how she saw it, and I guess she could see past the dollars to something that was more lasting. She found that I listened to what she said, and she believed she was serving the world by influencing my actions. So she stayed – and then this came along.«

»Can you throw any light upon that?«

The Gold King paused for a minute or more, his head sunk in his hands, lost in deep thought. 

»It's very black against her. I can't deny that. And women lead an inward life and may do things beyond the judgment of a man. At first I was so rattled and taken aback that I was ready to think she had been led away in some extraordinary fashion that was clean against her usual nature. One explanation came into my head. I give it to you, Mr. Holmes, for what it is worth. There is no doubt that my wife was bitterly jealous. There is a soul-jealousy that can be as frantic as any body-jealousy, and though my wife had no cause – and I think she understood this – for the latter, she was aware that this English girl exerted an influence upon my mind and my acts that she herself Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.738
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never had. It was an influence for good, but that did not mend the matter. She was crazy with hatred, and the heat of the Amazon was always in her blood. She might have planned to murder Miss Dunbar – or we will say to threaten her with a gun and so frighten her into leaving us. Then there might have been a scuffle and the gun gone off and shot the woman who held it.«

»That possibility had already occurred to me,« said Holmes. »Indeed, it is the only obvious alternative to deliberate murder.«

»But she utterly denies it.«

»Well, that is not final – is it? One can understand that a woman placed in so awful a position might hurry home still in her bewilderment holding the revolver. She might even throw it down among her clothes, hardly knowing what she was doing, and when it was found she might try to lie her way out by a total denial, since all explanation was impossible. 

What is against such a supposition?«

»Miss Dunbar herself.«

»Well, perhaps.«

Holmes looked at his watch. »I have no doubt we can get the necessary permits this morning and reach Winchester by the evening train. When I have seen this young lady it is very possible that I may be of more use to you in the matter, though I cannot promi-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.739
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se that my conclusions will necessarily be such as you desire.«

There was some delay in the official pass, and instead of reaching Winchester that day we went down to Thor Place, the Hampshire estate of Mr. Neil Gibson. He did not accompany us himself, but we had the address of Sergeant Coventry, of the local police, who had first examined into the affair. He was a tall, thin, cadaverous man, with a secretive and mysterious manner which conveyed the idea that he knew or suspected a very great deal more than he dared say. He had a trick, too, of suddenly sinking his voice to a whisper as if he had come upon something of vital importance, though the information was usually commonplace enough. Behind these tricks of manner he soon showed himself to be a decent, honest fellow who was not too proud to admit that he was out of his depth and would welcome any help. 

»Anyhow, I'd rather have you than Scotland Yard, Mr. Holmes,« said he. »If the Yard gets called into a case, then the local loses all credit for success and may be blamed for failure. Now, you play straight, so I've heard.«

»I need not appear in the matter at all,« said Holmes to the evident relief of our melancholy acquaintance. »If I can clear it up I don't ask to have my name mentioned.«
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»Well, it's very handsome of you, I am sure. And your friend, Dr. Watson, can be trusted, I know. Now, Mr. Holmes, as we walk down to the place there is one question I should like to ask you. I'd breathe it to no soul but you.« He looked round as though he hardly dare utter the words. »Don't you think there might be a case against Mr. Neil Gibson himself?«

»I have been considering that.«

»You've not seen Miss Dunbar. She is a wonderful fine woman in every way. He may well have wished his wife out of the road. And these Americans are readier with pistols than our folk are. It was  his  pistol, you know.«

»Was that clearly made out?«

»Yes, sir. It was one of a pair that he had.«

»One of a pair? Where is the other?«

»Well, the gentleman has a lot of firearms of one sort and another. We never quite matched that particular pistol – but the box was made for two.«

»If it was one of a pair you should surely be able to match it.«

»Well, we have them all laid out at the house if you would care to look them over.«

»Later, perhaps. I think we will walk down together and have a look at the scene of the tragedy.«

This conversation had taken place in the little front room of Sergeant Coventry's humble cottage which Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.741
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served as the local police-station. A walk of half a mile or so across a wind-swept heath, all gold and bronze with the fading ferns, brought us to a side-gate opening into the grounds of the Thor Place estate. A path led us through the pheasant preserves, and then from a clearing we saw the widespread, half-timbered house, half Tudor and half Georgian, upon the crest of the hill. Beside us there was a long, reedy pool, con-stricted in the centre where the main carriage drive passed over a stone bridge, but swelling into small lakes on either side. Our guide paused at the mouth of this bridge, and he pointed to the ground. 

»That was where Mrs. Gibson's body lay. I marked it by that stone.«

»I understand that you were there before it was moved?«

»Yes, they sent for me at once.«

»Who did?«

»Mr. Gibson himself. The moment the alarm was given and he had rushed down with others from the house, he insisted that nothing should be moved until the police should arrive.«

»That was sensible. I gathered from the newspaper report that the shot was fired from close quarters.«

»Yes, sir, very close.«

»Near the right temple?«

»Just behind it, sir.«
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»How did the body lie?«

»On the back, sir. No trace of a struggle. No marks. No weapon. The short note from Miss Dunbar was clutched in her left hand.«

»Clutched, you say?«

»Yes, sir, we could hardly open the fingers.«

»That is of great importance. It excludes the idea that anyone could have placed the note there after death in order to furnish a false clue. Dear me! The note, as I remember, was quite short: I will be at Thor Bridge at nine o'clock. 



G. DUNBAR. 

Was that not so?«

»Yes, sir.«

»Did Miss Dunbar admit writing it?«

»Yes, sir.«

»What was her explanation?«

»Her defence was reserved for the Assizes. She would say nothing.«

»The problem is certainly a very interesting one. 

The point of the letter is very obscure, is it not?«

»Well, sir,« said the guide, »it seemed, if I may be so bold as to say so, the only really clear point in the whole case.«

Holmes shook his head. 

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.743

The Problem of Thor Bridge

Doyle-SH, 1253

»Granting that the letter is genuine and was really written, it was certainly received some time before –

say one hour or two. Why, then, was this lady still clasping it in her left hand? Why should she carry it so carefully? She did not need to refer to it in the interview. Does it not seem remarkable?«

»Well, sir, as you put it, perhaps it does.«

»I think I should like to sit quietly for a few minutes and think it out.« He seated himself upon the stone ledge of the bridge, and I could see his quick gray eyes darting their questioning glances in every direction. Suddenly he sprang up again and ran across to the opposite parapet, whipped his lens from his pok-ket, and began to examine the stonework. 

»This is curious,« said he. 

»Yes, sir, we saw the chip on the ledge. I expect it's been done by some passer-by.«

The stonework was gray, but at this one point it showed white for a space not larger than a sixpence. 

When examined closely one could see that the surface was chipped as by a sharp blow. 

»It took some violence to do that,« said Holmes thoughtfully. With his cane he struck the ledge several times without leaving a mark. »Yes, it was a hard knock. In a curious place, too. It was not from above but from below, for you see that it is on the  lower edge of the parapet.«
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»But it is at least fifteen feet from the body.«

»Yes, it is fifteen feet from the body. It may have nothing to do with the matter, but it is a point worth noting. I do not think that we have anything more to learn here. There were no footsteps, you say?«

»The ground was iron hard, sir. There were no traces at all.«

»Then we can go. We will go up to the house first and look over these weapons of which you speak. 

Then we shall get on to Winchester, for I should desire to see Miss Dunbar before we go farther.«

Mr. Neil Gibson had not returned from town, but we saw in the house the neurotic Mr. Bates who had called upon us in the morning. He showed us with a sinister relish the formidable array of firearms of various shapes and sizes which his employer had accumulated in the course of an adventurous life. 

»Mr. Gibson has his enemies, as anyone would expect who knew him and his methods,« said he. »He sleeps with a loaded revolver in the drawer beside his bed. He is a man of violence, sir, and there are times when all of us are afraid of him. I am sure that the poor lady who has passed was often terrified.«

»Did you ever witness physical violence towards her?«

»No, I cannot say that. But I have heard words which were nearly as bad – words of cold, cutting Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.745
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contempt, even before the servants.«

»Our millionaire does not seem to shine in private life,« remarked Holmes as we made our way to the station. »Well, Watson, we have come on a good many facts, some of them new ones, and yet I seem some way from my conclusion. In spite of the very evident dislike which Mr. Bates has to his employer, I gather from him that when the alarm came he was undoubtedly in his library. Dinner was over at 8:30 and all was normal up to then. It is true that the alarm was somewhat late in the evening, but the tragedy certainly occurred about the hour named in the note. There is no evidence at all that Mr. Gibson had been out of doors since his return from town at five o'clock. On the other hand, Miss Dunbar, as I understand it, admits that she had made an appointment to meet Mrs. 

Gibson at the bridge. Beyond this she would say nothing, as her lawyer had advised her to reserve her defence. We have several very vital questions to ask that young lady, and my mind will not be easy until we have seen her. I must confess that the case would seem to me to be very black against her if it were not for one thing.«

»And what is that, Holmes?«

»The finding of the pistol in her wardrobe.«

»Dear me, Holmes!« I cried, »that seemed to me to be the most damning incident of all.«
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»Not so, Watson. It had struck me even at my first perfunctory reading as very strange, and now that I am in closer touch with the case it is my only firm ground for hope. We must look for consistency. 

Where there is a want of it we must suspect deception.«

»I hardly follow you.«

»Well now, Watson, suppose for a moment that we visualize you in the character of a woman who, in a cold, premeditated fashion, is about to get rid of a rival. You have planned it. A note has been written. 

The victim has come. You have your weapon. The crime is done. It has been workmanlike and complete. 

Do you tell me that after carrying out so crafty a crime you would now ruin your reputation as a criminal by forgetting to fling your weapon into those adjacent reed-beds which would forever cover it, but you must needs carry it carefully home and put it in your own wardrobe, the very first place that would be searched? 

Your best friends would hardly call you a schemer, Watson, and yet I could not picture you doing anything so crude as that.«

»In the excitement of the moment ––«

»No, no, Watson, I will not admit that it is possible. Where a crime is coolly premeditated, then the means of covering it are coolly premeditated also. I hope, therefore, that we are in the presence of a Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.747
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serious misconception.«

»But there is so much to explain.«

»Well, we shall set about explaining it. When once your point of view is changed, the very thing which was so damning becomes a clue to the truth. For example, there is this revolver. Miss Dunbar disclaims all knowledge of it. On our new theory she is speaking truth when she says so. Therefore, it was placed in her wardrobe. Who placed it there? Someone who wished to incriminate her. Was not that person the actual criminal? You see how we come at once upon a most fruitful line of inquiry.«

We were compelled to spend the night at Winchester, as the formalities had not yet been completed, but next morning, in the company of Mr. Joyce Cummings, the rising barrister who was entrusted with the defence, we were allowed to see the young lady in her cell. I had expected from all that we had heard to see a beautiful woman, but I can never forget the effect which Miss Dunbar produced upon me. It was no wonder that even the masterful millionaire had found in her something more powerful than himself – something which could control and guide him. One felt, too, as one looked at the strong, clear-cut, and yet sensitive face, that even should she be capable of some impetuous deed, none the less there was an innate nobility of character which would make her in-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.748
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fluence always for the good. She was a brunette, tall, with a noble figure and commanding presence, but her dark eyes had in them the appealing, helpless expression of the hunted creature who feels the nets around it, but can see no way out from the toils. Now, as she realized the presence and the help of my famous friend, there came a touch of colour in her wan cheeks and a light of hope began to glimmer in the glance which she turned upon us. 

»Perhaps Mr. Neil Gibson has told you something of what occurred between us?« she asked in a low, agitated voice. 

»Yes,« Holmes answered, »you need not pain yourself by entering into that part of the story. After seeing you, I am prepared to accept Mr. Gibson's statement both as to the influence which you had over him and as to the innocence of your relations with him. But why was the whole situation not brought out in court?«

»It seemed to me incredible that such a charge could be sustained. I thought that if we waited the whole thing must clear itself up without our being compelled to enter into painful details of the inner life of the family. But I understand that far from clearing it has become even more serious.«

»My dear young lady,« cried Holmes earnestly, »I beg you to have no illusions upon the point. Mr. 
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Cummings here would assure you that all the cards are at present against us, and that we must do everything that is possible if we are to win clear. It would be a cruel deception to pretend that you are not in very great danger. Give me all the help you can, then, to get at the truth.«

»I will conceal nothing.«

»Tell us, then, of your true relations with Mr. Gibson's wife.«

»She hated me, Mr. Holmes. She hated me with all the fervour of her tropical nature. She was a woman who would do nothing by halves, and the measure of her love for her husband was the measure also of her hatred for me. It is probable that she misunderstood our relations. I would not wish to wrong her, but she loved so vividly in a physical sense that she could hardly understand the mental, and even spiritual, tie which held her husband to me, or imagine that it was only my desire to influence his power to good ends which kept me under his roof. I can see now that I was wrong. Nothing could justify me in remaining where I was a cause of unhappiness, and yet it is certain that the unhappiness would have remained even if I had left the house.«

»Now, Miss Dunbar,« said Holmes, »I beg you to tell us exactly what occurred that evening.«

»I can tell you the truth so far as I know it, Mr. 
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Holmes, but I am in a position to prove nothing, and there are points – the most vital points – which I can neither explain nor can I imagine any explanation.«

»If you will find the facts, perhaps others may find the explanation.«

»With regard, then, to my presence at Thor Bridge that night, I received a note from Mrs. Gibson in the morning. It lay on the table of the schoolroom, and it may have been left there by her own hand. It implored me to see her there after dinner, said she had something important to say to me, and asked me to leave an answer on the sundial in the garden, as she desired no one to be in our confidence. I saw no reason for such secrecy, but I did as she asked, accepting the appointment. She asked me to destroy her note and I burned it in the schoolroom grate. She was very much afraid of her husband, who treated her with a harshness for which I frequently reproached him, and I could only imagine that she acted in this way because she did not wish him to know of our interview.«

»Yet she kept your reply very carefully?«

»Yes. I was surprised to hear that she had it in her hand when she died.«

»Well, what happened then?«

»I went down as I had promised. When I reached the bridge she was waiting for me. Never did I realize till that moment how this poor creature hated me. She Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.751
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was like a mad woman – indeed, I think she  was  a mad woman, subtly mad with the deep power of deception which insane people may have. How else could she have met me with unconcern every day and yet had so raging a hatred of me in her heart? I will not say what she said. She poured her whole wild fury out in burning and horrible words. I did not even answer – I could not. It was dreadful to see her. I put my hands to my ears and rushed away. When I left her she was standing, still shrieking out her curses at me, in the mouth of the bridge.«

»Where she was afterwards found?«

»Within a few yards from the spot.«

»And yet, presuming that she met her death shortly after you left her, you heard no shot?«

»No, I heard nothing. But, indeed, Mr. Holmes, I was so agitated and horrified by this terrible outbreak that I rushed to get back to the peace of my own room, and I was incapable of noticing anything which happened.«

»You say that you returned to your room. Did you leave it again before next morning?«

»Yes, when the alarm came that the poor creature had met her death I ran out with the others.«

»Did you see Mr. Gibson?«

»Yes, he had just returned from the bridge when I saw him. He had cent for the doctor and the police.«
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»Did he seem to you much perturbed?«

»Mr. Gibson is a very strong, self-contained man. I do not think that he would ever show his emotions on the surface. But I, who knew him so well, could see that he was deeply concerned.«

»Then we come to the all-important point. This pistol that was found in your room. Had you ever seen it before?«

»Never, I swear it.«

»When was it found?«

»Next morning, when the police made their search.«

»Among your clothes?«

»Yes, on the floor of my wardrobe under my dresses.«

»You could not guess how long it had been there?«

»It had not been there the morning before.«

»How do you know?«

»Because I tidied out the wardrobe.«

»That is final. Then someone came into your room and placed the pistol there in order to inculpate you.«

»It must have been so.«

»And when?«

»It could only have been at meal-time, or else at the hours when I would be in the schoolroom with the children.«

»As you were when you got the note?«
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»Yes, from that time onward for the whole morning.«

»Thank you, Miss Dunbar. Is there any other point which could help me in the investigation?«

»I can think of none.«

»There was some sign of violence on the stonework of the bridge – a perfectly fresh chip just opposite the body. Could you suggest any possible explanation of that?«

»Surely it must be a mere coincidence.«

»Curious, Miss Dunbar, very curious. Why should it appear at the very time of the tragedy, and why at the very place?«

»But what could have caused it? Only great violence could have such an effect.«

Holmes did not answer. His pale, eager face had suddenly assumed that tense, far-away expression which I had learned to associate with the supreme manifestations of his genius. So evident was the crisis in his mind that none of us dared to speak, and we sat, barrister, prisoner, and myself, watching him in a concentrated and absorbed silence. Suddenly he sprang from his chair, vibrating with nervous energy and the pressing need for action. 

»Come, Watson, come!« he cried. 

»What is it, Mr. Holmes?«

»Never mind, my dear lady. You will hear from me, Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.754
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Mr. Cummings. With the help of the god of justice I will give you a case which will make England ring. 

You will get news by to-morrow, Miss Dunbar, and meanwhile take my assurance that the clouds are lifting and that I have every hope that the light of truth is breaking through.«

It was not a long journey from Winchester to Thor Place, but it was long to me in my impatience, while for Holmes it was evident that it seemed endless; for, in his nervous restlessness, he could not sit still, but paced the carriage or drummed with his long, sensitive fingers upon the cushions beside him. Suddenly, however, as we neared our destination he seated himself opposite to me – we had a first-class carriage to ourselves – and laying a hand upon each of my knees he looked into my eyes with the peculiarly mischievous gaze which was characteristic of his more imp-like moods. 

»Watson,« said he, »I have some recollection that you go armed upon these excursions of ours.«

It was as well for him that I did so, for he took little care for his own safety when his mind was once absorbed by a problem, so that more than once my revolver had been a good friend in need. I reminded him of the fact. 

»Yes, yes, I am a little absent-minded in such matters. But have you your revolver on you?«
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I produced it from my hip-pocket, a short, handy, but very serviceable little weapon. He undid the catch, shook out the cartridges, and examined it with care. 

»It's heavy – remarkably heavy,« said he. 

»Yes, it is a solid bit of work.«

He mused over it for a minute. 

»Do you know, Watson,« said he, »I believe your revolver is going to have a very intimate connection with the mystery which we are investigating.«

»My dear Holmes, you are joking.«

»No, Watson, I am very serious. There is a test before us. If the test comes off, all will be clear. And the test will depend upon the conduct of this little weapon. One cartridge out. Now we will replace the other five and put on the safety-catch. So! That increases the weight and makes it a better reproduction.«

I had no glimmer of what was in his mind, nor did he enlighten me, but sat lost in thought until we pulled up in the little Hampshire station. We secured a ramshackle trap, and in a quarter of ah hour were at the house of our confidential friend, the sergeant. 

»A clue, Mr. Holmes? What is it?«

»It all depends upon the behaviour of Dr. Watson's revolver,« said my friend. »Here it is. Now, officer, can you give me ten yards of string?«

The village shop provided a ball of stout twine. 

»I think that this is all we will need,« said Holmes. 
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»Now, if you please, we will get off on what I hope is the last stage of our journey.«

The sun was setting and turning the rolling Hampshire moor into a wonderful autumnal panorama. The sergeant, with many critical and incredulous glances, which showed his deep doubts of the sanity of my companion, lurched along beside us. As we approached the scene of the crime I could see that my friend under all his habitual coolness was in truth deeply agitated. 

»Yes,« he said in answer to my remark, »you have seen me miss my mark before, Watson. I have an instinct for such things, and yet it has sometimes played me false. It seemed a certainty when first it flashed across my mind in the cell at Winchester, but one drawback of an active mind is that one can always conceive alternative explanations which would make our scent a false one. And yet – and yet –– Well, Watson, we can but try.«

As he walked he had firmly tied one end of the string to the handle of the revolver. We had now reached the scene of the tragedy. With great care he marked out under the guidance of the policeman the exact spot where the body had been stretched. He then hunted among the heather and the ferns until he found a considerable stone. This he secured to the other end of his line of string, and he hung it over the parapet of Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.757
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the bridge so that it swung clear above the water. He then stood on the fatal spot, some distance from the edge of the bridge, with my revolver in his hand, the string being taut between the weapon and the heavy stone on the farther side. 

»Now for it!« he cried. 

At the words he raised the pistol to his head, and then let go his grip. In an instant it had been whisked away by the weight of the stone, had struck with a sharp crack against the parapet, and had vanished over the side into the water. It had hardly gone before Holmes was kneeling beside the stonework, and a joyous cry showed that he had found what he expected. 

»Was there ever a more exact demonstration?« he cried. »See, Watson, your revolver has solved the problem!« As he spoke he pointed to a second chip of the exact size and shape of the first which had appeared on the under edge of the stone balustrade. 

»We'll stay at the inn to-night,« he continued as he rose and faced the astonished sergeant. »You will, of course, get a grappling-hook and you will easily restore my friend's revolver. You will also find beside it the revolver, string and weight with which this vindictive woman attempted to disguise her own crime and to fasten a charge of murder upon an innocent victim. 
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the morning, when steps can be taken for Miss Dunbar's vindication.«

Late that evening, as we sat together smoking our pipes in the village inn, Holmes gave me a brief review of what had passed. 

»I fear, Watson,« said he, »that you will not improve any reputation which I may have acquired by adding the case of the Thor Bridge mystery to your annals. I have been sluggish in mind and wanting in that mixture of imagination and reality which is the basis of my art. I confess that the chip in the stonework was a sufficient clue to suggest the true solution, and that I blame myself for not having attained it sooner. 

It must be admitted that the workings of this unhappy woman's mind were deep and subtle, so that it was no very simple matter to unravel her plot. I do not think that in our adventures we have ever come across a stranger example of what perverted love can bring about. Whether Miss Dunbar was her rival in a physical or in a merely mental sense seems to have been equally unforgivable in her eyes. No doubt she blamed this innocent lady for all those harsh dealings and unkind words with which her husband tried to repel her too demonstrative affection. Her first resolution was to end her own life. Her second was to do it in such a way as to involve her victim in a fate which was worse far than any sudden death could be. 
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We can follow the various steps quite clearly, and they show a remarkable subtlety of mind. A note was extracted very clever y from Miss Dunbar which would make it appear that she had chosen the scene of the crime. In her anxiety that it should be discovered she somewhat overdid it by holding it in her hand to the last. This alone should have excited my suspicions earlier than it did. 

Then she took one of her husband's revolvers –

there was, as you saw, an arsenal in the house – and kept it for her own use. A similar one she concealed that morning in Miss Dunbar's wardrobe after discharging one barrel, which she could easily do in the woods without attracting attention. She then went down to the bridge where she had contrived this exceedingly ingenious method for getting rid of her weapon. When Miss Dunbar appeared she used her last breath in pouring out her hatred, and then, when she was out of hearing, carried out her terrible purpose. 

Every link is now in its place and the chain is complete. The papers may ask why the mere was not dragged in the first instance, but it is easy to be wise after the event, and in any case the expanse of a reed-filled lake is no easy matter to drag unless you have a clear perception of what you are looking for and where. Well, Watson, we have helped a remarkable woman, and also a formidable man. Should they in the future join Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.760
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their forces, as seems not unlikely, the financial world may find that Mr. Neil Gibson has learned something in that schoolroom of sorrow where our earthly lessons are taught.«
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The Adventure of the Creeping Man

Mr. Sherlock Holmes was always of opinion that I should publish the singular facts connected with Professor Presbury, if only to dispel once for all the ugly rumours which some twenty years ago agitated the university and were echoed in the learned societies of London. There were, however, certain obstacles in the way, and the true history of this curious case remained entombed in the tin box which contains so many records of my friend's adventures. Now we have at last obtained permission to ventilate the facts which formed one of the very last cases handled by Holmes before his retirement from practice. Even now a certain reticence and discretion have to be observed in laying the matter before the public. 

It was one Sunday evening early in September of the year 1903 that I received one of Holmes's laconic messages:

Come at once if convenient – if inconvenient come all the same. 

S.H. 

The relations between us in those latter days were peculiar. He was a man of habits, narrow and concentrated habits
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tution I was like the violin, the shag tobacco, the old black pipe, the index books, and others perhaps less excusable. When it was a case of active work and a comrade was needed upon whose nerve he could place some reliance, my role was obvious. But apart from this I had uses. I was a whetstone for his mind. I stimulated him. He liked to think aloud in my presence. 

His remarks could hardly be said to be made to me –

many of them would have been as appropriately addressed to his bedstead – but none the less, having formed the habit, it had become in some way helpful that I should register and interject. If I irritated him by a certain methodical slowness in my mentality, that irritation served only to make his own flame-like intuitions and impressions flash up the more vividly and swiftly. Such was my humble role in our alliance. 

When I arrived at Baker Street I found him huddled up in his armchair with updrawn knees, his pipe in his mouth and his brow furrowed with thought. It was clear that he was in the throes of some vexatious problem. With a wave of his hand he indicated my old armchair, but otherwise for half an hour he gave no sign that he was aware of my presence. Then with a start he seemed to come from his reverie, and with his usual whimsical smile he greeted me back to what had once been my home. 
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The Adventure of the Creeping Man

Doyle-SH, 1262

dear Watson,« said he. »Some curious facts have been submitted to me within the last twenty-four hours, and they in turn have given rise to some speculations of a more general character. I have serious thoughts of writing a small monograph upon the uses of dogs in the work of the detective.«

»But surely, Holmes, this has been explored,« said I. »Bloodhounds – sleuth-hounds ––«

»No, no, Watson, that side of the matter is, of course, obvious. But there is another which is far more subtle. You may recollect that in the case which you, in your sensational way, coupled with the Copper Beeches, I was able, by watching the mind of the child, to form a deduction as to the criminal habits of the very smug and respectable father.«

»Yes, I remember it well.«

»My line of thoughts about dogs is analogous. A dog reflects the family life. Whoever saw a frisky dog in a gloomy family, or a sad dog in a happy one? 

Snarling people have snarling dogs, dangerous people have dangerous ones. And their passing moods may reflect the passing moods of others.«

I shook my head. »Surely, Holmes, this is a little far-fetched,« said I. 

He had refilled his pipe and resumed his seat, taking no notice of my comment. 
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very close to the problem which I am investigating. It is a tangled skein, you understand, and I am looking for a loose end. One possible loose end lies in the question: Why does Professor Presbury's wolfhound, Roy, endeavour to bite him?«

I sank back in my chair in some disappointment. 

Was it for so trivial a question as this that I had been summoned from my work? Holmes glanced across at me. 

»The same old Watson!« said he. »You never learn that the gravest issues may depend upon the smallest things. But is it not on the face of it strange that a staid, elderly philosopher – you've heard of Pres-bury, of course, the famous Camford physiologist? – that such a man, whose friend has been his devoted wolfhound, should now have been twice attacked by his own dog? What do you make of it?«

»The dog is ill.«

»Well, that has to be considered. But he attacks no one else, nor does he apparently molest his master, save on very special occasions. Curious, Watson –

very curious. But young Mr. Bennett is before his time if that is his ring. I had hoped to have a longer chat with you before he came.«

There was a quick step on the stairs, a sharp tap at the door, and a moment later the new client presented himself. He was a tall, handsome youth about thirty, Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.765
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well dressed and elegant, but with something in his bearing which suggested the shyness of the student rather than the self-possession of the man of the world. He shook hands with Holmes, and then looked with some surprise at me. 

»This matter is very delicate, Mr. Holmes,« he said. »Consider the relation in which I stand to Professor Presbury both privately and publicly. I really can hardly justify myself if I speak before any third person.«

»Have no fear, Mr. Bennett. Dr. Watson is the very soul of discretion, and I can assure you that this is a matter in which I am very likely to need an assistant.«

»As you like, Mr. Holmes. You will, I am sure, understand my having some reserves in the matter.«

»You will appreciate it, Watson, when I tell you that this gentleman, Mr. Trevor Bennett, is professional assistant to the great scientist, lives under his roof, and is engaged to his only daughter. Certainly we must agree that the professor has every claim upon his loyalty and devotion. But it may best be shown by taking the necessary steps to clear up this strange mystery.«

»I hope so, Mr. Holmes. That is my one object. 

Does Dr. Watson know the situation?«

»I have not had time to explain it.«
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again before explaining some fresh developments.«

»I will do so myself,« said Holmes, »in order to show that I have the events in their due order. The professor, Watson, is a man of European reputation. 

His life has been academic. There has never been a breath of scandal. He is a widower with one daughter, Edith. He is, I gather, a man of very virile and positive, one might almost say combative, character. So the matter stood until a very few months ago. 

Then the current of his life was broken. He is sixty-one years of age, but he became engaged to the daughter of Professor Morphy, his colleague in the chair of comparative anatomy. It was not, as I understand, the reasoned courting of an elderly man but rather the passionate frenzy of youth, for no one could have shown himself a more devoted lover. The lady, Alice Morphy, was a very perfect girl both in mind and body, so that there was every excuse for the professor's infatuation. None the less, it did not meet with full approval in his own family.«

»We thought it rather excessive,« said our visitor. 

»Exactly. Excessive and a little violent and unnatural. Professor Presbury was rich, however, and there was no objection upon the part of the father. The daughter, however, had other views, and there were already several candidates for her hand, who, if they were less eligible from a worldly point of view, were Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.767
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at least more of an age. The girl seemed to like the professor in spite of his eccentricities. It was only age which stood in the way. 

About this time a little mystery suddenly clouded the normal routine of the professor's life. He did what he had never done before. He left home and gave no indication where he was going. He was away a fortnight and returned looking rather travel-worn. He made no allusion to where he had been, although he was usually the frankest of men. It chanced, however, that our client here, Mr. Bennett, received a letter from a fellow-student in Prague, who said that he was glad to have seen Professor Presbury there, although he had not been able to talk to him. Only in this way did his own household learn where he had been. 

Now comes the point. From that time onward a curious change came over the professor. He became furtive and sly. Those around him had always the feeling that he was not the man that they had known, but that he was under some shadow which had darkened his higher qualities. His intellect was not affected. His lectures were as brilliant as ever. But always there was something new, something sinister and unexpected. His daughter, who was devoted to him, tried again and again to resume the old relations and to penetrate this mask which her father seemed to have put on. You, sir, as I understand, did the same – but all Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.768
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was in vain. And now, Mr. Bennett, tell in your own words the incident of the letters.«

»You must understand, Dr. Watson, that the professor had no secrets from me. If I were his son or his younger brother I could not have more completely enjoyed his confidence. As his secretary I handled every paper which came to him, and I opened and subdivi-ded his letters. Shortly after his return all this was changed. He told me that certain letters might come to him from London which would be marked by a cross under the stamp. These were to be set aside for his own eyes only. I may say that several of these did pass through my hands, that they had the E.C. mark, and were in an illiterate handwriting. If he answered them at all the answers did not pass through my hands nor into the letter-basket in which our correspondence was collected.«

»And the box,« said Holmes. 

»Ah, yes, the box. The professor brought back a little wooden box from his travels. It was the one thing which suggested a Continental tour, for it was one of those quaint carved things which one associates with Germany. This he placed in his instrument cupboard. One day, in looking for a canula, I took up the box. To my surprise he was very angry, and reproved me in words which were quite savage for my curiosity. It was the first time such a thing had happened, Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.769
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and I was deeply hurt. I endeavoured to explain that it was a mere accident that I had touched the box, but all the evening I was conscious that he looked at me harshly and that the incident was rankling in his mind.« Mr. Bennett drew a little diary book from his pocket. »That was on July 2d,« said he. 

»You are certainly an admirable witness,« said Holmes. »I may need some of these dates which you have noted.«

»I learned method among other things from my great teacher. From the time that I observed abnormality in his behaviour I felt that it was my duty to study his case. Thus I have it here that it was on that very day, July 2d, that Roy attacked the professor as he came from his study into the hall. Again, on July 11th, there was a scene of the same sort, and then I have a note of yet another upon July 20th. After that we had to banish Roy to the stables. He was a dear, affectionate animal – but I fear I weary you.«

Mr. Bennett spoke in a tone of reproach, for it was very clear that Holmes was not listening. His face was rigid and his eyes gazed abstractedly at the ceiling. 

With an effort he recovered himself. 

»Singular! Most singular!« he murmured. »These details were new to me, Mr. Bennett. I think we have now fairly gone over the old ground, have we not? 

But you spoke of some fresh developments.«
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The pleasant, open face of our visitor clouded over, shadowed by some grim remembrance. »What I speak of occurred the night before last,« said he. »I was lying awake about two in the morning, when I was aware of a dull muffled sound coming from the passage. I opened my door and peeped out. I should explain that the professor sleeps at the end of the passage ––«

»The date being ––?« asked Holmes. 

Our visitor was clearly annoyed at so irrelevant an interruption. 

»I have said, sir, that it was the night before last –

that is, September 4th.«

Holmes nodded and smiled. 

»Pray continue,« said he. 

»He sleeps at the end of the passage and would have to pass my door in order to reach the staircase. It was a really terrifying experience, Mr. Holmes, I think that I am as strong-nerved as my neighbours, but I was shaken by what I saw. The passage was dark save that one window halfway along it threw a patch of light. I could see that something was coming along the passage, something dark and crouching. Then suddenly it emerged into the light, and I saw that it was he. He was crawling, Mr. Holmes – crawling! He was not quite on his hands and knees. I should rather say on his hands and feet with his face sunk between his hands. Yet he seemed to move with ease. I was so pa-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.771
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ralyzed by the sight that it was not until he had reached my door that I was able to step forward and ask if I could assist him. His answer was extraordinary. He sprang up, spat out some atrocious word at me, and hurried on past me, and down the staircase. I waited about for an hour, but he did not come back. It must have been daylight before he regained his room.«

»Well, Watson, what make you of that?« asked Holmes with the air of the pathologist who presents a rare specimen. 

»Lumbago, possibly. I have known a severe attack make a man walk in just such a way, and nothing would be more trying to the temper.«

»Good, Watson! You always keep us flat-footed on the ground. But we can hardly accept lumbago, since he was able to stand erect in a moment.«

»He was never better in health,« said Bennett. »In fact, he is stronger than I have known him for years. 

But there are the facts, Mr. Holmes. It is not a case in which we can consult the police, and yet we are utterly at our wit's end as to what to do, and we feel in some strange way that we are drifting towards disaster. Edith – Miss Presbury – feels as I do, that we cannot wait passively any longer.«

»It is certainly a very curious and suggestive case. 

What do you think, Watson?«
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»Speaking as a medical man,« said I, »it appears to be a case for an alienist. The old gentleman's cerebral processes were disturbed by the love affair. He made a journey abroad in the hope of breaking himself of the passion. His letters and the box may be connected with some other private transaction – a loan, perhaps, or share certificates, which are in the box.«

»And the wolfhound no doubt disapproved of the financial bargain. No, no, Watson, there is more in it than this. Now, I can only suggest ––«

What Sherlock Holmes was about to suggest will never be known, for at this moment the door opened and a young lady was shown into the room. As she appeared Mr. Bennett sprang up with a cry and ran forward with his hands out to meet those which she had herself outstretched. 

»Edith, dear! Nothing the matter, I hope?«

»I felt I must follow you. Oh, Jack, I have been so dreadfully frightened! It is awful to be there alone.«

»Mr. Holmes, this is the young lady I spoke of. 

This is my fiancée.«

»We were gradually coming to that conclusion, were we not, Watson?« Holmes answered with a smile. »I take it, Miss Presbury, that there is some fresh development in the case, and that you thought we should know?«

Our new visitor, a bright, handsome girl of a con-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.773
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ventional English type, smiled back at Holmes as she seated herself beside Mr. Bennett. 

»When I found Mr. Bennett had left his hotel I thought I should probably find him here. Of course, he had told me that he would consult you. But, oh, Mr. Holmes, can you do nothing for my poor father?«

»I have hopes, Miss Presbury, but the case is still obscure. Perhaps what you have to say may throw some fresh light upon it.«

»It was last night, Mr. Holmes. He had been very strange all day. I am sure that there are times when he has no recollection of what he does. He lives as in a strange dream. Yesterday was such a day. It was not my father with whom I lived. His outward shell was there, but it was not really he.«

»Tell me what happened.«

»I was awakened in the night by the dog barking most furiously. Poor Roy, he is chained now near the stable. I may say that I always sleep with my door lok-ked; for, as Jack – as Mr. Bennett – will tell you, we all have a feeling of impending danger. My room is on the second floor. It happened that the blind was up in my window, and there was bright moonlight outside. As I lay with my eyes fixed upon the square of light, listening to the frenzied barkings of the dog, I was amazed to see my father's face looking in at me. 

Mr. Holmes, I nearly died of surprise and horror. 
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There it was pressed against the window-pane, and one hand seemed to be raised as if to push up the window. If that window had opened, I think I should have gone mad. It was no delusion, Mr. Holmes. Don't deceive yourself by thinking so. I dare say it was twenty seconds or so that I lay paralyzed and watched the face. Then it vanished, but I could not – I could not spring out of bed and look out after it. I lay cold and shivering till morning. At breakfast he was sharp and fierce in manner, and made no allusion to the adventure of the night. Neither did I, but I gave an excuse for coming to town – and here I am.«

Holmes looked thoroughly surprised at Miss Presbury's narrative. 

»My dear young lady, you say that your room is on the second floor. Is there a long ladder in the garden?«

»No, Mr. Holmes, that is the amazing part of it. 

There is no possible way of reaching the window –

and yet he was there.«

»The date being September 5th,« said Holmes. 

»That certainly complicates matters.«

It was the young lady's turn to look surprised. 

»This is the second time that you have alluded to the date, Mr. Holmes,« said Bennett. »Is it possible that it has any bearing upon the case?«

»It is possible – very possible – and yet I have not my full material at present.«
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»Possibly you are thinking of the connection between insanity and phases of the moon?«

»No, I assure you. It was quite a different line of thought. Possibly you can leave your notebook with me, and I will check the dates. Now I think, Watson, that our line of action is perfectly clear. This young lady has informed us – and I have the greatest confidence in her intuition – that her father remembers little or nothing which occurs upon certain dates. We will therefore call upon him as if he had given us an appointment upon such a date. He will put it down to his own lack of memory. Thus we will open our campaign by having a good close view of him.«

»That is excellent,« said Mr. Bennett. »I warn you, however, that the professor is irascible and violent at times.«

Holmes smiled. »There are reasons why we should come at once – very cogent reasons if my theories hold good. To-morrow, Mr. Bennett, will certainly see us in Camford. There is, if I remember right, an inn called the Chequers where the port used to be above mediocrity and the linen was above reproach. I think, Watson, that our lot for the next few days might lie in less pleasant places.«

Monday morning found us on our way to the famous university town – an easy effort on the part of Holmes, who had no roots to pull up, but one which Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.776
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involved frantic planning and hurrying on my part, as my practice was by this time not inconsiderable. Holmes made no allusion to the case until after we had deposited our suitcases at the ancient hostel of which he had spoken. 

»I think, Watson, that we can catch the professor just before lunch. He lectures at eleven and should have an interval at home.«

»What possible excuse have we for calling?«

Holmes glanced at his notebook. 

»There was a period of excitement upon August 26th. We will assume that he is a little hazy as to what he does at such times. If we insist that we are there by appointment I think he will hardly venture to contradict us. Have you the effrontery necessary to put it through?«

»We can but try.«

»Excellent, Watson! Compound of the Busy Bee and Excelsior. We can but try – the motto of the firm. 

A friendly native will surely guide us.«

Such a one on the back of a smart hansom swept us past a row of ancient colleges and, finally turning into a tree-lined drive, pulled up at the door of a charming house, girt round with lawns and covered with purple wistaria. Professor Presbury was certainly surrounded with every sign not only of comfort but of luxury. 
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front window, and we were aware of a pair of keen eyes from under shaggy brows which surveyed us through large horn glasses. A moment later we were actually in his sanctum, and the mysterious scientist, whose vagaries had brought us from London, was standing before us. There was certainly no sign of eccentricity either in his manner or appearance, for he was a portly, large-featured man, grave, tall, and frok-k-coated, with the dignity of bearing which a lecturer needs. His eyes were his most remarkable feature, keen, observant, and clever to the verge of cunning. 

He looked at our cards. »Pray sit down, gentlemen. 

What can I do for you?«

Mr. Holmes smiled amiably. 

»It was the question which I was about to put to you, Professor.«

»To me, sir!«

»Possibly there is some mistake. I heard through a second person that Professor Presbury of Camford had need of my services.«

»Oh, indeed!« It seemed to me that there was a malicious sparkle in the intense gray eyes. »You heard that, did you? May I ask the name of your informant?«

»I am sorry, Professor, but the matter was rather confidential. If I have made a mistake there is no harm done. I can only express my regret.«
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»Not at all. I should wish to go further into this matter. It interests me. Have you any scrap of writing, any letter or telegram, to bear out your assertion?«

»No, I have not.«

»I presume that you do not go so far as to assert that I summoned you?«

»I would rather answer no questions,« said Holmes. 

»No, I dare say not,« said the professor with asperity. »However, that particular one can be answered very easily without your aid.«

He walked across the room to the bell. Our London friend, Mr. Bennett, answered the call. 

»Come in, Mr. Bennett. These two gentlemen have come from London under the impression that they have been summoned. You handle all my correspondence. Have you a note of anything going to a person named Holmes?«

»No, sir,« Bennett answered with a flush. 

»That is conclusive,« said the professor, glaring angrily at my companion. »Now, sir« – he leaned forward with his two hands upon the table – »it seems to me that your position is a very questionable one.«

Holmes shrugged his shoulders. 

»I can only repeat that I am sorry that we have made a needless intrusion.«
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in a high screaming voice, with extraordinary malignancy upon his face. He got between us and the door as he spoke, and he shook his two hands at us with furious passion. »You can hardly get out of it so easily as that.« His face was convulsed, and he grinned and gibbered at us in his senseless rage. I am convinced that we should have had to fight our way out of the room if Mr. Bennett had not intervened. 

»My dear Professor,« he cried, »consider your position! Consider the scandal at the university! Mr. Holmes is a well-known man. You cannot possibly treat him with such discourtesy.«

Sulkily our host – if I may call him so – cleared the path to the door. We were glad to find ourselves outside the house and in the quiet of the tree-lined drive. 

Holmes seemed greatly amused by the episode. 

»Our learned friend's nerves are somewhat out of order,« said he. »Perhaps our intrusion was a little crude, and yet we have gained that personal contact which I desired. But, dear me, Watson, he is surely at our heels. The villain still pursues us.«

There were the sounds of running feet behind, but it was, to my relief, not the formidable professor but his assistant who appeared round the curve of the drive. 

He came panting up to us. 

»I am so sorry, Mr. Holmes. I wished to apologize.«
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»My dear sir, there is no need. It is all in the way of professional experience.«

»I have never seen him in a more dangerous mood. 

But he grows more sinister. You can understand now why his daughter and I are alarmed. And yet his mind is perfectly clear.«

»Too clear!« said Holmes. »That was my miscalculation. It is evident that his memory is much more reliable than I had thought. By the way, can we, before we go, see the window of Miss Presbury's room?«

Mr. Bennett pushed his way through some shrubs, and we had a view of the side of the house. 

»It is there. The second on the left.«

»Dear me, it seems hardly accessible. And yet you will observe that there is a creeper below and a water-pipe above which give some foothold.«

»I could not climb it myself,« said Mr. Bennett. 

»Very likely. It would certainly be a dangerous exploit for any normal man.«

»There was one other thing I wish to tell you, Mr. 

Holmes. I have the address of the man in London to whom the professor writes. He seems to have written this morning, and I got it from his blotting-paper. It is an ignoble position for a trusted secretary, but what else can I do?«

Holmes glanced at the paper and put it into his pocket. 
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»Dorak – a curious name. Slavonic, I imagine. 

Well, it is an important link in the chain. We return to London this afternoon, Mr. Bennett. I see no good purpose to be served by our remaining. We cannot arrest the professor because he has done no crime, nor can we place him under constraint, for he cannot be proved to be mad. No action is as yet possible.«

»Then what on earth are we to do?«

»A little patience, Mr. Bennett. Things will soon develop. Unless I am mistaken, next Tuesday may mark a crisis. Certainly we shall be in Camford on that day. Meanwhile, the general position is undeniably unpleasant, and if Miss Presbury can prolong her visit ––«

»That is easy.«

»Then let her stay till we can assure her that all danger is past. Meanwhile, let him have his way and do not cross him. So long as he is in a good humour all is well.«

»There he is!« said Bennett in a startled whisper. 

Looking between the branches we saw the tall, erect figure emerge from the hall door and look around him. 

He stood leaning forward, his hands swinging straight before him, his head turning from side to side. The secretary with a last wave slipped off among the trees, and we saw him presently rejoin his employer, the two entering the house together in what seemed to be Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.782
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animated and even excited conversation. 

»I expect the old gentleman has been putting two and two together,« said Holmes as we walked hotel-ward. »He struck me as having a particularly clear and logical brain from the little I saw of him. Explosive, no doubt, but then from his point of view he has something to explode about if detectives are put on his track and he suspects his own household of doing it. I rather fancy that friend Bennett is in for an uncomfortable time.«

Holmes stopped at a post-office and sent off a telegram on our way. The answer reached us in the evening, and he tossed it across to me. 

Have visited the Commercial Road and seen Dorak. 

Suave person, Bohemian, elderly. Keeps large general store. 

MERCER. 

»Mercer is since your time,« said Holmes. »He is my general utility man who looks up routine business. 

It was important to know something of the man with whom our professor was so secretly corresponding. 

His nationality connects up with the Prague visit.«

»Thank goodness that something connects with something,« said I. »At present we seem to be faced by a long series of inexplicable incidents with no bearing upon each
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tion can there be between an angry wolfhound and a visit to Bohemia, or either of them with a man crawling down a passage at night? As to your dates, that is the biggest mystification of all.«

Holmes smiled and rubbed his hands. We were, I may say, seated in the old sitting-room of the ancient hotel, with a bottle of the famous vintage of which Holmes had spoken on the table between us. 

»Well, now, let us take the dates first,« said he, his finger-tips together and his manner as if he were addressing a class. »This excellent young man's diary shows that there was trouble upon July 2d, and from then onward it seems to have been at nine-day intervals, with, so far as I remember, only one exception. 

Thus the last outbreak upon Friday was on September 3d, which also falls into the series, as did August 26th, which preceded it. The thing is beyond coincidence.«

I was forced to agree. 

»Let us, then, form the provisional theory that every nine days the professor takes some strong drug which has a passing but highly poisonous effect. His naturally violent nature is intensified by it. He learned to take this drug while he was in Prague, and is now supplied with it by a Bohemian intermediary in London. This all hangs together, Watson!«

»But the dog, the face at the window, the creeping Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.784
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man in the passage?«

»Well, well, we have made a beginning. I should not expect any fresh developments until next Tuesday. 

In the meantime we can only keep in touch with friend Bennett and enjoy the amenities of this charming town.«

In the morning Mr. Bennett slipped round to bring us the latest report. As Holmes had imagined, times had not been easy with him. Without exactly accusing him of being responsible for our presence, the professor had been very rough and rude in his speech, and evidently felt some strong grievance. This morning he was quite himself again, however, and had delivered his usual brilliant lecture to a crowded class. »Apart from his queer fits,« said Bennett, »he has actually more energy and vitality than I can ever remember, nor was his brain ever clearer. But it's not he – it's never the man whom we have known.«

»I don't think you have anything to fear now for a week at least,« Holmes answered. »I am a busy man, and Dr. Watson has his patients to attend to. Let us agree that we meet here at this hour next Tuesday, and I shall be surprised if before we leave you again we are not able to explain, even if we cannot perhaps puts an end to, your troubles. Meanwhile, keep us posted in what occurs.«

I saw nothing of my friend for the next few days, Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.785
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but on the following Monday evening I had a short note asking me to meet him next day at the train. 

From what he told me as we travelled up to Camford all was well, the peace of the professor's house had been unruffled, and his own conduct perfectly normal. 

This also was the report which was given us by Mr. 

Bennett himself when he called upon us that evening at our old quarters in the Chequers. »He heard from his London correspondent to-day. There was a letter and there was a small packet, each with the cross under the stamp which warned me not to touch them. 

There has been nothing else.«

»That may prove quite enough,« said Holmes grimly. »Now, Mr. Bennett, we shall, I think, come to some conclusion to-night. If my deductions are correct we should have an opportunity of bringing matters to a head. In order to do so it is necessary to hold the professor under observation. I would suggest, therefore, that you remain awake and on the lookout. 

Should you hear him pass your door, do not interrupt him, but follow him as discreetly as you can. Dr. Watson and I will not be far off. By the way, where is the key of that little box of which you spoke?«

»Upon his watch-chain.«

»I fancy our researches must lie in that direction. 

At the worst the lock should not be very formidable. 

Have you any other able-bodied man on the premi-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.786
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ses?«

»There is the coachman, Macphail.«

»Where does he sleep?«

»Over the stables.«

»We might possibly want him. Well, we can do no more until we see how things develop. Good-bye –

but I expect that we shall see you before morning.«

It was nearly midnight before we took our station among some bushes immediately opposite the hall door of the professor. It was a fine night, but chilly, and we were glad of our warm overcoats. There was a breeze, and clouds were scudding across the sky, obscuring from time to time the half-moon. It would have been a dismal vigil were it not for the expectation and excitement which carried us along, and the assurance of my comrade that we had probably reached the end of the strange sequence of events which had engaged our attention. 

»If the cycle of nine days holds good then we shall have the professor at his worst to-night,« said Holmes. »The fact that these strange symptoms began after his visit to Prague, that he is in secret correspondence with a Bohemian dealer in London, who presumably represents someone in Prague, and that he received a packet from him this very day, all point in one direction. What he takes and why he takes it are still beyond our ken, but that it emanates in some way Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.787
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from Prague is clear enough. He takes it under definite directions which regulate this ninth-day system, which was the first point which attracted my attention. 

But his symptoms are most remarkable. Did you observe his knuckles?«

I had to confess that I did not. 

»Thick and horny in a way which is quite new in my experience. Always look at the hands first, Watson. Then cuffs, trouser-knees, and boots. Very curious knuckles which can only be explained by the mode of progression observed by ––« Holmes paused and suddenly clapped his hand to his forehead. »Oh, Watson, Watson, what a fool I have been! It seems incredible, and yet it must be true. All points in one direction. How could I miss seeing the connection of ideas? Those knuckles – how could I have passed those knuckles? And the dog! And the ivy! It's surely time that I disappeared into that little farm of my dreams. Look out, Watson! Here he is! We shall have the chance of seeing for ourselves.«

The hall door had slowly opened, and against the lamplit background we saw the tall figure of Professor Presbury. He was clad in Ms dressing-gown. As he stood outlined in the doorway he was erect but leaning forward with dangling arms, as when we saw him last. 

Now he stepped forward into the drive, and an ex-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.788
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traordinary change came over him. He sank down into a crouching position and moved along upon his hands and feet, skipping every now and then as if he were overflowing with energy and vitality. He moved along the face of the house and then round the corner. As he disappeared Bennett slipped through the hall door and softly followed him. 

»Come, Watson, come!« cried Holmes, and we stole as softly as we could through the bushes until we had gained a spot whence we could see the other side of the house, which was bathed in the light of the half-moon. The professor was clearly visible crouching at the foot of the ivy-covered wall. As we watched him he suddenly began with incredible agility to ascend it. From branch to branch he sprang, sure of foot and firm of grasp, climbing apparently in mere joy at his own powers, with no definite object in view. 

With his dressing-gown flapping on each side of him, he looked like some huge bat glued against the side of his own house, a great square dark patch upon the moonlit wall. Presently he tired of this amusement, and, dropping from branch to branch, he squatted down into the old attitude and moved towards the stables, creeping along in the same strange way as before. The wolfhound was out now, barking furiously, and more excited than ever when it actually caught sight of its master. It was straining on its chain and Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.789
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quivering with eagerness and rage. The professor squatted down very deliberately just out of reach of the hound and began to provoke it in every possible way. He took handfuls of pebbles from the drive and threw them in the dog's face, prodded him with a stick which he had picked up, flicked his hands about only a few Inches from the gaping mouth, and endeavoured in every way to increase the animal's fury, which was already beyond all control. In all our adventures I do not know that I have ever seen a more strange sight than this impassive and still dignified figure crouching frog-like upon the ground and goading to a wilder exhibition of passion the maddened hound, which ramped and raged in front of him, by all manner of ingenious and calculated cruelty. 

And then in a moment it happened! It was not the chain that broke, but it was the collar that slipped, for it had been made for a thick-necked Newfoundland. 

We heard the rattle of falling metal, and the next instant dog and man were rolling on the ground together, the one roaring in rage, the other screaming in a strange shrill falsetto of terror. It was a very narrow thing for the professor's life. The savage creature had him fairly by the throat, its fangs had bitten deep, and he was senseless before we could reach them and drag the two apart. It might have been a dangerous task for us, but Bennett's voice and presence brought the great Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.790
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wolfhound instantly to reason. The uproar had brought the sleepy and astonished coachman from his room above the stables. »I'm not surprised,« said he, shaking his head. »I've seen him at it before. I knew the dog would get him sooner or later.«

The hound was secured, and together we carried the professor up to his room, where Bennett, who had a medical degree, helped me to dress his torn throat. 

The sharp teeth had passed dangerously near the carotid artery, and the hæmorrhage was serious. In half an hour the danger was past, I had given the patient an injection of morphia, and he had sunk into deep sleep. 

Then, and only then, were we able to look at each other and to take stock of the situation. 

»I think a first-class surgeon should see him,« said I. 

»For God's sake, no!« cried Bennett. »At present the scandal is confined to our own household. It is safe with us. If it gets beyond these walls it will never stop. Consider his position at the university, his European reputation, the feelings of his daughter.«

»Quite so,« said Holmes. »I think it may be quite possible to keep the matter to ourselves, and also to prevent its recurrence now that we have a free hand. 

The key from the watch-chain, Mr. Bennett. Macphail will guard the patient and let us know if there is any change. Let us see what we can find in the professor's Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.791
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mysterious box.«

There was not much, but there was enough – an empty phial, another nearly full, a hypodermic syringe, several letters in a crabbed, foreign hand. The marks on the envelopes showed that they were those which had disturbed the routine of the secretary, and each was dated from the Commercial Road and signed

»A. Dorak.« They were mere invoices to say that a fresh bottle was being sent to Professor Presbury, or receipt to acknowledge money. There was one other envelope, however, in a more educated hand and bearing the Austrian stamp with the postmark of Prague. 

»Here we have our material!« cried Holmes as he tore out the enclosure. 

HONOURED COLLEAGUE [it ran]:

Since your esteemed visit I have thought much of your case, and though in your circumstances there are some special reasons for the treatment, I would none the less enjoin caution, as my results have shown that it is not without danger of a kind. 

It is possible that the serum of anthropoid would have been better. I have, as I explained to you, used black-faced langur because a specimen was accessible. Langur is, of course, a crawler and climber, while anthropoid walks erect and is in all ways nearer. 

I beg you to take every possible precaution that there be no premature revelation of the process. I have one other client in England, and Dorak is my agent for both. 
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Weekly reports will oblige

Yours with high esteem, 

H. LOWENSTEIN. 

Lowenstein! The name brought back to me the memory of some snippet from a newspaper which spoke of an obscure scientist who was striving in some unknown way for the secret of rejuvenescence and the elixir of life. Lowenstein of Prague! Lowenstein with the wondrous strength-giving serum, tabooed by the profession because he refused to reveal its source. In a few words I said what I remembered. Bennett had taken a manual of zoölogy from the shelves. »›Langur,‹« he read, »›the great black-faced monkey of the Himalayan slopes, biggest and most human of climbing monkeys.‹ Many details are added. Well, thanks to you, Mr. Holmes, it is very clear that we have traced the evil to its source.«

»The real source,« said Holmes, »lies, of course, in that untimely love affair which gave our impetuous professor the idea that he could only gain his wish by turning himself into a younger man. When one tries to rise above Nature one is liable to fall below it. The highest type of man may revert to the animal if he leaves the straight road of destiny.« He sat musing for a little with the phial in his hand, looking at the clear liquid within. »When I have written to this man and told him
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poisons which he circulates, we will have no more trouble. But it may recur. Others may find a better way. There is danger there – a very real danger to humanity. Consider, Watson, that the material, the sensual, the worldly would all prolong their worthless lives. The spiritual would not avoid the call to something higher. It would be the survival of the least fit. 

What sort of cesspool may not our poor world become?« Suddenly the dreamer disappeared, and Holmes, the man of action, sprang from his chair. »I think there is nothing more to be said, Mr. Bennett. The various incidents will now fit themselves easily into the general scheme. The dog, of course, was aware of the change far more quickly than you. His smell would insure that. It was the monkey, not the professor, whom Roy attacked, just as it was the monkey who teased Roy. Climbing was a joy to the creature, and it was a mere chance, I take it, that the pastime brought him to the young lady's window. There is an early train to town, Watson, but I think we shall just have time for a cup of tea at the Chequers before we catch it.«
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The Adventure of the Lion's Mane

It is a most singular thing that a problem which was certainly as abstruse and unusual as any which I have faced in my long professional career should have come to me after my retirement, and be brought, as it were, to my very door. It occurred after my withdrawal to my little Sussex home, when I had given myself up entirely to that soothing life of Nature for which I had so often yearned during the long years spent amid the gloom of London. At this period of my life the good Watson had passed almost beyond my ken. An occasional week-end visit was the most that I ever saw of him. Thus I must act as my own chronicler. Ah! had he but been with me, how much he might have made of so wonderful a happening and of my eventual triumph against every difficulty! As it is, however, I must needs tell my tale in my own plain way, showing by my words each step upon the difficult road which lay before me as I searched for the mystery of the Lion's Mane. 

My villa is situated upon the southern slope of the downs, commanding a great view of the Channel. At this point the coast-line is entirely of chalk cliffs, which can only be descended by a single, long, tortuous path, which is steep and slippery. At the bot-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.795
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tom of the path lie a hundred yards of pebbles and shingle, even when the tide is at full. Here and there, however, there are curves and hollows which make splendid swimming-pools filled afresh with each flow. This admirable beach extends for some miles in each direction, save only at one point where the little cove and village of Fulworth break the line. 

My house is lonely. I, my old housekeeper, and my bees have the estate all to ourselves. Half a mile off, however, is Harold Stackhurst's well-known coaching establishment, The Gables, quite a large place, which contains some score of young fellows preparing for various professions, with a staff of several masters. 

Stackhurst himself was a well-known rowing Blue in his day, and an excellent all-round scholar. He and I were always friendly from the day I came to the coast, and he was the one man who was on such terms with me that we could drop in on each other in the evenings without an invitation. 

Towards the end of July, 1907, there was a severe gale, the wind blowing up-channel, heaping the seas to the base of the cliffs and leaving a lagoon at the turn of the tide. On the morning of which I speak the wind had abated, and all Nature was newly washed and fresh. It was impossible to work upon so delightful a day, and I strolled out before breakfast to enjoy the exquisite air. I walked along the cliff path which Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.796
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led to the steep descent to the beach. As I walked I heard a shout behind me, and there was Harold Stak-khurst waving his hand in cheery greeting. 

»What a morning, Mr. Holmes! I thought I should see you out.«

»Going for a swim, I see.«

»At your old tricks again,« he laughed, patting his bulging pocket. »Yes. McPherson started early, and I expect I may find him there.«

Fitzroy McPherson was the science master, a fine upstanding young fellow whose life had been crippled by heart trouble following rheumatic fever. He was a natural athlete, however, and excelled in every game which did not throw too great a strain upon him. 

Summer and winter he went for his swim, and, as I am a swimmer myself, I have often joined him. 

At this moment we saw the man himself. His head showed above the edge of the cliff where the path ends. Then his whole figure appeared at the top, staggering like a drunken man. The next instant he threw up his hands and, with a terrible cry, fell upon his face. Stackhurst and I rushed forward – it may have been fifty yards – and turned him on his back. He was obviously dying. Those glazed sunken eyes and dreadful livid cheeks could mean nothing else. One glimmer of life came into his face for an instant, and he uttered two or three words with an eager air of warning. 
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They were slurred and indistinct, but to my ear the last of them, which burst in a shriek from his lips, were »the Lion's Mane.« It was utterly irrelevant and unintelligible, and yet I could twist the sound into no other sense. Then he half raised himself from the ground, threw his arms into the air, and fell forward on his side. He was dead. 

My companion was paralyzed by the sudden horror of it, but I, as may well be imagined, had every sense on the alert. And I had need, for it was speedily evident that we were in the presence of an extraordinary case. The man was dressed only in his Burberry overcoat, his trousers, and an unlaced pair of canvas shoes. As he fell over, his Burberry, which had been simply thrown round his shoulders, slipped off, exposing his trunk. We stared at it in amazement. His back was covered with dark red lines as though he had been terribly flogged by a thin wire scourge. The instrument with which this punishment had been inflicted was clearly flexible, for the long, angry weals curved round his shoulders and ribs. There was blood dripping down his chin, for he had bitten through his lower lip in the paroxysm of his agony. His drawn and distorted face told how terrible that agony had been. 

I was kneeling and Stackhurst standing by the body when a shadow fell across us, and we found that Ian Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.798
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Murdoch was by our side. Murdoch was the mathematical coach at the establishment, a tall, dark, thin man, so taciturn and aloof that none can be said to have been his friend. He seemed to live in some high, abstract region of surds and conic sections, with little to connect him with ordinary life. He was looked upon as an oddity by the students, and would have been their butt, but there was some strange outlandish blood in the man, which showed itself not only in his coal-black eyes and swarthy face but also in occasional outbreaks of temper, which could only be described as ferocious. On one occasion, being plagued by a little dog belonging to McPherson, he had caught the creature up and hurled it through the plate-glass window, an action for which Stackhurst would certainly have given him his dismissal had he not been a very valuable teacher. Such was the strange complex man who now appeared beside us. He seemed to be honestly shocked at the sight before him, though the incident of the dog may show that there was no great sympathy between the dead man and himself. 

»Poor fellow! Poor fellow! What can I do? How can I help?«

»Were you with him? Can you tell us what has happened?«

»No, no, I was late this morning. I was not on the beach at all. I have come straight from The Gables. 
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What can I do?«

»You can hurry to the police-station at Fulworth. 

Report the matter at once.«

Without a word he made off at top speed, and I proceeded to take the matter in hand, while Stak-khurst, dazed at this tragedy, remained by the body. 

My first task naturally was to note who was on the beach. From the top of the path I could see the whole sweep of it, and it was absolutely deserted save that two or three dark figures could be seen far away moving towards the village of Fulworth. Having satisfied myself upon this point, I walked slowly down the path. There was clay or soft marl mixed with the chalk, and every here and there I saw the same footstep, both ascending and descending. No one else had gone down to the beach by this track that morning. At one place I observed the print of an open hand with the fingers towards the incline. This could only mean that poor McPherson had fallen as he ascended. There were rounded depressions, too, which suggested that he had come down upon his knees more than once. At the bottom of the path was the considerable lagoon left by the retreating tide. At the side of it McPherson had undressed, for there lay his towel on a rock. It was folded and dry, so that it would seem that, after all, he had never entered the water. Once or twice as I hunted round amid the hard shingle I came on little Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.800
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patches of sand where the print of his canvas shoe, and also of his naked foot, could be seen. The latter fact proved that he had made all ready to bathe, though the towel indicated that he had not actually done so. 

And here was the problem clearly defined – as strange a one as had ever confronted me. The man had not been on the beach more than a quarter of an hour at the most. Stackhurst had followed him from The Gables, so there could be no doubt about that. He had gone to bathe and had stripped, as the naked footsteps showed. Then he had suddenly huddled on his clothes again – they were all dishevelled and unfastened –

and he had returned without bathing, or at any rate without drying himself. And the reason for his change of purpose had been that he had been scourged in some savage, inhuman fashion, tortured until he bit his lip through in his agony, and was left with only strength enough to crawl away and to die. Who had done this barbarous deed? There were, it is true, small grottos and caves in the base of the cliffs, but the low sun shone directly into them, and there was no place for concealment. Then, again, there were those distant figures on the beach. They seemed too far away to have been connected with the crime, and the broad lagoon in which McPherson had intended to bathe lay between him and them, lapping up to the rocks. On Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.801
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the sea two or three fishing-boats were at no great distance. Their occupants might be examined at our leisure. There were several roads for inquiry, but none which led to any very obvious goal. 

When I at last returned to the body I found that a little group of wondering folk had gathered round it. 

Stackhurst was, of course, still there, and Ian Murdoch had just arrived with Anderson, the village constable, a big, ginger-moustached man of the slow, solid Sussex breed – a breed which covers much good sense under a heavy, silent exterior. He listened to everything, took note of all we said, and finally drew me aside. 

»I'd be glad of your advice, Mr. Holmes. This is a big thing for me to handle, and I'll hear of it from Lewes if I go wrong.«

I advised him to send for his immediate superior, and for a doctor; also to allow nothing to be moved, and as few fresh footmarks as possible to be made, until they came. In the meantime I searched the dead man's pockets. There were his handkerchief, a large knife, and a small folding card-case. From this projected a slip of paper, which I unfolded and handed to the constable. There was written on it in a scrawling, feminine hand:

I will be there, you may be sure. 
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It read like a love affair, an assignation, though when and where were a blank. The constable replaced it in the card-case and returned it with the other things to the pockets of the Burberry. Then, as nothing more suggested itself, I walked back to my house for breakfast, having first arranged that the base of the cliffs should be thoroughly searched. 

Stackhurst was round in an hour or two to tell me that the body had been removed to The Gables, where the inquest would be held. He brought with him some serious and definite news. As I expected, nothing had been found in the small caves below the cliff, but he had examined the papers in McPherson's desk, and there were several which showed an intimate correspondence with a certain Miss Maud Bellamy, of Fulworth. We had then established the identity of the writer of the note. 

»The police have the letters,« he explained. »I could not bring them. But there is no doubt that it was a serious love affair. I see no reason, however, to connect it with that horrible happening save, indeed, that the lady had made an appointment with him.«

»But hardly at a bathing-pool which all of you were in the habit of using,« I remarked. 

»It is mere chance,« said he, »that several of the students were not with McPherson.«
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» Was  it mere chance?«

Stackhurst knit his brows in thought. 

»Ian Murdoch held them back,« said he. »He would insist upon some algebraic demonstration before breakfast. Poor chap, he is dreadfully cut up about it all.«

»And yet I gather that they were not friends.«

»At one time they were not. But for a year or more Murdoch has been as near to McPherson as he ever could be to anyone. He is not of a very sympathetic disposition by nature.«

»So I understand. I seem to remember your telling me once about a quarrel over the ill-usage of a dog.«

»That blew over all right.«

»But left some vindictive feeling, perhaps.«

»No, no, I am sure they were real friends.«

»Well, then, we must explore the matter of the girl. 

Do you know her?«

»Everyone knows her. She is the beauty of the neighbourhood – a real beauty, Holmes, who would draw attention everywhere. I knew that McPherson was attracted by her, but I had no notion that it had gone so far as these letters would seem to indicate.«

»But who is she?«

»She is the daughter of old Tom Bellamy, who owns all the boats and bathing-cots at Fulworth. He was a fisherman to start with, but is now a man of Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.804
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some substance. He and his son William run the business.«

»Shall we walk into Fulworth and see them?«

»On what pretext?«

»Oh, we can easily find a pretext. After all, this poor man did not ill-use himself in this outrageous way. Some human hand was on the handle of that scourge, if indeed it was a scourge which inflicted the injuries. His circle of acquaintances in this lonely place was surely limited. Let us follow it up in every direction and we can hardly fail to come upon the motive, which in turn should lead us to the criminal.«

It would have been a pleasant walk across the thyme-scented downs had our minds not been poisoned by the tragedy we had witnessed. The village of Fulworth lies in a hollow curving in a semicircle round the bay. Behind the old-fashioned hamlet several modern houses have been built upon the rising ground. It was to one of these that Stack hurst guided me. 

»That's The Haven, as Bellamy called it. The one with the corner tower and slate roof. Not bad for a man who started with nothing but –– By Jove, look at that!«

The garden gate of The Haven had opened and a man had emerged. There was no mistaking that tall, angular, straggling figure. It was Ian Murdoch, the Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.805
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mathematician. A moment later we confronted him upon the road. 

»Hullo!« said Stackhurst. The man nodded, gave us a sideways glance from his curious dark eyes, and would have passed us, but his principal pulled him up. 

»What were you doing there?« he asked. 

Murdoch's face flushed with anger. »I am your subordinate, sir, under your roof. I am not aware that I owe you any account of my private actions.«

Stackhurst's nerves were near the surface after all he had endured. Otherwise, perhaps, he would have waited. Now he lost his temper completely. 

»In the circumstances your answer is pure impertinence, Mr. Murdoch.«

»Your own question might perhaps come under the same heading.«

»This is not the first time that I have had to overlook your insubordinate ways. It will certainly be the last. You will kindly make fresh arrangements for your future as speedily as you can.«

»I had intended to do so. I have lost to-day the only person who made The Gables habitable.«

He strode off upon his way, while Stackhurst, with angry eyes, stood glaring after him. »Is he not an impossible, intolerable man?« he cried. 
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my mind was that Mr. Ian Murdoch was taking the first chance to open a path of escape from the scene of the crime. Suspicion, vague and nebulous, was now beginning to take outline in my mind. Perhaps the visit to the Bellamys might throw some further light upon the matter. Stackhurst pulled himself together, and we went forward to the house. 

Mr. Bellamy proved to be a middle-aged man with a flaming red beard. He seemed to be in a very angry mood, and his face was soon as florid as his hair. 

»No, sir, I do not desire any particulars. My son here« – indicating a powerful young man, with a heavy, sullen face, in the corner of the sitting-room –

»is of one mind with me that Mr. McPherson's attentions to Maud were insulting. Yes, sir, the word ›marriage‹ was never mentioned, and yet there were letters and meetings, and a great deal more of which neither of us could approve. She has no mother, and we are her only guardians. We are determined ––«

But the words were taken from his mouth by the appearance of the lady herself. There was no gainsay-ing that she would have graced any assembly in the world. Who could have imagined that so rare a flower would grow from such a root and in such an atmosphere? Women have seldom been an attraction to me, for my brain has always governed my heart, but I could not look upon her perfect clear-cut face, with all Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.807
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the soft freshness of the downlands in her delicate colouring, without realizing that no young man would cross her path unscathed. Such was the girl who had pushed open the door and stood now, wide-eyed and intense, in front of Harold Stackhurst. 

»I know already that Fitzroy is dead,« she said. 

»Do not be afraid to tell me the particulars.«

»This other gentleman of yours let us know the news,« explained the father. 

»There is no reason why my sister should be brought into the matter,« growled the younger man. 

The sister turned a sharp, fierce look upon him. 

»This is my business, William. Kindly leave me to manage it in my own way. By all accounts there has been a crime committed. If I can help to show who did it, it is the least I can do for him who is gone.«

She listened to a short account from my companion, with a composed concentration which showed me that she possessed strong character as well as great beauty. Maud Bellamy will always remain in my memory as a most complete and remarkable woman. 

It seems that she already knew me by sight, for she turned to me at the end. 

»Bring them to justice, Mr. Holmes. You have my sympathy and my help, whoever they may be.« It seemed to me that she glanced defiantly at her father and brother as she spoke. 
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»Thank you,« said I. »I value a woman's instinct in such matters. You use the word ›they.‹ You think that more than one was concerned?«

»I knew Mr. McPherson well enough to be aware that he was a brave and a strong man. No single person could ever have inflicted such an outrage upon him.«

»Might I have one word with you alone?«

»I tell you, Maud, not to mix yourself up in the matter,« cried her father angrily. 

She looked at me helplessly. »What can I do?«

»The whole world will know the facts presently, so there can be no harm if I discuss them here,« said I. »I should have preferred privacy, but if your father will not allow it he must share the deliberations.« Then I spoke of the note which had been found in the dead man's pocket. »It is sure to be produced at the inquest. May I ask you to throw any light upon it that you can?«

»I see no reason for mystery,« she answered. »We were engaged to be married, and we only kept it secret because Fitzroy's uncle, who is very old and said to be dying, might have disinherited him if he had married against his wish. There was no other reason.«

»You could have told us,« growled Mr. Bellamy. 

»So I would, father, if you had ever shown sympathy.«
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»I object to my girl picking up with men outside her own station.«

»It was your prejudice against him which prevented us from telling you. As to this appointment« – she fumbled in her dress and produced a crumpled note –

»it was in answer to this.«

DEAREST [ran the message]:

The old place on the beach just after sunset on Tuesday. It is the only time I can get away. 

F.M. 

»Tuesday was to-day, and I had meant to meet him to-night.«

I turned over the paper. »This never came by post. 

How did you get it?«

»I would rather not answer that question. It has really nothing to do with the matter which you are investigating. But anything which bears upon that I will most freely answer.«

She was as good as her word, but there was nothing which was helpful in our investigation. She had no reason to think that her fiancé had any hidden enemy, but she admitted that she had had several warm admirers. 

»May I ask if Mr. Ian Murdoch was one of them?«

She blushed and seemed confused. 

»There
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was all changed when he understood the relations between Fitzroy and myself.«

Again the shadow round this strange man seemed to me to be taking more definite shape. His record must be examined. His rooms must be privately searched. Stackhurst was a willing collaborator, for in his mind also suspicions were forming. We returned from our visit to The Haven with the hope that one free end of this tangled skein was already in our hands. 

A week passed. The inquest had thrown no light upon the matter and had been adjourned for further evidence. Stackhurst had made discreet inquiry about his subordinate, and there had been a superficial search of his room, but without result. Personally, I had gone over the whole ground again, both physically and mentally, but with no new conclusions. In all my chronicles the reader will find no case which brought me so completely to the limit of my powers. Even my imagination could conceive no solution to the mystery. And then there came the incident of the dog. 

It was my old housekeeper who heard of it first by that strange wireless by which such people collect the news of the countryside. 

»Sad story this, sir, about Mr. McPherson's dog,«

said she one evening. 

I do not encourage such conversations, but the words arrested my attention. 
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»What of Mr. McPherson's dog?«

»Dead, sir. Died of grief for its master.«

»Who told you this?«

»Why, sir, everyone is talking of it. It took on terrible, and has eaten nothing for a week. Then to-day two of the young gentlemen from The Gables found it dead – down on the beach, sir, at the very place where its master met his end.«

»At the very place.« The words stood out clear in my memory. Some dim perception that the matter was vital rose in my mind. That the dog should die was after the beautiful, faithful nature of dogs. But »in the very place« ! Why should this lonely beach be fatal to it? Was it possible that it also had been sacrificed to some revengeful feud? Was it possible ––? Yes, the perception was dim, but already something was building up in my mind. In a few minutes I was on my way to The Gables, where I found Stackhurst in his study. At my request he sent for Sudbury and Blount, the two students who had found the dog. 

»Yes, it lay on the very edge of the pool,« said one of them. »It must have followed the trail of its dead master.«

I saw the faithful little creature, an Airedale terrier, laid out upon the mat in the hall. The body was stiff and rigid, the eyes projecting, and the limbs contorted. There was agony in every line of it. 
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From The Gables I walked down to the bathing-pool. The sun had sunk and the shadow of the great cliff lay black across the water, which glimmered dully like a sheet of lead. The place was deserted and there was no sign of life save for two sea-birds circling and screaming overhead. In the fading light I could dimly make out the little dog's spoor upon the sand round the very rock on which his master's towel had been laid. For a long time I stood in deep meditation while the shadows grew darker around me. My mind was filled with racing thoughts. You have known what it was to be in a nightmare in which you feel that there is some all-important thing for which you search and which you know is there, though it remains forever just beyond your reach. That was how I felt that evening as I stood alone by that place of death. Then at last I turned and walked slowly homeward. 

I had just reached the top of the path when it came to me. Like a flash, I remembered the thing for which I had so eagerly and vainly grasped. You will know, or Watson has written in vain, that I hold a vast store of out-of-the-way knowledge without scientific system, but very available for the needs of my work. My mind is like a crowded box-room with packets of all sorts stowed away therein – so many that I may well have but a vague perception of what was there. I had Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.813
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known that there was something which might bear upon this matter. It was still vague, but at least I knew how I could make it clear. It was monstrous, incredible, and yet it was always a possibility. I would test it to the full. 

There is a great garret in my little house which is stuffed with books. It was into this that I plunged and rummaged for an hour. At the end of that time I emerged with a little chocolate and silver volume. Eagerly I turned up the chapter of which I had a dim remembrance. Yes, it was indeed a far-fetched and unlikely proposition, and yet I could not be at rest until I had made sure if it might, indeed, be so. It was late when I retired, with my mind eagerly awaiting the work of the morrow. 

But that work met with an annoying interruption. I had hardly swallowed my early cup of tea and was starting for the beach when I had a call from Inspector Bardle of the Sussex Constabulary – a steady, solid, bovine man with thoughtful eyes, which looked at me now with a very troubled expression. 

»I know your immense experience, sir,« said he. 

»This is quite unofficial, of course, and need go no farther. But I am fairly up against it in this McPherson case. The question is, shall I make an arrest, or shall I not?«

»Meaning Mr. Ian Murdoch?«
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»Yes, sir. There is really no one else when you come to think of it. That's the advantage of this solitude. We narrow it down to a very small compass. If he did not do it, then who did?«

»What have you against him?«

He had gleaned along the same furrows as I had. 

There was Murdoch's character and the mystery which seemed to hang round the man. His furious bursts of temper, as shown in the incident of the dog. The fact that he had quarrelled with McPherson in the past, and that there was some reason to think that he might have resented his attentions to Miss Bellamy. He had all my points, but no fresh ones, save that Murdoch seemed to be making every preparation for departure. 

»What would my position be if I let him slip away with all this evidence against him?« The burly, phlegmatic man was sorely troubled in his mind. 

»Consider,« I said, »all the essential gaps in your case. On the morning of the crime he can surely prove an alibi. He had been with his scholars till the last moment, and within a few minutes of McPherson's appearance he came upon us from behind. Then bear in mind the absolute impossibility that he could single-handed have inflicted this outrage upon a man quite as strong as himself. Finally, there is this question of the instrument with which these injuries were inflicted.«
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»What could it be but a scourge or flexible whip of some sort?«

»Have you examined the marks?« I asked. 

»I have seen them. So has the doctor.«

»But I have examined them very carefully with a lens. They have peculiarities.«

»What are they, Mr. Holmes?«

I stepped to my bureau and brought out an enlarged photograph. »This is my method in such cases,« I explained. 

»You certainly do things thoroughly, Mr. Holmes.«

»I should hardly be what I am if I did not. Now let us consider this weal which extends round the right shoulder. Do you observe nothing remarkable?«

»I can't say I do.«

»Surely it is evident that it is unequal in its intensity. There is a dot of extravasated blood here, and another there. There are similar indications in this other weal down here. What can that mean?«

»I have no idea. Have you?«

»Perhaps I have. Perhaps I haven't. I may be able to say more soon. Anything which will define what made that mark will bring us a long way towards the criminal.«

»It is, of course, an absurd idea,« said the policeman, »but if a red-hot net of wire had been laid across the back, then these better marked points would repre-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.816
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sent where the meshes crossed each other.«

»A most ingenious comparison. Or shall we say a very stiff cat-o'-nine-tails with small hard knots upon it?«

»By Jove, Mr. Holmes, I think you have hit it.«

»Or there may be some very different cause, Mr. 

Bardle. But your case is far too weak for an arrest. 

Besides, we have those last words – the ›Lion's Mane.‹«

»I have wondered whether Ian ––«

»Yes, I have considered that. If the second word had borne any resemblance to Murdoch – but it did not. He gave it almost in a shriek. I am sure that it was ›Mane.‹«

»Have you no alternative, Mr. Holmes?«

»Perhaps I have. But I do not care to discuss it until there is something more solid to discuss.«

»And when will that be?«

»In an hour – possibly less.«

The inspector rubbed his chin and looked at me with dubious eyes. 

»I wish I could see what was in your mind, Mr. 

Holmes. Perhaps it's those fishing-boats.«

»No, no, they were too far out.«

»Well, then, is it Bellamy and that big son of his? 

They were not too sweet upon Mr. McPherson. Could they have done him a mischief?«
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»No, no, you won't draw me until I am ready,« said I with a smile. »Now, Inspector, we each have our own work to do. Perhaps if you were to meet me here at midday ––«

So far we had got when there came the tremendous interruption which was the beginning of the end. 

My outer door was flung open, there were blundering footsteps in the passage, and Ian Murdoch staggered into the room, pallid, dishevelled, his clothes in wild disorder, clawing with his bony hands at the furniture to hold himself erect. »Brandy! Brandy!« he gasped, and fell groaning upon the sofa. 

He was not alone. Behind him came Stackhurst, hatless and panting, almost as distrait as his companion. 

»Yes, yes, brandy!« he cried. »The man is at his last gasp. It was all I could do to bring him here. He fainted twice upon the way.«

Half a tumbler of the raw spirit brought about a wondrous change. He pushed himself up on one arm and swung his coat from his shoulders. »For God's sake, oil, opium, morphia!« he cried. »Anything to ease this infernal agony!«

The inspector and I cried out at the sight. There, crisscrossed upon the man's naked shoulder, was the same strange reticulated pattern of red, inflamed lines which had been the death-mark of Fitzroy Mc-Pher-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.818
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son. 

The pain was evidently terrible and was more than local, for the sufferer's breathing would stop for a time, his face would turn black, and then with loud gasps he would clap his hand to his heart, while his brow dropped beads of sweat. At any moment he might die. More and more brandy was poured down his throat, each fresh dose bringing him back to life. 

Pads of cotton-wool soaked in salad-oil seemed to take the agony from the strange wounds. At last his head fell heavily upon the cushion. Exhausted Nature had taken refuge in its last storehouse of vitality. It was half a sleep and half a faint, but at least it was ease from pain. 

To question him had been impossible, but the moment we were assured of his condition Stackhurst turned upon me. 

»My God!« he cried, »what is it, Holmes? What is it?«

»Where did you find him?«

»Down on the beach. Exactly where poor McPherson met his end. If this man's heart had been weak as McPherson's was, he would not be here now. More than once I thought he was gone as I brought him up. 

It was too far to The Gables, so I made for you.«

»Did you see him on the beach?«

»I was walking on the cliff when I heard his cry. 
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He was at the edge of the water, reeling about like a drunken man. I ran down, threw some clothes about him, and brought him up. For heaven's sake, Holmes, use all the powers you have and spare no pains to lift the curse from this place, for life is becoming unendurable. Can you, with all your world-wide reputation, do nothing for us?«

»I think I can, Stackhurst. Come with me now! 

And you, Inspector, come along! We will see if we cannot deliver this murderer into your hands.«

Leaving the unconscious man in the charge of my housekeeper, we all three went down to the deadly lagoon. On the shingle there was piled a little heap of towels and clothes left by the stricken man. Slowly I walked round the edge of the water, my comrades in Indian file behind me. Most of the pool was quite shallow, but under the cliff where the beach was hollowed out it was four or five feet deep. It was to this part that a swimmer would naturally go, for it formed a beautiful pellucid green pool as clear as crystal. A line of rocks lay above it at the base of the cliff, and along this I led the way, peering eagerly into the depths beneath me. I had reached the deepest and stil-lest pool when my eyes caught that for which they were searching, and I burst into a shout of triumph. 

»Cyanea!« I cried. »Cyanea! Behold the Lion's Mane!«

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.820

The Adventure of the Lion's Mane

Doyle-SH, 1289

The strange object at which I pointed did indeed look like a tangled mass torn from the mane of a lion. 

It lay upon a rocky shelf some three feet under the water, a curious waving, vibrating, hairy creature with streaks of silver among its yellow tresses. It pulsated with a slow, heavy dilation and contraction. 

»It has done mischief enough. Its day is over!« I cried. »Help me, Stackhurst! Let us end the murderer forever.«

There was a big boulder just above the ledge, and we pushed it until it fell with a tremendous splash into the water. When the ripples had cleared we saw that it had settled upon the ledge below. One flapping edge of yellow membrane showed that our victim was beneath it. A thick oily scum oozed out from below the stone and stained the water round, rising slowly to the surface. 

»Well, this gets me!« cried the inspector. »What Was it, Mr. Holmes? I'm born and bred in these parts, but I never saw such a thing. It don't belong to Sussex.«

»Just as well for Sussex,« I remarked. »It may have been the southwest gale that brought it up. Come back to my house, both of you, and I will give you the terrible experience of one who has good reason to remember his own meeting with the same peril of the seas.«
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When we reached my study we found that Murdoch was so far recovered that he could sit up. He was dazed in mind, and every now and then was shaken by a paroxysm of pain. In broken words he explained that he had no notion what had occurred to him, save that terrific pangs had suddenly shot through him, and that it had taken all his fortitude to reach the bank. 

»Here is a book,« I said, taking up the little volume, »which first brought light into what might have been forever dark. It is  Out of Doors,  by the famous observer, J.G. Wood. Wood himself very nearly perished from contact with this vile creature, so he wrote with a very full knowledge.  Cyanea capillata  is the miscreant's full name, and he can be as dangerous to life as, and far more painful than, the bite of the cobra. Let me briefly give this extract. 

If the bather should see a loose roundish mass of tawny membranes and fibres, something like very large handfuls of lion's mane and silver paper, let him beware, for this is the fearful stinger,  Cyanea capillata. 

Could our sinister acquaintance be more clearly described? 

He goes on to tell of his own encounter with one when swimming off the coast of Kent. He found that the creature radiated almost invisible filaments to the distance
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cumference from the deadly centre was in danger of death, Even at a distance the effect upon Wood was almost fatal. 

The multitudinous threads caused light scarlet lines upon the skin which on closer examination resolved into minute dots or pustules, each dot charged as it were with a red-hot needle making its way through the nerves. 

The local pain was, as he explains, the least part of the exquisite torment. 

Pangs shot through the chest, causing me to fall as if struck by a bullet. The pulsation would cease, and then the heart would give six or seven leaps as if it would force its way through the chest. 

It nearly killed him, although he had only been exposed to it in the disturbed ocean and not in the narrow calm waters of a bathing-pool. He says that he could hardly recognize himself afterwards, so white, wrinkled and shrivelled was his face. He gulped down brandy, a whole bottleful, and it seems to have saved his life. There is the book, Inspector. I leave it with you, and you cannot doubt that it contains a full explanation of the tragedy of poor McPherson.«

»And incidentally exonerates me,« remarked Ian Murdock with a wry smile. »I do not blame you, In-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.823
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spector, nor you, Mr. Holmes, for your suspicions were natural. I feel that on the very eve of my arrest I have only cleared myself by sharing the fate of my poor friend.«

»No, Mr. Murdoch. I was already upon the track and had I been out as early as I intended I might well have saved you from this terrific experience.«

»But how did you know, Mr. Holmes?«

»I am an omnivorous reader with a strangely retentive memory for trifles. That phrase ›the Lion's Mane‹

haunted my mind. I knew that I had seen it somewhere in an unexpected context. You have seen that it does describe the creature. I have no doubt that it was floating on the water when McPherson saw it, and that this phrase was the only one by which he could convey to us a warning as to the creature which had been his death.«

»Then I, at least, am cleared,« said Murdoch, rising slowly to his feet. »There are one or two words of explanation which I should give, for I know the direction in which your inquiries have run. It is true that I loved this lady, but from the day when she chose my friend McPherson my one desire was to help her to happiness. I was well content to stand aside and act as their go-between. Often I carried their messages, and it was because I was in their confidence and because she was so dear to me that I hastened to tell her Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.824
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of my friend's death, lest someone should forestall me in a more sudden and heartless manner. She would not tell you, sir, of our relations lest you should disapprove and I might suffer. But with your leave I must try to get back to The Gables, for my bed will be very welcome.«

Stackhurst held out his hand. »Our nerves have all been at concert-pitch,« said he. »Forgive what is past, Murdoch. We shall understand each other better in the future.« They passed out together with their arms linked in friendly fashion. The inspector remained, staring at me in silence with his ox-like eyes. 

»Well, you've done it!« he cried at last. »I had read of you, but I never believed it. It's wonderful!«

I was forced to shake my head. To accept such praise was to lower one's own standards. 

»I was slow at the outset – culpably slow. Had the body been found in the water I could hardly have missed it. It was the towel which misled me. The poor fellow had never thought to dry himself, and so I in turn was led to believe that he had never been in the water. Why, then, should the attack of any water creature suggest itself to me? That was where I went astray. Well, well, Inspector, I often ventured to chaff you gentlemen of the police force, but  Cyanea capillata  very nearly avenged Scotland Yard.«
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The Adventure of the Veiled Lodger When one considers that Mr. Sherlock Holmes was in active practice for twenty-three years, and that during seventeen of these I was allowed to cooperate with him and to keep notes of his doings, it will be clear that I have a mass of material at my command. The problem has always been not to find but to choose. 

There is the long row of year-books which fill a shelf, and there are the dispatch-cases filled with documents, a perfect quarry for the student not only of crime but of the social and official scandals of the late Victorian era. Concerning these latter, I may say that the writers of agonized letters, who beg that the honour of their families or the reputation of famous forebears may not be touched, have nothing to fear. 

The discretion and high sense of professional honour which have always distinguished my friend are still at work in the choice of these memoirs, and no confidence will be abused. I deprecate, however, in the strongest way the attempts which have been made lately to get at and to destroy these papers. The source of these outrages is known, and if they are repeated I have Mr. Holmes's authority for saying that the whole story concerning the politician, the lighthouse, and the trained cormorant will be given to the public. There is Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.826
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at least one reader who will understand. 

It is not reasonable to suppose that every one of these cases gave Holmes the opportunity of showing those curious gifts of instinct and observation which I have endeavoured to set forth in these memoirs. Sometimes he had with much effort to pick the fruit, sometimes it fell easily into his lap. But the most terrible human tragedies were often involved in those cases which brought him the fewest personal opportunities, and it is one of these which I now desire to record. In telling it, I have made a slight change of name and place, but otherwise the facts are as stated. 

One forenoon – it was late in 1896 – I received a hurried note from Holmes asking for my attendance. 

When I arrived I found him seated in a smoke-laden atmosphere, with an elderly, motherly woman of the buxom landlady type in the corresponding chair in front of him. 

»This is Mrs. Merrilow, of South Brixton,« said my friend with a wave of the hand. »Mrs. Merrilow does not object to tobacco, Watson, if you wish to indulge your filthy habits. Mrs. Merrilow has an interesting story to tell which may well lead to further developments in which your presence may be useful.«

»Anything I can do ––«

»You will understand, Mrs. Merrilow, that if I come to Mrs. Ronder I should prefer to have a wit-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.827
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ness. You will make her understand that before we arrive.«

»Lord bless you, Mr. Holmes,« said our visitor, 

»she is that anxious to see you that you might bring the whole parish at your heels!«

»Then we shall come early in the afternoon. Let us see that we have our facts correct before we start. If we go over them it will help Dr. Watson to understand the situation. You say that Mrs. Ronder has been your lodger for seven years and that you have only once seen her face.«

»And I wish to God I had not!« said Mrs. Merrilow. 

»It was, I understand, terribly mutilated.«

»Well, Mr. Holmes, you would hardly say it was a face at all. That's how it looked. Our milkman got a glimpse of her once peeping out of the upper window, and he dropped his tin and the milk all over the front garden. That is the kind of face it is. When I saw her – I happened on her unawares – she covered up quick, and then she said, ›Now, Mrs. Merrilow, you know at last why it is that I never raise my veil.‹«

»Do you know anything about her history?«

»Nothing at all.«

»Did she give references when she came?«

»No, sir, but she gave hard cash, and plenty of it. A quarter's rent right down on the table in advance and Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.828
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no arguing about terms. In these times a poor woman like me can't afford to turn down a chance like that.«

»Did she give any reason for choosing your house?«

»Mine stands well back from the road and is more private than most. Then, again, I only take the one, and I have no family of my own. I reckon she had tried others and found that mine suited her best. It's privacy she is after, and she is ready to pay for it.«

»You say that she never showed her face from first to last save on the one accidental occasion. Well, it is a very remarkable story, most remarkable, and I don't wonder that you want it examined.«

»I don't, Mr. Holmes. I am quite satisfied so long as I get my rent. You could not have a quieter lodger, or one who gives less trouble.«

»Then what has brought matters to a head?«

»Her health, Mr. Holmes. She seems to be wasting away. And there's something terrible on her mind. 

›Murder!‹ she cries. ›Murder!‹ And once I heard her:

›You cruel beast! You monster!‹ she cried. It was in the night, and it fair rang through the house and sent the shivers through me. So I went to her in the morning. ›Mrs. Ronder,‹ I says, ›if you have anything that is troubling your soul, there's the clergy,‹ I says, ›and there's the police. Between them you should get some help.‹ ›For God's sake, not the police!‹ says she, ›and Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.829
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the clergy can't change what is past. And yet,‹ she says, ›it would ease my mind if someone knew the truth before I died.‹ ›Well,‹ says I, ›if you won't have the regulars, there is this detective man what we read about‹ – beggin' your pardon, Mr. Holmes. And she, she fair jumped at it. ›That's the man,‹ says she. ›I wonder I never thought of it before. Bring him here, Mrs. Merrilow, and if he won't come, tell him I am the wife of Ronder's wild beast show. Say that, and give him the name Abbas Parva. Here it is as she wrote it, Abbas Parva. That will bring him if he's the man I think he is.‹«

»And it will, too,« remarked Holmes. »Very good, Mrs. Merrilow. I should like to have a little chat with Dr. Watson. That will carry us till lunch-time. About three o'clock you may expect to see us at your house in Brixton.«

Our visitor had no sooner waddled out of the room – no other verb can describe Mrs. Merrilow's method of progression – than Sherlock Holmes threw himself with fierce energy upon the pile of commonplace books in the corner. For a few minutes there was a constant swish of the leaves, and then with a grunt of satisfaction he came upon what he sought. So excited was he that he did not rise, but sat upon the floor like some strange Buddha, with crossed legs, the huge books all round him, and one open upon his Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.830
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knees. 

»The case worried me at the time, Watson. Here are my marginal notes to prove it. I confess that I could make nothing of it. And yet I was convinced that the coroner was wrong. Have you no recollection of the Abbas Parva tragedy?«

»None, Holmes.«

»And yet you were with me then. But certainly my own impression was very superficial. For there was nothing to go by, and none of the parties had engaged my services. Perhaps you would care to read the papers?«

»Could you not give me the points?«

»That is very easily done. It will probably come back to your memory as I talk. Ronder, of course, was a household word. He was the rival of Wombwell, and of Sanger, one of the greatest showmen of his day. There is evidence, however, that he took to drink, and that both he and his show were on the down grade at the time of the great tragedy. The caravan had halted for the night at Abbas Parva, which is a small village in Berkshire, when this horror occurred. They were on their way to Wimbledon, travelling by road, and they were simply camping and not exhibiting, as the place is so small a one that it would not have paid them to open. 

They had among their exhibits a very fine North Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.831
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African lion. Sahara King was its name, and it was the habit, both of Ronder and his wife, to give exhibitions inside its cage. Here, you see, is a photograph of the performance by which you will perceive that Ronder was a huge porcine person and that his wife was a very magnificent woman. It was deposed at the inquest that there had been some signs that the lion was dangerous, but, as usual, familiarity begat contempt, and no notice was taken of the fact. 

It was usual for either Ronder or his wife to feed the lion at night. Sometimes one went, sometimes both, but they never allowed anyone else to do it, for they believed that so long as they were the food-car-riers he would regard them as benefactors and would never molest them. On this particular night, seven years ago, they both went, and a very terrible happening followed, the details of which have never been made clear. 

It seems that the whole camp was roused near midnight by the roars of the animal and the screams of the woman. The different grooms and employees rushed from their tents, carrying lanterns, and by their light an awful sight was revealed. Ronder lay, with the back of his head crushed in and deep claw-marks across his scalp, some ten yards from the cage, which was open. Close to the door of the cage lay Mrs. Ronder upon her back, with the creature squatting and Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.832
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snarling above her. It had torn her face in such a fashion that it was never thought that she could live. Several of the circus men, headed by Leonardo, the strong man, and Griggs, the clown, drove the creature off with poles, upon which it sprang back into the cage and was at once locked in. How it had got loose was a mystery. It was conjectured that the pair intended to enter the cage, but that when the door was loosed the creature bounded out upon them. There was no other point of interest in the evidence save that the woman in a delirium of agony kept screaming, 

›Coward! Coward!‹ as she was carried back to the van in which they lived. It was six months before she was fit to give evidence, but the inquest was duly held, with the obvious verdict of death from misadventure.«

»What alternative could be conceived?« said I. 

»You may well say so. And yet there were one or two points which worried young Edmunds, of the Berkshire Constabulary. A smart lad that! He was sent later to Allahabad. That was how I came into the matter, for he dropped in and smoked a pipe or two over it.«

»A thin, yellow-haired man?«

»Exactly. I was sure you would pick up the trail presently.«

»But what worried him?«
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»Well, we were both worried. It was so deucedly difficult to reconstruct the affair. Look at it from the lion's point of view. He is liberated. What does he do? He takes half a dozen bounds forward, which brings him to Ronder. Ronder turns to fly – the claw-marks were on the back of his head – but the lion strikes him down. Then, instead of bounding on and escaping, he returns to the woman, who was close to the cage, and he knocks her over and chews her face up. Then, again, those cries of hers would seem to imply that her husband had in some way failed her. 

What could the poor devil have done to help her? You see the difficulty?«

»Quite.«

»And then there was another thing. It comes back to me now as I think it over. There was some evidence that just at the time the lion roared and the woman screamed, a man began shouting in terror.«

»This man Ronder, no doubt.«

»Well, if his skull was smashed in you would hardly expect to hear from him again. There were at least two witnesses who spoke of the cries of a man being mingled with those of a woman.«

»I should think the whole camp was crying out by then. As to the other points, I think I could suggest a solution.«

»I should be glad to consider it.«
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»The two were together, ten yards from the cage, when the lion got loose. The man turned and was struck down. The woman conceived the idea of getting into the cage and shutting the door. It was her only refuge. She made for it, and just as she reached it the beast bounded after her and knocked her over. She was angry with her husband for having encouraged the beast's rage by turning. If they had faced it they might have cowed it. Hence her cries of ›Coward!‹«

»Brilliant, Watson! Only one flaw in your diamond.«

»What is the flaw, Holmes?«

»If they were both ten paces from the cage, how came the beast to get loose?«

»Is it possible that they had some enemy who loosed it?«

»And why should it attack them savagely when it was in the habit of playing with them, and doing tricks with them inside the cage?«

»Possibly the same enemy had done something to enrage it.«

Holmes looked thoughtful and remained in silence for some moments. 

»Well, Watson, there is this to be said for your theory. Ronder was a man of many enemies. Edmunds told me that in his cups he was horrible. A huge bully of a man, he cursed and slashed at everyone who came Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.835
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in his way. I expect those cries about a monster, of which our visitor has spoken, were nocturnal reminiscences of the dear departed. However, our speculations are futile until we have all the facts. There is a cold partridge on the sideboard, Watson, and a bottle of Montrachet. Let us renew our energies before we make a fresh call upon them.«

When our hansom deposited us at the house of Mrs. Merrilow, we found that plump lady blocking up the open door of her humble but retired abode. It was very clear that her chief preoccupation was lest she should lose a valuable lodger, and she implored us, before showing us up, to say and do nothing which could lead to so undesirable an end. Then, having reassured her, we followed her up the straight, badly carpeted staircase and were shown into the room of the mysterious lodger. 

It was a close, musty, ill-ventilated place, as might be expected, since its inmate seldom left it. From keeping beasts in a cage, the woman seemed, by some retribution of fate, to have become herself a beast in a cage. She sat now in a broken armchair in the shadowy corner of the room. Long years of inaction had coarsened the lines of her figure, but at some period it must have been beautiful, and was still full and vo-luptuous. A thick dark veil covered her face, but it Was cut off close at her upper lip and disclosed a per-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.836

The Adventure of the Veiled Lodger Doyle-SH, 1296

fectly shaped mouth and a delicately rounded chin. I could well conceive that she had indeed been a very remarkable woman. Her voice, too, was well modulated and pleasing. 

»My name is not unfamiliar to you, Mr. Holmes,«

said she. »I thought that it would bring you.«

»That is so, madam, though I do not know how you are aware that I was interested in your case.«

»I learned it when I had recovered my health and was examined by Mr. Edmunds, the county detective. 

I fear I lied to him. Perhaps it would have been wiser had I told the truth.«

»It is usually wiser to tell the truth. But why did you lie to him?«

»Because the fate of someone else depended upon it. I know that he was a very worthless being, and yet I would not have his destruction upon my conscience. 

We had been so close – so close!«

»But has this impediment been removed?«

»Yes, sir. The person that I allude to is dead.«

»Then why should you not now tell the police anything you know?«

»Because there is another person to be considered. 

That other person is myself. I could not stand the scandal and publicity which would come from a police examination. I have not long to live, but I wish to die undisturbed. And yet I wanted to find one man of Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.837
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judgment to whom I could tell my terrible story, so that when I am gone all might be understood.«

»You compliment me, madam. At the same time, I am a responsible person. I do not promise you that when you have spoken I may not myself think it my duty to refer the case to the police.«

»I think not, Mr. Holmes. I know your character and methods too well, for I have followed your work for some years. Reading is the only pleasure which fate has left me, and I miss little which passes in the world. But in any case, I will take my chance of the use which you may make of my tragedy. It will ease my mind to tell it.«

»My friend and I would be glad to hear it.«

The woman rose and took from a drawer the photograph of a man. He was clearly a professional acrobat, a man of magnificent physique, taken with his huge arms folded across his swollen chest and a smile breaking from under his heavy moustache – the self-satisfied smile of the man of many conquests. 

»That is Leonardo,« she said. 

»Leonardo, the strong man, who gave evidence?«

»The same. And this – this is my husband.«

It was a dreadful face – a human pig, or rather a human wild boar, for it was formidable in its bestiality. One could imagine that vile mouth champing and foaming in its rage, and one could conceive those Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.838
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small, vicious eyes darting pure malignancy as they looked forth upon the world. Ruffian, bully, beast – it was all written on that heavy-jowled face. 

»Those two pictures will help you, gentlemen, to understand the story. I was a poor circus girl brought up on the sawdust, and doing springs through the hoop before I was ten. When I became a woman this man loved me, if such lust as his can be called love, and in an evil moment I became his wife. Prom that day I was in hell, and he the devil who tormented me. 

There was no one in the show who did not know of his treatment. He deserted me for others. He tied me down and lashed me with his riding-whip when I complained. They all pitied me and they all loathed him, but what could they do? They feared him, one and all. For he was terrible at all times, and murderous when he was drunk. Again and again he was had up for assault, and for cruelty to the beasts, but he had plenty of money and the fines were nothing to him. 

The best men all left us, and the show began to go downhill. It was only Leonardo and I who kept it up –

with little Jimmy Griggs, the clown. Poor devil, he had not much to be funny about, but he did what he could to hold things together. 

Then Leonardo came more and more into my life. 

You see what he was like. I know now the poor spirit that was hidden in that splendid body, but compared Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.839
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to my husband he seemed like the angel Gabriel. He pitied me and helped me, till at last our intimacy turned to love – deep, deep, passionate love, such love as I had dreamed of but never hoped to feel. My husband suspected it, but I think that he was a coward as well as a bully, and that Leonardo was the one man that he was afraid of. He took revenge in his own way by torturing me more than ever. One night my cries brought Leonardo to the door of our van. We were near tragedy that night, and soon my lover and I understood that it could not be avoided. My husband was not fit to live. We planned that he should die. 

Leonardo had a clever, scheming brain. It was he who planned it. I do not say that to blame him, for I was ready to  go  with him every inch of the way. But I should never have had the wit to think of such a plan. 

We made a club – Leonardo made it – and in the leaden head he fastened five long steel nails, the points outward, with just such a spread as the lion's paw. 

This was to give my husband his death-blow, and yet to leave the evidence that it was the lion which we would loose who had done the deed. 

It was a pitch-dark night when my husband and I went down, as was our custom, to feed the beast. We carried with us the raw meat in a zinc pail. Leonardo was waiting at the corner of the big van which we should have to pass before we reached the cage. He Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.840
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was too slow, and we walked past him before he could strike, but he followed us on tiptoe and I heard the crash as the club smashed my husband's skull. My heart leaped with joy at the sound. I sprang forward, and I undid the catch which held the door of the great lion's cage. 

And then the terrible thing happened. You may have heard how quick these creatures are to scent human blood, and how it excites them. Some strange instinct had told the creature in one instant that a human being had been slain. As I slipped the bars it bounded out and was on me in an instant. Leonardo could have saved me. If he had rushed forward and struck the beast with his club he might have cowed it. 

But the man lost his nerve. I heard him shout in his terror, and then I saw him turn and fly. At the same instant the teeth of the lion met in my face. Its hot, filthy breath had already poisoned me and I was hardly conscious of pain. With the palms of my hands I tried to push the great steaming, blood-stained jaws away from me, and I screamed for help. I was conscious that the camp was stirring, and then dimly I remembered a group of men. Leonardo, Griggs, and others, dragging me from under the creature's paws. That was my last memory, Mr. Holmes, for many a weary month. When I came to myself and saw myself in the mirror, I cursed that lion – oh, how I cursed him! –
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not because he had torn away my beauty but because he had not torn away my life. I had but one desire, Mr. Holmes, and I had enough money to gratify it. It was that I should cover myself so that my poor face should be seen by none, and that I should dwell where none whom I had ever known should find me. That was all that was left to me to do – and that is what I have done. A poor wounded beast that has crawled into its hole to die – that is the end of Eugenia Ronder.«

We sat in silence for some time after the unhappy woman had told her story. Then Holmes stretched out his long arm and patted her hand with such a show of sympathy as I had seldom known him to exhibit. 

»Poor girl!« he said. »Poor girl! The ways of fate are indeed hard to understand. If there is not some compensation hereafter, then the world is a cruel jest. 

But what of this man Leonardo?«

»I never saw him or heard from him again. Perhaps I have been wrong to feel so bitterly against him. He might as soon have loved one of the freaks whom we carried round the country as the thing which the lion had left. But a woman's love is not so easily set aside. 

He had left me under the beast's claws, he had deserted me in my need, and yet I could not bring myself to give him to the gallows. For myself, I cared nothing what became of me. What could be more dreadful Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.842
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than my actual life? But I stood between Leonardo and his fate.«

»And he is dead?«

»He was drowned last month when bathing near Margate. I saw his death in the paper.«

»And what did he do with this five-clawed club, which is the most singular and ingenious part of all your story?«

»I cannot tell, Mr. Holmes. There is a chalk-pit by the camp, with a deep green pool at the base of it. 

Perhaps in the depths of that pool ––«

»Well, well, it is of little consequence now. The case is closed.«

»Yes,« said the woman, »the case is closed.«

We had risen to go, but there was something in the woman's voice which arrested Holmes's attention. He turned swiftly upon her. 

»Your life it not your own,« he said. »Keep your hands off it.«

»What use is it to anyone?«

»How can you tell? The example of patient suffering is in itself the most precious of all lessons to an impatient world.«

The woman's answer was a terrible one. She raised her veil and stepped forward into the light. 

»I wonder if you would bear it,« she said. 

It was horrible. No words can describe the frame-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.843
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work of a face when the face itself is gone. Two living and beautiful brown eyes looking sadly out from that grisly ruin did but make the view more awful. Holmes held up his hand in a gesture of pity and protest, and together we left the room. 

Two days later, when I called upon my friend, he pointed with some pride to a small blue bottle upon his mantelpiece. I picked it up. There was a red poison label. A pleasant almondy odour rose when I opened it. 

»Prussic acid?« said I. 

»Exactly. It came by post. ›I send you my temptation. I will follow your advice.‹ That was the message. 

I think, Watson, we can guess the name of the brave woman who sent it.«
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The Adventure of Shoscombe Old Place Sherlock Holmes had been bending for a long time over a low-power microscope. Now he straightened himself up and looked round at me in triumph. 

»It is glue, Watson,« said he. »Unquestionably it is glue. Have a look at these scattered objects in the field!«

I stooped to the eyepiece and focussed for my vision. 

»Those hairs are threads from a tweed coat. The irregular gray masses are dust. There are epithelial scales on the left. Those brown blobs in the centre are undoubtedly glue.«

»Well,« I said, laughing, »I am prepared to take your word for it. Does anything depend upon it?«

»It is a very fine demonstration,« he answered. »In the St. Pancras case you may remember that a cap was found beside the dead policeman. The accused man denies that it is his. But he is a picture-frame maker who habitually handles glue.«

»Is it one of your cases?«

»No; my friend, Merivale, of the Yard, asked me to look into the case. Since I ran down that coiner by the zinc and copper filings in the seam of his cuff they have begun to realize the importance of the microsco-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.845
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pe.« He looked impatiently at his watch. »I had a new client calling, but he is overdue. By the way, Watson, you know something of racing?«

»I ought to. I pay for it with about half my wound pension.«

»Then I'll make you my ›Handy Guide to the Turf.‹

What about Sir Robert Norberton? Does the name recall anything?«

»Well, I should say so. He lives at Shoscombe Old Place, and I know it well, for my summer quarters were down there once. Norberton nearly came within your province once.«

»How was that?«

»It was when he horsewhipped Sam Brewer, the well known Curzon Street money-lender, on Newmarket Heath. He nearly killed the man.«

»Ah, he sounds interesting! Does he often indulge in that way?«

»Well, he has the name of being a dangerous man. 

He is about the most daredevil rider in England – second in the Grand National a few years back. He is one of those men who have overshot their true generation. He should have been a buck in the days of the Regency – a boxer, an athlete, a plunger on the turf, a lover of fair ladies, and, by all account, so far down Queer Street that he may never find his way back again.«
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»Capital, Watson! A thumb-nail sketch. I seem to know the man. Now, can you give me some idea of Shoscombe Old Place?«

»Only that it is in the centre of Shoscombe Park, and that the famous Shoscombe stud and training quarters are to be found there.«

»And the head trainer,« said Holmes, »is John Mason. You need not look surprised at my knowledge, Watson, for this is a letter from him which I am unfolding. But let us have some more about Shoscombe. I seem to have struck a rich vein.«

»There are the Shoscombe spaniels,« said I. »You hear of them at every dog show. The most exclusive breed in England. They are the special pride of the lady of Shoscombe Old Place.«

»Sir Robert Norberton's wife, I presume!«

»Sir Robert has never married. Just as well, I think, considering his prospects. He lives with his widowed sister, Lady Beatrice Falder.«

»You mean that she lives with him?«

»No, no. The place belonged to her late husband, Sir James. Norberton has no claim on it at all. It is only a life interest and reverts to her husband's brother. Meantime, she draws the rents every year.«

»And brother Robert, I suppose, spends the said rents?«

»That is about the size of it. He is a devil of a fel-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.847
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low and must lead her a most uneasy life. Yet I have heard that she is devoted to him. But what is amiss at Shoscombe?«

»Ah, that is just what I want to know. And here, I expect, is the man who can tell us.«

The door had opened and the page had shown in a tall, clean-shaven man with the firm, austere expression which is only seen upon those who have to control horses or boys. Mr. John Mason had many of both under his sway, and he looked equal to the task. He bowed with cold self-possession and seated himself upon the chair to which Holmes had waved him. 

»You had my note, Mr. Holmes?«

»Yes, but it explained nothing.«

»It was too delicate a thing for me to put the details on paper. And too complicated. It was only face to face I could do it.«

»Well, we are at your disposal.«

»First of all, Mr. Holmes, I think that my employer, Sir Robert, has gone mad.«

Holmes raised his eyebrows. »This is Baker Street, not Harley Street,« said he. »But why do you say so?«

»Well, sir, when a man does one queer thing, or two queer things, there may be a meaning to it, but when everything he does is queer, then you begin to wonder. I believe Shoscombe Prince and the Derby have turned his brain.«
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»That is a colt you are running?«

»The best in England, Mr. Holmes. I should know, if anyone does. Now, I'll be plain with you, for I know you are gentlemen of honour and that it won't go beyond the room. Sir Robert has got to win this Derby. 

He's up to the neck, and it's his last chance. Everything he could raise or borrow is on the horse – and at fine odds, too! You can get forties now, but it was nearer the hundred when he began to back him.«

»But how is that if the horse is so good?«

»The public don't know how good he is. Sir Robert has been too clever for the touts. He has the Prince's half-brother out for spins. You can't tell 'em apart. 

But there are two lengths in a furlong between them when it comes to a gallop. He thinks of nothing but the horse and the race. His whole life is on it. He's holding off the Jews till then. If the Prince fails him he is done.«

»It seems a rather desperate gamble, but where does the madness come in?«

»Well, first of all, you have only to look at him. I don't believe he sleeps at night. He is down at the stables at all hours. His eyes are wild. It has all been too much for his nerves. Then there is his conduct to Lady Beatrice!«

»Ah! What is that?«

»They have always been the best of friends. They Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.849
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had the same tastes, the two of them, and she loved the horses as much as he did. Every day at the same hour she would drive down to see them – and, above all, she loved the Prince. He would prick up his ears when he heard the wheels on the gravel, and he would trot out each morning to the carriage to get his lump of sugar. But that's all over now.«

»Why?«

»Well, she seems to have lost all interest in the horses. For a week now she has driven past the stables with never so much as ›Good-morning‹!«

»You think there has been a quarrel?«

»And a bitter, savage, spiteful quarrel at that. Why else would he give away her pet spaniel that she loved as if he were her child? He gave it a few days ago to old Barnes, what keeps the Green Dragon, three miles off, at Crendall.«

»That certainly did seem strange.«

»Of course, with her weak heart and dropsy one couldn't expect that she could get about with him, but he spent two hours every evening in her room. He might well do what he could, for she has been a rare good friend to him. But that's all over, too. He never goes near her. And she takes it to heart. She is brooding and sulky and drinking, Mr. Holmes – drinking like a fish.«

»Did she drink before this estrangement?«
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»Well, she took her glass, but now it is often a whole bottle of an evening. So Stephens, the butler, told me. It's all changed, Mr. Holmes, and there is something damned rotten about it. But then, again, what is master doing down at the old church crypt at night? 

And who is the man that meets him there?«

Holmes rubbed his hands. 

»Go on, Mr. Mason. You get more and more interesting.«

»It was the butler who saw him go. Twelve o'clock at night and raining hard. So next night I was up at the house and, sure enough, master was off again. Stephens and I went after him, but it was jumpy work, for it would have been a bad job if he had seen us. 

He's a terrible man with his fists if he gets started, and no respecter of persons. So we were shy of getting too near, but we marked him down all right. It was the haunted crypt that he was making for, and there was a man waiting for him there.«

»What is this haunted crypt?«

»Well, sir, there is an old ruined chapel in the park. 

It is so old that nobody could fix its date. And under it there's a crypt which has a bad name among us. It's a dark, damp, lonely place by day, but there are few in that county that would have the nerve to go near it at night. But master's not afraid. He never feared anything in his life. But what is he doing there in the Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.851
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night-time?«

»Wait a bit!« said Holmes. »You say there is another man there. It must be one of your own stable-men, or someone from the house! Surely you have only to spot who it is and question him?«

»It's no one I know.«

»How can you say that?«

»Because I have seen him, Mr. Holmes. It was on that second night. Sir Robert turned and passed us –

me and Stephens, quaking in the bushes like two bunny-rabbits, for there was a bit of moon that night. 

But we could hear the other moving about behind. We were not afraid of him. So we up when Sir Robert was gone and pretended we were just having a walk like in the moonlight, and so we came right of him as casual and innocent as you please. ›Hullo, mate! who may you be?‹ says I. I guess he had not heard us coming, so he looked over his shoulder with a face as if he had seen the devil coming out of hell. He let out a yell, and away he went as hard as he could lick it in the darkness. He could run! – I'll give him that. In a minute he was but of Slight and hearing, and who he was, or what he was, we never found.«

»But you saw him clearly in the moonlight?«

»Yes, I would swear to his yellow face – a mean dog, I should say. What could he have in common with Sir Robert?«
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Holmes sat for some time lost in thought. 

»Who keeps Lady Beatrice Falder company?« he asked at last. 

»There is her maid, Carrie Evans. She has been with her this five years.«

»And is, no doubt, devoted?«

Mr. Mason shuffled uncomfortably. 

»She's devoted enough,« he answered at last. »But I won't say to whom.«

»Ah!« said Holmes. 

»I can't tell tales out of school.«

»I quite understand, Mr. Mason. Of course, the situation is clear enough. From Dr. Watson's description of Sir Robert I can realize that no woman is safe from him. Don't you think the quarrel between brother and sister may lie there?«

»Well, the scandal has been pretty clear for a long time.«

»But she may not have seen it before. Let us suppose that she has suddenly found it out. She wants to get rid of the woman. Her brother will not permit it. 

The invalid, with her weak heart and inability to get about, has no means of enforcing her will. The hated maid is still tied to her. The lady refuses to speak, sulks, takes to drink. Sir Robert in his anger takes her pet spaniel away from her. Does not all this hang together?«
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»Well, it might do – so far as it goes.«

»Exactly! As far as it goes. How would all that bear upon the visits by night to the old crypt? We can't fit that into our plot.«

»No, sir, and there is something more that I can't fit in. Why should Sir Robert want to dig up a dead body?«

Holmes sat up abruptly. 

»We only found it out yesterday – after I had written to you. Yesterday Sir Robert had gone to London, so Stephens and I went down to the crypt. It was all in order, sir, except that in one corner was a bit of a human body.«

»You informed the police, I suppose?«

Our visitor smiled grimly. 

»Well, sir, I think it would hardly interest them. It was just the head and a few bones of a mummy. It may have been a thousand years old. But it wasn't there before. That I'll swear, and so will Stephens. It had been stowed away in a corner and covered over with a board, but that corner had always been empty before.«

»What did you do with it?«

»Well, we just left it there.«

»That was wise. You say Sir Robert was away yesterday. Has he returned?«

»We expect him back to-day.«
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»When did Sir Robert give away his sister's dog?«

»It was just a week ago to-day. The creature was howling outside the old well-house, and Sir Robert was in one of his tantrums that morning. He caught it up, and I thought he would have killed it. Then he gave it to Sandy Bain, the jockey, and told him to take the dog to old Barnes at the Green Dragon, for he never wished to see it again.«

Holmes sat for some time in silent thought. He had lit the oldest and foulest of his pipes. 

»I am not clear yet what you want me to do in this matter, Mr. Mason,« he said at last. »Can't you make it more definite?«

»Perhaps this will make it more definite, Mr. Holmes,« said our visitor. 

He took a paper from his pocket, and, unwrapping it carefully, he exposed a charred fragment of bone. 

Holmes examined it with interest. 

»Where did you get it?«

»There is a central heating furnace in the cellar under Lady Beatrice's room. It's been off for some time, but Sir Robert complained of cold and had it on again. Harvey runs it – he's one of my lads. This very morning he came to me with this which he found raking out the cinders. He didn't like the look of it.«

»Nor do I,« said Holmes. »What do you make of it, Watson?«
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It was burned to a black cinder, but there could be no question as to its anatomical significance. 

»It's the upper condyle of a human femur,« said I. 

»Exactly!« Holmes had become very serious. 

»When does this lad tend to the furnace?«

»He makes it up every evening and then leaves it.«

»Then anyone could visit it during the night?«

»Yes, sir.«

»Can you enter it from outside?«

»There is one door from outside. There is another which leads up by a stair to the passage in which Lady Beatrice's room is situated.«

»These are deep waters, Mr. Mason; deep and rather dirty. You say that Sir Robert was not at home last night?«

»No, sir.«

»Then, whoever was burning bones, it was not he.«

»That's true, sir.«

»What is the name of that inn you spoke of?«

»The Green Dragon.«

»Is there good fishing in that part of Berkshire?"-

The honest trainer showed very clearly upon his face that he was convinced that yet another lunatic had come into his harassed life. 

Well, sir, I've heard there are trout in the mill-stream and pike in the Hall lake.«

»That's good enough. Watson and I are famous fis-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.856
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hermen – are we not, Watson? You may address us in future at the Green Dragon. We should reach it tonight. I need not say that we don't want to see you, Mr. Mason, but a note will reach us, and no doubt I could find you if I want you. When we have gone a little farther into the matter I will let you have a considered opinion.«

Thus it was that on a bright May evening Holmes and I found ourselves alone in a first-class carriage and bound for the little »halt-on-demand« station of Shoscombe. The rack above us was covered with a formidable litter of rods, reels, and baskets. On reaching our destination a short drive took us to an old-fashioned tavern, where a sporting host, Josiah Barnes, entered eagerly into our plans for the extirpa-tion of the fish of the neighbourhood. 

»What about the Hall lake and the chance of a pike?« said Holmes. 

The face of the innkeeper clouded. 

»That wouldn't do, sir. You might chance to find yourself in the lake before you were through.«

»How's that, then?«

»It's Sir Robert, sir. He's terrible jealous of touts. If you two strangers were as near his training quarters as that he'd be after you as sure as fate. He ain't taking no chances, Sir Robert ain't.«

»I've heard he has a horse entered for the Derby.«
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»Yes, and a good colt, too. He carries all our money for the race, and all Sir Robert's into the bargain. By the way« – he looked at us with thoughtful eyes – »I suppose you ain't on the turf yourselves?«

»No, indeed. Just two weary Londoners who badly need some good Berkshire air.«

»Well, you are in the right place for that. There is a deal of it lying about. But mind what I have told you about Sir Robert. He's the sort that strikes first and speaks afterwards. Keep clear of the park.«

»Surely, Mr. Barnes! We certainly shall. By the way, that was a most beautiful spaniel that was whining in the hall.«

»I should say it was. That was the real Shoscombe breed. There ain't a better in England.«

»I am a dog-fancier myself,« said Holmes. »Now, if it is a fair question, what would a prize dog like that cost?«

»More than I could pay, sir. It was Sir Robert himself who gave me this one. That's why I have to keep it on a lead. It would be off to the Hall in a jiffy if I gave it its head.«

»We are getting some cards in our hand, Watson,«

said Holmes when the landlord had left us. »It's not an easy one to play, but we may see our way in a day or two. By the way, Sir Robert is still in London, I hear. We might, perhaps, enter the sacred domain to-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.858
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night without fear of bodily assault. There are one or two points on which I should like reassurance.«

»Have you any theory, Holmes?«

»Only this, Watson, that something happened a week« or so ago which has cut deep into the life of the Shoscombe household. What is that something? We can only guess at it from its effects. They seem to be of a curiously mixed character. But that should surely help us. It is only the colourless, uneventful case which is hopeless. 

»Let us consider our data. The brother no longer visits the beloved invalid sister. He gives away her favourite dog. Her dog, Watson! Does that suggest nothing to you?«

»Nothing but the brother's spite.«

»Well, it might be so. Or – well, there is an alternative. Now to continue our review of the situation from the time that the quarrel, if there is a quarrel, began. The lady keeps her room, alters her habits, is not seen save when she drives out with her maid, refuses to stop at the stables to greet her favourite horse, and apparently takes to drink. That covers the case, does it not?«

»Save for the business in the crypt.«

»That is another line of thought. There are two, and I beg you will not tangle them. Line A, which concerns Lady Beatrice, has a vaguely sinister flavour, Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.859
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has it not?«

»I can make nothing of it.«

»Well, now, let us take up line B, which concerns Sir Robert. He is mad keen upon winning the Derby. 

He is in the hands of the Jews, and may at any moment be sold up and his racing stables seized by his creditors. He is a daring and desperate man. He derives his income from his sister. His sister's maid is his willing tool. So far we seem to be on fairly safe ground, do we not?«

»But the crypt?«

»Ah, yes, the crypt! Let us suppose, Watson – it is merely a scandalous supposition, a hypothesis put forward for argument's sake – that Sir Robert has done away with his sister.«

»My dear Holmes, it is out of the question.«

»Very possibly, Watson. Sir Robert is a man of an honourable stock. But you do occasionally find a carrion crow among the eagles. Let us for a moment argue upon this supposition. He could not fly the country until he had realized his fortune, and that fortune could only be realized by bringing off this coup with Shoscombe Prince. Therefore, he has still to stand his ground. To do this he would have to dispose of the body of his victim, and he would also have to find a substitute who would impersonate her. With the maid as his confidante that would not be impossi-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.860
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ble. The woman's body might be conveyed to the crypt, which is a place so seldom visited, and it might be secretly destroyed at night in the furnace, leaving behind it such evidence as we have already seen. 

What say you to that, Watson?«

»Well, it is all possible if you grant the original monstrous supposition.«

»I think that there is a small experiment which we may try tomorrow, Watson, in order to throw some light on the matter. Meanwhile, if we mean to keep up our characters, I suggest that we have our host in for a glass of his own wine and hold some high converse upon eels and dace, which seems to be the straight road to his affections. We may chance to come upon some useful local gossip in the process.«

In the morning Holmes discovered that we had come without our spoon-bait for jack, which absolved us from fishing for the day. About eleven o'clock we started for a walk, and he obtained leave to take the black spaniel with us. 

»This is the place,« said he as we came to two high park gates with heraldic griffins towering above them. 

»About midday, Mr. Barnes informs me, the old lady takes a drive, and the carriage must slow down while the gates are opened. When it comes through, and before it gathers speed, I want you, Watson, to stop the coachman with some question. Never mind me. I shall Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.861
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stand behind this holly-bush and see what I can see.«

It was not a long vigil. Within a quarter of an hour we saw the big open yellow barouche coming down the long avenue, with two splendid, high-stepping gray carriage horses in the shafts. Holmes crouched behind his bush with the dog. I stood unconcernedly swinging a cane in the roadway. A keeper ran out and the gates swung open. 

The carriage had slowed to a walk, and I was able to get a good look at the occupants. A highly coloured young woman with flaxen hair and impudent eyes sat on the left. At her right was an elderly person with rounded back and a huddle of shawls about her face and shoulders which proclaimed the invalid. When the horses reached the highroad I held up my hand with an authoritative gesture, and as the coachman pulled up I inquired if Sir Robert was at Shoscombe Old Place. 

At the same moment Holmes stepped out and released the spaniel. With a joyous cry it dashed forward to the carriage and sprang upon the step. Then in a moment its eager greeting changed to furious rage, and it snapped at the black skirt above it. 

»Drive on! Drive on!« shrieked a harsh voice. The coachman lashed the horses, and we were left standing in the roadway. 

»Well, Watson, that's done it,« said Holmes as he Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.862
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fastened the lead to the neck of the excited spaniel. 

»He thought it was his mistress, and he found it was a stranger. Dogs don't make mistakes.«

»But it was the voice of a man!« I cried. 

»Exactly! We have added one card to our hand, Watson, but it needs careful playing, all the same.«

My companion seemed to have no further plans for the day,, and we did actually use our fishing tackle in the mill-stream, with the result that we had a dish of trout for our supper. It was only after that meal that Holmes showed signs of renewed activity. Once more we found ourselves upon the same road as in the morning, which led us to the park gates. A tall, dark figure was awaiting us there, who proved to be our London acquaintance, Mr. John Mason, the trainer. 

»Good-evening, gentlemen,« said he. »I got your note, Mr. Holmes. Sir Robert has not returned yet, but I hear that he is expected tonight.«

»How far is this crypt from the house?« asked Holmes. 

»A good quarter of a mile.«

»Then I think we can disregard him altogether.«

»I can't afford to do that, Mr. Holmes. The moment he arrives he will want to see me to get the last news of Shoscombe Prince.«

»I see! In that case we must work without you, Mr. 

Mason. You can show us the crypt and then leave Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.863

The Adventure of Shoscombe Old Place Doyle-SH, 1308

us.«

It was pitch-dark and without a moon, but Mason led us over the grass-lands until a dark mass loomed up in front of us which proved to be the ancient chapel. We entered the broken gap which was once the porch, and our guide, stumbling among heaps of loose masonry, picked his way to the corner of the building, where a steep stair led down into the crypt. Striking a match, he illuminated the melancholy place – dismal and evil-smelling, with ancient crumbling walls of rough-hewn stone, and piles of coffins, some of lead and some of stone, extending upon one side right up to the arched and groined roof which lost itself in the shadows above our heads. Holmes had lit his lantern, which shot a tiny tunnel of vivid yellow light upon the mournful scene. Its rays were reflected back from the coffin-plates, many of them adorned with the griffin and coronet of this old family which carried its honours even to the gate of Death. 

»You spoke of some bones, Mr. Mason. Could you show them before you go?«

»They are here in this corner.« The trainer strode across and then stood in silent surprise as our light was turned upon the place. »They are gone,« said he. 

»So I expected,« said Holmes, chuckling. »I fancy the ashes of them might even now be found in that oven which had already consumed a part.«
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»But why in the world would anyone want to burn the bones of a man who has been dead a thousand years?« asked John Mason. 

»That is what we are here to find out,« said Holmes. »It may mean a long search, and we need not detain you. I fancy that we shall get our solution before morning.«

When John Mason had left us, Holmes set to work making a very careful examination of the graves, ranging from a very ancient one, which appeared to be Saxon, in the centre, through a long line of Norman Hugos and Odos, until we reached the Sir William and Sir Denis Falder of the eighteenth century. It was an hour or more before Holmes came to a leaden coffin standing on end before the entrance to the vault. I heard his little cry of satisfaction and was aware from his hurried but purposeful movements that he had reached a goal. With his lens he was eagerly examining the edges of the heavy lid. Then he drew from his pocket a short jemmy, a box-opener, which he thrust into a chink, levering back the whole front, which seemed to be secured by only a couple of clamps. There was a rending, tearing sound as it gave way, but it had hardly hinged back and partly revealed the contents before we had an unforeseen interruption. 

Someone was walking in the chapel above. It was the firm, rapid step of one who came with a definite Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.865
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purpose and knew well the ground upon which he walked. A light streamed down the stairs, and an instant later the man who bore it was framed in the Gothic archway. He was a terrible figure, huge in stature and fierce in manner. A large stable-lantern which he held in front of him shone upward upon a strong, heavily moustached face and angry eyes, which glared round him into every recess of the vault, finally fixing themselves with a deadly stare upon my companion and myself. 

»Who the devil are you?« he thundered. »And what are you doing upon my property?« Then, as Holmes returned no answer, he took a couple of steps forward and raised a heavy stick which he carried. »Do you hear me?« he cried. »Who are you? What are you doing here?« His cudgel quivered in the air. 

But instead of shrinking Holmes advanced to meet him. 

»I also have a question to ask you, Sir Robert,« he said in his sternest tone. »Who is this? And what is it doing here?«

He turned and tore open the coffin-lid behind him. 

In the glare of the lantern I saw a body swathed in a sheet from head to foot, with dreadful, witch-like features, all nose and chin, projecting at one end, the dim, glazed eyes staring from a discoloured and crumbling face. 
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The baronet had staggered back with a cry and supported himself against a stone sarcophagus. 

»How came you to know of this?« he cried. And then, with some return of his truculent manner: »What business is it of yours?«

»My name is Sherlock Holmes,« said my companion. »Possibly it is familiar to you. In any case, my business is that of every other good citizen – to uphold the law. It seems to me that you have much to answer for.«

Sir Robert glared for a moment, but Holmes's quiet voice and cool, assured manner had their effect. 

»'Fore God, Mr. Holmes, it's all right,« said he. 

»Appearances are against me, I'll admit, but I could act no otherwise.«

»I should be happy to think so, but I fear your explanations must be before the police.«

Sir Robert shrugged his broad shoulders. 

»Well, if it must be, it must. Come up to the house and you can judge for yourself how the matter stands.«

A quarter of an hour later we found ourselves in what I judge, from the lines of polished barrels behind glass covers, to be the gunroom of the old house. It was comfortably furnished, and here Sir Robert left us for a few moments. When he returned he had two companions with him; the one, the florid young Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.867
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woman whom we had seen in the carriage; the other, a small rat-faced man with a disagreeably furtive manner. These two wore an appearance of utter bewilderment, which showed that the baronet had not yet had time to explain to them the turn events had taken. 

»There,« said Sir Robert with a wave of his hand, 

»are Mr. and Mrs. Norlett. Mrs. Norlett, under her maiden name of Evans, has for some years been my sister's confidential maid. I have brought them here because I feel that my best course is to explain the true position to you, and they are the two people upon earth who can substantiate what I say.«

»Is this necessary, Sir Robert? Have you thought what you are doing?« cried the woman. 

»As to me, I entirely disclaim all responsibility,«

said her husband. 

Sir Robert gave him a glance of contempt. »I will take all responsibility,« said he. »Now, Mr. Holmes, listen to a plain statement of the facts. 

You have clearly gone pretty deeply into my affairs or I should not have found you where I did. Therefore, you know already, in all probability, that I am running a dark horse for the Derby and that everything depends upon my success. If I win, all is easy. If I lose –

well, I dare not think of that!«

»I understand the position,« said Holmes. 

»I am dependent upon my sister, Lady Beatrice, for Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.868
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everything. But it is well known that her interest in the estate is for her own life only. For myself, I am deeply in the hands of the Jews. I have always known that if my sister were to die my creditors would be on to my estate like a flock of vultures. Everything would be seized – my stables, my horses – everything. Well, Mr. Holmes, my sister  did  die just a week ago.«

»And you told no one!«

»What could I do? Absolute ruin faced me. If I could stave things off for three weeks all would be well. Her maid's husband – this man here – is an actor. It came into our heads – it came into my head –

that he could for that short period personate my sister. 

It was but a case of appearing daily in the carriage, for no one need enter her room save the maid. It was not difficult to arrange. My sister died of the dropsy which had long afflicted her.«

»That will be for a coroner to decide.«

»Her doctor would certify that for months her symptoms have threatened such an end.«

»Well, what did you do?«

»The body could not remain there. On the first night Norlett and I carried it out to the old well-house, which is now never used. We were followed, however, by her pet spaniel, which yapped continually at the door, so I felt some safer place was needed. I got rid of the spaniel, and we carried the body to the crypt Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.869
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of the church. There was no indignity or irreverence, Mr. Holmes. I do not feel that I have wronged the dead.«

»Your conduct seems to me inexcusable, Sir Robert.«

The baronet shook his head impatiently. »It is easy to preach,« said he. »Perhaps you would have felt differently if you had been in my position. One cannot see all one's hopes and all one's plans shattered at the last moment and make no effort to save them. It seemed to me that it would be no unworthy resting-place if we put her for the time in one of the coffins of her husband's ancestors lying in what is still consecrated ground. We opened such a coffin, removed the contents, and placed her as you have seen her. As to the old relics which we took out, we could not leave them on the floor of the crypt. Norlett and I removed them, and he descended at night and burned them in the central furnace. There is my story, Mr. Holmes, though how you forced my hand so that I have to tell it is more than I can say.«

Holmes sat for some time lost in thought. 

»There is one flaw in your narrative, Sir Robert,«

he said at last. »Your bets on the race, and therefore your hopes for the future, would hold good even if your creditors seized your estate.«

»The horse would be part of the estate. What do Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.870
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they care for my bets? As likely as not they would not run him at all. My chief creditor is, unhappily, my most bitter enemy – a rascally fellow, Sam Brewer, whom I was once compelled to horsewhip on Newmarket Heath. Do you suppose that he would try to save me?«

»Well, Sir Robert,« said Holmes, rising, »this matter must, of course, be referred to the police. It was my duty to bring the facts to light, and there I must leave it. As to the morality or decency of your conduct, it is not for me to express an opinion. It is nearly midnight, Watson, and I think we may make our way back to our humble abode.«

It is generally known now that this singular episode ended upon a happier note than Sir Robert's actions deserved. Shoscombe Prince did win the Derby, the sporting owner did net eighty thousand pounds in bets, and the creditors did hold their hand until the race was over, when they were paid in full, and enough was left to reëstablish Sir Robert in a fair position in life. Both police and coroner took a lenient view of the transaction, and beyond a mild censure for the delay in registering the lady's decease, the lucky owner got away scatheless from this strange incident in a career which has now outlived its shadows and promises to end in an honoured old age. 
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The Adventure of the Retired Colourman Sherlock Holmes was in a melancholy and philosophic mood that morning. His alert practical nature was subject to such reactions. 

»Did you see him?« he asked. 

»You mean the old fellow who has just gone out?«

»Precisely.«

»Yes, I met him at the door.«

»What did you think of him?«

»A pathetic, futile, broken creature.«

»Exactly, Watson. Pathetic and futile. But is not all life pathetic and futile? Is not his story a microcosm of the whole? We reach. We grasp. And what is left in our hands at the end? A shadow. Or worse than a shadow – misery.«

»Is he one of your clients?«

»Well, I suppose I may call him so. He has been sent on by the Yard. Just as medical men occasionally send their incurables to a quack. They argue that they can do nothing more, and that whatever happens the patient can be no worse than he is.«

»What is the matter?«

Holmes took a rather soiled card from the table. 

»Josiah Amberley. He says he was junior partner of Brickfall and Amberley, who are manufacturers of ar-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.872
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tistic materials. You will see their names upon paint-boxes. He made his little pile, retired from business at the age of sixty-one, bought a house at Lewisham, and settled down to rest after a life of ceaseless grind. 

One would think his future was tolerably assured.«

»Yes, indeed.«

Holmes glanced over some notes which he had scribbled upon the back of an envelope. 

»Retired in 1896, Watson. Early in 1897 he married a woman twenty years younger than himself – a good-looking woman, too, if the photograph does not flatter. A competence, a wife, leisure – it seemed a straight road which lay before Mm. And yet within two years he is, as you have seen, as broken and miserable a creature as crawls beneath the sun.«

»But what has happened?«

»The old story, Watson. A treacherous friend and a fickle wife. It would appear that Amberley has one hobby in life, and it is chess. Not far from him at Lewisham there lives a young doctor who is also a chess-player. I have noted his name as Dr. Ray Ernest. Ernest was frequently in the house, and an intimacy between him and Mrs. Amberley was a natural sequence, for you must admit that our unfortunate client has few outward graces, whatever his inner virtues may be. The couple went off together last week – destination untraced. What is more, the faithless spouse Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.873
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carried off the old man's deed-box as her personal luggage with a good part of his life's savings within. 

Can we find the lady? Can we save the money? A commonplace problem so far as it has developed, and yet a vital one for Josiah Amberley.«

»What will you do about it?«

»Well, the immediate question, my dear Watson, happens to be, What will  you  do? – if you will be good enough to understudy me. You know that I am preoccupied with this case of the two Coptic Patriarchs, which should come to a head to-day. I really have not time to go out to Lewisham, and yet evidence taken on the spot has a special value. The old fellow was quite insistent that I should go, but I explained my difficulty. He is prepared to meet a representative.«

»By all means,« I answered. »I confess I don't see that I can be of much service, but I am willing to do my best.« And so it was that on a summer afternoon I set forth to Lewisham, little dreaming that within a week the affair in which I was engaging would be the eager debate of all England. 

It was late that evening before I returned to Baker Street and gave an account of my mission. Holmes lay with his gaunt figure stretched in his deep chair, his pipe curling forth slow wreaths of acrid tobacco, while his eyelids drooped over his eyes so lazily that Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.874
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he might almost have been asleep were it not that at any halt or questionable passage of my narrative they half lifted, and two gray eyes, as bright and keen as rapiers, transfixed me with their searching glance. 

»The Haven is the name of Mr. Josiah Amberley's house,« I explained. »I think it would interest you, Holmes. It is like some penurious patrician who has sunk into the company of his inferiors. You know that particular quarter, the monotonous brick streets, the weary suburban highways. Right in the middle of them, a little island of ancient culture and comfort, lies this old home, surrounded by a high sun-baked wall mottled with lichens and topped with moss, the sort of wall ––«

»Cut out the poetry, Watson,« said Holmes severely. »I note that it was a high brick wall.«

»Exactly. I should not have known which was The Haven had I not asked a lounger who was smoking in the street. I have a reason for mentioning him. He was a tall, dark, heavily moustached, rather military-looking man. He nodded in answer to my inquiry and gave me a curiously questioning glance, which came back to my memory a little later. 

I had hardly entered the gateway before I saw Mr. 

Amberley coming down the drive. I only had a glimpse of him this morning, and he certainly gave me the impression of a strange creature, but when I Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.875
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saw him in full light his appearance was even more abnormal.«

»I have, of course, studied it, and yet I should be interested to have your impression,« said Holmes. 

»He seemed to me like a man who was literally bowed down by care. His back was curved as though he carried a heavy burden. Yet he was not the wea-kling that I had at first imagined, for his shoulders and chest have the framework of a giant, though his figure tapers away into a pair of spindled legs.«

»Left shoe wrinkled, right one smooth.«

»I did not observe that.«

»No, you wouldn't. I spotted his artificial limb. But proceed.«

»I was struck by the snaky locks of grizzled hair which curled from under his old straw hat, and his face with its fierce, eager expression and the deeply lined features.«

»Very good, Watson. What did he say?«

»He began pouring out the story of his grievances. 

We walked down the drive together, and of course I took a good look round. I have never seen a worse-kept place. The garden was all running to seed, giving me an impression of wild neglect in which the plants had been allowed to find the way of Nature rather than of art. How any decent woman could have tolerated such a state of things, I don't know. The house, Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.876
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too, was slatternly to the last degree, but the poor man seemed himself to be aware of it and to be trying to remedy it, for a great pot of green paint stood in the centre of the hall, and he was carrying a thick brush in his left hand. He had been working on the woodwork. 

He took me into his dingy sanctum, and we had a long chat. Of course, he was disappointed that you had not come yourself. ›I hardly expected,‹ he said, 

›that so humble an individual as myself, especially after my heavy financial loss, could obtain the complete attention of so famous a man as Mr. Sherlock Holmes.‹

I assured him that the financial question did not arise. ›No, of course, it is art for art's sake with him,‹

said he, ›but even on the artistic side of crime he might have found something here to study. And human nature, Dr. Watson – the black ingratitude of it all! When did I ever refuse one of her requests? 

Was ever a woman so pampered? And that young man – he might have been my own son. He had the run of my house. And yet see how they have treated me! Oh, Dr. Watson, it is a dreadful, dreadful world!‹

That was the burden of his song for an hour or more. He had, it seems, no suspicion of an intrigue. 

They lived alone save for a woman who comes in by the day and leaves every evening at six. On that particular evening old Amberley, wishing to give his wife Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.877
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a treat, had taken two upper circle seats at the Haymarket Theatre. At the last moment she had complained of a headache and had refused to go. He had gone alone. There seemed to be no doubt about the fact, for he produced the unused ticket which he had taken for his wife.«

»That is remarkable – most remarkable,« said Holmes, whose interest in the case seemed to be rising. 

»Pray continue, Watson. I find your narrative most arresting. Did you personally examine this ticket? You did not, perchance, take the number?«

»It so happens that I did,« I answered with some pride. »It chanced to be my old school number, thirty-one, and so is stuck in my head.«

»Excellent, Watson! His seat, then, was either thirty or thirty-two.«

»Quite so,« I answered with some mystification. 

»And on B row.«

»That is most satisfactory. What else did he tell you?«

»He showed me his strong-room, as he called it. It really is a strong-room – like a bank – with iron door and shutter – burglar-proof, as he claimed. However, the woman seems to have had a duplicate key, and between them they had carried off some seven thousand pounds' worth of cash and securities.«

»Securities! How could they dispose of those?«

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.878

The Adventure of the Retired Colourman Doyle-SH, 1315

»He said that he had given the police a list and that he hoped they would be unsaleable. He had got back from the theatre about midnight and found the place plundered, the door and window open, and the fugitives gone. There was no letter or message, nor has he heard a word since. He at once gave the alarm to the police.«

Holmes brooded for some minutes. 

»You say he was painting. What was he painting?«

»Well, he was painting the passage. But he had already painted the door and woodwork of this room I spoke of.«

»Does it not strike you as a strange occupation in the circumstances?«

»›One must do something to ease an aching heart.‹

That was his own explanation. It was eccentric, no doubt, but he is clearly an eccentric man. He tore up one of his wife's photographs in my presence – tore it up furiously in a tempest of passion. ›I never wish to see her damned face again,‹ he shrieked.«

»Anything more, Watson?«

»Yes, one thing which struck me more than anything else. I had driven to the Blackheath Station and had caught my train there when, just as it was starting, I saw a man dart into the carriage next to my own. You know that I have a quick eye for faces, Holmes. It was undoubtedly the tall, dark man whom I Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.879
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had addressed in the street. I saw him once more at London Bridge, and then I lost him in the crowd. But I am convinced that he was following me.«

»No doubt! No doubt!« said Holmes. »A tall, dark, heavily moustached man, you say, with gray-tinted sun-glasses?«

»Holmes, you are a wizard. I did not say so, but he had  gray-tinted sun-glasses.«

»And a Masonic tie-pin?«

»Holmes!«

»Quite simple, my dear Watson. But let us get down to what is practical. I must admit to you that the case, which seemed to me to be so absurdly simple as to be hardly worth my notice, is rapidly assuming a very different aspect. It is true that though in your mission you have missed everything of importance, yet even those things which have obtruded themselves upon your notice give rise to serious thought.«

»What have I missed?«

»Don't be hurt, my dear fellow. You know that I am quite impersonal. No one else would have done better. Some possibly not so well. But clearly you have missed some vital points. What is the opinion of the neighbours about this man Amberley and his wife? That surely is of importance. What of Dr. Ernest? Was he the gay Lothario one would expect? 

With your natural advantages, Watson, every lady is Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.880
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your helper and accomplice. What about the girl at the post-office, or the wife of the greengrocer? I can picture you whispering soft nothings with the young lady at the Blue Anchor, and receiving hard somethings in exchange. All this you have left undone.«

»It can still be done.«

»It has been done. Thanks to the telephone and the help of the Yard, I can usually get my essentials without leaving this room. As a matter of fact, my information confirms the man's story. He has the local repute of being a miser as well as a harsh and exacting husband. That he had a large sum of money in that strong-room of his is certain. So also is it that young Dr. Ernest, an unmarried man, played chess with Amberley, and probably played the fool with his wife. All this seems plain sailing, and one would think that there was no more to be said – and yet! – and yet!«

»Where lies the difficulty?«

»In my imagination, perhaps. Well, leave it there, Watson. Let u& escape from this weary workaday world by the side door of music, Carina sings to-night at the Albert Hall, and we still have time to dress, dine, and enjoy.«

In the morning I was up betimes, but some toast crumbs and two empty egg-shells told me that my companion was earlier still. I found a scribbled note upon the table. 
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DEAR WATSON :

There are one or two points of contact which I should wish to establish with Mr. Josiah Amberley. When I have done so we can dismiss the case – or not. I would only ask you to be on hand about three o'clock, as I conceive it possible that I may want you. 

S.H. 

I saw nothing of Holmes all day, but at the hour named he returned, grave, preoccupied, and aloof. At such times it was wiser to leave him to himself. 

»Has Amberley been here yet?«

»No.«

»Ah! I am expecting him.«

He was not disappointed, for presently the old fellow arrived with a very worried and puzzled expression upon his austere face. 

»I've had a telegram, Mr. Holmes. I can make nothing of it.« He handed it over, and Holmes read it aloud. 

»Come at once without fail. Can give you information as to your recent loss. 

ELMAN. 

The Vicarage. 

Dispatched at 2:10 from Little Purlington,« said Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.882
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Holmes. »Little Purlington is in Essex, I believe, not far from Frinton. Well, of course you will start at once. This is evidently from a responsible person, the vicar of the place. Where is my Crockford? Yes, here we have him: ›J.C. Elman, M.A., Living of Moos-moor cum Little Purlington.‹ Look up the trains, Watson.«

»There is one at 5:20 from Liverpool Street.«

»Excellent. You had best go with him, Watson. He may need help or advice. Clearly we have come to a crisis in this affair.«

But our client seemed by no means eager to start. 

»It's perfectly absurd, Mr. Holmes,« he said. 

»What can this man possibly know of what has occurred? It is waste of time and money.«

»He would not have telegraphed to you if he did not know something. Wire at once that you are coming.«

»I don't think I shall go.«

Holmes assumed his sternest aspect. 

»It would make the worst possible impression both on the police and upon myself, Mr. Amberley, if when so obvious a clue arose you should refuse to follow it up. We should feel that you were not really in earnest in this investigation.«

Our client seemed horrified at the suggestion. 

»Why, of course I shall go if you look at it in that Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.883
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way,« said he. »On the face of it, it seems absurd to suppose that this parson knows anything, but if you think ––«

»I  do  think,« said Holmes with emphasis, and so we were launched upon our journey. Holmes took me aside before we left the room and gave me one word of counsel, which showed that he considered the matter to be of importance. »Whatever you do, see that he really  does  go,« said he. »Should he break away or return, get to the nearest telephone exchange and send the single word ›Bolted.‹ I will arrange here that it shall reach me wherever I am.«

Little Purlington is not an easy place to reach, for it is on a branch line. My remembrance of the journey is not a pleasant one, for the weather was hot, the train slow, and my companion sullen and silent, hardly talking at all save to make an occasional sardonic remark as to the futility, of our proceedings. When we at last reached the little station it was a two-mile drive before we came to the Vicarage, where a big, solemn, rather pompous clergyman received us in his study. 

Our telegram lay before him. 

»Well, gentlemen,« he asked, »what can I do for you?«

»We came,« I explained, »in answer to your wire.«

»My wire! I sent no wire.«

»I mean the wire which you sent to Mr. Josiah Am-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.884
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berley about his wife and his money.«

»If this is a joke, sir, it is a very questionable one,«

said the vicar angrily. »I have never heard of the gentleman you name, and I have not sent a wire to anyone.«

Our client and I looked at each other in amazement. 

»Perhaps there is some mistake,« said I; »are there perhaps two vicarages? Here is the wire itself, signed Elman and dated from the Vicarage.«

»There is only one vicarage, sir, and only one vicar, and this wire is a scandalous forgery, the origin of which shall certainly be investigated by the police. 

Meanwhile, I can see no possible object in prolonging this interview.«

So Mr. Amberley and I found ourselves on the roadside in what seemed to me to be the most primitive village in England. We made for the telegraph office, but it was already closed. There was a telephone, however, at the little Railway Arms, and by it I got into touch with Holmes, who shared in our amazement at the result of our journey. 

»Most singular!« said the distant voice. »Most remarkable! I much fear, my dear Watson, that there is no return train to-night. I have unwittingly condemned you to the horrors of a country inn. However, there is always Nature, Watson – Nature and Josiah Amberley – you can be in close commune with both.« I Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.885
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heard his dry chuckle as he turned away. 

It was soon apparent to me that my companion's reputation as a miser was not undeserved. He had grumbled at the expense of the journey, had insisted upon travelling third-class, and was now clamorous in his objections to the hotel bill. Next morning, when we did at last arrive in London, it was hard to say which of us was in the worse humour. 

»You had best take Baker Street as we pass,« said I. »Mr. Holmes may have some fresh instructions.«

»If they are not worth more than the last ones they are not of much use,« said Amberley with a malevolent scowl. None the less, he kept me company. I had already warned Holmes by telegram of the hour of our arrival, but we found a message waiting that he was at Lewis-ham and would expect us there. That was a surprise, but an even greater one was to find that he was not alone in the sitting-room of our client. A stern-looking, impassive man sat beside him, a dark man with gray-tinted glasses and a large Masonic pin projecting from his tie. 

»This is my friend Mr. Barker,« said Holmes. »He has been interesting himself also in your business, Mr. Josiah Amberley, though we have been working independently. But we both have the same question to ask you!«

Mr. Amberley sat down heavily. He sensed impen-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.886
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ding danger. I read it in his straining eyes and his twitching features. 

»What is the question, Mr. Holmes?«

»Only this: What did you do with the bodies?«

The man sprang to his feet with a hoarse scream. 

He clawed into the air with his bony hands. His mouth was open, and for the instant he looked like some' horrible bird of prey. In a flash we got a glimpse of the real Josiah Amberley, a misshapen demon with a soul as distorted as his body. As he fell back into his chair he clapped his hand to his lips as if to stifle a cough. Holmes sprang at his throat like a tiger and twisted his face towards the ground. A white pellet fell from between his gasping lips. 

»No short cuts, Josiah Amberley. Things must be done decently and in order. What about it, Barker?«

»I have a cab at the door,« said our taciturn companion. 

»It is only a few hundred yards to the station. We will go together. You can stay here, Watson. I shall be back within half an hour.«

The old colourman had the strength of a lion in that great trunk of his, but he was helpless in the hands of the two experienced man handlers. Wriggling and twisting he was dragged to the waiting cab, and I was left to my solitary vigil in the ill-omened house. In less time than he had named, however, Holmes was Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.887
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back, in company with a smart young police inspector. 

»I've left Barker to look after the formalities,« said Holmes. »You had not met Barker, Watson. He is my hated rival upon the Surrey shore. When you said a tall dark man it was not difficult for me tc complete the picture. He has several good cases to his credit, has he not, Inspector?«

»He has certainly interfered several times,« the inspector answered with reserve. 

»His methods are irregular, no doubt, like my own. 

The irregulars are useful sometimes, you know. You, for example, with your compulsory warning about whatever he said being used against him, could never have bluffed this rascal into what is virtually a confession.«

»Perhaps not. But we get there all the same, Mr. 

Holmes. Don't imagine that we had not formed our own views of this case, and that we would not have laid our hands on our man. You will excuse us for feeling sore when you jump in with methods which we cannot use, and so rob us of the credit.«

»There shall be no such robbery, MacKinnon. I assure you that I efface myself from now onward, and as to Barker, he has done nothing save what I told him.«

The inspector seemed considerably relieved. 

»That is very handsome of you, Mr. Holmes. Praise Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.888
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or blame can matter little to you, but it is very different to us when the newspapers begin to ask questions.«

»Quite so. But they are pretty sure to ask questions anyhow, so it would be as well to have answers. What will you say, for example, when the intelligent and enterprising reporter asks you what the exact points were which aroused your suspicion, and finally gave you a certain conviction as to the real facts?«

The inspector looked puzzled. 

»We don't seem to have got any real facts yet, Mr. 

Holmes. You say that the prisoner, in the presence of three witnesses, practically confessed by trying to commit suicide, that he had murdered his wife and her lover. What other facts have you?«

»Have you arranged for a search?«

»There are three constables on their way.«

»Then you will soon get the clearest fact of all. The bodies cannot be far away. Try the cellars and the garden. It should not take long to dig up the likely places. This house is older than the water-pipes. There must be a disused well somewhere. Try your luck there.«

»But how did you know of it, and how was it done?«

»I'll show you first how it was done, and then I will give the explanation which is due to you, and even Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.889
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more to my long-suffering friend here, who has been invaluable throughout. But, first, I would give you an insight into this man's mentality. It is a very unusual one – so much so that I think his destination is more likely to be Broad-moor than the scaffold. He has, to a high degree, the sort of mind which one associates with the mediaeval Italian nature rather than with the modern Briton. He was a miserable miser who made his wife so wretched by his niggardly ways that she was a ready prey for any adventurer. Such a one came upon the scene in the person of this chess-playing doctor. Amberley excelled at chess – one mark, Watson, of a scheming mind. Like all misers, he was a jealous man, and his jealousy became a frantic mania. 

Rightly or wrongly, he suspected an intrigue. He determined to have his revenge, and he planned it with diabolical cleverness. Come here!«

Holmes led us along the passage with as much certainty as if he had lived in the house and halted at the open door of the strong-room. 

»Pooh! What an awful smell of paint!« cried the inspector. 

»That was our first clue,« said Holmes. »You can thank Dr. Watson's observation for that, though he failed to draw the inference. It set my foot upon the trail. Why should this man at such a time be filling his house with strong odours? Obviously, to cover Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.890
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some other smell which he wished to conceal – some guilty smell which would suggest suspicions. Then came the idea of a room such as you see here with iron door and shutter – a hermetically sealed room. 

Put those two facts together, and whither do they lead? I could only determine that by examining the house myself. I was already certain that the case was serious, for I had examined the box-office chart at the Haymarket Theatre – another of Dr. Watson's bull'seyes – and ascertained that neither B thirty nor thirty-two of the upper circle had been occupied that night. 

Therefore, Amberley had not been to the theatre, and his alibi fell to the ground. He made a bad slip when he allowed my astute friend to notice the number of the seat taken for his wife. The question now arose how I might be able to examine the house. I sent an agent to the most impossible village I could think of, and summoned my man to it at such an hour that he could not possibly get back. To prevent any miscar-riage, Dr. Watson accompanied him. The good vicar's name I took, of course, out of my Crockford. Do I make it all clear to you?«

»It is masterly,« said the inspector in an awed voice. 

»There being no fear of interruption I proceeded to burgle the house. Burglarly has always been an alternative profession had I cared to adopt it, and I have Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.891
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little doubt that I should have come to the front. Observe what I found. You see the gas-pipe along the skirting here. Very good. It rises in the angle of the wall, and there is a tap here in the corner. The pipe runs out into the strong-room, as you can see, and ends in that plaster rose in the centre of the ceiling, where it is concealed by the ornamentation. That end is wide open. At any moment by turning the outside tap the room could be flooded with gas. With door and shutter closed and the tap full on I would not give two minutes of conscious sensation to anyone shut up in that little chamber. By what devilish device he decoyed them there I do not know, but once inside the door they were at his mercy.«

The inspector examined the pipe with interest. 

»One of our officers mentioned the smell of gas,« said he, »but of course the window and door were open then, and the paint – or some of it – was already about. He had begun the work of painting the day before, according to his story. But what next, Mr. Holmes?«

»Well, then came an incident which was rather unexpected to my-self. I was slipping through the pantry window in the early dawn when I felt a hand inside my collar, and a voice said: ›Now, you rascal, what are you doing in there?‹ When I could twist my head round I looked into the tinted spectacles of my friend Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.892
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and rival, Mr. Barker. It was a curious foregathering and set us both smiling. It seems that he had been engaged by Dr. Ray Ernest's family to make some investigations and had come to the same conclusion as to foul play. He had watched the house for some days and had spotted Dr. Watson as one of the obviously suspicious characters who had called there. He could hardly arrest Watson, but when he saw a man actually climbing out of the pantry window there came a limit to his restraint. Of course, I told him how matters stood and we continued the case together.«

»Why him? Why not us?«

»Because it was in my mind to put that little test which answered so admirably. I fear you would not have gone so far.«

The inspector smiled. 

»Well, maybe not. I understand that I have your word, Mr. Holmes that you step right out of the case now and that you turn all your results over to us.«

»Certainly, that is always my custom.«

»Well, in the name of the force I thank you. It seems a clear case, as you put it, and there can't be much difficulty over the bodies.«

»I'll show you a grim little bit of evidence,« said Holmes, »and I am sure Amberley himself never observed it. You'll get results, Inspector, by always putting yourself in the other fellow's place, and thinking Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.893
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what you would do yourself. It takes some imagination, but it pays. Now, we will suppose that you were shut up in this little room, had not two minutes to live, but wanted to get even with the fiend who was probably mocking at you from the other side of the door. What would you do?«

»Write a message.«

»Exactly. You would like to tell people how you died. No use writing on paper. That would be seen. If you wrote on the wall someone might rest upon it. 

Now, look here! Just above the skirting is scribbled with a purple indelible pencil: ›We we ––‹ That's all.«

»What do you make of that?«

»Well, it's only a foot above the ground. The poor devil was on the floor dying when he wrote it. He lost his senses before he could finish.«

»He was writing, ›We were murdered.‹«

»That's how I read it. If you find an indelible pencil on the body ––«

»We'll look out for it, you may be sure. But those securities? Clearly there was no robbery at all. And yet he  did  possess those bonds. We verified that.«

»You may be sure he has them hidden in a safe place. When the whole elopement had passed into history, he would suddenly discover them and announce that the guilty couple had relented and sent back the Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.894
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plunder or had dropped it on the way.«

»You certainly seem to have met every difficulty,«

said the inspector. »Of course, he was bound to call us in, but why he should have gone to you I can't understand.«

»Pure swank!« Holmes answered. »He felt so clever and so sure of himself that he imagined no one could touch him. He could say to any suspicious neighbour, ›Look at the steps I have taken. I have consulted not only the police but even Sherlock Holmes.‹«

The inspector laughed. 

»We must forgive you your ›even,‹ Mr. Holmes,«

said he, »it's as workmanlike a job as I can remember.«

A couple of days later my friend tossed across to me a copy of the bi-weekly  North Surrey Observer. 

Under a series of flaming headlines, which began with

»The Haven Horror« and ended with »Brilliant Police Investigation,« there was a packed column of print which gave the first consecutive account of the affair. 

The concluding paragraph is typical of the whole. It ran thus:

The remarkable acumen by which Inspector MacKinnon deduced from the smell of paint that some other smell, that of gas, for example, might be concealed; the bold deduction
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death-chamber, and the subsequent inquiry which led to the discovery of the bodies in a disused well, cleverly concealed by a dog-kennel, should live in the history of crime as a standing example of the intelligence of our professional detectives. 

»Well, well, MacKinnon is a good fellow,« said Holmes with a tolerant smile. »You can file it in our archives. Watson. Some day the true story may be told.«

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.896

Romane

Sir Arthur Conan Doyle

Romane

• Eine Studie in Scharlachrot

 Erstdruck als Fortsetzung in: »Beeton's Christmas Annual«, 1887. Erste Buchveröffentlichungen: Londnon (Ward, Lock & Co.) 1888, und New York (J.B.Lippincott Co.) 1890. 

• Das Zeichen der Vier

 Erstdruck als Fortsetzung in: »Lippincott's Magazine« Februar 1890. Erste Buchveröffentlichungen: London (Spencer Blackett) 1890, und New Yorck (P.F. Collier) 1891. 

• Der Hund der Baskervilles

 Erstdruck als Fortsetzung in: »The Strand Magazine«, August 1901 bis April 1902. Erste Buchveröffentlichung: London (George Newnes) 1902, und New York (McClure, Phillips & Co.) 1902. 

• Das Tal

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes der Angst



2.897

Romane

 Erstdruck als Fortsetzung in: »The Strand Magazine«, September 1914 bis Mai 1915. Erste Buchveröffentlichungen: London (Smith, Elder

 & Co.), und New Yorck (George H. Doran Co., 1915). 

 Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.898

Eine Studie in Scharlachrot

Doyle-WA Bd. 1

Sir Arthur Conan Doyle

Eine Studie in Scharlachrot

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.899

Teil I

Doyle-WA Bd. 1, 7

Teil I

 Aus den Erinnerungen von John H. Watson M.D., ehemals Mitglied des Medizinischen Dienstes der Armee
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1. Mr. Sherlock Holmes

Im Jahre 1878 erwarb ich den Grad eines Doktors der Medizin an der Universität London und begab mich nach Netley, um an dem Lehrgang teilzunehmen, der für Ärzte der Armee vorgeschrieben ist. Nachdem ich dort meine Studien abgeschlossen hatte, wurde ich den Fünften Northumberland-Füsilieren als Assistenzarzt attachiert. Das Regiment war zu dieser Zeit in Indien stationiert, und bevor ich zu ihm stoßen konnte, brach der Zweite Afghanistan-Krieg1 aus. Bei der Landung in Bombay erfuhr ich, daß mein Korps durch die Pässe vorgerückt war und sich bereits tief in Feindesland befand. Trotz allem folgte ich, zusammen mit vielen anderen Offizieren, die sich in der gleichen Lage befanden wie ich, und es gelang mir, sicher nach Kandahar zu kommen, wo ich mein Regiment vorfand und sogleich meine neuen Pflichten übernahm. 

Vielen brachte der Feldzug Auszeichnungen und Beförderung, für mich barg er jedoch nichts als Miß-

geschick und Unheil. Ich wurde von meiner Brigade zu einer Berkshire-Einheit versetzt, mit der ich an der verhängnisvollen Schlacht von Maiwand2 teilnahm. 

Dort wurde meine Schulter von einer Jezail3-Kugel getroffen, die den Knochen zerschmetterte und die Schlüssselbein-Arterie Versehrte. Ohne die Treue und Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.901
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den Mut meines Burschen, Murray, wäre ich in die Hände der mörderischen Ghazis4 gefallen; er warf mich auf ein Packpferd und brachte mich heil zu den britischen Stellungen. 

Erschöpft von Schmerzen und geschwächt durch die langwierige Mühsal, die hinter mir lag, wurde ich mit einem großen Zug verwundeter Leidensgenossen zum Basis-Hospital nach Peshawar gebracht. Dort genas ich, und mein Zustand hatte sich bereits so weit gebessert, daß ich durch die Fluchten des Spitals wandern und mich sogar ein wenig auf der Veranda wärmen konnte, als der Typhus, jener Fluch unserer indischen Besitzungen, mich niederstreckte. Lange Monate hing mein Leben an einem Fädchen, und als ich endlich zu mir kam und zu genesen begann, war ich so schwach und ausgezehrt, daß ein Ärzteausschuß befand, kein Tag sei zu verlieren, und ich solle nach England zurückgeschickt werden. Also wurde ich an Bord des Truppentransporters  Orontes  gebracht und landete einen Monat später in Portsmouth, mit unwie-derbringlich ruinierter Gesundheit, aber auch mit der Erlaubnis einer fürsorglichen Regierung, die nächsten neun Monate mit der Pflege meines Befindens verbringen zu dürfen. 

Ich hatte in England weder Freunde noch Verwandte und war daher frei wie der Wind – oder jedenfalls so frei, wie ein tägliches Einkommen von elfeinhalb Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.902
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Shilling5 es einem Mann zu sein gestattet. Unter diesen Umständen zog es mich natürlich nach London, der großen Senkgrube, wo alle Faulenzer und Müßig-gänger des Empires unweigerlich abgelagert werden. 

Ich blieb dort einige Zeit in einer Pension in The Strand und führte ein trost- und sinnloses Leben, wobei ich das wenige Geld, über das ich verfügte, weitaus freizügiger denn angemessen ausgab. So besorgniserregend wurde schließlich der Zustand meiner Finanzen, daß mir bald klar wurde, daß ich entweder die Metropole verlassen und, gleichsam relegiert, irgendwo auf dem Lande vor mich hin verbauern oder aber meinen Lebensstil von Grund auf ändern mußte. 

Ich entschied mich für die letztere Möglichkeit; ich beschloß, zuallererst die Pension zu verlassen und Quartier in einem weniger großspurigen und weniger teuren Domizil zu suchen. 

Am nämlichen Tag, da ich zu diesem Entschluß gediehen war, stand ich gerade an der Bar des Crite-rion6, als mir jemand auf die Schulter klopfte, und als ich mich umwandte, erkannte ich den jungen Stamford, der im St. Bartholomew's Hospital unter mir als Assistenzarzt gearbeitet hatte. Der Anblick eines freundlichen Antlitzes in Londons großer Wüstenei ist für einen einsamen Mann wahrhaft angenehm. 

Vormals war Stamford nicht gerade mein Busenfreund gewesen, aber nun begrüßte ich ihn begeistert, Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.903

1. Mr. Sherlock Holmes

Doyle-WA Bd. 1, 11

und er seinerseits schien froh, mich zu sehen. In meiner überschäumenden Freude lud ich ihn ein, mit mir im Holborn zu essen, und wir brachen zusammen in einer Droschke auf. 

»Was haben Sie denn nur angestellt, Watson?«

fragte er, ohne sein Erstaunen zu verhehlen, während wir durch Londons von Menschen wimmelnde Stra-

ßen ratterten. »Sie sind so dünn wie ein Ladestock und braun wie eine Nuß.«

Ich gab ihm einen kurzen Überblick über meine Abenteuer und war damit kaum fertig, als wir unser Ziel erreichten. 

»Armer Teufel!« sagte er mitleidig, nachdem er sich meine Mißgeschicke angehört hatte. »Was wollen Sie jetzt machen?«

»Eine Unterkunft suchen«, antwortete ich. »Ich versuche, die Frage zu klären, ob es möglich ist, gemütliche Räume zu einem vernünftigen Preis zu bekommen.«

»Das ist merkwürdig«, sagte mein Begleiter. »Sie sind heute schon der zweite, den ich das sagen höre.«

»Und wer war der erste?« fragte ich. 

»Einer, der im chemischen Laboratorium im Hospital arbeitet. Er hat sich heute morgen beklagt, weil er keinen finden kann, der mit ihm ein paar hübsche Zimmer teilen will, die er aufgetan hat und die einfach zu viel für seinen Geldbeutel sind.«

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.904
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»Lieber Himmel«, rief ich; »wenn er wirklich jemanden sucht, mit dem er die Zimmer und die Kosten teilen kann, dann bin ich genau der Richtige für ihn. 

Ich würde lieber mit jemandem teilen als allein sein.«

Der junge Stamford sah mich über sein Weinglas hinweg sehr seltsam an. »Sie kennen Sherlock Holmes noch nicht«, sagte er; »vielleicht würden Sie gar keinen Wert auf ihn als ständigen Gefährten legen.«

»Warum? Was spricht denn gegen ihn?«

»Oh, ich habe nicht gesagt, daß etwas gegen ihn spricht. Er hat ein bißchen komische Ideen – er ist ein Enthusiast, was einige Wissenschaftszweige angeht. 

Soweit ich weiß, ist er ansonsten ein ganz patenter Kerl.«

»Medizinstudent, nehme ich an?« sagte ich. 

»Nein – ich habe keine Ahnung, worauf er sich verlegen will. Ich glaube, er ist ganz gut in Anatomie, und er ist ein erstklassiger Chemiker; aber soweit ich weiß, hat er nie systematisch Medizin studiert. Seine Studien sind sehr sprunghaft und exzentrisch, aber er hat eine ganze Menge abseitiger Kenntnisse angehäuft, über die seine Professoren staunen würden.«

»Haben Sie ihn nie gefragt, worauf er sich verlegen will?« fragte ich. 

»Nein; er ist keiner, aus dem man leicht etwas her-auslockt, obwohl er ganz mitteilsam sein kann, wenn er in der Laune dazu ist.«

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.905

1. Mr. Sherlock Holmes

Doyle-WA Bd. 1, 13

»Ich möchte ihn gern kennenlernen«, sagte ich. 

»Wenn ich mit jemandem eine Wohnung teile, dann lieber mit einem fleißigen und ruhigen Mann. Ich bin noch nicht kräftig genug, um viel Lärm und Aufregung zu ertragen. Von beidem habe ich in Afghanistan bis an mein Lebensende genug gehabt. Wie kann ich diesen Freund von Ihnen treffen?«

»Er ist bestimmt im Laboratorium«, erwiderte mein Begleiter. »Er läßt sich da entweder wochenlang nicht blicken, oder er arbeitet da von morgens bis nachts. 

Wenn Sie wollen, können wir nach dem Essen dort vorbeifahren.«

»Gern«, sagte ich, und das Gespräch wandte sich anderen Gebieten zu. 

Nachdem wir das Holborn verlassen hatten und uns dem Hospital näherten, erzählte Stamford mir einige weitere Einzelheiten über den Gentleman, mit dem ich eine Wohnung teilen wollte. 

»Machen Sie bitte nicht mich dafür verantwortlich, wenn Sie nicht mit ihm auskommen«, sagte er; »ich weiß über ihn nicht mehr, als ich bei unseren gelegentlichen Begegnungen im Laboratorium erfahren habe. Der Vorschlag, diese Sache zu arrangieren, kommt von Ihnen, also hängen Sie es nicht mir an.«

»Wenn wir nicht miteinander auskommen, können wir uns ja leicht trennen«, antwortete ich. »Ich habe aber das Gefühl, Stamford«, setzte ich hinzu, wobei Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.906
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ich meinen Begleiter scharf anblickte, »daß Sie gute Gründe haben, um vorsorglich Ihre Hände in Unschuld zu waschen. Hat dieser Mann einen so fürchterlichen Charakter, oder was ist es sonst? Nun reden Sie schon.«

»Es ist nicht einfach, das Unaussprechliche auszusprechen«, antwortete er lachend. »Für meinen Geschmack ist Holmes ein bißchen zu wissenschaftlich –

es kommt nahe an Gefühllosigkeit heran. Ich kann mir vorstellen, wie er einem Freund eine kleine Dosis des neuesten vegetabilen Alkaloids gibt; nicht böswillig, verstehen Sie, sondern einfach aus einem Forschungs-drang heraus, um sich eine genaue Vorstellung von der Wirkung machen zu können. Ich will nicht ungerecht sein; ich glaube, daß er es selbst mit der gleichen Bereitwilligkeit einnehmen würde. Er scheint eine Leidenschaft für präzises, exaktes Wissen zu haben.«

»Das ist doch eine gute Sache.«

»Ja, schon, aber man kann es übertreiben. Wenn es so weit geht, daß man die Leichen in den Sezierräumen mit einem Stock schlägt, dann nimmt es doch schon bizarre Ausmaße an.«

»Die Leichen schlagen!«

»Ja, und zwar, um festzustellen, ob und wie weit Wundmale noch nach dem Tod erzeugt werden können. Ich habe ihn selbst dabei beobachtet.«

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.907
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»Aber trotzdem, sagen Sie, ist er kein Medizinstudent?«

»Nein, Der Himmel mag wissen, was seine Studi-enziele sind. Aber da sind wir, und jetzt müssen Sie sich selbst ein Bild von ihm machen.« Als er dies sagte, gingen wir eine schmale Gasse hinunter und traten durch eine kleine Seitentür, die in einen Flügel des großen Hospitals führte. Dort kannte ich mich aus, und ich bedurfte keiner Führung, als wir die triste Steintreppe emporstiegen und durch den langen Korridor gingen, mit seinem Panorama weißgetünchter Wände und düsterbrauner Türen. Am anderen Ende des Ganges zweigte ein niedriger, überwölbter Durchgang ab und führte zum chemischen Laboratorium. 

Es war ein großer Raum, gesäumt und übersät von zahllosen Flaschen. Breite, niedrige Tische standen allenthalben herum, die von Retorten, Reagenzgläschen und kleinen Bunsenbrennern mit bläulich flak-kernden Flammen starrten. Im Raum war nur ein Student, der sich über einen Tisch am anderen Ende beugte und in seine Arbeit vertieft war. Beim Ge-räusch unserer Schritte sah er sich um und sprang mit einem Freudenschrei auf. »Ich hab's gefunden! Ich hab's gefunden!« rief er meinem Begleiter zu, wobei er uns mit einem Reagenzgläschen in der Hand entgegenlief. »Ich habe ein Reagens gefunden, das von Hä-

moglobin und von nichts anderem ausgefällt wird.«

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.908

1. Mr. Sherlock Holmes

Doyle-WA Bd. 1, 14

Der Fund einer Goldmine hätte aus seinen Zügen keine größere Wonne aufscheinen lassen können. 

»Doktor Watson, Mister Sherlock Holmes«, stellte Stamford uns vor. 

»Sehr erfreut«, sagte er herzlich und schüttelte meine Hand mit einer Kraft, die ich kaum in ihm vermutet hätte. »Sie sind in Afghanistan gewesen, wie ich sehe.«

»Woher um alles in der Welt wissen Sie das denn?« fragte ich verblüfft. 

»Unwichtig«, sagte er, wobei er in sich hineinkicherte. »Was wichtig ist, ist jetzt Hämoglobin. Sie begreifen doch wohl, wie wichtig diese meine Entdek-kung ist?«

»Chemisch ist das zweifellos interessant«, antwortete ich, »aber praktisch ...«

»Hören Sie, Mann, das ist die praktischste ge-richtsmedizinische Entdeckung seit Jahren. Sehen Sie denn nicht, daß uns das eine unfehlbare Untersu-chungsmethode für Blutflecken gibt? Kommen Sie hierher!« In seinem Eifer ergriff er den Ärmel meines Mantels und zerrte mich zu dem Tisch, an dem er gearbeitet hatte. »Wir brauchen frisches Blut«, sagte er; dabei bohrte er eine lange Nadel in seinen Finger und saugte den Blutstropfen mit einer Pipette auf. »Jetzt gebe ich diese winzige Blutmenge in einen Liter Wasser. Sie sehen, daß die Mischung reines Wasser zu Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.909
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sein scheint. Das Verhältnis von Blut zu Wasser kann nicht größer sein als eins zu einer Million. Trotzdem habe ich keinerlei Zweifel daran, daß wir die charakteristische Reaktion erreichen können.« Während er sprach, warf er einige weiße Kristalle in das Gefäß; danach gab er ein paar Tropfen einer durchsichtigen Flüssigkeit hinein. Sofort nahm der Inhalt eine dumpfe Mahagonifärbung an, und ein bräunlicher Staub setzte sich auf dem Boden des Glaskruges ab. 

»Ha! Ha!« rief er; er klatschte in die Hände und sah so hingerissen aus wie ein Kind mit einem neuen Spielzeug. »Was halten Sie davon?«

»Es scheint ein sehr empfindliches Probeverfahren zu sein«, bemerkte ich. 

»Wundervoll! Wundervoll! Die alte Guajak-Probe7 war sehr umständlich und unzuverlässig. Das gilt auch für mikroskopische Untersuchung auf Blut-körperchen. Sie ist wertlos, wenn die Flecken einige Stunden alt sind. Das hier scheint dagegen sowohl bei altem als auch bei frischem Blut zu funktionieren. 

Wenn der Test schon früher erfunden worden wäre, dann hätten Hunderte von Leuten, die jetzt noch auf Erden wandeln, schon längst für ihre Verbrechen ge-büßt.«

»Tatsächlich?« murmelte ich. 

»Kriminalfälle drehen sich immer wieder um diesen einen Punkt. Ein Mann wird eines Verbrechens ver-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.910
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dächtigt, vielleicht Monate, nachdem es begangen wurde. Seine Wäsche oder seine Kleider werden untersucht, und man findet bräunliche Flecken. Sind das Blutflecken oder Lehmflecken oder Rostflecken oder Obstflecken oder was? Das ist eine Frage, über die sich viele Experten den Kopf zerbrochen haben, und warum? Weil es keine zuverlässige Probe gab. Jetzt haben wir die Sherlock-Holmes-Probe, und in Zukunft wird es da keine Schwierigkeiten mehr geben.«

Seine Augen leuchteten hell, als er das sagte, und er legte die Hand aufsein Herz und verneigte sich, wie vor einer applaudierenden Menge, die seine Phantasie heraufbeschworen hatte. 

»Man muß Ihnen gratulieren«, bemerkte ich, sehr überrascht über seine Begeisterung. 

»Da war letztes Jahr der Fall Von Bischoff, in Frankfurt. Man hätte ihn sicherlich gehängt, wenn es diese Methode gegeben hätte. Dann gab es Mason aus Bradford, und den berüchtigten Muller, und Lefevre aus Montpellier, und Samson aus New Orleans. Ich könnte Ihnen Dutzende von Fällen aufzählen, bei denen diese Probe entscheidend gewesen wäre.«

»Sie scheinen ein wandelnder Kriminalkalender zu sein«, sagte Stamford lachend. »Sie sollten eine Zeitschrift zu diesem Thema herausgeben. Nennen Sie sie

›Neueste Polizeiberichte von gestern‹.«

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.911
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»Und das könnte eine sehr interessante Lektüre werden«, bemerkte Sherlock Holmes. Er klebte ein winziges Pflaster über die Stichwunde in seinem Finger. »Ich muß vorsichtig sein«, ergänzte er, wobei er mir zulächelte, »weil ich nämlich häufig mit Giften hantiere.« Dabei streckte er seine Hand aus, und ich sah, daß sie überall von ähnlichen Pflästerchen gescheckt und durch starke Säuren verfärbt war. 

»Wir sind mit einem Anliegen gekommen«, sagte Stamford. Er setzte sich auf einen hohen, dreibeinigen Schemel und schob mir einen weiteren mit dem Fuß zu. »Mein Freund hier sucht einen Unterschlupf, und weil Sie sich beklagt haben, daß keiner mit Ihnen eine Wohnung teilen will, habe ich mir gedacht, daß ich Sie beide am besten zusammenbringe.«

Sherlock Holmes schien erfreut über die Idee zu sein, seine Räume mit mir zu teilen. »Ich habe ein Auge auf ein Appartement in der Baker Street geworfen«, sagte er, »das genau das Richtige für uns wäre. 

Sie haben hoffentlich nichts gegen den Geruch von starkem Tabak?«

»Ich rauche selbst Navytabak«, antwortete ich. 

»Sehr gut. Außerdem habe ich normalerweise Chemikalien bei mir und mache manchmal Experimente. 

Würde Sie das stören?«

»Absolut nicht.«

»Mal sehen – was habe ich noch an Unzulänglich-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.912
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keiten? Manchmal, da blase ich Trübsal und mache tagelang den Mund nicht auf. Sie dürfen dann nicht meinen, ich wäre verärgert. Lassen Sie mich in Frieden, und ich bin bald wieder in Ordnung. Na, und was haben Sie zu beichten? Ich finde, zwei Leute sollten das Schlimmste voneinander wissen, bevor sie anfangen, zusammen zu leben.«

Ich lachte über dieses Kreuzverhör. »Ich habe eine junge Bulldogge«, sagte ich, »und ich habe etwas gegen Lärm, weil meine Nerven zerrüttet sind, und ich stehe zu allen möglichen gottlosen Zeiten auf, und ich bin äußerst träge. Wenn es mir gut geht, habe ich noch eine ganze Reihe von Lastern, aber das sind die wichtigsten, im Augenblick.«

»Fällt Geigespielen für Sie in die Kategorie Lärm?« erkundigt er sich besorgt. 

»Das hängt vom Spieler ab«, antwortete ich. »Eine gut gespielte Geige ist ein Geschenk für die Götter –

eine schlecht gespielte ...«

»Oh, dann ist es gut«, rief er mit einem fröhlichen Lachen. »Ich glaube, wir können die Sache als abgemacht betrachten – das heißt, wenn Ihnen die Zimmer gefallen.«

»Wann können wir sie ansehen?«

»Kommen Sie morgen gegen Mittag hierher zu mir, und dann gehen wir zusammen dorthin und regeln alles«, erwiderte er. 

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.913
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»In Ordnung – Punkt Mittag«, sagte ich. Ich schüttelte ihm die Hand. 

Wir ließen ihn mit seinen Chemikalien zurück und gingen zusammen in Richtung meiner Pension. 

»Sagen Sie mal«, fragte ich plötzlich, wobei ich stehenblieb und mich Stamford zuwandte, »woher zum Teufel wußte er, daß ich aus Afghanistan gekommen bin?«

Mein Begleiter lächelte rätselhaft. »Das ist eben seine kleine Besonderheit«, sagte er. »Viele Leute wollten schon wissen, wie er Dinge herausfindet.«

»Aha, das ist also ein Rätsel?« rief ich und rieb mir die Hände. »Das ist sehr aufregend. Ich bin Ihnen sehr verbunden, daß Sie uns zusammengebracht haben. Sie wissen ja: ›Das wahre Forschungsgebiet8 des Menschen ist der Mensch‹.«

»Dann erforschen Sie ihn«, sagte Stamford, als er sich von mir verabschiedete. »Aber Sie werden feststellen, daß er ein verwickeltes Problem ist. Ich wette, er findet mehr über Sie heraus als Sie über ihn. Goodbye.«

»Goodbye«, gab ich zurück und schlenderte zu meiner Pension. Ich war von meinem neuen Bekannten ungemein gefesselt. 

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.914
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2. Die Wissenschaft der Deduktion

Wie von ihm festgesetzt, trafen wir uns am nächsten Tag und inspizierten die Räumlichkeiten von Nr. 221

B, Baker Street, über die wir bei unserer Begegnung gesprochen hatten. Sie bestanden aus zwei gemütlichen Schlafzimmern und einem gemeinsamen, großen, luftigen Wohnraum, der fröhlich möbliert war und von zwei breiten Fenstern erhellt wurde. Die Zimmer waren insgesamt so ersprießlich, und die Kosten, geteilt durch uns beide, erschienen uns so maßvoll, daß die Verhandlungen auf der Stelle zu einem Abschluß gebracht wurden und die Wohnung sogleich in unseren Gebrauch überging. Noch am gleichen Abend brachte ich meine Habseligkeiten aus dem Hotel herbei, und am nächsten Morgen folgte Sherlock Holmes mir mit mehreren Kisten und Schrankkoffern. Einen Tag oder zwei waren wir vollauf damit beschäftigt, unsere Besitztümer auszupacken und in möglichst vorteilhafter Weise unterzubringen. Nachdem dies geschehen war, begannen wir, ansässig zu werden und uns an die neue Umgebung zu gewöhnen. 

Mit Holmes war keineswegs schwierig auszukommen. Er war von ruhiger Art und hatte geregelte Gewohnheiten. Selten war er nach zehn Uhr abends noch auf den Beinen, und immer hatte er bereits gefrüh-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.915
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stückt und das Haus verlassen, bevor ich morgens aufstand. Bisweilen verbrachte er den Tag im Chemie-Laboratorium, manchmal in den Sezier-Räumen, und gelegentlich auf langen Spaziergängen, die ihn in die niedersten Teile der Stadt zu führen schienen. War er arbeitswütig, so vermochte nichts seine Energie zu übertreffen; hin und wieder setzte jedoch eine Reaktion ein, und dann pflegte er tagelang auf dem Sofa im Wohnraum zu liegen, wobei er vom Morgen bis zum Abend kaum ein Wort sagte oder einen Muskel bewegte. Bei derlei Gelegenheiten habe ich in seinen Augen einen solch verträumten, leeren Ausdruck bemerkt, daß ich ihn hätte verdächtigen mögen, irgendeinem Narkotikum zu frönen, hätte nicht die Mäßigung und Reinlichkeit seiner ganzen Lebensführung eine derartige Annahme verboten. 

So verstrichen die Wochen, und mein Interesse an ihm wie auch meine Neugier bezüglich seiner Lebens-ziele vertieften und mehrten sich allmählich. Seine Gestalt und Erscheinung allein genügten, die Aufmerksamkeit des oberflächlichsten Beobachters zu erregen. Er war mehr als sechs Fuß groß und so ungeheuer hager, daß er noch weit größer wirkte. Seine Augen waren scharf und durchdringend, außer in jenen Zwischenzeiten der Lähmung, die ich erwähnt habe, und seine schmale, falkenhafte Nase verlieh ihm insgesamt den Ausdruck der Wachsamkeit und Ent-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.916
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schlossenheit. Auch sein Kinn hatte jene Prominenz und Wucht, die den entscheidungsfreudigen Mann kennzeichnen. Unweigerlich waren seine Hände mit Tinte beschmiert und von Chemikalien befleckt, und doch besaß er ein außerordentliches Fingerspitzenge-fühl, wie zu beobachten ich oftmals die Gelegenheit hatte, wenn ich ihn die zerbrechlichen Instrumente seiner Welterforschung handhaben sah. 

Der Leser mag mich als hoffnungslose Schnüffelnase abschreiben, wenn ich bekenne, wie sehr dieser Mann meine Neugier weckte und wie oft ich die Zu-rückhaltung zu durchdringen mich mühte, die er in allem an den Tag legte, was ihn betraf. Ehe man den Stab über mich bricht, bedenke man jedoch, wie ziellos mein Leben war und wie wenig es gab, das meine Aufmerksamkeit zu fesseln vermocht hätte. Meine Gesundheit erlaubte es mir nicht, das Haus zu verlassen, außer bei ungewöhnlich mildem Wetter, und ich hatte keine Freunde, die mir Besuche abstatten und die Eintönigkeit meines Alltags hätten unterbrechen können. Unter diesen Umständen begrüßte ich eifrig das kleine Mysterium, das meinen Gefährten umgab, und verwandte ein gut Teil meiner Zeit auf den Versuch, es zu erhellen. 

Medizin studierte er nicht. Was das betraf, so hatte er auf unsere Frage hin Stamfords Ansichten bestätigt. 

Ebenso wenig schien er Vorlesungen belegt zu haben, Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.917
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die ihn befähigt hätten, einen wissenschaftlichen Grad oder irgendeinen anderen anerkannten Einlaß in die Welt der Gelahrten zu erwerben. Seine Hingabe an bestimmte Studien war jedoch bemerkenswert, und innerhalb exzentrischer Grenzen waren seine Kenntnisse so ungewöhnlich weitreichend und genau, daß seine Bemerkungen mich durchaus erstaunten. Sicherlich konnte niemand so hart arbeiten oder so genaue Kenntnisse erlangen, ohne ein bestimmtes Ziel anzu-streben. Oberflächliche Leser sind selten ob der Genauigkeit ihres Wissens bemerkenswert. Kein Mensch belastet seinen Geist mit Kleinkram, ohne dafür einen sehr guten Grund zu haben. 

Seine Unwissenheit war ebenso bemerkenswert wie seine Kenntnisse. Über zeitgenössische Literatur, Philosophie und Politik schien er so gut wie gar nichts zu wissen. Als ich Thomas Carlyle9 zitierte, erkundigte er sich überaus naiv, wer dieser sei und was er geleistet habe. Meine Überraschung erreichte jedoch einen Höhepunkt, als ich zufällig herausfand, daß ihm die Theorie des Kopernikus und der Aufbau des Sonnensystems unbekannt waren. Daß ein gebildeter Mensch in diesem unseren neunzehnten Jahrhundert in Unkenntnis der Bewegung der Erde um die Sonne verharrte, erschien mir als solch außerordentliche Tatsache, daß ich es kaum zu begreifen vermochte. 

»Sie scheinen sehr erstaunt zu sein«, sagte er; er lä-
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chelte über meinen verblüfften Gesichtsausdruck. 

»Jetzt, da ich es weiß, werde ich mich nach Kräften mühen, es zu vergessen.«

»Es zu vergessen!«

»Sehen Sie«, erläuterte er, »ich bin der Meinung, daß das Hirn eines Menschen ursprünglich wie eine kleine leere Dachkammer ist, die man mit dem Mobiliar versehen muß, das einem genehm ist. Ein Narr nimmt allen Plunder auf, über den er stolpert, so daß das Wissen, das ihm nützen könnte, von der übrigen Menge verdrängt oder bestenfalls von all den anderen Dingen verstellt wird, so daß er es schwerlich erfassen kann. Der geschickte Arbeiter dagegen wird sehr sorgsam mit jenen Dingen umgehen, die er in seine Hirnmansarde holt. Er nimmt nur jene Werkzeuge auf, die ihm bei seiner Arbeit helfen können, aber von diesen hat er ein großes Sortiment, und alle sind geordnet und in bestem Zustand. Es ist ein Irrtum, anzunehmen, dieser kleine Raum habe elastische Wände und sei beliebig dehnbar. Verlassen Sie sich darauf: Es kommt eine Zeit, da Sie für jede neue Kenntnis etwas vergessen, das Sie vordem gewußt haben. Es ist daher von größter Wichtigkeit, daß nicht nutzlose Fakten die nützlichen verdrängen.«

»Aber das Sonnensystem!« protestierte ich. 

»Was zum Teufel soll ich damit?« unterbrach er mich ungeduldig. »Sie sagen, wir kreisen um die Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.919
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Sonne. Und wenn wir um den Mond kreisten – für mich oder meine Arbeit würde das nicht den geringsten Unterschied machen.«

Ich hätte ihn beinahe gefragt, was denn diese Arbeit sei, aber etwas in seiner Haltung zeigte mir, daß die Frage unwillkommen wäre. Ich machte mir jedoch Gedanken über unsere kurze Unterhaltung und suchte Schlüsse aus ihr zu ziehen. Er sagte, er wolle kein Wissen erwerben, das nicht zum Erreichen seiner Ziele beitrüge. Daher mußte alles Wissen, das er besaß, so beschaffen sein, daß es ihm nützte. Ich zähl-te im Geiste all die verschiedenen Punkte auf, über die er mir seine außerordentlich guten Kenntnisse demonstriert hatte. Ich nahm sogar einen Bleistift und schrieb sie nieder. Ich konnte nicht umhin, das Dokument zu belächeln, als ich es fertiggestellt hatte. Es lautete folgendermaßen:

 Sherlock Holmes – seine Grenzen 1. Kenntnisse in Literatur: Null

2. Kenntnisse in Philosophie: Null 3. Kenntnisse in Astronomie: Null

4. Kenntnisse in Politik: Schwach

5. Kenntnisse in Botanik: Unterschiedlich. Gut in Belladonna, Opium und generell Gift. Er weiß nichts über praktische Gärtnerei. 

6. Kenntnisse in Geologie: Verwendbar, aber be-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.920
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grenzt. Er kann mit einem Blick verschiedene Böden unterscheiden. Nach Spaziergängen hat er mir Spritzer auf seiner Hose gezeigt und mir anhand ihrer Farbe und Zusammensetzung gesagt, in welcher Gegend von London sie ihm zuteil wurden. 

7. Kenntnisse in Chemie: Umfassend. 

8. Kenntnisse in Anatomie: Genau, aber unsystematisch. 

9. Kenntnisse in Sensationsliteratur: Ungeheuer. 

Er scheint jede Einzelheit jeder in diesem Jahrhundert begangenen Schreckenstat zu kennen. 

10. Er spielt gut Geige. 

11. Er ist ein geübter Stock- und Degenfechter sowie Boxer. 

12. Er kennt sich gut in den britischen Gesetzen aus. 

Als ich mit meiner Liste so weit gediehen war, warf ich sie voller Verzweiflung ins Feuer. ›Wenn ich das, worauf der Bursche abzielt, nur herausfinden kann, indem ich all diese Fertigkeiten unter einen Hut bringe und einen Beruf entdecke, für den sie samt und sonders nötig sind‹, sagte ich mir, ›dann kann ich den Versuch gleich aufgeben.‹

Ich stelle fest, daß ich oben auf seine Violinkünste Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.921
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angespielt habe. Sie waren äußerst bemerkenswert, aber genauso exzentrisch wie all seine sonstigen Fertigkeiten. Ich wußte sehr wohl, daß er Stücke, auch schwierige, spielen konnte, hatte er mir doch auf meine Bitte hin einige Lieder von Mendelssohn und andere meiner Lieblingsstücke vorgespielt. War er jedoch allein, so machte er selten Musik und suchte keine erkennbaren Melodien zu spielen. Er pflegte sich dann abends in seinem Sessel zurückzulehnen, die Augen zu schließen und unachtsam auf der Fiedel herumzukratzen, die auf seinen Knien lag. Manchmal waren die Akkorde klangvoll und schwermütig. Gelegentlich waren sie phantastisch und fröhlich. Offenbar spiegelten sie die Gedanken wider, die von ihm Besitz ergriffen hatten; ob aber die Musik diese Gedanken förderte, oder ob das Spielen nichts war als das Ergebnis einer Schrulle oder Träumerei, dies zu bestimmen überstieg meine Fähigkeiten. Ich hätte mich wider diese nervzermürbenden Soli aufgelehnt, wenn er nicht an deren Ende jeweils in schneller Folge eine ganze Reihe meiner Lieblingsmelodien gespielt hätte, als kleine Entschädigung für das Strapazieren meiner Geduld. 

Während der ersten Wochen hatten wir keine Besucher, und ich nahm an, daß mein Gefährte ebenso ohne Freunde sei wie ich. Bald jedoch stellte ich fest, daß er viele Bekannte hatte, und zwar in den unter-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.922
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schiedlichsten Gesellschaftsschichten. Es gab da einen kleinen blassen Burschen mit einem Rattengesicht und dunklen Augen, der mir als Mr. Lestrade vorgestellt wurde; er kam drei- oder viermal innerhalb einer einzigen Woche. Eines Morgens kam eine junge Frau vorbei, gekleidet nach der neuesten Mode, und blieb eine halbe Stunde oder länger. Derselbe Nachmittag brachte einen grauhäuptigen, verwahrlosten Besucher, der wie ein jüdischer Hausierer aussah und auf mich sehr aufgeregt wirkte; ihm folgte unmittelbar eine ältere, schlampige Frau. Bei einer anderen Gelegenheit führte ein alter, weißhaariger Gentleman ein Gespräch mit meinem Gefährten; bei wieder einer anderen war es ein Gepäckträger in seiner Manchester-Uniform. Wenn eines dieser schwer einzuordnenden Individuen erschien, pflegte Sherlock Holmes mich zu bitten, ihm den Wohnraum zu überlassen, und ich zog mich in mein Schlafgemach zurück. Er entschuldigte sich immer, daß er mir diese Unbequemlichkeit auferlegte. »Ich muß dieses Zimmer als Geschäftsraum verwenden«, sagte er, »und diese Leute sind meine Klienten.« Wieder bot sich mir die Gelegenheit, ihm eine direkte Frage zu stellen, und wieder ließ ich mich durch meine Feinfühligkeit davon abbringen, einen Menschen zu Vertraulichkeiten zu zwingen. In dieser Zeit glaubte ich, er habe starke Motive, nicht davon zu sprechen, aber er zerstreute diese meine Bedenken Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.923
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bald, indem er aus eigenem Antrieb auf das Thema zu sprechen kam. 

Es war am vierten März – ich habe gute Gründe, mich dessen zu entsinnen –, als ich ein wenig früher denn gewöhnlich aufstand; Sherlock Holmes hatte sein Frühstück noch nicht beendet. Die Wirtin war an meine späten Aufstehgebräuche so gewohnt, daß mein Platz noch nicht gedeckt und mein Kaffee noch nicht zubereitet war. Mit der unvernünftigen Übellaunigkeit des Mannes läutete ich und gab kurz angebunden zu verstehen, daß ich fertig sei. Dann nahm ich ein Magazin vom Tisch und suchte die Wartezeit damit zu verkürzen, während mein Gefährte schweigend seinen Toast verzehrte. Die Überschrift eines der Artikel war mit Bleistift markiert, und es war nur natürlich, daß ich den Text zu überfliegen begann. 

Der reichlich hochtrabende Titel lautete »Das Buch des Lebens«, und der Artikel mühte sich, aufzuzeigen, wie viel ein aufmerksamer Beobachter durch eine genaue und systematische Untersuchung all dessen, das ihm begegnet, zu lernen vermag. Es erschien mir als eine bemerkenswerte Mischung aus Scharfsinn und Absurdität. Die Argumentation war knapp und eindringlich, die Schlußfolgerungen hingegen erschienen mir weit hergeholt und übertrieben. Der Autor behauptete, eines Menschen geheimste Gedanken aus einem jähen Mienenspiel, dem Zucken eines Muskels Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.924
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oder dem Blick eines Auges erschließen zu können. 

Nach seinen Ausführungen war es unmöglich, einen in Beobachtung und Analyse Ausgebildeten zu täuschen. Seine Schlußfolgerungen waren ebenso unfehlbar wie die Beweisführungen von Euklid. Seine Ergebnisse mußten Uneingeweihte so sehr verblüffen, daß sie ihn durchaus für einen Schwarzen Magier halten mochten, bis sie die Verfahren erlernten, mit deren Hilfe er zu den Schlüssen gelangt war. 

»Aus einem Wassertropfen«, stellte der Autor fest, 

»könnte ein Logiker auf die Möglichkeit eines Atlantik oder eines Niagara schließen, ohne von diesen ge-hört oder sie gesehen zu haben. So betrachtet ist alles Leben eine große Kette, deren Wesen sich erhellt, wann immer wir ein einziges ihrer Glieder zu Gesicht bekommen. Wie alle anderen Künste läßt sich die Wissenschaft der Deduktion und Analyse nur durch langes und geduldiges Studium erwerben; auch ist das Leben nicht lang genug, um es einem Sterblichen zu gestatten, die höchstmögliche Vollkommenheit darin zu erreichen. Bevor er sich jenen moralischen und geistigen Aspekten des Vorgangs widmet, die die größ-

ten Schwierigkeiten darstellen, beginne der Forscher mit der Meisterung der elementareren Probleme. 

Wenn er einem anderen Sterblichen begegnet, so lerne er, auf einen Blick die Geschichte des Mannes zu erfassen und seine Zunft oder seinen Berufsstand zu be-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.925
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stimmen. So kindisch solch eine Übung erscheinen mag, schärft sie doch die Fähigkeit des Beobachtens und lehrt ihn, wohin er zu sehen und worauf er zu achten hat. Die Fingernägel eines Mannes, der Ärmel seines Mantels, seine Stiefel, die Knie seiner Hose, die Hornhaut seiner Daumen und Zeigefinger, sein Gesichtsausdruck, seine Manschetten – all diese Dinge offenbaren deutlich den Beruf eines Mannes. 

Daß all dies, zusammengenommen, den fähigen Forscher in auch nur einem einzigen Fall nicht erleuchten könnte, ist nahezu unvorstellbar.«

»Was für ein unsägliches Geschwätz!« rief ich aus; ich knallte das Magazin auf den Tisch. »In meinem ganzen Leben habe ich noch nie solchen Unfug gelesen.«

»Worum geht es?« fragte Sherlock Holmes. 

»Also, dieser Artikel«, sagte ich, wobei ich mit meinem Eierlöffel darauf deutete, als ich mich zum Frühstück niederließ. »Ich sehe, daß Sie ihn gelesen haben, Sie haben ihn ja angekreuzt. Ich will nicht leugnen, daß er sehr gut geschrieben ist. Trotzdem irritiert er mich. Das ist ganz offensichtlich die Theorie eines Stubenhockers, der in seinem Lehnstuhl sitzt und all diese netten kleinen Paradoxa ausheckt. Das ist doch in der Praxis nicht durchführbar. Ich möchte ihn mal sehen, wie er eingezwängt in einem Abteil Dritter Klasse in der Untergrund- Bahn steckt und Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.926
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aufgefordert wird, die Berufe aller Mitfahrenden aufzuzählen. Ich wäre bereit, tausend zu eins gegen ihn zu wetten.«

»Sie würden Ihr Geld verlieren«, stellte Holmes ruhig fest. »Und den Artikel, den habe ich geschrieben.«

»Sie!«

»Ja. Ich habe eine Neigung sowohl zur Beobachtung als auch zur Deduktion. Die Theorien, die ich dort dargelegt habe und die Ihnen so chimärisch erscheinen, sind in Wirklichkeit äußerst praktisch – so praktisch, daß ich mit ihnen mein Brot und auch meine Butter verdiene.«

»Wie das?« fragte ich unwillkürlich. 

»Also, ich habe einen besonderen Beruf. Ich glaube, ich bin der Einzige auf der Welt. Ich bin ein Beratender Detektiv, wenn Sie verstehen, was das ist. Hier in London haben wir jede Menge beamteter Detektive und etliche private. Wenn diese Leute nicht weiter-wissen, kommen sie zu mir, und ich bringe sie auf die richtige Fährte. Sie legen mir alles Beweismaterial vor, und dank meines Wissens über die Geschichte des Verbrechens bin ich normalerweise in der Lage, ihnen weiterzuhelfen. Bei Untaten gibt es große Familienähnlichkeiten, und wenn Sie alle Einzelheiten von tausend Verbrechen kennen, dann wäre es äußerst seltsam, wenn Sie das tausendunderste nicht aufklären Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.927
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könnten. Lestrade ist ein bekannter Detektiv. Er hat sich neulich in einer Fälschungssache in den Sumpf geritten, und das hat ihn hergebracht.«

»Und diese anderen Leute?«

»Sie werden meistens von privaten Ermittlungsa-genturen zu mir geschickt. Sie alle sind Leute, die in irgendeiner Klemme stecken und über etwas aufgeklärt werden möchten. Ich höre ihre Geschichten an, sie lauschen meinen Kommentaren, und dann streiche ich mein Honorar ein.«

»Aber – wollen Sie damit sagen«, fragte ich, »daß Sie, ohne Ihr Zimmer zu verlassen, einen Knoten auflösen können, mit dem andere Leute nicht fertig werden, obwohl sie alle Einzelheiten selbst kennen?«

»Genau das. Ich habe da eine Art Intuition. Hin und wieder gibt es einen Fall, der etwas komplizierter ist. Dann muß ich aktiv werden und mir alles selbst ansehen. Wissen Sie, ich verfuge über eine ganze Menge spezieller Kenntnisse, die ich auf das Problem anwende und die die Dinge wunderbar erleichtern. 

Diese Regeln der Deduktion, die in dem Artikel niedergelegt sind, der Ihren Tadel hervorrief, sind bei der praktischen Arbeit von unschätzbarem Wert für mich. 

Das Beobachten ist mir zur zweiten Natur geworden. 

Sie waren offenbar überrascht, als ich Ihnen bei unserer ersten Begegnung gesagt habe, daß Sie aus Afghanistan gekommen waren.«

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.928
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»Das hat Ihnen sicherlich jemand erzählt.«

»Nichts dergleichen. Ich  wußte,  daß Sie aus Afghanistan gekommen waren. Aus langer Gewohnheit ist der Denkvorgang in mir so schnell abgelaufen, daß ich zu der Schlußfolgerung gelangt bin, ohne mir der Zwischenschritte bewußt zu sein. Der Denkprozeß lief folgendermaßen ab: ›Hier ist ein Gentleman der medizinischen Sparte, aber mit der Haltung eines Soldaten. Also offenbar ein Arzt der Armee. Er ist kürzlich aus den Tropen gekommen, denn sein Gesicht ist dunkel, und das ist nicht seine normale Hautfarbe, seine Handgelenke sind nämlich hell. Er hat Mühsal und Krankheit durchgestanden, wie sein abgezehrtes Gesicht verrät. Sein linker Arm ist verletzt worden. Er hält ihn unnatürlich steif. Wo in den Tropen könnte ein englischer Armeearzt viel Mühsal erlebt haben und am Arm verwundet worden sein? Natürlich in Afghanistan.‹ Der ganze Denkvorgang hat nicht einmal eine Sekunde gedauert. Ich habe dann bemerkt, Sie kämen aus Afghanistan, und Sie waren verblüfft.«

»So wie Sie es erklären, ist es ziemlich einfach«, sagte ich lächelnd. »Sie erinnern mich an Dupin von Edgar Allan Poe. Ich hatte keine Ahnung, daß solche Individuen außerhalb von Erzählungen existieren.«

Sherlock Holmes erhob sich und zündete seine Pfeife an. »Sie glauben sicherlich, daß Sie mir ein Kompliment machen, wenn Sie mich mit Dupin ver-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.929
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gleichen«, stellte er fest. »Nun denn – meiner Meinung nach war Dupin ein reichlich minderwertiger Bursche. Dieser Trick von ihm, nach einem viertel-stündigen Schweigen mit einer  à-propos-Bemerkung in die Gedanken eines Freundes hineinzuplatzen, ist doch wirklich ziemlich angeberisch und oberflächlich. 

Er hatte eine gewisse analytische Gabe, ohne Zweifel; aber er war keineswegs ein so großes Phänomen, wie Poe sich das wohl eingebildet hat.«

»Haben Sie Gaboriaus Werke gelesen?« fragte ich. 

»Kommt Lecoq Ihrer Vorstellung von einem Detektiv näher?«

Sherlock Holmes schnaubte sardonisch. »Lecoq war ein erbärmlicher Stümper«, sagte er mit Ärger in der Stimme; »er hatte nur eins, das für ihn spricht, und zwar seine Energie. Das Buch hat mich wirklich krank gemacht. Es ging darum, einen unbekannten Häftling zu identifizieren. Ich hätte es in vierundzwanzig Stunden tun können. Lecoq brauchte ungefähr sechs Monate. Man könnte daraus ein Lehrbuch darüber schreiben, was Detektive vermeiden sollten.«

Ich war ziemlich indigniert darüber, zwei Charaktere, die ich bewundert hatte, derart herablassend behandelt zu sehen. Ich ging hinüber zum Fenster und sah hinaus auf die belebte Straße. ›Dieser Bursche mag scharfsinnig sein‹, sagte ich mir, ›aber außerdem ist er auch sehr eingebildet.‹

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.930
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»Es gibt heute keine Verbrechen und keine Verbrecher mehr«, beklagte er sich. »Wozu ist es gut, in unserem Beruf ein Gehirn zu haben? Ich weiß, daß ich das Zeug habe, mir einen großen Namen zu machen. 

Es gibt keinen lebenden Menschen (und hat nie einen gegeben), der die gleiche Menge Wissens und natürlicher Begabung in die Aufklärung von Verbrechen eingebracht hätte wie ich. Und was ist das Ergebnis? Es gibt kein Verbrechen, das der Aufklärung würdig wäre; höchstens stümperhafte Übeltaten mit so durchsichtigen Motiven, daß sogar ein Beamter von Scotland Yard sie durchschaut.«

Ich war noch immer verstimmt über seine hochfah-rende Redeweise. Ich hielt es für das Beste, das Thema zu wechseln. 

»Ich frage mich, wonach dieser Bursche sucht«, sagte ich; ich deutete auf einen stämmigen, einfach gekleideten Mann, der langsam die andere Straßenseite entlang ging und dabei suchend die Hausnummern betrachtete. Er hielt einen großen blauen Umschlag in der Hand und war offensichtlich Überbringer einer Botschaft. 

»Sie meinen den ehemaligen Sergeanten der Marine?« fragte Sherlock Holmes. 

›Angabe und Aufschneiderei!‹ dachte ich bei mir. 

›Er weiß, daß ich seine Raterei nicht verifizieren kann.‹

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.931
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Ich hatte diesen Gedanken kaum zu Ende gedacht, als der Mann, den wir beobachteten, die Nummer auf unserer Tür erblickte und schnell die Straße überquerte. Wir hörten lautes Klopfen, dann eine tiefe Stimme im Erdgeschoß und schließlich schwere Schritte auf der Treppe. 

»Für Mister Sherlock Holmes«, sagte er, als er den Raum betrat. Er händigte meinem Freund den Brief aus. 

Hier bot sich mir die Gelegenheit, ihm seine Ein-bildung auszutreiben. Daran hatte er sicherlich nicht gedacht, als er seine Vermutung ins Blaue hinein äu-

ßerte. 

»Darf ich fragen, guter Mann«, sagte ich mit meiner sanftesten Stimme, »was Sie von Beruf sind?«

»Ich bin Bote, Sir«, sagte er knapp. »Die Uniform ist in der Ausbesserung.«

»Und was waren Sie früher?« fragte ich, mit einem leicht maliziösen Blick zu meinem Gefährten. 

»Sergeant, Sir. Königliche Leichte Marineinfante-rie, Sir. Keine Antwort? In Ordnung, Sir.«

Er schlug die Hacken zusammen, hob die Hand zum Gruß und verschwand. 

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.932
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3. Das Rätsel von Lauriston Gardens Ich gestehe, daß ich über diesen neuen Beweis für die Anwendbarkeit der Thesen meines Gefährten zutiefst erstaunt war. Meine Achtung für seine analytischen Fähigkeiten nahm gewaltig zu. Dennoch lauerte in mir ein Verdacht, der Vorfall sei eine abgesprochene Episode, mit dem Ziel, mich zu verblüffen, wenn es auch mein Verständnis überstieg, welches Ziel unter dem Himmel er verfolgen mochte, indem er mich so foppte. Als ich ihn ansah, hatte er die Mitteilung gelesen, und seine Augen zeigten jenen leeren, stumpfen Ausdruck, der Geistesabwesenheit verriet. 

»Wie um alles in der Welt haben Sie das deduziert?« fragte ich. 

»Was deduziert?« fragte er mißmutig. 

»Na, daß er ein ehemaliger Marinesergeant ist.«

»Ich habe keine Zeit für Nebensächlichkeiten«, antwortete er brüsk. Dann, lächelnd: »Entschuldigen Sie meine Grobheit. Sie haben meinen Gedankengang unterbrochen; aber vielleicht ist das ganz gut. Sie haben also wirklich nicht gesehen, daß der Mann Marinesergeant gewesen ist?«

»Nein, wirklich nicht.«

»Das zu sehen war einfacher als die Erklärung, weshalb ich es weiß. Wenn man Sie zu beweisen Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.933
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bäte, daß zwei und zwei vier sind, könnten Sie Schwierigkeiten haben, und dennoch sind Sie dessen ganz sicher. Sogar über die Straße hinweg konnte ich einen großen blauen Anker sehen, den der Bursche auf dem Handrücken tätowiert hat. Das riecht nach Meer. Außerdem hielt er sich militärisch und hatte den üblichen Backenbart. Da haben wir den Mann von der Marine. Er hat auf mich den Eindruck gemacht, daß er sich für wichtig hält und daran gewöhnt ist, zu befehlen. Es muß Ihnen doch aufgefallen sein, wie er seinen Kopf hielt und den Stock schwenkte. 

Außerdem, wie man sehen konnte, ein zuverlässiger, achtbarer Mann mittleren Alters – lauter Tatsachen, die mich zu der Annahme geführt haben, daß er Sergeant gewesen ist.«

»Wunderbar!« rief ich aus. 

»Absolut gewöhnlich«, sagte Holmes, wenn ich auch seinem Gesichtsausdruck entnehmen zu können glaubte, daß er ob meiner offensichtlichen Überraschung und Bewunderung erfreut war. »Ich habe eben gesagt, es gibt keine Verbrecher mehr. Es scheint, daß ich mich geirrt habe – sehen Sie sich das an!« Er warf mir das Schreiben zu, das der Dienstmann gebracht hatte. 

»Also«, rief ich, als ich es überflog, »das ist ja schrecklich!«

»Es scheint tatsächlich ein wenig außerhalb des Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.934
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Üblichen zu liegen«, bemerkte er ruhig. »Würde es Ihnen etwas ausmachen, mir den Brief laut vorzulesen?«

Dies ist der Brief, den ich ihm vorlas: Mein lieber Mr. Sherlock Holmes – In der Nacht hat sich in 3, Lauriston Gardens, nahe der Brixton Road, eine üble Sache ereignet. Unser Mann, der seinen Rundgang machte, sah dort gegen zwei Uhr morgens ein Licht, und da das Haus leersteht, argwöhnte er, daß etwas nicht in Ordnung sei. Er fand die Tür offen, und im unmö-

blierten Vorderzimmer entdeckte er den Leichnam eines Gentleman, gut gekleidet und mit Karten in der Tasche, auf denen »Enoch J. 

Drebber, Cleveland, Ohio, U.S.A.« steht. Es war nichts gestohlen worden, weiterhin fehlt jeder Hinweis darauf, wie der Mann den Tod fand. Im Zimmer fanden sich Blutspuren, der Leichnam weist jedoch keine Wunden auf. Wir haben keine Ahnung, wie er in das leere Haus gekommen ist; im übrigen ist die ganze Angelegenheit ein Rätsel. Wenn Sie zu irgendeiner Zeit vor zwölf Uhr zum Haus kommen können, werden Sie mich dort antreffen. Ich habe alles  in statu quo  gelassen, bis ich von Ihnen höre. Sollten Sie nicht kommen können, würde ich Ihnen weitere Ein-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.935
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zelheiten übermitteln. Ich wäre Ihnen überaus verbunden, wenn Sie so freundlich sein wollten, mich Ihre Meinung wissen zu lassen. Mit besten Grüßen

TOBIAS GREGSON. 

»Gregson ist der intelligenteste Mann von Scotland Yard«, bemerkte mein Freund; »er und Lestrade sind die Einäugigen unter all den Blinden dort. Beide sind schnell und energisch, aber konventionell – entsetzlich konventionell. Außerdem können sie einander nicht riechen. Sie sind so eifersüchtig wie ein Paar berufsmäßiger Schönheiten. Es wird viel Spaß bei diesem Fall geben, wenn man beide darauf ansetzt.«

Ich war verblüfft über die ruhige Art, in der er vor sich hin redete. »Es ist doch sicher kein Augenblick zu verlieren«, rief ich; »soll ich mich aufmachen und einen Wagen beschaffen?«

»leih bin noch gar nicht so sicher, ob ich hingehe. 

Ich bin der unheilbarste faule Hund, den es je gegeben hat – das heißt, wenn ich einen meiner Anfälle habe, ansonsten kann ich nämlich durchaus sehr flink sein.«

»Wieso – das ist doch genau die Möglichkeit, auf die Sie gewartet haben.«

»Mein Lieber, was kümmert mich das? Angenommen, ich kläre die ganze Sache auf, dann können Sie sicher sein, daß Gregson, Lestrade & Co. alle Lorbee-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.936
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ren einheimsen. Das hat man davon, wenn man mit so etwas nicht von Amts wegen befaßt ist.«

»Aber er bittet Sie doch, ihm zu helfen.«

»Ja. Er weiß, daß ich ihm überlegen bin, und mir gegenüber gibt er es auch zu; er würde sich aber lieber die Zunge herausreißen als es einem Dritten gegenüber eingestehen. Immerhin könnten wir genauso-gut hingehen und es uns anschauen. Ich werde es auf meine eigene Weise machen. Und wenn sonst nichts dabei herauskommt, dann vielleicht doch ein fröhliches Gelächter auf deren Kosten. Kommen Sie!«

Er schlüpfte eilends in seinen Überzieher und wirbelte durch den Raum; es war klar, daß ein energischer Schub den apathischen abgelöst hatte. 

»Nehmen Sie Ihren Hut«, sagte er. 

»Wollen Sie, daß ich mitkomme?«

»Ja, wenn Sie nichts Besseres zu tun haben.« Eine Minute später saßen wir beide in einer Droschke und rasten wie wild in Richtung Brixton Road. 

Es war ein nebliger, bewölkter Morgen, und über den Giebeln hing ein fahlbrauner Schleier, der wie ein Spiegel der lehmfarbenen Straßen unten wirkte. Mein Gefährte war allerbester Laune und plapperte drauflos, über Geigen aus Cremona und den Unterschied zwischen einer Stradivari und einer Amati. Ich dagegen war schweigsam, denn das schlechte Wetter und die melancholische Mission, auf der wir uns befan-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.937

3. Das Rätsel von Lauriston Gardens Doyle-WA Bd. 1, 35

den, bedrückten mein Gemüt. 

»Sie scheinen sich ja nicht viele Gedanken über die Sache zu machen, um die es geht«, sagte ich schließ-

lich, indem ich Holmes' musikalische Auslassungen unterbrach. 

»Ich habe noch keine Daten«, antwortete er. »Es ist ein großer Fehler, Theorien aufzustellen, bevor man alle Indizien kennt. Es macht die Urteilskraft voreingenommen.«

»Sie werden Ihre Daten bald haben«, bemerkte ich; ich deutete mit dem Finger. »Das ist die Brixton Road, und da ist das Haus, wenn ich mich nicht sehr irre.«

»Sie haben recht. Halt, Kutscher, halt!« Wir waren noch etwa hundert Yards von dem Haus entfernt, aber er bestand darauf, auszusteigen, und so legten wir den Rest der Strecke zu Fuß zurück. 

Nummer 3, Lauriston Gardens bot einen bedrohlichen Anblick böser Vorzeichen. Es war eines von vier Häusern, die von der Straße ein wenig zurückwichen; von diesen waren zwei bewohnt, zwei standen leer. 

Letztere hielten Ausschau mit drei Reihen leerer, melancholischer Fenster, die öde und trostlos waren, abgesehen davon, daß sich hier und da ein Schild »ZU

VERMIETEN« wie grauer Star in den trüben Scheiben entwickelt hatte. Ein kleiner, da und dort mit dem Ausschlag kränklicher Pflanzen durchsetzter Garten Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.938
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trennte diese Häuser von der Straße; ein schmaler gelblicher Weg verlief hindurch, der offenbar aus einer Mischung von Lehm und Kies bestand. Vom Regen der Nacht war alles schmuddelig geworden. 

Der Garten wurde durch eine drei Fuß hohe Ziegel-mauer abgeschlossen, oben wie mit Fransen von einem hölzernen Geländer besetzt, und an dieser Mauer lehnte ein strammer Polizei-Constable, umgeben von einem kleinen Haufen Schaulustiger, die sich die Hälse verrenkten und die Augen ausstarrten, in der vagen Hoffnung, etwas von den Vorgängen im Haus erhaschen zu können. 

Ich hatte angenommen, Sherlock Holmes würde sogleich ins Haus eilen und sich in eine Untersuchung des Rätsels stürzen. Nichts schien von seinen Absichten weiter entfernt zu sein. Mit einem  air  von  nonchalance,  das mir unter diesen Umständen an Affek-tiertheit zu grenzen schien, schlenderte er auf dem Pflaster hin und her und betrachtete mit leerem Blick den Boden, den Himmel, die gegenüberliegenden Häuser und die Reihe der Geländer. Nachdem er diese Erforschung beendet hatte, ging er langsam den Pfad hinunter, genauer gesagt, den Grassaum neben dem Pfad, und hielt dabei seine Augen fest auf den Boden geheftet. Zweimal blieb er stehen, und einmal sah ich ihn lächeln und hörte ihn einen Ausruf der Befriedigung ausstoßen. In der nassen lehmigen Erde gab es Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.939
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viele Fußabdrücke; aber da die Polizei auf dem Pfad reichlich hin und her gelaufen war, konnte ich nicht begreifen, wie mein Gefährte hoffte, etwas von dem Boden ablesen zu können. Ich hatte jedoch solch au-

ßerordentliche Beweise für die Schnelligkeit seiner Wahrnehmungsgabe erhalten, daß ich nicht daran zweifelte, daß er vieles zu sehen vermochte, was mir verborgen blieb. 

In der Haustür trafen wir auf einen großen, weißgesichtigen, flachshaarigen Mann mit einem Notizbuch in der Hand, der uns eilig entgegenkam und die Hand meines Gefährten überschwenglich drückte. »Das ist wirklich sehr freundlich von Ihnen, daß Sie gekommen sind«, sagte er. »Ich habe alles unberührt gelassen.«

»Abgesehen davon!« erwiderte mein Freund und wies auf den Weg. »Nicht einmal eine Büffelherde hätte einen größeren Unfug anrichten können. Sie hatten aber zweifellos schon Ihre eigenen Schlüsse gezogen, Gregson, bevor Sie das da zugelassen haben.«

»Ich hatte zu viel im Haus zu tun«, sagte der Detektiv ausweichend. »Mein Kollege, Mr. Lestrade, ist hier. Ich hatte mich darauf verlassen, daß er sich darum kümmert.«

Holmes warf mir einen Blick zu und hob sardonisch die Augenbrauen. »Mit zwei solchen Männern wie Ihnen und Lestrade auf dem Schauplatz bleibt Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.940
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einem dritten kaum noch etwas zu finden übrig«, sagte er. 

Gregson rieb sich die Hände, als sei er mit sich sehr zufrieden. »Ich glaube, wir haben alles getan, was man tun kann«, antwortete er; »aber es ist ein komischer Fall, und ich kenne ja Ihre Vorliebe für solche Dinge.«

»Sie sind nicht mit einem Wagen hergekommen?«

fragte Sherlock Holmes. 

»Nein, Sir.«

»Lestrade auch nicht?«

»Nein, Sir.«

»Dann wollen wir hineingehen und uns den Raum ansehen.« Mit dieser zusammenhanglosen Bemerkung ging er voran ins Haus, gefolgt von Gregson, dessen Züge seinem Erstaunen Ausdruck gaben. 

Ein kurzer Gang, verstaubt und mit nackten Bohlen, führte zur Küche und zum Nebengelaß. Vom Flur aus öffneten sich zwei Türen links und rechts. Eine war offenbar viele Wochen lang verschlossen gewesen. Die andere führte ins Eßzimmer, jenen Raum, in dem sich die rätselhafte Geschichte ereignet hatte. 

Holmes ging hinein und ich folgte ihm mit jenem un-terschwelligen Gefühl im Herzen, das die Nähe des Todes uns einflößt. 

Es war ein großer, quadratischer Raum, der infolge des Fehlens jeglichen Mobiliars noch größer wirkte. 

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.941
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Eine ordinäre grelle Tapete zierte die Wände, wies jedoch an einigen Stellen Schimmelflecken auf, und hier und da hatten sich große Streifen gelöst und hingen herab, wobei sie den dahinter befindlichen gelben Putz entblößten. Der Tür gegenüber war ein protziger Kamin mit einem Sims aus imitiertem weißem Marmor. Auf eine Ecke des Kaminsimses hatte man den Stummel einer roten Wachskerze geklebt. Das einzige Fenster war so schmutzig, daß es das Licht verschwommen und unsicher machte, wodurch alles einen dumpfen grauen Farbton erhielt, der von einer dicken Lage Staub, die den gesamten Raum bedeckte, noch verstärkt wurde. 

All diese Einzelheiten nahm ich später wahr. Zu-nächst richtete sich meine Aufmerksamkeit auf die einsame, schreckliche, unbewegte Gestalt, die ausgestreckt auf den Bohlen lag und mit leeren, blicklosen Augen an die farblose Decke starrte. Es war die eines Mannes von etwa dreiundvierzig oder vierundvierzig Jahren, mittelgroß, breitschultrig, mit kräftigem schwarzem Lockenhaar und einem kurzen Stoppel-bart. Er trug Gehrock und Weste aus schwerem fei-nem Wollstoff sowie helle Hosen und makellosen Kragen und Manschetten. Ein sauberer und gut gepflegter Zylinder lag neben ihm auf dem Boden. Die Hände waren zu Fäusten geballt und die Arme weit ausgebreitet, wogegen seine unteren Gliedmaßen ver-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.942
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renkt waren, als sei sein Todeskampf fürchterlich gewesen. Auf seinem starren Gesicht war ein Ausdruck des Grauens festgefroren, und, so schien es mir, des Hasses, eines Hasses, wie ich ihn nie zuvor in menschlichen Zügen gesehen hatte. Diese bösartige und furchteinflößende Verzerrtheit, zusammen mit der niedrigen Stirn, der platten Nase und dem vorstehenden Unterkiefer, gab dem Toten ein einzigartig affen-

ähnliches Aussehen, das von seiner verdrehten, unnatürlichen Haltung noch verstärkt wurde. Ich habe den Tod in vielen Formen gesehen, aber keine ist mir furchtbarer erschienen als jene in dem düsteren, schmierigen Raum, der auf eine der wichtigsten Ver-kehrsadern des vorstädtischen London hinausschaute. 

Lestrade stand neben der Tür, hager und frettchenhaft wie immer, und begrüßte meinen Gefährten und mich. 

»Dieser Fall wird Aufsehen erregen, Sir«, bemerkte er. »Er übertrifft alles, was ich je gesehen habe, und ich habe bestimmt kein besonders weiches Gemüt.«

»Es gibt keine Hinweise«, sagte Gregson. 

»Überhaupt keine«, stimmte Lestrade ein. 

Sherlock Holmes näherte sich dem Leichnam, kniete nieder und untersuchte ihn aufmerksam. »Sind Sie sicher, daß es keine Wunde gibt?« fragte er; er deutete auf die zahlreichen Blutspritzer und -flecken allenthalben. 
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»Ganz sicher!« riefen beide Detektive. 

»Dann gehört dieses Blut natürlich einer zweiten Person – vermutlich dem Mörder, wenn hier ein Mord begangen worden sein sollte. Das alles erinnert mich an die Umstände, die beim Tod von Van Jansen in Utrecht bemerkt wurden, anno '34. Erinnern Sie sich an den Fall, Gregson?«

»Nein, Sir.«

»Lesen Sie es nach – das sollten Sie wirklich tun. 

Es gibt nichts Neues unter der Sonne. Es ist alles schon einmal dagewesen.«

Während er sprach, flatterten seine schnellen Finger hierhin, dahin und dorthin, sie fühlten, drückten, knöpften auf, untersuchten; dabei zeigten seine Augen den entrückten Ausdruck, über den ich mich bereits geäußert habe. Die Untersuchung erfolgte so schnell, daß man daraus kaum auf die Gründlichkeit hätte schließen können, mit der sie vorgenommen wurde. 

Schließlich roch er an den Lippen des Toten und betrachtete danach die Sohlen seiner Lacklederschuhe. 

»Er ist bestimmt nicht bewegt worden?« fragte er. 

»Nur so viel, wie nötig war, um ihn untersuchen zu können.«

»Sie können ihn jetzt ins Leichenschauhaus bringen lassen«, sagte er. »Mehr ist nicht herauszubekommen.«

Gregson hatte eine Bahre und vier Männer zur Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.944
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Hand. Auf seinen Ruf hin betraten sie den Raum, und der Fremde wurde aufgehoben und hinausgetragen. 

Als sie ihn anhoben, fiel klirrend ein Ring herab und rollte über den Boden. Lestrade nahm ihn auf und betrachtete ihn völlig entgeistert. 

»Eine Frau ist hier gewesen«, rief er. »Das ist der Hochzeitsring einer Frau.«

Während er dies sagte, hielt er ihn uns auf der Handfläche hin. Wir standen um ihn herum und starrten den Ring an. Es konnte kein Zweifel daran bestehen, daß dieser schlichte Goldring einst den Finger einer Braut geziert hatte. 

»Der macht alles noch komplizierter«, sagte Gregson. »Der Himmel weiß, daß es ohnehin schon kompliziert genug war.«

»Sind Sie sicher, daß er die Dinge nicht vereinfacht?« bemerkte Holmes. »Dadurch, daß man ihn anstarrt, erfährt man allerdings nichts. Was haben Sie in seinen Taschen gefunden?«

»Das haben wir alles hier«, sagte Gregson. Er deutete auf einen Haufen von Gegenständen auf einer der unteren Stufen der Treppe. »Eine goldene Uhr, Nr. 

97163, von Barraud, London. Eine kurze goldene Uhrkette, sehr schwer und massiv. Ein goldener Ring mit einem Freimaurerzeichen. Eine goldene Krawattennadel – der Kopf einer Bulldogge mit Rubinen als Augen. Eine Kartentasche aus Russischleder mit Kar-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.945
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ten von Enoch J. Drebber aus Cleveland, was dem E.J.D. in der Wäsche entspricht. Keine Börse, aber Geld lose, und zwar sieben Pfund dreizehn Shilling. 

Eine Taschenausgabe von Boccaccios  Decamerone mit dem Namen Joseph Stangerson auf dem Vorsatzblatt. Zwei Briefe – einer adressiert an E.J. Drebber und einer an Joseph Stangerson.«

»An welche Anschrift?«

»American Exchange, The Strand, zur Abholung. 

Beide Briefe stammen von der Guion Steamship Company und beziehen sich auf die Abfahrt ihrer Schiffe von Liverpool. Es ist klar, daß dieser un-glückliche Mann kurz vor der Heimfahrt nach New York war.«

»Haben Sie Nachforschungen nach diesem Mann namens Stangerson angestellt?«

»Das habe ich sofort gemacht, Sir«, sagte Gregson. 

»Ich habe Anzeigen an alle Zeitungen herausgehen lassen, und einer meiner Leute ist zum American Exchange gegangen; er ist aber bis jetzt noch nicht zu-rückgekommen.«

»Haben Sie Cleveland benachrichtigt?«

»Wir haben heute früh telegraphiert.«

»Wie haben Sie die Anfrage formuliert?«

»Wir haben nur die Umstände aufgeführt und gesagt, wir wären dankbar für sachdienliche Informationen.«
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»Sie haben nicht nach Einzelheiten gefragt, was bestimmte Punkte angeht, die Ihnen als entscheidend wichtig erscheinen?«

»Ich habe nach Stangerson gefragt.«

»Sonst nichts? Gibt es denn keinen Einzelumstand, an dem dieser ganze Fall zu hängen scheint? Wollen Sie nicht noch einmal telegraphieren?«

»Ich habe alles gesagt, was ich zu sagen habe«, sagte Gregson; seine Stimme klang beleidigt. 

Sherlock Holmes kicherte in sich hinein und schien eben eine Bemerkung machen zu wollen, als Lestrade, der im Vorderzimmer gewesen war, während wir dieses Gespräch in der Diele führten, wieder auf der Szene erschien und sich die Hände rieb, in einer hoch-trabenden und selbstzufriedenen Weise. 

»Mr. Gregson«, sagte er, »ich habe soeben eine Entdeckung von allergrößter Wichtigkeit gemacht, und zwar eine, die übersehen worden wäre, wenn ich nicht die Wände einer sehr sorgsamen Untersuchung unterzogen hätte.«

Die Augen des kleinen Mannes leuchteten, während er das sagte, und offensichtlich befand er sich in einem Zustand unterdrückten Frohlockens, weil er wider seinen Kollegen einen Punkt gewonnen hatte. 

»Kommen Sie«, sagte er; er stürmte wieder in den Raum, dessen Atmosphäre lichter zu sein schien, seit man seinen gräßlichen Bewohner entfernt hatte. 
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»Also, stellen Sie sich hier hin!«

Er riß ein Zündholz an seinem Stiefel an und hielt es vor die Wand. 

»Schauen Sie sich das an!« sagte er triumphierend. 

Ich habe bereits erwähnt, daß die Tapete sich teilweise abgelöst hatte. In diesem besonderen Teil des Raumes war ein großes Stück heruntergekommen und hatte ein gelbes Quadrat groben Putzes hinterlassen. 

Auf dieser kahlen Stelle stand in blutroten Lettern ein einziges Wort gekritzelt:

RACHE

»Was halten Sie davon?« rief der Detektiv in der Haltung eines Varietékünstlers, der seine Nummer prä-

sentiert. »Das ist bisher übersehen worden, weil das die dunkelste Ecke des Raums ist und niemand daran gedacht hat, hier nachzuschauen. Der Mörder oder die Mörderin hat es mit seinem oder ihrem eigenen Blut geschrieben. Schauen Sie sich diesen Fleck an, wo es die Wand hinabgetropft ist! Damit ist jedenfalls die These von einem Selbstmord erledigt. Warum ist ausgerechnet diese Ecke ausgesucht worden, um das zu schreiben? Ich will es Ihnen sagen. Sehen Sie, die Kerze da auf dem Kaminsims. Zur fraglichen Zeit war sie angezündet, und wenn sie angezündet war, dann muß diese Ecke hellster statt dunkelster Teil der Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.948
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Wand gewesen sein.«

»Und was bedeutet es, wenn Sie es denn nun schon gefunden haben?« fragte Gregson in mißbilligendem Tonfall. 

»Was es bedeutet? Na, es bedeutet, daß der Schreiber den Frauennamen Rachel schreiben wollte, aber gestört worden ist, ehe er oder sie die Zeit hatte, fertig zu werden. Merken Sie sich meine Worte: Wenn dieser Fall aufgeklärt ist, werden Sie feststellen, daß eine Frau namens Rachel etwas damit zu tun hatte. Sie haben gut lachen, Mr. Sherlock Holmes. Sie mögen vielleicht sehr schlau und gerissen sein, aber letzten Endes ist der erfahrene Jagdhund doch der beste.«

»Ich muß mich wirklich bei Ihnen entschuldigen!«

sagte mein Gefährte, der die gute Laune des kleinen Mannes verdorben hatte, indem er in lautes Gelächter ausgebrochen war. »Ihnen steht ganz gewiß der Ruhm zu, der erste von uns gewesen zu sein, der das gefunden hat, und wie Sie sagen, sieht es so aus, als wäre es von dem anderen Teilnehmer am Rätsel der letzten Nacht geschrieben worden. Ich habe bisher nicht die Zeit gehabt, diesen Raum zu untersuchen, aber mit Ihrer Erlaubnis möchte ich es jetzt tun.«

Damit zog er ein Bandmaß und eine große runde Lupe aus seiner Tasche. Mit diesen beiden Geräten ging er geräuschlos durch den Raum; bisweilen blieb er stehen, manchmal kniete er nieder, und einmal legte Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.949
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er sich flach auf den Bauch. In seine Beschäftigung war er so vertieft, daß er unsere Gegenwart vergessen zu haben schien, denn er redete unausgesetzt leise mit sich selbst, in einem nicht abreißenden Strom von Ausrufen, Seufzern, Pfiffen und kleinen Schreien, die Ermutigung und Hoffnung andeuten mochten. Während ich ihn beobachtete, konnte ich nicht umhin, an einen reinrassigen, gut abgerichteten Jagdhund zu denken, der vor und zurück durch das Dickicht schießt und in seinem Eifer winselt, bis er die verlorene Fährte wiederfindet. Zwanzig Minuten oder länger setzte er seine Nachforschungen fort; mit größter Sorgfalt maß er die Abstände zwischen Markierun-gen, die mir gänzlich unsichtbar waren, und gelegentlich verwandte er sein Band in gleich unverständlicher Weise auf die Wand. An einer Stelle sammelte er sehr sorgsam einen kleinen Haufen grauen Staubes vom Boden auf und steckte ihn in einen Umschlag. 

Schließlich untersuchte er das Wort an der Wand mit seiner Lupe, wobei er sich jeden einzelnen Buchstaben mit der allereingehendsten Genauigkeit vornahm. 

Danach schien er zufrieden zu sein, denn er verstaute das Bandmaß und das Vergrößerungsglas wieder in seiner Tasche. 

»Man sagt, Genie10 sei die Fähigkeit, sich unendlich viel Mühe zu machen«, bemerkte er mit einem Lächeln. »Das ist eine sehr schlechte Definition, aber Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.950
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auf die Detektivarbeit läßt sie sich anwenden.«

Gregson und Lestrade hatten die Manöver ihres amateur- Kollegen mit großer Neugier und einiger Verachtung beobachtet. Offensichtlich entging ihnen die Tatsache, die ich zu begreifen begonnen hatte, daß nämlich Sherlock Holmes' winzigste Handlungen allesamt auf ein bestimmtes und praktisches Ziel gerichtet waren. 

»Was halten Sie davon, Sir?« fragten sie beide. 

»Ich würde Sie des Ruhmes berauben, den Ihnen dieser Fall einbringt, wenn ich mich erdreisten wollte, Ihnen zu helfen«, bemerkte mein Freund. »Sie machen das so gut, daß es ein Jammer wäre, wenn jemand sich da einmischte.« Bei diesen Worten lag in seiner Stimme eine ganze Welt von Sarkasmus. »Wenn Sie mich wissen lassen, wie Ihre Ermittlungen vorankommen«, fuhr er fort, »werde ich Ihnen gern alle Hilfe geben, die ich geben kann. Inzwischen würde ich gern mit dem Constable sprechen, der den Leichnam gefunden hat. Könnten Sie mir seinen Namen und seine Adresse nennen?«

Lestrade blickte in sein Notizbuch. »John Rance«, sagte er. »Er hat im Moment keinen Dienst. Sie können ihn in Nr. 46, Audley Court, Kennington Park Gate finden.«

Holmes notierte sich die Anschrift. 

»Kommen Sie, Doktor«, sagte er. »Wir werden Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.951
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hingehen und ihn besuchen. Ich will Ihnen ein paar Angaben machen, die Ihnen bei dem Fall helfen können«, fuhr er fort; dabei wandte er sich den beiden Detektiven zu. »Es ist ein Mord verübt worden, und der Mörder ist ein Mann. Er ist über sechs Fuß groß, im besten Alter, hat für seine Größe kleine Füße, trägt grobe Stiefel, die vorn viereckig enden, und hat eine Trichinopoly-Zigarre11 geraucht. Er ist zusammen mit seinem Opfer in einem vierrädrigen Wagen hergekommen, der von einem Pferd mit drei alten Hufeisen und einem neuen am rechten Vorderhuf gezogen wurde. Höchstwahrscheinlich hat der Mörder ein blü-

hendes Aussehen, und die Fingernägel seiner rechten Hand sind bemerkenswert lang. Das sind nur ein paar Hinweise, aber sie könnten Ihnen nützlich sein.«

Lestrade und Gregson sahen einander mit einem ungläubigen Lächeln an. 

»Wenn dieser Mann ermordet worden ist, wie ist der Mord dann begangen worden?« fragte ersterer. 

»Gift«, sagte Sherlock Holmes knapp und ging. 

»Noch etwas, Lestrade«, setzte er hinzu; er wandte sich in der Tür noch einmal um. »›Rache‹ ist das deutsche Wort für ›revenge‹; vergeuden Sie also nicht Ihr Zeit damit, daß Sie nach Miss Rachel suchen.«

Mit diesem Schuß nach rückwärts ging er hinaus und ließ die beiden Rivalen mit offenen Mündern zu-rück. 

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.952
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4. Was John Rance mitzuteilen hatte Es war ein Uhr, als wir Nr. 3, Lauriston Gardens verließen. Sherlock Holmes führte mich zum nächsten Telegraphenamt, wo er ein langes Telegramm abschickte. Dann hielt er eine Droschke an und befahl dem Kutscher, uns zu der von Lestrade angegebenen Adresse zu bringen. 

»Nichts geht über Aussagen aus erster Hand«, bemerkte er. »Nebenbei bemerkt habe ich mir über diesen Fall eine endgültige Meinung gebildet, aber trotzdem sollten wir alles in Erfahrung bringen, was zu erfahren ist.«

»Sie verblüffen mich, Holmes«, sagte ich. »Sie können doch bestimmt nicht so sicher sein, wie Sie vorgeben, was all diese von Ihnen aufgezählten Einzelheiten betrifft.«

»Es gibt da keinen Spielraum für Irrtümer«, antwortete er. »Das Allererste, was ich dort beobachtet habe, war, daß ein Wagen nahe an der Bordsteinkante mit seinen Rädern zwei Spuren hinterlassen hat. Nun haben wir aber bis letzte Nacht seit einer Woche keinen Regen gehabt, also müssen diese Räder, die einen so tiefen Abdruck hinterlassen haben, während der Nacht dort gewesen sein. Außerdem waren dort auch die Spuren der Hufe des Pferds, und eine davon war Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.953
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viel deutlicher abgezeichnet als die anderen drei, was beweist, daß das Hufeisen neu ist. Da der Wagen dort war, nachdem es angefangen hatte zu regnen, aber zu keiner Zeit heute morgen – dafür habe ich Gregsons Wort –, ist zu folgern, daß er in der Nacht dort war, und folglich auch, daß er diese beiden Individuen zu dem Haus gebracht hat.«

»Das klingt einfach genug«, sagte ich. »Aber was ist mit der Körpergröße des anderen Mannes?«

»Also, in neun von zehn Fällen läßt sich die Größe eines Mannes an der Länge seiner Schritte erkennen. 

Es ist ganz einfach, das auszurechnen, aber wozu sollte ich Sie mit Zahlen langweilen? Die Schritte dieses Burschen habe ich sowohl draußen auf dem Lehmboden als auch drinnen im Staub gesehen. Dann bot sich mir noch die Möglichkeit, meine Berechnung zu überprüfen. Wenn jemand etwas an eine Wand schreibt, dann tut er das instinktiv etwa in Augenhöhe. Und diese Schrift war genau sechs Fuß über dem Boden. Es war kinderleicht.«

»Und sein Alter?« fragte ich. 

»Nun, wenn ein Mann ohne die geringste Mühe Schritte macht, die viereinhalb Fuß lang sind, dann kann er noch nicht welk und verdorrt sein. Genau das war die Breite einer Pfütze auf dem Gartenweg, die er offensichtlich mit einem Schritt überstiegen hat. Jemand mit Lacklederstiefeln war um die Pfütze herum-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.954
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gegangen, und unser Freund mit den viereckigen Schuhen darüber hinweg. Das alles ist absolut nicht rätselhaft. Ich wende lediglich einige der von mir in diesem Artikel aufgestellten Regeln für das Beobachten und Deduzieren auf das gewöhnliche Leben an. 

Gibt es da noch mehr, das Ihnen Kopfzerbrechen macht?«

»Die Fingernägel und die Trichinopoly«, sagte ich. 

»Die Schrift auf der Wand stammte vom Zeigefinger eines Mannes, in Blut getaucht. Mit Hilfe meiner Lupe konnte ich sehen, daß der Putz dabei leicht ver-kratzt worden ist, was nicht der Fall sein könnte, wenn die Nägel des Mannes kurz geschnitten wären. 

Vom Boden habe ich ein wenig verstreute Asche aufgelesen. Sie war dunkel und flockig – nur eine Trichinopoly wird zu solcher Asche. Ich habe Zigarrenasche einem besonderen Studium unterzogen – nebenbei, ich habe eine Monographie über dieses Thema geschrieben. Ich schmeichle mir, daß ich mit einem Blick die Asche jeder handelsüblichen Zigarre und jeden Pfeifentabaks erkennen kann. Es sind genau diese Einzelheiten, in denen sich ein geübter Detektiv von der Sorte Gregson und Lestrade unterscheidet.«

»Und das blühende Aussehen?«

»Ach, das war eine etwas kühnere Mutmaßung, obwohl ich nicht daran zweifle, daß ich recht habe. Danach dürfen Sie mich aber beim augenblicklichen Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.955
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Stand der Angelegenheit nicht fragen.«

Ich fuhr mir mit der Hand über die Stirn. »Mein Kopf ist ein einziges Durcheinander«, bemerkte ich. 

»Je mehr man darüber nachdenkt, desto mysteriöser wird alles. Wie sind diese beiden Männer – wenn es denn zwei Männer waren – in ein leeres Haus gekommen? Was ist aus dem Kutscher geworden, der sie gefahren hat? Wie kann jemand einen anderen dazu zwingen, Gift zu nehmen? Woher stammt das Blut? 

Was war das Ziel des Mörders, da ja offenbar Diebstahl keine Rolle dabei gespielt hat? Wie kommt dieser Frauenring dorthin? Und vor allem: Warum sollte der zweite Mann das deutsche Wort RACHE hin-schreiben, bevor er sich aus dem Staub macht? Ich muß gestehen, daß ich keine Möglichkeit sehen kann, all diese Tatsachen miteinander zu verbinden.«

Mein Gefährte lächelte zustimmend. »Sie fassen da alle Schwierigkeiten der Situation bündig und sauber zusammen«, sagte er. »Vieles ist noch dunkel, wenn ich auch mein Urteil über die wichtigsten Tatsachen abgeschlossen habe. Was die Entdeckung des armen Lestrade angeht – das ist nur ein Hinweis, der die Polizei auf eine falsche Fährte locken soll, indem er So-zialismus und Geheimgesellschaften andeutet. Wie Sie bemerkt haben werden, ist das A in einer Druckschrift gehalten, die ein wenig an deutschen Fraktur-satz erinnert. Ein richtiger Deutscher verwendet aber, Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.956
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wenn er ›druckt‹, unweigerlich die lateinischen Buchstaben; wir können also sicher festhalten, daß dies nicht von einem Deutschen geschrieben wurde, sondern von einem ungeschickten Imitator, der seine Rolle übertrieben hat. Es war nur eine List, um die Untersuchung in die falschen Kanäle zu lenken. Ich werde Ihnen nicht viel mehr über den Fall erzählen, Doktor. Sie wissen schon: Ein Zauberer bekommt keinen Applaus mehr, wenn er erst seinen Trick verraten hat; und wenn ich Ihnen zu viel von meiner Arbeitsmethode zeige, werden Sie zu dem Schluß kommen, daß ich schließlich doch ein ganz gewöhnliches Individuum bin.«

»Zu diesem Schluß werde ich niemals kommen«, sagte ich. »Sie haben die Detektion einer exakten Wissenschaft so weit angenähert, daß man Sie in dieser Welt nicht mehr übertreffen wird.«

Mein Gefährte errötete vor Freude ob meiner Worte und der ernsthaften Art, in der ich sie vorbrachte. Ich hatte bereits festgestellt, daß er für Schmeicheleien über seine Kunst so empfänglich war, wie nur je ein Mädchen, wenn es um ihre Schönheit geht. 

»Ich will Ihnen noch eines sagen«, meinte er. »Der mit den Lacklederschuhen und der mit den eckigen Zehen sind im gleichen Wagen dorthingekommen und den Gartenweg gemeinsam entlanggegangen, in bestmöglicher Freundschaft – höchstwahrscheinlich Arm Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.957
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in Arm. Als sie im Haus waren, sind sie im Raum auf und ab gegangen – genauer, Freund Lackleder ist stehengeblieben, während Freund Quadratzeh auf und ab gegangen ist. Das alles habe ich im Staub lesen können; und ich konnte auch lesen, daß er, während er ging, immer erregter wurde. Die Zunahme seiner Schrittlänge zeigt das. Er hat die ganze Zeit geredet und sich dabei ohne Zweifel in eine Wut hineingestei-gert. Dann hat sich die Tragödie ereignet. Jetzt habe ich Ihnen alles gesagt, was ich selbst weiß; alles andere ist lediglich Annahme und Mutmaßung. Wir haben damit aber eine gute Basis, auf der wir weiterarbeiten können. Nun müssen wir uns beeilen; ich möchte nämlich heute nachmittag zu Hallés Konzert gehen, um Lady Norman-Neruda12 zu hören.«

Dieses Gespräch fand statt, während unser Wagen sich durch eine lange Reihe schmieriger Haupt- und trüber Nebenstraßen wand. In der schmierigsten und trübsten von allen hielt unser Fahrer plötzlich an. 

»Das ist Audley Court, da drüben«, sagte er; er deutete auf eine schmale Öffnung in der Reihe leichenfar-bener Ziegelbauten. »Ich warte hier, bis Sie zurückkommen.«

Audley Court war keine anziehende Gegend. Die enge Passage führte uns auf einen viereckigen Platz, der mit Fliesen gepflastert und von schmutzigen Be-hausungen umgeben war. Wir bahnten uns einen Weg Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.958
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zwischen Gruppen verdreckter Kinder, bis wir Nummer 46 erreichten; die Tür der Behausung war mit einem kleinen Messingstreifen verziert, auf dem der Name Rance eingraviert stand. Auf unsere Fragen erfuhren wir, daß der Constable zu Bett gegangen war, und man führte uns in ein kleines Vorderzimmer, wo wir auf ihn warteten. 

Er erschien alsbald; er wirkte ein wenig unwirsch darüber, daß wir ihn aus dem Schlummer gerissen hatten. »Ich hab' doch meinen Bericht im Revier abgegeben«, sagte er. 

Holmes zog einen halben Sovereign13 aus der Tasche und spielte nachdenklich damit. »Wir haben uns gedacht, wir sollten besser alles aus Ihrem eigenen Mund hören«, sagte er. 

»Ich will Ihnen sehr gern alles sagen, was ich weiß«, antwortete der Constable; seine Augen hingen an der kleinen goldenen Scheibe. 

»Dann lassen Sie uns doch einfach alles so hören, wie es sich zugetragen hat.«

Rance ließ sich auf dem Roßhaarsofa nieder und runzelte die Stirn, als sei er entschlossen, bei seiner Erzählung auch nicht das Geringste auszulassen. 

»Ich erzähl's Ihnen von Anfang an«, sagte er. 

»Meine Schicht geht von zehn Uhr abends bis sechs Uhr morgens. Um elf hat's 'ne Schlägerei im White Hart gegeben; aber davon mal abgesehen war auf Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.959
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meiner Runde alles ganz ruhig. Um eins hat's angefangen zu regnen, und ich hab' Harry Murcher getroffen – der geht die Runde am Holland Grove –, und wir haben an der Ecke Henrietta Street gestanden und geklönt, 'n bißchen später – vielleicht so um die zwei oder kurz danach -hab' ich mir gedacht, ich geh' noch mal nach der Brixton Road und seh' da nach dem Rechten. Es war ziemlich schmutzig und einsam. Auf dem ganzen Weg hab' ich keine Menschenseele getroffen, nur ein oder zwei Droschken sind an mir vorbeigekommen. Wie ich da so langgeh' und, unter uns gesagt, denk', wie nett jetzt 'n Pott heißer Gin war', seh' ich plötzlich 'n Licht im Fenster von dem Haus leuchten. Nun weiß ich aber, daß die zwei Häuser da in Lauriston Gardens leer stehen, weil der, dem sie gehören, nichts an den Abflüssen tun will, obwohl doch der letzte Mieter, der in einem von denen gelebt hat, an Typhus gestorben ist. Deshalb bin ich wie vom Donner getroffen, wie ich da das Licht im Fenster seh', und ich nehm' an, irgendwas stimmt da nicht. Wie ich zur Tür komm' ...«

»Sie sind stehengeblieben und dann zurück zum Gartentor gegangen«, unterbrach mein Gefährte. 

»Warum haben Sie das gemacht?«

Rance schrak heftig zusammen und starrte Sherlock Holmes an; seine Züge spiegelten äußerste Verwirrung wider. »Also, das stimmt, Sir«, sagte er; »aber Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.960
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der liebe Himmel mag wissen, wie Sie das wissen können. Sehen Sie: Wie ich zur Tür komme, da ist alles so still und einsam, daß ich mir denk', es kann nicht schaden, wenn ich jemand bei mir hab'. Ich hab' 

keine Angst vor irgendwas auf dieser Seite vom Grab; aber ich hab' mir gedacht, vielleicht ist das der, wo am Typhus gestorben ist, und der sieht sich jetzt die Abflüsse an, die ihn umgebracht haben. Der Gedanke hat mich ein bißchen erschreckt, und deshalb bin ich zum Tor zurück, um zu sehen, ob ich Murchers Laterne sehen kann, aber da war weder von ihm noch von sonst wem irgendwas zu sehen.«

»Auf der Straße war niemand?«

»Keine Menschenseele, Sir, nicht mal 'n Hund. 

Dann reiß' ich mich zusammen und geh' zurück und stoß' die Tür auf. Drinnen ist alles ruhig, also geh' ich in den Raum, wo das Licht brennt. Da steht 'ne Kerze auf'm Kamin und flackert – rotes Wachs – und in dem Licht seh' ich ...«

»Ja, ich weiß alles, was Sie gesehen haben. Sie sind mehrmals durch den Raum gegangen, haben sich neben die Leiche gekniet, und dann sind Sie aus dem Raum gegangen und haben die Küchentür untersucht, und dann ...«

John Rance sprang auf, mit einem entsetzten Gesicht und Argwohn in den Augen. »Wo haben Sie sich versteckt, daß Sie das alles gesehen haben?« rief Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.961
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er. »Mir scheint, Sie wissen viel mehr, als Sie wissen sollten.«

Holmes lachte und warf dem Constable seine Karte über den Tisch zu. »Kommen Sie nicht auf den Gedanken, mich für den Mord festzunehmen«, sagte er. 

»Ich bin einer von den Jagdhunden, nicht der Wolf; Mr. Gregson oder Mr. Lestrade werden Ihnen das be-stätigen. Aber machen Sie weiter. Was haben Sie als nächstes getan?«

Rance setzte sich wieder; sein Gesicht verlor jedoch nicht den ratlosen Ausdruck. »Ich bin zurück zum Tor gegangen und hab' gepfiffen, auf meiner Pfeife. Das hat Murcher und noch zwei hergeholt.«

»War die Straße zu diesem Zeitpunkt leer?«

»Na ja, war sie, jedenfalls, soweit das Leute betrifft, die irgend was getaugt haben.«

»Was meinen Sie damit?«

Die Züge des Constables veränderten sich zu einem breiten Grinsen. »Ich hab' in meinem Leben schon so manchen Besoffenen gesehen«, sagte er, »aber noch keinen, der so randvoll war wie der Junge. Er hat am Tor gestanden, wie ich rausgekommen bin, am Geländer gelehnt und so laut er kann über Columbines neumodisches Fähnchen14 oder so was gesungen. Der hat nicht mehr allein stehen können, von helfen nicht zu reden.«

»Was für ein Mann war das?« fragte Sherlock Hol-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.962
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mes. 

John Rance wirkte bei dieser Abschweifung ein wenig irritiert. »Das war ein ungewöhnlich besoffener Mann«, sagte er. »Der hätte mit aufs Revier gemußt, wenn wir nicht beschäftigt gewesen wären.«

»Sein Gesicht – seine Kleidung – haben Sie sich nichts davon gemerkt?« unterbrach Holmes ihn ungeduldig. 

»Klar hab' ich mir das gemerkt, ich hab' ihn doch stützen müssen – ich und Murcher, zusammen. Er war so'n langer Kerl, mit 'nem roten Gesicht, das unten rum vermummt ...«

»Das reicht«, rief Holmes. »Was ist aus ihm geworden?«

»Wir hatten genug zu tun, ohne uns um ihn zu kümmern«, sagte der Polizist mit gekränkter Stimme. 

»Der ist bestimmt irgendwie nach Hause gekommen.«

»Wie war er gekleidet?«

»Er hatte 'nen braunen Gehrock an.«

»Hatte er eine Peitsche in der Hand?«

»'ne Peitsche? Nein.«

»Er muß sie zurückgelassen haben«, murmelte mein Gefährte. »Sie haben danach keine Droschke ge-hört oder gesehen?«

»Nein.«

»Hier ist ein halber Sovereign für Sie«, sagte mein Gefährte; er stand auf und nahm seinen Hut. »Ich Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.963
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fürchte, Rance, Sie werden in der Truppe nie aufsteigen. Ihr Kopf da, den sollten Sie nicht zur Zierde tragen, sondern auch gebrauchen. Letzte Nacht hätten Sie sich Ihre Sergeanten-Streifen verdienen können. 

Der Mann, den Sie in der Hand hatten, ist der Mann, der den Schlüssel zum ganzen Rätsel hat und den wir suchen. Aber es hat keinen Sinn, jetzt darüber zu streiten; ich sage Ihnen, daß es so ist. Kommen Sie, Doktor.«

Wir machten uns gemeinsam auf den Weg zur Droschke und ließen unseren Informanten ungläubig, aber sichtlich unbehaglich zurück. 

»So ein Stümper, ein Narr!« sagte Holmes erbittert, als wir zu unserer Wohnung zurückfuhren. »Man stelle sich vor: So ein unvergleichliches Glück zu haben und es nicht auszunutzen.«

»Mir ist noch immer alles ziemlich dunkel. Es stimmt zwar, daß die Beschreibung dieses Mannes zu der zweiten Person in diesem Rätsel paßt, so wie Sie es geschildert haben. Aber warum sollte er zum Haus zurückkommen, nachdem er es verlassen hat? Das ist doch nicht die Art von Verbrechern.«

»Der Ring, Mann, der Ring: Deshalb ist er zurückgekommen. Wenn wir ihn nicht auf eine andere Weise bekommen, können wir immer noch den Ring als Köder verwenden. Ich werde ihn erwischen, Doktor –

ich wette zwei zu eins mit Ihnen, daß ich ihn erwi-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.964
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schen werde. Ich muß Ihnen für alles danken. Ohne Sie wäre ich vielleicht nicht hingefahren und hätte so die beste Studie verpaßt, die mir je untergekommen ist: eine Studie in Scharlachrot15, eh? Warum sollten wir nicht ein wenig Kunstjargon verwenden? Der scharlachrote Faden des Mordes verläuft durch das farblose Knäuel des Lebens, und unsere Pflicht ist es, ihn zu entwirren, zu isolieren und jeden Zoll davon bloßzulegen. Und jetzt ein Lunch, und danach die Norman-Neruda. Ihr Ansatz und ihre Bogenführung sind prächtig. Wie heißt das nette Ding von Chopin, das sie so großartig spielt: Tra-la-la-lira-lira-lay?«

So lehnte dieser  amateur-Bluthund sich in der Droschke zurück und trällerte wie eine Lerche vor sich hin, während ich über die vielerlei Seiten des menschlichen Geistes nachdachte. 

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.965 5. Unsere Annonce führt uns einen Besucher zu Doyle-WA Bd. 1, 54

5. Unsere Annonce führt uns einen Besucher zu Unsere morgendlichen Anstrengungen waren für meine schwächliche Gesundheit zu viel gewesen, und nachmittags war ich erschöpft. Nachdem Holmes zum Konzert aufgebrochen war, legte ich mich auf das Sofa und versuchte, einige Stunden Schlafes zu finden. Mein Geist war jedoch von allem Vorgefallenen allzu erregt, und die seltsamsten Phantasien und Vermutungen drängten sich in meinem Kopf. So oft ich meine Augen schloß, sah ich die verzerrte, paviani-sche Fratze des Ermordeten vor mir. Der Eindruck dieses Gesichts war so unheimlich, daß es mir schwerfiel, für den, der den Besitzer dieses Gesichts aus der Welt geschafft hatte, etwas anderes als Dankbarkeit zu empfinden. Wenn es jemals menschliche Züge gegeben hat, die von Laster der bösartigsten Sorte sprachen, dann sicher die von Enoch J. Drebber aus Cleveland. Dennoch sah ich ein, daß Gerechtigkeit geübt werden mußte und daß die Verworfenheit des Opfers in den Augen des Gesetzes keine Entschuldigung darstellt. 

Je länger ich darüber nachdachte, desto außergewöhnlicher erschien mir die Hypothese meines Ge-fährten, derzufolge der Mann vergiftet worden war. 

Ich erinnerte mich, wie Holmes an den Lippen des Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.966 5. Unsere Annonce führt uns einen Besucher zu Doyle-WA Bd. 1, 55

Toten gerochen, und ich zweifelte nicht daran, daß er etwas entdeckt hatte, was ihm diese Idee eingab. Und wenn es nicht Gift war, was hätte dann den Tod des Mannes verursachen können, da es ja weder eine Wunde noch Würgemale gab? Andererseits jedoch: Wessen war die große Menge Blutes, die sich auf dem Boden gefunden hatte? Es gab weder Anzeichen für einen Kampf noch hatte das Opfer eine Waffe besessen, mit der ein Gegner hätte verwundet werden können. Solange all diese Fragen ungelöst waren, dachte ich, würde es weder für Holmes noch für mich einfach sein, Schlaf zu finden. Sein ruhiges, selbstsicheres Verhalten überzeugte mich, daß er bereits eine Theorie aufgestellt hatte, die alle Tatsachen erklärte, doch in keiner Weise vermochte ich zu erschließen, wie diese Theorie aussehen mochte. 

Er kam sehr spät zurück – so spät, daß ich wußte, daß nicht das Konzert ihn die ganze Zeit aufgehalten haben konnte. Das Abendessen stand auf dem Tisch, ehe er erschien. 

»Es war großartig«, sagte er, während er sich niederließ. »Erinnern Sie sich an das, was Darwin über Musik sagt? Er behauptet, die Fähigkeit, sie hervorzubringen und zu schätzen, sei der menschlichen Rasse längst eigen gewesen, bevor die Sprache gemeistert wurde. Vielleicht ist das der Grund, aus dem wir von ihr so subtil beeinflußt werden. In unseren Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.967 5. Unsere Annonce führt uns einen Besucher zu Doyle-WA Bd. 1, 55

Seelen befinden sich vage Erinnerungen an jene ne-belhaften Jahrhunderte, da die Welt noch in ihrer Kindheit war.«

»Das ist eine ziemlich weit reichende Vorstellung«, bemerkte ich. 

»Unsere Vorstellungen müssen so weit reichen wie die Natur selbst, wenn sie die Natur deuten sollen«, antwortete er. »Was ist mit Ihnen? Sie sehen nicht sehr gut aus. Diese Sache in der Brixton Road hat Sie mitgenommen.«

»Um die Wahrheit zu sagen, ja«, erwiderte ich. 

»Nach meinen afghanischen Erfahrungen sollte ich eigentlich abgehärteter sein. In Maiwand habe ich meine eigenen Kameraden gesehen, wie sie in Stücke gehackt wurden, ohne daß ich meine Nerven verlor.«

»Ich kann Sie verstehen. Hierbei ist ein Rätsel, das die Phantasie aufreizt; wo keine Phantasie ist, da ist auch kein Grauen. Haben Sie die Abendzeitung gesehen?«

»Nein.«

»Sie enthält einen ganz guten Bericht über die Angelegenheit. Darin wird nicht erwähnt, daß, als der Mann aufgehoben wurde, der Trauring einer Frau zu Boden gefallen ist. Es ist gut, daß das nicht erwähnt wird.«

»Warum?«

»Schauen Sie sich diese Annonce an«, antwortete Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.968 5. Unsere Annonce führt uns einen Besucher zu Doyle-WA Bd. 1, 56

er. »Ich habe heute morgen, unmittelbar nach der Affaire, den Text an alle Zeitungen schicken lassen.«

Er warf mir die Zeitung zu, und ich betrachtete die von ihm bezeichnete Stelle. Es handelte sich um die erste Annonce unter der Rubrik »Gefunden«. Sie lautete: »Heute früh wurde in der Brixton Road, auf der Fahrbahn zwischen der White Hart Tavern und Holland Grove, ein einfacher goldener Trauring gefunden. 

Anfragen an Dr. Watson, 221 B, Baker Street, zwischen acht und neun Uhr heute abend.«

»Verzeihen Sie, daß ich Ihren Namen verwendet habe«, sagte er. »Wenn ich meinen eigenen genommen hätte, dann hätte einer dieser Dummköpfe ihn womöglich erkannt und sich in die Sache einmischen wollen.«

»Das geht in Ordnung«, antwortete ich. »Aber angenommen, jemand meldet sich – ich habe keinen Ring.«

»Oh doch, den haben Sie wohl«, sagte er; er reichte mir einen. »Der hier wird für den Zweck vollauf genü-

gen. Er ist fast ein Faksimile.«

»Und wer wird sich, Ihrer Meinung nach, auf diese Anzeige melden?«

»Na, der Mann im braunen Mantel – unser blühender Freund mit den eckigen Zehen. Wenn er nicht selbst kommt, wird er einen Komplizen schicken.«

»Wird er das nicht für zu gefährlich halten?«
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»Keineswegs. Wenn meine Sicht des Falles korrekt ist, und ich habe allen Grund, dies anzunehmen, dann würde der Mann alles riskieren, um nicht den Ring zu verlieren. Wie ich es sehe, hat er ihn verloren, als er sich über Drebbers Leichnam beugte, und zunächst hat er ihn nicht vermißt. Nachdem er aus dem Haus war, hat er seinen Verlust bemerkt und ist zurückge-eilt, aber da hat er bereits die Polizei dort vorgefunden, dank seiner eigenen Dummheit, weil er die Kerze hatte brennen lassen. Er mußte den Betrunkenen spielen, um allen Verdacht zu beschwichtigen, den sein Auftauchen am Tor hätte hervorrufen können. Nun versetzen Sie sich in die Lage des Mannes. Wenn er die Sache überdenkt, muß es ihm als möglich erscheinen, daß er den Ring auf der Straße verloren, nachdem er das Haus verlassen hatte. Was soll er nun tun? 

Er wird ungeduldig auf die Abendzeitungen warten, in der Hoffnung, den Ring unter den gefundenen Gegenständen zu sehen. Natürlich wird sein Auge darauf fallen. Er wird überglücklich sein. Warum sollte er befürchten, daß es eine Falle ist? In seinen Augen gibt es doch keinen Grund, den Fund des Rings mit dem Mord zusammenzubringen. Also müßte er kommen. 

Er wird kommen. Innerhalb einer Stunde werden Sie ihn sehen.«

»Und dann?« fragte ich. 

»Ach, Sie können es mir überlassen, mit ihm fertig Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.970 5. Unsere Annonce führt uns einen Besucher zu Doyle-WA Bd. 1, 57

zu werden. Haben Sie irgendeine Waffe?«

»Ich habe meinen alten Armeerevolver und ein paar Patronen.«

»Dann sollten Sie ihn besser reinigen und laden. 

Der Mann wird verzweifelt und zu allem entschlossen sein; und wenn ich ihn auch überraschen werde, kann es doch nicht schaden, auf alles vorbereitet zu sein.«

Ich ging in meinen Schlafraum und folgte seinem Ratschlag. Als ich mit der Waffe zurückkehrte, war der Tisch abgeräumt, und Holmes hatte sich seiner Lieblingsbeschäftigung ergeben: Er kratzte auf der Geige herum. 

»Die Sache verdichtet sich«, sagte er, als ich eintrat. »Ich habe eben eine Antwort auf mein Telegramm nach Amerika erhalten. Meine Sicht des Falles ist korrekt.«

»Und zwar?« fragte ich neugierig. 

»Meine Fiedel könnte neue Saiten vertragen«, bemerkte er. »Stecken Sie Ihren Revolver ein. Wenn der Bursche kommt, dann reden Sie ganz normal mit ihm. 

Überlassen Sie mir alles andere. Erschrecken Sie ihn nicht, indem Sie ihn zu scharf ansehen.«

»Es ist jetzt acht«, sagte ich mit einem Blick auf meine Uhr. 

»Ja. Er wird vermutlich in ein paar Minuten hier sein. Lehnen Sie die Tür an. Das reicht. Nun stecken Sie den Schlüssel auf der Innenseite ins Schloß. 
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Danke! Dies hier ist ein komisches altes Buch, das ich gestern an einem Stand gefunden habe –  De Iure inter Gentes,  veröffentlicht auf Lateinisch in Lüttich, 1642. Der Kopf von Charles16 saß noch fest auf seinen Schultern, als dieses kleine Bucht mit braunem Rücken in Umlauf gebracht wurde.«

»Wer hat es gedruckt?«

»Philippe de Croy, wer immer das gewesen sein mag. Auf dem Vorsatzblatt steht in arg verblichener Tinte ›Ex libris Gulielmi Whyte‹. Ich wüßte gern, wer William Whyte war. Ein pragmatischer Anwalt des siebzehnten Jahrhunderts, nehme ich an. Seine Handschrift hat einen gewissen rechtlichen Dreh. Ich glaube, da kommt unser Mann.«

Während er dies sagte, wurde die Türglocke heftig betätigt. Sherlock Holmes erhob sich leise und schob seinen Stuhl in Richtung Tür. Wir hörten die Dienerin durch die Diele gehen und dann das scharfe Klicken der Klinke, als sie sie drückte. 

»Wohnt Dr. Watson hier?« fragte eine helle, aber eher harsche Stimme. Wir konnten die Antwort der Dienerin nicht hören, aber die Tür schloß sich wieder, und jemand kam die Treppe herauf. Die Schritte waren unsicher; sie schlurften. Ein Ausdruck der Überraschung trat in das Gesicht meines Gefährten, während er lauschte. Langsam näherten sich die Schritte auf dem Gang, und dann erfolgte ein schwa-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.972 5. Unsere Annonce führt uns einen Besucher zu Doyle-WA Bd. 1, 59

ches Klopfen an der Tür. 

»Herein!« rief ich. 

Auf meine Aufforderung hin humpelte statt des erwarteten gewalttätigen Mannes eine sehr alte, runzlige Frau in den Raum. Das jähe grelle Licht schien sie zu blenden, und nach einem kurzen Knicks stand sie dort, blinzelte uns mit ihren trüben Augen an und fingerte mit nervöser, zittriger Hand in ihrer Tasche. Ich warf meinem Gefährten einen Blick zu, und sein Gesicht hatte einen derart untröstlichen Ausdruck angenommen, daß ich Mühe hatte, die Fassung zu bewahren. 

Das alte Hutzelweib zog eine Abendzeitung hervor und wies auf unsere Annonce. »Das ist's, was mich hergebracht hat, werte Gentlemen«, sagte sie; dabei knickste sie abermals. »Ein goldener Trauring in der Brixton Road. Er gehört meiner Tochter Sally, die wo jetzt genau ein Jahr verheiratet ist, und was ihr Mann ist, der ist nämlich Steward auf 'nem Schiff der Union Line17, und was er wohl sagt, wenn er heimkommt und findet, daß sie ihren Ring nicht mehr hat, daran will ich lieber nicht denken, wo er doch wenig Geduld hat, auch wenn alles stimmt, und besonders, wenn er was getrunken hat. Sie ist nämlich, bitte sehr, in den Zirkus gegangen, gestern abend, mit ...«

»Ist das ihr Ring?« fragte ich. 

»Dem Himmel sei Dank!« rief die alte Frau. »Sally Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.973 5. Unsere Annonce führt uns einen Besucher zu Doyle-WA Bd. 1, 59

wird heute abend eine glückliche Frau sein. Das ist der Ring.«

»Und was ist bitte Ihre Adresse?« fragte ich; ich ergriff einen Bleistift. 

»13, Duncan Street, Houndsditch. Weit weg von hier.«

»Die Brixton Road liegt aber zwischen keinem Zirkus und Houndsditch«, sagte Sherlock Holmes schroff. 

Die alte Frau wandte sich um und sah ihn scharf aus ihren kleinen, rotgeränderten Augen an. »Der Gentleman hat mich nach  meiner  Adresse gefragt«, sagte sie. »Sally wohnt zur Miete in Nr. 3, Mayfield Place, Peckham.«

»Und Sie heißen ...?«

»Ich heiße Sawyer – sie heißt Dennis, weil sie mit Tom Dennis verheiratet ist – und ein guter, sauberer Junge ist das, solang er auf See ist, und in der ganzen Schiffahrtsgesellschaft ist kein Steward besser angesehen; aber an Land, was Frauen angeht und Schnapsläden ...«

»Hier ist Ihr Ring, Mrs. Sawyer«, unterbrach ich sie, auf ein Zeichen meines Gefährten hin. »Er gehört offensichtlich Ihrer Tochter, und ich freue mich, daß ich ihn seiner rechtmäßigen Besitzerin zurückgeben kann.«

Mit vielen gemurmelten Segenswünschen und Äu-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.974 5. Unsere Annonce führt uns einen Besucher zu Doyle-WA Bd. 1, 60

ßerungen der Dankbarkeit steckte die Alte ihn in die Tasche und schlurfte treppab und von hinnen. Im Augenblick, da sie gegangen war, sprang Sherlock Holmes auf und lief in sein Zimmer. Wenige Sekunden später kehrte er mit Ulster und Schal zurück. »Ich gehe ihr nach«, sagte er hastig. »Sie muß eine Komplizin sein und wird mich zu ihm fuhren. Bleiben Sie wach, bis ich zurück bin.« Die Haustür war kaum hinter unserer Besucherin ins Schloß gefallen, da lief Sherlock Holmes auch schon die Treppe hinunter. Als ich aus dem Fenster blickte, konnte ich sie sehen, wie sie hinfällig auf der gegenüberliegenden Straßenseite ging, während ihr Verfolger ihr mit geringem Abstand auf den Fersen blieb. ›Entweder ist seine ganze Theorie falsch‹, dachte ich bei mir, ›oder sie führt ihn jetzt zum Kern des Rätsels.‹ Er hätte mich nicht auffordern müssen, wach zu bleiben, denn ich wußte, daß ich nicht würde schlafen können, ehe ich nicht das Ergebnis seines Abenteuers kannte. 

Als er aufbrach, war es kurz vor neun Uhr. Ich wußte nicht, wie lange er ausbleiben würde; ich saß jedoch gleichmütig dort, sog an meiner Pfeife und überflog die Seiten von Henri Murgers  Vie de Bo-hème.  18 Zehn Uhr war vorbei, und ich hörte die Trappelschritte des Mädchens, das zu, Bett ging. Elf, und der gemessenere Schritt der Wirtin passierte meine Tür, mit nämlichem Ziel. Es war kurz vor Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.975 5. Unsere Annonce führt uns einen Besucher zu Doyle-WA Bd. 1, 61

zwölf, als ich das helle Klirren seines Türschlüssels hörte. Im Augenblick, da er eintrat, sah ich an seinem Gesicht, daß er keinen Erfolg gehabt hatte. Vergnü-

gen und Bekümmerung schienen um die Herrschaft über ihn zu streiten, aber dann gewann ersteres die Oberhand, und er brach in ein herzliches Gelächter aus. 

»Die Scotland-Yard-Leute dürfen um alles in der Welt nichts davon erfahren«, rief er; er ließ sich in seinen Sessel fallen. »Ich habe sie so oft aufgezogen, daß sie bis ans Ende aller Tage davon reden würden. 

Ich kann es mir aber leisten zu lachen, weil ich weiß, daß ich  à la longue  mit ihnen gleichziehen werde.«

»Was ist denn nun geschehen?« fragte ich. 

»Ach, es macht mir nichts aus, eine Geschichte zu erzählen, die gegen mich spricht. Diese Kreatur war noch nicht weit gegangen, da hat sie angefangen zu hinken und war allem Anschein nach fußkrank. Bald ist sie stehengeblieben und hat eine Droschke angehalten, die vorbeikam. Ich hatte es fertiggebracht, nah bei ihr zu sein, damit ich die Adresse hören konnte, aber ich hätte mir nicht so viel Mühe zu machen brauchen, sie hat sie nämlich laut genug gerufen, man hätte es auf der anderen Straßenseite hören können:

›Fahren Sie zu Nr. 13, Duncan Street, Houndsditch.‹

Das hat sie gerufen. Ich dachte, das fängt ja an, echt auszusehen, und als ich sicher war, daß sie im Wagen Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.976 5. Unsere Annonce führt uns einen Besucher zu Doyle-WA Bd. 1, 61

saß, bin ich hinten aufgesessen. Das ist eine Kunst, in der jeder Detektiv Experte sein sollte. Na ja, wir rattern also los und halten nicht an, bevor wir die fragliche Straße erreicht haben. Ich bin abgesprungen, ehe wir zum Haus kamen, und bin die Straße hinunterge-schlendert. Ich habe den Wagen halten sehen. Der Fahrer ist abgesprungen, ich sehe, wie er die Tür öffnet und erwartungsvoll dasteht. Aber nichts ist herausgekommen. Als ich ihn erreiche, wühlt er wie wild in der leeren Kabine herum und macht sich Luft mit der feinsten assortierten Sammlung von Flüchen, die ich je gehört habe. Sein Passagier war weder zu sehen noch waren Spuren zu finden, und ich fürchte, es wird eine Weile dauern, bis der Fahrer den Fahrpreis er-hält. Als wir uns in Nr. 13 erkundigt haben, stellten wir fest, daß das Haus einem ehrbaren Tapezierer namens Keswick gehört und daß man dort niemanden namens Sawyer oder Dennis kennt.«

»Sie wollen doch nicht etwa sagen«, rief ich verblüfft, »daß diese tatterige, schwache alte Frau imstande war, auszusteigen, während die Droschke fuhr, und daß weder Sie noch der Fahrer sie gesehen haben?«

»Alte Frau – zum Teufel!« sagte Sherlock Holmes schroff. »Wir waren alte Weiber, daß man uns so hereingelegt hat. Es muß ein junger Mann gewesen sein, körperlich tüchtig dazu, abgesehen davon, daß er ein Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.977 5. Unsere Annonce führt uns einen Besucher zu Doyle-WA Bd. 1, 62

unvergleichlicher Schauspieler ist. Die Aufmachung war unnachahmlich. Er hat zweifellos bemerkt, daß er verfolgt wurde, und dann hat er sich auf diese Weise aus dem Staub gemacht. Das beweist, daß der Mann, hinter dem wir her sind, nicht so einsam ist, wie ich angenommen hatte, sondern Freunde hat, die bereit sind, für ihn etwas zu riskieren. Doktor, Sie sehen ganz erledigt aus. Hören Sie auf meinen Rat und legen Sie sich hin.«

Ich fühlte mich allerdings sehr müde, also befolgte ich seine Anweisung. Ich ließ Holmes vor dem schwe-lenden Feuer zurück, und bis spät in die Nacht hinein hörte ich das leise, melancholische Klagen seiner Geige und wußte, daß er noch immer brütete über dem seltsamen Problem, das zu entwirren er sich vorgenommen hatte. 
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6. Tobias Gregson zeigt, was er kann Am nächsten Tag waren die Zeitungen voll vom

»Brixton-Rätsel«, wie sie es nannten. Jede brachte einen langen Bericht von der Angelegenheit, und einige hatten zusätzlich Leitartikel darüber. Es fanden sich in den Zeitungen einige Informationen, die mir neu waren. In meinem Notizbuch habe ich noch immer zahlreiche Ausschnitte und Auszüge, die sich mit dem Fall beschäftigen. Hier nun eine Zusammen-fassung einiger von ihnen:

Der  Daily Telegraph  bemerkte, in der Verbre-chensgeschichte habe es kaum je eine Tragödie mit seltsameren Charakteristika gegeben. Der deutsche Name des Opfers, das Fehlen eines jeglichen Motivs und die sinistre Schrift an der Wand, all dies deute darauf hin, daß das Verbrechen von politischen Flüchtlingen und Revolutionären begangen worden sei. In Amerika seien die Sozialisten weitverzweigt, und der Verstorbene habe zweifellos ihre ungeschriebenen Gesetze übertreten und sei von ihnen zur Strek-ke gebracht worden. Nach ätherischen Anspielungen auf Femegericht19, Aqua Tofana20, Carbonari21, die Marquise von Brinvilliers22, Darwins Theorie, die Lehrsätze von Malthus und die Ratcliff-Highway-Morde23 schloß der Artikel damit, daß er die Regie-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.979
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rung ermahnte und eine striktere Überwachung von Ausländern in England befürwortete. 

Der  Standard  kommentierte die Tatsache, daß sich gesetzlose Gewalttaten dieser Art gemeinhin unter liberalen Regierungen zu ereignen pflegten. Sie ergä-

ben sich daraus, daß man den Massen den Kopf verwirre, was folgerichtig jede Autorität schwäche. Der Verstorbene sei ein amerikanischer Gentleman gewesen, der sich einige Wochen lang in der Metropole aufgehalten habe. Er habe im Gästehaus von Madame Charpentier, Torquay Terrace, Camberwell, geweilt. 

Auf Reisen habe ihn sein Privatsekretär Mr. Joseph Stangerson begleitet. Am Dienstag, dem 4. des lfd., hätten die beiden sich von ihrer Wirtin verabschiedet und sich zur Euston Station begeben, in der erklärten Absicht, den Expreß nach Liverpool zu nehmen. Spä-

ter seien sie gemeinsam auf dem Bahnsteig gesehen worden. Weiteres wisse man nicht über sie, bis schließlich, wie gemeldet, Mr. Drebbers Leichnam in einem leerstehenden Haus in der Brixton Road aufgefunden wurde, viele Meilen von Euston entfernt. Wie er dorthin gelangt sei oder wie er sein Schicksal erlitten habe, seien Fragen, die noch der Ruch des Mysteriums umgebe. Gänzlich unbekannt sei der Aufenthalt von Mr. Stangerson. Man freue sich zu erfahren, daß Mr. Lestrade und Mr. Gregson, beide von Scotland Yard, mit dem Fall befaßt seien, und setze vertrauens-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.980
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voll voraus, daß diese wohlbekannten Beamten alsbald Licht in diese Angelegenheit brächten. 

Die  Daily News  bemerkte, es gebe keinen Zweifel an der politischen Natur dieses Verbrechens. Der Despotismus und Liberalenhaß der kontinentalen Regierungen habe die Wirkung gezeitigt, an unsere Gestade eine große Anzahl von Männern zu spülen, aus denen hervorragende Bürger hätten werden können, wenn sie nicht durch die Erinnerung an all das, was sie erlitten, verbittert wären. Unter diesen Männern gebe es einen verbindlichen Ehrenkodex, den auch nur im mindesten zu übertreten mit dem Tode bestraft werde. Man solle keine Anstrengung scheuen, den Sekretär Stangerson ausfindig zu machen und sich einiger besonderen Gewohnheiten des Verstorbenen zu vergewissern. Es sei ein großer Fortschritt gewesen, die Anschrift des Hauses zu ermitteln, in welchem er in Pension gelebt habe – ein Erfolg, der allein dem Scharfsinn und der Tatkraft von Mr. Gregson, Scotland Yard, zu verdanken sei. 

Sherlock Holmes und ich überflogen diese Artikel gemeinsam beim Frühstück, und ihn schienen sie be-trächtlich zu erheitern. 

»Ich habe es Ihnen doch gesagt – was auch immer geschieht, Lestrade und Gregson ernten bestimmt die Lorbeeren.«

»Das hängt davon ab, wie die Sache ausgeht.«

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.981
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»Gott segne Ihre Einfalt, Watson, aber davon hängt es überhaupt nicht ab. Wenn der Mann gefaßt wird, dann  wegen  ihrer Bemühungen; wenn er entkommt, dann  trotz  ihrer Bemühungen. Was sie auch tun, sie werden Bewunderer finden.  Un sot trouve toujours un plus sot qui l'admire.  24«

»Was um alles in der Welt ist das?« rief ich, denn in diesem Augenblick hörte ich das Trappeln vieler Füße in der Diele und auf der Treppe, begleitet von hörbaren Ausdrücken des Abscheus seitens unserer Wirtin. 

»Das ist die Baker-Street-Abteilung der Kriminalpolizei«, sagte mein Gefährte ernst; noch während er sprach, stürzte ein halbes Dutzend der schmutzigsten und zerlumptesten Straßenjungen, die ich je gesehen hatte, in den Raum. 

»AaachTUNG !« rief Holmes scharf, und die sechs schmutzigen Ganoven nahmen Haltung an wie unreputierliche Standbilder. »In Zukunft schickt ihr nur Wiggins zur Berichterstattung herauf, und der Rest wartet so lange auf der Straße. Habt ihr es gefunden, Wiggins?«

»Nee, Sir, ha'm wir nich'«, sagte einer der Jungen. 

»Das hatte ich auch kaum erwartet. Ihr müßt weitermachen, bis ihr es habt. Hier ist euer Lohn.« Er gab jedem von ihnen einen Shilling. »Jetzt macht, daß ihr wegkommt, und laßt euch das nächste Mal mit Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.982
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einem besseren Bericht blicken.«

Er machte eine Handbewegung; sie tollten die Treppen hinab wie die Ratten, und im nächsten Moment hörten wir ihre schrillen Stimmen auf der Straße. 

»Ein einziger von diesen kleinen Bettlern kann bessere Arbeit leisten als ein ganzes Dutzend Polizisten«, bemerkte Holmes. »Der bloße Anblick einer offiziell dreinschauenden Person versiegelt die Lippen der Leute. Diese Jungen dagegen kommen überall hin und hören alles. Außerdem sind sie aufmerksam wie die Schießhunde; man braucht sie bloß zu organisieren.«

»Haben Sie sie auf diesen Brixton-Fall angesetzt?«

fragte ich. 

»Ja. Es gibt da einen Punkt, den ich klären möchte. 

Das ist nur eine Frage der Zeit. Hallo! Wir werden gleich einige bemerkenswerte Neuigkeiten zu hören bekommen. Da kommt Gregson die Straße herab, und in allen Gesichtszügen trägt er Glückseligkeit geschrieben. Ich weiß, daß er zu uns will. Ja, er bleibt stehen. Da ist er schon!«

Jemand zerrte heftig an der Türglocke, und einige Sekunden später stürmte der blonde Detektiv die Treppe herauf, drei Stufen auf einmal, und platzte in unseren Wohnraum. 

»Mein lieber Mann«, rief er, wobei er Holmes' zu-rückhaltend schlaffe Hand zerquetschte, »beglück-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.983
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wünschen Sie mich! Ich habe alles restlos aufgeklärt!«

Mir schien, daß ein Anflug von Besorgnis das ausdrucksvolle Gesicht meines Gefährten überzog. 

»Sie meinen, Sie sind auf der richtigen Spur?«

fragte er. 

»Richtige Spur! Nein, Sir, wir haben den Mann hinter Schloß und Riegel.«

»Und wie heißt er?«

»Arthur Charpentier, Unterleutnant in der Flotte Ihrer Majestät«, rief Gregson prahlerisch; er rieb sich die fetten Hände und wölbte die Brust. 

Sherlock Holmes seufzte erleichtert und entspannte sich zu einem Lächeln. »Setzen Sie sich und nehmen Sie eine dieser Zigarren«, sagte er. »Wir brennen darauf zu erfahren, wie Sie das gemacht haben. Möchten Sie ein wenig Whisky und Wasser?«

»Ich hätte nichts dagegen«, erwiderte der Detektiv. 

»Die ungeheuren Anstrengungen, die ich in den letzten ein oder zwei Tagen auf mich genommen habe, haben mich ausgelaugt. Nicht so sehr körperliche Anstrengungen, verstehen Sie mich recht, sondern die geistige Mühsal. Sie werden das sicher einschätzen können, Mr. Sherlock Holmes; wir sind ja beide Kopfarbeiter.«

»Sie tun mir zuviel der Ehre an«, sagte Holmes ernst. »Lassen Sie uns hören, wie Sie zu diesem über-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.984
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aus befriedigenden Ergebnis gelangt sind.«

Der Detektiv setzte sich in den Lehnsessel und paffte selbstgefällig an seiner Zigarre. In einem Anfall von Erheiterung schlug er sich dann plötzlich auf den Oberschenkel. 

»Was mir dabei den meisten Spaß macht«, rief er, 

»ist, daß dieser Narr Lestrade, der sich für sehr schlau hält, einer völlig falschen Fährte nachgeht. Er ist hinter diesem Sekretär Stangerson her, der mit dem Verbrechen doch nicht mehr zu tun hatte als ein ungeborenes Kind. Ich habe keinen Zweifel, daß er ihn inzwischen geschnappt hat.«

Diese Idee amüsierte Gregson so sehr, daß er lachte, bis er keine Luft mehr bekam. 

»Und woher haben Sie Ihre Hinweise bekommen?«

»Ah, ich will Ihnen alles darüber erzählen. Natürlich, Dr. Watson, muß das ganz unter uns bleiben. 

Die erste Schwierigkeit, mit der wir fertig zu werden hatten, war, etwas über das Vorleben dieses Amerikaners herauszufinden. Manche Leute hätten sicher gewartet, bis man auf ihre Anzeigen antwortet oder bis jemand sich meldet und freiwillig Informationen bei-steuert. Aber das ist nicht die Arbeitsweise von Tobias Gregson. Erinnern Sie sich an den Hut neben dem Toten?«

»Ja«, sagte Holmes. »Er stammt von John Underwood and Sons, 129, Camberwell Road.«

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.985
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Gregson blickte ganz niedergeschlagen drein. 

»Ich hatte keine Ahnung, daß Sie das bemerkt hatten«, sagte er. »Sind Sie bei ihnen gewesen?«

»Nein.«

»Ha!« rief Gregson; seine Stimme klang erleichtert. 

»Man sollte nie eine Möglichkeit ungenutzt lassen, so klein sie auch scheinen mag.«


»Einem großen Geist ist nichts klein«, bemerkte Holmes weise. 

»Also, jedenfalls bin ich zu Underwood gegangen und habe ihn gefragt, ob er einen Hut dieser Art und Größe verkauft hat. Er hat seine Bücher durchgesehen und es sofort gefunden. Er hatte den Hut einem Mr. 

Drebber geschickt, der in Charpentiers Pension, Torquay Terrace, wohnte. So bin ich zu dieser Adresse gekommen.«

»Klug – sehr klug!« murmelte Sherlock Holmes. 

»Als nächstes habe ich Madame Charpentier aufgesucht«, fuhr der Detektiv fort. »Sie war sehr bleich und verstört. Ihre Tochter war auch im Zimmer – ein ungewöhnlich hübsches Mädchen, übrigens; sie hatte rotgeränderte Augen, und ihre Lippen begannen zu beben, als ich sie angeredet habe. Das ist mir nicht entgangen. Sie kennen das Gefühl, Mr. Sherlock Holmes, wenn man weiß, daß man auf der richtigen Spur ist – eine Art Schauern in den Nerven. Ich frage also:

›Haben Sie von dem rätselhaften Tod Ihres Pensions-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.986
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gasts Enoch J. Drebber aus Cleveland gehört?‹

Die Mutter hat genickt. Sie konnte aber kein Wort herausbringen. Die Tochter ist in Tränen ausgebrochen. Jetzt war ich ganz sicher, daß diese Leute etwas von der Angelegenheit wußten. 

›Um wieviel Uhr hat Mr. Drebber Ihr Haus verlassen, um zum Bahnhof zu gehen?‹ frage ich. 

›Um acht‹, sagt sie. Dabei schluckt sie heftig, um mit ihrer Erregung fertigzuwerden. ›Sein Sekretär, Mr. Stangerson, hat gesagt, es gibt zwei Züge – einen um neun Uhr fünfzehn und einen um elf. Er wollte den ersten erreichen.‹

›Und das war das Letzte, das Sie von ihm gesehen haben?‹

Als ich diese Frage gestellt habe, ist eine schreckliche Veränderung mit dem Gesicht der Frau vorgegangen. Ihre Züge sind absolut bleigrau geworden. Es hat ein paar Sekunden gedauert, bis sie ein einziges Wort, 

›Ja‹, herausgebracht hat – und als es herauskam, kam es in einem ganz heiseren, unnatürlichen Tonfall. 

Einen Moment lang hat danach Schweigen ge-herrscht, und dann hat die Tochter ganz ruhig und klar geredet. 

›Aus Falschheit kann nie etwas Gutes kommen, Mutter‹, sagt sie. ›Wir sollten diesem Gentleman gegenüber offen sein. Wir haben Mr. Drebber doch noch einmal gesehen.‹

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.987
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›Gott vergebe dir!‹ ruft Madame Charpentier; dabei hebt sie ihre Hände hoch und fällt in ihren Sessel zu-rück. ›Damit hast du deinen Bruder ermordet.‹

›Arthur wäre sicher dafür, daß wir die Wahrheit sagen‹, antwortet das Mädchen entschieden. 

›Jetzt sollten Sie mir besser alles darüber erzählen‹, sage ich. ›Halbe Offenheit ist schlechter als gar keine. 

Abgesehen davon wissen Sie ja gar nicht, wieviel wir schon von der Sache wissen.‹

›Es soll über dein Haupt kommen, Alice!‹ ruft die Mutter; dann wendet sie sich an mich. ›Ich will Ihnen alles sagen, Sir. Glauben Sie bitte nicht, daß meine Erregung wegen meines Sohnes daher kommt, daß ich fürchte, er könnte etwas mit dieser schrecklichen Sache zu tun haben. Er ist völlig unschuldig. Ich fürchte aber, daß es für Sie und in den Augen anderer so aussehen kann, als hätte er sich kompromittiert. 

Das ist aber ganz unmöglich. Sein nobler Charakter, sein Beruf, sein bisheriges Leben sprechen dagegen.‹

›Sie sollten mir am besten Ihr Herz ausschütten und mir alle Tatsachen erzählen‹, antworte ich. ›Verlassen Sie sich darauf: Wenn Ihr Sohn unschuldig ist, wird ihm gar nichts geschehen.‹

›Vielleicht solltest du uns besser allein lassen, Alice‹, sagt sie, und ihre Tochter zieht sich zurück. 

›Also, Sir‹, fährt sie fort, ›ich hatte nicht vor, Ihnen all das zu erzählen, aber da meine arme Tochter es Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.988
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verraten hat, bleibt mir keine Wahl. Nachdem ich mich nun einmal dazu entschlossen habe zu reden, will ich Ihnen alles erzählen und keine Einzelheit auslassen.‹

›Es ist das Klügste, was Sie tun können‹, sage ich. 

›Mr. Drebber hat fast drei Wochen bei uns gewohnt. Er und sein Sekretär, Mr. Stangerson, hatten den Kontinent bereist. Ich habe Kopenhagen-Aufkleber auf all ihren Koffern gesehen, was heißt, daß das ihr letzter Aufenthaltsort gewesen ist. Stangerson ist ein ruhiger, zurückhaltender Mann, aber sein Dienstherr war ganz anders. Ich bedaure sehr, das sagen zu müssen. Er hatte rauhe Gewohnheiten und grobe Um-gangsformen. Schon am Abend seiner Ankunft hat er sich sinnlos betrunken, und eigentlich kann man nicht sagen, daß er nach zwölf Uhr mittags je nüchtern gewesen wäre. Sein Verhalten den Dienstmädchen gegenüber war abstoßend freizügig und vertraulich. Am schlimmsten aber war, daß er sich meiner Tochter Alice gegenüber sehr bald genauso verhalten und sie mehr als einmal in einer Weise angeredet hat, die zu begreifen sie glücklicherweise zu unschuldig ist. Bei einer Gelegenheit hat er sie gar in die Arme genommen und an sich gedrückt – eine Schamlosigkeit, die sogar seinen eigenen Sekretär dazu gebracht hat, ihm unziemliches Verhalten vorzuwerfen.‹

›Aber warum haben Sie sich das alles gefallen las-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.989
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sen?‹ frage ich. ›Ich nehme doch an, daß Sie Ihre Pen-sionsgäste loswerden können, wenn Sie nur wollen.‹

Bei dieser gezielten Frage von mir wird Madame Charpentier rot. ›Bei Gott, ich wünschte, ich hätte ihm noch am Tag seiner Ankunft gekündigt‹, sagt sie. 

›Aber die Versuchung war zu groß. Jeder von ihnen hat ein Pfund pro Tag gezahlt – vierzehn Pfund die Woche, und wir haben doch im Moment die schwache Saison. Ich bin Witwe, und mein Junge bei der Navy hat mich viel gekostet. Aber diese letzte Handlung war zu viel, und ich habe ihm deswegen gekündigt. 

Deshalb ist er dann auch gegangen.‹

›Und was weiter?‹ frage ich. 

›Das Herz ist mir leicht geworden, als ich ihn habe abfahren sehen. Mein Sohn hat zur Zeit Urlaub, aber ich habe ihm nichts von alledem erzählt, er hat nämlich ein hitziges Temperament und liebt seine Schwester sehr. Als ich die Tür hinter ihnen geschlossen hatte, sind mir schwere Lasten von der Seele gefallen. 

Aber leider klingelte es weniger als eine Stunde später an der Tür, und Mr. Drebber war zurückgekommen. 

Er war sehr erregt und offenbar stark angetrunken. Er hat sich den Zugang zu dem Raum erzwungen, in dem ich mit meiner Tochter saß, und hat unzusammenhängende Bemerkungen darüber gemacht, daß er den Zug verpaßt hätte. Dann hat er sich an Alice gewandt und ihr vor meinen Augen vorgeschlagen, mit ihm zu flie-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.990
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hen. »Du bist doch erwachsen«, hat er gesagt, »und kein Gesetz kann dich aufhalten. Ich habe mehr Geld, als wir brauchen. Kümmer dich nicht um die alte Schachtel da, sondern komm mit mir, einfach so und jetzt gleich. Du wirst wie eine Prinzessin leben.« Die arme Alice war so erschrocken, daß sie vor ihm zu-rückgewichen ist, aber er hat sie beim Handgelenk gepackt und versucht, sie zur Tür zu ziehen. Ich habe geschrien, und in diesem Moment ist mein Sohn Arthur ins Zimmer gekommen. Ich weiß nicht, was dann geschehen ist. Ich habe Flüche gehört und dumpfe Kampfgeräusche. Ich hatte allzu große Angst um auf-zublicken. Als ich schließlich meinen Kopf gehoben habe, sah ich Arthur lachend in der Tür stehen, mit einem Stock in der Hand. »Ich glaube nicht, daß dieser feine Herr uns nochmal belästigt«, sagt er. »Ich gehe ihm nur nach, um zu sehen, was er jetzt macht.«

Damit nimmt er seinen Hut und läuft hinaus auf die Straße. Am nächsten Morgen haben wir von Mr. 

Drebbers rätselhaftem Tod gehört.‹

Madame Charpentier hat diese Erklärung mit vielen Seufzern und Unterbrechungen abgegeben. 

Manchmal hat sie so leise gesprochen, daß ich kaum die einzelnen Wörter verstehen konnte. Ich habe aber stenographisch alles notiert, was sie gesagt hat, also dürfte es keine Möglichkeit eines Irrtums geben.«

»Das ist ziemlich aufregend«, sagte Sherlock Hol-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.991
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mes gähnend. »Was ist dann geschehen?«

»Als Madame Charpentier eine Pause machte«, fuhr der Detektiv fort, »war mir klar, daß der ganze Fall von einem einzigen Punkt abhing. Ich habe sie in einer Weise, die sich Frauen gegenüber immer als sehr wirksam erwiesen hat, mit den Augen fixiert und sie gefragt, wann ihr Sohn zurückgekommen ist. 

›Ich weiß es nicht‹, sagt sie. 

›Sie wissen es nicht?‹

›Nein. Er hat einen Schlüssel und hat sich selbst eingelassen.‹

›Nachdem Sie zu Bett gegangen waren?‹

›Ja.‹

›Wann sind Sie zu Bett gegangen?‹

›Gegen elf.‹

›Ihr Sohn war also mindestens zwei Stunden lang fort?‹

›Ja.‹

›Vielleicht auch vier oder fünf?‹

›Ja.‹

›Was hat er in dieser ganzen Zeit gemacht?‹

›Ich weiß es nicht‹, antwortet sie; dabei wird sie bleich bis in die Lippen. 

Danach gab es natürlich nichts anderes mehr zu tun. Ich habe festgestellt, wo Leutnant Charpentier sich aufhielt, zwei Beamte mitgenommen und ihn verhaftet. Als ich ihm die Hand auf die Schulter gelegt Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.992
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und ihn aufgefordert habe, ohne großes Aufsehen mit uns zu kommen, hat er uns frei heraus ins Gesicht gesagt: ›Ich nehme an, Sie verhaften mich, weil ich etwas mit dem Tod dieses Schurken Drebber zu tun habe.‹ Wir hatten ihm nichts darüber gesagt, also nimmt sich seine Anspielung darauf sehr verdächtig aus.«

»Und wie«, sagte Holmes. 

»Er trug noch immer den schweren Stock bei sich, den er nach Beschreibung der Mutter hatte, als er Drebber gefolgt ist. Es war ein kräftiger Eichenknüppel.«

»Was ist denn nun Ihre Theorie?«

»Also, meine Theorie ist, daß er Drebber bis zur Brixton Road nachgegangen ist. Da ist es dann zwischen ihnen zu einem neuen Streit gekommen, und in dessen Verlauf hat Drebber einen Schlag mit dem Stock erhalten, vielleicht in die Magengrube, und das hat ihn getötet, ohne eine Wunde zu hinterlassen. In dieser Nacht hat es so sehr geregnet, daß niemand unterwegs war, also konnte Charpentier den Leichnam seines Opfers in das leerstehende Haus schleppen. 

Was die Kerze und das Blut und die Schrift an der Wand angeht, und den Ring, so kann es sich bei alledem um Tricks handeln, um die Polizei auf die falsche Fährte zu führen.«

»Gut gemacht!« sagte Holmes; seine Stimme klang Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.993
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ermutigend. »Also wirklich, Gregson, Sie machen sich. Aus Ihnen kann noch etwas werden.«

»Ich schmeichle mir, daß ich die Sache sehr schön erledigt habe«, erwiderte der Detektiv stolz. »Der junge Mann hat eine Aussage gemacht; darin behauptet er, er sei Drebber eine Weile gefolgt, dann habe dieser ihn bemerkt und eine Droschke genommen, um ihm zu entkommen. Auf dem Heimweg will er dann einen alten Schiffsgenossen getroffen und mit ihm einen langen Spaziergang unternommen haben. Auf die Frage, wo denn sein alter Schiffsgenosse wohnt, hat er keine befriedigende Antwort geben können. Ich glaube, alle Einzelteile des Falls passen ungewöhnlich gut zusammen. Ich muß aber lachen, wenn ich an Lestrade denke, der einer völlig falschen Fährte nachgeht. Ich fürchte, viel wird für ihn nicht dabei herauskommen. Aber beim Zeus – da ist er ja selbst!«

Es war tatsächlich Lestrade, der die Treppe herauf-gekommen war, während wir redeten, und der nun den Raum betrat. Die selbstsichere Forschheit, die normalerweise seine Haltung und Kleidung auszeichnete, fehlte jedoch. Sein Gesicht war verstört und bekümmert, und seine Kleidung war in Unordnung und verschmutzt. Offenbar war er in der Absicht gekommen, sich mit Sherlock Holmes zu beraten, denn als er seinen Kollegen erblickte, wirkte er peinlich berührt und aus der Fassung gebracht. Er stand mitten im Zimmer, Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.994
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fummelte nervös an seinem Hut herum und war unentschlossen, was er als nächstes tun sollte. »Das ist ein ganz ungewöhnlicher Fall«, sagte er schließlich, »eine überaus unbegreifliche Angelegenheit.«

»Ach, finden Sie, Mr. Lestrade?« rief Gregson triumphierend. »Ich habe mir wohl gedacht, daß Sie zu dieser Schlußfolgerung gelangen würden. Ist es Ihnen gelungen, den Sekretär, Mr. Joseph Stangerson, zu finden?«

»Der Sekretär, Mr. Joseph Stangerson«, sagte Lestrade ernst, »wurde gegen sechs Uhr heute früh in Hallidays Pension ermordet.«

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.995
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7. Licht in der Dunkelheit

Die Nachricht, mit der Lestrade uns begrüßte, war so gewichtig und so unerwartet, daß wir alle drei zu-nächst ganz sprachlos waren. Gregson sprang aus seinem Sessel auf und verschüttete den Rest seines verdünnten Whiskys. Ich starrte schweigend Sherlock Holmes an, der die Lippen zusammenpreßte und die Brauen über die Augen herabgezogen hatte. 

»Stangerson also auch!« murmelte er. »Die Affaire verdichtet sich.«

»Sie war vorher schon dicht genug«, grollte Lestrade; er ergriff einen Stuhl. »Ich scheine ja in eine Art Kriegsrat geplatzt zu sein.«

»Sind Sie – sind Sie sicher, was diese Sache angeht?« stammelte Gregson. 

»Ich bin eben aus seinem Zimmer gekommen«, sagte Lestrade. »Ich habe als erster entdeckt, was da passiert ist.«

»Wir haben uns Gregsons Ansichten in dieser Angelegenheit angehört«, bemerkte Holmes. »Würde es Ihnen etwas ausmachen, uns wissen zu lassen, was Sie gesehen und unternommen haben?«

»Ich habe nichts dagegen«, antwortete Lestrade; er ließ sich nieder. »Ich will offen zugeben, ich war der Meinung, Stangerson hätte etwas mit Drebbers Tod Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.996
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zu tun. Diese neue Entwicklung hat mir gezeigt, daß ich mich da vollkommen geirrt habe. Von dieser einen Idee erfüllt habe ich mich daran begeben herauszufinden, was aus dem Sekretär geworden war. Man hatte sie gegen halb acht am Abend des Dritten zusammen in Euston Station gesehen. Um zwei Uhr morgens wurde Drebber in der Brixton Road gefunden. Die Frage, die sich mir stellte, war nun, was Stangerson zwischen acht Uhr dreißig und dem Zeipunkt des Verbrechens getan hatte, und was danach aus ihm geworden war. Ich habe nach Liverpool telegraphiert, eine Beschreibung des Mannes durchgegeben und darum gebeten, alle amerikanischen Schiffe im Auge zu behalten. Dann habe ich mich daran begeben, alle Hotels und Pensionen nahe Euston Station aufzusuchen. 

Wissen Sie, ich habe mir gedacht, wenn Drebber und sein Gefährte getrennt wurden, ist es für letzteren das Nächstliegende, irgendwo in der näheren Umgebung eine Unterkunft für die Nacht zu suchen und sich am folgenden Morgen wieder am Bahnhof einzufinden.«

»Wahrscheinlich hätten sie sich doch von vornher-ein auf einen Treffpunkt geeinigt«, bemerkte Holmes. 

»So war es dann ja auch. Ich habe den ganzen gestrigen Abend damit verbracht, Nachforschungen anzustellen, aber ohne jedes Ergebnis. Heute morgen habe ich sehr früh begonnen, und um acht Uhr bin ich zu Hallidays Pension in der Little George Street gekom-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.997
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men. Meine Frage, ob ein Mr. Stangerson sich dort aufhielte, wurde sofort bejaht. 

›Sie sind bestimmt der Gentleman, den er erwartet hat‹, wurde mir gesagt. ›Seit zwei Tagen wartet er auf einen Gentleman.‹

›Wo ist er jetzt?‹ frage ich. 

›Auf seinem Zimmer, im Bett. Er wollte um neun Uhr geweckt werden.‹

›Dann gehe ich hinauf und schaue sofort bei ihm hinein‹, sage ich. 

Ich dachte, wenn ich plötzlich bei ihm auftauche, erschüttert das vielleicht seine Nerven und bringt ihn dazu, unvorsichtig etwas zu sagen. Der Schuhputzer hat mir das Zimmer gezeigt; es liegt im zweiten Stock, und zu ihm führt ein kleiner Korridor. Der Schuhputzer zeigt mir die Tür und will wieder nach unten gehen, als ich etwas sehe, wovon mir trotz meiner zwanzigjährigen Erfahrung fast übel wird. Unter der Tür kräuselt sich ein kleines rotes Blutband, schlängelt sich quer über den Gang und bildet an der Leiste auf der anderen Seite eine kleine Pfütze. Ich stoße einen Schrei aus, der den Schuhputzer zurück-bringt. Er wird fast ohnmächtig, als er es sieht. Die Tür ist von innen zugeschlossen, aber wir brechen sie mit den Schultern auf. Das Fenster im Zimmer steht offen, und neben dem Fenster liegt zusammengekrümmt der Leichnam eines Mannes im Nachtge-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.998
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wand. Er muß schon seit einiger Zeit tot gewesen sein, seine Gliedmaßen waren nämlich starr und kalt. 

Als wir ihn umgedreht haben, hat der Schuhputzer ihn sofort als den Gentleman erkannt, der unter dem Namen Joseph Stangerson das Zimmer gemietet hatte. 

Die Todesursache war ein tiefer Einstich auf der linken Seite, der das Herz durchbohrt haben muß. Und jetzt kommt der seltsamste Teil der Geschichte. Was, glauben Sie, war oberhalb des Toten?«

Ich verspürte eine Gänsehaut und eine Vorahnung von Grauen, noch bevor Sherlock Holmes antwortete. 

»Das Wort RACHE, geschrieben mit Blutbuchsta-ben«, sagte er. 

»So ist es«, sagte Lestrade mit ergriffener Stimme, und wir alle schwiegen eine Weile. 

An den Taten dieses unbekannten Mörders war etwas so Methodisches und so Unbegreifliches, daß seine Verbrechen daraus zusätzliche Gräßlichkeit bezogen. Als ich daran dachte, kribbelten meine Nerven, die doch auf dem Schlachtfeld ganz ruhig gewesen waren. 

»Man hat den Mann gesehen«, fuhr Lestrade fort. 

»Ein Milchjunge auf dem Weg zur Molkerei ist zufällig auf dem Weg von den Ställen hinter dem Hotel dort vorbeigekommen. Er hat bemerkt, daß eine Leiter, die dort normalerweise liegt, unter eines der Fenster im zweiten Stockwerk gelehnt war, und das Fen-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 2.999
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ster stand weit offen. Nachdem er vorbeigegangen war, hat er sich umgeschaut und einen Mann die Leiter herabkommen sehen. Er ist so ruhig und offen her-untergeklettert, daß der Junge angenommen hat, er müsse ein Tischler oder Zimmermann sein, der im Hotel arbeitet. Er hat ihn sich nicht genauer angesehen, nur bei sich gedacht, daß es eigentlich recht früh für Zimmermannsarbeiten ist. Er hat den Eindruck, daß der Mann groß war, ein rötliches Gesicht hatte und einen langen bräunlichen Mantel trug. Er muß nach dem Mord noch eine kurze Weile im Zimmer geblieben sein, wir haben nämlich im Becken blutiges Wasser gefunden; da hat er sich wohl die Hände gewaschen. Außerdem hat er Flecken auf den Laken hinterlassen, wo er sein Messer sorgsam abgewischt hat.«

Als ich die Beschreibung des Mörders hörte, die so gut zu der von Holmes abgegebenen paßte, warf ich ihm einen Blick zu. Auf seinem Gesicht war aber keine Spur von Frohlocken oder Befriedigung zu sehen. 

»Haben Sie im Zimmer nichts gefunden, was einen Hinweis auf den Mörder darstellen könnte?« fragte er. 

»Nichts. Stangerson hatte Drebbers Börse in der Tasche, aber das scheint so üblich gewesen zu sein, da er immer alles bezahlt hat. In der Börse waren um die achtzig Pfund, es schien nichts herausgenommen Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.000
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worden zu sein. Was auch immer die Motive für diese außerordentlichen Verbrechen sein mögen, Diebstahl gehört jedenfalls nicht dazu. In den Taschen des Ermordeten gab es weder Papiere noch Notizen, abgesehen von einem einzigen Telegramm, das vor etwa einem Monat in Cleveland abgeschickt worden war und folgenden Text hatte: ›J.H. ist in Europa.‹ Diese Botschaft enthält keinen weiteren Namen.«

»Und sonst war nichts zu finden?« fragte Holmes. 

»Nichts von Bedeutung. Der Roman, mit dem er sich müdegelesen hatte, lag auf dem Bett, und seine Pfeife daneben auf einem Stuhl. Auf dem Tisch stand ein Glas Wasser und auf der Fensterbank eine kleine geschnitzte Holzschachtel mit einigen Pillen darin.«

Mit einem Ausruf der Freude sprang Sherlock Holmes aus seinem Sessel auf. 

»Das letzte Kettenglied«, rief er frohlockend. 

»Mein Fall ist abgeschlossen.«

Die beiden Detektive starrten ihn verblüfft an. 

»Ich habe jetzt«, sagte mein Gefährte zuversichtlich, »alle Fäden in der Hand, die diesen Knäuel gebildet haben. Natürlich bleiben noch einige Einzelheiten zu ergänzen, aber was alle wichtigen Tatsachen angeht, ab dem Zeitpunkt, als Drebber sich am Bahnhof von Stangerson trennte, bis zur Entdeckung der Leiche des letzteren, bin ich so sicher, als hätte ich alles mit eigenen Augen gesehen. Ich will Ihnen einen Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.001

7. Licht in der Dunkelheit

Doyle-WA Bd. 1, 78

Beweis für mein Wissen geben. Könnten Sie diese Pillen beschaffen?«

»Ich habe sie hier«, sagte Lestrade; er zog eine kleine weiße Schachtel hervor. »Ich habe sie und die Börse und das Telegramm eingesteckt, weil ich sie in der Polizeistation an einem sicheren Platz verwahren wollte. Es ist aber der reine Zufall, daß ich die Pillen eingesteckt habe, weil ich ihnen nämlich nicht die geringste Bedeutung beimesse, wie ich gern zugeben will.«

»Geben Sie sie her«, sagte Holmes. »Nun, Doktor«, fragte er, wobei er sich mir zuwandte, »sind das normale Pillen?«

Das waren sie ganz gewiß nicht. Sie waren perlgrau, klein, rund und fast durchscheinend. »So leicht und durchsichtig wie sie sind, nehme ich an, daß man sie in Wasser lösen kann«, bemerkte ich. 

»Genau das«, erwiderte Holmes. »Würde es Ihnen nun etwas ausmachen, nach unten zu gehen und diesen armen kleinen Teufel von einem Terrier zu holen, der schon so lange krank ist und den Sie auf Wunsch der Wirtin gestern von seinen Schmerzen erlösen sollten?«

Ich ging hinunter und trug den Hund auf den Armen nach oben. Er atmete mühsam, und seine Augen waren glasig; beides Anzeichen dafür, daß er kurz vor dem Ende war. Die schneeweiße Schnauze Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.002
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bewies ferner, daß er die normale Lebensdauer eines Hundes längst überschritten hatte. Ich legte ihn auf ein Kissen auf den Teppich. 

»Ich werde jetzt eine von diesen Pillen halbieren«, sagte Holmes; er zog sein Federmesser und tat, wie er gesagt hatte. »Eine Hälfte legen wir für künftige Verwendung zurück in die Dose. Die andere Hälfte lege ich jetzt in dieses Weinglas, in dem ein Teelöffel voll Wasser ist. Sie sehen, daß unser Freund, der Doktor, recht hat, und daß sie sich sofort auflöst.«

»Das mag ja ganz interessant sein«, sagte Lestrade im verletzten Tonfall eines Menschen, der argwöhnt, daß man sich über ihn lustig mache. »Ich kann aber nicht sehen, was das mit dem Tod von Mr. Joseph Stangerson zu tun haben soll.«

»Geduld, mein Freund, Geduld! Sei werden beizeiten feststellen, daß es sehr viel damit zu tun hat. Ich gieße jetzt ein wenig Milch dazu, um die Mischung genießbar zu machen, und jetzt setze ich es dem Hund vor, und wir stellen fest, daß er es ganz bereitwillig aufleckt.«

Während er redete, goß er den Inhalt des Weinglases in eine Untertasse und stellte sie dem Terrier hin, der sie rasch trockenleckte. Sherlock Holmes' ernstes Auftreten hatte uns alle so weit überzeugt, daß wir schweigend da saßen, das Tier aufmerksam beobachteten und irgendeine schreckliche Wirkung erwarte-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.003
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ten. Es stellte sich jedoch nichts Derartiges ein. Der Hund lag weiter ausgestreckt auf dem Kissen und atmete mühevoll, aber durch den Trank schien es weder besser noch schlimmer geworden zu sein. 

Holmes hatte seine Uhr gezogen, und als Minute nach Minute ergebnislos verstrich, trat ein Ausdruck von großem Kummer und Enttäuschung auf seine Züge. Er kaute auf seiner Lippe, trommelte mit den Fingern auf den Tisch und wies auch alle sonstigen Symptome akuter Ungeduld auf. Seine Gemütsbewegung war so groß, daß er mir ernstlich leid tat, während die beiden Detektive hämisch lächelten und über diesen Rückschlag, den er erlitten hatte, keineswegs ungehalten waren. 

»Es kann doch kein Zufall sein«, rief er, als er schließlich aus seinem Sessel aufsprang und wie toll im Raum auf und ab lief. »Unmöglich, daß es ein reiner Zufall sein soll. Genau die Pillen, gegen die sich im Fall Drebber mein Verdacht richtet, werden nach Stangersons Tod tatsächlich gefunden. Und trotzdem sind sie harmlos. Was kann das nur bedeuten? Es kann doch bestimmt nicht meine ganze Denkkette falsch gewesen sein. Das ist unmöglich! Und trotzdem geht es diesem elenden Hund kein bißchen schlechter. Ah, ich hab's! Ich hab's!« Mit einem wahr-haften Kreischen der Wonne stürzte er sich auf die Schachtel, schnitt die andere Pille entzwei, löste sie Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.004
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auf, gab Milch hinzu und setzte alles dem Terrier vor. 

Die Zunge der unglücklichen Kreatur schien noch kaum davon benetzt, als das Tier mit allen Gliedma-

ßen konvulsivisch zuckte und so starr und leblos dalag, als sei es vom Blitz erschlagen worden. 

Sherlock Holmes holte tief Luft und wischte sich den Schweiß von der Stirn. »Ich sollte mehr Selbstvertrauen haben«, sagte er. »Ich sollte doch inzwischen wissen, daß es, wenn eine Tatsache einer langen Kette von Deduktionen zu widersprechen scheint, sich unweigerlich herausstellt, daß man sie auch ganz anders interpretieren kann. Eine der beiden Pillen in dieser Schachtel war ein überaus tödliches Gift, und die andere war völlig harmlos. Das hätte ich wissen müssen, noch ehe ich die Schachtel überhaupt gesehen hatte.«

Diese letzte Äußerung erschien mir unbegreiflich, und ich konnte kaum glauben, daß er sich bei vollem Verstande befand. Da gab es jedoch den toten Hund als Beweis dafür, daß Holmes' Mutmaßung zutreffend gewesen war. Die Nebel in meinem Hirn schienen sich nach und nach zu heben, und ich begann, mir eine undeutliche, vage Vorstellung von der Wahrheit zu machen. 

»All das erscheint Ihnen seltsam«, fuhr Holmes fort, »weil Sie zu Beginn dieser Ermittlung nicht begriffen haben, wie wichtig der einzige wirkliche Hin-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.005
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weis war, der sich Ihnen dargeboten hat. Ich hatte das Glück, dies sofort zu erfassen, und alles, was sich seither ereignet hat, hat meine ursprüngliche Annahme bestätigt und war tatsächlich nur eine logische Folge daraus. Daher kommt es, daß Dinge, die Sie verwirrt und den Fall für Sie noch dunkler gemacht haben, zu meiner Erleuchtung und zur Stärkung meiner Folgerungen gereichten. Es ist ein Fehler, Seltsames mit Mysteriösem zu verwechseln. Oft ist das all-ergewöhnlichste Verbrechen das allermysteriöseste, weil es keine neuen oder besonderen Kennzeichen bietet, aus denen Deduktionen abgeleitet werden können. Es wäre unendlich viel schwieriger gewesen, diesen Mord zu entwirren, wenn man die Leiche des Opfers ganz einfach auf der Straße liegend gefunden hätte, ohne einen einzigen dieser  outré  und sensationell anmutenden Begleitumstände, die ihn so bemerkenswert gemacht haben. Diese seltsamen Einzelheiten haben den Fall bei weitem nicht schwieriger, sondern im Gegenteil weniger schwierig gemacht.«

Mr. Gregson, der dieser Ansprache mit beträchtlicher Ungeduld gelauscht hatte, konnte nicht länger an sich halten. »Hören Sie mal, Mr. Sherlock Holmes«, sagte er. »Wir sind ja alle bereit zuzugeben, daß Sie schlau sind und Ihre eigenen Arbeitsmethoden haben. 

Wir brauchen jetzt aber ein bißchen mehr als bloße Theorie und Vorträge. Es geht darum, jemanden fest-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.006
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zunehmen. Ich habe meinen Fall zurechtgelegt, und es sieht so aus, als ob ich mich geirrt hätte. Der junge Charpentier kann mit dieser zweiten Sache nichts zu tun haben. Lestrade ist hinter seinem Mann hergewe-sen, Stangerson, und es scheint, daß auch er sich geirrt hat. Sie haben hier und da Hinweise fallen lassen und scheinen mehr zu wissen als wir, aber allmählich habe ich das Gefühl, wir haben ein Recht darauf, Sie geradeheraus zu fragen, wieviel Sie über diese Angelegenheit wissen. Können Sie den Mann benennen, der es getan hat?«

»Ich kann nicht umhin, festzustellen, daß Gregson recht hat, Sir«, bemerkte Lestrade. »Wir haben uns beide bemüht, und beide sind wir gescheitert. Mehr als nur einmal haben Sie, seit ich im Zimmer bin, bemerkt, daß Sie alle Indizien besitzen, die Sie brauchen. Sie wollen sie uns doch sicher nicht länger vorenthalten.«

»Jede Verzögerung bei der Festnahme des Mörders«, bemerkte ich, »könnte ihm die Zeit verschaffen, die er braucht, um eine weitere Scheußlichkeit zu begehen.«

In dieser Weise von uns allen bedrängt, zeigte Holmes Merkmale der Unentschlossenheit. Er ging weiterhin im Raum auf und ab, das Kinn auf der Brust und die Brauen herabgezogen, wie er es zu tun pflegte, wenn er tief in Gedanken versunken war. 

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.007
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»Es wird keine weiteren Morde geben«, sagte er schließlich; er blieb jäh stehen und sah uns an. »Diese Überlegung können Sie außer acht lassen. Sie haben mich gefragt, ob ich den Namen des Mörders kenne. 

Ich kenne ihn. Die bloße Kenntnis seines Namens ist aber eine Kleinigkeit, verglichen mit der Möglichkeit, ihn in die Hände zu bekommen. Ich erwarte, das sehr bald zu können. Ich habe alle Hoffnungen, es mittels meiner eigenen Vorkehrungen zu bewerkstelligen; es ist dies aber eine Sache, die äußerst sorgsamer Handhabung bedarf, wir haben es nämlich mit einem gerissenen und verzweifelten Mann zu tun, der, wie zu beweisen ich die Gelegenheit hatte, von einem weiteren Mann unterstützt wird, der ebenso schlau ist wie er. 

Solange dieser Mann keine Ahnung davon hat, daß jemand über Hinweise verfügt, gibt es eine gewisse Chance, seiner habhaft zu werden; wenn er aber auch nur den leisesten Verdacht hätte, würde er seinen Namen ändern und im Nu zwischen den vier Millionen Bewohnern dieser großen Stadt verschwinden. 

Ohne einen von Ihnen in seinen Gefühlen verletzen zu wollen, muß ich doch feststellen, daß ich der Meinung bin, diese Leute seien der offiziellen Polizei mehr als nur gewachsen, und das ist der Grund, aus dem ich nicht um Ihre Hilfe gebeten habe. Sollte ich versagen, wird mich natürlich wegen dieser Unterlassung die ganze Schuld treffen, aber ich bin bereit, das auf mich Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.008
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zu nehmen. Im Augenblick bin ich willens, zu versprechen, daß ich mich mit Ihnen in dem Moment in Verbindung setzen werde, in dem ich dies tun kann, ohne meine eigenen Kombinationen zu gefährden.«

Gregson und Lestrade schienen mit dieser Versicherung keineswegs zufrieden zu sein, ebensowenig wie mit der schmähenden Anspielung auf die Kriminalpolizei. Gregson war bis zu den Wurzeln seines Flachshaares errötet, während die Knopfaugen des anderen vor Neugier und Abneigung glitzerten. Keiner von ihnen hatte jedoch Zeit zu sprechen gefunden, als an die Tür geklopft wurde und der Sprecher der Stra-

ßenbettler, der junge Wiggins, seine unscheinbare und unappetitliche Gestalt in den Raum einbrachte. 

»Bitte sehr, Sir«, sagte er, wobei er seine Stirnlok-ke berührte, »ich hab den Wagen unten.«

»Guter Junge«, sagte Holmes mild. »Warum fuhren Sie eigentlich nicht dieses Modell bei Scotland Yard ein?« fuhr er fort, während er ein Paar stählerner Handschellen aus einer Schublade holte. »Sehen Sie nur, wie prächtig die Feder funktioniert. Sie schnappen im Nu zu.«

»Das alte Modell ist gut genug«, bemerkte Lestrade, »solange wir den Mann finden können, dem wir sie anziehen wollen.«

»Sehr gut, sehr gut«, sagte Holmes lächelnd. »Der Kutscher könnte mir überhaupt auch mit meinen Ki-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.009
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sten helfen. Sei so gut, ihn heraufzubitten, Wiggins.«

Ich war überrascht, daß mein Gefährte redete, als wolle er eine Reise antreten, da er mir nichts davon gesagt hatte. Im Zimmer stand ein kleiner Handkoffer, er zog ihn hervor und begann, die Riemen anzuziehen. Er war damit noch immer beschäftigt, als der Kutscher den Raum betrat. 

»Helfen Sie mir doch eben mit dieser Schnalle, Kutscher«, sagte Holmes; er kniete neben dem Koffer und wandte nicht einmal den Kopf. 

Der Mann trat hinzu, mit einer etwas mürrischen, trotzigen Haltung, und senkte seine Hände, um zu helfen. In diesem Moment hörte man ein scharfes Klicken, das Klirren von Metall, und Sherlock Holmes sprang wieder auf die Füße. 

»Gentlemen«, rief er mit blitzenden Augen, »ich möchte Sie mit Mr. Jefferson Hope bekanntmachen, dem Mörder von Enoch J. Drebber und Joseph Stangerson.«

All das ereignete sich innerhalb eines Augenblicks – so schnell, daß ich keine Zeit fand, es wirklich zu begreifen. Ich erinnere mich lebhaft an diesen Augenblick, an Holmes' triumphierende Miene und den Klang seiner Stimme, an das verstörte, wilde Gesicht des Kutschers, als dieser die glänzenden Handschellen betrachtete, die wie durch Zauberei um seine Handgelenke erschienen waren. Eine oder zwei Se-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.010
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kunden lang hätten wir eine Gruppe von Standbildern sein können. Dann riß der Gefangene sich mit einem unartikulierten Wutschrei aus Holmes' Griff los und warf sich gegen das Fenster. Holz und Glas gaben unter seiner Wucht nach, aber bevor er ganz hin-durchgelangt war, stürzten sich Gregson, Lestrade und Holmes wie die Hatzhunde auf ihn. Er wurde ins Zimmer zurückgezerrt, und dann begann eine schreckliche Auseinandersetzung. Er war so stark und wild, daß er uns alle vier immer wieder abschütteln konnte. 

Er schien über die krampfartige Kraft eines Mannes zu verfügen, der einen epileptischen Anfall erleidet. 

Sein Gesicht und seine Hände waren vom durchbro-chenen Glas furchtbar zerfetzt, aber der Blutverlust minderte keineswegs seinen Widerstand. Erst als es Lestrade gelang, die Hand in seine Halsbinde zu stek-ken und ihn beinahe zu erdrosseln, begriff er endlich, daß seine Bemühungen vergebens waren; und selbst dann fühlten wir uns seiner nicht sicher, ehe wir ihm nicht die Füße ebenso gebunden hatten wie die Hände. Danach kamen wir atemlos und keuchend auf die Beine. 

»Wir haben seine Droschke«, sagte Sherlock Holmes. »Sie wird dazu dienen, ihn zum Scotland Yard zu bringen. Und nun, Gentlemen«, fuhr er mit einem munteren Lächeln fort, »sind wir am Ende unseres kleinen Rätsels. Sie dürfen mir jetzt gern alle Fragen Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.011
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stellen, die mir zu stellen Sie wünschen, und es besteht keine Gefahr mehr, daß ich mich etwa weigern könnte, sie zu beantworten.«

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.012
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Teil II

 Das Land der Heiligen
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8. Auf der großen Alkali-Ebene

In der Mitte des großen nordamerikanischen Kontinents liegt eine trockene und abstoßende Wüste, die lange Jahre als Barriere gegen das Vorrücken der Zivilisation diente. Von der Sierra Nevada bis Nebraska, und vom Yellowstone River im Norden bis zum Colorado im Süden erstreckt sich eine Region trostloser Öde und Stille. Auch ist die Natur in diesem grimmen Landstrich keineswegs immer gleicher Laune. Er birgt schneebedeckte, hohe Berge und dunkle, düstere Täler. Es gibt dort schnellströmende Flüsse, die durch schroffe Canyons tosen; und es gibt dort. ungeheure Ebenen, die im Winter weiß sind von Schnee und im Sommer grau vom salzigen Alkalistaub. Allen Teilen jedoch sind gemein die Charakteristika der Unfrucht-barkeit, Ungastlichkeit und des Elends. 

In diesem Land der Verzweiflung gibt es keine Einwohner. Eine Gruppe von Pawnees oder Schwarzfuß-

indianern mag es gelegentlich durchqueren, um zu anderen Jagdgründen zu gelangen, aber selbst die Kühn-sten der Kühnen sind froh, wenn sie diesen furchterregenden Ebenen den Rücken kehren können und sich endlich auf ihren Prairien wiederfinden. Der Kojote schleicht durch das Gestrüpp, der Bussard flattert träge durch die Luft, und der täppische Grizzly poltert Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.014
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durch die dunklen Schluchten und sucht sich zwischen den Felsen so gut es geht zu ernähren. Dies sind die einzigen Bewohner der Wildnis. 

Auf der ganzen Welt kann es keinen trostloseren Ausblick geben als den vom Nordhang der Sierra Blanca. So weit das Auge reicht, erstreckt sich die große flache Ebene, wie mit Staub überzogen von Al-kaliflecken, und durchsetzt mit Gruppen der zwergenhaften Chaparral-Büsche. Am äußersten Saum des Horizonts liegt eine lange Kette hoher Berge, deren zackige Gipfel von Schnee gescheckt sind. In diesem ausgedehnten Land regt sich kein lebendes Wesen noch gibt es irgendwelche Anzeichen von Leben. Im stahlblauen Himmel ist kein Vogel, keine Bewegung auf der stumpfig grauen Erde – vor allem ist dort absolute Stille. Man mag noch so sehr lauschen, in all dieser großen Wildnis ist nicht einmal der Schatten eines Geräuschs zu vernehmen; nichts als Stille –

vollkommene und jeden Mut bezwingende Stille. 

Ich habe gesagt, es gebe keine Anzeichen von Leben auf der ausgedehnten Ebene. Das ist nicht ganz richtig. Wenn man von der Sierra Blanca hinabschaut, sieht man unten in der Wüste einen Pfad, der sich dahinschlängelt und in weitester Ferne verliert. Er ist von Räderspuren zerfurcht und von den Füßen vieler Abenteurer ausgetreten. Hie und da sind weiße Gegenstände verstreut, die in der Sonne glänzen und sich Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.015
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von den stumpfen Alkali-Ablagerungen abheben. Tritt näher und untersuche sie! Es sind Knochen; einige groß und grobschlächtig, andere kleiner und feiner. 

Erstere haben einst Ochsen gehört, und letztere Menschen. Fünfzehnhundert Meilen weit kann man diese grausige Karawanenstraße anhand der verstreuten Überreste jener verfolgen, die am Wegesrand gefallen sind. 

In die Betrachtung eben diesen Anblicks versunken stand am vierten Mai achtzehnhundertsiebenundvier-zig ein einsamer Reisender. Seine äußere Erscheinung war dergestalt, daß er durchaus der Geist oder Dämon dieser Landschaft hätte sein können. Es wäre einem Beobachter schwergefallen zu sagen, ob er näher an den Sechzig oder an den Vierzig sei. Sein Gesicht war schmal und hager, und die braune, pergamentene Haut straffte sich über den vorstehenden Knochen; sein langes, braunes Haar und der Bart waren allenthalben durchsetzt und gescheckt von Weiß; die Augen lagen tief in den Höhlen und brannten eines unnatürlichen Glanzes; und die Hand, die das Gewehr gepackt hielt, war kaum fleischiger denn die eines Skeletts. Wie er dort stand, lehnte er sich zur Stütze auf seine Waffe, und doch verrieten seine große Gestalt und das massige Gefüge seiner Knochen eine drahtige und kraftvolle Konstitution. Sein eingefallenes Gesicht und seine Kleider, die wie Säcke an den ausgedörrten Gliedma-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.016
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ßen hingen, kündeten jedoch von dem, was ihm dieses greisenhafte und hinfällige Aussehen verlieh. Der Mann stand kurz vor dem Tode – vor dem Tode durch Hunger und Durst. 

Er hatte sich mühselig die Schlucht hinab und auf diese kleine Erhebung hinaufgekämpft, in der eitlen Hoffnung, Anzeichen für Wasser zu entdecken. Nun lag die große salzige Ebene ausgestreckt vor seinen Augen, und in der Ferne der Gürtel wilder Berge, und nirgends ließ eine Pflanze oder ein Baum auf Feuchtigkeit schließen. In dieser ganzen ausgedehnten Landschaft fand sich kein Hoffnungsschimmer. Er schaute nach Norden, Osten und Westen, mit wilden, suchenden Augen, und dann begriff er, daß er ans Ende seiner Wanderungen gelangt war und dort, auf dem öden Felsen, sterben würde. »Warum nicht hier? 

Es ist genauso gut wie in einem Federbett, in zwanzig Jahren«, murmelte er, als er sich im Schutz eines Felsblocks niederließ. 

Bevor er sich setzte, hatte er sein nutzloses Gewehr auf den Boden gelegt, desgleichen ein großes, mit einem grauen Schal umwickeltes Bündel, das er über der rechten Schulter getragen hatte. Es schien ein wenig zu schwer für seine Kräfte, denn als er es sinken ließ, prallte es mit einiger Heftigkeit auf den Boden. Sogleich drang aus dem grauen Packen ein leiser, wehklagender Schrei, und ein kleines, er-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.017
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schrecktes Gesicht reckte sich heraus, mit ganz hellbraunen Augen und zwei kleinen Fäusten mit Grübchen und Flecken. 

»Du tust mir weh!« sagte eine kindliche Stimme vorwurfsvoll. 

»Hab' ich das?« fragte der Mann bußfertig. »Es war aber keine Absicht.« Während er sprach, wickelte er den grauen Schal auf und brachte ein hübsches kleines Mädchen von etwa fünf Jahren zum Vorschein; die feinen Schuhe und das schmucke rosa Kleid mit der kleinen Leinenschürze legten Zeugnis ab von mütterlicher Fürsorge. Das Kind war blaß und erschöpft, aber seine gesunden Arme und Beine zeigten, daß es weniger gelitten hatte als sein Gefährte. 

»Wie geht es jetzt?« fragte er besorgt, denn die Kleine rieb noch immer die zerzausten goldenen Lok-ken, die ihren Hinterkopf bedeckten. 

»Gib mir einen Kuß darauf und mach es wieder heil«, sagte sie ganz ernsthaft; dabei hielt sie ihm den verletzten Körperteil hin. »Das hat Mutter immer getan. Wo ist Mutter?«

»Mutter ist fortgegangen. Ich schätze, du wirst sie bald wiedersehen.«

»Fortgegangen, was?« sagte die Kleine. »Sie hat aber doch gar nicht Auf Wiedersehen gesagt; und das hat sie doch sonst sogar getan, wenn sie nur zu meiner Tante zum Tee gegangen ist, und jetzt ist sie schon Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.018
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drei Tage fort. Es ist schrecklich trocken hier, nicht wahr? Gibt es hier kein Wasser und auch nichts zu essen?«

»Nein, hier gibt's nichts, Liebes. Du brauchst dich nur noch ein Weilchen zu gedulden, und dann ist alles in Ordnung. Leg deinen Kopf an meine Schulter, so, und dann fühlst du dich gleich wieder prächtig. Gar nicht so einfach zu sprechen, wenn deine Lippen wie aus Leder sind, aber ich sollte dir wohl besser sagen, wie die Dinge liegen. Was hast du da?«

»Hübsche Sachen! Feine Sachen!« rief die Kleine begeistert; sie hielt zwei glitzernde Bruchstücke Glimmer hoch. »Wenn wir wieder zu Hause sind, gebe ich sie meinem Bruder Bob.«

»Du wirst bald noch viel schönere Sachen sehen«, sagte der Mann überzeugt. »Warte nur ein bißchen. 

Aber was ich dir noch sagen wollte – erinnerst du dich, wie wir vom Fluß fortgegangen sind?«

»Oh ja.«

»Also, wir haben angenommen, daß wir bald den nächsten Fluß finden würden, weißt du. Aber irgendwas hat nicht gestimmt; der Kompaß oder die Landkarte oder sonst was, und der Fluß ist nicht gekommen. Das Wasser ist zu Ende gewesen. Nur noch ein kleines Tröpfchen für dich und ... und ...«

»Und du hast dich nicht mehr waschen können«, unterbrach sie ihn vorwurfsvoll und starrte in sein Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.019
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schmutziges Gesicht empor. 

»Nein, und trinken auch nicht. Und Mr. Bender, er ist als erster drangewesen, und dann der Indianer-Pete, und dann Mrs. McGregor, und dann Johnny Hones, und dann, Liebes, deine Mutter.«

»Dann ist Mutter auch tot«, weinte die Kleine; sie ließ das Gesicht in die Schürze sinken und schluchzte bitterlich. 

»Ja, sie sind alle fort, außer dir und mir. Dann habe ich gedacht, wir könnten in dieser Richtung hier vielleicht Wasser finden, also habe ich dich auf die Schulter genommen, und wir sind beide hierhin getip-pelt. Sieht aber nicht so aus, als ob wir uns verbessert hätten. Wir haben jetzt nur noch eine winzig kleine Chance.«

»Meinst du, wir werden auch sterben?« fragte das Kind; es hörte auf zu schluchzen und hob sein tränen-

überströmtes Gesicht. 

»Ich schätze, darauf läuft es hinaus.«

»Warum hast du mir das denn nicht längst gesagt?« fragte sie mit einem fröhlichen Lachen. »Du hast mich aber erschreckt. Also, wenn wir jetzt auch sterben, dann sind wir doch wieder mit Mutter zusammen.«

»Ja, du wirst wieder mit Mutter zusammen sein, Liebes.«

»Und du auch. Ich werde ihr erzählen, wie lieb du Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.020
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zu mir gewesen bist. Ich wette, sie wartet auf uns an der Himmelstür mit einem großen Krug Wasser und einer großen Menge Buchweizenplätzchen, heiß und auf beiden Seiten geröstet, wie Bob und ich sie immer so gern hatten. Wie lange dauert es denn noch?«

»Ich weiß es nicht – aber nicht mehr lange.« Die Augen des Mannes hingen am nördlichen Horizont. 

Im blauen Himmelsgewölbe waren drei kleine Punkte erschienen, die jeden Augenblick größer wurden, so schnell kamen sie näher. Bald wurden sie zu drei gro-

ßen braunen Vögeln, die über den Köpfen der beiden Wanderer kreisten und sich dann auf einigen höherge-legenen Felsen niederließen. Es waren Bussarde, die Geier des Westens, und ihre Ankunft ist ein Vorzeichen des Todes. 

»Hähne und Hennen«, sagte das kleine Mädchen fröhlich; dabei deutete sie auf die ominösen Gestalten und klatschte in die Hände, um sie aufzuscheuchen. 

»Sag mal, hat Gott dieses Land gemacht?«

»Natürlich hat Er das«, sagte ihr Begleiter, den diese unerwartete Frage beinahe erschreckte. 

»Er hat das Land unten in Illinois gemacht, und Er hat den Missouri gemacht«, fuhr das kleine Mädchen fort. »Ich glaube, hier herum muß jemand anderes das Land gemacht haben. Es ist längst nicht so gut gelungen. Man hat Wasser und Bäume vergessen.«

»Was meinst du dazu, ein wenig zu beten?« fragte Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.021
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der Mann schüchtern. 

»Es ist noch nicht Abend«, antwortete sie. 

»Das macht nichts. Es ist nicht ganz die richtige Zeit, aber Ihm wird das nichts ausmachen, darauf kannst du wetten. Sag doch einfach die Gebete, die du jeden Abend im Wagen gesagt hast, als wir noch in der Prairie waren.«

»Warum betest du nicht selbst?« fragte das Kind mit verwunderten Augen. 

»Ich kann mich an kein Gebet mehr erinnern«, antwortete er. »Ich hab nicht mehr gebetet, seit ich halb so groß war wie das Gewehr da. Ich nehme an, es ist nie zu spät. Du betest laut, und ich hör zu und mach immer beim Refrain mit.«

»Dann mußt du knien, und ich auch«, sägte sie; zu diesem Zweck breitete sie den Schal aus. »Du mußt die Hände hochhalten, so ungefähr. Dann fühlt man sich irgendwie gut.«

Es wäre ein seltsamer Anblick gewesen, wenn außer den Bussarden jemand hätte zusehen können. 

Nebeneinander knieten die beiden Wanderer auf dem schmalen Schal, das kleine plappernde Kind und der abgebrühte, verhärtete Abenteurer. Ihr pausbäckiges und sein hageres, eckiges Gesicht waren zum wolkenlosen Himmel emporgewandt, in tiefer Anrufung jenes schrecklichen Wesens, dem sie sich gegenüber wähnten, und die beiden Stimmen – eine dünn und hell, die Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.022
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andere tief und rauh – vereinigten sich im Flehen um Gnade und Vergebung. Nach Beendigung des Gebets setzten sie sich wieder in den Schatten des Felsens, bis das Kind einschlief und sich an die breite Brust seines Beschützers schmiegte. Eine Weile bewachte er den Schlummer der Kleinen, aber die Natur erwies sich als zu stark für ihn. Drei Tage und drei Nächte hatte er sich weder Ruhe noch Schlaf gegönnt. Langsam sanken die Lider über die müden Augen, und der Kopf senkte sich tiefer und tiefer auf die Brust, bis der graue Bart des Mannes sich mit den goldenen Locken seiner Gefährtin mischte und beide den gleichen tiefen und traumlosen Schlummer schliefen. 

Wäre der Wanderer noch eine halbe Stunde wach geblieben, so hätte sich seinen Augen ein merkwürdiger Anblick dargeboten. Weit entfernt am äußersten Saum der Alkali-Ebene erhob sich eine kleine Staub-gischt, winzig zunächst und kaum zu unterscheiden vom Dunst der Ferne, aber allmählich wurde sie höher und breiter, bis sie eine dichte Wolke mit festen Umrissen bildete. Diese Wolke wuchs und wuchs, bis es offensichtlich war, daß nur eine große Menge von Geschöpfen, die sich in Bewegung befanden, sie auf-gewirbelt haben konnte. An fruchtbareren Stätten wäre ein Beobachter zu dem Schluß gelangt, daß eine jener großen Bisonherden, wie sie auf den Prairien weiden, sich ihm nähere. In diesen dürren Wüsteneien Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.023
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war das offenbar unmöglich. Als der Staubwirbel der einsamen Klippe näherkam, auf der die beiden Verlorenen ruhten, schälten sich die Planen von Wagen und die Gestalten bewaffneter Reiter aus dem Dunst, und die Geistererscheinung wurde zu einem großen Wagentreck auf dem Weg nach Westen. Aber welch ein Treck! Als die Spitze den Fuß der Berge erreicht hatte, war der Schluß noch nicht am Horizont zu sehen. Über die ganze ungeheure Ebene erstreckte sich die lockere Reihe der Wagen und Karren, der Männer zu Pferde und Männer zu Fuß. Unzählige Frauen stolperten unter ihren Lasten voran, und Kinder tummelten sich um die Wagen oder lugten unter den weißen Planen hervor. Dies war offenbar keine gewöhnliche Gruppe von Einwanderern, sondern eher ein Nomadenvolk, das unter dem Druck der Umstände gezwungen war, sich ein neues Land zu suchen. In die klare Luft stieg ein wirres Plappern und Grollen von dieser großen Menschenmasse, zusammen mit dem Knarren der Räder und dem Wiehern der Pferde. So laut es jedoch war, es reichte nicht aus, die beiden erschöpften Wanderer auf der Klippe zu wecken. 

An der Spitze der Kolonne ritten zwanzig oder mehr Männer mit ernsten, ehernen Gesichtern, gehüllt in dunkle, selbstgesponnene Kleider und bewaffnet mit Gewehren. Als sie den Fuß der Felsen erreichten, hielten sie an und berieten kurz miteinander. 

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.024
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»Die Brunnen liegen rechter Hand, meine Brüder«, sagte einer, ein glattrasierter Mann mit schroffem Mund und grauem Haar. 

»Rechter Hand der Sierra Blanca – auf diese Weise werden wir den Rio Grande erreichen«, sagte ein anderer. 

»Sorgt euch nicht um Wasser«, rief ein Dritter. 

»Er, der es den Felsen entlocken konnte, wird Sein auserwähltes Volk auch jetzt nicht verlassen.«

»Amen! Amen!« erwiderte die ganze Gruppe. 

Sie wollten eben weiterreiten, als einer der Jüngsten und Schärfstsichtigen unter ihnen einen Ruf ausstieß und zum zackigen Gipfel über ihnen empordeu-tete. Oben auf der Spitze flatterte etwas winzig und rosa und hob sich hell und deutlich von den grauen Felsen dahinter ab. Bei diesem Anblick wurden allenthalben Pferde gezügelt und Gewehre schußbereit gemacht, während weitere Reiter herbeigaloppierten, um die Vorhut zu verstärken. Das Wort »Rothäute«

lag auf aller Lippen. 

»Hier können nicht viele Indianer sein«, sagte der ältere Mann, der das Kommando zu haben schien. 

»Die Pawnees haben wir hinter uns. gelassen, und andere Stämme gibt es erst, wenn wir die großen Berge überwunden haben.«

»Soll ich nachsehen gehen, Bruder Stangerson?«

fragte einer aus der Truppe. 

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.025
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»Ich auch! Ich auch!« rief ein Dutzend Stimmen. 

»Laßt eure Pferde zurück, wir werden hier auf euch warten«, antwortete der Älteste. Im Nu waren die jungen Burschen abgestiegen, hatten ihre Pferde angebunden und erklommen den steilen Abhang, der zu jenem Gegenstand hinaufführte, welcher ihre Neugier erregt hatte. Sie gingen schnell und geräuschlos vor, mit dem Selbstvertrauen und der Geschicklichkeit erfahrener Scouts. Die Zuschauer auf der Ebene unter ihnen konnten sie von Felsen zu Felsen huschen sehen, bis ihre Gestalten sich vom Himmel abhoben. 

Der junge Mann, der als erster den Alarm ausgelöst hatte, führte sie an. Plötzlich sahen die, die hinter ihm kamen, wie er die Hände hob, als habe die Verblüffung ihn übermannt, und als sie zu ihm stießen, rührte der Anblick, der sich ihren Augen darbot, sie in gleicher Weise an. 

Auf dem kleinen Plateau, das den öden Hügel krönte, stand ein einzelner riesiger Felsblock, und an diesen Block gelehnt lag ein großer Mann mit langem Bart und harten Gesichtszügen, der aber überaus dürr war. Sein entspanntes Gesicht und die ruhigen Atemzüge zeigten, daß er tief schlummerte. Neben ihm lag ein kleines Kind, dessen rundliche, weiße Arme seinen braunen, sehnigen Hals umschlangen, und der goldene Schopf ruhte auf der Brust seines Manchester-Rocks. Die rosigen Lippen der Kleinen waren ge-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.026
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öffnet und zeigten die ebenmäßigen Reihen schneeweißer Zähne, und auf ihren kindlichen Zügen lag ein verspieltes Lächeln. Ihre rundlichen, kleinen, weißen Beine in weißen Söckchen und sauberen Schuhen mit glänzenden Schnallen standen in seltsamem Gegensatz zu den langen, dürren Gliedmaßen ihres Gefährten. Auf der Felskante über diesem merkwürdigen Paar hockten drei feierlich dreinblickende Bussarde, die beim Anblick der Neuankömmlinge heisere Schreie der Enttäuschung ausstießen und mürrisch von hinnen flatterten. 

Die Schreie der üblen Vögel weckten die beiden Schläfer, die sich verwirrt umschauten. Der Mann kam schwankend auf die Füße und sah zur Ebene hinab, die so öde gewesen war, als der Schlaf ihn übermannt hatte, und die nun von dieser ungeheuren Masse von Menschen und Tieren überquert wurde. 

Sein Gesicht nahm einen Ausdruck des Unglaubens an, während er stand und starrte, und er fuhr sich mit der knochigen Hand über die Augen. »Das ist wohl, was man Delirium nennt«, murmelte er. Das Mädchen stand neben ihm, hielt sich an seinem Rocksaum fest und sagte nichts, sah sich jedoch mit dem verwunderten, fragenden Blick der Kindheit um. 

Die Rettungstruppe konnte die beiden Verlorenen bald davon überzeugen, daß ihr Auftauchen keine Wahnvorstellung war. Einer von ihnen ergriff das Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.027
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kleine Mädchen und hob sie auf seine Schulter, während zwei andere ihren hageren Gefährten stützten und ihm zu den Wagen halfen. 

»Ich heiße John Ferrier«, erklärte der Wanderer. 

»Ich und die Kleine da sind alles, was von einundzwanzig Leuten übrig ist. Der Rest ist an Hunger und Durst gestorben, weiter im Süden.«

»Ist sie Ihr Kind?« fragte jemand. 

»Das ist sie jetzt sicher«, rief der andere trotzig. 

»Sie ist mein Kind, weil ich sie gerettet habe. Niemand wird sie mir wegnehmen. Von heute an ist sie Lucy Ferrier. Wer sind Sie denn eigentlich?« fuhr er fort; er warf seinen kräftigen, sonnverbrannten Rettern neugierige Blicke zu. »Von euch scheint's ja recht viele zu geben.«

»An die zehntausend«, sagte einer der jungen Männer. »Wir sind die verfolgten Kinder Gottes – die Auserwählten des Engels Merona25.«

»Von dem hab ich noch nie gehört«, sagte der Wanderer. »Er scheint ja eine nette Auswahl getroffen zu haben.«

»Treib keine Scherze mit Heiligem«, sagte der andere streng. »Wir gehören zu denen, die an jene heiligen Schriften glauben, die abgefaßt in ägyptischen Zeichen auf Platten gehämmerten Goldes dem heiligen Joseph Smith in Palmyra ausgehändigt wurden. 

Wir kommen aus Nauvoo im Staat Illinois26, wo wir Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.028
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unseren Tempel gegründet hatten. Wir sind gekommen, um Zuflucht vor dem Gewalttätigen und dem Gottlosen zu suchen, und wenn es auch im Herzen der Wüste wäre.«

Der Name Nauvoo schien bei John Ferrier offenbar Erinnerungen zu wecken. »Ach so«, sagte er, »ihr seid die Mormonen.«

»Wir sind die Mormonen«, antworteten seine Ge-fährten wie aus einem Munde. 

»Und wohin geht ihr?«

»Das wissen wir nicht. Die Hand Gottes fuhrt uns in der Person unseres Propheten. Sie müssen zu ihm kommen. Er wird sagen, was wir mit Ihnen machen sollen.«

Inzwischen hatten sie den Fuß des Hügels erreicht und waren von Pilgergruppen umgeben – blaßgesichtige Frauen mit demütiger Miene; kräftige, lachende Kinder; besorgte Männer mit ernsten Augen. Von ihnen allen kamen viele Rufe des Staunens und Mitleids, als sie die Jugend eines der Fremdlinge und den elenden Zustand des anderen sahen. Ihre Begleiter blieben jedoch nicht stehen, sondern drängten sich vorwärts, gefolgt von einer großen Menge Mormonen, bis sie einen Wagen erreichten, der durch seine Größe und sein elegantes, prunkvolles Äußeres auffiel. 

Sechs Pferde waren vor ihm ins Joch gespannt, wogegen die anderen Wagen mit zwei oder höchstens vier Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.029
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Tieren versehen waren. Neben dem Fahrer saß ein Mann, der nicht älter sein konnte als dreißig Jahre, aber sein gewichtiger Kopf und seine entschlossene Miene kennzeichneten ihn als Führer. Er las in einem braun eingebundenen Buch, das er jedoch bei der An-näherung der Menge beiseite legte, um einem Bericht über den Vorfall aufmerksam zu lauschen. Danach wandte er sich den beiden Verlorenen zu. 

»Wenn wir euch mitnehmen«, sagte er feierlich, 

»dann nur als solche, die unseren Glauben teilen. Wir wollen keine Wölfe in unserem Pferch haben. Viel eher sollen eure Gebeine in dieser Wüstenei bleichen, denn daß ihr euch als jener kleine Fleck des Verfalls erweist, der mit der Zeit die ganze Frucht verdirbt. 

Wollt ihr zu diesen Bedingungen mit uns kommen?«

»Ich schätze, ich komme zu jeder Bedingung mit euch«, sagte Ferrier, mit solchem Nachdruck, daß die ernsten Ältesten ein Lächeln nicht unterdrücken konnten. Allein der Führer wahrte seine strenge, ehrfurcht-gebietende Miene. 

»Nimm ihn, Bruder Stangerson«, sagte er, »gib ihm Nahrung und Trunk, und desgleichen dem Kinde. 

Mach es dir ferner zur Aufgabe, ihn in unserem heiligen Glauben zu unterweisen. Wir haben uns lange genug aufgehalten! Vorwärts! Weiter, gen Zion!«

»Weiter, gen Zion!« rief die Menge der Mormonen, und die Worte rieselten den langen Treck hinab, gin-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.030
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gen von Mund zu Mund, bis sie in der Ferne als dumpfes Gemurmel erstarben. Mit knallenden Peitschen und knarrenden Rädern setzten sich die großen Wagen in Bewegung, und bald wand sich der ganze Treck wieder fort. Der Älteste, dessen Fürsorge die beiden Heimatlosen anvertraut worden waren, führte sie zu seinem Wagen, wo bereits ein Mahl ihrer harrte. 

»Ihr werdet hier bleiben«, sagte er. »In ein paar Tagen werdet ihr euch von eurer Mühsal erholt haben. 

Inzwischen denkt daran, daß ihr jetzt und für immer unserer Religion angehört. Brigham Young27 hat es gesagt, und er hat mit der Stimme von Joseph Smith gesprochen, welche die Stimme Gottes ist28.«

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.031
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9. Die Blume von Utah

Es ist hier nicht die Stelle, der Mühen und Entbehrungen zu gedenken, welche die wandernden Mormonen erlitten, bis sie endlich ihre Freistatt erreichten. Von den Ufern des Mississippi bis zu den westlichen Hängen der Rocky Mountains hatten sie sich mit einer Beharrlichkeit durchgekämpft, die in der Geschichte kaum ein Beispiel findet. Der wilde Mensch und das wilde Tier, Hunger, Durst, Erschöpfung, Krankheit –

jedes Hindernis, das die Natur ihnen in den Weg legen konnte – waren mit angelsächsischer Zähigkeit überwunden worden. Und doch hatten die lange Reise und die vielfältigen Schrecken auch die Herzen der Stärksten unter ihnen erschüttert. Keiner unter ihnen, der nicht auf die Knie gefallen wäre, in innigem Dankgebet, als sie das weitläufige Tal von Utah unter sich liegen sahen, vom Sonnenlicht überspült, und aus dem Mund ihres Führers hörten, dies sei das ge-lobte Land und diese jungfräulichen Äcker sollten ihnen auf immerdar gehören. 

Young erwies sich bald als geschickter Organisator sowie als entschlossener Kommandant. Karten wurden gezeichnet und Entwürfe angefertigt, auf denen man die künftige Stadt umriß. Allenthalben wurde Farmland unterteilt und den einzelnen Personen Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.032
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gemäß ihren Verdiensten zugewiesen. Der Händler widmete sich seinem Beruf und der Kunsthandwerker seiner Berufung. In der Stadt entstanden wie durch Zauber Straßen und Plätze. Das umliegende Land wurde entwässert, eingezäunt, bepflanzt und gerodet, und der folgende Sommer traf das ganze Land golden vom Weizen an. Alles gedieh in der seltsamen Ansiedlung. Über allem wuchs der große Tempel, den sie im Mittelpunkt der Stadt errichtet hatten, und wurde immer größer. Von der ersten Morgenröte bis zum Ende des abendlichen Zwielichts fehlten nie das Klirren des Hammers und das Reißen der Säge um dieses Monument, das die Einwanderer Ihm errichtet, der sie sicher durch viele Fährnisse geführt hatte. 

Die beiden Verlorenen, John Ferrier und das kleine Mädchen, das sein Schicksal geteilt hatte und als seine Tochter angenommen worden war, begleiteten die Mormonen ans Ende ihrer großen Pilgerreise. Die kleine Lucy Ferrier reiste sehr angenehm im Wagen des Ältesten Stangerson, einer Unterkunft, die sie mit den drei Frauen des Mormonen und seinem Sohn teilte, einem starrköpfigen, vorwitzigen Jungen von zwölf Jahren. Nachdem sie mit der Anpassungsfähigkeit der Kindheit den Schock des Todes ihrer Mutter überwunden hatte, wurde sie bald zum Liebling der Frauen und gewöhnte sich an dieses neue Leben in ihrem planenbedeckten, beweglichen Heim. Inzwi-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.033
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schen zeichnete sich Ferrier, von seinen Entbehrungen erholt, als nützlicher Scout und unermüdlicher Jäger aus. So rasch gewann er die Wertschätzung seiner neuen Gefährten, daß man sich, als das Ende der Wanderschaft erreicht war, einmütig darauf einigte, ihm ein so großes und fruchtbares Landstück wie jedem anderen Siedler zuzuteilen, ausgenommen Young selbst sowie Stangerson, Kemball, Johnson und Drebber, die die vier wichtigsten Ältesten waren. 

Auf der so erworbenen Farm baute John Ferrier ein festes Holzhaus, das in den folgenden Jahren viele Anbauten erfuhr, so daß es zu einer geräumigen Villa wuchs. Er war ein Mann mit praktischen Veranlagungen, vernünftig in seinen Unternehmungen und geschickt mit den Händen. Seine eiserne Konstitution erlaubte es ihm, vom Morgen bis zum Abend sein Land zu bessern und zu bearbeiten. So kam es, daß die Farm und all sein Besitz außerordentlich gut gediehen. Nach drei Jahren ging es ihm besser als seinen Nachbarn, nach sechs war er wohlhabend, nach neun reich, und nach zwölf Jahren gab es nicht einmal ein halbes Dutzend Männer in ganz Salt Lake City, die sich mit ihm messen konnten. Vom großen Bin-nensee bis zu den fernen Wasatch-Bergen war kein Name bekannter als der von John Ferrier. 

Es gab eines, und nur dieses eine, womit er die Empfindungen seiner Glaubensgenossen verletzte. 

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.034
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Weder Argumente noch Überredungsversuche konnten ihn je dazu bringen, sich nach Art seiner Gefährten mit Frauen zu umgeben. Er gab für diese beharrliche Weigerung niemals Gründe an, sondern beschränkte sich darauf, entschieden und unbeugsam dieser seiner Entschlossenheit anzuhangen. Manche ziehen ihn der Lauheit gegenüber seiner angenommenen Religion, andere schoben es auf Gier nach Reichtum und Abneigung gegen Ausgaben. Wieder andere sprachen von einer frühen Liebschaft und einem blondhaarigen Mädchen, das am Gestade des Atlantik dahingeschmachtet war. Welchen Grund er auch immer haben mochte, Ferrier blieb strikt zölibatär. In jeder anderen Hinsicht hielt er sich an die Religion der jungen Ansiedlung und erwarb den Ruf eines or-thodoxen und rechtschaffenen Mannes. 

Lucy Ferrier wuchs im Holzhaus auf und ging ihrem Adoptiv-Vater bei all seinen Unternehmungen zur Hand. Die frische Luft der Berge und der balsamische Duft der Nadelbäume nahmen bei dem jungen Mädchen die Stellen von Amme und Mutter ein. Mit den Jahren wurde sie größer und kräftiger, ihre Wangen frischer und ihr Gang federnder. Mancher Fah-rensmann auf der Straße, die an Ferriers Farm ent-langlief, spürte langvergessene Gedanken in seinem Gemüt aufleben, wenn er ihre geschmeidige Mäd-chengestalt durch die Weizenfelder streifen sah oder Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.035
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ihr begegnete, wenn sie auf ihres Vaters Mustang ritt, den sie mit all der Leichtigkeit und Anmut eines echten Kindes des Westens zu behandeln wußte. So blühte die Knospe zu einer Blume auf, und in dem Jahr, da ihr Vater der reichste Farmer wurde, war sie das schönste Beispiel amerikanischen Mädchentums, das sich im pazifischen Teil des Kontinents nur finden ließ. 

Es war jedoch nicht der Vater, der als erster entdeckte, daß das Kind sich zu einer Frau entwickelt hatte. Das ist in solchen Fällen auch selten. Diese geheimnisvolle Verwandlung ist zu subtil und allmählich, als daß sie in Daten gemessen werden könnte. 

Am wenigsten von allen weiß es die Maid selbst, bis der Tonfall einer Stimme oder die Berührung einer Hand ihr Herz aufwühlt und sie mit einer Mischung aus Stolz und Furcht erfahrt, daß in ihr ein neues und größeres Sein erwacht ist. Nur wenige gibt es, die sich dieses Tages nicht entsonnen und sich nicht an jenen einen kleinen Vorfall zu erinnern vermöchten, der den Morgen eines neuen Lebens ankündigte. In Lucy Ferriers Fall war dieser Vorfall an sich schwerwiegend genug, nicht zu reden von seinen künftigen Auswirkungen auf ihr Geschick sowie auch das vieler anderer. 

Es war ein warmer Junimorgen, und die Heiligen der Letzten Tage waren emsig wie die Bienen, deren Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.036
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Korb sie zu ihrem Emblem gemacht haben. Von allen Feldern und Straßen drang das Summen menschlichen Fleißes. Über die staubigen Landstraßen zogen lange Ströme schwerbeladener Maultiere gen Westen, denn in Kalifornien war das Goldfieber ausgebrochen, und die Landroute führte durch die Stadt der Auserwählten. Hinzu kamen Herden von Schafen und Rindern von abgelegenen Weiden sowie Züge müder Einwanderer, Menschen und Pferde gleichermaßen erschöpft von ihrer endlosen Reise. Durch all diese buntschek-kigen Ansammlungen galoppierte Lucy Ferrier; mit der Geschicklichkeit einer vollkommenen Reiterin suchte sie sich ihren Weg, ihr hübsches Gesicht war von der Anstrengung errötet, und ihr langes kastanienbraunes Haar wehte hinter ihr drein. Sie hatte einen Auftrag ihres Vaters in der Stadt zu erfüllen, und sie preschte hinein wie so oft zuvor, mit der ganzen Unbekümmertheit der Jugend; dabei dachte sie nur an ihren Auftrag und seine Ausführung. Die von der Reise gezeichneten Abenteurer blickten ihr erstaunt nach, und sogar die leidenschaftslosen Indianer, die mit ihren Fellen zur Stadt kamen, entäußerten sich ihres gewohnten Stoizismus und bewunderten die Schönheit der bleichgesichtigen Maid. 

Sie hatte den Stadtrand erreicht, als sie die Straße von einer großen Rinderherde, getrieben von einem halben Dutzend wild dreinblickender Viehhüter aus Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.037
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der Prairie, versperrt fand. In ihrer Ungeduld versuchte sie, dieses Hindernis zu nehmen, indem sie ihr Pferd dorthin lenkte, wo sie eine Lücke zu sehen wähnte. Sie war jedoch kaum hineingelangt, als die Menge der Tiere sich hinter ihr schloß und sie sich völlig eingebettet fand in den beweglichen Strom von Ochsen mit grimmen Augen und langen Hörnern. Da sie daran gewöhnt war, mit Vieh umzugehen, ängstigte ihre Lage sie keineswegs; sie nahm sogar jede Gelegenheit wahr, ihr Pferd voranzutreiben, in der Hoffnung, sich einen Weg durch die Kavalkade bahnen zu können. Unglücklicherweise traf das Horn eines der Tiere, zufällig oder gezielt, heftig die Flanke des Mustangs, der sogleich toll wurde und durchging. Mit einem Schnauben der Wut stieg er auf die Hinterbeine und tanzte und schüttelte sich so, daß jeder andere denn ein geschickter Reiter abgeworfen worden wäre. 

Es war eine sehr gefährliche Situation. Jeder Satz des erregten Pferdes brachte es wieder mit den Hörnern in Berührung und stachelte es zu neuer Raserei an. Das Mädchen hatte große Mühe, im Sattel zu bleiben, aber ein Sturz hätte einen schrecklichen Tod unter den Hufen der ungebärdigen und erschreckten Tiere bedeutet. Jäher Notlagen ungewohnt begann ihr Kopf sich zu drehen, und ihr Griff nach dem Zügel lockerte sich. Erstickt durch die aufgewühlte Staubwolke und die Ausdünstungen der erregten Tiere hätte sie wohl Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.038
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verzweifelt alle Versuche aufgegeben, wenn nicht neben ihr eine freundliche Stimme sie Beistands versichert hätte. Im gleichen Augenblick packte eine sehnige braune Hand das erschreckte Pferd bei der Kan-dare; der Mann bahnte sich einen Weg durch die Herde und brachte sie bald ins Freie. 

»Ich hoffe, Sie sind nicht verletzt, Miss«, sagte ihr Retter höflich. 

Sie blickte zu seinem dunklen, grimmigen Gesicht empor und lachte munter. »Ich bin furchtbar erschrok-ken«, sagte sie unbefangen. »Wer hätte auch gedacht, daß Poncho sich von ein paar Kühen so erschrecken läßt?«

»Danken Sie Gott, daß Sie im Sattel geblieben sind«, sagte der andere ernst. Er war ein großer, rauh aussehender junger Bursche auf einem mächtigen Rot-schimmel; er trug die grobe Kleidung eines Jägers, und ein langes Gewehr hing über seiner Schulter. »Ich schätze, Sie sind John Ferriers Tochter«, bemerkte er. 

»Ich habe Sie von seinem Haus herreiten sehen. Wenn Sie ihn wiedersehen, fragen Sie ihn, ober er sich an die Jefferson Hopes aus St. Louis erinnert. Wenn er der  Ferrier ist, dann waren mein Vater und er enge Freunde.«

»Wollen Sie nicht lieber kommen und selbst fragen?« meinte sie ernsthaft. 

Der junge Mann schien über diesen Vorschlag er-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.039
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freut, und seine dunklen Augen funkelten fröhlich. 

»Das mache ich«, sagte er. »Wir sind zwei Monate lang in den Bergen gewesen, deshalb sind wir alles in allem nicht gerade besuchsfein. Er muß uns hinnehmen, wie wir sind.«

»Er hat gute Gründe, sich bei Ihnen zu bedanken; ich auch«, antwortete sie. »Er hängt schrecklich an mir. Wenn mich diese Kühe zertrampelt hätten, er wäre nie darüber hinweggekommen.«

»Ich auch nicht«, sagte ihr Begleiter. 

»Sie! Also, ich kann mir nicht denken, daß es Ihnen, viel ausmacht. Sie sind doch nicht einmal ein Freund von uns.«

Das Gesicht des jungen Jägers wurde bei dieser Bemerkung so düster, daß Lucy Ferrier in lautes Lachen ausbrach. 

»Na, also so habe ich das nicht gemeint«, sagte sie. 

»Natürlich sind Sie jetzt ein Freund. Sie müssen uns besuchen kommen. Ich muß mich jetzt aber beeilen, sonst vertraut mir Vater seine Geschäfte nicht mehr an. Good-bye!«

»Good-bye«, erwiderte er; er lüftete seinen breiten Sombrero und neigte sich über ihre kleine Hand. Sie warf ihren Mustang herum, gab ihm einen leichten Hieb mit der Reitpeitsche und sprengte die breite Straße hinab, eingehüllt in eine wogende Staubwolke. 

Der junge Jefferson Hope ritt mit seinen Gefährten Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.040
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weiter, düster und schweigsam. Er und sie waren als Silber-Prospektoren in den Bergen von Nevada gewesen und kamen nach Salt Lake City in der Hoffnung, genug Kapital aufzubringen, um Adern ausbeuten zu können, die sie entdeckt hatten. Er war auf das Geschäft so versessen gewesen wie die anderen, bis dieser plötzliche Vorfall seine Gedanken in eine neue Richtung gelenkt hatte. Der Anblick des schönen jungen Mädchens, frisch und erquickend wie die Brisen der Sierra, hatte sein vulkanisches, ungezähmtes Herz zutiefst aufgewühlt. Als sie aus seinem Blick verschwunden war, begriff er, daß eine Krise sein Leben überkommen hatte und daß weder Silberspekulatio-nen noch sonst eine Frage jemals wieder so wichtig für ihn sein konnten wie dieses neue, alles andere verdrängende Anliegen. Die Liebe, die in seinem Herzen plötzlich entsprossen, war nicht die jähe, wankelmüti-ge Laune eines Jungen, sondern die heftige, wilde Leidenschaft eines Mannes von starkem Willen und gebieterischem Wesen. Er war daran gewöhnt, in allem Erfolg zu haben, das er in Angriff nahm. Im Herzen schwor er sich, daß er auch hierin nicht versagen würde, sofern menschliche Mühen und menschliche Beharrlichkeit ihm zum Erfolg verhelfen konnten. 

An diesem Abend suchte er John Ferrier auf und wiederholte den Besuch viele Male, bis sein Gesicht im Farmhaus vertraut war. John, im Tal eingesperrt Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.041
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und von seiner Arbeit in Anspruch genommen, hatte nicht viele Möglichkeiten gehabt, in den letzten zwölf Jahren die Neuigkeiten der Außenwelt zu erfahren. 

Jefferson Hope konnte ihm all dies geben, und zwar in einer Weise, die Lucy ebenso interessierte wie ihren Vater. Er war einer der Pioniere in Kalifornien gewesen und konnte viele seltsame Geschichten er-zählen, wie in jenen wilden, erfüllten Zeiten Vermö-

gen gewonnen wurden und zerrannen. Er war auch Scout gewesen und Fallensteller, Silbersucher und Rancharbeiter. Wo immer erregende Abenteuer zu finden waren, hatte Jefferson Hope nach ihnen gesucht. Der alte Farmer fand schnell Gefallen an ihm und sprach beredt von seinen Tugenden. Bei solchen Gelegenheiten pflegte Lucy zu schweigen, aber die Röte ihrer Wangen und ihre hellen, frohen Augen zeigten nur allzu deutlich, daß ihr junges Herz nicht länger ihr gehörte. Ihr redlicher Vater mag diese Symptome vielleicht nicht wahrgenommen haben, doch waren sie sicherlich an den Mann, der ihre Neigung gewonnen hatte, nicht vergeudet. 

Eines Sommerabends kam er die Straße herabga-loppiert und zügelte sein Pferd vor dem Tor. Sie stand in der Tür und kam herbei, ihn zu begrüßen. Er warf die Zügel über den Zaun und schritt den Gang zum Haus hinan. 

»Ich geh fort, Lucy«, sagte er; er nahm ihre Hände Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.042
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in seine und blickte zärtlich in ihr Gesicht hinunter. 

»Ich will dich nicht bitten, jetzt mit mir zu kommen, aber bist du bereit, mit mir zu gehen, wenn ich wieder hier bin?«

»Und wann wird das sein?« fragte sie, errötend und lachend. 

»Höchstens ein paar Monate. Dann werde ich kommen und dich mitnehmen, mein Liebling. Niemand kann sich noch zwischen uns stellen.«

»Und was ist mit Vater?« fragte sie. 

»Er ist einverstanden, vorausgesetzt, wir bringen diese Minen wirklich in Gang. Aber da habe ich keine Sorge.«

»Also, wenn Vater und du alles besprochen habt, dann gibt es nichts mehr zu sagen«, flüsterte sie; sie legte ihre Wange an seine breite Brust. 

»Gott sei Dank!« sagte er heiser; er neigte sich zu ihr und küßte sie. »Dann ist es also abgemacht. Je länger ich bleibe, desto schwerer wird es zu gehen. 

Sie warten am Canyon auf mich. Good-bye, mein Liebling – good-bye. In zwei Monaten wirst du mich wiedersehen.«

Noch während er sprach, riß er sich von ihr los, warf sich aufsein Pferd und galoppierte Wildlings von dannen; dabei sah er sich nicht ein Mal um, als fürchte er, seine Entschlossenheit könne ihn verlassen, wenn er auch nur einen Blick auf das würfe, was er Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.043
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verließ. Sie stand am Tor und blickte ihm nach, bis er aus ihren Augen verschwand. Dann ging sie zurück ins Haus, das glücklichste Mädchen in ganz Utah. 

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.044
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10. John Ferrier spricht mit dem Propheten Drei Wochen waren vergangen, seit Jefferson Hope und seine Kameraden Salt Lake City verlassen hatten. 

John Ferriers Herz war schwer, wenn er an die Rückkehr des jungen Mannes dachte und an den drohenden Verlust seines Adoptivkindes. Ihr leuchtendes und glückliches Gesicht söhnten ihn jedoch mit der Abmachung besser aus, als jedes Argument es hätte tun können. Tief in seinem entschiedenen Herzen war er stets entschlossen gewesen, sich durch nichts je dazu bringen zu lassen, in eine Heirat seiner Tochter mit einem Mormonen einzuwilligen. Eine derartige Ehe betrachtete er nicht als Ehe, sondern als Schmach und Schande. Was auch immer er sonst von den mormonischen Lehren halten mochte, in diesem einen Punkt war er unbeugsam. Zu diesem Thema hatte er jedoch seine Lippen versiegeln müssen, denn in jenen Tagen war es im Land der Heiligen gefährlich, eine unortho-doxe Meinung auszusprechen. 

Ja, gefährlich – so gefährlich, daß auch der Heiligmäßigste seine religiösen Ansichten nur hinter vorgehaltener Hand zu flüstern wagte, damit nicht etwas seinem Mund Entfleuchtes mißverstanden werde und rasche Vergeltung über ihn bringe. Jene, die Verfolgung erlitten hatten, waren nun selbst zu Verfolgern Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.045
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geworden, und zwar zu Verfolgern der schrecklichsten Art. Nicht die Inquisition zu Sevilla noch das deutsche Femegericht noch die Geheimgesellschaften Italiens konnten je eine schrecklichere Maschinerie in Gang setzen als jene, die den Staat Utah verdüsterte. 

Ihre Unsichtbarkeit und die damit verbundenen Geheimnisse machten diese Organisation doppelt furchtbar. Sie schien allwissend und allmächtig, und doch war sie weder zu sehen noch zu hören. Wer sich der Kirche entgegenstellte, verschwand, und keiner wußte, wohin er gegangen, noch was ihm zugestoßen war. Frau und Kinder warteten zu Hause auf ihn, aber kein Vater kehrte jemals zurück, um ihnen zu berichten, wie es ihm in den Händen seiner geheimen Richter ergangen war. Einem voreiligen Wort oder einer überhasteten Tat folgte die Vernichtung, und dennoch wußte niemals jemand etwas über das Wesen dieser schrecklichen Macht, die über ihnen hing. Kein Wunder, daß die Menschen in Furcht und Bangen verharrten und daß sie selbst im Herzen der Wildnis die Zweifel, die sie bedrückten, nicht einmal zu flüstern wagten. 

Zunächst wurde diese vage und schreckliche Gewalt nur gegen jene Widerspenstigen angewandt, die den mormonischen Glauben angenommen hatten und ihn später verdrehen oder aufgeben wollten. Bald jedoch nahm sie größere Ausmaße an. Der Bestand an Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.046
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erwachsenen Frauen ging zur Neige, und Polygamie ohne hierfür ausreichende weibliche Bevölkerung ist nun wahrlich eine unfruchtbare Lehre. Seltsame Ge-rüchte begannen die Runde zu machen – Gerüchte über ermordete Zuwanderer und überfallene Camps in Gegenden, in denen niemals Indianer gesehen worden waren. Frische Frauen erschienen in den Harems der Ältesten – Frauen, die sich verzehrten und weinten und auf ihren Gesichtern die Spuren unauslöschlichen Grauens zeigten. Späte Bergwanderer berichteten von Banden bewaffneter Männer, maskiert, verstohlen und geräuschlos, die in der Dunkelheit an ihnen vorbei-huschten. Diese Berichte und Gerüchte gewannen Substanz und Gestalt und fanden immer wieder Be-stätigung, bis sie schließlich mit einem bestimmten Namen genannt wurden. Bis heute gilt auf den einsamen Ranches des Westens der Name der Daniten-Bande oder der Rächenden Engel als unheimlich und ominös. 

Genauere Kenntnisse der Organisation, die solch schreckliche Ergebnisse zeitigte, führten eher zur Mehrung denn zur Minderung des Grauens, das sie den Herzen der Menschen einflößte. Niemand wußte, wer dieser gnadenlosen Gesellschaft angehörte. Die Namen jener, die im Namen der Religion an Blut- und Gewalttaten teilnahmen, wurden strengstens geheimgehalten. Der Freund, dem man seine Bedenken hin-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.047
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sichtlich des Propheten und seiner Mission mitteilte, mochte einer von jenen sein, die nachts mit Feuer und Schwert kamen, eine schreckliche Sühne zu heischen. 

Daher fürchtete jedermann seinen Nachbarn, und niemand sprach von dem, was ihm wirklich am Herzen lag. 

Eines schönen Morgens schickte John Ferrier sich an, auf seine Weizenfelder zu gehen, als er den Tor-riegel klicken hörte, und da er aus dem Fenster blickte, sah er einen stämmigen, strohblonden Mann mittleren Alters den Weg heraufkommen. Das Herz schlug ihm im Halse, denn dieser Mann war kein anderer als der große Brigham Young persönlich. Voller Bestürzung – denn er wußte sehr wohl, daß solch ein Besuch nichts Gutes bedeuten konnte – lief Ferrier zur Tür, um das Oberhaupt der Mormonen zu begrü-

ßen. Dieser nahm die Grüße jedoch kalt entgegen und folgte ihm mit strengem Gesicht in den Wohnraum. 

»Bruder Ferrier«, sagte er, wobei er sich setzte und den Farmer scharf unter seinen hellen Wimpern anblickte, »die Wahren Gläubigen sind dir gute Freunde gewesen. Wir haben dich gerettet, als du in der Wüste verhungertest, wir haben unsere Nahrung mit dir geteilt, dich sicher ins Auserwählte Tal geführt, dir ein gutes Stück Landes gegeben und es dir gestattet, unter unserem Schutz reich zu werden. Ist es nicht so?«

»Es ist so«, antwortete John Ferrier. 

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.048
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»Als Gegenleistung für all das haben wir nur eine Bedingung gestellt: daß du den Wahren Glauben an-nimmst und all seine Gebräuche achtest und einhältst. 

Dies hast du versprochen, und dies, wenn alle Berichte stimmen, hast du vernachlässigt.«

»Und wie soll ich es vernachlässigt haben?« fragte Ferrier; er streckte die Hände aus. »Habe ich nicht zum Gemeinschatz beigetragen? Habe ich nicht den Tempel besucht? Habe ich nicht ...?«

»Wo sind deine Frauen?« fragte Young; er sah sich um. »Ruf sie herein, damit ich sie begrüßen kann.«

»Es stimmt, daß ich nicht geheiratet habe«, antwortete Ferrier. »Aber Frauen waren rar, und es gab viele Männer mit älteren Anrechten als ich. Ich bin nicht einsam gewesen: Ich hatte meine Tochter, die sich um mich kümmern konnte.«

»Genau über deine Tochter will ich mit dir reden«, sagte der Führer der Mormonen. »Sie ist zur Blume von Utah herangewachsen und hat Gnade in den Augen vieler gefunden, die im Land erhaben sind.«

John Ferrier ächzte innerlich. 

»Es gibt Geschichten über sie, denen ich gern keinen Glauben schenken möchte – Geschichten, daß sie mit einem Heiden verbunden ist. Es muß wohl das Geschwätz müßiger Zungen sein. 

Wie lautet das dreizehnte Gebot des Heiligen Joseph Smith? ›Jede Maid vom Wahren Glauben ver-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.049
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mähle sich mit einem der Auserwählten; denn heiratete sie einen Heiden, so beginge sie eine schlimme Sünde.‹ Da dies so ist, kann es unmöglich sein, daß du, der du dich zum Heiligen Glauben bekennst, dul-dest, daß deine Tochter ihn schändet.«

John Ferrier gab keine Antwort, sondern spielte nervös mit seiner Reitpeitsche. 

»In dieser einen Frage soll dein ganzer Glaube auf die Probe gestellt werden – so ist es im Heiligen Rat der Vier entschieden worden. Das Mädchen ist jung, und wir wollen weder, daß sie graue Haare heiratet, noch wollen wir sie aller Wahlmöglichkeit berauben. 

Wir Ältesten haben viele FärsenA1, aber auch unsere Kinder müssen versorgt werden. Stangerson hat einen Sohn, und Drebber hat einen Sohn, und beide würden deine Tochter gern in ihrem Haus willkommen hei-

ßen. Sie soll zwischen ihnen wählen. Sie sind jung und reich und gehören dem Wahren Glauben an. Was sagst du dazu?«

Ferrier saß eine Weile schweigend und mit zusammengezogenen Brauen da. 

»Gib uns Zeit«, sagte er schließlich. »Meine Tochter ist sehr jung – sie ist kaum alt genug für die Ehe.«

»Sie soll einen Monat bekommen, um ihre Wahl zu treffen«, sagte Young; er erhob sich von seinem Stuhl. »Am Schluß dieser Zeit soll sie ihre Antwort geben.«

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.050
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Er war bereits in der Tür, als er sich umwandte, mit gerötetem Gesicht und blitzenden Augen. »Es wäre besser für dich, John Ferrier«, donnerte er, »wenn du und sie nun als bleiche Skelette auf der Sierra Blanca läget, als daß ihr euren schwachen Willen gegen die Anordnungen der Heiligen Vier stellt!«

Mit einer drohenden Handbewegung wandte er sich ab, und Ferrier hörte seine schweren Schritte auf dem Kiesweg knirschen. 

Er saß noch immer da mit dem Ellenbogen auf dem Knie und grübelte, wie er es seiner Tochter sagen sollte, als eine sanfte Hand sich auf die seine legte, und wie er aufschaute, sah er sie neben sich stehen. 

Ein Blick in ihr bleiches, entsetztes Gesicht zeigte ihm, daß sie angehört hatte, was vorgefallen war. 

»Ich konnte nicht anders«, sagte sie. »Seine Stimme dröhnte durch das Haus. Oh, Vater, Vater, was sollen wir nur tun?«

»Gräm dich nicht«, antwortete er; er drückte sie an sich und fuhr mit seiner großen, rauhen Hand liebevoll über ihr kastanienbraunes Haar. »Auf die eine oder andere Weise werden wir das schon regeln. Du hast nicht das Gefühl, daß deine Zuneigung zu diesem Jungen nachläßt, oder?«

Ihre einzige Antwort war, daß sie schluchzte und seine Hand drückte. 

»Nein, natürlich nicht. Es wäre mir auch gar nicht Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.051
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lieb, wenn du das sagtest. Er ist ein guter Junge und ein Christ, und das ist immer noch mehr als all die Leute hier, trotz all ihres Betens und Predigens. Morgen bricht eine Gruppe nach Nevada auf, und ich werde es schon schaffen, ihm eine Botschaft zu schik-ken, damit er weiß, in welcher Klemme wir stecken. 

Wenn ich den jungen Mann richtig einschätze, wird er hier mit einem Tempo auftauchen, das Elektrotelegra-phen umhauen würde.«

Lucy lachte unter Tränen über den Vergleich ihres Vaters. »Wenn er kommt, wird er uns raten, was am besten ist. Aber deinetwegen habe ich Angst, lieber Vater. Man hört ... man hört so schreckliche Geschichten über die, die sich dem Propheten widerset-zen; immer geschieht etwas Furchtbares mit ihnen.«

»Noch haben wir uns ihm aber nicht widersetzt«, antwortete ihr Vater. »Wenn es so weit ist, können wir uns immer noch fürchten. Wir haben einen ganzen Monat; wenn er vorbei ist, schätze ich, sollten wir besser aus Utah verschwinden.«

»Utah verlassen!«

»Darauf läuft es hinaus.«

»Aber die Farm?«. 

»Wir werden so viel Geld wie möglich auftreiben und auf den Rest verzichten. Um die Wahrheit zu sagen, Lucy, das ist nicht das erste Mal, daß ich daran gedacht habe. Ich habe keine Lust, vor irgendwem zu Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.052

10. John Ferrier spricht mit dem Propheten Doyle-WA Bd. 1, 113

kriechen, wie die Leute hier es vor ihrem verdammten Propheten tun. Ich bin ein freigeborener Amerikaner, und mir ist das alles neu. Ich bin wohl zu alt, um es noch zu lernen. Wenn er sich wieder um die Farm herumtreibt, könnte es sein, daß er zufällig mit einer Ladung Rehposten zusammenstößt, die in die andere Richtung unterwegs ist.«

»Aber sie werden uns nicht gehen lassen«, wandte seine Tochter ein. 

»Warte, bis Jefferson kommt, dann werden wir alles bald regeln. Inzwischen quäl dich nicht, Liebes, und sieh zu, daß deine Augen nicht aufschwellen, sonst nimmt er mich auseinander, wenn er dich sieht. 

Wir brauchen vor nichts Angst zu haben, und es gibt überhaupt keine Gefahr.«

John Ferrier machte diese tröstlichen Bemerkungen in einem sehr überzeugten Ton, aber es konnte ihr nicht entgehen, daß er an diesem Abend ungewöhnliche Sorgfalt auf das Schließen der Türen verwandte und daß er. die rostige alte Flinte, die an der Wand in seinem Schlafraum gehangen hatte, sorgsam reinigte und lud. 

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.053
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Fußnoten

A1 Heber C. Kemball spielt in einer seiner Predigten mit diesem liebenswerten Epitheton auf seine hundert Frauen an. [Anmerkung des Autors]

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.054
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11. Eine Flucht ums nackte Leben

Am Morgen nach diesem Gespräch mit dem mormonischen Propheten ging John Ferner nach Salt Lake City, und nachdem er seinen Bekannten, der nach Nevada reisen wollte, gefunden hatte, vertraute er ihm seine Botschaft an Jefferson Hope an. Darin teilte er dem jungen Mann mit, daß ihnen unmittelbare Gefahr drohe und daß er dringend zurückkommen solle. 

Nachdem er dies erledigt hatte, fühlte er sich besser und kehrte mit leichterem Herzen nach Hause zurück. 

Als er sich der Farm näherte, sah er zu seiner Überraschung ein Pferd an jeden der beiden Pfosten des Tores gebunden. Noch überraschter war er, als er bei seinem Eintritt zwei junge Männer vorfand, die seinen Wohnraum mit Beschlag belegt hatten. Einer, mit einem langen blassen Gesicht, lehnte im Schaukelstuhl und hatte die Füße auf den Ofen gelegt. Der andere, ein stiernackiger junger Mann mit groben, aufgedunsenen Zügen, stand mit den Händen in der Tasche am Fenster und pfiff ein beliebtes Kirchenlied. 

Beide nickten Ferrier zu, als er eintrat, und der Mann im Schaukelstuhl eröffnete das Gespräch. 

»Vielleicht kennst du uns nicht«, sagte er. »Dies hier ist der Sohn des Ältesten Drebber, und ich bin Joseph Stangerson, der mit dir durch die Wüste ritt, Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.055
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als der Herr Seine Hand ausstreckte und dich in die Wahre Herde aufnahm.«

»Wie Er es mit allen Völkern tun wird, in der von Ihm dafür vorgesehenen Zeit«, sagte der andere mit näselnder Stimme. »Er mahlt langsam, aber überaus fein.«

John Ferrier verbeugte sich kalt. Er hatte sich bereits gedacht, wer seine Besucher waren. 

»Wir sind«, fuhr Stangerson fort, »auf den Rat unserer Väter hin gekommen, um deine Tochter zu freien für den von uns, der dir und ihr als gut erscheint. 

Da ich erst vier Frauen habe, Bruder Drebber hier dagegen sieben, scheint mir mein Anspruch der bessere zu sein.«

»Nein, nein, Bruder Stangerson«, rief der andere. 

»Es geht nicht darum, wie viele Frauen wir haben, sondern wie viele wir ernähren können. Mein Vater hat mir jetzt seine Mühlen übergeben, und ich bin der Reichere von uns.«

»Aber meine Aussichten sind besser«, erwiderte der andere heftig. »Wenn der HErr meinen Vater zu sich ruft, werde ich seine Gerberei und seine Lederfa-brik besitzen. Außerdem bin ich älter als du und stehe höher in der Kirche.«

»Die Maid soll darüber entscheiden«, gab der junge Drebber zurück; er grinste seinem Spiegelbild in der Fensterscheibe zu. »Wir werden alles ihrer Ent-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.056
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scheidung überlassen.«

Während dieses Dialogs hatte John Ferner aufgebracht unter der Tür gestanden und nur mit Mühe seine Reitpeitsche von den Rücken seiner beiden Besucher zurückzuhalten vermocht. 

»Paßt auf«, sagte er schließlich; er trat zu ihnen. 

»Wenn meine Tochter euch dazu auffordert, könnt ihr herkommen, aber bis dahin will ich eure Gesichter nicht wieder sehen.«

Die beiden jungen Mormonen starrten ihn verblüfft an. In ihren Augen war ihr Wettstreit um die Hand der Maid die höchste Ehre sowohl für diese als auch für ihren Vater. 

»Es gibt zwei Ausgänge aus diesem Raum«, rief Ferrier. »Da ist die Tür, und da ist das Fenster. Welchen nehmt ihr lieber?«

Sein braunes Gesicht blickte so grimmig und seine Hand wirkte so bedrohlich, daß seine Besucher auf-sprangen und eilends den Rückzug antraten. Der alte Farmer folgte ihnen bis zur Tür. 

»Laßt es mich wissen, wenn ihr euch geeinigt habt, wer sie haben soll«, sagte er sardonisch. 

»Das wirst du uns büßen!« rief Stangerson, weiß vor Wut. »Du hast dich dem Propheten und dem Rat der Vier widersetzt. Du wirst es bis ans Ende deiner Tage bereuen!«

»Die Hand des HErrn wird schwer auf dir lasten«, Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.057
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rief der junge Drebber. »Er wird sich erheben und dich zerschmettern!«

»Dann fang ich schon mal an mit dem Zerschmettern«, rief Ferrier zürnend, und er wäre nach oben geeilt, um seine Flinte zu holen, wenn ihn Lucy nicht beim Arm gepackt und zurückgehalten hätte. Bevor er sich von ihr lösen konnte, sagte ihm das Klappern der Hufe, daß die beiden außerhalb seiner Reichweite waren. 

»Diese scheinheiligen jungen Schufte!« rief er; er wischte sich den Schweiß von der Stirn. »Ich würde dich lieber im Grab sehen, mein Kind, denn als Frau eines der beiden.«

»Ich auch, Vater«, sagte sie heftig. »Aber Jefferson wird bald hier sein.«

»Ja. Es wird nicht lange dauern, bis er kommt. Je schneller desto besser; wir wissen ja nicht, was sie als Nächstes unternehmen.«

Tatsächlich war es höchste Zeit, daß jemand, der zu Rat und Beistand fähig war, dem handfesten alten Farmer und seiner Adoptivtochter zu Hilfe kam. In der ganzen Geschichte der Ansiedlung hatte es nie einen solchen Fall schieren Ungehorsams gegenüber der Autorität der Ältesten gegeben. Wenn schon mindere Verirrungen so streng gestraft wurden, was würde dann das Los dieses Erzrebellen sein? Ferrier wußte, daß sein Reichtum und seine Stellung ihm Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.058
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nicht helfen würden. Andere, ebenso bekannt und reich wie er, waren schon geistergleich verschwunden, und ihre Besitztümer waren der Kirche verfallen. Er war ein tapferer Mann, aber er erbebte unter den vagen, schattenhaften Schrecken, die über ihm hingen. 

Jeder erkannten Gefahr konnte er gefaßt entgegentre-ten, aber diese Ungewißheit entnervte ihn. Er verbarg diese Ängste vor seiner Tochter und tat, als nehme er die ganze Sache auf die leichte Schulter, doch mit dem scharfen Blick der Liebe konnte sie deutlich sehen, daß ihm nicht wohl in seiner Haut war. 

Er erwartete, wegen seines Verhaltens eine Botschaft oder einen Tadel von Young zu erhalten, und er irrte sich nicht, wenn es ihm auch in einer unvorher-sehbaren Weise zuteil wurde. Als er sich am nächsten Morgen erhob, fand er zu seiner Überraschung ein kleines viereckiges Stück Papier auf der Bettdecke genau über seiner Brust befestigt. In großen, tanzenden Druckbuchstaben hatte man darauf geschrieben:

»Neunundzwanzig Tage sind dir gegeben, Buße zu tun, aber dann –«

Der Gedankenstrich war furchteinflößender, als jede Drohung es hätte sein können. Es stellte John Ferrier vor das arge Rätsel, wie diese Warnung in sein Zimmer gekommen sein mochte, denn seine Bediensteten schliefen sämtlich in einem abgelegenen Nebenhaus, und alle Türen und Fenster waren ver-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.059
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schlossen gewesen. Er zerknüllte das Papier und sagte seiner Tochter nichts, aber der Vorfall sorgte dafür, daß ihm kalt ums Herz wurde. Die neunundzwanzig Tage waren offenbar der Rest des Monats, den Young versprochen hatte. Welche Kraft, welcher Mut konnten gegen einen Feind helfen, der mit solch mysteriö-

sen Kräften ausgestattet war? Die Hand, die den Zettel mit einer Nadel befestigt hatte, hätte ihm diese auch ins Herz stoßen können, und er hätte niemals erfahren, wer ihn gemeuchelt hatte. 

Noch mehr erschütterte ihn der nächste Morgen. 

Sie hatten sich zum Frühstück niedergelassen, als Lucy mit einem Ausruf der Überraschung nach oben deutete. In der Mitte der Decke stand, offenbar mittels eines angebrannten Stocks geschrieben, die Zahl 28. 

Für seine Tochter war es unverständlich, und er er-klärte es ihr nicht. In dieser Nacht wachte er mit seinem Gewehr. Er sah und hörte nichts, und doch fand er morgens eine große 27 auf die Außenseite der Tür gemalt. 

So folgte ein Tag dem anderen, und so sicher, wie der Morgen kam, stellte er fest, daß seine unsichtbaren Feinde ihren Kalender weiterschrieben und an irgendeiner gut sichtbaren Stelle verzeichnet hatten, wie viele Tage des Gnadenmonats ihm noch verblieben. 

Manchmal erschienen die unheilvollen Zahlen auf den Wänden, manchmal auf dem Boden, bisweilen fanden Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.060
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sie sich auf kleinen Anschlagzetteln am Gartentor oder am Zaun. Trotz aller Wachsamkeit konnte John Ferrier nicht entdecken, woher diese täglichen Warnungen stammten. Bei ihrem Anblick überkam ihn ein beinahe abergläubisches Grauen. Er wurde hager und ruhelos, und seine Augen nahmen den kummervollen Blick eines gehetzten Tieres an. Er hoffte nur noch auf eines in seinem Leben: die Ankunft des jungen Jä-

gers aus Nevada. 

Zwanzig war zu Fünfzehn geworden, und Fünfzehn zu Zehn, aber es gab keine Nachrichten von dem Abwesenden. Eins um eins wurden die Zahlen kleiner, und noch immer kam von ihm kein Zeichen. Sooft ein Reiter die Straße entlangpreschte oder ein Treiber seinem Gespann etwas zurief, eilte der alte Farmer zum Tor, in der Annahme, daß endlich Hilfe gekommen sei. Als er schließlich die Fünf der Vier und diese der Drei weichen sah, verlor er den Mut und ließ alle Hoffnung auf einen Ausweg fahren. Allein und mit seiner begrenzten Kenntnis der Berge, die die Ansiedlung umgaben, war er machtlos und wußte es auch. 

Alle belebteren Straßen wurden streng beobachtet und bewacht, und ohne einen Auftrag des Rats konnte niemand auf ihnen reisen. Wohin er sich auch wenden mochte, es schien keine Möglichkeit zu geben, den Schlag abzuwehren, der über ihm hing. Dennoch schwankte der alte Mann keinen Augenblick in seiner Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.061
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Entschlossenheit, lieber sein Leben zu geben als in etwas einzuwilligen, was für ihn die Schändung seiner Tochter war. 

Eines Abends saß er allein da und grübelte versunken über seinen Sorgen und suchte vergebens nach einem Ausweg. Am Morgen des Tages hatte die Zahl 2 auf der Hauswand gestanden, und der folgende Tag wäre der letzte der gewährten Zeit. Was würde dann geschehen? Alle möglichen vagen und schrecklichen Bilder erschienen in seiner Vorstellung. Und seine Tochter – was sollte aus ihr werden, wenn er nicht mehr da war? Gab es denn kein Entrinnen aus dem unsichtbaren Netz, das um sie zusammengezogen wurde? Er ließ den Kopf auf den Tisch sinken und schluchzte beim Gedanken an seine Machtlosigkeit. 

Was war das? In der Stille hörte er ein leises krat-zendes Geräusch – leise, aber in der ruhigen Nacht deutlich vernehmbar. Es kam von der Haustür. Ferrier schlich in die Diele und lauschte angespannt. Einige Momente geschah nichts, dann wiederholte sich das leise, verstohlene Geräusch. Offenbar klopfte jemand ganz leicht auf eines der Türbretter. War es ein mitternächtlicher Mörder, der gekommen war, die tödlichen Befehle des Geheimgerichts auszuführen? Oder war es ein Beauftragter, der ein Zeichen anbringen sollte, daß der letzte Tag der Gnade gekommen war? 

John Ferrier empfand, daß ein augenblicklicher Tod Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.062
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besser wäre als die Ungewisse Spannung, die seine Nerven erschütterte und sein Herz gefrieren ließ. Er sprang vorwärts, schob den Riegel zurück und riß die Tür auf. 

Draußen war alles still und ruhig. Die Nacht war schön, und über ihm zwinkerten hell die Sterne. Vor den Augen des Farmers lag der kleine Vorgarten, begrenzt von Zaun und Tor, aber weder dort noch auf der Straße war ein Mensch zu sehen. Mit einem Seufzer der Erleichterung sah Ferrier nach rechts und links, bis er mit einem zufälligen Blick nach unten verwundert sah, daß vor seinen Füßen ein Mann flach auf dem Bauch lag, mit ausgestreckten Armen und Beinen. 

Dieser Anblick raubte ihm so sehr die Fassung, daß er sich an die Wand lehnte und sich mit der Hand die Kehle zuhielt, um nicht zu schreien. Sein erster Gedanke war der, daß die ausgestreckte Gestalt die eines Verwundeten oder Sterbenden sei, aber als er sie beobachtete, sah er, wie sie sich mit der Schnelligkeit und Geräuschlosigkeit einer Schlange über den Boden und in die Diele wand. Als er im Haus war, sprang der Mann auf die Beine, schloß die Tür und zeigte dem erstaunten Farmer das grimme Gesicht und die entschlossene Miene von Jefferson Hope. 

»Lieber Gott!« ächzte John Ferrier. »Sie haben mich vielleicht erschreckt. Was hat Sie nur dazu ge-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.063
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bracht, so hereinzukommen?«

»Geben Sie mir etwas zu essen«, sagte der andere heiser. »Ich habe seit achtundvierzig Stunden keine Zeit gehabt, etwas zu mir zu nehmen.« Er fiel über das Brot und das kalte Fleisch her, das vom Abendessen seines Gastgebers noch auf dem Tisch lag, und verschlang es gierig. »Hält Lucy sich gut?« fragte er, als er seinen Hunger gestillt hatte. 

»Ja. Sie kennt die Gefahr nicht«, erwiderte ihr Vater. 

»Das ist gut. Das Haus wird von allen Seiten bewacht. Deshalb bin ich bis hierhin gekrochen. Sie mögen ganz schön schlau sein, aber nicht schlau genug, um einen Washoe-Jäger zu schnappen.«

Nun, da er wußte, daß er einen zuverlässigen Verbündeten hatte, fühlte sich John Ferrier wie ein anderer Mann. Er ergriff die ledrige Hand des jungen Mannes und schüttelte sie herzlich. »Sie sind einer, auf den man stolz sein kann«, sagte er. »Es gibt nicht viele, die unsere Gefahr und unsere Sorgen teilen würden.«

»Da haben Sie ins Schwarze getroffen, Partner«, erwiderte der junge Jäger. »Ich achte Sie, aber wenn Sie allein in dieser Sache hingen, würde ich es mir sehr gut überlegen, ehe ich meinen Kopf in so ein Hornissennest stecke. Ich bin wegen Lucy gekommen, und bevor ihr etwas zustößt, schätze ich, gibt es in Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.064
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Utah ein Mitglied der Hope-Familie weniger.«

»Was sollen wir tun?«

»Morgen ist Ihr letzter Tag, und wenn Sie nicht heute nacht handeln, sind Sie verloren. Ich habe ein Maultier und zwei Pferde, die im Eagle Canyon warten. Wieviel Geld haben Sie?«

»Zweitausend Dollar in Gold und fünf in Noten.«

»Das wird reichen. Ich kann ungefähr so viel dazu-legen. Wir müssen versuchen, durch die Berge nach Carson City zu kommen. Sie sollten am besten Lucy wecken. Gut, daß die Knechte nicht im Haus schlafen.«

Während Ferrier ging, um seine Tochter auf die baldige Reise vorzubereiten, packte Jefferson Hope alles Eßbare, das er finden konnte, zu einem kleinen Paket und füllte eine irdene Kruke mit Wasser, denn aus Erfahrung wußte er, daß die Brunnen in den Bergen rar waren und weit auseinanderlagen. Er hatte seine Vorkehrungen kaum beendet, als der Farmer mit seiner Tochter zurückkam, die angekleidet und zum Aufbruch bereit war. Die Begrüßung zwischen den Liebenden war warm, aber kurz, denn die Minuten waren kostbar, und es blieb vieles zu erledigen. 

»Wir müssen sofort aufbrechen«, sagte Jefferson Hope mit leiser, aber entschlossener Stimme wie einer, der die Größe der Gefahr kennt und sein Herz gestählt hat, ihr entgegenzutreten. »Die Vorder- und Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.065
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Hintertüren werden bewacht, aber mit Vorsicht können wir durch das Seitenfenster und über die Felder entkommen. Wenn wir erst die Straße erreichen, sind es nur noch zwei Meilen bis zur Schlucht, wo die Pferde warten. Bei Tagesanbruch sollten wir halb durch die Berge sein.«

»Was, wenn man uns aufhält?« fragte Ferrier. 

Hope klopfte auf den Revolverkolben, der vorn aus seinem Jagdrock ragte. »Wenn es für uns zu viele sind, werden wir zwei oder drei von ihnen mitnehmen«, sagte er mit einem finsteren Lächeln. 

Alle Lichter im Haus waren gelöscht, und durch das verdunkelte Fenster spähte Ferrier über die Felder hinaus, die die seinen gewesen waren und die er nun auf immer aufzugeben sich anschickte. Er hatte sich jedoch innerlich seit langem auf das Opfer vorbereitet, und der Gedanke an Ehre und Glück seiner Tochter überwog jedes Bedauern ob seines zugrunde gerichteten Vermögens. Alles wirkte so friedvoll und glücklich, die raschelnden Bäume und der breite stille Streifen des Getreidelandes, daß es schwierig zu begreifen war, wie der Geist des Meuchelmordes in all dem lauerte. Das weiße Gesicht und die grimmige Miene des jungen Jägers zeigten ihm jedoch, daß dieser bei seiner Annäherung an das Haus genug gesehen hatte, um seiner Sache sicher zu sein. 

Ferrier trug den Beutel mit dem Gold und den Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.066

11. Eine Flucht ums nackte Leben

Doyle-WA Bd. 1, 122

Noten, Jefferson Hope nahm die kargen Vorräte an Nahrung und Wasser, wogegen Lucy ein kleines Bündel hielt, das einige ihrer teureren Besitztümer barg. 

Sehr langsam und vorsichtig öffneten sie das Fenster, warteten, bis eine dunkle Wolke die Nacht ein wenig mehr verfinstert hatte, und stiegen dann einer nach dem anderen in den kleinen Garten. Sie hielten den Atem an und stolperten geduckt hindurch, erreichten den Schutz des Zauns und liefen daran entlang, bis sie zu der Öffnung kamen, die auf das Getreidefeld führ-te. Sie hatten eben erst diese Stelle erreicht, als der junge Mann seine beiden Gefährten packte und zu Boden in den Schatten zog, wo sie schweigend und bebend lagen. 

Es war sehr gut, daß seine Erfahrungen auf der Prairie Jefferson Hope mit den Ohren eines Luchses versehen hatten. Er und seine Freunde waren kaum niedergekauert, als das melancholische Heulen einer Bergeule einige Yards von ihnen entfernt ertönte; sogleich antwortete ihm ein zweites Heulen, nicht weit entfernt. Gleichzeitig tauchte eine undeutliche, schattenhafte Gestalt aus der Öffnung auf, die ihr Ziel gewesen war, und stieß abermals den klagenden Erken-nungsruf aus, worauf ein zweiter Mann aus der Dunkelheit erschien. 

»Morgen um Mitternacht«, sagte der erste, der die Befehlsgewalt zu haben schien. »Wenn der  Whip-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.067
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 poor-Will  dreimal schreit.«

»In Ordnung«, erwiderte der andere. »Soll ich es Bruder Drebber sagen?«

»Gib es ihm weiter, und er soll es den anderen sagen. Neun vor sieben!«

»Sieben vor fünf!« gab der andere zurück, und die beiden Gestalten huschten in verschiedene Richtungen auseinander. Die letzten Worte waren offenbar eine Art Erkennungssignal und -antwort gewesen. In dem Moment, da ihre Schritte in der Entfernung verklungen waren, sprang Jefferson Hope auf, half seinen Ge-fährten durch die Öffnung und lief als erster so schnell er konnte über das Feld, wobei er Lucy stützte und beinahe trug, wenn ihre Kräfte sie zu verlassen schienen. 

»Schnell, weiter!« keuchte er von Zeit zu Zeit. 

»Wir sind durch die Postenkette. Alles kommt darauf an, wie schnell wir sind. Schnell weiter!«

Als sie erst die Straße erreicht hatten, machten sie rasche Fortschritte. Nur einmal begegneten sie jemandem, und da gelang es ihnen, in ein Feld zu schlüpfen und so der Gefahr zu entgehen, erkannt zu werden. 

Bevor sie die Stadt erreichten, schlug der Jäger einen unebenen und engen Pfad ein, der seitlich weg zu den Bergen führte. Zwei dunkle, zackige Gipfel ragten über ihnen in die Dunkelheit, und zwischen ihnen verlief der Eagle Canyon, in dem die Pferde auf sie war-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.068
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teten. Mit unfehlbarem Instinkt suchte Jefferson Hope seinen Weg zwischen den großen Felsblöcken und durch das Bett eines ausgetrockneten Wasserlaufs, bis er die von Felsen abgeschirmte, entlegene Ecke erreichte, wo die treuen Tiere angebunden waren. Das Mädchen wurde auf das Maultier gesetzt und der alte Ferrier mit seinem Geldbeutel auf eines der Pferde, während Jefferson Hope das andere den steilen und gefährlichen Pfad entlangführte. 

Für jeden, der nicht gewohnt war, der Natur in ihren wildesten Stimmungen zu begegnen, war es ein verwirrender Weg. Auf der einen Seite ragte ein Berg tausend Fuß oder höher auf, schwarz, grimmig und bedrohlich, mit hohen Basaltsäulen auf der unebenen Oberfläche, wie Rippen eines versteinerten Ungeheuers. Auf der anderen Seite machte ein wirres Durcheinander von Felsblöcken und Schotter jedes Vordrin-gen unmöglich. Zwischen beidem verlief der unregelmäßige Weg, bisweilen so schmal, daß sie wie die Indianer hintereinander gehen mußten, und so schwierig, daß nur erfahrene Reiter ihn überhaupt bewältigen konnten. Doch waren trotz aller Gefahren und Schwierigkeiten die Herzen der Flüchtlinge leicht, denn jeder Schritt vergrößerte die Entfernung zwischen ihnen und dem schrecklichen Despotismus, vor dem sie flohen. 

Sie erhielten jedoch bald einen Beweis dafür, daß Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.069
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sie noch immer in der Reichweite der Heiligen waren. 

Sie hatten den wildesten und trostlosesten Teil des Passes erreicht, als das Mädchen einen Schreckensschrei ausstieß und nach oben deutete. Auf einem Felsen oberhalb des Pfads stand ein einzelner Posten; er hob sich dunkel und deutlich vom Himmel ab. Er sah sie ebenso schnell wie sie ihn, und sein soldatischer Anruf »Wer da?« hallte durch die stille Schlucht. 

»Reisende nach Nevada«, sagte Jefferson; seine Hand ruhte auf dem Gewehr, das an seinem Sattel hing. 

Sie konnten sehen, wie der einsame Wächter seine Flinte befingerte und auf sie hinabstarrte, als sei er unzufrieden mit ihrer Anwort. 

»Mit wessen Erlaubnis?« fragte er. 

»Erlaubnis der Heiligen Vier«, antwortete Ferrier. 

Seine Erfahrungen mit den Mormonen hatten ihn gelehrt, daß dies die höchste Autorität war, auf die man sich berufen konnte. 

»Neun vor sieben«, rief der Posten. 

»Sieben vor fünf«, erwiderte Jefferson Hope prompt; er entsann sich der Erkennungsworte, die er im Garten gehört hatte. 

»Passiert, und der HErr sei mit euch«, sagte die Stimme von oberhalb. Jenseits des Postens wurde der Weg breiter, und die Pferde konnten in Trab fallen. 

Als sie sich umwandten, sahen die Flüchtenden den Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.070
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einsamen Wächter, der sich auf sein Gewehr lehnte, und sie wußten, daß sie den letzten Vorposten des Auserwählten Volks passiert hatten und daß vor ihnen die Freiheit lag. 

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.071
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12. Die Rächenden Engel

Die ganze Nacht lang führte ihr Weg sie durch verzwickte Engpässe und über unebene Pfade, die von Felsen übersät waren. Mehr als einmal kamen sie vom Weg ab, aber Hopes genaue Kenntnis der Berge machte es ihnen möglich, den Pfad wiederzufinden. 

Als der Morgen hereinbrach, lag vor ihnen eine Szenerie wundervoller wiewohl wilder Schönheit. Auf allen Seiten waren sie von hohen, schneebedeckten Gipfeln umschlossen, die einander über die Schultern schauten und bis zum fernen Horizont reichten. Die felsigen Abhänge auf beiden Seiten waren so steil, daß es ihnen erschien, als hingen Lärchen und Fichten über ihren Häuptern und bedürften nur eines Wind-stoßes, um auf sie niederzustürzen. Und diese Furcht war keine reine Illusion, denn das wüste Tal war übersät mit Bäumen und Felsblöcken, die in ähnlicher Weise gefallen waren. Während sie eben dort entlang-ritten, donnerte ein großer Felsen mit rauhem Krachen zu Tale, weckte die Echos der schweigsamen Schlün-de und erschreckte die müden Pferde, so daß sie in Galopp fielen. 

Als sich die Sonne langsam über den östlichen Horizont hob, leuchteten nacheinander die Schneekuppen der großen Berge auf wie Lampen bei einem Fest, bis Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.072
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alle rötlich glühten. Das großartige Schauspiel mun-terte die Herzen der drei Flüchtigen auf und gab ihnen neue Kraft. Bei einem wilden Sturzbach, der aus einer Schlucht schoß, machten sie Halt und tränkten ihre Pferde, und sie selbst nahmen ein hastiges Frühstück ein. Lucy und ihr Vater hätten gern länger gerastet, aber Jefferson Hope war unerbittlich. »Inzwischen sind sie bestimmt auf unserer Fährte«, sagte er. »Alles hängt davon ab, wie schnell wir sind. Wenn wir erst einmal Carson erreicht haben, können wir uns den Rest unseres Lebens ausruhen.«

Den ganzen Tag über mühten sie sich in den Schluchten ab, und abends schätzten sie, daß sie mehr als dreißig Meilen von ihren Feinden entfernt waren. 

Als Nachtlager wählten sie den Fuß einer überhängenden Klippe, wo die Felsen ein wenig Schutz vor dem eisigen Wind boten, und dicht aneinanderge-drängt, um der Wärme willen, genossen sie einige Stunden Schlafs. Vor Tagesanbruch waren sie jedoch wach und wieder unterwegs. Sie hatten keine Anzeichen dafür entdeckt, daß man sie verfolgte, und Jefferson Hope begann zu glauben, daß sie außerhalb der Reichweite jener schrecklichen Organisation waren, deren Feindschaft sie sich zugezogen hatten. Er wußte ja nicht, wie weit ihr eherner Griff reichte, noch, wie bald er sich um sie schließen und sie vernichten sollte. 

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.073
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Etwa um die Mitte des zweiten Tages ihrer Flucht gingen ihre kargen Vorräte zur Neige. Den Jäger beunruhigte dies jedoch kaum, denn es gab Wild in den Bergen, und er hatte sich schon oft zuvor auf sein Gewehr verlassen müssen, wenn es um Lebensmittel ging. In einem windgeschützten Winkel häufte er einige trockene Zweige aufeinander und entzündete ein loderndes Feuer, an dem seine Gefährten sich wärmen konnten, denn sie befanden sich nun fast fünftausend Fuß über dem Meeresspiegel, und die Luft war bitter kalt und schneidend. Nachdem er die Pferde angebunden und Lucy Lebwohl gesagt hatte, warf er sich das Gewehr über die Schulter und machte sich auf die Suche nach Eßbarem, das das Glück ihm zutreiben mochte. Er blickte zurück und sah den alten Mann und das junge Mädchen über dem lodernden Feuer kauern; die drei Tiere standen regungslos im Hintergrund. Dann verbargen die Felsen sie vor seinen Blik-ken. 

Einige Meilen lang ging er ergebnislos von Schlucht zu Schlucht, wenn er auch aus den Kerben in Baumrinden und anderen Zeichen schloß, daß es zahlreiche Bären in dieser Gegend gab. Nach zwei oder drei Stunden fruchtloser Suche dachte er daran, aufzugeben und umzukehren, als er die Augen hob und etwas sah, das sein Herz mit einem freudigen Schauer füllte. Am Rande eines steilen Felsvorsprungs, drei-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.074
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oder vierhundert Fuß über ihm, stand ein Geschöpf, das einige Ähnlichkeit mit einem Schaf hatte, aber mit einem Paar riesiger Hörner versehen war. Das  big-horn –  denn so nennt man es – bewachte vermutlich eine dem Jäger unsichtbare Herde; aber glücklicherweise sah es in eine andere Richtung und hatte ihn nicht erblickt. Er ließ sich auf den Bauch nieder, legte das Gewehr auf einen Felsen und zielte lang und ruhig, bevor er den Drücker durchzog. Das Tier sprang in die Luft, torkelte einen Moment lang auf dem Saum des Steilhangs und stürzte dann kopfüber ins Tal hinab. 

Das Tier war zu unhandlich, als daß man es hätte tragen können, daher gab sich der Jäger damit zufrieden, eine Keule und ein Stück von der Lende abzuschneiden. Mit dieser Trophäe auf der Schulter beeilte er sich, seine Spuren wiederzufinden, denn es wurde bereits Abend. Er hatte sich jedoch kaum aufgemacht, als er die Schwierigkeiten begriff, die vor ihm lagen. 

In seinem Jagdeifer hatte er die Schluchten, die er kannte, weit hinter sich gelassen, und es war gar nicht einfach, den Pfad wiederzufinden, den er gekommen war. Das Tal, in dem er sich befand, teilte sich wieder und wieder in Schlünde, die einander so sehr glichen, daß es unmöglich war, sie zu unterscheiden. Er folgte einer dieser kleinen Schluchten eine Meile oder länger, bis er zu einem Sturzbach kam, den er sicherlich Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.075
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nie zuvor gesehen hatte. Überzeugt, den falschen Weg eingeschlagen zu haben, nahm er einen anderen, jedoch mit dem gleichen Ergebnis. Es wurde schnell Nacht, und es war fast dunkel, als er sich endlich in einem Engpaß wiederfand, der ihm vertraut war. 

Selbst dann war es immer noch schwierig, auf dem richtigen Pfad zu bleiben, denn der Mond war noch nicht aufgegangen und die hohen Felsen auf beiden Seiten machten die Dunkelheit tiefer. Niedergedrückt von seiner Last und erschöpft von den Anstrengungen stolperte er weiter und suchte sich durch den Gedanken aufzumuntern, daß jeder Schritt ihn näher zu Lucy brachte und daß das, was er trug, ausreichte, um sie alle für den Rest der Reise mit Nahrung zu versorgen. 

Er hatte nun den Eingang der Enge erreicht, in der er sie zurückgelassen. Selbst in der Dunkelheit konnte er die Umrisse der Klippen erkennen, die den Eingang begrenzten. Er dachte bei sich, daß sie ihn voller Sorgen erwarten mußten, denn er war fast fünf Stunden unterwegs gewesen. In seiner freudigen Erleichterung legte er die Hände an den Mund und ließ das Tal mit einem lauten »Halloo« widerhallen, als Zeichen seiner Rückkehr. Er hielt inne und horchte auf eine Antwort. 

Keine kam, außer seinem eigenen Ruf, der die öden, stillen Schluchten füllte und in unzähligen Wiederho-lungen in seine Ohren zurückgetragen wurde. Abermals rief er, lauter als zuvor, und wieder kam von den Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.076
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Freunden, die er vor solch kurzer Zeit zurückgelassen hatte, nicht einmal ein Flüstern zurück. Ein vager, namenloser Schreck überfiel ihn, und wie gehetzt stürzte er vorwärts; in seiner Erregung ließ er die kostbare Nahrung fallen. 

Als er um den Felsvorsprung bog, sah er deutlich die Stelle, an der das Feuer angezündet worden war. 

Dort lag noch immer ein glühender Haufen Holz-asche, faber offenbar hatte man sich seit seinem Fortgang nicht mehr darum gekümmert. Allenthalben herrschte Totenstille. Seine Befürchtungen waren zu Gewißheit geworden, als er weitereilte. Kein lebendes Geschöpf fand sich in der Nähe des heruntergebrann-ten Feuers: Tiere, Mann, Mädchen, alle waren fort. Es war nur allzu deutlich, daß ein jähes und schreckliches Unheil sich in seiner Abwesenheit ereignet hatte – ein Unheil, das sie alle befallen und doch keinerlei Spuren hinterlassen hatte. 

Betäubt und verwirrt von diesem Schlag fühlte Jefferson Hope, wie sein Kopf sich drehte, und er mußte sich auf sein Gewehr stützen, um nicht zu stürzen. Er war jedoch vor allem ein Mann der Tat und erholte sich schnell von dieser vorübergehenden Ohnmacht. 

Er nahm ein halbverbranntes Holzstück aus dem glimmenden Feuer, blies darauf, bis eine Flamme auf-loderte, und machte sich mit ihrer Hilfe daran, das kleine Lager zu untersuchen. Der Boden war von Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.077
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Pferdehufen zertrampelt, was ihm zeigte, daß eine große Gruppe Berittener die Flüchtlinge eingeholt hatte, und die Spuren bewiesen, daß sie später nach Salt Lake City zurückgekehrt waren. Hatten sie seine beiden Gefährten mitgenommen? Jefferson Hope war beinahe überzeugt, daß es sich so verhalten mußte, als sein Blick auf einen Gegenstand fiel, der jeden einzelnen Nerv in seinem Körper prickeln machte. Nicht weit von einer Seite des Lagers entfernt fand sich ein niedriger Hügel rötlicher Erde, der zuvor sicherlich nicht dort gewesen war. Ein Irrtum war nicht möglich – es handelte sich um ein frisches Grab. Als der junge Jäger näher ging, sah er, daß aus dem Grab ein Stock ragte, in dessen enger Gabel ein Blatt Papier stak. Die Inschrift darauf war knapp und bündig: JOHN FERRIER

weiland Bewohner von Salt Lake City

† 4. August 1860

So war also der derbe alte Mann, den er erst kurz zuvor verlassen hatte, nicht mehr, und dies war seine karge Grabschrift. Jefferson Hope blickte wie wild um sich, um zu sehen, ob sich noch ein weiteres Gab fand, aber es gab keinerlei Anzeichen dafür. Lucy war von ihren schrecklichen Verfolgern verschleppt worden, um das ihr zugedachte Schicksal zu erfüllen und Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.078

12. Die Rächenden Engel

Doyle-WA Bd. 1, 130

eine im Harem des Sohnes des Ältesten zu werden. 

Als der junge Mann die Unausweichlichkeit ihres Geschicks und seine Ohnmacht, es zu verhindern, begriff, wünschte er, er läge dort neben dem alten Farmer an seiner letzten stillen Ruhestätte. 

Sein tatkräftiger Geist schüttelte jedoch abermals die Lethargie ab, die der Verzweiflung entspringt. 

Wenn ihm sonst nichts zu tun blieb, konnte er zumindest sein Leben der Rache weihen. Neben unbezwing-licher Geduld und Beharrlichkeit besaß Jefferson Hope auch die Fähigkeit langwieriger Rachsucht, die er von den Indianern, mit denen er gelebt hatte, gelernt haben mochte. Während er neben dem trostlosen Feuer stand, begriff er, daß das einzige, was seinen Gram lindern konnte, gründliche und vollständige Vergeltung war, die er eigenhändig seinen Feinden brächte. Er beschloß, seinen starken Willen und seine unermüdliche Tatkraft diesem einen Ziel zu widmen. 

Mit grimmigem bleichem Gesicht ging er auf seiner Spur dorthin zurück, wo er das Fleisch hatte fallen lassen, und nachdem das glimmende Feuer wieder an-gefacht war, briet er so viel davon, daß er für einige Tage damit auskommen konnte. Er verschnürte es in einem Bündel und begab sich, erschöpft wie er war, auf den Fußmarsch zurück durch die Berge, auf der Fährte der Rächenden Engel. 

Fünf Tage lang mühte er sich erschöpft und mit Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.079
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schmerzenden Füßen durch die Engpässe, die er bereits zu Pferde durchquert hatte. Nachts warf er sich zwischen die Felsen und schlief einige Stunden; vor Tagesanbruch war er jedoch immer längst unterwegs. 

Am sechsten Tag erreichte er den Eagle Canyon, in dem sie ihre unselige Flucht begonnen hatten. Von dort konnte er auf die Heimstatt der Heiligen hinabschauen. Müde und erschöpft lehnte er sich aufsein Gewehr und schüttelte seine hagere Faust grimmig in Richtung der stillen, ausgedehnten Stadt, die unter ihm lag. Als er auf sie hinabschaute, bemerkte er in einigen der wichtigsten Straßen Fahnen und andere Anzeichen für Festlichkeiten. Er grübelte noch dar-

über nach, was das bedeuten mochte, als er das Klappern von Pferdehufen hörte und einen Mann herbeirei-ten sah. Als dieser näher kam, erkannte er einen Mormonen namens Cowper, dem er verschiedentlich Dienste erwiesen hatte. Daher sprach er ihn an, als dieser ihn erreichte, in der Hoffnung, etwas über Lucy Ferriers Geschick zu erfahren. 

»Ich bin Jefferson Hope«, sagte er. »Sie werden sich an mich erinnern.«

Der Mormone betrachtete ihn mit unverhohlenem Erstaunen – es war wahrscheinlich schwierig, in diesem abgerissenen, verkommenen Wanderer mit gespenstisch bleichem Gesicht und grimmigen, wilden Augen den schmucken jungen Jäger früherer Tage zu Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.080
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erkennen. Nachdem er jedoch endlich sicher war, daß es sich um Hope handelte, wandelte sich die Überraschung des Mannes zu Bestürzung. 

»Sie müssen verrückt sein, herzukommen«, rief er. 

»Und mein Leben ist auch nichts mehr wert, wenn man mich mit Ihnen reden sieht. Die Heiligen Vier lassen Sie steckbrieflich suchen, weil Sie den Ferriers bei der Flucht geholfen haben.«

»Ich fürchte weder sie noch ihren Steckbrief«, sagte Hope ernst. »Sie müssen doch etwas über diese Angelegenheit wissen, Cowper. Ich beschwöre Sie bei allem, was Ihnen teuer ist, beantworten Sie mir ein paar Fragen. Wir waren doch immer Freunde. Um Gottes willen, lehnen Sie es nicht ab, mir zu antworten.«

»Worum geht es denn?« fragte der Mormone, der sich unbehaglich fühlte. »Machen Sie schnell. Hier haben sogar die Felsen Ohren und die Bäume Augen.«

»Was ist mit Lucy Ferrier geschehen?«

»Sie ist gestern mit dem jungen Drebber vermählt worden. Vorsicht, Mann, Vorsicht; Sie sind ja völlig am Ende.«

»Kümmern Sie sich nicht um mich«, sagte Hope schwach. Er war bis zu den Lippen erbleicht und auf den Stein niedergesunken, gegen den er sich gelehnt hatte. »Vermählt, sagen Sie?«

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.081
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»Ja, gestern – deshalb all die Fahnen auf dem Endowment House29. Zwischen dem jungen Drebber und dem jungen Stangerson hat es einen heftigen Wortwechsel gegeben, wer sie denn nun haben soll. 

Beide waren bei der Gruppe, die ihnen gefolgt ist, und Stangerson hat Ihren Vater erschossen, und das schien ihm einen besseren Anspruch zu geben. Aber die Frage ist dann im Rat behandelt worden, und Drebbers Leute waren zahlreicher, also hat der Prophet sie ihm gegeben. Aber keiner wird sie lange haben; ich habe nämlich gestern den Tod in ihrem Gesicht gesehen. Sie ist eher ein Geist als eine Frau. Und Sie wollen also weg?«

»Ja, ich will weg«, sagte Jefferson Hope, der sich von seinem Stein erhoben hatte. Sein Gesicht hätte aus Marmor gehauen sein können, so hart und entschlossen war seine Miene, während seine Augen unheilvoll leuchteten. 

»Wohin wollen Sie gehen?«

»Kümmern Sie sich nicht darum«, antwortete er; er hängte sich das Gewehr über die Schulter, schritt die Schlucht hinab und weiter ins Herz des Gebirges, dorthin, wo die wilden Tiere hausen, und keines von ihnen war so wild und gefährlich wie er. 

Die Vorhersage des Mormonen sollte sich nur allzu bald erfüllen. Ob es der schreckliche Tod ihres Vaters war oder die Auswirkung der abscheulichen Ehe, zu Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.082
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der man sie gezwungen hatte – die arme Lucy erhob nie wieder ihr Haupt, sondern schmachtete dahin und starb innerhalb eines Monats. Ihr trunksüchtiger Gemahl, der sie vor allem wegen John Ferners Besitztü-

mern geheiratet hatte, legte ob diesen Verlusts keinen großen Kummer an den Tag, aber seine anderen Frauen trauerten um sie und hielten in der Nacht vor der Bestattung die Totenwache, wie es bei den Mormonen Brauch ist. In den frühen Morgenstunden waren sie um die Bahre versammelt, als zu ihrer unaussprechlichen Furcht und Bestürzung die Tür aufgerissen wurde und ein wüst dreinblickender, wettergegerbter Mann in zerrissenen Kleidern in den Raum schritt. 

Ohne die zusammengekauerten Frauen eines Blickes oder Wortes zu würdigen, trat er zu der weißen stillen Gestalt, die einst die reine Seele von Lucy Ferrier geborgen hatte. Er neigte sich über sie und drückte seine Lippen voller Hingabe auf ihre kalte Stirn; dann griff er nach ihrer Hand und zog den Trauring vom Finger. 

»Damit soll sie nicht begraben werden«, knurrte er grimmig, und bevor jemand Alarm geben konnte, sprang er die Stufen hinab und war verschwunden. So kurz und seltsam war die Episode, daß die Totenwächterinnen es kaum selbst hätten glauben oder andere davon überzeugen können, wäre da nicht die unwiderlegliche Tatsache gewesen, daß der goldene Ring, der zeigte, daß sie eine Braut gewesen, ver-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.083

12. Die Rächenden Engel

Doyle-WA Bd. 1, 133

schwunden war. 

Einige Monate lang trieb sich Jefferson Hope in den Bergen herum, führte ein seltsames, wildes Leben und hegte in seinem Herzen die grimme Lust nach Rache, die ihn besaß. In der Stadt erzählte man Geschichten über die unheimliche Gestalt, die die Voror-te durchstreifte und die einsamen Bergtäler heimsuch-te. Einmal pfiff eine Kugel durch Stangersons Fenster und drückte sich einen Fuß neben ihm an der Wand flach. Bei einer anderen Gelegenheit, als Drebber unter einem Felsen entlangging, krachte ein großer Block auf ihn herab, und er entging einem schrecklichen Tod nur, indem er sich auf sein Gesicht warf. Es dauerte nicht lange, bis die beiden jungen Mormonen den Grund für diese Anschläge auf ihr Leben entdeckten, und mehrmals führten sie Expeditionen in die Berge, in der Hoffnung, ihren Feind zu fangen oder zu töten, doch stets ohne Erfolg. Danach ergriffen sie die Vorsichtsmaßnahme, nach Beginn der Dunkelheit niemals allein auszugehen und ihre Häuser bewachen zu lassen. Einige Zeit später konnten sie diese Maßnahmen wieder aufgeben, denn von ihrem Gegner war weder etwas zu sehen noch zu hören, und sie hofften, die Zeit habe seine Rachsucht abkühlen lassen. 

Weit davon entfernt hatte sie diese im Gegenteil vergrößert. Das Gemüt des Jägers war hart und un-nachgiebig, und der Gedanke an Rache hatte so voll-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.084
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ständigen Besitz von ihm ergriffen, daß in ihm kein Raum für andere Gefühle war. Vor allem anderen war er jedoch praktisch. Bald begriff er, daß selbst seine eiserne Konstitution den unaufhörlichen Belastungen, denen er sich aussetzte, nicht standhalten konnte. Die Unbilden der Natur und der Mangel an gesunder Nahrung erschöpften ihn. Wenn er in den Bergen wie ein Hund stürbe, was sollte dann aus seiner Rache werden? Und solch ein Tod war ihm sicher, wenn er weiter ausharrte. Er begriff, daß er damit seinen Feinden entgegenkam, daher kehrte er wiederwillig zu den alten Minen in Nevada zurück, dort seine Gesundheit wieder herzustellen und genug Geld anzuhäufen, um sein Ziel ohne Entbehrungen verfolgen zu können. 

Er hatte beabsichtigt, dort höchstens ein Jahr zu bleiben, aber ein Zusammenwirken unvorhergesehener Umstände hinderte ihn fast fünf Jahre lang daran, den Minen den Rücken zu kehren. Am Ende dieser Zeit waren jedoch seine Erinnerung an das Unrecht und sein Rachedurst noch ebenso frisch wie in jener Nacht, da er neben John Ferriers Grab gestanden hatte. 

Verkleidet und unter falschem Namen kehrte er nach Salt Lake City zurück, ohne Rücksicht auf sein eigenes Leben, solange er nur das erhielt, was ihn Gerechtigkeit dünkte. In der Stadt erwarteten ihn jedoch schlechte Nachrichten. Einige Monate zuvor war es Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.085
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unter dem Auserwählten Volk zu einem Schisma gekommen, als einige jüngere Mitglieder der Kirche sich wider die Autorität der Ältesten auflehnten, und infolgedessen hatte sich eine Anzahl von Unzufriedenen abgespalten, Utah verlassen, und sie waren zu Heiden geworden. Zu diesen gehörten Drebber und Stangerson, und niemand wußte, wohin sie gegangen waren. Gerüchten zufolge war es Drebber gelungen, einen großen Teil seines Besitzes zu Geld zu machen, und so war er als wohlhabender Mann aufgebrochen, während sein Gefährte Stangerson vergleichsweise arm war. Es gab jedoch keinerlei Hinweis auf ihre Aufenthaltsorte. 

Mancher noch so rachsüchtige Mann hätte angesichts solcher Schwierigkeiten jeden Gedanken an Vergeltung fahren lassen, Jefferson Hope jedoch schwankte nicht einen Moment. Mit dem kleinen Auskommen, das er besaß, aufgebessert durch Arbeiten, die er zwischendurch bekommen konnte, reiste er auf der Suche nach seinen Feinden von Stadt zu Stadt durch die Vereinigten Staaten. Jahr um Jahr verging, sein schwarzes Haar wurde grau, aber noch immer wanderte er weiter, ein Bluthund in Menschengestalt, dessen Geist völlig auf das eine Ziel gerichtet war, dem er sein Leben geweiht hatte. Endlich wurde seine Beharrlichkeit belohnt. Es war nur der flüchtige Blick auf ein Gesicht in einem Fenster, aber dieser Blick Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.086
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sagte ihm, daß Cleveland in Ohio die Männer beherbergte, die er verfolgte. Er kehrte in seine erbärmliche Unterkunft zurück, und sein Racheplan stand in allen Einzelheiten fest. Zufällig hatte Drebber jedoch aus seinem Fenster geschaut, den Vagabunden auf der Straße erkannt und in seinen Augen Mord gelesen. Er eilte zu einem Friedensrichter, begleitet von Stangerson, der sein Privatsekretär geworden war, und legte dem Richter dar, daß sie wegen des Neides und Hasses eines alten Rivalen in Lebensgefahr schwebten. 

An diesem Abend wurde Jefferson Hope in Gewahrsam genommen, und da es ihm nicht möglich war, Bürgen zu finden, wurde er einige Wochen in Haft gehalten. Als man ihn schließlich freiließ, fand er nur heraus, daß Drebbers Haus leer stand und daß er und sein Sekretär nach Europa abgereist waren. 

Abermals waren die Absichten des Rächers vereitelt worden, und abermals trieb sein zielgerichteter Haß ihn dazu, die Verfolgung fortzusetzen. Ihm fehlten jedoch die Mittel, und so mußte er wieder einige Zeit lang arbeiten und sparte jeden Dollar für seine näherrückende Reise. Als er endlich genug zusammengebracht hatte, sich am Leben zu erhalten, reiste er nach Europa ab und folgte der Spur seiner Feinde von Stadt zu Stadt, nahm die niedrigsten Arbeiten an, um Weiterreisen zu können, aber niemals holte er die Flüchtigen ein. Als er Sankt Petersburg erreichte, Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.087
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waren sie nach Paris aufgebrochen, und als er ihnen dorthin folgte, erfuhr er, daß sie soeben nach Kopenhagen abgereist waren. In der dänischen Hauptstadt kam er wieder einige Tage zu spät, denn sie hatten sich nach London aufgemacht, wo es ihm endlich gelang, sie zu stellen. Was nun die dortigen Ereignisse angeht, können wir nichts Besseres tun, als den Bericht, den der alte Jäger selbst abgab, so zu zitieren, wie er in Dr. Watsons Journal, dem wir schon so viel verdanken, getreulich verzeichnet ist. 

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.088
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13. Fortgang der Erinnerungen von John Watson M.D. 

Die wütende Gegenwehr unseres Gefangenen schien nicht auf grimmige Abneigung uns gegenüber zurückzuführen zu sein, denn als er feststellte, daß er machtlos war, lächelte er umgänglich und gab seiner Hoffnung Ausdruck, keinen von uns im Handgemenge verletzt zu haben. »Ich schätze, Sie bringen mich jetzt zum Polizeirevier«, bemerkte er, an Sherlock Holmes gewandt. »Meine Droschke steht vor der Tür. Wenn Sie meine Beine losbinden, werde ich hinunter gehen können. Ich bin nicht mehr so leicht zu tragen wie früher einmal.«. 

Gregson und Lestrade tauschten Blicke aus, als hielten sie diesen Vorschlag für reichlich unverfroren; Holmes jedoch nahm den Gefangenen sogleich beim Wort und entfernte das Handtuch, das er ihm um die Knöchel gebunden hatte. Der Mann erhob sich und dehnte seine Beine, als wolle er sich vergewissern, daß sie tatsächlich wieder frei waren. Ich entsinne mich, daß ich, während ich ihn beobachtete, dachte, daß ich selten einen kräftiger gebauten Mann gesehen hatte; und sein dunkles, sonnverbranntes Gesicht zeigte einen Ausdruck von Entschlossenheit und Energie, 

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes der ebenso beeindruckend war wie seine 3.089
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Körperkräfte. 

»Wenn es eine freie Stelle für einen Polizeichef gibt, schätze ich, Sie sind der richtige Mann dafür«, sagte er; dabei musterte er meinen Mitbewohner mit unverhohlener Bewunderung. »Wie Sie mir auf der Spur geblieben sind, das war schon erstklassige Arbeit.«

»Sie sollten wohl besser mit mir kommen«, sagte Holmes, zu den beiden Detektiven gewandt. 

»Ich kann fahren«, sagte Lestrade. 

»Gut, und Gregson kann mit einsteigen. Sie auch, Doktor. 

Sie haben sich für den Fall interessiert und können ebenso gut bis zum Ende dabeibleiben.«

Ich stimmte nur zu gern zu, und wir gingen alle gemeinsam die Treppe hinab. Unser Gefangener machte keinen Versuch zu entkommen, sondern stieg ruhig in die Droschke, die die seine gewesen war, und wir folgten ihm. Lestrade klomm auf den Bock, trieb das Pferd mit der Peitsche an und brachte uns innerhalb kürzester Zeit zu unserem Ziel. Man führte uns in einen kleinen Raum, in dem ein Polizeiinspektor den Namen unseres Gefangenen und die Namen der Männer notierte, die ermordet zu haben er beschuldigt wurde. Der Beamte war ein blaßgesichtiger Mann ohne Gefühlsregungen, der seine Pflichten stumpf und mechanisch erfüllte. »Im Lauf der Woche wird der Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.090
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Gefangene dem Polizeirichter vorgeführt«, sagte er. 

»Mr. Jefferson Hope, haben Sie den Wunsch, schon vorher irgendeine Aussage zu machen? Ich muß Sie allerdings darauf aufmerksam machen, daß Ihre Worte notiert werden und gegen Sie verwendet werden können.«

»Ich habe eine ganze Menge zu sagen«, meinte unser Gefangener langsam. »Ich möchte den Gentlemen alles erzählen.«

»Sollten Sie sich das nicht besser für Ihr Verfahren aufheben?« fragte der Inspektor. 

»Vielleicht gibt es gar kein Verfahren«, erwiderte er. »Sehen Sie mich nicht so erschrocken an. Ich denke nicht an Selbstmord. Sind Sie Arzt?« Bei dieser letzten Frage wandte er mir seine grimmigen dunklen Augen zu. 

»Ja«, antwortete ich. 

»Dann legen Sie Ihre Hand hierhin«, sagte er lä-

chelnd; dabei deutete er mit seinen gefesselten Händen auf seine Brust. 

Ich kam seinem Wunsch nach und nahm sogleich ein außerordentliches Pochen und Tosen wahr. Sein Brustkorb schien zu zittern und zu beben wie ein zerbrechliches Gebäude, in dem eine gewaltige Maschine arbeitet. In der Stille des Raums konnte ich ein dumpfes Summen und Rauschen hören, das aus der gleichen Quelle stammte. 

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.091
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»Du liebe Zeit«, rief ich, »Sie haben ein Aneurysma der Aorta!«

»So heißt es wohl«, sagte er gelassen. »Ich bin letzte Woche zu einem Arzt gegangen, und er hat mir gesagt, daß es bersten wird, bevor noch allzu viele Tage vergehen. Es ist seit Jahren immer schlimmer geworden. Zugezogen habe ich es mir wohl durch Überanstrengung und Unterernährung auf den Salt-Lake-Bergen. Jetzt habe ich meine Arbeit getan, und es ist mir gleich, wie bald ich sterbe, aber ich würde gern einen Bericht über die ganze Angelegenheit hinterlassen. Ich will nicht, daß man sich an mich wie an einen gewöhnlichen Meuchelmörder erinnert.«

Der Inspektor und die beiden Detektive berieten sich eilig, ob es ratsam sei, ihn seine Geschichte er-zählen zu lassen. 

»Doktor, glauben Sie, daß unmittelbare Lebensgefahr besteht?« fragte der Inspektor. 

»Die besteht ganz gewiß«, antwortete ich. 

»In diesem Fall ist es ganz klar unsere Pflicht, im Interesse der Gerechtigkeit seine Aussage aufzunehmen«, sagte der Inspektor. »Sir, Sie können jetzt Ihren Bericht abgeben, aber ich mache Sie noch einmal darauf aufmerksam, daß er aufgezeichnet wird.«

»Mit Ihrer Erlaubnis werde ich mich setzen«, sagte der Gefangene und tat dies auch. »Dieses Aneurysma macht mich schnell müde, und unser Handgemenge Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.092
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vor einer halben Stunde hat die ganze Sache nicht besser gemacht. Ich stehe am Rand des Grabes und habe keinen Anlaß, Sie anzulügen. Jedes Wort, das ich sage, ist absolut wahr, und was Sie damit machen, ist mir völlig gleichgültig.«

Mit diesen Worten lehnte sich Jefferson Hope auf seinem Stuhl zurück und begann mit der nachfolgenden bemerkenswerten Aussage. Er sprach ruhig und methodisch, als seien die Ereignisse, von denen er berichtete, ganz gewöhnlich. Ich kann mich für die Zuverlässigkeit des nachstehenden Berichts verbürgen, denn ich hatte Zugang zu Lestrades Notizbuch, in dem die Worte des Gefangenen genau so verzeichnet wurden, wie er sie äußerte. 

»Es kann Ihnen gleichgültig sein, warum ich diese beiden Männer gehaßt habe«, sagte er. »Es genügt, daß sie die Schuld am Tod zweier Menschen hatten –

eines Vaters und seiner Tochter –, und daß sie damit ihr eigenes Leben verwirkt haben. Nach all der Zeit, die seit ihrem Verbrechen verstrichen ist, war es un-möglich für mich, sie vor einem Gericht zu belangen. 

Ich habe aber von ihrer Schuld gewußt, und deshalb habe ich beschlossen, in einer Person Richter, Jury und Henker zu sein. An meiner Stelle hätten Sie, wenn Sie auch nur ein bißchen Männlichkeit in sich haben, das gleiche getan. 

Das Mädchen, von dem ich gesprochen habe, sollte Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.093
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mich vor zwanzig Jahren heiraten. Man hat sie gezwungen, diesen Drebber zu heiraten, und ihr damit das Herz gebrochen. Ich habe den Trauring von ihrem toten Finger gezogen und geschworen, daß seine Augen, wenn er stirbt, eben diesen Ring sehen sollen, und daß seine letzten Gedanken dem Verbrechen gelten, für das er bestraft wird. Ich habe den Ring mit mir getragen und Drebber und seinen Komplizen über zwei Kontinente verfolgt, bis ich sie endlich erwischt hatte. Sie wollten mich mürbe machen und abschütteln, aber das konnten sie nicht. Wenn ich morgen sterbe, was ganz wahrscheinlich ist, dann sterbe ich in dem Wissen, daß meine Arbeit in dieser Welt erledigt ist, und gut erledigt ist. Sie sind gestorben, von meiner Hand. Es gibt nichts, was ich jetzt noch hoffen oder wünschen könnte. 

Sie waren reich, und ich war arm, also war es für mich nicht so einfach, ihnen zu folgen. Als ich nach London gekommen bin, waren meine Taschen so gut wie leer, und deshalb mußte ich mich zuerst einmal um meinen Lebensunterhalt kümmern. Fahren und Reiten sind für mich so natürlich wie Gehen, deshalb habe ich mich im Büro eines Wagenbesitzers bewor-ben und bald Arbeit gefunden. Ich mußte dem Eigentümer jede Woche eine bestimmte Summe abliefern, und was übrig war, konnte ich selbst behalten. Es war selten viel übrig, aber irgendwie habe ich es geschafft, Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.094
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zurechtzukommen. Der schwierigste Teil der Arbeit ist es gewesen, London kennenzulernen; ich schätze nämlich, daß von allen Labyrinthen, die je ausgetüftelt worden sind, diese Stadt hier das verwirrendste ist. Ich hatte aber immer eine Karte zur Hand, und als ich erst einmal die wichtigsten Hotels und Bahnhöfe kannte, bin ich ganz gut fertig geworden. 

Es hat eine Weile gedauert, bis ich herausgefunden hatte, wo meine beiden Gentlemen lebten; aber ich habe gefragt und gefragt, bis ich sie schließlich hatte. 

Sie waren in einer Pension in Camberwell, drüben, auf dem anderen Flußufer. Als ich sie erst gefunden hatte, wußte ich, daß sie mir ausgeliefert waren. Ich hatte meinen Bart wachsen lassen, also konnten sie mich auf keinen Fall erkennen. Ich wollte wie ein Hund hinter ihnen her sein, bis ich endlich meine Gelegenheit sah. Ich war entschlossen, sie nicht noch einmal entkommen zu lassen. 

Und trotzdem hätten sie das fast geschafft. Wohin sie auch immer in London gegangen sind, ich war ihnen auf den Fersen. Manchmal bin ich ihnen mit meiner Droschke gefolgt, manchmal zu Fuß, aber mit der Droschke war es am besten, weil sie mir dann nicht entkommen konnten. Nur ganz früh morgens oder spät abends konnte ich etwas verdienen, und allmählich bin ich meinem Dienstherrn gegenüber in Verzug geraten. Das war mir aber gleich, solange ich Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.095
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nur die beiden Männer, die ich haben wollte, in die Hände bekommen konnte. 

Aber sie waren sehr schlau. Sie müssen sich gedacht haben, daß sie vielleicht verfolgt wurden, sie sind nämlich nie allein ausgegangen, und nach Einbruch der Dunkelheit überhaupt nicht. Zwei Wochen lang bin ich jeden Tag hinter ihnen hergefahren, aber ich habe sie nie getrennt voneinander gesehen. 

Drebber war die halbe Zeit betrunken, aber Stangerson war immer auf der Hut. Ich habe sie von früh bis spät beobachtet und nie auch nur den Hauch einer Möglichkeit gesehen; ich habe mich aber nicht entmutigen lassen, weil mir irgendwas gesagt hat, daß die Stunde fast gekommen war. Meine einzige Befürchtung war, daß dieses Ding in meiner Brust ein biß-

chen zu früh birst und ich die Arbeit nicht beenden kann. 

Eines Abends endlich, als ich die Torquay Terrace

'rauf und 'runter fahre – so heißt die Straße, wo ihre Pension war –, sehe ich eine Droschke vor der Tür halten. Bald wird Gepäck 'rausgebracht, und nach einiger Zeit kommen Drebber und Stangerson hinterher und fahren weg. Ich gebe meinem Pferd die Peitsche und bleibe in Sichtweite und fühle mich gar nicht wohl, weil ich Angst habe, daß sie das Quartier wechseln. An der Euston Station steigen sie aus, und ich schnappe mir einen Jungen, der auf mein Pferd auf-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.096
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paßt, und folge ihnen auf den Bahnsteig. Ich höre, wie sie sich nach dem Zug nach Liverpool erkundigen und der Wachmann sagt, daß gerade einer abgefahren ist und der nächste erst in ein paar Stunden geht. Stangerson scheint das überhaupt nicht zu gefallen, aber Drebber freut sich offenbar darüber. Im Gedränge komme ich so nah an sie heran, daß ich jedes einzelne Wort hören kann, das sie miteinander wechseln. 

Drebber sagt, er hat noch etwas zu erledigen, und wenn der andere wartet, wird er bald wieder zu ihm stoßen. Sein Gefährte macht ihm Vorwürfe und erinnert ihn daran, daß sie zusammenbleiben wollen. 

Drebber antwortet, daß die Sache, um die es geht, heikel ist, und daß er allein gehen muß. Was Stangerson daraufhin sagt, kann ich nicht verstehen, aber der andere fängt an zu fluchen und erinnert ihn daran, daß er nicht mehr ist als sein bezahlter Diener und sich nicht einbilden soll, er kann ihm etwas befehlen. Daraufhin gibt der Sekretär auf und handelt nur noch mit ihm aus, daß sie sich, wenn er den letzten Zug versäumt, in Hallidays Pension treffen sollen; Drebber sagt darauf, er wird vor elf Uhr wieder auf dem Bahnsteig sein, und geht aus dem Bahnhof. 

Da war der Moment, auf den ich so lange gewartet hatte, endlich gekommen. Ich hatte meine Feinde in der Hand. Zusammen konnten sie sich gegenseitig verteidigen, aber einzeln waren sie mir ausgeliefert. 

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.097
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Ich habe mich aber nicht zu überstürztem Handeln hinreißen lassen. Meine Pläne hatte ich längst gemacht. Rache ist unbefriedigend, wenn der Schuldige keine Zeit hat, zu begreifen, wer ihn da trifft und warum Vergeltung über ihn kommt. Ich hatte meine Pläne so gemacht, daß ich die Möglichkeit haben würde, dem Mann, der mir Unrecht zugefügt hatte, klarzumachen, daß seine alte Sünde ihn eingeholt hatte. Zufällig hatte ein paar Tage vorher ein Gentleman, der sich um einige Häuser in der Brixton Road kümmern mußte, den Schlüssel zu einem von ihnen in meinem Wagen verloren. Noch am selben Abend hat er sich danach erkundigt, und ich habe ihn zurückgegeben; aber in der Zwischenzeit hatte ich einen Abdruck davon gemacht und ein Duplikat anfertigen lassen. Damit hatte ich Zugang zu wenigstens einem Ort in dieser großen Stadt, an dem ich sicher sein konnte, nicht gestört zu werden. Das schwierige Problem, das ich jetzt zu lösen hatte, war, wie ich Drebber zu diesem Haus bekommen konnte. 

Er ist die Straße entlang und in einen oder zwei Schnapsläden gegangen, und im letzten fast eine halbe Stunde geblieben. Wie er wieder herauskommt, schwankt er beim Gehen und ist offenbar schon sehr angeheitert. Gerade vor mir ist eine Droschke, und die hält er an. Ich folge so kurz dahinter, daß auf dem ganzen Weg die Nase meines Pferdes nur einen Yard Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.098
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hinter dem Wagen ist. Wir rattern über die Waterloo Bridge und Meilen von Straßen und finden uns schließlich zu meinem Erstaunen in Torquay Terrace, wo er in dieser Pension gewohnt hatte. Ich konnte mir keinen Grund denken, weshalb er wieder dahin zu-rückgekehrt ist, aber ich bin weitergefahren und habe vielleicht hundert Yards vom Haus entfernt gehalten. 

Er ist hineingegangen, und sein Wagen ist fortgefahren. Geben Sie mir doch bitte ein Glas Wasser. Mein Mund wird ganz trocken vom vielen Reden.«

Ich reichte ihm ein Glas und er leerte es sofort. 

»Jetzt geht es besser«, sagte er. »Also, ich habe da eine Viertelstunde oder länger gewartet, wie ich plötzlich einen Lärm höre, als ob im Haus Leute kämpfen. 

Im nächsten Moment fliegt die Tür auf und zwei Männer kommen heraus; einer von ihnen ist Drebber und der andere ein junger Mann, den ich noch nie gesehen habe. Dieser Bursche hält Drebber am Kragen gepackt, und wie sie oben auf der Treppe sind, gibt er ihm einen Stoß und einen Tritt und schickt ihn damit über die halbe Straße. ›Du Hund!‹ schreit er und droht ihm mit seinem Stock. ›Dir werd ich's zeigen; ein anständiges Mädchen beleidigen!‹ Er ist so wü-

tend, daß ich darauf warte, daß er Drebber mit seinem Knüppel verdrischt, aber der Halunke stolpert die Straße hinab, so schnell seine Beine ihn tragen. Er rennt bis zur Ecke, dann sieht er meinen Wagen, Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.099
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winkt mir und springt hinein. ›Fahren Sie mich zu Hallidays Pension‹, sagt er. 

Wie ich ihn in meinem Wagen habe, hüpft mir das Herz vor Freude so stark, daß ich schon Angst habe, ausgerechnet jetzt macht mein Aneurysma es nicht mehr. Ich fahre ganz langsam und überlege mir, was ich am besten tun soll. Ich kann mit ihm aufs Land hinausfahren und da auf einem einsamen Feldweg mein letztes Gespräch mit ihm führen. Dazu bin ich fast entschlossen, als er das Problem für mich gelöst hat. Er will nämlich unbedingt wieder etwas trinken und sagt mir, ich soll neben einem Ginpalast halten. 

Da geht er hinein und sagt, ich soll auf ihn warten. Er ist darin geblieben, bis der Laden dicht gemacht hat, und wie er herauskommt, ist er so weit jenseits, daß ich weiß, ich kann jetzt mit ihm machen, was ich will. 

Glauben Sie ja nicht, ich hätte ihn kaltblütig umbringen wollen. Es wäre nur strenggenommen gerecht gewesen, wenn ich das getan hätte, aber das habe ich nicht fertiggebracht. Ich hatte längst beschlossen, daß er noch eine Chance kriegen sollte, wenn er sie haben wollte. In meinem Wanderleben habe ich in Amerika viele verschiedene Arbeiten verrichtet, unter anderem war ich einmal Pförtner und Putzer im Laboratorium des York College. Eines Tages hat der Professor eine Vorlesung über Gifte gehalten und seinen Studenten einige Alkaloide, wie er es nannte, gezeigt, die er aus Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.100
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irgendeinem südamerikanischen Pfeilgift gewonnen hatte, und das Zeug war so stark, daß schon die kleinste Dosis davon sofortigen Tod bedeutete. Ich habe mir die Flasche gemerkt, in der er dieses Zeug aufbewahrte, und als alle gegangen waren, habe ich mir ein bißchen davon angeeignet. Ich war auch ein ganz guter Apothekenhelfer, also habe ich dieses Alkaloid zu kleinen, löslichen Pillen verarbeitet, und jede Pille habe ich in eine Dose gelegt, zusammen mit einer anderen, die genau so aussah, aber kein Gift enthielt. 

Damals habe ich beschlossen, wenn ich meine Chance bekomme, sollen meine beiden Gentlemen jeder die freie Auswahl aus einer der Dosen haben, und ich schlucke die zweite Pille. Das wäre genauso tödlich und viel leiser als ein Schuß aus kurzer Entfernung. 

Von dem Tag an hatte ich immer meine Pillendosen dabei, und jetzt war die Zeit gekommen, sie zu benutzen. 

Es war schon kurz vor eins, und es war eine wilde, unfreundliche Nacht, mit heftigem Wind und Regen in Sturzbächen. So trübe es auch draußen war, innerlich war ich froh – so froh, daß ich vor lauter Begeisterung hätte schreien können. Wenn einer von Ihnen, Gentlemen, jemals etwas sehr begehrt und sich zwanzig lange Jahre danach gesehnt hat – und plötzlich sieht er es in Reichweite, dann wird er meine Gefühle verstehen. Ich habe mir eine Zigarre angezündet und Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.101
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geraucht, um meine Nerven zu beruhigen, aber meine Hände haben gezittert und meine Schläfen gepocht vor Aufregung. Beim Fahren konnte ich den alten John Ferrier und die sanfte Lucy sehen, wie sie mich aus der Dunkelheit anschauen und mir zulächeln, so deutlich, wie ich jetzt Sie alle hier in diesem Raum sehe. Den ganzen Weg sind sie vor mir gewesen, jeder auf einer Seite des Pferds, bis ich vor dem Haus in der Brixton Road gehalten habe. 

Keine Menschenseele war zu sehen und kein Laut zu hören, abgesehen vom Tropfen des Regens. Als ich durch das Fenster geschaut habe, lag Drebber zusammengerollt da und hat geschlafen wie nur ein Betrunkener. Ich habe ihn am Arm geschüttelt. ›Aussteigen, wir sind da‹, sage ich. 

›In Ordnung, Kutscher‹, sagt er. 

Ich schätze, er hat gemeint, daß wir zu dem Hotel gekommen sind, das er genannt hatte, er ist nämlich ohne jedes weitere Wort ausgestiegen und mir durch den Garten gefolgt. Ich habe neben ihm hergehen und ihn stützen müssen, er war nämlich noch immer ziemlich topplastig. Als wir zur Tür gekommen sind, habe ich sie aufgemacht und ihn ins Vorderzimmer geführt. 

Ich gebe ihnen mein Wort: Auf dem ganzen Weg sind der Vater und die Tochter vor uns hergegangen. 

›Verdammt dunkel hier‹, sagt er. Er trampelt herum. 

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.102
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›Gleich wird's hell‹, sage ich. Ich zünde ein Streichholz an und halte es an eine Wachskerze, die ich mitgebracht habe. ›Und jetzt, Enoch Drebber‹, sage ich, drehe mich zu ihm um und halte das Licht vor mein Gesicht, ›wer bin ich?‹

Einen Moment lang starrt er mich mit blutunterlaufenen, betrunkenen Augen an, und dann sehe ich, wie Entsetzen in ihnen aufgeht, und seine Züge verzerren sich, was mir zeigt, daß er mich erkennt. Mit bleichem Gesicht taumelt er zurück, und ich sehe, wie Schweiß auf seine Stirn tritt, während in seinem Kopf die Zähne klappern. Bei dem Anblick lehne ich mich an die Tür und lache laut und lange. Ich habe immer gewußt, daß die Rache süß sein würde, aber die Befriedigung, die in diesem Moment meine Seele erfüllt hat, habe ich mir nicht erträumt. 

›Du Hund!‹ sage ich. ›Ich habe dich von Salt Lake City bis Sankt Petersburg gejagt, und immer bist du mir entkommen. Jetzt sind endlich deine Irrfahrten zu Ende, weil einer von uns den morgigen Sonnenaufgang nicht mehr sehen wird.‹ Während ich das sage, drückt er sich noch weiter von mir in eine Ecke, und auf seinem Gesicht kann ich sehen, daß er mich für wahnsinnig hält. Das war ich in dem Moment auch. 

Der Puls in meiner Schläfe war wie ein Vorschlag-hammer, und ich glaube, ich hätte einen Anfall erlitten, wenn nicht aus meiner Nase Blut geschossen Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.103
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wäre und mich erleichtert hätte. 

›Was denkst du jetzt über Lucy Ferrier?‹ rufe ich. 

Ich schließe die Tür und halte den Schlüssel vor seine Nase. ›Die Bestrafung hat sich Zeit genommen, aber jetzt endlich hat sie dich eingeholt.‹ Ich sehe, wie die Lippen dieses Feiglings zittern bei meinen Worten. Er würde am liebsten um sein Leben betteln, aber er weiß, daß es sinnlos ist. 

›Willst du mich ermorden?‹ stammelt er. 

›Das ist kein Mord‹, antworte ich. ›Ermordet man einen tollwütigen Hund? Welches Mitleid hattest du mit meinem armen Liebling, als du sie von ihrem ermordeten Vater weggezerrt und in deinen schamlosen verfluchten Harem verschleppt hast?‹

›Aber ich habe ihren Vater nicht getötet‹, ruft er. 

›Aber du hast ihr unschuldiges Herz gebrochen‹, schreie ich; ich halte ihm die Schachtel hin. ›Gott soll über uns entscheiden. Such eine aus und schluck sie. 

In einer Pille ist Tod, in der anderen Leben. Ich nehme die, die du übrig läßt. Wir wollen sehen, ob es auf Erden Gerechtigkeit gibt oder ob wir vom Zufall regiert werden.‹

Mit wilden Schreien und Bitten um Gnade duckt er sich, aber ich ziehe mein Messer und halte es an seine Kehle, bis er mir gehorcht hat. Dann verschlucke ich die zweite, und wir stehen da eine Minute oder länger und starren uns an und warten auf die Entscheidung, Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.104
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wer von uns leben und wer sterben soll. Ob ich je den Ausdruck vergesse, der in sein Gesicht kommt, als die ersten Schmerzen ihm sagen, daß das Gift in seinem Körper ist? Ich habe gelacht, als ich das gesehen habe, und ich habe ihm Lucys Trauring vor die Augen gehalten. Nur einen Moment lang; das Alkaloid wirkt sehr schnell. Seine Züge verzerren sich in schmerzhaf-ten Krämpfen; er streckt die Hände nach vorn, schwankt, und dann stürzt er mit einem heiseren Schrei schwer zu Boden. Ich drehe ihn mit dem Fuß um und lege meine Hand auf sein Herz. Da hat sich nichts mehr geregt. Er ist tot! 

Aus meiner Nase war die ganze Zeit Blut geströmt, aber ich hatte nicht darauf geachtet. Ich weiß nicht, was mich dazu gebracht hat, mit dem Blut auf die Wand zu schreiben. Vielleicht ein hämischer Einfall, um die Polizei auf die falsche Fährte zu locken; mein Herz war nämlich leicht und fröhlich. Ich habe mich an einen Deutschen erinnert, den man in New York gefunden hat, und über seinem Leichnam hatte jemand das Wort RACHE an die Wand geschrieben, und damals war in den Zeitungen gesagt worden, die Geheimgesellschaften müßten es getan haben. Ich habe mir gedacht, was den New Yorkern Kopfzerbrechen macht, macht auch den Londonern Kopfzerbrechen, also habe ich meinen Finger in mein eigenes Blut getaucht und das Wort auf eine passende Stelle Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.105
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geschrieben. Dann bin ich zu meiner Droschke gegangen und habe festgestellt, daß niemand in der Nähe und die Nacht noch immer sehr wild war. Ich war eine ganze Strecke gefahren, als ich die Hand in die Tasche gesteckt habe, wo ich immer Lucys Ring aufbewahre, und da bemerke ich, daß er nicht da ist. Ich bin wie vom Schlag getroffen, denn er ist das einzige Andenken, das ich von ihr habe. Ich denke mir, ich kann es verloren haben, als ich mich über Drebbers Leichnam beugte, also bin ich zurückgefahren, habe meine Droschke in einer Nebenstraße gelassen und bin ganz offen zum Haus gegangen – ich war nämlich bereit, alles zu wagen, bevor ich den Ring verliere. Als ich dort ankomme, laufe ich einem Polizisten direkt in die Arme, der gerade aus dem Haus kommt, und ich habe seinen Verdacht nur beschwichtigen können, indem ich so tue, als wäre ich hoffnungslos betrunken. 

So hat Enoch Drebber sein Ende gefunden. Alles, was mir noch zu tun blieb, war, mit Stangerson genau so zu verfahren und auf diese Weise John Ferriers Konto auszugleichen. Ich wußte ja, daß er in Hallidays Pension war, und da habe ich mich den ganzen Tag herumgetrieben, aber er ist nicht ein einziges Mal herausgekommen. Ich nehme an, er hat sich seinen Teil gedacht, als Drebber nicht erschienen ist. 

Er war ja schlau, dieser Stangerson, und immer auf der Hut. Wenn er aber geglaubt hat, er könnte mich Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.106
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loswerden, indem er im Haus bleibt, dann hat er sich sehr getäuscht. Ich habe bald herausgefunden, welches sein Schlafzimmerfenster war, und früh am nächsten Morgen habe ich es ausgenutzt, daß auf dem Weg hinter dem Hotel ein paar Leitern lagen, und so bin ich im Morgengrauen in sein Zimmer geklettert. 

Ich habe ihn geweckt und ihm gesagt, daß die Stunde gekommen ist, in der er sich für das Leben verantworten muß, das er vor so langer Zeit geraubt hat. Ich habe ihm Drebbers Tod beschrieben und ihm auch die Wahl zwischen den Pillen geboten. Statt die Chance zum Entkommen wahrzunehmen, die er damit hatte, ist er vom Bett aufgesprungen und mir an die Kehle gegangen. In Notwehr habe ich ihm das Messer ins Herz gestoßen. Es wäre ohnehin alles auf das gleiche hinausgelaufen; die Vorsehung hätte es niemals zugelassen, daß seine schuldige Hand etwas anderes als das Gift wählt. 

Ich habe nicht viel mehr zu sagen, und das ist auch gut; ich bin nämlich ziemlich am Ende. Ich bin noch einen Tag oder zwei mit der Droschke gefahren; dabei wollte ich bleiben, bis ich genug zusammen habe, um nach Amerika zurückfahren zu können. Ich war auf dem Standplatz, als ein abgerissener Junge gefragt hat, ob es einen Kutscher namens Jefferson Hope gibt, den nämlich ein Gentleman in 221 B, Baker Street, haben will. Ich bin hergekommen und habe Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.107
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nichts Böses gedacht, und das nächste, was ich weiß, ist, daß dieser junge Mann hier Handschellen um meine Gelenke gelegt hat und ich so sauber gefesselt bin, wie ich es sauberer nie im Leben gesehen habe. 

Das ist meine ganze Geschichte, Gentlemen. Sie können mich ruhig für einen Mörder halten; ich bin aber der Meinung, daß ich ebenso gut ein Diener der Gerechtigkeit bin wie Sie.«

Die Erzählung des Mannes war so erregend und seine Haltung so beeindruckend gewesen, daß wir alle schweigend und wie gefesselt dagesessen hatten. 

Sogar die berufsmäßigen Detektive, so blasiert sie sonst jeder Einzelheit eines Verbrechens gegenüber sein mochten, schienen an der Geschichte des Mannes großen Anteil zu nehmen. Als er zum Schluß gekommen war, saßen wir einige Minuten lang in einem Schweigen, das nur durch das Kratzen von Lestrades Bleistift unterbrochen wurde, während er seine Kurz-schrift-Aufzeichnung abschloß. 

»Es gibt nur einen Punkt, über den ich gern etwas mehr wüßte«, sagte Sherlock Holmes schließlich. 

»Wer war Ihr Komplize, der den Ring geholt hat, als ich danach annoncierte?«

Der Gefangene zwinkerte meinem Freund gutmütig zu. »Ich kann Ihnen meine eigenen Geheimnisse verraten«, sagte er, »aber nicht andere in Schwierigkeiten bringen. Ich habe Ihre Annonce gelesen und mir ge-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.108
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dacht, es könnte entweder ein Trick sein oder tatsächlich der Ring, den ich haben wollte. Mein Freund hat sich bereiterklärt, zu Ihnen zu gehen und sich darum zu kümmern. Ich schätze, Sie werden zugeben, daß er es sehr schlau gemacht hat.«

»Daran kann es keinen Zweifel geben«, sagte Holmes aufrichtig. 

»Jetzt, Gentlemen«, bemerkte der Inspektor ernsthaft, »müssen wir den Anforderungen des Gesetzes genügen. Am Donnerstag wird der Gefangene dem Richter vorgeführt, und ich bitte Sie um Ihre Anwesenheit. Bis dahin bin ich für ihn verantwortlich.«

Noch während er sprach, betätigte er eine Klingel, und einige Wärter führten Jefferson Hope ab; mein Freund und ich verließen das Revier und nahmen eine Droschke zurück zur Baker Street. 

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.109
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14. Schluß

Man hatte uns alle aufgefordert, uns am Donnerstag vor dem Richter einzufinden; als jedoch der Donnerstag kam, gab es keine Gelegenheit mehr für unsere Zeugenaussage. Ein höherer Richter hatte sich der Sache angenommen, und Jefferson Hope war vor ein Tribunal zitiert worden, vor dem ihm strenge Gerechtigkeit zuteil werden würde. Noch in der Nacht nach seiner Gefangennahme barst sein Aneurysma, und am Morgen fand man ihn ausgestreckt auf dem Boden der Zelle, mit einem entspannten Lächeln auf dem Gesicht, als sei er im Augenblick seines Todes imstande gewesen, auf ein sinnvolles Leben und gut getane Arbeit zurückzuschauen. 

»Gregson und Lestrade werden über seinen Tod wütend sein«, bemerkte Holmes, als wir am nächsten Morgen darüber sprachen. »Was wird jetzt aus ihrer großen Selbstdarstellung?«

»Ich wüßte nicht, daß sie viel mit seiner Gefangennahme zu tun gehabt hätten«, erwiderte ich. 

»Was Sie in dieser Welt  tun,  ist völlig bedeutungs-los«, gab mein Gefährte bitter zurück. »Die Frage ist, wie Sie die Leute dazu bringen können, zu glauben, daß Sie etwas getan haben. Ach, egal«, fuhr er nach einer Pause fröhlicher fort. »Ich möchte diese Ermitt-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.110
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lung um keinen Preis versäumt haben. Ich kann mich an keinen besseren Fall erinnern. So einfach er auch war, gab es doch einige sehr interessante Punkte dabei.«

»Einfach!« rief ich. 

»Na, man kann ihn wirklich nicht anders nennen«, sagte Sherlock Holmes; er lächelte ob meiner Überraschung. »Der Beweis für seine wahrhafte Einfachheit ist, daß ich innerhalb von drei Tagen imstande war, meine Hand auf den Verbrecher zu legen, ohne jegliche Hilfe außer wenigen ganz gewöhnlichen Deduktionen.«

»Das stimmt allerdings«, sagte ich. 

»Ich habe Ihnen schon auseinandergesetzt, daß etwas Ungewöhnliches normalerweise eher eine Hilfe als ein Hindernis ist. Bei der Lösung eines derartigen Problems ist es entscheidend, ob man rückwärts denken kann. Es ist dies eine sehr nützliche Fertigkeit, noch dazu eine sehr einfache, aber man wendet sie kaum an. Bei den alltäglichen Dingen des Lebens ist es sinnvoller, vorwärts zu denken, daher kommt es, daß das andere Verfahren vernachlässigt wird. Auf Einen, der analytisch zu denken vermag, kommen Fünfzig, die synthetisch denken können.«

»Ich muß gestehen«, sagte ich, »daß ich Ihnen nicht so ganz folgen kann.«

»Das habe ich auch kaum erwartet. Mal sehen, ob Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.111
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ich es deutlicher darstellen kann. Die meisten Leute werden, wenn Sie ihnen eine Reihe von Vorfällen schildern, imstande sein, Ihnen das Ergebnis zu nennen. Sie können diese Vorfälle im Geist verknüpfen und daraus ableiten, daß sich etwas ereignen wird. Es gibt jedoch nur wenige Leute, die, wenn Sie ihnen ein Ergebnis mitteilten, imstande wären, aus sich selbst heraus die Schritte zu entwickeln, die zu diesem Ergebnis geführt haben. Es ist diese Fähigkeit, die ich meine, wenn ich davon spreche, rückwärts oder analytisch zu denken.«

»Das begreife ich«, sagte ich. 

»Also, dies war ein Fall, bei dem man das Ergebnis hatte und alles andere selbst herausfinden mußte. Ich will versuchen, Ihnen die einzelnen Schritte meines Denkens zu demonstrieren. Um mit dem Anfang zu beginnen: Wie Sie wissen, habe ich mich dem Haus zu Fuß genähert, und mein Geist war frei und für alles offen. Ich habe natürlich zunächst die Straße untersucht und dabei, wie ich Ihnen bereits erklärt habe, deutlich die Spuren einer Droschke gesehen, die, wie ich durch Nachfragen feststellte, im Verlauf der Nacht dort gewesen sein mußte. 

Wegen der geringen Spurbreite war ich sicher, daß es eine Droschke und keine Privatkutsche gewesen war. Die ordinäre Londoner Klapperkiste ist wesentlich schmaler als das Coupé eines Gentleman. 
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Das war der erste Punkt, den ich gewonnen hatte. 

Danach bin ich langsam den Gartenweg entlanggegangen, der aus einem lehmhaltigen Boden besteht, welcher besonders gut Eindrücke bewahrt. Ihnen ist er zweifellos als bloßer zertrampelter Matsch erschienen, aber für meine geübten Augen hatte jeder Abdruck auf der Oberfläche seine Bedeutung. Kein Zweig der Detektions-Wissenschaft ist so wichtig und so sehr vernachlässigt wie die Kunst, Fußspuren aus-zuwerten. Zum Glück habe ich immer sehr großen Wert darauf gelegt, und reichliche Übung hat es mir zur zweiten Natur werden lassen. Ich habe die schweren Fußabdrücke der Constables gesehen, aber auch die Fährte der beiden Männer, die als erste durch den Garten gegangen waren. Daß sie vor den anderen dagewesen waren, war leicht festzustellen, weil an einigen Stellen ihre Spuren von denen der anderen, die später auf sie getreten waren, völlig getilgt waren. 

Auf diese Weise habe ich das zweite Glied meiner Kette erhalten, das mir sagte, daß die nächtlichen Besucher zu zweit gewesen waren; der eine war bemerkenswert groß (wie ich der Länge seiner Schritte entnahm) und der andere modisch gekleidet gewesen, was sich aus den kleinen, eleganten Abdrücken ergab, die seine Stiefel hinterlassen hatten. 

Beim Betreten des Hauses wurde mir letztere Folgerung bestätigt. Mein Mann mit den feinen Stiefeln Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.113
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lag vor mir. Also hatte der Große den Mord verübt, wenn es ein Mord gewesen war. Der Tote wies keine Wunde auf, aber der Ausdruck der Erregung auf seinem Gesicht sagte mir zweifelsfrei, daß er sein Schicksal vorhergesehen hatte, noch ehe es über ihn gekommen war. Leute, die an einer Herzkrankheit oder aus irgendeiner plötzlichen natürlichen Ursache heraus sterben, zeigen niemals Erregung in ihren Gesichtszügen. Als ich an den Lippen des Toten roch, habe ich einen leicht säuerlichen Geruch festgestellt und bin zu dem Schluß gekommen, daß man ihn gezwungen hatte, Gift zu nehmen. Wiederum habe ich aus dem Haß und der Angst auf seinem Gesicht darauf geschlossen, daß man ihn dazu gezwungen hatte. 

Durch Anwendung des Ausschließungsverfahrens bin ich zu diesem Ergebnis gelangt, da keine andere Hypothese mit den Tatsachen in Einklang zu bringen war. Glauben Sie ja nicht, es sei dies eine ganz unerhörte Idee gewesen. Die zwangsweise Verabreichung von Gift ist in den Annalen des Verbrechens keineswegs neuartig. Die Fälle Dolsky in Odessa und Leturier in Montpellier müssen sogleich jedem Toxikolo-gen einfallen. 

Und nun kam die große Frage nach dem Grund des Ganzen. Der Zweck des Mordes war nicht Diebstahl gewesen, es war ja nichts gestohlen worden. Ging es also vielleicht um Politik oder um eine Frau? Das war Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.114
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die Frage, der ich mich gegenübersah. Von Anfang an neigte ich der letzteren Annahme zu. Politische Meuchelmörder sind nur allzu froh, wenn sie ihr Werk getan haben und fliehen können. Dieser Mord dagegen war überlegt begangen worden, und der Mörder hatte überall im Raum seine Spuren hinterlassen, was bewies, daß er die ganze Zeit dort gewesen war. Es mußte also eine private, keine politische Angelegenheit gewesen sein, die nach einer so methodischen Rache verlangte. Als die Inschrift auf der Wand entdeckt wurde, neigte ich noch stärker als zuvor zu dieser Ansicht. Allzu offensichtlich war diese Inschrift ein Trick. Als dann aber der Ring gefunden wurde, hat das die Frage endgültig geklärt. Ganz eindeutig hatte der Mörder ihn benutzt, um sein Opfer an eine tote oder abwesende Frau zu erinnern. An diesem Punkt habe ich Gregson gefragt, ob er sich in seinem Telegramm nach Cleveland nach Einzelheiten aus dem Vorleben von Mr. Drebber erkundigt hätte. Wie Sie sich erinnern werden, hat er das verneint. 

Ich habe mich dann daran gemacht, den Raum sorgfältig zu untersuchen, was mich in meiner Meinung über die Größe des Mörders bestätigt und mir außerdem zusätzliche Einzelheiten geliefert hat, nämlich die Trichinopoly-Zigarre und die Länge seiner Fingernägel. Da es keine Anzeichen eines Kampfes gab, war ich schon zu dem Schluß gelangt, daß das Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.115
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Blut auf dem Boden in Folge seiner Erregung aus der Nase des Mörders geflossen sein mußte. Ich habe feststellen können, daß sich überall Blut fand, wo er Fußabdrücke hinterlassen hatte. Selten bricht sich bei jemandem, außer bei einem Mann mit hohem Blutdruck, Gefühlsbewegung in dieser Weise eine Bahn, also habe ich mich zu der Meinung aufgeschwungen, daß der Verbrecher wahrscheinlich ein robuster Mann mit rötlichem Gesicht sei. Wie sich herausgestellt hat, habe ich recht gehabt. 

Nachdem ich das Haus verlassen hatte, habe ich das erledigt, was Gregson zu erledigen versäumt hatte. Ich habe dem Polizeichef von Cleveland telegraphiert und meine Anfrage auf die mit der Ehe von Enoch Drebber verbundenen Umstände beschränkt. 

Die Antwort war sehr aufschlußreich. Ich erfuhr daraus, daß Drebber sich bereits um den Schutz des Gesetzes gegen einen alten Nebenbuhler namens Jefferson Hope bemüht hatte und daß eben jener Hope zur Zeit in Europa weilte. Da wußte ich dann, daß ich den Schlüssel zum Rätsel in der Hand hatte und daß alles, was zu tun blieb, die Festnahme des Mörders war. 

Ich hatte bereits bei mir beschlossen, daß der Mann, der mit Drebber ins Haus gegangen war, kein anderer sein konnte als der Mann, der die Droschke gelenkt hatte. Die Spuren auf der Straße zeigten mir, daß das Pferd dort ein paar Schritte getan hatte, was Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.116
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unmöglich gewesen wäre, wenn noch jemand auf dem Bock gesessen hätte. Wo also konnte der Kutscher gewesen sein, wenn nicht im Haus? Außerdem ist es absurd, anzunehmen, ein geistig gesunder Mann würde ein vorsätzliches Verbrechen gewissermaßen unter den Augen eines Dritten verüben, der ihn doch sicher verraten würde. Wenn wir schließlich annehmen, daß ein Mann einem anderen durch London folgen will –

welche bessere Möglichkeit kann er wählen als die, Droschkenkutscher zu werden? All diese Erwägungen haben mich zu der unwiderleglichen Schlußfolgerung gebracht, daß Jefferson Hope unter den Droschken-kutschern der Metropole zu finden sein mußte. 

Wenn er Kutscher gewesen war, gab es keinen Grund, anzunehmen, daß er es nicht länger sei. Im Gegenteil wäre von seinem Standpunkt aus jede plötzliche Veränderung dazu geeignet, Aufmerksamkeit zu erregen. Er würde also wohl, zumindest für einige Zeit, weiter dieser Arbeit nachgehen. Es gab auch keinen Grund, anzunehmen, daß er es unter falschem Namen tat. Wozu sollte er in einem Land, in dem niemand seinen Namen kennt, einen anderen annehmen? Ich habe also mein Straßenbettler-Detektiv-korps organisiert und die Jungen darauf angesetzt, systematisch jeden Droschkenbesitzer in London aufzusuchen, bis sie den Mann aufgestöbert hatten, den ich haben wollte. Welchen Erfolg sie hatten und wie Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.117
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schnell ich mir dies zunutze machen konnte, dürfte Ihnen wohl in frischester Erinnerung sein. Der Mord an Stangerson war ein völlig unvorhergesehener Vorfall, der aber jedenfalls kaum zu verhindern gewesen wäre. Wie Sie wissen, bin ich durch den Mord in den Besitz der Pillen gelangt, deren Existenz ich bereits vermutet hatte. Wie Sie sehen, ist die ganze Angelegenheit eine Kette logischer Folgerungen ohne eine Bruch- oder Schwachstelle.«

»Das ist wunderbar!« rief ich. »Ihre Verdienste sollten von der Öffentlichkeit anerkannt werden. Sie sollten einen Bericht über den Fall veröffentlichen. 

Wenn Sie es nicht tun, tue ich es für Sie.«

»Sie können tun, was Sie wollen, Doktor«, antwortete er. »Sehen Sie her!« fuhr er fort, wobei er mir eine Zeitung reichte. »Schauen Sie sich das an!«

Es handelte sich um die  Echo-Ausgabe des Tages, und der Abschnitt, auf den er deutete, war dem betreffenden Fall gewidmet. 

»Der Öffentlichkeit«, hieß es da, »ist durch den plötzlichen Tod des Mannes namens Hope, den man des Mordes an Mr. Enoch Drebber und Mr. Joseph Stangerson verdächtigte, ein sensationeller Happen entgangen. Die Einzelheiten des Falles werden nun vermutlich nie mehr bekannt werden, wenn wir auch aus zuverlässiger Quelle erfahren haben, daß das Verbrechen einer sehr alten, romantischen Fehde ent-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.118
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sprang, bei der Liebe und Mormonentum eine Rolle spielten. Anscheinend gehörten beide Opfer in ihrer Jugend den Heiligen der Letzten Tage an, und auch Hope, der verstorbene Gefangene, stammte aus Salt Lake City. Wenn der Fall auch keine anderen Auswirkungen haben mag, so zeigt er uns doch überaus deutlich die Wirksamkeit unserer Kriminalpolizei und wird darüberhinaus allen Ausländern eine Lehre sein, ihre Fehden zu Hause auszutragen und sie nicht auf britischen Boden mitzubringen. Es ist ein offenes Geheimnis, daß alle Verdienste um diese prompte Festnahme den bekannten Beamten Lestrade und Gregson von Scotland Yard zukommen. Dem Vernehmen nach wurde der Mann in den Räumlichkeiten eines gewissen Mr. Sherlock Holmes verhaftet, der als  amateur einiges detektivische Talent bewiesen hat und dank solcher Lehrmeister die Hoffnung haben darf, eines Tages ein wenig von ihren Fertigkeiten zu erwerben. 

Es ist zu erwarten, daß den beiden Beamten in geziemender Anerkennung ihrer Dienste eine Auszeichnung in der einen oder anderen Form zuteil werden wird.«

»Habe ich es Ihnen nicht von Anfang an gesagt?«

rief Sherlock Holmes lachend. »Das ist das Ergebnis unserer Studie in Scharlachrot – den beiden eine Auszeichnung zu verschaffen!«

»Machen Sie sich nichts daraus«, antwortete ich. 
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»Ich habe alle Tatsachen in meinem Journal verzeichnet, und die Öffentlichkeit wird sie erfahren. Bis dahin müssen Sie sich mit dem Bewußtsein Ihres Erfolges bescheiden, wie jener römische Geizhals:

›Populus me sibilat, at mihi plaudo30

Ipse domi simul ac nummos contemplar in arca.‹«
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Editorische Notiz

Der vorliegende Band folgt den englischen Standardnachdrucken der Originalausgabe  A Study in Scarlet. 

Der Text erschien im November 1887 in  Beeton's Christmas Annual;  Arthur Conan Doyle verkaufte damals die Rechte an seinem ersten Sherlock-Holmes-Buch für 25 £ an den Verlag Ward, Lock & Co. – Die Übersetzung ist vollständig; sie weicht vom Original lediglich dort ab, wo kleinere Irrtümer zu korrigieren waren. 
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1 Nach dem Ersten Afghanistan-Krieg (1838–1842) gaben die Briten den Versuch auf, das Land ihrem indischen Kolonialreich anzugliedern. Durch die russische Expansion in Zentralasien (Eroberung von Tur-kestan, Taschkent, Samarkand etc. 1864–1868) wurde Afghanistan zum Pufferstaat zwischen den beiden Großmächten. Als nach inneren Machtkämpfen in Kabul einer der Emirats-Kandidaten Rußland, ein anderer Großbritannien um Hilfe ersuchte, fürchteten die Briten, Afghanistan könnte russischer Satellit und Aufmarschgebiet gegen Indien werden. Nach dem zweiten Afghanistan-Krieg (1878–1881), der nicht zuletzt durch das Massaker an einer britischen Ver-handlungsdelegation in Kabul ausgelöst wurde, blieb Afghanistan neutral; dies auch – trotz diverser Versuche, Einfluß zu nehmen – im Ersten Weltkrieg. 

2 »Schlacht von Maiwand«: Am 27.7.1880 wurden britische Truppen bei Maiwand, Afghanistan, von der zehnfachen Anzahl Afghanen völlig aufgerieben (ca. 

40% Gefallene). 

3 »Jezail« – afghanischer Vorderlader. 

4 »Ghazis« (von arab. »ghazā«, kämpfen) – Kämpfer in einem
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5 Elfeinhalb Shilling pro Tag für neun Monate waren damals eine großzügige Rekonvaleszenz-Rente; zur gleichen Zeit betrug der Sold eines einfachen Soldaten einen Shilling pro Tag. 

6 Das  Criterion  liegt am Regent Circus, Piccadilly, und ist eine wundersame Mischung aus Restaurant, Bar und Variété-Bühne. 

7 »Guajak-Probe« – Das Harz des Guajak-Baums wurde mit Alkohol, Wasserstoffsuperoxyd und Äther in bestimmten Proportionen vermischt und mit einer zu untersuchenden Flüssigkeit versetzt und geschüttelt. Enthielt die Flüssigkeit Hämoglobin, verfärbte sich die Mischung blau. 

8 »Das wahre Forschungsgebiet ...« – Alexander Pope, 1688–1744, in  An Essay on Man (II, I):

»Know then thyself, presume not God to scan; / The proper study of mankind is man.«

9 Thomas Carlyle, 1795–1881, bedeutender Historiker, Essayist, Prosaautor; verfaßte u.a.  Sartor Resar-tus, On Heroes and Hero-Worship, History of the French Revolution. 

10 Das »Genie«-Zitat stammt aus  Frederick the Great  von Thomas Carlyle, den Holmes ja angeblich gar nicht kannte, und lautet dort wörtlich: »Genius Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.123
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(which means transcendent capacity of taking trouble, first of all) ...«

11 Trichinopoly Tiruchirapalli, im ind. Tamil Nadu, ca. 250000 Einwohner. T. war vom 10. bis 17. Jahrhundert Hauptstadt des Tamilen-Reichs. Die gerühmten Trichinopoly-Zigarren werden dort allerdings aus Tabak hergestellt, der außerhalb des Distrikts wächst. 

12 »Hallés Konzert, Lady Norman-Neruda« – Der 1819 geborene Westfale Karl Hallé kam 1843 nach England, wo er als Dirigent und Veranstalter von Konzerten berühmt wurde. Dort spielte auch der

»weibliche Paganini«, die 1839 in Brünn geborene Wilhelmine Neruda, die 3 Jahre nach dem Tod ihres Mannes Ludwig Norman dann 1888 Hallé heiratete. 

13 »ein halber Sovereign« – Goldmünze im Wert von 10 Shilling. 

14 »Columbines neumodisches Fähnchen« – im Original »Columbine's newfangled banner«; wahrscheinlich eine Verballhornung der amerikanischen Natio-nalhymne »The star-spangled banner«. 

15 »eine Studie in Scharlachrot« – Damit knüpft Holmes an eine malerische Tradition an, die zu jener Zeit besonders vehement vertreten wurde von James Ab-bott McNeill Whistler. 
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16 »Der Kopf von Charles ...« – Charles I. von England, geboren 1600, König seit 1625, wurde am 30. 

Januar 1649 geköpft. 

17 Die Schiffe der Union Line fuhren nach Südafrika. 

18 Henri Murger frz. Autor, 1822–1861; der vollständige Titel des Buchs ist  Scènes de la vie de Bo-hème. 

19 »Femegericht« – auch Vehmgericht, westfälische Institution, ca. 1150 bis 1570, praktizierte eine Art Volks-/Lynchjustiz und befaßte sich in Geheimsitzun-gen mit Hexerei, Häresie, Mord etc. 

20 »Aqua Tofana« – angeblich im 17. Jh. von einer Sizilianerin namens Tofana erfundenes tödliches Gift. 

21 »Carbonari« – neapolitanische Geheimgesellschaft 1808–1814, kämpfte gegen die napoleonische Herrschaft und für die Errichtung einer Republik. 

22 »Marquise de Brinvilliers« – frz. Giftmischerin, geb. 1630, hingerichtet 1676. 

23 »Ratcliff-Highway-Morde« – Sie waren der Anlaß für Thomas De Quinceys PostScript zu seinem Essay Der Mord als schöne Kunst betrachtet.  Der Mörder, John Williams, hatte 1812 sämtliche Mitglieder zweier Haushalte ausgerottet. 
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24 » Un sot ... « – »Ein Dummkopf findet immer einen noch dümmeren, der ihn bewundert.« Schlußzeile des ersten Gesangs der  Art poétique  von Nicholas Boi-leau-Despreaux (1636–1711). 

25 Laut  Encyclopaedia Britannica (XI, 1911) wurde die »Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-Day Saints«

1830 im Staat New York von Joseph Smith jr. 

(1805–1844) gegründet. Ihm erschien 1823 der Engel Moroni (oder Menona, Marona, Maroni etc.) und informierte ihn darüber, daß die Bibel des Westlichen Kontinents – eine Ergänzung zum Neuen Testament –

auf einem bestimmten Hügel vergraben sei. 1827 förderte Smith an der genannten Stelle ein aus dünnen Goldplatten bestehendes Buch zutage, geschrieben in

»reformiertem Ägyptisch«; glücklicherweise fand Smith, der weder fließend lesen noch schreiben konnte, gleichzeitig eine wundersame Brille, bestehend aus zwei silbergefaßten Kristallen namens Urim und Thummim, die ihm Lektüre und Übersetzung des hinfort  Buch Mormon  genannten Werks erlaubte. Hinter einem Vorhang sitzend diktierte Smith die Übersetzung verschiedenen Sekretären; das Buch wurde 1830

veröffentlicht. Allerdings hatte der Engel das kostbare Original inzwischen wieder abgeholt. 

26 Inspiriert von vielerlei neuen Offenbarungen gedieh die Kirche vor allem in Missouri (wo der Mor-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.126
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monenführer Rigdon 1838 die Gläubigen aufforderte, alle Heiden auszurotten, was zu einem von der Staats-miliz gewonnenen Bürgerkrieg führte) und Illinois; dorthin flohen Smith & Co. von Missouri aus. Sie gründeten die Stadt Nauvoo. 1843 erlitt Smith dort eine weitere Offenbarung, derzufolge die im  Buch Mormon  verbotene, von ihm aber praktizierte Polygamie einzuführen sei. Smith wurde 1844 von einem Mob gelyncht. 

27 Brigham Young (1801–1877) übernahm die Leitung der Kirche; nach neuen bürgerkriegsähnlichen Konflikten mit der Umgebung verließen die Mormonen 1846 Nauvoo, wanderten westwärts und gründeten 1848 Salt Lake City. 1850 wurde Utah Territori-um der Union, doch kam es wegen der in den USA unzulässigen Polygamie, wegen der keine Konkurrenz duldenden kapitalistischen Theokratie und wegen diverser Übergriffe gegen US-Bürger immer wieder zu Konflikten mit Washington, darunter 1857, 1861 und 1862 zu militärischen Auseinandersetzungen. Die erst 1890 abgeschaffte Polygamie und die Autokratie der Kirchenleitung führten zu mehreren Abspaltungen. 

Brigham Young hinterließ bei seinem Tod 25 Wit-wen, über 40 Kinder und ein Vermögen von 2 Mio. 

Dollar. 

28 Genaue Quellen für Doyles Text sind nicht zu er-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.127
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mitteln. Seine »Rächenden Engel« mögen in dieser Form nicht existiert haben; allerdings gab es in den 50er Jahren Banden, die im Einklang mit Youngs Lehre (Heiden töten heißt: sie retten), wenn auch vielleicht nicht auf seine Weisung hin Dissidenten und Nichtmormonen ermordeten, und bereits 1838 gründete David W. Patten alias »Captain Fear Not« eine Geheimorganisation zur Bestrafung aller, die sich der Kirche und ihren Führern widersetzten. Der letzte von vielen Namen der Bande war »Sons of Dan« bzw. 

»Danites«; ihr Gründer Patten fiel im Kampf um Missouri. Mehr darüber bei Arno Schmidt, in:  Das Buch Mormon (›Konkret‹, 3/1962). 

29 »Endowment House« – Haus, in dem die Mormonen ihre Abgaben entrichteten. 

30 »Populus me sibilat ...« – Quintus Horatius Flac-cus (65–8 aCn) berichtet ( Satiren  I, 64 f.) von einem Geizhals zu Athen, der sagte: »Wenn draußen das Volk mich auch auspfeift, zu Hause/spende ich selber mir Beifall beim Anblick der Münzen im Kasten.«

G. H. 

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.128

Das Zeichen der Vier

Doyle-WA Bd. 2

Sir Arthur Conan Doyle

Das Zeichen der Vier

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.129

1. Die Wissenschaft der Deduktion

Doyle-WA Bd. 2, 7

1. Die Wissenschaft der Deduktion

Sherlock Holmes langte die Flasche von der Ecke des Kaminsimses herunter und nahm seine Spritze aus dem fein gearbeiteten Saffian-Etui. Mit seinen langen, weißen, nervösen Fingern setzte er die feine Nadel auf und rollte sich die linke Manschette hoch. Eine Zeitlang verweilte sein Blick nachdenklich auf dem sehnigen Unterarm und dem Handgelenk, die von den Flek-ken und Narben unzähliger Einstiche gesprenkelt waren. Endlich stieß er die dünne Nadelspitze hinein, drückte den kleinen Kolben durch und ließ sich dann mit einem langen Seufzer der Befriedigung in die Samtpolster seines Lehnstuhls zurücksinken. 

Dreimal täglich, viele Monate lang war ich Zeuge dieses Schauspiels gewesen, aber seine Regelmäßigkeit hatte nicht dazu geführt, daß ich mich damit ab-gefunden hätte. Ganz im Gegenteil; von Tag zu Tag fiel es mir schwerer, diesen Anblick zu ertragen, und des Nachts regte sich mein Gewissen bei dem Gedanken, daß ich nicht die Courage gehabt hatte, meine Mißbilligung auszudrücken. Wieder und wieder hatte ich geschworen, mir die Sache vom Herzen zu reden; aber etwas in der kühlen, nonchalanten Art meines Gefährten bewirkte, daß er der letzte war, bei dem man sich auch nur annähernd so etwas wie Freiheiten Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.130
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herausgenommen hätte. Seine großen Fähigkeiten, sein überlegenes Auftreten und die vielen Male, da ich selbst dabeigewesen war, wenn er seine außergewöhnlichen Eigenschaften unter Beweis stellte, all dies schüchterte mich ein und ließ mich davor zurückschrecken, ihm entgegenzutreten. 

An diesem Nachmittag jedoch – ich weiß nicht, war es der Beaune, den ich zum Mittagessen getrunken hatte, oder daß meine Verbitterung durch die Planmäßigkeit seines Vorgehens noch gesteigert worden war – an diesem Nachmittag jedenfalls fand ich, ich könne nicht länger an mich halten. 

»Was ist es denn heute«, fragte ich ihn, »Morphium oder Kokain?«

Träge hob er seinen Blick von dem alten Folianten, der aufgeschlagen vor ihm lag. 

»Kokain«, sagte er, »eine siebenprozentige Lö-

sung. Möchten Sie mal versuchen?«

»Nein, beileibe nicht«, antwortete ich schroff. 

»Meine Konstitution ist vom Afghanistan-Feldzug1

noch immer geschwächt. Ich kann es mir nicht leisten, sie noch zusätzlich zu belasten.«

Er lächelte ob meiner Heftigkeit. »Vielleicht haben Sie recht, Watson«, versetzte er. »Wahrscheinlich ist seine Wirkung auf den Körper tatsächlich von Übel. 

Auf den Geist jedoch, finde ich, wirkt es so über alle Maßen anregend und erhellend, daß die Nebenwir-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.131
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kungen kaum ins Gewicht fallen.«

»Aber bedenken Sie doch«, sagte ich eindringlich, 


»um welchen Preis! Ihr Gehirn mag wohl, wie Sie sagen, angeregt, ja erregt werden; aber dies ist ein krankhafter und zerstörerischer Vorgang, mit dem eine beschleunigte Gewebe-Erneuerung einhergeht und dessen Folge eine bleibende Schwächung ist. Sie wissen ja selbst am besten, welch schwarze Stimmung jeweils im nachhinein von Ihnen Besitz ergreift. 

Nein, dieses Spiel lohnt den Einsatz wirklich nicht. 

Warum in aller Welt riskieren Sie um einer nichtigen, vergänglichen Lust willen die großen Fähigkeiten, die Ihnen verliehen worden sind? Bedenken Sie auch, daß ich nicht nur als Freund so zu Ihnen spreche, sondern als Arzt, der bis zu einem gewissen Grade für Ihre Gesundheit verantwortlich ist.«

Er schien nicht beleidigt zu sein. Ganz im Gegenteil; er legte die Fingerspitzen aneinander und stützte die Ellbogen auf die Armlehnen seines Sessels wie jemand, der große Lust zu einem Gespräch verspürt. 

»Mein Geist«, begann er, »rebelliert gegen den Stillstand. Man gebe mir Probleme zu lösen, man gebe mir Arbeit, man gebe mir die verworrenste Geheimschrift, die vertrackteste Analyse – da bin ich ganz in meinem Element. Dann kann ich ohne Stimu-lantien auskommen. Der dumpfe Trott des Daseins jedoch erfüllt mich mit Abscheu. Ich verzehre mich Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.132
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nach geistigen Höhenflügen. Eben darum habe ich auch meinen eigenen speziellen Beruf gewählt – oder vielmehr geschaffen –, denn ich bin der einzige meines Zeichens auf der ganzen Welt.«

»Der einzige nicht beamtete Detektiv?«, fragte ich und zog dabei die Augenbrauen hoch. 

»Der einzige nicht beamtete Beratende Detektiv«, antwortete, er. »Ich bin das letzte und oberste Appellationsgericht in Fragen der Kriminalistik. Wenn Gregson oder Lestrade oder Athelney Jones2 am Ende ihrer Weisheit sind – was bei ihnen übrigens der Nor-malfall ist –, dann wird die Sache mir unterbreitet. Ich begutachte das vorliegende Material als Experte und gebe ein fachmännisches Urteil ab. Ich erhebe in solchen Fällen keinen Anspruch auf öffentliche Anerkennung. Mein Name taucht in keiner Zeitung auf. Die Arbeit selbst, das Vergnügen, ein Betätigungsfeld für die mir eigenen Fähigkeiten gefunden zu haben, ist mir der höchste Lohn. Aber anläßlich des Jefferson-Hope-Falles haben Sie ja selbst einen gewissen Einblick in meine Arbeitsmethoden gewinnen können.«

»Ja, wahrhaftig«, sagte ich bewegt, »noch nie in meinem ganzen Leben hat mich etwas so beeindruckt wie dies. Ich habe es sogar zur Darstellung gebracht in einer kleinen Schrift mit dem etwas ausgefallenen Titel ›Eine Studie in Scharlachrot‹.«

Er schüttelte betrübt den Kopf. 
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»Ich habe sie überflogen«, sagte er. »Offen gesagt, ich kann Sie dazu nicht beglückwünschen. Die Arbeit des Detektivs ist – oder sie sollte dies zumindest sein – eine exakte Wissenschaft und bedürfte daher einer ihr angemessenen kühlen und nüchternen Darstellung. Sie haben es unternommen, sie romantisch zu verbrämen, was eine ganz ähnliche Wirkung hat, wie wenn man eine Liebes- und Entführungsgeschich-te in den fünften Satz des Euklid einbaute.«

»Aber es ging doch um Abenteuerliches und Romantisches«, wandte ich ein. »Ich konnte doch nicht die Tatsachen verfälschen!«

»Bei gewissen Tatsachen wäre es besser, sie würden verschwiegen; und wenn sie schon zur Sprache kommen müssen, so sollte man wenigstens ein Ge-spür für die Verhältnismäßigkeit walten lassen. Das einzig wirklich Erwähnenswerte an diesem Fall war der eigentümliche analytische Gedankengang, der mich von den Wirkungen zu den Ursachen zurück-führte und dank dem es mir gelang, den Fall zu lösen.«

Ich war verstimmt ob dieser Kritik an einem Werk, das eigens deswegen verfaßt worden war, Holmes zu gefallen. Auch muß ich gestehen, daß mich seine Gel-tungssucht ärgerte, die zu fordern schien, daß jede Zeile meiner Schrift ausschließlich seinem eigenen speziellen Vorgehen gewidmet sein sollte. In all den Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.134
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Jahren, die ich mit ihm in der Baker Street gewohnt hatte, war mir schon mehr als einmal aufgefallen, daß sich hinter der gemessenen und belehrenden Art meines Freundes eine gewisse Eitelkeit verbarg. Ich ließ mir jedoch nichts anmerken, sondern saß schweigend da und pflegte mein verwundetes Bein3. Es hatte vor geraumer Zeit eine Jezail-Kugel abbekommen, und wenn mich dies auch nicht am Gehen hinderte, so litt ich doch bei jedem Wetterumschlag unter zermürbenden Schmerzen. 

»Mein Wirkungsfeld hat sich vor kurzem auf den Kontinent ausgedehnt«, hob Holmes nach einer Weile wieder an, während er seine Bruyère-Pfeife stopfte. 

»Letzte Woche wurde ich von François le Villard konsultiert, der, wie Sie wahrscheinlich wissen, seit einiger Zeit zu den besten Leuten der französischen Kriminalpolizei gehört. Er hat durchaus das keltische Talent des raschen, intuitiven Erfassens; was ihm mangelt, ist jedoch ein breites Spektrum an exaktem Wissen, die Voraussetzung für jede Weiterentwick-lung seiner Kunst. Der Fall, den er mir vorlegte, hatte mit einem Testament zu tun und enthielt einige Details von Interesse. Ich konnte auf zwei Parallelfälle verweisen, einen in Riga 1857 und einen in St. Louis 1871, was ihn dann auf die richtige Spur brachte. 

Hier ist der Brief, den ich heute früh erhalten habe und in dem er mir seinen Dank für meine Hilfe aus-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.135
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spricht.«

Mit diesen Worten warf er mir ein zerknittertes Blatt fremdländischen Briefpapiers hin. Beim Überfliegen fiel mir eine Fülle von Ausdrücken der Bewunderung auf;  magnifique, coup-de-maître  und tour-de-force  zeugten von der glühenden Bewunderung des Franzosen. 

»Er spricht wie ein Schüler zu seinem Lehrer«, bemerkte ich. 

»Ach, er schätzt meine Hilfe zu hoch ein«, sagte Sherlock Holmes wegwerfend. »Er hat selbst ganz beachtliche Fähigkeiten. Er besitzt zwei der drei Eigenschaften, die den idealen Detektiv ausmachen; die Fä-

higkeit der Beobachtung und die der Deduktion. Das einzige, was ihm noch fehlt, ist Wissen, und das kann mit der Zeit erworben werden. Im Augenblick übersetzt er gerade meine bescheidenen Schriften ins Französische.«

»Ihre Schriften?«

»Oh, wußten Sie das nicht?« rief er lachend. »Ja, ich habe mehrere Monographien verbrochen, alle über technische Probleme. Dies hier zum Beispiel ist eine Abhandlung ›Über die Unterscheidung der Ascherük-kstände verschiedener Tabaksorten‹. Darin werden einhundertundvierzig verschiedene Arten von Zigarren-, Zigaretten- und Pfeifentabak aufgeführt, mit Farbtafeln, welche die unterschiedliche Aschenbil-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.136
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dung anschaulich machen. Das ist eine Sache, die in Strafprozessen immer wieder zur Sprache kommt und die oft Hinweise von größter Wichtigkeit zu geben vermag. Wenn sich beispielsweise eindeutig feststellen läßt, daß ein Mord von jemandem verübt wurde, der eine indische Lunkah-Zigarre rauchte, so grenzt das natürlich das Untersuchungsfeld ein. Für das ge-

übte Auge besteht zwischen der schwarzen Asche einer indischen Trichinopoly-Zigarre und der hellen, flockigen Asche des englischen Bird's-Eye-Tabaks ein ebenso großer Unterschied wie zwischen einem Kohl-kopf und einer Kartoffel.«

»Sie haben einen genialen Sinn für Details«, sagte ich. 

»Ich messe ihnen die gebührende Bedeutung zu. 

Hier ist meine Abhandlung über das Lesen von Fuß-

spuren, mit einigen Anmerkungen über die Verwendung von Gips zur Konservierung von Abdrücken. 

Auch dies hier ist ein interessantes kleines Werk; es behandelt den Einfluß des Berufsstandes auf die Form der Hand4 und enthält Abbildungen der Hände von Dachdeckern, Seeleuten, Korkschneidern, Schriftsetzern, Webern und Diamantschleifern. Es handelt sich hier um ein Gebiet, das für den wissenschaftlichen Detektiv von großem praktischem Nutzen ist – besonders etwa, wenn es darum geht, eine Leiche zu identifizieren oder das Vorleben eines Kriminellen zu re-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.137
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konstruieren. Aber ich langweile Sie gewiß mit meinem Hobby.«

»Keineswegs«, widersprach ich mit Nachdruck. 

»Es interessiert mich brennend, um so mehr, als ich schon die Gelegenheit hatte, Sie derlei in der Praxis anwenden zu sehen. Aber Sie sprachen vorhin von Beobachtung und Deduktion. Das eine bedingt doch wohl das andere, gewissermaßen?«

»Kaum«, antwortete er, lehnte sich behaglich in seinem Sessel zurück und ließ aus seiner Pfeife dicke, bläuliche Rauchkringel aufsteigen. »Zum Beispiel zeigt mir die Beobachtung, daß Sie heute vormittag auf dem Postamt in der Wigmore Street waren, die Deduktion aber sagt mir, daß Sie dort ein Telegramm aufgegeben haben.«

»Stimmt!« sagte ich. »Beides stimmt! Aber ich muß gestehen, daß es mir unerklärlich ist, wie Sie darauf gekommen sind. Es war ein ganz plötzlicher Entschluß meinerseits, und ich habe keinem Menschen gegenüber etwas davon erwähnt.«

»Nichts einfacher als das«, meinte er, über meine Verblüffung schmunzelnd; »es ist so lächerlich einfach, daß sich eine Erklärung eigentlich erübrigt; aber vielleicht kann sie etwas zur Festlegung der Grenzen von Beobachtung und Deduktion beitragen. Meine Beobachtungsgabe teilt mir mit, daß auf dem Rist eines Ihrer Schuhe ein wenig rötliche Erde klebt. Di-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.138
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rekt vor dem Postamt in der Wigmore Street ist das Pflaster aufgerissen und ein Erdhaufen aufgeworfen worden, der so liegt, daß man ihn kaum umgehen kann, wenn man ins Postamt will. Die Erde dort hat einen ganz besonderen, rötlichen Farbton, der meines Wissens an keinem anderen Ort der näheren Umgebung zu finden ist. Bis hierher ist alles Beobachtung; der Rest ist Deduktion.«

»Und wie haben Sie dann das Telegramm deduziert?«

»Nun, ich wußte natürlich, daß Sie keinen Brief geschrieben hatten, da ich Ihnen den ganzen Morgen gegenübersaß. Zudem kann ich sehen, daß Sie in Ihrem Schreibtisch, der offensteht, einen ganzen Bogen Briefmarken und ein dickes Bündel Postkarten haben. 

Wofür also sollten Sie das Postamt betreten, außer um ein Telegramm aufzugeben? Man schließe alle anderen Möglichkeiten aus, und die eine, die übrigbleibt, muß die Wahrheit sein.«

»In diesem Fall trifft das sicherlich zu«, griff ich den Faden nach einigem Nachdenken wieder auf. »Allerdings liegt diese Sache, wie Sie ja selbst sagen, sehr einfach. Würden Sie es als Unverschämtheit empfinden, wenn ich Ihre Theorie auf eine härtere Probe stellte?«

»Ganz im Gegenteil«, antwortete er, »es würde mich davon abhalten, eine zweite Dosis Kokain zu Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.139
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nehmen. Es wird mir ein Vergnügen sein, mich mit jeglichem Problem zu befassen, das Sie mir vorzulegen belieben.«

»Ich habe Sie verschiedentlich sagen hören, es sei kaum möglich, einen Gegenstand täglich in Gebrauch zu haben, ohne Spuren darauf zu hinterlassen, die einem geübten Beobachter Rückschlüsse auf die Persönlichkeit des Besitzers gestatteten. Nun denn, ich habe hier eine Uhr, die erst kürzlich in meinen Besitz gelangt ist. Würden Sie so gut sein, mir Ihre Meinung über den Charakter oder die Gewohnheiten des früheren Eigentümers mitzuteilen?«

Ich reichte ihm die Uhr mit einem Anflug von heimlicher Schadenfreude, denn die Aufgabe war, so glaubte ich, unlösbar, und ich beabsichtigte, ihm wegen des professoralen Tones, den er gelegentlich anschlug, eine Lehre zu erteilen. Er wog die Uhr in der Hand, musterte eingehend das Zifferblatt, öffnete das Gehäuse und untersuchte das Uhrwerk, zuerst von bloßem Auge, dann mit Hilfe eines starken Vergrößerungsglases. Als er schließlich die Uhr wieder zuklappte und mir zurückgab, konnte ich mir angesichts seiner niedergeschlagenen Miene nur mit Mühe ein Lächeln verkneifen. 

»Es sind kaum Anhaltspunkte vorhanden«, bemerkte er. »Die Uhr ist vor kurzem gereinigt worden, und das bringt mich um die aufschlußreichsten Hin-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.140
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weise.«

»Ganz recht«, bestätigte ich, »die Uhr wurde gereinigt, ehe sie mir übersandt wurde.«

Insgeheim machte ich meinem Gefährten den Vorwurf, sich für sein Versagen einer äußerst faulen und nichtssagenden Ausrede zu bedienen. Was für Anhaltspunkte konnte er denn von einer nicht gereinigten Uhr erwarten? 

»Obgleich unbefriedigend, war meine Untersuchung doch nicht gänzlich fruchtlos«, bemerkte er, während er mit gedankenverlorenem, stumpfem Blick zur Decke starrte. »Ihre Berichtigung vorbehalten, würde ich meinen, daß die Uhr Ihrem ältesten Bruder gehörte, der sie von Ihrem Vater geerbt hat.«

»Das schließen Sie zweifellos aus dem ›H.W.‹ auf der Rückseite.«

»Genau. Das ›W.‹ weist auf Ihren Namen hin. Das Datum auf der Uhr liegt etwa fünfzig Jahre zurück, und das Monogramm ist gleich alt wie die Uhr; also muß sie für die letzte Generation gemacht worden sein. Es ist üblich, daß Familienschmuck auf den ältesten Sohn übergeht, und dieser trägt in den meisten Fällen denselben Vornamen wie sein Vater. Wenn ich mich recht erinnere, ist Ihr Vater bereits vor vielen Jahren verstorben. Die Uhr muß also zuletzt im Besitz Ihres ältesten Bruders gewesen sein.«

»Soweit richtig«, sagte ich. »Sonst noch etwas?«
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»Er war ein liederlicher Mensch – sehr liederlich und nachlässig. Er hatte ursprünglich gute Aussichten, aber er vertat sein Glück, lebte längere Zeit in Armut, kam ab und zu mal für kurze Zeit zu Geld, verfiel schließlich der Trunksucht und starb. Das ist alles, was ich herausfinden kann.«

Ich sprang vom Stuhl auf und humpelte erregt im Zimmer auf und ab; mein Herz war voller Bitternis. 

»Das ist Ihrer unwürdig, Holmes«, sagte ich. »Ich hätte nie geglaubt, daß Sie so tief sinken könnten. Sie haben Nachforschungen über meinen unglücklichen Bruder angestellt, und jetzt geben Sie vor, das, was Sie bereits wissen, mit viel Phantasie zu deduzieren. 

Sie können nicht im Ernst von mir erwarten, daß ich glaube, Sie hätten all das aus seiner alten Uhr herausgelesen. Das ist ausgesprochen unfreundlich, und –

mit Verlaub zu sagen – es hat einen Hauch von Scharlatanerie.«

»Mein lieber Doktor«, erwiderte er freundlich, »ich muß Sie um Entschuldigung bitten. Ich habe die Angelegenheit als abstraktes Problem betrachtet und dabei außer acht gelassen, wie persönlich und schmerzlich es Sie treffen könnte. Gleichzeitig versichere ich Ihnen, daß ich bis zu dem Moment, da Sie mir diese Uhr reichten, nicht einmal wußte, daß Sie einen Bruder hatten.«

»Wie in aller Welt sind Sie dann zu diesen Fakten Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.142
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gekommen? Sie sind absolut richtig bis in jede Einzelheit.«

»Ach, da war Glück dabei. Ich konnte nur die Wahrscheinlichkeiten abwägen. Ich habe gar nicht erwartet, es so genau zu treffen.«

»Aber Sie haben nicht einfach nur geraten?«

»Nein, nein, ich rate nie. Raten ist eine abscheuliche Angewohnheit; es zerstört die Fähigkeit, logisch zu denken. – Was Ihnen seltsam erscheint, ist es nur so lange, als Sie meinem Gedankengang nicht folgen oder jene kleinen Details übersehen, aus denen sich weitreichende Schlußfolgerungen ergeben können. Ich habe beispielsweise mit der Feststellung begonnen, daß Ihr Bruder nachlässig war. Wenn Sie den unteren Teil dieses Uhrengehäuses betrachten, sehen Sie, daß es nicht nur an zwei Stellen eingedellt, sondern über und über mit kleinen Kerben und Schrammen bedeckt ist, was von der Gewohnheit herrührt, die Uhr zusammen mit anderen harten Gegenständen, wie etwa Münzen oder Schlüsseln, in der Tasche zu tragen. Da liegt doch die Annahme nahe, daß jemand, der mit einer Fünfzig-Guineen-Uhr so achtlos umspringt, ein nachlässiger Mensch ist. Ebenso scheint die Folgerung nicht besonders weit hergeholt, daß für einen Mann, der einen Gegenstand von solch beachtlichem Wert erbt, auch anderweitig recht gut vorgesorgt ist.«

Ich nickte, um ihm zu bedeuten, daß ich seiner Ar-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.143
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gumentation folgte. 

»Bei den Pfandleihern hier in England ist es üblich, die Nummer des Pfandscheines mit einer Nadelspitze in die Innenseite des Gehäusedeckels zu ritzen, wenn sie eine Uhr in Gewahrsam nehmen. Das ist praktischer als ein Etikett, da die Nummer auf diese Weise nicht verlorengehen oder verwechselt werden kann. 

Im Inneren dieses Gehäuses hier sind mit Hilfe meines Vergrößerungsglases nicht weniger als vier solche Nummern zu erkennen. Daraus folgt: Bei Ihrem Bruder war öfter mal Ebbe. Daraus folgt des weiteren: Von Zeit zu Zeit kam er mal wieder zu Geld, sonst hätte er das Pfand nicht auslösen können. Schließlich möchte ich Sie noch darum bitten, sich die innere Ab-deckplatte mit dem Schlüsselloch anzusehen. Schauen Sie: Tausende von Kratzern rings um das Schlüsselloch, Spuren eines Schlüssels, der abgeglitten ist. Wie könnte ein nüchterner Mann solche Kerben zustandebringen? Aber auf der Uhr eines Trinkers werden Sie sie immer finden: Er zieht die Uhr nachts auf und hinterläßt dabei diese Spuren seiner unsicheren Hand. –

Was ist denn nun so rätselhaft an alledem?«

»Jetzt ist alles sonnenklar«, antwortete ich. »Ich bedaure, Ihnen unrecht getan zu haben. Ich hätte mehr Vertrauen in Ihr wunderbares Talent haben sollen. 

Darf ich fragen, ob Sie gegenwärtig mit einer Untersuchung beschäftigt sind?«
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»Nein, nichts. Deshalb das Kokain. Ich kann nicht leben ohne Arbeit für mein Hirn. Wofür lohnt es sich sonst zu leben? Stellen Sie sich hierher, ans Fenster. 

Gab es je etwas Öderes, Trübseligeres, Unergiebige-res als diese Welt? Schauen Sie, wie der gelbe Nebel durch die Straße wallt und zwischen den fahlgrauen Häusern dahintreibt. Was könnte hoffnungsloser prosaisch und materialistisch sein? Was nützt es denn, Doktor, Fähigkeiten zu besitzen, wenn es kein Feld sie anzuwenden gibt? Das Verbrechen ist banal, das Dasein ist banal, und von allen möglichen Eigenschaften gelten einzig die banalen etwas auf dieser Welt.«

Ich hatte bereits den Mund geöffnet, um seiner Tirade zu entgegnen, als ein knappes Klopfen ertönte und unsere Wirtin mit dem Messingtablett in der Hand eintrat, auf dem eine Visitenkarte lag. 

»Eine junge Dame für Sie, Sir«, sagte sie, zu meinem Gefährten gewandt. 

»Miss Mary Morstan«, las er vor. »Hm, der Name sagt mir nichts. Bitten Sie die junge Dame herein, Mrs. Hudson. Nein, gehen Sie nicht, Doktor! Es wäre mir lieb, wenn Sie blieben.«
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2. Die Darlegung des Falles

Miss Morstan betrat das Zimmer festen Schrittes und dem Anschein nach gefaßt. Sie war jung, blond, klein und zierlich, trug ein Paar tadellose Handschuhe und war äußerst geschmackvoll gekleidet. Die Schlichtheit ihres einfachen Kostüms ließ allerdings auf beschränkte Mittel schließen. Es war von einer düsteren, gräulich-beigen Farbe, ohne Krausen und Bordüren; dazu trug sie einen turbanartigen Hut in demselben stumpfen Farbton, der lediglich durch ein hervorlu-gendes weißes Federchen etwas belebt wurde. Ihr Gesicht bestach weder durch ein besonderes Ebenmaß der Züge noch durch einen strahlend schönen Teint, aber ihr Gesichtsausdruck war liebenswürdig und anziehend und ihr Blick außergewöhnlich beseelt und sympathisch. Ich habe auf drei Kontinenten die Frauen der verschiedensten Nationen erlebt, aber niemals zuvor hatte ich in ein Antlitz geblickt, das für ein feineres und empfindsameres Wesen gesprochen hätte. 

Als sie Platz nahm auf dem Stuhl, den Sherlock Holmes ihr zurechtgerückt hatte, konnte ich nicht umhin zu bemerken, daß ihre Lippen bebten, ihre Hände zitterten, ja, daß sie alle Anzeichen heftiger innerer Erregung aufwies. 

»Ich komme zu Ihnen, Mr. Holmes«, begann sie, Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.146
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»da Sie früher einmal Mrs. Cecil Forrester, bei der ich in Diensten stehe, behilflich waren, eine kleine häusliche Verwicklung zu entwirren. Sie war sehr beeindruckt von Ihrer Hilfsbereitschaft und Ihrem Geschick.«

»Mrs. Cecil Forrester«, wiederholte er nachdenklich. »Ja, ich glaube, ich konnte ihr einmal einen kleinen Dienst erweisen. Allerdings war dieser Fall, wenn ich mich recht erinnere, sehr einfach.«

»Sie dachte anders darüber. Aber zumindest werden Sie das von meinem Fall nicht sagen können. Ich kann mir kaum etwas Seltsameres und durch und durch Rätselhafteres vorstellen als die Situation, in der ich mich befinde.«

Holmes rieb sich die Hände, und seine Augen glitzerten. Er, lehnte sich im Sessel nach vorn, seine scharfgeschnittenen, adlerartigen Züge hatten den Ausdruck äußerster Konzentration angenommen. 

»Legen Sie Ihren Fall dar«, sagte er in knappem, geschäftlichem Ton. 

Ich hatte das Gefühl, hier fehl am Platze zu sein. 

»Sie werden mich gewiß entschuldigen«, murmelte ich und erhob mich von meinem Stuhl. 

Zu meiner Überraschung hob die junge Dame ihre behandschuhte Hand, um mich zurückzuhalten. 

»Wenn Ihr Freund die Güte haben wollte zu verweilen, so könnte er mir vielleicht einen unschätzba-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.147
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ren Dienst erweisen«, sagte sie. 

Ich sank auf meinen Stuhl zurück. 

»Die Tatsachen sind, in aller Kürze, die folgenden«, fuhr sie fort. »Mein Vater war Offizier bei einem indischen Regiment und schickte mich in die Heimat zurück, als ich noch ein kleines Mädchen war. 

Meine Mutter war nicht mehr am Leben, und ich hatte keine Verwandten in England. Ich wurde jedoch in einem guten Pensionat in Edinburgh untergebracht, wo ich bis zu meinem siebzehnten Altersjahr blieb. 

Im Jahre 1878 erhielt mein Vater, der dienstältester Hauptmann seines Regiments war, einen zwölfmona-tigen Urlaub und kehrte nach Hause zurück. Von London aus teilte er mir telegraphisch mit, daß er gut angekommen sei und daß ich sogleich zu ihm kommen solle; als Adresse gab er das Langham Hotel an. 

Die Botschaft war, wie ich mich erinnere, voller Liebe und Güte. In London angekommen, fuhr ich sogleich zum Langham Hotel, wo ich die Auskunft erhielt, Captain Morstan sei wohl dort abgestiegen, jedoch am Abend zuvor ausgegangen und nicht mehr zurückgekehrt. Ich wartete den ganzen Tag lang, ohne etwas von ihm zu hören. Am Abend wandte ich mich, auf den Rat des Hoteldirektors hin, an die Polizei, und am folgenden Morgen annoncierten wir in allen Zeitungen. Unsere Nachforschungen blieben jedoch ergebnislos, und bis zum heutigen Tag bin ich ohne irgend-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.148

2. Die Darlegung des Falles

Doyle-WA Bd. 2, 20

ein Lebenszeichen von meinem unglücklichen Vater. 

Er war zurückgekehrt, das Herz voller Hoffnung auf ein wenig Ruhe, ein wenig Behaglichkeit, und statt dessen ...«

Sie fuhr sich mit der Hand an die Kehle, und der Satz brach in einem erstickten Schluchzen ab. 

»Das Datum?« fragte Holmes und öffnete sein Notizbuch. 

»Er verschwand am 3. Dezember 1878, vor beinahe zehn Jahren.«

»Sein Gepäck?«

»War im Hotel zurückgeblieben. Es fand sich nichts darin, das einen Anhaltspunkt hätte bieten können; nur Kleider, ein paar Bücher und ein Haufen Kuriositäten von den Andamanen-Inseln5. Mein Vater hatte dort als Offizier die Wachmannschaften für die Sträflinge befehligt.«

»Hatte er Freunde in London?«

»Meines Wissens nur einen; Major Sholto vom 34th Bombay Infantry, demselben Regiment wie mein Vater. Der Major hatte kurze Zeit zuvor seinen Abschied genommen und lebte in Upper Norwood. 

Selbstverständlich setzten wir uns sofort mit ihm in Verbindung, aber er wußte nicht einmal, daß sich sein Offizierskamerad in England aufhielt.«

»Ein sonderbarer Fall«, bemerkte Holmes. 

»Den sonderbarsten Teil davon hab ich Ihnen noch Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.149
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gar nicht erzählt. Vor ungefähr sechs Jahren – oder, um präzis zu sein, am 4. Mai 1882 – erschien in der Times  eine Annonce, in der nach der Adresse von Miss Mary Morstan geforscht und versichert wurde, es sei zu ihrem Vorteil, sich zu melden. Die Annonce war weder mit einem Namen noch mit einer Adresse versehen. Zu jener Zeit hatte ich eben meine Stelle als Gesellschafterin im Hause von Mrs. Cecil Forrester angetreten, und auf ihren Rat hin ließ ich meine Adresse in der Annoncenspalte abdrucken. Noch am selben Tag erhielt ich mit der Post eine kleine, an mich adressierte Pappschachtel, in der ich eine sehr große, schimmernde Perle, aber keinerlei Begleit-schreiben fand. Seither taucht Jahr für Jahr, immer am selben Tag, so eine Schachtel mit so einer Perle darin auf, ohne den geringsten Hinweis auf den Absender. 

Nach dem Urteil eines Kenners sind die Perlen von seltener Art und beträchtlichem Wert. Überzeugen Sie sich selbst, sie sind wirklich ausgesprochen hübsch.«

Bei diesen Worten öffnete sie ein flaches Etui und zeigte mir sechs der schönsten Perlen, die ich je gesehen hatte. 

»Ihr Bericht ist ausgesprochen interessant«, sagte Sherlock Holmes. »Hat sich sonst noch etwas ereignet?«

»Ja, und zwar gerade heute. Deshalb bin ich zu Ihnen gekommen. Ich habe heute morgen diesen Brief Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.150
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erhalten; vielleicht möchten Sie ihn sich selbst ansehen.«

»Danke«, sagte Holmes, »den Umschlag auch, bitte. Poststempel London S.W., datiert 7. Juli. Hm. 

Männlicher Daumenabdruck in der einen Ecke –

wahrscheinlich der Postbote. Erstklassiges Briefpapier, Umschläge zu  Sixpence  das Paket; der Mann scheint ziemlich wählerisch zu sein in diesen Dingen. 

Kein Absender. 

Finden Sie sich heute abend um sieben Uhr bei der dritten Säule von links vor dem  Lyceum Theatre  ein. Wenn Sie Bedenken haben, bringen Sie zwei Freunde mit. Man hat Ihnen unrecht getan, und nun soll Ihnen Gerechtigkeit widerfahren. Lassen Sie die Polizei aus dem Spiel, sonst ist alles vergebens. 

Ihr unbekannter Freund

Nun, das ist ja wirklich ein nettes kleines Rätsel! Was gedenken Sie zu tun, Miss Morstan?«

»Genau das wollte ich Sie fragen.«

»Dann müssen wir natürlich hingehen, Sie und ich und – ja, natürlich, Dr. Watson ist genau der richtige Mann dafür. Der Brief spricht von  zwei  Freunden, und wir beide haben schon früher zusammengearbei-tet.«

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.151
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»Aber wird er bereit sein mitzukommen?« fragte sie, und etwas Flehentliches lag dabei in ihrer Stimme und in ihrem Blick. 

»Es würde mich mit Stolz und Freude erfüllen, Ihnen einen Dienst erweisen zu können«, versicherte ich mit Wärme. 

»Sie beide sind so freundlich zu mir«, sagte sie. 

»Ich führe ein zurückgezogenes Leben und habe keine Freunde, an die ich mich wenden könnte. – Reicht es, wenn ich um sechs Uhr wieder hier bin?«

»Ja, aber nicht später«, antwortete Holmes. »Nur noch eine Frage: Ist dies dieselbe Handschrift wie auf den Adressen der Perlenschachteln?«

»Ich habe sie mitgebracht«, antwortete sie und kramte sechs Zettel hervor. 

»Sie sind wirklich eine Muster-Klientin; Sie haben einen Instinkt dafür, worauf es ankommt. Dann wollen wir einmal sehen ...« Er breitete die Zettel auf dem Tisch aus und ließ seinen Blick von einem zum anderen huschen. »Alles mit verstellter Handschrift geschrieben, mit Ausnahme des Briefes«, sagte er nach einer Weile, »aber die Urheberschaft steht außer Frage. Schauen Sie, wie unbezwingbar das griechische ›e‹ durchbricht, und beachten Sie den Schnörkel beim ›s‹ am Wortende. Das ist ohne Zweifel alles von derselben Person geschrieben. Ich möchte keine falschen Hoffnungen in Ihnen wecken, Miss Morstan, Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.152
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aber besteht irgendeine Ähnlichkeit zwischen dieser Handschrift und derjenigen Ihres Vaters?«

»Der Unterschied könnte nicht größer sein.«

»Das habe ich mir gedacht. Wir erwarten Sie also um sechs Uhr. Mit Ihrer Erlaubnis werde ich die Papiere hierbehalten. Es könnte sein, daß ich mir die Sache vor dem Abend nochmals ansehe. Es ist erst halb vier. Also dann,  au revoir. «

» Au revoir«, erwiderte unsere Besucherin, schenkte jedem von uns einen freundlichen, strahlenden Blick, barg das Etui mit den Perlen wieder an ihrem Busen und eilte davon. 

Ich stand am Fenster und blickte ihr nach, wie sie rasch die Straße entlangschritt, bis der graue Hut mit der weißen Feder nur noch als winziger Punkt in der dunklen Menge zu erkennen war. 

»Was für eine außerordentlich attraktive Frau!« rief ich aus, als ich mich meinem Gefährten zuwandte. 

Er hatte sich seine Pfeife wieder angesteckt und saß weit zurückgelehnt, mit gesenkten Augenlidern da. 

»Tatsächlich?« versetzte er träge. »Das ist mir gar nicht aufgefallen.«

»Sie sind ein richtiger Automat, eine Rechenma-schine!« rief ich. »Zuweilen haben Sie etwas entschieden Unmenschliches an sich.«

Er lächelte liebenswürdig. 

»Es ist von größter Wichtigkeit«, sagte er, »sein Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.153
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Urteil nicht beirren zu lassen durch die Vorzüge oder Mängel einer Person. Ein Klient ist für mich nicht mehr als eine abstrakte Einheit, ein Faktor in einem Problem. Gefühlsregungen sind dem klaren Denken feind. Ich kann Ihnen versichern, daß die anziehendste Frau, der ich je begegnet bin, am Galgen endete, weil sie ihre drei kleinen Kinder um des Versicherungsgel-des willen vergiftet hatte, und daß der abstoßendste Mann, den ich kenne, ein Philanthrop ist, der beinahe eine Viertelmillion für die Armen Londons gespendet hat.«

»Aber in diesem Fall ...«

»Ich mache nie eine Ausnahme. Ausnahmen setzen die Regel außer Kraft. Hatten Sie schon einmal die Gelegenheit, anhand einer Handschrift Charakterstu-dien anzustellen? Was halten Sie von dem Gekritzel dieses Burschen?«

»Die Schrift ist gut lesbar und regelmäßig«, antwortete ich; »wohl ein Geschäftsmann mit einer starken Persönlichkeit.«

Holmes schüttelte den Kopf. 

»Betrachten Sie einmal die Oberlängen«, sagte er. 

»Sie ragen kaum über das mittlere Niveau hinaus. 

Dieses ›d‹ hier könnte ebensogut ein ›a‹ sein, und dieses ›l‹ ein ›e‹. Bei einem Mann von starker Persönlichkeit heben sich die Oberlängen klar ab, wie unlesbar seine Schrift im übrigen auch sein mag. Zudem Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.154
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verrät sein ›k‹ Wankelmut und seine Großbuchstaben Selbstüberschätzung. – Ich gehe jetzt aus; ich muß ein paar Auskünfte einholen. Darf ich Ihnen dieses Buch empfehlen? Winwood Reades6  Martyrium der Menschheit,  eines der bemerkenswertesten Werke, die je verfaßt wurden. In einer Stunde bin ich wieder da.«

Ich saß im Erker, das Buch in der Hand, aber meine Gedanken waren weit entfernt von den waghal-sigen Spekulationen seines Verfassers. Sie kreisten um unsere Besucherin, um ihr Lächeln, den warmen, vollen Klang ihrer Stimme und das seltsame Geheimnis, das ihr Leben überschattete. Wenn sie zum Zeitpunkt des Verschwindens ihres Vaters siebzehn gewesen war, so mußte sie jetzt siebenundzwanzig sein –

das schöne Alter, wenn die Jugend ihre Befangenheit abgelegt und im Leben draußen ein wenig Besonnenheit erlangt hat. So saß ich da und sann vor mich hin, bis schließlich Gedanken von solcher Gefährlichkeit in meinem Kopf aufstiegen, daß ich an mein Pult stürzte und mich mit wildem Arbeitseifer in den jüngsten Artikel über Pathologie vergrub. Wer war ich denn schon, daß ich mir anmaßte, mit solchen Gedanken zu spielen? Ein Militärarzt mit einem angeschla-genen Bein und einem noch angeschlageneren Bankkonto! Sie war eine abstrakte Einheit, ein Faktor –

und sonst nichts. Wenn meine Zukunft düster aussah, dann war es gewiß besser, sich ihr wie ein Mann zu Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.155
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stellen, als sie mit den Irrlichtern der Phantasie auf-hellen zu wollen. 

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.156

3. Auf der Suche nach einer Lösung Doyle-WA Bd. 2, 25

3. Auf der Suche nach einer Lösung Es war bereits halb sechs, als Holmes nach Hause zu-rückkehrte. Er war heiter, lebhaft und bester Laune, eine Stimmung, die bei ihm mit Anfällen schwärzester Depression abwechselte. 

»Es gibt nichts besonders Mysteriöses an diesem Fall«, sagte er, während er den Tee trank, den ich für ihn eingegossen hatte; »die Tatsachen scheinen nur eine einzige Erklärung zuzulassen.«

»Was, haben Sie die Lösung schon?«

»Nun, das wäre ein bißchen zuviel gesagt. Ich habe eine aufschlußreiche Tatsache entdeckt, das ist alles. 

Aber sie ist wirklich  sehr  aufschlußreich. Die Einzelheiten fehlen mir noch. Ich habe lediglich die alten Jahrgänge der  Times  zu Rate gezogen und dabei herausgefunden, daß Major Sholto, wohnhaft in Upper Norwood, ehemaliger Offizier des 34th Bombay Infantry, am 28. April 1882 verstorben ist.«

»Ich bin wahrscheinlich sehr schwer von Begriff, Holmes, aber ich kann nicht sehen, was daran so aufschlußreich sein soll.«

»Ach ja? Das überrascht mich. Versuchen Sie einmal, die Sache folgendermaßen anzuschauen. Captain Morstan verschwindet. Die einzige Person in London, die er aufgesucht haben könnte, ist Major Sholto. 

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.157
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Major Sholto bestreitet, von Captain Morstans Anwesenheit in London auch nur gewußt zu haben. Vier Jahre später stirbt Sholto.  Eine Woche nach seinem Tod  erhält Captain Morstans Tochter ein kostbares Geschenk, was sich seither alljährlich wiederholt und nun darin gipfelt, daß sie einen Brief erhält, in dem gesagt wird, es sei ihr unrecht getan worden. Was könnte anderes damit gemeint sein als das Unrecht, daß man ihr den Vater geraubt hat? Und warum sollte die Geschenkserie unmittelbar nach Sholtos Tod einsetzen, wenn nicht aus dem einfachen Grund, daß Sholtos Erbe etwas von dieser dunklen Sache weiß und den Wunsch nach Wiedergutmachung hat? Oder haben Sie eine andere Erklärung, die mit den Fakten übereinstimmt?«

»Aber was für eine seltsame Art der Wiedergutmachung! Und wie seltsam arrangiert! Und weshalb sollte er ihr heute einen Brief schreiben, wenn er es vor sechs Jahren nicht getan hat? Und noch etwas, im Brief wird davon gesprochen, daß ihr Gerechtigkeit widerfahren soll. Was für eine Gerechtigkeit kann das sein? Man muß ja doch wohl annehmen, daß ihr Vater nicht mehr am Leben ist. Und soviel wir wissen, liegt kein anderes Unrecht gegen sie vor.«

»Es gibt da Ungereimtheiten; ganz gewiß gibt es da noch ein paar Ungereimtheiten«, sagte Sherlock Holmes nachdenklich, »aber unsere Expedition von heute Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.158

3. Auf der Suche nach einer Lösung Doyle-WA Bd. 2, 27

abend wird Licht in die Sache bringen. Aha, da ist eben ein Wagen vorgefahren, und Miss Morstan sitzt darin. Sind Sie bereit? Dann sollten wir hinuntergehen, es ist schon kurz nach sechs.«

Ich griff nach meinem Hut und meinem massivsten Spazierstock, es entging mir jedoch nicht, daß Holmes seinen Revolver aus der Schublade nahm und in seine Tasche gleiten ließ. Er war offensichtlich darauf gefaßt, daß unser nächtliches Vorhaben eine ernste Wendung nehmen könnte. 

Miss Morstan war in einen dunklen Umhang ge-hüllt, und ihr sensibles Gesicht wirkte gefaßt, wenn auch blaß. Es mußte die Kräfte einer Frau übersteigen, angesichts der seltsamen Unternehmung, zu der wir uns anschickten, nicht ein gewisses Unbehagen zu empfinden; dennoch hatte sie sich vollkommen in der Hand und antwortete bereitwillig auf die paar zusätzlichen Fragen, die Sherlock Holmes an sie richtete. 

»Major Sholto war ein sehr enger Freund von Papa«, sagte sie. »In seinen Briefen hat er den Major sehr oft erwähnt. Er und Papa hatten den Oberbefehl über die Truppen auf den Andamanen inne; sie steckten also recht oft zusammen. Da fällt mir gerade ein, in Papas Schreibtisch hat man ein sonderbares Stück Papier gefunden, das niemand verstehen konnte. Ich nehme nicht an, daß es von irgendwelcher Bedeutung ist, aber ich dachte mir, daß Sie es sich vielleicht Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.159
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trotzdem ansehen möchten, und so habe ich es mitgebracht. Hier ist es.«

Holmes entfaltete das Papier behutsam und strich es über seinem Knie glatt. Dann untersuchte er es systematisch von oben bis unten mit seinem Vergrößerungsglas. 

»Das Papier ist ein indisches Fabrikat«, bemerkte er. »Es ist eine Zeitlang mit Reißnägeln an einem Brett befestigt gewesen. Die Zeichnung darauf sieht nach dem Teilplan eines riesigen Gebäudes mit zahlreichen Sälen, Gängen und Korridoren aus. An einer Stelle ist mit roter Tinte ein Kreuz angebracht, und darüber steht halb verwischt mit Bleistift ›3,37 von links‹. In der linken unteren Ecke eine eigenartige Hieroglyphe, wie vier Kreuze nebeneinander, deren Querbalken sich berühren. Daneben steht in sehr rohen, ungelenken Lettern: ›Das Zeichen der Vier –

Jonathan Small, Mahomet Singh, Abdullah Khan, Dost Akbar‹. Nun, ich muß gestehen, daß ich nicht sehe, inwiefern dies mit unserem Fall zusammenhängt. Aber es ist ganz offensichtlich ein wichtiges Dokument. Es muß sorgfältig in einer Brieftasche aufbewahrt worden sein, denn eine Seite ist so makellos rein wie die andere.«

»Ja, wir haben es in seiner Brieftasche gefunden.«

»Dann heben Sie es gut auf, Miss Morstan, vielleicht wird es uns noch von Nutzen sein. Mir Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.160

3. Auf der Suche nach einer Lösung Doyle-WA Bd. 2, 28

schwant, daß dieser Fall sich als weit abgründiger und komplizierter erweisen könnte, als es zuerst den Anschein machte. Ich muß mein Konzept neu überdenken.«

Er lehnte sich ins Wagenpolster zurück, und an seiner gerunzelten Stirn und dem leeren Blick sah ich, daß er angestrengt nachdachte. Miss Morstan und ich unterhielten uns halblaut über unsere Expedition und ihre möglichen Resultate, unser Gefährte jedoch verharrte bis ans Ende der Fahrt in seiner undurchdringlichen Abkapselung. 

Es war ein Septemberabend und noch nicht ganz sieben Uhr; aber der Tag war trüb gewesen, und dik-ker nieseliger Nebel lag tief über der großen Stadt. 

Matschgraue Wolken hingen schlaff über den mat-schigen Straßen. Die Straßenlaternen den Strand ent-lang7 waren nur noch verschwommene Kleckse mil-chigen Lichtes, das einen schwachen, runden Abglanz auf dem schlammigen Pflaster hinterließ. Das grell-gelbe Licht der Schaufenster floß hinaus in den wa-bernden Dunst und warf einen trüben, unruhigen Schein über die betriebsame Straße. Für mich hatte sie etwas Unheimliches und Geisterhaftes, diese endlose Prozession von Gesichtern, die durch die schmalen Streifen Lichtes huschten – traurige Gesichter und frohe, verhärmte und heitere. Wie es der Menschen allgemeines Los ist, huschten sie aus der Düsternis Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.161
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ins Licht, um dann wieder in der Düsternis zu verschwinden. Ich bin sonst nicht Stimmungen unterworfen, aber dieser trübe, bedrückende Abend im Verein mit dem seltsamen Unternehmen, auf das wir uns eingelassen hatten, machte mich nervös und deprimiert. 

Miss Morstan war anzusehen, daß sie unter den gleichen Gefühlen litt. Holmes allein war über derartige Lappalien erhaben. Er hielt sein Notizbuch geöffnet auf den Knien und kritzelte im Lichte seiner Taschenlampe bisweilen Zahlen und Stichworte auf das Papier. 

Am  Lyceum Theatre  standen die Leute schon dicht gedrängt vor den Seiteneingängen, und vorn rasselten in dichter Folge zwei- und vierrädrige Wagen heran und ließen Männer mit steifer Hemdbrust und dia-mantenbehängte, stolatragende Frauen aussteigen. 

Wir hatten die dritte Säule, den Ort unseres Rendezvous, kaum erreicht, als wir auch schon von einem kleinen, kräftigen, dunklen Mann in Kutscherlivree angesprochen wurden. 

»Sind Sie die Herrschaften, die Miss Morstan begleiten?« fragte er. 

»Ich bin Miss Morstan, und diese beiden Gentlemen sind Freunde von mir«, erklärte sie. 

Er musterte uns mit einem eigentümlich bohrenden und forschenden Blick. 

»Sie müssen schon entschuldigen, Miss«, sagte er Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.162
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mit einem Unterton von Hartnäckigkeit, »aber ich habe den Auftrag, mir Ihr Wort darauf geben zu lassen, daß keiner Ihrer Begleiter ein Polizeibeamter ist.«

»Sie haben mein Wort darauf«, antwortete sie. 

Nun stieß er einen schrillen Pfiff aus, worauf ein Gassenjunge eine Kutsche heranführte und uns den Verschlag öffnete. Der Mann, der uns angesprochen hatte, kletterte auf den Kutschbock, während wir unsere Plätze im Wageninneren einnahmen. Kaum war dies geschehen, ließ unser Fahrer die Peitsche knallen, und wir brausten los, hinein in die nebligen Straßen. 

Die Situation war eigenartig: wir waren unterwegs in unbekannter Mission zu einem unbekannten Ziel. 

Doch wenn diese Aufforderung nicht bloß ein schlechter Scherz gewesen war, was kaum wahrscheinlich erschien, dann hatten wir allen Grund zu der Annahme, daß bei unserer Reise Entscheidendes auf dem Spiel stand. Miss Morstan verhielt sich nach wie vor entschlossen und gefaßt. Ich bemühte mich, sie ein wenig zu unterhalten und aufzuheitern, indem ich Anekdoten von meinen Abenteuern in Afghanistan zum besten gab. Ehrlich gesagt, war ich jedoch selber so aufgeregt ob unserer Situation und so gespannt auf die Dinge, die da kommen sollten, daß meine Geschichten etwas verwickelt wurden. Bis zum heutigen Tage behauptet sie, ich hätte ihr die ergreifende Ge-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.163
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schichte erzählt, wie einmal mitten in stockdunkler Nacht eine Muskete in mein Zelt geguckt und ich ein doppelläufiges Tigerjunges darauf abgefeuert hätte. 

Am Anfang hatte ich noch eine ungefähre Vorstellung von der Richtung, in die wir fuhren, aber schon nach kurzer Zeit – was Wunder bei der Geschwindigkeit der Fahrt, dem Nebel und meiner beschränkten Orts-kenntnis – hatte ich die Orientierung verloren und nahm nur noch wahr, daß wir offenbar einen weiten Weg zurückzulegen hatten. Sherlock Holmes hingegen verlor keinen Moment lang den Überblick, und während der Wagen ratternd offene Plätze durchquerte, um dann wieder in gewundene Nebenstraßen ein-zutauchen, murmelte er deren Namen vor sich hin. 

»Rochester Row«, sagte er, »und jetzt Vincent Square. Jetzt kommen wir bei der Vauxhall Bridge Road heraus. Es scheint, wir halten auf die Surrey-Seite8 zu. Ja, dacht ich mir's doch, jetzt sind wir auf der Brücke. Schauen Sie, man kann einen Blick auf den Fluß erhaschen.«

Tatsächlich sahen wir flüchtig einen Abschnitt der Themse und den Widerschein der Lampen auf dem breiten, ruhig fließenden Gewässer, aber schon war der Wagen weitergejagt und ins Straßengewirr des jenseitigen Ufers eingetaucht. 

»Wandsworth Road«, bemerkte mein Gefährte. 

»Priory Road. Larkhall Lane. Stockwell Place. Robert Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.164
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Street. Coldharbour Lane. Unsere Ausfahrt scheint uns nicht in die allervornehmsten Gegenden zu führen.«

Tatsächlich befanden wir uns in einer höchst zweifelhaften, wenig einladenden Umgebung. Lange Reihen düsterer Backsteinhäuser wurden einzig vom Flitter grell erleuchteter Pubs an den Straßenecken aufge-lockert. Es folgten Reihen von zweigeschossigen Einfamilienhäusern, jedes mit einem winzig kleinen Vorgarten, dann wieder endlose Reihen von neuen, aufdringlichen Backsteingebäuden – monströse Tentakel, welche die riesenhafte Stadt ins Land ausstreckte. 

Endlich hielt der Wagen vor dem dritten Haus einer neugebauten Häuserreihe. Keines der Nachbarhäuser schien bewohnt zu sein, und auch das, vor dem wir standen, war dunkel bis auf einen schwachen Schimmer, der durch das Küchenfenster drang. Auf unser Klopfen hin wurde die Tür jedoch unverzüglich aufgerissen von einem Hindu-Diener, der einen gelben Turban, ein weißes, wallendes Gewand und eine gelbe Schärpe trug. Die exotische Gestalt wirkte seltsam fehl am Platz in diesem Allerweltseingang eines drittklassigen englischen Vorortshauses. 

»Der  Sahib 9 erwartet Sie«, sagte der Diener, und er hatte noch nicht ausgeredet, als aus dem Innern des Hauses eine hohe, schrille Stimme an unser Ohr drang. 
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»Bring sie zu mir herein,  Khitmutgar 10«, krähte sie, »bring sie sogleich zu mir.«

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.166
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4. Die Geschichte des kahlen Mannes Wir folgten dem Inder durch einen schmutzigen, schä-

bigen Gang, der schlecht beleuchtet und noch schlechter eingerichtet war, bis wir rechts zu einer Tür gelangten, die er aufstieß. Blendend helles Licht strömte uns entgegen, und mittendrin stand ein kleiner Mann, dessen auffallend hoher Schädel von einem Kranz roter Borsten gesäumt wurde, über denen sich eine glänzende Glatze erhob wie ein Berggipfel über den Tannenwipfeln. Er rang in einem fort die Hände, und über sein Gesicht lief ein unablässiges Zucken: bald lächelnd, bald sich verfinsternd kamen seine Züge nicht einen Moment lang zur Ruhe. Die Natur hatte ihn mit einer Hängelippe und einer deutlich sichtbaren Reihe gelber, unregelmäßiger Zähne ausgestattet, was er zu verbergen suchte, indem er sich immer wieder mit der Hand über die untere Gesichtshälfte fuhr. 

Trotz seiner auffälligen Kahlheit schien er noch jung zu sein. Tatsächlich hatte er eben erst sein dreißigstes Lebensjahr vollendet. 

»Zu Ihren Diensten, Miss Morstan«, wiederholte er mehrfach mit hoher, dünner Stimme. »Zu Ihren Diensten, Gentlemen. Bitte treten Sie ein in mein kleines Heiligtum. Es ist zwar nicht groß, Miss, aber ganz nach meinem Geschmack eingerichtet. Eine Oase der Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.167
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Kunst in der öden Wüstenei von Südlondon.«

Der Anblick der Wohnung, in die wir gebeten wurden, setzte uns alle in Erstaunen. Sie wirkte in diesem armseligen Hause so fehl am Platz wie ein Diamant reinsten Wassers in einer Fassung aus Katzengold. 

Üppigste schimmernde Vorhangstoffe und Tapisseri-en bedeckten die Wände und waren hier und da gerafft, um den Blick auf ein kostbar gerahmtes Gemäl-de oder eine orientalische Vase freizugeben. Der Teppich war bernsteinfarben und schwarz und von solcher Dicke und Weichheit, daß man beim Gehen behaglich darin einsank, als schritte man über einen Moosteppich. Zwei große Tigerfelle, die quer darüber gebreitet waren, verstärkten noch den Eindruck von orientalischem Luxus, ebenso wie eine riesige Huka11, die auf einer Matte in der Ecke stand. Eine brennende Lampe in Gestalt einer silbernen Taube hing an einem beinahe unsichtbaren Golddraht in der Mitte des Zimmers und erfüllte die Luft mit einem feinen, aromatischen Wohlgeruch. 

»Mr. Thaddeus Sholto«, stellte sich der kleine Mann, unentwegt zuckend und lächelnd, vor. »So lautet mein Name. Und Sie müssen Miss Morstan sein; und diese beiden Herren ...«

»Dies hier ist Mr. Sherlock Holmes, und dies ist Dr. Watson.«

»Oh, ein Arzt?« schrie er ganz aufgeregt. »Haben Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.168
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Sie Ihr Stethoskop dabei? Dürfte ich Sie wohl fragen ... Hätten Sie wohl die Freundlichkeit ...? Ich mache mir schwere Sorgen um meine Mitralklappe –

wenn Sie so gut sein wollten ... Die Aortenklappe arbeitet zuverlässig, aber ich wäre sehr froh zu erfahren, was Sie von meiner Mitralklappe halten.«

Ich horchte sein Herz ab, wie er es gewünscht hatte, konnte aber nichts Ungewöhnliches feststellen, abgesehen davon, daß er vor Angst ganz außer sich war, denn er schlotterte am ganzen Leib. 

»Hört sich alles normal an«, sagte ich, »es besteht kein Grund zur Beunruhigung.«

»Sie werden meine Ängstlichkeit entschuldigen, Miss Morstan«, sägte er mit aufgesetzter Munterkeit, 

»aber ich habe viel zu leiden und mache mir seit langem Gedanken wegen dieser Herzklappe. Um so be-glückter bin ich nun zu erfahren, daß sie unbegründet sind. Hätte Ihr Vater, Miss Morstan, es vermieden, sein Herz zu großen Belastungen auszusetzen, so wäre er vielleicht heute noch am Leben.«

Ich hätte dem Mann ins Gesicht schlagen können vor Wut über die herzlose Beiläufigkeit, mit der er ein so heikles Thema abtat. Miss Morstan mußte sich setzen; ihr Gesicht war weiß bis in die Lippen. 

»In meinem Herzen wußte ich schon, daß er tot ist«, sagte sie. 

»Ich kann Ihnen alle Einzelheiten mitteilen«, sagte Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.169
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er, »und, was wichtiger ist, ich kann Ihnen zu Ihrem Recht verhelfen, und das werde ich auch, was immer Bruder Bartholomew dazu sagen mag. Ich bin so froh, daß Ihre Freunde hier sind, nicht nur als Ihre Eskorte, sondern ebensosehr als Zeugen dessen, was ich zu sagen und zu tun beabsichtige. Zu dritt sind wir imstande, Bruder Bartholomew die Stirn zu bieten. Aber ohne Außenstehende hineinzuziehen – ohne Polizei oder andere Behörden. Dies alles kann zufriedenstellend unter uns geregelt werden, ohne irgendwelche Einmischung von außen. Nichts würde Bruder Bartholomew mehr aufbringen, als wenn die Sache an die Öffentlichkeit gelangte.«

Er setzte sich auf ein niedriges Sofa und blinzelte uns aus seinen schwachen, wässerig blauen Augen fragend an. 

»Was mich betrifft«, sagte Holmes, »so soll alles, was Sie hier äußern, unter uns bleiben.«

Ich nickte, um mein Einverständnis zu bekunden. 

»Bestens! Bestens!« sagte er. »Darf ich Ihnen ein Glas Chianti anbieten, Miss Morstan? Oder lieber Tokaier? Andere Weine lagere ich nicht. Soll ich eine Flasche aufmachen? Nein? Dann eben nicht, aber Sie haben doch wohl nichts gegen Tabakrauch einzuwenden, gegen den balsamischen Wohlgeruch orientalischen Tabaks. Ich bin ein wenig nervös veranlagt, und für mich ist meine Huka ein unübertreffliches Se-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.170
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dativum.«

Er hielt einen brennenden Wachsstock an den bau-chigen Pfeifenkopf, und schon gluckerte der Rauch munter durch das Rosenwasser. Vorgebeugt und das Kinn in die Hand gestützt, so saßen wir drei in einem Halbkreis, derweil der seltsame, zappelige kleine Kerl mit dem hohen, glänzenden Schädel unruhig seine Pfeife paffte. 

»Als ich beschloß, mit Ihnen in Verbindung zu treten, hatte ich ursprünglich vor, meine Adresse anzugeben; ich fürchtete jedoch, daß Sie meiner Bitte nicht Folge leisten und mit unangenehmen Begleitern hier auftauchen könnten. Ich habe mir deshalb erlaubt, unsere Verabredung so zu treffen, daß mein Diener Williams Sie zuerst anschauen konnte. Auf sein Urteil kann ich mich ganz und gar verlassen, und er hatte den Auftrag, die Sache auf sich beruhen zu lassen, wenn ihm irgendwelche Bedenken kämen. Sie werden diese Vorsichtsmaßnahmen entschuldigen, aber ich bin nun mal ein Mensch von zurückgezogener Wesensart und, wie ich sagen möchte, delikatestem Geschmack, und es gibt nichts Unästhetischeres als einen Polizisten. Ich habe einen angeborenen Widerwillen gegen alle Erscheinungsformen des gemeinen Materialismus. Ich komme nur selten mit dem gemeinen Volk in Kontakt. Wie Sie sehen, lebe ich in meiner eigenen kleinen Atmosphäre von Eleganz. Ich darf Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.171
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mich als einen Förderer der Künste bezeichnen. Das ist so eine Schwäche von mir. Diese Landschaft da ist ein echter Corot, und wenn auch ein Connaisseur einige Zweifel bezüglich jenes Salvator Rosa äußern könnte, so ist doch der Bouguereau über jeden Verdacht erhaben. Ich bin ein Anhänger der modernen französischen Schule12.«

»Entschuldigen Sie, Mr. Sholto«, unterbrach ihn Miss Morstan, »aber ich bin auf Ihre Aufforderung hin hierhergekommen, um etwas zu erfahren, das Sie mir zu sagen wünschten. Es ist schon spät, und es wäre mir lieb, wenn wir unsere Unterredung so kurz wie möglich halten könnten.«

»Auch günstigstenfalls wird es noch ein Weilchen dauern«, antwortete er, »denn wir müssen sowieso nach Norwood, um Bruder Bartholomew einen Besuch abzustatten. Wir werden alle miteinander hingehen und versuchen, mit Bruder Bartholomew fertigzuwerden. Er ist sehr wütend auf mich, weil ich den Weg eingeschlagen habe, der mir der richtige schien. 

Gestern abend hatte ich einen recht scharfen Wortwechsel mit ihm. Sie können sich gar nicht vorstellen, was für ein unleidlicher Bursche er sein kann, wenn er wütend ist.«

»Wenn wir noch nach Norwood wollen, so wäre es wohl ratsam, jetzt gleich aufzubrechen«, wagte ich einzuwerfen. 

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.172
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Er lachte, bis seine Ohren puterrot waren. 

»Das wäre wohl kaum das richtige«, rief er. »Ich weiß nicht, was er sagen würde, wenn ich Sie einfach so mir nichts dir nichts mitbrächte. Nein, ich muß Sie vorbereiten, indem ich Ihnen zeige, wie wir alle zueinander stehen. Ich möchte vorausschicken, daß die Geschichte mir selbst nicht in allen Punkten klar ist. 

Ich kann Ihnen lediglich die Tatsachen berichten, die mir selber bekannt sind. 

Mein Vater war, wie Sie wohl bereits vermuten, John Sholto, ehemals Major der indischen Armee. Er nahm vor etwa elf Jahren seinen Abschied, um seinen Lebensabend auf  Pondicherry Lodge  in Upper Norwood zu verbringen. Er hatte in Indien sein Glück gemacht und kehrte mit einer beträchtlichen Summe Geldes, einer großen Sammlung wertvoller Kuriositä-

ten und einer indischen Dienerschaft in die Heimat zurück. So ausgestattet konnte er das Haus erwerben und dort ein Leben in großem Stil führen. Mein Zwil-lingsbruder Bartholomew und ich waren seine einzigen Kinder. 

Ich erinnere mich noch sehr gut, welch ein Aufsehen das Verschwinden Captain Morstans erregte. Wir erfuhren die Einzelheiten aus den Zeitungen, und da wir wußten, daß er ein Freund unseres Vaters gewesen war, erörterten wir den Fall ganz offen in seinem Beisein. Er pflegte dann mit uns zusammen Spekula-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.173
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tionen darüber anzustellen, was ihm wohl zugestoßen sein mochte. Nie im Leben wären wir auf den Gedanken gekommen, daß er dieses Geheimnis in seiner Brust verborgen hielt, daß er der einzige Mensch auf der ganzen Welt war, der Arthur Morstans Schicksal kannte. 

Wir bemerkten allerdings, daß irgendein dunkles Geheimnis, eine ernste Gefahr das Leben unseres Vaters überschattete. Er fürchtete sich sehr davor, alleine auszugehen, und hatte stets zwei Preisboxer angestellt, die in  Pondicherry Lodge  das Pförtneramt versahen. Williams, der Sie heute abend kutschiert hat, ist einer von ihnen. Er war früher englischer Meister im Leichtgewicht. Unser Vater hätte uns nie gesagt, was die Ursache seiner Furcht war, er hatte jedoch eine äußerst auffällige Aversion gegen Männer mit einem Holzbein. Bei einer Gelegenheit griff er sogar zum Revolver und schoß auf einen Mann mit einem Holzbein, der sich dann als, harmloser Handelsreisender auf der Suche nach Aufträgen entpuppte. Wir mußten eine stattliche Summe bezahlen, um die Sache zu vertuschen. Mein Bruder und ich hielten das Ganze für eine Marotte meines Vaters; aber die Ereignisse, die folgten, sollten uns eines Besseren belehren. 

Anfangs 1882 erhielt mein Vater einen Brief aus Indien, der ihm einen großen Schreck versetzte. Als er ihn am Frühstückstisch öffnete, fiel er beinahe in Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.174
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Ohnmacht, und von jenem Tage an kränkelte er dem Tod entgegen. Was in dem Brief stand, erfuhren wir nie; aber als ihn mein Vater in der Hand hielt, sah ich, daß er kurz und daß die Handschrift krakelig war. 

Vater hatte schon seit Jahren an Milzschwellung gelitten, nun aber verschlimmerte sich sein Zustand rasch, und gegen Ende April teilte man uns mit, daß es für ihn keine Hoffnung mehr gab und daß er eine letzte Aussprache mit uns wünschte. 

Als wir zu ihm ins Zimmer traten, saß er, von Kissen gestützt, da und atmete schwer. Er beschwor uns, die Tür abzuschließen und zu beiden Seiten an sein Bett zu treten. Dann faßte er uns bei den Händen und machte mit einer von Gemütsbewegung und Schmerzen gebrochenen Stimme das folgende bemerkenswerte Geständnis, das ich Ihnen soweit als möglich in seinen eigenen Worten wiedergeben will. 

›Es gibt nur eines‹, hob er an, ›was mir im Angesicht des Todes auf der Seele lastet: mein Verhalten gegenüber der Waise des armen Morstan. Die verfluchte Geldgier, von der ich mein Leben lang besessen war, hat ihr einen Schatz vorenthalten, dessen Hälfte zumindest ihr zustand. Und dabei habe ich selbst gar keinen Gebrauch davon gemacht, so blind und töricht ist der Geiz. Das bloße Gefühl des Besitzens war mir so teuer, daß ich es nicht ertragen konnte, es zu teilen. Seht ihr das Perlendiadem dort neben Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.175
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der Chininflasche? Selbst davon vermochte ich mich nicht zu trennen, obwohl ich es in der Absicht hervorgeholt hatte, es Morstans Tochter zu schicken. Ihr, meine Söhne, werdet Morstans Tochter einen gerechten Anteil am Agra-Schatz geben. Aber sendet ihr nichts, auch nicht das Diadem, bevor ich unter der Erde liege. Denn es ist schließlich schon vorgekommen, daß kränkere Leute als ich sich wieder erholt haben. 

Ich will euch erzählen, wie Morstan den Tod fand‹, fuhr er fort. ›Er hatte schon seit Jahren ein schwaches Herz, was er aber vor aller Welt verheimlichte. Ich allein wußte davon. In Indien waren wir beide durch eine seltsame Verkettung von Umständen in den Besitz eines bedeutenden Schatzes gelangt. Diesen hatte ich nach England gebracht, und als Morstan hier eintraf, suchte er mich noch am selben Abend auf, um seinen Anteil zu verlangen. Er kam zu Fuß vom Bahnhof hierher und wurde von meinem getreuen alten Lal Chowdar eingelassen, der nun nicht mehr unter uns weilt. Morstan und ich konnten uns nicht einigen, wie der Schatz geteilt werden sollte, und es kam zu einer hitzigen Auseinandersetzung. Morstan war eben von rasender Wut gepackt aus seinem Stuhl gesprungen; da plötzlich preßte er die Hand auf die Brust, sein Gesicht wurde aschfahl, und er fiel rücklings zu Boden, wobei er mit dem Kopf gegen eine Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.176
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Ecke der Schatztruhe schlug. Als ich mich über ihn beugte, stellte ich mit Entsetzen fest, daß er tot war. 

Lange Zeit saß ich benommen da und wußte weder aus noch ein. Mein erster Impuls war natürlich, Hilfe herbeizuholen, aber dann wurde mir klar, daß ich mit größter Wahrscheinlichkeit des Mordes bezichtigt würde. Die Tatsache, daß er während eines Streites gestorben war, und die kläffende Wunde an seinem Hinterkopf würden mich aufs schwerste belasten. Au-

ßerdem kämen bei einer offiziellen Untersuchung zwangsläufig gewisse Einzelheiten in Zusammenhang mit dem Schatz ans Licht, die ich um jeden Preis geheimhalten wollte. Morstan hatte mir gesagt, daß keine Menschenseele wußte, wohin er gegangen war, und ich sah nicht ein, warum je eine Menschenseele davon erfahren sollte. 

Ich brütete noch über der Sache, als ich aufblickte und meinen Diener Lal Chowdar in der Tür stehen sah. Er kam verstohlen herein und verriegelte die Tür hinter sich. »Sei ohne Furcht,  Sahib«, sagte er. »Niemand braucht zu erfahren, daß du ihn umgebracht hast. Wir wollen ihn beiseite schaffen, und wer sollte uns dann auf die Schliche kommen?« – »Ich habe ihn nicht umgebracht«, erwiderte ich. Lal Chowdar schüttelte lächelnd den Kopf. »Ich habe alles gehört, Sahib« sagte er. »Ich habe euch streiten gehört, und ich habe den Schlag gehört. Aber meine Lippen sind Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.177
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versiegelt. Das ganze Haus liegt in tiefem Schlaf. 

Schaffen wir ihn gemeinsam fort.« Damit war die Sache entschieden. Wenn nicht einmal mein eigener Diener an meine Unschuld glaubte, wie konnte ich dann hoffen, ein Geschworenengericht von zwölf dummen Handwerkern zu überzeugen? In jener Nacht beseitigten Lal Chowdar und ich die Leiche, und schon nach wenigen Tagen waren alle Londoner Zeitungen voll von dem geheimnisvollen Verschwinden Captain Morstans. Aus dem, was ich euch erzählt habe, könnt ihr ersehen, daß ich mir in dieser Sache kaum etwas vorzuwerfen habe. Gefehlt habe ich darin, daß ich nicht nur die Leiche, sondern auch den Schatz verschwinden ließ und daß ich mich an Morstans Anteil klammerte wie an meinen eigenen. Es ist deshalb mein Wille, daß ihr Rückerstattung leistet. 

Neigt eure Ohren zu mir. Das Versteck des Schatzes ist ...‹

In diesem Augenblick ging eine schreckliche Ver-

änderung in seinem Gesicht vor; seine Augen starrten wild, sein Kiefer sackte herab, und er schrie mit einer Stimme, die ich nie vergessen werde: ›Laßt ihn nicht rein! Um Gottes Willen, laßt ihn nicht rein!‹ Wir fuhren herum und schauten zu dem Fenster, auf dem sein starrer Blick lag. Ein Gesicht blickte aus der Dunkelheit zu uns herein. Wir sahen eine Nase, die sich weiß gegen das Glas preßte, Bart, Haare und wilde, grausa-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.178
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me Augen, in denen der Ausdruck geballter Feindse-ligkeit lag. Mein Bruder und ich stürzten ans Fenster, aber der Mann war bereits verschwunden. Als wir zu meinem Vater zurückkehrten, war ihm der Kopf auf die Brust gesunken, und sein Herz hatte aufgehört zu schlagen. 

Noch am selben Abend durchsuchten wir den Garten, fanden jedoch keine Spur von dem Eindringling außer einem Fußabdruck in einem Blumenbeet unter dem Fenster. Ohne diesen Anhaltspunkt hätten wir die wilde, grimmige Fratze wohl für eine Ausgeburt unserer Phantasie gehalten. Bald schon erhielten wir jedoch einen weiteren und handgreiflicheren Beweis dafür, daß um uns her dunkle Mächte am Werk waren. Am nächsten Morgen stand das Fenster zum Zimmer meines Vaters offen, all seine Schränke und Truhen waren durchwühlt, und auf seiner Brust war ein Fetzen Papier befestigt worden, auf den die Worte

›Das Zeichen der Vier‹ gekrakelt waren. Was diese Worte bedeuten und wer unser heimlicher Besucher gewesen sein mag, wissen wir bis heute nicht. Soweit wir feststellen konnten, war nichts, was meinem Vater gehörte, entwendet worden, obwohl das Unterste zuoberst gekehrt war. Natürlich brachten mein Bruder und ich diesen merkwürdigen Vorfall in Verbindung mit der Furcht, von der mein Vater zu seinen Lebzeiten besessen gewesen war; dennoch ist uns das Ganze Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.179
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zutiefst rätselhaft geblieben.«

Der kleine Mann unterbrach seine Geschichte, um die Huka wieder in Brand zu stecken, dann paffte er eine Zeitlang in Gedanken versunken vor sich hin. 

Wir alle hatten seiner außergewöhnlichen Erzählung gebannt gelauscht. Bei dem kurzen Bericht vom Tod ihres Vaters war Miss Morstan leichenblaß geworden, und ich hatte einen Moment lang gefürchtet, sie würde in Ohnmacht fallen. Sie hatte sich jedoch bald wieder gefangen, nachdem sie ein Glas Wasser getrunken hatte, das ich ihr stillschweigend aus einer ve-nezianischen Karaffe auf dem Beistelltisch neben uns eingeschenkt hatte. Sherlock Holmes saß mit abwe-sendem Ausdruck in seinen Stuhl zurückgelehnt, seine Lider waren tief über die glitzernden Augen gesenkt. Als ich ihn so dasitzen sah, mußte ich unwillkürlich daran denken, wie bitterlich er sich erst heute noch über die Banalität des Lebens beklagt hatte. 

Hier jedenfalls fand sich ein Problem, das ihm ein Höchstmaß an Scharfsinn abverlangen würde. Mr. 

Thaddeus Sholto blickte uns der Reihe nach an, er war offensichtlich stolz auf den Eindruck, den seine Geschichte uns gemacht hatte, und fuhr dann zwischen Zügen aus seiner überdimensionierten Pfeife folgendermaßen fort:

»Wie Sie sich sicher vorstellen können, hatte der Schatz, von dem mein Vater gesprochen hatte, meinen Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.180
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Bruder und mich in große Aufregung versetzt. Während Wochen und Monaten gruben und buddelten wir an allen Ecken und Enden des Gartens danach, ohne ihn zu finden. Es war zum Verrücktwerden, daß mein Vater ausgerechnet in dem Augenblick gestorben war, als ihm der Ort des Versteckes auf der Zunge lag. An der Schönheit des Perlendiadems, das er herausgenommen hatte, konnten wir ermessen, was für Herrlichkeiten da entschwunden waren. Wegen eben dieses Diadems kam. es mehrmals zu kleineren Auseinandersetzungen zwischen meinem Bruder und mir. 

Die Perlen waren offensichtlich sehr wertvoll, und er war nicht gewillt, sich davon zu trennen, denn unter uns gesagt schlägt mein Bruder in dieser Beziehung meinem Vater nach. Er befürchtete auch, wenn wir das Diadem hergäben, würden wir ins Gerede und schließlich in Kalamitäten kommen. Ich brachte ihn aber wenigstens so weit, daß er mir erlaubte, nach Miss Morstans Adresse zu forschen und ihr in regelmäßigen Abständen eine einzelne Perle zu schicken, so daß sie zumindest nie Not leiden müßte.«

»Es war nett von Ihnen, daran zu denken«, sagte unsere Gefährtin ernst, »das war wirklich sehr gütig von Ihnen.«

Der kleine Mann machte eine wegwerfende Handbewegung. 

»Wir waren Ihre Treuhänder«, sagte er, »so jeden-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.181
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falls habe ich die Sache gesehen, wenn auch Bruder Bartholomew darin nicht ganz mit mir übereinstimmte. Wir selber haben Geld in Hülle und Fülle. Was brauche ich mehr? Zudem würde es von äußerst schlechtem Geschmack zeugen, eine junge Dame so schäbig zu behandeln.  Le mauvais goût mène au crime;  13 die Franzosen haben eine sehr elegante Art, solche Dinge zu formulieren. Jedenfalls entzweiten wir uns so sehr über dieser Angelegenheit, daß ich es für das beste hielt, mir eine eigene Wohnung nehmen; ich verließ also  Pondicherry Lodge  und nahm den alten  Khitmutgar  und Williams mit. Gestern nun habe ich erfahren, daß ein Ereignis von außerordentlicher Tragweite eingetreten ist: Der Schatz ist entdeckt worden. Ich setzte mich also unverzüglich mit Miss Morstan in Verbindung, und nun bleibt uns nichts anderes mehr zu tun, als nach Norwood hinauszufahren und unseren Anteil zu fordern. Gestern abend habe ich Bruder Bartholomew meine Ansichten auseinandergesetzt; er wird unseren Besuch also erwarten, wenn auch nicht gerade begrüßen.«

Mr. Thaddeus Sholto hatte geendet und saß zuk-kend auf seinem luxuriösen Sofa. Wir alle verharrten in Schweigen und sannen der plötzlichen Wendung nach, die dieser rätselhafte Fall genommen hatte. Holmes raffte sich als erster auf. 

»Sie haben richtig gehandelt, Sir«, sagte er, »vom Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.182
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Anfang bis zum Ende. Vielleicht können wir uns er-kenntlich zeigen, indem wir etwas Licht in jene Dinge bringen, die für Sie noch dunkel sind. Aber – wie Miss Morstan schon vorher bemerkt hat – die Zeit ist fortgeschritten, und wir sollten die Sache ohne Aufschub zu Ende führen.«

Unser neuer Bekannter rollte sorgsam den Schlauch seiner Wasserpfeife auf und holte hinter einem Vorhang einen sehr langen Mantel hervor, dessen Kragen und Manschetten mit Astrachan besetzt waren, knöpf-te der schwülen Nacht zum Trotz alle Schlaufen bis oben zu und stülpte sich zum Schluß noch eine Ha-senfellmütze mit herunterhängenden Ohrenklappen über, so daß nichts mehr von ihm zu sehen war als sein spitzes, nie zur Ruhe kommendes Gesicht. 

»Meine Gesundheit ist ein wenig fragil«, sagte er, während er durch den Flur voranging. »Ich bin gezwungen, wie ein ewiger Rekonvaleszent zu leben.«

Draußen stand die Kutsche für uns bereit, und offenbar war unser Programm schon vorher abgesprochen worden, denn der Kutscher fuhr unverzüglich in scharfem Trab ab. Thaddeus Sholto redete in einem fort, und seine hohe, durchdringende Stimme übertön-te das Rattern der Räder. 

»Bartholomew ist ein schlauer Bursche«, sagte er. 

»Was denken Sie wohl, wie er herausgekriegt hat, wo der Schatz versteckt war? Er war zu dem Schluß ge-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.183
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kommen, daß das Versteck irgendwo im Innern des Hauses sein mußte. Er berechnete also den Raumin-halt des Hauses und nahm überall Messungen vor, so daß kein Zoll unberücksichtigt blieb. Dabei fiel ihm auf, daß die Höhe des Gebäudes vierundsiebzig Fuß betrug, während die Addition der Höhe der einzelnen übereinanderliegenden Räume nicht mehr als siebzig Fuß ergab, obwohl er die Decken dazwischen, deren Dicke er durch Bohrungen ermittelt hatte, einkalku-liert hatte. Es gab also irgendwo vier Fuß, die von seinen Messungen nicht erfaßt worden waren. Die konnten sich nur zuoberst im Haus befinden. Deshalb schlug er ein Loch in die Putzdecke eines der Zimmer im obersten Stockwerk, und zum Vorschein kam tatsächlich eine kleine zugemauerte Dachkammer, von der niemand etwas gewußt hatte. In der Mitte auf zwei Dachbalken stand die Schatztruhe. Er ließ sie durch das Loch in der Decke herunter, und da steht sie jetzt. Er veranschlagt den Wert der Juwelen auf mindestens eine halbe Million Sterling.14«

Als er diese gigantische Summe nannte, starrten wir uns alle mit großen Augen an. Wenn wir Miss Morstans Anspruch durchsetzen konnten, würde aus einer darbenden Gesellschafterin die reichste Erbin Englands. Es ziemte sich freilich für einen treuen Freund, auf diese Nachricht hin in Jubel auszubre-chen; und doch muß ich zu meiner Beschämung geste-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.184
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hen, daß Selbstsucht von meiner Seele Besitz ergriff und daß mir das Herz schwer wie Blei wurde. Ich stammelte ein paar holprige Worte der Gratulation und saß dann niedergeschlagen und mit hängendem Kopf da, taub für das Geplapper unseres neuen Bekannten. Er war offensichtlich ein ausgemachter Hypochonder, und ich nahm verschwommen wahr, daß er einen endlosen Schwall von Symptomen auf mich niedergehen ließ und mich um Auskunft über die Zusammensetzung und Wirkungsweise unzähliger Wun-dermittel bat, von denen er ein paar in einem Lederet-ui in seiner Tasche bei sich trug. Ich hoffe, er hat die Ratschläge, die ich ihm in jener Nacht gab, gleich vergessen. Holmes behauptet nämlich, gehört zu haben, daß ich ihn eindringlich davor warnte, mehr als zwei Tropfen Rizinusöl einzunehmen, während ich andererseits große Dosen von Strychnin als Beruhigungsmittel empfahl. Wie dem auch sei, ich war jedenfalls froh, als unser Wagen mit einem Ruck anhielt und der Fahrer vom Kutschbock sprang, um uns den Verschlag zu öffnen. 

»Miss Morstan, das ist  Pondicherry Lodge«,  sagte Mr. Thaddeus Sholto und reichte ihr die Hand zum Aussteigen. 

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.185
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5. Die Tragödie von Pondicherry Lodge Es war beinahe elf Uhr, als wir diese letzte Station unseres nächtlichen Abenteuers erreichten. Wir hatten den feuchten Nebel der großen Stadt hinter uns gelassen, und die Nacht war ziemlich mild. Ein warmer Wind wehte von Westen her, und am Himmel zogen schwere Wolken gemächlich dahin, zwischen denen von Zeit zu Zeit der Halbmond hervorlugte. Es war hell genug, um auf einige Entfernung sehen zu können, aber Thaddeus Sholto nahm eine der Seitenlater-nen von der Kutsche mit, um uns auf dem Weg voran-zuleuchten. 

 Pondicherry Lodge  stand auf einem Grundstück, das von einer sehr hohen, mit Glasscherben besetzten Steinmauer umgeben war. Eine schmale, einflügelige, eisenbeschlagene Tür bildete den einzigen Zugang. 

Daran pochte unser Führer mit einem eigenartigen Klopfzeichen15, das sich ein wenig wie das eines Postboten anhörte. 

»Wer da?« rief eine barsche Stimme von innen. 

»Ich bin's, McMurdo. Mein Klopfen sollten Sie doch allmählich kennen.«

Man vernahm ein Brummen und dann ein Klirren und Scharren von Schlüsseln. Die Tür schwang schwerfällig zurück, im Eingang erschien ein unter-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.186
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setzter Mann mit einem mächtigen Brustkasten und blinzelte mit vorgerecktem Kopf mißtrauisch in den gelben Lichtstrahl unserer Laterne. 

»Sie sind's, Mr. Thaddeus! Aber wer sind die andern da? Was die angeht, so hab ich keine Anweisungen vom Herrn.«

»Wirklich nicht, McMurdo? Das erstaunt mich aber! Ich habe meinem Bruder gestern abend nämlich gesagt, daß ich ein paar Freunde mitbringen würde.«

»Er hat heut keinen Fuß vor sein Zimmer gesetzt, Mr. Thaddeus, und ich hab keine Anweisungen. Sie wissen ganz genau, daß ich mich an die Vorschriften halten muß. Sie kann ich reinlassen, aber Ihre Freunde, die müssen da bleiben, wo sie sind.«

Das war ein unerwartetes Hindernis. Thaddeus Sholto blickte verwirrt und hilflos um sich. 

»Das ist nicht recht von Ihnen, McMurdo«, sagte er. »Wenn ich mich für sie verbürge, dann sollte Ihnen das genügen. Zudem haben wir noch diese junge Dame bei uns; die können Sie doch um diese Zeit nicht draußen auf der Straße stehen lassen!«

»Tut mir leid, Mr. Thaddeus«, sagte der Pförtner unerbittlich. »Wenn einer 'n Freund von Ihnen ist, heißt das noch lange nicht, daß er auch 'n Freund vom Herr ist. Ich krieg mein Geld dafür, daß ich meine Pflicht tu, und die tu ich auch, jawoll. Ich kenn kein von Ihren Freunden nicht.«

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.187
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»Oh, doch, McMurdo!« rief Sherlock Holmes herzlich. »Mich können Sie doch nicht vergessen haben. 

Erinnern Sie sich nicht mehr an den Amateur, der an-läßlich Ihres Benefizabends in  Alison's Rooms  drei Runden gegen Sie gekämpft hat?«

»Das darf doch nicht wahr sein! Mr. Sherlock Holmes!« brüllte der Preisboxer. »Guter Gott, daß ich Sie nicht erkannt hab! Sie hätten halt reinkommen und mir einen von Ihren Cross-Hieben16 unters Kinn geben müssen, statt bloß so stumm und steif da rum-zustehn, dann hätt's mir gleich gedämmert. Ach, Sie sind auch so einer, wo sein Talent verplempert, jawoll, das sind Sie! Sie hätten's weit gebracht, wenn Sie bei uns voll eingestiegen wären.«

»Sie sehen, Watson, wenn alles andere fehlschlagen sollte, steht mir immer noch diese Art wissenschaftlicher Laufbahn offen«, sagte Holmes lachend. 

»Ich bin sicher, unser Freund wird uns nun nicht länger in der Kälte draußen stehenlassen.«

»Rein mit Ihnen, Sir, nur rein mit Ihnen, und mit Ihren Freunden auch«, erwiderte er. »Tut mir leid, Mr. 

Thaddeus, aber ich hab ganz strikte Anweisungen. 

Mußte erst sicher sein wegen Ihren Freunden, bevor ich sie reinlaß.«

Hinter der Tür wand sich ein Kiesweg durch ödes Gelände zu einem mächtigen Klotz von Haus, einem quadratischen, nüchternen Gebäude, das in völliger Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.188

5. Die Tragödie von Pondicherry Lodge Doyle-WA Bd. 2, 46

Dunkelheit lag, bis auf die eine Ecke, wo ein Mond-strahl ein Mansardenfenster aufleuchten ließ. Die enorme Größe des Hauses und die Düsternis und Totenstille, von der es umgeben war, ließen unsere Herzen erschauern. Auch Thaddeus Sholto schien sich unbehaglich zu fühlen, und die Laterne zitterte und klapperte in seiner Hand. 

»Ich verstehe das nicht«, sagte er. »Da muß irgendein Mißverständnis vorliegen. Ich habe Bartholomew ausdrücklich gesagt, daß wir kommen würden, und doch kann ich in seinem Zimmer kein Licht erkennen. 

Ich weiß wirklich nicht, was ich davon halten soll.«

»Läßt er das Grundstück immer so streng bewachen?« fragte Holmes. 

»Ja, er hat sich die Gewohnheiten meines Vaters zu eigen gemacht. Wissen Sie, er war sein Lieblings-sohn, und manchmal habe ich das Gefühl, daß mein Vater ihm mehr anvertraut haben könnte als mir. Das ist Bartholomews Fenster, dort oben, wo der Mondschein hinfällt. Es wirkt ziemlich hell, aber ich glaube nicht, daß das von innen kommt.«

»Keineswegs«, bestätigte Holmes. »Aber ich sehe einen Lichtschimmer in dem kleinen Fenster da neben der Tür.«

»Ach so, das ist das Zimmer der Haushälterin. Da wird wohl die alte Mrs. Bernstone sitzen. Die kann uns sicher sagen, was los ist. Würde es Ihnen etwas Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.189
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ausmachen, ein, zwei Minuten hier zu warten; denn falls sie nicht weiß, daß wir kommen, und wir alle miteinander hineingehen, könnte sie erschrecken. 

Aber, pscht, was war das?«

Er hielt die Laterne hoch, und seine Hand zitterte so sehr, daß der Lichtkreis, in dem wir standen, sich zuckend und schwankend um uns zu drehen begann. 

Miss Morstan griff nach meinem Handgelenk, und wir alle standen da mit klopfenden Herzen und lauschten angestrengt. Aus dem großen, schwarzen Haus drang das jämmerlichste und herzzerreißendste aller Geräusche durch die Stille der Nacht – das schrille, abgerissene Wimmern einer verängstigten Frau. 

»Das muß Mrs. Bernstone sein«, sagte Sholto. »Sie ist die einzige Frau im Haus. Warten Sie hier. Ich bin gleich wieder da.«

Er eilte zur Tür und klopfte auf seine eigentümliche Weise. Wir sahen, daß ihm von einer hochgewachsenen alten Frau geöffnet wurde, die vor lauter Freude zurücktaumelte, als sie seiner ansichtig wurde. 

»Oh, Mr. Thaddeus, Sir! Bin ich froh, daß Sie hier sind! Bin ich froh, daß Sie hier sind, Mr. Thaddeus, Sir!«

Ihre Freudenbezeugungen wiederholten sich, bis die Tür hinter ihnen geschlossen wurde und ihre Stimme nur noch als gedämpftes Murmeln zu hören war. 

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.190
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Unser Führer hatte uns die Laterne dagelassen. 

Holmes schwenkte sie nun langsam in alle Richtungen und musterte mit scharfem Blick das Haus und die großen Erdhaufen, welche das Gelände verstellten. 

Miss Morstan und ich standen eng beisammen, und ihre Hand lag in der meinen. Welch wundersame, unbegreifliche Macht ist doch die Liebe; hier standen wir beide, die wir uns an diesem Tag zum ersten Mal begegnet waren, zwischen denen noch kein Blick, ge-schweige denn ein Wort der Zuneigung gewechselt worden war – und dennoch fanden sich jetzt, in der Stunde der Bedrängnis, unsere Hände wie von selbst. 

Später habe ich mich darüber gewundert; damals jedoch war es für mich das Selbstverständlichste der Welt, mich ihr so nahe zu fühlen, und, wie sie mir später oft versichert hat, auch sie hatte sich instinktiv mir zugewandt, um Schutz und Trost zu suchen. So standen wir da, Hand in Hand wie zwei Kinder, und Friede war in unseren Herzen, trotz all des Düsteren, das uns umgab. 

»Was für ein sonderbarer Ort«, sagte sie, während sie um sich blickte. 

»Es sieht aus, als ob sämtliche Maulwürfe Englands hier losgelassen worden wären. Ich habe einmal Ähnliches gesehen, am Hang eines Hügels in der Nähe von Ballarat, wo Goldgräber am Werk gewesen waren.«

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.191
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»Genau das ist auch hier der Fall«, sagte Holmes. 

»Das sind die Spuren der Schatzgräber. Sie dürfen nicht vergessen, daß sie sechs Jahre lang nach dem Schatz gesucht haben. Kein Wunder, daß es hier aussieht wie eine Kiesgrube.«

In diesem Moment flog die Haustür auf, und Thaddeus Sholto kam herausgestürzt mit weit nach vorn gereckten Händen und schreckerfülltem Blick. 

»Mit Bartholomew ist etwas nicht in Ordnung!«

schrie er. »Ich fürchte mich! Das stehen meine Nerven nicht durch!«

Tatsächlich schluchzte er beinahe vor Angst, und sein mattes, zuckendes Gesicht, das aus dem großen Astrachan-Kragen hervorlugte, hatte den hilflosen, flehenden Blick eines verängstigten Kindes angenommen. 

»Gehen wir ins Haus«, sagte Holmes in seiner knappen, bestimmten Art. 

»Ja, kommen Sie mit!« bettelte Thaddeus Sholto. 

»Ich fühle mich völlig außerstande, irgendwelche Anweisungen zu geben.«

Wir folgten ihm alle zum Zimmer der Haushälterin, das zur Linken des Ganges lag. Die alte Frau ging mit verstörtem Gesicht und rastlos herumnestelnden Fingern im Zimmer auf und ab, aber der Anblick von Miss Morstan schien tröstlich auf sie zu wirken. 

»Gott segne Ihr liebes, ruhiges Gesicht«, rief sie, Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.192
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hysterisch aufschluchzend. »Es tut mir so wohl, Sie zu sehen. Ach, dieser Tag hat mir aber auch zu arg zugesetzt!«

Unsere Gefährtin tätschelte ihr die magere, abgear-beitete Hand und murmelte ein paar Worte warmen fraulichen Zuspruchs, worauf etwas Farbe in die blutleeren Wangen der Haushälterin zurückkehrte. 

»Der Herr hat sich im Zimmer eingeschlossen und gibt keine Antwort«, erklärte sie. »Ich habe den ganzen Tag lang darauf gewartet, daß er etwas von sich hören läßt, denn er will oft in Ruhe gelassen werden. 

Aber vor einer Stunde begann ich zu fürchten, daß etwas nicht in Ordnung sei, und ging hinauf, um einen Blick durchs Schlüsselloch zu werfen. Gehen Sie hinauf, Mr. Thaddeus, gehen Sie hinauf und Sehen Sie selbst. Ich habe Mr. Bartholomew zehn Jahre lang gesehen, in guten und in bösen Zeiten, aber noch nie hat er so ein Gesicht gemacht wie jetzt eben.«

Sherlock Holmes nahm die Lampe und ging voran, denn Thaddeus Sholto klapperte mit den Zähnen und war dermaßen aufgewühlt, daß er sich, als wir die Treppe hinaufstiegen, auf meinen Arm stützen mußte, weil seine Knie unter ihm nachgaben. Auf dem Weg nach oben zückte Holmes zweimal sein Vergrößerungsglas und untersuchte sorgfältig einige Spuren, die für mich nichts weiter zu sein schienen als ein paar unförmige Schmutzflecken auf der Kokosmatte, Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.193
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die als Treppenläufer diente. Er ging langsam Stufe um Stufe die Treppe hinauf, hielt die Lampe tief und schoß forschende Blicke nach rechts und nach links. 

Miss Morstan war indessen bei der verängstigten Haushälterin zurückgeblieben. 

Die dritte Treppenflucht mündete in einen ziemlich langen, geraden Gang mit einem riesigen indischen Wandteppich zur Rechten und drei Türen zur Linken. 

Holmes schritt ihn auf dieselbe langsame und systematische Weise ab; wir folgten ihm dicht auf den Fersen, während unsere langen, schwarzen Schatten in der Gegenrichtung den Korridor entlangfluteten. Die dritte Tür war die gesuchte. Holmes klopfte an, ohne daß irgendeine Reaktion erfolgte, worauf er versuchte, den Knauf zu drehen und die Tür aufzudrücken. Diese war jedoch von innen verschlossen, und zwar – wie sich zeigte, als wir die Lampe dicht daranhielten – mit einem kräftigen, breiten Riegel. Der Schlüssel war indessen so im Schloß gedreht, daß die Sicht durchs Schlüsselloch nicht vollständig blockiert war. Sherlock Holmes bückte sich, schnellte aber scharf einat-mend gleich wieder hoch. 

»Hier ist was Teuflisches im Gange, Watson«, sagte er und schien tiefer bewegt, als ich es je zuvor an ihm gesehen hatte. »Was meinen Sie dazu?«

Ich neigte mich zu dem Schlüsselloch und fuhr mit Schaudern zurück. Der Mond schien ins Zimmer und Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.194
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tauchte es in ein diffuses, unbeständiges Licht. Mir direkt entgegenblickend und gleichsam in der Luft schwebend, denn alles, was sich unterhalb befinden mochte, lag im Dunkeln, hing da ein Gesicht: das Gesicht unseres Gefährten Thaddeus. Derselbe hohe, glänzende Schädel, derselbe Kranz von roten Borsten, dasselbe blutleere Antlitz. Die Züge waren jedoch erstarrt zu einem schauderhaften Lächeln, einem reglosen, gefrorenen Grinsen, das in der Szenerie dieses totenstillen, mondbeschienenen Raumes die Nerven stärker angriff als eine noch so grimmige oder verzerrte Fratze. So sehr glich dieses Gesicht dem unseres kleinen Freundes, daß ich mich nach ihm umdrehte, um sicherzugehen, daß er wirklich bei uns war. Dann fiel mir ein, daß er erwähnt hatte, er und sein Bruder seien Zwillinge. 

»Das ist ja grauenhaft!« sagte ich zu Holmes. 

»Was sollen wir tun?«

»Die Tür aufbrechen«, antwortete er und warf sich mit seinem ganzen Gewicht gegen das Schloß. 

Es ächzte und knarrte, gab jedoch nicht nach. Zu zweit rannten wir erneut dagegen, und diesmal sprang die Tür mit einem jähen Schnappen auf, und wir standen in Bartholomew Sholtos Kammer. 

Augenscheinlich hatte er sich ein chemisches Laboratorium darin eingerichtet. An der Wand gegenüber der Tür standen zwei Reihen mit Glasstöpseln ver-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.195
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schlossener Flaschen, und der Tisch war mit Bunsenbrennern, Reagenzgläsern und Retorten vollgestellt. 

In den Ecken standen bauchige Korbflaschen, die Säure enthalten mochten. Eine davon war offenbar undicht oder zerbrochen, denn ein dunkel gefärbtes Rinnsal sickerte daraus hervor, und die Luft war stik-kig und von einem merkwürdig beißenden, an Teer gemahnenden Geruch erfüllt. Eine Bockleiter stand inmitten von abgeschlagenem Stuck und Lattenwerk auf der einen Seite des Zimmers, und in der Decke darüber befand sich eine Öffnung, die gerade groß genug war, um einen Mann durchzulassen. Am Fuß der Leiter lag, in unordentlichen Windungen hingeworfen, ein langes Seil. 

An dem Tisch in einem hölzernen Lehnstuhl saß zusammengefallen der Herr des Hauses. Der Kopf war ihm auf die linke Schulter gesunken, und auf seinem Gesicht lag dieses gräßliche, unergründliche Lä-

cheln. Er fühlte sich starr und kalt an und war zweifellos schon seit mehreren Stunden tot. Ich hatte den Eindruck, daß nicht nur seine Züge, sondern auch all seine Gliedmaßen auf die bizarrste Art und Weise verdreht und verrenkt waren. Neben seiner Hand auf dem Tisch lag ein merkwürdiger Gegenstand: ein brauner, fein gemaserter Stock, an dessen Ende ein Stein wie das Kopfstück eines Hammers mit grober Schnur festgezurrt war. Daneben lag ein abgerissenes Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.196
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Stück Notizpapier, auf das ein paar Worte gekritzelt waren. Holmes warf einen Blick darauf und überreichte es dann mir. 

»Da haben wir's«, sagte er mit bedeutungsvoll hochgezogenen Augenbrauen. 

Im Schein der Laterne las ich mit einem Schauer des Grauens die Worte »Das Zeichen der Vier«. 

»Um Gottes willen, was hat das alles zu bedeuten?« fragte ich. 

»Es bedeutet Mord«, antwortete er, während er sich über den Toten beugte. »Aha, das habe ich erwartet. 

Sehen Sie sich einmal das an!«

Er deutete mit dem Finger auf etwas, das aussah wie ein langer, dunkler Dorn und direkt über dem Ohr in der Haut stak. 

»Das sieht wie ein Dorn aus«, sagte ich. 

»Das ist ein Dorn. Sie können ihn herausziehen. 

Aber seien Sie vorsichtig, er ist vergiftet.«

Ich faßte das Ding vorsichtig zwischen Daumen und Zeigefinger, und es ließ sich so leicht aus der Haut ziehen, daß kaum ein Mal zurückblieb. Nur ein winziger blutroter Punkt zeigte an, wo der Einstich gesessen hatte. 

»Für mich ist das alles ein unlösbares Rätsel«, sagte ich. »Statt klarer wird es immer undurchsichtiger.«

»Ganz im Gegenteil«, erwiderte er, »es klärt sich Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.197
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mehr und mehr auf. Mir fehlen nur noch wenige Glieder in der Kette, dann ist der Fall lückenlos rekonstruiert.«

Seit wir uns in dem Zimmer befanden, hatten wir die Anwesenheit unseres Gefährten beinahe vergessen. Er stand noch immer wie das leibhaftige Entsetzen in der Tür, rang die Hände und stöhnte leise vor sich hin. Plötzlich jedoch stieß er ein gellendes Jam-mergeheul aus. 

»Der Schatz ist verschwunden!« rief er. »Sie haben ihm den Schatz geraubt! Dort ist das Loch, durch das wir ihn heruntergelassen haben. Ich habe ihm dabei geholfen! Ich bin der letzte, der ihn lebend gesehen hat! Als ich gestern abend gegangen bin, hörte ich beim Hinuntergehen, wie er die Tür hier abschloß.«

»Um wieviel Uhr war das?«

»Um zehn Uhr. Und jetzt ist er tot, und die Polizei wird eingeschaltet werden, und mich wird man verdächtigen, die Hand im Spiel gehabt zu haben. Ja, ganz bestimmt wird man mich verdächtigen. Aber Sie, Gentlemen, glauben dies doch nicht, oder? Sie werden doch nicht glauben, daß ich es war? Hätte ich Sie dann wohl hierhergebracht, wenn ich es gewesen wäre? Oje, oje! Ich werde noch verrückt, ich weiß das!«

Von einer Art konvulsivischer Raserei ergriffen, begann er, mit den Armen in der Luft herumzufuch-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.198
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teln und mit den Füßen zu stampfen. 

»Sie haben nichts zu befürchten, Mr. Sholto«, sagte Holmes freundlich und legte ihm die Hand auf die Schulter. »Wenn ich Ihnen einen Rat geben darf, so fahren Sie jetzt gleich zum Polizeiposten und erstatten Meldung von der Sache. Bieten Sie der Polizei jede erdenkliche Unterstützung an. Wir werden hier warten, bis Sie wieder zurück sind.«

Halb betäubt gehorchte der kleine Mann, und wir hörten ihn im Dunkeln die Treppe hinunterstolpern. 
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6. Sherlock Holmes gibt eine Demonstration

»So, Watson«, sagte Holmes händereibend, »jetzt haben wir eine halbe Stunde für uns, die wollen wir gut nutzen. Ich habe meinen Fall, wie bereits gesagt, beinahe unter Dach und Fach, aber wir wollen uns davor hüten, allzu siegessicher zu sein. Wie einfach sich der Fall im Augenblick auch ausnehmen mag, so ist doch nicht auszuschließen, daß etwas Verwickelteres dahintersteckt.«

»Einfach?« stieß ich hervor. 

»Gewiß«, antwortete er mir im Tone eines Professors im Klinikum, der seinen Studenten etwas erläutert. »Nehmen Sie doch dort drüben in der Ecke Platz, damit Ihre Fußabdrücke die Sache nicht unnötig kom-plizieren. Und jetzt ans Werk! Zuerst einmal: Wie sind diese Herrschaften hereingekommen, und wie sind sie wieder verschwunden? Die Tür ist seit gestern abend nicht geöffnet worden. Wie steht es mit dem Fenster?« Er ging mit der Laterne zum Fenster hinüber und kommentierte dann fortlaufend, was er gerade für Beobachtungen machte, sprach aber mehr zu sich selbst denn zu mir. »Fenster von innen verriegelt. Solider Rahmen. Keine Scharniere auf der Seite. 

Dann wollen wir es mal öffnen ... Kein Regenrohr in der Nähe. Dach klar außer Reichweite. Und doch ist Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.200
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ein Mann durch das Fenster eingestiegen. Es hat gestern nacht ein wenig geregnet. Hier auf dem Fensterbrett zeichnet sich eine lehmige Fußspur ab. Und hier sehe ich einen kreisförmigen, schmutzigen Abdruck, hier auf dem Fußboden noch einen, und hier neben dem Tisch schon wieder einen. Sehen Sie sich das an, Watson! Das gibt wahrlich eine sehr hübsche kleine Demonstration her.«

Ich betrachtete die klar umrissenen Schmutzkreise. 

»Das sind keine Fußspuren«, bemerkte ich. 

»Nein, es ist etwas, das für uns von unvergleichlich viel größerem Wert ist: der Abdruck eines Holzstumpfes. Sehen Sie, hier auf dem Fensterbrett haben wir einen Stiefelabdruck – er stammt von einem schweren Stiefel mit einem breiten, metallbeschlage-nen Absatz – und gleich daneben ist der Abdruck des Stelzbeins.«

»Der Mann mit dem Holzbein!«

»Genau. Aber außer ihm war noch jemand da; ein außerordentlich geschickter und tüchtiger Verbündeter. Wäre es Ihnen möglich, diese Wand emporzuklet-tern, Doktor?«

Ich streckte den Kopf aus dem Fenster. Unsere Ecke des Hauses war noch immer hell vom Mond erleuchtet. Wir befanden uns gut sechzig Fuß über dem Erdboden, und wohin ich meinen Blick auch wendete, ich konnte nichts entdecken, was dem Fuß Halt gebo-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.201
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ten hätte, nicht einmal eine Ritze im Gemäuer. 

»Das ist absolut unmöglich«, erwiderte ich. 

»Ohne Hilfe ganz gewiß. Aber nehmen Sie einmal an, Sie hätten einen Freund hier oben, der Ihnen jenes gute, kräftige Seil, das dort in der Ecke liegt, herun-terließe und das eine Ende an dem großen Haken da an der Wand festmachte; ich glaube, dann könnte es Ihnen, dem Holzbein zum Trotz, gelingen, heraufzu-klimmen, vorausgesetzt, Sie wären ein rüstiger Mann. 

Zurück würden Sie natürlich auf demselben Weg gelangen. Ihr Verbündeter würde danach das Seil her-aufziehen, es vom Haken lösen, das Fenster wieder schließen und verriegeln und sich dann auf dieselbe Weise entfernen, wie er gekommen ist. Als einen Punkt von sekundärer Bedeutung wollen wir festhalten«, fuhr er fort, während er das Seil durch seine Finger gleiten ließ, »daß unser Freund mit dem Holzbein zwar recht gewandt im Tauklettern, jedoch kein Seemann von Beruf ist. Seine Hände sind alles andere als verhornt. Mein Vergrößerungsglas offenbart mir manch einen Blutfleck, besonders gegen das Ende des Seiles hin, was darauf schließen läßt, daß der Mann mit einer solchen Geschwindigkeit daran hinunterge-rutscht ist, daß er sich die Hände aufgeschunden hat.«

»Das ist ja alles gut und schön«, wandte ich ein, 

»aber dadurch wird die Sache undurchsichtiger denn je. Was hat es mit diesem mysteriösen Verbündeten Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.202
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auf sich? Und wie soll der ins Zimmer gelangt sein?«

»Ja, ja, der Verbündete«, wiederholte Holmes nachdenklich. »Es gibt einige interessante Details im Zusammenhang mit diesem Verbündeten. Er hebt diesen Fall über die Ebene des Alltäglichen hinaus. Ich vermute, daß mit ihm ein neues Blatt in den Annalen des Verbrechens in diesem Land beginnt – wenn sich auch unwillkürlich der Gedanke an Parallelfälle in Indien und, wenn mich die Erinnerung nicht trügt, in Senegambia aufdrängt.«

»Also, wie ist er hereingelangt?« hakte ich nach. 

»Die Tür ist verschlossen, das Fenster läßt sich nicht erreichen. Etwa durch den Schornstein?«

»Dazu ist die Kaminöffnung viel zu eng«, antwortete er. »Ich habe diese Möglichkeit bereits erwogen.«

»Wie dann?« insistierte ich. 

»Sie wollen und wollen meine Regel nicht anwenden«, sagte er kopfschüttelnd. »Wie oft habe ich Ihnen schon erklärt, daß Sie lediglich all das, was un-möglich ist, auszuschließen brauchen, und was dann übrigbleibt,  mag es auch noch so unwahrscheinlich sein,  muß die Lösung sein. Wir wissen, daß er weder durch die Tür noch durch das Fenster noch durch den Kamin hereingelangt ist. Wir wissen ebenfalls, daß er sich nicht im Zimmer versteckt haben kann, weil es da keinen Ort sich zu verstecken gibt. Woher also muß er gekommen sein?«
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»Durch das Loch in der Decke!« rief ich. 

»Natürlich. So und nicht anders muß es gewesen sein. Wenn Sie so freundlich sein wollten, mir mit der Laterne zu leuchten, werden wir unsere Untersuchung jetzt auf den Raum über uns ausdehnen, auf das Ge-heimgemach, in dem der Schatz gefunden wurde.«

Er stieg auf die Bockleiter, hielt sich zu beiden Seiten an einem Dachbalken fest und schwang sich daran in die Dachkammer hinauf. Dort legte er sich platt auf den Boden, langte herunter, um mir die Laterne abzunehmen, und leuchtete mir damit, während ich zu ihm hinaufkletterte. 

Der Raum, in dem wir uns nun befanden, maß ungefähr zehn Fuß in der einen Richtung und sechs Fuß in der anderen. Den Fußboden bildeten die Dachbalken mit einer dünnen Schicht aus Lattenwerk und Mörtel dazwischen, so daß man beim Gehen große Schritte von einem Balken zum andern nehmen mußte. Die Wände liefen oben zu einem Scheitel-punkt zusammen und waren offensichtlich die innere Verschalung des Hausdaches. Der Raum war gänzlich unmöbliert, und der Staub von Jahren lag in einer dik-ken Schicht auf dem Fußboden. 

»Schauen Sie, da haben wir's«, sagte Sherlock Holmes und legte die Hand gegen die Wandschrägung. 

»Dies hier ist eine Luke, die aufs Dach hinausführt. 

Ich kann sie aufstoßen – und da ist schon das Dach, Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.204
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das hier nur sanft abfällt. Das also ist der Weg, auf dem Nummer eins ins Haus gekommen ist. Wir wollen sehen, ob sich noch mehr Spuren finden, die uns etwas über seine Person verraten können.«

Er hielt die Lampe dicht über dem Fußboden, und zum zweiten Mal in dieser Nacht sah ich einen Ausdruck der Verwirrung und Bestürzung auf sein Gesicht treten. Ich folgte seinem Blick und fühlte meine Haut unter den Kleidern eiskalt werden. Der Boden war dicht bedeckt mit Abdrücken eines nackten Fußes; deutlichen, klar umrissenen, wohlgeformten Abdrücken – nur daß sie kaum halb so groß waren wie die eines durchschnittlichen Mannes. 

»Holmes«, sagte ich mit unterdrückter Stimme, 

»diese Greueltat hat ein Kind begangen.«

Er war bereits wieder ganz Herr seiner selbst. 

»Im ersten Augenblick war ich ja baff«, sagte er, 

»aber es gibt eine ganz natürliche Erklärung für die Sache. Mein Gedächtnis hat mich im Stich gelassen, sonst hätte ich das voraussehen müssen. Es gibt hier für uns nichts weiter zu erfahren. Gehen wir wieder hinunter.«

»Was haben Sie denn für eine Theorie zu diesen Fußspuren?« fragte ich wißbegierig, als wir uns wieder im Zimmer unten befanden. 

»Mein lieber Watson, wagen Sie sich doch selbst an eine kleine Analyse«, sagte er mit einem Anflug Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.205
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von Ungeduld. »Meine Methoden sind Ihnen bekannt. 

Wenden Sie sie an, und es wird interessant sein, die Ergebnisse zu vergleichen.«

»Ich kann mir nichts denken, was sich mit den Fakten decken würde«, erwiderte ich. 

»Es wird Ihnen noch früh genug ein Licht aufgehen«, sagte er in seiner saloppen Art. »Ich glaube nicht, daß wir hier noch etwas von Belang finden werden, aber ich will mich doch noch vergewissern.«

Er zückte sein Vergrößerungsglas und ein Meß-

band und begann, auf den Knien im Zimmer hin und her rutschend, Messungen, Vergleiche und Untersuchungen anzustellen, wobei seine lange, dünne Nase nur ein paar wenige Zoll von den Dielen entfernt war und seine Augen den glänzenden, tiefliegenden Knopfaugen eines Vogels glichen. Seine Bewegungen waren wie die eines abgerichteten Bluthundes, der eine Witterung aufnimmt, so flink, geräuschlos und verstohlen, daß ich nicht umhin konnte, mir auszumalen, was für ein furchtbarer Verbrecher er geworden wäre, wenn er all seine Tatkraft und seinen Scharfsinn gegen das Gesetz gerichtet hätte, statt sie zu dessen Schutz einzusetzen. Während seine Jagd ihn im Zimmer umhertrieb, murmelte er ohne Unterlaß vor sich hin, und schließlich stieß er einen lauten Freudenschrei aus. 

»Wir haben wirklich Glück«, sagte er. »Jetzt kann Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.206
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uns nicht mehr viel danebengehen. Nummer eins hatte das Pech, in das Kreosot zu treten. Die Kante eines seiner kleinen Füße zeichnet sich hier am Rand dieser übelriechenden Pfütze ab. Sehen Sie, die Korbflasche da hat einen Sprung, deshalb ist das Zeug ausgelaufen.«

»Und was weiter?« fragte ich. 

»Nun, damit haben wir ihn, das ist alles«, antwortete er. »Ich kenne einen Hund, der diesem Geruch bis ans Ende der Welt folgen würde. Wenn eine Meute Hunde die Spur eines nachgeschleiften Herings durch eine ganze Grafschaft hindurch verfolgen kann, über welche Distanz hinweg kann dann ein speziell dafür abgerichteter Hund einen so beißenden Geruch wie diesen aufspüren? Das klingt wie ein einfacher Drei-satz. Das Resultat wird uns ... Aber hallo, da sind ja auch schon die beglaubigten Vertreter von Recht und Ordnung!«

Von unten her vernahm man schwere Schritte und laut dröhnende Stimmen, dann fiel die Haustür mit heftigem Krachen ins Schloß. 

»Bevor die heraufkommen, legen Sie einmal Ihre Hand hier auf den Arm des armen Teufels, und dann hier aufsein Bein«, wies Holmes mich an. »Was stellen Sie fest?«

»Die Muskeln sind steif wie ein Brett«, antwortete ich. 

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.207
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»Ganz recht. Sie befinden sich in einem Zustand äußerster Kontraktion, die weit über einen normalen rigor mortis 17 hinausgeht. Dies im Verein mit dem verzerrten Gesicht, diesem Hippokratischen Lä-

cheln18 oder  risus sardonicus,  19 wie die Schriftsteller der Antike es zu nennen pflegten – zu welchem Schluß führt Sie das?«

»Tod durch ein starkes pflanzliches Alkaloid«, antwortete ich, »eine strychninähnliche Substanz, die einen Starrkrampf hervorruft.«

»Genau dieser Gedanke ist mir auch gekommen, als ich die verzerrte Gesichtsmuskulatur zum ersten Mal erblickte. Als wir dann das Zimmer betraten, ging ich zuerst der Frage nach, aufweiche Weise das Gift in den Organismus eingedrungen war. Wie Sie gesehen haben, entdeckte ich dabei einen Dorn, der mit nicht allzu großer Wucht in die Kopfhaut getrieben oder geschossen worden war. Es wird Ihnen nicht entgangen sein, daß die betroffene Körperpartie diejenige war, die dem Loch in der Decke zugewandt gewesen sein muß, wenn der Mann aufrecht in seinem Stuhl saß. Und nun betrachten Sie diesen Dorn einmal genauer.«

Ich faßte ihn überaus vorsichtig und hielt ihn in den Schein der Laterne. Es war ein langer, spitzer, schwarzer Dorn, der um die Spitze herum glänzte, als ob eine zähflüssige Substanz darauf eingetrocknet Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.208
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wäre. Das stumpfe Ende war mit einem Messer beschnitten und abgerundet worden. 

»Stammt dieser Dorn aus England?« fragte er. 

»Nein, ausgeschlossen.«

»Mit all dem, was Ihnen nun an Informationen vorliegt, sollte es Ihnen nicht schwerfallen, einige wohlbegründete Schlüsse zu ziehen. Aber die regulären Streitkräfte sind im Anmarsch; das heißt, daß die Hilfstruppen zum Rückzug blasen können.«

Er hatte noch nicht ausgeredet, als die Schritte, die sich uns schon seit einer Weile genähert hatten, drau-

ßen durch den Gang gepoltert kamen und ein sehr stämmiger, korpulenter Mann in grauem Anzug schwerfällig ins Zimmer stapfte. Er war bullig, hatte ein rotes Gesicht, das auf hohen Blutdruck hindeutete, und hinter seinen wulstigen, aufgedunsenen Tränensäcken blinzelten mit wachem Blick zwei kleine, funkelnde Äuglein hervor. Ein Inspektor in Uniform und der noch immer schlotternde Thaddeus Sholto folgten ihm auf dem Fuße. 

»Das ist ja eine Geschichte, eine schöne Geschichte ist das!« rief er mit dumpfer, heiserer Stimme. »Aber wer sind denn all die Leute da? Na, hier geht es ja zu wie in einem Kaninchenstall!«

»Ich nehme an, Sie erinnern sich meiner, Mr. Athelney Jones«, sagte Holmes gemessen. 

»Und ob ich das tue«, schnaubte er. »Sie sind doch Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.209
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Mr. Sherlock Holmes, der Theoretiker. An Sie erinnern! Nie werde ich vergessen, was Sie uns anläßlich des Juwelenraubes von Bishopsgate für Vorträge über Ursachen, Folgerungen und Wirkungen gehalten haben. Ich muß gestehen, Sie haben uns auf die richtige Spur gebracht, aber heute werden Sie sicherlich zugeben, daß dies mehr mit Glück als mit guten Ratschlägen zu tun hatte.«

»Es war eine Sache einfachen logischen Denkens.«

»Ach, kommen Sie, kommen Sie! Man sollte sich nie zu fein dafür sein, etwas zuzugeben. Aber was ist denn hier los? Üble Geschichte! Üble Geschichte! 

Knallharte Fakten hier – kein Platz zum Theoretisieren! Ein Glück, daß ich gerade in einer andern Sache hier draußen in Norwood zu tun hatte! Ich war grad auf dem Revier, als die Meldung eintraf. Woran ist der Mann Ihrer Meinung nach gestorben?«

»Oh, ich will mir nicht anmaßen, über diesen Fall zu theoretisieren«, versetzte Holmes trocken. 

»Ja, gewiß – obwohl sich ja nicht bestreiten läßt, daß Sie ab und zu auch mal den Nagel auf den Kopf getroffen haben. Ach, du meine Güte! Tür abgeschlossen, soviel ich gehört habe. Juwelen im Wert von einer halben Million verschwunden. Was war mit dem Fenster?«

»Verriegelt; es gibt aber Fußspuren auf dem Fensterbrett.«

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.210
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»Na, wenn das Fenster verriegelt war, können die Fußspuren ja nichts mit der Sache zu tun haben. Das sagt einem doch der gesunde Menschenverstand. Vielleicht ein Schlaganfall; allerdings, diese verschwundenen Juwelen ... Ha, ich hab 'ne Theorie! Solche Gei-stesblitze überkommen mich oft ganz plötzlich. Würden Sie, Sergeant, und Sie, Mr. Sholto, mal bitte das Zimmer verlassen. Ihr Freund kann hierbleiben. Also Holmes, was meinen Sie dazu: Sholto war, gemäß seinen eigenen Angaben, gestern abend bei seinem Bruder. Der Bruder hat einen Schlaganfall, stirbt, und Sholto macht sich mit dem Schatz aus dem Staub. 

Nicht schlecht, was?«

»Worauf der Tote so überaus rücksichtsvoll ist, sich zu erheben und die Tür von innen zu versperren.«

»Hm, ja, dort gibt's einen schwachen Punkt. Wir müssen die Sache mit gesundem Menschenverstand angehen. Dieser Thaddeus Sholto  war  bei seinem Bruder, und sie  hatten  Streit; so viel wissen wir. Jetzt ist der Bruder tot, und die Juwelen sind weg; das wissen wir auch. Von dem Zeitpunkt an, da Thaddeus ihn verlassen hat, ist der Bruder von niemandem mehr gesehen worden. Sein Bett ist unberührt. Thaddeus befindet sich offensichtlich in einer zutiefst aufgewühlten Gemütsverfassung. Seine Erscheinung ist – wie soll ich sagen – nicht gerade einnehmend. Wie Sie sehen, bin ich dabei, mein Netz um Thaddeus zu spin-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.211
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nen. Und dieses Netz fangt langsam an, sich über ihm zusammenzuziehen.«

»Sie verfugen noch nicht über alle Fakten«, warf Holmes ein. »Dieser Holzsplitter hier, von dem ich mit gutem Grund annehme, daß er vergiftet ist, steckte in der Kopfhaut des Mannes, an der Stelle, wo jetzt noch ein Mal zu erkennen ist. Dieses Stück Papier befand sich, so beschriftet, wie Sie es hier vor sich sehen, auf dem Tisch, und daneben lag dieser höchst sonderbare Gegenstand mit dem steinernen Kopf. Wie läßt sich dies alles mit Ihrer Theorie vereinbaren?«

»Bestätigt sie in jeder Hinsicht«, sagte der feiste Detektiv hochtrabend. »Haus gerammelt voll mit indischen Kuriositäten; Thaddeus Sholto hat diesen Gegenstand hier mit heraufgebracht, und wenn dieser Splitter da wirklich vergiftet ist, so kann ihn Thaddeus so gut wie jeder andere zu mörderischen Zwek-ken verwendet haben. Was das Papier betrifft, das ist irgend so ein Hokuspokus, aller Wahrscheinlichkeit nach ein Ablenkungsmanöver. Bleibt nur noch die Frage, wie er sich entfernt hat. Aha, alles klar, hier ist ein Loch in der Decke.«

Mit einer Behendigkeit, die in Anbetracht seines Leibesumfanges höchst beachtlich war, stieg er die Leiter empor, quetschte sich durch die Öffnung in die Dachkammer, und gleich danach hörten wir ihn ju-belnd verkünden, daß er die Dachluke gefunden habe. 
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»Immerhin, er ist imstande, etwas zu finden«, bemerkte Holmes mit einem Schulterzucken. »Zuweilen glimmt ein Funke Vernunft in ihm auf. › Il n'y a pas des sots si incommodes que ceux qui ont de l'esprit.‹20«

»Da sehen Sie's wieder einmal«, sagte Athelney Jones, als er wieder auf der Leiter auftauchte, »Fakten sind letzten Endes eben doch besser als Theorien. 

Meine Einschätzung des Falles hat sich bestätigt. Es gibt eine Luke, die aufs Dach hinausführt, und sie steht ein wenig offen.«

»Ich habe sie geöffnet.«

»Ach wirklich? Sie haben sie also bemerkt?« Er schien ein wenig geknickt ob dieser Eröffnung. »Nun, ob Sie sie bemerkt haben oder nicht, jedenfalls wissen wir nun, auf welchem Weg unser Gentleman verschwunden ist. Inspektor!«

»Ja, Sir«, tönte es vom Gang her. 

»Würden Sie bitte Mr. Sholto wieder hereinbrin-gen. – Mr. Sholto, es ist meine Pflicht, Sie davon in Kenntnis zu setzen, daß alles, was Sie von nun an sagen, gegen Sie verwendet werden kann. Ich verhafte Sie im Namen der Königin, unter dem Verdacht, in den Mord an Ihrem Bruder verwickelt zu sein.«

»Da hören Sie's! Hab ich es Ihnen nicht gesagt?«

schrie der unglückselige kleine Mann, rang seine Hände und blickte bald den einen, bald den anderen Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.213
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von uns beiden an. 

»Machen Sie sich keine Sorgen, Mr. Sholto«, sagte Holmes. »Ich glaube, ich kann Ihnen mein Wort darauf geben, daß ich Sie von dieser Beschuldigung entlasten werde.«

»Versprechen Sie nicht zu viel, Herr Theoretiker, versprechen Sie nicht zu viel!« raunzte der Detektiv. 

»Das könnte sich als schwieriger erweisen, als Sie meinen.«

»Ich werde ihn entlasten, Mr. Jones, und damit nicht genug; überdies schenke ich Ihnen, kostenlos und unverbindlich, Namen und Beschreibung eines der beiden Männer, die gestern abend hier in diesem Zimmer waren. Ich habe gute Gründe anzunehmen, daß sein Name Jonathan Small ist. Er ist ein Mensch von geringer Bildung, klein, kräftig, hat sein rechtes Bein verloren und trägt eine Holzprothese, die unten auf der Innenseite Zeichen der Abnutzung aufweist. 

Am linken Fuß trägt er einen Stiefel mit einer derben, vorne eckigen Sohle und einem eisenbeschlagenen Absatz. Er ist von mittlerem Alter, sonnenverbrannt und ein ehemaliger Sträfling. Diese paar Angaben können Ihnen vielleicht weiterhelfen, zusammen mit der Tatsache, daß von seinen Handflächen ein anständiges Stück Haut weggekommen ist. Der andere Mann ...«

»Hört, hört! Der andere Mann ...?« feixte Athelney Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.214
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Jones, war aber, wie ich deutlich sehen konnte, nichtsdestotrotz von der Genauigkeit von Holmes' 

Angaben beeindruckt. 

»... ist eine höchst eigenartige Person«, sagte Sherlock Holmes und machte auf dem Absatz kehrt. »Ich hoffe. Sie binnen kurzem mit beiden bekanntmachen zu können. – Auf ein Wort, Watson!«

Ich folgte ihm hinaus auf den Treppenabsatz. 

»Wir haben über diesem unerwarteten Geschehnis den ursprünglichen Zweck unseres Unternehmens ganz aus den Augen verloren«, sagte er. 

»Daran habe ich auch gerade gedacht«, versetzte ich. »Es geht nicht an, daß Miss Morstan noch länger in diesem Unglückshaus bleibt.«

»Nein. Sie müssen sie nach Hause begleiten. Sie wohnt bei Mrs. Cecil Forrester in Lower Camberwell, das ist also nicht allzu weit. Ich werde hier auf Sie warten, falls Sie im Sinn haben, nochmals hier hinauszufahren. Oder sind Sie vielleicht zu müde dazu?«

»Keineswegs. Ich glaube sowieso nicht, daß ich Ruhe finde, bevor ich mehr über diese verrückte Sache weiß. Ich habe das Leben ja nun wirklich auch von seinen dunklen Seiten kennengelernt, aber glauben Sie mir, diese überraschende Folge seltsamer Ereignisse hat meine Nerven vollständig zerrüttet. Dennoch liegt mir viel daran, die Sache mit Ihnen zu Ende zu verfolgen, da sie nun bereits so weit gediehen ist.«
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»Ihre Gegenwart wird mir eine große Hilfe sein«, antwortete er. »Wir verfolgen den Fall auf eigene Faust weiter und überlassen es Freund Jones, seine Windeier voll Stolz zu bekrähen. Wenn Sie Miss Morstan abgesetzt haben, möchte ich, daß Sie bei der Pinchin Lane Nr. 3, drunten in Lambeth, ganz nahe am Ufer der Themse, vorbeigehen. Das dritte Haus auf der rechten Straßenseite gehört einem Tierpräparator; Sherman ist sein Name. Er hat ein Wiesel, das einen jungen Hasen geschnappt hat, im Fenster ausgestellt. Klopfen Sie den alten Sherman heraus und bestellen Sie ihm, zusammen mit meinen besten Emp-fehlungen, daß ich Toby ganz dringend brauche. Dann packen Sie Toby in die Droschke und fahren hierher zurück.«

»Ein Hund, nehme ich an?«

»Ja, ein wunderlicher Bastard mit einem ganz und gar stupenden Geruchssinn. Wenn ich die Wahl hätte, würde ich Tobys Hilfe derjenigen der ganzen Londoner Kriminalpolizei vorziehen.«

»Gut, ich bringe ihn her«, sagte ich. »Jetzt ist es ein Uhr. Wenn ich ein frisches Pferd bekomme, sollte ich bis drei Uhr wieder da sein.«

»Und ich«, sagte Holmes, »will mal schauen, was von Mrs. Bernstone zu erfahren ist und dem indischen Diener, der laut Mr. Thaddeus in der Dachkammer nebenan schläft. Danach werde ich die Methoden des Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.216
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großen Jones studieren und mir seine nicht eben subtilen Sarkasmen anhören. ›Wir sind gewohnt21, daß die Menschen verhöhnen, was sie nicht verstehen.‹

Fürwahr, Goethe trifft immer den Kern der Sache.«
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7. Die Episode mit dem Faß

Die Polizei hatte einen Wagen mitgebracht, und den benutzte ich nun, um Miss Morstan nach Hause zu geleiten. Wie es der Frauen engelhafte Art ist, hatte sie all das Ungemach mit gefaßter Miene ertragen, solange jemand schwächerer da war, der ihren Beistand benötigte, und an der Seite der verstörten Haushälterin hatte ich sie heiter und gelassen vorgefunden. Sobald wir jedoch im Wagen waren, wurde sie bleich und brach dann in heftiges Schluchzen aus, so sehr hatten die Ereignisse dieser Nacht ihr zugesetzt. Sie hat mir später gestanden, daß sie mich während dieser Fahrt für kalt und herzlos gehalten habe. Wie wenig wußte sie doch um den Kampf, der in meiner Brust tobte, die Anstrengung, die es mich kostete, Zurückhaltung zu üben. Mein Mitgefühl und meine Liebe wurden zu ihr hingezogen wie meine Hand zuvor im Garten. Für mein Gefühl hätten Jahre konventionellen gesellschaftlichen Verkehrs mir nie einen so tiefen Einblick in ihre liebenswürdige, beherzte Natur ge-währen können wie dieser eine Tag voller seltsamer Erlebnisse. Doch waren da zwei Gedanken, welche die Worte der Zuneigung nicht über meine Lippen kommen ließen. Sie war schwach und hilflos, an Gemüt und Nerven erschüttert. Ihr in einem solchen Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.218
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Augenblick meine Liebe aufzudrängen wäre nichts anderes gewesen als ein Ausnutzen ihrer Lage. Und was noch schwerer wog, sie war reich. Falls Holmes seine Ermittlungen zu einem erfolgreichen Abschluß brachte, erbte sie ein Vermögen. War es anständig, war es ehrenhaft, wenn ein Militärarzt auf halbem Sold sich eine Vertrautheit zunutze machte, die durch einen glücklichen Zufall entstanden war? Würde sie mich nicht für einen ganz kommunen Mitgiftjäger halten? Wie dürfte ich riskieren, daß sie auch nur vor-

übergehend auf einen solchen Gedanken verfiele. Dieser Agra-Schatz erhob sich wie eine unüberwindbare Schranke zwischen uns. 

Es war beinahe zwei Uhr, als wir das Haus von Mrs. Cecil Forrester erreichten. Die Diener hatten sich längst zurückgezogen, aber Mrs. Forresters Interesse war durch die seltsame Mitteilung, die Miss Morstan empfangen hatte, geweckt worden, so daß sie aufgeblieben war, um deren Rückkehr abzuwarten. 

Sie selbst, eine charmante Frau mittleren Alters, kam, uns die Tür zu öffnen, und es tat mir im Herzen wohl zu sehen, wie liebevoll sie den Arm um die Zurückge-kehrte schlang und sie in mütterlichem Ton begrüßte. 

Es war offensichtlich, daß diese hier nicht einfach eine entlohnte Untergebene, sondern eine hochgeschätzte Freundin war. Ich wurde vorgestellt, und Mrs. Forrester bat mich dringend, doch einzutreten Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.219
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und von all unseren Abenteuern zu berichten. Ich er-klärte ihr, daß ich in einer wichtigen Mission unterwegs sei, versprach aber hoch und heilig, wieder vorzusprechen und sie über sämtliche Fortschritte auf dem laufenden zu halten. Als der Wagen anfuhr, warf ich einen verstohlenen Blick zurück, und ich habe das Bild noch immer deutlich vor Augen – die zwei anmutigen Gestalten Arm in Arm auf der Schwelle, die halboffene Tür, das Licht der Eingangshalle, das durch das Buntglas leuchtete, das Barometer, die glänzenden Läuferstangen auf der Treppe ... Es war tröstlich, inmitten der düsteren, bedrohlichen Angelegenheit, in die wir verstrickt waren, einen wenn auch noch so flüchtigen Blick auf ein friedliches englisches Heim werfen zu können. 

Und je länger ich über all das nachdachte, was geschehen war, desto düsterer und bedrohlicher erschien es mir. Während ich durch die stillen, von Gaslampen erleuchteten Straßen ratterte, ließ ich die ganze Folge außerordentlicher Ereignisse noch einmal an meinem inneren Auge vorüberziehen. Da war einmal das ursprüngliche Problem; dieses zumindest lag nun offen vor uns. Der Tod von Captain Morstan, die Perlen-sendungen, die Zeitungsannonce, der Brief – in all diesen Dingen hatten wir Klarheit erlangt. Nur daß wir dadurch auf ein zweites, dunkleres und weit tragischeres Geheimnis gestoßen waren. Dieser indische Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.220
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Schatz, der merkwürdige Plan, den man in Morstans Gepäck gefunden hatte, die sonderbare Szene beim Tod von Major Sholto, die Wiederentdeckung des Schatzes, unmittelbar gefolgt von der Ermordung seines Entdeckers, die höchst absonderlichen Begleitumstände dieses Verbrechens – die Fußspuren, die au-

ßergewöhnlichen Waffen, die Worte auf dem Zettel, die mit denen auf Captain Morstans Plan übereinstimmten – dies alles war wahrhaftig ein Labyrinth, in dem ein Mann von weniger außerordentlicher Begabung als mein Mitbewohner wohl verzweifelt wäre auf der Suche nach einem Ariadnefaden. 

Pinchin Lane war eine Straße mit schäbigen, anein-andergebauten zweistöckigen Backsteinhäusern im unteren Teil von Lambeth. Ich mußte längere Zeit an die Haustür von Nr. 3 klopfen, ehe sich etwas regte. 

Endlich jedoch blinkte der Schein einer Kerze hinter dem Rouleau im oberen Stockwerk auf, und ein Gesicht blickte aus dem Fenster. 

»Mach, daß du wegkommst, du besoffener Penn-bruder!« sagte das Gesicht. »Wenn du hier länger Krach schlägst, mach ich die Zwinger auf und hetz dir dreiundvierzig Hunde auf den Hals.«

»Wenn sie nur einen einzigen herauslassen wollten, wäre der Zweck meines Besuchs damit erfüllt«, gab ich zurück. 

»Mach, daß du wegkommst!« schrie die Stimme. 
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»So wahr mir Gott helfe, ich hab ne Fipper hier in diesem Sack, und die schmeiß ich dir auf'n Kopp, wenn du dich nicht sofort trollst!«

»Aber ich will doch einen Hund!« rief ich. 

»Keine Diskussionen!« schrie Mr. Sherman. »Und jetzt hau ab, ich zähl bis drei, dann kommt die Fipper runter.«

»Mr. Sherlock Holmes ...« setzte ich nochmals an, aber diese Worte hatten bereits eine wahrhaft magi-sche Wirkung, denn das Fenster wurde unverzüglich zugeschlagen, und es war kaum eine Minute verstrichen, als der Riegel zurückgeschoben wurde und die Tür aufging. Mr. Sherman war ein langer, hagerer alter Mann mit gebeugten Schultern, einem sehnigen Hals und einer bläulich getönten Brille. 

»Ein Freund von Mr. Sherlock ist jederzeit willkommen«, sagte er. »Treten Sie ein, Sir. Kommen Sie dem Dachs nicht zu nahe, der beißt nämlich. Heda, pfui, pfui! Du darfst den Gentleman nicht einfach an-knabbern!« Dies sagte er zu einem Hermelin, das seinen bösartigen Kopf mit den roten Augen durch die Stäbe seines Käfigs reckte. »Keine Angst, Sir, das da ist nur 'ne Blindschleiche. Die hat keine Giftzähne nicht, drum laß ich sie im Zimmer rumspazieren, dann räumt sie mit den Käfern auf. Ich hoffe, Sie nehmen's mir nicht krumm, daß ich eben ein wenig ruppig zu Ihnen war, weil die Kinder foppen mich nämlich Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.222
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immer, und manch einer macht sich 'n Spaß daraus, hier vorbeizugehn und mich rauszuklopfen. Was war's schon wieder, das Mr. Sherlock von mir will, Sir?«

»Er braucht einen Ihrer Hunde.«

»Ah, das wird wohl Toby sein.«

»Ja, genau, Toby war der Name.«

»Toby wohnt hier unten links, in Nummer 7.«

Er bahnte sich langsam, die Kerze in der Hand, einen Weg durch die wunderliche Tiergesellschaft, die er um sich geschart hatte. In dem flackernden, trüben Licht konnte ich vage erkennen, daß aus allen Ecken und Winkeln blitzende Augenpaare verstohlene Blik-ke auf uns warfen. Selbst auf den Dachbalken über unseren Köpfen saß dichtgedrängt und würdevoll eine Reihe gefiederter Brüter, die träge das Gewicht von einem Bein auf das andere verlagerten, als unsere Stimmen ihren Schlummer störten. 

Toby entpuppte sich als ein häßliches, langhaariges, weiß und braun geflecktes Geschöpf, halb Spaniel und halb Lurcher22, mit Hängeohren und einem sehr schwerfälligen, watschelnden Gang. Nach einigem Zögern fraß er mir ein Stück Zucker aus der Hand, das der alte Tierpräparator mir zugesteckt hatte, und nachdem unser Bündnis so besiegelt war, folgte er mir zum Wagen und fuhr, ohne die geringsten Schwierigkeiten zu machen, mit mir fort. Die Uhr Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.223
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vom Crystal Palace23 hatte eben drei geschlagen, als ich wieder in  Pondicherry Lodge  eintraf. Der ehemalige Preisboxer McMurdo war dem Vernehmen nach als Komplize verhaftet und zusammen mit Mr. Sholto abgeführt worden, und zwei Polizisten standen jetzt bei der schmalen Pforte Posten, ließen mich jedoch mit dem Hund passieren, als ich den Namen des Detektivs erwähnte. 

Holmes stand vor der Haustür, hatte die Hände in die Taschen vergraben und rauchte seine Pfeife. 

»Ah, da ist er ja!« rief er. »Braver Hund, ja! Athelney Jones ist weg. Wir durften hier, kaum waren Sie gegangen, einer immensen Entfaltung von Tatkraft beiwohnen. Er hat nicht nur unseren Freund Thaddeus, sondern auch den Pförtner, die Haushälterin und den indischen Diener verhaften lassen. Jetzt haben wir das Haus für uns, nur ein Sergeant ist oben geblieben. 

Lassen Sie den Hund hier und kommen Sie mit.«

Wir banden Toby an einem Tischbein in der Eingangshalle fest und stiegen ein weiteres Mal die Treppe hoch. Das Zimmer war noch genau so, wie wir es verlassen hatten, außer daß ein Laken über die Gestalt in der Mitte gebreitet worden war. Ein müde aussehender Polizei-Sergeant lehnte in einer Ecke. 

»Würden Sie mir Ihre Blendlaterne leihen, Sergeant«, sagte mein Gefährte. »Knüpfen Sie mir jetzt dieses Seil um den Hals, so daß ich sie vorn festma-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.224
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chen kann. Danke. Und jetzt muß ich mich meiner Stiefel und Strümpfe entledigen. Nehmen Sie sie doch einfach mit hinunter, Watson. Ich mache mich jetzt auf zu einer kleinen Kletterpartie. Und tunken Sie mein Taschentuch in das Kreosot. Danke, das genügt. 

Wenn Sie jetzt noch für einen Moment mit mir in die Dachkammer hinaufkommen könnten.«

Wir kletterten durch das Loch nach oben. Holmes richtete das Licht der Laterne einmal mehr auf die Fußabdrücke im Staub. 

»Ich möchte, daß Sie Ihr besonderes Augenmerk auf diese Fußspuren lenken«, sagte er. »Fällt Ihnen irgend etwas Außergewöhnliches daran auf?«

»Sie müssen von einem Kind oder einer kleinen Frau herrühren«, antwortete ich. 

»Nun, von der Größe einmal abgesehen, meine ich. 

Gibt es sonst nichts Auffälliges?«

»Sie scheinen mir ganz wie andere Fußspuren zu sein.«

»Nein, ganz und gar nicht. Schauen Sie! Hier haben wir den Abdruck eines rechten Fußes im Staub. 

Nun mache ich daneben einen von meinem nackten Fuß. Was ist nun der augenfälligste Unterschied?«

»Ihre Zehen sind alle aneinandergequetscht, beim anderen Abdruck ist jeder einzelne Zeh deutlich von denen daneben abgegrenzt.«

»Genau. Das ist der springende Punkt. Behalten Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.225
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Sie das in Erinnerung. Wären Sie jetzt wohl so freundlich, dort hinüber zur Dachluke zu gehen und an deren Rahmen zu riechen? Ich werde derweilen hier drüben bleiben, da ich das Taschentuch in der Hand halte.«

Ich tat, wie er mich geheißen, und nahm sogleich einen durchdringenden, teerähnlichen Geruch wahr. 

»Dort hat er beim Hinausklettern seinen Fuß hingesetzt. Wenn  Sie  seine Spur ausmachen können, dann sollte Toby leichtes Spiel damit haben, denke ich. 

Und nun laufen Sie nach unten, binden den Hund los und halten Ausschau nach Blondin.24«

Als ich im Garten unten ankam, befand Holmes sich bereits auf dem Dach, und ich konnte sehen, wie er gleich einem riesigen Glühwürmchen langsam und vorsichtig dem Dachfirst entlangkroch. Hinter einem Büschel Schornsteinen verlor ich ihn aus den Augen, aber nach einer Weile tauchte er wieder auf, um schließlich auf der gegenüberliegenden Seite des Daches zu verschwinden. Ich ging um das Haus herum und fand ihn dort an einer Ecke des Dachgesimses hockend. 

»Sind Sie das, Watson?« rief er herunter. 

»Ja.«

»Ich habe die Stelle. Was ist das Schwarze da unter mir?«

»Eine Wassertonne.«

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.226
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»Mit Deckel?«

»Ja.«

»Weit und breit keine Leiter zu sehen?«

»Nein.«

»Zum Teufel mit dem Burschen! Das ist wirklich halsbrecherisch. Aber wo er heraufklettern konnte, müßte ich doch wohl hinunterkommen. Das Regenrohr macht einen recht stabilen Eindruck. Was soll's, ab geht die Post!«

Man hörte seine Füße an etwas entlangscheuern, und die Laterne begann, langsam und stetig an der Hauswand herabzugleiten. Endlich landete er mit einem federnden Sprung auf der Wassertonne und mit einem weiteren auf dem Boden. 

»Es war einfach, seiner Spur zu folgen«, sagte er, während er Strümpfe und Stiefel wieder anzog. 

»Überall, wo er durchgekommen ist, gab es gelocker-te Ziegel, und in der Eile hat er dies verloren. Es be-stätigt meine Diagnose, wie ihr Ärzte euch auszudrük-ken beliebt.«

Der Gegenstand, den er mir entgegenhielt, war eine kleine Tasche oder eher ein Beutel, gewoben aus bunten Gräsern und mit ein paar billigen Glasperlen verziert, in Form und Größe einem Zigarettenetui nicht unähnlich. Er enthielt ein halbes Dutzend Stacheln aus dunklem Holz, die alle an einem Ende spitz und am anderen abgerundet waren, genau wie jener, der Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.227
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Bartholomew Sholto getroffen hatte. 

»Das sind höllische Dinger«, sagte er. »Passen Sie auf, daß Sie sich nicht daran stechen. Ich bin froh, daß wir sie jetzt haben, denn mit etwas Glück ist dies seine ganze Munition. Dadurch verringert sich die Gefahr, daß Sie oder ich binnen kurzem so ein Ding in der Haut stecken haben. Da wäre mir eine Martini-Kugel25 dann doch lieber. Wie steht es, Watson, wären Sie für einen Sechs-Meilen-Marsch zu haben?«

»Selbstverständlich«, antwortete ich. 

»Ist Ihr Bein dem auch gewachsen?«

»Aber ja doch.«

»Da, Hundchen! Guter alter Toby! Riech daran, Toby, riech!« Er drückte dem Hund das kreosotge-tränkte Taschentuch unter die Nase, und dieser spreizte seine unförmigen Beine und gab seinem Kopf eine höchst komische Neigung, wie ein Connaisseur, der das Bouquet eines edlen Weines prüft. Darauf warf Holmes das Taschentuch ein Stück weit weg, befestigte ein kräftiges Seil am Halsband des Hundes und führte ihn zu der Wassertonne. Das Tier stieß augenblicklich ein hohes, gellendes Kläffen aus und machte sich, die Nase dicht am Boden, den Schwanz steil in die Luft gereckt, an die Verfolgung der Fährte, wobei er mit einer solchen Geschwindigkeit lostrappelte, daß die Leine straff gespannt war und wir alle Mühe hatten, ihm zu folgen. 
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Im Osten war es nach und nach heller geworden, so daß wir nun in dem kalten grauen Licht auf einige Entfernung sehen konnten. Hinter uns ragte das schwerfällige, quadratische Haus mit seinen schwarzen leeren Fenstern und den hohen, nackten Mauern trostlos und verlassen in den Himmel empor. Unser Weg führte uns quer über das Grundstück, zwischen den Gräben und Löchern hindurch, die es allenthalben durchschnitten und zergliederten. Der ganze Ort mit seinen verzettelten Schutthaufen und verwilderten Bü-

schen wirkte fluchbeladen und unheilschwanger, ganz im Einklang mit der düsteren Tragödie, deren Schauplatz er war. 

Bei der Umfriedungsmauer angekommen, rannte Toby aufgeregt winselnd in ihrem Schatten entlang, bis er endlich in einer Ecke, die von einer jungen Buche verdeckt wurde, anhielt. Dort, wo die zwei Mauern aufeinandertrafen, waren mehrere Backsteine gelockert worden, und die dadurch entstandenen Spalten waren auf der unteren Seite ausgetreten und abgewetzt, als ob sie schon oft als Stufen gedient hätten. 

Holmes klomm hinauf, nahm mir den Hund ab und ließ ihn auf der anderen Seite der Mauer hinunter. 

»Hier ist eine Spur von Freund Holzbeins Hand«, sagte er, als ich neben ihm hinaufkletterte. »Sehen Sie den schwachen Blutfleck da auf dem weißen Verputz? 

Welch ein Glück, daß wir seit gestern keine starken Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.229
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Regenfälle zu verzeichnen hatten. Der Geruch wird noch auf der Straße liegen, ihrem Vorsprung von achtundzwanzig Stunden zum Trotz.«

Ich muß gestehen, daß ich da meine Zweifel hatte, wenn ich an den starken Verkehr dachte, der in der Zwischenzeit die Straße nach London passiert haben mußte. Meine Befürchtungen erwiesen sich indessen bald als unbegründet. Toby watschelte unbeirrt vorwärts in seiner eigenartig schlingernden Manier, ohne auch nur einen Moment zu zögern oder abzuschwei-fen. Es war offensichtlich, daß der beißende Gestank des Kreosots aus all den anderen widerstreitenden Ge-rüchen deutlich hervorstach. 

»Glauben Sie bloß nicht«, sagte Holmes, »daß mein Erfolg in diesem Fall allein dem glücklichen Zufall zu verdanken ist, daß einer dieser Burschen mit dem Fuß in die chemische Substanz getappt ist. Ich verfüge mittlerweile über eine solche Fülle an Informationen, daß ich imstande wäre, die Kerle auf die verschiedensten Arten aufzuspüren. Diese ist indessen die rascheste, und da das Schicksal sie uns nun einmal in die Hände gespielt hat, wäre es sträflich, sie nicht anzuwenden. Allerdings hat sich der Fall aus eben diesem Grund nicht zu der hübschen kleinen Denkaufgabe entwickelt, die er eine Zeitlang zu werden versprach. Es wäre wohl einiger Ruhm damit zu ernten gewesen, wäre da nicht diese allzu handfeste Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.230
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Spur.«

»Aber Sie werden noch Ruhm ernten, mehr als genug«, entgegnete ich. »Ich kann Ihnen versichern, Holmes, daß die Mittel, die Sie anwenden, um zu Ihren Resultaten zu gelangen, mir in diesem Fall noch weit mehr Bewunderung abringen als in der Mordsache Jefferson Hope. Die ganze Angelegenheit erscheint mir noch undurchsichtiger und rätselhafter. 

Wie war es Ihnen beispielsweise möglich, den Mann mit dem Holzbein mit solcher Sicherheit zu beschreiben?«

»Pah, mein Junge, nichts einfacher als das. Ich will Ihnen nichts vormachen. Es liegt alles ganz klar und offen zutage. Zwei Offiziere, die den Oberbefehl über die Wachmannschaft einer Sträflingskolonie haben, erfahren von einem bedeutenden Geheimnis, einem vergrabenen Schatz. Ein Engländer namens Jonathan Small fertigt einen Plan für die beiden an. Sie erinnern sich doch, der Name stand auf der Zeichnung, die in Captain Morstans Besitz war. Small hatte das Papier in seinem Namen und in dem seiner Genossen – im Zeichen der Vier, wie er es ein wenig dramatisch nannte – unterzeichnet. Mit Hilfe dieser Karte gelingt es den Offizieren – oder einem von ihnen –, den Schatz zu finden und nach England zu schaffen, wobei, wie wir annehmen müssen, irgendeine Bedingung, unter der die Karte ausgehändigt wurde, nicht Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.231
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erfüllt wird. Und warum hat Jonathan Small den Schatz nicht selber geborgen? Die Antwort liegt auf der Hand. Die Zeichnung datiert aus einer Zeit, da Morstan durch seinen Beruf in engen Kontakt mit Sträflingen kam. Jonathan Small hat den Schatz mithin deshalb nicht geborgen, weil er und seine Genossen selber Sträflinge waren und sich nicht frei bewegen konnten.«

»Aber das ist reine Spekulation«, wandte ich ein. 

»Es ist mehr als das. Es ist die einzige Hypothese, die sich mit den Fakten deckt. Jetzt wollen wir sehen, wie sie zur Fortsetzung unserer Geschichte paßt. 

Major Sholto lebt einige Jahre lang in Ruhe und Frieden und erfreut sich seines Schatzes, bis er eines Tages einen Brief aus Indien erhält, der ihn zu Tode erschreckt. Was mag das für ein Brief gewesen sein?«

»Eine Nachricht, daß die Männer, die er betrogen hatte, freigelassen worden seien.«

»Oder geflüchtet. Das ist sehr viel wahrscheinlicher, denn er wird wohl gewußt haben, wie lange ihre Strafe bemessen war. Ihre Freilassung hätte ihn nicht überraschen können. Was tut er daraufhin? Er rüstet sich gegen einen Mann mit einem Holzbein – einen weißen Mann, wohlgemerkt, denn er hält einen wei-

ßen Handelsreisenden für den Befürchteten und gibt sogar einen Schuß aus seiner Pistole auf ihn ab. Nun ist aber auf dem Plan nur ein einziger Name, der Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.232
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einem weißen Mann gehören kann. Alle anderen sind Hindus oder Mohammedaner. Es gibt keinen zweiten Weißen. Folglich können wir mit absoluter Sicherheit sagen, daß der Mann mit dem Holzbein mit Jonathan Small identisch ist. Erscheint Ihnen dieser Gedankengang fehlerhaft?«

»Nein, er ist klar und einleuchtend.«

»Gut; dann wollen wir uns nun einmal in Jonathan Smalls Lage versetzen und die ganze Angelegenheit aus seinem Blickwinkel betrachten. Er kommt mit der zwiefachen Absicht nach England, das zurückzugewinnen, was ihm seiner Meinung nach rechtens zusteht, und sich an dem Mann zu rächen, der ihn hintergangen hat. Er findet heraus, wo Sholto lebt, und nimmt höchstwahrscheinlich mit jemandem im Haus Verbindung auf. Da ist dieser Diener, Lal Rao, den wir nicht gesehen haben. Laut Mrs. Bernstone ist sein Charakter alles andere als gut. Es gelingt Small jedoch nicht, herauszufinden, wo der Schatz versteckt ist, denn außer dem Major und einem treuen alten Diener, der inzwischen gestorben ist, hat kein Mensch je darum gewußt. Plötzlich erfahrt Small, daß der Major auf dem Totenbett liegt. Von wilder Angst gepackt, der Major möchte das Geheimnis des Schatzes mit sich ins Grab nehmen, setzt er sich der Gefahr aus, von den Wächtern ertappt zu werden, schlägt sich bis unter das Fenster des Sterbenden durch, und Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.233
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nur die Anwesenheit der beiden Söhne hält ihn davon ab, ins Zimmer einzudringen. Von einem wahnsinnigen Haß gegen den inzwischen gestorbenen Mann getrieben, steigt er indessen in der darauffolgenden Nacht in dessen Zimmer ein, durchwühlt seine Privat-papiere, in der Hoffnung, irgendeine Notiz im Zusammenhang mit dem Schatz zu entdecken, und hinterläßt schließlich als Zeugnis seines Besuches jenen Zettel mit der lakonischen Inschrift. Zweifellos hatte er schon im voraus geplant, für den Fall, daß er den Major erschlagen sollte, ein Dokument dieser Art auf der Leiche zu hinterlassen, zum Zeichen, daß es sich nicht um einen gewöhnlichen Mord handle, sondern, vom Standpunkt der vier Genossen aus, um etwas wie einen Akt der Gerechtigkeit. In den Annalen des Verbrechens finden sich genug Beispiele von verworrenen und abwegigen Ideen dieser Art, und in den meisten Fällen liefern sie wertvolle Hinweise auf den Verbrecher. Können Sie mir soweit folgen?«

»Aber gewiß.«

»Nun, was sollte Jonathan Small tun? Es blieb ihm nichts anderes übrig, als die Anstrengungen der Erben, den Schatz zu finden, weiterhin von sicherer Warte aus zu verfolgen. Vermutlich verließ er England und kehrte lediglich von Zeit zu Zeit hierher zu-rück. Dann folgt die Entdeckung der Dachkammer, von der er unverzüglich Kenntnis erhält. Das deutet Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.234
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erneut auf die Existenz eines Helfershelfers im Hause hin. Mit seinem Holzbein ist Jonathan völlig außerstande, in die hochgelegene Kammer Bartholomew Sholtos zu gelangen. Er nimmt indessen einen recht sonderbaren Verbündeten mit, der diese Schwierigkeit wohl überwindet, jedoch mit dem Fuß in das Kreosot tritt, und das Ganze läuft schließlich auf Toby und einen Sechs-Meilen-Humpelmarsch für einen Offizier auf halbem Sold mit ramponierter  tendo Achillis 26

hinaus.«

»Aber es war der Verbündete, nicht Jonathan, der das Verbrechen begangen hat.«

»Ganz recht. Und zwar sehr zu Jonathans Mißfallen, der Art nach zu urteilen, wie er im Zimmer her-umgestapft ist, nachdem er einmal drin war. Er hegte keinen Groll gegenüber Bartholomew Sholto, und es wäre ihm lieber gewesen, ihn lediglich zu fesseln und zu knebeln. Er hatte kein Verlangen danach, sich seinen eigenen Strick zu drehen. Aber es ließ sich nun einmal nichts mehr ändern; die wilden Instinkte seines Komplizen waren mit ihm durchgegangen, und das Gift hatte bereits seine Wirkung getan. Small hinter-legte also seine Visitenkarte, ließ die Schatztruhe in den Garten hinunter und folgte ihr dann selbst. So muß die Abfolge der Ereignisse gewesen sein, soweit ich sie entschlüsseln kann. Was nun Smalls äußere Erscheinung betrifft, so muß er doch wohl von mittle-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.235
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rem Alter und sonnenverbrannt sein, wenn er jahrelang in der Gluthitze der Andamanen interniert war. 

Seine Größe habe ich überschlagsmäßig errechnet, anhand seiner Schrittlänge, und daß er einen Bart trägt, wissen wir von Thaddeus Sholto. Das zuge-wachsene Gesicht war das einzige Merkmal, das sich ihm eingeprägt hat, als er ihn damals am Fenster erblickte. Ich glaube, damit hätten wir alles.«

»Der Komplize?«

»Nun, da steckt ebenfalls kein großes Geheimnis dahinter. Aber Sie werden bald genug über all das Bescheid wissen. Wie süß doch die Morgenluft ist! 

Sehen Sie jene einzelne kleine Wolke dort, wie sie da-hinschwebt, gleichsam wie die rosa Feder eines riesigen Flamingos. Nun schiebt sich der rote Rand der Sonne aus dem Wolkenmeer über London empor. Ihr Schein fällt auf eine Menge Menschen, und doch möchte ich wetten, daß keiner davon in einer seltsameren Mission unterwegs ist als Sie und ich. Wie klein wir uns doch fühlen, mit all unserem nichtigen Eifern und Streben, im Angesicht des großen, ursprünglichen Waltens der Natur. Sind Sie gut beschlagen in Jean Paul27?«

»Ja, einigermaßen. Ich habe über Carlyle zu ihm gefunden.«

»Das ist, als wären Sie dem Bachlauf gefolgt, um den See, der ihn speist, zu finden. Er macht an einer Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.236
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Stelle eine seltsame, aber tiefsinnige Bemerkung. Sie besagt, die wahre Größe des Menschen liege darin, daß er seine eigene Kleinheit zu erkennen vermöge. 

Wie Sie sehen, statuiert er damit, daß die Fähigkeit des Vergleichens und Wertens schon an und für sich ein Zeichen der Erhabenheit ist. Fürwahr, Richter liefert viel Stoff zum Nachdenken. Sie haben keine Pistole bei sich, oder?«

»Ich habe meinen Stock.«

»Ich frage nur, weil es möglich ist, daß wir so etwas brauchen werden, wenn wir ihren Unterschlupf aufstöbern. Jonathan werde ich Ihnen überlassen, aber wenn sich der andere übel aufführen sollte, schieße ich ihn tot.«

Bei diesen Worten nahm er seinen Revolver hervor, lud zwei der Kammern und steckte ihn dann in die rechte Tasche seines Jacketts zurück. 

Während all dieser Zeit waren wir unter Tobys Führung auf Straßen halb ländlichen Charakters, die von Einfamilienhäusern gesäumt waren, der Metropole zugestrebt. Jetzt aber kamen wir allmählich in Stra-

ßen mit langen Häuserzeilen, wo schon ein reges Treiben von Handlangern und Dockarbeitern herrschte und schmuddelig wirkende Frauen die Läden von den Fenstern nahmen und die Hauseingänge wischten. An den Straßenecken in den Pubs mit ihren eckigen Giebeln hatte der Ausschank eben begonnen, und unter Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.237
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den Türen erschienen rauh aussehende Männer, die sich mit den Ärmeln über die Bärte wischten, nachdem sie sich einen Morgenschluck genehmigt hatten. 

Seltsame Hunde streunten umher und warfen uns verwunderte Blicke zu, als wir vorbeigingen. Unser unvergleichlicher Toby jedoch blickte weder nach rechts noch nach links, sondern trottete mit gesenkter Nase vorwärts und gab von Zeit zu Zeit ein aufgeregtes Winseln von sich, das auf eine heiße Spur schließen ließ. 

Wir hatten Streatham, Brixton und Camberwell durchquert und befanden uns nun in der Kennington Lane, nachdem wir uns auf Nebenstraßen zur Ostseite des Kennigton Oval durchgeschlagen hatten. Die Männer, die wir verfolgten, schienen einen absonderlichen Zickzack-Kurs eingeschlagen zu haben, vermutlich um so wenig wie möglich gesehen zu werden. 

Sie waren nie der Hauptstraße gefolgt, wenn es eine Parallelstraße gab, die in die gewünschte Richtung führte. Am Ende der Kennington Lane waren sie zur Linken in die Bond Street eingebogen und dann der Miles Street gefolgt. Dort, wo diese bei den Reihenhäusern des Knight's Place einmündet, hielt Toby plötzlich inne und begann bald vorwärts, bald wieder zurück zu rennen, wobei er das eine Ohr aufgestellt hatte und das andere hängenließ wie die leibhaftige Verkörperung hündischer Unentschlossenheit. Darauf Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.238
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begann er in seinem watschelnden Gang Kreise zu ziehen und blickte dabei bisweilen zu uns auf, als bitte er um Verständnis für seine mißliche Lage. 

»Was zum Teufel ist denn mit dem Hund los?«

brummte Sherlock Holmes. »Die haben gewiß nicht plötzlich eine Droschke genommen oder sind in einem Ballon davongeflogen.«

»Vielleicht haben sie hier eine Zeitlang haltgemacht«, vermutete ich. 

»Aha, alles in Ordnung; jetzt legt er wieder los«, sagte mein Gefährte erleichtert. 

Und Toby legte in der Tat los. Nachdem er ein letztes Mal im Kreis herum geschnüffelt hatte, schien er sich seiner Sache plötzlich sicher zu sein und schoß vorwärts mit einer Energie und Entschlossenheit, wie er sie noch nicht gezeigt hatte. Die Spur schien frischer zu sein als zuvor, denn nun strich er nicht mehr mit der Nase dem Boden entlang, sondern zerrte an der Leine und versuchte draufloszurennen. Holmes' 

glänzende Augen verrieten mir, daß er sich dem Ziel unseres Marsches nahe glaubte. 

Unser Weg führte uns nun der Nine Elms Lane entlang bis zu dem großen Holzlagerplatz von Broderick

& Nelson, der unmittelbar hinter der  White Eagle Tavern  liegt. Hier preschte der Hund, ganz verrückt vor Aufregung, durch den Seiteneingang auf das Areal, wo die Sägereiarbeiter bereits am Werk waren. Weiter Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.239
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jagte der Hund, über Sägemehl und Hobelspäne hinweg eine Gasse entlang, bog dann in einen Quergang ein, raste Zwischen zwei Holzstapeln hindurch und sprang schließlich mit triumphierendem Kläffen auf ein großes Faß, das noch immer auf dem Handwagen stand, auf dem es offenbar dorthin gebracht worden war. Mit weit heraushängender Zunge und glitzernden Augen stand Toby auf dem Faß und blickte Anerkennung heischend vom einen zum anderen. Die Faßdau-ben und die Karrenräder waren mit einer schwärzlichen Flüssigkeit verschmiert, und in der Luft lag der stickige Geruch von Kreosot. 

Sherlock Holmes und ich blickten uns einen Augenblick lang verdutzt an und brachen dann gleichzeitig in ein unwiderstehliches, schallendes Gelächter aus. 

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.240
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»Was nun?« fragte ich. »Toby ist seinem Ruf der Un-fehlbarkeit nicht gerecht geworden.«

»Er hat die Sache so gut gemacht, wie es ihm seine Einsicht erlaubte«, erwiderte Holmes, während er ihn von dem Faß herunterhob und aus dem Sägereigelän-de hinausführte. »Wenn Sie bedenken, wieviel Kreosot an einem einzigen Tag in London hin und her ge-karrt wird, dann ist es kein Wunder, daß sich eine dieser Spuren mit der unseren gekreuzt hat. Es ist heutzutage sehr gebräuchlich, besonders für die Konservierung von Holz. Man kann dem guten Toby wirklich keinen Vorwurf machen.«

»Wir sollten versuchen, wieder auf die richtige Spur zurückzufinden, denke ich.«

»Ja, und glücklicherweise haben wir nicht weit zu gehen. Es ist ganz offensichtlich, daß das, was den Hund beim Knight's Place so verwirrt hat, zwei verschiedene Fährten waren, die in entgegengesetzter Richtung weiterliefen. Wir haben dort die falsche genommen, und wir brauchen nichts weiter zu tun, als die andere zu verfolgen.«

Dies sollte uns nicht schwerfallen. Kaum hatten wir Toby an den Ort zurückgebracht, wo er fehlgegangen war, begann er einen weiten Kreis zu ziehen und Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.241
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schoß schließlich in einer neuen Richtung davon. 

»Wir müssen aufpassen, daß er uns diesmal nicht zu dem Ort führt, wo das Kreosot hergekommen ist«, bemerkte ich. 

»Daran habe ich gedacht. Aber Sie werden bemerkt haben, daß er dem Bürgersteig folgt, während das Faß auf der Fahrbahn transportiert wurde. Nein, diesmal sind wir auf der richtigen Fährte.«

Die führte nun Richtung Fluß über Belmont Place und Prince's Street. Am Ende der Broad Street ging es direkt zum Wasser hinunter, wo ein kleiner Bootslan-deplatz lag. Toby führte uns bis zu dessen äußerstem Rand und blickte von dort aus winselnd hinaus auf den dunklen Strom. 

»Wir haben wirklich eine Pechsträhne«, sagte Holmes. »Die haben sich auf ein Boot geflüchtet.«

Mehrere kleine Stakkähne und Ruderboote lagen im Wasser oder am Rand des Holzstegs. Wir führten Toby von einem zum anderen, aber obgleich er angestrengt schnüffelte, zeigte er keinerlei Reaktion. 

Dicht neben dem kunstlos zusammengezimmerten Landungssteg lag ein kleines Backsteinhaus, von dessen oberem Fenster ein hölzernes Schild herunterhing, auf dem in großen Lettern »Mordecai Smith« und darunter »Boote zu vermieten, stunden- oder tageweise«

zu lesen war. Ein weiterer Anschlag oberhalb der Haustür tat kund, daß auch ein Dampfkahn vorhanden Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.242
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war, was durch einen großen Kokshaufen auf dem Landungssteg bestätigt wurde. Sherlock Holmes blickte sich bedächtig nach allen Seiten um, und sein Gesicht nahm einen sorgenvollen Ausdruck an. 

»Das sieht schlecht für uns aus«, sagte er. »Die Burschen sind raffinierter, als ich angenommen hatte. 

Es scheint ihnen gelungen zu sein, ihre Spuren zu verwischen. Ich furchte, die Sache hier ist von langer Hand vorbereitet worden.«

Als er auf die Haustür zuging, öffnete sich diese plötzlich, und ein kleiner, etwa sechsjähriger Locken-kopf kam herausgerannt, dicht gefolgt von einer recht stämmigen Frau mit rotem Gesicht, die einen großen Schwamm in der Hand hielt. 

»Komm sofort her und laß dich waschen, Jack!«

schrie sie. »Komm her, du kleiner Racker, du; wenn dein Vater nach Haus kommt und dich so sieht, dann kannst du was erleben!«

»Was für ein netter kleiner Junge«, rief Holmes listig aus. »Na, du rotbäckiger kleiner Schlingel, komm mal her und sag mir, ob es irgend etwas gibt, was du gerne haben möchtest, Jack.«

Der Kleine dachte eine Zeitlang nach. 

»Ich möcht 'n Shilling«, sagte er endlich. 

»Gibt es denn nichts, was du lieber haben möchtest?«

»Noch lieber möcht ich zwei Shilling, antwortete Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.243
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das schlaue Bürschchen nach einigem Überlegen.«

»Nun gut, dann sollst du sie auch kriegen. Da, fang! – Ein reizendes Kind haben Sie da, Mrs. 

Smith!«

»Herrje, Sir, ja, das ist er, und vorlaut obendrein. 

Manchmal werd ich fast nicht fertig mit ihm, besonders wenn der Mann tagelang nicht nach Haus kommt.«

»Ach, er ist nicht zu Hause?« versetzte Holmes in enttäuschtem Ton. »Das kommt mir ungelegen, ich bin nämlich gekommen, um mit Mr. Smith zu sprechen.«

»Seit gestern früh ist er weg, Sir, und ehrlich gesagt, ich mach mir langsam Sorgen um ihn. Aber wenn's wegen einem Boot ist, Sir, da kann ich Ihnen wohl auch helfen.«

»Ich wollte seinen Dampfkahn mieten.«

»Herrje, Sir! Es ist ja eben der Dampfkahn, mit dem er weg ist. Das ist es ja, was ich nicht versteh, weil ich nämlich weiß, daß da nicht mehr Kohlen drin sind, als wo er braucht, um nach Woolwich oder so und zurück zu kommen. Wenn er mit dem Schlepp-kahn losgefahren war, würd ich mir nichts weiter bei denken; war nämlich nicht das erste Mal, daß er damit bis nach Gravesend fahren muß, und wenn's da viel zu tun gibt, könnt er wohl über Nacht geblieben sein. 

Aber was kann man schon mit 'nem Dampfkahn ohne Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.244
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Kohlen anfangen?«

»Es könnte ja sein, daß er bei einem Landeplatz weiter unten am Fluß Nachschub gekauft hat.«

»Möglich wär's schon, Sir, aber ähnlich sehen tät's ihm nicht. Ich hab ihn oft genug über die Preise wet-tern hören, die sie dort unten für 'n paar lumpige Säcke voll verlangen. Und überhaupt, ich kann den Kerl mit dem Holzbein nicht ausstehn, mit seinem häßlichen Gesicht und dem fremdländischen Ge-schwafel. Ich weiß wirklich nicht, was der hier ständig rumzuschnüffeln hatte.«

»Ein Mann mit einem Holzbein?« fragte Holmes mit höflichem Erstaunen. 

»Ja, Sir, ein dunkelhäutiger Kerl mit einem Affen-gesicht, wo manches Mal bei meinem Alten reingeschaut hat. Der hat ihn gestern nacht aus'm Bett geholt, und, was der Sache die Krone aufsetzt, mein Mann hat gewußt, daß er kommt, weil er nämlich den Kahn unter Dampf gesetzt hat. Ich sag's Ihnen grad-heraus, Sir, die Sache gefällt mir nicht.«

»Aber meine gute Mrs. Smith«, entgegnete Holmes mit einem Schulterzucken, »Sie ängstigen sich wegen nichts und wieder nichts. Wie wollen Sie denn wissen, daß es dieser Mann mit dem Holzbein war, der in der Nacht hier gewesen ist? Ich verstehe nicht ganz, wie Sie sich dessen so sicher sein können.«

»Seine Stimme, Sir; ich hab seine Stimme erkannt, Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.245
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die ist irgendwie belegt und rauchig. Er hat ans Fenster geklopft – das muß so um drei rum gewesen sein. 

›Raus aus den Federn, Kamerad‹, ruft er, ›höchste Zeit zum Wacheschieben!‹ Mein Alter hat den Jim geweckt – das ist unser Ältester –, und schon warn se weg, und zu mir kein einziges Wort. Ich hab noch das Holzbein gehört, wie es gegen die Steine gekloppt hat.«

»War dieser Mann mit dem Holzbein allein?«

»Dafür könnt ich die Hand nicht ins Feuer legen, Sir. Aber ich hab kein andern nicht gehört.«

»Das ist wirklich schade, Mrs. Smith, denn ich brauchte einen Dampfkahn, und ich habe nur Gutes von der – ach, wie heißt sie doch gleich ...?«

» Aurora,  Sir.«

»Aber ja. Ist sie nicht so ein alter grüner Kahn mit einem gelben Streifen und einem mächtig breiten Rumpf?«

»Nein, weit gefehlt. Sie werden auf dem ganzen Fluß nicht so ein wendiges kleines Ding wie sie finden. Sie ist erst frisch gestrichen worden, schwarz mit zwei roten Streifen.«

»Vielen Dank. Ich hoffe, Sie hören bald etwas von Mr. Smith. Ich habe vor, flußabwärts zu reisen, und falls ich auf die  Aurora  stoßen sollte, werde ich ihm ausrichten, daß Sie sich um ihn sorgen. Ein schwarzer Schornstein, sagten Sie?«

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.246

8. Die Baker-Street-Spezialeinheit Doyle-WA Bd. 2, 84

»Nein, Sir, schwarz mit einem weißen Band.«

»Aber ja, natürlich; es waren die Seiten, die schwarz sind. Nun denn, einen guten Morgen, Mrs. 

Smith. Kommen Sie, Watson, da drüben ist ein Fährmann mit seinem Boot. Wir wollen uns damit ans andere Ufer übersetzen lassen.«

»Das Wichtigste im Verkehr mit Leuten dieser Art«, sagte Holmes, als wir im Vorderteil der Fähre Platz genommen hatten, »ist, ihnen niemals den Eindruck zu vermitteln, daß ihre Auskünfte auch nur den geringsten Wert für einen haben könnten. Sonst sind sie gleich verschlossen wie die Austern. Hört man ihnen jedoch scheinbar widerwillig zu, so erfährt man mit größter Wahrscheinlichkeit, was man wissen will.«

»Unser weiteres Vorgehen scheint jetzt so ziemlich auf der Hand zu liegen«, sagte ich. 

»Nun denn, was schlagen Sie vor?«

»Ich würde einen Kahn mieten und die  Aurora  den Fluß hinab verfolgen.«

»Mein lieber Freund, das wäre ein kolossales Unterfangen. Sie kann an jedem beliebigen Kai zwischen hier und Greenwich, am rechten ebensogut wie am linken Ufer, angelegt haben. Unterhalb der Brücke erstreckt sich über Meilen hinweg ein wahres Labyrinth von Landeplätzen. Es würde Tage, wenn nicht Wochen in Anspruch nehmen, sie alle abzusuchen, wenn Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.247
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wir uns allein daran wagen wollten.«

»Dann müssen wir halt die Polizei einschalten.«

»Nein, ich werde Athelney Jones voraussichtlich erst im letzten Moment beiziehen. Er ist kein übler Kerl, und ich möchte nichts tun, was ihm beruflich schaden könnte. Aber nun, da die Sache bereits so weit gediehen ist, ziehe ich es vor, den Fall allein zu lösen.«

»Könnten wir nicht eine Annonce aufgeben, in der wir die Besitzer von Anlegeplätzen um sachdienliche Hinweise bitten?«

»Das wird ja immer schlimmer! Dann wüßten unsere Männer doch, daß man dicht hinter ihnen her ist, und würden das Land so schnell als möglich verlassen. Es spricht ohnehin viel dafür, daß sie versuchen werden, außer Landes zu kommen; aber solange sie sich in Sicherheit wiegen, werden sie die Sache nicht überstürzen. In dieser Hinsicht wird Jones' Tatendrang uns von Nutzen sein, denn sicherlich wird er seine Auffassung des Falles in der Tagespresse breit-schlagen lassen und so die Flüchtlinge zu der Annahme verleiten, daß alle Welt einer falschen Fährte nachjagt.«

»Na gut, was tun wir dann?« fragte ich, als wir in der Nähe der Besserungsanstalt von Millbank an Land gingen. 

»Diese Droschke da nehmen, nach Hause fahren, Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.248
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frühstücken und uns eine Stunde hinlegen. Es ist gut möglich, daß wir noch eine weitere Nacht auf den Beinen sein müssen. Fahrer, halten Sie dann vor einem Telegraphenamt! Toby wollen wir noch bei uns behalten; er könnte uns nochmals von Nutzen sein.«

Wir hielten vor dem Postamt in der Great Peter Street, und Holmes gab sein Kabel auf. 

»Was denken Sie wohl, an wen das Telegramm gerichtet war?« fragte er, als wir weiterfuhren. 

»Ich habe wirklich nicht die geringste Ahnung.«

»Erinnern Sie sich an die Baker-Street-Spezialeinheit der Kriminalpolizei, die ich im Fall Jefferson Hope eingesetzt habe?«

»Nun ja, und?« versetzte ich lachend. 

»Das hier ist genau so ein Fall, in dem sich ihre Hilfe als unschätzbar erweisen dürfte. Sollten sie keinen Erfolg haben, bleiben mir immer noch andere Mittel; aber zuerst will ich es mit ihnen versuchen. 

Das Telegramm ging an Wiggins, meinen kleinen Schmuddel-Leutnant, und ich nehme an, er wird sich mit seiner Bande bei uns einfinden, noch ehe wir unser Frühstück beendet haben.«

Es war mittlerweile zwischen acht und neun Uhr, und die Nachwirkungen der Aufregungen, die in dieser Nacht so dicht aufeinander gefolgt waren, begannen sich bei mir heftig bemerkbar zu machen. Ich fühlte mich schlapp und ausgelaugt, mein Geist war Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.249
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benebelt, mein Körper erschöpft. Der berufliche Ehrgeiz, der meinen Gefährten vorwärtstrieb, ging mir ab, und ebensowenig wollte es mir gelingen, die ganze Sache als eine rein abstrakte Denkaufgabe zu betrachten. Was den Tod Bartholomew Sholtos betraf, so hatte ich so wenig Gutes von ihm gehört, daß ich seinen Mördern gegenüber keinen besonders heftigen Abscheu empfinden konnte. Die Sache mit dem Schatz jedoch stand auf einem anderen Blatt, denn der, oder zumindest ein Teil davon, gehörte rechtens Miss Morstan, und solange auch nur die geringste Aussicht bestand, ihn zurückzugewinnen, war ich bereit, mein Leben diesem einen Ziel zu widmen. 

Gewiß, sollte ich den Schatz finden, würde sie mir wohl auf immer unerreichbar sein. Aber was wäre das für eine kleinliche und eigennützige Liebe gewesen, die sich dadurch hätte beirren lassen. Wenn es Holmes' Ansporn war, die Verbrecher zu finden, so hatte ich einen zehnmal stärkeren darin, den Schatz zu finden. 

In der Baker Street angekommen, nahm ich ein Bad und wechselte die Kleider, worauf ich mich wie neu-geboren fühlte. Als ich in unser Tageszimmer hinunterkam, stand das Frühstück bereits auf dem Tisch, und Holmes war im Begriff, Kaffee einzugießen. 

»Da haben wir's«, sagte er lachend und wies auf die Zeitung, die aufgeschlagen vor ihm lag. »Der tat-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.250
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kräftige Jones und der allgegenwärtige Reporter haben die Sache unter sich ausgemacht. Aber mittlerweile haben Sie den Fall bestimmt satt. Wenden Sie sich lieber erst Ihren Eiern mit Schinken zu.«

Ich nahm ihm die Zeitung – es war der  Standard –

aus den Händen und las folgende kleine Notiz, die mit der Überschrift »Rätselhafter Vorfall in Upper Norwood« versehen war. 

Gestern abend gegen Mitternacht wurde Mr. 

Bartholomew Sholto von  Pondicherry Lodge  in Upper Norwood tot in seinem Zimmer aufgefunden. Die Umstände deuten auf ein Verbrechen hin. Soweit in Erfahrung zu bringen war, konnten an der Leiche von Mr. Sholto keine Spuren von Gewaltanwendung festgestellt werden, jedoch ist eine wertvolle Sammlung indischer Kleinodien, die der Verstorbene von seinem Vater geerbt hatte, abhanden gekommen. Der Tatbestand wurde zuerst von Mr. Sherlock Holmes und Dr. Watson entdeckt, die das Haus in Begleitung von Mr. Thaddeus Sholto, dem Bruder des Verstorbenen, aufgesucht hatten. Durch eine außerordentlich glückliche Fügung traf es sich, daß Mr. Athelney Jones, der bestens bekannte Detektiv der Londoner Kriminalpolizei, zu diesem Zeitpunkt auf dem Polizeirevier von Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.251
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Upper Norwood zugegen war, was ihm ermöglichte, bereits eine halbe Stunde nach Meldung des Falles an Ort und Stelle zu sein. Er wandte sogleich all seine Kompetenz und Erfahrung an die Ermittlung der Täter, mit dem erfreulichen Resultat, daß der Bruder des Verstorbenen, Thaddeus Sholto, bereits arretiert worden ist, ebenso die Haushälterin, eine gewisse Mrs. 

Bernstone, sowie ein indischer Diener namens Lal Rao und ein Pförtner oder Hauswart namens McMurdo. Es steht fest, daß der Dieb oder die Diebe mit den Örtlichkeiten vertraut waren, denn es ist Mr. Jones dank seines uns allen wohlbekannten immensen Fachwissens sowie seiner au-

ßergewöhnlich scharfen Beobachtungsgabe gelungen, schlüssig nachzuweisen, daß die Missetäter weder durch die Tür noch durch das Fenster, sondern über das Dach ins Haus gelangt sind, und zwar unter Benützung einer Dachluke, die zu einem Raum führt, der mit demjenigen, in dem die Leiche gefunden wurde, in Verbindung steht. Aus dieser Tatsache, die über jeden Zweifel erhaben ist, geht klar hervor, daß es sich hier nicht um einen bloßen Gelegenheitseinbruch handelt. Das rasche und tatkräftige Durchgreifen der Gesetzesvertreter hat einmal mehr bewiesen, von welch entscheidendem Vorteil die Anwesen-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.252
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heit eines einzigen regsamen und überlegenen Geistes in einer derartigen Situation ist. Wir können nicht umhin, festzustellen, daß damit jene Kreise in ihren Argumenten bestärkt werden, die eine vermehrte Dezentralisation unserer Detektive fordern, damit diese in unmittelbareren und nutzbringenderen Kontakt mit den Fällen gelangen, deren Aufklärung ihnen obliegt. 

»Ist das nicht großartig?« sagte Holmes, während er in seine Kaffeetasse hineinkicherte. »Was meinen Sie dazu?«

»Ich meine, daß wir selber nur um Haaresbreite einer Verhaftung entgangen sind.«

»Den Eindruck habe ich auch. Und ich gebe nicht viel für unsere Sicherheit, falls er noch einmal einen Anfall von Tatendrang haben sollte.«

In diesem Augenblick wurde die Türklingel heftig gezogen, und dann hörte man, wie Mrs. Hudson, unsere Wirtin, vor Empörung und Bestürzung laut jam-mernd ihre Stimme erhob. 

»Guter Gott, Holmes«, sagte ich und erhob mich halb von meinem Stuhl, »ich glaube, die sind wirklich schon hinter uns her.«

»Nein, ganz so schlimm ist es nicht. Das sind die inoffiziellen Kräfte – die Baker-Street-Spezialeinheit.«
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Noch während er sprach, kamen das rasche Pat-schen nackter Füße und das Geschnatter hoher Stimmen die Treppe herauf, und ins Zimmer stürzte ein Dutzend schmutziger, zerlumpter kleiner Gassenjun-gen. Trotz ihres chaotischen Eintretens legten sie eine Art von Disziplin an den Tag, denn nun stellten sie sich unverzüglich in einer Reihe vor uns auf und blickten uns mit erwartungsvollen Gesichtern an. 

Einer von ihnen, der größer und älter war als die anderen, trat vor, mit einem Ausdruck lässiger Erhabenheit, der sich an einer so verkommenen kleinen Vo-gelscheuche wie ihm äußerst komisch ausnahm. 

»Nachricht erhalten, Sir«, sagte er, »und mit meinen Leuten sofort zur Stelle. Macht drei  Bob  und 'n Tanner 28 für Fahrkarten.«

»Bitte sehr«, sagte Holmes und steckte ihm ein paar Silbermünzen zu. »In Zukunft werden wir es so halten, Wiggins, daß deine Leute dir rapportieren und du mir. Ich kann einfach keine solchen Invasionen im Haus haben. Für diesmal ist es jedoch ganz gut, wenn ihr alle die Anweisungen zu hören bekommt. Ich möchte den Standort eines Dampfkahns ausfindig machen; Name  Aurora,  Besitzer Mordecai Smith, Farben schwarz mit zwei roten Streifen, Schornstein schwarz mit einem weißen Band. Er muß irgendwo flußabwärts liegen. Ich möchte, daß einer von euch bei Mordecai Smiths Landeplatz, gegenüber von Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.254
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Millbank, aufpaßt, ob das Boot zurückkommt. Die ganze Arbeit könnt ihr selbst untereinander aufteilen, aber sorgt dafür, daß beide Ufer gründlich durchkämmt werden. Wenn ihr etwas entdeckt, erstattet ihr augenblicklich Meldung. Alles klar?«

»Jawohl, Chef«, antwortete Wiggins. 

»Besoldung wie üblich, und eine Guinee29 extra für denjenigen, der das Boot entdeckt. Hier ist ein Vorschuß für den ersten Tag. Und jetzt los mit euch!«

Nachdem er jedem von ihnen einen Shilling in die Hand gedrückt hatte, sausten sie das Treppenhaus hinunter, und einen Moment später sah ich sie die Straße entlangschwärmen. 

»Sofern der Kahn auf dem Wasser liegt, werden sie ihn finden«, sagte Holmes, während er sich vom Tisch erhob und seine Pfeife anzündete. »Sie können überall hingehen, alles sehen, jedermann belauschen. 

Ich erwarte noch vor dem Abend die Nachricht, daß sie ihn ausfindig gemacht haben. In der Zwischenzeit können wir nichts anderes tun, als das Ergebnis der Suche abzuwarten. Erst wenn wir entweder die  Aurora  oder Mr. Mordecai Smith gefunden haben, können wir die unterbrochene Fährte wieder aufnehmen.«

»Ich würde meinen, daß Toby diese Reste da bekommen sollte. Gehen Sie zu Bett, Holmes?«

»Nein, ich bin nicht müde. Ich habe eine eigenartige Konstitution. Ich kann mich nicht erinnern, daß Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.255
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Arbeit mich jemals ermüdet hätte, während Untätigkeit mich zutiefst erschöpft. Ich werde ein wenig rauchen und über die absonderliche Sache nachdenken, in die uns meine schöne Klientin hineingezogen hat. 

Wenn eine Aufgabe je leicht zu lösen war, dann diese hier. Männer mit Holzbein sind nicht eben häufig, der andere freilich dürfte meiner Ansicht nach geradezu einzigartig sein.«

»Schon wieder dieser andere!«

»Es ist in keiner Weise meine Absicht, ihn mit dem Ruch des Geheimnisvollen zu umgeben,' zumindest Ihnen, gegenüber. Aber Sie müssen sich doch selbst eine Meinung über ihn gebildet haben. Bedenken Sie noch einmal die Gegebenheiten: winzige Fußspuren, Zehen, die nie durch einen Stiefel eingeengt worden sind, bloße Füße, eine hölzerne Streitaxt mit Stein-kopf, außerordentliche Behendigkeit, kleine vergiftete Pfeile. Was schließen Sie aus alledem?«

»Ein Wilder!« rief ich aus. »Vielleicht einer von diesen Indern, die mit Jonathan Small verbündet waren.«

»Das wohl kaum«, versetzte er. »Als ich die ersten Spuren von seltsamen Waffen entdeckte, neigte ich auch zu diesem Schluß, aber der besondere Charakter der Fußabdrücke hat mich dazu bewogen, meine Ansichten zu revidieren. Zwar gibt es unter den Bewohnern der indischen Halbinsel Leute von kleinem Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.256
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Wuchs, aber die würden niemals Fußspuren solcher Art hinterlassen. Der Hindu im eigentlichen Sinn hat lange, schmale Füße. Der Mohammedaner ist ein San-dalenträger, und zwischen seinem großen Zeh und den übrigen Zehen gibt es einen deutlichen Abstand, weil da gewöhnlich der Riemen durchläuft. Hinzu kommt, daß solche winzigen Pfeile nur auf eine einzige Weise abgeschossen werden können; sie stammen aus einem Blasrohr. Nun denn, wo müssen wir also nach unserem Wilden suchen?«

»In Südamerika«, sagte ich auf gut Glück. 

Er streckte den Arm aus und nahm einen voluminö-

sen Band vom Bücherregal herunter. 

»Dies hier ist der erste Band einer geographischen Enzyklopädie, die jetzt nach und nach erscheinen wird. Wir können davon ausgehen, daß sie den neuesten Stand des Wissens enthält. Also, was haben wir hier? ›Andamanen-Inseln, 340 Meilen nördlich von Sumatra in der Bucht von Bengalen gelegen.‹ Hm, hm; was haben wir denn da? Feuchtheißes Klima, Korallenriffe, Haie, Port Blair, Sträflingsbaracken, Insel Rutland, dreiecksblättrige Pappeln ... Aha, jetzt kommt es! ›Die Ureinwohner der Andamanen dürfen vermutlich die Ehre für sich in Anspruch nehmen, die kleinste Rasse der Erde zu sein, wiewohl gewisse An-thropologen eher dazu neigen, diesen Rang den Buschmännern Afrikas, den Digger-Indianern Ameri-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.257
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kas oder den Ureinwohnern von Feuerland zuzuerken-nen. Ihre durchschnittliche Größe liegt etwas unter vier Fuß; es lassen sich jedoch viele voll ausgewachsene Erwachsene finden, die noch beträchtlich kleiner sind. Sie sind ein wildes, verschlossenes und widerspenstiges Volk; ist ihr Vertrauen jedoch einmal gewonnen, so sind sie zu tiefer Freundschaft und An-hänglichkeit fähig.‹ Behalten Sie das in Erinnerung, Watson. Und jetzt, hören Sie sich das an. ›Sie haben große, ungestalte Köpfe, kleine, wild blickende Augen und unregelmäßige Gesichtszüge, sind also von Natur aus abstoßend. Ihre Hände und Füße sind indessen auffallend klein. Die Wildheit und Wider-spenstigkeit dieses Volkes ist so groß, daß sämtliche Anstrengungen seitens der britischen Behörden, auch nur ansatzweise so etwas wie freundschaftliche Beziehungen zu ihnen aufzunehmen, gescheitert sind. Bis zum heutigen Tage sind sie der Schrecken aller Schiffbrüchigen geblieben, da sie den Überlebenden entweder mit ihren mit Steinköpfen versehenen Keu-len den Schädel einschlagen oder sie mit ihren vergifteten Pfeilen niedermachen. Abschluß und Höhepunkt eines derartigen Massakers bildet regelmäßig ein kannibalisches Gelage.‹ Nettes, liebenswürdiges Völkchen, was, Watson? Wäre dieser Bursche ganz auf sich gestellt gewesen und hätte seinen Neigungen nachgeben können, hätte diese Angelegenheit wohl Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.258
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einen noch gräßlicheren Ausgang genommen! Wie die Dinge liegen, kann ich mir vorstellen, daß Jonathan Small viel darum geben würde, ihn nie in seine Dienste genommen zu haben.«

»Aber wie ist er zu einem so eigenartigen Gefährten gekommen?«

»Nun, das kann ich Ihnen auch nicht sagen. Da jedoch Small, wie wir bereits früher festgestellt haben, von den Andamanen gekommen sein muß, kann ich nichts so über alle Maßen Wunderliches darin erblik-ken, daß er diesen Insulaner bei sich hat. Zweifellos werden wir schon in Bälde all das wissen. Aber hören Sie, Watson, Sie sehen total erledigt aus. Legen Sie sich doch da drüben aufs Sofa; mal sehen, ob es mir nicht gelingt, Sie einzuschläfern.«

Er holte seine Geige aus der Ecke hervor, und während ich mich auf dem Sofa ausstreckte, begann er, eine leise, verträumte, einschmeichelnde Melodie zu spielen – zweifellos eine selbsterfundene, denn er hatte ein beachtliches Talent zur Improvisation. Die Hagerkeit seiner Gliedmaßen, der Ernst seines Gesichtes und das Auf und Ab seines Geigenbogens sind das letzte, dessen ich mich noch vage erinnere. Dann schien mich eine sanfte Flut von Tönen zu umfangen und behutsam ins Land der Träume hinüberzutragen, wo das liebliche Antlitz von Mary Morstan auf mich herabblickte. 

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.259
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9. Die Kette reißt ab

Der Nachmittag war schon fortgeschritten, als ich, ge-kräftigt und erquickt, erwachte. Sherlock Holmes saß noch genau so da wie zuvor, außer daß er seine Geige beiseitegelegt hatte und in ein Buch vertieft war. Sobald ich mich regte, blickte er zu mir herüber, und mir fiel auf, daß seine Miene finster und besorgt war. 

»Sie haben einen gesunden Schlaf«, sagte er. »Ich fürchtete schon, daß unser Gespräch Sie wecken könnte.«

»Ich habe nichts gehört«, erwiderte ich. »Haben Sie etwas Neues erfahren?«

»Leider nein. Ich muß gestehen, daß ich überrascht und enttäuscht bin. Ich hatte erwartet, um diese Zeit etwas Konkretes in der Hand zu haben. Wiggins war eben hier, um zu rapportieren. Er sagt, von dem Boot sei keine Spur zu finden. Das ist ein ärgerlicher Rückschlag, denn jetzt ist jede Stunde kostbar.«

»Kann ich irgend etwas tun? Ich bin vollkommen ausgeruht und einem weiteren nächtlichen Ausflug gar nicht abgeneigt.«

»Nein, wir können nichts anderes tun als warten. 

Wenn wir hier weggehen, besteht die Gefahr, daß die Nachricht während unserer Abwesenheit eintrifft und die ganze Sache sich dadurch verzögert. Sie können Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.260
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tun, was Ihnen beliebt, aber ich muß hier auf dem Posten bleiben.«

»In diesem Fall werde ich auf einen Sprung zu Mrs. Cecil Forrester nach Camberwell hinübergehen. 

Sie hat mich gestern darum gebeten.«

»So, zu Mrs. Cecil Forrester?« versetzte Holmes, und ein Lächeln blitzte in seinen Augen auf. 

»Nun, selbstverständlich auch zu Miss Morstan. 

Sie beide waren sehr gespannt zu erfahren, was weiter vorgefallen ist.«

»Ich würde ihnen nicht zuviel erzählen«, sagte Holmes. »Frauen kann man nie ganz trauen – nicht einmal den allerbesten.«

Auf einen Streit über diese abscheuliche Geistes-haltung ließ ich mich gar nicht erst ein. 

»Ich bin in ein, zwei Stunden wieder da«, sagte ich. 

»In Ordnung. Und viel Glück! Ach, da fallt mir gerade ein, wenn Sie sowieso auf die andere Flußseite fahren, könnten Sie eigentlich Toby zurückbringen, denn ich halte es jetzt für äußerst unwahrscheinlich, daß wir ihn nochmals brauchen werden.«

Ich nahm also den Bastard mit und lieferte ihn, zusammen mit einem halben Sovereign, bei dem alten Tierpräparator in der Pinchin Lane ab. In Camberwell fand ich Miss Morstan zwar noch von den Ereignissen der vergangenen Nacht gezeichnet, jedoch sehr begierig, die letzten Neuigkeiten von mir zu erfahren, Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.261
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und auch Mrs. Forrester war voller Neugierde. Ich er-zählte ihnen alles, was wir erlebt hatten, verschwieg allerdings die besonders gräßlichen Aspekte der Tragödie. So berichtete ich zwar von Mr. Sholtos Tod, behielt jedoch die genaueren Umstände und die Methode, mittels deren er umgebracht worden war, für mich. Aber trotz all dieser Aussparungen gab es noch mehr als genug, sie mit Verwunderung und Schrecken zu erfüllen. 

»Das ist ja der reinste Abenteuerroman!« rief Mrs. 

Forrester. »Eine junge Lady in Bedrängnis, ein Schatz im Wert von einer halben Million und ein schwarzer Kannibale und ein Bösewicht mit Holzbein anstelle des traditionellen Drachen oder ruchlosen Grafen.«

»Und zwei fahrende Ritter, die Rettung bringen«, fügte Miss Morstan hinzu, mit einem strahlenden Blick auf mich. 

»Aber Mary, für Sie hängt ein Vermögen ab vom Ausgang dieser Suche. Mir scheint, Sie sind längst nicht aufgeregt genug. Stellen Sie sich doch einmal vor, wie das sein muß, solche Reichtümer zu besitzen und die ganze Welt zu Füßen zu haben!«

Ich fühlte, wie mich ein leiser Freudenschauer durchrieselte, als ich sah, daß diese Aussicht sie nicht mit besonderer Begeisterung zu erfüllen schien, sondern daß sie vielmehr ihr stolzes Haupt in den Nacken warf, als ob sie die Sache wenig interessierte. 
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»Ich sorge mich nur wegen Mr. Thaddeus Sholto«, sagte sie; »alles andere ist nebensächlich. Ich finde, er hat sich die ganze Zeit über äußerst freundlich und ehrenhaft verhalten. Es ist unsere Pflicht, ihn von dieser entsetzlichen und unbegründeten Beschuldigung zu entlasten.«

Der Abend war schon hereingebrochen, als ich Camberwell verließ, und als ich zuhause ankam, war es völlig dunkel. Buch und Pfeife meines Gefährten lagen neben seinem Lehnstuhl, er selber aber war verschwunden. Ich schaute mich um, in der Hoffnung, irgendwo eine Notiz zu entdecken, fand jedoch nichts. 

»Mr. Sherlock Holmes ist wohl ausgegangen?«

sagte ich zu Mrs. Hudson, als sie heraufkam, um die Rouleaus herunterzulassen. 

»Nein, Sir. Er ist auf seinem Zimmer, Sir. Wissen Sie was, Sir«, und hier senkte sie ihre Stimme, bis nur noch ein eindringliches Flüstern hörbar war, »ich mache mir Sorgen um seine Gesundheit.«

»Warum denn das, Mrs. Hudson?«

»Nun, er ist so seltsam, Sir. Kaum waren Sie weg, hat er angefangen, im Zimmer auf und ab zu gehn, auf und ab, auf und ab, bis ich ganz krank war vom Ge-räusch seiner Schritte. Dann hab ich ihn mit sich selber sprechen und vor sich hin murmeln hören, und jedesmal, wenn die Klingel gegangen ist, ist er oben auf dem Treppenabsatz erschienen mit einem ›Was ist Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.263

9. Die Kette reißt ab

Doyle-WA Bd. 2, 96

los, Mrs. Hudson?‹ Und jetzt hat er die Tür zu seinem Zimmer hinter sich zugeknallt, aber ich hör ihn immer noch herumgehen, genau wie vorher. Ich hoffe, er wird nicht krank, Sir. Ich habe mir erlaubt, ihm gegenüber etwas von einem Beruhigungsmittel zu er-wähnen, aber da hat er sich zu mir umgedreht, Sir, mit einem Blick, daß ich jetzt noch nicht weiß, wie ich heil aus dem Zimmer rausgekommen bin.«

»Ich glaube nicht, daß ein Grund zur Besorgnis vorliegt, Mrs. Hudson«, entgegnete ich ihr. »Ich habe ihn schon des öftern so gesehen. Es gibt da bloß ein kleines Problem, das ihm im Kopf herumgeht und keine Ruhe läßt.«

Im Gespräch mit unserer ehrenwerten Wirtin hatte ich mich bemüht, einen möglichst unbekümmerten Ton anzuschlagen, begann jedoch selbst Besorgnis zu verspüren, als ich im Laufe der Nacht immer wieder das dumpfe Geräusch seiner Schritte vernahm, da ich mir bewußt war, wie sehr sein wacher Geist sich gegen diese unfreiwillige Untätigkeit aufbäumen mußte. 

Beim Frühstück sah er abgezehrt und erschöpft aus, mit einem kleinen Fleck von fiebrigem Rot auf jeder Wange. 

»Sie machen sich kaputt so, alter Freund«, bemerkte ich. »Ich habe Sie die ganze Nacht herumspazieren hören.«
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»Nein, ich konnte nicht schlafen«, antwortete er. 

»Dieses teuflische Problem reibt mich völlig auf. Es ist einfach nicht zu fassen, daß wir an einem so lä-

cherlichen Hindernis scheitern sollten, nachdem wir alle anderen Probleme gemeistert haben. Ich weiß Bescheid über die Männer, über den Kahn, über alles; und doch kommen wir nicht weiter. Ich habe weitere Agenten auf den Fall angesetzt und alle Mittel, die mir zur Verfügung standen, ausgeschöpft. Beide Ufer des Flusses sind gründlich abgesucht worden, aber das hat uns auch nicht weitergebracht; und auch Mrs. 

Smith hat nichts von ihrem Gemahl gehört. Man könnte beinahe zu dem Schluß kommen, daß sie den Kahn versenkt haben. Aber es gibt einiges, was dagegen spricht.«

»Oder aber Mrs. Smith hat uns auf eine falsche Fährte gelenkt.«

»Nein, ich glaube, das können, wir ausschließen. 

Ich habe Erkundigungen einziehen lassen; es gibt einen Kahn, auf den ihre Beschreibung zutrifft.«

»Wäre es möglich, daß sie flußaufwärts gefahren sind?«

»Diese Möglichkeit habe ich ebenfalls in Betracht gezogen, und es gibt einen Suchtrupp, der das Gebiet bis nach Richmond hinauf durchkämmt. Wenn heute keine Nachricht eintrifft, mache ich mich morgen selbst auf die Suche, und zwar weniger nach dem Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.265
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Kahn als nach den Männern. Aber irgendwas werden wir bestimmt noch hören, ganz bestimmt.«

Jedoch wir hörten nichts; weder von Wiggins noch einem der anderen Agenten auch nur ein Wort. Die meisten Zeitungen brachten einen Artikel über die Tragödie von Norwood, und sie alle schienen recht deutlich gegen den unglücklichen Thaddeus Sholto eingenommen zu sein. Sie enthielten indessen keine neuen Einzelheiten, außer der, daß am folgenden Tag eine gerichtliche Untersuchung stattfinden sollte. Am Abend ging ich zu Fuß nach Camberwell hinüber, um den Damen von unserem Mißerfolg zu berichten, und als ich zurückkehrte, traf ich Holmes niedergeschlagen und recht verdrießlich an. Er antwortete mir kaum auf meine Fragen und machte sich den ganzen Abend lang mit einer abstrusen chemischen Analyse zu schaffen, die allerhand Erhitzen von Retorten und De-stillieren von Dämpfen mit sich brachte und zu guter Letzt in einem Geruch resultierte, der mich beinahe aus dem Hause trieb. Bis in die frühen Morgenstunden hinein hörte ich das Klirren der Reagenzgläser, das mir verriet, daß er noch immer in sein mephiti-sches Experiment vertieft war. 

Im ersten Morgengrauen fuhr ich plötzlich aus dem Schlaf auf und fand Holmes zu meiner Überraschung neben meinem Bett stehen. Er trug grobe Seemannskleider, eine Matrosenjacke und hatte sich ein derbes Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.266
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rotes Halstuch umgebunden. 

»Ich ziehe jetzt los flußabwärts, Watson«, sagte er. 

»Ich habe mir die Sache wieder und wieder durch den Kopf gehen lassen und sehe nur noch eine Möglichkeit. Die ist auf jeden Fall einen Versuch wert.«

»Da kann ich doch sicher mitkommen?« sagte ich. 

»Nein; Sie sind mir von weit größerem Nutzen, wenn Sie hierbleiben als mein Stellvertreter. Ich gehe äußerst ungern, denn es ist gut möglich, daß im Laufe des Tages eine Meldung eintrifft, obwohl Wiggins die Sache gestern abend für aussichtslos gehalten hat. Ich möchte, daß Sie sämtliche Briefe und Telegramme öffnen und, falls sich etwas Neues ergibt, nach Ihrem Gutdünken handeln. Kann ich mich auf Sie verlassen?«

»Selbstverständlich.«

»Ich fürchte, daß es nicht möglich sein wird, mir zu kabeln, da ich kaum vorhersagen kann, wohin es mich verschlagen wird. Aber mit etwas Glück werde ich nicht allzulange ausbleiben. Und wenn ich zurückkehre, werde ich schon irgendwelche Neuigkeiten zu berichten haben.«

Zur Frühstückszeit lag noch keine Nachricht von ihm vor. Als ich jedoch den  Standard  aufschlug, fand ich eine neue Notiz zu dem Fall. 

Im Zusammenhang mit der Tragödie von Upper Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.267
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Norwood verdichten sich die Hinweise darauf, daß die Angelegenheit noch weit komplexer und mysteriöser ist als bisher angenommen. Wie letzte Zeugenaussagen ergeben haben, läßt sich mit absoluter Sicherheit ausschließen, daß Mr. 

Thaddeus Sholto in irgendeiner Weise in den Fall verwickelt ist. Er und die Haushälterin, Mrs. Bernstone, wurden beide noch gestern abend auf freien Fuß gesetzt. Aus gut unterrich-teten Kreisen verlautet jedoch, daß die Polizei im Besitz von Hinweisen bezüglich der wirklichen Täterschaft sein soll und daß Mr. Athelney Jones von Scotland Yard im Begriff ist, ihnen mit der ihm eigenen Tatkraft und Weitsicht nachzugehen. Weitere Verhaftungen stehen jeden Augenblick bevor. 

»Das ist ja soweit ganz erfreulich«, dachte ich. »Wenigstens ist Freund Sholto jetzt in Sicherheit. Ich möchte bloß wissen, was es mit diesen neuen Hinweisen auf sich hat, wobei es freilich so aussieht, als käme diese Floskel immer dann zur Anwendung, wenn die Polizei einen Patzer gemacht hat.«

Ich ließ die Zeitung auf den Tisch sinken, aber in diesem Moment fiel mein Blick auf eine Annonce in der Seufzerspalte. Sie lautete folgendermaßen: Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.268
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VERMISST werden Mordecai Smith, Bootsver-mieter, und sein Sohn Jim, die am letzten Dienstag, ungefähr um drei Uhr morgens, Smiths Landeplatz verlassen haben an Bord der  Aurora, eines schwarzen Dampfkahns mit zwei roten Streifen, Schornstein schwarz mit weißem Band. 

Hinweise über den Verbleib des besagten Mordecai Smith und seines Bootes  Aurora  sind zu richten an Mrs. Smith, Smiths Landeplatz, oder Baker Street 221b, und werden mit der Summe von fünf Pfund belohnt. 

Dies war eindeutig Holmes' Werk. Die Adresse in der Baker Street war Beweis genug dafür. Ich fand den Einfall äußerst raffiniert, denn wenn die Flüchtigen es lesen sollten, würden sie nichts weiter dahinter vermuten als die ganz natürliche Sorge einer Frau um ihren verschwundenen Ehemann. 

Es war ein langer Tag. Jedesmal, wenn es klopfte an der Tür oder wenn ich draußen auf der Straße einen eiligen Schritt hörte, bildete ich mir ein, daß dies entweder Holmes, der zurückkehrte, oder eine Reaktion auf seine Annonce sein müsse. Ich versuchte zu lesen, aber meine Gedanken schweiften immer wieder ab zu unserer seltsamen Suche und dem ungleichen üblen Paar, das wir verfolgten. Gab es vielleicht, so fragte ich mich, einen grundlegenden Fehler in der Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.269

9. Die Kette reißt ab

Doyle-WA Bd. 2, 100

Gedankenkette meines Freundes? War er das Opfer einer umfassenden Selbsttäuschung? Könnte es sein, daß sein regsamer und zu Spekulationen neigender Geist diese phantastische Theorie auf falschen Voraussetzungen aufgebaut hatte? Zwar hatte er sich meines Wissens noch nie geirrt, aber auch dem scharfsinnigsten Denker konnte einmal ein Fehler unterlaufen. 

Bei ihm bestand, wie mir schien, gerade durch die Überraffinesse seiner Logik, durch seinen Hang, der subtileren und ausgefalleneren Lösung den Vorzug zu geben, selbst wenn sich eine einfachere und gewöhnlichere aufdrängte, eine gewisse Gefahr, in die Irre zu gehen. Andererseits hatte ich mit eigenen Augen die Indizien gesehen und die Begründungen für all seine Deduktionen gehört. Wenn ich auf die lange Kette merkwürdiger Umstände zurückblickte, von denen zwar manch einer für sich allein genommen wenig bedeutend erschien, die aber alle in dieselbe Richtung wiesen, so mußte ich mir eingestehen, daß, selbst wenn Holmes' Hypothese falsch sein sollte, die richtige Lösung ebenso ausgefallen und verblüffend sein mußte. 

Um drei Uhr nachmittags ertönte ein lautes Klingeln an der Haustür, dann eine gebieterische Stimme im Flur, worauf zu meiner Überraschung kein Geringerer als Mr. Athelney Jones zu mir heraufgeführt wurde. Wie wenig glich er jedoch nun dem schroffen, Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.270
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herrischen Verfechter des gesunden Menschenverstandes, als der er den Fall in Upper Norwood so selbst-gewiß übernommen hatte. Seine Miene war niedergeschlagen und sein Auftreten bescheiden, wenn nicht gar kleinlaut. 

»Guten Tag, Sir, einen schönen guten Tag«, sagte er. »Mr. Sherlock Holmes ist abwesend, wenn ich recht verstehe?«

»Ja, und ich kann Ihnen nicht mit Bestimmtheit sagen, wann er wieder kommt. Aber wenn Sie hier auf ihn warten möchten. Nehmen Sie doch in dem Sessel da Platz und versuchen Sie eine dieser Zigarren.«

»Vielen Dank, ich habe gar nichts dagegen einzuwenden«, sagte er und wischte sich mit einem großen roten Taschentuch das Gesicht ab. 

»Einen Whisky mit Soda?«

»Nun, ein halbes Glas voll, gern. Es ist sehr heiß für diese Jahreszeit; und es gibt so vieles, was mir Kummer und Sorgen bereitet. Sie kennen meine Theorie über diesen Norwood-Fall?«

»Ich erinnere mich, daß Sie eine formuliert haben.«

»Nun, ich bin gezwungen worden, sie zu revidieren. Ich hatte das Netz schon ganz eng um Mr. Sholto zusammengezogen, da plötzlich, plopp, entwischt er mir durch ein Loch in der Mitte. Er war imstande, ein hieb- und stichfestes Alibi vorzulegen. Von dem Zeitpunkt an, da er das Zimmer seines Bruders verlassen Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.271
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hat, gibt es nicht einen einzigen Moment, an dem nicht der eine oder andere ihn gesehen hat. Folglich kann er es nicht gewesen sein, der über Dächer und durch Dachluken geklettert ist. Der Fall ist äußerst verworren, und mein Ruf als Detektiv steht auf dem Spiel. Ich wäre sehr froh um ein wenig Unterstützung.«

»Wir alle brauchen manchmal etwas Hilfe«, sagte ich. 

»Ihr Freund, Mr. Sherlock Holmes, ist ein bewundernswerter Mann, Sir«, vertraute er mir mit belegter Stimme an. »Er ist wirklich unübertrefflich. Ich habe diesen jungen Mann schon so manchen Fall angehen sehen, aber bis heute ist mir noch keiner untergekommen, in den er nicht etwas Licht gebracht hätte. Er ist etwas unkonventionell in seinen Methoden und vielleicht ein wenig rasch mit Theorien bei der Hand, aber im großen und ganzen würde ich sagen, daß er einen sehr vielversprechenden Polizeioffizier abgegeben hätte, und das kann hören, wer will. Ich habe heute morgen ein Kabel von ihm erhalten, dem ich entnehme, daß er in dieser Sholto-Sache eine neue Spur gefunden hat. Hier ist die Botschaft.«

Er zog das Telegramm aus der Tasche und reichte es mir. Es war um zwölf Uhr in Poplar aufgegeben worden. »Gehen Sie unverzüglich in die Baker Street«, stand da. »Warten Sie dort, falls ich noch Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.272
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nicht zurück bin. Ich bin der Sholto-Bande dicht auf den Fersen. Wenn Sie Lust haben, beim Finale dabei-zusein, können Sie uns heute abend begleiten.«

»Das klingt gut. Offenbar hat er die Fährte wieder aufgenommen«, sagte ich. 

»Aha, dann hatte er sich also auch geirrt«, rief Jones mit offenkundiger Befriedigung. »Ja, ja, selbst die Besten von uns werden zuweilen abgeschüttelt. 

Vielleicht erweist sich die Sache ja als Fehlalarm; aber als Vertreter des Gesetzes bin ich verpflichtet, jede Chance wahrzunehmen. Aber da ist jemand an der Tür. Vielleicht ist er es.«


Man hörte schwere Schritte die Treppe heraufkommen, begleitet von lautem Keuchen und Prusten wie von jemandem, dem das Atmen schwer zu schaffen macht. Ein- oder zweimal hielt er inne, als ob die Anstrengung zu groß für ihn wäre, schließlich erreichte er jedoch unsere Tür und trat ein. Seine Erscheinung entsprach den Geräuschen, die wir eben gehört hatten. 

Es war ein bejahrter Mann in Seemannstracht, der seine Matrosenjacke bis zum Hals zugeknöpft trug. 

Sein Rücken war gebeugt, seine Knie zittrig und sein Atem quälend asthmatisch. Wie er so dastand, auf seinen dicken Eichenstock gestützt, zogen sich seine Schultern krampfhaft hoch in dem Versuch, Luft in die Lungen zu saugen. Um sein Kinn war ein buntes Halstuch gebunden, so daß ich von seinem Gesicht Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.273
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nicht viel sehen konnte außer einem Paar lebhafter, dunkler Augen, die von buschigen weißen Brauen überschattet waren, und einem langen, grauen Bak-kenbart. Alles in allem machte er auf mich den Eindruck eines ehrbaren Kapitäns, der durch Alter und Armut ein wenig heruntergekommen war. 

»Was bringt Sie her, guter Mann?« fragte ich. 

Er ließ seinen Blick in der bedächtigen, gründlichen Manier, die dem Alter eigen ist, durch das Zimmer schweifen. 

»Ist Mr. Sherlock Holmes hier?« fragte er. 

»Nein, aber ich bin sein Stellvertreter. Sie können mir jegliche Nachricht, die Sie für ihn haben, anvertrauen.«

»Es ist etwas, das ich ihm selber sagen sollte«, versetzte er. 

»Aber ich sage Ihnen doch, daß ich sein Stellvertreter bin. Geht es um das Boot von Mordecai Smith?«

»Ja, ich weiß nämlich ganz genau, wo es ist. Und ich weiß, wo die Männer sind, wo er hinterher ist. 

Und ich weiß, wo der Schatz ist. Ich weiß überhaupt alles.«

»Dann sagen Sie es mir, und ich werde es ihm ausrichten.«

»Ihm selber sollt ich es sagen«, wiederholte er mit der reizbaren Starrköpfigkeit des hohen Alters. 

»Nun, dann müssen Sie eben auf ihn warten.«
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»Nein, kommt nicht in Frage. Ich werd doch nicht

'n ganzen Tag verplempern, bloß um jemand 'n Gefallen zu tun. Wenn Mr. Holmes nicht hier ist, dann muß er eben selbst sehen, wie er alles rausfindet. Ihr paßt mir sowieso nicht, wie ihr ausschaut, aus mir kriegt ihr kein Wort raus.«

Er schlurfte auf die Tür zu, aber Athelney Jones verstellte ihm den Weg. 

»Nicht so eilig, mein Freund«, sagte er. »Du verfügst über wichtige Informationen und kannst nicht einfach so davonmarschieren. Ob es dir paßt oder nicht, du wirst hierbleiben, bis unser Freund zurückkommt.«

Der alte Mann rannte ein paar Schritte auf die Tür zu, aber als Athelney Jones sich mit seinem breiten Rücken dagegenstemmte, sah er die Nutzlosigkeit seines Widerstandes ein. 

»Feine Behandlung, was man hier kriegt«, schrie er und polterte mit seinem Stock. »Ich komm hierher, um 'n Gentleman zu besuchen, und ihr beide, die ich mein Lebtag noch nicht gesehen hab, packt mich und behandelt mich auf diese Weise!«

»Es soll Ihr Schaden nicht sein«, sagte ich. »Wir werden Sie entschädigen für die Zeit, die Sie hier versäumen. Nehmen Sie nur hier auf dem Sofa Platz, es wird bestimmt nicht lange dauern.«

Mit beträchtlichem Widerstreben kam er zurück, Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.275

9. Die Kette reißt ab

Doyle-WA Bd. 2, 104

setzte sich und vergrub sein Gesicht in beide Hände. 

Jones und ich wandten uns wieder unseren Zigarren und unserem Gespräch zu. Plötzlich platzte Holmes' 

Stimme in unsere Unterhaltung herein. 

»Sie könnten mir ruhig auch eine Zigarre anbieten, finde ich«, tönte es. 

Wir fuhren von unseren Sesseln auf. Direkt neben uns saß Holmes mit dem Ausdruck stiller Belustigung. 

»Holmes!« rief ich aus. »Sie hier! Aber wo ist der alte Mann geblieben?«

»Hier ist der alte Mann«, antwortete er und hielt eine Fülle weißen Haares empor. »Hier ist er – Perük-ke, Backenbart, Augenbrauen, das ganze Drum und Dran. Ich wußte zwar, daß meine Maskerade ziemlich gut ist, aber daß sie dieser Prüfung standhalten würde, hätte ich kaum gedacht.«

»Sie Schuft, Sie!« rief Jones, aufs höchste amü-

siert. »Sie hätten einen Schauspieler abgegeben, und zwar einen, wie man ihn nicht alle Tage sieht. Sie hatten einen waschechten Armenhäuslerhusten, und die Nummer mit den schwachen Beinen ist zehn Pfund die Woche wert. Allerdings ist mir das Glitzern Ihrer Augen irgendwie bekannt vorgekommen. Wie Sie gesehen haben, wären Sie uns nicht so leicht entwischt.«

»Ich habe den ganzen Tag in diesem Aufzug gearbeitet«, sagte Holmes und steckte sich eine Zigarre Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.276
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an. »Sie müssen wissen, daß ich in Verbrecherkreisen allmählich bekannt bin, vor allem seit unser Freund hier angefangen hat, einige meiner Fälle zu veröffentlichen. Ich kann mich deshalb nur noch leicht verkleidet wie jetzt eben auf den Kriegspfad begeben. Haben Sie mein Kabel erhalten?«

»Ja, deshalb bin ich hier.«

»Wie gedeiht Ihr Fall?«

»Es hat sich alles im Sand verlaufen. Ich war gezwungen, zwei meiner Gefangenen freizulassen, und gegen die anderen zwei liegen auch keine Beweise vor.«

»Halb so schlimm. Wir werden Ihnen als Ersatz zwei neue liefern. Vorausgesetzt, Sie unterstellen sich meinem Befehl. Der öffentliche Ruhm steht voll und ganz zu Ihrer Verfügung, aber Sie müssen sich an die Weisungen halten, die ich Ihnen gebe. Einverstanden?«

»Voll und ganz, wenn Sie mir zu den Männern verhelfen.«

»Nun gut; zuerst einmal brauche ich ein schnelles Polizeiboot, ein Dampfboot, das um sieben Uhr bei den Treppen von Westminster für uns bereitliegt.«

»Das läßt sich leicht machen. Da ist immer eins in dieser Gegend, aber ich kann rasch über die Straße gehen und telephonieren, um sicher zu sein.«

»Außerdem brauche ich zwei zuverlässige Männer, Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.277
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für den Fall, daß Widerstand geleistet wird.«

»Es werden zwei oder drei in dem Boot sein. Sonst noch etwas?«

»Wenn wir die Männer fassen, wird uns auch der Schatz in die Hände fallen. Ich denke, daß es meinem Freund hier Freude machen würde, die Schatztruhe der jungen Dame zu überbringen, der die Hälfte davon rechtens zusteht. Sie soll die erste sein, welche die Truhe öffnet. Na, Watson, was meinen Sie dazu?«

»Es wäre mir eine große Freude.«

»Ein ziemlich regelwidriges Vorgehen«, bemerkte Jones kopfschüttelnd. »Aber was soll's, die ganze Sache ist regelwidrig; es bleibt mir wohl nichts anderes übrig, als ein Auge zuzudrücken. Danach muß der Schatz jedoch den Behörden übergeben werden, bis die offizielle Untersuchung abgeschlossen ist.«

»Selbstverständlich, das wird sich leicht machen lassen. Noch etwas; es läge mir sehr viel daran, einige Einzelheiten im Zusammenhang mit diesem Fall aus dem Munde von Jonathan Small selbst zu erfahren. 

Sie wissen, daß ich Wert darauf lege, meine Fälle bis in die letzte Einzelheit zu klären. Sie haben doch nichts dagegen einzuwenden, wenn ich, sei es nun hier in meinem Quartier oder anderswo, ein kleines Privatgespräch mit ihm führe, vorausgesetzt, daß er streng bewacht wird?«

»Nun, Sie sind der Herr der Lage. Ich habe bis Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.278
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anhin noch keinen Beweis dafür, daß es diesen Jonathan Small wirklich gibt. Sollte es Ihnen jedoch gelingen, ihn zu fangen, so sehe ich nicht, wieso ich Ihnen ein Gespräch mit ihm verweigern sollte.«

»Sie sind also damit einverstanden?«

»Ja, absolut. Sonst noch etwas?«

»Ja, ich bestehe darauf, daß Sie uns beim Abendessen Gesellschaft leisten. Es wird in einer halben Stunde bereit sein. Ich habe Austern, zwei Birkhühner und etwas vom Erleseneren, was man an Weißwein finden kann. Es ist an der Zeit, Watson, daß Sie meine Talente als Hausherr einmal gebührend würdigen.«
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10. Das Ende des Insulaners

Unser Mahl nahm einen heiteren Verlauf. Holmes war ein blendender Unterhalter, wenn er wollte, und an diesem Abend wollte er. Er schien sich in einem Zustand nervöser Hochstimmung zu befinden. Nie zuvor hatte ich ihn so brillant erlebt. Er streifte in rascher Folge die verschiedensten Themen – Mirakelspiele, mittelalterliche Töpferkunst, Stradivari-Geigen, den Buddhismus auf Ceylon und die Kriegsschiffe der Zukunft – und verstand es, auf jedes einzelne so einzugehen, als sei es sein Spezialgebiet. Seine glänzende Laune zeigte an, daß die schwarze Depression der vergangenen Tage überwunden war. Athelney Jones war, wie sich herausstellte, in seinen Mußestunden ein recht umgänglicher Mensch und sprach dem Mahl mit der Miene eines Bonvivant zu. Was mich betrifft, so stimmte mich der Gedanke, daß wir uns dem Ende unserer Aufgabe näherten, zuversichtlich, und ich ließ mich von Holmes' Fröhlichkeit etwas anstecken. 

Wahrend des ganzen Abendessens wurde der eigentliche Grund unseres Beisammenseins mit keinem Wort erwähnt. 

Als der Tisch abgeräumt war, warf Holmes einen Blick auf seine Uhr und füllte drei Gläser mit Port-wein. 

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.280
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»Stoßen wir an auf das Gelingen unserer kleinen Expedition«, sagte er. »Und nun ist es höchste Zeit aufzubrechen. Haben Sie eine Pistole, Watson?«

»Mein alter Dienstrevolver liegt in meinem Schreibtisch.«

»Sie sollten ihn besser holen; sicher ist sicher. Wie ich sehe, steht die Droschke schon vor der Tür. Ich habe sie für halb sieben bestellt.«

Es war kurz nach sieben, als wir den Landeplatz bei Westminster erreichten, wo unser Boot wartete. 

Holmes beäugte es kritisch. 

»Gibt es irgend etwas, was es als Polizeiboot kennzeichnet?«

»Ja, diese grüne Laterne an der Seite.«

»Dann entfernen Sie sie.«

Die kleine Veränderung wurde vorgenommen, wir gingen an Bord, und die Taue wurden gelöst. Jones, Holmes und ich saßen im Heck. Außer uns gab es einen Mann am Steuerruder, einen, der die Maschinen bediente, und vorn im Boot zwei stämmige Polizeiin-spektoren. 

»Wohin?« fragte Jones. 

»Zum Tower. Sagen Sie ihnen, daß sie gegenüber von Jacobsons Werft anhalten sollen.«

Unser Boot entpuppte sich als ein äußerst schnelles Gefährt. Wir schössen an einer langen Reihe beladener Schleppkähne vorbei, als ob diese stillstünden. 

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.281
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Holmes lächelte voller Zufriedenheit, als wir einen Flußdampfer überholten und hinter uns ließen. 

»Es sieht so aus, als ob wir alles auf dem Fluß einholen könnten«, sagte er. 

»Nun, das wohl kaum. Aber es gibt nicht manches Boot, das unserem überlegen ist.«

»Wir müssen die  Aurora  kriegen, und die steht im Ruf, ein wahres Rennboot zu sein. Und jetzt, Watson, will ich Ihnen erzählen, wie die Dinge stehen. Erinnern Sie sich noch, wie verärgert ich war, daß ich an einer solchen Bagatelle scheitern sollte?«

»Ja.«

»Nun, ich habe meinem Geist eine gründliche Erholung gegönnt, indem ich mich in eine chemische Analyse vertiefte. Einer unserer größten Staatsmän-ner30 hat gesagt, ein Wechsel der Tätigkeit sei die beste Erholung. Und genau so ist es. Nachdem es mir gelungen war, den Kohlenwasserstoff, mit dem ich mich beschäftigte, in seine Bestandteile zu zerlegen, kam ich auf das Sholto-Problem zurück und ließ mir die ganze Sache nochmals durch den Kopf gehen. 

Meine Jungen waren flußauf- und flußabwärts ausge-schwärmt, ohne Erfolg. Der Kahn war weder bei einem Bootssteg oder Landeplatz vertäut, noch war er zu seinem Ausgangspunkt zurückgekehrt. Dennoch schien es kaum wahrscheinlich, daß sie ihn versenkt hatten, um ihre Spuren zu verwischen, obwohl dies Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.282
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als letztmögliche Erklärung im Auge zu behalten war, wenn alles andere fehlschlagen sollte. Ich wußte, daß dieser Small über ein gewisses Maß an primitiver Schlauheit verfugt; einen fein ausgeklügelten Schach-zug traute ich ihm jedoch nicht zu, da dies gewöhnlich eine gewisse Bildung voraussetzt. Des weiteren überlegte ich mir, daß er sich eine Weile in London aufgehalten haben mußte, denn wir haben Beweise dafür, daß er  Pondicherry Lodge  während längerer Zeit überwacht hat; es war ihm deshalb wohl kaum möglich, von einem Moment auf den anderen zu verschwinden, sondern er würde eine gewisse Zeit, wenn auch vielleicht nur einen Tag, benötigen, um seine Angelegenheiten zu regeln. So verhielt es sich jedenfalls aller Wahrscheinlichkeit nach.«

»Das scheint mir nicht besonders überzeugend«, entgegnete ich. »Wahrscheinlicher ist doch, daß er seine Angelegenheiten geregelt hat, bevor er sich zu diesem Unternehmen anschickte.«

»Nein, das glaube ich eben nicht. Dieser Unterschlupf war im Notfall ein viel zu wertvoller Zufluchtsort für ihn, als daß er ihn aufgegeben hätte, ehe er sicher war, ihn nicht mehr zu benötigen. Dann kam mir aber noch ein zweiter Gedanke. Jonathan Small mußte wissen, daß das eigenartige Äußere seines Genossen, wie sehr er sich auch bemüht haben mochte, es zu bemänteln, Anlaß zu Geschwätz geben und viel-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.283
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leicht gar mit der Tragödie von Norwood in Verbindung gebracht werden würde. Hell genug war er jedenfalls, um sich dies ausrechnen zu können. Sie waren also im Schutz der Dunkelheit von ihrem Hauptquartier aufgebrochen, und es mußte ihm viel daran liegen, wieder zurück zu sein, ehe es richtig tagte. Nun, laut Mrs. Smith war es kurz nach drei, als sie das Boot bestiegen. Eine Stunde später würde es ziemlich hell sein, und es wären auch schon Leute auf den Beinen. Aus diesem Grund, so überlegte ich mir, fuhren sie nicht sehr weit. Sie bezahlten Smith groß-

zügig, damit er den Mund hielt, hießen ihn, seinen Kahn für die endgültige Flucht bereithalten, und eilten mit der Schatztruhe zu ihrem Logis. Vermutlich hatten sie vor, ein paar Nächte verstreichen zu lassen, um zu sehen, wie der Fall in den Zeitungen beurteilt würde und ob irgendein Verdacht auf sie fiele, und sich dann im Schütze der Dunkelheit zu einem Schiff in Gravesend oder in den Downs31 durchzuschlagen, wo zweifellos bereits alles für ihre Überfahrt nach Amerika oder den Kolonien in die Wege geleitet war.«

»Aber was ist. mit dem Kahn? Den konnten sie doch wohl nicht in ihr Logis mitnehmen.«

»Ganz recht. Ich überlegte mir, daß das Boot, seiner Unsichtbarkeit zum Trotz, nicht allzu weit entfernt sein konnte. Ich versuchte also, mich an Smalls Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.284
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Stelle zu versetzen und die Sache so anzuschauen, wie ein Mann seines Kalibers es tun würde. Vermutlich hatte er sich überlegt, daß der Polizei, sollte sie ihm auf die Schliche kommen, die Verfolgung sehr erleichtert würde, wenn er den Kahn zurückschickte oder an einer Anlegestelle warten ließ. Welche Möglichkeit gab es also, das Boot zu verbergen und es dennoch zur Hand zu haben, wenn es gebraucht wurde? Ich überlegte mir, was ich an seiner Stelle tun würde, und sah nur eine einzige Möglichkeit. Ich würde das Boot in eine Werft bringen, mit dem Auftrag, ein paar Reparaturen oder geringfügige Änderungen daran vorzunehmen. Dies hieße, daß es in deren Bootsschuppen oder Dock untergebracht und somit gut versteckt wäre, während es gleichzeitig auf Abruf zu meiner Verfügung stünde.«

»Das liegt ja auf der Hand.«

»Ja, nur daß gerade die Dinge, die ganz klar auf der Hand liegen, meistens übersehen werden. Nun denn, ich entschloß mich also, meinen Überlegungen gemäß zu handeln. Als harmloser Seemann aufgemacht, brach ich sogleich auf, um bei allen Werften flußab-wärts Erkundigungen einzuziehen. Bei fünfzehn ging ich leer aus, aber bei der sechzehnten, Jacobsons Werft, erfuhr ich, daß ihnen die  Aurora  zwei Tage zuvor von einem Mann mit einem Holzbein mit ein paar fadenscheinigen Anweisungen hinsichtlich des Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.285
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Steuerruders übergeben worden war. ›Dem Ruder fehlt hinten und vorn nix‹, sagte mir der Vorarbeiter. 

›Sehn Sie, dort liegt sie, die mit den roten Streifen.‹

Und was glauben Sie wohl, wer in diesem Augenblick auf uns zukam? Kein anderer als Mordecai Smith, der vermißte Bootseigner. Er hatte schon einigen Schnaps intus. Selbstverständlich hätte ich ihn nicht erkannt, wenn er nicht seinen eigenen Namen und den seines Bootes laut ausposaunt hätte. ›Ich brauche sie heute abend um acht Uhr‹, sagte er, ›um punkt acht Uhr, verstanden, ich nehme nämlich zwei Gentlemen an Bord, die es nicht gewohnt sind zu warten.‹ Offensichtlich hatten sie ihn reichlich bezahlt, denn er schien Geld in Hülle und Fülle zu haben und warf mit Trinkgeldern für die Arbeiter nur so um sich. Ich folgte ihm ein Stück Weges, aber als er in eine Bierschen-ke driftete, kehrte ich zur Werft zurück, und da ich unterwegs zufällig auf einen meiner Jungen stieß, ließ ich ihn dort zurück, um das Boot zu bewachen. Er hat den Auftrag, dicht am Wasser zu stehen und uns mit seinem Taschentuch ein Zeichen zu geben, sobald sie aufbrechen. Wir werden indessen im Strom draußen auf der Lauer liegen, und es müßte schon seltsam zugehen, wenn uns nicht Männer, Schatz und alles Drum und Dran in die Hände fielen.«

»Sie haben sich das alles sehr schön ausgedacht, ob es nun die richtigen Männer sind oder nicht«, warf Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.286
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Jones ein, »aber wenn die Sache nach mir ginge, dann hätte ich einen Polizeitrupp in Jacobsons Werft aufgestellt und würde die beiden festnehmen, sobald sie dort auftauchen.«

»Mit andern Worten: nie. Dieser Small ist ein ziemlich ausgekochter Bursche. Er sendet bestimmt einen Späher voraus, und wenn irgend etwas seinen Verdacht erregt, zieht er sich einfach noch eine Woche in sein Schlupfloch zurück.«

»Aber Sie hätten sich Mordecai Smith an die Fersen heften und sich so zu ihrem Versteck führen lassen können«, bemerkte ich. 

»Das wäre reine Zeitverschwendung gewesen. Ich denke, die Chancen, daß Smith weiß, wo sie sich aufhalten, stehen eins zu hundert. Weshalb sollte er Fragen stellen, solange der Schnaps ausreicht und die Bezahlung gut ist? Und wenn sie Anweisungen haben, lassen sie ihm eine Botschaft zukommen. Nein, ich habe alle Möglichkeiten des Vorgehens reiflich erwogen, und dies hier ist die beste.«

Im Laufe dieses Gesprächs waren wir unter der langen Reihe von Brücken, welche die Themse über-spannen, hindurchgeschossen. Als wir an der City vorbeifuhren, vergoldeten eben die letzten Sonnen-strahlen das Kreuz auf der Spitze der St. Paul's Cathedral, und noch ehe wir den Tower erreicht hatten, war die Dämmerung hereingebrochen. 
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»Dort drüben liegt Jacobsons Werft«; sagte Holmes und deutete auf ein Gewirr von Masten und Ta-kelwerk am Surrey-Ufer. »Wir können hier, hinter diesen Schleppkähnen versteckt, gemächlich auf und ab kreuzen.« Er zog ein Nachtfernrohr aus der Tasche und spähte eine Zeitlang zum Ufer hinüber. »Meine Wache ist auf dem Posten, aber ich sehe keine Spur von einem Taschentuch.«

»Wir könnten ja ein Stück flußabwärts fahren und uns dort auf die Lauer legen«, schlug Jones tatendur-stig vor. 

Wir alle waren inzwischen von Tatendrang erfüllt, sogar die Polizisten und die Heizer, die nur eine sehr vage Vorstellung davon hatten, worum es hier ging. 

»Wir dürfen ja nichts als gegeben annehmen«, entgegnete Holmes. »Natürlich stehen die Chancen zehn zu eins, daß sie flußabwärts fahren werden, aber sicher sein können wir nicht. Von hier aus können wir die Einfahrt zur Werft überblicken, während sie uns kaum sehen können. Die Nacht wird hell werden und die Sicht klar. Wir müssen bleiben, wo wir sind. 

Schauen Sie mal, die Leute da drüben, wie sie im Licht der Gaslaternen herumschwärmen!«

»Die kommen von der Arbeit in der Werft.«

»Die Kerle sehen ja übel aus, und doch muß man wohl annehmen, daß in jedem ein Fünkchen Unsterb-lichkeit verborgen liegt. Kaum zu glauben, wenn man Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.288

10. Das Ende des Insulaners

Doyle-WA Bd. 2, 112

sie so betrachtet. Jedenfalls besteht dafür keinerlei apriorische Gewißheit. Ein seltsam enigmatisch Wesen ist der Mensch!«

»Irgend jemand hat es so formuliert: Des Menschen Seele steckt in einem Tier«, bemerkte ich. 

»Winwood Reade hat einen interessanten Beitrag zu diesem Thema geleistet«, fuhr Holmes fort. »Er sagt, daß der Mensch, wiewohl als Einzelner ein undurchdringliches Rätsel, in der Masse zu einer mathematisch berechenbaren Größe wird. So ist es zum Beispiel nicht möglich, vorauszusagen, was irgendein bestimmter Mensch tun wird, aber man kann mit Ge-wißheit sagen, wie der Durchschnitt handeln wird. 

Das Verhalten des Individuums ist eine Variable, das von Bevölkerungsanteilen hingegen eine Konstante; so spricht der Statistiker. Aber sehe ich dort drüben nicht ein Taschentuch? Da flattert doch etwas Wei-

ßes.«

»Ja, das ist Ihr Junge«, rief ich. »Ich kann ihn deutlich erkennen.«

»Und da kommt die  Aurora«, rief Holmes aus, 

»und zwar mit höllischer Geschwindigkeit! He, Maschinist, volle Kraft voraus! Folgen Sie jenem Kahn mit dem gelben Licht. Bei Gott, ich würde es mir nie verzeihen, wenn er uns durch die Lappen ginge!«

Die  Aurora  war ungesehen durch die Werfteinfahrt geschlüpft und hinter zwei oder drei Booten durchge-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.289
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glitten, so daß sie schon eine beträchtliche Geschwindigkeit erreicht hatte, als wir sie endlich bemerkten. 

Nun flog sie dicht der Uferlinie folgend den Strom hinab. Jones betrachtete sie mit sorgenvollem Blick und schüttelte den Kopf. 

»Sie ist unglaublich schnell«, sagte er. »Ich zweifle daran, daß wir sie einholen können.«

»Wir  müssen  sie einholen!« stieß Holmes zwischen den Zähnen hervor. »Heizer, schaufelt, was ihr könnt! 

Holt das Letzte aus dem Kahn heraus! Und wenn wir unser eigenes Boot verheizen, wir müssen sie kriegen!«

Inzwischen hatten wir die Verfolgung aufgenommen. Die Feuerbüchsen röhrten, und die mächtige Maschinerie hämmerte und stampfte wie ein großes metallenes Herz. Der scharfe, steile Bug schnitt durch das ruhige Wasser und ließ zwei Wellen rechts und links von uns wegfluten. Mit jedem Stoß der Maschine zuckte und bebte das Boot wie ein lebender Organismus. Eine gelbe Laterne im Bug warf einen langgezogenen, schwankenden Lichtkegel vor uns her. 

Dort war die  Aurora  als dunkler Fleck auf dem Wasser erkennbar, und der Wirbel weißen Schaums dahinter zeugte von ihrer Geschwindigkeit. Wir schnellten an Schleppkähnen, Dampfern und Frachtschiffen vorüber, links, rechts, hinten durch und vorn herum. 

Aus der Dunkelheit riefen uns Stimmen an, aber un-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.290
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beirrbar raste die  Aurora  weiter, und unbeirrbar folgten wir in ihrem Kielwasser. 

»Schaufelt, Leute, schaufelt, was ihr könnt!« rief Holmes, in den Maschinenraum hinunterblickend, so daß auf seinen gespannten, adlerartigen Zügen das wild zuckende Leuchten von unten widerschien. »Holt das letzte Pfund Dampf heraus!«

»Ich glaube, wir haben ein wenig aufgeholt«, sagte Jones, den Blick auf die  Aurora  geheftet. 

»Ganz bestimmt«, erwiderte ich. »In wenigen Minuten werden wir mit ihr gleichaufliegen.«

Just in diesem Augenblick wollte es jedoch ein widriges Geschick, daß uns ein Schlepper mit drei Kähnen in die Quere kam. Nur indem wir das Ruder hart herumwarfen, konnten wir einen Zusammenstoß vermeiden, und als wir sie endlich umfahren hatten und wieder auf unseren ursprünglichen Kurs ein-schwenkten, hatte die  Aurora  einen Vorsprung von mindestens zweihundert Yards gewonnen. Allerdings war sie noch immer deutlich sichtbar, und das dunstige Zwielicht ging allmählich in eine klare, sternenhel-le Nacht über. Unsere Dampfkessel standen knapp vor dem Bersten, und der zerbrechliche Schiffsrumpf zitterte und knarrte unter der wilden Kraft, die uns vorwärts trieb. Wir schössen durch den Pool, an den West India Docks vorbei, den langen Deptford Reach nach Süden, dann um die Isle of Dogs herum wieder Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.291

10. Das Ende des Insulaners

Doyle-WA Bd. 2, 114

gen Norden. Der verschwommene Fleck vor uns nahm nun klar die Konturen der schmucken  Aurora  an. 

Jones richtete den Schein unserer Suchlaterne darauf, so daß wir die Gestalten auf Deck deutlich sehen konnten. Ein Mann saß im Heck und beugte sich über etwas Schwarzes zwischen seinen Knien. Neben ihm lag ein dunkler, unförmiger Haufen, der wie ein Neufundländer aussah. Der Junge hielt die Ruderpinne, während sich gegen das rote Lodern der Feuerbüchse die Gestalt des alten Smith abhob, der, bis zum Gürtel entblößt, aus Leibeskräften Kohlen schaufelte. An-fänglich mochten sie sich noch gefragt haben, ob wir tatsächlich hinter ihnen her waren, jetzt aber, da wir jeder Krümmung und Windung ihres Kurses folgten, konnte kein Zweifel mehr bestehen. Bei Greenwich hatten wir ungefähr zweihundertfünfzig Yards zu-rückgelegen. Bei Blackwall waren es höchstens noch hundertachtzig. Ich habe in meiner wechselvollen Laufbahn schon vielerlei Lebewesen in vielerlei Ländern gejagt, nie aber hat der Jagdsport mir einen so wilden Nervenkitzel gegeben wie diese irrwitzige, rasende Menschenhatz die Themse hinunter. Langsam, aber stetig holten wir auf, Yard um Yard. Durch die Stille der Nacht hörten wir das Ächzen und Stöhnen ihrer Maschine. Der Mann im Heck saß noch immer gebückt auf dem Deck, und seine Arme bewegten sich emsig, als verrichtete er eine Arbeit; von Zeit zu Zeit Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.292
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blickte er auf, um die Entfernung zwischen uns und ihnen abzuschätzen. Näher und näher kamen wir. 

Jones schrie hinüber, sie sollten anhalten. Wir lagen höchstens noch vier Bootslängen hinter ihnen, beide Boote jagten mit atemberaubender Geschwindigkeit dahin. Wir hatten einen überschaubaren Flußabschnitt erreicht; auf der einen Seite lag die Ebene von Barking, auf der anderen die melancholische Marschland-schaft von Plumpstead. Auf unseren Ruf hin sprang der Mann im Heck auf, schüttelte die geballten Fäuste gegen uns und begann mit hoher, sich überschlagen-der Stimme zu fluchen. Er war ein Mann von kräftiger Statur, und wie er so breitbeinig dastand, um die Balance zu halten, sah ich, daß er auf der rechten Seite vom Knie an abwärts nur einen Holzstumpf hatte. 

Seine schrillen, wuterfüllten Schreie brachten Leben in das Bündel auf dem Deck. Es richtete sich auf und entpuppte sich als ein kleiner schwarzer Mann – so klein, wie ich noch nie einen gesehen hatte – mit gro-

ßem, unförmigem Kopf und wirrem, zerzaustem Haarschopf. Holmes hatte seinen Revolver bereits gezogen, und beim Anblick dieser wilden, mißgestalten Kreatur griff ich hastig nach dem meinen. Das Wesen war in eine Art Ulster oder Wolldecke von dunkler Farbe gehüllt, so daß nur das Gesicht sichtbar war; aber dies allein war genug, einem Mann eine schlaflose Nacht zu bereiten. Nie zuvor hatte ich ein Ge-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.293
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sicht erblickt, das so tief von Grausamkeit und Bestialität gezeichnet war. In seinen kleinen Augen glühte und loderte ein unheimliches Feuer, und seine wulstigen Lippen waren verzerrt und entblößten Zähne, 

die

uns

in

halb

tierischer

Wut

entgegenfletschten und -klapperten. 

»Schießen Sie sofort, falls er die Hand hebt«, sagte Holmes ruhig. 

Inzwischen trennte uns nur noch eine Bootslänge von den Gejagten. Mir ist, als sähe ich die beiden heute noch vor mir stehen: mit weitgespreizten Beinen der Weiße, wie er uns Flüche entgegenschleudert, und der verruchte Zwerg mit der gräßlichen Fratze, dessen kräftige gelbe Zähne uns im Schein der Laterne entge-genblecken. 

Es war gut, daß wir ihn so deutlich sehen konnten, denn vor unseren Augen zog er unter seinem Über-wurf ein kurzes rundes Stück Holz, ähnlich einem Lineal, hervor und setzte es blitzschnell an seine Lippen. Gleichzeitig krachten unsere Pistolen. Er wirbelte herum, warf die Arme in die Luft und kippte mit einer Art ersticktem Husten seitwärts in den Fluß. 

Aus den weiß wirbelnden Wassern traf mich noch ein letzter Blick seiner giftigen, abgrundbösen Augen. Im selben Moment stürzte der Mann mit dem Holzbein ans Steuerruder und warf es hart herum, so daß sein Boot direkt auf das Südufer zuhielt, während wir mit Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.294
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wenigen Fuß Abstand an dessen Heck vorbeischos-sen. 

Einen Augenblick später hatten wir gewendet und waren hinter ihnen her, aber da hatte das Boot das Ufer schon fast erreicht. Die Gegend war wild und öde, der Mond schien auf weites Marschland mit Tümpeln stehenden Wassers und Strichen vermodernder Vegetation. Dumpf lief der Dampfkahn auf das schlammige Ufer auf, sein Bug erhob sich in die Luft, und das Heck senkte sich zum Wasserspiegel. Der Mann versuchte zu fliehen und sprang hinaus, doch sein Holzstumpf versank sogleich im aufgeweichten Boden. All sein Winden und Zappeln war vergeblich. 

Nicht einen einzigen Schritt vor- oder rückwärts konnte er tun. Voll ohnmächtiger Wut brüllte er auf und stampfte mit dem anderen Fuß wie rasend in den Morast. Aber damit rammte er den hölzernen Pflock nur noch tiefer in den schlammigen Grund. Als wir unser Boot längsseits gebracht hatten, war er bereits so fest verankert, daß wir ihn herausziehen mußten, indem wir ihm ein Seil um die Brust schlangen und ihn wie einen bösen Fisch an Bord hievten. Vater und Sohn Smith waren störrisch sitzen geblieben in ihrem Boot, kamen auf unseren Befehl aber recht fügsam zu uns herüber. Auch die  Aurora  wurde wieder flottge-macht und an unserem Heck festgebunden. Auf ihrem Deck fanden wir eine massive Eisentruhe indischer Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.295
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Machart vor. Kein Zweifel, dies war die Truhe, die den fluchbringenden Schatz der Sholtos barg. Ein Schlüssel war nicht vorhanden, aber die Kiste war von beträchtlichem Gewicht, und so überführten wir sie sorgsam in die kleine Kajüte auf unserem Boot. 

Während wir gemächlich flußaufwärts dampften, leuchteten wir mit unserer Suchlaterne nach allen Seiten, konnten jedoch keine Spur von dem Insulaner entdecken. Irgendwo im dunklen Schlamm, tief unten auf dem Grund der Themse, ruhen die Gebeine dieses seltsamen Besuchers an unseren Gestaden. 

»Sehen Sie sich das an«, sagte Holmes und deutete auf die hölzerne Luke. »Wir waren wohl nicht schnell genug mit unseren Pistolen.« Und wahrhaftig, direkt hinter der Stelle, wo wir gestanden hatten, steckte einer dieser mörderischen Pfeile, die wir bereits zur Genüge kannten. Er mußte in dem Augenblick, da wir geschossen hatten, zwischen uns hindurchgeschwirrt sein. Holmes tat die Sache mit einem Lachen und einem wegwerfenden Schulterzucken ab, wie das so seine Art ist; ich aber muß gestehen, daß mir ganz elend wurde beim Gedanken an den schrecklichen Tod, der an diesem Abend so nahe an uns vorübergegangen war. 
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11. Der große Agra-Schatz

Unser Gefangener saß in der Kajüte, gegenüber der Eisentruhe, für die er so viel Mühsal und so lange Jahre des Wartens auf sich genommen hatte. Er war ein sonnenverbrannter Kerl mit verwegenem Blick; ein feines Netz von Falten und Linien überzog sein mahagonifarbenes Gesicht, das von einem harten Leben bei Wind und Wetter zeugte. Sein auffallend vorspringendes, bartbedecktes Kinn kennzeichnete ihn als einen Mann, der nicht leicht von seinem Ziel abzubringen war. Er mochte so um die fünfzig herum sein, denn sein schwarzes Kraushaar war dicht mit grauen Strähnen durchzogen. Sein Gesicht war nicht unsympathisch, wenn es sich in Ruhe befand, wogegen ihm die buschigen Augenbrauen und das aggressive Kinn im Zorn einen furchterregenden Ausdruck verliehen, wie ich erst eben noch gesehen hatte. Die Hände mit den Handschellen im Schoß, den Kopf auf die Brust gesenkt, so saß er nun da und betrachtete mit scharfem, funkelndem Blick die Truhe, die der Anlaß für all seine Missetaten gewesen war. Aus seiner starren, beherrschten Miene schien mir eher Be-trübnis denn Wut zu sprechen, und einmal, als er zu mir aufblickte, schien gar etwas wie Humor in seinen Augen aufzublitzen. 
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»Nun, Jonathan Small«, sagte Holmes und zündete sich eine Zigarre an, »es tut mir leid, daß es so weit kommen mußte.«

»Mir auch, Sir«, erwiderte er frei heraus. »Ich glaube nicht, daß ich für diese Sache baumeln werde. Ich kann Ihnen mein Wort auf die Bibel geben, daß ich Mr. Sholto kein Haar gekrümmt habe. Es war Tonga, dieser kleine Höllenhund, der einen seiner verdammten Pfeile auf ihn abgeschossen hat. Ich hatte nichts damit zu tun, Sir. Ich war so traurig, als ob es ein Blutsverwandter von mir gewesen wäre. Drum hab ich den kleinen Teufel dann auch windelweich geschlagen mit dem losen Ende des Seiles, aber es war nun einmal geschehen, und ich konnte es nicht mehr ungeschehen machen.«

»Hier, rauchen Sie eine Zigarre«, sagte Holmes, 

»und nehmen Sie am besten noch einen Schluck aus meinem Flachmann; Sie sind ja ganz durchnäßt. Aber wie konnten Sie bloß annehmen, daß jemand, der so klein und schmächtig war wie dieser schwarze Bursche, Mr. Sholto überwältigen und festhalten könnte, während Sie das Seil hinaufgeklettert kamen?«

»Sie scheinen ja soviel von der Sache zu wissen, als ob Sie selbst dabeigewesen wären, Sir. Es war so: Ich hatte gehofft, das Zimmer leer vorzufinden. Ich war mit den Gewohnheiten des Hauses wohl vertraut, und um diese Zeit ging Mr. Sholto gewöhnlich hinun-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.298
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ter zum Abendessen. Ich will meine Karten offen auf den Tisch legen. Ich kann mich am besten verteidigen, indem ich ganz einfach die Wahrheit sage. Nun denn, wenn es der alte Major gewesen wäre, dann hätt ich mich leichten Herzens hängen lassen. Ihn abzustechen hätte mir nicht mehr Kopfzerbrechen bereitet, als diese Zigarre da zu rauchen. Aber es ist schon verdammt hart, daß ich wegen diesem jungen Sholto sitzen soll, gegen den ich nie etwas gehabt hab.«

»Mr. Athelney Jones von Scotland Yard ist für Sie zuständig. Er wird Sie in meine Wohnung bringen, wo ich von Ihnen einen wahrheitsgetreuen Bericht über die Sache zu hören wünsche. Sie dürfen mir nichts verschweigen, denn dann kann ich Ihnen allenfalls von Nutzen sein. Ich denke, ich kann beweisen, daß dieses Gift so schnell wirkt, daß der Mann tot war, noch ehe Sie das Zimmer betreten haben.«

»Das war er auch, Sir. Ich hab mein Leben lang noch nie so'n Schock gekriegt wie damals, als ich durchs Fenster stieg und er mir entgegengrinste mit seinem auf die Schulter gesunkenen Kopf. Das ist mir wirklich durch und durch gegangen, Sir. Ich hätte Tonga dafür halb tot geschlagen, wenn er nicht weggewitscht wäre. Drum hat er seine Keule und, wie er mir später gesagt hat, auch ein paar seiner Pfeile zurückgelassen, und dadurch sind Sie uns wohl auf die Spur gekommen, obwohl mir dann wieder ein Rät-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.299
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sel ist, wie Sie es geschafft haben, sie nicht wieder zu verlieren. Nicht daß ich Ihnen deshalb böse wäre. 

Aber es mutet mich schon seltsam an«, fugte er mit einem bitteren Lächeln hinzu, »daß ich, der ich einen rechtmäßigen Anspruch auf die Summe von einer halben Million habe, die erste Hälfte meines Lebens damit verbrachte, auf den Andamanen einen Wellen-brecher zu bauen, und nun die andere Hälfte wohl damit verbringen werde, in Dartmoor Entwässerungsgräben zu buddeln32. Das war ein echter Unglückstag für mich, als ich den Kaufmann Achmet erstmals zu Gesicht bekam und in die Sache mit dem Agra-Schatz verwickelt wurde. Der hat noch über keinen seiner Besitzer je etwas anderes als Fluch gebracht: für Achmet den Tod, für Major Sholto Furcht und Schuld und für mich lebenslange Sklaverei.«

In diesem Augenblick steckte Athelney Jones Kopf und Schultern in die enge Kajüte. 

»Das ist ja das reinste Familienfest«, sagte er. »Ich glaube, ich könnte einen Schluck aus Ihrer Flasche vertragen, Holmes. Ich meine, wir haben allen Grund, einander zu beglückwünschen. Schade nur, daß wir den anderen nicht lebend gefaßt haben; aber wir hatten keine Wahl. Na, Holmes, das wäre um ein Haar noch schiefgegangen, das geben Sie doch wohl zu. 

Wir hatten unsere liebe Mühe, sie einzuholen.«

»Ende gut, alles gut«, erwiderte Holmes. »Aber ich Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.300

11. Der große Agra-Schatz

Doyle-WA Bd. 2, 121

wußte wirklich nicht, daß die  Aurora  so ein Rennboot ist.«

»Smith behauptet, sie sei einer der schnellsten Dampfkähne auf dem ganzen Fluß und wir hätten sie nie eingeholt, wenn er für die Maschinen einen zweiten Mann bei sich gehabt hätte. Im übrigen beteuert er, von der Norwood-Affäre nichts gewußt zu haben.«

»Das hat er auch nicht«, rief unser Gefangener, 

»keine Ahnung hatte er. Ich habe sein Boot ausgewählt, weil es hieß, sie sei ein Flitzer. Wir haben ihm gar nichts erzählt; aber gut bezahlt haben wir ihn, und er hätte eine hübsche Belohnung erhalten, wenn wir unser Schiff erreicht hätten, die  Esmeralda,  die von Gravesend nach Brasilien in See sticht.«

»Schön, wenn er nichts Unrechtes getan hat, dann sorgen wir dafür, daß ihm auch kein Unrecht geschieht. Wir sind zwar ganz schön schnell, wenn es darum geht, einen Mann zu fassen, doch für ein Urteil lassen wir uns etwas Zeit.« Es war amüsant zu sehen, wie der selbstgefällige Jones bereits begann, sich mit dieser Gefangennahme zu brüsten; und wie ich aus dem feinen Lächeln, das über Sherlock Holmes' Gesicht huschte, schließen konnte, hatte die Rede auch auf ihn ihre Wirkung nicht verfehlt. 

»Wir sind gleich bei der Vauxhall Bridge«, sagte Jones, »wo wir Sie, Dr. Watson, mit der Schatztruhe absetzen werden. Ich brauche Ihnen wohl kaum zu Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.301
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sagen, welch große Verantwortung ich mir damit auf-lade: So ein Vorgehen ist ganz und gar regelwidrig; aber abgemacht ist abgemacht. Allerdings fordert meine Pflicht, daß ich Ihnen einen Inspektor mitgebe, da Sie so kostbare Fracht mit sich führen. Sie haben doch wohl vor, einen Wagen zu nehmen?«

»Ja, ich nehme einen Wagen.«

»Ein Jammer, daß es keinen Schlüssel gibt, sonst könnten wir erst das Inventar aufnehmen. Sie werden die Truhe aufbrechen müssen. Sagen Sie, Mann, wo ist der Schlüssel?«

»Auf dem Grund des Flusses«, antwortete Small kurz angebunden. 

»Hm; die Mühe hätten Sie uns ruhig ersparen können. Sie haben uns ohnehin schon genug Arbeit gemacht. Nun also, Doktor, ich muß Sie wohl nicht erst ermahnen, vorsichtig zu sein. Bringen Sie die Truhe nachher in die Baker Street. Wir werden dort auf dem Weg zur Polizeiwache Station machen.«

Ich wurde zusammen mit der schweren Eisentruhe und in Begleitung eines gutmütigen, jovialen Inspektors in Vauxhall an Land gesetzt. Nach einer Viertelstunde Fahrt erreichten wir das Haus von Mrs. Cecil Forrester. Das Dienstmädchen schien überrascht von einem so späten Besuch. Mrs. Forrester, sagte sie, sei ausgegangen und werde erst sehr spät zurückerwartet. 

Miss Morstan dagegen halte sich im Salon auf. Ich Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.302
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ließ also den entgegenkommenden Inspektor im Wagen zurück und trug die Truhe in den Salon. 

Da saß sie, am offenen Fenster, in einem Kleid aus weißem, leicht durchscheinendem Stoff, das an Taille und Nacken mit einem feinen Hauch Scharlachrot besetzt war. Das sanfte Licht einer abgeschirmten Lampe fiel auf den Korbstuhl, in dem sie sich zurücklehnte, umspielte ihr liebliches, ernstes Antlitz und zauberte zarten metallischen Glanz auf die üppigen Flechten ihres prachtvollen Haares. Einer ihrer wei-

ßen Arme hing über die Lehne hinab, und ihre ganze Erscheinung und Haltung verrieten eine tiefe Melancholie. Als meine Schritte ertönten, sprang sie indessen auf, und ihre blassen Wangen überzogen sich mit der lebhaften Röte von Überraschung und Freude. 

»Ich habe einen Wagen vorfahren hören«, sagte sie, 

»und dachte mir, daß Mrs. Forrester sehr zeitig zu-rück sei, aber daß Sie es sind, hätte ich mir niemals träumen lassen. Was bringen Sie für Neuigkeiten?«

»Ich bringe Ihnen etwas Besseres als Neuigkeiten«, erwiderte ich in fröhlichem und ausgelassenem Ton, obwohl mir das Herz in der Brust schwer war, und stellte die Truhe auf den Tisch. »Ich bringe Ihnen etwas, das soviel wert ist wie alle Neuigkeiten der Welt; ich bringe Ihnen ein Vermögen.«

Sie warf einen Blick auf die Eisentruhe. 

»Das also ist der Schatz?« fragte sie ziemlich kühl. 
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»Ja, dies ist der große Agra-Schatz. Die Hälfte davon gehört Ihnen, und die andere Hälfte Thaddeus Sholto. Das macht für jeden von Ihnen ein paar Hunderttausend. Kaum auszudenken! Eine Jahresrente von zehntausend Pfund! In ganz England wird es nicht manche junge Lady geben, die reicher ist als Sie. Ist das nicht wundervoll?«

Vermutlich war mein Entzücken etwas gar zu dick aufgetragen, so daß meine Beglückwünschungen etwas hohl klangen, denn ich bemerkte, daß ihre Brauen sich ein wenig hoben und sie mich mit for-schendem Blick ansah. 

»Wenn das mir gehört, verdanke ich es Ihnen«, sagte sie. 

»Nein, nein«, entgegnete ich, »nicht mir, sondern meinem Freund Sherlock Holmes. Es wäre mir beim besten Willen nicht möglich gewesen, eine Spur zu Ende zu verfolgen, die sogar seinem analytischen Genie einige Rätsel aufgegeben hat. Und selbst dann haben wir sie kurz vor dem Ziel noch beinahe aus den Augen verloren.«

»Setzen Sie sich doch bitte, und erzählen Sir mir alles, Dr. Watson«, sagte sie. 

Ich berichtete kurz, was sich seit unserer letzten Begegnung ereignet hatte; von Holmes' neuer Such-methode, der Entdeckung der  Aurora,  dem Erscheinen von Athelney Jones, unserem abendlichen Unterneh-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.304

11. Der große Agra-Schatz

Doyle-WA Bd. 2, 123

men und der wilden Jagd die Themse hinunter. Sie lauschte dem Bericht von unseren Abenteuern mit leicht geöffneten Lippen und leuchtenden Augen. Als ich jedoch auf den Pfeil zu sprechen kam, der uns so knapp verfehlt hatte, wurde sie so blaß, daß ich fürchtete, sie würde in Ohnmacht fallen. 

»Es ist nicht der Rede wert«, sagte sie, als ich mich eilte, ihr ein wenig Wasser einzugießen. »Es geht schon wieder. Doch es hat mir einen Schock versetzt zu hören, daß ich meine Freunde in so entsetzliche Gefahr gebracht habe.«

»Das alles ist ja nun vorbei«, beschwichtigte ich sie. »Es war nicht halb so schlimm. Aber genug der düsteren Einzelheiten; wenden wir uns etwas Erfreuli-cherem zu. Da steht der Schatz; was könnte erfreulicher sein? Ich habe die Erlaubnis erwirkt, ihn hierherzubringen, in der Annahme, daß es Sie interessieren würde, ihn als erste zu sehen.«

»Es ist von größtem Interesse für mich«, erwiderte sie, wobei ihre Stimme kein bißchen erwartungsvoll klang. Doch war ihr wohl eingefallen, daß man es ihr als Undankbarkeit auslegen könnte, wenn sie einer Beute, die unter so großen Anstrengungen errungen worden war, gleichgültig gegenüberstand. 

»Was für eine hübsche Truhe«, sagte sie und beugte sich darüber. »Das wird wohl indisches Kunsthandwerk sein?«
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»Ja, es ist Schmiedekunst aus Benares.«

»Und wie schwer sie ist!« rief sie aus, als sie sie hochzuheben versuchte. »Schon die Truhe allein muß etwelchen Wert haben. Wo ist denn der Schlüssel?«

»Small hat ihn in die Themse geworfen«, antwortete ich. »Ich muß mir Mrs. Forresters Schürhaken ausleihen.«

Auf der Vorderseite der Truhe befand sich eine kräftige, breite Haspe in Form eines sitzenden Buddhas. Darunter setzte ich das eine Ende des Schürhakens an und drückte diesen dann, wie einen Hebel, nach außen. Mit einem lauten Schnappen sprang die Haspe auf. Mit bebenden Fingern klappte ich den Deckel zurück. Da standen wir beide und trauten unseren Augen nicht. Die Truhe war leer! 

Dennoch war es nicht verwunderlich, daß sie so schwer war. Die Schmiedearbeit war allenthalben zwei Drittel Zoll dick. Es war eine massive, gut gearbeitete, solide Truhe, die aussah, als sei sie eigens zu dem Zwecke verfertigt worden, kostbare Dinge zu transportieren. Aber nicht das kleinste Stäubchen Edelmetall oder Schmuck lag darin. Sie war absolut und vollständig leer. 

»Der Schatz ist verloren«, sagte Miss Morstan ruhig. 

Als ich diese Worte hörte und allmählich begriff, was sie bedeuteten, schien es mir, als wiche ein dunk-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.306
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ler Schatten von meiner Seele. Mir war nicht bewußt gewesen, wie sehr die Last dieses Agra-Schatzes mich niedergedrückt hatte, bis jetzt, da ich endlich davon befreit war. Gewiß, das war selbstsüchtig, illoyal, verwerflich, und doch empfand ich nur eines: daß die goldene Schranke zwischen uns nun gefallen war. 

»Gott sei Dank!« stieß ich aus tiefstem Herzens-grund hervor. 

Sie blickte mich mit einem raschen, fragenden Lä-

cheln an. 

»Weshalb sagen Sie das?« verlangte sie zu wissen. 

»Weil Sie nun wieder erreichbar sind für mich«, erwiderte ich und nahm ihre Hand. Sie entzog sie mir nicht. »Weil ich Sie liebe, Mary, so innig, wie nur je ein Mann eine Frau geliebt hat. Weil dieser Schatz, all dieser Reichtum mir bis anhin die Lippen versiegelt hat. Nun aber, da er entschwunden ist, kann ich Ihnen sagen, wie sehr ich Sie liebe. Deshalb habe ich

›Gott sei Dank‹ gesagt.«

»Dann will auch ich ›Gott sei Dank‹ sagen«, flü-

sterte sie, als ich sie an mich zog. 

Wer auch immer einen Schatz verloren haben mochte, ich wußte an diesem Abend, ich hatte einen gewonnen. 

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.307 12. Die seltsame Geschichte des Jonathan ... Doyle-WA Bd. 2, 126

12. Die seltsame Geschichte des Jonathan Small Der Inspektor in der Droschke war ein Mensch von ausnehmend größer Geduld, denn die Zeit muß ihm lang geworden sein, bis ich endlich zurückkehrte. Als ich ihm die leere Truhe zeigte, verdüsterte sich seine Miene. 

»Damit ist die Belohnung dahin«, sagte er trübsinnig. »Wo nichts ist, da gibt's auch nichts zu holen. 

Dieser Nachtdienst hätte Sam Brown und mir je einen Zehner eingebracht, wenn der Schatz noch da wäre.«

»Mr. Thaddeus Sholto ist ein reicher Mann«, entgegnete ich. »Er wird dafür sorgen, daß Sie zu Ihrer Belohnung kommen, Schatz hin oder her.«

Der Inspektor schüttelte indessen mutlos den Kopf. 

»Eine schwere Schlappe«, meinte er beharrlich; 

»Mr. Athelney Jones wird es auch so sehen.«

Seine Voraussage sollte sich als richtig erweisen, denn der Detektiv machte ein ziemlich entgeistertes Gesicht, als ich ihm, in der Baker Street angekommen, die leere Truhe zeigte. Er, Holmes und der Gefangene waren auch eben erst dort eingetroffen, da sie ihre Pläne geändert und sich unterwegs bei einer Polizeiwache zurückgemeldet hatten. Mein Gefährte re-kelte sich mit dem gewohnten teilnahmslosen Gesichtsausdruck in seinem Lehnstuhl, während Small Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.308 12. Die seltsame Geschichte des Jonathan ... Doyle-WA Bd. 2, 127

ihm gleichgültig gegenübersaß, sein Holzbein über das gesunde geschlagen. Als ich die leere Truhe vorwies, warf er sich in seinem Sessel zurück und lachte laut auf. 

»Das ist Ihr Werk, Small«, sagte Athelney Jones wütend. 

»Ja. Ich habe ihn wo hingeschafft, wo ihr ihn niemals in die Hände bekommen werdet«, rief dieser triumphierend. »Das ist mein Schatz, und wenn ich schon nichts davon haben kann, dann soll ihn verdammt nochmal auch kein anderer kriegen, dafür sorg ich schon. Ich sage Ihnen, kein Mensch auf Erden hat einen Anspruch darauf, außer drei Männern, die in Sträflingsbaracken auf den Andamanen sitzen, und mir. Ich weiß jetzt, daß ich nicht mehr in den Genuß davon kommen kann und die drei andern auch nicht. 

Alles, was ich getan habe, hab ich immer auch in ihrem Namen getan. Wir haben das Zeichen der Vier allezeit hochgehalten. Und ich weiß, sie hätten das gutgeheißen, was ich getan habe: Lieber den Schatz in die Themse schmeißen, als ihn der Mischpoke von Sholto oder Morstan überlassen. Nicht um die reich zu machen, haben wir Achmet erledigt. Den Schatz findet ihr da, wo der Schlüssel liegt und auch der kleine Tonga. Sobald ich gesehen habe, daß ihr uns einholen würdet, hab ich die Beute in Sicherheit gebracht. Nein, bei diesem Unternehmen springen keine Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.309 12. Die seltsame Geschichte des Jonathan ... Doyle-WA Bd. 2, 127

Rupien für euch raus!«

»Sie wollen uns nur hereinlegen, Small«, sagte Jones streng. »Hätten Sie den Schatz tatsächlich in die Themse werfen wollen, dann wäre es doch einfacher gewesen, gleich alles samt der Truhe reinzu-schmeißen.«

»Einfacher für mich zum Reinschmeißen, aber auch einfacher für euch zum Rausfischen«, erwiderte er mit einem pfiffigen Seitenblick. »Der Mann, der genug Grips hatte, mich zur Strecke zu bringen, hat auch genug Grips, eine Eisentruhe vom Grund eines Flusses heraufzuholen. Jetzt, wo das Zeug über eine Strek-ke von fünf Meilen verzettelt ist, dürfte das etwas schwieriger sein. Das zu tun hat mir allerdings schier das Herz zerrissen. Ich war halb wahnsinnig, als ihr uns eingeholt habt. Na ja, passiert ist halt passiert. In meinem Leben ist es mal bergauf und mal bergab gegangen, aber eins habe ich gelernt: Ist das Kind in den Brunnen gefallen, so vergißt man es am besten gleich.«

»Mit diesen Dingen ist nicht zu spaßen, Small«, sagte der Detektiv. »Wenn Sie der Gerechtigkeit geholfen hätten, statt sie auf diese Art zu hintertreiben, würden Ihre Chancen vor Gericht einiges besser stehen.«

»Gerechtigkeit«, schnaubte der ehemalige Sträfling. »Schöne Gerechtigkeit das! Wem gehört denn Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.310 12. Die seltsame Geschichte des Jonathan ... Doyle-WA Bd. 2, 128

diese Beute, wenn nicht uns? Wo bleibt da die Gerechtigkeit, wenn ich die Beute Leuten überlassen soll, die sie mit nichts verdient haben? Seht doch, womit ich sie verdient habe! Zwanzig lange Jahre in diesem fieberschwangeren Sumpf, Tag für Tag am Schuften unter den Mangrovenbäumen, Nacht für Nacht angekettet in den dreckigen Sträflingshütten, zerstochen von Moskitos, geschüttelt vom Sumpffieber, geschunden von jedem verdammten schwarzhäutigen Aufseher, der Lust dazu hatte, einen Weißen fertigzumachen – so hab ich mir den Agra-Schatz verdient, und ihr kommt mir mit Gerechtigkeit, wenn ich den Gedanken nicht ertrage, daß ich den Preis bezahlt haben soll, bloß damit ein anderer sich gütlich tut. Es war mir lieber, gleich zwanzigmal gehängt zu werden oder einen von Tongas Pfeilen in mein Fell zu kriegen, als mein Leben lang in einer Gefängniszelle zu hocken und zu wissen, daß mit dem Geld, das eigentlich mir gehört, ein anderer es sich Wohlsein läßt in einem Palast.«

Smalls Maske stoischer Gelassenheit war gefallen; dies alles kam in einem einzigen wilden Wortschwall hervorgesprudelt, seine Augen blitzten, und seine Hände bewegten sich in leidenschaftlicher Erregung, so daß die Handschellen klirrend aneinanderschlugen. 

Nun, da ich den Zorn und den Ingrimm dieses Mannes sah, begriff ich, daß die Furcht von Major Sholto, Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.311 12. Die seltsame Geschichte des Jonathan ... Doyle-WA Bd. 2, 129

als er erfuhr, daß der betrogene Sträfling hinter ihm her war, weder unbegründet noch übertrieben gewesen war. 

»Sie vergessen, daß wir von alledem nichts wissen«, sagte Holmes ruhig. »Wir haben Ihre Geschichte noch nicht gehört und können deshalb auch nicht beurteilen, inwiefern Sie ursprünglich im Recht gewesen sein mögen.«

»Nun, Sir, Sie haben sich mir gegenüber hochan-ständig verhalten, wenn ich auch sehe, daß ich diese Armbänder da Ihnen zu verdanken habe. Aber ich trage Ihnen nichts nach. Es war ein offener und fairer Kampf. Ich wüßte nicht, weshalb ich Ihnen meine Geschichte verschweigen sollte, wenn Sie sie hören wollen. Was ich Ihnen erzählen werde, ist die reine Wahrheit, Wort für Wort. Danke, Sie können das Glas hier neben mich stellen, dann kann ich es mit den Lippen erreichen, wenn mir der Mund trocken wird. 

Ich stamme aus der Grafschaft Worchester, bin in der Nähe von Pershore geboren. Ich nehme an, man könnte in der Gegend noch einen Haufen Smalls finden, wenn man wollte. Ich habe mich dort oft mal wieder umsehen wollen, aber die Wahrheit ist, daß ich meiner Familie nie besonders viel Ehre gebracht habe und deshalb bezweifeln muß, daß sie vor Freude aus dem Häuschen kämen, wenn ich wieder auftauch-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.312 12. Die seltsame Geschichte des Jonathan ... Doyle-WA Bd. 2, 129

te. Sie waren lauter ordentliche Leute, brave Kirchgänger, Kleinbauern, landauf, landab bekannt und re-spektiert, während ich schon immer ein bißchen ein Stromer war. Als ich jedoch etwa achtzehn war, brauchten sie sich endlich nicht mehr über mich zu ärgern, denn ich geriet wegen einem Mädchen in ein Schlamassel, aus dem ich nur dadurch wieder herauskam, daß ich den Shilling der Königin nahm33 und mich dem dritten Regiment der  Buffs 34 anschloß, das eben nach Indien aufbrach. 

Allerdings sollte ich nicht eben lange den Soldaten spielen. Kaum konnte ich einigermaßen im Stech-schritt marschieren und meine Muskete handhaben, kam ich auf die blöde Idee, im Ganges schwimmen zu gehen. Zum Glück war John Holder, der Feldwebel meiner Kompanie und einer der besten Schwimmer der ganzen Truppe, zur gleichen Zeit wie ich im Wasser. Als ich halb über den Fluß war, erwischte mich ein Krokodil und zwackte mir das Bein ab, grad oberhalb des Knies, so sauber, wie kein Chirurg es besser hätte machen können. Vom Schock und dem Blutverlust bin ich ohnmächtig geworden und wäre bestimmt ertrunken, wenn Holder mich nicht gepackt hätte und ans Ufer zurückgeschwommen wäre. Fünf Monate lang lag ich im Lazarett mit dieser Sache, und als ich endlich loshumpeln konnte mit dieser Holzstelze an meinem Beinstumpf, da war ich mittlerweile als Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.313 12. Die seltsame Geschichte des Jonathan ... Doyle-WA Bd. 2, 130

dienstuntauglich ausgemustert und für keinen aktiven Beruf mehr zu brauchen. 

Sie können sich ja vorstellen, daß das eine schlimme Zeit für mich war: noch keine zwanzig und ein nutzloser Krüppel! Doch zeigte sich bald, daß ich Glück im Unglück hatte. Ein Mann namens Abel White, der rübergekommen war, um Indigo anzu-bauen, suchte einen Aufseher, der seine Taglöhner überwachte und sie zur Arbeit anhielt, und der Zufall wollte es, daß er ein Freund unseres Obersten war, der seit dem Unfall viel Anteil an meinem Geschick genommen hatte. Kurz und gut, der Oberst empfahl mich wärmstem für diesen Posten, und da sich der größte Teil der Arbeit zu Pferd machen ließ, war mein Bein kein großes Hindernis, denn es war gerade noch genug davon übriggeblieben, daß ich mich gut im Sattel halten konnte. Meine Arbeit bestand darin, über die Plantage zu reiten, die Arbeit der Männer zu überwachen und die Faulenzer zu melden. Ich erhielt einen anständigen Lohn, hatte ein angenehmes Quartier, kurz, ich wäre es zufrieden gewesen, den Rest meiner Tage auf dieser Indigo-Plantage zu verbringen. Mr. Abel White war ein freundlicher Mann, der immer mal auf eine Pfeife zu mir in meine kleine Hütte kam, denn da draußen sind die Weißen schon herzlicher zueinander, als wenn sie bei sich zu Hause sind. 
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Naja, das Glück hat es bei mir nie lange ausgehalten. Ganz plötzlich, ohne irgendein warnendes Vorzeichen brach der Große Aufstand35 über uns herein. 

Noch vor einem Monat hatte Indien allem Anschein nach so still und friedlich dagelegen wie Surrey oder Kent – und nun wüteten zweihunderttausend schwarzhäutige Teufel und machten das Land zu der reinsten Hölle. Natürlich wissen Sie das alles, Gentlemen, und sehr wahrscheinlich sogar einiges mehr als ich, denn das Lesen war nie meine starke Seite. Ich weiß nur, was ich mit eigenen Augen gesehen habe. Unsere Plantage lag bei einem Ort namens Muttra, nahe an der Grenze der Nordwestprovinzen. Nacht für Nacht war der Himmel erleuchtet von den brennenden Bungalows, und Tag für Tag sahen wir kleine Gruppen europäischer Einwanderer mit ihren Frauen und Kindern über unsere Felder in Richtung Agra ziehen, wo sich der nächste Truppenstützpunkt befand36. Mr. 

Abel White jedoch war ein eigensinniger Mann. Er glaubte steif und fest, die Sache sei aufgebauscht worden und würde sich so plötzlich wieder legen, wie sie angefangen hatte. Er saß weiterhin gemütlich auf seiner Veranda, trank seinen Whisky mit Soda und rauchte seinen Stumpen, während rings um ihn her das ganze Land in Flammen stand. Selbstverständlich ließen wir ihn nicht im Stich, ich und Dawson, der zusammen mit seiner Frau die Buchführung und Ver-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.315 12. Die seltsame Geschichte des Jonathan ... Doyle-WA Bd. 2, 131

waltung der Plantage besorgte. Nun, eines schönen Tages krachte alles zusammen. Ich hatte mich tags-

über auf einer abgelegenen Plantage aufgehalten und ritt, als es Abend wurde, gemütlich heimzu, als mein Blick auf ein undefinierbares Bündel fiel, das auf dem Grund eines tiefen  Nullah 37 lag. Ich ritt hinab, um zu sehen, was es war, und das Blut stockte mir in den Adern, als ich erkannte, daß es Dawsohs Frau war, die zerstückelt und von Schakalen und streunenden Hunden schon halb aufgefressen worden war. Ein wenig weiter oben an der Straße lag Dawson selbst, mit dem Gesicht nach unten, mausetot. In der Rechten hielt er einen leergeschossenen Revolver, und ihm gegenüber lagen vier  Sepoys  kreuz und quer übereinander. Ich hielt mein Pferd an, um zu überlegen, wohin ich mich wenden sollte; aber in diesem Augenblick sah ich dicke Rauchwolken von Abel Whites Bungalow aufsteigen und die ersten Flammen durch das Hausdach schlagen. Da wußte ich, daß meinem Brotherrn nicht mehr zu helfen war und daß ich nur mein eigenes Leben wegwarf, wenn ich mich in die Sache einmischte. Von der Stelle aus, wo ich stand, konnte ich Hunderte dieser schwarzen Unholde sehen, die, immer noch in ihren roten Uniformjacken, mit Geheul um das brennende Haus herumtanzten. Einige zeigten auf mich, und ein paar Kugeln pfiffen mir um die Ohren; ich schlug mich also quer durch die Reisfelder Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.316 12. Die seltsame Geschichte des Jonathan ... Doyle-WA Bd. 2, 132

und erreichte spät in der Nacht die sicheren Mauern von Agra. 

Es stellte sich jedoch bald heraus, daß auch sie nicht gerade viel Sicherheit boten. Das ganze Land war in Aufruhr wie ein Bienenschwarm. Wo die Engländer sich zu kleinen Gruppen zusammenschließen konnten, vermochten sie gerade soviel Boden zu halten, wie in Schußweite ihrer Gewehre lag. Überall sonst waren sie wehrlose Flüchtlinge. Es war ein Kampf der Millionen gegen ein paar Hundert, und das Gemeinste an der Sache war, daß die Männer, gegen die wir kämpften, sei es nun Infanterie, Kavallerie oder Artillerie, eben die Truppen waren, die wir selbst ausgehoben, ausgebildet und exerziert hatten, und daß sie mit unseren eigenen Waffen auf uns schössen und mit unseren eigenen Hornsignalen zum Angriff gegen uns bliesen. In Agra lagen das 3. Füsilierregiment von Bengalen, einige Sikhs38, zwei Kavallerie-Schwadro-nen und ein Bataillon Artillerie. Außerdem war ein Freiwilligenkorps von Beamten und Kaufleuten gebildet worden, und diesem schloß ich mich ungeachtet meines Holzbeins an. Anfangs Juli führten wir eine Kampagne gegen die Rebellen in Shahgunge, und eine Zeitlang gelang es uns, sie zurückzuschlagen; dann ging uns jedoch das Pulver aus, und wir mußten uns wohl oder übel in die Stadt zurückziehen. 

Von allen Seiten trafen nur die schlimmsten Nach-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.317 12. Die seltsame Geschichte des Jonathan ... Doyle-WA Bd. 2, 133

richten bei uns ein – was auch kein Wunder war, denn wenn Sie die Karte betrachten, sehen Sie, daß wir mittendrin waren. Lucknow liegt etwas mehr als hundert Meilen östlich, Kanpur ungefähr ebensoweit südlich. Und aus allen Himmelsrichtungen kam nichts als Folter, Mord und Greueltaten. 

Agra ist eine große Stadt, in der es von Fanatikern und wilden Teufelsanbetern aller Art nur so wimmelt. 

Eine Handvoll Männer wie wir war in den engen, gewundenen Gassen so gut wie verloren. Deshalb ließ unser Anführer über den Fluß setzen und im alten Fort von Agra Stellung beziehen. Ich weiß nicht, ob einer von Ihnen, Gentlemen, je etwas von dieser alten Festung gehört oder gelesen hat. Es ist ein ganz seltsamer Ort, der seltsamste, an dem ich je war, und mich hat es weiß Gott schon in manch merkwürdige Ecke verschlagen. Vor allem ist das Ganze gigantisch groß. Ich glaube, es umfaßt Acres und Acres. Ein Teil des Forts ist neu, und dieser vermochte ohne weiteres, die ganze Besatzung sowie sämtliche Frauen, Kinder, Vorräte und was es sonst noch alles gab, zu fassen, und es blieb noch immer viel Platz übrig. Der neue Teil ist aber noch gar nichts im Vergleich zum alten Bezirk, den seit Jahr und Tag kein Mensch betreten hat und wo das Reich der Skorpione und Tausendfüß-

ler beginnt. Er ist voll von riesigen, verlassenen Sälen, verschlungenen Gängen und langen Korrido-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.318 12. Die seltsame Geschichte des Jonathan ... Doyle-WA Bd. 2, 133

ren, die sich hin und her winden, so daß es ein leichtes ist, sich zu verirren. Aus diesem Grund wagte sich selten einer von uns dort hinein, nur hin und wieder eine ganze Gruppe, die mit Fackeln auf Erkundung ging. 

Der Frontseite des alten Forts entlang fließt der Fluß und bietet ihm so Schutz; auf den Flanken und auf der Rückseite des Gebäudes aber gibt es unzählige Eingänge, und die mußten natürlich alle bewacht werden, sowohl im alten Teil als auch in demjenigen, in dem unsere Truppen tatsächlich stationiert waren. 

Es fehlte uns an Männern, ja, wir waren kaum genug, um an allen Ecken des Gebäudes Leute zu postieren und die Geschütze zu bemannen. Und so war es uns schon gar nicht möglich, bei jeder dieser unzähligen Pforten eine starke Wache aufzustellen. Wir entschlossen uns also, in der Mitte des Forts eine zentrale Hauptwache einzurichten und mit der Bewachung der einzelnen Eingänge Gruppen von je einem Wei-

ßen und zwei oder drei Eingeborenen zu betrauen. 

Mir fiel die Aufgabe zu, nachts während einiger Stunden eine kleine abgelegene Tür auf der Südwestseite zu bewachen. Man teilte mir zwei Sikh-Dragoner zu, die meinem Befehl unterstellt waren, und wies mich an, im Notfall meine Muskete abzufeuern, worauf ich sofortige Hilfe von der Zentralwache gewärtigen könnte. Da diese Wache aber mehr als zweihundert Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.319 12. Die seltsame Geschichte des Jonathan ... Doyle-WA Bd. 2, 134

Schritt entfernt war und der Raum dazwischen in ein wahres Labyrinth von Gängen und Korridoren zerfiel, hegte ich starke Zweifel, daß sie je rechtzeitig zur Stelle sein könnten, wenn es tatsächlich zu einem Angriff käme. 

Natürlich war ich mächtig stolz darauf, daß man mir dieses kleine Kommando anvertraut hatte, denn ich war ein unerfahrener Rekrut, und obendrein noch einer mit einem Hinkebein. Zwei Nächte lang hielt ich dort Wache mit meinen Punjabis. Es waren zwei hochaufgeschossene, wild aussehende Kerle namens Mahomet Singh und Abdullah Khan, beides kampfer-probte Männer, die damals in Chilian Wallah gegen uns gekämpft hatten. Sie sprachen recht gut Englisch, dennoch konnte ich kaum etwas aus ihnen herausbekommen. Sie zogen es vor, die Köpfe zusammenzu-stecken und die ganze Nacht in ihrem seltsamen Sikh-Kauderwelsch zu palavern. Ich für mein Teil stand jeweils draußen vor dem Eingang und schaute auf die breiten Windungen des Flusses und die blinkenden Lichter der großen Stadt hinab. Das Dröhnen der Trommeln, das Rasseln der Tamtams und das Geschrei und Geheul der von Opium und  Bhang 39 berauschten Rebellen war genug, um uns die gefährlichen Nachbarn jenseits des Flusses die ganze Nacht hindurch in Erinnerung zu halten. Alle zwei Stunden machte der diensthabende Offizier die Runde von Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.320 12. Die seltsame Geschichte des Jonathan ... Doyle-WA Bd. 2, 135

einem Wachposten zum andern, um zu kontrollieren, ob alles in Ordnung war. 

Die dritte Nacht meines Wachdienstes war dunkel und dreckig, Nieselregen wehte einem ins Gesicht. Es war kein Zuckerschlecken, bei solchem Wetter Stunde um Stunde in dem Eingang zu stehen. Wieder und wieder versuchte ich, meine Sikhs zum Reden zu bringen, jedoch ohne großen Erfolg. Um zwei Uhr morgens kam die Wachpatrouille vorbei und unterbrach für einen Augenblick die Eintönigkeit der Nacht. Da es nicht den Anschein machte, daß sich meine Gefährten zu einem Gespräch herbeilassen würden, zog ich meine Pfeife hervor und legte die Muskete beiseite, um ein Streichholz anzuzünden. 

Und schon waren die beiden Sikhs über mir. Einer packte mein Gewehr und richtete es auf meinen Kopf, während der andere mir ein großes Messer an die Kehle setzte und zwischen den Zähnen drohte, er stoße zu, wenn ich auch nur einen Mucks machte. 

Mein erster Gedanke war, daß die Burschen gemeinsame Sache mit den Rebellen machten und daß dies der Auftakt zu einem Angriff war. Wenn dieser Eingang in die Hände der  Sepoys  fiel, dann war es um das Fort geschehen, und den Frauen und Kindern würde dasselbe blühen wie denen in Kanpur. Sie denken jetzt vielleicht, Gentlemen, daß ich mich bloß in ein besseres Licht stellen will, aber ich schwöre Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.321 12. Die seltsame Geschichte des Jonathan ... Doyle-WA Bd. 2, 135

Ihnen: Als ich mir dies vor Augen hielt, öffnete ich ungeachtet der Messerspitze, die ich an meiner Kehle fühlte, den Mund und wollte einen Schrei ausstoßen –

und wenn es mein letzter sein sollte –, um die Hauptwache zu alarmieren. Aber der Mann, der mich gepackt hielt, schien meine Gedanken zu erraten, denn eben als ich all meinen Mut dafür zusammennahm, flüsterte er mir zu: ›Mach keinen Lärm! Das Fort ist sicher. Auf dieser Seite des Flusses gibt es keine Re-bellenhunde.‹ Er klang irgendwie aufrichtig, und zudem wußte ich, wenn ich die Stimme erhob, war ich ein toter Mann; soviel konnte ich aus dem Blick seiner braunen Augen lesen. Ich hielt mich also ruhig und wartete ab, was die beiden von mir wollten. 

›Höre mich an,  Sahib‹,  begann der größere und wildere der beiden, den sie Abdullah Khan nannten. 

›Du mußt jetzt entweder mit uns sein, oder du wirst auf immer zum Schweigen gebracht. Zu viel steht für uns auf dem Spiel, wir dürfen nicht zaudern. Entweder du schwörst uns beim Kreuz der Christen, daß du mit Leib und Seele mit uns bist, oder deine Leiche schwimmt noch in dieser Nacht im Wassergraben, und wir laufen über zu unseren Brüdern in der aufständischen Armee. Eine dritte Möglichkeit gibt es nicht. Was willst du – Tod oder Leben? Wir können dir nicht mehr als drei Minuten geben, um dich zu entscheiden, denn die Zeit drängt, und die Sache muß Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.322 12. Die seltsame Geschichte des Jonathan ... Doyle-WA Bd. 2, 136

erledigt sein, ehe die Wachpatrouille wieder hier vorbeikommt.‹

›Wie kann ich mich denn entscheiden?‹ entgegnete ich. ›Ihr habt mir nicht gesagt, was ihr von mir verlangt. Aber das sage ich euch gleich, wenn es in irgendeiner Weise gegen die Sicherheit des Forts gerichtet ist, will ich nichts damit zu tun haben., Dann stoßt nur zu, es soll mir recht sein.‹

›Es ist nicht gegen das Fort‹, sagte er. ›Wir verlangen nichts weiter von dir als das, weswegen deine Landsleute in dies Land hier kommen. Wir verlangen von dir, daß du reich wirst. Wenn du dich heute nacht entschließt, einer von uns zu werden, so wollen wir dir auf dies blanke Messer hier den dreifachen Eid schwören, den noch kein Sikh je gebrochen hat, daß du deinen gerechten Anteil an der Beute erhalten wirst. Ein Viertel des Schatzes soll dein sein. Das ist gerecht, das sag ich dir.‹

›Was für ein Schatz ist das denn?‹ fragte ich. ›Ich hab gewiß genauso viel Lust, reich zu werden, wie ihr, aber ihr müßt mir schon sagen, wie dies anzupak-ken ist.‹

›So schwörst du also‹, sagte er, ›bei den Gebeinen deines Vaters, der Ehre deiner Mutter und dem Kreuz deines Glaubens, daß du, weder heute noch fürderhin, deine Hand gegen uns erheben oder deine Worte gegen uns richten wirst?‹
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›Das schwöre ich‹, erwiderte ich, ›vorausgesetzt, das Fort ist nicht in Gefahr.‹

›Dann wollen wir, mein Kamerad und ich, schwö-

ren, daß der Schatz gleichmäßig unter uns vier aufgeteilt werden soll und daß du einen Viertel davon er-hältst.‹

›Wir sind doch nur drei‹, warf ich ein. 

›Nein, Dost Akbar muß auch seinen Teil bekommen. Wir können dir die ganze Geschichte erzählen, während wir auf sie warten. Bleib du beim Eingang, Mahomet Singh, und gib uns Meldung, wenn sie kommen. Die Sache ist die,  Sahib –  und ich erzähle dir nur davon, weil ich weiß, daß ein Eid für euch Feringhees 40 bindend ist und daß wir dir vertrauen können. Wärst du ein lügnerischer Hindu, so hättest du bei allen Göttern in ihren falschen Tempeln schwören können, dein Blut hätte dennoch am Messer geklebt, und dein Leichnam wäre im Wasser geschwommen. Aber der Sikh kennt den Engländer, und der Engländer kennt den Sikh. So höre denn, was ich dir zu sagen habe. 

In den nördlichen Provinzen lebt ein Radscha, der große Reichtümer sein eigen nennt, obgleich seine Ländereien nur klein sind. Viel ist von seinem Vater auf ihn gekommen, und noch mehr hat er selber zu-sammengerafft, denn er ist von niedrigem Wesen und hortet sein Gold lieber, als es zu gebrauchen. Als die Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.324 12. Die seltsame Geschichte des Jonathan ... Doyle-WA Bd. 2, 137

Unruhen ausbrachen, wollte er sowohl mit dem Löwen als auch mit dem Tiger gut Freund sein, mit den  Sepoys  ebenso wie mit dem Reich der  Company.  41 Bald wollte es ihm indessen scheinen, daß die Tage des weißen Mannes gezählt waren, denn aus dem ganzen Land hörte er von nichts anderem als von dessen Tod und Niederlage. Da er aber ein vorsichtiger Mann ist, richtete er es so ein, daß ihm, was immer auch kommen mochte, wenigstens die Hälfte seines Schatzes erhalten bleiben mußte. Was er an Gold und Silber besaß, behielt er bei sich und ver-wahrte es in den Gewölben seines Palastes; die kostbarsten Edelsteine und die erlesensten Perlen seines Besitzes jedoch verschloß er in einer eisernen Truhe und übergab diese einem verläßlichen Diener, mit dem Auftrag, sie als Kaufmann verkleidet ins Fort von Agra zu schaffen, wo sie versteckt bleiben sollte, bis wieder Friede im Lande herrschte. Wenn also die Rebellen siegten, so hätte er sein Geld, sollte aber die Company  die Oberhand gewinnen, so blieben ihm die Juwelen. Nachdem er seinen Schatz so aufgeteilt hatte, schlug er sich auf die Seite der  Sepoys,  die in seinem Gebiet in der Übermacht waren. Durch diese Handlungsweise aber, merke wohl,  Sahib,  fallt sein Besitz denen anheim, die ihrer Sache die Treue gehalten haben. 

Dieser vorgebliche Kaufmann, der unter dem Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.325 12. Die seltsame Geschichte des Jonathan ... Doyle-WA Bd. 2, 138

Namen Achmet reist, befindet sich nun in der Stadt Agra und versucht, Zugang zum Fort zu erlangen. Er hat als seinen Reisebegleiter Dost Akbar, meinen Halbbruder, bei sich, der um sein Geheimnis weiß. 

Dost Akbar hat ihm versprochen, ihn heute nacht zu einem Seiteneingang des Forts zu führen, und hat diesen hier für seine Zwecke ausgewählt. Bald wird der Kaufmann hierher kommen, wo Mahomet Singh und ich schon auf ihn warten. Der Ort ist abgelegen, und niemand weiß, daß er kommt. Die Welt wird nichts mehr von dem Kaufmann Achmet hören, wir aber werden den Schatz des Radschas unter uns aufteilen. 

Was sagst du dazu,  Sahib? ‹

In der Grafschaft Worcester kommt einem ein Menschenleben als ein heiliges und unantastbares Gut vor; aber wenn man inmitten von Blut und Flammen lebt und sich daran gewöhnt hat, dem Tod auf Schritt und Tritt zu begegnen, sieht die Sache schon sehr anders aus. Ob der Kaufmann Achmet lebte oder tot war, das scherte mich herzlich wenig; das Gerede von dem Schatz aber hatte mein Interesse geweckt, und ich begann mir auszumalen, was ich in der alten Heimat alles damit anfangen könnte und was die zu Hause für Augen machen würden, wenn ihr Tunichtgut mit den Taschen voller Golddukaten zurückkehrte. Mein Entschluß war deshalb schnell gefaßt. Abdullah Khan jedoch, der anzunehmen schien, daß ich noch zögerte, Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.326 12. Die seltsame Geschichte des Jonathan ... Doyle-WA Bd. 2, 138

setzte mir weiterhin zu. 

›Bedenke auch dies,  Sahib‹, sagte er, ›wenn der Kommandant diesen Mann aufgreift, so wird er ge-hängt oder erschossen, die Juwelen werden von der Regierung beschlagnahmt, und kein Mensch hat auch nur eine Rupie Gewinn davon. Wenn nun aber wir es sind, die ihn aufgreifen, warum sollten wir dann nicht auch den Rest besorgen? Die Juwelen sind bei uns genauso gut aufgehoben wie in den Schatzkammern der Company.  Und es ist genug da, um uns alle zu reichen Männern und mächtigen Anführern zu machen. 

Niemand wird etwas von der Sache erfahren, denn hier sind wir von allem abgeschnitten. Was könnte günstiger für uns sein? So antworte mir denn,  Sahib, bist du mit uns, oder müssen wir dich als Feind betrachten?‹

›Ich bin mit euch mit Leib und Seele‹, sagte ich. 

›Dann ist es gut‹, antwortete er und gab mir meine Muskete zurück. ›Du siehst, wir trauen dir, denn du darfst dein Wort ebensowenig brechen wie wir das unsere. Jetzt brauchen wir nur noch auf meinen Bruder und den Kaufmann zu warten.‹

›Weiß dein Bruder denn, was ihr vorhabt?‹ fragte ich ihn. 

›Das Ganze ist sein Plan; er hat ihn ausgedacht. 

Aber laß uns jetzt zum Eingang zurückkehren und gemeinsam mit Mahomet Singh Ausschau halten.‹
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Der Regen fiel noch immer unablässig, denn wir standen am Anfang der Regenzeit. Schwere, braune Wolken zogen über den Himmel, und man konnte kaum einen Steinwurf weit sehen. Vor unserer Pforte war ein tiefer Graben, aber das Wasser darin war stel-lenweise fast völlig eingetrocknet, so daß es ein leichtes war, ihn zu durchqueren. Es war mir seltsam zumute, als ich neben diesen beiden wilden Punjabis stand und auf den Mann wartete, der seinem Tod entgegenging. 

Plötzlich erspähte mein Auge jenseits des Grabens den Lichtschimmer einer verdunkelten Laterne. Er verschwand wieder hinter den Erdwällen, tauchte dann abermals auf und bewegte sich langsam auf uns zu. 

›Da sind sie!‹ rief ich aus. 

›Du wirst ihn wie üblich anrufen,  Sahib‹, flüsterte Abdullah. ›Gib acht, daß er keinen Verdacht schöpft. 

Dann trägst du uns auf, mit ihm hineinzugehen, und wir erledigen den Rest, während du hier Wache stehst. Halt dich bereit, die Laterne aufzudecken, damit wir sicher sind, daß wir auch wirklich den Richtigen haben.‹

Bald stockte das flackernde Licht, bald setzte es sich wieder in Bewegung und hatte sich inzwischen so weit genähert, daß ich auf der anderen Seite des Grabens zwei dunkle Gestalten erkennen konnte. Ich Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.328 12. Die seltsame Geschichte des Jonathan ... Doyle-WA Bd. 2, 140

wartete, bis sie die abschüssige Halde heruntergeklet-tert und durch den Sumpf gewatet waren; erst als sie die Hälfte des Aufstiegs zu unserer Pforte hinter sich gebracht hatten, rief ich sie an. 

›Wer da?‹ fragte ich mit gedämpfter Stimme. 

›Gut Freund‹, kam die Antwort zurück. Ich deckte meine Laterne auf, und eine helle Flut von Licht ergoß sich über sie. Der erste war ein riesengroßer Sikh mit einem schwarzen Bart, der ihm beinahe bis zum Gürtel hinabwallte. Nur in Kuriositätenschauen hatte ich je einen so großen Menschen gesehen. Der andere war ein kleiner, fetter, kugelrunder Mann mit einem großen gelben Turban; er trug etwas, das in ein Tuch geschlagen war. Er schien vor Angst am ganzen Leib zu zittern, denn seine Hände zuckten, als litte er an Sumpffieber, und sein Kopf mit den kleinen, hell glänzenden Äuglein drehte sich ständig nach rechts und links, wie der einer Maus, die sich aus ihrem Loch hervorwagt. Bei dem Gedanken, ihn zu töten, lief es mir kalt über den Rücken, aber dann dachte ich an den Schatz, und mein Herz wurde hart wie Stein. 

Kaum hatte er mein weißes Gesicht erblickt, da stieß er einen kleinen Freudenschrei aus und rannte mir entgegen. 

›Gewährt mit Euern Schutz,  Sahib‹, japste er, ›ge-währt dem unglücklichen Kaufmann Achmet Euern Schutz. Ich bin durch ganz Radschputana gereist, um Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.329 12. Die seltsame Geschichte des Jonathan ... Doyle-WA Bd. 2, 140

hier im Fort von Agra Zuflucht zu suchen. Man hat mich beraubt, geschlagen, beleidigt, und all dies, weil ich ein Freund der  Company  bin. Gesegnet sei die Nacht, da ich mich endlich wieder in Sicherheit befinde, ich und meine bescheidenen Habseligkeiten.‹

›Was trägst du da in deinem Bündel?‹ fragte ich. 

›Eine Eisentruhe‹, erwiderte er. ›Sie enthält ein, zwei Familienerbstücke, die für andere ohne Wert sind, an denen ich jedoch sehr hänge. Denkt aber nicht, daß ich ein Bettler bin; ich werde Euch beloh-nen, junger  Sahib,  und Euren Kommandanten ebenso, wenn er mir den Schutz gewährt, den ich von ihm erbitte.‹

Ich traute mich nicht, länger mit dem Mann zu sprechen. Je länger ich in sein fettes, angsterfülltes Gesicht blickte, desto schwieriger erschien es mir, ihn einfach kaltblütig umzubringen. Das beste war, wenn wir die Sache so schnell als möglich hinter uns brachten. 

›Führt ihn zur Hauptwache‹, sagte ich. Die beiden Sikhs nahmen ihn in die Mitte, und der Riese ging hinter ihnen her; so verschwanden sie in dem dunklen Eingang. Nie habe ich einen Mann so rings vom Tode umgeben gesehen wie diesen. Ich blieb mit der Laterne beim Eingang zurück. 

Man hörte das gleichmäßige Stapfen ihrer Füße durch die einsamen Korridore hallen. Plötzlich jedoch Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.330 12. Die seltsame Geschichte des Jonathan ... Doyle-WA Bd. 2, 141

brach es ab, und ich vernahm Stimmen, Geräusche wie von einem Handgemenge, Schläge. Einen Augenblick später hörte ich zu meinem Entsetzen hastige Schritte herannahen sowie das laute Keuchen eines rennenden Mannes. Ich leuchtete mit meiner Laterne den langen, geraden Gang entlang, und wahrhaftig, da kam wie ein Sturmwind der dicke Mann angerannt; Blut rann ihm über das Gesicht, und dicht auf den Fersen folgte ihm, mit Sprüngen wie ein Tiger, der große, schwarzbärtige Sikh, in dessen Hand ein Messer blitzte. Nie habe ich einen Menschen so schnell laufen sehen wie diesen kleinen Kaufmann. Er gewann mehr und mehr Vorsprung auf den Sikh, und wenn er erst an mir vorbei ins Freie gelangte, so wäre er gerettet, das war mir klar. In meinem Herzen begann sich Mitleid zu regen, aber der Gedanke an den Schatz ließ mich abermals hart und unerbittlich werden. Als er an mir vorbeistürmte, warf ich ihm meine Muskete zwischen die Beine, und er überschlug sich zweimal, wie ein erlegter Hase. Noch ehe er sich wieder aufrappeln konnte, war der Sikh schon über ihm und stieß ihm das Messer zweimal in den Leib. Der Mann gab kein Stöhnen von sich und zuckte mit keinem Muskel, sondern blieb reglos liegen, wo er hin-gefallen war. Ich glaube beinahe, daß er sich beim Fallen das Genick gebrochen hat. Sie sehen, Gentlemen, ich halte mein Versprechen und erzähle die Ge-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.331 12. Die seltsame Geschichte des Jonathan ... Doyle-WA Bd. 2, 142

schichte Wort für Wort so, wie sie sich zugetragen hat, gleichgültig, ob sie für mich spricht oder nicht.«

Hier brach er ab und streckte seine gefesselten Hände nach der Mischung aus Whisky und Wasser aus, die Holmes für ihn zusammengebraut hatte. Ich für mein Teil muß gestehen, daß dieser Mann mir inzwischen den heftigsten Abscheu einflößte; nicht nur wegen des kaltblütigen Anschlages, an dem er beteiligt gewesen war, sondern noch mehr wegen der irgendwie leichtfertigen und wegwerfenden Art, mit der er davon erzählte. Welche Strafe auch immer seiner harren mochte, von meiner Seite hatte er kein Mitgefühl zu gewärtigen. Sherlock Holmes und Jones saßen, die Hände auf den Knien, da und warteten gespannt auf den Fortgang der Geschichte, aber der gleiche Widerwille stand auch ihnen im Gesicht geschrieben. Small mochte dies bemerkt haben, denn als er fortfuhr, lag eine Spur von Trotz in seiner Stimme und in seinem Gebaren. 

»Gewiß, das war alles sehr schlimm«, sagte er, 

»aber ich möchte zu gerne wissen, wie mancher es an meiner Stelle wohl abgelehnt hätte, an so einer Beute beteiligt zu werden, wenn er gleichzeitig wußte, daß man ihm als Dank für seine Skrupel die Kehle durchschneiden würde. Zudem stand, sobald er einmal im Fort war, mein Leben gegen seins. Hätte ich ihn entkommen lassen, so wäre die ganze Sache ans Licht Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.332 12. Die seltsame Geschichte des Jonathan ... Doyle-WA Bd. 2, 142

gekommen, und man hätte mich aller Wahrscheinlichkeit nach vor Kriegsgericht gestellt und erschossen, denn Milde war in jenen Zeiten nicht gerade an der Tagesordnung.«

»Fahren Sie fort mit Ihrer Geschichte«, sagte Holmes schroff. 

»Nun denn, wir trugen ihn also hinein, Abdullah, Akbar und ich. Dafür, daß er so klein war, hatte er ein ganz schönes Gewicht. Mahomet Singh blieb zurück, um die Pforte zu bewachen. Wir brachten ihn an einen Ort, den die Sikhs schon dafür vorbereitet hatten. Er lag ein Stück weit entfernt, wo ein gewundener Gang in eine große, leere Halle einmündete, deren Back-steinmauern überall am Einstürzen waren. Der Fuß-

boden aus gestampfter Erde war dort an einer Stelle abgesunken und bildete eine Art natürlichen Grabes; da. also ließen wir den Kaufmann Achmet liegen, nachdem wir ihn zuvor mit herausgebrochenen Backsteinen bedeckt hatten. Daraufhin kehrten wir alle zu dem Schatz zurück. 

Der lag noch immer dort, wo Achmet ihn hatte fallen lassen, als er zum ersten Mal angegriffen worden war. Es war dieselbe Truhe, die hier offen vor Ihnen auf dem Tisch steht. Von dem geschnitzten Griff auf dem Deckel hing an einer seidenen Schnur ein Schlüssel herab. Wir öffneten die Truhe, und im Licht unserer Laterne funkelte eine Sammlung von Edelsteinen Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.333 12. Die seltsame Geschichte des Jonathan ... Doyle-WA Bd. 2, 143

von solcher Pracht, wie ich es früher in Büchern gelesen oder mir erträumt hatte, als ich ein kleiner Junge in Pershore war. Das Auge war geblendet von dem Anblick. Nachdem wir unsere Blicke genug daran geweidet hatten, nahmen wir die Juwelen heraus und legten ein Verzeichnis davon an. Es waren einhun-dertunddreiundvierzig Diamanten reinsten Wassers, darunter einer, welcher, soviel ich weiß, der ›Große Mogul‹ genannt wurde und der zweitgrößte Edelstein der Welt sein soll. Dann waren da siebenundneunzig edle Smaragde und einhundertundsiebzig Rubine, von denen allerdings einige ziemlich klein waren. Des weiteren vierzig Karfunkel, zweihundertundzehn Sa-phire, einundachzig Achate sowie eine große Anzahl von Beryllen, Onyxen, Türkisen und anderen Steinen, von denen ich damals noch nicht einmal die Namen kannte; inzwischen kenn ich mich auf dem Gebiet schon etwas besser aus. Außerdem waren da an die dreihundert der edelsten Perlen, deren zwölf als Besatz eines Golddiadems dienten. Die hat übrigens jemand aus der Truhe genommen, denn als ich diese wieder an mich brachte, fehlten sie. 

Nachdem wir unsere Schätze gezählt hatten, legten wir sie in die Truhe zurück und schafften sie zum Eingang, um sie Mahomet Singh zu zeigen. Darauf er-neuerten wir feierlich unseren Eid, einander beizustehen und das Geheimnis niemandem preiszugeben. 
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Wir kamen überein, die Beute an einem sicheren Ort zu verstecken, bis wieder Friede im Land herrschte, und sie dann gleichmäßig unter uns aufzuteilen. Es hatte keinen Sinn, die Teilung sogleich vorzunehmen, denn es hätte Verdacht erregt, wenn man so wertvolle Kleinodien auf uns gefunden hätte, und in der Unterkunft konnte man nichts für sich behalten oder aufbewahren. Wir brachten die Truhe deshalb in die Halle, in der wir schon den Leichnam begraben hatten, höhlten die am besten erhaltene Wand unterhalb einiger besonders gekennzeichneter Backsteine aus und legten den Schatz hinein. Wir prägten uns die Stelle aufs genaueste ein, und am folgenden Tag zeichnete ich vier Pläne, einen für jeden von uns, und setzte das Zeichen von uns Vieren darunter, denn wir hatten einander geschworen, daß ein jeder von uns allezeit im Interesse aller handeln und keiner je die andern über-vorteilen würde. Und diesen Eid – das kann ich mit der Hand auf dem Herzen beschwören – habe ich niemals gebrochen. 

Nun, Gentlemen, ich brauche Ihnen wohl nicht zu erzählen, wie der Aufstand in Indien geendet hat. 

Nachdem Wilson42 einmal Delhi eingenommen und Sir Colin43 Lucknow entsetzt hatte, war der Bewegung das Rückgrat gebrochen. Frische Truppen strömten ins Land, und Nana Sahib44 machte sich dünn und verschwand über die Grenze. In Agra traf Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.335 12. Die seltsame Geschichte des Jonathan ... Doyle-WA Bd. 2, 144

eine fliegende Kolonne unter dem Befehl von Colonel Greathed ein und vertrieb die Aufständischen. Im Land schien allmählich wieder Friede einzukehren, und wir vier begannen bereits zu hoffen, die Zeit sei nahe, wo wir uns mit unseren Anteilen unbehelligt aus dem Staub machen könnten. Unsere Hoffnungen wurden jedoch von einem Moment auf den anderen zunichte gemacht, denn wir wurden wegen des Mordes an Achmet verhaftet. 

Das war folgendermaßen gekommen. Wenn der Radscha seine Juwelen Achmet anvertraut hatte, so deshalb, weil er wohl wußte, daß er an ihm einen verläßlichen Mann hatte. Indes, die Leute da drüben im Osten sind mißtrauisch – und was tat also unser Radscha? Er wählte einen zweiten, noch verläßlicheren Mann aus seiner Dienerschaft aus und setzte ihn als Spion auf den ersten an. Der zweite Mann hatte den Auftrag, Achmet keinen Moment aus den Augen zu lassen, und wirklich folgte er ihm wie ein Schatten. 

Auch in jener Nacht war er ihm hinterhergeschlichen und hatte ihn in dem Eingang verschwinden sehen. 

Selbstverständlich nahm er an, der andere habe im Fort Zuflucht gefunden, und bat am darauffolgenden Tag ebenfalls um Einlaß, konnte jedoch keine Spur von Achmet finden. Dies befremdete ihn so sehr, daß er mit einem Späherfeldwebel darüber sprach, und dieser brachte es dem Kommandanten zu Ohren. Das Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.336 12. Die seltsame Geschichte des Jonathan ... Doyle-WA Bd. 2, 145

Fort wurde sogleich gründlich durchsucht und der Leichnam entdeckt. So kam es, daß wir just in dem Augenblick, als wir dachten, es könne nichts mehr schiefgehen, alle vier gefangengenommen und unter Mordanklage vor Gericht gestellt wurden – drei von uns, weil wir in der besagten Nacht jenen Eingang bewacht hatten, und der vierte, weil man wußte, daß er der Begleiter des Ermordeten gewesen war. Die Juwelen wurden bei der Verhandlung mit keinem Wort er-wähnt, denn der Radscha war inzwischen entmachtet und aus Indien vertrieben worden, und so hatte niemand ein besonderes Interesse daran. Der Mord allerdings wurde uns eindeutig nachgewiesen, und auch darüber, daß wir alle vier daran beteiligt gewesen waren, gab es keinen Zweifel. Die drei Sikhs erhielten lebenslängliche Zwangsarbeit, und ich wurde zum Tode verurteilt, wobei meine Strafe jedoch später in dieselbe wie die meiner Gefährten umgewandelt wurde. 

Es war eine ziemlich seltsame Situation, in der wir uns nun befanden. Alle vier steckten wir in Fußfesseln, und es bestand herzlich wenig Hoffnung, daß wir je wieder die Freiheit erlangen würden; andererseits war jeder von uns im Besitz eines Geheimnisses, das ihm ein Leben in einem Palast ermöglicht hätte, wären wir nur in der Lage gewesen, davon Gebrauch zu machen. Es konnte einem schon das Herz abdrük-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.337 12. Die seltsame Geschichte des Jonathan ... Doyle-WA Bd. 2, 145

ken: Da mußte man die Hiebe und Tritte jedes miesen kleinen Beamten, der sich für einen Halbgott hielt, hinnehmen, bekam nichts anderes als Reis zu essen und Wasser zu trinken, und draußen lag dies phantastische Vermögen für einen bereit und wartete bloß darauf, abgeholt zu werden. Ich hätte darob verrückt werden können; aber ich bin schon immer ein zäher Bursche gewesen, und so hielt ich aus und wartete meine Zeit ab. 

Endlich sah es so aus, als sei es soweit. Ich war von Agra nach Madras und von dort aus nach der Insel Blair auf den Andamanen verlegt worden. In jener Siedlung gab es außer mir fast keine weißen Sträflinge, und da ich mich vom ersten Tag an gut führte, war ich bald so etwas wie eine privilegierte Person. Ich erhielt eine Hütte in Hope Town, einem kleinen Ort am Abhang des Mount Harriet, und wurde so ziemlich in Ruhe gelassen. Es ist ein trostloser, vom Sumpffieber heimgesuchter Ort, und das ganze Gebiet um unsere kleinen Rodungen herum wimmelte von kannibalischen Eingeborenen, die nur darauf warteten, uns bei der erstbesten Gelegenheit einen vergifteten Pfeil aus ihren Blasrohren zu verpassen. Wir hatten Gräben zu schaufeln, Yam anzupflanzen und ein Dutzend anderer Dinge mehr zu tun; tagsüber gab es also mehr als genug Arbeit; an den Abenden aber blieb uns ein wenig Zeit für uns selbst. Unter anderem Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.338 12. Die seltsame Geschichte des Jonathan ... Doyle-WA Bd. 2, 146

lernte ich, Arzneien für den Militärarzt herzustellen, und eignete mir dabei eine oberflächliche Kenntnis seiner Kunst an. Die ganze Zeit über hielt ich Ausschau nach einer Möglichkeit zu entkommen; aber die Insel liegt Hunderte von Meilen von jedem anderen Land entfernt, und in jenen Gewässern gibt es wenig oder gar keinen Wind; eine Flucht stellte sich deshalb als ein entsetzlich schwieriges Unterfangen dar. 

Der Arzt, Dr. Somerton, war ein flotter, unternehmungslustiger Geselle, und die anderen jungen Offiziere trafen sich abends regelmäßig in seinem Quartier, um Karten zu spielen. Das Sprechzimmer, wo ich meine Arzneien zusammenzubrauen pflegte, lag direkt neben seinem Wohnzimmer, und die beiden Räume waren mittels eines kleinen Fensters miteinander verbunden. Oft, wenn ich mich einsam fühlte, löschte ich das Licht im Sprechzimmer und stellte mich an dieses Fenster, von dem aus ich ihr Gespräch belauschen und ihr Spiel beobachten konnte. Ich spiele selbst ganz gern eine Partie, und die andern zu beobachten war beinahe ebensogut, wie selbst ein Blatt in der Hand zu halten. Die Teilnehmer waren Major Sholto, Captain Morstan und Leutnant Bromley Brown, die den Oberbefehl über die Eingeborenentruppen inne-hatten, dann war da der Arzt selbst, und außerdem zwei oder drei Leute von der Gefängnisverwaltung, gewiefte alte Spieler, die ein feines, raffiniertes, siche-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.339 12. Die seltsame Geschichte des Jonathan ... Doyle-WA Bd. 2, 147

res Spiel spielten. Es war eine sehr gemütliche kleine Runde, die da jeweils beisammensaß. 

Etwas fiel mir allerdings sehr bald auf, daß nämlich die Militärs immer verloren und die Zivilisten immer gewannen. Nicht daß ich etwa behaupten will, es sei nicht mit rechten Dingen zugegangen, bewahre, es war einfach so. Diese Gefängnisleute hatten, seit sie auf den Andamanen waren, nicht viel anderes getan, als Karten zu spielen, und einer war mit des andern Spiel bis zu einem gewissen Grade vertraut, während die übrigen nur so zum Zeitvertreib spielten und die Karten hinknallten, wie es gerade kam. Nacht für Nacht verließen die Offiziere den Ort um einiges ärmer, und je ärmer sie wurden, desto versessener waren sie auf das nächste Spiel. Am schlimmsten hatte es Major Sholto erwischt. Anfänglich bezahlte er noch in Gold und Banknoten, bald schon aber kam es zu Schuldscheinen, und zwar über große Beträge. 

Manchmal gewann er ein paar Runden lang, gerade genug, um etwas Mut zu fassen, dann aber pflegte das Glück sich schlimmer denn je gegen ihn zu wenden. 

Tagein, tagaus lief er dann mit einer rabenschwarzen Laune in der Gegend herum, und zudem fing er an, viel mehr zu trinken, als gut für ihn war. 

Eines Abends hatte er noch ärger verloren als sonst. Ich saß in meiner Hütte, als er und Captain Morstan heimwärts zu ihren Quartieren wankten. Die Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.340 12. Die seltsame Geschichte des Jonathan ... Doyle-WA Bd. 2, 147

zwei waren Busenfreunde, und wo der eine war, war meist auch der andere nicht weit. Der Major war außer sich wegen seiner Verluste. 

Jetzt ist alles aus, Morstam, sagte er, als sie an meinen Hütte vorbeigingen. ›Es bleibt mir nichts anderes übrig, als meinen Rücktritt einzureichen. Ich bin ruiniert!‹

›Unsinn, alter Junge‹, entgegnete der andere und klopfte ihm auf die Schultern. ›Ich mußte ja selbst einen harten Schlag einstecken, aber ...‹ Das war alles, was ich hörte, aber es war genug, um mich auf eine Idee zu bringen. 

Ein paar Tage später sah ich Major Sholto am Strand Spazierengehen und nutzte die Gelegenheit, um mit ihm zu sprechen. 

›Ich möchte Sie um einen Rat bitten, Major‹, begann ich. 

›Nun, Small, was haben Sie auf dem Herzen?‹ fragte er und nahm seinen Stumpen aus dem Mund. 

›Können Sie mir sagen, Sir, wer dafür zuständig ist, wenn man einen verstecken Schatz auszuhändigen hat?‹ fragte ich. ›Ich weiß, wo eine halbe Million versteckt liegt, und da ich selbst keinen Gebrauch davon machen kann, habe ich mir gedacht, das beste sei wahrscheinlich, ihn den zuständigen Behörden auszuhändigen, und vielleicht würden die dann dafür sorgen, daß meine Strafe verkürzt wird.‹
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›Eine halbe Million, Small?‹ stieß er hervor und blickte mich scharf an, ob ich im Ernst sprach. 

›Sie sagen es, Sir, in Perlen und Edelsteinen. Und jedermann hat freien Zugang dazu. Und das Tollste daran ist, daß der tatsächliche Besitzer für vogelfrei erklärt worden ist und kein Eigentum mehr beanspruchen kann, so daß der Schatz dem ersten besten ge-hört.‹

›Der Regierung, Small‹, stammelte er, ›der Regierung.‹ Aber er sagte es so stockend, daß ich wohl wußte, ich hatte ihn an der Angel. 

›Sie sind also der Meinung, Sir, daß ich die Sache dem Generalgouverneur melden sollte?‹ sagte ich ruhig. 

›Tja, nun, Sie sollten so etwas nicht überstürzen, sonst reut es Sie nachher vielleicht. Erzählen Sie mir doch mal die ganze Sache, Small, ich brauche Tatsachen.‹

Ich erzählte ihm die ganze Geschichte, jedoch mit kleinen Veränderungen, damit er die Örtlichkeiten nicht identifizieren konnte. Als ich fertig war, stand er stocksteif und tief in Gedanken versunken da. An dem Zucken seiner Lippen konnte ich sehen, daß sich in seinem Innern ein Kampf abspielte. 

›Das ist eine Angelegenheit von großer Wichtigkeit, Small‹, sagte er endlich. ›Lassen Sie zu niemandem auch nur ein Wort darüber verlauten; ich werde Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.342 12. Die seltsame Geschichte des Jonathan ... Doyle-WA Bd. 2, 149

Sie bald wieder darauf ansprechen.‹

Zwei Tage später kamen er und sein Freund, Captain Morstan, mitten in der Nacht mit einer Laterne zu meiner Hütte. 

›Ich möchte, daß Captain Morstan diese Geschichte aus Ihrem eigenen Mund hört, Small‹, sagte er. 

Ich wiederholte sie genau so, wie ich sie zuvor er-zählt hatte. 

›Klingt, als ob es wahr wäre, was?‹ versetzte er. 

›Und gut genug, daß wir was unternehmen?‹

Captain Morstan nickte. 

›Hören Sie zu, Small‹, sagte der Major, ›mein Freund hier und ich, wir haben die Sache miteinander besprochen und sind zu dem Schluß gekommen, daß Ihr Geheimnis letzten Endes wohl weniger Sache der Regierung, sondern Ihre private Angelegenheit ist und daß Sie deshalb ganz nach Ihrem eigenen Gutdünken darüber verfugen können. Die Frage ist nun die, welchen Preis Sie dafür fordern würden. Wir wären nämlich unter Umständen bereit, uns um die Sache zu kümmern und sie zumindest etwas genauer in Augenschein zu nehmen, wenn wir uns über die Bedingungen einig werden können.‹ Er bemühte sich, einen möglichst kühlen und gelassenen Ton anzuschlagen, aber seine Augen glänzten vor Aufregung und Gier. 

›Nun, was dies betrifft, Gentlemen‹, erwiderte ich und versuchte, ebenfalls kühl zu wirken, obgleich ich Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.343 12. Die seltsame Geschichte des Jonathan ... Doyle-WA Bd. 2, 149

genauso aufgeregt war wie er, ›für einen Mann in meiner Situation gibt es nur einen lohnenden Handel; meine Forderung ist die, daß Sie mir zur Freiheit verhelfen und meinen drei Gefährten ebenfalls. In diesem Fall würden wir Sie als Partner betrachten und Ihnen ein Fünftel aussetzen, das sie unter sich teilen könnten.‹

›Hm‹, versetzte er, ›ein Fünftel. Kein besonders verlockendes Angebot!‹

›Das würde fünfzigtausend pro Kopf ausmachen‹, sagte ich. 

›Aber wie sollten wir Sie denn freibekommen? Sie wissen ganz genau, daß Sie Unmögliches von uns verlangen.‹

›Ganz und gar nicht‹, entgegnete ich. ›Ich habe alles bis in die letzte Einzelheit durchdacht. Das einzige, was unserer Flucht im Wege steht, ist, daß wir kein seetüchtiges Boot auftreiben können und genü-

gend Vorräte für eine so weite Reise. In Kalkutta oder Madras gibt es massenhaft kleine Jachten und Jollen, die für unseren Zweck wie geschaffen sind. Sie brauchen lediglich eine herüberzubringen. Wir sehen dann, wie wir im Schütze der Nacht an Bord gelangen, und wenn Sie uns dann irgendwo an der indischen Küste absetzen, so ist Ihr Teil an unserem Handel damit abgeleistet.‹

›Wenn es nur um  einen  Sträfling ginge‹, sagte er. 
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›Alle oder keiner‹, erwiderte ich. ›Das haben wir geschworen. Wir vier müssen allezeit gemeinsam handeln.‹

›Sehen Sie, Morstan‹, sagte er, ›Small ist ein Mann, der sein Wort hält. Er läßt seine Freunde nicht im Stich. Ich denke, wir dürfen ihm ruhig trauen.‹

›Das Ganze ist ein schmutziges Geschäft‹, erwiderte der andere, ›aber Sie haben recht, das Geld wird mehr als ausreichen, um uns unsere Offiziersstellen zu erhalten.‹

›Nun, Small‹, sagte der Major, ›es bleibt uns wohl nichts anderes übrig, als auf Ihren Vorschlag einzugehen. Selbstverständlich wollen wir aber erst überprü-

fen, ob Ihre Geschichte auch wahr ist. Sagen Sie mir also, jvo der Schatz versteckt ist, und ich werde Urlaub nehmen und mit dem monatlichen Ablösungs-boot nach Indien übersetzen, um die Sache zu untersuchen.‹

›Nicht so schnell‹, sagte ich, um so kühler werdend, je mehr er sich für die Sache erwärmte. ›Ich muß zuerst die Einwilligung meiner drei Kameraden haben. Ich habe es Ihnen schon einmal gesagt; bei uns heißt es alle vier oder keiner.‹

›Dummes Zeug‹, entfuhr es ihm. ›Was haben denn drei schwarze Kerle mit unserer Vereinbarung zu schaffen?‹

›Egal ob schwarz oder blau‹, erwiderte ich, ›sie ge-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.345 12. Die seltsame Geschichte des Jonathan ... Doyle-WA Bd. 2, 150

hören dazu, und wir fahren gemeinsam.‹

Nun, zu guter Letzt lief die Sache auf ein zweites Treffen hinaus, bei dem auch Mahomet Singh, Abdullah Khan und Dost Akbar zugegen waren. Wir sprachen die ganze Sache noch einmal durch und kamen schließlich zu einer Vereinbarung. Beide Offiziere sollten je einen Plan des Forts von Agra erhalten, auf dem die Stelle in der Mauer, wo der Schatz versteckt lag, markiert war. Darauf würde Major Sholto nach Indien gehen, um unsere Geschichte zu überprüfen. 

Falls er die Truhe fand, würde er sie dortlassen und eine kleine Jacht mit genügend Vorräten für eine See-reise nach der Insel Rutland aussenden, und während er zu seinen Pflichten zurückkehrte, würden wir uns zu ihr durchschlagen. Als nächstes sollte Captain Morstan Urlaub beantragen und uns in Agra treffen; dort sollte die endgültige Teilung des Schatzes erfolgen, wobei Morstan sowohl den Anteil des Majors als auch seinen eigenen mitnehmen würde. All dies besie-gelten wir mit den feierlichsten Eiden, die ein menschlicher Geist ersinnen und ein Mund aussprechen kann. 

Ich arbeitete die ganze Nacht hindurch mit Papier und Tinte, und als der Morgen graute, hatte ich die zwei Pläne beisammen, unterzeichnet mit dem Zeichen der Vier – das heißt im Namen von Abdullah, Akbar, Mahomet und mir. 

Nun, Gentlemen, meine lange Geschichte beginnt Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.346 12. Die seltsame Geschichte des Jonathan ... Doyle-WA Bd. 2, 151

Sie zu ermüden, und ich weiß, daß mein Freund, Mr. 

Jones, es kaum erwarten kann, mich sicher hinter Gittern verwahrt zu wissen. Ich will mich deshalb so kurz wie möglich fassen. Dieser Halunke von Sholto reiste also nach Indien ab, kehrte jedoch nie mehr zu-rück. Captain Morstan zeigte mir seinen Namen auf der Passagierliste eines Postbootes, das kurz danach nach England abgegangen war. Sein Onkel war gestorben und hatte ihm ein Vermögen hinterlassen, und so hatte er seinen Dienst quittiert; trotzdem schämte er sich nicht, sich uns fünf Männern gegenüber so zu verhalten, wie er es dann getan hat. Kurze Zeit später ging Morstan nach Agra und mußte wie erwartet feststellen, daß der Schatz tatsächlich verschwunden war. 

Dieser Schuft hatte uns alles gestohlen, ohne auch nur eine einzige der Bedingungen zu erfüllen, mit denen er unser Geheimnis hätte erkaufen sollen. Von jener Zeit an lebte ich nur noch meiner Rache. Der Gedanke daran beschäftigte mich bei Tag und ließ mir keine Ruhe in der Nacht. Es wurde zu einer überwältigen-den, verzehrenden Leidenschaft bei mir. Das Gesetz schreckte mich nicht – auch der Galgen nicht. Zu flüchten, Sholto zur Strecke zu bringen, ihm meine Hände um den Hals zu legen, das war mein einziger Gedanke. Selbst der Agra-Schatz schien mir nun von geringerer Bedeutung als die Pflicht, Sholto umzubringen. 

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.347 12. Die seltsame Geschichte des Jonathan ... Doyle-WA Bd. 2, 152

Nun, ich habe mir im Laufe meines Lebens manches in den Kopf gesetzt, und was es auch war, ich habe es stets auch ausgeführt. Es dauerte jedoch endlos lange Jahre, bis meine Zeit endlich gekommen war. Wie ich bereits erwähnt habe, hatte ich ein biß-

chen was von Medizin aufgeschnappt. Eines Tages nun, als Dr. Somerton mit einem Fieber darniederlag, brachte eine Sträflingskolonne einen kleinen Insulaner aus dem Urwald zurück. Er war todkrank und hatte sich an einen einsamen Ort zurückgezogen, um zu sterben. Ich nahm mich seiner an, obwohl er giftig wie eine junge Schlange war, und nach ein paar Monaten brachte ich ihn wieder auf die Beine. Er hatte inzwischen eine Art von Zuneigung zu mir gefaßt und wollte kaum mehr zurück in seine Wälder, sondern lungerte die ganze Zeit bei meiner Hütte herum. Ich lernte ein wenig von seinem Kauderwelsch von ihm, und das ließ ihn nur noch anhänglicher werden. 

Tonga – so hieß er nämlich – war ein ausgezeichneter Ruderer und besaß ein eigenes Kanu, das recht groß und geräumig war. Als ich bemerkte, wie ergeben er mir war und daß er alles für mich tun würde, sah ich, wie ich doch noch fliehen könnte. Ich sprach die Sache mit ihm durch. Er sollte mich mit seinem Boot in einer bestimmten Nacht an einem alten Landeplatz, der nie bewacht wurde, abholen kommen. 

Zudem wies ich ihn an, mehrere Kürbisflaschen voll Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.348 12. Die seltsame Geschichte des Jonathan ... Doyle-WA Bd. 2, 152

Wasser und einen Haufen Yamwurzeln, Kokosnüsse und Süßkartoffeln mitzunehmen. 

Treu und zuverlässig, ja das war er, der kleine Tonga. Niemand hat je einen ergebeneren Freund besessen. In der festgesetzten Nacht erschien er mit seinem Boot bei dem Landeplatz. Es traf sich jedoch, daß einer von der Wachmannschaft dort unten Posten stand, ein mieser Paschtun45, der nie eine Gelegenheit ausgelassen hatte, mir Schimpf und Schaden zuzufügen. Ich hatte ihm seit jeher Rache geschworen, und das war die Gelegenheit dazu. Es war, als hätte ihn das Schicksal mir in den Weg gestellt, damit ich die alte Rechnung begleichen konnte, bevor ich die Insel verließ. Er stand, den Karabiner über die Schulter gehängt, am Ufer und wandte mir den Rücken zu. 

Ich blickte mich nach einem Stein um, um ihm den Schädel einzuschlagen, konnte aber nirgends einen entdecken. 

Da fiel mir was Komisches ein, wie ich zu einer Waffe kommen könnte. Ich setzte mich im Dunkeln nieder und schnallte mein Holzbein ab. Mit drei mächtigen Hopsern war ich bei ihm. Er riß den Karabiner an die Schulter, aber da schlug ich schon mit voller Wucht zu und zerschmetterte ihm gleich die Stirn. Man kann jetzt noch einen Riß im Holz sehen, da, wo ich ihn getroffen habe. Wir gingen beide zu Boden, denn ich konnte das Gleichgewicht nicht hal-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.349 12. Die seltsame Geschichte des Jonathan ... Doyle-WA Bd. 2, 153

ten; doch als ich mich aufgerappelt hatte, sah ich, daß er keinen Mucks mehr machte. Ich ging zum Boot, und eine Stunde später waren wir schon ganz schön weit draußen. Tonga hatte all seine irdischen Güter mitgebracht, seine Waffen ebenso wie seine Götter. 

Unter anderem waren da ein langer Bambusspeer und einige Kokosmatten, wie sie die Andamaner weben, so daß ich eine Art Segel konstruieren konnte. Zehn Tage lang kreuzten wir so auf gut Glück herum; am elften nahm uns ein Frachtschiff auf, das mit einer Ladung malaiischer Pilger von Singapur nach Dschidda unterwegs war. Das war eine recht seltsame Gesellschaft, und Tonga und ich lebten uns rasch bei ihnen ein. Die Leute hatten einen großen Vorzug: sie ließen uns in Frieden und stellten keine Fragen. 

Nun, Sie würden mir wohl keinen Dank wissen, wenn ich Ihnen all die Abenteuer erzählen wollte, die mein kleiner Kamerad und ich miteinander erlebt haben, denn dann säßen Sie bei Sonnenaufgang immer noch hier. Wir sind ganz schön rumgekommen in der Welt, da- und dorthin hat es uns verschlagen, nur nicht nach London. All die Zeit hindurch hab ich mein Ziel jedoch nie aus den Augen verloren. Nachts träumte ich oft von Sholto. Wohl hundertmal hab ich ihn im Schlaf ermordet. Endlich, vor drei oder vier Jahren, sind wir in England eingetroffen. Ich hatte keine großen Schwierigkeiten herauszufinden, wo Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.350 12. Die seltsame Geschichte des Jonathan ... Doyle-WA Bd. 2, 154

Sholto lebte, und machte mich daran zu erkunden, ob er den Schatz zu Geld gemacht hatte oder ob dieser noch in seinem Besitz war. Ich freundete mich mit jemandem an, der mir dabei behilflich sein konnte – ich nenne keinen Namen, denn ich will nicht noch einen andern hineinreiten –, und brachte bald in Erfahrung, daß er die Juwelen noch hatte. Dann versuchte ich auf alle möglichen Arten, an ihn heranzukommen, aber er war ganz schön raffiniert und hatte nicht nur seine Söhne und den  Khitmutgar,  sondern stets auch zwei Preisboxer um sich, die ihn bewachten. 

Eines Tages kam mir indessen zu Ohren, daß er im Sterben lag. Der Gedanke, er könnte sich meinem Zugriff auf diese Weise entziehen, machte mich rasend; ich hetzte also zu dem Garten, und als ich durchs Fenster blickte, sah ich ihn im Bett liegen und seine Söhne zu beiden Seiten neben ihm stehen. Ich hätte mich nicht gescheut, durchs Fenster zu steigen und es mit allen dreien aufzunehmen, aber in dem Augenblick, als ich ihn ansah, sackte ihm das Kinn herab, und ich wußte, daß er hinüber war. Noch in derselben Nacht jedoch stieg ich in sein Zimmer ein und suchte in seinen Papieren, ob er nicht irgendwo festgehalten hatte, wo unsere Juwelen versteckt waren. Doch da war keine Zeile, und so zog ich mich zurück, so bitter und haßerfüllt, wie ein Mann nur sein kann. Ehe ich das Zimmer verließ, kam mir der Gedanke, daß es Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.351 12. Die seltsame Geschichte des Jonathan ... Doyle-WA Bd. 2, 154

uns, wenn ich meine Sikh-Freunde je wieder sehen sollte, eine Genugtuung wäre zu wissen, daß ich ein Mahnmal unseres Hasses hinterlassen hatte. Ich kritzelte also das Zeichen der Vier, so wie es auf dem Plan gestanden hatte, auf ein Blatt Papier und heftete es ihm an die Brust. Es wäre zuviel der Ungerechtigkeit gewesen, wenn man ihn zu Grabe getragen hätte ohne einen letzten Gruß von den Männern, die er beraubt und hintergangen hatte. 

In jener Zeit verdienten wir unseren Lebensunterhalt damit, daß ich den guten Tonga auf Jahrmärkten und bei ähnlichen Gelegenheiten als den ›Schwarzen Menschenfresser‹ zur Schau stellte. Er mußte dann rohes Fleisch verschlingen und seinen Kriegstanz auf-fuhren; so brachten wir es alleweil auf einen Hut voll Pennies pro Tag. Ich erfuhr noch immer alle Neuigkeiten von  Pondicherry Lodge,  und ein paar Jahre lang gab es eigentlich nichts zu erfahren, außer daß sie hinter dem Schatz her waren. Endlich kam jedoch das, worauf wir so lange gewartet hatten: Der Schatz war gefunden worden. Er stand zuoberst im Haus, in Mr. Bartholomew Sholtos Chemie-Laboratorium. Ich machte mich sogleich auf, um mir das Haus anzusehen, sah aber keine Möglichkeit, mit meinem Holzbein dort hinaufzugelangen. Als ich jedoch von der Dachluke erfuhr und davon, wann Mr. Sholto jeweils zu Abend aß, da dünkte es mich, daß die Sache mit Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.352 12. Die seltsame Geschichte des Jonathan ... Doyle-WA Bd. 2, 155

Tongas Hilfe leicht zu bewältigen sein müßte. Ich brachte ihn also mit hinaus und schlang ihm ein langes Seil um den Leib. Er konnte klettern wie eine Katze, und es dauerte nicht lange, so war er über das Dach ins Haus gelangt. Das Pech wollte es jedoch, daß Bartholomew Sholto noch im Zimmer war, was ihn teuer zu stehen kam. Tonga bildete sich ein, etwas besonders Schlaues getan zu haben, indem er ihn ge-tötet hatte, denn als ich am Seil zu ihm heraufgeklet-tert kam, stolzierte er wie ein Pfau im Zimmer auf und ab. Er verstand die Welt nicht mehr, als ich mit dem Seilende auf ihn losging und ihn als blutrünstigen kleinen Teufel beschimpfte. Ich nahm dann die Schatztruhe und ließ sie an dem Seil hinunter, und nachdem ich auf dem Tisch das Zeichen der Vier hinterlassen hatte, um deutlich zu machen, daß die Juwelen endlich in den Besitz derer gelangt waren, die am meisten Recht darauf hatten, ließ ich mich selbst hin-untergleiten. Darauf zog Tonga das Seil wieder hinauf, schloß das Fenster und machte sich davon, so, wie er gekommen war. 

Ich wüßte wirklich nicht, was ich Ihnen sonst noch groß erzählen soll. Ich hatte zufällig gehört, wie ein Fährmann über die Schnelligkeit von Smiths Dampfkahn, der  Aurora,  sprach, und da dachte ich mir, daß sie sich eignen könnte für unsere Flucht. Ich wurde handelseinig mit dem alten Smith, und er hätte eine Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.353 12. Die seltsame Geschichte des Jonathan ... Doyle-WA Bd. 2, 156

schöne Stange Geld von mir gekriegt, wenn er uns sicher zu unserem Schiff gebracht hätte. Er hat bestimmt gerochen, daß da etwas faul war, aber er war nicht eingeweiht in unser Geheimnis. All dies ist nichts als die Wahrheit, und wenn ich Ihnen diese ganze Geschichte erzählt habe, Gentlemen, so nicht etwa zu Ihrer Unterhaltung – Sie haben mir ja nicht gerade einen Freundschaftsdienst erwiesen –, sondern weil ich der festen Überzeugung bin, daß die beste Art, mich zu verteidigen, ganz einfach die ist, mit nichts zurückzuhalten und aller Welt kundzutun, wie übel Major Sholto mir mitgespielt hat und wie unschuldig ich am Tode seines Sohnes bin.«

»Eine höchst bemerkenswerte Erzählung«, sagte Sherlock Holmes; »ein würdiger Abschluß für einen außergewöhnlich interessanten Fall. Im letzten Teil Ihres Berichtes gab es allerdings gar nichts, was mir neu gewesen wäre, außer daß Sie das Seil selbst mitgebracht hatten. Das habe ich nicht gewußt. Da fallt mir ein, ich hatte gehofft, Tonga habe all seine Pfeile verloren, aber auf dem Boot ist es ihm dann doch gelungen, einen auf uns abzuschießen.«

»Er hatte tatsächlich alle verloren, Sir, bis auf den einen, der noch in seinem Blasrohr steckte.«

»Ach so, natürlich«, sagte Holmes, »daran hatte ich nicht gedacht.«

»Gibt es sonst noch einen Punkt, über den Sie Auf-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.354 12. Die seltsame Geschichte des Jonathan ... Doyle-WA Bd. 2, 156

schluß von mir wünschen?« fragte der Sträfling dienstbeflissen. 

»Danke, ich glaube nicht«, erwiderte mein Gefähr-te. 

»Nun, Holmes«, sagte Athelney Jones, »Sie sind zwar ein Mann, den man bei Laune halten muß, und wir alle wissen, daß Sie ein Connaisseur des Verbrechens sind, aber Pflicht ist Pflicht, und ich bin Ihnen sehr weit entgegengekommen, indem ich Ihre Wünsche und die Ihres Freundes berücksichtigt habe. Es wird mir wohler sein, wenn wir unseren Geschichtenerzähler hier erst mal sicher hinter Schloß und Riegel haben. Die Droschke steht noch immer vor dem Haus, und zudem warten unten zwei Inspektoren. Ich bin Ihnen beiden für Ihre Unterstützung sehr verpflichtet. Selbstverständlich werden Sie beim Prozeß als Zeugen gebraucht werden. Ich wünsche Ihnen eine gute Nacht.«

»Gute Nacht Ihnen beiden, Gentlemen«, sagte Jonathan Small. 

»Sie gehen voran, Small«, befahl der argwöhnische Jones, als sie den Raum verließen. »Ich muß doch sehen, daß Sie mich nicht niederknüppeln mit Ihrem Holzbein, mag Ihnen dies auch mit dem Gentleman auf den Andamanen gelungen sein.«

»Nun, damit wären wir wohl am Ende unseres kleinen Dramas angelangt«, bemerkte ich, nachdem wir Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.355 12. Die seltsame Geschichte des Jonathan ... Doyle-WA Bd. 2, 157

eine Zeitlang schweigend dagesessen und vor uns hin geraucht hatten. »Ich furchte beinahe, dies ist wohl die letzte Ermittlung gewesen, bei der es mir vergönnt war, Ihre Methoden zu studieren. Miss Morstan hat mir die Ehre erwiesen, mich als ihren Gemahl in spe zu akzeptieren.«

Er gab ein Geräusch düstersten Unmuts von sich. 

»Ich hatte so etwas befürchtet«, sagte er. »Ich kann Sie mit dem besten Willen nicht dazu beglückwünschen.«

Ich war ein wenig verletzt. 

»Haben Sie denn irgend etwas auszusetzen an meiner Wahl?« fragte ich. 

»Nein, keineswegs. Ich finde, daß sie eine der reizendsten jungen Ladies ist, denen ich je begegnet bin, und daß sie für die Art von Tätigkeit, der wir uns bis anhin gemeinsam gewidmet haben, von größtem Nutzen hätte sein können. Sie hat ein ganz ausgesprochenes Talent in dieser Richtung; denken Sie nur daran, wie sie von all den Papieren ihres Vaters gerade diesen Agra-Plan aufbewahrt hat. Aber die Liebe ist etwas Emotionelles, und alles Emotionelle ist der reinen, kühlen Vernunft, die mir das höchste aller Dinge ist, entgegengesetzt. Ich selbst würde niemals heiraten, aus Furcht, meine Urteilskraft möchte dadurch beeinträchtigt werden.«

»Nun, ich bin zuversichtlich«, erwiderte ich la-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.356 12. Die seltsame Geschichte des Jonathan ... Doyle-WA Bd. 2, 158

chend, »daß meine Urteilskraft aus dieser schweren Prüfung unversehrt hervorgehen wird. Aber Sie sehen ja todmüde aus.«

»Ja, die Reaktion hat bereits eingesetzt. Ich werde eine Woche lang schlapp wie ein Waschlappen sein.«

»Es ist schon seltsam«, sagte ich, »wie sich bei Ihnen Perioden von etwas, was ich bei jedem andern als Trägheit bezeichnen würde, mit Ausbrüchen ungeheurer Energie und Lebenskraft abwechseln.«

»Ja«, erwiderte er, »in mir stecken die Anlagen zu einem begnadeten Müßiggänger und zugleich zu einem Kerl von der quicklebendigen Sorte. Ich muß oft an die Zeilen des alten Goethe46 denken: Schade daß die Natur nur  einen  Mensch aus dir schuf, Denn zum würdigen Mann war und zum Schelmen der Stoff. 

Um übrigens noch einmal auf diese Nordwood-Affäre zurückzukommen; ich habe also recht behalten mit meiner Vermutung, daß sie einen Verbündeten im Hause hatten, und das kann nur Lal Rao, der Diener, gewesen sein. Damit aber fallt Jones nun doch noch die ungeschmälerte Ehre zu, bei seinem großen Fisch-zug wenigstens einen Fisch gefangen zu haben.«

»Ich finde die Verteilung ziemlich ungerecht«, bemerkte ich. »Sie haben die ganze Arbeit geleistet. Ich Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.357 12. Die seltsame Geschichte des Jonathan ... Doyle-WA Bd. 2, 158

bin dadurch zu einer Frau gekommen, Jones kommt zu Ruhm und Ehren, aber was, so frage ich Sie, bleibt denn für Sie?«

»Mir«, erwiderte Sherlock Holmes, »bleibt immer noch die Kokainflasche«, und er streckte seine lange, weiße Hand nach ihr aus. 

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.358
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Editorische Notiz

Die vorliegende Neuübersetzung folgt den englischen Standardausgaben von  The Sign of the Four.  Sie ist vollständig und wortgetreu, bis auf das Tempus der wörtlichen Rede, welches den Gepflogenheiten im Deutschen behutsam angeglichen wurde. Letzteres gilt insbesondere für Kapitel 10, in welchem Holmes sich in Jonathan Small hineinversetzt. Indische Lehn-wörter wie  Nullah  oder  Bhang  werden in den Anmerkungen erklärt. 
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Anmerkungen

1 »Afghanistan-Feldzug« – Gemeint ist der 2. Afghanische Krieg (1878–80), den England von seiner Machtbasis in Indien aus unternahm, um dem nach Osten expandierenden Rußland Einhalt zu gebieten und seine eigene Einflußsphäre zu vergrößern. Dr. 

Watson war, wie er am Anfang des 1887 erschienenen ersten Sherlock-Holmes-Romans,  Eine Studie in Scharlachrot,  berichtet, als junger Militärarzt einem in Indien stationierten Regiment zugeteilt worden und diesem nach Afghanistan gefolgt, wo er eine Schuß-

verletzung erlitt und danach monatelang todkrank mit Typhus in einem Lazarett lag. 

2 »Gregson oder Lestrade oder Athelney Jones« – allesamt Inspektoren von Scotland Yard. In  Eine Studie in Scharlachrot  sagt Sherlock Holmes: »Gregson ist der intelligenteste Mann von Scotland Yard; er und Lestrade sind die Einäugigen unter all den Blinden dort.«

3 »... und pflegte mein verwundetes Bein« – Hier läßt Watsons Gedächtnis ihn offenbar im Stich; in  Eine Studie in Scharlachrot  war es nämlich nicht sein Bein, sondern die Schulter, welche von einer Kugel aus einem Jezail, einem afghanischen Vorderlader, Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.360
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getroffen worden war. Der Leser, sofern er ein geneigter ist, wird jedoch auch dies dem Beaune oder Watsons Verwirrung über Holmes Kritik zugutehalten. 

4 »Einfluß des Berufsstandes auf die Form der Hand« – Genauer äußert sich Holmes dazu in der Er-zählung  Die Blutbuchen  in  Die Abenteuer des Sherlock Holmes. 

5 Die Andamanen sind eine Inselgruppe von 204 Inseln, die im Südosten der Bucht von Bengalen, an der alten Handelsroute zwischen Indien und Burma, liegen. Seit Mitte des 18. Jahrhunderts etablierten die Engländer auf den größeren von ihnen Strafkolonien. 

Die Urbevölkerung sieht allerdings ganz und gar nicht so aus, wie Watson deren einen Vetreter beschreibt. 

6 »Winwood

Reade«

–

engl. 

Schriftsteller

(1838–1875). Seine rationalistische, auf historischen und ethnologischen Erkenntnissen basierende Streit-schrift gegen das Christentum,  Martyrdom of Man, war 1872 in London erschienen und rasch zu einem weltanschaulichen Bestseller geworden. Holmes schätzt Winwood Reade offenbar als einen Geistes-verwandten, denn er zitiert ihn auch an anderer Stelle in diesem Buch (vgl. Kap. 10). 

7 »Die Straßenlaternen den Strand entlang« –  The Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.361
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 Strand,  eine große Straße, die parallel zur Themse verläuft, verbindet die City mit dem West End. Siehe die Karte von London im  Sherlock Holmes Handbuch,  S. 252/3. 

8 »Surrey-Seite« – der Teil von London, der südlich der Themse liegt. 

9  Sahib –  Im kolonialen Indien und in Persien ge-bräuchliche, untertänig-respektvolle Anredeform mit der Bedeutung »Herr«, »Meister«. 

10  Khitmutgar –  indisches Wort für den Diener, dem die Bedienung bei Tisch obliegt. 

11 »Huka« – Wasserpfeife. 

12 »ein Anhänger der modernen französischen Schule«, zu der wohl Jean Baptiste Camille Corot (1796–1875) und Adolphe William Bouguereau (1825–1905) zu zählen sind, nicht aber der napolita-nische Landschaftsund Schlachtenmaler Salvator Rosa (1615–1673). 

13 » Le mauvais goût mène au crime« – Schlechter Geschmack führt zum Verbrechen. Thaddeus Sholto zitiert hier Stendhal (1783–1842), der wiederum den Baron de Mareste zitiert hatte. 

14 »eine halbe Million Sterling« – Um einen Begriff von der

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes Größe dieser Summe in jener Zeit zu vermit-3.362
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teln, seien hier zwei Vergleichszahlen genannt. Sherlock Holmes sagt in  Eine frage der Identität,  er nehme an, daß eine alleinstehende Dame aus bürgerlichen Kreisen mit einem Jahreseinkommen von sechzig Pfund sehr gut auskommen könne, und in  Die Blutbuchen  erfahrt man, daß der normale, angemessene Monatslohn einer Gouvernante etwa vier Pfund be-trägt. (Beide Geschichten in  Die Abenteuer des Sherlock Holmes). 

15 »mit einem eigenartigen Klopfzeichen ...« – In der guten alten Zeit, als die Postboten noch bis zur Haustür kamen und es Bedienstete oder Ehefrauen gab, um ihnen zu öffnen, existierte in England ein spezielles, traditionelles Klopfzeichen, das den Postboten ankündigte: ein kurzes, zweifaches Klopfen, das später durch ein ebensolches Klingeln abgelöst wurde. 

Daher auch der Buch- bzw. Filmtitel » The Postman Always Rings Twice«. 

16 »einen von Ihren Cross-Hieben« – Schlag, der über den abwehrenden Arm des Gegners auf dessen entgegengesetzte Körperhälfte führt. 

17  rigor mortis –  Leichenstarre. 

18 »Hippokratisches Lächeln« – so benannt nach dem griechischen Arzt Hippokrates (460–377 v. Chr.), von dem die ältesten uns überlieferten Aufzeichnun-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.363
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gen über die Symptome verschiedener Krankheiten und Todesarten stammen. 

19  risus sardonicus –  krampfhaftes, starres Lächeln, wie es tatsächlich durch Strychnin-Vergiftungen hervorgerufen wird. Watsons Diagnose ist hervorragend. 

20 » Il n'y a pas des sots ... « Sinngemäß etwa: »Die Narren mit etwas Verstand sind die schlimmsten Narren.« Holmes führt hier – mit einer kleinen grammati-kalischen Freiheit, die einem Engländer beim Freihän-digzitieren nachzusehen ist (das Original hat »point de sots«) – eine der Maximen von François de La Ro-chefoucauld (1613–1680) an. 

21 »Wir sind gewohnt ...« – Holmes' Subtilität kennt freilich keine Grenzen: Er zitiert auf deutsch aus: Faust I,  und zwar die Szene im Studierzimmer, da Faust mit dem Pudel spricht, dessen Kern er erst spä-

ter erkennt. 

22 »Lurcher« – Kreuzung zwischen einem Collie und einem Windhund, eine Hunderasse, die hauptsächlich zur Jagd verwendet wurde. 

23 »die Uhr vom Crystal Palace« – Gemeint ist das riesige Glashaus, das 1851 für die Weltausstellung im Hyde Park konstruiert und danach in Sydenham wie-deraufgebaut wurde und wohl eine Uhr, aber keine Glocken

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes hatte Watson hat wahrscheinlich die Glok-3.364
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ken der Blindenschule in Upper Norwood gehört. 

24 »... und halten Ausschau nach Blondin.« Eine Anspielung auf den französischen Akrobaten Charles Blondin, der 1855, 1859 und 1860 die Niagarafälle auf einem Seil überquerte. 

25 »eine Martini-Kugel« – Kein Getränk oder dessen Folgen, sondern die Kugel für einen Typus von Gewehren, wie sie damals von der British Army verwendet wurden. 

26  tendo Achillis –  lateinisch für Achillessehne. 

27 Jean Paul (Friedrich Richter, 1763–1825), der große unklassische Klassiker der deutschen Literatur, bei welchem tatsächlich Sonnenaufgänge und rosa Wölkchen zuhauf vorkommen, ohne daß es kitschig wird, wurde von Thomas Carlyle (1795–1881), dem englischen Historiker und Essayisten, der eine Vorliebe für die deutsche Literatur hatte, im englischen Sprachraum bekanntgemacht. 

28 »drei  Bob  und 'n  Tanner« –  Slang für drei Shilling und Sixpence. 

29 Eine Guinee ist eine alte britische Goldmünze im Wert von 21 Shilling. Mehr über die englischen Zahlungsmittel in den Anmerkungen zu  Die Abenteuer des Sherlock Holmes. 
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30 »Einer unserer größten Staatsmänner ...« – Das hier von Holmes zitierte Bonmot wird dem liberalen Politiker und mehrmaligen Englischen Premierminister William Eward Gladstone (1809–1898) zugeschrieben und lautet im Original: »A change of work is the best rest.«

31 »... in den Downs« – große Reede an der Südost-küste Englands, südlich der Themsemündung. 

32 »... in Dartmoor Entwässerungsgräben zu buddeln« – Small spielt hier auf eine Zukunft im Gefängnis von Dartmoor, jenem Hochmoor in Devon an, das später die Szenerie für den berühmtesten Sherlock-Holmes-Roman,  Der Hund der Baskervilles,  abgeben sollte. 

33 »... daß ich den Shilling der Königin nahm.« Der Sold des gemeinen Soldaten betrug in jener Zeit einen Shilling pro Tag. 

34 Die  Buffs  waren das 3. Infanterieregiment der Englischen Armee und wurden so genannt nach der Farbe der Aufschläge an ihren Uniformen, welche  buff,  d.h. 

gemsfarben oder lederbraun waren. 

35 »Der Große Aufstand«, engl.  The Great Mutiny (1857–58), war eine Rebellion der  Sepoys,  der indischen Soldaten in Diensten der britisch-indischen Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.366
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Armee, gegen die britische Fremdherrschaft. Auslöser dieser Rebellion war die Mißachtung religiöser Tabus durch die Armeeführung, welche angefangen hatte, Munition in Papierhülsen, die mit einer Mischung aus Schweine- und Rinderfett eingefettet waren, auszugeben, welche von den Soldaten vor Gebrauch aufgebis-sen werden mußten, was sowohl die Hindus, denen die Kühe heilig sind, als auch die Moslems, für die das Schwein ein unreines Tier ist, vor den Kopf sto-

ßen mußte. Weitere Gründe für den Aufstand waren ein tiefes Unbehagen in der ganzen indischen Bevölkerung über die rasch fortschreitende Verwestlichung Indiens (Einführung von Eisenbahn und Telegraph) sowie Gerüchte über den bevorstehenden Einsatz indischer Truppen in Übersee. 

36 Die britisch-indischen Truppen bestanden damals aus drei separaten Heeren, den Armeen von Bengalen, von Madras und Bombay, welches die drei historisch gewachsenen Zentren des britischen Kolonialreiches waren. Zur Zeit des Aufstandes dienten insgesamt 38000 Europäer und 348000  Sepoys.  Lediglich die Armee von Bengalen war von der Rebellion betroffen, die im März 1857 in Meerut ausbrach, dann von einer Garnison auf die andere übersprang und in mehreren Städten, so z.B. dem im Text erwähnten Kanpur, zu grauenhaften Massakern an der europäischen Zivilbe-völkerung
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37  Nullah –  anglo-indisch für »Schlucht, Flußbett, Tal«. 

38 Die Sikhs sind eine indische, monotheistische Glaubensgemeinschaft, welche im 15. Jahrhundert von Nanak begründet wurde und sowohl hinduisti-sche als auch moslemische Elemente in sich aufgenommen hat. Ende des 17. Jahrhunderts gaben sich die Sikhs eine militärische Ordnung, um den Glau-bensverfolgungen des moslemischen Mogulreiches in Indien nicht länger schutzlos ausgeliefert zu sein. 

Dank dieser Organisation gelang es ihnen, das nach dem Zusammenbruch des Mogulreiches Ende des 18. 

Jh. entstandene Machtvakuum zu nutzen und die Herrschaft im Punjab zu übernehmen. Das Sikh-Reich im Punjab unter Ranjit Singh dauerte beinahe vierzig Jahre und genoß die Protektion der Engländer. 

Nach Ranjit Singhs Tod (1839) zerfiel es jedoch rasch, und die Instabilität und Wirren der folgenden Jahre, die durch Nachfolgekämpfe geprägt waren, führten schließlich zum Einmarsch britischer Truppen im Punjab, deren Sieg in der Schlacht von Chilian Wallah (1849) die Eingliederung des Punjab in das britisch-indische Kolonialreich zur Folge hatte. Die vielfache enge Verknüpfung zwischen der Sikh-Religion und dem Gebiet des Punjab ist wohl der Grund dafür, daß Small in seiner Erzählung die Begriffe Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.368
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»Sikhs« und »Punjabis« zur Bezeichnung seiner Ge-fährten synonym benutzt. Beim Großen Aufstand ver-hielten sich die Sikhs den Briten gegenüber loyal. 

Acres – 1  acre = 4046,8 m2. 

39  Bhang –  Urdu-Wort für Indischen Hanf, Ha-schisch. 

40  Feringhee –  indisches Wort zur Bezeichnung von Europäern. Es besteht, wie die ähnlich lautenden Wörter im Arabischen (faranji) und Persischen (faran-gi), aus einer Version des Wortstammes »Frank-«

(Franken) und einem ursprünglich arabischen Suffix, das die Bedeutung »ethnische Zugehörigkeit« hat. 

41 »... mit dem Reich der  Company« – Gemeint ist die English East India Company, eine Handelsgesell-schaft, die 1600 gegründet und mit königlichem Privileg ausgestattet worden war, ursprünglich mit dem Ziel, England einen Anteil am lukrativen Gewürzhan-del mit Indien zu sichern, der damals ein Monopol Spaniens und Portugals war. Anfänglich war die Politik der  Company  die, in Kalkutta, Madras und Bombay Siedlungen zu gründen und diese Handelsstützpunkte an der Küste durch Bündnisse mit den lokalen Machthabern abzusichern. Als im Laufe des 18. Jahrhunderts die starke zentralistische Macht des Mogulreiches sich aufzulösen begann und die Rivalität mit der französischen
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stärkte, wurde diese Politik jedoch immer mehr eine der Expansion und militärischen Eroberung des ganzen Subkontinents. Die  Company  wurde mehr und mehr Trägerin – oder Strohmann – des englischen Im-perialismus in Indien, und Kalkutta, Madras und Bombay entwickelten sich zu Zentren der administra-tiven und militärischen Macht im Reich der  Company.  1858, als Konsequenz aus dem Großen Aufstand, wurde der  Company  die Regierungsgewalt über Indien offiziell entzogen und ging an die Krone über, wo sie de facto schon lange lag, und 1877 ließ sich Königin Victoria als Kaiserin von Indien proklamieren. 

42 »Wilson« – Brigadegeneral Archdale Wilson, 1803–1874, kommandierte zur Zeit des Aufstands die Bengalische Artillerie. 

43 »Sir Colin« – Colin Campbell, 1792–1863, wurde für seine Leistung bei der Niederwerfung des Aufstandes geadelt. 

44 »Nana Sahib« – geboren 1820 als Dandhu Panth, war Sohn eines Mahrattenherrschers. Als ihm die Thronfolge von den Briten verwehrt wurde, schwang er sich zu einem der Führer des Aufstandes auf. Bei der Belagerung von Kanpur versprach er den sich heroisch wehrenden Europäern freies Geleit, falls sie ka-pitulierten, doch als sie sich einschiffen wollten, ließ er sie massakrieren
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45 »Paschtun« – ein Angehöriger der Urbevölkerung Afghanistans. 

46 »die Zeilen des alten Goethe« – Einmal mehr zitiert Holmes deutsch, diesmal aus den  Xenien,  Goethes Gemeinschaftswerk mit Schiller. Stirnrunzelnden Oberlehrern sowie vorschnell triumphierenden Schü-

lern sei versichert, daß die etwas zweifelhafte Dekli-nation von »Mensch« nicht auf Goethes und wohl auch nicht auf Holmes', sondern vermutlich auf Watsons Konto geht. 

L. G. 
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Sir Arthur Conan Doyle

Der Hund der Baskervilles
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1. Mr. Sherlock Holmes

Mr. Sherlock Holmes, der sehr spät am Morgen aufzustehen pflegte (außer bei den gar nicht seltenen Gelegenheiten, da er die ganze Nacht aufblieb), saß am Frühstückstisch. Ich stand auf dem Kaminteppich und nahm den Stock zur Hand, den unser Besuch am Abend vorher zurückgelassen hatte. Es war ein feines, kräftiges Stück Holz mit Knollenknauf, eines jener Dinger, die als »malaiischer Gesetzgeber«1 bekannt sind. Ein beinahe zollbreites Silberband saß knapp unter dem Knauf. »Für James Mortimer M.R.C.S.2

von seinen Freunden im C.C.H.« war darauf eingraviert, dazu das Datum »1884«. Es war genau der Stock, wie ihn ein altmodischer Hausarzt zu tragen pflegt – würdevoll, unverwüstlich und vertrauener-weckend. 

»Nun, Watson, was leiten Sie davon ab?«

Holmes saß mit dem Rücken zu mir, und ich hatte ihm keinen Hinweis auf meine Beschäftigung gegeben. 

»Woher wußten Sie, was ich tue? Ich glaube, Sie haben Augen im Hinterkopf.«

»Jedenfalls habe ich eine gutpolierte silberne Kaf-feekanne vor mir stehen«, erwiderte er, »aber sagen Sie, Watson, was leiten Sie von dem Spazierstock un-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.373
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seres Besuchers ab? Da wir ihn unglücklicherweise verfehlt und keine Ahnung von seinem Anliegen haben, ist dieses zufällige Souvenir von Bedeutung. 

Lassen Sie mich hören, wie Sie durch eine Untersuchung des Stocks den Mann rekonstruieren.«

»Ich meine«, sagte ich, indem ich die Methode meines Gefährten anwandte, so gut ich konnte, »daß Dr. 

Mortimer ein erfolgreicher, älterer Arzt ist und außerdem sehr geschätzt wird, da ihm Bekannte dieses Zeichen ihrer Anerkennung gewidmet haben.«

»Gut«, sagte Holmes, »ausgezeichnet!«

»Außerdem spricht, glaube ich, die Wahrscheinlichkeit dafür, daß er ein Landarzt ist, der einen gro-

ßen Teil seiner Besuche zu Fuß macht.«

»Warum das?«

»Weil dieser Stock, obwohl ursprünglich gewiß sehr schön, so abgenutzt ist, daß ich mir ihn kaum im Besitz eines Stadtarztes vorstellen kann. Die starke eiserne Spitze ist beinahe stumpf; es ist also offensichtlich, daß er damit viel gewandert ist.«

»Sehr überzeugend!« sagte Holmes. 

»Und dann ›die Freunde im C.C.H.‹. Ich schätze, es handelt sich um eine ›Hunt‹, die örtliche Jagdgesellschaft, deren Mitgliedern er vielleicht medizinische Hilfe geleistet hat, und die ihm als Gegenleistung eine kleine Ehrengabe überreicht haben.«

»Wirklich, Watson, Sie übertreffen sich!« sagte Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.374
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Holmes; er schob seinen Stuhl zurück und zündete sich eine Zigarette an. »Ich muß Ihnen sagen, daß Sie in allen Berichten, die Sie freundlicherweise über meine kleinen Leistungen erstattet, immer Ihre eigenen Fähigkeiten unterschätzt haben. Mag sein, daß Sie selber keine Leuchte sind, aber Sie wirken er-leuchtend. Es gibt Menschen, die, ohne selbst Genie zu besitzen, die bemerkenswerte Gabe haben, es bei anderen zu stimulieren. Ich muß zugeben, lieber Freund, daß ich tief in Ihrer Schuld stehe.«

Noch nie hatte er so viel gesagt, und ich gestehe, daß mich seine Worte besonders freuten, denn ich hatte mich oft über seine Gleichgültigkeit gegen meine Bewunderung für ihn und meine Versuche, seine Methoden bekanntzumachen, geärgert. Auch war ich stolz bei dem Gedanken, daß ich sein System so weit beherrschte, daß ich es nun in einer Weise anwenden konnte, die seinen Beifall fand. Er nahm mir den Stock aus den Händen und betrachtete ihn einige Augenblicke lang mit bloßem Auge. Mit einem Ausdruck von Interesse legte er dann seine Zigarette weg, trug den Stock zum Fenster und untersuchte ihn nochmals, diesmal mit einem Vergrößerungsglas. 

»Interessant, wenn auch elementar«, sagte er, als er zu seiner Lieblingsecke des Kanapees zurückkehrte. 

»Zweifellos enthält der Stock einen Hinweis oder zwei. Das gibt uns die Grundlage für mehrere Deduk-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.375
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tionen.«

»Habe ich etwas übersehen?« fragte ich etwas eingebildet. »Ich hoffe, mir ist nichts entgangen, was von Wichtigkeit wäre?«

»Ich fürchte, mein lieber Watson, die meisten Ihrer Folgerungen waren unrichtig. Als ich sagte, daß Sie mich anregen, meinte ich damit, offen gestanden, daß ich, indem ich Ihre Fehler bemerke, zuweilen dadurch auf die richtige Spur gebracht werde. Nicht daß Sie sich in diesem Falle vollständig geirrt hätten. Der Mann ist bestimmt ein Landarzt. Und er geht viel zu Fuß.«

»Dann hatte ich doch recht.«

»So weit gewiß.«

»Das war aber doch alles.«

»Nein, nein, mein lieber Watson, nicht alles – bei weitem nicht alles. Ich meine zum Beispiel, daß eine Ehrengabe an einen Arzt wohl eher von einem Krankenhaus als von einer Jagdgesellschaft stammt und daß, wenn die Buchstaben C.C. vor diesem Hospital stehen, sich die Worte ›Charing Cross‹ ziemlich selbstverständlich daraus ergeben.«

»Damit könnten Sie recht haben.«

»Es spricht vieles dafür. Und wenn wir das als Arbeitshypothese nehmen, haben wir eine neue Grundlage für die Rekonstruktion dieses unbekannten Besuchers.«

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.376
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»Nun denn – angenommen, daß die Buchstaben C.C.H. wirklich Charing Cross Hospital bedeuten, welche weiteren Schlüsse können wir daraus ziehen?«

»Drängen sich denn keine auf? Sie kennen meine Methoden. Wenden Sie sie an!«

»Ich kann nur zu dem offensichtlichen Schluß kommen, daß der Mann in der Stadt praktiziert hat, ehe er auf das Land gegangen ist.«

»Ich glaube, wir können sogar einen Schritt weiter gehen. Betrachten Sie die Sache von folgendem Standpunkt aus. Was wäre wohl die wahrscheinlichste Gelegenheit zu einer solchen Widmung? Wann täten sich seine Freunde zusammen, um ihm ein solches Unterpfand ihres guten Willens zu geben? Doch wohl in dem Augenblick, da Dr. Mortimer den Dienst im Krankenhaus aufgibt, um eine eigene Praxis zu gründen. Wir wissen, daß ein Geschenk gemacht worden ist. Wir nehmen an, daß es einen Wechsel von einem Krankenhaus in der Stadt zu einer Praxis auf dem Land gegeben hat. Ist die Voraussetzung, daß dieser Wechsel die Ursache zu diesem Geschenk war, zu weit hergeholt?«

»Es scheint mir sogar sehr wahrscheinlich.«

»Nun müssen Sie in Betracht ziehen, daß er nicht Mitglied des Ärztepersonals dieses Krankenhauses gewesen sein kann, da nur ein Arzt mit einer gutetab-lierten Londoner Praxis eine solche Stellung einneh-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.377
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men könnte, und ein solcher Mann würde sich nicht aufs Land zurückziehen. Was also war seine Stellung? Wenn er im Krankenhaus gearbeitet hat, aber nicht Mitglied des Ärztestabs war, kann er nur Assistenzchirurg oder Internist gewesen sein – wenig mehr als ein älterer Student. Und er hat das Krankenhaus vor fünf Jahren verlassen – das Datum ist auf dem Stock eingraviert. So löst sich Ihr Hausarzt gesetzten Alters in Luft auf, und ein junger Mensch unter drei-

ßig taucht auf, liebenswürdig, ohne Ehrgeiz, zerstreut, und Besitzer eines Lieblingshundes, den ich grob als größer denn einen Terrier und kleiner denn eine Bulldogge beschreiben möchte.«

Ich lachte ungläubig, während sich Sherlock Holmes auf dem Kanapee zurücklehnte und kleine Rauchringe zur Zimmerdecke hinauf blies. 

»Was den zweiten Teil betrifft, habe ich keine Möglichkeit, ihn zu überprüfen«, sagte ich. »Aber wenigstens ist es nicht schwer, Genaueres über das Alter und die berufliche Karriere dieses Mannes herauszufinden.«

Ich nahm das Ärzteverzeichnis von meinem kleinen Regal mit medizinischen Werken und schlug den Namen nach. Es gab mehrere Mortimers, aber nur einer kam als unser Besucher in Frage. Ich las die Stelle aus dem Buche laut vor. 

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.378
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Mortimer, James, M.R.C.S., 1882, Grimpen, Dartmoor, Devon. Assistenzchirurg 1882–1884

am Charing Cross Hospital. Gewinner des Jackson-Preises für Vergleichende Pathologie für eine Abhandlung, betitelt ›Ist Krankheit ein Atavismus?‹ Korrespondierendes Mitglied der Schwedischen Gesellschaft für Pathologie. Autor von ›Einige sonderbare Fälle von Atavismus‹

( Lancet  1882), ›Machen wir Fortschritte?‹

( Journal of Psychologe,  März 1883), Gemein-dearzt für Grimpen, Thorsley und Highbarrow. 

»Keine Erwähnung einer örtlichen Jagdgesellschaft, Watson«, sagte Holmes mit einem spitzbübischen Lä-

cheln. »Aber er ist Landarzt, wie Sie so scharfsinnig bemerkt haben. Ich glaube, daß meine Annahmen einigermaßen berechtigt waren. Bei den Eigenschaften habe ich, wenn ich mich recht erinnere, gesagt: liebenswürdig, ohne Ehrgeiz und zerstreut. Meiner Erfahrung nach ist es nur ein liebenswürdiger Mensch, der beschenkt wird, nur ein ehrgeizloser, der seine Karriere in London gegen das Land eintauscht, und nur ein zerstreuter, der seinen Stock und nicht seine Visitenkarte zurückläßt, wenn er eine Stunde in Ihrem Domizil gewartet hat.«

»Und der Hund?«

»Ist daran gewöhnt, diesen Stock seinem Herrn Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.379
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nachzutragen. Da es ein schwerer Stock ist, hält ihn der Hund fest in der Mitte, und die Spuren seiner Zähne sind sehr gut sichtbar. Der Kiefer des Hundes, wie man aus dem Abstand zwischen diesen Zahnspu-ren schließen kann, ist meiner Meinung nach zu breit für einen Terrier und nicht breit genug für eine Bulldogge. Es könnte sein – ja, bei Jupiter! Es ist ein kraushaariger Spaniel!«

Er war aufgestanden und im Zimmer auf und ab gegangen, während er sprach. Nun stand er in der Fen-sternische. Aus seiner Stimme klang solche Überzeugung, daß ich überrascht aufsah. 

»Lieber Freund, wie können Sie dessen so sicher sein?«

»Aus dem sehr einfachen Grund, daß ich den Hund soeben vor unserer Haustüre sehe, und sein Besitzer läutet gerade. Gehen Sie bitte nicht weg, Watson, er ist ein Kollege von Ihnen, und Ihre Gegenwart kann hilfreich für mich sein. Es ist immer ein dramatischer, schicksalhafter Moment, Watson, wenn Sie auf der Treppe einen Schritt hören, der in Ihr Leben einzutreten im Begriff ist, und Sie wissen nicht, ob es zum Guten oder zum Bösen sein wird. Was kann Dr. 

James Mortimer, der Mann der Wissenschaft, von Sherlock Holmes, dem Sachverständigen für Verbrechen, wollen? Herein!«

Das Auftreten unseres Besuchers war eine Überra-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.380
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schung für mich, da ich einen typischen Landarzt erwartet hatte. Er war sehr groß, sehr schlank, mit einer langen Nase, die wie ein Schnabel zwischen den nahe beieinanderliegenden scharfen grauen Augen hervorragte, die hell hinter einer goldgefaßten Brille funkelten. Er war seinem Beruf entsprechend, aber ziemlich unordentlich gekleidet, denn sein Gehrock war schmutzig und seine Hose abgetragen. Trotz der Jugend war sein langer Rücken schon gebeugt, und er ging mit vorgestrecktem Kopf, was den Eindruck neugierigen Wohlwollens hervorrief. Als er eintrat, fiel sein Blick auf den Stock in Holmes' Hand; er stürzte sich mit einem freudigen Ausruf darauf. 

»Da bin ich aber froh«, sagte er. »Ich war nicht sicher, ob ich ihn hier oder bei der Schiffahrtsgesellschaft gelassen hatte. Ich möchte um nichts in der Welt diesen Stock verlieren.«

»Ein Geschenk, wie ich sehe«, sagte Holmes. 

»Ja, Sir.«

»Vom Charing Cross Hospital?«

»Von einem oder zwei Freunden dort anläßlich meiner Hochzeit.«

»O weh, o weh, das ist aber schlecht«, sagte Holmes und schüttelte den Kopf. 

Dr. Mortimer blinzelte in milder Verwunderung hinter seinen Brillengläsern hervor. 

»Warum sollte das schlecht sein?«

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.381
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»Nur weil Sie unsere netten Deduktionen zunichte gemacht haben. Ihre Hochzeit, sagen Sie?«

»Ja, Sir. Ich habe geheiratet und deshalb das Krankenhaus und damit auch jede Aussicht auf eine Kon-sultationspraxis verlassen. Ich mußte eben meinen eigenen Hausstand gründen.«

»So, so, wir haben uns also doch nicht vollkommen geirrt«, lächelte Holmes. »Und nun, Dr. James Mortimer ...«

»Mister, Sir, Mister – ein schlichtes Mitglied des Royal College of Surgeons. M.R.C.S.«

»Und anscheinend ein Mann von exaktem Wissen.«

»Ein Amateurwissenschaftler, Mr. Holmes, ein Mann, der Muscheln am Strand des weiten, unbekannten Ozeans aufhebt. Ich nehme doch an, daß ich mit Mr. Sherlock Holmes spreche und nicht mit ...?«

»Nein – dies hier ist mein Freund Dr. Watson.«

»Nett, Sie kennenzulernen, Sir. Ich habe Ihren Namen im Zusammenhang mit dem Ihres Freundes gehört. Sie interessieren mich sehr, Mr. Holmes. Ich hätte kaum eine so ausgesprochene Langschädelfor-mation und so stark entwickelte Jochbogen bei Ihnen erwartet. Hätten Sie etwas dagegen, wenn ich mit dem Finger Ihre Scheitelnaht entlangfahre? Ein Abguß Ihres Schädels, Sir, wäre, solange nicht das Original zur Verfügung steht, die Zierde jedes anthropologi-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.382
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schen Museums. Plumpe Schmeichelei ist nicht meine Absicht, aber ich gestehe, daß ich auf Ihren Schädel Lust bekomme.«

Mit einer Handbewegung lud Sherlock Holmes unseren seltsamen Besucher zum Sitzen ein. 

»Sie sind offenbar in Ihrer Sparte ein ebensolcher Enthusiast wie ich in meiner«, sagte er. »Ich sehe an Ihrem Zeigefinger, daß Sie Ihre Zigaretten selbst drehen. Lassen Sie sich nicht davon abhalten, eine anzuzünden.«

Der Mann zog Papier und Tabak hervor und drehte mit überraschender Fingerfertigkeit eine Zigarette. 

Seine langen, behenden Finger waren beweglich und rastlos wie die Fühler eines Insekts. 

Holmes schwieg, aber seine schnellen, forschenden Blicke zeigten mir sein Interesse an unserem sonderbaren Besucher. 

»Ich nehme an, Sir«, begann er endlich, »daß Sie mir nicht die Ehre erweisen, mich gestern abend und heute früh erneut aufzusuchen, nur um meinen Schä-

del zu betrachten?«

»Nein, Sir, nein – obwohl ich mich auch freue, daß ich es bei dieser Gelegenheit tun konnte. Ich bin zu Ihnen gekommen, Mr. Holmes, weil ich mir bewußt bin, kein Mann der Praxis zu sein, und weil ich plötzlich vor einem sehr ernsten und außergewöhnlichen Problem stehe. Da ich davon überzeugt bin, daß Sie Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.383
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der zweitbeste Experte Europas sind ...«

»So? Darf ich fragen, wer die Ehre hat, der beste zu sein?« erkundigte sich Holmes ziemlich gereizt. 

»Einen Mann mit pedantisch genauem wissen-schaftlichem Geist wird wohl die Arbeit von Monsieur Bertillon3 immer sehr beeindrucken.«

»Sollten Sie dann nicht besser ihn befragen?«

»Ich habe von pedantisch genauem wissenschaftli-chem Geist gesprochen, Sir. Aber als praktisch denkender Mann der Tatsachen stehen Sie nach allgemeiner Ansicht unerreicht da. Ich hoffe, Sir, daß ich Sie nicht, ohne es zu wollen ...«

»Nur ein wenig«, sagte Holmes. »Ich glaube, Dr. 

Mortimer, es wäre gut, wenn Sie mir nun ohne weitere Umschweife erklärten, welcher Art das Problem ist, zu dessen Lösung Sie meine Hilfe wünschen.«

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.384
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2. Der Fluch der Baskervilles

»Ich habe ein Manuskript in meiner Tasche«, sagte Dr. James Mortimer. 

»Das habe ich gesehen, als Sie ins Zimmer kamen«, bemerkte Holmes. 

»Es ist eine alte Handschrift.«

»Beginn des 18. Jahrhunderts – wenn es keine Fälschung ist.«

»Woher wissen Sie das?«

»Während Sie sprachen, haben Sie mir ein oder zwei Zoll davon gezeigt. Es müßte schon ein unfähiger Experte sein, wer nicht imstande wäre, das Alter eines Dokuments auf zehn Jahre genau zu bestimmen. 

Vielleicht haben Sie meine kleine Monographie zu diesem Thema gelesen. Ich schätze es auf ungefähr 1730.«

»Die genaue Jahreszahl ist 1742.« Dr. Mortimer zog das Papier aus seiner Brusttasche hervor. »Dieses Familiendokument wurde mir von Sir Charles Baskerville anvertraut, dessen plötzlicher und tragischer Tod vor etwa drei Monaten in ganz Devonshire so viel Aufregung verursacht hat. Ich darf wohl sagen, daß ich ebenso sein persönlicher Freund wie sein ärztlicher Berater war. Er war ein willensstarker Mann, Sir, scharfsinnig, praktisch und ebenso phantasielos wie Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.385
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ich selbst. Trotzdem hat er dieses Dokument sehr ernst genommen, und er war auf genau solch ein Ende vorbereitet, wie es ihm dann tatsächlich beschieden war.«

Holmes streckte die Hand nach dem Manuskript aus, nahm es und strich es auf seinem Knie glatt. 

»Beachten Sie, Watson, daß abwechselnd das kurze und das lange s benutzt werden. Das ist eine von verschiedenen Indikationen, die es mir ermöglicht haben, die Jahreszahl zu bestimmen.«

Ich blickte über seine Schulter hinweg auf das vergilbte Papier und die verblaßte Schrift. Oben stand Baskerville Hall geschrieben und darunter in großen, ungelenken Ziffern: »1742«. 

»Es scheint eine Art Bericht zu sein?«

»Ja, es ist die Aufzeichnung einer bestimmten Legende, die die Familie Baskerville betrifft.«

»Aber ich denke, es ist ein moderneres und praktischeres Problem, dessentwegen Sie mich konsultieren wollen?«

»Sehr modern. Ein sehr praktisches, dringendes Problem, das binnen vierundzwanzig Stunden gelöst werden muß. Aber das Manuskript ist kurz und mit dieser Angelegenheit eng verbunden. Mit Ihrer Erlaubnis will ich es Ihnen vorlesen.«

Holmes lehnte sich zurück, legte seine Fingerspitzen aneinander und schloß mit einem Ausdruck der Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.386
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Resignation die Augen. Dr. Mortimer hielt die Handschrift ins Licht und las mit hoher, brüchiger Stimme die folgende sonderbare alte Erzählung vor:

»Über den Ursprung des Hundes der Baskervilles gibt es viele Schilderungen; da ich jedoch in gerader Linie von Hugo Baskerville abstamme, und da ich die Geschichte von meinem Vater erfahren, der wiederum sie von seinem Vater übernommen, habe ich sie so niedergeschrieben, in dem festen Glauben, daß alles so geschah, wie hier dargelegt. Und möchte ich, daß Ihr, meine Söhne, daran glauben sollet, daß dieselbe Gerechtigkeit, welche Sünden bestraft, sie ebenso gnädiglich vergeben mag, und daß kein Bann so schwer ist, daß nicht Gebet und Reue ihn aufhö-

ben. Lernet also aus dieser Geschichte, nicht die Früchte der Vergangenheit zu fürchten, sondern in der Zukunft Umsicht walten zu lassen, daß nicht diese verderbten Leidenschaften, ob welcher unsere Familie so bitterlich gelitten, abermals zu unserem Unheil losbrechen. 

Wisset also, daß in der Zeit der Großen Rebelli-on4 (deren Geschichte, aufgezeichnet vom gelehrten Lord Clarendon, ich ernstlichst Eurer Aufmerksamkeit anempfehle) dieses Herrengut von Baskerville einem Hugo desselben Namens Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.387
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gehörte, welcher ein besonders wilder, lästerlicher und gottloser Mensch war. Dies wahrlich hätten seine Nachbarn verzeihen mögen, sinte-malen in diesen Landen Heilige nimmer gediehen, doch waren ihm Wollust und Grausamkeit eigen, die seinen Namen im ganzen Westen zu einem Sprichwort machten. Nun begab es sich, daß besagter Hugo die Tochter eines Freisassen, welcher nahe den Liegenschaften der Baskervilles Land besaß, liebte (wenn man denn solch düstre Leidenschaft mit solch lichtem Worte nennen kann). Aber die junge Maid, die bescheiden und guten Rufes war, mied ihn, da sie seinen üblen Namen fürchtete. So trug es sich zu, daß an einem St.-Michaels-Tag dieser Hugo mit fünf oder sechs seiner nichtigen und verruchten Ge-fährten sich an den Bauernhof heranschlich und die Maid entführte, wohl wissend um die Abwesenheit ihres Vaters und ihrer Brüder. Nachdem sie die Maid ins Herrenhaus gebracht, sperrten sie sie in ein hochgelegenes Gemach und ließen sich, wie es ihre allnächtliche Gewohnheit war, zu einem langen, üppigen Gelage nieder. Die arme Maid oben in ihrem Gemach mag außer sich geraten sein über dem Singen und Brüllen und den schrecklichen Flüchen, die zu ihr em-pordrangen, denn man sagt, daß die Worte, die Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.388
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Hugo Baskerville, des Weines voll, ausstieß, der Art waren, daß sie jenen, der sie sprach, zerschmettern müßten. Endlich tat sie in ihrer gro-

ßen Angst, wovor der tapferste und tatkräftigste Mann zurückgeschreckt wäre: Mit Hilfe der Efeuranken, welche die Südmauern bedeckten und noch bedecken, klomm sie von der Traufe hinab und machte sich auf den Heimweg über das Moor, und es waren neun Meilen zwischen dem Herrenhaus und ihres Vaters Hof. 

Eine Weile später verließ Hugo seine Gäste, um der Gefangenen Essen und Trinken – und vielleicht Schlimmeres – zu bringen, da fand er den Käfig leer und den Vogel ausgeflogen. Da wollte es scheinen, als sei ein Teufel in ihn gefahren; denn er raste die Treppe hinunter, stürzte in die Halle, sprang auf den großen Tisch, wobei Teller und Krüge zu Boden fielen, und schrie laut vor allen Versammelten, daß er heute nacht noch Leib und Seele dem Bösen verschreiben wolle, wenn es ihm nur gelänge, das junge Weib zu haschen. Und während die Saufkumpane angesichts der Wut des Mannes bestürzt dort stunden, rief einer von ihnen, verworfener oder vielleicht noch betrunkener als die anderen, daß man die Meute auf sie hetze. Hugo eilte darauf in den Hof und befahl den Reitknechten, seine Mähre Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.389
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zu satteln und das Pack aus dem Zwinger zu lassen. Dann warf er den Hunden ein Taschentuch der Maid vor, setzte sie auf die Spur an, und los brauste die wilde Jagd im Mondlicht über das Moor. Eine Weile standen die Kumpane offenen Mundes, unfähig zu begreifen, was dort in solcher Hast geschehen war. Alsbald ging jedoch ihren benebelten Sinnen die Art der Tat auf, die sich nun dort auf dem Moor vollziehen würde. 

Alles geriet in Aufruhr. Manche riefen nach ihren Pistolen, manche nach ihren Pferden und manche nach mehr Wein. Schließlich kehrte jedoch ein wenig Vernunft in ihre wirren Hirne ein und alle, dreizehn an der Zahl, sprangen auf ihre Pferde und nahmen die Verfolgung auf. Der Mond schien hell über ihnen und sie galoppierten wild dahin, in die Richtung, die auch die Maid eingeschlagen haben mußte, wollte sie ihr Heim erreichen. 

Sie mochten eine oder zwei Meilen zurückgelegt haben, als sie auf einen der Nachthirten im Moor trafen und ihn anriefen, um zu erfahren, ob er die wilde Jagd gesehen habe. Und der Mann, so er-zählt die Sage, war vor Furcht so von Sinnen, daß er kaum sprechen konnte. Endlich aber sagte er, er habe wohl die unglückselige Maid gesehen, mit den Hunden hart auf ihrer Spur. ›Aber Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.390

2. Der Fluch der Baskervilles

Doyle-WA Bd. 3, 19

ich habe mehr als das gesehen‹, sagte er, ›denn Hugo Baskerville ritt auf seiner schwarzen Stute an mir vorüber, und hinter ihm lief lautlos ein Höllenhund, und Gott sei davor, daß solch einer je auf meinen Fersen sei.‹

Da fluchten die berauschten Edelleute des Hirten und ritten weiter. Alsbald jedoch lief es ihnen kalt über den Rücken, denn über das Moor erscholl ein Galopp und die schwarze Stute, benetzt von weißem Schaum, jagte mit schleifen-dem Zügel und leerem Sattel an ihnen vorbei. Da drängten die Kumpane sich eng aneinander, denn große Furcht war über sie gekommen, aber trotzdem ritten sie weiter über das Moor hin, obzwar jeder einzelne, wäre er allein gewesen, sehr gern sein Pferd gewendet hätte. Langsam ritten sie so weiter und trafen schließlich auf die Hunde. 

Diese, die doch wegen ihrer Tapferkeit und Rasse bekannt waren, winselten dichtgedrängt am Rande einer tiefen Senke oder  goyal,  wie wir es nennen, im Moor. Einige schlichen sich davon, und andere starrten mit gesträubten Haaren das enge Tal vor ihnen hinab. 

Die Gesellschaft hatte angehalten, jählings viel nüchterner, wie Ihr Euch denken könnt, denn bei ihrem Aufbruch. Die meisten wollten auch nicht weiter, aber drei von ihnen, die tapfersten oder Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.391
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vielleicht die berauschtesten, ritten den  goyal hinab. Der Graben mündete in eine breite Flä-

che, auf welcher zwei jener großen Steine standen, die man noch heute dort sehen kann, und die in den Tagen der Vorzeit von vergessenen Menschen dort errichtet worden waren. Der Mond schien hell über der Lichtung, und da, in der Mitte, lag die unglückliche Maid, wie sie vor Erschöpfung und Angst tot zusammengebrochen war. Doch war es nicht der Anblick ihrer Leiche, noch der Anblick der Leiche Hugo Baskervilles, die in ihrer Nähe lag, bei welchem sich die Haare auf den Häuptern der drei gottlosen Raufbolde sträubten, sondern, daß über Hugo, an seinem Halse reißend, ein gräßlich Ding stund, eine große schwarze Bestie von der Gestalt eines Hatzhundes, doch größer denn alle Hatzhunde so sterbliches Auge je erblickt. Und dieweil sie schauten, riß das Ding die Gurgel aus Hugo Baskerville; dann wandte es seine flammenden Augen und triefenden Fänge auf die Männer. Die drei kreischten vor Angst und ritten, alleweil schreiend, über das Moor um ihr Leben. Einer, sagt man, sei in nämlicher Nacht gestorben, und die beiden anderen blieben für den Rest ihrer Er-dentage nurmehr gebrochene Männer. 

So, meine Söhne, geht die Sage von dem Er-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.392
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scheinen des Hundes, der seither die Familie so schrecklich heimgesucht. Wenn ich sie hier niedergeschrieben habe, ist es, weil das klar Ge-wußte minderen Schrecken birgt denn das Angedeutete und Rätselhafte. Auch ist nicht zu leugnen, daß viele Mitglieder der Familie unseligen Todes starben: jäh, blutig und mysteriös. Doch mögen wir uns in der unendlichen Güte der Vorsehung geborgen fühlen, welche doch nicht Unschuldige über das in der Heiligen Schrift bedrohte dritte und vierte Geschlecht hinaus züchtigen wird. Dieser Vorsehung, meine Söhne, empfehle ich Euch hiermit und rate Euch noch, in jenen dunklen Stunden, da die Kräfte des Bösen die Oberhand haben, vom Durchqueren des Moores abzusehen. 

(Dies von Hugo Baskerville seinen Söhnen Rodger und John mit der Mahnung, ihrer Schwester Elizabeth nichts davon zu sagen.)«

Als Dr. Mortimer die Verlesung dieses einzigartigen Berichts beendet hatte, schob er seine Brille auf die Stirn und starrte zu Sherlock Holmes hinüber. Dieser gähnte und warf den Stummel seiner Zigarette ins Feuer. 

»Nun?« sagte er. 

»Finden Sie das nicht interessant?«
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»Für einen Märchensammler – ja.«

Dr. Mortimer zog eine zusammengefaltete Zeitung aus seiner Tasche. 

»Nun, Mr. Holmes, werden wir Ihnen etwas Aktu-elleres bieten. Dies ist der  Devon County Chronicle vom 14. Juni dieses Jahres. Es ist eine kurze Darstellung der Tatsachen, die anläßlich des wenige Tage zuvor erfolgten Ablebens von Sir Charles Baskerville bekannt wurden.«

Mein Freund beugte sich ein wenig vor, und sein Gesicht nahm einen gespannten Ausdruck an. Unser Besucher schob seine Brille zurecht und begann:

»Der kürzlich erfolgte plötzliche Tod von Sir Charles Baskerville, dessen Name als voraussichtlicher Kandidat der Liberalen Partei für Mid-Devon anläßlich der nächsten Wahlen im Gespräch war, hat einen Schatten über die Grafschaft geworfen. Obwohl Sir Charles erst seit kurzer Zeit in Baskerville Hall residierte, haben seine Liebenswürdigkeit und außerordentliche Großherzigkeit die Liebe und Wertschätzung all jener gewonnen, die seine Bekanntschaft machten. In dieser Welt der  nouveaux riches  ist es erquickend, einen Fall zu finden, in dem der Sproß einer alten Familie, die schlechte Zeiten durchgemacht hat, imstande ist, selbst ein Vermögen zu Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.394
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erwerben und es heimzubringen, um den verblaßten Glanz seiner Ahnen wieder aufleben zu lassen. Bekanntlich hat Sir Charles große Summen in südafrikanischen Spekulationen erworben. Weiser als jene, die nicht aufhören wollen, ehe sich das Glück von ihnen wendet, hat er seinen Gewinn zu Geld gemacht und ist damit nach England zurückgekehrt. Erst vor zwei Jahren nahm er seinen Wohnsitz auf Baskerville Hall, doch ist es allgemein bekannt, wie umfassend seine Pläne für Wiederaufbau und Verbesserun-gen waren, Pläne, die durch seinen plötzlichen Tod unterbrochen sind. Selbst kinderlos, war es sein ausdrücklicher Wunsch, alle umgebenden Lande sollten zu seinen Lebzeiten an seinem Reichtum teilhaben, und sicher gibt es viele, die sein vorzeitiges Ableben aus persönlichen Gründen beklagen. Seine großmütigen Spenden für wohltätige Werke, sowohl in der Grafschaft als auch in seinem nächsten Umkreis, sind oftmals in diesen Spalten erwähnt worden. 

Die Umstände des Todes von Sir Charles sind wohl durch die gerichtliche Untersuchung nicht ganz aufgeklärt worden, aber es ist wenigstens genug geschehen, um die aus örtlichem Aberglauben entstandenen Gerüchte verstummen zu lassen. Es gibt keinerlei Grund, ein Verbrechen Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.395
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zu vermuten oder den Tod einer anderen als einer natürlichen Ursache zuzuschreiben. Sir Charles war Witwer und ein Mann, den man in manchen Dingen als ein wenig exzentrisch veranlagt bezeichnen kann. Trotz seines beträchtlichen Wohlstands war er einfach in seinen persönlichen Ansprüchen, und seine häusliche Dienerschaft auf Baskerville Hall bestand nur aus einem Ehepaar namens Barrymore, wobei ihm der Mann als Butler und die Frau als Haushälterin diente. Nach ihren Angaben, die von mehreren Freunden bestätigt wurden, war Sir Charles' 

Gesundheit seit einiger Zeit geschwächt. Besonders erwähnt wurde ein Herzleiden, das sich in wechselnder Gesichtsfarbe, Atemnot und akuten Anfallen nervöser Depression geäußert hatte. Dr. 

James Mortimer, Freund und Arzt des Verstorbenen, hat im selben Sinne ausgesagt. 

Die Umstände sind einfach. Sir Charles Baskerville pflegte abends vor dem Schlafengehen in der berühmten Eibenallee von Baskerville Hall auf und ab zu spazieren. Beide Barrymores bezeugen, daß dies seine Gewohnheit war. Am 4. 

Juni hatte Sir Charles die Absicht geäußert, am nächsten Tag nach London aufzubrechen, und Barrymore angewiesen, sein Gepäck vorzubereiten. Am selben Abend begab er sich auf seinen Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.396
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gewohnten Spaziergang, bei dem er eine Zigarre zu rauchen pflegte. Er kehrte nie zurück. Als Barrymore um Mitternacht die Haustür noch offen fand, wurde er unruhig, zündete eine Laterne an und begab sich auf die Suche nach seinem Herrn. Es hatte an diesem Tag geregnet, und Sir Charles' Fußspuren waren in der Allee leicht erkennbar. Auf halbem Weg befindet sich ein Tor, das auf das Moor hinausführt. Es war ersichtlich, daß Sir Charles kurze Zeit dort gestanden hatte. Dann war er weitergegangen, und seine Leiche wurde am Ende der Allee aufgefunden. 

Eine der unerklärten Tatsachen ist Barrymores Behauptung, die Fußabdrücke seines Herrn hätten sich von dem Augenblick, als er das Tor verlassen hatte, verändert, und er scheine von da an auf Zehenspitzen gegangen zu sein. Ein gewisser Murphy, Zigeuner und Pferdehändler, überquerte um jene Zeit in nächster Nähe das Moor, doch scheint er seinem eigenen Bekenntnis zufolge angetrunken gewesen zu sein. Er sagt, er habe Schreie gehört, die genaue Richtung, aus der sie kamen, jedoch nicht feststellen können. An Sir Charles' Leichnam waren keinerlei Zeichen von Gewalt zu sehen, und obwohl der Befund des Arztes von einer nahezu unglaublichen Verzer-rung der Gesichtszüge spricht – die so stark war, Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.397
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daß Dr. Mortimer anfangs nicht glauben wollte, daß sein Freund und Patient vor ihm lag –, scheint es sich um ein Symptom zu handeln, das in einem Falle von Herzlähmung nicht selten ist. 

Diese Erklärung wurde durch den Obduktionsbe-fund bestätigt, der ein altes Herzleiden feststellte, und die Leichenschau-Kommission entschied in Übereinstimmung mit dem ärztlichen Zeugnis. 

Es ist gut, daß dem so ist, denn es ist gewiß von großer Wichtigkeit, daß sich Sir Charles' Erbe in Baskerville Hall niederläßt und die guten Werke fortsetzt, die so jäh unterbrochen wurden. Wenn das nüchterne Urteil des Coroner5 nicht mit den abenteuerlichen Geschichten aufgeräumt hätte, die im Zusammenhang mit dieser Angelegenheit gemunkelt wurden, wäre es sicher schwer gewesen, einen Bewohner für Baskerville Hall zu finden. Der nächste Verwandte ist dem Vernehmen nach, falls er noch lebt, Mr. Henry Baskerville, der Sohn von Sir Charles Baskervilles jüngerem Bruder. Als man zuletzt von ihm hörte, war der junge Mann in Amerika, und Nachforschungen wurden bereits eingeleitet, um ihn von dem ihm zufallenden Erbe zu verständigen.«

Dr. Mortimer faltete die Zeitung zusammen und steckte sie wieder in die Tasche. 
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»Dies, Mr. Holmes, sind die allgemein bekannten Tatsachen im Zusammenhang mit dem Tod von Sir Charles Baskerville.«

»Ich bin Ihnen sehr dankbar«, meinte Sherlock Holmes, »daß Sie mich auf einen Fall aufmerksam machen, der sicherlich viel Interessantes an sich hat. 

Ich habe zu jener Zeit einige Zeitungsberichte darüber gelesen, aber ich war damals mit dieser kleinen Angelegenheit der vatikanischen Kameen sehr beschäftigt, und in meinem Bestreben, dem Papst gefällig zu sein, habe ich den Überblick über einige interessante Fälle in England verloren. Dieser Artikel, sagen Sie, enthält alle allgemein bekannten Umstände?«

»So ist es.«

»Dann lassen Sie mich die unbekannten Umstände wissen.« Er lehnte sich zurück, legte die Fingerspitzen aneinander und setzte seine gleichmütigste und kritischste Miene auf. 

»Wenn ich das tue«, erklärte Dr. Mortimer, der Anzeichen starker Gemütsbewegung aufwies, »sage ich etwas, das ich noch niemandem anvertraut habe. Mein Beweggrund dafür, daß ich es dem Coroner vorenthalten habe, ist der, daß ein Mann der Wissenschaft davor zurückschreckt, in der Öffentlichkeit einem be-stehenden Aberglauben das Wort zu reden. Weiter war es ein Motiv für mich, daß, wie die Zeitung sagt, Baskerville Hall nicht bewohnt werden würde, wenn Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.399
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sein ohnehin recht düsterer Ruf Bestätigung fände. 

Aus diesen beiden Gründen fühlte ich mich berechtigt, eher weniger zu sagen, als ich wußte, da etwas anderes auch keinen praktischen Sinn gehabt hätte. 

Aber Ihnen gegenüber kann ich vollkommen aufrichtig sein. 

Das Moor ist sehr spärlich besiedelt, und die Menschen, die dort in der Nähe voneinander wohnen, halten natürlich zusammen. Daher habe ich Sir Charles Baskerville oft besucht. Mit Ausnahme von Mr. 

Frankland auf Lafter Hall und Mr. Stapleton, dem Naturforscher, gibt es im Umkreis von vielen Meilen keinen gebildeten Menschen. Sir Charles war von Natur aus zurückhaltend, aber der Zufall seiner Krankheit brachte uns zusammen, und ein gemeinsames Interesse für alles Wissenschaftliche vertiefte unsere Freundschaft. Er hatte aus Südafrika manch wissenschaftliche Kenntnis mitgebracht, und wir haben viele angenehme Abende mit Diskussionen über die vergleichende Anatomie des Buschmannes und des Hottentotten verbracht. 

Im Laufe der letzten Monate wurde mir immer klarer, daß Sir Charles' Nervensystem aufs äußerste angespannt war. Er hatte sich diese Legende, die ich Ihnen vorgelesen habe, sehr zu Herzen genommen, so sehr, daß, obschon er auf seinem eigenen Grund und Boden spazieren ging, ihn nichts dazu bringen konn-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.400

2. Der Fluch der Baskervilles

Doyle-WA Bd. 3, 26

te, in der Nacht auf das Moor zu gehen. So unwahrscheinlich es für Sie klingen mag, Mr. Holmes, er war davon ehrlich überzeugt, daß ein schreckliches Unheil über seiner Familie hing; und die Geschichten, die er mir von seinen Vorfahren erzählte, waren ganz und gar nicht ermunternd. Die Vorstellung eines gespenstischen Wesens hat ihn unablässig heimgesucht, und mehr als einmal hat er mich gefragt, ob ich auf meinen nächtlichen Arztvisiten nie eine sonderbare Kreatur gesehen oder das Bellen eines Hundes gehört hätte. Letztere Frage hat er mir mehrfach gestellt, und immer mit einer vor Erregung bebenden Stimme. 

Ich erinnere mich genau, wie ich, ungefähr drei Wochen vor dem Unglückstag, abends zu seinem Haus fuhr. Zufällig befand er sich im Portal der Hall. 

Ich war aus meinem Wagen ausgestiegen und stand ihm gegenüber, als ich plötzlich sah, wie seine Augen über meine Schulter hinwegstarrten, mit einem Ausdruck entsetzlichen Grauens. Ich habe mich rasch umgedreht und gerade noch etwas gesehen, das mir wie ein großes schwarzes Kalb vorkam und das am Ende der Zufahrt vorüberging. Er war so aufgeregt und ver-

ängstigt, daß ich zu der Stelle, wo das Tier gewesen war, zurückgehen mußte, um es zu suchen. Es war aber verschwunden, und der Zwischenfall schien einen entsetzlichen Eindruck auf ihn gemacht zu haben. Ich bin den ganzen Abend bei ihm geblieben, Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.401
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und bei dieser Gelegenheit war es, daß er, um seine Erregung zu erklären, mir zu treuen Händen das Dokument übergab, das ich Ihnen soeben vorgelesen habe. Ich erwähne diese Begebenheit, weil sie in Anbetracht der nachfolgenden Tragödie an Wichtigkeit gewinnt, aber damals war ich davon überzeugt, daß die Sache ganz harmlos sei und seine Aufregung dar-

über vollkommen unberechtigt. 

Auf meinen Rat hin war Sir Charles im Begriff, nach London zu reisen. Ich wußte, daß sein Herz angegriffen war, und die stete Angst, in der er lebte, so chimärisch auch deren Ursache sein mochte, war offensichtlich ernsthaft schädlich für seine Gesundheit. 

Ich dachte, einige Monate in der Stadt mit ihren Zer-streuungen würden einen anderen Menschen aus ihm machen. Mr. Stapleton, ein gemeinsamer Freund, der sich große Sorgen um Sir Charles' Gesundheit machte, war derselben Meinung. Im letzten Augenblick kam es dann zu dieser entsetzlichen Katastrophe. 

In der Nacht von Sir Charles' Tod schickte Barrymore den Reitknecht Perkins zu Pferde zu mir. Da ich noch wach war, konnte ich Baskerville Hall eine Stunde nach dem Unglück erreichen. Ich habe alle Einzelheiten, die später bei der Untersuchung erwähnt wurden, überprüft und bestätigt. Ich bin den Fußspuren durch die Eibenallee gefolgt, habe die Stelle neben dem Tor zum Moor gesehen, wo er anschei-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.402
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nend gewartet hat; ich habe die Veränderung der Fuß-

abdrücke von dort an bemerkt, ich habe gesehen, daß es außer denen von Barrymore keine anderen Fußspuren auf dem weichen kiesbedeckten Boden gab, und schließlich habe ich sorgfältig die Leiche untersucht, die bis zu meiner Ankunft nicht berührt worden war. 

Sir Charles lag mit ausgebreiteten Armen auf dem Gesicht, seine Finger waren in den Boden gekrallt und seine Züge von gewaltiger Erregung so verzerrt, daß ich seine Identität kaum hätte beschwören können. Ganz sicher gab es keinerlei körperlichen Schaden. Aber eine der Angaben, die Barrymore bei der Untersuchung gemacht hat, ist falsch. Er hat gesagt, um die Leiche herum seien keinerlei Spuren auf dem Boden gewesen. Er hatte keine gesehen. Aber ich. Sie waren wohl etwas weiter entfernt, aber frisch und deutlich sichtbar.«

»Fußspuren?«

»Fußspuren.«

»Von einem Mann oder von einer Frau?«

Dr. Mortimer blickte uns einen Augenblick lang sonderbar an, und seine Stimme sank zu einem Flü-

stern herab, als er antwortete:

»Mr. Holmes, es waren die Fußspuren eines gigan-tischen Hundes!«

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.403
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3. Das Problem

Ich gestehe, daß es mich bei diesen Worten durch-schauerte. Die bebende Stimme des Arztes zeigte, wie sehr er selbst von dem, was er uns erzählt hatte, erschüttert war. Holmes beugte sich erregt vor, und seine Augen bekamen den harten, trockenen Glanz, der aus ihnen sprühte, wenn er äußerst interessiert war. 

»Sie haben die Spuren wirklich gesehen?«

»So deutlich, wie ich Sie jetzt sehe.«

»Und Sie haben nichts gesagt?«

»Was hätte es für einen Sinn gehabt?«

»Wie kommt es, daß sonst niemand sie gesehen hat?«

»Die Spuren waren etwa zwanzig Yards von der Leiche entfernt, und niemand hat darauf achtgegeben. 

Ich wohl auch nicht, wenn ich nicht die Legende gekannt hätte.«

»Gibt es nicht viele Schäferhunde auf dem Moor?«

»Gewiß, aber das war kein Schäferhund.«

»Sie sagen, er war groß?«

»Riesengroß.«

»Aber er hatte sich der Leiche nicht genähert?«

»Nein.«

»Wie war denn die Nacht?«
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»Kalt und feucht.«

»Es hat aber nicht mehr geregnet?«

»Nein.«

»Wie sieht diese Allee aus?«

»Sie besteht aus zwei Reihen alter Eibenhecken, die zwölf Fuß hoch und undurchdringlich dicht sind. 

Der Weg dazwischen ist ungefähr acht Fuß breit.«

»Ist irgend etwas zwischen Hecke und Weg?«

»Ja. Auf jeder Seite ein Grasstreifen, etwa sechs Fuß breit.«

»Wird die Eibenhecke nicht an einer Stelle durch ein Tor unterbrochen?«

»Ja. Das Gittertor, das auf das Moor hinausfuhrt.«

»Gibt es noch eine Öffnung?«

»Keine.«

»So daß man, um die Eibenallee zu erreichen, entweder aus dem Hause kommen oder sie durch das Tor vom Moor her betreten muß?«

»Es gibt einen Ausgang durch ein Sommerhäuschen am Ende der Allee!«

»Hatte Sir Charles diesen Ausgang erreicht?«

»Nein, er lag etwa fünfzig Yards davon entfernt.«

»Nun sagen Sie mir, Dr. Mortimer – und das ist sehr wichtig –, die Spuren, die Sie gesehen haben, waren auf dem Weg und nicht auf dem Gras?«

»Auf dem Gras wären Spuren nicht sichtbar gewesen.«
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»Waren sie auf der gleichen Seite des Weges wie das Tor zum Moor?«

»Ja, sie waren am Rand des Pfads, auf derselben Seite wie das Moor-Tor.«

»Außerordentlich interessant. Etwas anderes: War das Gittertor verschlossen?«

»Geschlossen und verriegelt.«

»Wie hoch ist es?«

»Etwa vier Fuß hoch.«

»Dann könnte jeder darüber hinwegklettern?«

»Ja.«

»Und welche Spuren haben Sie am Gittertor gefunden?«

»Keine besonderen.«

»Lieber Himmel! Hat das niemand untersucht?«

»Doch, ich selbst.«

»Und nichts gefunden?«

»Es war alles sehr wirr. Sir Charles hatte anscheinend vier bis fünf Minuten dort gestanden.«

»Woraus schließen Sie das?«

»Weil zweimal Asche von seiner Zigarre abgefallen war.«

»Ausgezeichnet. Watson, da haben wir einen Kollegen nach unserem Herzen. Aber die Spuren?«

»Er hatte seine eigenen Spuren überall auf diesem Stückchen Kies hinterlassen. Ich konnte keine anderen entdecken.«
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Sherlock Holmes schlug sich mit einer ungeduldigen Bewegung aufs Knie. 

»Wenn ich doch nur dort gewesen wäre!« rief er. 

»Es ist offensichtlich ein außerordentlich interessanter Fall, der einem wissenschaftlichen Experten ungeheure Möglichkeiten eröffnet hätte. Dieser Kiesweg, aus dem ich so viel hätte herauslesen können, ist nun längst vom Regen verwischt und von den Holzschu-hen neugieriger Bauern zerstampft. Oh, Dr. Mortimer, Dr. Mortimer, warum haben Sie mich nur nicht eher gerufen! Sie tragen eine große Verantwortung.«

»Ich konnte Sie nicht zuziehen, Mr. Holmes, ohne diese Tatsachen bekanntzugeben, und ich habe Ihnen bereits meine Gründe, weshalb ich das nicht tun wollte, dargelegt. Und dann – und dann ...«

»Warum zögern Sie?«

»Es gibt einen Bereich, in dem der schärfstsinnige und erfahrenste Detektiv machtlos ist.«

»Sie meinen, diese Sache ist übernatürlich?«

»Das habe ich nicht gesagt.«

»Nein, aber offensichtlich denken Sie es.«

»Mr. Holmes, seit dieser Tragödie sind mir einige Dinge zu Ohren gekommen, die sich schwer mit der natürlichen Ordnung der Natur in Einklang bringen lassen.«

»Zum Beispiel?«

»Ich habe erfahren, daß, ehe das Unglück geschah, Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.407
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einige Leute eine Kreatur auf dem Moor gesehen haben, deren Beschreibung auf den BaskervilleDämon paßt und die unmöglich ein der Wissenschaft bekanntes Tier sein kann. Alle sind sich darüber einig, daß es ein riesiges Wesen war, leuchtend, gespenstisch und grauenhaft. Ich habe diese Männer, von denen der eine ein dickschädliger Landmann, der andere ein Schmied und der dritte ein Moorlandbauer ist, ins Kreuzverhör genommen, und sie alle erzählen die gleiche Geschichte über diese furchtbare Erscheinung, die genau auf die Beschreibung des Höllenhundes in der Legende paßt. Ich versichere Ihnen, im ganzen Gebiet regieren Furcht und Schrecken, und es müßte schon ein besonders tapferer Mann sein, der nachts über das Moor ginge.«

»Und Sie, ein ausgebildeter Wissenschaftler, glauben, daß alles übernatürlich ist?«

»Ich weiß nicht, was ich glauben soll.«

Holmes zuckte die Achseln. »Ich habe bis jetzt meine Nachforschungen auf diese Welt beschränkt«, sagte er. »In meiner bescheidenen Art habe ich das Böse bekämpft, aber den Vater alles Bösen selbst herauszufordern ist vielleicht ein zu ehrgeiziges Unternehmen. Immerhin müssen Sie zugeben, daß die Fußspuren irdisch waren.«

»Der Hund der Legende war irdisch genug, die Gurgel eines Mannes herauszureißen, und teuflisch Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.408
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war er trotzdem auch.«

»Ich sehe, daß Sie zu den Supernaturalisten übergelaufen sind. Aber nun, Dr. Mortimer, sagen Sie mir Folgendes. Wenn Sie dieser Ansicht sind, warum sind Sie dann überhaupt gekommen, um mich zu konsultieren? Sie sagen mir im selben Atemzug, daß es sinnlos ist, die Umstände von Sir Charles' Tod zu erforschen, und daß Sie mich bitten, es zu tun.«

»Ich sagte nicht, daß ich Sie darum bitte.«

»Wie kann ich Ihnen denn behilflich sein?«

»Indem Sie mir raten, was ich mit Sir Henry Baskerville tun soll, der –« Dr. Mortimer blickte auf seine Uhr – »in genau einer und einer Viertelstunde auf der Waterloo Station ankommt.«

»Er ist der Erbe?«

»Ja. Nach dem Tod von Sir Charles haben wir nach diesem jungen Mann gesucht und herausgefunden, daß er in Kanada Landwirtschaft betreibt. Nach allem, was wir gehört haben, ist er in jeder Beziehung ein prächtiger Bursche. Ich spreche jetzt nicht als Arzt, sondern als Vertrauensmann von Sir Charles und als sein Testamentsvollstrecker.«

»Ich nehme an, daß es keinen anderen Anwärter gibt?«

»Keinen. Der einzige andere Blutsverwandte, den wir ermitteln konnten, war Rodger Baskerville, der jüngste der drei Brüder, deren ältester der arme Sir Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.409
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Charles war. Der zweite Bruder, der jung gestorben ist, war der Vater von Sir Henry. Der dritte, Rodger, war das schwarze Schaf der Familie. Er war die Verkörperung der alten, herrischen Art der Baskervilles und, wie mir gesagt wurde, das leibhaftige Ebenbild von des alten Hugo Familienportrait. Der Boden in England wurde ihm zu heiß, und er floh nach Mittel-amerika, wo er 1876 am gelben Fieber gestorben ist. 

Henry ist der letzte der Baskervilles. In einer Stunde und fünf Minuten hole ich ihn an der Waterloo Station ab. Ich habe ein Telegramm bekommen, daß er heute früh in Southampton eingetroffen ist. Nun, Mr. 

Holmes, was raten Sie mir? Was soll ich mit ihm machen?«

»Warum sollte er nicht ins Heim seiner Väter gehen?«

»Das wäre nur natürlich, nicht wahr? Aber bedenken Sie, daß jeder Baskerville, der dorthin geht, einem tückischen Schicksal zum Opfer fällt. Ich bin sicher, daß Sir Charles, hätte er vor seinem Ende mit mir sprechen können, mich davor gewarnt hätte, den letzten seines Geschlechts und den Erben eines gro-

ßen Vermögens an diesen tödlichen Ort zu bringen. 

Und doch ist nicht zu leugnen, daß der Wohlstand dieses ganzen armen, öden Landstriches von seiner Gegenwart abhängt. All die gute Arbeit, die Sir Charles begonnen hat, wird zusammenstürzen, wenn Bas-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.410
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kerville Hall unbewohnt bleibt. Ich fürchte eben, daß ich von meinem persönlichen, begreiflichen Interesse an dieser Angelegenheit zu sehr beeinflußt bin, und deshalb lege ich Ihnen diesen Fall vor und bitte um Ihren Rat.«

Holmes dachte eine kleine Weile nach. »Schlicht gesagt liegt der Fall so«, begann er. »Ihrer Meinung nach wird Dartmoor durch teuflische Machenschaften zu einem ungesunden Aufenthalt für einen Baskerville. – Ist das Ihre Ansicht?«

»Ich möchte jedenfalls so weit gehen, zu sagen, daß es viele Anhaltspunkte gibt, die es so erscheinen lassen.«

»Ganz richtig. Aber sicherlich kann dem jungen Mann in London genauso viel Böses zustoßen wie in Devonshire, wenn Ihre übernatürliche Theorie richtig ist. Ein Teufel mit ausschließlich örtlicher Zuständigkeit, wie ein Pfarramt sie hat, wäre unvorstellbar.«

»Sie sprechen leichtfertiger über diese Dinge, Mr. 

Holmes, als Sie es täten, wenn Sie persönlich damit zu tun hätten. Ihrer Meinung nach, wenn ich Sie recht verstehe, ist der junge Mann also ebenso sicher in Devonshire wie in London. Er kommt in fünfzig Minuten an. Was raten Sie mir zu tun?«

»Ich rate Ihnen, in einen Wagen zu steigen, Ihren Spaniel, der an meiner Türe kratzt, mitzunehmen und zur Waterloo Station zu fahren, um Sir Henry Basker-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.411
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ville zu empfangen.«

»Und dann?«

»Und dann werden Sie ihm nichts von der ganzen Angelegenheit erzählen, bis ich mir alles gründlich überlegt habe.«

»Wie lange wird es dauern, bis Sie zu einem Schluß kommen?«

»Vierundzwanzig Stunden. Ich würde mich sehr freuen, Dr. Mortimer, wenn Sie mich morgen früh um zehn Uhr hier besuchten, und es wäre von Nutzen für meine künftigen Entschlüsse, wenn Sie Sir Henry Baskerville mitbrächten.«

»Das werde ich tun, Mr. Holmes.«

Er kritzelte die Verabredung auf seine Manschette und eilte in seiner sonderbaren, suchenden, geistesab-wesenden Art davon. Holmes hielt ihn am Kopf der Treppe zurück. 

»Nur noch eine Frage, Dr. Mortimer. Sie sagen, daß vor Sir Charles Baskervilles Tod mehrere Leute diese Erscheinung auf dem Moor gesehen haben?«

»Es waren drei.«

»Hat nach dem Tod jemand das Ding noch gesehen?«

»Ich habe nichts davon gehört.«

»Danke. Guten Morgen.«

Holmes kehrte an seinen Platz zurück mit jenem ruhigen Ausdruck innerer Befriedigung, der bedeutete, Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.412
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daß er sich vor einer ihm angemessenen Aufgabe sah. 

»Gehen Sie aus, Watson?«

»Nur, wenn Sie mich nicht brauchen.«

»Nein, mein lieber Freund, die Stunde des Handelns ist es, in der ich Ihre Hilfe brauche. Aber dies hier ist großartig, wirklich einzigartig, von mancherlei Gesichtspunkten aus. Wenn Sie bei Bradley vorbeikommen, bitten Sie ihn doch, mir ein Pfund vom stärksten Shag-Tabak heraufzuschicken. Danke. Es wäre auch gut, wenn Sie erst abends zurückkommen könnten. Ich werde mich dann sehr freuen, mit Ihnen die Eindrücke von dem höchst interessanten Problem auszutauschen, das man uns heute morgen vorgelegt hat.«

Ich wußte, daß Abgeschlossenheit und Einsamkeit für meinen Freund in jenen Stunden intensiver geistiger Konzentration sehr notwendig waren, in welchen er jedes kleinste Beweisteilchen abwog, vielerlei Theorien aufstellte, sie gegeneinander abwägte und sich darüber schlüssig wurde, welche Punkte wesentlich und welche unwichtig waren. Ich verbrachte daher den Tag in meinem Club und kehrte erst abends in die Baker Street zurück. Es war beinahe neun Uhr, als ich mich wieder im Wohnzimmer einfand. 

Mein erster Eindruck, als ich die Tür öffnete, war der, daß Feuer ausgebrochen sein mußte, denn das Zimmer war derart von Rauch erfüllt, daß das Licht Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.413
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der Tischlampe wie durch Nebel schien. Als ich jedoch eintrat, zerstoben meine Befürchtungen, denn es war nur der beißende Rauch des starken, groben Tabaks, der mich würgte und husten ließ. Durch den Rauch sah ich undeutlich Holmes in seinem Schlafrock in einem Lehnsessel hocken, mit seiner schwarzen Tonpfeife zwischen den Lippen. Um ihn herum lagen einige Rollen Papier. 

»Haben Sie sich erkältet, Watson?« fragte er. 

»Nein, es ist diese giftige Atmosphäre.«

»Ich glaube, sie  ist  ein bißchen dick; jetzt, wo Sie es sagen.«

»Dick? Unerträglich!«

»Dann öffnen Sie doch das Fenster! Sie haben, wie ich sehe, den ganzen Tag in Ihrem Club verbracht!«

»Mein lieber Holmes!«

»Habe ich recht?«

»Gewiß, aber wie ...?«

Er lachte über meine verblüffte Miene. 

»Sie haben eine so hinreißende Naivität an sich, Watson, daß es eine Wonne ist, meine geringen Gaben auf Ihre Kosten zu betätigen. Ein Gentleman geht aus an einem Tag mit Regen und Dreck. Er kehrt abends tadellos sauber zurück, der Glanz seines Hutes und seiner Schuhe ist unberührt. Er hat daher den ganzen Tag stillgesessen. Er hat keine intimen Freunde. Wo also kann er sich aufgehalten haben? Ist Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.414

3. Das Problem

Doyle-WA Bd. 3, 35

es nicht offensichtlich?«

»Nun ja, ziemlich.«

»Die Welt ist voll von offensichtlichen Dingen, die zufällig niemand je bemerkt. Wo, glauben Sie, bin ich gewesen?«

»Sie haben auch stillgesessen.«

»Im Gegenteil, ich war in Devonshire.«

»Im Geist?«

»Genau. Mein Körper ist in diesem Fauteuil geblieben und hat – ich sehe es mit Bedauern – in meiner Abwesenheit zwei große Kannen Kaffee und eine unwahrscheinliche Menge Tabaks konsumiert. Nach Ihrem Fortgang habe ich zu Stanford um das Meß-

tischblatt diesen Teils des Moors geschickt, und mein Geist schwebte den ganzen Tag darüber. Ich bilde mir ein, daß ich mich dort nicht verlaufen würde.«

»Wohl eine Karte mit großem Maßstab, oder?«

»Sehr groß.« Er rollte einen Teil der Karte auf und hielt sie auf seinen Knien fest. »Hier sehen Sie den speziellen Distrikt, der uns angeht. Das in der Mitte ist Baskerville Hall.«

»Von einem Wald umgeben?«

»Ja. Ich nehme an, daß die Eibenallee, wenn auch nicht mit Namen eingetragen, sich an dieser Linie entlang zieht. Das Moor, wie Sie sehen, liegt rechts davon. Dieser kleine Haufen von Gebäuden ist der Weiler Grimpen, wo unser Freund Dr. Mortimer sein Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.415
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Hauptquartier hat. Im Umkreis von fünf Meilen gibt es, wie Sie sehen, nur wenige verstreute Häuser. Hier ist Lafter Hall, das Mortimer erwähnte. Dort ist ein Haus, in dem wohl der Naturforscher wohnen mag –

Stapleton war sein Name, wenn ich mich recht erinnere. Hier sind zwei Moorbauernhäuser, High Tor und Foulmire. Vierzehn Meilen weiter liegt das große Zuchthaus von Dartmoor. Um diese vereinzelten Ge-bäude dehnt sich das trostlose, unbelebte Moor. Dies also ist die Bühne, auf der die Tragödie gespielt worden ist und mit unserer Hilfe vielleicht erneut gespielt wird.«

»Es muß eine wilde Gegend sein.«

»Ja, die Dekoration ist trefflich. Wenn der Teufel wirklich seine Finger in menschliche Belange stecken wollte ...«

»Sie sind also auch geneigt, an eine übernatürliche Erklärung zu glauben?«

»Die Werkzeuge des Teufels können auch aus Fleisch und Blut sein, nicht wahr? Zwei Fragen sind es, die uns an unserem Ausgangspunkt beschäftigen müssen. Die eine, ob überhaupt ein Verbrechen begangen worden ist; die andere, was das Verbrechen war und wie es ausgeführt wurde. Wenn Dr. Mortimers Vermutungen richtig sind und wir es mit Kräften außerhalb der üblichen Naturgesetze zu tun haben, enden natürlich unsere Nachforschungen da. Wir Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.416
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müssen aber alle anderen Hypothesen ausschöpfen, ehe wir auf diese zurückgreifen. Wenn es Ihnen nichts ausmacht, schließen wir das Fenster wieder. Es ist sonderbar, aber ich fühle, daß eine konzentrierte Atmosphäre die konzentrierte Gedankenarbeit fördert. 

Ich bin noch nicht soweit gekommen, mich in eine Schachtel zu setzen, um nachzudenken, aber dies wäre das logische Ergebnis meiner Überzeugungen. 

Haben Sie sich die Sache durch den Kopf gehen lassen?«

»Ja. Ich habe im Lauf des Tages viel über den Fall nachgedacht.«

»Was halten Sie davon?«

»Er ist sehr verwirrend.«

»Jedenfalls hat er einen eigentümlichen Charakter. 

Es sind auffallende Merkmale dabei. Die Änderung in den Fußspuren zum Beispiel. Was machen Sie daraus?«

»Mortimer sagt, der Mann sei dieses Stück der Allee auf Fußspitzen gegangen.«

»Er hat nur wiederholt, was irgendein Trottel bei der gerichtlichen Untersuchung gesagt hat. Warum sollte ein Mann die Allee auf Fußspitzen hinuntergehen?«

»Was also dann?«

»Er ist gerannt, Watson – er ist voller Verzweiflung um sein Leben gerannt, gerannt, bis sein Herz Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.417
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zersprungen ist und er tot auf das Gesicht fiel.«

»Wovor ist er denn fortgerannt?«

»Darin liegt unser Problem. Es gibt Anzeichen dafür, daß der Mann schon wahnsinnig vor Angst war, ehe er zu laufen begann.«

»Woraus schließen Sie das?«

»Ich nehme an, daß die Ursache seiner Angst über das Moor zu ihm kam. Wenn das so war, und es ist sehr wahrscheinlich, dann würde nur ein Mensch, der den Verstand verloren hat, vom Haus weg statt zu ihm hin laufen. Wenn die Aussage des Zigeuners ernst genommen werden kann, dann ist Sir Charles um Hilfe schreiend in die Richtung gelaufen, wo Hilfe am wenigsten zu erwarten war. Ferner – auf wen hat er in dieser Nacht gewartet, und warum hat er ihn in der Eibenallee und nicht eher in seinem Haus erwartet?«

»Sie glauben also, daß er jemanden erwartet hat?«

»Der Mann war eher alt und krank. Wir können verstehen, daß er abends einen Spaziergang machte, aber der Boden war feucht und die Nacht unwirtlich. 

Ist es natürlich, daß er fünf oder zehn Minuten lang stehengeblieben ist, wie Dr. Mortimer, mit mehr Verstand, als ich ihm zugetraut hätte, aus der Zigarrenasche schloß?«

»Er ging aber doch jeden Abend aus.«

»Ich halte es für unwahrscheinlich, daß er jeden Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.418
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Abend bei der Moorpforte gewartet hat. Im Gegenteil. 

Es scheint ja, daß er das Moor mied. An diesem Abend hat er aber dort gewartet. Es war der Abend, ehe er nach London reisen sollte. Die Sache beginnt Form anzunehmen, Watson. Ich sehe Zusammenhän-ge. Darf ich Sie bitten, mir meine Violine zu reichen? 

Wir werden alle Gedanken an diese Angelegenheit von uns schieben, bis wir den Vorzug genießen, Dr. 

Mortimer und Sir Henry Baskerville morgen früh zu sehen.«

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.419
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4. Sir Henry Baskerville

Unser Frühstückstisch wurde beizeiten abgeräumt, und Holmes wartete im Schlafrock auf die versprochene Unterredung. Unsere Klienten hielten die Verabredung pünktlich ein, denn es hatte eben zehn Uhr geschlagen, als Dr. Mortimer, gefolgt von dem jungen Baronet, hereingeführt wurde. Letzterer war ein kleiner, aufgeweckter, dunkeläugiger Mann von etwa dreißig Jahren mit dichten, schwarzen Augenbrauen und einem kampflustigen Gesichtsausdruck. Er trug einen rötlichen Tweed-Anzug und sah vom Wetter gegerbt aus wie jemand, der die meiste Zeit im Freien verbringt. Trotzdem lag etwas in seinem geraden Blick und der ruhigen Sicherheit seines Auftretens, das den Gentleman verriet. 

»Dies ist Sir Henry Baskerville«, sagte Dr. Mortimer. 

»Ja, bin ich«, sagte dieser, »und das Merkwürdigste ist, Mr. Holmes, daß, wenn mein Freund hier den Besuch bei Ihnen heute früh nicht vorgeschlagen hätte, ich von selbst gekommen wäre. Ich höre, daß Sie kleine Rätsel lösen, und mir ist heute früh eines begegnet, das mehr Kopfzerbrechen macht, als ich aufbringen kann.«

»Bitte, Sir Henry, nehmen Sie Platz. Wenn ich Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.420
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recht verstehe, haben Sie seit Ihrer Ankunft in London bereits ein merkwürdiges Erlebnis gehabt?«

»Nichts von großer Wichtigkeit, Mr. Holmes. Nur etwas, das ebensogut ein Scherz sein könnte. Es war in diesem Brief, wenn man das einen Brief nennen kann, den ich heute morgen erhalten habe.«

Er legte einen Umschlag auf den Tisch, und wir alle beugten uns über ihn. Er war grau und von ge-wöhnlicher Qualität. Die Adresse, »Sir Henry Baskerville, Northumberland Hotel«, war in ungelenker Blockschrift geschrieben; der Poststempel »Charing Cross« war vom vergangenen Abend datiert. 

»Wer konnte wissen, daß Sie im Northumberland Hotel absteigen würden?« fragte Holmes und sah unseren Besucher scharf an. 

»Das konnte niemand wissen. Wir haben es erst beschlossen, nachdem ich Dr. Mortimer getroffen hatte.«

»Aber Dr. Mortimer hatte wohl bereits dort gewohnt?«

»Nein, ich hatte mich bei einem Freund aufgehalten«, sagte der Doktor. »Es gab gar keinen möglichen Hinweis darauf, daß wir in dieses Hotel gehen würden.«

»Mhm – jemand scheint sich ungemein für Ihr Tun und Lassen zu interessieren.« Holmes entnahm dem Umschlag einen halben Briefbogen, der zweimal zu-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.421
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sammengefaltet war. Er öffnete ihn und legte ihn flach auf den Tisch. Quer über die Mitte waren gedruckte Wörter geklebt, die einen einzigen Satz bildeten. Er lautete: »Wenn Sie Wert auf Ihr Leben oder Ihren verstand legen, müssen Sie dem Moor fern bleiben.« Nur das Wort »Moor« war mit Tinte eingesetzt. 

»Nun«, fragte Sir Henry Baskerville, »vielleicht können Sie mir sagen, Mr. Holmes, was, zum Donnerwetter, das bedeutet, und wer es sein kann, der sich so für meine Angelegenheiten interessiert?«

»Wie denken Sie darüber, Dr. Mortimer? Sie müssen zugeben, daß es sich wenigstens in diesem Fall nicht um etwas Übernatürliches handelt!«

»Nein, Sir, aber es könnte von jemandem stammen, der der Überzeugung ist, daß es sich um eine übernatürliche Sache handelt.«

»Um was für eine Sache?« fragte Sir Henry scharf. 

»Mir scheint, daß die Gentlemen alle viel mehr von meinen eigenen Angelegenheiten wissen als ich selbst.«

»Sie werden so viel wissen wie wir, ehe Sie dieses Zimmer verlassen, das verspreche ich Ihnen, Sir Henry«, sagte Sherlock Holmes. »Wir werden uns aber mit Ihrer Erlaubnis jetzt nur mit diesem sehr interessanten Dokument beschäftigen, das wahrscheinlich gestern abend zusammengestellt und aufgegeben worden ist. Haben Sie noch die  Times  von gestern, Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.422
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Watson?«

»Sie ist hier, in der Ecke.«

»Darf ich Sie behelligen – die innere Seite bitte mit den Leitartikeln?« Er überflog schnell die Seite, blickte die Spalten auf und ab. »Da ist ein sehr interessanter Artikel über Freihandel. Erlauben Sie mir, Ihnen einen kurzen Auszug daraus vorzulesen: ›Sie mögen überredet werden, zu glauben, daß Ihre spezielle Industrie oder Ihr spezieller Handel durch einen Schutztarif gefördert werden können, doch sagt einem der gesunde Menschenverstand, daß durch eine solche Handhabung im Laufe der Zeit der Reichtum von unserem Lande fern bleiben, der Wert unserer Importe vermindert und die allgemeinen Lebensbedingungen auf dieser Insel herabgedrückt werden.‹ Was sagen Sie dazu, Watson?« rief Holmes in heller Freude, wobei er sich befriedigt die Hände rieb. »Finden Sie nicht, daß das eine sehr anerkennenswerte Äußerung ist?«

Dr. Mortimer blickte Holmes mit medizinischer Aufmerksamkeit an, und Sir Henry wandte mir seine fragenden dunklen Augen zu. 

»Ich verstehe nicht viel von Tarifen und solchen Dingen«, bemerkte er, »aber mir scheint, daß wir etwas vom Thema abkommen, was diesen Brief hier betrifft.«

»Im Gegenteil, ich glaube, wir sind auf frischer Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.423
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Fährte, Sir Henry. Watson hier kennt meine Methoden besser als Sie, aber ich fürchte, daß sogar er die Wichtigkeit dieses Satzes nicht ganz erfaßt hat.«

»Nein, ich gebe zu, daß ich da keinerlei Zusammenhang sehe.«

»Und doch, mein lieber Watson, ist der Zusammenhang ein so enger, daß das eine aus dem anderen entstanden ist. ›Sie‹, ›Ihr‹, ›Leben‹, ›verstand‹, ›Wert‹, 

›fern bleiben‹. Sehen Sie nun, woher diese Worte stammen?«

»Zum Donnerwetter, Sie haben recht. Das ist ja großartig!« rief Sir Henry. 

»Wenn auch nur der geringste Zweifel bestünde, wäre er widerlegt durch das Faktum, daß ›fern bleiben‹ in einem Stück ausgeschnitten ist und ›verstand‹

mit einem kleinen v beginnt.«

»Ja, wirklich, das stimmt!«

»Nun, Mr. Holmes, das übertrifft alles, was ich mir hätte ausdenken können«, sagte Dr. Mortimer; er betrachtete meinen Freund voll Verblüffung. »Ich könn-te verstehen, daß man sagt, die Worte seien aus einer Zeitung ausgeschnitten, aber daß Sie herausfinden, aus welcher, und auch, daß die Wörter aus dem Leitartikel stammen, das ist wirklich eines der bemerkenswertesten Dinge, von denen ich je gehört habe. Wie haben Sie das gemacht?«

»Ich nehme an, Doktor, daß Sie den Schädel eines Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.424
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Negers von dem eines Eskimos unterscheiden könnten?«

»Ganz gewiß.«

»Wieso?«

»Weil das mein spezielles Fachgebiet ist. Die Unterschiede sind augenfällig. Der Jochbogen, der Ge-sichtswinkel, die Kieferbildung, die ...«

»Aber dies hier ist mein spezielles Fachgebiet, und die Unterschiede sind genauso augenfällig. Für mich besteht genau derselbe Unterschied zwischen dem durchschossenen Borgis-Satz eines Artikels der  Times und dem schlampigen Druck einer billigen Abendausgabe wie zwischen Ihrem Neger und Ihrem Eskimo. 

Die Unterscheidung von Typen ist einer der elemen-tarsten Wissenszweige des Kriminalisten, obwohl ich zugeben muß, daß ich in meiner frühesten Jugend den Leeds Mercury  mit den  Western Morning News  verwechselt habe. Aber ein Leitartikel der  Times  ist absolut unverkennbar, und diese Wörter können nicht anderswoher genommen sein. Da das alles gestern gemacht worden ist, war die Wahrscheinlichkeit groß, daß wir die Wörter in der gestrigen Ausgabe finden würden.«

»Soweit ich Ihnen folgen kann, Mr. Holmes«, meinte Sir Henry Baskerville, »hat jemand diese Mitteilung mit einer Schere herausgeschnitten ...«

»Mit einer Nagelschere«, sagte Holmes. »Sie kön-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.425
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nen sehen, daß es sich um eine sehr kurze Schere handelt, da zwei Schnitte für ›fern bleiben‹ nötig waren.«

»Richtig. Jemand hat also diese Wörter mit einer Nagelschere ausgeschnitten, sie mit Kleister ...«

»Mit Gummi«, sagte Holmes. 

»Mit Gummi auf das Papier geklebt. Aber ich möchte wissen, warum das Wort ›Moor‹ mit Tinte geschrieben ist.«

»Weil es eben gedruckt nicht zu finden war. Die anderen Wörter waren alle sehr einfach und in jeder Ausgabe zu finden, aber ›Moor‹ kommt selten vor.«

»Ja, natürlich, das erklärt es. Haben Sie noch etwas anderes aus diesem Brief herausgelesen, Mr. Hol-mes6?«

»Es gibt ein paar Hinweise, obwohl man sich die größte Mühe genommen hat, alle Anhaltspunkte zu verwischen. Sie werden bemerken, daß die Adresse in grober Blockschrift geschrieben ist. Aber die  Times ist eine Zeitung, die meist nur von gebildeten Kreisen gelesen wird. Wir können daher annehmen, daß der Brief von einem gebildeten Menschen stammt, der ungebildet scheinen wollte, und die Bemühung, seine Schrift zu verstellen, läßt darauf schließen, daß seine Schrift Ihnen bekannt ist oder bekannt werden könnte. 

Auch können Sie feststellen, daß die Wörter nicht in einer ganz geraden Linie aufgeklebt sind, sondern daß einige viel höher stehen als andere. ›Leben‹ zum Bei-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.426
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spiel ist ganz außer der Reihe. Das kann auf Unachtsamkeit hinweisen oder auf Aufregung und Eile seitens des Ausschneiders. Im ganzen neige ich zu letzterer Ansicht, da die Sache anscheinend wichtig war und es unwahrscheinlich ist, daß jemand, der einen solchen Brief zusammenfügt, unachtsam gewesen sein soll. Wenn er in Eile war, so stellt sich die interessante Frage, warum; da jeder Brief, auch wenn er erst in aller Frühe desselben Tages aufgegeben würde, Sir Henry erreicht hätte, ehe er das Hotel verließ. Fürchtete der Verfasser eine Unterbrechung – und durch wen?«

»Nun kommen wir in den Bereich des bloßen Ratens«, warf Dr. Mortimer ein. 

»Sagen wir lieber, in den Bereich, wo wir Wahrscheinlichkeiten gegeneinander abwägen und die glaubhafteste aussuchen. Das ist die wissenschaftliche Nutzung der Phantasie, aber wir haben immer eine wirkliche Basis, auf der wir unsere Vermutungen aufbauen können. Sie nennen es bestimmt Raten, aber ich bin beinahe sicher, daß diese Adresse in einem Hotel geschrieben worden ist.«

»Wie in aller Welt können Sie das behaupten?«

»Wenn Sie die Adresse genau betrachten, werden Sie finden, daß sowohl Tinte als auch Feder dem Schreiber Schwierigkeiten gemacht haben. Die Feder hat zweimal in einem einzigen Wort gespritzt und ist Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.427
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dreimal in der kurzen Adresse ausgetrocknet, ein Beweis, daß sehr wenig Tinte im Tintenfaß war. Nun ist eine eigene Feder oder ein eigenes Tintenfaß selten in einem so vernachlässigten Zustand, und beides zugleich ist ein großer Zufall. Aber Sie kennen Hoteltin-te und Hotelfedern, sie sind fast immer so. Ja, ich zö-

gere nicht, zu behaupten, daß, wenn wir die Papierkörbe der Hotels um Charing Cross herum durchsuchten, 

wir

die

Reste

des

verstümmelten

 Times-Leitartikels finden und sofort die Person des Täters feststellen könnten. Hallo! Hallo! Was ist denn das?«

Er untersuchte sorgfältig das Kanzleipapier, auf dem die Worte aufgeklebt waren, indem er es einen oder zwei Zoll vor seine Augen hielt. 

»Nun?«

»Nichts«, sagte er; er ließ das Papier fallen. »Es ist ein leerer halber Bogen; nicht einmal mit Wasserzeichen. Ich glaube, wir haben aus diesem sonderbaren Brief alles herausgelesen, was möglich war; und nun, Sir Henry, ist Ihnen sonst etwas Interessantes zugestoßen, seit Sie in London sind?«

»Nein, Mr. Holmes, nicht, daß ich wüßte.«

»Sie haben nicht bemerkt, daß Sie jemand beobachtet oder verfolgt hätte?«

»Ich scheine ja geradezu mitten in einen Groschen-roman hineingeplatzt zu sein«, sagte unser Besucher. 
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»Warum, zum Donnerwetter, sollte jemand mich beobachten oder verfolgen?«

»Wir werden noch darauf zurückkommen. Sie haben uns also sonst nichts zu berichten, ehe wir auf diese Sache eingehen?«

»Nun, es hängt davon ab, was Sie wichtig genug fänden, um darüber zu sprechen.«

»Ich glaube, alles was aus dem Gewöhnlichen herausfällt, ist der Mühe wert, berichtet zu werden.«

Sir Henry lächelte. »Ich weiß noch nicht viel vom Leben in England; ich habe ja fast mein ganzes Leben in den Staaten und in Kanada verbracht. Aber ich hoffe, daß der Verlust eines Schuhs nicht zum All-tagsleben hier gehört.«

»Sie haben einen Ihrer Schuhe verloren?«

»Mein lieber Sir«, rief Dr. Mortimer, »der ist doch nur vertauscht worden. Sie werden ihn wiederfinden, wenn Sie in das Hotel zurückkehren. Was hat es für einen Sinn, Mr. Holmes mit solchen Kleinigkeiten zu belästigen?«

»Na, er hat mich doch nach allem gefragt, was aus dem normalen Rahmen fällt.«

»Genau«, sagte Holmes, »so närrisch der Zwischenfall auch scheinen mag. Sie haben also einen Ihrer Schuhe verloren?«

»Nun, jedenfalls verlegt. Ich habe sie gestern abend beide vor meine Tür gestellt, und heute früh war nur Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.429
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der eine da. Ich konnte aus dem Burschen, der sie geputzt hat, nichts herausbringen. Das Dümmste daran ist, daß ich sie erst gestern abend auf The Strand gekauft und noch nicht getragen habe.«

»Wenn Sie sie noch nicht getragen hatten, warum haben Sie sie dann zum Reinigen hinausgestellt?«

»Es waren hellbraune Schuhe, noch nie mit Schuh-creme behandelt. Deshalb habe ich sie hinausgestellt.«

»Ich verstehe Sie also recht, daß Sie gestern nach Ihrer Ankunft in London sofort ausgegangen sind und ein Paar Schuhe gekauft haben?«

»Ich habe einiges eingekauft. Dr. Mortimer hat mich dabei begleitet. Wissen Sie, wenn ich da unten schon Landedelmann sein soll, muß ich mich entsprechend kleiden, und es kann sein, daß ich im Westen etwas nachlässig geworden bin. Unter anderem habe ich eben diese braunen Schuhe gekauft – sechs Dollar habe ich dafür gezahlt –, und der eine wird mir dann gestohlen, noch ehe ich sie getragen habe.«

»Es kommt mir völlig sinnlos vor, einen Schuh zu stehlen«, sagte Sherlock Holmes. »Ich muß sagen, ich teile Dr. Mortimers Vermutung, daß sich der verlorene Schuh bald finden wird.«

»Und nun, Gentlemen«, sagte der Baronet bestimmt, »scheint es mir, daß ich genug über das wenige, das ich weiß, gesprochen habe. Es wird Zeit, daß Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.430
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Sie Ihr Versprechen erfüllen und mir ausführlich er-zählen, was das alles soll.«

»Ein sehr vernünftiges Verlangen«, erwiderte Holmes. »Dr. Mortimer, ich glaube, Sie können nichts Besseres tun, als die Geschichte so zu erzählen, wie Sie sie uns erzählt haben.«

So ermutigt zog unser wissenschaftlicher Freund seine Papiere aus der Tasche und trug den ganzen Fall vor, wie er ihn uns am Tage zuvor geschildert hatte. 

Sir Henry Baskerville lauschte mit gespannter Aufmerksamkeit und gelegentlichen Ausrufen des Erstaunens. 

»Na, ich scheine ja da in eine angenehme Erbschaft hineingeraten zu sein«, sagte er, als die lange Erzählung beendet war. »Natürlich habe ich schon als Kind von diesem Hund gehört. Es ist die Lieblingsge-schichte der Familie, allerdings habe ich bis jetzt niemals daran gedacht, sie ernst zu nehmen. Was den Tod meines Onkels betrifft – na, in meinem Kopf geht alles drunter und drüber, ich kriege das noch nicht klar. Sie scheinen sich auch noch nicht entschieden zu haben, ob es ein Fall für einen Polizisten oder einen Geistlichen ist.«

»Stimmt.«

»Und nun kommt noch diese Sache mit dem Brief an mich im Hotel dazu. Ich nehme an, daß das hineinpaßt.«
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»Es scheint jedenfalls der Beweis dafür, daß es jemanden gibt, der besser als wir weiß, was auf dem Moor vorgeht«, sagte Dr. Mortimer. 

»Und außerdem«, sagte Holmes, »daß jemand Ihnen nicht übel will, da man Sie vor Gefahr warnt.«

»Oder daß mich jemand in eigenem Interesse abschrecken will.«

»Ja, das ist natürlich auch möglich. Ich bin Ihnen sehr dankbar, Dr. Mortimer, daß Sie mich vor ein Problem gestellt haben, das mehrere interessante Möglichkeiten bietet. Aber was wir nun praktischer-weise zu beschließen haben, Sir Henry, ist, ob es für Sie ratsam wäre oder nicht, nach Baskerville Hall zu fahren.«

»Warum sollte ich nicht hinfahren?«

»Es scheint gefährlich zu sein.«

»Meinen Sie wegen dieses Familienungeheuers oder wegen menschlicher Wesen?«

»Das müßten wir eben herausfinden.«

»Was es auch sei – meine Antwort steht fest. Es gibt keinen Teufel in der Hölle, Mr. Holmes, und keinen Menschen auf der Erde, der mich daran hindern könnte, das Heim meiner Vorfahren zu betreten, und das können Sie als meine endgültige Antwort ansehen.« Während er so sprach, stieg ihm das Blut zu Kopf, und er runzelte die dunklen Brauen. Offensichtlich war das feurige Temperament der Baskervilles in Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.432
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diesem, ihrem letzten Sproß nicht erloschen. »Bei all dem«, fuhr er fort, »habe ich kaum Zeit gehabt, das alles zu überlegen. Es ist schwer, diese Sache gleichzeitig zu verstehen und entscheiden zu müssen. Ich möchte eine Stunde Zeit und Ruhe haben, um allein zu einem Entschluß zu kommen. Hören Sie, Mr. Holmes, jetzt ist es halb zwölf, und ich gehe gleich in mein Hotel zurück. Wie wäre es, wenn Sie und Ihr Freund Dr. Watson um zwei Uhr mit uns essen würden? Ich kann Ihnen dann besser sagen, was ich von der Sache halte.«

»Paßt Ihnen das, Watson?«

»Vollkommen.«

»Dann können Sie uns erwarten. Soll ich einen Wagen rufen lassen?«

»Ich möchte lieber zu Fuß gehen; das alles hat mich ziemlich verwirrt.«

»Ich gehe mit Vergnügen mit«, sagte sein Begleiter. 

»Dann treffen wir uns um zwei Uhr wieder.  Au revoir  und guten Morgen.«

Wir hörten die Schritte unserer Besucher die Treppe hinabgehen und die Haustür ins Schloß fallen. Im Nu hatte sich Sherlock Holmes aus einem matten Träumer in einen Mann der Tat verwandelt. 

»Hut und Schuhe, Watson, schnell! Wir haben keine Minute zu verlieren!« Er stürzte im Schlafrock Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.433
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in sein Zimmer und kehrte wenige Sekunden später im Gehrock zurück. Wir eilten die Treppe hinunter und auf die Straße. Dr. Mortimer und Baskerville waren noch zu sehen, etwa zweihundert Yards vor uns, Richtung Oxford Street. 

»Soll ich vorauslaufen und sie anhalten?«

»Nicht um alles in der Welt, mein lieber Watson. 

Ich bin mit Ihrer Gesellschaft vollkommen zufrieden, wenn Sie meine ertragen. Unsere Freunde sind sehr gescheit, denn es ist wirklich ein schöner Morgen für einen Spaziergang.«

Er beschleunigte seine Schritte, bis sich die Distanz, die uns trennte, auf die Hälfte verringert hatte. 

Dann folgten wir ihnen, immer in einem Abstand von hundert Yards, in die Oxford Street und die Regent Street hinunter. Einmal blieben unsere Freunde stehen und sahen in ein Schaufenster, worauf Holmes dasselbe tat. Einen Augenblick später stieß er einen kleinen Ausruf der Befriedigung aus, und dem Blick seiner Augen folgend sah ich, daß eine Droschke, die mit einem Mann darin an der anderen Straßenseite gehalten hatte, nun wieder langsam weiterfuhr. 

»Das ist unser Mann, Watson! Kommen Sie! Wir werden ihn uns gut ansehen, wenn wir schon nichts anderes tun können.«

In diesem Moment bemerkte ich, daß stechende Augen über einem dichten schwarzen Bart durch das Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.434
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Seitenfenster der Droschke auf uns blickten. In demselben Augenblick flog die Klappe des Wagendachs auf, dem Kutscher wurde etwas zugerufen, und das Gefährt raste die Regent Street hinunter. Holmes blickte sich suchend nach einem andern Wagen um, aber es war kein freier in Sicht. Daraufhin stürzte er sich in wilder Verfolgung mitten in das Gewühl des Verkehrs, aber der Vorsprung war zu groß und die Droschke bereits außer Sichtweite. 

»Na, aber so etwas!« sagte Holmes erbittert, als er atemlos und blaß vor Ärger zu mir zurückkehrte. 

»Hat man je von solchem Pech und von so miserabler Vorbereitung gehört? Watson, Watson, wenn Sie ein wahrheitsliebender Mensch sind, werden Sie auch dies hier erwähnen und es gegen meine Erfolge abwä-

gen.«

»Wer war der Mann?«

»Ich habe keine Ahnung.«

»Ein Spitzel?«

»Nun, nach allem, was wir gehört haben, ist es offensichtlich, daß Baskerville seit seiner Ankunft in London von irgend jemandem beschattet wird. Wie wäre es sonst möglich gewesen, so schnell zu wissen, daß er im Northumberland-Hotel abgestiegen ist? 

Wenn man ihn am ersten Tag beschattet hat, dachte ich, ist es nur natürlich, daß man es am zweiten ebenfalls tut. Sie haben vielleicht bemerkt, daß, während Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.435
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Dr. Mortimer seine Geschichte vorlas, ich zweimal ans Fenster getreten bin?«

»Ja, ich erinnere mich.«

»Ich wollte sehen, ob irgend jemand unten herum-steht, aber ich habe niemanden gesehen. Wir haben es mit einem schlauen Kerl zu tun, Watson. Diese Angelegenheit ist sehr verzwickt, und wenn ich mir auch noch nicht darüber klar bin, ob es gute oder böse Mächte sind, mit denen wir es zu tun haben, fühle ich doch Kraft und Planmäßigkeit hinter allem. Als unsere Freunde uns verlassen haben, bin ich ihnen sofort nachgeeilt, in der Hoffnung, ihren unsichtbaren Begleiter zu entdecken. Er war aber so schlau, nicht zu Fuß zu gehen, sondern einen Wagen zu nehmen, so daß er zurückbleiben oder ihnen vorausfahren und dadurch ihrer Aufmerksamkeit entgehen konnte. Diese Taktik hatte noch dazu den Vorteil, daß, wenn sie einen Wagen genommen hätten, er ihnen hätte nachfahren können. Einen Haken aber hat die Sache doch.«

»Er gibt sich dem Kutscher in die Hand.«

»Richtig.«

»Wie schade, daß wir die Nummer nicht festgestellt haben!«

»Lieber Watson! Wenn ich auch ungeschickt war –

Sie glauben doch nicht im Ernst, daß ich versäumt hatte, die Nummer festzustellen? 2704 ist unser Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.436
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Mann. Aber für den Augenblick nützt uns das wenig.«

»Ich wüßte nicht, was Sie sonst noch hätten tun können.«

»Als ich den Wagen bemerkte, hätte ich mich sofort umdrehen und in die andere Richtung gehen sollen. Dann hätte ich einen Wagen nehmen und in angemessener Entfernung dem ersten folgen, oder besser noch, zum Northumberland Hotel fahren und dort warten können. Hätte unser Unbekannter Baskerville bis zum Hotel verfolgt, dann hätten wir ihn mit seinen eigenen Waffen bekämpfen können und sehen, wohin er von dort aus geht. So wie die Sache jetzt steht, haben wir uns durch unbesonnenen Eifer, der von unserem Gegner mit außerordentlicher Schnelligkeit und Energie ausgenutzt wurde, verraten und unseren Mann verloren.«

Während des Gesprächs waren wir langsam die Regent Street entlanggeschlendert, und Dr. Mortimer und sein Begleiter waren längst unseren Blicken entschwunden. 

»Es hat keinen Sinn, ihnen weiter zu folgen«, meinte Holmes. »Der Beschatter ist verschwunden und wird nicht wiederkehren. Wir müssen sehen, welche Karten wir noch in der Hand haben, und sie mit Entschlossenheit ausspielen. Könnten Sie den Mann im Wagen wiedererkennen?«
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»Nein, ich habe nur gesehen, daß er einen Bart hat.«

»Das habe ich auch gesehen – woraus ich schließe, daß der Bart wahrscheinlich falsch ist. Ein schlauer Mensch, der ein so heikles Spiel spielt, hat keine Verwendung für einen Bart, außer, wenn er seine Gesichtszüge verbergen will. Kommen Sie hier herein, Watson.«

Er trat in eines der Boten-Büros des Bezirks ein, dessen Leiter ihn wärmstens begrüßte. 

»Ach, Wilson, ich sehe, Sie haben die kleine Angelegenheit nicht vergessen, bei der ich Ihnen mit etwas Glück helfen konnte?«

»Natürlich nicht, Sir. Sie haben meinen guten Namen und vielleicht mein Leben gerettet.«

»Sie übertreiben, mein Lieber! Ich glaube mich zu erinnern, Wilson, daß unter Ihren Botenjungen ein gewisser Cartwright ist, der bei den Nachforschungen eine gewisse Begabung gezeigt hat.«

»Ja, Sir, der ist noch bei uns.«

»Könnten Sie ihn rufen lassen? Danke! Und wollen Sie so gut sein, mir diese Fünfpfundnote zu wechseln.«

Ein Junge von vierzehn Jahren mit offenem, aufgewecktem Gesicht hatte dem Ruf des Leiters gehorcht. 

Er blickte mit ehrfürchtiger Bewunderung zu dem be-rühmten Detektiv auf. 
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»Kann ich das Hotel Verzeichnis haben?« bat Holmes. »Danke. Nun, Cartwright, hier stehen die Namen von dreiundzwanzig Hotels, alle in der unmittelbaren Nähe von Charing Cross. Siehst du das?«

»Ja, Sir.«

»Du suchst jedes dieser Hotels auf.«

»Ja, Sir.«

»Du beginnst jedesmal damit, daß du dem Portier einen Shilling gibst. Hier sind dreiundzwanzig Shilling.«

»Ja, Sir.«

»Du sagst ihm, daß du den Papierabfall von gestern sehen möchtest. Du sagst, ein wichtiges Telegramm sei fehlgegangen, und daß du es suchst. Hast du verstanden?«

»Ja, Sir.«

»Was du aber in Wirklichkeit suchen sollst, ist das mittlere Blatt der gestrigen  Times,  aus der etwas mit einer Schere herausgeschnitten worden ist. Hier hast du ein Exemplar der  Times.  Diese Seite hier. Du wirst sie doch leicht erkennen?«

»Ja, Sir.«

»In jedem Fall wird der Portier den Empfangschef in der Halle rufen, dem du auch einen Shilling geben wirst. Hier sind nochmals dreiundzwanzig Shilling. 

Du wirst dann wahrscheinlich in zwanzig von dreiundzwanzig Fällen hören, daß der Papiermüll von ge-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.439
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stern verbrannt oder abgeholt worden ist. In den üb-riggebliebenen Fällen wird man dir einen Haufen Papier zeigen, in dem du dieses Blatt der  Times  suchen sollst. Die Wahrscheinlichkeit, daß du es findest, ist äußerst gering. Hier sind noch zehn Shilling für Notfalle. Gib mir noch heute abend telegraphisch Nachricht in die Baker Street. Und nun, Watson, bleibt uns nichts anders übrig, als ebenfalls telegraphisch die Identität des Kutschers Nr. 2704 festzustellen; dann werden wir eine der Bildergalerien in der Bond Street aufsuchen und auf diese Weise die Zeit totschlagen, bis wir im Hotel erwartet werden.«
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5. Drei zerrissene Fäden

Sherlock Holmes hatte in bemerkenswertem Maße die Fähigkeit, seine Gedanken abzuschalten. Zwei Stunden lang schien die sonderbare Angelegenheit, in die wir verwickelt waren, vergessen, und er war völlig versunken in die Bilder der modernen belgischen Mei-ster7. Von dem Augenblick an, da wir die Galerie verließen, bis zu unserer Ankunft im Northumberland Hotel, wollte er über nichts als Kunst sprechen, über die er äußerst krude Ansichten hatte. 

»Sir Henry Baskerville erwartet Sie oben«, meldete der Hotelportier. »Er hat mich beauftragt, Sie hinauf-zuführen, sobald Sie kommen.«

»Haben Sie etwas dagegen, wenn ich mir Ihre Gä-

steliste ansehe?« fragte Holmes. 

»Nicht das geringste.«

Das Buch zeigte nach dem Namen Baskerville noch zwei Eintragungen. Die eine davon lautete auf Theophilus Johnson und Familie, aus Newcastle; die andere auf Mrs. Oldmore mit Zofe aus High Lodge, Alton. 

»Das ist sicher derselbe Johnson, den ich von frü-

her kenne«, sagte Holmes zum Portier. »Rechtsanwalt, nicht wahr, grauhaarig und hinkt ganz leicht?«

»Nein, Sir, dies hier ist Mr. Johnson, der Minenbe-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.441
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sitzer, ein sehr rüstiger Gentleman, nicht älter als Sie selbst.«

»Sie irren sich doch wohl, was seinen Beruf angeht.«

»Nein, Sir, er kommt seit Jahren in unser Hotel, und wir kennen ihn sehr gut.«

»Das ist etwas anderes. Und außerdem Mrs. Oldmore; ich erinnere mich dunkel an den Namen. Verzeihen Sie meine Neugier, aber oft, wenn man einen Freund aufsucht, findet man bei derselben Gelegenheit einen anderen.«

»Sie ist eine leidende Dame, Sir. Ihr Gatte war frü-

her Bürgermeister von Gloucester. Wenn sie nach London kommt, steigt sie immer bei uns ab.«

»Danke; ich furchte, daß ich nicht die Ehre habe, sie zu kennen. – Wir haben durch diese Fragen eine wichtige Tatsache festgestellt, Watson«, fuhr er mit leiser Stimme fort, während wir die Treppe emporstiegen. »Wir wissen nun, daß die Leute, die ein so gro-

ßes Interesse an unserem Freund haben, nicht in diesem Hotel wohnen. Das bedeutet, daß sie, wie wir wissen, sich zwar sehr viel Mühe geben, ihn zu beobachten, aber genausoviel, nicht von ihm gesehen zu werden. Das ist sehr bezeichnend.«

»Was hat das zu sagen?«

»Es hat zu sagen, daß – hallo, mein lieber Junge, was ist denn nur los?«
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Wir waren bei der Biegung der Treppe auf Sir Henry Baskerville gestoßen. Sein Gesicht war zornrot, und er hielt einen alten, staubigen Schuh in der Hand. Er war so wütend, daß er kaum sprechen konnte, und als er es endlich tat, sprach er in einem viel breiteren westlichen Dialekt als am Vormittag. 

»Mir scheint, die wollen mich hier im Hotel zum Narren halten!« rief er. »Sie werden aber bald merken, daß sie an den Falschen geraten sind, wenn sie sich nicht vorsehen. Zum Donnerwetter! Wenn der Kerl meinen fehlenden Schuh nicht findet, wird es etwas geben. Ich verstehe schon einen Spaß, Mr. Holmes, aber das ist zuviel!«

»Sie suchen noch immer Ihren Schuh?«

»Ja, und ich habe auch die Absicht, ihn zu finden!«

»Aber Sie haben doch gesagt, es wäre ein neuer brauner Schuh?«

»Das war es auch, Sir. Und jetzt ist es ein alter schwarzer.«

»Was, Sie wollen doch nicht sagen, daß ...?«

»Gerade das will ich sagen. Ich besitze nur drei Paar Schuhe – die neuen braunen, die alten schwarzen und die Lackschuhe, die ich gerade trage. Letzte Nacht haben sie einen von den braunen genommen, und heute lassen sie einen von den schwarzen verschwinden. Na, haben Sie ihn gefunden? Reden Sie, Mann, und gaffen Sie mich nicht an!«
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Ein aufgeregter deutscher Hausdiener war erschienen. 

»Nein, Sir, ich habe überall im Hotel herumgefragt, niemand weiß etwas.«

»Also, entweder kommt der Schuh bis heute abend zum Vorschein oder ich spreche mit dem Direktor und sage ihm klipp und klar, daß ich aus dem Hotel ausziehe.«

»Er wird sich finden, Sir – ich versichere Ihnen, wenn Sie nur etwas Geduld haben, wird er sich finden.«

»Sorgen Sie nur dafür, denn es ist das letzte, was ich in dieser Diebeshöhle verlieren will. Nun, Mr. 

Holmes, entschuldigen Sie, wenn ich Sie mit dieser Kleinigkeit belästige ...«

»Ich finde, sie ist der Mühe wert, damit belästigt zu werden.«

»Wieso? Sie scheinen das sehr ernst zu nehmen.«

»Wie erklären Sie es sich?«

»Ich mache gar keinen Versuch, es zu erklären. Es ist das Verrückteste und Unerklärlichste, was mir je passiert ist.«

»Das Unerklärlichste vielleicht ...« sagte Holmes nachdenklich. 

»Was schließen denn Sie selbst daraus?«

»Nun – ich kann bis jetzt nicht behaupten, daß ich es verstünde. Ihr Fall ist sehr verzwickt, Sir Henry. 

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.444

5. Drei zerrissene Fäden

Doyle-WA Bd. 3, 56

Wenn man den Tod Ihres Onkels dazunimmt, bin ich nicht sicher, ob von den fünfhundert wichtigen Fällen, die ich gelöst habe, ein einziger so abgründig war. 

Aber wir halten verschiedene Fäden in der Hand, und der eine oder andere davon wird uns hoffentlich zur Wahrheit führen. Wir verlieren vielleicht Zeit, wenn wir der falschen Fährte folgen, aber früher oder später kommen wir doch auf den richtigen Weg.«

Wir hatten ein ersprießliches Mittagessen, bei dem wenig von der Angelegenheit gesprochen wurde, die uns zusammengeführt hat. Erst als wir dann in Sir Henrys Salon waren, fragte ihn Holmes nach seinen Plänen. 

»Ich bin entschlossen, nach Baskerville Hall zu fahren.«

»Und wann?«

»Ende dieser Woche.«

»Alles in allem finde ich Ihren Entschluß sehr richtig«, sagte Holmes. »Ich habe klare Beweise dafür, daß Sie in London beschattet werden, und in dieser Millionenstadt ist es schwer, herauszufinden, wer die Leute und was ihre Ziele sind. Wenn sie böse Absichten haben, könnten sie Ihnen etwas antun, und wir würden es nicht verhindern können. Haben Sie ge-wußt, Dr. Mortimer, daß Sie heute morgen von meinem Haus aus verfolgt worden sind?«

Dr. Mortimer schrak heftig zusammen. »Verfolgt? 
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Von wem?«

»Das kann ich Ihnen leider nicht sagen. Gibt es unter Ihren Freunden und Bekannten in Dartmoor einen Mann mit einem dichten schwarzen Bart?«

»Nein – oder – warten Sie – ja, natürlich. Barrymore, der Butler von Sir Charles, hat einen dichten schwarzen Bart.«

»Wo ist Barrymore?«

»Er kümmert sich um Baskerville Hall.«

»Wir müssen sofort herausfinden, ob er wirklich dort oder möglicherweise in London ist.«

»Wie wollen Sie das herausfinden?«

»Geben Sie mir ein Telegrammformular. ›Ist alles für Sir Henry bereit?‹, das genügt. Adressiert an Mr. 

Barrymore, Baskerville Hall. Wo ist das nächste Telegraphenamt? Grimpen? Sehr gut. Wir schicken ein zweites Telegramm an den Postbeamten in Grimpen:

›Telegramm an Mr. Barrymore nur ihm persönlich übergeben; falls abwesend zurück an Sir Henry Baskerville, Northumberland-Hotel.‹ Auf diese Weise werden wir noch vor Abend erfahren, ob Barrymore auf seinem Posten in Devonshire ist oder nicht.«

»Ausgezeichnet«, sagte Baskerville. »Nebenbei, Dr. Mortimer, wer ist eigentlich dieser Barrymore?«

»Er ist der Sohn des verstorbenen Verwalters. Vier Generationen hindurch hat die Familie das Herrenhaus verwaltet. Soviel ich weiß, sind er und seine Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.446
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Frau durchaus anständige Leute.«

»Immerhin«, bemerkte Baskerville, »ist es klar, daß, solange niemand von der Familie Baskerville in der Hall residiert, die Leute ein sehr schönes Heim und nichts zu tun haben.«

»Das ist richtig.«

»Hat Barrymore aus Sir Charles' Tod irgendeinen Vorteil gezogen8?« fragte Holmes. 

»Er und seine Frau haben je fünfhundert Pfund geerbt.«

»Ha! Wußten sie, daß sie erben würden?«

»Ja; Sir Charles sprach gerne über die Einzelheiten seines Testaments.«

»Das ist äußerst interessant.«

»Ich hoffe«, sagte Dr. Mortimer, »daß Sie nicht jeden, der ein Legat von Sir Charles bekommen hat, mit Mißtrauen betrachten, ich habe nämlich auch tausend Pfund geerbt.«

»Tatsächlich! Und sonst noch jemand?«

»Eine Menge unbedeutender Summen an einzelne Personen und viele Spenden an Wohltätigkeitsinstitu-te. Alles andere geht an Sir Henry.«

»Wie hoch ist das Vermögen?«

»Siebenhundertvierzigtausend Pfund.«

Holmes hob erstaunt die Augenbrauen. »Ich hatte keine Ahnung, daß es sich um eine so riesige Summe handelt«, sagte er. 
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»Sir Charles hatte wohl den Ruf, sehr reich zu sein, aber wie groß sein Reichtum war, wußten wir nicht, ehe wir seine Wertpapiere prüften. Der Gesamtwert des Besitzes beträgt beinahe eine Million.«

»Herrgott! Für diesen Einsatz mag ein Mann wohl ein gefährliches Spiel wagen. Eine Frage noch, Dr. 

Mortimer. Angenommen, unserem jungen Freunde hier würde etwas zustoßen – verzeihen Sie diese unangenehme Hypothese –, wer wäre der nächste Erbe?«

»Da Rodger Baskerville, Sir Charles' jüngster Bruder, unverheiratet gestorben ist, würde die Erbschaft an die Desmonds übergehen, entfernte Vettern. James Desmond ist ein ältlicher Geistlicher in Westmor-land.«

»Danke. Diese Einzelheiten sind alle sehr wichtig. 

Haben Sie Mr. James Desmond jemals gesehen?«

»Ja, er hat Sir Charles einmal besucht. Er machte einen Eindruck von Ehrwürde und heiligmäßigem Leben. Ich erinnere mich, daß er es ablehnte, sich von Sir Charles irgend etwas aussetzen zu lassen, obwohl dieser es ihm geradezu aufdrängte.«

»Und dieser einfache, schlichte Mann wäre der Erbe von Sir Charles' Tausendern?«

»Er wäre jedenfalls der Erbe des Landbesitzes, da dieser ein Erblehen ist. Er würde auch das Geld erben, es sei denn, der jetzige Besitzer, der natürlich damit tun kann, was er will, verfügt anders.«
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»Und haben Sie schon Ihr Testament gemacht, Sir Henry?«

»Nein, Mr. Holmes. Ich hatte noch keine Zeit – ich weiß ja erst seit gestern, wie die Dinge liegen. Aber jedenfalls meine ich, das Geld sollte beim Titel und beim Grundbesitz bleiben. So hat es auch mein armer Onkel gewollt. Wie soll der Besitzer den Glanz der Baskervilles wieder aufleben lassen, wenn er nicht genug Geld hat, um das Gut zu erhalten? Haus, Land und Dollars müssen zusammenbleiben.«

»Ganz richtig. Nun, Sir Henry, ich bin einer Meinung mit Ihnen; es ist sicher ratsam, daß Sie sich unverzüglich nach Devonshire begeben. Ich muß nur auf einer Vorkehrung bestehen. Sie dürfen nicht allein hinfahren.«

»Dr. Mortimer kehrt mit mir zurück.«

»Aber Dr. Mortimer hat seine Praxis zu besorgen, und sein Haus ist viele Meilen von dem Ihren entfernt. Er wäre beim besten Willen nicht imstande, Ihnen zu helfen. Nein, Sir Henry, Sie müssen jemand mitnehmen, einen vertrauenswürdigen Mann, der immer um Sie ist.«

»Wäre es möglich, daß Sie selber kämen, Mr. Holmes?«

»Sollte eine Krise eintreten, würde ich versuchen, persönlich anwesend zu sein; aber Sie müssen verstehen, daß es bei meiner ausgedehnten Beratungspraxis Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.449
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und den ununterbrochenen Anfragen, die von allen möglichen Seiten an mich gerichtet werden, beinahe unmöglich für mich ist, eine unbestimmte Zeit London fernzubleiben. Im Augenblick wird einer der ge-achtetsten Namen in England von einem Erpresser besudelt, und ich allein kann einen verheerenden Skandal verhindern. Sie begreifen, daß ich unmöglich nach Dartmoor kommen kann.«

»Wen würden Sie dann empfehlen?«

Holmes legte die Hand auf meinen Arm. 

»Wenn mein Freund es übernehmen wollte – ich kenne niemanden, den ich im Augenblick der Gefahr lieber an meiner Seite hätte als ihn. Kein Mensch kann das besser beurteilen als ich selbst.«

Dieser Vorschlag kam völlig überraschend für mich, aber ehe ich antworten konnte, ergriff Baskerville meine Hand und schüttelte sie herzlich. 

»Also, das ist aber wirklich liebenswürdig von Ihnen, Dr. Watson«, rief er. »Sie sehen, wie es um mich steht, und Sie wissen genausoviel über die Angelegenheit wie ich. Wenn Sie nach Baskerville Hall kommen und mir zur Seite stehen wollen, werde ich Ihnen das nie vergessen!«

Die Verheißung von Abenteuer hatte mich schon immer fasziniert, und ich war durch Holmes' Worte und die Freude, mit der mich der Baronet als Gefährten begrüßte, sehr geschmeichelt. 
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»Ich komme mit Vergnügen«, versicherte ich. »Ich wüßte keine bessere Verwendung für meine Zeit.«

»Und Sie werden mich sehr gründlich auf dem laufenden halten«, sagte Holmes. »Wenn eine Krise eintritt, was sicher geschieht, werde ich Ihnen sagen, was Sie tun sollen. Ich nehme an, daß bis Samstag alles soweit sein kann?«

»Würde Ihnen das passen, Dr. Watson?«

»Ausgezeichnet.«

»Wenn Sie also nichts anderes hören, treffen wir uns am Samstag zum Zug um zehn Uhr dreißig ab Paddington.«

Wir standen auf, um uns zu verabschieden, als Baskerville einen Triumphschrei ausstieß, in eine Zimmerecke stürzte und unter dem Schrank einen braunen Schuh hervorzog. 

»Mein verlorener Schuh!« rief er aus. 

»Mögen all unsere Schwierigkeiten sich mit der selben Leichtigkeit beheben«, sagte Holmes. 

»Das ist aber doch sehr sonderbar«, meinte Dr. 

Mortimer. »Ich habe das Zimmer vor dem Mittagessen gründlich durchsucht.«

»Ich auch«, versicherte Baskerville. »Jeden Zoll.«

»Und da war bestimmt kein Schuh vorhanden.«

»In diesem Fall muß der Hausdiener ihn gebracht haben, während wir beim Mittagessen waren.«

Der deutsche Hausdiener wurde gerufen, beteuerte Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.451
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aber, nichts von der Sache zu wissen, auch verliefen alle anderen Nachforschungen ergebnislos. Nun war zu der Serie anscheinend sinnloser und mysteriöser Zwischenfalle, die so rasch aufeinander gefolgt waren, ein weiterer hinzugekommen. Abgesehen von der ganzen grimmen Geschichte um Sir Charles' Tod hatten wir eine Reihe unerklärlicher Ereignisse, sämtlich im Laufe der letzten zwei Tage, darunter der Eingang des gedruckten Briefes, der schwarzbärtige Verfolger in der Droschke, der Verlust des neuen braunen und des alten schwarzen und die Rückkehr des neuen braunen Schuhs. Holmes hüllte sich im Wagen in Schweigen, während wir zur Baker Street zurückfuhren, und ich konnte aus seinen zusammengezogenen Brauen und dem angespannten Gesicht schließen, daß sein Verstand, wie der meine, völlig damit befaßt war, ein Schema herauszuarbeiten, in welches sich all diese merkwürdigen und anscheinend zusammenhanglosen Ereignisse einfügen ließen. Den ganzen Nachmittag und bis spät in den Abend hinein saß er so, verloren in Tabak und Gedanken. 

Kurz vor dem Abendessen wurden zwei Telegramme gebracht. 

Das erste lautete: »Erfahre gerade, daß Barrymore in Baskerville Hall ist. Baskerville.«

Das zweite: »Dreiundzwanzig Hotels besucht wie angewiesen, kann aber leider keinen Fund zerschnit-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.452
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tener  Times-Seite melden. Cartwright.«

»Nun sind zwei meiner Fäden gerissen, Watson. 

Nichts ist so stimulierend wie ein Fall, in dem sich alles gegen einen wendet. Wir müssen uns nach einer anderen Fährte umsehen.«

»Wir haben noch den Kutscher, der den Spion gefahren hat.«

»Das stimmt. Ich habe telegraphisch bei der amtlichen Registratur nach seinem Namen und seiner Adresse gefragt, und ich würde mich nicht wundern, wenn dies die Antwort auf meine Anfrage wäre.«

Das Läuten der Türglocke stellte sich jedoch als noch befriedigender denn eine Antwort heraus, denn die Zimmertür öffnete sich, und ein gewöhnlich aussehender Mann, offenbar der Kutscher selbst, trat ein. 

»Ich habe von der Zentrale gehört, daß ein Herr mit dieser Adresse nach 2704 gefragt hat«, sagte er. »Ich fahre meinen Wagen jetzt sieben Jahre, und nie hat es eine Klage gegeben. Ich komme direkt vom Yard her, um Sie zu fragen, was Sie gegen mich haben.«

»Ich habe gar nichts gegen Sie, guter Mann«, antwortete Holmes. »Im Gegenteil, Sie bekommen einen halben Sovereign, wenn Sie meine Fragen klar beantworten.«

»Na, ich habe heute einen guten Tag, das ist sicher«, sagte der Kutscher grinsend. »Was wollen Sie von mir wissen, Sir?«
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»Zuerst einmal Ihren Namen und Ihre Adresse, falls ich Sie noch einmal brauche.«

»John Clayton, 3, Turpey Street, The Borough. 

Mein Wagen gehört zu Shipley Yards, nahe der Waterloo Station.«

Sherlock Holmes notierte die Adresse. 

»Nun, Clayton, erzählen Sie mir etwas von dem Fahrgast, der heute früh um zehn Uhr dieses Haus beobachtet und dann zwei Gentlemen die Regent Street entlang verfolgt hat.«

Der Mann sah überrascht und etwas verlegen aus. 

»Na, es hat nicht viel Sinn, daß ich Ihnen etwas er-zähle, denn Sie scheinen schon genausoviel darüber zu wissen wie ich«, brummte er. »Die Wahrheit ist, daß mir der Gentleman gesagt hat, er wäre Detektiv, und ich dürfte niemand von ihm erzählen.«

»Mein Lieber – dies hier ist eine sehr ernste Sache. 

Sie würden nur in Ungelegenheiten kommen, wenn Sie mir etwas verschweigen wollten. Sie sagten, daß Ihr Fahrgast sich als Detektiv ausgegeben hat?«

»Jawohl.«

»Wann hat er das gesagt?«

»Als er ausstieg.«

»Hat er noch etwas anderes gesagt?«

»Seinen Namen.«

Holmes warf mir einen schnellen triumphierenden Blick zu. 
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»So, er hat seinen Namen genannt? Das war aber sehr unvorsichtig. Welchen Namen hat er denn genannt?«

»Sein Name«, gab der Kutscher zur Antwort, »war Sherlock Holmes.«

Noch nie habe ich meinen Freund von etwas so überrascht gesehen wie von dieser Antwort des Kutschers. Einen Augenblick lang saß er in stummer Verblüffung. Dann brach er in ein herzliches Lachen aus. 

»Ein Treffer, Watson – ganz zweifellos ein Treffer!« sagte er. »Ich wittere einen Degen, der so bieg-sam und rasch ist wie mein eigener. Diesmal hat er es mir gut gegeben. Sein Name war also Sherlock Holmes, nicht wahr?«

»Ja, Sir, das war sein Name.«

»Ausgezeichnet! Sagen Sie mir, wo er eingestiegen ist und alles, was dann geschah.«

»Er hat mich um halb zehn am Trafalgar Square angehalten. Er sagte, er wäre Detektiv, und hat mir zwei Guineas versprochen, wenn ich den ganzen Tag lang alles tue, was er will, ohne Fragen zu stellen. 

Natürlich habe ich gern angenommen. Zuerst sind wir zum Northumberland Hotel gefahren und haben dort gewartet, bis zwei Gentlemen herausgekommen sind und einen Wagen genommen haben. Wir sind ihnen dann gefolgt, bis sie hier irgendwo ausgestiegen sind.«
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»Genau vor dieser Tür«, nickte Holmes. 

»Nun, ich konnte das nicht so genau wissen, aber ich glaube, mein Fahrgast hat einiges gewußt. Wir sind dann etwas weiter zurück in der Straße stehengeblieben und haben anderthalb Stunden gewartet. Dann sind die zwei Gentlemen an uns vorübergegangen, und wir sind ihnen die Baker Street entlang gefolgt und in die ....«

»Ich weiß«, sagte Holmes. 

»Bis wir drei Viertel der Regent Street hinter uns hatten. Dann hat mein Gentleman das Verdeck zu-rückgeklappt und mir zugerufen, ich sollte sofort so schnell wie möglich zur Waterloo Station fahren. Ich habe es meinem Klepper mit der Peitsche gegeben, und in weniger als zehn Minuten waren wir am Bahnhof. Dann hat er mir meine zwei Pfund gegeben, wie es sich gehört, und ist in den Bahnhof gegangen. Im letzten Augenblick hat er sich umgedreht und gesagt:

›Es könnte Sie interessieren zu wissen, daß Sie Mr. 

Sherlock Holmes gefahren haben.‹ So habe ich seinen Namen erfahren.«

»Aha. Und Sie haben nichts mehr von ihm gesehen?«

»Nachdem er den Bahnhof betreten hatte, nicht.«

»Und wie würden Sie Mister Sherlock Holmes beschreiben?«

Der Kutscher kratzte sich den Kopf. »Es ist nicht Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.456
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leicht, ihn zu beschreiben. Ich würde ihm an die vierzig Jahre geben, und er war mittelgroß, ungefähr zwei oder drei Zoll kleiner als Sie. Er war wie ein Stutzer gekleidet, und er hatte einen schwarzen, viereckig ge-trimmten Bart und ein blasses Gesicht. Mehr kann ich, glaube ich, nicht sagen.«

»Augenfarbe?«

»Nein, Sir, weiß ich nicht.«

»Sie können sich an nichts anderes erinnern?«

»Nein, Sir, nichts.«

»Nun, da ist Ihr halber Sovereign. Noch einer wartet auf Sie, wenn Sie mir weitere Informationen bringen können.«

»Gute Nacht, Sir, und danke sehr.«

John Clayton ging schmunzelnd weg, und Holmes wandte sich mit einem Achselzucken und einem enttäuschten Gesicht mir zu. 

»Da ist also unser dritter Faden gerissen, und wir sind wieder da, wo wir angefangen haben«, sagte er. 

»Ein gerissener Gauner! Er kannte unsere Hausnummer, wußte, daß Sir Henry Baskerville mich konsultiert hatte, hat mich in der Regent Street bemerkt, hat sich ausgerechnet, daß ich die Nummer des Wagens notiert hatte und den Kutscher finden würde, und schickt mir also diese freche Kampfansage. Ich sage Ihnen, Watson, diesmal haben es wir mit einem ebenbürtigen Gegner zu tun. Ich bin in London mattge-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.457
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setzt worden. Ich kann Ihnen für Devonshire nur mehr Glück wünschen. Aber mir ist gar nicht wohl dabei.«

»Weshalb nicht?«

»Weil ich Sie dort hinschicke. Es ist eine häßliche Angelegenheit, Watson, häßlich und gefährlich, und je mehr ich davon sehe, desto weniger gefällt sie mir. 

Ja, mein Lieber, Sie haben gut lachen, aber ich gebe Ihnen mein Wort, daß ich sehr froh sein werde, wenn Sie heil und gesund wieder in der Baker Street sind.«
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6. Baskerville Hall

Sir Henry Baskerville und Dr. Mortimer waren am festgesetzten Tag bereit, und wie vereinbart machten wir uns auf den Weg nach Devonshire. Mr. Sherlock Holmes fuhr mit mir zum Bahnhof und verabschiedete mich mit Maßregeln und Ratschlägen. 

»Ich möchte Sie nicht dadurch beeinflussen, daß ich Theorien oder einen Verdacht äußere, Watson«, sagte er. »Ich bitte Sie nur, mir die Fakten möglichst ausführlich zu melden und das Theoretisieren mir zu überlassen.«

»Welche Fakten?« fragte ich. 

»Alles, was sich, wie indirekt auch immer, auf unseren Fall beziehen könnte, und vor allem das Verhältnis des jungen Baskerville zu seinen Nachbarn, oder irgendwelche neuen Einzelheiten über den Tod von Sir Charles. Ich habe in den letzten Tagen selbst Nachforschungen darüber angestellt, aber ohne Ergebnis, fürchte ich. Nur eines scheint sicher zu sein, und zwar, daß Mr. James Desmond, der nächste Erbe, ein liebenswürdiger älterer Herr ist, von dem dieser Spuk sicher nicht ausgeht. Ich glaube wirklich, wir können ihn bei unseren Erwägungen völlig auslassen. 

Es bleiben die Leute, die Sir Henry Baskerville auf dem Moor gewissermaßen umgeben werden.«
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»Wäre es nicht besser, zu allererst das Ehepaar Barrymore zu entlassen?«

»Im Gegenteil. Man könnte keinen größeren Fehler begehen. Wenn sie unschuldig sind, wäre es eine grausame Ungerechtigkeit, und wenn sie schuldig sind, berauben wir uns damit jeder Möglichkeit, es ihnen zu beweisen. Nein, nein, wir werden sie auf unserer Liste der Verdächtigen weiterführen. Wenn ich mich recht erinnere, gibt es in Baskerville Hall einen Pferdeknecht. Dann sind da zwei Moorbauern, ferner unser Freund, Dr. Mortimer, den ich für aufrichtig halte, und seine Frau, von der wir nichts wissen. 

Dann dieser Naturforscher Stapleton und seine Schwester, die eine anziehende junge Dame sein soll. 

Mr. Frankland in Lafter Hall ist auch ein unbekannter Faktor, und es gibt noch einen oder zwei Nachbarn. 

Das sind die Menschen, die Sie sich genau ansehen müssen.«

»Ich werde mein Bestes tun.«

»Sie haben eine Waffe bei sich, nehme ich an.«

»Ja, ich dachte, es wäre wohl gut, eine mitzunehmen.«

»Ganz bestimmt. Tragen Sie Ihren Revolver Tag und Nacht bei sich und lassen Sie keine Vorsichtsmaßregel außer acht.«

Unsere Freunde hatten bereits ein Abteil erster Klasse belegt und erwarteten uns auf dem Bahnsteig. 
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»Nein, wir wissen nichts Neues«, antwortete Dr. 

Mortimer auf eine Frage Holmes'. »Eines aber kann ich beschwören: daß wir während der letzten zwei Tage nicht beschattet worden sind. Wir sind nie ausgegangen, ohne scharf aufzupassen, und niemand wäre unserer Aufmerksamkeit entgangen.«

»Sie sind immer zusammengeblieben, nehme ich an?«

»Immer, außer gestern nachmittag. Ich widme immer einen Tag dem reinen Amüsement, wenn ich in die Stadt komme, und den habe ich im Museum des College of Surgeons verbracht.«

»Und ich bin in den Park gegangen, um mir die Leute anzusehen«, sagte Baskerville. »Es hat aber keinerlei Ärger gegeben.«

»Trotzdem war das sehr unvorsichtig«, sagte Holmes. Er schüttelte den Kopf und blickte ernst drein. 

»Ich bitte Sie, Sir Henry, nie mehr allein auszugehen. 

Es könnte Ihnen sonst ein großes Unglück zustoßen. 

Haben Sie Ihren zweiten Schuh wiedergefunden?«

»Nein, der ist wohl endgültig verschwunden.«

»So? Das ist sehr interessant. Also, Good-bye«, fügte er hinzu, als der Zug den Bahnsteig entlangzug-leiten begann. »Denken Sie immer an einen der Sätze in dieser sonderbaren alten Legende die Dr. Mortimer uns vorgelesen hat, Sir Henry, und meiden Sie das Moor in jenen dunklen Stunden, in denen die Mächte Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.461
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des Bösen die Oberhand haben.«

Ich blickte zum Bahnsteig zurück, als wir ihn weit hinter uns gelassen hatten, und sah die große, nüchterne Gestalt von Holmes, der reglos dort stand und uns nachschaute. 

Die Reise verging rasch und angenehm; ich nutzte sie, mit meinen Gefährten besser bekanntzuwerden und mit Dr. Mortimers Spaniel zu spielen. Nach wenigen Stunden hatte die braune Erde eine rötliche Färbung angenommen, an Stelle der Ziegel trat Granit, und rote Kühe grasten auf Wiesen mit vielen Hecken, wo das saftige Gras und die üppigere Vegetation von einem reicheren, wenn auch feuchteren Klima zeugten. Der junge Baskerville blickte aufgeregt aus dem Fenster und ließ Ausrufe des Entzückens hören, als er die vertrauten Merkmale der Landschaft von Devonshire wiedererkannte. 

»Ich habe viel von der Welt gesehen, seit ich von hier fortgegangen bin, Dr. Watson«, sagte er, »aber ich habe nie etwas gefunden, was den Vergleich damit ausgehalten hätte.«

»Ich habe noch nie einen Menschen aus Devonshire gesehen, der nicht auf seine Grafschaft geschworen hätte«, bemerkte ich. 

»Es hängt genausoviel von der Abstammung eines Menschen wie von der Grafschaft ab«, sagte Dr. Mortimer. »Ein Blick auf unseren Freund hier verrät den Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.462
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runden Kopf des Kelten, der den keltischen Enthusi-asmus und die Gabe der Anhänglichkeit birgt. Der Schädel des armen Sir Charles gehörte einem seltenen Typus an, halb gälisch, halb irisch, was die Charakteristika angeht. Sie waren doch noch sehr jung, als Sie Baskerville Hall zum letzten Mal gesehen haben, nicht wahr?«

»Als mein Vater starb, war ich ein junger Bursche und hatte das Herrenhaus nie gesehen, denn wir lebten in einem kleinen Cottage an der Südküste. Und von da bin ich gleich nach Amerika gegangen. Ich sage Ihnen, für mich ist alles ebenso neu wie für Dr. Watson, und ich brenne darauf, das Moor zu sehen.«

»So? Nun, das ist ein leicht erfüllbarer Wunsch, denn hier ist das Moor«, sagte Dr. Mortimer. Er wies aus dem Fenster. 

Jenseits der grünen Gevierte der Felder und der sanften Biegung eines Waldes erhob sich in der Ferne ein grauer, melancholischer Hügel mit einer seltsam gezackten Kuppe, verschwommen und vage in der Entfernung wie eine phantastische Traumlandschaft. 

Baskerville saß lange da, seine Augen hingen an diesem Hügel, und ich las in seinem angespannten Gesicht, wie viel ihm dieser erste Anblick des merkwürdigen Fleckens Erde bedeutete, den Menschen seines Blutes so lange beherrscht und auf dem sie so tiefe Spuren hinterlassen hatten. Da saß er, in seinem Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.463
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Tweedanzug und mit seinem amerikanischen Akzent, in der Ecke eines prosaischen Eisenbahnabteils, und dennoch, als ich sein dunkles, ausdrucksvolles Gesicht betrachtete, fühlte ich mehr denn je, daß er ein echter Sproß einer langen Reihe heißblütiger, feuriger und herrischer Männer war. In seinen dichten Brauen, seinen vibrierenden Nasenflügeln und seinen großen, haselnußbraunen Augen lagen Stolz, Tapferkeit und Kraft. Wenn auf diesem unheimlichen Moor ein schweres und gefahrvolles Abenteuer vor uns lag, war dies wenigstens ein Kamerad, für den man etwas wagen konnte, im sicheren Gefühl, daß er die Gefahr tapfer teilen würde. 

Der Zug hielt an einer kleinen Station, und wir stiegen alle aus. Jenseits der niedrigen weißen Umzäu-nung stand ein offener Wagen mit zwei kleinen Pferden. Unsere Ankunft war offenbar ein großes Ereignis, denn Stationschef und Träger drängten sich, um unser Gepäck hinauszuschleppen. Es war ein hübscher, einfacher, ländlicher Ort, doch bemerkte ich zu meiner Überraschung, daß zwei soldatische Männer in dunklen Uniformen neben dem Eingang auf ihre kurzen Gewehre gestützt standen und uns scharf musterten, als wir an ihnen vorbeigingen. Der Kutscher, ein kleiner knorriger Mann mit hartem Gesichtsausdruck, begrüßte Sir Henry Baskerville, und einige Minuten später fuhren wir rasch die breite, weiße Land-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.464
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straße entlang. Wogendes Weideland stieg an beiden Seiten an, und alte Giebelhäuser lugten aus dichtem Laubwerk hervor, aber jenseits der friedlichen sonni-gen Landschaft ragte dunkel wider den Abendhimmel die lange, düstere Linie des Moors, unterbrochen von den zerklüfteten, unheimlichen Hügeln. 

Der Wagen bog in einen Seitenweg ein, und wir fuhren nun bergauf, durch tiefe, von den Rädern in Jahrhunderten ausgehöhlte Wege, mit steilen Bö-

schungen auf beiden Seiten, die von feuchtem Moos und üppigen Hirschzungen überwuchert waren. Rostfarbenes Farnkraut und buntscheckige Brombeersträucher schimmerten im Licht der untergehenden Sonne. 

Immer weiter bergauf überquerten wir eine schmale Brücke aus Granit und fuhren einen lauten Bach entlang, der schäumend und tosend zwischen den grauen Felsblöcken bergab schoß. Sowohl die Straße als auch der Bach wanden sich durch eine dicht mit Krüppeleichen und Tannen bewachsene Schlucht. Bei jeder Wegbiegung stieß Baskerville Rufe des Entzük-kens aus; er blickte eifrig um sich und stellte zahllose Fragen. In seinen Augen war alles wunderschön, für mich aber lag ein Hauch von Melancholie über der Landschaft, die so deutlich das Mal des schwindenden Jahres trug. Gelbe Blätter fielen auf uns nieder und bildeten einen dichten Teppich auf den Wegen. Das Rollen der Räder erstarb, als wir über zusammenge-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.465
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wehte, vermodernde Vegetation fuhren – wie mir schien, ein trauriger Willkommensgruß, den die Natur vor den Wagen des heimkehrenden Erben der Baskervilles streute. 

»Hallo«, rief Dr. Mortimer, »was ist denn das?«

Eine steile Erhebung heidekrautbewachsenen Bodens, ein Ausläufer des Moores, lag vor uns. Auf der Höhe, hart und klar wie ein Reiterstandbild, hielt ein berittener Soldat, streng und dunkel, das Gewehr schußbereit auf dem Unterarm. Er bewachte die Straße, auf der wir fuhren. 

»Was soll das bedeuten, Perkins?« fragte Dr. Mortimer. 

Unser Kutscher wandte sich halb um. 

»Ein Sträfling ist aus Princetown ausgebrochen, Sir. Schon vor drei Tagen, und die Gefängniswärter bewachen jede Straße und jeden Bahnhof, aber man hat noch keine Spur von ihm gesehen. Die Bauern hier mögen das gar nicht, Sir, das können Sie wohl annehmen.«

»Ich dachte, sie bekommen fünf Pfund, wenn sie einen Hinweis geben können?«

»Ja, Sir, aber fünf Pfund sind wenig im Vergleich zu der Möglichkeit, die Kehle durchgeschnitten zu kriegen. Wissen Sie, das ist kein gewöhnlicher Sträfling. Das ist ein Mann, der vor nichts zurückschreckt.«
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»Wer ist es denn?«

»Es ist Seiden, der Mörder von Notting Hill.«

Ich erinnerte mich genau an den Fall, denn er war einer von denen, die Holmes besonders interessiert hatten, wegen der ausgesuchten Grausamkeit des Verbrechens und der zügellosen Brutalität, die alle Taten des Mörders kennzeichnete. Die Begnadigung von der Todesstrafe zu lebenslänglichem Gefängnis verdankte der Verurteilte nur dem Zweifel an seiner Zurechnungsfähigkeit, so gräßlich waren all seine Taten gewesen. Unser Wagen hatte eine Steigung überwunden, und vor uns ragte die weite Fläche des Moors auf, mit knotigen und schroffen  cairns 9 und  tors.  10

Ein kalter Wind wehte von ihnen herab und ließ uns frösteln. Irgendwo da auf der trostlosen Ebene lauerte dieser tückische Mann, wie ein wildes Tier in eine Höhle verkrochen, das Herz voller Rächegelüste gegen die ganze Menschheit, die ihn ausgestoßen hatte. Mehr als dies war nicht nötig, um die grimmige Bedeutsamkeit der kargen Einöde, des eisigen Windes und des sich verdüsternden Himmels zu vollenden. 

Sogar Baskerville verstummte und hüllte sich enger in seinen Mantel. 

Wir hatten das fruchtbare Land hinter und unter uns gelassen. Nun blickten wir darauf zurück; die schrägen Strahlen der niedrigstehenden Sonne ver-wandelten die Flüsse in goldene Fäden und glommen Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.467
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auf der vom Pflug aufgeworfenen roten Erde und dem dichten Gewirr der Waldungen. Die Straße vor uns wurde öder und unwegsamer, zwischen ausgedehnten rötlichen und olivfarbenen Abhängen, die mit riesigen Felsblöcken übersät waren. Hin und wieder fuhren wir an einem Moorland-Cottage vorbei, mit Dach und Mauern aus Stein, ohne Kletterpflanzen, die die schroffen Umrisse gemildert hätten. Plötzlich sahen wir in eine schalenförmige Mulde hinab, wie mit Flik-ken übersät von verkümmerten und durch viele Jahre wütender Stürme verbogenen Eichen und Tannen. 

Zwei hohe, schmale Türme erhoben sich über die Bäume. Der Kutscher deutete mit der Peitsche. 

»Baskerville Hall«, sagte er. 

Der neue Besitzer war aufgestanden und blickte mit geröteten Wangen und blitzenden Augen dorthin. Einige Minuten später hatten wir das Parktor erreicht, ein schmiedeeisernes Labyrinth phantastischen Maß-

werks zwischen verwitterten, flechtenüberzogenen Pfeilern, die von den Eberköpfen des baskervilleschen Wappens gekrönt waren. Das Pförtnerhaus war eine Ruine aus schwarzem Granit und nackten Sparren; ihm gegenüber sah man ein halbfertiges neues Gebäu-de, die erste Frucht von Sir Charles' südafrikanischem Gold. 

Wir fuhren durch das Tor in die Allee ein, in der die Räder abermals lautlos im Laub versanken, und Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.468
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die alten Bäume vereinten ihre Äste über unseren Köpfen zu einem dunklen Tunnel. Baskerville fuhr fröstelnd zusammen, als er die lange, finstere Auffahrt hinaufsah, an deren Ende wie ein Geist das Haus schimmerte. 

»War es hier?« fragte er leise. 

»Nein, nein, die Eibenallee liegt auf der anderen Seite.«

Der junge Erbe sah sich mit düsterem Gesicht um. 

»Es ist kein Wunder, wenn mein Onkel fühlte, daß ihm an einem Ort wie diesem etwas zustoßen würde«, sagte er. »Jeden Menschen würde hier das Grauen ankommen. Innerhalb von sechs Monaten werde ich hier eine Reihe elektrischer Laternen anbringen lassen, und mit einer Tausendwattlampe direkt vor dem Haustor werden Sie das alles nicht wiedererkennen.«

Die Allee mündete auf einen großen Rasenplatz, und vor uns lag das Haus. Im schwindenden Licht konnte ich erkennen, daß der Mitteltrakt einen massiven Block bildete, aus dem eine Vorhalle sprang. Die ganze Front war von Efeu verhüllt; da und dort gab es einen Ausschnitt, wo ein Fenster oder ein steinernes Wappen den dunklen Schleier durchbrach. Aus diesem Mittelblock ragten die Zwillingstürme empor, uralt, von Zinnen gekrönt und durchbrochen von vielen Schießscharten. Rechts und links der Türme lagen die neueren Flügel aus schwarzem Granit. Trübes Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.469
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Licht fiel aus den Fenstern mit ihren schweren Mittel-pfosten, und aus den hohen Kaminen, die sich von dem steilen, spitzwinkligen Dach erhoben, stieg eine einzige schwarze Rauchsäule empor. 

»Willkommen, Sir Henry! Willkommen in Baskerville Hall.«

Ein hochgewachsener Mann war aus dem Schatten der Vorhalle getreten, um die Wagentür zu öffnen. 

Die Gestalt einer Frau zeichnete sich vor dem gelben Licht der Halle ab. Sie kam heraus und half dem Mann, unsere Taschen vom Wagen zu heben. 

»Sie verzeihen, wenn ich geradewegs nach Hause fahre, Sir Henry«, sagte Dr. Mortimer. »Meine Frau erwartet mich.«

»Sie werden doch zum Essen bleiben?«

»Nein, ich muß nach Hause. Ich bin sicher, daß mich viel Arbeit erwartet. Ich würde gern bleiben, um Ihnen das Haus zu zeigen, aber Barrymore wird Ihnen ein besserer Führer sein als ich. Good-bye, und zö-

gern Sie weder bei Tag noch bei Nacht, mich zu rufen, wenn Sie mich brauchen.«

Das Rollen der Räder verklang, als Sir Henry und ich in die Halle traten, und hinter uns fiel die Tür schwer zu. Wir fanden uns in einem schönen Raum wieder, groß, luftig und versehen mit einer Vielzahl riesiger Deckenbalken aus Eiche, vom Alter geschwärzt. In dem großen, altertümlichen Kamin pras-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.470
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selte und knisterte ein Holzfeuer hinter den massigen eisernen Feuerböcken. Sir Henry und ich wärmten unsere Hände daran, denn wir waren von der langen Fahrt starr. Dann blickten wir uns um und sahen die hohen, schmalen Fenster aus buntem Glas, die Eichentäfelung, die Hirschköpfe, die Wappen an den Wänden, alles matt und schattig im gedämpften Licht der Lampe in der Mitte des Raumes. 

»Es ist genau so, wie ich es mir vorgestellt habe«, sagte Sir Henry. »Ist es nicht das Urbild eines alten Familiensitzes? Wenn man bedenkt, daß es dasselbe Herrenhaus ist, in dem meine Ahnen fünfhundert Jahre lang gewohnt haben! Mir wird ganz feierlich zumute, wenn ich daran denke.«

Ich sah, wie sein dunkles Gesicht sich in jungenhafter Begeisterung aufhellte, als er um sich blickte. 

Das Licht fiel auf ihn, dort, wo er stand, aber lange dunkle Schatten glitten von den Wänden herab und hingen über ihm wie ein schwarzer Baldachin. Barrymore hatte unser Gepäck auf die Zimmer gebracht und war zurückgekommen. Er stand nun vor uns mit der unaufdringlichen Haltung eines gut ausgebildeten Dieners. Er sah bemerkenswert aus, groß und hübsch, mit einem eckigen schwarzen Bart und blassen, vornehmen Gesichtszügen. 

»Wünschen Sie, daß das Dinner sofort aufgetragen wird, Sir?«
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»Ist es fertig?«

»In einigen Minuten, Sir. Sie finden heißes Wasser in Ihren Zimmern. Meine Frau und ich werden sehr glücklich sein, Sir Henry, in Ihren Diensten zu bleiben, bis Sie Ihre Anordnungen getroffen haben, aber Sie werden verstehen, daß unter den neuen Umständen das Haus wesentlich mehr Personal benötigen wird.«

»Welche neuen Umstände?«

»Ich meinte nur, Sir, daß Sir Charles ein sehr zu-rückgezogenes Leben geführt hat, und wir konnten für die Erfüllung seiner Bedürfnisse sorgen. Sie aber werden natürlich den Wunsch nach mehr Geselligkeit haben und daher Veränderungen im Haushalt benötigen.«

»Wollen Sie damit sagen, daß Sie und Ihre Frau gehen wollen?«

»Erst zu einem Ihnen genehmen Zeitpunkt, Sir.«

»Aber Ihre Familie ist doch seit vielen Generationen bei uns gewesen, nicht wahr? Es täte mir leid, mein Leben hier damit zu beginnen, daß ich eine alte Familienverbindung abbreche.«

Ich meinte, Zeichen von Gemütsbewegung im blassen Gesicht des Butlers wahrzunehmen. 

»Ich empfinde das Gleiche, Sir, und meine Frau ebenfalls. Aber, um die Wahrheit zu sagen, Sir, haben wir beide sehr an Sir Charles gehangen, und sein Tod Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.472
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hat uns einen Schock versetzt und diese Umgebung für uns sehr schmerzlich gemacht. Ich fürchte, wir werden uns in Baskerville Hall nie mehr wirklich wohl fühlen.«

»Aber was wollen Sie tun?«

»Ich zweifle nicht daran, Sir, daß wir uns mit Erfolg in irgendeinem Geschäft einrichten können. Sir Charles' Großzügigkeit hat uns die Mittel dazu gegeben. Und nun, Sir, sollte ich Ihnen wohl Ihre Zimmer zeigen.«

Eine Doppeltreppe führte zu einer geräumigen Galerie mit Geländer, die um den oberen Teil der alten Halle lief. Von diesem Mittelpunkt aus erstreckten sich zwei lange Korridore durch das gesamte Gebäu-de; an diesen Fluren lagen alle Schlafräume. Der meine befand sich im gleichen Flügel wie Baskervilles, und zwar fast nebenan. Diese Räume schienen viel moderner als der mittlere Teil des Hauses, und helle Tapeten und zahlreiche Kerzen taten einiges, um den trüben Eindruck zu verwischen, den unsere Ankunft auf mein Gemüt gemacht hatte. 

Der Speisesaal jedoch, der sich von der Halle aus erschloß, war ein Ort des Schattens und der Düsternis. Der Raum war langgestreckt, eine Stufe trennte die Estrade, wo die Familie zu sitzen pflegte, vom unteren Teil, der dem Gesinde vorbehalten war. Eine Galerie für Spielleute befand sich an einer Kopfseite. 
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Schwarze Balken zogen sich über unseren Köpfen entlang, dahinter eine rauchgeschwärzte Decke. Reihen flammender Fackeln zur Beleuchtung, die Farben und die derbe Fröhlichkeit eines Banketts aus alter Zeit mochten die Stimmung gemildert haben; nun jedoch, da zwei schwarzgekleidete Gentlemen im engen Lichtkreis einer beschirmten Lampe saßen, waren die Stimmen leise und das Gemüt bedrückt. Eine vage Reihe von Ahnen, vom elisabethanischen Ritter bis zum Regency-Stutzer, starrte auf uns herab und schüchterte uns durch ihre schweigsame Gesellschaft ein. Wir sprachen wenig, und ich zumindest war froh, als das Mahl vorüber war und wir uns in das moderne Billardzimmer zurückziehen und eine Zigarette rauchen konnten. 

»Das ist wirklich kein besonders fröhlicher Ort«, sagte Sir Henry. »Ich nehme an, daß man sich hier einleben kann, aber im Augenblick fühle ich mich ein wenig unbehaglich. Ich wundere mich nicht, daß mein Onkel ein bißchen nervös davon geworden ist, als er ganz allein in solch einem Haus lebte. Immerhin, wenn es Ihnen paßt, werden wir uns heute abend früh zurückziehen, und vielleicht sehen die Dinge morgens freundlicher aus.«

Ehe ich zu Bett ging, zog ich die Vorhänge auseinander und blickte aus dem Fenster. Es schaute auf die grasbewachsene Fläche vor dem Portal hinaus. Dahin-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.474
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ter schwankten zwei buschige Baumgruppen ächzend im aufkommenden Wind. Ein halber Mond brach durch die Fetzen fliehender Wolken. In seinem kalten Licht sah ich jenseits der Bäume einen schartigen Felssaum und die lange, flache Krümmung des melancholischen Moors. Ich zog die Vorhänge zu und fühl-te, daß dieser mein letzter Eindruck zu den anderen paßte. 

Und doch war dieser Eindruck nicht der allerletzte. 

Ich war müde, aber trotzdem wach, warf mich ruhelos von einer Seite auf die andere auf der Suche nach Schlaf, der doch nicht kommen wollte. In der Ferne schlug eine Uhr die Viertelstunden, aber sonst lag Totenstille über dem alten Haus. Und dann, plötzlich, in der nächtlichen Stille klar, laut und unverkennbar, drang ein Geräusch an mein Ohr. Es war das Schluchzen einer Frau, das erstickte, würgende Ächzen eines Menschen, der von einem nicht zu unterdrückenden Kummer zerrissen wird. Ich richtete mich im Bett auf und horchte angestrengt. Das Geräusch konnte nicht von weither kommen und war bestimmt im Hause selbst. Eine halbe Stunde lang saß ich so mit angespannten Nerven, aber ich hörte nichts anderes mehr als die Schläge der Uhr und das Geraschel des Efeus an der Mauer. 
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7. Die Stapletons von Merripit House Die frische Schönheit des folgenden Morgens tat einiges, aus unserem Gemüt den grimmen und grauen Eindruck zu tilgen, den unsere ersten Erfahrungen in Baskerville Hall bei uns beiden hinterlassen hatten. 

Während Sir Henry und ich beim Frühstück saßen, flutete das Sonnenlicht durch die hohen, unterteilten Fenster herein und warf wässerige Farbflecken, vermöge der die Fenster bedeckenden Wappen. Die dunkle Täfelung glomm wie Bronze in den goldenen Strahlen, und es war schwer zu glauben, daß es derselbe Raum war, der am Abend vorher unsere Seelen mit solcher Düsternis geschlagen hatte. 

»Ich glaube, wir selbst sind daran schuld und nicht das Haus!« sagte der Baronet. »Wir waren müde von der Reise und durchgefroren von der Fahrt, und deswegen haben wir alles grau in grau gesehen. Nun sind wir frisch und ausgeruht, und deshalb ist alles wieder fröhlich.«

»Und dennoch war es nicht nur eine Frage der Ein-bildung«, antwortete ich. »Haben Sie zum Beispiel jemanden, ich glaube, eine Frau, im Lauf der Nacht schluchzen hören?«

»Das ist seltsam; ich habe mir nämlich, als ich fast eingeschlafen war, eingebildet, etwas dergleichen zu Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.476
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hören. Ich habe eine ganze Weile gewartet, aber nichts mehr davon gehört und deswegen geschlossen, es müsse ein Traum gewesen sein.«

»Ich habe es ganz deutlich gehört und bin sicher, daß es wirklich das Schluchzen einer Frau war.«

»Wir müssen uns gleich danach erkundigen.«

Er läutete und fragte Barrymore, ob er uns das, was wir gehört hatten, erklären könne. Mir schien, daß die blassen Züge des Butlers noch blasser wurden, als er der Frage seines Herrn lauschte. 

»Es sind nur zwei Frauen hier im Haus, Sir Henry«, antwortete er. »Eine davon ist das Küchenmädchen, das im anderen Flügel schläft. Die andere ist meine Frau, und ich kann versichern, daß dieses Geräusch nicht von ihr gekommen ist.«

Und doch log er, als er dies sagte, denn es traf sich, daß ich nach dem Frühstück Mrs. Barrymore im langen Korridor begegnete; die Sonne fiel ihr voll ins Gesicht. Sie war eine große, beherrschte Frau mit kräftigen Gesichtszügen und einem strengen, verschlossenen Ausdruck um den Mund. Aber ihre Augen waren verräterisch gerötet, und sie blickte mich aus geschwollenen Lidern an. Also war sie es gewesen, die in der Nacht geweint hatte, und wenn es so war, mußte ihr Mann es doch wissen. Trotzdem hatte er die offensichtliche Gefahr, ertappt zu werden, auf sich genommen, als er erklärte, daß sie es nicht Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.477
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gewesen sei. Warum hatte er das getan? Und warum hatte sie so bitterlich geschluchzt? Um diesen blassen, gutaussehenden, schwarzbärtigen Mann schien sich bereits eine Atmosphäre von Rätsel und Düsternis zu verdichten. Er war es gewesen, der als erster die Leiche von Sir Charles gefunden hatte, und für alle Um-stände, die zum Tod des alten Mannes geführt, hatten wir allein sein Wort. War es vielleicht doch Barrymore gewesen, den wir in der Regent Street im Wagen gesehen hatten? Der Bart konnte sehr wohl derselbe sein. Der Kutscher hatte zwar einen etwas kleineren Mann beschrieben, aber solch ein Eindruck mochte durchaus ein Irrtum gewesen sein. Wie konnte ich diesen Punkt endgültig klären? Offensichtlich war es das Wichtigste, den Postmeister in Grimpen aufzusuchen und festzustellen, ob das Probetelegramm wirklich Barrymore selbst ausgehändigt worden war. Wie auch die Antwort lauten mochte, ich würde Sherlock Holmes jedenfalls etwas zu berichten haben. 

Sir Henry hatte nach dem Frühstück zahlreiche Papiere zu sichten, so daß die Zeit für meinen Ausflug günstig war. Es war ein angenehmer Spaziergang von vier Meilen am Rande des Moors entlang, der mich schließlich zu einem kleinen, grauen Weiler brachte, in welchem zwei größere Gebäude, nämlich das Gasthaus und Dr. Mortimers Haus, hoch über die anderen hinausragten. Der Postmeister, der gleichzeitig der Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.478
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Gemischtwarenhändler des Dorfes war, erinnerte sich genau an das Telegramm. 

»Gewiß, Sir«, sagte er, »ich habe Mr. Barrymore das Telegramm übergeben lassen, ganz wie angewiesen.«

»Wer hat es übergeben?«

»Mein Sohn hier. James, du hast letzte Woche das Telegramm an Mr. Barrymore in der Hall abgegeben, nicht wahr?«

»Ja, Vater, ich habe es abgegeben.«

»An Mr. Barrymore selbst?« fragte ich. 

»Also, er war da gerade in diesem Augenblick auf dem Boden, deshalb konnte ich es ihm nicht persönlich geben, ich habe es aber Mrs. Barrymore gegeben, und sie hat versprochen, es ihm sofort zu bringen.«

»Hast du Mr. Barrymore gesehen?«

»Nein, Sir, ich sage Ihnen ja, er war auf dem Boden.«

»Wieso weißt du, daß er auf dem Boden war, wenn du ihn nicht gesehen hast?«

»Na, seine eigene Frau wird doch wissen, wo er ist«, sagte der Postmeister gereizt. »Hat er das Telegramm nicht bekommen? Wenn ein Irrtum unterlaufen ist, muß Mr. Barrymore seine Beschwerde selbst vorbringen.«

Es schien hoffnungslos, die Untersuchung weiterzuführen, aber es war klar, daß wir trotz Holmes' List Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.479
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keinen Beweis dafür hatten, daß Barrymore zu jener Zeit nicht in London gewesen war. Angenommen, er sei dort gewesen – angenommen, der gleiche Mann, der als letzter Sir Charles lebend gesehen hatte, sei der erste gewesen, der den neuen Erben bei seiner Rückkehr nach England beschattet hatte. Was dann? 

War er ein Werkzeug anderer, oder hatte er eigene finstere Pläne? Welches Interesse konnte er daran haben, die Familie Baskerville zu verfolgen? Ich dachte an die absonderliche, aus dem Leitartikel der Times  herausgeschnittene Warnung, War das sein Werk oder das eines anderen, der seine Machenschaften vereiteln wollte? Das einzige einleuchtende Motiv war das von Sir Henry erwogene, daß, wenn die Familie verscheucht werden konnte, den Barrymores ein bequemes und dauerhaftes Heim sicher wäre. Doch könnte sicherlich auch eine solche Erklärung die hintergründigen und verschlagenen Machenschaften nicht völlig erfassen, die ein unsichtbares Netz um den jungen Baskerville zu spinnen schienen. Holmes selbst hatte zugegeben, in der ganzen langen Serie seiner sensationellen Kachforschungen keinen ähnlich verwickelten Fall gehabt zu haben. Als ich die einsame, graue Straße zurückging, betete ich, mein Freund möge bald seiner Verpflichtungen ledig und im Stande sein, hierherzureisen, um die schwere Bürde der Verantwortung von meinen Schultern zu nehmen. 

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.480

7. Die Stapletons von Merripit House Doyle-WA Bd. 3, 80

Plötzlich wurden meine Gedanken durch das Ge-räusch eilender Schritte hinter mir und durch eine Stimme unterbrochen, die mich beim Namen rief. Ich wandte mich um, in der Annahme, Dr. Mortimer zu sehen, aber zu meiner Überraschung war es ein Fremder, der mich verfolgte. Es war ein kleiner, schlanker, glattrasierter Mann mit einem blasierten Gesichtsausdruck, flachshaarig und mit hageren Wangen, zwischen dreißig und vierzig Jahre alt; er trug einen grauen Anzug und einen Strohhut. Eine Botanisiertrommel hing über seiner Schulter, und in einer Hand hielt er ein grünes Schmetterlingsnetz. 

»Sie werden mir meine Zudringlichkeit hoffentlich verzeihen, Dr. Watson«, sagte er, als er mich keuchend erreichte. »Wir hier auf dem Moor sind einfache Leute und warten nicht auf förmliche Vorstellungen. Sie haben von unserem gemeinsamen Freund Mortimer meinen Namen vielleicht schon gehört. Ich bin Stapleton, von Merripit House.«

»Ihre Trommel und Ihr Netz hätten mir das ohnehin verraten«, sagte ich; ich wußte ja, daß Mr. Stapleton Naturforscher war. »Aber woher wußten Sie, wer ich bin?«

»Ich war gerade bei Mortimer, und er hat Sie mir aus dem Fenster seiner Praxis gezeigt, als Sie vorbeigegangen sind. Da wir denselben Weg haben, dachte ich, ich könnte Sie einholen und mich vorstellen. Ich Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.481
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hoffe, daß Sir Henry die Reise gut überstanden hat?«

»Es geht ihm sehr gut, danke.«

»Wir hatten alle befürchtet, daß nach Sir Charles' 

traurigem Tod der neue Baronet es ablehnen könnte, hier zu leben. Es ist ja von einem wohlhabenden Mann viel verlangt, herzukommen und sich an so einem Ort zu vergraben, aber ich brauche Ihnen wohl nicht zu sagen, daß es für das Land hier sehr wichtig ist. Ich nehme an, Sir Henry entwickelt in dieser Angelegenheit keine abergläubische Angst?«

»Das halte ich nicht für wahrscheinlich.«

»Sie kennen natürlich die Legende von dem Höllenhund, der die Familie verfolgt?«

»Ich habe sie gehört.«

»Es ist bemerkenswert, wie leichtgläubig die Bauern hier herum sind! Eine ganze Anzahl von ihnen ist bereit zu schwören, daß sie ein solches Wesen auf dem Moor gesehen haben.« Er lächelte, während er sprach, aber in seinen Augen meinte ich zu sehen, daß er die Sache viel ernster auffaßte. »Die Geschichte hat Sir Charles' Phantasie gefangengenommen, und ich zweifle nicht daran, daß sie zu seinem tragischen Ende geführt hat.«

»Aber wie?«

»Seine Nerven waren so überreizt, daß der Anblick des ersten besten Hundes eine unheilvolle Wirkung auf sein geschwächtes Herz haben konnte. Ich glaube, Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.482
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daß er in jener letzten Nacht wirklich irgend etwas derartiges in der Eibenallee gesehen hat. Ich habe be-fürchtet, daß sich ein schreckliches Unheil ereignen könnte, denn ich mochte den alten Herrn sehr gern und wußte, daß sein Herz schwach war.«

»Woher wußten Sie das?«

»Mein Freund Mortimer hat es mir gesagt.«

»Sie meinen also, daß irgendein Hund Sir Charles verfolgt hat und er aus Schrecken darüber gestorben ist?«

»Haben Sie eine bessere Erklärung?«

»Ich bin noch zu keinem Schluß gekommen.«

»Mr. Sherlock Holmes vielleicht?«

Die Worte raubten mir für einen Augenblick den Atem, aber ein Blick in das gelassene Gesicht und die ruhigen Augen meines Begleiters zeigte mir, daß er keine Überrumpelung beabsichtigt hatte. 

»Es hat keinen Sinn, Ihnen vorzutäuschen, daß wir Sie nicht kennen, Dr. Watson«, sagte er. »Die Taten Ihres Detektivs sind bis zu uns gedrungen, und Sie konnten ihn nicht feiern, ohne selbst bekannt zu werden. Als Mortimer mir Ihren Namen sagte, konnte er Ihre Identität nicht leugnen. Wenn Sie hier sind, folgt daraus, daß Mr. Sherlock Holmes sich für die Sache interessiert, und ich bin natürlich neugierig zu wissen, was er davon hält.«

»Ich fürchte, daß ich diese Frage nicht beantworten Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.483
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kann.«

»Darf ich fragen, ob er selbst uns mit einem Besuch beehren wird?«

»Augenblicklich kann er London nicht verlassen; er ist mit anderen Fällen beschäftigt, die seine ganze Aufmerksamkeit beanspruchen.«

»Wie schade! Er könnte doch einiges erhellen, das für uns so dunkel ist. Was aber Ihre eigenen Nachforschungen betrifft: Wenn ich Ihnen in irgendeiner Weise behilflich sein kann, so bitte ich Sie, über mich zu verfügen. Wenn ich eine Ahnung von der Art Ihrer Verdachtsmomente hätte oder davon, wie Sie Ihre Nachforschungen betreiben, könnte ich Ihnen vielleicht sofort Hilfe oder Rat geben.«

»Ich versichere Ihnen, daß ich hier einfach zu Besuch bei meinem Freund Sir Henry bin und keinerlei Rat oder Hilfe brauche!«

»Ausgezeichnet!« sagte Stapleton. »Sie haben ganz recht, vorsichtig und verschwiegen zu sein. Ihre Zu-rechtweisung ist vollkommen am Platz, denn ich merke, daß ich eine unentschuldbare Aufdringlichkeit begangen habe, und ich verspreche Ihnen, diese Angelegenheit nicht mehr zu erwähnen.«

Wir waren an eine Stelle gekommen, wo ein schmaler, grasbewachsener Pfad von der Straße ab-zweigte und sich über das Moor in die Ferne wand. 

Zur Rechten lag ein steiler, mit Felsblöcken besäter Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.484
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Hügel, der in früherer Zeit als Granitsteinbruch gedient hatte. Die uns zugekehrte Seite bildete eine dunkle Klippe, in deren Nischen Farnkräuter und Brombeersträucher wuchsen. In der Ferne, jenseits einer Anhöhe, schwebte eine graue Rauchfeder. 

»Ein kleiner Spaziergang über diesen Moorpfad bringt uns nach Merripit House«, sagte Stapleton. 

»Vielleicht haben Sie ein Stündchen Zeit, dann könn-te ich mir das Vergnügen machen, Sie meiner Schwester vorzustellen.«

Mein erster Gedanke war, daß ich an Sir Henrys Seite sein sollte. Aber dann erinnerte ich mich an den Berg von Papieren und Rechnungen auf seinem Tisch. 

Dabei konnte ich ihm sicherlich nicht helfen. Und au-

ßerdem hatte mir Holmes ausdrücklich aufgetragen, die Nachbarn auf dem Moor kennenzulernen. Ich nahm also Stapletons Einladung an, und wir gingen den Pfad entlang. 

»Dieses Moor ist eine wunderbare Gegend«, sagte er; er schaute über die Dünung der Hügel, lange grüne Wogen mit Kämmen von zerklüftetem Granit, die zu phantastischen Brandungen aufschäumten. »Man wird des Moors nie überdrüssig. Sie können sich nicht vorstellen, welche wunderbaren Geheimnisse es birgt. Es ist so weitläufig und so öde und so rätselhaft.«

»Sie scheinen es gut zu kennen?«

»Ich bin erst seit zwei Jahren hier. Die Einheimi-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.485
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schen würden mich einen Neuankömmling nennen. 

Wir sind hergekommen, kurz nachdem sich Sir Charles niedergelassen hatte. Aber meine Liebhaberei hat mich dazu gebracht, die ganze Gegend zu durchfor-schen, und ich glaube, daß es wenige Leute gibt, die das Moor besser kennen als ich.«

»Ist es denn so schwer kennenzulernen?«

»Sehr schwer. Sehen Sie zum Beispiel die weite Ebene dort im Norden, aus der diese sonderbaren Hügel herausragen. Fällt Ihnen irgend etwas Besonderes daran auf?«

»Es müßte ein herrlicher Boden für einen guten Galopp sein.«

»Das ist ein ganz natürlicher Gedanke, der viele das Leben gekostet hat. Sehen Sie die hellgrünen Flecken, mit denen die Ebene besät ist?«

»Ja, sie sind anscheinend fruchtbarer als der Rest.«

Stapleton lachte. »Das ist der große Grimpen-Sumpf«, sagte er. »Dort bedeutet ein falscher Tritt den Tod für Mensch und Tier. Erst gestern habe ich eines der Moorponys hineingeraten sehen. Es kam nicht mehr heraus. Ich sah seinen Kopf noch eine ganze Weile aus dem Sumpfloch ragen, aber dann ist es doch hinabgesogen worden. Sogar in den trockenen Jahreszeiten ist er gefährlich zu überqueren, aber nach diesen Herbstregen ist er ein schrecklicher Ort. Und doch kann ich meinen Weg ins Innerste finden und le-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.486
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bend zurückkommen. Herrgott, da ist wieder eines dieser unglückseligen Ponys!«

Etwas Braunes wälzte und warf sich im grünen Schilf hin und her. Dann reckte sich ein langer verdrehter Hals in Todesqualen empor, und ein grauenhafter Schrei gellte über das Moor. Ich fror vor Entsetzen; die Nerven meines Begleiters schienen jedoch stärker zu sein als meine. 

»Da geht es hin!« sagte er. »Der Sumpf hat es verschlungen. Zwei innerhalb zweier Tage, und vielleicht noch mehr, denn sie gewöhnen sich bei trockenem Wetter daran, dort zu weiden und kennen den Unterschied nicht, bis sie dann eben der Sumpf verschlingt. 

Ein schlimmer Ort, der große Grimpen-Sumpf.«

»Und Sie sagen, Sie können ihn überqueren?«

»Ja, es gibt einen oder zwei Pfade, die ein sehr geschickter Mann nehmen kann. Ich habe sie gefunden.«

»Aber warum wollen Sie denn einen so schrecklichen Ort betreten?«

»Sehen Sie da hinten diese Hügel? Es sind eigentlich Inseln, die auf allen Seiten von dem unwegsamen Sumpf abgeschnitten sind, der sie im Lauf der Jahre kriechend umgeben hat. Dort finden sich die selten-sten Pflanzen und Schmetterlinge, wenn man hinzukommen weiß.«

»Eines Tages werde ich mein Glück versuchen.«

Er blickte mich überrascht an. »Schlagen Sie sich Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.487

7. Die Stapletons von Merripit House Doyle-WA Bd. 3, 85

das um Gottes willen aus dem Kopf«, sagte er. »Ihr Blut käme dann über mein Haupt. Ich versichere Ihnen, daß Sie nicht die geringste Chance haben, lebend zurückzukommen. Ich selbst kann es nur, indem ich mich an bestimmte komplizierte Merkzeichen erinnere.«

»Hallo«, rief ich. »Was ist denn das?«

Ein langer, leiser Klagelaut von unbeschreiblicher Trauer strich über das Moor. Er füllte die ganze Luft, und doch war es unmöglich, zu sagen, woher er kam. 

Von einem dumpfen Murmeln schwoll er zu einem tiefen Grollen an und sank dann wieder zu einem melancholischen, bebenden Murmeln ab. Stapleton blickte mich mit einem sonderbaren Gesichtsausdruck an. 

»Unheimlicher Ort, das Moor!« sagte er. 

»Was kann das nur sein?«

»Die Bauern sagen, es sei der Hund der Baskervilles, der nach seinem Opfer heult. Ich habe es schon ein- oder zweimal gehört, aber so laut noch nie.«

Mit einem Hauch von Furcht im Herzen schaute ich um mich, auf die weite, ansteigende Fläche mit den grünen Binsenflecken. Im ganzen Umkreis regte sich nichts außer einigen Raben, die auf einem  tor  hinter uns laut krächzten. 

»Sie sind doch ein gebildeter Mensch. Sie können doch nicht wirklich an einen solchen Unsinn glau-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.488
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ben?« fragte ich. »Was könnte denn nach Ihrer Meinung die Ursache dieser seltsamen Laute sein?«

»Sümpfe bringen manchmal merkwürdige Geräusche hervor. Wenn der Schlick sich setzt oder das Wasser steigt oder sonst irgend etwas.«

»Nein, nein, das war die Stimme eines Lebewesens.«

»Nun ja, vielleicht. Haben Sie je eine Rohrdommel schreien hören?«

»Nein, niemals.«

»Ein sehr seltener Vogel – in England jetzt so gut wie ausgestorben, aber auf dem Moor ist alles möglich. Ja, ich wäre nicht erstaunt, wenn das, was wir eben gehört haben, der Schrei der letzten Rohrdommel war.«

»Es war der unheimlichste, seltsamste Laut, den ich in meinem Leben gehört habe.«

»Ja, es ist schon eine unheimliche Gegend. Schauen Sie mal auf diese Hügel. Was halten Sie davon?«

Der ganze steile Abhang war von wenigstens einem Dutzend kreisrunder grauer Steinringe bedeckt. 

»Was ist das? Schafhürden?«

»Nein, das sind die Heimstätten unserer werten Vorfahren. Das Moor war dicht von prähistorischen Menschen besiedelt, und da seither kaum jemand hier gewohnt hat, finden wir all ihre Einrichtungen genau so, wie sie sie verlassen haben. Dies hier sind ihre ab-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.489
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gedeckten Wigwams. Sie können ihre Herde und ihre Ruhelager sehen, wenn Sie neugierig genug sind, hineinzugehen.«

»Aber das ist ja ein größerer Ort. Wann war er bewohnt?«

»Neusteinzeit, ohne genauere Jahreszahl.«

»Was haben die Bewohner gemacht?«

»Sie haben ihr Vieh auf diesen Abhängen geweidet und gelernt, nach Zinn zu graben, als das Bronze-schwert die Steinaxt zu verdrängen begann. Sehen Sie diesen großen Einschnitt auf dem gegenüberliegenden Hügel? Das ist ihr Kennzeichen. Ja, Sie können einige absolut einzigartige Dinge auf diesem Moor finden, Dr. Watson. Oh, entschuldigen Sie mich einen Augenblick! Das ist sicher eine Cyclopides!«

Eine kleine Fliege oder Motte war über unseren Pfad geflattert, und einen Augenblick später rannte Stapleton mit außerordentlicher Schnelligkeit und Energie hinter ihr her. Zu meiner Bestürzung flog das Ding genau in die Richtung des großen Sumpfes, aber Stapleton zögerte keinen Augenblick, sondern verfolgte es, von Büschel zu Büschel springend, wobei sein grünes Netz in der Luft wehte. Seine graue Kleidung und sein ruckartiges, unregelmäßiges Vordrin-gen im Zickzack ließen ihn selbst einer großen Motte ähneln. Ich stand und beobachtete seine Jagd mit einer Mischung aus Bewunderung für seine außeror-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.490
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dentliche Geschicklichkeit und Angst, er könnte in diesem verräterischen Sumpf den festen Boden verlieren, als ich Schritte hörte, mich umdrehte und eine Frau sah. Sie war aus der Richtung gekommen, in der die Rauchfahne die Lage von Merripit House anzeigte, aber die Senkung des Moors hatte sie meinen Blik-ken verborgen, bis sie ganz in der Nähe war. 

Ich war nicht einen Augenblick im Zweifel darüber, daß dies Miss Stapleton war, von der ich bereits ge-hört hatte, da jede Art Damen auf dem Moor rar sein mußte, und ich mich erinnerte, daß man von ihr als einer Schönheit gesprochen hatte. Dies war die herannahende Frau sicherlich, und dazu eine von äußerst ungewöhnlichem Typus. Es konnte keinen größeren Kontrast geben als zwischen diesen Geschwistern; Stapleton war farblos, hatte helles Haar und graue Augen, während sie die dunkelste Brünette war, die ich je in England gesehen hatte – schlank, elegant und groß. Sie hatte ein stolzes, fein geformtes Gesicht, das in seiner Regelmäßigkeit beinahe kalt gewirkt hätte, wenn nicht ihr empfindsamer Mund und ihre wunderschönen, dunklen, lebhaften Augen gewesen wären. 

Mit ihrer vollkommenen Gestalt und ihrer eleganten Kleidung war sie auf diesem einsamen Moorpfad wahrlich eine fremdartige Erscheinung. Ihre Augen ruhten auf ihrem Bruder, als ich mich umwandte, und dann kam sie rasch auf mich zu. Ich hatte den Hut ge-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.491
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zogen und wollte gerade eine erklärende Bemerkung machen, als ihre Worte meine Gedanken in eine neue Bahn lenkten. 

»Gehen Sie zurück!« sagte sie, »gehen Sie nach London zurück, sofort!«

In meiner dümmlichen Überraschung konnte ich sie nur anstarren. Ihre Augen flammten mich an, und sie stampfte ungeduldig mit dem Fuß auf. 

»Warum soll ich zurückgehen?« fragte ich. 

»Ich kann es nicht erklären.« Sie sprach mit leiser, hastiger Stimme und einem sonderbaren Lispeln. 

»Aber, um Gottes willen, tun Sie, was ich Ihnen sage. 

Kehren Sie um und setzen Sie nie wieder einen Fuß auf das Moor.«

»Ich bin aber doch gerade erst gekommen.«

»Mein Gott, Mensch!« rief sie. »Sehen Sie denn nicht, wann eine Warnung zu Ihrem Besten ist? Fahren Sie nach London zurück! Noch heute abend! 

Gehen Sie um jeden Preis von hier weg! Achtung, mein Bruder kommt! Kein Wort über das, was ich gesagt habe. Würden Sie so freundlich sein, diese Orchidee für mich zu pflücken, da drüben zwischen dem Kannenkraut? Wir haben hier im Moor sehr viele Orchideen, aber Sie kommen natürlich ein wenig zu spät, um die Schönheiten der Gegend zu genießen.«

Stapleton hatte die Jagd aufgegeben und kehrte schwer atmend und mit vor Anstrengung gerötetem Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.492
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Gesicht zu uns zurück. 

»Hallo, Beryl!« sagte er, und mir schien, daß der Klang seiner Begrüßungsworte nicht übermäßig herzlich war. 

»Na, Jack, du siehst sehr erhitzt aus.«

»Ja, ich habe versucht, eine Cyclopides zu fangen. 

Sie sind sehr selten, und besonders im Herbst findet man sie kaum. Schade, daß ich sie nicht erwischt habe.«

Er sprach unbefangen, aber seine kleinen hellen Augen glitten unaufhörlich zwischen dem Mädchen und mir hin und her. 

»Ihr habt euch schon miteinander bekannt gemacht, nehme ich an?«

»Ja. Ich habe Sir Henry gerade gesagt, daß es leider zu spät für ihn ist, die wahren Schönheiten des Moors zu sehen.«

»Für wen hältst du denn diesen Herren?«

»Ich nehme an, daß er Sir Henry Baskerville ist.«

»Nein, nein«, sagte ich. »Nur ein einfacher Bürger, aber Sir Henrys Freund. Ich heiße Dr. Watson.«

Ein Erröten des Ärgers überzog ihr ausdrucksvolles Gesicht. 

»Da haben wir aneinander vorbeigeredet«, sagte sie. 

»Na, ihr hattet doch nicht viel Zeit zum Reden«, bemerkte ihr Bruder, mit dem selben forschenden Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.493
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Blick. 

»Ich habe geredet, als ob Dr. Watson sich hier nie-derlassen würde und nicht nur ein Besucher wäre«, sagte sie. »So kann es ihm nicht viel ausmachen, ob es zu früh oder zu spät für Orchideen ist. Sie werden uns doch aber begleiten, nicht wahr, und einen Blick auf Merripit House werfen?«

Es war nur ein kurzer Weg bis dorthin, zu einem freudlosen Haus im Moorland, früher wohl der Hof eines Viehzüchters in vergangenen, ertragreichen Jahren, jetzt aber ausgebessert und in ein modernes Wohnhaus verwandelt. Das Gebäude war von einem Obstgarten umgeben, doch wie üblich auf dem Moor waren die Bäume verkümmert und von Frost beschä-

digt, und der Eindruck, den der ganze Besitz machte, war armselig und melancholisch. Wir wurden von einem sonderbaren, verschrumpelten alten Diener in einer abgeschabten Livree empfangen, der in Einklang mit dem Hause schien. Die großen Räume im Inneren waren jedoch mit einer Eleganz eingerichtet, in der ich den Geschmack der Dame zu erkennen glaubte. Als ich aus dem Fenster auf das unendliche, granitdurchsetzte Moor blickte, das ohne Unterbrechung bis zum Horizont wogte, fragte ich mich verwundert, was diesen hochgebildeten Mann und diese wunderschöne Frau dazu bewogen haben mochte, sich an einem solchen Ort niederzulassen. 

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.494
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»Seltsamer Platz, den wir uns ausgesucht haben, oder?« sagte Stapleton, wie zur Antwort auf meine Gedanken. »Und doch bringen wir es fertig, hier ganz glücklich zu sein, nicht wahr, Beryl?«

»Ganz glücklich«, sagte sie, aber ihre Worte klangen wenig überzeugend. 

»Ich hatte eine Schule«, fuhr Stapleton fort. »In Nordengland. Für einen Mann meiner Veranlagung war die Arbeit mechanisch und uninteressant, aber der Vorzug, mit Jugend zu leben, zu helfen, diese jungen Geister zu formen, den eigenen Charakter und die eigenen Ideale auf sie zu übertragen, das war mir sehr wertvoll. Aber die Parzen waren gegen uns. Eine gefährliche Epidemie brach in der Schule aus, und drei der Jungen sind gestorben. Von diesem Schlag hat sich die Schule nie erholt, und der größte Teil meines Kapitals ging dabei verloren. Und obwohl mir der ersprießliche Umgang mit den Jungen fehlt, konnte ich doch über mein Mißgeschick triumphieren, denn mit meiner Leidenschaft für Botanik und Zoolo-gie finde ich hier ein unbegrenztes Tätigkeitsfeld, und meine Schwester liebt die Natur ebenso sehr wie ich. 

Das alles, Dr. Watson, haben Sie über sich ergehen lassen müssen, als Antwort auf den Gesichtsausdruck, mit dem Sie das Moor von unserem Fenster aus betrachtet haben.«

»Mir ist tatsächlich durch den Kopf gegangen, es Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.495
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müsse hier etwas langweilig für Sie sein – weniger vielleicht für Sie als für Ihre Schwester.«

»Nein, ich langweile mich nie«, sagte sie rasch. 

»Wir haben Bücher, wir haben unsere Studien, und wir haben interessante Nachbarn. Dr. Mortimer ist in seinem Fach ein sehr gebildeter Mann. Der arme Sir Charles war auch ein besonders angenehmer Gesellschafter. Wir haben ihn gut gekannt und vermissen ihn mehr, als ich sagen kann. Glauben Sie, daß es zu-dringlich wäre, wenn ich heute nachmittag vorbeikä-

me, um Sir Henrys Bekanntschaft zu machen?«

»Ich bin sicher, daß er sehr erfreut wäre.«

»Vielleicht sind Sie so freundlich, ihn darauf vorzubereiten. Wir könnten mit unseren schlichten Mitteln vielleicht dazu beitragen, ihm das Leben zu erleichtern, bis er sich an seine neue Umgebung ge-wöhnt hat. Möchten Sie hinaufkommen, Dr. Watson, und meine Sammlung von Lepidoptera ansehen? Ich glaube, es ist die vollständigste im Südwesten von England. Bis Sie sie durchgesehen haben, wird das Mittagessen fast fertig sein.«

Ich war jedoch darauf erpicht, zu meinem Schützling zurückzukehren. Die Melancholie des Moors, der Tod des unglückseligen Ponys, der unheimliche Laut, der mit der grimmen Legende der Baskervilles in Verbindung gebracht wurde – all diese Dinge trübten meine Gedanken. Und zu diesen mehr oder minder Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.496
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vagen Eindrücken war Miss Stapletons entschiedene und deutliche Warnung gekommen, ausgesprochen mit solch eindringlichem Ernst, daß ich nicht an einem schwerwiegenden und guten Grund für sie zweifeln konnte. Ich widerstand den nachdrücklichen Einladungen zum Mittagessen und machte mich sogleich auf den Heimweg; dabei nahm ich den grasigen Pfad, über den wir gekommen waren. 

Anscheinend gab es jedoch eine Abkürzung für jene, die sich auskannten, denn ehe ich die Straße erreichte, fand ich zu meiner Überraschung Miss Stapleton auf einem Felsen neben dem Weg sitzen. Ihr Gesicht war vor Anstrengung wunderschön gerötet, und sie preßte die Hand auf ihre Seite. 

»Ich bin die ganze Strecke gerannt, um Sie abzufangen, Dr. Watson«, sagte sie. »Ich hatte nicht einmal Zeit, meinen Hut aufzusetzen. Ich darf mich nicht aufhalten, sonst könnte mein Bruder mich vermissen. 

Ich wollte Ihnen nur sagen, wie sehr ich den dummen Irrtum bedaure, den ich begangen habe, als ich dachte, Sie seien Sir Henry. Bitte vergessen Sie meine Worte, die auf Sie absolut keinen Bezug hatten.«

»Ich kann sie aber nicht vergessen, Miss Stapleton«, antwortete ich. »Ich bin Sir Henrys Freund, und sein Wohlergehen liegt mir sehr am Herzen. Sagen Sie mir, warum es Ihnen so wichtig ist, daß Sir Henry nach London zurückkehrt?«

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.497
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»Die Laune einer Frau, Dr. Watson. Wenn Sie mich näher kennenlernen, werden Sie merken, daß ich nicht immer Gründe für das angeben kann, was ich sage oder tue.«

»Nein, nein. Ich erinnere mich an die Erregung in Ihrer Stimme. Ich erinnere mich an den Blick in Ihren Augen. Bitte seien Sie aufrichtig mir gegenüber, Miss Stapleton, denn seit ich hier bin, fühle ich mich von Schatten umgeben. Das Leben ist wie der große Grimpen-Sumpf geworden, mit kleinen grünen Flek-ken überall, in denen man versinken kann, und ganz ohne Führer, der einem den richtigen Weg zeigen könnte. Sagen Sie mir doch, was Sie andeuten wollten, und ich verspreche Ihnen, Ihre Warnung an Sir Henry weiterzugeben.«

Einen Augenblick lang spielte ein Ausdruck der Unentschlossenheit in ihrem Gesicht, doch waren ihre Augen wieder hart geworden, als sie mir antwortete. 

»Sie nehmen das zu wichtig, Dr. Watson«, sagte sie. »Mein Bruder und ich waren von Sir Charles' Tod sehr erschüttert. Wir haben ihn sehr gut gekannt, denn sein Lieblingsweg war der über das Moor zu unserem Haus. Er war sehr beeindruckt von dem Fluch, der über seiner Familie hing, und als diese Tragödie sich ereignete, dachte ich natürlich, daß es Gründe für die von ihm ausgesprochenen Ängste geben muß. Deshalb war ich beunruhigt, als ein weiteres Mitglied sei-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.498
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ner Familie hierher kam, um sich hier niederzulassen, und ich meinte, er sollte vor der Gefahr, in die er sich begibt, gewarnt werden. Das war alles, was ich mitteilen wollte.«

»Was ist denn nur die Gefahr?«

»Sie kennen doch die Geschichte vom Bluthund?«

»Ich glaube nicht an solchen Unsinn.«

»Aber ich. Wenn Sie irgendwelchen Einfluß auf Sir Henry haben, bringen Sie ihn dazu, einen Ort zu verlassen, der immer verhängisvoll für seine Familie gewesen ist. Die Welt ist groß. Warum sollte er gerade am Ort der Gefahr leben wollen?«

»Eben weil es der Ort der Gefahr ist. Das liegt in Sir Henrys Natur. Ich fürchte, daß es nicht möglich sein wird, ihn zur Abreise zu bewegen, wenn Sie mir nichts Bestimmteres sagen können.«

»Ich kann nichts Bestimmtes sagen, weil ich nichts Bestimmtes weiß.«

»Ich möchte Ihnen noch eine Frage stellen, Miss Stapleton. Wenn Sie nur dies sagen wollten, als Sie mich das erste Mal angesprochen haben, warum wollten Sie nicht, daß Ihr Bruder es hört? Daran ist doch nichts, was er oder sonst jemand übelnehmen könn-te?«

»Mein Bruder legt großen Wert darauf, daß Baskerville Hall bewohnt ist; er glaubt nämlich, es sei zum Besten für die armen Leute auf dem Moor. Er Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.499

7. Die Stapletons von Merripit House Doyle-WA Bd. 3, 93

wäre deshalb sehr böse, wenn er wüßte, daß ich etwas gesagt habe, das Sir Henry veranlassen könnte, wieder abzureisen. Aber ich habe nur meine Pflicht getan und werde nichts mehr sagen. Ich muß zurückgehen, sonst sucht er mich und wird argwöhnen, daß ich mit Ihnen gesprochen habe. Good-bye!«

Sie wandte sich um und war nach wenigen Minun-ten zwischen den verstreuten Felsblöcken verschwunden, während ich, die Seele erfüllt von unklaren Be-fürchtungen, den Rückweg nach Baskerville Hall antrat. 

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.500
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8. Erster Bericht von Dr. Watson

Von jetzt an werde ich den Lauf der Dinge schildern, indem ich meine eigenen Briefe an Mr. Sherlock Holmes abschreibe, die vor mir auf dem Tisch liegen. Es fehlt zwar eine Seite, aber sonst sind sie genau so, wie ich sie verfaßt habe, und sie geben meine Gefühle und mein Argwöhnen zum jeweiligen Zeitpunkt genauer wieder, als ich dies aus dem Gedächtnis tun könnte, so genau ich mich auch an die tragischen Vorkommnisse erinnere. 

Baskerville Hall, den 13. Oktober

Mein lieber Holmes, 

meine bisherigen Briefe haben Sie über alles, was an diesem gottverlassensten Ort der Welt vorgekommen ist, auf dem laufenden gehalten. Je länger man hier ist, desto tiefer sinken der Geist des Moors, seine Weite, aber auch sein grimmer Zauber einem in die Seele. Hat man sich einmal hinaus in den Schoß des Moors begeben, so hat man alle Spuren des modernen England hinter sich gelassen; andererseits jedoch wird man sich auf Schritt und Tritt der Heimstätten und der Tätigkeit prähistorischer Menschen bewußt. Allenthalben, wohin man auch geht, sind die Häuser dieser vergessenen Leute, ihre Gräber und die riesigen Mo-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.501
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nolithen, die ihre Tempel bezeichnet haben sollen. 

Wenn man ihre grauen Steinhütten vor den narbigen Hügelzügen betrachtet, läßt man sein eigenes Zeitalter zurück, und sähe man plötzlich einen haarigen, in Häute gehüllten Menschen aus der niedrigen Tür kriechen und einen Pfeil mit Feuersteinspitze auf die Sehne seines Bogens legen, so käme einem seine Gegenwart hier natürlicher vor als die eigene. Seltsam ist nur, daß sie so zahlreich auf einem wohl schon immer unfruchtbaren Boden gelebt haben. Ich bin kein Altertumsforscher, aber ich könnte mir vorstellen, daß sie eine unkriegerische und gehetzte Rasse waren, die mit einem Landstrich vorlieb nehmen mußte, den sonst niemand haben wollte. 

All das aber liegt außerhalb der Mission, auf die Sie mich gesandt haben, und dürfte für Ihren streng praktischen Geist höchst uninteressant sein. Ich entsinne mich noch Ihrer gänzlichen Gleichgültigkeit gegenüber der Frage, ob sich die Sonne um die Erde oder die Erde um die Sonne drehe. Ich will mich daher wieder den Sir Henry Baskerville betreffenden Tatsachen zuwenden. 

Wenn Sie über die letzten Tage keinen Bericht erhalten haben, so deshalb, weil bis heute nichts von Bedeutung zu berichten war. Dann ereignete sich etwas sehr Überraschendes, das ich Ihnen später schildern werde. Aber zuerst muß ich Sie bezüglich Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.502
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einiger der anderen Umstände auf dem laufenden halten. 

Einer davon, über den ich bisher wenig berichtet habe, ist der entlaufene Sträfling auf dem Moor. Es spricht vieles dafür, daß er endgültig aus der Gegend verschwunden ist, was eine große Erleichterung für die einsam lebenden Bewohner dieses Gebiets ist. 

Seit seiner Flucht sind zwei Wochen vergangen, in denen man von ihm nichts gehört und nichts gesehen hat. Es ist sicherlich unvorstellbar, daß er diese ganze Zeit hindurch auf dem Moor ausgehalten haben könn-te. Natürlich wäre es für ihn nicht schwer gewesen, sich zu verbergen. Jede dieser steinernen Hütten gäbe ein Versteck für ihn ab. Es gibt aber nichts zu essen, es sei denn, er finge und schlachtete eines der Schafe auf dem Moor. Wir glauben daher, daß er verschwunden ist, und infolgedessen schlafen die isolierten Bauern wieder ruhiger. 

Wir sind hier im Hause vier handfeste Männer, so daß wir nichts zu fürchten brauchen, aber ich gestehe, daß ich manchmal besorgt war, wenn ich an die Stapletons dachte. Sie leben Meilen entfernt von jeder Hilfe. Dort gibt es nur ein Dienstmädchen, einen alten Diener, die Schwester und den Bruder, der kein besonders starker Mann ist. Sie wären hilflos in den Händen eines so verzweifelten Kerls wie dieses Verbrechers von Notting Hill, wenn er sich dort einmal Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.503
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Zutritt verschafft hätte. Sowohl Sir Henry als auch ich waren über ihre Lage beunruhigt und schlugen vor, daß Perkins, der Reitknecht, bei ihnen übernachten solle, aber Stapleton wollte nichts davon wissen. 

Tatsache ist, daß unser Freund, der Baronet, ein be-trächtliches Interesse an unserer schönen Nachbarin zu zeigen beginnt. Das ist kein Wunder, denn für einen so tätigen Menschen wie ihn wird die Zeit in dieser Einsamkeit bald lang, und sie ist eine sehr faszinierende, schöne Frau. Sie hat etwas Tropisches und Exotisches an sich, das einen einzigartigen Kontrast zu ihrem kühlen, leidenschaftslosen Bruder bildet. 

Auch er läßt jedoch an verborgene Feuer denken. Jedenfalls hat er einen starken Einfluß auf sie, denn wenn sie spricht, sieht sie ihn dabei immer an, als wolle sie seine Zustimmung zu dem erbitten, was sie sagt. Ich hoffe, daß er gut zu ihr ist. In seinen Augen liegt ein harter Glanz, und seine schmalen, aufeinan-dergepreßten Lippen lassen auf einen entschlossenen und vielleicht rauhen Charakter schließen. Sie hätten an ihm ein interessantes Studienobjekt. 

Er kam an jenem ersten Tag herüber, um Baskerville seine Aufwartung zu machen, und führte uns beide gleich am nächsten Morgen zu der Stelle, da die Legende vom verruchten Hugo ihren Ursprung gehabt haben soll. Es war ein Ausflug von einigen Meilen über das Moor bis zu einem Ort, der so trostlos ist, Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.504
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daß er die Geschichte angeregt haben mag. Wir fanden ein kleines Tal zwischen rauhen  tors,  das auf eine offene, grasige, von weißem Baumwollgras gesprenkelte Fläche mündet. In ihrer Mitte ragen zwei große Steine empor, deren Spitzen so verwittert und abge-schliffen sind, daß sie aussehen wie die riesigen, zer-fallenden Fänge einer monströsen Bestie. Es entspricht in jeder Beziehung dem Schauplatz der alten Tragödie. Sir Henry war sehr interessiert und fragte Stapleton mehr als einmal, ob er wirklich an die Möglichkeit der Einmischung übernatürlicher Mächte in menschliche Angelegenheiten glaube. Er sprach leichthin, aber ganz offensichtlich nahm er alles sehr ernst. Stapleton war zurückhaltend in seinen Antworten, aber es war leicht zu sehen, daß er weniger sagte, als er hätte sagen können, und daß er aus Rücksicht auf die Gefühle des Baronets nicht alles sagte, was er dazu meinte. Er erzählte uns von ähnlichen Fällen, in denen Familien unter einem bösen Einfluß gelitten hatten, und hinterließ uns den Eindruck, daß er die allgemeine Ansicht in dieser Frage teilt. 

Auf dem Rückweg blieben wir zum Mittagessen in Merripit House, und dort machte Sir Henry die Bekanntschaft von Miss Stapleton. Vom ersten Augenblick an schien er von ihr überaus angezogen zu sein, und ich müßte mich sehr irren, wenn dieses Gefühl nicht gegenseitig wäre. Auf unserem Heimweg sprach Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.505
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er immer wieder von ihr, und seither ist kaum ein Tag vergangen, ohne daß wir Bruder und Schwester gesehen hätten. Heute abend essen sie bei uns, und nächste Woche werden wir wahrscheinlich zu ihnen gehen. 

Man sollte meinen, daß Stapleton eine solche Verbindung sehr willkommen wäre, und doch habe ich mehr als einmal einen Ausdruck der heftigsten Mißbilligung auf seinem Gesicht gesehen, wenn Sir Henry seiner Schwester Aufmerksamkeit schenkte. Zweifellos hängt er sehr an ihr und würde ohne sie ein einsames Leben führen, aber es wäre doch der Gipfel der Selbstsucht, wollte er einer so glänzenden Heirat ent-gegentreten. Und doch bin ich überzeugt, er sucht zu vermeiden, daß ihre Freundschaft zur Liebe reift, und ich habe mehrmals bemerkt, daß er alles tut, um sie daran zu hindern,  tête-à-tête  zu sein. Es wird übrigens sehr mühsam werden, Ihre Anweisungen, Sir Henry nie allein ausgehen zu lassen, zu befolgen, wenn zu unseren übrigen Schwierigkeiten noch eine Liebesgeschichte hinzukommt. Meine Beliebtheit müßte bald leiden, wollte ich Ihre Befehle wörtlich nehmen. 

Unlängst – Donnerstag, um es genau zu sagen – aß Dr. Mortimer bei uns. Er hat kürzlich einen Grabhü-

gel in Long Down geöffnet und dabei einen prähistorischen Schädel gefunden, der ihn mit großer Freude erfüllt. Ich habe noch nie einen so besessenen Enthu-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.506
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siasten gesehen wie ihn! Später kamen die Stapletons vorbei, und der gute Doktor führte uns auf Sir Henrys Wunsch hin in die Eibenallee, um uns genau zu zeigen, wie sich alles in jener verhängnisvollen Nacht zugetragen hat. Die Eibenallee ist ein langer, trübseliger Weg zwischen zwei hohen Wänden beschnittener Hecke, mit schmalen Grasstreifen zu beiden Seiten. 

An ihrem Ende steht ein altes, verfallenes Sommerhäuschen. Etwa auf halbem Wege befindet sich das Moor-Tor, wo der alte Gentleman die Asche seiner Zigarre hinterließ. Jenseits davon liegt das weite Moor. Ich entsann mich Ihrer Theorie über die Sache und suchte mir auszumalen, wie alles geschehen ist. 

Als der alte Mann dort stand, sah er etwas über das Moor kommen, etwas, das ihm ein solches Grauen einflößte, daß er die Fassung verlor und lief und lief, bis er vor lauter Entsetzen und Erschöpfung starb. Da war der lange, finstere Tunnel, durch den er floh. Und wovor? Vor einem Schäferhund auf dem Moor? Oder vor einem gespenstischen Bluthund, schwarz, stumm und ungeheuerlich? War Menschenhand dabei im Spiel? Weiß der blasse, wachsame Barrymore mehr, als er sagen wollte? Alles ist verschwommen und vage, aber dahinter hängt immer der dunkle Schatten eines Verbrechens. 

Ich habe seit meinem letzten Brief einen anderen Nachbarn kennengelernt. Es ist Mr. Frankland von Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.507
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Lafter Hall, der etwa vier Meilen südlich von uns wohnt. Ein älterer, sehr cholerischer Herr mit rotem Gesicht und weißen Haaren. Seine Leidenschaft ist das englische Recht, und er hat auf seine Händel ein großes Vermögen verwandt. Er kämpft aus bloßer Kampfeslust, und es ist ihm einerlei, für welche Seite einer Streitfrage er kämpft; es ist daher nicht erstaunlich, daß es sich als ein kostspieliges Vergnügen für ihn erwiesen hat. Manchmal trotzt er einem Wege-recht und fordert die Gemeinde damit heraus, ihn zu zwingen, den Weg wieder freizugeben. Ein andermal mag er eigenhändig das Tor eines anderen Mannes niederreißen, erklären, daß sich dort seit undenklichen Zeiten ein Pfad befand, und dem Besitzer anheimstel-len, ihn wegen widerrechtlichen Betretens fremden Eigentums zu verklagen. Er ist eine Kapazität, was alte Guts- und Gemeinderechte betrifft, und er wendet sein Wissen einmal zugunsten der Bewohner von Fernworthy, ein andermal zu deren Ungunsten an, so daß er abwechselnd im Triumph durch die Straßen des Dorfes getragen oder  in effigie  verbrannt wird, je nach seiner letzten Heldentat. Es heißt, er sei augenblicklich in sieben Prozesse verwickelt, die wahrscheinlich den Rest seines Vermögens verzehren, ihm daher den Stachel ziehen und ihn für die Zukunft unschädlich machen werden. Abgesehen vom Recht scheint er ein freundlicher, gutmütiger Mensch zu Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.508
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sein, und ich erwähne ihn nur deshalb, weil Ihnen vor allem daran lag, daß ich Beschreibungen der Menschen unserer Umgebung schicke. Augenblicklich hat er noch ein besonderes Steckenpferd; da er ein Amateur-Astronom ist, besitzt er ein ausgezeichnetes Fernrohr, mit dem er auf dem Dach seines Hauses liegt und den ganzen Tag das Moor absucht, in der Hoffnung, den ausgebrochenen Sträfling zu erblicken. 

Wenn er seine Tatkraft nur für solche Dinge verwendete, wäre alles in Ordnung, aber man munkelt, er habe die Absicht, Dr. Mortimer gerichtlich für das Öffnen eines Grabes ohne Einwilligung der Angehörigen zu belangen, weil er den neolithischen Schädel aus dem Tumulus in Long Down herausholte. Er trägt dazu bei, die Eintönigkeit unseres Daseins zu unterbrechen, und verursacht manchmal eine uns sehr willkommene heitere Entspannung. 

Und nun, da ich Ihnen über den entlaufenen Sträfling, die Stapletons, Dr. Mortimer und Frankland von Lafter Hall alles bis zum heutigen Tage Wichtige berichtet habe, schließe ich mit dem Allerwichtigsten, indem ich Sie mehr über die Barrymores wissen lasse, und vor allem die höchst überraschenden Geschehnisse in der vergangenen Nacht. Zunächst zum Probe-Telegramm, das Sie aus London schickten, um festzustellen, ob Barrymore tatsächlich hier sei. Ich habe bereits erörtert, daß der Versuch nach der Aussage Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.509
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des Postmeisters wertlos war und daß wir weder das eine noch das andere beweisen können. Ich erzählte Sir Henry, wie die Sache steht, und in seiner offenen Art ließ er Barrymore kommen und fragte ihn ohne Umschweife, ob er das Telegramm eigenhändig entgegengenommen habe. Barrymore bejahte das. 

»Hat der Junge es Ihnen selbst übergeben?« fragte Sir Henry. 

Barrymore sah überrascht drein und überlegte eine Weile. 

»Nein«, antwortete er dann, »in diesem Augenblick war ich auf dem Boden, und meine Frau hat es mir heraufgebracht.«

»Haben Sie es selbst beantwortet?«

»Nein, ich habe meiner Frau gesagt, was sie antworten soll, und sie ist hinuntergegangen und hat es aufgesetzt.«

Am Abend kam er von sich aus auf das Thema zu-rück. 

»Ich konnte heute morgen den Zweck Ihrer Frage nicht ganz begreifen, Sir Henry«, sagte er. »Ich hoffe, sie bedeutete nicht, daß ich irgend etwas getan hätte, wodurch ich Ihr Vertrauen verloren habe?«

Sir Henry mußte ihm versichern, daß dies nicht der Fall sei, und ihn damit trösten, daß er ihm einen be-trächtlichen Teil seiner alten Garderobe schenkte, nachdem die neue Ausstattung aus London inzwi-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.510
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schen angekommen ist. 

Mrs. Barrymore interessiert mich ungemein. Sie ist eine massive, solide Person, sehr beschränkt, ungeheuer anständig und puritanisch eingestellt. Es ist kaum möglich, sich einen weniger erregbaren Menschen vorzustellen. Und doch habe ich sie, wie ich Ihnen schrieb, in der ersten Nacht hier bitterlich weinen hören, auch habe ich seither mehr als einmal Trä-

nenspuren auf ihrem Gesicht gesehen. Irgendein tiefer Kummer nagt an ihrem Herzen. Ich frage mich manchmal, ob Erinnerung an eine Schuld sie heim-sucht, und manchmal verdächtige ich Barrymore, ein Haustyrann zu sein. Ich hatte immer das Gefühl, daß im Wesen dieses Mannes etwas Sonderbares und Fragwürdiges liegt, und das Abenteuer der vergangenen Nacht bestärkt mich in meinem Argwohn. 

Dabei mag es an sich unbedeutend erscheinen. Sie wissen, daß ich nie sehr gut schlafe, und seit ich hier als Wachtposten bin, ist mein Schlaf noch leichter als sonst. Vergangene Nacht, ungefähr um zwei Uhr, wurde ich durch leise Schritte vor meinem Zimmer geweckt. Ich stand auf, öffnete die Tür und spähte hinaus. Ein langer, dunkler Schatten kroch den Korridor entlang. Er stammte von einem Mann, der mit einer Kerze in der Hand leise den Gang hinunterwan-delte. Er trug Hemd und Hose, seine Füße waren nackt. Ich konnte nur seine Umrisse sehen, aber an Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.511
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seiner Größe erkannte ich Barrymore. Er ging sehr langsam und umsichtig, und in seiner ganzen Erscheinung lag etwas unbeschreiblich Schuldbewußtes und Verstohlenes. 

Ich habe Ihnen schon geschrieben, daß der Korridor durch die Galerie, die die Halle umgibt, unterbrochen wird, sich aber auf der anderen Seite fortsetzt. 

Ich wartete, bis Barrymore außer Sichtweite war, und folgte ihm dann. Als ich die Galerie passiert hatte, war er schon am anderen Ende des Korridors angelangt, und ich konnte aus dem Lichtschein aus einer offenen Tür schließen, daß er eines der Zimmer betreten hatte. Nun sind all diese Zimmer unmöbliert und unbewohnt, so daß sein Unternehmen immer mysteriöser wurde. Das Licht schien gleichmäßig, als ob er unbeweglich dastünde. Ich kroch so geräuschlos ich konnte den Gang entlang und spähte um die Türkante. 

Barrymore kauerte am Fenster und hielt die Kerze vor die Scheibe. Sein Profil war mir halb zugekehrt, und seine Züge schienen starr vor Erwartung, als er da in die Dunkelheit des Moors hinaussah. Einige Minuten lang stand er in angespannter Beobachtung. 

Dann stieß er einen tiefen Seufzer aus und löschte die Kerze mit einer ungeduldigen Bewegung. Ich eilte sogleich zurück in mein Zimmer, und bald hörte ich die verstohlenen Schritte wieder an meiner Tür vorbei-schleichen. Viel später, als ich in einen leichten Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.512
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Schlummer gefallen war, hörte ich irgendwo einen Schlüssel sich in einem Schloß drehen, doch könnte ich nicht sagen, woher dieser Laut kam. Was das alles bedeutet, kann ich mir nicht erklären, aber in diesem düsteren Haus geht irgend etwas Geheimnisvolles vor, das wir früher oder später enträtseln werden. Ich will Sie nicht mit meinen Theorien langweilen, denn Sie wünschten ja nur Tatsachen zu hören. Heute morgen habe ich lange mit Sir Henry gesprochen, und wir haben einen auf meinen Beobachtungen von heute nacht aufgebauten Schlachtplan entworfen. Ich will jetzt nichts darüber schreiben, aber es dürfte meinen nächsten Bericht zu einer interessanten Lektüre machen. 

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.513
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Zweiter Bericht von Dr. Watson

9. Das Licht auf dem Moor

Baskerville Hall, 15. Oktober

MEIN LIEBER HOLMES, 

wenn ich Ihnen auch in den ersten Tagen meiner Mission nicht viele Nachrichten geben konnte, müssen Sie doch zugeben, daß ich die verlorene Zeit bestens nachhole, und daß sich die Ereignisse überstürzen. In meinem letzten Bericht schloß ich mit Barrymore am Fenster als Höhepunkt, und nun habe ich einen ganzen Sack voller Neuigkeiten, die, wenn ich mich nicht irre, Sie beträchtlich überraschen werden. Die Dinge nehmen einen Verlauf, den ich nicht hätte vorhersehen können. In mancher Beziehung sind sie in den letzten achtundvierzig Stunden viel klarer geworden, in anderer viel komplizierter. Aber ich will Ihnen alles berichten, und Sie werden sich selbst Ihr Urteil bilden. 

Am Morgen nach meinem Abenteuer ging ich vor dem Frühstück den Korridor entlang und untersuchte den Raum, in dem Barrymore die Nacht vorher gewesen war. Das westliche Fenster, durch das er so eindringlich gestarrt hatte, unterscheidet sich, wie ich feststellte, von allen anderen Fenstern des Hauses dadurch, daß es den besten Blick auf das Moor eröffnet. 

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.514
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Zwischen zwei Bäumen ist eine freie Stelle, die es von hier aus möglich macht, geradeaus auf das Moor zu blicken, während man von allen anderen Fenstern aus nur einen fernen Schimmer davon erhaschen kann. 

Daraus folgt natürlich, daß Barrymore, da nur dieses Fenster seiner Absicht dienlich war, nach etwas oder jemandem auf dem Moor Ausschau hielt. Die Nacht war sehr dunkel, so daß ich mir kaum vorstellen kann, wie er jemanden zu sehen hoffte. Es war mir als denkbar erschienen, daß vielleicht eine Liebesintrige im Gange sei. Das wäre eine Erklärung für sein verstohlenes Treiben und auch für die Unruhe seiner Frau. 

Der Mann sieht sehr gut aus und ist gewiß imstande, das Herz eines Bauernmädchens zu rauben, so daß diese Theorie nicht von der Hand zu weisen war. Das Öffnen der Tür, das ich gehört hatte, nachdem ich in mein Zimmer zurückgekehrt war, konnte bedeuten, daß er sich zu einem heimlichen Rendezvous begab. 

So reimte ich mir am Morgen alles zusammen, und jedenfalls schildere ich Ihnen die Richtung, in die mein Verdacht geht, wenn das Ergebnis auch später zeigte, daß er unbegründet war. 

Was auch immer die richtige Erklärung für Barrymores Benehmen sein mochte, so fühlte ich doch, daß die Verantwortung, alles für mich zu behalten, bis ich es erklären konnte, mehr war, als ich zu tragen vermochte. Ich hatte nach dem Frühstück eine Unterre-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.515
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dung mit dem Baronet in seinem Arbeitsimmer und erzählte ihm alles, was ich gesehen hatte. Er war davon weniger überrascht, als ich gedacht hatte. 

»Ich wußte, daß Barrymore nachts herumgeht, und wollte auch schon mit ihm darüber sprechen«, sagte er. »Ich habe zwei- oder dreimal genau um die Stunde, die Sie nennen, seine Schritte auf dem Gang ge-hört.«

»Dann stattet er vielleicht jede Nacht diesem besonderen Fenster einen Besuch ab«, schlug ich vor. 

»Möglich. Wenn das der Fall ist, können wir ihn beobachten und sehen, was er damit bezweckt. Was würde Ihr Freund Holmes wohl tun, wenn er hier wäre?«

»Ich glaube, genau das, was Sie gerade vorschlagen«, antwortete ich. »Er würde Barrymore folgen und schauen, was er tut.«

»Dann wollen wir es gemeinsam versuchen.«

»Aber er wird uns bestimmt hören?«

»Er ist ein wenig schwerhörig, und wir müssen es auf jeden Fall riskieren. Wir werden heute nacht in meinem Zimmer wachbleiben und warten, bis er kommt.« Sir Henry rieb sich vergnügt die Hände; es war klar, daß er dieses Abenteuer als erfreuliche Abwechslung in seinem eher ruhigen Leben auf dem Moor begrüßte. 

Der Baronet hat sich mit dem Architekten, der die Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.516
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Baupläne für Sir Charles gemacht hatte, und mit einem Bauunternehmer aus London in Verbindung gesetzt, wir werden hier also bald den Beginn großer Veränderungen zu erwarten haben. Aus Plymouth sind Ausstatter und Ausrüster hier gewesen, und offensichtlich hat unser Freund große Pläne und will weder Mühe noch Ausgaben scheuen, um den Glanz seiner Familie Wiederaufleben zu lassen. Wenn das Haus umgebaut und neu eingerichtet ist, wird ihm nur noch eine Frau fehlen, um alles vollkommen zu machen. Unter uns gesagt sind Anzeichen dafür vorhanden, daß es daran nicht gebräche, falls die Dame einverstanden ist, denn ich habe selten einen Mann so von einer Frau betört gesehen, wie Sir Henry es von unserer schönen Nachbarin, Miss Stapleton, ist. Und doch ist der Pfad treuer Liebe nicht so eben, wie man es unter diesen Umständen annehmen sollte. Heute zum Beispiel ereignete sich ein unerwarteter Zwischenfall, der unseren Freund sehr verwirrt und verärgert hat. 

Nach dem erwähnten Gespräch über Barrymore setzte Sir Henry seinen Hut auf und machte Anstalten auszugehen. Ich tat selbstverständlich das Gleiche. 

»Ja, gehen  Sie  denn auch aus, Watson?« fragte er und sah mich dabei sonderbar an. 

»Das hängt davon ab, ob Sie auf das Moor gehen«, antwortete ich. 
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»Ja, allerdings.«

»Nun, Sie wissen ja, wie meine Anweisungen lauten. Es tut mir leid, aufdringlich zu scheinen, aber Sie erinnern sich doch, wie ernstlich Holmes darauf bestand, daß Sie vor allem nie allein auf das Moor gehen dürften.«

Sir Henry lächelte freundlich und legte mir die Hand auf die Schulter. 

»Mein lieber Freund,« sagte er, »wenn auch Holmes allwissend ist, konnte er doch manches nicht voraussehen, was sich, seit ich auf dem Moor bin, ereignet hat. Sie verstehen mich doch? Ich bin sicher, daß Sie der Letzte wären, der ein Spielverderber sein möchte. Ich muß allein ausgehen.«

Ich war in größter Verlegenheit und wußte nicht, was ich sagen oder tun sollte, und ehe ich noch zu einem Entschluß gekommen war, nahm er seinen Stock und verschwand. 

Als ich die Angelegenheit jedoch noch einmal überdachte, fühlte ich starke Gewissensbisse, daß ich ihn, aus welchem Grund auch immer, aus den Augen gelassen hatte. Ich stellte mir meine Gefühle vor, wenn ich vor Sie hintreten und Ihnen beichten müßte, daß ihm durch meine Nichtbeachtung Ihrer Anordnungen etwas zugestoßen sei. Ich versichere Ihnen, daß meine Wangen bei diesem Gedanken erröteten. 

Vielleicht war es auch jetzt noch nicht zu spät, ihn Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.518
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einzuholen, also machte ich mich sogleich auf den Weg nach Merripit House. 

Ich eilte so schnell ich konnte die Straße entlang, ohne etwas von Sir Henry zu erblicken, bis ich an die Stelle kam, wo der Moorpfad abzweigt. Da ich fürchtete, vielleicht doch den falschen Weg genommen zu haben, erklomm ich dort einen Hügel, von dem aus ich eine gute Sicht hatte – eben jenen Hügel mit dem dunklen Steinbruch. Ich erblickte Sir Henry sofort. Er war auf dem Moorpfad, ungefähr eine Viertelmeile von mir entfernt, und neben ihm ging eine Dame, die nur Miss Stapleton sein konnte. Es war klar, daß bereits ein Einverständnis zwischen ihnen herrschte und daß sie sich verabredet hatten. Sie gingen langsam, ganz vertieft in ihr Gespräch. An den schnellen, kleinen Bewegungen ihrer Hände sah ich, daß Miss Stapleton etwas sehr Ernstes oder Eindringliches vorbrachte, wobei er ihr aufmerksam zuhörte und einoder zweimal in heftiger Verneinung den Kopf schüttelte. Ich stand zwischen den Felsen und beobachtete sie; ich war ratlos, was ich nun tun sollte. Den beiden zu folgen und ihr trautes Gespräch zu unterbrechen wäre schändlich gewesen, doch war es ganz klar meine Pflicht, Sir Henry keinen Moment aus den Augen zu lassen. Einen Freund zu bespitzeln ist eine widerliche Aufgabe. Immerhin fand ich keine bessere Lösung, als ihn von dem Hügel aus zu beobachten Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.519
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und später mein Gewissen dadurch zu erleichtern, daß ich ihm beichtete, was ich getan hatte. Wenn ihm wirklich eine jähe Gefahr gedroht hätte, wäre ich zwar viel zu weit von ihm entfernt gewesen, um von Nutzen zu sein, doch werden Sie mir sicher zustimmen, daß meine Lage sehr heikel war und ich wirklich nichts anderes tun konnte. 

Unser Freund Sir Henry und die Dame hatten auf dem Pfad angehalten und standen tief in ihr Gespräch versunken, als ich plötzlich bemerkte, daß ich nicht der einzige Zeuge ihres Zusammenseins war. Etwas Grünes schwebte zuckend durch die Luft und erregte meine Aufmerksamkeit; beim zweiten Hinschauen sah ich, daß es an einem Stock von einem Mann getragen wurde, der auf dem unebenen Boden ging. Es war Stapleton mit seinem Schmetterlingsnetz. Er war dem Paar viel näher als ich und schien in ihre Richtung zu gehen. In diesem Augenblick zog Sir Henry Miss Stapleton plötzlich an sich. Sein Arm lag um sie, aber mir schien, daß sie sich mit abgewendetem Gesicht von ihm losmachen wollte. Er beugte den Kopf zu ihr hinab, und sie hob eine Hand wie zum Protest. Im nächsten Augenblick sah ich sie auseinanderfahren und sich eilends umdrehen. Stapleton war die Ursache dieser Unterbrechung. Er stürzte wild auf sie zu, sein lächerliches Netz wehte hinter ihm her. Er gestikulier-te und tanzte beinahe vor den Liebenden herum. Was Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.520
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die Szene zu bedeuten hatte, konnte ich mir nicht vorstellen, aber es schien mir, daß Stapleton Sir Henry beschimpfte, während dieser Erklärungen vorbrachte, die immer ärgerlicher wurden, da der andere sich weigerte, sie hinzunehmen. Die Dame stand in abweisendem Schweigen daneben. Schließlich drehte sich Stapleton auf dem Absatz um und winkte gebieterisch seiner Schwester, die sich nach einem unschlüssigen Blick auf Sir Henry an der Seite ihres Bruders entfernte. Die wütenden Gebärden des Naturforschers verrieten, daß die Dame in sein Mißfallen eingeschlossen war. Der Baronet stand eine Minute da und sah ihnen nach, dann ging er langsam den Weg zu-rück, den er gekommen war, mit gesenktem Kopf, das Urbild der Niedergeschlagenheit. 

Ich konnte mir das alles nicht erklären, aber ich war tief beschämt darüber, ohne Wissen meines Freundes Zeuge einer so intimen Szene geworden zu sein. Ich eilte daher den Hügel hinab und traf unten mit dem Baronet zusammen. Sein Gesicht war vor Ärger gerötet, und seine Stirn war kraus wie bei einem, der nicht mehr weiß, was er tun soll. 

»Hallo, Watson! Wo kommen Sie denn her?« fragte er. »Sie wollen doch nicht sagen, daß Sie mir trotz allem gefolgt sind?«

Ich erklärte ihm alles: Daß es mir unmöglich gewesen sei, zurück zu bleiben, daß ich ihm gefolgt sei Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.521
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und alles gesehen hätte. Einen Moment lang funkelte er mich an, dann aber entwaffnete ihn meine Offenheit, und schließlich brach er in ein ziemlich klägliches Lachen aus. 

»Man sollte die Mitte dieser Prärie für einen Platz halten, wo ein Mann ziemlich sicher seine Privatangelegenheiten verfolgen kann, aber, zum Donnerwetter, die ganze Gegend scheint auf den Beinen gewesen zu sein, um mich bei meiner Werbung zu beobachten –

einer so erbärmlichen noch dazu! Welchen Logen-platz hatten Sie denn?«

»Ich war auf diesem Hügel dort oben.«

»So ziemlich letzte Reihe, wie? Dafür war ihr Bruder ganz vorn. Haben Sie gesehen, wie er auf uns losgegangen ist?«

»Ja.«

»Hatten Sie je den Eindruck, daß er verrückt ist –

dieser ihr Bruder?«

»Bisher eigentlich nicht.«

»Gewiß nicht. Bis heute habe ich ihn auch für geistig ziemlich normal gehalten, aber Sie können mir glauben, entweder er oder ich gehören in eine Zwangsjacke. Was ist denn los mit mir? Sie leben doch nun schon einige Wochen mit mir zusammen, Watson. Sagen Sie mir die Wahrheit! Ist irgend etwas an mir, das mich daran hindern sollte, der Frau, die ich liebe, ein guter Gatte zu sein?«
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»Das möchte ich wirklich nicht behaupten.«

»Gegen meine Stellung in der Welt kann er doch nichts einzuwenden haben, also muß es gegen mich persönlich gehen. Was hat er gegen mich? Ich habe in meinem ganzen Leben weder einem Mann noch einer Frau etwas Böses getan, soviel ich weiß. Und trotzdem würde er mich nicht einmal ihre Fingerspitzen berühren lassen.«

»Hat er das gesagt?«

»Das, und noch vieles andere. Ich sage Ihnen, Watson, ich kenne sie ja erst seit wenigen Wochen, aber vom ersten Augenblick an habe ich gefühlt, daß sie für mich geschaffen ist, und auch sie – sie war glücklich, wenn sie mit mir zusammen war, das schwöre ich. In den Augen einer Frau ist ein Licht, das deutlicher spricht als Worte. Aber er hat unser Beisammensein immer verhindert, und heute habe ich zum ersten Mal die Möglichkeit gesehen, ein paar Worte mit ihr allein zu wechseln. Sie war damit einverstanden, mich zu treffen, aber dann wollte sie nicht von Liebe sprechen und hätte auch mich am liebsten daran gehindert. 

Sie ist immer wieder darauf zurückgekommen, daß dies ein gefährlicher Ort sei, und daß sie nicht glücklich sein würde, bis ich abgereist wäre. Ich habe ihr gesagt, daß es mit der Abreise gar nicht eilt, seitdem ich sie gesehen habe, und wenn sie wirklich wollte, daß ich gehe, dann wäre das einzige Mittel, mich dazu Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.523
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zu bringen, daß sie mit mir käme. Das war ja gleichbedeutend mit einem Heiratsantrag, aber ehe sie antworten konnte, hat sich ihr Bruder mit dem Gesicht eines Wahnsinnigen auf uns gestürzt. Er war weiß vor Wut, seine hellen Augen sprühten vor Zorn. Was ich da mit der Dame machte? Wie ich dazu käme, ihr Aufmerksamkeiten zu erweisen, die ihr widerwärtig seien? Ob ich mir einbildete, weil ich Baronet sei, könnte ich mir alles erlauben? Wenn er nicht ihr Bruder wäre, hätte ich ihm die richtige Antwort gegeben. 

So aber habe ich nur gesagt, daß ich mich meiner Ge-fühle seiner Schwester gegenüber nicht zu schämen brauche und daß ich hoffe, sie würde mir die Ehre erweisen, meine Frau zu werden. Das schien aber die Sache nicht besser zu machen, und daraufhin bin ich dann auch wütend geworden und habe ihm vielleicht heftiger geantwortet, als es in ihrer Gegenwart richtig war. Es endete, wie Sie gesehen haben, damit, daß er mit ihr fortgegangen ist, und hier stehe ich jetzt ratloser als irgendein anderer Mann in der Grafschaft. Verraten Sie mir, Watson, was das alles bedeutet, und ich schulde Ihnen mehr, als ich je zurückzahlen kann.«

Ich versuchte, eine oder zwei Erklärungen zu finden, war jedoch selber vollkommen verwirrt. Der Titel unseres Freundes, sein Vermögen, sein Alter, sein Charakter und seine äußere Erscheinung, alles spricht für ihn, und ich wüßte nichts gegen ihn, es sei Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.524
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denn das düstere Verhängnis, das über seiner Familie schwebt. Daß seine Werbung in einer so brüsken Weise zurückgewiesen wurde, ohne Rücksicht auf die etwaigen Wünsche der Dame, und daß sie dies ohne Gegenwehr hingenommen hatte, das alles ist sehr verblüffend. Doch wurden unsere Vermutungen durch einen Besuch Stapletons noch am selben Nachmittag beendet. Er kam, um sich wegen seiner Heftigkeit am Morgen zu entschuldigen, und nach einer langen privaten Unterredung mit Sir Henry in dessen Schreibzimmer war das Ergebnis ihrer Unterhaltung, daß der Bruch wieder verheilt ist, und daß wir am kommenden Freitag in Merripit House speisen werden, zum Zeichen der Aussöhnung. 

»Ich sage aber noch immer nicht, daß er nicht verrückt ist«, sagte Sir Henry; »ich kann den Ausdruck seiner Augen, als er heute morgen auf mich losging, nicht vergessen, aber ich gebe zu, daß man sich nicht besser entschuldigen kann, als er es getan hat.«

»Hat er Ihnen irgendeine Erklärung für sein Benehmen gegeben?«

»Er sagt, seine Schwester bedeute alles für ihn. Das ist nur natürlich, und ich freue mich, daß er sie zu schätzen weiß. Sie waren stets zusammen, und nach dem, was er erzählt, ist er immer ein einsamer Mann und sie seine einzige Gesellschaft gewesen, so daß ihm der Gedanke, sie zu verlieren, entsetzlich war. Er Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.525
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hatte nicht begriffen, sagt er, daß ich mich in sie verliebt hätte, aber als er mit eigenen Augen sah, daß es so war und daß sie ihm entrissen werden könnte, hat es ihm einen solchen Schock versetzt, daß er eine Zeitlang nicht gewußt hätte, was er tat oder sagte. Er bedauere von ganzem Herzen alles, was geschehen ist, und er sehe ein, wie ungerecht und egoistisch es sei, sich einzubilden, daß er ein so schönes Mädchen wie seine Schwester sein ganzes Leben bei sich behalten könne. Wenn sie denn schon gehen wolle, dann lieber zu einem Nachbarn wie mir als zu sonst jemandem. Jedenfalls aber sei es ein harter Schlag für ihn, auf den er sich erst eine Weile vorbereiten müsse. Er wolle seinen Widerstand aufgeben, wenn ich ihm verspräche, die Sache drei Monate lang auf sich beruhen zu lassen, und mich während dieser Zeit mit Miss Stapletons Freundschaft begnüge, ohne um ihre Liebe zu werben. Das habe ich ihm versprochen, und so steht die Sache jetzt.«

Damit ist also eines unserer kleinen Rätsel gelöst. 

Es bedeutet immerhin etwas, in dem Morast, in dem wir stecken, irgendwo auf festen Boden gestoßen zu sein. Wir wissen nun, weshalb Stapleton dem Freier seiner Schwester gegenüber so feindselig eingestellt war, obwohl er ein so wünschenswerter Anwärter ist wie Sir Henry. Und nun gehe ich zu einem anderen Faden über, den ich aus dem verwirrten Knäuel gelöst Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.526
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habe, dem Rätsel des nächtlichen Schluchzens, der Tränenspuren auf Mrs. Barrymores Gesicht und der heimlichen Wanderung des Butlers zum westlichen Gitterfenster. Gratulieren Sie mir dazu, lieber Holmes, und sagen Sie mir, daß ich Sie in meiner Eigenschaft als Ihr Vertreter nicht enttäuscht habe – daß Sie das Vertrauen, daß Sie mir bewiesen, als Sie mich hierher schickten, nicht bedauern. Das alles ist durch die Arbeit einer einzigen Nacht erschöpfend aufgeklärt worden. 

Ich sage »die Arbeit einer Nacht«; aber in Wirklichkeit waren es zwei Nächte, da die erste völlig ohne Ergebnis blieb. Ich saß mit Sir Henry in seinem Zimmer bis gegen drei Uhr morgens, aber wir hörten keinerlei Geräusch außer dem der schlagenden Uhr auf der Treppe. Es war eine äußerst melancholische Vigil, die damit endete, daß wir beide in unseren Sesseln einschliefen. Glücklicherweise ließen wir uns nicht entmutigen und beschlossen, es noch einmal zu versuchen. Am nächsten Abend dämpften wir das Licht, saßen und rauchten Zigaretten, ohne den leisesten Laut von uns zu geben. Es war unglaublich, wie langsam die Stunden dahinschlichen, aber wir hielten durch, vermöge derselben Art geduldiger Spannung, die ein Jäger fühlen mag, wenn er die Falle beobachtet, in die, wie er hofft, das Wild geraten wird. Die Uhr schlug eins, dann zwei, und wir hätten beinahe Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.527

9. Das Licht auf dem Moor

Doyle-WA Bd. 3, 112

wieder verzweifelt aufgegeben, als wir beide jäh auf-schreckten und unsere ermüdeten Sinne wieder geschärft und wachsam wurden. Wir hatten das Knarren eines Schrittes auf dem Korridor vernommen. 

Wir hörten den Mann sich leise vorbeistehlen, bis sein Schritt in der Ferne verklang. Dann öffnete der Baronet geräuschlos die Tür, und wir machten uns an die Verfolgung. Unser Mann hatte die Galerie bereits hinter sich, und der Korridor war völlig dunkel. Lautlos stahlen wir uns vorwärts, bis wir in den anderen Flügel kamen. Da sahen wir gerade noch die große, schwarzbärtige Gestalt, die vornübergebeugt auf Zehenspitzen durch den Gang schlich. Dann verschwand er hinter der gleichen Tür wie beim ersten Mal, und das Licht der Kerze beleuchtete einen Augenblick lang die Umrisse der Tür und warf einen einzigen gelben Strahl quer durch den dunklen Korridor. Wir tasteten uns vorsichtig näher, wobei wir jede Bohle prüften, ehe wir wagten, unser ganzes Gewicht darauf zu verlegen. Wir waren so vorsichtig gewesen, unsere Schuhe zurückzulassen, aber trotzdem krachten und ächzten die alten Bretter unter unseren Schritten. 

Manchmal schien es uns ausgeschlossen, daß er unser Nahen nicht bemerken sollte. Glücklicherweise hört der Mann jedoch nicht sehr gut, und er war ganz in seine Beschäftigung vertieft. Als wir endlich die Türe erreicht hatten und hindurchspähten, sahen wir ihn Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.528
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mit der Kerze in der Hand neben dem Fenster stehen, das blasse, gespannte Gesicht an die Scheibe ge-drückt, genau so, wie ich ihn zwei Tage vorher gesehen hatte. 

Wir hatten keinerlei Schlachtplan entworfen, aber der Baronet ist ein Mann, dem der geradeste Weg immer der selbstverständlichste ist. Er betrat das Zimmer, und Barrymore sprang mit einem leisen Zisch-laut vom Fenster zurück und stand bleich und zitternd vor uns. Seine dunklen Augen glühten in der weißen Maske des Gesichts und waren voll von Schrecken und Verwunderung, als er von Sir Henry zu mir blickte. 

»Was tun Sie hier, Barrymore?«

»Nichts, Sir.« Er war so aufgeregt, daß er kaum sprechen konnte, und die Kerze, die er hielt, ließ durch sein Zittern Schatten auf und nieder hüpfen. 

»Es war das Fenster, Sir. Ich gehe nachts herum, um nachzusehen, ob die Fenster geschlossen sind.«

»Im zweiten Stock?«

»Ja, Sir, alle Fenster.«

»Hören Sie, Barrymore«, sagte Sir Henry streng, 

»wir haben beschlossen, die Wahrheit aus Ihnen her-auszukriegen, und Sie ersparen sich viel Arger, wenn Sie lieber früher als später damit herausrücken. Also! 

Keine Lügen! Was haben Sie an diesem Fenster gemacht?«
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Der Mann sah uns hilflos an und rang die Hände, wie jemand, der sich in äußerster Not und äußerstem Zweifel befindet. 

»Ich habe nichts Böses getan, Sir. Ich habe eine Kerze ans Fenster gehalten.«

»Und warum haben Sie eine Kerze ans Fenster gehalten?«

»Fragen Sie mich nicht, Sir Henry – bitte fragen Sie mich nicht! Ich gebe Ihnen mein Wort, Sir, daß es nicht mein eigenes Geheimnis ist und daß ich es nicht verraten darf. Wenn es nur mich selbst anginge, würde ich es nicht vor Ihnen verbergen.«

Mir fiel plötzlich etwas ein, und ich nahm die Kerze vom Fensterbrett, auf das der Butler sie gestellt hatte. 

»Er hat die Kerze wohl als Signal benutzt«, sagte ich, »mal sehen, ob jemand antwortet.«

Ich hielt die Kerze, wie er es getan hatte, und starrte in die Dunkelheit der Nacht hinaus. Undeutlich konnte ich die schwarze Masse der Bäume und die hellere Weite des Moors unterscheiden, da der Mond hinter Wolken war. Dann aber schrie ich triumphierend auf, denn ein kleiner Punkt gelben Lichts durch-stieß plötzlich den dunklen Schleier und leuchtete ruhig inmitten des dunklen, vom Fenster eingerahm-ten Vierecks. 

»Da haben wir es«, rief ich. 
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»Nein, nein, Sir, es ist nichts, wirklich nichts«, unterbrach mich der Butler; »ich versichere Ihnen, Sir –«

»Bewegen Sie das Licht, Watson!« rief der Baronet. »Sehen Sie, der andere bewegt es auch! Nun, Sie Schuft, wollen Sie noch immer leugnen, daß es ein Lichtsignal ist? Los, sprechen Sie! Wer ist Ihr Spieß-

geselle draußen, und was ist das für eine Verschwö-

rung?«

Das Gesicht des Mannes bekam einen offen herausfordernden Ausdruck. »Das ist meine Sache, und nicht Ihre. Ich sage nichts.«

»Dann verlassen Sie augenblicklich meinen Dienst.«

»Sehr wohl, Sir. Wenn ich gehen muß, gehe ich.«

»Und Sie gehen in Schimpf und Schande. Zum Teufel, Sie sollten sich in Grund und Boden schämen. 

Ihre Familie hat über hundert Jahre mit der meinigen unter diesem Dach gelebt, und jetzt ertappe ich Sie bei dunklen, gegen mich gerichteten Machenschaften ...«

»Nein, nein, Sir; nein, nicht gegen Sie!«

Es war die Stimme einer Frau, und Mrs. Barrymore stand in der Tür, noch bleicher und noch entsetzter als ihr Mann. Ihre massige Gestalt in Schal und Rock hätte komisch gewirkt, wenn ihr Gesicht nicht eine so starke seelische Erschütterung ausgedrückt hätte. 
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»Wir müssen gehen, Eliza. Das ist das Ende. Du kannst unsere Sachen packen«, sagte der Butler. 

»Oh, John, John, habe ich dich so weit gebracht? 

Es ist meine Schuld, Sir Henry – nur die meinige. Er hat es nur um meinetwillen getan, weil ich ihn darum gebeten habe.«

»Dann reden Sie! Was bedeutet dies alles?«

»Mein unglückseliger Bruder verhungert auf dem Moor. Wir können ihn doch nicht vor unserer Tür zugrunde gehen lassen! Dieses Licht ist das Zeichen, daß Essen für ihn bereit ist, und sein Licht dort drau-

ßen bezeichnet den Ort, wo wir es hinbringen sollen.«

»Dann ist Ihr Bruder –?«

»Der entlaufene Sträfling, Sir – Selden, der Verbrecher.«

»Das ist die Wahrheit, Sir«, sagte Barrymore. »Ich habe ja gesagt, daß es nicht mein Geheimnis ist, und daß ich es nicht verraten darf. Aber jetzt haben Sie es gehört und Sie wissen, daß, wenn es eine Verschwö-

rung gab, sie nicht gegen Sie gerichtet war.«

Das also war die Erklärung der verstohlenen nächtlichen Expeditionen und des Lichts am Fenster. Sir Henry und ich starrten die Frau verblüfft an. War es möglich, daß diese schwerfällige, anständige Person von gleichem Blut war wie einer der berüchtigtsten Verbrecher im Lande? 

»Ja, Sir, ich habe einmal Seiden geheißen, und er Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.532
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ist mein jüngerer Bruder. Wir haben ihn in seiner Jugend zu sehr verwöhnt und ihm in allem nachgegeben, bis er dachte, die Welt sei nur zu seinem Vergnügen da, und er könne alles tun, was ihm gefällt. 

Dann, als er älter wurde, ist er in schlechte Gesellschaft geraten und war wie vom Teufel besessen, bis er das Herz meiner Mutter gebrochen und unseren guten Namen in den Kot gezogen hat. Von Verbrechen zu Verbrechen ist er immer tiefer gesunken, bis es wirklich nur die Gnade Gottes war, die ihn vor dem Galgen gerettet hat; aber für mich, Sir, ist er immer noch der kleine, kraushaarige Junge, den ich gepflegt und mit dem ich gespielt habe, wie es für eine ältere Schwester natürlich ist. Deshalb ist er auch ausgebrochen, Sir. Er wußte, daß ich hier wohne und daß wir es nicht ablehnen würden, ihm zu helfen. Als er sich in einer Nacht hierher schleppte, ganz erschöpft, und die Wärter ihm hart auf den Fersen waren – was konnten wir tun? Wir haben ihn aufgenommen und ihm zu essen gegeben und ihn gepflegt. Dann sind Sie heimgekehrt, Sir, und mein Bruder meinte, daß, bis sich die Aufregung über sein Ausbrechen gelegt hätte, er auf dem Moor am besten aufgehoben wäre, deshalb hat er sich dort versteckt. Wir haben uns aber jede zweite Nacht versichert, ob er noch dort war, indem wir ein Licht ins Fenster gestellt haben, und wenn er antwortete, hat mein Mann ihm Brot und Fleisch hin-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.533
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ausgebracht. Jeden Tag haben wir gehofft, daß er fort sein möge, aber solange er da ist, können wir ihn nicht verlassen. So wahr ich eine gute Christin bin, das ist die volle Wahrheit, und Sie werden einsehen, Sir, daß, wenn jemand in dieser Sache zu tadeln ist, ich es bin und nicht mein Mann; denn er hat das alles nur um meinetwillen getan.«

Die Worte der Frau waren mit tiefem Ernst gesprochen und wirkten überzeugend. 

»Ist das die Wahrheit, Barrymore?«

»Ja, Sir Henry. Jedes Wort.«

»Nun, ich kann Sie nicht dafür tadeln, daß Sie zu Ihrer Frau gestanden haben. Vergessen Sie, was ich gesagt habe. Gehen Sie beide auf Ihr Zimmer, und morgen früh werden wir weiter über die Sache sprechen.«

Als sie verschwunden waren, blickten wir wieder aus dem Fenster. Sir Henry hatte es aufgerissen, und der kalte Nachtwind wehte uns ins Gesicht. Weit weg in der dunklen Ferne schimmerte noch immer der winzige gelbe Lichtpunkt. 

»Ich wundere mich, daß er es wagt«, bemerkte Sir Henry. 

»Vielleicht ist es so aufgestellt, daß man es nur von hier aus sehen kann.«

»Sehr wahrscheinlich. Wie weit ist es Ihrer Meinung nach entfernt?«
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»Ich glaube, es ist beim Cleft  Tor. «

»Also nicht mehr als eine oder zwei Meilen von hier?«

»Eher weniger.«

»Nun, es kann nicht sehr weit sein, wenn Barrymore ihm Essen hinausgetragen hat. Und neben der Kerze wartet dieser Verbrecher? Bei Gott, Watson –

ich gehe hinaus, um diesen Mann zu fassen!«

Der gleiche Gedanke war mir gekommen. Die Barrymores hatten uns ja nicht in ihr Geheimnis eingeweiht, sondern wir hatten es ihnen abgerungen. Der Mann war gemeingefährlich, ein Erzschurke, für den es weder Mitleid noch Entschuldigungen geben durfte. Wir taten nur unsere Pflicht, wenn wir die Möglichkeit nutzten, ihn dorthin zurückzubringen, wo er keinen Schaden anrichten konnte. Diesem brutalen und gewalttätigen Menschen konnten andere in die Hände fallen, wenn wir nichts unternahmen. In irgendeiner der nächsten Nächte konnte er zum Beispiel unsere Nachbarn, die Stapletons, überfallen, und vielleicht war es der Gedanke daran, der Sir Henry zu diesem Abenteuer trieb. 

»Ich komme mit«, sagte ich. 

»Dann holen Sie Ihren Revolver und ziehen Sie Schuhe an. Je schneller wir losgehen, desto besser, der Kerl löscht ja vielleicht sein Licht und macht sich aus dem Staub.«
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Fünf Minuten später waren wir vor der Tür und machten uns auf den Weg. Wir eilten durch das dunkle Gebüsch, begleitet von dem dumpfen Seufzen des Herbstwindes und dem Rauschen der fallenden Blätter. Die Nachtluft roch schwer nach Feuchtigkeit und Verfall. Hin und wieder spähte der Mond einen Moment durch die Wolken, die über den Himmel jagten, und gerade, als wir auf das Moor hinauskamen, setzte leichter Regen ein. 

»Sind Sie bewaffnet?« fragte ich. 

»Ich habe eine Jagdpeitsche.«

»Wir müssen ihn überraschen, er soll ja ein zu allem entschlossener Bursche sein. Wir müssen ihn schnell überwältigen, ehe er Widerstand leisten kann.«

»Hören Sie, Watson«, sagte der Baronet, »was würde Holmes zu all dem sagen? Wie ist das mit den dunklen Stunden, in denen die Mächte des Bösen am Werk sind?«

Gleichsam als Antwort auf diese Frage klang plötzlich aus der weiten Düsternis des Moors der sonderbare Schrei, den ich schon einmal am Rande des gro-

ßen Grimpen-Sumpfes gehört hatte. Er kam mit dem Wind durch die nächtliche Stille, ein langes, tiefes Murren, dann ein Aufheulen und wieder das traurige Seufzen, in dem der Ton dahinstarb. Wieder und wieder erklang er und ließ die ganze Luft beben, schnei-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.536
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dend, wild und drohend. Der Baronet packte mich am Ärmel, und sein Gesicht schimmerte bleich durch die Dunkelheit. 

»Guter Gott, was ist das, Watson?«

»Ich weiß es nicht. Ein Ton, den das Moor von sich gibt. Ich habe ihn schon einmal gehört.«

Der Laut verklang, und eine absolute Stille schloß sich um uns. Wir horchten angestrengt, aber es kam nichts mehr. 

»Watson«, sagte der Baronet, »es war das Heulen eines Hundes.«

Mir erstarrte das Blut in den Adern, denn seine gebrochene Stimme verriet das jähe Grauen, das ihn gepackt hatte. 

»Wie nennen sie diesen Ton?« fragte er. 

»Wer?«

»Die Leute von hier.«

»Das sind doch ungebildete Leute. Was kümmert es Sie, wie sie es nennen?«

»Antworten Sie mir, Watson. Was sagen die Leute von diesem Ton?«

Ich zögerte, aber ich konnte der Frage nicht entgehen. 

»Sie sagen, es sei das Geheul des Hundes der Baskervilles.«

Er ächzte und schwieg einige Minuten. 

»Ein Bluthund war es«, sagte er schließlich, »aber Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.537
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es schien viele Meilen weit von dort drüben zu kommen, denke ich.«

»Es ist schwer zu sagen, woher es kam.«

»Es stieg und fiel mit dem Wind. Ist das die Richtung zum großen Grimpen-Sumpf?«

»Ja.«

»Nun, dann kam es von dort. Watson, glauben Sie denn nicht auch, daß es das Heulen eines Bluthundes ist? Ich bin doch kein Kind. Sie brauchen keine Angst zu haben, mir die Wahrheit zu sagen.«

»Stapleton war dabei, als ich es zum erstenmal hörte. Er meinte, es könne der Schrei eines fremden Vogels sein.«

»Nein, nein, es war ein Bluthund. Mein Gott, wenn an all diesen Geschichten wirklich etwas Wahres wäre? Ist es möglich, daß mir wirklich eine so dunkle Gefahr droht? Sie glauben doch nicht daran, Watson?«

»Nein, nein.«

»Und doch ist es etwas anderes, in London darüber zu lachen, als hier in der Dunkelheit des Moores zu stehen und ein derartiges Heulen zu hören. Und mein Onkel! Die Spuren eines Bluthundes waren neben seiner Leiche, da, wo er lag. Alles paßt zusammen. Ich halte mich nicht für einen Feigling, Watson, aber dieser Ton hat mein Blut zum Erstarren gebracht. Fühlen Sie nur meine Hand!«
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Sie war so kalt wie ein Marmorblock. 

»Morgen werden Sie wieder ganz in Ordnung sein.«

»Ich glaube nicht, daß mir dieser Schrei je aus dem Kopf gehen wird. Was, meinen Sie, sollten wir nun tun?«

»Sollen wir umkehren?«

»Nein, bei Gott; wir sind hergekommen, um den Kerl zu erwischen, und das werden wir auch. Wir sind hinter dem Sträfling her, und ein Höllenhund anscheinend hinter uns. Kommen Sie. Wir beißen uns durch, und wenn alle Geschöpfe der Hölle auf dem Moor losgelassen sind.«

Wir stolperten langsam durch die Dunkelheit; die schwarzen Schatten der gezackten Hügel umgaben uns, und vor uns brannte ruhig das gelbe Licht. 

Nichts täuscht so sehr über die Entfernung als der Schimmer eines Lichts in einer pechfinstren Nacht; manchmal schien es fern am Horizont zu glimmen, und manchmal, als wäre es nur einige Yards von uns entfernt. Aber endlich konnten wir sehen, woher es kam, und da waren wir aber schon beinahe am Ziel. 

Eine tropfende Kerze stak in einem Spalt eines der Felsen, die sie von beiden Seiten vor dem Wind schützten und gleichzeitig, außer von Baskerville Hall aus, unsichtbar machten. Ein Granitblock ermöglichte uns, ungesehen näher zu kommen. Wir kauerten da-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.539
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hinter und blickten über ihn hinweg auf das Signal-licht. Es war ein sonderbarer Anblick, diese einsame Kerze inmitten des Moors, nichts Lebendes weit und breit – nur die eine schlanke, gelbe Flamme und das Schimmern des Felsens zu beiden Seiten. 

»Was machen wir jetzt?« flüsterte Sir Henry. 

»Hier warten. Er muß doch in der Nähe des Lichts sein. Vielleicht erblicken wir ihn.«

Die Worte waren kaum ausgesprochen, als wir ihn beide sahen. Über die Felsen, in deren Höhlung das Licht brannte, streckte sich ein übles, gelbes Gesicht vor, ein furchtbares, tierisches Gesicht, durchfurcht und gezeichnet von niedrigen Leidenschaften. Von Schlamm besudelt, mit starrendem Bart und verfilz-tem Haar, hätte das Gesicht ebensogut einem jener vorgeschichtlichen Wilden gehören können, die die Höhlen der Hügel bewohnt hatten. Das Licht spiegelte sich in seinen kleinen, schlauen Augen, die mit wilden, suchenden Blicken die Finsternis durchforschten wie ein listiges Raubtier, das die Schritte der Jäger vernommen hat. 

Irgend etwas hatte anscheinend seinen Verdacht erregt. Vielleicht benutzte Barrymore noch ein besonderes Signal, das wir nicht kannten, oder der Kerl mochte andere Gründe haben, anzunehmen, daß nicht alles in Ordnung sei, jedenfalls konnte ich die Befürchtungen in seinem schlimmen Gesicht lesen. Im selben Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.540
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Augenblick kreischte der Sträfling einen Fluch und warf einen Stein nach uns, der aber an dem Felsblock, der uns verborgen hatte, zersplitterte. Ich konnte einen Blick auf seine kurze, gedrungene, kräftige Gestalt erhaschen, als er aufsprang und sich zur Flucht wandte. 

Durch einen glücklichen Zufall brach gleichzeitig der Mond durch die Wolken. Wir stürmten über die Kuppe des Hügels, und da rannte auf der anderen Seite unser Mann schnell bergab, wobei er mit der Geschicklichkeit einer Bergziege über die großen um-herliegenden Steine sprang. Ein gutgezielter Schuß meines Revolvers hätte ihn zum Krüppel machen können, aber ich hatte ihn ja nur zu meiner Verteidigung bei mir und nicht, um einen unbewaffneten flüchtenden Mann niederzuschießen. 

Wir waren beide gute Läufer und in bester Verfassung, aber bald wurde uns klar, daß wir keine Aussicht hatten, ihn einzuholen. Wir sahen ihn noch lange im Mondschein, bis er nur ein kleiner huschender Punkt zwischen den Felsen am Hang eines fernen Hü-

gels war. Wir liefen und liefen, bis wir ganz erschöpft waren, aber der Abstand zwischen uns wurde immer größer. Schließlich hielten wir an, setzten uns keuchend auf zwei Felsen und sahen ihn in der Ferne verschwinden. 

Und in diesem Augenblick geschah etwas höchst Sonderbares und Unerwartetes. Wir waren von unse-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.541
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ren Felsen aufgestanden und wollten den Rückweg antreten, denn wir hatten die hoffnungslose Jagd aufgegeben. Der Mond stand niedrig zu unserer Rechten, und die zackige Spitze eines granitenen  tor  hob sich scharf vom unteren Rand der silbernen Mondsichel ab. Dort, scharf umrissen, schwarz wie eine Statue aus Ebenholz, sah ich die Gestalt eines Mannes auf dem  tor.  Glauben Sie nicht, daß es eine Sinnestäuschung war, Holmes. Ich versichere Ihnen, daß ich noch nie in meinem Leben etwas so klar gesehen habe. Soweit ich es beurteilen konnte, war es die Gestalt eines großen, schlanken Mannes. Er stand da, die Beine etwas gespreizt, mit verschränkten Armen und gesenktem Kopf, als begrübelte er diese unendliche Wüstenei aus Moor und Granit, die hinter ihm lag. Er hätte der Geist dieses schrecklichen Ortes sein können. Es war nicht der Sträfling. Dieser Mann war weit von der Stelle entfernt, an der der Sträfling verschwunden war. Außerdem war er viel größer. Mit einem Ausruf des Erstaunens packte ich Sir Henry am Arm, um ihm den Mann zu zeigen, aber in dem kurzen Augenblick, als ich mich zu ihm umgewandt hatte, war der Mann verschwunden. Die scharfe Gra-nitspitze schnitt noch immer den unteren Rand des Mondes, aber von der reglosen, schweigsamen Gestalt war dort nichts mehr zu sehen. 

Ich wäre gern in jene Richtung gegangen, um das Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.542
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 tor  abzusuchen, aber die Entfernung dahin war doch ziemlich groß. Die Nerven des Baronets waren durch das Geheul, das ihn an die düstere Familiengeschichte erinnert hatte, noch sehr angegriffen, und er war nicht in der Laune für neue Abenteuer. Er hatte den einsamen Mann auf dem  tor  nicht gesehen und konnte daher den Schauer nicht begreifen, der mich beim Anblick dieser seltsamen, gebieterischen Gestalt durchrieselt hatte. »Bestimmt ein Gefängniswärter«, meinte er. »Seit dieser Kerl ausgebrochen ist, wimmelt das Moor von ihnen.« Nun, vielleicht ist diese Erklärung die richtige, aber ich hätte gerne den Beweis dafür. 

Wir wollen uns heute mit den Leuten in Princetown in Verbindung setzen, um ihnen zu sagen, wo sie ihren Pflegling suchen sollen, aber es ist bitter, daß wir nicht die Genugtuung haben konnten, ihn als unseren Gefangenen selbst dort abzuliefern. Das also sind die Ereignisse der letzten Nacht, und Sie müssen wohl zugeben, mein lieber Holmes, daß ich Sie mit diesem Bericht gut bedient habe. Gewiß ist vieles von dem, was ich Ihnen schildere, unwichtig, aber ich finde, es ist am besten, wenn ich Ihnen alle Tatsachen schreibe und es Ihnen überlasse, daraus die zu wählen, die Ihnen am zweckdienlichsten erscheinen, um Ihre Schlüsse daraus zu ziehen. Sicherlich machen wir Fortschritte. Was die Barrymores betrifft, haben wir das Motiv für ihr Handeln ausfindig gemacht, und das Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.543
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hat die Lage bedeutend geklärt. Aber das Moor mit seinen Geheimnissen und seinen sonderbaren Bewohnern bleibt unergründlich wie zuvor. Vielleicht kann ich in meinem nächsten Brief auch dorthin etwas Licht bringen. Am besten wäre es freilich, wenn Sie selbst zu uns kommen könnten. 

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.544
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10. Auszug aus Dr. Watsons Tagebuch Bis hierher konnte ich mich damit begnügen, die Berichte zu zitieren, die ich anfangs an Sherlock Holmes schickte. Nun aber bin ich an einen Punkt meiner Er-zählung gelangt, wo ich dieses Verfahren aufgeben und mich wieder auf mein Gedächtnis verlassen muß, unter Nutzung des Tagebuchs, das ich damals führte. 

Einige Auszüge aus demselben werden mich zu jenen Vorgängen bringen, die in allen Einzelheiten unauslöschlich meinem Gedächtnis eingeprägt sind. Ich beginne also mit dem Morgen, der unserer fruchtlosen Jagd nach dem Sträfling und den übrigen sonderbaren Erlebnissen auf dem Moor folgte. 

 16. Oktober – Ein trüber Nebeltag mit Nieselregen. 

Das Haus ist von Wolkenbänken umgeben, die sich zeitweilig heben, um einen Ausblick auf die öden Wellenlinien des Moors freizugeben, auf die schmalen silbernen Adern an den Flanken der Hügel und die fernen Felsblöcke, die schimmern, wo das Licht auf ihre nasse Oberfläche fällt. Melancholie herrscht außer- und innerhalb. Der Baronet ist nach den Aufregungen der Nacht in einer düsteren Stimmung. Mir selbst ist das Herz sehr schwer, und ich fühle eine Gefahr, die über uns hängt-allgegenwärtig und um so be-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.545
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ängstigender, als ich sie nicht bestimmen kann. 

Und habe ich nicht Anlaß zu einem solchen Ge-fühl? Man betrachte die lange Reihe von Zwischenfällen, die alle darauf schließen lassen, daß eine unheimliche Macht um uns herum am Werke ist. Da ist der Tod des letzten Herrn der Hall, der so genau mit den Einzelheiten der Familienlegende übereinstimmt, und da sind die wiederholten Berichte der Bauern über das Erscheinen eines fremdartigen Wesens auf dem Moor. 

Ich habe zweimal mit meinen eigenen Ohren den Laut gehört, der dem fernen Bellen eines Bluthundes ähnelt. Es ist unglaublich, unmöglich, daß sich dies tatsächlich außerhalb der gewöhnlichen Naturgesetze zutragen soll. Ein Gespensterhund, der diesseitige Fußspuren hinterläßt und die Luft mit seinem Jaulen erfüllt, ist sicher undenkbar. Stapleton mag sich einem solchen Aberglauben hingeben und Mortimer desgleichen, aber wenn ich mich einer Eigenschaft rühmen kann, ist es gesunder Menschenverstand, und nichts wird mich dazu bringen, an so etwas zu glauben. Man stünde dann ja auf einer Stufe mit diesen armen Bauern, denen ein gewöhnlicher Gespensterhund nicht genügt; sie beschreiben ihn auch noch als ein Tier, dem höllisches Feuer aus Maul und Augen lodert. Holmes würde sich solche Hirngespinste nicht anhören, und ich bin sein Vertreter. Aber Tatsachen sind Tatsachen, und ich habe zweimal das Geheul auf Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.546
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dem Moor gehört. Angenommen, es triebe sich wirklich ein riesiger Bluthund dort herum; das wäre schon fast eine Erklärung. Aber wo verbörge sich ein solcher Hund, wo fände er Nahrung, woher käme er und wieso sähe niemand ihn bei Tag? 

Man muß zugeben, daß die natürliche Erklärung fast ebenso viele Probleme aufwirft wie die andere. 

Und abgesehen von dem Hund ist es doch sicher, daß in London menschliche Kräfte am Werk waren, der Mann in der Kutsche und der Brief, der Sir Henry vor dem Moor warnte. Dieser letztere wenigstens war echt, aber er könnte ebensogut das Werk eines Beschützers wie eines Feindes gewesen sein. Wo befindet sich dieser Beschützer oder Feind jetzt? Ist er in London geblieben oder ist er uns hierher gefolgt? 

Könnte es – könnte es der Fremde sein, den ich auf dem  tor  erblickt habe? 

Zwar habe ich ihn nur dieses eine Mal flüchtig gesehen, aber da sind einige Dinge, die zu beschwören ich bereit bin. Es ist niemand, den ich hier unten gesehen hätte, und inzwischen habe ich alle Nachbarn kennengelernt. Die Gestalt war größer als die Stapletons und viel schlanker als die Franklands. Es hätte möglicherweise Barrymore sein können, aber wir hatten ihn doch im Schloß zurückgelassen, und ich bin sicher, daß er uns nicht nachgekommen ist. Wir werden also noch immer von einem Fremden verfolgt, Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.547
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genau so wie in London. Wir haben ihn nie abschütteln können. Wenn ich diesen Mann in die Hände bekommen könnte, wären wir wahrscheinlich am Ende all unserer Schwierigkeiten. Diesem Zweck muß ich nun meine ganze Tatkraft widmen. 

Meine erste Eingebung war, Sir Henry über meine Absicht zu berichten. Meine zweite und gewiß klü-

gere ist, auf eigene Faust zu handeln und mit allen so wenig wie möglich darüber zu sprechen. Sir Henry ist schweigsam und zerstreut. Seine Nerven sind von diesem Laut auf dem Moor seltsam zerrüttet worden. Ich möchte nicht dazu beitragen, seine Unruhe zu vermehren, darum werde ich selbständig vorgehen, um mein Ziel zu erreichen. 

Heute morgen gab es nach dem Frühstück eine kleine Szene. Barrymore bat Sir Henry um eine Unterredung, und sie waren eine Weile allein im Schreibzimmer. Ich saß im Billardraum, hörte mehr als einmal Stimmen lauter werden und konnte mir wohl denken, welcher Punkt dort eben beredet wurde. Nach einer Weile öffnete der Baronet die Türe und rief mich hinein. 

»Barrymore glaubt, Grund zu einer Beschwerde zu haben«, sagte er. »Er meint, daß es unfair von uns war, auf seinen Schwager Jagd zu machen, nachdem er uns freiwillig dessen Geheimnis verraten hat.«

Der Butler stand vor uns, sehr blaß, aber sehr ge-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.548

10. Auszug aus Dr. Watsons Tagebuch Doyle-WA Bd. 3, 126

faßt. 

»Ich habe vielleicht zu heftig gesprochen, Sir«, sagte er, »und wenn es so war, bitte ich Sie aufrichtig um Entschuldigung. Aber ich war doch sehr überrascht, als ich die beiden Gentlemen heute früh heimkommen hörte. Der arme Kerl hat es schwer genug, ohne daß ich ihm auch noch zusätzliche Verfolger auf die Fersen setze.«

»Wenn Sie es uns freiwillig gesagt hätten, wäre es auch etwas anderes gewesen«, meinte der Baronet. 

»Sie – oder vielmehr Ihre Frau – haben es ja nur gestanden, als wir Sie dazu gezwungen haben und Sie nicht anders konnten.«

»Ich habe nicht gedacht, daß Sie es ausnutzen würden, Sir Henry – das habe ich wirklich nicht von Ihnen gedacht.«

»Der Mann ist eine Gefahr für die Öffentlichkeit. 

Überall auf dem Moor sind einsame Häuser verstreut, und er würde vor nichts zurückschrecken. Man braucht nur sein Gesicht zu sehen, um das zu wissen. 

Denken Sie zum Beispiel an Mr. Stapletons Haus, der niemanden als sich selbst hat, um sich zu wehren. Ehe dieser Kerl nicht wieder hinter Schloß und Riegel sitzt, ist niemand auf dem Moor sicher.«

»Er bricht nirgends ein, Sir. Ich gebe Ihnen mein heiliges Wort darauf. Und er wird nie wieder jemanden in diesem Land bedrohen. Ich versichere Ihnen, Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.549
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Sir Henry, daß in einigen Tagen das Notwendige erledigt ist und er auf dem Weg nach Südamerika sein wird. Ich flehe Sie an, Sir, um Gottes willen sagen Sie der Polizei nicht, daß er sich noch auf dem Moor befindet. Man hat die Suche dort aufgegeben, und er könnte verborgen bleiben, bis das Schiff abgeht. Sie können ihn auch nicht anzeigen, ohne meine Frau und mich in Ungelegenheiten zu verwickeln. Ich bitte Sie, Sir, sagen Sie der Polizei nichts davon.«

Ich zuckte die Achseln. »Wenn er außer Landes wäre, hätten die Steuerzahler eine Last weniger.«

»Was aber, wenn er noch jemanden überfällt, ehe er verschwindet?«

»Er würde nichts derart Verrücktes tun, Sir. Wir haben ihn doch mit allem versorgt, was er braucht. 

Wenn er ein Verbrechen beginge, würde er damit ja zeigen, wo er steckt.«

»Das ist wahr«, sagte Sir Henry. »Na, Barrymore –«

»Gott segne Sie, Sir, und ich danke Ihnen aus tiefstem Herzen! Es hätte meine arme Frau umgebracht, wenn man ihn wieder eingesperrt hätte.«

»Ich fürchte, daß wir uns da einer Begünstigung und Vorschubleistung schuldig machen, wie, Watson? Aber nach allem, was ich gehört habe, kann ich mich nicht entschließen, den Mann anzuzeigen, also Schluß damit. Es ist gut, Barrymore, Sie können Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.550
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gehen.«

Barrymore stammelte noch einige Dankesworte und wandte sich zum Gehen, zögerte jedoch und kam dann zurück. 

»Sie sind so gut zu uns gewesen, Sir Henry, daß ich es Ihnen gern so gut ich kann vergelten würde. Ich weiß etwas, Sir Henry, und hätte es vielleicht schon früher sagen sollen, aber ich bin erst lange nach der Leichenschau darauf gekommen. Ich habe zu keiner Seele bis jetzt davon gesprochen. Es hat mit dem Tod des armen Sir Charles zu tun.«

Der Baronet und ich sprangen auf. 

»Wissen Sie, wie er gestorben ist?«

»Nein, Sir, das weiß ich nicht.«

»Was wissen Sie denn?«

»Ich weiß, warum er zu dieser Zeit am Tor war. Er hatte eine Verabredung mit einer Frau.«

»Mit einer Frau! Er?«

»Ja, Sir.«

»Und der Name dieser Frau?«

»Den Namen kenne ich nicht, Sir, aber ich kann Ihnen die Anfangsbuchstaben sagen. Sie lauten L.L.«

»Woher wissen Sie das, Barrymore?«

»Nun, Sir Henry, an jenem Morgen hatte Sir Charles einen Brief erhalten. Er hat gewöhnlich viele Briefe bekommen, schließlich war er doch hier in der Gegend eine große Persönlichkeit und bekannt für sein Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.551
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gutes Herz, so daß sich jeder, der in Schwierigkeiten war, an ihn wandte. Aber an diesem Morgen war es der einzige Brief, und deshalb ist er mir aufgefallen. 

Er kam aus Coombe Tracey, und die Handschrift der Adresse stammte von einer Frau.«

»Und dann?«

»Und dann, Sir, habe ich nicht mehr daran gedacht und hätte es auch weiter nicht getan, wenn da nicht meine Frau gewesen wäre. Vor ein paar Wochen hat sie Sir Charles' Schreibzimmer – niemand hatte es seit seinem Tod betreten – aufgeräumt und dabei die Asche eines halbverbrannten Briefes im Kamin gefunden. Der größte Teil des Papiers war verkohlt, aber ein Streifchen war ganz geblieben, das Ende der Seite, und die Schrift war noch lesbar, wenn auch nur grau auf schwarzem Grund. Es schien uns eine Nachschrift am Schlusse des Briefes zu sein, die lautete: ›Bitte, bitte, da Sie ein Gentleman sind, verbrennen Sie diesen Brief und seien Sie um zehn Uhr am Tor.‹ Darunter standen die Buchstaben L.L.«

»Haben Sie diesen Streifen?«

»Nein, Sir, er ist zu Asche zerfallen, als wir ihn aufgehoben haben.«

»Hatte Sir Charles schon früher Briefe in derselben Handschrift erhalten?«

»Nun, Sir, ich habe mich nie sehr um seine Briefe gekümmert. Dieser wäre mir sicher auch nicht aufge-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.552
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fallen, wenn er nicht allein gekommen wäre.«

»Und Sie haben keine Ahnung, wer L.L. ist?«

»Nein, Sir. Nicht mehr als Sie selbst. Aber ich glaube, wenn wir diese Dame ermitteln könnten, würden wir mehr über Sir Charles' Tod erfahren.«

»Was ich nicht verstehen kann, Barrymore, ist, warum Sie diese wichtige Information verschwiegen haben.«

»Nun ja, Sir, unmittelbar danach fingen unsere eigenen Probleme an. Und dann – wir hatten beide Sir Charles sehr gern, was kein Wunder ist, wenn man bedenkt, wie gut er zu uns war. Diese Geschichte wieder aufzurühren hätte unserem armen Herrn nicht mehr genutzt, und es ist immer besser, vorsichtig zu sein, wenn eine Dame im Spiel ist. Auch der beste Mensch –«

»Sie meinen, es hätte seinem Ruf schaden können?«

»Also, Sir Henry, ich habe mir gedacht, daß Gutes dabei nicht herauskommen kann. Aber jetzt, wo Sie zu uns so gut gewesen sind, wäre es nicht recht, wenn ich Ihnen nicht alles erzählte, was ich über die Sache weiß.«

»Sehr gut, Barrymore; Sie können gehen.«

Als der Butler uns verlassen hatte, wandte sich der Baronet zu mir: »Nun, Watson, was halten Sie von diesem neuen lichtvollen Aspekt?«
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»Mir scheint die Dunkelheit noch schwärzer als zuvor.«

»Das fürchte ich auch. Wenn wir aber herausfinden könnten, wer L.L. ist, würde sich die ganze Sache aufklären. Soviel haben wir jedenfalls gewonnen. Wir wissen, daß es eine gibt, die die Tatsachen kennt, aber wir müssen sie erst einmal finden. Was sollen wir Ihrer Ansicht nach jetzt tun?«

»Holmes sofort davon benachrichtigen. Es wird für ihn der Anhaltspunkt sein, nach dem er gesucht hat. 

Ich müßte mich sehr irren, wenn ihn das nicht dazu bewegen würde, herzukommen.«

Ich ging sogleich auf mein Zimmer und faßte meinen Bericht über das Morgengespräch für Holmes ab. 

Es war mir klar, daß er augenblicklich sehr beschäftigt sein mußte, denn die Nachrichten, die ich aus der Baker Street erhalten hatte, waren kurz und nicht sehr zahlreich, und sie enthielten kaum eine Erwähnung meiner Mission. Wahrscheinlich beanspruchte dieser Erpresserprozeß all seine Fähigkeiten. Und doch müßte dieser neue Faktor seine Aufmerksamkeit fesseln und sein Interesse neu beleben. Ich wollte, er wäre hier. 

 18. Oktober –  Es hat den ganzen Tag hindurch geschüttet, der Regen rauscht im Efeu und trieft aus den Dachrinnen. Ich dachte an den Sträfling auf dem trost-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.554
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losen, kalten, ungeschützten Moor. Armer Teufel! 

Was er auch begangen haben mag, jetzt büßt er einiges davon ab. Dann fiel mir der andere ein – das Gesicht in der Kutsche, die Gestalt im Mondschein. Befand auch er sich draußen in dieser Sintflut – der un-gesehene Wächter, der Mann der Dunkelheit? Gegen Abend zog ich meinen Regenmantel an und wanderte weit hinaus auf das marschige Moor, voll düstrer Phantasien; der Regen schlug in mein Gesicht, und der Wind heulte mir um die Ohren. Gott schütze jene, die sich jetzt in dem großen Grimpen-Sumpf verirren; denn nun ist sogar das feste Land ein Sumpf geworden. Ich fand das Black  Tor,  auf dem ich den einsamen Wächter erblickt hatte, und vom zerklüfteten Gipfel sah ich selbst auf die trostlose Hügellandschaft hinab. Regenböen zogen über die braunrote Oberflä-

che, und die schweren, schieferfarbenen Wolken hingen tief über der Landschaft, hingen wie graue Schleier von den phantastischen Hügeln herab. Links in einer fernen, tiefen Mulde, halb vom Nebel verhüllt, ragten die beiden schlanken Türme von Baskerville Hall über die Bäume empor. Sie waren die einzigen Anzeichen menschlichen Lebens, die ich erblicken konnte, abgesehen von den vorgeschichtlichen Hütten, die dichtgedrängt auf den Abhängen der Hügel standen. Nirgends gab es eine Spur von dem einsamen Mann, den ich vor zwei Nächten an dieser Stelle Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.555
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gesehen hatte. 

Auf dem Rückweg überholte mich Dr. Mortimer, der mit seinem kleinen Wagen über einen holprigen Moorweg von dem entlegenen Farmhaus Foulmire kam. Er benimmt sich uns gegenüber sehr aufmerksam, und es vergeht kaum ein Tag, an dem er nicht in der Hall vorspricht, um sich nach unserem Befinden zu erkundigen. Er bestand darauf, daß ich in seinen Wagen stieg, und brachte mich nach Haus. Ich erfuhr, daß er sehr betrübt über das Verschwinden seines kleinen Spaniels war, der auf das Moor hinausgelaufen und nie wiedergekommen war. Ich tröstete ihn, so gut ich konnte, aber mir fiel das Pony im Grimpen-Sumpf ein, und ich glaube nicht, daß er seinen kleinen Hund je wiedersehen wird. 

»Hören Sie, Mortimer«, sagte ich, während wir den unebenen Weg entlangrumpelten, »es gibt wohl hier in der Gegend kaum jemanden, den Sie nicht kennen?«

»Nein, wirklich nicht.«

»Können Sie mir dann den Namen einer Frau sagen, deren Anfangsbuchstaben L.L. sind?«

Er dachte einige Minuten lang nach. »Nein«, erwiderte er dann. »Es gibt hier einige Zigeuner und Land-arbeiter, über die ich nichts Genaues weiß, aber unter den Bauern und dem Landadel gibt es niemanden mit diesen Initialen. Aber warten Sie mal«, fuhr er nach Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.556
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einer kleinen Pause fort. »Da ist Laura Lyons – ihre Anfangsbuchstaben sind L.L. –, aber sie lebt in Coombe Tracey.«

»Wer ist das?« fragte ich. 

»Franklands Tochter.«

»Was? Vom verdrehten alten Frankland?«

»Genau. Sie hat einen Maler namens Lyons geheiratet, der aufs Moor gekommen ist, um Skizzen zu machen. Er war, wie sich herausstellte, ein Lump und hat sie verlassen. Nach dem, was ich gehört habe, mag die Schuld aber nicht unbedingt einseitig gewesen sein. Ihr Vater wollte nichts mehr mit ihr zu tun haben, weil sie ohne seine Zustimmung geheiratet hatte, und vielleicht noch aus zwei oder drei anderen Gründen. Zwischen dem alten und dem jungen Sünder hat das Mädchen es bestimmt schwer gehabt.«

»Wovon lebt sie?«

»Ich glaube, der alte Frankland hat ihr eine Kleinigkeit ausgesetzt, aber viel kann es nicht sein, seine eigenen Verhältnisse sind ja ziemlich angespannt. 

Was sie sich aber auch immer eingebrockt haben mag – man konnte sie doch nicht ganz verkommen lassen. Ihre Geschichte hat die Runde gemacht, und einige der Leute hier haben ihr geholfen, einen anständigen Lebensunterhalt zu finden. Stapleton hat mitgemacht, Sir Charles auch. Sogar ich habe ein wenig beigesteuert. Sie hat sich eine Schreibmaschine ge-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.557
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kauft und lebt nun von Schreibarbeiten.«

Er wollte wissen, warum ich das gefragt hatte, aber es gelang mir, seine Neugier zu befriedigen, ohne ihm zu viel zu sagen; es gibt ja wirklich keinen Grund, jemanden ins Vertrauen zu ziehen. Morgen vormittag werde ich mich nach Coombe Tracey begeben, und wenn ich diese Frau Laura Lyons von anscheinend zweifelhaftem Ruf sprechen kann, wird uns das wohl ein großes Stück näher zur Aufklärung eines der Ereignisse in dieser Kette von Rätseln bringen. Jedenfalls bin ich im Begriff, die Klugheit einer Schlange zu entwickeln, denn als Mortimer mir mit seinen Fragen zu unbequem wurde, fragte ich ihn ganz beiläufig, zu welchem Typus eigentlich Franklands Schädel gehört, und den Rest unserer Fahrt hörte ich nichts als Schädelkunde. Nicht umsonst habe ich viele Jahre mit Sherlock Holmes zusammengelebt. 

Von dem heutigen stürmischen und melancholischen Tag habe ich nur noch einen einzigen Vorfall zu verzeichnen, und zwar mein eben beendetes Gespräch mit Barrymore, das mir eine bei Gelegenheit auszuspielende starke Trumpfkarte in die Hände gespielt hat. 

Mortimer war zum Essen geblieben und spielte nachher mit dem Baronet  écarté.  11 Der Butler brachte mir den Kaffee in die Bibliothek, und ich nutzte die Gelegenheit, ihm einige Fragen zu stellen. 
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»Nun«, begann ich, »ist Ihr ehrenwerter Schwager fort, oder treibt er sich noch immer da draußen herum?«

»Ich weiß es nicht, Sir. Ich hoffe zu Gott, daß er fort ist, denn er hat uns nichts als Schwierigkeiten gebracht! Seit ich ihm das letzte Mal Essen gebracht habe, habe ich nichts von ihm gehört, und das ist drei Tage her.«

»Haben Sie ihn da gesehen?«

»Nein, Sir, aber das Essen war verschwunden, als ich das nächste Mal hinkam.«

»Dann ist er doch sicher dort gewesen?«

»Man sollte es glauben, Sir, wenn es nicht der andere Mann war, der es genommen hat.«

Ich saß da mit der Kaffeetasse auf halbem Wege zum Mund und starrte Barrymore an. 

»Sie wissen also, daß noch ein anderer Mann da ist?«

»Ja, Sir, es ist noch ein anderer auf dem Moor.«

»Haben Sie ihn gesehen?«

»Nein, Sir.«

»Woher wissen Sie es denn?«

»Seiden hat mir vor etwa einer Woche von ihm er-zählt. Der andere versteckt sich auch, aber er ist kein Sträfling, soweit ich weiß. Es gefällt mir nicht, Dr. 

Watson – ich sage es Ihnen gerade heraus, Sir, daß es mir nicht gefällt.« Plötzlich sprach er mit eindringli-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.559
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chem Ernst. 

»Nun, passen Sie mal auf, Barrymore! Ich verfolge bei dieser ganzen Sache nichts anderes als das Interesse Ihres Herrn. Ich bin nur hergekommen, um ihm zu helfen. Sagen Sie mir ganz aufrichtig, was es ist, das Ihnen bei dieser Sache nicht gefällt.«

Barrymore zögerte einen Augenblick, als bereue er seinen Ausbruch oder als falle es ihm schwer, seine Gefühle in Worte zu fassen. 

»Alles, was da passiert, Sir«, rief er dann; mit der Hand winkte er dabei zum regengepeitschten Fenster, das auf das Moor hinaussah. »Da gehen schlimme Dinge vor sich, und irgendwo wird eine finstere Niedertracht ausgeheckt, das schwöre ich! Ich wäre sehr froh, Sir, wenn ich Sir Henry erst wieder auf der Rückreise nach London wüßte.«

»Was ist es denn, das Sie so beunruhigt?«

»Nehmen Sie nur Sir Charles' Tod! Trotz allem, was der Coroner sagte, war alles schlimm genug. 

Nehmen Sie die Geräusche nachts auf dem Moor. 

Kein Mensch würde es nach Sonnenuntergang überqueren, und wenn er dafür bezahlt würde. Dann dieser Fremde, der sich da draußen versteckt, beobachtet und wartet. Worauf wartet er? Was bedeutet das? Nichts Gutes für jemand, der den Namen Baskerville trägt, und ich werde sehr froh sein, wenn mich das alles nichts mehr angeht, an dem Tag, an dem Sir Henrys Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.560
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neue Diener bereit sind, Baskerville Hall zu übernehmen.«

»Aber dieser Fremde«, sagte ich. »Können Sir mir irgend etwas über ihn erzählen? Was hat Seiden gesagt? Hat er herausgefunden, wo sich der Mann versteckt oder was er treibt?«

»Er hat den Mann ein- oder zweimal gesehen, aber Seiden ist verschlossen und durchaus nicht geschwätzig. Zuerst hat er geglaubt, der andere sei von der Polizei, aber dann hat er bald gemerkt, daß er seine eigenen Absichten verfolgt. Soweit er es beurteilen konnte, ist er eine Art Gentleman, aber er konnte nicht herausfinden, was er da eigentlich treibt.«

»Und wo meint Seiden, daß der Fremde haust?«

»In den alten Hütten zwischen den Hügeln – den Steinhütten, wo die Alten gelebt haben.«

»Aber wie steht es mit Essen?«

»Seiden hat herausgefunden, daß ein Junge für ihn arbeitet und ihm alles besorgt, was er braucht. Ich nehme an, er geht nach Coombe Tracey, wenn er was haben will.«

»Sehr gut, Barrymore. Wir werden gelegentlich noch darüber sprechen.«

Als der Butler gegangen war, trat ich an das düstere Fenster und blickte durch die verregnete Scheibe auf die ziehenden Wolken und die schwankenden Umrisse der vom Wind geschüttelten Bäume. Eine böse Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.561
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Nacht hier drinnen – wie mußte es erst in einer Steinhütte auf dem Moor sein? Welch leidenschaftlicher Haß muß es sein, der einen Mann dazu bringt, an einem solchen Ort und zu einer solchen Jahreszeit auf der Lauer zu liegen? Welch ernste, unergründliche Absicht mag er verfolgen, die solche Mühsal erheischt? Dort, in jener Hütte auf dem Moor, scheint der Mittelpunkt des Problems zu sein, das mir so viel Kopfzerbrechen verursacht. Ich schwöre, daß kein Tag mehr vergehen soll, ohne daß ich alles Menschenmögliche daransetze, diesem Geheimnis auf den Grund zu kommen. 
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11. Der Mann auf dem ›tor‹

Der Auszug aus meinem privaten Tagebuch, der dieses letzte Kapitel bildet, bringt meine Erzählung zum 18. Oktober, einem Tag, da diese seltsamen Ereignisse sich schnell ihrer schrecklichen Vollendung zu nä-

hern begannen. Die Vorfälle der nächsten Tage sind unauslöschlich in mein Gedächtnis eingegraben, und ich kann sie wiedergeben, ohne meine damaligen Aufzeichnungen zu benutzen. Ich beginne also mit dem Tag nach jenem, an dem ich zwei Tatsachen von gro-

ßer Bedeutung festgestellt hatte – die eine, daß Mrs. 

Laura Lyons aus Coombe Tracey an Sir Charles Baskerville geschrieben und mit ihm eine Verabredung für genau den Ort und die Stunde getroffen hatte, da er dann den Tod fand, und die andere, daß der lauernde Fremde in einer der Steinhütten auf den Hügeln anzutreffen wäre. Im Besitze dieser zwei Tatsachen meinte ich, daß es mir entweder an Intelligenz oder an Mut fehlen müßte, wenn es mir nicht gelänge, ein wenig mehr Licht auf diese düstren Schauplätze zu werfen. 

Ich hatte am Abend vorher keine Gelegenheit, dem Baronet zu erzählen, was ich über Frau Laura Lyons erfahren hatte, weil Dr. Mortimer bis in die späte Nacht mit ihm über den Karten verweilte. Beim Früh-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.563
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stück setzte ich ihn jedoch von meiner Entdeckung in Kenntnis und fragte ihn, ob er mich nach Coombe Tracey begleiten wolle. Zuerst war er Feuer und Flamme; bei reiflicher Überlegung erschien es uns jedoch beiden, daß ich allein zu einem besseren Ergebnis gelangen könnte. Je förmlicher dieser Besuch vor sich ginge, desto weniger würden wir vielleicht erfahren. Ich verließ Sir Henry daher nicht ohne einige Gewissensbisse und brach zu meiner neuerlichen Nachforschung auf. In Coombe Tracey angekommen, wies ich Perkins an, die Pferde einzustellen, und erkundigte mich nach der Dame, die zu befragen ich gekommen war. Es war nicht schwer, ihre Wohnung zu finden, die mitten im Ort lag und sehr hübsch eingerichtet war. Ein Dienstmädchen führte mich ohne weitere Förmlichkeiten hinein, und als ich in den Wohnraum trat, sprang eine Dame, die vor einer Remington-Schreibmaschine saß, mit einem freundlichen Lächeln des Willkommens auf. Sie machte jedoch ein langes Gesicht, als sie sah, daß ich ein Fremder war, und sie setzte sich wieder und fragte mich nach dem Anlaß meines Besuches. 

Der erste Eindruck, den Mrs. Lyons bei mir hinterließ, war der einer außerordentlichen Schönheit. Ihr Haar und ihre Augen waren von der gleichen vollen dunkelbraunen Farbe, und ihre Wangen, wiewohl sommersprossig, von dem erlesenen Flaum der Brü-
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netten überzogen, jenem zartrosa Hauch, der sich im Herzen der gelben Rose birgt. Der erste Eindruck –

ich wiederhole es – war Bewunderung. Der zweite jedoch war Kritik. Etwas in diesem Gesicht war auf eine subtile Weise unstimmig, ein Anflug von Ge-wöhnlichkeit, vielleicht eine gewisse Härte des Blicks, eine Schlaffheit der Lippen – etwas, das die vollkommene Schönheit beeinträchtigte. Natürlich sind dies jedoch spätere Erwägungen. Zu diesem Zeitpunkt wußte ich nur, daß ich einer sehr schönen Frau gegenübersaß und daß sie mich nach den Gründen für meinen Besuch fragte. Erst jetzt empfand ich, wie heikel meine Aufgabe war. 

»Ich habe das Vergnügen«, begann ich, »Ihren Herrn Vater zu kennen.«

Das war eine plumpe Einleitung, und die Dame gab mir das auch zu verstehen. 

»Zwischen meinem Vater und mir bestehen keine Beziehungen«, entgegnete sie. »Ich schulde ihm nichts, und seine Freunde sind nicht die meinen. Ohne den verstorbenen Sir Charles Baskerville und einige andere gütige Herzen hätte ich, was meinen Vater angeht, ebensogut verhungern können.«

»Der Anlaß meines Besuchs bei Ihnen ist eben der verstorbene Sir Charles Baskerville.«

Die Sommersprossen auf dem Gesicht der Dame traten hervor. 
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»Was könnte ich Ihnen über ihn sagen?« fragte sie, und ihre Finger spielten nervös mit den Tasten ihrer Schreibmaschine. 

»Sie haben ihn gekannt, nicht wahr?«

»Ich habe Ihnen schon gesagt, daß ich seiner Güte vieles verdanke. Wenn ich imstande bin, mein Brot zu verdienen, so ist das in erster Linie seiner Anteilnahme an meiner unglücklichen Lage zuzuschreiben.«

»Haben Sie mit ihm korrespondiert?«

Sie blickte rasch auf, mit einem ärgerlichen Blitzen in den Augen. 

»Was bezwecken Sie damit?« fragte sie scharf. 

»Ich bezwecke damit, einen öffentlichen Skandal zu vermeiden. Es ist besser, daß ich diese Fragen hier an Sie richte, als daß die Angelegenheit außerhalb unseres Einflusses geriete.«

Sie schwieg, und ihr Gesicht war sehr blaß. 

Schließlich blickte sie auf; in ihrer Haltung lag nun ein gewisser leichtfertiger und herausfordernder Trotz. 

»Gut, ich werde antworten«, sagte sie. »Was wollen Sie wissen?«

»Haben Sie mit Sir Charles korrespondiert?«

»Ich habe ihm natürlich ein- oder zweimal geschrieben, um ihm für sein Feingefühl und seine Großzügigkeit zu danken.«

»Wissen Sie die Daten dieser Briefe?«

»Nein.«
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»Sind Sie je mit ihm zusammengekommen?«

»Ja, ein- oder zweimal, als er nach Coombe Tracey kam. Er hat sehr zurückgezogen gelebt und nur im stillen Gutes getan.«

»Aber wenn Sie ihn so selten gesehen und ihm so selten geschrieben haben, wie konnte er dann genug von Ihren Angelegenheiten wissen, um Ihnen zu helfen, was er ja nach Ihren Worten getan hat?«

Auch auf diesen Einwurf hatte sie rasch eine Erklä-

rung. 

»Es gab mehrere Gentlemen, die meine traurige Lage kannten und sich zusammengetan haben, um mir zu helfen. Einer von ihnen war Mr. Stapleton, ein Nachbar und enger Freund von Sir Charles, und durch ihn wurde Sir Charles über meine Angelegenheiten unterrichtet.«

Da ich bereits wußte, daß Sir Charles verschiedentlich Stapleton als Almosenier benutzt hatte, schien mir diese Angabe der Dame glaubwürdig. 

»Haben Sie je an Sir Charles geschrieben, um eine Begegnung zu erbitten?« fragte ich weiter. 

Mrs. Lyons wurde abermals rot vor Ärger. 

»Das ist wirklich eine höchst sonderbare Frage, Sir!«

»Es tut mir sehr leid, Madame, aber ich muß auf dieser Frage bestehen.«

»Dann lautet meine Antwort – nein, bestimmt Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.567
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nicht.«

»Auch nicht am Tage von Sir Charles' Tod?«

Die Röte verflog im Nu, und vor mir war ein leichenfahles Gesicht. Ihre trockenen Lippen konnten kaum das ›nein‹ hervorbringen, das ich mehr sah als hörte. 

»Ihr Gedächtnis muß Sie täuschen«, sagte ich. »Ich kann Ihnen sogar eine Stelle Ihres Briefes wiederholen. Sie lautet: ›Bitte, bitte, da Sie ein Gentleman sind‹, verbrennen Sie diesen Brief und seien Sie um zehn Uhr am Tor.«

Ich glaubte, sie würde ohnmächtig, aber mit einer gewaltigen Anstrengung hielt sie sich auf den Beinen. 

»Gibt es denn keine Gentlemen mehr?« ächzte sie. 

»Sie tun Sir Charles Unrecht. Er hat den Brief verbrannt. Manchmal aber bleibt ein Brief leserlich, auch wenn er verbrannt ist. Sie geben also zu, daß Sie es geschrieben haben?«

»Ja, ich habe es geschrieben«, rief sie, und sie ergoß ihre Seele in einem Schwall von Worten. »Ich habe es geschrieben. Warum soll ich es leugnen? Ich habe keinen Grund, mich dessen zu schämen. Ich wollte seine Hilfe und meinte, wenn ich selbst mit ihm sprechen könnte, würde er mir sicher helfen, und deshalb habe ich ihn um eine Zusammenkunft gebeten.«

»Warum aber zu einer solchen Stunde?«
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»Weil ich gerade erfahren hatte, daß er am nächsten Tag nach London fahren und vielleicht monatelang abwesend sein würde. Aus verschiedenen Gründen konnte ich nicht früher hinkommen.«

»Warum aber ein Stelldichein im Garten statt eines Besuches im Haus?«

»Meinen Sie, daß eine Frau um eine solche Zeit allein in die Wohnung eines Junggesellen gehen kann?«

»Und was ist geschehen, als Sie dort angekommen sind?«

»Ich bin gar nicht hingegangen.«

»Mrs. Lyons!«

»Nein, ich schwöre es Ihnen bei allem, was mir heilig ist. Ich bin nicht hingegangen. Es ist etwas da-zwischengekommen, das mich daran gehindert hat.«

»Und was war das?«

»Eine Privatangelegenheit. Ich kann es Ihnen nicht sagen.«

»Sie geben also zu, daß Sie mit Sir Charles genau zu der Stunde und an der Stelle, wo er starb, eine Verabredung hatten, aber Sie leugnen, die Verabredung eingehalten zu haben?«

»Das ist die Wahrheit.«

Ich fragte sie immer wieder, nahm sie ins Kreuzverhör, aber über diesen Punkt kam ich nicht hinaus. 

»Mrs. Lyons«, sagte ich, als ich mich von diesem langen, ergebnislosen Gespräch erhob, »Sie nehmen Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.569
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eine große Verantwortung auf sich und bringen sich in eine zweifelhafte Lage, wenn Sie nicht alles sagen, was Sie wissen. Sollte ich die Hilfe der Polizei anrufen müssen, dann werden Sie sehen, wie ernstlich Sie kompromittiert sind. Wenn Sie unschuldig sind, warum haben Sie zuerst geleugnet, Sir Charles an jenem Tag geschrieben zu haben?«

»Weil ich Angst hatte, daß Sie daraus falsche Schlüsse ziehen und ich in einen Skandal verwickelt würde.«

»Und warum lag Ihnen so viel daran, daß Sir Charles Ihren Brief verbrennt?«

»Wenn Sie den Brief gelesen haben, wissen Sie es ja.«

»Ich habe nicht gesagt, daß ich den ganzen Brief gelesen habe.«

»Aber Sie haben doch etwas daraus zitiert.«

»Ich habe die Nachschrift zitiert. Der Brief war, wie ich Ihnen gesagt habe, verbrannt, und nur ein Teil davon lesbar. Ich frage Sie noch einmal, warum es Ihnen so wichtig war, daß Sir Charles den Brief, den er am Tag seines Todes erhielt, verbrannte?«

»Das ist eine ganz private Angelegenheit.«

»Desto mehr sollten Sie eine öffentliche Untersuchung vermeiden.«

»Also gut, ich will es Ihnen sagen. Wenn Sie etwas von meiner unglücklichen Geschichte kennen, werden Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.570
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Sie wissen, daß ich überstürzt geheiratet habe und Grund hatte, es zu bereuen.«

»Das habe ich gehört.«

»Seither werde ich unaufhörlich von einem Mann verfolgt, den ich verabscheue. Das Gesetz ist auf seiner Seite, und ich muß jeden Tag mit der Möglichkeit rechnen, daß er mich zwingt, mit ihm zu leben. Als ich Sir Charles diesen Brief schrieb, hatte ich gerade erfahren, daß es eine Möglichkeit gäbe, meine Freiheit wiederzuerlangen, wenn ich bestimmte Kosten tragen könnte. Es bedeutete alles für mich – Seelenru-he, Glück, Selbstachtung – alles. Ich kannte Sir Charles' Großmut, und ich glaubte, daß er mir helfen würde, wenn er die Geschichte aus meinem eigenen Mund hören könnte.«

»Warum sind Sie dann nicht einfach zu ihm gegangen?«

»Weil ich inzwischen von anderer Seite Hilfe bekommen hatte.«

»Warum haben Sie dann nicht an Sir Charles geschrieben und ihm das erklärt?«

»Ich hätte es getan, wenn ich nicht am nächsten Tag aus der Zeitung von seinem Tod erfahren hätte.«

Die Geschichte der Frau war in sich zusammenhängend und durch keine meiner Fragen zu erschüttern. 

Ich konnte dies alles nur überprüfen, indem ich herausfand, ob Mrs. Lyons ungefähr um die Zeit der Tra-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.571
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gödie Schritte zu einer Ehescheidung eingeleitet hatte. 

Es schien unwahrscheinlich, daß sie es wagen würde, zu behaupten, sie sei nicht in Baskerville Hall gewesen, wenn sie wirklich dort war, denn sie hätte eines Wagens bedurft, um dorthin zu gelangen, und wäre erst in den frühen Morgenstunden nach Coombe Tracey zurückgekommen. Solch ein Ausflug war nicht geheimzuhalten. Es war also wahrscheinlich, daß sie die Wahrheit sagte oder zumindest einen Teil der Wahrheit. Verwirrt und entmutigt verließ ich sie. 

Wieder hatte ich jene Sperrmauer erreicht, die auf jedem Weg errichtet zu sein schien, auf dem ich das Ziel meiner Mission zu erreichen suchte. Und doch –

je mehr ich an das Gesicht und das Benehmen der Dame dachte, desto mehr fühlte ich, daß mir etwas vorenthalten wurde. Warum war sie so blaß geworden? Warum wehrte sie sich so sehr dagegen, etwas zuzugeben, bis man sie zwang? Warum war sie zur Zeit der Tragödie so schweigsam geblieben? Sicher konnte die Erklärung für all dies nicht so harmlos sein, wie sie mich glauben machen wollte. Im Augenblick konnte ich in dieser Richtung nicht weiter vor-dringen und mußte mich daher jenem anderen Schlüssel zuwenden, der zwischen den Steinhütten auf dem Moor zu suchen war. Und das war eine sehr vage Richtungsangabe. Ich begriff es, als ich auf dem Heimweg sah, daß ein Hügel nach dem anderen Spu-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.572
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ren des Urvolks aufwies. Barrymore hatte nur gesagt, daß der Fremde in einer dieser verlassenen Hütten hause, und Hunderte von ihnen sind allenthalten über das Moor verstreut. Immerhin konnte ich mich nach meinen eigenen Beobachtungen richten, da ich doch den Mann auf der Spitze des Black  Tor  hatte stehen sehen. Also mußte meine Suche sich auf dieses Gebiet konzentrieren. Von dort aus würde ich jede einzelne Hütte auf dem Moor durchsuchen, bis ich die richtige fände. Wenn ich diesen Mann darin antraf, würde ich notfalls mit Hilfe des vorgehaltenen Revolvers aus seinem eigenen Mund erfahren, wer er war und warum er uns so lange verfolgt hatte. Im Gewühl der Regent Street mochte er uns entkommen sein, aber auf dem einsamen Moor sollte ihm dies schwieriger werden. Fände ich andererseits die Hütte, und ihr Bewohner wäre nicht anwesend, so müßte ich dort bis zu seiner Rückkehr warten, gleichgültig wie lange. Es wäre in der Tat ein Triumph für mich, wenn ich ihn zur Strecke brächte, während mein Meister versagt hatte. 

Das Glück war bei dieser Untersuchung wieder und wieder gegen uns gewesen, aber nun kam es mir endlich zu Hilfe. Und der Glücksbote war kein anderer als Mr. Frankland, der mit grauem Backenbart und rotem Gesicht vor seinem Gartentor stand, als ich auf der Straße entlangkam. 

»Guten Tag, Dr. Watson«, rief er in ungewöhnlich Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.573
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guter Laune. »Sie müssen Ihren Pferden eine Rast gönnen und hereinkommen, um ein Glas Wein mit mir zu trinken und mich zu beglückwünschen.«

Meine Gefühle für ihn waren keineswegs freundlich, nach allem, was ich über die Behandlung gehört hatte, die er seiner Tochter angedeihen ließ; mir lag jedoch daran, Perkins mit dem Wagen heimzuschik-ken, und die Gelegenheit war günstig. Ich stieg also aus und ließ Sir Henry sagen, daß ich zu Fuß zurückkehren und rechtzeitig zum Abendessen da sein würde. Dann folgte ich Frankland in sein Speisezimmer. 

»Heute ist ein großer Tag für mich – einer der rot im Kalender angestrichenen Tage in meinem Leben«, rief er kichernd. »Ich habe zwei Fliegen mit einer Klappe geschlagen. Ich werde den Leuten hier beweisen, daß Gesetz Gesetz ist, und daß es einen Mann gibt, der sich nicht davor scheut, es anzurufen. Ich habe mir ein Durchgangsrecht geschaffen, mitten durch den Park des alten Middleton, geraden Wegs hindurch, Sir, keine hundert Yards von seiner Haustür entfernt. Was halten Sie davon? Wir werden diesen Magnaten zeigen, daß sie mit den gewöhnlichen Bürgern und ihren Rechten nicht einfach Schlitten fahren können, hol sie der Teufel! Und ich habe den Wald gesperrt, wo die Leute aus Fernworthy ihre Picknicks abgehalten haben. Dieses verfluchte Volk scheint zu Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.574
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glauben, daß es kein Eigentumsrecht gibt und daß sie sich mit ihren Zeitungen und Flaschen überall herumlümmeln können. Beide Fälle sind entschieden, Dr. 

Watson, und beide zu meinen Gunsten. So einen Tag hatte ich nicht mehr, seit ich Sir John Morland wegen Verletzung fremden Eigentums dranbekommen habe, weil er in seinem eigenen Kaninchengehege gejagt hat.«

»Wie ist Ihnen denn das gelungen?«

»Lesen Sie es in den Büchern nach, Sir. Lohnende Lektüre – Frankland gegen Morland, Königlicher Gerichtshof. Es hat mich zweihundert Pfund gekostet, aber ich habe gewonnen.«

»Hat es Ihnen etwas genützt?«

»Nichts, Sir, nichts. Ich bin stolz darauf, sagen zu können, daß ich an der Sache keinerlei eigenes Interesse hatte. Ich handle nur aus Pflichtgefühl gegenüber der Öffentlichkeit. Ich zweifle zum Beispiel nicht daran, daß mich die Leute aus Fernworthy heute Nacht  in effigie  verbrennen werden. Als sie es das letzte Mal getan haben, habe ich der Polizei gesagt, sie sollte diesen schändlichen Zurschaustellungen ein Ende machen. Die Polizei der Grafschaft ist in einer skandalösen Verfassung, Sir, und sie hat mir nicht den Schutz gewährt, auf den ich Anspruch habe. Der Fall Frankland gegen die Königin wird die Sache an die Öffentlichkeit bringen. Ich habe ihnen gesagt, daß Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.575
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sie Gelegenheit haben würden, ihre Handlungsweise mir gegenüber zu bereuen, und meine Worte sind bereits zur Tatsache geworden.«

»Wie das?« fragte ich. 

Der alte Mann machte ein sehr verschmitztes Gesicht. 

»Weil ich ihnen etwas sagen könnte, das sie um ihr Leben gern wüßten; aber nichts wird mich dazu bewegen, diesen Schuften irgendwie zu helfen.«

Ich hatte schon nach einer Ausrede gesucht, um diesem Geschwätz entgehen zu können, aber nun begann ich, mehr davon hören zu wollen. Ich hatte von der Widerborstigkeit des alten Sünders genug gesehen, um zu wissen, daß eine laute Bekundung von Interesse die beste Möglichkeit wäre, ihn von weiteren vertraulichen Mitteilungen abzubringen. 

»Wahrscheinlich eine Wilddieberei, oder?« sagte ich mit gleichgültigem Gesicht. 

»Haha, mein Junge; etwas viel Wichtigeres als das! 

Wie wäre es mit dem Sträfling auf dem Moor?«

Ich fuhr zusammen. »Sie wollen doch nicht sagen, daß Sie wissen, wo er ist?« sagte ich. 

»Ich weiß vielleicht nicht ganz genau, wo er ist, aber ich bin ziemlich sicher, daß ich der Polizei helfen könnte, ihn in die Hände zu bekommen. Ist Ihnen nie aufgefallen, daß der beste Weg, diesen Mann zu fangen, wäre, herauszufinden, woher er sein Essen be-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.576
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kommt, und ihn so aufzustöbern?«

Er schien der Wahrheit unangenehm nahe zu kommen. »Zweifellos«, gab ich zu, »aber woher wissen Sie, daß er überhaupt auf dem Moor ist?«

»Ich weiß es, weil ich mit meinen eigenen Augen den Boten gesehen habe, der ihm sein Essen bringt.«

Ich sorgte mich um Barrymore. Es war eine ernste Sache, in der Macht dieses boshaften alten Wichtigtuers zu sein. Bei seiner nächsten Bemerkung fiel mir jedoch ein Stein vom Herzen. 

»Es wird Sie überraschen, daß ein Junge ihm das Essen bringt. Ich sehe ihn jeden Tag vom Dach aus durch mein Fernrohr. Er geht immer zur gleichen Zeit denselben Weg, und zu wem sollte er gehen als zu dem Sträfling?«

Da hatte ich nun wirklich Glück! Und dennoch be-mühte ich mich, jeden Anschein von Interesse zu unterdrücken. Ein Junge! Barrymore hatte gesagt, daß unser Unbekannter durch einen Jungen versorgt würde. Frankland war über seine Fährte und nicht die des Sträflings gestolpert. Wenn ich erfahren konnte, was er wußte, würde es mir eine lange, mühsame Jagd ersparen. Aber offenbar waren Unglauben und Gleichgültigkeit meine besten Karten. 

»Halten Sie es nicht für wahrscheinlicher, daß es der Sohn eines Schafhirten auf dem Moor ist, der seinem Vater das Essen bringt?«

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.577
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Der geringste Anschein von Widerspruch stachelte den alten Autokraten auf. Er blickte mich höhnisch an, und sein grauer Backenbart sträubte sich wie der eines bösen Katers. 

»Tatsächlich, Sir?« sagte er. Er deutete auf das weite Moor hinaus. »Sehen Sie dort drüben Black Tor?  Sehen Sie den niedrigen Hügel dahinter, mit dem Dornbusch? Es ist der steinigste Teil des ganzen Moors. Ist das der Ort, wo sich ein Schafhirt nieder-lassen würde? Ihre Vermutung, Sir, ist reichlich absurd.«

Ich antwortete demütig, ich hätte ohne Kenntnis der Dinge geredet. Meine Unterwürfigkeit erfreute ihn und brachte ihn zu weiteren vertraulichen Mitteilungen. 

»Sie können sicher sein, Sir, daß ich sehr guten Boden unter den Füßen habe, ehe ich mir eine Meinung bilde. Ich habe den Jungen mit seinem Bündel immer wieder gesehen. Jeden Tag, und manchmal sogar zweimal am Tag habe ich – aber, warten Sie einen Augenblick, Dr. Watson. Täuschen mich meine Augen, oder bewegt sich da etwas auf dem Abhang?«

Es war einige Meilen bis zu dem Hügel, aber trotzdem sah ich ganz deutlich einen kleinen dunklen Punkt vor dem stumpfen Grau und Grün. 

»Kommen Sie, Sir, kommen Sie!« rief Frankland. 

Er lief die Treppe hinauf. »Sie werden es mit eigenen Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.578
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Augen sehen und können sich selbst Ihr Urteil bilden.«

Das Fernrohr, ein beeindruckendes Instrument, war auf einem dreibeinigen Stativ montiert und fand sich auf dem flachen Bleidach des Hauses. Frankland klemmte ein Auge dahinter und stieß einen Ausruf der Befriedigung aus. 

»Rasch, Dr. Watson, rasch, bevor er über den Hügel ist!«

Und tatsächlich, da war er, ein kleiner Junge, der sich mit einem Bündel über der Schulter langsam den Hügel hinanmühte. Als er den Kamm erreichte, sah ich die zerlumpte, schmuddelige Gestalt sich einen Augenblick gegen den kalten, blauen Himmel abheben. Er sah sich scheu und verstohlen um, wie einer, der fürchtet, verfolgt zu werden. Dann verschwand er hinter dem Hügel. 

»Nun, habe ich recht?«

»Offensichtlich; das ist ein Junge, der irgendeinen geheimen Auftrag zu haben scheint.«

»Und was der Auftrag ist, könnte sogar ein Constable der Grafschaft erraten. Aber von mir werden sie kein Wort erfahren, und ich verpflichte auch Sie zu Verschwiegenheit, Dr. Watson. Kein Wort! Verstehen Sie?«

»Ganz wie Sie wünschen.«

»Man hat mich schändlich behandelt, schändlich. 

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.579
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Wenn im Prozeß Frankland gegen die Königin die Tatsachen ans Licht kommen, wird ein Schrei der Entrüstung durch das ganze Land gehen, wie ich wohl annehme. Nichts würde mich dazu bewegen, der Polizei auf irgendeine Weise zu helfen. Denen wäre es doch gleichgültig, wenn diese Halunken mich selbst statt meines Abbildes auf dem Scheiterhaufen verbrannt hätten. Sie wollen doch wohl nicht schon gehen! Sie müssen mir dabei helfen, zu Ehren dieses großen Ereignisses die Karaffe zu leeren!«

Ich widerstand jedoch all seinen Aufforderungen, und es gelang mir, ihn von seiner ausgesprochenen Absicht abzubringen, mich nach Hause zu begleiten. 

Solange er mich sehen konnte, blieb ich auf der Straße, bog aber dann ins Moor ab und machte mich auf zu dem steinigen Hügel, hinter dem der Junge verschwunden war. Alles lief zu meinen Gunsten, und ich schwor mir, daß ich die Chance, die mir Fortuna in den Schoß geworfen hatte, nicht aus Mangel an Tatkraft oder Ausdauer ungenutzt lassen würde. 

Die Sonne ging bereits unter, als ich den Gipfel des Hügels erreichte, und die langen Abhänge unter mir waren auf der einen Seite goldgrün und auf der anderen schattengrau. Ein Dunstschleier lag auf dem fern-sten Horizont, durchstoßen von den phantastischen Umrissen von Belliver und Vixen  Tor.  Auf der ganzen weiten Fläche gab es weder einen Laut noch Be-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.580
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wegung. Nur ein großer, grauer Vogel, Möwe oder Brachvogel, stieg empor in den blauen Himmel. Er und ich schienen die einzigen Lebewesen zwischen dem riesigen Gewölbe des Himmels und der Wüstenei darunter zu sein. Die öde Landschaft, das Gefühl der Einsamkeit und das Geheimnisvolle und Dringliche meines Vorhabens ließen mich frösteln. Der Junge war nirgendwo zu sehen. Unter mir jedoch, in einer Kerbe zwischen den Hügeln, stand ein Kreis der alten Steinhütten, und in ihrer Mitte bemerkte ich eine, deren Dach noch gut genug erhalten war, um Schutz gegen das Wetter zu bieten. Mein Herz klopfte schneller, als ich das sah. Dies mußte der Bau sein, in dem der Fremde lauerte. Endlich stand ich an der Schwelle seines Verstecks – nun lag sein Geheimnis greifbar vor mir. 

Ich näherte mich der Hütte mit derselben Vorsicht, mit der Stapleton sich mit seinem Netz an einen Schmetterling heranschlich, und stellte befriedigt fest, daß diese Hütte wirklich als Wohnstätte benutzt worden war. Ein kaum erkennbarer Pfad zwischen den Felsblöcken führte zu der verfallenen Öffnung, die als Tür diente. Drinnen war alles still. Der Unbekannte mochte darin lauern oder sich auf dem Moor herum-treiben. Meine Nerven kribbelten vor Abenteuerlust. 

Ich warf die Zigarette weg, umklammerte den Griff meines Revolvers, schritt schnell auf die Türöffnung Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.581
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zu und blickte in die Hütte. Sie war leer. 

Es gab jedoch ausreichende Anzeichen dafür, daß ich nicht auf einer falschen Fährte war. Ganz sicher lebte der Mann hier. Eingewickelt in einen Regenmantel lagen mehrere Wolldecken auf genau der Steinplatte, auf der einst der Steinzeitmensch ge-schlummert haben mochte. In einem groben Feuerloch lag ein Häuflein Asche, daneben einige Kochgeräte und ein halbvoller Wassereimer. Eine Anzahl leerer Konservenbüchsen bewies, daß der Ort längere Zeit bewohnt gewesen war, und als sich meine Augen an das gestreute Licht gewöhnt hatten, sah ich in einer Ecke ein Kännchen und eine halbvolle Flasche Schnaps. In der Mitte der Hütte diente ein flacher Stein als Tisch, und auf diesem lag ein kleines Stoffbündel – zweifellos dasselbe, das ich durch das Fernrohr auf der Schulter des Jungen gesehen hatte. Es enthielt einen Laib Brot, eine Büchse mit Zunge und zwei mit eingemachten Pfirsichen. Als ich nach sorgfältiger Untersuchung diese Gegenstände wieder hingelegt hatte, bemerkte ich plötzlich mit Herzklopfen, daß unter dem Bündel ein beschriebener Zettel lag. 

Ich nahm ihn auf und las folgendes unbeholfen mit Bleistift gekritzelt:

»Dr. Watson ist nach Coombe Tracey gefahren.«

Eine Minute lang stand ich mit dem Papier in der Hand und überlegte, was diese kurze Botschaft be-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.582
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deuten mochte. So war ich es also und nicht Sir Henry, der von diesem geheimnisvollen Unbekannten belauert wurde. Er hatte mich nicht selbst verfolgt, sondern einen Agenten – vielleicht den Jungen – auf meine Spur gesetzt, und dies war dessen Bericht. 

Wahrscheinlich hatte ich seit meiner Ankunft auf dem Moor keinen Schritt getan, der nicht beobachtet und berichtet worden war. Immer wieder hatte ich das Ge-fühl einer unsichtbaren Macht, eines unendlich geschickt und fein um uns zusammengezogenen Netzes, das uns so leicht barg, daß man sich erst im entscheidenden Moment bewußt wurde, in seine Maschen verstrickt zu sein. 

Wenn es diesen einen Bericht gab, mochte es auch andere geben, deshalb durchsuchte ich die Hütte. Ich fand jedoch nichts dergleichen und konnte auch keinerlei Anzeichen entdecken, welche mich über Wesen und Absichten des Mannes aufgeklärt hätten, der an diesem einzigartigen Ort lebte, außer darüber, daß er ein Mensch von spartanischen Gewohnheiten sein mußte und wenig Wert auf die Annehmlichkeiten des Lebens legte. Wenn ich an die schweren Regengüsse der letzten Tage dachte und das klaffende Dach sah, begriff ich, wie fest die Absicht sein mußte, die ihn in einem so unwirtlichen Unterschlupf unbeirrbar festhielt. War er unser erbitterter Feind, oder konnte er vielleicht unser Schutzengel sein? Ich schwor mir, die Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.583
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Hütte nicht zu verlassen, bis ich es wußte. 

Draußen versank die Sonne, und der Westen glühte scharlachrot und golden. Der Widerschein lag auf den Wassertümpeln des großen Grimpen-Sumpfs. Die beiden Türme von Baskerville Hall waren zu sehen, und eine schwache Rauchsäule bezeichnete den Ort Grimpen. Zwischen diesen beiden Punkten lag jenseits der Hügel das Haus der Stapletons. Alles war sanft und mild und friedlich im goldenen Abendlicht, doch als ich es betrachtete, hatte meine Seele keinen Anteil am Frieden der Natur, sondern bebte ob der Unbestimmtheit und des Schreckens des Zusammentreffens, das jede Minute näher brachte. Mit angespannten Nerven, aber voll Entschlossenheit saß ich in der finsteren Hütte und wartete mit düstrer Beharrlichkeit auf die Rückkehr ihres Bewohners. 

Und dann endlich hörte ich ihn. Von weither klang das harte Auftreffen eines Stiefels auf einen Stein. 

Wieder und wieder dieser Laut, immer näher und näher. Ich zog mich in die dunkelste Ecke zurück und spannte in der Tasche den Hahn meines Revolvers, fest entschlossen, meine Anwesenheit nicht zu verraten, bis ich den Fremden deutlich gesehen hätte. Eine längere Pause trat ein, die zeigte, daß er stehengeblieben war. Dann kamen die Schritte wieder näher, und ein Schatten fiel über die Türöffnung. 

»Ein wunderbarer Abend, mein lieber Watson«, Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.584
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sagte eine wohlbekannte Stimme. »Ich glaube, daß es für Sie hier draußen bequemer sein wird als dort drinnen!«

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.585
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12. Tod auf dem Moor

Für einen Augenblick oder zwei stockte mir der Atem, und ich traute meinen Ohren kaum. Dann wurde ich wieder Herr meiner selbst und meiner Stimme, und die drückende Last der Verantwortung schien augenblicklich von meiner Seele genommen. Diese kalte, schneidende, ironische Stimme konnte auf der ganzen Welt nur einem Mann gehören. 

»Holmes!« rief ich, »Holmes!«

»Kommen Sie heraus«, sagte er, »und seien Sie bitte vorsichtig mit dem Revolver.«

Ich duckte mich unter dem roh behauenen Türsturz, und da saß er auf einem Stein; seine grauen Augen funkelten vor Vergnügen, als sie auf mein verblüfftes Gesicht fielen. Er war dünn und abgezehrt, sah aber gesund und frisch aus, und sein scharfes Gesicht war von der Sonne gebräunt und vom Wind gegerbt. In seinem Tweedanzug und der Stoffmütze12 ähnelte er jedem beliebigen Touristen auf dem Moor, und dank seiner katzenhaften Passion für körperliche Reinlichkeit war sein Kinn so glattrasiert und sein Hemd so frisch, als wäre er in der Baker Street. 

»Ich war noch nie in meinem Leben so froh, jemanden zu sehen«, sagte ich, als ich ihm die Hand schüttelte. 

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.586
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»Oder so überrascht, was?«

»Das will ich wohl zugeben.«

»Ich versichere Ihnen, daß die Überraschung nicht völlig einseitig ist. Ich hatte keine Ahnung, daß Sie meinen Schlupfwinkel entdeckt hatten, und noch weniger, daß Sie darin waren, bis zwanzig Schritte vor dem Eingang.«

»Meine Fußspur, nehme ich an?«

»Nein, Watson; ich fürchte, daß ich nicht imstande wäre, Ihre Fußspuren unter allen Fußspuren auf der Welt zu erkennen. Wenn Sie mich ernstlich täuschen wollen, müssen Sie Ihren Tabaklieferanten wechseln; wenn ich nämlich den Stummel einer Zigarette Marke

›Bradley, Oxford Street‹ sehe, weiß ich, daß mein Freund Watson in der Nähe ist. Der Stummel liegt dort neben dem Weg. Wahrscheinlich haben Sie ihn in dem wichtigen Moment weggeworfen, als Sie zum Angriff auf die unbewohnte Hütte übergingen?«

»Richtig.«

»Ich dachte es mir – und da ich Ihre bewundernswerte Ausdauer kenne, war ich davon überzeugt, daß Sie mit einer Waffe in Reichweite im Hinterhalt sitzen würden, um den Bewohner der Hütte zu erwarten. 

Sie haben also wirklich geglaubt, ich wäre der Verbrecher?«

»Ich wußte nicht, wer hier hauste, aber ich war entschlossen, es herauszubekommen.«

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.587
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»Ausgezeichnet, Watson! Und wie haben Sie mich entdeckt? Haben Sie mich vielleicht in der Nacht gesehen, in der Sie auf den Sträfling Jagd machten und ich so unvorsichtig war, den Mond hinter mir aufgehen zu lassen?«

»Ja, da habe ich Sie gesehen.«

»Und haben wahrscheinlich alle Hütten durchsucht, bis Sie zu dieser hier gekommen sind?«

»Nein. Ihr Junge ist beobachtet worden, das hat mir gezeigt, in welcher Richtung ich zu suchen hatte.«

»Wahrscheinlich der alte Gentleman mit dem Fernrohr. Ich konnte mir zuerst nicht erklären, was es war, als ich das Licht auf der Linse blitzen sah.« Holmes stand auf und blickte in die Hütte. »Ha, ich sehe, daß Cartwright Vorräte gebracht hat. Was ist mit dem Papier? Sie sind also in Coombe Tracey gewesen?«

»Ja.«

»Um Mrs. Laura Lyons zu sprechen?«

»Richtig.«

»Sehr gut! Unsere Nachforschungen sind anscheinend parallel verlaufen, und wenn wir unsere Ergebnisse zusammenfassen, dürften wir eine ziemlich vollständige Kenntnis des ganzen Falls besitzen.«

»Nun, ich bin von Herzen froh, daß Sie hier sind, denn die Verantwortung und das Geheimnis waren zuviel für meine Nerven geworden. Wie aber, in Drei-Teufels-Namen, sind Sie hergekommen, und was Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.588
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haben Sie gemacht? Ich dachte, Sie wären in der Baker Street und vollkommen in die Erpresserge-schichte vertieft.«

»Das sollten Sie auch glauben.«

»Sie nutzen mich also aus und vertrauen mir doch nicht!« rief ich einigermaßen verbittert aus. »Ich glaube, ich habe von Ihnen etwas Besseres verdient, Holmes.«

»Mein lieber Freund, Sie sind mir in diesem wie in vielen anderen Fällen unschätzbar wertvoll gewesen, und ich bitte Sie um Vergebung, wenn es aussieht, als hätte ich Ihnen einen Streich gespielt. Um die Wahrheit zu sagen, war es zum Teil Ihretwegen, daß ich es getan habe, und meine Einschätzung der Gefahr, in der Sie schweben, hat mich dazu bewogen, herzukommen und selbst die Sache zu untersuchen. Wenn ich mit Sir Henry und Ihnen zusammengewesen wäre, dann wäre mein Gesichtspunkt natürlich der gleiche wie Ihrer gewesen, und meine Gegenwart hätte unsere überaus gefährlichen Gegner veranlaßt, auf der Hut zu sein. So aber konnte ich mich frei bewegen, was un-möglich gewesen wäre, wenn ich auf Baskerville Hall gewohnt hätte, und in der ganzen Angelegenheit bleibe ich eine unbekannte Größe und kann in einem kritischen Augenblick mein ganzes Gewicht in die Waagschale werfen.«

»Aber warum haben Sie es mir verheimlicht?«

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.589
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»Ihr Wissen hätte uns nicht geholfen, möglicherweise aber zu meiner Entdeckung geführt. Sie hätten mir etwas mitteilen oder in Ihrer Güte etwas zu meiner Bequemlichkeit beisteuern wollen, was ein überflüssiges Wagnis gewesen wäre. Ich habe Cartwright mitgebracht – Sie erinnern sich wohl an den kleinen jungen im Expreß-Büro –, und er hat für meine einfachen Bedürfnisse gesorgt: einen Laib Brot und einen reinen Kragen. Was braucht man mehr? Außerdem bedeutet er ein zweites Augenpaar und ein zweites Paar sehr tüchtiger Füße, und beides war unschätzbar.«

»Dann waren also alle meine Berichte umsonst?«

Meine Stimme zitterte, als ich an die Mühe und den Stolz bei ihrer Abfassung dachte. 

Holmes zog ein Bündel Papiere aus seiner Tasche. 

»Hier sind Ihre Berichte, lieber Freund, und ich habe sie gut durchgearbeitet, sage ich Ihnen. Ich habe ausgezeichnete Vorkehrungen getroffen, so daß sie nur um einen Tag verspätet in meine Hände gelangen. 

Ich muß Ihnen meine vollste Anerkennung für den Eifer und die Geschicklichkeit aussprechen, die Sie in diesem außerordentlich schwierigen Fall gezeigt haben.«

Ich fühlte mich zwar noch etwas verletzt wegen der Art, in der ich getäuscht worden war, aber die Wärme von Holmes' Lob verscheuchte meinen Ärger. Auch Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.590
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sah ich ein, daß er recht hatte mit dem, was er sagte, und daß es für unsere Zwecke das Beste war, daß ich über seine Anwesenheit auf dem Moor in Unkenntnis geblieben war. 

»Schon besser«, sagte er, als er sah, daß mein Gesicht sich aufhellte. »Und nun berichten Sie mir über das Ergebnis Ihres Besuches bei Mrs. Laura Lyons –

es war für mich nicht schwer zu erraten, daß Sie ihretwegen hingefahren sind; ich weiß natürlich, daß sie der einzige Mensch in Coombe Tracey ist, der uns in dieser Sache irgendwie nützen kann. Wenn Sie nicht heute hingegangen wären, hätte ich es deshalb wohl morgen getan.«

Die Sonne war untergegangen, und die Abenddämmerung sank auf das Moor hinab. Die Luft wurde kalt, und wir zogen uns der Wärme wegen in die Hütte zurück. Dort saßen wir im Zwielicht nebeneinander, und ich erzählte Holmes von meinem Gespräch mit Mrs. Lyons. Er war so interessiert, daß ich einiges wiederholen mußte, ehe er zufrieden war. 

»Das ist sehr wichtig«, meinte er, als ich geendet hatte. »Es füllt eine Lücke aus, die ich bis jetzt in dieser höchst verwickelten Angelegenheit nicht überbrücken konnte. Sie wissen vielleicht, daß diese Dame und Stapleton miteinander eng vertraut sind?«

»Nein, von enger Vertrautheit wußte ich nichts.«

»Darüber kann es keinen Zweifel geben. Sie treffen Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.591
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und schreiben einander, es herrscht zwischen ihnen ein vollkommenes Einverständnis. Nun haben wir eine sehr wirkungsvolle Waffe in die Hand bekommen. Wenn ich sie nur dazu benutzen könnte, um seine Frau von ihm zu lösen ...«

»Seine Frau?«

»Jetzt bekommen Sie von mir Informationen als Dank für alles, was Sie mir berichtet haben. Die Dame, die hier als Stapletons Schwester gilt, ist in Wirklichkeit seine Frau.«

»Um Himmels willen, Holmes, sind Sie dessen sicher? Wie konnte er dann zulassen, daß sich Sir Henry in sie verliebt?«

»Sir Henrys Verliebtheit konnte niemandem schaden als nur Sir Henry selbst. Außerdem hat Stapleton darauf geachtet, daß Sir Henry seine Liebe nicht in Taten umsetzt, das haben Sie ja selbst bemerkt. Ich wiederhole es: Die Dame ist seine Frau, nicht seine Schwester.«

»Aber wozu diese ausgeklügelte Täuschung?«

»Weil er vorausgesehen hat, daß sie ihm als unverheiratete Frau viel nützlicher sein konnte.«

All meine unausgesprochenen Empfindungen, meine vagen Vermutungen nahmen plötzlich Gestalt an und richteten sich gegen den Naturforscher. In diesem leidenschaftslosen, farblosen Mann mit seinem Strohhut und seinem Schmetterlingsnetz meinte ich Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.592
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jetzt etwas Fürchterliches zu sehen – ein Wesen von unendlicher Geduld und Tücke, mit lächerlichem Gesicht und Mord im Herzen. 

»Dann ist er also unser Feind – derjenige, der uns in London verfolgt hat?«

»Das dürfte des Rätsels Lösung sein.«

»Und die Warnung – sie muß dann von ihr gekommen sein?«

»Richtig.«

Die Umrisse einer monströsen Schurkerei, halb gesehen, halb geahnt, dräuten plötzlich im Dunkel, das mich so lange umfangen hatte. 

»Sind Sie ganz sicher, Holmes? Woher wissen Sie, daß die Frau seine Gattin ist?«

»Weil er sich so weit vergessen hat, Ihnen anläß-

lich Ihrer ersten Begegnung ein wahres Stückchen seiner Autobiographie zu erzählen, und ich bin sicher, daß er es seither oft bereut hat. Er ist wirklich einmal Leiter einer Schule in Nordengland gewesen. Nun kann man über keinen Menschen leichter etwas erfahren als über einen Schulleiter. Es gibt Vermittlungen für Lehrer, durch die man jeden identifizieren kann, der einmal diesen Beruf ausgeübt hat. Durch eine kleine Nachforschung erfuhr ich, daß eine Schule unter gräßlichen Umständen zugrunde gegangen war und daß der Mann, dem sie gehörte – es war ein anderer Name – mit seiner Frau verschwunden ist. Die Be-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.593
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schreibungen stimmten. Als ich dann noch erfuhr, daß der verschwundene Mann passionierter Entomologe war, war die Identifizierung vollständig.«

Das Dunkel lichtete sich, aber noch immer war vieles von Schatten verhüllt. 

»Wenn diese Dame wirklich seine Frau ist, was ist dann mit Mrs. Laura Lyons?« fragte ich. 

»Das ist eben einer der Punkte, die Ihre Nachforschungen erhellt haben. Ihr Gespräch mit der Dame hat die Situation bedeutend geklärt. Ich wußte nichts von einer geplanten Scheidung zwischen ihr und ihrem Mann. In diesem Fall rechnet sie sicher damit, daß Stapleton, den sie für einen Junggesellen hält, sie heiraten wird.«

»Und wenn sie alles erfährt?«

»Nun, dann wird uns diese Dame vielleicht sehr nützlich sein. Das erste, was wir morgen zu tun haben, ist, daß wir sie aufsuchen – und zwar zusammen. Glauben Sie nicht, Watson, daß Sie Ihren Schutzbefohlenen schon ziemlich lange alleingelassen haben? Sie sollten in Baskerville Hall sein.«

Die letzten roten Strahlen waren im Westen verblichen, und Nacht lag über dem Moor. Einige schwache Sterne glommen am violetten Himmel. 

»Eine letzte Frage, Holmes«, sagte ich, während ich mich erhob. »Wir brauchen doch kein Geheimnis voreinander zu haben. Was bedeutet das alles? Was Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.594
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für einen Zweck verfolgt er?«

Holmes' Stimme wurde zu einem Flüstern, als er antwortete: »Mord, Watson, abgefeimter, kaltblütiger, vorsätzlicher Mord. Fragen Sie mich nicht nach Einzelheiten. Meine Netze ziehen sich um ihn zusammen, so wie seine um Sir Henry, und dank Ihrer Hilfe ist er schon beinahe in meiner Hand. Nur eine Gefahr kann uns noch drohen. Daß er nämlich losschlägt, ehe wir soweit sind. Ein Tag noch – höchstens zwei; aber bis dahin bewachen Sie Ihren Schützling so sorgsam wie je eine Mutter ihr krankes Kind. Ihre heutige Mission hat sich selbst gerechtfertigt, und trotzdem wäre mir fast lieber, Sie wären an seiner Seite geblieben. –

Hören Sie!«

Ein furchtbarer Schrei – lang und gellend, voll Angst und Entsetzen – brach aus der Stille des Moors. Ein fürchterlicher Laut, der das Blut in meinen Adern erstarren ließ. 

»Um Gottes willen«, ächzte ich. »Was ist das?«

Holmes war aufgesprungen, und ich sah seine dunkle, athletische Gestalt in der Tür der Hütte; die Schulter gebeugt, den Kopf vorgestreckt, suchte er mit den Blicken die Finsternis zu durchdringen. 

»Pst«, flüsterte er, »pst!«

Der Schrei war wegen seiner Heftigkeit laut gewesen, aber er war weit entfernt erschollen, irgendwo auf der dunklen Ebene. Nun drang ein neuer Schrei zu Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.595
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uns herüber, näher, lauter, drängender als zuvor. 

»Wo ist es?« flüsterte Holmes, und am Beben seiner Stimme erkannte ich, daß sogar er, der Mann aus Eisen, in der Seele erschüttert war. »Wo ist es, Watson?«

»Dort, glaube ich.« Ich deutete in die Dunkelheit. 

»Nein, da.«

Wieder durchbrach der verzweifelte Schrei die stille Nacht, lauter und viel näher als vorhin, und ein neuer Klang mischte sich darunter, ein tiefes mur-melndes Grollen, klangvoll und doch drohend, steigend und fallend wie das unablässige Rauschen des Meeres. 

»Der Bluthund!« schrie Holmes. »Rasch, Watson, vorwärts! Um Himmels willen, wenn wir nur nicht zu spät kommen!«

Er rannte schnell über das Moor, und ich folgte ihm auf den Fersen. Aber plötzlich kam irgendwo vor uns, aus dem unebenen Gelände, ein letzter verzweifelt gellender Schrei und dann ein dumpfer schwerer Fall. Wir blieben stehen und horchten. Kein Laut durchbrach mehr das lastende Schweigen der wind-stillen Nacht. 

Ich sah, wie Holmes sich mit der Hand an die Stirn fuhr, wie ein zerstreuter Mensch. Er stampfte mit dem Fuß auf den Boden. 

»Er hat uns geschlagen, Watson. Wir sind zu Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.596
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spät.«

»Nein, nein, sicher nicht!«

»Welch ein Narr war ich, mich zurückzuhalten! 

Und Sie, Watson, sehen, was dabei herauskommt, wenn man seinen Posten verläßt. Aber bei Gott, wenn wirklich das Schlimmste geschehen ist, werden wir ihn rächen!«

Blindlings rannten wir durch die Dunkelheit; wir liefen gegen Felsblöcke, zwängten uns zwischen Ginsterbüschen hindurch, keuchten Hügel hinauf, stürzten Abhänge hinunter, immer in die Richtung, aus der diese furchtbaren Schreie gekommen waren. Auf jeder Anhöhe blickte Holmes gespannt um sich, aber die Schatten lagen schwer über dem Moor, und nichts rührte sich auf der öden Fläche. 

»Sehen Sie etwas?«

»Nichts.«

»Aber horchen Sie, was ist das?«

Ein leises Stöhnen war an unsere Ohren gedrungen. 

Da noch einmal, zu unserer Linken! Auf dieser Seite endete ein Felsengrat in einer steilen Klippe, die einen mit Steinen besäten Abhang überragte. Auf diesem unebenen Grund lag etwas Dunkles von eigentümlicher Form. Als wir hinzuliefen, nahm der unbestimmte Umriß feste Gestalt an. Am Boden lag ein Mann mit dem Gesicht nach unten. Sein Kopf steckte in einem fürchterlichen Winkel unter seiner Brust, die Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.597
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Schultern vorgebeugt und der Körper so zusammengezogen wie für einen Purzelbaum. So grotesk war die ganze Haltung, daß mir zuerst gar nicht zu Be-wußtsein kam, daß der Mann mit jenem Seufzer seine Seele ausgehaucht hatte. Kein Hauch, kein Röcheln kam nun von der dunklen Gestalt, über die wir uns beugten. Holmes berührte ihn mit der Hand und hielt sie hoch, mit einem Ausruf des Entsetzens. Der Schein des Streichholzes, das er entzündete, beleuchtete seine besudelten Finger und die grausige Lache, die sich unter dem zertrümmerten Schädel des Opfers immer mehr erweiterte. Und es beleuchtete noch etwas anderes, das unsere Herzen vor Schmerz und Trauer krank machte – die Leiche von Sir Henry Baskerville! 

Keiner von uns hätte je den eigentümlichen rötlichen Tweedanzug vergessen – eben jenen, den Sir Henry am ersten Morgen getragen hatte, als er uns in der Baker Street aufsuchte. Wir konnten nur einen kurzen, aber eindeutigen Blick darauf werfen, und dann flackerte und erlosch das Licht, ebenso wie jede Hoffnung in uns erloschen war. Holmes stöhnte auf; sein Gesicht schimmerte bleich durch die Dunkelheit. 

»Die Bestie, die Bestie!« schrie ich; ich ballte die Fäuste. »O Holmes, ich werde es mir nie verzeihen, daß ich Sir Henry seinem Schicksal überlassen habe!«

»Meine Schuld ist größer als Ihre, Watson. Um Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.598
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meinen Fall schön abgerundet und vollständig zu haben, habe ich das Leben meines Klienten fortgeworfen. Es ist der härteste Schlag, der mich auf meiner Laufbahn getroffen hat. Aber wie konnte ich wissen – wie konnte ich wissen, daß er trotz all meiner Warnungen allein auf das Moor hinausgehen und sein Leben riskieren würde?«

»Daß wir seine Schreie gehört haben – mein Gott, diese Schreie! – und ihm nicht helfen konnten. Wo ist dieses Ungeheuer von einem Bluthund, der ihn zu Tode gehetzt hat? Vielleicht lauert er zwischen den Felsen, noch in diesem Augenblick. Und Stapleton, wo ist er? Er soll für seine Tat büßen!«

»Das wird er. Dafür werde ich sorgen. Onkel und Neffe sind ermordet worden – der eine zu Tode erschreckt durch den bloßen Anblick einer Bestie, die er für übernatürlich hielt, der andere in seiner wilden Flucht vor demselben Tier in sein Verderben getrieben. Aber jetzt müssen wir die Verbindung zwischen dem Mann und dem Tier beweisen. Von diesem haben wir allerdings nur gehört und können seine Existenz nicht beschwören, da Sir Henry offenbar an seinem Sturz gestorben ist. Aber, beim Himmel, so schlau der Kerl auch sein mag – ehe noch ein Tag vergangen ist, wird er in meiner Gewalt sein.«

Wir standen mit bitteren Herzen bei dem zerschmetterten Leichnam, überwältigt von diesem Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.599
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plötzlichen, nie wieder gutzumachenden Unheil, das all unsere langwierige Arbeit und erschöpfende Mühsal zu einem so kläglichen Ende gebracht hatte. Als dann der Mond aufging, stiegen wir zu der Höhe der Felsen empor, von denen unser armer Freund herabgestürzt war, und vom Gipfel aus blickten wir über das weite Moor, das halb silbern und halb düster war. 

Weit entfernt, Meilen in Richtung Grimpen, schien ruhig ein einzelnes gelbes Licht. Es konnte nur aus dem einsamen Haus der Stapletons kommen. Mit einem bitteren Fluch schüttelte ich meine Faust in diese Richtung. 

»Warum können wir ihn nicht sofort ergreifen?«

»Unsere Beweise sind nicht vollständig. Der Kerl ist über alle Maßen vorsichtig und schlau. Es geht nicht um das, was wir wissen, sondern um das, was wir beweisen können. Ein falscher Schritt, und der Schurke kann uns immer noch entwischen.«

»Was können wir jetzt tun?«

»Morgen werden wir genug zu tun haben. Für heute bleibt uns nichts übrig, als unserem armen Freund den letzten Dienst zu erweisen.«

Wir stiegen wieder den steilen Abhang hinab und näherten uns dem Leichnam, der sich schwarz und deutlich von den silbernen Steinen abhob. Der Anblick dieser im Todeskampf verrenkten Gliedmaßen erschütterte mich so sehr, daß mir die Tränen in die Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.600
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Augen schossen. 

»Wir müssen Hilfe holen, Holmes! Wir können ihn nicht allein den ganzen Weg bis zur Hall tragen. Lieber Gott, sind Sie verrückt geworden?«

Holmes hatte einen Schrei ausgestoßen und sich über den Leichnam gebeugt. Nun tanzte er herum und lachte und schüttelte mir die Hand. Konnte das mein ernster, beherrschter Freund sein? Wahrlich stille Wasser! 

»Ein Bart! Ein Bart! Der Mann hat einen Bart!«

»Einen Bart?«

»Es ist nicht der Baronet – es ist – ja wahrhaftig, es ist mein Nachbar, der Sträfling!«

In fiebriger Hast drehten wir den Leichnam um, und der zottige Bart starrte zum kalten Mond empor. 

Es war kein Zweifel möglich, die vorspringende Stirn, die eingesunkenen tierischen Augen ... Es war das Gesicht, das mich im Kerzenlicht damals über die Felskante angestarrt hatte – das Gesicht des Verbrechers Selden. 

Im nächsten Augenblick war mir alles klar. Ich erinnerte mich daran, daß der Baronet mir gesagt hatte, er habe Barrymore seine alte Garderobe geschenkt. 

Barrymore hatte sie an Seiden weitergegeben, um ihm die Flucht zu ermöglichen. Stiefel, Hemd, Mütze –

alles hatte Sir Henry gehört. Die Tragödie war noch immer düster genug, aber der Mann hatte immerhin Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.601
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nach den Gesetzen seines Landes den Tod verdient. 

Mit vor Freude und Dankbarkeit überschäumendem Herzen setzte ich Holmes die Sache auseinander. 

»Dann haben die Kleider den Tod des armen Teufels verschuldet«, sagte er. »Es ist klar, daß der Bluthund auf ein von Sir Henry getragenes Kleidungsstück abgerichtet ist, wahrscheinlich auf den Schuh, der Sir Henry im Hotel abhanden i kam, und auf diese Weise hat er den Mann gestellt. Etwas Sonderbares ist aber doch dabei: Wie konnte Seiden im Dunkeln wissen, daß ihm der Hund auf den Fersen war?«

»Er hat ihn gehört.«

»Einen Hund auf dem Moor zu hören würde doch einem so harten Mann wie diesem Sträfling kaum eine so panische Angst einjagen, daß er riskiert, durch seine wilden Hilfeschreie wieder eingefangen zu werden? Seinen Rufen nach muß er noch lange gerannt sein, nachdem er gemerkt hatte, daß das Tier ihm auf den Fersen war. Woher wußte er es?«

»Ein noch größeres Rätsel ist es für mich, warum dieser Bluthund, angenommen, daß unsere Mutma-

ßungen richtig sind ...«

»Ich mutmaße gar nichts.«

»Nun also – warum dieser Bluthund heute abend frei auf dem Moor herumgelaufen ist? Ich nehme an, daß er nicht immer freigelassen wird. Stapleton würde ihn nicht loslassen, wenn er nicht Grund hätte, anzu-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.602
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nehmen, daß Sir Henry auf dem Moor ist.«

»Von diesen beiden Schwierigkeiten ist jedenfalls meine die beängstigendere, denn für die Ihre werden wir wohl bald eine Erklärung finden, während meine für immer ein unaufgeklärtes Geheimnis bleiben könnte. Die Frage ist nun: Was machen wir mit der Leiche dieses armen Teufels? Wir können ihn doch nicht hier für die Füchse und die Raben liegen lassen.«

»Ich schlage vor, daß wir ihn in eine der Hütten legen und dann die Polizei benachrichtigen.«

»Gut. Ich glaube, so weit können Sie und ich ihn ohne Mühe tragen. Hallo, Watson, was ist das? Unser Mann höchstselbst, bei allem, was erstaunlich und frech ist! Kein Wort von unserem Verdacht – kein Wort, oder alle meine Pläne brechen in sich zusammen!«

Eine Gestalt kam vom Moor her auf uns zu, und ich sah die dumpfe rote Glut einer Zigarre. Das Mondlicht fiel auf ihn, und ich konnte die schmächtige Gestalt und den munteren Schritt des Naturforschers erkennen. Er stutzte, als er uns erblickte, und kam dann rasch auf uns zu. 

»Na, Dr. Watson, sind Sie es wirklich? Sie sind der letzte, den ich zur Nachtzeit auf dem Moor zu finden glaubte. Aber mein Gott, was ist das? Jemand verunglückt? Nein – sagen Sie mir nicht, daß es unser Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.603
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Freund Sir Henry ist!«

Stapleton eilte an mir vorbei und beugte sich über den Toten. Ich hörte ihn tief Luft holen, und die Zigarre fiel ihm aus der Hand. 

»Wer – wer ist das?« stammelte er. 

»Es ist Seiden, der entlaufene Sträfling aus Princetown.«

Er wandte uns sein totenblasses Antlitz zu – aber mit äußerster Willensanstrengung rang er seine Be-stürzung und Enttäuschung nieder. Er blickte Holmes und mich forschend an. 

»Mein Gott! Wie entsetzlich! Wie ist er denn gestorben?«

»Er scheint sich das Genick gebrochen zu haben, als er von diesem Felsen abstürzte. Mein Freund und ich waren gerade auf einem Spaziergang über das Moor, als wir einen Schrei hörten.«

»Einen Schrei habe ich auch gehört. Deshalb bin ich hergekommen. Ich war wegen Sir Henry beunruhigt.«

»Warum gerade wegen Sir Henry?« Ich konnte mir diese Frage nicht verkneifen. 

»Weil ich ihm vorgeschlagen hatte, den Abend bei uns zu verbringen. Als er dann nicht kam, war ich erstaunt, und natürlich habe ich mir Sorgen um seine Sicherheit gemacht, als ich Schreie auf dem Moor hörte. Übrigens«, seine Augen wanderten wieder von Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.604
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meinem Gesicht zu Holmes', »haben Sie außer den Schreien nichts anderes gehört?«

»Nein«, sagte Holmes, »und Sie?«

»Ich auch nicht.«

»Was soll Ihre Frage denn dann bedeuten?«

»Ach, Sie kennen ja die Geschichten, die die Bauern erzählen, von einem Geisterhund und so weiter. 

Man hört ihn angeblich nachts auf dem Moor. Ich dachte nur, ob vielleicht heute nacht so etwas zu hören war?«

»Wir haben jedenfalls nichts gehört«, sagte ich. 

»Und was ist Ihre Theorie über den Tod dieses armen Teufels?«

»Ich zweifle nicht daran, daß die Angst vor der Gefahr der Entdeckung ihn um seinen Verstand gebracht hat. Er ist in einem Zustand der Umnachtung im Moor umhergerannt, hier abgestürzt und hat sich das Genick gebrochen.«

»Das kommt mir auch sehr wahrscheinlich vor«, sagte Stapleton mit einem Seufzer, den ich als Seufzer der Erleichterung auffaßte. »Und was halten Sie davon, Mr. Sherlock Holmes?«

Mein Freund verbeugte sich. 

»Ich sehe, daß Sie mich rasch erkannt haben«, sagte er. 

»Wir haben Sie seit Dr. Watsons Ankunft hier erwartet. Nun kommen Sie gerade zu rechter Zeit, um Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.605
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eine Tragödie zu sehen.«

»Ja, allerdings. Ich zweifle nicht, daß die Erklärung meines Freundes die richtige ist. Jedenfalls nehme ich morgen eine unerfreuliche Erinnerung mit nach London zurück.«

»Ach, Sie reisen morgen wieder ab?«

»Das ist meine Absicht.«

»Ich hoffe, daß Ihr Besuch einiges Licht in diese Begebenheiten gebracht hat, die uns so viel Kopfzerbrechen verursachen?«

Holmes zuckte die Achseln. »Man kann nicht immer den Erfolg haben, auf den man hofft. Ein Ermittler braucht Tatsachen, nicht Legenden oder Ge-rüchte. Es war kein befriedigender Fall.«

Mein Freund sprach in seiner offensten und unbe-fangensten Weise. Stapleton musterte ihn noch immer scharf. Dann wandte er sich mir zu. 

»Ich hätte Ihnen vorgeschlagen, den armen Kerl in mein Haus zu bringen, aber es würde meine Schwester so erschrecken, daß ich mich nicht dazu berechtigt fühle. Ich glaube, wenn wir sein Gesicht zudek-ken, wird er bis morgen früh unversehrt liegenbleiben.«

Wir verfuhren in dieser Weise. Stapletons gastliche Einladung lehnten wir ab; Holmes und ich ließen den Naturforscher allein und machten uns auf den Weg nach Baskerville Hall. Als wir uns umblickten, sahen Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.606
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wir seine Gestalt langsam über das weite Moor dahin-wandern, und hinter ihm den einen dunklen Fleck auf dem silbrigen Abhang, wo der Mann lag, der ein so grauenhaftes Ende gefunden hatte. 

»Endlich geht es zur Sache«, sagte Holmes, während wir das Moor überquerten. »Welche Nerven dieser Bursche hat! Wie er sich zusammenriß, obwohl er doch einen lähmenden Schock empfunden haben muß, als er sah, daß der Falsche seinem Anschlag zum Opfer gefallen ist! Ich habe es Ihnen in London gesagt, Watson, und sage es Ihnen hier noch einmal: Noch nie haben wir einen Gegner gehabt, der unserer Klinge würdiger gewesen wäre.«

»Es tut mir leid, daß er Sie gesehen hat.«

»Mir hat es zuerst auch leid getan. Es war aber nicht zu vermeiden.«

»Welchen Einfluß wird es, glauben Sie, auf seine Pläne haben, daß er jetzt von Ihrer Anwesenheit weiß?«

»Es kann ihn dazu bringen, vorsichtiger zu sein, oder es treibt ihn sofort zu verzweifelten Maßnahmen. 

Wie die meisten klugen Verbrecher überschätzt er vielleicht seine eigene Schlauheit und bildet sich ein, uns vollständig getäuscht zu haben.«

»Warum können wir ihn eigentlich nicht auf der Stelle festnehmen?«

»Mein lieber Watson, Sie sind der geborene Mann Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.607
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der Tat. Ihr Instinkt treibt Sie immer dazu, energische Maßnahmen zu ergreifen. Aber angenommen, wir lie-

ßen ihn heute nacht festnehmen, was um alles in der Welt hätten wir davon? Wir können ihm ja nichts nachweisen. Das ist ja eben seine teuflische Schlauheit! Wenn er sich eines menschlichen Werkzeuges bediente, könnten wir Beweise gegen ihn finden; aber auch wenn wir diesen Riesenhund ans Tageslicht brächten, wäre das noch lange nicht genug, um seinem Herrn die Schlinge um den Hals zu legen.«

»Wir haben aber doch genug für ein Verfahren.«

»Nicht im mindesten; nur Vermutungen und Theorien. Man würde uns vor Gericht auslachen, wenn wir mit einer solchen Geschichte und solchen Beweisen daherkämen.«

»Aber Sir Charles' Tod.«

»Tot aufgefunden, ohne ein Mal an ihm. Sie und ich wissen, daß er an blankem Entsetzen gestorben ist, und wir wissen auch, was ihn entsetzt hat; aber wie sollen wir zwölf behäbige Geschworene dazu bringen, es zu glauben? Was läßt auf einen Hund schließen? Wo sind die Spuren seiner Zähne? Wir wissen natürlich, daß ein Hund keinen Leichnam beißt, und daß Sir Charles längst tot war, ehe die Bestie ihn einholte. Aber wir müssen das alles beweisen, und dazu sind wir eben nicht in der Lage.«

»Und was ist mit heute nacht?«

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.608
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»Wir sind heute nacht auch nicht viel besser daran. 

Es gibt wieder keinen unmittelbaren Zusammenhang zwischen dem Bluthund und dem Tod des Mannes. 

Wir haben den Hund nicht gesehen. Wir haben ihn gehört, aber wir können nicht beweisen, daß er hinter diesem Mann her war. Es gibt keinerlei Motiv. Nein, mein Lieber; wir müssen uns damit abfinden, daß wir gegenwärtig nichts daraus machen können, und daß wir daher alles daransetzen müssen, uns entsprechendes Beweismaterial zu beschaffen.«

»Und was schlagen Sie dazu vor?«

»Ich setze große Hoffnungen auf das, was Mrs. 

Laura Lyons für uns tun kann, sobald wir sie über die Sachlage aufgeklärt haben. Und natürlich habe ich auch meine eigenen Pläne. Reichlich genug für morgen; ich hoffe aber, die Oberhand gewonnen zu haben, bevor der Tag vergangen ist.«

Mehr konnte ich nicht aus ihm herausbringen, und er ging ganz in Gedanken versunken mit mir bis zu Baskervilles Einfahrt. 

»Kommen Sie mit herauf?«

»Ja; ich sehe keinen Grund, mich weiterhin zu verstecken. Ein Wort noch, Watson. Sagen Sie Sir Henry nichts von dem Bluthund. Lassen Sie ihn glauben, daß Seldens Tod sich so ergeben hat, wie Stapleton uns glauben machen will. Er wird dann bessere Nerven haben, um die harte Probe, die ihm morgen be-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.609
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vorsteht, zu ertragen. Soviel ich mich aus Ihrem Bericht erinnere, ist er morgen abend mit diesen Leuten zum Essen verabredet.«

»Ja, und ich auch.«

»Dann müssen Sie sich entschuldigen, und er muß allein gehen. Das wird leicht zu machen sein. Und wenn wir nun auch zum Dinner zu spät kommen, sind wir, glaube ich, beide für ein Supper zu haben.«

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.610
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Sir Henry war mehr erfreut als überrascht, Sherlock Holmes zu sehen, denn er hatte schon seit einigen Tagen erwartet, daß die letzten Ereignisse ihn von London herbeibringen würden. Allerdings hob er die Brauen, als er bemerkte, daß mein Freund weder Ge-päck noch eine Erklärung für dessen Fehlen hatte. Sir Henry und ich halfen ihm mit unseren Sachen aus, und bei einem verspäteten Abendessen teilten wir dem Baronet so viel von unseren Erlebnissen mit, als ratsam schien. Vorher hatte ich jedoch noch die unerfreuliche Aufgabe, Barrymore und seiner Frau die Nachricht von Seldens Tod beizubringen. Für ihn mochte es eine große Erleichterung sein, aber sie weinte bitterlich in ihre Schürze. Für alle Welt war er der Mann der Gewalt, halb Tier und halb Dämon, aber für sie war er noch immer der kleine, eigensinnige Knabe aus ihrer Jugend, das Kind, das sich an ihre Hand geklammert hatte. Wahrhaft verworfen ist der Mann, um den keine Frau weint. 

»Ich habe mich, seit Watson heute früh wegfuhr, den ganzen Tag im Hause gelangweilt«, sagte der Baronet. »Ich finde, Sie sollten mich dafür loben, daß ich mein Versprechen gehalten habe. Wenn Ich Ihnen nicht geschworen hätte, nicht allein auszugehen, hätte Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.611
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ich einen viel lebendigeren Abend haben können; Stapleton hat mir nämlich eine Nachricht geschickt, um mich einzuladen.«

»Ich zweifle nicht daran, daß Sie einen lebendigeren Abend gehabt hätten«, sagte Holmes trocken. 

»Übrigens – ich glaube, Sie werden es nicht schätzen, daß wir Sie schon betrauert haben, in der Annahme, Sie hätten sich das Genick gebrochen?«

Sir Henry riß die Augen auf. »Wie bitte?«

»Dieser arme Teufel hatte Ihre Kleider an. Ich fürchte, Ihr Diener, der sie ihm geschenkt hat, wird Ungelegenheiten mit der Polizei haben.«

»Das glaube ich nicht. Soviel ich weiß, hatten meine Anzüge keine Zeichen.«

»Um so besser für ihn – überhaupt für Sie alle, da Sie ja in dieser Angelegenheit auf der falschen Seite des Gesetzes stehen. Ich bin nicht ganz sicher, ob ich nicht als gewissenhafter Detektiv die Pflicht hätte, sämtliche Hausbewohner zu verhaften. Watsons Berichte sind im höchsten Grade belastend.«

»Und wie steht es mit unserem Fall?« erkundigte sich der Baronet. »Haben Sie den Knäuel schon entwirrt? Ich glaube nicht, daß Watson und ich durch unseren Aufenthalt hier viel klüger geworden sind.«

»Ich glaube, daß ich bald in der Lage sein werde, Ihnen die Situation besser darzulegen. Es ist eine äu-

ßerst schwierige und ungemein verwickelte Angele-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.612
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genheit gewesen. Einige Punkte bleiben noch zu klä-

ren, aber auch das wird bald kommen.«

»Wir haben ein Erlebnis gehabt, wie Watson Ihnen gewiß berichtet hat. Wir haben den Bluthund auf dem Moor gehört, deshalb kann ich beschwören, daß nicht alles eitler Aberglaube ist. Ich hatte draußen im Fernen Westen viel mit Hunden zu tun, und ich weiß, wann ich einen höre. Wenn Sie diesem Köter einen Maulkorb und eine Kette anlegen können, bin ich bereit zu beeiden, daß Sie der größte Detektiv aller Zeiten sind.«

»Ich glaube, ich werde dem Hund gut Maulkorb und Kette anlegen können, wenn Sie mir dabei helfen.«

»Ich tue alles, was Sie mir sagen.«

»Sehr gut; und ich werde Sie bitten, meinen Anordnungen blindlings zu folgen, ohne jedes Mal nach dem Grund zu fragen.«

»Ganz wie Sie wünschen.«

»Wenn Sie das tun, spricht alles dafür, daß unser kleines Rätsel bald gelöst sein wird. Ich zweifle nicht ...«

Er hielt plötzlich inne und blickte über meinen Kopf hinweg starr in die Luft. Die Lampe schien ihm ins Gesicht, und es war so angespannt und regunglos, daß es einer trefflich gemeißelten klassischen Statue hätte gehören und die Personifizierung von Wachsam-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.613
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keit und Erwartung hätte sein können. 

»Was gibt es?« riefen wir beide. 

Ich sah, als er wieder die Augen senkte, daß er eine starke innere Bewegung unterdrückte. Seine Züge waren noch immer gefaßt, aber seine Augen leuchteten in amüsiertem Triumph. 

»Entschuldigen Sie, wenn ein Kunstkenner sich hinreißen läßt«, sagte er und wies auf die Reihe von Porträts, die die gegenüberliegende Wand bedeckte. 

»Watson will es nicht wahrhaben, daß ich irgend etwas von Kunst verstehe, aber das ist nichts als Eifersucht, weil unsere Ansichten darüber auseinandergehen. Dies hier ist nun wirklich eine sehr schöne Portraitsammlung.«

»Na, ich freue mich, das zu hören«, sagte Sir Henry; er sah meinen Freund etwas überrascht an. 

»Ich kann nicht behaupten, daß ich viel von diesen Dingen verstünde, und ich kann ein Pferd oder einen Stier besser beurteilen als ein Bild. Ich wußte nicht, daß Sie Zeit für solche Dinge haben.«

»Ich weiß, was gut ist, wenn ich es sehe, und hier sehe ich so etwas. Das ist ein Kneller, schätze ich, die Dame in blauer Seide da drüben, und der kräftige Gentleman mit Perücke müßte ein Reynolds sein. Das sind wohl lauter Familienportraits, nicht wahr?«

»Ja, alle.«

»Kennen Sie auch ihre Namen?«

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.614
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»Barrymore hat sie mir gut eingepaukt; ich glaube, ich kann meine Lektion ganz ordentlich aufsagen.«

»Wer ist der Gentleman mit dem Fernrohr?«

»Das ist Konteradmiral Baskerville, der unter Rodney in Westindien gedient hat. Der Mann im blauen Rock, mit der Papierrolle, ist Sir William Baskerville, der unter Pitt Ausschußvorsitzender im Unterhaus war.«

»Und dieser Kavalier gerade mir gegenüber – der in schwarzem Samt und Spitzenkragen?«

»Ah, die Information steht Ihnen wirklich zu. Das ist der Urheber allen Unheils, der böse Hugo, dem die Baskervilles den Bluthund verdanken. Wir werden ihn kaum je vergessen.«

Ich blickte interessiert und etwas erstaunt auf das Bildnis. 

»Nein, so etwas!« sagte Holmes. »Er sieht ganz ruhig und sanftmütig aus, aber da lauert wohl doch ein Teufel in seinen Augen. Ich hätte ihn mir als einen kräftigen Raufbold vorgestellt.«

»Über die Echtheit gibt es keinen Zweifel, weil sein Name und das Datum 1647 auf der Rückseite der Leinwand stehen.«

Holmes sagte nicht viel mehr, aber das Bild des alten Bösewichts schien eine große Anziehungskraft auf ihn auszuüben, und während des ganzen Essens hingen seine Augen daran. Erst viel später, als Sir Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.615
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Henry sich zurückgezogen hatte, konnte ich seinen Gedankengängen folgen. Er führte mich in den Ban-kettsaal zurück, die Kerze in der Hand, und hielt sie hoch vor das von der Zeit beeinträchtigte Portrait an der Wand. 

»Fällt Ihnen daran etwas auf?«

Ich blickte auf den breitkrempigen Federhut, die langen Schmachtlocken, den weißen Spitzenkragen und das davon eingerahmte strenge Gesicht. Der Gesichtsausdruck war nicht brutal, aber steif, hart und streng, mit festem dünnen Mund und kalten, unduld-samen Augen. 

»Erinnert das Bild Sie an jemanden, den Sie kennen?«

»Das Kinn erinnert vielleicht etwas an Sir Henry.«

»Nur eine Andeutung, vielleicht. Aber warten Sie einen Augenblick!«

Er stieg auf einen Stuhl und verdeckte, die Kerze in der linken Hand haltend, mit dem rechten Arm den Federhut und die langen Locken. 

»Lieber Himmel!« rief ich erstaunt. 

Von der Leinwand starrte mir Stapletons Antlitz entgegen. 

»Ha, nun sehen Sie es auch. Meine Augen haben Übung darin, ein Gesicht zu sehen und nicht das Bei-werk. Bei der Verbrechensermittlung sollte man vor allem Verkleidungen durchschauen können.«

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.616
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»Aber das ist phantastisch. Es könnte sein Portrait sein.«

»Ja, es ist ein interessantes Beispiel eines offenbar sowohl physischen als auch moralischen Widerscheins. Das Studium von Familienportraits reicht aus, um einen zur Lehre von der Wiedergeburt zu be-kehren. Der Kerl ist ein Baskerville – das ist vollkommen klar.«

»Mit Absichten auf die Erbschaft.«

»Genau das. Der Zufall diesen Bildes verschafft uns eines der wichtigsten, bisher fehlenden Glieder unserer Kette. Wir haben ihn, Watson, wir haben ihn, und ich wage darauf zu schwören, daß er noch vor morgen abend so hilflos in unserem Netz flattern wird wie einer seiner eigenen Schmetterlinge. Eine Nadel, ein Korken und ein Etikett, und er wird der Baker-Street-Kollektion einverleibt.«

Er wandte sich vom Bild ab und brach in eines seiner seltenen Gelächter aus. Ich habe ihn nicht oft lachen hören, aber immer bedeutete es für jemanden etwas Schlechtes. 

Ich war am Morgen zeitig auf den Beinen, aber Holmes war mir noch zuvorgekommen, denn während ich mich ankleidete, sah ich ihn die Allee heraufkommen. 

»Ja, wir dürften heute einen ausgefüllten Tag haben« meinte er und rieb sich dabei voll Tatendurst Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.617
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die Hände. »Die Netze sind ausgeworfen, der Fisch-zug wird bald beginnen. Ehe der Tag zu Ende ist, werden wir wissen, ob wir unseren großen gefräßigen Hecht gefangen haben oder ob er uns durch die Maschen gegangen ist.«

»Sind Sie schon auf dem Moor gewesen?«

»Ich habe von Grimpen aus einen Bericht über Seldens Tod nach Princetown abgeschickt. Ich glaube, versprechen zu können, daß niemand hier deswegen behelligt werden wird. Ich habe auch meinen getreuen Cartwright benachrichtigt, der sonst gewiß an der Schwelle meiner Hütte dahingesiecht wäre wie ein Hund auf dem Grabe seines Herrn, wenn ich ihm nicht zu seinem Seelenfrieden mitgeteilt hätte, daß ich in Sicherheit bin.«

»Was machen wir als Nächstes?«

»Sir Henry aufsuchen. Ah, da ist er ja!«

»Guten Morgen, Holmes«, sagte der Baronet. »Sie sehen aus wie ein General, der mit seinem Stabschef einen Schlachtplan ausarbeitet.«

»Das ist auch der Fall. Watson hat sich eben nach seinen Befehlen erkundigt.«

»Das tue auch ich.«

»Sehr gut. Soviel ich weiß, sind Sie heute abend bei unseren Freunden, den Stapletons, zum Essen geladen?«

»Ich hoffe, daß Sie auch kommen. Es sind sehr Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.618
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gastfreundliche Leute, und ich bin sicher, sie würden sich freuen, Sie zu sehen.«

»Ich fürchte, daß Watson und ich nach London fahren müssen.«

»Nach London?«

»Ja. Ich glaube, so, wie die Sache jetzt steht, können wir uns dort nützlicher machen.«

Das Gesicht des Baronets wurde sichtlich länger. 

»Ich hatte gehofft, Sie würden mir bis zum Schluß zur Seite stehen. Baskerville Hall und das Moor sind keine besonders angenehmen Orte, wenn man allein ist.«

»Mein lieber Freund, Sie müssen mir unbedingt vertrauen und genau tun, was ich Ihnen sage. Sie können Ihren Freunden sagen, daß wir Sie sehr gerne begleitet hätten, daß jedoch dringende Geschäfte unsere Anwesenheit in der Stadt verlangen. Wir hoffen, sehr bald nach Devonshire zurückzukehren. Werden Sie daran denken, das auszurichten?«

»Wenn Sie darauf bestehen.«

»Ich versichere Ihnen, daß es keine Alternative gibt.«

Ich sah der umwölkten Stirn des Baronets an, daß er unsere Abreise als Fahnenflucht betrachtete und darüber tief gekränkt war. 

»Wann wünschen Sie abzureisen?« fragte er kühl. 

»Gleich nach dem Frühstück. Wir werden nach Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.619
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Coombe Tracey fahren, aber Watson wird sein Ge-päck als Pfand für seine Rückkehr bei Ihnen lassen. 

Watson, Sie werden eine Notiz für Stapleton schreiben, um ihm mitzuteilen, daß Sie bedauern, nicht kommen zu können.«

»Ich hätte die größte Lust, mit Ihnen nach London zu fahren«, sagte der Baronet. »Warum soll ich eigentlich allein hierbleiben?«

»Weil Ihr Posten hier ist. Weil Sie mir Ihr Wort gegeben haben, daß Sie tun würden, was ich Ihnen sage, und ich sage Ihnen, daß Sie hierbleiben sollen.«

»Also gut, dann bleibe ich.«

»Noch eins! Ich möchte, daß Sie nach Merripit House fahren. Schicken Sie aber dann Ihren Wagen zurück, und sagen Sie den Stapletons, daß Sie zu Fuß nach Hause gehen wollen.«

»Zu Fuß über das Moor?«

»Ja.«

»Gerade davor haben Sie mich doch immer gewarnt.«

»Diesmal können Sie es ruhig tun. Wenn ich nicht rückhaltloses Vertrauen in Ihren Mut und Ihre Nerven hätte, würde ich es Ihnen nicht vorschlagen, aber es ist unbedingt nötig.«

»Dann werde ich es tun.«

»Und wenn Ihnen Ihr Leben lieb ist, gehen Sie keinen anderen Weg über das Moor als den geraden Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.620
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Weg, der von Merripit House bis zur Straße nach Grimpen führt und der für Sie der kürzeste Weg nach Hause ist.«

»Ich werde genau das tun, was Sie sagen.«

»Sehr gut. Ich möchte nach dem Frühstück so bald wie möglich wegfahren, damit ich nachmittags in London sein kann.«

Ich wunderte mich sehr über dieses Programm, obwohl ich mich erinnerte, daß Holmes am Abend vorher zu Stapleton gesagt hatte, sein Aufenthalt würde am nächsten Tag zu Ende gehen. Ich war jedoch nicht auf die Idee gekommen, daß er Wert auf meine Begleitung legen könnte, und konnte auch nicht begreifen, daß wir beide in einem Augenblick, den er selbst als kritisch bezeichnet hatte, abwesend sein würden. 

Doch gab es nichts als stillschweigenden Gehorsam; also verabschiedeten wir uns von unserem bedauernswerten Freund. Zwei Stunden später waren wir in Coombe Tracey und hatten den Wagen zurückgeschickt. Auf dem Bahnsteig stand wartend ein kleiner Junge. 

»Befehle, Sir?«

»Du nimmst diesen Zug nach London, Cartwright. 

Gleich nach deiner Ankunft gibst du ein Telegramm an Sir Henry Baskerville in meinem Namen auf, daß er, wenn er das Notizbuch findet, das ich verloren habe, es bitte eingeschrieben in die Baker Street Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.621
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schicken möchte.«

»Ja, Sir.«

»Und jetzt geh zum Stationsvorsteher und frag, ob eine Nachricht für mich gekommen ist.«

Der Junge kehrte mit einem Telegramm zurück, das Holmes mir reichte. Es lautete:

»Telegramm erhalten. Komme mit offenem Haftbefehl. Ankunft 17 Uhr 40, Lestrade.«

»Das ist die Antwort auf mein Telegramm von heute früh. Ich halte ihn für den Besten in seinem Beruf, und wir werden seine Hilfe vielleicht brauchen. 

Nun, Watson, können wir, glaube ich, mit unserer Zeit nichts Besseres tun, als Ihrer Freundin Mrs. 

Laura Lyons einen Besuch abzustatten.«

Langsam begann ich, seinen Schlachtplan zu begreifen. Er wollte den Baronet benutzen, um die Stapletons zu überzeugen, daß wir wirklich abgereist seien, während wir gerade dann wiederkommen würden, wenn wir wahrscheinlich gebraucht wurden. Das Telegramm aus London, falls Sir Henry es den Stapletons gegenüber erwähnte, mußte auch ihren letzten Verdacht zerstreuen. Ich sah bereits, wie sich unsere Netze um den gefräßigen Hecht zusammenzogen. 

Mrs. Laura Lyons war in ihrem Büro, und Sherlock Holmes eröffnete das Gespräch mit einer Offenheit und Freimütigkeit, die sie sehr überraschten. 

»Ich untersuche die Umstände, unter welchen der Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.622
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verstorbene Sir Charles Baskerville sein Ende fand«, sagte er. »Mein Freund Dr. Watson hat mir mitgeteilt, was Sie ihm erzählt und auch, was Sie ihm im Zusammenhang mit dieser Angelegenheit verschwiegen haben.«

»Was sollte ich verschwiegen haben?« fragte sie herausfordernd. 

»Sie haben zugegeben, daß Sie Sir Charles gebeten hatten, um zehn Uhr abends am Tor zu sein. Wir wissen, daß es die Stelle und die Stunde seines Todes war. Sie haben den Zusammenhang zwischen diesen beiden Tatsachen verschwiegen.«

»Es gibt keinen Zusammenhang.«

»Dann muß allerdings das Zusammentreffen ein außerordentlicher Zufall gewesen sein. Aber ich hoffe, wir werden jetzt trotz allem den Zusammenhang herstellen können. Ich will Ihnen gegenüber ganz aufrichtig sein, Mrs. Lyons. Wir halten die Ereignisse für einen Fall von Mord, und den Indizien nach könnte nicht nur Ihr Freund, Mr. Stapleton, sondern auch seine Gattin damit zu tun haben.«

Die Dame sprang von ihrem Stuhle auf. »Seine Gattin!« rief sie. 

»Diese Tatsache ist kein Geheimnis mehr. Die Person, die er als seine Schwester ausgibt, ist in Wahrheit seine Frau.«

Mrs. Lyons hatte sich wieder gesetzt. Ihre Hände Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.623
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krallten sich in die Armlehnen, daß von dem Druck die rosigen Fingernägel weiß geworden waren. 

»Seine Frau!« wiederholte sie. »Seine Frau! Er war doch nicht verheiratet.«

Sherlock Holmes zuckte die Achseln. 

»Beweisen Sie es mir! Beweisen Sie es mir! Und wenn Sie dazu imstande sind, dann ...« Das wilde Glitzern ihrer Augen sagte mehr als alle Worte. 

»Ich habe mich darauf vorbereitet, bevor ich gekommen bin«, sagte Holmes. Er zog einige Papiere aus der Tasche. »Hier ist eine vor vier Jahren in York aufgenommene Photographie des Paares. Sie ist mit Mr. und Mrs. Vandeleur gezeichnet, aber Sie werden ihn ohne weiteres erkennen und, falls Sie seine Frau gesehen haben, auch diese. Hier die Aussagen von drei glaubwürdigen Zeugen, Beschreibungen von Mr. 

und Mrs. Vandeleur, welche um jene Zeit die Privatschule St. Oliver leiteten. Lesen Sie sie, und sagen Sie mir, ob Sie an der Identität dieser beiden Leute noch zweifeln können.«

Sie überflog die Schriftstücke und blickte dann mit dem starren Gesicht einer verzweifelten Frau zu uns auf. 

»Mr. Holmes«, sagte sie, »dieser Mann hat mir die Ehe versprochen, unter der Bedingung, daß ich die Scheidung von meinem Mann erreiche. Der Schuft hat mich in jeder erdenklichen Weise belogen. Kein wah-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.624
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res Wort hat er mir je gesagt. Und warum – warum? 

Ich habe mir eingebildet, es wäre alles meinetwegen. 

Aber jetzt sehe ich, daß ich nie etwas anderes als ein Werkzeug in seiner Hand war. Warum soll ich zu ihm halten, der nie zu mir gehalten hat? Warum soll ich versuchen, ihn vor den Folgen seiner eigenen Missetaten zu schützen? Fragen Sie mich, was Sie wollen, und ich werde Ihnen nichts vorenthalten. Eines schwöre ich Ihnen: Als ich den Brief schrieb, habe ich nicht im Traum daran gedacht, dem alten Gentleman, der immer mein gütigster Freund gewesen war, etwas Böses anzutun.«

»Davon bin ich vollkommen überzeugt, Madame«, antwortete Holmes. »Der Bericht über diese Ereignisse muß für Sie wohl schmerzlich sein, und vielleicht ist es für Sie leichter, wenn ich Ihnen sage, was geschehen ist, und Sie mich berichtigen, wenn ich mich in wichtigen Punkten irre. Stapleton hat Ihnen vorgeschlagen, diesen Brief zu schreiben?«

»Er hat ihn diktiert.«

»Ich nehme an, als Grund hat er angegeben, daß Sir Charles Ihnen bei den mit Ihrer Scheidung verbundenen Gerichtskosten helfen würde?«

»Das stimmt.«

»Und als Sie den Brief abgeschickt hatten, hat er Sie davon abgehalten, das Rendezvous einzuhalten?«

»Er sagte mir, es würde doch seine Selbstachtung Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.625
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kränken, wenn ein anderer Mann mir zu diesem Zweck Geld gäbe, und obwohl er ein armer Mann sei, wolle er seinen letzten Penny dafür opfern, die Hindernisse zwischen uns zu beseitigen.«

»Er ist anscheinend ein sehr zielstrebiger Charakter. Und dann haben Sie nichts mehr gehört, bis Sie die Nachricht vom Tod in der Zeitung lasen?«

»Stimmt.«

»Und Stapleton hat Sie schwören lassen, daß Sie nichts von Ihrer Verabredung mit Sir Charles sagen würden.«

»So ist es. Er sagte, der Tod von Sir Charles sei mysteriös und man würde mich sicher verdächtigen, wenn die Tatsachen herauskämen. Er hat mir angst gemacht, deshalb habe ich geschwiegen.«

»Aha. Aber Sie hatten den einen oder anderen Verdacht?«

Sie zögerte und schlug die Augen nieder. »Ich kannte ihn«, sagte sie. »Aber wenn er nicht treulos gewesen wäre, hätte ich ihn nie im Stich gelassen.«

»Ich finde, daß Sie insgesamt gut davongekommen sind«, sagte Sherlock Holmes. »Sie hatten ihn in Ihrer Macht, und er wußte es, und trotzdem sind Sie noch am Leben. Sie sind einige Monate lang sehr nah am Rand eines Abgrundes gewandelt. Wir müssen uns nun verabschieden, Mrs. Lyons, aber ich nehme an, daß Sie sehr bald wieder von uns hören werden.«
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»Unser Fall rundet sich ab, und eine Schwierigkeit nach der anderen löst sich vor uns auf«, sagte Holmes, während wir auf die Ankunft des Schnellzuges aus London warteten. »Ich werde bald in der Lage sein, in einer einzigen, zusammenhängenden Darstellung eines der merkwürdigsten und sensationell-sten Verbrechen unserer Zeit zu schildern. Studenten der Kriminalistik werden sich an die analogen Vorfäl-le in Grodno in Klein-Rußland im Jahre 1866 erinnern, und auch an die Andersonschen Morde in North Carolina, aber dieser Fall weist einige Züge auf, die ihm allein eigen sind. Selbst jetzt haben wir noch keinen einwandfreien Beweis gegen diesen überaus gerissenen Mann. Aber es sollte mich sehr wundern, wenn nicht alles völlig aufgeklärt wäre, ehe wir heute abend zu Bett gehen.«

Der Schnellzug aus London brauste in diesem Augenblick in den Bahnhof, und eine kleine, drahtige Bulldogge von Mann sprang aus einem Abteil Erster Klasse. Wir schüttelten einander die Hände, und dem ehrfürchtigen Blick, mit dem Lestrade meinen Gefährten musterte, entnahm ich sogleich, daß er seit den ersten Tagen ihrer Zusammenarbeit einiges gelernt hatte. Ich entsann mich noch sehr wohl der Geringschätzung, die die Theorien des Denkers bei dem Mann der Praxis damals hervorgerufen hatten. 

»Etwas Gutes?« fragte er. 

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.627
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»Der großartigste Fall seit Jahren«, antwortete Holmes. »Wir haben zwei Stunden, ehe wir losgehen müssen. Ich glaube, wir sollten sie auf ein Essen verwenden, und dann, Lestrade, werden wir Ihnen den Londoner Nebel aus der Kehle treiben und Sie die reine Nachtluft von Dartmoor einatmen lassen. Sie sind noch nie hier gewesen? Ah, also, ich glaube nicht, daß Sie Ihren ersten Besuch vergessen werden.«
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14. Der Hund der Baskervilles

Einer von Sherlock Holmes' Fehlern – wenn man dies denn einen Fehler nennen kann – war seine heftige Abneigung dagegen, vor ihrer Erfüllung jemandem volle Kenntnis seiner Pläne zu geben. Zum Teil lag dies sicher an seinem gebieterischen Wesen, das seine Umgebung gern beherrschte und überraschte. Zum Teil lag es auch an seiner beruflichen Vorsicht, die ihn dazu nötigte, nie Risiken einzugehen. Die Wirkung war jedoch sehr aufreibend für seine Mitarbeiter und Helfer. Ich hatte oft darunter gelitten, aber noch nie so wie während dieser langen Fahrt durch die Finsternis. Die große Kraftprobe lag vor uns, und trotzdem hatte Holmes noch nichts gesagt, und ich konnte mich nur in Vermutungen über das ergehen, was er plante. Meine Nerven bebten vor Erwartung, als ich endlich an dem kalten Wind, der uns ins Gesicht blies, und an den dunklen, öden Flächen auf beiden Seiten der schmalen Straße erkannte, daß wir wieder auf dem Moor waren. Jeder Schritt der Pferde und jede Umdrehung der Räder brachten uns dem Höhepunkt unseres Abenteuers näher. 

Unser Gespräch war durch die Anwesenheit des Mietkutschers gestört, so daß wir uns gezwungen sahen, nur über nebensächliche Dinge zu reden, wäh-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.629
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rend unsere Nerven doch von Erregung und Erwartung angespannt waren. Nach dieser unnatürlichen Zurückhaltung war es mir eine Erleichterung, als wir endlich an Franklands Haus vorbeifuhren und ich wußte, daß wir uns nun Baskerville Hall und dem Schauplatz der Handlung näherten. Wir fuhren nicht bis zum Portal, sondern stiegen in der Nähe der Einfahrt in die Allee aus. Der Kutscher wurde entlohnt und angewiesen, umgehend nach Coombe Tracey zu-rückzukehren, und wir machten uns zu Fuß auf den Weg nach Merripit House. 

»Sind Sie bewaffnet, Lestrade?«

Der kleine Detektiv lächelte. »Solange ich meine Hosen anhabe, habe ich eine Hüfttasche, und solange ich eine Hüfttasche habe, habe ich etwas darin.«

»Gut! Mein Freund und ich sind auch auf Notfälle vorbereitet.«

»Sie machen aber ein Geheimnis aus dieser Angelegenheit, Mr. Holmes. Was für ein Spiel spielen wir denn jetzt?«

»Ein Geduldsspiel.«

»Also, Ehrenwort, das scheint mir keine sehr fröhliche Gegend zu sein«, sagte der Detektiv und schüttelte sich; dabei blickte er auf die düsteren Hänge der Hügel und das große Nebelmeer, das über dem Grimpen-Sumpf lag. »Ich sehe die Lichter eines Hauses gerade vor uns.«

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.630

14. Der Hund der Baskervilles

Doyle-WA Bd. 3, 181

»Das ist Merripit House, das Ende unserer Reise. 

Ich muß Sie bitten, auf Zehenspitzen zu gehen und höchstens zu flüstern.«

Wir gingen vorsichtig den Weg entlang, als wollten wir zum Haus, aber als wir ungefähr zweihundert Yards davon entfernt waren, hielt Holmes uns an. 

»Hier wird es gehen«, sagte er. »Diese Felsen hier rechts geben ein wunderbares Versteck ab.«

»Sollen wir hier warten?«

»Ja, wir legen hier einen kleinen Hinterhalt. Kriechen Sie in diese Vertiefung, Lestrade. Sie sind schon einmal im Haus gewesen, nicht wahr, Watson? Können Sie mir die Lage der Zimmer angeben? Was sind das für vergitterte Fenster auf unserer Seite?«

»Ich glaube, es sind die Küchenfenster.«

»Und dahinter das Fenster, das so hell erleuchtet ist?«

»Das muß das Speisezimmer sein.«

»Die Vorhänge sind zurückgezogen. Sie kennen sich hier am besten aus. Kriechen Sie vorsichtig hin, und sehen Sie nach, was drinnen vorgeht – aber lassen Sie sie um Gottes willen nicht merken, daß sie beobachtet werden.«

Ich huschte den Pfad entlang und duckte mich hinter die niedrige Mauer, die den kümmerlichen Obstgarten umgab. Ich kroch im Schatten der Mauer entlang, bis ich eine Stelle erreichte, von der aus ich un-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.631
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mittelbar in das unverhangene Fenster sehen konnte. 

Im Raum waren nur zwei Männer, Sir Henry und Stapleton. Sie saßen einander gegenüber am runden Tisch und wandten mir beide ihr Profil zu. Sie rauchten Zigarren, und vor ihnen standen Kaffee und Wein. 

Stapleton redete lebhaft, aber der Baronet blickte blaß und zerstreut drein. Vielleicht bedrückte ihn der Gedanke an den einsamen Weg über das unheimliche Moor. 

Während ich sie beobachtete, erhob Stapleton sich und verließ das Zimmer. Sir Henry füllte sein Glas nach, lehnte sich in seinem Stuhl zurück und sog an seiner Zigarre. Ich hörte das Knarren einer Tür und das knirschende Geräusch von Schuhen auf dem Kies. 

Die Schritte folgten dem Weg auf der anderen Seite der Mauer, hinter der ich hockte. Ich spähte über die Mauer und sah den Naturforscher vor der Tür eines kleines Pavillons am Ende des Obstgartens stehen. 

Ein Schlüssel drehte sich in einem Schloß, und als der Mann hineinging, hörte ich ein sonderbar raschelndes Geräusch. Er blieb kaum mehr als eine Minute darin, dann hörte ich erneut das Geräusch des Schlüssels, und er kehrte an mir vorbei ins Haus zurück. Ich sah, wie er sich wieder zu seinem Gast setzte, schlich vorsichtig dorthin zurück, wo meine Begleiter warteten, und erzählte ihnen, was ich gesehen hatte. 

»Sie sagen also, Watson, daß die Dame nicht im Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.632
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Zimmer ist?« fragte Holmes, als ich meinen Bericht beendet hatte. 

»Nein.«

»Wo kann sie denn sein, da doch in keinem anderen Zimmer Licht ist, außer in der Küche?«

»Ich weiß auch nicht, wo sie sein könnte.«

Ich habe bereits erwähnt, daß über dem Grimpen-Sumpf dicker, weißer Nebel hing. Er trieb langsam auf uns zu und staute sich als dichte, niedrige, scharf abgegrenzte Mauer neben uns auf. Der Mond schien darauf, und es sah aus wie eine weite, schimmernde Eisfläche; die Spitzen der fernen  tors  glichen auf dem Eis ruhenden Felsen. Holmes hatte das Gesicht dem Nebel zugewandt und murmelte ungeduldig vor sich hin, während er die träge Trift beobachtete. 

»Es nähert sich uns, Watson.«

»Ist das schlimm?«

»Sogar sehr schlimm – das einzige auf Erden, was meine Pläne zunichte machen kann. Er muß aber doch bald kommen. Es ist schon zehn Uhr. Unser Erfolg und vielleicht sein Leben könnten davon abhängen, daß er das Haus verläßt, ehe der Nebel den Weg bedeckt.«

Die Nacht über uns war klar und schön. Die Sterne leuchteten kalt und hell, und ein Halbmond tauchte die Landschaft in weiches, Ungewisses Licht. Vor uns lag die dunkle Masse des Hauses; das gezähnte Dach Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.633
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und die ragenden Kamine hoben sich scharf vom sil-berbesäten Himmel ab. Breite Streifen goldenen Lichts erstreckten sich aus den Fenstern des Erdgeschosses über den Obstgarten und das Moor. Eines der Lichter wurde plötzlich gelöscht. Die Diener hatten die Küche verlassen. Es blieb nur die Lampe im Speisezimmer, wo die beiden Männer, der mörderische Gastgeber und der ahnungslose Gast, immer noch bei Zigarren plauderten. 

Mit jeder Minute trieb die weiße, wollige Schicht, die bereits die Hälfte des Moors bedeckte, näher an das Haus heran. Schon kräuselten sich die ersten feinen Fühler des Nebels vor dem goldenen Viereck des hellen Fensters. Die rückwärtige Mauer des Obstgartens war schon unsichtbar, und die Bäume ragten aus weiß brodelndem Dampf. Während wir hinsahen, kamen Nebelkräusel um das Haus gekrochen und rollten ineinander zu einer dichten Bank, auf der das obere Stockwerk und das Dach des Hauses wie ein seltsames Schiff auf einem Schattenmeer trieben. Holmes schlug erregt mit der Hand auf den Felsen vor uns und stampfte in seiner Ungeduld mit den Füßen. 

»Wenn er nicht innerhalb einer Viertelstunde herauskommt, ist der Pfad bedeckt. In einer halben Stunde werden wir nicht mehr die Hand vor Augen sehen können.«

»Sollen wir uns auf den höheren Grund dahinter Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.634
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zurückziehen?«

»Ja, das könnte nicht schaden.«

Und während also die Nebelbank näher trieb, zogen wir uns vor ihr zurück, bis wir eine halbe Meile vom Haus entfernt waren, und noch immer schwappte diese dichte weiße See langsam und unerbittlich vorwärts, und der Mond ließ die oberste Schicht Silber werden. 

»Wir gehen zu weit«, sagte Holmes. »Wir dürfen nicht das Risiko eingehen, daß er eingeholt wird, ehe er uns erreichen kann. Wir müssen um jeden Preis hier stehen bleiben.« Er kniete nieder und legte das Ohr an den Boden. »Gott sei Dank, ich glaube, ich höre ihn kommen.«

Der Klang schneller Schritte brach die Stille des Moors. Wir kauerten zwischen den Felsen und starrten angespannt in die silbrige Nebelbank vor uns. Die Schritte wurden lauter, und wie durch einen Vorhang trat durch den Nebel der Mann, auf den wir gewartet hatten. Er blickte überrascht um sich, als er sich in der hellen, sternklaren Nacht wiederfand. Dann kam er schnell den Pfad herunter, ging nah an unserem Versteck vorüber und machte sich auf den langen An-stieg des Hügels hinter uns. Dabei blickte er immer wieder bald über die eine, bald über die andere Schulter zurück, wie jemand, dem unheimlich zumute ist. 

»Achtung!« rief Holmes, und ich hörte das scharfe Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.635

14. Der Hund der Baskervilles

Doyle-WA Bd. 3, 184

Klacken des Revolverhahns. »Aufgepaßt, er kommt!«

Wir hörten ein dünnes, trockenes, regelmäßiges Trappeln irgendwo tief in dieser kriechenden Nebelbank. Die Wolke war nur noch fünfzig Yards von uns entfernt, und wir starrten dorthin, alle drei, in der Ungewissen Erwartung eines Grauens, das aus ihr her-vorbrechen würde. Ich stand gleich neben Holmes, und einen Augenblick lang sah ich in sein Gesicht. Es war blaß und triumphierend, seine Augen leuchteten hell im Mondschein. Dann aber traten sie jählings aus den Höhlen, starr und gebannt, und seine Lippen öffneten sich in maßloser Verwirrung. Im selben Moment stieß Lestrade einen gellenden Schreckensschrei aus und warf sich mit dem Gesicht nach unten auf die Erde. Ich sprang auf, den Revolver in kraftlosen Fingern, mein Geist gelähmt ob der entsetzlichen Gestalt, die aus den Nebelschatten über uns gekommen war. 

Es war wirklich ein Bluthund, ein riesiger rabenschwarzer Bluthund, ein Bluthund, wie ihn die Augen von Sterblichen jedoch niemals geschaut haben. Feuer schlug aus seinem offenen Maul, die Augen glühten in einem verhaltenen Lodern, Schnauze, Nacken und Wamme waren von flackernden Flammen gezackt. 

Auch die Wahnträume eines kranken Hirns könnten nichts gebären, das grausiger, erschreckender, höllischer wäre als diese dunkle, gräßlich anzusehende Gestalt, die aus der Nebelwand über uns kam. 
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In langen Sätzen jagte die riesige, schwarze Bestie den Weg entlang; die Nase dicht über den Spuren unseres Freundes. So gelähmt waren wir durch diese Erscheinung, daß der Hund schon an uns vorüber war, ehe wir wieder zur Besinnung kamen. Dann feuerten Holmes und ich gleichzeitig, und der Hund stieß ein grauenhaftes Geheul aus, dem wir entnehmen konnten, daß wenigstens ein Schuß ihn getroffen hatte. Er hielt jedoch nicht inne, sondern jagte weiter. Weit vor uns auf dem Weg sahen wir Sir Henry; er blickte zu-rück, sein Gesicht weiß im Mondlicht, die Hände entsetzt erhoben, und hilflos starrte er auf das fürchterliche Geschöpf, das ihn da zur Strecke brachte. 

Aber das Wehgeheul des Hundes hatte unsere Furcht in alle Winde verscheucht. Wenn er verwundbar war, war er sterblich, und wenn wir ihn verwunden konnten, konnten wir ihn töten. Ich habe noch nie einen Mann rennen sehen, wie Holmes an diesem Abend rannte. Ich gelte als leichtfüßig, aber er war so viel schneller als ich, wie ich schneller war als der kleine Polizist. Vor uns, als wir den Weg hinaufra-sten, hörten wir Sir Henry immer wieder schreien, und das tiefe Grollen des Bluthundes. Ich sah noch, wie die Bestie ihr Opfer ansprang, es zu Boden warf und nach seiner Kehle schnappte. Aber im nächsten Augenblick hatte Holmes die übrigen fünf Kammern seines Revolvers in die Flanke des Tieres geleert. Der Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.637
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Bluthund schnappte noch einmal in die Luft, jaulte im Todeskampfauf, wälzte sich, alle Viere gereckt, auf den Rücken und fiel dann schlaff auf die Seite. Ich bückte mich keuchend und preßte meinen Revolver an diesen gräßlichen, schimmernden Kopf, aber ich brauchte nicht mehr abzudrücken. Der riesige Bluthund war tot. 

Sir Henry lag bewußtlos dort, wo er zusammengebrochen war. Wir rissen seinen Kragen auf, und Holmes stieß ein Dankgebet aus, als wir sahen, daß der Hals heil und die Rettungsaktion noch rechtzeitig erfolgt war. Die Augenlider unseres Freundes zuckten bereits, und er machte einige schwache Bewegungen. 

Lestrade schob dem Baronet sein Brandyfläschchen zwischen die Zähne, und zwei Augen blickten zu uns auf. 

»Mein Gott!« flüsterte er. »Was war das? Um Himmels willen, was war das?«

»Was auch immer es sein mag, es ist tot«, sagte Holmes. »Wir haben dem Familiengespenst endgültig den Garaus gemacht.«

Allein durch Größe und Stärke war das Tier, das nun vor uns hingestreckt lag, furchterregend. Es war weder ein reinrassiger Bluthund noch eine reine Dogge, sondern schien eine Mischung von beiden zu sein – hager, wild und so groß wie eine kleine Löwin. 

Selbst jetzt, in der Reglosigkeit des Todes, schien von Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.638
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den mächtigen Fängen bläuliches Feuer zu triefen, und die kleinen, tiefliegenden, tückischen Augen waren von Flämmchen umgeben. Ich legte die Hand auf die glimmende Schnauze, und als ich sie dann em-porhielt, leuchteten und glühten meine eigenen Finger in der Dunkelheit. 

»Phosphor«, sagte ich. 

»Ein geschickt bereitetes Phosphorpräparat«, sagte Holmes; er roch an dem toten Tier. »Kein Geruch, der die Witterung des Hundes hätte beeinträchtigen können. Wir müssen uns aus tiefstem Herzen bei Ihnen entschuldigen, Sir Henry, daß wir Sie diesem Schrek-ken ausgesetzt haben. Auf einen Hund war ich gefaßt, aber nicht auf solch eine Kreatur. Und der Nebel hat uns kaum Zeit gelassen, ihn in Empfang zu nehmen.«

»Sie haben mir das Leben gerettet.«

»Nachdem wir Sie zuerst in Lebensgefahr gebracht hatten. Fühlen Sie sich kräftig genug um aufzustehen?«

»Geben Sie mir noch einen Schluck Brandy, und ich bin zu allem bereit. So! Helfen Sie mir bitte beim Aufstehen. Was haben Sie jetzt vor?«

»Sie hier zu lassen. Sie sind nicht imstande, heute weitere Abenteuer mitzumachen. Wenn Sie hier warten wollen, wird einer von uns Sie ins Schloß zurückbegleiten.«

Sir Henry versuchte aufzustehen, aber er war noch Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.639
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immer totenblaß und zitterte an allen Gliedern. Wir führten ihn zu einem Felsen, wo er sich setzte und zu-sammenschauernd das Gesicht in den Händen vergrub. 

»Wir müssen Sie nun verlassen«, sagte Holmes. 

»Unsere Arbeit muß zu Ende gebracht werden, und jeder Augenblick zählt. Wir haben das Verbrechen aufgeklärt, und jetzt fehlt uns nur noch der Verbrecher.«

»Tausend zu eins, daß wir ihn nicht daheim antreffen«, fuhr er fort, während wir rasch den Weg zurückgingen. »Die Schüsse haben ihm sicher verraten, daß er das Spiel verloren hat.«

»Wir waren doch ziemlich weit entfernt, und der Nebel hat vielleicht den Schall gedämpft.«

»Er ist dem Hund gefolgt, um ihn abzurufen, dessen können Sie sicher sein. Nein, nein, inzwischen ist er fort! Aber wir werden das Haus durchsuchen, um sicherzugehen.«

Die Eingangstür stand offen, also stürmten wir hinein und eilten von Zimmer zu Zimmer, zur Verblüffung des alten, tatterigen Dieners, der uns im Gang entgegenkam. Nur im Speiseraum war Licht, aber Holmes nahm die Lampe und ließ keinen Winkel des Hauses unerforscht. Von dem Mann, den wir jagten, war nichts zu sehen. Im ersten Stockwerk war jedoch die Tür eines der Schlafräume abgeschlossen. 
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»Jemand ist darinnen!« rief Lestrade. »Ich höre etwas. Öffnen Sie die Tür!«

Wir hörten ein schwaches Stöhnen und Rascheln. 

Holmes trat knapp über dem Schloß gegen die Tür, und sie sprang auf. Mit der Waffe in der Hand stürzten wir alle drei in das Zimmer. 

Aber wir fanden keine Spur von dem verzweifelten, trotzigen Schurken, den wir zu sehen gehofft hatten. 

Statt dessen bot sich uns ein Anblick, der so sonderbar und unerwartet war, daß wir einen Augenblick entgeistert starrten. 

Das Zimmer war eine Art kleines Museum; an den Wänden hing eine Anzahl Glaskästen mit den Schmetterlingen und Faltern, die dieser gefährliche und raffinierte Verbrecher zu seiner Entspannung gesammelt hatte. In der Mitte des Raums stand ein Pfosten, der vor Zeiten zur Stützung des alten, vom Holz-wurm zernagten Dachbalkens eingefügt worden war. 

An diesen Pfeiler war eine Gestalt gebunden, durch Tücher so fest und sicher verhüllt und vermummt, daß wir zuerst nicht sagen konnten, ob es ein Mann oder eine Frau war. Ein Handtuch war um die Kehle geschlungen und hinter dem Pfosten zusammengeknotet. 

Ein zweites bedeckte den untern Teil des Gesichts, und darüber starrten zwei dunkle Augen – Augen voll Kummer und Scham und angstvollen Fragen – uns an. 

Im Nu hatten wir den Knebel weggerissen, die Tücher Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.641
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gelöst, und Mrs. Stapleton sank zu unseren Füßen zusammen. Als sich ihr schönes Haupt auf ihre Brust neigte, konnte ich deutlich den scharfen roten Striemen eines Peitschenhiebs auf ihrem Hals erkennen. 

»Diese Bestie!« rief Holmes. »Schnell, Lestrade, Ihre Brandyflasche! Setzt sie auf den Stuhl! Sie ist vor Erschöpfung und von den Mißhandlungen ohnmächtig geworden.«

Mrs. Stapleton öffnete die Augen. »Ist er in Sicherheit?« fragte sie. »Ist er entkommen?«

»Er kann uns nicht entkommen, Madam.«

»Nein, nein, ich meine nicht meinen Mann. Sir Henry? Ist er in Sicherheit?«

»Ja.«

»Und der Hund?«

»Der ist tot.«

Sie stieß einen langen Seufzer der Erleichterung aus. »Gott sei Dank! Gott sei Dank! O dieser Schuft! 

Sehen Sie nur, wie er mich behandelt hat!« Sie schlug die Ärmel zurück, und wir sahen mit Entsetzen, daß ihre Arme von blauen Flecken übersät waren. »Aber das ist ja nichts – gar nichts. Er hat meine Seele ge-quält und geschändet. Alles konnte ich ertragen. Miß-

handlungen, Einsamkeit, Enttäuschung, alles, solange ich mich noch an die Hoffnung klammern konnte, daß er mich doch liebt, aber nun weiß ich, daß er mich auch darin hintergangen hat, und daß ich nur sein Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.642
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Werkzeug war!« Sie brach bei diesen Worten in ein heftiges Schluchzen aus. 

»Da Sie ihm nicht mehr wohlgesonnen sind«, meinte Holmes, »können Sie uns sicher verraten, wo wir ihn finden. Wenn Sie ihm je im Bösen geholfen haben, dann machen Sie es jetzt wieder gut, indem Sie uns helfen!«

»Es gibt nur einen Ort, an den er sich geflüchtet haben kann«, antwortete sie. »Auf der Insel mitten im Sumpf gibt es eine alte Zinngrube. Dort hielt er seinen Hund, und dort hat er sich auch einen Zufluchtsort geschaffen. Dorthin muß er geflohen sein.«

Die Nebelbank lag wie weiße Wolle vor dem Fenster. Holmes hielt die Lampe darauf. 

»Sehen Sie«, sagte er, »heute nacht könnte niemand einen Weg in den Grimpen-Sumpf finden.«

Sie lachte auf und klatschte in die Hände. Ihre Zähne und Augen blitzten in wilder Freude. 

»Er findet vielleicht den Weg hinein, aber nie heraus«, rief sie. »Wie könnte er jetzt die Markierungs-stäbe sehen? Wir haben sie gemeinsam gesetzt, er und ich, um den Pfad durch den Sumpf zu kennzeichnen. 

Oh, hätte ich sie nur heute herausreißen können! 

Dann hätten Sie ihn wirklich in der Hand gehabt.«

Es war uns allen klar, daß jede Verfolgung sinnlos war, solange der Nebel sich nicht verzogen hatte. Bis dahin überließen wir das Haus Lestrade, während Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.643

14. Der Hund der Baskervilles

Doyle-WA Bd. 3, 189

Holmes und ich mit dem Baronet nach Baskerville Hall zurückgingen. Die Geschichte der Stapletons konnte ihm nicht länger vorenthalten werden, aber er steckte den Schlag tapfer weg, als er die Wahrheit über die Frau erfuhr, die er geliebt hatte. Das nächtliche Abenteuer hatte jedoch seine Nerven erschüttert, und ehe noch der Morgen kam, lag er, betreut von Dr. 

Mortimer, bewußtlos in hohem Fieber. Die beiden sollten gemeinsam auf eine Weltreise gehen, ehe Sir Henry wieder der gesunde, kräftige Mann wurde, der er gewesen war, bevor er seine Herrschaft über dieses unheilvolle Lehen angetreten hatte. 

Und nun komme ich zum Schluß dieses einzigartigen Berichts, darin ich versucht habe, den Leser an jenen dunklen Ängsten und vagen Mutmaßungen teilhaben zu lassen, die unser Leben so lange überschatteten und in so tragischer Weise endeten. Am Morgen nach dem Tode des Hundes hatte sich der Nebel verzogen, und Mrs. Stapleton führte uns dorthin, wo der von ihnen entdeckte Weg durch den Sumpf begann. Als wir sahen, wie eifrig und freudig sie uns auf die Fähr-te ihres Mannes brachte, begannen wir zu begreifen, wie grauenvoll das Leben dieser Frau gewesen sein mußte. Wir ließen sie zurück auf der schmalen Landzunge festen Torfbodens, die in den ausgedehnten Sumpf hineinreichte. Ab dort markierten hie und da Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.644
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kleine Stäbe den Pfad, der im Zickzack von einem Binsenbüschel zum anderen führte, inmitten dieser mit grünem Schaum bedeckten Gruben und stinkenden Sümpfe, die dem Fremden zum Verhängnis werden. Ein dumpfer Verwesungsgeruch von fauligem Ried und üppigen, schleimigen Wasserpflanzen schlug uns ins Gesicht, und mehr als einmal sanken wir durch einen falschen Schritt bis zu den Hüften in das dunkle, bebende Moor, das viele Yards um uns her sanft schwappte. Sein zäher Griff zerrte an unseren Absätzen, und wenn wir darin einsanken, war es, als zöge eine tückische Hand uns in diese obszönen Tiefen hinab, so grimmig und entschlossen schien die Umklammerung zu sein. Nur einmal sahen wir Anzeichen, daß jemand vor uns diesen gefährlichen Weg gegangen war. Ein dunkler Gegenstand ragte aus einem Büschel von Baumwollgras, der ihn über den Schlamm herauszuheben schien. Holmes versank bis an die Hüften, als er vom Pfad abwich, um danach zu greifen, und wären wir nicht dagewesen, ihn heraus-zuziehen, so hätte er wohl nie mehr seinen Fuß auf festen Boden gesetzt. Er hielt einen alten schwarzen Schuh empor. »Meyers, Toronto«, war auf dem Innen-leder zu lesen. 

»Das ist wohl ein Moorbad wert«, sagte er. »Der Schuh, den unser Freund Sir Henry verloren hat.«

»Stapleton muß ihn auf der Flucht fortgeworfen Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.645
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haben.«

»Richtig. Er behielt ihn wohl in der Hand, nachdem er ihn benutzt hatte, um den Hund auf Sir Henrys Fährte zu hetzen. Als er sah, daß das Spiel verloren war, ist er geflohen, immer noch mit dem Schuh in der Hand. Als er bis hierher gekommen war, hat er ihn fortgeworfen. Nun wissen wir immerhin, daß er bis hierhin gekommen ist.«

Aber mehr als das sollten wir nie erfahren, wenn wir auch viele Vermutungen anstellen konnten. Es war unmöglich, im Moor Spuren zu finden, denn der Schlamm füllte sie sofort wieder auf, doch suchten wir alle aufmerksam nach Fußspuren, als wir endlich festeren Grund jenseits des Morasts erreichten. Wir fanden jedoch nicht das mindeste. Wenn der Boden uns die Wahrheit sagte, hat Stapleton niemals die rettende Insel erreicht, zu der er in jener letzten Nacht durch den Nebel flüchten wollte. Irgendwo mitten im großen Grimpen-Sumpf, tief im stinkenden Schlamm des riesigen Morasts, der ihn hinabgesogen hat, ist dieser kalte, grausame Mann für immer begraben. 

Auf der sumpfumgürteten Insel, wo er seinen wilden Verbündeten versteckt gehalten hatte, fanden wir viele Spuren von ihm. Ein großes Treibrad und ein von Abfall verschütteter Schacht zeigten, wo sich die aufgegebene Mine befand. Daneben standen verfallen-de Reste von den Hütten der Bergleute, die sicherlich Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.646
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der schlimme Gestank des Sumpfs vertrieben hatte. In einer dieser Hütten bewiesen eine Krampe und eine Kette, zusammen mit einer Menge abgenagter Knochen, daß hier das Tier gehalten worden war. Ein Skelett, an dem noch ein Büschel brauner Haare hing, lag irgendwo dazwischen. 

»Ein Hund!« sagte Holmes. »Lieber Himmel, ein langhaariger Spaniel. Der arme Mortimer wird seinen Liebling nie wiedersehen. Nun denn; ich glaube nicht, daß hier noch Geheimnisse verborgen sind, die wir nicht längst ergründet haben. Er konnte wohl seinen Hund verbergen, aber er konnte ihm das Heulen nicht verbieten, und daher kamen diese Töne, die auch bei hellichtem Tag nicht erfreulich anzuhören waren. 

Wenn es absolut notwendig war, konnte er den Hund im Gartenhaus von Merripit House unterbringen, aber das war immerhin sehr gewagt, und er hat es auch nur am letzten Tag getan, als er sein Ziel erreicht zu haben glaubte. Die Paste in dieser Dose ist zweifellos die Phosphorlösung, mit der er die Bestie eingerieben hat. Dieser Einfall kam ihm natürlich durch die Geschichte des Höllenhundes der Familie und den Wunsch, den alten Sir Charles zu Tode zu erschrek-ken. Kein Wunder, daß der arme Teufel von einem Sträfling genau wie unser Freund gerannt ist und geschrien hat, als er dieses Untier in der Dunkelheit auf dem Moor hinter sich herjagen sah. Wir hätten uns Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.647
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nicht anders verhalten. Sehr schlau ausgeheckt; so konnte er sein Opfer zu Tode hetzen, und außerdem –

welcher Bauer würde es wagen, genauere Nachforschungen nach einer solchen Bestie anzustellen, wenn er sie auf dem Moor sieht, was ja viele getan haben? 

Ich habe es in London gesagt, Watson, und ich wiederhole es: Noch nie haben wir geholfen, einen ge-fährlicheren Mann zur Strecke zu bringen als den, der da irgendwo liegt« – mit seinem langen Arm wies er auf die weite, scheckige Fläche des von grünen Flek-ken übersäten Sumpfes, die sich in alle Richtungen ausdehnte, bis sie mit den rostfarbenen Hängen des Moors verschmolz. 
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15. Ein Rückblick

An einem unfreundlichen, nebligen Abend Ende November saßen Holmes und ich vor einem prasselnden Feuer in unserem Wohnraum in der Baker Street. Seit dem tragischen Ende unseres Besuchs in Devonshire hatte er sich mit zwei Angelegenheiten von äußerster Bedeutung befaßt; im ersten hatte er das niederträchtige Verhalten des Obersten Upwood im Zusammenhang mit dem berühmten Falschspielerskandal des Nonpareil-Club bloßgestellt; im zweiten Fall hatte er die unglückliche Mme. Montpensier vor der Anklage des Mordes bewahrt, die ihr wegen des Todes ihrer Stieftochter, Mlle. Carère drohte, jener jungen Dame, die bekanntlich sechs Monate später lebend und verheiratet in New York gefunden wurde. Mein Freund war wegen der glücklichen Lösung dieser rasch auf-einanderfolgenden, schwierigen und wichtigen Fälle in bester Laune, so daß ich ihn dazu bewegen konnte, die Einzelheiten des Baskerville-Rätsels mit mir zu erörtern. Ich hatte geduldig auf diese Gelegenheit gewartet, denn wie ich wußte, ließ er nie zu, daß mehrere Fälle einander überlagerten, noch, daß sein klarer, logischer Verstand von der Arbeit der Gegenwart zum Schwelgen in Erinnerungen an die Vergangenheit abgelenkt wurde. Sir Henry und Dr. Mortimer waren je-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.649
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doch vor Antritt der langen Reise, die Sir Henry zur Heilung seiner erschütterten Nerven empfohlen worden war, in London eingetroffen. Sie hatten uns an diesem Nachmittag besucht, und so war es ganz na-türlich, daß wir auf den Fall Baskerville zu sprechen kamen. »Der Ablauf der Ereignisse insgesamt«, sagte Holmes, »war, vom Gesichtspunkt des Mannes, der sich Stapleton nannte, einfach und natürlich, während sie uns, die wir anfänglich nichts über die Beweggründe seines Tuns wissen konnten und erst nach und nach Teile davon erfuhren, äußerst verwickelt erschienen. Ich habe zweimal mit Mrs. Stapleton sprechen können, und der Fall ist nun vollständig geklärt; ich glaube nicht, daß uns noch etwas verborgen geblieben ist. Sie werden einige Notizen darüber unter dem Buchstaben B in der Liste meiner Fälle finden.«

»Vielleicht wären Sie so freundlich, mir aus dem Gedächtnis den Gang der Ereignisse zu umreißen.«

»Aber gern, obwohl ich nicht dafür bürgen kann, daß ich alle Tatsachen im Kopf habe. Höchste geistige Konzentration hat die merkwürdige Eigenschaft, alles Vorherige zu verdrängen. Ein Anwalt, der seinen Fall auswendig kennt und mit einem Experten über dessen Fachgebiet streiten kann, wird nach ein oder zwei Wochen vor Gericht nichts mehr davon wissen. 

So verdrängt jeder meiner Fälle den vorherigen, und Mlle. Carère hat meine Erinnerung an Baskerville Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.650
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Hall getrübt. Morgen schon kann mir ein anderes Problem vorgelegt werden, das wiederum die schöne Französin und den infamen Upwood aus meinen Gedanken verdrängt. Was den Bluthund betrifft, will ich versuchen, Ihnen die Reihenfolge der Begebenheiten so gut ich kann zu schildern, und Sie werden mir aus-helfen, wenn ich etwas vergessen haben sollte. 

Meine Nachforschungen beweisen ohne jeden Zweifel, daß das Ahnenportrait nicht gelogen hat und daß dieser Kerl wirklich ein Baskerville war. Er war ein Sohn von jenem Rodger Baskerville, Sir Charles' 

jüngstem Bruder, der mit einem äußerst schlechten Ruf nach Südamerika geflohen ist, wo er unverheiratet gestorben sein soll. Er war aber doch verheiratet und hatte ein Kind, diesen Kerl, dessen richtiger Name der seines Vaters ist. Er heiratete Beryl Garcia, eine der Schönheiten von Costa Rica, und nachdem er eine große Summe öffentlicher Gelder veruntreut hatte, änderte er seinen Namen in Vandeleur und floh nach England, wo er eine Schule im Osten von Yorkshire einrichtete. Der Anlaß zu gerade diesem Beruf war, daß er auf der Überfahrt die Bekanntschaft eines schwindsüchtigen Lehrers gemacht hatte und nun die Fähigkeiten dieses Mannes ausnutzte, um das Unterfangen zu einem Erfolg zu machen. Fraser, der Lehrer, ist jedoch gestorben, und die Schule, die einen guten Anfang gemacht hatte, geriet in Verruf und Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.651
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Schande. Die Vandeleurs fanden es zweckmäßig, ihren Namen in Stapleton zu ändern, und so hat er die Reste seines Vermögens, seine Zukunftspläne und seine Neigung zur Entomologie nach Englands Süden verbracht. Im Britischen Museum hörte ich, daß er eine anerkannte Autorität auf diesem Gebiet ist, und daß der Name Vandeleur einem bestimmten Falter beigegeben wurde, den er in seiner Zeit in Yorkshire als erster beschrieben hat. 

Wir kommen nun zu jenem Abschnitt seines Lebens, der für uns so ungeheuer interessant geworden ist. Er hatte offenbar Nachforschungen angestellt und herausgefunden, daß nur zwei Menschenleben zwischen ihm und einem wertvollen Grundbesitz standen. 

Als er nach Devonshire kam, waren seine Pläne wohl noch sehr verschwommen, aber daß er von Anfang an Übles im Sinn hatte, beweist die Art und Weise, in der er seine Frau als seine Schwester ausgab. Er hatte sicher schon damals die Absicht, sie irgendwann als Lockvogel zu benutzen, wenn ihm auch die Abfolge der Einzelheiten seines Vorhabens noch nicht klar gewesen sein dürfte. Er wollte auf jeden Fall das Besitztum haben und war entschlossen, für dieses Ziel jedes Mittel einzusetzen und jede Gefahr einzugehen. Sein erster Schritt war, sich so nahe der Heimstatt seiner Ahnen wie möglich niederzulassen; der zweite war, mit Sir Charles und den Nachbarn Freundschaft zu Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.652
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schließen. 

Der Baronet selbst hat ihm die Geschichte des Höllenhundes der Familie erzählt und so seinen eigenen Tod vorbereitet. Stapleton, wie wir ihn noch immer nennen wollen, wußte, daß der alte Mann ein schwaches Herz hatte und daß ein Schock ihn töten würde. 

Er hatte auch erfahren, daß Sir Charles abergläubisch war und die böse Legende sehr ernst nahm. Sein er-finderischer Geist verfiel sofort auf eine Möglichkeit, den Baronet vom Leben zum Tode zu befördern, ohne den wahren Mörder einer Zuweisung der Schuld auszusetzen. 

Sobald er einmal diesen Vorsatz gefaßt hatte, begann er, ihn mit außerordentlicher Geschicklichkeit durchzuführen. 

Ein gewöhnlicher Verbrecher hätte sich mit einem reißenden Hund begnügt. Der Einsatz künstlicher Mittel mit dem Ziel, das Untier diabolisch zu machen, war ein Genieblitz. Er hat den Hund in London bei Ross & Mangles in der Fulham Road gekauft. Es war der stärkste und bösartigste Hund, den sie besaßen. Er schaffte ihn mit der North-Devon-Linie13 fort und ging mit ihm weit über das Moor, um ihn unbemerkt nach Hause zu bringen. Während seiner Insektenjag-den hatte er sich bereits bestens mit dem Grimpen-Sumpf vertraut gemacht und dort ein sicheres Versteck für das Tier gefunden. Dort hat er es unterge-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.653
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bracht und auf eine günstige Gelegenheit gewartet. 

Allerdings hat er lange warten müssen. Der alte Gentleman war nicht dazu zu bewegen, nachts seinen Park zu verlassen. Stapleton lauerte mit seinem Hund mehrmals in der Umgebung, aber immer ohne Erfolg. 

Während dieser Ausflüge wurde er, oder vielmehr sein Hund, von Bauern gesehen, und die Geschichte vom Teufelshund wurde erneut lebendig. Er hatte gehofft, seine Frau könnte Sir Charles ins Verderben locken, aber sie erwies sich als wider Erwarten eigenständig. Sie war nicht dazu zu bewegen, den alten Gentleman in Verwirrungen des Gefühls zu verstrik-ken, die ihn seinem Feind hätten ausliefern können. 

Drohungen und leider auch Schläge konnten sie nicht dazu bringen. Sie wollte nichts damit zu tun haben, so daß Stapleton eine Zeitlang nicht vom Fleck kam. 

Einen Ausweg aus diesen Schwierigkeiten fand er, als Sir Charles, der mit ihm Freundschaft geschlossen hatte, ihn als Mittler seiner Mildtätigkeit im Fall dieser unglücklichen Frau, Mrs. Laura Lyons, benutzte. 

Stapleton gab sich als unverheiratet aus, errang Einfluß über sie und deutete ihr an, daß er sie heiraten würde, wenn sie von ihrem Mann die Scheidung be-käme. Seinen Plänen drohte jählings das Ende, als er erfuhr, daß Sir Charles im Begriff war, auf Dr. Mortimers Rat Baskerville Hall zu verlassen; eine Empfehlung, der er selbst beizupflichten vorgab. Er mußte Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.654
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sofort handeln, da ihm sonst sein Opfer entgangen wäre. Er hat daher Mrs. Lyons überredet, den Brief zu schreiben, in dem sie den alten Mann um ein Gespräch am Abend vor seiner Abreise nach London bat. Dann hat er einen überzeugenden Grund dafür gefunden, daß sie die Verabredung nicht einhielt, und hatte damit endlich die Gelegenheit, auf die er so lange gewartet hatte. 

Er kehrte gegen Abend aus Coombe Tracey zurück und hatte genug Zeit, die Bestie mit seiner Höllen-tinktur zu bemalen und zum Tor zu bringen, an dem, wie er annehmen durfte, der alte Gentleman warten würde. Von seinem Herrn angetrieben setzte der Hund über das Gitter und verfolgte den unseligen Baronet, der schreiend die Eibenallee hinunterrannte. In dem düsteren Tunnel muß es schon ein schauerlicher Anblick gewesen sein, wie das riesige schwarze Ungeheuer mit glühendem Rachen und flammenden Augen sein Opfer hetzte. Der Baronet brach am Ende der Allee aus Angst und Herzschwäche tot zusammen. 

Der Hund war den Rasenstreifen entlanggelaufen, während der Baronet auf dem Pfad blieb, daher waren nur die Fußspuren des Mannes zu sehen. Der Hund hat sich dann wohl dem am Boden Liegenden genä-

hert und an ihm geschnüffelt, aber als er merkte, daß er tot war, sich wieder von ihm abgewandt. Bei dieser Gelegenheit entstanden dann die Fußspuren, die Dr. 
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Mortimer sah. Der Hund wurde zurückgerufen und zu seinem Versteck im Grimpen-Sumpf zurückgebracht, und es blieb ein Rätsel übrig, das den Behörden Kopfzerbrechen machte, die Gegend beunruhigte und den Fall schließlich zu unserer Kenntnis brachte. 

So viel über den Tod von Sir Charles Baskerville. 

Sie bemerken sicher die teuflische Schlauheit dahinter; es war nämlich wirklich unmöglich, eine Anklage gegen den eigentlichen Mörder zu formulieren. Sein einziger Mitschuldiger konnte ihn nie verraten, und das groteske, unglaubliche Vorgehen machte alles nur noch wirkungsvoller. Beide betroffenen Frauen, Mrs. 

Stapleton und Mrs. Laura Lyons, faßten starken Verdacht gegen Stapleton. Mrs. Stapleton wußte, daß er etwas gegen den alten Herrn im Schilde führte; außerdem wußte sie von der Existenz des Hundes. Mrs. 

Lyons wußte von beidem nichts, war aber betroffen davon, daß der Tod sich zum Zeitpunkt einer nicht abgesagten Verabredung ereignet hatte, von der nur Stapleton wußte. Da aber beide Frauen vollständig unter seinem Einfluß standen, hatte er von ihnen nichts zu befürchten. Die erste Hälfte seines Vorhabens hatte er erfolgreich ausgeführt, aber die schwieri-gere blieb noch. 

Es ist möglich, daß Stapleton nicht von der Existenz eines Erben in Kanada wußte. Jedenfalls muß er es bald durch seinen Freund Dr. Mortimer erfahren Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.656
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haben, der ihm auch alle Einzelheiten über Sir Henry Baskervilles Ankunft mitteilte. Stapletons erster Gedanke war, daß dieser junge Fremdling aus Kanada in London umgebracht werden könnte, bevor er überhaupt nach Devonshire kam. Seit seine Frau sich geweigert hatte, den alten Mann in eine Falle zu locken, wagte er nicht mehr, sie lange aus den Augen zu lassen, weil er fürchtete, seinen Einfluß auf sie zu verlieren. Deshalb nahm er sie mit nach London. Sie wohnten, wie ich herausfand, im Mexborough Private Hotel in der Craven Street, einem der Hotels, in denen mein Agent nach Hinweisen suchte. Stapleton hielt seine Frau in ihrem Zimmer eingeschlossen, während er, mit einem falschen Bart maskiert, Dr. Mortimer zur Baker Street, dann zum Bahnhof und zum Northumberland Hotel verfolgte. Seine Frau ahnte etwas von seinem Vorhaben; sie hatte aber vor ihrem Mann eine so große, durch seine Mißhandlungen begründete Angst, daß sie es nicht gewagt hat, den Mann, den sie in Gefahr wußte, schriftlich zu warnen. Wäre der Brief in Stapletons Hände gefallen, wäre es um sie geschehen gewesen. Wie wir wissen, kam sie auf den Einfall, die Wörter auszuschneiden, die dann die Botschaft ergaben, und adressierte den Brief mit verstellter Handschrift. Der Baronet erhielt ihn und damit die erste Warnung vor der Gefahr, in der er schwebte. 

Es war für Stapleton äußerst wichtig, ein Klei-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.657
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dungsstück von Sir Henry in die Hand zu bekommen, um den Hund auf seine Fährte hetzen zu können, falls sich dies als notwendig erweisen sollte. Mit der für ihn charakteristischen Schnelligkeit und Frechheit hat er sich daran gemacht, und zweifellos hat er den Schuhputzer oder das Zimmermädchen des Hotels gut geschmiert, damit sie ihm dabei halfen. Zufällig war aber der erste Schuh, den er bekam, neu und ungetragen, also für seine Zwecke nutzlos. Er ließ ihn zu-rückbringen und erhielt einen anderen – ein sehr lehrreicher Zwischenfall, der mir bewies, daß wir es mit einem richtigen Hund zu tun hatten. Es konnte keinen anderen Grund dafür geben, einen neuen Schuh zu verschmähen und unbedingt einen getragenen haben zu wollen. Je sonderbarer und grotesker ein Zwischenfall scheint, desto genauer verdient er untersucht zu werden, denn gerade das, was einen Fall scheinbar verwirrt, stellt sich bei näherer Betrachtung und wis-senschaftlichem Vorgehen als der Punkt heraus, der zur Erhellung des Rätsels wesentlich beiträgt. 

Am nächsten Morgen hatten wir dann unsere Freunde zu Besuch, wobei sie von Stapleton im Wagen beschattet wurden. Aus seiner Kenntnis unserer Wohnung und meiner Person sowie aus seinem Benehmen überhaupt glaube ich schließen zu können, daß sich Stapletons verbrecherische Laufbahn nicht nur auf diese Baskerville-Sache beschränkt hat. Es ist Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.658
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interessant, daß im Laufe der letzten drei Jahre im Westen Englands vier bedeutende Einbrüche verübt wurden, und für keinen konnte je ein Täter dingfest gemacht werden. Der letzte davon, im Mai, in Folkestone Court, war insofern auffällig, als dort der Page, der den einzelnen, maskierten Einbrecher überraschte, kalten Blutes niedergeschossen wurde. Ich zweifle nicht daran, daß Stapleton auf diese Weise seine schwindenden Mittel ergänzt hat und daß er schon seit Jahren ein zu allem entschlossener, gefährlicher Mann war. 

Er hat uns ein Beispiel für seinen Einfallsreichtum gegeben, als er uns an jenem Morgen so erfolgreich entkommen ist, und auch für seine Frechheit, indem er mir meinen eigenen Namen durch den Kutscher übermitteln ließ. In diesem Augenblick hatte er begriffen, daß ich den Fall in London übernommen hatte und daß es daher hier keine Chance für ihn gab. Er ist nach Dartmoor zurückgekehrt und hat dort die Ankunft des Baronets erwartet.«

»Einen Augenblick«, sagte ich. »Sie haben den Ablauf der Dinge bisher zweifellos richtig geschildert, aber einen Punkt haben Sie ungeklärt gelassen. Wer hat sich um den Hund gekümmert, während sein Herr in London war?«

»Ich habe dieser Frage einige Aufmerksamkeit gewidmet, und ganz ohne Zweifel ist sie von Bedeutung. 
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Stapleton hatte zweifellos einen Vertrauten, wenn es auch unwahrscheinlich ist, daß er sich je in dessen Gewalt begeben hat, indem er ihn in alle seine Pläne einweihte. In Merripit House gab es einen alten Diener namens Anthony. Seine Verbindung zu den Stapletons läßt sich viele Jahre zurückverfolgen, bis zu den Tagen der Schule in Yorkshire, so daß er gewußt haben muß, daß sein Herr und seine Herrin in Wirklichkeit Mann und Frau waren. Dieser Mann ist verschwunden und außer Landes gegangen. Es sollte uns zu denken geben, daß Anthony in England kein sehr gebräuchlicher Name ist, wohl dagegen Antonio in allen spanischen oder hispano-amerikanischen Ländern. Wie Mrs. Stapleton selbst sprach er ein gutes Englisch, aber mit einem seltsam lispelnden Akzent. 

Ich selbst habe den alten Mann auf dem von Stapleton markierten Pfad über den Grimpen-Sumpf gehen sehen. Es ist daher wahrscheinlich, daß er sich in der Abwesenheit seines Herren um den Hund gekümmert hat, wenn er auch vielleicht niemals ahnte, zu welchem Zweck die Bestie bestimmt war. 

Die Stapletons sind dann nach Devonshire zurückgefahren, und Sie und Sir Henry sind ihnen bald gefolgt. Einige Worte über den damaligen Stand meiner Kenntnisse. Es mag Ihnen erinnerlich sein, daß ich den Bogen Papier, auf den die gedruckten Wörter geklebt waren, sehr gründlich auf das Wasserzeichen Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.660
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hin untersucht habe. Als ich dies tat, habe ich ihn ganz nahe an die Augen gehalten und dabei einen schwachen Duft des sogenannten weißen Jasmin bemerkt. Es gibt fünfundsiebzig verschiedene Parfüms, die voneinander unterscheiden zu können für einen Kriminalisten unerläßlich ist. Das Parfüm wies auf die Mitwirkung einer Dame hin, und ich begann bereits die Stapletons in Betracht zu ziehen. Ich hatte also schon den Hund sicher und den Verbrecher erraten, ehe wir überhaupt in die westlichen Grafschaften gereist sind. 

Ich mußte Stapleton beobachten. Selbstverständlich konnte ich das nicht tun, wenn ich bei Ihnen wohnte, weil er sicherlich sehr auf der Hut war. Ich mußte also alle, Sie inbegriffen, täuschen und bin heimlich nach Devonshire gekommen, als man mich in London wähnte. Die Unbequemlichkeiten, die ich hinnehmen mußte, waren nicht so arg, wie Sie glauben; außerdem dürfen solche Kleinigkeiten einen niemals an der Untersuchung eines Falles hindern. Ich habe mich meistens in Coombe Tracey aufgehalten und die Hütte auf dem Moor benutzt, wenn es nötig war, dem Schauplatz nahe zu sein. Cartwright war mit mir gefahren, und er hat mir in seiner Verkleidung als Bauernjunge große Dienste geleistet. Ich war, was Essen und reine Wäsche betrifft, von ihm abhängig. 

Während ich Stapleton beobachtete, hat Cartwright Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.661

15. Ein Rückblick

Doyle-WA Bd. 3, 201

oft Sie im Auge behalten, so daß ich alle Fäden gleichzeitig in Händen halten konnte. 

Wie ich schon sagte, haben Ihre Berichte mich rasch erreicht, da sie von der Baker Street sofort nach Coombe Tracey weitergeleitet wurden. Sie waren mir sehr aufschlußreich, besonders die zufällig wahre Episode aus Stapletons Lebenslauf. Dadurch konnte ich die Identität des Mannes und der Frau feststellen und wußte nun genau, woran ich war. Beträchtlich kompliziert wurde der Fall durch den entsprungenen Sträfling und die Verbindung zwischen ihm und den Barrymores. Auch das haben Sie restlos aufgeklärt, wenn ich auch durch meine Beobachtungen schon zu dem gleichen Schluß gekommen war. 

Als Sie mich auf dem Moor entdeckt haben, war mir die ganze Sache bereits klar, aber es war noch kein Fall für die Geschworenen. Sogar Stapletons Anschlag gegen Sir Henry, der mit dem Tod des unseligen Sträflings endete, konnte uns nicht helfen, unseren Mann des Mordes zu überfuhren. Offenbar gab es keine andere Möglichkeit, als ihn  in flagranti  zu ertappen, und zu diesem Behuf mußten wir Sir Henry allein und scheinbar schutzlos als Köder benutzen. 

Wir haben es getan, und um den Preis eines schweren Schocks, den unser Klient erlitt, ist es uns gelungen, unseren Fall zu vollenden und Stapleton in den Untergang zu treiben. Daß Sir Henry einer solchen Gefahr Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.662
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ausgesetzt wurde, ist, wie ich zugeben muß, ein grober Mangel in meiner Handhabung des Falls, aber wir konnten das fürchterliche, lähmende Schauspiel, das die Bestie bot, keineswegs voraussehen, noch konnten wir den Nebel vorhersagen, der es dem Untier möglich machte, ohne Vorwarnung über uns zu kommen. 

Wir haben unseren Erfolg um einen Preis errungen, den sowohl der Spezialist als auch Dr. Mortimer als vorübergehend bezeichnen. Eine lange Reise mag unseren Freund in die Lage versetzen, sich nicht nur von seinen zerrütteten Nerven, sondern auch von seinen verletzten Gefühlen zu erholen. Seine Liebe zu der Dame war tief und aufrichtig, und für ihn ist der trau-rigste Teil dieser düsteren Angelegenheit, daß sie ihn getäuscht hat. 

Es bleibt nur noch übrig, die Rolle, die Mrs. Stapleton in dieser Angelegenheit gespielt hat, zu beleuchten. Zweifellos hatte Stapleton einen Einfluß auf sie, der Angst oder Liebe oder vielleicht beides gewesen sein kann; schließlich sind diese beiden Gefühle keineswegs unvereinbar. Auf seinen Befehl hin willigte sie ein, als seine Schwester zu gelten, wenn er auch an die Grenzen seiner Macht über sie gestoßen ist, als er versucht hat, sie zur Mithilfe bei einem Mord anzu-stiften. Sie wollte Sir Henry warnen, soweit dies möglich war, ohne ihren Mann hineinzuziehen, und sie hat es mehrmals versucht. Stapleton selbst scheint der Ei-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.663
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fersucht fähig gewesen zu sein, und als er sah, wie der Baronet seiner Frau den Hof machte, konnte er, obwohl es Teil seines Plans war, den leidenschaftlichen Ausbruch nicht unterdrücken, mit dem er das Spiel unterbrach, und dieser Ausbruch hat die hitzige Seele offenbart, die seine beherrschte Art so geschickt verbarg. Indem er die Innigkeit förderte, hat er dafür gesorgt, daß Sir Henry öfter nach Merripit House kam, damit er früher oder später die Gelegenheit erhielte, die er herbeisehnte. Am entscheidenden Tag hat sich seine Frau jedoch plötzlich gegen ihn aufgelehnt. Sie hatte etwas vom Tod des Sträflings erfahren und wußte, daß an dem Abend, an dem Sir Henry zum Dinner erwartet wurde, der Hund im Gartenhaus untergebracht war. Sie hat ihrem Mann das geplante Verbrechen vorgeworfen, und es folgte eine schreckliche Szene, während der er sie erstmals wissen ließ, daß sie eine Rivalin hatte. Im selben Augenblick verwandelte sich ihre Ergebenheit in bitteren Haß, und er begriff, daß sie ihn verraten würde. Deshalb hat er sie gefesselt, damit sie Sir Henry nicht warnen konnte, und sicher hat er gehofft, seine Frau zurückgewinnen und zu stillschweigender Hinnahme einer vollendeten Tatsache bewegen zu können, wenn erst der ganze Landstrich den Tod des Baronets dem Familienfluch zuschriebe, was man sicherlich getan hätte. Ich glaube aber, daß er sich da in jedem Fall verrechnet hat, und Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.664
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daß sein Schicksal auch ohne uns besiegelt gewesen wäre. Eine Frau spanischen Bluts verzeiht eine solche Beleidigung nicht so leicht. Und nun, mein lieber Watson, kann ich Ihnen, ohne meine Aufzeichnungen zu Hilfe zu nehmen, keine weiteren Einzelheiten über diesen merkwürdigen Fall mitteilen. Ich glaube nicht, daß ich etwas Wichtiges unerklärt gelassen habe.«

»Stapleton hat aber doch nicht annehmen können, daß er Sir Henry mit seinem Hundepopanz zu Tode erschrecken kann wie den alten Onkel.«

»Die Bestie war wild und halb verhungert. Wenn ihr Anblick das Opfer nicht zu Tode erschreckt, muß er doch jede denkbare Gegenwehr lähmen.«

»Das ist sicher richtig. Es bleibt aber ein Problem. 

Wenn Stapleton die Erbfolge angetreten hätte, wie hätte er die Tatsache erklären können, daß er, der Erbe, so nahe dem Besitztum unter einem anderen Namen gelebt hatte, ohne sich zu erkennen zu geben? 

Wie konnte er das Erbe fordern, ohne Verdacht und Nachforschungen auszulösen?«

»Das ist ein großes Problem, und ich fürchte, daß Sie zuviel verlangen, wenn Sie von mir eine Antwort erwarten. Meine Ermittlungen erstrecken sich auf Vergangenheit und Gegenwart, aber was ein Mensch in der Zukunft tun wird, das ist schwer zu beantworten. Mrs. Stapleton hat ihren Mann dreimal dieses Problem aufwerfen hören. Es gab drei Möglichkeiten. 
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Er konnte nach Südamerika zurückfahren, von dort aus seine Erbansprüche anmelden, seine Identität von den dortigen englischen Behörden feststellen lassen und sich in den Besitz des Vermögens setzen, ohne überhaupt nach England zurückzukehren; oder er konnte während des kurzen Aufenthalts, der in London unabdingbar war, eine völlig unkenntliche Verkleidung wählen; er konnte aber auch einem Komplizen die nötigen Beweise und Papiere übergeben, ihn als Erben vorschieben und Anspruch auf einen Teil seines Einkommens anmelden. Nach dem, was wir von ihm wissen, können wir nicht daran zweifeln, daß er einen Ausweg aus diesem Problem gefunden hätte. 

Und nun, mein lieber Watson, haben wir einige Wochen schwerer Arbeit hinter uns, und ich finde, daß wir für einen Abend unsere Gedanken in angenehmere Kanäle lenken dürfen. Ich habe eine Loge für  Les Huguenots  reserviert. Haben Sie De Reszkes je gehört? 

Darf ich Sie dann bitten, in einer halben Stunde bereit zu sein? Wir können unterwegs bei Marcini eine Pause für ein kleines Nachtmahl einlegen.«

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.666
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Editorische Notiz

Die vorliegende Neuübersetzung folgt den englisch-sprachigen Standardausgaben von  The Hound of the Baskervilles,  sie ist vollständig und wortgetreu; dies auch insofern, als der Titel erstmals die deutsche Behauptung (»Der Hund von Baskerville«) aufgibt, es handle sich bei Baskerville um einen Ortsnamen. 

Eigentümlichkeiten englischer Institutionen (z.B. 

Coroner) oder geographische Begriffe (z.B.  tor) wurden unverändert übernommen und finden sich, sofern nicht inzwischen im Deutschen eingebürgert oder als bekannt vorauszusetzen, in den Anmerkungen erläutert. 

Einige Unstimmigkeiten, so z.B. Ausdehnung von und Entfernungsangaben in und um Dartmoor, wurden nicht korrigiert, da durch Richtigstellung Ablauf und Atmosphäre der Handlung beeinträchtigt würden. 

Weiterhin habe ich im Interesse der Gesamtwirkung des Buchs darauf verzichtet, die als Gespräche zwischen überaus gebildeten Viktorianern lesbaren hohen Dialoge herabzumindern, und nur dort, wo es mir unabdingbar schien, vorsichtig Anpassungen des Tempus an deutsche Gepflogenheiten (Perfekt statt Imperfekt) vorgenommen. 
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Anmerkungen

1 M.R.C.S., Member of the Royal College of Surgeons, hat kaum mehr Bedeutung als etwa: approbier-ter Arzt. 

2 »Malaiischer Gesetzgeber«: wörtl.  Penang lawyer, von  Penang (malaiisch  Pinang = Betelnuß), seit 1963 Teil Malaysias, Staat und Insel im NW der ma-laiischen Halbinsel; vormals britisch; und  lawyer, engl. »Rechtskundiger, Anwalt«. Möglich ist auch Ableitung aus einem Provinzialismus,  lawyer –  langer Zweig/Ast eines Dorn- oder Brombeerbuschs.  Penang lawyer  ist ein Spazierstock mit Knauf, geschnitten aus dem Stamm einer auf der Insel Penang vor-kommenden Palme  (Licuala acutifida). 

3 »Monsieur

Bertillon«

–

Alphonse

Bertillon

(1853–1914), ein französischer Kriminalexperte, entwickelte 1879 ein System zur Identifikation von Verbrechern (Bertillonage). Die individuelle Kennzeich-nung  (signalement)  umfaßte 11 verschiedene Maße des menschlichen Körpers sowie zahlreiche beschrei-bende Merkmale, die nach einem bestimmten Schlüssel auf Karteikarten festgehalten wurden. Sein System wurde durch die Identifikation von Fingerabdrücken überholt. 

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.668

Anmerkungen

Doyle-WA Bd. 3, 206

4 »Große Rebellion«: der englische Bürgerkrieg von 1642–1649 aus der Sicht der Royalisten; Edward Hyde, Earl of Clarendon (1609–1674), Politiker (zeitweilig Lordkanzler) und Historiker, verfaßte eine de-tailreiche, wiewohl voreingenommene  History of the Rebellion and Civil Wars in England,  3 Bände, erschienen 1702–04. 

5 »Coroner« (von lat.  corona,  Krone), ursprünglich den König vertretender Beamter, dessen Aufgabe es ist, bei Todesfällen, die durch Gewaltanwendung oder sonstwie verdächtige Umstände auffallen, mit Hilfe von Zeugenaussagen, Gutachten etc. sowie einer Jury von Geschworenen die Todesursache zu ermitteln und evtl. Verfahren zu beantragen. 

6 Sir Arthur Conan Doyles (bzw. Sherlock Holmes') Feststellung, ein morgens früh aufgegebener Brief würde den Empfänger vor dem Frühstück erreicht haben, hat zweifellos für den Mitteleuropäer des Jahres 1984, der an verlorene Pakete gewöhnt ist sowie an Eilbriefe, die wochenlang zum Nachbarort unterwegs sind, den Ruch des überaus Phantastischen; da sich derartige Aussagen in der älteren Literatur häufiger finden und schon aus Pietät nicht sämtliche verstorbenen Autoren der Lüge geziehen werden können, ist hieraus zwingend abzuleiten, daß die Effektivität der europäischen
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nisatorischen und technischen Fortentwicklung nachgelassen hat. 

7 »Bilder der modernen belgischen Meister«: Was das für Bilder gewesen sein könnten, darüber gibt H.R.F. Keating in  Sherlock Holmes – The Man and his World  Auskunft: ›Karneval am Strand‹ und ›Der Teufel führt Christus in die Hölle‹ von James Ensor und ›Les Sataniques‹, ›Les monstres‹ und ›La buveu-se d'Absinthe‹ von Félicien Rops. 

8 Einige Vergleichszahlen zum Wert von Sir Charles' 

Nachlaß liefert Sir Arthur Conan Doyle an anderen Stellen seiner Werke, 100 £ pro Jahr werden als durchschnittliches Einkommen eines Londoner Journalisten und als hohes Einkommen einer Gouvernante bezeichnet; Sherlock Holmes nennt ein Hotel, in dem man 8 Shilling für eine Übernachtung und 8 Pence für ein Glas Sherry bezahlt, »eines der teuersten« in London. 1983/84 kostet ein nicht eben teures Hotel in London nicht 8 Shilling (= heute 40 Pence, zwei Fünftel eines Pfunds), sondern 25 £ und mehr. Man wird die für Sir Charles Baskervilles Nachlaß genannten Summen ruhig mit 100 multiplizieren können, um den heutigen DM-Wert zu ermitteln, der demnach bei etwa 100 Millionen DM läge. 

9  cairn (von gälisch  carn,  Haufen), Steinhaufen, meist als
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10  tor (gälisch  tur,  vermutl. aus lat.  turris,  Turm), schroffe, die Umgebung turmartig überragende Fels-spitze. 

11  écarté,  frz. Kartenspiel für zwei Personen, bei dem jeder Spieler Karten ablegen  (écarter)  und dafür andere ziehen kann. 

12 »Stoffmütze« – Tatsächlich trägt Holmes nur bei drei von sechzig Abenteuern einen  deerstalker.  Der Illustrator Sidney Paget trug aber selbst gern welche, und so wurden sie zum Bestandteil des Sherlock-Holmes-Klischees. 

13 »Nord-Devon-Linie«, Eisenbahnlinie, die nördlich von Dartmoor verläuft; den Schilderungen nach erreichten Watson & Co. ihr dortiges Ziel jedoch mit der »Süd-Devon-Linie« von Süden her; Stapleton hingegen wollte auf keinen Fall gesehen werden. 

G. H. 
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Teil I

 Die Tragödie von Birlstone
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1. Die Warnung

»Ich denke ...« sagte ich. 

»Das wäre ratsam«, bemerkte Sherlock Holmes unwillig. 

Ich glaube, ich bin einer der langmütigsten Sterblichen; dennoch muß ich gestehen, daß mich diese hä-

mische Unterbrechung ärgerte. 

»Also wirklich, Holmes«, sagte ich unwirsch, 

»manchmal ist es mit Ihnen kaum auszuhalten.«

Er war zu sehr in seine Gedanken versunken, um meinen Vorwurf unverzüglich zu erwidern. Vor ihm stand sein nicht angerührtes Frühstück; auf eine Hand gestützt, starrte er auf einen Zettel, den er soeben aus einem Umschlag gezogen hatte. Dann nahm er den Umschlag selbst, hielt ihn vor das Licht und musterte sehr sorgfältig Vorderseite und Falzklappe. 

»Das ist Porlocks Handschrift«, sagte er nachdenklich. »Wenn ich sie auch erst zweimal zu Gesicht bekommen habe, hege ich doch keinen Zweifel daran, daß das Porlocks Handschrift ist. Das griechische ›e‹1

mit dem eigenartigen Schnörkel oben ist bezeichnend. 

Wenn das Schreiben jedoch von Porlock kommt, dann muß es eine Sache von äußerster Wichtigkeit sein.«

Er sprach eher mit sich als mit mir, aber mein Ärger verschwand hinter dem Interesse, das seine Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.674
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Worte in mir erweckten. 

»Wer ist denn dieser Porlock?« fragte ich. 

»Porlock ist ein  nom de plume,  Watson, ein reines Erkennungszeichen, hinter dem sich allerdings eine gerissene, schwer faßbare Persönlichkeit verbirgt. In einem früheren Brief hat er mir frank und frei mitgeteilt, daß das nicht sein richtiger Name sei und er mir nicht zutraue, ihn unter den wimmelnden Millionen dieser großen Stadt jemals aufzuspüren. Porlock ist wichtig, nicht seinetwegen, sondern wegen des großen Mannes, mit dem er in Verbindung steht. Stellen Sie sich den Lotsenfisch neben dem Hai vor, den Schakal neben dem Löwen – irgend etwas Unbedeutendes verbündet mit etwas Furchtbarem. Nicht nur etwas Furchtbarem, Watson, nein, Unheilvollem – im höchsten Grad Unheilvollem. Daher gehört er in meine Interessensphäre. Habe ich Ihnen gegenüber schon einmal Professor Moriarty2 erwähnt?«

»Den berühmten wissenschaftlichen Verbrecher? In Ganovenkreisen ebenso berühmt wie ...«

»Sie machen mich schamrot, Watson«, murmelte Holmes abwehrend. 

»Ich wollte sagen, ›wie er der Öffentlichkeit eine unbekannte Größe ist.‹«

»Touché – eindeutig touché!« rief Holmes. »Sie entwickeln einen gewissen Hang zu pfiffigem Humor, den ich Ihnen nicht zugetraut hätte; ich muß lernen, Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.675
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mich dagegen zu wappnen. Aber wenn Sie Moriarty einen Verbrecher nennen, sprechen Sie in den Augen der Justiz eine Verleumdung aus, und da liegen Glanz und Gloria der Sache. Der größte Ränkeschmied aller Zeiten, der Organisator jedweder Teufelei, das Zen-tralgehirn der Unterwelt – ein Gehirn, das die Geschicke ganzer Nationen im Guten wie im Schlechten lenken könnte: das ist unser Mann. Aber er ist über jeden gemeinen Verdacht so erhaben – so gefeit gegen jede Kritik – und so bewundernswert in seiner Fähigkeit, die Fäden in der Hand und sich selbst im Hintergrund zu halten, daß er Sie schon für die Worte, die Sie eben geäußert haben, vor Gericht zerren könnte und Ihre Jahresrente als Schmerzensgeld für seine verletzte Ehre einstriche. Immerhin ist er der gepriesene Verfasser von  Dynamik eines Asteroiden –  einem Buch, das solch luftige Höhen der reinen Mathematik erklimmt, daß man behauptet, es habe sich in der gesamten Fachpresse kein Kopf gefunden, der imstande wäre, das Werk zu rezensieren. Ist das ein Mann, den man verleumdet? Der schandmäulige Doktor und der verunglimpfte Professor – so sähe die Verteilung Ihrer Rollen aus. Das ist eben Genie, Watson. Aber solange mich die kleineren Ganoven am Leben lassen, ist gewiß noch nicht aller Tage Abend.«

»Möge ich es miterleben!« rief ich inbrünstig aus. 

»Aber Sie haben vorhin von diesem Porlock gespro-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.676
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chen.«

»Ah, ja – der sogenannte Porlock ist ein Glied in der Kette, in kleinem Abstand allerdings von dem großen Brocken, an dem sie hängt. Unter uns gesagt, Porlock ist nicht gerade ein starkes Glied. In jener Kette stellt er sogar die einzige Schwachstelle dar, soweit ich das bisher überprüfen konnte.«

»Aber keine Kette ist stärker als ihr schwächstes Glied.«

»Genau, mein lieber Watson. Daher die außerordentliche Bedeutung von Porlock. Verlockt von rudimentären Anwandlungen eines Bedürfnisses nach Recht und ermutigt durch das klug dosierte Stimulans einer gelegentlichen Zehn-Pfund-Note, die ihn auf Umwegen erreichte, hat er mir ein- oder zweimal Vor-abinformationen zukommen lassen, die von Wert waren – und zwar von jenem höchsten Wert, der es möglich macht, einem Verbrechen zuvorzukommen und es zu verhindern, statt es zu rächen. Gewiß würden wir feststellen, daß diese Nachricht von der er-wähnten Art ist, hätten wir nur den Schlüssel dazu.«

Erneut strich Holmes das Stück Papier auf dem unbenutzten Teller glatt. Ich erhob mich, beugte mich über ihn und starrte auf die merkwürdige Mitteilung, die folgendermaßen lautete:
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»Werden Sie daraus schlau, Holmes?«

»Es ist offensichtlich der Versuch, eine Geheimin-formation zu übermitteln.«

»Aber welchen Nutzen hat eine verschlüsselte Nachricht ohne den Schlüssel?«

»In diesem Fall überhaupt keinen.«

»Wieso betonen Sie ›in diesem Fall‹?«

»Weil es viele Geheimschriften gibt, die ich mit der gleichen Leichtigkeit lese, mit der ich die Apokryphen der Seufzerspalte zu entziffern pflege. Solche durchsichtigen Spielereien ergötzen die Intelligenz, ohne sie zu erschöpfen. Aber das hier ist etwas anderes. Es handelt sich ganz klar um einen Hinweis auf die Wörter einer Seite in irgendeinem Buch. Solange ich allerdings nicht weiß, welche Seite und welches Buch, bin ich machtlos.«

»Aber weshalb ›Douglas‹ und ›Birlstone‹?«

»Weil dies offensichtlich Wörter sind, die nicht auf der fraglichen
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»Warum hat er denn das Buch nicht angegeben?«

»Der Ihnen eigene Scharfsinn, mein lieber Watson, jene angeborene Schlauheit, die Ihre Freunde so sehr entzückt, würde Sie doch gewiß davon abhalten, Schlüssel und Nachricht in denselben Umschlag zu stecken. Gerät er in die falschen Hände, ist es um Sie geschehen. So aber muß schon beides sein Ziel verfehlen, um Schaden anrichten zu können. Unsere zweite Post ist bereits überfällig, und ich wäre sehr überrascht, wenn sie uns nicht entweder einen weiteren Brief mit einer Erklärung oder, was wahrscheinlicher ist, eben jenes Buch brächte, auf das sich diese Ziffern beziehen.«

Nur ein paar Minuten später erwies sich Holmes' 

Berechnung als richtig, denn Billy, der Hausbursche, erschien tatsächlich mit dem Brief, den wir erwartet hatten. 

»Dieselbe Handschrift«, bemerkte Holmes, als er den Umschlag öffnete, »und sogar unterschrieben«, fügte er frohlockend hinzu, nachdem er den Brief entfaltet hatte. »Na also, wir kommen vorwärts, Watson.«

Seine Stirn umwölkte sich jedoch, als er den Inhalt überflog. 

»Meine Güte, das ist aber sehr enttäuschend! Ich fürchte, Watson, all unsere Hoffnungen werden zunichte gemacht. Ich hoffe nur, daß unserem Porlock Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.679
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nichts zustößt. 

›Lieber Mr. Holmes‹, schreibt er, ›ich werde diese Angelegenheit nicht weiter verfolgen. Es ist zu ge-fährlich. Er verdächtigt mich. Ich kann sehen, daß er mich verdächtigt. Er ist ganz unerwartet bei mir aufgetaucht, nachdem ich eben diesen Umschlag adressiert hatte, um Ihnen den Kodeschlüssel zu schicken. 

Ich konnte ihn gerade noch wegstecken. Wenn er ihn bemerkt hätte, wäre es mir schlecht ergangen. Aber ich habe Argwohn in seinen Augen gelesen. Bitte verbrennen Sie die verschlüsselte Nachricht, die Ihnen jetzt nicht mehr von Nutzen sein kann. – FRED PORLOCK.‹«

Eine kurze Zeit lang saß Holmes da, den Brief zwischen den Fingern biegend, und starrte mit gerunzelter Stirn ins Kaminfeuer. 

»Trotzdem«, sagte er schließlich. »Vielleicht hat das gar nichts zu bedeuten. Vielleicht meldet sich nur sein schlechtes Gewissen. Da er selber weiß, daß er ein Verräter ist, hat er vielleicht deshalb die Anschuldigung in den Augen des anderen gelesen.«

»Der andere ist vermutlich Professor Moriarty?«

»Kein Geringerer. Wenn einer aus dieser feinen Gesellschaft von einem ›Er‹ spricht, weiß man sofort, wer damit gemeint ist. Für sie alle gibt es nur einen allesbeherrschenden ›Er‹.«

»Aber was kann er denn tun?«
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»Hm! Das ist eine weitreichende Frage. Wenn man einen der ersten Köpfe Europas zum Gegner hat, hinter dem die versammelten Mächte der Finsternis stehen, gibt es unendlich viele Möglichkeiten. Immerhin ist Freund Porlock offensichtlich von Sinnen vor Angst. Vergleichen Sie doch gütigerweise einmal die Handschrift der Nachricht mit der auf dem Umschlag, der laut Porlock vor diesem unheilschwangeren Besuch beschriftet worden ist. Da ist die Schrift klar und fest; im Brief dagegen ist sie kaum lesbar.«

»Warum hat er denn überhaupt geschrieben? 

Warum hat er die Sache nicht einfach fallenlassen?«

»Weil er befürchten mußte, daß ich in diesem Falle Nachforschungen über ihn anstellen und ihn dadurch möglicherweise in Schwierigkeiten bringen würde.«

»Zweifellos«, sagte ich. »Es ist allerdings« – ich hatte die eigentliche verschlüsselte Nachricht in die Hand genommen und beugte den Kopf darüber – »fast zum Verrücktwerden, wenn man bedenkt, daß dieser Zettel vielleicht ein wichtiges Geheimnis birgt und es außerhalb des Menschenmöglichen ist, es zu ergründen.«

Sherlock Holmes hatte das unangetastete Frühstück weggeschoben und seine unappetitliche Pfeife3 entzündet, die Gefährtin seiner tiefsten Gedankengänge. 

»Das ist die Frage!« sagte er; er lehnte sich zurück und starrte zur Zimmerdecke. »Vielleicht gibt es doch Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.681
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noch einige Punkte, die Ihrem eines Machiavelli würdigen Intellekt entgangen sind. Lassen Sie uns das Problem im Licht der reinen Vernunft betrachten. Der Hinweis dieses Mannes gilt einem Buch. Das ist unser Ausgangspunkt.«

»Der ist aber reichlich vage.«

»Dann wollen wir mal sehen, ob wir ihn nicht schärfer eingrenzen können. Nun, da ich mich darauf konzentriere, erscheint mir die Sache eigentlich weniger unergründlich. Welche Anhaltspunkte haben wir, was dieses Buch angeht?«

»Keine.«

»Na, na, ganz so schlimm steht es doch sicherlich nicht. Die verschlüsselte Nachricht beginnt mit einer dicken 534, nicht wahr? Als erste Arbeitshypothese können wir annehmen, daß 534 die betreffende Seite bezeichnet, die als Schlüssel dient. Somit ist aus unserem Buch schon ein  dickes  Buch geworden, was uns sicherlich ein Stück weiterbringt. Welche weiteren Anhaltspunkte haben wir hinsichtlich der Beschaffenheit dieses dicken Buches? Das nächste Zeichen lautet K2. Was folgern Sie daraus, Watson?«

»Zweifellos das zweite Kapitel.«

»Das wohl kaum, Watson. Ich bin sicher, Sie werden mir zustimmen, daß durch die Angabe der Seitenzahl die Bezeichnung eines Kapitels unerheblich geworden ist. Und daß die Länge des ersten Kapitels, Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.682
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wenn wir uns auf Seite 534 erst im zweiten befanden, geradezu unerträglich gewesen sein müßte.«

»Kolumne!« rief ich. 

»Brillant, Watson. Sie sprühen heute früh vor Geist. Ich müßte mich sehr täuschen, wenn es nicht Kolumne bedeutet. Wie Sie sehen, beginnt vor unserem geistigen Auge nun ein dickes Buch zu erstehen, zweispaltig, wobei die Spalten eine beträchtliche Länge aufweisen müssen, da eines der Wörter in dem Schriftstück als das zweihundertdreiundneunzigste bezeichnet wird. Haben wir damit die Grenzen dessen, was uns vernünftige Überlegung liefert, schon erreicht?«

»Ich fürchte, ja.«

»Sie tun sich bestimmt Unrecht. Lassen Sie es noch einmal sprühen, mein lieber Watson. Noch ein Gei-stesblitz. Wenn es ein seltenes Buch wäre, dann hätte er es mir geschickt. Er hätte aber – bevor seine Pläne durchkreuzt wurden – die Absicht, mir den Schlüssel in diesem Umschlag zu übersenden. So schreibt er jedenfalls in seinem Brief Dies scheint darauf zu deuten, daß er angenommen hat, ich würde es mir ohne Schwierigkeiten beschaffen können. Er besitzt es und stellt sich vor, daß auch ich es besitze. Kurz gesagt, Watson, es handelt sich um ein sehr verbreitetes Buch.«

»Was Sie da sagen, klingt allerdings einleuchtend.«
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»Somit haben wir das Feld unserer Suche auf ein dickes, zweispaltiges und weitverbreitetes Buch eingeengt.«

»Die Bibel!« rief ich triumphierend. 

»Gut, Watson, gut! Aber, wenn ich so sagen darf, noch nicht gut genug. Auch wenn ich das als Kompliment für mich selbst gelten ließe, könnte ich Ihnen schwerlich ein Buch nennen, das mit geringerer Wahrscheinlichkeit bei einem von Moriartys Helfers-helfern in Griffnähe läge. Überdies gibt es die Heilige Schrift in so zahlreichen Ausgaben, daß er kaum annehmen kann, daß auch nur zwei Exemplare die gleiche Paginierung aufweisen. Hier dagegen handelt es sich zweifellos um ein Standardwerk. Er weiß ganz genau, daß seine Seite 534 mit meiner Seite 534 vollkommen übereinstimmt.«

»Das würde aber nur auf wenige Bücher zutreffen.«

»Genau. Darin liegt unsere Rettung. Unsere Suche beschränkt sich auf Standardwerke, die jedermann zu besitzen pflegt.«

»Das Kursbuch!«

»Da gibt es ein paar Schwierigkeiten, Watson. Der Wortschatz des Kursbuches ist zwar kräftig und knapp, aber beschränkt. Sein Wortvorrat wäre zur Übermittlung einer allgemeinen Nachricht kaum ausreichend. Das Kursbuch können wir also streichen. 

Ich fürchte, aus dem gleichen Grund ist auch ein Wör-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.684
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terbuch nicht zulässig. Was bleibt dann noch übrig?«

»Ein Almanach.«

»Hervorragend, Watson! Ich müßte mich sehr irren, wenn Sie damit nicht den Punkt getroffen hätten. Ein Almanach! Prüfen wir nach, ob  Whitaker's Almanack 4 unseren Ansprüchen genügt. Er ist weitverbreitet. Er hat die erforderliche Seitenzahl. Er ist zweispaltig gedruckt. Sein Wortschatz ist zwar anfangs etwas zurückhaltend, wird aber, wenn ich mich recht entsinne, gegen Ende ziemlich verschwatzt.« Er nahm den betreffenden Band vom Schreibtisch. »Hier haben wir Seite 534, Spalte zwei, ein ansehnlicher Block Gedrucktes; er schildert, wie ich feststelle, Handelswesen und Rohstoffbestände von Britisch-Indien. Notieren Sie kurz die Wörter, Watson. Nummer dreizehn lautet ›Mahratta‹5. Kein besonders verhei-

ßungsvoller Anfang, fürchte ich. Nummer hundertsiebenundzwanzig ist ›Regierung‹, was immerhin einen Sinn ergibt, wenn auch wenig in bezug auf uns und Professor Moriarty. Nun, probieren wir weiter. Was macht die Mahratta-Regierung? O weh! Das nächste Wort lautet ›Schweinsborsten‹. Wir sind erledigt, mein guter Watson! Es ist aus.«

Er hatte in scherzhaftem Ton gesprochen, aber das Zucken seiner buschigen Augenbrauen verriet seine Enttäuschung und Verärgerung. Ich saß hilflos und betrübt da und starrte ins Kaminfeuer. Die lange Stil-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.685
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le wurde durch einen plötzlichen Ausruf von Holmes unterbrochen, der zu einem Schrank stürzte, von dem er mit einem weiteren Band in gelbem Leinen zurückkehrte. 

»Das ist der Preis dafür, Watson, daß wir zu sehr auf dem neuesten Stand der Dinge sein wollen«, rief er. »Wir sind unserer Zeit voraus und müssen dafür wie üblich büßen. Da heute der siebte Januar ist, haben wir uns schon den neuen Almanach zugelegt. 

Es ist aber mehr als wahrscheinlich, daß Porlock seine Nachricht der alten Ausgabe entnommen hat. 

Das hätte er uns zweifellos mitgeteilt, wenn der Brief mit der Erklärung geschrieben worden wäre. Sehen wir einmal nach, was die Seite 534 für uns hat. Nummer dreizehn lautet ›Dort‹, das klingt schon vielversprechender. Nummer einhundertsiebenundzwanzig heißt ›ist‹ – ›Dort ist‹« – Holmes' Augen glänzten vor Erregung, und seine dünnen, nervösen Finger zuckten, als er die Wörter auszählte – »›Gefahr‹. Ha! Ha! Ausgezeichnet! Schreiben Sie das auf, Watson. ›Dort ist Gefahr – kann – sehr – bald – geschehen – gewisser‹. 

Dann haben wir ja den Namen ›Douglas‹ – ›reich –

Landgut – Birlstone – Überzeugung – ist – dringend‹. 

Na also, Watson! Was halten Sie nun von der reinen Vernunft und ihren Früchten? Wenn unser Gemüse-händler so etwas wie Lorbeerkränze hätte, würde ich Billy danach schicken.«
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Ich starrte auf die seltsame Nachricht, die ich, während er sie entschlüsselte, über dem Knie auf einen Bogen Kanzleipapier gekritzelt hatte. 

»Was für eine sonderbare und ungereimte Art, sich mitzuteilen!« sagte ich. 

»Im Gegenteil, er hat seine Sache bemerkenswert gut gemacht«, sagte Holmes. »Wenn man eine einzelne Druckspalte nach Wörtern absucht, mit deren Hilfe man das ausdrücken will, was man zu sagen hat, kann man kaum erwarten, auch jedes gewünschte Wort zu finden. Zwangsläufig muß man dann einiges der Intelligenz des Empfängers überlassen. Der Sinn ist doch vollkommen klar. Irgendeine Teufelei ist im Gange gegen einen gewissen Douglas, wer immer das sein mag, der, soweit hier steht, als reicher Gutsherr auf dem Lande lebt. Außerdem ist er sicher – ›Überzeugung‹ kommt dem beabsichtigten ›überzeugt‹ so nahe wie möglich –, daß es dringend ist. Womit wir unser Ergebnis hätten – nach einem kleinen Muster-stück fachmännischer Analyse.«

Bei seinen guten Leistungen empfand Holmes die unpersönliche Freude des echten Künstlers; ebenso grämte er sich finster, wenn er unter dem hohen Niveau blieb, das er anstrebte. Er schmunzelte noch immer über seinen Erfolg, als Billy mit Schwung die Tür öffnete und Inspektor MacDonald von Scotland Yard in den Raum geleitete. 
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In jenen frühen Tagen gegen Ende der achtziger Jahre hatte Alec MacDonald noch längst nicht den landesweiten Ruhm errungen, den er heute genießt. Er war ein junges, aber schon angesehenes Mitglied der Kriminalpolizei und hatte sich in verschiedenen Fällen, die ihm anvertraut worden waren, bereits ausgezeichnet. Seine hochgewachsene, starkknochige Gestalt ließ auf außerordentliche Körperkräfte schließen, während der große Schädel und die tiefliegenden, glänzenden Augen nicht weniger deutlich auf seinen schneidenden Verstand hinwiesen, der unter den buschigen Augenbrauen hervorblitzte. Der Mann war schweigsam, akkurat, ein wenig stur und sprach mit hartem Aberdeen-Akzent. Schon zweimal in seiner Laufbahn hatte ihm Holmes zu Erfolgen verholfen, wobei sein eigener Lohn einzig in der intellektuellen Freude am jeweiligen Problem bestanden hatte. Aus diesem Grund waren Zuneigung und Respekt des Schotten gegenüber seinem Amateurkollegen tiefemp-funden, und das ließ er auch offen erkennen durch die Freimütigkeit, mit der er Holmes in jeder schwierigen Lage konsultierte. Mittelmaß kennt nichts Erhabene-res als sich selbst, Talent jedoch erkennt Genie sofort, und MacDonald hatte genügend Talent zu seinem Beruf, daß er keine Demütigung erblickte in der Bitte um die Hilfe eines Mannes, der in Hinsicht auf seine Gaben und Erfahrungen in Europa bereits einzig da-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.688
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stand. Holmes neigte nicht zu Freundschaften, aber dem großgewachsenen Schotten gegenüber war er duldsam, und er lächelte jetzt, als er ihn sah. 

»Sie sind offenbar mit den Hühnern aufgestanden, Mr. Mac«, sagte er. »Ich wünsche Glück auf Ihrer Jagd nach fetten Würmern. Aber ich furchte, es bedeutet wohl, daß etwas Ungutes im Gange ist.«

»Wenn Sie statt ›fürchten‹ ›hoffen‹ gesagt hätten, käme das wohl der Wahrheit näher, würd ich meinen, Mr. Holmes«, erwiderte der Inspektor mit wissendem Grinsen. »Na gut, ein winziges Schlückchen würde die rauhe Morgenkälte vielleicht vertreiben. Nein danke, so früh rauche ich noch nicht. Ich muß mich gleich wieder auf den Weg machen, weil ja die ersten Stunden eines Falles die kostbaren sind, was niemand besser weiß als Sie. Aber – aber ...«

Der Inspektor hatte plötzlich innegehalten und starrte absolut fassungslos ein Blatt Papier auf dem Tisch an. Es war der Bogen, auf den ich die rätselhafte Botschaft gekritzelt hatte. 

»Douglas!« stammelte er. »Birlstone! Was ist denn das, Mr. Holmes? Menschenskind, das ist ja Hexerei! 

Wo, um alles in der Welt, haben Sie diese Namen her?«

»Es ist eine verschlüsselte Botschaft, die Dr. Watson und ich mal eben entziffert haben. Aber warum –

was stimmt nicht mit den Namen?«
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Der Inspektor blickte uns nacheinander wie betäubt vor Verblüffung an. 

»Nur so viel«, sagte er, »daß Mr. Douglas von Birlstone Manor House heute früh auf schreckliche Weise ermordet worden ist.«
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Es war einer jener dramatischen Augenblicke, für die mein Freund lebte. Gleichwohl wäre es übertrieben zu behaupten, die erstaunliche Mitteilung habe ihn aus der Fassung gebracht oder auch nur aufgeregt. Nicht, daß in seinem einzigartigen Wesen eine Spur von Grausamkeit gelegen hätte; aber die langjährige Über-reizung hatte ihn zweifellos abgehärtet. Seine Ge-fühlsregungen waren abgestumpft; seine intellektuelle Wahrnehmungskraft blieb jedoch außerordentlich rege. Folglich gab es bei ihm keine Anzeichen des Grausens, welches ich bei dieser knappen Erklärung verspürt hatte, sondern seine Miene zeigte eher die ruhige und interessierte Gelassenheit eines Chemikers, der das Ausfallen der Kristalle in einer übersättigten Lösung beobachtet. 

»Bemerkenswert!« sagte er; »bemerkenswert!«

»Sie scheinen gar nicht überrascht zu sein.«

»Interessiert, Mr. Mac, aber kaum überrascht. 

Warum sollte ich auch? Von einer mir als wichtig bekannten Quelle erhalte ich eine anonyme Nachricht mit der Warnung, daß einer bestimmten Person Gefahr droht. Im Verlauf einer Stunde erfahre ich, daß diese Gefahr tatsächlich Gestalt angenommen hat und daß die Person tot ist. Ich bin interessiert; aber, wie Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.691
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Sie bemerken, nicht überrascht.«

In ein paar kurzen Sätzen erläuterte er dem Inspektor, was es mit dem Brief und der Geheimschrift auf sich hatte. MacDonald saß da, das Kinn auf den Händen, und seine dichten, sandfarbenen Augenbrauen zogen sich zu einem gelben Büschel zusammen. 

»Ich wollte noch heute früh nach Birlstone runter«, sagte er. »Eigentlich bin ich hergekommen, Sie zu fragen, ob Sie mich begleiten möchten – Sie und Ihr Freund hier. Aber nach dem, was Sie sagen, könnten wir hier in London vielleicht mehr erreichen.«

»Das glaube ich eigentlich nicht«, sagte Holmes. 

»Zum Henker, Mr. Holmes!« rief der Inspektor. »In ein oder zwei Tagen sind die Zeitungen voll mit Berichten über das Rätsel von Birlstone; bloß, was ist daran rätselhaft, wenn es in London einen Mann gibt, der das Verbrechen vorher schon groß ankündigt? 

Wir brauchen uns doch nur diesen Mann zu greifen, und alles übrige ergibt sich von selbst.«

»Ohne Zweifel, Mr. Mac. Aber wie haben Sie sich die Ergreifung des sogenannten Porlock vorgestellt?«

MacDonald drehte den Brief um, den Holmes ihm überreicht hatte. 

»Aufgegeben in Camberwell – das hilft uns nicht viel weiter. Der Name ist nur angenommen, sagen Sie. Wahrhaftig nicht viel für den Anfang. Haben Sie nicht gesagt, Sie hätten ihm mal Geld geschickt?«
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»Zweimal.«

»Und wie?«

»Banknoten, postlagernd Camberwell.«

»Haben Sie sich nie bemüht zu erfahren, wer sie abgeholt hat?«

»Nein.«

Der Inspektor sah überrascht aus und ein wenig empört. 

»Warum nicht?«

»Weil ich mein Wort zu halten pflege. Nach seinem ersten Brief hatte ich versprochen, ich würde nicht versuchen, ihm nachzuspüren.«

»Sie glauben, es steht jemand hinter ihm?«

»Ich  weiß  es.«

»Dieser Professor, den Sie mir gegenüber mal er-wähnt haben?«

»Genau.«

Inspektor MacDonald lächelte, und ein Augenlid zwinkerte, als er mir einen raschen Blick zuwarf. 

»Ich will Ihnen nicht verhehlen, Mr. Holmes, daß wir vom C.I.D.6 glauben, daß Sie sich mit diesem Professor eine klitzekleine Grille in den Kopf gesetzt haben. Ich habe in der Sache persönlich einige Nachforschungen angestellt. Er scheint zu einer ausgesprochen ehrbaren, gelehrten und talentvollen Sorte Mensch zu zählen.«

»Es freut mich, daß Sie immerhin sein Talent er-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.693
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kannt haben.«

»Menschenskind, das muß man doch erkennen! 

Nachdem ich Ihre Meinung über ihn gehört hatte, bin ich von Berufs wegen mal zu ihm gegangen. Wir haben über Sonnenfinsternisse geplaudert. Keine Ahnung, wie wir gerade darauf gekommen sind; aber er hat 'ne Lampe mit Reflektor geholt und einen Globus, und in 'ner Minute hat er mir alles klargemacht. Er hat mir auch ein Buch geliehen; aber das war dann doch ein bißchen zu hoch für mich – trotz meiner guten Aberdeen-Ausbildung; das kann ich ja ruhig zugeben. 

Er hätte 'n guten Pfaffen abgegeben, mit seinem schmalen Gesicht und dem grauen Haar und der feierlichen Art, wie er spricht. Beim Abschied hat er mir sogar die Hand auf die Schulter gelegt – das war wie Vaters Segen, bevor man in die kalte grausame Welt zieht.«

Holmes kicherte und rieb sich die Hände. 

»Großartig!« sagte er; »großartig! Sagen Sie, Freund MacDonald; diese erbauliche und rührende Unterhaltung hat, wie ich annehme, im Studierzimmer des Professors stattgefunden?«

»So ist es.«

»Ein feines Zimmer, nicht wahr?«

»Sehr fein – wirklich, Mr. Holmes, sehr hübsch.«

»Sie saßen vor seinem Schreibtisch?«

»Ganz recht.«
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»Sie die Sonne im Gesicht und er im Schatten?«

»Tja, es war Abend; aber ich erinnere mich, daß die Lampe auf mich gerichtet war.«

»Ganz bestimmt war sie das. Haben Sie über dem Kopf des Professors zufällig ein Bild bemerkt?«

»Mir entgeht so leicht nichts, Mr. Holmes. Höchstwahrscheinlich habe ich das von Ihnen gelernt. Ja, ich hab das Bild gesehen – eine junge Frau mit dem Kopf auf den Händen, die einen so von der Seite anguckt.«

»Dieses Gemälde ist von Jean Baptiste Greuze.«

Der Inspektor bemühte sich, ein interessiertes Gesicht zu machen. 

»Jean Baptiste Greuze7«, fuhr Holmes fort, während er seine Fingerspitzen aneinanderlegte und sich in den Stuhl zurücklehnte, »war ein französischer Maler, dessen Blütezeit zwischen den Jahren 1750

und 1800 lag. Damit beziehe ich mich natürlich auf seine Schaffensperiode. Die moderne Kunstkritik hat die hohe Wertschätzung, die seine Zeitgenossen ihm entgegenbrachten, mehr als bestätigt.«

Die Augen des Inspektors nahmen einen abwesenden Ausdruck an. 

»Sollten wir nicht lieber ...« sagte er. 

»Wir sind gerade dabei«, unterbrach ihn Holmes. 

»Alles, was ich sage, hat einen sehr unmittelbaren und wichtigen Bezug zu dem, was Sie das Rätsel von Birlstone genannt haben. In der Tat könnte man es in Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.695
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gewissem Sinne geradezu als sein Zentrum bezeichnen.«

MacDonald lächelte schwach und sah mich flehend an. 

»Ihre Gedanken bewegen sich ein bißchen zu schnell für mich, Mr. Holmes. Sie lassen ein oder zwei Glieder aus, und ich kriege die Lücke nicht zusammen. Was in aller Welt soll der Zusammenhang sein zwischen diesem toten Herrn Maler und der Sache in Birlstone?«

»Jeder Wissenszweig ist für den Detektiv von Nutzen«, bemerkte Holmes. »Besonders die triviale Tatsache, daß im Jahre 1865 ein Bild von Greuze mit dem Titel  La Jeune Fille à l'Agneau  bei der Portalis-Auktion nicht weniger als viertausend Pfund8 erzielt hat, dürfte doch in Ihrem Kopf eine Reihe von Überlegungen in Gang setzen.«

Das tat sie ganz offensichtlich. Der Inspektor machte ein unverhohlen interessiertes Gesicht. 

»Ich darf Sie daran erinnern«, fuhr Holmes fort, 

»daß das Gehalt des Professors sich aus mehreren zuverlässigen Nachschlagewerken ermitteln läßt. Es be-trägt siebenhundert Pfund im Jahr.«

»Wie kommt er dann in den Besitz ...«

»Ganz recht. Wie kommt er dazu?«

»Tja, das ist bemerkenswert«, sagte der Inspektor gedankenvoll, »Sprechen Sie weiter, Mr. Holmes. Die Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.696
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Sache gefallt mir. Das klingt gut.«

Holmes lächelte. Aufrichtige Bewunderung ließ ihn immer auftauen – ein Kennzeichen des wahren Künstlers. 

»Und was ist mit Birlstone?« fragte er. 

»Wir haben noch Zeit«, sagte der Inspektor; er warf einen schnellen Blick auf seine Uhr. »Mein Wagen steht vor der Tür, und zur Victoria Station brauchen wir keine zwanzig Minuten. Aber nochmal zu dem Bild – mir war, Mr. Holmes, als ob Sie mir mal erzählt hätten, daß Sie Professor Moriarty noch nie begegnet sind.«

»Nein, noch nie.«

»Woher wissen Sie dann über seine Wohnung Bescheid?«

»Oh, das steht auf einem anderen Blatt. In seiner Wohnung bin ich bereits dreimal gewesen; zweimal habe ich unter verschiedenen Vorwänden auf ihn gewartet und bin vor seiner Rückkunft wieder fortgegangen. Einmal – tja, davon dürfte ich einem Kriminalbeamten eigentlich gar nicht erzählen. Beim letzten Mal habe ich mir nämlich die Freiheit genommen, rasch seine Unterlagen zu überfliegen, was zu höchst unerwarteten Resultaten geführt hat.«

»Sie haben etwas Kompromittierendes gefunden?«

»Absolut nichts. Das war ja das Verblüffende. Wie auch immer, Sie haben jetzt den springenden Punkt Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.697
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bezüglich des Gemäldes erkannt. Es weist ihn als sehr vermögenden Mann aus. Aber wie kommt er zu diesem Vermögen? Er ist unverheiratet. Sein jüngerer Bruder ist Bahnhofsvorsteher9 im Westen von England. Sein Lehrstuhl bringt ihm siebenhundert im Jahr. Aber er besitzt einen Greuze.«

»Und weiter?«

»Die Schlußfolgerung ist doch wohl einfach.«

»Sie meinen, er hat hohe Einkünfte und muß sie sich auf illegale Weise verschaffen?«

»Ganz genau. Selbstverständlich habe ich noch weitere Gründe zu diesem Verdacht – Dutzende dünnster Fäden, die kaum wahrnehmbar zum Zentrum des Netzes hinführen, wo die giftige, regungslose Kreatur auf der Lauer liegt. Ich erwähne den Greuze auch nur, weil er die Sache in den Bereich Ihrer eigenen Beobachtungen rückt.«

»Tja, Mr. Holmes, ich gebe zu, was Sie da sagen, ist interessant. Mehr als interessant – es ist geradezu wunderbar. Aber lassen Sie uns ein wenig deutlicher werden, wenn möglich. Handelt es sich um Fälsche-rei, Falschmünzerei oder Einbrüche? Woher kommt das Geld?«

»Haben Sie schon mal was über Jonathan Wild gelesen?«

»Naja, also der Name kommt mir vertraut vor. Jemand aus 'nem Roman, oder? Ich mach mir nicht viel Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.698
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aus Detektiven in Romanen – diese Burschen kriegen immer alles raus und lassen einen nie dahinterkom-men, wie sie's anstellen. Bei denen ist alles bloß Eingebung und keine solide Arbeit.«

»Jonathan Wild war kein Detektiv, und er kommt auch nicht in einem Roman vor. Er war ein meisterlicher Verbrecher und hat im vorigen Jahrhundert gelebt – so um 1750 herum.«

»Dann nützt er mir nichts. Ich bin ein Mann der Praxis.«

»Mr. Mac, das Beste, was Sie für Ihre Praxis im Leben je tun könnten, wäre, sich zwölf Monate lang einzuschließen und täglich zwölf Stunden Kriminalhi-storie zu studieren. Alles wiederholt sich in Zyklen, selbst Professor Moriarty. Jonathan Wild10 war die verborgene Kraft hinter der Londoner Verbrecherwelt, an die er seine Intelligenz nebst seiner Organisation für einen fünfzehnprozentigen Anteil verkauft hatte. 

Das alte Rad dreht sich weiter, und dieselbe Speiche kommt zum Vorschein. Alles ist schon einmal dagewesen und kehrt immer wieder. Ich will Ihnen ein paar Einzelheiten über Moriarty erzählen, die Sie interessieren dürften.«

»Und ob die mich interessieren!«

»Zufällig weiß ich nämlich, wer das erste Glied in seiner Kette ist – dieser Kette mit dem fehlgeleiteten Napoleon am einen Ende, am anderen hundert gebro-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.699
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chenen Schlägern, Taschendieben, Erpressern und Falschspielern, und dazwischen jeder nur erdenklichen Sorte von Verbrechen. Sein Stabchef ist Colonel Sebastian Moran11, ein Mann, der es ebenso wie Moriarty selbst versteht, sich abseits zu halten, auf der Hut zu sein und sich dem Zugriff des Gesetzes zu entziehen. Was glauben Sie, wieviel er dem bezahlt?«

»Lassen Sie hören.«

»Sechstausend im Jahr. Ein gutes Hirn hat seinen Preis, wie Sie sehen – amerikanisches Geschäftsprin-zip. Dieses Detail habe ich ganz zufällig erfahren. 

Das ist mehr, als der Premierminister verdient12. 

Jetzt haben Sie einen Begriff von Moriartys Einkünften und vom Ausmaß seiner Geschäfte. Und noch etwas. Kürzlich habe ich es mir angelegen sein lassen, einigen von Moriartys Schecks nachzugehen – ganz gewöhnlichen, harmlosen Schecks, mit denen er seine Haushaltsrechnungen begleicht. Sie waren auf sechs verschiedene Banken ausgestellt. Gibt Ihnen das einen Eindruck?«

»Das ist natürlich sonderbar. Aber was folgern Sie daraus?«

»Er will nicht, daß sich sein Reichtum herum-spricht. Kein einzelner Mensch darf erfahren, wieviel er besitzt. Ich hege keinen Zweifel daran, daß er zwanzig Bankkonten unterhält – wobei der Großteil seines Vermögens wohl im Ausland lagert, wahr-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.700
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scheinlich bei der Deutschen Bank oder dem Crédit Lyonnais. Sollten Sie irgendwann einmal ein paar Jahre überschüssige Zeit haben, empfehle ich Ihnen ein Studium des Professor Moriarty.«

Im Verlauf des Gesprächs hatte Inspektor MacDonald sich mehr und mehr beeindruckt gezeigt. Sein Interesse hatte ihn gänzlich in Anspruch genommen. 

Nun aber beförderte ihn sein praktischer schottischer Verstand mit einem Schlag zurück zu den laufenden Ereignissen. 

»Das hat jedenfalls Zeit«, sagte er. »Sie haben uns mit Ihren interessanten Anekdoten auf Abwege gebracht, Mr. Holmes. Was für mich wirklich zählt, ist Ihre Bemerkung, daß zwischen dem Professor und diesem Verbrechen irgendeine Verbindung besteht. 

Das schließen Sie aus der Warnung, die Sie von diesem Porlock erhalten haben. Ist für uns da sonst noch was praktisch Brauchbares drin?«

»Zunächst können wir uns eine Vorstellung hinsichtlich der Motive des Verbrechens machen. Soviel ich Ihren anfänglichen Bemerkungen entnehme, handelt es sich um einen unerklärlichen oder zumindest ungeklärten Mord. Einmal angenommen, der Ausgangspunkt des Verbrechens läge dort, wo wir ihn vermuten, dann kämen zwei verschiedene Motive in Betracht. Zunächst darf ich vorausschicken, daß Moriarty seine Leute mit eiserner Rute regiert. Seine Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.701
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Disziplin ist fürchterlich. Und seine Gesetze kennen nur eine Strafe: den Tod. Wir dürften also annehmen, der Ermordete – dieser Douglas, von dessen heranna-hendem Schicksal einer der Untergebenen des Erzver-brechers Wind bekam – habe den Chefin irgendeiner Weise verraten. Es folgte seine Bestrafung, von der alle erfahren werden – und sei es nur, um ihnen To-desangst einzujagen.«

»Schön, das wäre die eine Möglichkeit, Mr. Holmes.«

»Die andere ist, daß Moriarty die Sache im Zuge eines ganz gewöhnlichen Geschäftsganges durchgeführt hat. Ist denn etwas geraubt worden?«

»Nicht daß ich wüßte.«

»Wenn ja, so spräche das natürlich gegen die erste Hypothese und zugunsten der zweiten. Moriarty könnte demnach gegen Zusicherung eines Beutean-teils mit der Durchführung betraut worden sein, vielleicht hat man ihm aber auch vor der Vollstreckung einen hohen Vorschuß gezahlt. Beides ist möglich. 

Aber welches davon es auch immer sein mag, oder falls eine dritte Kombination vorliegt – die Lösung müssen wir in Birlstone suchen. Ich kenne unseren Mann zu gut, um damit zu rechnen, daß er  hier  irgendeine Spur hinterlassen hat, die uns zu ihm führen könnte.«

»Dann auf nach Birlstone!« rief MacDonald; er Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.702
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schnellte aus dem Stuhl. »Meine Güte! Es ist schon später, als ich gedacht habe. Meine Herren, ich kann Ihnen fünf Minuten geben, um sich fertig zu machen, mehr nicht.«

»Die genügen uns reichlich«, sagte Holmes, während er aufsprang und hastig aus dem Hausrock in seinen Mantel schlüpfte. »Unterwegs, Mr. Mac, sind Sie bitte so freundlich, mir alles zu erzählen.«

›Alles‹ erwies sich als enttäuschend wenig, und doch war es genug, uns davon zu überzeugen, daß der vorliegende Fall sehr wohl die gespannteste Aufmerksamkeit eines Experten verdiente. Holmes' Miene erhellte sich, und er rieb sich die dünnen Hände, während er den spärlichen, aber bemerkenswerten Einzelheiten lauschte. Hinter uns lag eine lange Reihe unersprießlicher Wochen, und hier bot sich endlich wieder einmal ein angemessenes Objekt für jene bemerkenswerten Fähigkeiten, die, wie jede Spezialbegabung, ihrem Besitzer zur Last werden, solange sie brachliegen. Bei längerer Untätigkeit stumpfte dieser rasiermesserscharfe Verstand ab und rostete vor sich hin. 

Dagegen glitzerten Sherlock Holmes' Augen, die bleichen Wangen nahmen einen wärmeren Farbton an, und sein ganzes gespanntes Gesicht erstrahlte von einem inneren Feuer, wenn ihn der Lockruf der Arbeit erreichte. Während der Fahrt im Wagen lauschte er vornübergebeugt und aufmerksam MacDonalds kur-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.703
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zer Skizzierung des Problems, das uns in Sussex erwartete. Der Inspektor seinerseits war, wie er uns er-klärte, angewiesen auf einen hingekritzelten Bericht, der ihm in den frühen Morgenstunden mit dem Milch-zug zugesandt worden war. Mit White Mason, dem für die Grafschaft zuständigen Kriminalbeamten, verband ihn eine persönliche Freundschaft, und daher war MacDonald sehr viel schneller in Kenntnis gesetzt worden, als dies bei Scotland Yard der Brauch ist, wenn man dessen Hilfe in der Provinz benötigt. In allgemeinen verfolgt der aus der Metropole herbeige-rufene Experte eine schon reichlich kalte Spur. 

»Lieber Inspektor MacDonald«, begann der Brief, den er uns vorlas, »der offizielle Antrag auf Ihren Einsatz befindet sich im separaten Umschlag. Das hier ist für Sie persönlich. Geben Sie mir telegraphisch Nachricht, welchen Zug nach Birlstone Sie heute vormittag nehmen können; ich hole Sie dann ab – oder lasse Sie abholen, falls ich zu beschäftigt sein sollte. Der Fall ist ein Knaller. Verlieren Sie keinen Augenblick, und machen Sie sich auf den Weg. Wenn Sie können, bringen Sie bitte Mr. Holmes mit, er wird hier nämlich was finden, das ganz nach seinem Geschmack ist. 

Man könnte meinen, das Ganze sei eine effektvoll gestellte Szene fürs Theater, wenn es da nicht mittendrin einen Toten gäbe. Ich sag's Ihnen, wirklich ein Knaller!«

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.704
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»Ihr Freund scheint kein Dummkopf zu sein«, bemerkte Holmes. 

»Nein, Sir; White Mason ist sehr auf Draht, wenn ich nicht ganz danebenliege.«

»Schön, haben Sie noch etwas?«

»Nur, daß er uns alle Einzelheiten am Treffpunkt mitteilen wird.«

»Wie haben Sie dann von Mr. Douglas erfahren und der Tatsache, daß er auf schreckliche Weise ermordet worden ist?«

»Das steht im beigefügten offiziellen Bericht. Na-türlich ohne den Zusatz ›auf schreckliche Weise‹. Das ist kein amtlich gültiger Ausdruck. Der Bericht gibt den Namen John Douglas an. Er meldet, daß sein Schädel Verletzungen aufweist, die vom Schuß einer Schrotflinte stammen. Ferner gibt er den Zeitpunkt an, zu dem Alarm geschlagen wurde: kurz vor Mitternacht. Und er fügt noch hinzu, daß es sich zweifellos um einen Mordfall handelt, daß aber bisher noch keine Festnahme erfolgt ist und daß dieser Fall einige sehr verwirrende und außergewöhnliche Merkmale aufweist. Das ist absolut alles, was wir momentan haben, Mr. Holmes.«

»Dann wollen wir es, mit Ihrer Erlaubnis, dabei belassen, Mr. Mac. Die Versuchung, aufgrund unzulänglicher Daten vorschnelle Theorien aufzustellen, ist der Fluch unseres Berufes. Vorläufig sehe ich nur Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.705
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zweierlei mit Gewißheit: ein großes Gehirn in London und einen toten Mann in Sussex. Die Verbindung dazwischen, die werden wir aufspüren.«

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.706
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Und nun bitte ich um die Erlaubnis, meine unbedeutende Person einen Augenblick lang auszuklammern und die Ereignisse, die sich vor unserer Ankunft am Schauplatz abgespielt haben, im Licht unserer späteren Erkenntnisse zu schildern. Denn nur so kann ich dem Leser zu einer richtigen Vorstellung von den beteiligten Personen sowie der bizarren Kulisse, vor der ihr Schicksal seinen Lauf nahm, verhelfen. 

Das Dorf Birlstone besteht aus einer kleinen Gruppe sehr alter Fachwerkhäuser an der Nordgrenze der Grafschaft Sussex. Jahrhundertelang war es unverändert geblieben, aber während der letzten paar Jahre haben sein pittoreskes Erscheinungsbild und seine Lage eine Anzahl wohlhabender Leute angelockt, die sich hier niederließen und deren Villen aus den umlie-genden Wäldern hervorlugen. Geographisch darf man diese Wälder noch zum äußersten Zipfel des großen Weald-Forstes13 zählen, der sich gegen die Kreidehügel der North Downs14 hin immer mehr lichtet. 

Mehrere kleine Läden wurden eröffnet, um den Be-dürfnissen der angewachsenen Bevölkerung entgegenzukommen, so daß Birlstone offenbar einige Aussicht hat, sich schnell von einem alten Dorf zu einer modernen Stadt zu entwickeln. Es bildet das Zentrum eines Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.707

3. Die Tragödie von Birlstone

Doyle-WA Bd. 4, 31

ansehnlichen Gebiets in diesem Landstrich, da die nächstgelegene Ortschaft von Bedeutung, Tunbridge Wells, zehn bis zwölf Meilen weiter im Osten und bereits jenseits der Grenze von Kent liegt. 

Ungefähr eine halbe Meile vom Ort entfernt steht in einem alten Park, der für seine riesigen Buchen be-rühmt ist, das bejahrte Birlstone Manor House. Ein Teil dieses ehrwürdigen Gebäudes stammt noch aus der Zeit des ersten Kreuzzuges15, als Hugo de Capus16 im Zentrum des Landgutes, das ihm König Wilhelm der Rote übertragen hatte, eine kleine Feste errichtete. Diese wurde im Jahre 1543 durch Feuer zerstört, und als dann später, zur Zeit König James' 

des Ersten17, auf den Ruinen des feudalen Schlosses ein Landhaus aus Ziegelsteinen errichtet wurde, verwendete man einige der rauchgeschwärzten Eckpfeiler mit. Das Manor House mit seinen vielen Giebeln und den Butzenscheiben18 sah fast noch genau so aus, wie es sein Erbauer im frühen siebzehnten Jahrhundert zurückgelassen hatte. Den äußeren der beiden Gräben, die das weiland wehrhafte Gebäude geschützt, hatte man austrocknen lassen; er erfüllte nun die bescheidene Funktion eines Gemüsegartens. Den inneren gab es noch; er zog sich in einer Breite von vierzig Fuß – inzwischen allerdings nur noch wenige Fuß tief – rund um das ganze Haus. Ein kleiner Bach speiste ihn und floß jenseits des Grabens weiter, so Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.708
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daß der Wasserstreifen zwar trüb, aber keineswegs faulig oder ungesund war. Die Fenster des Erdgeschosses lagen einen Fuß über der Wasseroberfläche. 

Der einzige Zugang zum Haus führte über eine Zugbrücke, deren Winde und Ketten lange Zeit vor sich hin gerostet hatten und zerbrochen waren. Die neuen Besitzer des Manor House hatten jedoch diese Mängel mit charakteristischer Energie behoben, und die Zugbrücke ließ sich nicht nur wieder hochziehen, sondern wurde tatsächlich jeden Abend hochgezogen und jeden Morgen gesenkt. Diese Erneuerung eines Brauches aus alten, feudalen Tagen verwandelte das Manor House nachtsüber in eine Insel – ein Umstand, der von großer Bedeutung war für jenes Rätsel, welches binnen kurzem die Aufmerksamkeit von ganz England auf sich ziehen sollte. 

Das Haus hatte einige Jahre leergestanden und zu einer pittoresken Ruine zu zerfallen gedroht, bevor die Familie Douglas es in Besitz nahm. Diese bestand lediglich aus zwei Personen: John Douglas und seiner Frau. John Douglas war ein bemerkenswerter Mann, sowohl dem Charakter wie seiner Erscheinung nach; er mochte ungefähr fünfzig Jahre zählen und hatte ein verwittertes Gesicht mit stark ausgeprägten Kiefer-knochen, einem angegrauten Schnurrbart und eigenartig stechenden grauen Augen; seine drahtige, kraftvolle Figur hatte nichts von der Festigkeit und Aktivität Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.709
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ihrer Jugend eingebüßt. Er war fröhlich und freundlich gegen jedermann, aber in seinem Auftreten lag etwas Saloppes, das den Eindruck vermittelte, er habe das Leben in gesellschaftlichen Schichten kennengelernt, die wohl einiges unter dem Niveau der Gutsher-ren der Grafschaft Sussex lagen. Wurde er von seinen kultivierteren Nachbarn mit einer gewissen Neugier und Reserve betrachtet, erwarb er sich dafür bei den Dörflern alsbald große Beliebtheit, da er alle Unternehmungen im Ort großzügig unterstützte und auch zu Hauskonzerten und sonstigen Festivitäten erschien, wo er mit seinem bemerkenswert volltönenden Tenor jederzeit gern ein Lied zum besten gab. Er schien eine Menge Geld zu haben, das er dem Vernehmen nach auf den kalifornischen Goldfeldern gemacht hatte, und aus seinen Erzählungen und denen seiner Frau wurde klar, daß er einen Teil seines Lebens in Amerika verbracht hatte. Der gute Eindruck, den seine Freigebig-keit und sein demokratisches Auftreten hervorriefen, wurde noch dadurch verstärkt, daß er im Rufstand, Gefahren gegenüber vollkommen gleichgültig zu sein. 

Obwohl er ein miserabler Reiter war, fand er sich nämlich zu jedem Jagdtreffen ein und nahm in seiner Entschlossenheit, es den Besten gleichzutun, die erstaunlichsten Stürze in Kauf Auch als einmal das Pfarrhaus brannte, zeichnete er sich durch seine Furchtlosigkeit aus; denn er drang wiederholt in das Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.710
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Gebäude ein, um Hab und Gut zu bergen, nachdem die örtliche Feuerwehr es als unmöglich aufgegeben hatte. So kam es, daß sich John Douglas vom Manor House innerhalb von fünf Jahren einen beachtlichen Ruf in Birlstone erworben hatte. 

Auch seine Frau war beliebt bei denen, die ihre Bekanntschaft gemacht hatten; englischer Sitte entsprechend kamen jedoch zu Fremden, die sich ohne gesellschaftliche Einführung in der Grafschaft niederließen, nur wenige Besucher – und auch die nur in großen Abständen. Dies machte ihr aber nicht viel aus, da sie von Natur aus zurückgezogen und durch ihren Gatten und häusliche Pflichten allem Anschein nach vollkommen in Anspruch genommen war. Man wußte, daß sie Engländerin war und den damals noch verwitweten Mr. Douglas in London kennengelernt hatte. 

Sie war eine schöne Frau, hochgewachsen, dunkelhaarig, schlank und gut zwanzig Jahre jünger als ihr Mann; ein Altersunterschied, der die Harmonie ihres Zusammenlebens anscheinend in keiner Weise beeinträchtigte. Die sie am besten kannten, bemerkten jedoch manchmal, daß das Vertrauen zwischen den beiden nicht vollkommen zu sein schien, denn in Hinsicht auf die Vergangenheit ihres Gatten war die Frau entweder sehr zurückhaltend oder aber, was wahrscheinlicher war, sehr mangelhaft unterrichtet. Auch hatten ein paar Aufmerksame beobachtet und kritisch Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.711
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vermerkt, daß es bei Mrs. Douglas zuzeiten Zeichen einer gewissen nervlichen Anspannung gab und daß sie heftiges Unbehagen erkennen ließ, wenn ihr Gatte einmal besonders lange wegblieb. In einer ruhigen ländlichen Gegend, wo jeder Klatsch willkommen ist, konnte man diese Schwäche der Lady vom Manor House nicht achtlos übergehen, und in der Erinnerung der Leute nahm sie um so mehr Raum ein, als dann jene Ereignisse eintraten, die ihr eine ganz besondere Bedeutung verleihen sollten. 

Es gab unter diesem Dach noch eine weitere Person, die sich allerdings nicht ständig dort aufhielt; aber ihre Anwesenheit zur Zeit jener merkwürdigen Begebnisse, die ich nun erzählen will, rückte ihren Namen in den Vordergrund der Öffentlichkeit, Es handelte sich um Cecil James Barker aus Hales Lodge, Hampstead. Cecil Barkers hochgewachsene und schlaksige Gestalt war auf der Hauptstraße der Gemeinde Birlstone ein vertrauter Anblick, denn er war ein häufiger und willkommener Gast im Manor House. Man nahm von ihm um so mehr Notiz, als er der einzige Freund aus der unbekannten Vergangenheit von Mr. Douglas war, der je in dessen neuer englischen Umgebung auftauchte. Barker selbst war unzweifelhaft Engländer, aber aus seinen Bemerkungen ging klar hervor, daß er Douglas in Amerika kennengelernt und dort mit ihm auf vertrautem Fuß gestan-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.712
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den hatte. Er schien ein Mann von beträchtlichem Vermögen zu sein und galt als Junggeselle. Er war etwas jünger als Douglas, höchstens fünfundvierzig –

ein hochgewachsener, breitbrüstiger Bursche mit auf-rechtem Gang und einem glattrasierten Preisboxerge-sicht; ein gebieterisches Paar schwarzer Augen unter den dichten, kräftigen schwarzen Brauen hätte ihm auch ohne die Hilfe seiner überaus tüchtigen Hände den Weg durch eine feindliche Menge bahnen können. 

Er war kein Reiter und ging auch nicht auf die Jagd, sondern brachte seine Tage damit zu, mit der Pfeife im Mund durch das alte Dorf zu schlendern und mit seinem Gastgeber oder – bei dessen Abwesenheit –

mit seiner Gastgeberin Ausfahrten in die schöne Umgebung zu machen. »Ein angenehmer, freigebiger Gentleman«, sagte Ames, der Butler. »Aber, bei Gott, ich möchte lieber nicht in der Haut des Mannes stek-ken, der ihm in die Quere kommt.« Barkers Umgang mit Douglas war herzlich und vertraut, und mit dessen Gattin war er nicht weniger befreundet; ja, diese Freundschaft schien beim Gatten mehr als einmal eine gewisse Gereiztheit hervorzurufen, so daß selbst die Dienerschaft seine Verärgerung bemerkte. Das also war die dritte Person, die zum Zeitpunkt der Katastrophe zur Familie gehörte. Was die sonstigen Bewohner des alten Gebäudes angeht, so mag es genügen, aus dem großen Hauspersonal den steifen, achtbaren und Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.713
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tüchtigen Ames zu erwähnen sowie Mrs. Allen, eine dralle und fröhliche Person, die der Lady im Haushalt manche Last abnahm. Die übrigen sechs Bediensteten des Hauses sind für die Ereignisse der Nacht vom 6. 

Januar nicht von Bedeutung. 

Um elf Uhr fünfundvierzig erreichte die erste Al-armmeldung den kleinen örtlichen Polizeiposten, der Sergeant Wilson von der Sussex Constabulary unterstellt war. Mr. Cecil Barker war höchst aufgeregt zur Tür gestürzt und hatte wie wild die Glocke geläutet. 

Im Manor House habe es eine schreckliche Tragödie gegeben und Mr. John Douglas sei ermordet worden. 

So lautete der Kern seiner atemlos vorgetragenen Botschaft. Dann war er zum Haus zurückgehastet. Wenige Minuten später folgte ihm der Polizei-Sergeant, der kurz nach zwölf Uhr am Tatort eintraf, nachdem er unverzüglich Schritte unternommen hatte, die Behörden der Grafschaft zu benachrichtigen, daß etwas Ernstes vorgefallen sei. 

Beim Manor House angekommen, hatte der Sergeant die Zugbrücke herabgelassen vorgefunden, die Fenster hell erleuchtet und das ganze Haus im Zustand wilden Durcheinanders und Aufruhrs. In der Empfangshalle drängten sich die schreckensbleichen Dienstboten zusammen, und an der Eingangstür stand händeringend der erschrockene Butler. Nur Cecil Barker schien sich und seine Gefühlsregungen zu beherr-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.714
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schen. Er hatte die dem Eingang nächstgelegene Tür geöffnet und dem Sergeant ein Zeichen gegeben, ihm zu folgen. In diesem Augenblick traf Dr. Wood ein, ein energischer und tüchtiger Arzt aus dem Dorf Die drei Männer betraten gemeinsam das Todeszimmer; der von Grauen geschüttelte Butler folgte ihnen auf den Fersen und schloß hinter sich die Tür, um die schreckliche Szene den Blicken der Dienstmädchen zu entziehen. 

Der Tote lag auf dem Rücken, die Glieder gespreizt, in der Mitte des Zimmers. Er hatte nur einen rosafarbenen Schlafrock an, der sein Nachtgewand bedeckte. Seine bloßen Füße staken in Filzpantoffeln. 

Der Arzt kniete neben ihm und hielt eine kleine Lampe, die auf dem Tisch gestanden hatte, über ihn gesenkt. Ein Blick auf das Opfer zeigte dem Heilkun-digen, daß seine Anwesenheit entbehrlich war. Die Wunden des Mannes waren schrecklich. Quer über seiner Brust lag eine seltsame Waffe, eine Schrotflinte, deren Läufe etwa dreißig Zentimeter vor den Ab-zügen abgesägt waren. Offensichtlich war diese Flinte aus nächster Nähe abgefeuert worden, und er hatte die volle Ladung ins Gesicht bekommen, wodurch fast sein ganzer Schädel zerschmettert worden war. Die Abzüge hatte man mit Draht zusammengebunden, um durch die gleichzeitige Entladung eine noch verhee-rendere Wirkung zu erzielen. 
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Der Dorfpolizist war entnervt und verwirrt angesichts der ungeheuren Verantwortung, die ihm so plötzlich aufgebürdet worden war. 

»Es wird nichts angerührt, bis meine Vorgesetzten kommen«, sagte er mit gedämpfter Stimme; er starrte mit Grausen auf den schaurigen Schädel. 

»Bis jetzt ist nichts berührt worden«, sagte Cecil Barker. »Dafür bürge ich. Sie sehen alles genau so, wie ich es vorgefunden habe.«

»Wann ist das passiert?« Der Sergeant hatte sein Notizbuch gezückt. 

»Es war gerade halb zwölf Ich hatte mich noch nicht ausgezogen und saß in meinem Schlafzimmer am Kamin, als ich den Knall hörte. Er war nicht sehr laut – er klang irgendwie gedämpft. Ich bin runtergerannt. Ich glaube, es hat keine dreißig Sekunden gedauert, bis ich im Zimmer hier war.«

»Stand die Tür offen?«

»Ja. Der arme Douglas lag so da, wie Sie ihn jetzt sehen. Auf dem Tisch hat noch seine Schlafzimmerkerze gebrannt. Die Lampe habe ich angezündet, einige Minuten später.«

»Haben Sie niemand gesehen?«

»Nein. Ich hörte Mrs. Douglas hinter mir die Treppe herunterkommen und bin wieder aus dem Zimmer gestürzt, um sie von diesem entsetzlichen Anblick fernzuhalten. Dann kam Mrs. Allen, die Haushälterin, Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.716
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und hat sie fortgeführt. Inzwischen war auch Ames erschienen, und wir sind beide noch einmal zurück in das Zimmer gerannt.«

»Soviel ich aber gehört habe, wird die Zugbrücke abends hochgezogen.«

»Ja, sie war oben – bis ich sie runtergelassen habe.«

»Wie hätte dann irgendein Mörder entkommen können? Das ist nicht möglich. Mr. Douglas muß sich selbst erschossen haben.«

»Das war auch unser erster Gedanke. Aber sehen Sie einmal.« Barker zog den Vorhang beiseite und zeigte auf ein großes Fenster mit Butzenscheiben, das völlig offenstand. »Und sehen Sie hier!« Erhielt die Lampe tiefer und beleuchtete einen Schmierer Blutes auf dem Fensterbrett, der wie der Abdruck einer Schuhsohle aussah. »Hier ist jemand beim Aussteigen hingetreten.«

»Sie meinen, jemand ist durch den Graben gewatet?«

»Genau.«

»Dann muß er ja, wenn Sie schon nach einer halben Minute im Zimmer waren, zu der Zeit gerade im Wasser gewesen sein.«

»Ich habe keinen Zweifel daran. Beim Himmel, ich wünschte, ich wäre zum Fenster gerannt. Aber das war ja durch den Vorhang verdeckt, wie Sie sehen, Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.717
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deshalb bin ich gar nicht erst auf den Gedanken gekommen. Dann habe ich die Schritte von Mrs. Douglas gehört, und die konnte ich ja nicht ins Zimmer lassen. Das wäre zu grauenhaft gewesen.«

»Grauenhaft, allerdings!« sagte der Arzt; er betrachtete den zerschmetterten Schädel und die schrecklichen Spuren ringsum. »Seit dem Zugunglück habe ich hier in Birlstone keine solchen Verletzungen mehr gesehen.«

»Ja, aber hören Sie mal«, bemerkte der Polizei-Sergeant, dessen behäbig-bukolischer Verstand noch über das offene Fenster nachgrübelte. »Das ist ja alles schön und gut, wenn Sie sagen, daß ein Mann durch diesen Graben gewatet und entwischt ist; aber ich frage Sie – wie ist er denn überhaupt ins Haus gekommen, wenn die Brücke oben war?«

»Ah, das ist allerdings die Frage«, sagte Barker. 

»Um wieviel Uhr wurde sie hochgezogen?«

»Es war fast sechs Uhr«, sagte Ames, der Butler. 

»Ich habe gehört«, sagte der Sergeant, »daß sie ge-wöhnlich bei Sonnenuntergang hochgezogen wird. 

Das wäre dann eher gegen halb fünf als um sechs, zu dieser Jahreszeit.«

»Mrs. Douglas hatte Besuch zum Tee«, sagte Ames. »Ich konnte die Brücke erst hochwinden, nachdem die Herrschaften gegangen waren. Darauf habe ich das eigenhändig besorgt.«
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»Dann läuft es also auf Folgendes hinaus«, sagte der Sergeant. »Wenn jemand von draußen gekommen ist – ich sage  wenn –, dann muß er vor sechs über die Brücke hineingelangt sein und sich solange versteckt haben, bis Mr. Douglas nach elf in diesen Raum kam.«

»So ist es. Mr. Douglas hat jeden Abend, bevor er sich schlafen legte, als letztes noch einen Rundgang durchs Haus gemacht, um nachzusehen, ob alle Lichter gelöscht sind. Und das hat ihn auch hierher ge-führt. Der Mann hat hier gelauert und ihn erschossen. 

Darauf hat er sein Gewehr zurückgelassen und ist durchs Fenster geflohen. So sehe ich es – alles andere würde nicht zu den Umständen passen.«

Der Sergeant hob eine Karte auf, die neben dem Toten auf dem Boden lag. Sie trug die mit Tinte flüchtig hingekritzelten Anfangsbuchstaben V.V., darunter die Zahl 341. 

»Was ist denn das?« fragte er; er hielt die Karte hoch. 

Barker sah sie sich neugierig an. 

»Die ist mir noch gar nicht aufgefallen«, sagte er. 

»Die muß der Mörder zurückgelassen haben.«

»V.V. 341. Ich kann nichts damit anfangen.«

»Was bedeutet V.V.? Wahrscheinlich jemandes Initialen. Was haben Sie denn da, Dr. Wood?«

Es handelte sich um einen recht großen Hammer, Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.719
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der auf dem kleinen Teppich vor dem Kamin gelegen hatte – einen richtigen handwerksgerechten Hammer. 

Cecil Barker deutete auf den Kaminsims, wo eine Büchse mit Messingkopfnägeln stand. 

»Mr. Douglas hat gestern die Bilder umgehängt«, sagte er. »Ich habe selbst gesehen, wie er auf diesem Stuhl dort stand und das große Bild darüber befestigte. Soviel zum Hammer.«

»Wir legen ihn am besten wieder auf den Teppich zurück, wo wir ihn gefunden haben«, sagte der Sergeant; in seiner Verwirrung kratzte er sich den angestrengt nachdenkenden Schädel. »Da müssen die besten Köpfe der Polizei ran, um dieser Sache auf den Grund zu kommen. Damit wird London sich befassen müssen19, wenn was draus werden soll.« Er hob die Tischlampe hoch und schritt langsam im Zimmer umher. »Hallo!« rief er aufgeregt und zog den Fenstervorhang zur Seite. »Um wieviel Uhr sind diese Vorhänge zugezogen worden?«

»Als die Lampen angezündet wurden«, antwortete der Butler. »Das dürfte kurz nach vier gewesen sein.«

»Hier hat sich tatsächlich jemand versteckt.« Er senkte die Leuchte, und in der Ecke waren sehr deutlich die Abdrücke von schlammigen Stiefeln zu sehen. 

»Ich muß zugeben, daß das Ihre Theorie bestätigt, Mr. Barker. Es sieht so aus, als ob der Mann nach vier, als man die Vorhänge zugezogen hat, und noch Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.720
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vor sechs, als die Brücke hochgezogen wurde, ins Haus gelangt ist. Dann ist er in dieses Zimmer geschlüpft, weil es das erste war, das er sah. Und weil es hier keine sonstigen Versteckmöglichkeiten gab, ist er hinter den Vorhang gezischt. Das alles scheint ziemlich klar zu sein. Wahrscheinlich hatte er einen Einbruch vor, aber Mr. Douglas hat ihn zufällig ertappt, und da hat er ihn ermordet und ist geflohen.«

»So sehe ich es auch«, sagte Barker. »Aber, sagen Sie mal, verschwenden wir nicht kostbare Zeit? Wir könnten doch schon mal anfangen, die Gegend abzusuchen, bevor der Kerl noch entkommt.«

Der Sergeant überlegte einen Augenblick. 

»Vor sechs Uhr morgens fahren keine Züge, mit der Bahn kann er also nicht entkommen. Und wenn er mit seinen klatschnassen Hosen die Straße entlang-geht, dann ist es mehr als wahrscheinlich, daß ihn jemand bemerkt. Trotzdem, ich kann hier nicht fort, bevor ich abgelöst werde. Außerdem glaube ich, daß keiner von Ihnen gehen sollte, ehe wir klarer sehen, wie die Dinge liegen.«

Der Arzt hatte die Lampe ergriffen und untersuchte inzwischen sorgfältig den Leichnam. 

»Was ist denn das für ein Zeichen?« fragte er. 

»Könnte das hier mit dem Mord in irgendeinem Zusammenhang stehen?«

Der rechte Arm des Toten ragte aus dem Schlafrock Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.721
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hervor und war bis zum Ellenbogen hinauf entblößt. 

Etwa auf halber Höhe des Unterarms befand sich eine merkwürdige braune Zeichnung, ein Dreieck in einem Kreis; sie hob sich in plastischer Deutlichkeit von der schmalzfarbenen Haut ab. 

»Das ist keine Tätowierung«, sagte der Arzt; er sah es sich durch die Brille genau an. »So etwas habe ich noch nie gesehen. Dem Mann hat man einmal ein Brandzeichen aufgedrückt, so, wie man es mit dem Vieh macht. Was hat das zu bedeuten?«

»Ich will ja nicht behaupten, daß ich seine Bedeutung kenne«, sagte Cecil Barker; »aber gesehen habe ich das Zeichen die ganzen letzten zehn Jahre über an Douglas.«

»Ich auch«, sagte der Butler. »Mir ist das eigenartige Zeichen mehrmals aufgefallen, wenn der Herr die Ärmel hochgekrempelt hatte. Ich habe mich oft gefragt, was es wohl bedeutet.«

»Dann hat es jedenfalls nichts mit dem Verbrechen zu tun«, sagte der Sergeant. »Aber komisch ist es trotzdem. Alles an diesem Fall ist komisch. Ja, was ist denn jetzt los?«

Der Butler hatte einen Ausruf des Erstaunens ausgestoßen und deutete auf die ausgestreckte Hand des Toten. 

»Man hat ihm den Ehering abgenommen!« stieß er hervor. 
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»Wie?!«

»Ja, wirklich! Der Herr trug seinen schlichten Gold-Ehering immer am kleinen Finger der linken Hand. Diesen Ring hier mit dem rohen Nugget hatte er darüberstecken, und den gewundenen Schlangen-ring am Mittelfinger. Da ist der Nugget, und da ist die Schlange; aber der Ehering ist fort.«

»Er hat recht«, sagte Barker. 

»Wollen Sie damit sagen«, fragte der Sergeant, 

»daß der Ehering  unter  dem anderen gesteckt hat?«

»Immer!«

»Dann hat ihm der Mörder, oder wer immer sonst, zuerst diesen, wie Sie ihn nennen, Nugget-Ring abgezogen, danach den Ehering, und hinterher hat er ihm den Nugget-Ring wieder angesteckt.«

»So ist es.«

Der brave Dorfpolizist schüttelte das Haupt. 

»Mir scheint, je schneller wir London in diesen Fall einschalten, desto besser«, sagte er. »White Mason ist ein gerissener Kerl. Hier draußen hat's noch nie'n Fall gegeben, dem White Mason nicht gewachsen war. Es wird jetzt wohl nicht mehr lange dauern, bis er hier ist und uns hilft. Aber ich seh's kommen, bis wir da durch sind, müssen wir uns doch noch an London wenden. Egal wie, 'ne Schande ist es nicht, wenn ich zugebe, daß das 'ne Nummer zu groß ist für einen wie mich.«

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.723
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4. Dunkelheit

Um drei Uhr morgens traf, dem dringenden Ruf Sergeant Wilsons aus Birlstone folgend, der oberste Kriminalbeamte der Grafschaft Sussex aus dem Hauptquartier ein; der Traber vor seinem leichten Einspänner war außer Atem. Der Detektiv schickte dann seine Meldung morgens mit dem Fünf-Uhr-Vierzig-Zug an Scotland Yard, und um zwölf Uhr hieß er uns am Bahnhof von Birlstone willkommen. White Mason war ein ruhiger, behäbig wirkender Mann; er neigte zur Korpulenz, und mit seinem glattrasierten, rosigen Gesicht, dem locker sitzenden Tweed-Anzug und den gewaltigen, gamaschengeschmückten Säbelbeinen sah er aus wie ein Kleinbauer oder ein Wildhüter im Ruhestand – jedenfalls wie alles andere auf der Welt denn wie ein besonders vorteilhaftes Exemplar eines Kriminalbeamten aus der Provinz. 

»Ein echt hundertprozentiger Knaller, Mr. MacDonald«, wiederholte er mehrmals. »Die Presseleute stürzen sich wie die Fliegen darauf, wenn sie davon erfahren. Ich will nur hoffen, daß wir mit unserer Arbeit schon fertig sind, bevor die ihre Nasen reinstek-ken und alle Spuren verwischen. So was wie das hat's hier meines Wissens noch nicht gegeben. Ich müßte mich sehr irren, wenn Ihnen da nicht das eine oder an-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.724
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dere zu schaffen machte, Mr. Holmes. Und auch Ihnen, Dr. Watson; bis wir das abschließen, hat nämlich die Medizin auch noch ein Wörtlein mitzureden. 

Sie wohnen im Westville Arms. Einen anderen Gasthof gibt's hier nicht, ich habe aber gehört, er ist sauber und gut. Der Mann da trägt Ihr Gepäck. Hier entlang, Gentlemen, wenn ich bitten darf!«

Er war sehr rührig und munter, dieser Kriminalpo-lizist aus Sussex. Nach zehn Minuten hatten wir uns einquartiert. Und nach weiteren zehn Minuten saßen wir in der guten Stube des Gasthauses, wo man uns zunächst einmal mit einer raschen Skizzierung jener Ereignisse aufwartete, die im vorausgegangenen Kapitel in groben Zügen dargestellt wurden. MacDonald machte sich gelegentlich Notizen, dieweil Holmes versunken und mit jenem Ausdruck des Erstaunens und ehrfürchtigen Entzückens dasaß, mit dem der Botaniker eine seltene und kostbare Blume betrachtet. 

»Bemerkenswert!« sagte er, als der Bericht zu Ende war. »Höchst bemerkenswert! Ich kann mich an kaum einen Fall, erinnern, dessen Merkmale eigenartiger waren.«

»Ich hab mir gedacht, daß Sie das sagen würden, Mr. Holmes«, sagte White Mason hocherfreut. »Wir kommen gut mit, hier in Sussex. Jetzt hab ich Ihnen erzählt, wie die Dinge standen bis zu dem Zeitpunkt, als ich zwischen drei und vier heute früh von Sergeant Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.725
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Wilson übernommen hab. Ich sag's Ihnen, ich hab die alte Mähre nicht schlecht in Trab gesetzt! Aber, wie sich dann rausgestellt hat, hätt ich mich gar nicht so zu beeilen brauchen; da gab's nichts, was ich unmittelbar hätte tun können. Sergeant Wilson hatte ja die Fakten schon alle beisammen. Ich bin sie durchgegangen und hab sie erwogen; kann sein, daß ich dann selber noch ein paar beigesteuert hab.«

»Und welche wären das?« fragte Holmes gespannt. 

»Naja, zuerst hab ich mal den Hammer untersucht. 

Dabei hat mir Dr. Wood geholfen. Wir haben daran nichts gefunden, was auf Gewaltanwendung hinweist. 

Ich hatte ja gehofft, daß Mr. Douglas, wenn er sich mit ihm verteidigte, dem Mörder vielleicht noch einen Denkzettel verpaßt hat, bevor er den Hammer auf den Teppich fallen ließ. Aber da war nicht ein Fleck.«

»Das beweist natürlich gar nichts«, bemerkte Inspektor MacDonald. »Bei so manchem Mord mit dem Hammer gab's am Hammer keine Spur.«

»Das stimmt. Es beweist nicht, daß er nicht benutzt wurde. Aber es hätten ja Flecken darauf sein können, und die hätten uns weitergeholfen. Tatsache ist, da waren keine. Dann hab ich mir das Gewehr vorgenommen. Es waren Patronen mit grobem Schrot, und die Abzüge, darauf hat mich Sergeant Wilson aufmerksam gemacht, waren mit Draht zusammengebunden, so daß, wenn einer am hinteren zieht, beide Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.726
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Läufe auf einmal losgehen. Wer immer das fabriziert hat, wollte keinesfalls riskieren, daß er seinen Mann verfehlte. Das abgesägte Gewehr war nicht länger als zwei Fuß; das könnte einer bequem unterm Mantel tragen. Es stand kein vollständiger Herstellername drauf; aber in die Vertiefung zwischen den Läufen waren die Buchstaben ›PEN‹ eingeprägt, den Rest des Namens hat die Säge abgeschnitten.«

»Ein großes ›P‹ mit einem Schnörkel darüber – ›E‹

und ›N‹ kleiner?« fragte Holmes. 

»Genau.«

»Pennsylvania Small Arm Company – eine wohlbekannte amerikanische Firma«, sagte Holmes. 

White Mason starrte meinen Freund an, wie ein kleiner Dorfarzt den Spezialisten aus der Harley Street anschaut, der mit einem Wort die Schwierigkeiten lösen kann, die jenen verwirren. 

»Das hilft uns weiter, Mr. Holmes. Sie haben zweifellos recht. Wundervoll – wundervoll! Tragen Sie die Namen von allen Büchsenmachern der Welt im Kopf herum?«

Holmes tat das Thema mit einer Handbewegung ab. 

»Kein Zweifel, das ist eine amerikanische Schrotflinte«, fuhr White Mason fort. »Ich glaub, ich hab mal gelesen, daß in einigen Ecken von Amerika abgesägte Schrotflinten als Waffe benutzt werden. Abge-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.727
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sehen von dem Namen auf dem Lauf war mir schon so eine Ahnung gekommen. Folglich hätten wir einen ziemlich klaren Beweis, daß dieser Mann, der ins Haus eingedrungen ist und den Hausherrn umgebracht hat, ein Amerikaner war.«

MacDonald schüttelte den Kopf »Menschenskind, also jetzt gehen Ihnen aber wirklich die Pferde durch«, sagte er. »Ich weiß noch von keinem Beweis, daß überhaupt irgendein Fremder im Haus war.«

»Das offene Fenster, das Blut auf dem Fensterbrett, die komische Karte, die Stiefelspuren in der Ecke, das Gewehr.«

»Da ist nichts, was nicht hätte arrangiert werden können. Mr. Douglas war Amerikaner oder hat lange in Amerika gelebt. Mr. Barker ebenso. Sie brauchen also keinen Amerikaner von außen einzuführen, um Amerikanisches zu erklären.«

»Ames, der Butler ...«

»Wie steht's mit ihm? Ist er zuverlässig?«

»Er war zehn Jahre bei Sir Charles Chandos – verläßlich wie ein Fels. Er ist schon bei Douglas, seit der vor fünf Jahren das Manor House übernommen hat. 

Ein Gewehr von dieser Art hat er noch nie im Haus gesehen.«

»Das Gewehr war zum Verstecken gedacht. Deshalb sind ja die Läufe abgesägt worden. Es würde in jede Kiste passen. Wie kann er denn beschwören, daß Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.728
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es kein solches Gewehr im Haus gab?«

»Tja, jedenfalls hat er nie eines gesehen.«

MacDonald schüttelte den sturen schottischen Schädel. »Ich bin noch nicht überzeugt, daß da überhaupt irgendwer im Haus war«, sagte er. »Ich bitt Sie, überlegen Sie doch mal« – sein Aberdeen-Akzent wurde deutlicher, als er sich in seine Folgerungen verlor. »Ich bitt Sie, überlegen Sie doch mal, was daraus folgt, wenn Sie voraussetzen, daß es eine Person von außen war, die das Gewehr ins Haus geschafft und all diese seltsamen Dinge angestellt hat. Oh, Menschenskind, das ist doch einfach undenkbar! Das geht glatt gegen den gesunden Menschenverstand. Ich will Ihnen sagen, Mr. Holmes, was ich nach allem Gehörten davon halte.«

»Nun, tragen Sie Ihren Fall vor, Mr. Mac«, sagte Holmes in seinem schönsten Richterton. 

»Der Mann ist kein Einbrecher; vorausgesetzt, es gibt ihn überhaupt. Die Ringgeschichte und die Karte deuten auf vorsätzlichen Mord aus irgendeinem persönlichen Grund. Sehr gut. Da ist also ein Mann, der in ein Haus schlüpft mit der wohlbedachten Absicht, einen Mord zu begehen. Er weiß – wenn er überhaupt was weiß –, daß er bei seiner Flucht Schwierigkeiten haben wird, weil das Haus von Wasser umgeben ist. 

Was für eine Waffe wird er wählen? Man sollte meinen, die leiseste von der Welt. Dann kann er nämlich Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.729

4. Dunkelheit

Doyle-WA Bd. 4, 45

hoffen, nach vollbrachter Tat rasch aus dem Fenster zu schlüpfen, durch den Graben zu waten und sich in aller Ruhe aus dem Staub zu machen. Das wäre einleuchtend. Aber ist es einleuchtend, daß er so verrückt sein soll, die lauteste Waffe mitzubringen, die er kriegen kann, wo er doch wohl weiß, daß die jeden Menschen im Haus sofort im Sauseschritt herbeilockt und daß er höchstwahrscheinlich gesehen wird, ehe er noch über den Graben gelangen kann? Ist das glaubhaft, Mr. Holmes?«

»Tja, Sie haben den Fall überzeugend dargestellt«, erwiderte mein Freund nachdenklich. »Die Sache bedarf gewiß einer ganzen Menge von Erklärungen. 

Darf ich fragen, Mr. White Mason, ob Sie gleich die andere Seite des Grabens untersucht haben, um festzustellen, ob es dort irgendwelche Anzeichen dafür gab, daß der Mann aus dem Wasser gestiegen ist?«

»Da gab's keine Anzeichen, Mr. Holmes. Allerdings handelt es sich um eine Steinkante, und da kann man kaum welche erwarten.«

»Keine Schuhabdrücke oder Fußspuren?«

»Nichts.«

»Ha! Hätten Sie etwas dagegen, Mr. White Mason, wenn wir gleich zum Haus gingen? Vielleicht gibt es dort noch die eine oder andere Kleinigkeit, die uns anregen könnte.«

»Das wollt ich gerade vorschlagen, Mr. Holmes, Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.730
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aber ich hielt es für richtig, Sie mit allen Fakten vertraut zu machen, bevor wir gehen. Ich nehme an, wenn Ihnen was auffallt ...« White Mason sah den Amateur voller Zweifel an. 

»Ich habe schon mit Mr. Holmes gearbeitet«, sagte Inspektor MacDonald. »Er hält sich an die Spielregeln.«

»Zumindest an meine Vorstellung von den Spielregeln«, sagte Holmes lächelnd. »Ich nehme mich eines Falles an, um die Ziele der Gerechtigkeit und die Arbeit der Polizei zu unterstützen. Wenn sich mein Weg einmal vom amtlichen trennte, so deswegen, weil man sich zuerst von mir getrennt hat. Ich habe nicht den Wunsch, auf Kosten anderer einen Vorteil zu erzielen. 

Gleichzeitig jedoch, Mr. White Mason, nehme ich das Recht in Anspruch, auf meine Weise zu arbeiten und meine Resultate zu einem von mir gewählten Zeitpunkt bekanntzugeben – und dann lieber vollständig als etappenweise.«

»Ihre Anwesenheit ist uns natürlich eine Ehre, und Ihnen alles zu zeigen, was wir wissen, auch«, sagte White Mason herzlich. »Kommen Sie, Dr. Watson; später einmal hoffen wir alle auf ein Plätzchen in Ihrem Buch.«

Wir spazierten die malerische Dorfstraße hinunter, durch eine Reihe gestutzter Ulmen zu beiden Seiten. 

Just dahinter standen zwei uralte, verwitterte und von Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.731
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Flechten bedeckte Steinpfeiler, deren Spitzen ein formloses Etwas trugen, das weiland den aufgerichte-ten Löwen des Capus von Birlstone dargestellt hatte. 

Ein kurzer Marsch längs der gewundenen Auffahrt, mit Rasen und Eichen ringsum von solcher Art, wie man sie nur im ländlichen England findet; dann eine plötzliche Biegung, und da lag das langgestreckte, niedrige Haus aus König James' Zeiten mit seinen schmutzigen, leberfarbenen Ziegelsteinen vor uns; zu beiden Seiten erstreckte sich ein altmodischer Garten mit beschnittenen Eiben. Als wir näherkamen, sahen wir die hölzerne Zugbrücke und den schönen breiten Burggraben; er lag so still und klar wie Quecksilber im kalten winterlichen Sonnenschein. Drei Jahrhunderte waren an dem alten Manor House vorüberge-flossen, Jahrhunderte der Geburt und des Heimgangs, der Reihentänze und der Fuchsjagden. Sonderbar, daß nun, im hohen Alter, diese dunkle Begebenheit ihren Schatten auf die ehrwürdigen Mauern werfen sollte. 

Und doch waren diese seltsamen spitzen Dächer und malerisch überhängenden Giebel ein passender Rahmen für finstere und schreckliche Machenschaften. 

Als ich die tiefliegenden Fenster und die langgestreckte Flucht der mattfarbenen, wasserbeleckten Fassade betrachtete, schien es mir, als könnte es keine passendere Kulisse für solch eine Tragödie geben. 

»Das ist das Fenster«, sagte White Mason; »das da Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.732
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unmittelbar rechts von der Zugbrücke. Es steht noch so offen, wie es letzte Nacht vorgefunden wurde.«

»Es sieht ziemlich schmal aus für einen Mann zum Durchschlüpfen.«

»Naja, dick war der Mann jedenfalls nicht. Da brauchen wir nicht Ihre Deduktionen, Mr. Holmes, um das festzustellen. Aber Sie oder ich könnten uns allemal durchquetschen.«

Holmes trat an den Grabenrand und blickte hin-

über. Dann untersuchte er die Steinkante und die angrenzende Grasumsäumung. 

»Ich hab's mir gut angesehen, Mr. Holmes«, sagte White Mason. »Dort gibt's nichts; kein Anzeichen, daß jemand an Land gegangen ist. Aber warum sollte er auch ein Zeichen hinterlassen?«

»Genau. Warum sollte er? Ist das Wasser immer trübe?«

»Meistens etwa so wie jetzt. Der Bach bringt Lehm mit.«

»Wie tief ist es denn?«

»Ungefähr zwei Fuß an den Rändern und drei in der Mitte.«

»So können wir also jeden Gedanken, daß der Mann beim Durchqueren ertrunken ist, vergessen?«

»Allerdings; darin könnte nicht einmal ein Kind er-trinken.«

Wir gingen über die Zugbrücke und wurden von Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.733
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einer wunderlichen, knorrigen, vertrockneten Person eingelassen – dem Butler Ames. Der arme alte Knabe zitterte und war weiß von dem Schock. Der Dorfpolizist, ein hochgewachsener, förmlicher, melancholischer Mann, hielt immer noch Wache im Todeszimmer. Der Arzt war gegangen. 

»Irgendwas Neues, Sergeant Wilson?« fragte White Mason. 

»Nein, Sir.«

»Dann können Sie jetzt nach Hause gehen. Genug für heute. Wir können ja nach Ihnen schicken, wenn wir Sie brauchen. Der Butler wartet besser draußen. 

Sagen Sie ihm, er soll Mr. Cecil Barker, Mrs. Douglas und die Haushälterin verständigen, daß wir dann ein paar Worte mit ihnen reden möchten. Und jetzt, Gentlemen, erlauben Sie mir vielleicht, daß ich' Ihnen zuerst meine Ansicht vortrage, und dann können Sie sich Ihre eigene bilden.«

Er beeindruckte mich, dieser Spezialist vom Lande. 

Er hatte die Tatsachen fest im Griff und besaß einen kühlen, klaren, nüchternen Verstand, mit dem er es in seinem Beruf noch recht weit bringen sollte. Holmes hörte ihm aufmerksam zu, ohne ein Anzeichen jener Ungeduld, die ein Vertreter der Beamtenschaft nur allzu oft bei ihm hervorrief! 

»Ist es Selbstmord oder ist es Mord – so lautet unsere erste Frage, Gentlemen, nicht wahr? Wenn es Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.734
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Selbstmord war, dann müssen wir annehmen, daß dieser Mann zunächst seinen Ehering abgezogen und versteckt hat; daß er dann im Schlafrock runterkam, hier in einer Ecke hinter dem Vorhang Schlamm zertrampelte, um glauben zu machen, jemand habe ihm aufgelauert; daß er das Fenster öffnete und Blut verschmierte auf dem ...«

»Das können wir mit Sicherheit ausschließen«, sagte MacDonald. 

»Das denke ich auch. Selbstmord scheidet aus. 

Dann wurde also ein Mord verübt. Was wir herausfinden müssen, ist, ob der Täter von außerhalb kommt oder zum Haus gehört.«

»Na, dann lassen Sie mal Ihre Beweisführung hören.«

»Da gibt es bei beiden Möglichkeiten beträchtliche Schwierigkeiten, und dennoch muß die eine oder die andere zutreffen. Nehmen wir zuerst einmal an, daß eine oder mehrere Personen aus dem Haus das Verbrechen begangen haben. Man hat also diesen Mann zu einem Zeitpunkt hierher runtergeholt, als alles still war, aber noch niemand schlief Dann hat man die Tat mit der verrücktesten und lautesten Waffe der Welt begangen, um jedermann zu verkünden, was passiert ist – einer Waffe, die nie zuvor im Haus gesehen wurde. Das scheint nicht sehr glaubhaft für den Anfang, oder?«
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»Nein, allerdings nicht.«

»Schön, dann sind sich alle einig, daß nach dem Alarm höchstens eine Minute verstrichen ist, bis das ganze Haus – nicht nur Mr. Cecil Barker, obwohl er behauptet, der erste gewesen zu sein, sondern auch Ames und alle anderen – zur Stelle war. Wollen Sie mir weismachen, daß es der Täter in dieser Zeitspanne geschafft hat, in der Ecke Fußspuren zu fabrizieren, das Fenster zu öffnen, den Sims mit Blut zu bestrei-chen, den Ehering vom Finger des Toten zu ziehen und was sonst noch alles? Unmöglich!«

»Sie haben die Sache sehr klar dargestellt«, sagte Holmes. »Ich bin geneigt, Ihnen zuzustimmen.«

»Schön, dann führt uns das zu der Theorie zurück, daß es jemand von draußen getan hat. Wir stehen zwar immer noch vor einigen großen Schwierigkeiten, aber immerhin sind es keine Unmöglichkeiten mehr. 

Der Mann gelangte also zwischen halb fünf und sechs ins Haus – das heißt, zwischen Dämmerung und dem Zeitpunkt, als die Brücke hochgezogen wurde. Es war Besuch da, und das Tor stand offen; so gab's nichts, was ihm in die Quere kommen konnte. Vielleicht war er ein gewöhnlicher Einbrecher; oder er hatte womöglich einen persönlichen Groll gegen Mr. Douglas. Da Mr. Douglas den größten Teil seines Lebens in Amerika verbracht hat und diese Schrotflinte eine amerikanische Waffe zu sein scheint, sieht es so aus, als sei Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.736
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der persönliche Groll die wahrscheinlichere Theorie. 

Er schlüpft also in dieses Zimmer, weil es das erste beste ist, und versteckt sich hinter dem Vorhang. Dort harrt er bis nach elf Uhr aus. Zu diesem Zeitpunkt betritt Mr. Douglas das Zimmer. Wenn's überhaupt zu einem Wortwechsel gekommen ist, dann nur zu einem kurzen, denn Mrs. Douglas gibt an, daß ihr Mann erst ein paar Minuten von ihr weg war, als sie den Schuß hörte.«

»Das beweist die Kerze«, sagte Holmes. 

»Genau. Die Kerze war neu; sie ist nicht mehr als einen halben Zoll runtergebrannt. Er muß sie auf den Tisch gestellt haben, bevor er angegriffen wurde, denn sonst wäre sie natürlich mit ihm zu Boden gefallen. 

Das beweist, daß er nicht sofort beim Betreten des Zimmers angegriffen wurde. Als dann Mr. Barker kam, wurde die Lampe angezündet und die Kerze ge-löscht.«

»Das alles ist durchaus klar.«

»Schön, dementsprechend können wir jetzt die Geschichte rekonstruieren. Mr. Douglas betritt das Zimmer. Er stellt die Kerze ab. Ein Mann kommt hinter dem Vorhang hervor. Er ist mit diesem Gewehr bewaffnet. Er verlangt den Ehering – warum, weiß nur der Himmel, aber so muß es gewesen sein. Mr. Douglas gibt ihn her. Dann erschießt er Douglas auf diese grauenhafte Weise; und zwar entweder kaltblütig oder Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.737
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im Verlauf eines Kampfes – dabei griff Douglas vielleicht zu dem Hammer, den man auf dem Teppich gefunden hat. Der Mann ließ sein Gewehr fallen und anscheinend auch diese komische Karte, ›V.V. 341‹, was immer das bedeuten mag; und in genau dem Augenblick, wo Cecil Barker das Verbrechen entdeckt, macht er sich durchs Fenster und über den Graben aus dem Staub. Wie hört sich das an, Mr. Holmes?«

»Höchst interessant, aber nicht bis ins letzte überzeugend.«

»Menschenskind, es würde sich wie absoluter Unsinn anhören, wenn nicht jede andere Erklärung noch schlechter wäre«, rief MacDonald. »Jemand hat den Mann umgebracht; aber ganz gleich, wer es war – ich könnte Ihnen klar beweisen, daß er es auf eine andere Weise hätte tun sollen. Was hat es zu bedeuten, daß er sich freiwillig derartig den Rückzug abschneidet? 

Was hat es zu bedeuten, daß er eine Schrotflinte benutzte, wo doch Stille seine einzige Fluchtmöglichkeit war? Los, Mr. Holmes, jetzt sind Sie dran, uns einen Ausweg zu zeigen, denn Sie behaupten ja, daß Mr. 

White Masons Theorie nicht überzeugend ist.«

Während dieser langen Diskussion hatte Holmes mit gespannter Aufmerksamkeit dagesessen; ihm entging kein Wort, das gesprochen wurde, seine scharfen Augen schössen nach rechts und nach links, und beim Nachgrübeln runzelte sich seine Stirn. 
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»Ich hätte gern noch ein paar Fakten mehr, bevor ich zu einer Theorie gelange, Mr. Mac«, sagte er; er kniete neben der Leiche nieder. »Meine Güte! Diese Verletzungen sind wirklich schauderhaft. Können wir den Butler für einen Augenblick hereinbitten? ... 

Ames, ich nehme an, Sie haben dieses äußerst ungewöhnliche Zeichen, ein eingebranntes Dreieck in einem Kreis, auf Mr. Douglas' Unterarm schon oft gesehen?«

»Häufig, Sir.«

»Und Sie haben nie Vermutungen gehört, was es bedeutet?«

»Nein, Sir.«

»Es anzubringen muß große Schmerzen verursacht haben. Es handelt sich unzweifelhaft um ein Brandzeichen. Nun, Ames, ich stelle fest, daß am Kiefer-winkel von Mr. Douglas ein kleines Stück Pflaster klebt. Haben Sie das schon bemerkt, als er noch am Leben war?«

»Ja, Sir; er hat sich gestern morgen beim Rasieren geschnitten.«

»Wissen Sie, ob er sich früher schon einmal beim Rasieren geschnitten hat?«

»Schon sehr lange nicht mehr, Sir.«

»Das gibt zu denken!« sagte Holmes. »Es kann na-türlich ein reiner Zufall sein; vielleicht ist es aber auch Anzeichen einer gewissen Nervosität, die darauf Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.739
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hindeuten würde, daß er Grund hatte, eine Gefahr zu fürchten. Haben Sie gestern in seinem Verhalten etwas Ungewöhnliches bemerkt, Ames?«

»Mir fiel auf, daß er ein wenig unruhig und erregt war, Sir.«

»Aha! Der Überfall erfolgte möglicherweise doch nicht ganz unerwartet. Wir scheinen tatsächlich kleine Fortschritte zu machen. Vielleicht würden Sie lieber die Befragung fortsetzen, Mr. Mac?«

»Nein, Mr. Holmes; sie ist in den besten Händen.«

»Nun, dann wollen wir uns einmal dieser Karte zuwenden – ›V.V. 341‹. Sie besteht aus grober Pappe. 

Haben Sie welche von der Sorte im Haus?«

»Ich glaube nicht.«

Holmes ging hinüber zum Schreibtisch und tupfte aus jedem Fläschchen ein wenig Tinte auf das Löschpapier. »Sie wurde nicht in diesem Zimmer beschriftet«, sagte er; »diese Tinte ist schwarz und die andere purpurfarben. Außerdem hat man eine breite Feder verwendet, und diese hier sind fein. Nein, sie wurde anderswo beschriftet, würde ich sagen. Können Sie mit der Aufschrift etwas anfangen, Ames?«

»Nein, Sir, nichts.«

»Was meinen Sie, Mr. Mac?«

»Auf mich macht es den Eindruck von einer Art Geheimbund. So wie dieses Zeichen auf dem Unterarm.«

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.740
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»So kommt es mir auch vor«, sagte White Mason. 

»Nun, dann können wir das als Arbeitshypothese nehmen und zusehen, wie weit unsere Schwierigkeiten sich verflüchtigen. Ein Agent eines solchen Bundes verschafft sich also Zutritt ins Haus, wartet auf Mr. 

Douglas, sprengt ihm mit dieser Waffe fast den Schä-

del weg und macht sich, den Graben durchwatend, davon, nachdem er neben dem Toten eine Karte zu-rückgelassen hat, die, wenn die Zeitungen sie erwähnen, den übrigen Mitgliedern des Bundes anzeigen wird, daß die Rache vollzogen wurde. Dies alles ergibt einen Zusammenhang. Aber warum von allen Waffen dieses Gewehr?«

»Genau.«

»Und warum der fehlende Ring?«

»Ganz recht.«

»Und warum noch keine Festnahme? Es ist jetzt nach zwei. Ich nehme selbstverständlich an, daß seit dem Morgengrauen jeder Constable im Umkreis von vierzig Meilen nach einem durchnäßten Unbekannten Ausschau hält?«

»So ist es, Mr. Holmes.«

»Schön; wenn er nicht gerade einen Unterschlupf in der Nähe oder Kleider zum Wechseln bei der Hand hat, können sie ihn kaum verfehlen. Und doch  haben sie ihn bis jetzt verfehlt.« Holmes war an das Fenster getreten und untersuchte mit seiner Lupe die Blutspur Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.741
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auf dem Sims. »Es handelt sich eindeutig um den Abdruck eines Schuhs. Er ist bemerkenswert breit – ein Spreizfuß, könnte man sagen. Merkwürdig, denn soweit sich in dieser schlammverschmutzten Ecke irgendwelche Fußspuren feststellen lassen, sieht es nach einer schmaleren Sohle aus. Aber die Spuren sind natürlich sehr undeutlich. Was liegt denn dort unter dem Seitentisch?«

»Mr. Douglas' Hanteln«, sagte Ames. 

»Hantel – da liegt nur eine. Wo ist denn die andere?«

»Das weiß ich nicht, Mr. Holmes. Vielleicht gibt es nur eine. Ich habe schon monatelang nicht darauf geachtet.«

»Eine einzige Hantel ...« sagte Holmes nachdenklich, aber seine Bemerkung wurde durch ein scharfes Pochen an der Tür unterbrochen. Ein hochgewachsener, sonnengebräunter, tüchtig aussehender, glattrasierter Mann schaute zu uns herein. Es fiel mir nicht schwer zu erraten, daß dies jener Cecil Barker war, von dem ich bereits gehört hatte. Mit einem fragenden Blick schweiften seine gebieterischen Augen rasch von einem zum anderen. 

»Tut mir leid, wenn ich Ihre Beratungen störe«, sagte er, »aber Sie sollten mal das Neueste hören.«

»Eine Festnahme?«

»Das leider nicht. Aber man hat sein Fahrrad ge-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.742
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funden. Der Kerl hat sein Fahrrad zurückgelassen. 

Kommen Sie und sehen Sie sich's an. Es steht keine hundert Yards vom Eingang entfernt.«

Wir fanden drei oder vier Knechte und Müßiggänger vor, die an der Auffahrt standen und ein Fahrrad inspizierten, welches man aus einem Immergrüngebüsch gezogen hatte, worin es versteckt gewesen war. 

Es handelte sich um ein ziemlich abgenutztes  Rudge-Whitworth –  mit Spritzflecken, wie nach einer recht langen Fahrt. Eine Satteltasche mit Schraubenschlüssel und Ölkännchen war vorhanden; aber kein Hinweis auf den Eigentümer. 

»Für die Polizei wäre es eine große Hilfe«, sagte der Inspektor, »wenn diese Dinger numeriert und registriert würden. Aber wir müssen dankbar sein für das, was wir haben. Wenn wir schon nicht herausfinden können, wohin er gegangen ist, so kriegen wir wahrscheinlich wenigstens raus, woher er gekommen ist. 

Aber was um Himmels willen hat den Kerl veranlaßt, es zurückzulassen? Und wie um alles in der Welt ist er ohne es abgehauen? In die Sache läßt sich anscheinend noch immer kein Fünkchen Licht bringen, Mr. 

Holmes.«

»Wirklich nicht?« antwortete mein Freund gedankenvoll. »Mal sehen!«
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5. Die Personen des Dramas

»Haben Sie vom Arbeitszimmer alles gesehen, was Sie sehen wollten?« fragte White Mason, als wir das Haus wieder betraten. 

»Vorläufig ja«, sagte der Inspektor, und Holmes nickte. 

»Dann würden Sie jetzt vielleicht gern die Aussagen einiger Leute vom Haus hören? Wir könnten das Speisezimmer benutzen, Ames. Kommen Sie bitte zuerst und erzählen Sie uns, was Sie wissen.«

Der Bericht des Butlers war einfach und klar; er vermittelte einen überzeugenden Eindruck von Auf-richtigkeit. Er sei vor fünf Jahren, gleich als Mr. Douglas nach Birlstone kam, eingestellt worden. Er wisse, daß Mr. Douglas ein reicher Gentleman sei, der sein Geld in Amerika gemacht habe. Er sei ein freundlicher und rücksichtsvoller Brotherr gewesen – vielleicht nicht ganz so einer, wie er, Ames, es gewohnt gewesen sei, aber man könne nicht alles haben. Niemals habe er irgendwelche Zeichen von Furcht an Mr. 

Douglas bemerkt – im Gegenteil, er sei der furchtlose-ste Mann gewesen, den er je kennengelernt habe. Er habe Anweisung gegeben, jeden Abend die Zugbrük-ke hochzuziehen, weil das ein überlieferter Brauch des alten Hauses war und er die alten Sitten aufrecht-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.744
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erhalten wollte. Mr. Douglas sei selten nach London gefahren – ebenso selten habe er das Dorf verlassen; allerdings habe er am Tag vor dem Verbrechen in Tunbridge Wells Einkäufe gemacht. Er, Ames, habe an diesem Tag eine gewisse Unruhe und Gereiztheit an Mr. Douglas beobachtet, er habe nämlich ungeduldig und leicht erregbar gewirkt, was bei ihm ungewöhnlich gewesen sei. An jenem Abend sei er, Ames, noch nicht zu Bett gegangen, sondern habe sich in der Geschirrkammer hinten im Haus aufgehalten und eben das Silber weggeräumt, als er ein ungestümes Klingeln der Glocke vernommen habe. Er habe keinen Schuß gehört; aber das sei auch kaum möglich, da die Geschirrkammer und die Küchen sich im hintersten Teil des Hauses befanden und mehrere verschlossene Türen sowie ein langer Flur dazwischen lägen. Die Haushälterin sei, vom ungestümen Klingeln aufge-schreckt, aus ihrem Zimmer gekommen. Sie seien beide zusammen in den vorderen Teil gegangen. Am Fuß der Treppe angelangt, habe er Mrs. Douglas herunterkommen sehen. Nein, sie sei nicht in Eile gewesen – sonderlich beunruhigt sei sie ihm nicht vorgekommen. Just als sie den Treppenfuß erreicht habe, sei Mr. Barker aus dem Arbeitszimmer gestürzt. Er habe Mrs. Douglas aufgehalten und sie gebeten, zu-rückzugehen. 

»Um Gottes willen, gehen Sie in Ihr Zimmer zu-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.745
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rück!« habe er gerufen. »Der arme Jack ist tot. Sie können nichts mehr tun. Um Gottes willen, gehen Sie zurück!«

Nach einiger Überredung auf der Treppe sei Mrs. 

Douglas wieder hinaufgegangen. Sie habe nicht geschrien. Kein einziger Ausruf sei zu hören gewesen. 

Mrs. Allen, die Haushälterin, habe sie nach oben gebracht und sei bei ihr im Schlafzimmer geblieben. Er, Ames, und Mr. Barker seien dann in das Arbeitszimmer zurückgekehrt, wo sie alles genau so vorgefunden hätten, wie es die Polizei gesehen habe. Die Kerze sei zu diesem Zeitpunkt nicht angezündet gewesen, aber die Lampe habe gebrannt. Sie hätten aus dem Fenster geschaut; die Nacht sei jedoch sehr dunkel gewesen, und man habe nichts erkennen oder hören können. 

Darauf seien sie in die Halle hinausgestürzt, wo er, Ames, die Winde betätigt habe, um die Zugbrücke herabzulassen. Mr. Barker sei dann davongeeilt, um die Polizei zu holen. 

So lautete, im wesentlichen, die Aussage des Butlers. 

Der Bericht von Mrs. Allen, der Haushälterin, be-stätigte im großen und ganzen den ihres Mitangestell-ten. Ihr Zimmer liege etwas weiter vorn als die Geschirrkammer, wo Ames gerade gearbeitet habe. Sie habe sich eben angeschickt, zu Bett zu gehen, als das laute Klingeln der Glocke ihre Aufmerksamkeit erregt Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.746
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habe. Sie sei ein wenig schwerhörig. Vielleicht habe sie deshalb den Knall des Schusses nicht gehört, aber das Arbeitszimmer liege ja sowieso ein ganzes Stück entfernt. Sie erinnere sich, ein Geräusch gehört und es für das Zuschlagen einer Tür gehalten zu haben. Das sei jedoch erheblich früher gewesen – mindestens eine halbe Stunde vor dem Klingeln. Als Mr. Ames in den vorderen Teil gerannt sei, habe sie sich ihm angeschlossen. Dann habe sie Mr. Barker sehr blaß und aufgeregt aus dem Arbeitszimmer kommen sehen. Er habe Mrs. Douglas abgefangen, die gerade die Treppe heruntergekommen sei. Auf seine dringende Bitte, umzukehren, habe sie etwas erwidert; aber was sie gesagt habe, sei nicht zu verstehen gewesen. 

»Bringen Sie sie nach oben. Bleiben Sie bei ihr!«

habe er zu ihr, Mrs. Allen, gesagt. 

Folglich habe sie Mrs. Douglas ins Schlafzimmer gebracht und versucht, sie zu trösten. Höchst aufgeregt sei sie gewesen, am ganzen Leibe zitternd; sie habe jedoch keinen weiteren Versuch unternommen, hinabzugehen. Sie habe bloß noch vor dem Kamin ihres Schlafzimmers gesessen, im Morgenmantel und den Kopf in die Hände gesenkt. Den größten Teil der Nacht sei sie, Mrs. Allen, bei ihr geblieben. Was die übrigen Dienstboten betreffe, so seien sie alle schon zu Bett gegangen und man habe sie erst kurz vor dem Eintreffen der Polizei alarmiert. Sie schliefen im hin-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.747
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tersten Teil des Hauses und hätten unmöglich irgend etwas hören können. 

Soweit die Haushälterin – die beim Kreuzverhör nichts hinzufügen konnte außer Wehklagen und Be-kundungen des Entsetzens. 

Mr. Cecil Barker folgte Mrs. Allen als Zeuge. Was die Vorkommnisse der vergangenen Nacht betraf, hatte er dem, was er der Polizei bereits mitgeteilt hatte, sehr wenig hinzuzufügen. Er persönlich sei überzeugt, daß der Mörder durchs Fenster entflohen sei. Der Blutfleck sei, seiner Meinung nach, ein schlagender Beweis. Überdies habe es, da die Brücke oben gewesen sei, gar keine andere Fluchtmöglichkeit gegeben. Er könne sich nicht erklären, was mit dem Mörder geschehen sei oder warum er nicht das Fahrrad genommen habe, wenn es denn wirklich ihm ge-höre. Unmöglich könne er im Graben ertrunken sein, der an keiner Stelle mehr als drei Fuß tief sei. 

Er selbst habe eine sehr klare Theorie bezüglich des Mordes. Douglas sei ein verschwiegener Mann gewesen, und über einige Kapitel in seinem Leben habe er nie gesprochen. Als sehr junger Mann sei er aus Irland nach Amerika ausgewandert. Dort sei ihm alles wohl gediehen, und er, Barker, sei ihm erstmals in Kalifornien begegnet, wo sie auf einem ertragreichen Claim bei einem Ort namens Benito Canyon Partner geworden seien. Es sei sehr gut gelaufen, aber Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.748
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Douglas habe plötzlich verkauft und sei nach England abgereist. Damals sei er noch Witwer gewesen. Er, Barker, habe sein Vermögen später flüssig gemacht und sei nach London übergesiedelt. Auf diese Weise hätten sie ihre Freundschaft erneuert. Douglas habe auf ihn den Eindruck von jemandem gemacht, der von einer Gefahr bedroht sei, und er, Barker, habe seinen plötzlichen Weggang von Kalifornien und die Tatsache, daß er sich in einem so ruhigen Flecken Englands ein Haus gepachtet habe, immer im Zusammenhang mit dieser Gefahr gesehen. Seiner Meinung nach sei irgendein Geheimbund, irgendeine unerbittliche Organisation Douglas auf der Spur gewesen und würde erst nach seiner Ermordung Ruhe geben. Einige Bemerkungen von Douglas hätten ihn zu dieser Ansicht gebracht, obwohl Douglas ihm nie erzählt habe, was das für ein Bund sei oder inwiefern er ihn gegen sich aufgebracht habe. Er könne nur vermuten, daß die Aufschrift auf der Karte irgendeinen Hinweis auf diesen Geheimbund darstelle. 

»Wie lange waren Sie mit Douglas in Kalifornien?« fragte Inspektor MacDonald. 

»Insgesamt fünf Jahre.«

»Er war Junggeselle, sagen Sie?«

»Witwer.«

»Haben Sie einmal gehört, woher seine erste Frau stammte?«
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»Nein; ich erinnere mich nur, daß er mal gesagt hat, sie sei deutscher Abstammung gewesen; und ein Bild von ihr habe ich gesehen. Sie war eine sehr schö-

ne Frau. Sie starb an Typhus, ein Jahr bevor ich ihn kennengelernt habe.«

»Sie bringen seine Vergangenheit nicht mit einer bestimmten Gegend Amerikas in Verbindung?«

»Von Chicago hat er gesprochen. Diese Stadt kannte er gut; er hatte dort gearbeitet. Dann erwähnte er mal die Kohle- und Eisenreviere. Er war seinerzeit sehr viel unterwegs.«

»War er Politiker? Hatte dieser Geheimbund mit Politik zu tun?«

»Nein; er machte sich nichts aus Politik.«

»Sie haben keinen Grund zu der Annahme, daß es um ein Verbrechen ging?«

»Im Gegenteil; ich habe in meinem Leben noch nie einen so rechtschaffenen Mann getroffen.«

»Gab es irgend etwas Auffälliges an seiner Lebensweise in Kalifornien?«

»Ihm war es am liebsten, auf unserem Claim in den Bergen zu bleiben und zu arbeiten. Wenn es sich vermeiden ließ, wollte er nie dorthin, wo andere Menschen waren. Deswegen kam mir zum ersten Mal der Verdacht, daß jemand hinter ihm her sei. Als er sich dann so plötzlich nach Europa absetzte, war ich mir dessen sicher. Ich glaube, er war irgendwie gewarnt. 
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Eine Woche nach seiner Abreise hat sich ein halbes Dutzend Männer nach ihm erkundigt.«

»Was denn für Männer?«

»Naja, das war ein mächtig hart aussehender Haufen. Sie kamen zum Claim herauf und wollten wissen, wo er steckt. Ich habe ihnen erzählt, er sei nach Europa gegangen; ich wüßte aber nicht, wo er sich dort aufhalte. Die hatten nichts Gutes im Sinn, das war leicht zu erkennen.«

»Waren diese Männer Amerikaner – Kalifornier?«

»Also, ob das Kalifornier waren, weiß ich nicht. 

Auf jeden Fall waren es Amerikaner. Aber keine Goldgräber. Ich weiß nicht, was sie waren, und ich war sehr froh, sie wieder von hinten zu sehen.«

»Und das war vor sechs Jahren?«

»Eher sieben.«

»Und dann waren Sie ja fünf Jahre in Kalifornien zusammen, so daß diese Geschichte nicht weniger als mindestens elf Jahre zurückliegt?«

»So ist es.«

»Das muß aber eine sehr ernste Fehde gewesen sein, wenn man sie mit solcher Beharrlichkeit so lange aufrechterhalten hat. Die Ursache dafür war wohl keine Kleinigkeit.«

»Ich glaube, die Sache hat sein ganzes Leben überschattet. Sie ist ihm nie völlig aus dem Kopf gegangen.«
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»Aber wenn ein Mann in Gefahr schwebt und weiß, worum es geht, meinen Sie dann nicht, daß er sich zu seinem Schutz an die Polizei wenden würde?«

»Vielleicht war das eine Gefahr, gegen die man ihn nicht schützen konnte. Da gibt es etwas, das Sie wissen sollten: Er lief immer bewaffnet herum. Der Revolver steckte ständig in seiner Tasche. Aber unglücklicherweise hat er gestern abend den Schlafrock angehabt und den Revolver im Schlafzimmer gelassen. Ich schätze, sobald die Brücke oben war, glaubte er sich in Sicherheit.«

»Ich hätte diese Daten gern ein bißchen präziser«, sagte MacDonald. »Es ist also genau sechs Jahre her, daß Douglas Kalifornien verlassen hat. Und Sie sind ihm im Jahr darauf gefolgt, ja?«

»So ist es.«

»Und er ist seit fünf Jahren verheiratet. Sie müssen also ungefähr zur Zeit seiner Vermählung zurückgekehrt sein.«

»Etwa einen Monat davor. Ich war Brautführer.«

»Kannten Sie Mrs. Douglas schon vor ihrer Hochzeit?«

»Nein. Ich war ja zehn Jahre von England weg.«

»Aber Sie haben sie seither ziemlich oft gesehen?«

Barker sah den Detektiv finster an. 

»Ich habe  ihn  seither ziemlich oft gesehen«, antwortete er. »Wenn ich sie gesehen habe, dann des-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.752

5. Die Personen des Dramas

Doyle-WA Bd. 4, 60

halb, weil man schlecht einen Mann besuchen kann, ohne dabei seine Frau kennenzulernen. Wenn Sie glauben, da gibt es irgendeinen Zusammenhang ...«

»Ich glaube gar nichts, Mr. Barker. Ich bin verpflichtet, alle Fragen zu stellen, die mit dem Fall zu tun haben könnten. Ich will Sie ja nicht beleidigen.«

»Gewisse Fragen sind aber beleidigend«, erwiderte Barker ärgerlich. 

»Was wir wollen, sind nur die Fakten. Es liegt in Ihrem und aller Interesse, daß sie aufgeklärt werden. 

Hat Mr. Douglas Ihre Freundschaft zu seiner Frau uneingeschränkt gebilligt?«

Barker erbleichte, und seine großen kräftigen Fäuste ballten sich konvulsivisch zusammen. 

»Sie haben kein Recht, solche Fragen zu stellen!«

rief er. »Was hat das mit der Untersuchung des Falles zu tun?«

»Ich muß die Frage wiederholen.«

»Schön, und ich verweigere die Antwort.«

»Sie können die Antwort verweigern, aber dann müssen Sie sich darüber im klaren sein, daß Ihre Ver-weigerung an sich schon eine Antwort ist, denn Sie würden sie ja nicht verweigern, wenn Sie nicht etwas zu verbergen hätten.«

Barker stand einen Augenblick lang mit grimmigem Gesicht da; er dachte angestrengt nach, und seine kräftigen, schwarzen Augenbrauen zogen sich tief Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.753
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herab. Dann sah er auf und lächelte. 

»Na gut, ich schätze, die Gentlemen tun schließlich nur ihre Pflicht, und ich habe kein Recht, Ihnen dabei im Weg zu stehen. Ich möchte Sie nur bitten, Mrs. 

Douglas nicht mit dieser Frage zu belästigen; sie hat jetzt schon genug auf dem Hals. Ich darf Ihnen versichern, der arme Douglas hatte nur einen einzigen Fehler, und das war seine Eifersucht. Er mochte mich sehr – kein Mann könnte einen Freund noch mehr mögen. Und seine Frau hat er angebetet. Er liebte es, wenn ich hierher kam, und hat immerzu nach mir geschickt. Und doch, wenn seine Frau und ich miteinander sprachen oder es nur den Anschein von Sympathie zwischen uns gab, konnte ihn die Eifersucht wie eine Welle überkommen, und er brauste auf und sagte im Nu die wildesten Sachen. Mehr als einmal habe ich deshalb geschworen, nicht mehr zu kommen, und daraufhin konnte er so reuige, flehentliche Briefe schreiben, daß ich einfach nachgeben mußte. Aber ich gebe Ihnen mein Wort, Gentlemen – und wenn es mein letztes wäre: Kein Mann hatte jemals eine liebevolle-re, treuere Frau – und außerdem darf ich behaupten, daß kein Freund loyaler sein könnte als ich.«

Das war mit Inbrunst und Gefühl gesprochen; dennoch konnte Inspektor MacDonald das Thema noch nicht als erledigt betrachten. 

»Sie wissen«, sagte er, »daß man dem Toten den Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.754
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Ehering vom Finger gezogen hat?«

»Es scheint so«, sagte Barker. 

»Was meinen Sie mit ›scheint‹? Sie wissen doch, daß das eine Tatsache ist.«

Der Mann schien verwirrt und unschlüssig. 

»Wenn ich ›scheint‹ sage, dann meine ich, es wäre ja denkbar, daß er sich den Ring selbst abgenommen hat.«

»Die bloße Tatsache, daß der Ring fehlt – wer immer ihn entfernt haben mag –, muß doch wohl jeden auf den Gedanken bringen, daß zwischen der Ehe und der Tragödie ein Zusammenhang besteht, oder?«

Barker zuckte mit den breiten Schultern. 

»Ich will mir nicht anmaßen, zu sagen, auf welche Gedanken das einen bringen muß«, erwiderte er. 

»Aber wenn Sie damit andeuten wollen, es könnte ein gewisses Licht auf die Ehre dieser Lady werfen« –

einen kurzen Moment lang flackerten seine Augen auf; dann hatte er sich, mit sichtlicher Mühe, wieder in der Gewalt –, »also, da sind Sie auf dem Holzweg, und damit basta.«

»Ich glaube, ich habe im Augenblick keine weiteren Fragen an Sie«, sagte MacDonald kühl. 

»Da wäre noch eine Kleinigkeit«, bemerkte Holmes. »Als Sie das Zimmer betraten, brannte nur eine Kerze auf dem Tisch, nicht wahr?«
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»Ja, das stimmt.«

»In ihrem Licht haben Sie erkannt, daß etwas Schreckliches vorgefallen war?«

»Genau.«

»Sie läuteten sofort um Hilfe?«

»Ja.«

»Und diese traf auch sehr rasch ein?«

»Ungefähr nach einer Minute.«. 

»Aber als die anderen eintrafen, fanden sie eine er-loschene Kerze und eine angezündete Lampe vor. Das scheint doch höchst bemerkenswert.«

Wieder ließ Barker Zeichen einer gewissen Unschlüssigkeit erkennen. 

»Ich kann daran nichts Bemerkenswertes finden. 

Mr. Holmes«, erwiderte er nach einer Pause. »Die Kerze strahlte ein sehr schwaches Licht aus. Mein erster Gedanke war, ein helleres zu bekommen. Die Lampe stand auf dem Tisch, und da habe ich sie angezündet.«

»Und die Kerze ausgeblasen?«

»Genau.«

Holmes stellte keine weiteren Fragen, und Barker sah uns, einen nach dem anderen, ruhig an – mit einem Blick, in dem mir etwas Herausforderndes zu liegen schien; dann machte er kehrt und verließ den Raum. 

Inspektor MacDonald hatte ein Billett nach oben Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.756
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geschickt, des Inhalts, daß er Mrs. Douglas seine Aufwartung in ihrem Zimmer zu machen gedenke; aber sie hatte geantwortet, sie wünsche uns im Eßzimmer zu empfangen. Nun trat sie herein, eine hochgewachsene und schöne Frau von dreißig Jahren, reserviert und zu einem bemerkenswerten Grade selbstbe-herrscht; sie unterschied sich durchaus von der tragischen und aufgewühlten Gestalt, die ich mir im Geiste ausgemalt hatte. Ihr Antlitz war zwar bleich und erschöpft, wie das eines Menschen, der einen schweren Schock erlitten hat; aber sie benahm sich gefaßt, und ihre auf der Tischkante liegende, fein geformte Hand war ebenso ruhig wie die meine. Ihre traurigen, flehenden Augen wanderten von einem Gesicht zum anderen mit einem seltsam forschenden Ausdruck. Dieser fragende Blick verwandelte sich plötzlich in abruptes Sprechen. 

»Haben Sie schon etwas herausgefunden?« fragte sie. 

Bildete ich es mir nur ein, daß in ihrer Frage eher ein Unterton der Angst denn der Hoffnung mitschwang? 

»Wir haben jeden möglichen Schritt unternommen, Mrs. Douglas«, sagte der Inspektor. »Sie können sich darauf verlassen, daß nichts außer acht gelassen wird.«

»Scheuen Sie keine Kosten«, sagte sie mit erlo-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.757
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schener, flacher Stimme. »Es ist mein Wunsch, daß man jede erdenkliche Anstrengung unternimmt.«

»Vielleicht können Sie uns etwas erzählen, was ein wenig Licht auf die Angelegenheit wirft.«

»Ich fürchte, nein; aber ich stehe Ihnen mit allem, was ich weiß, zur Verfügung.«

»Wir haben von Cecil Barker erfahren, daß Sie in Wirklichkeit gar nicht gesehen ... daß Sie gar nicht in dem Raum waren, wo die Tragödie geschehen ist?«

»Nein; er hat mich auf der Treppe umkehren gehei-

ßen. Er bat mich, in mein Zimmer zurückzukehren.«

»Richtig. Sie hatten den Schuß gehört und waren sofort heruntergekommen.«

»Ich habe meinen Morgenrock angezogen und bin dann heruntergekommen.«

»Wie lange dauerte es – nachdem Sie den Schuß gehört hatten –, bis Sie auf der Treppe von Mr. Barker aufgehalten wurden?«

»Vielleicht zwei Minuten. Es ist sehr schwierig, in einem solchen Moment eine Zeitspanne abzuschätzen. 

Er beschwor mich, nicht weiterzugehen. Und er versicherte mir, daß ich nichts mehr tun könne. Dann führ-te mich Mrs. Allen, die Haushälterin, wieder nach oben. Es war alles wie ein entsetzlicher Traum.«

»Können Sie uns ungefähr angeben, wie lange Ihr Gatte schon unten war, bevor Sie den Schuß hörten?«

»Nein, das kann ich Ihnen nicht sagen. Er war Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.758
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zuvor in seinem Ankleidezimmer, und ich habe ihn nicht gehen hören. Er machte jeden Abend seine Runde durchs Haus, denn er hatte Angst vor Feuer. 

Meines Wissens war es das einzige, wovor er überhaupt Angst hatte.«

»Das ist genau der Punkt, auf den ich hinauswill, Mrs. Douglas. Sie haben Ihren Mann erst in England kennengelernt, nicht wahr?«

»Ja. Wir sind seit fünf Jahren verheiratet.«

»Hat er Ihnen gegenüber je etwas erwähnt, was in Amerika vorgefallen sein und eine Gefahr für ihn bedeutet haben könnte?«

Mrs. Douglas dachte ernsthaft nach, bevor sie antwortete. 

»Ja«, sagte sie schließlich. »Ich hatte immer das Gefühl, daß ihm Gefahr drohte. Er lehnte es jedoch ab, mit mir darüber zu sprechen. Nicht aus man-gelndem Vertrauen zu mir – zwischen uns gab es nur vollkommenste Liebe und Vertrauen –, sondern weil es sein Wunsch war, jede Beunruhigung von mir fernzuhalten. Er dachte, ich käme darüber ins Brüten, wenn ich alles wüßte; deshalb hat er geschwiegen.«

»Woher haben Sie es dann gewußt?«

Über Mrs. Douglas Gesicht leuchtete ein rasches Lächeln. 

»Kann denn ein Mann sein ganzes Leben lang ein Geheimnis mit sich herumschleppen, ohne daß seine Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.759
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ihn liebende Frau Verdacht schöpft? Ich wußte es in vielerlei Hinsicht. Ich wußte es aus seiner Weigerung, über einige Episoden seines Lebens in Amerika zu sprechen. Ich wußte es aus bestimmten Vorsichtsmaß-

nahmen, die er getroffen hat. Ich wußte es aus bestimmten Wörtern, die er fallenließ. Ich wußte es aus der Art, wie er unerwartet auftauchende Fremde ansah. Ich war mir völlig sicher, daß er einige mächtige Feinde hatte, daß er glaubte, sie seien ihm auf der Spur, und daß er immer auf der Hut vor ihnen war. 

Ich war mir dessen so gewiß, daß ich jahrelang vor Angst vergangen bin, wenn er einmal später als erwartet nach Hause kam.«

»Darf ich fragen«, sagte Holmes, »welche Wörter das waren, die Ihre Aufmerksamkeit erregt haben?«

»›Das Tal der Angst‹«, antwortete die Lady. »Das war ein Ausdruck, den er gebrauchte, wenn ich ihm Fragen stellte. ›Ich war im Tal der Angst. Ich bin noch nicht draußen.‹ ›Sollen wir denn nie aus dem Tal der Angst hinausgelangen?‹ habe ich ihn jeweils gefragt, wenn er mir ernster vorkam als gewöhnlich. 

›Manchmal glaube ich, wir schaffen es nie‹, hat er dann geantwortet.«

»Sie haben ihn doch gewiß gefragt, was er mit diesem Tal der Angst meint?«

»Allerdings; aber dann hat er mit sehr ernstem Gesicht den Kopf geschüttelt. ›Es ist schlimm genug, Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.760
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daß einer von uns in seinem Schatten leben mußte‹, sagte er. ›Gebe Gott, daß er nie auf dich fällt.‹ Es ging um ein wirkliches Tal, in dem er gelebt hat und wo ihm etwas Schreckliches zugestoßen ist – dessen bin ich mir sicher; aber mehr kann ich Ihnen nicht sagen.«

»Und er hat nie irgendwelche Namen erwähnt?«

»Doch; als er vor drei Jahren seinen Jagdunfall hatte, delirierte er im Fieber. Ich erinnere mich, daß ihm damals immer wieder ein Name über die Lippen kam. Er sprach ihn mit Zorn und einer Art Grausen aus. McGinty war der Name – Meister McGinty. Als er sich wieder erholt hatte, fragte ich ihn, wer Meister McGinty sei und wessen Meister er sei. ›Meiner niemals, Gott sei Dank!‹ hat er lachend geantwortet, und das war alles, was ich aus ihm herausbringen konnte. 

Aber zwischen Meister McGinty und dem Tal der Angst gibt es einen Zusammenhang.«

»Da wäre noch etwas«, sagte Inspektor MacDonald. »Sie haben Mr. Douglas in einer Pension in London kennengelernt, nicht wahr, und sich dort mit ihm verlobt? Gab es an der Hochzeit etwas romantisch Abenteuerliches, etwas Geheimnisvolles oder Rätselhaftes?«

»Romantisch Abenteuerliches schon. Romantisch geht es immer zu. Aber nichts Rätselhaftes.«

»Er hatte keinen Rivalen?«
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»Nein; ich war vollkommen frei.«

»Sie haben ohne Zweifel gehört, daß ihm sein Ehering weggenommen wurde. Läßt das bei Ihnen irgend etwas anklingen? Angenommen, ein Feind aus seiner Vergangenheit hat ihn aufgespürt und dieses Verbrechen begangen, welchen möglichen Grund könnte er haben, ihm den Ehering wegzunehmen?«

Ich hätte schwören können, daß einen Augenblick lang der zaghafteste Schatten eines Lächelns über die Lippen der Frau huschte. 

»Das kann ich Ihnen wirklich nicht sagen«, antwortete sie. »Es ist zweifellos höchst außergewöhnlich.«

»Schön, wir wollen Sie nicht länger aufhalten; es tut uns leid, Sie zu einem solchen Zeitpunkt belästigt zu haben«, sagte der Inspektor. »Da wären bestimmt noch ein paar weitere Punkte, aber damit können wir uns an Sie wenden, wenn es soweit ist.«

Sie erhob sich, und wieder fiel mir jener rasche, fragende Blick auf, mit dem sie uns jetzt musterte:

»Welchen Eindruck hat meine Aussage auf Sie gemacht?« Es war, als hätte sie die Frage ausgesprochen. Dann verneigte sie sich und ging rasch aus dem Zimmer. 

»Sie ist eine schöne Frau – eine sehr schöne Frau«, sagte MacDonald nachdenklich, nachdem sie die Tür hinter sich geschlossen hatte. »Dieser Barker ist doch recht oft hier gewesen. Er ist ein Mann, der auf Frau-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.762
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en wohl anziehend wirkt. Daß der Tote eifersüchtig war, gibt er zu; und vielleicht weiß er selbst am besten, welchen Grund der dafür hatte. Dann ist da noch dieser Ehering. An dem führt kein Weg vorbei. Ein Mann reißt einem Toten den Ehering vom ... Was sagen denn Sie dazu, Mr. Holmes?«

Mein Freund hatte mit dem Kopf auf den Händen dagesessen, in tiefste Gedanken versunken. Nun stand er auf und läutete. 

»Ames«, sagte er, als der Butler eintrat, »wo hält sich Mr. Barker im Moment auf?«

»Ich werde nachsehen, Sir.«

Einen Augenblick später kam er zurück und meldete, daß Mr. Barker im Garten sei. 

»Können Sie sich erinnern, Ames, was Mr. Barker gestern abend an den Füßen trug, als Sie ihn im Arbeitszimmer getroffen haben?«

»Ja, Mr. Holmes. Er trug Pantoffeln. Ich brachte ihm dann seine Stiefel, als er die Polizei holen ging.«

»Wo sind die Pantoffeln jetzt?«

»Sie liegen noch unter dem Stuhl in der Halle.«

»Sehr gut, Ames. Es ist für uns natürlich wichtig, zu wissen, welche Spuren von Mr. Barker und welche von draußen stammen.«

»Ja, Sir. Ich darf erwähnen, daß ich an den Pantoffeln Blut bemerkt habe, allerdings auch an meinen eigenen.«
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»Das ist nur natürlich, wenn man den Zustand des Zimmers bedenkt. Sehr gut, Ames. Wir werden läuten, wenn wir Sie brauchen.«

Ein paar Minuten später waren wir im Arbeitszimmer. Holmes hatte die Filzpantoffeln aus der Halle mitgebracht. Wie Ames beobachtet hatte, waren beider Sohlen dunkel von Blut. 

»Seltsam!« murmelte Holmes, als er im Licht des Fensters stand und sie minutiös untersuchte. »Wirklich höchst seltsam!«

Mit einer seiner raschen, katzenhaften Bewegungen bückte er sich und legte einen Pantoffel auf die Blutspur auf dem Sims. Er paßte genau. Holmes lächelte seinen Kollegen schweigend zu. 

Der Inspektor war vor Aufregung ganz außer sich. 

Sein Akzent ratterte wie ein Stock, der an einem Gitter entlanggezogen wird. 

»Menschenskind!« rief er, »da gibt's gar keinen Zweifel! Barker hat den Abdruck am Fenster einfach selber gemacht. Er ist viel breiter als jeder Stiefelabdruck. Ich weiß noch, wie Sie gesagt haben, es war' 

ein Spreizfuß; da haben wir die Erklärung. Aber was soll das Spielchen, Mr. Holmes – was soll das Spielchen?«

»Ja, was soll das Spielchen?« wiederholte mein Freund gedankenvoll. 

White Mason kicherte und rieb sich in beruflicher Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.764
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Genugtuung die fetten Hände. 

»Ich hab ja gesagt, es sei ein Knaller!« rief er. 

»Und ein Knaller ist das ja nun wirklich!«
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6. Ein Licht dämmert herauf

Die drei Detektive hatten noch vieles im Detail zu untersuchen, daher kehrte ich allein zu unserem bescheidenen Quartier im Dorfgasthof zurück; zuvor jedoch machte ich einen Spaziergang in dem merkwürdigen, altmodischen Garten, der an das Haus grenzte. Reihen uralter Eiben, zu seltsamen Formen zurechtgestutzt, umgürteten ihn. Innen befand sich, inmitten einer schönen Rasenfläche, eine alte Sonnenuhr; das Ganze war durch seine besänftigende und erholsame Wirkung meinen etwas überreizten Nerven hochwillkom-men. In dieser zutiefst friedlichen Atmosphäre konnte man jenes düstere Arbeitszimmer mit der ausgestreckten, blutbefleckten Gestalt auf dem Boden vergessen oder sich ihrer nur wie eines phantastischen Albtraums erinnern. Aber als ich durch den Garten schlenderte und versuchte, meine Seele in seinen sanften Balsam zu tauchen, ereignete sich ein seltsamer Vorfall, der mich wieder an die Tragödie gemahnte und bei mir einen unguten Eindruck hinterließ. 

Ich habe erwähnt, daß Eiben als Verzierung den Garten säumten. An seinem vom Haus entferntesten Ende verdichteten sie sich zu einer durchgehenden Hecke. Auf der anderen Seite dieser Hecke stand, verborgen für jedermann, der vom Haus darauf zuging, Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.766
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eine Steinbank. Als ich mich der Stelle näherte, vernahm ich Stimmen: eine Bemerkung in den tiefen Tönen eines Mannes, beantwortet vom leise perlenden Lachen einer Frau. Einen Augenblick später hatte ich das Ende der Hecke umrundet, und mein Blick fiel auf Mrs. Douglas und Barker, noch bevor sie meine Anwesenheit bemerkten. Der Anblick der Frau versetzte mir einen Schock. Im Eßzimmer war sie ernst und besonnen gewesen. Nun aber war jeder Anschein von Kummer von ihr abgefallen. Ihre Augen strahlten vor Lebenslust, und ihr Gesicht zuckte noch vor Erheiterung über eine Bemerkung ihres Gefährten. Er saß vornübergebeugt da, mit verschränkten Händen, die Unterarme auf die Knie gestützt; auf seinem kühnen, hübschen Gesicht lag ebenfalls ein Lächeln. Als sie mich erblickten, setzten sie augenblicklich – aber eben einen Augenblick zu spät – wieder ihre feierlichen Masken auf Sie wechselten noch ein oder zwei hastige Worte, dann erhob sich Barker und schritt auf mich zu. 

»Entschuldigen Sie, Sir«, sagte er, »aber spreche ich mit Dr. Watson?«

Ich verneigte mich mit einer Kälte, die den Eindruck, den sie auf mich gemacht hatten, wohl unmiß-

verständlich wiedergab. 

»Wir haben uns gedacht, daß Sie es wohl sind, wo doch Ihre Freundschaft mit Mr. Sherlock Holmes so Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.767
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allgemein bekannt ist. Würde es Ihnen was ausmachen, herüberzukommen und einen Augenblick mit Mrs. Douglas zu sprechen?«

Ich folgte ihm mit starrer Miene. Im Geiste sah ich sehr deutlich die zerschmetterte Gestalt auf dem Fuß-

boden. Und hier saßen, ein paar Stunden nach der Tragödie, die Frau des Toten und sein engster Freund lachend zusammen hinter einem Busch in dem Garten, der einmal ihm gehört hatte. Reserviert begrüßte ich die Lady. Im Eßzimmer hatte ihr Kummer mich bekümmert. Doch nun begegnete ich teilnahmslosen Auges ihrem flehendem Blick. 

»Ich fürchte, Sie halten mich für gefühllos und hartherzig?« sagte sie. 

Ich zuckte mit den Achseln. 

»Das geht mich nichts an«, sagte ich. 

»Eines Tages werden Sie mir vielleicht Gerechtigkeit widerfahren lassen. Wenn Sie nur begreifen könnten ...«

»Es gibt keinen zwingenden Grund, weshalb Dr. 

Watson etwas begreifen sollte«, sagte Barker rasch. 

»Wie er selbst gesagt hat, geht es ihn überhaupt nichts an.«

»Ganz recht«, sagte ich, »und somit bitte ich um die Erlaubnis, meinen Spaziergang fortzusetzen.«

»Einen Augenblick, Dr. Watson«, rief die Frau bittend. »Es gibt eine Frage, die Sie zuverlässiger beant-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.768
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worten können als jeder andere auf der Welt und die für mich von sehr großer Bedeutung sein könnte. Sie kennen Mr. Holmes und seine Beziehungen zur Polizei besser als jeder andere. Angenommen, es würde ihm eine Sache vertraulich mitgeteilt; ist es dann unvermeidlich, daß er sie an die Kriminalbeamten weiterleitet?«

»Ja, richtig«, sagte Barker eifrig. »Arbeitet er für sich oder hält er's völlig mit denen?«

»Ich weiß wirklich nicht, mit welcher Berechtigung ich eine solche Frage erörtern dürfte.«

»Ich bitte – ich beschwöre Sie, es gibt eine, Dr. 

Watson; ich versichere Ihnen, daß Sie uns damit helfen – mir damit sehr helfen, wenn Sie uns in diesem Punkt beraten.«

Der Tonfall der Frau war so aufrichtig, daß ich einen Augenblick lang all ihre Leichtfertigkeit vergaß und nur noch bestrebt war, ihrem Wunsch nachzugeben. 

»Mr. Holmes ist in seinen Nachforschungen unabhängig«, sagte ich. »Er ist sein eigener Herr und pflegt nach eigenem Ermessen zu handeln. Gleichzeitig fühlt er sich gegenüber den Beamten, die denselben Fall bearbeiten, natürlich verpflichtet, und er würde ihnen nichts verschweigen, was ihnen helfen könnte, einen Verbrecher der Gerechtigkeit auszuliefern. Darüber hinaus kann ich Ihnen nichts sagen; für Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.769
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eine ausführlichere Auskunft muß ich Sie an Mr. Holmes selbst verweisen.«

Hiermit lüftete ich den Hut und setzte meinen Weg fort, während sie hinter der Tarnung der Hecke sitzen-blieben. Als ich an deren Ende abbog, Schaute ich zu-rück und sah, daß sie noch sehr ernst miteinander sprachen; und da sie mir nachblickten, war es klar, daß der Gegenstand ihrer Debatte unsere Unterredung war. 

»Ich lege keinen Wert auf ihre Vertraulichkeiten«, sagte Holmes, als ich ihm berichtete, was geschehen war. Er hatte den ganzen Nachmittag damit zugebracht, sich im Manor House mit seinen beiden Kollegen zu beraten, und war gegen fünf zurückgekehrt mit wahrem Heißhunger auf einen Imbiß mit Tee, den ich ihm bestellt hatte. »Keine Vertraulichkeiten, Watson, die sind nämlich höchst unangenehm, wenn es zu einer Festnahme wegen Mordes und Beihilfe zum Mord kommt.«

»Sie glauben, daß es dazu kommen wird?«

Er war in seiner heitersten und liebenswürdigsten Laune. 

»Mein lieber Watson, wenn ich dieses vierte Ei vertilgt habe, bin ich gerne bereit, Sie mit der ganzen Situation vertraut zu machen. Ich sage nicht, daß wir sie ausgelotet haben – das noch keineswegs –, aber wenn wir erst die fehlende Hantel ausfindig gemacht Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.770
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haben ...«

»Die Hantel!«

»Meine Güte, Watson, sollten Sie möglicherweise noch nicht hinter die Tatsache gekommen sein, daß dieser Fall an der fehlenden Hantel hängt? Na, na, Sie brauchen nicht gleich den Mut sinken zu lassen; ich glaube nämlich, unter uns gesagt, daß auch Inspektor Mac und unser trefflicher Fachmann vom Ort die überwältigende Bedeutung dieses Umstands nicht begriffen haben. Eine einzelne Hantel, Watson! Stellen Sie sich einen Turner mit einer einzelnen Hantel vor. 

Malen Sie sich die einseitige Entwicklung aus – die drohende

Gefahr

einer

Rückgratverkrümmung. 

Scheußlich, Watson; scheußlich!«

Er saß da, den Mund voll Toast; seine Augen funkelten schelmisch und beobachteten die Verwirrung meines Intellekts. Der bloße Anblick seines vortrefflichen Appetits versprach einen günstigen Ausgang der Sache; denn ich erinnerte mich sehr deutlich an Tage und Nächte ohne einen Gedanken an Essen, da sein blockierter Verstand sich an einem Problem wundgerieben hatte, dieweil sein schmales, scharfgeschnittenes Gesicht durch die Askese völliger geistiger Konzentration noch spitzer wurde. Schließlich setzte er sich in die Kaminecke des alten Dorfgasthofes, zündete seine Pfeife an und sprach langsam und aufs Geratewohl über seinen Fall, eher wie jemand, der laut Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.771
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denkt, als wie jemand, der eine wohlüberlegte Darstellung vorträgt. 

»Eine Lüge, Watson – eine riesengroße, faustdicke, unverhohlene, ja unverschämte Lüge – darauf stoßen wir schon auf der Schwelle. Dort liegt unser Ausgangspunkt. Die ganze Geschichte, die Barker erzählt hat, ist eine Lüge. Aber Barkers Geschichte wird von Mrs. Douglas bestätigt. Also lügt sie auch. Beide lügen und stecken unter einer Decke. Somit haben wir jetzt ein klares Problem – warum lügen sie, und welche Wahrheit suchen sie so hartnäckig zu verbergen? 

Wir wollen sehen, Watson, Sie und ich, ob wir hinter die Lüge kommen und die Wahrheit rekonstruieren können. 

Woher ich weiß, daß sie lügen? Weil es sich um ein plumpes Truggewebe handelt, das einfach nicht wahr sein  kann.  Bedenken Sie doch! Laut dieser Geschichte, die man uns aufgetischt hat, hatte der Mörder nach der Tat weniger als eine Minute, um diesen Ring, der unter einem anderen Ring steckte, vom Finger des Toten zu ziehen, den anderen Ring wieder zu-rückzustecken – was er mit Sicherheit nie getan hätte – und diese eigenartige Karte neben sein Opfer zu legen. Ich behaupte, das ist schlicht unmöglich. 

Nun könnten Sie einwenden – aber das von Ihnen zu glauben, Watson, dafür achte ich Ihr Urteilsvermögen zu sehr –, daß man den Ring möglicherweise weg-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.772
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nahm, bevor der Mann getötet wurde. Die Tatsache, daß die Kerze nur kurze Zeit brannte, zeigt jedoch, daß nicht noch eine lange Unterredung stattgefunden hat. War denn Douglas, nach allem, was wir über seinen furchtlosen Charakter gehört haben, ein Mann, der so schnell seinen Ehering preisgibt, ja, dürfen wir annehmen, daß er ihn überhaupt preisgäbe? Nein, nein, Watson, der Mörder war mit dem Toten eine ganze Zeit lang bei brennender Lampe allein. Daran habe ich überhaupt keinen Zweifel. Offenbar war aber der Gewehrschuß die Todesursache. Folglich muß dieser Schuß etwas früher abgefeuert worden sein, als man uns erzählt hat. Man irrt sich nicht bei einer Sache wie dieser. Demnach haben wir es mit einem Komplott zu tun, ausgeheckt von den beiden Personen, die den Gewehrschuß gehört haben – dem Mann Barker und der Frau Douglas. Wenn ich darüber hinaus noch beweisen kann, daß die Blutspur auf dem Fenstersims von Barker vorsätzlich angebracht wurde, um die Polizei auf eine falsche Fährte zu lok-ken, dann werden Sie zugeben, daß der Fall für ihn düstere Züge annimmt. 

Nun müssen wir uns fragen, zu welcher Stunde sich der Mord tatsächlich ereignete. Bis halb elf waren die Dienstboten im Haus zu Gange, so daß er sicherlich nicht vor dieser Zeit geschehen ist. Um Viertel vor elf waren sie alle auf ihre Zimmer gegangen, mit Ausnah-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.773
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me von Ames, der sich in der Geschirrkammer aufhielt. Ich habe heute nachmittag, nachdem Sie uns verlassen hatten, einige Experimente angestellt und herausgefunden, daß kein Geräusch, das MacDonald im Arbeitszimmer erzeugte, bis zu mir in die Geschirrkammer durchdringen konnte, wenn alle Türen geschlossen waren. Anders jedoch steht es mit dem Zimmer der Haushälterin. Es liegt nicht so weit den Korridor hinunter, und von dort aus konnte ich eine sehr laut erhobene Stimme undeutlich hören. Das Ge-räusch einer Schrotflinte ist eher gedämpft, wenn sie in sehr geringer Entfernung zum Ziel abgefeuert wird, wie es in diesem Fall unzweifelhaft geschehen ist. Es war also vermutlich nicht sehr laut; aber in der Stille der Nacht hätte das Geräusch leicht bis zu Mrs. Allens Zimmer durchdringen müssen. Sie ist, wie sie uns erzählt hat, ein wenig taub; nichtsdestoweniger erwähnte sie jedoch bei ihrer Aussage, daß sie, eine halbe Stunde bevor Alarm gegeben wurde, so etwas wie das Schlagen einer Tür gehört habe. Eine halbe Stunde vor dem Alarm hieße: es war Viertel vor elf Ich hege keinen Zweifel, daß der Knall, den sie gehört hat, von dem Gewehr herrührte und daß dies der tatsächliche Zeitpunkt des Mordes war. Wenn das zutrifft, müssen wir nun ermitteln, was Mr. Barker und Mrs. Douglas – vorausgesetzt, sie sind tatsächlich nicht die Mörder – von Viertel vor elf, als das Ge-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.774
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räusch des Gewehrschusses sie nach unten lockte, bis Viertel nach elf, als sie läuteten und das Personal her-beiriefen, gemacht haben könnten. Was haben sie gemacht, und warum gaben sie nicht sofort Alarm? Das ist die Frage, die sich uns stellt, und wenn wir die beantwortet haben, sind wir der Lösung unseres Problems gewiß ein gutes Stück nähergerückt.«


»Ich bin ebenfalls davon überzeugt«, sagte ich, 

»daß es zwischen diesen beiden eine Übereinkunft gibt. Sie muß ein herzloses Geschöpf sein, wenn sie wenige Stunden nach der Ermordung ihres Gatten dasitzen und über einen Scherz lachen kann.«

»Genau. Selbst in ihrer eigenen Darstellung der Ereignisse ist sie kein leuchtendes Beispiel einer Ehefrau. Wie Sie wissen, Watson, bin ich nicht gerade ein glühender Verehrer des weiblichen Geschlechts; meine Lebenserfahrung hat mir jedoch gezeigt, daß es nur wenige Frauen gibt, die sich durch die Worte irgendeines Menschen vom Leichnam ihres Mannes fernhalten lassen, wenn sie auch nur eine Spur von Achtung für ihren Gatten empfinden. Sollte ich jemals heiraten, Watson, hoffe ich, meine Frau zu so viel Feingefühl zu inspirieren, daß sie sich nicht von einer Haushälterin fortführen läßt, wenn meine Leiche ein paar Yards von ihr entfernt liegt. Das war schlecht inszeniert; denn selbst dem grünsten aller Detektive muß das Ausbleiben des üblichen weiblichen Weh-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.775
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klagens auffallen. Selbst wenn es kein weiteres Indiz mehr gäbe, hätte mich allein schon dieser Umstand auf ein vorher abgesprochenes Komplott schließen lassen.«

»Für Sie ist es also ausgemacht, daß Barker und Mrs. Douglas des Mordes schuldig sind?«

»Sie haben eine schauderhaft direkte Art, Fragen zu stellen, Watson«, sagte Holmes, indem er mir mit der Pfeife drohte. »Die fliegen mir ja wie Gewehrkugeln um die Ohren. Wenn Sie es so drehen, daß Mrs. Douglas und Barker die Wahrheit über den Mord kennen und verabredet haben, sie zu verheimlichen, dann kann ich Ihnen geradeheraus antworten: Ja, dessen bin ich mir sicher. Aber Ihre tödlichere Variante ist nicht so klar zu beantworten. Lassen Sie uns einen Augenblick lang die Schwierigkeiten betrachten, die uns im Wege stehen. 

Nehmen wir einmal an, daß dieses Pärchen durch die Bande einer verbotenen Liebe verknüpft ist und beschlossen hat, sich des Mannes, der dazwischen steht, zu entledigen. Das ist eine kühne Annahme, denn diskrete Erkundigungen bei der Dienerschaft und bei anderen konnten sie in keiner Hinsicht bestä-

tigen. Im Gegenteil, viele bezeugen, daß das Ehepaar Douglas sehr aneinander hing.«

»Das kann nicht stimmen, da bin ich mir sicher«, sagte ich beim Gedanken an das schöne, lächelnde Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.776
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Gesicht im Garten. 

»Nun, zumindest haben sie diesen Eindruck erweckt. Wie dem auch sei, wir wollen annehmen, daß es sich um ein außerordentlich durchtriebenes Pärchen handelt, das in diesem Punkt jedermann täuscht und die Ermordung des Ehegatten plant. Zufällig ist das ein Mann, über dessen Haupt eine Gefahr schwebt ...«

»Das behaupten nur die beiden.«

Holmes blickte gedankenvoll drein. 

»Ich verstehe, Watson. Sie entwerfen eine Theorie, nach der alles, was sie sagen, von Anfang an falsch ist. Ihrer Vorstellung zufolge hat es niemals irgendeine verborgene Drohung, noch einen Geheimbund, noch ein Tal der Angst, noch den Meister McIrgendwer, noch sonst etwas gegeben. Schön, das ist eine tüchtige, umfassende Verallgemeinerung. Wir wollen einmal sehen, wohin sie uns führt. Zur Erklä-

rung des Verbrechens erfinden die beiden also diese Theorie. Um ihrem Einfall Substanz zu verleihen, lassen sie als Beweis für die Existenz eines Außenstehenden dieses Fahrrad im Park stehen. Der Fleck auf dem Fenstersims drückt die gleiche Absicht aus. Die Karte auf der Leiche ebenfalls; sie könnte im Haus präpariert worden sein. Dies alles paßt zu Ihrer Hypothese, Watson. Nun aber kommen wir zu den unangenehm gezackten, sperrigen Teilchen, die sich einfach nicht einfügen lassen. Warum von allen Waffen aus-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.777
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gerechnet eine abgesägte Schrotflinte – und dazu noch eine amerikanische? Wie hätten sie so sicher sein können, daß ihr Geräusch nicht jemanden herbeilok-ken würde? Wie die Dinge liegen, ist es reiner Zufall, daß Mrs. Allen sich nicht aufmachte, um dem Grund für das Zuschlagen der Tür nachzugehen. Wozu hat sich Ihr schuldbeladenes Pärchen all diese Umstände gemacht, Watson?«

»Ich gebe zu, das kann ich nicht erklären.«

»Und ferner: Wenn eine Frau und ihr Liebhaber planen, den Ehegatten zu ermorden; würden sie dann ihre Schuld noch groß anzeigen, indem sie ihm nach seinem Tod ostentativ den Ehering wegnehmen? 

Kommt Ihnen das sehr wahrscheinlich vor, Watson?«

»Nein, allerdings nicht.«

»Und noch etwas: Gesetzt den Fall, Ihnen käme der Gedanke, ein Fahrrad draußen zu verstecken; wäre dessen Ausführung auch nur die geringste Mühe wert, wenn doch absehbarerweise der dümmste Detektiv die Sache als eindeutiges Täuschungsmanöver bezeichnen würde, da nun mal sein Fahrrad das erste ist, was der Mann für die Flucht benötigte?«

»Ich finde keine Erklärung dafür.«

»Und doch sollte es keine Kombination von Ereignissen geben, für die der menschliche Scharfsinn nicht eine Erklärung fände. Lassen Sie mich, bloß als intellektuelle Übung und ohne einen Anspruch auf Wahr-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.778
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heit, einen möglichen Gedankengang verfolgen. Zugegeben, es ist reine Phantasie; aber wie oft ist nicht Phantasie die Mutter der Wahrheit? 

Nehmen wir also an, daß es im Leben dieses Douglas ein strafwürdiges Geheimnis, ein wirklich schändliches Geheimnis  gab.  Dies führt dazu, daß er von jemand ermordet wird; von einem, sagen wir einmal: Rächer – jemand von außerhalb. Aus irgendeinem Grund, dessen Erklärung mich zugegebenerma-

ßen noch in Verlegenheit bringt, nahm dieser Rächer dem Toten den Ehering ab. Denkbar wäre, daß die Vendetta auf die erste Ehe des Mannes zurückgeht und daß deshalb der Ring genommen wurde. Bevor also dieser Rächer entkommen konnte, hatten Barker und die Ehefrau das Zimmer erreicht. Der Mörder überzeugte sie, daß jeder Versuch, ihn festzuhalten, zur Bekanntmachung eines abscheulichen Skandals führen würde. Daraufhin ließen sie sich umstimmen und zogen es vor, ihn gehen zu lassen. Vermutlich lie-

ßen sie zu diesem Zweck die Zugbrücke herunter, was sich völlig geräuschlos bewerkstelligen läßt; dann zogen sie sie wieder hoch. Er ergriff die Flucht und dachte aus irgendeinem Grund, daß dies zu Fuß sicherer sein könnte als mit dem Fahrrad. Deshalb ließ er es an einer Stelle zurück, wo man es erst entdecken würde, wenn er sicher entkommen wäre. Soweit bewegen wir uns noch im Bereich des Möglichen, nicht Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.779
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wahr?«

»Ja, möglich ist es zweifellos«, sagte ich mit einer gewissen Zurückhaltung. 

»Wir dürfen nicht vergessen, Watson, daß es sich bei allem, was geschehen ist, natürlich um etwas ganz Außergewöhnliches handelt. Nun gut; um unseren angenommen Fall fortzuführen: Nachdem der Mörder verschwunden ist, erkennt das Paar – nicht unbedingt ein schuldiges Paar –, daß es sich in eine Lage gebracht hat, in der es ihnen möglicherweise schwerfallen wird, zu beweisen, daß sie die Tat weder selbst begangen noch stillschweigend geduldet haben. Rasch und ziemlich ungeschickt stellt man sich auf die Situation ein. Mit Barkers blutbeflecktem Pantoffel wurde die Spur auf dem Fenstersims markiert, um darauf hinzuweisen, wie der Flüchtige entkommen sei. Offensichtlich hatten sie beide den Knall des Gewehrs gehört, und so gaben sie, genau wie sie behaupten, Alarm; allerdings eine gute halbe Stunde nach dem Ereignis.«

»Und wie gedenken Sie das alles zu beweisen?«

»Also, falls es einen Außenstehenden gibt, spürt man ihn vielleicht auf und nimmt ihn fest. Das wäre von allen Beweisen wohl der wirksamste. Wenn nicht – nun, die Mittel der Wissenschaft sind bei weitem noch nicht erschöpft. Ich glaube, ein Abend allein in diesem Arbeitszimmer würde mir schon sehr wei-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.780
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terhelfen.«

»Ein Abend alleine!«

»Ich beabsichtige, jetzt gleich dort hinzugehen. Ich habe mit dem schätzbaren Ames, der für Barker keineswegs nur warmherzige Empfindungen hegt, bereits alles abgesprochen. Ich werde mich in dieses Zimmer setzen und abwarten, ob seine Atmosphäre mich in-spiriert. Ich glaube an den  genius loci.  Sie lächeln, Freund Watson. Na, wir werden ja sehen. Übrigens, Sie haben doch Ihren großen Regenschirm dabei, ja?«

»Er ist hier.«

»Gut, ich möchte ihn mir ausleihen, wenn ich darf«

»Natürlich – aber was für eine armselige Waffe! 

Wenn es gefährlich wird ...«

»Nicht ernstlich, mein lieber Watson, sonst würde ich bestimmt Ihren Beistand erbitten. Aber den Schirm nehme ich mit. Jetzt warte ich nur noch darauf daß unsere Kollegen aus Tunbridge Wells zurückkehren, wo sie zur Zeit damit beschäftigt sind, für das Fahrrad einen Besitzer zu ermitteln.«

Die Nacht war schon hereingebrochen, als Inspektor MacDonald und White Mason von ihrer Forschungsreise zurückkehrten; frohlockend trafen sie ein und meldeten, daß unsere Untersuchungen einen gro-

ßen Fortschritt gemacht hätten. 

»Menschenskind, ich geb ja zu, ich hatte so meine Zweifel, ob's überhaupt einen Außenstehenden gibt«, Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.781
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sagte MacDonald, »aber das ist jetzt alles vorbei. Wir haben's geschafft, das Fahrrad zu identifizieren, und wir haben eine Beschreibung von unserem Mann; also sind wir doch einen guten Schritt weiter.«

»Das klingt ja wie der Anfang vom Ende«, sagte Holmes; »ich gratuliere Ihnen beiden wirklich von ganzem Herzen.«

»Tja, ich bin von der Tatsache ausgegangen, daß Mr. Douglas seit dem Vortag, als er in Tunbridge Wells war, durcheinander zu sein schien. In Tunbridge Wells wurde er sich also einer Gefahr bewußt. 

Daher war klar, daß dieser Mann, wenn er mit dem Fahrrad hierhergefahren ist, aller Voraussicht nach aus Tunbridge Wells gekommen sein dürfte. Wir haben das Rad dorthin mitgenommen und in den Hotels gezeigt. Der Direktor des  Eagle Commercial  hat es sofort identifiziert; demnach gehört es einem Mann namens Hargrave, der dort zwei Tage zuvor ein Zimmer genommen hatte. Dieses Fahrrad und eine kleine Reisetasche waren seine ganze Habe. Seiner Eintragung zufolge kam er aus London; er hatte jedoch keine Adresse angegeben. Die Reisetasche stammt von einer Londoner Firma, und ihr Inhalt war britischer Herkunft; aber der Mann selbst war unzweifelhaft Amerikaner.«

»Na großartig«, sagte Holmes fröhlich, »Sie haben ja wirklich solide Arbeit geleistet, während ich mit Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.782
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meinem Freund dagesessen und Theorien ausgespon-nen habe. Das nenne ich mir eine Lektion in Sachen Praxis, Mr. Mac.«

»Tja, das ist es wohl, Mr. Holmes«, sagte der Inspektor zufrieden. 

»Aber das würde ja alles zu Ihren Theorien passen«, bemerkte ich. 

»Vielleicht; vielleicht auch nicht. Aber lassen Sie uns noch den Schluß hören, Mr. Mac. Gab es denn nichts, um den Mann zu identifizieren?«

»So wenig, daß klar erwiesen ist, daß er sich sorgfältig gegen eine Identifizierung geschützt hat. Es gab weder Papiere, noch Briefe, noch Wäschezeichen. Auf seinem Nachttisch lag eine Karte mit den Radwegen der Grafschaft. Gestern morgen hat er nach dem Früh-stück das Hotel mit dem Fahrrad verlassen, und bis zum Zeitpunkt unserer Ermittlungen hat man nichts mehr von ihm gehört.«

»Und das macht mir Kopfzerbrechen, Mr. Holmes«, sagte White Mason. »Wenn der Kerl kein Zeter und Mordio um seine Person haben wollte, sollte man doch annehmen, daß er zurückkommt und wie ein harmloser Tourist im Hotel bleibt. Er müßte doch eigentlich wissen, daß der Hoteldirektor ihn der Polizei meldet und daß sein Verschwinden mit dem Mord in Zusammenhang gebracht wird.«

»Sollte man annehmen. Allerdings ist seine weise Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.783

6. Ein Licht dämmert herauf

Doyle-WA Bd. 4, 80

Vorsicht dadurch gerechtfertigt, daß er bis jetzt noch nicht gefaßt wurde. Aber seine Beschreibung – wie steht es damit?«

MacDonald sah in seinem Notizbuch nach. 

»Hier ist sie, soweit man sie uns liefern konnte. 

Man hat ihm anscheinend keine sonderlich große Beachtung geschenkt; aber trotzdem stimmen alle, der Portier, der Sekretär und das Zimmermädchen darin überein, daß es ungefähr auf Folgendes hinausläuft: Der Mann war etwa einsfünfundsiebzig groß, um die fünfzig Jahre alt, hatte leicht graues Haar, einen angegrauten Schnurrbart, eine gebogene Nase und ein Gesicht, das sie alle als grimmig und abstoßend beschrieben haben.«

»Nun, abgesehen vom Gesichtsausdruck könnte das beinahe eine Beschreibung von Douglas selbst sein«, sagte Holmes. »Er ist knapp über fünfzig, Haare und Schnurrbart sind grau, und er hat etwa dieselbe Größe. Haben Sie noch weitere Angaben?«

»Er hatte einen dicken grauen Anzug mit einer Matrosenjacke an; außerdem trug er einen kurzen gelben Mantel und eine Mütze.«

»Was ist mit der Schrotflinte?«

»Sie ist weniger als zwei Fuß lang. Also hätte sie sehr gut in seine Reisetasche gepaßt. Er könnte sie aber auch ohne Schwierigkeiten unter dem Mantel getragen haben.«
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»Und inwiefern glauben Sie, daß dies alles mit dem vorliegenden Fall in Zusammenhang steht?«

»Tja, Mr. Holmes«, sagte MacDonald, »wenn wir den Mann erst mal haben – und Sie können sicher sein, daß ich diese Beschreibung keine fünf Minuten, nachdem ich sie gehört hatte, durch den Telegraphen gejagt habe –, dann werden wir das besser beurteilen können. Aber auch so sind wir bestimmt schon ein großes Stück weitergekommen. Wir wissen, daß vor zwei Tagen ein Amerikaner, der sich Hargrave nannte, mit Fahrrad und Reisetasche nach Tunbridge Wells gekommen ist. In der Tasche lag eine abgesägte Schrotflinte, er kam also mit der klaren Absicht, ein Verbrechen zu begehen. Gestern morgen hat er das Gewehr unter dem Mantel versteckt und sich mit seinem Fahrrad auf den Weg hierher gemacht. Soweit wir wissen, hat ihn niemand ankommen sehen; aber er braucht ja nicht durchs Dorf zu fahren, um zum Park-eingang zu gelangen, und auf der Straße gibt es viele Radfahrer. Vermutlich hat er das Fahrrad sofort zwischen den Immergrünstauden versteckt, wo es danach gefunden wurde, und möglicherweise lag er dort selbst auf der Lauer, hat das Haus im Auge behalten und darauf gewartet, daß Mr. Douglas herauskam. 

Die Schrotflinte ist eine ungewöhnliche Waffe für die Verwendung in einem Haus; aber er hatte ja vor, sie draußen zu benutzen, und da hat sie klare Vorteile, Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.785
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weil man mit ihr unmöglich danebenschießen kann und weil in einem englischen Jagdgebiet das Ge-räusch von Schüssen so alltäglich ist, daß man davon keine besondere Notiz nehmen würde.«

»Das ist alles sehr klar!« sagte Holmes. 

»Schön, Mr. Douglas kam aber nicht heraus. Was sollte er als nächstes tun? Er läßt sein Fahrrad zurück und schleicht in der Dämmerung aufs Haus zu. Er entdeckt, daß die Zugbrücke unten und niemand in der Nähe ist. Er läßt es darauf ankommen, wobei er sich zweifellos irgendeine Entschuldigung zurechtlegt, falls er jemand begegnet. Aber er begegnet keinem. 

Dann schlüpft er in das erste beste Zimmer und versteckt sich hinter dem Vorhang. Von dort beobachtet er, daß die Zugbrücke hochgeht, und weiß, daß sein einziger Fluchtweg durch den Graben fuhrt. Dann wartet er bis Viertel nach elf, als Mr. Douglas auf seiner üblichen nächtlichen Runde ins Zimmer kommt. 

Er erschießt ihn und flieht, wie geplant. Ihm ist klar, daß das Fahrrad von den Leuten im Hotel beschrieben werden und ein Indiz gegen ihn sein könnte; daher läßt er es hier zurück und entkommt auf irgendeine andere Weise nach London oder zu einem sicheren Versteck, das er schon vorbereitet hatte. Wie hört sich das an, Mr. Holmes?«

»Nun, Mr. Mac, das hört sich soweit sehr gut und sehr klar an. Das ist Ihr Ende der Geschichte. Mein Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.786
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Ende lautet so, daß das Verbrechen eine halbe Stunde früher begangen wurde, als man uns berichtet hat; daß es zwischen Mrs. Douglas und Mr. Barker eine Verabredung gibt, etwas zu verheimlichen; daß sie dem Mörder bei seiner Flucht behilflich waren – oder zumindest vor seiner Flucht das Zimmer erreichten –, und daß sie die Spuren seiner Flucht durchs Fenster fälschten, nachdem sie ihn aller Wahrscheinlichkeit nach selbst hatten entkommen lassen, indem sie die Brücke hinunterließen. So lautet  meine  Lesart des ersten Teils.«

Die beiden Kriminalbeamten schüttelten die Köpfe. 

»Also wenn das stimmt, Mr. Holmes, dann stehen wir nur vor einem neuen Rätsel«, sagte der Londoner Inspektor. 

»Und in mancher Hinsicht sogar einem schlimmeren«, fügte White Mason hinzu. »Die Lady war noch nie in ihrem Leben in Amerika. Was könnte sie denn zu einem amerikanischen Mörder für eine Beziehung haben, die sie veranlaßt, ihn zu decken?«

»Diese Schwierigkeiten gebe ich offen zu«, sagte Holmes. »Ich gedenke, heute nacht auf eigene Faust einige kleine Nachforschungen anzustellen, und es ist durchaus möglich, daß die zu unserer Angelegenheit etwas beisteuern.«

»Können wir Ihnen helfen, Mr. Holmes?«

»Nein, nein! Ich brauche nur Dunkelheit und Dr. 
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Watsons Regenschirm. Meine Bedürfnisse sind simpel. Und Ames – den treuen Ames – für mich drückt er bestimmt ein Auge zu. All meine Gedankengänge führen mich beständig zu der einen grundlegenden Frage zurück: Warum sollte ein sportlicher Mann seinen Körper mit einem so widernatürlichen Instrument wie einer einzelnen Hantel trainieren?«

Es war schon spät in der Nacht, als Holmes von seinem einsamen Ausflug zurückkehrte. Wir hatten ein Doppelzimmer; es war das beste, das uns der kleine ländliche Gasthof anbieten konnte. Ich hatte bereits geschlafen, als mich sein Eintreten halbwegs auf-weckte. 

»Na, Holmes«, murmelte ich, »haben Sie etwas herausgefunden?«

Er stand schweigend neben mir, die Kerze in der Hand. Dann beugte sich die lange, hagere Gestalt zu mir herab. 

»Sagen Sie mal, Watson«, flüsterte er, »hätten Sie Angst, mit einem Irrsinnigen, einem Mann mit Ge-hirnerweichung, einem Idioten, dessen Verstand nicht mehr funktioniert, im selben Raum zu schlafen?«

»Nicht im geringsten«, antwortete ich verblüfft. 

»Ah, Glück gehabt«, sagte er, und das sollte in dieser Nacht sein letztes Wort bleiben. 

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.788
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7. Die Lösung

Am nächsten Morgen nach dem Frühstück trafen wir Inspektor MacDonald und Mr. White Mason eifrig beratschlagend im kleinen Wohnzimmer des örtlichen Polizei-Sergeanten an. Vor ihnen auf dem Tisch lag ein Stapel von Briefen und Telegrammen, die sie sorgfältig sortierten und mit Zetteln versahen. Drei hatten sie beiseite gelegt. 

»Immer noch dem ungreifbaren Radfahrer auf der Spur?« fragte Holmes fröhlich. »Was gibt es Neues von dem Bösewicht?«

MacDonald deutete kleinlaut auf seine angehäufte Korrespondenz. 

»Momentan wird er gemeldet aus Leicester, Not-tingham, Southampton, Derby, East Ham, Richmond und vierzehn weiteren Orten. In dreien davon – East Ham, Leicester und Liverpool – liegen klare Beweise gegen ihn vor; dort hat man ihn tatsächlich festgenommen. Im ganzen Land scheint es von Flüchtigen in gelben Mänteln zu wimmeln.«

»Liebe Güte!« sagte Holmes teilnahmsvoll. »Doch nun, Mr. Mac und Mr. White Mason, möchte ich Ihnen einen sehr ernst gemeinten Rat geben. Als ich mich mit Ihnen dieses Falles angenommen habe, sind wir, wie Sie sich zweifellos erinnern, übereingekom-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.789
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men, daß ich Ihnen keine halbgaren Theorien präsentiere, sondern mich so lange zurückhalte und meine Ideen ausarbeite, bis ich davon überzeugt bin, daß sie stimmen. Aus diesem Grund teile ich Ihnen zum gegenwärtigen Zeitpunkt noch nicht alles mit, was mir durch den Kopf geht. Andererseits habe ich Ihnen faires Spiel zugesichert, und ich glaube nicht, daß es sehr fair wäre, wenn ich zuließe, daß Sie auch nur einen Augenblick länger als nötig Ihre Energie an eine fruchtlose Arbeit verschwenden. Deshalb bin ich heute morgen hier, um Ihnen einen Rat zu erteilen, und mein Rat läßt sich in fünf Worte fassen: Geben Sie den Fall auf«

MacDonald und White Mason starrten ihren be-rühmten Kollegen verblüfft an. 

»Sie halten ihn für hoffnungslos?« rief der Inspektor. 

»Ich halte  Ihren  Fall für hoffnungslos. Ich halte es nicht für hoffnungslos, die Wahrheit zu finden.«

»Aber dieser Radfahrer. Der ist doch keine Erfindung. Wir haben seine Beschreibung, seine Reisetasche, sein Fahrrad. Der Kerl muß irgendwo stecken. 

Warum sollten wir ihn nicht kriegen?«

»Ja, ja; natürlich steckt er irgendwo, und zweifellos werden wir ihn auch kriegen; aber ich möchte nicht, daß Sie Ihre Energie an East Ham oder Liverpool verschwenden. Ich bin sicher, wir finden einen kürzeren Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.790
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Weg zu einem Resultat.«

»Sie halten doch irgendwas zurück. Das ist nicht gerade fair von Ihnen, Mr. Holmes.« Der Inspektor war ärgerlich. 

»Sie kennen meine Arbeitsweise, Mr. Mac. Ich halte etwas zurück, aber so kurz wie nur möglich. Ich möchte lediglich noch meine Details auf eine bestimmte Weise überprüfen, was sich rasch erledigen läßt, dann mache ich meinen Diener und kehre nach London zurück; meine Resultate überlasse ich Ihnen, zu Ihrer freien Verfügung. Ich verdanke Ihnen zu viel, als daß ich mich anders verhalten könnte, denn in meiner ganzen Laufbahn kann ich mich keiner ungewöhnlicheren und interessanteren Studie erinnern.«

»Also das ist mir wirklich zu hoch, Mr. Holmes. 

Wir haben doch gestern abend, als wir aus Tunbridge Wells zurückkehrten, miteinander gesprochen, und Sie waren mit unseren Ergebnissen im großen und ganzen einverstanden. Was ist denn seither passiert, daß Sie zu einer vollkommen neuen Ansicht des Falles gelangt sind?«

»Nun, wenn Sie mich schon fragen: Ich habe letzte Nacht, wie angekündigt, einige Stunden im Manor House verbracht.«

»Und? Was ist passiert?«

»Oh! Darauf kann ich Ihnen im Augenblick nur eine sehr allgemeine Antwort geben. Ich habe, neben-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.791
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bei bemerkt, eine kurze, aber klare und interessante Abhandlung über das alte Bauwerk gelesen; sie ist für die bescheidene Summe von einem Penny beim Ta-bakhändler im Ort erhältlich.« Hierbei zog Holmes eine schmale, mit einer schlichten Gravur des alten Manor House verzierte Broschüre aus der Westentasche. »Es steigert den Reiz einer Untersuchung ungemein, mein lieber Mr. Mac, wenn man sich bewußt in die historische Atmosphäre seiner Umgebung einfühlt. Blicken Sie nicht so ungeduldig drein; ich versichere Ihnen, daß selbst eine so dürftige Darstellung wie diese ein Bild der Vergangenheit vor dem geistigen Auge erstehen läßt. Erlauben Sie mir, Ihnen eine Kostprobe zu geben: ›Im fünften Jahr der Regierung James' des Ersten an der Stätte eines viel älteren Ge-bäudes errichtet, stellt das Manor House von Birlstone eines der schönsten noch erhaltenen Exemplare eines Herrensitzes mit eigenem Wassergraben ...‹«

»Sie halten uns zum Narren, Mr. Holmes.«

»Tz, tz, Mr. Mac! – Das erste Zeichen von Reizbarkeit, das ich an Ihnen entdecke. Nun gut, ich will es nicht Wort für Wort vorlesen, wenn Sie das so heftig empfinden. Aber wenn ich Ihnen sage, daß sich hierin eine Darstellung von der Eroberung des Hauses durch einen parlamentstreuen Oberst20 im Jahre 1644

findet; dann davon, daß sich im Verlaufe des Bürger-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.792
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kriegs König Charles dort mehrere Tage versteckt hielt; und schließlich von einem Besuch Georges des Zweiten21, dann werden Sie zugeben, daß mit diesem alten Haus mannigfaltige interessante Ereignisse verknüpft sind.«

»Das bezweifle ich ja gar nicht, Mr. Holmes; aber das geht doch uns nichts an.«

»Nein? Wirklich nicht? Ein weiter Horizont, mein lieber Mr. Mac, ist eine der grundlegenden Voraussetzungen zu unserem Beruf. Das Wechselspiel von Ideen und der indirekte Nutzen, den solche Kenntnisse haben können, sind oft von außerordentlichem Interesse. Sie werden diese Bemerkungen einem Mann verzeihen, der, wenn er auch die Kriminalistik als bloße Liebhaberei betreibt, doch schon etwas älter und möglicherweise erfahrener ist als Sie.«

»Ich wäre der letzte, der das nicht anerkennen würde«, sagte der Detektiv herzlich. »Ich gebe zu, Sie kommen zur Sache; aber Sie machen dabei so verflixte Umwege.«

»Schon gut, dann will ich die Vergangenheit ruhen lassen und mich den Tatsachen der Gegenwart zuwenden. Letzte Nacht habe ich, wie ich bereits sagte, dem Manor House einen kurzen Besuch abgestattet. Ich sprach allerdings weder bei Mr. Barker noch bei Mrs. 

Douglas vor. Ich hielt es nicht für nötig, sie zu stören; aber ich war erfreut, zu hören, daß die Lady allem Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.793
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Anschein nach keine Trauer zeigte und eine vorzügliche Abendmahlzeit zu sich genommen hatte. Mein Besuch galt eigens dem guten Ames, mit dem ich einige Freundlichkeiten austauschte, die darin gipfelten, daß er mir, ohne jemand davon in Kenntnis zu setzen, erlaubte, eine Zeitlang allein im Arbeitszimmer zu sitzen.«

»Was! Mit dieser –« stieß ich hervor. 

»Nein, nein; inzwischen ist alles wieder aufgeräumt. Mit Ihrer Genehmigung, Mr. Mac, wie man mir sagte. Das Zimmer befand sich in seinem normalen Zustand, und ich habe eine lehrreiche Viertelstunde darin verbracht.«

»Was haben Sie denn gemacht?«

»Nun, um aus einer so simplen Sache kein Geheimnis zu machen: Ich habe die fehlende Hantel gesucht. 

Sie spielte nämlich in meiner Beurteilung des Falles immer eine ziemlich gewichtige Rolle. Und schließ-

lich habe ich sie gefunden.«

»Wo?«

»Aha! Schon stoßen wir an den Rand des Uner-forschten. Lassen Sie mich noch ein Stückchen weiter gehen, ein kleines Stückchen weiter, und ich verspreche Ihnen, daß Sie Ihren Anteil an allem, was ich weiß, bekommen sollen.«

»Na schön, wir müssen Sie so nehmen, wie Sie sind«, sagte der Inspektor; »aber wenn Sie uns ein-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.794
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fach so sagen, wir sollten den Fall aufgeben ... 

Warum, um Himmels willen, sollten wir denn den Fall aufgeben?«

»Aus dem einfachen Grund, mein lieber Mr. Mac, weil Sie nicht die geringste Ahnung haben, was Sie da eigentlich untersuchen.«

»Wir untersuchen den Mord an Mr. John Douglas von Birlstone Manor.«

»Ja, ja; gewiß. Aber sparen Sie sich die Mühe, diesen mysteriösen Gentleman auf dem Fahrrad aufspü-

ren zu wollen. Ich versichere Ihnen, das bringt Sie nicht weiter.«

»Was sollen wir denn tun?«

»Ich will Ihnen sagen, was Sie tun sollen, wenn Sie bereit sind, es auch zu tun.«

»Na schön, ich muß zugeben, daß sich Ihre ganzen verqueren Methoden immer als sinnvoll erwiesen haben. Ich werde Ihren Rat befolgen.«

»Und Sie, Mr. White Mason?«

Der Detektiv vom Lande blickte hilflos von einem zum anderen. Mr. Holmes und seine Methoden waren ihm neu. 

»Naja, wenn's dem Inspektor recht ist, dann soll's mir auch recht sein!« sagte er schließlich. 

»Großartig!« sagte Holmes. »Dann empfehle ich Ihnen beiden einen hübschen, gemütlichen Spaziergang in die Umgebung. Ich habe mir sagen lassen, Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.795
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daß die Aussicht von Birlstone Ridge über den Weald-Forst bemerkenswert ist. Ein geeignetes Wirtshaus für eine Mahlzeit läßt sich zweifellos finden, allerdings hindert mich meine mangelnde Kenntnis der Umgebung, Ihnen ein solches zu empfehlen. Abends dann, müde, aber glücklich ...«

»Menschenskind, jetzt hört der Spaß aber auf!« rief MacDonald; er erhob sich wütend von seinem Stuhl. 

»Schon gut, verbringen Sie den Tag, wie es Ihnen gefallt«, sagte Holmes; er klopfte ihm freundlich auf die Schulter. »Tun Sie, was Ihnen gefallt, und gehen Sie, wohin Sie wollen; aber finden Sie sich vor Einbruch der Dunkelheit unbedingt wieder hier ein – unbedingt, Mr. Mac.«

»Das klingt schon vernünftiger.«

»All diese Ratschläge waren vorzüglich; ich will jedoch davon nicht viel Aufhebens machen, solange Sie nur hier sind, wenn ich Sie brauche. Aber jetzt, ehe wir uns trennen, möchte ich, daß Sie Mr. Barker noch ein Briefchen schreiben.«

»Und was?«

»Wenn es Ihnen recht ist, diktiere ich Ihnen. Fertig? 

›Sehr geehrter Herr, mir ist klargeworden, daß es unsere Pflicht ist, den Graben zu entwässern, in der Annahme, dort vielleicht etwas zu finden ...‹«

»Das ist nicht möglich«, sagte der Inspektor; »das Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.796
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habe ich schon überprüft.«

»Tz, tz, mein sehr geehrter Herr! Tun Sie doch bitte, was ich Ihnen sage.«

»Na schön, fahren Sie fort.«

»› ...in der Annahme, dort vielleicht etwas zu finden, das unsere Untersuchungen vorantreiben könnte. 

Ich habe bereits Anordnungen getroffen, und die Arbeiter werden morgen früh zur Stelle sein, den Bach abzuleiten ...‹«

»Unmöglich!«

»› ... den Bach abzuleiten, weshalb ich es für das Beste hielt, Sie über diese Angelegenheit zuvor in Kenntnis zu setzen.‹

Nun unterzeichnen Sie das und schicken es gegen vier Uhr per Boten ab. Zu diesem Zeitpunkt treffen wir uns wieder in diesem Raum. Bis dahin kann jeder tun, was ihm gefällt, denn ich darf Ihnen versichern, daß diese Untersuchung definitiv in ein Ruhestadium getreten ist.«

Der Abend brach herein, als wir uns wieder versammelten. Holmes wirkte sehr ernst, ich selbst war neugierig, und die Kriminalbeamten offensichtlich kritisch und verärgert. 

»So, Gentlemen«, sagte mein Freund eindringlich, 

»ich bitte Sie nun, alles mit mir zu überprüfen; dann können Sie selbst beurteilen, ob meine Beobachtungen die Schlußfolgerungen, zu denen ich gelangt bin, Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.797
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rechtfertigen. Der Abend ist kühl, und ich weiß nicht, wie lange unser Ausflug dauern wird, daher bitte ich Sie, Ihre wärmsten Mäntel anzuziehen. Es ist vor allen Dingen wichtig, daß wir an Ort und Stelle sind, bevor es dunkel wird, deshalb wollen wir, mit Ihrer Erlaubnis, sofort aufbrechen.«

Wir schritten an der äußeren Parkbegrenzung des Manor House entlang, bis wir an eine Stelle gelangten, wo der Zaun, der das Gelände einfriedete, eine Lücke aufwies. Dort schlüpften wir hindurch und hielten uns dann in der hereinbrechenden Dunkelheit hinter Holmes, bis wir ein Gebüsch erreicht hatten, das dem Haupteingang und der Zugbrücke beinahe gegenüberlag. Letztere war nicht hochgezogen. Holmes ging hinter einem Lorbeerstrauch in Deckung, und wir drei folgten seinem Beispiel. 

»Schön, und was sollen wir jetzt tun?« fragte MacDonald etwas mürrisch. 

»Unsere Seelen in Geduld fassen22 und so wenig Lärm wie möglich machen«, erwiderte Holmes. 

»Wozu hocken wir hier überhaupt? Ich finde, Sie könnten ruhig etwas offener zu uns sein.«

Holmes lachte. 

»Watson behauptet, ich sei ein Dramatiker des wirklichen Lebens«, sagte er. »Es macht sich in mir etwas Künstlerisches bemerkbar und verlangt beharrlich nach einer guten Inszenierung. Unser Beruf, Mr. 
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Mac, wäre doch sicherlich farblos und schäbig, wenn wir nicht manchmal die Szene entsprechend herrichte-ten, um unseren Erfolgen den richtigen Glanz zu verleihen. Die plumpe Anklage, das rohe Schulterpat-schen bei der Verhaftung – was soll man mit solch einem  dénouement  anfangen? Hingegen schnelles Folgern, subtile Fallen, kluge Vorhersagen kommender Ereignisse, die triumphale Bestätigung kühner Theorien – ist das nicht der Stolz und die Rechtfertigung unserer Lebensarbeit? I m Augenblick sind Sie vom Zauber der Situation und von der Erwartung des Jägers ganz durchschauert. Wo bliebe dieser Schauer, wenn ich Angaben von der Eindeutigkeit eines Kursbuchs gemacht hätte? Ich bitte doch nur um ein wenig Geduld, Mr. Mac, und alles wird Ihnen klar werden.«

»Tja, ich hoffe, der Stolz und die Rechtfertigung und all das stellen sich ein, bevor wir uns zu Tode er-kälten«, sagte der Detektiv aus London in komischer Resignation. 

Wir alle hatten guten Grund, uns dieser Hoffnung anzuschließen, denn unsere Wache zog sich bitterlich in die Länge. Über der langgestreckten, düsteren Fassade des alten Hauses verfinsterten sich allmählich die Schatten. Ein kalter, feuchter Dunst vom Graben her ließ uns bis auf die Knochen frösteln und machte die Zähne klappern. Den Eingang beleuchtete eine einsame Lampe, und im verhängnisvollen Arbeitszim-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.799
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mer schimmerte ein ruhiges Lichtrund. Ansonsten war alles dunkel und still. 

»Wie lange soll das noch dauern?« fragte der Inspektor plötzlich. »Und worauf warten wir eigentlich?«

»Ich weiß ebensowenig wie Sie, wie lange es noch dauert«, erwiderte Holmes etwas schroff. »Wenn die Verbrecher ihre Züge in einen Fahrplan eintrügen wie Eisenbahnen, wäre das für uns alle sicherlich bequemer. Und worauf wir ... Na also,  darauf  haben wir gewartet.«

Während er sprach, wurde im Arbeitszimmer das helle gelbe Licht von jemandem verdunkelt, der davor auf und ab schritt. Der Lorbeerstrauch, hinter dem wir kauerten, befand sich in einer Entfernung von nicht mehr als einhundert Fuß direkt gegenüber dem Fenster. Plötzlich wurde es mit einem Wimmern der Scharniere aufgestoßen, und wir konnten undeutlich die dunklen Umrisse von Kopf und Schultern eines Mannes erkennen, der in die Finsternis hinausblickte. 

Einige Minuten lang spähte er so hinaus – auf eine heimliche, verstohlene Art; wie einer, der sich vergewissern will, daß er nicht beobachtet wird. Darauf beugte er sich vor, und in der gespannten Stille vernahmen wir das sanfte Schwappen aufgerührten Wassers. Er schien mit einem Gegenstand, den er in der Hand hielt, im Graben zu stochern. Dann zerrte er Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.800
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plötzlich etwas heraus – wie ein Angler, der einen Fisch an Land bringt –, ein großes, rundes Ding, welches das Licht verdunkelte, als es durch das offene Fenster gezogen wurde. 

»Jetzt!« rief Holmes. »Jetzt!«

Wir waren alle auf den Beinen und wankten mit steifgefrorenen Gliedern hinter ihm her, während er, mit einem Aufflammen nervöser Energie, wie es ihn gelegentlich zum aktivsten und kräftigsten Mann machen konnte, den ich je kennengelernt habe, schnell über die Brücke rannte und heftig die Glocke betätigte. Von innen ertönte das Knarren von Türriegeln, und der erstaunte Ames stand im Eingang. Holmes wischte ihn wortlos beiseite und stürmte, gefolgt von uns, in das Zimmer, worin sich der Mann aufhielt, den wir beobachtet hatten. 

Die Öllampe auf dem Tisch war die Quelle des Lichtscheins, den wir von draußen gesehen hatten. Sie befand sich nun in der Hand von Cecil Barker, der sie uns entgegenhielt, als wir eintraten. Ihr Licht fiel aufsein kräftiges, entschlossenes, glattrasiertes Gesicht und seine drohenden Augen. 

»Was zum Teufel hat das alles zu bedeuten?« rief er. »Was wollen Sie überhaupt?«

Holmes warf einen raschen Blick nach allen Seiten und stürzte sich dann auf ein durchnäßtes, zusammen-geschnürtes Bündel, das dort lag, wohin man es ge-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.801
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schoben hatte: unter dem Schreibtisch. 

»Das hier wollen wir, Mr. Barker. Dieses mit einer Hantel beschwerte Bündel, das Sie eben vom Grund des Grabens emporgezogen haben.«

Barker starrte Holmes verblüfft an. 

»Woher, zum Donnerwetter, haben Sie davon etwas gewußt?«

»Ganz einfach, weil ich es dort hineinbefördert habe.«

»Sie haben es dort hineinbefördert! Sie!«

»Vielleicht hätte ich sagen sollen: ›wieder dorthin zurückbefördert‹«, sagte Holmes. »Sie werden sich erinnern, Inspektor MacDonald, daß mich das Fehlen einer Hantel etwas stutzig machte. Ich habe Ihre Aufmerksamkeit zwar darauf gelenkt; aber unter dem Druck anderer Ereignisse hatten Sie kaum die Zeit, ihr die Beachtung zu schenken, die es Ihnen ermöglicht hätte, daraus Deduktionen herzuleiten. Wenn ein Ge-wässer in der Nähe liegt und ein schwerer Gegenstand fehlt, dann ist die Vermutung, daß etwas im Wasser versenkt wurde, nicht sehr weit hergeholt. Der Gedanke verdiente zumindest, überprüft zu werden, und so konnte ich mit Hilfe von Ames, der mich in das Zimmer ließ, und mit Hilfe des Griffes von Dr. Watsons Regenschirm letzte Nacht dieses Bündel herausfi-schen und untersuchen. Für uns war freilich in erster Linie wichtig, nachweisen zu können, wer es dort ver-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.802
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senkte. Dies bewerkstelligten wir mit einem äußerst plumpen Trick: der Ankündigung, daß morgen der Graben trockengelegt werde, was natürlich zur Folge haben sollte, daß, wer immer das Bündel versteckt hatte, es mit größter Gewißheit entfernen würde, sobald die Dunkelheit es zuließ. Nicht weniger als vier Personen können bezeugen, wer die Gelegenheit nutzte, und somit, denke ich, Mr. Barker, haben Sie jetzt das Wort.«

Sherlock Holmes legte das triefende Bündel auf den Tisch neben die Lampe und löste die Schnur, die es verknotete. Dann zog er eine Hantel daraus hervor und warf sie zu ihrer Gefährtin in der Ecke. Als nächstes brachte er ein Paar Stiefel zum Vorschein. »Amerikanische, wie Sie sehen«, bemerkte er, indem er auf die Spitzen deutete. Dann legte er ein langes, gefährliches Messer in einer Scheide auf den Tisch. Schließ-

lich entwirrte er noch ein Kleiderbündel, das aus einer kompletten Garnitur Unterwäsche, Socken, einem grauen Tweed-Anzug und einem kurzen gelben Mantel bestand. 

»Die Kleidungsstücke sind uninteressant«, bemerkte Holmes, »abgesehen freilich vom Mantel, der eine Fülle vielsagender Einzelheiten aufweist.« Er hielt ihn zärtlich ins Licht, während seine langen, dünnen Finger darüberfuhren. »Hier hat man, wie Sie sehen, die Innentasche in das Futter hinein verlängert, um für die Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.803
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gestutzte Vogelflinte genügend Platz zu schaffen. Auf dem Kragen befindet sich das Etikett des Schneiders –

Neale, Ausstatter, Vermissa, USA. Ich habe einen lehrreichen Nachmittag in der Bibliothek des Pfarrers zugebracht und meine Kenntnisse um die Tatsache erweitert, daß Vermissa eine aufblühende kleine Stadt am oberen Ende eines der bekanntesten Kohle- und Eisentäler in den Vereinigten Staaten ist. Wenn ich mich recht entsinne, Mr. Barker, haben Sie die Koh-lenreviere im Zusammenhang mit Mr. Douglas' erster Frau erwähnt, und es wäre eine sicher nicht allzu weit hergeholte Folgerung, daß das V.V. auf der Karte neben dem Leichnam für Vermissa Valley steht und daß es sich bei ebendiesem Tal, das Mord boten ent-sendet, vielleicht um jenes Tal der Angst handelt, von dem wir bereits gehört haben. Dies alles ist ziemlich klar. Und nun, Mr. Barker, will ich Ihren Erklärungen nicht länger im Wege stehen.«

Cecil Barkers Gesichtsausdruck während dieser Ausführungen des großen Detektives war sehenswert. 

Ärger, Verblüffung, Bestürzung und Unschlüssigkeit wechselten in rascher Folge. Schließlich nahm er Zuflucht zu ziemlich bitterer Ironie. 

»Sie wissen so viel, Mr. Holmes; vielleicht sollten lieber Sie uns noch etwas erzählen«, höhnte er. 

»Ich zweifle nicht, daß ich Ihnen noch viel mehr er-zählen könnte, Mr. Barker; aber aus Ihrem Mund Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.804
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würde es sich besser machen.«

»Oh, finden Sie, wirklich? Also, alles, was ich sagen kann, ist: Wenn es hier ein Geheimnis gibt, ist es nicht mein Geheimnis, und ich bin nicht der Mann, es zu verraten.«

»Tja, wenn Sie diesen Kurs einschlagen, Mr. Barker«, sagte der Inspektor ruhig, »dann müssen wir Sie unter Beobachtung stellen, bis wir einen Haftbefehl haben und Sie festnehmen können.«

»Machen Sie doch, was Sie wollen, verdammt nochmal«, sagte Barker trotzig. 

Die Verhandlungen schienen, soweit sie ihn betrafen, definitiv an einen Schlußpunkt gelangt zu sein, denn man brauchte nur dieses granitene Gesicht zu betrachten, um einzusehen, daß keine noch so schwere und harte Strafe ihn jemals zwingen könnte, gegen seinen Willen auszusagen. Dieser verfahrenen Situation machte jedoch die Stimme einer Frau ein Ende. 

Mrs. Douglas hatte bereits in der halbgeöffneten Tür gestanden und zugehört; nun trat sie herein. 

»Sie haben genug für uns getan, Cecil«, sagte sie. 

»Was immer dabei herauskommen mag, Sie haben genug getan.«

»Genug und mehr als genug«, bemerkte Sherlock Holmes ernst. »Sie haben mein volles Mitgefühl, Madame, und ich möchte Ihnen dringend ans Herz legen, etwas Zuversicht in die Vernunft unserer Rechtspre-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.805
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chung zu haben und die Polizei freiwillig vollkommen ins Vertrauen zu ziehen. Mag sein, daß ich selbst einen Fehler gemacht habe, als ich dem Wink, den Sie mir durch meinen Freund Dr. Watson zukommen lie-

ßen, nicht sofort nachgegangen bin; aber zu jenem Zeitpunkt hatte ich noch allen Grund zu glauben, daß Sie unmittelbar in das Verbrechen verwickelt seien. 

Inzwischen bin ich sicher, daß dem nicht so ist. 

Gleichzeitig gibt es noch viel Ungeklärtes, und ich würde dringend empfehlen,  Mr. Douglas  zu bitten, uns seine Geschichte selbst zu erzählen.«

Bei Holmes' Worten stieß Mrs. Douglas einen überraschten Schrei aus. Die Kriminalbeamten und ich müssen ihn wie ein Echo aufgenommen haben, als wir einen Mann gewahrten, der sich aus der Wand ge-löst zu haben schien und nun aus der Dunkelheit der Ecke, wo er aufgetaucht war, hervorkam. Mrs. Douglas wandte sich um, und im Nu hielt sie die Arme um ihn geschlungen. Barker hatte seine ausgestreckte Hand ergriffen. 

»So ist es am besten, Jack«, wiederholte seine Frau mehrmals. »Bestimmt ist es am besten so.«

»Ja, allerdings, Mr. Douglas«, sagte Sherlock Holmes. »Ich bin sicher, es erweist sich auch für Sie als das Beste.«

Der Mann stand da und blinzelte uns an mit dem betäubten Blick eines Menschen, der aus dem Dunkel Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.806
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ins Helle tritt. Sein Gesicht war bemerkenswert: kühne, graue Augen; ein kräftiger, gestutzter, angegrauter Schnurrbart; ein quadratisches, vorstehendes Kinn und ein humorvoller Mund. Er sah uns alle eingehend an; dann schritt er, zu meiner Überraschung, auf mich zu und überreichte mir ein Bündel Papier. 

»Ich habe schon von Ihnen gehört«, sagte er, mit einer Stimme, die weder ganz englisch noch ganz amerikanisch, aber durchaus voll und angenehm klang. »Sie sind der Historiker des Grüppchens hier. 

Also, Dr. Watson, eine Geschichte wie diese ist noch nie zuvor durch Ihre Hände gegangen, da wett ich meinen letzten Dollar drauf Erzählen Sie sie auf Ihre Art; aber hier stehn die Tatsachen drin, und solange Sie die verwenden, können Sie Ihr Publikum nicht verfehlen. Ich habe jetzt zwei Tage lang festgesessen und die Stunden des Tageslichts – soweit ich in dieser Rattenfalle überhaupt Tageslicht bekommen konnte –

damit verbracht, das Zeug aufzuschreiben. Es steht Ihnen zur Verfügung – Ihnen und Ihrem Publikum. 

Hier ist die Geschichte vom Tal der Angst.«

»Das ist Vergangenheit, Mr. Douglas«, sagte Sherlock Holmes ruhig. »Was wir nun zu hören wünschen, ist Ihre Geschichte der Gegenwart.«

»Die können Sie haben, Sir«, sagte Douglas. 

»Kann ich dabei rauchen? Ja, danke, Mr. Holmes; wenn ich mich recht entsinne, rauchen Sie auch; und Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.807
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Sie werden sich denken können, was es heißt, mit Tabak in der Tasche zwei Tage lang dazusitzen und Angst zu haben, daß der Geruch einen verraten könn-te.« Er lehnte sich an den Kaminsims und sog an der Zigarre, die Holmes ihm angeboten hatte. »Ich habe schon von Ihnen gehört, Mr. Holmes; ich hätte nie gedacht, daß ich Sie mal kennenlernen würde. Noch bevor Sie damit durch sind« – dabei nickte er zu meinen Blättern hinüber –, »werden Sie zugeben, daß das was ganz Neues ist.«

Inspektor MacDonald hatte den Neuankömmling mit größter Verblüffung angestarrt. 

»Also, das haut mich wahrhaftig um!« rief er endlich. »Wenn Sie Mr. John Douglas von Birlstone Manor sind, wessen Tod haben wir dann die letzten zwei Tage untersucht, und wo, in aller Welt, kommen jetzt Sie her? Sie schienen mir wie ein Schachtelteufel aus dem Fußboden zu springen.«

»Ei, Mr. Mac«, sagte Holmes und drohte mit dem Zeigefinger, »Sie wollten ja dieses ausgezeichnete lo-kalhistorische Sammelwerk nicht lesen, das beschreibt, wie König Charles sich verborgen hielt. In jenen Tagen verbargen sich die Menschen nur in einem zuverlässigen Versteck, und ein damals benutztes Versteck ist möglicherweise von neuem verwend-bar. Ich war davon überzeugt, daß wir Mr. Douglas in diesem Haus finden würden.«

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.808
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»Und wie lange haben Sie schon dieses Spiel mit uns getrieben, Mr. Holmes?« fragte der Inspektor ärgerlich. »Wie lange haben Sie uns unsere Kräfte an eine Untersuchung verschwenden lassen, von der Sie wußten, daß sie absurd ist?«

»Nicht einen Augenblick lang, mein lieber Mr. 

Mac. Ich habe mir meine Ansichten zu diesem Fall erst letzte Nacht gebildet. Da sie nicht vor heute abend bewiesen werden konnten, habe ich Sie und Ihren Kollegen freundlich aufgefordert, sich einen freien Tag zu machen. Was, bitte, hätte ich sonst tun können? Als ich diese Garnitur von Kleidungsstücken im Graben fand, wurde mir sofort klar, daß die. Leiche, die wir vorgefunden hatten, auf keinen Fall die Leiche von Mr. John Douglas, sondern nur die des Radfahrers aus Tunbridge Wells sein konnte. Eine andere Schlußfolgerung war nicht möglich. Daher mußte ich herausfinden, wo Mr. John Douglas sich verstecken könnte; ein Abwägen der Möglichkeiten ergab, daß er sich, in stillschweigender Übereinkunft mit seiner Frau und seinem Freund, in einem Haus, das für einen Flüchtling wie geschaffen war, verborgen hielt und ruhigere Zeiten abwartete, um endgültig entkommen zu können.«

»Tja, so wie Sie's dargestellt haben, kommt es ungefähr hin«, sagte Mr. Douglas zustimmend. »Ich dachte, ich gehe Ihren britischen Gesetzen besser aus Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.809
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dem Wege; ich war nämlich nicht sicher, wie die Sache hier für mich aussieht, außerdem habe ich eine Chance gesehen, diese Hunde ein für allemal von meiner Fährte abzubringen. Wohlgemerkt: ich habe von Anfang bis Ende nichts getan, wofür ich mich schä-

men müßte und was ich nicht wieder tun würde; aber das können Sie selbst beurteilen, wenn ich Ihnen meine Geschichte erzähle. Schon gut, Sie brauchen mich nicht zu ermahnen, Inspektor; ich werde mich schnurgerade an die Wahrheit halten. 

Ich will nicht mit dem Anfang beginnen. Das steht alles dort drin« – er deutete auf mein Papierbündel –, 

»und was für eine verdammt seltsame Geschichte das ist, werden Sie schon merken. Das Ganze läuft auf Folgendes hinaus: Es gibt ein paar Männer, die guten Grund haben, mich zu hassen, und die ihren letzten Dollar opfern würden, nur um noch zu erleben, daß es mich erwischt. Solange ich am Leben bin und solange sie am Leben sind, gibt es in dieser Welt keine Sicherheit für mich. Sie haben mich von Chicago nach Kalifornien gejagt und dann aus Amerika vertrieben; aber als ich geheiratet und mich in diesem ruhigen Flecken niedergelassen habe, glaubte ich, meine letzten Jahre würden friedlich werden. Ich habe meiner Frau nie erklärt, wie die Dinge lagen. Warum sollte ich sie mit hineinziehen? Sie hätte nie wieder einen ruhigen Augenblick gehabt, sondern immer mit dem Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.810
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Schlimmsten gerechnet. Ich nehme an, daß sie ein bißchen was wußte; hie und da habe ich ja vielleicht ein Wort fallenlassen – den wahren Sachverhalt hat sie jedoch bis gestern, nachdem Sie, Gentlemen, mit ihr gesprochen hatten, nie erfahren. Sie hat Ihnen alles gesagt, was sie wußte, und Barker hier ebenfalls; denn in der Nacht, als die Sache passiert ist, war für Erklärungen arg wenig Zeit. Inzwischen weiß sie alles, und es wäre gescheiter von mir gewesen, wenn ich es ihr schon früher erzählt hätte. Aber das ist mir immer schwergefallen, Liebes« – er nahm einen Augenblick ihre Hand in die seine –, »und ich wollte ja nur das Beste. 

Also, Gentlemen, am Tag vor diesen Ereignissen war ich drüben in Tunbridge Wells, und auf der Straße fiel mein Blick im Vorbeigehen auf einen Mann. Es war nur ein flüchtiger Blick; aber für diese Dinge habe ich ein scharfes Auge, und so gab es für mich nicht den geringsten Zweifel, wer das war. Es war der schlimmste aller meiner Feinde – ein Mann, der die ganzen Jahre über hinter mir her war wie ein hungriger Wolf hinter einem Karibu. Ich wußte also, daß es Ärger geben würde, und bin nach Hause gefahren, um mich darauf vorzubereiten. Ich dachte, ich schaffe es schon, das alleine auszufechten. Es gab mal eine Zeit, als mein Glück in den ganzen Vereinigten Staaten sprichwörtlich war. Ich habe nie daran ge-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.811
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zweifelt, daß es mir noch immer zur Seite stehen würde. 

Den ganzen nächsten Tag war ich also auf der Hut und ging nicht einmal in den Park hinaus. Das war auch gut so, sonst hätte er die Hand am Drücker dieser Schrotflinte gehabt, bevor ich überhaupt auf ihn anlegen konnte. Nachdem die Brücke oben war – ich fühlte mich immer ruhiger, wenn diese Brücke abends oben war – habe ich die Sache vollkommen aus meinem Kopf verdrängt. Ich habe keinen Moment damit gerechnet, daß er ins Haus eindringt und mir auflauert. Aber als ich gewohnheitsgemäß im Schlafrock meine Runde machte, hatte ich kaum das Arbeitszimmer betreten, als ich die Gefahr witterte. Ich schätze, wenn ein Mann in seinem Leben schon mal Gefahren ausgesetzt war – und das war ich zu meiner Zeit mehr als die meisten –, gibt es eine Art sechsten Sinn, der die rote Flagge schwenkt. Ich habe das Warnsignal nur zu deutlich wahrgenommen; trotzdem könnte ich Ihnen nicht sagen, weshalb. Im nächsten Augenblick habe ich unter dem Fenstervorhang einen Stiefel erkannt – und da wurde mir klar genug, weshalb. 

Ich hatte nur diese eine Kerze in der Hand, aber von der Hallenleuchte kam ausreichend Licht durch die offene Tür. Ich stell die Kerze ab und mach einen Satz nach dem Hammer, den ich auf dem Kaminsims liegengelassen hatte. Im gleichen Moment springt er Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.812
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mich an. Ich seh ein Messer aufblitzen und schlage nach ihm mit dem Hammer. Irgendwo hab ich ihn getroffen; das Messer klirrt nämlich zu Boden. Flink wie ein Aal schlüpft er um einen Tisch herum, und einen Moment später hat er seine Flinte unter dem Mantel hervorgezogen. Ich hör ihn den Hahn spannen, aber ehe er abfeuern kann, hab ich sie schon zu fassen gekriegt. Ich pack sie am Lauf, und wir haben mit Zähnen und Klauen eine Minute oder länger darum gerungen. Wer losläßt, der ist tot. Er hat nie losgelassen, aber der Kolben hat wohl einen Moment zu lange nach unten gezeigt. Vielleicht war ich es, der dann abgedrückt hat. Vielleicht ist es durch das Gerangel zwischen uns losgegangen. Jedenfalls hat er beide Ladungen ins Gesicht abgekriegt, und da stehe ich und starre auf das, was von Ted Baldwin noch übriggeblieben ist. Ich hatte ihn schon in der Stadt erkannt und dann, als er mich angesprungen hat; aber so, wie er jetzt vor mir lag, hätte ihn seine eigene Mutter nicht wiedererkannt. Ich bin ja harte Sachen gewohnt; aber bei seinem Anblick hat sich mir ganz schön der Magen umgedreht. 

Ich hab mich noch an der Seite vom Tisch festgehalten, als Barker runtergerannt kam. Dann hör ich meine Frau kommen, lauf zur Tür und halt sie auf. 

Das war kein Anblick für eine Frau. Ich verspreche, bald zu ihr zu kommen. Dann hab ich ein oder zwei Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.813
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Worte zu Barker gesagt – er hat alles mit einem Blick begriffen –, und wir warten noch darauf, daß die übrigen auftauchen. Aber nichts rührt sich. Da geht uns auf, daß sie vielleicht gar nichts gehört haben und daß nur wir wissen, was geschehen ist. 

Das war der Augenblick, wo mir die Idee gekommen ist. Sie war glänzend, sie hat mich völlig umge-hauen. Der Ärmel des Mannes war nach oben gerutscht, und auf dem Unterarm da war das Brandzeichen der Loge. Sehen Sie, hier.«

Der Mann, der uns als Douglas bekannt war, streifte seinen Jackenärmel hoch und entblößte ein braunes Dreieck in einem Kreis – genau wie das, welches wir bei dem Toten gesehen hatten. 

»Das war es, was mich darauf gebracht hat. Mit einemmal sah ich alles ganz klar vor mir. Seine Größe, Haarfarbe und Figur – fast gleich wie meine. Aufsein Gesicht konnte freilich keiner mehr einen Eid ablegen, armer Teufel! Ich hab ihm diese Kleidergarnitur run-tergerissen, und nach einer Viertelstunde hatten Barker und ich ihm meinem Schlafrock angezogen, und er lag so da, wie Sie ihn gefunden haben. Seine ganzen Sachen haben wir zu einem Bündel verschnürt, und ich hab es mit dem einzigen Gewicht, das ich auftreiben konnte, beschwert und aus dem Fenster geschmissen. Die Karte, die er auf meine Leiche legen wollte, lag nun neben seiner eigenen. Dann wurden meine Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.814
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Ringe an seinen Finger gesteckt, aber als mein Ehering an der Reihe war« – er streckte seine kräftige Hand aus –, »da ging's bei mir nicht weiter, wie Sie selbst sehen können. Ich habe ihn seit meinem Hochzeitstag nicht mehr entfernt, und es hätte eine Feile gebraucht, ihn wegzubekommen. Ich weiß sowieso nicht, ob ich Lust gehabt hätte, mich von ihm zu trennen; aber selbst wenn ich es gewollt hätte, es ging nicht. So mußten wir halt dies Detail sich selbst überlassen. Andererseits habe ich ein Stück Pflaster geholt und es dort befestigt, wo im Moment bei mir selber eines klebt. Da ist Ihnen was durchgerutscht, Mr. 

Holmes, so schlau Sie sonst sind; denn wenn Sie zu-fällig das Pflaster weggenommen hätten, wäre darunter kein Schnitt zu sehen gewesen. 

Tja, das war also die Lage. Wenn es mir gelang, eine Weile unterzutauchen und dann an einen Ort zu entkommen, wo ich mit meiner Frau zusammentreffen könnte, hätten wir endlich eine Chance, den Rest unseres Lebens in Frieden zu verbringen. Diese Teufel würden keine Ruhe geben, solange ich noch am Leben war; aber wenn sie in den Zeitungen lasen, daß Baldwin seinen Mann erwischt hatte, wären all meine Scherereien zu Ende. Viel Zeit, Barker und meiner Frau die Geschichte zu erklären, hatte ich nicht; aber sie haben genug begriffen, um mir helfen zu können. 

Ich wußte alles über diesen Schlupfwinkel, Ames Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.815
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ebenso, aber ihn mit der Sache in Zusammenhang zu bringen, auf die Idee ist er gar nie gekommen. Ich habe mich also dorthin zurückgezogen, und es lag nun bei Barker, den Rest zu besorgen. 

Ich schätze, Sie können sich selbst zusammenreimen, was er getan hat. Er hat das Fenster geöffnet und die Spur auf dem Sims angebracht, als Hinweis darauf, wie der Mörder entflohen sei. Das war wohl etwas dick aufgetragen; aber da die Brücke oben war, gab es keine andere Möglichkeit. Als dann alles her-gerichtet war, hat er wie ein Wilder geläutet. Was danach geschehen ist, wissen Sie- und jetzt, Gentlemen, tun Sie, was Sie für richtig halten; aber ich habe Ihnen nur die Wahrheit, die volle Wahrheit erzählt, so wahr mir Gott helfe! Für mich heißt jetzt die Frage: Wie stehe ich vor den englischen Gesetzen da?«

Es folgte Schweigen, dem Sherlock Holmes schließlich ein Ende machte. 

»Die englischen Gesetze sind im großen und ganzen gerechte Gesetze. Sie haben nichts Schlimmeres zu erwarten, als Sie nach deren Maßgabe verdienen. 

Aber meine Frage an Sie wäre: Woher wußte der Mann, daß Sie hier wohnen und wie er ins Haus gelangen und wo er sich verstecken konnte, um Sie zu erwischen?«

»Ich habe keine Ahnung.«

Holmes' Gesicht war sehr bleich und ernst. 

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.816
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»Ich fürchte, die Geschichte ist noch nicht zu Ende«, sagte er. »Möglicherweise droht Ihnen Schlimmeres als die englischen Gesetze – Schlimmeres sogar noch als Ihre amerikanischen Feinde. Ich sehe Unannehmlichkeiten auf Sie zukommen, Mr. 

Douglas. Sie sollten meinem Rat folgen und weiterhin auf der Hut sein.«

Und nun, meine geduldigen Leser, bitte ich Sie, sich mit mir eine Zeitlang zu entfernen – weit fort vom Birlstone Manor House in Sussex, und weit fort auch von dem Jahr, da wir unsere ereignisreiche Reise unternahmen, die mit dem seltsamen Bericht des Mannes endete, den man unter dem Namen John Douglas kannte. Ich bitte Sie, zeitlich etwa zwanzig Jahre zu-rück- und räumlich einige tausend Meilen westwärts zu reisen, damit ich Ihnen eine einzigartige und schreckliche Geschichte vorlegen kann – so einzigartig und so schrecklich, daß es Ihnen möglicherweise schwerfallen wird, zu glauben, daß sie sich wirklich so zugetragen hat, wie ich sie erzähle. Denken Sie nun nicht, ich schöbe gewaltsam eine Geschichte ein, bevor die andere zu Ende ist. Daß dem nicht so ist, werden Sie feststellen, wenn Sie weiterlesen. Und wenn ich jene entlegenen Ereignisse genau beschrieben und sich dies Rätsel der Vergangenheit Ihnen ge-löst hat, werden wir uns einmal mehr in der Baker Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.817
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Street treffen; in jenen Räumen, wo diese Geschichte, wie so manche andere wunderbare Begebenheit, ihr Ende finden wird. 

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.818
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Teil II

 Die Scowrers23
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8. Der Mann

Man schrieb den vierten Februar des Jahres 1875. Es war ein strenger Winter gewesen, und in den Schluchten der Gilmerton Mountains lag tiefer Schnee. Der Dampfpflug hatte jedoch die Schienen freigehalten, und der Abendzug, der die Verbindung zwischen den weit auseinanderliegenden Kohlenbergbau- und Eisenhüttensiedlungen herstellte, ächzte die halsbreche-rischen Steigungen hinauf; die Strecke führte von Stagville in der Ebene nach Vermissa, dem am oberen Ende von Vermissa Valley liegenden Hauptort. Von dort zieht sich der Schienenstrang hinab nach Barton's Crossing, Helmdale und in das reine Ackerbaugebiet von Merton. Es war eine einspurige Eisenbahnstrek-ke; aber auf jedem Nebengleis – und deren gab es sehr viele – kündeten die langen Reihen der mit Kohle und Eisenerz beladenen Güterwagen vom verborgenen Reichtum, welcher rauhes Volk und geschäftiges Treiben in diese trostloseste Ecke der Vereinigten Staaten von Amerika gebracht hatte. 

Denn trostlos war sie. Der erste Pionier, der sie durchstreifte, hätte sich wohl kaum träumen lassen, daß die herrlichsten Prärien und die saftigsten Weiden wertlos waren im Vergleich zu diesem düsteren Land der schwarzen Felsen und struppigen Wälder. Über Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.820
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den dunklen und oft fast undurchdringlichen Waldungen auf ihren Flanken türmten sich die hohen, kahlen Gipfel der Berge, gleißender Schnee und gezackter Fels auf beiden Seiten, und ließen in der Mitte ein langes, gewundenes, mehrfach gekrümmtes Tal frei. 

Dieses kroch der kleine Zug langsam hinauf. 

Im vordersten Personenwagen, einem langen, schmucklosen Gefährt, in dem etwa zwanzig bis drei-

ßig Passagiere saßen, hatte man eben die Öllampen angezündet. Die meisten Passagiere waren Arbeiter, die von ihrem harten Tagewerk in den unteren Ab-schnitten des Tals heimkehrten. Rußgeschwärzte Gesichter und mitgefühlte Grubenlampen kennzeichneten mindestens ein Dutzend von ihnen als Bergleute. 

Sie saßen rauchend in einer Gruppe zusammen und unterhielten sich leise; gelegentlich warfen sie einen flüchtigen Blick zu zwei Männern auf der gegenüberliegenden Wagenseite, deren Uniformen und Dienst-marken sie als Polizisten auswiesen. Mehrere Frauen aus der Arbeiterschicht und ein paar Reisende, die kleine ortsansässige Ladenbesitzer sein mochten, bildeten den Rest der Gesellschaft – abgesehen von einem jungen Mann, der ganz alleine in einer Ecke saß. Und just diesem Mann gilt unser Interesse. Sehen wir ihn uns gut an, denn er verdient es. 

Es ist ein junger Mann von schätzungsweise nicht ganz dreißig Jahren, mittelgroß und von frischer Ge-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.821
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sichtsfarbe. Er hat große, kluge und humorvolle graue Augen, die von Zeit zu Zeit forschend aufblitzen, wenn er durch seine Brille die Leute um sich herum betrachtet. Es ist leicht zu erkennen, daß er ein um-gängliches und vielleicht etwas schlichtes Wesen besitzt und bestrebt ist, zu allen Menschen freundlich zu sein. Jeder könnte sogleich ausmachen, daß er in seinem Wesen und Verhalten gesellig und offenherzig ist, einen raschen Verstand hat und ein bereitwilliges Lächeln. Dem aufmerksamen Beobachter jedoch fiele vielleicht eine gewisse Festigkeit der Kinnbacken und die grimme Straffheit der Lippenpartie auf, die ihn warnend darauf hinwiesen, daß hier Tieferes verborgen liegt und daß dieser gefällige, braunhaarige junge Ire vermutlich in jeder Gesellschaft, in die man ihn einführte, seine Spuren hinterlassen würde, im Guten oder im Bösen. 

Nachdem er versuchsweise ein oder zwei Bemerkungen zu dem ihm zunächst sitzenden Bergmann gemacht und darauf nur kurze mürrische Antworten erhalten hatte, ergab sich der Reisende ungeselligem Schweigen und starrte verstimmt aus dem Fenster in die vorbeiziehende Landschaft. Es war keine ermun-ternde Aussicht. Durch die zunehmende Dunkelheit pulsierte die rote Glut der Hochöfen auf den Hängen der Hügel. Zu beiden Seiten ragten große Schlackenhalden und Zinderhaufen empor; über ihnen türmten Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.822
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sich die hohen Schachtgerüste der Kohlenzechen. Hie und da, verstreut entlang der Strecke, standen zusammengewürfelte Gruppen armseliger Holzhäuser, deren Fenster jetzt nach und nach aufleuchteten, und an den zahlreichen Haltestellen drängten sich ihre rußgeschwärzten Bewohner. Die Eisen- und Kohlentäler des Distrikts Vermissa waren kein Aufenthaltsort für Müßiggänger oder Kultivierte. Allenthalben zeigte sich unerbittlich, wie hart der Lebenskampf hier war, wie rauh die Arbeit, die verrichtet werden mußte, und wie rauh die Arbeiter, die sie verrichteten. 

In diese düstere Gegend blickte der junge Reisende hinaus; auf seinem Gesicht mischten sich Widerwille und Interesse, welches verriet, daß der Anblick ihm neu war. Dann und wann zog er aus der Tasche einen umfangreichen Brief, sah darin etwas nach und kritzelte auf dessen Ränder einige Notizen. Einmal holte er hinten aus dem Bund etwas hervor, das man im Besitz eines Mannes von so sanftem Auftreten kaum vermutet hätte. Es war ein riesiger Marinerevolver. Als er ihn schräg ins Licht drehte, zeigten die schimmernden Ränder der Kupferpatronen in der Trommel, daß er voll geladen war. Rasch steckte er ihn in die verborgene Tasche zurück; doch schon hatte ihn ein Arbeiter bemerkt, der sich auf die benachbarte Bank gesetzt hatte. 

»Hallo, Kumpel!« sagte er. »Scheinst ja gut gerü-

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.823

8. Der Mann

Doyle-WA Bd. 4, 108

stet zu sein.«

Der junge Mann lächelte verlegen. 

»Ja«, sagte er; »die Dinger brauchen wir manchmal dort, wo ich herkomme.«

»Und wo wäre das?«

»Ich komme grad eben aus Chicago.«

»Noch neu hier in der Gegend?«

»Ja.«

»Du wirst vielleicht bald merken, daß du ihn auch hier brauchst«, sagte der Arbeiter. 

»Ach! Wirklich?« Der junge Mann schien interessiert. 

»Hast du denn noch nichts davon gehört, was sich hier so alles abspielt?«

»Nichts, was ungewöhnlich wäre.«

»So was, ich dachte, das ganze Land spricht davon. 

Na ja, du wirst es noch schnell genug erfahren. Was führt dich denn her?«

»Ich habe gehört, hier gibt es immer Arbeit für einen, der willig ist.«

»Bist du in der Gewerkschaft?«

»Klar.«

»Dann wirst du deinen Job kriegen, schätze ich. 

Hast du schon ein paar Freunde?«

»Noch nicht, aber ich hab die Mittel, mir welche zu machen.«

»Wie willst'n das anstellen?«

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.824

8. Der Mann

Doyle-WA Bd. 4, 108

»Ich gehöre zum Ehrwürdigen Orden der Freimaurer. Es, gibt keine Stadt ohne eine Loge, und wo eine Loge ist, da finde ich auch meine Freunde.«

Die Bemerkung löste bei seinem Gesprächspartner eine eigenartige Reaktion aus. Mißtrauisch warf er nach allen Seiten schnelle Blicke zu den anderen im Wagen. Die Bergleute flüsterten noch immer miteinander. Die beiden Polizisten dösten. Dann kam er her-

über, setzte sich dicht neben den jungen Reisenden und streckte die Hand aus. 

»Hier, schlag ein«, sagte er. 

Die beiden wechselten einen Händedruck. 

»Ich sehe, du sprichst die Wahrheit. Aber sicher ist sicher.«

Er hob die rechte Hand an die rechte Augenbraue. 

Sogleich hob der Reisende die linke Hand an die linke Augenbraue. 

»Dunkle Nächte sind unangenehm«, sagte der Arbeiter. 

»Ja, für Fremde auf Reisen«, antwortete der andere. 

»Das reicht. Ich bin Bruder Scanlan, Loge 341, Vermissa Valley. Freut mich, dich bei uns zu begrü-

ßen.«

»Danke. Ich bin Bruder John McMurdo, Loge 29, Chicago. Logenmeister24 J.H. Scott. Da habe ich aber Glück gehabt, so schnell schon einen Bruder zu treffen.«

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.825
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»Oh, in dieser Ecke gibt's eine ganze Menge von uns. Du wirst sehen, nirgends in den Staaten floriert der Orden so wie gerade hier in Vermissa Valley. 

Aber ein paar Kerle wie dich könnten wir schon noch brauchen. Ich verstehe allerdings nicht, wieso ein fixer Bursche, der in der Gewerkschaft ist, in Chicago keine Arbeit findet.«

»Ich habe eine Menge Arbeit gefunden«, sagte McMurdo. 

»Warum bist du dann weggegangen?«

McMurdo nickte in die Richtung der Polizisten und lächelte. 

»Ich schätze, das würden die Jungs dort auch gern wissen.«

Scanlan knurrte verständnisvoll. 

»Schwierigkeiten?« fragte er flüsternd. 

»Große.«

»Größenordnung Zuchthaus?«

»Wenn's reicht.«

»Doch keine Mordsache?«

»Es ist zu früh, um von so was zu reden«, sagte McMurdo mit einer Miene, als hätte er sich verleiten lassen, mehr zu sagen, als er beabsichtigte. »Ich habe meine guten Gründe, aus Chicago fortzugehen, und das laß dir genug sein. Wer bist du, daß du dir her-ausnimmst, so was zu fragen?«

Seine grauen Augen blitzten vor Zorn plötzlich ge-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.826
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fährlich hinter den Brillengläsern auf. 

»Schon gut, Kumpel. War nicht so gemeint. Egal, was du angestellt hast, die Jungs werden deshalb nicht schlechter von dir denken. Wohin willst du?«

»Nach Vermissa.«

»Das ist der drittnächste Halt. Und wo willst du wohnen?«

McMurdo zog einen Umschlag hervor und hielt ihn dicht an die trübe Öllampe. 

»Hier ist die Adresse – Jacob Shafter, Sheridan Street. Das ist eine Pension, die mir ein Bekannter in Chicago empfohlen hat.«

»Hm, die kenne ich nicht; aber Vermissa gehört auch nicht zu meinem Bereich. Ich wohne in Hobson's Patch; das ist da, wo wir gerade anhalten. Aber hör mal, einen kleinen Rat will ich dir noch geben, eh wir uns trennen: Wenn du Schwierigkeiten hast in Vermissa, dann geh gleich ins Union House zu Boss McGinty. Das ist der Stuhlmeister der Vermissa-Loge, und in dieser Gegend geschieht nichts ohne die Einwilligung von Black Jack McGinty. Mach's gut, Kumpel. Vielleicht sehen wir uns mal an einem der nächsten Logenabende. Aber denk an meine Worte; wenn du Schwierigkeiten hast, dann geh zu Boss McGinty.«

Scanlan stieg aus, und McMurdo war wieder seinen Gedanken überlassen. Die Nacht war inzwischen her-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.827

8. Der Mann

Doyle-WA Bd. 4, 110

eingebrochen, und in der Dunkelheit tosten und loder-ten die Flammen der zahlreichen Hochöfen. Vor diesem fahlen Hintergrund krümmten und streckten, drehten und wanden sich dunkle Gestalten unter den Bewegungen der Schachtwinde oder der Förderhaspel zum Rhythmus eines ewigen Klirrens und Tosens. 

»Ich schätze, so ähnlich muß die Hölle aussehen«, sagte eine Stimme. 

McMurdo drehte sich um und sah, daß einer der Polizisten sich an seinem Platz aufgerichtet hatte und in die feurige Einöde hinausstarrte. 

»Also, wenn du mich fragst«, sagte der andere Polizist, »ich würde sagen, so ähnlich muß die Hölle sein.  Wenn es da unten noch schlimmere Teufel gibt als die paar, die wir hier kennen, dann war sie nämlich übler, als ich mir so gedacht hab. Ich schätze, Sie sind neu hier, junger Mann?«

»Und wenn's so wäre?« versetzte McMurdo schroff. 

»Nur so viel, Mister, daß ich Ihnen raten würde, in der Auswahl Ihrer Freunde vorsichtig zu sein. Wenn ich Sie wäre, würd ich mich, glaub ich, nicht gleich mit Mike Scanlan und seiner Bande einlassen.«

»Was, zum Donnerwetter, geht Sie das an, wer meine Freunde sind?« brüllte McMurdo, so daß jeder Kopf im Wagen sich wandte und Zeuge des Wortwechsels wurde. »Habe ich Sie vielleicht um Ihren Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.828
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Rat gebeten, oder halten Sie mich für einen solchen Trottel, daß ich nicht ohne ihn auskommen könnte? 

Reden Sie gefälligst erst, wenn Sie einer was fragt, und bei mir können Sie, weiß Gott, lange darauf warten!«

Er schob den Kopf vor und fletschte die Schutzleute an wie ein knurrender Hund. 

Die beiden Polizisten, schwerfällige, gutmütige Männer, waren völlig verblüfft von der außerordentlichen Vehemenz, mit der ihr freundlicher Annähe-rungsversuch zurückgewiesen worden war. 

»Nichts für ungut, Fremder«, sagte einer. »Die Warnung war ja nur zu Ihrem Besten; Sie haben doch selbst erklärt, daß Sie neu in der Gegend sind.«

»Ich bin zwar neu in der Gegend, aber ihr und eure Sorte seid mir nicht neu«, rief McMurdo in kaltem Zorn. »Ich schätze, ihr seid überall gleich; jedem drängt ihr eure Ratschläge auf, ohne danach gefragt zu werden.«

»Vielleicht lernen wir uns schon bald etwas näher kennen«, sagte einer der Polizisten grinsend. »Sie sind ja ein ganz besonderes Früchtchen, wenn ich mich nicht irre.«

»Das hab ich auch gerade gedacht«, bemerkte der andere. »Ich schätze, wir sehen uns wieder.«

»Glaubt ja nicht, daß ich vor euch Angst habe«, rief McMurdo. »Mein Name ist Jack McMurdo – ver-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.829
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standen? Und wenn ihr Sehnsucht nach mir habt, dann findet ihr mich bei Jacob Shafter in der Sheridan Street, Vermissa; ich verstecke mich also nicht vor euch, klar? Mit euresgleichen nehme ich es jederzeit auf, bei Tag oder bei Nacht. Daß ihr euch da bloß keine falschen Vorstellungen macht.«

Angesichts dieses unerschrockenen Auftretens des Neulings erhob sich unter den Bergleuten zustimmendes und bewunderndes Gemurmel, während die beiden Polizisten die Achseln zuckten und ihre Unterhaltung wieder aufnahmen. Ein paar Minuten später fuhr der Zug in den schlecht beleuchteten Bahnhof ein, und die meisten Fahrgäste stiegen aus, denn Vermissa war die größte Ortschaft an der Strecke. McMurdo nahm seine lederne Reisetasche auf und wollte eben in die Dunkelheit hinaustreten, als ihn einer der Bergleute ansprach. 

»Weiß Gott, Kumpel! Du kannst mit den Cops umgehen«, sagte er ehrfürchtig. »Das war ja toll. Komm, ich trag deine Tasche und zeig dir den Weg. Shafter's liegt sowieso auf dem Weg zu meiner Bude.«

Als sie den Bahnsteig überquerten, ertönte von den anderen Bergleuten ein Chor freundlicher Gute-Nacht-Wünsche. Noch ehe er den Fuß hineingesetzt hatte, war der stürmische McMurdo in Vermissa bereits ein Begriff. 

War schon die Umgebung ein Ort des Schreckens Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.830
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gewesen, so wirkte die Stadt auf ihre Weise sogar noch deprimierender. Mit seinen riesigen Feuern und den Wolken dahinziehenden Rauches hatte das langgestreckte Tal wenigstens noch eine gewisse düstere Grandezza, und die Hügel, die man neben den monströsen Gruben aufgeschüttet hatte, stellten ein passendes Monument für die Kraft und den Unternehmungsgeist des Menschen dar. Die Stadt aber bot ein totes Einerlei von schäbiger Häßlichkeit und Ver-wahrlosung. Die Hauptstraße war vom Verkehr zu einem grauenhaften Lehm- und Schnee-Matsch zerfurcht. Die Bürgersteige waren eng und holprig. Die zahlreichen Gaslampen dienten lediglich dazu, eine lange Zeile von Holzhäusern, deren jedes eine Veranda zur Straße hatte, in ihrer Ungepflegtheit und Ver-drecktheit ins Licht zu rücken. Erst als die beiden sich dem Stadtzentrum näherten, heiterte sich die Szene auf durch eine Reihe hell erleuchteter Läden und mehr noch durch eine Anhäufung von Saloons und Spielhäusern, in denen die Bergleute ihre hart verdienten, aber üppigen Löhne ausgaben. 

»Das ist das Union House«, sagte McMurdos Führer; er deutete auf einen Saloon, der fast schon die Würde eines Hotels ausstrahlte. »Jack McGinty ist dort der Boss.«

»Was ist das eigentlich für ein Mann?« fragte McMurdo. 
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8. Der Mann

Doyle-WA Bd. 4, 113

»Was! Hast du noch nie vom Boss gehört?«

»Wie kann ich von ihm gehört haben, wo du doch weißt, daß ich hier fremd bin?«

»Naja, ich dachte, sein Name ist quer durch die ganzen Staaten bekannt. Er hat ja oft genug in den Zeitungen gestanden.«

»Weswegen denn?«

»Naja« – der Bergmann senkte die Stimme –, »von wegen der Geschäfte.«

»Was für Geschäfte?«

»Du lieber Gott, Mister, ich will dich ja nicht beleidigen, aber du bist schon ein komischer Vogel. 

Hier gibt's nur eine Sorte Geschäfte, und das sind die Geschäfte der Scowrers.«

»Ach richtig, ich glaube, ich habe in Chicago schon was über die Scowrers gelesen. Eine Mörderbande, oder nicht?«

»Still, bist du lebensmüde!« rief der Bergmann, blieb stehen vor Schreck und starrte seinen Gefährten bestürzt an. »Mann, du wirst hier nicht lange leben, wenn du auf offener Straße sowas sagst. Manch einer ist schon für weniger zu Tode geprügelt worden.«

»Ja, aber ich weiß doch gar nichts über sie. Ich hab das bloß gelesen.«

»Und ich sag ja nicht, was du gelesen hast, sei nicht die Wahrheit gewesen.« Der Mann sah sich nervös nach allen Seiten um, während er sprach; er späh-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.832
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te in die Dunkelheit, als fürchtete er, eine lauernde Gefahr zu entdecken. »Wenn Töten Mord ist, dann gibt's hier, weiß Gott, Mord in Hülle und Fülle. Aber untersteh dich, Fremder, den Namen von Jack McGinty im Zusammenhang damit auch nur zu hau-chen; jedes Flüstern wird ihm nämlich zugetragen, und er ist keiner, der so was durchgehen läßt. So, hier ist das Haus, das du gesucht hast – das, was von der Straße etwas zurückversetzt ist. Du wirst sehen, der alte Jacob Shafter, der's betreibt, ist so ehrlich wie nur irgendeiner in diesem Ort.«

»Danke«, sagte McMurdo, schüttelte seinem neuen Bekannten die Hand, nahm die Reisetasche wieder auf und stapfte den Weg hinauf zu dem Wohnhaus, wo er laut an die Tür klopfte. Sie wurde sogleich geöffnet von einer ganz anderen Person, als er erwartet hatte. 

Es war eine Frau, jung und von einzigartiger Schönheit. Sie gehörte zum deutschen Typ25, helle Haut und blonde Haare; in reizvollem Kontrast dazu stand ein Paar schöner, dunkler Augen, mit denen sie den Fremdling überrascht und anmutig verlegen musterte, wobei eine Welle von Farbe über ihr blasses Antlitz ging. Eingerahmt vom hellen Licht der offenen Tür stand sie da, und McMurdo schien es, als hätte er noch nie ein schöneres Bild gesehen, zumal sein Kontrast zu der schmutzigen und düsteren Umgebung es noch anziehender machte. Ein auf jenen schwarzen Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.833
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Schlackenhalden bei den Minen wachsendes liebliches Veilchen wäre keine wundersamere Erscheinung gewesen. Er war so hingerissen, daß er sie wortlos anstarrte; sie war es, die schließlich das Schweigen brach. 

»Ich dachte, es sei Vater«, sagte sie mit einem angenehmen Anflug eines deutschen Akzentes. »Wollen Sie zu ihm? Er ist in der Stadt. Ich erwarte ihn aber jede Minute zurück.«

McMurdo blickte sie noch immer in offener Bewunderung an, bis sie verwirrt die Augen senkte vor diesem unverschämten Besucher. 

»Nein, Miss«, sagte er endlich; »ich muß nicht gleich zu ihm. Aber Ihr Haus wurde mir als Pension empfohlen. Ich hatte zwar vermutet, daß es mir zusagt; aber jetzt weiß ich es sicher.«

»Sie sind ja schnell in Ihren Entschlüssen«, sagte sie lächelnd. 

»Nur ein Blinder wäre das nicht«, erwiderte er. 

Sie lachte über das Kompliment. 

»Kommen Sie doch herein, Sir«, sagte sie. »Ich bin Miss Ettie Shafter, die Tochter von Mr. Shafter. 

Meine Mutter ist tot, und ich besorge das Haus. Sie können sich im Vorderzimmer an den Ofen setzen, bis Vater kommt. Ach, da ist er ja schon; jetzt können Sie mit ihm gleich alles regeln.«

Ein schwerfälliger, ältlicher Mann kam den Weg Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.834
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heraufgestapft. 

Mit

wenigen

Worten

erklärte

McMurdo sein Anliegen. Ein Mann namens Murphy habe ihm in Chicago die Adresse gegeben. Der habe sie wiederum von jemand anderem. Der alte Shafter war mit allem einverstanden. Der Fremde fand am Mietzins nichts auszusetzen, stimmte allen Bedingungen sofort zu und hatte offenbar ziemlich viel Geld. 

Für zwölf Dollar die Woche, zahlbar im voraus, sollte er Kost und Logis erhalten. So geschah es, daß McMurdo, nach eigenem Bekenntnis ein Flüchtling vor dem Gesetz, unter dem Dach der Shafters Wohnung nahm – der erste Schritt, der zu einer so langen und dunklen Folge von Ereignissen führen und in einem fernen Land enden sollte. 

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.835
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9. Der Logenmeister

McMurdo war ein Mann, der sich schnell einen Namen machte. Wo immer er sich aufhielt, war dieser Name bald bei allen Leuten bekannt. Innerhalb einer Woche war er bei Shafter's zur weitaus wichtigsten Person geworden. Zehn oder zwölf Gäste wohnten dort; aber der junge Ire hatte ein ganz anderes Kaliber als diese biederen Vorarbeiter oder einfachen Laden-angestellten. Wenn sie abends zusammensaßen, waren seine Witze immer die gelungensten, seine Gespräche die muntersten und seine Lieder die besten. 

Er war der Inbegriff des lustigen Kumpans, und seine Ausstrahlung versetzte alle um ihn herum in gute Laune. 

Andererseits zeigte sich immer wieder, wie damals im Eisenbahnwagen, eine Neigung zu wildem Jähzorn, der diejenigen, die mit ihm zusammenstießen, zu Respekt und sogar Furcht nötigte. Zudem legte er gegenüber dem Gesetz und allem, was damit zusammenhing, eine bittere Verachtung an den Tag, was einige seiner Mitbewohner ergötzte und andere beunruhigte. 

Von Anfang an ließ er durch seine offene Bewunderung erkennen, daß die Tochter des Hauses von dem Augenblick an, da er ihre Schönheit und Anmut Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.836
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gesehen, sein Herz gewonnen hatte. Er war kein schüchterner Freier. Schon am zweiten Tag gestand er ihr, daß er sie liebe, und von da an wiederholte er diese Worte immer wieder, ohne im geringsten darauf zu achten, was sie erwidern mochte, um ihn zu entmutigen. 

»Ein anderer!« pflegte er zu rufen. »Na gut, Pech für den anderen! Muß er eben sehen, wie er zurecht-kommt! Soll ich die Chance meines Lebens und die ganze Sehnsucht meines Herzens opfern für einen anderen? Sie können ruhig weiter ›Nein‹ sagen, Ettie! 

Der Tag wird kommen, da sagen Sie ›Ja‹, und ich bin noch jung genug, zu warten.«

Er war ein gefährlicher Freier, mit seiner gewandten irischen Zunge und seiner netten, schmeichelnden Art. Zudem umgab ihn jener Zauber von Erfahrung und Geheimnis, der das Interesse und schließlich die Liebe einer Frau weckt. So sprach er zum Beispiel von den lieblichen Tälern der Grafschaft Monaghan, aus der er stammte, von der herrlichen fernen Insel, ihren sanften Hügeln und grünen Wiesen, die um so schöner schienen, da die Phantasie sie vor diesem Hintergrund aus Schmutz und Schnee betrachtete. 

Dann war er vertraut mit dem Leben in den Städten des Nordens, mit Detroit und den Holzfällersiedlun-gen von Michigan, mit Buffalo und schließlich mit Chicago, wo er in einer Sägemühle gearbeitet hatte. 
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Hinzu kam ein Hauch von Abenteuer, das Gefühl, daß ihm in jener großen Stadt seltsame Dinge widerfahren waren, so seltsam und so persönlich, daß darüber nicht gesprochen werden durfte. Nachdenklich sprach er von einer plötzlichen Abreise, dem Abbruch alter Verbindungen, einer Flucht in eine fremde Welt, die in diesem düsteren Tal endete, und Ettie lauschte; ihre Augen schimmerten vor Mitleid und Sympathie –

jenen beiden Seelenzuständen, die sich so rasch und so selbstverständlich in Liebe verwandeln können. 

Da McMurdo eine gute Ausbildung hatte, bekam er vorübergehend eine Arbeit als Buchhalter. Diese nahm ihn den größten Teil des Tages in Anspruch, und er hatte noch keine Gelegenheit gefunden, sich beim Vorstand der Loge vom Ehrwürdigen Orden der Freimaurer zu melden. Eines Abends erinnerte ihn jedoch ein Besuch Mike Scanlans, jenes Logenbruders, den er im Zug kennengelernt hatte, an sein Versäum-nis. Scanlan, ein kleiner, nervöser Mann mit spitzem Gesicht und schwarzen Augen, schien sich über das Wiedersehen zu freuen. Nach ein paar Gläsern Whisky kam er auf den Gegenstand seines Besuches zu sprechen. 

»Hör mal, McMurdo«, begann er, »ich hab deine Adresse im Kopf behalten, da war ich so frei, mal vorbeizukommen. Es wundert mich, daß du dich noch nicht beim Logenmeister gemeldet hast. Was ist denn Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.838
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los, daß du noch nicht bei Boss McGinty warst?«

»Na, ich mußte Arbeit finden. Ich war bis jetzt zu beschäftigt.«

»Du mußt einfach Zeit für ihn finden, und wenn du alles andere stehen läßt. Lieber Gott, Mann, du bist verrückt, daß du nicht gleich am ersten Morgen nach deiner Ankunft ins Union House gegangen bist und deinen Namen eingetragen hast! Wenn du Stunk mit ihm kriegst – also, dazu  darf es  nicht kommen – das wär's.«

McMurdo zeigte sich leicht überrascht. 

»Ich bin schon seit über zwei Jahren Logenmitglied, Scanlan, aber von so dringenden Pflichten habe ich noch nie gehört.«

»Vielleicht nicht in Chicago!«

»Na und, es ist hier doch die gleiche Gesellschaft.«

»Wirklich?« Scanlan sah ihn lange und starr an. In seinem Blick lag etwas Drohendes. 

»Etwa nicht?«

»Wir sprechen in einem Monat wieder darüber. Ich höre, du hast dich mit den Polizisten unterhalten, nachdem ich aus dem Zug gestiegen bin.«

»Woher weißt du das?«

»Oh, das spricht sich rum – hier spricht sich alles rum, im Guten wie im Schlechten.«

»Naja, ich habe den Bluthunden gesagt, was ich von ihnen halte.«
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»Bei Gott, du wärst ein Mann nach McGintys Herzen!«

»Was – haßt er die Polizei etwa auch?«

Scanlan brach in Gelächter aus. 

»Geh hin und sprich mit ihm, mein Junge«, sagte er, als er sich verabschiedete. »Wenn du nicht gehst, wird er nämlich nicht die Polizei hassen, sondern dich! Also, hör auf den Rat eines Freundes und geh gleich!«

Zufällig hatte McMurdo am selben Abend noch eine weitere dringende Unterredung, die ihn in die gleiche Richtung nötigte. Möglicherweise waren seine Aufmerksamkeiten gegenüber Ettie auffälliger denn zuvor gewesen, oder aber sie hatten sich dem guten deutschen Gastgeber nach und nach ins träge Bewußtsein gedrängt; aus welchem Grund auch immer – der Pensionswirt winkte jedenfalls den jungen Mann in sein Privatzimmer und kam ohne Umschweife, wenn auch mit deutlich deutschem Akzent, zum Thema. 

»Es scheint so, Mister«, sagte er, »daß Sie's auf meine Ettie abgesehen haben. Kann das stimmen, oder irr ich mich da?«

»Ja, das stimmt«, antwortete der junge Mann. 

»Tja, da will ich Ihnen man gleich sagen, daß das wohl nich viel Zweck hat. Da ist vor Ihnen schon einer reingeschlüpft.«

»Das hat sie mir gesagt.«
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»Na, da können Sie drauf wetten, daß sie die Wahrheit sagt! Hat Sie Ihnen gesagt, wer es ist?«

»Nein; ich habe sie danach gefragt, aber sie wollte es mir nicht sagen.«

»Das hab ich mir gedacht, das kleine Luder. Vielleicht wollte sie Ihnen keine Angst einjagen und Sie nicht verscheuchen.«

»Verscheuchen!« brauste McMurdo auf. 

»Nicht doch, mein Freund! Sie brauchen sich nicht zu schämen, wenn Sie Angst vor ihm haben. Es ist Teddy Baldwin.«

»Und wer zum Teufel ist das?«

»Das ist'n Boss von den Scowrers.«

»Scowrers! Von denen hab ich schon gehört. 

Scowrers hier und Scowrers dort, und immer nur im Flüsterton. Wovor habt ihr alle bloß Angst? Wer  sind diese Scowrers?«

Der Pensionswirt senkte unwillkürlich die Stimme; wie jeder, der von dieser schrecklichen Gesellschaft sprach. 

»Die Scowrers«, sagte er, »das ist der Ehrwürdige Orden der Freimaurer.«

Der junge Mann sprang auf. 

»He, ich bin selbst ein Mitglied des Ordens.«

»Sie! Wenn ich das gewußt hätt, dann hätt ich Sie nie in mein Haus gelassen – und wenn Sie mir hundert Dollar die Woche zahlen würden.«
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»Was stimmt denn nicht mit dem Orden? Er steht doch für Wohltätigkeit und gute Kameradschaft. So lauten die Regeln.«

»Vielleicht anderswo. Nicht hier!«

»Was ist er denn hier?«

»Ein Mörderverein, das ist er.«

McMurdo lachte ungläubig. 

»Wie wollen Sie das beweisen?« fragte er. 

»Beweisen! Gibt's nich fünfzehn Morde, die's beweisen? Was ist mit Milman und Van Shorst und Familie Nicholson und dem alten Mr. Hyam und dem kleinen Billy James und den andern? Beweisen! 

Gibt's denn in dem Tal hier einen Mann oder eine Frau, wo da nicht von Bescheid wissen?«

»Hören Sie!« sagte McMurdo ernst. »Ich will, daß Sie zurücknehmen, was Sie gesagt haben, oder daß Sie dafür geradestehen. Eines von beiden müssen Sie tun, ehe ich diesen Raum verlasse. Versetzen Sie sich doch in meine Lage. Ich bin fremd hier in der Stadt. 

Ich gehöre einer Vereinigung an, die ich nur als unbescholtene kenne. Man findet sie landauf und landab in den Staaten; aber überall ist sie unbescholten. Und jetzt, wo ich gerade vorhabe, mich ihr hier anzuschlie-

ßen, erzählen Sie mir, daß sie gleichbedeutend mit einem Mörderverein namens ›Scowrers‹ ist. Ich schät-ze, Sie schulden mir entweder eine Entschuldigung oder eine Erklärung, Mr. Shafter.«
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»Ich kann Ihnen bloß sagen, was eh schon die ganze Welt weiß, Mister. Die Bosse von die einen sind die Bosse von die andern. Wer die einen ärgert, den hauen dann die andern. Das hat sich schon zu oft erwiesen.«

»Das ist nur Geschwätz! Ich will Beweise!« sagte McMurdo. 

»Wenn Sie man länger hier leben, werden Sie Ihren Beweis schon noch kriegen. Aber ich vergeß ja ganz, daß Sie selber einer von denen sind. Sie werden bald so schlimm sein wie der Rest. Sie müssen schon 'ne andere Bleibe suchen, Mister. Hier kann ich Sie nicht behalten. Ist schon schlimm genug, daß einer von die Leut herkommt und meiner Ettie den Hof macht und daß ich mich nich trau, ihn ordentlich abzukanzeln; aber daß ich noch einen als Gast haben soll? Ja, wirklich, das ist die letzte Nacht, wo Sie hier schlafen!«

So sah sich McMurdo zur Verbannung verurteilt –

sowohl aus seinem behaglichen Quartier als auch aus der Nähe des Mädchens, das er liebte. Am selben Abend noch traf er sie alleine im Wohnzimmer und schüttete ihr sein Herz aus. 

»Doch, Ihr Vater hat mir eben gekündigt«, sagte er. 

»Wenn es nur um das Zimmer ginge, würde mir das wenig ausmachen; aber Sie, Ettie! Wenn ich Sie auch erst eine Woche kenne, so sind Sie doch meine wahre Lebensluft, und ohne Sie kann ich nicht leben.«
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»Oh, still, Mr. McMurdo! So dürfen Sie nicht sprechen!« sagte das Mädchen. »Ich habe Ihnen doch gesagt, daß Sie zu spät kommen, oder nicht? Es gibt einen anderen, und wenn ich ihm auch nicht versprochen habe, ihn gleich zu heiraten, so kann ich es doch keinem anderen versprechen.«

»Angenommen, ich wäre als erster gekommen, Ettie; hätte ich dann eine Chance gehabt?«

Das Mädchen barg das Gesicht in den Händen. 

»Ich wünsche beim Himmel, Sie  wären  der erste gewesen«, schluchzte sie. 

Im Nu war McMurdo vor ihr auf den Knien. 

»Um Gottes Willen, Ettie, bleib dabei!« rief er. 

»Willst du dein und mein Leben ruinieren, nur wegen diesem Versprechen? Folge doch deinem Herzen, acushla26! Es ist ein besserer Führer als jedes Versprechen, das du gegeben hast, ohne zu wissen, was du sagst.«

Er hielt Etties weiße Hand zwischen seinen kräftigen braunen Händen. 

»Sag, daß du mein bist, und wir fechten es gemeinsam aus!«

»Doch nicht hier?«

»Doch, hier.«

»Nein, nein, Jack!« Nun hielt er sie in den Armen. 

»Hier geht es nicht. Kannst du mich denn nicht fort-bringen?«
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Einen Augenblick lang kämpfte es in McMurdos Gesicht; schließlich wurde es fest wie Granit. 

»Nein, hier«, sagte er. »Ich halte dich fest, Ettie –

gegen die ganze Welt, genau hier, wo wir stehen!«

»Warum gehen wir nicht gemeinsam fort?«

»Nein, Ettie, ich kann hier nicht weg.«

»Aber warum denn?«

»Ich könnte nie wieder den Kopf hochtragen, wenn ich das Gefühl hätte, verjagt worden zu sein. Außerdem, wovor sollen wir denn Angst haben? Sind wir nicht freie Leute in einem freien Land? Wenn du mich liebst und ich dich liebe, wer könnte es wagen, dazwi-schenzutreten?«

»Du weißt es nicht, Jack. Du bist noch zu kurze Zeit hier. Du kennst diesen Baldwin nicht. Du kennst McGinty und seine Scowrers nicht.«

»Nein, ich kenne sie nicht und ich furchte sie nicht und ich glaube auch nicht an sie!« sagte McMurdo. 

»Ich habe unter rauhen Burschen gelebt, mein Liebling; aber statt sie zu fürchten, hat es immer damit geendet, daß sie mich gefürchtet haben – immer, Ettie. 

Es ist doch einfach verrückt! Wenn diese Männer, wie dein Vater behauptet, Verbrechen auf Verbrechen begangen haben, hier im Tal, und wenn jeder sie namentlich kennt, wie kommt es dann, daß noch keiner vor den Richter gebracht worden ist? Kannst du mir das sagen, Ettie?!«
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»Weil kein Zeuge es wagt, gegen sie auszusagen. 

Er würde sonst keinen Monat mehr leben. Und weil sie außerdem immer eigene Leute haben, die beschwören, daß der Beschuldigte weit weg vom Tatort war. Aber Jack, das mußt du doch alles gelesen haben! Ich dachte, alle Zeitungen in den Staaten schreiben darüber.«

»Ja, ich habe zwar etwas gelesen, es aber immer für Lügenmärchen gehalten. Vielleicht haben die Männer einen Grund für das, was sie tun. Vielleicht geschieht ihnen Unrecht, und sie wissen sich nicht anders zu helfen.«

»Oh, Jack, bitte, sprich nicht so! So spricht er auch – der andere!«

»Baldwin – so spricht er auch, wirklich?«

»Und eben deshalb verabscheue ich ihn so. Oh, Jack, jetzt kann ich dir die Wahrheit sagen, ich verabscheue ihn von ganzem Herzen; aber ich habe auch Angst vor ihm. Ich habe Angst um mich; vor allem aber habe ich Angst um Vater. Ich weiß, daß ein gro-

ßes Unglück über uns kommt, wenn ich zu sagen wage, was ich wirklich fühle. Deshalb habe ich ihn mit halben Versprechungen hingehalten. Das war unsere einzige Hoffnung, wirklich wahr. Aber wenn du mit mir fliehen würdest, Jack, könnten wir Vater mitnehmen und für immer fern der Herrschaft dieser verruchten Männer leben.«
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Wieder kämpfte es in McMurdos Miene, und wieder wurde sie fest wie Granit. 

»Dir soll kein Leid geschehen, Ettie – auch deinem Vater nicht. Aber was die verruchten Männer angeht, so wirst du, noch bevor die Sache ausgestanden ist, vermutlich merken, daß ich so schlimm bin wie der Schlimmste von ihnen.«

»Nein, nein, Jack! Dir würde ich immer und überall vertrauen.«

McMurdo lachte bitter. 

»Lieber Gott, wie wenig weißt du von mir! Deine unschuldige Seele, mein Liebling, könnte nicht einmal ahnen, was in meiner vorgeht. Aber, hallo, wer kommt denn da?«

Die Tür war plötzlich aufgesprungen, und ein junger Bursche trat so forsch herein, als wäre er der Herr des Hauses. Es war ein hübscher, schneidiger junger Mann, ungefähr im gleichen Alter und von gleicher Statur wie McMurdo. Er hatte ein hübsches Gesicht mit einer gebogenen Habichtnase, und unter dem breitrandigen schwarzen Filzhut, den abzunehmen er sich nicht die Mühe machte, blickten wilde, herrische Augen wütend auf das am Ofen sitzende Paar. 

Ettie war aufgesprungen, voller Verwirrung und Furcht. 

»Ich freue mich, daß Sie da sind, Mr. Baldwin«, sagte sie. »Sie kommen früher als erwartet. Setzen Sie Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.847
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sich doch.«

Baldwin stand mit den Händen in den Hüften da und schaute auf McMurdo. 

»Wer ist das?« fragte er kurz. 

»Das ist ein Freund von mir, Mr. Baldwin – ein neuer Gast. Mr. McMurdo, darf ich Sie mit Mr. Baldwin bekanntmachen?«

Die jungen Männer nickten einander unfreundlich zu. 

»Miss Ettie hat Ihnen vermutlich erzählt, wie es mit uns steht?« sagte Baldwin. 

»Ich habe das nicht so verstanden, daß zwischen Ihnen irgendeine Beziehung bestünde.«

»Nein? Na, dann verstehen Sie es eben jetzt. Lassen Sie es sich gesagt sein: Diese junge Lady gehört mir; und Sie werden sehen, der Abend ist schön und wie geschaffen für einen Spaziergang.«

»Danke, ich bin nicht in Stimmung dafür.«

»Nein?« Die wilden Augen des Mannes flackerten vor Zorn. »Vielleicht sind Sie in Stimmung für einen Kampf, Mr. Gast?«

»Dafür ja«, rief McMurdo und sprang auf. »Was Besseres konnten Sie gar nicht vorschlagen.«

»Um Gottes willen, Jack! Oh, um Gottes willen!«

rief die arme, verwirrte Ettie. »Oh, Jack, Jack, er wird dir etwas antun!«

»Oh, höre ich ›Jack‹, ja?« sagte Baldwin und fluch-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.848
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te. »So weit seid ihr also schon?«

»Oh, Ted, seien Sie vernünftig – seien Sie wieder gut! Mir zuliebe, Ted; wenn Sie mich je geliebt haben, dann seien Sie großmütig und verzeihen Sie!«

»Ich glaube, Ettie, du solltest uns jetzt alleine lassen, dann könnten wir diese Sache klären«, sagte McMurdo ruhig. »Oder vielleicht, Mr. Baldwin, kommen Sie lieber mal kurz hinaus auf die Straße mit mir. 

Es ist ja ein schöner Abend, und hinter dem nächsten Block gibt es ein freies Gelände.«

»Mit Ihnen rechne ich ab, ohne mir dabei die Hände schmutzig zu machen«, sagte sein Gegner. 

»Sie werden sich wünschen, nie einen Fuß in dieses Haus gesetzt zu haben, noch ehe ich mit Ihnen fertig bin.«

»Dann mal los jetzt!« rief McMurdo. 

»Den Zeitpunkt suche ich mir selber aus, Mister. 

Den können Sie ruhig mir überlassen. Sehen Sie her!«

Er krempelte plötzlich den Ärmel hoch und zeigte ein merkwürdiges Zeichen auf seinem Unterarm, das dort eingebrannt zu sein schien. Es war ein Kreis mit einem Dreieck darin. »Wissen Sie, was das bedeutet?«

»Ich weiß es nicht, und es ist mir auch egal!«

»Na, Sie werden es schon noch kennenlernen. Das verspreche ich Ihnen. Und Sie brauchen bis dahin auch nicht alt zu werden. Vielleicht kann Ihnen Miss Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.849
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Ettie etwas darüber sagen. Und was dich betrifft, Ettie, du wirst noch auf den Knien zu mir zurückkehren. Hörst du, Mädchen? Auf den Knien! Und dann werd ich dir sagen, wie deine Strafe aussieht. Du hast gesät – und, bei Gott, ich werde dafür sorgen, daß du auch erntest!« Er starrte die beiden wütend an. Dann machte er auf dem Absatz kehrt, und einen Moment später krachte die Haustür hinter ihm zu. 

Ein paar Augenblicke lang standen McMurdo und das Mädchen schweigend da. Dann schlang sie die Arme um ihn. 

»Oh, Jack, wie mutig du warst! Aber es hat keinen Zweck – du mußt fliehen! Heute nacht – Jack – heute nacht noch! Das ist deine einzige Hoffnung. Er will dir ans Leben. Ich habe es in seinen schrecklichen Augen gelesen. Was hast du denn für eine Chance gegen ein Dutzend von ihnen, mit Boss McGinty und der ganzen Macht der Loge dahinter?«

McMurdo löste sich aus ihren Armen, küßte sie und schob sie sanft in einen Stuhl zurück. 

»Ruhig, acushla, ruhig! Sorg dich nicht und hab keine Angst um mich. Ich bin doch selbst Freimaurer. 

Das habe ich vorhin schon deinem Vater gesagt. Wo-möglich bin ich gar nicht besser als die anderen, deshalb mach bitte keinen Heiligen aus mir. Vielleicht haßt du mich jetzt, nachdem ich dir das gesagt habe.«

»Dich hassen, Jack! Das könnte ich nie im Leben! 
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Ich habe gehört, daß es nur hier etwas Böses ist, Freimaurer zu sein; warum sollte ich also schlechter von dir denken? Aber wenn du ein Freimaurer bist, Jack, warum gehst du dann nicht zu Boss McGinty und machst ihn dir zum Freund? Oh, beeil dich, Jack, beeil dich! Gib du ihm zuerst Bescheid, oder die Bluthunde werden dir auf der Spur sein.«

»Das habe ich auch gerade gedacht«, sagte McMurdo. »Ich geh jetzt gleich und bringe die Sache in Ordnung. Du kannst deinem Vater ausrichten, daß ich heute nacht noch hier schlafe und mir morgen früh ein anderes Quartier suche.«

In der Bar von McGintys Saloon herrschte wie üblich Gedränge, denn sie war der Lieblingstreffpunkt aller rauheren Elemente der Stadt. Der Mann war beliebt, denn er hatte eine rauhe, joviale Art, eine Maske, hinter der sich eine ganze Menge verbarg. 

Aber abgesehen von dieser Beliebtheit genügte allein schon die Angst, die man überall in der Ortschaft, ja über die gesamten dreißig Meilen des Tales und die angrenzenden Berge hinaus vor ihm empfand, um seine Bar zu füllen, denn niemand konnte es sich leisten, sein Wohlwollen nicht zu pflegen. 

Er hatte nicht nur jene geheime Macht, von der er, nach allgemeiner Ansicht, so erbarmungslos Gebrauch machte, sondern bekleidete auch ein hohes öffentliches Amt; er war Stadtrat und Leiter der Abtei-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.851
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lung für Straßenbau – ein Amt, in das er mit den Stimmen von Schurken gewählt worden war, die ih-rerseits dafür Gefälligkeiten von ihm erwarteten. Gemeinde- und Staatssteuern waren sehr hoch, die öffentlichen Bauarbeiten wurden notorisch vernachlässigt, die Abrechnungen überflogen von bestochenen Buchprüfern, und den ehrbaren Bürger zwang man durch Terror, öffentliche Erpressungsgelder zu zahlen und den Mund zu halten, damit ihm nicht noch Schlimmeres widerfuhr. So kam es, daß die diamante-nen Krawattennadeln von Boss McGinty mit jedem Jahr auffälliger, daß seine goldenen Ketten über immer prächtigeren Westen noch schwerer wurden und daß sein Saloon sich weiter und weiter ausdehnte, bis er eine ganze Seite des Marktplatzes zu verschluk-ken drohte. 

McMurdo stieß die Schwingtür des Saloons auf und bahnte sich durch die Menschenmenge und die von Tabaksrauch getrübte und von Alkoholdüften geschwängerte Atmosphäre einen Weg. Der Raum war strahlend hell erleuchtet, und von allen Wänden warfen riesige, üppig vergoldete Spiegel vielfältig das grelle Licht zurück. Mehrere Barkeeper in Hemdsärmeln waren emsig damit beschäftigt, den Müßiggängern, die die breite, reich mit Metall beschlagene Theke säumten, Drinks zu mixen. Am hinteren Ende des Tresens stand, mit aufgestützten Ellenbogen und Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.852
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einer steil aus dem Mundwinkel ragenden Zigarre, ein großer, kräftiger, wuchtig gebauter Mann, der niemand anders sein konnte denn der berüchtigte McGinty selbst. Er war ein schwarzmähniger Riese; sein Bart reichte bis zu den Wangenknochen, und sein rabenschwarzer Haarschopf fiel bis auf den Kragen herab. Seine Haut war dunkel wie die eines Italieners, und das sonderbar tote Schwarz seiner Augen, in Verbindung mit einem leichten Schielen, verlieh ihnen ein besonders unheimliches Aussehen. Alles übrige an dem Mann, sein stattlicher Wuchs, das gute Gesicht und seine zwanglose Haltung paßten zu jener jovialen Kumpelhaftigkeit, die er zur Schau trug. Hier, würde man sagen, steht ein gutmütiger, ehrbarer Zeitgenosse, der sein Herz auf dem rechten Fleck trägt, wie rüde seine unverblümten Worte auch immer scheinen mögen. Nur wenn sich diese toten dunklen Augen in ihrer ganzen Tiefe und Grausamkeit auf einen hefteten, schrumpfte man in sich zusammen mit dem Ge-fühl, da gegenüber lauere das Böse in seiner ganzen Vielfalt, verbunden mit Kraft und Mut und Verschla-genheit, die es noch tausendmal tödlicher machten. 

Nachdem er den Mann gründlich gemustert hatte, bahnte sich McMurdo mit den Ellbogen und der üblichen unbekümmerten Keckheit seinen Weg weiter nach vorne und schob sich durch die kleine Gruppe von Höflingen, die um den mächtigen Boß herum-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.853
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schwänzelten und noch beim geringsten seiner Scherze in brüllendes Gelächter ausbrachen. Furchtlos blickten die kühnen grauen Augen des jungen Fremdlings durch die Brillengläser in jene tödlichen schwarzen, die sich scharf auf ihn richteten. 

»Nanu, junger Mann, Ihr Gesicht kommt mir nicht bekannt vor.«

»Ich bin auch noch neu hier, Mr. McGinty.«

»Doch nicht so neu, daß Sie einen Gentleman nicht korrekt anreden können.«

»Das ist Councillor27 McGinty, junger Mann«, sagte eine Stimme aus der Gruppe. 

»Tut mir leid, Councillor. Ich bin mit den hiesigen Bräuchen noch nicht vertraut. Aber man hat mir empfohlen, Sie aufzusuchen.«

»Na, nun haben Sie mich ja gefunden. Mehr ist da nicht. Und wie finden Sie mich?«

»Tja, es ist noch ein bißchen früh. Aber wenn Ihr Herz so groß ist wie Ihr Leib und Ihre Seele so gut wie Ihr Gesicht, dann war ich schon mehr als zufrieden«, sagte McMurdo. 

»Bei Gott, jedenfalls haben Sie eine echt irische Zunge im Maul«, rief der Saloonbesitzer, unschlüssig, ob er diesem dreisten Besucher mit Humor begegnen oder auf seine Würde pochen sollte. »So hätten Sie also die Güte, meine Erscheinung passieren zu lassen?«
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»Natürlich«, sagte McMurdo. 

»Und man hat Ihnen geraten, mich aufzusuchen?«

»Ja.«

»Und wer hat Ihnen das geraten?«

»Bruder Scanlan von der Loge 341, Vermissa. Ich trinke auf Ihr Wohl, Councillor, und auf unsere nähe-re Bekanntschaft.« Er hob ein Glas, das man ihm gereicht hatte, an die Lippen und spreizte beim Trinken den kleinen Finger ab. 

McGinty, der ihn scharf beobachtet hatte, hob seine dichten schwarzen Augenbrauen. 

»Oh, so ist das also?« sagte er. »Das muß ich dann doch ein bißchen genauer prüfen, Mister ...«

»McMurdo.«

»Ein bißchen genauer, Mr. McMurdo; wir nehmen hier nämlich nicht einfach auf Treu und Glauben Leute auf und glauben auch nicht alles, was uns er-zählt wird. Kommen Sie doch einen Moment, hier, hinter der Bar.«

Es gab dort einen kleinen Raum mit Fässern entlang den Wänden. McGinty schloß sorgfältig die Tür und setzte sich dann auf eines davon; nachdenklich biß er auf seine Zigarre und musterte sein Gegenüber mit jenen beunruhigenden Augen. Ein paar Minuten lang saß er völlig schweigend da. 

McMurdo nahm die Prüfung gutgelaunt hin; eine Hand steckte in der Jackentasche, und mit der anderen Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.855
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zwirbelte er seinen braunen Schnurrbart. Plötzlich beugte McGinty sich vor und brachte einen gefährlich aussehenden Revolver zum Vorschein. 

»Paß auf, mein Spaßvögelchen«, sagte er; »wenn ich merken sollte, daß du irgendwelche Spielchen mit uns treibst, mach ich kurzen Prozeß mit dir.«

»Das ist ja ein seltsamer Willkommensgruß«, antwortete McMurdo würdevoll, »den der Stuhlmeister einer Freimaurerloge da einem auswärtigen Bruder entbietet.«

»Schon möglich, aber genau als solcher mußt du dich erst noch erweisen«, sagte McGinty, »und gnade dir Gott, wenn du einen Fehler machst. Wo bist du aufgenommen worden?«

»In Chicago, Loge 29.«

»Wann?«

»Am 24. Juni 1872.«

»Welcher Logenmeister?«

»James H. Scott.«

»Wie heißt dein Distriktmeister?«

»Bartholomew Wilson.«

»Hm! Du scheinst bei Prüfungen ganz schlagfertig zu sein. Und was machst du hier?«

»Arbeiten, so wie Sie auch; nur bringt meine Arbeit nicht soviel.«

»Du hast deine Antworten ja ziemlich flink parat.«

»Ja, im Reden war ich schon immer flink.«

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.856
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»Bist du auch flink im Handeln?«

»Das sagen jedenfalls die, die mich gut kennen.«

»Nun, das stellen wir vielleicht schneller auf die Probe, als du denkst. Hast du schon was über die Loge hier gehört?«

»Ich habe gehört, daß man ein Mann sein muß, um hier Bruder zu sein.«

»Du sagst es, Mr. McMurdo. Warum bist du von Chicago fortgegangen?«

»Eher laß ich mich hängen, als Ihnen das zu sagen.«

McGinty machte große Augen. Er war es nicht gewohnt, solche Antworten zu erhalten, und das amü-

sierte ihn. 

»Und warum willst du's mir nicht verraten?«

»Weil kein Bruder den anderen belügen darf!«

»Dann ist die Wahrheit wohl zu schlimm, um ausgesprochen zu werden?«

»So können Sie es auch auffassen, wenn Sie wollen.«

»Hör mal, Mister; du kannst nicht erwarten, daß ich als Stuhlmeister einen Mann in die Loge lasse, der für seine Vergangenheit nicht geradestehen kann.«

McMurdo machte ein verwirrtes Gesicht. Dann zog er aus einer Innentasche einen zerknitterten Zeitungsausschnitt. 

»Sie würden doch keinen verpfeifen?« sagte er. 

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.857
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»Du kriegst eins in die Fresse; mir so was zu unterstellen«, rief McGinty zornig. 

»Sie haben recht, Councillor«, sagte McMurdo sanft. »Ich muß mich entschuldigen. Das war gedankenlos. Gut, jetzt weiß ich, daß ich bei Ihnen sicher bin. Sehen Sie sich diesen Ausschnitt mal an.«

McGinty überflog den Bericht über einen gewissen Jonas Pinto, der im Lake Saloon, Market Street, Chicago, 1874, in der Woche nach Neujahr erschossen worden war. 

»Deine Arbeit?« fragte er, als er das Blatt zurückgab. 

McMurdo nickte. 

»Warum hast du ihn erschossen?«

»Ich habe Uncle Sam geholfen, Dollars zu machen. 

Meine waren vielleicht nicht aus ganz so gutem Gold wie seine, aber sie sahen genauso gut aus und ließen sich billiger fabrizieren. Dieser Pinto hat mir geholfen, die Blüten zu schmeißen28 ...«

»Zu was?«

»Naja, die Dollars in Umlauf zu bringen, bedeutet das. Dann hat er gesagt, er möchte halbe-halbe. Vielleicht hat er eh schon halbe-halbe gemacht. Ich hab mich nicht damit aufgehalten, das herauszufinden. Ich hab ihn einfach umgelegt und bin ins Kohlerevier ver-duftet.«

»Warum gerade ins Kohlerevier?«

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.858
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»Weil ich in den Zeitungen gelesen hab, daß man's dort nicht so genau nimmt.«

McGinty lachte. 

»Zuerst warst du ein Falschmünzer und dann ein Mörder, und jetzt kommst du einfach hierher und denkst, man nimmt dich mit offenen Armen auf?«

»So ungefähr«, antwortete McMurdo. 

»Na, ich schätze, du wirst es noch weit bringen. 

Sag mal, kannst du diese Dollars immer noch machen?«

McMurdo zog ein halbes Dutzend aus der Tasche. 

»Die hier sind nie durch die Münze in Washington gegangen«, sagte er. 

»Was du nicht sagst!« McGinty hielt sie ans Licht mit seiner riesigen Hand, die behaart war wie die eines Gorillas. »Ich kann keinen Unterschied erkennen! Bei Gott, du wirst ein verdammt nützlicher Bruder sein, denke ich. Wir können ein paar schräge Burschen bei uns brauchen, Freund McMurdo, es gibt nämlich Zeiten, wo man sich selbst helfen muß. Wir wären längst mit dem Rücken zur Wand, wenn wir nicht die, die uns drücken, immer zurückstoßen würden.«

»Tja, ich schätze, zusammen mit den übrigen Jungs könnt ich das Zurückstoßen schon besorgen.«

»Du scheinst gute Nerven zu haben. Als ich den Revolver auf dich gerichtet habe, bist du nicht mal Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.859
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zusammengezuckt.«

»Ich war es auch nicht, der in Gefahr war.«

»Wer denn sonst?«

»Sie, Councillor.« McMurdo zog eine entsicherte Pistole aus der Seitentasche seiner Seemannsjacke. 

»Die war die ganze Zeit auf Sie gerichtet. Ich schätze, ich wäre genauso schnell zum Schuß gekommen wie Sie.«

McGinty lief vor Zorn puterrot an; aber dann brach er in röhrendes Gelächter aus. 

»Bei Gott!« sagte er. »Also so ein Satansbraten ist uns schon lange nicht mehr untergekommen. Ich schätze, die Loge wird noch stolz auf dich sein. He, was zum Teufel willst du? Kann ich denn keine fünf Minuten mit einem Gentleman alleine sprechen, ohne daß du zu uns hereinplatzt?«

Der Barmann stand verlegen da. 

»Tut mir leid, Councillor, aber es ist Mr. Ted Baldwin. Er sagt, er muß Sie unbedingt sofort sprechen.«

Die Anmeldung war überflüssig, denn das starre, grausame Gesicht des Mannes lugte bereits über die Schulter des Angestellten. Er schob den Barkeeper hinaus und schloß hinter ihm die Tür. 

»So«, sagte er mit einem wütenden Blick auf McMurdo, »Sie waren also zuerst hier, was? Über diesen Mann, Councillor, habe ich Ihnen ein Wörtlein zu sagen.«
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»Dann sagen Sie es hier und jetzt, vor mir«, rief McMurdo. 

»Ich sage es, wann und wie es mir paßt.«

»Tz, tz!« machte McGinty; er stieg von seinem Faß. »So geht das nicht. Wir haben hier einen neuen Bruder, Baldwin, und es gehört sich nicht, ihn so zu begrüßen. Streck deine Hand aus, Mann, und laß es gut sein.«

»Niemals!« rief Baldwin wütend. 

»Ich hab ihm schon angeboten zu kämpfen, wenn er denkt, ich hab ihm Unrecht getan«, sagte McMurdo. »Ich kämpfe mit den Fäusten oder, wenn ihm das nicht genügt, auf jede andere Weise, die er sich aussucht. Ich überlasse es nun Ihnen, Councillor, zwischen uns Recht zu sprechen, wie es einem Logenmeister geziemt.«

»Worum geht es denn?«

»Um eine junge Lady. Sie ist frei und kann selbst wählen.«

»Wirklich?« rief Baldwin. 

»Solange sie es zwischen zwei Logenbrüdern tut, würde ich sagen: Ja«, sagte der Boß. 

»Oh, so lautet also Ihre Entscheidung, ja?«

»Jawohl, so lautet sie, Ted Baldwin«, sagte McGinty mit einem gefährlichen Blick. »Willst du sie vielleicht anfechten?«

»Sie würden also einen, der Ihnen schon fünf Jahre Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.861
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zur Seite steht, einfach im Stich lassen zugunsten eines Mannes, den Sie noch nie im Leben gesehen haben? Sie sind nicht Logenmeister auf Lebenszeit, Jack McGinty, und, bei Gott, wenn es demnächst zur Wahl kommt ...«

Der Councillor sprang ihn wie ein Tiger an, Seine Hand schloß sich um den Hals des anderen; dann schleuderte er ihn rückwärts über eines der Fässer. In seiner wahnsinnigen Wut hätte er ihm das Leben ausgepreßt, wenn McMurdo nicht eingegriffen hätte. 

»Sachte, Councillor! Um Himmels willen, sachte!«

rief er, als er ihn zurückzerrte. 

McGinty ließ los, und Baldwin saß geknickt und schwankend auf dem Faß, über das er geschleudert worden war; er rang nach Atem und zitterte an allen Gliedern – wie einer, der dem Tod bereits ins Auge geschaut hat. 

»Das hast du schon oft genug herausgefordert, Ted Baldwin. Jetzt hast du's bekommen«, rief McGinty; sein riesiger Brustkasten hob und senkte sich. »Du denkst wohl, du kannst in meine Fußstapfen treten, wenn ich nicht wieder zum Logenmeister gewählt werde. Das zu bestimmen ist Sache der Loge. Aber solange ich der Chef bin, dulde ich nicht, daß ein Mann seine Stimme gegen mich oder meine Entscheidungen erhebt.«

»Gegen Sie habe ich ja gar nichts«, murmelte Bald-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.862
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win und befühlte seine Kehle. 

»Na, dann«, rief der andere, indem er im Nu in eine derbe Jovialität verfiel, »sind wir alle wieder gute Freunde, und damit hat sich die Sache.«

Er nahm eine Flasche Champagner vom Regal und drehte den Korken heraus. 

»Und jetzt«, fügte er hinzu, als er drei hohe Gläser füllte, »laßt uns den Versöhnungstoast der Loge ausbringen. Danach darf es, wie ihr wißt, kein böses Blut mehr geben zwischen uns. Alsdann, die linke Hand auf meinem Adamsapfel, sage ich dir, Ted Baldwin, was ist der Stein des Anstoßes, Sir?«

»Die Wolken hängen tief«, antwortete Baldwin. 

»Aber sie werden auf ewig hell.«

»Und das gelobe ich.«

Die Männer tranken ihren Schaumwein, und die gleiche Zeremonie wurde zwischen Baldwin und McMurdo vollzogen. 

»Na also«, rief McGinty und rieb sich die Hände, 

»damit hat das böse Blut ein Ende. Wenn ihr aber weitermacht, dann fallt ihr unter die Logendisziplin, und die ist hierzulande verdammt hart; Bruder Baldwin weiß das bereits, und du, Bruder McMurdo, wirst es auch sehr bald merken, falls du Scherereien suchst.«

»Liebe Güte, da könnt ihr lange warten«, sagte McMurdo. Er hielt Baldwin die Hand hin. »Ich streite Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.863
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mich schnell und versöhne mich schnell. Das ist mein heißes irisches Blut, sagt man. Aber für mich ist es vorbei, und ich bin nicht nachtragend.«

Baldwin mußte die angebotene Hand nehmen, denn die unheilvollen Augen des schrecklichen Bosses waren auf ihn gerichtet. Sein mürrisches Gesicht verriet jedoch, wie wenig Eindruck die Worte des anderen auf ihn gemacht hatten. 

McGinty klopfte den beiden auf die Schultern. 

»Tz! Diese Mädchen, diese Mächen!« rief er. »Daß ausgerechnet ein und derselbe Petticoat zwischen zwei meiner Jungs geraten muß. Also wenn das kein Mordspech ist. Na, die Frage muß das Mädel, das im Petticoat steckt, klären, denn das liegt außerhalb der Zuständigkeit eines Logenmeisters, und dafür sei Gott gepriesen. Wir haben auch ohne die Weiber schon genug auf dem Hals. Du mußt noch in die Loge 341

aufgenommen werden, Bruder McMurdo. Wir haben nämlich unsere eigenen Bräuche und Methoden; andere als in Chicago. Samstag abend findet unsere Versammlung statt, und wenn du kommst, machen wir dich für immer zu einem Freimaurer von Vermissa Valley.«
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Am Tag nach diesem Abend, der so viele aufregende Ereignisse beschert hatte, zog McMurdo aus seinem Logis beim alten Jacob Shafter aus und nahm Quartier bei der Witwe MacNamara, im äußersten Randbezirk der Stadt. Scanlan, sein ursprünglicher Bekannter aus dem Zug, hatte schon kurz danach Gelegenheit, nach Vermissa umzuziehen, und die beiden wohnten zusammen. Weitere Mieter gab es nicht, und die Wirtin war eine unbekümmerte alte Irin, die sie sich selbst überließ, so daß sie frei reden und handeln konnten, was für Männer, die gemeinsame Geheimnisse hatten, sehr angenehm war. Shafter war wieder so weit besänftigt, daß er McMurdo, wann er wollte, an seinen Mahlzeiten teilnehmen ließ, so daß der Verkehr mit Ettie keineswegs abgebrochen war. Im Gegenteil, er wurde von Woche zu Woche enger und inniger. Im Schlafzimmer seiner neuen Bleibe fühlte McMurdo sich sicher genug, die Prägestempel auszupacken, und unter manchen Stillschweigegelöbnissen durfte eine Anzahl von Logenbrüdern hereinkommen und sie sehen; jeder von ihnen nahm in seiner Tasche ein paar Exemplare des Falschgeldes mit, das so geschickt geprägt war, daß es sich ohne die geringste Schwierigkeit oder Gefahr in Umlauf bringen ließ. 
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Weshalb McMurdo, dem solch eine wunderbare Gabe zu Gebote stand, sich erniedrigen konnte, überhaupt noch zu arbeiten, war seinen Gefährten ein ewiges Rätsel, obwohl er jedem, der ihn fragte, klarmachte, daß es sehr schnell die Polizei auf seine Spur locken würde, wenn er ohne irgendein erkennbares Einkommen lebte. 

Ein Polizist war in der Tat schon hinter ihm her; aber wie es das Schicksal wollte, brachte der Vorfall dem Abenteurer sehr viel mehr Nutzen als Schaden ein. Nachdem er erst einmal eingeführt war, gab es wenige Abende, da er nicht den Weg zu McGintys Saloon fand, um dort noch engere Bekanntschaft zu schließen mit den »Jungs«; das war die joviale Bezeichnung der gefährlichen, die Gegend unsicher machenden Bande für sich selbst. Seine flotte Art und seine furchtlose Sprechweise machten ihn bei allen beliebt; durch die rasche und systematische Methode, mit der er bei einer Lokalrauferei, wo es in die vollen ging, seinen Gegner erledigte, erwarb er sich den Respekt der rauhen Gemeinschaft. Aber ein anderer Vorfall ließ ihn in ihrer Wertschätzung sogar noch höher steigen. 

Just zur Stunde des Hochbetriebs öffnete sich eines Abends die Tür, und ein Mann trat ein; er trug die unauffällige blaue Uniform und Schildmütze der Coal and Iron Police. Dies war eine von den Eisenbahn-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.866
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und Grubenbesitzern aufgestellte Spezialtruppe zur Ergänzung der Bemühungen der gewöhnlichen Staats-polizei, die vollkommen hilflos war gegenüber der or-ganisierten Brutalität, die das Gebiet terrorisierte. Bei seinem Eintreten wurde es zwar still, und mancher neugierig schnelle Blick fiel auf ihn; aber in den Staaten sind die Beziehungen zwischen Polizisten und Verbrechern eigenartig, und McGinty, der hinter der Theke stand, zeigte sich nicht überrascht, als der Inspektor unter seinen Gästen auftauchte. 

»Einen Whisky pur, die Nacht ist bitterkalt«, sagte der Polizeibeamte. »Ich glaube, wir kennen uns noch nicht, Councillor?«

»Sie sind wohl der neue Captain?« sagte McGinty. 

»So ist es. Wir hoffen, daß Sie, Councillor, und die anderen einflußreichen Bürger uns helfen, Recht und Ordnung in dieser Gemeinde aufrechtzuerhalten. Ich bin Captain Marvin – von der Coal and Iron.«

»Ohne Sie kämen wir besser zurecht, Captain Marvin«, sagte McGinty kalt. »Wir haben nämlich unsere eigene Gemeindepolizei und keinen Bedarf nach importierter Ware. Was sind Sie denn anderes als ein bezahltes Werkzeug der Kapitalisten – angeheuert, um Ihre ärmeren Mitbürger niederzuknüppeln oder niederzuschießen?«

»Na, na, darüber wollen wir uns doch nicht streiten«, sagte der Polizeibeamte gutmütig. »Ich würde Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.867
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sagen, wir alle tun unsere Pflicht so, wie wir sie auffassen; bloß fassen wir sie nicht alle gleich auf« Er hatte sein Glas ausgetrunken und sich zum Gehen gewandt, als sein Blick auf das Gesicht von Jack McMurdo fiel, der mit finsterer Miene neben ihm stand. »Halloo! Halloo!« rief er und sah ihn von oben bis unten an. »Hier ist ja ein alter Bekannter.«

McMurdo fuhr vor ihm zurück. 

»Ich war in meinem Leben noch nie ein Freund von Ihnen oder von einem anderen verdammten Cop«, sagte er. 

»Ein Bekannter ist ja nicht immer ein Freund«, sagte der Polizeicaptain grinsend. »Sie sind doch eindeutig Jack McMurdo aus Chicago, das wollen Sie doch nicht leugnen.«

McMurdo zuckte mit den Achseln. 

»Ich leugne es auch nicht«, sagte er. »Glauben Sie, ich schäme mich meines Namens?«

»Jedenfalls hätten Sie guten Grund dazu.«

»Was zum Teufel meinen Sie damit?« brüllte er mit geballten Fäusten. 

»Nicht doch, Jack; Aufplustern verfangt bei mir nicht. Ich war Polizist in Chicago, bevor ich in dieses verdammte Kohlenloch gekommen bin, und ich erkenne einen Gauner aus Chicago, wenn ich einen sehe.«

McMurdo machte ein langes Gesicht. 

»Sie wollen mir doch nicht weismachen, daß Sie Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.868
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Marvin von der Chicago Central sind!« rief er. 

»Genau derselbe alte Teddy Marvin, stehe zu Diensten. Wir haben dort oben den Mord an Jonas Pinto nicht vergessen.«

»Ich habe ihn nicht erschossen.«

»Nein? Und das soll ich verstehen als die Aussage eines völlig Unbefangenen, oder wie? Sein Tod kam Ihnen jedenfalls ungemein gelegen, sonst hätte man Sie drangehabt wegen der Blütenschmeißerei. Na, wir wollen die Vergangenheit ruhen lassen, denn, unter uns gesagt – und das ist vielleicht nicht ganz vor-schriftsgemäß –, man hat keine eindeutigen Beweise gegen Sie gefunden, und Chicago steht Ihnen morgen schon wieder offen.«

»Ich fühle mich sehr wohl, wo ich bin.«

»Also ich geb Ihnen den Tip, und Sie mürrischer Hund bedanken sich nicht mal dafür.«

»Na schön, Sie meinen es vermutlich gut; danke schön also«, sagte McMurdo eher ungnädig. 

»Solange ich sehe, daß Sie ein ehrliches Leben führen, verhalte ich mich ruhig«, sagte der Captain. 

»Aber, heiliger Strohsack, wenn Sie noch mal ein krummes Ding drehen, dann sieht die Sache anders aus! Also, gute Nacht denn – und gute Nacht, Councillor.«

Als er die Bar verließ, hatte er dem Ort einen Helden geschaffen. Zwar war über McMurdos Taten im Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.869
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fernen Chicago zuvor schon gemunkelt worden, und er hatte alle Fragen mit einem Lächeln abgetan – wie jemand, der nicht wünscht, daß man ihm zuviel der Ehre tut, aber nun war die Sache offiziell bestätigt. 

Das Barvolk umlagerte ihn und schüttelte ihm herzlich die Hand. Von jetzt an war er in die Gemeinschaft aufgenommen. Er konnte tüchtig trinken, ohne daß man ihm etwas anmerkte; aber wäre an jenem Abend nicht sein Kamerad Scanlan zur Stelle gewesen, um ihn nach Hause zu geleiten, hätte der gefeierte Held die Nacht bestimmt unter der Theke verbracht. 

An einem Samstagabend wurde McMurdo in die Loge aufgenommen. Er hatte angenommen, ohne Zeremonie hineinzugelangen, da er bereits in Chicago eingeweiht worden war; aber in Vermissa gab es besondere Rituale, auf die man stolz war und denen sich jeder Bewerber unterziehen mußte. Die Versammlung fand in einem großen, für solche Zwecke reservierten Raum im Union House statt. Vermissa zählte etwa sechzig zur Versammlung zugelassene Mitglieder, aber diese Zahl repräsentierte keineswegs die gesamte Stärke des Bundes, denn es gab noch mehrere andere Logen im Tal, und jenseits der angrenzenden Berge noch weitere, die, wenn ein heikles Geschäft zur Erledigung anstand, untereinander Mitglieder tauschten, so daß ein Verbrechen von Männern verübt werden konnte, die am Tatort unbekannt waren. Alles in Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.870
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allem verteilten sich nicht weniger als fünfhundert Mitglieder über das Kohlenrevier. 

In dem schmucklosen Versammlungsraum saßen die Männer um einen langen Tisch. Seitwärts stand ein zweiter, beladen mit Flaschen und Gläsern, auf die einige Mitglieder der Gesellschaft bereits ihre Blicke richteten. Am oberen Ende saß McGinty mit einer flachen schwarzen Samtmütze auf dem wirren schwarzen Haarschopf und einer purpurfarbenen Stola um den Hals, so daß er aussah wie ein Priester, der einem diabolischen Ritual präsidiert. Zu seiner Rechten und Linken befanden sich die höheren Beamten, darunter war auch das grausame, hübsche Gesicht von Ted Baldwin zu sehen. Jeder von ihnen trug ein Halsband oder ein Medaillon als Emblem seines Amtes. Die meisten von ihnen waren Männer reiferen Alters; der Rest der Gesellschaft bestand jedoch aus jungen Burschen von achtzehn bis fünfundzwanzig – willige und tüchtige Erfüllungsgehilfen, die die Befehle ihrer Vorgesetzten ausführten. Unter den Älteren gab es viele, deren Züge die gesetzlosen Tigerseelen dahinter verrieten; wenn man aber das Fußvolk betrachtete, fiel es schwer, zu glauben, daß diese lebhaften jungen Burschen mit ihren offenen Gesichtern in Wahrheit eine gefährliche Mörderbande waren, deren Moral begriff derartig pervertiert war, daß sie sich mit grauenhaftem Stolz ihrer guten Leistungen bei den Geschäften Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.871
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rühmten und den Mann mit dem tiefsten Respekt ansahen, der im Rufstand, einen sogenannten »sauberen Job« erledigen zu können. Ihren verdrehten Vorstellungen zufolge war es eine mutige und eines Ritters würdige Sache, sich freiwillig zu einer Aktion gegen einen Mann zu melden, der ihnen nie etwas zuleide getan und den sie, in vielen Fällen, noch nie im Leben gesehen hatten. War das Verbrechen begangen, so zankten sie sich darüber, wer denn nun wirklich den tödlichen Schlag geführt habe, und ergötzten alle anderen und die Gesellschaft, indem sie das Schreien und Sichwinden des Ermordeten beschrieben. Anfangs hatten sie bei ihren Verabredungen noch eine gewisse Heimlichkeit walten lassen; aber zu der Zeit, die diese Erzählung schildert, gingen sie außerordentlich offen vor, denn das wiederholte Versagen des Gesetzes hatte sie darin bestärkt, daß es einerseits niemand wagen würde, gegen sie auszusagen, und daß sie andererseits eine unbegrenzte Anzahl zuverlässiger Zeugen hätten, auf die sie sich berufen könnten; außerdem verfügten sie über eine wohlgefüllte Schatztruhe, aus der sie die Geldmittel bezogen, um die fähigsten Anwälte des Staates zu verpflichten. In zehn langen Jahren der Greueltaten hatte es nicht eine einzige Verurteilung gegeben, und die einzige Gefahr, welche die Scowrers überhaupt bedrohte, ging von den Opfern selbst aus, die, auch wenn sie zahlenmä-
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ßig unterlegen waren und überrumpelt wurden, dem Gegner einen Denkzettel verpassen konnten, was sie gelegentlich auch taten. 

Man hatte McMurdo darauf aufmerksam gemacht, daß ihm eine schwere Prüfung bevorstehe; aber niemand wollte ihm verraten, worin sie bestand. Er wurde nun von zwei Brüdern feierlich in einen Nebenraum geleitet. Durch die Bretterwand konnte er das Gemurmel vieler Stimmen von der Versammlung drinnen hören. Ein paarmal vernahm er, wie sein Name aufklang; er wußte somit, daß sie gerade über seine Bewerbung berieten. Dann trat ein Türhüter29

herein, mit einer grünen und goldenen Schärpe über der Brust. 

»Der Stuhlmeister ordnet an, daß er gebunden, geblendet und hereingeführt wird«, sagte er. 

Daraufhin nahmen ihm drei der Logenbeamten die Jacke ab, krempelten seinen rechten Ärmel hoch, legten ihm schließlich oberhalb der Ellbogen einen Strick um den Leib und zogen ihn fest. Als nächstes stülpten sie ihm eine dicke, schwarze Haube über den Kopf und den oberen Teil des Gesichtes, so daß er nichts mehr sehen konnte. Dann wurde er in den Ver-sammlungssaal geführt. 

Unter seiner Kapuze war es stockdunkel und sehr drückend. Um sich herum hörte er das Geraschel und Gemurmel der Leute; dann drang dumpf und fern die Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.873
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Stimme McGintys durch die Verhüllung seiner Ohren. 

»John McMurdo«, sagte die Stimme, »bist du bereits ein Mitglied des Ehrwürdigen Ordens der Freimaurer?«

Er verneigte sich zustimmend. 

»Gehörst du der Loge Nr. 29, Chicago, an?«

Wieder verneigte er sich. 

»Dunkle Nächte sind unangenehm«, sagte die Stimme. 

»Ja, für Fremde auf Reisen«, antwortete er. 

»Die Wolken hängen tief«

»Ja; ein Sturm rückt heran.«

»Sind die Brüder zufrieden?« fragte der Stuhlmeister. 

Ein allgemeines Gemurmel der Zustimmung setzte ein. 

»Wir erkennen, Bruder, an deinen Zeichen und Gegenzeichen, daß du wirklich einer von uns bist«, sagte McGinty. »Du sollst aber wissen, daß wir in diesem Distrikt und in den anderen Distrikten hier gewisse Rituale und außerdem gewisse eigene Gesetze haben, die einen ganzen Mann erfordern. Bist du zur Prüfung bereit?«

»Ja.«

»Bist du furchtlosen Herzens?«

»Ja.«

»Tritt zum Beweis einen Schritt vor.«

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.874
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Als diese Worte gefallen waren, fühlte er zwei harte Spitzen, die gegen seine Augen gedrückt wurden, so daß es ihm vorkam, als könnte er sich nicht vorwärts bewegen, ohne Gefahr zu laufen, sie zu verlieren. Nichtsdestoweniger riß er sich zusammen, um beherzt auszuschreiten, und als er dies tat, verschwand der Druck. Ein leises Beifallgemurmel erhob sich. 

»Er ist furchtlosen Herzens«, sagte die Stimme. 

»Kannst du Schmerz ertragen?«

»So gut wie jeder andere«, antwortete er. 

»Prüft ihn!«

Er mußte alles tun, um nicht laut aufzuschreien, denn ein qualvoller Schmerz schoß durch seinen Unterarm. Der plötzliche Schock machte ihn fast ohnmächtig, aber er biß sich auf die Lippen und preßte die Hände zusammen, um seine Qual zu verbergen. 

»Ich kann noch mehr aushalten«, sagte er. 

Diesmal ertönte lauter Beifall. Einen glänzenderen Einstand hatte es in der Loge noch nie gegeben. 

Hände klopften ihm auf den Rücken, und die Kapuze wurde ihm vom Kopf gezogen. Blinzelnd und lä-

chelnd stand er inmitten der gratulierenden Brüder. 

»Ein letztes Wort, Bruder McMurdo«, sagte McGinty. »Du hast den Eid der Geheimhaltung und der Treue schon geschworen, und du weißt, daß die Strafe für jeden Verstoß unverzüglich und unentrinn-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.875
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bar der Tod ist?«

»Ja«, sagte McMurdo. 

»Und du erkennst die Anordnungen des jeweiligen Logenmeisters unter allen Umständen an?«

»Jawohl.«

»Dann heiße ich dich im Namen der Loge 341, Vermissa, zu ihren Geschäften und Verhandlungen willkommen. Stell die Getränke auf den Tisch, Bruder Scanlan; wir wollen auf unseren tüchtigen Bruder trinken.«

Man hatte McMurdo die Jacke zurückgebracht; aber bevor er sie anzog, untersuchte er seinen rechten Arm, der immer noch heftig schmerzte. Auf dem Fleisch des Unterarms befand sich ein scharf umrissener Kreis mit einem Dreieck darin – tief und rot, wie ihn das Brandeisen hinterlassen hatte. Ein paar seiner Nachbarn zogen ihre Ärmel hoch und wiesen auf ihre eigenen Logenzeichen. 

»Wir haben's alle bekommen«, sagte einer, »waren dabei aber nicht alle so tapfer wie du.«

»Tz! Das war doch nichts«, sagte er; aber trotzdem brannte und schmerzte es. 

Als die Drinks, die der Aufnahmezeremonie folgten, alle geleert waren, ging es weiter mit den Geschäften der Loge. McMurdo, nur an die prosaischen Sitzungen von Chicago gewöhnt, lauschte dem Fortgang mit offenen Ohren und größerer Überraschung, Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.876
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als er zu zeigen wagte. 

»Der erste Punkt auf der Tagesordnung«, sagte McGinty, »betrifft die Verlesung des folgenden Briefes des Zugeordneten Meisters30 Windle vom Distrikt Merton, Loge 249. Er lautet: Sehr geehrter Herr, 

ein Auftrag steht zur Erledigung an, und zwar gegen Andrew Rae von Rae & Sturmash, Besitzer eines Kohlenbergwerks hier in der Nähe. Sie werden sich erinnern, daß Ihre Loge uns eine Gegenleistung schuldet, denn im vergangenen Herbst haben Sie in Sachen Polizeipatrouille die Dienste zweier Brüder von uns in Anspruch genommen. Wenn Sie also zwei gute Leute schik-ken, wird sie Schatzmeister Higgins von der hiesigen Loge, dessen Adresse Sie kennen, in Obhut nehmen. Er zeigt ihnen dann, wann und wo die Aktion stattfindet. –

In Freiheit der Ihre31. 

J.W. WINDLE, Z.M.E.O.F.32

Windle hat uns noch nie abgewiesen, wenn wir ihn darum bitten mußten, uns ein paar Männer zu leihen, und so dürfen auch wir ihn nicht abweisen.« McGinty hielt inne und blickte mit seinen stumpfen, bösartigen Augen in die Runde. »Wer meldet sich freiwillig zu Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.877
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dem Auftrag?«

Mehrere junge Burschen hielten die Hände hoch. 

Der Logenmeister sah sie mit zustimmendem Lächeln an. 

»Du machst es, Tiger Cormac. Wenn du es genauso geschickt erledigst wie beim letzten Mal, kann nichts schiefgehen. Und du, Wilson.«

»Ich hab keine Pistole«, sagte der Freiwillige, ein bloßer Knabe von noch nicht zwanzig. 

»Das ist dein erster Auftrag, wie? Na, irgendwann mußt du ja mal Blut riechen. Das wird ein großer Anfang für dich. Und was die Pistole angeht, so wartet die schon auf dich, wenn ich mich nicht irre. Wenn ihr euch Montag meldet, reicht das. Bei eurer Rückkehr kriegt ihr 'nen großen Bahnhof«

»Gibt's diesmal eine Belohnung?« fragte Cormac, ein untersetzter, dunkelhäutiger, brutal aussehender junger Mann, dessen Wildheit ihm den Spitznamen

»Tiger« eingebracht hatte. 

»Kümmere dich nicht um die Belohnung. Du tust es nur für die Ehre. Wenn die Sache erledigt ist, finden sich auf dem Kassenboden vielleicht noch ein paar überschüssige Dollars.«

»Was hat denn der Mann getan?« fragte der junge Wilson. 

»Also, Burschen wie dir steht's wirklich nicht zu, zu fragen, was der Mann getan hat. Über ihn ist dort Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.878
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drüben ein Urteil gefällt worden. Und das geht uns nichts an. Wir müssen es nur für sie vollstrecken – so, wie sie es für uns tun würden. Wo wir gerade davon sprechen: Nächste Woche kommen zwei Brüder von der Merton-Loge zu uns herüber, um hier ein paar Geschäfte zu erledigen.«

»Wer kommt denn?« fragte jemand. 

»Wahrhaftig, es ist klüger, nicht danach zu fragen. 

Wenn man nichts weiß, kann man nichts bezeugen, und es entstehen keine Scherereien. Aber es sind Männer, die ihren Job immer sauber erledigen.«

»Wird auch höchste Zeit!« rief Ted Baldwin. »Die Leute hier geraten langsam außer Kontrolle. Erst letzte Woche sind drei unserer Männer vom Vormann Blaker entlassen worden. Dem müßte man's schon lange mal heimzahlen, und er wird's auch satt und ordentlich kriegen.«

»Was kriegen?« fragte McMurdo flüsternd seinen Nachbarn. 

»Den Löwenanteil von 'ner Schrotladung«, rief der Mann unter lautem Gelächter. »Was hältst'n von unseren Methoden, Bruder?«

McMurdos Verbrecherseele schien den Geist der nichtswürdigen Gesellschaft, deren Mitglied er nun war, bereits in sich aufgenommen zu haben. 

»Die gefallen mir gut«, sagte er. »Das ist der richtige Platz für einen tüchtigen Kerl.«

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.879
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Mehrere der Umsitzenden hörten seine Worte und spendeten Beifall. 

»Was gibt's denn da?« rief der schwarzmähnige Logenmeister vom Ende des Tisches. 

»Das'ss unser neuer Bruder, Sir; der findet unsere Methoden nach seinem Geschmack.«

McMurdo stand einen Moment auf »Ich möchte bemerken, ehrwürdiger Meister, daß ich es für eine Ehre halten würde, zur Unterstützung der Loge auserwählt zu sein, falls noch ein Mann gebraucht werden sollte.«

Daraufhin gab es großen Beifall. Man spürte, daß eine neue Sonne ihren Rand über den Horizont schob. 

Einigen der Älteren schien diese Entwicklung ein wenig zu rasch vor sich zu gehen. 

»Ich würde vorschlagen«, sagte der Sekretär Harraway, ein alter Graubart mit Geierfratze, der in der Nähe des Stuhlmeisters saß, »daß Bruder McMurdo sich noch gedulden soll, bis es die Loge für gut und richtig hält, ihn einzusetzen.«

»Natürlich, so habe ich es auch gemeint. Ich stehe zu Ihrer Verfügung«, sagte McMurdo. 

»Deine Zeit wird schon noch kommen, Bruder«, sagte der Stuhlmeister. »Wir haben dich als bereitwil-ligen Mann vorgemerkt und glauben, daß du hier gute Arbeit leisten wirst. Heute nacht hätten wir allerdings noch eine Kleinigkeit, woran du teilnehmen kannst, Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.880
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wenn du Lust hast.«

»Ich warte lieber auf etwas, das sich lohnt.«

»Du kannst heute nacht ja trotzdem mitkommen; das wird dir die Ziele unserer Gemeinschaft erkennen helfen. Ich gebe es dann später noch bekannt. In der Zwischenzeit« – er warf einen raschen Blick auf die Tagesordnung – »habe ich der Versammlung noch ein paar Punkte vorzubringen. Zunächst möchte ich den Schatzmeister fragen, wie es mit unserem Bankguthaben steht. Da ist nämlich die Pension für die Witwe von Jim Carnaway. Er hat im Dienste der Loge sein Leben gelassen, und wir müssen dafür sorgen, daß ihr dadurch kein Schaden entsteht.«

»Jim ist letzten Monat erschossen worden, als sie versucht haben, Chester Wilcox aus Marley Creek zu töten«, erfuhr McMurdo von seinem Nachbarn. 

»Die Geldmittel sind ausreichend im Augenblick«, sagte der Schatzmeister mit dem Kontobuch vor sich. 

»Die Firmen waren in letzter Zeit großzügig. Max Linder & Co. haben fünfhundert gezahlt, um in Ruhe gelassen zu werden. Die Gebrüder Walker schickten einen Hunderter; ich habe mir jedoch erlaubt, ihn zu-rückzusenden und fünf zu verlangen. Wenn ich bis Mittwoch nichts von ihnen höre, wird möglicherweise ihre Förderwelle ausfallen. Letztes Jahr mußten wir ja erst ihre Steinbrechmaschine in Brand stecken, ehe sie vernünftig wurden. Ferner hat noch die West Section Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.881
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Coaling Company ihre Jahresabgabe bezahlt. Wir haben also genug zur Hand, um irgendwelchen Verpflichtungen nachkommen zu können.«

»Wie steht's mit Archie Swindon?« fragte ein Bruder. 

»Er hat verkauft und das Revier verlassen. Der alte Teufel hat uns einen Brief dagelassen mit der Nachricht, daß er lieber ein freier Straßenkehrer in New York als ein großer Grubenbesitzer unter der Macht eines Erpresserringes sein will. Weiß Gott, es war gut, daß er abgehauen ist, bevor wir den Brief erhalten haben! Ich schätze, er wird es nicht wagen, sich hier im Tal noch mal blicken zu lassen.«

An dem Tischende, das dem Stuhlmeister gegen-

überlag, erhob sich ein älterer, glattrasierter Mann mit freundlichem Gesicht und hoher Stirn. 

»Bruder Schatzmeister«, sagte er, »darf ich fragen, wer den Besitz dieses Mannes, den wir aus dem Revier vertrieben haben, gekauft hat?«

»Gewiß, Bruder Morris. Er wurde von der State and Merton County Railroad Company erworben.«

»Und wer hat die Gruben von Todman und von Lee gekauft, die letztes Jahr aus demselben Grund auf den Markt gekommen sind?«

»Dieselbe Gesellschaft, Bruder Morris.«

»Und wer hat die Eisenhütten von Manson und von Shuman und von Van Deher und von Atwood ge-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.882
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kauft, die in der letzten Zeit aufgegeben worden sind?«

»Die wurden alle von der West Wilmerton General Mining Company erworben.«

»Ich verstehe nicht, Bruder Morris«, sagte der Stuhlmeister, »daß es uns auch nur einen Deut scheren sollte, wer sie kauft; sie können sie ja nicht aus dem Revier tragen.«

»Bei allem Respekt, ehrwürdiger Meister, ich glaube doch, daß uns das eine ganze Menge scheren sollte. Dieser Vorgang läuft nun schon seit zehn langen Jahren ab. Wir vertreiben nach und nach alle kleinen Unternehmer aus dem Geschäft. Und was ist das Ergebnis? An ihrer Stelle finden wir große Gesellschaften wie die Railroad oder die General Iron, die ihre Direktoren in New York oder Philadelphia sitzen haben und sich nicht um unsere Drohungen kümmern. 

Wir können uns zwar an ihren hiesigen Bossen schad-los halten; aber das bedeutet doch nur, daß an ihrer Stelle dann andere geschickt werden. Und damit bringen wir uns selbst in Gefahr. Die kleinen Unternehmer konnten uns nichts anhaben. Sie hatten weder das Geld noch die Macht dazu. Solange wir sie nicht allzusehr ausgepreßt haben, blieben sie in der Gegend und in unserer Gewalt. Wenn aber diese großen Gesellschaften merken, daß wir zwischen ihnen und ihren Profiten stehen, werden sie keine Mühen und Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.883
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Kosten scheuen, uns zu jagen und vor Gericht zu schleppen.«

Bei diesen bedenklichen Worten wurde es still, die Gesichter verfinsterten sich, und man tauschte düstere Blicke aus. So allmächtig und unangefochten waren sie gewesen, daß sie schon den bloßen Gedanken an eine im Hintergrund lauernde mögliche Vergeltung aus ihren Köpfen verbannt hatten. Aber jetzt ließ diese Vorstellung selbst die Verwegensten unter ihnen frösteln. 

»Mein Rat lautet«, fuhr der Sprecher fort, »daß wir auf die kleinen Unternehmer weniger starken Druck ausüben. An dem Tag, an dem sie alle vertrieben sind, wird nämlich die Macht unserer Gesellschaft gebrochen sein.«

Unangenehme Wahrheiten sind nicht beliebt. Ärgerliche Rufe ertönten, als der Sprecher seinen Sitz wieder einnahm. McGinty erhob sich mit düsterer Miene. 

»Bruder Morris«, sagte er, »du warst schon immer eine Unke. Solange die Logenmitglieder zusammenhalten, gibt es in diesen Vereinigten Staaten keine Macht, die es mit ihnen aufnehmen kann. Also wirklich, haben wir das denn nicht oft genug vor Gericht erprobt? Ich vermute, auch die großen Gesellschaften finden es bequemer, zu zahlen als zu kämpfen, so wie die kleinen Gesellschaften. Und nun, Brüder« –
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McGinty nahm die schwarze Samtmütze und die Stola ab, während er sprach –, »hat diese Loge für heute abend ihre Geschäfte beendet, abgesehen von einer Kleinigkeit, die dann beim Abschied noch erwähnt werden kann. Jetzt ist der Augenblick zu brüderlicher Erquickung und Harmonie gekommen.«

Die menschliche Natur ist wahrlich seltsam. Hier saßen nun diese Männer, denen Mord ein wohlvertrautes Geschäft war und die schon oft einen Famili-envater, einen Mann, gegen den sie gar keinen persönlichen Groll hegten, ohne eine Spur von Gewissensbissen oder Erbarmen gegenüber seinem weinen-den Weib und den hilflosen Kindern erschlagen hatten, und trotzdem konnten sie von zarter oder trauriger Musik zu Tränen gerührt werden. McMurdo besaß eine schöne Tenorstimme, und wenn es ihm nicht zuvor schon gelungen wäre, sich das Wohlwollen der Loge zu erwerben, hätte man es ihm, nachdem er alle mit  I'm Sitting on the Stile, Mary  und  On the Banks of Allan Water  entzückt hatte, nicht mehr länger versagen können. Schon an seinem ersten Abend hatte sich der neue Lehrling zu einem der beliebtesten Brüder gemausert und war bereits zur Beförderung und für hohe Aufgaben vorgemerkt. Freilich bedurfte es, neben der guten Kameradschaft, noch anderer Qualitäten, die einen tüchtigen Freimaurer ausmachten, und hiervon erhielt er, ehe der Abend vorüber Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.885
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war, noch eine Probe. Die Whiskyflasche hatte schon viele Male die Runde gemacht, und die Männer waren erhitzt und zu allen Schandtaten bereit, als sich ihr Logenmeister noch einmal erhob, um das Wort an sie zu richten. 

»Jungs«, sagte er, »in dieser Stadt gibt es einen Mann, der eine Tracht Prügel braucht, und es liegt an euch, dafür zu sorgen, daß er sie auch erhält. Ich spreche von James Stanger vom  Herald.  Ihr habt doch mitbekommen, wie er wieder sein Maul gegen uns aufgerissen hat?«

Zustimmendes Gemurmel setzte ein, vermengt mit manchem gebrummten Fluch. McGinty zog ein Stück Papier aus der Westentasche. 

»›Recht und Ordnung!‹ So lautet seine Überschrift. 

›Schreckensherrschaft im Kohle- und Eisenrevier. 

Zwölf Jahre sind inzwischen vergangen seit den ersten Meuchelmorden, die die Existenz einer kriminellen Organisation mitten unter uns bewiesen haben. 

Seit jenem Tag haben die Greueltaten nie wieder ein Ende gefunden, und heute haben sie ein Ausmaß erreicht, das uns zum Schandfleck der zivilisierten Welt macht. Nimmt unser großes Land den Fremden, der die Despotien Europas flieht, um solcher Ergebnisse willen in seinen Schoß auf? Damit die Fremden ihrer-seits zu Tyrannen werden just über jene Männer, die ihnen Zuflucht gewährt haben, und damit just im Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.886
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Schütze der geweihten Falten des Sternenbanners der Freiheit ein Regime des Schreckens und der Gesetzlo-sigkeit errichtet werde, ein Regime, das uns mit Grauen erfüllte, läsen wir von seiner Existenz unter der kraftlosesten Monarchie des Ostens? Die Männer sind bekannt. Die Organisation ist allgemein und öffentlich bekannt. Wie lange sollen wir das noch ertragen? 

Kann unser Leben jemals ...‹ Aber, jetzt hab ich wirklich genug von dem Geschmiere vorgelesen!« rief der Stuhlmeister; er warf das Blatt auf den Tisch. »So spricht der über uns. Meine Frage an euch lautet jetzt: Wie sollen wir ihm aufwarten?«


»Umlegen!« rief ein Dutzend wütender Stimmen. 

»Ich protestiere«, sagte Bruder Morris, der Mann mit der hohen Stirn und dem rasierten Gesicht. »Ich sage euch, Brüder, daß wir in diesem Tal zu hart vorgehen und daß es zu einem Punkt kommen wird, wo sich alle in einem Akt der Selbstverteidigung zusam-mentun, um uns auszulöschen. James Stanger ist ein alter Mann. Er genießt Ansehen in der Gemeinde und im Revier. Seine Zeitung steht für alles, was im Tal solide ist. Wenn dieser Mann erschlagen wird, dann gibt es quer durch den Staat einen Aufruhr, der nur mit unserer Vernichtung enden kann.«

»Und wie würde man unsere Vernichtung bewerkstelligen, Mister Kleinmut?« rief McGinty. »Etwa mit der Polizei? Die wird doch zur Hälfte von uns be-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.887
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zahlt, und die andere Hälfte hat Angst vor uns. Oder vielleicht durch die Gerichtshöfe und den Richter? 

Haben wir das denn nicht früher schon durchprobiert, und was ist dabei je herausgekommen?«

»Es gibt einen Richter Lynch, der sich des Falles annehmen könnte«, sagte Bruder Morris. 

Allgemeines Wutgeheul war die Antwort auf diesen Hinweis. 

»Ich brauche nur den Finger zu heben«, rief McGinty, »und könnte damit zweihundert Mann in dieser Stadt einrücken lassen, die sie von oben bis unten aufräumen würden.« Dann erhob er plötzlich seine Stimme und zog die gewaltigen schwarzen Augenbrauen zu einem schrecklichen Stirnrunzeln zusammen: »Paß auf, Bruder Morris, ich habe dich im Auge, und das schon seit geraumer Zeit. Du selbst hast keinen Mut und versuchst nun, anderen den Mut zu nehmen. Es wird ein Unglückstag für dich sein, Bruder Morris, wenn dein Name auf unsere Tagesordnung kommt, und ich glaube, genau da sollte ich ihn schon notieren.«

Morris war leichenblaß geworden, und die Knie schienen unter ihm nachzugeben, als er in seinen Stuhl zurückfiel. Mit zitternder Hand hob er sein Glas und trank, ehe er zu einer Antwort imstande war. 

»Ich bitte dich, ehrwürdiger Meister, und jeden Bruder in dieser Loge um Entschuldigung, wenn ich Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.888
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mehr gesagt habe, als mir zukommt. Ich bin ein treues Mitglied – ihr alle wißt das –, und nur meine Furcht, daß der Loge Schaden entsteht, läßt mich so ängstliche Worte gebrauchen. Aber in deine Urteilskraft habe ich mehr Vertrauen als in meine eigene, ehrwürdiger Meister, und ich verspreche dir, keinen Anstoß mehr zu erregen.«

Des Logenmeisters Stirn glättete sich, als er die de-mütigen Worte hörte. 

»Sehr gut, Bruder Morris. Auch mir täte es leid, wenn es nötig wäre, dir eine Lektion zu erteilen. Aber solange ich auf diesem Stuhl sitze, sind wir in Wort und Tat eine einige Loge. Und nun, Jungs«, fügte er, sich im Kreise umsehend, hinzu, »will ich noch Folgendes sagen: Wenn Stanger seinen vollen Lohn er-hält, gibt es vermutlich mehr Scherereien, als wir brauchen können. Diese Redakteure halten alle zusammen, und jede Zeitung im Staat würde sofort nach Polizei und Truppen rufen. Aber ich schätze, ihr könnt ihm eine ganz schön strenge Verwarnung zukommen lassen. Willst du das übernehmen, Bruder Baldwin?«

»Klar!« sagte der junge Mann eifrig. 

»Wie viele willst du mitnehmen?«

»Ein halbes Dutzend; und zwei, um die Tür zu bewachen. Du kommst mit, Gower; und du, Mansel; und du, Scanlan; und noch die beiden Willabys.«

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.889
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»Ich habe dem neuen Bruder versprochen, daß er mitgehen darf«, sagte der Stuhlmeister. 

Ted Baldwin bedachte McMurdo mit einem Blick, der verriet, daß er weder vergessen noch vergeben hatte. 

»Na schön, wenn er will, kann er mitkommen«, sagte er mürrisch. »Das genügt. Je schneller wir an die Arbeit gehen, desto besser.«

Unter Gebrüll und Schlachtrufen und Bruchstücken trunkener Lieder löste sich die Gesellschaft auf In der Bar wimmelte es noch von Zechern, und viele der Brüder blieben dort zurück. Die kleine Schar, die zum Dienst abkommandiert worden war, trat auf die Straße hinaus, dann marschierten sie zu zweit und zu dritt über den Bürgersteig weiter, um kein Aufsehen zu erregen. Die Nacht war bitterkalt, und ein Halbmond strahlte glitzernd am frostigen, mit Sternen übersäten Himmel. Die Männer hielten an und versammelten sich in einem Hof gegenüber einem hohen Gebäude. Zwischen den hell erleuchteten Fenstern standen in goldenen Druckbuchstaben die Worte  Vermissa Herald.  Von innen ertönte das Gerassel der Druckerpresse. 

»Du da«, sagte Baldwin zu McMurdo, »du kannst unten an der Tür warten und aufpassen, daß der Weg für uns frei bleibt. Arthur Willaby kann bei dir bleiben. Ihr anderen kommt mit mir. Habt keine Angst, Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.890
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Jungs; wir haben nämlich ein Dutzend Zeugen dafür, daß wir genau in diesem Moment in der Bar vom Union House sind.«

Es war fast Mitternacht, und die Straße lag verlassen da, abgesehen von ein paar Zechern auf dem Heimweg. Die Gruppe überquerte die Straße; Baldwin und seine Männer stießen die Tür des Zeitungsbüros auf, stürmten hinein und eilten die vor ihnen liegende Treppe hinauf. McMurdo und ein weiterer Mann blieben unten zurück. Aus dem Zimmer oben ertönte ein Schrei, ein Hilferuf, und dann das Ge-räusch trampelnder Füße und kippender Stühle. Einen Augenblick später kam ein grauhaariger Mann auf den Treppenabsatz herausgestürzt. Noch ehe er weiterkommen konnte, wurde er gepackt, und seine Brille klirrte McMurdo vor die Füße. Es gab einen dumpfen Schlag und ein Stöhnen. Dann lag er auf dem Gesicht, und ein halbes Dutzend Stöcke klapperte durcheinander, als sie über ihn herfielen. Er krümmte sich, und seine langen, schmalen Glieder zuckten unter den Schlägen. Endlich hörten die anderen auf; nur Baldwin, dessen Gesicht zu einem teuflischen Grinsen erstarrt war, hieb weiter auf den Kopf des Mannes ein, den dieser vergeblich mit seinen Armen zu schützen versuchte. Sein weißes Haar war blutbefleckt. Baldwin beugte sich immer noch über sein Opfer, um ihm jedesmal, wenn er eine Blöße entdeckte, einen kurzen, Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.891
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heimtückischen Streich zu versetzen, als McMurdo die Treppe hinaufstürmte und ihn zurückstieß. 

»Du bringst den Mann noch um«, sagte er. »Hör auf!«

Baldwin sah in verblüfft an. 

»Verflucht nochmal!« rief er. »Wie kommst du dazu, dich einzumischen – du Logenneuling? Zu-rück!« Er hob den Stock, aber McMurdo hatte rasch die Pistole aus der Hüfttasche gezogen. 

»Zurück mit  dir! « rief er. »Ich puste dir das Gesicht weg, wenn du mich anrührst. Und was die Loge angeht – hat der Stuhlmeister nicht befohlen, daß der Mann nicht getötet werden soll? Und was tust du gerade anderes, als ihn zu töten?«

»Das stimmt, was er sagt«, bemerkte einer der Männer. 

»Bei Gott, ihr solltet euch lieber beeilen!« rief der Mann unten. »In den Fenstern geht überall Licht an, und in fünf Minuten habt ihr den ganzen Ort auf dem Hals.«

In der Tat ertönte Geschrei auf der Straße, und unten in der Eingangshalle versuchte sich eben eine kleine Gruppe von Metteuren und Schriftsetzern zum Handeln aufzuraffen. Die Verbrecher ließen den schlaffen und reglosen Körper des Redakteurs am oberen Treppenabsatz liegen, stürmten hinunter und machten sich rasch über die Straße davon. Als sie das Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.892
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Union House erreicht hatten, mischten sich ein paar von ihnen unter das Gedränge in McGintys Saloon, um dem Boss über die Bartheke hinweg zuzuflüstern, daß der Auftrag korrekt ausgeführt worden sei. Die anderen, darunter McMurdo, liefen in Seitenstraßen davon und gelangten so auf Umwegen nach Hause. 

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.893
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11. Das Tal der Angst

Als McMurdo am nächsten Morgen aufwachte, hatte er guten Grund, sich seiner Aufnahme in die Loge zu erinnern. Sein Kopf schmerzte vom vielen Trinken, und der Arm, den man gebrandmarkt hatte, war heiß und geschwollen. Da er seine eigene besondere Ein-nahmequelle hatte, pflegte er nur unregelmäßig zur Arbeit zu gehen, und so frühstückte er spät, blieb den Morgen über zu Hause und schrieb einen langen Brief an einen Freund. Danach las er den  Daily Herald.  In einer im letzten Augenblick noch eingerückten Extra-spalte stand: »Freveltat im Büro des  Herald.  Redakteur schwer verletzt.« Es handelte sich um einen kurzen Bericht über den Tathergang, mit dem McMurdo einiges vertrauter war, als es der Verfasser je sein konnte. Der Text endete mit folgender Feststellung: Die Sache liegt jetzt in den Händen der Polizei; aber man darf kaum hoffen, daß ihre Bemühungen bessere Resultate zeitigen werden als in der Vergangenheit. Einige der Männer wurden erkannt, und es besteht Hoffnung, daß eine Überführung erfolgen kann. Urheber der Freveltat war, man braucht es kaum noch zu erwähnen, jene infame Gesellschaft, die diese Gemeinde Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.894
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seit so langer Zeit schon in Knechtschaft hält und gegen die der  Herald  einen so kompromiß-

losen Standpunkt vertritt. Mr. Stangers zahlreiche Freunde werden sich freuen zu hören, daß, obwohl er grausam und brutal geschlagen wurde und schwere Verletzungen am Kopf davontrug, keine unmittelbare Lebensgefahr besteht. 

Darunter wurde noch gemeldet, daß eine mit Win-chesterbüchsen bewaffnete Wache der Coal and Iron Police zum Schutz des Büros abgestellt worden sei. 

McMurdo hatte die Zeitung weggelegt und zündete sich mit einer von den Exzessen des vergangenen Abends noch zittrigen Hand eben seine Pfeife an, als es draußen klopfte und seine Wirtin ihm einen Brief brachte, den ein Bursche gerade abgegeben hatte. Er war nicht unterzeichnet und lautete wie folgt: Ich würde Sie gerne sprechen, möchte das aber lieber nicht bei Ihnen zu Hause tun. Sie finden mich neben der Fahnenstange auf dem Miller Hill. Wenn Sie gleich dorthin kommen, habe ich Ihnen etwas zu sagen, das für uns beide wichtig ist. 

McMurdo las den Brief zweimal höchst verwundert, denn er konnte sich nicht vorstellen, was er bedeutete Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.895
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oder wer sein Verfasser war. Wäre er von weiblicher Hand geschrieben gewesen, so hätte er vermutet, daß er den Auftakt zu einem jener Abenteuer darstellte, die in seiner Vergangenheit ganz alltäglich gewesen waren. Aber es handelte sich um die Handschrift eines Mannes, und überdies eines gebildeten. Nach einigem Zögern entschloß er sich schließlich, der Sache auf den Grund zu gehen. 

Miller Hill ist ein schlecht gepflegter öffentlicher Park genau im Zentrum der Stadt. Im Sommer ist er ein beliebtes Ausflugsziel, aber im Winter ist er völlig trostlos. Von seiner Kuppe aus reicht der Blick nicht nur über die ganze schmutzige, wuchernde Stadt, sondern auch über das gewundene Tal darunter, mit seinen verstreuten, den Schnee schwärzenden Gruben und Fabriken auf beiden Seiten, sowie über die bewaldeten und weißbemützten Bergketten, die es begrenzen. McMurdo schlenderte den gewundenen, von Immergrünhecken gesäumten Pfad hinauf, bis er das verlassene Restaurant erreichte, welches das Zentrum des sommerlichen Frohsinns bildet. Daneben stand eine nackte Fahnenstange, und darunter ein Mann – den Hut in die Stirn gezogen und den Mantel-kragen hochgeschlagen. Als er ihm das Gesicht zuwandte, erkannte McMurdo in ihm Bruder Morris, der sich in der Nacht zuvor den Zorn des Logenmeisters zugezogen hatte. Beim Zusammentreffen entboten Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.896
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beide den Gruß der Loge. 

»Ich wollte mit Ihnen reden, Mister McMurdo«, sagte der ältere Mann; er sprach zögernd, was verriet, daß er sich unsicher fühlte. »Nett von Ihnen, daß Sie gekommen sind.«

»Warum haben Sie denn nicht Ihren Namen auf den Brief geschrieben?«

»Man muß vorsichtig sein, Mister. Heutzutage weiß man nie, wie die Dinge auf einen zurückfallen. 

Man weiß auch nie, wem zu trauen ist und wem nicht.«

»Bestimmt kann man doch den Logenbrüdern trauen?«

»Nein, nein; nicht immer«, rief Morris heftig. 

»Alles, was wir sagen, selbst was wir denken, scheint diesem Mann zugetragen zu werden – McGinty.«

»Hören Sie mal«, sagte McMurdo streng; »erst gestern abend habe ich, wie Sie wohl wissen, unserem Logenmeister aufrichtige Treue geschworen. Wollen Sie etwa von mir verlangen, meinen Eid zu brechen?«

»Wenn Sie das so sehen«, antwortete Morris be-trübt, »dann kann ich nur sagen, daß es mir leid tut, Ihnen die Mühe bereitet zu haben, sich mit mir zu treffen. Es steht schlimm, wenn zwei freie Bürger einander nicht mehr ihre Gedanken anvertrauen können.«

McMurdo, der seinen Gesprächspartner sehr genau beobachtet hatte, lockerte ein wenig seine Haltung. 

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.897
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»Ich habe doch nur von meinem Standpunkt aus gesprochen«, sagte er. »Ich bin, wie Sie wissen, ein Neuling, und das alles ist mir noch fremd. Es steht mir nicht zu, Mr. Morris, den Mund aufzumachen, und wenn Sie es für richtig halten, mir irgend etwas zu sagen – hier bin ich, um es mir anzuhören.«

»Und es dann Boss McGinty zu hinterbringen«, sagte Morris verbittert. 

»Also da tun Sie mir jetzt wirklich unrecht«, rief McMurdo. »Was mich angeht, so bin ich der Loge gegenüber loyal, das sage ich Ihnen ganz offen; aber ich wäre ja eine armselige Kreatur, wenn ich weiterer-zählen würde, was Sie mir Vertrauliches sagen wollen. Das erfahrt außer mir kein Mensch; ich mache Sie allerdings darauf aufmerksam, daß Sie möglicherweise weder Hilfe noch Sympathie bei mir finden.«

»Ich habe es längst aufgegeben, das eine oder das andere zu erwarten«, sagte Morris. »Vielleicht lege ich jetzt mit dem, was ich sage, mein Leben ganz in Ihre Hände; aber so schlimm Sie auch sind – und gestern abend sah es so aus, als ob Sie vorhätten, schlimmer als der Schlimmste zu werden –, noch ist Ihnen alles neu, und Ihr Gewissen kann noch nicht so verhärtet sein wie das der anderen. Deshalb glaubte ich, mit Ihnen sprechen zu können.«

»Schön, was haben Sie zu sagen?«

»Wenn Sie mich verraten, sollen Sie verflucht Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.898
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sein!«

»Ich habe doch schon gesagt, daß ich das nicht tue.«

»Dann möchte ich Sie fragen: Damals, als Sie in Chicago dem Freimaurerbund beigetreten sind und die Barmherzigkeits- und Treuegelübde abgelegt haben, ist Ihnen da je in den Sinn gekommen, daß es Sie auf den Weg des Verbrechens führen könnte?«

»Wenn Sie das als Verbrechen bezeichnen«, antwortete McMurdo. 

»Als Verbrechen bezeichnen!« rief Morris mit vor Leidenschaft bebender Stimme. »Sie haben noch wenig davon gesehen, wenn Sie es anders bezeichnen können. War das ein Verbrechen, als gestern nacht ein Mann, alt genug, um Ihr Vater zu sein, geschlagen wurde, bis das Blut von seinen weißen Haaren tropfte? War das ein Verbrechen – oder wie sonst würden Sie es bezeichnen?«

»Es gibt welche, die würden es Krieg nennen«, sagte McMurdo. »Ein Krieg zweier Klassen, an dem alle beteiligt sind, so daß jeder sich durchschlägt, so gut es geht.«

»Haben Sie denn an so etwas gedacht, als Sie in Chicago dem Freimaurerbund beigetreten sind?«

»Nein, das muß ich zugeben.«

»Auch ich nicht, als ich ihm in Philadelphia beigetreten bin. Dort war er einfach ein gemeinnütziger Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.899
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Verein und ein Treffpunkt für Gleichgesinnte. Dann habe ich von diesem Ort hier erfahren – verflucht sei die Stunde, als ich seinen Namen zum ersten Mal hörte! – und bin hergezogen, um mich zu verbessern. 

Mein Gott, um mich zu verbessern! Meine Frau und meine drei Kinder kamen mit mir. Ich eröffnete auf dem Marktplatz einen Kurzwarenladen und hatte guten Erfolg. Es sprach sich herum, daß ich Freimaurer bin, und ich wurde gezwungen, der hiesigen Loge beizutreten, genau wie Sie gestern abend. Ich bekam das Schandmal in den Unterarm und noch Schlimmeres ins Herz eingebrannt. Ich erkannte, daß ich unter dem Befehl eines finsteren Schurken stand und im Netzwerk des Verbrechens gefangen war. Was konnte ich denn tun? Jedes Wort, das ich äußerte, um die Zu-stände zu verbessern, wurde als Verrat aufgefaßt, genau wie gestern abend. Ich kann nicht fliehen, denn alles, was ich auf der Welt besitze, steckt in meinem Laden. Wenn ich den Bund verlasse, weiß ich wohl, daß das für mich den Tod bedeutet, und Gott weiß, was sonst noch für meine Frau und die Kinder. Oh, Himmel, es ist furchtbar – furchtbar!« Er hielt die Hände vor das Gesicht, und sein Körper schüttelte sich in konvulsivischem Schluchzen. 

McMurdo zuckte mit den Achseln. 

»Sie waren zu weich für das Geschäft«, sagte er. 

»Sie taugen nicht für solche Arbeit.«

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.900
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»Ich war rechtschaffen und religiös gewesen; sie aber machten mich zu einem ihrer Verbrecher. Einmal bin ich zu einem Auftrag ausgewählt worden. Ich wußte wohl, was mir blühen würde, wenn ich mich weigerte. Vielleicht bin ich ein Feigling. Vielleicht macht mich der Gedanke an meine arme kleine Frau und die Kinder zu einem. Jedenfalls bin ich mitgegan-gen. Ich glaube, das wird mich für immer verfolgen. 

Es war ein einsames Haus, zwanzig Meilen von hier, hinter der Bergkette da drüben. Mich hatte man zur Tür abkommandiert, genau wie Sie gestern abend. 

Den Auftrag selbst wollten sie mir nicht anvertrauen. 

Die anderen gingen hinein. Als sie wieder herauskamen, waren ihre Hände bis zu den Gelenken blutig. 

Während wir uns entfernten, drang aus dem Haus hinter uns das Geschrei eines Kindes. Es war ein fünfjähriger Junge; er hatte mit ansehen müssen, wie sein Vater ermordet wurde. Ich bin vor Entsetzen fast ohnmächtig geworden, und trotzdem hatte ich eine kühne und lächelnde Miene zu bewahren, denn ich wußte wohl, daß sie, wenn ich es nicht täte, demnächst aus meinem Haus mit blutigen Händen herauskämen und daß es dann mein kleiner Fred wäre, der nach seinem Vater schreien würde. Aber von nun an war ich ein Verbrecher – Mitbeteiligter an einem Mord, in dieser Welt für immer verloren, verloren auch in der nächsten. Ich bin ein guter Katholik, aber der Priester Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.901
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wollte kein Wort mehr mit mir reden, als er hörte, daß ich ein Scowrer bin, und ich wurde aus meiner Glaubensgemeinschaft verstoßen. So steht es mit mir. Und nun sehe ich Sie den gleichen Weg beschreiten und frage Sie, wie soll das enden? Wollen Sie ebenfalls ein kaltblütiger Mörder werden, oder läßt sich das noch irgendwie verhindern?«

»Was würden Sie denn tun?« fragte McMurdo unvermittelt. »Sie würden Anzeige erstatten?«

»Gott bewahre!« rief Morris. »Wahrhaftig, schon der bloße Gedanke würde mich das Leben kosten.«

»Schon gut«, sagte McMurdo. »Ich glaube, Sie sind ein Schwächling und machen zu viel Aufhebens von der Sache.«

»Zu viel Aufhebens! Warten Sie, bis Sie hier länger gelebt haben. Schauen Sie das Tal hinunter. Sehen Sie, wie es überschattet wird von dieser Wolke aus hundert Schloten. Ich sage Ihnen, die Wolke des Mordes hängt noch dicker und tiefer über den Köpfen der Leute. Das ist das Tal der Angst – das Tal des Todes. 

Der Schrecken sitzt in den Herzen der Leute, von der Abenddämmerung bis zum Morgengrauen. Warten Sie nur, junger Mann, Sie werden es selbst noch erfahren.«

»Schön, ich werde Ihnen Bescheid geben, wenn ich mehr gesehen habe«, sagte McMurdo gleichgültig. 

»Eines ist allerdings schon sehr klar: Sie sind nicht Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.902
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der Mann für diesen Ort, und je schneller Sie verkaufen – selbst wenn Sie nur ein Zehntel von dem kriegen, was der Laden wert ist –, desto besser wird es für Sie sein. Was Sie gesagt haben, ist bei mir sicher aufgehoben, aber bei Gott! Wenn ich zu dem Schluß käme, daß Sie ein Spitzel sind ...«

»Nein, nein!« rief Morris kläglich. 

»Na gut, belassen wir's dabei. Ich werde mir merken, was Sie gesagt haben, und eines Tages komme ich vielleicht darauf zurück. Ich nehme an, Ihre Worte waren freundlich gemeint. Aber jetzt will ich nach Hause.«

»Ein Wort noch, bevor Sie gehen«, sagte Morris. 

»Man könnte uns zusammen gesehen haben. Vielleicht will man wissen, worüber wir gesprochen haben.«

»Ah; gut, daß Sie daran gedacht haben.«

»Ich habe Ihnen eine Verkäuferstelle in meinem Laden angeboten.«

»Und ich habe sie abgelehnt. Darum ging es. Also, bis dann, Bruder Morris, und möge es Ihnen in Zukunft besser ergehen.«

Am gleichen Nachmittag noch, als McMurdo rauchend und gedankenverloren neben dem Ofen seines Wohnzimmers saß, schwang die Tür auf, und ihr Rahmen füllte sich mit der riesigen Gestalt von Boss McGinty. Er machte das Logenzeichen und blickte Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.903
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dann den jungen Mann, indem er sich ihm gegenübersetzte, eine Zeitlang fest an – ein Blick, der ebenso fest erwidert wurde. 

»Ich bin kein großer Besuchemacher, Bruder McMurdo«, sagte er endlich. »Ich schätze, ich bin zu sehr mit den Leuten beschäftigt, die mich besuchen. 

Aber ich dachte, ich mach mal eine Ausnahme und schau mal bei dir zu Hause vorbei.«

»Es macht mich stolz, Sie hier zu sehen, Councillor«, antwortete McMurdo herzlich; er holte eine Flasche Whisky aus dem Schrank. »Es ist mir eine un-verhoffte Ehre.«

»Wie geht's dem Arm?« fragte der Boß. 

McMurdo verzog das Gesicht. 

»Naja, er macht sich immer noch bemerkbar«, sagte er. »Aber das ist die Sache wert.«

»Ja, das ist die Sache wert«, antwortete der andere; 

»für diejenigen, die loyal sind und dabei bleiben und der Loge eine Hilfe sind. Worüber hast du denn mit Bruder Morris heute morgen auf dem Miller Hill gesprochen?«

Die Frage kam so plötzlich, daß er gut daran getan hatte, eine Antwort vorzubereiten. Er brach in herzhaftes Lachen aus. 

»Morris wußte nicht, daß ich mir meinen Lebensunterhalt hier zu Haus verdienen kann. Er wird es auch nicht erfahren; für meinen Geschmack macht er Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.904
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zuviel Trara um sein Gewissen. Aber er hat ein gutes Herz, der alte Knabe. Er hat geglaubt, ich hab nichts in der Hand und er tut mir einen Gefallen, wenn er mir eine Verkäuferstelle in seinem Kurzwarenladen anbietet.«

»Oh, das war es also?«

»Ja, das war es.«

»Und du hast sie abgelehnt?«

»Natürlich. Kann ich denn nicht mit vier Stunden Arbeit in meinem Schlafzimmer zehnmal soviel verdienen?«

»Allerdings. Ich würd mich aber nicht zu sehr mit Morris abgeben.«

»Warum nicht?«

»Tja, ich schätze, einfach weil ich es dir sage. Den meisten Leuten hier genügt das schon.«

»Vielleicht genügt es den meisten Leuten, aber mir genügt's nicht, Councillor«, sagte McMurdo dreist. 

»Wenn Sie ein Menschenkenner sind, werden Sie das wissen.«

Der dunkle Riese starrte ihn an, und seine haarige Pranke schloß sich einen Augenblick lang um das Glas, als ob er es seinem Gegenüber an den Kopf schleudern wollte. Dann lachte er auf seine laute, rauhe und unaufrichtige Weise. 

»Du bist mir wirklich eine komische Nummer«, sagte er. »Na schön, wenn du unbedingt Gründe Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.905
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willst, sollst du sie haben. Hat Morris nichts gegen die Loge geäußert?«

»Nein.«

»Auch nicht gegen mich?«

»Nein.«

»Klar, weil er's nicht gewagt hat, dir zu trauen. In seinem Herzen ist er nämlich kein loyaler Bruder. Wir wissen das wohl, deshalb beobachten wir ihn und warten auf den richtigen Zeitpunkt, um ihm eine Lehre zu erteilen. Ich glaube, dieser Zeitpunkt rückt immer näher. In unserer Hürde ist kein Platz für räudige Schafe. Und wenn du Umgang hast mit einem Kerl, der illoyal ist, könnten wir auf den Gedanken kommen, du seist ebenfalls illoyal. Kapiert?«

»Es ist unwahrscheinlich, daß ich weiter mit ihm Umgang habe; ich mag ihn nämlich nicht«, antwortete McMurdo. »Aber was das Wort ›illoyal‹ angeht: das würde außer Ihnen keiner ein zweites Mal gegen mich gebrauchen.«

»Tja, das wär's dann«, sagte McGinty; er trank sein Glas aus. »Ich bin hergekommen, um dir zur rechten Zeit einen Rat zu geben, und den hast du auch gekriegt.«

»Ich wüßte noch gern«, sagte McMurdo, »wie Sie erfahren haben, daß ich überhaupt mit Morris gesprochen habe.«

McGinty lachte. 
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»Das ist doch mein Geschäft, zu wissen, was in diesem Ort vorgeht«, sagte er. »Ich schätze, du rech-nest am besten immer damit, daß ich alles erfahre, was passiert. Tja, es ist Zeit, und ich wollt bloß noch ...«

Sein Abschied wurde jedoch auf eine sehr unerwartete Weise abgebrochen. Mit jähem Krach flog die Tür auf, und drei aufmerksam gespannte Gesichter starrten unter den Schirmen ihrer Polizeimützen drohend zu ihnen herein. McMurdo sprang auf und wollte schon die Pistole ziehen, hielt aber auf halbem Wege inne, als ihm bewußt wurde, daß zwei Win-chesterbüchsen auf seinen Kopf gerichtet waren. Ein uniformierter Mann trat ins Zimmer, einen sechs-schüssigen Revolver in der Hand. Es war Captain Marvin, vormals bei der Polizeitruppe von Chicago und nun bei der Coal and Iron. Er schüttelte den Kopf mit einem halben Lächeln zu McMurdo. 

»Ich hab's mir doch gedacht, daß er wieder Scherereien machen wird, der durchtriebene Mr. McMurdo aus Chicago«, sagte er. »Können es halt nicht lassen, was? Nehmen Sie Ihren Hut und kommen Sie mit.«

»Dafür werden Sie wohl bezahlen müssen, Captain Marvin«, sagte McGinty. »Ich wüßte gern, wie Sie dazu kommen, so in ein Haus einzudringen und ehrbare, unbescholtene Männer zu belästigen?«

»Sie halten sich raus aus dieser Sache, Councillor Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.907
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McGinty«, sagte der Captain. »Wir sind nicht hinter Ihnen her, sondern hinter diesem McMurdo. Sie sollten uns lieber helfen und nicht in unserer Pflicht be-hindern.«

»Er ist ein Freund von mir, und für sein Verhalten stehe ich gerade«, sagte der Boß. 

»Nach allem, was man so hört, Mr. McGinty, müssen Sie vielleicht bald für Ihr eigenes Verhalten gra-destehen«, antwortete der Captain der Polizei. »Dieser McMurdo war schon ein Gauner, bevor er hierher gekommen ist; und ein Gauner ist er nach wie vor. 

Haltet ihn in Schach, Leute, während ich ihn entwaffne.«

»Da ist meine Pistole«, sagte McMurdo kühl. 

»Wenn Sie und ich alleine wären, Captain Marvin, von Angesicht zu Angesicht, könnten Sie mich wahrscheinlich nicht so einfach festnehmen.«

»Wo ist Ihr Haftbefehl?« fragte McGinty. »Bei Gott! Man könnte ebensogut in Rußland statt in Vermissa leben, solange Leute wie Sie bei der Polizei das Sagen haben. Das ist eine kapitalistische Ausschreitung, und dafür werden Sie sich noch zu verantworten haben, schätze ich.«

»Tun Sie, so gut Sie können, was Sie für Ihre Pflicht halten, Councillor. Wir kümmern uns um unsere.«

»Was wirft man mir denn vor?« fragte McMurdo. 
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»Beteiligung am Anschlag auf den alten Redakteur Stanger im Büro des  Herald.  Es war bestimmt nicht Ihre Schuld, daß die Anklage nicht auf Mord lautet.«

»Na, wenn das alles ist, was Sie gegen ihn haben«, rief McGinty lachend, »dann können Sie sich eine Menge Ärger ersparen, wenn Sie die Sache sofort wieder fallenlassen. Dieser Mann war bei mir im Saloon und hat bis Mitternacht gepokert; ich kann ein Dutzend Leute beibringen, die das bezeugen.«

»Das ist Ihre Angelegenheit, und das können Sie wohl morgen im Gerichtssaal regeln. Jetzt aber los, McMurdo, und schön ruhig, wenn Sie keinen Ge-wehrkolben über den Schädel wollen. Sie treten hübsch beiseite, Mr. McGinty, ich warne Sie; ich dulde nämlich keinen Widerstand, wenn ich im Dienst bin.«

So entschieden war das Auftreten des Captain, daß sowohl McMurdo als auch sein Boss gezwungen waren, sich mit der Situation abzufinden. Dem letzteren gelang es, mit dem Gefangenen vor dem Abschied noch ein paar geflüsterte Worte zu wechseln. 

»Was ist mit ...?« Er ließ den Daumen nach oben zucken, um auf die Münzapparatur anzuspielen. 

»Alles in Ordnung«, flüsterte McMurdo, der ein sicheres Versteck unter den Dielen eingerichtet hatte. 

»Ich sage dir Lebwohl«, sagte der Boß; er schüttelte ihm die Hand. »Ich geh jetzt zu Rechtsanwalt Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.909
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Reilly und kümmere mich persönlich um die Verteidigung. Du hast mein Wort darauf, daß sie dich nicht festhalten können.«

»Darauf würd ich nicht wetten. Bewacht den Gefangenen, ihr zwei, und erschießt ihn, wenn er irgendwelche Spielchen versucht. Ich durchsuche noch das Haus, bevor ich gehe.«

Das tat Marvin, fand aber offenbar keine Spur von der verborgenen Apparatur. Als er wieder herabge-kommen war, eskortierten er und seine Männer McMurdo zum Hauptquartier. Die Dunkelheit war schon hereingebrochen, und ein scharfer Blizzard wehte, so daß die Straßen fast verlassen waren; ein paar Bummler folgten jedoch der Gruppe und riefen, durch ihre Unsichtbarkeit ermutigt, dem Gefangenen Verwünschungen zu. 

»Lyncht den verfluchten Scowrer!« riefen sie. 

»Lyncht ihn!« Sie lachten und spotteten, als er ins Po-lizeigebäude gestoßen wurde. Nach einer kurzen for-mellen Vernehmung durch den diensthabenden Inspektor führte man ihn in die Sammelzelle. Hier fand er Baldwin und drei weitere Verbrecher aus der vergangenen Nacht vor; alle waren sie an diesem Nachmittag festgenommen worden und warteten nun auf ihre Verhandlung am nächsten Morgen. 

Aber selbst mitten in diese Festung des Gesetzes reichte der lange Arm der Freimaurer. Spät abends Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.910
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kam ein Gefängnisaufseher mit einem Bündel Stroh für die Nachtlager, aus dem er zwei Flaschen Whisky, einige Gläser und eine Packung Spielkarten hervorzog. Sie verbrachten eine ausgelassene Nacht, ohne einen ängstlichen Gedanken an das Verfahren des kommenden Morgens. 

Sie hatten auch keine Veranlassung dazu, wie das Ergebnis zeigen sollte. Der Richter hätte auf Grund der Zeugenaussagen unmöglich ein Urteil sprechen können, durch das die Angelegenheit einer höheren Instanz überantwortet worden wäre. Einerseits waren die Metteure und Drucker gezwungen, zuzugeben, daß die Beleuchtung unzureichend und sie selbst höchst verwirrt waren und daß es ihnen schwerfalle, die Identität der Angreifer mit absoluter Sicherheit zu beschwören, obschon sie glaubten, daß die Angeklagten dabei gewesen seien. Beim Kreuzverhör durch den geschickten Anwalt, den McGinty engagiert hatte, waren sie in ihren Angaben sogar noch nebulöser. Der Geschädigte hatte bereits ausgesagt, von der Plötzlichkeit des Überfalls so überrascht gewesen zu sein, daß er außer der Tatsache, daß der erste Mann, der ihn geschlagen habe, einen Schnurrbart trug, keine Angaben machen könne. Er wisse, fügte er hinzu, daß es Scowrers gewesen seien, da ihm in der Gemeinde unmöglich sonst noch jemand feindlich gesinnt sein könne, und man habe ihn wegen seiner unverblümten Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.911
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Leitartikel schon lange bedroht. Andererseits wurde durch die einstimmige und unerschütterliche Zeugenaussage von sechs Bürgern, einschließlich jenes hohen städtischen Beamten, Councillor McGinty, klar nachgewiesen, daß die Männer bei einer Kartenrunde im Union House gesessen hatten, und zwar bis sehr weit über die Stunde hinaus, da der Überfall erfolgte. 

Unnötig zu erwähnen, daß sie freigesprochen wurden, wobei der Richter sich schier noch entschuldigte für die Unannehmlichkeiten, die man ihnen bereitet hatte, und gleichzeitig Captain Marvin und der Polizei für ihren übertriebenen Diensteifer einen Verweis erteilte. 

Das Urteil wurde vom Gerichtssaal, wo McMurdo viele vertraute Gesichter entdeckte, mit lautem Beifall begrüßt. Logenbrüder lächelten und winkten. Aber es gab auch andere, die mit zusammengepreßten Lippen und brütender Miene dasaßen, als die Männer der Reihe nach aus der Anklagebank marschierten. Einer von ihnen, ein kleiner, dunkelbärtiger, resoluter Bursche faßte seine Gedanken und die seiner Gefährten in Worte, als die Exgefangenen an ihm vorbeigingen. 

»Ihr verdammten Mörder!« sagte er. »Wir werden's euch schon noch zeigen.«
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12. Die dunkelste Stunde

Wenn es noch irgend etwas gebraucht hätte, um Jack McMurdos Beliebtheit bei seinen Gefährten Auftrieb zu geben, so wären das seine Festnahme und Freilassung gewesen. Daß ein Mann schon am Abend seiner Aufnahme in die Loge etwas getan haben sollte, was ihn vor den Richter brachte, stellte in den Annalen des Bundes einen neuen Rekord dar. Er hatte bereits den Ruf eines lustigen Kumpans, eines fröhlichen Nachtschwärmers und obendrein eines Mannes von heftigem Temperament, der nicht einmal vom allmächtigen Boß selbst eine Beleidigung hinnehmen würde. 

Überdies aber vermittelte er seinen Kameraden den Eindruck, es gebe unter ihnen allen nicht einen, dessen Gehirn mit größerer Leichtigkeit einen blutdürstigen Plan aushecken könnte und dessen Hand tauglicher wäre, ihn auszuführen. »Das wird einmal der Junge für einen sauberen Job«, sagten die Ältesten einander und warteten auf eine passende Gelegenheit, ihn einzusetzen. McGinty hatte schon Handlanger genug; er erkannte aber, daß dieser in höchstem Maße fähig war. Er fühlte sich wie ein Mann, der einen wilden Bluthund an der Leine hält. Für die kleineren Arbeiten gab es die Köter; aber eines Tages würde er diese Kreatur auf ihr Opfer loslassen. Ein paar Logen-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.913
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mitglieder, darunter Ted Baldwin, verübelten dem Neuling seinen raschen Aufstieg und haßten ihn dafür; sie hielten sich jedoch von ihm fern, denn er war ebenso schnell bereit zu kämpfen wie zu lachen. 

Aber wenn er auch bei seinen Kameraden in der Gunst stieg, so gab es doch eine andere Instanz –

eine, die ihm noch lebenswichtiger geworden war –, wo sie im Sinken war. Ettie Shafters Vater wollte nichts mehr mit ihm zu tun haben und gestattete ihm nicht mehr, das Haus zu betreten. Ettie selbst war zu sehr verliebt, um ihn völlig aufzugeben; ihr gesunder Menschenverstand warnte sie jedoch vor den Folgen einer Heirat mit einem Mann, den man für einen Verbrecher hielt. Eines Morgens, nach einer schlaflosen Nacht, beschloß sie, mit ihm zu sprechen, vielleicht zum letzten Mal, und einen entschiedenen Versuch zu unternehmen, ihn jenen üblen Einflüssen, die ihn verzehrten, zu entziehen. Sie ging zu seiner Wohnung, worum er sie schon oft gebeten hatte, und gelangte in den Raum, den er als Wohnzimmer benutzte. Er saß mit dem Rücken zur Tür und einem Brief vor sich an einem Tisch. Plötzlich überkam sie eine Anwandlung mädchenhaften Schabernacks – sie war ja erst neunzehn. Er hatte sie nicht gehört, als sie die Tür auf-schob. Jetzt trippelte sie auf Zehenspitzen vorwärts und legte ihm leicht die Hand auf die gebeugten Schultern. 
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Wenn sie die Absicht gehabt hatte, ihn zu erschrek-ken, so gelang ihr das zweifellos, aber nur um ihrer-seits erschreckt zu werden. Mit einem Tigersprung fuhr er herum, und schon griff seine rechte Hand nach ihrer Kehle. Im gleichen Augenblick zerknüllte die andere Hand das Blatt Papier vor ihm. Einen Moment lang stand er mit funkelndem Blick da. Dann traten Verblüffung und Freude an die Stelle der Wildheit, die seine Züge verzerrt hatte – eine Wildheit, vor der sie entsetzt zurückgeschaudert war, wie vor etwas, das sich noch nie zuvor in ihr sanftes Leben gedrängt hatte. 

»Du bist es!« sagte er und wischte sich die Stirn. 

»Du kommst zu mir, mein herzliebstes Herz, und ich weiß nichts Besseres zu tun, als dich erwürgen zu wollen! Komm doch, Liebling«; er streckte die Arme aus. »Laß es mich wiedergutmachen.«

Aber das jähe Aufleuchten jener schuldbewußten Furcht, die sie in seinem Gesicht gelesen, hatte sie noch nicht verwunden. All ihre weiblichen Instinkte sagten ihr, daß das nicht nur das Erschrecken eines Mannes war, den man überrascht hat. Schuldbewußtsein – das war es – Schuldbewußtsein und Furcht. 

»Was ist denn über dich gekommen, Jack?« rief sie. »Warum bist du meinetwegen so erschrocken? 

Oh, Jack, wenn dein Gewissen ruhig wäre, hättest du mich nicht so angesehen.«
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»Naja, ich war mit den Gedanken gerade woanders, und wenn du so leise hereingetrippelt kommst, auf deinen Feenfüßchen ...«

»Nein, nein; es war mehr als das, Jack.« Dann kam ihr plötzlich ein Verdacht. »Laß mich doch mal den Brief sehen, den du gerade geschrieben hast.«

»Ach Ettie, das kann ich nicht.«

Ihr Verdacht wurde zur Gewißheit. 

»Er ist an eine andere Frau!« rief sie. »Ich weiß es. 

Warum solltest du ihn mir sonst vorenthalten? War es deine Frau, an die du geschrieben hast? Woher soll ich denn wissen, ob du nicht verheiratet bist – du, ein Fremder, den niemand kennt?«

»Ich bin nicht verheiratet, Ettie. Hör mal, ich schwöre es. Du bist für mich die einzige Frau auf der Welt. Beim Kreuze Christi, ich schwöre es!«

Er war vor leidenschaftlicher Inbrunst so bleich, daß sie nicht umhin konnte, ihm zu glauben. 

»Na gut«, rief sie, »und warum willst du mir dann den Brief nicht zeigen?«

»Ich will es dir sagen, acushla«, antwortete er. »Ich bin durch Eid gebunden, ihn keinem zu zeigen, und ebenso wie ich dir gegenüber mein Wort nicht brechen würde, so muß ich es auch jenen gegenüber halten, denen ich es versprochen habe. Es geht um Logenangelegenheiten, und die müssen selbst für dich geheim bleiben. Kannst du denn nicht verstehen, daß Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.916
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ich erschrocken bin, als eine Hand auf mich fiel, wo es doch die Hand eines Polizisten hätte sein können?«

Sie spürte, daß er die Wahrheit sagte. Er nahm sie in die Arme und küßte ihre Ängste und Zweifel weg. 

»Komm, setz dich zu mir. Das ist zwar ein schäbiger Thron für so eine Königin, aber es ist der beste, den dein armer Liebhaber auftreiben kann. Bald wird er besser für dich sorgen, denke ich mir. Jetzt ist dir wieder leichter ums Herz, ja?«

»Wie kann es mir jemals leichter sein, Jack, wenn ich weiß, daß du ein Verbrecher unter Verbrechern bist – wenn ich jeden Tag damit rechnen muß, daß du wegen Mord auf der Anklagebank sitzt? McMurdo der Scowrer – so hat einer unserer Gäste dich gestern genannt. Es fuhr mir wie ein Messer durchs Herz.«

»Ach was, auch harte Worte brechen keine Knochen.«

»Aber sie sind wahr.«

»Nein, Liebes, es ist nicht so schlimm, wie du denkst. Wir sind doch bloß arme Kerle und versuchen, auf eigene Faust zu unserem Recht zu kommen.«

Ettie schlang die Arme um den Hals des Geliebten. 

»Hör auf damit, Jack! Um meinetwillen – um Gottes willen, hör auf damit! Um dich darum zu bitten, bin ich heute hergekommen. Oh, Jack, schau, auf den Knien flehe ich dich an. Hier, vor dir auf den Knien, Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.917
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beschwöre ich dich: Hör auf damit!«

Er hob sie auf und drückte besänftigend ihren Kopf an seine Brust. 

»Ach, mein Liebling, du weißt ja nicht, worum du mich da bittest. Wie soll ich denn aufhören, wenn ich damit meinen Eid breche und meine Kameraden im Stich lasse? Wenn du begreifen könntest, wie es um mich steht, würdest du mich niemals darum bitten. 

Außerdem, selbst wenn ich wollte, wie sollte ich es denn anstellen? Du glaubst doch nicht, daß die Loge einen Mann, der all ihre Geheimnisse kennt, einfach ziehen lassen würde?«

»Daran habe ich gedacht, Jack. Ich habe alles geplant. Vater hat etwas Geld gespart. Er ist den Ort hier leid, wo die Angst vor diesen Leuten unser Leben verdüstert. Er ist bereit zu gehen. Wir könnten zusammen fliehen nach Philadelphia oder New York, wo wir vor ihnen sicher wären.«

McMurdo lachte. 

»Die Loge hat einen langen Arm. Glaubst du denn, er würde nicht von hier bis nach Philadelphia oder New York reichen?«

»Na gut, dann in den Westen oder nach England oder nach Deutschland, wo Vater herstammt. Irgendwohin, bloß weg aus diesem Tal der Angst.«

McMurdo dachte an den alten Bruder Morris. 

»Das ist nun schon das zweite Mal, daß ich das Tal Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.918
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so nennen höre«, sagte er. »Dieser Schatten scheint ja wirklich schwer zu lasten auf einigen von euch.«

»Er verdüstert jeden Augenblick unseres Lebens. 

Glaubst du denn, daß Ted Baldwin uns je vergeben hat? Was glaubst du, was uns geschehen würde, wenn er keine Angst vor dir hätte? Könntest du nur diesen Ausdruck in seinen dunklen, hungrigen Augen sehen, wenn ihr Blick auf mich fällt!«

»Bei Gott! Ich werd ihm bessere Manieren beibringen, wenn ich ihn dabei erwische. Aber jetzt hör zu, Kleines. Ich kann hier, nicht weg. Ich kann nicht! 

Glaub mir das ein für allemal. Aber wenn du mich meine eigenen Mittel und Wege wählen läßt, will ich zusehen, daß ich eine Möglichkeit finde, ehrenhaft aus der Sache herauszukommen.«

»Bei so etwas geht es doch nicht um Ehre.«

»Na, na, das ist Ansichtssache. Aber wenn du mir sechs Monate Zeit läßt, schaff ich es so, daß ich fortgehen kann, ohne mich schämen zu müssen, wenn ich anderen ins Gesicht sehe.«

Das Mädchen lachte vor Freude. 

»Sechs Monate!« rief sie. »Ist das ein Versprechen?«

»Naja, es können auch sieben oder acht sein. Aber spätestens in einem Jahr lassen wir das Tal hinter uns.«

Mehr hatte Ettie nicht erreichen können, aber es Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.919
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war immerhin etwas. Da war dieses Licht in der Ferne, das die Düsternis der unmittelbaren Zukunft erhellte. Sie kehrte ins Haus ihres Vaters zurück –

leichteren Herzens denn je, seit Jack McMurdo in ihr Leben getreten war. 

Man könnte meinen, als Mitglied des Bundes hätte er über all dessen Angelegenheiten unterrichtet sein müssen; bald sollte er jedoch herausfinden, daß die Organisation umfassender und komplexer war als die bloße Loge. Selbst Boss McGinty wußte über vieles nicht Bescheid, denn es gab noch einen Beamten mit der Bezeichnung »Großredner33«, der weiter strek-kenabwärts in Hobson's Patch wohnte und über mehrere Logen Macht besaß, von der er heftig und willkürlich Gebrauch machte. McMurdo bekam ihn nur ein einziges Mal zu Gesicht – eine verschlagene kleine grauhaarige Ratte mit einem schleichenden Gang und einem verstohlenen Blick voller Bosheit. Evans Pott lautete sein Name, und selbst der große Boss von Vermissa verspürte ihm gegenüber etwas von dem Ekel und der Furcht, die der gewaltige Danton gegen-

über dem mickerigen, aber gefährlichen Robes-pierre34 verspürt haben mochte. 

Eines Tages erhielt Scanlan, McMurdos Wohnge-nosse, von McGinty einen Brief; beigeschlossen war eine Nachricht von Evans Pott, die McGinty davon in Kenntnis setzte, daß er zwei gute Männer, Lawler und Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.920
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Andrews, mit dem Auftrag herüberschicke, in der Umgebung etwas zu erledigen; im Interesse der Sache sei es jedoch am besten, keine Einzelheiten über das Ziel ihres Einsatzes mitzuteilen. Ob der Logenmeister sich darum kümmern könnte, daß für ihre Unterkunft und Bequemlichkeit gesorgt wäre, bis der Zeitpunkt zum Handeln käme? McGinty schrieb ergänzend, daß im Union House niemandes Aufenthalt geheim bleiben könne und daß er daher McMurdo und Scanlan verbunden wäre, wenn sie die Fremden ein paar Tage lang in ihrer Pension aufnähmen. 

Am selben Abend trafen die Männer ein; jeder trug eine Reisetasche. Lawler war ein älterer Mann, schlau, schweigsam und beherrscht; er trug einen alten schwarzen Gehrock, der ihm, zusammen mit dem weichen Filzhut und dem struppigen, grauen Bart, eine gewisse Ähnlichkeit mit einem Wanderpre-diger verlieh. Sein Gefährte, Andrews, war fast noch ein Knabe; er hatte ein offenes Gesicht, war gutgelaunt und gab sich so unbeschwert wie einer, der in die Ferien fährt und jede Minute davon zu genießen gedenkt. Beide Männer waren vollkommene Abstinenzler und benahmen sich in jeder Hinsicht wie mustergültige Mitglieder der Bruderschaft – bloß daß sie eben Meuchler waren, die sich für diese mörderische Vereinigung schon oft als höchst taugliche Werkzeuge erwiesen hatten. Lawler hatte bereits vierzehn Auf-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.921
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träge dieser Art ausgeführt, und Andrews drei. 

Sie waren, wie McMurdo feststellte, gerne bereit, über ihre vergangenen Taten zu sprechen, die sie mit dem leicht verschämten Stolz von Männern aufzählten, die der Gemeinschaft gute und selbstlose Dienste erwiesen haben. Was jedoch ihre unmittelbar bevorstehende Aufgabe betraf, so waren sie verschwiegen. 

»Die haben uns ausgewählt, weil weder ich noch der Junge hier trinken«, erklärte Lawler. »Sie können darauf zählen, daß wir nicht mehr sagen, als wir sollen. Ihr dürft das nicht falsch auffassen, aber so lauten die Befehle des Großredners, und die halten wir ein.«

»Klar, wir ziehen doch alle am gleichen Strang«, sagte Scanlan, McMurdos Gefährte, als die vier zusammen beim Abendbrot saßen. 

»Das kannst du laut sagen, und von mir aus schwatzen wir bis in die Puppen darüber, wie wir Charlie Williams oder Simon Bird umgelegt oder irgendwelche anderen früheren Aufträge ausgeführt haben. Aber über eine noch nicht erledigte Arbeit sprechen wir kein Wort.«

»Hier in der Gegend gibt es ein halbes Dutzend Kerle, mit denen ich mal ein Wörtchen zu reden hätte«, sagte McMurdo fluchend. »Es wird doch nicht etwa Jack Knox aus Ironhill sein, hinter dem ihr her seid? Ich gab nämlich einiges dafür, um zu erleben, wie der sein Fett kriegt.«
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»Nein; der ist noch nicht dran.«

»Dann vielleicht Herman Strauss?«

»Nein, auch er nicht.«

»Tja, wenn ihr's uns nicht sagen wollt – wir können euch nicht zwingen; aber wissen tat ich's schon gern.«

Lawler lächelte und schüttelte den Kopf Aus ihm war nichts herauszulocken. 

Trotz der Verschwiegenheit ihrer Gäste waren Scanlan und McMurdo fest entschlossen, bei der

»Lustbarkeit«, wie sie es nannten, mit dabei zu sein. 

Als McMurdo sie daher eines Morgens zu früher Stunde die Treppe herunterschleichen hörte, weckte er Scanlan, und die beiden schlüpften eilig in ihre Kleider. Als sie angezogen waren, stellten sie fest, daß die anderen sich davongestohlen und die Haustür hinter sich offengelassen hatten. Noch dämmerte es nicht, und im Laternenlicht konnten sie die beiden Männer in einiger Entfernung auf der Straße erkennen. Sie folgten ihnen vorsichtig und mit lautlosen Schritten durch den tiefen Schnee. 

Die Pension lag nahe am Stadtrand, und bald hatten sie die Straßenkreuzung außerhalb der Ortsgrenze erreicht. Hier warteten bereits drei Männer, mit denen sich Lawler und Andrews kurz und lebhaft unterhielten. Dann gingen sie alle zusammen weiter. Es handelte sich offenbar um einen bedeutenden Auftrag, der Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.923
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etliche Leute erforderte. Von dieser Kreuzung aus führten mehrere Wege zu verschiedenen Minen. Die Fremden schlugen den in Richtung Crow Hill ein, einem riesigen Betrieb, der sich in tüchtigen Händen befand; dank seinem energischen und furchtlosen Direktor aus Neuengland, Josiah H. Dunn, war man in der Lage, während der langen Schreckensherrschaft etwas Ordnung und Disziplin aufrechtzuerhalten. 

Der Tag brach nun an, und eine Reihe von Arbeitern schritt, einzeln und in Gruppen, langsam den ruß-

geschwärzten Pfad entlang. 

McMurdo und Scanlan bummelten mit diesen und behielten die Männer, denen sie folgten, im Auge. 

Dann umgab sie dichter Nebel, und aus seinem Zentrum ertönte plötzlich der Schrei einer Dampfpfeife. 

Das war das Zehn-Minuten-Signal, ehe die Förderkörbe hinabfuhren und das Tagewerk begann. 

Als sie den offenen Platz rund um den Gruben-schacht erreichten, warteten dort schon einhundert Bergleute; sie stampften mit den Füßen und bliesen sich auf die Finger, denn es war bitterkalt. Die Fremden standen in einer kleinen Gruppe im Schatten des Maschinenhauses. Scanlan und McMurdo erklommen einen Schlackenhaufen, von dem aus die ganze Szene vor ihnen lag. Sie sahen den Maschinisten, einen gro-

ßen bärtigen Schotten namens Menzies, aus dem Maschinenhaus herauskommen und in seine Trillerpfeife Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.924
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blasen, damit man die Förderkörbe herabließ. Im selben Augenblick schritt ein hochgewachsener, gelenki-ger junger Mann mit glattrasiertem, ernstem Gesicht eifrig auf die Schachtöffnung zu. Als er dort ankam, fiel sein Blick auf die stille und regungslose Gruppe unter dem Maschinenhaus. Die Männer hatten die Hüte in die Stirn gezogen und die Kragen hochgeschlagen, um ihre Gesichter abzuschirmen. Einen Moment lang legte Todesahnung ihre kalte Hand auf das Herz des Grubendirektors. Aber schon im nächsten Augenblick hatte er sie abgeschüttelt und dachte nur noch an seine Pflicht gegenüber fremden Eindringlin-gen. 

»Wer seid ihr?« fragte er, als er auf sie zuging. 

»Was lungert ihr hier herum?«

Es kam keine Antwort; aber der Knabe namens Andrews trat vor und schoß ihn in den Bauch. Die hundert wartenden Bergleute standen so bewegungs- und hilflos da, als wären sie gelähmt. Der Direktor schlug beide Hände auf die Wunde und krümmte sich zusammen. Dann taumelte er weg, aber ein zweiter Meuchler schoß, und er fiel seitwärts zu Boden; er schlug mit den Beinen aus und krallte seine Finger in einen Haufen Schlacke. Bei diesem Anblick stieß Menzies, der Schotte, ein Wutgeheul aus und stürzte sich mit einem eisernen Schraubenschlüssel auf die Mörder, wurde jedoch von zwei Kugeln ins Gesicht getroffen, Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.925
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was ihn unmittelbar zu ihren Füßen tot niedersinken ließ. Einige der Bergleute drängten nach vorne, und es erhob sich ein unartikulierter Schrei des Mitleids und der Wut, aber ein paar der Fremden leerten ihre sechs-schüssigen Revolver über die Köpfe der Menge, und sie stoben auseinander und zerstreuten sich; manche stürmten wie wild in Richtung Vermissa nach Hause zurück. Als sich einige der Mutigsten wieder aufge-rafft hatten und man zur Mine zurückkehrte, war die mörderische Bande schon in den Morgennebeln verschwunden – ohne einen einzigen Zeugen, ddr imstande gewesen wäre, die Identität dieser Männer zu beschwören, die vor einhundert Zuschauern dieses doppelte Verbrechen verübt hatten. 

Scanlan und McMurdo machten sich auf den Rückweg; Scanlan war etwas bedrückt, denn es war der erste Mordauftrag, dessen Ausführung er mit eigenen Augen gesehen, und es schien weniger lustig, als man ihn glauben gemacht hatte. Die entsetzlichen Schreie der Ehefrau des toten Direktors verfolgten sie, als sie stadtwärts eilten. McMurdo war zwar in sich gekehrt und still; aber er zeigte kein Mitgefühl für das Schwachwerden seines Gefährten. 

»Klar, das ist wie ein Krieg«, sagte er wiederholt. 

»Was ist es anderes als ein Krieg zwischen uns und denen, und wir schlagen zurück, so gut wir nur können?«

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.926
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An diesem Abend ging es im Logenraum des Union House hoch her – nicht nur wegen der Ermordung des Direktors und des Maschinisten der Crow-Hill-Mine, wodurch dieses Unternehmen fortan den übrigen erpreßten und in Furcht und Schrecken versetzten Gesellschaften angeglichen würde, sondern auch wegen eines fernen Triumphes, den die Loge ih-rerseits errungen hatte. Es stellte sich nämlich heraus, daß der Großredner – als er fünf gute Männer nach Vermissa entsandte, um einen Anschlag auszuführen – eine Gegenleistung verlangt hatte: Insgeheim sollten drei Vermissa-Leute ausgewählt und herüber-geschickt werden, um William Haies aus Stake Royal zu töten, einen der bekanntesten und beliebtesten Grubenbesitzer im Distrikt Gilmerton, einen Mann, von dem man glaubte, daß er auf der Welt keinen einzigen Feind habe, da er in jeder Hinsicht ein mustergültiger Arbeitgeber war. Allerdings hatte er auf Tüchtigkeit bei der Arbeit bestanden und daher gewisse betrunkene und müßige Angestellte entlassen, die zu den Mitgliedern des allmächtigen Bundes zählten. An seiner Tür befestigte Todesdrohungen hatten seine Entschlossenheit nicht geschwächt, und somit sah er sich in einem freien, zivilisierten Lande zum Tode verurteilt. 

Die Vollstreckung war nun vorschriftsmäßig vollzogen worden. Ted Baldwin, der sich auf dem Ehren-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.927
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platz neben dem Logenmeister spreizte, hatte das Kommando geleitet. Sein gerötetes Gesicht und die glasigen, blutunterlaufenen Augen zeugten von Schlaflosigkeit und Trunk. Er und seine beiden Kameraden hatten die vergangene Nacht in den Bergen verbracht. Sie waren zerzaust und vom Wetter gezeichnet. Aber keine Helden, die von einem aussichts-losen Unternehmen wider Erwarten zurückkehrten, hätten von ihren Kameraden wärmer empfangen werden können. Die Geschichte wurde unter Ausrufen des Ergötzens und unter brüllendem Gelächter wieder und wieder erzählt. Als der Mann bei Einbruch der Nacht nach Hause fuhr, hatten sie ihm aufgelauert und hierzu auf einem abschüssigen Hügel Posten bezogen, wo sein Pferd im Schritt gehen mußte. Um sich die Kälte vom Leibe zu halten, war er so in Pelz vermummt, daß er seine Pistole nicht zu fassen bekam. Sie hatten ihn herausgezerrt und immer wieder auf ihn geschossen. 

Keiner von ihnen kannte den Mann; aber ein Mord ist an sich schon etwas Aufregendes, und sie hatten den Scowrers von Gilmerton gezeigt, daß man sich auf die Vermissa-Leute verlassen konnte. Allerdings hatte es einen Zwischenfall gegeben, denn ein Mann und seine Frau kamen den Hügel heraufgefahren, während sie noch ihre Revolver auf den bereits stummen Körper abfeuerten. Man hatte erwogen, die bei-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.928
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den zu erschießen; aber es waren harmlose Leute, die nichts mit den Minen zu tun hatten, daher befahl man ihnen streng, weiterzufahren und Stillschweigen zu bewahren, damit ihnen nichts Schlimmes geschehe. 

Und so hatte man die blutbefleckte Gestalt liegen lassen, als Warnung für alle hartherzigen Arbeitgeber, und die drei edlen Rächer waren in die Berge enteilt, wo die ungezähmte Natur herabreicht bis zu den Rändern der Hochöfen und Schlackenhalden. 

Es war ein großer Tag für die Scowrers gewesen. 

Der Schatten hatte sich noch dunkler über das Tal gesenkt. Aber so wie der kluge General im Moment des Sieges seine Anstrengungen zu verdoppeln beschließt, damit dem Gegner keine Zeit bleibt, sich nach der Niederlage wieder zu ordnen, so hatte auch Boß McGinty, der sein Operationsfeld mit düsterem und tückischem Blick überschaute, einen neuen Angriff auf jene geplant, die sich ihm widersetzten. Noch in derselben Nacht, als die halbbetrunkene Gesellschaft aufbrach, nahm er McMurdo am Arm und führte ihn beiseite in den Nebenraum, wo schon ihre erste Unterredung stattgefunden hatte. 

»Paß auf, mein Junge«, sagte er, »ich habe einen Auftrag, der deiner endlich würdig ist. Seine Erledigung bleibt allein dir überlassen.«

»Freut mich zu hören«, antwortete McMurdo. 

»Du kannst noch zwei Leute mitnehmen – Manders Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.929
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und Reilly. Die sind schon zum Dienst abgestellt. Wir werden in diesem Distrikt erst Ordnung haben, wenn Chester Wilcox erledigt ist, und jede Loge im Kohlenrevier wird dir dankbar sein, wenn du's schaffst, ihn fertigzumachen.«

»Ich werd jedenfalls mein Bestes tun. Wer ist er, und wo finde ich ihn?«

McGinty nahm seine ewig halbzerkaute, halbaufge-rauchte Zigarre aus dem Mundwinkel und begann, eine grobe Skizze auf ein Blatt zu zeichnen, das er aus seinem Notizbuch gerissen hatte. 

»Er ist der Obersteiger der Iron Dyke Company. Er ist ein hartgesottener Zeitgenosse, ein alter Colour-Sergeant aus dem Bürgerkrieg35, grauhaarig und über und über mit Narben bedeckt. Wir haben's schon zweimal bei ihm versucht, aber ohne Glück, und Jim Carnaway hat dabei sein Leben gelassen. Jetzt liegt's bei dir, die Sache zu übernehmen. Das hier ist das Haus; es liegt ganz einsam am Iron-Dyke-Weg, ohne ein anderes in Hörweite; so wie du's hier auf der Karte siehst. Bei Tag hat's allerdings keinen Zweck. 

Er ist bewaffnet und schießt schnell und gut, ohne lang zu fragen. Aber nachts – also, da wären er, seine Frau, drei Kinder und eine Haushaltshilfe. Du kannst nicht lange auswählen. Es heißt alle oder keinen. 

Wenn du an der Haustür einen Sack Sprengstoff mit einer lange Lunte anbringen kannst ...«

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.930
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»Was hat der Mann getan?«

»Hab ich dir nicht gesagt, daß er Jim Carnaway erschossen hat?«

»Und warum hat er ihn erschossen?«

»Was zum Donnerwetter geht dich das an? Carnaway war nachts bei seinem Haus, und da hat er ihn erschossen. Das muß mir und dir genügen. Du sollst die Sache nur in Ordnung bringen.«

»Da wären noch diese zwei Frauen und die Kinder. 

Fliegen die mit in die Luft?«

»Das müssen sie wohl; wie sollen wir ihn sonst erwischen?«

»Scheint mir etwas hart für sie; die haben ja nichts getan.«

»Was ist denn das für ein Geschwätz? Willst du dich etwa drücken?«

»Sachte, Councillor, sachte. Hab ich je etwas gesagt oder getan, weswegen Sie glauben könnten, ich will mich vor einer Anordnung meines Logenmeisters drücken? Ob's recht oder unrecht ist – das zu bestimmen ist Ihre Sache.«

»Dann machst du's also?«

»Ja, natürlich.«

»Wann?«

»Tja, Sie geben mir am besten ein oder zwei Näch-te Zeit, damit ich mir das Haus ansehen und einen Plan ausarbeiten kann. Dann ...«

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.931
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»Sehr gut«, sagte McGinty; er schüttelte ihm die Hand. »Ich überlasse alles dir. Das wird ein großer Tag, wenn du uns die Nachricht bringst. Es ist der entscheidende Schlag, der sie alle in die Knie zwingen wird.«

McMurdo dachte lange und gründlich über den Auftrag nach, der ihm so plötzlich in die Hände gelegt worden war. Das abgeschiedene Haus, in dem Chester Wilcox wohnte, lag etwa fünf Meilen entfernt in einem angrenzenden Tal. Noch in derselben Nacht brach er ganz alleine auf, um sich auf die Unternehmung vorzubereiten. Es war schon hell, als er von seiner Erkundung zurückkehrte. Am nächsten Tag besprach er sich mit seinen beiden Untergebenen, Manders und Reilly, unbekümmerten Burschen, die so übermütig waren, als ginge es auf eine Hirschjagd. 

Zwei Nächte später trafen sie sich außerhalb der Stadt; alle drei waren bewaffnet, und einer von ihnen trug einen Sack voll Sprengstoff, wie man ihn in den Gruben benutzt. Es war bereits zwei Uhr morgens, als sie das einsame Haus erreichten. Die Nacht war windig; zerrissene Wolken trieben rasch über das Gesicht eines Dreiviertelmondes. Man hatte sie ermahnt, sich vor den Wachhunden in acht zu nehmen, daher rückten sie behutsam vor, den entsicherten Revolver in der Hand. Aber außer dem Heulen des Windes ertönte kein Geräusch, und nichts bewegte sich außer den Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.932
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schwankenden Zweigen über ihnen. McMurdo lauschte an der Tür des einsamen Hauses, aber drinnen war alles still. Dann lehnte er den Pulversack daran, schlitzte mit dem Messer ein Loch hinein und befestigte die Zündschnur. Als sie richtig brannte, nahmen er und seine beiden Gefährten Reißaus und befanden sich bereits in einiger Entfernung sicher und geborgen in einem schützenden Graben, als das ohrenbetäubende Krachen der Explosion und das tiefe, dunkle Rumpeln des zusammenstürzenden Gebäudes ihnen anzeigten, daß ihre Arbeit getan war. Noch nie in den blutbefleckten Annalen des Bundes war ein Job sauberer erledigt worden. Aber ach, diese so wohl orga-nisierte und kühn geplante Tat sollte ganz umsonst gewesen sein! Gewarnt vom Schicksal der zahlreichen Opfer und im Wissen, daß man seine Vernichtung vorgesehen hatte, waren Chester Wilcox und seine Familie erst am Tag zuvor in ein sichereres und weniger bekanntes Quartier umgezogen, wo ein Polizeiposten sie bewachen sollte. Das Schießpulver hatte somit ein leeres Haus zerrissen, und der grimmige alte Colour-Sergeant aus dem Bürgerkrieg brachte den Bergleuten von Iron Dyke weiterhin Disziplin bei. 

»Überlaßt ihn mir«, sagte McMurdo. »Der Mann gehört mir; ich krieg ihn bestimmt noch, und wenn ich ein Jahr darauf warten muß.«

Die Loge sprach einstimmig ihren Dank und ihr Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.933
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Vertrauen aus, und somit fand die Sache vorerst ein Ende. Als ein paar Wochen später die Zeitungen berichteten, daß auf Wilcox aus dem Hinterhalt geschossen worden sei, war es ein offenes Geheimnis, daß McMurdo noch immer an seinem unerledigten Auftrag arbeitete. 

Dies also waren die Methoden des Freimaurerbundes, und dies also waren die Taten der Scowrers, dank denen sie ihr Regiment der Angst ausdehnten über den großen und reichen Bezirk, in dem sie so lange Zeit ihr schreckliches Wesen trieben. Warum sollten diese Seiten mit weiteren Verbrechen besudelt werden? Habe ich nicht genug gesagt, um die Männer und ihre Methoden sichtbar zu machen? Diese Taten sind historisch belegt, und es gibt Dokumente, wo man ihre Details nachlesen mag. Dort kann man erfahren, wie die Polizisten Hunt und Evans erschossen wurden, weil sie es gewagt hatten, zwei Mitglieder des Bundes festzunehmen – eine in der Vermissa-Loge geplante doppelte Greueltat, kaltblütig verübt an zwei hilflosen und unbewaffneten Männern. Dort mag man auch nachlesen, wie Mrs. Larbey erschossen wurde, während sie gerade ihren Ehemann pflegte, den man auf Befehl von Boss McGinty fast totge-schlagen hatte. Der ältere Jenkins wurde getötet, kurz danach auch sein Bruder; James Murdoch wurde verstümmelt, die Familie Staphouse in die Luft ge-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.934
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sprengt, die Stendals ermordet – dies alles folgte dicht aufeinander im selben schrecklichen Winter. Dunkel lag der Schatten auf dem Tal der Angst. Der Frühling war gekommen mit strömenden Bächen und blühenden Bäumen. Hoffnung erfüllte die ganze, so lange von einem eisernen Griff festgehaltene Natur; aber nirgendwo gab es Hoffnung für die Männer und Frauen, die unter dem Joch des Schreckens lebten. Noch nie war die Wolke über ihnen so dunkel und hoffnungslos gewesen wie im Frühsommer des Jahres 1875. 

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.935
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Es war der Höhepunkt der Schreckensherrschaft. 

McMurdo, der bereits zum Aufseher ernannt worden war und alle Aussichten hatte, McGinty eines Tages als Logenmeister nachzufolgen, war bei den Ver-sammlungen seiner Gefährten inzwischen so unentbehrlich, daß man nichts mehr ohne seine Hilfe und seinen Rat unternahm. Je beliebter er indessen bei den Freimaurern wurde, desto finsterer waren die Blicke, die ihm begegneten, wenn er durch die Straßen von Vermissa ging. Trotz ihrer Angst faßten sich die Bürger ein Herz, um sich gegen ihre Unterdrücker zusam-menzuschließen. Gerüchte über geheime Zusammenkünfte in der  Herald-Redaktion und über die Verteilung von Feuerwaffen an die gesetzestreuen Leute waren zur Loge gedrungen. Aber McGinty und seine Männer ließen sich durch solche Berichte nicht beunruhigen. Sie waren zahlreich, entschlossen und wohl-bewaffnet. Ihre Widersacher waren verstreut und machtlos. Dies alles würde, wie bereits in der Vergangenheit, in ziellosem Gerede und vielleicht mit wichtigtuerischen Festnahmen enden. Das war die Meinung von McGinty, McMurdo und all den kühneren Männern. 

Es war ein Samstagabend im Mai. Samstags fand Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.936
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immer der Logenabend statt, und McMurdo war eben dabei, das Haus zu verlassen, als Morris, keiner der Kühneren des Ordens, ihn besuchen kam. Seine Stirn war sorgenzerfurcht, und sein freundliches Gesicht wirkte abgehetzt und eingefallen. 

»Darf ich offen mit Ihnen reden, Mr. McMurdo?«

»Natürlich.«

»Ich kann nicht vergessen, daß ich Ihnen einmal mein Herz ausgeschüttet habe und daß Sie's für sich behalten haben, obwohl sogar der Boss persönlich zu Ihnen gekommen ist, um Sie darüber auszufragen.«

»Was sollte ich denn sonst tun, wenn Sie sich mir anvertrauten? Nicht, daß ich mit dem, was Sie gesagt haben, einverstanden gewesen wäre.«

»Das weiß ich wohl. Aber Sie sind der einzige, mit dem ich gefahrlos sprechen kann. Ich habe hier ein Geheimnis« – er legte die Hand an die Brust –, »und es brennt mir fast das Leben aus dem Leib. Ich wünschte, es wäre irgendeinem von euch zugefallen, anstatt mir. Wenn ich es verrate, bedeutet es mit Sicherheit Mord. Wenn ich es nicht tue, stürzt es uns wahrscheinlich alle ins Verderben. Gott steh mir bei, aber ich verliere darüber fast den Verstand!«

McMurdo blickte den an allen Gliedern zitternden Mann ernst an. Er goß etwas Whisky in ein Glas und reichte es ihm. 

»Das ist die richtige Medizin für Leute wie Sie«, Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.937
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sagte er. »Jetzt lassen Sie mal hören, worum es geht.«

Morris trank, und sein bleiches Gesicht nahm einen Hauch Farbe an. 

»Ich kann Ihnen alles in einem Satz sagen«, begann er. »Ein Detektiv ist uns auf der Spur.«

McMurdo starrte ihn verblüfft an. 

»Mann, sind Sie verrückt?« sagte er. »Die ganze Gegend ist doch voll von Polizei und Detektiven, und was haben die uns jemals anhaben können?«

»Nein, nein; es ist kein Mann aus dem Distrikt. Die kennen wir, wie Sie richtig sagen, und die können nur wenig ausrichten. Aber haben Sie schon mal von Pinkerton's36 gehört?«

»Ich hab von Leuten gelesen, die so heißen.«

»Also Sie können mir glauben, wenn die einem auf der Spur sind, hat man keine Chance. Das ist kein wurstiger Beamtenladen. Das ist ein todernstes Geschäftsunternehmen, das auf Erfolge aus ist und durchhält, bis es sie auf Teufel komm raus auch erzielt. Und wenn ein Pinkerton-Mann sich erst einmal richtig hineinkniet, sind wir alle verloren.«

»Wir müssen ihn töten.«

»Ah, der Gedanke kommt Ihnen natürlich zuerst! 

So geht es immer aus bei der Loge. Habe ich Ihnen nicht gesagt, daß es mit Mord endet?«

»Was heißt denn schon Mord? Das erregt hier doch kein Aufsehen.«

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.938
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»Ja, allerdings; aber ich will nicht noch auf den Mann aufmerksam machen, der ermordet werden soll. 

Ich käme nie wieder zur Ruhe. Dennoch sind es unsere eigenen Hälse, die vielleicht auf dem Spiel stehen. 

Was, in Gottes Namen, soll ich nur tun?« In seiner qualvollen Unentschlossenheit schwankte er hin und her. 

Doch seine Worte hatten McMurdo zutiefst bewegt. Es war leicht zu erkennen, daß er des anderen Ansicht über die Gefahr und die Notwendigkeit, ihr zu begegnen, teilte. Er packte Morris an den Schultern und schüttelte ihn mit ernster Miene. 

»Hören Sie, Mann«, rief er, und vor Erregung kreischte er fast, »Rumsitzen und Jammern wie ein altes Weib bei der Totenwache bringt überhaupt nichts. Jetzt müssen Tatsachen her. Wer ist der Bursche? Wo steckt er? Wie haben Sie von ihm erfahren? 

Warum sind Sie damit zu mir gekommen?«

»Ich bin zu Ihnen gekommen, weil Sie der einzige sind, der mir einen Rat geben kann. Ich habe Ihnen doch erzählt, daß ich im Osten einen Laden hatte, bevor ich hierher gezogen bin. Ich habe dort gute Freunde zurückgelassen, und einer von ihnen arbeitet beim Telegraphenamt. Hier ist ein Brief, den ich gestern von ihm erhalten habe. Es geht um den Abschnitt hier oben auf der Seite. Sie können es selbst lesen.«

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.939
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Und das las McMurdo:

»Was machen denn die Scowrers bei euch? Man liest ja darüber eine ganze Menge in den Zeitungen. 

Unter uns gesagt: Ich rechne damit, bald Neues von dir zu hören. Fünf große Unternehmen und die beiden Eisenbahngesellschaften haben sich inzwischen dahinter geklemmt. Sie meinen es todernst, und du kannst darauf wetten, daß sie es auch schaffen. Sie haben sich voll darauf eingelassen. In ihrem Auftrag hat Pinkerton die Sache angepackt, und sein bester Mann, Birdy Edwards, ist bereits im Einsatz. Der Sache soll ganz schnell ein Ende gemacht werden.«

»Jetzt lesen Sie das Postskriptum.«

»Was ich dir mitteile, habe ich natürlich im Amt erfahren; mehr war nicht herauszubekommen. Jeden Tag gehen einem meterweise seltsam verschlüsselte Nachrichten durch die Hände, und man kann nichts damit anfangen.«

McMurdo saß eine Zeitlang schweigend da, den Brief in den unruhigen Händen. Die Nebel hatten sich für einen Moment gelüftet, und vor ihm lag der Abgrund. 

»Weiß sonst noch jemand davon?« fragte er. 

»Ich habe es sonst niemandem erzählt.«

»Aber dieser Mann – Ihr Freund –, hat er noch jemand, dem er voraussichtlich schreiben würde?«

»Naja, ich glaube schon, daß er noch ein paar Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.940
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kennt.«

»Von der Loge?«

»Das ist durchaus wahrscheinlich.«

»Ich frage deshalb, weil er dann vermutlich eine Beschreibung dieses Burschen, Birdy Edwards, mit-geliefert hat. So könnten wir ihm auf die Schliche kommen.«

»Naja, möglich ist es schon. Aber ich glaube eigentlich nicht, daß er ihn kennt. Er berichtet mir immer nur die Neuigkeiten, die ihn auf dem Amtsweg erreicht haben. Woher sollte er diesen Pinkerton-Mann kennen?«

McMurdo fuhr plötzlich auf. 

»Mensch!« rief er, »jetzt weiß ich, wer es ist. Was war ich für ein Narr, daß ich darauf nicht gekommen bin! Herrgott, aber wir haben Glück! Wir werden ihn ausschalten, bevor er Unheil anrichten kann. Hören Sie, Morris; wollen Sie diese Sache mir überlassen?«

»Natürlich, wenn Sie sie mir nur vom Hals schaffen!«

»Das geht klar. Sie können sich völlig raushalten und mich machen lassen. Nicht mal Ihr Name braucht erwähnt zu werden. Ich nehme alles auf mich – als hätte ich den Brief erhalten. Sind Sie damit einverstanden?«

»Genau darum wollte ich Sie bitten.«

»Dann lassen Sie es dabei und halten Sie weiterhin Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.941
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den Mund. Ich geh jetzt zur Loge; der alte Pinkerton wird sich noch leid tun, dafür sorgen wir.«

»Ihr werdet den Mann doch nicht umbringen?«

»Je weniger Sie wissen, Freund Morris, desto ruhiger ist Ihr Gewissen und desto besser können Sie schlafen. Stellen Sie keine Fragen und lassen Sie den Dingen ihren Lauf. Ich hab jetzt die Sache im Griff!«

Morris schüttelte traurig den Kopf, als er ging. 

»Ich habe das Gefühl, daß sein Blut an meinen Händen klebt«, seufzte er. 

»Notwehr ist noch lange kein Mord«, sagte McMurdo grimmig lächelnd. »Er oder wir! Der Mann würde vermutlich uns alle vernichten, wenn wir ihn lange genug im Tal ließen. Wahrhaftig, Bruder Morris, wir müssen Sie noch zum Stuhlmeister wählen; Sie haben nämlich mit Sicherheit die Loge gerettet.«

Doch aus seinen Handlungen ging klar hervor, daß er sich über diese ungewohnte Störung ernstere Gedanken machte, als seine Worte erkennen ließen. 

Möglicherweise lag es an seinem schlechten Gewissen; vielleicht auch am guten Ruf des Pinkerton-Unternehmens; vielleicht an der Gewißheit, daß große reiche Gesellschaften es sich zur Aufgabe gemacht hatten, mit den Scowrers aufzuräumen; aber ganz gleich, welche Gründe er haben mochte: Seine Handlungen waren die eines Mannes, der sich auf das Schlimmste gefaßt macht. Jedes Papier, das ihn bela-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.942
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sten konnte, wurde vernichtet, ehe er das Haus verließ. Danach stieß er einen langen zufriedenen Seufzer aus, als glaubte er sich nun in Sicherheit; gleichwohl muß ihn die Gefahr noch immer irgendwie bedrückt haben, denn auf seinem Weg zur Loge machte er halt beim alten Shafter. Das Haus war ihm zwar verboten, aber als er ans Fenster klopfte, kam Ettie heraus zu ihm. Die tanzende irische Ausgelassenheit war aus den Augen ihres Geliebten verschwunden. Sie las die Gefahr in seinem ernsten Gesicht. 

»Es ist etwas geschehen!« rief sie. »Oh, Jack, du bist in Gefahr!«

»Nicht doch, so schlimm ist es nicht, mein Liebchen. Trotzdem wäre es vielleicht klug, daß wir aufbrechen, bevor es schlimmer wird.«

»Aufbrechen!«

»Ich habe dir einmal versprochen, daß ich eines Tages gehen werde. Ich glaube, es ist bald soweit. Ich habe heute abend eine Nachricht erhalten – eine schlechte Nachricht –, und ich sehe Scherereien kommen.«

»Die Polizei?«

»Nun ja, ein Pinkerton. Aber du wirst bestimmt nicht wissen, was das ist, acushla, und was es für meinesgleichen bedeuten kann. Ich stecke zu tief in dieser Geschichte und muß möglicherweise bald verschwinden. Du hast gesagt, daß du mich begleiten Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.943
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würdest, wenn ich gehe.«

»Oh, Jack, es wäre deine Rettung.«

»Ich bin in mancher Beziehung ein ehrlicher Mensch, Ettie. Nicht um alles in der Welt könnte ich deinem hübschen Köpfchen ein Haar krümmen, und niemals könnte ich dich auch nur einen Zentimeter herabziehen von dem goldenen Thron über den Wolken, wo ich dich immerzu sehe. Willst du mir vertrauen?«

Wortlos legte sie ihre Hand in seine. 

»Gut, dann hör zu, was ich sage, und tu alles so, wie ich es dir auftrage, denn das ist unser einziger Ausweg. In diesem Tal wird bald etwas geschehen. 

Ich spüre es in jeder Faser. Wahrscheinlich müssen dann viele von uns sehen, wie sie zurechtkommen. Ich bin jedenfalls einer davon. Wenn ich gehe, dann mußt du unbedingt mit mir kommen – bei Tag oder Nacht!«

»Ich komme dir nach, Jack.«

»Nein, nein; du wirst  mit  mir kommen. Wenn mir dieses Tal verschlossen ist und ich nie mehr zurückkehren kann, wie könnte ich dich dann hierlassen, wo ich mich doch vielleicht vor der Polizei verstecken muß, ohne die geringste Chance einer Nachricht von dir? Du müßt unbedingt mit mir kommen. In dem Ort, wo ich herkomme, kenne ich eine redliche Frau, und dort werd ich dich lassen, bis wir heiraten können. 

Wirst du mitkommen?«

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.944
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»Ja, Jack, ich komme mit.«

»Gott segne dich für dein Vertrauen zu mir. Ich wäre ja eine Ausgeburt der Hölle, wenn ich es miß-

brauchen würde. Und nun merk dir, Ettie: Es wird nur ein Stichwort sein; und wenn es dich erreicht, läßt du alles stehen und liegen und kommst sofort zur Warte-halle am Bahnhof; dort wartest du, bis ich dich abhole.«

»Bei Tag oder Nacht – ich werde auf das Stichwort hin kommen, Jack.«

Etwas erleichtert darüber, daß seine Vorkehrungen zur Flucht eingeleitet waren, setzte McMurdo nun seinen Weg zur Loge fort. Sie hatte sich bereits versammelt, und nur mit Hilfe von komplizierten Zeichen und Gegenzeichen konnte er die äußeren und inneren Türhüter passieren, die sie bewachten. Freudiges und willkommen heißendes Stimmengewirr empfing ihn, als er eintrat. Der langgestreckte Raum war dicht ge-füllt, und durch die Schwaden von Tabaksqualm erkannte er die wirre schwarze Mähne des Stuhlmeisters, die grausamen, abweisenden Züge Baldwins, das Geiergesicht des Sekretärs Harraway, und ein Dutzend weitere, die zu den Anführern der Loge zählten. Daß sie alle da waren und nun über seine Neuigkeiten beratschlagen sollten, erfüllte ihn mit Freude. 

»Wir sind wahrhaftig froh, daß du da bist, Bruder!« rief der Stuhlmeister. »Wir haben hier eine Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.945
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Sache, da braucht es die Urteilskraft eines Salomo, um sie in Ordnung zu bringen.«

»Es geht um Lander und Egan«, erklärte sein Nachbar, als er sich setzte. »Beide erheben Anspruch auf das Kopfgeld, das die Loge ausgesetzt hat für die Erschießung des alten Crabbe drüben in Stylestown; wer soll da entscheiden, wessen Kugel getroffen hat?«

McMurdo erhob sich von seinem Platz und streckte die Hand hoch. Sein Gesichtsausdruck ließ die Zuhö-

rer vor Aufmerksamkeit erstarren. Es herrschte die absolute Stille gespannter Erwartung. 

»Ehrwürdiger Meister«, sagte er feierlich, »ich stelle einen Dringlichkeitsantrag.«

»Bruder McMurdo stellt einen Dringlichkeitsantrag«, sagte McGinty. »Das ist ein Antrag, der gemäß den Gesetzen dieser Loge Vorrang genießt. Alsdann, Bruder, wir hören.«

McMurdo zog den Brief aus der Tasche. 

»Ehrwürdiger Meister, meine Brüder«, sagte er, 

»ich bin heute der Überbringer schlechter Nachrichten; aber es ist besser, sie zu kennen und zu erörtern, als ohne Vorwarnung von einem Schlag getroffen zu werden, der uns alle vernichten würde. Ich bin im Besitz von Informationen, daß die mächtigsten und reichsten Unternehmen dieses Staates sich verbündet haben, um uns zu beseitigen, und daß bereits in diesem Augenblick ein Pinkerton-Detektiv, ein gewisser Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.946
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Birdy Edwards, im Tal damit beschäftigt ist, Beweismaterial zu sammeln, das vielen von uns wahrscheinlich einen Strick um den Hals legen wird und jeden in diesem Raum in eine Gefängniszelle schickt. Das ist die Situation, zu deren Erörterung ich den Dringlichkeitsantrag gestellt habe.«

Totenstille herrschte im Saal. Der Stuhlmeister machte ihr schließlich ein Ende. 

»Welchen

Beweis

hast

du

dafür, 

Bruder

McMurdo?« fragte er. 

»Es steht in diesem Brief, der in meine Hände gelangt ist«, sagte McMurdo. Er las die Passage laut vor. »Es ist Ehrensache für mich, daß ich keine weiteren Einzelheiten über den Brief mitteilen und ihn euch auch nicht übergeben kann; aber ich versichere euch, daß sonst nichts drinsteht, was die Interessen der Loge betrifft. Ich habe euch die Sache so vorgetragen, wie sie zu mir gelangt ist.«

»Ich möchte bemerken, Bruder Stuhlmeister«, sagte einer der älteren Brüder, »daß ich bereits von Birdy Edwards gehört habe und daß es heißt, er sei der beste Mann bei der Pinkerton-Truppe.«

»Kennt ihn jemand vom Sehen?« fragte McGinty. 

»Ja«, sagte McMurdo, »ich.«

Verblüfftes Gemurmel ging durch den Saal. 

»Ich glaube, wir haben ihn bereits völlig in der Hand«, fuhr er mit frohlockendem Lächeln fort. 

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.947
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»Wenn wir schnell und klug handeln, können wir kurzen Prozeß machen. Wenn ihr mir vertraut und mich unterstützt, haben wir nur wenig zu befürchten.«

»Was haben wir denn überhaupt zu befürchten? 

Was kann er von unseren Geschäften wissen?«

»Das könnte man vielleicht fragen, wenn alle so zuverlässig wären wie Sie, Councillor. Aber dieser Mann hat die ganzen Millionen der Kapitalisten im Rücken. Glaubt ihr denn, daß es in all unseren Logen nicht einen einzigen schwächeren Bruder gibt, der gekauft werden könnte? Der kommt schon an unsere Geheimnisse ran – vielleicht kennt er sie bereits. Es gibt nur ein sicheres Mittel.«

»Daß er nie das Tal verläßt«, sagte Baldwin. 

McMurdo nickte. 

»Gratuliere, Bruder Baldwin«, sagte er. »Du und ich, wir hatten unsere Differenzen; aber heut abend hast du das entscheidende Wort gesprochen.«

»Wo hält er sich denn auf? Wie können wir ihn erkennen?«

»Ehrwürdiger Meister«, sagte McMurdo ernst. »Ich möchte Ihnen zu bedenken geben, daß das eine zu lebenswichtige Angelegenheit ist, um sie in offener Loge zu erörtern. Nicht daß ich irgend jemand hier in Zweifel ziehe – Gott bewahre! – aber wenn diesem Mann auch nur ein einziges getratschtes Wort zu Ohren käme, wären all unsere Chancen, ihn zu erwi-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.948
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schen, zunichte gemacht. Ich möchte die Loge bitten, ein Komitee von Vertrauensmännern zu wählen, Bruder Stuhlmeister – Sie selbst, wenn ich vorschlagen darf; Bruder Baldwin hier und noch fünf andere. Dann kann ich frei darüber sprechen, was ich weiß und zu welchem Vorgehen ich raten würde.«

Der Vorschlag wurde sofort angenommen und das Komitee gewählt. Außer dem Stuhlmeister und Baldwin bestand es aus dem geiergesichtigen Sekretär Harraway; aus Tiger Cormac, dem brutalen jungen Meuchelmörder; dem Schatzmeister Carter sowie den Brüdern Willaby, furchtlosen und verwegenen Männern, die vor nichts zurückschreckten. 

Das Gelage der Loge war kürzer und gedämpfter als üblich, denn auf der Stimmung der Männer lastete eine Wolke, und viele von ihnen sahen an jenem heiteren Himmel, unter dem sie schon so lange hausten, zum ersten Mal die Wolke der rächenden göttlichen Gesetze aufziehen. Die Greueltaten, die sie anderen zugefügt hatten, waren so sehr ein Teil ihres geregel-ten Lebens geworden, daß der Gedanke an Vergeltung in weite Ferne gerückt war; um so bestürzender erschien er nun, da diese Vergeltung so nahe war. Sie brachen früh auf und ließen ihre Anführer bei ihren Beratungen zurück. 

»Alsdann, McMurdo«, sagte McGinty, als sie alleine waren. Die sieben Männer saßen starr auf ihren Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.949
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Plätzen. 

»Ich habe eben gesagt, daß ich Birdy Edwards kenne«, erklärte McMurdo. »Ich brauche wohl nicht zu erwähnen, daß er sich nicht unter diesem Namen hier aufhält. Er ist zwar bestimmt mutig, aber nicht verrückt. Er läuft unter dem Namen Steve Wilson und wohnt in Hobson's Patch.«

»Woher weißt du das?«

»Weil ich mit ihm mal ins Gespräch gekommen bin. Damals hab ich mir wenig dabei gedacht und hätte ohne den Brief keinen weiteren Gedanken daran verschwendet; aber heute bin ich sicher, daß das der Mann ist. Ich hab ihn im Zug getroffen, als ich am Mittwoch Richtung Tal gefahren bin – so einen aufdringlichen Kauz hab ich noch nie erlebt. Er sagt, er sei Journalist. Im Moment hab ich ihm das geglaubt. 

Er will für seine  New York Press  alles wissen, was er über die Scowrers und das, was er ›Ausschreitungen‹

nennt, kriegen kann. Hat mir alle möglichen Fragen gestellt, um irgendwas für seine Zeitung in Erfahrung zu bringen. Klar, daß ich nichts verraten habe. ›Ich würde dafür bezahlen, und ich zahle gut‹, sagt er, 

›wenn ich Stoff bekomme, der für meine Redaktion geeignet ist.‹ Ich hab ihm erzählt, was er vermutlich hören wollte, und er hat mir einen Zwanzigdollar-schein gegeben, für die Information. ›Sie bekommen zehnmal soviel‹, sagt er, ›wenn Sie mir alles liefern Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.950
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können, was ich brauche.‹«

»Was hast du ihm denn erzählt?«

»Lauter Zeug, das ich gerade erfinden konnte.«

»Woher weißt du, daß er kein Zeitungsmann ist?«

»Das will ich euch sagen. Er ist in Hobson's Patch ausgestiegen, und ich auch. Zufällig gehe ich ins Telegraphenamt, und er kommt gerade heraus. 

›Nun sehen Sie sich das an‹, sagt der Telegraphist, nachdem er draußen war, ›ich schätze, dafür sollten wir eigentlich doppelte Gebühren verlangen.‹ ›Das schätze ich auch‹, sage ich. Er hat das Formular mit einem Zeug ausgefüllt, das ebensogut chinesisch sein kann, so wenig werden wir daraus schlau. ›Davon läßt er jeden Tag ein Blatt raus‹, sagt der Angestellte. 

›Ja‹, sage ich; ›das sind Sonderberichte für seine Zeitung, und er hat Angst, daß die anderen sie ihm klau-en.‹ So hat es der Telegraphist gesehen und auch ich damals; aber heute seh ich es anders.«

»Mensch, ich glaube, du hast recht!« sagte McGinty. »Aber was sollen wir deiner Ansicht nach tun?«

»Warum nicht einfach gleich runterfahren und ihn erledigen?« schlug jemand vor. 

»Klar, je schneller, je besser.«

»Ich würde noch in dieser Minute aufbrechen, wenn ich wüßte, wo man ihn finden kann«, sagte McMurdo. »Er wohnt in Hobson's Patch, aber ich Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.951
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weiß nicht, in welchem Haus. Ich habe allerdings einen Plan – vorausgesetzt, ihr wollt meinem Rat folgen.«

»Und wie sieht der aus?«

»Ich fahre morgen früh nach Hobson's Patch. Mit Hilfe des Telegraphisten werd ich ihn finden. Ich schätze, der weiß, wo er wohnt. Tja, und dann erzähle ich ihm, daß ich auch Freimaurer bin. Gegen einen entsprechenden Preis biete ich ihm alle Logengeheim-nisse an. Darauf springt er garantiert an. Ich erzähle ihm, daß die Unterlagen bei mir zu Hause liegen und daß es mich den Kopf kosten würde, ihn kommen zu lassen, solange noch Leute in der Nähe sind. Er wird einsehen, daß das Hand und Fuß hat. Um zehn soll er kommen; dann kann er alles sehen. Das lockt ihn bestimmt herbei.«

»Und dann?«

»Den Rest könnt ihr euch selber ausmalen. Das Haus der Witwe MacNamara liegt einsam. Sie ist treu wie Gold und stocktaub. Im Haus wohnen nur noch Scanlan und ich. Wenn ich von Birdy Edwards eine Zusage bekomme – da geb ich euch noch Bescheid –, würde ich sagen, daß ihr alle sieben um neun Uhr zu mir kommt. Dann lassen wir ihn herein. Wenn er da je lebend herauskommt – tja, dann wäre Birdy Edwards' Glück  der  Gesprächsstoff für den Rest seiner Tage.«

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.952

13. Gefahr

Doyle-WA Bd. 4, 192

»Bei Pinkerton's wird bald eine Stelle frei, wenn ich mich nicht irre«, sagte McGinty. »Es bleibt dabei, McMurdo. Morgen um neun sind wir bei dir. Hast du erst mal die Tür hinter ihm zugemacht, kannst du den Rest uns überlassen.«

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.953
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14. Eine Falle für Birdy Edwards

Wie McMurdo gesagt hatte, lag das Haus, in dem er wohnte, einsam und war für so ein Verbrechen, wie sie vorhatten, sehr gut geeignet. Es befand sich am äußersten Rand der Stadt und stand ein gutes Stück von der Straße entfernt. In jedem anderen Fall hätten die Verschwörer, wie so manches Mal zuvor, ihren Mann einfach herausgelockt und ihre Revolver auf ihn abgefeuert; in diesem besonderen Fall war es jedoch unerläßlich herauszufinden, wieviel er wußte, woher er es wußte und was bereits an seinen Auftraggeber weitergeleitet worden war. Möglicherweise kamen sie zu spät, und die Arbeit war längst getan. Wäre dies tatsächlich der Fall, könnten sie zumindest Rache nehmen an dem Mann, der es getan hatte. Sie waren jedoch voller Hoffnung, daß dem Detektiv noch nichts von großer Bedeutung zur Kenntnis gelangt war; denn andernfalls, so argumentierten sie, hätte er sich nicht die Mühe gemacht, derartig belanglose Informationen, wie McMurdo ihm dem Vernehmen nach präsentiert hatte, aufzuschreiben und weiterzuleiten. Wie auch immer – all das würden sie aus seinem eigenen Mund erfahren. War er erst einmal in ihrer Gewalt, würden sie schon einen Weg finden, ihn zum Sprechen zu bringen. Schließlich beschäftigten sie sich nicht zum Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.954
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ersten Mal mit einem widerspenstigen Zeugen. 

McMurdo fuhr, wie verabredet, nach Hobson's Patch. Die Polizei schien sich an jenem Morgen besonders für ihn zu interessieren, und Captain Marvin – der Mann, der auf ihre alte Bekanntschaft aus Chicago hingewiesen hatte – sprach ihn sogar an, als er am Bahnhof wartete. McMurdo wandte sich jedoch ab und weigerte sich, mit ihm zu sprechen. Am Nachmittag war er von seiner Mission zurück und suchte McGinty im Union House auf. 

»Er kommt«, sagte er. 

»Gut!« sagte McGinty. Der Riese war in Hemdsärmeln; quer über seine geräumige Weste schimmerten Ketten und Petschafte, und durch die Fransen seines borstigen Bartes glitzerte ein Diamant. Politik und Getränke hatten den Boss zu einem ebenso reichen wie mächtigen Mann gemacht. Um so schrecklicher für ihn war daher jenes Bild von einem Gefängnis oder Galgen, das am vergangenen Abend undeutlich vor ihm aufgetaucht war. 

»Glaubst du, er weiß viel?« fragte er besorgt. 

McMurdo wiegte düster den Kopf. 

»Er ist schon einige Zeit hier – mindestens sechs Wochen. Ich schätze, er ist nicht hierhergekommen, um sich die Landschaft anzuschauen. Wenn er die ganze Zeit über mitten unter uns gearbeitet hat, mit dem Geld der Eisenbahngesellschaften im Rücken, Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.955
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dann würd ich doch annehmen, daß er Resultate erzielt und weitergeleitet hat.«

»Es gibt in der Loge nicht einen schwachen Mann«, rief McGinty. »Treu wie Gold, jeder von ihnen. Großer Gott, da ist allerdings noch dieses Stinktier Morris. Wie steht's mit dem? Wenn einer uns verrät, dann bestimmt er. Ich würde am liebsten vor heute abend noch ein paar von den Jungs vorbei-schicken, die ihn mal kräftig durchprügeln und sehen, was sie aus ihm herauskriegen können.«

»Tja, das könnte nichts schaden«, antwortete McMurdo. »Ich will allerdings nicht leugnen, daß ich Morris ganz gern habe und daß es mir leid täte, wenn ihm etwas passieren würde. Er hat ein paarmal mit mir über Logenangelegenheiten gesprochen, und obwohl er die vielleicht nicht so auffaßt wie Sie oder ich, ist er mir nie wie einer vorgekommen, der andere verpfeift. Trotzdem, ich will mich natürlich nicht zwischen ihn und Sie stellen.«

»Ich werd's dem alten Teufel schon noch zeigen«, sagte McGinty fluchend. »Ich hab ihn schon das ganze Jahr im Auge.«

»Tja, das müssen Sie am besten wissen«, antwortete McMurdo. »Aber was immer Sie vorhaben, müssen Sie auf morgen verschieben; wir dürfen nämlich nicht auffallen, ehe die Pinkerton-Angelegenheit geregelt ist. Wir können es uns nicht leisten, ausgerechnet Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.956
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heute die Polizei aufzuscheuchen.«

»Du hast recht«, sagte McGinty. »Und wir werden von Birdy Edwards selbst erfahren, wie er an seine Neuigkeiten rankommt, und wenn wir ihm zuerst das Herz rausschneiden müssen. Meinst du nicht, er wittert eine Falle?«

McMurdo lachte. 

»Ich hab ihn wohl an seinem schwachen Punkt erwischt«, sagte er. »Wenn der auf eine gute Scowrer-Spur stößt, ist er imstande, ihr bis nach Hause zu folgen. Ich hab das Geld gekriegt«, McMurdo grinste, als er ein Bündel Dollarnoten zum Vorschein brachte, 

»und kriege noch mal soviel, wenn er alle meine Papiere gesehen hat.«

»Was für Papiere?«

»Nun, es gibt keine Papiere. Aber ich hab ihm den Kopf vollgeredet von Satzungen und so, und er stellt sich vor, wenn er rausgeht, sei alles und jedes zu Ende gebracht und erledigt.«

»Wahrhaftig, damit hat er recht«, sagte McGinty grimmig. »Hat er dich nicht gefragt, warum du ihm die Unterlagen nicht gebracht hast?«

»Als ob ich solche Dinge mit mir herumschleppen könnte, ich, ein Verdächtiger! Und nachdem mich ausgerechnet heute Captain Marvin am Bahnhof angesprochen hat!«

»Ja, davon hab ich gehört«, sagte McGinty. »Ich Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.957
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schätze, von dieser Sache wirst du das schwerere Ende abkriegen. Wir können ihn zwar in einen aufge-lassenen Schacht schmeißen, wenn wir ihn erledigt haben; aber egal, wie wir's anpacken, wir kommen nicht daran vorbei, daß der Mann in Hobson's Patch gewohnt hat und daß du heute dort warst.«

McMurdo zuckte mit den Achseln. 

»Wenn wir's richtig anstellen, können sie den Mord nie beweisen«, sagte er. »Sobald es dunkel ist, kann ihn niemand zum Haus kommen sehen, und ich möch-te wetten, daß ihn auch niemand gehen sieht. Und nun passen Sie auf, Councillor. Ich zeige Ihnen jetzt meinen Plan und bitte Sie, die anderen darauf vorzubereiten. Ihr alle werdet frühzeitig kommen. Sehr gut. Er erscheint um zehn. Er soll dreimal klopfen, worauf ich ihm die Tür öffne. Dann schlüpfe ich hinter ihn und schließe sie ab. Von da an gehört der Mann uns.«

»Das hört sich ja alles einfach und klar an.«

»Ja, aber der nächste Schritt will gut überlegt sein. 

Der Bursche ist knallhart. Er ist schwer bewaffnet. 

Ich hab ihn zwar ganz schön zum Narren gehalten, aber wahrscheinlich ist er trotzdem auf der Hut. Angenommen, ich führe ihn direkt in ein Zimmer mit sieben Leuten drin, wo er erwartet hat, mich allein anzutreffen. Da gibt's doch sofort eine Schießerei, und jemand wird noch verletzt.«

»Stimmt.«

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.958
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»Und der Lärm hetzt uns gleich jeden verfluchten Cop im Ort auf den Hals.«

»Ich schätze, da hast du recht.«

»Ich möchte folgendermaßen vorgehen: Ihr seid alle in dem großen Raum – demselben, den Sie von unserer Plauderei damals schon kennen. Ich mach ihm die Tür auf, führe ihn ins Wohnzimmer neben der Tür und laß ihn dort allein, während ich die Papiere hole. 

Das gibt mir die Gelegenheit, euch zu sagen, wie die Dinge sich anlassen. Dann kehr ich mit ein paar ge-fälschten Papieren zu ihm zurück. Während er sie liest, stürz ich mich auf ihn und pack ihn an seiner Schußhand. Ihr hört mich rufen und stürmt herein. Je schneller, je besser; er ist nämlich so stark wie ich, und vielleicht ist es zuviel für mich. Aber ich denke, bis ihr kommt, kann ich ihn festhalten.«

»Der Plan ist gut«, sagte McGinty. »Die Loge wird dafür tief in deiner Schuld stehen. Ich schätze, wenn ich einmal den Stuhl verlasse, kann ich schon einen Kandidaten für meine Nachfolge vorschlagen.«

»Nicht doch, Councillor, ich bin doch fast noch ein Lehrling«, sagte McMurdo; aber sein Gesicht verriet, was er von dem Kompliment des großen Mannes hielt. 

Nachdem er nach Hause zurückgekehrt war, traf er seine eigenen Vorbereitungen für den harten Abend, der ihm bevorstand. Zunächst reinigte, ölte und lud er Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.959
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seinen Smith & Wesson-Revolver. Dann inspizierte er den Raum, in dem der Detektiv in die Falle gehen sollte. Es handelte sich um ein geräumiges Zimmer mit einem langen Kieferntisch in der Mitte und einem großen Ofen am einen Ende. Auf allen anderen Seiten waren Fenster. An diesen gab es keine Läden – nur leichte Vorhänge, die sich zuziehen ließen. McMurdo musterte sie aufmerksam. Ohne Zweifel mußte ihm klargeworden sein, daß das Zimmer für eine derartig geheime Angelegenheit äußerst exponiert war. Seine große Entfernung von der Straße machte diesen Umstand jedoch weniger bedeutsam. Schließlich besprach er die Angelegenheit noch mit seinem Wohn-genossen. Scanlan, obschon ein Scowrer, war ein harmloser kleiner Mann, der zu schwach war, um der Meinung seiner Kameraden Widerpart zu bieten; insgeheim jedoch entsetzten ihn die Bluttaten, an denen er manchmal gezwungenermaßen teilgenommen hatte. 

McMurdo unterrichtete ihn kurz von dem, was geplant war. 

»Und wenn ich du wäre, Mike Scanlan, würd ich die Nacht fortgehen und mich da raushalten. Hier wird noch vor morgen früh ein blutiges Geschäft abgewickelt.«

»Also wirklich, Mac«, antwortete Scanlan, »mir fehlt's bestimmt nicht am Willen, sondern an den Nerven. Als ich Direktor Dünn dort an der Kohlengrube Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.960
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niedersinken sah, da war das mehr, als ich verkraften kann. Ich bin nicht geschaffen für sowas, wie du oder McGinty. Drum, wenn es die Loge mir nicht übelnimmt, mach ich es so, wie du vorgeschlagen hast, und laß euch heute abend allein.«

Die Männer kamen frühzeitig, wie vereinbart. Nach außen wirkten sie wie respektable Bürger, wohlge-kleidet und sauber; wer sich jedoch mit Gesichtszü-

gen auskannte, hätte in jenen harten Mündern und er-barmungslosen Augen wenig Hoffnung für Birdy Edwards gelesen. In dem Raum gab es nicht einen Mann, dessen Hände nicht schon dutzendemal rot von Blut gewesen waren. Was das Morden anging, waren sie Menschen gegenüber so abgestumpft wie ein Schlächter gegenüber einem Schaf Der überragende Mann, sowohl im Äußeren wie im Ausmaß der Schuld, war natürlich der furchtbare Boss. Harraway, der Sekretär, war ein magerer, verbitterter Mann mit einem langen, dürren Hals und nervös zuckenden Gliedern – ein Mann von unbestechlicher Genauigkeit, was die Finanzen des Ordens betraf und ohne jeden Sinn für Gerechtigkeit oder Ehrlichkeit gegen-

über einem Außenstehenden. Der Schatzmeister, Carter, war ein Mann mittleren Alters mit einem leidenschaftslosen, ziemlich verdrießlichen Gesichtsausdruck und gelber Pergamenthaut. Er war ein fähiger Organisator, und die entscheidenden Details von na-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.961
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hezu jeder Greueltat entstammten seinem ränke-schmiedenden Gehirn. Die beiden Willabys waren Männer der Tat, hochgewachsene, geschmeidige junge Burschen mit entschlossenen Gesichtern, während ihr Gefährte, Tiger Cormac, ein wuchtiger, dunkelhaariger Jüngling, wegen seiner Wildheit sogar bei seinen eigenen Kameraden gefürchtet war. Dies also waren die Männer, die sich an jenem Abend unter McMurdos Dach versammelten, um den Pinkerton-Detektiv zu töten. 

Ihr Gastgeber hatte Whisky auf den Tisch gestellt, und sie hatten sich beeilt, ihm angesichts der bevorstehenden Arbeit tüchtig zuzusprechen. Baldwin und Cormac waren bereits halb betrunken, und das Ge-tränk hatte ihre ganze Wildheit zutage treten lassen. 

Cormac hielt einen Augenblick lang die Hände an den Ofen – man hatte ihn angezündet, denn die Frühlings-nächte waren noch kalt. 

»Das wird reichen«, sagte er und stieß einen Fluch aus. 

»Allerdings«, sagte Baldwin, die Bedeutung dieser Worte erfassend. »Wenn er erst daran festgebunden ist, holen wir schon die Wahrheit aus ihm raus.«

»Die werden wir bestimmt aus ihm rausholen, keine Angst«, sagte McMurdo. Er hatte Nerven aus Stahl, dieser Mann; denn obwohl die ganze Last des Unternehmens auf ihm lag, gab er sich so kühl und Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.962
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unbekümmert wie immer. Die anderen bemerkten es und waren voller Lob. 

»Du bist der richtige Mann für ihn«, sagte der Boss beifällig. »Der wird nicht den leisesten Schimmer haben, bis deine Hände an seiner Kehle liegen. Schade, daß deine Fenster keine Läden haben.«

McMurdo ging von einem Fenster zum anderen und zog die Vorhänge dichter zusammen. 

»So, jetzt kann bestimmt keiner mehr reinlinsen. 

Die Stunde ist gleich um.«

»Vielleicht kommt er gar nicht. Vielleicht wittert er die Gefahr«, sagte der Sekretär. 

»Keine Angst, er wird schon kommen«, antwortete McMurdo. »Der ist mindestens so begierig zu kommen, wie ihr, ihn zu sehen. Hört doch!«

Sie saßen alle wie Wachsfiguren da; einigen stockte das Glas auf halbem Weg zu den Lippen. Dreimal hatte es laut an der Tür geklopft. 

»Still!«

McMurdo hob warnend die Hand. Ein frohlockender Blick huschte durch die Runde, und Hände legten sich auf verborgene Waffen. 

»Kein Sterbenswörtchen!« wisperte McMurdo, als er aus dem Zimmer ging und behutsam die Tür hinter sich schloß. 

Die Mörder warteten angespannt lauschend. Sie zählten die Schritte ihres Kameraden im Flur. Dann Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.963
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hörten sie ihn die Haustür öffnen. Ein paar Worte er-klangen, so als begrüßte man sich. Dann vernahmen sie fremde Schritte und eine unbekannte Stimme. 

Einen Augenblick später schlug die Tür zu und der Schlüssel drehte sich im Schloß. Ihr Opfer saß sicher in der Falle. Tiger Cormac lachte gräßlich, und Boss McGinty schlug ihm seine große Hand auf den Mund. 

»Sei still, du Narr!« flüsterte er. »Du stürzt uns noch ins Verderben!«

Aus dem Nebenzimmer drang das Gemurmel einer Unterhaltung. Sie schien endlos. Dann öffnete sich die Tür, und McMurdo erschien, den Finger auf den Lippen. 

Er trat an das Tischende und sah sie reihum an. 

Eine feine Veränderung war mit ihm vorgegangen. 

Sein Gebaren war das eines Mannes, dem eine große Arbeit bevorsteht. Seine Miene hatte die Festigkeit von Granit angenommen. In wilder Erregung leuchteten seine Augen hinter der Brille. Er war sichtlich zu einem Führer geworden. Sie starrten ihn mit ungedul-digem Interesse an, aber er sagte nichts. Er sah von Mann zu Mann, immer noch mit demselben eigenartig starren Blick. 

»Und«, rief Boss McGinty endlich, »ist er da? Ist Birdy Edwards da?«

»Ja«, antwortete McMurdo langsam. »Birdy Edwards ist da. Ich bin Birdy Edwards!«

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.964

14. Eine Falle für Birdy Edwards

Doyle-WA Bd. 4, 200

Nach dieser kurzen Auskunft verstrichen zehn Sekunden, in deren Verlauf der Raum hätte leer sein können, so tief war die Stille. Das Zischen eines Kessels auf dem Ofen hörte sich scharf und schrill an. 

Sieben weiße Gesichter, alle nach oben gewandt zu dem Mann, der sie beherrschte, waren vor Entsetzen absolut bewegungslos. Mit einem plötzlichen Schauer von Scherben barsten die Fenster und starrten alsbald von gleißenden Gewehrläufen, während die Vorhänge aus ihren Befestigungen gerissen wurden. Bei diesem Anblick stieß Boss McGinty das Gebrüll eines verwundeten Bären hervor und stürzte zur halbgeöffneten Tür. Dort empfing ihn die Mündung eines Revolvers; hinter dem Visier funkelten die strengen blauen Augen Captain Marvins von der Coal and Iron Police. 

Der Boss prallte zurück und fiel in seinen Stuhl. 

»Dort sind Sie sicherer, Councillor«, sagte der Mann, den sie als McMurdo gekannt hatten. »Und du, Baldwin, wenn du nicht deine Hand vom Revolver nimmst, betrügst du nur den Henker. Finger weg, oder, bei meinem Schöpfer ... Na also, so ist's recht. 

Rund ums Haus stehen vierzig bewaffnete Männer, ihr könnt euch selbst ausmalen, was für'ne. Chance ihr habt. Nehmen Sie ihnen die Waffen ab, Marvin!«

Unter der Bedrohung der Gewehre war kein Widerstand möglich. Die Männer wurden entwaffnet. 

Dumpf, blöde und völlig fassungslos saßen sie immer Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.965
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noch um den Tisch. 

»Ich möchte euch gern noch etwas sagen, bevor wir auseinandergehen«, sagte der Mann, der sie in die Falle gelockt hatte. »Ich schätze, wir sehen uns wahrscheinlich erst wieder, wenn ich im Gerichtsgebäude auf dem Zeugenstand stehe. Hier habt ihr was zum Nachdenken in der Zwischenzeit. Jetzt wißt ihr, wer ich bin. Endlich kann ich meine Karten auf den Tisch legen. Ich bin Birdy Edwards von Pinkerton's. Ich wurde dazu ausgewählt, eure Bande zur Strecke zu bringen. Ich mußte ein hartes und gefährliches Spiel spielen. Nicht eine Seele, nicht eine einzige Seele, nicht einmal meine Nächsten und Liebsten wußten von diesem Spiel, außer Captain Marvin hier und meinen Auftraggebern. Aber heute abend ist es Gott sei Dank vorbei, und ich bin der Sieger!«

Die sieben bleichen, starren Gesichter sahen zu ihm auf Unversöhnlicher Haß lag in ihren Augen. Er las die starrsinnige Drohung darin. 

»Ihr glaubt vielleicht, das Spiel sei doch noch nicht zu Ende. Nun, darauf laß ich es ankommen. Jedenfalls sind einigen von euch die Karten aus der Hand genommen, und außer euch werden heute abend noch sechzig weitere ein Gefängnis von innen sehen. Ich muß euch noch sagen: Als mir dieser Auftrag erteilt wurde, da hätt ich nie geglaubt, daß es so eine Gesellschaft wie eure gibt. Ich hielt das für Zeitungsge-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.966
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schwätz und hatte vor, das auch nachzuweisen. Man sagte mir, es habe mit den Freimaurern zu tun, und so bin ich nach Chicago gegangen und aufgenommen worden. Darauf war ich überzeugter denn je, daß es sich bloß um Zeitungsgeschwätz handelt, denn ich habe nichts Unrechtes in dem Bund entdeckt, wohl aber eine Menge Gutes. Trotzdem, ich mußte meinen Auftrag ausführen, und so machte ich mich auf in die Kohletäler. Als ich hier ankam, fand ich heraus, daß ich mich geirrt hatte und daß es doch nicht nur ein Schauermärchen war. Und so bin ich eben geblieben, um mich der Sache anzunehmen. Ich habe nie einen Mann getötet in Chicago. Ich habe nie in meinem Leben einen Dollar gemünzt. Die ich euch gegeben habe, waren so echt wie irgendeiner; aber noch nie habe ich mein Geld besser angelegt. Ich wußte, wie man bei euch Liebkind werden kann, darum hab ich euch vorgemacht, die Polizei sei hinter mir her. Alles lief genau nach meinem Plan. 

So bin ich also eurer teuflischen Loge beigetreten und habe an den Sitzungen teilgenommen. Man wird vielleicht behaupten, ich sei genauso schlimm wie ihr. 

Sollen die behaupten, was sie wollen – solange ich euch nur erwischt habe! Aber, was war denn nun in Tat und Wahrheit? In der Nacht meiner Aufnahme habt ihr den alten Stanger zusammengeschlagen. Ich konnte ihn nicht warnen, dazu war keine Zeit mehr; Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.967
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aber ich habe deine Hand festgehalten, Baldwin, als du ihn umbringen wolltest. Wenn ich selbst einmal etwas vorgeschlagen habe, um meinen Rang unter euch zu behaupten, dann nur Dinge, von denen ich wußte, daß ich sie verhindern konnte. Dünn und Menzies konnte ich nicht retten, weil ich zu wenig wußte; aber ich werde dafür sorgen, daß man ihre Mörder hängt. Ich habe Chester Wilcox rechtzeitig gewarnt, so daß er und seine Angehörigen in einem sicheren Versteck waren, als ich sein Haus in die Luft sprengte. Es gab viele Verbrechen, die ich nicht verhindern konnte; aber wenn ihr zurückblickt und überlegt, wie oft euer Opfer einen anderen Heimweg genommen oder sich in der Stadt aufgehalten hat, als ihr es holen wolltet; oder im Haus geblieben ist, als ihr damit gerechnet habt, daß es herauskommt – dann erkennt ihr mein Werk.«

»Du verdammter Verräter!« zischte McGinty zwischen den Zähnen. 

»Nur zu, John McGinty; nennen Sie mich ruhig so, wenn es Sie erleichtert. Sie und Ihresgleichen waren Feinde Gottes und der Menschen hier. Es war ein ganzer Mann nötig, um sich zwischen Sie und die armen Teufel von Männern und Frauen zu stellen, die Sie im Würgegriff gehalten haben. Es gab nur eine Möglichkeit, das zu schaffen, und ich habe es geschafft. Sie nennen mich einen ›Verräter‹; aber ich schätze, es Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.968
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gibt Tausende, die werden mich einen ›Erlöser‹ nennen, der hinabgestiegen ist in die Hölle, um sie zu retten. Drei Monate habe ich dazu gebraucht. Noch mal würde ich solche drei Monate nicht durchmachen wollen, selbst wenn ich mich hinterher in Washington im Schatzamt austoben dürfte. Ich mußte bleiben, bis ich alles, jeden Mann und jedes Geheimnis, sicher in dieser Hand hier hatte. Ich hätte noch ein wenig länger gewartet, wenn mir nicht zu Ohren gekommen wäre, daß mein Geheimnis herauszukommen drohte. Ein Brief war in die Stadt gelangt, der euch alles aufgedeckt hätte. Daraufhin mußte ich handeln, schnell handeln. Mehr habe ich euch nicht zu sagen – außer einem: Wenn meine Stunde kommt, werde ich leichter sterben im Gedenken an die Arbeit, die ich in diesem Tal geleistet habe. Und nun, Marvin, will ich Sie nicht länger aufhalten. Lassen Sie Ihre Leute herein und bringen Sie's hinter sich.«

Viel gibt es nicht mehr zu berichten. Scanlan war ein versiegelter Brief mitgegeben worden, den er bei Miss Ettie Shafter abgeben sollte – ein Auftrag, den er augenzwinkernd und mit wissendem Lächeln entgegengenommen hatte. In den frühen Morgenstunden bestiegen eine schöne Frau und ein dick vermummter Mann einen Sonderzug, den die Eisenbahngesellschaft geschickt hatte, und verließen in rascher und ununterbrochener Fahrt das Land der Gefahr. Weder Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.969
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Ettie noch ihr Geliebter setzten je wieder einen Fuß in das Tal der Angst. Zehn Tage später wurden sie in Chicago getraut; der alte Jacob Shafter war Trauzeu-ge. 

Der Prozeß gegen die Scowrers fand in einem weit entfernten Ort statt, wo ihre Anhänger die Gesetzeshüter nicht terrorisieren konnten. Vergeblich kämpften sie; vergeblich wurde das Geld der Loge – Geld, das man der gesamten Bevölkerung abgepreßt hatte –

wie Wasser ausgeschüttet in dem Versuch, sie zu retten. Die kalte, klare, leidenschaftslose Aussage jenes Mannes, der jedes Detail ihres Lebens, ihrer Organisation und ihrer Verbrechen kannte, war durch keinen Winkelzug ihrer Verteidiger zu erschüttern. Endlich, nach so vielen Jahren, wurden sie zerbrochen und zer-sprengt. Die Wolke hob sich für immer vom Tal. 

McGinty ereilte das Schicksal am Galgen; er kroch und winselte, als seine letzte Stunde kam. Acht seiner Hauptgefolgsleute teilten sein Schicksal. Fünfzig weitere erhielten unterschiedlich hohe Gefängnisstrafen. 

Birdy Edwards' Werk war vollbracht. 

Und doch war das Spiel, wie er geahnt hatte, noch nicht zu Ende. Es ging in die nächste Runde, in die übernächste, und immer noch eine. Ted Baldwin zum Beispiel war dem Galgen entgangen; ebenso die Willabys; ebenso noch mehrere der Wildesten der Bande. 

Zehn Jahre lang waren sie aus der Welt; dann kam der Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.970
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Tag, da sie wieder frei waren – ein Tag, der das Ende seines friedlichen Lebens bedeuten würde; dessen war Edwards sich völlig sicher, denn er kannte die Männer. Sie hatten bei allem, was sie für heilig hielten, geschworen, ihre Kameraden mit seinem Blut zu rä-

chen. Und sie bemühten sich nach Kräften, ihr Versprechen zu halten. Er floh aus Chicago, nachdem zwei Anschläge so knapp gescheitert waren, daß der dritte ihn mit Sicherheit erwischt hätte. Von Chicago ging er unter geändertem Namen nach Kalifornien, und dort geschah es, daß das Licht eine Zeitlang aus seinem Leben schwand, als Ettie Edwards starb. Einmal mehr wurde er beinahe getötet, und einmal mehr arbeitete er, unter dem Namen Douglas, in einem einsamen Canyon, wo er, mit einem englischen Partner namens Barker, ein Vermögen anhäufte. Schließlich erreichte ihn eine Warnung, daß die Bluthunde ihm abermals auf der Spur seien, und er setzte sich – gerade noch rechtzeitig – nach England ab. Und so kam John Douglas hierher, wo er ein zweites Mal eine gute Gemahlin fand und in Sussex fünf Jahre lang als Gutsherr auf dem Lande lebte – ein Leben, das mit den seltsamen Ereignissen endete, von denen wir bereits gehört haben. 

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.971
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Die polizeigerichtlichen Ermittlungen37 waren abgeschlossen, womit der Fall John Douglas einer höheren Instanz überantwortet wurde. Auch die Verhandlungen des Geschworenengerichts waren vorüber; man sprach ihn frei, da er in Notwehr gehandelt habe. 

»Schaffen Sie ihn um jeden Preis aus England heraus«, schrieb Holmes der Ehefrau. »Es gibt hier Mächte, die möglicherweise gefährlicher sind als jene, denen er entkommen ist. In England ist Ihr Gatte nicht sicher.«

Zwei Monate waren verstrichen, und wir hatten den Fall schon einigermaßen vergessen. Dann steckte eines Morgens in unserem Briefkasten ein rätselhafter Brief. »Meine Güte, Mr. Holmes! Meine Güte!« stand in dieser eigenartigen Epistel. Sie trug weder Absender noch Unterschrift. Ich lachte über die wunderliche Botschaft, Holmes jedoch zeigte sich ungewohnt ernst. 

»Eine Teufelei, Watson!« bemerkte er und saß lange mit umwölkter Stirn da. 

Spät an jenem Abend meldete Mrs. Hudson, unsere Wirtin, daß ein Gentleman Holmes zu sprechen wünsche und daß es sich um eine Angelegenheit von äu-

ßerster Wichtigkeit handle. Seiner Botin dicht auf den Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.972
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Fersen kam Mr. Cecil Barker herein, unser Freund aus dem Manor House. Sein Gesicht war abgehetzt und verstört. 

»Ich habe schlechte Nachrichten – schreckliche Nachrichten, Mr. Holmes«, sagte er. 

»Das habe ich befürchtet«, sagte Holmes. 

»Sie haben doch nicht etwa ein Kabel erhalten, oder?«

»Nur einen Brief von jemandem, der eines erhalten hat.«

»Es geht um den armen Douglas. Man hat mir gesagt, daß er eigentlich Edwards heißt38; aber für mich bleibt er immer der Jack Douglas aus Benito Canyon. Ich habe Ihnen doch berichtet, daß sie vor drei Wochen auf der  Palmyra  zusammen nach Südafrika gereist sind?«

»Genau.«

»Das Schiff ist gestern abend in Kapstadt eingelau-fen. Heute morgen habe ich von Mrs. Douglas folgendes Kabel erhalten:

›Jack ist im Sturm vor St. Helena über Bord gegangen. Niemand weiß wie Unfall geschah – Ivy Douglas.‹«

»Ha! So kam das also«, sagte Holmes nachdenklich. »Tja, das war zweifellos gut inszeniert.«

»Heißt das, Sie glauben, daß es gar kein Unfall war?«

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.973
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»Nie und nimmer.«

»Er wurde ermordet?«

»Ganz bestimmt!«

»Das glaube ich auch. Diese teuflischen Scowrers, diese verfluchte rachsüchtige Verbrecherbrut ...«

»Nein, nein, mein guter Sir«, sagte Holmes. »Hier hat ein Meister die Hand im Spiel. Das ist kein Fall von abgesägten Schrotflinten und plumpen sechs-schüssigen Revolvern. Einen alten Meister erkennt man an seiner Pinselführung. Ich erkenne einen Moriarty, wenn ich einen sehe. Dieses Verbrechen geht von London aus, nicht von Amerika.«

»Aber aus welchem Motiv?«

»Weil es von einem Mann verübt wurde, der es sich nicht leisten kann, zu versagen – einem Mann, dessen einzigartige Position allein auf der Tatsache beruht, daß alles, was er tut, gelingen muß. Ein gro-

ßes Gehirn und eine riesige Organisation haben sich der Aufgabe gewidmet, einen einzelnen Mann auszulöschen. Es ist, als knackte man eine Nuß mit dem Hammer – eine absurde Verschwendung von Energie; aber die Nuß wird gleichwohl sehr wirksam ge-knackt.«

»Wie kommt es, daß dieser Mann überhaupt etwas damit zu tun hat?«

»Ich kann nur sagen, daß der erste Hinweis auf die Sache, der uns erreichte, von einem seiner Handlanger Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.974
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kam. Diese Amerikaner waren gut beraten. Sie hatten einen Auftrag in England zu erledigen, also sind sie, was jedem ausländischen Kriminellen offensteht, eine Geschäftsbeziehung eingegangen mit diesem großen Berater in kriminellen Fragen. Von diesem Augenblick an war der Mann verloren. Zunächst beschränk-te sich Moriarty darauf, mit Hilfe seines Apparats das Opfer ausfindig zu machen. Dann wies er darauf hin, wie man die Sache angehen könnte. Schließlich, als er aus den Berichten vom Versagen dieses Agenten erfuhr, schritt er selbst ein und führte einen Meister-streich. Sie haben ja gehört, wie ich den Mann im Birlstone Manor House gewarnt habe, daß die künftigen Gefahren größer seien als die vergangenen. Hatte ich recht?«

Barker schlug sich in ohnmächtiger Wut die geballte Faust an die Stirn. 

»Wollen Sie damit sagen, daß wir uns das gefallen lassen müssen? Wollen Sie behaupten, daß es keiner jemals mit diesem Oberteufel aufnehmen kann?«

»Nein, das will ich nicht behaupten«, sagte Holmes, und seine Augen schienen weit in die Zukunft zu blicken39. »Ich behaupte nicht, daß er nicht geschlagen werden kann. Aber man muß mir Zeit lassen –

man muß mir Zeit lassen!«

Wir alle saßen einige Minuten lang schweigend da, während jene schicksalsverkündenden Blicke weiter-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.975

Epilog

Doyle-WA Bd. 4, 207

hin den Schleier zu durchdringen suchten. 

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.976
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Editorische Notiz

Die vorliegende Neuübersetzung folgt den englischen Standardausgaben von  The Valley of Fear.  Die Übersetzung ist vollständig und so wortgetreu wie möglich. Kleinere Abweichungen ergaben sich z.B. bei der Übertragung spezieller Begriffe aus der Freimau-rerterminologie, für die es im Deutschen keine genaue Entsprechung gibt; hier galt es, sich mit einer möglichst bedeutungsnahen Wiedergabe zu behelfen. Un-

übersetzt übernommen wurden britische und amerikanische Institutionen ( Sussex Constabulary, Coal and Iron Police  etc.), Dienstgrade und Amtsbezeichnungen ( Sergeant, Councillor  etc.), Hausnamen ( Manor House, Union House  etc.) sowie Bezeichnungen, die den Rang von Eigennamen haben (z.B.  Scowrers). 

All dies findet sich, sofern zum Verständnis des Textes erforderlich, in den Anmerkungen erläutert. – Das Tempus der wörtlichen Rede wurde den Gepflogenheiten im Deutschen behutsam angeglichen. 

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.977
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Anmerkungen

1 »Das griechische ›e‹ ...«: Gemeint ist, wie auch eine Illustration von Frank Wiles (im  Sherlock Holmes Handbuch,  p. 168) mit schöner Deutlichkeit zeigt, das kleine Epsilon. 

2 »Professor Moriarty«: Holmes' großer, ja größter Gegenspieler. Weiteres Aufschlußreiches über ihn (»Er ist der Napoleon des Verbrechens, Watson ...«) läßt sich nachlesen in  Die Memoiren des Sherlock Holmes,  S. 273 ff. »Jahresrente«: Dr. Watson ist im Afghanistan-Krieg verwundet worden, weshalb er eine Rente bezieht. Näheres hierzu in Gisbert Haefs' 

Anmerkungen zu  Eine Studie in Scharlachrot. 

3 »seine unappetitliche Pfeife«: Holmes pflegt die in seiner aufgerauchten Pfeife verbliebenen, von Tabak-sud durchsetzten Reste auszuklopfen und zu sammeln, um sie nachtsüber trocknen zu lassen und anderntags damit seine Morgenpfeife zu stopfen – in der Tat höchst unappetitlich. 

4  Whitaker's Almanack:  Damals meistverbreitetes Jahrbuch Großbritanniens, kompiliert von Joseph Whitaker (1820–1895). 

5 »›Mahratta‹«: Die Mahratten, ein kriegerisches Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.978
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Volk Vorderindiens, Vorkämpfer des Hinduismus, widersetzten sich mehrfach der britischen Kolonial-herrschaft, bis sie schließlich 1818, im sog. 3. Mah-rattenkrieg, geschlagen und entmachtet wurden; fortan regierten sie lediglich einige kleine Vasallenstaaten. 

6 »C.I.D.«:  The Criminal Investigation Department of Scotland Yard =  Kriminalpolizei. 

7 Jean Baptiste Greuze (1725–1805), französischer Genre- und Portraitmaler. 

8 »viertausend Pfund« / »siebenhundert Pfund«: Der Preis des Gemäldes entspräche, legt man den von Gisbert Haefs proponierten Multiplikator von 150 bzw. 

200 zugrunde, einem heutigen DM-Wert von 600000,–; das Gehalt des Professors beliefe sich demnach auf ca. DM 140000,– im Jahr. 

9 »Sein jüngerer Bruder ist Bahnhofsvorsteher ...«: Professor Moriartys zweiter Bruder war Colonel; seine verleumderischen Leserbriefe zum Tode von Holmes und Moriarty veranlaßten Dr. Watson,  Das letzte Problem  zu schreiben in  Die Memoiren des Sherlock Holmes. 

10 Jonathan Wild: Hier irrt sich Holmes gleich zweifach: 1. lebte der 1682? geborene Kopf einer Diebes-und Hehlerorganisation nicht »so um 1750 herum«, sondern

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes wurde bereits am 24 5 1725 auf dem öffent-3.979

Anmerkungen

Doyle-WA Bd. 4, 211

lichen Richtplatz Londons, Tyburn, gehenkt; und 2. 

kommt Wild sehr wohl in einem Roman vor, ja er taucht gleich in mehreren Werken der Literatur auf: In Henry Fieldings  History of the Life of the late Mr. 

 Jonathan Wild the Great  ist er gar der Titelheld; Da-niel Defoe schrieb einen  Account of Jonathan Wild, und in John Gays  Beggar's Opera  ist der Hehlerkö-

nig Peachum eindeutig ihm nachgebildet. 

11 Colonel Sebastian Moran zeigt seine Fähigkeiten in  Das leere Haus  in  Die Rückkehr des Sherlock Holmes. 

12 »mehr, als der Premierminister verdient«: Laut  Encyclopaedia Britannica (XI, 1911) existierte bis 1905 zwar der Titel, nicht jedoch das Amt des Ersten Ministers; folglich kann dieser überhaupt kein Gehalt beziehen. Zum Zeitpunkt der Romanhandlung war Prime Minister  der Marquis von Salisbury; sein offizieller Kabinettsposten war  Secretary of State for Foreign Affairs (Außenminister). Die Dienstbezüge des weiland königl. brit. Außenministers waren leider nicht zu ermitteln; Hinweise nimmt die Redaktion dankend entgegen. 

13 »Weald-Forstes«: Waldreiches Gebiet, das sich zwischen Dover und Beachy Head über die Grafschaften Sussex und Kent nach Norden bis zur Ostgrenze von Surrey

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes erstreckt
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14 »North Downs«: Baumlose Kreidehügelkette, die sich vom Norden Hampshires durch Surrey bis Kent erstreckt. (Siehe auch die Karte im Anhang des  Sherlock Holmes Handbuchs). 

15 »ersten Kreuzzuges«: Diese christliche Lustbarkeit, initiiert von Papst Urban II., begann 1095 und endete im Jahr 1099 mit der Eroberung Jerusalems durch das päpstliche Heer; an einem einzigen Tag, dem 15.7.1099, wurden in dieser Stadt von den Christen zwischen 60000 und 70000 Menschen ge-schlachtet. 

16 »Hugo de Capus«: Bedeutende angelsächsische Holmes-Forscher sind der Auffassung, daß es sich hierbei um einen Neffen und Waffengefährten Wilhelms des Eroberers (1027?-1087) handelt, dessen Sohn

Wilhelm

Rufus, 

genannt

»der

Rote«

(1056?-1100), Nachfolger seines Vaters auf dem englischen Königsthron, ihn, Hugo de Capus, mit dem Landgut belehnte. Der Name de Capus geht angeblich auf Hugo Capet (939–996) zurück, den Stifter des ka-petingischen Königshauses. 

17 »James' des Ersten«: James 1. (1566–1625), König von England, Sohn der Maria Stuart. 

18 »Fenstern mit Butzenscheiben« – im Original.  diamond

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes  paned windows (= »rautenförmige Fenster-3.981
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scheiben«): eine recht kühne, aus Gründen der An-schaulichkeit jedoch legitime Freiheit des Übersetzers. 

19 »Damit wird London sich befassen müssen ...«: Zu Holmes' und Watsons Zeiten gab es außerhalb Londons praktisch keine qualifizierte Kriminalpolizei, infolgedessen bei komplizierten Fällen immer der Yard

= London hinzugezogen wurde. 

20 »parlamentstreuen Oberst ... im Verlaufe des Bürgerkriegs König Charles«: Charles I. (1600–1649), König von England seit 1625, regierte von 1629 bis 1640 ohne Parlament. Im Bürgerkrieg (1642–1648) zwischen Krone und Parlament, veranlaßt durch einen irischen Katholikenaufstand und durch die Verhaftung des puritanischen Parlamentariers John Pym, besiegte das Parlamentsheer des Independenten Oliver Cromwell 1648 bei Preston die Schotten, die Charles I. inzwischen zum Übertritt auf seine Seite bewogen hatte. 

Das Parlament stellte, auf Betreiben Cromwells, den König unter Anklage; der Prozeß endete 1649 mit seiner Hinrichtung und der Abschaffung der Monarchie. 

Das republikanische Interregnum dauerte bis 1660. 

21 »Besuch

Georges

des

Zweiten«:

Georgen. 

(1683–1760), König von England seit 1726. Stiftete, obschon es ihm an rechtem Verständnis für Kunst & Wissenschaften

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes gebrach die Universität Göttingen
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(1734) und das British Museum (1753). 

22 »Unsere Seelen in Geduld fassen«. – Holmes zitiert hier das Neue Testament herbei, nämlich Lukas 21, 19. 

23 »Die Scowrers«: So oder auch »Scowerers« nannte man im 17. und 18. Jahrhundert in den englisch sprechenden Ländern (nächtliche) Straßendiebe. Da sich Äquivalentes bei uns nicht findet und die Näherungs-versuche früherer deutscher Übersetzer (z.B. »Nachtschwärmer«) sich allesamt als unpassend und sinnent-stellend erwiesen haben, wurde die originale Bezeichnung übernommen. Doyle stützte sich bei der Schilderung der Scowrers übrigens auf wahre Begebenheiten: Um die Mitte des 19. Jahrhunderts war ein irischer Geheimbund namens  Molly Maguires,  eine Mischung von Gewerkschaft und Terrororganisation, in den Kohlerevieren Pennsylvaniens, insbesondere in She-nandoah Valley, zugange. Die Mollys verkleideten sich gern mit Bettlaken oder als Frauen, besonders hartnäckige Gegner bedachten sie mit einer doppelten Ladung groben Schrots  (buckshot),  weshalb sie auch White Boys  und  Buckshots  genannt wurden. 

24 »Logenmeister«: Um dem Leser lästig-häufiges Stöbern in den Anmerkungen zu ersparen, schiebe ich hier einen kurzen Abriß über die Freimaurerei ein. 

Die Freimaurerei

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes (engl  free masonry) geht zurück 3.983
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auf die handwerklichen Bruderschaften des Hochmit-telalters, namentlich auf die Steinmetzbruderschaften jener Zeit, deren Ursprung bei den europäischen Wan-derarbeitern liegt. Im 11. und 12. Jahrhundert wuchs in England, Frankreich und Deutschland die Bautätigkeit bedeutend an, und zu Kirchenbauten, die ursprünglich den Mönchen oblagen, wurden immer mehr Laien hinzugezogen. Allmählich entwickelte sich, unter der Führung kundiger Geistlicher, eine Laienbruderschaft mit Pflichten, die natürlich nicht so streng waren wie die der Ordensleute. So entstanden in England die  Guild of Masons,  in Frankreich die Compagnonnage  und in Deutschland die  Bauhütte. 

Die Mitglieder der Bauhütte gaben sich eine Ordnung und eigene Gesetze, die das moralische Verhalten der Brüder untereinander festlegten und die Unterlagen der Konstruktionslehre hüteten; geheime Zeichen und

»Paßworte« sollten vor unliebsamer Konkurrenz schützen. Bei ihren Baustellen errichteten die Maurer sogenannte  Logen,  in denen sie ihre Freizeit verbrachten. Niemand, der nicht eingeweiht war, durfte die Schwelle der Loge überschreiten. Als die große Zeit des Dombaus zu Ende ging, begannen die Maurer, Männer aus anderen Berufen aufzunehmen. Aus der operativen (Werk-) Maurerei entstand allmählich die spekulative  Freimaurerei. 1717 wurde in London die erste  Großloge  gegründet, und bald verbreitete sich Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.984
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das Freimaurertum über ganz Europa. Die Gründer übernahmen die Rangordnung  (Lehrling, Geselle, Meister)  sowie die Symbole der alten Steinmetzzunft (Zirkel, Senkblei, Zollstab, Spitzhammer, Kelle und verschlungene Schnur) und gaben 1723 ein Konstitu-tionenbuch  (The Constitutions of the Free-Masons) heraus, worin die  alten Pflichten  formuliert sind. 

Nach diesen Vorschriften soll der Freimaurer durch tätige Humanität an der »Errichtung des auf Weisheit, Stärke und Schönheit gegründeten Tempels der allgemeinen Menschenliebe« mitwirken. Die Mitglieder des Bundes eigneten sich das Gedankengut der Aufklärung an, namentlich das Toleranzprinzip. Alle freien Männer von »gutem Rufe und guten Willens« durften in den Bund aufgenommen werden, ohne Rücksicht auf ihre nationale Zugehörigkeit oder politische Einstellung – diese Toleranz fand ihre Einschränkung freilich darin, daß Frauen der Beitritt verwehrt blieb und daß der Initiant an irgendeinen Gott glauben mußte (weswegen die Freimaurerei in den kommuni-stischen Staaten verboten ist). Theoretisch kann also auch heute noch jeder, der nicht Atheist ist, sei er nun Christ, Jude, Moslem, Hindu oder Buddhist, Freimaurer werden. 

Die Logenmitglieder treffen sich im allgemeinen einmal in der Woche zu einem  Logenabend  in einem eigens dazu vorgesehenen Versammlungs- oder Ban-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.985
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kettsaal. Den Saaleingang bewachen der  äußere  und der  innere Türhüter,  an denen nur vorbeikommt, wer die geheimen Zeichen, Gegenzeichen und Paßworte beherrscht. An der Spitze der Loge steht der  Logenmeister,  auch  Stuhlmeister  oder  Meister vom Stuhl genannt, weil die Maurermeister des Mittelalters auf Stühlen saßen, während die Lehrlinge und Gesellen sich mit Bänken begnügen mußten; er leitet die Logenangelegenheiten. Ihm zur Seite stehen der  Zugeordnete Meister  und die  Logenbeamten.  Meister und Beamte werden in regelmäßigen Abständen von der Logenversammlung gewählt. Die Beamten setzen sich folgendermaßen zusammen: 2  Aufseher, Zeremonien-meister, Sekretär, Archivar, Bibliothekar, Schatzmeister, Armenpfleger, Redner  und die  Schaffner. 

Mehrere Logen eines Distrikts bilden eine  Distriktloge,  die Distriktlogen eines Landes bilden die  Großlo-ge;  sie ist genau so organisiert wie eine einfache Loge, an den Amtsbezeichnungen ihrer Mitglieder haftet freilich das Präfix »Groß-« – also  Großmeister, Großaufseher  etc. 

Wer Freimaurer werden will, hat sich einer hoch-dramatischen Aufnahmezeremonie zu unterziehen: Zunächst legt der Initiant Jacke, Krawatte und alles Geld und allen Schmuck ab, um zu zeigen, daß er

»arm und mittellos« den Freimaurern beitritt. Das rechte Hosenbein wird bis zum Knie aufgerollt, die Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.986
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linke Brusthälfte entblößt und der rechte Schuh durch eine Sandale ersetzt. Man verbindet ihm die Augen, um den »Zustand der Blindheit« anzudeuten, und legt eine Schlinge um seinen Hals. Dann fuhrt man ihn aus der »Kammer der verlorenen Schritte« (so lautet die Bezeichnung für den Raum neben dem Versamm-lungssaal) zur Schwelle der Loge, wo ihm ein Wächter den Eintritt verwehrt, indem er ihm einen Dolch auf die nackte Brust richtet. Schließlich geleitet man ihn zum Logenmeister, vor dem er niederkniet, eine Reihe ritueller Fragen beantwortet und den Eid der Geheimhaltung schwört. Sollte er irgendein Geheimnis verraten, werde ihm zur Strafe die »Kehle durchschnitten und die Zunge herausgerissen und im Sand vergraben«, was natürlich nur symbolisch zu verstehen ist (falls das ein Trost sein kann). Danach entfernt man ihm Augenbinde und Schlinge, und der frischgebackene Lehrling tritt ins »Licht des Freimaurertums«. Als Insignien seiner Zugehörigkeit erhält er: ein 24-Zoll Winkelmaß (Symbol der 24 Stunden des Tages, die mit »Arbeit, Gebet und Entspannung« zu verbringen sind); einen Hammer (Symbol der »Kraft des Gewissens«); einen Meißel, der für den »Nutzen der Bildung« steht sowie Schrift, Zeichen, Griff und Wort eines angenommenen Freimaurerlehrlings. Er wird ermahnt, dem »Gesetz der Freimaurerei, der Bibel und des Staates« zu gehorchen. Wenige Monate Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.987
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später kann er bereits die Grade des Gesellen und danach des Meisters erreichen. 

25 »Sie gehörte zum deutschen Typ«: Die Shafters waren von Doyle ursprünglich als Deutsche angelegt, wurden jedoch in der während des 1. Weltkriegs erschienenen ersten Veröffentlichung des Romans zu Schweden, da es für die Angelsachsen damals keine

»guten« Deutschen geben durfte. Erst in einigen modernen englischen und amerikanischen Ausgaben bekamen die Shafters ihre ursprüngliche Nationalität zu-rück. 

26 »acushla« – (gälisch) Liebling. 

27 »Councillor«: entspricht hier etwa einem deutschen Stadtrat. 

28 »Blüten zu schmeißen« – im Original »to shove the queer«: Laut dem von Siegmund A. Wolf heraus-gegebenen  Wörterbuch des Rotwelschen (Mannheim 1956) bedeutet »Blüten schmeißen«  mit falschem Goldgeld

 (vergoldeten

 Zahlpfennigen)

 betrügen, 

 indem diese in Zahlung gegeben, gewechselt oder auf die Straße geworfen, dann angeblich gefunden und mit einem ahnungslosen Partner geteilt werden, der den Anteil des betrügerischen »Finders« in gutem Silbergeld auszahlt. 
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29 »Türhüter«: Tja, da hat sich Dr. Watson wohl vertan. Der »Türhüter« ( inner guard;  siehe Anmerkung zu Seite 108) müßte eigentlich ein »Zeremonienmei-ster« sein. 

30 »Zugeordneten Meisters«: siehe Anmerkung zu Seite 108. 

31 »In Freiheit der Ihre« – im Original »Yours in freedom«: Die Schlußfloskel eines deutschen Frei-maurerbriefes lautet im allgemeinen:  I.d.u.H.Z. = In der uns Heiligen Zahl. 

32 »Z.M.E.O.F.«: »Zugeordneter Meister des Ehrwürdigen Ordens der Freimaurer«. 

33 »Großredner«: siehe Anmerkung zu Seite 108. 

34 »Danton gegenüber ... Robespierre«: Georges Jacques Danton (1759–1794), französischer Revolutionär, wurde auf Veranlassung von Maximilien Robespierre (1758–1794), ebenfalls französischer Revolutionär, geköpft; letzterer teilte nur drei Monate spä-

ter sein Schicksal. 

35 »Colour-Sergeant aus dem Bürgerkrieg«: Im amerikanischen Bürgerkrieg (1861–1865) besiegten die Unionsstaaten die elf Konföderierten Südstaaten (die sich wegen der Sklavenfrage von der Union getrennt hatten) und stellten die Einheit der Union wieder her. 

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.989

Anmerkungen

Doyle-WA Bd. 4, 216

Ein »Colour-Sergeant« ist für die Standarte eines Bataillons oder Regiments verantwortlich und entspricht etwa einem Oberfeldwebel. 

36 »Pinkerton's«: Die  Pinkerton National Detective Agency  wurde von Allan J. Pinkerton (1819–1884) gegründet und war eine Agentur, die sich mit schwierigen Spezialaufgaben beschäftigte; während des amerikanischen Bürgerkriegs stellte sie den Unionsstaaten ihren hauseigenen Spion-Service zur Verfügung. 

37 »polizeigerichtlichen Ermittlungen«: Das »Polizeigericht«  (police-court)  ist ein städtisches oder Bezirksgericht, das kleinere Straftaten berät oder ggf. an das Geschworenengericht  (assizes)  weiterleitet. 

38 »man hat mir gesagt, daß er eigentlich Edwards heißt« – Es ist kein Geheimnis, daß Conan Doyle sich auf Allan J. Pinkertons Buch  The Molly Maguires and the Detectives (New York 1877) gestützt hat, in dem beschrieben wird, wie ein Pinkerton-Detektiv namens James McPharlan sich unter dem Namen James McKenna in die Organisation einschleuste. Je nachdem, ob man die Molly Maguires als Kämpfer gegen die Unterdrückung der Bergarbeiter durch die Kapitalisten oder als eine Bande von Mördern betrachtete, wurde McPharlan als Agent provocateur oder als selbstloser Held beschrieben. 
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39 »seine Augen schienen weit in die Zukunft zu blik-ken« – Was Sherlock Holmes dort sah, steht in  Das letzte Problem  in  Die Memoiren des Sherlock Holmes. 

H. W. 

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.991
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Erzählungen

• Die Abenteuer des Sherlock Holmes Erstdrucke der Sammlung: London (George Newnes) 1892, und New Yorck (Harper & Bros.) 1892. 

• Widmung

• Ein Skandal in Böhmen

 Erstdruck in: »The Strand Magazine«, Juli 1891. 

• Die Liga der Rotschöpfe

 Erstdruck in: »The Strand Magazine«, August 1891. 

• Eine Frage der Identität

 Erstdruck in: »The Strand Magazine«, September 1891. 

• Das Rätsel von Boscombe Valley

 Erstdruck in: »The Strand Magazine«, Okto-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes ber 1891. 
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Erzählungen

• Die fünf Orangenkerne

 Erstdruck in: »The Strand Magazine«, November 1891. 

• Der Mann mit der entstellten Lippe Erstdruck in: »The Strand Magazine«, Dezember 1891. 

• Der blaue Karfunkel

 Erstdruck in: »The Strand Magazine«, Januar 1892. 

• Das gesprenkelte Band

 Erstdruck in: »The Strand Magazine«, Februar 1892. 

• Der Daumen des Ingenieurs

 Erstdruck in: »The Strand Magazine«, März 1892. 

• Der adlige Junggeselle

 Erstdruck in: »The Strand Magazine«, April 1892. 

• Die Beryll-Krone

 Erstdruck in: »The Strand Magazine«, Mai 1892. 

• Die Blutbuchen

 Erstdruck in: »The Strand Magazine«, Juni 1892. 

• Die Memoiren des Sherlock Holmes Erstdrucke der Sammlung: London (George Newnes) 1894, und New Yorck (Harper & Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.993

Erzählungen

 Bros.) 1894. 

• Silberstern

 Erstdruck in: »The Strand Magazine«, Dezember 1892, und »Harper's Weekly«, 14. 

 Januar 1893. 

• Das gelbe Gesicht

 Erstdruck in: »The Strand Magazine«, Februar 1893, und »Harper's Weekly«, 11. Februar 1893. 

• Der Angestellte des Börsenmaklers Erstdruck in: »The Strand Magazine«, März 1893, und »Harper's Weekly«, 11. März 1893. 

• Die »Gloria Scott«

 Erstdruck in: »The Strand Magazine«, April 1893, und »Harper's Weekly«, 15. April 1893. 

• Das Musgrave-Ritual

 Erstdruck in: »The Strand Magazine«, 1893, und »Harper's Weekly«, 13. Mai 1893. 

• Die Junker von Reigate

 Erstdruck in: »The Strand Magazine«, Juni 1893, und »Harper's Weekly«, 17. Juni 1893. 

• Der Verwachsene

 Erstdruck in: »The Strand Magazine«, Juli 1893, und »Harper's Weekly«, 8. Juli 1893. 
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• Der niedergelassene Patient

 Erstdruck in: »The Strand Magazine«, August 1893, und »Harper's Weekly«, 12. August 1893. 

• Der griechische Dolmetscher

 Erstdruck in: »The Strand Magazine«, September 1893, und »Harper's Weekly«, 16. 

 September 1893. 

• Der Flottenvertrag

 Erstdruck in: »The Strand Magazine«, Oktober und November 1893, und »Harper's Weekly«, 14. Und 21. Oktober 1893. 

• Das letzte Problem

 Erstdruck in: »The Strand Magazine«, Dezember 1893, und »McClure's Magazine«, Dezember 1893. 

• Die Rückkehr des Sherlock Holmes Erstdrucke der Sammlung: London (George Newnes) 1905, und New Yorck (McClure, Phillips & Co.) 1905. 

• Das leere Haus

 Erstdruck in: »The Strand Magazine«, Oktober 1903, und »Collier's Weekly«, 26. September 1903. 

• Der Baumeister aus Norwood

 Erstdruck in: »The Strand Magazine«, November 1903, und »Collier's Weekly«, 31. 
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 Oktober 1903. 

• Die tanzenden Männchen

 Erstdruck in: »The Strand Magazine«, Dezember 1903, und »Collier's Weekly«, 5. Dezember 1903. 

• Die einsame Radfahrerin

 Erstdruck in: »The Strand Magazine«, Januar 1904, und »Collier's Weekly«, 26. Dezember 1903. 

• Die Abtei-Schule

 Erstdruck in: »The Strand Magazine«, Februar 1904, und »Collier's Weekly«, 30. Januar 1904. 

• Der Schwarze Peter

 Erstdruck in: »The Strand Magazine«, März 1904, »Collier's Weekly«, 27. Februar 1904. 

• Charles Augustus Milverton

 Erstdruck in: »The Strand Magazine«, April 1904, und »Collier's Weekly«, 26. März 1904. 

• Die sechs Napoleons

 Erstdruck in: »The Strand Magazine«, Mai 1904, und »Collier's Weekly«, 30. April 1994. 

• Die drei Studenten

 Erstdruck in: »The Strand Magazine«, Juni 1904, und »Collier's Weekly«, 24. September Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.996
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 1904. 

• Der goldene Kneifer

 Erstdruck in: »The Strand Magazine«, Juli 1904, und »Collier's Weekly«, 29. Oktober 1904. 

• Der verschollene Three-Quarter

 Erstdruck in: »The Strand Magazine«, August 1904, und »Collier's Weekly«, 26. November 1904. 

• Abbey Grange

 Erstdruck in: »The Strand Magazine«, September 1904, und »Collier's Weekly«, 31. 

 Dezember 1904. 

• Der zweite Fleck

 Erstdruck in: »The Strand Magazine«, Dezember 1904, und »Collier's Weekly«, 28. 

 Januar 1905. 

• Seine Abschiedsvorstellung

 Erstdrucke der Sammlung: London (John Murray) 1917, und New Yorck (George H. Doran) 1917. 

• Vorwort

• Wisteria Lodge

 Erstdruck in: »The Strand Magazine«, September und Oktober 1908, und »Collier's Weekly«, 15. August 1908. 

• Die Pappschachtel
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 Erstdruck in: »The Strand Magazine«, Januar 1893, und »Harper's Weekly«, 14. Januar 1893. 

• Der Rote Kreis

 Erstdruck in: »The Strand Magazine«, März und April 1911. 

• Die Bruce-Partington-Pläne

 Erstdruck in: »The Strand Magazine«, Dezember 1908, und »Collier's Weekly«, 12. 

 Dezember 1908. 

• Der Detektiv auf dem Sterbebett

 Erstdruck in: »The Strand Magazine«, Dezember 1913, und »Collier's Weekly«, 22. 

 November 1913. 

• Das Verschwinden der Lady Frances Carfax Erstdruck in: »The Strand Magazine«, Dezember 1911, und »American Magazine«, Dezember 1911. 

• Der Teufelsfuß

 Erstdruck in: »The Strand Magazine«, Dezember 1910. 

• Seine Abschiedsvorstellung

 Erstdruck in: »The Strand Magazine«, September 1917, und »Collier's Weekly«, 22. 

 September 1917. 

• Sherlock Holmes's Buch der Fälle Erstdrucke der Sammlung: London (John Mur-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 3.998

Erzählungen

 ray) 1927, und New Yorck (George H. Doran) 1927. 

• Vorwort

• Der illustre Klient

 Erstdruck in: »The Strand Magazine« in zwei Teilen, Februar und März 1925, und

 »Collier's Weekly«, 8. November 1924. 

• Der erbleichte Soldat

 Erstdruck in: »The Strand Magazine«, November 1926, und »Liberty Magazine«, 16. 

 Oktober 1926. 

• Der Mazarin-Stein

 Erstdruck in: »The Strand Magazine«, Oktober 1921, und »Hearst's International Magazine«, November 1921. 

• Die Drei Giebel

 Erstdruck in: »The Strand Magazine«, Oktober 1926, und »Liberty Magazine«, 18. September 1926. 

• Der Vampir von Sussex

 Erstdruck in: »The Strand Magazine«, Januar 1924, und »Hearst's International Magazine«, Januar 1924. 

• Die drei Garridebs

 Erstdruck in: »The Strand Magazine«, Januar 1925, und »Collier's Weekly«, 25. Oktober 1924. 
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• Die Thor-Brücke

 Erstdruck in: »The Strand Magazine«, Februar und März 1922, und »Hearst's International Magazine«, Februar und März 1922. 

• Der Mann mit dem geduckten Gang

 Erstdruck in: »The Strand Magazine«, März 1923, und »Hearst's International Magazine«, März 1923. 

• Die Löwenmähne

 Erstdruck in: »The Strand Magazine«, Dezember 1926, un d»Liberty Magazine«, 27. 

 November 1926. 

• Die verschleierte Mieterin

 Erstdruck in: »The Strand Magazine«, Februar 1927, und »Liberty Magazine«, 22. 

 Januar 1927. 

• Shoscombe Old Place

 Erstdruck in: »The Strand Magazine«, April 1927, und »Liberty Magazine«, 5. März 1927. 

• Der Farbenhändler im Ruhestand

 Erstdruck in: »The Strand Magazine«, Januar 1927, und »Liberty Magazine«, 18. Dezember 1926. 
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Ein Skandal in Böhmen

I

Für Sherlock Holmes bleibt sie immer  die  Frau. Selten habe ich ihn sie mit einem anderen Namen erwähnen hören. In seinen Augen überstrahlt und beherrscht sie ihr gesamtes Geschlecht. Keineswegs war es so, daß er für Irene Adler eine mit Liebe verwandte Empfindung gehegt hätte. Alle Gefühle, und dieses ganz besonders, waren seinem kalten, genauen, aber wundervoll ausgewogenen Geist zuwider. Für mich war er die vollkommenste Denk- und Beobachtungsmaschi-ne, die die Welt je gesehen hat; als Liebhaber hätte er sich jedoch in eine falsche Position begeben. Über die sanfteren Leidenschaften sprach er niemals anders denn mit einer höhnischen oder spöttischen Bemerkung. Als Beobachter kamen ihm diese Regungen prächtig zupaß – sie eigneten sich vorzüglich dazu, den Schleier über den Beweggründen und Handlungen der Menschen zu lüften. Dem geübten Denker hingegen wäre das Zulassen solcher Einflüsse in sein kompliziertes und feinstens austariertes Seelenleben gleichbedeutend gewesen mit der Einführung eines Ablenkungsfaktors, der all seine geistigen Erträge zweifelhaft machen mußte. Sand in einem empfindli-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.003
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chen Instrument oder ein Sprung in einem seiner starken Vergrößerungsgläser könnten für eine Natur wie die seine nicht störender sein als eine starke Gefühlsregung. Und dennoch gab es für ihn nur eine Frau, und diese Frau war die inzwischen verstorbene Irene Adler, zweifelhaften und fragwürdigen Angedenkens. 

In letzter Zeit hatte ich Holmes kaum zu Gesicht bekommen. Meine Heirat hatte uns auseinandertrei-ben lassen. Mein vollkommenes Glück und die auf die unmittelbare Umgebung bezogenen Interessen, die dem Mann erwachsen, der sich erstmals Herr eines eigenen Hausstands findet, reichten aus, um meine ganze Aufmerksamkeit in Anspruch zu nehmen; Holmes dagegen, der jede Form von Gesellschaft mit seiner ganzen Bohème-Seele verabscheute, blieb in unserer Behausung in der Baker Street, vergrub sich zwischen seinen alten Büchern und verbrachte die Wochen abwechselnd mit Kokain und Ehrgeiz, der Schläfrigkeit der Droge und der unbezähmbaren Tatkraft seines lebhaften Wesens. Wie zuvor zog ihn das Studium des Verbrechens zutiefst an, und er verwandte seine gewaltigen Geistesgaben und seine außerordentlichen Beobachtungskünste darauf, jenen Hinweisen nachzugehen und jene Rätsel zu lösen, die von der Polizei als hoffnungslos aufgegeben worden waren. 

Von Zeit zu Zeit hörte ich vage Berichte über seine Taten: Über seine Einladung nach Odessa im Mord-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.004
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fall Trepoff, seine Aufklärung der einzigartigen Tragödie der Brüder Atkinson in Trincomalee, schließ-

lich über den Auftrag, den er für das holländische Herrscherhaus mit so viel Feingefühl und Erfolg er-füllte. Über diese Anzeichen seiner Aktivität hinaus, an denen ich den gleichen Anteil hatte wie alle Leser der Tagespresse, wußte ich jedoch kaum etwas über meinen früheren Freund und Gefährten. 

Eines Abends – es war der 20. März 1888 – kehrte ich eben von der Fahrt zu einem Patienten zurück (denn ich hatte wieder im zivilen Bereich zu praktizieren begonnen), als mein Weg mich durch die Baker Street führte. Beim Passieren der wohlbekannten Tür, die in meinem Herzen stets mit der Zeit meines Werbens und mit den düsteren Ereignissen im Zusammenhang mit der Studie in Scharlachrot verbunden sein wird, befiel mich der lebhafte Wunsch, Holmes wiederzusehen und zu erfahren, worauf er zur Zeit seine außergewöhnlichen Fähigkeiten verwandte. Seine Räume waren strahlend hell erleuchtet, und noch als ich emporschaute, sah ich seine große hagere Gestalt zweimal als dunkle Silhouette an der Gardine vorbeigehen. Er schritt schnell und versunken im Raum auf und ab, das Kinn auf der Brust, die Hände hinter dem Rücken verschränkt. Mir, der ich alle seine Stimmungen und Angewohnheiten kannte, erzählten seine Haltung und sein Verhalten ihre Geschichte. Er war wie-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.005
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der bei der Arbeit. Er hatte sich aus den von der Droge erschaffenen Träumen erhoben und war einem neuen Problem eng auf der Fährte. Ich zog an der Türglocke und wurde zu dem Zimmer emporgeführt, das früher teilweise mein eigenes gewesen war. 

Er war nicht gerade überschwenglich. Das war er selten; ich glaube aber, daß er sich freute, mich zu sehen. Fast ohne ein Wort zu sagen, aber mit freundlichen Blicken wies er mir einen Lehnstuhl an, warf mir seine Zigarrenkiste zu und deutete auf eine Ecke, in der sich ein Kabinett mit alkoholischen Getränken und eine Flasche Sodawasser2 befanden. Dann stand er vor dem Kamin und musterte mich in seiner merkwürdig eindringlichen Weise. 

»Der Ehestand bekommt Ihnen gut«, bemerkte er. 

»Ich glaube, Sie haben siebeneinhalb Pfund zugenommen, seit ich Sie zuletzt gesehen habe, Watson.«

»Sieben«, gab ich zurück. 

»So? Ich hätte gedacht, es wäre ein wenig mehr. 

Natürlich nur ein kleines bißchen mehr, schätze ich, Watson. Und Sie praktizieren wieder, wie ich sehe. 

Sie haben mir doch gar nichts davon erzählt, daß Sie wieder in die Sielen steigen wollten.«

»Woher wissen Sie es dann?«

»Ich sehe es, ich deduziere es. Woher weiß ich denn wohl, daß Sie vor kurzem sehr naß geworden sind und daß Sie ein sehr ungeschicktes und unauf-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.006
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merksames Dienstmädchen haben?«

»Mein lieber Holmes«, sagte ich, »das ist mir zu hoch. Wenn Sie vor ein paar Jahrhunderten gelebt hätten, wären Sie bestimmt verbrannt worden. Ich habe zwar am Donnerstag einen Spaziergang über Land gemacht und schlimm ausgesehen, als ich nach Hause kam; da ich aber meine Kleidung gewechselt habe, weiß ich wirklich nicht, wie Sie das deduziert haben. Was Mary Jane angeht, die ist unverbesser-lich, und meine Frau hat ihr gekündigt; aber auch hier begreife ich nicht, wie Sie dahintergekommen sind.«

Er lachte in sich hinein und rieb seine langen, nervigen Hände. 

»Nichts einfacher als das«, sagte er; »meine Augen sagen mir, daß auf der Innenseite Ihres linken Schuhs, gerade dort, wo das Licht des Feuers hinfallt, das Leder von sechs fast parallelen Streifen markiert ist. 

Offensichtlich stammen sie daher, daß jemand um die Kanten der Sohle herum gekratzt hat, um verkrusteten Lehm zu entfernen. Daher also meine doppelte Deduktion, daß Sie bei üblem Wetter unterwegs gewesen sind, und. daß Sie es mit einem besonders schlimmen schuhschänderischen Exemplar der Gattung Londoner Kratzbürste zu tun haben. Was Ihr Praktizieren angeht – wenn ein Gentleman meine Räumlichkeiten betritt, nach Jodoform riecht, am rechten Zeigefinger einen schwarzen Silbernitratfleck hat und eine Aus-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.007
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buchtung an der Seite seines Zylinders mir zeigt, wo er sein Stethoskop versteckt, dann müßte ich wirklich stumpfsinnig sein, wenn ich ihn nicht zum aktiven Mitglied der ärztlichen Zunft erklärte.«

Die Mühelosigkeit, mit der er seinen Deduktions-prozeß erläuterte, brachte mich zum Lachen. »Wenn ich höre, wie Sie Ihre Gründe anführen«, bemerkte ich, »scheint mir die Sache immer so lächerlich einfach, daß ich es leicht selbst machen könnte, und trotzdem bin ich bei jedem neuen Beweis Ihrer Denk-prozesse wieder verblüfft, bis Sie mir die Einzel-schritte erklären. Und bei alledem glaube ich immer noch, daß meine Augen ebenso gut sind wie Ihre.«

»Sicher sind sie es«, antwortete er; er zündete eine Zigarette an und warf sich in einen Lehnsessel. »Sie sehen, aber Sie beobachten nicht. Der Unterschied ist klar. Zum Beispiel haben Sie doch die Stufen, die von der Diele zu diesem Raum heraufführen, häufig gesehen.«

»Oft.«

»Wie oft?«

»Also, einige hundert Mal.«

»Und wie viele sind es?«

»Wie viele! Das weiß ich nicht.«

»Sehen Sie? Sie haben nicht beobachtet. Und trotzdem haben Sie gesehen. Darauf wollte ich hinaus. 

Nun, ich dagegen weiß, daß es siebzehn Stufen sind, Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.008
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weil ich sie sowohl gesehen als auch beobachtet habe. 

Übrigens: Da Sie sich für diese kleinen Probleme interessieren und da Sie so freundlich waren, eine oder zwei von meinen nebensächlichen Erfahrungen aufzuzeichnen, könnte es sein, daß das hier Sie interessiert.« Er warf mir ein Blatt dicken, rosafarbenen Briefpapiers zu, das offen auf dem Tisch gelegen hatte. »Das ist mit der letzten Post gekommen«, sagte er. »Lesen Sie es laut.«

Die Note trug weder Datum noch Unterschrift, noch Adresse. 

»›Heute abend um Viertel nach acht wird ein Gentleman Sie aufsuchen, der Sie in einer Angelegenheit von allergrößter Bedeutung zu konsultieren wünscht. 

Ihre jüngsten Dienste an einem der Königshäuser Europas haben gezeigt, daß Ihnen unbesorgt Angelegenheiten anvertraut werden können, deren Bedeutsamkeit kaum zu übertreiben ist. Diese Einschätzung Ihrer Person haben wir allenthalben vorgefunden. 

Seien Sie also zur genannten Stunde in Ihren Räumen, und nehmen Sie keinen Anstoß daran, daß Ihr Besucher möglicherweise eine Maske trägt3.‹ – Das ist wirklich mysteriös«, bemerkte ich. »Haben Sie eine Vorstellung davon, was es bedeuten könnte?«

»Ich habe noch keine Tatsachen. Es ist ein schwerer Fehler, Theorien aufzustellen, bevor man Tatsachen hat. Dann fängt man unmerklich an, die Tatsa-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.009
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chen zu verdrehen, bis sie zu den Theorien passen, statt die Theorien den Tatsachen anzupassen. Aber die Note selbst. Was können Sie daraus ableiten?«

Sorgfältig untersuchte ich den Text und das Papier, auf dem er geschrieben war. 

»Der Mann, der das geschrieben hat, ist vermutlich wohlhabend«, bemerkte ich; ich versuchte, die Denk-prozesse meines Gefährten zu imitieren. »Solch ein Papier bekommt man nicht unter einer halben Krone pro Päckchen. Es ist eigenartig dick und steif.«

»Eigenartig – das ist genau das Wort«, sagte Holmes. »Es ist gar kein englisches Papier. Halten Sie es vor das Licht.«

Ich hielt es hoch und sah ein großes  E  mit einem kleinen  g,  ein  P  und ein großes  G  mit einem kleinen  t ins Papier eingewirkt. 

»Was schließen Sie daraus?« fragte Holmes. 

»Das ist ohne Zweifel der Name des Herstellers; oder eher sein Monogramm.«

»Keineswegs. Das  G  mit dem kleinen  t  steht für das deutsche Wort ›Gesellschaft‹. Die Abkürzung ist so üblich wie unser Co. für Company.  P  steht natürlich für ›Papier‹. Nun zu dem  Eg.  Werfen wir einen Blick in unser  Handbuch des Kontinents. « Er nahm einen schweren braunen Band aus dem Regal. »Egeln, Egelsee – da haben wir's, Eger. Es liegt in einem deutschsprachigen Land – in Böhmen, nicht weit von Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.010
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Karlsbad entfernt. ›Bekannt als Schauplatz von Wallensteins Tod sowie für seine zahlreichen Glasbläse-reien und Papiermühlen.‹ Ha, ha, mein Junge, was halten Sie davon?« Seine Augen sprühten, und von seiner Zigarette ließ er eine große blaue Wolke des Triumphs aufsteigen. 

»Das Papier ist in Böhmen hergestellt worden«, sagte ich. 

»Genau. Und der Mann, der darauf geschrieben hat, ist ein Deutscher. Fällt Ihnen der merkwürdige Satzbau auf – ›Diese Einschätzung Ihrer Person haben wir allenthalben vorgefunden‹? Kein Franzose oder Russe könnte das geschrieben haben. Nur der Deutsche ist seinen Verben gegenüber so unhöflich. 

Also bleibt nun nur noch zu entdecken, was dieser Deutsche will, der auf böhmischem Papier schreibt und lieber eine Maske trägt als sein Gesicht zeigt. 

Und da kommt er schon, wenn ich mich nicht irre, um uns aus allen Zweifeln zu erlösen.«

Noch während er sprach, hörten wir deutlich den harten Klang von Pferdehufen und Wagenräder, die am Bordstein entlangknirschten, gefolgt von einem scharfen Läuten der Türglocke. Holmes pfiff. 

»Doppelgespann, dem Klang nach«, sagte er. »Ja«, meinte er dann, als er aus dem Fenster schaute. »Ein nettes kleines Coupé und ein Paar schöner Tiere. Ein-hundertfünfzig Guineen pro Stück. In diesem Fall Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.011
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steckt Geld, Watson, wenn auch vielleicht sonst nichts.«

»Ich glaube, ich gehe wohl besser nach Hause, Holmes.«

»Kommt nicht in Frage, Doktor. Bleiben Sie, wo Sie sind. Ohne meinen Eckermann bin ich verloren. 

Und die Sache verspricht, interessant zu werden. Es wäre ein Jammer, wenn sie Ihnen entginge.«

»Aber Ihr Klient ...«

»Kümmern Sie sich nicht um ihn. Ich könnte Ihre Hilfe benötigen, und er vielleicht auch. Da kommt er. 

Setzen Sie sich in diesen Lehnstuhl da, Doktor, und schenken Sie uns Ihre ganze Aufmerksamkeit.«

Ein langsamer, schwerer Schritt, den wir schon auf der Treppe und im Korridor gehört hatten, hielt unmittelbar vor der Tür inne. Dann folgte ein lautes, gebieterisches Klopfen. 

»Herein!« sagte Holmes. 

Ein Mann trat ein, der kaum kleiner als sechs Fuß sechs Zoll sein konnte, mit Brust und Gliedern eines Herkules. Seine Kleidung war in einer Weise kostbar, die in England als schlechter Geschmack gegolten hätte. Sein zweireihiger Rock war vorn und an den Ärmeln mit schweren Streifen von Astrachanpelz besetzt, während der tiefblaue Umhang, den er über die Schultern geworfen hatte, von flammenfarbener Seide gesäumt und am Hals mit einer Brosche befestigt war, Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.012
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die aus einem einzigen lodernden Beryll bestand. Stiefel, die bis zur Hälfte seiner Waden reichten und deren Schäfte mit schwerem braunem Pelz geschmückt waren, vervollständigten den Eindruck bar-barischen Reichtums, der von seiner ganzen Erscheinung ausging. Er trug einen breitkrempigen Hut in der Hand, und die obere Hälfte seines Gesichts bis unterhalb der Wangenknochen war mit einer schwarzen vi-sierartigen Maske bedeckt, die er anscheinend eben erst zurechtgerückt hatte, denn als er eintrat, lag seine Hand noch an der Larve. Dem unteren Teil seines Gesichts nach schien er ein Mann mit kraftvollem Charakter zu sein, mit schwerer, hängender Unterlippe und einem geraden, ausgeprägten Kinn, das Entschlossenheit bis hin zur Starrköpfigkeit andeutete. 

»Sie haben meine Note erhalten?« fragte er mit einer schroffen, tiefen Stimme und einem sehr merkli-chen deutschen Akzent. »Ich habe Ihnen geschrieben, ich würde kommen,« Er blickte zwischen uns hin und her, als sei er unsicher, an wen er sich wenden solle. 

»Bitte nehmen Sie Platz«, sagte Holmes: »Das ist mein Freund und Kollege Dr. Watson, der bisweilen so freundlich ist, mir bei meinen Fällen zu helfen. Mit wem habe ich die Ehre?«

»Sie können mich Baron von Kramm nennen; ich bin ein böhmischer Edelmann. Ich nehme an, dieser Gentleman, Ihr Freund, ist ein Mann von Ehre und Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.013
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Verschwiegenheit, dem ich in einer Angelegenheit von allergrößter Bedeutung trauen kann. Falls nicht, zöge ich es vor, mit Ihnen allein zu sprechen.«

Ich erhob mich, um zu gehen, aber Holmes ergriff mein Handgelenk und drückte mich wieder in meinen Stuhl. »Beide oder keiner«, sagte er. »Alles, was Sie mir zu sagen haben, können Sie auch vor diesem Gentleman sagen.«

Der Graf zuckte mit seinen breiten Schultern. 

»Dann muß ich beginnen«, sagte er, »indem ich Sie beide für zwei Jahre zu absoluter Geheimhaltung verpflichte; nach dieser Zeit wird die Angelegenheit keinerlei Bedeutung mehr haben. Gegenwärtig übertreibe ich nicht, wenn ich sage, daß sie von einem solchen Gewicht ist, daß sie die europäische Geschichte beeinflussen könnte.«

»Ich verspreche es«, sagte Holmes. 

»Ich ebenfalls.«

»Sie werden diese Maske entschuldigen«, fuhr unser seltsamer Besucher fort. »Die erhabene Person, in deren Diensten ich stehe, wünscht, daß ihr Agent Ihnen unbekannt bleibe, und ich will gleich zugeben, daß der Titel, mit dem ich mich Ihnen eben vorgestellt habe, nicht wirklich der meine ist.«

»Das war mir klar«, sagte Holmes trocken. 

»Die Umstände sind überaus heikel, und man hat alle Vorsichtsmaßnahmen getroffen, um etwas im Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.014
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Keime zu ersticken, was sich zu einem ungeheuren Skandal auswachsen und eine der herrschenden Familien Europas ernstlich kompromittieren könnte. Um es deutlich zu sagen, die Angelegenheit betrifft das hohe Haus Ormstein, das Haus der erblichen Könige von Böhmen.«

»Auch das war mir klar«, murmelte Holmes; er machte es sich in seinem Lehnstuhl bequem und schloß die Augen. 

Unser Besucher betrachtete mit offensichtlicher Überraschung die matt daliegende Gestalt des Mannes, der ihm ohne Zweifel als der schärfste Denker und energischste Detektiv Europas dargestellt worden war. Holmes öffnete seine Augen langsam wieder und sah seinen riesigen Klienten ungeduldig an. 

»Wenn Sie sich dazu herablassen wollten, Ihr Anliegen darzulegen, Majestät«, bemerkte er, »könnte ich Sie besser beraten.«

Der Mann sprang aus seinem Sessel auf und begann, in nicht zu unterdrückender Erregung im Raum hin und her zu gehen. Mit einer Gebärde der Verzweiflung riß er sich schließlich die Maske vom Gesicht und schleuderte sie zu Boden. »Sie haben Recht«, rief er, »ich bin der König. Wozu sollte ich versuchen, es zu verheimlichen?«

»Tatsächlich, wozu?« murmelte Holmes. »Ihre Majestät hatten noch nichts gesagt, als mir schon klar Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.015
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war, daß ich mit Wilhelm Gottsreich Sigismund von Ormstein, dem Großherzog von Kassel-Falstein und erblichen König von Böhmen sprach.«

»Sie werden aber verstehen«, sagte unser seltsamer Besucher, wobei er sich wieder niederließ und mit der Hand über seine hohe weiße Stirn fuhr, »Sie werden verstehen, daß ich nicht daran gewöhnt bin, solche Geschäfte persönlich abzuwickeln. Die Sache ist jedoch so heikel, daß ich sie keinem Beauftragten anvertrauen konnte, ohne mich ihm dadurch auszuliefern. Ich bin  incognito  aus Prag hergekommen, um Sie zu konsultieren.«

»Dann konsultieren Sie doch bitte«, sagte Holmes; er schloß seine Augen wieder. 

»Dies sind zusammengefaßt die Umstände: Vor etwa fünf Jahren lernte ich während eines längeren Aufenthalts in Warschau die bekannte Abenteurerin Irene Adler kennen. Sie haben diesen Namen sicherlich schon gehört.«

»Suchen Sie sie doch bitte in meinem  Index,  Doktor«, murmelte Holmes, ohne die Augen zu öffnen. 

Vor vielen Jahren hatte er sich ein System zurechtgelegt, um alle Daten über Personen und Dinge über-sichtlich zu erfassen, so daß es schwierig war, ein Thema oder einen Menschen zu erwähnen, zu dem er nicht sogleich Informationen liefern konnte. In diesem Fall fand ich ihre Biographie eingeklemmt zwischen Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.016

1. 

Doyle-WA Bd. 5, 16

der eines Rabbiners und der eines Stabscommanders, der eine Monographie über Tiefseefische geschrieben hatte. 

»Lassen Sie mal sehen«, sagte Holmes. »Hm! Geboren in New Jersey im Jahre 1858. Kontra-Alt – hm! 

La Scala, hm! Primadonna der Kaiserlichen Oper Warschau – Ja! Rücktritt von der Opernbühne – ha! 

Lebt in London – aha, genau! Wenn ich mich nicht irre, Majestät, haben Sie sich mit dieser jungen Person eingelassen, ihr einige kompromittierende Briefe geschrieben, und nun wünschen Sie, diese Briefe zu-rückzubekommen.«

»Das ist richtig. Aber wie ...«

»Hat es eine geheime Eheschließung gegeben?«

»Nein.«

»Keine rechtsgültigen Papiere oder Urkunden?«

»Keine.«

»Dann kann ich Majestät nicht folgen. Wenn diese junge Person Ihre Briefe für eine Erpressung oder andere Zwecke sollte benutzen wollen, wie soll sie ihre Echtheit beweisen?«

»Die Handschrift.«

»Ah, bah! Fälschung.«

»Mein privates Briefpapier.«

»Gestohlen.«

»Mein persönliches Siegel.«

»Nachgemacht.«
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»Meine Photographie.«

»Gekauft.«

»Wir sind beide auf der Photographie zu sehen.«

»O du liebe Güte! Das ist sehr schlimm! Majestät haben da wirklich eine Indiskretion begangen.«

»Ich war verrückt – wahnsinnig.«

»Sie haben sich ernstlich kompromittiert.«

»Ich war damals nur Kronprinz. Ich war jung. Ich bin heute erst dreißig.«

»Das Bild muß beschafft werden.«

»Wir haben es versucht und sind gescheitert.«

»Majestät müssen bezahlen. Man wird es kaufen müssen.«

»Sie will es nicht verkaufen.«

»Dann muß man es stehlen.«

»Fünf Versuche sind unternommen worden. Zweimal haben Einbrecher, die in meinem Sold standen, ihr Haus durchwühlt. Einmal haben wir ihr Gepäck fehlgeleitet, als sie reiste. Zweimal hat man ihr aufgelauert. Alles ohne Ergebnis.«

»Niemand hat das Bild zu Gesicht bekommen?«

»Absolut niemand.«

Holmes lachte. »Das ist wirklich ein nettes kleines Problem«, sagte er. 

»Für mich aber ein sehr ernstes«, sagte der König vorwurfsvoll. 

»Natürlich. Und was hat sie mit der Photographie Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.018
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vor?«

»Mich ruinieren.«

»Aber wie?«

»Ich werde bald heiraten.«

»Ich habe davon gehört.«

»Und zwar Clothilde Lothman von Sachsen-Meningen, die zweite Tochter eines skandinavischen Kö-

nigs4. Vielleicht ist Ihnen bekannt, daß ihre Familie sehr strenge Prinzipien hat. Sie selbst ist die Inkarnation der Feinfühligkeit. Der Schatten eines Zweifels, was mein Verhalten angeht, brächte der Angelegenheit ein jähes Ende.«

»Und Irene Adler?«

»Sie droht, ihnen die Photographie zu senden. Und sie wird es tun. Ich weiß, daß sie es tun wird. Sie kennen sie nicht, aber sie hat eine eherne Seele. Sie hat das Gesicht der schönsten aller Frauen und den Verstand des entschlossensten aller Männer. Es gibt nichts, was sie nicht unternähme, um mich davon abzuhalten, eine andere Frau zu heiraten – nichts.«

»Sind Sie sicher, daß sie das Bild noch nicht abgeschickt hat?«

»Ich bin sicher.«

»Und warum?«

»Weil sie gesagt hat, sie würde es an dem Tag abschicken, an dem das Verlöbnis öffentlich proklamiert wird. Das wird am kommenden Montag geschehen.«
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»Oh, dann bleiben uns noch drei Tage«, sagte. Holmes mit einem Gähnen. »Das ist sehr erfreulich, da ich mich gegenwärtig noch um eine wichtige Angelegenheit oder zwei zu kümmern habe. Majestät werden natürlich vorerst in London bleiben?«

»Gewiß. Sie können mich im ›Langham‹ finden, unter dem Namen des Grafen von Kramm.«

»Dann werde ich Sie schriftlich wissen lassen, welche Fortschritte wir machen.«

»Ich bitte darum. Ich weiß nicht mehr aus noch ein.«

»Nun zur Frage des Geldes.«

»Sie haben  carte blanche. «

»Absolut?«

»Ich sage Ihnen, ich würde eine der Provinzen meines Königreiches geben, wenn ich damit die Photographie bekäme.«

»Und für anfallende Ausgaben?«

Der König holte einen schweren sämischledernen Beutel unter seinem Umhang hervor und legte ihn auf den Tisch. 

»Hier sind dreihundert Pfund in Gold und siebenhundert in Banknoten«, sagte er. 

Holmes kritzelte eine Empfangsbestätigung auf ein Blatt aus seinem Notizbuch und reichte es ihm. 

»Und die Adresse von Mademoiselle?« fragte er. 

»Sie lautet Briony Lodge, Serpentine Avenue, St. 
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John's Wood.«

Holmes notierte es. »Noch eine Frage«, sagte er. 

»War die Photographie5 größer als eine Visitenkarte?«

»Ja.«

»Dann wünsche ich Gute Nacht, Majestät, und ich bin sicher, daß wir bald gute Nachrichten für Sie haben werden. Und auch Ihnen Gute Nacht, Watson«, setzte er hinzu, als die Räder des königlichen Coupés die Straße hinabrollten. »Wenn Sie so freundlich sein wollen, morgen am Nachmittag vorbeizukommen, um drei Uhr, dann würde ich gern mit Ihnen über diese kleine Angelegenheit plaudern.«

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.021
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II

Genau um drei Uhr stellte ich mich in der Baker Street ein, aber Holmes war noch nicht zurückgekehrt. 

Die Hauswirtin teilte mir mit, er sei kurz nach acht Uhr morgens aus dem Haus gegangen. Ich ließ mich jedoch neben dem Kamin nieder in der Absicht, auf ihn zu warten, gleich wie lang es dauern mochte. Ich war von dieser Untersuchung längst gefesselt, denn wenn sie auch keinen der grimmen und merkwürdigen Züge aufwies, die die zwei von mir an anderer Stelle aufgezeichneten Verbrechen6 umgaben, so erhielt die Untersuchung doch durch die Art des Falles und die hohe Stellung von Holmes' Klienten einen ganz eigenen Charakter. Abgesehen von den Eigentümlichkeiten dieser Nachforschung, mit der sich mein Freund befaßte, gab es da etwas in seiner meisterhaften Erfassung der Lage und seinem kühlen, scharfen Denken, das es mir zu einem Vergnügen machte, seine Arbeitsweise zu studieren und die schnellen, feinsinni-gen Griffe zu verfolgen, mit denen er die verwickeltsten Rätsel entwirrte. So sehr war ich an seine ständigen Erfolge gewöhnt, daß auch nur die Möglichkeit eines Scheiterns mir längst nicht mehr in den Kopf kam. 

Es war fast vier Uhr, als sich endlich die Tür öffne-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.022
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te und ein Mensch, der ein betrunkener Pferdeknecht hätte sein können, mit wirrem Haar und Backenbart, rotglühendem Gesicht und verkommener Kleidung den Raum betrat. Obwohl ich doch meines Freundes erstaunliche Fähigkeiten bei der Verwendung von Verkleidungen kannte, mußte ich dreimal hinschauen, bevor ich sicher war, daß es sich wirklich um ihn handelte. Er nickte mir zu und verschwand im Schlafraum, aus dem er fünf Minuten später im Tweedanzug und respektabel wie eh und je zurückkehrte. Er steckte die Hände in die Taschen, streckte seine Beine vor dem Feuer aus und lachte eine ganze Weile herzhaft. 

»Nein, wirklich!« rief er und verschluckte sich; dann lachte er wieder, bis er sich schlaff und hilflos im Lehnstuhl zurückfallen lassen mußte. 

»Was gibt es denn?«

»Es ist einfach zu lustig. Ich wette, Sie kämen nie darauf, wie ich meinen Vormittag zugebracht oder was ich zuletzt getan habe.«

»Ich habe keine Ahnung. Ich nehme an, Sie haben die Gewohnheiten und vielleicht das Haus von Miss Irene Adler beobachtet.«

»Das habe ich, aber was dann kam, war ziemlich ungewöhnlich. Ich will es Ihnen aber erzählen. Ich bin heute morgen kurz nach acht Uhr aus dem Haus gegangen, als arbeitsloser Pferdeknecht. Unter Pferde-leuten herrschen wunderbares Einvernehmen und Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.023
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Freizügigkeit. Wenn Sie einer von ihnen sind, werden Sie bald alles wissen, was zu wissen ist. Ich habe Briony Lodge schnell gefunden. Ein Schmuckstück von einer Villa, mit einem rückwärtigen Garten, aber vorn bis an die Straße gebaut, zwei Stockwerke. Ein Chubb-Schloß7 an der Tür. Rechts ein großer Wohnraum, gut möbliert, mit langen Fenstern fast bis zum Boden und diesen albernen englischen Fensterriegeln, die ein Kind öffnen könnte. Dahinter war nichts Bemerkenswertes, abgesehen davon, daß man das Korri-dorfenster vom Dach der Remise aus erreichen kann. 

Ich habe einen Rundgang gemacht und alles aus allen möglichen Blickwinkeln gründlich untersucht, konnte aber sonst nichts Interessantes feststellen. 

Dann bin ich die Straße hinabgeschlendert und habe wie erwartet einen Pferdestall an einer Straße gefunden, die an einer der Gartenmauern verläuft. Ich habe den Stallburschen beim Abreiben der Pferde geholfen, und als Gegenleistung habe ich zwei Pence, ein Glas halb Porter halb Ale, zwei Pfeifen voll Shag und über Miss Adler so viele Informationen bekommen, wie ich mir nur wünschen konnte, ganz zu schweigen von einem halben Dutzend anderer Leute in der Nachbarschaft, an denen ich nicht im geringsten interessiert war, deren Biographien ich mir aber anhören mußte.«

»Und was ist mit Irene Adler?« fragte ich. 
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»Oh, die hat in der Gegend allen Männern den Kopf verdreht. Auf diesem Planeten ist sie das süßeste Ding, das eine Haube trägt. So heißt es im Serpentine-Stall, wie aus einem Mund. Sie führt ein ruhiges Leben, singt bei Konzerten, fährt jeden Tag um fünf Uhr aus und kommt Punkt sieben zurück zum Dinner. 

Zu anderen Zeiten geht sie selten aus, außer wenn sie singt. Sie hat nur einen männlichen Besucher, den aber oft. Er ist dunkelhaarig, hübsch und schneidig; er kommt nie seltener als einmal pro Tag und oft auch zweimal. Er ist ein Mr. Godfrey Norton, vom Gericht am Inner Temple. Sie sehen, wie gut es ist, einen Kutscher als Vertrauensmann zu haben. Sie haben ihn ein Dutzend Mal vom Serpentine-Stall nach Hause gefahren und wissen alles über ihn. Nachdem ich mir alles angehört hatte, was sie erzählen konnten, bin ich wieder in der Nähe von Briony Lodge auf und ab gegangen und habe mir meinen Schlachtplan zurechtgelegt. 

Dieser Godfrey Norton ist offenbar ein wichtiger Faktor in der Angelegenheit. Er ist Anwalt. Das klingt ominös. Wie sieht ihre Beziehung aus, und was ist der Sinn seiner wiederholten Besuche? Ist sie seine Klientin, seine Freundin oder seine Maitresse? Im ersten Fall hat sie ihm vermutlich die Photographie zur Aufbewahrung übergeben, im letzten ist das weniger wahrscheinlich. Von der Beantwortung dieser Frage hing nun ab, ob ich meine Arbeit in Briony Lodge Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.025

2. 

Doyle-WA Bd. 5, 22

fortsetzen oder meine Aufmerksamkeit den Räumlichkeiten des Gentleman im Temple zuwenden sollte. 

Das war ein heikler Punkt, und er dehnte den Bereich meiner Nachforschungen aus. Ich fürchte, ich langweile Sie mit diesen Einzelheiten, aber ich muß Ihnen meine kleinen Schwierigkeiten vor Augen führen, damit Sie die Situation begreifen können.«

»Ich kann Ihnen ganz gut folgen«, antwortete ich. 

»Ich war immer noch damit beschäftigt, die Sache im Geiste abzuwägen, als eine Droschke vor Briony Lodge vorfuhr und ein Gentleman heraussprang. Er war ein bemerkenswert gutaussehender Mann, dunkelhaarig, mit Adlernase und Schnurrbart – augenscheinlich der Mann, von dem ich so viel gehört hatte. 

Er schien in großer Eile zu sein, rief dem Kutscher zu, er solle warten, und dann ist er an dem Mädchen, das die Tür öffnete, vorbeigestürmt wie einer, der sich sehr gut auskennt. 

Er ist ungefähr eine halbe Stunde im Haus geblieben, und ich konnte ihn hin und wieder sehen, wie er hinter den Fenstern des Wohnraums auf und ab ging, erregt redete und mit den Armen fuchtelte. Dann kam er wieder heraus und sah noch gehetzter aus als zuvor. 

Als er zum Wagen ging, hat er eine goldene Uhr aus der Tasche gezogen und sie besorgt angesehen. ›Fahren Sie wie der Teufel‹, hat er gerufen, ›erst zu Gross and Hankey's in der Regent Street und dann zur Kir-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.026
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che St. Monica in der Edgware Road. Eine halbe Guinee, wenn Sie es in zwanzig Minuten schaffen!‹

Damit sind sie losgebraust, und ich überlegte mir gerade, ob ich ihnen nicht besser folgen sollte, als ein hübscher kleiner Landauer die Straße heraufkam; der Kutscher hatte seine Jacke nur zur Hälfte zugeknöpft und die Krawatte saß unter dem Ohr, und alle Riemen starrten aus den Schnallen des Geschirrs heraus. Der Wagen stand noch nicht, als sie auch schon aus der Tür geschossen kam und einstieg. Ich habe in diesem Moment nur einen kurzen Blick auf sie werfen können, aber sie ist eine wunderschöne Frau, mit einem Gesicht, für das mancher Mann sein Leben hingäbe. 

›Die St. Monica-Kirche, John‹, rief sie, ›und einen halben Sovereign, wenn wir in zwanzig Minuten dort sind.‹

Die Gelegenheit war zu gut, um sie verstreichen zu lassen, Watson. Ich habe noch überlegt, ob ich laufen oder hinten auf ihrem Landauer aufsitzen soll, als eine Mietdroschke die Straße herunterkam. Der Fahrer hat seinen schäbigen Fahrgast mißtrauisch angesehen, ich bin aber in den Wagen gesprungen, bevor er Einwän-de erheben konnte. ›Die St. Monica-Kirche‹, habe ich gesagt, ›und einen halben Sovereign, wenn Sie es in zwanzig Minuten schaffen.‹ Es war fünfundzwanzig Minuten vor zwölf, und natürlich war mir klar, was in der Luft lag. 
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Mein Kutscher ist sehr schnell gefahren. Ich glaube nicht, daß er jemals schneller gefahren ist, aber die anderen waren vor uns dort. Droschke und Landauer mit dampfenden Pferden standen vor der Tür, als ich ankam. Ich habe den Mann bezahlt und bin in die Kirche gestürzt. Keine Menschenseele war in der Kirche, außer den beiden, denen ich gefolgt war, und einem Priester im Chorhemd, der ihnen Vorhaltungen zu machen schien. Sie standen alle drei dicht zusammen vor dem Altar. Ich bin durch den Seitengang nach vorn geschlendert wie ein beliebiger Müßiggänger, der zufällig in eine Kirche hineinschaut. Zu meiner Überraschung drehen sich die drei am Altar plötzlich zu mir um, und Godfrey Norton kommt zu mir gestürmt, so schnell er kann. 

›Gott sei Dank!‹ ruft er, ›Sie können uns helfen. 

Kommen Sie! Kommen Sie!‹

›Was gibt's denn?‹ frage ich. 

›Kommen Sie, Mann, kommen Sie, nur noch drei Minuten, sonst ist es nicht rechtsgültig.‹

Er hat mich förmlich zum Altar gezerrt, und bevor ich so recht wußte wo ich war, murmelte ich schon Antworten, die man mir ins Ohr flüsterte, und verbürgte mich für Dinge, von denen ich nichts wußte, und im übrigen half ich dabei, die Jungfer Irene Adler fest und sicher an den Junggesellen Godfrey Norton zu binden. Alles war im Nu erledigt, und da standen Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.028
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der Gentleman auf einer und die Lady auf der anderen Seite und dankten mir, und der Priester strahlte mich von vorn an. Es war die lächerlichste Situation, in der ich mich in meinem Leben je befunden habe, und beim Gedanken daran habe ich vorhin so gelacht. Anscheinend hatte es in ihren Papieren einen Formfehler gegeben, so daß der Priester sich kategorisch weigerte, sie ohne einen Zeugen zu vermählen, und mein glückliches Auftauchen hat den Bräutigam davor gerettet, einen Ausfall auf die Straße unternehmen und einen Brautführer suchen zu müssen. Die Braut hat mir einen Sovereign gegeben, und ich beabsichtige, ihn als Andenken an dieses Ereignis an meiner Uhrkette zu tragen.«

»Die Sache nimmt einen reichlich unerwarteten Verlauf«, sagte ich; »und was ist dann geschehen?«

»Nun ja, meine Pläne waren natürlich vom Scheitern bedroht. Es sah so aus, als könnte das Paar sich sofort auf eine Reise begeben, was umgehende und energische Maßnahmen meinerseits erfordert hätte. 

Sie trennten sich aber an der Kirchentür; er ist zu-rückgefahren zum Temple und sie zu ihrem Haus. 

›Ich werde wie üblich um fünf im Park ausfahren‹, sagte sie, als sie von ihm wegging. Mehr habe ich nicht gehört. Sie sind in verschiedene Richtungen gefahren, und ich bin aufgebrochen, um meine eigenen Vorkehrungen zu treffen.«
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»Welcher Art?«

»Kaltes Rindfleisch und ein Glas Bier«, antwortete er, wobei er die Glocke betätigte. »Ich war zu beschäftigt, um an Essen zu denken, und wahrscheinlich werde ich heute abend noch beschäftigter sein. Übrigens, Doktor, ich brauche Ihre Mitwirkung.«

»Mit dem größten Vergnügen.«

»Macht es Ihnen etwas aus, das Gesetz zu übertreten?«

»Nicht im mindesten.«

»Oder möglicherweise verhaftet zu werden?«

»Nicht wenn es für eine gute Sache ist.«

»Oh, es ist eine ganz ausgezeichnete Sache!«

»Dann bin ich dabei.«

»Ich war sicher, daß ich mich auf Sie würde verlassen können.«

»Aber was haben Sie denn vor?«

»Ich werde es Ihnen erklären, wenn Mrs. Turner das Tablett gebracht hat. – So«, sagte er, als er sich hungrig auf die einfache Mahlzeit stürzte, die unsere Wirtin beschafft hatte, »wir müssen das besprechen, während ich esse, ich habe nämlich nicht viel Zeit. Es ist jetzt fast fünf. In zwei Stunden müssen wir auf dem Schauplatz sein. Miss Irene, oder genauer Madame, kommt um sieben Uhr von ihrer Ausfahrt zu-rück. Wir müssen in Briony Lodge sein, um sie zu treffen.«
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»Und was dann?«

»Das müssen Sie mir überlassen. Ich habe schon für alles Vorkehrungen getroffen. Es gibt nur einen Punkt, auf dem ich bestehen muß. Sie dürfen sich nicht einmischen, ganz gleich, was geschieht. Haben Sie das verstanden?«

»Ich soll unbeteiligt bleiben?«

»Sie sollen gar nichts tun. Vermutlich werden sich einige kleine Unfreundlichkeiten ereignen. Halten Sie sich heraus. Es wird damit enden, daß man mich ins Haus schleppt. Vier oder fünf Minuten später wird sich das Fenster des Wohnraums öffnen. Sie sollen sich nahe bei diesem offenen Fenster aufhalten.«

»Ja.«

»Und Sie sollten mich im Auge behalten, denn Sie werden mich sehen können.«

»Ja.«

»Und wenn ich meine Hand hebe – so –, werden Sie etwas in den Raum werfen, was ich Ihnen gebe, und gleichzeitig werden Sie ›Feuer‹ rufen. Können Sie mir folgen?«

»Ich kann.«

»Es ist nichts besonders Großartiges«, sagte er; er nahm eine längliche, zigarrenförmige Walze aus der Tasche. »Das ist eine gewöhnliche Rauchpatrone, wie Klempner sie zum Aufspüren von Rohrbrüchen benutzen, auf jeder Seite eine Kappe zur Selbstzündung. 
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Das ist alles, was Sie zu tun haben. Wenn Sie ›Feuer‹

rufen, wird eine ganze Menge Leute in den Schrei einstimmen. Danach können Sie zum Ende der Straße gehen, und ich werde innerhalb von zehn Minuten zu Ihnen stoßen. Ich hoffe, ich habe mich verständlich ausgedrückt?«

»Ich soll unbeteiligt bleiben, in die Nähe des Fensters kommen, Sie im Auge behalten und auf Ihr Zeichen hin diesen Gegenstand in den Raum werfen, dann ›Feuer‹ schreien und an der Straßenecke auf Sie warten.«

»Ganz genau.«

»Wenn das alles ist, können Sie sich voll und ganz auf mich verlassen.«

»Ausgezeichnet. Ich glaube, es ist fast an der Zeit, mich auf meine neue Rolle vorzubereiten.«

Er verschwand in seinem Schlafgemach und kam einige Minuten später als freundlicher und einfältig dreinblickender nonkonformistischer Geistlicher8 zu-rück. Sein breiter schwarzer Hut, die ausgebeulten Hosen, das weiße Beffchen, das sympathische Lä-

cheln und der allgemeine Ausdruck spähender und wohlwollender Neugier ließen ihn wie die Bilder-buchausgabe eines betulichen Priesters erscheinen. 

Nicht, daß Holmes nur seine Kleidung gewechselt hätte. Sein Ausdruck, seine Haltung, ja seine Seele schien sich mit jeder neuen Rolle, in die er schlüpfte, Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.032
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zu verändern. Die Bühne verlor einen prächtigen Schauspieler und die Wissenschaft verlor einen scharfen Denker, als er zum Verbrechensexperten wurde. 

Es war Viertel nach sechs, als wir aus dem Haus in der Baker Street gingen, und zehn vor sieben, als wir Serpentine Avenue erreicht hatten. Die Abenddämmerung war bereits gefallen und man zündete gerade die Lampen an, während wir vor Briony Lodge auf und ab wanderten und auf die Heimkehr der Bewohnerin warteten. Das Haus war genau so, wie ich es mir nach Sherlock Holmes' bündiger Beschreibung vorgestellt, doch schien die Lage weniger abgeschieden zu sein, als ich erwartet hatte. Im Gegenteil: Für eine kleine Straße in ruhiger Gegend war sie auffallend lebhaft. 

Eine Gruppe schäbig gekleideter Männer rauchte und lachte an einer Ecke, da war ein Scherenschleifer mit seinem Schleifstein, zwei Gardisten schäkerten mit einem Kindermädchen, und mehrere gutgekleidete junge Männer mit Zigarren schlenderten hin und her. 

»Sie sehen«, bemerkte Holmes, während wir vor dem Haus auf und ab gingen, »diese Eheschließung vereinfacht die Sache entschieden. Damit wird die Photographie zu einer zweischneidigen Waffe. Es besteht die Möglichkeit, daß die Dame ebenso dagegen ist, daß Mr. Godfrey Norton das Bild sieht, wie unser Klient dagegen ist, daß es seiner Prinzessin zu Augen kommt. Nun ist allerdings die Frage: Wo können wir Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.033
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die Photographie finden?«

»Ja, das stimmt. Wo?«

»Es ist nicht wahrscheinlich, daß sie sie bei sich trägt. Sie ist fast so groß wie eine Postkarte. Zu groß, um irgendwo in der Kleidung einer Frau versteckt zu werden. Sie weiß, daß der König imstande ist, ihr auf-lauern und sie durchsuchen zu lassen. Zwei derartige Versuche sind schon unternommen worden. Wir können also wohl davon ausgehen, daß sie sie nicht bei sich trägt.«

»Wo hat sie sie denn dann?«

»Bei ihrem Bankier oder ihrem Anwalt. Diese doppelte Möglichkeit gibt es. Ich glaube aber eher, daß keine von beiden zutrifft. Frauen sind von Natur aus Geheimniskrämer, und sie möchten ihre Geheimnisse für sich behalten. Warum sollte sie das Bild jemandem übergeben? Sich selbst kann sie vertrauen, aber sie könnte niemals sicher sein, daß nicht indirekt oder politisch Einfluß auf einen Geschäftsmann ausgeübt wird. Und denken Sie außerdem daran, daß sie sich entschlossen hat, das Bild innerhalb der nächsten Tage zu verwenden. Es muß an einer Stelle sein, an der sie es sofort findet. Es muß in ihrem eigenen Haus sein.«

»Aber da ist doch zweimal eingebrochen worden.«

»Pah! Die wissen nicht, wie man gründlich sucht.«

»Und wie wollen Sie suchen.«
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»Ich werde nicht suchen.«

»Was denn?«

»Ich werde sie dazu bringen, es mir zu zeigen.«

»Sie wird sich bestimmt weigern.«

»Das wird sie gar nicht können. Aber ich höre Räder rattern. Das ist ihr Wagen. Führen Sie nun bitte meine Anweisungen buchstabengetreu aus.«

Noch während er sprach, kam das Leuchten der Seitenlampen einer Kutsche um die Biegung der Avenue. Es war ein ansehnlicher kleiner Landauer, und er ratterte bis zur Tür von Briony Lodge. Als der Wagen zum Stehen kam, stürzte einer der herumlungernden Männer von der Ecke vor, um die Tür zu öffnen, in der Hoffnung, eine Kupfermünze zu verdienen; er wurde jedoch von einem anderen Faulenzer beiseite-gestoßen, der in der gleichen Absicht zum Wagen gerannt war. Ein heftiger Streit brach aus, der noch grö-

ßere Ausmaße annahm, weil die beiden Gardisten sich auf die Seite eines der Lungerer schlugen und der Scherenschleifer sich mit gleicher Hitzigkeit auf die andere stellte. Schläge wurden ausgeteilt, und innerhalb eines Augenblicks war die Dame, die aus der Kutsche gestiegen war, der Mittelpunkt eines Knäuels zornroter, kämpfender Männer, die einander wild mit Fäusten und Stöcken bearbeiteten. Holmes stürzte sich in die Menge, um die Dame zu schützen; genau in dem Moment jedoch, da er sie erreichte, stieß er Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.035
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einen Schrei aus und stürzte zu Boden, und Blut strömte über sein Gesicht. Bei seinem Sturz zahlten die Gardisten Fersengeld nach der einen, die Lungerer nach der anderen Seite, wogegen eine Anzahl besser gekleideter Leute, die dem Handgemenge zugesehen hatten, ohne sich zu beteiligen, sich nun herandrängten, um der Dame zu helfen und sich um den verletzten Mann zu kümmern. Irene Adler, wie ich sie immer noch nennen will, war die Stufen hinaufgeeilt; nun jedoch stand sie oben auf der Treppe und blickte zurück zur Straße, und ihre herrliche Gestalt war umrissen von der Beleuchtung der Eingangshalle. 

»Ist der arme Gentleman schlimm verletzt?« fragte sie. 

»Er ist tot«, riefen mehrere Stimmen. 

»Nein, nein, er lebt noch«, schrie eine andere. 

»Aber er wird hinüber sein, bevor man ihn ins Hospital bringen kann.«

»Er ist ein tapferer Kerl«, sagte eine Frau. »Wenn er nicht gewesen wäre, dann hätten sie die Börse und die Uhr der Lady bekommen. Das muß eine Bande gewesen sein, und rauh außerdem. Ah, er atmet noch.«

»Er kann nicht hier auf der Straße liegen bleiben. 

Können wir ihn reinbringen, Ma'm?«

»Natürlich. Bringen Sie ihn in den Wohnraum. Da steht ein bequemes Sofa. Hier entlang, bitte!«
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Langsam und feierlich trugen sie ihn nach Briony Lodge hinein und legten ihn im großen Raum nieder, während ich die Vorgänge weiterhin von meinem Posten beim Fenster aus beobachtete. Die Lampen waren angezündet worden, aber man hatte die Gardinen nicht zugezogen, so daß ich Holmes auf der Couch liegen sehen konnte. Ich weiß nicht, ob er in diesem Moment Gewissensbisse wegen der von ihm gespielten Rolle verspürte, ich weiß aber, daß ich mich in meinem ganzen Leben nie so sehr geschämt habe wie in diesem Augenblick, als ich das wunderschöne Geschöpf sah, gegen das ich konspirierte, und die Anmut und Güte, mit der die Frau sich um den verletzten Mann kümmerte. Und dennoch wäre es der finsterste Verrat an Holmes gewesen, wenn ich mich nun von der mir anvertrauten Aufgabe fortgestohlen hätte. Ich verschloß mein Herz und zog die Rauchpatrone unter meinem Ulster hervor. Wenigstens, dachte ich bei mir, fügen wir ihr keinen Schaden zu. Wir hindern sie nur daran, einem anderen zu schaden. 

Holmes hatte sich auf der Couch aufgerichtet, und ich sah ihn gestikulieren wie einen, der keine Luft bekommt. Ein Dienstmädchen stürzte ans Fenster und riß es auf. Im gleichen Augenblick sah ich, wie er die Hand hob, und auf das Zeichen hin warf ich mit dem Schrei »Feuer« meine Patrone in den Raum. Ich hatte das Wort noch kaum gerufen, als auch schon die Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.037
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ganze Menge der Zuschauer, gut und schlecht Gekleidete – Gentlemen, Stallknechte und Dienstmädchen –

allesamt »Feuer« zu schreien begannen. Dicke Rauchwolken bildeten sich im Raum und quollen aus dem Fenster. Undeutlich sah ich eilende Gestalten, und einen Augenblick später hörte ich Holmes' Stimme im Haus, wie sie alle damit beruhigte, daß es ein falscher Alarm sei. Ich schlüpfte durch die rufende Menge und begab mich zur Straßenecke, und zehn Minuten später fühlte ich zu meiner Erleichterung den Arm meines Freundes in meinem, und wir entfernten uns von der Szene des Aufruhrs. Einige Minuten lang schritt Holmes schnell aus und schwieg, bis wir in eine der ruhigen Straßen eingebogen waren, die zur Edgware Road führen. 

»Das haben Sie sehr gut gemacht, Doktor«, bemerkte er. 

»Es hätte nicht besser sein können. Alles ist in Ordnung.«

»Dann haben Sie die Photographie?«. 

»Ich weiß, wo sie ist.«

»Und wie haben Sie das herausgefunden?«

»Sie hat sie mir gezeigt, wie ich es Ihnen vorausgesagt habe.«

»Ich begreife noch immer nichts.«

»Ich will kein Geheimnis daraus machen«, sagte er lachend. »Die Sache war ganz einfach. Sie haben na-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.038
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türlich sofort gesehen, daß alle auf der Straße Komplizen waren. Ich hatte sie alle für diesen Abend engagiert.«

»So viel hatte ich mir gedacht.«

»Als dann das Durcheinander losging, hatte ich ein wenig feuchte rote Farbe in der Handfläche. Ich bin losgerannt, gestürzt, habe die Hand vors Gesicht geschlagen und wurde zu einem erbarmungswürdigen Anblick. Das ist ein alter Trick.«

»Auch das habe ich noch durchschaut.«

»Dann hat man mich hineingetragen. Sie mußte mich natürlich ins Haus holen. Was hätte sie sonst tun können? Und in ihren Wohnraum, und das ist genau der Raum, den ich in Verdacht hatte. Das heißt, dieser oder ihr Schlafraum, und ich war entschlossen, herauszufinden, welcher es war. Man hat mich auf eine Couch gelegt, ich habe so getan, als bekäme ich keine Luft, sie mußten das Fenster öffnen und das war Ihre Gelegenheit.«

»Inwiefern hat Ihnen das geholfen?«

»Das war das Wichtigste überhaupt. Wenn eine Frau glaubt, ihr Haus stehe in Flammen, dann läßt ihr Instinkt sie zuerst zu dem Objekt laufen, das sie am höchsten schätzt. Dieser Impuls ist unwiderstehlich, und ich habe mehr als nur einmal meinen Nutzen daraus gezogen. Im Fall des Skandals um die Darlington-Unterschiebung hat er mir genutzt, und ebenso in der Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.039

2. 

Doyle-WA Bd. 5, 31

Sache Answorth Castle. Eine verheiratete Frau greift nach ihrem Baby – eine unverheiratete nach ihrer Schmuckschatulle. Nun war mir klar, daß unsere heutige Dame nichts für sie Kostbareres im Haus hatte als das, was wir suchen. Sie würde also loslaufen, um es in Sicherheit zu bringen. Der Feueralarm war hervorragend gemacht. Der Rauch und das Geschrei reichten völlig aus, um auch Nerven aus Stahl zu erschüttern. Sie hat wunderbar reagiert. Die Photographie befindet sich in einer Höhlung hinter einer beweglichen Täfelung, gerade oberhalb des rechten Glockenzugs. Sie war im Nu da, und ich konnte einen Blick auf das Bild erhaschen, als sie es halb aus dem Versteck zog. Als ich dann rief, daß es ein falscher Alarm gewesen sei, hat sie es wieder zurückgesteckt, die Patrone angestarrt, dann ist sie aus dem Raum ge-stürzt, und seither habe ich sie nicht gesehen. Ich bin aufgestanden, habe mich entschuldigt und das Haus verlassen. Ich habe überlegt, ob ich nicht sofort versuchen sollte, das Bild in Sicherheit zu bringen; inzwischen war aber der Kutscher hereingekommen, und da er mich mißtrauisch beobachtet hat, schien es mir besser, zu warten. Ein wenig Übereiltheit kann alles ruinieren.«

»Und nun?« fragte ich. 

»Unsere Aufgabe ist fast erledigt. Ich werde morgen mit dem König dort vorsprechen, mit Ihnen zu-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.040
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sammen, wenn Sie mit uns kommen mögen. Man wird uns in den Wohnraum führen, wo wir auf die Lady warten können, aber es steht zu vermuten, daß sie, wenn sie kommt, weder uns noch die Photographie antrifft. Es könnte Seiner Majestät eine besondere Befriedigung sein, das Bild eigenhändig wiederzu-beschaffen.«

»Und wann wollen Sie dort vorsprechen?«

»Um acht Uhr morgens. Sie wird noch nicht aufsein, wir werden also freies Spiel haben. Außerdem müssen wir schnell sein, denn diese Heirat könnte eine völlige Umstellung in ihrem Leben und ihren Gewohnheiten bedeuten. Ich muß unverzüglich dem König drahten.«

Wir hatten die Baker Street erreicht und waren vor der Tür stehengeblieben. Er suchte in seinen Taschen nach dem Schlüssel, als ein Passant sagte:

»Gute Nacht, Mister Sherlock Holmes.«

Zu dieser Zeit waren mehrere Leute auf dem Geh-weg, aber der Gruß schien von einem schmächtigen Jüngling in einem Ulster zu kommen, der an uns vorbeigeeilt war. 

»Die Stimme habe ich schon einmal gehört«, sagte Holmes; er starrte die undeutlich erhellte Straße hinab. »Also, ich wüßte gern, wer zum Teufel das gewesen sein mag.«

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.041
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III

Ich schlief diese Nacht in der Baker Street, und wir saßen bei unserem Toast und Kaffee, als der König von Böhmen ins Zimmer gestürmt kam. 

»Sie haben das Bild wirklich!« rief er; er packte Sherlock Holmes an beiden Schultern und starrte aufgeregt in sein Gesicht. 

»Noch nicht.«

»Aber Sie sind hoffnungsvoll?«

»Das bin ich.«

»Dann kommen Sie; ich kann es kaum erwarten.«

»Wir brauchen eine Droschke.«

»Nein, mein Wagen wartet unten.«

»Das vereinfacht die Sache.«

Wir gingen hinab und machten uns abermals auf den Weg zu Briony Lodge. 

»Irene Adler ist verheiratet«, bemerkte Holmes. 

»Verheiratet! Seit wann?«

»Seit gestern.«

»Mit wem denn nur?«

»Mit einem englischen Anwalt namens Norton.«

»Sie kann ihn aber doch nicht lieben?«

»Ich hoffe doch sehr, daß sie es tut.«

»Und warum hoffen Sie?«

»Weil das Majestät von aller Furcht vor künftiger Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.042
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Behelligung befreien würde. Wenn die Dame ihren Gatten liebt, liebt sie Majestät nicht. Wenn sie Majestät nicht liebt, gibt es keinen Grund, weshalb sie sich in die Pläne von Majestät einmischen sollte.«

»Das stimmt. Und dennoch –! Nun gut! Ich wollte, sie wäre meines eigenen Standes gewesen! Welch eine Königin sie abgegeben hätte!« Er fiel in melancholisches Schweigen, das nicht gebrochen wurde, bis wir die Serpentine Avenue erreicht hatten. 

Die Tür von Briony Lodge war offen, und eine ältere Frau stand auf den Stufen. Sie betrachtete uns mit einem sardonischen Gesichtsausdruck, während wir aus dem Coupé stiegen. 

»Mr. Sherlock Holmes, nehme ich an?« sagte sie. 

»Ich bin Mr. Holmes«, antwortete mein Gefährte; er musterte sie fragend und fast erschrocken. 

»Aha! Meine Herrin hat mir gesagt, Sie würden wahrscheinlich vorbeikommen. Sie ist heute früh, zusammen mit Ihrem Gemahl, mit dem Zug 5 Uhr 15 ab Charing Cross zum Kontinent abgereist.«

»Was!« Sherlock Holmes fuhr zurück, blaß von Schrecken und Überraschung. »Wollen Sie damit sagen, sie hat England verlassen?«

»Und sie wird nie zurückkommen.«

»Und die Papiere?« fragte der König heiser. »Alles ist verloren.«

»Wir werden sehen.« Er drängte sich an der Diene-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.043
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rin vorbei und lief in den Wohnraum, gefolgt vom König und mir. Die Möbel standen überall durcheinander, mit leeren Borden und offenen Schubladen, als hätte die Dame sie vor ihrer Flucht in größter Eile ge-plündert. Holmes stürzte zum Klingelzug, riß eine kleine Klappe auf, steckte die Hand in die Höhlung und zog eine Photographie und einen Brief heraus. 

Die Photographie zeigte Irene Adler persönlich im Abendkleid, und der Brief trug die Aufschrift »An Sherlock Holmes, Esq. Liegenlassen, bis er abgeholt wird.« Mein Freund riß den Umschlag auf, und alle drei lasen wir den Brief gemeinsam. Er war mit der vergangenen Mitternacht datiert und lautete wie folgt: Mein lieber Mr. Sherlock Holmes, 

Sie haben es wirklich sehr gut angestellt. Sie haben mich vollständig überrumpelt. Bis nach dem Feueralarm hatte ich nicht den geringsten Verdacht. Als ich dann aber bemerkte, daß ich mich selbst verraten hatte, begann ich nachzudenken. Ich war bereits vor Monaten vor Ihnen gewarnt worden. Man hatte mir gesagt, daß der König, sollte er einen Agenten beauftragen, sicherlich Sie wählen würde. Und man gab mir Ihre Adresse. Trotz alledem brachten Sie mich dazu, Ihnen das zu offenbaren, was Sie wissen wollten. Selbst nachdem ich mißtrauisch gewor-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.044
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den war, fiel es mir schwer, über so einen lieben, netten alten Geistlichen Schlechtes zu denken. 

Aber wie Sie wissen, habe ich selbst auch eine Schauspielausbildung genossen. Ein Männerko-stüm ist mir nichts Neues. Ich mache mir oft die Freiheit zunutze, die es verleiht. Ich schickte den Kutscher John hinein, um auf Sie aufzupassen, lief nach oben, schlüpfte in meine Wanderklei-der, wie ich sie nenne, und kam wieder hinab, gerade als Sie aus dem Haus gingen. 

Nun, dann bin ich Ihnen bis zu Ihrer Tür gefolgt, und so habe ich mich versichert, daß ich tatsächlich Objekt des Interesses des gefeierten Mr. 

Sherlock Holmes war. Danach habe ich Ihnen, reichlich unvorsichtig, eine gute Nacht ge-wünscht und mich zum Temple begeben, um meinen Gemahl aufzusuchen. 

Wir kamen beide zu dem Schluß, angesichts der Verfolgung durch einen so furchterregenden Gegner sei Flucht die beste Lösung; Sie werden also das Nest leer vorfinden, wenn Sie morgen vorbeikommen. Was die Photographie angeht, so mag Ihr Klient unbesorgt sein. Ein besserer Mann als er liebt mich, und ich liebe ihn. Der König mag tun, was ihm am besten scheint, ohne Anfechtung durch eine, die er grausam und ungerecht behandelt hat. Ich habe das Bild nur Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.045

3. 

Doyle-WA Bd. 5, 35

aufbewahrt, um mich zu schützen und eine Waffe zu behalten, die mich stets gegen alle Schritte absichern wird, die er in der Zukunft unternehmen könnte. Ich hinterlasse eine Photographie, die er vielleicht gern besäße; und ich verbleibe, lieber Mr. Sherlock Holmes, ganz die Ihre

IRENE NORTON  née  ADLER

»Welch eine Frau – oh, welch eine Frau!« rief der König von Böhmen, als wir alle dieses Schreiben gelesen hatten. »Habe ich Ihnen nicht gesagt, daß sie schnell und entschlossen ist? Hätte sie nicht eine prachtvolle Königin abgegeben? Ist es nicht ein Jammer, daß sie nicht vom gleichen  niveau  ist wie ich?«

»Nach allem, was ich von der Dame gesehen habe, scheint sie wirklich von einem ganz anderen  niveau zu sein als Ihre Majestät«, sagte Holmes kalt. »Ich bedaure sehr, daß ich nicht in der Lage gewesen bin, den Auftrag Ihrer Majestät zu einem erfolgreicheren Ende zu bringen.«

»Im Gegenteil, mein lieber Sir«, rief der König. 

»Ich könnte mir keinen größeren Erfolg denken. Ich weiß, daß sie ihr Wort nie brechen wird. Die Photographie ist nun so sicher, als ob sie im Feuer wäre.«

»Ich freue mich, zu hören, daß Majestät die Sache so sehen.«

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.046
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»Ich stehe tief in Ihrer Schuld. Bitte sagen Sie mir, wie ich es Ihnen vergelten kann. Dieser Ring ...« Er streifte einen gewundenen Smaragdring vom Finger, legte ihn auf seine Handfläche und hielt ihn empor. 

»Majestät haben etwas, das ich für noch wertvoller hielte«, sagte Holmes. 

»Sie brauchen es nur zu nennen.«

»Diese Photographie.«

Der König starrte ihn verblüfft an. 

»Irenes Photographie!« rief er. »Natürlich, wenn Sie es so haben wollen.«

»Ich danke Ihnen, Majestät. Dann gibt es in dieser Sache nichts mehr zu tun. Ich habe die Ehre, Ihnen einen besonders guten Morgen zu wünschen.« Er verneigte sich und wandte sich ab, ohne die Hand zu beachten, die ihm der König entgegenstreckte, und mit mir zusammen machte er sich auf den Weg zu seiner Wohnung. 

Und so hatte ein großer Skandal über das Königreich Böhmen zu kommen gedroht, und so ist Sherlock Holmes' beste Planung durch die Klugheit einer Frau vereitelt worden. Er pflegte sich einstmals über weibliche Schlauheit lustig zu machen, aber seither habe ich derlei nicht mehr bei ihm gehört. Und wenn er von Irene Adler spricht oder auf ihre Photographie verweist, dann immer unter dem ehrenden Titel  die Frau. 

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.047
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Die Liga der Rotschöpfe

An einem Tag im Herbst letzten Jahres besuchte ich meinen Freund Sherlock Holmes und fand ihn vertieft in ein Gespräch mit einem sehr stämmigen, älteren Gentleman mit blühender Gesichtsfarbe und feurig rotem Haar. Ich wollte mit einer Entschuldigung ob meines Eindringens sogleich wieder gehen, doch zerrte Holmes mich jäh in den Raum hinein und schloß die Tür hinter mir. 

»Sie hätten unmöglich zu einer besseren Zeit kommen können, mein lieber Watson«, sagte er herzlich. 

»Ich dachte, Sie seien beschäftigt.«

»Das bin ich auch. Sehr sogar.«

»Dann will ich gern im Nebenzimmer warten.«

»Das kommt nicht in Frage. Dieser Gentleman, Mr. 

Wilson, ist bei vielen meiner erfolgreichsten Fälle mein Partner und Helfer gewesen, und ich zweifle nicht daran, daß er mir auch in Ihrem Fall überaus nützlich sein wird.«

Der stämmige Gentleman erhob sich zur Hälfte aus seinem Sessel, nickte grüßend und warf mir aus seinen kleinen, von Fettkringeln umgebenen Augen einen schnellen, fragenden Blick zu. 

»Nehmen Sie das Sofa«, sagte Holmes; er ließ sich wieder in seinen Lehnsessel sinken und legte die Fin-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.048
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gerspitzen aneinander, wie gewöhnlich, wenn er in scharfem Denken begriffen war. »Ich weiß, mein lieber Watson, daß Sie meine Liebe für alles Bizarre teilen, das außerhalb der Konventionen und des Alltags-einerleis liegt. Ihr Gefallen daran haben Sie durch die Begeisterung gezeigt, mit der Sie viele meiner kleinen Abenteuer aufgezeichnet und, wenn Sie mir diese Bemerkung erlauben, gern auch ausgeschmückt haben.«

»Ihre Fälle haben wirklich immer mein größtes Interesse gefunden«, bemerkte ich. 

»Sie werden sich daran erinnern, daß ich vor einiger Zeit, kurz bevor wir uns mit dem sehr einfachen Problem beschäftigten, das uns Miss Mary Suther-land9 vorlegte, angemerkt habe, daß jemand, der merkwürdige Vorfälle und außergewöhnliche Zusammenfügungen haben will, sich dem Leben selbst zuwenden muß, das immer viel kühner ist als alle Hö-

henflüge der Phantasie.«

»Eine Behauptung, die anzuzweifeln ich mir erlaubt habe.«

»So ist es, Doktor, aber trotzdem müssen Sie sich zu meiner Ansicht bequemen; andernfalls werde ich Tatsachen über Tatsachen auf Sie häufen, bis Ihr Verstand darunter zusammenbricht und zugibt, daß ich recht habe. Nun hat heute morgen Mr. Jabez Wilson hier die Freundlichkeit besessen, mich aufzusuchen, und begonnen, mir eine Geschichte zu erzählen, die Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.049
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eine der ausgefallensten zu sein verspricht, die ich seit langem vernommen habe. Sie haben sicher meine Feststellung gehört, daß die seltsamsten und einzigartigen Dinge sehr oft nicht mit den großen, sondern mit den kleineren Verbrechen zusammenhängen oder gelegentlich sogar dort zu finden sind, wo man bezweifeln darf, daß ein eindeutiges Verbrechen überhaupt begangen worden ist. Soweit ich bis jetzt gehört habe, ist es mir unmöglich, zu sagen, ob im vorliegenden Fall ein Verbrechen vorliegt oder nicht, aber der Ablauf der Ereignisse gehört gewiß zu den seltsamsten Dingen, denen ich je gelauscht habe. Vielleicht hätten Sie die große Güte, Mr. Wilson, mit Ihrer Erzählung noch einmal von vorn zu beginnen. Ich bitte Sie darum nicht nur, weil mein Freund Dr. Watson den Beginn nicht gehört hat, sondern auch, weil die Eigentümlichkeit Ihrer Geschichte mich wünschen läßt, jede nur denkbare Einzelheit aus Ihrem Munde zu erfahren. In der Regel bin ich imstande, wenn ich erst einige einfache Hinweise auf den Ablauf der Dinge erhalten habe, mich selbst darin zurechtzufinden, und zwar mit Hilfe der tausende ähnlicher Fälle, deren ich mich entsinne. Im vorliegenden Fall muß ich jedoch zugeben, daß die Tatsachen, soweit ich dies glaube beurteilen zu können, einmalig sind.«

Mit einem Anflug von leisem Stolz wölbte der stattliche Klient seine Brust und zog eine schmutzige, Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.050

Die Liga der Rotschöpfe

Doyle-WA Bd. 5, 39

zerknüllte Zeitung aus der Innentasche seines Paletots. Während er die Spalte mit Annoncen überflog, mit vorgestrecktem Kopf und auf den Knien ausgebreiteter Zeitung, sah ich mir den Mann gründlich an und versuchte, nach der Art meines Gefährten das zu lesen, was seine Kleidung oder sein Äußeres an Hinweisen enthalten mochten. 

Ich gewann jedoch nicht viel durch meine Prüfung. 

Unser Besucher wies alle Kennzeichen eines durchschnittlichen, normalen britischen Geschäftsmannes auf: beleibt, wichtigtuerisch, behäbig. Er trug ziemlich ausgebeulte, grauweiß karierte Wollhosen, einen nicht übermäßig sauberen, vorn aufgeknöpften Gehrock, eine mausgraue Weste mit einer kurzen schweren Uhrkette aus Messing und einem viereckigen, durchbohrten Metallstück, das zur Zierde daran baumelte. Ein abgeschabter Zylinder und sein ausgebli-chen brauner Mantel mit runzligem Samtkragen lagen auf einem Stuhl neben ihm. So genau ich auch hinse-hen mochte, alles in allem war an diesem Mann nichts besonders bemerkenswert, abgesehen von seinem feu-erroten Schopf und dem auf seinen Zügen liegenden Ausdruck von großem Kummer und Unzufriedenheit. 

Sherlock Holmes' schnelles Auge nahm meine Beschäftigung wahr, und lächelnd schüttelte er den Kopf, als er meine fragenden Blicke bemerkte. 

»Neben den offensichtlichen Tatsachen, daß er zu ir-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.051
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gendeiner Zeit mit seinen Händen gearbeitet hat, daß er Tabak schnupft, daß er Freimaurer ist, daß er in China war und daß er in der letzten Zeit sehr viel geschrieben hat, kann ich nichts deduzieren.«

Mr. Jabez Wilson fuhr in seinem Sessel auf; sein Zeigefinger lag auf der Zeitung, seine Augen jedoch auf meinem Gefährten. 

»Wie um alles in der Welt können Sie das wissen, Mr. Holmes?« fragte er. »Woher wissen Sie zum Beispiel, daß ich mit den Händen gearbeitet habe? Es ist so wahr wie die Bibel, ich habe als Schiffszimmer-mann angefangen.«

»Ihre Hände, mein lieber Sir. Ihre rechte Hand ist um einiges größer als Ihre linke. Sie haben mit ihr gearbeitet, und die Muskeln sind besser entwickelt.«

»Gut, und der Schnupftabak, und die Freimaurerei?«

»Ich will Ihre Intelligenz nicht dadurch beleidigen, daß ich Ihnen erzähle, woran ich das ablesen kann, vor allem da Sie, wohl eher gegen die strikten Weisungen Ihres Ordens, eine Brosche mit Bogen und Zirkel tragen.«

»Ah, natürlich, das hatte ich vergessen. Aber die Schreibarbeit?«

»Was sonst könnte es bedeuten, daß Ihr rechter Är-melaufschlag bis fast fünf Zoll oberhalb des Handgelenks so glänzt und daß der linke Ärmel am Ellenbo-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.052
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gen da glatt ist, wo Sie den Arm auf den Tisch stützen?«

»Nun gut, aber China?«

»Ein Fisch, wie Sie ihn unmittelbar über dem rechten Handgelenk tätowiert tragen, kann nur in China verfertigt worden sein. Ich habe mich ein wenig mit Tätowierungen beschäftigt und sogar einen Beitrag zur Literatur über dieses Thema geleistet. Diese Art, die Fischschuppen zartrosa zu tönen, ist nur in China üblich. Wenn ich zusätzlich dazu eine chinesische Münze an Ihrer Uhrkette hängen sehe, wird die Sache noch einfacher.«

Mr. Jabez Wilson lachte betroffen. »Also, das hätte ich nicht für möglich gehalten!« sagte er. »Zuerst habe ich gemeint, Sie tun da etwas besonders Schlaues, aber jetzt sehe ich, daß gar nichts dabei ist.«

»Ich beginne zu fürchten, Watson«, sagte Holmes, 

»daß ich einen Fehler begehe, indem ich erkläre. 

 Omne ignotum pro magnifico,  10 Sie wissen ja, und meine bescheidene Reputation, wenn es sie denn gibt, wird Schiffbruch erleiden, wenn ich so aufrichtig bin. 

Können Sie die Anzeige nicht finden, Mr. Wilson?«

»Doch, hier habe ich sie endlich«, erwiderte er; sein dicker rötlicher Finger zeigte auf eine Stelle etwa in der Mitte der Spalte. »Da ist sie. Damit hat alles angefangen. Sie müssen das selbst lesen, Sir.«

Ich nahm die Zeitung aus seinen Händen und las Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.053
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das Folgende:

An die Liga der Rotschöpfe – In Zusammenhang mit dem Vermächtnis des verstorbenen Ezekiah Hopkins aus Lebanon, Penn, U.S.A., ist nun eine weitere Stelle zu besetzen, die ein Mitglied der Liga für rein symbolische Dienste zu einem Wochenlohn von vier Pfund berechtigt. Alle rotschöpfigen Männer, die körperlich und geistig gesund und älter als einundzwanzig Jahre sind, kommen hierfür in Frage. Bewerben Sie sich persönlich am Montag, um elf Uhr, bei Duncan Ross in den Geschäftsräumen der Liga, 7 Pope's Court, Fleet Street. 

»Was um alles in der Welt soll das bedeuten?« rief ich aus, nachdem ich diese außergewöhnliche Ankündigung zweimal durchgelesen hatte. 

Holmes kicherte und rutschte in seinem Sessel hin und her, wie er es gewöhnlich tat, wenn er bester Laune war. »Das ist ein wenig außerhalb des Üblichen, nicht wahr?« sagte er. »Und nun, Mr. Wilson, schießen Sie los und erzählen Sie uns alles über sich, Ihren Haushalt, und die Auswirkung, die diese Anzeige auf Ihr Leben hatte. Zuerst aber, Doktor, merken Sie sich Zeitung und Datum.«

»Es ist die  Morning Chronicle  vom 27. April Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.054
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1890. Nur knapp zwei Monate alt11.«

»Sehr gut. Nun, Mr. Wilson?«

»Also, es ist genau, wie ich es Ihnen erzählt habe, Mr. Sherlock Holmes«, sagte Jabez Wilson. Er wischte sich die Stirn. »Ich habe eine kleine Pfandleihe am Coburg Square, in der Nähe der City. Es ist nichts besonders Großes, und in den letzten Jahren hat es nicht mehr abgeworfen als eben meinen Lebensunterhalt. Früher konnte ich mir einmal zwei Assistenten leisten, jetzt nur noch einen; und auch ihn könnte ich nicht bezahlen, wenn er nicht bereit wäre, für den halben Lohn zu arbeiten, um das Geschäft zu erlernen.«

»Wie heißt dieser entgegenkommende junge Mann?« fragte Sherlock Holmes. 

»Sein Name ist Vincent Spaulding, und so jung ist er auch nicht mehr. Sein Alter ist schwer zu schätzen. 

Einen fähigeren Assistenten könnte ich mir nicht wünschen, Mr. Holmes, und ich weiß sehr wohl, daß er sich verbessern und mindestens das Doppelte von dem verdienen könnte, was ich ihm zahlen kann. Aber was tut's? Wenn er zufrieden ist, warum sollte ich ihm dann Rosinen in den Kopf setzen?«

»Das ist richtig, warum auch? Sie scheinen sehr viel Glück zu haben mit einem Angestellten, der unter dem Marktpreis arbeitet. Das ist in dieser Zeit nicht eben eine verbreitete Erfahrung unter Arbeitgebern. 
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Ich bin nicht sicher, ob Ihr Assistent nicht ebenso bemerkenswert ist wie Ihre Anzeige.«

»Oh, er hat auch seine Fehler«, sagte Mr. Wilson. 

»Noch nie hat es einen derartigen Liebhaber der Photographie gegeben. Er knipst mit seiner Kamera herum, statt wichtigere Dinge zu lernen, und dann taucht er in den Keller wie ein Kaninchen ins Loch, um seine Bilder zu entwickeln. Das ist sein Hauptfeh-ler; aber insgesamt arbeitet er gut. Er hat keine Laster.«

»Ich nehme an, er ist noch immer bei Ihnen?«

»Ja, Sir. Er und ein vierzehnjähriges Mädchen, das ein wenig kocht und saubermacht – das ist alles, was ich im Hause habe, ich bin nämlich Witwer, und Familie habe ich nie gehabt. Wir leben sehr ruhig, wir drei; wir haben ein Dach über dem Kopf und zahlen unsere Schulden, wenn wir auch sonst nicht viel tun. 

Was uns zuallererst verblüfft hat, war diese Anzeige. Spaulding ist heute vor genau acht Wochen mit dieser Zeitung hier in der Hand in den Laden gekommen und sagt: ›Bei Gott, ich wünschte, ich wäre ein Rotschopf, Mr. Wilson.‹

›Warum?‹ frage ich. 

›Warum?‹ sagt er. ›Hier, da ist schon wieder eine Stelle bei der Liga der Rotschöpfigen Männer frei. 

Wer die Stelle bekommt, kann ein nettes Vermögen dabei machen, und soviel ich weiß gibt es mehr freie Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.056
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Stellen als Männer, deshalb wissen die Treuhänder nicht mehr, wohin mit dem Geld. Wenn sich mein Haar nur verfärben wollte, da ist ein schönes gemachtes Bett, in das ich mich gern legen würde.‹

›Was ist denn nun damit?‹ frage ich. Wissen Sie, Mr. Holmes, ich bin ein sehr häuslicher Mann, und weil mein Geschäft zu mir kommt, statt daß ich zu ihm gehen muß, habe ich oft wochenlang den Fuß nicht aus dem Haus gesetzt. Deswegen weiß ich nicht viel über das, was draußen passiert, und bin immer froh über ein paar Neuigkeiten. 

›Haben Sie denn noch nie von der Liga der Rothaa-rigen Männer gehört?‹ fragt er mich mit aufgerissenen Augen. 

›Nie.‹

›Also, das verblüfft mich, Sie kommen doch selbst für eine der freien Stellen in Frage.‹

›Und was sind die wert?‹ frage ich. 

›Oh, nur ein paar hundert im Jahr, aber die Arbeit ist leicht und braucht einen nicht bei dem zu stören, was man sonst zu tun hat.‹

Sie können sich wohl denken, daß ich die Ohren gespitzt habe, weil mein Geschäft seit einigen Jahren nicht besonders gut war und ein paar hundert extra hätte ich sehr gut gebrauchen können. 

›Erzählen Sie mir alles, was Sie wissen‹, sage ich. 

›Hier‹, sagt er und zeigt mir die Anzeige, ›da kön-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.057
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nen Sie selbst sehen, daß die Liga eine Stelle frei hat, und da ist die Adresse, wo Sie nach Einzelheiten fragen sollten. Soweit ich das feststellen kann, ist die Liga von einem amerikanischen Millionär, Ezekiah Hopkins, gegründet worden, der reichlich seltsame Gewohnheiten hatte. Er war selbst rothaarig und hatte große Sympathie für alle Rotschöpfe; als er gestorben ist, hat man herausgefunden, daß er sein ganzes riesiges Vermögen Treuhändern hinterlassen hat mit der Anweisung, die Zinsen zu verwenden, um Männern mit dieser Haarfarbe gute und gemütliche Posten zu verschaffen. Nach allem, was ich gehört habe, ist die Bezahlung sehr gut, und man braucht nicht viel zu tun.‹

›Aber‹, sage ich, ›es gibt doch bestimmt Millionen von Rotschöpfen, die sich da bewerben.‹

›Nicht so viele, wie man glauben könnte‹, sagt er. 

›Sehen Sie, das Angebot gilt nur für Londoner, und für Erwachsene. Dieser Amerikaner war aus London aufgebrochen, als er jung war, und er wollte dem lieben alten Ort etwas Gutes tun. Außerdem habe ich ge-hört, man braucht sich nicht erst zu bewerben, wenn man hellrotes oder dunkelrotes und sonst ein anderes Haar als wirklich leuchtendes, flammendes, feuerrotes hat. Also, wenn Sie sich da bewerben würden, Mr. 

Wilson, dann hätten Sie die Stelle, aber vielleicht ist es für Sie die Mühe nicht wert, für ein paar hundert Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.058
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Pfund Ihre gewohnte Umgebung zu verlassen.‹

Nun ist es, wie Sie selbst sehen können, Gentleman, eine Tatsache, daß mein Haar eine sehr volle, kräftige Farbe hat, deshalb dachte ich, daß ich eine genauso gute Chance wie jeder, den ich je getroffen habe, hätte, wenn es in der Sache einen Wettbewerb geben sollte. Vincent Spaulding schien so viel dar-

über zu wissen, daß ich mir gedacht habe, er könnte von Nutzen sein, und deshalb habe ihm sofort befohlen, für den Tag die Fensterläden anzubringen und gleich mit mir zu kommen. Er war sehr für einen freien Tag zu haben, also haben wir den Laden geschlossen und uns auf den Weg zu der Anschrift gemacht, die in der Anzeige stand. 

Ich hoffe, nie wieder solch einen Anblick zu sehen, Mr. Holmes. Von Norden, Süden, Osten und Westen waren alle Männer mit einem Anflug von Rot im Haar in die City gekommen, um sich auf die Anzeige zu bewerben. Die Fleet Street war von Rotschöpfen verstopft, und Pope's Court sah aus wie der Verkaufswa-gen eines Orangenhändlers. Ich hätte nie geglaubt, daß es im ganzen Land so viele Rotschöpfe gibt, wie da wegen dieser einen Anzeige zusammengebracht worden waren. Sie hatten alle möglichen Farbtöne –

Stroh, Zitrone, Orange, Ziegel, irischer Hühnerhund, Leber, Tonerde; aber wie Spaulding gesagt hatte, gab es nicht viele, die die richtige, lebendige, flammendro-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.059
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te Farbe hatten. Als ich gesehen habe, wie viele da warteten, hätte ich am liebsten die Hoffnung aufgegeben, aber Spaulding wollte nichts davon wissen. Ich habe keine Ahnung, wie er es geschafft hat, aber er hat gezogen und gestoßen und gerempelt, bis er mich durch die Menge gebracht hatte, und dann gleich die Treppe hinauf, die zu dem Büro führt. Auf der Treppe war ein doppelter Strom – einige gingen hoffnungsvoll hinauf, andere kamen niedergeschlagen herunter, aber wir haben uns durchgedrängt so gut es ging, und bald waren wir im Büro.«

»Ihre Erlebnisse sind ausgesprochen unterhaltsam«, bemerkte Holmes, als sein Klient eine Pause machte und sein Gedächtnis mittels einer großen Prise Schnupftabaks auffrischte. »Bitte, fahren Sie fort mit Ihrem sehr interessanten Bericht.«

»In dem Büro war nichts außer ein paar Holzstühlen und einem Verkaufstisch, hinter dem ein kleiner Mann saß, mit einem Schopf, der noch röter war als meiner. Er hat mit jedem Kandidaten, der an die Reihe kam, ein paar Worte gewechselt, und dann hat er immer irgendeinen Fehler an ihnen gefunden, der sie ausschloß. So einfach schien es dann doch nicht zu sein, an die freie Stelle zu kommen. Als wir an die Reihe gekommen sind, war der kleine Mann mir gegenüber aber wohlwollender als zu irgendeinem der anderen, und als wir eingetreten waren, hat er die Tür Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.060

Die Liga der Rotschöpfe

Doyle-WA Bd. 5, 46

geschlossen, um ungestört mit uns reden zu können. 

›Das ist Mr. Jabez Wilson‹, sagt mein Assistent, 

›und er ist bereit, eine freie Stelle in der Liga aufzufüllen.‹

›Und er ist bestens dazu geeignet‹, antwortet der andere. ›Er erfüllt alle Voraussetzungen. Ich kann mich nicht erinnern, jemals etwas so Schönes gesehen zu haben.‹ Er geht einen Schritt zurück, legt seinen Kopf auf die Seite und starrt mein Haar an, bis ich ganz verlegen werde. Dann ist er plötzlich vorwärts gesprungen, hat mir die Hand geschüttelt und mir sehr freundlich zu dem Erfolg gratuliert. 

›Es wäre ungerecht, zu zögern‹, sagt er. ›Trotzdem werden Sie mir sicher verzeihen, daß ich eine verständliche Vorsichtsmaßnahme treffe.‹ Damit packt er mich mit beiden Händen am Haar und zieht, bis ich vor Schmerzen schreie. ›Sie haben Wasser in den Augen‹, sagt er, als er mich losläßt. ›Ich sehe, alles ist, wie es sein sollte. Aber wir müssen uns vorsehen, wir sind nämlich schon zweimal mit Perücken und einmal mit Farbe getäuscht worden. Ich könnte Ihnen Geschichten von Schusterpapp erzählen, die Sie mit Abscheu vor der menschlichen Natur erfüllen würden.‹ Dann ist er zum Fenster gegangen und hat, so laut er konnte, hinausgeschrien, daß die freie Stelle besetzt ist. Von unten kam ein Stöhnen der Enttäuschung, und die ganzen Leute haben sich in alle Him-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.061
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melsrichtungen davongemacht, bis außer meinem und dem des Geschäftsführers kein roter Schopf mehr zu sehen war. 

›Ich bin Mr. Duncan Ross‹, sagt er, ›und ich selbst bin einer derjenigen, die aus dem Fonds, den unser edler Wohltäter hinterlassen hat, ein Gehalt beziehen. 

Sind Sie verheiratet, Mr. Wilson? Haben Sie Familie?‹

Ich antworte ihm, daß ich keine habe. 

Sein Gesicht wird sogleich düster. 

›Liebe Güte!‹ sagt er ernst, ›das ist schlimm! Ich bin sehr traurig, das zu hören. Der Fonds war natürlich gedacht für die Fortsetzung und Verbreitung von Rotschöpfen und ihren Unterhalt. Es ist sehr traurig, daß Sie Junggeselle sind.‹

Ich habe natürlich ein langes Gesicht gemacht, Mr. 

Holmes, weil ich dachte, ich würde die freie Stelle am Ende doch nicht bekommen; aber nachdem er es sich ein paar Minuten überlegt hatte, sagte er, es ginge in Ordnung. 

›Bei einem anderen‹, sagt er, ›wäre das ein entscheidendes Hindernis, aber bei einem Mann mit einem Schopf, wie Sie ihn haben, muß man schon einmal fünf gerade sein lassen. Wann werden Sie sich Ihren neuen Pflichten widmen können?‹

›Nun, das ist ein bißchen schwierig, weil ich nämlich schon ein Geschäft habe‹, sage ich. 
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›Oh, machen Sie sich deswegen keine Sorgen‹, Mr. 

Wilsons, sagt Vincent Spaulding. ›Darum werde ich mich schon für Sie kümmern.‹

›Wie sehen meine Dienstzeiten aus?‹ frage ich. 

›Zehn bis zwei.‹

Nun macht ein Pfandleiher seine Geschäfte meistens am Abend, Mr. Holmes, vor allem donnerstags und freitags, vor dem Zahltag; es würde mir also gut zupaß kommen, an den Vormittagen ein wenig zu verdienen. Außerdem wußte ich, daß mein Assistent ein guter Mann ist und sich um alles kümmert, das anfallen kann. 

›Das ist mir sehr recht‹, sage ich. ›Und die Bezahlung?‹

›Vier Pfund pro Woche.‹

›Und die Arbeit?‹

›Ist rein symbolisch.‹

›Was nennen Sie rein symbolisch?‹

›Nun, Sie müssen die ganze Zeit im Büro oder wenigstens im Gebäude zubringen. Wenn Sie es verlassen, geben Sie Ihre gesamte Stellung für immer auf. 

Das Testament ist in dieser Beziehung sehr klar. Sie erfüllen die Bedingungen nicht, wenn Sie sich in dieser Zeit aus dem Büro rühren.‹

›Es sind ja nur vier Stunden am Tag, und ich denke nicht daran, in dieser Zeit zu gehen‹, sage ich. 

›Alle Entschuldigungen wären zwecklos‹, sagt Mr. 
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Duncan Ross, ›weder Krankheit noch Geschäft noch sonst etwas. Sie müssen dableiben, oder Sie verlieren Ihre Stellung.‹

›Und die Arbeit?‹

›Besteht daraus, aus der  Encyclopedia Britannica abzuschreiben. In dem Schrank da liegt der erste Band. Tinte, Federn und Löschpapier müssen Sie sich selbst beschaffen, aber wir stellen diesen Tisch und diesen Stuhl zur Verfügung. Können Sie morgen anfangen?‹

›Natürlich‹, sage ich. 

›Dann good-bye, Mr. Jabez Wilson, und erlauben Sie, daß ich Sie nochmals zu der wichtigen Stellung beglückwünsche, die Sie so glücklich errungen haben.‹ Er hat mich höflich aus dem Raum geleitet, und ich bin zusammen mit meinem Assistenten heimgegangen; ich wußte kaum, was ich sagen oder tun sollte, so zufrieden war ich mit meinem glücklichen Los. 

Dann habe ich den ganzen Tag lang über die Sache nachgedacht, und abends war ich wieder in bedrückter Stimmung, denn ich hatte mir selbst eingeredet, daß die ganze Angelegenheit ein großer Scherz oder Schwindel sein mußte, obwohl ich mir nicht denken konnte, was man damit bezwecken mochte. Es erschien mir gänzlich unglaublich, daß jemand solch ein Testament machen oder solch eine Summe für eine Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.064
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so einfache Arbeit, wie die  Encyclopedia Britannica abschreiben, bezahlen sollte. Vincent Spaulding hat getan, was er konnte, um mich aufzuheitern, aber als es Zeit war, ins Bett zu gehen, hatte ich mir die ganze Sache, aus dem Kopf geschlagen. Am Morgen war ich jedoch entschlossen, mir jedenfalls alles anzusehen, also habe ich für einen Penny eine kleine Flasche Tinte gekauft und mich mit einem Federkiel und sieben Blatt Kanzleipapier nach Pope's Court auf den Weg gemacht. 

Zu meiner Überraschung und Freude war aber alles so, wie es nicht besser sein konnte. Der Tisch stand für mich bereit, und Mr. Duncan Ross war anwesend, um dafür zu sorgen, daß ich gut in die Arbeit hineinkam. Er hat mich mit dem Buchstaben A anfangen lassen, und dann ist er gegangen, aber er wollte von Zeit zu Zeit hineinschauen, um sicher zu sein, daß mit mir alles in Ordnung war. Um zwei Uhr hat er mir einen guten Tag gewünscht, mir Komplimente wegen der Menge gemacht, die ich geschrieben hatte, und dann hinter mir die Bürotür abgeschlossen. 

So ging es Tag für Tag, Mr. Holmes, und am Samstag kam der Geschäftsführer und hat mir für meine Wochenarbeit vier goldene Sovereigns auf den Tisch gelegt. Genau so war es in der nächsten Woche und auch in der Woche danach. Jeden Morgen war ich um zehn Uhr da, und jeden Nachmittag bin ich um Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.065
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zwei Uhr gegangen. Nach und nach gewöhnte sich Mr. Duncan Ross daran, nur noch einmal am Vormittag hereinzukommen, und nach einiger Zeit kam er überhaupt nicht mehr. Natürlich habe ich trotzdem nie gewagt, den Raum auch nur für einen Augenblick zu verlassen, weil ich nicht sicher war, ob er nicht doch kommen würde, und die Stellung war so schön und paßte mir so gut, daß ich es nicht riskieren wollte, sie zu verlieren. 

So vergingen acht Wochen, und ich hatte über Äbte und Arkaden und Armenrecht und Architektur und At-tika geschrieben, und ich hoffte zuversichtlich, daß ich bald zu den Bs kommen würde. Das hatte mich einiges an Büttenpapier gekostet, und mit meinem Ge-schreibe hatte ich ein Regalbord fast gefüllt. Und dann war plötzlich alles zu Ende.«

»Zu Ende?«

»Ja, Sir. Und zwar genau heute früh. Ich bin wie üblich um zehn Uhr zu meiner Arbeit gegangen, aber die Tür war zu und verschlossen, und ein kleines viereckiges Pappschild war auf die Tür genagelt. Hier ist es, und Sie können es selbst lesen.«

Er hielt ein Stück weißer Pappe hoch, etwa so groß wie ein Blatt Notizpapier. Es lautete wie folgt: DIE LIGA DER ROTSCHÖPFE IST AUFGELÖST

9. OKTOBER 1890

Sherlock Holmes und ich betrachteten diese knappe Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.066
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Mitteilung und das traurige Gesicht dahinter, bis die komische Seite der Angelegenheit jede sonstige Erwä-

gung restlos beiseite schob und wir beide in brüllendes Gelächter ausbrachen. 

»Ich wüßte nicht, daß da irgend etwas komisch ist«, rief unser Klient; er errötete bis an die Wurzel seines flammenden Schopfes. »Wenn Sie nichts Besseres tun können als mich auslachen, kann ich genau-sogut anderswo hingehen.«

»Nein, nein«, rief Holmes und schob ihn zurück in den Sessel, aus dem er sich zur Hälfte erhoben hatte. 

»Ich möchte Ihren Fall um nichts in der Welt missen. 

Er ist überaus erfrischend ungewöhnlich. Aber, wenn Sie mir das zu sagen erlauben, es ist daran etwas, das ein klein wenig lustig ist. Bitte, welche Schritte haben Sie unternommen, als Sie die Mitteilung an der Tür gefunden hatten?«

»Ich war fassungslos, Sir. Ich wußte nicht, was ich tun sollte. Schließlich bin ich zum Hausbesitzer gegangen, einem Revisor, der im Erdgeschoß wohnt, und habe ihn gefragt, ob er mir vielleicht sagen könn-te, was aus der Liga der Rotschöpfe geworden ist. Er sagte, er hätte nie von einer solchen Körperschaft ge-hört. Dann habe ich ihn gefragt, wer Mr. Duncan Ross ist. Er hat geantwortet, der Name sei ihm neu. 

›Na‹, sage ich, ›der Gentleman in Nummer 4.‹

›Was, der Rotschopf?‹
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›Ja.‹

›Oh‹, sagt er, ›sein Name war William Morris. Er ist Anwalt und hat meine Räumlichkeiten vorübergehend benutzt, bis seine neue Kanzlei fertig ist. Er ist gestern ausgezogen.‹

›Wo könnte ich ihn finden?‹

›Na, in seinem neuen Büro. Er hat mir die Anschrift genannt. Ja, 17 King Edward Street, nahe St. 

Paul's.‹

Ich bin sofort aufgebrochen, Mr. Holmes, aber als ich zu dieser Adresse kam, war es eine Manufaktur für künstliche Kniescheiben, und niemand dort hatte je weder von Mr. William Morris noch von Mr. Duncan Ross gehört.«

»Und was haben Sie dann getan?« fragte Holmes. 

»Ich bin heimgegangen, zum Saxe-Coburg Square, und habe den Rat meines Assistenten eingeholt. Aber er konnte mir in keiner Weise helfen. Er konnte nur sagen, ich würde postalisch etwas hören, wenn ich nur Geduld hätte. Aber das war mir nicht genug, Mr. 

Holmes. Ich wollte eine so gute Stellung nicht kampflos aufgeben, und deshalb bin ich sofort zu Ihnen gekommen, weil ich gehört habe, daß Sie so gut sind, armen Leuten, die sie brauchen, Ratschläge zu geben.«

»Das war ein sehr kluger Entschluß von Ihnen«, sagte Holmes. »Ihr Fall ist über alle Maßen bemer-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.068
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kenswert, und es ist mir ein Vergnügen, mich damit zu befassen. Nach dem, was Sie mir erzählt haben, halte ich es für möglich, daß ernstere Dinge daran hängen, als man auf den ersten Blick denken könnte.«

»Ziemlich ernst«, sagte Jabez Wilson. »Ich habe nämlich vier Pfund die Woche verloren.«

»Soweit Sie persönlich betroffen sind«, meinte Holmes, »sehe ich für Sie keinen Grund, sich über diese außergewöhnliche Liga zu beklagen. Im Gegenteil – wenn ich Sie richtig verstanden habe, sind Sie um etwa dreißig Pfund reicher geworden, ganz zu schweigen von den eingehenden Kenntnissen, die Ihnen über alle mit A beginnenden Themen zuteil geworden sind. Sie haben durch die Liga keinen Verlust erlitten.«

»Nein, Sir. Aber ich möchte herausbekommen, wer sie sind und welches Ziel sie hatten, als sie mir diesen Streich gespielt haben – wenn es ein Streich war. Für sie war es ein ziemlich teurer Spaß, er hat sie nämlich zweiunddreißig Pfund gekostet.«

»Wir werden versuchen, diese Fragen für Sie zu klären. Zunächst eine oder zwei Fragen dazu. Ihr Assistent, der Sie überhaupt erst auf die Anzeige aufmerksam gemacht hat – wie lange war er da bei Ihnen gewesen?«

»Damals ungefähr einen Monat.«

»Wie ist er zu Ihnen gekommen?«
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»Auf eine Annonce hin.«

»War er der einzige Bewerber?«

»Nein, ich hatte ein Dutzend.«

»Warum haben Sie ihn genommen?«

»Weil er sehr geschickt war, und außerdem billig.«

»Er wollte nur den halben Lohn, nicht wahr?«

»Ja.«

»Erzählen Sie mir etwas über diesen Vincent Spaulding.«

»Er ist klein, stämmig, in allem sehr schnell, hat kein Haar im Gesicht, obwohl er nicht viel unter drei-

ßig sein kann. Er hat ein weißes Säuremal auf der Stirn.«

Mit beträchtlicher Erregung richtete sich Holmes in seinem Sessel auf. 

»Das hatte ich fast erwartet«, sagte er. »Ist Ihnen schon einmal aufgefallen, ob seine Ohren wie für Ohrringe durchbohrt sind?«

»Ja, Sir. Er hat mir erzählt, daß ein Zigeuner das gemacht hat, als er noch ein Junge war.«

»Hmmm«, machte Holmes; gedankenschwer ließ er sich wieder in den Sessel sinken. »Er ist noch immer bei Ihnen?«

»O ja, Sir; ich habe ihn eben erst verlassen.«

»Und hat er sich während Ihrer Abwesenheit um Ihr Geschäft gekümmert?«

»Kein Grund zur Klage, Sir. Vormittags ist da aber Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.070
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nie sehr viel zu tun.«

»Das hilft mir schon weiter, Mr. Wilson. Es wird mir ein Vergnügen sein, Ihnen innerhalb von einem Tag oder zweien ein Gutachten zu diesem Problem geben zu können. Heute ist Samstag, und ich hoffe, daß wir bis Montag zu einem Schluß gelangt sind.«

»Nun, Watson«, sagte Holmes, als unser Besucher uns verlassen hatte, »was halten Sie von der Sache?«

»Ich kann nichts damit anfangen«, antwortete ich freimütig. »Das ist eine ganz mysteriöse Geschichte.«

»In der Regel«, sagte Holmes, »stellt sich eine Sache, je bizarrer sie zu sein scheint, als desto weniger rätselhaft heraus. Es sind die gewöhnlichen Verbrechen ohne auffällige Züge, die am schwierigsten zu lösen sind, genau so, wie ein gewöhnliches Gesicht am schwierigsten zu identifizieren ist. Aber diese Sache muß ich unverzüglich in Angriff nehmen.«

»Was wollen Sie denn machen?« fragte ich. 

»Rauchen«, erwiderte er. »Dies ist durchaus ein Drei-Pfeifen-Problem, und ich bitte Sie, die nächsten fünfzig Minuten nicht mit mir zu sprechen.« Er rollte sich in seinem Sessel zusammen, zog die dürren Knie bis zur Falkennase empor und blieb so sitzen, mit geschlossenen Augen, und die schwarze Tonpfeife ragte wie der Schnabel eines seltsamen Vogels hervor. Ich war zu dem Schluß gekommen, daß er eingeschlafen sein mußte, und begann eben selbst einzunicken, als Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.071
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er jäh aus seinem Sessel aufsprang, mit der Miene eines Mannes, der einen Entschluß gefaßt hat; er legte seine Pfeife auf den Kaminsims. 

»Sarasate spielt heute nachmittag12 in der St. 

James' Hall«, bemerkte er. »Was meinen Sie, Watson? Können Ihre Patienten Sie ein paar Stunden entbehren?«

»Ich habe heute nichts zu tun. Meine Praxis nimmt mich nie sehr in Anspruch.«

»Dann setzen Sie Ihren Hut auf und kommen Sie. 

Ich will zuerst durch die City gehen, und unterwegs können wir einen Lunch zu uns nehmen. Wie ich sehe, besteht das Programm zum größten Teil aus deutscher Musik, die meinem Geschmack eher entspricht als italienische oder französische. Sie ist grüblerisch, und ich möchte grübeln. Kommen Sie!«

Wir fuhren mit der Untergrundbahn bis Aldersgate, und ein kurzer Fußmarsch brachte uns zum Saxe-Coburg Square, dem Schauplatz der einzigartigen Geschichte, der wir morgens gelauscht hatten. Es war ein dumpfer, enger, schäbigfeiner Ort; vier Reihen trüber, zweistöckiger Ziegelhäuser blickten auf eine kleine, von Geländern umgebene Fläche, auf der ein von Un-kraut durchsetzter Rasen und einige Grüppchen welker Lorbeerbäume schwer gegen eine rauchüberladene und unfreundliche Atmosphäre anzukämpfen hatten. 

Drei vergoldete Kugeln und ein braunes Schild an Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.072
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einem Eckhaus, auf dem in weißen Buchstaben Jabez Wilson stand, zeigten uns, wo unser rothaariger Klient seine Geschäfte machte. Sherlock Holmes blieb vor dem Haus stehen, legte den Kopf schief und sah sich alles gründlich an; zwischen halbgeschlossenen Lidern leuchteten seine Augen hell. Danach ging er langsam die Straße hinauf und dann wieder hinab bis zur Ecke und musterte weiter die Häuser. Schließlich kam er zum Haus des Pfandleihers zurück, und nachdem er mit seinem Stock zwei- oder dreimal heftig auf das Pflaster geschlagen hatte, ging er zur Tür und klopfte. Sogleich wurde sie von einem aufgeweckt dreinblickenden, glattrasierten jungen Mann geöffnet, der ihn aufforderte, einzutreten. 

»Danke sehr«, sagte Holmes, »aber ich wollte Sie nur fragen, wie man von hier aus nach The Strand kommt.«

»Dritte rechts, vierte links«, antwortete der Assistent prompt und schloß die Tür wieder. 

»Das ist ein gerissener Bursche«, bemerkte Holmes, als wir uns von dem Haus entfernten. »Meiner Meinung nach ist er der viertschlaueste Mann in London, und was Verwegenheit angeht, bin ich nicht sicher, ob er nicht Anspruch auf Platz Drei erheben kann. 

Ich habe von ihm schon einiges gehört.«

»Offenbar spielt Mr. Wilsons Assistent eine nicht unbeträchtliche Rolle in diesem Rätsel der Liga der Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.073
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Rotschöpfe«, sagte ich. »Ich schätze, Sie haben nur deshalb nach dem Weg gefragt, um ihn zu sehen.«

»Nicht ihn.«

»Was denn?«

»Die Knie seiner Hosen.«

»Und was haben Sie gesehen?«

»Was ich erwartet hatte.«

»Warum haben Sie auf das Pflaster geschlagen?«

»Mein lieber Doktor, dies ist nicht die Zeit für Gespräche, sondern für Beobachtungen. Wir sind Spione im Land des Feindes. Wir wissen einiges über den Saxe-Coburg Square. Erforschen wir jetzt die Pfade, die dahinter liegen.«

Als wir am Ende des abgeschiedenen Saxe-Coburg Square um die Ecke bogen, befanden wir uns in einer Straße, die sich von dem Platz so sehr unterschied wie die Vorderseite eines Bildes von der Rückseite. Es war eine der Hauptschlagadern des Verkehrs von der City nach Norden und Westen. Die Fahrbahn war von den ungeheuren, gegenläufigen Gezeitenströmen des in die Stadt und aus ihr heraus fließenden Verkehrs überfüllt, und die Gehsteige waren schwarz von den wimmelnden Schwärmen der Fußgänger. Als wir die Reihen vornehmer Läden und stattlicher Geschäftshäuser betrachteten, konnten wir uns kaum vorstellen, daß auf ihrer Rückseite wirklich der welke, in der Zeit stehengebliebene Platz liegen sollte, den wir eben erst Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.074
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verlassen hatten. 

»Nun wollen wir mal sehen«, sagte Holmes; er stand an der Straßenecke und blickte die Häuserfront entlang. »Ich möchte mir die Reihenfolge der Häuser hier genau einprägen. Es ist eines meiner Steckenpferde, London genau zu kennen. Mortimer, der Tabak-händler, der kleine Zeitungsladen, die Coburg-Filiale der City and Suburban Bank, das Vegetarische Restaurant, und das Lagerhaus von McFarlane, dem Wagenbauer. Da beginnt dann der nächste Block. 

Und nun, Doktor, haben wir unsere Arbeit getan, also ist es an der Zeit für ein wenig Spiel. Ein Sandwich und eine Tasse Kaffee, und dann auf ins Land der Geigen, wo alles Süße und Feinheit und Harmonie ist und keine rotschöpfigen Klienten uns mit Scherzfra-gen schikanieren.«

Mein Freund war ein begeisterter Musiker und selbst nicht nur ein sehr guter Geiger, sondern auch ein Komponist mit ansehnlichen Leistungen. Er brachte den ganzen Nachmittag in der Parkettloge zu, angetan mit der vollkommensten Heiterkeit; seine langen, schmalen Finger bewegten sich sanft im Takt der Musik, während sein milde lächelndes Gesicht und seine verträumt schmachtenden Augen denen von Holmes dem Spürhund, Holmes dem unerbittlichen, scharfsinnigen, zupackenden Kriminalisten so unähnlich waren, wie man es sich unähnlicher nicht vorstel-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.075
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len kann. Die zwei Wesen seines einzigartigen Charakters setzten sich abwechselnd durch, und seine äu-

ßerste Genauigkeit und Schlauheit stellten, wie ich oft bei mir überlegte, eine Reaktion auf die poetische und beschauliche Stimmung dar, die sich seiner gelegentlich bemächtigte. Der Pendelschlag seines Wesens trug ihn von äußerster Mattheit zu verzehrender Energie, und wie ich wohl wußte, war er nie furchtbarer, als wenn er tagelang in seinem Lehnsessel die Zeit zwischen Improvisationen auf der Geige und seinen alten Fraktur-Editionen vertändelt hatte. Dann mochte jählings das Jagdfieber ihn packen, und sein glänzendes Denkvermögen schwang sich zu den Höhen der Intuition auf, bis jene, die mit seinen Methoden nicht vertraut waren, ihn scheel ansahen, als einen Mann, dessen Kenntnisse nicht die anderer Sterblicher waren. Als ich ihn an diesem Nachmittag in der St. 

James' Hall so völlig in Musik eingehüllt sah, fühlte ich, daß eine schlimme Zeit über jene zu kommen sich anschickte, die zur Strecke zu bringen er sich vorgenommen hatte. 

»Sie wollen sicher nach Hause gehen, Doktor«, meinte er, als wir das Konzert verließen. 

»Ja, das sollte ich wohl besser tun.«

»Und ich habe Arbeit, die zu erledigen einige Stunden in Anspruch nehmen wird. Diese Geschichte am Coburg Square ist sehr ernst.«
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»Inwiefern ernst?«

»Da ist ein großes Verbrechen in Vorbereitung. Ich habe gute Gründe für die Annahme, daß wir es noch rechtzeitig verhindern können. Aber daß heute Samstag ist, macht die Sache noch ein wenig verwickelter. 

Ich werde heute nacht Ihre Hilfe brauchen.«

»Zu welcher Zeit?«

»Zehn ist früh genug.«

»Ich werde um zehn in der Baker Street sein.«

»Sehr gut. Ach, übrigens, Doktor, es könnte ein wenig gefährlich werden, also seien Sie so gut und stecken Sie Ihren Armeerevolver ein.« Er winkte mir zu, wandte sich auf dem Absatz um und war im Nu in der Menge verschwunden. 

Ich nehme an, daß ich nicht beschränkter bin als meine Mitmenschen, aber bei meinem Umgang mit Sherlock Holmes deprimierte mich doch immer das Gefühl meiner eigenen Dummheit. Da hatte ich nun gehört, was er gehört hatte, gesehen, was er gesehen hatte, und doch war aus seinen Worten ersichtlich, daß er nicht nur deutlich sah, was geschehen war, sondern auch, was erst geschehen sollte, während mir die ganze Angelegenheit immer noch verworren und grotesk erschien. Auf der Heimfahrt zu meinem Haus in Kensington überdachte ich alles, von der außerordentlichen Geschichte des rotschöpfigen Kopisten der Encyclopedia  bis hin zum Besuch am Saxe-Coburg Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.077
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Square und den ominösen Worten, mit denen sich Holmes von mir verabschiedet hatte. Was war mit dieser nächtlichen Expedition, und warum sollte ich bewaffnet sein? Wohin wollten wir gehen, um dort was zu tun? Ich hatte von Holmes den Hinweis erhalten, daß dieser glattgesichtige Assistent des Pfandleihers ein Mann sei, den man fürchten müsse – ein Mann, der ein dunkles Spiel spielen mochte. Ich zerbrach mir den Kopf, um es auszutüfteln, gab dann aber verzweifelt auf und ließ die Sache auf sich beruhen, in der Hoffnung darauf, daß die Nacht eine Er-klärung bringen würde. 

Es war Viertel nach neun, als ich von zu Hause aufbrach und mich auf den Weg durch den Park und über die Oxford Street zur Baker Street machte. Zwei zweisitzige Droschken standen vor der Tür, und als ich den Korridor betrat, hörte ich von oben Stimmen. 

Ich betrat seinen Raum und fand Holmes in angeregtem Gespräch mit zwei Männern vor, deren einen ich als den Polizeibeamten Peter Jones erkannte; der andere war ein langer, dürrer Mann mit traurigem Gesicht, glänzendem Hut und bedrückend respektablem Gehrock. 

»Ha! Die Gesellschaft ist versammelt«, sagte Holmes; er knöpfte seine Seemannsjacke zu und nahm die schwere Jagdpeitsche aus dem Ständer. »Watson, ich glaube, Sie kennen Mr. Jones von Scotland Yard? Ich Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.078
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möchte Sie Mr. Merryweather vorstellen, der heute nacht bei unserem Abenteuer mit von der Partie sein wird.«

»Wir jagen wieder als Gespann, Doktor, wie Sie sehen«, sagte Jones in seiner wichtigtuerischen Art. 

»Unser Freund hier ist bestens geeignet, zur Jagd zu blasen. Er braucht nur einen gerissenen alten Hund, um die Hatz zu Ende zu bringen.«

»Ich hoffe, wir bringen nicht nur ein Hirngespinst zur Strecke«, bemerkte Mr. Merryweather düster. 

»Sie können einiges Vertrauen auf Mr. Holmes setzen, Sir«, sagte der Polizeibeamte hochmütig. »Er hängt zwar an seinen eigenen netten Methoden, die –

wenn er mir diese Äußerung nicht übelnimmt – ein klein wenig zu theoretisch und phantastisch sind, aber aus ihm könnte ein guter Detektiv werden. Man über-treibt nicht, wenn man feststellt, daß er ein- oder zweimal, wie in der Sache mit dem Sholto-Mord oder dem Schatz von Agra, fast besser war als die offizielle Polizei.«

»Oh, wenn Sie das sagen, Mr. Jones, dann ist es wohl in Ordnung«, meinte der Fremde nachgiebig. 

»Ich muß trotzdem gestehen, daß ich meine Whist-Partie vermisse. Das ist der erste Samstagabend seit siebenunddreißig Jahren, an dem ich meinen Robber ausfallen lasse13.«

»Ich glaube, Sie werden feststellen«, sagte Sher-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.079
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lock Holmes, »daß Sie heute nacht um einen höheren Einsatz spielen als je zuvor und daß das Spiel sehr viel aufregender ist. Für Sie, Mr. Merryweather, stehen ungefähr dreißigtausend Pfund auf dem Spiel, und für Sie, Jones, der Mann, den Sie in die Hände bekommen wollen.«

»John Clay, der Mörder, Dieb, Falschmünzer und Fälscher. Er ist noch jung, Mr. Merryweather, aber an der Spitze seiner Zunft, und ich würde lieber ihm Handschellen anlegen als jedem anderen Verbrecher in London. Ein bemerkenswerter Mann, der junge John Clay. Sein Großvater war ein Herzog von königlichem Geblüt, und er selbst war in Eton und Oxford. 

Mit dem Gehirn arbeitet er genauso gerissen wie mit den Fingern, und obwohl wir immer wieder Hinweise auf ihn finden, können wir an den Mann selbst doch nie herankommen. Er bringt es fertig, in der einen Woche in Schottland einen Einbruch zu verüben und in der nächsten in Cornwall Geld für den Bau eines Waisenhauses zu sammeln. Ich bin seit Jahren auf seiner Fährte und habe ihn nicht ein einziges Mal zu Gesicht bekommen.«

»Ich hoffe, daß mir diese Nacht das Vergnügen zuteil wird, Sie beide einander vorzustellen. Auch ich habe schon ein- oder zweimal mit Mr. John Clay zu tun gehabt und stimme Ihnen zu: Er ist der Beste in seiner Profession. Es ist jetzt aber nach zehn und Zeit Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.080
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für uns, aufzubrechen. Wenn Sie beide bitte den ersten Zweisitzer nehmen, werden Watson und ich im zweiten folgen.«

Während der langen Fahrt war Sherlock Holmes nicht sehr mitteilsam; er lehnte sich im Wagen zurück und summte die Melodien, die er am Nachmittag ge-hört hatte. Wir ratterten durch ein endloses Labyrinth von Straßen mit Gasbeleuchtung, bis wir die Farring-don Street erreichten. 

»Wir sind jetzt fast da«, bemerkte mein Freund. 

»Dieser Merryweather ist Bankdirektor und von der Sache persönlich betroffen. Ich war außerdem dafür, Jones mitzunehmen. Er ist kein schlechter Kerl, wenn auch in seinem Beruf ein absoluter Schwachkopf. Er hat eine entschiedene Tugend: Er ist tapfer wie eine Bulldogge und zäh wie ein Hummer, wenn er erst einmal jemanden in seine Klauen bekommt. Da sind wir, und sie warten schon auf uns.«

Wir hatten eben jene bevölkerte Hauptstraße erreicht, in der wir uns am Morgen aufgehalten hatten. 

Unsere Wagen wurden fortgeschickt, und unter der Führung von Mr. Merryweather durchquerten wir eine enge Gasse und traten durch eine Seitentür, die er für uns öffnete. Dahinter lag ein schmaler Korridor, der vor einem sehr massiven Eisentor endete. Auch dieses wurde geöffnet, und wir stiegen eine Flucht steinerner Wendeltreppen hinab, die vor einem weiteren mächti-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.081
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gen Tor endete. Mr. Merryweather blieb stehen und zündete eine Laterne an; dann führte er uns einen dunklen Gang hinab, der nach Erde roch, und nachdem er schließlich eine dritte Tür geöffnet hatte, gelangten wir in ein großes Gewölbe oder einen Keller. 

Überall standen Schachteln und schwere Kisten gestapelt. 

»Von oben sind Sie nicht sehr verwundbar«, bemerkte Holmes. Er hielt die Laterne hoch und sah sich um. 

»Von unten genauso wenig«, sagte Mr. Merryweather. Er stampfte mit seinem Stock auf die Fliesen des Bodens. »Oh, liebe Zeit, das klingt ja ganz hohl!«

meinte er und sah verblüfft auf. 

»Ich muß Sie wirklich bitten, ein wenig leiser zu sein«, sagte Holmes streng. »Sie haben jetzt schon den ganzen Erfolg unserer Expedition in Frage gestellt. Ich ersuche Sie hiermit, die Güte haben zu wollen, sich auf eine dieser Kisten zu setzen und sich nicht einzumischen.«

Der gravitätische Mr. Merryweather hockte sich auf eine Kiste und machte ein beleidigtes Gesicht, während Holmes, auf dem Boden niederkniete und mit der Laterne und einem Vergrößerungsglas die Ritzen zwischen den Steinen sehr gründlich zu untersuchen begann. Nach einigen Sekunden schien er schon zufrieden zu sein, denn er sprang auf und steckte das Glas Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.082
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ein. 

»Wir haben noch mindestens eine Stunde Zeit«, bemerkte er. »Sie können nämlich kaum etwas unternehmen, bevor nicht der gute Pfandleiher im Bett liegt. 

Dann werden sie keine Zeit verlieren, denn je früher sie ihre Arbeit erledigen, desto länger haben sie Zeit für die Flucht. Im Moment, Doktor, befinden wir uns – wie Sie zweifellos erraten haben – im Keller der City-Filiale einer der wichtigsten Londoner Banken. 

Mr. Merryweather ist der Vorsitzende der Geschäfts-leitung, und er wird Ihnen erklären, daß es Gründe gibt, aus denen die verwegensten Verbrecher Londons zur Zeit lebhaftes Interesse an diesem Keller haben.«

»Unser französisches Gold«, flüsterte der Direktor. 

»Wir haben mehrere Warnungen erhalten, daß jemand versuchen könnte, an das Gold zu kommen.«

»Ihr französisches Gold?«

»Ja. Wir waren vor einigen Monaten veranlaßt, unsere Mittel zu erhöhen und haben dazu dreißigtausend Napoléons 14 von der Bank von Frankreich geliehen. 

Man hat erfahren, daß wir noch keine Gelegenheit hatten, das Geld umzupacken, und daß es noch immer in unserem Keller liegt. Die Kiste, auf der ich sitze, enthält zweitausend  Napoléons,  gepackt zwischen Schichten von Bleifolie. Unsere Goldreserven betragen zur Zeit viel mehr, als man normalerweise in einer einzigen Filiale aufbewahrt, und die Direktoren Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.083
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äußerten dazu ihre Bedenken.«

»Die sehr berechtigt waren«, bemerkte Holmes. 

»Und jetzt ist es an der Zeit, Vorkehrungen für die Ausführung unserer kleinen Pläne zu treffen. Ich nehme an, daß sich alles innerhalb der nächsten Stunde zuspitzen wird. In der Zwischenzeit, Mr. Merryweather, müssen wir die Blende unserer Laterne betä-

tigen.«

»Und im Dunkel sitzen?«

»Ich fürchte, ja. Ich hatte ein Kartenspiel mitgebracht und angenommen, da wir ja eine  partie carrée darstellen, wir könnten Ihnen doch noch zu Ihrem Robber verhelfen. Ich stelle aber fest, daß die Vorbereitungen unseres Gegners so weit gediehen sind, daß wir ein Licht auf keinen Fall riskieren können. Und zuallererst müssen wir unsere Positionen wählen. 

Diese Männer sind verwegen, und wenn wir sie auch in einer Lage empfangen, die ihnen zum Nachteil gereicht, können sie uns doch einigen Schaden zufügen, wenn wir nicht vorsichtig sind. Ich will mich hinter dieser Kiste aufstellen, und verbergen Sie sich bitte hinter jenen dort. Wenn ich sie dann anstrahle, stürzen Sie sich bitte sofort auf sie. Falls sie feuern, dann haben Sie keine Bedenken, sie niederzuschießen, Watson.«

Ich legte meinen gespannten Revolver auf die Holzkiste, hinter der ich niederkauerte. Holmes Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.084
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schloß den Schieber an der Vorderseite seiner Laterne, und wir waren von pechschwarzer Dunkelheit umgeben – einer so vollkommenen Dunkelheit, wie ich sie nie zuvor erlebt hatte. Der Geruch heißen Metalls erinnerte uns weiter daran, daß das Licht noch da war und innerhalb eines Augenblicks eingesetzt werden konnte. Meine erregten Nerven befanden sich auf einem Gipfel der Erwartung, daher hatten für mich die jähe Finsternis und die kalte, feuchte Luft im Gewöl-be etwas Niederschlagendes und Bedrückendes. 

»Sie haben nur eine Möglichkeit des Rückzugs«, flüsterte Holmes. »Und zwar durch das Haus zurück auf den Saxe-Coburg Square. Ich hoffe, Sie haben das getan, worum ich Sie gebeten habe, Jones?«

»Ich habe dafür gesorgt, daß ein Inspektor und zwei Schutzleute an der Vordertür warten.«

»Dann haben wir alle Löcher verstopft. Und nun müssen wir still sein und warten.«

Wie lang die Zeit wurde! Als wir hinterher unsere Aufzeichnungen verglichen, stellten wir fest, daß es nur eine Stunde und eine Viertelstunde gewesen waren, und doch erschien es mir, als müsse die Nacht fast verstrichen und die Morgendämmerung über uns bereits hereingebrochen sein. Meine Glieder waren müde und steif, da ich meine Stellung aus Vorsicht nicht verändern mochte, doch waren meine Nerven zum Zerreißen gespannt, und mein Gehör war so ge-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.085
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schärft, daß ich nicht nur meine Gefährten leise atmen hörte, sondern sogar das tiefere, schwerere Einatmen des massigen Jones vom dünnen seufzenden Ton des Bankdirektors unterscheiden konnte. Von dort, wo ich mich befand, konnte ich über, die Kiste hinweg auf den Boden sehen. Plötzlich nahmen meine Augen das Schimmern eines Lichts wahr. 

Zunächst war es nur ein fahler Fleck auf dem Steinboden. Dann wurde es länger, bis eine gelbe Linie daraus geworden war, und ohne jede Vorwarnung und ohne jedes Geräusch schien sich dann ein klaffender Spalt zu öffnen, und eine Hand erschien, eine weiße, beinahe weibliche Hand, die in der Mitte der kleinen hellen Fläche umhertastete. Etwa eine Minute oder länger ragte die Hand mit den sich windenden Fingern aus dem Boden. Dann wurde sie so plötzlich zurückgezogen, wie sie erschienen war, und alles war wieder dunkel, bis auf den einzelnen fahlen Fleck, der eine Ritze zwischen den Steinen kennzeichnete. 

Das Verschwinden – der Hand war jedoch nur vor-

übergehend. Mit einem ziehenden, reißenden Ge-räusch kippte einer der breiten weißen Steine auf die Seite und hinterließ ein viereckiges, gähnendes Loch, durch welches das Licht einer Laterne strömte. Über die Kante spähte ein deutlich sichtbares, jungenhaftes Gesicht, das sich aufmerksam umblickte; mit einer Hand auf jeder Seite der Öffnung zog der Mann sich Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.086
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dann hoch bis zur Schulter und bis zur Hüfte und bis ein Knie den Rand berührte. Einen Augenblick später stand er neben dem Loch und zog einen Kumpanen nach, der ebenso beweglich und klein war wie er selbst, mit blassem Gesicht und einem Schopf sehr roten Haars. 

»Alles klar«, flüsterte er. »Hast du die Brechstange und die Taschen? Großer Gott! Spring, Archie, spring; dafür werde ich hängen!«

Sherlock Holmes war vorgesprungen und hatte den Eindringling am Kragen gepackt. Der andere tauchte tief ins Loch, und ich hörte das Geräusch reißender Kleidung, als Jones an seinem Rock zerrte. Das Licht fiel auf einen Revolverlauf, aber Holmes' Jagdpeitsche sauste auf das Handgelenk des Mannes hinab, und die Waffe klirrte auf den Steinboden. 

»Es hat keinen Zweck, John Clay«, sagte Holmes mild; »Sie haben überhaupt keine Chance.«

»Das sehe ich«, sagte der andere mit äußerster Gelassenheit. »Ich nehme an, mein Kumpel ist entkommen, auch wenn Sie da, wie ich sehe, seine Rockschö-

ße haben.«

»Auf ihn warten drei Mann an der Tür«, sagte Holmes. 

»Ach, so ist das! Sie scheinen die Sache sehr gründlich gemacht zu haben. Ich muß Ihnen ein Kompliment machen.«
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»Und ich Ihnen«, gab Holmes zurück. »Ihr Einfall mit den Rotschöpfen war sehr neu und wirkungsvoll.«

»Sie werden Ihren Kumpel bald wiedersehen«, sagte Jones. »Er ist beim Einsteigen in Löcher schneller als ich. Halten Sie still, während ich die Krampen festmache.«

»Bitte, berühren Sie mich nicht mit Ihren schmutzigen Händen«, bemerkte unser Gefangener, als die Handschellen um seine Gelenke schnappten. »Vielleicht ist es Ihnen nicht bekannt, daß ich königliches Blut in den Adern habe. Seien Sie auch so gut, wenn Sie mit mir sprechen, immer ›Sir‹ und ›bitte‹ zu sagen.«

»In Ordnung«, sagte Jones mit einem starren Blick und einer höhnischen Grimasse. »Also, würden Sie bitte, Sir, treppauf schreiten, wo wir einen Wagen bekommen können, um Eure Hoheit zur Polizeistation zu bringen?«

»Das ist besser«, sagte John Clay heiter. Mit einer schwungvollen Halbkreisbewegung verneigte er sich vor uns dreien und entfernte sich gelassen, im Gewahrsam des Detektivs. 

»Also wirklich, Mr. Holmes«, sagte Mr. Merryweather, als wir ihnen aus dem Keller nach oben folgten, »ich weiß nicht, wie die Bank Ihnen danken oder es Ihnen vergelten soll. Ohne jeden Zweifel haben Sie einen der entschlossensten Bankraubversuche aufge-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.088
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deckt und aufs gründlichste vereitelt, von denen ich je erfahren habe.«

»Ich hatte selbst eine oder zwei kleine Rechnungen mit Mr. John Clay zu begleichen«, sagte Holmes. 

»Ich habe in dieser Angelegenheit einige kleine Unkosten gehabt und nehme an, daß die Bank sie mir erstatten wird, aber darüber hinaus fühle ich mich reichlich entlohnt durch eine Erfahrung, die in vieler Hinsicht einzigartig war, und dadurch, daß ich der sehr bemerkenswerten Erzählung von der Liga der Rotschöpfe lauschen konnte.«

»Wie Sie sehen, Watson«, erläuterte er in den frühen Morgenstunden, als wir in der Baker Street bei Whisky mit Soda saßen, »es war von Anfang an völlig offensichtlich, daß es das einzige mögliche Ziel dieser ziemlich phantastischen Geschichte mit der Anzeige der Liga und dem Abschreiben aus der  Encyclopedia sein mußte, diesen nicht allzu hellen Pfandleiher jeden Tag ein paar Stunden aus dem Weg zu haben. Der Weg zu diesem Ziel war sehr merkwürdig, aber es wäre wirklich schwierig, einen besseren vorzuschlagen. Es war zweifellos die Haarfarbe seines Komplizen, die Clays einfallsreichem Geist diese Methode eingab. Die vier Pfund pro Woche waren ein Köder, der ihn anlocken mußte, und was bedeutete es schon für sie, die um tausende spielten? Sie haben die An-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.089
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zeige aufgegeben; einer der Schurken sitzt im zeitwei-ligen Büro, der andere bringt den Mann dazu, sich für die Stellung zu bewerben, und gemeinsam gelingt es ihnen, dafür zu sorgen, daß er jeden Morgen eines Wochentags abwesend ist. Von dem Augenblick an, da ich hörte, daß der Assistent für den halben Lohn arbeitete, war es für mich offensichtlich, daß er ein starkes Motiv hatte, sich diese Stellung zu sichern.«

»Aber wie konnten Sie erraten, welches das Motiv war?«

»Wenn Frauen im Haus gewesen wären, hätte ich eine ganz gewöhnliche Intrige vermutet. Das kam aber nicht in Frage. Der Mann hatte ein kleines Geschäft, und in seinem Haus gab es nichts, was solch ausgeklügelte Vorbereitungen und solche Kosten, wie sie sie hatten, gerechtfertigt hätte. Also mußte es etwas außerhalb des Hauses sein. Was konnte es sein? Ich dachte an den Hang des Assistenten zur Photographie und daran, daß er im Keller zu verschwinden pflegte. Der Keller! Das war das Ende dieses verwickelten Fadens. Dann habe ich Nachforschungen nach diesem mysteriösen Assistenten angestellt und herausgefunden, daß ich es mit einem der kaltblütigsten und verwegensten Verbrecher Londons zu tun hatte. Er tat etwas im Keller – etwas, das monatelang jeden Tag viele Stunden in Anspruch nahm. 

Also noch einmal – was konnte es sein? Ich konnte Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.090
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mir nichts anderes denken, als daß er einen Tunnel zu irgendeinem anderen Gebäude trieb. 

So weit war ich gekommen, als wir den Schauplatz besichtigten. Sie waren überrascht, daß ich mit dem Stock auf das Pflaster schlug. Ich wollte feststellen, ob sich der Keller nach vorn oder nach hinten erstreckte. Nach vorn war es nicht. Dann habe ich ge-läutet, und wie ich gehofft hatte, öffnete der Assistent. 

Wir haben schon einige Scharmützel miteinander gehabt, aber zuvor hatten wir einander nie zu Gesicht bekommen. Sein Gesicht habe ich kaum beachtet. 

Seine Knie waren das, was ich sehen wollte. Sie müssen doch auch selbst gesehen haben, wie abgeschabt, faltig und schmutzig sie waren. Sie erzählten von den Stunden des Grabens. Nun blieb nur noch zu klären, wonach sie gruben. Ich ging um die Ecke, sah die City and Suburban Bank auf der Rückseite des Hauses unseres Freundes, und da wußte ich, daß ich mein Problem gelöst hatte. Als Sie nach dem Konzert heimgefahren sind, habe ich bei Scotland Yard und danach beim Vorsitzenden der Bankdirektoren vorgesprochen, mit dem Ihnen bekannten Ergebnis.«

»Und woher konnten Sie wissen, daß sie ihren Versuch heute nacht unternehmen würden?«

»Nun, als sie ihr Liga-Büro geschlossen haben, war das ein Zeichen, daß Mr. Jabez Wilsons Anwesenheit ihnen in Zukunft gleichgültig war; mit ande-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.091
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ren Worten, daß sie ihren Tunnel vollendet hatten. Es war aber wichtig für sie, ihn bald zu verwenden, denn man konnte ihn entdecken, oder das Gold konnte fort-gebracht werden. Der Samstag mußte ihnen besser gelegen sein als jeder andere Tag, weil er ihnen zwei Tage für ihre Flucht gab. Aus all diesen Gründen habe ich erwartet, daß sie heute nacht kommen würden.«

»Das haben Sie wunderschön ausgedacht«, rief ich voll ehrlicher Bewunderung aus. »Solch eine lange Kette, und doch stimmt jedes Glied.«

»Es hat mich vor der Langeweile bewahrt«, antwortete er gähnend. »Ach, ich fühle, wie sie sich schon wieder an mich heranmacht! Ich verbringe mein Leben in einem einzigen großen Versuch, den Gemeinplätzen des Daseins zu entrinnen. Diese kleinen Probleme helfen mir dabei.«

»Und Sie sind ein Wohltäter des Menschengeschlechts«, sagte ich. 

Er zuckte mit den Schultern. »Nun ja, vielleicht ist es am Ende irgendwie nützlich«, meinte er. »› L' 

 homme n'est rien – l'œuvre tout‹, wie Gustave Flaubert an George Sand schrieb.«
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»Mein lieber Freund«, sagte Sherlock Holmes, als wir beiderseits des Feuers in seiner Wohnung in der Baker Street saßen, »das Leben ist viel seltsamer als alles, was der Geist des Menschen erfinden könnte. 

Wir würden es nie wagen, uns manche Dinge auszudenken, die tatsächlich doch nur simple Gemeinplätze des Daseins darstellen. Wenn wir Hand in Hand aus diesem Fenster fliegen könnten, um über dieser gro-

ßen Stadt zu schweben, sachte die Dächer zu entfernen und all die merkwürdigen Dinge auszuspähen, die sich ereignen, die seltsamen Zufälligkeiten, das Pläne-schmieden, die einander entgegengesetzten Absichten, die wunderbare Kette der Ereignisse, die über Generationen hinweg wirksam wird und zu den ausgefallensten Ergebnissen führt, dann würde das alle Dichtung mit ihren Konventionen und voraussehbaren Schlüssen überaus schal und unersprießlich machen.«

»Und dennoch bin ich davon nicht überzeugt«, antwortete ich. »Die Fälle, die in den Zeitungen ans Tageslicht gelangen, sind in der Regel ziemlich dürftig und reichlich vulgär. In unseren Polizeiberichten findet sich bis auf die äußerste Spitze getriebener Realismus, und trotzdem muß man zugeben, daß das Ergebnis weder faszinierend noch künstlerisch befriedigend Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.093
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ist.«

»Wenn man einen realistischen Effekt hervorrufen will, muß man schon eine gewisse Willkür walten lassen und eine Auslese vornehmen«, bemerkte Holmes. 

»Das fehlt im Polizeibericht, wo vielleicht auf die Platitüden des Behördenwegs mehr Wert gelegt wird als auf die Einzelheiten, in denen ein Beobachter die wirklich wichtige Essenz der ganzen Angelegenheit erblickt. Verlassen Sie sich darauf: Nichts ist so unnatürlich wie das Gewöhnliche.«

Ich lächelte und schüttelte den Kopf. »Ich begreife durchaus, wie Sie darauf kommen«, sagte ich. »In Ihrer Stellung als inoffizieller Berater und Helfer für jeden, der absolut ratlos ist, und zwar in drei Kontinenten, bekommen Sie es natürlich mit allem zu tun, was seltsam und bizarr ist. Aber hier« – ich hob die Morgenzeitung vom Fußboden auf – »sollten wir die Sache praktisch erproben. Hier, die erste Schlagzeile, auf die ich stoße. ›Grausamkeit eines Mannes gegen-

über seiner Frau.‹ Es folgt eine halbe Druckspalte, aber ohne zu lesen weiß ich, daß mir das alles sehr vertraut ist. Natürlich finden wir da die andere Frau, Alkohol, Püffe, Schläge, Verletzungen, die mitleidige Schwester oder Wirtin. Der plumpeste Schriftsteller könnte nichts Plumperes erfinden.«

»Sie haben wirklich ein ausgesprochen unglückliches Beispiel für Ihre Behauptung gewählt«, sagte Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.094

Eine Frage der Identität

Doyle-WA Bd. 5, 68

Holmes; er nahm die Zeitung und überflog sie. »Das ist der Scheidungsfall Dundas, und wie der Zufall es will, war ich an der Aufhellung einiger kleiner Punkte im Zusammenhang damit befaßt. Der Gatte war ein strenger Nichttrinker, es gab keine andere Frau, und das beklagte Verhalten bestand in seiner Gewohnheit, am Ende einer jeden Mahlzeit sein falsches Gebiß herauszunehmen und es nach seiner Frau zu werfen, was, wie Sie zugeben werden, nicht gerade eine Handlungsweise ist, wie sie einem durchschnittlichen Erzähler in den Sinn käme. Nehmen Sie eine Prise Schnupftabak, Doktor, und geben Sie zu, daß dieses Beispiel ein Punkt für mich ist.«

Er reichte mir seine Schnupftabaksdose aus Alt-gold, mit einem großen Amethysten in der Mitte des Deckels. Diese Pracht stand in einem so großen Gegensatz zu seinen schlichten Gewohnheiten und seinem einfachen Leben, daß ich einen Kommentar hierzu nicht unterdrücken konnte. 

»Ah«, sagte er, »ich hatte vergessen, daß ich Sie einige Wochen lang nicht gesehen habe. Das ist ein kleines Souvenir des Königs von Böhmen als Gegenleistung für meine Hilfe im Fall Irene Adler.«

»Und der Ring?« fragte ich, wobei ich den bemerkenswerten Brillanten musterte, der an seinem Finger glitzerte. 

»Der stammt von der holländischen Herrscherfami-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.095
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lie; die Angelegenheit, in der ich ihr zu Diensten war, war allerdings so delikat, daß ich sie nicht einmal Ihnen anvertrauen kann, obwohl Sie so freundlich waren, eines oder zwei meiner kleinen Probleme aufzuzeichnen.«

»Und? Beschäftigt Sie zur Zeit wieder ein Fall?«

fragte ich interessiert. 

»Vielleicht zehn oder zwölf, aber es ist nichts dabei, was besonders interessant wäre. Verstehen Sie – wichtig, ohne interessant zu sein. Übrigens habe ich festgestellt, daß es meistens die unwichtigen Fälle sind, die Gelegenheiten zu interessanten Beobachtungen und zur schnellen Analyse von Ursachen und Wirkungen bieten, die den Reiz einer Untersuchung ausmacht. Die größeren Verbrechen sind häufig die einfacheren, denn je größer das Verbrechen, desto offensichtlicher ist in der Regel das Motiv. Abgesehen von einer reichlich verwickelten Angelegenheit, die mir aus Marseille zugekommen ist, gibt es in keinem dieser augenblicklichen Fälle interessante Besonderheiten. Es wäre aber möglich, daß ich etwas Besseres in Händen habe, ehe allzu viel Zeit verstrichen ist; wenn ich mich nicht sehr irre, kommt nämlich da einer meiner Klienten.«

Er hatte sich von seinem Stuhl erhoben, stand zwischen den auseinandergezogenen Vorhängen und schaute hinab auf die fade, farblose Londoner Straße. 
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Ich blickte über seine Schulter und sah, daß auf dem gegenüberliegenden Gehsteig eine große Frau stand, die eine schwere Pelzboa um den Nacken und eine lange, gekräuselte, rote Feder in einem breitkrempigen Hut trug, den sie in der koketten Art der Herzogin von Devonshire15 schräg über dem Ohr sitzen hatte. 

Unter diesem gewaltigen Helm warf sie nervöse, zö-

gernde Blicke zu unseren Fenstern hinauf, während ihr Körper leicht vor und zurück schwankte und ihre Finger nervös mit den Knöpfen ihrer Handschuhe spielten. Plötzlich, mit einem förmlichen Eintauchen wie dem eines Schwimmers, der vom Ufer abstößt, eilte sie quer über die Straße, und wir hörten das schrille Klingeln der Glocke. 

»Mir sind solche Symptome vertraut«, sagte Holmes. Er warf seine Zigarette ins Feuer. »Zögerndes Schwanken auf dem Gehsteig bedeutet immer eine  affaire du cœur.  Sie möchte einen Rat haben, ist aber nicht sicher, ob die Sache nicht allzu delikat ist, als daß man sie jemandem mitteilen könnte. Aber selbst hier gibt es noch Unterschiede. Wenn einer Frau von einem Mann schlimmes Unrecht zugefügt worden ist, dann schwankt sie nicht mehr, und das übliche Symptom ist ein zerrissener Klingelzug. Hier können wir aber davon ausgehen, daß es sich um eine Liebesan-gelegenheit handelt, daß die Maid aber weniger zornig denn verwirrt oder bekümmert ist. Aber da kommt Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.097
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sie persönlich, um uns aus unseren Zweifeln zu erlö-

sen.«

Noch während er sprach, hörten wir ein Klopfen an der Tür, und der Hausbursche trat ein, um Miss Mary Sutherland anzukündigen; die Lady selbst ragte indessen hinter seiner kleinen schwarzen Gestalt auf wie ein Handelsschiff unter vollen Segeln hinter einem kleinen Lotsenboot. Sherlock Holmes hieß sie mit der ihm eigenen zwanglosen Höflichkeit willkommen, und nachdem er die Tür geschlossen und der Dame mit einer knappen Verneigung einen Lehnstuhl angeboten hatte, musterte er sie in der eingehenden und dennoch abstrakten Weise, die für ihn eigentümlich war. 

»Finden Sie nicht«, sagte er, »daß bei Ihrer Kurzsichtigkeit das viele Maschineschreiben ein wenig anstrengend ist?«

»Am Anfang war es so«, antwortete sie, »aber inzwischen weiß ich auch ohne hinzusehen, wo die Buchstaben sind.« Dann ging ihr plötzlich die volle Bedeutung seiner Worte auf, sie fuhr heftig zusammen und sah hoch, mit Furcht und Staunen auf ihrem breiten, gutmütigen Gesicht. »Sie müssen schon von mir gehört haben, Mr. Holmes«, rief sie, »wie könnten Sie sonst all das wissen?«

»Beunruhigen Sie sich nicht«, sagte Holmes lachend, »Wissen gehört zu meiner Arbeit. Vielleicht Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.098
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habe ich mich dazu erzogen, das zu sehen, was andere übersehen. Wenn es anders wäre, kämen Sie doch wohl nicht, um mich zu konsultieren?«

»Ich bin zu Ihnen gekommen, Sir, weil ich über Sie von Mrs. Etheredge einiges gehört habe, deren Mann Sie so mühelos gefunden haben, als die Polizei und alle anderen ihn für tot aufgegeben hatten. Oh, Mr. 

Holmes, wenn Sie für mich doch auch so viel tun könnten. Ich bin zwar nicht reich, aber immerhin habe ich hundert Pfund im Jahr zur Verfügung, neben dem wenigen, das ich mit der Schreibmaschine verdiene, und ich würde alles hergeben, wenn ich erfahren könnte, was aus Mr. Hosmer Angel geworden ist.«

»Warum sind Sie in solcher Eile aufgebrochen, um mich zu konsultieren?« fragte Sherlock Holmes; er hatte seine Fingerspitzen aneinandergelegt und die Augen an die Zimmerdecke geheftet. 

Abermals trat ein Ausdruck des Erschreckens in Miss Mary Sutherlands eher leeres Gesicht. »Ja, ich habe das Haus Knall auf Fall verlassen«, sagte sie, 

»weil ich darüber verärgert war, daß Mr. Windibank – das heißt, mein Vater – die ganze Sache so leicht nimmt. Er will nicht zur Polizei gehen, und er will nicht zu Ihnen kommen, und weil er nichts unternehmen will, und immer wieder sagt, daß doch nichts Schlimmes geschehen ist, bin ich sehr wütend geworden, habe mich in meine Sachen geworfen und bin so-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.099
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fort zu Ihnen gekommen.«

»Ihr Vater?« sagte Holmes. »Doch sicher Ihr Stiefvater, da er einen anderen Namen hat?«

»Ja, mein Stiefvater. Ich nenne ihn Vater, obwohl es komisch klingt, er ist nämlich nur fünf Jahre und zwei Monate älter als ich.«

»Und Ihre Mutter lebt noch?«

»Oh, ja, Mutter lebt, es geht ihr gut. Ich war gar nicht glücklich, Mr. Holmes, daß sie so kurz nach Vaters Tod wieder geheiratet hat, und dazu noch einen Mann, der fast fünfzehn Jahre jünger ist als sie. 

Vater war Klempner in der Tottenham Court Road, und er hat ein ordentliches Geschäft hinterlassen, das Mutter zusammen mit dem Vorarbeiter Mr. Hardy weitergeführt hat, aber als Mr. Windibank kam, hat er dafür gesorgt, daß sie das Geschäft verkauft, er ist nämlich etwas viel Besseres, Reisender in Wein. Für das Geschäft und alle Anrechte haben sie viertausend-siebenhundert bekommen, bei weitem nicht, was Vater hätte bekommen können, wenn er noch lebte.«

Ich hatte erwartet, daß Sherlock Holmes bei diesem weitschweifigen und nebensächlichen Bericht ungeduldig würde, doch hatte er im Gegenteil mit größter und gesammelter Aufmerksamkeit gelauscht. 

»Ihr eigenes kleines Einkommen«, fragte er, 

»stammt das aus dem Geschäft?«

»O nein, Sir, das hat damit nichts zu tun; mein Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.100
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Onkel Ned aus Auckland hat es mir hinterlassen. Es steckt in neuseeländischen Anlagen zu viereinhalb Prozent. Zweitausendfünfhundert Pfund war die Summe, aber ich kann nur über die Zinsen verfügen.«

»Das ist sehr interessant«, sagte Holmes. »Und mit einer so großen Summe wie hundert im Jahr, dazu mit dem, was Sie nebenher verdienen, können Sie sicherlich Reisen machen und überhaupt Ihren Wünschen nachgehen. Ich nehme an, daß eine alleinstehende Dame schon mit einem Einkommen von etwa sechzig Pfund sehr gut zurechtkommen kann.«

»Ich könnte mit viel weniger auskommen, Mr. Holmes, aber, wissen Sie, solange ich zu Hause lebe, möchte ich den anderen nicht zur Last fallen, und deshalb können sie über das Geld verfügen, solange ich bei ihnen wohne. Das gilt natürlich nur vorläufig. Mr. 

Windibank hebt jedes Vierteljahr meine Zinsen ab und gibt sie an Mutter weiter, und ich komme sehr gut mit dem zurecht, was ich durch Maschineschreiben verdiene. Ich bekomme zwei Pence pro Seite, und ich bringe es oft auf fünfzehn bis zwanzig Seiten pro Tag.«

»Sie haben mir Ihre Lage sehr klar dargelegt«, sagte Holmes. »Das ist mein Freund, Dr. Watson, vor dem Sie genauso frei sprechen können wie vor mir. 

Erzählen Sie uns doch nun bitte alles über Ihre Beziehung zu Mr. Hosmer Angel.«

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.101
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Ein Hauch von Röte flog über Miss Sutherlands Gesicht, und nervös zupfte sie am Saum ihres Jacketts. »Ich habe ihn auf dem Ball der Rohrleger kennengelernt«, sagte sie. »Sie haben Vater immer Karten geschickt, als er noch lebte, und danach haben sie noch immer an uns gedacht und die Karten an Mutter geschickt. Mr. Windibank wollte nicht mitkommen. 

Er will nie, daß wir irgendwohin ausgehen. Er würde sich schrecklich aufregen, wenn ich auch nur an einem Ausflug der Sonntagsschule teilnehmen wollte. Aber dieses Mal war ich entschlossen hinzugehen, und welches Recht hätte er denn auch gehabt mich daran zu hindern? Er sagte, diese Leute wären nicht der richtige Umgang für uns, wo doch alle alten Freunde von Vater da sein würden. Und er sagte, ich hätte nichts Passendes anzuziehen, wo ich doch ein rotes Kleid aus Baumwollsamt habe, das ich nie auch nur aus dem Schrank genommen hatte. Als er schließlich nichts mehr tun konnte, ist er in Geschäften nach Frankreich gereist, aber wir sind zum Ball gegangen, Mutter und ich, mit Mr. Hardy, der unser Vorarbeiter gewesen war, und da habe ich dann Mr. Hosmer Angel getroffen.«

»Ich nehme an«, sagte Holmes, »daß Mr. Windibank nach seiner Rückkehr aus Frankreich sehr böse mit Ihnen war, daß Sie doch zum Ball gegangen sind.«
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»Oh, also, er hat es sehr leichtgenommen. Er hat gelacht, ich weiß es noch, und mit den Schultern gezuckt und gesagt, es hätte keinen Zweck, einer Frau irgendwas zu verbieten, weil sie doch ihren Kopf durchsetzt.«

»Aha. Wenn ich Sie recht verstehe, haben Sie dann auf dem Ball der Rohrleger einen Gentleman namens Mr. Hosmer Angel kennengelernt.«

»Ja, Sir. An diesem Abend habe ich ihn kennengelernt, und am nächsten Tag ist er vorbeigekommen, um sich zu erkundigen, ob wir auch alle gut nach Hause gekommen wären, und danach haben wir ihn getroffen – das heißt, Mr. Holmes, ich habe ihn zweimal getroffen, um mit ihm spazierenzugehen, aber dann ist Vater wieder heimgekehrt, und Mr. Hosmer Angel konnte nicht mehr in unser Haus kommen.«

»Nein?«

»Nun ja, Sie wissen, daß Vater nichts derartiges haben will. Er will keine Besucher haben, wenn es sich vermeiden läßt, und er sagt immer, daß eine Frau im Kreise ihrer eigenen Familie glücklich sein soll. 

Aber wie ich Mutter immer sage, will eine Frau doch vor allem ihren eigenen Kreis, und meinen hatte ich noch nicht gefunden.«

»Aber was ist mit Mr. Hosmer Angel? Hat er keinen Versuch gemacht, Sie wiederzusehen?«

»Also, Vater wollte eine Woche später wieder nach Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.103
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Frankreich fahren, und Hosmer hat mir geschrieben, daß es sicherer und besser wäre, uns nicht zu treffen, bevor er nicht abgereist ist. In der Zwischenzeit könnten wir uns schreiben, und er hat jeden Tag geschrieben. Ich habe morgens früh die Post ins Haus geholt, also brauchte Vater nichts davon zu erfahren.«

»Waren Sie damals schon mit dem Gentleman verlobt?«

»O ja, Mr. Holmes. Wir haben uns nach unserem ersten gemeinsamen Spaziergang verlobt. Hosmer –

Mr. Angel – ist Kassierer in einem Büro in der Leadenhall Street – und ...«

»In welchem Büro?«

»Das ist ja das Schlimmste, Mr. Holmes. Ich weiß es nicht.«

»Wo wohnt er denn?«

»Er schläft in der Firma.«

»Und Sie kennen seine Anschrift nicht?«

»Nein. Ich weiß nur, es ist in der Leadenhall Street.«

»Wohin haben Sie denn Ihre Briefe geschickt?«

»Postlagernd an das Postamt in der Leadenhall Street. Er sagte, wenn ich sie in sein Büro schicke, werden die anderen Angestellten ihn hänseln, weil er Briefe von einer Dame bekommt, und deshalb habe ich vorgeschlagen, daß ich meine Briefe auch, wie er seine, mit der Maschine schreibe, aber davon wollte Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.104
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er nichts wissen, er sagte nämlich, wenn ich sie schreibe, dann kommen sie für ihn unmittelbar von mir, aber wenn sie mit der Maschine geschrieben sind, dann hat er das Gefühl, daß zwischen uns eine Maschine steht. Das müßte Ihnen zeigen, wie viel ihm an mir liegt, Mr. Holmes, und welche Kleinigkeiten er bedenkt.«

»Das ist sehr aufschlußreich«, sagte Holmes. »Es ist schon sehr lange eines meiner Axiome, daß die kleinen Dinge bei weitem die wichtigsten sind. Erinnern Sie sich noch an andere Kleinigkeiten im Zusammenhang mit Mr. Hosmer Angel?«

»Er ist ein sehr scheuer Mensch, Mr. Holmes. Er wollte mit mir immer lieber abends als bei Tageslicht spazieren gehen, er sagte nämlich, daß er es haßt auf-zufallen. Er ist immer sehr zurückhaltend gewesen und hat sich wie ein Gentleman benommen. Sogar seine Stimme ist sanft. Er hat mir erzählt, daß er als Kind Halsbräune und geschwollene Drüsen hatte, und davon ist ein schwacher Kehlkopf zurückgeblieben, und eine stockende, flüsternde Redeweise. Er war immer gut gekleidet, sehr sauber und einfach, aber seine Augen sind genauso schwach wie meine, und er trägt dunkle Gläser gegen die Helligkeit.«

»Aha. Und was ist geschehen, als Ihr Stiefvater, Mr. Windibank, wieder nach Frankreich fuhr?«

»Mr. Hosmer Angel ist wieder zu uns nach Hause Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.105
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gekommen und hat vorgeschlagen, wir sollten heiraten, ehe Vater zurückkommt. Es war ihm sehr ernst damit, und er hat mich meine Hände auf die Bibel legen und schwören lassen, daß ich ihm die Treue halte, ganz gleich, was auch passiert. Mutter sagte, es wäre ganz richtig, mich schwören zu lassen, und es wäre ein Zeichen für seine Leidenschaft. Mutter war von Anfang an ganz für ihn und von ihm sogar noch mehr eingenommen als ich. Als sie dann davon gesprochen haben, daß wir innerhalb einer Woche heiraten sollten, habe ich gefragt, was denn mit Vater würde, aber beide haben mir gesagt, ich sollte mich nicht um Vater kümmern und es ihm erst hinterher er-zählen, und Mutter sagte, sie würde schon dafür sorgen, daß er zustimmt. Das war mir gar nicht recht, Mr. Holmes. Es kam mir seltsam vor, daß ich um seine Erlaubnis bitten sollte, wo er doch nur wenige Jahre älter ist als ich; ich wollte aber auch nichts hinter seinem Rücken tun, deshalb habe ich Vater nach Bordeaux geschrieben, wo die Gesellschaft ihre französische Niederlassung hat, aber ausgerechnet am Morgen der Trauung kam der Brief an mich zurück.«

»Er hat ihn also nicht erreicht?«

»Ja, Sir, mein Vater war nämlich zurück nach England aufgebrochen, kurz bevor der Brief dort unten ankam.«

»Ha! Das war ein unglücklicher Zufall. Ihre Trau-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.106
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ung war also für Freitag festgesetzt. Sollte sie in der Kirche stattfinden?«

»Ja, Sir, aber sehr still. Sie sollte in St. Saviour's nahe King's Cross stattfinden, und anschließend wollten wir im St.-Pancras-Hotel frühstücken. Hosmer ist in einem Zweisitzer gekommen, um uns abzuholen, aber weil wir zu zweit waren, hat er uns in diesen Wagen gesetzt und selbst eine vierrädrige Kutsche genommen, die gerade die einzige andere Droschke auf der Straße war. Wir sind als erste an der Kirche angekommen, und als dann die Droschke vorfuhr, haben wir darauf gewartet, daß er endlich aussteigt, aber nichts rührte sich, und als der Kutscher schließlich abgestiegen ist und nachgeschaut hat, da war niemand im Wagen! Der Kutscher sagte, er hätte keine Ahnung, wo er geblieben sein könnte, er hätte ihn doch mit eigenen Augen einsteigen sehen. Das war am letzten Freitag, Mr. Holmes, und seitdem habe ich nichts gesehen oder gehört, was mir helfen könnte, die Frage nach seinem Verbleib zu beantworten.«

»Mir scheint, Sie sind schändlich behandelt worden«, sagte Holmes. 

»O nein, Sir! Er war zu gut und zu lieb, um mich so zu verlassen. Er hat mir doch noch am selben Morgen immer wieder gesagt, ich sollte ihm treu bleiben, was auch immer geschieht; und sogar wenn etwas Unvorhergesehenes eintritt, was uns trennt, soll ich doch Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.107
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immer daran denken, daß ich ihm versprochen bin und daß er dieses Pfand früher oder später einlösen würde. Es kam mir seltsam vor, daß er am Hochzeitsmorgen so redet, aber das, was seitdem geschehen ist, gibt seinen Worten ja eine Bedeutung.«

»Zweifellos. Nach Ihrer Meinung ist ihm also eine unvorhergesehene Katastrophe zugestoßen?«

»Ja, Sir. Ich glaube, daß er irgendeine Gefahr erwartet hat, sonst hätte er nicht so gesprochen. Und ich glaube, das, was er erwartet hatte, ist dann eingetroffen.«

»Sie haben aber keine Vorstellung, was das gewesen sein könnte?«

»Nein.«

»Noch eine Frage. Wie hat Ihre Mutter die Sache hingenommen?«

»Sie war sehr verärgert und hat gesagt, ich sollte nie wieder davon sprechen.«

»Und Ihr Vater? Haben Sie es ihm erzählt?«

»Ja, und wie ich scheint er zu glauben, daß etwas geschehen ist und daß ich bald wieder von Hosmer hören werde. Er sagt, welches Interesse könnte jemand daran haben, mich bis zur Kirchentür zu bringen und mich dann zu verlassen? Wenn er nun Geld von mir geliehen oder mich geheiratet und mein Geld auf sich überschrieben hätte, dann könnte das ein Grund sein; aber Hosmer war in Geldsachen sein ei-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.108
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gener Herr, und er wollte nie auch nur einen Shilling von meinem. Aber was kann denn nur geschehen sein? Und warum hat er mir noch nicht geschrieben? 

Oh, es macht mich fast verrückt, wenn ich daran denke! Und ich mache nachts kein Auge mehr zu.«

Sie zog ein kleines Tuch aus ihrem Muff und begann heftig hineinzuschluchzen. 

»Ich werde mich für Sie dieser Sache annehmen«, sagte Holmes; er stand auf. »Und ich habe keinen Zweifel, daß wir zu einem eindeutigen Ergebnis kommen. Überlassen Sie die ganze Angelegenheit nun ruhig mir, denken Sie nicht mehr unausgesetzt daran. 

Und versuchen Sie vor allem, Mr. Hosmer Angel aus Ihrem Gedächtnis verschwinden zu lassen, so wie er aus Ihrem Leben verschwunden ist.«

»Dann glauben Sie nicht, daß ich ihn wiedersehen werde?«

»Ich fürchte, nein.«

»Aber was ist denn nur mit ihm geschehen?«

»Überlassen Sie mir diese Frage. Ich hätte gern eine genaue Beschreibung und all die Briefe von ihm, von denen Sie sich trennen können.«

»Ich habe am letzten Samstag im  Chronicle  nach ihm annonciert«, sagte sie. »Hier ist der Ausschnitt, und hier sind vier Briefe von ihm.«

»Ich danke Ihnen. Und Ihre Anschrift?«

»31 Lyon Place, Camberwell.«

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.109
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»Mr. Angels Anschrift haben Sie nie besessen, wenn ich Sie recht verstehe. Wo befindet sich die Firma Ihres Vaters?«

»Er reist für Westhouse & Marbank, den großen Weinimport in der Fenchurch Street.«

»Danke sehr. Ihre Auslassungen waren sehr klar. 

Lassen Sie mir die Papiere hier, und denken Sie an den Ratschlag, den ich Ihnen gegeben habe. Betrachten Sie die Vorfälle als beendet und abgeschlossen, und lassen Sie nicht zu, daß Ihr Leben davon beeinträchtigt wird.«

»Sie sind sehr freundlich, Mr. Holmes, aber das kann ich nicht. Ich werde Hosmer treu bleiben. Er wird mich bereit finden, wenn er zurückkommt.«

Trotz ihres grotesken Huts und des leeren Gesichts hatte der schlichte Glaube unserer Besucherin etwas Edles, das unseren Respekt erheischte. Sie legte ihr kleines Papierbündel auf den Tisch und verließ uns mit dem Versprechen wiederzukommen, sobald sie dazu aufgefordert würde. 

Sherlock Holmes saß einige Minuten still da; seine Fingerspitzen hatte er noch immer aneinandergelegt, die Beine von sich gestreckt, und er starrte an die Decke. Dann nahm er die alte, ölige Tonpfeife vom Bord, die für ihn eine Art Ratgeber war, und nachdem er sie angezündet hatte, lehnte er sich in seinem Sessel zurück; dichte blaue Rauchgirlanden kräuselten Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.110
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sich aufwärts, und in seinem Gesicht lag ein Ausdruck unendlicher Ermattung. 

»Ein ganz interessantes Studienobjekt, dieses Mädchen«, bemerkte er. »Ich fand sie viel interessanter als ihr kleines Problem, das, nebenbei bemerkt, ziemlich abgedroschen und einfach ist. Wenn Sie meinen  Index konsultieren, werden Sie gleichartige Fälle in Andover anno '77 und etwas Ähnliches in Den Haag im letzten Jahr finden. So alt aber auch die Idee sein mag, es gab doch eine oder zwei Einzelheiten, die mir neu waren. Aber das Mädchen selbst war besonders ergiebig.«

»Sie scheinen in ihr eine ganze Menge gelesen zu haben, was für mich völlig unsichtbar war«, bemerkte ich. 

»Nicht unsichtbar, sondern nicht beobachtet, Watson. Sie wußten nicht, worauf Sie achten mußten, und deshalb haben Sie alles Wichtige übersehen. Es wird mir wohl nie gelingen, Ihnen die Bedeutung der Ärmel klarzumachen oder die Wichtigkeit von Dau-mennägeln, oder die großen Dinge, die an einem Schnürriemen hängen können. Also: Was haben Sie dem Äußeren dieser Frau entnehmen können? Beschreiben Sie.«

»Nun, sie hatte einen schieferfarbenen, breitkrempigen Strohhut mit einer ziegelroten Feder. Ihr Jackett war schwarz, mit schwarzen Perlen besetzt und einem Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.111
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Saum mit kleinen schwarzen Jade-Ornamenten. Ihr Kleid war braun, eher etwas dunkler als Kaffee, mit ein wenig rotem Baumwollsamt am Hals und an den Ärmeln. Ihre Handschuhe waren gräulich, und der rechte Zeigefinger schien durch. Ihre Schuhe habe ich nicht beobachtet. Sie hatte kleine, runde, herabhängende Goldohrringe und machte insgesamt einen Eindruck von Wohlstand, in einer gewöhnlichen, bequemen, fast lässigen Weise.«

Sherlock Holmes klatschte leise in die Hände und kicherte. 

»Mein Ehrenwort, Watson, Sie spielen wunderbar mit. Das haben Sie wirklich sehr schön gemacht. Sie haben zwar alles übersehen, was wichtig ist, aber Sie haben die Methode getroffen, und Sie haben ein gutes Auge für Farben. Vertrauen Sie niemals allgemeinen Eindrücken, mein Lieber, sondern konzentrieren Sie sich auf Einzelheiten. Mein erster Blick gilt immer den Ärmeln einer Frau. Bei einem Mann kann es besser sein, zuerst das Knie der Hose in Augenschein zu nehmen. Wie Sie sagten, hatte diese Frau Baumwollsamt an ihren Ärmeln, und dieses Material ist sehr nützlich, weil es Spuren bewahrt. Die doppelte Linie kurz über dem Handgelenk, wo jemand, der Maschine schreibt, sich auf den Tisch aufstützt, war wunderschön sichtbar. Eine mit der Hand zu bedienende Nähmaschine hinterläßt einen ähnlichen Abdruck, Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.112
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aber nur am linken Arm und auf der dem Daumen abgewandten Seite, statt wie in diesem Fall an der brei-testen Stelle. Dann habe ich mir ihr Gesicht angesehen, und als ich auf beiden Seiten der Nase die Eindrücke eines  pince-nez  bemerkte, habe ich mich über Kurzsichtigkeit und Maschineschreiben geäußert, was sie zu überraschen schien.«

»Jedenfalls hat es mich überrascht.«

»Aber das war doch ganz offensichtlich. Weiter hat es mich sehr überrascht und interessiert, daß ich, als ich an ihr hinabsah, feststellte, daß die Stiefel, die sie trug, nicht gerade völlig verschieden waren, aber sie gehörten doch nicht zusammen; der eine war vorn ein wenig verziert, und der andere war ganz schlicht. Der eine war nur mit den beiden unteren von fünf Knöpfen verschlossen, der andere mit dem ersten, dritten und fünften. Wenn Sie nun also eine junge Dame sehen, die mit halb zugeknöpften und nicht zueinander pas-senden Stiefeln aus dem Haus gegangen ist, obwohl sie sich sonst ordentlich kleidet, dann ist es kein Kunststück, abzuleiten, daß sie in Eile war.«

»Und was noch?« fragte ich, da mich die scharfe Logik meines Freundes wie immer zutiefst interessierte. 

» En passant  habe ich festgestellt, daß sie einen Brief geschrieben hat, bevor sie das Haus verließ, aber nachdem sie sich angekleidet hatte. Sie haben ja Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.113
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bemerkt, daß ihr rechter Handschuh am Zeigefinger zerrissen war, aber offenbar haben Sie nicht gesehen, daß Handschuh und Finger mit violetter Tinte befleckt waren. Sie hat sehr hastig geschrieben und ihre Feder zu tief eingetaucht. Es muß heute morgen gewesen sein, andernfalls wäre der Fleck nicht mehr so deutlich sichtbar auf ihrem Finger. All das ist amü-

sant, wenn auch ziemlich elementar, aber kommen wir wieder zur Sache, Watson. Würde es Ihnen etwas ausmachen, mir die annoncierte Beschreibung von Mr. Hosmer Angel vorzulesen?«

Ich hielt den kleinen gedruckten Ausschnitt ans Licht. Der Text lautete: »›Seit dem Morgen des 14. 

wird ein Gentleman namens Hosmer Angel vermißt. 

Er ist etwa 5 Fuß 7 Zoll groß; kräftig gebaut, bläßliche Hautfarbe, schwarzes Haar mit beginnender Kahlheit in der Kopfmitte, buschiger schwarzer Backen-und Oberlippenbart; getönte Brille, kleiner Sprach-fehler. Trug zuletzt schwarzen, seidebesetzten Gehrock, schwarze Weste, kurze goldene Uhrkette, graue Hosen aus Harris-Tweed und braune Gamaschen über Schuhen mit elastischen Seiten. War in einem Büro in der Leadenhall Street angestellt. Für verläßliche Informationen‹ usw. usw.«

»Das genügt«, sagte Holmes. »Was nun die Briefe angeht«, fuhr er fort, wobei er sie überflog, »so sind sie ziemlich gewöhnlich. Keinerlei brauchbare Hin-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.114
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weise auf Mr. Angel, abgesehen davon, daß er einmal Balzac zitiert. Eines ist allerdings an ihnen bemerkenswert und wird Ihnen sicher auffallen.«

»Sie sind mit der Maschine geschrieben«, bemerkte ich. 

»Nicht nur das, sondern auch die Unterschrift ist mit Maschine geschrieben. Schauen Sie sich das saubere kleine ›Hosmer Angel‹ hier unten an. Wie Sie sehen, sind die Briefe datiert, aber nur mit Leadenhall Street überschrieben, das ist reichlich vage. Die Sache mit der Unterschrift ist sehr wichtig – wir können sie sogar als entscheidend ansehen.«

»Entscheidend wofür?«

»Mein lieber Freund, kann es denn sein, daß Sie wirklich nicht sehen, welche große Bedeutung das für den Fall hat?«

»Das kann ich wirklich nicht behaupten, außer Sie meinen, er hat Wert darauf gelegt, seine Unterschrift leugnen zu können, wenn gegen ihn Anklage wegen eines nicht eingehaltenen Eheversprechens erhoben wird.«

»Nein, das ist nicht der Punkt. Ich werde aber jedenfalls zwei Briefe schreiben, die die Sache klären sollten. Einen an eine Firma in der City, den anderen an Mr. Windibank, den Stiefvater der jungen Dame, mit der Frage, ob er bereit wäre, uns hier morgen nachmittag um 6 Uhr zu treffen. Und jetzt, Doktor, Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.115
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können wir nichts tun, bis die Antworten auf diese Briefe eintreffen, wir können also unser kleines Problem in der Zwischenzeit beiseitelegen.«

Ich hatte so viele gute Gründe, an das feinsinnige Denkvermögen meines Freundes zu glauben, daß ich sicher war, er müsse ausreichenden Anlaß zu der selbstsicheren und gelassenen Art haben, in der er das einzigartige Rätsel handhabte, das auszuloten man ihn gebeten hatte. Nur einmal hatte ich ihn versagen sehen, im Fall mit der Photographie von Irene Adler und dem König von Böhmen; wenn ich aber an die unheimliche Geschichte des Zeichens der Vier und die außerordentlichen Umstände im Zusammenhang mit der Studie in Scharlach zurückdachte, schien es mir, es müßte eine wahrhaft seltsame Verwicklung sein, die er nicht aufzulösen vermöchte. 

So verließ ich ihn, der noch immer seine schwarze Tonpfeife paffte, in der Überzeugung, bei meiner Rückkehr am nächsten Abend festzustellen, daß er alle Hinweise in Händen hielt, die uns zur Identität von Miss Mary Sutherlands verschwundenem Bräutigam fuhren würden. 

Ein sehr ernster Fall forderte zu dieser Zeit meine berufliche Aufmerksamkeit, und den ganzen nächsten Tag verbrachte ich neben dem Bett des Leidenden. 

Erst kurz vor sechs Uhr fand ich die Zeit, in eine Kutsche zu springen und zur Baker Street zu fahren; fast Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.116
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fürchtete ich, zu spät zu kommen, um dem  dénouement  des kleinen Rätsels beizuwohnen. Ich traf Sherlock Holmes jedoch allein an; in die Tiefen des Lehnsessels gekuschelt schien seine lange, dünne Gestalt entschlummert zu sein. Eine gewaltige Menge von Flaschen und Reagenzgläsern sowie der stechende, saubere Geruch von Salzsäure sagten mir, daß er den Tag mit seinen geliebten chemischen Arbeiten zugebracht hatte. 

»Na, haben Sie es gelöst?« fragte ich beim Eintreten. 

»Ja. Es war Baryt-Bisulphat.«

»Nein, nein, das Rätsel!« rief ich. 

»Ach, das! Ich dachte an das Salz, mit dem ich gearbeitet habe. Im übrigen war der Fall nie rätselhaft, wenn er auch, wie ich gestern sagte, einige interessante Einzelheiten aufweist. Der einzige Nachteil dabei ist, daß es, fürchte ich, kein Gesetz gibt, mit dem man dem Schuft zu Leibe rücken kann.«

»Wer ist es denn, und was hat er beabsichtigt, als er Miss Sutherland im Stich gelassen hat?«

Ich hatte die Frage kaum ausgesprochen und Holmes hatte noch nicht den Mund geöffnet, um zu antworten, als wir schwere Schritte im Flur und ein Klopfen an der Tür hörten. 

»Das ist der Stiefvater des Mädchens, Mr. James Windibank«, sagte Holmes. »Er hat mir geschrieben, Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.117
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daß er gegen sechs Uhr hier sein würde. Treten Sie ein!«

Der Mann, der den Raum betrat, war stämmig und mittelgroß, in den Dreißigern, glattrasiert und blaß-


häutig, mit einem sanften, einschmeichelnden Gesichtsausdruck und zwei überaus scharfen und durchdringenden, grauen Augen. Er warf jedem von uns einen fragenden Blick zu, legte seinen glänzenden Zylinder auf das Bord und ließ sich mit einer angedeute-ten Verbeugung in den nächsten Sessel fallen. 

»Guten Abend, Mr. James Windibank«, sagte Holmes. »Ich glaube, dieser mit der Maschine geschriebene Brief, in dem Sie sich mit mir für sechs Uhr verabredet haben, stammt von Ihnen.«

»Ja, Sir. Ich fürchte, ich komme ein wenig zu spät, aber ich bin nicht ganz mein eigener Herr, wie Sie wohl wissen. Ich bedaure es, daß Miss Sutherland Sie mit dieser Angelegenheit behelligt hat; ich glaube nämlich, es ist viel besser, wenn man solche Art Wä-

sche nicht in der Öffentlichkeit wäscht. Sie ist gegen meinen ausdrücklichen Willen gekommen, aber sie ist ein leicht erregbares, impulsives Mädchen, wie Ihnen aufgefallen sein mag, und es ist nicht einfach, sie zu-rückzuhalten, wenn sie sich einmal etwas in den Kopf gesetzt hat. Natürlich habe ich nichts Besonderes gegen Sie, da Sie ja nichts mit der offiziellen Polizei zu tun haben, aber es ist nicht sehr erfreulich, wenn Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.118
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über ein derartiges Mißgeschick einer Familie überall gemunkelt wird. Davon abgesehen ist es nutzlose Geldverschwendung – wie könnten Sie denn wohl je diesen Hosmer Angel ausfindig machen?«

»Im Gegenteil«, sagte Holmes ruhig; »ich habe gute Gründe, anzunehmen, daß es mir gelingen wird, Mr. Hosmer Angel zu entdecken.«

Mr. Windibank schrak heftig zusammen und ließ seine Handschuhe fallen. »Ich freue mich sehr, das zu hören«, sagte er. 

»Es ist ein seltsamer Umstand«, meinte Holmes, 

»daß eine Schreibmaschine genausoviel Individualität besitzt wie die Handschrift eines Mädchens. Wenn sie nicht mehr ganz neu sind, schreiben keine zwei Maschinen genau gleich. Manche Typen sind mehr abgenutzt als andere, manche nutzen sich nur an einer Seite ab. An diesem Brief von Ihnen, Mr. Windibank, werden Sie feststellen, daß über jedem ›e‹ ein kleiner Fleck ist und ein kleiner Defekt im Schwänzchen des

›r‹. Es gibt noch vierzehn weitere Charakteristika, aber dies sind die wichtigsten.«

»In der Firma erledigen wir unsere gesamte Korrespondenz mit dieser Maschine, und zweifellos ist sie ein wenig abgenutzt«, erwiderte unser Besucher; er sah Holmes mit seinen hellen kleinen Augen aufmerksam an. 

»Ich will Ihnen jetzt etwas zeigen, was wirklich Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.119
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sehr interessant ist, Mr. Windibank«, fuhr Holmes fort. »Ich beabsichtige, eines Tages eine weitere kleine Monographie über Schreibmaschinen und ihre Beziehung zu Verbrechen zu verfassen. Es ist dies ein Thema, dem ich eine gewisse Aufmerksamkeit gewidmet habe. Hier habe ich vier Briefe, die angeblich von dem vermißten Mann stammen. Sie alle sind mit der Maschine geschrieben. In allen Fällen ist nicht nur das ›e‹ verwaschen und das ›r‹ defekt, sondern Sie werden auch feststellen, wenn Sie sich meines Vergrößerungsglases bedienen wollen, daß die weiteren vierzehn Charakteristika, von denen ich sprach, sich dort ebenfalls finden.«

Mr. Windibank sprang aus seinem Sessel auf und ergriff seinen Hut. »Ich kann meine Zeit nicht mit dieser Art phantastischen Geschwätzes vergeuden, Mr. 

Holmes«, sagte er. »Wenn Sie den Mann fangen können, dann fangen Sie ihn, und lassen Sie es mich wissen, wenn Sie es getan haben.«

»Aber gewiß«, sagte Holmes; er trat vor und drehte den Schlüssel in der Tür um. »Hiermit lasse ich Sie wissen, daß ich ihn gefangen habe!«

»Was! Wo?« rief Mr. Windibank; er wurde bleich bis in die Lippen und starrte um sich wie eine Ratte in einer Falle. 

»Oh, es hat keinen Sinn – wirklich nicht«, sagte Holmes sanft. »Sie kommen da unmöglich wieder Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.120
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hinaus, Mr. Windibank. Das war alles viel zu durchsichtig, und Sie haben mir ein schlechtes Kompliment gemacht, als Sie sagten, es wäre mir unmöglich, ein so einfaches Problem zu lösen. So ist es recht! Setzen Sie sich, und wir wollen alles durchsprechen.«

Unser Besucher brach mit verzerrtem Gesicht und glitzernder Nässe auf der Stirn in einem Sessel zusammen. »Es ... es ist nicht strafbar«, stammelte er. 

»Ich befürchte sehr stark, daß das stimmt. Aber unter uns, Windibank, das war der grausamste, selbstsüchtigste und herzloseste Trick, der mir je als schä-

biger Bagatellfall untergekommen ist. Ich will jetzt kurz den Verlauf der Ereignisse durchgehen, und Sie widersprechen mir, wenn ich mich irre.«

Der Mann hockte zusammengesunken in seinem Sessel, das Kinn auf der Brust, als wäre er völlig niedergeschmettert. Holmes legte seine Füße auf eine Ecke des Kaminsimses, steckte die Hände in die Taschen, lehnte sich zurück und begann zu sprechen, eher zu sich selbst, wie es schien, denn zu uns. 

»Der Mann hat eine sehr viel ältere Frau wegen ihres Geldes geheiratet«, sagte er, »und er konnte über das Geld der Tochter verfügen, solange sie bei ihnen lebte. Für Leute in ihrer Lage war es eine beträchtliche Summe, und der Verlust hätte schon einiges ausgemacht. Also lohnte sich ein Versuch, das Geld zu bewahren. Von ihrer Veranlagung her war die Tochter Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.121
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gutmütig und freundlich, in ihrem Betragen aber auch liebevoll und warmherzig, daher war es offensichtlich, daß sie mit ihren ansehnlichen persönlichen Vorzügen und ihrem eigenen kleinen Einkommen nicht sehr lange allein bleiben würde. Nun liefe ihre Heirat na-türlich auf einen Verlust von hundert Pfund pro Jahr hinaus; was also tut der Stiefvater, um das zu verhindern? Er wählt den naheliegenden Weg, sie häuslich zu halten, und verbietet ihr, die Gesellschaft von Leuten ihres Alters zu suchen. Er mußte aber bald feststellen, daß dies keine dauerhafte Lösung war. Sie wurde widerspenstig, bestand auf ihren Rechten und kündigte schließlich ihre entschiedene Absicht an, auf einen bestimmten Ball zu gehen. Was macht ihr schlauer Stiefvater da? Er entwickelt einen Plan, der weitaus mehr für seinen Kopf als für sein Herz spricht. Mit dem Wissen und der Hilfe seiner Frau verkleidet er sich, verdeckt seine scharfen Augen mit einer getönten Brille, macht das Gesicht mit einem Schnauzbart und einem Paar buschiger Backenbärte unkenntlich, läßt seine helle Stimme zu einem einschmeichelnden Flüstern absinken; daß das Mädchen kurzsichtig ist, gibt ihm doppelte Sicherheit, und so tritt er als Mr. Hosmer Angel auf und scheidet andere mögliche Liebhaber dadurch aus, daß er selbst dem Mädchen den Hof macht.«

»Zuerst war es nur ein Scherz«, ächzte unser Besu-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.122
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cher. »Wir haben nie geglaubt, daß sie sich so weit hinreißen lassen würde.«

»Das mag schon sein. Wie auch immer, jedenfalls hat sich die junge Dame ganz entschieden hinreißen lassen, und weil sie davon überzeugt war, daß sich ihr Stiefvater in Frankreich aufhielt, kam ihr der Verdacht, es könnte sich um üble Maschenschaften handeln, nie auch nur einen Moment in den Sinn. Sie fühlte sich durch die Aufmerksamkeiten des Gentlemans geschmeichelt, und diese Wirkung wurde dadurch noch verstärkt, daß ihre Mutter lauthals Zustimmung äußerte. Dann hat Mr. Angel begonnen, sie zu Hause zu besuchen, denn offenbar sollte die Sache so weit getrieben werden wie möglich, um eine dauerhafte Wirkung zu erzielen. Es kam zu Verabredungen und einer Verlobung, die endgültig dafür sorgen sollte, daß das Mädchen seine Neigungen nicht einem anderen zuwandte. Aber die Täuschung konnte nicht ewig aufrechterhalten bleiben. Diese angeblichen Reisen nach Frankreich waren ziemlich lästig. Es lag auf der Hand, daß man die Sache auf eine so dramatische Weise zu einem Ende bringen mußte, daß sie einen dauerhaften Eindruck im Gemüt der jungen Dame zu-rücklassen und sie für lange Zeit davon abhalten würde, nach einem anderen Freier Ausschau zu halten. Daher die geforderten Treueschwüre auf eine Bibel, und daher auch die Andeutungen, daß sich am Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.123
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Hochzeitsmorgen selbst irgend etwas würde ereignen können. James Windibank wollte, daß sich Miss Sutherland so eng an Hosmer Angel bindet und so sehr im Ungewissen über sein Geschick ist, daß sie wenigstens die nächsten zehn Jahre keinen anderen Mann erhört. Bis zur Kirchentür hat er sie gebracht, und weil er nicht weitergehen konnte, ist er in einer für ihn sehr bequemen Weise mit Hilfe eines alten Tricks verschwunden, indem er auf der einen Seite einer Droschke einsteigt und auf der anderen Seite sofort wieder aussteigt. Ich glaube, so haben sich die Dinge abgespielt, Mr. Windibank!«

Unser Besucher hatte sich wieder ein wenig gefaßt, während Holmes sprach, und nun erhob er sich aus seinem Sessel mit eisigem Hohn in seinem bleichen Gesicht. 

»Vielleicht ist es so, vielleicht ist es nicht so, Mr. 

Holmes«, sagte er, »aber wenn Sie schon so scharfsinnig sind, dann sollten Sie auch scharfsinnig genug sein, um zu wissen, daß Sie derjenige sind, der im Moment das Gesetz bricht, nicht ich. Ich habe von Anfang an nichts getan, dessentwegen man gegen mich Anklage erheben könnte, aber solange Sie diese Tür da verschlossen halten, setzen Sie sich selbst einem Verfahren wegen tätlicher Drohung und ungesetzlicher Nötigung aus.«

»Wie Sie sagen, kann das Gesetz Sie nicht belan-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.124
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gen«, sagte Holmes; er schloß die Tür auf und öffnete sie. »Aber es hat nie einen Mann gegeben, der eine Strafe mehr verdient hätte als Sie. Wenn die junge Dame einen Bruder oder einen Freund hat, dann sollte er Ihnen die Peitsche über den Rücken ziehen. Beim Zeus!« fuhr er fort, erregt angesichts des grimmigen Hohns auf dem Gesicht des Mannes, »es gehört nicht zu meinen Pflichten gegenüber meiner Klientin, aber da ist eine Jagdpeitsche in Reichweite, und ich schät-ze, ich werde mir das Vergnügen ...« Er machte zwei schnelle Schritte hin zur Peitsche, aber bevor er sie ergreifen konnte, ächzte die Treppe unter schnellen Tritten, die schwere Haustür fiel krachend ins Schloß, und vom Fenster aus konnten wir Mr. James Windibank sehen, wie er, so schnell es ging, die Straße hin-ablief. 

»So ein kaltblütiger Schurke!« sagte Holmes lachend, als er sich wieder in seinen Sessel fallen ließ. 

»Dieser Bursche wird von Verbrechen zu Verbrechen aufsteigen, bis er etwas ganz Übles tut und am Galgen endet. In mancher Hinsicht war dieser Fall keineswegs uninteressant.«

»Ich kann auch jetzt noch nicht all Ihre Denkschrit-te nachvollziehen«, bemerkte ich. 

»Nun ja, es war doch von Anfang an klar, daß dieser Mr. Hosmer Angel sehr schwerwiegende Gründe für sein seltsames Benehmen haben mußte, und ge-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.125
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nauso klar war, daß der einzige Mann, der wirklich Nutzen aus dem Vorfall zog, der Stiefvater war, soweit wir sehen konnten. Dann die Tatsache, daß die beiden Männer nie zusammengekommen sind, sondern der eine immer nur erschien, wenn der andere abwesend war; das war sehr aufschlußreich. Aufschluß-

reich waren auch die getönten Gläser und die merkwürdige Stimme, die genau wie der buschige Backenbart auf eine Verkleidung hinwies. Mein Verdacht wurde dadurch bekräftigt, daß er seine Unterschrift mit der Maschine schrieb, woraus sich schließen ließ, daß ihr seine Handschrift so vertraut war, daß sie sie sofort wiedererkennen würde. Wie Sie sehen, wiesen alle Tatsachen für sich genommen, zusammen mit vielen kleineren, in dieselbe Richtung.«

»Und wie haben Sie das alles überprüft?«

»Nachdem ich den Mann einmal ausfindig gemacht hatte, war es einfach, die Verdachtspunkte zu bestätigen. Ich wußte, für welche Firma dieser Mann arbeitet. Ich habe die gedruckte Beschreibung genommen und daraus alles gestrichen, was das Ergebnis einer Verkleidung sein könnte – Backenbart, Brille, Stimme –, und dann habe ich die Beschreibung an die Firma geschickt, mit der Bitte, mir mitzuteilen, ob diese Beschreibung auf einen ihrer Vertreter zutrifft. 

Die Eigentümlichkeiten der Schreibmaschine hatte ich bereits bemerkt, und ich habe dem Mann an seine Ge-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.126
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schäftsadresse geschrieben und ihn gebeten, herzukommen. Wie erwartet, war seine Antwort mit der Maschine geschrieben und wies die gleichen nebensächlichen, aber charakteristischen Mängel auf. Mit der gleichen Post erhielt ich einen Brief von Westhouse & Marbank auf der Fenchurch Street, des Inhalts, daß die Beschreibung in allen Einzelheiten auf ihren Angestellten James Windibank zutrifft.  Voilà tout! «

»Und Miss Sutherland?«

»Sie wird mir nicht glauben, wenn ich es ihr erzäh-le. Sie erinnern sich vielleicht an das alte persische Sprichwort ›Gefahr droht dem, der das Tigerjunge stiehlt, und Gefahr auch dem, der einer Frau ein Trug-bild nimmt‹. Bei Hafis findet sich ebenso viel Vernunft wie bei Horaz, und genauso viel Weltklugheit.«
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Das Rätsel von Boscombe Valley

Eines Morgens saßen meine Frau und ich beim Früh-stück, als das Hausmädchen ein Telegramm hereinbrachte. Es kam von Sherlock Holmes und lautete so: Haben Sie ein paar Tage übrig? Man hat eben aus Westengland nach mir gedrahtet, in Zusammenhang mit der Boscombe-Valley-Tragödie. 

Hätte Sie gern dabei. Luft und Landschaft wunderschön. Ab Paddington 11 : 15. 

»Was meinst du dazu, Liebster?« fragte meine Frau. 

Sie sah mich über den Tisch hinweg an. »Wirst du fahren?«

»Ich weiß wirklich nicht, was ich sagen soll. Ich habe im Moment eine ziemlich lange Liste.«

»Oh, deine Arbeit kann doch Anstruther erledigen. 

Du siehst in letzter Zeit ein wenig bleich drein. Ich glaube, die Luftveränderung würde dir guttun, und du bist doch immer so sehr an Mr. Sherlock Holmes' Fällen interessiert.«

»Wenn es anders wäre, wäre ich undankbar, vor allem, wenn ich sehe, was ich dank einem Fall gewonnen habe16«, antwortete ich. »Wenn ich aber fahren will, dann muß ich sofort packen, ich habe nur Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.128
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noch eine halbe Stunde.«

Meine Erfahrungen mit dem Lagerleben in Afghanistan hatten mich zumindest zu einem schnellen und zum Aufbruch bereiten Reisenden gemacht. Meine Bedürfnisse waren einfach und gering an der Zahl, und in weniger als der genannten Zeit befand ich mich mit meinem Koffer in einer Droschke, die zur Paddington Station ratterte. Sherlock Holmes wanderte auf dem Bahnsteig auf und ab; seine große, hagere Gestalt wurde von seinem langen grauen Reisemantel und der enganliegenden Tuchkappe noch hagerer und größer gemacht. 

»Es ist wirklich sehr freundlich, daß Sie mitkommen, Watson«, sagte er. »Es läßt mich ganz anders an die Sache herangehen, wenn ich jemanden bei mir habe, auf den ich mich ganz verlassen kann. Was man am Ort an Hilfe bekommen kann, ist immer entweder wertlos oder voreingenommen. Wenn Sie die beiden Eckplätze freihalten, hole ich die Fahrkarten.«

Wir hatten das Abteil für uns allein und brauchten es nur mit einem ungeheuren Haufen von Zeitungen zu teilen, den Holmes mitgebracht hatte. Er las und blätterte darin, zwischendurch machte er sich Notizen und dachte nach, bis wir Reading hinter uns gelassen hatten. Dann rollte er sie plötzlich alle zu einem riesigen Ball zusammen und warf sie ins Gepäcknetz. 

»Wissen Sie etwas über den Fall?« fragte er. 
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»Nichts. Ich habe seit Tagen keine Zeitung mehr gesehen.«

»Die Londoner Presse hat nicht sehr ausführlich darüber berichtet. Ich habe eben alle Zeitungen aus jüngster Zeit durchgesehen, um mich mit den Einzelheiten vertraut zu machen. Soweit ich bisher sehen kann, scheint das einer dieser einfachen Fälle zu sein, die so besonders schwierig sind.«

»Das klingt ein wenig paradox.«

»Es ist aber zutiefst wahr. Einzigartigkeit birgt fast immer einen Schlüssel. Je gewöhnlicher und unauffälliger ein Verbrechen ist, desto schwieriger ist es zu durchschauen. In diesem Fall hat man aber wohl sehr ernste Verdachtsmomente gegen den Sohn des Ermordeten.«

»Es handelt sich also um einen Mord?«

»Nun ja, jedenfalls hält man es dafür. Ich werde nichts für gegeben halten, so lange ich nicht die Möglichkeit hatte, mich persönlich damit zu befassen. Ich will Ihnen in kurzen Worten erklären, wie die Dinge liegen, soweit ich im Stande war, es zu begreifen. 

Boscombe Valley ist ein Landbezirk in der Nähe von Ross, in Herefordshire. Der größte Grundbesitzer in dieser Gegend ist ein Mr. John Turner, der sein Geld in Australien gemacht hat und vor einigen Jahren in seine alte Heimat zurückgekehrt ist. Hatherley, eine der Farmen in seinem Besitz, wurde an Mr. 
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Charles McCarthy verpachtet, auch er ein ehemaliger Australier. Die Männer hatten einander in den Kolonien kennengelernt, es ist also ganz natürlich, daß sie sich so nahe wie möglich beieinander niedergelassen haben. Offenbar war Turner von beiden der reichere, also wurde McCarthy sein Pächter, aber es scheint, als hätten sie miteinander auf gleicher Ebene verkehrt, denn sie waren oft zusammen. McCarthy hat einen achtzehnjährigen Sohn, Turner eine Tochter gleichen Alters, aber beider Frauen sind tot. Sie scheinen den Umgang mit den englischen Familien der Nachbarschaft gemieden und zurückgezogen gelebt zu haben, obwohl beide McCarthys viel für Sport übrig haben und oft bei Pferderennen in der Umgebung gesehen werden. McCarthy hat zwei Dienstboten – einen Mann und ein Mädchen. Turner hat einen großen Haushalt, mindestens ein halbes Dutzend. So viel habe ich über die Familien erfahren können. Jetzt zu den Tatsachen. 

Am dritten Juni – also am vergangenen Montag –

hat McCarthy sein Haus in Hatherley gegen drei Uhr nachmittags verlassen und ist zum Boscombe Pool hinuntergegangen, einem kleinen See, den der Fluß, der durch das Boscombe Valley fließt, an dieser Stelle bildet. Morgens war er mit seinem Diener in Ross gewesen und hatte dem Mann gesagt, er müsse sich beeilen, weil er um drei Uhr eine wichtige Verabredung Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.131
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einzuhalten habe. Er ist von dieser Verabredung nicht lebendig zurückgekehrt. 

Vom Farmhaus Hatherley zum Boscombe Pool ist es eine Viertelmeile, und zwei Leute haben ihn auf dem Weg dorthin gesehen. Einmal eine alte Frau, deren Name nicht erwähnt wird, und zum anderen William Crowder, ein Wildhüter in Diensten von Mr. 

Turner. Diese beiden Zeugen erklären, daß Mr. 

McCarthy allein war, als sie ihn sahen. Der Wildhüter sagt außerdem, einige Minuten, nachdem er Mr. 

McCarthy habe vorbeigehen sehen, habe er auch dessen Sohn, Mr. James McCarthy gesehen, der mit einem Gewehr unter dem Arm in die gleiche Richtung ging. Er ist ziemlich sicher, daß der Vater zu diesem Zeitpunkt noch in Sichtweite war und daß der Sohn ihm gefolgt ist. Er hat nicht weiter darüber nachgedacht, bis er abends von der Tragödie hörte, die sich ereignet hatte. 

Auch nachdem der Wildhüter William Crowder sie aus den Augen verloren hatte, sind die beiden McCarthys noch gesehen worden. Der Boscombe Pool ist von dichtem Gehölz umgeben und hat einen kleinen Saum aus Gras und Schilf gleich am Ufer. Ein vierzehnjähriges Mädchen, Patience Moran, die Tochter des Pförtners vom Herrenhaus Boscombe Valley, war in dem Gehölz, um Blumen zu pflücken. Sie sagt aus, daß sie, als sie dort war, am Waldrand und nahe am Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.132
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See Mr. McCarthy und seinen Sohn gesehen hat, und beide hätten anscheinend heftig miteinander gestritten. Sie hat gehört, wie der ältere Mr. McCarthy seinen Sohn in sehr üblen Worten beschimpfte, und sie hat gesehen, wie der Sohn die Hand hob, als wollte er seinen Vater schlagen. Sie war über die Heftigkeit der beiden so erschrocken, daß sie fortgelaufen ist und ihrer Mutter, als sie zu Hause ankam, erzählt hat, sie habe die beiden McCarthys am Boscombe Pool streiten sehen und befürchtet, sie könnten sich schlagen. 

Das hatte sie kaum gesagt, als der junge Mr. McCarthy zum Pförtnerhaus gelaufen kam und sagte, er habe seinen Vater tot im Wald aufgefunden und wolle den Pförtner zu Hilfe holen. Er war sehr erregt und hatte weder den Hut noch das Gewehr bei sich, und seine rechte Hand und sein rechter Ärmel sollen von frischem Blut beschmiert gewesen sein. Als sie ihm folgten, haben sie den Leichnam des Vaters gefunden, ausgestreckt im Gras neben dem Pool. Der Schädel war mit mehreren Schlägen von einer schweren, stumpfen Waffe eingeschlagen worden. So, wie die Verletzungen aussahen, konnten sie sehr wohl vom Kolben des Gewehrs seines Sohnes stammen, und die Waffe wurde nur wenige Schritte vom Leichnam entfernt im Gras gefunden. Unter diesen Umständen wurde der junge Mann sofort festgenommen, und nachdem die Untersuchung am Dienstag zu dem Er-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.133

Das Rätsel von Boscombe Valley

Doyle-WA Bd. 5, 95

gebnis ›Vorsätzlicher Mord‹ gekommen war, wurde er am Mittwoch den Behörden in Ross vorgeführt, die den Fall an die nächste Tagung des Schwurgerichts überwiesen haben. Das sind die wichtigsten Tatsachen in diesem Fall, so wie sie sich bei der Leichen-schau17 und vor dem Polizeigericht18 dargestellt haben.«

»Ich kann mir kaum einen eindeutigeren Fall vorstellen«, bemerkte ich. »Wenn je alle Indizien auf einen Verbrecher hingewiesen haben, dann hier.«

»Indizien sind immer eine verzwickte Sache«, erwiderte Holmes gedankenverloren; »sie verweisen oft scheinbar eindeutig auf etwas, aber wenn man seine eigene Perspektive ein klein wenig verändert, stellt man möglicherweise fest, daß sie genauso unmißverständlich auf etwas ganz anderes deuten. Man muß aber zugeben, daß die Sache äußerst schlecht für den jungen Mann aussieht, und es ist sehr gut möglich, daß er tatsächlich der Schuldige ist. In der Nachbarschaft gibt es aber eine Reihe von Leuten, darunter auch Miss Turner, die Tochter des benachbarten Gutsbesitzers, die an seine Unschuld glauben, und die Lestrade, an den Sie sich vielleicht in Zusammenhang mit der Studie in Scharlachrot erinnern, angehalten haben, den Fall im Interesse des jungen Mannes zu bearbeiten. Lestrade findet alles einigermaßen verwirrend und hat den Fall an mich weitergegeben, und so Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.134
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kommt es, daß zwei Gentlemen mittleren Alters mit fünfzig Meilen pro Stunde gen Westen rasen, statt in aller Ruhe zu Hause ihr Frühstück zu verdauen.«

»Ich fürchte«, sagte ich, »die Tatsachen sind so offensichtlich, daß Sie feststellen werden, mit diesem Fall ist wenig Ruhm zu ernten.«

»Nichts ist trügerischer als eine offensichtliche Tatsache«, antwortete er lachend. »Außerdem könnten wir zufällig weitere offensichtliche Tatsachen finden, die für Mr. Lestrade gar nicht so offensichtlich waren. 

Sie kennen mich gut genug um zu wissen, daß ich nicht angebe, wenn ich sage, daß ich mit Mitteln, die anzuwenden oder auch nur zu verstehen er völlig au-

ßerstande ist, seine Theorie entweder bestätigen oder vernichten werde. Um das erste Beispiel zu nehmen, das sich anbietet: Ich stelle sehr eindeutig fest, daß das Fenster in Ihrem Schlafzimmer rechter Hand ist, und dennoch bezweifle ich, daß Mr. Lestrade sogar eine so offensichtliche Tatsache wie diese bemerkt haben würde.«

»Wie um alles in der Welt ...!«

»Mein lieber Freund, ich kenne Sie gut. Ich kenne die militärische Sauberkeit, die Sie auszeichnet. Sie rasieren sich jeden Morgen, und in dieser Jahreszeit rasieren Sie sich bei Sonnenschein, aber da Ihre Rasur immer weniger gründlich wird, je weiter wir uns auf Ihrer Wange nach links begeben, bis sie am Ende des Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.135
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Kinnbackens wirklich schlampig wird, ist es doch sehr klar, daß diese Seite weniger gut beleuchtet ist als die andere. Ich kann mir nicht vorstellen, daß ein Mann mit Ihren Gewohnheiten sich bei gleichmäßigem Licht betrachtet und mit einem derartigen Ergebnis zufrieden ist. Ich gebe das hier nur als triviales Beispiel für Beobachtung und Schlußfolgerung. Das ist mein  métier,  und es ist durchaus möglich, daß es in der vor uns liegenden Untersuchung ein wenig hilfreich ist. Es gibt einen oder zwei kleinere Punkte, die sich bei der Leichenschau ergaben und die durchaus eine nähere Betrachtung verdienen.«

»Wie sehen sie aus?«

»Es scheint, daß diese Festnahme nicht sofort, sondern erst nach der Rückkehr zur Hatherley Farm erfolgt ist. Als der Polizeiinspektor ihm mitteilte, er sei nun ein Gefangener, hat McCarthy bemerkt, ihn überrasche das nicht, und er habe nichts anderes verdient. 

Diese seine Bemerkung hatte natürlich zur Folge, daß alle Anflüge von Zweifel, die noch in den Köpfen der Leichenschau-Kommission gewesen sein mögen, zerstreut wurden.«

»Das war ein Geständnis«, rief ich aus. 

»Nein, denn anschließend hat er beteuert, er sei unschuldig.«

»Am Ende einer so belastenden Reihe von Umständen war es jedenfalls zumindest eine sehr verdächtige Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.136
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Bemerkung.«

»Im Gegenteil«, sagte Holmes. »Das ist der hellste Riß, den ich im Moment in den Wolken sehen kann. 

Wie unschuldig er auch immer sein mag, er kann doch nicht ein so vollkommener Trottel sein, daß er nicht sieht, wie schlimm die Umstände gegen ihn sprechen. 

Wenn er von seiner Festnahme überrascht gewesen wäre oder Empörung vorgespielt hätte, das hätte ich als überaus verdächtig angesehen, weil unter den Um-ständen Überraschung oder Zorn unvernünftig gewesen wären, einem Mann mit Hintergedanken aber als beste Verhaltensweise erscheinen könnten. Daß er die Situation so freimütig hingenommen hat, zeigt, daß er entweder unschuldig oder aber ein Mann mit beachtlicher Selbstbeherrschung und Standhaftigkeit ist. Was seine Bemerkung angeht, er habe nichts anderes verdient, so war auch sie keineswegs unvernünftig, wenn man bedenkt, daß er neben dem Leichnam seines Vaters stand und daß es keinen Zweifel daran gibt, daß er am gleichen Tag seine Sohnespflichten so weit vergessen hatte, daß er heftige Worte mit ihm wechselte und nach der Aussage des Mädchens, die sehr wichtig ist, sogar die Hand erhoben hatte, als ob er ihn schlagen wollte. Die Selbstvorwürfe und die Zerknir-schung, die aus seiner Bemerkung sprechen, scheinen mir eher auf einen gesunden als auf einen schuldigen Geist hinzuweisen.«
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Ich schüttelte den Kopf. »Viele Männer sind auf Grund von viel schlechteren Beweisen gehängt worden«, meinte ich. 

»Das stimmt. Und viele Männer sind zu Unrecht gehängt worden.«

»Wie stellt der junge Mann selbst die Sache dar?«

»Seine Darstellung ist, fürchte ich, nicht sehr ermutigend für die, die an seine Unschuld glauben, wenn auch ein Punkt oder zwei darin sehr interessant sind. 

Sie können es hier finden und selbst lesen.«

Er zog aus seinem Bündel ein Exemplar der örtlichen Zeitung aus Herefordshire, und nachdem er die Seite überflogen hatte, zeigte er mir den Abschnitt mit der Darstellung des unglücklichen jungen Mannes über die Vorfalle. Ich ließ mich in einer Ecke des Abteils nieder und las es sehr aufmerksam. Der Text lautete folgendermaßen:

Mr. James McCarthy, der einzige Sohn des Verstorbenen, wurde dann aufgerufen und sagte aus wie folgt: »Ich war drei Tage von zu Hause fort-gewesen, in Bristol, und war am letzten Montag, dem 3., gerade erst morgens zurückgekehrt. Zum Zeitpunkt meiner Ankunft war mein Vater nicht zu Hause, und vom Dienstmädchen erfuhr ich, daß er mit John Cobb, dem Knecht, nach Ross gefahren war. Kurz nach meiner Rückkehr hörte Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.138
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ich die Räder seines Wagens im Hof, und als ich aus dem Fenster sah, sah ich, wie er ausstieg und eilig den Hof verließ, wenn mir auch nicht ersichtlich war, in welche Richtung. Ich nahm daraufhin mein Gewehr und schlenderte in Richtung Boscombe Pool in der Absicht, nach dem Kanin-chenbau zu schauen, der auf der anderen Seite liegt. Auf dem Weg sah ich den Wildhüter William Crowder, wie er in seiner Aussage erklärt hat; er irrt sich aber, wenn er annimmt, ich sei meinem Vater gefolgt. Ich hatte keine Ahnung, daß er vor mir war. Als ich noch etwa hundert Yards vom Pool entfernt war, hörte ich den Schrei ›Cooee!‹, ein gebräuchliches Signal zwischen meinem Vater und mir. Daraufhin eilte ich vorwärts und traf ihn neben dem Pool stehend an. Er schien sehr überrascht zu sein, mich zu sehen, und fragte mich ziemlich grob, was ich dort täte. Es kam zu einem Gespräch, das zu lauten Worten und fast zu Schlägen führte, denn mein Vater war ein Mann von sehr hitzigem Temperament. Als ich sah, daß er seine Wut nicht länger bezähmen konnte, habe ich ihn allein gelassen und bin nach Hatherley Farm zu-rückgekehrt. Ich hatte jedoch erst hundertfünfzig Yards zurückgelegt, als ich hinter mir einen entsetzlichen Schrei hörte, der mich dazu brachte, Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.139
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sofort zurückzulaufen. Ich fand meinen Vater sterbend auf dem Boden, mit schrecklichen Kopfverletzungen. Ich ließ mein Gewehr fallen und hielt ihn in den Armen, aber er starb fast unmittelbar darauf. Ich blieb einige Minuten neben ihm auf den Knien und habe mich dann zu Mr. 

Turners Pförtnerhaus aufgemacht, dessen Haus das nächste erreichbare war, um ihn um Hilfe zu bitten. Bei meiner Rückkehr habe ich niemanden in der Nähe meines Vaters gesehen, und ich habe auch keine Vorstellung davon, wie er an diese Verletzungen gekommen sein kann. Er war nicht beliebt, da er in seinem Wesen eher kalt und abweisend war, aber soweit ich weiß, hatte er keine wirklichen Feinde. Mehr weiß ich nicht über die Sache.«

Coroner: »Hat Ihr Vater Ihnen noch etwas gesagt, bevor er starb?«

Zeuge: »Er hat ein paar Worte gemurmelt, aber ich konnte nichts verstehen außer einem Hinweis auf eine Ratte.«

Coroner: »Können Sie sich das erklären?«

Zeuge: »Es ergab für mich keinen Sinn. Ich dachte, er phantasiert.«

Coroner: »Worum ging es bei diesem letzten Streit zwischen Ihnen und Ihrem Vater?«

Zeuge: »Ich möchte nicht darauf antworten.«
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Coroner. »Ich fürchte, ich muß darauf bestehen.«

Zeuge: »Es ist mir wirklich unmöglich, Ihnen das zu sagen. Ich kann Ihnen nur versichern, daß es mit der folgenden schrecklichen Tragödie nichts zu tun hat.«

Coroner: »Die Entscheidung darüber liegt beim Gericht. Ich brauche Ihnen wohl nicht zu sagen, daß Ihre Weigerung zu antworten, Ihren Fall in einem möglichen künftigen Verfahren negativ beeinflussen kann.«

Zeuge: »Ich muß trotzdem die Aussage verweigern.«

Coroner: »Verstehe ich Sie recht, daß der Schrei

›Cooee‹ ein Erkennungssignal zwischen Ihnen und Ihrem Vater war?«

Zeuge: »Ja.«

Coroner: »Wie ist es denn dann möglich, daß er diesen Schrei ausstieß, bevor er Sie gesehen hatte und sogar bevor er wußte, daß Sie aus Bristol zurückgekommen waren?«

Zeuge (in beträchtlicher Verwirrung): »Ich weiß es nicht.«

Mitglied der Jury: »Als Sie den Schrei hörten und umgekehrt sind und Ihren Vater tödlich verwundet vorfanden, haben Sie da irgend etwas Verdächtiges gesehen?«

Zeuge: »Nichts Bestimmtes.«
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Coroner: »Wie meinen Sie das?«

Zeuge: »Ich war so verwirrt und aufgeregt, als ich da aus dem Gehölz ins Freie stürzte, daß ich an nichts anderes denken konnte als an meinen Vater. Trotzdem hatte ich den undeutlichen Eindruck, daß etwas links von mir auf dem Boden lag, als ich vorwärts rannte. Es schien mir etwas Graues zu sein, eine Art Mantel, vielleicht ein Plaid. Als ich von meinem Vater wieder aufschaute, habe ich mich danach umgesehen, aber es war fort.«

»Sie meinen, es war verschwunden, bevor Sie Hilfe geholt haben?«

»Ja, es war weg.«

»Sie können nicht sagen, was es war?«

»Nein, ich hatte nur ein Gefühl, daß da etwas war.«

»Wie weit von der Leiche entfernt?«

»Ein Dutzend Yards oder so.«

»Und wie weit entfernt vom Waldrand?«

»Ungefähr gleich weit.«

»Wenn es also entfernt worden ist, dann zu einem Zeitpunkt, als Sie nicht weiter als ein Dutzend Yards entfernt waren?«

»Ja, aber mit dem Rücken in diese Richtung.«

Damit war die Befragung des Zeugen beendet. 
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»Ich sehe hier«, sagte ich, während ich die Spalte noch einmal überflog, »daß der Coroner bei seinen abschließenden Bemerkungen mit dem jungen McCarthy reichlich streng umgesprungen ist. Er lenkt, und zwar zu Recht, die Aufmerksamkeit auf den Widerspruch, daß sein Vater ihm ein Zeichen gegeben haben soll, bevor er ihn überhaupt gesehen hat, und auch auf seine Weigerung, Einzelheiten über sein Gespräch mit dem Vater mitzuteilen, und auf den seltsamen Bericht über die letzten Worte des Vaters. All das spricht, wie er feststellt, sehr stark gegen den Sohn.«

Holmes lachte leise in sich hinein und streckte sich auf dem Polstersitz aus. »Sie und der Coroner haben sich beide einige Mühe gemacht«, sagte er, »die Punkte hervorzuheben, die am stärksten für den jungen Mann sprechen. Sehen Sie denn nicht, daß Sie ihn abwechselnd beschuldigen, zu viel und zu wenig Phantasie zu haben? Zu wenig, wenn er für den Streit keinen Grund erfinden könnte, der ihm die Sympathie der Jury einbrächte; zu viel, wenn er nur aus sich heraus eine so ausgefallene Sache wie den Hinweis des Sterbenden auf eine Ratte und die Geschichte mit dem verschwundenen Kleidungsstück vorbringen soll. 

Nein, Sir; ich werde mich mit diesem Fall von dem Gesichtspunkt aus befassen, daß dieser junge Mann die Wahrheit sagt, und wir werden sehen, wohin diese Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.143
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Hypothese uns führt. So, hier habe ich meinen Taschen-Petrarca, und ich werde kein Wort mehr zu diesem Fall sagen, bis wir am Schauplatz angekommen sind. Wir nehmen unseren Lunch auf der Höhe von Swindon ein, und wie ich sehe, werden wir in zwanzig Minuten dort sein.«

Es war beinahe vier Uhr, als wir endlich in der hübschen Kleinstadt Ross eintrafen, nachdem wir das wunderschöne Tal des Stroud hinter uns gelassen und den breiten, leuchtenden Severn überquert hatten. Ein hagerer, frettchenartiger Mann, der verstohlen und argwöhnisch dreinblickte, erwartete uns auf dem Bahnsteig. Trotz hellbraunen Staubmantels und lederner Gamaschen, die er in Anpassung an die ländliche Umgebung trug, erkannte ich doch mühelos Lestrade von Scotland Yard. Mit ihm fuhren wir zum Hereford Arms Hotel, wo man uns ein Zimmer reserviert hatte. 

»Ich habe einen Wagen bestellt«, sagte Lestrade. 

Wir saßen bei einer Tasse Tee. »Ich weiß doch, wie energisch Sie sind, und daß Sie erst zufrieden sind, wenn Sie am Schauplatz des Verbrechens waren.«

»Sehr nett und zuvorkommend von Ihnen«, antwortete Holmes. »Aber das hängt ganz vom barometri-schen Druck ab.«

Lestrade blickte ihn verstört an. »Ich kann Ihnen nicht ganz folgen«, sagte er. 

»Was sagt das Glas? Aha, neunundzwanzig. Kein Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.144
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Wind, und keine einzige Wolke am Himmel. Hier habe ich eine Schachtel Zigaretten, die unbedingt geraucht werden müssen, und das Sofa sieht viel besser aus als die üblichen Scheußlichkeiten in Hotels auf dem Lande. Ich halte es für sehr unwahrscheinlich, daß ich heute abend den Wagen benutzen werde.«

Lestrade lachte nachsichtig. »Sie haben Ihre Schlußfolgerungen zweifellos schon mit Hilfe der Zeitungen gezogen«, sagte er. »Der Fall liegt sonnenklar, und je mehr man sich damit beschäftigt, um so klarer wird er. Andererseits kann man natürlich einer Dame nichts abschlagen, einer so beharrlichen dazu. Sie hat von Ihnen gehört und will wissen, was Ihre Meinung hierzu ist, obwohl ich ihr mehrmals gesagt habe, Sie könnten hier auch nichts tun, was ich nicht schon getan hätte. Ach du liebe Zeit! Da ist ihr Wagen!«

Er hatte es kaum gesagt, als eine der hübschesten jungen Frauen ins Zimmer stürzte, die ich im Leben je gesehen habe. Ihre blauen Augen leuchteten, ihr Mund war leicht geöffnet, ein rosa Hauch lag auf ihren Wangen, jeder Gedanke an ihre natürliche Zu-rückhaltung war untergegangen in überwältigender Erregung und Besorgnis. 

»Oh, Mr. Sherlock Holmes!« rief sie; sie blickte zwischen uns hin und her und wandte sich schließlich mit der schnellen Intuition einer Frau an meinen Ge-fährten. »Ich bin so froh, daß Sie gekommen sind. Ich Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.145
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bin mit dem Wagen hergekommen, um Ihnen das zu sagen. Ich weiß, daß James es nicht getan hat. Ich weiß es, und ich möchte, daß auch Sie es wissen, bevor Sie mit Ihrer Arbeit beginnen. Bitte zweifeln Sie nie daran. Wir kennen einander, seit wir kleine Kinder waren, und ich kenne seine Fehler besser als jeder andere; aber er hat ein so weiches Herz, daß er nicht einmal einer Fliege etwas zuleide tun kann. Für jeden, der ihn wirklich kennt, ist diese Beschuldigung absurd.«

»Ich hoffe, wir können ihn davon reinwaschen, Miss Turner«, sagte Sherlock Holmes. »Sie können sich darauf verlassen, daß ich alles tun werde, was ich kann.«

»Aber Sie kennen doch die Beweislage. Haben Sie schon Schlüsse gezogen? Sehen Sie nicht vielleicht ein Schlupfloch, irgendeine Schwachstelle? Glauben Sie vielleicht selbst auch, daß er unschuldig ist?«

»Ich halte es für sehr wahrscheinlich.«

»Da hören Sie es!« rief sie. Sie warf ihren Kopf zu-rück und blickte Lestrade trotzig an. »Haben Sie es gehört? Er macht mir Hoffnung.«

Lestrade zuckte mit den Schultern. »Ich fürchte, mein Kollege hat seine Schlüsse ein bißchen voreilig gezogen«, sagte er. 

»Aber er hat recht. Oh, ich weiß, daß er recht hat! 

James kann das nie getan haben. Und dieser Streit mit Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.146
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seinem Vater. Ich bin sicher, der Grund, weshalb er dem Coroner nichts darüber sagen wollte, ist, daß ich davon betroffen bin.«

»Inwiefern?« fragte Holmes. 

»Es ist jetzt nicht der Zeitpunkt für mich, irgend etwas zu verheimlichen. James und sein Vater hatten meinetwegen viele Meinungsverschiedenheiten. Mr. 

McCarthy hat immer großen Wert darauf gelegt, daß wir irgendwann heiraten. James und ich haben einander immer wie Bruder und Schwester geliebt, aber er ist natürlich jung und hat noch so wenig vom Leben gesehen und ... und ... also, er wollte natürlich noch nichts Derartiges tun. Deswegen gab es Streit, und ich bin sicher, dieser Streit war auch so einer.«

»Und Ihr Vater?« fragte Holmes. »War er für solch eine Verbindung?«

»Nein, er war auch dagegen. Niemand außer Mr. 

McCarthy war dafür.« Eine jähe Röte überzog ihr frisches, junges Gesicht, als Holmes ihr einen seiner scharfen, forschenden Blicke zuwarf. 

»Ich danke Ihnen für diese Information«, sagte er. 

»Kann ich Ihren Vater sprechen, wenn ich morgen vorbeikomme?«

»Ich fürchte, das wird der Doktor nicht erlauben.«

»Der Doktor?«

»Ja, wußten Sie das nicht? Mein armer Vater ist schon seit vielen Jahren nicht sehr gesund, aber das Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.147
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hat ihn völlig zusammenbrechen lassen. Er mußte sich hinlegen, und Dr. Willows sagt, er muß mindestens eine Woche im Bett bleiben, und sein Nervensystem ist völlig zerrüttet. Mr. McCarthy war der einzige lebende Mensch, der Vater früher in Victoria gekannt hat.«

»Ha! In Victoria! Das ist sehr wichtig.«

»Ja, in den Minen.«

»Genau; in den Goldminen, wo Mr. Turner, wenn ich mich nicht irre, sein Vermögen gemacht hat.«

»Ja, das ist richtig.«

»Ich danke Ihnen, Miss Turner. Sie haben mir wirklich sehr geholfen.«

»Sagen Sie es mir bitte, wenn Sie morgen etwas Neues wissen! Sie werden doch bestimmt ins Gefängnis gehen, um mit James zu sprechen. Oh, Mr. Holmes, wenn Sie hingehen, sagen Sie ihm doch bitte, ich weiß, daß er unschuldig ist.«

»Ich werde es ihm sagen, Miss Turner.«

»Ich muß jetzt heimfahren, denn Vater ist sehr krank, und er vermißt mich so sehr, wenn ich fort bin. 

Good-bye, und möge Gott Ihnen bei Ihrer Arbeit beistehen.« So impulsiv, wie sie ihn betreten hatte, verließ sie den Raum, und wir hörten die Räder ihres Wagens die Straße hinabrattern. 

»Ich schäme mich für Sie, Holmes«, sagte Lestrade würdevoll nach mehrminütigem Schweigen. »Wie Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.148
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können Sie nur Hoffnungen wecken, die Sie doch enttäuschen müssen? Ich bin nicht gerade weichherzig, aber das nenne ich grausam.«

»Ich glaube, ich weiß schon, wie ich James McCarthy freibekomme«, sagte Holmes. »Haben Sie die Erlaubnis, ihn im Gefängnis aufzusuchen?«

»Ja, aber nur für Sie und mich.«

»Dann werde ich wohl meinen Entschluß, nicht mehr auszugehen, revidieren. Haben wir noch genug Zeit, um einen Zug nach Hereford zu nehmen und mit ihm heute abend zu reden?«

»Reichlich.«

»Dann sollten wir das tun. Watson, ich fürchte, für Sie wird es langweilig sein, aber ich werde nur ein paar Stunden fortbleiben.«

Ich ging mit ihnen zum Bahnhof hinab und wanderte anschließend durch die Straßen der kleinen Stadt, bis ich zum Hotel zurückkehrte, wo ich es mir auf dem Sofa bequem machte und mich für einen billigen Schmöker zu interessieren suchte. Die Handlung der Geschichte war jedoch allzu dünn und erbärmlich, wenn ich sie mit dem dunklen Rätsel verglich, durch das wir uns tasteten, und meine Gedanken schweiften von der Dichtung immer wieder zur Wirklichkeit ab, so daß ich schließlich das Buch an die Wand warf und mich ganz einer Betrachtung der Ereignisse des Tages hingab. Angenommen, die Geschichte dieses Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.149
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unglücklichen jungen Mannes wäre absolut wahr –

welche Teufelei, welches völlig unvorhersehbare und außerordentliche Unheil konnte sich dann zwischen dem Zeitpunkt, da er von seinem Vater schied, und dem Augenblick ereignet haben, da er, von den Schreien zurückgerufen, auf die Lichtung stürzte? Es mußte etwas Schreckliches und Tödliches sein. Was konnte es nur sein? Könnte die Art der Verletzungen nicht vielleicht meinem ärztlichen Instinkt etwas verraten? Ich läutete und ließ mir die örtliche Wochen-zeitung bringen, die einen wortwörtlichen Bericht über die Leichenschau enthielt. Der Arzt stellte in seinem Bericht fest, daß das hintere Drittel des linken Scheitelbeins und die linke Hälfte des Hinterhaupt-Knochens durch einen schweren Schlag mit einer stumpfen Waffe zerschmettert worden waren. Ich be-rührte die Stelle an meinem eigenen Kopf. Offenbar konnte ein solcher Schlag nur von hinten geführt worden sein. Das sprach in gewisser Weise zugunsten des Angeklagten, da er ja seinem Vater gegenüber gestanden hatte, als man sie miteinander streiten sah. Viel ließ sich jedoch nicht damit machen, denn der Ältere mochte ihm durchaus den Rücken gekehrt haben, ehe der Schlag fiel. Dennoch konnte es nützlich sein, Holmes' Aufmerksamkeit hierauf zu lenken. Dann war da der merkwürdige Hinweis des Sterbenden auf eine Ratte. Was konnte das bedeuten? Delirium konnte es Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.150
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nicht sein. Ein Mann, der an einem jähen Schlag stirbt, deliriert normalerweise nicht. Nein, mit größerer Wahrscheinlichkeit war es ein Versuch gewesen, zu erklären, wie ihn das Unheil ereilt hatte. Aber worauf konnte das hindeuten? Und dann die Geschichte mit dem grauen Tuch, das der junge McCarthy gesehen hatte. Wenn es stimmte, dann mußte der Mörder auf der Flucht einen Teil seiner Kleidung verloren haben, vermutlich den Mantel, und hatte dann die Kühnheit besessen, umzukehren und ihn zu holen, in dem Augenblick, da der Sohn keine zwölf Schritte entfernt kniete und ihm den Rücken zuwandte. Welch ein Gewirk von Rätseln und Unwahrscheinlichkeiten die ganze Sache doch war! Über Lestrades Meinung war ich nicht verwundert, und doch hatte ich so viel Vertrauen zu Sherlock Holmes' Scharfsinn, daß ich nicht bereit war, die Hoffnung aufzugeben, solange jede neu ans Licht kommende Tatsache seine Überzeugung, daß der junge McCarthy unschuldig sei, zu stärken schien. 

Es wurde spät, ehe Sherlock Holmes zurückkehrte. 

Er kam allein, denn Lestrade hatte in der Stadt Quartier genommen. 

»Das Barometer ist noch immer sehr hoch«, bemerkte er, als er sich niederließ. »Es ist wichtig, daß es nicht regnet, bevor wir uns den Boden haben ansehen können. Andererseits sollte man in bester Verfas-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.151
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sung und besonders wach sein, wenn es um eine so hübsche Arbeit geht, und ich wollte nicht damit anfangen, solange ich noch erschöpft bin von einer langen Reise. Ich habe mit dem jungen McCarthy gesprochen.«

»Und was haben Sie von ihm erfahren?«

»Nichts.«

»Konnte er kein Licht in die Sache bringen?«

»Überhaupt gar keines. Eine Weile neigte ich zu der Annahme, daß er weiß, wer es getan hat, und nun ihn oder sie decken will, aber inzwischen bin ich davon überzeugt, daß er genauso im dunkeln tappt wie alle anderen. Er ist nicht übermäßig gescheit, sieht aber gut aus und hat, glaube ich, ein gutes Herz.«

»Seinen Geschmack kann ich aber nicht bewundern«, bemerkte ich, »wenn es tatsächlich stimmt, daß er eine so charmante junge Dame wie diese Miss Turner nicht heiraten will.«

»Ah, daran hängt eine sehr schmerzliche Geschichte! Dieser Junge ist bis über beide Ohren und den Verstand in sie verliebt, aber vor zwei Jahren, als er noch ein halbes Kind war, und bevor er sie wirklich kannte – sie war nämlich fünf Jahre lang in einem Internat gewesen –, was macht der Trottel da? Er fällt einem Barmädchen in Bristol in die Klauen und heiratet sie standesamtlich. Niemand weiß auch nur das Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.152
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Geringste davon, aber Sie können sich wohl vorstellen, wie rasend es ihn machen muß, daß man ihm vorwirft, etwas nicht zu tun, wofür er alles gäbe, wenn er es tun könnte, wovon er aber weiß, daß es völlig un-möglich ist. Es war nichts als ein Anfall dieser Art, daß er die Hände in die Luft warf, als sein Vater ihn bei ihrem letzten Gespräch wieder anstacheln wollte, Miss Turner einen Antrag zu machen. Andererseits konnte er nicht für seinen eigenen Unterhalt aufkommen, und sein Vater, der, nach allem, was man hört, ein sehr harter Mann gewesen sein muß, hätte ihn zweifellos verstoßen, wenn er die Wahrheit gewußt hätte. Die letzten drei Tage in Bristol hat er mit dieser Barmädchen-Gattin verbracht, und sein Vater wußte nicht, wo er war. Beachten Sie diesen Punkt; er ist wichtig. Trotzdem ist aus all dem Schlechten Gutes erwachsen; das Barmädchen hat den Zeitungen entnommen, daß er in ernsten Schwierigkeiten steckt und wahrscheinlich gehängt wird, deshalb hat sie sich völlig von ihm losgesagt und ihm geschrieben, daß sie in der Bermuda-Werft schon einen Ehemann hat, so daß zwischen ihnen in Wahrheit gar kein Band besteht. 

Ich glaube, daß diese Neuigkeit den jungen McCarthy bei allem Erlittenen ein wenig getröstet hat.«

»Wenn er aber unschuldig ist, wer hat es dann getan?«

»Ah! Wer? Ich möchte Ihre Aufmerksamkeit be-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.153
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sonders auf zwei Punkte lenken. Der erste ist, daß der Ermordete am Pool mit jemandem verabredet war und daß dieser Jemand nicht sein Sohn gewesen sein kann, denn der Sohn war abwesend, und der Vater wußte nicht, wann er zurückkommen würde. Der zweite Punkt ist, daß man den Ermordeten ›Cooee!‹

hat rufen hören, bevor er wußte, daß sein Sohn heimgekommen war. Dies sind die entscheidenden Punkte, von denen der ganze Fall abhängt. Aber jetzt wollen wir lieber über George Meredith19 reden, wenn Sie mögen, und kleinere Fragen bis morgen ruhen lassen.«

Wie Holmes vorhergesagt hatte, regnete es nicht, und der Morgen brach hell und wolkenlos an. Um neun Uhr holte Lestrade uns mit dem Wagen ab, und wir machten uns auf den Weg nach Hatherley Farm und Boscombe Pool. 

»Es gibt heute morgen schlechte Neuigkeiten«, bemerkte Lestrade. »Es heißt, daß Mr. Turner vom Herrenhaus so krank ist, daß man ihn aufgegeben hat.«

»Ich nehme an, er ist ein älterer Mann?« sagte Holmes. 

»Um die sechzig, aber sein Leben in der Fremde hat seine Konstitution ruiniert, und er war schon seit einiger Zeit bei immer schlechterer Gesundheit. Diese Geschichte hat ihn übel mitgenommen. Er war ein alter Freund von McCarthy und außerdem sein großer Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.154
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Wohltäter; wie ich erfahren habe, hat er ihm nämlich Hatherley Farm pachtfrei überlassen.«

»Tatsächlich! Das ist interessant«, sagte Holmes. 

»Ja, gewiß! Und er hat ihm auf hundert andere Arten geholfen. Alle Leute hier in der Gegend reden von seiner Güte ihm gegenüber.«

»Tatsächlich! Kommt es Ihnen nicht ein wenig eigenartig vor, daß dieser McCarthy, der kaum etwas besessen zu haben scheint und wohl Turner so sehr verpflichtet war, trotzdem davon geredet haben soll, seinen Sohn mit Turners Tochter zu verheiraten, und dazu noch so, als wäre alles todsicher, als ob es nur eine Frage des Antrags wäre, und alles andere würde sich daraus ergeben? Das ist um so befremdlicher, als wir wissen, daß Turner selbst ganz gegen diese Idee war. Das hat uns die Tochter erzählt. Können Sie daraus nichts deduzieren?«

»Damit sind wir wieder bei Deduktionen und Schlußfolgerungen«, sagte Lestrade; er zwinkerte mir zu. »Es fällt mir schwer genug, mit den Tatsachen zurechtzukommen, Holmes, auch ohne Theorien und Phantasien nachzuhängen.«

»Sie haben recht«, sagte Holmes ernsthaft; »es fällt Ihnen wirklich schwer, mit den Tatsachen zurechtzukommen.«

»Wie auch immer, jedenfalls habe ich eine Tatsache begriffen, die zu erfassen Ihnen wohl schwer Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.155
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fällt«, erwiderte Lestrade mit einiger Heftigkeit. 

»Und zwar?«

»Daß McCarthy senior durch McCarthy junior den Tod gefunden hat und daß alle gegenteiligen Theorien Irrlichter sind.«

»Nun ja, Irrlichter sind immerhin heller als Dunst«, sagte Holmes lachend. »Aber wenn ich mich nicht sehr irre, ist das da links Hatherley Farm.«

»Ja, das ist es.« Es war ein breites Gebäude von gemütlichem Aussehen, mit zwei Stockwerken, Schieferdach und großen gelben Flechtenflecken auf den grauen Wänden. Die verhängten Fenster und die Kamine ohne Rauch gaben ihm jedoch ein niedergeschlagenes Aussehen, als läge die Last dieses Schrek-kens noch immer schwer auf ihm. Wir klopften an die Tür, und auf Holmes' Bitte zeigte das Dienstmädchen uns die Stiefel, die ihr Herr zum Zeitpunkt seines Todes getragen hatte, außerdem ein Paar Stiefel des Sohns, wenn auch nicht jenes, das er damals angehabt hatte. Nachdem er sie von sieben oder acht verschiedenen Ansatzpunkten aus gründlich abgemessen hatte, äußerte Holmes den Wunsch, man möge ihn in den Hof führen, von wo wir alle dem mäandrierenden Pfad folgten, der zum Boscombe Pool führt. 

Sherlock Holmes war wie verwandelt, wenn er so dicht auf einer solchen Spur war. Wer nur den stillen Denker und Logiker aus der Baker Street kannte, Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.156
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hätte ihn nun nicht wiedererkannt. Sein Gesicht war erregt und verdüstert. Die Brauen waren zu zwei harten schwarzen Strichen geworden, unter denen seine Augen mit einem stählernen Glitzern hervorleuchteten. Sein Gesicht war nach unten gerichtet, die Schultern vorgebeugt, die Lippen zusammengepreßt, und vom langen sehnigen Hals hoben sich die Adern wie Peitschenschnüre ab. Seine Nasenflügel schienen sich in rein tierischer Jagdlust aufzublähen, und sein Geist war so ausschließlich auf die vor ihm liegende Sache konzentriert, daß Fragen oder Bemerkungen ungehört an ihm vorbeistrichen oder bestenfalls ein schnelles, ungeduldiges Knurren als Antwort hervorriefen. 

Schnell und stumm legte er den Weg zurück, der sich durch die Wiesen und dann durch den Wald zum Boscombe Pool windet. Der Boden war feucht und sumpfig, wie überall in dieser Gegend, und sowohl auf dem Pfad als auch in dem kurzen Gras, das ihn auf beiden Seiten umgab, waren die Spuren von vielen Füßen zu sehen. Manchmal eilte Holmes vor, dann plötzlich blieb er regungslos stehen, und einmal machte er einen ziemlichen Umweg durch die Wiesen. Lestrade und ich gingen hinter ihm her; der Detektiv war gleichgültig und voller Verachtung, während ich meinen Freund mit einem Interesse beobachtete, das aus der Überzeugung erwuchs, daß jede einzelne seiner Handlungen auf ein bestimmtes Ziel gerichtet war. 
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Boscombe Pool ist eine etwa fünfzig Yards durch-messende, von Ried gesäumte Wasserfläche und liegt an der Grenze zwischen Hatherley Farm und dem privaten Park des wohlhabenden Mr. Turner. Oberhalb des Gehölzes auf der gegenüberliegenden Seite des Pools sahen wir die spitzen Giebeltürmchen rot aufragen, die uns anzeigten, an welcher Stelle sich die Behausung des reichen Landbesitzers befand. Auf der Hatherley zugewandten Seite des Pools war das Ge-hölz sehr dicht, und zwischen dem Schilf, das den See säumte, und dem Waldrand erstreckte sich ein schmaler, etwa zwanzig Schritt breiter Gürtel feuchten Grases. Lestrade zeigte uns den genauen Fleck, an dem man den Leichnam gefunden hatte, und das Gras war wirklich so feucht, daß ich die Umrisse deutlich sehen konnte, die der erschlagene Mann bei seinem Sturz hinterlassen hatte. Wie ich an seinem eifrigen Gesicht und den suchenden Augen sah, waren für Holmes noch viele weitere Dinge im zertrampelten Gras zu lesen. Er lief im Kreis umher wie ein Hund, der eine Fährte aufnimmt, und wandte sich dann an meinen Begleiter. 

»Warum sind Sie in den Pool gestiegen?« fragte er. 

»Ich habe mit einem Rechen darin gefischt. Ich dachte, vielleicht findet sich eine Waffe oder sonst eine Spur. Aber wie um alles in der Welt ...?«

»Oh ts ts! Ich habe keine Zeit. Ihr linker Fuß da, Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.158
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mit der Drehung nach innen, findet sich überall. 

Sogar ein Maulwurf könnte Ihrer Spur folgen, und hier verschwindet sie im Schilf. Oh, wie einfach hätte alles sein können, wenn ich nur hier gewesen wäre, bevor sie alle wie eine Büffelherde angekommen sind und alles zertrampelt haben. Hier ist die Gruppe mit dem Pförtner angekommen, und im Umkreis von sechs bis acht Fuß um die Leiche haben sie alle Spuren ausgelöscht. Aber hier sind drei einzelne Spuren von den gleichen Füßen.« Er zog ein Vergrößerungsglas hervor und legte sich auf seinen wasserdichten Mantel, um besser sehen zu können; dabei redete er unausgesetzt eher mit sich als zu uns. »Das sind die Füße des jungen McCarthy. Zweimal ist er hier gegangen, und einmal schnell gelaufen, deshalb sind die Sohlen tief eingedrückt und die Absätze kaum zu sehen. Das stützt seine Geschichte. Er ist gerannt, als er seinen Vater am Boden liegen sah. Das hier, das sind die Füße des Vaters, als er hin und her gegangen ist. Was ist denn das da? Das ist das Ende des Ge-wehrkolbens, wo der Sohn gestanden und zugehört hat. Und das? Ha! Ha! Was haben wir denn da? Zehenspitzen, Zehenspitzen! Außerdem quadratisch, ziemlich ungewöhnliche Stiefel! Sie kommen, sie gehen, sie kommen wieder – natürlich, um den Mantel zu holen. Aber wo sind sie hergekommen?« Er lief auf und ab, verlor die Spur aus den Augen, fand sie Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.159
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wieder, bis wir den Waldrand erreicht und überschritten hatten und uns im Schatten einer großen Buche befanden, des größten Baumes weit und breit. Holmes folgte der Spur bis jenseits der Buche, dann legte er sich wieder nieder, preßte das Gesicht auf den Boden und stieß einen leisen Triumphschrei aus. Lange Zeit blieb er dort liegen, wandte Blätter und trockene Zweige um, sammelte etwas, das ich für Staub hielt, in einen Briefumschlag und untersuchte mit seiner Linse nicht nur den Boden, sondern auch die Baumrinde, so hoch er reichen konnte. Ein kantiger Stein lag im Moos, und auch diesen untersuchte er sorgfältig und steckte ihn ein. Dann folgte er einem Trampel-pfad durch den Wald, bis er zur Landstraße kam, wo alle Spuren aufhörten. 

»Das war ein sehr interessanter Fall«, bemerkte er; er kehrte zu seinem normalen Benehmen zurück. »Ich nehme an, das graue Haus da rechts dürfte die Pforte sein. Ich glaube, ich werde hineingehen und mit Moran ein Wort wechseln und vielleicht eine kleine Notiz schreiben. Danach können wir zurückfahren und unser Mittagsmahl einnehmen. Sie können schon zum Wagen gehen, ich werde bald nachkommen.«

Es dauerte etwa zehn Minuten, bis wir den Wagen erreicht hatten und nach Ross zurückfahren konnten. 

Holmes trug immer noch den Stein bei sich, den er im Wald aufgelesen hatte. 
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»Das könnte Sie interessieren, Lestrade«, bemerkte er und hob den Stein hoch. »Damit ist der Mord begangen worden.«

»Ich sehe keine Spuren.«

»Es gibt keine.«

»Woher wissen Sie es denn dann?«

»Unter dem Stein wuchs Gras. Er hat dort erst ein paar Tage gelegen. Einen Platz, von dem der Stein weggenommen worden sein könnte, habe ich nicht gefunden. Der Stein paßt zu den Verletzungen. Es gibt keine Anzeichen, die auf eine andere Waffe hindeuten.«

»Und der Mörder?«

»Ist groß, Linkshänder, hinkt rechts, trägt Jagdstie-fel mit dicken Sohlen und einen grauen Mantel, raucht indische Zigarren, benutzt eine Zigarrenspitze und hat ein stumpfes Federmesser in der Tasche, Es gibt noch mehrere andere Hinweise, aber diese hier sollten ausreichen, um uns bei der Suche zu helfen.«

Lestrade lachte. »Ich fürchte, ich bin noch immer skeptisch«, sagte er. »Theorien sind ja sehr schön, aber wir haben es mit einer dickköpfigen britischen Jury zu tun.«

» Nous verrons«, erwiderte Holmes ruhig. »Sie arbeiten nach Ihrer eigenen Methode und ich nach meiner. Heute nachmittag bin ich beschäftigt, und wahrscheinlich kehre ich mit dem Abendzug nach London Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.161
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zurück.«

»Und Sie wollen Ihren Fall unbeendigt lassen?«

»Nein, beendigt.«

»Aber das Rätsel?«

»Ist gelöst.«

»Wer war denn der Verbrecher?«

»Der Gentleman, den ich beschrieben habe.«

»Aber wer ist das?«

»Das kann doch sicher nicht schwierig herauszufinden sein. Die Nachbarschaft ist nicht eben übervölkert.«

Lestrade zuckte mit den Schultern. »Ich bin ein Mann der Praxis«, sagte er, »und ich kann mich wirklich nicht dazu verstehen, durch das Land zu laufen und nach einem linkshändigen Gentleman mit einem lahmen Bein zu suchen. Ganz Scotland Yard würde ja über mich lachen.«

»Wie Sie meinen«, sagte Holmes ruhig. »Ich habe Ihnen Ihre Chance gegeben. Hier ist Ihr Quartier. 

Good-bye. Ich schreibe Ihnen noch, bevor ich abrei-se.«

Nachdem wir Lestrade bei seiner Unterkunft gelassen hatten, fuhren wir zu unserem Hotel, wo der Lunch bereits für uns auf dem Tisch stand. Holmes war schweigsam und in Gedanken versunken, mit einem schmerzlichen Gesichtsausdruck, wie einer, der in einer Klemme steckt. 
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»Sehen Sie mal, Watson«, sagte er, nachdem der Tisch abgeräumt war; »setzen Sie sich auf diesen Stuhl und lassen Sie mich Ihnen eine Weile etwas vorbeten. Ich weiß nicht recht, was ich tun soll, und Ihr Rat wäre mir teuer. Zünden Sie sich eine Zigarre an und lassen Sie mich erklären.«

»Bitte, schießen Sie los.«

»Nun, also, bei der Betrachtung dieses Falles gibt es zwei Punkte in der Erzählung des jungen McCarthy, die uns beiden sofort aufgefallen sind, wenn sie auch mich zu seinen Gunsten und Sie gegen ihn eingenommen haben. Der eine ist die Tatsache, daß der Vater nach Aussage des Sohnes ›Cooee!‹ gerufen haben soll, noch bevor er ihn gesehen hatte. Der zweite ist der sehr merkwürdige Hinweis des Sterbenden auf eine Ratte. Sie wissen ja, er hat einige Wörter gemurmelt, aber dies war alles, was das Ohr des Sohns aufgefangen hat. An diesem zweifachen Punkt muß nun also unsere Nachforschung beginnen, und wir wollen anfangen, indem wir annehmen, daß der Junge die reine Wahrheit gesagt hat.«

»Was ist denn mit diesem ›Cooee!‹?«

»Nun, das kann natürlich nicht dem Sohn gegolten haben. Soweit der Vater wußte, war der Sohn in Bristol. Es war der reine Zufall, daß er in Hörweite war. 

Das ›Cooee!‹ sollte die Aufmerksamkeit dessen erregen, mit dem er die Verabredung hatte, wer auch Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.163
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immer dies gewesen sein mag. ›Cooee‹ ist aber ein eindeutig australischer Ruf, und zwar einer, der unter Australiern verwendet wird. Man kann also sehr wohl annehmen, daß es sich bei der Person, die McCarthy am Boscombe Pool treffen wollte, um jemanden handelt, der in Australien gewesen ist.«

»Und was ist mit der Ratte?«

Sherlock Holmes zog ein zusammengefaltetes Papier aus seiner Tasche und glättete es auf dem Tisch. 

»Das ist eine Karte der Kolonie Victoria«, sagte er. 

»Ich habe gestern abend darum nach Bristol gedrahtet.« Er deckte einen Teil der Karte mit der Hand zu. 

»Was lesen Sie?« fragte er. 

»ARATA1«, las ich. 

»Und jetzt?« Er nahm die Hand fort. 

»BALLARAT.«

»Genau. Das ist das Wort, das der Mann gemurmelt hat, und von dem der Sohn nur die letzten beiden Silben verstand. Der Vater hat versucht, den Namen des Mörders zu artikulieren. Soundso aus Ballarat.«

»Das ist wunderbar!« rief ich aus. 

»Das ist offensichtlich. Und sehen Sie, damit hatte ich das Feld beträchtlich eingeengt. Vorausgesetzt, daß die Aussage des Sohnes richtig war, ist der Besitz eines grauen Kleidungsstücks ein dritter, sicherer Anhaltspunkt. Aus Nebeln heraus sind wir nun also zu der genauen Vorstellung von einem Australier aus Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.164
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Ballarat mit einem grauen Mantel gelangt.«

»Das stimmt.«

»Und dazu muß er sich in dieser Gegend ausken-nen, da ja der Pool nur von der Farm oder vom Herrenhaus aus erreichbar ist, und man kann hier kaum mit herumstreunenden Fremden rechnen.«

»Ganz richtig.«

»Dann zu unserer heutigen Expedition. Durch eine Untersuchung des Bodens habe ich Kenntnis der kleinen Einzelheiten gewonnen, die ich diesem Trottel Lestrade mitgeteilt habe, was die Person des Verbrechers angeht.«

»Aber wie haben Sie das herausgefunden?«

»Sie kennen doch meine Methode. Sie beruht auf der Beobachtung von scheinbaren Nebensächlichkeiten.«

»Ich weiß, daß Sie seine Größe ungefähr aus der Länge seiner Schritte ermitteln können. Auch für seine Stiefel sind die Spuren aufschlußreich.«

»Ja, es waren eigenartige Stiefel.«

»Aber sein lahmes Bein?«

»Der Abdruck seines rechten Fußes war immer undeutlicher als der des linken. Er hat ihn weniger belastet. Warum? Weil er hinkte – er ist lahm.«

»Aber die Linkshändigkeit?«

»Ihnen selbst ist doch auch die Art der Verletzung aufgefallen, so, wie der Arzt sie bei der Leichenschau Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.165
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beschrieben hat. Der Schlag wurde von unmittelbar hinter dem Opfer ausgeführt und fiel doch auf die linke Seite. Wie kann das aber vor sich gehen, außer, der Täter ist Linkshänder? Während des Gesprächs zwischen Vater und Sohn hatte er hinter diesem Baum gestanden. Er hat dort sogar geraucht. Ich habe die Asche einer Zigarre gefunden, und meine besonderen Kenntnisse in Sachen Tabakasche machen es mir möglich, zu sagen, daß es sich um eine indische Zigarre handelt. Wie Sie wissen, habe ich diesem Thema einige Aufmerksamkeit gewidmet und eine kleine Monographie über die Asche von 140 verschiedenen Arten von Pfeifen-, Zigarren- und Zigarettenta-bak geschrieben. Nachdem ich die Asche gefunden hatte, habe ich mich umgesehen und schließlich den Stummel im Moos entdeckt, wohin er ihn geworfen hatte. Es war eine indische Zigarre von der Art, wie sie in Rotterdam gerollt werden.«

»Und die Zigarrenspitze?«

»Ich konnte sehen, daß er das Ende der Zigarre nicht in den Mund genommen hat. Also hat er eine Spitze benutzt. Der Stummel war angeschnitten, nicht angebissen, aber der Schnitt war nicht sauber, also schloß ich auf ein stumpfes Federmesser.«

»Holmes«, sagte ich, »Sie haben um diesen Mann ein Netz zusammengezogen, aus dem er nicht entkommen kann, und Sie haben ein unschuldiges Menschen-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.166
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leben so wahrhaftig gerettet, als hätten Sie den Strick durchtrennt, an dem der Mann schon hing. Ich sehe, in welche Richtung all das deutet. Der Schuldige ist ...«

»Mr. John Turner« rief der Hotelbursche; er öffnete die Tür zu unserem Aufenthaltsraum und führte einen Besucher herein. 

Der Eintretende war eine seltsame und beeindruk-kende Gestalt. Sein langsamer, hinkender Gang und die gebeugten Schultern verliehen ihm den Anschein der Hinfälligkeit, seine harten, tiefgefurchten, kantigen Züge und seine gewaltigen Gliedmaßen zeigten jedoch, daß er eine ungewöhnliche Stärke des Leibes und des Charakters besaß. Der wirre Bart, der graue Schopf und die buschig herabhängenden Augenbrauen trugen dazu bei, seiner Erscheinung einen Anflug von Würde und Macht zu geben, aber sein Gesicht war aschfahl, seine Lippen und die Wurzeln der Nasenflügel hingegen bläulich angehaucht. Nach dem ersten Blick war mir klar, daß ein chronisches und tödliches Siechtum ihn gepackt hatte. 

»Bitte, nehmen Sie auf dem Sofa Platz«, sagte Holmes freundlich. »Sie haben mein Schreiben erhalten?«

»Ja, der Pförtner hat es mir ins Haus gebracht. Sie sagten, Sie wollten mich hier sprechen, um einen Skandal zu vermeiden.«

»Ich dachte, die Leute würden zu reden beginnen, Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.167
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wenn ich ins Herrenhaus käme.«

»Und warum wollten Sie mich sprechen?« Mit Verzweiflung in seinem müden Augen blickte er zu meinem Gefährten hinüber, als wäre seine Frage bereits beantwortet. 

»Ja«, sagte Holmes, eher als Antwort auf den Blick denn auf die Worte. »So ist es. Ich weiß alles über McCarthy.«

Der alte Mann vergrub das Gesicht in den Händen. 

»Gott helfe mir«, rief er. »Aber ich hätte es nicht zugelassen, daß dem jungen Mann etwas widerfährt. Ich gebe Ihnen mein Wort, ich hätte alles gesagt, wenn es vor Gericht schlecht für ihn ausgesehen hätte.«

»Ich freue mich, daß Sie das sagen«, sagte Holmes ernst. 

»Ich hätte schon längst etwas gesagt, wenn da nicht mein liebes Kind wäre. Es würde ihr das Herz brechen – es wird ihr das Herz brechen, wenn sie erfährt, daß ich verhaftet bin.«

»Es muß nicht dazu kommen«, sagte Holmes. 

»Was!«

»Ich bin kein offizieller Polizist. Es ist so, daß es Ihre Tochter war, die meine Anwesenheit hier wünschte, und ich handle in ihrem Interesse. Allerdings muß der junge McCarthy freikommen.«

»Ich sterbe längst«, sagte der alte Turner. »Ich leide seit Jahren an Diabetes. Mein Arzt sagt, es ist Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.168
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fraglich, ob ich noch einen Monat zu leben habe. Ich würde aber lieber unter meinem eigenen Dach sterben als in einem Kerker.«

Holmes erhob sich und ließ sich am Tisch nieder, mit der Feder in der Hand und einem Bündel von Papieren vor sich. »Sagen Sie uns nur die Wahrheit«, bat er. »Ich werde die Tatsachen notieren. Sie werden es unterschreiben, und Watson hier kann es bezeugen. 

Dann könnte ich im äußersten Notfall Ihr Geständnis vorlegen, um den jungen McCarthy zu retten. Ich verspreche Ihnen, ich werde es nicht verwenden, solange es nicht unbedingt sein muß.«

»Es ist gut«, sagte der alte Mann. »Es ist fraglich, ob ich bis zur Gerichtsverhandlung lebe, für mich hat es also kaum eine Bedeutung, aber ich würde gern Alice den Schock ersparen. Und nun will ich Ihnen die Sache darlegen; es hat lange gedauert, bis alles reif war, aber ich Werde nicht lange brauchen, um es zu erzählen. 

Sie haben ihn nicht gekannt, diesen Toten, McCarthy. Er war die Inkarnation des Teufels. Das können Sie mir glauben. Gott schütze Sie vor den Klauen eines solchen Mannes, wie er einer war. Ich war die letzten zwanzig Jahre in seiner Gewalt, und er hat mein Leben zerstört. Ich will Ihnen zunächst erzählen, wie es dazu gekommen ist, daß ich in seiner Gewalt war. 
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Es war in den frühen Sechzigern, in den Minen. Ich war damals ein junger Kerl, heißblütig und leichtsinnig und bereit, mich an allem und jedem zu versuchen; ich bin in schlechte Gesellschaft gekommen, habe angefangen zu trinken, hatte kein Glück mit meinem  claim,  20 bin in den Busch gegangen – mit einem Wort: Aus mir wurde das, was Sie hier einen Wegela-gerer nennen würden. Wir waren zu sechst und hatten ein wildes, freies Leben; hin und wieder haben wir eine einsame Farmstation überfallen oder die Karren auf dem Weg zu den Minen angehalten. Ich hatte damals den Namen Black Jack of Ballarat, und in der Kolonie erinnert man sich an unsere Truppe noch immer als an die Ballarat-Bande. 

Eines Tages kam ein Goldkonvoy von Ballarat herunter nach Melbourne, und wir haben im Hinterhalt gelegen und ihn überfallen. Es waren sechs Soldaten gegen uns sechs, also eine knappe Angelegenheit, aber mit der ersten Salve ist es uns gelungen, vier Sättel leerzumachen. Es mußten aber auch drei von unseren Jungs dran glauben, bevor wir kassieren konnten. 

Ich hatte meine Pistole an den Kopf des Wagenführers gesetzt, und das war eben dieser McCarthy. Bei Gott, ich wünschte, ich hätte ihn damals erschossen, aber ich habe ihn verschont, obwohl ich sah, wie seine kleinen bösen Augen an meinem Gesicht hingen, als ob er sich jeden einzelnen Zug einprägen Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.170
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wollte. Wir sind mit dem Gold entkommen, waren plötzlich wohlhabende Männer und haben uns auf den Weg nach England gemacht, ohne je verdächtigt zu werden. Hier habe ich mich von den alten Kumpanen getrennt und beschlossen, mich niederzulassen und ein ruhiges und respektables Leben zu führen. Ich habe dieses Gut hier gekauft, das zufällig gerade zu haben war, und mich daran gemacht, mit meinem Geld ein wenig Gutes zu tun, um die Art, wie ich daran gekommen war, auszugleichen. Ich habe auch geheiratet, und obwohl meine Frau sehr früh gestorben ist, hat sie mir die liebe kleine Alice hinterlassen. 

Auch als sie noch ein ganz kleines Kind war, schien ihre winzige Hand mich doch auf den rechten Weg zu führen wie nie etwas anderes zuvor. Mit einem Wort: Ich habe eine neue Seite aufgeschlagen und mein Bestes getan, um die Vergangenheit wiedergutzumachen. 

Alles war in Ordnung, als McCarthy seine Klauen nach mir ausstreckte. 

Ich war nach London gefahren, wegen einer Geld-anlage, und ich traf ihn in der Regent Street, abgerissen und mittellos. 

›Da sind wir endlich, Jack‹, sagt er und packt mich am Arm; ›wir werden dir wie eine Familie sein. Wir sind zu zweit, ich und mein Sohn, und du darfst dich um uns kümmern. Wenn du es nicht tust – das hier ist ein schönes, gesetzestreues Land, dieses England, und Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.171
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überall ist ein Polizist in Rufweite.‹

Nun, dann sind sie hierher in den Westen gekommen, es war unmöglich, sie abzuschütteln, und hier haben sie seitdem ohne Pacht auf meinem besten Boden gelebt. Für mich gab es keine Ruhe, keinen Frieden, kein Vergessen; ich konnte mich drehen und wenden, überall war dieses schlaue, grinsende Gesicht neben mir. Es wurde schlimmer, als Alice aufwuchs, weil er bald begriff, daß ich mehr Angst davor hatte, Alice könnte von meiner Vergangenheit erfahren, als vor der Polizei. Was er auch haben wollte, er mußte es bekommen, und was es auch war, ich habe es ihm gegeben, ohne zu fragen, Land, Geld, Häuser, bis er schließlich etwas haben wollte, das ich ihm nicht geben konnte. Er wollte Alice haben. 

Wissen Sie, sein Sohn war erwachsen geworden, und mein Mädchen auch, und weil er wußte, daß ich bei schlechter Gesundheit war, hat er es für einen schönen Streich gehalten, wenn sein Junge den ganzen Besitz erben würde. Aber diesmal bin ich fest geblieben. Ich wollte sein verfluchtes Geschlecht nicht mit meinem vermischt sehen; nicht, daß ich etwas gegen den Jungen gehabt hätte, aber McCarthys Blut fließt in seinen Adern, und das war genug. Ich blieb hart. McCarthy hat mir gedroht. Ich habe ihm getrotzt, bis er auf seine übelste Idee gekommen ist. Wir wollten uns beim Pool auf halbem Weg zwischen un-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.172
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seren Häusern treffen und die Sache bereden. 

Als ich unten ankam, war er schon da und sprach mit seinem Sohn, also habe ich eine Zigarre geraucht und hinter einem Baum gewartet, bis er wieder allein sein würde. Aber während ich ihm zuhörte, schien alles, was in mir schwarz und bitter ist, die Oberhand zu gewinnen. Er hat seinen Sohn angetrieben, meine Tochter zu heiraten, und sich um das, was sie darüber denken könnte, so wenig gekümmert, als ob sie eine Straßendirne wäre. Es hat mich wahnsinnig gemacht, mir vorstellen zu müssen, daß ich und alles, was mir teuer ist, in der Gewalt eines solchen Mannes sein sollte. Konnte ich denn diese Ketten nicht sprengen? 

Ich bin längst ein todkranker und verzweifelter Mann. 

Wenn ich auch klaren Geistes bin und noch über einige Körperkräfte verfüge, weiß ich doch, daß mein Schicksal längst besiegelt ist. Aber mein Andenken und meine Tochter! Beides war zu retten, wenn ich nur diese ruchlose Zunge zum Schweigen bringen konnte. Ich habe es getan, Mr. Holmes. Ich würde es wieder tun. Ich habe schwer gesündigt, ich habe auch ein Märtyrerleben geführt, um dafür zu büßen. Daß aber meine Tochter in die gleichen Maschen verstrickt werden sollte, die mich gefangen hielten, das war mehr als ich ertragen konnte. Ich habe ihn niedergeschlagen, mit nicht mehr Gewissensbissen, als wenn er eine ekelhafte, giftige Bestie gewesen wäre. Sein Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.173
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Schrei hat den Sohn zurückgerufen, ich hatte mich aber schon im Wald in Deckung gebracht, wenn ich auch noch einmal zurückgehen mußte, um den Mantel zu holen, den ich bei der Flucht verloren hatte. Das, Gentlemen, ist die Wahrheit über alles, was vorgefallen ist.«

»Nun, es kommt mir nicht zu, über Sie zu richten«, sagte Holmes, als der alte Mann die Erklärung unterzeichnete, die Holmes entworfen hatte. »Ich bete, daß wir niemals einer solchen Versuchung ausgesetzt sein mögen.«

»Hoffentlich nicht, Sir. Und was wollen Sie nun unternehmen?«

»Angesichts Ihrer Gesundheit – nichts. Sie wissen selbst, daß Sie sich für Ihre Tat bald vor einer höheren Instanz als dem Schwurgericht zu verantworten haben. Ich werde Ihr Geständnis aufbewahren, und sollte McCarthy verurteilt werden, wäre ich gezwungen, davon Gebrauch zu machen. Ist dies nicht der Fall, wird niemand es jemals zu Gesicht bekommen; und gleich, ob Sie noch leben oder gestorben sind, Ihr Geheimnis wird bei uns sicher sein.«

»Dann leben Sie wohl«, sagte der alte Mann feierlich. »Ihr Sterbelager wird Ihnen beiden einmal leichter werden, wenn Sie an den Frieden denken, den Sie mir auf dem meinigen beschieden haben.« An seinem ganzen gewaltigen Körper bebend und zitternd hinkte Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.174
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er langsam aus dem Raum. 

»Gott helfe uns!« sagte Holmes nach langem Schweigen. »Warum spielt das Schicksal armen hilflosen Würmern solche Streiche? Immer, wenn ich von einem solchen Fall höre, muß ich an Baxters Worte21

denken und sage mir: ›Ohne die Gnade Gottes könnte ich das sein‹.«

Wegen einer Reihe von Einwänden, die Sherlock Holmes formuliert und dem Verteidiger übergeben hatte, wurde James McCarthy vom Schwurgericht freigesprochen. Der alte Turner hatte nach unserem Gespräch noch sieben Monate zu leben; er ist nun tot, und es bestehen die besten Aussichten für ein glückliches gemeinsames Leben des Sohnes und der Tochter, ohne Kenntnis der schwarzen Wolke über ihrer Vergangenheit. 
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Fußnote

A1 a rat – eine Ratte. 
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Die fünf Orangenkerne

Wenn ich meine Notizen und Aufzeichnungen zu Sherlock Holmes' Fällen zwischen 1882 und 1890

überfliege, stoße ich auf so viele, die seltsame und interessante Züge aufweisen, daß es mir nicht leicht wird, zu entscheiden, welche ich aufnehmen und welche ich ruhen lassen soll. Es sind jedoch einige von ihnen bereits durch die Zeitungen an die Öffentlichkeit gedrungen, und andere boten den besonderen Fä-

higkeiten, welche mein Freund in so hohem Maße besaß und die zu illustrieren Ziel dieser Papiere ist, kein Betätigungsfeld. Auch haben einige seine analytischen Fertigkeiten genarrt und wären, als Erzählungen, Anfänge ohne Schluß, während andere nur zum Teil geklärt wurden und ihre Erhellung eher Mutma-

ßung und Verdacht verdanken denn jener absoluten logischen Beweisführung, die ihm so teuer war. Einer dieser letzteren Fälle war jedoch in seinen Einzelheiten so bemerkenswert und im Ergebnis so aufsehener-regend, daß ich versucht bin, darüber zu berichten, trotz der Tatsache, daß einige Punkte nie geklärt wurden und vermutlich nie völlig geklärt werden können. 

Das Jahr '87 beschied uns eine lange Reihe von Fällen größeren oder minderen Interesses, über die mir Aufzeichnungen vorliegen. Für diese zwölf Mo-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.177
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nate finden sich unter meinen Überschriften Berichte über das Abenteuer der Paradol-Kammer, über die Gesellschaft Bettelnder Amateure, die im tiefsten Ge-wölbe eines großen Möbellagers einen luxuriösen Club unterhielt, über die Tatsachen im Zusammenhang mit dem Verlust der britischen Barke  Sophy Anderson, über die einzigartigen Abenteuer der Grice Patersons auf der Insel Uffa, und schließlich über den Giftfall Camberwell. Bei diesem war es, wie vielleicht noch erinnerlich, Sherlock Holmes gelungen, durch das Aufziehen der Uhr des Toten zu beweisen, daß sie zwei Stunden zuvor aufgezogen worden war und der Ermordete deshalb in dieser Zeit zu Bett gegangen sein mußte – eine Deduktion, die für die Aufklärung des Falles von größter Bedeutung war. All diese Fälle werde ich vielleicht irgendwann einmal skizzieren, doch wies keiner von ihnen solch eigentümliche Züge auf wie die seltsame Abfolge von Umständen, die zu beschreiben ich nun meine Feder ergriffen habe. 

Es war in den letzten Septembertagen, und mit au-

ßergewöhnlicher Wucht hatten die Äquinoktialstürme eingesetzt. Den ganzen Tag hatte der Wind gekreischt und der Regen gegen die Fenster getrommelt, so daß wir uns selbst hier im Herzen der großen, von Menschenhand gemachten Stadt London bewogen sahen, für den Augenblick unsere Sinne vom täglichen Einerlei zu erheben und die Anwesenheit jener großen, ele-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.178
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mentaren Gewalten anzuerkennen, die, wilden Tieren im Käfig gleich, den Menschen durch die Gitter seiner Zivilisation hindurch anbrüllen. Bei Anbruch des Abends wurde der Sturm immer lauter, und wie ein Kind schrie und seufzte der Wind im Kamin. Sherlock Holmes saß schwermütig auf der einen Seite der Feuerstelle und versah seinen Verbrechens-Index mit Querverweisen, während ich auf der anderen Seite tief in eine von Clark Russells prächtigen Seegeschichten versunken war, bis das Heulen des äußeren Sturms sich mit dem Text zu vermischen schien und das Klatschen des Regens sich zum Platschen schwerer Wogen verlängerte. Meine Frau war zu Besuch bei ihrer Tante, und einige Tage lang wohnte ich wieder in meinem alten Quartier in der Baker Street. 

»Was?« sagte ich, wobei ich zu meinem Gefährten hinüberblickte. »Das war doch wohl die Türglocke? 

Wer könnte denn heute abend vorbeikommen? Vielleicht einer Ihrer Freunde?«

»Außer Ihnen selbst habe ich keine«, erwiderte er. 

»Ich bin nicht sehr erpicht auf Besucher.«

»Ein Klient also?«

»Wenn, dann muß es ein ernster Fall sein. Nichts anderes brächte doch einen Mann an solch einem Tag und zu solch einer Stunde ins Freie. Ich nehme aber an, daß es sich eher um einen Bekannten der Hauswirtin handelt.«
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Bei dieser Annahme lag Sherlock Holmes jedoch falsch, denn wir hörten Schritte auf dem Korridor und ein Klopfen an der Tür. Er streckte seinen langen Arm aus, um die Lampe von sich fortzudrehen, so daß das Licht auf den leeren Stuhl fiel, auf dem ein Neuankömmling würde Platz nehmen müssen. »Herein!«

sagte er. 

Der Eintretende war jung, dem Äußeren nach etwa zweiundzwanzig Jahre alt, elegant und schmuck gekleidet, und seine Haltung verriet eine gewisse Feinheit und Schwäche. Der triefende Schirm in seiner Hand und sein langer, glänzender Regenmantel legten Zeugnis von dem widrigen Wetter ab, durch welches er hergekommen war. Im grellen Lampenlicht sah er sich besorgt um, und ich konnte feststellen, daß sein Gesicht bleich und seine Augen schwer waren wie die eines Mannes, den ein großer Kummer niederdrückt. 

»Ich bin Ihnen eine Bitte um Vergebung schuldig«, sagte er; er hob sein goldenes  pince-nez  an die Augen. »Ich hoffe, ich störe Sie nicht. Ich fürchte, ich habe einige Spuren von Sturm und Regen in Ihre ge-mütliche Kammer gebracht.«

»Geben Sie mir Schirm und Mantel«, sagte Holmes. »Auf diesem Haken hier werden sie bald trocken sein. Wie ich sehe, kommen Sie aus dem Südwesten.«

»Ja, aus Horsham.«

»Diese Mischung aus Ton und Kreide, die ich auf Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.180
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Ihren Schuhspitzen sehe, ist sehr bezeichnend.«

»Ich bin gekommen, um Rat zu suchen.«

»Rat ist leicht zu bekommen.«

»Und Hilfe.«

»Das ist nicht immer so einfach.«

»Ich habe von Ihnen gehört, Mr. Holmes. Ich habe von Major Prendergast gehört, wie Sie ihn im Skandal um den Tankerville-Club gerettet haben.«

»Ah, natürlich. Man hat ihn fälschlich bezichtigt, beim Kartenspiel zu betrügen.«

»Er sagte, Sie könnten jedes Problem lösen.«

»Da hat er zu viel gesagt.«

»Und Sie seien niemals übertrumpft worden.«

»Man hat mich viermal übertrumpft – dreimal waren es Männer, einmal eine Frau.«

»Aber was ist das im Vergleich zur Anzahl Ihrer Erfolge?«

»Es ist wohl richtig, daß ich im allgemeinen gut abgeschnitten habe.«

»Dann könnten Sie auch in meiner Sache Erfolg haben.«

»Bitte ziehen Sie doch Ihren Stuhl näher ans Feuer und lassen Sie mich einige Einzelheiten Ihres Falles wissen.«

»Es ist kein gewöhnlicher Fall.«

»Keiner, der zu mir kommt, hat einen gewöhnlichen Fall. Ich bin das letzte Appellationsgericht.«
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»Und trotzdem frage ich mich, Sir, ob Sie bei all Ihrer Erfahrung jemals von einer so mysteriösen und unerklärlichen Kette von Ereignissen gehört haben, wie sie sich in meiner eigenen Familie zugetragen hat.«

»Sie machen mich neugierig«, sagte Holmes. 

»Bitte, erzählen Sie uns die wesentlichen Tatsachen von Anfang an, und anschließend möchte ich Sie zu den Einzelheiten befragen, die mir als die wichtigsten erscheinen.«

Der junge Mann zog seinen Stuhl näher und streckte die nassen Füße der Glut entgegen. 

»Ich heiße John Openshaw22«, sagte er, »aber soweit ich die Sache begreifen kann, haben meine eigenen Angelegenheiten wenig mit diesen schrecklichen Vorfällen zu tun. Es ist eine Erbsache, deshalb muß ich, um Sie von den Tatsachen in Kenntnis zu setzen, bis zum Beginn der Angelegenheit zurückgehen. 

Mein Großvater hatte zwei Söhne – meinen Onkel Elias und meinen Vater Joseph. Mein Vater besaß in Coventry eine kleine Fabrik, die er zur Zeit der Erfindung des Fahrrads ausbaute. Er besaß das Patent für den unzerreißbaren Openshaw-Reifen, und sein Geschäft hatte so großen Erfolg, daß er es verkaufen und sich mit einem hübschen Auskommen zurückziehen konnte. 

Mein Onkel Elias emigrierte als junger Mann nach Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.182
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Amerika und wurde Pflanzer in Florida, wo er sehr reich geworden sein soll. Im Krieg kämpfte er in Jacksons Armee und danach unter Hood, bei dem er es bis zum Obersten brachte. Als Lee die Waffen streckte, kehrte mein Onkel auf seine Plantage heim, wo er noch drei oder vier Jahre blieb. Um 1869 oder 1870

ist er nach Europa zurückgekommen und kaufte einen kleinen Besitz in Sussex, in der Nähe von Horsham. 

Er hatte in den Staaten ein beträchtliches Vermögen erworben, und sein Grund, die Staaten zu verlassen, war seine Abneigung gegenüber Negern und seine Ablehnung der republikanischen Politik, ihnen die Bürgerrechte zu gewähren. Er war ein ungewöhnlicher Mann, heftig und reizbar, unflätig in der Sprache, wenn er in Wut geraten war, und im übrigen sehr eigenbrötlerisch. Ich weiß nicht, ob er in all den Jahren, die er bei Horsham lebte, je einen Fuß in die Stadt gesetzt hat. Nahe dem Haus hatte er einen Garten und zwei oder drei Felder, und dort pflegte er sich Bewegung zu verschaffen, wenn er auch oft wochenlang nicht sein Zimmer verließ. Er trank sehr viel Brandy und war ein starker Raucher, aber er hielt nichts von Gesellschaft und wollte keine Freunde um sich haben, nicht einmal seinen eigenen Bruder. 

Gegen mich hatte er nichts, im Gegenteil, er entwickelte sogar eine ausgesprochene Schwäche für mich; als er mich zum ersten Mal sah, war ich ein Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.183
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Junge von ungefähr zwölf Jahren. Das muß um die 1878 gewesen sein, als er schon acht oder neun Jahre in England lebte. Er bat meinen Vater, ich möge bei ihm wohnen, und auf seine Weise war er sehr gut zu mir. Wenn er nüchtern war, spielte er mit mir gern Puff oder Dame, und er machte mich sowohl Dienstboten als auch Kaufleuten gegenüber zu seinem Vertreter, so daß ich mit sechzehn Jahren eigentlich Herr des Hauses war. Ich verfügte über sämtliche Schlüssel und konnte gehen, wohin, und tun, was ich wollte, solange ich ihn nicht in seiner Abgeschiedenheit störte. 

Es gab jedoch eine einzige Ausnahme; er hatte einen Raum, eine Art Rumpelkammer auf dem Dachboden, der immer verschlossen war und den zu betreten weder mir noch einem anderen jemals erlaubt wurde. 

Mit der Neugier eines Jungen habe ich durch das Schlüsselloch gespäht, aber ich konnte nie mehr sehen als eine Sammlung alter Kisten und Bündel, wie man sie in einem solchen Raum erwartet. 

Eines Tages – im März 1883 – lag auf dem Tisch, vor dem Teller des Obersten, ein Brief mit einer fremdländischen Marke. Er erhielt nicht oft Briefe, denn all seine Rechnungen wurden in bar bezahlt, und er besaß keinerlei Freunde. ›Aus Indien!‹ sagte er, als er den Brief in die Hand nahm, ›der Stempel ist aus Pondicherry! Was mag das sein?‹ Er riß ihn eilig auf, und fünf kleine trockene Orangenkerne fielen heraus, Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.184

Die fünf Orangenkerne

Doyle-WA Bd. 5, 128

auf seinen Teller. Ich begann darob zu lachen, aber das Lachen blieb mir in der Kehle stecken, als ich sein Gesicht sah. Sein Kiefer war herabgefallen, die Augen standen ihm vor dem Kopf, seine Haut hatte die Farbe von Zinnasche angenommen, und er starrte auf den Umschlag, den er noch immer in seiner zitternden Hand hielt. ›K.K.K.‹ schrie er, und dann:

›Mein Gott, mein Gott, meine Sünden haben mich eingeholt.‹

›Was ist es, Onkel?‹ rief ich. 

›Der Tod‹, sagte er, und er stand vom Tisch auf und zog sich in sein Zimmer zurück, und ich saß da und zitterte vor Entsetzen. Ich nahm den Umschlag auf und sah auf der Innenseite der Klappe, kurz über der Gummierung, den Buchstaben K, und zwar dreimal, mit roter Tinte gekritzelt stehen. Sonst war nichts in dem Umschlag, abgesehen von den fünf trok-kenen Kernen. Was konnte der Grund für sein überwältigendes Entsetzen sein? Ich verließ den Früh-stückstisch, und als ich die Treppen emporstieg, kam er mir entgegen, mit einem alten rostigen Schlüssel, der zum Boden gehören mußte, in der einen Hand und einer kleinen Messingdose, ähnlich einer Geldschatul-le, in der anderen. 

›Sollen sie tun, was sie wollen, aber ich setze sie doch noch matt‹, sagte er mit einem Fluch. ›Sag Mary, daß ich heute Feuer in meinem Zimmer haben Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.185
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will, und schick nach Fordham, dem Anwalt aus Horsham.‹

Ich tat, wie er befohlen hatte, und als der Anwalt eintraf, wurde ich ins Zimmer hinaufgebeten. Das Feuer brannte hell, und auf dem Rost lag Asche in einer schwarzen, flockigen Masse, ähnlich verbrann-tem Papier, und die Messingdose stand offen und leer neben dem Kamin. Als ich sie betrachtete, entdeckte ich zu meinem Schrecken auf dem Deckel das dreifache K, das ich am Morgen auf dem Briefumschlag gesehen hatte. 

›John‹, sagte mein Onkel, ›ich möchte, daß du meinen letzten Willen bezeugst. Ich hinterlasse diesen Besitz mit allem Nutzen und Nachteil meinem Bruder, deinem Vater, von dem er zweifellos auf dich übergehen wird. Wenn du dich seiner in Frieden er-freuen kannst, desto besser! Stellst du fest, daß dies unmöglich ist, dann halte dich an meinen Rat, mein Junge, und überlasse ihn deinem schlimmsten Todfeind. Es tut mir leid, daß ich dir solch eine zweischneidige Sache geben muß, aber ich kann nicht vorhersagen, wie sich die Dinge entwickeln werden. Sei so gut, das Papier dort zu unterschreiben, wo Mr. 

Fordham es will.‹

Wie angewiesen unterschrieb ich das Papier, und der Anwalt nahm es mit. Wie Sie sich denken können, machte dieser einzigartige Vorfall auf mich einen Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.186
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überaus tiefen Eindruck, und ich grübelte darüber nach und drehte ihn in meinem Geist hin und her, ohne etwas daraus machen zu können. Dennoch konnte ich das undeutliche Gefühl von Furcht nicht abschütteln, das die Sache hinterlassen hatte, wenn diese Empfindung auch verblaßte, als die Wochen verstrichen und nichts geschah, was den üblichen Ablauf unseres Lebens gestört hätte. Ich konnte jedoch an meinem Onkel eine Veränderung wahrnehmen. Er trank mehr als je zuvor und war jeder Art Gesellschaft noch mehr abgeneigt. Die meiste Zeit verbrachte er in seinem Raum und hielt die Tür von innen verschlossen, aber bisweilen brach er in einer Art trunkener Raserei daraus hervor und stürzte aus dem Haus und stürmte mit einem Revolver in der Hand durch den Garten; dabei schrie er, er fürchte sich vor niemandem und werde sich nicht von Mensch noch Teufel wie ein Schaf im Pferch einsperren lassen. Wenn diese wilden Anfalle vorbei waren, pflegte er jedoch geräuschvoll durch die Tür ins Haus zu stürzen und sie hinter sich zu verriegeln und abzuschließen wie einer, der dem Entsetzen auf dem Grunde seiner Seele nicht länger zu trotzen vermag. Bei solchen Gelegenheiten habe ich sein Gesicht auch an kalten Tagen von Nässe glänzen sehen, als hätte er es eben erst aus einem Becken erhoben. 

Nun, um zum Schluß der Sache zu kommen, Mr. 
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Holmes, und um Ihre Geduld nicht zu mißbrauchen, dann kam eine Nacht, in der er einen seiner betrunkenen Ausfälle machte, aber von diesem kam er nie zu-rück. Als wir nach ihm suchten, fanden wir ihn mit dem Gesicht nach unten in einem kleinen, mit grünem Schaum überzogenen Teich liegen, am Ende des Gartens. Es gab keinerlei Anzeichen von Gewaltanwendung, und das Wasser war nur zwei Fuß tief, so daß die Jury, in Anbetracht seines bekannt exzentrischen Benehmens, auf Selbstmord erkannte. Aber da ich weiß, wie sehr er vor dem bloßen Gedanken an den Tod zurückschreckte, muß ich mir sehr viel Mühe geben, um mich davon zu überzeugen, daß er sich be-müht haben soll, den Tod zu finden. Die Sache war jedoch damit erledigt, und mein Vater trat in den Besitz des Guts und einiger vierzehntausend Pfund in Form eines Bankguthabens.«

»Einen Augenblick«, unterbrach Holmes. »Soweit ich dies jetzt schon sagen kann, ist Ihr Bericht einer der bemerkenswertesten, die ich je gehört habe. Sagen Sie mir doch das Datum, an dem Ihr Onkel den Brief erhielt, und das Datum seines vermeintlichen Selbstmords.«

»Der Brief kam am 10. März 1883 an. Sein Tod ereignete sich sieben Wochen später, in der Nacht des 2. Mai.«

»Ich danke Ihnen. Bitte fahren Sie fort.«
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»Als mein Vater den Besitz in Horsham übernahm, untersuchte er auf meine Bitte hin sehr sorgfältig den Dachboden, der immer abgeschlossen gewesen war. 

Dort fanden wir die Messingdose, wenn auch ihr Inhalt vernichtet worden war. Auf der Innenseite des Deckels fand sich ein Aufkleber aus Papier, auf dem wiederum die Initialen K.K.K. standen, und darunter war zu lesen ›Briefe, Memoranden, Quittungen und ein Register‹. Wir nahmen an, daß dies die von Oberst Openshaw vernichteten Papiere näher bezeichnete. Im übrigen fand sich auf dem Dachboden nichts von Bedeutung, abgesehen von vielen verstreuten Papieren und Notizbüchern, die das Leben meines Onkels in Amerika betrafen. Einige von ihnen stammten aus der Zeit des Kriegs und zeigten, daß er redlich seine Pflicht getan und in dem Ruf eines tapferen Soldaten gestanden hatte. Andere waren aus der Zeit des Wiederaufbaus der Südstaaten und beschäftigten sich vor allem mit Politik; er schien sich sehr stark den politischen Abenteurern widersetzt zu haben, die aus dem Norden23 geschickt worden waren und sich in erster Linie bereichern wollten. 

Es war Anfang '84, als mein Vater nach Horsham zog, und bis zum Januar '85 hätte nichts bei uns besser sein können. Am vierten Tag nach Neujahr hörte ich meinen Vater einen lauten Schrei der Überraschung ausstoßen, als wir beim Frühstück waren. Da Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.189
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saß er, mit einem soeben geöffneten Briefumschlag in der einen und fünf trockenen Orangenkernen auf der ausgestreckten Fläche der anderen Hand. Er hatte immer über mein Ammenmärchen, wie er es nannte, über den Obersten gelacht, aber nun, da ihm das gleiche widerfuhr, sah er sehr ratlos und verstört drein. 

›Also, John, was um Himmels willen bedeutet das?‹ stammelte er. 

Mein Herz war zu einem Bleiklumpen geworden. 

›Es ist K.K.K.‹, sagte ich. 

Er sah in den Umschlag hinein. ›Das stimmt‹, rief er. ›Da stehen diese Buchstaben. Aber was ist das, was darüber geschrieben steht?‹

›Leg die Papiere auf die Sonnenuhr‹, las ich, als ich über seine Schulter schaute. 

›Welche Papiere? Welche Sonnenuhr?‹ fragte er. 

›Die Sonnenuhr im Garten. Eine andere gibt es nicht‹, sagte ich. ›Aber die Papiere, das müssen die sein, die vernichtet sind.‹

›Puh!‹ sagte er, wobei er allen Mut zusammenraff-te. ›Wir sind hier in einem zivilisierten Land und wollen mit solchem Schabernack nichts zu tun haben. 

Woher kommt das Ding?‹

›Aus Dundee‹ sagte ich nach einem Blick auf dem Stempel. 

›Irgendein närrischer Scherz‹, sagte er. ›Was habe ich mit Sonnenuhren und Papieren zu tun? Ich werde Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.190
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solchen Unsinn nicht beachten.‹

›Ich würde auf jeden Fall mit der Polizei reden‹, sagte ich. 

›Und mich auslachen lassen für alles. Nichts dergleichen.‹

›Dann laß mich es tun.‹

›Nein, ich verbiete es dir. Ich will nicht, daß wegen solchen Unsinns Wind gemacht wird.‹

Alle Einwände waren vergebens, denn er war ein sehr starrköpfiger Mann. Ich dagegen lief mit einem Herzen herum, das schwer war von düsteren Vorahnungen. 

Am dritten Tag nach der Ankunft des Briefes ging mein Vater aus dem Haus, um einen alten Freund zu besuchen, Major Freebody, der eines der Forts auf Portsdown Hill befehligt. Ich war froh über seine Abreise, denn ich dachte, außer Haus sei er auch außer Gefahr. Hier irrte ich mich jedoch. Am zweiten Tag seiner Abwesenheit erhielt ich ein Telegramm des Majors, in dem er mich darum bat, sofort zu kommen. 

Mein Vater war in eine der in dieser Gegend so zahlreichen tiefen Kreidegruben gestürzt, hatte sich den Schädel gebrochen und lag bewußtlos da. Ich eilte zu ihm, aber er starb, ohne noch einmal das Bewußtsein erlangt zu haben. Anscheinend war er im Zwielicht aus Fareham heimgekehrt, und da er die Gegend nicht kannte und die Kreidegrube nicht eingezäunt war, er-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.191
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kannte die Jury ohne zu zögern auf ›Tod durch Unfall‹. So gründlich ich auch jede Einzelheit im Zusammenhang mit seinem Tod untersuchte, konnte ich doch nichts finden, was einen Gedanken an Mord nahegelegt hätte. Es gab keine Anzeichen für Gewalttä-

tigkeit, keine Fußspuren, man hatte ihn nicht beraubt, niemand hatte auf den Straßen der Umgebung Fremde gesehen. Ich brauche Ihnen aber nicht zu sagen, daß ich dennoch keineswegs beruhigt, sondern nahezu sicher war, daß er einem üblen Anschlag zum Opfer gefallen war. 

Auf diese düstere Weise kam ich zu meiner Erbschaft. Sie mögen mich fragen, warum ich mich nicht davon getrennt habe? Ich sage Ihnen, weil ich ziemlich überzeugt davon war, daß unsere Prüfungen irgendwie von einem Vorfall im Leben meines Onkels abhingen und daß die Gefahr in jedem anderen Haus ebenso bedrohlich gewesen wäre. 

Im Januar '85 fand mein armer Vater den Tod, und seitdem sind zwei Jahre und acht Monate vergangen. 

In dieser Zeit habe ich in Horsham glücklich gelebt, und ich hatte zu hoffen begonnen, daß der Fluch die Familie verlassen und mit der letzten Generation geendet habe. Diesem tröstlichen Gedanken habe ich mich jedoch zu früh hingegeben; gestern früh ist der Schlag auf die gleiche Weise gefallen, in der er meinen Vater ereilt hat.«
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Der junge Mann zog einen zerknitterten Umschlag aus seinem Wams, wandte sich zum Tisch und schüttelte fünf kleine trockene Orangenkerne aus dem Umschlag. 

»Das ist der Umschlag«, fuhr er fort. »Der Poststempel ist aus London-Ost. Im Umschlag stehen die gleichen Worte, die auf der letzten Botschaft an meinen Vater zu lesen waren. ›K.K.K.‹, und dann ›Leg die Papiere auf die Sonnenuhr‹.«

»Was haben Sie getan?« fragte Holmes. 

»Nichts.«

»Nichts?«

»Um die Wahrheit zu sagen« – er ließ das Gesicht in seine dünnen weißen Hände sinken – »ich fühlte mich hilflos. Ich habe mich gefühlt wie eines dieser armen Kaninchen, wenn die Schlange sich ihm nähert. 

Ich scheine in der Gewalt eines unwiderstehlichen, unerbittlichen Übels zu sein, gegen das keine Vorsicht und keine Vorkehrung helfen kann.«

»Unsinn!« rief Sherlock Holmes. »Sie müssen handeln, Mann, sonst sind Sie verloren. Nichts als Tatkraft kann Sie retten. Es ist nicht die Zeit für Verzweiflung.«

»Ich bin bei der Polizei gewesen.«

»Ah?«

»Aber sie haben meine Geschichte mit einem Lä-
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der Meinung, daß all diese Briefe Scherze sind und die Todesfälle meiner Verwandten allesamt Unfälle waren, wie die Jury feststellte, und daß sie nichts mit den Warnungen zu tun haben.«

Holmes schüttelte die geballten Fäuste in der Luft. 

»Unglaublicher Schwachsinn!« rief er. 

»Sie haben mir immerhin einen Polizisten zugestanden, der bei mir im Haus bleiben soll.«

»Ist er heute abend mit Ihnen gekommen?«

»Nein. Seine Befehle lauten, er soll im Haus bleiben.«

Erneut fuchtelte Holmes in der Luft herum. 

»Warum sind Sie zu mir gekommen?« fragte er. 

»Und, vor allem, warum sind Sie nicht sofort gekommen?«

»Ich wußte nichts von Ihnen. Ich habe erst heute mit Major Prendergast über meine Schwierigkeiten gesprochen, und er hat mir geraten, zu Ihnen zu gehen.«

»Es ist schon zwei Tage her, daß Sie den Brief erhalten haben. Wir hätten viel früher handeln sollen. 

Ich nehme an, Sie haben keine weiteren Anhaltspunkte als das, was Sie uns vorgelegt haben – keine in-haltsreichen Einzelheiten, die uns helfen könnten?«

»Eins gibt es«, sagte John Openshaw. Er wühlte in seiner Manteltasche und zog ein Stück verblaßten, bläulichen Papiers hervor, das er auf den Tisch legte. 
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»Ich erinnere mich daran«, sagte er, »daß ich an dem Tag, an dem mein Onkel die Papiere verbrannte, festgestellt habe, daß die kleinen, nicht verbrannten Randstücke in der Asche von dieser Farbe waren. 

Dieses einzelne Blatt habe ich auf dem Boden seines Zimmers gefunden, und ich neige dazu, anzunehmen, daß es eines dieser Papiere war, das vielleicht aus dem Stapel herausgerutscht und so der Vernichtung entgangen ist. Abgesehen davon, daß hier Kerne er-wähnt werden, weiß ich nicht, wie uns das weiterhelfen könnte. Ich glaube, daß es sich um ein Blatt aus einem seiner Tagebücher handelt. Die Handschrift ist ohne Zweifel die meines Onkels.«

Holmes bewegte die Lampe, und beide beugten wir uns über das Blatt Papier, dessen gezackte Kante zeigte, daß es tatsächlich aus einem Buch gerissen worden war. Es war überschrieben mit »März 1869«, und darunter fanden sich die folgenden rätselhaften Notizen:

4. Hudson angekommen. Das alte Programm. 

7. McCauley, Paramore und John Swain aus St. Augustine die Kerne geschickt. 

9. McCauley bereinigt. 

10. John Swain bereinigt. 

12. Paramore besucht. Alles in Ordnung. 
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»Danke sehr!« sagte Holmes; er faltete das Papier zusammen und gab es unserem Besucher zurück. »Und jetzt dürfen Sie unter keinen Umständen noch einen Augenblick verlieren. Wir haben nicht einmal genug Zeit, um das zu erörtern, was Sie mir erzählt haben. 

Sie müssen sofort heimkehren und handeln.«

»Was soll ich tun?«

»Es gibt nur eins, was Sie tun können. Es muß sofort getan werden. Sie müssen dieses Stück Papier, das Sie uns gezeigt haben, in die beschriebene Messingdose legen. Außerdem legen Sie eine Notiz bei, auf der Sie feststellen, daß alle anderen Papiere von Ihrem Onkel verbrannt worden sind und daß dies das einzige übriggebliebene ist. Das müssen Sie so schreiben, daß es überzeugend ist. Wenn Sie das getan haben, müssen Sie die Dose sofort wie angewiesen auf die Sonnenuhr legen. Haben Sie das verstanden?«

»Völlig.«

»Denken Sie im Augenblick nicht an Rache oder etwas derartiges. Ich glaube, wir können Rache durch das Gesetz bekommen; wir müssen aber unser Netz erst weben, wogegen ihres längst gewoben ist. Das erste Anliegen muß es sein, die ernste Gefahr zu beseitigen, die Ihnen droht. Das zweite ist die Aufklä-

rung des Rätsels und die Bestrafung der Schuldigen.«

»Ich danke Ihnen«, sagte der junge Mann. Er erhob Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.196
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sich und zog seinen Mantel an. »Sie haben mir neues Leben und neue Hoffnung gegeben. Ich werde genau tun, was Sie mir geraten haben.«

»Verlieren Sie keinen Augenblick. Und nehmen Sie sich vor allem in acht, denn ich glaube, es kann keinen Zweifel daran geben, daß Ihnen eine sehr wirkliche und sehr nahe Gefahr droht. Wie fahren Sie heim?«

»Mit dem Zug ab Waterloo.«

»Es ist noch nicht neun Uhr. Die Straßen werden voll sein, also glaube ich, daß Sie sicher sind. Und trotzdem können Sie nicht vorsichtig genug sein.«

»Ich bin bewaffnet.«

»Das ist gut. Morgen werde ich die Arbeit an Ihrem Fall aufnehmen.«

»Werde ich Sie dann in Horsham sehen?«

»Nein, Ihr Geheimnis liegt in London, und hier werde ich es suchen.«

»Dann werde ich Sie in ein oder zwei Tagen aufsuchen, mit Neuigkeiten über die Dose und die Papiere. 

Ich werde mich in allen Einzelheiten an Ihren Ratschlag halten.« Er schüttelte uns die Hände und verabschiedete sich. Draußen kreischte der Wind noch immer, und der Regen spritzte und trommelte gegen die Fenster. Diese seltsame, wilde Geschichte schien aus den tobenden Elementen zu uns gekommen – über uns hergeweht wie ein Strang Seetang in einer Bö –
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und nun von ihnen wieder aufgesogen zu sein. 

Sherlock Holmes saß eine Weile schweigend da, den Kopf auf die Brust gesunken und die Augen auf das rote Glimmen des Feuers geheftet. Dann zündete er seine Pfeife an, lehnte sich in seinem Sessel zurück und sah den blauen Rauchkringeln nach, die einander an die Zimmerdecke jagten. 

»Ich glaube, Watson«, bemerkte er schließlich, 

»daß unter all unseren Fällen keiner phantastischer war als dieser.«

»Abgesehen vielleicht vom Zeichen der Vier.«

»Nun ja. Vielleicht abgesehen davon. Und dennoch scheint mir dieser John Openshaw noch größeren Gefahren ausgesetzt zu sein als die Sholtos.«

»Aber«, fragte ich, »haben Sie denn schon eine genaue Vorstellung davon, was diese Gefahren sind?«

»Ihre Natur steht völlig außer Frage«, antwortete er. 

»Welche Gefahren sind es denn? Wer ist dieser K.K.K., und warum verfolgt er diese unglückliche Familie?«

Sherlock Holmes schloß die Augen, legte die Fingerspitzen aneinander und stützte die Ellbogen auf die Sessellehnen. »Der ideale Denker«, stellte er fest, 

»wird, wenn man ihm eine einzige Gegebenheit mit ihrer ganzen Tragweite gezeigt hat, daraus nicht nur die ganze Kette von Ereignissen deduzieren, die zu Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.198
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dieser Tatsache geführt hat, sondern auch alle Ergebnisse, die daraus folgen müssen. Wie Cuvier nach der Betrachtung eines einzigen Knochens ein ganzes Tier zutreffend beschreiben konnte, so sollte auch der Beobachter, der ein Bindeglied in einer Reihe von Ereignissen gründlich begriffen hat, imstande sein, alle anderen, die vorhergehenden wie die nachfolgenden, genau darzustellen. Wir haben die Ergebnisse, zu denen allein der Verstand gelangen kann, noch nicht erreicht. Im Studierzimmer sind durch den Verstand Probleme lösbar, an denen all jene verzweifelt sind, die eine Lösung mit Hilfe ihrer Sinne gesucht haben. 

Um diese Kunst jedoch auf ihre höchste Spitze zu treiben, muß der Denker unbedingt fähig sein, alle Tatsachen zu verwenden, die zu seiner Kenntnis gelangt sind, und wie Sie sicherlich einsehen, impliziert dies den Besitz allen Wissens, was sogar in diesen Tagen der kostenlosen Bildung und der Enzyklopädi-en selten erreicht wird. Nicht ganz so unmöglich ist es jedoch, daß jemand alles Wissen besitzt, das ihm für seine Arbeit nützlich sein kann, und ich habe, was mich betrifft, dies zu erreichen gesucht. Wenn ich mich recht entsinne, haben Sie bei einer Gelegenheit in den Anfangstagen unserer Freundschaft meine Grenzen sehr genau festgelegt.«

»Ja«, erwiderte ich lachend. »Es war ein ausgefallenes Dokument. Philosophie, Astronomie und Politik Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.199
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waren, wie ich mich erinnere, mit Null beziffert. Botanik unterschiedlich, Geologie tiefschürfend, was Schmutzflecken aus jedem Gebiet innerhalb eines Radius von fünfzig Meilen um London angeht, Chemie exzentrisch, Anatomie unsystematisch, Sensationsliteratur und Verbrechensakten einzigartig, Geigenspie-ler, Boxer, Fechter, Rechtsgelehrter und Selbstvergifter mittels Kokain und Tabak. Ich glaube, das waren die Hauptpunkte meiner Analyse.«

Holmes grinste beim letzten Punkt der Aufzählung. 

»Nun ja«, meinte er, »heute wie damals sage ich, daß man den kleinen Dachboden seines Gehirns mit allem Mobiliar ausrüsten sollte, das man wahrscheinlich be-nötigen wird, und den Rest sollte man in der Rumpelkammer seiner Bibliothek unterbringen, wo man es erreichen kann, sollte man es haben wollen. Für einen Fall wie den, der uns heute abend vorgelegt worden ist, müssen wir sicherlich alle Hilfsquellen anzapfen. 

Geben Sie mir doch bitte den Buchstaben K der  American Encyclopedia  herunter; sie steht auf dem Bord neben Ihnen. Danke. Nun lassen Sie uns über die Situation nachdenken und schauen, was wir daraus deduzieren können. Zunächst können wir mit der sicheren Annahme beginnen, daß Oberst Openshaw einige sehr gute Gründe hatte, Amerika zu verlassen. Männer in seinem Alter ändern nicht einfach so all ihre Gewohnheiten und tauschen freiwillig Floridas reiz-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.200
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volles Klima um das einsame Leben in einer englischen Provinzstadt ein. Seine maßlose Liebe zur Einsamkeit in England legt die Idee nahe, daß er in der Furcht vor etwas oder jemandem lebte, der ihn aus Amerika vertrieben hatte. Was oder wer es war, den oder das er fürchtete, darauf können wir nur schlie-

ßen, indem wir die furchterregenden Briefe untersuchen, die er und seine Nachfolger erhalten haben. 

Haben Sie sich die Poststempel dieser Briefe gemerkt?«

»Der erste kam aus Pondicherry, der zweite aus Dundee und der dritte aus London.«

»Aus Ost-London. Was deduzieren Sie daraus?«

»Das sind alles Seehäfen. Der Schreiber war an Bord eines Schiffes.«

»Ausgezeichnet. Damit haben wir schon einen Hinweis. Es kann keinen Zweifel daran geben, daß es eine Wahrscheinlichkeit – eine starke Wahrscheinlichkeit – dafür gibt, daß der Briefschreiber an Bord eines Schiffes war. Und nun lassen Sie uns einen weiteren Punkt bedenken. Im Fall Pondicherry vergingen sieben Wochen zwischen der Drohung und ihrer Er-füllung, im Fall Dundee waren es nur drei oder vier Tage. Sagt Ihnen das etwas?«

»Es mußte eine größere Strecke zurückgelegt werden.«

»Aber auch der Brief kam aus einer größeren Ent-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.201
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fernung.«

»Dann sehe ich nicht, was Sie meinen.«

»Wir können zumindest annehmen, daß das Schiff, auf dem der Mann oder die Männer sind, ein Segelschiff ist. Es sieht so aus, als schickten sie ihre einzigartige Warnung oder ihr Zeichen immer vor sich her, wenn sie ihre Mission antreten. Sie sehen, wie schnell die Tat dem Zeichen folgte, als es aus Dundee kam. 

Wenn sie mit einem Dampfschiff aus Pondicherry gekommen wären, hätten sie fast so schnell hier sein können wie der Brief. Aber tatsächlich liegen sieben Wochen dazwischen. Ich glaube, daß diese sieben Wochen der Unterschied zwischen dem Postboot sind, das den Brief herbrachte, und dem Segelschiff, mit dem der Schreiber kam.«

»Das ist möglich.«

»Mehr als das. Es ist wahrscheinlich. Und nun sehen Sie sicher die tödliche Dringlichkeit dieses neuen Falles und warum ich den jungen Openshaw zur Vorsicht gemahnt habe. Der Schlag ist immer am Ende der Zeit gefallen, die die Absender brauchten, um ihre Strecke zurückzulegen. Dieser Brief aber ist aus London gekommen, und daher können wir nicht mit Aufschub rechnen.«

»Lieber Gott!« rief ich. »Was kann denn diese er-barmungslose Verfolgung nur bedeuten?«

»Die Papiere, die Openshaw besaß, sind offensicht-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.202
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lich für die Person oder Personen auf dem Segler lebenswichtig. Ich glaube, es ist ziemlich klar, daß es mehr als nur einer sein muß. Ein einzelner könnte nicht zwei Todesfälle in einer solchen Weise bewerkstelligen, daß eine Leichenschaukommission ge-täuscht wird. Es müssen mehrere daran beteiligt sein, und es muß sich um fähige und entschlossene Männer handeln. Sie wollen ihre Papiere haben, gleich, wer ihr Besitzer sein mag. Sie sehen also, daß K.K.K. nun nicht mehr die Initialen eines Einzelwesens sind, sondern das Kennzeichen einer Gesellschaft.«

»Aber welcher Gesellschaft?«

»Haben Sie nie«, sagte Sherlock Holmes, wobei er sich vorbeugte und die Stimme sinken ließ, »vom Ku Klux Klan24 gehört?«

»Nie.«

Holmes blätterte in dem Buch, das er auf dem Knie hielt. »Hier ist es«, sagte er bald. »›Ku Klux Klan. 

Der Name wird phantasievoll abgeleitet von einer Ähnlichkeit mit dem Klang eines Gewehrhahns, der gespannt wird. Diese schreckliche Geheimgesellschaft wurde von einigen ehemaligen konföderierten Soldaten nach dem Bürgerkrieg in den Südstaaten gegründet, und bald bildeten sich regionale Zweige in verschiedenen Landesteilen, vor allem in Tennessee, Louisiana, den Carolina-Staaten, Georgia und Florida. Die Gesellschaft setzte ihre Macht zu politischen Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.203

Die fünf Orangenkerne

Doyle-WA Bd. 5, 141

Zwecken ein, vor allem dazu, schwarze Wähler zu terrorisieren und jene zu ermorden oder aus dem Land zu jagen, die sich ihr und ihren Ansichten entgegenstell-ten. Ihren Gewalttaten ging gewöhnlich eine Warnung voraus, die dem ausersehenen Opfer geschickt wurde und deren Form ausgefallen war, deren Bedeutung aber weithin verstanden wurde – Eichenlaub in einigen Gegenden, Melonensamen oder Orangenkerne in anderen. Wenn es diese erhielt, konnte das Opfer entweder öffentlich seinem bisherigen Lebenswandel abschwören oder aus dem Lande fliehen. Bot es die Stirn, so erreichte der Tod es unfehlbar, und zwar ge-wöhnlich in einer seltsamen und unvorhergesehenen Weise. Die Organisation der Gesellschaft war so perfekt und ihre Methoden waren so systematisch, daß kaum ein Fall bekannt wurde, in dem jemand ihr ungestraft getrotzt oder in dem ein Verbrechen bis zu denen hätte zurückverfolgt werden können, die es be-gingen. Die Organisation erlebte einige Jahre der Blüte, trotz aller Bemühungen der Regierung der Vereinigten Staaten und der besseren Schichten der Be-völkerung der Südstaaten. Im Jahr 1869 schließlich brach die Bewegung recht plötzlich in sich zusammen, wenn es auch seither sporadisch Ausbrüche der gleichen Art gegeben hat.‹

Sie werden bemerken«, sagte Holmes, wobei er das Buch beiseitelegte, »daß der plötzliche Zusammen-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.204
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bruch der Gesellschaft mit dem Zeitpunkt zusammenfällt, zu dem Openshaw mit ihren Papieren aus Amerika verschwand. Hier kann es sich durchaus um Ursache und Wirkung handeln. Es ist nicht eben erstaunlich, daß er und seine Familie einige der un-barmherzigeren Geister auf den Fersen haben. Sie verstehen sicher, daß dieses Register und Tagebuch einige der höchsten Männer des Südens belasten könnte und daß es viele gibt, die erst wieder ruhig schlafen werden, wenn es gefunden ist.«

»Dann ist die Seite, die wir gesehen haben ...«

»... genau das, was wir annehmen können. Wenn ich mich recht entsinne stand dort ›die Kerne an A, B

und C geschickt‹ – das heißt, die Warnung der Gesellschaft an sie geschickt. Dann gibt es da mehrere aufeinander folgende Eintragungen, nach denen A und B bereinigt sind beziehungsweise das Land verlassen haben, und schließlich wurde C besucht, mit einem, wie ich fürchte, düsteren Ergebnis für C. Nun, Doktor, ich nehme an, daß wir ein wenig Licht in diese dunkle Sache bringen können, und ich glaube, die einzige Chance, die der junge Openshaw bis dahin hat, ist, das zu tun, was ich ihm gesagt habe. Heute abend können wir nichts mehr sagen oder tun, also geben Sie mir bitte meine Geige und lassen Sie uns versuchen, eine halbe Stunde lang das erbärmliche Wetter und die noch erbärmlicheren Umtriebe unserer Mit-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.205
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menschen zu vergessen.« Am Morgen hatte es aufge-klart, und die Sonne schien mit unterdrückter Helligkeit durch den dünnen Schleier, der über der großen Stadt hing. Sherlock Holmes saß bereits am Früh-stückstisch, als ich herunterkam. 

»Sie entschuldigen sicher, daß ich nicht auf Sie gewartet habe«, sagte er; »ich habe, wie ich annehme, einen sehr geschäftigen Tag vor mir, an dem ich mich mit diesem Fall des jungen Openshaw näher befassen will.«

»Welche Schritte wollen Sie unternehmen?« fragte ich. 

»Das wird völlig von den Ergebnissen meiner ersten Untersuchungen abhängen. Vielleicht werde ich doch nach Horsham reisen müssen.«

»Fahren Sie nicht gleich dorthin?«

»Nein, ich will mit der City beginnen. Sie brauchen nur zu läuten, dann bringt das Mädchen Ihnen Ihren Kaffee.«

Während ich wartete, nahm ich die ungeöffnete Zeitung vom Tisch und warf einen Blick hinein. Mein Auge blieb an einer Überschrift hängen, die mein Herz gefrieren ließ. 

»Holmes«, rief ich, »Sie kommen zu spät.«

»Ah«, sagte er und setzte seine Tasse ab. »Das hatte ich befürchtet. Wie ist es geschehen?« Er sprach ruhig, aber ich konnte sehen, daß er zutiefst betroffen Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.206

Die fünf Orangenkerne

Doyle-WA Bd. 5, 143

war. 

Mein Auge fiel auf den Namen Openshaw und die Schlagzeile ›Tragödie nahe der Waterloo Bridge‹. 

Dies ist der Bericht: »Zwischen neun und zehn Uhr gestern abend hörte Police Constable Cook von der Abteilung H, in Dienst in der Nähe der Waterloo Bridge, einen Hilfeschrei und ein Klatschen im Wasser. Die Nacht war äußerst dunkel und stürmisch, so daß trotz der Hilfe mehrerer Passanten ein Rettungs-versuch unmöglich war. Es wurde jedoch Alarm ausgelöst, und mit Hilfe der Wasserpolizei wurde schließlich der Leichnam geborgen, Es handelte sich um den eines jungen Gentleman, dessen Name einem Umschlag zufolge, der in seiner Tasche gefunden wurde, John Openshaw war und dessen Wohnsitz sich bei Horsham befindet. Es wird vermutet, daß er in Eile war, um den letzten Zug ab Waterloo Station zu erreichen, und daß er in der Hast und wegen der tiefen Dunkelheit vom Weg abkam und über den Rand einer der kleinen Landebrücken für Flußdampfer trat. Der Leichnam wies keinerlei Anzeichen von Gewaltanwendung auf, und es kann kein Zweifel daran bestehen, daß der Verstorbene Opfer eines un-glücklichen Unfalls geworden ist, infolge wessen sich die Aufmerksamkeit der Behörden auf den Zustand der Landungsbrücken richten sollte.«

Wir saßen einige Minuten lang schweigend da; Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.207
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Holmes war niedergeschlagener und erschütterter, als ich ihn jemals zuvor gesehen hatte. 

»Das verletzt meinen Stolz, Watson«, sagte er schließlich. »Das ist zweifellos ein niedriges Gefühl, aber es verletzt meinen Stolz. Damit wird es jetzt zu einer persönlichen Angelegenheit für mich, und wenn Gott mir Gesundheit gewährt, werde ich diese Bande in die Hände bekommen. Daß er zu mir um Hilfe gekommen ist und ich ihn in den Tod geschickt habe ...!« Er sprang aus seinem Sessel auf und lief in nicht zu unterdrückender Erregung im Raum hin und her; seine blassen Wangen waren gerötet, und seine langen, schmalen Hände öffneten und schlössen sich nervös. 

»Das müssen schlaue Teufel sein!« rief er endlich aus. »Wie können sie ihn nur dorthin gelockt haben? 

Das Embankment liegt nicht auf dem direkten Weg zum Bahnhof. Zweifellos waren sogar in solch einer Nacht für ihren Zweck zu viele Menschen auf der Brücke. Nun gut, Watson, wir werden sehen, wer am Ende die Oberhand behält. Ich breche nun auf!«

»Zur Polizei?«

»Nein, ich werde meine eigene Polizei sein. Wenn ich das Netz gesponnen habe, kann die Polizei die Fliegen haben, aber nicht vorher.«

Ich war den ganzen Tag mit meiner beruflichen Arbeit beschäftigt, und der Abend war schon spät, ehe Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.208

Die fünf Orangenkerne

Doyle-WA Bd. 5, 144

ich in die Baker Street zurückkehrte. Sherlock Holmes war noch nicht heimgekommen. Es wurde fast zehn Uhr, bis er eintrat; er sah bleich und erschöpft aus. Er ging zur Anrichte, riß ein Stück aus dem Laib und verschlang es gierig. Dann spülte er es mit einem langen Zug Wasser hinab. 

»Sie sind hungrig«, bemerkte ich. 

»Verhungert. Ich habe nicht ans Essen gedacht. 

Seit dem Frühstück habe ich nichts zu mir genommen.«

»Nichts?«

»Nicht einen Bissen. Ich hatte keine Zeit, daran zu denken.«

»Und hatten Sie Erfolg?«

»Ja.«

»Sie haben einen Hinweis?«

»Ich habe sie in der Hand. Der junge Openshaw wird nicht lange ungerächt bleiben. Hören Sie, Watson, wir wollen ihnen ihr eigenes teuflisches Marken-zeichen aufdrücken. Das ist ein guter Einfall!«

»Was meinen Sie?«

Er nahm eine Orange aus dem Schrank, riß sie in Stücke und drückte die Kerne heraus, auf den Tisch. 

Er nahm fünf von ihnen und steckte sie in einen Briefumschlag. Auf die Innenseite der Klappe schrieb er

»S.H. an J.C.« Dann versiegelte er das Couvert und adressierte es an »Kapitän James Calhoun, Barke Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.209
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 Lone Star,  Savannah, Georgia«. 

»Das wird ihn erwarten, wenn er in den Hafen einläuft«, sagte er kichernd. »Hoffentlich bereitet es ihm eine schlaflose Nacht. Er wird feststellen, daß es für sein Schicksal eine ebenso sichere Vorankündigung ist, wie es bei Openshaw vor ihm der Fall war.«

»Und wer ist dieser Kapitän Calhoun?«

»Der Anführer der Bande. Die anderen werde ich auch erwischen, aber zuerst ihn.«

»Wie sind Sie ihnen denn auf die Spur gekommen?«

Er zog ein großes Blatt Papier aus der Tasche, völlig bedeckt mit Daten und Namen. 

»Ich habe den ganzen Tag«, sagte er, »über den Registern von Lloyd's und alten Zeitungsarchiven verbracht, um die künftigen Kurse aller Schiffe zu verfolgen, die im Januar und Februar '83 Pondicherry angelaufen haben. Es gab sechsunddreißig Schiffe mit grö-

ßerer Tonnage, die während dieser Monate verzeichnet waren. Von diesen erregte die  Lone Star  sofort meine Aufmerksamkeit, denn, obwohl sie den Berichten zufolge aus London gekommen war, ist ihr Name doch der eines Staats der Union.«

»Texas, glaube ich.«

»Ich war und bin nicht sicher, welcher es ist; aber jedenfalls wußte ich, daß das Schiff amerikanischen Ursprungs sein mußte.«
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»Was dann?«

»Ich habe die Listen aus Dundee durchsucht, und als ich herausfand, daß die  Lone Star  im Januar '85

dort war, wurde Gewißheit aus meinem Verdacht. 

Dann habe ich mich nach Schiffen erkundigt, die im Augenblick im Hafen von London liegen.«

»Und?«

»Die  Lone Star  ist letzte Woche hier angekommen. 

Ich bin zum Albert-Dock gegangen und habe festgestellt, daß sie heute mit der Frühebbe flußab gelaufen ist, heim nach Savannah. Ich habe nach Gravesend gedrahtet und erfahren, daß sie es vor einiger Zeit passiert hatte, und da der Wind von Osten kommt, zweifle ich nicht daran, daß sie jetzt die Goodwins hinter sich gelassen hat und nicht mehr fern von der Insel Wight ist.«

»Was wollen Sie jetzt tun?«

»Oh, ich lasse ihn nicht mehr aus den Klauen. Er und die beiden Maaten sind, soweit ich weiß, die einzigen gebürtigen Amerikaner an Bord. Die anderen sind Finnen und Deutsche. Ich weiß auch, daß die drei alle in der letzten Nacht nicht auf dem Schiff waren. 

Ich weiß es von dem Stauer, der ihre Fracht verladen hat. Wenn ihr Segler Savannah erreicht, wird das Postboot diesen Brief längst befördert haben, und mein Kabel wird die Polizei von Savannah davon in Kenntnis gesetzt haben, daß diese drei Gentlemen hier Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.211
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dringend wegen Mordes gesucht werden.«

Auch im bestausgeheckten Plan eines Menschen ist jedoch immer eine schwache Stelle, und John Openshaws Mörder sollten niemals die Orangenkerne erhalten, die ihnen gezeigt hätten, daß jemand, ebenso schlau und entschlossen wie sie selbst, auf ihrer Spur war. Sehr lang und schwer waren die Äquinoktialstür-me diesen Jahres. Wir warteten lange auf Nachrichten von der  Lone Star,  aber wir erhielten niemals eine. 

Schließlich hörten wir, daß irgendwo weit im Atlantik der zertrümmerte Achtersteven eines Boots in einem Wellental treibend gesichtet worden sei; er trug die Buchstaben »L.S.« eingegraben, und das ist alles, was wir je über das Schicksal der  Lone Star  erfahren werden. 

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.212

Der Mann mit der entstellten Lippe Doyle-WA Bd. 5, 147

Der Mann mit der entstellten Lippe Isa Whitney, Bruder des verstorbenen Elias Whitney, D.D.25, Prinzipal des Theologischen College von St. 

George's, war dem Opium sehr ergeben. Soviel ich weiß, war ihm diese Gepflogenheit aus einer närrischen Laune heraus erwachsen, als er nämlich in seiner Collegezeit nach der Lektüre von De Quinceys26

Beschreibungen seiner Träume und Erfahrungen seinen Tabak mit Laudanum tränkte, in einem Versuch, die gleichen Wirkungen zu erzielen. Wie so viele andere stellte auch er fest, daß es leichter ist, diese Gewohnheit anzunehmen als sich von ihr loszusagen, und viele Jahre blieb er Sklave der Droge; seinen Freunden und Verwandten war er Objekt einer Mischung aus Entsetzen und Mitleid. Ich sehe ihn noch vor mir, mit gelbem teigigem Gesicht, hängenden Lidern und Pupillen wie Nadelspitzen, in einem Sessel zusammengesunken, Wrack und Ruine eines vornehmen Mannes. 

Eines Abends – es war im Juni '89 – wurde meine Glocke geläutet, etwa zu der Stunde, da einem Manne das erste Gähnen entfleucht, wenn er die Uhr betrachtet. Ich setzte mich in meinem Sessel aufrecht hin, und meine Frau legte ihre Näharbeit in den Schoß und verzog ein wenig enttäuscht das Gesicht. 
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»Ein Patient!« sagte sie. »Du wirst ausgehen müssen.«

Ich ächzte, denn ich war soeben erst von einem erschöpfenden Tag heimgekehrt. 

Wir hörten das Öffnen der Tür, einige eilige Worte und dann schnelle Schritte auf dem Linoleum. Die Tür zu unserem Raum flog auf, und eine Dame trat ein, die in dunklen Stoff gekleidet war und einen schwarzen Schleier trug. 

»Ihr entschuldigt hoffentlich, daß ich so spät bei euch eindringe«, begann sie, doch verlor sie dann jählings ihre Selbstbeherrschung, stürzte vor, warf ihre Arme um den Hals meiner Frau und schluchzte an ihrer Schulter. »Oh! Ich habe solchen Kummer!« rief sie; »ich brauche so sehr ein wenig Hilfe!«

»Ei«, sagte meine Frau; sie lüftete den Schleier der anderen; »das ist ja Kate Whitney. Wie kannst du mich so erschrecken, Kate! Ich hatte ja keine Ahnung, wer du warst, als du hereingekommen bist.«

»Ich wußte nicht, was ich tun sollte, deshalb bin ich geradewegs zu euch gekommen.« So war es immer. Menschen mit großem Kummer kamen zu meiner Frau wie Vögel zu einem Leuchtturm. 

»Es ist ganz reizend, daß du gekommen bist. Du mußt jetzt unbedingt ein wenig Wein und Wasser trinken, und dann setz dich gemütlich hin und erzähl uns alles. Oder wäre es dir lieber, wenn ich James ins Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.214
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Bett schickte?«

»Oh, nein, nein. Ich brauche auch den Rat und die Hilfe des Doktors. Es geht um Isa. Er ist seit zwei Tagen nicht mehr zu Hause gewesen. Ich habe solche Angst um ihn!«

Es war nicht das erste Mal, das sie mit uns über die Schwierigkeiten ihres Gatten sprach – mit mir als einem Arzt, mit meiner Frau als einer alten Freundin und Schulkameradin. Wir besänftigten und trösteten sie mit Worten, so gut es ging. Ob sie wußte, wo ihr Mann war? Ob wir ihn möglicherweise zu ihr zurückbringen könnten? 

Dies schien der Fall zu sein. Sie wußte ganz sicher, daß er sich in letzter Zeit, wenn es ihn packte, einer Opiumhöhle im äußersten Osten der City bediente. 

Bis zu diesem Zeitpunkt hatten sich seine Orgien immer auf einen Tag beschränkt, und zuckend und zerrüttet war er abends heimgekehrt. Nun jedoch befand er sich seit achtundvierzig Stunden in diesem Bann, und zweifellos lag er jetzt dort unter dem Ab-schaum der Docks und atmete das Gift ein oder schlief die Wirkung aus. Dort könnte man ihn finden, dessen war sie gewiß, und zwar in der  Bar of Gold,  in der Upper Swandam Lane. Aber was sollte sie nur tun? Wie könnte sie, eine junge, scheue Frau, in einen solchen Ort eindringen und ihren Gatten zwischen den Wüstlingen, die ihn umgaben, herausholen? 
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So lag der Fall, und natürlich gab es nur einen einzigen Ausweg. Ob ich sie nicht zu diesem Ort eskortieren könne? Und dann, nach weiterer Überlegung: Wozu sollte sie überhaupt mitkommen? Ich sei doch Isa Whitneys medizinischer Berater und habe als solcher Einfluß auf ihn. Ich könne die Sache viel besser in die Hand, nehmen, wenn ich allein sei. Also gab ich ihr mein Wort, daß ich ihn binnen zweier Stunden in einem Wagen heimschicken würde, falls ich ihn tatsächlich an der mir von ihr genannten Adresse fände. Und so hatte ich innerhalb von zehn Minuten meinen Lehnsessel und mein fröhliches Wohnzimmer zurückgelassen und raste in einer Droschke gen Osten, in einer seltsamen Mission, wie es mir zu dieser Zeit schien, wenngleich nur die Zukunft würde erweisen können, wie seltsam die Angelegenheit tatsächlich war. 

Bei den ersten Etappen meines Abenteuers gab es jedoch keinerlei Schwierigkeiten. Upper Swandam Lane ist eine greuliche Gasse, die hinter den ragenden Werften, die das nördliche Flußufer östlich der London Bridge säumen, gleichsam lauert. Zwischen einer schäbigen Kleiderbude und einem Schnapsladen führen steile Stufen hinab zu einem Schlund, schwarz wie die Öffnung einer Höhle, und dort fand ich das Opiumloch, das ich gesucht hatte. Ich bat den Kutscher, zu warten und eilte die Stufen hinab, die in der Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.216
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Mitte vom unaufhörlichen Trampeln trunkener Füße ausgehöhlt waren, und im Schein eines flackernden Öllichts über der Tür fand ich die Klinke und trat in einen langgestreckten, niedrigen Raum; dick und schwer hing der braune Opiumrauch in der Luft, und hölzerne Kojen bildeten Terrassen im Raum, wie im Vorderdeck eines Auswandererschiffs. 

Verschwommen in der Düsternis waren flüchtig Körper zu sehen, die in seltsamen und phantastischen Posen dort lagen, hängende Schultern, gekrümmte Knie, zurückgeworfene Köpfe und emporgereckte Kinnspitzen, und hie und da wandte sich ein dunkles, stumpfes Auge dem Neuankömmling zu. Aus den schwarzen Schatten glommen kleine rote Lichtkreise hervor, heller oder matter, wie das brennende Gift in den Köpfen der Metallpfeifen aufleuchtete und verlosch. Die meisten lagen stumm, aber einige murmelten vor sich hin und andere sprachen miteinander mit seltsamen, leisen, monotonen Stimmen; die Reden kamen wie in einem Schwall und rieselten plötzlich in Schweigen aus; jeder murmelte seine eigenen Gedanken hervor und gab kaum acht auf die Worte des Nachbarn. Am anderen Ende des Raums stand ein kleines Becken mit glühender Holzkohle, daneben saß auf einem dreibeinigen Holzschemel ein großer, dünner Greis; er hatte den Kiefer auf seine beiden Fäuste gestützt, die Ellenbogen auf die Knie und starrte ins Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.217
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Feuer. 

Bei meinem Eintritt hatte sich mir ein blaßgelber Malaie eilends genähert, der mir eine Pfeife und einen Drogenvorrat reichte und mich zu einer leeren Koje winkte. 

»Danke, aber ich wollte nicht bleiben«, sagte ich. 

»Hier ist irgendwo ein Freund von mir, Mr. Isa Whitney; mit ihm möchte ich sprechen.«

Eine Bewegung und ein Ausruf erfolgten zu meiner Rechten, und als ich durch die Düsternis spähte, sah ich Whitney, der mich fahl, verfallen und verwahrlost anstarrte. 

»Mein Gott! Das ist ja Watson«, sagte er. Er war in einem erbärmlichen Zustand; all seine Nerven zuckten in Reaktion auf die Droge. »Sagen Sie, Watson, wieviel Uhr ist es?«

»Fast elf.«

»An welchem Tag?«

»Freitag, der 19. Juni.«

»Lieber Himmel! Ich dachte, es ist Mittwoch. Es muß Mittwoch sein. Wie kann man einen Menschen nur so erschrecken!«

Er ließ das Gesicht auf die Arme sinken und begann laut und schrill zu schluchzen. 

»Ich sage Ihnen doch, es ist Freitag, Mann. Ihre Frau wartet seit zwei Tagen auf Sie. Sie sollten sich schämen!«
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»Ich schäme mich ja. Aber Sie sind durcheinander, Watson, ich bin nämlich erst seit ein paar Stunden hier, drei Pfeifen, vier Pfeifen – ich weiß nicht wie viele. Aber ich komme mit Ihnen nach Hause. Ich will auf keinen Fall Kate erschrecken – arme kleine Kate. 

Geben Sie mir die Hand! Haben Sie einen Wagen?«

»Ja, draußen wartet einer.«

»Dann werde ich damit fahren. Aber ich habe bestimmt Schulden. Stellen Sie fest, was ich hier schulde, Watson. Ich bin ganz daneben. Ich kann nichts selbst tun.«

Ich ging den engen Gang zwischen der Doppelreihe von Schläfern entlang und hielt dabei den Atem an, um nicht die üblen, betäubenden Dämpfe der Droge aufzunehmen; dabei suchte ich nach dem Geschäftsführer. Als ich an dem großen Greis vorbeikam, der neben dem Kohlenbecken saß, verspürte ich plötzlich ein Zupfen an meinem Rock, und eine leise Stimme flüsterte: »Gehen Sie weiter und schauen Sie dann zu mir zurück.« Ich vernahm die Wörter sehr deutlich. 

Ich sah hinunter. Sie konnten nur von dem alten Mann neben mir gekommen sein, und doch saß er da so versunken wir zuvor, sehr dünn, sehr runzlig, vom Alter gebeugt; eine Opiumpfeife hing zwischen seinen Knien hinab, als sei sie ihm durch schiere Schlaffheit aus den Fingern geglitten. Ich tat zwei Schritte vorwärts und blickte zurück. Es bedurfte all meiner Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.219
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Selbstbeherrschung, daß ich nicht in einen Schrei der Verwunderung ausbrach. Er hatte dem Raum den Rücken zugewandt, so daß niemand außer mir ihn sehen konnte. Seine Gestalt war voller geworden, die Runzeln waren fort, die stumpfen Augen hatten ihren Glanz wiedergewonnen, und dort neben dem Feuer saß kein anderer als Sherlock Holmes und grinste ob meiner Verblüffung. Kaum merklich winkte er mich zu sich heran, und als er sein Gesicht wieder zur Hälf-te der restlichen Gesellschaft zuwandte, verfiel er sogleich zu zitternder, sabbernder Senilität. 

»Holmes!« flüsterte ich. »Was um alles in der Welt treiben Sie in dieser Höhle?«

»Reden Sie so leise wie möglich«, antwortete er. 

»Ich habe ausgezeichnete Ohren. Wenn Sie die große Güte besäßen, Ihren verkommenen Freund da drüben loszuwerden, wäre ich Ihnen für ein kleines Gespräch überaus dankbar.«

»Ich habe einen Wagen draußen.«

»Dann schicken Sie ihn bitte darin nach Hause. Sie können ihm ruhig vertrauen, er scheint zu kraftlos zu sein, um noch irgendwelches Unheil anzurichten. Au-

ßerdem empfehle ich Ihnen, Ihrer Frau durch den Kutscher eine Notiz zu senden und ihr mitzuteilen, daß Sie mit mir gemeinsame Sache machen. Wenn Sie draußen warten, bin ich in fünf Minuten bei Ihnen.«

Es war immer schwierig, Sherlock Holmes eine Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.220
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Forderung abzuschlagen, da sie stets überaus entschieden waren und mit solch herrischem  air  vorgebracht wurden. Ich dachte jedoch bei mir, daß meine Mission praktisch beendet sei, sobald erst Whitney in der Droschke war; und im übrigen konnte ich mir kaum Besseres wünschen, als mit meinem Freund bei einem dieser einzigartigen Abenteuer zusammenzuar-beiten, die den Normalzustand seiner Existenz dar-stellten. Innerhalb weniger Minuten hatte ich meine Notiz geschrieben, Whitneys Rechnung bezahlt, ihn hinaus zur Droschke geführt und in die Dunkelheit fahren sehen. Nach sehr kurzer Zeit tauchte eine hinfällige Gestalt aus der Opiumhöhle auf, und ich ging mit Sherlock Holmes die Straße hinab. Bis wir zwei Querstraßen hinter uns gelassen hatten, schloff er auf unsicheren Füßen mit gekrümmtem Rücken neben mir her. Dann sah er schnell um sich, richtete sich auf und brach in ein herzhaftes Gelächter aus. 

»Ich schätze, Watson«, sagte er, »Sie nehmen an, daß ich die Kokaininjektionen und all die anderen kleinen Schwächen, über die Sie so freundlich waren, mir Ihre ärztlichen Ansichten mitzuteilen, um das Opiumrauchen vermehrt habe.«

»Ich war auf jeden Fall überrascht, Sie dort zu finden.«

»Nicht mehr als ich, als ich Sie dort sah.«

»Ich habe einen Freund gesucht.«
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»Und ich einen Feind.«

»Einen Feind?«

»Ja, einen meiner natürlichen Feinde, oder sollte ich sagen: meine natürliche Beute? Kurz gesagt, Watson: Ich befinde mich mitten in einer sehr bemerkenswerten Nachforschung, und ich hatte gehofft, in dem zusammenhanglosen Gerede dieser Tölpel einen Hinweis zu finden, wie es mir schon gelegentlich gelungen ist. Wenn man mich in dieser Höhle erkannt hätte, wäre mein Leben keinen Pfifferling mehr wert gewesen; ich habe sie nämlich schon einmal für meine eigenen Zwecke benutzt, und der schurkische Laska-re27, der sie leitet, hat mir Rache geschworen. Auf der Rückseite dieses Gebäudes, nahe der Ecke der Pauls-Werft, gibt es eine Falltür, die einige seltsame Geschichten über das erzählen könnte, was in mond-losen Nächten durch sie hindurchgegangen ist.«

»Was! Sie meinen doch nicht etwa Leichen?«

»Genau, Leichen, Watson. Wir wären reiche Leute, wenn wir für jeden armen Teufel, der in dieser Höhle umgebracht worden ist, tausend Pfund hätten. Das ist die übelste Mördergrube in der ganzen Hafengegend, und ich fürchte, Neville St. Clair ist dort für immer verschwunden. – Hier ungefähr müßte unser Wagen sein.« Er schob seine beiden Zeigefinger zwischen die Zähne und pfiff schrill, ein Zeichen, dem ein ähnlicher Pfiff aus der Ferne antwortete, alsbald gefolgt von rat-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.222
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ternden Rädern und klirrenden Pferdehufen. »Also, Watson«, sagte Holmes, als ein leichter Jagdwagen durch die Finsternis näherkam und zwei goldene Stol-len gelben Lichts aus den Seitenlampen in die Nacht trieb, »Sie kommen mit mir, nicht wahr?«

»Wenn ich Ihnen von Nutzen sein kann.«

»Oh, ein vertrauenswürdiger Kamerad ist immer von Nutzen. Um wieviel mehr noch ein Chronist. 

Mein Raum in  The Cedars  hat zwei Betten.«

» The Cedars? «

»Ja; das ist das Haus von Mr. St. Clair. Ich wohne dort, solange ich die Untersuchung durchführe.«

»Und wo liegt dieses Haus?«

»In der Nähe von Lee, in Kent. Wir haben eine Fahrt von sieben Meilen vor uns.«

»Aber ich weiß ja überhaupt nichts.«

»Natürlich nicht. Bald werden Sie alles wissen. 

Klettern Sie auf den Bock! In Ordnung, John, wir brauchen Sie nicht mehr. Hier haben Sie eine halbe Krone. Halten Sie morgen um elf Uhr Ausschau nach mir. Lassen Sie mir die Zügel! Bis morgen dann!«

Er gab dem Pferd leicht die Peitsche, und rasch fuhren wir durch die endlose Abfolge düsterer und verlassener Straßen, die allmählich breiter wurden, bis wir über eine weite, mit Geländern versehene Brücke flogen; träge floß unter uns der trübe Fluß. 

Dahinter lag eine weitere ausgedehnte Wildnis aus Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.223
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Ziegeln und Mörtel, deren Schweigen nur vom schweren, gemessenen Schritt des Polizisten oder den Rufen und Gesängen einer Gruppe später Nachtschwärmer gebrochen wurde. Ein ungefüges Wrack trieb langsam über den Himmel, und hier und da zwinkerten ein oder zwei Sterne durch die Risse in den Wolken. Holmes fuhr schweigend; der Kopf war auf die Brust gesunken, und er wirkte gedankenverloren, während ich neben ihm saß, begierig, endlich zu erfahren, welcher Art diese neue Suche war, die seine Fähigkeiten so stark zu beanspruchen schien, und doch hütete ich mich davor, den Strom seiner Gedanken zu unterbrechen. Wir hatten einige Meilen zurückgelegt und erreichten den Saum des Gürtels von Vorortvillen, als er sich schüttelte, mit den Schultern zuckte und seine Pfeife anzündete, mit der Miene eines Mannes, der sich davon überzeugt hat, daß er das Beste tut. 

»Sie verfügen über die große Gabe, schweigen zu können, Watson«, sagte er. »Das macht Sie ganz unschätzbar als Gefährte. Mein Ehrenwort, es ist mir sehr lieb, daß ich mit jemandem sprechen kann, meine eigenen Gedanken sind nämlich nicht besonders erfreulich. Ich habe mich eben gefragt, was ich wohl dieser netten Frau nachher sagen soll, wenn sie mich an der Tür empfängt.«

»Sie vergessen, daß ich von nichts weiß.«

»Ich werde gerade noch die Zeit haben, Ihnen die Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.224
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Tatsachen des Falles zu berichten, bevor wir Lee erreichen. Es sieht absurd einfach aus, und dennoch finde ich irgendwie nichts, womit ich weitermachen könnte. Zweifellos hängen viele Fäden lose herum, aber ich kann da kein Ende in die Hand bekommen. 

Nun, ich will Ihnen den Fall klar und knapp darlegen, Watson, und vielleicht sehen Sie einen Lichtfunken, wo für mich alles dunkel ist.«

»Schießen Sie los.«

»Vor einigen Jahren – um genau zu sein, im Mai 1884 – ist nach Lee ein Gentleman namens Neville St. Clair gekommen, der viel Geld zu haben schien. 

Er hat eine große Villa bezogen, sich gut eingeführt und ganz allgemein in gutem Stil gelebt. Nach und nach schloß er Freundschaft mit den Nachbarn, und 1887 heiratete er die Tochter eines Brauers aus dem Ort, von der er inzwischen zwei Kinder hat. Er hatte keinen Beruf, wohl aber Kapital in mehreren Gesellschaften, und in der Regel fuhr er morgens in die Stadt und kam jeden Abend mit dem Zug um 5 Uhr 14 ab Cannon Street zurück. Mr. St. Clair ist jetzt 37

Jahre alt, ein Mann mit maßvollen Gewohnheiten, ein guter Ehemann, ein sehr zärtlicher Vater und überhaupt sehr beliebt bei allen, die ihn kennen. Ich will noch hinzufügen, daß er, soweit wir dies feststellen konnten, zur Zeit Schulden in der Gesamthöhe von 88
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der Capital and Counties Bank von 220 Pfund. Es gibt also keinen Grund für die Annahme, daß etwa Geldsorgen ihn bedrückt hätten. 

Am letzten Montag ist Mr. Neville St. Clair viel früher als gewöhnlich in die Stadt gefahren; zuvor bemerkte er, er habe zwei wichtige Aufträge zu erledigen und würde seinem kleinen Jungen eine Schachtel Bauklötze mitbringen. Am nämlichen Morgen erhielt nun seine Frau zufällig ein Telegramm, kurz nachdem er abgefahren war, in dem ihr mitgeteilt wurde, ein kleines Päckchen von beträchtlichem Wert, das sie erwartet hatte, liege für sie im Büro der Aberdeen Shipping Company bereit. Nun, wenn Sie Ihr London kennen, dann wissen Sie, daß das Büro dieser Gesellschaft in der Fresno Street liegt, die von der Upper Swandam Lane abzweigt, wo Sie mich heute abend gefunden haben. Mrs. St. Clair nahm ihren Lunch ein, brach in die Stadt auf, machte einige Einkäufe, begab sich zu dem Büro der Gesellschaft, holte ihr Päckchen ab und befand sich Punkt 4 Uhr 35 in der Swandam Lane, auf dem Rückweg zum Bahnhof. Können Sie mir bis jetzt folgen?«

»Das ist alles sehr klar.«

»Sie erinnern sich vielleicht daran, daß Montag ein ungewöhnlich heißer Tag war, und Mrs. St. Clair ging langsam; dabei sah sie sich um, in der Hoffnung, eine Droschke zu finden, da sie die Umgebung, in der Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.226
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sie sich befand, nicht schätzte. Sie geht also langsam die Swandam Lane hinab, als sie plötzlich einen Ausruf oder Schrei hört, und fast trifft sie der Schlag, als sie ihren Mann sieht, der aus einem Fenster im zweiten Stock zu ihr herabschaut und sie anscheinend her-anwinkt. Das Fenster war offen, und sie hat ganz deutlich sein Gesicht gesehen, von dem sie sagt, es sei schrecklich erregt gewesen. Er hat ihr heftig zugewinkt und ist dann so plötzlich aus dem Fenster verschwunden, daß es ihr erschien, als habe eine unwiderstehliche Macht ihn hinterrücks fortgezerrt. Ihrem schnellen weiblichen Auge ist etwas Bemerkenswertes aufgefallen, und zwar, daß er einen dunklen Rock wie den trug, in dem er zur Stadt aufgebrochen war, aber trotzdem keinerlei Kragen oder Krawatte. 

Überzeugt, daß etwas mit ihm nicht in Ordnung sei, stürzt sie die Treppe hinunter – bei dem Haus handelte es sich nämlich um kein anderes als die Opiumhöhle, in der Sie mich heute abend gefunden haben

–, läuft durch den vorderen Raum und versucht, die Treppe zum ersten Stockwerk emporzusteigen. Am Fuß der Treppe trifft sie aber diesen Laskarenschuft, von dem ich gesprochen habe; er stößt sie zurück und schafft sie hinaus auf die Straße, mit Hilfe eines Dänen, der dort als Helfer arbeitet. Erfüllt von den wildesten Zweifeln und Ängsten ist sie die Straße hinuntergerannt und hat durch einen seltenen, glückli-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.227
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chen Zufall in der Fresno Street eine Anzahl Constables mit einem Inspektor getroffen, alle auf dem Weg zu ihrem Revier. Der Inspektor und zwei Mann haben sie zur Opiumhöhle zurückbegleitet, und obwohl der Eigentümer es ihnen verwehren wollte, sind sie in den Raum eingedrungen, in dem Mr. St. Clair zuletzt gesehen worden war. Dort war kein Zeichen von ihm zu sehen. Tatsächlich war in diesem ganzen Stockwerk niemand zu finden, außer einem gräßlich anzuschau-enden, verkrüppelten Wicht, der dort allem Anschein nach zu Hause war. Er und der Laskare schworen standhaft, daß den ganzen Nachmittag über niemand sonst in dem vorderen Raum gewesen sei. Ihr Leugnen war so überzeugend, daß der Inspektor zu zweifeln begann, und er war schon fast zu dem Schluß gekommen, daß sich Mrs. St. Clair getäuscht haben mußte, als sie sich mit einem Schrei auf eine kleine Spanholzschachtel stürzte, die auf dem Tisch lag. Sie riß den Deckel herunter. Ein Sturzbach von Bauklötzchen ergoß sich aus der Schachtel. Es war das Spielzeug, das er hatte heimbringen wollen. 

Diese Entdeckung und die offensichtliche Verwirrung des Krüppels haben den Inspektor begreifen lassen, daß die Sache ernst war. Die Räume wurden sorgfältig untersucht, und alle Ergebnisse weisen auf ein abscheuliches Verbrechen hin. Das Vorderzimmer ist schlicht möbliert, wie ein Aufenthaltsraum, und Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.228
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führt zu einem kleinen Schlafzimmer, aus dem man die Rückseite einer der Werften sehen kann. Zwischen Werft und Schlafzimmerfenster befindet sich ein schmaler Streifen, der bei Ebbe trocken, bei Flut aber von wenigstens viereinhalb Fuß Wasser bedeckt ist. 

Das Schlafzimmerfenster ist breit und war von unten geöffnet. Bei der Untersuchung fanden sich Blutspuren auf der Fensterbank, einige verstreute Tropfen waren auch auf dem hölzernen Fußboden des Schlafzimmers zu sehen. Hinter einem Vorhang im Vorderzimmer waren alle Kleider von Mr. Neville St. Clair versteckt, abgesehen von seinem Überrock. Seine Stiefel, seine Socken, sein Hut und seine Uhr – alles war da. Keines dieser Kleidungsstücke wies Spuren von Gewaltanwendung auf, und es gab auch keine weiteren Spuren von Mr. Neville St. Clair. Man muß ihn wohl durch das Fenster hinausbefördert haben, denn ein weiterer Ausgang fand sich nicht, und die ominösen Blutflecken auf der Fensterbank sprechen nicht eben dafür, daß er sich schwimmend hat retten können, denn zum Zeitpunkt der Tragödie hatte die Flut ihren höchsten Stand erreicht. 

Zu den Schuften, die unmittelbar in die Sache verwickelt zu sein scheinen. Der Laskare ist als Mann mit übelster Vergangenheit bekannt, aber da er nach Mrs. St. Clairs Geschichte bekanntlich nur Sekunden, nachdem sie ihren Mann im Fenster gesehen hatte, am Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.229
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Fuß der Treppe war, kann er kaum mehr als höchstens ein Helfershelfer bei dem Verbrechen gewesen sein. 

Er behauptet zu seiner Verteidigung, gar nichts zu wissen und keine Ahnung von dem zu haben, was sein Mieter Hugh Boone treibt, und außerdem keine Erklärung für die Anwesenheit der Kleider des vermißten Gentlemans zu haben. 

So viel zum laskarischen Geschäftsführer. Nun zu diesem sinistren Krüppel, der im zweiten Stockwerk der Opiumhöhle wohnt und sicher der letzte Mensch war, der Neville St. Clair zu Gesicht bekommen hat. 

Er heißt Hugh Boone, und sein gräßliches Gesicht ist jedem bekannt, der häufig in die City geht. Er ist ein berufsmäßiger Bettler, wenn er auch, um die polizeilichen Vorschriften zu umgehen, einen kleinen Handel mit Wachsstreichhölzern vorschiebt. Wie Sie vielleicht bemerkt haben, findet sich, wenn man die Threadneedle Street ein Stückchen hinabgeht, linker Hand eine kleine Nische in der Mauer. Das ist der Stammplatz dieser Kreatur, wo er mit untergeschlage-nen Beinen sitzt, den kleinen Vorrat an Streichhölzern im Schoß, und weil er ein erbarmungswürdiges Schauspiel abgibt, rieselt immer ein leichter Wohltä-

tigkeitsregen in die schmierige Lederkappe, die vor ihm auf dem Pflaster liegt. Ich habe diesen Burschen mehr als nur einmal beobachtet, bevor ich je daran dachte, beruflich seine Bekanntschaft zu machen, und Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.230
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war immer überrascht, welche Ernte er in so kurzer Zeit einfährt. Sehen Sie, sein Äußeres ist so bemerkenswert, daß niemand an ihm vorübergehen kann, ohne ihn wahrzunehmen. Ein orangeroter Schopf, ein fahles Gesicht, das von einer fürchterlichen Narbe entstellt wird, die beim Zusammenwachsen die äußere Ecke seiner Oberlippe nach oben gedreht hat, ein Kinn wie eine Bulldogge, dazu ein Paar durchdringender dunkler Augen, die einen eigenartigen Kontrast zu seiner Haarfarbe bilden, all das hebt ihn aus der üblichen Menge von Bettlern heraus; das gleiche gilt übrigens für seinen Witz, denn er hat immer eine schlagfertige Antwort auf jede Hänselei, die ihm von den Vorübergehenden zugeworfen werden mag. Das ist der Mann, von dem wir nun wissen, daß er in der Opiumhöhle logiert, und daß er der letzte war, der den Gentleman gesehen hat, nach dem wir suchen.«

»Aber ein Krüppel!« sagte ich. »Was kann er denn allein gegen einen Mann im besten Alter ausgerichtet haben?«

»Er ist in dem Sinn ein Krüppel, daß er beim Gehen hinkt; in anderer Hinsicht scheint er jedoch ein kräftiger und gutgenährter Mann zu sein. Ihre medizinische Erfahrung kann Ihnen doch bestimmt sagen, Watson, daß die Schwäche eines Körperteils oft durch außergewöhnliche Stärke eines anderen wettgemacht wird.«
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»Bitte, erzählen Sie weiter.«

»Mrs. St. Clair war angesichts des Bluts am Fenster ohnmächtig geworden, und sie wurde von der Polizei in einer Droschke nach Hause gebracht, da ihre Anwesenheit ihnen bei der Untersuchung nicht weiter helfen konnte. Inspektor Barton, der mit dem Fall be-faßt war, hat das Gebäude sehr gründlich untersucht, ohne jedoch etwas finden zu können, das ein neues Licht in die Sache gebracht hätte. Man hat einen Fehler begangen, indem man Boone nicht augenblicklich verhaftet hat; so hat er einige Minuten gehabt, in denen er sich mit seinem Freund, dem Laskaren, ab-sprechen konnte; dieser Fehler ist aber bald wieder-gutgemacht worden, und man hat ihn festgenommen und untersucht, ohne allerdings etwas zu finden, das ihn belastet hätte. Es gab zwar ein paar Blutflecken an seinem rechten Hemdsärmel, aber er konnte seinen Ringfinger vorzeigen, in den er sich in Nähe des Nagels geschnitten hatte, und er hat erklärt, das Blut komme daher; außerdem sei er erst kurz zuvor am Fenster gewesen, und die dort bemerkten Flecke stammten sicherlich aus der gleichen Quelle. Er hat immer wieder geleugnet, jemals Mr. Neville St. Clair begegnet zu sein, und geschworen, die Kleider in seinem Zimmer seien für ihn ein ebenso großes Rätsel wie für die Polizei. Was Mrs. St. Clairs Behauptung angeht, ihren Mann im Fenster gesehen zu haben, so Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.232

Der Mann mit der entstellten Lippe Doyle-WA Bd. 5, 160

hat er erklärt, sie müsse entweder verrückt sein oder geträumt haben. Man hat ihn trotz seines lautstarken Protests zur Polizeistation verbracht, während der Inspektor an Ort und Stelle geblieben ist, in der Hoffnung, daß die Ebbe ihm einen neuen Hinweis brächte. 

So geschah es auch, obwohl sie auf der Schlamm-bank kaum das gefunden haben, was sie zu finden fürchteten. Es war Neville St. Clairs Überrock, nicht Neville St. Clair, was dort lag, als das Wasser fiel. 

Und was, glauben Sie, hat man in den Taschen gefunden?«

»Ich habe keine Ahnung.«

»Nein, ich glaube auch, daß Sie das nicht erraten können. Alle Taschen vollgestopft mit Pennies und Halfpennies – vierhunderteinundzwanzig Pennies, und zweihundertsiebzig Halfpennies. Kein Wunder, daß die Ebbe den Rock nicht fortgespült hatte. Ein menschlicher Leichnam ist aber etwas anderes. Zwischen Werft und Haus ist ein starker Strudel. Es ist nicht unwahrscheinlich, daß der beschwerte Rock liegengeblieben ist, wogegen der entkleidete Körper in den Fluß hineingesogen wurde.«

»Sie haben aber doch gesagt, alle anderen Kleidungsstücke seien im Zimmer gefunden worden. Soll denn der Leichnam nur mit dem Rock bekleidet gewesen sein?«

»Nein, Sir, aber die Tatsachen lassen sich hinrei-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.233
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chend erklären. Angenommen, dieser Boone hätte Neville St. Clair aus dem Fenster gestoßen, dann hätte keines Menschen Auge die Tat gesehen. Was muß er danach tun? Natürlich begreift er sofort, daß er die verräterischen Kleidungsstücke loswerden muß. Er packt also den Rock und will ihn eben aus dem Fenster werfen, als ihm klar wird, daß er treiben wird, statt zu sinken. Er hat wenig Zeit, denn er hat den Aufruhr unten im Haus gehört, als die Frau sich ihren Weg nach oben zu bahnen versuchte, und vielleicht hat sein laskarischer Verbündeter ihm auch schon gesagt, daß Polizisten die Straße herabgelaufen kommen. Kein Augenblick ist zu verlieren. Er stürzt sich zu einem versteckten Hort, wo er die Früchte seiner Bettelei angehäuft hat, und stopft alle erreichbaren Münzen in die Taschen, um sicher zu gehen, daß der Rock versinken wird. Er wirft ihn aus dem Fenster, und er hätte das Gleiche mit den anderen Kleidern gemacht, wenn er nicht unten schon eilige Schritte ge-hört und gerade noch die Zeit hätte, um das Fenster zu schließen, ehe die Polizei eintrifft.«

»Das klingt wirklich so, als könnte es so gewesen sein.«

»Na, nehmen wir es als Arbeitshypothese, in Er-mangelung einer besseren. Wie ich Ihnen schon gesagt habe, wurde Boone verhaftet und zum Revier gebracht, aber es zeigte sich, daß noch niemals etwas Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.234
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gegen ihn vorgelegen hatte. Er war seit Jahren als Be-rufsbettler bekannt, aber er scheint ein unauffälliges und unschuldiges Leben geführt zu haben. So sieht die Sache im Moment aus, und alle zu klärenden Fragen – was hat Neville St. Clair in der Opiumhöhle getan, was ist ihm dort widerfahren, wo ist er nun, und was hat Hugh Boone mit seinem Verschwinden zu tun? – sind noch genauso weit von einer Lösung entfernt wie zuvor. Ich muß gestehen, ich kann mich an keinen Fall erinnern, der auf den ersten Blick so einfach aussah und doch solche Schwierigkeiten aufwies.«

Während Sherlock Holmes' Darlegung dieser einzigartigen Folge von Ereignissen hatten wir die Außenbezirke der großen Stadt durcheilt, bis die letzten zerstreuten Häuser zurückblieben, und nun ratterten wir auf einer von Hecken gesäumten Landstraße entlang. Als er zum Ende kam, fuhren wir jedoch gerade durch zwei weit auseinandergezogene Dörfer, in denen noch einige wenige Lichter in Fenstern glommen. 

»Wir sind am Rand von Lee«, sagte mein Gefährte. 

»Auf unserer kurzen Fahrt haben wir drei englische Grafschaften berührt; in Middlesex sind wir aufgebrochen, haben einen Ausläufer von Surrey überquert und sind nun schließlich in Kent. Sehen Sie das Licht dort zwischen den Bäumen? Das ist  The Cedars,  und Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.235
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neben dieser Lampe sitzt eine Frau, deren besorgte Ohren ohne jeden Zweifel schon längst das Klappern der Hufe unseres Pferdes vernommen haben.«

»Aber warum befassen Sie sich nicht von der Baker Street aus mit diesem Fall?« fragte ich. 

»Weil sehr viele Nachforschungen hier draußen angestellt werden müssen. Mrs. St. Clair war so freundlich, mir zwei Räume zur Verfügung zu stellen, und Sie können unbesorgt davon ausgehen, daß sie meinen Freund und Kollegen ebenfalls willkommen hei-

ßen wird. Ich mag ihr gar nicht begegnen, Watson, weil ich keine Neuigkeiten über ihren Gatten habe. 

Brr, halt, brr!«

Wir hatten vor einer großen Villa mit dazugehörigem Park angehalten. Ein Stalljunge stürzte zum Kopf des Pferdes, und ich sprang ab und folgte Holmes den engen, gewundenen Kiesweg hinan, der zum Haus führte. Als wir näherkamen, flog die Tür weit auf, und eine kleine blonde Frau stand in der Öffnung, gekleidet in eine Art leichter  mousseline-de-soie,  mit ein wenig flaumigem rosa Chiffon an Hals und Ärmeln. Sie stand da, die Gestalt vom herausströmenden Licht umrissen, eine Hand an der Tür, die andere erwartungsvoll halb erhoben, der Leib leicht vorgebeugt, Kopf und Gesicht nach vorn gestreckt, mit brennenden Augen und geöffnetem Mund, eine verkörperte Frage. 

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.236

Der Mann mit der entstellten Lippe Doyle-WA Bd. 5, 163

»Nun?« rief sie, »und?« Dann, als sie sah, daß wir zu zweit waren, stieß sie einen Hoffnungsschrei aus, der zu einem Ächzen hinabsank, als sie meinen Ge-fährden anblickte, der den Kopf schüttelte und mit den Schultern zuckte. 

»Keine guten Nachrichten?«

»Keine.«

»Schlechte?«

»Auch nicht.«

»Gott sei gedankt dafür. Aber kommen Sie doch herein. Sie müssen müde sein, Sie hatten ja einen langen Tag.«

»Das ist mein Freund, Dr. Watson. Er ist in einigen meiner Fälle für mich von lebenswichtiger Bedeutung gewesen, und ein glücklicher Zufall hat es mir ermöglicht, ihn mitzubringen und ihn an dieser Nachforschung zu beteiligen.«

»Ich bin entzückt, Sie zu sehen«, sagte sie; sie drückte mir herzlich die Hand. »Sie werden sicherlich etwaige Mängel im Haus großherzig übersehen, wenn Sie bedenken, welcher Schlag uns so jäh getroffen hat.«

»Liebe gnädige Frau«, sagte ich, »ich bin ein alter Soldat, und selbst wenn ich es nicht wäre, sähe ich doch, daß keinerlei Anlaß besteht, sich zu entschuldigen. Ich würde mich glücklich schätzen, Ihnen oder meinem Freund hier in irgendeiner Weise helfen zu Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.237
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können.«

»Nun, Mr. Sherlock Holmes«, sagte die Dame, als wir einen hell erleuchteten Speiseraum betraten, auf dessen Tisch ein kaltes Abendmahl vorbereitet war. 

»Ich möchte Ihnen gern eine oder zwei einfache Fragen stellen, die ich Sie bitte, einfach zu beantworten.«

»Aber gewiß, Madame.«

»Sorgen Sie sich nicht um meine Gefühle. Ich bin nicht hysterisch und falle nicht leicht in Ohnmacht. 

Ich möchte nur Ihre wahre, wirkliche Meinung hören.«

»Über welchen Punkt?«

»Glauben Sie, tief in Ihrem innersten Herzen, daß Neville noch lebt?«

Sherlock Holmes schien bei dieser Frage verlegen zu werden. »Ganz offen!« sagte sie erneut; sie stand auf dem Teppich und sah aufmerksam auf Holmes hinab, als er sich in einem Korbsessel zurücklehnte. 

»Also, ganz offen, Madame, ich glaube es nicht.«

»Sie glauben, er ist tot?«

»Ja.«

»Ermordet?«

»Das kann ich nicht sagen. Vielleicht.«

»Und an welchem Tag hat er den Tod gefunden?«

»Am Montag.«

»Dann seien Sie doch bitte so gut, Mr. Holmes, mir zu erklären, wie es möglich ist, daß ich heute diesen Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.238

Der Mann mit der entstellten Lippe Doyle-WA Bd. 5, 164

Brief von ihm bekommen habe?«

Sherlock Holmes sprang aus seinem Sessel hoch, als hätte man ihn galvanisiert. 

»Was!« brüllte er. 

»Ja, heute.« Sie stand lächelnd da und hielt ein kleines Stück Papier hoch. 

»Darf ich das sehen?«

»Aber gewiß.«

In seinem Eifer riß er es ihr aus der Hand, glättete es auf dem Tisch, zog die Lampe näher und untersuchte es gründlich. Ich hatte meinen Sessel verlassen und starrte über seine Schulter auf das Papier. Der Umschlag war grob, und er war an diesem Tag, besser gesagt, am Vortag – denn Mitternacht war längst vorbei – in Gravesend abgestempelt worden. 

»Grobe Handschrift!« murmelte Holmes. »Das ist doch sicher nicht die Handschrift Ihres Mannes, Madame.«

»Auf dem Umschlag nicht, wohl aber im Brief.«

»Ich stelle weiterhin fest, daß derjenige, der den Umschlag adressiert hat, absetzen und sich nach der Anschrift erkundigen mußte.«

»Woran können Sie das sehen?«

»Wie Sie sehen, ist der Name in völlig schwarzer Tinte geschrieben worden, die von selbst getrocknet ist. Der Rest ist in jener gräulichen Farbe, die zeigt, daß Löschpapier verwendet worden ist. Wenn alles Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.239
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zügig geschrieben und dann gelöscht worden wäre, dann wäre nichts davon in diesem tiefschwarzen Ton. 

Der Mann hat den Namen geschrieben und dann eine Pause gemacht, bevor er die Adresse niederschrieb, was nur bedeuten kann, daß er sie nicht kannte. Na-türlich ist das nur eine Nebensächlichkeit, aber nichts ist so wichtig wie das Nebensächliche. Kommen wir zum Brief. Ha! Da war noch eine Anlage!«

»Ja, ein Ring. Sein Siegelring.«

»Und Sie sind sicher, daß dies hier die Handschrift Ihres Mannes ist?«

»Eine seiner Handschriften.«

»Bitte?«

»Seine Handschrift, wenn er es eilig hat. Sie ist ganz anders als seine übliche Schrift, aber trotzdem kann ich sie gut erkennen.«

»›Liebste, sorge Dich nicht. Alles wird gut werden. 

Es liegt ein großer Irrtum vor, den klarzustellen einige Zeit dauern kann. Warte geduldig. – Neville.‹ Mit Bleistift auf das Vorsatzblatt eines Buchs geschrieben, Oktavformat, kein Wasserzeichen. Heute in Gravesend von einem Mann mit schmutzigem Daumen aufgegeben. Ha! Und wenn ich mich nicht sehr irre, ist die Gummierung der Couvertklappe von einer Person abgeleckt worden, die Tabak kaut. Und Sie sind sicher, daß dies die Handschrift Ihres Mannes ist, Madame?«
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»Ja, völlig. Neville hat das geschrieben.«

»Und aufgegeben heute in Gravesend. Nun, Mrs. 

St. Clair, die Wolken lichten sich, obwohl ich noch nicht zu sagen wage, daß die Gefahr vorüber ist.«

»Aber er muß doch wohl leben, Mr. Holmes.«

»Wenn dies nicht eine schlaue Fälschung ist, um uns auf eine falsche Spur zu bringen. Schließlich beweist der Ring nichts. Man könnte ihn ihm abgenommen haben.«

»Nein, nein; das, das, das ist seine eigene Handschrift!«

»Nun gut. Der Brief könnte aber am Montag geschrieben und erst heute abgeschickt worden sein.«

»Das ist möglich.«

»Wenn es so ist, dann kann inzwischen viel geschehen sein.«

»Oh, bitte, entmutigen Sie mich nicht, Mr. Holmes. 

Ich weiß, daß es ihm gut geht. Wir sind einander so nah, daß ich es wüßte, wenn ihm etwas Schlimmes zustieße. Noch an dem Tag, an dem ich ihn das letzte Mal gesehen habe, hat er sich im Schlafzimmer geschnitten, und ich bin aus dem Speisezimmer die Treppe hinauf gelaufen, weil ich völlig sicher war, daß sich etwas ereignet hatte. Glauben Sie denn, ich würde auf solch eine Kleinigkeit reagieren und doch von seinem Tod nichts wissen?«

»Ich habe zuviel erlebt, um nicht zu wissen, daß Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.241
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die Eindrücke einer Frau wertvoller sein können als die Schlußfolgerungen eines analytischen Denkers. 

Und mit diesem Brief haben Sie sicherlich ein sehr starkes Indiz, das Ihre Meinung stützt. Wenn aber Ihr Gatte lebt und imstande ist, Briefe zu schreiben, warum hält er sich dann fern von Ihnen?«

»Ich weiß es nicht. Ich kann es mir nicht denken.«

»Und er hat am Montag nichts gesagt, bevor er Sie verlassen hat?«

»Nein.«

»Und Sie waren überrascht, ihn in der Swandam Lane zu sehen?«

»Sehr sogar.«

»War das Fenster geöffnet?«

»Ja.«

»Dann hätte er Ihnen etwas zurufen können?«

»Das hätte er.«

»Wenn ich Sie recht verstehe, hat er nur einen unartikulierten Schrei ausgestoßen?«

»Ja.«

»Sie glauben, es war ein Hilfeschrei?«

»Ja. Er hat mit den Händen gestikuliert.«

»,Es hätte aber doch auch ein Überraschungsruf sein können. Überraschung bei Ihrem unerwarteten Anblick könnte ihn dazu gebracht haben, die Hände zu heben.«

»Das ist möglich.«
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»Und Sie meinen, er wurde weggezerrt?«

»Er ist so plötzlich verschwunden.«

»Er könnte zurückgesprungen sein. Sie haben sonst niemanden im Raum gesehen?«

»Nein, aber dieser schreckliche Mann hat zugegeben, dort gewesen zu sein, und der Laskare war am Fuß der Treppe.«

»Das ist richtig. Soweit Sie sehen konnten, hatte Ihr Mann seine gewöhnlichen Kleider an?«

»Aber ohne Kragen und Krawatte. Ich habe ganz deutlich seinen nackten Hals gesehen.«

»Hat er je von der Swandam Lane gesprochen?«

»Niemals.«

»Hat er jemals Anzeichen aufgewiesen, daß er Opium nimmt?«

»Niemals.«

»Ich danke Ihnen, Mrs. St. Clair. Das sind die wichtigsten Punkte, die ich unbedingt klarstellen wollte. Wir werden nun ein kleines Supper zu uns nehmen und uns dann zurückziehen, denn es kann sein, daß wir morgen einen sehr anstrengenden Tag haben.«

Man hatte uns einen großen, gemütlichen Raum mit zwei Betten zur Verfügung gestellt, und ich schlüpfte schnell zwischen die Decken, denn ich war müde, nach meiner abenteuerlichen Nacht. Sherlock Holmes jedoch war ein Mann, der viele Tage oder gar Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.243
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eine Woche ohne Schlaf auskam, wenn er ein ungelö-

stes Problem mit sich herumtrug; dann pflegte er es hin und her zu wälzen, die Tatsachen anders zu sortieren, es aus allen möglichen Blickwinkeln zu untersuchen, bis er es entweder ausgelotet oder sich davon überzeugt hatte, daß seine Daten nicht ausreichten. 

Mir war es bald offensichtlich, daß er sich auf eine Nachtsitzung vorbereitete. Er entledigte sich des Rok-kes und der Weste, streifte einen langen blauen Schlafrock über und begab sich dann auf eine Wanderschaft durch das Zimmer, bei der er die Kissen von seinem Bett, dem Sofa und den Lehnsesseln sammelte. Mit ihnen verfertigte er eine Art östlichen Divans, auf dem er sich mit überkreuzten Beinen niederließ, vor sich eine Unze Shagtabak und eine Schachtel Streichhölzer. Im undeutlichen Licht der Lampe sah ich ihn dort sitzen, eine alte Bruyère-Pfeife zwischen den Lippen, die Augen mit einem leeren Ausdruck auf eine Ecke der Zimmerdecke geheftet; der blaue Rauch stieg von ihm in Girlanden aufwärts; stumm und regungslos saß er da, und das Licht beschien die kräftigen Züge und die Adlernase. So saß er da, als ich einschlief, und so saß er da, als ein jäher Ausruf mich weckte und ich feststellte, daß die Sommersonne in den Raum, schien. Die Pfeife stak noch immer zwischen seinen Lippen, die Rauchgirlanden kräuselten sich noch immer aufwärts, und der Raum war erfüllt Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.244
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von dichtem Tabakdunst; von dem Shaghaufen, den ich nachts gesehen hatte, war jedoch nichts übrig geblieben. 

»Sind Sie wach, Watson?« fragte er. 


»Ja.«

»Bereit zu einer Morgenfahrt?«

»Gewiß.«

»Dann ziehen Sie sich an. Unten hat sich noch niemand gerührt, aber ich weiß, wo der Stallbursche schläft, und wir werden den Wagen bald haben.«

Beim Sprechen kicherte er in sich hinein, seine Augen zwinkerten, und er schien ein ganz anderer Mann zu sein als der düstere Denker des vergangenen Abends. 

Während ich mich ankleidete, schaute ich auf meine Uhr. Kein Wunder, daß sich noch niemand ge-rührt hatte. Es war fünf Minuten vor halb fünf. Ich war kaum fertig, als Holmes mit der Nachricht zu-rückkehrte, der Junge spanne gerade das Pferd an. 

»Ich möchte eine kleine Theorie auf die Probe stellen«, sagte er, als er seine Stiefel anzog. »Ich schätze, Watson, daß Sie sich in diesem Moment in der Gesellschaft eines der vollkommensten Trottel Europas befinden. Ich hätte es verdient, mit einem Tritt von hier bis Charing Cross befördert zu werden. Ich glaube aber, daß ich jetzt den Schlüssel zu der Angelegenheit habe.«

»Und wo ist der Schlüssel?« fragte ich lächelnd. 
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»Im Badezimmer«, antwortete er. »Oh, nein, ich scherze nicht«, fuhr er fort, als er meinen ungläubigen Blick bemerkte. »Ich bin eben dort gewesen, habe den Schlüssel an mich genommen und trage ihn in dieser Reisetasche. Kommen Sie, mein Lieber, und wir werden sehen, ob er ins Schloß paßt.«

So leise wie möglich gingen wir die Treppe hinunter und traten in den hellen Morgensonnenschein hinaus. Auf der Straße fanden wir unser Pferd und den Jagdwagen, und der halbbekleidete Stalljunge wartete neben dem Kopf des Tieres. Wir sprangen auf den Wagen und brausten los in Richtung London. Ein paar Fuhrwerke waren schon unterwegs, um Gemüse in die Metropole zu schaffen, aber die Reihen der Villen zu beiden Seiten waren stumm und leblos wie eine Stadt in einem Traum. 

»In verschiedenen Hinsichten war dieser Fall einzigartig«, sagte Holmes; unter seiner Peitsche begann das Pferd zu galoppieren. »Ich muß gestehen, ich war blind wie ein Maulwurf, aber es ist besser, spät zur Weisheit zu gelangen als überhaupt nicht.«

In der Stadt begannen die frühesten Frühaufsteher eben verschlafen aus ihren Fenstern zu schauen, als wir durch die Straßen auf der Surrey-Seite fuhren. Wir nahmen die Waterloo Bridge Road und überquerten den Fluß, und nach schneller Fahrt durch die Wellington Street bogen wir scharf rechts ab und befanden Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.246
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uns in der Bow Street. Sherlock Holmes war den Poli-zeikräften wohlbekannt, und die beiden Constables an der Tür salutierten vor ihm. Einer hielt den Kopf des Pferdes, während der andere uns ins Revier führte. 

»Wer ist der Diensthabende?« fragte Holmes. 

»Inspektor Bradstreet, Sir.«

»Ah, Bradstreet, wie geht es Ihnen?« Ein großer, stämmiger Beamter war über den steingefliesten Gang hereingekommen; er trug eine Schirmmütze und eine mit Schnüren besetzte Jacke. »Ich würde mich gern kurz mit Ihnen unterhalten, Bradstreet.«

»Gewiß, Mr. Holmes. Kommen Sie in mein Zimmer hier.«

Es war ein kleiner büroartiger Raum; auf dem Tisch lag eine riesige Kladde, und aus der Wand ragte ein Telephon hervor. Der Inspektor setzte sich an seinen Schreibtisch. 

»Was kann ich für Sie tun, Mr. Holmes?«

»Ich komme wegen dieses Bettlers, Boone – der Mann, dem man vorwirft, am Verschwinden von Mr. 

Neville St. Clair aus Lee beteiligt zu sein.«

»Ach ja. Er ist vorgeführt und dann für weitere Be-fragungen in Untersuchungshaft belassen worden.«

»Das habe ich gehört. Haben Sie ihn hier?«

»In der Zelle.«

»Ist er ruhig?«

»Ach, er macht keinen Ärger. Aber er ist ein Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.247
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Schmutzfink.«

»Schmutzfink?«

»Ja. Wir können ihn nur dazu bringen, sich die Hände zu waschen, doch sein Gesicht ist so schwarz wie das eines Kesselflickers. Na, wenn sein Fall erst einmal abgeschlossen ist, wird er das vorschriftsmäßi-ge Gefängnisbad bekommen; und ich glaube, wenn Sie ihn sehen könnten, würden Sie mir zustimmen, daß er es nötig hat.«

»Ich würde ihn sehr gern sehen.«

»Ach ja? Das können Sie gern haben. Kommen Sie, hier entlang. Ihre Tasche können Sie da stehen lassen.«

»Nein, ich möchte sie gern mitnehmen.«

»Wie Sie wünschen. Bitte hier entlang.« Er führte uns einen Gang hinunter, öffnete eine verriegelte Tür, stieg eine Wendeltreppe hinab und brachte uns in einen geschlämmten Korridor mit einer Reihe von Türen auf jeder Seite. 

»Die dritte rechts«, sagte der Inspektor. »Da sind wir.« Er öffnete leise eine Klappe im oberen Teil der Tür und blickte hindurch. 

»Er schläft«, sagte er. »Sie können ihn gut sehen.«

Wir legten beide die Augen an die vergitterte Öffnung. Der Gefangene lag in tiefem Schlaf und wandte uns sein Gesicht zu; er atmete langsam und schwer. 

Er war von mittlerer Größe und seinem Beruf entspre-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.248

Der Mann mit der entstellten Lippe Doyle-WA Bd. 5, 171

chend schäbig gekleidet; durch einen Riß in seinem zerlumpten Rock war ein buntes Hemd zu sehen. Wie der Inspektor gesagt hatte, war er überaus schmutzig, aber der Dreck auf seinem Gesicht konnte dessen abstoßende Häßlichkeit nicht verdecken. Die breite Wulst einer alten Narbe erstreckte sich vom Auge bis zum Kinn, und beim Verheilen hatte sie eine Seite der Oberlippe hochgedreht, so daß drei Zähne in einer immerwährenden Grimasse gebleckt waren. Ein zottiger Schopf überaus hellroten Haares wuchs in einem niedrigen Ansatz über den Augen aus der Stirn. 

»Ist er nicht eine Schönheit?« fragte der Inspektor. 

»Er kann auf jeden Fall eine Waschung vertragen«, meinte Holmes. »Das hatte ich mir wohl gedacht, und deshalb war ich so frei, die entsprechenden Gerätschaften mitzubringen.« Während er noch sprach, öffnete er die Reisetasche, und zu meiner Verblüffung zog er einen großen Badeschwamm hervor. 

»He, he! Sie sind ja ein Spaßvogel«, kicherte der Inspektor. 

»Wenn Sie jetzt die große Güte besäßen, diese Tür ganz leise zu öffnen, werden wir dafür sorgen, daß er bald eine sehr viel ansehnlichere Figur abgibt.«

»Also, ich wüßte nicht, wieso nicht«, sagte der Inspektor. »Er gereicht den Zellen des Bow-Street-Reviers nicht gerade zur Ehre, oder?« Er steckte seinen Schlüssel ins Schloß, und sehr leise betraten wir alle-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.249
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samt die Zelle. Der Schläfer wandte sich halb um, verfiel dann aber sofort wieder in tiefen Schlummer. 

Holmes beugte sich zum Wasserkrug, benetzte seinen Schwamm und rieb diesen dann zweimal kräftig die Länge und die Breite über das Gesicht des Gefangenen. 

»Erlauben Sie«, rief er, »daß ich Sie mit Mr. Neville St. Clair aus Lee, Grafschaft Kent, bekannt mache.«

Nie in meinem Leben habe ich solch einen Anblick gesehen. Unter dem Schwamm wurde das Gesicht des Mannes abgeschält wie Borke von einem Baum. Fort war der grobe braune  teint!  Fort auch die gräßliche Narbe; die das Gesicht gestriemt, und die entstellte Lippe, die es zu einer abstoßenden Fratze gemacht hatte! Mit einem Ruck war das wirre rote Haar entfernt, und es saß dort aufrecht im Bett ein bleicher Mann mit einem traurigen, vornehmen Gesicht, schwarzen Haaren und glatter Haut; er rieb sich die Augen und sah sich verschlafen und verblüfft um. 

Dann begriff er plötzlich, daß er bloßgestellt war, stieß einen schrillen Schrei aus und warf sich mit dem Gesicht aufsein Kopfkissen. 

»Lieber Himmel!« rief der Inspektor. »Das ist tatsächlich der vermißte Mann. Ich kenne ihn von der Photographie.«

Der Gefangene wandte sich um, mit der unbeküm-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.250
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merten Miene eines Menschen, der sich in sein Schicksal ergeben hat. 

»Also dann«, sagte er. »Und wessen, bitte sehr, bezichtigt man mich?«

»Der Beseitigung von Mr. Neville St. – ach was, man kann Sie doch nicht deswegen anklagen, außer, man macht einen Fall von versuchtem Selbstmord daraus«, sagte der Inspektor grinsend. »Also, ich bin seit siebenundzwanzig Jahren bei der Polizei, aber das schießt wirklich den Vogel ab.«

»Wenn ich Mr. Neville St. Clair bin, dann ist offensichtlich kein Verbrechen begangen worden, und demnach hält man mich hier widerrechtlich fest.«

»Es wurde zwar kein Verbrechen begangen, wohl aber ein sehr großer Irrtum«, sagte Holmes. »Sie hätten besser Ihrer Frau Vertrauen schenken sollen.«

»Es war nicht wegen meiner Frau, sondern wegen der Kinder«, ächzte der Gefangene. »Gott stehe mir bei, aber ich wollte doch nicht, daß sie sich ihres Vaters schämen müssen. Mein Gott! Welch eine Bloß-

stellung! Was soll ich nur tun?«

Sherlock Holmes setzte sich neben ihn auf die Prit-sche und klopfte ihm freundlich auf die Schulter. 

»Wenn Sie es einem Gerichtshof überlassen, die Sache aufzuklären«, sagte er, »dann können Sie natürlich Publizität nicht vermeiden. Wenn Sie andererseits die Polizei davon überzeugen, daß gegen Sie wirklich Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.251
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nichts vorliegt, dann sehe ich keinen Grund, aus dem die Einzelheiten in die Zeitungen durchsickern müß-

ten. Ich bin sicher, Inspektor Bradstreet würde alles, was Sie uns sagen wollen, schriftlich niederlegen und den zuständigen Behörden unterbreiten. Der Fall würde dann nie vor Gericht kommen.«

»Gott segne Sie!« rief der Gefangene stürmisch bewegt. »Ich würde lieber Gefängnis und sogar Hinrichtung auf mich nehmen, als meinen Kindern mein er-bärmliches Geheimnis als Familienschande zu hinterlassen. 

Sie sind die Ersten, die je meine Geschichte zu hören bekamen. Mein Vater war Schulmeister in Chesterfield, wo ich eine ausgezeichnete Erziehung genossen habe. In meiner Jugend bin ich gereist, zur Bühne gekommen und habe schließlich als Reporter für eine Londoner Abendzeitung gearbeitet. Eines Tages wollte mein Chefredakteur eine Serie von Artikeln über das Bettlerwesen der Metropole haben, und ich habe mich freiwillig gemeldet, sie zu besorgen. 

Das ist der Punkt, an dem all meine Abenteuer angefangen haben. Nur indem ich als  amateur  zu betteln versuchte, konnte ich mir die für die Artikel nötigen Tatsachen verschaffen. Als Schauspieler hatte ich na-türlich alle Geheimnisse des Schminkens gelernt und war hinter den Kulissen berühmt für meine Künste. 

Diese meine Kenntnisse machte ich mir nun zunutze. 
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Ich habe mein Gesicht bemalt, und um so mitleiderregend wie möglich auszusehen, habe ich eine schöne Narbe entworfen und eine Seite meiner Lippe mit Hilfe eines kleinen, fleischfarbenen Pflästerchens verdreht. Mit einem roten Schopf und passender Kleidung habe ich mir dann einen Platz im belebtesten Teil der Stadt gesucht, allem Anschein nach als Streichholzverkäufer, tatsächlich jedoch als Bettler. 

Sieben Stunden lang bin ich diesem Gewerbe nachgegangen, und als ich am Abend heimkam, stellte ich zu meiner Überraschung fest, daß ich nicht weniger als siebenundzwanzig Shilling und vier Pence bekommen hatte. 

Ich habe meine Artikel geschrieben und kaum noch weiter über die Sache nachgedacht, bis ich einige Zeit später für einen Freund gebürgt habe und man mir dann eine Zahlungsaufforderung über fünfundzwanzig Pfund vorlegte. Ich hatte mir schon vergeblich den Kopf zerbrochen, woher ich das Geld nehmen sollte, als mir plötzlich eine Idee kam. Ich bat den Gläubiger um zwei Wochen Aufschub und meine Arbeitgeber um Urlaub, und dann habe ich die Zeit damit verbracht, in meiner Verkleidung in der City zu betteln. 

Nach zehn Tagen hatte ich das Geld beisammen und die Schulden bezahlt. 

Sie können sich sicher vorstellen, wie schwer es mir wurde, mich wieder an harte Arbeit für zwei Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.253

Der Mann mit der entstellten Lippe Doyle-WA Bd. 5, 174

Pfund pro Woche zu gewöhnen, wo ich doch wußte, daß ich fast soviel an einem Tag verdienen konnte, indem ich mein Gesicht mit ein wenig Farbe be-schmierte, meine Mütze auf den Boden legte und still saß. Es war ein langer Kampf zwischen meinem Stolz und dem Geld, aber schließlich haben die Kohlen ge-siegt, ich gab meine Stellung als Reporter auf und saß Tag um Tag in der Ecke, die ich mir ausgesucht hatte, flößte mit meinem gräßlichen Gesicht den Leuten Mitleid ein und füllte meine Taschen mit Kupfermünzen. Nur ein einziger Mensch kannte mein Geheimnis. 

Das ist der Besitzer einer schäbigen Spelunke in der Swandam Lane, in der ich logierte, wo ich jeden Morgen als schmieriger Bettler auftauchen und mich abends in einen gutgekleideten Herren aus der Stadt verwandeln konnte. Ich habe diesen Burschen, einen Laskaren, für seine Räume gut bezahlt und wußte daher, daß mein Geheimnis bei ihm sicher war. 

Dann habe ich sehr bald festgestellt, daß ich be-trächtliche Geldmengen sparte. Ich will damit nicht sagen, daß jeder Bettler auf den Straßen von London siebenhundert Pfund im Jahr verdienen kann – was weniger als meine Durchschnittseinnahme ist –, aber durch meine Schminkkünste hatte ich ungewöhnliche Vorteile, und außerdem durch meine Schlagfertigkeit, die sich durch Übung noch verbesserte und mich zu einem allgemein bekannten Charakter in der City ge-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.254
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macht hat. Den ganzen Tag lang ergoß sich über mich ein Strom von Pennies, gelegentlich sogar Silber, und es mußte schon ein schlechter Tag sein, wenn ich nicht wenigstens zwei Pfund eingenommen hatte. 

Als ich reicher wurde, wurde ich auch ehrgeiziger, habe ein Haus auf dem Land gemietet und schließlich geheiratet, ohne daß jemand auch nur den geringsten Verdacht gehabt hätte, was meine wahre Beschäftigung ist. Meine liebe Frau wußte, daß ich Geschäfte in der Stadt hatte. Sie konnte ja nicht wissen, welcher Art sie waren. 

Am letzten Montag hatte ich für den Tag aufgehört und war dabei, mich in meinem Zimmer über der Opiumhöhle umzukleiden, als ich aus dem Fenster schaute und zu meinem Entsetzen und Erstaunen sah, daß meine Frau auf der Straße stand und mir genau ins Gesicht blickte. Ich habe einen Überraschungsschrei ausgestoßen und die Arme hochgerissen, um mein Gesicht zu bedecken, und bin dann zu meinem Vertrauten, dem Laskaren, gelaufen und habe ihn gebeten, niemanden zu mir zu lassen. Ich habe unten ihre Stimme gehört, aber ich wußte, daß sie nicht hoch-kommen konnte. Ganz schnell habe ich die Kleider abgeworfen, die des Bettlers wieder angezogen und meine Schminke und die Perücke wieder angebracht. 

Nicht einmal das Auge einer Ehefrau kann eine so vollkommene Verkleidung durchschauen. Aber dann Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.255
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wurde mir klar, daß man möglicherweise das Zimmer untersuchen würde, und daß meine Kleider mich verraten müßten. Ich habe das Fenster geöffnet und dabei in meinem Umgestüm einen kleinen Schnitt wieder aufgerissen, den ich mir morgens im Schlafzimmer selbst zugefügt hatte. Dann habe ich meinen Rock gepackt, der von den Kupfermünzen beschwert war, die ich eben erst aus der Ledertasche, in der ich meine Tageseinnahmen trage, dort hineingesteckt hatte. Ich habe ihn aus dem Fenster geworfen, und er ist in der Themse verschwunden. Ich hätte ihm die anderen Kleider folgen lassen, aber in diesem Moment kamen zahllose Constables die Treppe heraufgelaufen, und ein paar Minuten später habe ich – zu meiner Erleichterung, wie ich zugeben muß – festgestellt, daß ich nicht etwa als Mr. Neville St. Clair identifiziert, sondern als sein Mörder verhaftet wurde. 

Ich glaube nicht, daß ich noch mehr zu erklären habe. Ich war entschlossen, meine Verkleidung solange wie möglich beizubehalten, daher auch meine Vorliebe für das schmutzige Gesicht. Da ich wußte, daß meine Frau sich schreckliche Sorgen machen würde, habe ich meinen Ring abgestreift und ihn in einem Augenblick, als kein Constable mich beobachtete, dem Laskaren gegeben, zusammen mit einem eilig gekritzelten Brief, der ihr sagen sollte, daß sie keinen Grund zur Sorge hat.«
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»Der Brief hat sie erst gestern erreicht«, sagte Holmes. 

»Mein Gott! Welch eine Woche sie hinter sich haben muß.«

»Die Polizei hat diesen Laskaren überwacht«, sagte Inspektor Bradstreet, »und ich kann durchaus verstehen, daß es ihm nicht leichtgefallen ist, einen Brief unbemerkt aufzugeben. Wahrscheinlich hat er ihn einem seiner Kunden übergeben, einem Seemann, der alles ein paar Tage lang vergessen hat.«

»Es war wohl so«, sagte Holmes; er nickte beifällig. »Ich zweifle nicht daran. Aber hat man Sie denn nie wegen Bettelei belangt?«

»Oft, aber was bedeutete mir denn schon eine Strafgebühr?«

»Das muß aber nun aufhören«, sagte Bradstreet. 

»Wenn die Polizei diese Sache vertuschen soll, dann darf es keinen Hugh Boone mehr geben.«

»Das habe ich mit den heiligsten Eiden geschworen, die ein Mann nur ablegen kann.«

»Wenn das so ist, halte ich es für wahrscheinlich, daß keine weiteren Schritte unternommen werden. 

Wenn man Sie aber noch einmal erwischt, dann wird alles ans Tageslicht kommen. Mr. Holmes, ich glaube, wir stehen tief in Ihrer Schuld dafür, daß Sie diese Angelegenheit geklärt haben. Ich wünschte, ich wüßte, wie Sie zu Ihren Ergebnissen kommen.«
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»Dies hier habe ich erreicht«, sagte mein Freund, 

»indem ich auf fünf Kissen gesessen und eine Unze Shag verbraucht habe. Ich glaube, Watson, wenn wir in die Baker Street fahren, kommen wir gerade rechtzeitig zum Frühstück.«
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Der blaue Karfunkel

In der Absicht, ihm schöne Festtage zu wünschen, hatte ich meinen Freund, Sherlock Holmes am zweiten Morgen nach Weihnachten besucht. Angetan mit einem purpurroten Schlafrock lag er müßig auf dem Sofa; rechter Hand befand sich ein Pfeifenständer in seiner Reichweite, und gleich daneben lag ein Stapel offensichtlich frisch gelesener, zerknitterter Morgenzeitungen. Neben der Couch stand ein hölzerner Sessel, und auf einer Ecke der Rückenlehne hing ein über alle Maßen jammervoller und unreputierlicher Hut aus steifem Filz, arg abgenutzt und mehrfach eingerissen. Ein Vergrößerungsglas und eine Zange auf der Sitzfläche des Sessels verrieten, daß der Hut zum Zweck einer Untersuchung in dieser Weise angebracht worden war. 

»Sie sind beschäftigt«, sagte ich; »vielleicht störe ich Sie.«

»Keineswegs. Ich bin erfreut, einen Freund hier zu haben, mit dem ich meine Ergebnisse erörtern kann. 

Die Sache ist völlig unbedeutend«, – er machte mit dem Daumen eine ruckartige Bewegung zum Hut hin – »aber im Zusammenhang damit gibt es einige Punkte, die eines gewissen Interesses nicht gänzlich entbehren und außerdem lehrreich sind.«
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Ich ließ mich in seinem Lehnsessel nieder und wärmte meine Hände vor dem knisternden Feuer, denn es hatte ein strenger Frost eingesetzt, und die Fensterscheiben waren von üppigen Eisblumen überwuchert. »Ich nehme an«, bemerkte ich, »daß dieses Ding, wenn es auch noch so heimelig aussieht, mit einer tödlichen Geschichte verbunden ist – daß es der Faden ist, der Sie bei der Lösung eines Rätsels und der Bestrafung eines Verbrechens leiten wird.«

»Nein, nein. Kein Verbrechen«, sagte Sherlock Holmes lachend. »Nur einer dieser absonderlichen kleinen Zwischenfälle, die unvermeidlich sind, wenn sich vier Millionen Menschen auf einem Gebiet von wenigen Quadratmeilen drängen und stoßen. Unter all den Aktionen und Reaktionen eines so dichten Men-schenschwarms ist damit zu rechnen, daß jede mögliche Kombination von Vorfallen sich ereignet, und manch ein kleines Problem kann sich stellen, das überraschend und bizarr ist, ohne gleich verbrecherisch zu sein. Wir haben doch bereits Erfahrungen dieser Art gemacht.«

»Und zwar so reichlich«, stellte ich fest, »daß von den letzten sechs Fällen, die ich in meine Sammlung von Notizen aufgenommen habe, drei völlig frei von irgendeinem Verbrechen im Sinne des Gesetzes waren.«
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Papiere von Irene Adler zu beschaffen, außerdem auf den einzigartigen Fall von Miss Mary Sutherland und auf das Abenteuer des Mannes mit der entstellten Lippe. Ich habe keinen Zweifel, daß diese geringfügi-ge Sache hier in die gleiche unschuldige Kategorie fallen wird. Kennen Sie Peterson, den Dienstmann?«

»Ja.«

»Er ist es, dem diese Trophäe gehört.«

»Das ist sein Hut?«

»Nein, nein; er hat ihn gefunden. Der Besitzer ist unbekannt. Ich bitte Sie: Betrachten Sie dieses Ding nicht als schäbigen  chapeau,  sondern als intellektuelles Problem. Zunächst zur Frage, wie es hergekommen ist. Der Hut traf hier am Weihnachtsmorgen ein, in Begleitung einer schonen fetten Gans, die zweifellos in diesem Augenblick vor Petersons Feuer brut-zelt. Der Tatbestand ist der Folgende. Am Weihnachtsmorgen, gegen vier Uhr in der Frühe, kam Peterson, der, wie Sie wissen, ein sehr ehrlicher Kerl ist, von einer kleinen Lustbarkeit zurück und befand sich auf dem Heimweg durch die Tottenham Court Road. 

Im Licht der Gaslaternen sah er vor sich einen groß-

gewachsenen Mann, der beim Gehen ein wenig schwankte und eine weiße Gans trug, die er über die Schulter geworfen hatte. Ecke Goodge Street brach zwischen diesem Fremden und einer kleinen Gruppe von Raufbolden ein Streit aus. Einer der Strolche Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.261
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schlug dem Mann den Hut vom Kopf, worauf dieser seinen Stock hob, um sich zu verteidigen, und als er damit weit ausholte, zertrümmerte er hinter sich ein Ladenfenster. Peterson war vorwärtsgelaufen, um dem Fremden gegen seine Angreifer beizustehen, aber als der Mann, der entsetzt darüber war, daß er das Fenster zertrümmert hatte, nun auch noch eine amtlich aussehende Person in Uniform auf sich zustürzen sah, ließ er seine Gans fallen, gab Fersengeld und verschwand in dem Labyrinth kleiner Straßen hinter der Tottenham Court Road. Bei Petersons Erscheinen waren auch die Raufbolde geflohen, und so fand er sich im Besitz des Schlachtfeldes und auch der Sie-gesbeute, in Gestalt dieses verbeulten Huts und einer gänzlich untadeligen Weihnachtsgans.«

»Die er doch sicher ihrem Besitzer zurückgegeben hat?«

»Genau hier liegt das Problem, mein Lieber. Zwar stand auf einer kleinen Karte, die an das linke Bein des Vogels gebunden war, ›Für Mrs. Henry Baker‹, und weiterhin sind wohl die Initialen ›H.B.‹ im Hut-futter zu lesen; da es aber in dieser unserer Stadt einige tausend Bakers und einige hundert Henry Bakers gibt, ist es nicht ganz einfach, irgendeinem von ihnen eine Fundsache zurückzuerstatten.«

»Was hat Peterson dann getan?«

»Er hat mir am Weihnachtsmorgen sowohl den Hut Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.262
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als auch die Gans gebracht, da er weiß, daß mich auch die kleinsten Probleme interessieren. Die Gans haben wir bis heute früh behalten, als sich Anzeichen dafür einstellten, daß es trotz des leichten Frosts ratsam wäre, sie ohne weiteren, unnötigen Aufschub zu verzehren. Der Finder hat sie also heimgeführt, daß sich an ihr die letzte Bestimmung einer jeden Gans er-fülle, während ich noch immer den Hut des unbekannten Gentleman besitze, der sein Weihnachtsessen verloren hat.«

»Hat er nicht annonciert?«

»Nein.«

»Haben Sie denn irgendwelche Hinweise auf seine Identität?«

»Nur das, was wir deduzieren können.«

»Von seinem Hut?«

»Genau.«

»Aber Sie scherzen doch wohl. Was können Sie von diesem alten, schäbigen Filz deduzieren?«

»Hier ist mein Vergrößerungsglas. Sie kennen meine Methoden. Was können Sie selbst über die Person des Mannes feststellen, der diesen Gegenstand getragen hat?«

Ich nahm das zerlumpte Objekt in die Hände und wandte es ziemlich bekümmert hin und her. Es handelte sich um einen ganz gewöhnlichen schwarzen Hut von der üblichen runden Form, steif und von lan-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.263
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gem Gebrauch abgenutzt. Das Futter aus vormals roter Seide war sehr verfärbt. Der Name eines Herstellers war nicht zu finden; wie Holmes bemerkt hatte, waren jedoch die Initialen ›H.B.‹ auf eine Seite gekritzelt. Die Krempe war durchbohrt, um einen Kinnriemen zu befestigen; dieser fehlte jedoch. Im übrigen war der Hut eingerissen, sehr verstaubt und an mehreren Stellen befleckt, wenn auch offenbar Versuche gemacht worden waren, die verfärbten Stellen zu verbergen, indem man sie mit Tinte beschmier-te. 

»Ich kann nichts sehen«, sagte ich; ich gab meinem Freund den Hut zurück. 

»Im Gegenteil, Watson, Sie können alles sehen. Es gelingt Ihnen nur nicht, aus dem, was Sie sehen, Schlüsse zu ziehen. Was das angeht, sind Sie allzu zurückhaltend.«

»Dann sagen Sie mir doch bitte, was Sie glauben, aus diesem Hut ableiten zu können?«

Er nahm ihn auf und starrte ihn in der merkwürdig grüblerischen Art an, die für ihn eigentümlich ist. »Er sagt uns vielleicht weniger, als er sagen könnte«, bemerkte er, »und dennoch sind einige sehr eindeutige Schlußfolgerungen möglich und einige weitere, die zumindest über eine sehr hohe Wahrscheinlichkeit verfügen. Natürlich ist es auf den ersten Blick klar, daß der Mann überaus intellektuell veranlagt ist, und Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.264
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weiter, daß er vor etwa drei Jahren ganz wohlhabend war, wenn er auch nun schlechte Zeiten durchmacht. 

Er besaß Weitblick, hat davon aber heute weniger als früher, was auf einen moralischen Rückschritt deutet; dieser wiederum, wenn wir ihn zusammen mit dem Niedergang

seiner

Lebensumstände

betrachten, 

scheint darauf zu verweisen, daß bei ihm schlimme Einflüsse am Werk sind – vermutlich Alkohol. Das mag auch der Grund für die offensichtliche Tatsache sein, daß seine Frau ihn nicht mehr liebt.«

»Mein lieber Holmes!«

»Er hat sich jedoch noch ein wenig Selbstachtung bewahrt«, fuhr Holmes fort, ohne meinen Protest zu beachten. »Dieser Mann führt ein seßhaftes Leben, geht selten aus, ist in schlechter körperlicher Verfassung, mittleren Alters, hat graue Haare, die er im Verlauf der letzten Tage hat schneiden lassen, und die er mit Limonenpomade pflegt. Das sind die auf der Hand liegenden Tatsachen, die von diesem Hut deduziert werden können. Ach, und außerdem auch, daß sein Haus höchstwahrscheinlich nicht an die Gasver-sorgung angeschlossen ist.«

»Sie scherzen doch sicher, Holmes.«

»Aber keineswegs. Ist es denn möglich, daß Sie auch jetzt noch, nachdem ich Ihnen diese Ergebnisse genannt habe, nicht sehen können, wie ich zu ihnen gelangt bin?«
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»Ich bezweifle nicht, daß ich sehr dumm bin; ich muß aber zugeben, daß ich Ihnen nicht folgen kann. 

Wie leiten Sie zum Beispiel ab, daß der Mann ein Intellektueller ist?«

Zur Antwort setzte Holmes sich selbst den Hut auf. 

Er bedeckte die ganze Stirn und ruhte schließlich auf der Nasenwurzel. »Das ist eine Frage des Fassungsvermögens«, sagte er. »Ein Mann mit einem so gro-

ßen Kopf muß etwas darin haben.«

»Und der Niedergang seiner Lebensumstände?«

»Dieser Hut ist drei Jahre alt. Diese flachen, an den Rändern aufgebogenen Krempen kamen damals in Mode. Der Hut ist von allerbester Qualität. Schauen Sie sich das Band aus gerippter Seide an und das ausgezeichnete Futter. Wenn dieser Mann es sich vor drei Jahren leisten konnte, einen so teuren Hut zu kaufen, und seither keinen neuen, dann ist er doch sicher in weltlichen Dingen auf dem Abstieg.«

»Nun ja, das ist sicher deutlich genug. Aber was ist mit dem Weitblick und dem moralischen Rückschritt?«

Sherlock Holmes lachte. »Hier ist der Weitblick«, sagte er; er legte seinen Finger auf die kleine Scheibe und Öse, daran der Kinnriemen befestigt werden sollte. »Man verkauft sie nie zusammen mit dem Hut. 

Daß der Mann eine solche Vorrichtung verlangt hat, spricht für einen gewissen Weitblick, denn er hat sich Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.266
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die Mühe gemacht, Vorkehrungen gegen den Wind zu treffen. Aber da wir sehen, daß der Riemen abgebrochen ist und er sich nicht die Mühe gegeben hat, ihn zu ersetzen, hat er heute offensichtlich weniger Weitblick als früher, und das ist ein deutlicher Beweis dafür, daß sein Charakter schwächer geworden ist. 

Andererseits hat er versucht, einige dieser Flecken auf dem Filz zu verbergen, indem er Tinte darüber schmiert, was ein Zeichen dafür ist, daß er seine Selbstachtung noch nicht völlig verloren hat.«

»Ihre Argumentation ist ohne Zweifel plausibel.«

»Die weiteren Punkte, daß er mittleren Alters ist, daß sein Haar grau wird, daß es kürzlich geschnitten wurde und daß er Limonenpomade verwendet, lassen sich alle einer gründlichen Untersuchung des Futters entnehmen, und zwar des unteren Teils. Das Vergrö-

ßerungsglas zeigt eine große Anzahl von Haarspitzen, die von der Schere des Barbiers glatt abgeschnitten wurden. Sie scheinen alle dort festzukleben, und es riecht entschieden nach Limonenpomade. Wie Sie feststellen werden, ist dieser Staub nicht grauer, grie-

ßiger Straßenstaub, sondern flockiger, brauner Haus-staub, was uns zeigt, daß der Hut meistens im Haus gehangen hat; die Feuchtigkeitsflecken auf der Innenseite dagegen sind klare Beweise dafür, daß der Trä-

ger des Huts stark geschwitzt hat und folglich kaum in bester körperlicher Verfassung sein kann.«
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»Aber seine Frau – Sie haben gesagt, sie liebt ihn nicht mehr.«

»Dieser Hut ist seit Wochen nicht mehr gebürstet worden. Wenn ich Sie einmal mit dem Staub von einer Woche auf dem Hut sehe, Watson, und Ihre Frau läßt sie in einem solchen Zustand ausgehen, werde ich fürchten müssen, daß auch Sie so unglücklich waren, die Zuneigung Ihrer Frau zu verlieren.«

»Er könnte aber doch Junggeselle sein.«

»Nein, er wollte doch als Friedensangebot an seine Frau die Gans nach Hause bringen. Denken Sie an die Karte am Bein des Vogels.«

»Sie wissen auf alles eine Antwort. Aber wie, um alles in der Welt, deduzieren Sie, daß das Haus nicht ans Gas angeschlossen ist?«

»Ein oder zwei Talgflecken können Zufall sein; wenn ich aber nicht weniger als fünf sehe, dann, so glaube ich, kann es kaum einen Zweifel daran geben, daß die Person oft mit brennendem Talg in Berührung kommt – wahrscheinlich steigt er nachts Treppen mit dem Hut in der einen und einer tropfenden Kerze in der anderen Hand. Jedenfalls hat er die Talgflecken niemals von einer Gasleitung. Sind Sie jetzt zufrieden?«

»Es ist auf alle Fälle sehr scharfsinnig«, sagte ich lachend; »da aber, wie Sie eben gesagt haben, kein Verbrechen begangen wurde und außer dem Verlust Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.268
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der Gans kein Schaden entstanden ist, scheint mir das Ganze doch eine ziemliche Energievergeudung zu sein.«

Sherlock Holmes hatte bereits den Mund zu einer Antwort geöffnet, als die Tür aufsprang und der Dienstmann Peterson mit geröteten Wangen und dem Gesicht eines vor Verblüffung fassungslosen Menschen ins Zimmer stürzte. 

»Die Gans, Mr. Holmes! Die Gans, Sir!« keuchte er. 

»Eh? Was ist denn damit? Ist sie wieder lebendig geworden und durch das Küchenfenster fortgeflat-tert?« Holmes verdrehte sich auf dem Sofa, um das erregte Gesicht des Mannes besser sehen zu können. 

»Schauen Sie, Sir! Schauen Sie, was meine Frau im Kropf gefunden hat!« Er streckte die Hand aus, und inmitten der Handfläche lag ein strahlend funkelnder blauer Stein, ein wenig kleiner als eine Bohne, aber von solcher Reinheit und Leuchtkraft, daß er wie ein elektrischer Funke in der dunklen Höhlung der Hand blitzte. 

Sherlock Holmes setzte sich auf und pfiff. »Beim Zeus, Peterson«, sagte er, »das ist wirklich ein Schatzfund! Ich nehme an, Sie wissen, was Sie da haben?«

»Einen Diamanten, Sir! Einen kostbaren Stein! Er schneidet Glas, als ob es Kitt wäre.«
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»Das ist mehr als ein kostbarer Stein. Es ist  der kostbare Stein überhaupt.«

»Doch nicht der blaue Karfunkel der Gräfin von Morcar?« rief ich aus. 

»Genau der. Ich muß seine Größe und Form ja wohl kennen, da ich in letzter Zeit jeden Tag die ihn betreffende Anzeige in der  Times  gelesen habe. Er ist absolut einmalig, und über seinen Wert läßt sich nur mutmaßen, aber die ausgesetzte Belohnung von tausend Pfund ist sicher noch nicht einmal ein Zwanzig-stel des Marktwerts.«

»Tausend Pfund! Du lieber Gott!« Der Dienstmann plumpste in einen Sessel und starrte uns abwechselnd an. 

»Das ist die Belohnung, und ich habe gute Gründe, anzunehmen, daß im Hintergrund Erwägungen sentimentaler Natur mitspielen, die die Gräfin auch dazu bewögen, sich von der Hälfte ihres Vermögens zu trennen, wenn sie nur diesen Edelstein zurückbekommen könnte.«

»Wenn ich mich recht entsinne, hat sie ihn doch wohl im Hotel Cosmopolitan verloren«, bemerkte ich. 

»Das stimmt, und zwar am 22. Dezember, also erst vor fünf Tagen. John Horner, ein Klempner, wurde beschuldigt, ihn aus der Schmuckschatulle der Lady entwendet zu haben. Die Umstände sprachen so sehr gegen ihn, daß der Fall schon an das Schwurgericht Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.270
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überwiesen worden ist. Ich glaube, ich habe hier einen Bericht über die Vorgänge.« Er kramte in seinen Zeitungen, schaute nach den Daten und glättete schließ-

lich ein Blatt, faltete es einmal und las den folgenden Absatz vor:

Juwelendiebstahl Hotel Cosmopolitan. John Horner, 26, Klempner, wurde vorgeführt unter der Beschuldigung, am 22. des laufenden aus der Juwelenschatulle der Gräfin von Morcar den wertvollen Edelstein entwendet zu haben, der als der Blaue Karfunkel bekannt ist. James Ryder, Verwalter im Hotel, sagte hierzu aus, er habe Horner am Tag des Diebstahls in das Ankleidezimmer der Gräfin von Morcar geführt, wo dieser die zweite Stange des Kamingitters löten sollte, die sich gelöst hatte. Er sei eine kurze Weile bei Horner geblieben, dann jedoch abge-rufen worden. Bei seiner Rückkehr habe er festgestellt, daß Horner verschwunden und der Sekretär aufgebrochen worden sei, und das kleine Kästchen aus Saffianleder, in welchem, wie spä-

ter bekannt wurde, die Gräfin das Kleinod aufzu-bewahren pflegte, habe leer auf dem Frisiertisch gelegen. Ryder löste sogleich den Alarm aus, und Horner wurde noch am gleichen Abend festgenommen; der Stein konnte jedoch weder bei Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.271
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ihm noch in seinen Räumen gefunden werden. 

Catherine Cusack, die Zofe der Gräfin, gab an, Ryders Entsetzensschrei bei der Entdeckung des Diebstahls gehört zu haben und in den Raum ge-stürzt zu sein, wo sie die Dinge so vorfand, wie der vorige Zeuge sie beschrieben hatte. Inspektor Bradstreet von der Abteilung B sagte zu Homers Verhaftung aus; dieser habe sich heftig gewehrt und seine Unschuld mit Kraftausdrücken beteuert. Da eine frühere Verurteilung wegen Diebstahls ebenfalls gegen den Verhafteten sprach, lehnte der Polizeirichter es ab, sich mit dem Vergehen summarisch zu befassen, sondern er verwies es ans Schwurgericht. Horner, der während des Verfahrens Anzeichen starker Gefühlsbewegung gezeigt hatte, fiel bei dem Beschluß in Ohnmacht und wurde aus dem Gericht getragen. 

»Hm! So viel zum Polizeigericht«, sagte Holmes nachdenklich; er warf die Zeitung beiseite. »Die Frage, die wir nun zu klären haben, ist die Abfolge der Ereignisse zwischen einer geplünderten Schmuk-kschatulle an einem Ende und dem Kropf einer Gans in der Tottenham Court Road am anderen. Wie Sie sehen, Watson, erhalten unsere kleinen Deduktionen plötzlich einen viel bedeutenderen und weniger unschuldigen Charakter. Hier ist der Stein; der Stein Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.272
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stammt aus der Gans, und die Gans stammt von Mr. 

Henry Baker, dem Gentleman mit dem schäbigen Hut und all den anderen Charakteristika, mit denen ich Sie gelangweilt habe. Wir müssen uns nun also ernsthaft daran begeben, diesen Gentleman ausfindig zu machen und festzustellen, welche Rolle er in diesem kleinen Mysterium gespielt hat. Zu diesem Behuf müssen wir zunächst das einfachste Mittel einsetzen, und dies ist zweifellos eine Anzeige in allen Abendblättern. 

Sollte das ein Fehlschlag werden, müßte ich zu anderen Methoden greifen.«

»Was wollen Sie schreiben?«

»Geben Sie mir einen Bleistift und dieses Stückchen Papier. Nun denn: ›Gefunden – Ecke Goodge Street, eine Gans und ein schwarzer Filzhut. Mr. 

Henry Baker kann diese um 6 Uhr 30 heute abend in 221 B Baker Street abholen.‹ Das ist klar und knapp.«

»Sehr sogar. Aber wird er es lesen?«

»Er wird ja sicher die Zeitungen im Auge behalten, da der Verlust für einen armen Mann doch schwer wiegt. Daß er das Pech hatte, die Fensterscheibe zu zerbrechen, und daß Peterson sich ihm näherte, hat ihn ja offenbar so erschreckt, daß er an nichts als Flucht denken konnte; aber seither muß er den Impuls bitterlich bedauert haben, der ihn dazu brachte, den Vogel fallen zu lassen. Außerdem wird die Nennung Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.273
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seines Namens dafür sorgen, daß er es sieht, weil jeder, der ihn kennt, ihn darauf aufmerksam machen wird. Da haben Sie es, Peterson; laufen Sie bitte zur Anzeigenannahme damit und lassen Sie es in die Abendzeitungen setzen.«

»In welche, Sir?«

»Also, in  Globe, Star, Pall Mall, St. James's Gazette, Evening News, Standard, Echo  und was Ihnen sonst noch unterkommt.«

»Sehr gut, Sir, und dieser Stein?«

»Ah ja – ich werde den Stein aufbewahren. Ich danke Ihnen. Und übrigens, Peterson, kaufen Sie doch bitte auf dem Rückweg eine Gans und lassen Sie sie mir hier; wir müssen ja dem Gentleman eine geben anstelle jener, die Ihre Familie in diesem Moment verschlingt.«

Als der Dienstmann gegangen war, nahm Holmes den Stein auf und hielt ihn vor das Licht. »Das ist ein hübsches Stück«, sagte er. »Sehen Sie nur, wie es glitzert und funkelt. Natürlich ist es Kern und Brenn-punkt von Verbrechen. Das ist jeder gute Stein. Das sind die Lieblingsköder des Teufels. Bei den größeren alten Juwelen kann jede Facette für eine Bluttat stehen. Dieser Stein ist noch keine zwanzig Jahre alt. 

Man hat ihn am Ufer des Amoy in Südchina gefunden; bemerkenswert an ihm ist, daß er alle Charakteristika des Karfunkel aufweist, abgesehen davon, daß er Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.274
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bläulich ist statt rubinrot. Obwohl er noch jung ist, hat er doch schon eine düstere Geschichte. An ihm hängen zwei Morde, ein Vitriol-Anschlag, ein Selbstmord und mehrere Diebstähle, alles wegen dieser vierzig Gran wiegenden kristallisierten Holzkohle. 

Wer denkt schon beim Anblick eines so hübschen Spielzeugs daran, daß es Galgen und Gefängnis mit Nachschub versorgt? Ich werde es jetzt in meiner Stahlkassette einschließen und der Gräfin schreiben, daß wir es haben.«

»Glauben Sie, daß dieser Mann, Horner, unschuldig ist?«

»Ich weiß es nicht.«

»Könnten Sie sich denn vorstellen, daß dieser andere, Henry Baker, etwas mit der Sache zu tun hatte?«

»Ich glaube, es ist sehr viel wahrscheinlicher, daß Henry Baker vollkommen unschuldig ist und keine Ahnung davon hatte, daß der Vogel, den er bei sich trug, viel wertvoller war, als wenn er aus purem Gold bestanden hätte. Das werde ich jedoch durch einen sehr einfachen Versuch feststellen, falls wir Antwort auf unsere Anzeigen erhalten.«

»Und bis dahin können Sie also nichts tun?«

»Nichts.«

»In diesem Fall mache ich mich wieder auf die Rundreise zu meinen Patienten. Ich werde aber heute abend zur von Ihnen genannten Zeit zurückkommen; Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.275
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ich würde doch zu gern die Auflösung einer so verwickelten Geschichte sehen.«

»Ich freue mich, wenn Sie kommen. Ich esse um sieben Uhr. Ich glaube, es gibt eine Waldschnepfe. 

Dabei fällt mir ein: Vielleicht sollte ich angesichts der jüngsten Vorfalle Mrs. Hudson bitten, sich den Kropf der Schnepfe genauer anzusehen.«

Einer meiner Fälle hielt mich auf, und es war bereits kurz nach halb sieben, ehe ich wieder in der Baker Street eintraf. Als ich mich dem Haus näherte, sah ich einen großen Mann mit Schottenmütze und bis zum Kinn zugeknöpftem Mantel; er wartete außerhalb des hellen Halbkreises, den das Licht im Haus durch die Rosette über der Tür auf die Straße warf. 

Genau in dem Moment, da ich die Tür erreichte, wurde sie geöffnet, und wir wurden zusammen zu Holmes' Räumen hinaufgeführt. 

»Mr. Henry Baker, nehme ich an«, sagte Holmes; er erhob sich aus seinem Lehnsessel und begrüßte seinen Besucher mit jener ungezwungenen Freundlichkeit, die er so leicht an den Tag legen konnte. »Bitte nehmen Sie diesen Stuhl neben dem Feuer, Mr. 

Baker. Es ist ein kalter Abend, und ich sehe, daß Ihr Kreislauf mehr auf Sommer als auf Winter eingestellt ist. Ah, Watson, Sie kommen gerade rechtzeitig. Ist das Ihr Hut, Mr. Baker?«

»Ja, Sir, das ist ohne Zweifel mein Hut.«
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Er war großgewachsen, mit runden Schultern, einem massigen Kopf und einem breiten, intelligenten Gesicht, das sich nach unten zu einem spitzen, grau-braunen Bart verjüngte. Ein Hauch von Rot in Nase und Wangen und ein leichter Tremor in seiner ausgestreckten Hand riefen mir Holmes' Vermutungen über seine Gewohnheiten wieder ins Gedächtnis. Sein ver-schossener, schwarzer Gehrock war vorn ganz zugeknöpft, der Kragen hochgeschlagen, und die schmalen Handgelenke, die aus den Ärmeln ragten, wiesen keinerlei Anzeichen von Manschetten oder Hemd auf. Er sprach leise und abgehackt, wählte seine Worte be-dächtig und machte ganz allgemein den Eindruck eines gebildeten und verständigen Mannes, dem das Schicksal übel mitgespielt hatte. 

»Wir haben diese Dinge ein paar Tage lang aufbewahrt«, sagte Holmes, »weil wir gehofft hatten, eine Anzeige von Ihnen zu finden, in der Sie Ihre Adresse angeben. Ich begreife nicht, weshalb Sie nicht annonciert haben.«

Unser Besucher stieß ein eher verschämtes Lachen aus. »Shillinge stehen mir nicht mehr so reichlich zur Verfügung wie früher einmal«, stellte er fest. »Ich war sicher, daß die Bande von Raufbolden, von denen ich überfallen wurde, sowohl den Vogel als auch den Hut mitgenommen hat. Ich wollte nicht noch mehr Geld bei dem sinnlosen Versuch verlieren, sie zurückzube-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.277
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kommen.«

»Das ist verständlich. Übrigens, was den Vogel angeht – wir waren gezwungen, ihn zu verzehren.«

»Ihn zu verzehren!« Unser Besucher stand vor Erregung beinahe auf. 

»Ja. Niemand hätte etwas davon gehabt, wenn wir es nicht getan hätten. Ich nehme aber an, daß diese zweite Gans da auf der Anrichte, ungefähr gleich schwer und ganz frisch, Ihren Absichten genauso entspricht.«

»Oh, ja, gewiß doch!« erwiderte Mr. Baker mit einem Seufzer der Erleichterung. 

»Natürlich haben wir noch Federn, Beine, Kropf und so weiter von Ihrem eigenen Vogel, wenn Sie Wert darauf legen ...«

Der Mann brach in ein munteres Gelächter aus. 

»Ich könnte sie nur als Andenken an mein Abenteuer nehmen«, sagte er, »aber darüber hinaus sehe ich nicht, welchen Nutzen ich aus den  disiecta membra 28 meiner verblichenen Bekannten ziehen könnte. 

Nein, Sir, ich glaube, ich werde mit Ihrer gütigen Erlaubnis meine Aufmerksamkeiten auf das vorzügliche Tier beschränken, das ich da auf der Anrichte sehe.«

Sherlock Holmes sah mich scharf an und zuckte kaum merklich mit den Schultern. 

»Da haben Sie also Ihren Hut, und da Ihren Vogel«, sagte er. »Nebenbei – hätten Sie etwas dage-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.278
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gen, mir zu erzählen, woher Sie die andere Gans bekommen haben? Ich bin selbst in gewisser Weise ein Geflügel-Liebhaber, und ich habe selten eine besser gezüchtete Gans gesehen.«

»Das will ich Ihnen gern sagen, Sir«, meinte Baker; er hatte sich erhoben und klemmte sich seine wiedergewonnenen Besitztümer unter den Arm. »Einige von uns verkehren regelmäßig im Alpha Inn neben dem Museum – tagsüber findet man uns im Museum selbst, wissen Sie. Dieses Jahr hat unser freundlicher Wirt – er heißt Windigate – einen Gänse-club ins Leben gerufen, mit dessen Hilfe wir für ein paar Pence pro Woche zu Weihnachten eine Gans bekommen sollten. Ich habe meine Pence pünktlich bezahlt, und den Rest der Geschichte kennen Sie. Ich bin Ihnen sehr verbunden, Sir, denn eine Schottenmütze paßt weder zu meinem Alter noch zu meiner Würde.« Mit drolliger Gestelztheit verneigte er sich feierlich vor jedem einzelnen von uns und machte sich auf den Weg. 

»So viel zu Mr. Henry Baker«, sagte Holmes, als er die Tür hinter ihm geschlossen hatte. »Es ist ziemlich sicher, daß er überhaupt nichts von dieser Sache weiß. Haben Sie Hunger, Watson?«

»Nicht besonders.«

»Dann schlage ich vor, wir machen aus unserem Dinner ein Supper und verfolgen diese Spur, solange Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.279
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sie noch warm ist.«

»Aber unbedingt.«

Der Abend war bitter kalt, daher schlüpften wir in unsere Ulster und schlangen Wolltücher um unsere Hälse. Draußen leuchteten die Sterne kalt in einem wolkenlosen Himmel, und der Atem der Passanten war wie der Rauch vieler Pistolenschüsse. Unsere Schritte klangen trocken und laut, als wir das Ärzte-viertel durchquerten, Wimpole Street, Harley Street, dann weiter durch die Wigmore Street zur Oxford Street. Innerhalb einer Viertelstunde hatten wir das Alpha Inn in Bloomsbury erreicht, ein kleines Lokal an der Ecke einer jener Straßen, die nach Holborn führen. Holmes stieß die Tür zur Bar auf und bestellte zwei Glas Bier bei dem rotgesichtigen Wirt mit der weißen Schürze. 

»Ihr Bier muß hervorragend sein, wenn es so gut ist wie Ihre Gänse«, sagte er. 

»Meine Gänse!« Der Mann wirkte überrascht. 

»Ja. Ich habe erst vor einer halben Stunde mit Mr. 

Henry Baker gesprochen, einem Mitglied Ihres Gän-seclubs.«

»Ach so, ja, ich verstehe. Aber wissen Sie, Sir, das sind nicht unsere Gänse.«

»Tatsächlich? Wessen denn?«

»Also, ich hatte die zwei Dutzend von einem Händler in Covent Garden.«
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»Tatsächlich! Ich kenne einige Händler dort. Wer ist es?«

»Er heißt Breckinridge.«

»Ah! Den kenne ich nicht. Na, auf Ihr Wohl, Herr Wirt, und auf gute Geschäfte. Gute Nacht! 

Jetzt zu Mr. Breckinridge«, fuhr er fort, als wir wieder in die frostige Luft hinaustraten. Er knöpfte seinen Mantel zu. »Bedenken Sie, Watson, wenn wir an einem Ende dieser Kette auch etwas so Heimeliges wie eine Gans haben, am anderen ist ein Mann, der zweifellos sieben Jahre Zuchthaus bekommen wird, wenn wir nicht seine Unschuld beweisen können. Es ist möglich, daß unsere Nachforschung letzten Endes nur seine Schuld bekräftigt; in jedem Fall haben wir hier aber eine Richtung für Nachforschungen gefunden, die die Polizei übersehen und die ein einzigartiger Zufall uns in die Hand gespielt hat. Wir wollen ihr bis zum bitteren Ende nachgehen. Also, die Augen nach Süden, und Geschwindschritt – marsch!«

Wir durchquerten Holborn, nahmen die Endell Street und erreichten durch ein Gewirr von Elends-quartieren endlich den Markt von Covent Garden. An einem der größten Stände prangte der Name Brek-kinridge, und der Besitzer, ein Mann mit einem hageren Pferdegesicht und gepflegtem Backenbart, half gerade einem Jungen dabei, die Vorsetzläden anzubringen. 
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»Guten Abend. Kalt ist es«, sagte Holmes. 

Der Händler nickte und warf meinem Gefährten einen fragenden Blick zu. 

»Wie ich sehe, sind die Gänse ausverkauft«, fuhr Holmes fort; er wies auf die nackten Marmorplatten. 

»Morgen früh können Sie fünfhundert kriegen.«

»Das ist zu spät.«

»Hm, es gibt noch welche an dem Stand mit dem Gaslicht.«

»Ja, aber man hat mir Sie empfohlen.«

»Wer?«

»Der Wirt vom ›Alpha‹.«

»Ach ja; dem habe ich ein paar Dutzend geschickt.«

»Und schöne Vögel waren das. Woher hatten Sie die denn bekommen?«

Zu meiner Überraschung bewirkte diese Frage einen Wutausbruch bei dem Händler. 

»Also hören Sie, Mister«, sagte er, wobei er den Kopf schieflegte und die Fäuste in die Seiten stemmte, »worauf wollen Sie hinaus? Raus damit!«

»Das ist doch ganz einfach. Ich möchte wissen, wer Ihnen die Gänse verkauft hat, die Sie ans ›Alpha‹ geliefert haben.«

»Na schön, ich werde es Ihnen nicht sagen. Und jetzt?«

»Ach, die Sache ist völlig unwichtig; ich weiß nur Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.282
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nicht, weshalb Sie wegen so einer Nebensächlichkeit derartig in Hitze geraten.«

»Hitze! Vielleicht wären Sie auch so hitzig, wenn Sie deswegen dauernd so gelöchert würden wie ich. 

Wenn ich gutes Geld für einen guten Artikel bezahle, dann sollte es damit gut sein; aber dauernd heißt es

›Wo sind die Gänse?‹ und ›Wem haben Sie die Gänse verkauft?‹ und ›Was wollen Sie für die Gänse haben?‹ Man könnte fast meinen, das wären die einzigen Gänse in der Welt, so viel Wind wird deswegen gemacht.«

»Ich habe nichts mit anderen Leuten zu tun, die sich vielleicht danach erkundigt haben«, sagte Holmes wegwerfend. »Wenn Sie es uns nicht sagen wollen, kann ich meine Wette nicht gewinnen, das ist alles. Ich bin nämlich immer bereit, für meine Meinung über Geflügel etwas springen zu lassen, und ich habe einen Fünfer verwettet, daß der Vogel, den ich gegessen habe, auf dem Land gezogen wurde.«

»Dann haben Sie Ihren Fünfer verloren, er kommt nämlich aus der Stadt«, schnauzte der Händler. 

»Das kann nicht sein.«

»Wenn ich es Ihnen doch sage.«

»Ich glaube Ihnen nicht.«

»Bilden Sie sich denn ein, Sie verstehen mehr von Geflügel als ich, wo ich mich doch damit auskenne, seit ich ein Laufbursche war? Ich sage Ihnen, alle Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.283
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Vögel, die ans ›Alpha‹ gegangen sind, stammen aus der Stadt.«

»Sie werden mich nie dazu bringen, Ihnen das abzunehmen.«

»Wollen Sie darauf wetten?«

»Ich will Ihnen nicht Ihr Geld aus der Tasche ziehen; ich weiß doch, daß ich recht habe. Aber ich will gern einen Sovereign gegen Sie setzen, nur, um Ihnen beizubringen, daß man nicht so stur sein sollte.«

Der Händler lachte grimmig. »Bring mir die Bü-

cher, Bill«, sagte er. 

Der Junge brachte ihm ein kleines und ein großes Buch mit fettigem Einband und legte sie beide unter die Hängelampe. 

»Also dann, Mister Besserwisser«, sagte der Händler. »Ich dachte, ich hätte keine Gänse mehr, aber bevor wir miteinander fertig sind, werden Sie feststellen, daß hier doch noch so ein dummer Vogel ist. 

Sehen Sie das kleine Buch?«

»Was ist damit?«

»Das ist die Liste der Leute, von denen ich kaufe. 

Klar? Also weiter. Hier, auf dieser Seite, das sind die Leute vom Land, und die Zahl hinter dem Namen ist, wo ich ihr Konto in der großen Kladde finde. Also dann! Sehen Sie diese andere Seite da, mit roter Tinte? Das ist die Liste meiner Lieferanten in der Stadt. Sehen Sie sich mal den dritten Namen an. 
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Lesen Sie ihn mir laut vor.«

»Mrs. Oakshott, 117 Brixton Road – 249«, las Holmes. 

»Genau. Jetzt suchen Sie das in der Kladde.«

Holmes schlug die angegebene Seite auf. »Da ist es. ›Mrs. Oakshott, 117 Brixton Road, Eier und Ge-flügel.‹«

»Na, und was ist die letzte Eintragung?«

»›22. Dezember. Vierundzwanzig Gänse zu siebeneinhalb Shilling.‹«

»Genau. Da haben Sie es. Und was steht darunter?«

»›Verkauft an Mr. Windigate vom »Alpha« für zwölf Shilling.‹«

»Und was sagen Sie jetzt?«

Sherlock Holmes sah zutiefst betrübt drein. Er zog einen Sovereign aus der Tasche und warf ihn auf die Schranne; dann wandte er sich ab, mit dem Gesichtsausdruck eines Mannes, der allzu angeekelt ist, um noch zu sprechen. Einige Yards weiter blieb er unter einem Laternenpfahl stehen und lachte in seiner eigentümlichen, gleichzeitig herzhaften und lautlosen Art. 

»Wenn Sie einen Mann mit solchem Backenbart sehen, aus dessen Tasche eine Turf-Zeitschrift29

herauslugt, dann können Sie ihn immer mit einer Wette ködern«, sagte er. »Ich glaube, selbst wenn ich Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.285
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hundert Pfund bar auf den Tisch gelegt hätte, hätte er mir keine so vollständigen Informationen gegeben wie jetzt, als er meinte, er könnte mich bei einer Wette hereinlegen. Ich glaube, Watson, wir nähern uns dem Ende unserer Suche, und der einzige Punkt, der noch zu klären bleibt, ist die Frage, ob wir diese Mrs. 

Oakshott noch heute besuchen oder ob wir uns das für morgen aufheben. Nach dem, was dieser bärbeißige Bursche gesagt hat, ist es klar, daß außer uns noch andere sich für diese Sache interessieren, und ich sollte ...«

Seine Ausführungen wurden jählings von lautem Getöse unterbrochen, das an dem Stand ausgebrochen war, den wir eben erst verlassen, hatten. Als wir uns umdrehten, sahen wir einen kleinen Mann mit einem Rattengesicht; er stand im Mittelpunkt des gelben Lichtkreises unter der Hängelampe, während der Händler Breckinridge, eingerahmt von der Tür seiner Bude, wütend seine Fäuste vor der geduckten Gestalt schüttelte. 

»Ich habe euch und eure Gänse satt«, schrie er. 

»Von mir aus könnt ihr allesamt zum Teufel gehen. 

Wenn noch jemand kommt und mich mit diesem ver-maledeiten Unsinn löchert, lasse ich meinen Hund los. Sie können Mrs. Oakshott herbringen, und ihr werde ich antworten, aber was haben Sie damit zu schaffen? Habe ich die Gänse etwa von Ihnen ge-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.286
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kauft?«

»Nein, aber eine davon gehörte trotzdem mir«, winselte der kleine Mann. 

»Dann fragen Sie doch Mrs. Oakshott nach ihr.«

»Sie hat mir gesagt, ich soll Sie fragen.«

»Von mir aus können Sie den König von Preußen danach fragen. Ich habe genug davon. Verschwinden Sie hier!« Er stürzte wütend vor, und der Frager huschte in der Dunkelheit von hinnen. 

»Ha, das könnte uns einen Besuch in der Brixton Road ersparen«, flüsterte Holmes. »Kommen Sie, wir wollen sehen, was mit diesem Burschen anzufangen ist.« Mein Gefährte schritt aus, durchquerte die verstreuten Gruppen von Leuten, die um die erleuchteten Stände herumlungerten, holte den kleinen Mann sehr bald ein und berührte dessen Schulter. Er fuhr herum, und im Licht der Gaslaternen konnte ich sehen, daß jede Spur von Farbe aus seinem Gesicht gewichen war. 

»Wer sind Sie? Was wollen Sie?« fragte er mit zitternder Stimme. 

»Entschuldigen Sie«, sagte Holmes sanft, »aber es war mir unmöglich, die Fragen zu überhören, die Sie eben dem Händler gestellt haben. Ich glaube, ich könnte Ihnen helfen.«

»Sie? Wer sind Sie denn? Was könnten Sie denn schon von der Angelegenheit wissen?«
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»Mein Name ist Sherlock Holmes. Es gehört zu meinen Aufgaben, das zu wissen, was andere nicht wissen.«

»Aber hiervon können Sie doch wohl nichts wissen?«

»Verzeihen Sie, aber ich weiß alles darüber. Sie versuchen, die Spur einiger Gänse zu verfolgen, die von Mrs. Oakshott aus der Brixton Road an einen Händler namens Breckinridge, und von ihm wiederum an Mr. Windigate vom ›Alpha‹ verkauft worden sind, von diesem schließlich an seinen Club, in dem Mr. 

Henry Baker ein Mitglied ist.«

»Oh, Sir, Sie sind genau der Mann, den ich gesucht habe«, rief der kleine Bursche, mit ausgestreckter Hand und bebenden Fingern. »Ich kann Ihnen kaum sagen, wie sehr ich an dieser Sache interessiert bin.«

Sherlock Holmes hielt eine vorüberfahrende Droschke an. »In diesem Fall sollten wir es wohl besser in einem behaglichen Raum als auf diesem zugi-gen Markt erörtern«, sagte er. »Aber bevor wir fortfahren, sagen Sie mir doch bitte, mit wem ich das Vergnügen habe.«

Der Mann zögerte einen Augenblick lang. »Mein Name ist John Robinson«, antwortete er dann, mit einem verstohlenen Seitenblick. 

»Nein, nein, den richtigen Namen«, sagte Holmes milde. »Es ist immer mißlich, Geschäfte mit einem Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.288
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 alias  zu machen.«

Röte stahl sich auf die bleichen Wangen des Fremden. »Also schön«, sägte er, »in Wirklichkeit heiße ich James Ryder.«

»Das stimmt. Verwalter im Hotel Cosmopolitan. 

Bitte steigen Sie in den Wagen, und ich werde Ihnen sehr bald alles sagen können, was Sie nur wissen wollen.«

Der kleine Mann stand da und blickte von einem zum anderen, mit halb ängstlichen, halb hoffnungs-vollen Augen, wie einer, der nicht sicher weiß, ob er vor einer Glückssträhne oder einer Katastrophe steht. 

Dann stieg er in den Wagen, und eine halbe Stunde später waren wir wieder im Wohnraum in der Baker Street. Während der Fahrt war kein einziges Wort gefallen, aber das hohe, dünne Atmen unseres neuen Bekannten und das Öffnen und Schließen seiner Hände sprachen von der nervösen Spannung, die in ihm herrschte. 

»Da sind wir!« sagte Holmes munter, als wir hintereinander den Raum betraten. »Das Feuer sieht so aus, als wäre es dem Wetter angemessen. Sie sehen verfroren aus, Mr. Ryder. Nehmen Sie doch bitte den Korbsessel. Ich will mir nur eben meine Hausschuhe anziehen, bevor wir Ihr kleines Anliegen bereinigen. 

So! Sie möchten also wissen, was aus diesen Gänsen geworden ist?«
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»Ja, Sir.«

»Oder genauer, aus dieser Gans. Es war, glaube ich, nur ein Vogel, an dem Sie interessiert waren –

weiß, mit einem schwarzen Streifen am Sterz.«

Ryder zitterte vor Erregung. »Oh, Sir«, rief er, 

»können Sie mir sagen, wo sie geblieben ist?«

»Sie war hier.«

»Hier?«

»Ja, und es stellte sich heraus, daß sie ein überaus bemerkenswerter Vogel war. Ich verstehe sehr gut, daß Sie ein solches Interesse an ihr haben. Sie legte ein Ei, nachdem sie tot war – das hübscheste, leuch-tendste kleine blaue Ei, das jemals gesichtet wurde. 

Ich habe es hier in meinem Museum.«

Unser Besucher kam schwankend auf die Füße und klammerte sich mit der rechten Hand an den Kaminsims. Holmes schloß die Stahlkassette auf und hielt den blauen Karfunkel hoch, der wie ein Stern kalt und prächtig mit seinen vielen strahlenden Facetten aufleuchtete. Ryder stand dort und starrte ihn mit verzerrtem Gesicht an, unentschlossen, ob er ihn beanspruchen oder verleugnen sollte. 

»Das Spiel ist aus, Ryder«, sagte Holmes ruhig. 

»Halten Sie sich fest, Mann, sonst fallen Sie ins Feuer. Helfen Sie ihm zurück zum Sessel, Watson. Er ist nicht Manns genug, um ungestraft ein Kapitalverbrechen zu begehen. Geben Sie ihm einen Schuß Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.290
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Brandy. So! Jetzt sieht er ein bißchen menschlicher aus. Nein, welch ein Wurm!«

Einen Augenblick lang war er getaumelt und fast gefallen, aber der Brandy brachte wieder einen Hauch von Farbe auf seine Wangen, und mit angstvoll aufgerissenen Augen saß er da und starrte seinen Ankläger an. 

»Ich kenne fast alle Einzelheiten und habe alle Beweise, die ich überhaupt nur brauche, es gibt also nicht mehr viel, was Sie mir noch erzählen müßten. 

Immerhin können wir dieses wenige nun auch noch klarstellen, um den Fall zu vervollständigen. Ryder, Sie hatten von diesem blauen Stein der Gräfin von Morcar gehört?«

»Das war Catherine Cusack, die mir davon erzählt hat«, sagte er mit brüchiger Stimme. 

»Aha. Die Zofe von Mylady. Die Versuchung, plötzlichen Reichtum so leicht erringen zu können, war zu viel für Sie, wie schon für bessere Männer vor Ihnen; aber Sie hatten keine besonderen Skrupel bei der Wahl Ihrer Mittel. Es scheint mir so, Ryder, als wären Sie aus dem Holz, aus dem man nette kleine Schurken macht. Sie wußten, daß dieser Homer, der Klempner, schon einmal die Finger in so einer Sache gehabt hat und deshalb um so schneller in Verdacht geraten würde. Was haben Sie dann getan? Sie haben irgend etwas im Zimmer von Mylady angerichtet –
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Sie und Ihre Spießgesellin Cusack – und dafür gesorgt, daß man nach Horner schickt, um es in Ordnung zu bringen. Als er wieder gegangen war, haben Sie die Schmuckschatulle geplündert, Alarm ausgelöst und diesen unglücklichen Mann verhaften lassen. 

Dann haben Sie ...«

Ryder warf sich plötzlich auf den Teppich nieder und umklammerte die Knie meines Gefährten. »Um Gottes willen, seien Sie gnädig!« kreischte er. »Denken Sie an meinen Vater! An meine Mutter! Es würde ihnen das Herz brechen. Ich habe noch nie etwas Böses getan! Ich werde es nie wieder tun! Das schwö-

re ich. Ich schwöre es auf eine Bibel. Oh, bringen Sie es nur nicht vor Gericht! Um Himmels willen, tun Sie es nicht!«

»Zurück in Ihren Sessel!« sagte Holmes streng. 

»Sie können jetzt gut wimmern und zu Kreuze kriechen, aber Sie haben reichlich wenig Gedanken an den armer Horner verschwendet, der für ein Verbrechen auf der Anklagebank sitzt, von dem er nichts weiß.«

»Ich werde fliehen, Mr. Holmes. Ich gehe außer Landes, Sir. Dann wird die Anklage gegen ihn zusammenbrechen.«

»Hm! Darüber sprechen wir noch. Aber jetzt berichten Sie uns wahrheitsgemäß über den nächsten Akt. Wie kam der Stein in die Gans, und wie kam die Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.292
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Gans auf den freien Markt? Sagen Sie uns die Wahrheit; das ist Ihre einzige Hoffnung, ungestraft davon-zukommen.«

Ryder fuhr sich mit der Zunge über die spröden Lippen. »Ich will es Ihnen erzählen, genau so, wie es sich abgespielt hat, Sir«, sagte er. »Als Homer verhaftet war, dachte ich, es wäre wohl das Beste, wenn ich mich mit dem Stein sofort davonmache; ich wußte ja nicht, ob nicht die Polizei es sich im nächsten Moment in den Kopf setzt, mich und mein Zimmer zu durchsuchen. Im Hotel wäre er nirgendwo sicher gewesen. Ich bin aus dem Hotel, als ob ich einen Auftrag zu erledigen hätte, und zum Haus meiner Schwester gegangen. Sie hat einen Mann namens Oakshott geheiratet und lebt in der Brixton Road, wo sie Geflü-

gel für den Markt mästet. Den ganzen Tag hatte ich das Gefühl, jeder, dem ich begegne, ist ein Polizist oder Detektiv, und obwohl die Nacht kalt war, war ich schweißgebadet, als ich in der Brixton Road ankam. Meine Schwester fragte mich, was los ist, und warum ich so bleich bin; ich habe ihr aber gesagt, ich wäre nur aufgeregt über den Juwelendiebstahl im Hotel. Dann bin ich in den Hinterhof gegangen und habe eine Pfeife geraucht und überlegt, was ich wohl am besten tun sollte. 

Ich hatte einmal einen Freund namens Maudsley, und der hat gerade seine Zeit in Pentonville abgeses-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.293
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sen. Vor kurzem ist er mir begegnet und hat angefangen, mir über die Arbeit von Dieben zu erzählen, und wie sie die Sachen loswerden, die sie gestohlen haben. Ich wußte, daß ich mich auf ihn verlassen konnte, weil ich ein oder zwei Dinge über ihn weiß, deshalb habe ich mich dazu entschlossen, sofort nach Kilburn zu gehen, wo er wohnt, und ihn einzuweihen. 

Er würde mir bestimmt sagen, wie ich den Stein zu Geld machen kann. Aber wie sollte ich sicher zu ihm kommen? Ich dachte an die Ängste, die ich auf dem Weg vom Hotel durchgemacht hatte. Man konnte mich ja jeden Moment festnehmen und durchsuchen, und dann hätte ich den Stein in der Westentasche. 

Dabei stand ich die ganze Zeit an die Wand gelehnt und starrte auf die Gänse, die mir um die Füße wat-schelten, und dann hatte ich plötzlich eine Idee, wie ich auch den besten Detektiv schlagen könnte, den es je gegeben hat. 

Ein paar Wochen vorher hatte meine Schwester mir gesagt, ich könnte mir als Weihnachtsgeschenk von ihr die Gans aussuchen, die ich haben wollte, und ich wußte ja, daß sie immer für ihr Wort einsteht. Ich würde mir die Gans jetzt schon nehmen, und sie sollte meinen Stein nach Kilburn tragen. Im Hof steht ein kleiner Schuppen, und hinter den habe ich einen der Vögel gejagt, ein schönes großes Tier, weiß, mit einem gestreiften Sterz. Ich habe sie gefangen, ihr mit Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.294
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Gewalt den Schnabel geöffnet und ihr den Stein in die Gurgel geschoben, soweit mein Finger reicht. Die Gans schluckt, und ich kann fühlen, wie der Stein durch den Hals nach unten in den Kropf rutscht. Aber das Tier schlägt mit den Flügeln und zetert, und schon taucht meine Schwester auf, um nachzusehen, was los ist. Als ich mich umdrehe, um mit ihr zu reden, reißt sich das Vieh los und verschwindet flügelschlagend zwischen den anderen. 

›Was machst du denn da mit dem Vogel, Jem?‹

sagt meine Schwester. 

›Also‹, sage ich, ›du hast gesagt, du schenkst mir eine zu Weihnachten, und ich wollte feststellen, welche die fetteste ist.‹

›Oh‹, sagt sie, ›deine haben wir schon aussortiert. 

Jems Vogel nennen wir sie. Die große weiße Gans da drüben. Hier sind gerade sechsundzwanzig, das macht eine für dich, eine für uns und zwei Dutzend für den Markt.‹

›Danke, Maggie‹, sage ich, ›aber wenn es dir nichts ausmacht, nehme ich lieber die, die ich gerade in der Hand hatte.‹

›Aber die andere ist gut drei Pfund schwerer‹ sagt sie, ›und wir haben sie extra für dich gemästet.‹

›Macht nichts. Ich möchte die andere haben, und ich nehme sie gleich mit‹, sage ich. 

›Mach, was du willst‹, sagt sie, ein bißchen belei-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.295

Der blaue Karfunkel

Doyle-WA Bd. 5, 201

digt. ›Also, welche willst du jetzt?‹

›Die weiße da, mit dem Streifen am Sterz, mitten in der Schar.‹

›Na gut. Schlachte sie und nimm sie mit.‹

Also, ich habe getan, was sie gesagt hat, Mr. Holmes, und ich habe den Vogel die ganze Strecke nach Kilburn getragen. Ich erzähle meinem Kumpel, was ich angestellt habe, er ist nämlich einer, dem man so etwas ganz einfach erzählen kann. Er lacht, bis ihm die Luft wegbleibt, und wir haben ein Messer genommen und die Gans aufgemacht. Dann ist mir das Herz stehengeblieben; wir haben nämlich keine Spur von dem Stein gefunden, und ich wußte, daß ich einen schrecklichen Fehler gemacht hatte. Ich habe den Vogel Vogel sein lassen und bin zurück zu meiner Schwester gerannt und in den Hof gestürzt. Aber da war kein einziger Vogel mehr. 

›Wo sind die alle, Maggie?‹ rufe ich. 

›Zum Händler.‹

›Welcher Händler?‹

›Breckinridge, Covent Garden.‹

›Aber war denn da noch eine mit Streifen am Sterz?‹ frage ich. ›Genau wie die, die ich mir ausgesucht habe?‹

›Ja, Jem, wir hatten zwei mit gestreiften Sterzen, und ich habe sie nie auseinanderhalten können.‹

Da ist mir natürlich alles klar gewesen, und ich bin Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.296
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zu diesem Breckinridge gerannt, so schnell ich konnte; aber er hatte die ganze Lieferung sofort weiterver-kauft und wollte mir überhaupt nicht sagen, wohin sie gegangen waren. Sie haben ihn ja heute abend selbst gehört. Mir hat er jedesmal genau so geantwortet. 

Meine Schwester hält mich jetzt für verrückt. Manchmal glaube ich das selbst. Und jetzt – jetzt bin ich ein gebrandmarkter Dieb, und dabei habe ich den Reichtum, für den ich meinen guten Ruf aufs Spiel gesetzt habe, nie angefaßt. Gott helfe mir! Gott helfe mir!« Er brach in krampfhaftes Schluchzen aus und vergrub das Gesicht in den Händen. 

Ein langes Schweigen stellte sich ein, unterbrochen nur von seinem Schnaufen und vom leisen, gleichmä-

ßigen Klopfen von Sherlock Holmes' Fingerspitzen auf dem Tisch. Schließlich erhob mein Freund sich und riß die Tür auf. 

»Hinaus!« sagte er. 

»Was, Sir! Oh, Gott segne Sie!«

»Kein Wort mehr. Hinaus!«

Weitere Worte waren auch nicht nötig. Er stürzte hinaus, polterte die Treppe hinab, die Haustür fiel krachend ins Schloß, und wir hörten ihn immer leiser die Straße hinabrennen. 

»Letzten Endes, Watson«, sagte Holmes, als er die Hand nach seiner Tonpfeife ausstreckte, »werde ich nicht von der Polizei bezahlt, um ihre Fehler auszubü-
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geln. Wenn Homer in Gefahr wäre, wäre es etwas anderes, aber da dieser Bursche nicht mehr gegen ihn aussagen kann, wird die Anklage zusammenbrechen. 

Ich glaube, ich übertrete gerade ein Gesetz, aber möglicherweise rette ich damit eine Seele. Dieser Mann wird kein Verbrechen mehr begehen. Das hat ihn zu sehr entsetzt. Wenn man ihn jetzt ins Gefängnis steckt, macht man einen lebenslangen Galgenvogel aus ihm. Abgesehen davon haben wir die Jahreszeit der Vergebung. Der Zufall hat uns ein ganz einzigartiges und absonderliches Problem zugespielt, und es gelöst zu haben, ist Belohnung genug. Wenn Sie die Freundlichkeit aufbrächten, zu läuten, Doktor, könnten wir mit einer anderen Untersuchung beginnen, bei der wieder ein Vogel die Hauptrolle spielt.«
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Wenn ich meine Notizen zu mehr als siebzig Fällen überfliege, in denen ich während der letzten acht Jahre die Methoden meines Freundes Sherlock Holmes studiert habe, so stelle ich fest, daß viele tragisch waren, einige komisch, eine große Anzahl schlicht seltsam, aber keiner gewöhnlich; da er nämlich eher aus Liebe zu seiner Kunst arbeitete, denn um Reichtum zu erwerben, lehnte er es stets ab, Teil an einer Nachforschung zu haben, die nicht in den Bereich des Ungewöhnlichen oder gar des Phantastischen fiel. Unter all diesen verschiedenartigen Fällen kann ich mich jedoch nicht eines einzigen entsinnen, welcher abson-derlichere Züge aufgewiesen hätte als jener, der die in Surrey wohlbekannte Familie der Roylotts aus Stoke Moran betraf. Die fraglichen Ereignisse trugen sich in den frühen Tagen meiner Zusammenarbeit mit Holmes zu, da wir als Junggesellen Räume in der Baker Street teilten. Möglicherweise hätte ich die Vorfälle schon früher schriftlich niedergelegt, doch hatte ich zu jener Zeit das Versprechen abgelegt, alles geheimzuhalten; davon wurde ich erst im vergangenen Monat durch den unzeitigen Tod der Dame befreit, der ich diese Zusage gegeben hatte. Vielleicht ist es gut, daß die Tatsachen nunmehr ans Licht gelangen, denn ich Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.299
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weiß zuverlässig, daß über den Tod von Dr. Grimesby Roylott in weitem Umkreis Gerüchte verbreitet sind, die die Angelegenheit eher noch schrecklicher machen, als die Wahrheit ohnehin war. 

Es war Anfang April des Jahres 1883; eines Morgens erwachte ich, als Sherlock Holmes, völlig angekleidet, neben meinem Bett stand. In der Regel war er Spätaufsteher, und da die Uhr auf dem Kaminsims mir zeigte, daß es erst ein Viertel nach sieben war, blinzelte ich in einiger Überraschung zu ihm auf, vielleicht auch mit ein wenig Mißbilligung, denn ich selbst war immer regelmäßigen Gewohnheiten treu. 

»Tut mir leid, daß ich Sie wecke, Watson«, sagte er, »aber das trifft heute früh alle. Mrs. Hudson wurde geweckt, sie hat sich an mir revanchiert, und ich an Ihnen.«

»Was ist denn los? Brennt es?«

»Nein, ein Klient. Anscheinend ist eine junge Dame in sehr erregtem Zustand eingetroffen, die darauf besteht, mit mir zu sprechen. Sie wartet nun im Wohnzimmer. Wenn aber junge Damen zu dieser Morgenstunde durch die Metropole schweifen und verschlafene Leute aus ihren Betten werfen, nehme ich wohl an, daß sie etwas überaus Dringliches mitzuteilen haben. Sollte sich herausstellen, daß es ein interessanter Fall ist, dann bin ich sicher, daß Sie ihm von Anfang an würden folgen wollen. Jedenfalls habe Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.300
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ich mir gedacht, ich sollte Sie wecken und Ihnen eine Chance geben.«

»Mein lieber Freund, ich möchte das um nichts in der Welt versäumen.«

Es gab für mich kein größeres Vergnügen, als Sherlock Holmes bei seinen beruflichen Ermittlungen zu folgen und die schnellen Deduktionen zu bewundern, rasch wie Intuitionen und doch immer auf einem logischen Unterbau fußend, mit denen er die Probleme löste, die man ihm vorlegte. Eilig schlüpfte ich in meine Kleider und war innerhalb weniger Minuten bereit, meinen Freund in das Wohnzimmer hinab zu begleiten. Eine Dame in Schwarz, mit dichten Schleiern, die am Fenster gesessen hatte, erhob sich bei unserem Eintritt. 

»Guten Morgen, Madame«, sagte Holmes fröhlich. 

»Ich bin Sherlock Holmes. Dies ist mein guter Freund und Mitarbeiter, Dr. Watson, vor dem Sie so offen sprechen können wie vor mir. Ah, ich freue mich, daß Mrs. Hudson so vernünftig war, das Feuer anzuzünden. Bitte nehmen Sie beim Kamin Platz, und ich werde für Sie eine Tasse heißen Kaffees bringen lassen, denn ich sehe, daß Sie frösteln.«

»Es ist nicht die Kälte, die mich frösteln läßt«, sagte die Frau mit leiser Stimme; dabei kam sie der Aufforderung nach, ihren Sitzplatz zu wechseln. 

»Was denn?«
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»Furcht, Mr. Holmes. Große Angst.« Sie lüftete ihren Schleier, als sie das sagte, und wir konnten sehen, daß sie tatsächlich in einem erbarmungswürdigen Zustand der Erregung war; ihr Gesicht war grau und angespannt, mit unruhigen angstvollen Augen, ähnlich denen eines gehetzten Tieres. Ihre Gestalt und ihre Züge waren die einer dreißigjährigen Frau, doch war ihr Haar von vorzeitigem Grau durchsetzt, und im ganzen wirkte sie erschöpft und abgehärmt. Sherlock Holmes musterte sie mit einem seiner kurzen, allum-fassenden Blicke. 

»Sie brauchen keine Angst zu haben«, sagte er be-sänftigend; er beugte sich vor und tätschelte ihren Arm. »Ich zweifle nicht daran, daß wir bald alles in Ordnung bringen werden. Wie ich sehe, sind Sie heute früh mit dem Zug in die Stadt gekommen.«

»Sie kennen mich also?«

»Nein, aber ich stelle fest, daß Sie die zweite Hälf-te einer Rückfahrkarte in Ihrem linken Handschuh stecken haben. Sie müssen früh aufgebrochen sein, und außerdem hatten Sie schon eine längere Fahrt in einem kleinen Pferdewagen hinter sich, und zwar über schlechte Straßen, bevor Sie den Bahnhof erreicht haben.«

Die Dame schrak heftig zusammen und starrte meinen Gefährten fassungslos an. 

»Daran ist nichts Geheimnisvolles, liebe gnädige Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.302
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Frau«, sagte er lächelnd. »Der linke Ärmel Ihres Jacketts ist an nicht weniger als sieben Stellen von Lehm bespritzt. Die Flecken sind ganz frisch. Außer einem kleinen einspännigen Jagdwagen gibt es kein Gefährt, das in dieser Weise Lehm aufwürfe, und dies auch nur dann, wenn Sie links neben dem Fahrer sitzen.«

»Wie auch immer Sie darauf gekommen sind, Sie haben vollkommen recht«; sagte sie. »Ich bin vor sechs Uhr morgens von zu Hause aufgebrochen, war um zwanzig nach sechs in Leatherhead und habe den ersten Zug zur Waterloo Station genommen. Sir, ich kann diese Anspannung nicht länger ertragen, ich werde noch wahnsinnig, wenn dieser Druck weiter an-hält. Ich habe niemanden, an den ich mich wenden könnte – niemanden, außer einem, und dieser arme Bursche kann mir nicht sehr viel helfen. Ich habe von Ihnen gehört, Mr. Holmes; Mrs. Farintosh, der Sie in der Stunde bitterster Not geholfen haben, hat mir von Ihnen erzählt. Von ihr habe ich Ihre Adresse bekommen. Oh, Sir, meinen Sie nicht, Sie könnten vielleicht auch mir helfen und zumindest ein klein wenig Licht in die tiefe Dunkelheit bringen, die mich umgibt? Gegenwärtig bin ich außerstande, Sie für Ihre Dienste zu entlohnen, aber in ein oder zwei Monaten werde ich verheiratet sein und über mein eigenes Einkommen selbst verfügen können, und spätestens dann werden Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.303
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Sie feststellen, daß ich nicht undankbar bin.«

Holmes wandte sich seinem Schreibtisch zu, schloß ihn auf, zog das kleine Buch hervor, in dem er seine Fälle notierte, und konsultierte es. 

»Farintosh«, sagte er. »Ah ja. Ich erinnere mich an den Fall; er hatte mit einer Opal-Tiara zu tun. Ich glaube, das war vor Ihrer Zeit, Watson. Ich kann nur feststellen, Madame, daß ich Ihrem Fall mit Vergnü-

gen die gleiche Sorgfalt widmen will wie dem Ihrer Freundin. Was eine Belohnung angeht, so birgt mein Beruf seine eigene Belohnung; es steht Ihnen jedoch frei, meine eventuell anfallenden Ausgaben zu einem Ihnen genehmen Zeitpunkt zu erstatten. Und nun ersuche ich Sie, uns alles darzulegen, was uns dabei helfen könnte, uns in dieser Angelegenheit eine Meinung zu bilden.«

»Leider ist das eigentlich Grauenhafte an meiner Lage«, erwiderte unsere Besucherin, »daß meine Ängste so vage sind und daß mein Verdacht so völlig ab-hängig ist von Winzigkeiten, die einem anderen als unwichtig erscheinen können, so daß sogar der Mann, bei dem ich vor allen anderen mit Recht Rat und Hilfe suchen darf, alles, was ich ihm erzähle, als die Wahn-vorstellungen einer nervösen Frau ansieht. Er sagt es nicht, aber ich kann es seinen besänftigenden Antworten und den abgewandten Augen entnehmen. Aber ich habe gehört, Mr. Holmes, daß Sie tiefen Einblick in Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.304
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die vielfältige Boshaftigkeit des menschlichen Herzens besitzen. Vielleicht können Sie mir raten, wie ich mich inmitten der mich umgebenden Gefahren verhalten soll.«

»Sie haben meine ganze Aufmerksamkeit, Madame.«

»Ich heiße Helen Stoner und wohne bei meinem Stiefvater, dem letzten Überlebenden einer der ältesten angelsächsischen Familien in England, der Roylotts aus Stoke Moran, an der Westgrenze von Surrey.«

Holmes nickte. »Der Name ist mir bekannt«, sagte er. 

»Die Familie gehörte früher einmal zu den reichsten in England, und das Besitztum erstreckte sich über die Grenzen hinaus nach Berkshire im Norden und Hampshire im Westen. Im letzten Jahrhundert waren jedoch vier Erben nacheinander von ver-schwenderischem und liederlichem Wesen, und in der Zeit der Regentschaft30 hat ein Spieler für den endgültigen Ruin der Familie gesorgt. Nichts ist übriggeblieben außer einigen  acres 31 an Boden und dem zweihundert Jahre alten Haus, das aber auch mit einer schweren Hypothek belastet ist. Der letzte Squire32

hat dort sein Dasein gefristet und das schreckliche Leben eines verarmten Adligen geführt; aber sein einziger Sohn, mein Stiefvater, hatte begriffen, daß er Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.305
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sich den neuen Gegebenheiten anpassen mußte, und hat sich von einem Verwandten Geld vorschießen lassen, was es ihm ermöglicht hat, den Grad eines Doktors der Medizin zu erwerben. Er ist nach Kalkutta gegangen, wo er dank seiner beruflichen Tüchtigkeit und seiner starken Persönlichkeit eine gutgehende Praxis aufbauen konnte. In einem Anfall von Wut wegen einiger, im Haus verübter Diebstähle hat er aber seinen eingeborenen Butler zu Tode geprügelt und ist nur knapp der Todesstrafe entgangen. Statt dessen hat er eine lange Haftstrafe verbüßt und ist danach als verdrossener und enttäuschter Mann nach England heimgekehrt. 

Als Dr. Roylott noch in Indien war, heiratete er meine Mutter, Mrs. Stoner, die junge Witwe von Ge-neralmajor Stoner, von der Bengalischen Artillerie. 

Meine Schwester Julia und ich sind Zwillinge, und wir waren erst zwei Jahre alt, als meine Mutter wieder heiratete. Sie verfügte über eine beträchtliche Summe Geldes, nicht weniger als tausend Pfund im Jahr, und diese hat sie vollständig Dr. Roylott überschrieben, solange wir bei ihm wohnen, mit dem Zusatz, daß uns beiden im Fall einer Heirat jährlich eine gewisse Summe zusteht. Kurz nach unserer Rückkehr nach England ist meine Mutter gestorben – sie ist vor acht Jahren bei einem Eisenbahnunglück in der Nähe von Crewe umgekommen. Damals hat Dr. Roylott seine Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.306
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Versuche aufgegeben, sich in London eine Praxis aufzubauen, und er ist mit uns in das Haus seiner Ahnen in Stoke Moran gezogen. Das Geld, das meine Mutter hinterlassen hatte, reichte aus für all unsere Bedürfnisse, und es schien nichts zu geben, was uns daran hätte hindern können, glücklich zu sein. 

Aber etwa zu dieser Zeit begann unser Stiefvater sich schrecklich zu verändern. Statt sich mit unseren Nachbarn, die zunächst überglücklich gewesen waren, endlich wieder einen Roylott aus Stoke Moran im alten Familiensitz zu sehen, anzufreunden und Besuche auszutauschen, hat er sich in seinem Haus eingeschlossen und es nur noch selten verlassen, und wenn, dann um wilde Streitereien mit allen anzufangen, die ihm in den Weg kamen. Ein zum Manischen neigendes hitziges Temperament ist bei den Männern der Familie immer erblich gewesen, und im Fall meines Stiefvaters ist es, wie ich annehme, durch seinen langen Aufenthalt in den Tropen noch verschlimmert worden. Es gab eine Reihe unwürdiger Zänkereien, von denen zwei vor dem Polizeigericht endeten, und so ist er schließlich zum Schrecken des Dorfes geworden, und die Leute nehmen Reißaus, wenn sie ihn kommen sehen, denn er ist ein Mann von ungeheurer Kraft und völlig unkontrollierbar, wenn er in Wut gerät. 
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über ein Geländer in den Fluß geworfen, und nur indem ich alles Geld bezahlte, das ich auftreiben konnte, war es mir möglich, eine weitere öffentliche Bloßstellung zu vermeiden. Er hat keinerlei Freunde außer den Zigeunern, und er erlaubt es diesen Vagabunden, auf den wenigen  acres  mit Dornengestrüpp bedeckten Landes zu kampieren, die das Familiengut darstellen, und als Gegenleistung nimmt er die Gastfreundschaft ihrer Zelte an und geht manchmal mit ihnen wochenlang auf Wanderschaft. Außerdem hat er eine Leidenschaft für Tiere aus Indien, die ihm ein Korrespondent schickt, und zur Zeit besitzt er einen Geparden und einen Pavian, die auf dem Besitz frei herumlaufen und von den Dorfbewohnern fast so sehr gefürchtet werden wie ihr Herr. 

Bei dem, was ich Ihnen erzähle, können Sie sich sicher vorstellen, daß meine Schwester Julia und ich nicht viel Erfreuliches erlebten. Kein Dienstbote wollte bei uns bleiben, und lange Zeit haben wir alle Arbeit im Haus getan. Als sie starb, war sie erst dreißig, und dennoch hatte ihr Haar schon begonnen, weiß zu werden, genau wie meines.«

»Ihre Schwester ist demnach tot?«

»Sie ist vor etwa zwei Jahren gestorben, und ich möchte mit Ihnen über ihren Tod sprechen. Sie verstehen sicher, daß wir bei der Art des Lebens, die ich Ihnen beschrieben habe, nicht viele Gelegenheiten Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.308
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hatten, jemanden unseres Alters und unserer Stellung kennenzulernen. Wir haben aber eine Tante, die unverheiratete Schwester meiner Mutter, eine Miss Honoria Westphail; sie lebt in der Nähe von Harrow, und hin und wieder durften wir sie für kurze Zeit besuchen. Weihnachten vor zwei Jahren war Julia dort und lernte einen auf Halbsold befindlichen Major der Marine-Infanterie kennen, mit dem sie sich verlobte. 

Als meine Schwester zurückkam, hat mein Stiefvater von dieser Verlobung erfahren und keine Einwände gegen eine Heirat erhoben; aber etwa zwei Wochen vor dem Tag, für den die Hochzeit festgesetzt war, hat sich das schreckliche Ereignis zugetragen, das mich meiner einzigen Gefährtin beraubt hat.«

Sherlock Holmes hatte sich mit geschlossenen Augen in seinem Sessel zurückgelehnt und den Kopf auf ein Kissen sinken lassen, nun aber öffnete er die Lider ein wenig und blickte seine Besucherin an. 

»Ich bitte Sie, seien Sie ganz präzise mit den Einzelheiten«, sagte er. 

»Das fallt mir nicht schwer, weil jedes Ereignis dieser schrecklichen Zeit in mein Gedächtnis eingebrannt ist. Wie ich schon gesagt habe, ist das Herrenhaus sehr alt, und heute wird nur noch ein Flügel bewohnt. Die Schlafräume in diesem Flügel liegen im Erdgeschoß, die Wohnräume befinden sich im mittleren Trakt des Gebäudes. Der erste Schlafraum ist der Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.309
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von Dr. Roylott, der zweite der meiner Schwester, der dritte meiner. Zwischen ihnen gibt es keine Verbindung, aber sie gehen alle auf denselben Korridor. 

Drücke ich mich verständlich aus?«

»Vollkommen.«

»Die Fenster der drei Zimmer gehen zum Rasen. In jener unheilvollen Nacht war Dr. Roylott schon früh in sein Zimmer gegangen, aber wir wußten, daß er sich nicht zurückgezogen hatte um zu ruhen; meine Schwester fühlte sich nämlich durch den Geruch der starken indischen Zigarren gestört, die er immer raucht. Sie hat deshalb ihr Zimmer verlassen und ist in meines gekommen, und da haben wir eine Weile gesessen und über ihre bevorstehende Heirat geplaudert. Um elf Uhr ist sie aufgestanden, um zu gehen, aber an der Tür ist sie stehengeblieben und hat sich umgedreht. 

›Sag mir, Helen‹, hat sie gesagt, ›hast du jemals jemanden mitten in der Nacht pfeifen hören?‹

›Nie‹, habe ich geantwortet. 

›Du glaubst nicht, daß du selbst vielleicht im Schlaf pfeifst?‹

›Bestimmt nicht. Aber warum denn nur?‹

›Weil ich in den letzten paar Nächten immer gegen drei Uhr morgens ein deutliches leises Pfeifen gehört habe. Ich habe ja einen leichten Schlaf und bin davon aufgewacht. Ich weiß nicht, woher es gekommen ist –
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vielleicht aus dem Nebenzimmer, vielleicht vom Rasen. Ich dachte mir, ich frage dich einfach, ob du es auch gehört hast.‹

›Nein, habe ich nicht. Das müssen diese schrecklichen Zigeuner im Gestrüpp sein.‹

›Wahrscheinlich. Aber trotzdem – wenn es vom Rasen käme, müßtest du es doch auch gehört haben.‹

›Aber ich schlafe doch viel fester als du.‹

›Ach, wie auch immer, es ist ja nicht besonders wichtig.‹

Sie hat mich angelächelt, meine Tür geschlossen, und einige Augenblicke später hörte ich, wie sich ihr Schlüssel im Schloß drehte.«

»Interessant«, sagte Holmes. »Haben Sie sich nachts immer eingeschlossen?«

»Ja, immer.«

»Und warum?«

»Ich glaube, ich habe schon erwähnt, daß der Doktor einen Geparden und einen Pavian hält. Wir haben uns nie sicher gefühlt, wenn die Türen nicht abgeschlossen waren.«

»Verständlich. Bitte fahren Sie mit Ihrer Schilderung fort.«

»In dieser Nacht konnte ich nicht schlafen. Mich bedrückte ein undeutliches Gefühl von drohendem Unheil. Wie Sie sich erinnern werden, waren meine Schwester und ich Zwillinge, und Sie wissen ja, wie Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.311
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fein die Verbindungen zwischen zwei so eng verwandten Seelen sind. Es war eine wilde Nacht. Drau-

ßen heulte der Wind, und der Regen klopfte und klatschte gegen die Fenster. Mitten in all dem Aufruhr des Sturms habe ich plötzlich das laute Schreien einer erschreckten Frau gehört. Ich wußte, es war die Stimme meiner Schwester. Ich bin aus dem Bett gesprungen, habe mich in einen Schal gewickelt und bin auf den Flur gestürzt. Als ich meine Tür öffnete, glaubte ich, ein leises Pfeifen zu hören, so wie meine Schwester es beschrieben hatte, und einige Augenblicke spä-

ter ein klapperndes Geräusch, so, als wäre ein Stück Metall gefallen. Als ich durch den Korridor gelaufen bin, wurde die Tür meiner Schwester aufgesperrt und drehte sich langsam in den Angeln. Ich habe entsetzt dorthin gestarrt, weil ich nicht wußte, was durch die Tür kommen würde. Im Licht der Flurlampe sehe ich meine Schwester in der Öffnung erscheinen, das Gesicht kalkweiß vor Entsetzen; ihre Hände greifen hil-fesuchend um sich, und ihr ganzer Körper schwankt vor und zurück wie der einer Betrunkenen. Ich bin zu ihr gelaufen und habe sie in die Arme genommen, aber in diesem Moment gaben ihre Knie nach, und sie ist auf den Boden gefallen. Sie hat sich gewunden, als hätte sie schreckliche Schmerzen, und ihre Glieder waren furchtbar verkrampft. Zuerst habe ich geglaubt, sie hätte mich nicht erkannt, aber als ich mich über Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.312
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sie beuge, schreit sie plötzlich mit einer Stimme, die ich nie vergessen werde: ›Oh mein Gott! Es war das Band! Das gesprenkelte Band!‹ Da war noch etwas, was sie sagen wollte, und sie hat mit ihrem Finger in die Luft gestochen, dorthin, wo das Zimmer des Doktors ist, aber dann packt sie ein neuer Krampf und erstickt die Worte. Ich bin losgelaufen und habe laut nach meinem Stiefvater gerufen, und er kam mir aus seinem Raum eilig im Morgenmantel entgegen. Als er meine Schwester erreichte, war sie ohnmächtig, und obwohl er ihr Brandy in die Kehle geschüttet und nach ärztlicher Hilfe aus dem Dorf geschickt hat, war doch alles vergebens; sie ist langsam zusammengesunken und gestorben, ohne wieder zu Bewußtsein zu kommen. Das war das schreckliche Ende meiner geliebten Schwester.«

»Einen Augenblick bitte«, sagte Holmes. »Sind Sie sicher, was dieses Pfeifen und das metallische Ge-räusch angeht? Könnten Sie das beschwören?«

»Das hat mich auch der Coroner der Grafschaft bei der gerichtlichen Untersuchung gefragt. Ich habe sehr deutlich den Eindruck, es gehört zu haben, aber bei all dem Getöse des Sturms und dem Knacken in einem alten Haus könnte ich mich vielleicht getäuscht haben.«

»War Ihre Schwester angekleidet?«

»Nein, sie trug ihr Nachtgewand. In ihrer rechten Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.313
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Hand hat man den verkohlten Stumpf eines Streichholzes gefunden, und in der linken eine Streichholzschachtel.«

»Das zeigt, daß sie Licht gemacht und sich umgeschaut hat, als ihre Besorgnis begann. Das ist wichtig. 

Und zu welchen Schlußfolgerungen ist der Coroner gelangt?«

»Er hat in diesem Fall sehr sorgfältig ermittelt, weil Dr. Roylotts Verhalten in der Grafschaft längst be-rüchtigt war, aber er konnte keine befriedigende Todesursache finden. Meine Aussage hat bewiesen, daß die Tür von innen abgeschlossen war, und die Fenster waren von altmodischen Läden mit breiten Eisenstan-gen versperrt, die jeden Abend vorgelegt wurden. 

Man hat die Wände sorgfältig untersucht und festgestellt, daß sie rundherum sehr solide sind, und mit dem gleichen Ergebnis wurden auch Boden und Decke überprüft. Der Kamin ist zwar breit, aber von vier großen Querstangen versperrt. Deshalb ist es sicher, daß meine Schwester ganz allein war, als sie den Tod fand. Außerdem waren an ihr keinerlei Anzeichen von Gewalt zu finden.«

»Wie steht es mit Gift?«

»Die Ärzte haben sie daraufhin untersucht, aber ohne Befund.«

»Was glauben Sie denn, woran die unglückliche Dame gestorben ist?«
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»Ich bin davon überzeugt, daß sie an schierer Angst und nervösem Schock gestorben ist, obwohl ich mir nichts denken kann, was sie so erschreckt haben könnte.«

»Waren die Zigeuner zu dieser Zeit auf dem Besitz?«

»Ja, es sind fast immer welche da.«

»Aha. Und was entnehmen Sie dieser Anspielung auf ein Band33 – ein gesprenkeltes Band?«

»Manchmal glaube ich, daß es nur wirres Reden im Delirium war, und manchmal, daß sie vielleicht auf eine Bande von Leuten verweisen wollte, möglicherweise auf eben die Zigeuner auf dem Gelände. Ich weiß nicht, ob die gefleckten Tücher, die so viele von ihnen um den Kopf tragen, ihr vielleicht dieses seltsame Adjektiv eingegeben haben.«

Holmes schüttelte den Kopf wie einer, der noch lange nicht zufrieden ist. 

»Das sind tiefe Wasser«, sagte er; »bitte fahren Sie in Ihrer Erzählung fort.«

»Seither sind zwei Jahre vergangen, und bis vor kurzem war mein Leben noch einsamer als früher. 

Vor einem Monat hat mir jedoch ein lieber Freund, den ich seit vielen Jahren kenne, die Ehre erwiesen, um meine Hand anzuhalten. Er heißt Armitage –

Percy Armitage –, er ist der zweite Sohn von Mr. Armitage aus Crane Water bei Reading. Mein Stiefvater Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.315
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hat keine Einwände gegen die Verbindung erhoben, und wir wollen im Lauf des Frühlings heiraten. Vor zwei Tagen hat man mit Ausbesserungsarbeiten im Westflügel des Hauses begonnen, und die Wand meines Schlafzimmers wurde aufgestemmt, so daß ich in den Raum habe umziehen müssen, in dem meine Schwester gestorben ist, und nun muß ich in ihrem Bett schlafen. Stellen Sie sich also mein Entsetzen vor, als ich in der letzten Nacht wachgelegen und über ihr schreckliches Schicksal nachgedacht habe und plötzlich in der Stille der Nacht das leise Pfeifen höre, das damals Vorbote ihres Todes gewesen war. Ich bin aufgesprungen und habe die Lampe angemacht, aber im Zimmer war nichts zu sehen. Ich war aber viel zu erschüttert, um wieder zu Bett zu gehen, deshalb habe ich mich angekleidet, und sobald es hell wurde, habe ich mich aus dem Haus geschlichen, im  Crown Inn gegenüber einen kleinen Wagen geliehen und bin nach Leatherhead gefahren, und von dort bin ich heute früh hergekommen, mit dem Anliegen, Sie zu sprechen und Ihren Rat zu suchen.«

»Sie haben sich klug verhalten«, sagte mein Freund. »Haben Sie mir aber wirklich alles erzählt?«

»Ja, alles.«

»Miss Stoner, das haben Sie nicht. Sie versuchen, Ihren Stiefvater zu decken.«

»Wieso, was meinen Sie?«

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.316

Das gesprenkelte Band

Doyle-WA Bd. 5, 215

Als Antwort schob Holmes die schwarze Rüschen-borte zurück, die die auf ihrem Knie liegende Hand unserer Besucherin säumte. Fünf kleine blasse Flek-ken, die Abdrücke von vier Fingern und einem Daumen, zeichneten sich auf dem weißen Handgelenk ab. 

»Man hat Sie grausam mißhandelt«, sagte Holmes. 

Tiefe Röte überzog das Gesicht der Dame, und sie bedeckte ihr verletztes Gelenk. »Er ist ein harter Mann«, sagte sie, »und kann vielleicht seine eigene Kraft nicht richtig einschätzen.«

Es stellte sich ein langes Schweigen ein, während-dessen Holmes sein Kinn auf die Hände stützte und ins prasselnde Feuer starrte. 

»Das ist eine sehr verwickelte Angelegenheit«, sagte er schließlich. »Da gibt es tausend Einzelheiten, die ich gern wüßte, bevor ich unser Vorgehen fest-lege. Und doch haben wir keinen Moment zu verlieren. Wenn wir heute nach Stoke Moran kämen, wäre es uns dann möglich, uns diese Räume ohne Wissen Ihres Stiefvaters anzusehen?«

»Zufällig hat er davon geredet, daß er heute wegen überaus wichtiger Geschäfte in die Stadt fahren wollte. Wahrscheinlich wird er den ganzen Tag fortbleiben, also würde nichts Sie stören. Wir haben jetzt eine Haushälterin, aber sie ist alt und närrisch, und ich könnte sie ganz leicht aus dem Weg schaffen.«

»Ausgezeichnet. Ihnen ist diese Reise nicht zuwi-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.317
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der, Watson?«

»Aber keineswegs.«

»Dann werden wir beide kommen. Was haben Sie selbst denn vor?«

»Es gibt ein oder zwei Dinge, die ich gern erledigen würde, da ich nun schon in der Stadt bin. Ich werde aber mit dem Zug um zwölf Uhr zurückfahren, um zeitig dort zu sein, wenn Sie eintreffen.«

»Dann können Sie uns am frühen Nachmittag erwarten. Ich habe selbst auch noch einige kleine geschäftliche Angelegenheiten zu regeln. Wollen Sie nicht zum Frühstück bleiben?«

»Nein, ich muß gehen. Mein Herz ist schon viel leichter, seit ich Ihnen meinen Kummer anvertraut habe. Ich freue mich darauf, Sie heute nachmittag wiederzusehen.« Sie ließ den dichten schwarzen Schleier vor ihr Gesicht fallen und glitt aus dem Raum. 

»Und was halten Sie nun von all dem, Watson?«

fragte Sherlock Holmes. Er lehnte sich in seinen Sessel zurück. 

»Das scheint mir eine sehr düstre und sinistre Angelegenheit zu sein.«

»Reichlich düster und sinister.«

»Wenn aber die Dame recht hat, indem sie sagt, daß Wände und Boden fest sind und daß man durch Tür, Fenster und Schlot nicht eindringen kann, dann Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.318
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muß ihre Schwester doch ohne Zweifel allein gewesen sein, als sie ihr mysteriöses Ende fand.«

»Was machen Sie denn dann mit diesen nächtlichen Pfiffen, und was mit diesen sehr merkwürdigen Worten der Sterbenden?«

»Ich kann mir keinen Reim darauf machen.«

»Wenn man all diese Vorstellungen zusammenfaßt, das nächtliche Pfeifen, die Anwesenheit einer Bande von Zigeunern, die mit diesem alten Arzt offenbar auf vertrautem Fuß stehen, die Tatsache, daß wir gute Gründe haben, anzunehmen, daß der Doktor daran interessiert ist, die Heirat seiner Stieftochter zu verhindern, die Anspielung der Sterbenden auf ein Band und schließlich die Tatsache, daß Miss Helen Stoner ein metallisches Klappern gehört hat, was sehr gut darauf zurückzuführen sein könnte, daß eine dieser Metall-stangen, mit denen die Läden befestigt sind, wieder in die Halterung gefallen ist, dann, so glaube ich, können wir mit guten Gründen annehmen, daß das Rätsel irgendwo in diesem abgesteckten Rahmen zu lösen ist.«

»Aber was haben denn diese Zigeuner getan?«

»Ich habe keine Ahnung.«

»Ich sehe viele Einwände gegen solch eine Theorie.«

»Ich auch. Und genau deshalb fahren wir heute nach Stoke Moran. Ich möchte mich davon überzeu-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.319
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gen, ob diese Einwände endgültig sind oder zerstreut werden können. Aber was zum Teufel soll das!«

Dieser Ausruf meines Freundes rührte daher, daß plötzlich unsere Tür aufgestoßen worden war und ein riesiger Mann wie eingerahmt in der Öffnung stand. 

Seine Kleidung war eine merkwürdige Mischung professioneller und ländlicher Dinge; er trug einen schwarzen Zylinder, einen langen Gehrock und ein Paar hoher Gamaschen; in seiner Hand schwang er eine Jagdpeitsche. Er war so groß, daß sein Hut an den oberen Türbalken stieß, und seine Masse schien den Rahmen ganz auszufüllen. Ein breites Gesicht, übersät von tausend Runzeln, von der Sonne gelb gebrannt und von den Malen aller schlimmen Leidenschaften gezeichnet, wandte sich uns beiden abwechselnd zu, und seine tiefliegenden galligen Augen und die hohe, dünne, fleischlose Nase verliehen ihm eine gewisse Ähnlichkeit mit einem wilden alten Raubvogel. 

»Wer von Ihnen ist Holmes?« fragte diese Erscheinung. 

»Das ist mein Name, Sir, aber damit sind Sie mir gegenüber im Vorteil«, sagte mein Gefährte ruhig. 

»Ich bin Dr. Grimesby Roylott aus Stoke Moran.«

»Tatsächlich, Doktor?« sagte Holmes sanftmütig. 

»Bitte nehmen Sie Platz.«

»Ich werde nichts derartiges tun. Meine Stieftochter Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.320
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war hier. Ich bin ihr gefolgt. Was hat sie Ihnen er-zählt?«

»Es ist ein wenig kalt für diese Jahreszeit«, sagte Holmes. 

»Was hat sie Ihnen erzählt?« schrie der alte Mann wütend. 

»Aber soviel ich gehört habe, sind die Krokusse vielversprechend«, fuhr mein Gefährte unerschütterlich fort. 

»Ha! Sie weichen mir aus, wie?« sagte unser neuer Gast; er machte einen Schritt vorwärts und schüttelte seine Jagdpeitsche. »Ich weiß Bescheid über Sie, Sie Schurke! Ich habe schon von Ihnen gehört. Sie sind Holmes, der seine Nase in alles hineinsteckt.«

Mein Freund lächelte. 

»Holmes der Wichtigtuer!«

Das Lächeln wurde breiter. 

»Holmes, der Bürohengst von Scotland Yard.«

Holmes kicherte herzlich. »Ihre Konversation ist höchst unterhaltsam«, sagte er. »Wenn Sie gehen, schließen Sie doch bitte die Tür, es zieht ganz entschieden.«

»Ich werde gehen, wenn ich gesagt habe, was ich sagen will. Wagen Sie es ja nicht, sich in meine Angelegenheiten einzumischen. Ich weiß, daß Miss Stoner hier war – ich bin ihr gefolgt! Es ist gefährlich, sich mit mir anzulegen! Sehen Sie her.« Er trat Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.321
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schnell vor, ergriff den Schürhaken und verbog ihn mit seinen riesigen braunen Händen. 

»Sehen Sie zu, daß Sie mir nicht in die Hände fallen«, knurrte er; er schleuderte den verbogenen Schürhaken in den Kamin und stampfte aus dem Raum. 

»Er scheint eine sehr liebenswerte Person zu sein«, sagte Holmes lachend. »Ich bin nicht ganz so massiv gebaut, aber wenn er geblieben wäre, hätte ich ihm zeigen können, daß mein Händedruck nicht viel schwächer ist als seiner.« Dabei nahm er den stählernen Schürhaken auf und bog ihn mit einer jähen Anstrengung wieder gerade. 

»Stellen Sie sich diese Unverschämtheit vor, mich mit den amtlichen Detektiven zu verwechseln! Immerhin gibt dieser Zwischenfall aber unserer Ermittlung neuen Auftrieb, und ich kann nur hoffen, daß unsere kleine Freundin nicht unter ihrem Leichtsinn leiden muß, weil sie es diesem Grobian möglich gemacht hat, sie zu verfolgen. Und nun, Watson, wollen wir unser Frühstück kommen lassen, und anschließend werde ich mich zum Zivilgerichtshof begeben, wo ich einige Daten zu erhalten hoffe, die uns in dieser Sache nützlich sein könnten.«

Es war fast ein Uhr, als Sherlock Holmes von seinem Ausflug heimkehrte. In der Hand hielt er ein Blatt blauen Papiers, das mit Zahlen und Notizen vollge-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.322
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kritzelt war. 

»Ich habe das Testament der verstorbenen Gattin gesehen«, sagte er. »Um seine genaue Bedeutung zu erfassen, mußte ich den augenblicklichen Wert der In-vestitionen errechnen, auf die es Bezug nimmt. Die Gesamtsumme der Einkünfte, die zur Zeit des Todes der Frau knapp unter 1100 Pfund lag, beläuft sich heute wegen des Verfalls der landwirtschaftlichen Preise auf nicht mehr als 750 Pfund. Im Fall der Eheschließung kann jede Tochter ein Einkommen von 250 Pfund beanspruchen. Es ist daher offensichtlich, daß, wenn beide Mädchen geheiratet hätten, dieser schöne Nachlaß nur noch ein Almosen wäre, und sogar eine einzige Heirat würde die Finanzen des Mannes ernstlich beschneiden. Meine Morgenarbeit war also nicht vergebens, denn sie hat den Beweis dafür geliefert, daß er sehr starke Motive hat, sich solchen Veränderungen entgegenzustellen. Also los, Watson; das ist viel zu ernst, als daß man viel Zeit vertrödeln dürfte, vor allem da der alte Mann weiß, daß wir uns für seine Angelegenheiten interessieren; wenn Sie also bereit sind, sollten wir einen Wagen rufen und zur Waterloo Station fahren. Ich wäre Ihnen sehr verbunden, wenn Sie Ihren Revolver einstecken wollten. Ein Modell  Eley No. 2  ist ein vorzügliches Argument gegen einen Gentleman, der stählerne Schürhaken zu Knoten biegen kann. Dies und eine Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.323
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Zahnbürste sind, glaube ich, alles, was wir brauchen.«

Wir hatten das Glück, an der Waterloo Station gleich einen Zug nach Leatherhead zu erwischen; dort mieteten wir uns im Bahnhofslokal einen kleinen Wagen und fuhren vier oder fünf Meilen über die lieblichen Landwege von Surrey. Es war ein wunderschöner Tag mit hellem Sonnenschein und einigen wenigen Wolkenvliesen am Himmel. Die Bäume und Hecken am Wegesrand ließen gerade ihre ersten grü-

nen Triebe sprießen, und die Luft war erfüllt vom angenehmen Duft der feuchten Erde. Zumindest für mich gab es einen seltsamen Kontrast zwischen den süßen Verheißungen des Frühlings und unserer düsteren Ermittlung. Mein Gefährte saß vorn auf dem Wagen; er hatte die Arme verschränkt, den Hut über die Augen gezogen und das Kinn auf die Brust sinken lassen. Er war in tiefem Nachdenken versunken. Plötzlich fuhr er jedoch auf, klopfte mir auf die Schulter und wies über die Weideflächen hinweg. 

»Sehen Sie, dort!« sagte er. 

Ein baumreicher Park zog sich einen sanften Abhang hinan und verdichtete sich am höchsten Punkt zu einem Hain. Dort oben ragten aus den Zweigen die grauen Giebel und der hohe Firstbalken eines uralten Herrenhauses. 

»Stoke Moran?« fragte er. 
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»Ja, Sir, das is' von Doktor Grimesby Roylott das Haus«, sagte der Kutscher. 

»Da sind Bauarbeiten im Gange«, sagte Holmes. 

»Genau da wollen wir hin.«

»Da is' das Dorf«, sagte der Kutscher; er deutete auf einen gedrängten Haufen von Dächern in einiger Entfernung zur Linken. »Aber wenn Sie zum Haus wollen, das is' für Sie kürzer hier übers Gatter und dann über den Feldweg. Da drüben, wo die Lady langgeht.«

»Und die Lady, nehme ich an, ist Miss Stoner«, bemerkte Holmes. Er beschattete seine Augen mit der Hand. »Ja, ich glaube, wir machen es am besten so, wie Sie vorgeschlagen haben.«

Wir stiegen aus, entlohnten den Kutscher, und der Wagen ratterte zurück nach Leatherhead. 

»Ich war der Meinung«, sagte Holmes, als wir über das Gatter klommen, »daß es gut ist, den Mann glauben zu lassen, wir seien als Architekten oder mit sonst einem bestimmten geschäftlichen Grund hergekommen. Vielleicht tratscht er dann nicht. Guten Tag, Miss Stoner. Sie sehen, wir halten unser Versprechen.«

Unsere Morgenklientin war uns entgegengelaufen; aus ihrem Gesicht sprach Freude. »Ich habe so sehr auf Sie gewartet«, rief sie; sie drückte uns herzlich die Hände. »Alles hat sich bestens gefügt. Dr. Roylott ist Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.325
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in die Stadt gefahren, und es ist kaum anzunehmen, daß er früher als zum Abend heimkommt.«

»Wir hatten das Vergnügen, die Bekanntschaft des Doktors zu machen«, sagte Holmes. Mit wenigen Worten umriß er, was sich ereignet hatte. Miss Stoner erblaßte bis in die Lippen, als sie es hörte. 

»Um Himmels willen!« rief sie. »Er ist mir also gefolgt.«

»Es scheint so.«

»Er ist so schlau, daß ich nie weiß, wann ich vor ihm sicher bin. Was wird er nur sagen, wenn er heimkommt?«

»Er sollte sich vorsehen; er könnte nämlich feststellen, daß ihm jemand auf der Spur ist, der schlauer ist als er. Sie müssen sich heute nacht vor ihm einschlie-

ßen. Wenn er gewalttätig wird, nehmen wir Sie mit und bringen Sie zu Ihrer Tante nach Harrow. Aber nun sollten wir unsere Zeit bestmöglich nutzen, also bringen Sie uns bitte umgehend zu den Räumen, die wir zu untersuchen haben.«

Das Gebäude war aus grauem, flechtenüberzoge-nem Stein, mit einem hohen Haupttrakt und Seitenflü-

geln, gebogen wie die Scheren eines Krebses. In einem der Flügel waren die Fenster zerbrochen und mit hölzernen Brettern vernagelt; das Dach war teilweise eingesunken, ein Bildnis des Niedergangs. Der Mittelteil war in kaum besserem Zustand, der rechte Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.326
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Block dagegen vergleichsweise modern; die Gardinen in den Fehstern und der blau gekräuselte Rauch aus den Schloten zeigten, daß hier die Familie wohnte. An der Kopfwand des Gebäudes hatte man Gerüste errichtet und die Steine aufgestemmt, aber zum Zeitpunkt unseres Besuchs waren keine Arbeiter zu sehen. 

Holmes ging langsam auf dem schlecht gepflegten Rasen hin und her und untersuchte mit größter Sorgfalt die Außenseiten der Fenster. 

»Dieses, nehme ich an, gehört zu dem Raum, in dem Sie gewöhnlich schlafen, das mittlere zum Zimmer Ihrer Schwester, und das dem Hauptgebäude nächstliegende zu Dr. Roylotts Raum?«

»Das ist richtig. Ich schlafe jetzt aber im mittleren Zimmer.«

»Bis zum Abschluß der Arbeiten, wenn ich Sie recht verstanden habe. Übrigens sieht es so aus, als gäbe es keine dringenden Gründe für Reparaturen an der Kopfwand.«

»Es gibt keine. Ich glaube, die Arbeiten sind nur ein Vorwand, um mich aus meinem Zimmer zu vertreiben.«

»Ah! Das ist aufschlußreich. Auf der anderen Seite dieses schmalen Flügels verläuft also der Korridor, auf den diese drei Räume führen. Der Flur hat doch sicher Fenster?«

»Ja, aber sie sind sehr klein. Zu eng, als daß je-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.327
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mand hindurchsteigen könnte.«

»Da Sie beide nachts Ihre Türen verschlossen hatten, waren die Zimmer von dieser Seite aus unzugänglich. Würden Sie nun bitte so freundlich sein, in Ihr Zimmer zu gehen und die Läden zu versperren?«

Miss Stoner tat, wie er sie gebeten hatte, und nach einer gründlichen Untersuchung durch das offene Fenster hindurch versuchte Holmes auf alle erdenklichen Arten, die Läden mit Gewalt zu öffnen, allerdings ohne jeden Erfolg. Es gab keinen Spalt, durch den man ein Messer schieben konnte, um die Stangen an-zuheben. Daraufhin untersuchte er mit Hilfe des Vergrößerungsglases die Angeln, aber sie waren ganz aus Eisen und fest in das dicke Mauerwerk eingelassen. 

»Hm!« machte er; er kratzte sich in beträchtlicher Verwirrung das Kinn. »Meine Theorie stößt offenbar auf einige Schwierigkeiten. Wenn diese Läden verriegelt sind, kann niemand hindurchgelangen. Nun, wir werden sehen, ob die Innenseite ein wenig Licht in diese Angelegenheit bringen kann.«

Eine kleine Nebentür führte in den weißgekälkten Korridor, an dem die drei Schlafräume lagen. Holmes lehnte eine Untersuchung des dritten Raums ab, daher begaben wir uns sogleich in den zweiten, in dem Miss Stoner nun schlief und in dem ihre Schwester den Tod gefunden hatte. Es war ein gemütliches kleines Zimmer mit niedriger Decke und einem riesigen Kamin Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.328
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nach Art der alten Landhäuser. Eine braune Kommode stand in einer Ecke, ein schmales Bett mit weißer Tagesdecke in der anderen, und links neben dem Fenster ein Frisiertisch. Zusammen mit zwei kleinen Korbstühlen stellten diese Gegenstände das gesamte Mobiliar des Raums dar, abgesehen von einem vierek-kigen Veloursteppich mitten im Zimmer. Die Leisten und die Wandtäfelung bestanden aus braunen, wurm-stichigen Eichenbrettern, so alt und verblaßt, daß sie zur ursprünglichen Einrichtung aus der Zeit des Baus gehören mochten. Holmes zog einen der Sessel in eine Ecke und saß dort schweigend, während seine Augen hin und her und auf und nieder schweiften und jede Einzelheit des Raumes aufnahmen. 

»Wohin fuhrt dieser Klingelzug?« fragte er schließ-

lich; er deutete auf einen dicken Glockenstrang, der neben dem Bett hing. Die Quaste lag sogar auf dem Kopfkissen. 

»Ins Zimmer der Haushälterin.«

»Er sieht neuer aus als die anderen Dinge hier?«

»Ja, er ist erst vor ein paar Jahren dort angebracht worden.«

»Ich nehme an, Ihre Schwester wollte es?«

»Nein; ich glaube nicht, daß sie ihn je benutzt hat. 

Wir haben uns immer selbst alles beschafft, was wir brauchten.«

»Es scheint wirklich überflüssig, so einen hüb-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.329
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schen Klingelzug dort anzubringen. Entschuldigen Sie mich einige Minuten; ich möchte mich von der Qualität des Bodens überzeugen.« Das Vergrößerungsglas in der Hand legte er sich auf den Bauch und kroch schnell vor und zurück, wobei er die Ritzen zwischen den Bohlen eingehend untersuchte. Danach tat er das gleiche mit dem Holz der Täfelung. Schließ-

lich ging er zum Bett und verbrachte einige Zeit damit, es anzustarren und die Wand hinauf und hinab zu blicken. Am Ende ergriff er den Klingelzug und zerrte kräftig daran. 

»Ach, das ist ja eine Attrappe«, sagte er. 

»Läutet es nicht?«

»Nein, der Strang ist nicht einmal mit einem Draht verbunden. Sie können sehen, daß er an einem Haken befestigt ist, ein Stückchen über der kleinen Öffnung des Luftschachts.«

»Das ist ja absurd! Das habe ich noch nie bemerkt.«

»Sehr seltsam!« murmelte Holmes; er zog am Strang. »Es gibt ein oder zwei sehr eigenartige Dinge in diesem Raum. Welch ein Narr muß zum Beispiel der Baumeister sein, der einen Luftschacht zu einem Nebenraum führt, wenn er ihn doch mit dem gleichen Aufwand zur Außenseite des Hauses legen kann!«

»Der Schacht ist auch ziemlich modern«, sagte die Dame. 
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»Zur gleichen Zeit installiert wie der Klingelzug?«

fragte Holmes. 

»Ja, zu dieser Zeit wurden mehrere kleine Veränderungen vorgenommen.«

»Sie alle scheinen sehr interessanter Natur zu sein – Klingelzugattrappen und Luftschächte, die nicht belüften. Mit Ihrer Erlaubnis, Miss Stoner, wollen wir nun unsere Nachforschungen im Zimmer nebenan weiterfuhren.«

Dr. Grimesby Roylotts Zimmer war größer als das seiner Stieftochter, aber ebenso schlicht möbliert. Ein Feldbett, ein kleines Holzregal voller Bücher – die meisten von ihnen technisch –, ein Armsessel neben dem Bett, ein einfacher Holzstuhl an der Wand, ein runder Tisch und ein großer eiserner Geldschrank waren die wichtigsten Dinge, die uns ins Auge fielen. 

Holmes wanderte langsam durch den Raum und untersuchte jeden einzelnen Gegenstand mit größter Hingabe. 

»Was ist darinnen?« fragte er; er klopfte auf den Geldschrank. 

»Die Geschäftspapiere meines Stiefvaters.«

»Oh! Sie haben also schon einmal hineinge-schaut?«

»Nur einmal, vor einigen Jahren. Ich erinnere mich daran, daß er voller Papiere war.«

»Es ist nicht zum Beispiel eine Katze darin?«
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»Nein. Welch eine seltsame Idee!«

»Nun, dann schauen Sie mal!« Er ergriff eine kleine Untertasse mit Milch, die auf dem Schrank stand, und hielt sie hoch. 

»Nein, wir haben keine Katze. Aber es gibt hier einen Geparden und einen Pavian.«

»Ah ja, natürlich. Nun, ein Gepard ist nichts als eine große Katze, aber trotzdem wird eine Untertasse voll Milch seine Bedürfnisse nur zu einem sehr kleinen Teil befriedigen können, denke ich. Da gibt es einen Punkt, den ich klarstellen möchte.« Er hockte sich vor den hölzernen Stuhl und untersuchte die Sitzfläche mit größter Sorgfalt. 

»Danke sehr, das ist geklärt«, sagte er dann, als er sich erhob und das Vergrößerungsglas in seine Tasche steckte. »Hallo! Da ist aber etwas Interessantes!«

Das Objekt, das seinen Blick angezogen hatte, war eine kleine Hundeleine, die an einer Ecke des Bettes hing. Die Leine war jedoch in sich zurückgedreht und so verknotet, daß sie eine Schlinge ergab. 

»Was machen Sie daraus, Watson?«

»Das ist eine ganz normale Leine. Ich wüßte aber nicht, weshalb sie so verknotet sein soll.«

»Das ist nicht ganz so normal, nicht wahr? Ach ja, es ist dies schon eine böse Welt, und wenn ein kluger Mann sein Hirn auf Verbrechen wendet, dann ist das Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.332
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das Schlimmste überhaupt. Ich glaube, ich habe nun genug gesehen, Miss Stoner, und mit Ihrer Erlaubnis wollen wir jetzt auf den Rasen gehen.«

Ich hatte das Gesicht meines Freundes noch nie so grimmig und seine Stirn noch nie so finster gesehen wie nun, da wir den Schauplatz seiner Nachforschungen verließen. Wir waren mehrmals auf dem Rasen hin und her gegangen; weder Miss Stoner noch ich wollten seine Gedankengänge unterbrechen, ehe er selbst sich aus der Versunkenheit riß. 

»Es ist überaus wichtig, Miss Stoner«, sagte er, 

»daß Sie sich in jeder Hinsicht völlig an meinen Rat halten.«

»Das werde ich gewiß tun.«

»Die Sache ist viel zu ernst, als daß man noch zö-

gern dürfte. Ihr Leben kann davon abhängen, daß Sie mir folgen.«

»Ich versichere Ihnen, ich gebe mich ganz in Ihre Hände.«

»Zu allererst müssen mein Freund und ich die Nacht in Ihrem Zimmer verbringen.«

Miss Stoner und ich starrten ihn verblüfft an. 

»Ja, es muß so sein. Lassen Sie es mich erklären. 

Ich glaube, das da drüben ist das Dorfgasthaus?«

»Ja, das ist  The Crown. «

»Sehr gut. Ihre Fenster sind von dort sichtbar?«

»Gewiß.«
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»Sie müssen sich unter dem Vorwand von Kopfschmerzen in Ihrem Zimmer einschließen, wenn Ihr Stiefvater heimkommt. Wenn Sie dann hören, daß er sich für die Nacht zurückzieht, müssen Sie die Läden Ihres Fensters öffnen, den Haken lösen, Ihre Lampe als Zeichen für uns hinstellen und sich dann mit allem, was Sie möglicherweise benötigen könnten, in Ihr altes Zimmer begeben. Ich zweifle nicht daran, daß Sie es dort trotz der Reparaturarbeiten eine Nacht lang aushalten könnten.«

»O ja, ohne Schwierigkeiten.«

»Alles andere überlassen Sie uns.«

»Aber was wollen Sie unternehmen?«

»Wir werden die Nacht in Ihrem Zimmer verbringen und die Ursache für dieses Geräusch erforschen, das Sie so beunruhigt hat.«

»Mr. Holmes, ich glaube, daß Sie schon zu einem Schluß gekommen sind«, sagte Miss Stoner. Sie legte ihre Hand auf den Arm meines Gefährten. 

»Vielleicht.«

»Dann sagen Sie mir um Himmels willen, was der Grund für den Tod meiner Schwester war.«

»Ich zöge es vor, deutlichere Beweise zu haben, bevor ich mich dazu äußere.«

»Sie könnten mir wenigstens sagen, ob mein eigener Gedankengang richtig ist und sie an einem plötzlichen Schrecken gestorben ist.«
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»Nein, das glaube ich nicht. Ich glaube, daß es wahrscheinlich eine faßbarere Ursache gab. Und nun, Miss Stoner, müssen wir Sie verlassen, denn wenn Dr. Roylott heimkäme und uns sähe, dann wäre unsere Reise vergebens gewesen. Good-bye und seien Sie tapfer, denn wenn Sie tun, was ich Ihnen gesagt habe, können Sie sicher sein, daß wir die Gefahren, die Sie bedrohen, bald verjagt haben werden.«

Sherlock Holmes und ich hatten keine Schwierigkeiten, ein Schlafzimmer und einen Wohnraum im Crown Inn  zu bekommen. Sie lagen im Obergeschoß, so konnten wir das Tor, die Auffahrt und den bewohnten Flügel des Herrenhauses von Stoke Moran überschauen. Bei Sonnenuntergang sahen wir Doktor Grimesby Roylott vorüberkommen; seine riesigen Umrisse ragten neben der kleinen Gestalt des Jungen auf, der ihn fuhr. Der Junge hatte einige Schwierigkeiten, die schweren Eisentore zu öffnen, und wir hörten das heisere Gebrüll der Stimme des Doktors und sahen, mit welcher Wut er ihm mit seinen geballten Fäusten drohte. Der Wagen fuhr weiter, und wenige Minuten später sahen wir ein jähes Licht zwischen den Bäumen aufleuchten, als die Lampe in einem der Wohnräume entzündet wurde. 

»Wissen Sie, Watson«, sagte Holmes, als wir nebeneinander in der tiefer werdenden Dunkelheit saßen, »ich habe wirklich Skrupel, Sie heute abend Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.335
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mitzunehmen. Es kann entschieden gefährlich werden.«

»Kann ich Ihnen behilflich sein?«

»Ihre Anwesenheit könnte unschätzbar wertvoll sein.«

»Dann komme ich natürlich mit.«

»Das ist sehr freundlich von Ihnen.«

»Sie sprechen von Gefahr. Offensichtlich haben Sie in diesen Räumen mehr gesehen als mir sichtbar war.«

»Nein, aber ich könnte mir denken, daß ich ein wenig mehr deduziert habe. Ich glaube, Sie haben alles gesehen, was ich gesehen habe.«

»Ich habe nichts Bemerkenswertes gesehen außer dem Klingelzug, und welchem Zweck der dienen sollte ist, wie ich gestehen muß, eine Frage, auf die ich keine Antwort weiß.«

»Sie haben doch auch den Luftschacht gesehen?«

»Ja, aber ich glaube nicht, daß es so ungewöhnlich ist, eine kleine Verbindung zwischen zwei Räumen zu haben. Sie ist so klein, daß kaum eine Ratte hindurch-kriechen könnte.«

»Ich wußte, daß wir solch einen Luftschacht finden würden, noch bevor wir nach Stoke Moran kamen.«

»Mein lieber Holmes!«

»Aber ja. Sie werden sich erinnern, daß sie gesagt hat, ihre Schwester habe Dr. Roylotts Zigarren rie-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.336
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chen können. Das legt natürlich sofort nahe, daß zwischen den beiden Räumen eine Verbindung besteht. 

Sie kann nur klein sein, sonst hätte sie bei der gerichtlichen Leichenschau und der Untersuchung durch den Coroner erwähnt werden müssen. Also habe ich einen Luftschacht deduziert.«

»Aber was kann daran so schlimm sein?«

»Immerhin ist es ein merkwürdiges Zusammentreffen von Tatsachen. Ein Luftschacht wird angelegt, ein Strang wird hingehängt, und eine Dame, die in dem Bett schläft, stirbt. Kommt Ihnen das nicht seltsam vor?«

»Ich kann da noch keinen Zusammenhang sehen.«

»Haben Sie irgend etwas Eigenartiges an diesem Bett bemerkt?«

»Nein.«

»Es ist im Boden verankert. Haben Sie schon einmal ein derart befestigtes Bett gesehen?«

»Das kann ich nicht behaupten.«

»Die Dame konnte ihr Bett nicht verschieben. Es muß immer in der gleichen Lage im Verhältnis zum Luftschacht und zum Strick stehen – so können wir ihn ruhig nennen, denn er war ja offenbar nie als Klingelzug gedacht.«

»Holmes!« rief ich. »Ich glaube, ich sehe ungefähr, worauf Sie hinauswollen. Wir sind gerade noch rechtzeitig gekommen, um ein raffiniertes und schreckli-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.337
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ches Verbrechen zu verhindern.«

»Es ist wirklich sehr raffiniert und schrecklich. 

Wenn ein Arzt erst auf die schiefe Bahn gerät, dann ist er ein Fürst unter den Verbrechern. Er hat Nerven, und er hat Kenntnisse. Palmer und Pritchard34 gehörten zu den Besten in ihrer Profession. Dieser Mann ist besser, aber ich glaube, Watson, daß wir sogar noch besser sein können als er. Aber bis die Nacht vorüber ist, werden wir noch genug Schrecken haben; lassen Sie uns um Gottes willen eine friedliche Pfeife rauchen und unsere Gedanken für ein paar Stunden auf etwas Fröhlicheres lenken.«

Gegen neun Uhr wurde das Licht zwischen den Bäumen gelöscht, und um das Herrenhaus herum war alles dunkel. Zwei Stunden vergingen langsam, und dann Schlag elf leuchtete plötzlich ein einzelnes helles Licht genau vor uns auf. 

»Das ist unser Zeichen«, sagte Holmes. Er sprang auf. »Es kommt aus dem mittleren Fenster.«

Als wir hinausgingen, wechselte er einige Worte mit dem Wirt, dem er erklärte, wir begäben uns auf einen späten Besuch zu einem Bekannten und würden möglicherweise dort die Nacht verbringen. Einen Augenblick später standen wir auf der dunklen Straße, frostiger Wind blies uns ins Gesicht, und ein gelbes Licht blinzelte vor uns durch die Düsternis, uns auf Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.338
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unserer dunklen Mission zu leiten. 

Es war kaum schwierig, auf das Gelände des Herrenhauses vorzudringen, denn in der alten Mauer des Parks klafften unausgebesserte Breschen. Wir suchten uns einen Weg unter den Bäumen, erreichten die Rasenfläche, überquerten sie und wollten eben durch das Fenster einsteigen, als aus einer Gruppe von Lorbeerbüschen etwas hervorschoß, das ein gräßliches, verformtes Kind zu sein schien; es warf sich mit zuckenden Gliedern ins Gras und rannte dann rasch über den Rasen in die Dunkelheit hinein. 

»Mein Gott!« flüsterte ich. »Haben Sie das gesehen?«

Holmes war für einen Augenblick ebenso erschrok-ken wie ich. In der Erregung schloß seine Hand sich wie ein Schraubstock um mein Handgelenk. Dann brach er in ein leises Gelächter aus und brachte seine Lippen an mein Ohr. 

»Netter Haushalt hier«, murmelte er, »das ist der Pavian.«

Ich hatte die seltsamen Haustiere vergessen, denen der Doktor seine Zuneigung erwies. Es gab auch noch einen Geparden; wir mochten ihn vielleicht im nächsten Moment auf unseren Schultern vorfinden. Ich muß gestehen, daß mein Herz leichter war, als ich, Holmes' Beispiel folgend, meine Schuhe ausgezogen hatte und mich im Schlafzimmer befand. Mein Ge-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.339
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fährte schloß geräuschlos die Läden, setzte die Lampe auf den Tisch und sah sich im Raum um. Alles war so, wie wir es bei Tage gesehen hatten. Dann glitt er zu mir herüber, legte die Hände zu einem Schalltrich-ter zusammen und hauchte mir wieder etwas ins Ohr, so leise, daß ich große Mühe hatte, die Wörter zu verstehen. 

»Das kleinste Geräusch würde unsere Pläne zunichte machen.«

Ich nickte, um zu zeigen, daß ich verstanden hatte. 

»Wir dürfen kein Licht anlassen. Er würde es durch den Luftschacht sehen.«

Ich nickte abermals. 

»Schlafen Sie nicht ein; davon könnte Ihr Leben abhängen. Halten Sie Ihre Waffe bereit, falls wir sie brauchen sollten. Ich werde mich neben das Bett setzen; setzen Sie sich hier in den Sessel.«

Ich zog meinen Revolver hervor und legte ihn an die Kante des Tisches. 

Holmes hatte einen langen dünnen Stock mitgebracht, den er nun neben sich auf dem Bett deponier-te. Dazu legte er eine Streichholzschachtel und einen Kerzenstummel. Dann löschte er die Lampe, und wir waren von Dunkelheit umgeben. 

Wie sollte ich je diese schreckliche Nachtwache vergessen? Ich konnte keinen Laut hören, nicht einmal einen Atemzug, und doch wußte ich, daß mein Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.340
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Gefährte mit offenen Augen nur wenige Fuß entfernt saß, in eben dem Zustand nervöser Anspannung, in dem auch ich mich befand. Die Läden sperrten auch den kleinsten Lichtstrahl aus, und so warteten wir in vollkommener Finsternis. Von außerhalb drang bisweilen der Schrei eines Nachtvogels zu uns, und einmal hörten wir genau vor unserem Fenster einen langgezogenen, katzenhaften Winselton, der uns mitteilte, daß der Gepard tatsächlich frei herumlief. In der Ferne konnten wir den tiefen Klang der Glocke der Pfarrkirche vernehmen, die alle Viertelstunden schlug. 

Wie lang diese Viertelstunden wurden! Zwölf Uhr, und eins, und zwei, und drei, und noch immer saßen wir schweigend dort und warteten darauf, daß irgend etwas sich ereigne. 

Plötzlich glomm ein jähes Licht im Luftschacht auf, das sogleich wieder erlosch, aber ihm folgte ein starker Geruch von brennendem Öl und erhitztem Metall. Im Nebenraum hatte jemand eine Blendlaterne entzündet. Ich hörte, wie jemand sich leise bewegte, dann war alles wieder still, wenngleich der Geruch immer kräftiger wurde. Eine halbe Stunde lang saß ich so mit angespanntem Gehör. Dann war plötzlich ein neues Geräusch zu vernehmen – ein sanfter, beruhigender Klang, ähnlich dem regelmäßigen Zischen von Dampf, der einem Kessel entweicht. In der Sekunde, da wir dies hörten, sprang Holmes vom Bett Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.341
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auf, riß ein Streichholz an und hieb wütend mit seinem Stock nach dem Klingelzug. 

»Sehen Sie, Watson?« schrie er. »Sehen Sie?«

Aber ich sah nichts. In dem Moment, da Holmes das Streichholz entzündete, hörte ich ein leises, deutliches Pfeifen, aber das jähe grelle Auflodern vor meinen müden Augen machte es mir unmöglich, festzustellen, wonach mein Freund da so heftig hieb. Ich konnte jedoch sehen, daß sein Gesicht leichenfahl war und erfüllt von Grauen und Abscheu. 

Er hatte zu schlagen aufgehört und starrte hinauf zum Luftschacht, als plötzlich aus der Stille der Nacht der fürchterlichste Schrei brach, den ich jemals gehört habe. Er schwoll lauter und lauter an, ein heiseres Gellen von Qual und Angst und Wut, alles miteinander vermengt in diesem einen entsetzlichen Schrei. Man sagt, daß unten weit im Dorf und sogar im entlegenen Pfarrhaus dieser Schrei die Schläfer aus ihren Betten trieb. Er ließ unsere Herzen gefrieren, und ich stand da und starrte Holmes an, und er mich, bis der letzte Widerhall des Schreies in der Stille erstorben war, aus der er sich erhoben hatte. 

»Was mag das bedeuten?« keuchte ich. 

»Es bedeutet, daß alles vorüber ist«, erwiderte Holmes. »Und vielleicht ist es am Ende so am besten. 

Nehmen Sie Ihren Revolver, wir wollen in Dr. 

Roylotts Zimmer gehen.«
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Mit ernstem Gesicht zündete er die Lampe an und ging vor mir den Korridor hinunter. Zweimal klopfte er an die Tür des Raums, ohne daß von innen eine Antwort gekommen wäre. Dann drückte er die Klinke nieder und trat ein. Ich folgte ihm auf den Fersen, den gespannten Revolver in der Hand. 

Der Anblick, der sich unseren Augen darbot, war einzigartig. Auf dem Tisch stand eine Blendlaterne mit halb geöffneter Blende und warf einen gleißenden Lichtbalken auf den eisernen Geldschrank, dessen Tür angelehnt war. Neben dem Tisch, auf dem hölzernen Stuhl, saß Dr. Grimesby Roylott, in einen langen grauen Morgenmantel gekleidet, aus dem seine nackten Knöchel und die Füße hervorragten, die in roten türkischen Pantoffeln ohne Absätze staken. In seinem Schoß lag der kurze Stock mit der langen Leine, die wir tagsüber bemerkt hatten. Sein Kinn war emporgereckt, und seine Augen hingen mit grausig starrem Blick an einer Ecke der Zimmerdecke. Um seine Stirn trug er ein eigenartiges gelbes Band mit bräunlichen Flecken, das dicht um den Kopf gewickelt zu sein schien. Bei unserem Eintritt gab er weder einen Ton von sich, noch machte er eine Bewegung. 

»Das Band! Das gesprenkelte Band!« flüsterte Holmes. 

Ich tat einen Schritt vorwärts; augenblicklich begann dieser seltsame Kopfschmuck sich zu bewegen, Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.343
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und aus dem Haupthaar des Mannes reckten sich der kurze, rautenförmige Kopf und der aufgeblähte Hals einer abscheulichen Schlange. 

»Das ist eine Sumpfotter35!« rief Holmes. »Die tödlichste Schlange Indiens! Er ist innerhalb von zehn Sekunden gestorben, nachdem sie ihn gebissen hat. 

Wahrhaftig, Gewalt fällt auf den zurück, der Gewalt übt, und der Ränkeschmied stürzt in die Grube, die er einem anderen gegraben hat. Wir wollen diese Kreatur zurück in ihre Höhle schaffen, und dann können wir Miss Stoner an einen sicheren Zufluchtsort bringen und der Polizei der Grafschaft mitteilen, was vorgefallen ist.«

Während er noch sprach, nahm er schnell die Hundepeitsche vom Schoß des Toten, warf die Schlaufe über den Hals des Reptils, zog es von seinem grausigen Thron, trug es mit ausgestrecktem Arm durch den Raum, warf es in den eisernen Geldschrank und verschloß ihn. 

Das ist der wahre Hergang des Todes von Dr. Grimesby Roylott aus Stoke Moran. Ich halte es für un-nötig, eine bereits viel zu lange Erzählung noch zu verlängern, indem ich berichte, wie wir dem verstörten Mädchen die traurige Nachricht brachten, wie wir sie mit dem Frühzug in die Obhut ihrer lieben Tante zu Harrow schafften, wie der langwierige Prozeß der Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.344

Das gesprenkelte Band

Doyle-WA Bd. 5, 233

offiziellen Untersuchung zu der Schlußfolgerung kam, daß der Doktor den Tod fand, als er unvorsichtig mit einem gefährlichen Haustier spielte. Das wenige, was ich über diesen Fall noch nicht wußte, erzählte mir Sherlock Holmes am nächsten Tag während unserer Rückreise. 

»Ich war«, sagte er, »zu einer völlig irrigen Schluß-

folgerung gelangt, was uns zeigt, mein lieber Watson, wie gefährlich es ist, von ungenügenden Daten auszugehen. Die Anwesenheit von Zigeunern und die Verwendung des Wortes ›Band‹ oder ›Bande‹ durch das arme Mädchen, womit sie ohne Zweifel die Erscheinung erklären wollte, die sie im Schein ihres Streichholzes nur kurz, aber um so grausiger gesehen hatte, all das hat ausgereicht, um mich auf eine völlig falsche Spur zu führen. Ich kann zu meinen Gunsten nur anführen, daß ich meine Position sofort revidiert habe, als mir schließlich klar wurde, daß jede Gefahr, die einem Bewohner des Raums drohte, weder vom Fenster noch von der Tür her kommen konnte. Wie ich Ihnen gegenüber schon bemerkt habe, wurde meine Aufmerksamkeit sehr bald auf diesen Luftschacht gelenkt, und auf den neben dem Bett hängenden Klingelzug. Als ich entdeckte, daß dieser eine Attrappe und daß das Bett im Boden verankert war, hat mir das sogleich den Verdacht eingeflößt, daß der Strang als Brücke für etwas da war, das durch das Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.345
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Luftloch kommt und zum Bett will. Mir kam sofort der Gedanke an eine Schlange, und als ich dies damit verband, daß der Doktor, wie ich wußte, mit Tieren aus Indien versorgt ist, da hatte ich das Gefühl, vielleicht auf der richtigen Fährte zu sein. Eine Giftart zu benutzen, die mit keiner chemischen Untersuchung zu entdecken ist, das ist eine Idee, auf die am ehesten ein schlauer und grausamer Mann kommt, der lange im Orient gewesen ist. Die Schnelligkeit, mit der die Wirkung eines solchen Giftes einsetzt, ist aus seinem Blickwinkel ein weiterer Vorteil. Nur ein überaus scharfsichtiger Coroner würde die zwei kleinen dunklen Pünktchen ausmachen können, die zeigen, wo die Giftzähne ihre Arbeit erledigt haben. Dann dachte ich an das Pfeifen. Natürlich mußte er die Schlange zu-rückrufen, ehe das Opfer sie im Morgenlicht sehen konnte. Wahrscheinlich hat er sie mit Hilfe der Milch, die wir gesehen haben, dazu abgerichtet, auf seinen Befehl hin zurückzukehren. Zu der Stunde, die ihm am besten geeignet erschien, hat er die Schlange in den Luftschacht gesetzt und konnte sicher sein, daß sie den Strang hinunterkriechen und auf dem Bett landen würde. Sie konnte dann die Person im Bett beißen oder auch nicht, vielleicht konnte die Tochter eine Woche lang jede Nacht dem Anschlag entgehen, aber früher oder später mußte sie zum Opfer werden. 

Zu diesen Folgerungen war ich gelangt, noch bevor Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.346

Das gesprenkelte Band

Doyle-WA Bd. 5, 234

ich seinen Raum betreten hatte. Die Untersuchung seines Stuhls hat mir gezeigt, daß er oft darauf gestanden hat, was er natürlich tun mußte, wenn er den Luftschacht erreichen wollte. Der Geldschrank, die Untertasse mit Milch und die Schlinge waren dann wirklich ausreichend, um alle Zweifel zu zerstreuen, die ich vielleicht noch hatte. Das metallische Klappern, das Miss Stoner gehört hatte, stammte offensichtlich daher, daß ihr Vater die Tür des Geldschrankes hastig hinter seinem furchtbaren Bewohner schloß. So bin ich zu meinem Schluß gekommen, und Sie wissen, welche Schritte ich anschließend unternommen habe, um alles unter Beweis zu stellen. Ich hörte die Kreatur zischen, zweifellos haben Sie es auch gehört, und habe sofort Licht gemacht und sie angegriffen.«

»Mit dem Ergebnis, daß Sie sie durch den Luftschacht gejagt haben.«

»Und auch mit dem Ergebnis, daß sie sich auf der anderen Seite gegen ihren Herren gewandt hat. Einige meiner Stockschläge haben wohl getroffen und die Schlange wild gemacht, so daß sie sich auf die erste Person gestürzt hat, die sie sah. Auf diese Weise bin ich zweifellos indirekt für Dr. Grimesby Roylotts Tod verantwortlich geworden, aber ich kann nicht behaupten, daß dies mein Gewissen sehr bedrücken wird.«
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Unter allen Problemen, die meinem Freunde Mr. 

Sherlock Holmes in den Jahren unserer engen Vertrautheit zur Lösung unterbreitet wurden, gab es nur zwei, bei denen ich derjenige war, der seine Aufmerksamkeit auf sie lenkte, und zwar das mit Mr. Hatherleys Daumen und jenes mit Colonel Warburtons Wahn. Das letztere mag einem scharfsinnigen und eigenständigen Beobachter ein besseres Betätigungsfeld dargeboten haben, doch war das andere in seinen Anfangen so seltsam, und so dramatisch in seinen Einzelheiten, daß es durchaus einer Aufzeichnung würdiger sein mag, wenn es auch meinem Freunde weniger Gelegenheiten zu jenen deduktiven Denkmethoden bot, mit welchen er solch bemerkenswerte Ergebnisse erzielte. Ich glaube, die Geschichte ist mehr denn einmal in den Zeitungen erzählt worden, aber die Wirkung ist, wie bei allen derartigen Berichten, wesentlich weniger beeindruckend, wenn sie  en bloc  in einer halben Druckspalte dargeboten werden, als wenn die Tatsachen sich langsam vor den eigenen Augen entwickeln und das Rätsel schrittweise erhellt wird in dem Maße, in dem jede neue Entdeckung eine Sprosse darstellt, die zur vollständigen Wahrheit führt. Zu jener Zeit hinterließen die Umstände einen tiefen Ein-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.348
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druck in mir, und der verstrichene Zeitraum zweier Jahre vermochte diese Wirkung kaum zu schwächen. 

Es war im Sommer 1889, nicht lange nach meiner Heirat, als sich die Vorfälle ereigneten, die ich nun zusammenfassen will. Ich war zu zivilem Praktizieren zurückgekehrt und war schließlich aus den Räumen in der Baker Street ausgezogen, wenn ich ihn auch weiterhin besuchte und ihn gelegentlich sogar dazu über-redete, seine Bohème-Gewohnheiten so weit außer acht zu lassen, daß er uns besuchte. Meine Praxis hatte sich stetig vergrößert, und da ich zufällig nicht allzu weit von der Paddington Station entfernt wohnte, gewann ich einige Patienten aus der Beamtenschaft. Einen von diesen hatte ich von einem schmerz-haften und langwierigen Leiden geheilt, und er wurde nie müde, meine Tugenden anzupreisen und zu versuchen, mir alle Leidenden zu schicken, auf die er Einfluß hatte. 

Eines Morgens, kurz vor sieben Uhr, wurde ich dadurch geweckt, daß das Hausmädchen an die Tür klopfte, um mir mitzuteilen, zwei Herren seien von Paddington gekommen und warteten im Sprechzimmer. Ich zog mich eilends an, da ich aus Erfahrung wußte, daß Eisenbahn-Fälle selten belanglos waren, und lief die Treppe hinunter. Als ich noch auf der Treppe war, kam mein alter Verbündeter, der Schaff-her, aus dem Raum und schloß die Tür hinter sich. 
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»Ich habe ihn da drin«, flüsterte er; er wies mit dem Daumen über seine Schulter. »Er ist in Ordnung.«

»Worum geht es denn?« fragte ich, denn seine Haltung deutete an, daß er ein seltsames Geschöpf in mein Zimmer wie in einen Käfig gesperrt hatte. 

»Ein neuer Patient«, flüsterte er. »Ich habe mir gedacht, ich bringe ihn selbst her, dann kann er nicht entwischen. Da drin ist er, ganz sicher verwahrt. Ich muß jetzt gehen, Doktor, ich habe meine Pflichten wie Sie auch.« Und so verschwand mein trauter Schlepper und ließ mir nicht einmal Zeit, ihm zu danken. 

Ich trat in mein Sprechzimmer und traf dort einen Gentleman an, der am Tisch saß. Er trug einen dezen-ten Anzug aus heidekrautfarbenem Tweed; eine weiche Stoffmütze hatte er auf meine Bücher gelegt. Um eine seiner Hände hatte er ein Taschentuch gewickelt, das allenthalben mit Blutflecken besudelt war. Er war jung, höchstens fünfundzwanzig, meiner Schätzung nach, mit einem kraftvollen, männlichen Gesicht; er war jedoch überaus fahl und machte den Eindruck eines Mannes, der unter einer starken Gemütsbewegung litt, die zu beherrschen all seine Kraft kostete. 

»Es tut mir leid, daß ich Sie so früh aus dem Bett hole, Doktor«, sagte er. »Aber ich hatte in der Nacht einen sehr ernsten Unfall. Ich bin heute früh mit dem Zug in die Stadt gekommen, und als ich mich in Paddington erkundigte, wo ich wohl einen Arzt finden Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.350
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könnte, war ein braver Kerl so nett, mich herzubringen. Ich habe dem Mädchen eine Karte gegeben, aber wie ich sehe, hat sie sie auf dem Nebentisch liegen lassen.«

Ich nahm sie in die Hand und warf einen Blick darauf. »Mr. Victor Hatherley, Hydraulik-Ingenieur, 16a Victoria Street (3. Etage).« Dies waren Name, Beruf und Anschrift meines Morgenbesuchs. »Tut mir leid, daß ich Sie habe warten lassen«, sagte ich; ich setzte mich auf meinen Bibliotheksstuhl. »Wenn ich Sie recht verstehe, kommen Sie gerade von einer Nacht-fahrt, und das ist schon an sich eine monotone Beschäftigung.«

»Ach, meine Nacht kann man nicht gerade monoton nennen«, sagte er und lachte. Er lachte aus vollem Herzen, mit einem hohen klirrenden Unterton, lehnte sich in seinem Sessel zurück und hielt sich die Seiten. 

Meine sämtlichen medizinischen Instinkte sträubten sich wider dieses Gelächter. 

»Hören Sie auf!« rief ich. »Reißen sie sich zusammen!« Und ich goß ihm ein wenig Wasser aus einer Karaffe ein. 

Es war jedoch sinnlos. Er befand sich in der Gewalt eines jener hysterischen Ausbrüche, die einen starken Charakter überkommen können, wenn eine große Krise vorüber ist. Nach einiger Zeit kam er wieder zu sich, sehr erschöpft und mit heißer Röte im Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.351
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Gesicht. 

»Ich habe einen Narren aus mir gemacht«, keuchte er. 

»Aber keineswegs. Trinken Sie das!« Ich gab einen Schuß Brandy ins Wasser, und nach und nach kam wieder Farbe in seine blutleeren Wangen. 

»Es geht schon besser«, sagte er. »Und jetzt möch-te ich Sie bitten, Doktor, sich freundlicherweise um meinen Daumen zu kümmern, oder genauer um die Stelle, wo mein Daumen war.«

Er wickelte das Taschentuch ab und streckte mir die Hand entgegen. Obwohl meine Nerven abgehärtet sind, durchrieselte mich doch ein Schaudern, als ich die Hand betrachtete. Ich sah vier ausgestreckte Finger und eine gräßliche, rote, schwammige Fläche, wo der Daumen hätte sein sollen. Er war aus dem Gelenk gehackt oder gerissen worden. 

»Lieber Himmel!« rief ich. »Das ist ja eine schreckliche Verletzung. Es muß ziemlich stark geblutet haben.«

»Das stimmt. Ich bin ohnmächtig geworden, als es passiert ist, und ich glaube, daß ich lange Zeit be-wußtlos war. Als ich zu mir kam, hat es noch immer geblutet, deshalb habe ich das eine Ende meines Taschentuchs stramm um das Handgelenk gewickelt und mit einen Zweig gespannt.«

»Ausgezeichnet! Sie hätten Arzt werden können.«

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.352

Der Daumen des Ingenieurs

Doyle-WA Bd. 5, 238

»Das ist eine Frage der Hydraulik, wissen Sie, also liegt es im Bereich meiner Kenntnisse.«

Ich untersuchte die Wunde. »Das ist mit einem sehr schweren und scharfen Gegenstand gemacht worden«, sagte ich. 

»Etwas wie ein Hackmesser«, meinte er. 

»Ein Unfall, nehme ich an?«

»Nein, absolut nicht.«

»Was, etwa ein mörderischer Anschlag?«

»Ziemlich mörderisch, ja.«

»Das ist ja schrecklich.«

Ich tupfte die Wunde ab, reinigte sie, behandelte sie und verband sie schließlich mit Watte und sterili-sierten Binden. Er lehnte sich zurück, ohne mit der Wimper zu zucken; allerdings biß er sich von Zeit zu Zeit auf die Lippe. 

»Wie geht es jetzt?« fragte ich, als ich fertig war. 

»Hervorragend! Mit Ihrem Brandy und Ihrer Bandage fühle ich mich wie ein neuer Mensch. Ich war sehr geschwächt, aber ich habe auch einiges mitma-chen müssen.«

»Vielleicht sollten Sie nicht darüber reden. Es geht Ihnen offensichtlich an die Nerven.«

»Oh, nein, jetzt nicht mehr. Ich werde meine Geschichte der Polizei erzählen müssen; aber, unter uns gesagt, ohne den überzeugenden Beweis dieser meiner Wunde wäre ich erstaunt, wenn sie meine Erklärung Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.353
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glaubten. Sie ist nämlich sehr ungewöhnlich, und ich habe kaum etwas an Beweisen, um sie zu stützen. 

Und selbst wenn sie mir glauben, sind doch die Hinweise, die ich geben kann, so vage, daß es mir fraglich erscheint, ob man Gerechtigkeit walten lassen kann.«

»Ha!« rief ich. »Wenn das so etwas wie ein Problem ist, das Sie gelöst sehen möchten, dann würde ich Ihnen dringend empfehlen, zu meinem Freunde Mr. Sherlock Holmes zu kommen, ehe Sie zur offiziellen Polizei gehen.«

»Oh, von dem habe ich schon gehört«, erwiderte mein Besucher, »und ich wäre sehr froh, wenn er sich der Sache annehmen wollte, obwohl ich natürlich auch die offizielle Polizei einschalten muß. Könnten Sie mir eine Empfehlung an ihn verschaffen?«

»Ich werde etwas Besseres tun als dies. Ich werde Sie selbst zu ihm bringen.«

»Ich wäre Ihnen über alle Maßen verbunden.«

»Wir rufen eine Droschke und fahren zusammen. 

Wir werden gerade pünktlich ankommen, um mit ihm ein kleines Frühstück einzunehmen. Fühlen Sie sich der Sache gewachsen?«

»Ja. Ich werde mich nicht wohl fühlen, bis ich meine Geschichte erzählt habe.«

»Dann wird mein Dienstbote eine Droschke rufen, und ich bin gleich wieder bei Ihnen.« Ich eilte trepp-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.354
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auf, legte meiner Frau kurz die Angelegenheit dar und saß fünf Minuten später in einer Droschke, die meinen neuen Bekannten und mich zur Baker Street brachte. 

Wie ich erwartet hatte, trieb sich Sherlock Holmes im Morgenrock in seinem Wohnraum herum, las die Nachrufe in der  Times  und rauchte seine Vorfrühstük-kspfeife, gefüllt mit allen Priemen und suddurchtränkten Überresten aus den Pfeifen des Vortags; er pflegte diese auf einer Ecke des Kaminsimses zu sammeln und sorgfältig zu trocknen. Er empfing uns in seiner ruhigen, freundlichen Art, ließ frischen  bacon  und Eier für uns kommen und gesellte sich bei diesem herzhaften Mahl zu uns. Nach dem Frühstück bat er unseren neuen Bekannten, auf dem Sofa Platz zu nehmen, legte ihm ein Kissen unter den Kopf und stellte ein Glas mit Brandy und Wasser in seine Reichweite. 

»Man kann leicht sehen, daß Ihre Erlebnisse nicht eben gewöhnlich waren, Mr. Hatherley«, sagte er. 

»Bitte legen Sie sich nieder und fühlen Sie sich ganz wie zu Hause. Erzählen Sie uns, was Sie uns erzählen können, aber halten Sie ein, wenn Sie müde sind, und nutzen Sie das kleine  stimulans  zur Erhaltung Ihrer Kräfte.«

»Danke sehr«, sagte mein Patient, »aber seit der Doktor mich verbunden hat, fühle ich mich wie ein neuer Mensch, und ich glaube, Ihr Frühstück hat die Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.355
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Heilung vollkommen gemacht. Ich werde von Ihrer wertvollen Zeit so wenig wie möglich in Anspruch nehmen, deshalb will ich sofort mit meinen eigenartigen Erlebnissen beginnen.«

Holmes saß in seinem großen Armsessel, mit jenem  air  von schweren Lidern und Müdigkeit, mit dem er sein scharfsinniges und eifriges Wesen verschleierte; ich saß ihm gegenüber, und schweigend lauschten wir der seltsamen Geschichte, die unser Besucher uns eingehend darlegte. 

»Sie müssen wissen«, sagte er, »daß ich Waise und Junggeselle bin und allein in meiner Wohnung in London lebe. Von Beruf bin ich Hydraulik-Ingenieur und habe während der sieben Jahre meiner Lehrzeit bei Venner & Matheson, der wohlbekannten Firma in Greenwich, beträchtliche Erfahrungen in meinem Beruf erworben. Durch den Tod meines bedauernswerten Vaters war ich zu einer hübschen Summe Geldes gekommen, und nach dem Ende der vorgeschrie-benen Ausbildungszeit, vor zwei Jahren, habe ich beschlossen, mich geschäftlich selbständig zu machen, und in der Victoria Street ein Büro eröffnet. 

Wohl jeder stellt fest, daß sein erster Versuch, sich beruflich unabhängig zu machen, eine trübe Erfahrung ist. Für mich war dies ganz besonders schlimm. 

Innerhalb von zwei Jahren habe ich drei Konsultatio-nen und einen kleinen Auftrag gehabt, und das ist ab-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.356
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solut alles, was mein Beruf mir eingebracht hat. 

Meine Bruttoeinnahmen belaufen sich auf siebenundzwanzig Pfund zehn Shilling. Von neun Uhr morgens bis vier Uhr nachmittags habe ich jeden Tag in meiner kleinen Höhle gewartet, und schließlich habe ich den Mut sinken lassen und zu glauben begonnen, daß ich nie irgendeine Form von Praxis haben würde. 

Gestern jedoch, als ich gerade das Büro verlassen wollte, kam mein Angestellter herein und sagte, drau-

ßen warte ein Gentleman, der mich geschäftlich sprechen wolle. Er brachte mir auch eine Karte, auf der der Name ›Colonel Lysander Stark‹ zu lesen stand. 

Ihm gleich auf den Fersen kam der Colonel selbst herein, ein Mann von weit mehr als mittlerer Größe, aber überaus dürr. Ich glaube nicht, daß ich jemals einen so dünnen Mann gesehen habe. Sein ganzes Gesicht läuft wie zugespitzt in Kinn und Nase hinein, und die Haut seiner Wangen ist über den vorstehenden Bak-kenknochen straff gespannt. Diese Ausgezehrtheit scheint aber für ihn natürlich und nicht Folge einer Krankheit zu sein, denn er hat klare Augen, geht schnell und legt eine selbstbewußte Haltung an den Tag. Er war einfach aber sauber gekleidet, und ich schätze, daß sein Alter näher bei vierzig als bei drei-

ßig ist. 

›Mr. Hatherley‹, sagte er, mit einem leichten deutschen Akzent. ›Man hat Sie mir empfohlen, Mr. Ha-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.357
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therley, als einen Mann, der nicht nur beruflich erfahren, sondern auch diskret ist und ein Geheimnis für sich behalten kann.‹

Ich habe mich verbeugt und fühlte mich geschmeichelt wie jeder junge Mann bei einer solchen Anrede. 

›Darf ich fragen, wer mir ein so gutes Zeugnis ausgestellt hat?‹ habe ich gefragt. 

›Nun ja, vielleicht wäre es besser, wenn ich es Ihnen nicht gerade jetzt sagte. Aus der gleichen Quelle weiß ich jedenfalls, daß Sie sowohl Waise als auch Junggeselle sind und allein in London leben.‹

›Das ist richtig‹, antworte ich, ›aber Sie werden verzeihen, wenn ich feststelle, daß all das kaum etwas mit meinen beruflichen Qualifikationen zu tun hat. Ich dachte, Sie wollten mich in einer beruflichen Angelegenheit sprechen?‹

›Völlig richtig. Aber Sie werden schon sehen, daß alles, was ich sage, wirklich zum Thema gehört. Ich habe einen beruflichen Auftrag für Sie, aber dabei ist absolute Geheimhaltung wesentlich –  absolute  Geheimhaltung, verstehen Sie mich recht, und das können wir natürlich eher von einem alleinstehenden Mann erwarten als von einem, der im Schoß seiner Familie lebt.‹

›Wenn ich verspreche, ein Geheimnis zu bewahren‹, sage ich, ›dann können Sie sich absolut darauf verlassen.‹
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Er hat mich scharf angesehen, während ich redete, und ich glaube, ich habe noch nie einen so mißtrauischen und fragenden Blick gesehen. 

›Sie versprechen es also?‹ sagt er schließlich. 

›Ja, ich verspreche es.‹

›Absolutes und vollständiges Schweigen, vorher, während und danach? Keinerlei Verweis auf die Angelegenheit, weder mündlich noch schriftlich?‹

›Ich habe Ihnen doch schon mein Wort gegeben.‹

›Sehr gut.‹ Plötzlich springt er auf, schießt wie ein Blitz quer durch den Raum und reißt die Tür auf. Der Gang davor ist leer. 

›In Ordnung‹, sagt er, als er zurückkommt. ›Ich weiß, daß Angestellte manchmal neugierig sind, was die Geschäfte ihrer Herren angeht. Jetzt können wir sicher und ungestört reden.‹ Er hat seinen Stuhl sehr nah an meinen herangezogen und mich wieder mit dem gleichen fragenden und nachdenklichen Blick angestarrt. 

Bei den seltsamen Mätzchen dieses fleischlosen Mannes hatte in mir ein Gefühl des Abscheus und etwas wie Furcht aufzukeimen begonnen. Sogar die Befürchtung, einen Kunden zu verlieren, konnte mich nicht davon abhalten, meine Ungeduld zu zeigen. 

›Bitte sagen Sie klar, um was es Ihnen bei dem Geschäft geht, Sir‹, habe ich gesagt; ›meine Zeit ist kostbar.‹ Der Himmel möge mir diesen letzten Satz verge-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.359
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ben, aber die Worte kamen mir einfach auf die Lippen. 

›Wie würden Ihnen fünfzig Guineen für eine Nacht Arbeit gefallen?‹ fragt er. 

›Ganz ausgezeichnet.‹

›Ich habe gesagt, eine Nacht Arbeit, aber eine Stunde käme der Sache näher. Ich möchte lediglich Ihre Meinung über eine hydraulische Presse haben, die nicht mehr einwandfrei arbeitet. Wenn Sie uns nur zeigen, was nicht stimmt, können wir es bald selbst in Ordnung bringen. Was halten Sie von solch einem Auftrag?‹

›Die Arbeit scheint leicht zu sein, die Entlohnung großzügig.‹

›Genau so ist es. Wir möchten, daß Sie heute abend mit dem letzten Zug kommen.‹

›Wohin?‹

›Nach Eyford in Berkshire. Das ist ein kleiner Ort nahe der Grenze zu Oxfordshire, keine sieben Meilen von Reading entfernt. Es gibt einen Zug ab Paddington, der Sie gegen 11 Uhr 15 dorthin bringen kann.‹

›Sehr gut.‹

›Ich werde Sie mit einem Wagen abholen.‹

›Man muß also noch weiter fahren?‹

›Ja, der Ort, wo wir uns befinden, liegt ziemlich weit auf dem Land. Es sind noch gute sieben Meilen ab dem Bahnhof Eyford. ‹
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›Dann können wir kaum vor Mitternacht ankommen. Ich nehme an, es gibt dann keinen Zug mehr zu-rück. Ich wäre gezwungen, über Nacht zu bleiben.‹

›Ja, wir können Sie ohne Schwierigkeiten unterbringen.‹

›Das ist mir sehr unangenehm. Könnte ich nicht zu einer gelegeneren Zeit kommen?‹

›Wir sind zu der Meinung gelangt, daß Sie am besten spät kommen. Gerade um Sie für alle Unannehmlichkeiten zu entschädigen, zahlen wir ja Ihnen, einem jungen und unbekannten Mann, ein Honorar, für das wir auch ein Gutachten von den Spitzenleuten Ihres Gewerbes erhalten konnten. Wenn Sie sich natürlich aus dem Geschäft zurückziehen wollen, so haben Sie dazu noch genug Zeit.‹

Ich dachte an die fünfzig Guineen und daran, wie gut sie mir zupaß kämen. ›Keineswegs‹, habe ich gesagt; ›ich will mich sehr gern Ihren Wünschen anpassen. Ich verstünde aber gern ein wenig deutlicher, was Sie von mir erwarten.‹

›Selbstverständlich. Es ist nur natürlich, daß das Versprechen der Geheimhaltung, das wir Ihnen abver-langt haben, Ihre Neugier erregt. Ich lege keinen Wert darauf, Sie zu irgend etwas zu verpflichten, ohne Ihnen vorher alles klar dargelegt zu haben. Ich nehme an, wir sind absolut sicher vor Lauschern?‹

›Völlig.‹
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›Nun, die Sache sieht so aus. Es ist Ihnen vermutlich bekannt, daß Walker-Erde36 sehr wertvoll ist und nur an einer oder zwei Stellen in England vorkommt?‹

›Ich habe davon gehört.‹

›Vor einiger Zeit habe ich ein kleines Anwesen –

ein sehr kleines Anwesen – gekauft, etwa zehn Meilen von Reading entfernt. Ich hatte Glück und stellte fest, daß sich in einem meiner Felder ein Walker-Erde-Vorkommen befindet. Als ich es aber untersuchte, fand ich heraus, daß das Vorkommen verhältnismäßig klein ist und nur eine Art Verbindung zwischen zwei sehr viel größeren zur Rechten und zur Linken darstellt – beide allerdings auf dem Boden meiner Nachbarn. Diesen guten Leuten ist völlig unbekannt, daß ihr Boden etwas enthält, was durchaus so wertvoll ist wie eine Goldmine. Natürlich wäre es in meinem Interesse, ihr Land zu erwerben, bevor sie seinen wahren Wert herausfinden; unglücklicherweise hatte ich aber nicht das hierzu nötige Kapital. Ich habe jedoch einige meiner Freunde in das Geheimnis eingeweiht, und sie haben vorgeschlagen, in aller Ruhe und insgeheim unser eigenes kleines Vorkommen auszubeuten, um auf diese Weise das Geld zu verdienen, das uns den Erwerb der Nachbarfelder ermöglichen würde. 

Damit beschäftigen wir uns nun seit einiger Zeit, und zur Erleichterung unserer Arbeiten haben wir eine hy-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.362
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draulische Presse errichtet. Wie ich Ihnen schon er-klärt habe, ist diese Presse nicht mehr in Ordnung, und wir hätten gern Ihren Rat hierbei. Wir hüten aber unser Geheimnis sehr eifersüchtig, und wenn es erst einmal bekannt würde, daß wir Hydraulik-Ingenieure in unser kleines Haus kommen lassen, würde man bald beginnen, sich darum zu bekümmern, und wenn die Tatsachen herauskämen, müßten wir jeder Möglichkeit, an diese Felder zu kommen und unseren Plan auszuführen, Good-bye sagen. Darum habe ich Sie versprechen lassen, keiner Menschenseele etwas davon zu erzählen, daß Sie heute abend nach Eyford fahren. Ich hoffe, ich habe Ihnen alles ganz klar dargelegt?‹

›Ich kann Ihnen sehr gut folgen‹, sage ich. ›Der einzige Punkt, den ich nicht recht begreife, ist, inwiefern Ihnen eine hydraulische Presse dabei helfen kann, Walker-Erde zu fördern, die, soweit ich weiß, wie Kies aus einer Grube gewonnen wird.‹

›Ah!‹ sagt er wegwerfend, ›wir haben da unser eigenes Verfahren. Wir komprimieren die Erde zu Ziegeln, um sie fortschaffen zu können, ohne zu verraten, worum es sich dabei handelt. Aber das ist eine bloße Bagatelle. Ich habe Sie nun völlig eingeweiht, Mr. 

Hatherley, und Ihnen bewiesen, wie sehr ich Ihnen vertraue.‹ Er ist aufgestanden, als er das sagte. ›Dann erwarte ich Sie um n Uhr 15 in Eyford.‹
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›Ich werde bestimmt dort sein.‹

›Und kein Sterbenswörtchen, zu niemandem.‹ Er schaut mich mit einem letzten, langen, bohrenden Blick an, verabreicht mir einen kalten, klammen Händedruck und hastet aus dem Raum. 

Als ich mir dann alles ruhigen Blutes noch einmal überlegt habe, war ich, wie Sie beide sich wohl denken können, sehr erstaunt über diesen plötzlichen Auftrag, mit dem man mich betraut hatte. Einerseits war ich natürlich froh, denn das Honorar betrug mindestens das Zehnfache dessen, was ich verlangt hätte, und möglicherweise konnte dieser Auftrag zu weiteren führen. Andererseits hatten Gesicht und Auftreten meines Auftraggebers auf mich einen unangenehmen Eindruck gemacht, und ich konnte mir nicht vorstellen, daß diese Erklärung mit der Walker-Erde ein ausreichender Grund dafür war, daß ich unbedingt um Mitternacht kommen sollte, wie auch für diese übertriebene Besorgnis, ich könnte jemandem etwas über meinen Auftrag erzählen. Ich habe jedoch all meine Befürchtungen in den Wind geschlagen, ein herzhaftes Abendessen zu mir genommen, bin nach Paddington gefahren und abgereist, nachdem ich die Auflage, meine Zunge im Zaum zu halten, buchstäblich befolgt hatte. 

In Reading mußte ich allerdings nicht nur den Zug wechseln, sondern mich sogar zu einem anderen Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.364
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Bahnhof begeben. Ich habe trotzdem den letzten Zug nach Eyford pünktlich erreicht und bin nach elf Uhr in dem kleinen, schwach beleuchteten Bahnhof angekommen. Ich war der einzige Fahrgast, der dort ausgestiegen ist, und auf dem Bahnsteig war niemand, abgesehen von einem einzigen verschlafenen Gepäck-träger mit einer Laterne. Als ich durch das Gittertor hinausgegangen war, fand ich jedoch meinen Bekannten vom Morgen, der im Schatten auf der anderen Straßenseite wartete. Ohne ein Wort zu sagen, hat er mich beim Arm gepackt und eilig zu einer Droschke gezerrt, deren Tür offenstand. Er hat beide Fenster geschlossen, an das Holz geklopft, und ab ging die Post, so schnell das Pferd laufen konnte.«

»Ein Pferd?« warf Holmes ein. 

»Ja, nur eines.«

»Haben Sie die Farbe sehen können?«

»Ja, ich habe sie wegen der Seitenleuchten gesehen, als ich in den Wagen stieg. Es war ein Fuchs.«

»War er müde oder frisch?«

»Ach, frisch und glänzend.«

»Danke sehr. Es tut mir leid, daß ich Sie unterbrochen habe. Bitte fahren Sie mit Ihrer sehr interessanten Darlegung fort.«

»Wir sind also losgefahren und waren mindestens eine Stunde unterwegs. Colonel Lysander Stark hatte gesagt, es seien nur sieben Meilen, ich nehme aber an, Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.365
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bei dem Tempo, mit dem wir fuhren und der Zeit, die wir unterwegs waren, daß es eher zwölf waren. Er hat die ganze Zeit schweigend neben mir gesessen, und mehr als einmal, wenn ich zu ihm hinübergeschaut habe, stellte ich fest, daß er mich sehr aufmerksam beobachtet hat. Die Landstraßen scheinen in diesem Teil der Welt nicht besonders gut zu sein, wir sind nämlich ganz entsetzlich geschüttelt und gestoßen worden. Ich habe versucht, aus den Fenstern zu schauen und zu erkennen, wo wir waren, aber sie waren aus Milchglas, und abgesehen von gelegentlichen verschwommenen Lichtern konnte ich nichts ausmachen. 

Hin und wieder habe ich eine Bemerkung versucht, um die Monotonie der Reise zu unterbrechen, aber der Colonel war sehr einsilbig, und so ist das Gespräch bald abgestorben. Dann wurde aber endlich das Rumpeln der Straße von der knisternden Glätte eines Kieswegs abgelöst, und der Wagen hat angehalten. Colonel Lysander Stark ist hinausgesprungen und hat mich, als ich ihm folgte, schnell in ein Portal hineingezogen, das sich vor uns auftat. Man könnte sagen, wir sind aus dem Wagen unmittelbar in die Eingangshalle getreten, so daß es mir unmöglich war, auch nur den flüchtigsten Blick auf die Hausfassade zu werfen. 

In dem Moment, als ich über die Schwelle getreten war, fiel hinter uns die Tür schwer ins Schloß, und ich konnte das schwache Rattern der Räder hören, als die Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.366
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Droschke abfuhr. 

Im Haus war es pechfinster, und der Colonel tastete herum und suchte nach Streichhölzern und murmelte vor sich hin. Plötzlich öffnet sich am anderen Ende des Gangs eine Tür, und ein langer goldener Lichtbalken fällt uns entgegen. Er wird breiter, und eine Frau erscheint mit einer Lampe in der Hand, die sie über den Kopf hält, Wobei sie ihr Gesicht vorreckt und uns anstarrt. Ich konnte sehen, daß sie hübsch war, und an dem Schimmern des Lichts auf ihrem dunklen Kleid konnte ich erkennen, daß es aus kostbarem Material sein mußte. Sie hat in einer fremden Sprache ein paar Worte gesagt, und zwar in einem Tonfall, als ob sie eine Frage stellte, und als mein Gefährte ihr in einem schroffen, einsilbigen Wort geantwortet hat, ist sie so sehr zusammengefahren, daß ihr beinahe die Lampe aus der Hand gefallen wäre. Colonel Stark ist zu ihr gegangen, hat ihr etwas ins Ohr geflüstert, sie in den Raum zurückgedrängt, aus dem sie getreten war, und ist dann wieder zu mir gekommen, mit der Lampe in der Hand. 

›Vielleicht haben Sie die Güte, in diesem Raum einige Minuten zu warten‹, sagt er, wobei er eine weitere Tür öffnet. Es war ein ruhiger, kleiner, einfach eingerichteter Raum mit einem runden Tisch in der Mitte, auf dem einige deutsche Bücher verstreut lagen. Colonel Stark hat die Lampe auf ein Harmoni-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.367
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um neben der Tür gestellt. ›Ich werde Sie nur einen Augenblick warten lassen‹, sagt er und verschwindet in der Dunkelheit. 

Ich habe mir die Bücher auf dem Tisch angesehen, und trotz meiner Unkenntnis des Deutschen konnte ich sehen, daß zwei von ihnen wissenschaftliche Abhandlungen waren, die anderen waren Gedichtbände. 

Ich bin dann zum Fenster hinübergegangen, in der Hoffnung, einen Blick auf die Umgebung werfen zu können, aber vor dem Fenster war ein mit schweren Stangen befestigter Laden aus Eichenholz angebracht. 

Es war ein wunderbar ruhiges Haus. Irgendwo im Korridor tickte laut eine alte Uhr, doch war ansonsten alles totenstill. Ein vages Gefühl des Unbehagens überkam mich. Wer waren diese Deutschen, und was machten sie hier an diesem seltsamen, entlegenen Ort? Und wo befand sich dieser Ort? Ich war etwa zehn Meilen von Eyford entfernt, das war alles, was ich wußte, ich hatte aber keine Ahnung, ob im Norden, Süden, Osten oder Westen. Im übrigen lagen Reading und vielleicht noch andere große Städte auch in diesem Radius, so daß der Ort möglicherweise gar nicht so entlegen war. Trotz allem war ich wegen der absoluten Stille sicher, daß wir auf dem Land waren. 

Ich bin im Raum auf. und ab gegangen und habe leise eine Melodie gesummt, um mir Mut zu machen, und dabei dachte ich, daß ich mein Honorar von fünfzig Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.368
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Guineen nun wirklich verdiente. 

Plötzlich öffnete sich langsam die Tür zu meinem Raum, ohne jedes vorbereitende Geräusch inmitten der vollkommenen Stille. Die Frau stand in der Öffnung, hinter ihr die Dunkelheit der Eingangshalle, das gelbe Licht meiner Lampe fiel auf ihr gespanntes und wunderschönes Gesicht. Mit einem Blick konnte ich sehen, daß sie krank war vor Angst, und bei diesem Anblick ist mir eiskalt ums Herz geworden. Sie hat einen zitternden Finger gehoben, um mich davor zu warnen, irgendein Geräusch zu machen, und dann hat sie mir ein paar Worte in gebrochenem Englisch zu-geflüstert, in aller Eile, und sich dabei zu der hinter ihr liegenden Düsternis umgeschaut wie ein erschrecktes Pferd. 

›Ich würde gehen‹, hat sie gesagt, wobei es so schien, als müßte sie sich Mühe geben, ruhig zu sprechen; ›ich würde gehen. Ich würde nicht hier bleiben. 

Hier ist nichts Gutes für Sie zu tun.‹

›Aber, Madame‹, sage ich, ›ich habe das, wozu ich gekommen bin, noch nicht erledigt. Ich kann unmöglich gehen, bevor ich nicht die Maschine gesehen habe.‹

›Sie vergeuden Ihre Zeit mit Warten‹, fährt sie einfach fort. ›Sie können durch die Tür gehen; niemand hindert.‹ Als sie dann sieht, daß ich lächle und den Kopf schüttle, läßt sie plötzlich ihre Zurückhaltung Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.369
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fallen, macht einen Schritt auf mich zu und ringt die Hände. Dabei flüstert sie: ›Um Himmels willen, gehen Sie fort von hier, bevor es zu spät ist!‹

Nun bin ich aber von Natur aus ein wenig starrköpfig und desto eher bereit, mich auf eine Sache einzulassen, wenn dabei Hindernisse im Weg sind. Ich dachte an mein Honorar von fünfzig Guineen, an meine ermüdende Reise und an die unerfreuliche Nacht, die vor mir zu liegen schien. Sollte das alles umsonst gewesen sein? Warum sollte ich mich davon-stehlen, ohne meinen Auftrag ausgeführt und ohne das mir zustehende Honorar erhalten zu haben? Bei allem, was ich wußte, konnte diese Frau ja ebensogut eine Wahnsinnige sein. Ich habe also weiterhin meinen Kopf geschüttelt, meine Haltung bewahrt und meine Absicht bekräftigt, zu bleiben, wo ich nun war, obwohl ihr Auftreten mich stärker erschüttert hatte, als ich mir zugeben mochte. Sie wollte eben wieder mit ihren Vorhaltungen beginnen, als über uns eine Tür ins Schloß fiel, und auf der Treppe waren Fußtritte zu hören. Sie hat einen Augenblick lang gelauscht, ihre Hände in einer Geste der Verzweiflung gehoben und ist dann so plötzlich und geräuschlos verschwunden, wie sie gekommen war. 

Die Neuankömmlinge waren Colonel Lysander Stark und ein kleiner dicker Mann mit einem Chin-chillabart, der aus den Falten seines Doppelkinns Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.370
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sproß; er wurde mir als Mr. Ferguson vorgestellt. 

›Das ist mein Sekretär und Manager‹, sagt der Colonel. ›Übrigens hatte ich das Gefühl, ich hätte vorhin die Tür geschlossen. Ich fürchte, Sie haben im Zug-wind gestanden.‹

›Das macht nichts, im Gegenteil‹, sage ich. ›Ich habe die Tür selbst geöffnet, weil es mir im Raum ein wenig stickig war.‹

Er wirft mir einen seiner mißtrauischen Blicke zu. 

›Vielleicht sollten wir jetzt besser zur Sache kommen‹, sagt er. ›Mr. Ferguson und ich werden Ihnen jetzt die Maschine zeigen.‹

›Ich sollte mir wohl meinen Hut aufsetzen, nicht wahr?‹

›O nein, die Maschine ist im Haus.‹

›Wie? Graben Sie im Haus nach Walker-Erde?‹

›Nein, nein. Hier komprimieren wir sie nur. Aber das spielt keine Rolle! Alles, was wir von Ihnen wollen, ist, daß Sie sich die Maschine ansehen und uns wissen lassen, was mit ihr nicht stimmt.‹

Wir sind dann die Treppe hinaufgestiegen; der Colonel voraus mit seiner Lampe, der feiste Manager und ich hinterher. Es war ein altes Haus wie ein Labyrinth, mit Gängen, Korridoren, engen Wendeltreppen und kleinen niedrigen Türen, deren Schwellen von all den Generationen, die sie überquert hatten, abgetreten waren. Oberhalb des Erdgeschosses gab es keine Tep-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.371
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piche und keine Anzeichen von Mobiliar; der Putz bröckelte von den Wänden, und Feuchtigkeit zeigte sich in grünen, ungesunden Flecken. Ich habe versucht, mich so unbekümmert wie möglich zu geben, aber ich hatte die Warnungen der Dame nicht vergessen, wenn ich sie auch mißachtete, und ich habe meine beiden Gefährten sorgsam im Auge behalten. 

Ferguson schien ein mürrischer, schweigsamer Mann zu sein, aber aus dem Wenigen, das er sagte, konnte ich entnehmen, daß er immerhin ein Landsmann war. 

Colonel Lysander Stark ist schließlich vor einer niedrigen Tür stehen geblieben und hat sie aufge-schlossen. Dahinter lag ein kleiner, viereckiger Raum, in dem wir drei kaum gleichzeitig Platz fanden. Ferguson ist zurückgeblieben, und der Colonel hat mich hineingewinkt. 

›Wir sind jetzt tatsächlich innerhalb der hydrauli-schen Presse‹, sagt er, ›und es wäre für uns sehr unangenehm, wenn jemand auf den Gedanken käme, sie einzuschalten. Die Decke dieses kleinen Raums ist in Wahrheit der Boden des Kolbens und kommt mit der Gewalt vieler Tonnen auf diesen Metallboden herunter. Außerhalb gibt es kleine laterale Wasserführungen, die die Kraft aufnehmen und sie in der Ihnen bekannten Weise leiten und verstärken. Die Maschine arbeitet durchaus, aber irgendwo im Werk gibt es einen Widerstand, und sie hat ein wenig von ihrer Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.372
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Kraft verloren. Vielleicht hätten Sie die Güte, sie sich anzusehen und uns zu zeigen, wie wir das in Ordnung bringen können.‹

Ich habe ihm die Lampe abgenommen und die Maschine sehr gründlich untersucht. Sie war wirklich gigantisch und konnte ungeheuren Druck erzeugen. Als ich aber nach draußen gegangen bin und die Hebel betätigt habe, mit denen sie kontrolliert wird, hörte ich an dem zischenden Geräusch sofort, daß ein kleines Leck aufgetreten war, wodurch Wasser durch einen der Seitenzylinder wieder eintreten konnte. Eine Untersuchung ergab, daß eines der Gummibänder am Kopf eines Schubkolbens geschrumpft war, so daß es die Muffe, in der der Kolben arbeitete, nicht mehr völlig abdichtete. Dies war offensichtlich der Grund für den Kraftverlust, und ich habe meine Begleiter darauf hingewiesen; sie sind meinen Ausführungen sehr aufmerksam gefolgt und haben mehrere praktische Fragen danach gestellt, wie sie bei der Reparatur vorgehen sollten. Als ich es ihnen auseinandergesetzt hatte, bin ich in die Hauptkammer der Maschine zu-rückgegangen und habe sie mir gründlich angesehen, um meine Neugier zu befriedigen. Auf den ersten Blick war es offensichtlich, daß die Geschichte mit der Walker-Erde eine reine Erfindung war; es wäre nämlich absurd, anzunehmen, solch eine gewaltige Maschine könnte einem so unangemessen winzigen Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.373
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Zweck dienen. Die Wände bestanden aus Holz, der Boden dagegen war eine große Eisenmulde, und als ich sie genauer untersuchte, fand ich überall eine Kruste metallischer Ablagerungen. Ich habe mich gebückt und daran herumgekratzt, um genau sehen zu können, worum es sich handelt, als ich einen unterdrückten Ausruf auf Deutsch höre und das leichenhafte Gesicht des Colonel auf mich herabstarren sehe. 

›Was machen Sie da?‹ fragt er. 

Ich bin erbost darüber, mit einer derartigen Schwindelgeschichte hereingelegt worden zu sein, wie er sie mir aufgetischt hatte. ›Ich habe gerade Ihre Walker-Erde bewundert‹, sage ich; ›ich glaube, ich könnte Sie besser bei Ihrer Maschine beraten, wenn ich genau wüßte, wozu sie wirklich verwendet wird.‹

In dem Augenblick, als ich das sage, bedaure ich schon die Schroffheit meiner Worte. Sein Gesicht wird hart, und in seine grauen Augen kommt ein böses Leuchten. 

›Sehr gut‹, sagt er, ›Sie sollen alles über die Maschine erfahren.‹ Er macht einen Schritt rückwärts, wirft die kleine Tür zu und dreht den Schlüssel im Schloß. Ich laufe zur Tür und zerre an der Klinke, aber sie ist gut abgeschlossen und gibt bei meinen Tritten und Stößen kein bißchen nach. Ich schreie:

›Hallo! Hallo! Colonel! Lassen Sie mich raus!«

Und dann höre ich in der Stille plötzlich ein Ge-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.374

Der Daumen des Ingenieurs

Doyle-WA Bd. 5, 253

räusch, bei dem mir das Herz bis an den Hals klopft. 

Es ist das Klirren der Hebel und das Zischen des lek-ken Zylinders. Er hat die Maschine in Gang gebracht. 

Die Lampe steht noch immer auf dem Boden, wo ich sie abgesetzt habe, als ich die Mulde untersuchte. In ihrem Licht kann ich sehen, wie die schwarze Decke über mir herunterkommt, langsam und ruckartig, aber, wie keiner besser weiß als ich, mit einer Gewalt, die mich innerhalb einer Minute zu einer formlosen Masse zerquetschen muß. Ich werfe mich schreiend gegen die Tür und reiße mit den Fingernägeln am Schloß. Ich flehe den Colonel an, mich hinauszulas-sen, aber das unerbittliche Klirren der Hebel übertönt meine Schreie. Die Decke ist nur noch ein oder zwei Fuß über meinem Kopf, und mit der erhobenen Hand kann ich ihre harte rauhe Fläche fühlen. Dann durchzuckt mich der Gedanke, daß die Qual meines Todes ganz von der Lage abhängt, in der ich ihn erwarte. 

Wenn ich mich auf das Gesicht lege, kommt das ganze Gewicht auf mein Rückgrat herunter, und ich schaudere bei dem Gedanken an das gräßliche Krachen. Vielleicht ist es anders herum leichter, aber habe ich denn wirklich die Nerven, dort zu liegen und dem tödlichen schwarzen Schatten entgegenzusehen, der sich über mich senkt? Ich kann schon nicht mehr aufrecht stehen, als plötzlich mein Auge auf etwas fällt, das mir wieder einen Funken Hoffnung eingibt. 
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Ich habe gesagt, daß Decke und Boden aus Eisen, die Wände aber aus Holz waren. Als ich mich zum letzten Mal hastig umschaue, sehe ich eine dünne Linie gelben Lichts zwischen zwei Brettern, die breiter und breiter wird, indem sich ein kleines Stück Tä-

felung beiseite schiebt. Einen Augenblick lang kann ich kaum glauben, daß da wirklich eine Tür ist, die vom Tod fort führt. Im nächsten Moment werfe ich mich durch die Öffnung und liege halb bewußtlos auf der anderen Seite. Hinter mir hat sich die Täfelung wieder geschlossen, aber das Krachen der Lampe und, Augenblicke später, der klirrende Zusammenprall der beiden Metallflächen sagen mir, wie knapp mein Entrinnen gewesen ist. 

Ich komme wieder zu mir, als jemand heftig an meinem Handgelenk zieht, und ich stelle fest, daß ich auf dem steinernen Boden eines engen Korridors liege, während eine Frau sich über mich beugt und mit der linken Hand an mir zerrt, wobei sie in der rechten eine Kerze hält. Es ist meine gute alte Freundin, deren Warnungen ich so töricht in den Wind geschlagen hatte. 

»Kommen Sie! Kommen Sie!‹ ruft sie atemlos. ›Sie werden gleich hier sein. Sie werden sehen, daß Sie nicht da sind. Oh, vergeuden Sie doch nicht so viel kostbare Zeit, sondern kommen Sie!‹

Wenigstens dieses Mal habe ich ihre Ratschläge Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.376
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nicht verschmäht. Ich bin taumelnd auf die Füße gekommen und mit ihr den Gang entlang gelaufen und dann eine Wendeltreppe hinab. Sie führt zu einem weiteren, breiten Gang, und gerade als wir ihn erreichen, hören wir hastende Schritte und das Geschrei zweier Stimmen – die eine antwortet der anderen –

aus dem Stockwerk, in dem wir uns befinden, und aus dem unter uns. Meine Führerin bleibt stehen und sieht sich um wie jemand, der am Ende seiner Weisheit ist. 

Dann reißt sie eine Tür auf, die zu einem Schlafzimmer führt, durch dessen Fenster der Mond hell herein-scheint. 

›Das ist Ihre einzige Chance‹, sagt sie. ›Es ist hoch, aber vielleicht können Sie hinausspringen.‹

Noch während sie spricht, leuchtet am anderen Ende des Ganges ein Licht auf, und ich sehe die dürre Gestalt von Colonel Lysander Stark, der mit einer Laterne in der einen Hand und einer Waffe wie einem Schlachterbeil in der anderen auf uns zustürzt. Ich laufe durch das Schlafzimmer, reiße das Fenster auf und sehe hinaus. Wie ruhig und lieblich heil der Garten im Mondschein ausgesehen hat, und er konnte allenfalls dreißig Fuß unter mir liegen. Ich bin auf die Fensterbank geklettert, habe aber mit dem Sprung ge-zögert, weil ich zuerst hören wollte, was zwischen meiner Retterin und dem Bösewicht, der mich verfolgte, vorging. Hätte er sie mißhandelt, dann wäre Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.377
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ich entschlossen gewesen, das Risiko einzugehen und umzukehren, um ihr zu helfen. Der Gedanke war mir kaum durch den Kopf geschossen, als er auch schon an der Tür angekommen war und sie beiseite schob; sie hat jedoch ihre Arme um seinen Hals gelegt und versucht, ihn zurückzuhalten. 

›Fritz! Fritz!‹ ruft sie auf englisch. ›Erinnere dich an dein Versprechen nach dem vorigen Mal. Du hast gesagt, es würde nicht mehr vorkommen. Er wird schweigen! Oh, er wird bestimmt schweigen!‹

›Du bist verrückt, Elise!‹ ruft er und versucht, sich von ihr zu lösen. ›Du wirst uns ruinieren. Er hat zuviel gesehen. Laß mich vorbei, sage ich dir!‹ Er schleudert sie beiseite, stürzt zum Fenster und schlägt mit seiner schweren Waffe nach mir. Ich bin schon hinausgeklettert und hänge nur noch mit den Fingern am Fensterrahmen, als sein Hieb mich trifft. Ich spüre einen dumpfen Schmerz, mein Griff löst sich, und ich stürze in den Garten hinab. 

Der Fall erschüttert mich, verletzt mich aber nicht; ich raffe mich also auf und renne durch die Büsche weg, so schnell ich kann, weil ich natürlich weiß, daß ich noch längst nicht außer Gefahr bin. Während ich laufe, überkommen mich aber plötzlich tödlicher Schwindel und Übelkeit. Ich starre auf meine Hand hinunter, die schmerzhaft pocht, und da sehe ich zum ersten Mal, daß mein Daumen abgeschnitten ist und Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.378
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Blut aus meiner Wunde strömt. Ich habe versucht, mein Taschentuch darum zu wickeln, aber dann habe ich plötzlich ein Summen in den Ohren, und im nächsten Augenblick falle ich ohnmächtig, wie tot, zwischen die Rosenbüsche. 

Ich kann nicht sagen, wie lange ich bewußtlos war. 

Es muß aber eine lange Zeit gewesen sein; als ich wieder zu mir gekommen bin, war der Mond nämlich schon untergegangen und ein heller Morgen angebrochen. Meine Kleider waren vom Tau völlig durchtränkt und mein Rockärmel durchgeweicht mit dem Blut aus meinem verwundeten Daumen. Die Schmerzen haben mir innerhalb eines Augenblicks wieder alle Einzelheiten meines nächtlichen Abenteuers ins Gedächtnis zurückgebracht, und ich bin mit dem Ge-fühl aufgesprungen, daß ich vor meinen Verfolgern noch immer kaum sicher sein konnte. Als ich aber dazu gekommen bin, mich umzuschauen, konnte ich zu meinem Erstaunen weder Haus noch Garten entdecken. Ich hatte im Winkel einer Hecke nahe der Landstraße gelegen, und nur ein kleines Stück die Straße hinab lag ein langes Gebäude, das sich, als ich näher kam, als eben jener Bahnhof herausstellte, wo ich in der vergangenen Nacht angekommen war. Ohne die häßliche Wunde an meiner Hand hätten alle Vorfalle dieser schrecklichen. Stunde ein Traum sein können. 
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Immer noch halb benommen bin ich in den Bahnhof gegangen und habe nach dem Frühzug gefragt. 

Binnen weniger als einer Stunde würde einer nach Reading abgehen. Ich stellte fest, daß der gleiche Kontrolleur Dienst hatte wie bei meiner Ankunft. Ich habe ihn gefragt, ob er je von Colonel Lysander Stark gehört hätte. Der Name war ihm unbekannt. Ob er am Vorabend einen Wagen gesehen hätte, der auf mich wartete? Nein, das hatte er nicht. Ob es in der Nähe eine Polizeistation gäbe? Ja, und zwar etwa drei Meilen entfernt. 

In meinem schwachen und kranken Zustand war das ein allzu weiter Fußmarsch für mich. Ich habe beschlossen, bis nach meiner Rückkehr in die Stadt zu warten, um der Polizei meine Geschichte zu erzählen. 

Es war kurz nach sechs Uhr, als ich ankamr und dann habe ich mir zuerst die Wunde behandeln lassen, und dann war der Doktor so freundlich, mich herzubringen. Ich vertraue die Angelegenheit Ihren Händen an und will genau das tun, was Sie mir raten.«

Wir saßen beide einige Zeitlang schweigend da, nachdem wir dieser außerordentlichen Erzählung gelauscht hatten. Dann nahm Sherlock Holmes vom Regal eines der schweren Notizbücher, in denen er seine Ausschnitte aufbewahrte. 

»Hier ist eine Anzeige, die Sie interessieren wird«, sagte er. »Sie ist vor etwa einem Jahr in allen Zeitun-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.380
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gen erschienen. Hören Sie: ›Vermißt seit dem 9. des lfd., Mr. Jeremiah Hayling, 26 Jahre, Hydraulik-Ingenieur. Verließ seine Wohnung nachts um zehn Uhr und wurde seither nicht mehr gesehen. Bekleidet vermutlich‹ und so weiter. Ha! Ich schätze, das war wohl, als der Colonel zum letzten Mal seine Maschine überholen lassen mußte.«

»Lieber Himmel!« rief mein Patient. »Das würde dann erklären, was das Mädchen sagte.«

»Ohne Zweifel. Es ist ganz klar, daß der Colonel ein kaltblütiger und verzweifelter Mann ist, absolut entschlossen, nicht zuzulassen, daß ihm bei seinem netten Spiel etwas in die Quere kommt; wie diese absolut hartgesottenen Piraten, die auf einem gekaperten Schiff niemanden am Leben lassen. Nun ist aber jeder Augenblick kostbar; wenn Sie sich dem also gewachsen fühlen, sollten wir sogleich zu Scotland Yard gehen, als Vorbereitung, bevor wir uns auf den Weg nach Eyford machen.«

Etwa drei Stünden später saßen wir alle zusammen im Zug, der von Reading zu dem kleinen Dorf in Berkshire unterwegs war. Wir, das waren Sherlock Holmes, der Hydraulik-Ingenieur, Inspektor Bradstreet von Scotland Yard, ein Detektiv in Zivil und ich. Bradstreet hatte ein Meßtischblatt der Gegend auf dem Sitz ausgebreitet und war damit beschäftigt, mit seinen Zirkeln Kreise zu ziehen, die Eyford zum Mit-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.381
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telpunkt hatten. 

»So«, sagte er. »Dieser Kreis hier um das Dorf hat einen Radius von zehn Meilen. Der Ort, den wir suchen, muß irgendwo in der Nähe dieser Linie liegen. 

Sie haben doch zehn Meilen gesagt, nicht wahr, Sir?«

»Wir waren eine gute Stunde unterwegs.«

»Und Sie nehmen an, daß man Sie den ganzen Weg zurückgeschafft hat, während Sie bewußtlos waren?«

»Das müssen sie wohl getan haben. Ich erinnere mich auch dunkel daran, daß man mich aufgehoben und irgendwo hingetragen hat.«

»Was ich nicht begreife«, sagte ich, »ist, daß sie Sie verschont haben sollen, als sie Sie ohnmächtig im Garten liegend gefunden haben. Vielleicht hat sich der Schuft von den Bitten der Frau erweichen lassen.«

»Das halte ich kaum für möglich. In meinem ganzen Leben habe ich nie ein so unerbittliches Gesicht gesehen.«

»Ach, das werden wir alles bald klären«, sagte Bradstreet. »Jedenfalls habe ich meinen Kreis gezogen, und ich wünschte nur, ich wüßte, an welchem Punkt darauf man die Leute finden kann, die wir suchen.«

»Ich glaube, ich könnte meinen Finger auf diesen Punkt legen«, sagte Holmes ruhig. 

»Ah, tatsächlich!« rief der Inspektor. »Sie haben sich also eine Meinung gebildet! Nun, mal sehen, wer Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.382
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mit Ihnen einer Meinung ist. Ich sage im Süden, das Land ist nämlich dort öde.«

»Und ich sage im Osten«, meinte mein Patient. 

»Ich bin für den Westen«, bemerkte der Detektiv. 

»Da gibt es mehrere ruhige kleine Dörfer.«

»Und ich bin für den Norden«, sagte ich, »weil es dort keine Hügel gibt, und unser Freund sagt, er hätte im Wagen nichts von Steigungen bemerkt.«

»Also wirklich«, sagte der Inspektor lachend, »das sind ja hübsche Meinungsunterschiede. Wir haben die ganze Windrose unter uns aufgeteilt. Wem stimmen Sie denn nun zu?«

»Sie alle irren sich.«

»Wir können uns doch nicht  alle  irren!«

»O doch, das können Sie. Das hier ist mein Punkt.«

Damit legte er seinen Finger auf den Mittelpunkt des Kreises. »Dort werden wir sie finden.«

»Aber die Fahrt von zwölf Meilen?« ächzte Hatherley. 

»Sechs hin und sechs zurück. Nichts einfacher als das. Sie selbst sagen, daß das Pferd frisch und glänzend war, als Sie eingestiegen sind. Wie könnte das sein, wenn es zwölf Meilen schlechter Straßen hinter sich hätte?«

»Das ist wirklich ein sehr wahrscheinlicher Trick«, bemerkte Bradstreet nachdenklich. »Natürlich kann kein Zweifel über das Wesen dieser Bande bestehen.«
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»Überhaupt keiner«, sagte Holmes. »Das sind Falschmünzer in großem Maßstab, und sie haben die Maschine verwendet, um das Amalgam zu verferti-gen, das als Silber ausgegeben wird.«

»Wir wissen seit einiger Zeit, daß eine sehr gerissene Bande am Werk ist«, sagte der Inspektor. »Sie haben zu Tausenden halbe Kronen herausgebracht. 

Wir haben sie sogar bis nach Reading verfolgt, sind dann aber nicht mehr weiter gekommen; sie hatten nämlich ihre Spuren in einer Weise verwischt, die beweist, daß es sich um sehr erfahrene Leute handelt. 

Aber ich glaube, daß wir sie jetzt dank dieses glücklichen Zufalls wirklich erwischt haben.«

Aber der Inspektor irrte sich, denn diese Verbrecher sollten nicht in die Hände der Justiz fallen. Als wir in den Bahnhof von Eyford einfuhren, sahen wir eine riesige Rauchsäule, die hinter einer nahegelegenen Baumgruppe in den Himmel wuchs und wie eine gewaltige Straußenfeder über der Landschaft hing. 

»Brennt da ein Haus?« fragte Bradstreet, als der Zug weiterdampfte. 

»Ja, Sir«, sagte der Stationsvorsteher. 

»Wann ist das Feuer ausgebrochen?«

»Angeblich in der Nacht, Sir, aber es ist schlimmer geworden, und jetzt steht da alles in Flammen.«

»Wem gehört das Haus?«

»Dr. Becher.«
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»Sagen Sie«, warf der Ingenieur ein, »ist Dr. Becher ein Deutscher, sehr dünn, mit einer scharfen langen Nase?«

Der Stationsvorsteher lachte herzlich. »Nein, Sir, Dr. Becher ist ein Engländer, und in der ganzen Gemeinde gibt es keinen Menschen mit einer hübscher ausgefüllten Weste. Bei ihm wohnt aber ein Gentleman, ein Patient, soviel ich weiß, der Ausländer ist und so aussieht, als könnte ihm ein wenig gutes Rindfleisch aus Berkshire nicht schaden.«

Der Stationsvorsteher hatte noch nicht zu Ende gesprochen, als wir schon alle in Richtung des Brandes eilten. Die Straße erklomm einen niedrigen Hügel, und vor uns lag ein ausgedehntes, weißgekälktes Ge-bäude; aus allen Ritzen und Fenstern schlugen Flammen, während im Vordergarten drei Feuerwehrwagen vergebens versuchten, das Feuer unter Kontrolle zu bekommen. 

»Das ist es!« rief Hatherley ganz aufgeregt. »Da ist der Kiesweg, und da sind die Rosenbüsche, wo ich gelegen habe. Das zweite Fenster da ist das, aus dem ich gesprungen bin.«

»Nun ja«, sagte Holmes, »immerhin haben Sie sich an ihnen gerächt. Es kann kein Zweifel daran bestehen, daß es Ihre Öllampe war, die, als sie in der Presse zerquetscht wurde, die hölzernen Wände in Brand gesetzt hat, und zweifellos waren sie mit allzu viel Er-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.385
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regung hinter Ihnen her, um es zeitig zu bemerken. 

Nun halten Sie Ihre Augen gut offen, ob vielleicht in dieser Menge Ihre Freunde aus der vergangenen Nacht sind; ich fürchte allerdings sehr, daß sie inzwischen gute hundert Meilen entfernt sind.«

Und Holmes' Befürchtungen wurden wahr, denn seit jenem Tag bis heute hat man weder von der schö-

nen Frau noch von dem finsteren Deutschen noch von dem mürrischen Engländer etwas gehört. Früh an jenem Morgen war ein Bauer einem Wagen begegnet, der mehrere Personen und einige sehr große Kisten trug und eilig in Richtung Reading fuhr, aber dort lö-

sten sich alle Spuren der Flüchtigen auf, und sogar Holmes' Einfallsreichtum gelang es nicht, auch nur den kleinsten Hinweis auf ihren Aufenthaltsort zu entdecken. 

Die Feuerwehrleute waren von den seltsamen Vorrichtungen, die sie im Haus fanden, sehr verwirrt, und noch mehr, als sie einen frisch abgetrennten menschlichen Daumen auf einer Fensterbank im zweiten Stockwerk entdeckten. Gegen Sonnenuntergang waren ihre Bemühungen jedoch endlich erfolgreich, und sie löschten die Flammen, aber nicht, ehe das Dach eingestürzt und das ganze Gebäude so sehr verwüstet war, daß außer einigen verbogenen Zylindern und eisernen Leitungen von der Maschinerie, die unseren unglücklichen Bekannten so viel gekostet hatte, keine Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.386
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Spur mehr übrig blieb. In einem Nebengebäude wurden große Mengen Nickel und Zinn entdeckt, es fanden sich jedoch keine Münzen, was vielleicht eine Er-klärung für jene großen Kisten ist, die bereits erwähnt wurden. 

Wie unser Hydraulik-Ingenieur vom Garten zur der Stelle gebracht wurde, an der er wieder zu Bewußtsein kam, hätte ewig ein Geheimnis bleiben können, wenn da nicht die weiche Gartenerde gewesen wäre, die uns eine sehr deutliche Geschichte erzählte. Offensichtlich hatten zwei Personen ihn getragen, von denen die eine besonders kleine, die andere ungewöhnlich große Füße besaß. Im ganzen war es sehr wahrscheinlich, daß der schweigsame Engländer, der vielleicht weniger mutig oder weniger mörderisch war als sein Gefährte, der Frau geholfen hatte, den be-wußtlosen Mann außer Gefahr zu schleppen. 

»Nun ja«, sagte unser Ingenieur kläglich, als wir unsere Plätze einnahmen, um nach London zurückzukehren, »das war ein schönes Geschäft für mich! Ich habe meinen Daumen verloren und außerdem ein Honorar von fünfzig Guineen, und was habe ich gewonnen?«

»Erfahrung«, sagte Holmes lachend. »Das könnte indirekt sehr wertvoll sein, wissen Sie; Sie brauchen das Erlebnis nur in Worte zu fassen, um bis an Ihr Lebensende den Ruf zu genießen, daß Sie ein ausge-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.387
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zeichneter Gesellschafter sind.«
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Der adlige Junggeselle

Die Vermählung von Lord St. Simon und ihr merkwürdiges Ende sind schon seit langem kein Objekt des Interesses jener erlauchten Zirkel mehr, in denen der unglückliche Bräutigam sich bewegt. Neue Skandale haben sich davorgeschoben, und deren pikantere Einzelheiten haben die Klatschmäuler von diesem vier Jahre alten Drama abgelenkt. Ich habe jedoch Grund zu der Annahme, daß die Gesamtheit der Tatsachen niemals dem allgemeinen Publikum enthüllt wurde, und da mein Freund Sherlock Holmes beträchtlichen Teil an der Aufklärung der Angelegenheit hatte, glaube ich, daß kein ihn betreffendes  mémoire  ohne eine kleine Skizze dieser bemerkenswerten Episode vollständig wäre. 

Einige Wochen vor meiner eigenen Heirat, in jenen Tagen, als ich noch mit Holmes Räumlichkeiten in der Baker Street teilte, kam er von einem nachmittäglichen Spaziergang heim und fand auf dem Tisch einen Brief vor. Ich war den ganzen Tag im Hause geblieben, denn das Wetter war jäh in Regen umgeschlagen, und die Jezail37-Kugel, die ich in einem meiner Glieder als Erinnerung an meine afghanische Campagne heimgebracht hatte, pochte mit dumpfer Beharrlichkeit. Meinen Leib in einem Lehnstuhl und Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.389
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meine Beine auf einem anderen hatte ich mich mit einem Gewölk von Zeitungen umgeben, bis ich sie schließlich, gesättigt von den Nachrichten des Tages, sämtlich beiseite warf, matt dort lag, das riesige Wappen und Monogramm des Couverts auf dem Tisch betrachtete und mich träge fragte, wer denn wohl meines Freundes nobler Korrespondent sein möchte. 

»Da liegt eine sehr feine Epistel«, bemerkte ich, als er eintrat. »Ihre Briefe heute früh stammten, wenn ich mich recht erinnere, von einem Fischhändler und einem Flußzöllner.«

»Ja, meine Korrespondenz verfügt zweifellos über den Reiz der Unterschiedlichkeit«, antwortete er lä-

chelnd, »und die schlichteren sind in der Regel die interessanteren. Dies da sieht aus wie eine jener unerwünschten gesellschaftlichen Einladungen, die einen entweder zur Langeweile oder zur Lüge verpflichten.«

Er erbrach das Siegel und überflog den Inhalt. »Oh, na, es könnte am Ende doch noch interessant werden.«

»Also nichts Gesellschaftliches?«

»Nein, entschieden etwas Berufliches.«

»Und von einem noblen Klienten?«

»Einem der höchststehenden in England.«

»Ich gratuliere Ihnen, mein Lieber.«

»Ohne mich spreizen zu wollen, Watson, kann ich Ihnen versichern, daß der Status meines Klienten mir Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.390
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sehr viel weniger bedeutet als die Frage, ob sein Fall interessant ist. Es ist jedoch durchaus möglich, daß es bei dieser neuen Untersuchung auch an Interesse nicht fehlt. Sie haben doch in der letzten Zeit die Zeitungen aufmerksam gelesen, nicht wahr?«

»Es sieht so aus«, sagte ich bedauernd; ich deutete auf ein riesiges Bündel in der Ecke. »Ich hatte sonst nichts zu tun.«

»Das ist erfreulich, so können Sie mich vielleicht auf den neuesten Stand bringen. Ich lese nichts als die Berichte über Verbrechen und die Nachrufe. Letztere sind immer sehr instruktiv. Wenn Sie aber die jüngsten Ereignisse so aufmerksam verfolgt haben, dann haben Sie doch sicher über Lord St. Simon und seine Hochzeit gelesen?«

»Aber ja, mit dem größten Interesse.«

»Das ist gut. Der Brief, den ich in der Hand halte, ist von Lord St. Simon. Ich werde ihn Ihnen vorlesen, und als Gegenleistung müssen Sie diese Zeitungen durchsehen und mir alles geben, was mit der Angelegenheit zu tun hat. Er schreibt das Folgende: Lieber Mr. Sherlock Holmes, 

Lord Backwater versichert mir, ich könne mich voll und ganz auf Ihr Urteilsvermögen und Ihre Diskretion verlassen. Ich habe daher beschlossen, mich an Sie zu wenden und Sie im Hinblick Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.391
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auf die sehr schmerzlichen Ereignisse zu konsultieren, die in Zusammenhang mit meiner Vermählung vorgefallen sind. Mr. Lestrade von Scotland Yard ist in dieser Angelegenheit bereits aktiv, doch versichert er mir, er habe keinerlei Einwände gegen Ihre Mitarbeit und sei sogar davon überzeugt, daß sie sich als hilfreich erweisen könne. Ich werde Sie um vier Uhr am Nachmittag aufsuchen, und sollten Sie für diese Zeit andere Verabredungen eingegangen sein, so hoffe ich, daß Sie diese verschieben wollen, da es sich um eine Angelegenheit von allergrößter Bedeutung handelt. 

Hochachtungsvoll

ROBERT ST. SIMON

Der Brief ist mit  Grosvenor Mansions überschrieben, abgefaßt mit einer Gänsekiel-Feder, und der noble Lord hat das Pech gehabt, sich einen Tintenfleck an der Außenseite seines rechten kleinen Fingers zuzu-ziehen«, bemerkte Holmes, als er das Schreiben faltete. 

»Er sagt vier Uhr. Es ist jetzt drei. In einer Stunde wird er hier sein.«

»Dann bleibt mir eben noch Zeit, mit Ihrer Hilfe Klarheit in dieser Sache zu gewinnen. Sehen Sie doch bitte die Zeitungen durch und sortieren Sie die Aus-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.392
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schnitte ihrer zeitlichen Abfolge nach, während ich feststelle, wer unser Klient eigentlich ist.« Er zog ein rot eingebundenes Buch aus einer Reihe von Nachschlagewerken neben dem Kaminsims38. »Da haben wir ihn«, sagte er; er setzte sich und legte das Buch aufgeschlagen auf seine Knie. »›Robert Walsingham de Vere St. Simon, zweiter Sohn des Herzogs von Balmoral‹ – hm! – ›Wappen: Azur, drei Zackensterne über einem schwarzen Querbalken. Geboren 1846.‹

Er ist einundvierzig Jahre alt, also reif genug für eine Heirat. War in einer der letzten Regierungen Stellver-tretender Minister für die Kolonien. Der Herzog, sein Vater, war früher einmal Außenminister. Sie haben in direkter

Linie

Plantagenet39-Blut

geerbt, 

und

Tudor40 auf der weiblichen Seite. Ha! Nun ja, das ist alles nicht besonders aufschlußreich. Ich fürchte, Watson, ich muß mich an Sie halten, um etwas Greif-bareres zu bekommen.«

»Ich habe kaum Schwierigkeiten, das zu finden, was ich suche«, sagte ich, »denn die Ereignisse liegen nicht lange zurück, und die Angelegenheit erschien mir bemerkenswert. Ich habe Sie aber nicht darauf aufmerksam machen wollen, weil ich wußte, daß Sie mit einer Nachforschung beschäftigt waren, und ich weiß ja, daß Sie dabei nicht mit anderen Dingen behelligt werden wollen.«

»Ach, Sie meinen das kleine Problem mit dem Mö-
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belwagen vom Grosvenor Square. Das ist inzwischen völlig geklärt – obwohl es ja eigentlich von Anfang an offensichtlich war. Bitte geben Sie mir die Resultate Ihrer Zeitungsauslese.«

»Das hier ist die erste Meldung, die ich finden kann. Sie steht in den Gesellschaftsnachrichten der Morning Post  und ist, wie Sie sehen, einige Wochen alt. Es heißt hier: ›Eine Hochzeit wurde vereinbart und soll, wenn die Gerüchte sich bewahrheiten, bald stattfinden, und zwar zwischen Lord Robert St. 

Simon, dem zweiten Sohn des Herzogs von Balmoral, und Miss Hatty Doran, der einzigen Tochter von Aloysius Doran, Esq., aus San Francisco, Cal., U.S.A.‹ Das ist alles.«

»Knapp und sachlich«, bemerkte Holmes; er streckte seine langen Beine dem Feuer entgegen. 

»In der gleichen Woche war in einem der Gesell-schaftsblätter ein Passus, der das weiter ausführte. 

Ah, hier ist er. ›Binnen kurzem werden protektionisti-sche Maßnahmen zugunsten des Heiratsmarktes erwartet, da das augenblicklich angewandte Freihandels-Prinzip unsere heimischen Produkte ernstlich zu beeinträchtigen scheint. Eine nach der anderen gehen die Geschäftsführungen der vornehmen Häuser Groß-

britanniens in die Hände unserer reizenden Cousinen von jenseits des Atlantik über. Die Liste der von diesen anmutigen Invasorinnen heimgeführten Prisen er-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.394
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fuhr in der vergangenen Woche eine bedeutende Er-gänzung. Lord St. Simon, der sich seit über zwanzig Jahren als wider die Pfeile des kleinen Gottes gefeit erwiesen hatte, hat nun endgültig seine bevorstehende Vermählung mit Miss Hatty Doran bekanntgegeben, der faszinierenden Tochter eines kalifornischen Millionärs. Miss Doran, deren anmutige Gestalt und deren auffallendes Antlitz bei den Festlichkeiten im Westbury House viel Aufmerksamkeit erregten, ist das einzige Kind, und gegenwärtig heißt es, ihre Mitgift werde weit mehr denn nur sechsstellig sein, mit besten Erwartungen für die Zukunft. Da es ein offenes Geheimnis ist, daß der Herzog von Balmoral während der zurückliegenden Jahre gezwungen war, seine Ge-mälde zu veräußern, und da Lord St. Simon abgesehen von dem kleinen Gut Birchmoor nicht über eigenes Besitztum verfügt, ist es offensichtlich, daß die kalifornische Erbin nicht als einzige Gewinn aus dieser Allianz zieht, die es ihr ermöglichen wird, die einfache und verbreitete Wandlung von einer republikanischen Dame zu einem britischen Titel zu vollziehen.‹«

»Sonst noch etwas?« fragte Holmes gähnend. 

»O ja, soviel Sie wollen. Dann ist hier eine weitere Meldung in der  Morning Post,  in der es heißt, daß es eine ganz stille Hochzeit sein soll, und zwar in der Kirche von St. George, Hanover Square, daß nur ein Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.395
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halbes Dutzend engster Freunde eingeladen sei, und daß die Gesellschaft von dort zu dem von Mr. Aloysius Doran angemieteten und zur Verfügung gestellten Haus am Lancaster Gate zurückkehren werde. 

Zwei Tage später – also am vergangenen Mittwoch –

findet sich eine kurze Mitteilung, daß die Hochzeit stattgefunden habe, und daß man die Flitterwochen auf Lord Backwaters Besitz nahe Petersfield verbringen werde. Das sind alle Meldungen, die erschienen sind, bevor die Braut verschwunden ist.«

»Bevor die Braut was?« fragte Holmes; er fuhr auf. 

»Bevor die Dame verschwunden ist.«

»Wann ist sie denn verschwunden?«

»Beim Hochzeitsfrühstück.«

»Wirklich? Das ist interessanter, als es zu werden versprach. Sogar ziemlich dramatisch.«

»Ja; es erschien mir ein wenig ungewöhnlich.«

»Sie verschwinden oft vor der Zeremonie und bisweilen auch während der Flitterwochen; ich kann mich aber nicht an etwas derart Promptes erinnern. 

Bitte geben Sie mir die Einzelheiten.«

»Ich muß Sie vorwarnen; sie sind nicht besonders vollständig.«

»Vielleicht können wir sie vervollständigen.«

»Soweit sie bekannt sind, finden sie sich in einem einzigen Artikel einer Morgenzeitung von gestern; den will ich Ihnen vorlesen. Er ist überschrieben mit: Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.396
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Einzigartiger Vorfall bei vornehmer Hochzeit Die seltsamen und schmerzlichen Ereignisse, die sich gelegentlich seiner Hochzeit zutrugen, haben Lord Robert St. Simons Familie in die tiefste Verwirrung gestürzt. Wie in den gestrigen Zeitungen kurz mitgeteilt, fand die Zeremonie am Morgen zuvor statt; es wurde jedoch erst jetzt möglich, die seltsamen Gerüchte zu bestätigen, die so beharrlich umherschwirrten. Trotz der Versuche von Freunden, die Angelegenheit zu vertuschen, hat sie inzwischen so viel öffentliche Aufmerksamkeit erregt, daß kein sinnvoller Zweck mehr erfüllt wird durch den Anschein, man könne etwas ignorieren, was längst allgemeiner Gesprächsstoff geworden ist. 

Die in der Kirche von St. George, Hanover Square, vorgenommene Zeremonie war sehr still; außer dem Brautvater, Mr. Aloysius Doran, der Herzogin von Balmoral, Lord Backwater, Lord Eustace und Lady Clara St. Simon (dem jüngeren Bruder und der Schwester des Bräutigams) sowie Lady Alicia Whittington nahm niemand daran teil. Die ganze Gesellschaft begab sich anschließend in das Haus von Mr. Aloysius Doran am Lancaster Gate, wo ein Frühstück vorbereitet Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.397

Der adlige Junggeselle

Doyle-WA Bd. 5, 269

war. Dort scheint eine Frau ein wenig Ärger verursacht zu haben, deren Name nicht festgestellt werden konnte und die versuchte, sich im Gefolge der Hochzeitsgesellschaft Zugang zum Haus zu erzwingen, indem sie vorgab, gewisse Ansprüche gegen Lord St. Simon zu haben. Erst nach einer längeren, betrüblichen Szene konnte sie durch den Butler und den Lakaien entfernt werden. Die Braut, welche glücklicherweise vor dieser unerfreulichen Unterbrechung das Haus betreten hatte, hatte sich bereits mit den übrigen zum Frühstück niedergelassen, als sie über eine plötzliche Unpäßlichkeit klagte und sich in ihre Räumlichkeiten zurückzog. Nachdem ihr langes Fernbleiben Anlaß zur Beunruhigung gab, folgte ihr Vater ihr; er erfuhr jedoch von ihrer Zofe, daß sie nur für einen Augenblick in ihr Zimmer hinaufgegangen war, einen Ulster und eine Haube ergriffen hatte und dann wieder zum Korridor hinabgehastet war. Einer der Lakaien sagte aus, er habe eine in dieser Weise angetane Dame das Haus verlassen sehen; er habe jedoch nicht geglaubt, es könne sich um seine Herrin handeln, da er diese bei der Gesellschaft wähnte. 

Nachdem er festgestellt hatte, daß seine Tochter verschwunden war, setzte sich Mr. Aloysius Doran, zusammen mit dem Bräutigam, sogleich Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.398
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mit der Polizei in Verbindung, und zur Zeit werden äußerst energische Untersuchungen vorgenommen, die vermutlich zu einer baldigen Erhellung dieser einzigartigen Angelegenheit führen werden. Bis spät in der vergangenen Nacht war aber noch nichts über den Aufenthaltsort der vermißten Dame in Erfahrung zu bringen. Es kur-sieren jedoch Gerüchte über üble Machenschaften in dieser Sache, und dem Vernehmen nach soll die Polizei die Festnahme der Frau, die die anfängliche Störung verursacht hatte, veranlaßt haben, in dem Glauben, sie könne aus Eifersucht oder sonstigen Motiven an dem merkwürdigen Verschwinden der Braut beteiligt gewesen sein.«

»Und das ist alles?«

»Nur noch eine kleine Meldung in einer anderen Morgenzeitung, aber die ist sehr aufschlußreich.«

»Und zwar?«

»Daß Miss Flora Millar, die Dame, die die Aufregung verursacht hat, tatsächlich festgenommen worden ist. Anscheinend war sie früher eine  danseuse  im

›Allegro‹ und hat den Bräutigam seit Jahren gekannt. 

Weitere Einzelheiten gibt es nicht, und damit verfü-

gen Sie über den ganzen Fall – soweit er in der Presse dargelegt worden ist.«

»Und es scheint ein überaus interessanter Fall zu Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.399
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sein. Ich möchte ihn um keinen Preis versäumt haben. 

Aber da wird geläutet, Watson, und da die Uhr kurz nach vier zeigt, zweifle ich nicht daran, daß das unser vornehmer Klient ist. Kommen Sie nicht auf den Gedanken zu gehen, Watson, ich hätte nämlich sehr gern einen Zeugen, und sei es auch nur zur Stützung meines eigenen Gedächtnisses.«

»Lord Robert St. Simon«, kündigte unser Page an, indem er die Tür weit öffnete. Es trat ein Gentleman ein, mit einem angenehmen, kultivierten Gesicht, blaß und mit feiner Nase, einem Zug um den Mund, der vielleicht auf Verdrießlichkeit schließen ließ, und mit dem ruhigen, offenen Blick eines Mannes, dessen angenehmes Los es allezeit war, zu befehlen und zu sehen, daß man ihm gehorcht. Seine Haltung zeugte von Lebhaftigkeit, und doch machte sein Äußeres insgesamt einen unangemessenen Eindruck von Alter, denn er ging leicht vorgebeugt, und seine Knie gaben beim Gehen ein wenig nach. Als er den Hut mit geschwungener Krempe abnahm, war auch sein Haar an den Rändern ergraut und obenauf gelichtet. Seine Kleidung war sorgfältig bis an die Grenze der Gek-kenhaftigkeit, mit hohem Kragen, schwarzem Gehrock, weißer Weste, gelben Handschuhen, Glanzle-derschuhen und hellen Gamaschen. Er trat langsam vor bis in die Mitte des Raumes, wandte sein Haupt nach links und nach rechts und schwang in der Rech-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.400
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ten die Kette, die seinen goldenen Kneifer hielt. 

»Guten Tag, Lord St. Simon«, sagte Holmes; er stand auf und verbeugte sich. »Bitte nehmen Sie in dem Korbsessel Platz. Dies ist mein Freund und Kollege Dr. Watson. Kommen Sie ein wenig näher ans Feuer, und dann wollen wir diese Angelegenheit bereden.«

»Für mich ist es eine sehr schmerzliche Angelegenheit, wie Sie sich sicher vorstellen können, Mr. Holmes. Sie hat mich aufs empfindlichste getroffen. Ich hörte, Sie haben bereits mehrmals derart delikate Fälle behandelt, Sir, wenn ich auch annehme, daß sie kaum aus der gleichen Gesellschaftsschicht waren.«

»Das ist richtig; ich bin auf dem Abstieg.«

»Verzeihung?«

»Mein letzter derartiger Klient war ein König.«

»Ach, tatsächlich! Das war mir nicht bekannt. Und welcher König?«

»Ein skandinavischer König.«

»So! War ihm seine Frau abhanden gekommen?«

»Sie werden verstehen«, sagte Holmes sanft, »daß ich den Affairen meiner anderen Klienten die gleiche Geheimhaltung angedeihen lasse, die ich Ihnen in der Ihrigen zusage.«

»Natürlich! Ganz richtig! Ganz richtig! Ich bitte selbstverständlich um Vergebung. Was nun meinen Fall betrifft, so will ich Ihnen gern jede Information Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.401
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geben, die Ihnen helfen kann, sich ein Urteil zu bilden.«

»Ich danke Ihnen. Ich weiß bereits alles, was in der Presse zu finden war, aber auch nicht mehr. Ich nehme an, ich kann davon ausgehen, daß die Berichte korrekt sind – zum Beispiel dieser Artikel, über das Verschwinden der Braut.«

Lord St. Simon überflog ihn. »Ja, er ist korrekt, jedenfalls soweit er geht.«

»Es ist aber noch viel zusätzliche Auskunft nötig, bevor jemand ein Urteil fällen könnte. Ich glaube, der kürzeste Weg für mich, um an die Tatsachen zu kommen, ist, Sie zu befragen.«

»Bitte fragen Sie.«

»Wann haben Sie Miss Hatty Doran kennengelernt?«

»In San Francisco, vor einem Jahr.«

»Sie haben die Staaten bereist?«

»Ja.«

»Haben Sie sich damals verlobt?«

»Nein.«

»Aber Sie standen auf freundschaftlichem Fuß miteinander?«

»Ihre Gesellschaft hat mich amüsiert, und Sie konnte sehen, daß ich amüsiert war.«

»Ihr Vater ist sehr reich?«

»Er gilt als der reichste Mann an der pazifischen Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.402
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Küste.«

»Und wie hat er sein Geld gemacht?«

»Mit Minen. Bis vor ein paar Jahren hatte er nichts. Dann hat er Gold gefunden, es investiert, und danach ging es mit Riesenschritten aufwärts.«

»Was ist denn nun Ihr Eindruck vom Charakter der jungen Dame – Ihrer Gemahlin?«

Der Adlige schwang seinen Kneifer ein wenig schneller und starrte hinunter ins Feuer. »Sehen Sie, Mr. Holmes«, sagte er, »meine Frau war zwanzig, bevor ihr Vater reich wurde. In dieser Zeit ist sie in einem Prospektorenlager frei herumgelaufen und durch die Wälder und Berge gestreift, ihre Erziehung stammt also eher von der Natur als von einem Schulmeister. Sie ist, was wir hier eine Range nennen, mit einem starken Wesen, wild und frei, ungebändigt durch Traditionen irgendeiner Art. Sie ist ungestüm –

vulkanisch, hätte ich beinahe gesagt. Sie ist sehr rasch mit Entscheidungen bei der Hand und furchtlos in deren Durchführung. Andererseits hätte ich ihr nicht den Namen gegeben, den zu tragen ich die Ehre habe«, er hüstelte geziemend, »wenn ich nicht der Meinung gewesen wäre, daß sie im Grunde eine edle Frau ist. Ich glaube, daß sie zu heroischer Selbstauf-opferung fähig ist und alles Unehrenhafte ihr zuwider wäre.«

»Haben Sie eine Photographie von ihr?«

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.403
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»Ich habe dies hier mitgebracht.« Er öffnete ein Medaillon und zeigte uns das Gesicht einer überaus liebreizenden Frau. Es war keine Photographie, sondern eine Elfenbein-Miniatur, und der Künstler hatte das glänzende schwarze Haar, die großen dunklen Augen und den feinen Mund zu voller Geltung gebracht. Holmes betrachtete das Bild lange und ernsthaft. Dann schloß er das Medaillon und gab es Lord St. Simon zurück. 

»Die junge Dame ist dann also nach London gekommen, und Sie haben die Bekanntschaft erneuert?«

»Ja. Ihr Vater hat sie zur vergangenen Londoner saison  herübergebracht. Ich habe sie mehrmals getroffen, mich mit ihr verlobt und sie nun geheiratet.«

»Wenn ich recht verstehe, hat sie eine beträchliche Mitgift mitgebracht?«

»Eine angemessene Mitgift. Nicht mehr, als in meiner Familie üblich ist.«

»Und diese Mitgift verbleibt Ihnen natürlich, da ja die Heirat ein  fait accompli  ist?«

»Ich habe mich wirklich nicht danach erkundigt.«

»Natürlich nicht. Haben Sie Miss Doran am Tag vor der Hochzeit gesehen?«

»Ja.«

»War sie in guter Stimmung?«

»Sie war niemals in besserer Stimmung. Sie hat immer wieder davon gesprochen, was wir künftig mit Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.404
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unserem Leben machen sollten.«

»So? Das ist sehr interessant. Und am Hochzeitsmorgen?«

»Sie war so munter wie nur möglich – zumindest bis nach der Zeremonie.«

»Und haben Sie dann bei ihr irgendeine Veränderung wahrgenommen?«

»Nun, um die Wahrheit zu sagen, ich habe danach bei ihr zum ersten Mal überhaupt Anzeichen von schlechter Laune bemerkt. Der Vorfall war jedoch zu unbedeutend, als daß man ihn erwähnen müßte, und kann keineswegs etwas mit dem Fall zu tun haben.«

»Lassen Sie uns bitte trotzdem davon erfahren.«

»Ach, es ist kindisch. Als wir zur Sakristei gingen, hat sie ihr  bouquet  fallen lassen. Sie ging gerade an der Vorderreihe der Kirchenstühle vorbei, und das bouquet  fiel in die erste Bank. Es gab eine winzige Verzögerung, aber der Gentleman reichte es ihr sofort zurück, und es schien durch den Fall nicht gelitten zu haben. Als ich dann aber mit ihr darüber geredet habe, hat sie mir sehr kurz angebunden geantwortet; und in der Kutsche, auf der Heimfahrt, schien sie mir wegen dieser albernen Sache lächerlich erregt zu sein.«

»Aha. Sie sagten, ein Gentleman saß in der Bankreihe. Dann waren also doch Ungeladene anwesend?«

»Natürlich. Es ist unmöglich, die Öffentlichkeit Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.405
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fernzuhalten, wenn die Kirche offen ist.«

»Dieser Gentleman gehörte nicht zu den Freunden Ihrer Frau?«

»Nein, nein; ich rede aus Höflichkeit von einem Gentleman; tatsächlich sah er ganz gewöhnlich aus. 

Ich habe sein Äußeres kaum wahrgenommen. Ich glaube aber, wir kommen nun ziemlich weit vom Thema ab.«

»Lady St. Simon ist also von der Trauung in einem Gemütszustand heimgekehrt, der weniger gut war als bei der Hinfahrt. Was hat sie getan, als sie das Haus ihres Vaters wieder betrat?«

»Ich habe gesehen, daß sie mit ihrer Zofe sprach.«

»Und wer ist diese Zofe?«

»Sie heißt Alice. Sie ist Amerikanerin und mit ihr aus Kalifornien gekommen.«

»Eine vertraute Dienerin?«

»Ein wenig zu vertraut. Es ist mir immer so vorgekommen, als erlaube ihre Herrin ihr zu viele Freiheiten. Allerdings sieht man in Amerika diese Dinge na-türlich ganz anders.«

»Wie lange hat sie mit dieser Alice gesprochen?«

»Nun, einige Minuten. Ich hatte mich um andere Dinge zu kümmern.«

»Sie haben nicht gehört, was sie gesagt haben?«

»Lady St. Simon sagte etwas wie ›Einen  claim unter den Nagel reißen41‹. Sie hat oft  slang  dieser Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.406
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Art benutzt. Ich habe keine Ahnung, was sie damit sagen wollte.«

»Amerikanischer  slang  ist manchmal sehr aus-drucksstark. Und was hat Ihre Frau getan, nachdem sie mit der Zofe gesprochen hatte?«

»Sie ist in den Frühstücksraum gegangen.«

»An Ihrem Arm?«

»Nein, allein. In solchen kleinen Dingen war sie sehr unabhängig. Dann, als wir etwa zehn Minuten dort gesessen hatten, ist sie eilig aufgestanden, hat einige Worte der Entschuldigung gesagt und den Raum verlassen. Sie ist nie zurückgekommen.«

»Aber diese Zofe Alice sagt, wenn ich mich nicht irre, daß sie in ihr Zimmer gegangen ist, das Braut-kleid mit einem langen Ulster bedeckt, eine Haube aufgesetzt hat und dann fortgegangen ist.«

»Das ist richtig. Und man hat sie später in den Hyde Park gehen sehen, zusammen mit Flora Millar, einer Frau, die sich jetzt in Gewahrsam befindet und die an jenem Morgen schon in Mr. Dorans Haus eine Störung verursacht hatte.«

»Ah, ja, ich wüßte gern Näheres über diese junge Dame und Ihre Beziehungen zu ihr.«

Lord St. Simon zuckte die Achseln und hob die Augenbrauen. »Wir haben miteinander einige Jahre lang auf freundlichem Fuße verkehrt – ich sollte besser sagen, auf  sehr  freundlichem Fuße. Sie war früher Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.407
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im ›Allegro‹. Ich bin ihr gegenüber durchaus großzü-

gig gewesen, und sie hat keinen gerechtfertigten Grund, über mich zu klagen, aber Sie wissen ja, wie Frauen sind, Mr. Holmes. Flora war ein liebes Ding, aber über alle Maßen hitzig und mir sehr ergeben und anhänglich. Sie hat mir furchtbare Briefe geschrieben, als sie hörte, daß ich heiraten wollte, und, um die Wahrheit zu sagen, der Grund, aus dem ich die Vermählung so still habe feiern lassen war, daß ich be-fürchtete, es könnte in der Kirche zu einem Skandal kommen. Sie ist zu Mr. Dorans Haus gekommen, als wir eben heimgekehrt waren, und dort hat sie versucht, mit Gewalt einzudringen; dabei hat sie meine Frau mit sehr üblen Ausdrücken bedacht und sogar Drohungen gegen sie ausgestoßen, aber ich hatte die Möglichkeit vorhergesehen, daß etwas Derartiges geschehen könnte, und die Dienerschaft entsprechend instruiert, und die haben sie auch bald wieder hinausgeworfen. Sie war dann still, als sie eingesehen hat, daß es ihr nichts nützen würde, einen Aufruhr zu ver-anstalten.«

»Hat Ihre Frau all dies angehört?«

»Nein, Gott sei Dank, das hat sie nicht.«

»Aber später hat man sie zusammen mit dieser Frau gesehen?«

»Ja. Es ist genau das, was Mr. Lestrade von Scotland Yard für so ernst hält. Man nimmt an, daß Flora Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.408
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meine Frau aus dem Haus gelockt und ihr irgendeine schreckliche Falle gestellt hat.«

»Nun ja, das ist eine mögliche Annahme.«

»Glauben Sie es auch?«

»Ich habe nicht gesagt, daß es eine wahrscheinliche Annahme ist. Aber Sie selbst halten es nicht für sehr wahrscheinlich?«

»Ich glaube, daß Flora keiner Fliege etwas zuleide tun könnte.«

»Immerhin ist Eifersucht aber imstande, Charaktere auf seltsame Weise zu verändern. Was, bitte sehr, ist denn Ihre eigene Theorie über die Vorfälle?«

»Also, ich bin wirklich nicht gekommen, um eine Theorie vorzubringen, sondern um eine zu suchen. Ich habe Ihnen alle Tatsachen gegeben. Wenn Sie mich nun aber schon fragen, will ich Ihnen sagen, daß es mir als möglich erschienen ist, daß die Aufregung über diese Affaire, das Bewußtsein, einen so gewaltigen gesellschaftlichen Schritt getan zu haben, bei meiner Frau eine kleine nervliche Verstörung verursacht haben mag.«

»Kurz gesagt, daß sie plötzlich gestörten Geistes war?«

»Nun ja, also, wenn ich bedenke, daß sie – ich will nicht sagen mir, aber immerhin so vielem, was ich, wenn auch ohne Erfolg, zu erreichen versucht habe, den Rücken gekehrt hat, dann kann ich es kaum an-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.409
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ders erklären.«

»Nun, das ist sicher ebenfalls eine mögliche Hypothese«, sagte Holmes lächelnd. »Und jetzt, Lord St. 

Simon, glaube ich, habe ich fast alle notwendigen Daten. Darf ich Sie noch fragen, ob Sie so am Früh-stückstisch gesessen haben, daß Sie aus dem Fenster schauen konnten?«

»Wir konnten die andere Straßenseite und den Park sehen.«

»Ah, ja. Dann glaube ich nicht, daß ich Sie noch länger aufzuhalten brauche. Ich werde mich mit Ihnen in Verbindung setzen.«

»Falls Sie das Glück haben sollten, dieses Problem lösen zu können«, sagte unser Klient, als er sich erhob. 

»Ich habe es bereits gelöst.«

»Eh? Was war das?«

»Ich sagte, ich habe es bereits gelöst.«

»Wo ist denn dann meine Frau?«

»Das ist ein Detail, das ich bald liefern werde.«

Lord St. Simon schüttelte den Kopf. »Ich fürchte, dazu wird es weiserer Häupter als Ihres oder meines bedürfen«, bemerkte er; er verneigte sich förmlich nach alter Art und ging. 

»Es ist reizend von Lord St. Simon, daß er meinen Kopf ehrt, indem er ihn auf eine Stufe mit dem seinen hebt«, sagte Sherlock Holmes lachend. »Ich glaube, Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.410
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ich werde nach diesem Kreuzverhör einen Whisky mit Soda und eine Zigarre zu mir nehmen. Ich hatte meine Schlüsse in diesem Fall schon gezogen, ehe unser Klient den Raum betreten hatte.«

»Mein lieber Holmes!«

»Ich habe Aufzeichnungen über mehrere ähnliche Fälle, wenn auch davon keiner, wie ich bereits bemerkt habe, so prompt verlaufen ist. Mein ganzes Un-tersuchungsverfahren hat nur dazu gedient, meine Mutmaßung zu einer Gewißheit zu machen. Umstän-de und Indizien sind manchmal sehr überzeugend, so, wenn Sie eine Forelle in der Milch finden, um Tho-reaus42 Beispiel zu zitieren.«

»Aber ich habe doch alles gehört, was Sie gehört haben.«

»Aber ohne die Kenntnis früherer Fälle, die mir so gute Dienste tut. Es gab einen gleichgearteten Fall in Aberdeen, vor einigen Jahren, und etwas sehr Ähnliches in München, im Jahr nach dem Preußisch-Französischen Krieg. Es ist einer dieser Fälle – aber hallo, das ist Lestrade! Guten Tag, Lestrade! Drüben auf dem Bord finden Sie einen weiteren Schwenker, und in der Kiste da sind Zigarren.«

Der

Detektivbeamte

trug

eine

schwere

Seemannsjacke und eine Krawatte, was ihm ein entschieden nautisches Aussehen verlieh; in der Hand hielt er eine schwarze Segeltuchtasche. Mit einem Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.411
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kurzen Gruß setzte er sich und zündete die angebotene Zigarre an. 

»Also, was ist los?« fragte Holmes mit einem Augenzwinkern. »Sie sehen unzufrieden aus.«

»Ich bin auch unzufrieden. Es ist dieser teuflische Fall mit der St. Simon-Hochzeit. Ich werde aus dieser Sache nicht schlau.«

»Tatsächlich? Sie überraschen mich!«

»Wer hat jemals von einer so wirren Angelegenheit gehört? Jeder Hinweis zerrinnt mir zwischen den Fingern. Ich habe den ganzen Tag lang daran gearbeitet.«

»Und Sie scheinen dabei ordentlich naß geworden zu sein«, sagte Holmes; er legte die Hand auf den Ärmel der Seemannsjacke. 

»Ja, ich habe den Teich im Hyde Park abgefischt.«

»Allmächtiger! Wozu denn das?«

»Um den Leichnam von Lady St. Simon zu finden.«

Sherlock Holmes lehnte sich in seinem Sessel zu-rück und lachte herzlich. 

»Haben Sie auch das Becken der Fontäne auf dem Trafalgar Sqaure abgefischt?« fragte er. 

»Wieso? Was meinen Sie?«

»Weil Ihre Chancen, diese Dame zu finden, hier wie dort gleich groß sind.«

Lestrade warf meinem Gefährten einen ärgerlichen Blick zu. »Ich nehme an, Sie wissen schon wieder Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.412
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alles«, knurrte er. 

»Nun ja, die Tatsachen habe ich eben erst gehört, aber mein Urteil ist fertig.«

»So, tatsächlich! Dann glauben Sie also, daß der Teich im Hyde Park keine Rolle in dieser Sache spielt?«

»Ich halte es für sehr unwahrscheinlich.«

»Dann erklären Sie mir vielleicht freundlicherweise, wie es kommt, daß wir dies darin gefunden haben?« Er öffnete bei den letzten Worten seine Tasche und schüttete ein Hochzeitskleid aus Moirée, ein Paar weiße Satin-Schuhe sowie Brautkranz und Schleier auf den Boden; alle Objekte waren verfärbt und von Wasser durchtränkt. »Da«, sagte er; er warf einen neuen Hochzeitsring auf den Haufen. »Da haben Sie eine kleine Nuß, die Sie knacken dürfen, Meister Holmes.«

»Oh, interessant«, sagte mein Freund; er blies blaue Kringel in die Luft. »Das haben Sie aus dem Teich gefischt?«

»Nein. Ein Parkhüter hat das gefunden; es trieb nahe am Rand des Teichs. Es wurde identifiziert als ihre Kleider, und mir schien, daß, wenn die Kleider dort sind, der Leichnam nicht weit entfernt sein kann.«

»Vermöge der gleichen brillanten Logik hat sich jeder Leichnam in der Nähe seiner Garderobe auffin-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.413
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den zu lassen. Und was, bitte sehr, wollten Sie mit all dem erreichen?«

»Irgendein Indiz für Flora Millars Beteiligung am Verschwinden.«

»Ich fürchte, da werden Sie Schwierigkeiten haben.«

»So, das fürchten Sie also?« rief Lestrade ein wenig bitter. »Ich dagegen fürchte, Holmes, daß Sie mit Ihren Deduktionen und Schlußfolgerungen nicht besonders praktisch sind. Sie haben innerhalb von zwei Minuten die gleiche Menge stümperhafter Fehler gemacht. Diese Kleid belastet Miss Flora Millar.«

»Wie das?«

»Im Kleid ist eine Tasche. In der Tasche ist ein Kartentäschchen. Im Kartentäschchen ist eine Mitteilung. Und hier ist diese Mitteilung selbst.« Er warf sie auf den Tisch vor sich. »Hören Sie sich das an. 

›Treffen, wenn alles fertig ist. Sofort kommen. 

F.H.M.‹ Nun ist meine Theorie schon die ganze Zeit gewesen, daß Lady St. Simon von Flora Millar aus dem Haus gelockt worden ist und daß diese, zweifellos mit Bundesgenossen, für ihr Verschwinden verantwortlich ist. Hier ist, unterzeichnet mit ihren Initialen, eben jene Mitteilung, die ohne Zweifel an der Haustür unauffällig in ihre Hand gedrückt wurde, und die sie in die Reichweite der Übeltäter gelockt hat.«

»Sehr gut, Lestrade«, sagte Holmes lachend. »Sie Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.414
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sind wirklich hervorragend. Lassen Sie mich das mal sehen.« Er nahm das Papier ganz lässig auf, aber sogleich wurde seine Aufmerksamkeit gefesselt, und er stieß einen leisen Schrei der Befriedigung aus. »Das ist wirklich wichtig«, sagte er. 

»Ha, finden Sie?«

»Sehr sogar. Ich beglückwünsche Sie wärmstens.«

Lestrade erhob sich triumphierend und verrenkte den Hals, um Holmes über die Schulter zu blicken. 

»Wieso denn«, rief er, »Sie sehen sich ja die falsche Seite an.«

»Im Gegenteil, das ist die richtige Seite.«

»Die richtige Seite? Sie sind verrückt! Da, auf der anderen Seite, das ist die Mitteilung, geschrieben mit Bleistift.«

»Und auf dieser Seite hier ist etwas, das aussieht wie ein Teil einer Hotelrechnung43, und das interessiert mich sehr.«

»Damit ist nichts anzufangen. Ich habe mir doch alles längst angesehen«, sagte Lestrade. »›4. Okt., Zimmer 8 Shilling, Frühstück 2 Shilling 6 Pence, Cocktail 1 Shilling, Mittagessen 2 Shilling 6 Pence, Glas Sherry 8 Pence.‹ Ich sehe da nichts Interessantes.«

»Das glaube ich Ihnen. Trotzdem ist es sehr wichtig. Was die Mitteilung angeht, die ist auch wichtig, oder zumindest die Initialen, deshalb beglückwünsche Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.415
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ich Sie noch einmal.«

Lestrade stand auf. »Ich habe schon genug Zeit verschwendet«, sagte er. »Ich glaube an harte Arbeit, nicht daran, daß man am Feuer sitzt und feine Theorien ausspinnt. Guten Tag, Mr. Holmes, und wir werden sehen, wer als erster auf den Grund dieser Sache kommt.« Er sammelte die Kleidungsstücke auf, stopfte sie in die Tasche und ging zur Tür. 

»Ein kleiner Hinweis für Sie, Lestrade«, sagte Holmes gedehnt, bevor sein Rivale verschwand. »Ich will Ihnen die wahre Lösung des Problems verraten. Lady St. Simon ist ein Mythos. Solch eine Person gibt es nicht, und es hat sie nie gegeben.«

Lestrade sah meinen Gefährten traurig an. Dann wandte er sich mir zu, tippte dreimal an seine Stirn, schüttelte feierlich den Kopf und eilte von hinnen. 

Er hatte kaum die Tür hinter sich geschlossen, als Holmes sich erhob und in seinen Paletot schlüpfte. 

»An dem, was der Bursche über Arbeit im Freien sagt, ist etwas«, bemerkte er. »Ich glaube, Watson, daß ich Sie deshalb eine Weile Ihren Zeitungen überlassen muß.«

Es war nach fünf Uhr, als Sherlock Holmes wegging, ich hatte jedoch keine Zeit, mich einsam zu fühlen, denn noch vor Ablauf einer Stunde traf ein Bote eines Feinkostladens ein, mit einer großen flachen Schachtel. Diese packte er mit Hilfe eines Jungen, den Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.416
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er mitgebracht hatte, aus, und innerhalb kurzer Zeit baute sich zu meinem Erstaunen auf unserem bescheidenen Mietwohnungs-Mahagoni ein recht epikuräisches kaltes Abendmahl auf. Da gab es etliche kalte Waldschnepfen, einen Fasan, einen  pâté de foie gras, dazu eine Gruppe alter Flaschen voller Spinnweben. 

Nachdem sie all diese Delikatessen ausgebreitet hatten, verschwanden meine beiden Besucher, wie die Dschinns aus  Tausendundeiner Nacht,  ohne eine andere Erklärung abzugeben als die, daß die Waren bezahlt und zu dieser Adresse bestellt worden seien. 

Kurz vor neun Uhr trat Sherlock Holmes munter in den Raum. Seine Züge wirkten ernst, aber in seinen Augen glomm ein Licht, das mich annehmen ließ, daß ihm mit seinen Schlußfolgerungen keine Enttäuschung zuteil geworden war. 

»Man hat also das Abendessen aufgetragen«, sagte er; er rieb sich die Hände. 

»Sie scheinen Gesellschaft zu erwarten. Man hat für fünf Personen gedeckt.«

»Ja, ich glaube wir werden noch Gesellschaft bekommen«, sagte er. »Ich bin überrascht, daß Lord St. 

Simon noch nicht eingetroffen ist. Ha! Ich glaube, ich höre eben seine Schritte auf der Treppe.«

Tatsächlich war es unser Morgenbesucher, der da hereingehastet kam; er schwang seinen Kneifer heftiger denn je und trug einen Ausdruck größter Verwir-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.417
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rung auf seinen aristokratischen Zügen. 

»Sie haben also meine Nachricht erhalten?« fragte Holmes. 

»Ja, und ich muß gestehen, daß ihr Inhalt mich über alle Maßen erschreckt hat. Haben Sie gute Beweise für das, was Sie sagen?«

»Die besten, die es gibt.«

Lord St. Simon sank in einen Sessel und fuhr sich mit der Hand über die Stirn. 

»Was wird der Herzog sagen«, murmelte er, »wenn er erfährt, daß ein Mitglied der Familie solch eine De-mütigung über sich hat ergehen lassen müssen?«

»Es handelt sich um reinen Zufall. Ich kann Ihnen nicht zustimmen, daß da irgendwo eine Demütigung vorläge.«

»Ach, Sie betrachten diese Dinge von einem anderen Standpunkt aus.«

»Ich sehe nicht ein, daß hier irgend jemand schuldig sein soll. Und ich sehe auch kaum, wie die Dame hätte anders handeln können, obwohl die abrupte Art, in der sie vorgegangen ist, zweifellos bedauerlich ist. 

Da sie allein war, hatte sie niemanden, der sie in solch einer Krise hätte beraten können.«

»Das war ein Akt der Geringschätzung, Sir, und zwar ein öffentlicher«, sagte Lord St. Simon; er klopfte mit seinen Fingern auf den Tisch. 

»Sie müssen dem armen Mädchen einiges zugute Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.418
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halten, da sie sich in einer so ungewöhnlichen Lage befand.«

»Ich halte niemandem etwas zugute. Ich bin wirklich sehr verärgert, und man hat mich schamlos miß-

handelt.«

»Ich glaube, ich habe es läuten hören«, sagte Holmes. »Ja, das sind Schritte auf dem Treppenabsatz. 

Für den Fall, daß ich Sie nicht dazu überreden kann, die Sache nachsichtig zu betrachten, Lord St. Simon, habe ich einen Advokaten hergebeten, der vielleicht erfolgreicher ist.«

Er öffnete die Tür und führte eine Dame und einen Gentleman herein. »Lord St. Simon«, sagte er, »gestatten Sie, daß ich Sie mit Mr. und Mrs. Francis Hay Moulton bekannt mache. Ich glaube, der Dame sind Sie bereits begegnet.«

Beim Anblick dieser Neuankömmlinge war unser Klient aus seinem Sessel aufgesprungen; er stand dort sehr aufrecht, musterte den Boden und hatte die Hand brusthoch in den Gehrock gesteckt, ein Bild verletzter Würde. Die Dame hatte einen schnellen Schritt vorwärts getan und ihm ihre Hand entgegengestreckt, doch weigerte er sich noch immer, den Blick zu erheben. Für seine Standhaftigkeit war dies vielleicht besser, denn ihrem bittenden Gesicht konnte man schwerlich widerstehen. 

»Du bist verärgert, Robert«, sagte sie. »Nun ja, ich Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.419
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glaube, du hast allen Grund dazu.«

»Bitte entschuldige dich nicht bei mir«, sagte Lord St. Simon verbittert. 

»Oh, doch, ich weiß, daß ich dich ganz schlecht behandelt habe und daß ich mit dir hätte sprechen sollen, bevor ich gegangen bin; aber ich war ziemlich durcheinander, und seit ich Frank hier wiedergesehen hatte, habe ich nicht mehr gewußt, was ich tue oder sage. Ich wundere mich nur, daß ich nicht mitten vor dem Altar ohnmächtig umgefallen bin.«

»Mrs. Moulton, vielleicht wäre es Ihnen lieber, wenn mein Freund und ich den Raum verließen, während Sie die Angelegenheit erklären?«

»Wenn ich meine Meinung dazu sagen darf«, bemerkte der fremde Gentleman, »dann haben wir in dieser Sache schon ein bißchen zuviel Geheimniskrä-

merei gehabt. Was mich angeht, können ganz Europa und Amerika gern alles hören, wie es seine Ordnung hat.« Er war klein, drahtig und braungebrannt, mit einem scharfgeschnittenen Gesicht und machte einen aufgeweckten Eindruck. 

»Dann will ich frei heraus unsere Geschichte erzählen«, sagte die Dame. »Frank hier und ich haben uns

'81 kennengelernt, in McQuire's Camp nahe den Rok-kies, wo Pa einen  claim  ausgebeutet hat. Wir haben uns verlobt, Frank und ich; aber eines Tages ist Pa auf ein ziemlich reichhaltiges Nest gestoßen und hat Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.420
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einen ganzen Haufen rausgeholt, während der arme Frank hier einen  claim  hatte, der versackt ist und aus dem nichts zu machen war. Je reicher Pa wurde, um so ärmer wurde Frank; deshalb wollte Pa schließlich nichts mehr davon wissen, daß wir noch länger verlobt wären, und hat mich nach Frisco mitgenommen. 

Frank wollte aber trotzdem nicht aufstecken, deshalb ist er mir dahin nachgekommen, und wir haben uns getroffen, ohne daß Pa etwas davon wußte. Er wäre nur wütend geworden, wenn er es gewußt hätte, deshalb haben wir alles für uns behalten. Frank hat gesagt, er wollte losziehen und auch sein Glück machen und nicht wiederkommen, um um mich anzuhalten, bevor er nicht genauso viel hätte wie Pa. Deshalb habe ich ihm da versprochen, bis ans Ende der Zeit auf ihn zu warten, und ich habe mein Wort gegeben, ich würde niemals einen anderen heiraten, solange er lebt. Da hat er gesagt: ›Warum sollen wir denn dann nicht gleich heiraten, dann bin ich deiner sicher; und ich werde nicht als dein Mann auftreten, bis ich wiederkomme.‹ Also, wir haben das durchgeredet, und er hatte alles schon So gut vorbereitet, mit einem Geistlichen, der nur noch auf das Kommando wartete, daß wir es gleich da erledigt haben; und dann ist Frank losgezogen, um sein Vermögen zu machen, und ich bin zu Pa zurückgekehrt. 

Das nächste, was ich von Frank hörte, war, er wäre Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.421
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in Montana, und dann ist er als Prospektor nach Arizona gegangen, und dann habe ich von ihm aus New Mexico gehört. Danach kam eine lange Zeitungsge-schichte darüber, wie ein Goldsucherlager von Apachen überfallen worden war, und der Name von meinem Frank war bei den Getöteten. Ich bin einfach ohnmächtig geworden und danach monatelang krank gewesen. Pa hat gemeint, es wäre Schwindsucht, und er hat mich zu beinahe allen Ärzten von Frisco geschleppt. Ein Jahr lang oder länger habe ich kein Sterbenswörtchen mehr gehört, deshalb konnte ich nicht mehr daran zweifeln, daß Frank wirklich tot war. 

Dann ist Lord St. Simon nach Frisco gekommen, und wir nach London, und die Hochzeit wurde festgesetzt, und Pa hat alles sehr gefallen, aber ich wußte die ganze Zeit, daß kein Mann auf dieser Welt jemals den Platz in meinem Herzen einnehmen kann, der meinem armen Frank gehört hatte. 

Trotzdem, wenn ich Lord St. Simon geheiratet hätte, hätte ich natürlich ihm gegenüber meine Pflicht erfüllt. Wir können nicht unserer Liebe befehlen, wohl aber unseren Taten. Ich bin mit ihm zum Altar gegangen in der Absicht, ihm eine so gute Frau zu sein, wie es mir möglich ist. Aber Sie können sich vorstellen, was ich gefühlt habe, als ich eben zum Ge-länder vor dem Altar komme, mich umschaue und da sehe ich Frank in der ersten Bankreihe stehen, und er Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.422

Der adlige Junggeselle

Doyle-WA Bd. 5, 286

blickt mich an. Zuerst habe ich gedacht, es ist sein Geist; als ich dann aber noch einmal hinschaue, ist er immer noch da, mit einer Art Frage in den Augen, als ob er von mir wissen will, ob ich froh oder traurig bin, ihn zu sehen. Ich wundere mich noch immer, daß ich nicht umgefallen bin. Ich weiß, daß sich alles um mich gedreht hat, und was der Priester gesagt hat, war, wie wenn eine Biene in meinem Ohr summt. Ich wußte nicht, was ich tun soll. Soll ich die Trauung anhalten und in der Kirche eine Szene machen? Ich sehe ihn noch einmal an, und er scheint zu wissen, was ich denke; er legt nämlich den Finger auf die Lippen, um mir zu sagen, ich soll still sein. Dann sehe ich ihn etwas auf ein Stück Papier kritzeln, und ich weiß, er schreibt mir eine Notiz. Beim Hinausgehen aus der Kirche habe ich dann an seiner Bank mein  bouquet fallen lassen, und als er mir die Blumen zurückgibt, hat er mir den Zettel in die Hand gedrückt. Es war nur eine Zeile, in der er mich aufgefordert hat, zu ihm zu kommen, sobald er mir das Zeichen dazu gibt. Natürlich habe ich keinen Augenblick daran gezweifelt, daß meine erste Pflicht jetzt ihm gilt, und ich habe beschlossen, einfach zu tun, was auch immer er mir vorschlägt. 

Als ich nach Hause kam, habe ich es meiner Zofe gesagt, die ihn in Kalifornien gekannt hat und immer gut mit ihm ausgekommen ist. Ich habe ihr aufgetra-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.423
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gen, nichts zu sagen, sondern nur ein paar Sachen zu packen und meinen Ulster bereitzuhalten. Ich weiß, ich hätte mit Lord St. Simon sprechen sollen, aber das war schrecklich schwierig, vor seiner Mutter und all den hohen Herrschaften. Ich habe einfach beschlossen, fortzulaufen und hinterher alles zu erklären. Ich war keine zehn Minuten am Tisch, da habe ich durch das Fenster Frank auf der anderen Straßenseite gesehen. Er hat mir zugewinkt und ist dann langsam in den Park gegangen. Ich bin hinausgeschlüpft, habe meine Sachen angezogen und bin ihm gefolgt. Dann ist irgendeine Frau angekommen und wollte mir etwas über Lord St. Simon erzählen – von dem wenigen, was ich gehört habe, hatte ich den Eindruck, als hätte er auch sein kleines Geheimnis vor der Ehe gehabt –, aber ich konnte sie loswerden und habe dann bald Frank eingeholt. Wir sind zusammen in einen Wagen gestiegen und fortgefahren, zu einem Quartier, das er am Gordon Square gemietet hatte, und das war dann meine richtige Hochzeit nach all den Jahren des Wartens. Frank war bei den Apachen gefangen gewesen, war entkommen, ist nach Frisco gegangen, hat herausgefunden, daß ich ihn für tot aufgegeben hatte und nach England gereist war, ist mir hierher gefolgt und hat mich schließlich ausgerechnet am Morgen meiner zweiten Hochzeit gefunden.«

»Ich habe es in einer Zeitung gelesen«, erklärte der Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.424
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Amerikaner. »Darin stand der Name und die Kirche, aber nicht die Wohnung der Dame.«

»Dann haben wir darüber gesprochen, was wir tun sollten, und Frank war ganz für Offenheit, aber ich habe mich wegen allem so geschämt, daß ich am liebsten verschwunden wäre und nie wieder einen von ihnen gesehen hätte; ich hätte nur vielleicht Pa kurz geschrieben, um ihm zu sagen, daß ich noch lebe. Mir war schrecklich zumute, wie ich an all die Lords und Ladies gedacht habe, die da um den Frühstückstisch herum sitzen und darauf warten, daß ich zurückkomme. Also hat Frank meine Hochzeitskleider und die anderen Sachen genommen und ein Bündel daraus gemacht, damit man mich nicht entdeckt, und hat sie irgendwo weggeworfen, wo niemand sie finden sollte. 

Wahrscheinlich wären wir morgen nach Paris gefahren, wenn nicht heute abend dieser gute Gentleman, Mr. Holmes, zu uns gekommen wäre, wenn ich mir auch nicht denken kann, wie er uns gefunden hat, und er hat uns ganz freundlich klargemacht, daß ich unrecht habe und Frank recht, und daß wir uns ganz ins Unrecht setzen, wenn wir so geheimnisvoll tun. Dann hat er angeboten, uns eine Chance zu geben, allein mit Lord St. Simon zu sprechen, und deshalb sind wir sofort hergekommen, und es tut mir sehr leid, wenn ich dir wehgetan habe, und ich hoffe, du denkst nicht zu schlecht von mir.«

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.425
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Lord St. Simon hatte seine starre Haltung keineswegs aufgegeben, doch hatte er dieser langen Erzählung mit gerunzelter Stirn und zusammengepreßten Lippen gelauscht. 

»Verzeih«, sagte er, »aber es ist gewöhnlich nicht meine Art, meine intimsten persönlichen Belange derart öffentlich zu erörtern.«

»Du willst mir also nicht verzeihen? Du willst mir nicht die Hand geben, bevor ich gehe?«

»Oh, gewiß, wenn es dir Vergnügen macht.« Er streckte die Hand aus und ergriff kalt die ihre, die sie ihm reichte. 

»Ich hatte gehofft«, regte Holmes an, »daß Sie uns bei einem freundschaftlichen Abendessen Gesellschaft leisten.«

»Ich schätze, da verlangen Sie ein wenig zuviel«, erwiderte Seine Lordschaft. »Man kann mich zwingen, diesen jüngsten Entwicklungen zuzustimmen, man kann aber kaum von mir erwarten, daß ich mich darob vergnüge. Ich glaube, mit Ihrer Erlaubnis werde ich Ihnen allen nun eine sehr gute Nacht wünschen.«

Er schloß uns alle in einen Halbkreis der Verneigung ein und stapfte aus dem Raum. 

»Dann hoffe ich aber, daß wenigstens Sie mich mit Ihrer Gesellschaft beehren werden«, sagte Sherlock Holmes. »Es ist mir immer eine Freude, einem Amerikaner zu begegnen, Mr. Moulton, denn ich gehöre zu Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.426
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denen, die daran glauben, daß die Torheit eines Mon-archen und die Stümperei eines Ministers vor vielen Jahren unsere Nachkommen doch nicht daran hindern werden, eines Tages Bürger desselben weltweiten Landes unter einer Flagge zu sein, die den Union Jack und das Sternenbanner vereint.«

»Der Fall war sehr interessant«, bemerkte Holmes, als unsere Gäste gegangen waren, »denn er ist dazu geeignet, sehr deutlich zu zeigen, wie einfach die Erklä-

rung für eine Angelegenheit sein kann, die zunächst nahezu unerklärlich zu sein scheint. Nichts wäre er-klärlicher. Nichts könnte natürlicher sein als die Folge der Ereignisse, so, wie diese Dame sie vorgetragen hat, und nichts seltsamer als das Ergebnis, wenn zum Beispiel Mr. Lestrade von Scotland Yard es betrachtet.«

»Sie haben sich also nicht geirrt, nicht wahr?«

»Von Anfang an waren zwei Tatsachen mir ganz offensichtlich; einmal die, daß die Dame durchaus willens gewesen war, die Trauung vornehmen zu lassen, zum anderen die, daß sie dies innerhalb weniger Minuten nach ihrer Rückkehr bereut hatte. Im Verlauf des Morgens war also offenbar etwas vorgefallen, was diesen Meinungswandel bei ihr verursacht hatte. Was konnte das sein? Sie kann mit niemandem gesprochen haben, während sie nicht im Haus war, denn sie ist Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.427
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die ganze Zeit mit dem Bräutigam zusammen gewesen. Hat sie also jemanden gesehen? Wenn, dann muß es jemand aus Amerika sein, denn sie ist erst seit so kurzer Zeit in diesem Land, daß kaum jemand einen so tiefen Einfluß auf sie gewonnen haben kann, daß allein sein Anblick sie veranlassen könnte, ihre Pläne so vollkommen zu ändern. Wie Sie sehen, sind wir durch ein Ausschließungsverfahren bereits zu der Idee gekommen, daß sie einen Amerikaner gesehen haben kann. Wer könnte nun dieser Amerikaner sein, und weshalb sollte er einen so großen Einfluß auf sie haben? Er könnte ein Liebhaber sein; er könnte ein Ehemann sein. Mir war bekannt, daß sie ihre Zeit als junge Frau auf rauhen Schauplätzen und unter seltsamen Bedingungen verbracht hat. So weit war ich gekommen, noch bevor ich Lord St. Simons Bericht ge-hört hatte. Als er uns von dem Mann in der Kirchen-bank erzählt hat, von der Veränderung in der Haltung der Braut, von einem so durchsichtigen Verfahren wie dem, einen Blumenstrauß fallen zu lassen, um ein Briefchen erhalten zu können, von ihrem Gespräch mit ihrer vertrauten Zofe, und von ihrer sehr bezeich-nenden Anspielung darauf, einen › claim  unter den Nagel zu reißen‹, was unter Goldsuchern soviel heißt wie, etwas in Besitz nehmen, worauf eine andere Person ältere Ansprüche hat, da wurde mir die ganze Situation absolut klar. Sie war mit einem Mann fortge-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.428
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gangen, und der Mann war entweder ein Liebhaber oder ein früherer Ehemann, und die Chancen standen zugunsten der letzteren Möglichkeit.«

»Und wie um alles in der Welt haben Sie sie gefunden?«

»Das hätte schwierig sein können, aber unser Freund Lestrade hatte Informationen in der Hand, deren Wert er selbst nicht kannte. Die Initialen waren natürlich von allergrößter Bedeutung, aber es war noch wertvoller, zu wissen, daß er in der letzten Woche seine Rechnung in einem der erlesensten Londoner Hotels beglichen hatte.«

»Woraus haben Sie diese Erlesenheit deduziert?«

»Aus den erlesenen Preisen. Acht Shilling für ein Bett und acht Pence für ein Glas Sherry, das deutete auf eines der teuersten Hotels. In London gibt es nicht sehr viele, die solche Preise verlangen. Im zweiten Hotel, das ich aufgesucht habe, in der Northumberland Avenue, habe ich bei einer Durchsicht des Gäste-buchs erfahren, daß Francis H. Moulton, ein Gentleman aus Amerika, erst einen Tag zuvor ausgezogen war, und als ich die sonstigen ihn betreffenden Eintragungen durchgesehen habe, bin ich auf die gleichen Posten gestoßen, die ich auf der Rechnungsdurch-schrift gesehen hatte. Seine Post sollte nach 226 Gordon Square weitergeleitet werden, also bin ich dorthin gefahren, und da ich das Glück hatte, das liebende Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.429
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Paar zu Hause anzutreffen, habe ich mich erdreistet, ihnen einige väterliche Ratschläge zu geben und ihnen klarzumachen, daß es für sie in jedem Fall besser wäre, ihre Position ein wenig deutlicher darzulegen, sowohl der Öffentlichkeit allgemein als auch Lord St. 

Simon im besonderen. Ich habe sie eingeladen, sich hier mit ihm zu treffen, und wie Sie gesehen haben, habe ich ihn dazu gebracht, die Verabredung einzuhalten.«

»Aber ohne ein besonders gutes Ergebnis«, bemerkte ich. »Seine Haltung war nicht eben huldreich.«

»Ach, Watson«, sagte Holmes lächelnd, »vielleicht wären Sie auch nicht gerade huldreich, wenn Sie sich nach all der Mühsal von Werbung und Vermählung innerhalb eines Augenblicks um Frau und Vermögen gebracht fänden. Ich glaube, wir sollten Lord St. 

Simon sehr gnädig beurteilen und unseren Sternen danken, daß wir uns höchstwahrscheinlich niemals in der gleichen Lage befinden werden. Ziehen Sie Ihren Sessel näher und geben Sie mir meine Geige; wir haben nämlich noch immer ein Problem zu lösen, und zwar, wie wir uns diese trüben Herbstabende vertreiben können.«

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.430
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Die Beryll-Krone

»Holmes«, sagte ich, als ich eines Morgens in unserem Erkerfenster stand und die Straße entlangschaute, 

»da kommt ein Verrückter. Es scheint mir bedauerlich, daß seine Verwandten ihn allein ausgehen lassen.«

Mein Freund erhob sich träge aus seinem Lehnsessel, stellte sich, die Hände in den Taschen seines Morgenrocks, hinter mich und sah mir über die Schulter. Es war ein lichter, frischer Februarmorgen, und der Schnee des Vortages lag noch hoch auf dem Boden und leuchtete hell in der Wintersonne. In der Mitte der Baker Street hatte der Verkehr ihn zu einem braunen, bröckelnden Band zerpflügt, aber an den Rändern und aufgetürmt auf den Seiten der Gehsteige lag er noch so weiß, wie er gefallen war. Man hatte das graue Pflaster gesäubert und gefegt, doch war es immer noch gefährlich glatt, so daß weniger Passanten als gewöhnlich zu sehen waren. Tatsächlich kam sogar aus der Richtung der Untergrundbahn-Station niemand außer diesem einzelnen Gentleman, dessen exzentrisches Benehmen meine Aufmerksamkeit erregt hatte. 

Er mochte um die Fünfzig sein, groß, stattlich und imposant, mit einem massigen Gesicht mit ausgepräg-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.431
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ten Zügen und einer gebieterischen Gestalt. Er trug dezente, wiewohl kostbare Kleidung, schwarzen Gehrock, glänzenden Hut, feine braune Gamaschen und gutgeschnittene, perlgraue Hosen. Sein Verhalten stand jedoch in einem absurden Kontrast zur Würde der Kleidung und der Züge, denn er lief eilig, bisweilen mit kleinen Sprüngen, wie ein müder Mann sie zu machen pflegt, der kaum daran gewöhnt ist, seine Beine jemals zu belasten. Beim Laufen fuhr er mit den Händen auf und nieder, wackelte mit dem Kopf und verzog sein Gesicht zu den ungewöhnlichsten Grimassen. 

»Was um alles in der Welt mag mit ihm vorgehen?« fragte ich. »Er schaut zu den Hausnummern auf.«

»Ich glaube, er will zu uns«, sagte Holmes; er rieb sich die Hände. 

»Zu uns?«

»Ja; ich nehme stark an, er kommt, um mich beruflich zu konsultieren. Ich denke, ich erkenne die Symptome. Ha! Habe ich es Ihnen nicht gesagt?« Noch während er sprach, stürzte sich der Mann keuchend und schnaufend auf unsere Tür und zerrte am Klingelzug, bis das ganze Haus vom Läuten widerhallte. 

Einige Augenblicke später stand er in unserem Raum, noch immer keuchend, noch immer gestikulie-rend, aber mit einem so eingegrabenen Ausdruck von Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.432
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Kummer und Verzweiflung in den Augen, daß uns das Lächeln verging und von einem Moment zum anderen zu Entsetzen und Mitleid wurde. Eine ganze Weile brachte er kein Wort heraus, sondern schwankte und zupfte an seinen Haaren wie einer, den es an die äußersten Grenzen seines Verstandes verschlagen hat. Dann sprang er plötzlich auf und rammte seinen Kopf mit solcher Wucht gegen die Wand, daß wir uns beide auf ihn stürzten und ihn zur Mitte des Raums rissen. Sherlock Holmes stieß ihn in den Lehnstuhl, setzte sich neben ihn, klopfte ihm auf die Hand und plauderte mit ihm in jenem gelassenen, besänftigenden Tonfall, den er so gut anzuwenden wußte. 

»Sie sind zu mir gekommen, um mir Ihre Geschichte zu erzählen, nicht wahr?« sagte er. »Sie sind durch die Eile ganz erschöpft. Bitte warten Sie, bis Sie sich erholt haben, und dann wird es mir ein Vergnügen sein, jedes noch so geringe Problem zu untersuchen, das Sie mir vorzulegen wünschen.«

Der Mann saß dort eine Minute oder länger; seine Brust hob und senkte sich, und er rang mit seinen Ge-fühlen. Dann fuhr er sich mit dem Taschentuch über die Stirn, preßte die Lippen zusammen und wandte uns sein Gesicht zu. 

»Zweifellos halten Sie mich für verrückt«, sagte er. 

»Ich sehe, daß Sie in großen Schwierigkeiten gewesen sind«, gab Holmes zurück. 
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»Weiß Gott, das bin ich! – Schwierigkeiten, die ausreichen, mich um den Verstand zu bringen, so plötzlich und so schrecklich sind sie. Mit öffentlicher Entehrung hätte ich fertigwerden können, obwohl ich ein Mann mit bisher absolut fleckenlosem Charakter bin. Privates Ungemach ist ebenfalls jedem beschieden; aber beide zusammen und gleichzeitig und in so schrecklicher Form, das ist genug, um mich bis in die Tiefen meiner Seele zu erschüttern. Außerdem betrifft es nicht mich allein. Die erlauchtesten Personen in diesem Land könnten darunter leiden, wenn nicht ein Ausweg aus dieser gräßlichen Affaire gefunden wird.«

»Bitte fassen Sie sich, Sir«, sagte Holmes, »und geben Sie mir eine klare Darlegung, wer und was Sie sind und was Sie heimgesucht hat.«

»Mein Name«, antwortete unser Besucher, »ist Ihnen vielleicht bekannt. Ich bin Alexander Holder, von der Bankgesellschaft Holder & Stevenson, Threadneedle Street.«

Der Name war uns tatsächlich wohlbekannt und gehörte dem Seniorpartner der zweitgrößten privaten Bankgesellschaft der Londoner City. Was konnte sich nur ereignet haben, das einen der ersten Bürger Londons in diesen beklagenswerten Zustand versetzt hatte? Voller Neugier warteten wir, bis er sich mit Hilfe einer weiteren Anstrengung so weit gefaßt hatte, daß er seine Geschichte erzählen konnte. 
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»Ich glaube, daß Zeit kostbar ist«, sagte er, »deshalb bin ich hergeeilt, als der Polizeiinspektor vor-schlug, ich sollte mich um Ihre Mitarbeit bemühen. 

Ich bin mit der Untergrundbahn zur Baker Street gekommen und dann zu Fuß geeilt, weil Droschken bei diesem Schnee nur langsam vorankommen. Deshalb war ich so außer Atem; ich bin nämlich einer, der sich körperlich kaum fordert. Jetzt geht es mir besser, und ich will Ihnen die Tatsachen so knapp und doch so deutlich darlegen, wie ich kann. 

Sie wissen natürlich, daß für erfolgreiche Bankge-schäfte ebensoviel davon abhängt, daß man lohnende Objekte findet, um seine Mittel zu investieren, wie auch davon, daß man seine Verbindungen ausbaut und die Anzahl seiner Kunden erhöht. Eine unserer lukrativsten Möglichkeiten, Geld anzulegen, ist in Form von Darlehen, wenn die Sicherheiten einwandfrei sind. In den vergangenen Jahren haben wir in dieser Richtung einiges getan, und es gibt viele vornehme Familien, denen wir große Summen vorgeschossen haben, welche durch ihre Gemälde, Biblio-theken oder ihr Silber gesichert sind. 

Gestern früh saß ich in meinem Büro in der Bank, als einer der Angestellten mir eine Karte hereinbrachte. Ich habe einen Schrecken bekommen, als ich den Namen darauf sah, es war nämlich kein anderer als der von – also, vielleicht sollte ich nicht einmal Ihnen Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.435
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mehr sagen, als daß es ein Name war, den auf der ganzen Welt jeder kennt – einer der höchsten, vornehmsten, herausragendsten Namen in England. Ich war von der Ehre überwältigt, und als er eintrat, habe ich versucht, das so sagen, aber er ist sofort zum Geschäft gekommen, mit der Haltung eines Mannes, der es eilig hat, eine unangenehme Aufgabe hinter sich zu bringen. 

›Mr. Holder‹, sagte er, ›man hat mir mitgeteilt, daß Sie gewöhnlich Geld vorschießen.‹

›Die Gesellschaft tut dies, wenn die Sicherheiten in Ordnung sind‹, habe ich geantwortet. 

›Es ist für mich absolut wichtig‹, sagte er, ›sofort fünfzigtausend Pfund zu bekommen. Natürlich könnte ich mir eine derart lächerliche Summe und zehnmal mehr von meinen Freunden borgen; ich ziehe es aber vor, die Sache geschäftsmäßig zu erledigen und dieses Geschäft persönlich abzuwickeln. Sie verstehen sicher, daß es bei meiner Position unklug wäre, Verpflichtungen einzugehen.‹

›Für welche Zeit, wenn ich fragen darf, möchten Sie diese Summe haben?‹ habe ich gefragt. 

›Am kommenden Montag wird eine große Summe zu meinen Gunsten fällig, und dann werde ich Ihnen selbstverständlich das zurückzahlen, was Sie mir geliehen haben, zu jedem Zinssatz, den zu fordern Sie für tunlich halten. Es ist für mich aber äußerst wich-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.436
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tig, daß das Geld sogleich ausgezahlt wird.‹

›Ich wäre glücklich, wenn ich es Ihnen ohne weitere Verhandlungen aus meinem Privatvermögen vor-strecken könnte‹, habe ich gesagt, ›die Belastung wäre jedoch mehr, als es vertragen kann. Wenn ich es, andererseits, namens der Gesellschaft tue, dann muß ich, um meinem Partner gerecht zu werden, sogar in Ihrem Fall darauf bestehen, daß alle geschäftsüblichen Vorsichtsmaßnahmen getroffen werden.‹

›Ich zöge es durchaus vor, dies so zu handhaben‹, sagte er; dann hat er ein viereckiges Etui aus schwarzem Marockleder hochgehoben, das er neben seinen Stuhl gestellt hatte. ›Sie haben zweifellos von der Beryll-Krone gehört?‹

›Eines der kostbarsten öffentlichen Besitztümer des Empire‹, habe ich gesagt. 

›Sehr richtig.‹ Er hat das Etui geöffnet, und da lag, eingebettet in weichem, fleischfarbenem Samt, die herrliche Juwelenarbeit, die er genannt hatte. ›Es sind neununddreißig riesige Berylle‹, sagte er, ›und der Wert der Goldfassung ist unschätzbar. Die niedrigste Schätzung würde den Wert der Krone auf das Doppelte jener Summe veranschlagen, um die ich gebeten habe. Ich bin bereit, sie Ihnen als meine Sicherheit zu überlassen.‹

Ich habe die kostbare Schachtel in die Hände genommen und in einiger Verwirrung zwischen ihr und Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.437
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meinem erlauchten Kunden hin und her geschaut. 

›Zweifeln Sie an ihrem Wert?‹ fragte er. 

›Keineswegs. Ich zweifle nur ...‹

›... an meinem Recht, sie hierzulassen. In diesem Punkt können Sie Ihr Gewissen beruhigen. Ich würde nicht im Traum daran denken, derlei zu tun, wenn es nicht absolut sicher wäre, daß ich innerhalb von vier Tagen imstande bin, sie auszulösen. Es ist eine reine Formsache. Ist die Sicherheit ausreichend?‹

›Bei weitem.‹

›Sie verstehen, Mr. Holder, daß ich Ihnen einen großen Beweis für das Vertrauen gebe, das ich in Sie setze und das auf all dem beruht, was ich über Sie ge-hört habe. Ich verlasse mich nicht nur darauf, daß Sie diskret sind und Abstand davon nehmen werden, über diese Angelegenheit zu reden, sondern vor allem darauf, daß Sie diese Krone mit aller nur denkbaren Vorsicht bewahren; ich brauche wohl nicht zu sagen, daß es einen großen öffentlichen Skandal gäbe, wenn ihr irgendein Schaden zustoßen sollte. Jegliche Beschädigung der Krone wäre nahezu so schwerwiegend wie ihr völliger Verlust, denn es gibt auf der Welt keine gleichwertigen Berylle, und es wäre unmöglich, sie zu ersetzen. Ich überlasse sie Ihnen jedoch mit vollem Vertrauen, und ich werde sie am Montagmorgen persönlich abholen.‹

Ich konnte sehen, daß mein Kunde möglichst bald Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.438
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wieder gehen wollte, deshalb habe ich nichts mehr gesagt, sondern meinen Kassierer rufen lassen und ihn angewiesen, fünfzig Tausend-Pfund-Noten auszuzah-len. Als ich dann aber wieder allein war mit der kostbaren Schachtel, die vor mir auf dem Tisch lag, war mir doch reichlich unwohl bei dem Gedanken an die ungeheure Verantwortung, die mir die Krone aufbürdete. Es konnte keinen Zweifel daran geben, daß, da sie ein nationales Besitztum ist, ein schrecklicher Skandal folgen würde, wenn ihr irgend etwas zustie-

ße. Da habe ich es schon bedauert, daß ich mich überhaupt bereit erklärt hatte, sie in meine Obhut zu nehmen. Es war aber zu spät, um noch etwas daran zu ändern, also habe ich sie in meinen privaten  safe  geschlossen und mich wieder meiner Arbeit zugewandt. 

Als der Abend kam, hatte ich das Gefühl, es wäre äußerst unklug, einen so kostbaren Gegenstand im Büro zurückzulassen. Es sind schon öfter  safes  von Bankiers aufgebrochen worden, wieso dann nicht vielleicht meiner? Wenn das geschähe, in welcher entsetzlichen Lage befände ich mich dann! Ich habe daher beschlossen, daß ich in den nächsten Tagen die Schachtel immer mit mir hin und her tragen würde, so daß sie niemals außerhalb meiner Reichweite wäre. In dieser Absicht habe ich eine Droschke gerufen und bin zu meinem Haus nach Streatham gefahren und habe das Juwel mitgenommen. Ich habe nicht frei ge-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.439
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atmet, bis ich es nicht im oberen Stockwerk in den Schreibtisch meines Ankleidezimmers geschlossen hatte. 

Nun ein Wort über meinen Haushalt, Mr. Holmes, denn ich möchte, daß Sie die Situation voll und ganz verstehen. Mein Stallknecht und mein Page schlafen außerhalb des Hauses und können ganz außer acht gelassen werden. Ich habe drei Dienerinnen, die seit vielen Jahren bei mir sind und deren Zuverlässigkeit über jeden Zweifel erhaben ist. Eine weitere, Lucy Parr, das zweite Kammermädchen, ist erst seit einigen Monaten in meinen Diensten. Sie hat aber hervorragende Zeugnisse mitgebracht und mich immer zufrie-dengestellt. Sie ist sehr hübsch und hat etliche Bewunderer, die bisweilen das Haus umlagert haben. 

Das ist der einzige Nachteil, den wir an ihr finden konnten, aber wir halten sie in jeder Beziehung für ein durch und durch gutes Mädchen. 

So viel zu den Dienstboten. Meine Familie an sich ist so klein, daß ihre Beschreibung nicht viel Zeit in Anspruch nimmt. Ich bin Witwer und habe nur einen Sohn, Arthur. Er ist mir eine Enttäuschung gewesen, Mr. Holmes, eine schwere Enttäuschung. Ich bezweifle nicht, daß ich daran Schuld trage. Man hält mir vor, ich hätte ihn verwöhnt. Wahrscheinlich habe ich das. Als meine liebe Frau starb, war er alles, was mir noch zu lieben blieb. Ich habe es nicht ertragen kön-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.440
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nen, von seinem Gesicht auch nur für einen Augenblick das Lächeln schwinden zu sehen. Nie habe ich ihm einen Wunsch abgeschlagen. Vielleicht wäre es für uns beide besser, wenn ich strenger gewesen wäre, aber ich wollte nur das Beste. 

Natürlich hatte ich den Wunsch, daß er im Geschäft mein Nachfolger wird, aber er hat keine Neigungen zum Geschäftlichen. Er war immer ungebärdig und launisch, und, um die Wahrheit zu sagen, ich habe ihm nie größere Geldsummen anvertrauen können. Als er noch jung war, ist er Mitglied eines aristokratischen Clubs geworden, und da er charmant im Umgang ist, war er bald eng mit einer Reihe von Männern mit großen Börsen und kostspieligen Gewohnheiten befreundet. Er hat es sich angewöhnt, hoch auf Karten zu setzen und Geld beim Pferderennen zu vergeuden, und wieder und wieder ist er zu mir gekommen und hat mich darum gebeten, daß ich ihm auf seinen Wechsel einen Vorschuß gebe, damit er seine Ehrenschulden begleichen kann. Mehr als einmal hat er versucht, sich von seiner gefährlichen Gesellschaft zu trennen, aber jedesmal hat der Einfluß seines Freundes Sir George Burnwell ausgereicht, ihn zurückzuholen. 

Und ich brauchte mich auch wirklich nicht darüber zu wundern, daß ein Mann wie Sir George Burnwell Einfluß über ihn gewonnen hat, denn er hat ihn oft in Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.441
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mein Haus gebracht, und ich selbst habe festgestellt, daß ich mich der Faszination seines Wesens kaum wi-dersetzen konnte. Er ist älter als Arthur, bis in die Fingerspitzen ein Mann von Welt, einer, der überall gewesen ist, alles gesehen hat, ein glänzender Erzähler und ein Mann von großer persönlicher Schönheit. 

Wenn ich jedoch kalten Blutes an ihn denke, fern vom Zauber seiner Gegenwart, dann bin ich überzeugt davon, und zwar durch sein zynisches Reden und den Blick, den ich manchmal in seinen Augen gesehen habe, daß man ihm zutiefst mißtrauen sollte. Das ist es, was ich glaube, und das gleiche denkt meine kleine Mary, die den Frauen eigenen scharfen Blick für Charaktere hat. 

Und nun bleibt nur noch sie zu beschreiben. Sie ist meine Nichte; aber als mein Bruder vor fünf Jahren starb und sie allein in der Welt zurückließ, habe ich sie adoptiert und sie seither immer als meine Tochter betrachtet. Sie ist der Sonnenschein in meinem Haus – anmutig, liebevoll, schön, eine wunderbare und aufmerksame Haushälterin, und bei allem so zart und ruhig und sanft, wie eine Frau es nur sein kann. 

Sie ist meine rechte Hand. Ich wüßte nicht, was ich ohne sie anfangen sollte. Nur in einer einzigen Angelegenheit hat sie sich immer meinen Wünschen entge-gengestellt. Zweimal hat mein Sohn sie gebeten, ihn zu heiraten, denn er liebt sie abgöttisch, aber beide Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.442
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Male hat sie ihn abgewiesen. Ich glaube, wenn jemand ihn auf den rechten Weg hätte bringen können, dann wäre sie das gewesen, und daß diese Heirat sein ganzes Leben hätte verändern können; aber jetzt ist es leider zu spät – zu spät auf ewig! 

Jetzt, Mr. Holmes, kennen Sie die Menschen, die unter meinem Dach leben, und ich werde in meiner beklagenswerten Geschichte fortfahren. 

Als wir an jenem Abend im Salon nach dem Essen Kaffee tranken, habe ich Arthur und Mary von meinem Erlebnis berichtet, und auch von dem kostbaren Schatz, den wir unter unserem Dach beherbergten; allerdings habe ich den Namen meines Kunden verschwiegen. Lucy Parr, die den Kaffee gebracht hatte, war, dessen bin ich sicher, nicht mehr im Raum; ich kann aber nicht beschwören, daß die Tür geschlossen war. Mary und Arthur waren sehr interessiert und wollten die berühmte Krone sehen, aber ich hielt es für besser, sie nicht anzutasten. 

›Wo hast du sie untergebracht?‹ hat Arthur gefragt. 

›In meinem Schreibtisch.‹

›Na, ich hoffe sehr, daß das Haus nicht diese Nacht von Einbrechern heimgesucht wird‹, sagte er. 

›Er ist verschlossen‹, habe ich geantwortet. 

›Ach, jeder beliebige Schlüssel paßt für den Schreibtisch. Als ich noch klein war, habe ich ihn selbst mit dem Schlüssel vom Speicherschrank geöff-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.443
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net.‹

Er hat oft wildes Zeug dahergeredet, deshalb habe ich das, was er sagte, nicht ernstgenommen. Er ist mir aber in dieser Nacht mit einem sehr ernsten Gesicht zu meinem Raum gefolgt. 

›Hör mal, Vater‹, sagte er, mit niedergeschlagenen Augen. ›Kannst du mir zweihundert Pfund geben?‹

›Nein, das kann ich nicht!‹ habe ich scharf geantwortet. ›Ich bin dir gegenüber in Geldsachen ohnehin viel zu großzügig gewesen.‹

›Du bist sehr freundlich gewesen‹, sagte er; ›aber ich muß das Geld haben, sonst kann ich mich im Club nie mehr blicken lassen.‹

›Das wäre eine sehr gute Sache!‹ habe ich daraufhin ausgerufen. 

›Ja, aber du willst mich doch sicher nicht ehrlos dastehen sehen‹, sagte er. ›Ich konnte die Schande nicht ertragen. Irgendwie muß ich das Geld auftreiben, und wenn du es mir nicht geben willst, muß ich andere Wege finden.‹

Ich war sehr verärgert, denn das war bereits die dritte derartige Bitte im Verlauf des Monats. ›Von mir bekommst du keinen Heller‹, habe ich gerufen; daraufhin hat er sich verneigt und den Raum ohne ein weiteres Wort verlassen. 

Als er gegangen war, habe ich meinen Sekretär auf-geschlossen, um nachzusehen, ob mein Schatz in Si-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.444

Die Beryll-Krone

Doyle-WA Bd. 5, 301

cherheit war, und ihn dann wieder verschlossen. Danach habe ich mich auf einen Rundgang durch das Haus gemacht, um nachzusehen, ob alles abgeschlossen ist – eine Pflicht, die ich normalerweise Mary überlasse, aber in dieser Nacht hielt ich es für tunlich, sie selbst zu übernehmen. Als ich die Treppe hinunterkam, sah ich Mary am Seitenfenster der Diele stehen; als ich näher kam, hat sie es geschlossen und verriegelt. 

›Sag mir, Vater‹, fragte sie, wobei sie, wie ich dachte, ein wenig verstört dreinblickte, ›hast du Lucy, dem Mädchen, heute abend Ausgang gegeben?‹

›Natürlich nicht.‹

›Sie ist eben erst zur Hintertür hereingekommen. 

Ich bin sicher, daß sie am Seitentor war, um da jemanden zu treffen, aber ich glaube, daß das wohl nicht ungefährlich ist und aufhören sollte.‹

›Dann sprich mit ihr, morgen früh, oder wenn es dir lieber ist, kann ich das übernehmen. Bist du sicher, daß alles verriegelt ist?‹

›Ganz sicher, Vater.‹

›Dann gute Nacht.‹ Ich habe sie geküßt und bin dann in mein Schlafzimmer gegangen und bald eingeschlafen. 

Ich versuche, Ihnen alles zu erzählen, Mr. Holmes, das irgendwie für den Fall von Bedeutung sein könn-te, aber ich bitte Sie, mich zu allen Punkten zu befra-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.445
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gen, die ich nicht deutlich darlege.«

»Aber im Gegenteil, Ihre Darstellung ist überaus erhellend.«

»Ich komme jetzt zu einem Teil meiner Geschichte, bei dem ich das besonders hoffe. Ich schlafe nicht sehr fest, und die Besorgnis in meinem Kopf hat mich, nehme ich an, noch weniger fest schlafen lassen als sonst. Gegen zwei Uhr morgens bin ich dann von einem Geräusch im Haus wachgeworden. Noch bevor ich ganz wach war, war es verstummt, aber es hatte bei mir einen Eindruck hinterlassen, als wäre irgendwo ein Fenster leise geschlossen worden. Ich habe dagelegen und mit aller Konzentration gelauscht. Plötzlich habe ich zu meinem Entsetzen ganz deutlich leise Schritte im Nebenzimmer gehört. Ich bin aus dem Bett geschlüpft, zitternd vor Furcht, und habe um die Ecke der Tür in mein Ankleidezimmer gespäht. 

›Arthur!‹ habe ich geschrien, ›du Schuft! Du Dieb! 

Wie kannst du es wagen, die Krone anzufassen?‹

Das Gaslicht war halb angedreht, wie ich es hinterlassen hatte, und da stand mein unseliger Junge, nur in Hemd und Hosen gekleidet, und hielt die Krone in der Hand. Er schien daran zu zerren oder zu versuchen, sie mit aller Kraft zu verbiegen. Bei meinem Schrei hat er sie fallen lassen und ist leichenblaß geworden. Ich habe sie aufgehoben und untersucht. Eine Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.446
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der goldenen Ecken mit drei Beryllen darin fehlte. 

›Du Schurke‹, schreie ich, außer mir vor Wut. ›Du hast sie zerstört! Du hast mich für immer entehrt! Wo sind die Juwelen, die du gestohlen hast?‹

›Gestohlen!‹ ruft er. 

›Ja, du Dieb!‹ schreie ich und rüttle ihn an den Schultern. 

›Es fehlen keine. Es können keine fehlen‹, sagt er. 

›Es fehlen drei. Und du weißt, wo sie sind. Muß ich dich nicht nur Dieb, sondern auch noch Lügner nennen? Habe ich denn nicht gesehen, wie du versucht hast, noch ein Stück abzubrechen?‹

›Du hast mir genug Namen an den Kopf geschmissen‹, sagt er. ›Das mache ich nicht länger mit. Ich werde zu dieser Sache kein Wort mehr sagen, da du es vorziehst, mich zu beleidigen. Ich werde morgen früh dein Haus verlassen und mir in der Welt meinen eigenen Weg suchen.‹

›Du wirst das Haus in Händen der Polizei verlassen!‹ rufe ich, halb verrückt von Kummer und Zorn. 

›Ich werde dieser Sache auf den Grund gehen.‹

›Von mir wirst du nichts erfahren‹, sagt er mit einer Leidenschaft, die ich bei ihm nicht erwartet hätte. 

›Wenn du unbedingt die Polizei holen willst, dann sollen die zusehen, was sie herausfinden können.‹

Inzwischen war das ganze Haus in Aufruhr, denn in meiner Wut war ich laut geworden. Mary stürzte Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.447
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als erste in mein Zimmer, und beim Anblick der Krone und von Arthurs Gesicht hat sie die ganze Geschichte lesen können und ist mit einem Schrei be-wußtlos zusammengebrochen. Ich habe das Hausmädchen nach der Polizei geschickt und die Aufklärung sofort in ihre Hände gelegt. Als der Inspektor und ein Constable das Haus betraten, hat Arthur, der die ganze Zeit mürrisch mit verschränkten Armen dage-standen hatte, mich gefragt, ob ich ihn des Diebstahls zu bezichtigen gedächte. Ich habe geantwortet, das alles sei nun keine Privatsache mehr, sondern eine der Öffentlichkeit geworden, da die zerstörte Krone Na-tionaleigentum ist. Ich war entschlossen, daß das Gesetz in allem seinen Lauf nehmen sollte. 

›Wenigstens‹, hat er gesagt, ›wirst du mich doch nicht sofort verhaften lassen. Es ist zu deinem und zu meinem Vorteil, wenn ich das Haus fünf Minuten lang verlassen darf.‹

›Damit du fliehen oder vielleicht das verstecken kannst, was du gestohlen hast‹, habe ich gesagt. Und dann ist mir die schreckliche Lage klargeworden, in der ich mich befand, und ich habe ihn angefleht, daran zu denken, daß nicht nur meine Ehre, sondern auch die einer sehr viel höhergestellten Person auf dem Spiel stand, und daß er im Begriff war, einen Skandal auszulösen, der die ganze Nation erschüttern würde. 

Er könnte all das abwenden, wenn er mir nur sagen Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.448
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wollte, was er mit den drei fehlenden Steinen getan hatte. 

›Du kannst der Sache klar ins Gesicht sehen‹, habe ich gesagt. ›Du bist auf frischer Tat ertappt worden, und kein Geständnis kann die Abscheulichkeit deiner Tat mildern. Wenn du aber tust, was in deiner Macht steht, um alles wieder gutzumachen, indem du uns sagst, wo die Berylle sind, soll alles vergeben und vergessen sein.‹

›Spar dir deine Vergebung für die auf, die darum bitten‹, hat er geantwortet und sich mit einem höhnischen Grinsen von mir abgewandt. Ich habe sehen können, daß er zu sehr verhärtet war, als daß ich ihn mit Worten hätte beeinflussen können. Es gab nur einen Weg. Ich habe den Inspektor herbeigerufen und meinen Sohn in Gewahrsam gegeben. Man hat sofort nicht nur ihn selbst, sondern auch sein Zimmer untersucht, und außerdem jeden Teil des Hauses, in dem er vielleicht die Juwelen hätte verstecken können; man hat aber keine Spur von ihnen finden können, und der unselige Junge hat trotz all unserer Bitten und Drohungen den Mund nicht aufgemacht. Heute morgen hat man ihn in eine Zelle gebracht, und nachdem ich alle polizeilichen Formalitäten eilig erledigt hatte, bin ich hierhergelaufen, um Sie zu bitten, daß Sie Ihre Fä-

higkeiten einsetzen, um diese Sache zu enträtseln. Die Polizei hat offen gestanden, daß sie zur Zeit nicht Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.449
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schlau daraus wird. Sie können alle Ausgaben machen, die Sie für nötig halten. Ich habe schon eine Belohnung von tausend Pfund ausgesetzt. Mein Gott, was soll ich nur tun! In einer einzigen Nacht habe ich meine Ehre, meine Juwelen und meinen Sohn verloren. Oh, was soll ich nur tun!«

Er ließ den Kopf in die Hände sinken und wiegte sich vor und zurück, wobei er vor sich hin summte wie ein Kind, dessen Kummer zu groß für Worte geworden ist. 

Sherlock Holmes saß einige Minuten lang schweigend da, die Stirn gerunzelt und die Augen auf das Feuer geheftet. 

»Haben Sie zu Hause oft Gesellschaften?« fragte er. 

»Nein; außer meinem Partner und seiner Familie und hin und wieder einem Freund von Arthur kommt keiner zu mir. In letzter Zeit war Sir George Burnwell mehrfach da. Sonst niemand, glaube ich.«

»Gehen Sie viel aus?«

»Arthur ja. Mary und ich bleiben daheim. Wir legen beide keinen großen Wert darauf.«

»Das ist ungewöhnlich für ein junges Mädchen.«

»Sie ist von Natur aus still. Außerdem ist sie nicht mehr so jung. Sie ist vierundzwanzig.«

»Nach dem, was Sie sagen, scheint diese Angelegenheit auch für sie ein Schock gewesen zu sein.«
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»Ein schrecklicher! Sie hat es sogar noch mehr getroffen als mich.«

»Keiner von Ihnen hegt einen Zweifel an der Schuld Ihres Sohnes?«

»Wie könnten wir, da ich ihn doch mit meinen eigenen Augen mit der Krone in der Hand gesehen habe?«

»Das halte ich kaum für einen hinlänglichen Beweis. War der Rest der Krone irgendwie beschädigt?«

»Ja, verbogen.«

»Meinen Sie denn nicht auch, daß er versucht haben könnte, sie gerade zu biegen?«

»Gott segne Sie! Sie tun für ihn und für mich, was Sie können. Aber die Aufgabe ist zu schwer. Was hat er da überhaupt gewollt? Wenn er einen unschuldigen Zweck verfolgte, warum hat er es dann nicht gesagt?«

»Das ist richtig. Und wenn er schuldig war, warum hat er nicht einfach eine Lüge erfunden? Sein Schweigen scheint mir auf beide Weisen auszulegen zu sein. 

Es gibt in diesem Fall einige einzigartige Punkte. 

Was hält denn die Polizei von dem Geräusch, das Sie aus dem Schlaf gerissen hat?«

»Sie nehmen an, es könnte daher stammen, daß Arthur seine Schlafzimmertür geschlossen hat.«

»Eine sehr wahrscheinliche Geschichte! Als ob ein Mann, der ein Verbrechen begehen will, die Tür laut schlösse, um das ganze Haus zu wecken. Was sagen Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.451
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sie denn zum Verschwinden dieser Juwelen?«

»Sie untersuchen noch immer die Bohlen und die Möbel, in der Hoffnung, sie zu finden.«

»Haben sie daran gedacht, sich außerhalb des Hauses umzusehen?«

»Ja, sie haben ungewöhnliche Energie bewiesen. 

Der ganze Garten ist schon überaus gründlich untersucht worden.«

»Nun, mein lieber Sir«, sagte Holmes, »ist Ihnen nicht auch inzwischen offensichtlich, daß diese ganze Angelegenheit wirklich viel verwickelter ist, als Sie oder die Polizei zunächst anzunehmen geneigt waren? 

Ihnen schien es ein einfacher Fall zu sein; mir scheint er überaus kompliziert. Bedenken Sie, was Ihre Theorie voraussetzt. Sie nehmen an, Ihr Sohn habe sein Bett verlassen, sei heruntergekommen, das große Risiko eingegangen, in Ihr Ankleidezimmer zu gehen, habe Ihren Sekretär geöffnet, die Krone herausgenommen, mit Gewalt einen Teil davon abgebrochen, sei dann zu einer anderen Stelle im Haus gegangen, um drei der neunundvierzig Juwelen zu verstecken, so geschickt, daß niemand sie finden kann, und sei anschließend mit den restlichen sechsundvierzig in den Raum zurückgekehrt, wo er sich der allergrößten Gefahr aussetzte, entdeckt zu werden. Ich frage Sie nun: Ist solch eine Theorie haltbar?«

»Aber welche andere gibt es denn?« rief der Ban-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.452
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kier mit einer Geste der Verzweiflung. »Wenn seine Motive unschuldig sind, warum erklärt er sie dann nicht?«

»Das herauszufinden ist unsere Aufgabe«, erwiderte Sherlock Holmes. »Deshalb werden wir uns nun, wenn es Ihnen genehm ist, Mr. Holder, zusammen nach Streatham begeben und eine Stunde darauf verwenden, uns die Einzelheiten ein wenig gründlicher anzusehen.«

Mein Freund bestand darauf, daß ich sie auf ihrer Expedition begleitete, was ich sehr gern tat, denn die Geschichte, der wir gelauscht, hatte meine Neugier und Sympathie sehr erregt. Ich gestehe, daß mir die Schuld des Sohnes des Bankiers ebenso offensichtlich schien wie seinem unglücklichen Vater, doch hatte ich bei allem so viel Vertrauen in Holmes' Urteile, daß ich durchaus glaubte, es müsse Anlaß zur Hoffnung geben, solange er mit der allgemein hingenommenen Erklärung unzufrieden war. Auf dem ganzen Weg zur südlichen Vorstadt sprach er kaum ein Wort, sondern saß versunken in tiefstes Nachdenken, mit dem Kinn auf der Brust und dem Hut über den Augen. Unser Klient schien bei dem kleinen Hoffnungsschimmer, der ihm gezeigt worden war, neuen Mut geschöpft zu haben und begann sogar eine sprunghafte Plauderei über seine geschäftlichen Angelegenheiten mit mir. 

Eine kurze Eisenbahnfahrt und ein noch kürzerer Fuß-

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.453

Die Beryll-Krone

Doyle-WA Bd. 5, 306

marsch brachten uns nach Fairbank, dem bescheidenen Wohnsitz des großen Finanziers. 

Fairbank war ein geräumiges, viereckiges Haus aus weißem Stein; es wich von der Straße ein wenig zu-rück. Eine doppelte Auffahrt für Wagen und ein schneebedecktes Rasenstück erstreckten sich vorn zu den beiden großen Eisentoren hinab, die die Zufahrt beschlossen. Rechter Hand befand sich ein kleines, dichtes Gehölz, das zu einem schmalen Weg zwischen zwei gepflegten Hecken führte, die von der Straße zur Küchentür verliefen und den Zugang für Lieferanten markierten. Linker Hand zog sich ein breiterer Weg hin, der zu den Ställen führte und sich nicht auf dem eigentlichen Grundstück befand, da es sich um einen öffentlichen, wiewohl kaum genutzten Durchgang handelte. Holmes verließ uns, als wir an der Tür standen, und ging langsam rund um das Haus, die Vorderseite entlang, den Lieferanten-Pfad hinunter, und schließlich durch den rückwärtigen Garten zum Weg, der zu den Stallungen führte. Er blieb so lange, daß Mr. Holder und ich in den Speiseraum gingen und beim Kamin auf seine Rückkehr warteten. 

Wir säßen dort schweigend, als sich die Tür öffnete und eine junge Dame eintrat. Sie war eher über mittelgroß, schlank, mit dunklem Haar und Augen, die neben der vollkommenen Blässe ihrer Haut noch dunkler wirkten. Ich glaube nicht, daß ich je solch Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.454
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eine Leichenblässe im Antlitz einer Frau gesehen habe. Auch ihre Lippen waren blutleer, ihre Augen jedoch gerötet vom Weinen. Als sie stumm in den Raum schwebte, vermittelte sie mir einen stärkeren Eindruck von Trauer als der Bankier am Morgen, und an ihr war dies um so auffälliger, da sie offensichtlich eine Frau von ungewöhnlicher Charakterstärke war, mit ungeheurer Fähigkeit zur Selbstbeherrschung. Sie ignorierte meine Anwesenheit, begab sich sogleich zu ihrem Onkel, und in einer sanften, fraulichen Liebkosung strich sie mit der Hand über seinen Kopf. 

»Du hast doch sicher angeordnet, daß man Arthur freiläßt, nicht wahr, Vater?« fragte sie. 

»Nein, nein, mein Liebes, man muß der Sache auf den Grund gehen.«

»Aber ich bin so sicher, daß er unschuldig ist. Du weißt, was der Instinkt einer Frau ist. Ich weiß, daß er nichts Böses getan hat, und daß es dir leid tun wird, so streng gehandelt zu haben.«

»Warum schweigt er denn dann, wenn er unschuldig ist?«

»Wer weiß? Vielleicht, weil er verärgert darüber war, daß du ihn verdächtigst.«

»Wie kann ich ihn denn nicht verdächtigen, wenn ich ihn doch selbst mit der Krone in der Hand da gesehen habe?«

»Ach, aber er hatte sie doch nur aufgehoben, um Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.455
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sie anzusehen. O bitte, bitte, glaub mir, ich gebe dir mein Wort, daß er unschuldig ist. Laß die Sache fallen und sag nichts mehr. Es ist so schrecklich, sich vorzustellen, unser lieber Arthur könnte im Gefängnis sitzen!«

»Ich werde es nie auf sich beruhen lassen, bis die Steine gefunden sind – niemals, Mary! Deine Zuneigung zu Arthur macht dich blind, was die furchtbaren Folgen für mich angeht. Ich werde die Sache nicht vertuschen; im Gegenteil, ich habe einen Gentleman aus London mitgebracht, um tiefer in die Angelegenheit einzudringen.«

»Diesen Gentleman?« fragte sie; sie wandte sich mir zu. 

»Nein, seinen Freund. Er wollte, daß wir ihn allein lassen. Er ist jetzt hinten auf dem Weg zu den Ställen.«

»Auf dem Weg zu den Ställen?« Sie hob ihre dunklen Brauen. »Was kann er denn da zu finden hoffen? 

Ah, ich nehme an, das ist er. Ich hoffe, Sir, es wird Ihnen gelingen, die Wahrheit zu beweisen, von der ich überzeugt bin, nämlich, daß mein Vetter Arthur an diesem Verbrechen unschuldig ist.«

»Ich teile Ihre Meinung voll und ganz, und mit Ihnen bin ich sicher, daß wir es beweisen können«, erwiderte Holmes; er ging zurück zur Matte, um den Schnee von seinen Schuhen abzustreifen. »Ich nehme Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.456
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an, ich habe die Ehre, mit Miss Mary Holder zu sprechen. Darf ich Ihnen eine oder zwei Fragen stellen?«

»Bitte, Sir, fragen Sie, wenn es dazu helfen kann, diese schreckliche Affaire aufzuklären.«

»Sie selbst haben letzte Nacht nichts gehört?«

»Nichts, bis mein Onkel hier laut zu reden anfing. 

Das habe ich gehört, und dann bin ich heruntergekommen.«

»Sie haben am Abend zuvor die Fenster und Türen geschlossen. Haben Sie alle Fenster verriegelt?«

»Ja.«

»Waren sie heute morgen noch alle verriegelt?«

»Ja.«

»Sie haben eine Zofe, die einen Liebhaber hat? Ich glaube, Sie haben gestern abend Ihrem Onkel gegen-

über bemerkt, sie habe das Haus verlassen, um ihn zu treffen?«

»Ja, und sie war diejenige, die uns im Salon bedient hat und vielleicht Onkels Bemerkungen über die Krone gehört haben könnte.«

»Aha. Sie wollen damit andeuten, sie könnte hinausgegangen sein, um ihrem Liebhaber davon zu berichten, und daß die beiden den Diebstahl ausgeheckt haben könnten?«

»Aber wozu sind denn all diese vagen Theorien gut?« rief der Bankier ungeduldig. »Ich habe Ihnen doch gesagt, daß ich Arthur mit der Krone in Händen Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.457
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gesehen habe!«

»Bitte einen Augenblick, Mr. Holder. Darauf müssen wir noch zurückkommen. Was dieses Mädchen angeht, Miss Holder. Sie haben gesehen, wie sie durch die Küchentür zurückgekommen ist, nehme ich an?«

»Ja; als ich nachsehen wollte, ob die Tür für die Nacht verriegelt war, habe ich sie getroffen, als sie gerade hereinschlüpfte. Ich habe auch den Mann in der Dunkelheit draußen gesehen.«

»Kennen Sie ihn?«

»O ja; es ist der Händler, der unser Gemüse liefert. 

Er heißt Francis Prosper.«

»Er stand«, sagte Sherlock Holmes, »links von der Tür – das heißt, er war weiter auf das Grundstück gekommen, als man kommen muß, wenn man die Tür erreichen will?«

»Ja.«

»Und er hat ein Holzbein?«

Etwas wie Furcht leuchtete in den ausdrucksvollen Augen der jungen Dame auf. »Also, Sie sind ja ein Zauberer«, sagte sie. »Wie können Sie das denn wissen?« Sie lächelte, aber auf Holmes schmalem konzentriertem Gesicht war kein antwortendes Lächeln zu sehen. 

»Ich würde jetzt sehr gern nach oben gehen«, sagte er. »Wahrscheinlich werde ich danach noch einmal Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.458
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die Außenseite des Hauses untersuchen wollen. Vielleicht sollte ich mir die Fenster im Erdgeschoß ansehen, bevor ich hinaufgehe.«

Er ging schnell von einem Fenster zum anderen und blieb nur bei dem großen stehen, das von der Diele auf den Weg zu den Ställen hinausschaut. Dieses öffnete er und untersuchte sehr sorgsam die Fensterbank mit Hilfe seines starken Vergrößerungsglases. »Jetzt wollen wir nach oben gehen«, sagte er schließlich. 

Das Ankleidezimmer des Bankiers war eine einfach eingerichtete kleine Kammer mit einem grauen Teppich, einem großen Sekretär und einem hohen Spiegel. Holmes ging zunächst zum Sekretär und betrachtete das Schloß sehr gründlich. 

»Welcher Schlüssel wurde verwendet, um es zu öffnen?« fragte er. 

»Der, den mein Sohn selbst genannt hat – der zum Schrank im Abstellraum.«

»Haben Sie ihn hier?«

»Er liegt da auf der Kommode.«

Sherlock Holmes nahm ihn und öffnete den Sekretär. 

»Das Schloß ist völlig geräuschlos«, sagte er. 

»Kein Wunder, daß Sie nicht davon wachgeworden sind. Ich nehme an, diese Schachtel enthält die Krone. 

Wir müssen sie uns ansehen.« Er öffnete die Schach-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.459
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tel, nahm das Diadem heraus und legte es auf den Tisch. Es war ein prachtvolles Stück Juwelierskunst, und die sechsunddreißig Steine waren die schönsten, die ich je gesehen habe. An einer Seite der Krone war eine verbogene, zackige Kante zu sehen, wo ein Ek-kstück mit drei Steinen abgerissen worden war. 

»Also, Mr. Holder«, sagte Holmes; »hier ist die gegenüberliegende Ecke, die der so unglücklich verlorenen entspricht. Ich möchte Sie bitten, sie abzubrechen.«

Der Bankier fuhr entsetzt zurück. »Nicht einmal im Traum würde ich das tun«, sagte er. 

»Dann will ich es tun.« Holmes spannte jäh all seine Kraft bei dem Versuch an, aber ohne Erfolg. 

»Ich fühle, daß es ein wenig nachgibt«, sagte er; 

»aber obwohl ich außerordentlich starke Finger habe, würde ich sehr lange brauchen, um es abzubrechen. 

Ein gewöhnlicher Mann könnte es nicht. Was also glauben Sie, Mr. Holder, würde geschehen, wenn ich die Ecke abbräche? Es gäbe einen Lärm wie von einem Pistolenschuß. Wollen Sie mir erzählen, daß sich all das wenige Yards von Ihrem Bett entfernt zugetragen hat und daß Sie nichts davon gehört haben?«

»Ich weiß nicht, was ich glauben soll. Mir ist alles völlig undurchsichtig.«

»Aber vielleicht wird es durchsichtiger, wenn wir fortfahren. Was meinen Sie, Miss Holder?«
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»Ich muß gestehen, ich teile meines Onkels Ver-wirrtheit.«

»Ihr Sohn trug keine Schuhe oder Hausschuhe, als Sie ihn gesehen haben?«

»Er hatte nichts an außer Hosen und Hemd.«

»Danke sehr. Wir sind bei dieser Untersuchung ohne Zweifel durch außerordentliches Glück begün-stigt worden, und wenn es uns nicht gelingt, die Sache aufzuklären, wird das allein unser Fehler sein. Mit Ihrer Erlaubnis, Mr. Holder, werde ich jetzt meine Nachforschungen im Freien fortsetzen.«

Wie er es wünschte, ging er allein, denn er erklärte, jeder unnötige Fußabdruck werde seine Aufgabe erschweren. Eine Stünde oder länger befaßte er sich damit, und als er schließlich zurückkehrte, waren seine Füße schwer von Schnee und sein Gesicht undurchdringlich wie immer. 

»Ich glaube, ich habe nun alles gesehen, was zu sehen ist, Mr. Holder«, sagte er. »Ich kann Ihnen jetzt am besten helfen, indem ich in meine Wohnung zu-rückkehre.«

»Aber die Steine, Mr. Holmes. Wo sind sie?«

»Das kann ich Ihnen nicht sagen.«

Der Bankier rang die Hände. »Ich werde sie nie wieder sehen!« rief er. »Und mein Sohn? Können Sie mir Hoffnung machen?«

»Meine Meinung hierzu hat sich keineswegs geän-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.461
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dert.«

»Was um Gottes willen war denn dieser finstere Vorgang, der letzte Nacht in meinem Haus geschehen ist?«

»Wenn Sie mich morgen früh in meinen Räumen in der Baker Street zwischen neun und zehn Uhr aufsuchen, werde ich mich freuen, alles zu tun, was in meiner Macht steht, um die Sache klarer zu machen. Ich verstehe Sie recht, daß Sie mir  carte blanche  geben, an Ihrer Statt zu handeln, unter der einzigen Bedingung, daß ich die Steine wieder beschaffe, und daß Sie die Summe, die ich dafür ansetzen kann, in keiner Weise begrenzen?«

»Ich gäbe mein Vermögen, um sie zurückzubekommen.«

»Sehr gut. Ich werde mich bis dahin mit dieser Sache beschäftigen. Good-bye; es ist allerdings möglich, daß ich vor dem Abend noch einmal herkommen muß.«

Mir war es offensichtlich, daß mein Gefährte in diesem Fall zu einer endgültigen Meinung gelangt war; welche Schlüsse er jedoch gezogen hatte, war mehr, als ich mir auch nur undeutlich ausmalen konnte. Während unserer Heimfahrt versuchte ich ihn mehrmals zu diesem Punkt auszuhorchen, aber er entglitt mir und kam immer wieder auf andere Themen zu sprechen, bis ich schließlich den Versuch verzwei-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.462
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felt aufgab. Es war noch nicht drei Uhr, als wir uns wieder in unserem Wohnraum befanden. Er eilte in sein Zimmer und war wenige Minuten später wieder unten, gekleidet wie ein gewöhnlicher Herumtreiber. 

Mit dem hochgeschlagenen Kragen, dem schäbigen blankgeriebenen Rock, der roten Halsbinde und den abgetragenen Stiefeln war er ein vollkommenes Exemplar der Gattung. 

»Ich glaube, das müßte ausreichen«, sagte er; er blickte in den Spiegel über dem Kamin. »Ich wünschte nur, Sie könnten mit mir kommen, Watson, aber ich fürchte, das ist nicht durchführbar. Vielleicht bin ich in dieser Sache auf einer heißen Spur, vielleicht laufe ich einem Irrlicht nach, aber ich werde bald wissen, welches von beiden. Ich hoffe in ein paar Stunden zurück zu sein.« Er schnitt eine Scheibe Rindfleisch von dem Bratenstück auf dem Bord, machte mittels zweier Brotkanten ein Sandwich daraus, schob dieses grobe Mahl in die Tasche und begab sich auf seine Expedition. 

Ich hatte eben meinen Tee beendet, als er heimkehrte; er war offensichtlich bester Laune und schwenkte in der Hand einen alten Stiefel mit Gum-milaschen. Er warf ihn in eine Ecke und goß sich eine Tasse Tee ein. 

»Ich schaue nur so im Vorbeigehen herein«, sagte er. »Ich gehe gleich wieder.«
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»Wohin?«

»Ach, zur anderen Seite des West End. Es kann eine Weile dauern, bis ich wiederkomme. Bleiben Sie bitte nicht meinetwegen auf, wenn es spät wird.«

»Wie kommen Sie voran?«

»Ach, so-so. Kein Grund zur Klage. Seit wir uns gesehen haben, bin ich draußen in Streatham gewesen, habe aber nicht im Haus vorgesprochen. Es ist ein sehr nettes kleines Problem, und ich möchte es um keinen Preis versäumt haben. Trotzdem darf ich nicht hier herumsitzen und plaudern, sondern ich muß diese unreputierlichen Kleider loswerden und wieder zu meinem überaus ehrenwerten Ich werden.«

Seinem Verhalten konnte ich entnehmen, daß er bessere Gründe zur Zufriedenheit hatte, als seine Worte allein anzudeuten vermochten. Seine Augen leuchteten, und es war sogar ein wenig Farbe in seinen fahlen Wangen. Er eilte die Treppe hinauf, und wenige v Minuten später hörte ich die Haustür ins Schloß fallen, was mir anzeigte, daß er sich abermals auf die ihm gemäße Jagd begeben hatte. 

Ich wartete bis Mitternacht, doch gab es keine Anzeichen für seine Heimkehr, so daß ich mich in mein Zimmer zurückzog. Es war nicht ungewöhnlich, daß er Tage und Nächte unterwegs war, wenn er sich auf einer heißen Spur befand, daher bedeutete seine Verspätung für mich keine Überraschung. Ich weiß nicht, Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.464

Die Beryll-Krone

Doyle-WA Bd. 5, 313

wann er zurückkehrte, aber als ich am Morgen zum Frühstück hinunterging, saß er dort mit einer Tasse Kaffee in der einen und der Zeitung in der anderen Hand, so frisch und gepflegt wie nur möglich. 

»Sie werden mir verzeihen, daß ich ohne Sie angefangen habe, Watson«, sagte er; »aber Sie erinnern sich sicher daran, daß wir mit unserem Klienten heute morgen eine reichlich frühe Verabredung haben.«

»Ach, es ist ja schon nach neun«, antwortete ich. 

»Ich würde mich nicht wundern, wenn er das wäre. 

Ich glaube, es hat geläutet.«

Tatsächlich war es unser Freund, der Finanzier. Ich war entsetzt von der Veränderung, denn sein eigentlich breit und massiv geschnittenes Gesicht war nun bedrückt und eingefallen, und sein Haar schien zumindest eine Nuance weißer geworden zu sein. Er trat mit einer Müdigkeit und Lethargie ein, die noch schmerzlicher anzusehen war als seine hektische Verzweiflung vom Vortag, und er ließ sich schwerfällig in den Lehnsessel fallen, den ich ihm hinschob. 

»Ich weiß nicht, was ich getan habe, um diese schweren Prüfungen zu verdienen«, sagte er. »Es ist erst zwei Tage her, daß ich ein glücklicher und wohlhabender Mann ohne eine einzige Sorge war. Nun bleibt mir nur ein einsames und ehrloses Alter. Ein Kummer folgt dem anderen auf den Fersen. Meine Nichte Mary hat mich verlassen.«
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»Verlassen?«

»Ja. Heute früh war ihr Bett unberührt, ihr Zimmer leer, und es lag ein Brief an mich auf dem Tisch in der Diele. Gestern Abend hatte ich ihr, im Kummer, nicht im Zorn, gesagt, wenn sie meinen Jungen geheiratet hätte, dann könnte mit ihm alles zum besten stehen. 

Es war vielleicht gedankenlos von mir, das zu sagen. 

Auf diese Bemerkung bezieht sie sich in diesem Brief: Mein liebster Onkel – Ich weiß, daß ich diesen Kummer über Dich gebracht habe und daß, hätte ich mich anders verhalten, dieses schreckliche Unheil sich niemals würde ereignet haben. Mit diesem Gedanken im Herzen kann ich unter Deinem Dach nie wieder glücklich sein, und ich empfinde, daß ich Dich für immer verlassen muß. Sorge Dich nicht um meine Zukunft, denn für diese ist gesorgt; und vor allem: Such nicht nach mir, denn das wäre fruchtlose Mühe und für mich ein schlechter Dienst. Im Leben oder im Tode bleibe ich immer Deine Dich liebende Mary

Was kann sie mit diesem Brief nur meinen, Mr. Holmes? Glauben Sie, er deutet auf Selbstmord hin?«

»Nein, nein, nichts Derartiges. Es ist vielleicht die Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.466
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beste mögliche Lösung. Ich bin sicher, Mr. Holder, daß Sie sich dem Ende Ihrer Schwierigkeiten nähern.«

»Ha! Das sagen Sie! Sie haben etwas gehört, Mr. 

Holmes; Sie haben etwas erfahren! Wo sind die Steine?«

»Sie würden tausend Pfund pro Stück nicht für eine übertriebene Summe halten?«

»Ich würde zehntausend pro Stück bezahlen.«

»Das wird nicht nötig sein. Dreitausend wird ausreichen, die Sache zu bereinigen. Und Sie hatten eine kleine Belohnung ausgesetzt, nicht wahr? Haben Sie Ihr Scheckbuch? Hier haben Sie einen Stift. Stellen Sie den Scheck besser über viertausend aus.«

Mit benommenem Gesichtsausdruck stellte der Bankier den verlangten Scheck aus. Holmes ging zu seinem Schreibtisch hinüber, nahm ein kleines dreiek-kiges Stück Gold mit drei Steinen darin heraus und warf es auf den Tisch. 

Mit einem Freudenschrei griff unser Klient danach. 

»Sie haben es?« ächzte er. »Ich bin gerettet! Ich bin gerettet!«

Die Freudenreaktion war so leidenschaftlich wie sein Kummer gewesen war, und er drückte die wieder-erlangten Steine an seinen Busen. 

»Sie schulden noch etwas, Mr. Holder«, sagte Sherlock Holmes eher streng. 

»Schulden!« Er griff nach dem Stift. »Nennen Sie Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.467
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die Summe, und ich will sie bezahlen.«

»Nein, nicht mir schulden Sie etwas. Eine sehr de-mütige Bitte um Vergebung schulden Sie diesem noblen Burschen, Ihrem Sohn, der sich in dieser Angelegenheit in einer Weise verhalten hat, die mich bei meinem Sohn mit Stolz erfüllte, wenn ich je zu einem Sohn käme.«

»Dann hat nicht Arthur die Steine genommen?«

»Ich habe Ihnen bereits gestern gesagt und wiederhole es nun, daß er es nicht war.«

»Sie sind dessen sicher! Dann lassen Sie uns schnell, sofort, zu ihm gehen, damit er erfährt, daß die Wahrheit uns bekannt ist.«

»Er weiß es bereits. Als ich alles aufgeklärt hatte, habe ich ein Gespräch mit ihm geführt, und da ich feststellte, daß er mir die Geschichte nicht erzählen wollte, habe ich sie ihm erzählt; daraufhin hat er zugeben müssen, daß ich recht habe, und er hat die wenigen Einzelheiten hinzugefügt, die mir noch nicht ganz klar waren. Die Neuigkeiten, die Sie heute früh erfahren haben, könnten allerdings seinen Mund Öffnen.«

»Um Himmels willen sagen Sie mir doch endlich, wie dieses außerordentliche Rätsel zu lösen ist!«

»Das werde ich tun, und ich will Ihnen die einzelnen Schritte zeigen, mit denen ich zur Lösung gelangt bin. Und lassen Sie mich Ihnen zunächst das sagen, Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.468
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was mir zu sagen und Ihnen zu hören am schwersten fallen wird. Es hat eine Übereinkunft zwischen Sir George Burnwell und Ihrer Nichte Mary gegeben. Sie sind nun zusammen geflohen.«

»Meine Mary? Unmöglich!«

»Unglücklicherweise ist es mehr denn nur möglich; es ist gewiß. Weder Sie noch Ihr Sohn kannten den wahren Charakter dieses Mannes, als Sie ihm Zutritt zu Ihren Familienkreisen gewährt haben. Er ist einer der gefährlichsten Männer in England – ein ruinierter Spieler, ein absolut verzweifelter Schurke; ein Mann ohne Herz noch Gewissen. Ihre Nichte wußte nichts über solche Männer. Als er ihr seine Schwüre zuge-flüstert hat, wie schon hundert anderen vor ihr, hat sie sich geschmeichelt, sie allein habe sein Herz gerührt. 

Der Teufel weiß selbst am besten, was er alles gesagt hat, aber schließlich wurde sie sein Werkzeug und hat ihn fast jeden Abend getroffen.«

»Ich kann und will das nicht glauben!« rief der Bankier mit aschgrauem Gesicht. 

»Dann will ich Ihnen erzählen, was sich in jener Nacht in Ihrem Haus ereignet hat. Als sie dachte, daß Sie sich in ihr Zimmer zurückgezogen hätten, ist Ihre Nichte heimlich nach unten gegangen und hat sich durch das Fenster, das auf den Weg zu den Stallungen schaut, mit ihrem Liebhaber unterhalten. Seine Fuß-

spuren waren durch den Schnee hindurch eingedrückt, Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.469
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so lange hat er dort gestanden. Sie hat ihm von der Krone erzählt. Seine üble Gier nach Gold wurde durch die Neuigkeiten entfacht, und er hat ihrer Nichte seinen Willen aufgezwungen. Ich zweifle nicht daran, daß sie Sie geliebt hat, aber es gibt Frauen, in denen die Liebe zu einem Liebhaber alle anderen Neigungen auslöscht, und ich glaube, sie muß zu diesen gehören. Sie hatte kaum seine Anweisungen angehört, als sie Sie die Treppe herunterkommen sah; daraufhin hat sie rasch das Fenster geschlossen und Ihnen von der Eskapade einer Dienerin mit ihrem holzbeinigen Liebhaber erzählt, was völlig zutreffend war. 

Ihr Sohn, Arthur, ist nach seinem Gespräch mit Ihnen zu Bett gegangen, aber er hat schlecht geschlafen, weil ihm wegen seiner Schulden im Club unwohl in seiner Haut war. Mitten in der Nacht hörte er leise Schritte an seiner Tür vorübergehen, deshalb ist er aufgestanden und hat hinausgeschaut, und zu seiner Überraschung sah er seine Cousine ganz verstohlen den Korridor entlanggehen, bis sie in Ihrem Ankleidezimmer verschwunden war. Zuerst war er starr vor Staunen, dann hat der Junge sich einige Kleider übergeworfen und in der Dunkelheit gewartet, um zu sehen, was sich aus dieser seltsamen Sache ergibt. 

Ihre Nichte ist bald wieder aus dem Zimmer gekommen, und im Schein der Flurlampe hat Ihr Sohn gesehen, daß sie die kostbare Krone in Händen hielt. Sie Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.470
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ist die Treppe hinabgegangen, und er ist völlig entsetzt bis zum Vorhang nahe Ihrer Tür gelaufen und hat sich dort verborgen; von dort aus konnte er sehen, was unten in der Diele geschah. Er sah, wie sie vorsichtig das Fenster öffnete, die Krone jemandem drau-

ßen in der Dunkelheit reichte, dann das Fenster schloß und wieder zu ihrem Zimmer zurückeilte, wobei sie ganz dicht an dem Vorhang vorbeikam, hinter dem er sich versteckte. 

Solange sie auf dem Schauplatz war, konnte er nichts unternehmen, ohne die Frau, die er liebte, entsetzlich bloßzustellen. Aber in dem Moment, als sie gegangen war, ist ihm klargeworden, welch ein furchtbares Unheil das alles für Sie sein würde, und wie überaus wichtig es war, alles wieder in Ordnung zu bringen. Er ist also, so wie er war, barfuß hinabge-laufen, hat das Fenster geöffnet, ist hinaus in den Schnee gesprungen und den Weg zu den Ställen entlanggelaufen, wo er im Mondlicht eine dunkle Gestalt sehen konnte. Sir George Burnwell hat versucht, zu entkommen, aber Arthur hat ihn erreicht, und zwischen ihnen ist es zu einer Auseinandersetzung gekommen, bei der Ihr Sohn an der einen Seite der Krone zerrte und sein Widersacher an der anderen. 

Bei dem Handgemenge hat Ihr Sohn Sir George geschlagen und ihn über dem Auge verletzt. Dann ist plötzlich etwas zerbrochen, und Ihr Sohn stellte fest, Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.471
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daß er die Krone in Händen hielt; er ist zurückgelaufen, hat das Fenster geschlossen, ist in Ihr Zimmer emporgegangen und hatte eben bemerkt, daß die Krone bei der Auseinandersetzung verbogen worden war, und versuchte, sie geradezubiegen, als Sie auf der Szene erschienen sind.«

»Ist das möglich?« ächzte der Bankier. 

»Dann haben Sie ihn in Wut versetzt, indem Sie ihn beschimpft haben, in einem Augenblick, da er das Gefühl hatte, er hätte Ihren wärmsten Dank verdient. 

Er konnte die wahre Sachlage nicht erklären, ohne die zu verraten, welche sicherlich kaum Rücksichtnahme seinerseits verdiente. Trotzdem hat er sich für den rit-terlicheren Weg entschieden und ihr Geheimnis gewahrt.«

»Und deshalb hat sie geschrien und ist ohnmächtig geworden, als sie die Krone sah«, rief Mr. Holder. 

»Oh, mein Gott! Was für ein blinder Narr ich war! 

Und er fragt, ob er für fünf Minuten das Haus verlassen darf! Der liebe Junge wollte nur nachsehen, ob das fehlende Stück noch am Ort der Auseinandersetzung lag. Wie grausam falsch ich ihn eingeschätzt habe!«

»Als ich beim Haus ankam«, fuhr Holmes fort, 

»bin ich sofort sehr vorsichtig um das Haus herumge-gangen, um festzustellen, ob ich im Schnee vielleicht hilfreiche Fußspuren finden konnte. Ich wußte, daß Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.472
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seit dem Vorabend kein neuer Schnee gefallen war, und außerdem, daß es streng gefroren hatten, was Fußabdrücke bekanntlich konserviert. Ich bin den Lieferantenpfad entlanggegangen, habe da aber alles zertrampelt und unkenntlich vorgefunden. Aber ein kleines Stückchen weiter, auf der anderen Seite der Küchentür, hatte eine Frau gestanden und sich mit einem Mann unterhalten, dessen runde Abdrücke auf der einen Seite zeigten, daß er ein Holzbein hatte. Ich konnte sogar feststellen, daß sie unterbrochen worden waren, denn die Frau war schnell zur Tür zurückgelaufen, wie die tiefen Abdrücke der Zehen und die leichten der Fersen zeigten, während Freund Holzbein kurze Zeit gewartet hatte und dann gegangen war. Ich dachte mir da schon, daß dies die Zofe und ihr Liebhaber gewesen sein könnten, von denen Sie bereits er-zählt hatten, und Fragen haben ergeben, daß es so war. Ich bin dann durch den Garten um das Haus gegangen, ohne anderes als zufällige Spuren zu finden, die ich für die von Polizisten gehalten habe; als ich dann aber auf den Weg zu den Stallungen kam, habe ich im Schnee eine sehr lange und komplizierte Geschichte lesen können. 

Es gab eine doppelte Reihe Spuren eines Mannes mit Stiefeln, und eine weitere doppelte Reihe, bei der ich mit Vergnügen sah, daß sie von einem barfüßigen Mann stammte. Nach dem, was Sie mir erzählt hatten, Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.473
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war ich sofort davon überzeugt, daß letztere von Ihrem Sohn sein mußte. Der erste hatte beide Wege langsam gehend zurückgelegt, aber der zweite war schnell gelaufen, und da sein Schritt an einigen Stellen über den Stiefeleindrücken lag, war es offensichtlich, daß er dem anderen gefolgt war. Ich habe die Spuren verfolgt und festgestellt, daß sie zum Dielenfenster führten, wo der Stiefelmann so lange gestanden hat, daß er den Schnee bis auf den Erdboden durchgedrückt hatte. Dann bin ich ans andere Ende gegangen, hundert Yards oder mehr den Weg hinunter. Ich sah, wo Freund Stiefel sich umgedreht hatte, wo der Schnee aufgewühlt war, als ob dort ein Kampf stattgefunden hätte, und schließlich habe ich eine Stelle gefunden, wo ein paar Blutstropfen gefallen waren, was mir zeigte, daß ich mich nicht geirrt hatte. 

Freund Stiefel war dann den Weg hinabgerannt, und ein weiterer kleiner Blutstropfen zeigte mir, daß er derjenige war, der sich verletzt hatte. Da, wo er am anderen Ende die Straße erreicht hatte, war der Schnee geräumt worden, so daß diese Spur dort endete. 

Ich habe aber, nachdem ich das Haus betreten hatte, wie Sie sich erinnern werden, Bank und Rahmen des Dielenfensters mit meinem Vergrößerungsglas untersucht, und ich konnte sofort sehen, daß jemand hinausgeklettert war. Ich konnte den Umriß Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.474
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eines Außenrists erkennen, dort, wo der nasse Fuß beim Wiedereinstieg angesetzt worden war. Da begann es mir dann möglich zu werden, mir eine Meinung über das zu bilden, was sich ereignet hatte. Ein Mann hatte vor dem Fenster gewartet, jemand hatte ihm die Juwelen gebracht; Ihr Sohn hatte den Vorgang beobachtet, den Dieb verfolgt, mit ihm ge-kämpft, beide hatten an der Krone gezerrt, wobei ihre vereinten Kräfte die Beschädigungen bewirkt haben, die keiner von ihnen allein hätte verursachen können. 

Ihr Sohn war mit dem Siegespreis zurückgekommen, hatte aber ein Bruchstück in Händen seines Widersachers gelassen. So weit war alles klar. Nun war die Frage, wer war der Mann, und wer war derjenige, der die Krone gebracht hatte? 

Es ist eine alte Maxime von mir, daß das, was übrig bleibt, wenn man das Unmögliche ausgeschie-den hat, die Wahrheit sein muß, so unwahrscheinlich es auch scheinen mag. Nun wußte ich, daß Sie die Krone nicht nach unten gebracht hatten, also blieben nur Ihre Nichte und die Mädchen. Wenn es aber die Mädchen wären, warum sollte Ihr Sohn sich dann an ihrer Statt bezichtigen lassen? Dafür gab es keinen denkbaren Grund. Da er aber seine Cousine liebte, gab es eine hervorragende Erklärung, weshalb er ihr Geheimnis wahrte – um so mehr, als das Geheimnis schimpflich war. Als ich mich dann daran erinnert Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.475
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habe, daß Sie sie am Fenster gesehen hatten und daß sie ohnmächtig geworden war, als sie die Krone wiedersah, ist meine Mutmaßung zur Gewißheit geworden. 

Und wer konnte ihr Verbündeter sein? Offensichtlich ein Liebhaber, denn wer außer einem solchen konnte die Liebe und Dankbarkeit aufwiegen, die sie Ihnen gegenüber empfunden haben muß? Ich wußte ja, daß Sie wenig ausgehen und daß Ihr Freundeskreis nicht sehr groß ist. Unter diesen Freunden fand sich aber Sir George Burnwell. Ich hatte schon vorher von ihm gehört als von einem Mann, der bei Frauen in einem üblen Ruf steht. Er mußte es sein, der diese Stiefel getragen hatte und die fehlenden Juwelen besaß. Obwohl er wußte, daß Arthur ihn entdeckt hatte, konnte er sich doch noch immer schmeicheln, sicher zu sein, da der Junge ja kein Wort sagen konnte, ohne seine eigene Familie zu kompromittieren. 

Nun wird Ihnen Ihr eigener Menschenverstand verraten, welche Schritte ich dann unternommen habe. 

Als Herumtreiber verkleidet bin ich zu Sir Georges Haus gegangen, habe seinen Burschen kennengelernt, erfahren, daß sein Meister sich am Vorabend den Kopf verletzt hatte und schließlich alles dadurch klargemacht, daß ich für sechs Shilling ein Paar alter Schuhe von ihm gekauft habe. Mit ihnen bin ich nach Streatham gefahren und habe festgestellt, daß sie Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.476
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genau zu den Abdrücken paßten.«

»Gestern nachmittag habe ich auf dem Weg einen schlechtgekleideten Vagabunden gesehen«, sagte Mr. 

Holder. 

»Richtig. Das war ich. Ich wußte, daß ich meinen Mann gefunden hatte, also bin ich heimgefahren und habe meine Kleidung gewechselt. Die Rolle, die ich dann spielen mußte, war delikat, weil ich begriff, daß ein Verfahren vermieden werden mußte, um einem Skandal zu entgehen, und ich wußte wohl, daß ein so schlauer Schurke zusehen würde, daß uns in dieser Sache die Hände gebunden wären. Ich bin also zu ihm gegangen und habe mit ihm gesprochen. Zuerst hat er natürlich alles abgestritten. Als ich ihm dann in allen Einzelheiten erzählt habe, was geschehen ist, ist er grob geworden und hat einen Totschläger von der Wand genommen. Ich kannte meinen Mann aber und habe ihm die Pistole an den Kopf gesetzt, bevor er zuschlagen konnte. Dann ist er ein wenig umgänglicher geworden. Ich habe ihm gesagt, wir würden ihm für die Steine, die er hatte, einen Preis bezahlen – tausend Pfund pro Stück. Daraufhin hat er zum ersten Mal Anzeichen von Bekümmerung gezeigt. ›Oh, verflixt noch mal‹, sagte er, ›und ich habe sie für sechshun-dert für alle drei abgegeben!‹ Ich habe ihm sehr bald die Adresse des neuen Besitzers entlockt, mit dem Versprechen, daß man ihn nicht belangen würde. 

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.477
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Dann habe ich mich dorthin auf den Weg gemacht und nach einigem Feilschen die Steine für tausend Pfund pro Stück bekommen. Danach habe ich Ihren Sohn besucht, ihm erzählt, daß alles in Ordnung sei, und bin schließlich gegen zwei Uhr ins Bett gekommen, am Ende von etwas, das ich getrost als hartes Tagewerk bezeichnen darf.«

»Das Werk eines Tages, an dem England vor einem großen öffentlichen Skandal bewahrt wurde«, sagte der Bankier; er erhob sich. »Sir, ich kann keine Worte finden, um Ihnen zu danken. Sie werden mich aber nicht undankbar finden für das, was Sie getan haben. Ihre Fertigkeiten haben wirklich alles übertroffen, was ich je darüber gehört hatte. Und jetzt muß ich zusehen, daß ich schnell zu meinem lieben Jungen komme, um mich für das Unrecht zu entschuldigen, das ich ihm zugefügt habe. Was Sie mir da über meine arme Mary erzählen, tut mir im Herzen weh. 

Nicht einmal Ihre Fertigkeiten können mir sagen, wo sie sich nun aufhält.«

»Ich glaube, wir können mit Sicherheit sagen«, erwiderte Holmes, »daß sie sich aufhält, wo auch immer Sir George Burnwell sich aufhält. Genauso sicher ist etwas anderes: Welche Sünden sie auch immer begangen haben mag, alle werden sehr bald mehr als nur hinlänglich bestraft werden.«
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Die Blutbuchen

»Wer die Kunst um ihrer selbst willen liebt«, bemerkte Sherlock Holmes, während er den Anzeigenteil des Daily Telegraph  beiseite warf, »stellt oft fest, daß ihm die größte Freude aus ihren unwichtigsten und niedrigsten Ausprägungen erwächst. Ich bemerke mit Vergnügen, Watson, daß Sie diese Wahrheit so gut erfaßt haben, daß Sie in diesen kleinen Darlegungen unserer Fälle, die Sie freundlicherweise entworfen und, wie ich wohl sagen darf, bisweilen ausgeschmückt haben, den Vorrang nicht so sehr den vielen causes célèbres  und Sensationsprozessen einräumen, an denen ich mitgewirkt habe, sondern eher jenen Vorfällen, die an sich trivial gewesen sein mögen, die aber jenen Fähigkeiten der Deduktion und der logischen Synthese Spielraum gaben, welche ich zu meinem Spezialgebiet gemacht habe.«

»Und dennoch«, sagte ich lächelnd, »kann ich mich damit noch nicht als von der Anklage des Sensation-alismus freigesprochen betrachten, die gegen meine Berichte erhoben wurde.«

»Sie haben vielleicht einen Fehler begangen«, bemerkte er, wobei er mit der Zange ein glühendes Holzstück aufnahm und damit die lange Kirschholz-Pfeife anzündete, durch die er die Tonpfeife ersetzte, Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.479
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wenn er eher in der Laune war, zu disputieren denn zu meditieren – »Sie haben vielleicht einen Fehler begangen, indem Sie versucht haben, all Ihre Darlegungen farbig und lebendig zu machen, statt sich auf jenes streng logische, an Ursache und Wirkung orien-tierte Denken zu beschränken, das wirklich der einzige bemerkenswerte Zug an der Angelegenheit ist.«

»Mir scheint, ich bin Ihnen in dieser Hinsicht gerecht geworden«, sagte ich mit einiger Kälte, denn mich stieß der Egoismus ab, den ich mehr als einmal als starken Faktor im einzigartigen Charakter meines Freundes beobachtet hatte. 

»Nein, es geht nicht um Selbstsucht oder Dünkel«, sagte er; wie üblich beantwortete er eher meine Gedanken denn meine Worte. »Wenn ich für meine Kunst volle Gerechtigkeit fordere, dann, weil sie unpersönlich ist – sie ist etwas jenseits meiner Person. 

Das Verbrechen ist weitverbreitet. Logik ist selten. 

Aus diesem Grunde sollten Sie sich ausführlicher mit der Logik als mit dem Verbrechen befassen. Was eine Vorlesungsreihe hätte sein sollen, haben Sie zu einer Serie von Erzählungen degradiert.«

Es war ein kalter Vorfrühlingsmorgen, und nach dem Frühstück saßen wir beiderseits eines fröhlichen Kaminfeuers im alten Raum in der Baker Street. 

Dichter Nebel wälzte sich zwischen den Reihen fahlbrauner Häuser entlang, und die Fenster auf der ande-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.480
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ren Straßenseite dräuten wie düstere, formlose Flek-ken durch die schweren gelben Schleier. Unser Gaslicht war entzündet und schien auf die weiße Tisch-decke; Porzellan und Metall glänzten, denn der Tisch war noch nicht abgeräumt worden. Sherlock Holmes war den ganzen Morgen schweigsam gewesen und hatte sich unausgesetzt in die Anzeigenspalten einer Reihe von Zeitungen versenkt, bis er schließlich seine Suche offenbar aufgab und in keiner besonders guten Laune aus den Zeitungen auftauchte, um mich über meine literarischen Unzulänglichkeiten zu belehren. 

»Gleichzeitig«, bemerkte er nach einer Pause, während der er dort gesessen, an seiner langen Pfeife gezogen und ins Feuer gestarrt hatte, »kann man Ihnen kaum füglich Sensationsgier vorwerfen, denn unter den Fällen, für die sich zu interessieren Sie so freundlich waren, befaßt sich ein großer Teil gar nicht mit Verbrechen im rechtlichen Sinn. Die kleine Angelegenheit, in der ich versucht habe, dem König von Böhmen zu helfen, das einzigartige Erlebnis von Miss Mary Sutherland, das Problem des Mannes mit der entstellten Lippe und der Vorfall mit dem adligen Junggesellen, all dies waren Dinge, die sich außerhalb der Reichweite des Gesetzes abgespielt haben. Aber ich fürchte, beim Versuch, das Sensationelle zu meiden, sind Sie in die Trivialität geraten.«

»Das mag für die Ergebnisse gelten«, gab ich zu-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.481
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rück, »aber die Methoden halte ich noch immer für neuartig und interessant.«

»Pah, mein Lieber, was schert sich denn das Publikum, das große unaufmerksame Publikum, das nicht einmal einen Weber an seinem Zahn oder einen Setzer an seinem linken Daumen erkennen44 würde, um die feineren Nuancen von Analyse und Deduktion! Aber selbst wenn Sie ins Triviale geraten sind, kann ich Sie nicht tadeln, denn die Zeit der großen Fälle ist vor-

über. Der Mensch, oder jedenfalls der verbrecherische Mensch, hat all seinen Unternehmungsgeist und seine Originalität verloren. Was meine eigene kleine Praxis betrifft, so scheint sie zu degenerieren und zu einer Agentur zu werden, deren Aufgabe es ist, verlorene Bleistifte wiederzufinden oder jungen Damen aus In-ternaten Ratschläge zu erteilen. Ich glaube, ich bin nun wirklich ganz unten angekommen. Dieser Brief, den ich heute früh bekommen habe, markiert meinen Nullpunkt, nehme ich an. Lesen Sie!« Er warf mir einen zerknitterten Brief zu. 

Er war mit  Montague Place  und dem vergangenen Abend datiert und lautete folgendermaßen: Lieber Mr. Holmes – Ich lege großen Wert darauf, Sie zu konsultieren, ob ich nun eine Stellung als Gouvernante, die mir angeboten wurde, annehmen soll oder nicht. Ich werde Sie morgen Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.482
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gegen halb elf Uhr aufsuchen, in der Hoffnung, Sie nicht zu inkommodieren. Mit freundlichen Grüßen

Violet Hunter

»Kennen Sie die junge Dame?« fragte ich. 

»Ich kenne sie nicht.«

»Es ist jetzt halb elf.«

»Ja, und ich zweifle nicht daran, daß sie es ist, die dort läutet.«


»Es könnte sich herausstellen, daß es interessanter ist, als Sie annehmen. Erinnern Sie sich daran, daß die Affaire um den blauen Karfunkel, die zunächst eine schlichte Schrulle zu sein schien, sich dann zu einer ernsthaften Nachforschung entwickelt hat. In diesem Fall könnte es genau so sein.«

»Nun, wir wollen es hoffen! Aber unsere Fragen werden bald beantwortet werden, denn wenn ich mich nicht sehr irre, ist hier die fragliche Person.«

Bei seinen letzten Worten öffnete sich die Tür, und eine junge Dame betrat den Raum. Sie war schlicht, aber sauber gekleidet, hatte ein frisches, waches Gesicht, mit Sommersprossen übersät wie das Ei des Regenpfeifers, und zeigte das entschiedene Auftreten einer Frau, die sich in der Welt ihren eigenen Weg hat bahnen müssen. 

»Ich hoffe, Sie entschuldigen, daß ich Sie behelli-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.483
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ge«, sagte sie, als mein Gefährte sich erhob, um sie zu begrüßen; »aber ich hatte ein sehr merkwürdiges Erlebnis, und da ich keine Eltern oder sonstige Verwandte habe, die ich um Rat fragen könnte, dachte ich, Sie wären vielleicht so freundlich, mir zu sagen, was ich tun soll.«

»Bitte setzen Sie sich, Miss Hunter. Ich will gern alles für Sie tun, was in meiner Macht steht.«

Ich konnte sehen, daß Holmes durch Auftreten und Redeweise seiner neuen Klientin zu ihren Gunsten eingenommen war. Er musterte sie in seiner eindringlichen Art und sammelte sich dann, um ihrer Geschichte mit hängenden Lidern und zusammengeleg-ten Fingerspitzen zu lauschen. 

»Ich bin«, sagte sie, »fünf Jahre lang in der Familie von Colonel Spence Munro Gouvernante gewesen, aber vor zwei Monaten wurde der Colonel nach Halifax, Neuschottland, versetzt und hat seine Kinder mit nach Amerika genommen, so daß ich ohne Anstellung war. Ich habe Anzeigen aufgegeben und beantwortet, aber ohne Erfolg. Schließlich ist dann das wenige Geld, das ich gespart hatte, knapp geworden, und ich wußte nicht mehr, was ich tun sollte. 

Im West End gibt es eine wohlbekannte Agentur für Gouvernanten, namens Westaway, und ich bin dort etwa einmal die Woche gewesen, um zu sehen, ob etwas für mich Passendes angefallen war. Westa-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.484
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way war der Name des Geschäftsgründers, aber der eigentliche Geschäftsführer ist eine Miss Stoper. Sie sitzt in ihrem kleinen Büro, und die Damen, die eine Anstellung suchen, warten in einem Vorzimmer und werden dann nacheinander hereingebeten; sie konsultiert dann ihre Ordner und sieht nach, ob sie etwas Passendes hat. 

Also, als ich letzte Woche dort war, bin ich wie üblich in das kleine Büro geführt worden, habe aber Miss Stoper nicht allein angetroffen. Neben ihr saß ein ungeheuer dicker Mann mit einem sehr freundlichen lächelnden Gesicht und einem großen schweren Kinn, das in Falten über Falten zu seiner Kehle hin-unterwogte; er hatte eine Brille auf der Nase und hat sich die eintretenden Damen sehr gründlich angesehen. Als ich hineingekommen bin, ist er von seinem Stuhl aufgefahren und hat sich schnell Miss Stoper zugewandt. 

›Das ist es genau!‹ sagte er. ›Etwas Besseres kann ich gar nicht verlangen. Kapital! Kapital!‹ Er schien ganz begeistert zu sein und hat sich sehr fröhlich die Hände gerieben. Er sah so gemütlich aus, daß es eine richtige Freude war, ihn anzuschauen. 

›Sie suchen eine Anstellung, Miss?‹ fragt er. 

›Ja, Sir.‹

›Als Gouvernante?‹

›Ja, Sir.‹
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›Und welches Gehalt erwarten Sie?‹

›In meiner letzten Stellung bei Colonel Spence Munro habe ich vier Pfund pro Monat bekommen.‹

›Ach du liebe Zeit – ein Hungerlohn, der reine Hungerlohn‹, ruft er und wirft seine fetten Hände in die Luft wie einer, der schrecklich aufgeregt ist. ›Wie kann jemand einer so anziehenden und gebildeten Dame nur eine so klägliche Summe anbieten?‹

›Meine Bildung, Sir, ist vielleicht geringer, als Sie annehmen‹, sage ich. ›Ein bißchen Französisch, ein bißchen Deutsch, Musik und Zeichnen ...‹

›Na, na!‹ ruft er. ›Das tut alles nichts zur Sache. 

Die Frage ist, haben Sie die Haltung und das Benehmen einer Dame oder nicht? Darauf kommt es an. 

Wenn Sie das nicht haben, dann sind Sie ungeeignet, um ein Kind zu erziehen, das einmal eine beträchtliche Rolle in der Geschichte des Landes spielen könn-te. Aber wenn Sie das haben, ja, wie kann dann ein Gentleman verlangen, daß Sie sich dazu herablassen, irgend etwas Geringeres als eine dreistellige Summe zu akzeptieren? Ihr Gehalt bei mir, Madame, wäre für den Anfang einhundert Pfund pro Jahr.‹

Sie können sich vorstellen, Mr. Holmes, daß für mich, mittellos wie ich bin, ein derartiges Angebot fast zu schön schien, um wahr zu sein. Aber der Gentleman hat vielleicht den Ausdruck von Ungläubigkeit auf meinem Gesicht gesehen, seine Brieftasche geöff-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.486
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net und eine Note herausgenommen. 

›Ich habe außerdem die Angewohnheit‹, sagt er, wobei er in der freundlichsten Weise lächelt, bis seine Augen nur noch zwei leuchtende Schlitze zwischen den weißen Runzeln seines Gesichts sind, ›meinen jungen Damen die Hälfte ihres Gehalts vorab zu zahlen, damit sie keine Probleme mit den anfallenden Kosten für Reise und Kleidung haben.‹

Mir kam es so vor, als hätte ich noch nie einen so faszinierenden und fürsorglichen Mann getroffen. 

Weil ich bei all meinen Händlern schon Schulden hatte, ist mir der Vorschuß sehr gelegen gekommen, und trotzdem war bei der ganzen Transaktion etwas Unnatürliches, so daß ich gern ein wenig mehr wissen wollte, bevor ich mich völlig festlegte. 

›Darf ich noch fragen, wo Sie wohnen, Sir?‹ habe ich gefragt. 

›In Hampshire. Nettes Haus auf dem Land‹.  The Copper Beeches (Die Blutbuchen), fünf Meilen hinter Winchester. Die Gegend ist ganz entzückend, meine liebe junge Dame, und das alte Landhaus ist aller-liebst.«

›Und meine Pflichten, Sir? Ich wüßte gern, welcher Art sie wären.‹

›Ein Kind – ein lieber kleiner Wildfang, gerade sechs Jahre alt. Ach, wenn Sie ihn nur sehen könnten, wie er Kakerlaken mit dem Pantoffel totschlägt! 
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Patsch! Patsch! Patsch! Drei erledigt, bevor Sie auch nur blinzeln können!‹ Er lehnt sich im Stuhl zurück und lacht wieder so sehr, daß seine Augen im Kopf verschwinden. 

Ich war ein wenig erschreckt über die Art der Zer-streuungen dieses Kindes, aber das Lachen des Vaters hat mich annehmen lassen, daß er vielleicht einen Scherz machte. 

›Meine einzige Pflicht wäre es also‹, frage ich, 

›mich um ein einzelnes Kind zu kümmern?‹

›Nein, nein, nicht die einzige Pflicht, nicht die einzige, meine liebe junge Dame‹, ruft er. ›Wie Ihnen bestimmt Ihr gesundes Empfinden sagt, wäre es Ihre Pflicht, allen kleinen Anweisungen, die meine Frau geben könnte, nachzukommen, immer unter der Voraussetzung, daß es sich um Anweisungen handelt, die eine Dame unbesorgt befolgen kann. Sie sehen da doch keine Schwierigkeit, eh?‹

›Ich wäre glücklich, mich nützlich machen zu können.‹

›Natürlich. Also zum Beispiel, was die Kleidung angeht! Wir sind ein bißchen schrullig, wissen Sie –

schrullig, aber gutmütig. Wenn wir Sie auffordern würden, irgendein Kleid zu tragen, das wir Ihnen geben, da hätten Sie dann doch nichts einzuwenden gegen so eine kleine Laune, eh?‹

›Nein‹, sage ich, einigermaßen erstaunt über seine Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.488
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Worte. 

›Oder sich hierhin zu setzen oder dahin zu setzen, das würde Ihnen doch nichts ausmachen?‹

›Aber nein.‹

›Oder Ihr Haar ganz kurz zu schneiden, bevor Sie zu uns kommen?‹

Ich habe meinen Ohren kaum getraut. Wie Sie bemerken werden, Mr. Holmes, ist mein Haar ziemlich üppig und hat einen ganz besonderen kastanienbrau-nen Farbton. Man hat mir gesagt, es sei künstlerisch wertvoll. Ich würde nicht einmal im Traum daran denken, es einfach so zu opfern. 

›Ich fürchte, das ist ganz unmöglich‹, habe ich gesagt. Mit seinen kleinen Augen hatte er mich sehr neugierig angeschaut, und ich konnte sehen, wie ihm bei meinen Worten ein Schatten über das Gesicht glitt. 

›Ich fürchte, das ist ganz wesentlich‹, sagt er. ›Das ist eine kleine Laune meiner Frau, und, wissen Sie, Madame, auf die Launen von Ladies muß man Rücksicht nehmen. Sie wollen also Ihr Haar nicht abschneiden?‹

›Nein, Sir, das kann ich wirklich nicht‹, sage ich standhaft. 

›Ach, nun ja, damit ist die Sache dann erledigt. Es ist jammerschade; in jeder anderen Hinsicht hätten Sie nämlich wirklich sehr gut getaugt. In diesem Fall, Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.489
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Miss Stoper, sollte ich wohl noch einige Ihrer jungen Damen inspizieren.‹

Während all dem hatte die Geschäftsführerin dort gesessen und sich mit ihren Papieren beschäftigt, ohne zu einem von uns auch nur ein Wort zu sagen, aber jetzt hat sie mich mit so viel Verärgerung im Gesicht angesehen, daß ich den Verdacht nicht unterdrücken konnte, daß sie wegen meiner Weigerung eine nette Provision verloren hatte. 

›Legen Sie Wert darauf, daß Ihr Name weiter in unseren Büchern bleibt?‹ hat sie mich gefragt. 

›Ja, bitte, Miss Stoper.‹

›Also, eigentlich erscheint mir das als sinnlos, da Sie ja die prächtigsten Angebote in dieser Form ablehnen‹, sagt sie scharf. ›Sie können kaum erwarten, daß wir uns die Mühe machen, für Sie noch so eine Gelegenheit aufzutun. Guten Tag, Miss Hunter.‹ Sie schlägt auf dem Tisch einen Gong, und der Page begleitet mich hinaus. 

»Als ich dann wieder in meiner Wohnung war, Mr. 

Holmes, und kaum etwas in der Speisekammer und zwei oder drei Rechnungen auf dem Tisch fand, da habe ich angefangen, mich zu fragen, ob ich nicht einen sehr dummen Fehler gemacht hatte. Immerhin: Wenn diese Leute seltsame Schrullen haben und Gehorsam auch bei den ungewöhnlichsten Dingen verlangen, sind sie jedenfalls bereit, für ihre Exzentrik zu Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.490
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bezahlen. Nur sehr wenige Gouvernanten in England bekommen hundert im Jahr. Und außerdem, was nützt mir mein Haar? Vielen Leuten steht es besser, wenn sie es kurz tragen, und vielleicht gehöre ich ja dazu. 

Jedenfalls war ich am nächsten Tag im Zweifel, ob ich nicht einen Fehler gemacht hatte, und noch einen Tag später war ich sicher, daß es falsch gewesen war. 

Ich hatte fast meinen Stolz soweit überwunden, daß ich zurück zur Vermittlung gehen und mich erkundigen wollte, ob die Stelle noch zu haben war, als ich diesen Brief von dem Gentleman persönlich erhielt. 

Ich habe ihn bei mir und möchte ihn Ihnen vorlesen. 

 The Copper Beeches,  nahe Winchester Liebe Miss Hunter, 

Miss Stoper war so freundlich, mir Ihre Anschrift zu geben, und so schreibe ich Ihnen nun von hier aus, um Sie zu fragen, ob Sie sich Ihre Entscheidung nicht vielleicht noch überlegt haben. Meine Frau hätte sehr gern, wenn Sie kämen, denn von meiner Beschreibung von Ihnen war sie sehr angetan. Wir sind bereit, Ihnen dreißig Pfund pro Quartal, also 120 £

jährlich, zu zahlen, um Sie für jegliche kleine Unannehmlichkeit zu entschädigen, die unsere Schrullen für Sie darstellen könnten. Letzten Endes sind diese ja nicht gar so anspruchsvoll. 
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Meine Frau liebt einen besonderen Blauton und hätte es gern, wenn Sie morgens im Haus solch ein Kleid trügen. Sie brauchen sich allerdings nicht die Unkosten aufzuerlegen, ein neues zu kaufen, da wir eines haben, das meiner lieben Tochter Alice (sie lebt jetzt in Philadelphia) ge-hört und Ihnen wohl sehr gut passen würde. Was nun die Frage angeht, wo Sie sich hinsetzen oder ob Sie sich auf eine bestimmte Art nach Anweisung zerstreuen, das braucht Sie wirklich nicht zu beunruhigen. Was Ihr Haar angeht, so ist es zweifellos jammerschade, vor allem, da ich während unseres kurzen Gesprächs nicht umhin konnte, seine Schönheit zur Kenntnis zu nehmen, aber ich fürchte, ich muß in diesem Punkte fest bleiben, und ich hoffe nur, daß das erhöhte Gehalt Sie für den Verlust entschädigen wird. 

Ihre Pflichten, soweit das Kind betroffen ist, sind ganz leicht. Nun hoffe ich, Sie kommen doch, und ich darf Sie bald in Winchester mit dem Wagen abholen. Lassen Sie mich wissen, welchen Zug Sie nehmen. 

Mit freundlichen Grüßen

JEPHRO RUCASTLE

Das ist also der Brief, den ich eben bekommen habe, Mr. Holmes, und ich habe mich entschlossen, die Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.492
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Stellung anzutreten. Bevor ich allerdings den letzten Schritt tue, wollte ich Ihnen gern die Sache vorlegen und um Ihre Meinung bitten.«

»Nun ja, Miss Hunter – wenn Sie sich entschlossen haben, dann ist die Sache doch erledigt«, sagte Holmes lächelnd. 

»Sie raten mir also nicht dazu, abzulehnen?«

»Ich muß gestehen, es ist nicht gerade eine Stellung, bei der ich es gern sähe, wenn meine eigene Schwester sich darum bewürbe.«

»Was bedeutet das alles, Mr. Holmes?«

»Ah, ich weiß zu wenig darüber. Ich kann es Ihnen nicht sagen. Vielleicht haben Sie sich selbst schon eine Meinung gebildet?«

»Also, ich sehe nur eine mögliche Lösung. Mr. Rucastle scheint ein gutmütiger, freundlicher Mann zu sein. Wäre es nicht denkbar, daß seine Frau verrückt ist und er die Sache vertuschen will, aus Angst, man könnte sie sonst in ein Irrenhaus stecken, und daß er all ihren Launen entgegenkommt, um auf alle Fälle einen Ausbruch zu vermeiden?«

»Das ist eine mögliche Lösung – es ist sogar, so, wie die Sache zur Zeit aussieht, die wahrscheinlichste. 

Es scheint aber in keinem Fall ein angenehmer Haushalt für eine junge Dame zu sein.«

»Aber das Geld, Mr. Holmes, das Geld!«

»Nun ja, natürlich, die Bezahlung ist gut – zu gut. 
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Das ist es, was mir daran so unbehaglich erscheint. 

Warum sollten sie Ihnen 120 £ pro Jahr bezahlen, wenn sie doch schon für 40 £ die freie Auswahl haben? Dafür muß es einen sehr guten Grund geben.«

»Ich dachte, wenn ich Ihnen die Umstände mitteile, können Sie mich hinterher verstehen, wenn ich Ihre Hilfe brauche. Ich würde mich so viel besser fühlen, wenn ich wüßte, daß Sie hinter mir stehen.«

»Ach, dieses Gefühl dürfen Sie unbesorgt haben. 

Ich versichere Ihnen, daß Ihr kleines Problem das interessanteste zu werden verspricht, das mir seit Monaten vorgelegt worden ist. Einige der Züge weisen entschieden neuartige Einzelheiten auf. Sollten Sie im Zweifel oder gar in Gefahr sein ...«

»Gefahr! Welche Gefahr sehen Sie denn voraus?«

Holmes schüttelte ernst den Kopf. »Wenn wir sie definieren könnten, wäre sie keine Gefahr mehr«, sagte er. »Aber ganz gleich, ob es Tag oder Nacht ist, ein Telegramm wird mich jederzeit dazu bringen, Ihnen zu Hilfe zu kommen.«

»Das ist mehr als genug.« Sie erhob sich munter von ihrem Sitz; alle Besorgnis war aus ihrem Gesicht gewichen, »Jetzt werde ich beruhigt nach Hampshire fahren. Ich werde Mr. Rucastle sofort schreiben, meine armen Haare heute abend noch opfern und morgen nach Winchester aufbrechen.« Mit einigen 'Dan-kesworten an Holmes wünschte sie uns beiden einen Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.494
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guten Tag und eilte davon. 

»Immerhin«, sagte ich, als wir ihre schnellen, festen Tritte auf der Treppe hörten, »scheint sie eine junge Dame zu sein, die sehr wohl auf sich aufpassen kann.«

»Das wird sie wohl auch müssen«, sagte Holmes ernst; »ich müßte mich sehr irren, wenn wir nicht innerhalb weniger Tage von ihr hörten.«

Tatsächlich dauerte es nicht lange, bis sich die Vorhersage meines Freundes erfüllte. Vierzehn Tage vergingen, während welcher meine Gedanken häufig zu ihr abschweiften, und ich fragte mich, in welche seltsamen Seitenwege menschlichen Erfahrens es diese einsame Frau verschlagen haben mochte. Das ungewöhnliche Gehalt, die merkwürdigen Bedingungen, die leichten Pflichten, all dies deutete auf etwas Anomales hin, wenn es auch jenseits meiner Fähigkeiten war, zu entscheiden, ob es eine Laune oder eine Intrige, ob der Mann ein Philanthrop oder ein Schurke war. Was Holmes betrifft, so bemerkte ich, daß er oft eine halbe Stunde lang mit gerunzelter Stirn und einem Ausdruck der Geistesabwesenheit herumsaß, aber wenn ich die Angelegenheit erwähnte, wischte er sie mit einer Handbewegung fort. »Angaben, Angaben, Angaben!« rief er ungeduldig. »Ich kann ohne Lehm keine Ziegel machen!« Und dennoch murmelte er schließlich immer wieder, er hätte es niemals zuge-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.495
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lassen, daß eine Schwester von ihm solch eine Stellung anträte. 

Das Telegramm, das wir schließlich erhielten, kam spät eines Abends, als ich eben daran dachte mich zu-rückzuziehen und Holmes sich über eine jener nächte-langen Forschungsarbeiten hermachte, wie er es häufig tat; ich ließ ihn dann abends zurück, wie er sich über eine Retorte und ein Reagenzglas beugte, und fand ihn in der gleichen Stellung vor, wenn ich morgens zum Frühstück herunterkam. Er öffnete den gelben Umschlag, überflog die Botschaft und warf mir das Telegramm zu. 

»Suchen Sie doch die Züge im Kursbuch heraus«, sagte er; dann kehrte er zu seinen chemischen Studien zurück. 

Die Aufforderung war kurz und dringend. 

Bitte seien Sie morgen mittag im Black Swan Hotel zu Winchester. Bitte, kommen Sie! Ich weiß nicht mehr aus noch ein. – HUNTER

»Kommen Sie mit?« fragte Holmes; er blickte auf. 

»Sehr gern.«

»Dann suchen Sie den Zug heraus.«

»Es gibt einen um halb zehn«, sagte ich; ich blätterte im Kursbuch. »Er ist um 11 Uhr 30 in Winchester.«
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»Das paßt ja ausgezeichnet. Dann sollte ich wohl meine Analyse der Azetone aufschieben; vielleicht müssen wir morgen früh in guter Verfassung sein.«

Um elf Uhr am nächsten Tag waren wir bereits weit auf dem Weg zur alten Hauptstadt Englands gediehen. Die ganze Strecke bis hierher hatte Holmes sich in den Morgenzeitungen vergraben, aber als wir die Grenze von Hampshire45 hinter uns gelassen hatten, warf er sie beiseite und begann die Landschaft zu bewundern. Es war ein idealer Frühlingstag: Hellblauer Himmel, gesprenkelt von kleinen weißen Wolkenvliesen, die von Westen nach Osten trieben. Die Sonne schien sehr hell, und dennoch barg die Luft eine er-munternde Frostschärfe, die unseren Tatendurst förderte. Über das ganze Land bis hin zu den wogenden Hügeln um Aldershot lugten die kleinen roten und grauen Dächer der Bauernhäuser durch das helle Grün des frischen Blattwerks. 

»Ist nicht alles frisch und wunderschön?« rief ich mit der ganzen Begeisterung eines Mannes, der eben erst den Nebel der Baker Street hinter sich gelassen hatte. 

Holmes jedoch schüttelte ernst den Kopf. »Wissen Sie, Watson«, sagte er, »es ist der Fluch eines Geistes, der wie der meine angelegt ist, daß ich alles im Hinblick auf mein besonderes Thema betrachten muß. 
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Die Blutbuchen

Doyle-WA Bd. 5, 336

von ihrer Schönheit beeindruckt. Ich sehe sie an, und der einzige Gedanke, der mir kommt, ist ein Gespür für ihre Isolation und die Straflosigkeit, mit der dort Verbrechen begangen werden können.«

»Lieber Himmel!« rief ich. »Wer denkt denn bei diesen liebenswerten alten Heimstätten an Verbrechen?«

»Mich erfüllen sie immer mit einem gewissen Grauen. Gestützt auf meine Erfahrung, Watson, glaube ich, daß die niedrigsten und übelsten Straßen Londons kein schrecklicheres Sündenregister zu bieten haben als das lächelnde und wunderschöne Land.«

»Das ist ja entsetzlich!«

»Aber die Gründe dafür sind ganz offensichtlich. 

Der Druck der öffentlichen Meinung kann in der Stadt etwas erreichen, was das Gesetz nicht vermag. Keine Nebenstraße ist so schlimm, daß nicht der Schrei eines gequälten Kindes oder die dumpfen Schläge, die ein Betrunkener austeilt, bei den Nachbarn Mitgefühl und Empörung auslösten, und zudem ist die ganze Maschinerie des Rechts immer so nahe, daß ein Wort der Klage sie in Gang setzen kann, und zwischen Verbrechen und Anklagebank liegt nur ein kleiner Schritt. 

Aber schauen Sie sich diese einsamen Häuser an, jedes von seinen eigenen Feldern umgeben, und die meisten von ihnen sind voll armer unwissender Leute, die wenig Ahnung vom Gesetz haben. Denken Sie an Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.498
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die Taten von höllischer Grausamkeit, die verborgene Niedertracht, die jahrein, jahraus an solchen Orten herrschen mag, ohne sich je zu bessern. Wenn diese Dame, die sich an uns um Hilfe gewandt hat, eine Stellung in Winchester angetreten hätte, dann hätte ich mich niemals um sie gesorgt. Es sind die fünf Meilen Landes, die die Gefahr ausmachen. Immerhin ist es aber klar, daß sie nicht persönlich bedroht ist.«

»Nein. Wenn sie nach Winchester kommen kann, um uns zu treffen, dann kann sie sich frei bewegen.«

»Sehr richtig. Die Freiheit ist ihr nicht genommen.«

»Was kann denn nur hinter der Sache stecken? 

Haben Sie wirklich keine Erklärung, die Sie anbieten könnten?«

»Ich habe sieben verschiedene Erklärungen entwik-kelt, von denen jede die uns bekannten Tatsachen hinlänglich erfaßt. Aber welche von ihnen die richtige ist, kann nur mit Hilfe weiterer Informationen festgestellt werden, und die werden wir bei unserem Eintreffen vorfinden. Na, da ist der Turm der Kathedrale, und bald werden wir alles wissen, was uns Miss Hunter zu erzählen hat.«

Der  Black Swan  ist ein Gasthaus mit gutem Ruf in der High Street, nicht weit entfernt vom Bahnhof, und dort trafen wir die junge Dame an, die auf uns wartete. Sie hatte einen Nebenraum reserviert, und unser Mittagessen stand bereits auf dem Tisch. 
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»Ich bin so froh, daß Sie gekommen sind«, sagte sie ernst. »Es ist so nett von Ihnen beiden; aber ich weiß wirklich nicht mehr, was ich tun soll. Ihr Rat wäre wirklich von unschätzbarem Wert für mich.«

»Erzählen Sie uns doch bitte, was Ihnen widerfahren ist.«

»Das werde ich tun, und ich muß mich beeilen, weil ich nämlich Mr. Rucastle versprochen habe, vor drei Uhr zurück zu sein. Er hat mir erlaubt, heute morgen in die Stadt zu fahren, aber er weiß natürlich nicht, zu welchem Zweck.«

»Erzählen Sie uns alles in der richtigen Reihenfolge.« Holmes streckte seine langen dünnen Beine dem Feuer entgegen und sammelte sich. 

»Zuallererst möchte ich sagen, daß ich im ganzen von Mr. und Mrs. Rucastle keineswegs schlecht behandelt worden bin. Es ist ihnen gegenüber nur gerecht, das zu sagen. Aber ich kann sie nicht begreifen, und mir ist ihretwegen gar nicht wohl zu Mute.«

»Was können Sie nicht begreifen?«

»Die Gründe für ihr Verhalten. Aber Sie sollen alles so hören, wie es sich zugetragen hat. Als ich angekommen bin, hat Mr. Rucastle mich hier abgeholt und mit dem Wagen nach  The Copper Beeches  gefahren. Wie er gesagt hatte, liegt das Haus wunderschön, aber selbst ist es nicht schön, sondern ein viereckiger Klotz von einem Haus, weißgekälkt, aber von der Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.500
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Feuchtigkeit und dem schlechten Wetter überall verfärbt und gezeichnet. Es ist auf drei Seiten von Wald und auf der vierten von einem Feld umgeben, das zur Landstraße nach Southampton abfällt, die etwa hundert Yards vor der Eingangstür verläuft. Der Grund vorne gehört zum Haus, aber die Wälder ringsum sind ein Teil von Lord Southertons Gehege. Eine Gruppe von Blutbuchen gleich vor der Tür des Anwesens hat dem Haus den Namen gegeben. 

Mein Arbeitgeber, der so liebenswürdig war wie immer, hat mich hingebracht und abends seiner Frau und dem Kind vorgestellt. Es ist nichts an der Vermutung, Mr. Holmes, die uns in Ihren Räumlichkeiten in der Baker Street so glaubwürdig erschienen ist. Mrs. 

Rucastle ist nicht verrückt. Sie ist eine schweigsame, blasse Frau, viel jünger als ihr Mann, nicht älter als dreißig, glaube ich, während er kaum jünger als fünfundvierzig sein kann. Aus ihren Gesprächen habe ich entnommen, daß sie seit ungefähr sieben Jahren verheiratet sind, daß er Witwer war und daß sein einziges Kind von der ersten Frau die Tochter war, die nach Philadelphia gegangen ist. Mr. Rucastle hat mir im Vertrauen erzählt, der Grund, aus dem sie gegangen ist, sei eine unvernünftige Abneigung gegen ihre Stiefmutter. Da die Tochter kaum jünger als zwanzig gewesen sein kann, kann ich mir durchaus vorstellen, daß ihre Stellung gegenüber der jungen Frau ihres Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.501
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Vaters unbehaglich war. 

Mrs. Rucastle kommt mir geistig genauso farblos vor wie in ihren Gesichtszügen. Sie hat auf mich weder einen günstigen noch einen ungünstigen Eindruck gemacht. Sie ist ein Nichts. Man kann leicht sehen, daß sie sowohl ihrem Mann als auch ihrem kleinen Sohn leidenschaftlich ergeben ist. Ihre hellgrauen Augen wandern unaufhörlich von einem zum anderen, nehmen den kleinsten Wunsch wahr, und sie versucht möglichst, ihn zu erfüllen, bevor er ausgesprochen wird. In seiner direkten, lauten Art ist er ihr gegenüber durchaus freundlich, und im ganzen schienen sie mir ein glückliches Paar zu sein. Und trotzdem hat diese Frau irgendeinen tiefen Kummer. 

Manchmal ist sie ganz verloren in tiefem Grübeln und hat dann einen unendlich traurigen Gesichtsausdruck. 

Mehr als nur einmal habe ich sie überrascht, als sie weinte. Manchmal denke ich, es ist das Kind, das ihr Gemüt belastet; ich habe nämlich noch nie ein so völlig verzogenes und übellauniges kleines Geschöpf gesehen. Für sein Alter ist er klein, mit einem absolut übermäßig großen Kopf. Er scheint sein ganzes Leben damit zu verbringen, zwischen wilden Wutan-fällen und finsteren Trotzphasen hin und her zu schwanken. Seine einzige Freude scheint es zu sein, alle Geschöpfe, die schwächer sind als er, zu quälen, und er beweist ein erstaunliches Talent, wenn es Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.502
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darum geht, Fallen für Mäuse, kleine Vögel und Insekten zu entwerfen. Aber von diesem Geschöpf möchte ich lieber nicht reden, Mr. Holmes, und im übrigen hat er auch mit meiner Geschichte wenig zu tun.«

»Ich bin froh über alle Einzelheiten«, bemerkte mein Freund, »ob sie Ihnen nun als wichtig erscheinen oder nicht.«

»Ich will versuchen, nichts Wichtiges auszulassen. 

Das einzig Unerfreuliche am Haus, was mir sofort auffiel, ist die äußere Erscheinung und das Verhalten des Personals. Es gibt nur zwei Diener, Mann und Frau. Toller, so heißt er, ist ein grober, ungeschlachter Bursche, mit angegrautem Haar und Backenbart, und er riecht ewig nach Schnaps. Seit ich im Haus bin, ist er zweimal völlig betrunken gewesen, aber Mr. Rucastle scheint das nicht zur Kenntnis zu nehmen. Seine Frau ist eine große, starke Person mit säuerlichem Gesicht, so schweigsam wie Mrs. Rucastle und viel weniger liebenswürdig. Sie sind ein sehr unangenehmes Paar, aber zum Glück verbringe ich die meiste Zeit im Kinderzimmer und meinem eigenen Raum, die in einer Ecke des Gebäudes nebeneinander liegen. 

Die ersten beiden Tage nach meiner Ankunft in  The Copper Beeches  hatte ich ein sehr ruhiges Leben; am dritten ist Mrs. Rucastle gleich nach dem Frühstück Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.503
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heruntergekommen und hat ihrem Mann etwas ins Ohr geflüstert. 

›Oh, ja‹, sagt er und wendet sich mir zu, ›wir sind Ihnen sehr dankbar, Miss Hunter, daß Sie unseren kleinen Schrullen so weit entgegengekommen sind, daß Sie sich die Haare abgeschnitten haben. Ich versichere Ihnen, daß es Ihr Äußeres aber auch nicht um ein Quentchen beeinträchtigt. Wir wollen nun sehen, wie Ihnen das blaue Kleid steht. Sie finden es ausgelegt auf dem Bett in Ihrem Raum, und wenn Sie die Güte hätten, es anzuziehen, wären wir Ihnen beide sehr verbunden.‹

Das Kleid, das man für mich bereitgelegt hatte, war eigenartig blau46 getönt. Es bestand aus hervorragendem Material, einer Art Wollserge, aber es wies un-mißverständliche Zeichen auf, daß es schon getragen worden war. Es hätte nicht besser passen können, selbst wenn es für mich maßgeschneidert worden wäre. Mr. und Mrs. Rucastle waren so offensichtlich über meinen Anblick entzückt, daß es mir einigerma-

ßen übertrieben vorkam. Sie haben im Salon auf mich gewartet, einem sehr großen Raum, der sich über die gesamte Vorderseite des Hauses erstreckt, mit drei hohen Fenstern, die bis zum Boden reichen. Neben das mittlere Fenster hatten sie einen Stuhl gestellt, mit dem Rücken zum Vordergarten. Sie haben mich aufgefordert, mich auf diesen Stuhl zu setzen, und dann Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.504
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hat mir Mr. Rucastle, der auf der anderen Seite des Zimmers hin und her ging, eine Reihe der komisch-sten Geschichten erzählt, die ich je gehört habe. Sie können sich nicht vorstellen, wie lustig er war, und ich habe gelacht, bis ich ganz erschöpft war. Aber Mrs. Rucastle, die offenbar keinen Sinn für Humor hat, hat die ganze Zeit nicht einmal gelächelt; sie hat einfach dagesessen, mit den Händen im Schoß und einem traurigen, besorgten Ausdruck im Gesicht. 

Nach ungefähr einer Stunde hat Mr. Rucastle plötzlich bemerkt, es sei an der Zeit, mit den Pflichten des Tages zu beginnen, und ich sollte mich umziehen und ins Kinderzimmer zum kleinen Edward gehen. 

Zwei Tage später haben wir die ganze Prozedur unter genau den gleichen Bedingungen wiederholt. Ich habe mich wieder umgezogen, wieder am Fenster gesessen und wieder sehr herzlich über die lustigen Geschichten gelacht, von denen mein Arbeitgeber ein ungeheures Repertoire hat und die er unnachahmlich gut erzählt. Dann hat er mir einen Schmöker in die Hand gedrückt, meinen Stuhl ein wenig zur Seite gedreht, damit nicht mein Schatten auf die Seiten fällt, und mich gebeten, ihm laut vorzulesen. Ich habe etwa zehn Minuten lang gelesen, wobei ich mitten in einem Kapitel angefangen hatte, und dann, mitten in einem Satz, hat er mir plötzlich gesagt, ich solle aufhören und mich umziehen. 
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Sie können sich sicher vorstellen, Mr. Holmes, wie neugierig ich war, was denn die Bedeutung dieser au-

ßerordentlichen Vorführung sein könnte. Mir ist aufgefallen, daß sie immer sehr sorgsam darauf bedacht waren, daß mein Gesicht dem Fenster abgewandt war, so daß ich den dringenden Wunsch hatte, festzustellen, was denn wohl hinter meinem Rücken vorging. 

Zuerst schien das unmöglich, aber dann habe ich einen Weg gefunden. Mein Handspiegel war zerbrochen, da kam ich auf einen glücklichen Einfall und habe ein Bruchstück in meinem Taschentuch versteckt. Bei der nächsten Gelegenheit, mitten im Lachen, habe ich das Taschentuch gezogen und an meine Augen geführt, und so konnte ich ohne große Mühe sehen, was hinter mir war. Ich muß gestehen, es war eine Enttäuschung. Da war nämlich nichts. 

Das war jedenfalls mein erster Eindruck. Beim zweiten Blick habe ich aber gesehen, daß da ein Mann auf der Straße nach Southampton stand, ein kleiner bärtiger Mann in einem grauen Anzug, und er schien zu mir herüber zu blicken. Die Straße ist ein wichtiger Verbindungsweg, und es sind normalerweise immer Leute darauf unterwegs. Dieser Mann stand aber gegen das Geländer gelehnt, das unser Feld umgibt, und sah angespannt herüber. Ich habe mein Handtuch sinken lassen, und als ich Mrs. Rucastle ansah, hatte sie ihre Augen mit einem überaus for-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.506
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schenden Blick auf mich geheftet. Sie hat nichts gesagt, aber ich bin sicher, sie hat erraten, daß ich einen Spiegel in der Hand und gesehen hatte, was hinter mir war. Sie ist sofort aufgestanden. 

›Jephro‹, hat sie gesagt, ›auf der Straße steht ein unverschämter Kerl, der Miss Hunter anstarrt.‹

›Kein Freund von Ihnen, Miss Hunter?‹ fragt er. 

›Nein; ich kenne niemanden hier in der Gegend.‹

›Liebe Güte! Wie aufdringlich! Drehen Sie sich doch bitte um und bedeuten Sie ihm, daß er gehen soll.‹

›Es wäre aber doch bestimmt besser, keine Notiz davon zu nehmen?‹

›Nein, nein, dann würde er nur immer wieder hier herumlungern. Bitte drehen Sie sich um und winken Sie ihn weg, so etwa.‹

Ich habe getan, was man mir sagte, und gleichzeitig hat Mrs. Rucastle den Vorhang vorgezogen. Das war vor einer Woche, und seitdem habe ich nicht mehr am Fenster gesessen, noch das blaue Kleid getragen, noch den Mann auf der Straße gesehen.«

»Bitte fahren Sie fort«, sagte Holmes. »Ihre Geschichte verspricht, überaus interessant zu werden.«

»Ich fürchte, Sie werden sie eher zusammenhanglos finden, und es kann kaum Verbindungen geben zwischen den unterschiedlichen Vorfallen, von denen ich zu berichten habe. Als ich den ersten Tag in  The Cop-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.507
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 per Beeches  war, hat Mr. Rucastle mich zu einem kleinen Nebengebäude in der Nähe der Küchentür gebracht, und als wir näherkamen, habe ich das helle Rasseln einer Kette gehört und ein Geräusch, als ob ein großes Tier in dem Schuppen wäre und sich bewegte.«

›Schauen Sie mal!‹ hat Mr. Rucastle gesagt und mir einen Spalt zwischen zwei Brettern gezeigt. ›Ist er nicht eine Schönheit?‹

Ich habe hindurchgeschaut und zwei glühende Augen und eine in der Dunkelheit kauernde undeutliche Gestalt wahrgenommen. 

›Keine Angst‹, sagt mein Brotherr und lacht dar-

über, daß ich zusammenzucke, ›das ist nur Carlo, mein Bullenbeißer. Ich sage »mein«, aber in Wahrheit ist der alte Toller, der Bursche, der einzige Mann, der mit ihm fertig wird. Wir füttern ihn einmal pro Tag, und dann auch nicht zu gut, damit er immer scharf ist wie Senf. Toller läßt ihn nachts immer los, und gnade Gott dem Eindringling, den er zwischen die Fänge bekommt. Setzen Sie um Himmels willen, gleich aus welchem Grund, niemals nachts einen Fuß über die Schwelle, wenn Ihnen Ihr Leben etwas wert ist.‹

Das war keine leere Warnung; zwei Nächte später habe ich nämlich zufällig aus meinem Schlafzimmerfenster geschaut, so gegen zwei Uhr morgens. Es war eine wunderschöne Mondnacht, und der Rasen vor Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.508
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dem Haus war ganz versilbert und fast taghell. Ich stand da und war gefangen von der friedvollen Schönheit der Szenerie, als ich bemerkt habe, daß sich im Schatten der Blutbuchen etwas bewegte. Es war ein riesiger Hund, groß wie ein Kalb, lohfarben, mit hängender Wamme, schwarzer Schnauze und großen, hervorstehenden Knochen. Er ist langsam über den Rasen gelaufen und im Schatten auf der anderen Seite verschwunden. Dieser schreckliche stumme Wachtposten hat mir solche Angst eingejagt, wie, glaube ich, kein Einbrecher es gekonnt hätte. 

Und nun habe ich Ihnen von einer sehr seltsamen Erfahrung zu berichten. Wie Sie wissen, hatte ich in London mein Haar abgeschnitten und es in einer gro-

ßen Schlinge ganz unten in meinen Koffer gelegt. 

Eines Abends, nachdem das Kind im Bett war, habe ich mich damit unterhalten, daß ich die Möbel in meinem Raum untersucht und meine wenigen Habseligkeiten verteilt habe. Im Zimmer steht eine alte Kommode mit Schubladen; von ihnen waren die beiden oberen leer und offen, die untere verschlossen. Ich hatte meine Wäsche in die beiden oberen gepackt und hatte noch viel unterzubringen, deshalb war ich natürlich verärgert darüber, daß ich die dritte Schublade nicht benutzen konnte. Ich dachte, vielleicht ist sie nur aus Versehen verschlossen worden, also habe ich meinen Schlüsselbund genommen und versucht, sie Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.509
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zu öffnen. Schon der erste Schlüssel hat bestens ge-paßt, und ich habe die Schublade herausgezogen. In der Schublade lag nur ein einziger Gegenstand, aber ich bin sicher, Sie würden nie erraten, was es war. Es war die Schlinge aus meinem Haar. 

Ich habe sie aufgenommen und untersucht. Das Haar war von der gleichen eigenartigen Färbung und der gleichen Dichte. Aber dann fiel mir auf, daß das ja völlig unmöglich war. Wie hätte mein Haar in die abgeschlossene Schublade kommen sollen? Mit zitternden Händen habe ich meinen Koffer geöffnet, alle Sachen herausgenommen und vom Boden mein Haar herausgeholt. Ich habe die beiden Flechten nebenein-andergelegt, und ich versichere Ihnen, sie waren identisch. Ist das nicht sonderbar? So sehr ich mir auch den Kopf zerbrochen habe, ich konnte nicht dahinter-kommen, was das zu bedeuten hatte. Ich habe das fremde Haar wieder in die Schublade gelegt und den Rucastles nichts davon erzählt, weil ich das Gefühl hatte, ein Unrecht begangen zu haben, indem ich eine Schublade öffne, die sie verschlossen hatten. 

Wie Sie bemerkt haben werden, Mr. Holmes, bin ich eine gute Beobachterin, und ich hatte sehr bald den Plan des ganzen Hauses im Kopf. Es gibt aber einen Flügel, der völlig unbewohnt zu sein scheint. 

Dorthin geht eine Tür, die jener gegenüberliegt, die zu den Räumen der Tollers führt, und diese Tür war Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.510
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immer verschlossen. Aber eines Tages, als ich die Treppe hinaufstieg, habe ich Mr. Rucastle getroffen, wie er aus dieser Tür tritt, die Schlüssel in der Hand und mit einem Gesichtsausdruck, der ihn zu einer ganz anderen Person machte als dem rundlichen, jovialen Mann, an den ich gewöhnt war. Seine Wangen waren rot, seine Stirn von Zorn ganz zerfurcht, und an seinen Schläfen traten die Adern hervor, aus Erregung. Er hat die Tür abgeschlossen und ist an mir vorbeigeeilt, ohne ein Wort oder einen Blick. 

Das hat meine Neugier geweckt; also bin ich, als ich mit meinem Schützling einen Spaziergang durch die nähere Umgebung gemacht habe, unauffällig dahin gegangen, von wo aus ich die Fenster sehen konnte, die zu diesem Teil des Hauses gehören. Es sind vier nebeneinander; drei von ihnen waren einfach schmutzig, aber das vierte war mit Läden versperrt. 

Offensichtlich war da alles unbewohnt. Während ich da auf und ab gegangen bin und gelegentlich einen Blick auf die Fenster geworfen habe, ist Mr. Rucastle aus dem Haus gekommen, zu mir; er sah so fröhlich und jovial aus wie immer. 

›Ah‹, hat er gemacht, ›Sie müssen mich nicht für grob halten, weil ich ohne ein Wort an Ihnen vorbeigegangen bin, meine liebe junge Dame. Ich hatte den Kopf voll mit geschäftlichen Dingen.‹

Ich habe ihm versichert, daß ich nicht beleidigt Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.511
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war. Dann habe ich gesagt: ›Übrigens scheinen Sie ja da oben eine ganze Reihe ungenutzter Räume zu haben, und in einem sind die Läden geschlossen.‹

›Die Photographie ist eines meiner Steckenpferde‹, sagt er. ›Ich habe mir da oben meine Dunkelkammer eingerichtet. Aber, liebe Güte! was für eine aufmerksame junge Dame wir da haben. Wer hätte das denn gedacht? Wer hätte das denn jemals gedacht?‹ Er hat in einem scherzhaften Tonfall gesprochen, aber in seinen Augen war kein Scherz, als er mich angesehen hat. Ich habe in ihnen Mißtrauen und Verärgerung gelesen, aber keinen Scherz. 

Nun habe ich von dem Moment an, Mr. Holmes, als ich begriffen hatte, daß in diesen Räumen etwas war, was ich nicht wissen durfte, darauf gebrannt, sie mir anzuschauen. Das war nicht nur die reine Neugier, obwohl ich davon auch genug mitbekommen habe. Es war mehr eine Art Pflichtgefühl – ein Ge-fühl, daß sich irgend etwas Gutes daraus ergeben kann, wenn ich in diese Ecke des Hauses eindringe. 

Man redet immer von weiblichen Instinkten; vielleicht war es ein weiblicher Instinkt, der mir dieses Gefühl eingeflößt hat. Es war jedenfalls da, und ich habe ungeduldig auf eine Möglichkeit gewartet, durch die verbotene Tür gehen zu können. 

Die Möglichkeit hat sich erst gestern ergeben. Ich kann Ihnen noch sagen, daß neben Mr. Rucastle so-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.512
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wohl Toller als auch seine Frau in diesen öden Räumen etwas zu tun haben, und einmal habe ich Toller gesehen, wie er einen großen schwarzen Leinenbeutel mit durch die Tür genommen hat. In der letzten Zeit hat er kräftig getrunken, und gestern abend war er betrunken; und als ich nach oben gekommen bin, steckte ein Schlüssel in der Tür. Ich bin ganz sicher, daß er ihn da hat stecken lassen. Mr. und Mrs. Rucastle waren beide unten, und das Kind war bei ihnen, also hatte ich eine prächtige Gelegenheit. Ich habe den Schlüssel leise im Schloß gedreht, die Tür geöffnet und bin hineingeschlüpft. 

Vor mir lag ein kleiner Gang, ohne Tapeten und ohne Teppiche, der am Ende in einem rechten Winkel nach rechts bog. Hinter dieser Ecke liegen drei Türen nebeneinander, die erste und die dritte standen offen. 

Sie führen in leere Zimmer, verstaubt und freudlos; das eine hat zwei, das andere ein Fenster, und alle so dick mit Schmutz beschmiert, daß das Abendlicht nur schwach hindurchschimmern kann. Die mittlere Tür war verschlossen, und auf der Außenseite hatte man die Querstange eines Eisenbetts angebracht; auf der einen Seite war sie mit einem Vorlegeschloß an einem Ring in der Wand befestigt; auf der anderen mit einer starken Schnur. Die Tür selbst war auch abgeschlossen, und der Schlüssel war nicht da. Diese verbarrika-dierte Tür entspricht ganz klar dem verriegelten Fen-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.513
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ster an der Außenseite, und trotzdem konnte ich an dem Lichtspalt unter der Tür sehen, daß der Raum nicht völlig dunkel war. Es scheint da eine Art Dach-fenster zu geben, das von oben Licht hereinläßt. Als ich so im Gang stehe und diese unheimliche Tür betrachte und mich frage, welches Geheimnis sie wohl verbergen mag, höre ich plötzlich im Raum das Ge-räusch von Schritten und sehe im kleinen Lichtspalt unter der Tür einen Schatten auf und ab gehen. Bei dem Anblick hat mich eine irre, völlig unvernünftige Furcht gepackt, Mr. Holmes. Meine allzu straff gespannten Nerven haben mich plötzlich im Stich gelassen, und ich habe mich umgedreht und bin gerannt –

gerannt, als ob eine schreckliche Hand hinter mir ist und nach dem Saum meines Kleides packt. Ich bin den Gang entlang gelaufen, dann durch die Tür, und geraden Wegs in die Arme von Mr. Rucastle, der draußen wartete. 

›So‹, sagt er lächelnd, ›Sie waren das also. Ich hatte es mir schon gedacht, als ich die Tür offen sah.‹

›Oh, ich habe solche Angst!‹ keuche ich. 

›Meine liebe junge Dame!‹ – Sie können sich nicht vorstellen, wie beruhigend und liebevoll seine Art war – ›und was hat Ihnen denn solche Angst gemacht?‹

Aber seine Stimme ist ein wenig zu einschmeichelnd gewesen. Er hat es übertrieben. Ich war ihm Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.514
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gegenüber sofort sehr auf der Hut. 

›Ich bin dumm genug gewesen, in den leeren Flügel zu gehen‹, habe ich geantwortet. ›Aber da ist es so einsam und unheimlich in diesem Zwielicht, daß ich Angst bekommen habe und wieder herausgelaufen bin. Oh, da drin ist es so schrecklich still!‹

›Sonst nichts?‹ fragt er und sieht mich scharf an. 

›Wieso, was meinen Sie?‹ frage ich. 

›Warum, glauben Sie, ist diese Tür verschlossen?‹

›Ich habe keine Ahnung.‹

›Um Leute fernzuhalten, die darin nichts zu suchen haben. Verstehen Sie?‹ Er lächelt immer noch ganz besonders liebenswürdig. 

›Wenn ich das gewußt hätte, bestimmt ...‹

›Also, jetzt wissen Sie es. Und wenn Sie jemals wieder den Fuß über diese Schwelle setzen ...‹ An dieser Stelle wird das Lächeln plötzlich innerhalb eines Augenblicks zu einer wütenden Grimasse, und er starrt mich mit dem Gesicht eines Dämons an. 

›Dann werfe ich Sie dem Bullenbeißer vor.‹

»Ich war so entsetzt, daß ich nicht mehr weiß, was ich getan habe. Ich glaube, ich bin wohl an ihm vorbei zu meinem Zimmer gelaufen. Ich weiß nichts mehr, ich erinnere mich erst wieder daran, daß ich auf dem Bett liege und am ganzen Leibe zittere. Dann habe ich an Sie gedacht, Mr. Holmes. Ohne irgendeinen Rat konnte ich da nicht länger wohnen. Ich hatte Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.515
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Angst vor dem Haus, vor dem Mann, vor der Frau, vor den Dienern, sogar vor dem Kind. Ich fand sie alle entsetzlich. Ich dachte mir, wenn es mir nur gelingt, Sie dazu zu bringen, herzukommen, dann geht alles in Ordnung. Natürlich hätte ich aus dem Haus fliehen können, aber meine Neugier war fast so stark wie meine Angst. Ich habe mich schnell entschlossen. 

Ich wollte Ihnen drahten. Ich habe Hut und Mantel genommen, bin zum Postamt gegangen, das ungefähr eine halbe Meile vom Haus entfernt ist, und bin dann wieder zurückgekommen, mit einem sehr viel leichteren Herzen. Als ich mich der Tür genähert habe, kam mir plötzlich der furchtbare Gedanke, daß vielleicht der Hund los sein könnte, aber dann ist mir eingefallen, daß Toller sich an diesem Abend bis zur Bewußtlosigkeit betrunken hatte, und ich wußte ja, daß er der einzige im Haus ist, der mit dem wilden Biest fertig wird und es wagen kann, das Tier freizulassen. Ich bin unbehelligt wieder ins Haus geschlüpft und habe die halbe Nacht wachgelegen, aus lauter Vorfreude darauf, Sie zu sehen. Es war nicht schwierig, heute früh die Erlaubnis zu bekommen, nach Winchester zu fahren, aber ich muß bis drei Uhr zurück sein, weil Mr. und Mrs. Rucastle jemanden besuchen und den ganzen Nachmittag fortbleiben werden, deshalb muß ich auf das Kind aufpassen. Nun habe ich Ihnen all meine Abenteuer berichtet, Mr. Holmes, und ich wäre Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.516
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sehr froh, wenn Sie mir sagen könnten, was das alles bedeutet, und vor allem, was ich tun soll.«

Holmes und ich hatten dieser außerordentlichen Geschichte wie gebannt gelauscht. Nun erhob sich mein Freund und ging im Raum auf und ab, die Hände in den Taschen, auf dem Gesicht einen Ausdruck der größten Besorgnis. 

»Ist Toller noch immer betrunken?« fragte er. 

»Ja. Ich habe gehört, wie seine Frau Mrs. Rucastle gesagt hat, mit ihm sei heute nichts anzufangen.«

»Das ist gut. Und die Rucastles gehen heute abend aus?«

»Ja.«

»Gibt es im Haus einen Keller mit einem sicheren Schloß?«

»Ja, den Weinkeller.«

»Mir scheint, Sie haben sich bei all dem wie ein tapferes und vernünftiges Mädchen verhalten, Miss Hunter. Glauben Sie, Sie könnten das noch einmal? 

Ich würde Sie nicht fragen, wenn ich Sie nicht für eine ganz außergewöhnliche Frau hielte.«

»Ich will es versuchen. Worum geht es?«

»Mein Freund und ich werden um sieben Uhr nach The Copper Beeches  kommen. Die Rucastles werden dann fort sein, und Toller, hoffen wir es, zu nichts zu gebrauchen. Es bleibt nur Mrs, Toller übrig, die Alarm schlagen könnte. Wenn Sie sie in den Keller Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.517
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schicken mit irgendeinem Auftrag und dann hinter ihr den Schlüssel umdrehen könnten, dann würden Sie die Dinge ungeheuer erleichtern.«

»Das will ich gern tun.«

»Ausgezeichnet! Wir werden uns dann gründlich mit dieser Angelegenheit befassen. Natürlich gibt es nur eine sinnvolle Erklärung. Man hat Sie dorthin geholt, damit Sie jemanden darstellen, und die Person selbst, um die es geht, ist in diesem Raum oben eingesperrt. Das ist offensichtlich. Und was den Gefangenen betrifft, so zweifle ich nicht daran, daß es die Tochter ist, Miss Alice Rucastle, die, wenn ich mich recht entsinne, angeblich nach Amerika gegangen ist. 

Zweifellos sind Sie deswegen ausgesucht worden, weil Sie ihr in Größe, Gestalt und Haarfarbe ähneln. 

Ihr Haar ist möglicherweise wegen irgendeiner Krankheit abgeschnitten worden, an der sie gelitten hat, und deshalb mußte Ihres natürlich auch geopfert werden. Durch einen seltsamen Zufall haben Sie ihre Haarflechten gefunden. Der Mann auf der Straße war ohne Zweifel ein Freund von ihr – möglicherweise ihr Verlobter –, und da Sie das Kleid des Mädchens getragen haben und ihr so ähnlich sehen, war er jedesmal, wenn er Sie gesehen hat, durch Ihr Lachen und später durch Ihre Gesten davon überzeugt, daß Miss Rucastle in bester Laune ist und seine Aufmerksamkeiten nicht länger wünscht. Der Hund wird nachts Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.518
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deshalb losgelassen, um ihn an dem Versuch zu hindern, sich mit ihr in Verbindung zu setzen. So viel ist ziemlich klar. Der wichtigste Punkt des Falles ist der Zustand des Kindes.«

»Was um alles in der Welt hat das Kind damit zu tun?« rief ich. 

»Mein lieber Watson, als Mediziner gewinnen Sie doch immer Aufschlüsse über die Veranlagung eines Kindes, indem Sie die Eltern beobachten. Sehen Sie denn nicht, daß man das Verfahren auch umdrehen kann? Meinen ersten wertvollen Einblick in den Charakter von Eltern habe ich oft dadurch gewonnen, daß ich ihre Kinder beobachtet habe. Das Kind ist anomal grausam veranlagt, Grausamkeit um der Grausamkeit willen, und ob der Junge das von seinem lächelnden Vater hat, wie ich vermute, oder von seiner Mutter, jedenfalls bedeutet es etwas Schlimmes für das arme Mädchen, das in ihrer Gewalt ist.«

»Ich bin sicher, daß Sie recht haben«, rief unsere Klientin. »Tausend Dinge fallen mir jetzt wieder ein, die mich davon überzeugen, daß Sie es getroffen haben. Oh, lassen Sie uns keinen Augenblick verlieren, sondern diesem armen Geschöpf helfen.«

»Wir müssen umsichtig sein, denn wir haben es mit einem sehr schlauen Mann zu tun. Vor sieben Uhr können wir nichts unternehmen. Um diese Zeit werden wir zu Ihnen kommen, und dann wird es nicht Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.519
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lange dauern, bis wir das Rätsel gelöst haben.«

Wir hielten Wort, denn es war genau sieben Uhr, als wir  The Copper Beeches  erreichten; wir hatten unseren Wagen in einer Gaststätte am Wegesrand zu-rückgelassen. Die Gruppe von Bäumen, deren dunkle Blätter im Licht der untergehenden Sonne wie poliertes Metall leuchteten, hätte ausgereicht, das Haus zu bezeichnen, selbst wenn Miss Hunter nicht lächelnd auf der Schwelle gestanden hätte. 

»Haben Sie es erledigen können?« fragte Holmes. 

Von irgendwo unterhalb des Erdgeschosses drang ein lautes Klopfen nach oben. »Das ist Mrs. Toller im Keller«, sagte sie. »Ihr Mann liegt schnarchend auf dem Teppich in der Küche. Hier sind seine Schlüssel, Duplikate von denen, die Mr. Rucastle hat.«

»Das haben Sie wirklich sehr gut gemacht!« rief Holmes begeistert. »Zeigen Sie uns jetzt den Weg, und wir werden bald das Ende dieser finsteren Angelegenheit sehen.«

Wir stiegen die Treppen hinauf, schlössen die Tür auf, gingen den Gang entlang und befanden uns dann vor der Barrikade, die Miss Hunter beschrieben hatte. 

Holmes zerschnitt die Schnur und entfernte die Querstange. Dann probierte er die verschiedenen Schlüssel am Schloß aus, aber ohne Erfolg. Kein Geräusch drang von innen zu uns, und bei der Stille verdüsterte sich Holmes' Gesicht. 
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»Ich hoffe, wir sind nicht zu spät«, sagte er. »Miss Hunter, ich glaube, wir sollten besser ohne Sie hineingehen. Also, Watson, her mit Ihrer Schulter, und dann werden wir sehen, ob wir nicht einen Eingang machen können.«

Es war eine alte, morsche Tür, und als wir unsere Kräfte vereinten, gab sie sofort nach. Gemeinsam stürzten wir in den Raum. Er war leer. Die gesamte Einrichtung bestand aus einem kleinen Strohlager, einem winzigen Tisch und einem angefüllten Wäsche-korb. Das Fenster im Dach stand offen, und die Gefangene war fort. 

»Hier hat eine Schurkerei stattgefunden«, sagte Holmes. »Der Kerl hat Miss Hunters Absichten erraten und sein Opfer fortgeschafft.«

»Aber wie?«

»Durch die Dachluke. Wir werden gleich sehen, wie er das gemacht hat.« Er schwang sich auf das Dach. »Ah, ja«, rief er. »Da an der Traufe lehnt eine lange leichte Leiter. So hat er es gemacht.«

»Aber das ist unmöglich«, sagte Miss Hunter. »Die Leiter war nicht da, als die Rucastles fortgefahren sind.«

»Er ist zurückgekommen und hat es dann getan. Ich sage Ihnen, er ist schlau und gefährlich. Ich wäre nicht überrascht, wenn das jetzt seine Schritte auf der Treppe wären. Watson, ich glaube, es könnte nicht Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.521
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schaden, wenn Sie Ihren Revolver bereithielten.«

Er hatte es kaum gesagt, als ein Mann in der Zimmertür erschien, ein sehr fetter, stämmiger Mann mit einem dicken Stock in der Hand. Miss Hunter schrie auf und preßte sich bei seinem Anblick gegen die Wand, aber Sherlock Holmes sprang vor und stellte sich ihm in den Weg. 

»Schurke«, sagte er, »wo ist Ihre Tochter?«

Der fette Mann blickte sich um, dann sah er zu der offenen Dachluke empor. 

»Die Frage sollte ich Ihnen stellen«, schrie er. 

»Diebe! Spione und Diebe! Ich habe Sie erwischt, oder nicht? Sie sind in meiner Gewalt. Ich werde es Ihnen besorgen!« Er wandte sich und stürzte sich die Treppe hinunter, so schnell er konnte. 

»Er holt den Hund!« rief Miss Hunter. 

»Ich habe meinen Revolver«47, sagte ich. 

»Schließen Sie besser die Haustür«, rief Holmes, und wir alle liefen zusammen die Treppe hinunter. 

Wir hatten kaum die Diele erreicht, als wir einen Hund bellen hörten und dann einen qualvollen Schrei, mit einem fürchterlichen, würgenden Unterton, der entsetzlich anzuhören war. Ein älterer Mann mit rotem Gesicht und zitternden Gliedmaßen stolperte aus einer Nebentür. 

»Mein Gott!« rief er. »Jemand hat den Hund losgelassen. Er hat zwei Tage kein Futter bekommen. 
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Schnell, schnell, oder es ist zu spät!«

Holmes und ich stürzten hinaus und um die Hausecke; Toller folgte uns eilig. Da sahen wir das riesige ausgehungerte Biest, die schwarze Schnauze in Rucastles Kehle vergraben, während der Mann sich auf dem Boden wand und schrie. Ich rannte zu ihnen und leerte meinen Revolver in den Kopf des Tieres, und es fiel auf die Seite, die weißen scharfen Zähne noch immer in den dicken Falten des Halses. Mit großer Mühe trennten wir die beiden und trugen den Mann ins Haus; er lebte noch, war aber entsetzlich zugerichtet. Wir legten ihn auf das Sofa im Salon, und nachdem ich Toller fortgeschickt hatte, um seiner Frau die Neuigkeiten zu erzählen, tat ich, was ich konnte, um Rucastles Schmerzen zu lindern. Wir standen alle um ihn her, als die Tür sich öffnete und eine große, hagere Frau den Raum betrat. 

»Mrs. Toller!« rief Miss Hunter. 

»Ja, Miss. Mr. Rucastle hat mich rausgelassen, als er zurückgekommen ist, bevor er zu Ihnen nach oben ging. Ah, Miss, ein Jammer, daß Sie mich nicht haben wissen lassen, was Sie vorhatten. Ich hätte Ihnen nämlich gesagt, daß Ihr Vorhaben sinnlos ist.«

»Ha!« rief Holmes; er sah sie scharf an. »Offenbar weiß Mrs. Toller über diese Sache mehr als alle anderen.«

»Ja, Sir, das stimmt, und ich will Ihnen gern alles Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.523
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sagen, was ich weiß.«

»Dann setzen Sie sich doch bitte und lassen Sie es uns hören; es gibt da nämlich mehrere Punkte, muß ich gestehen, bei denen ich noch im dunkeln tappe.«

»Das will ich Ihnen bald erklären«, sagte sie; »und das hätte ich schon längst getan, wenn ich aus dem Keller rausgekonnt hätte. Wenn's zum Polizeigericht gehen sollte, denken Sie bitte dran, daß ich zu Ihnen gehalten habe, und daß ich auch Miss Alices Freundin war. 

Sie ist zu Hause nie glücklich gewesen, Miss Alice, war sie nie, seit ihr Vater wieder geheiratet hat. Sie haben sie links liegen lassen, und sie hat nie nichts zu sagen gehabt; aber richtig schlimm ist es für sie erst geworden, als sie Mr. Fowler bei Freunden in denen ihrem Haus kennengelernt hat. Ich glaub, soweit ich weiß, daß Miss Alice eigenes Geld hatte, vom Testament her, aber sie ist immer so still und geduldig gewesen, das. ist sie gewesen, daß sie nie ein Sterbenswörtchen darüber gesagt hat, sie hat nur alles Mr. Rucastle machen lassen. Er hat gewußt, daß er vor ihr sicher war; aber als es so ausgesehen hat, als ob da ein Ehemann im Busch wär', der sich nach allem erkundigt, was ihm von Rechts wegen zusteht, da hat der Vater gemeint, er muß die Sache schnell beenden. 

Er hat gewollt, daß sie ein Papier unterschreibt, damit er ihr Geld benutzen kann, ob sie jetzt heiratet oder Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.524
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nicht. Als sie das nicht unterschreiben will, hat er sie weiter damit gequält, bis sie Gehirnentzündung gekriegt hat, und sechs Wochen ist sie kurz vorm Tod gewesen. Dann hat sie sich endlich gebessert, aber sie war nur noch 'n Schatten, und ihr schönes Haar alles abgeschnitten, aber das hat ihrem jungen Mann nichts ausgemacht, und er hat zu ihr gehalten, so treu, wie ein Mann überhaupt nur sein kann.«

»Ah«, sagte Holmes. »Ich glaube, was Sie uns da freundlicherweise erzählt haben, macht die Sache ganz klar, und ich kann wohl alles Weitere deduzieren. Mr. Rucastle hat dann, nehme ich an, zu diesem System des Gefangenhaltens gegriffen?«

»Ja, Sir.«

»Und er hat Miss Hunter aus London geholt, um Mr. Fowlers unangenehme Beharrlichkeit zu beenden.«

»Genau so, Sir.«

»Aber Mr. Fowler, der ein beharrlicher Mann ist, wie ein guter Seemann es sein sollte, hat das Haus be-lagert, sich mit Ihnen getroffen und Sie mit guten Argumenten, ob sie nun aus Metall waren oder anderer Art, davon überzeugt, daß Ihre Interessen die gleichen waren wie seine.«

»Mr. Fowler ist immer ein freundlicher und freigie-biger Gentleman gewesen«, sagte Mrs. Toller gelassen. 
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»Und auf diese Weise hat er es erreicht, daß Ihr lieber Mann immer genug zu trinken hatte, und daß eine Leiter bereitstand, in dem Augenblick, als Ihr Herr ausgegangen war.«

»Sie sagen es, Sir, genau so war's.«

»Ich furchte, wir müssen uns bei Ihnen entschuldigen, Mrs. Toller«, sagte Holmes. »Sie haben alles klargestellt, was uns noch beschäftigte. Und da kommen der Landarzt und Mrs. Rucastle, deshalb glaube ich, Watson, wir sollten Miss Hunter besser zurück nach Winchester eskortieren. Mir scheint nämlich, unser  locus standi  ist im Moment reichlich fragwürdig.«

Und so wurde das Rätsel des unheimlichen Hauses mit den Blutbuchen vor der Tür gelöst. Mr. Rucastle überlebte, war aber hinfort ein gebrochener Mann, den nur die Fürsorge seiner hingebungsvollen Gattin am Leben erhielt. Sie wohnen noch immer mit ihren alten Dienern zusammen, die vermutlich so viel über Rucastles Vorleben wissen, daß es ihm schwer fällt, sich von ihnen zu trennen. Mr. Fowler und Miss Rucastle wurden am Tag nach ihrer Flucht in Southampton mittels einer Sondergenehmigung getraut, und er lebt heute als Angestellter der Regierung auf der Insel Mauritius. Was Miss Violet Hunter betrifft, so zeigte mein Freund Holmes, durchaus zu meiner Enttäuschung, kein weiteres Interesse an ihr, nachdem sie Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.526
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nicht länger Mittelpunkt eines seiner geliebten Probleme war, und heute leitet sie eine Privatschule in Walsall, wo sie, wie ich glaube, sehr erfolgreich ist. 
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Editorische Notiz

Der vorliegende Band folgt den englischen Standardnachdrucken der Originalausgabe von 1892,  The Adventures of Sherlock Holmes.  Wann und wo die einzelnen Erzählungen erstmals erschienen, steht in den Anmerkungen. Die Übersetzung ist vollständig und wortgetreu; kleinere Abweichungen habe ich nur in folgenden Fällen vorgenommen:

– Wenn keine genaue deutsche Entsprechung für bestimmte Begriffe existiert; so erscheinen die unterschiedlichen Fuhrwerkstypen ( Brougham, Hansom, Dog-cart  etc.) je nach Kontext als »Droschke«, »Kutsche« oder schlicht »Wagen«, sofern nicht für die Geschichte ihre genaue Beschaffenheit wichtig ist und umschrieben wird; so wird aus der fürstlichen  Albert Chain  eine »kurze Uhrkette«, aus einem Verweis auf ein  gazogene (Apparat zur Erzeugung einer Art Sodawasser) ein Verweis auf »Sodawasser«. 

– Wenn geographische oder politische Fakten nicht unverändert übernommen werden konnten; so wird aus  The King of Scandinavia »ein skandinavischer König«; so lautet, wenn Holmes in einem alphabeti-schen Register die Stadt Eger sucht, die Reihenfolge der genannten Orte nicht  Eglow, Eglonitz, Egria, sonder »Egeln, Egelsee, Eger«. 
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Abweichungen nicht vom Wortlaut, wohl aber vom Tempus waren nötig bei langen Passagen wörtlicher Rede, da – anders als im Englischen und den meisten anderen europäischen Sprachen – deutsche Sprecher kaum das Imperfekt verwenden; mit leichten Ver-schiebungen gilt dies auch für ca. 1890. 

Je nach Status des Sprechers, Belebtheit der Rede, Eintritt neuer Ereignisse o.ä. habe ich hier versucht, durch den Gebrauch von Perfekt oder erzählendem Präsens eine etwas größere Wirklichkeitsnähe herzustellen, wobei ich einigen Personen (so dem blasierten Holmes oder dem gebildeten Openshaw in  Die fünf Orangenkerne) eine gehobene Schrift-Sprache belassen habe. Befriedigend zu lösen ist dieses Problem allerdings nicht, es sei denn, man schriebe die wörtlichen Passagen größtenteils um und löste die langen Sprecher-Berichte, die z.T. seitenlang druckreif wiedergegebene Dialoge enthalten, völlig auf. Dies ge-hört jedoch nicht zu den Befugnissen eines Übersetzers. 

Beibehalten wurden englische Orts- und Lagenamen wie  Street, Lodge, Hall, Valley.  Teils übersetzt, teils unübersetzt übernommen wurden Begriffe wie  Coroner,  dessen quasi richterliche Befugnisse ein »Lei-chenbeschauer« nicht hat, oder »Polizeigericht«  (Police Court),  das bereits eine Art Hauptinstanz ist und Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.529
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nicht mit unserer Vorinstanz des »Untersuchungsrich-ters« verglichen werden kann. 

In den Erzählungen verweist Dr. Watson mehrfach auf sein Vorleben: Nach dem Studium der Medizin weilte er als Militärarzt in Indien und Afghanistan, wo er von einer ihm als Souvenir verbliebenen und bisweilen schmerzenden Vorderlader-Kugel in der linken Schulter getroffen wurde; später begann er wieder, zivil zu praktizieren. Dies zum Verständnis einiger Anspielungen; die ganze Vorgeschichte einschließlich des Beginns der Freundschaft mit Sherlock Holmes findet sich in  Eine Studie in Scharlachrot. 
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Anmerkungen

Da es in vielen Geschichten des Bandes um Geld geht, halte ich es für sinnvoll, hier eine kurze Übersicht über die wichtigsten englischen Zahlungsmittel Ende des 19. Jahrhunderts einzuschieben. 

Bis zur Umstellung auf das Dezimalsystem 1970

(seither 1  Pound = 100  Pence,  Einzahl  Penny) bestand das Pfund aus 20 Shilling zu je 12 Pence. Unter Wilhelm dem Eroberer (1027?–1087) wurde erstmals ein Pfund Silber (damals vermutlich ca. 440 g) in 240

Silberpence gemünzt. Die ersten Shillingmünzen wurden 1506 geprägt. Das Verhältnis der einzelnen Münzen zu Gold- bzw. Silbergewichten änderte sich im Verlauf der Jahrhunderte häufig. Ebenso wie »Pfund«

(von  pondus,  Gewicht) entstammen auch die ge-bräuchlichen Abkürzungen dem Lateinischen: £ von libra,  Pfund;  s (für Shilling) von  solidus,  einer Münze, von der auch der frz.  sou  abstammt;  d (für Penny) von  denarius. 

Laut  Dictionary of Banking (London 1919) gab es in England zu Beginn des 20. Jahrhunderts insgesamt 16 verschiedene Gold-, Silber- und Bronzemünzen; die wichtigsten hiervon sind: Gold – 5 £, 2 £, Sovereign (= 1 £), Half-sovereign; Silber- Crown (= 5  s), Half-crown, Shilling, Sixpence, Penny; Bronze –
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Penny, Halfpenny. Der Sovereign (Wert 1 £) galt als Standardmünze mit dem Gewicht von 7,98805

Gramm (123.27447 Grains), davon elf Zwölftel Fein-gold, der Rest Legierung. Wegen der Weichheit des Goldes nutzte der Sovereign sich relativ schnell ab und erreichte nach 15 bis 20 Jahren sein gesetzliches Mindestgewicht von 7,93787 Gramm. Zu bemerken ist, daß es keine Münze gab, die Ein-Pfund-Münze hieß. Die von Holmes und Watson ebenfalls erwähnte Guinea war ursprünglich eine Goldmünze zu 21  s,  damals aber längst nicht mehr gültig; der Name wurde jedoch noch verwendet. – Um den heutigen (1984) DM-Wert eines damaligen Pfund-Betrags zu erhalten, darf man die jeweilige Ziffer getrost mit 100, wenn nicht mit 150 multiplizieren, soweit es Preise betrifft. 

Für Löhne/Gehälter dürfte der Multiplikator eher 200

betragen. 

1 Joseph Bell (1837–1911), Doyles Lehrer an der Universität von Edinburgh, erstaunte seine Patienten damit, daß er Diagnosen abgab, noch bevor die Kranken überhaupt ein Wort gesagt hatten. Bell beobachtete sehr genau und zog daraus seine Schlüsse. Im Mai 1892 schrieb Doyle an Bell: »Sherlock Holmes habe ich ganz eindeutig Ihnen zu verdanken.«

2 »Sodawasser« – im Original  gasogene:  zweiteiliges Glasgefäß; die obere Kammer wurde mit Säurekristal-len und
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wich in die wassergefüllte untere Kammer. – Vorläufer des Soda-Syphon. 

3 Der Satz des Briefes, dessen Wortstellung Holmes als typisch deutsch ansieht, lautet im Original: »This account of you we have from all quarters received«; korrekt müßte er lauten »... we have received from ...«. Bei der Analyse des Papiers finden sich

»Gesellschaft« und »Papier« auf deutsch; vgl. hierzu auch Edit. Notiz. 

4 »ein skandinavischer König« – im Original »the King of Scandinavia«. Während diese und einige andere Kleinigkeiten (so Sigismund statt Sigismond) be-hebbar waren, mußte Doyles Phantasiestaat Böhmen (1547–1918 österreichisch; die Wiederherstellung einer selbständigen böhmischen Krone gehörte 1863

zu den tschechischen Forderungen an Österreich) bestehen bleiben. 

5 Das Format der Photographie ist im Original »cabinet«. 

6 »die zwei von mir an anderer Stelle aufgezeichneten Verbrechen« – gemeint sind die Romane  Eine Studie in Scharlachrot (1887) und  Das Zeichen der Vier (1890).  Ein Skandal in Böhmen  war die dritte Veröffentlichung eines Holmes-Abenteuers. 
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7 »Chubb-Schloß« – nach dem Erfinder, einem engl. 

Mechaniker, benanntes Sicherheitsschloß, »bei dem mehrere um eine Achse drehbare Zuhaltungen den Riegel nur frei lassen, wenn der treppenartig profilier-te Schlüsselbart jede bis zu bestimmter Höhe empor-hebt« (Brockhaus, 1926). 

8 »nonkonformistischer Geistlicher« – protestanti-scher Geistlicher außerhalb der anglikanischen Kirche. 

9 »Miss Mary Sutherland« – die Hauptperson von Eine Frage der Identität.  Holmes-Forscher nehmen an, daß der Fall von Miss Sutherland am 18./19. Oktober 1887 seine Klärung fand, während das vorliegende Abenteuer sich wohl am Wochenende vom 29./30. Oktober 1887 abspielte. Seltsamerweise erschienen die beiden Erzählungen nicht in der chrono-logischen Reihenfolge. 

10  omne ignotum pro magnifico –  Holmes zitiert hier Tacitus im Sinne von »Was man nicht kapiert, hält man für besonders großartig«. 

11 »die  Morning Chronicle  vom 27. April 1890. Nur knapp zwei Monate alt.« Ja, da hat sich jemand vertan. Der 27. April 1890 war ein Sonntag, an dem keine Zeitungen erschienen, und zu Beginn seines Berichts sagt Watson, es sei Herbst. William S. Baring-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.534
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Gould, der Herausgeber von  The Annotated Sherlock Holmes  kommt zum Schluß, es müsse sich um den 27. August 1887 gehandelt haben. Analog wäre dann die Notiz von der Auflösung der Liga datiert vom 29. 

Oktober 1887, einem Samstag. Ob Dr. Watson beim Abschreiben seiner Aufzeichnungen etwas zu tief ins Glas geschaut hat? 

12 »Sarasate spielt heute nachmittag« – Pablo Martin Melitón Sarasate y Navascues (1844–1908), ein spanischer Geigenvirtuose, war berühmt für seinen ersten Auftritt in der St. James' Hall im Jahre 1861. Im Oktober 1890 spielte er allerdings nicht in London. 

13 Im Original ist nur von einem erstmals seit vielen Jahren ausfallenden  rubber  die Rede; es könnte sich statt um Whist auch um Bridge handeln. 

14  Napoléon –  frz. Goldmünze zu 20 Francs; damaliger britischer Gegenwert etwa 16 Shilling. 

15 »in der koketten Art der Herzogin von Devonshire« – Watson spielt hier auf Gainsboroughs Portrait der Herzogin von Devonshire, Georgiana Cavendish (1757–1806), an, eine berühmte Schönheit. 

16 »meine Frau« ... »was ich dank einem Fall gewonnen habe« – Seine nachmalige Frau, Mary Morstan, lernte Dr. Watson zur Zeit des Abenteuers vom  Zeichen der
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17 »Leichenschau« ist ein öffentliches Verfahren mit Zeugenaussagen, Arztbericht etc.; die »Leichenschau-Kommission« setzt sich zusammen aus einer Jury und dem »Coroner« (von lat.  corona,  Krone), ursprünglich Vertreter des Königs bei Verfahren. Aufgabe des Coroner ist es, bei Todesfällen, deren Ursache nicht einwandfrei natürlich ist, zu ermitteln und ggf., wenn ein »Fall« daraus wird, diesen an die nächsthöhere Instanz weiterzuleiten. 

18 »Polizeigericht«  (Police Court) –  städtisches oder Bezirksgericht, das kleinere Straftaten berät oder ggf. 

an das Schwurgericht  (assizes)  weiterleitet. 

19 George Meredith (1828–1909), wurde nicht nur von Holmes sondern auch von Conan Doyle sehr geschätzt wegen seiner Romane, in denen er großes psy-chologisches Einfühlungsvermögen zeigte. 

20  claim,  von engl.  to claim,  fordern, verlangen, Anspruch erheben auf etc., bezeichnet das auf den Namen eines Prospektors eingetragene und ausschließlich von diesem auszubeutende Landstück; erfahrene Leser von Karl May und Gerstäcker verwenden »ich habe meinen Claim abgesteckt« durchaus in übertragener Bedeutung. In der politischen Umgangssprache der BRD, z.B. bezogen auf Posten oder Leitlinienentwürfe des Kabinetts, hat sich diese Formel Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.536
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allerdings – vermutlich mangels Lektüre – nicht durchgesetzt. 

21 »Baxters Worte« – hier hat sich Sherlock Holmes vertan, indem er den Satz »But for the grace of God there goes John Bradford« dem Theologen und Schriftsteller Richard Baxter (1615–1691) zuschrieb. 

Geäußert hat den Satz aber eben John Bradford (1510–1555) angesichts von Verbrechern, die zur Hinrichtung geführt wurden, und mit diesem einen Satz wurde er berühmt. 

22 Mr. Openshaw nennt hier eine Reihe von Protago-nisten

des

amerikanischen

Bürgerkriegs

(1861–1865): Robert Edward Lee (1807–1870) war der Oberkommandierende der konföderierten Truppen zwischen 1862 und 1865 und unterzeichnete am 9. 

April 1865 in Appomattox die Kapitulation. – Thomas Jonathan »Stonewall« Jackson (1824–1863), konföderierter

General. 

–

John

Bell

Hood

(1831–1879), konföderierter Offizier, zuletzt Gene-ralleutnant. 

23 »Abenteurer aus dem Norden« – im Original  carpet-bag politicians,  wörtl. etwa »Reisetaschenpoliti-ker« (auch  carpet-baggers).  Hierbei handelt es sich um Nordstaatler, die nach dem Bürgerkrieg in den Süden gingen oder geschickt wurden, um dort für Ordnung
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sich aber tatsächlich bereicherten. 

24 »Ku Klux Klan« – laut  Funk and Wagnalls College Standard Dictionary,  New York 1943, wurde die Geheimgesellschaft 1915 erneut gegründet und ist bekanntlich noch heute aktiv (wobei sie jüngeren Meldungen zufolge in letzter Zeit ihre Aktionen eher gegen vietnamesische Neuansiedler in den Südstaaten richtet); laut gleicher Quelle ist der Name der Gesellschaft lediglich  Ku Klux,  abgeleitet von griech.  ky-klos,  der Kreis, und ein  Ku Klux Klan  ist ein Mitglied (angeblich nicht von schott.  clan,  sondern entstellt von  client). 

25 »D.D.« = Doctor of Divinity

26 Thomas De Quincey (1785–1859), engl. Schriftsteller, verfaßte zahlreiche Artikel, Erzählungen, Essays über unterschiedlichste Themen ( Works,  14

Bände, Edinburgh 1892 f.); bekannteste Werke  Essay on Murder Considered as One of the Fine Arts  und das hier angedeutete  Confessions of an English Opium-Eater. 

27 »Laskare« – anglo-indisch: ostindischer Eingeborener in englischen Diensten. 

28  disiecta membra –  Der »gebildete Mann« Henry Baker spielt hier auf ein Zitat von Horaz an: »Inve-nias disiecti
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die Glieder des zerstückelten Dichters finden«. Horaz sprach hier davon, was mit literarischen Werken alles angestellt werden kann. Auch Conan Doyle mußte einiges über sich ergehen lassen: die ›Gesammelten Werke in Einzelausgaben. Herausgegeben von Nino Erne‹, die ursprünglich im Mosaik Verlag erschienen, sind stark gekürzt und auf »modern« getrimmt: Holmes und Watson duzen sich beispielsweise. Und die Verlagsgruppe Franck/Kosmos kündigte ihre Ausgabe mit den folgenden Worten an: »Verfolgen Sie eine heiße (Umsatz-)Spur ... Lebenssprühende intelligente Kriminalfälle ... in literarisch wertvoller, jugendge-rechter Neufassung ... selbstverständlich ohne

›Sprach-Spinnweben‹ und Kokain ... Sherlock Holmes läßt Ihre Kasse klingeln!!! TV-gestärkt –«

Danke, das reicht. 

29 »Turf-Zeitschrift« – im Original  Pink 'Un (the pink one,  das Rosafarbene), eine auf billigem Papier gedruckte Zeitung, die sich nur mit Pferderennen und -wetten befaßte. 

30 »Regentschaft« –  Regency,  die Zeit von 1810 bis 1820 in England; König George III. (1738–1820, König seit 1760) war ab 1810 unheilbar irrsinnig; bis zu seinem Tod übernahm der Prinz von Wales die Regentschaft. 
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31  acre:  Flächenmaß, etwa 40,47 Ar. 

32  squire:  Landbesitzer, Landedelmann. 

33 »Band« und »Bande« – engl. beides  band. 

34 »Palmer und Pritchard« – William Palmer wurde 1856 hingerichtet, weil er einen Freund vergiftet hatte. Edward William Pritchard, »das gütige Ungeheuer«, vergiftete seine Frau und seine Schwiegermut-ter und wurde 1865 gehängt. 

35 »Sumpfotter« – im Original »swamp adder«. Eine Schlange mit diesem Namen und mit all den beschriebenen Eigenschaften hat es nie gegeben. Es müsse sich um eine Kreuzung gehandelt haben, halb mexika-nisches Gila Monster, halb indische Brillenschlange, meint der Holmes-Kommentator Laurence M. Klauber in seinem Essay  The Truth About The Speckled Band. 

36 »Walker-Erde«  (Fuller's Earth) – »erdige, leicht zerreibliche, bräunliche und grünliche Masse, Verwitterungsrückstand vulkanischer Gesteine (Basalt, Gabbro etc.), saugt fette Öle auf, dient daher zu Fleckkugeln sowie zum Walken der Tuche, in der Öl-industrie zum Klären, Entfärben und Bleichen verschiedener Öle ...« (Brockhaus 1927) 37 »Jezail« – langer afghanischer Vorderlader; vgl. 
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auch Edit. Notiz. 

38 »rot eingebundenes Buch ...« – hierbei handelt es sich möglicherweise um die seinerzeit neueste Ausgabe von  Kelly's Handbook to the Titled, Landed & Official Classes (Adels- und Administrationskalender). 

Die mir vorliegende 25. Auflage von 1899 fuhrt zwar nicht den damals noch nicht geadelten Dr. med. Arthur Conan Doyle auf, dafür jedoch 16 Holmes', vom Landedelmann über einen für Manuskripte zuständigen Mitarbeiter des Britischen Museums bis zum Brigadegeneral. Sherlock H. und sein Bruder Mycroft H. 

finden dort keinerlei Erwähnung, ebensowenig wie der adlige Junggeselle Lord St. Simon. 

Die Vermutungen, um was für ein rot eingebundenes Buch es sich gehandelt haben könnte, sind allerdings zahlreich:  Wko's Who; Burke's Peerage; Doyle's Official Baronage; Thomas Robson's The British Herold, or Cabinet of Armorial Bearings wurden auch schon vorgeschlagen. – Für Heraldik-Fachleute hier der Wortlaut der Beschreibung des Wappens: »Arms: Azure, three caltrops in chief over a fess sable.« Bei den erwähnten »caltrops« handelt es sich um eine heraldisierte Fassung der mittelalterlichen Fußangeln: »eiserne Körper mit vier etwa 8 cm langen, so gestellten Spitzen, daß immer drei auf dem Boden ruhen, während die vierte in die Höhe steht«

(Meyers

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes Konversations-Lexikon 1887)
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39 »Plantagenet« – englisches Königshaus von 1154–1485, benannt nach dem Ginstersproß  (planta genista),  den Geoffrey von Anjou, Begründer der Linie, zu tragen pflegte. 

40 »Tudor« – engl. Königshaus von 1485–1603, benannt nach dem Ahnherrn Sir Owen Tudor aus Wales. 

41 »einen  claim  unter den Nagel reißen« – im Original  to jump a claim. claim,  von engl.  to claim,  fordern, verlangen, Anspruch erheben auf etc., bezeichnet das auf den Namen eines Prospektors eingetragene und ausschließlich von diesem auszubeutende Landstück; erfahrene Leser von Karl May und Gerstäcker verwenden »ich habe meinen Claim abgesteckt«

durchaus in übertragener Bedeutung. In der politischen Umgangssprache der BRD, z.B. bezogen auf Posten oder Leitlinienentwürfe des Kabinetts, hat sich diese Formel allerdings – vermutlich mangels Lektü-

re – nicht durchgesetzt. 

42 Henry David Thoreau (1817–1862), amerikanischer Schriftsteller, Hauptwerk  Walden.  Das von Holmes hier verkürzte Zitat stammt aus seinen  Journals  und lautet wörtlich: »Some circumstantial evidence is very strong, as when you find a trout in the milk.«
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43 Zur Hotelrechnung vgl. auch S. 289 und obenste-hende Anm. zur britischen Währung. 

44 »einen Weber an seinem Zahn oder einen Setzer an seinem linken Daumen erkennen« – Ganz so einfach ist es nicht, es könnte sich im ersten Beispiel auch um einen Schneider oder – im Falle einer Dame – um eine Näherin handeln. Was Holmes meint, ist die charakteristische V-förmige Kerbe in der Mitte eines Schnei-dezahns, die durch das Abbeißen des Fadens entsteht. – Der linke Daumen eines (Blei-)Setzers weist meist eine verhornte Spitze auf, da der Winkelhaken mit der linken Hand gehalten wird, während die einzelnen Typen mit der rechten Hand eingesetzt und dann mit dem linken Daumen nach links geschoben und an ihre Vorgänger gepreßt werden. 

45 Winchester in Hampshire (kelt. Caer Gwent, röm. 

Venta Belgarum) ist seit AD 652 Bischofssitz, war ab 519 Hauptstadt des Königreichs Wessex, ab 829

Hauptstadt des angelsächsischen Anglia. London wurde erst nach 1066 von den Normannen zur Hauptstadt gemacht. 

46 Der »eigenartig blaue« Farbton des Kleides ist im Original mit  electric blue  bezeichnet, was meist mit

»stahlblau« übersetzt wird. 

47 Der »Revolver« von Dr. Watson ist im Original Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.543
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(nicht nur dieses Buches) uneinheitlich einmal als Revolver, dann wieder als Pistole bezeichnet. Das hat damit zu tun, daß im Englischen nicht so streng unterschieden wird zwischen Revolvern und Pistolen. Das Wort »pistol« wird ganz allgemein für Handfeuerwaf-fen verwendet, und das Wort »gun« umfaßt gar Hand-feuerwaffen und Gewehre. Der deutsche Übersetzer muß sich deshalb meist auf den Zusammenhang stützen. 

G. H. 
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Sir Arthur Conan Doyle

Die Memoiren des Sherlock Holmes
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Silberstern

»Ich fürchte, Watson, ich werde doch fahren müssen«, sagte Holmes, als wir eines Morgens zu unserem gemeinsamen Frühstück Platz nahmen. 

»Fahren! Wohin?«

»Nach Dartmoor – nach King's Pyland.«

Ich war nicht überrascht. Eigentlich wunderte es mich nur, daß er nicht schon längst in diesen außergewöhnlichen Fall verwickelt war, der in England landauf landab  das  Gesprächsthema bildete. Einen ganzen Tag lang war mein Gefährte mit auf die Brust ge-drücktem Kinn und gerunzelter Stirn durchs Zimmer gestrichen, seine Pfeife wieder und wieder mit dem stärksten schwarzen Tabak stopfend und völlig taub für jede meiner Fragen oder Bemerkungen. Die neuesten Ausgaben sämtlicher Blätter waren von unserem Zeitungshändler heraufgeschickt worden, nur um überflogen und in eine Ecke geworfen zu werden. 

Aber so schweigsam er auch war, wußte ich doch ganz genau, worüber er brütete. Von den Problemen, die derzeit die Öffentlichkeit beschäftigten, gab es nur eines, das seine analytischen Fähigkeiten herausfordern konnte, und das war das eigenartige Verschwinden des Favoriten für den Wessex Cup und der tragische Mord an dessen Trainer. Als er daher plötzlich Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.546
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seine Absicht ankündigte, sich zum Schauplatz des Dramas zu verfügen, tat er damit nur, was ich sowohl erwartet als auch erhofft hatte. 

»Ich wäre überglücklich, Sie begleiten zu dürfen, wenn ich Ihnen nicht im Wege bin«, sagte ich. 

»Mein lieber Watson, Sie würden mir einen großen Gefallen erweisen, wenn Sie mitkämen. Und ich glaube, Sie werden Ihre Zeit nicht vergeuden, denn es gibt Umstände an diesem Fall, die ihn zu einem absolut einzigartigen zu machen versprechen. Ich denke, wir haben eben noch Zeit, in Paddington unseren Zug zu erreichen, und ich werde während der Reise ausführlicher auf die Angelegenheit eingehen. Ich wäre Ihnen sehr verbunden, wenn Sie Ihren ausgezeichneten Feldstecher mitnähmen.«

Und so geschah es, daß ich mich etwa eine Stunde später, auf dem Wege nach Exeter dahinfliegend, in der Ecke eines Erster-Klasse-Abteils befand, während Holmes, das scharfgeschnittene, gespannte Gesicht von seiner Reisemütze mit Ohrenklappen umrahmt, rasch das Bündel neuer Zeitungen durchblätterte, die er sich in Paddington besorgt hatte. Wir hatten Reading weit hinter uns gelassen, als er die letzte unter den Sitz schob und mir sein Zigarrenetui anbot. 

»Wir kommen gut voran«, sagte er, indem er aus dem Fenster sah und einen Blick auf seine Uhr warf. 

»Unsere Geschwindigkeit beträgt derzeit dreiundfünf-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.547
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zigeinhalb Meilen pro Stunde.«

»Ich habe nicht auf die Viertelmeilen-Pfosten geachtet«, sagte ich. 

»Ich auch nicht. Aber die Telegraphenmasten auf dieser Strecke stehen im Abstand von sechzig Yards, und so ist die Rechnung einfach. Ich nehme an, Sie haben sich schon mit dem Mord an John Straker und dem Verschwinden von Silberstern beschäftigt?«

»Ich habe gelesen, was der  Telegraph  und der Chronicle  dazu zu sagen haben.«

»Es handelt sich um einen jener Fälle, wo der Denkende seine Kunst eher daran wenden sollte, die Einzelheiten zu sichten, anstatt neues Beweismaterial zu beschaffen. Die Tragödie war so außergewöhnlich, so total und von solch persönlicher Bedeutung für so viele Leute, daß wir an einer Überfülle von Vermutungen, Annahmen und Hypothesen leiden. Die Schwierigkeit besteht darin, den Rahmen der Tatsachen – der absoluten, unleugbaren Tatsachen – von den Ausschmückungen der Theoretiker und Berichterstatter zu trennen. Stehen wir erst einmal auf dieser soliden Grundlage, so ist es unsere Aufgabe, festzustellen, welche Schlüsse sich ziehen lassen und welches die Besonderheiten sind, von denen das ganze Rätsel abhängt. Dienstag abend erhielt ich sowohl von Colonel Ross, dem Besitzer des Pferdes, als auch von Inspektor Gregory, der sich mit dem Fall befaßt, Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.548
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Telegramme, in denen ich um meine Mitarbeit gebeten wurde.«

»Dienstag abend!« rief ich aus. »Und jetzt haben wir Donnerstag vormittag. Warum sind Sie nicht schon gestern hingefahren?«

»Weil ich einen Schnitzer gemacht habe, mein lieber Watson – was, wie ich fürchte, häufiger vorkommt, als jemand annehmen würde, der mich nur durch Ihre Memoiren kennt. Tatsache ist, daß ich es einfach nicht für möglich hielt, daß das bemerkenswerteste Pferd Englands lange verborgen bleiben könnte, zumal in einer so spärlich besiedelten Gegend wie dem nördlichen Dartmoor. Gestern rechnete ich Stunde um Stunde mit der Nachricht, es sei gefunden worden und sein Entführer sei der Mörder von John Straker. Als aber ein weiterer Morgen angebrochen war und ich feststellte, daß man außer der Verhaftung des jungen Fitzroy Simpson nichts erreicht hatte, bekam ich das Gefühl, es sei an der Zeit für mich, tätig zu werden. Und doch habe ich in mancherlei Hinsicht das Gefühl, der gestrige Tag war nicht vergeudet.«

»Also haben Sie eine Theorie aufgestellt?«

»Zumindest habe ich die wesentlichen Tatsachen des Falles im Griff. Ich werde Sie Ihnen aufzählen, denn nichts erhellt einen Fall so sehr, als wenn man ihn jemand anderem darlegt, und ich kann kaum mit Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.549
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Ihrer Mitarbeit rechnen, wenn ich Ihnen nicht aufzeige, von welcher Sachlage wir ausgehen.«

Ich lehnte mich, an meiner Zigarre paffend, in die Polster zurück, während Holmes sich vorbeugte und mir, indem er mit seinem langen, dünnen Zeigefinger die einzelnen Punkte auf seiner linken Handfläche ab-hakte, einen Überblick über die Ereignisse gab, die zu unserer Reise geführt hatten. 

»Silberstern«, sagte er, »stammt von Isonomy ab und hält einen ebenso glänzenden Rekord wie sein be-rühmter Stammvater. Er ist jetzt fünf Jahre alt und hat Colonel Ross, seinem glücklichen Besitzer, nacheinander sämtliche Rennpreise eingebracht. Bis zum Zeitpunkt der Katastrophe galt er, bei einer Quote von drei zu eins, als erster Favorit für den Wessex Cup. 

Für das Rennpublikum war er allerdings schon immer der Hauptfavorit und hat es bisher nie enttäuscht, so daß auch bei niedrigen Quoten enorme Summen auf ihn gesetzt wurden. Es ist daher offenkundig, daß es sehr viele Leute gab, die das stärkste Interesse daran hatten, zu verhindern, daß Silberstern nächsten Dienstag am Start ist, wenn die Flagge fällt. 

Dieser Tatsache war man sich in King's Pyland, wo der Trainingsstall des Colonel liegt, natürlich bewußt. 

Jede Vorsichtsmaßnahme wurde ergriffen, um den Favoriten zu beschützen. Der Trainer, John Straker, ist ein ehemaliger Jockey, der für Colonel Ross' Farben Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.550
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geritten ist, ehe er für die Waage zu schwer wurde. Er hat dem Colonel fünf Jahre als Jockey und sieben als Trainer gedient und sich stets als diensteifriger und ehrlicher Angestellter erwiesen. Ihm waren drei Burschen unterstellt, denn die Anlage ist klein und um-faßt insgesamt nur vier Pferde. Einer dieser Burschen wachte jede Nacht im Stall, während die anderen auf dem Futterboden schliefen. Alle drei haben einen ausgezeichneten Leumund. John Straker, der verheiratet ist, wohnte in einem kleinen Haus etwa zweihundert Yards von den Ställen entfernt. Er hat keine Kinder, beschäftigt ein Hausmädchen und ist leidlich gut gestellt. Das umliegende Land ist sehr einsam, aber eine halbe Meile weiter nördlich liegt eine kleine Gruppe von Landhäusern, die ein Unternehmer aus Tavistock gebaut hat für Gebrechliche und andere, die die reine Luft von Dartmoor genießen wollen. Tavistock selbst liegt zwei Meilen westlich, und jenseits des Moores, gleichfalls etwa zwei Meilen entfernt, befindet sich das größere Trainingsgelände von Capleton, das Lord Backwater gehört und von Silas Brown geleitet wird. 

Nach jeder anderen Richtung ist das Moor eine einzige Wildnis, bewohnt nur von einigen umherstreifen-den Zigeunern. Das war die allgemeine Lage vergangenen Montagabend, als sich die Katastrophe ereignete. 

An diesem Nachmittag waren die Pferde wie ge-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.551
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wöhnlich bewegt und getränkt worden, und die Ställe wurden um neun Uhr verschlossen. Zwei der Burschen gingen zum Haus des Trainers hinüber, wo sie in der Küche zu Abend aßen, während der dritte, Ned Hunter, auf Wache blieb. Ein paar Minuten nach neun brachte ihm das Mädchen, Edith Baxter, sein Abendessen, das aus einem Currygericht mit Hammelfleisch bestand. Sie nahm kein Getränk mit, denn im Stall befindet sich ein Wasserhahn, und es war Vorschrift, daß der diensthabende Bursche nichts anderes trinken durfte. Das Mädchen nahm eine Laterne mit, da es sehr dunkel war und der Weg über offenes Moorgelände verläuft. 

Edith Baxter war noch etwa dreißig Yards vom Stall entfernt, als aus der Dunkelheit ein Mann auftauchte und sie anrief, stehenzubleiben. Als er in den von der Laterne geworfenen, gelben Lichtkreis trat, sah sie, daß er das Auftreten eines Gentleman hatte und mit einem grauen Tweedanzug und einer Tuchmütze bekleidet war. Er trug Gamaschen und hatte einen schweren Stock mit Knauf. Am meisten beeindruckte sie jedoch sein überaus bleiches Gesicht und sein nervöses Gebaren. Sein Alter, glaubte sie, liege wohl eher über als unter dreißig. 

›Können Sie mir sagen, wo ich bin?‹ fragte er. ›Ich hatte mich schon fast entschlossen, im Moor zu schlafen, als ich das Licht Ihrer Laterne sah.‹

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.552
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›Sie sind bei den Trainingsställen von King's Pyland‹, sagte sie. 

›Ach, tatsächlich! Was für ein Glückstreffer!‹ rief er aus. ›Wie ich höre, schläft dort jede Nacht ein Stallbursche allein. Sie bringen ihm wohl gerade sein Abendessen. Sie sind doch sicher nicht zu stolz, sich den Preis für ein neues Kleid zu verdienen.‹ Er zog ein zusammengefaltetes Stück weißes Papier aus der Westentasche. ›Sorgen Sie dafür, daß der Junge das noch heute abend bekommt, und Sie werden das hübscheste Kleid besitzen, das man für Geld kaufen kann.‹

Sie war von der Ernsthaftigkeit seines Verhaltens erschreckt und lief an ihm vorbei zum Fenster, durch das sie gewöhnlich die Mahlzeiten hineinreichte. Es stand bereits offen, und Hunter saß drinnen an dem kleinen Tisch. Sie hatte gerade begonnen, ihm zu er-zählen, was vorgefallen war, als der Fremde erneut auftauchte. 

›Guten Abend‹, sagte er, indem er zum Fenster hereinschaute, ›auf ein Wort.‹ Das Mädchen hat beschworen, sie habe, während er sprach, aus seiner geschlossenen Hand eine Ecke des kleinen Papierpäckchens herausschauen sehen. 

›Was haben Sie hier zu suchen?‹ fragte der Bursche. 

›Was ich suche, bringt Ihnen vielleicht etwas ein‹, Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.553
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sagte der andere. ›Sie haben zwei Pferde für den Wessex Cup gemeldet – Silberstern und Bayard. Geben Sie mir den sicheren Tip, und es soll Ihr Schaden nicht sein. Trifft es zu, daß Bayard dem anderen bei gleichem Gewicht1 auf fünf Furlongs2 hundert Yard vorgeben konnte und daß der Stall sein Geld auf ihn gesetzt hat?‹

›Sie sind also einer von diesen verdammten Renn-spionen‹, rief der Bursche. ›Ich werde Ihnen zeigen, wie wir in King's Pyland mit denen umgehen.‹ Er sprang auf und rannte durch den Stall, um den Hund loszumachen. Das Mädchen flüchtete zum Haus, blickte aber im Laufen zurück und sah, daß der Fremde sich zum Fenster hineinbeugte. Wenig später allerdings, als Hunter mit dem Hund nach draußen stürzte, war er verschwunden, und obwohl der Bursche um sämtliche Gebäude herumlief, fand er nicht die geringste Spur von ihm.«

»Einen Augenblick!« bat ich. »Hat der Stallbursche, als er mit dem Hund nach draußen lief, die Stalltür unverschlossen gelassen?«

»Ausgezeichnet, Watson; ausgezeichnet!« murmelte mein Gefährte. »Die Bedeutung dieses Umstandes sprang mir so eindringlich ins Auge, daß ich gestern eigens ein Telegramm nach Dartmoor geschickt habe, um den Sachverhalt zu klären. Der Bursche hat die Tür verschlossen, bevor er loslief. Das Fenster, darf Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.554
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ich hinzufügen, ist nicht groß genug, daß ein Mann einsteigen könnte. 

Hunter wartete, bis die anderen Stallknechte zurück waren, worauf er den Trainer benachrichtigen ließ und ihm mitteilte, was vorgefallen war. Straker war erregt, als er den Bericht vernahm, obgleich er dessen eigentliche Bedeutung nicht recht zu erfassen schien. Doch er hinterließ in ihm ein vages Unbehagen, und als Mrs. Straker morgens um eins erwachte, sah sie, daß er sich gerade ankleidete. Auf ihre Fragen meinte er, die Sorge um die Pferde lasse ihn nicht schlafen und er wolle zum Stall hinübergehen, um nachzuschauen, ob alles in Ordnung sei. Sie bat ihn, zu Hause zu bleiben, denn sie hörte den Regen gegen die Fenster prasseln, aber trotz ihrer inständigen Bitten zog er seinen weiten Regenmantel an und ging aus dem Haus. 

Mrs. Straker erwachte morgens um sieben und stellte fest, daß ihr Mann noch nicht zurückgekehrt war. Sie kleidete sich hastig an, rief das Mädchen und begab sich zu den Ställen. Die Tür stand offen; drinnen saß, auf einem Stuhl zusammengesunken, Hunter im Zustand völliger Betäubung, die Box des Favoriten war leer, und von seinem Trainer fehlte jede Spur. 

Rasch wurden die beiden Burschen geweckt, die auf dem Futterboden über der Sattelkammer schliefen. 

Sie hatten in der Nacht nichts gehört, denn beide haben einen gesunden Schlaf. Hunter stand offensicht-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.555
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lich unter dem Einfluß irgendeiner starken Droge, und da nichts Vernünftiges aus ihm herauszubekommen war, ließ man ihn erst einmal ausschlafen, während die beiden Burschen und die beiden Frauen auf der Suche nach den Vermißten nach draußen liefen. Sie hegten immer noch die Hoffnung, der Trainer habe das Pferd aus irgendeinem Grunde zur Morgenarbeit herausgeholt, doch als sie die Hügelkuppe in der Nähe des Hauses erstiegen, von der aus sich das ganze angrenzende Moorgelände überblicken läßt, fanden sie nicht nur keinerlei Spur von dem Favoriten, sondern bemerkten überdies etwas, das die Anzeichen einer Tragödie andeutete. 

Etwa eine Viertelmeile von den Ställen entfernt flatterte John Strakers Mantel lose von einem Ginster-busch. Direkt dahinter befand sich im Moor eine schalenförmige Senke, und auf deren Grund fand man den Leichnam des unglücklichen Trainers. Sein Kopf war von einem fürchterlichen Schlag mit irgendeiner schweren Waffe zerschmettert worden, und sein Oberschenkel wies eine lange, glatte Schnittwunde auf, die ihm offensichtlich mit einem sehr scharfen Instrument zugefügt worden war. Es war jedoch deutlich, daß sich Straker heftig gegen seine Angreifer gewehrt hatte, denn in der rechten Hand hielt er ein kleines Messer, das bis zum Griff blutbeschmiert war, während er mit der Linken ein rot-schwarzgemustertes Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.556
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Seidenhalstuch umklammerte, das von dem Mädchen als das des Fremden erkannt wurde, der am Vorabend die Ställe aufgesucht hatte. 

Auch Hunter war, nachdem er sich von seiner Be-täubung erholt hatte, völlig sicher, was den Besitzer des Halstuchs anging. Er war gleichermaßen überzeugt, daß eben dieser Fremde, während er am Fenster stand, sein Hammelcurry mit der Droge versetzt und die Ställe so ihres Wächters beraubt habe. 

Von dem vermißten Hengst aber fand sich im Schlamm auf dem Grunde der fatalen Mulde eine Fülle von Anzeichen dafür, daß er zum Zeitpunkt des Kampfes dort gewesen war. Doch seit diesem Morgen ist er verschwunden; und obwohl eine hohe Belohnung ausgesetzt worden ist und alle Zigeuner von Dartmoor auf dem Quivive sind, hat man nichts mehr von ihm gehört. Schließlich hat eine Analyse der von dem Stallburschen übriggelassenen Reste des Abendessens ergeben, daß es ein bemerkenswertes Quantum Opiumpulver enthielt, wohingegen die Leute im Haus am selben Abend ohne irgend welche üblen Nachwirkungen dasselbe Gericht teilten. 

Dies sind die wichtigsten Fakten des Falles, aller Mutmaßungen entkleidet und so nüchtern wie möglich berichtet. Nun möchte ich rekapitulieren, was die Polizei in dieser Angelegenheit unternommen hat. 

Inspektor Gregory, dem der Fall übertragen worden Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.557
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ist, ist ein überaus fähiger Beamter. Besäße er nur die Gabe der Phantasie, so könnte er es in seinem Beruf sehr weit bringen. Nach seiner Ankunft fand und ver-haftete er unverzüglich den Mann, auf den naturge-mäß der Verdacht fiel. Es kostete nur geringe Mühe, ihn ausfindig zu machen, denn er war in der Gegend durchaus gut bekannt. Sein Name, so scheint es, ist Fitzroy Simpson. Er ist ein Mann von ausgezeichneter Herkunft und Bildung, der auf der Rennbahn ein Vermögen durchgebracht hat und jetzt davon lebt, daß er sich in den Sportklubs von London in aller Stille ein bißchen als vornehmer Buchmacher betätigt. Eine Überprüfung seines Wettbuches ergab, daß er Wetten in Höhe von fünftausend Pfund gegen den Favoriten abgeschlossen hat. 

Bei seiner Verhaftung sagte er freiwillig aus, er sei nach Dartmoor gefahren in der Hoffnung auf einige Informationen über die Pferde von King's Pyland sowie über Desborough, den zweiten Favoriten, der unter der Obhut von Silas Brown im Stall von Capleton stand. Er versuchte nicht zu leugnen, daß er sich am Vorabend wie geschildert verhalten hatte, erklärte jedoch, er habe keine finsteren Absichten gehabt, sondern sich lediglich Auskunft aus erster Hand verschaffen wollen. Mit dem Halstuch konfrontiert, wurde er sehr bleich und war gänzlich unfähig zu erklären, wie es in die Hand des Ermordeten geraten war. Seine Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.558
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feuchte Kleidung bewies, daß er sich während des Unwetters in der Nacht zuvor im Freien aufgehalten hatte, und sein Stock, ein mit Blei beschwerter Rohr-stock, war genau so eine Waffe, wie sie dem Trainer die schrecklichen tödlichen Verletzungen zugefügt haben könnte. 

Andererseits wies sein Körper keine Wunde auf, wohingegen der Zustand von Strakers Messer darauf schließen ließ, daß er zumindest bei einem seiner Angreifer Spuren hinterlassen haben mußte. Da haben Sie das Ganze in nuce, Watson, und wenn Sie mir irgendwie Erleuchtung bringen können, werde ich Ihnen unendlich verpflichtet sein.«

Ich hatte mit größtem Interesse der Darstellung zugehört, die Holmes mir mit charakteristischer Klarheit vorgetragen hatte. Obwohl mir die meisten Fakten vertraut waren, hatte ich weder ihre relative Bedeutung noch ihre Verbindung untereinander ausreichend gewürdigt. 

»Ist es nicht möglich«, schlug ich vor, »daß die Schnittwunde an Strakers Körper während der kon-vulsivischen Zuckungen, die auf jede Gehirnverlet-zung folgen, von seinem eigenen Messer verursacht worden ist?«

»Es ist mehr als möglich; es ist wahrscheinlich«, sagte Holmes. »In diesem Fall wird einer der wichtigsten Anhaltspunkte zugunsten des Beschuldigten hin-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.559
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fällig.«

»Und trotzdem«, sagte ich, »verstehe ich auch jetzt einfach nicht, welche Theorie die Polizei haben kann.«

»Ich fürchte, gegen jedwede Theorie, die wir aufstellen, gibt es sehr schwerwiegende Einwände«, entgegnete mein Gefährte. »Die Polizei, nehme ich an, stellt sich vor, dieser Fitzroy Simpson habe, nachdem er den Burschen betäubt und sich zuvor irgendwie einen Zweitschlüssel verschafft hat, die Stalltür geöffnet und das Pferd hinausgebracht, offenbar in der Absicht, es kurzerhand zu entfuhren. Sein Zaumzeug fehlt, also muß Simpson es ihm angelegt haben. 

Dann, nachdem er die Tür hinter sich offengelassen hatte, führte er gerade das Pferd übers Moor weg, als er plötzlich auf den Trainer traf oder von ihm überrascht wurde. Es kam natürlich zu einem Streit, Simpson schlug dem Trainer mit seinem schweren Stock den Schädel ein, ohne von dem kleinen Messer, das Straker in Notwehr benutzte, eine Verletzung davon-zutragen, und dann führte der Dieb das Pferd entweder zu irgendeinem geheimen Versteck, oder aber es ist vielleicht durchgegangen und irrt jetzt draußen im Moor umher. So liegt der Fall, wie er sich der Polizei darstellt, und so unwahrscheinlich das auch ist, sind doch alle anderen Erklärungen noch unwahrscheinlicher. Dennoch werde ich die Sache sehr rasch über-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.560
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prüfen, wenn ich mich erst einmal am Schauplatz befinde, und bis dahin vermag ich wirklich nicht zu erkennen, wie wir wesentlich weiter kommen könnten.«

Es wurde Abend, ehe wir das kleine Städtchen Tavistock erreichten, das wie der Buckel eines Schildes inmitten des weiten Runds von Dartmoor liegt. Zwei Gentlemen erwarteten uns am Bahnhof; der eine ein hochgewachsener Mann mit löwenartigem blondem Haar und Bart und merkwürdig durchdringenden, hellblauen Augen, der andere ein kleiner, lebhafter Mensch, sehr gepflegt und adrett, in Gehrock und Gamaschen, mit sauber gestutztem Backenbart und Monokel. Letzterer war Colonel Ross, der berühmte Sportsmann, der andere Inspektor Gregory, der auf dem besten Weg war, sich bei der englischen Kriminalpolizei einen Namen zu machen. 

»Ich bin erfreut, daß Sie gekommen sind, Mr. Holmes«, sagte der Colonel. »Der Inspektor hier hat alles getan, was man irgend vorschlagen könnte, aber ich möchte nichts unversucht lassen, den armen Straker zu rächen und mein Pferd zurückzugewinnen.«

»Hat es irgendwelche neuen Entwicklungen gegeben?« fragte Holmes. 

»Es tut mir leid, sagen zu müssen, daß wir nur sehr geringe Fortschritte gemacht haben«, sagte der Inspektor. »Wir haben draußen einen offenen Wagen, und da Sie sich zweifellos den Schauplatz ansehen Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.561
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möchten, ehe das Tageslicht schwindet, könnten wir während der Fahrt darüber sprechen.«

Kurz darauf saßen wir alle in einem bequemen Landauer und ratterten durch die malerische alte Devonshire-Stadt. Inspektor Gregory war von seinem Fall erfüllt und sprudelte einen Schwall von Kommentaren hervor, während Holmes gelegentlich eine Frage einwarf. Colonel Ross lehnte sich mit verschränkten Armen und über die Augen geschobenem Hut zurück, und ich lauschte voll Interesse dem Gespräch der beiden Detektive. Gregory entwickelte seine Theorie, die fast genau dem entsprach, was Holmes im Zug vorausgesagt hatte. 

»Das Netz hat sich ziemlich eng um Fitzroy Simpson zusammengezogen«, bemerkte er, »und ich selbst glaube, daß er unser Mann ist. Gleichzeitig bin ich mir darüber im klaren, daß es sich um reine Indizien-beweise handelt und daß eine neue Entwicklung alles umwerfen kann.«

»Was ist mit Strakers Messer?«

»Wir sind letztlich zu dem Schluß gekommen, daß er sich im Fallen selbst verletzt hat.«

»Mein Freund Dr. Watson hat auf der Herfahrt mir gegenüber diese Vermutung geäußert. Wenn das zu-träfe, würde es gegen diesen Simpson sprechen.«

»Zweifellos. Er hat weder ein Messer noch das geringste Anzeichen einer Wunde. Die Beweise gegen Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.562
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ihn wiegen wirklich sehr schwer. Er hatte großes Interesse am Verschwinden des Favoriten, er steht unter dem Verdacht, den Stallburschen vergiftet zu haben, er war ohne Zweifel während des Unwetters im Freien, er war mit einem schweren Stock bewaffnet, und sein Halstuch wurde in der Hand des Toten gefunden. 

Ich glaube wirklich, wir haben genug, um vor eine Jury zu gehen.«

Holmes schüttelte den Kopf. »Ein geschickter Anwalt würde das alles in Fetzen reißen«, meinte er. 

»Warum hätte er das Pferd aus dem Stall holen sollen? Wenn er es verletzen wollte, warum konnte er das nicht drinnen tun? Hat man in seinem Besitz einen Zweitschlüssel gefunden? Welcher Apotheker hat ihm das Opiumpulver verkauft? Vor allem, wo könnte er, dem diese Gegend fremd ist, ein Pferd verstecken, noch dazu ein solches Pferd? Wie lautet seine eigene Erklärung für das Stück Papier, das das Mädchen dem Stallburschen übergeben sollte?«

»Er sagte, es sei eine Zehn-Pfund-Note gewesen. 

Man hat in seiner Börse eine gefunden. Aber Ihre anderen Probleme sind nicht so unüberwindlich, wie sie scheinen. Die Gegend ist ihm nicht fremd. Er hat im Sommer zweimal in Tavistock logiert. Das Opium hat er wahrscheinlich in London gekauft. Den Schlüssel wird er, nachdem er seinen Zweck erfüllt hatte, weggeworfen haben. Das Pferd liegt vielleicht auf dem Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.563
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Grunde einer der Gruben oder stillgelegten Minen im Moor.«

»Was sagt er zu dem Halstuch?«

»Er gibt zu, daß es ihm gehört, und behauptet, er habe es verloren. Aber es hat sich in dem Fall ein neuer Umstand ergeben, der vielleicht erklärt, warum er das Pferd aus dem Stall geführt hat.«

Holmes spitzte die Ohren. 

»Wir haben Spuren gefunden, die beweisen, daß Montagnacht eine Schar Zigeuner weniger als eine Meile von der Stelle entfernt lagerte, wo sich der Mord ereignete. Am Dienstag waren sie verschwunden. Einmal angenommen, es hätte eine Absprache zwischen Simpson und diesen Zigeunern gegeben, wäre es dann nicht denkbar, daß er gerade dabei war, das Pferd zu ihnen zu bringen, als er überrascht wurde, und daß sie es jetzt haben?«

»Das ist gewiß möglich.«

»Das Moor wird nach diesen Zigeunern abgesucht. 

Außerdem habe ich jeden Stall und jede Scheune von Tavistock überprüft, und zwar im Umkreis von zehn Meilen.«

»Wie ich höre, gibt es ganz in der Nähe noch einen Trainingsstall?«

»Richtig, und das ist ein Faktor, den wir gewiß nicht außer acht lassen dürfen. Da ihr Pferd Desborough nach den Wetten auf dem zweiten Platz stand, Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.564
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hatten jene Leute ein Interesse am Verschwinden des Favoriten. Von Silas Brown, dem Trainer, weiß man, daß er für das Rennen hohe Beträge gesetzt hat; und er war kein Freund des armen Straker. Wir haben die Ställe allerdings überprüft, und es gibt nichts, was ihn mit der Affaire in Verbindung brächte.«

»Und auch nichts, was diesen Simpson mit den Interessen des Capleton-Stalles in Verbindung bräch-te?«

»Überhaupt nichts.«

Holmes lehnte sich im Wagen zurück, und das Gespräch brach ab. Ein paar Minuten später hielt unserer Fahrer vor einem schmucken, kleinen, roten Zie-gelsteinhaus mit vorspringenden Dachtraufen, das an der Straße stand. Ein Stück weiter weg lag jenseits einer Koppel ein langgestrecktes Nebengebäude aus grauen Ziegeln. Nach jeder anderen Richtung erstreckten sich bis zum Horizont die flachen, vom wel-kenden Farn bronze gefärbten Hügel des Moors, unterbrochen nur von den spitzen Giebeln von Tavistock und einer Häusergruppe weit im Westen, den Stallungen von Capleton. Wir sprangen alle vom Wagen, mit Ausnahme von Holmes, der zurückgelehnt sitzen blieb, den Blick auf den Himmel vor ihm gerichtet und ganz und gar in Gedanken vertieft. Erst als ich ihn am Arm berührte, schreckte er heftig auf und stieg aus dem Wagen. 
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»Entschuldigung«, sagte er, indem er sich an Colonel Ross wandte, der ihn einigermaßen überrascht angesehen hatte. »Ich war in Gedanken woanders.« In seinen Augen zeigte sich ein Glanz und in seinem Verhalten eine unterdrückte Erregung, die mich, der ich ja mit seiner Art vertraut war, davon überzeugten, daß er auf eine Spur gestoßen war, wiewohl ich mir nicht vorstellen konnte, wo er sie gefunden hatte. 

»Vielleicht würden Sie es vorziehen, sich sogleich zum Schauplatz des Verbrechens weiterzubegeben, Mr. Holmes?« sagte Gregory. 

»Ich denke, ich würde es vorziehen, ein wenig hier zu verweilen und das eine oder andere Einzelproblem genauer zu untersuchen. Straker wurde hierhergebracht, nehme ich an?«

»Ja, er liegt oben. Die gerichtliche Leichenschau3

findet morgen statt.«

»Er stand schon seit einigen Jahren in Ihren Diensten, Colonel Ross?«

»Er war mir stets ein ausgezeichneter Angestellter.«

»Ich nehme an, Sie haben ein Verzeichnis dessen angelegt, was er zum Zeitpunkt seines Todes in den Taschen trug, Inspektor?«

»Ich habe die Sachen selbst im Wohnzimmer, wenn Sie sie gern sehen möchten.«

»Das wäre mir sehr lieb.«

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.566
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Wir traten alle nacheinander ins Vorderzimmer und nahmen um den Tisch in der Mitte Platz, während der Inspektor eine viereckige Blechkassette aufschloß und ein kleines Häufchen von Gegenständen vor uns ausbreitete. Es handelte sich um eine Schachtel Streichhölzer, eine zwei Inch lange Talgkerze, eine A.D.P.-

Bruyèrepfeife4, einen Seehundsfellbeutel mit einer halben Unze Cavendish-Grobschnitt, eine silberne Uhr an einer goldenen Kette, fünf Sovereigns in Gold5, ein Bleistiftkästchen aus Aluminium, einige Papiere und ein Messer mit Elfenbeingriff und sehr feiner, starrer Klinge, die die Aufschrift Weiss & Co., London, trug. 

»Das ist ein sehr eigenartiges Messer«, meinte Holmes, indem er es in die Hand nahm und eingehend musterte. »Da ich Blutflecken darauf erkenne, nehme ich an, es ist dasjenige, welches man in der Hand des Toten gefunden hat. Watson, dieses Messer schlägt gewiß in Ihr Fach.«

»Wir bezeichnen dergleichen als Starmesser«, sagte ich. 

»Das dachte ich mir. Eine sehr feine Klinge, für sehr feine Arbeit vorgesehen. Seltsam, daß jemand so etwas auf einen ungemütlichen Gang mitnimmt, zumal man es nicht zusammengeklappt in der Tasche tragen kann.«

»Die Spitze war mit einem Korkscheibchen ge-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.567
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schützt, das wir neben dem Leichnam fanden«, sagte der Inspektor. »Strakers Frau sagt uns, das Messer habe einige Tage auf der Anrichte gelegen und er habe es mitgenommen, als er aus dem Zimmer ging. 

Es war eine klägliche Waffe, aber vielleicht die beste, die er gerade finden konnte.«

»Sehr gut möglich. Was ist mit diesen Papieren?«

»Drei davon sind quittierte Rechnungen von Heu-händlern. Eines ist ein Brief mit Anweisungen von Colonel Ross. Das hier ist eine Putzmacherrechnung über siebenunddreißig Pfund und fünfzehn Shilling, ausgestellt von Madame Lesurier in der Bond Street für William Darbyshire. Mrs. Straker sagt uns, Darbyshire sei ein Freund ihres Mannes, und gelegentlich sei seine Post hierhergeschickt worden.«

»Madame Darbyshire hat einigermaßen kostspielige Neigungen«, bemerkte Holmes, als er die Rechnung überflog. »Zweiundzwanzig Guineen6 sind ziemlich üppig für ein einziges Kostüm. Hier scheint sich allerdings nichts weiter in Erfahrung bringen zu lassen, und so können wir nun zum Schauplatz des Verbrechens hinübergehen.«

Als wir das Wohnzimmer verließen, trat eine Frau, die im Flur gewartet hatte, auf uns zu und legte dem Inspektor die Hand auf den Ärmel. Ihr Gesicht war verhärmt, abgezehrt und ängstlich besorgt, gezeichnet von jüngst erlittenen Schrecken. 
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»Haben Sie sie gefaßt? Haben Sie sie gefunden?«

stieß sie hervor. 

»Nein, Mrs. Straker; aber Mr. Holmes hier ist aus London gekommen, um uns zu helfen, und wir werden alles Menschenmögliche tun.«

»Ich habe Sie doch kürzlich in Plymouth auf einer Gartenparty getroffen, Mrs. Straker«, sagte Holmes. 

»Nein, Sir, Sie irren sich.«

»Meine Güte; ich hätte wahrhaftig darauf schwören können. Sie trugen ein Kostüm aus taubengrauer Seide mit einem Besatz von Straußenfedern.«

»Ein solches Kleid habe ich nie besessen, Sir«, antwortete die Dame. 

»Aha; damit hat sich das wohl erledigt«, sagte Holmes; und mit einer Entschuldigung folgte er dem Inspektor nach draußen. Ein kurzer Gang übers Moor brachte uns zu der Senke, in der man den Leichnam gefunden hatte. An ihrem Rand stand der Ginster-strauch, an dem der Mantel gehangen hatte. 

»In jener Nacht herrschte kein Wind, wie ich hörte«, sagte Holmes. 

»Nein; aber sehr heftiger Regen.«

»In diesem Fall ist der Mantel nicht gegen die Ginstersträucher geweht, sondern hingehängt worden.«

»Ja, er wurde über den Strauch gebreitet.«

»Sie wecken mein Interesse. Wie ich sehe, ist der Boden ganz erheblich zertrampelt worden. Zweifellos Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.569
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sind seit Montagnacht viele Füße darübergelaufen.«

»Man hat hier nebenan eine Matte hingelegt, und auf der haben wir alle gestanden.«

»Ausgezeichnet.«

»In dieser Tasche habe ich einen von den Stiefeln, die Straker trug, einen von Fitzroy Simpsons Schuhen und ein altes Hufeisen von Silberstern.«

»Mein lieber Inspektor, Sie übertreffen sich selbst!«

Holmes nahm die Tasche und schob, indem er in die Senke abstieg, die Matte etwas weiter zur Mitte hin. Dann streckte er sich der Länge nach darauf aus, stützte das Kinn auf die Hände und unterzog den zertrampelten Erdboden vor ihm einer sorgfältigen Untersuchung. 

»Hallo!« sagte er plötzlich, »was ist denn das?«

Es war ein halbverbranntes Wachsstreichholz, das so schmutzbedeckt war, daß es zunächst wie ein kleiner Holzspan aussah. 

»Ich kann mir nicht erklären, wie ich das übersehen konnte«, sagte der Inspektor mit ärgerlichem Gesicht. 

»Es war nicht zu sehen, im Schlamm versunken. 

Ich habe es nur gesehen, weil ich danach gesucht habe.«

»Was! Sie haben erwartet, es zu finden?«

»Ich hielt es für nicht unwahrscheinlich.« Er nahm die Stiefel aus der Tasche und verglich die Abdrücke Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.570

Silberstern

Doyle-WA Bd. 6, 24

beider mit den Spuren auf dem Boden. Dann stieg er zum Rand der Senke hinauf und kroch zwischen den Farnsträuchern und Büschen umher. 

»Ich fürchte, es gibt keine weiteren Spuren«, sagte der Inspektor. »Ich habe den Boden hundert Yards nach jeder Richtung sorgfältig abgesucht.«

»Sieh da!« sagte Holmes und stand auf. »Dann werde ich nicht die Unverschämtheit haben, es noch einmal zu tun, nach dem, was Sie sagen. Aber ich würde gern einen kleinen Spaziergang übers Moor machen, bevor es dunkel wird, damit ich morgen das Gelände kenne, und ich denke, ich werde als Glücks-bringer dieses Hufeisen einstecken.«

Colonel Ross, der wegen des bedächtigen und systematischen Vorgehens meines Gefährten gewisse Anzeichen von Ungeduld hatte erkennen lassen, schaute auf seine Uhr. 

»Es wäre mir recht, wenn Sie mit mir zurückkä-

men, Inspektor«, sagte er. »Es gibt da einige Punkte, zu denen ich gern Ihren Rat hätte, insbesondere dazu, ob wir es der Öffentlichkeit nicht schuldig sind, den Namen unseres Pferdes von der Starterliste für den Cup zu streichen.«

»Ganz und gar nicht«, rief Holmes mit Bestimmtheit. »Ich würde den Namen stehen lassen.«

Der Colonel verbeugte sich. »Es freut mich sehr, Ihre Meinung gehört zu haben«, sagte er. »Sie finden Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.571
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uns im Hause des armen Straker, wenn Sie Ihren Spaziergang beendet haben, und dann können wir gemeinsam nach Tavistock fahren.«

Er kehrte mit dem Inspektor um, während Holmes und ich gemächlich übers Moor gingen. Die Sonne schickte sich an, hinter den Ställen von Capleton zu versinken, und die weite, abfallende Ebene vor uns war von einem Goldton angehaucht, der sich zu einem satten Rotbraun vertiefte, wo die welken Farne und Brombeersträucher das Abendlicht einfingen. Aber die Herrlichkeiten der Landschaft waren an meinen Gefährten, der tief in Gedanken versunken war, ganz und gar verschwendet. 

»Es verhält sich so, Watson«, sagte er schließlich. 

»Wir können die Frage, wer John Straker ermordet hat, einstweilen außer acht lassen und uns darauf beschränken, herauszufinden, was aus dem Pferd geworden ist. Einmal angenommen, es ist während oder nach der Tragödie durchgegangen, wohin könnte es dann gelaufen sein? Das Pferd ist ein ausgesprochenes Herdentier. Wenn man es sich selbst überließe, würde es instinktiv entweder nach King's Pyland zu-rückkehren oder nach Capleton hinüberlaufen. 

Warum sollte es im Moor herumirren? Gewiß wäre es mittlerweile gesehen worden. Und warum sollten Zigeuner es entführen? Diese Leute machen sich stets davon, wenn sie von Scherereien hören, denn sie wol-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.572
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len nicht von der Polizei belästigt werden. Sie hätten keine Hoffnung, ein solches Pferd verkaufen zu können. Sie würden ein großes Risiko eingehen und nichts gewinnen, wenn sie es raubten. So viel ist sicher klar.«

»Wo ist es also?«

»Ich habe bereits gesagt, daß es nach King's Pyland oder nach Capleton gelaufen sein muß. Es ist nicht in King's Pyland, mithin ist es in Capleton. Lassen Sie uns das als Arbeitshypothese annehmen und sehen, wohin es uns führt. Dieser Teil des Moors ist, wie der Inspektor bemerkt hat, sehr hart und trocken. Aber gegen Capleton hin neigt es sich, und von hier aus können Sie erkennen, daß dort drüben eine langgestreckte Senke liegt, die Montagnacht sehr feucht gewesen sein muß. Wenn unsere Annahme richtig ist, dann muß das Pferd sie durchquert haben, und wir sollten an dieser Stelle nach seinen Spuren suchen.«

Wir waren während dieses Gesprächs flott weiter-marschiert und erreichten binnen weniger Minuten die fragliche Senke. Auf Holmes' Bitte ging ich an ihrem rechten und er an ihrem linken Rand entlang, aber ich hatte noch keine fünfzig Schritte getan, als ich ihn einen Ruf ausstoßen hörte und sah, wie er mir zuwinkte. In der weichen Erde vor ihm zeichnete sich deutlich die Spur eines Pferdes ab, und das Hufeisen, das er aus der Tasche zog, paßte genau in die Abdrük-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.573
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ke. 

»Da sehen Sie den Wert der Phantasie«, sagte Holmes. »Das ist genau die Eigenschaft, die Gregory fehlt. Wir haben uns vorgestellt, was hätte passiert sein können, sind von dieser Annahme ausgegangen und sehen uns bestätigt. Gehen wir weiter.«

Wir überquerten den sumpfigen Grund und gingen über eine Viertelmeile trockenen, harten Grasbodens. 

Wieder fiel das Gelände ab, und wieder stießen wir auf die Spuren. Dann verloren wir sie für eine halbe Meile aus den Augen, nur um sie recht nahe bei Capleton wieder aufzufinden. Es war Holmes, der sie als erster sah, und er blieb stehen und deutete mit einem Ausdruck des Triumphs darauf. Neben der Spur des Pferdes war die eines Menschen erkennbar. 

»Vorher war das Pferd allein«, rief ich aus. 

»Ganz recht. Vorher war es allein. Hallo! Was ist das?«

Die Doppelspur bog scharf ab und führte in Richtung King's Pyland. Holmes pfiff, und wir folgten ihr. 

Er hatte den Blick auf die Fährte gerichtet, doch ich schaute zufällig ein Stückchen nach einer Seite und sah zu meiner Überraschung dieselben Spuren in der Gegenrichtung wieder zurückführen. 

»Eins zu null für Sie, Watson«, sagte Holmes, als ich darauf aufmerksam machte; »Sie haben uns einen weiten Weg erspart, der uns nur wieder auf unsere ei-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.574
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genen Spuren gebracht hätte. Wir wollen der zurück-kehrenden Fährte folgen.«

Wir mußten nicht weit gehen. Sie endete bei der as-phaltierten Auffahrt, die zu den Toren der Capleton-Stallungen führte. Als wir nähertraten, kam ein Stallbursche aus einem Gebäude gerannt. 

»Hier wird nicht rumgelungert«, sagte er. 

»Ich wollte nur eine Frage stellen«, sagte Holmes, Daumen und Zeigefinger in die Westentasche gesteckt. »Wäre ich zu zeitig dran, um Ihren Vorgesetzten, Mr. Silas Brown, anzutreffen, wenn ich morgen früh um fünf Uhr vorspräche?«

»Meine Güte, Sir, wenn jemand da ist, dann er, denn er ist immer als erster auf den Beinen. Aber da ist er, Sir, und kann Ihre Fragen selbst beantworten. 

Nein, Sir, nein; das kostet mich die Stellung, wenn er sieht, daß ich von Ihnen Geld annehme. Hinterher, wenn's Ihnen recht ist.«

Während Sherlock Holmes die Half-crown7, die er aus der Tasche gezogen hatte, wieder einsteckte, kam ein grimmig dreinschauender, älterer Mann, der eine Jagdpeitsche schwang, durchs Tor geschritten. 

»Was ist los hier, Dawson?« schrie er. »Kein Ge-tratsche! Geh an deine Arbeit. Und Sie – was zum Teufel wollen Sie hier?«

»Zehn Minuten mit Ihnen reden, Verehrtester«, sagte Holmes mit seiner allersüßesten Stimme. 
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»Ich habe keine Zeit, mit jedem Rumtreiber zu reden. Wir wollen hier keine Fremden. Scheren Sie sich weg, sonst haben Sie plötzlich einen Hund am Hals.«

Holmes beugte sich vor und flüsterte dem Trainer etwas ins Ohr. Dieser fuhr heftig zusammen und errö-

tete bis zu den Haarwurzeln. 

»Das ist eine Lüge!« brüllte er. »Eine infernalische Lüge!«

»Sehr wohl! Sollen wir uns hier in aller Öffentlichkeit darüber streiten oder lieber in Ihrem Wohnzimmer darüber sprechen?«

»Na gut, kommen Sie herein, wenn Sie wollen.«

Holmes lächelte. »Ich werde Sie nicht länger als ein paar Minuten warten lassen, Watson«, sagte er. 

»Alsdann, Mr. Brown, ich stehe ganz zu Ihrer Verfü-

gung.«

Es vergingen volle zwanzig Minuten, und alles Rot war zu Grau verblaßt, ehe Holmes und der Trainer wieder auftauchten. Nie habe ich bei einem Menschen eine solche Veränderung gesehen, wie sie in dieser kurzen Zeit bei Silas Brown bewirkt worden war. 

Sein Gesicht war aschfahl, Schweißperlen glitzerten auf seiner Stirn, und seine Hände zitterten so sehr, daß die Jagdpeitsche wie ein Zweig im Wind schwankte. Auch sein tyrannisches, anmaßendes Gebaren war restlos verschwunden, und er kroch an der Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.576
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Seite meines Gefährten her wie ein Hund neben seinem Herrn. 

»Ihre Anweisungen werden ausgeführt. Es wird ausgeführt«, sagte er. 

»Und daß mir ja kein Fehler vorkommt«, sagte Holmes und sah sich nach ihm um. Sein Gegenüber winselte, als er die Drohung in seinem Blick las. 

»O nein, es wird kein Fehler vorkommen. Es wird da sein. Soll ich es vorher noch verändern oder nicht?«

Holmes dachte einen Moment nach und brach dann in Gelächter aus. 

»Nein«, sagte er. »Ich werde Ihnen deswegen schreiben. Keine Tricks jetzt, sonst –«

»Oh, Sie können mir vertrauen, Sie können mir vertrauen!«

»Sie müssen an dem Tag darum besorgt sein, als wäre es Ihr eigenes.«

»Sie können sich auf mich verlassen.«

»Ja, ich glaube, das kann ich. Nun denn, Sie werden morgen von mir hören.« Er wandte sich auf dem Absatz um, wobei er die zitternde Hand, die der andere ihm hinhielt, nicht beachtete, und wir machten uns nach King's Pyland auf. 

»Eine vollkommenere Mischung aus Tyrann, Feigling und Heimtücker als Meister Silas Brown ist mir nur selten begegnet«, bemerkte Holmes, während wir Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.577
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zusammen zurückwanderten. 

»Dann hat er also das Pferd?«

»Er hat sich herauszuwinden versucht, aber ich habe ihm so genau geschildert, was er an jenem Morgen getan hat, daß er überzeugt ist, ich hätte ihn dabei beobachtet. Natürlich haben Sie die eigenartig vierek-kige Spitze der Fußabdrücke bemerkt und daß seine Stiefel ihnen genau entsprachen. Ferner hätte natürlich kein Subalterner so etwas zu tun gewagt. Ich habe ihm geschildert, wie er, seiner Gewohnheit entsprechend, als erster auf den Beinen war und ein fremdes Pferd übers Moor irren sah; wie er zu ihm hinging und wie erstaunt er war, als er an dem weißen Stern, der dem Favoriten den Namen gegeben hat, erkannte, daß der Zufall das einzige Pferd in seine Gewalt gebracht hatte, das jenes, auf das er sein Geld gesetzt hatte, schlagen konnte. Dann habe ich ihm geschildert, wie es seine erste Regung war, es nach King's Pyland zurückzubringen, und der Teufel ihm gezeigt hatte, auf welche Art er das Pferd bis nach dem Rennen verstecken konnte, und wie er es nach Capleton geführt und dort verborgen hatte. Nachdem ich ihm jede Einzelheit erzählt hatte, gab er auf und dachte nur noch an seine eigene Haut.«

»Aber seine Ställe sind durchsucht worden.«

»Ach, ein alter Roßtäuscher wie er kennt manche Schliche.«
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»Aber haben Sie keine Angst, das Pferd weiter in seiner Gewalt zu lassen, wo er doch jedes Interesse daran hat, es zu verletzen?«

»Mein lieber Freund, er wird es hüten wie seinen Augapfel. Er weiß, daß er nur dann auf Milde hoffen kann, wenn er Silberstern unversehrt herausgibt.«

»Colonel Ross hat mir nicht gerade den Eindruck gemacht, als würde er je Milde walten lassen.«

»Die Angelegenheit liegt nicht in Colonel Ross' 

Händen. Ich folge meinen eigenen Methoden und sage so viel oder so wenig, wie es mir beliebt. Das ist der Vorteil, wenn man nicht in amtlichem Auftrag handelt. Ich weiß nicht, ob Sie es bemerkt haben, Watson, aber das Verhalten des Colonel mir gegenüber war ein klein wenig herablassend. Ich bin mittlerweile dazu aufgelegt, mir auf seine Kosten einen kleinen Spaß zu machen. Sagen Sie wegen des Pferdes nichts zu ihm.«

»Gewiß nicht, ohne Ihre Erlaubnis.«

»Und natürlich ist all das ein ziemlich unbedeutender Fall, verglichen mit der Frage, wer John Straker ermordet hat.«

»Und der wollen Sie sich jetzt widmen?«

»Ganz im Gegenteil, wir beide fahren mit dem Nachtzug nach London zurück.«

Ich war wie vom Donner gerührt von den Worten meines Freundes. Wir waren erst seit ein paar Stun-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.579
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den in Devonshire, und daß er eine Untersuchung aufgab, die er so brillant begonnen hatte, war mir völlig unbegreiflich. Ich konnte ihm kein weiteres Wort entlocken, bis wir beim Haus des Trainers angelangt waren. Der Colonel und der Inspektor erwarteten uns im Wohnzimmer. 

»Mein Freund und ich kehren mit dem Mitter-nachtsexpress in die Stadt zurück«, sagte Holmes. 

»Es war bezaubernd, in Ihrem vortrefflichen Dartmoor-Klima ein wenig frische Luft zu schnappen.«

Der Inspektor riß die Augen auf, und des Colonels Lippen kräuselten sich zu einem verächtlichen Lä-

cheln. 

»Sie geben es also auf, den Mörder des armen Straker dingfest zu machen«, sagte er. 

Holmes zuckte die Achseln. »Dem stehen gewiß große Schwierigkeiten entgegen«, sagte er. »Dennoch bin ich voller Zuversicht, daß Ihr Pferd nächsten Dienstag starten wird, und bitte Sie, Ihren Jockey bereitzuhalten. Dürfte ich um eine Photographie von Mr. John Straker bitten?«

Der Inspektor nahm eine aus einem Umschlag in seiner Tasche und reichte sie ihm. 

»Mein lieber Gregory, Sie nehmen alle meine Wünsche vorweg. Wenn ich Sie bitten dürfte, einen Moment hier zu warten, ich habe noch eine Frage, die Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.580
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ich dem Dienstmädchen stellen möchte.«

»Ich muß sagen, daß ich von unserem Londoner Berater ziemlich enttäuscht bin«, sagte Colonel Ross rundheraus, als mein Freund aus dem Zimmer gegangen war. »Ich sehe nicht, daß wir irgendwie weiter gekommen wären als vor seiner Ankunft.«

»Zumindest haben Sie seine Zusicherung, daß Ihr Pferd laufen wird«, sagte ich. 

»Ja, seine Zusicherung habe ich«, sagte der Colonel mit einem Achselzucken. »Aber das Pferd wäre mir lieber.«

Ich wollte gerade etwas zur Verteidigung meines Freundes entgegnen, als er wieder das Zimmer betrat. 

»Nun denn, Gentlemen«, sagte er, »ich bin dann soweit für Tavistock.«

Als wir in die Kutsche stiegen, hielt uns einer der Stallburschen die Tür auf. Holmes schien plötzlich ein Gedanke zu kommen, denn er beugte sich vor und berührte den Burschen am Ärmel. 

»Sie haben da ein paar Schafe in der Koppel«, sagte er. »Wer kümmert sich um sie?«

»Ich, Sir.«

»Haben Sie in letzter Zeit bemerkt, daß ihnen etwas fehlt?«

»Nun ja, Sir, nichts sehr Bedeutendes; aber drei von ihnen lahmen seit kurzem, Sir.«

Ich erkannte, daß Holmes äußerst befriedigt war, Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.581
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denn er kicherte und rieb sich die Hände. 

»Ein Glückstreffer, Watson; ein ausgesprochener Glückstreffer!« sagte er und kniff mich in den Arm. 

»Gregory, darf ich Ihrer Aufmerksamkeit diese außergewöhnliche Epidemie bei den Schafen anempfehlen. 

Fahren Sie los, Kutscher!«

Colonel Ross trug immer noch eine Miene zur Schau, die seine geringe Meinung von den Fähigkeiten meines Gefährten zeigte, aber dem Gesicht des Inspektors sah ich an, daß seine Aufmerksamkeit aufs höchste erregt war. 

»Sie halten das für wichtig?« fragte er. 

»Überaus.«

»Gibt es noch irgendeinen anderen Umstand, auf den Sie meine Aufmerksamkeit lenken möchten?«

»Auf das merkwürdige Ereignis mit dem Hund in der Nacht.«

»Der Hund hat in der Nacht nichts getan.«

»Genau das  war  eben das merkwürdige Ereignis«, bemerkte Sherlock Holmes. 

Vier Tage später saßen Holmes und ich wieder im Zug nach Winchester, um uns das Rennen um den Wessex Cup anzusehen. Colonel Ross holte uns verabredungsgemäß am Bahnhof ab, und wir fuhren in seiner vierspännigen Kutsche zur Rennbahn außerhalb der Stadt. Sein Gesicht war ernst und sein Ver-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.582
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halten äußerst kalt. 

»Ich habe keine Spur von meinem Pferd gesehen«, sagte er. 

»Ich nehme an, Sie würden es erkennen, wenn Sie es sähen?« fragte Holmes. 

Der Colonel war sehr ärgerlich. »Ich bin schon zwanzig Jahre auf der Rennbahn, aber so eine Frage hat man mir noch nie gestellt«, sagte er. »Ein Kind würde den Hengst mit seiner sternförmigen Blesse und der weißen Vorderfessel erkennen.«

»Wie stehen die Wetten?«

»Das ist ja das Merkwürdige. Gestern hätten Sie fünfzehn zu eins bekommen, aber die Quote ist niedriger und niedriger geworden, und mittlerweile gibt es kaum noch drei zu eins.«

»Hm!« sagte Holmes. »Jemand weiß etwas, das ist klar!«

Als die Kutsche bei der Tribüne anhielt, warf ich einen Blick auf die Startertafel. Dort stand: WESSEX-POKAL. Einsatz 50 Sovs. pro Star-ter8, halb Reugeld9. Alle Einsätze zuzüglich 1000 Sovs. dem Sieger. Für Vier- und Fünfjährige. £ 300 dem Zweiten, £ 200 dem Dritten. Neue Bahn (1 Meile und 5 Furlongs). 

1. Mr. Heath Newtons The Negro (rote Kappe, zimtfarbene Jacke). 
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2. Colonel Wardlaws Pugilist (rosa Kappe, blauschwarz gestreifte Jacke). 

3. Lord Backwaters Desborough (gelbe Kappe, schwarze Jacke mit gelben Ärmeln). 

4. Colonel Ross' Silberstern (schwarze Kappe, rote Jacke). 

5. Duke of Balmorals Iris (gelbe Kappe, gelb-schwarz gestreifte Jacke). 

6. Lord Singlefords Rasper (purpurne Kappe, rote Jacke mit schwarzen Ärmeln). 

»Wir haben unser zweites Pferd zurückgezogen und uns ganz auf Ihr Wort verlassen«, sagte der Colonel. 

»Nanu, was ist denn das? Silberstern Favorit?«

»Fünf zu vier gegen Silberstern10!« tönte es vom Buchmacherplatz. »Fünf zu vier gegen Silberstern! 

Fünfzehn zu fünf gegen Desborough! Fünf zu vier auf das Feld!«

»Da, die Nummern auf der Startertafel«, rief ich. 

»Sie sind alle sechs da.«

»Alle sechs da! Dann läuft mein Pferd«, rief der Colonel in großer Aufregung. »Aber ich sehe ihn nicht. Meine Farben sind noch nicht vorbeigekommen.«

»Es sind erst fünf vorbeigekommen. Das muß er sein.«

Als ich das sagte, fegte ein mächtiger Brauner aus Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.584
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dem Führring und kanterte an uns vorbei, auf dem Rücken das wohlbekannte Schwarz und Rot des Colonels. 

»Das ist nicht mein Pferd«, schrie der Besitzer. 

»Dieses Tier hat kein einziges weißes Haar am Körper. Was haben Sie da getan, Mr. Holmes?«

»Gemach, gemach, wir wollen sehen, wie er sich anstellt«, sagte mein Freund ungerührt. Er schaute ein paar Minuten durch meinen Feldstecher. »Kapital! 

Ein ausgezeichneter Start!« rief er plötzlich aus. »Da kommen sie durch den Bogen!«

Von unserer Kutsche aus hatten wir eine prachtvolle Aussicht, als das Feld in die Gerade bog. Die sechs Pferde lagen so dicht beieinander, daß man sie mit einem Teppich hätte zudecken können, aber nach halbem Einlauf schob sich das Gelb-Schwarz des Capleton-Stalls nach vorn. Bevor sie jedoch auf unserer Höhe waren, wurde Desboroughs Vorstoß abgefangen, und das Pferd des Colonels löste sich plötzlich und passierte den Pfosten gute sechs Längen vor seinem Rivalen, während Duke of Balmorals Iris gerade noch den dritten Platz belegte. 

»Jedenfalls ist es mein Rennen«, keuchte der Colonel und strich sich mit der Hand über die Augen. »Ich gebe zu, daß ich daraus einfach nicht schlau werde. 

Meinen Sie nicht, Sie haben Ihr Geheimnis lange genug für sich behalten, Mr. Holmes?«
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»Gewiß, Colonel. Sie sollen alles erfahren. Lassen Sie uns zusammen hinübergehen und einen Blick auf das Pferd werfen. Da ist er«, fuhr er fort, als wir den Waagring betraten, zu dem nur Besitzer und ihre Freunde Zutritt haben. »Sie müssen ihm lediglich Stirn und Vorderfessel mit Spiritus abwaschen, und Sie werden feststellen, daß er immer noch der gute alte Silberstern ist.«

»Sie rauben mir den Atem!«

»Ich fand ihn in den Händen eines Fälschers und nahm mir die Freiheit, ihn so starten zu lassen, wie er hierhergeschickt wurde.«

»Mein lieber Sir, Sie haben Wunder gewirkt. Das Pferd sieht sehr fit und gesund aus. Es ist in seinem ganzen Leben noch nicht besser gelaufen. Ich muß Ihnen tausendmal Abbitte tun, daß ich Ihre Fähigkeiten in Zweifel gezogen habe. Sie haben mir einen gro-

ßen Dienst erwiesen, indem Sie das Pferd wiedergefunden haben. Sie würden mir einen noch größeren erweisen, wenn Sie den Mörder von John Straker zu fassen bekämen.«

»Das habe ich bereits«, sagte Holmes gelassen. 

Der Colonel und ich starrten ihn verblüfft an. »Sie haben ihn! Wo ist er denn?«

»Er ist hier.«

»Hier? Wo?«

»Eben jetzt in meiner Gesellschaft.«
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Der Colonel errötete vor Ärger. »Ich anerkenne durchaus, daß ich Ihnen verpflichtet bin, Mr. Holmes«, sagte er, »aber was Sie eben gesagt haben, kann ich nur als sehr schlechten Scherz oder als Beleidigung auffassen.«

Sherlock Holmes lachte. »Ich versichere Ihnen, daß ich Sie nicht mit dem Verbrechen in Verbindung gebracht habe, Colonel«, sagte er; »der wirkliche Mörder steht unmittelbar hinter Ihnen!«

Er ging an ihm vorbei und legte die Hand auf den schimmernden Hals des Hengstes. 

»Das Pferd?« riefen der Colonel und ich gleichzeitig. 

»Jawohl, das Pferd. Und es verringert vielleicht seine Schuld, wenn ich sage, daß es in Notwehr gehandelt hat und daß John Straker ein Mann war, der Ihr Vertrauen nicht verdiente. Aber da ertönt die Glocke; und da ich beim nächsten Rennen gewiß eine Kleinigkeit gewinne, möchte ich eine ausführlichere Erklärung auf einen passenderen Zeitpunkt verschieben.«

An diesem Abend hatten wir die Ecke eines Pullman-Wagens für uns, während wir nach London zurück-brausten, und ich bilde mir ein, daß die Reise sowohl für Colonel Ross als auch für mich recht kurzweilig war, während wir der Erzählung unseres Begleiters Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.587
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von den Ereignissen lauschten, die sich in jener Montagnacht bei den Trainingsställen von Capleton zugetragen hatten, und von den Mitteln, mit denen er sie enträtselt hatte. 

»Ich gebe zu«, sagte er, »daß alle Theorien, die ich aufgrund der Zeitungsberichte aufgestellt hatte, gänzlich falsch waren. Und doch gab es darin Hinweise, wenn sie auch von anderen Einzelheiten überlagert wurden, die ihre wahre Bedeutung verschleierten. Ich fuhr in der Überzeugung nach Devonshire, daß Fitzroy Simpson der wahre Übeltäter sei, obgleich ich na-türlich erkannte, daß das Beweismaterial gegen ihn keineswegs vollständig war. 

In der Kutsche, gerade als wir beim Haus des Trainers anlangten, fiel mir mit einemmal die immense Bedeutung des Hammelcurry auf. Sie erinnern sich vielleicht, daß ich zerstreut war und sitzen blieb, nachdem Sie alle schon ausgestiegen waren. Ich wunderte mich insgeheim, wie um alles in der Welt ich einen so offen zutageliegenden Hinweis hatte übersehen können.«

»Ich muß zugeben«, sagte der Colonel, »daß ich auch jetzt noch nicht erkenne, inwiefern uns das weiterhilft.«

»Es war das erste Glied in der Kette meiner Überlegungen. Opiumpulver ist keineswegs geschmacklos. 

Sein Geschmack ist nicht unangenehm, aber er ist Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.588
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wahrnehmbar. Mischte man es unter irgendein ge-wöhnliches Gericht, so würde der Essende es zweifellos herausschmecken und wahrscheinlich nicht mehr weiteressen. Ein Curry war genau das Mittel, mit dem sich dieser Geschmack überdecken ließ. Aber es gibt keine vorstellbare Möglichkeit, wie dieser Fitzroy Simpson, ein Fremder, hätte bewirken können, daß an diesem Abend in der Familie des Trainers Curry serviert wurde, und daß er wie von ungefähr gerade an dem Abend mit Opiumpulver zur Stelle war, als ein Gericht auf den Tisch kam, das den Geschmack unkenntlich machen würde, wäre ein zu ungeheuerlicher Zufall, als daß man ihn annehmen dürfte. Das ist undenkbar. Somit scheidet Simpson als Verdächtiger aus, und unsere Aufmerksamkeit konzentriert sich auf Straker und seine Frau, die beiden einzigen Menschen, die sich an diesem Abend Hammelcurry als Nachtessen hatten aussuchen können. Das Opium wurde hineingemischt, nachdem die Mahlzeit für den Stalljungen beiseitegestellt worden war, denn die anderen aßen ohne üble Nachwirkungen dasselbe zu Abend. Wer von ihnen hatte also Zugang zu dem Gericht, ohne von dem Mädchen bemerkt zu werden? 

Bevor ich diese Frage entschied, war mir die Bedeutung der Tatsache aufgegangen, daß der Hund nicht angeschlagen hatte, denn ein richtiger Schluß zieht unvermeidlich andere nach sich. Der Vorfall mit Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.589
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Simpson hatte mir gezeigt, daß man in den Ställen einen Hund hielt, aber obwohl jemand hineingegangen war und ein Pferd herausgeholt hatte, hatte er nicht laut genug gebellt, um die beiden Burschen auf dem Futterboden zu wecken. Offensichtlich war der mitternächtliche Besucher jemand, den der Hund gut kannte. 

Ich war bereits überzeugt, oder fast überzeugt, daß John Straker mitten in der Nacht zu den Ställen hin-

übergegangen war und Silberstern herausgeholt hatte. 

In welcher Absicht? Offensichtlich keiner ehrenhaften, denn warum sollte er seinen eigenen Stallburschen betäuben? Und doch wußte ich einfach nicht, warum. Es hat schon Fälle gegeben, wo Trainer sich große Summen Geldes verschafft haben, indem sie durch Mittelsmänner gegen ihre eigenen Pferde gesetzt und dann durch Betrug dafür gesorgt haben, daß sie nicht gewannen. Manchmal ist es ein Jockey, der das Pferd verhält. Manchmal ist es ein sichereres und subtileres Mittel. Was war es hier? Ich hoffte, daß mir sein Tascheninhalt zu einer Schlußfolgerung verhelfen könnte. 

Und so war es auch. Gewiß erinnern Sie sich noch an das eigenartige Messer, das man in der Hand des Toten fand, ein Messer, das kein vernünftiger Mensch als Waffe wählen würde. Es handelte sich, wie Dr. 

Watson uns gesagt hat, um ein Messer, wie man es Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.590
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für die heikelsten Operationen verwendet, die die Chirurgie kennt. Und in dieser Nacht sollte es für eine heikle Operation verwendet werden. Bei Ihrer umfassenden Erfahrung im Renngeschäft wissen Sie bestimmt, Colonel Ross, daß es möglich ist, einen winzigen Einschnitt in die Sprunggelenksehne des Pferdes vorzunehmen, und zwar so, daß bei geschickter Ausführung11 nicht die geringste Spur zu sehen ist. 

Ein so behandeltes Pferd geht geringfügig lahm, was man auf Überanstrengung beim Training oder einen leichten Anfall von Rheumatismus, jedoch niemals auf unsaubere Machenschaften zurückführen würde.«

»Schurke! Schuft!« schrie der Colonel. 

»Da haben wir die Erklärung, warum John Straker das Pferd ins Moor hinaus führen wollte. Ein so feuriges Geschöpf hätte bestimmt den größten Tiefschläfer geweckt, wenn es den Stich des Messers gespürt hätte. Es war absolut notwendig, es im Freien zu tun.«

»Ich war blind!« rief der Colonel. »Natürlich, deswegen brauchte er auch die Kerze und zündete das Streichholz an.«

»Zweifellos. Aber bei der Überprüfung seiner Habseligkeiten hatte ich das Glück, nicht nur die Methode des Verbrechens, sondern auch dessen Motive zu entdecken. Als Mann von Welt wissen Sie, Colonel, daß man nicht die Rechnungen anderer Leute mit sich her-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.591
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umträgt. Wir haben größtenteils schon genug damit zu tun, unsere eigenen zu begleichen. Daraus folgerte ich, daß Straker ein Doppelleben führte und ein zweites Domizil unterhielt. Die Art der Rechnung bewies, daß eine Dame in den Fall verwickelt war, und zwar eine mit kostspieligen Neigungen. So großzügig Sie gegenüber Ihren Angestellten auch sind, erwartet man doch kaum, daß diese für ihre Frauen Ausgehkleider für zwanzig Guineen kaufen können. Ich habe Mrs. 

Straker nach dem Kleid befragt, ohne daß es ihr auffiel, und als ich mich vergewissert hatte, daß es nie bis zu ihr gelangt war, notierte ich mir die Adresse der Putzmacherin mit dem Gefühl, bloß dort vorsprechen zu müssen mit Strakers Photographie, und der sagenumwobene Darbyshire würde sich von selbst erledigen. 

Von da an war alles ganz klar. Straker hatte das Pferd in eine Senke geführt, wo man sein Licht nicht würde sehen können. Simpson hatte auf der Flucht sein Halstuch fallen lassen, und Straker hatte es aufgehoben, vielleicht in der Absicht, damit dem Pferd das Bein festzubinden. In der Senke war er hinter das Pferd getreten und hatte ein Streichholz entzündet, doch Silberstern, von dem plötzlichen Aufleuchten erschreckt und aus dem seltsamen Instinkt heraus, der Tiere spüren läßt, wenn jemand Übles im Sinn hat, schlug aus, und das Hufeisen traf Straker voll an der Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.592
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Stirn. Trotz des Regens hatte er schon seinen Mantel ausgezogen, um sein heikles Vorhaben auszuführen, und so schlitzte das Messer seinen Oberschenkel, als er fiel. Habe ich mich verständlich ausgedrückt?«

»Wunderbar!« rief der Colonel aus. »Wunderbar! 

Als wären Sie dabeigewesen.«

»Mein letzter Schuß war, das gebe ich zu, ein ausgesprochener Glückstreffer. Es kam mir in den Sinn, daß ein geriebener Mensch wie Straker etwas so Heikles wie das Anschneiden einer Sehne nicht ohne ein wenig Übung wagen würde. Woran konnte er üben? Mein Blick fiel auf die Schafe, und ich stellte eine Frage, die, sehr zu meiner Überraschung, ergab, daß meine Vermutung zutraf.«

»Sie haben es vollkommen klar gemacht, Mr. Holmes.«

»Als ich nach London zurückkam, sprach ich bei der Putzmacherin vor, die Straker sofort als ausgezeichneten Kunden namens Darbyshire erkannte, der eine höchst elegante Frau mit einer großen Vorliebe für kostspielige Kleider habe. Ich zweifle nicht daran, daß diese Frau ihn bis über beide Ohren in Schulden gestürzt und so zu diesem nichtswürdigen Komplott verleitet hat.«

»Sie haben alles erklärt, mit einer Ausnahme«, rief der Colonel. »Wo war das Pferd?«

»Ach, es ging durch, und einer Ihrer Nachbarn hat Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.593
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sich seiner angenommen. In dieser Hinsicht sollten wir eine Amnestie ergehen lassen, denke ich. Das ist Clapham Junction, wenn ich mich nicht irre, und wir werden in weniger als zehn Minuten in Victoria sein. 

Sollten Sie Lust haben, in unseren Räumen eine Zigarre zu rauchen, Colonel, würde ich mich glücklich schätzen, Ihnen alle weiteren Details zu erläutern die Sie vielleicht noch interessieren.«

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.594
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Das gelbe Gesicht

Bei der Veröffentlichung dieser kurzen Skizzen, die auf den zahlreichen Fällen beruhen, an denen ich, dank den einzigartigen Fähigkeiten meines Freundes, als Zuhörer und in manch seltsamem Drama gar als Akteur teilhatte, ist es nur natürlich, daß ich eher auf seine Erfolge denn auf seine Mißerfolge eingehe. Und dies geschieht nicht so sehr um seines Rufes willen, denn tatsächlich waren seine Energie und Vielseitig-keit immer dann am bewundernswertesten, wenn er mit seinem Latein am Ende war, sondern weil es dort, wo er scheiterte, sehr oft vorkam, daß auch kein anderer Erfolg hatte und die Geschichte für immer ohne Abschluß blieb. Dann und wann allerdings geschah es, daß die Wahrheit, selbst wenn er fehlging, trotzdem ans Licht kam. Ich habe Aufzeichnungen von einem runden halben Dutzend derartiger Fälle, von denen die Affaire des zweiten Flecks12 und die, von der ich jetzt berichten will, wohl die interessantesten Merkmale aufweisen. 

Sherlock Holmes war ein Mensch, der sich selten um der Bewegung willen Bewegung machte. Wenige Männer waren zu größeren Kraftanstrengungen fähig, und er war in seiner Gewichtsklasse zweifellos einer der besten Boxer, die ich je gesehen habe; doch er be-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.595
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trachtete zweckfreie körperliche Betätigung als Ener-gieverschwendung, und er rührte sich selten, außer wenn es irgendeinem beruflichen Ziel diente. Dann war er absolut ausdauernd und unermüdlich. Daß er sich unter solchen Umständen in Form halten konnte, ist bemerkenswert, andererseits war seine Kost überaus kärglich und seine Gewohnheiten einfach bis an die Grenze der Selbstkasteiung. Bis auf den gelegentlichen Gebrauch von Kokain hatte er keine Laster, und er nahm seine Zuflucht zu der Droge nur aus Protest gegen die Monotonie des Daseins, wenn die Fälle rar und die Zeitungen uninteressant waren. 

Eines Tages zu Beginn des Frühjahrs hatte er sich so weit entspannt, daß er mich auf einen Spaziergang in den Park begleitete, wo auf den Ulmen die ersten zarten, grünen Schößlinge sprossen und die klebrigen Speerspitzen der Kastanien gerade zu fünffingrigen Blättern aufzuplatzen begannen. Zwei Stunden lang bummelten wir umher, zumeist schweigend, wie es zwei Männern ansteht, die miteinander vertraut sind. 

Es war schon fast fünf, als wir in die Baker Street zu-rückkehrten. 

»Verzeihung, Sir«, sagte unser junger Hausdiener, als er die Tür öffnete; »da ist ein Gentleman dagewesen und hat nach Ihnen gefragt, Sir.«

Holmes warf mir einen vorwurfsvollen Blick zu. 

»Das hat man von Nachmittagsspaziergängen!« sagte Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.596
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er. »Dann ist dieser Gentleman also gegangen?«

»Ja, Sir.«

»Hast du ihn nicht hereingebeten?«

»Doch, Sir; er ist hereingekommen.«

»Wie lange hat er gewartet?«

»Eine halbe Stunde, Sir. Es war ein sehr unruhiger Gentleman, Sir, die ganze Zeit herumgelaufen und -

gestampft, solange er da war. Ich hab vor der Tür gewartet, Sir, und ich hab ihn hören können. Schließlich geht er auf den Flur hinaus und ruft: ›Kommt denn dieser Mensch nie?‹ Das waren genau seine Worte, Sir. ›Sie brauchen nur noch ein bißchen zu warten‹, sage ich. ›Dann warte ich an der frischen Luft, denn ich bin schon halb erstickt‹, sagt er. ›Ich bin gleich wieder zurück‹, und damit springt er auf und geht hinaus, und was ich auch sagen konnte, hielt ihn nicht zurück.«

»Schon gut, du hast dein Bestes getan«, sagte Holmes, als wir unser Zimmer betraten. »Es ist freilich sehr ärgerlich, Watson. Ich brauchte dringend einen Fall, und das sieht aufgrund der Ungeduld des Mannes so aus, als wäre es etwas Wichtiges. Sieh da! Das ist nicht Ihre Pfeife auf dem Tisch! Er muß seine liegengelassen haben. Eine hübsche alte Bruyère, mit einem guten langen Mundstück aus dem, was die Ta-bakhändler Bernstein nennen. Ich frage mich, wieviel echte Bernsteinmundstücke es in London gibt. Man-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.597
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che meinen, eine darin eingeschlossene Fliege sei ein Zeichen dafür. Dabei ist das Einfügen imitierter Fliegen in imitierten Bernstein ein regelrechtes Gewerbe. 

Nun ja, er muß durcheinander gewesen sein, daß er eine Pfeife liegenließ, die er sichtlich hochschätzt.«

»Woher wissen Sie, daß er sie hochschätzt?« fragte ich. 

»Nun ja, ich würde den ursprünglichen Preis der Pfeife mit sieben Shilling sechs Pence veranschlagen. 

Nun ist sie aber, wie Sie sehen, zweimal repariert worden: einmal am hölzernen Stiel und einmal am Bernstein. Jede dieser Reparaturen, die, wie Sie erkennen können, mit einem silbernen Ring ausgeführt worden sind, muß mehr als den ursprünglichen Preis der Pfeife ausgemacht haben. Der Mann muß die Pfeife hochschätzen, wenn er sie lieber flicken läßt, als sich für das gleiche Geld eine neue zu kaufen.«

»Noch etwas?« fragte ich, denn Holmes drehte die Pfeife in der Hand hin und her und starrte sie auf seine eigentümliche, gedankenvolle Weise an. 

Er hielt sie hoch und klopfte mit seinem langen, dünnen Zeigefinger darauf, wie ein Professor, der über einen Knochen doziert. 

»Pfeifen sind gelegentlich von außerordentlichem Interesse«, sagte er. »Nichts hat mehr Individualität, Uhren und Schnürsenkel vielleicht ausgenommen. Die Merkmale hier sind allerdings weder sehr ausgeprägt Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.598
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noch sehr wichtig. Der Besitzer ist offensichtlich ein kräftiger Mann, Linkshänder, mit ausgezeichnetem Gebiß, achtlos in seinen Gewohnheiten und nicht auf Sparsamkeit angewiesen.«

Mein Freund machte die Angaben ganz beiläufig, aber ich sah, daß er mir einen vielsagenden Blick zuwarf, um zu erkennen, ob ich seinem Gedankengang hatte folgen können. 

»Sie meinen, ein Mann muß wohlhabend sein, wenn er eine Pfeife zu sieben Shilling raucht?« sagte ich. 

»Das ist Grosvenor-Mischung zu acht Pence die Unze«, antwortete Holmes, indem er sich etwas davon auf die Handfläche klopfte. »Da er zum halben Preis einen ausgezeichneten Tabak bekommen kann, hat er Sparsamkeit nicht nötig.«

»Und die anderen Punkte?«

»Er hat die Gewohnheit, seine Pfeife an Lampen und Gasflammen anzuzünden. Sie können sehen, daß sie an einer Seite ganz verkohlt ist. Natürlich kann das nicht von einem Streichholz herrühren. Warum sollte jemand ein Streichholz seitlich an seine Pfeife halten? Aber man kann sie nicht an einer Lampe an-zünden, ohne daß der Pfeifenkopf verkohlt wird. Und das auf der rechten Seite der Pfeife. Daraus schließe ich, daß er Linkshänder ist. Halten Sie Ihre eigene Pfeife an die Lampe, und Sie werden sehen, wie Sie, Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.599
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als Rechtshänder, unwillkürlich die linke Seite an die Flamme halten. Sie mögen es einmal anders machen, aber nicht andauernd. Diese hier ist immer so gehalten worden. Des weiteren hat er sein Bernsteinmundstück durchgebissen. Es muß einer kräftig und energisch sein und ein gutes Gebiß haben, um das fertig-zubringen. Aber wenn ich mich nicht täusche, höre ich ihn auf der Treppe, und wir werden gleich etwas Interessanteres als seine Pfeife zu studieren haben.«

Einen Augenblick später öffnete sich unsere Tür, und ein hochgewachsener, junger Mann betrat das Zimmer. Er war mit einem dunkelgrauen Anzug gut, aber unauffällig gekleidet und trug einen braunen Schlapphut in der Hand. Ich hätte ihn auf ungefähr dreißig geschätzt, obgleich er tatsächlich einige Jahre älter war. 

»Ich bitte um Verzeihung«, sagte er etwas verlegen; »ich denke, ich hätte klopfen sollen. Tatsache ist, daß ich ein wenig aufgeregt bin, und dem müssen Sie alles zuschreiben.« Er strich sich mit der Hand über die Stirn wie ein Mann, der halb benommen ist, und plumpste dann eher, als daß er sich setzte, auf einen Stuhl. 

»Wie ich sehe, haben Sie ein oder zwei Nächte nicht geschlafen«, sagte Holmes in seiner unbekümmerten, herzlichen Art. »Das zerrt mehr an den Nerven als die Arbeit, und sogar mehr als das Vergnügen. 
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Darf ich fragen, wie ich Ihnen helfen kann?«

»Ich wollte Ihren Rat, Sir. Ich weiß nicht, was ich tun soll, und mein ganzes Leben scheint ein Scher-benhaufen zu sein.«

»Sie möchten mich als beratenden Detektiv in Anspruch nehmen?«

»Nicht nur das. Ich möchte Ihre Meinung als ein-sichtiger Mann – als Mann von Welt. Ich will wissen, was ich als nächstes tun soll. Ich hoffe zu Gott, Sie werden es mir sagen können.«

Er sprach in kurzen, scharfen, abgehackten Ausbrüchen, und es schien mir, daß überhaupt zu sprechen sehr quälend für ihn war und daß sich sein Wille die ganze Zeit über gegen seine Neigungen durchsetzte. 

»Es ist eine sehr heikle Angelegenheit«, sagte er. 

»Man spricht Fremden gegenüber nicht gern von seinen häuslichen Angelegenheiten. Es ist irgendwie schrecklich, das Verhalten der eigenen Frau mit zwei Männern zu besprechen, die ich nie zuvor gesehen habe. Es ist furchtbar, es tun zu müssen. Aber ich weiß einfach nicht mehr weiter, und ich muß einen Rat haben.«

»Mein lieber Mr. Grant Munro –« hob Holmes an. 

Unser Besucher sprang von seinem Stuhl auf. 

»Was!« rief er. »Sie kennen meinen Namen?«

»Wenn Sie Ihr Incognito wahren wollen«, sagte Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.601
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Holmes lächelnd, »würde ich vorschlagen, daß Sie Ihren Namen nicht weiter auf das Futter Ihres Huts schreiben oder aber demjenigen, den Sie ansprechen, den Kopf des Hutes zudrehen. Ich wollte gerade sagen, daß mein Freund und ich in diesem Zimmer schon viele seltsame Geheimnisse vernommen und das Glück gehabt haben, vielen gepeinigten Seelen Frieden zu bringen. Ich bin zuversichtlich, daß wir gleiches auch für Sie zu tun vermögen. Dürfte ich Sie, da die Zeit sich als wichtig erweisen könnte, bitten, mir ohne weiteren Aufschub den Sachverhalt Ihres Falles vorzutragen?«

Wieder fuhr sich unser Besucher mit der Hand über die Stirn, als falle ihm das bitterlich schwer. An jeder Geste und Miene erkannte ich, daß er ein reservierter, verschlossener, wohl ziemlich stolzer Mann war, der eher dazu neigte, seine Wunden zu verbergen als bloßzulegen. Dann plötzlich, mit einer heftigen Bewegung seiner geschlossenen Hand, wie jemand, der alle Zurückhaltung fahren läßt, begann er. 

»Der Sachverhalt ist folgender, Mr. Holmes«, sagte er. »Ich bin verheiratet, und zwar seit drei Jahren. 

Während dieser Zeit haben meine Frau und ich einander so zärtlich geliebt und so glücklich zusammengelebt, wie nur je zwei, die zusammengetan wurden. 

Wir hatten niemals Unstimmigkeiten, nicht ein einziges Mal, in Gedanken, Worten oder Taten. Und jetzt, Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.602

Das gelbe Gesicht

Doyle-WA Bd. 6, 44

seit letzten Montag, ist plötzlich eine Schranke zwischen uns, und ich stelle fest, daß es in ihrem Leben und ihren Gedanken etwas gibt, wovon ich so wenig weiß, als wäre sie eine Frau, die auf der Straße an mir vorüberhuscht. Wir sind einander entfremdet, und ich will wissen, warum. 

Nun möchte ich Ihnen aber eines deutlich machen, bevor ich fortfahre, Mr. Holmes: Effie liebt mich –. 

Daran kann es nicht den geringsten Zweifel geben. 

Sie liebt mich von ganzem Herzen und ganzer Seele, heute noch mehr als früher. Ich weiß es, ich fühle es. 

Ich will nicht darüber streiten. Ein Mann erkennt ohne weiteres, ob eine Frau ihn liebt. Aber dieses Geheimnis steht zwischen uns, und wir können so lange nicht die gleichen sein, wie es nicht aufgeklärt ist.«

»Teilen Sie mir freundlicherweise den Sachverhalt mit, Mr. Munro«, sagte Holmes mit einem Anflug von Ungeduld. 

»Ich möchte Ihnen erzählen, was ich von Effies Geschichte weiß. Sie war Witwe, als ich ihr zum ersten Mal begegnete, obzwar recht jung – erst fünfundzwanzig. Ihr damaliger Name war Mrs. Hebron. Sie ging in jungen Jahren nach Amerika und lebte in der Stadt Atlanta, wo sie diesen Hebron heiratete, einen Rechtsanwalt mit einer gutgehenden Kanzlei. Sie hatten ein Kind, doch dann brach dort schlimmes Gelb-fieber13 aus, und sowohl ihr Gatte als auch das Kind Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.603
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starben daran. Ich habe seinen Totenschein gesehen. 

Das verleidete ihr Amerika, und sie kehrte zurück und lebte bei einer unverheirateten Tante in Pinner in Middlesex. Ich darf erwähnen, daß ihr Mann sie leidlich gutgestellt zurückgelassen hat und daß sie ein Kapital von etwa viertausendfünfhundert Pfund besaß, das er so geschickt angelegt hatte, daß es durchschnittlich sieben Prozent abwarf. Sie war erst seit sechs Monaten in Pinner, als ich sie kennenlernte; wir verliebten uns ineinander und heirateten einige Wochen später. 

Ich selbst bin Hopfenhändler, und da ich über ein Einkommen von sieben- bis achthundert Pfund verfü-

ge, sahen wir uns leidlich gutgestellt und mieteten eine hübsche Villa zu achtzig Pfund pro Jahr in Nor-bury14. Unser kleiner Wohnort ist sehr ländlich, wenn man bedenkt, wie nahe bei der Stadt er liegt. 

Ein Stückchen weiter haben wir noch ein Gasthaus und zwei Häuser, und jenseits des Feldes, das uns gegenüberliegt, ein einzelnes Cottage, und außer diesen gibt es bis halbwegs zum Bahnhof keine weiteren Häuser. Mein Geschäft führte mich zu bestimmten Zeiten in die Stadt, aber im Sommer hatte ich weniger zu tun, und dann waren meine Frau und ich in unserem Haus auf dem Lande so glücklich, wie man sich das nur wünschen konnte. Ich sage Ihnen, daß nie ein Schatten zwischen uns fiel, bis diese verfluchte Affai-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.604
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re begann. 

Es gibt da etwas, was ich Ihnen erzählen sollte, ehe ich fortfahre. Als wir heirateten, überschrieb mir meine Frau ihr gesamtes Vermögen – eigentlich gegen meinen Willen, denn ich sah, wie unangenehm es würde, falls meine geschäftlichen Angelegenheiten schiefgingen. Dennoch wollte sie es so haben, und so geschah es. Nun ja, vor etwa sechs Wochen kam sie zu mir. 

›Jack15‹, sagte sie, ›als du mein Geld an dich genommen hast, hast du gesagt, wenn ich je etwas davon wollte, brauchte ich dich nur zu fragen.‹

›Gewiß‹, sagte ich, ›es gehört alles dir.‹

›Nun gut‹, sagte sie, ›ich möchte hundert Pfund.‹

Ich war darob ein bißchen verblüfft, denn ich hatte vermutet, es ginge ihr nur um ein neues Kleid oder etwas dergleichen. 


›Wofür, um alles in der Welt?‹ fragte ich. 

›Oh‹, sagte sie auf ihre spielerische Weise, ›du hast doch gesagt, du seist nur mein Bankier, und Bankiers stellen niemals Fragen, wie du weißt.‹

›Wenn es dir wirklich Ernst damit ist, sollst du das Geld natürlich haben‹, sagte ich. 

›O ja, es ist mir Ernst damit.‹

›Und du willst mir nicht sagen, wofür du es brauchst?‹

›Eines Tages vielleicht, aber nicht gerade jetzt, Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.605
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Jack.‹

So mußte ich mich zufriedengeben, obgleich es damit zum ersten Mal ein Geheimnis zwischen uns gab. Ich schrieb ihr einen Scheck aus und dachte nicht weiter an die Geschichte. Sie mag nichts mit dem zu tun haben, was hinterher kam, aber ich hielt es dennoch für angebracht, sie zu erwähnen. 

Nun, ich habe Ihnen gerade erzählt, daß unweit unseres Hauses ein Cottage steht. Zwischen uns liegt nur ein Feld, aber um hinzukommen, muß man die Straße entlanggehen und dann in einen Feldweg ein-biegen. Unmittelbar dahinter befindet sich ein hübsches kleines Kieferngehölz, und ich pflegte sehr gern dorthin zu schlendern, denn Bäume sind immer irgendwie anheimelnd. Das Cottage hatte acht Monate lang leer gestanden, und das war schade, denn es war ein reizendes, zweistöckiges Haus mit einer altmodischen, von Geißblatt umrankten Veranda. Ich habe so manches Mal davorgestanden und mir gedacht, was für ein schmuckes, kleines Heim es abgeben würde. 

Nun denn, vergangenen Montagabend machte ich einen Spaziergang dorthin, als mir auf dem Feldweg ein leeres Fuhrwerk entgegenkam und ich auf dem Rasenstück neben der Veranda einen Stapel Teppiche und dergleichen herumliegen sah. Es war klar, daß das Cottage endlich doch vermietet worden war. Ich ging daran vorbei, und indem ich stehenblieb, wie Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.606
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man das als Müßiggänger eben tut, ließ ich den Blick darüberhin schweifen und fragte mich, was das für Leute sein mochten, die nun in unserer Nähe wohnten. 

Und während ich schaute, wurde ich plötzlich gewahr, daß mich aus einem der oberen Fenster ein Gesicht beobachtete. 

Ich weiß nicht, was es mit diesem Gesicht auf sich hatte, Mr. Holmes, aber irgendwie jagte es mir einen Schauder über den Rücken. Ich stand ein Stück entfernt, so daß ich die Gesichtszüge nicht ausmachen konnte, aber das Gesicht hatte etwas Unnatürliches und Unmenschliches. Das war mein Eindruck, und ich trat rasch näher, um den Menschen, der mich da beobachtete, etwas genauer zu sehen. Doch als ich das tat, verschwand das Gesicht plötzlich, so plötzlich, daß es schien, als sei es in die Dunkelheit des Zimmers zu-rückgerissen worden. Ich stand fünf Minuten da, überdachte die Angelegenheit und versuchte, meine Eindrücke zu analysieren. Ich hatte nicht erkennen können, ob es das Gesicht eines Mannes oder einer Frau war. Doch es war seine Farbe, die mich am stärksten beeindruckte. Es war von einem leichenfahlen Gelb und hatte etwas Verhärtetes und Starres, das entsetzlich unnatürlich war. So verstört war ich, daß ich beschloß, mir die neuen Bewohner des Cottages etwas genauer anzusehen. Ich trat vor und klopfte an die Tür, die sofort von einer hochgewachsenen, hage-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.607
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ren Frau mit grobem, abweisendem Gesicht geöffnet wurde. 

›Was woll'n Sie denn?‹ fragte sie mit nördlichem Akzent. 

›Ich bin Ihr Nachbar und wohne dort drüben‹, sagte ich mit einem Nicken zu meinem Haus hin. ›Wie ich sehe, sind Sie gerade eingezogen, da dachte ich mir, wenn ich Ihnen irgendwie behilflich sein –‹

›Ei, wir wer'n Sie schon fragen, wenn wir Sie brauchen‹, sagte sie und schlug mir die Tür vor der Nase zu. Von dieser ungehobelten Abfuhr verärgert, drehte ich mich um und ging nach Hause. Den ganzen Abend lang kam mir, obwohl ich an etwas anderes zu denken versuchte, immer wieder die Erscheinung am Fenster und die Grobheit der Frau in den Sinn. Ich beschloß, meiner Frau von ersterem nichts zu erzählen, denn sie ist eine nervöse, leicht erregbare Frau, und ich wollte nicht, daß sie den unerfreulichen Eindruck teilte, der bei mir hervorgerufen worden war. Ich sagte ihr jedoch, bevor ich einschlief, daß das Cottage inzwischen bewohnt sei, worauf sie keine Antwort gab. 

Ich habe normalerweise einen überaus gesunden Schlaf. Es ist ein geläufiger Witz in der Familie, daß mich während der Nacht nichts je aufwecken könnte; in jener besonderen Nacht jedoch schlief ich – vielleicht daß ich immer noch ein bißchen aufgeregt war von meinem kleinen Abenteuer – ich schlief jedenfalls Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.608
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sehr viel weniger tief als normalerweise. Halb in Träumen war ich mir undeutlich bewußt, daß im Zimmer irgend etwas vorging, und ich merkte allmählich, daß meine Frau sich angekleidet hatte und Mantel und Haube überzog. Meine Lippen hatten sich schon ge-

öffnet, um ob dieser unzeitigen Anstalten ein paar Worte der Überraschung oder Vorhaltung zu murmeln, als meine halbgeöffneten Augen plötzlich auf ihr vom Kerzenschein erleuchtetes Gesicht fielen und die Verblüffung mich stumm bleiben ließ. Sie zeigte einen Ausdruck, wie ich ihn nie zuvor gesehen hatte –

wie ich ihn bei ihr nie für möglich gehalten hätte. Sie war leichenblaß, atmete schnell und warf, während sie ihren Mantel schloß, einen verstohlenen Blick zum Bett, um festzustellen, ob sie mich gestört hatte. 

Dann, da sie glaubte, ich schliefe noch, schlüpfte sie geräuschlos aus dem Zimmer, und kurz darauf vernahm ich ein helles Knarren, das nur von den Angeln der Eingangstür herrühren konnte. Ich setzte mich im Bett auf und klopfte mit den Knöcheln ans Kopfende, um mich zu vergewissern, ob ich wirklich wach sei. 

Dann zog ich meine Uhr unterm Kopfkissen hervor. 

Es war drei Uhr morgens. Was um alles in der Welt konnte meine Frau um drei Uhr morgens auf der Landstraße zu schaffen haben? 

Ich hatte ungefähr zwanzig Minuten so dagesessen, die Sache in Gedanken gewälzt und versucht, eine Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.609
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mögliche Erklärung zu finden. Je mehr ich darüber nachdachte, desto ungewöhnlicher und unerklärlicher kam es mir vor. Ich rätselte immer noch daran herum, als ich die Tür sanft zugehen und ihre Schritte die Treppe heraufkommen hörte. 

›Wo um alles in der Welt bist du gewesen, Effie?‹

fragte ich, als sie hereinkam. 

Sie fuhr heftig zusammen und stieß eine Art keuchenden Schrei aus, als ich sprach, und dieser Schrei und dieses Zusammenfahren quälten mich mehr als alles andere, denn sie hatten etwas unbeschreiblich Schuldbewußtes. Meine Frau ist stets ein Mensch von freimütigem, offenem Naturell gewesen, und es machte mich frösteln, sie in ihr eigenes Zimmer schleichen und aufschreien und wimmern zu sehen, wenn ihr eigener Mann sie ansprach. 

›Du bist wach, Jack?‹ rief sie mit nervösem Auflachen aus. ›Dabei dachte ich, nichts könnte dich wek-ken.‹

›Wo bist du gewesen?‹ fragte ich, etwas strenger. 

›Es wundert mich nicht, daß du überrascht bist‹, sagte sie, und ich konnte sehen, daß ihre Finger zitterten, als sie die Schnallen ihres Mantels öffnete. ›Ich erinnere mich ja selbst nicht daran, jemals in meinem Leben so etwas getan zu haben. Tatsächlich hatte ich ein Gefühl, als würde ich ersticken, und verspürte ein regelrechtes Verlangen, ein wenig frische Luft zu Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.610
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schnappen. Ich glaube wirklich, ich wäre ohnmächtig geworden, wenn ich nicht nach draußen gegangen wäre. Ich habe ein paar Minuten vor der Tür gestanden, und jetzt bin ich wieder ganz wohlauf.‹

Während sie mir diese Geschichte erzählte, sah sie kein einziges Mal zu mir her, und ihre Stimme klang ganz anders als ihr üblicher Tonfall. Es war offenkundig für mich, daß sie die Unwahrheit sagte. Ich gab ihr keine Antwort, sondern drehte das Gesicht zur Wand, wehen Herzens, den Kopf voll tausend giftiger Zweifel und Verdächtigungen. Was verbarg meine Frau da vor mir? Wo war sie während jenes seltsamen Ausflugs gewesen? Ich fühlte, daß ich keinen Frieden finden würde, bis ich es wußte, und schreckte dennoch vor weiteren Fragen zurück, nachdem sie mir schon einmal die Unwahrheit gesagt hatte. Den Rest der Nacht warf und wälzte ich mich hin und her, legte mir Theorie auf Theorie zurecht, eine unwahrscheinlicher als die andere. 

Ich hätte am folgenden Tag in die Stadt fahren müssen, aber ich war zu beunruhigt, um mich geschäftlichen Angelegenheiten zuzuwenden. Meine Frau schien ebenso durcheinander wie ich selbst, und an den kurzen, fragenden Blicken, die sie mir immer wieder zuwarf, erkannte ich, daß sie begriff, daß ich ihrer Darstellung nicht glaubte, und daß sie nicht mehr ein noch aus wußte. Wir wechselten beim Früh-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.611
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stück kaum ein Wort, und ich machte unmittelbar danach einen Spaziergang, um die Sache an der frischen Morgenluft zu überdenken. 

Ich ging bis zum Crystal Palace16, verbrachte eine Stunde in den Anlagen und war um ein Uhr wieder zurück in Norbury. Es traf sich, daß mein Weg mich an dem Cottage vorbeiführte, und ich blieb einen Moment stehen und sah zu den Fenstern hin, ob ich nicht einen Blick auf das Gesicht erhaschen könnte, das am Vortage zu mir herausgestarrt hatte. Stellen Sie sich mein Erstaunen vor, Mr. Holmes, als, wie ich so dastand, plötzlich die Tür aufging und meine Frau herauskam. 

Die Verblüffung ob ihres Anblicks verschlug mir die Sprache, aber meine Gefühle waren nichts gegen die, die sich auf ihrem Gesicht abzeichneten, als sich unsere Blicke trafen. Einen Moment lang schien sie wieder ins Haus zurückweichen zu wollen, doch als sie dann erkannte, wie nutzlos alles Versteckspiel sein mußte, trat sie vor mit kreideweißem Gesicht und einem entsetzten Blick, die das Lächeln auf ihren Lippen Lügen straften. 

›Oh, Jack!‹ sagte sie, ›ich bin gerade mal hier gewesen, um zu sehen, ob ich unseren neuen Nachbarn nicht behilflich sein kann. Warum siehst du mich so an, Jack? Du bist doch nicht böse auf mich?‹

›Also‹, sagte ich, ›hierher bist du in der Nacht ge-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.612
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gangen?‹

›Was soll das heißen?‹ rief sie. 

›Du bist hierher gekommen. Dessen bin ich sicher. 

Wer sind diese Leute, daß du sie zu solcher Stunde besuchst?‹

›Ich bin noch nie hier gewesen.‹

›Wie kannst du so etwas behaupten, wo du weißt, daß es die Unwahrheit ist?‹ rief ich. ›Selbst deine Stimme ändert sich, während du sprichst. Wann habe ich je ein Geheimnis vor dir gehabt? Ich will jetzt rein in dieses Cottage und dieser Angelegenheit mal auf den Grund gehen.‹

›Nein, nein, Jack, um Gottes willen!‹ stieß sie in nicht zu bezähmender Erregung hervor. Und als ich auf die Tür zutrat, packte sie mich am Ärmel und zerrte mich mit krampfhafter Kraft zurück. 

›Bitte, bitte, tu es nicht, Jack‹, rief sie. ›Ich schwö-

re, daß ich dir eines Tages alles erzähle, aber es kann nur Unglück bringen, wenn du jetzt in dieses Cottage gehst.‹ Und als ich versuchte, sie abzuschütteln, klammerte sie sich in rasendem Flehen an mich. 

›Vertrau mir, Jack!‹ rief sie. ›Vertrau mir nur dieses eine Mal. Du wirst nie Grund haben, es zu bereuen. Du weißt, daß ich kein Geheimnis vor dir haben würde, wenn es nicht zu deinem eigenen Besten wäre. 

Unser ganzes Leben steht hier auf dem Spiel. Wenn du mit mir nach Hause kommst, wird alles gut. Wenn Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.613
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du dir gewaltsam Zutritt zu diesem Cottage ver-schaffst, ist alles vorbei zwischen uns.‹

Ein solcher Ernst, eine solche Verzweiflung lag in ihrem Verhalten, daß ihre Worte mir Einhalt geboten und ich unentschlossen vor der Tür stand. 

›Ich vertraue dir unter einer Bedingung, und nur unter einer Bedingung‹, sagte ich schließlich. ›Nämlich, daß diese Heimlichtuerei von nun an ein Ende hat. Es steht dir frei, dein Geheimnis zu bewahren, aber du mußt mir versprechen, daß es keine nächtlichen Besuche mehr geben wird, nichts mehr, was hinter meinem Rücken geschieht. Ich bin bereit, das zu vergessen, was passiert ist, wenn du versprichst, daß in Zukunft nichts dergleichen mehr vorkommt.‹

›Ich war sicher, daß du mir vertrauen würdest‹, rief sie mit einem lauten Seufzer der Erleichterung. ›Es wird genau so geschehen, wie du es wünschst. Komm weg, oh, komm weg nach Hause!‹ Immer noch an meinem Ärmel zerrend, führte sie mich von dem Cottage weg. Im Gehen warf ich einen Blick zurück, und da war jenes gelbe, leichenfahle Gesicht und beobachtete uns aus dem oberen Fenster. Welche Verbindung konnte zwischen dieser Kreatur und meiner Frau bestehen? Was konnte das grobe, ungehobelte Weib, das ich am Tage zuvor gesehen hatte, mit ihr zu tun haben? Es war ein befremdliches Rätsel, und doch wußte ich, daß ich so lange keinen Seelenfrieden mehr Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.614

Das gelbe Gesicht

Doyle-WA Bd. 6, 52

finden würde, bis ich es gelöst hatte. 

Danach blieb ich zwei Tage zu Hause, und meine Frau schien sich getreulich an unsere Vereinbarung zu halten, denn soweit ich wußte, tat sie keinen Schritt aus dem Haus. Am dritten Tage indes bekam ich reichlich Beweise, daß ihr feierliches Versprechen nicht ausreichte, sie von dem geheimnisvollen Einfluß fernzuhalten, der sie ihrem Gatten und ihrer Pflicht entzog. 

Ich war an jenem Tag in die Stadt gefahren, aber ich kehrte mit dem Zug um 2 Uhr 40 anstatt mit dem um 3 Uhr 36 zurück, den ich gewöhnlich nehme. Als ich ins Haus kam, lief das Dienstmädchen mit be-stürztem Gesicht in die Diele. 

›Wo ist Ihre Herrin?‹ fragte ich. 

›Ich glaube, sie ist spazieren gegangen‹, antwortete sie. 

Sofort war ich von Argwohn erfüllt. Ich eilte nach oben, um mich zu vergewissern, daß sie nicht zu Hause war. Dabei schaute ich zufällig aus einem der oberen Fenster und sah das Mädchen, mit dem ich gerade gesprochen hatte, übers Feld auf das Cottage zulaufen. Da erkannte ich natürlich genau, was das alles zu bedeuten hatte. Meine Frau war hinübergegangen und hatte der Dienstbotin aufgetragen, sie zu holen, falls ich zurückkommen sollte. Vor Zorn bebend raste ich hinunter und stürmte hinüber, entschlossen, der Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.615
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Sache ein für allemal ein Ende zu machen. Ich sah meine Frau und das Mädchen auf dem Feldweg zu-rückeilen, aber ich blieb nicht stehen, um mit ihnen zu sprechen. In dem Cottage war das Geheimnis beschlossen, das einen Schatten über mein Leben warf. 

Ich schwor mir, daß es, komme, was da wolle, nicht länger ein Geheimnis bleiben sollte. Ich klopfte nicht einmal, als ich es erreichte, sondern drehte den Knauf und platzte in den Flur. 

Im Erdgeschoß war alles still und ruhig. In der Küche sang ein Kessel auf dem Feuer, und eine große, schwarze Katze lag zusammengerollt in einem Korb, aber von der Frau, die ich zuvor gesehen hatte, gab es keine Spur. Ich rannte ins andere Zimmer, aber es war ebenfalls verlassen. Dann stürzte ich die Treppe hinauf, aber nur um zwei weitere leere und verlassene Zimmer vorzufinden. Es befand sich überhaupt niemand im ganzen Haus. Die Möbel und Bilder waren von der minderwertigsten und gewöhnlichsten Art, ausgenommen in der einen Kammer, an deren Fenster ich das seltsame Gesicht erblickt hatte. Diese war komfortabel und elegant, und all mein Argwohn loderte zu einer heftigen, schmerzlichen Flamme empor, als ich sah, daß auf dem Kaminsims ein Vollportrait meiner Frau stand, eine Photographie, die erst vor drei Monaten auf meinen Wunsch angefertigt worden war. 
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Ich blieb lange genug, um sicherzugehen, daß das Haus vollkommen leer war. Dann ging ich hinaus, mit einer Bürde auf dem Herzen, wie ich sie noch nie zuvor verspürt hatte. Meine Frau kam in die Diele, als ich mein Haus betrat, aber ich war zu verletzt und wütend, um mit ihr zu sprechen, und drängte mich an ihr vorbei in mein Arbeitszimmer. Sie folgte mir jedoch, bevor ich die Tür schließen konnte. 

›Es tut mir leid, daß ich mein Versprechen gebrochen habe, Jack‹, sagte sie, ›aber wenn du alle Um-stände kennen würdest, würdest du mir gewiß verzeihen.‹

›Dann erzähl mir alles‹, sagte ich. 

›Ich kann nicht, Jack, ich kann nicht!‹ rief sie aus. 

›Solange du mir nicht sagst, wer in diesem Cottage gewohnt hat und wem du die Photographie gegeben hast, kann keinerlei Vertrauen mehr zwischen uns herrschen‹, sagte ich, riß mich von ihr los und ging aus dem Haus. Das war gestern, Mr. Holmes, und seither habe ich sie weder gesehen, noch weiß ich irgend mehr über diese seltsame Geschichte. Es ist das erste Mal, daß ein Schatten zwischen uns gefallen ist, und es hat mich so erschüttert, daß ich mit dem besten Willen nicht weiß, was ich tun soll. Heute morgen kam mir plötzlich der Gedanke, daß Sie der Richtige wären, mir zu raten, und so bin ich jetzt zu Ihnen geeilt und lege mich vorbehaltlos in Ihre Hände. Wenn Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.617
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es irgend etwas gibt, was ich nicht klargemacht habe, so fragen Sie mich doch bitte danach. Doch sagen Sie mir vor allem rasch, was ich tun muß, denn dieses Leid ist mehr, als ich ertragen kann.«

Holmes und ich hatten mit dem größten Interesse dieser außergewöhnlichen Darstellung gelauscht, die in der sprunghaften, zusammenhanglosen Weise eines Menschen vorgetragen worden war, der unter dem Einfluß extremer Gefühlswallungen steht. Mein Ge-fährte saß nun eine Zeitlang schweigend da, das Kinn auf die Hand gestützt, in Gedanken verloren. 

»Sagen Sie«, meinte er schließlich, »könnten Sie beschwören, daß es ein Männergesicht war, was Sie am Fenster sahen?«

»Jedesmal wenn ich es sah, war ich ein Stück weit davon entfernt, so daß ich das unmöglich sagen kann.«

»Sie scheinen davon allerdings unangenehm be-rührt gewesen zu sein.«

»Es schien von unnatürlicher Farbe zu sein und in seinen Zügen eine seltsame Starrheit zu besitzen. Als ich näherkam, verschwand es mit einem Ruck.«

»Wie lange ist es her, daß Ihre Frau Sie um hundert Pfund gebeten hat?«

»Fast zwei Monate.«

»Haben Sie je eine Photographie ihres ersten Mannes zu Gesicht bekommen?«
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»Nein; ganz kurz nach seinem Tode brach in Atlanta ein großer Brand aus, und all ihre Papiere wurden vernichtet.«

»Und doch hatte sie einen Totenschein. Sie sagen, Sie haben ihn gesehen?«

»Ja, sie bekam nach dem Brand eine Kopie.«

»Haben Sie jemals jemanden getroffen, der sie in Amerika kannte?«

»Nein.«

»Hat sie je davon gesprochen, das Land noch einmal zu besuchen?«

»Nein.«

»Oder Briefe von dort bekommen?«

»Nicht daß ich wüßte.«

»Danke. Ich würde die Angelegenheit jetzt gerne ein wenig überdenken. Falls das Cottage für immer verlassen worden ist, wird es vielleicht etwas schwierig für uns; wenn andererseits, was ich für wahrscheinlicher erachte, die Bewohner gestern vor Ihrem Kommen gewarnt wurden und verschwanden, bevor Sie reingekommen sind, dann könnten sie mittlerweile wieder zurück sein, und wir dürften alles ohne weiteres aufklären. Mithin möchte ich Ihnen raten, nach Norbury zurückzukehren und die Fenster des Cottage noch einmal zu überprüfen. Wenn Sie Grund zu der Annahme haben, daß es bewohnt ist, so verschaffen Sie sich nicht gewaltsam Zutritt, sondern schicken Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.619
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meinem Freund und mir ein Telegramm. Wir werden dann binnen einer Stunde bei Ihnen sein und dieser Geschichte sehr rasch auf den Grund gehen.«

»Und wenn es immer noch leer ist?«

»In diesem Fall komme ich morgen zu Ihnen hinaus und bespreche es mit Ihnen. Auf Wiedersehen, und vor allem quälen Sie sich nicht, solange Sie nicht wissen, ob Sie auch wirklich Grund dazu haben.«

»Ich fürchte, das ist eine üble Geschichte, Watson«, sagte mein Gefährte, nachdem er Mr. Grant Munro zur Tür begleitet hatte. »Was halten Sie davon?«

»Es hörte sich häßlich an«, antwortete ich. 

»Ja. Da ist Erpressung im Spiel, wenn ich mich nicht sehr irre.«

»Und wer ist der Erpresser?«

»Nun ja, es muß diese Kreatur sein, die das einzige komfortable Zimmer des Hauses bewohnt und ihre Photographie auf dem Kaminsims stehen hat. Auf mein Wort, Watson, dieses leichenfahle Gesicht am Fenster hat etwas überaus Anziehendes, und ich hätte den Fall um alles in der Welt nicht missen mögen.«

»Haben Sie eine Theorie?«

»Ja, eine vorläufige. Aber ich werde überrascht sein, wenn sie sich nicht als richtig erweist. Der erste Gatte dieser Frau befindet sich in jenem Cottage.«

»Warum glauben Sie das?«
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»Wie sonst können wir ihre wahnsinnige Angst davor erklären, daß ihr zweiter es betreten könnte? 

Der Sachverhalt, wie ich ihn sehe, dürfte etwa der folgende sein: Diese Frau war in Amerika verheiratet. 

Ihr Gatte entwickelte irgendwelche abscheulichen Eigenschaften oder, sagen wir, er zog sich irgendeine grauenvolle Krankheit zu und wurde aussätzig oder schwachsinnig. Sie entfloh schließlich vor ihm, kehrte nach England zurück, änderte ihren Namen und begann, wie sie meinte, ein neues Leben. Sie war drei Jahre verheiratet gewesen und glaubte, ihre Lage sei recht sicher – hatte sie doch ihrem Gatten den Totenschein irgendeines Mannes gezeigt, dessen Namen sie angenommen hatte –, als ihr Aufenthaltsort plötzlich von ihrem ersten Gatten oder, so dürfen wir annehmen, von einer skrupellosen Frau entdeckt wurde, die sich dem Leidenden angeschlossen hatte. Sie schreiben der Frau und drohen, zu kommen und sie bloßzustellen. Sie bittet um hundert Pfund und versucht, sie abzufinden. Sie kommen trotzdem, und als der Gatte der Frau gegenüber beiläufig erwähnt, daß im Cottage Neuankömmlinge wohnen, weiß sie irgendwie, daß es ihre Verfolger sind. Sie wartet, bis ihr Gatte schläft, und eilt dann hinüber, um die beiden zu überreden zu versuchen, sie in Frieden zu lassen. Da sie keinen Erfolg hat, geht sie am nächsten Morgen wieder hin, und ihr Mann begegnet ihr, wie er uns erzählt hat, als sie Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.621
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herauskommt. Sie verspricht ihm, nicht mehr hinzugehen, doch zwei Tage später ist die Hoffnung, jener schrecklichen Nachbarn ledig zu werden, zu stark für sie, und sie macht einen weiteren Versuch, wobei sie die Photographie mitnimmt, die wahrscheinlich von ihr verlangt worden war. Mitten in dieses Gespräch platzt das Mädchen, um zu berichten, daß der Herr nach Hause gekommen ist, worauf die Frau, wohl wissend, daß er geradewegs zum Cottage kommen wird, die Bewohner zur Hintertür hinausscheucht, in jenes Kieferngehölz vermutlich, von dem es hieß, es liege nahebei. Somit findet er das Haus verlassen. Ich wäre allerdings sehr überrascht, wenn dem immer noch so wäre, wenn er es heute abend auskundschaf-tet. Was halten Sie von meiner Theorie?«

»Es ist alles Vermutung.«

»Aber sie trägt allen Tatsachen Rechnung. Wenn neue Tatsachen auftreten, denen sie nicht Rechnung tragen kann, ist immer noch Zeit, sie zu überdenken. 

Im Augenblick können wir nichts tun, bis wir neue Nachricht von unserem Freund aus Norbury haben.«

Doch wir mußten nicht sehr lange warten. Sie traf ein, gerade als wir unseren Tee getrunken hatten. 

»Das Cottage ist noch bewohnt«, lautete sie. »Habe wieder das Gesicht am Fenster gesehen. Ich werde Sie vom Sieben-Uhr-Zug abholen und bis zu Ihrer Ankunft keine Schritte unternehmen.«
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Er wartete schon auf dem Bahnsteig, als wir ausstiegen, und im Licht der Bahnhofslampen konnten wir erkennen, daß er sehr bleich war und vor Aufregung zitterte. 

»Sie sind immer noch da, Mr. Holmes«, sagte er, indem er meinem Freund die Hand auf den Ärmel legte. »Ich habe Lichter im Cottage gesehen, als ich hinkam. Wir werden es jetzt ein für allemal klären.«

»Was also ist Ihr Plan?« fragte Holmes, während wir die dunkle, baumbestandene Straße hinuntergin-gen. 

»Ich werde mir gewaltsam Zutritt verschaffen und selbst nachsehen, wer sich in dem Haus befindet. Ich möchte, daß Sie beide als Zeugen anwesend sind.«

»Sie sind unbedingt dazu entschlossen, trotz der Warnung Ihrer Frau, es sei besser, wenn Sie das Rätsel nicht lösten?«

»Ja, ich bin entschlossen.«

»Nun denn, ich finde, Sie sind im Recht. Jede Wahrheit ist besser als endloser Zweifel. Wir gehen besser sofort hin. Juristisch betrachtet setzen wir uns natürlich hoffnungslos ins Unrecht, aber ich denke, das ist es wert.«

Es war eine sehr dunkle Nacht, und ein feiner Regen begann zu fallen, als wir von der Hauptstraße auf einen schmalen, tiefgefurchten Feldweg mit Aufwürfen zu beiden Seiten abbogen. Mr. Grant Munro Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.623
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drängte jedoch ungeduldig vorwärts, und wir stolperten, so gut wir konnten, hinter ihm her. 

»Dort sind die Lichter meines Hauses«, murmelte er und deutete auf einen Schimmer zwischen den Bäumen, »und da ist das Cottage, in das ich rein will.«

Wir bogen um eine Ecke des Weges, während er sprach, und da stand das Gebäude gleich vor uns. Ein gelber Streifen, der über den dunklen Vordergrund fiel, zeigte, daß die Tür nicht ganz geschlossen war, und ein Fenster im Obergeschoß war hell erleuchtet. 

Als wir hinschauten, sahen wir einen dunklen Fleck über die Jalousie huschen. 

»Da ist diese Kreatur«, rief Grant Munro; »Sie sehen selbst, daß jemand da ist. Folgen Sie mir, gleich werden wir alles wissen.«

Wir traten auf die Tür zu, doch plötzlich tauchte aus dem Schatten eine Frau auf und stand in der goldenen Bahn des Lampenlichts. Ich konnte ihr Gesicht in der Dunkelheit nicht erkennen, aber ihre Arme waren in einer flehentlichen Gebärde ausgestreckt. 

»Um Gottes willen, tu's nicht, Jack!« rief sie. »Ich hatte eine Vorahnung, daß du heute abend kommen würdest. Besinn dich eines Besseren, Lieber! Vertrau mir noch einmal, und du wirst nie Grund haben, es zu bedauern.«

»Ich habe dir zu lange vertraut, Effie!« rief er streng. »Laß mich durch! Ich muß an dir vorbei. 
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Meine Freunde und ich werden diese Angelegenheit ein für allemal klären!« Er schob sie zur Seite, und wir folgten ihm dichtauf. Als er die Tür aufriß, lief eine ältere Frau vor ihm auf den Flur und versuchte, ihm den Durchgang zu versperren. Er stieß sie zu-rück, und gleich darauf standen wir alle auf der Treppe. Grant Munro stürzte in das beleuchtete Zimmer im ersten Stock, und wir betraten es gleich nach ihm. 

Es war ein gemütlicher, schön eingerichteter Wohnraum mit zwei Kerzen, die auf dem Tisch, und zweien, die auf dem Kaminsims brannten. In der Ecke saß, über ein Pult gebeugt, anscheinend ein kleines Mädchen. Ihr Gesicht war abgewandt, als wir eintraten, aber wir konnten sehen, daß sie ein rotes Kleid trug und lange, weiße Handschuhe anhatte. Als sie zu uns herumwirbelte, stieß ich einen überraschten und entsetzten Schrei aus. Das Gesicht, das sie uns zuwandte, war von der seltsamsten, leichenfahlen Tö-

nung, und die Züge waren absolut bar jeden Ausdrucks. Einen Augenblick später wurde das Geheimnis gelüftet. Auflachend griff Holmes dem Kind hinters Ohr, eine Maske schälte sich von ihrem Gesicht, und da stand eine kleine, kohlschwarze Negerin, und alle ihre weißen Zähne blitzten vor Belustigung ob unserer verdutzten Gesichter. Ich mußte hell aufla-chen, angesteckt von ihrer Fröhlichkeit, aber Grant Munro stand und starrte, die Hand um den Hals ge-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.625
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klammert. 

»Mein Gott!« rief er, »was hat das nur zu bedeuten?«

»Ich werde dir sagen, was es bedeutet«, rief die Dame, die mit stolzem, entschlossenem Gesicht ins Zimmer schritt. »Du hast mich wider besseres Wissen gezwungen, es dir zu sagen, und jetzt müssen wir beide das Beste daraus machen. Mein Mann starb in Atlanta. Mein Kind überlebte.«

»Dein Kind!«

Sie zog ein großes, silbernes Medaillon aus dem Busen. »Du hast das nie geöffnet gesehen.«

»Ich dachte, es ließe sich nicht öffnen.«

Sie berührte eine Feder, und die Vorderseite klappte auf. Darinnen befand sich das Porträt eines auffallend schönen und klugen Mannes, dessen Züge jedoch unverkennbar seine afrikanische Herkunft erkennen ließen. 

»Das ist John Hebron aus Atlanta«, sagte die Dame, »und ein edlerer Mann wandelte nie auf Gottes Erdboden. Ich habe mich von meiner Rasse losgesagt, um ihn zu ehelichen; doch solange er lebte, habe ich es niemals auch nur einen Moment lang bedauert. Es war unser Unglück, daß unser einziges Kind eher seiner als meiner Familie nachschlug. Das kommt häufig vor bei solchen Verbindungen, und die kleine Lucy ist sogar weitaus dunkler, als es ihr Vater je war. Doch Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.626
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ob dunkel oder hell, sie ist mein liebes kleines Mädchen und der Schatz ihrer Mutter.« Das kleine Geschöpf lief bei diesen Worten herbei und schmiegte sich ans Kleid der Dame. 

»Als ich sie in Amerika zurückließ«, fuhr sie fort, 

»tat ich das nur, weil sie von zarter Gesundheit war und der Wechsel ihr hätte schaden können. Sie wurde der Obhut einer treuen Schottin anvertraut, die einst unsere Bedienstete gewesen war. Keinen Augenblick lang dachte ich auch nur im Traum daran, sie als mein Kind zu verleugnen. Aber als der Zufall mir dich über den Weg führte und ich dich lieben lernte, hatte ich Angst, dir von meinem Kind zu erzählen. Gott vergebe mir, ich hatte Angst, dich zu verlieren; und ich brachte nicht den Mut auf, es dir zu erzählen. Ich mußte mich für dich entscheiden und wandte mich in meiner Schwäche von meinem kleinen Mädchen ab. 

Drei Jahre lang habe ich es vor dir geheimgehalten, doch ich hörte von dem Kindermädchen und wußte, daß bei ihr alles zum besten stand. Schließlich jedoch überkam mich ein überwältigendes Verlangen, das Kind noch einmal zu sehen. Ich kämpfte dagegen an, doch vergeblich. Obgleich ich mir der Gefahr bewußt war, beschloß ich, das Kind herüberzuholen, und sei es nur für ein paar Wochen. Ich schickte dem Kindermädchen hundert Pfund und gab ihr Anweisungen für dieses Cottage, so daß sie als Nachbarin kommen Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.627
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konnte, ohne daß es den Anschein hatte, als stünde ich in irgendeiner Weise mit ihr in Verbindung. In meiner Vorsicht hieß ich sie sogar das Kind tagsüber im Hause behalten und ihr Gesichtchen und ihre Hände bedecken, so daß selbst die, die sie möglicherweise am Fenster zu sehen bekämen, nicht darüber tratschten, in der Nachbarschaft wohne ein schwarzes Kind. Es wäre vielleicht klüger gewesen, nicht gar so vorsichtig zu sein, aber ich war halb verrückt vor Angst, du könntest die Wahrheit erfahren. 

Du warst es, der mir als erster davon erzählte, daß das Cottage belegt sei. Ich hätte bis zum Morgen warten sollen, aber ich konnte vor Aufregung nicht schlafen, und so schlüpfte ich schließlich hinaus, wußte ich doch, wie schwer es ist, dich zu wecken. Aber du sahst mich gehen, und damit nahmen meine Schwierigkeiten ihren Anfang. Am nächsten Tag war mein Geheimnis dir ausgeliefert, doch du hast großmütig deinen Vorteil nicht ausgenutzt. Drei Tage später allerdings entkamen das Kindermädchen und das Kind nur knapp durch die Hintertür, als du zur vorderen hereinstürztest. Und heute abend nun weißt du endlich alles, und ich frage dich, was aus uns werden soll, aus meinem Kind und mir?« Sie rang die Hände und wartete auf eine Antwort. 

Es vergingen zwei lange Minuten, ehe Grant Munro das Schweigen brach, und als seine Antwort Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.628
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kam, war es eine, an die ich mit Freude zurückdenke. 

Er hob das kleine Kind auf, küßte es und streckte dann, es immer noch auf dem Arm haltend, seiner Frau die andere Hand hin und wandte sich zur Tür. 

»Wir können bequemer zu Hause darüber reden«, sagte er. »Ich bin kein sehr guter Mann, Effie, aber ich denke, ich bin ein besserer, als du mir zugutege-halten hast.«

Holmes und ich folgten ihnen hinunter vors Haus, und mein Freund zupfte mich am Ärmel, als wir herauskamen. »Ich glaube«, sagte er, »in London werden wir eher gebraucht als in Norbury.«

Kein weiteres Wort verlor er über den Fall bis spät in der Nacht, als er sich mit brennender Kerze nach seinem Schlafzimmer wandte. 

»Watson«, sagte er, »sollten Sie je den Eindruck haben, ich überschätzte meine Fähigkeiten oder ich wende weniger Mühe an einen Fall, als er verdient, dann flüstern Sie mir freundlicherweise ›Norbury‹ ins Ohr, und ich werde Ihnen unendlich verbunden sein.«
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Der Angestellte des Börsenmaklers

Kurz nach meiner Heirat17 hatte ich im Bezirk Paddington eine Praxis samt Patienten übernommen. Der alte Mr. Farquar, von dem ich sie erworben hatte, hatte früher einmal eine ausgezeichnete Allgemeinpra-xis gehabt, doch mit seinem Alter und seinen Gebrechen – er litt an Veitstanz – wurden die Patienten immer spärlicher. Das Publikum verhält sich nicht unnatürlicherweise nach dem Prinzip, daß, wer andere gesundmachen will, selbst gesund sein muß, und miß-

traut den Fähigkeiten eines Heilers, dessen eigener Fall seinen Heilmitteln trotzt. Je hinfälliger daher mein Vorgänger wurde, desto mehr ging es mit seiner Praxis bergab, bis das Einkommen schließlich von zwölfhundert auf wenig mehr als dreihundert pro Jahr abgesunken war. Ich hatte jedoch Vertrauen in meine Jugend und Energie und war davon überzeugt, daß das Unternehmen in sehr wenigen Jahren wie nur je florieren würde. 

Nach Einrichtung der Praxis wurde ich drei Monate lang sehr stark von Arbeit beansprucht und sah wenig von meinem Freund Sherlock Holmes, denn ich war zu beschäftigt, um der Baker Street einen Besuch abzustatten, und er selbst ging selten, und nur aus beruflichen Gründen, aus. Ich war deshalb überrascht, als Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.630
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ich eines Morgens im Juni, da ich nach dem Früh-stück gerade das  British Medical Journal  las, das Klingeln der Glocke hörte und gleich darauf die hohen, etwas schneidenden Töne der Stimme meines alten Gefährten. 

»Ah, mein lieber Watson«, sagte er, ins Zimmer schreitend. »Ich bin sehr erfreut, Sie zu sehen. Ich hoffe doch, Mrs. Watson hat sich von all den kleinen Aufregungen in Zusammenhang mit unserem Abenteuer vom ›Zeichen der Vier‹ mittlerweile völlig erholt?«

»Danke, es geht uns beiden sehr gut«, sagte ich und schüttelte ihm herzlich die Hand. 

»Und ich hoffe außerdem«, sagte er, indem er sich im Schaukelstuhl niederließ, »daß die Belange der ärztlichen Tätigkeit das Interesse, das Sie an unseren kleinen Deduktionsproblemen zu nehmen pflegten, nicht gänzlich ausgelöscht haben.«

»Im Gegenteil«, antwortete ich; »erst gestern abend habe ich meine alten Aufzeichnungen durchgesehen und einige unserer früheren Ergebnisse geordnet.«

»Sie halten Ihre Kollektion doch hoffentlich nicht für abgeschlossen?«

»Keineswegs. Ich wünsche mir nichts mehrmals noch weitere solche Erfahrungen zu machen.«

»Heute, zum Beispiel?«

»Ja; heute, wenn Sie wollen.«
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»Und so weit weg wie Birmingham?«

»Gewiß, wenn Sie es wünschen.«

»Und die Praxis?«

»Ich versehe die meines Nachbarn, wenn er weg-geht. Er ist stets bereit, die Schuld abzuarbeiten.«

»Ha! Es könnte nicht besser sein!« sagte Holmes, lehnte sich in seinem Stuhl zurück und musterte mich scharf unter halb geschlossenen Lidern hervor. »Wie ich sehe, sind Sie kürzlich unpäßlich gewesen. Erkältungen im Sommer sind immer ein wenig beschwerlich.«

»Letzte Woche hat mich ein starker Schnupfen drei Tage lang ans Haus gefesselt. Ich dachte allerdings, ich hätte jede Spur davon abgeworfen.«

»Das haben Sie auch. Sie sehen bemerkenswert robust aus.«

»Woher haben Sie es dann gewußt?«

»Mein lieber Freund, Sie kennen doch meine Methoden.«

»Sie haben es also deduziert?«

»Gewiß.«

»Und woraus?«

»Aus Ihren Pantoffeln.«

Ich starrte auf die neuen Glanzledernen hinunter, die ich trug. »Wie um alles in der Welt –?« hob ich an, aber Holmes beantwortete meine Frage, bevor sie noch gestellt war. 
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»Ihre Pantoffeln sind neu«, sagte er. »Sie können sie noch nicht länger als ein paar Wochen haben. Die Sohlen, die Sie mir gerade zuwenden, sind leicht angesengt. Einen Moment lang dachte ich, sie seien vielleicht feucht geworden und beim Trocknen angebrannt. Doch nahe beim Innenrist befindet sich eine kleine runde Siegelmarke aus Papier mit den Hieroglyphen des Geschäftsinhabers darauf. Feuchtigkeit hätte sie natürlich abgelöst. Sie haben dagesessen, die Füße zum Kamin hin ausgestreckt, was ein Mann auch in einem so feuchtkalten Juni bei voller Gesundheit kaum tun würde.«

Wie jede Holmessche Beweisführung schien die Sache die Einfachheit selbst zu sein, wenn sie erst einmal erklärt war. Er las mir den Gedanken vorn Gesicht ab, und sein Lächeln bekam einen Anflug von Bitterkeit. 

»Ich fürchte, ich gebe mich ziemlich preis, wenn ich erkläre«, sagte er. »Ergebnisse ohne Gründe sind weitaus eindrucksvoller. Sie sind also bereit, mit nach Birmingham zu kommen?«

»Gewiß. Um was für einen Fall handelt es sich?«

»Sie werden alles im Zug erfahren. Mein Klient sitzt draußen in einer Droschke. Können Sie gleich mitkommen?«

»Sofort.« Ich kritzelte einen Zettel für meinen Nachbarn, eilte nach oben, um die Sache meiner Frau Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.633
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zu erklären, und traf Holmes auf der Schwelle. 

»Ihr Nachbar ist Arzt?« fragte er mit einem Nicken zum Messingschild. 

»Ja. Er hat eine Praxis gekauft, wie ich.«

»Eine alteingeführte?«

»Genauso wie meine. Beide bestehen, seit die beiden Häuser erbaut wurden.«

»Aha, dann haben Sie sich die bessere von beiden gesichert.«

»Ich glaube schon. Aber woher wissen Sie das?«

»Aufgrund der Stufen, mein Bester. Ihre sind drei Inch tiefer ausgetreten als seine. Aber dieser Gentleman in der Kutsche ist mein Klient, Mr. Hall Pycroft. 

Erlauben Sie mir, ihn Ihnen vorzustellen. Treiben Sie Ihr Pferd an, Kutscher, denn wir haben eben noch Zeit, unseren Zug zu erreichen.«

Der Mann, dem ich mich gegenüber sah, war ein gutgebauter, junger Mensch mit blühendem Teint, offenem, ehrlichem Gesicht und einem dünnen, krausen blonden Schnurrbart. Er trug einen stark glänzenden Zylinder und einen kleidsamen Anzug von nüchter-nem Schwarz, der ihn nach dem aussehen ließ, was er war – ein smarter, junger Mann der City, aus der Klasse, die man als Cockneys bezeichnet, aus der sich jedoch unsere famosen Freiwilligen-Regimenter re-krutieren und bessere Athleten und Sportsmänner als aus jedem anderen Menschenschlag auf diesen Inseln. 
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Sein rundes, rosiges Gesicht war von Natur aus voller Heiterkeit, aber seine Mundwinkel schienen mir in halb komischem Kummer herabgezogen. Ich sollte allerdings erst, als wir alle in einem Erster-Klasse-Abteil saßen und unsere Reise nach Birmingham richtig angetreten hatten, erfahren, was für ein Problem ihn zu Sherlock Holmes getrieben hatte. 

»Von hier aus fahren wir volle siebzig Minuten«, bemerkte Holmes. »Ich möchte, daß Sie, Mr. Hall Pycroft, meinem Freund Ihr höchst interessantes Erlebnis genau so erzählen, wie Sie es mir erzählt haben, das heißt, wenn möglich, noch etwas detaillierter. Es wird mir von Nutzen sein, noch einmal den Ablauf der Ereignisse zu hören. Es handelt sich um einen Fall, Watson, an dem etwas dran sein mag oder auch nicht, der jedoch zumindest jene ungewöhnlichen und outrierten Züge aufweist, die Ihnen so teuer sind wie mir. Nun denn, Mr. Pycroft, ich werde Sie nicht wieder unterbrechen.«

Unser junger Begleiter sah mich mit einem Augenzwinkern an. 

»Das Schlimmste an der Geschichte ist«, sagte er, 

»daß ich wie ein vollkommener Trottel dastehe. Na-türlich kann es gut ausgehen, und ich sehe nicht, wie ich mich hätte anders verhalten können; aber wenn ich meinen Futterplatz verloren habe und nichts dafür bekomme, werde ich merken, was für eine weiche Birne Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.635
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ich gehabt habe. Ich bin nicht sehr gut im Geschichtenerzählen, Dr. Watson, aber es verhält sich so. 

Bis vor einiger Zeit hatte ich eine Stellung bei Coxon & Woodhouse in Draper's Gardens, aber die sind, wie Sie sich zweifellos erinnern, im Frühjahr mit der Venezuela-Anleihe reingelegt worden und ganz schön auf den Bauch gefallen. Ich war fünf Jahre bei ihnen gewesen, und der alte Coxon gab mir ein kolossal gutes Zeugnis, als es krachte, aber natürlich wurden wir Angestellten an die Luft gesetzt, alle siebenundzwanzig. Ich versuchte es hier und versuchte es da, aber in meiner Branche gab's noch viele andere Burschen, und lange Zeit herrschte völlige Eiszeit. 

Bei Coxon hatte ich drei Pfund die Woche verdient und ungefähr siebzig gespart, aber die hatte ich bald schon weggeputzt mit Stumpf und Stiel. Schließlich war ich mit meinem Latein ziemlich am Ende und konnte kaum noch die Briefmarken aufbringen, um die Anzeigen zu beantworten, oder die Umschläge, um sie daraufzukleben. Ich hatte mir mit Treppenstei-gen in Kontoren die Hacken abgelaufen und schien von einer Stellung so weit entfernt wie nur je. 

Schließlich erfuhr ich von einer Vakanz bei Mawson & Williams, der großen Börsenmaklerfirma in der Lombard Street. Ich darf wohl annehmen, daß die Hochfinanz nicht gerade in Ihr Fach schlägt, aber ich kann Ihnen sagen, daß das so ungefähr das reichste Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.636
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Haus in London ist. Die Anzeige sollte ausschließlich brieflich beantwortet werden. Ich schickte mein Zeugnis und die Bewerbung, jedoch ohne die geringste Hoffnung, die Stelle zu bekommen. Postwendend kam eine Antwort, in der es hieß, wenn ich nächsten Montag vorspräche, könnte ich möglicherweise sofort meine neuen Pflichten antreten, vorausgesetzt, mein Auftreten stelle zufrieden. Niemand weiß, wie diese Dinge gehandhabt werden. Manche behaupten, der Manager stecke einfach seine Hand in den Stapel und ziehe die erstbeste Bewerbung heraus. Wie auch immer, diesmal war ich am Schlage18, und ich konnte mir gar nichts Schöneres vorstellen. Die Kohle betrug ein Pfund mehr pro Woche, und die Pflichten waren ungefähr die gleichen wie bei Coxon. 

Und jetzt komme ich zum komischen Teil der Geschichte. Ich hatte eine Bude draußen in Hampstead –

Potter Terrace 17 war die Adresse. Nun ja, am gleichen Abend saß ich gerade da und rauchte, als meine Hauswirtin mit einer Karte heraufkam, auf der stand

›Arthur Pinner, Finanzmakler‹. Ich hatte den Namen noch nie gehört und konnte mir nicht vorstellen, was er bei mir wollte, aber natürlich bat ich sie, ihn her-aufzuführen. Herein kam er – ein mittelgroßer, dunkelhaariger, dunkeläugiger, schwarzbärtiger Mann mit einem Anflug von Itzig um die Nase. Er hatte eine forsche Art an sich und sprach lebhaft, wie ein Mann, Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.637
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der den Wert der Zeit kennt. 

›Mr. Hall Pycroft, glaube ich?‹ sagte er. 

›Ja, Sir‹, antwortete ich und schob ihm einen Stuhl hin. 

›Bis vor kurzem bei Coxon & Woodhouse beschäftigt?‹

›Ja, Sir.‹

›Und jetzt Mitarbeiter von Mawson?‹

›Ganz recht.‹

›Nun‹, sagte er. ›Tatsache ist, daß ich ein paar wirklich außergewöhnliche Geschichten über Ihren finanziellen Sachverstand gehört habe. Sie erinnern sich an Parker, der früher Manager bei Coxon war? Er kann gar nicht genug davon erzählen.‹

Natürlich freute es mich, das zu hören. Ich war im Büro immer ziemlich auf Draht gewesen, aber ich hätte mir nie träumen lassen, daß man in der City in dieser Weise von mir sprach. 

›Sie haben ein gutes Gedächtnis?‹ sagte er. 

›Recht anständig‹, antwortete ich bescheiden. 

›Haben Sie sich über den Markt auf dem laufenden gehalten, während Sie arbeitslos waren?‹

›Ja; ich lese jeden Morgen den Börsenbericht.‹

›Also das zeigt wirkliche Hingabe!‹ rief er. ›So kommt man vorwärts! Sie haben doch nichts dagegen, daß ich Sie prüfe, nicht wahr? Wir wollen sehen! Wie stehen Ayrshires!‹
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›Einhundertundfünf zu einhundertundfünf und ein Viertel.‹

›Und New Zealand Consolidated?‹

›Einhundertundvier.‹

›Und British Broken Hills?‹

›Sieben zu sieben Komma sechs.‹

›Wunderbar!‹ rief er mit hochgeworfenen Armen. 

›Das paßt genau zu allem, was ich gehört habe. Mein Lieber, mein Lieber, Sie sind ja viel zu gut, um Angestellter bei Mawson zu sein!‹

Dieser Ausbruch verblüffte mich ziemlich, wie Sie sich vorstellen können. ›Nun‹, sagte ich, ›andere Leute halten nicht ganz so viel von mir, wie Sie es zu tun scheinen, Mr. Pinner. Ich habe hart genug kämpfen müssen, um diesen Posten zu bekommen, und ich bin sehr froh, daß ich ihn habe.‹

›Pah, Mann, Sie sollten hoch hinaus. Sie sind nicht in der Ihnen gebührenden Sphäre. Jetzt werde ich Ihnen sagen, wie es mit mir steht. Was ich anzubieten habe, ist wenig genug, gemessen an Ihrem Können, aber verglichen mit Mawson verhält es sich wie Licht zu Dunkel. Wir wollen sehen! Wann gehen Sie zu Mawson?‹

›Am Montag.‹

›Ha! Ha! Ich glaube, ich würde aufs Geratewohl eine kleine Spekulation riskieren, daß Sie überhaupt nicht dorthin gehen.‹
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›Nicht zu Mawson gehen?‹

›Nein, Sir. An diesem Tag werden Sie schon Geschäftsführer der Franco-Midland Eisenwaren Gesellschaft mit beschränkter Haftung sein, mit einhundertundvierunddreißig Niederlassungen in den Städten und Dörfern Frankreichs, nicht gerechnet eine in Brüssel und eine in San Remo.‹

Das verschlug mir den Atem. ›Ich habe nie davon gehört‹, sagte ich. 

›Höchstwahrscheinlich nicht. Es ist sehr geheim gehalten worden, denn das ganze Kapital wurde privat gezeichnet, und die Sache ist zu gut, um sie öffentlich zur Zeichnung anzubieten. Mein Bruder, Harry Pinner, ist der Gründer und tritt dem Aufsichts-rat nach Ernennung zum Geschäftsführer bei. Er wußte, daß ich mich hier unten auskenne, und bat mich, billig einen guten Mann aufzutreiben – einen jungen Draufgänger mit viel Biß. Parker hat von Ihnen gesprochen, und das hat mich heute abend hergeführt. Wir können Ihnen für den Anfang nur lumpige fünfhundert anbieten –‹

›Fünfhundert pro Jahr!‹ rief ich. 

›Das nur zu Beginn, aber Sie werden eine Gesamt-provision von einem Prozent auf alle von Ihren Agenten getätigten Geschäfte bekommen, und Sie haben mein Wort darauf, daß sich das auf mehr belaufen wird als Ihr Gehalt.‹
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›Aber ich kenne mich mit Eisenwaren nicht aus.‹

›Na, na, mein Bester, Sie kennen sich mit Zahlen aus.‹

Mir schwirrte der Kopf, und ich konnte kaum still auf dem Stuhl sitzen bleiben. Doch plötzlich überkam mich leiser Zweifel. 

›Ich will offen zu Ihnen sein‹, sagte ich. ›Mawson gibt mir nur zweihundert, aber Mawson ist sicher. 

Nun weiß ich aber wirklich so wenig über Ihre Gesellschaft, daß –‹

›Ah, schlau, schlau!‹ rief er in einer Art Freuden-taumel. ›Sie sind genau der richtige Mann für uns! Sie lassen sich nicht beschwatzen und haben auch ganz recht damit. Hier ist also eine Banknote über hundert Pfund; und wenn Sie meinen, daß wir handelseinig werden, so dürfen Sie sie als Vorschuß auf Ihr Gehalt kurzerhand in die Tasche stecken.‹

›Das ist sehr nobel‹, sagte ich. ›Wann werde ich meine neuen Pflichten antreten?‹

›Seien Sie morgen um eins in Birmingham‹, sagte er. ›Ich habe hier in der Tasche eine Mitteilung, die Sie meinem Bruder bringen. Sie finden ihn in der Corporation Street 126 B, wo sich vorläufig die Büros der Gesellschaft befinden. Natürlich muß er Ihre Einstellung bestätigen, aber zwischen uns ist es abgemacht.‹

›Wirklich, ich weiß kaum, wie ich meine Dankbar-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.641
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keit ausdrücken soll, Mr. Pinner‹, sagte ich. 

›Nicht doch, mein Bester. Sie haben nur Ihren wohlverdienten Lohn empfangen. Es gibt da noch ein, zwei kleine Dinge – bloße Formalitäten –, die ich mit Ihnen erledigen muß. Sie haben da ein wenig Papier neben sich liegen. Schreiben Sie freundlicherweise darauf: »Ich bin durchaus gewillt, zu einem Mindest-gehalt von £ 500 als Geschäftsführer der Franco-Midland Eisenwaren Gesellschaft mit beschränkter Haftung tätig zu sein.«‹

Ich tat, worum er mich gebeten hatte, und er steckte das Papier in die Tasche. 

›Da ist noch eine Kleinigkeit‹, sagte er. ›Was gedenken Sie hinsichtlich Mawson zu unternehmen?‹

In meiner Freude hatte ich Mawson völlig vergessen. 

›Ich schreibe ihnen, ich verzichte‹, sagte ich. 

›Genau das, was ich nicht möchte. Ich hatte wegen Ihnen Streit mit Mawsons Manager. Ich bin hingegangen, um mich bei ihm über Sie zu erkundigen, und er war sehr beleidigend – beschuldigte mich, Sie den Diensten der Firma abzuwerben, und dergleichen. 

Schließlich verlor ich ziemlich die Beherrschung. 

»Wenn Sie gute Leute wollen, müssen Sie Ihnen ein gutes Gehalt zahlen«, sagte ich. »Er nimmt lieber unser geringes als Ihr hohes Gehalt«, sagte er. »Ich setze einen Fünfer«, sagte ich, »daß Sie, wenn er mein Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.642
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Angebot hat, nicht einmal mehr von ihm hören werden.« »Topp!« sagte er. »Wir haben ihn aus der Gosse aufgelesen, und er wird uns nicht so ohne weiteres verlassen.« Das waren genau seine Worte.‹

›Der unverschämte Schuft!‹ rief ich. ›Ich habe ihn in meinem ganzen Leben noch nicht einmal zu Gesicht bekommen. Warum sollte ich irgend Rücksicht auf ihn nehmen? Ich werde ihm gewiß nicht schreiben, wenn Ihnen das lieber ist.‹

›Gut! Das ist ein Versprechen!‹ sagte er und erhob sich. ›Nun denn, ich bin erfreut, für meinen Bruder einen so guten Mann gefunden zu haben. Hier ist Ihr Vorschuß über hundert Pfund, und hier ist der Brief. 

Notieren Sie sich die Adresse, Corporation Street 126

B, und denken Sie daran, daß Sie morgen um eins Ihre Verabredung haben. Gute Nacht, und möge Ihnen alles Glück widerfahren, das Sie verdienen.‹

Das ist so ungefähr alles, was sich zwischen uns ereignete, soweit ich mich entsinnen kann. Sie können sich vorstellen, Dr. Watson, wie erfreut ich über diesen außerordentlichen Glücksfall war. Die halbe Nacht blieb ich wach und beglückwünschte mich dazu, und am nächsten Tag fuhr ich mit einem Zug nach Birmingham, der mir reichlich Zeit ließ, meine Verabredung einzuhalten. Ich brachte meine Sachen zu einem Hotel in der New Street und machte mich dann auf zu der Adresse, die man mir gegeben hatte. 
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Ich war eine Viertelstunde vor der Zeit, aber ich dachte, das mache nichts. 126 B war eine Passage zwischen zwei großen Läden, an deren Ende eine steinerne Wendeltreppe war, die zu zahlreichen Wohnungen führte, die als Büros an Gesellschaften oder Frei-berufler vermietet waren. Die Namen der Mieter waren unten an der Mauer angeschrieben, aber eine Bezeichnung wie Franco-Midland Eisenwaren Gesellschaft mit beschränkter Haftung war nicht darunter. 

Ich stand ein paar Minuten da, das Herz war mir in die Hose gerutscht, und ich fragte mich, ob die ganze Sache ein ausgepichter Schabernack sei oder nicht, als ein Mann auftauchte und mich ansprach. Er sah dem Burschen sehr ähnlich, den ich am vorigen Abend gesehen hatte, die gleiche Figur und Stimme, aber er war glattrasiert, und sein Haar war heller. 

›Sind Sie Mr. Hall Pycroft?‹ fragte er. 

›Ja‹, sagte ich. 

›Aha! Ich habe Sie erwartet, aber Sie sind ein wenig zu zeitig daran. Ich erhielt heute morgen eine Mitteilung von meinem Bruder, in der er sehr laut Ihr Loblied sang.‹

›Ich habe gerade nach den Büros gesucht, als Sie kamen.‹

›Unser Name ist noch nicht angeschrieben, weil wir uns diese vorläufigen Räumlichkeiten erst letzte Woche beschafft haben. Kommen Sie mit mir nach Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.644
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oben, und wir besprechen die Sache.‹

Ich folgte ihm bis zum obersten Absatz einer him-melhohen Treppe, und dort, direkt unter dem Schieferdach, lagen ein paar leere und staubige Räume ohne Teppiche und Vorhänge, und dahin führte er mich. Ich hatte mir ein großes Büro mit glänzenden Tischen und Reihen von Angestellten vorgestellt, so wie ich es gewohnt war, und ich habe wohl ziemlich unverblümt auf die beiden Holzstühle und den kleinen Tisch gestarrt, die mit einem Hauptbuch und einem Papierkorb das ganze Mobiliar ausmachten. 

›Nur den Kopf nicht hängen lassen, Mr. Pycroft‹, sagte mein neuer Bekannter, als er mein langes Gesicht sah. ›Rom wurde auch nicht an einem Tag erbaut, und hinter uns steht eine Menge Geld, auch wenn wir in Punkto Büros noch nicht viel hermachen. 

Nehmen Sie doch bitte Platz und geben Sie mir Ihren Brief!‹

Ich reichte ihn rüber, und er las ihn sehr gründlich. 

›Sie scheinen großen Eindruck auf meinen Bruder Arthur gemacht zu haben‹, sagte er, ›und ich weiß, daß er ein recht scharfes Urteilsvermögen hat. Er schwört auf London, wissen Sie, und ich auf Birmingham, aber diesmal werde ich seinen Rat befolgen. Betrachten Sie sich bitte als definitiv eingestellt.‹

›Was sind meine Pflichten?‹ fragte ich. 

›Sie werden in Bälde das große Depot in Paris lei-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.645
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ten, das einen Strom englischen Geschirrs in die Läden von einhundertundvierunddreißig Kommissionären in Frankreich leiten wird. Der Kauf wird in einer Woche getätigt sein, und bis dahin werden Sie in Birmingham bleiben und sich nützlich machen.‹

›Wie?‹

Als Antwort zog er ein großes rotes Buch aus einer Schublade. ›Das ist ein Adreßbuch von Paris‹, sagte er, ›mit den Berufen hinter den Namen der Leute. Ich möchte, daß Sie es mit nach Hause nehmen und alle Eisenwarenhändler mit ihrer Adresse herausschreiben. 

Es wäre mir von größtem Nutzen, sie zu haben.‹

›Bestimmt gibt es nach Branchen eingeteilte Listen?‹ schlug ich vor. 

›Keine verläßlichen. Ihr System ist anders als unseres. Sputen Sie sich und geben Sie mir die Liste bis Montag um zwölf. Guten Tag, Mr. Pycroft; wenn Sie weiterhin Eifer und Intelligenz an den Tag legen, werden Sie in der Gesellschaft einen guten Dienstherrn finden.‹

Ich ging mit dem großen roten Buch unterm Arm und sehr widerstreitenden Gefühlen in der Brust zum Hotel zurück. Einerseits war ich definitiv eingestellt und hatte hundert Pfund in der Tasche. Andererseits hatten das Aussehen der Büros, das Fehlen des Namens an der Wand und gewisse andere Punkte, die einem Geschäftsmann ins Auge springen müssen, Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.646
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einen schlechten Eindruck von der Position meiner Arbeitgeber hinterlassen. 

Immerhin hatte ich, komme was da wolle, mein Geld, und so machte ich mich an meine Aufgabe. Den ganzen Sonntag über wurde ich von der Arbeit hart beansprucht und war dennoch am Montag erst bis H

gekommen. Ich begab mich zu meinem Arbeitgeber, fand ihn in dem nämlichen, gewissermaßen leergeräumten Zimmer und wurde angewiesen, bis Mittwoch weiterzumachen und dann wiederzukommen. 

Am Mittwoch war sie immer noch nicht fertig, und so rackerte ich weiter bis Freitag – das heißt gestern. 

Dann brachte ich sie zu Mr. Harry Pinner. 

›Vielen Dank‹, sagte er. ›Ich fürchte, ich habe die Schwierigkeit der Aufgabe unterschätzt. Diese Liste wird mir eine sehr wesentliche Hilfe sein.‹

›Es hat einige Zeit gebraucht‹, sagte ich. 

›Und jetzt‹, sagte er, ›möchte ich, daß Sie eine Liste der Möbelgeschäfte erstellen, denn die verkaufen alle Geschirr.‹

›Sehr wohl.‹

›Und Sie können morgen abend um sieben mal kommen und mich wissen lassen, wie Sie vorankommen. Überarbeiten Sie sich nicht. Abends ein paar Stunden in Day's Music Hall würden Ihnen nichts schaden nach Ihren Mühen.‹ Er lachte beim Sprechen, und mit Schaudern bemerkte ich, daß sein zweiter Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.647
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Zahn auf der linken Seite höchst unfachmännisch mit Gold gefüllt war.«

Sherlock Holmes rieb sich entzückt die Hände, und ich starrte unseren Klienten verdutzt an. 

»Sie haben allen Grund, überrascht dreinzuschauen, Dr. Watson, aber es verhält sich so«, sagte er. »Als ich mit dem anderen Burschen in London sprach und er darüber lachte, daß ich nicht zu Mawson ging, bemerkte ich zufällig, daß sein Zahn auf genau die gleiche Art gefüllt war. Das Glitzern des Goldes sprang mir in beiden Fällen ins Auge, verstehen Sie. Als ich das damit zusammenbrachte, daß die Stimme und die Figur gleich und nur die Merkmale geändert waren, die sich mittels eines Rasiermessers oder einer Perücke verwandeln ließen, konnte ich nicht daran zweifeln, daß es ein und derselbe Mann war. Natürlich erwartet man, daß zwei Brüder einander ähneln, aber nicht, daß sie den gleichen Zahn auf die gleiche Weise gefüllt haben. Er geleitete mich unter Verbeugungen hinaus, und ich fand mich auf der Straße wieder und wußte kaum, ob ich auf dem Kopf oder den Beinen stand. Ich ging zurück in mein Hotel, steckte den Kopf in ein Becken mit kaltem Wasser und versuchte, die Sache zu entwirren. Warum hatte er mich von London nach Birmingham geschickt; warum war er vor mir dort gewesen; und warum hatte er einen Brief von sich selbst an sich selbst geschrie-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.648
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ben? Es war einfach zuviel für mich, und ich konnte mir keinen Reim darauf machen. Und dann fiel mir plötzlich ein, daß das, was mir dunkel war, für Sherlock Holmes durchaus klar sein mochte. Ich hatte gerade noch Zeit, mit dem Nachtzug zur Stadt zu fahren, ihn heute morgen aufzusuchen und Sie beide mit mir nach Birmingham zu nehmen.«

Es trat eine Pause ein, nachdem der Angestellte des Börsenmaklers sein erstaunliches Erlebnis berichtet hatte. Dann zwinkerte Sherlock Holmes mir zu und lehnte sich mit zufriedenem und doch kritischem Gesicht in die Polster zurück, wie ein Connaisseur, der soeben den ersten Schluck eines überragenden Jahrgangs gekostet hat. 

»Ganz hübsch, Watson, finden Sie nicht?« sagte er. 

»Es gibt Punkte darin, die mir gefallen. Ich denke, Sie stimmen mit mir überein, daß eine Unterredung mit Mr. Arthur Harry Pinner in den vorläufigen Büros der Franco-Midland Eisenwaren Gesellschaft mit beschränkter Haftung ein recht interessantes Erlebnis für uns beide sein dürfte.«

»Aber wie können wir das machen?« fragte ich. 

»Oh, nichts leichter als das«, sagte Hall Pycroft heiter. »Sie sind zwei Freunde von mir, die eine Stellung brauchen, und was könnte natürlicher sein, als daß ich Sie beide zum geschäftsführenden Direktor mitnehme?«
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»Ganz recht! Natürlich!« sagte Holmes. »Ich würde gern einen Blick auf den Gentleman werfen und sehen, ob ich hinter sein kleines Spiel kommen kann. Was für Qualitäten haben Sie, mein Freund, die Ihre Dienste so wertvoll machen würden? Oder ist es möglich, daß –« Er begann, auf den Fingernägeln zu kauen und ausdruckslos aus dem Fenster zu starren, und wir konnten ihm kaum ein weiteres Wort entlok-ken, bis wir in der New Street waren. 

Um sieben Uhr an diesem Abend gingen wir selbdritt die Corporation Street entlang zu den Büros der Gesellschaft. 

»Es hat keinen Zweck, daß wir vor der Zeit da sind«, sagte unser Klient. »Er kommt offenbar nur her, um mich zu treffen, denn die Räume sind bis genau zu der Stunde verlassen, die er nennt.«

»Das ist vielversprechend«, bemerkte Holmes. 

»Donnerwetter, ich hab's Ihnen gesagt!« rief der Angestellte. »Da vor uns geht er.«

Er deutete auf einen recht kleinen, blonden, gutgekleideten Mann, der auf der anderen Straßenseite da-hineilte. Während wir ihn beobachteten, schaute er zu einem Jungen hinüber, der die neueste Ausgabe der Abendzeitung ausschrie, lief zwischen den Droschken und Bussen hindurch auf die andere Seite und kaufte ihm eine ab. Die Zeitung krampfhaft festhaltend, ver-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.650
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schwand er in einer Einfahrt. 

»Da geht er!« rief Hall Pycroft. »Das sind die Büros der Gesellschaft, wo er hineingegangen ist. 

Kommen Sie mit mir, und ich regle das so leicht wie möglich.«

Seiner Führung folgend stiegen wir fünf Stockwerke hinauf, bis wir uns vor einer halbgeöffneten Tür befanden, an die unser Klient pochte. Von drinnen entbot uns eine Stimme ein »Herein«, und wir betraten ein kahles, unmöbliertes Zimmer, wie es Hall Pycroft beschrieben hatte. An dem einzigen Tisch saß, seine Abendzeitung vor sich ausgebreitet, der Mann, den wir auf der Straße gesehen hatten, und als er zu uns aufblickte, schien es mir, als hätte ich noch nie in ein Gesicht geschaut, das so von Gram gezeichnet war, von Gram und darüber hinaus – von einem Grauen, wie es nur wenigen Menschen im Laufe eines Lebens widerfährt. Seine Stirn glänzte vor Schweiß, seine Wangen waren von der stumpfen Totenblässe eines Fischbauchs, und seine Augen waren wirr und glasig. Er starrte seinen Angestellten an, als erkenne er ihn nicht, und ich konnte dem Erstaunen, das sich auf dem Gesicht unseres Begleiters abzeichnete, entnehmen, daß dies keineswegs das gewöhnliche Erscheinungsbild seines Arbeitgebers war. 

»Sie sehen krank aus, Mr. Pinner«, rief er aus. 

»Ja, ich fühle mich nicht sonderlich wohl«, entgeg-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.651
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nete der andere, sichtlich bemüht, sich zusammenzu-nehmen, und sich die trockenen Lippen leckend, bevor er sprach. »Wer sind die beiden Gentlemen, die Sie mitgebracht haben?«

»Der eine ist Mr. Harris aus Bermondsey, und der andere ist Mr. Price von hier«, sagte unser Angestellter zungenfertig. »Es sind Freunde von mir, und Gentlemen mit Erfahrung, aber sie sind seit kurzer Zeit stellungslos und haben gehofft, daß Sie vielleicht in den Diensten der Gesellschaft eine Möglichkeit für sie fänden.«

»Durchaus möglich! Durchaus möglich!« rief Mr. 

Pinner mit schaurigem Lächeln. »Ja, ich hege keinen Zweifel, daß wir in der Lage sein werden, etwas für Sie zu tun. Was ist Ihr besonderes Fach, Mr. Harris?«

»Ich bin Buchhalter«, sagte Holmes. 

»Ah, ja, wir werden etwas in der Art brauchen. 

Und Sie, Mr. Price?«

»Kaufmännischer Angestellter«, sagte ich. 

»Ich bin ganz zuversichtlich, daß die Gesellschaft Sie unterbringen kann. Ich werde Ihnen Bescheid geben, sobald wir eine Entscheidung getroffen haben. 

Und jetzt bitte ich Sie zu gehen. Um Gottes willen, lassen Sie mich allein!«

Diese letzten Worte schleuderte es aus ihm hervor, als sei die Beherrschung, die er sich offensichtlich auferlegte, urplötzlich völlig zusammengebrochen. 
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Holmes und ich wechselten einen Blick, und Hall Pycroft machte einen Schritt auf den Tisch zu. 

»Sie vergessen, Mr. Pinner, daß ich laut Vereinbarung hier bin, um einige Anweisungen von Ihnen entgegenzunehmen«, sagte er. 

»Gewiß, Mr. Pycroft, gewiß«, antwortete der andere in ruhigerem Ton. »Wenn Sie einen Moment hier warten möchten, und es gibt keinen Grund, warum Ihre Freunde nicht mit Ihnen warten sollten. Ich werde in drei Minuten ganz zu Ihrer Verfügung stehen, wenn ich Ihre Geduld so lange in Anspruch nehmen dürfte.«

Er erhob sich mit sehr verbindlicher Miene und verschwand mit einer Verbeugung durch eine Tür am anderen Ende des Zimmers, die er hinter sich schloß. 

»Was nun?« flüsterte Holmes. »Entschlüpft er uns?«

»Unmöglich«, antwortete Pycroft. 

»Warum das?«

»Diese Tür führt in ein Innenzimmer.«

»Es gibt dort keinen Ausgang?«

»Keinen.«

»Ist es möbliert?«

»Gestern war es leer.«

»Was um alles in der Welt kann er dann tun? Es gibt da etwas, was ich an dieser Sache nicht begreife. 

Wenn je ein Mensch dreiviertel verrückt war vor Entsetzen, dann ein Mensch namens Pinner. Was kann Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.653
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ihn so schaudern gemacht haben?«

»Er vermutet, daß wir Detektive sind«, schlug ich vor. 

»Das ist es«, sagte Pycroft. 

Holmes schüttelte den Kopf. »Er ist nicht bleich geworden. Er  war  bleich, als wir das Zimmer betraten«, sagte er. »Es ist durchaus möglich, daß –«

Seine Worte wurden von einem scharfen rat-tat von der inneren Tür her unterbrochen. 

»Wozu zum Kuckuck klopft er an seine eigene Tür?« rief der Angestellte. 

Noch einmal und viel lauter kam das rat-tat-tat. 

Wir starrten erwartungsvoll auf die geschlossene Tür. 

Mit einem Blick auf Holmes sah ich, wie sein Gesicht starr wurde und er sich in höchster Erregung vorbeugte. Dann plötzlich kam ein schwacher, gurgelnd-rö-

chelnder Laut und ein rasches Trommeln auf Holz. 

Holmes sprang ungestüm durchs Zimmer und stieß gegen die Tür. Sie war von der anderen Seite abgeschlossen. Seinem Beispiel folgend warfen wir uns mit unserem ganzen Gewicht dagegen. Eine Angel brach, dann die andere, und mit einem Krach kam die Tür herunter. Darüber wegspringend, fanden wir uns im Innenzimmer. 

Es war leer. 

Aber wir waren nur einen Moment in Verlegenheit. 

In einer Ecke, der Ecke, die dem Zimmer, das wir ver-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.654
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lassen hatten, am nächsten lag, befand sich eine zweite Tür. Holmes stürzte zu ihr hin und riß sie auf. Ein Jackett und eine Weste lagen auf dem Boden, und an einem Haken hinter der Tür hing, die eigenen Hosen-träger um den Hals, der geschäftsführende Direktor der Franco-Midland Eisenwaren Gesellschaft. Er hatte die Knie angezogen, sein Kopf hing in schrecklichem Winkel zum Körper, und das Klappern seiner Absät-ze gegen die Tür verursachte das Geräusch, das unser Gespräch unterbrochen hatte. Im Nu hatte ich ihn um die Hüften gepackt und hob ihn hoch, während Holmes und Pycroft die elastischen Bänder aufknoteten, die zwischen den leichenfahlen Hautfalten verschwunden waren. Dann trugen wir ihn ins andere Zimmer, wo er mit schiefergrauem Gesicht dalag, die blauroten Lippen bei jedem Atemzug ein- und ausstülpend – ein schreckliches Wrack all dessen, was er vor fünf Minuten gewesen war. 

»Was meinen Sie zu ihm, Watson?« fragte Holmes. 

Ich beugte mich über ihn und untersuchte ihn. Sein Puls war schwach und setzte zeitweilig aus, aber seine Atemzüge wurden länger, und seine Augenlider bewegte ein leises Zittern, das einen schmalen Schlitz von Augenweiß erkennen ließ. 

»Es stand auf des Messers Schneide mit ihm«, sagte ich, »aber nun wird er leben. Öffnen Sie nur das Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.655
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Fenster und reichen Sie mir die Wasserkaraffe.« Ich knöpfte ihm den Kragen auf, goß ihm das kalte Wasser übers Gesicht und bewegte seine Arme auf und ab, bis er einen langen normalen Atemzug tat. 

»Jetzt ist es nur noch eine Frage der Zeit«, sagte ich und wandte mich von ihm ab. 

Holmes stand am Tisch, die Hände tief in den Taschen vergraben und das Kinn auf der Brust. 

»Ich nehme an, wir sollten jetzt die Polizei rufen«, sagte er; »und doch gebe ich zu, daß ich ihnen gern einen abgeschlossenen Fall vorlegen möchte, wenn sie kommen.«

»Mir ist das ein verwünschtes Rätsel«, rief Pycroft und kratzte sich den Kopf. »Da haben die mich den ganzen Weg hierhergelotst, nur um –«

»Pah! All das ist klar genug«, sagte Holmes ungeduldig. »Es geht um diesen letzten, unvermuteten Schritt.«

»Sie verstehen also alles Übrige?«

»Ich denke, das ist ziemlich offensichtlich. Was meinen Sie, Watson?«

Ich zuckte die Achseln. 

»Ich muß zugeben, daß das über mein Begriffsver-mögen geht«, sagte ich. 

»Oh, wenn Sie die Ereignisse betrachten, so können sie zunächst gewiß nur auf einen Schluß hindeuten.«
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»Wie deuten Sie sie?«

»Nun ja, die ganze Sache hängt an zwei Punkten. 

Der erste ist, daß man Pycroft bewog, eine Erklärung zu schreiben, durch welche er in den Dienst dieser albernen Gesellschaft trat. Sehen Sie denn nicht, wie vielsagend das ist?«

»Ich fürchte, mir entgeht der wesentliche Punkt.«

»Nun, warum wollten sie, daß er das tat? Nicht aus geschäftlichen Gründen, denn solche Vereinbarungen werden üblicherweise mündlich getroffen, und es gab keinen denkbaren geschäftlichen Grund, warum es hier eine Ausnahme geben sollte. Sehen Sie denn nicht, mein junger Freund, daß sie sehr erpicht darauf waren, sich eine Probe Ihrer Handschrift zu verschaffen, und keine andere Möglichkeit dazu besaßen?«

»Und warum?«

»Ganz recht. Warum? Wenn wir das beantworten, haben wir bei unserem kleinen Problem einen gewissen Fortschritt erzielt. Warum? Es kann nur einen hinreichenden Grund geben. Jemand wollte lernen, Ihre Handschrift nachzuahmen, und mußte sich zu-nächst eine Probe besorgen. Und wenn wir nun zum zweiten Punkt übergehen, so stellen wir fest, daß sie sich gegenseitig erhellen. Dieser Punkt ist Pinners Forderung, Sie sollten nicht auf Ihre Stelle verzichten, sondern den Manager dieses bedeutenden Unternehmens in dem festen Glauben lassen, ein Mr. Hall Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.657
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Pycroft, den er noch nie gesehen hatte, stehe im Begriff, am Montagmorgen ins Büro einzutreten.«

»Mein Gott!« rief unser Klient, »ich muß stockblind gewesen sein!«

»Nun sehen Sie auch den springenden Punkt be-züglich der Handschrift. Angenommen, jemand wäre an Ihrer Stelle erschienen, der eine ganz andere Handschrift schrieb als die in der Bewerbung, so wäre das Spiel natürlich aus gewesen. Aber in der Zwischenzeit lernte der Schurke, Sie nachzuahmen, und seine Lage war damit wohl sicher, da ich annehme, daß niemand im Büro Sie jemals zu Gesicht bekommen hat.«

»Keine Seele«, stöhnte Hall Pycroft. 

»Sehr gut. Natürlich war es von höchster Wichtigkeit, zu verhindern, daß Sie sich eines Besseren be-sännen, und Sie außerdem davon abzuhalten, mit irgend jemand in Kontakt zu kommen, der Ihnen erzählen könnte, daß Ihr Doppelgänger in Mawsons Büro an der Arbeit war. Daher gaben sie Ihnen einen ansehnlichen Vorschuß auf Ihr Gehalt und beförderten Sie in die Midlands, wo sie Ihnen genug Arbeit gaben, um Sie von London fernzuhalten, wo sie das kleine Spiel hätten auffliegen lassen können. Das ist alles ganz eindeutig.«

»Aber warum sollte dieser Mann vorgeben, sein eigener Bruder zu sein?«

»Nun, auch das ist ziemlich klar. Es sind offen-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.658
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sichtlich nur zwei beteiligt. Der andere gibt sich im Büro fälschlich für Sie aus. Dieser hier trat als derjenige auf, der Sie einstellte, und merkte dann, daß er keinen Arbeitgeber für Sie auftreiben konnte, ohne eine dritte Person in sein Komplott einzuweihen. Und das wollte er auf keinen Fall. Er änderte sein Aussehen so weitgehend, wie er es vermochte, und vertraute darauf, daß die Ähnlichkeit, die zu bemerken Sie nicht verfehlen konnten, auf die Verwandtschaft zu-rückgeführt würde. Und wäre der glückliche Zufall mit der Goldfüllung nicht gewesen, so wäre wahrscheinlich Ihr Verdacht niemals erregt worden.«

Hall Pycroft schüttelte die geballten Fäuste. »Herr im Himmel!« rief er. »Während ich so zum Narren gehalten wurde, was hat dieser andere Hall Pycroft derweil bei Mawson getan? Was sollen wir tun, Mr. 

Holmes? Sagen Sie mir, was tun!«

»Wir müssen an Mawson telegraphieren.«

»Sie schließen samstags um zwölf.«

»Macht nichts; vermutlich gibt es da einen Pförtner oder Aufseher –«

»Ach ja; sie haben dort einen ständigen Wächter, weil die Effekten, die sie verwahren, so wertvoll sind. 

Ich erinnere mich, in der City davon reden gehört zu haben.«

»Sehr gut, wir werden ihm telegraphieren und sehen, ob alles in Ordnung ist und ob ein Angestellter Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.659
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Ihres Namens dort arbeitet. Das ist soweit klar, aber nicht klar ist, warum einer der Schurken bei unserem Anblick unverzüglich das Zimmer verläßt und sich aufhängt.«

»Die Zeitung!« krächzte eine Stimme hinter uns. 

Der Mann saß aufrecht, geisterhaft bleich, während Vernunft in Blick zurückzukehren schien und seine Hände fahrig über den breiten roten Streifen rieben, der immer noch seinen Hals umschloß. 

»Die Zeitung! Natürlich!« schrie Holmes in äußerster Erregung. »Schwachkopf, der ich war! Ich dachte so sehr an unseren Besuch, daß mir die Zeitung keinen Augenblick lang in den Sinn kam. Selbstverständlich, da muß des Rätsels Lösung liegen.« Er breitete sie auf dem Tisch aus, und ein Triumphschrei brach ihm von den Lippen. 

»Schauen Sie sich das an, Watson!« rief er. »Es ist eine Londoner Zeitung, eine Frühausgabe des  Evening Standard.  Da steht, was wir suchen. Sehen Sie sich die Schlagzeilen an – ›Verbrechen in der City. 

Mord bei Mawson & Williams. Gigantischer Raubversuch; Verbrecher gefaßt.‹ Hier, Watson, wir sind alle gleichermaßen darauf versessen, es zu hören, also lesen Sie es uns freundlicherweise laut vor.«

Aus der Aufmachung in der Zeitung wurde deutlich, daß es in der Stadt das wichtige Ereignis schlechthin gewesen war, und der Bericht darüber Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.660
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lautete folgendermaßen:

Heute nachmittag ereignete sich in der City ein tollkühner Raubversuch, der im Tod eines Mannes und der Ergreifung des Verbrechers gipfelte. 

Schon seit einiger Zeit ist Mawson & Williams, das berühmte Finanzunternehmen, Treuhänder von Effekten, deren Gesamtwert beträchtlich höher ist als eine Million Sterling. So bewußt war sich der Manager seiner Verantwortung, die ihm infolge der großen Interessen, die auf dem Spiel standen, zufiel, daß Tresore der allerneue-sten Bauart verwendet und ein bewaffneter Wachmann Tag und Nacht im Gebäude belassen wurde. Es scheint, daß letzte Woche ein neuer Angestellter namens Hall Pycroft von der Firma eingestellt wurde. Diese Person scheint niemand anders gewesen zu sein als Beddington, der be-rüchtigte Fälscher und Schränker, der zusammen mit seinem Bruder erst kürzlich nach Verbüßung einer fünfjährigen Zuchthausstrafe entlassen wurde. Auf die eine oder andere Weise, die noch nicht klar ist, gelang es ihm, unter falschem Namen diese offizielle Position im Büro zu erlangen, die er sich zunutze machte, um sich Ab-drücke von verschiedenen Schlössern und eine gründliche Kenntnis der Lage des Tresorraums Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.661
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und der Tresore anzueignen. Die Angestellten bei Mawson gehen üblicherweise Samstagmittag weg. Sergeant Tuson von der Stadtpolizei war daher einigermaßen überrascht, als er zwanzig Minuten nach eins einen Gentleman mit einer Reisetasche die Treppe herunterkommen sah. Da der Sergeant Verdacht schöpfte, folgte er dem Mann und vermochte ihn mit Hilfe von Constable Pollock nach höchst erbittertem Widerstand festzunehmen. Es war sogleich klar, daß ein tollkühner und gigantischer Raub begangen worden war. Nahezu einhunderttausend Pfund in amerikanischen Eisenbahnaktien nebst einer großen Anzahl von Interimsscheinen anderer Minen und Gesellschaften wurden in der Tasche entdeckt. 

Bei der Durchsuchung der Räumlichkeiten fand man den Leichnam des unglücklichen Wachmannes zusammengekrümmt in den größten Tresor gedrückt, wo er bis Montagmorgen nicht entdeckt worden wäre, hätte nicht Sergeant Tuson prompt eingegriffen. Der Schädel des Mannes war durch einen von hinten geführten Schlag mit einem Schürhaken zerschmettert worden. Zweifellos hatte sich Beddington Einlaß verschafft, indem er vorgab, er habe etwas liegenlassen, und, nachdem er den Wachmann ermordet hatte, rasch den großen Tresor geplündert und sich Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.662
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dann mit seiner Beute davongemacht. Sein Bruder, der gewöhnlich mit ihm arbeitet, ist bei diesem Unternehmen nicht aufgetaucht, soweit sich das zum jetzigen Zeitpunkt feststellen läßt; nichtsdestoweniger stellt die Polizei aber energische Nachforschungen nach seinem Verbleib an. 

»Nun ja, in dieser Hinsicht können wir der Polizei einige Mühe ersparen«, sagte Holmes, indem er zu der trübsinnig am Fenster zusammengekauerten Gestalt hinsah. »Die menschliche Natur ist ein seltsames Gemisch, Watson. Sie sehen, daß selbst ein Schurke und Mörder solche Zuneigung erwecken kann, daß sein Bruder sich umbringen will, wie er erfahrt, daß des anderen Leben verwirkt ist. Wir haben allerdings keine Wahl hinsichtlich unseres Vorgehens. Der Doktor und ich werden Wache halten, Mr. Pycroft, wenn Sie die Freundlichkeit hätten, die Polizei zu holen.«
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Die »Gloria Scott«

»Ich habe hier einige Papiere«, sagte mein Freund Sherlock Holmes, als wir eines Winterabends vor dem Kamin einander gegenübersaßen, »auf die einen Blick zu werfen, Watson, ich wirklich Ihrer Mühe wert hielte. Dies sind die Dokumente zu dem außergewöhnlichen Fall der  Gloria Scott,  und das ist die Nachricht, die den Friedensrichter19 Trevor vor Entsetzen tot zu Boden streckte, als er sie las.«

Er hatte aus einer Schublade eine kleine abgegriffe-ne Rolle genommen, löste die Verschnürung und reichte mir eine kurze, auf einen halben Bogen schiefergraues Papier gekritzelte Notiz. 

»Das versprochene Wind-Spiel für Sie ist wie vereinbart aus London eingetroffen«, lautete sie. »Hudson, der Hundeführer, hat, meinen wir, alles Nötige dazu gesagt bekommen. Es laufen hier Bemühungen, Sie zu veranlassen, um jeden Preis Ihr erfolgreiches Züchter-Leben aufzugeben.«

Als ich von dieser rätselhaften Nachricht aufschaute, sah ich, daß Holmes über meinen Gesichtsausdruck stillvergnügt in sich hineinlachte. 

»Sie wirken ein wenig verwirrt«, meinte er. 

»Ich vermag nicht zu erkennen, wie eine solche Nachricht Entsetzen verbreiten könnte. Sie scheint Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.664
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mir eher grotesk als sonst was.«

»Sehr naheliegend. Doch bleibt die Tatsache bestehen, daß der Leser, der ein prächtiger, robuster alter Mann war, glatt davon gefällt wurde, als sei sie der Kolben einer Pistole gewesen.«

»Sie erwecken meine Neugier«, meinte ich. »Doch warum sagten Sie eben gerade, es gäbe ganz besondere Gründe, warum ich diesen Fall studieren sollte?«

»Weil es der erste war, mit dem ich je zu tun hatte.«

Ich hatte oft versucht, meinem Gefährten zu entlok-ken, was erstmals sein Interesse für die Erforschung von Verbrechen geweckt hatte, doch ich hatte ihn bislang noch nie in mitteilsamer Stimmung angetroffen. 

Jetzt saß er vorgebeugt in seinem Sessel und breitete die Dokumente auf den Knien aus. Dann zündete er seine Pfeife an und saß eine Weile rauchend und in den Papieren blätternd da. 

»Sie haben mich nie von Victor Trevor reden hören?« fragte er. »Er war der einzige Freund, den ich während meiner zwei Jahre im College gewonnen habe. Ich war nie ein geselliger Mensch, Watson, mit Vorliebe blies ich auf meinen Zimmern Trübsal und tüftelte an meinen eigenen kleinen Denkmethoden rum, so daß ich nie sehr viel mit Gleichaltrigen verkehrte. Fechten und Boxen ausgenommen, hatte ich wenig sportliche Neigungen, und überdies war mein Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.665
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Studiengebiet von dem der anderen Kommilitonen durchaus verschieden, so daß wir keinerlei Berüh-rungspunkte hatten. Trevor war der einzige Mensch, den ich kannte, und das auch nur aufgrund des Zufalls, daß sich sein Bullterrier eines Morgens, als ich zum Gottesdienst ging, an meinen Knöchel hängte. 

Es war eine prosaische Art und Weise, Freundschaft zu schließen, aber eine wirksame. Ich war auf zehn Tage eingesperrt, und Trevor pflegte vorbeizu-schauen, um sich nach mir zu erkundigen. Zunächst war es nur ein kurzes Geplauder, aber bald wurden seine Besuche länger, und vor Semesterende waren wir eng befreundet. Er war ein herzlicher, lebensfreu-diger Mensch, voll Feuer und Energie, in vieler Hinsicht das genaue Gegenteil von mir; aber wir stellten fest, daß wir einiges gemein hatten, und es war ein ei-nigendes Band, als ich erfuhr, daß er ebenso ohne Freunde war wie ich. Schließlich lud er mich in seines Vaters Haus nach Donnithorpe in Norfolk, und ich willigte für einen Monat der langen Ferien in seine Gastfreundschaft ein. 

Der alte Trevor war sichtlich ein Mann von einigem Wohlstand und Gewicht, ein Friedensrichter und Grundbesitzer. Donnithorpe ist ein kleiner Weiler genau nördlich von Langmere in der Gegend der Broads20. Das Haus war ein altertümliches, ausgedehntes Backsteingebäude mit Eichenbalken, zu dem Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.666
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eine prächtige, lindengesäumte Auffahrt führte. Es gab eine exzellente Wildentenjagd im Marschland, ein bemerkenswert gutes Fischwasser, eine kleine, aber erlesene Bibliothek, die man, wie ich hörte, von einem früheren Bewohner übernommen hatte, und einen leidlichen Koch, so daß nur ein verwöhnter Mensch dort keinen angenehmen Monat hätte verbringen können. 

Trevor der Ältere war Witwer, und mein Freund war sein einziger Sohn. Es hatte da, wie ich hörte, noch eine Tochter gegeben, aber sie war während eines Aufenthaltes in Birmingham an Diphtherie gestorben. Der Vater interessierte mich aufs äußerste. Er war ein Mann von geringer Bildung, doch einer be-trächtlichen Menge ungestümer Kraft, physisch wie auch geistig. Bücher kannte er kaum, aber er war weitgereist, hatte viel von der Welt gesehen und alles behalten, was er erfahren hatte. Er war ein untersetzter, beleibter Mann mit einem grauen Haarschopf, einem braunen wettergegerbten Gesicht und blauen Augen, die fast bis zur Grimmigkeit durchdringend blickten. Doch stand er auf dem Lande im Ruf von Freundlichkeit und Güte und war bekannt für die Milde seiner richterlichen Urteile. 

Eines Abends kurz nach meiner Ankunft saßen wir nach dem Dinner bei einem Glase Port, als der junge Trevor von jenen Gewohnheiten der Beobachtung und Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.667
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Schlußfolgerung zu erzählen begann, die ich bereits zu einem System ausgebildet hatte, obgleich ich mir der Rolle, die sie in meinem Leben spielen sollten, noch nicht bewußt war. Der alte Trevor dachte offensichtlich, sein Sohn übertreibe bei der Schilderung von ein, zwei trivialen Kunststückchen, die ich voll-führt hatte. 

›Na, kommen Sie, Mr. Holmes‹, sagte er, aufgeräumt lachend, ›ich bin ein ausgezeichnetes Objekt, wenn Sie aus mir irgend etwas deduzieren können.‹

›Ich fürchte, da gibt es nicht sehr viel‹, antwortete ich. ›Ich möchte meinen, Sie haben sich in den vergangenen zwölf Monaten auf einen Angriff auf Ihre Person gefaßt gemacht.‹

Das Lachen erstarb auf seinen Lippen, und er starrte mich äußerst erstaunt an. 

›Nun, das stimmt wirklich‹, sagte er. ›Du weißt ja, Victor‹, – er wandte sich an seinen Sohn – ›als wir diese Wildererbande aushoben, haben sie geschworen, uns zu erstechen; und Sir Edward Hoby ist tatsächlich angegriffen worden. Seither bin ich stets auf der Hut, obwohl ich keine Ahnung habe, woher Sie das wissen.‹

›Sie haben einen sehr schönen Stock‹, antwortete ich. ›An der Aufschrift erkannte ich, daß Sie ihn noch nicht länger als ein Jahr besitzen. Aber Sie haben mit einigem Aufwand den Knauf angebohrt und ge-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.668
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schmolzenes Blei durch das Loch gegossen, um ihn so zu einer fürchterlichen Waffe zu machen. Ich folgerte, daß Sie keine solchen Vorsichtsmaßnahmen ergreifen würden, es sei denn, Sie hätten irgendeine Gefahr zu fürchten.‹

›Noch etwas?‹ fragte er lächelnd. 

›Sie haben in Ihrer Jugend ziemlich viel geboxt.‹

›Wieder richtig. Woher wissen Sie das? Ist meine Nase ein wenig schief geschlagen?‹

›Nein‹, sagte ich. ›Es sind Ihre Ohren. Sie weisen die eigentümliche Abflachung und Verdickung auf, wie sie den Boxer kennzeichnen.‹

›Noch etwas?‹

›Sie haben ziemlich viel gegraben, nach Ihren Schwielen zu urteilen.‹

›Hab all mein Geld auf den Goldfeldern gemacht.‹

›Sie sind in Neuseeland gewesen.‹

›Wieder richtig.‹

›Sie haben Japan bereist.‹

›Ganz recht.‹

›Und Sie haben in höchst inniger Verbindung mit jemandem gestanden, dessen Initialen J.A. lauteten und den später gänzlich zu vergessen Sie äußerst bestrebt waren.‹

Mr. Trevor stand langsam auf, richtete mit einem befremdlichen, wilden Stieren seine großen blauen Augen auf mich und stürzte dann ohnmächtig vorn-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.669
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über zwischen die Nußschalen, die auf dem Tischtuch verstreut lagen. 

Sie können sich vorstellen, Watson, wie schockiert sowohl sein Sohn als auch ich waren. Sein Anfall dauerte indes nicht lange, denn als wir seinen Kragen öffneten und ihm das Wasser aus einer der Finger-schalen übers Gesicht sprengten, keuchte er ein-, zweimal und setzte sich auf. 

›Ah, ihr Jungen!‹ sagte er, sich zu einem Lächeln zwingend. ›Ich hoffe, ich habe euch nicht erschreckt. 

So stark ich aussehe, habe ich doch eine Schwäche am Herzen, und es bedarf nicht viel, mich umzuwer-fen. Ich weiß nicht, wie Sie das zustandebringen, Mr. 

Holmes, aber mir scheint, in Ihrer Hand wären sämtliche wirklichen und erfundenen Detektive Kinder. Das ist Ihre Lebensbahn, Sir, und Sie dürfen dem Wort eines Mannes glauben, der einiges von der Welt gesehen hat.‹

Und diese Empfehlung, zusammen mit der übertriebenen Einschätzung meiner Fähigkeiten, die er ihr vorausschickte, war, wenn Sie mir das glauben wollen, Watson, die allererste Äußerung, die mich je auf den Gedanken brachte, daß sich aus dem bisherigen reinen Hobby ein Beruf machen ließe. Im Augenblick allerdings war ich viel zu besorgt wegen des plötzlichen Unwohlseins meines Gastgebers, um an etwas anderes denken zu können. 
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›Ich hoffe, ich habe nichts gesagt, was Sie schmerzt‹, sagte ich. 

›Nun ja, Sie haben zweifellos an einen ziemlich empfindlichen Punkt gerührt. Darf ich fragen, woher Sie das wissen und wieviel Sie wissen?‹ Er sprach nun in halb scherzendem Tonfall, doch auf dem Grunde seiner Augen lauerte immer noch ein Blick voll Entsetzen. 

›Das ist ein Kinderspiel‹, sagte ich. ›Als Sie Ihren Arm entblößten, um den Fisch ins Boot zu ziehen, sah ich, daß in Ihre Armbeuge »J.A.« eintätowiert worden war. Die Buchstaben waren noch lesbar, aber aus ihrem verwischten Aussehen und der Verfärbung der Haut um sie herum wurde vollkommen deutlich, daß man sich bemüht hatte, sie unkenntlich zu machen. Es war mithin offensichtlich, daß diese Initialen Ihnen einmal sehr vertraut gewesen waren und daß Sie sie später vergessen wollten.‹

›Was für ein Auge Sie haben!‹ rief er mit einem Seufzer der Erleichterung aus. ›Es verhält sich genau so, wie Sie sagen. Aber wir wollen nicht davon sprechen. Von allen Geistern sind die Geister unserer alten Lieben die schlimmsten. Kommen Sie ins Billard-Zimmer auf eine gemütliche Zigarre.‹

Von diesem Tage an war in Mr. Trevors Verhalten mir gegenüber bei aller Herzlichkeit stets ein Anflug von Argwohn zu spüren. Selbst sein Sohn bemerkte Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.671
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es. ›Sie haben dem alten Herrn einen solchen Schrek-ken eingejagt‹, sagte er, ›daß er nie mehr sicher sein wird, was Sie wissen und was Sie nicht wissen.‹ Er wollte es sich nicht anmerken lassen, dessen bin ich sicher, aber es beschäftigte ihn so stark, daß es bei allem, was er tat, zum Vorschein kam. Schließlich war ich so sicher, ihm Unbehagen zu bereiten, daß ich meinen Besuch abkürzte. Gerade an dem Tag jedoch, bevor ich abreiste, ereignete sich ein Vorfall, der sich im folgenden als bedeutsam erwies. 

Wir saßen alle drei draußen auf dem Rasen auf Gartenstühlen, sonnten uns und bewunderten die Aussicht über die Broads, als das Dienstmädchen herauskam und sagte, an der Tür sei ein Mann, der Mr. Trevor sprechen wolle. 

›Wie heißt er?‹ fragte mein Gastgeber. 

›Das wollte er nicht sagen.‹

›Was will er denn?‹

›Er sagt, daß Sie ihn kennen und daß er nur eine kurze Unterredung will.‹

›Führen Sie ihn her.‹ Einen Augenblick später erschien ein kleiner zusammengeschrumpfter Mensch mit kriecherischem Gehabe und schlenkerndem Gang. 

Er trug eine offene Jacke mit einem Teerklecks auf dem Ärmel, ein Hemd mit rotschwarzem Karomuster, grobe Kattunhosen und schwere, arg verschlissene Stiefel. Sein Gesicht war dünn und braun und ver-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.672
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schlagen und trug ein unaufhörliches Lächeln zur Schau, das eine unregelmäßige Reihe gelber Zähne entblößte, und seine runzligen Hände waren auf eine Weise halb geschlossen, wie sie charakteristisch für Seeleute ist. Als er über den Rasen geschlurft kam, hörte ich Mr. Trevor eine Art kehliges Schlucken von sich geben, und von seinem Stuhl aufspringend, eilte er ins Haus. Er war gleich wieder zurück, und ich roch eine kräftige Brandyfahne, als er an mir vorbeikam. 

›Nun, mein Guter‹, sagte er, ›was kann ich für Sie tun?‹

Der Seemann stand da und starrte ihn mit zusammengekniffenen Augen an, das besagte schlafflippige Lächeln auf dem Gesicht. 

›Sie kennen mich nicht?‹ fragte er. 

›Natürlich, du meine Güte, das ist ja Hudson!‹

sagte Mr. Trevor mit überraschter Stimme. 

›Hudson, ganz recht, Sir‹, sagte der Seemann. ›Nun ja, dreißig Jahre und mehr ist's jetzt her, daß ich Sie zuletzt gesehen hab. Da sitzen Sie in Ihrem Haus, und ich kratz mir immer noch mein Pökelfleisch aus dem Vorratsfaß.‹

›Ach was, Sie werden sehen, daß ich die alten Zeiten nicht vergessen habe‹, rief Mr. Trevor, und indem er auf den Seemann zuging, sagte er etwas mit leiser Stimme. ›Gehen Sie in die Küche‹, fuhr er laut fort, Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.673
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›und Sie werden etwas zu essen und trinken bekommen. Ich bezweifle nicht, daß ich Ihnen eine Stellung finden kann.‹

›Danke, Sir‹, sagte der Seemann und tippte sich an die Stirn. ›Ich hab grade von einem Acht-Knoten-Tramp21 abgemustert, nach zwei Jahren mit zuwenig Mann, und muß erst mal verschnaufen. Ich dachte, ich komm entweder bei Mr. Beddoes oder bei Ihnen unter.‹

›Ach!‹ rief Mr. Trevor, ›Sie wissen, wo Mr. Beddoes ist?‹

›Aber ja doch, Sir, ich weiß, wo alle meine alten Freunde sind‹, sagte der Mensch mit unheilvollem Lä-

cheln und schlurfte hinter dem Mädchen her zur Küche. Mr. Trevor murmelte uns etwas von einem Schiffskameraden zu, der mit ihm zu den Goldfeldern zurückgefahren sei, dann ließ er uns auf dem Rasen allein und ging nach drinnen. Als wir eine Stunde später das Haus betraten, fanden wir ihn stockbetrun-ken auf dem Speisezimmersofa liegen. Der ganze Vorfall hinterließ bei mir einen überaus häßlichen Eindruck, und ich war am nächsten Tag nicht betrübt, Donnithorpe den Rücken zu kehren, denn ich spürte, daß meine Anwesenheit meinem Freund zutiefst peinlich sein mußte. 

All das ereignete sich während des ersten Monats der langen Ferien. Ich zog mich in meine Londoner Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.674
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Zimmer zurück, wo ich sieben Wochen mit Experi-menten in organischer Chemie zubrachte. Eines Tages jedoch, als der Herbst schon weit fortgeschritten war und die Ferien sich ihrem Ende zuneigten, erhielt ich ein Telegramm von meinem Freund, in dem er mich anflehte, nach Donnithorpe zurückzukehren, er bedür-fe dringend meines Rates und meiner Hilfe. Natürlich ließ ich alles stehen und liegen und machte mich erneut nach Norden auf. 

Er holte mich mit dem Einspänner am Bahnhof ab, und ich sah mit einem Blick, daß die beiden vergangenen Monate sehr aufreibend für ihn gewesen waren. 

Er war abgemagert und gramgebeugt und hatte sein lautes, heiteres Auftreten eingebüßt, das ihn einmal ausgezeichnet hatte. 

›Der alte Herr liegt im Sterben‹, waren seine ersten Worte. 

›Unmöglich!‹ rief ich. ›Was fehlt ihm?‹

›Schlaganfall. Nervöser Schock. Schon den ganzen Tag steht es zum schlimmsten. Ich zweifle, ob wir ihn noch lebend antreffen.‹

Ich war, wie Sie sich vorstellen können, Watson, über diese unerwarteten Neuigkeiten entsetzt. 

›Was ist die Ursache?‹ fragte ich. 

›Ach, das ist es ja gerade. Steigen Sie ein, und wir können während der Fahrt darüber reden. Erinnern Sie sich an diesen Menschen, der an dem Abend auf-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.675
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tauchte, bevor Sie weggingen?‹

›Ganz genau.‹

›Wissen Sie, wer das war, den wir an diesem Tage ins Haus einließen?‹

›Ich habe keine Ahnung.‹

›Es war der Teufel, Holmes!‹ rief er. 

Ich starrte ihn verblüfft an. 

›Ja; es war der Teufel höchstpersönlich. Wir haben seither keine ruhige Stunde mehr gehabt – keine einzige. Von diesem Abend an hat der alte Herr sich nicht mehr aufgerichtet, und jetzt ist das Leben aus ihm herausgepreßt und sein Herz gebrochen, und alles durch diesen verfluchten Hudson.‹

›Welche Macht hatte er denn?‹

›Ach, das zu wissen würde ich so viel geben. Der freundliche, gütige alte Herr! Wie hat er nur in die Klauen eines solchen Schurken fallen können? Aber ich bin so froh, daß Sie gekommen sind, Holmes. Ich verlasse mich sehr auf Ihr Urteil und Ihre Umsicht, und ich weiß, daß Sie mich zum besten beraten werden.‹

Wir sausten über die glatte weiße Landstraße, vor uns die weite Fläche der Broads, die im roten Licht der untergehenden Sonne glitzerten. Über einem Wäldchen zu unserer Linken konnte ich bereits die hohen Schornsteine und den Fahnenmast ausmachen, die den Wohnsitz des Junkers kennzeichneten. 
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›Mein Vater machte den Menschen zum Gärtner‹, sagte mein Gefährte, ›und da ihn das nicht zufrieden-stellte, wurde er zum Butler befördert. Das Haus schien ihm preisgegeben zu sein, und er schlenderte darin herum und tat, was ihm beliebte. Die Mädchen beklagten sich über seine Trinkerei und seine Anzüglichkeiten. Vater erhöhte für alle die Löhne, um sie für den Verdruß zu entschädigen. Der Mensch nahm sich oft einfach das Boot und das beste Gewehr meines Vaters und gönnte sich kleine Jagdpartien. Und all das mit einem derart grinsenden, tückischen, unverschämten Gesicht, daß ich ihn zwanzigmal niedergeschlagen hätte, wenn er ein Mann in meinem Alter gewesen wäre. Ich sage Ihnen, Holmes, ich mußte die ganze Zeit sehr an mich halten, und jetzt frage ich mich, ob es nicht klüger gewesen wäre, ich hätte mich ein wenig mehr gehen lassen. 

Nun ja, es wurde schlimmer und schlimmer, und dieses Vieh Hudson wurde immer aufdringlicher, bis ich ihn schließlich, als er eines Tages in meiner Gegenwart meinem Vater eine unverschämte Antwort gab, an der Schulter packte und aus dem Zimmer warf. Er schlich sich davon, mit bleichem Gesicht und zwei giftigen Augen, die mehr Drohungen äußerten, als seine Zunge es vermocht hätte. Ich weiß nicht, was sich danach zwischen meinem armen Vater und ihm abspielte, aber Vater kam am nächsten Tag zu mir Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.677
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und fragte mich, ob es mir etwas ausmachte, mich bei Hudson zu entschuldigen. Ich weigerte mich, wie Sie sich vorstellen können, und fragte meinen Vater, wie er es zulassen könne, daß ein solcher Wurm sich mit ihm und seinem Haushalt solche Freiheiten herausnehme. 

»Ach, mein Junge«, sagte er, »du hast leicht reden, denn du weißt nicht, in welcher Lage ich bin. Doch du sollst es erfahren, Victor. Ich werde dafür sorgen, daß du es erfährst, komme was da wolle! Du würdest doch nicht schlecht von deinem alten Vater denken, nicht wahr, Junge?« Er war äußerst bewegt und schloß sich den ganzen Tag über in seinem Arbeitszimmer ein, wo er, wie ich durchs Fenster sehen konnte, eifrig schrieb. 

An diesem Abend geschah etwas, das mir wie eine wundersame Erlösung vorkam, denn Hudson sagte uns, daß er uns verlassen werde. Er trat ins Eßzimmer, wo wir nach dem Dinner saßen, und kündigte mit der dumpfen Stimme eines Halbbetrunkenen seine Absicht an. 

»Ich hab genug von Norfolk«, sagte er, »ich mach zu Mr. Beddoes in Hampshire. Er wird sich genauso freuen, mich zu sehen, wie Sie, möcht ich meinen.«

»Sie gehen doch nicht mit unguten Gefühlen, Hudson, hoffe ich?« sagte mein Vater mit einer Unterwürfigkeit, die mein Blut zum Kochen brachte. 
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»Ich hab meine Entschuldigung noch nicht gehabt«, sagte er trotzig, mit einem Blick zu mir hin. 

»Victor, du gibst doch zu, daß du mit diesem ehrenwerten Menschen ziemlich hart umgesprungen bist?« sagte Vater, sich an mich wendend. 

»Ganz im Gegenteil, ich finde, daß wir beide ihm gegenüber außerordentliche Geduld haben walten lassen«, antwortete ich. 

»Ach ja, wirklich?« fauchte er. »Sehr schön, Kamerad. Wir werden ja sehen!« Er schlurfte aus dem Zimmer und ging eine halbe Stunde später aus dem Haus, wobei er meinen Vater in einem Zustand bemitleidenswerter Nervosität zurückließ. Nacht für Nacht hörte ich ihn sein Zimmer durchmessen, und gerade als er seine Zuversicht wiedergewann, fiel schließlich doch der Schlag.‹

›Und wie?‹ fragte ich gespannt. 

›Auf höchst ungewöhnliche Weise. Gestern nachmittag traf ein Brief für meinen Vater ein, der den Stempel von Fordingbridge trug. Mein Vater las ihn, schlug beide Hände vors Gesicht und begann in kleinen Kreisen im Zimmer herumzulaufen wie jemand, der von Sinnen ist. Als ich ihn schließlich aufs Sofa herunterzog, waren sein Mund und seine Augenlider auf einer Seite ganz faltig, und ich erkannte, daß ihn der Schlag getroffen hatte. Dr. Fordham kam sofort herüber, und wir brachten ihn zu Bett; aber die Läh-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.679
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mung hat sich ausgebreitet, er hat keinerlei Anzeichen von wiederkehrendem Bewußtsein gezeigt, und ich glaube, daß wir ihn kaum noch lebend vorfinden werden.‹

›Das ist ja grauenhaft, Trevor!‹ rief ich. ›Was könnte denn in diesem Brief gestanden haben, das dermaßen schreckliche Folgen hatte?‹

›Nichts. Das ist ja das Unerklärliche daran. Die Nachricht war absurd und trivial. Ach, mein Gott, es ist, wie ich befürchtete!‹

Während er sprach, kamen wir um die Biegung der Auffahrt und sahen im schwindenden Licht, daß jede Jalousie im Hause heruntergelassen war. Als wir hin-aufeilten, mein Freund mit gramverzerrtem Gesicht, trat ein Gentleman in Schwarz aus der Tür. 

›Wann ist es passiert, Doktor?‹ fragte Trevor. 

›Beinahe unmittelbar, nachdem Sie fort waren.‹

›Hat er das Bewußtsein wiedererlangt?‹

›Für einen Moment vor dem Ende.‹

›Irgendeine Nachricht für mich?‹

›Nur daß die Papiere im Geheimfach der japanischen Schatulle seien.‹

Mein Freund begab sich mit dem Doktor nach oben ins Sterbezimmer, während ich im Arbeitszimmer zu-rückblieb, die ganze Angelegenheit in Gedanken um und um wälzte und mir so trübsinnig zumute war wie nur je in meinem Leben. Was hatte dieser Trevor –
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Faustkämpfer, Reisender und Goldgräber – für eine Vergangenheit gehabt? Und wodurch war er in die Gewalt dieses Seemannes mit der ätzenden Miene geraten? Warum, des weiteren, sollte er bei einer Anspielung auf die halbgelöschten Initialen auf seinem Arm in Ohnmacht fallen und vor Angst sterben, als ein Brief aus Fordingbridge eintraf? Dann fiel mir ein, daß Fordingbridge in Hampshire liegt und daß es von diesem Mr. Beddoes, den der Seemann aufsuchen und möglicherweise erpressen wollte, geheißen hatte, er lebe in Hampshire. Der Brief konnte mithin von Hudson, dem Seemann, stammen, der mitteilte, er habe das Geheimnis einer Schuld, die anscheinend existierte, verraten, oder von Beddoes, der einen alten Bundesgenossen warnte, daß ein solcher Verrat drohe. So weit schien alles ganz klar. Aber wie konnte der Brief dann, wie vom Sohn geschildert, trivial und grotesk sein? Er mußte ihn mißverstanden haben. Wenn dem so war, mußte es sich um einen jener ingeniösen Ge-heimcodes handeln, die etwas anderes aussagen, als was sie zu bedeuten scheinen. Ich mußte diesen Brief sehen. Wenn darin eine versteckte Bedeutung lag, so war ich zuversichtlich, sie ihm entreißen zu können. 

Eine Stunde lang saß ich grübelnd im Dämmerlicht, bis schließlich ein weinendes Dienstmädchen eine Lampe hereinbrachte, und ihr auf dem Fuße folgte mein Freund Trevor, bleich, aber gefaßt, der eben Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.681
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diese Papiere, die auf meinem Knie liegen, umklammert hielt. Er setzte sich mir gegenüber, zog die Lampe an den Tischrand und reichte mir eine kurze Notiz, die, wie Sie sehen, auf einen Bogen graues Papier gekritzelt war. ›Das versprochene Wind-Spiel für Sie ist wie vereinbart aus London eingetroffen‹, lautete sie. ›Hudson, der Hundeführer, hat, meinen wir, alles Nötige dazu gesagt bekommen. Es laufen hier Bemühungen, Sie zu veranlassen, um jeden Preis Ihr erfolgreiches Züchter-Leben aufzugeben.‹

Ich darf behaupten, daß mein Gesicht ebenso verwirrt aussah wie Ihres eben, als ich diese Nachricht zum erstenmal las. Dann las ich sie sehr sorgfältig noch einmal. Es war offensichtlich so, wie ich gedacht hatte, daß nämlich in dieser seltsamen Verbindung von Wörtern irgendeine zweite Bedeutung verborgen lag. Oder könnte es sein, daß solche Ausdrücke wie

›Bemühungen‹ und ›Züchter-Leben‹ irgendeinen ab-gesprochenen Sinn hatten? Eine solche Bedeutung wäre willkürlich und könnte auf keine Weise deduziert werden. Und doch weigerte ich mich, dies zu glauben; das Vorkommen des Wortes ›Hudson‹

schien zu beweisen, daß der Inhalt des Briefes meiner Vermutung entsprach und daß er eher von Beddoes als von dem Seemann kam. Ich versuchte es rück-wärts, aber die Verbindung ›aufzugeben Leben Züchter‹ war nicht ermutigend. Dann probierte ich jedes Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.682
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zweite Wort, aber weder ›Das, Wind, für‹ noch ›versprochene, Spiel, Sie‹ versprachen, irgendein Licht auf die Sache zu werfen. Dann hielt ich mit einemmal den Schlüssel des Rätsels in Händen, und ich erkannte, daß, beginnend mit dem ersten, jedes dritte Wort eine Nachricht ergab, die den alten Trevor sehr wohl zur Verzweiflung hatte treiben können. 

Sie war kurz und bündig, die Warnung, wie ich sie nun meinem Gefährten vorlas:

›Das Spiel ist aus. Hudson hat alles gesagt. Laufen Sie um Ihr Leben.‹

Victor Trevor vergrub das Gesicht in den bebenden Händen. ›Das muß es wohl sein‹, sagte er. ›Dies ist schlimmer als der Tod, denn es bedeutet außerdem Schande. Aber was bedeuten diese »Hundeführer«

und »Züchter«?‹

›Das hat keine Bedeutung für die Nachricht, aber es könnte für uns eine ganze Menge bedeuten, wenn wir keine anderen Mittel hätten, den Absender aufzufinden. Sie sehen, daß er zunächst »Das ... Spiel ... 

ist« und so weiter schrieb. Danach mußte er, um die abgesprochene Chiffre zu vervollständigen, in jeden Zwischenraum jeweils zwei beliebige Wörter einsetzen. Er benutzte natürlich die ersten Wörter, die ihm in den Sinn kamen, und wenn darunter so viele sind, die mit Sport zu tun haben, so ist er sicher entweder leidenschaftlicher Jäger oder an der Züchterei interes-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.683
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siert. Wissen Sie irgend etwas über diesen Beddoes?‹

›Natürlich, jetzt wo Sie es erwähnen‹, sagte er, 

›fällt mir ein, daß mein armer Vater jeden Herbst eine Einladung von ihm bekam, in seinem Gehege zu jagen.‹

›Dann stammt die Notiz zweifellos von ihm‹, sagte ich. ›Es bleibt uns nur noch herauszufinden, was das für ein Geheimnis war, womit der Seemann Hudson anscheinend diese beiden wohlhabenden und geachte-ten Männer in Furcht und Schrecken zu halten vermochte.‹

›O weh, Holmes, ich fürchte, es bedeutet Sünde und Schande!‹ rief mein Freund. ›Aber vor Ihnen will ich keine Geheimnisse haben. Hier ist die Erklärung, die mein Vater aufsetzte, als er erfuhr, daß von Hudson unmittelbar Gefahr drohte. Ich fand sie in der japanischen Schatulle, wie er dem Doktor gesagt hatte. 

Nehmen Sie sie und lesen Sie sie mir vor, denn ich habe weder die Kraft noch den Mut, es selbst zu tun.‹

Das hier sind die Papiere, Watson, die er mir reichte, und ich werde sie Ihnen vorlesen, wie ich sie ihm in jener Nacht in dem alten Arbeitszimmer vorlas. 

Wie Sie sehen, tragen sie außen den Vermerk: ›Einige Einzelheiten zur Reise der Bark22  Gloria Scott,  von ihrer Abfahrt aus Falmouth am 8. Oktober 1855 bis zu ihrer Zerstörung auf 15°20' nördlicher Breite und 25°14' westlicher Länge am 6. November.‹ Sie sind Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.684
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in Form eines Briefes abgefaßt und lauten folgendermaßen:

Mein lieber, lieber Sohn –, nun, da die nahende Schande die letzten Jahre meines Lebens zu verdunkeln beginnt, kann ich mit aller Aufrichtig-keit und Ehrlichkeit schreiben, daß nicht die Furcht vor dem Gesetz, der Verlust meiner Position in der Grafschaft, noch mein Fall in den Augen aller, die mich gekannt haben, mir ins Herz schneidet; sondern es ist der Gedanke, daß Du dahin kommen solltest, meinetwegen zu errö-

ten – Du, der Du mich liebst und selten, so hoffe ich, Grund hattest, etwas anderes als Achtung für mich zu empfinden. Aber wenn der Schlag fällt, der die ganze Zeit schon über mir dräut, dann möchte ich, daß Du das liest und unmittelbar von mir erfährst, inwieweit ich mich schuldig gemacht habe. Wenn andererseits alles gutgehen (was der allmächtige Gott in seiner Güte geben möge!) und dieses Papier durch irgendeinen Zufall nicht vernichtet worden sein und Dir in die Hände fallen sollte, so beschwöre ich Dich bei allem, was Dir heilig ist, beim Andenken an Deine liebe Mutter und bei der Liebe, die zwischen uns war, es ins Feuer zu werfen und niemals mehr einen Gedanken daran zu verschwen-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.685
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den. 

Wenn also nun Dein Auge diese Zeile zu lesen beginnt, weiß ich, daß ich bereits bloßgestellt und aus meinem Heim geschleppt worden sein oder, was wahrscheinlicher ist – denn Du weißt, daß ich ein schwaches Herz habe –, mit auf ewig versiegelten Lippen tot daliegen werde. In jedem Falle ist die Zeit der Verheimlichung vorbei, und jedes Wort, das ich Dir sage, ist die nackte Wahrheit; und das schwöre ich, so wahr ich auf Vergebung hoffe. 

Mein Name, lieber Junge, ist nicht Trevor. In meinen Jugendtagen hieß ich James Armitage, und Du kannst nun meinen Schock vor einigen Wochen ermessen, als dein College-Freund mich mit Worten anredete, die anzudeuten schienen, daß er mein Geheimnis erahnt hatte. Als Armitage trat ich in ein Londoner Bankhaus ein, und als Armitage wurde ich überfuhrt, die Gesetze meines Landes gebrochen zu haben, und zu Deportation verurteilt. Denk nicht allzu streng von mir, Junge. Es handelte sich um eine sogenannte Ehrenschuld, die ich bezahlen mußte, und ich nahm dafür Geld, das mir nicht gehörte, in der Gewißheit, es ersetzen zu können, ehe die Möglichkeit bestand, daß es vermißt werden würde. 

Doch das schrecklichste Pech verfolgte mich. 

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.686

Die »Gloria Scott«

Doyle-WA Bd. 6, 102

Das Geld, auf das ich gerechnet hatte, lief niemals ein, und eine vorzeitige Prüfung der Bücher deckte den Fehlbetrag auf. Man hätte in dem Fall milde verfahren können, doch vor dreißig Jahren wurden die Gesetze strenger angewandt als heute, und an meinem dreiundzwanzigsten Ge-burtstag fand ich mich, zusammen mit siebenunddreißig anderen Verbrechern, als Kettensträfling in den Zwischendecks der Bark  Gloria Scott mit Kurs auf Australien. 

Man schrieb das Jahr 1855, als der Krim-Krieg seinen Höhepunkt erreicht hatte und die ehemaligen Sträflingsschiffe weitgehend als Transporter im Schwarzen Meer eingesetzt waren. Die Regierung mußte daher für ihre Gefangenen kleinere und weniger geeignete Schiffe aufbieten. 

Die  Gloria Scott  war im China-Teehandel gefahren, war jedoch ein altmodisches Fahrzeug mit schwerem Bug und breiter Dwarslinie, und die neuen Klipper hatten sie überholt. Sie war ein 500-Tonnen-Schiff, und außer ihren achtund-dreißig Galgenvögeln beförderte sie eine sechs-undzwanzigköpfige Mannschaft, achtzehn Soldaten, einen Kapitän, drei Maate, einen Doktor, einen Kaplan und vier Schließer. Fast einhundert Seelen befanden sich insgesamt auf ihr, »als wir von Falmouth aus die Segel setzten. 
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Die Trennwände zwischen den Zellen der Sträflinge waren, anstatt aus dicker Eiche, wie es in Sträflingsschiffen üblich ist, ziemlich dünn und zerbrechlich. Der Mann achtern neben mir war einer, der mir besonders aufgefallen war, als man uns zum Pier hinuntergeführt hatte. Es war ein junger Mann mit einem klaren, bartlosen Gesicht, einer langen, dünnen Nase und ziemlichen Nußknacker-Kiefern. Er behielt den Kopf sehr munter oben, stolzierte prahlerisch einher und war vor allem wegen seiner außergewöhnlichen Größe bemerkenswert. Ich glaube nicht, daß auch nur einer von uns ihm mit dem Kopf bis zur Schulter reichte, und bin sicher, daß er nicht weniger als sechseinhalb Fuß gemessen haben kann. Es war seltsam, unter so vielen trüben, verdrossenen Gesichtern eines voller Energie und Entschlossenheit zu sehen. Sein Anblick war für mich wie ein Feuer in einem Schnee-sturm. Ich war also froh, daß er mein Nebenmann war, und noch froher, als ich mitten in der Nacht dicht an meinem Ohr ein Flüstern vernahm und feststellte, daß er es geschafft hatte, in das Brett, das uns trennte, eine Öffnung zu schneiden. 

›Hallo, Kumpel!‹ sagte er. ›Wie heißt du, und weswegen bist du hier?‹
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Ich antwortete ihm und fragte meinerseits, mit wem ich spräche. 

›Ich bin Jack Prendergast‹, sagte er, ›und bei Gott, du wirst noch lernen, meinen Namen zu segnen, ehe du mit mir fertig bist!‹

Ich erinnerte mich, von seinem Fall gehört zu haben, denn er hatte einige Zeit vor meiner eigenen Verhaftung im ganzen Lande ungeheures Aufsehen erregt. Prendergast war ein Mann von guter Herkunft und großen Fähigkeiten, doch unheilbar lasterhaften Neigungen, der sich durch geniale Betrugsmanöver von den führenden Londoner Kaufleuten riesige Summen Geldes verschafft hatte. 

›Aha, aha! Du erinnerst dich an meinen Fall?‹

sagte er stolz. 

›Sehr gut, in der Tat.‹

›Dann erinnerst du dich vielleicht auch an etwas Sonderbares daran?‹

›Und was war das?‹

›Ich hatte fast eine Viertelmillion, nicht?‹

›So hieß es.‹

›Aber nichts wurde wiedergefunden, wie?‹

›Nein.‹

›Na, was meinst du, wo der Saldo ist?‹ fragte er. 

›Ich habe keine Ahnung‹, sagte ich. 

›Genau zwischen meinem Zeigefinger und mei-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.689
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nem Daumen‹, rief er. ›Bei Gott, ich habe mehr Pfund in meinem Besitz als du Haare auf dem Kopf. Und wenn du Geld hast, mein Kleiner, und weißt, wie du damit umgehen und es streuen mußt, kannst du  alles  tun! Du hältst es doch nicht für wahrscheinlich, daß ein Mann, der alles tun könnte, sich im stinkenden Gefängnis eines rattenzernagten, ungezieferverseuchten, modri-gen alten Sarges von Chinafahrer den Hosenbo-den durchwetzt? Nein, Sir, so ein Mann kümmert sich um sich selbst und kümmert sich um seine Kumpel. Darauf kannst du dich verlassen! 

Halt dich an ihn, und du kannst die Bibel darauf küssen, daß er dir durchhilft.‹ Das war seine Art zu reden, und zunächst dachte ich, es habe nichts zu bedeuten, doch nach einer Weile, als er mich auf die Probe gestellt und mit aller denkbaren Feierlichkeit in Eid und Pflicht genommen hatte, berichtete er mir von einem Komplott, das Schiff in die Gewalt zu bekommen. Ein Dutzend Gefangene hatten es ausgeheckt, bevor sie an Bord kamen; Prendergast war der Anführer und sein Geld die treibende Kraft. ›Ich hatte einen Partner‹, sagte er, ›einen selten guten Mann, so treu wie der Schaft dem Lauf. Er hat die Moneten, jawohl, und wo, glaubst du, ist er im Moment? 

Nun, er ist der Kaplan dieses Schiffs – der Ka-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.690
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plan, kein geringerer! Er kam an Bord in einem schwarzen Anzug, mit richtigen Papieren und Geld genug in seiner Kiste, um den ganzen Kahn vom Kiel bis zum Flaggenknopf kurzerhand aufzukaufen. Die Mannschaft gehört ihm, mit Leib und Seele. Er konnte sie  en bloc  mit Kassaskon-to kaufen, und das tat er, bevor sie noch angemu-stert hatten. Er hat zwei von den Schließern und Mercer, den zweiten Maat, und er würde auch den Kapitän selbst kriegen, wenn er meinte, es lohnt sich.‹

›Was sollen wir also tun?‹ fragte ich. 

›Was denkst du denn?‹ sagte er. ›Wir werden die Röcke von einigen dieser Soldaten röter färben, als es der Schneider je getan hat.‹

›Aber sie sind bewaffnet‹, sagte ich. 

›Genau das werden wir auch sein, mein Junge. 

Für jeden von uns gibt's ein paar Pistolen, und wenn wir, mit der Mannschaft im Rücken, dieses Schiff nicht einnehmen, wird es Zeit, daß man uns alle auf eine Schule für höhere Töchter schickt. Sprich heute nacht mit deinem Nebenmann zur Linken und stell fest, ob man ihm vertrauen kann.‹

Das tat ich und fand heraus, daß mein anderer Nebenmann ein Bursche in einer ganz ähnlichen Lage wie ich war, der sich einer Fälschung Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.691
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schuldig gemacht hatte. Sein Name war Evans, aber er änderte ihn hinterher wie ich und ist heute ein begüterter, erfolgreicher Mann im Süden Englands. Er war durchaus bereit, sich der Verschwörung als dem einzigen Mittel der Rettung anzuschließen, und bevor wir den Golf23 überquert hatten, gab es nur noch zwei Gefangene, die nicht in das Geheimnis eingeweiht waren. Einer war von schwachem Verstande, und wir wagten es nicht, ihn ins Vertrauen zu ziehen, und der andere litt an Gelbsucht und konnte uns von keinerlei Nutzen sein. Von Anfang an gab es eigentlich nichts, was uns hätte hindern können, von dem Schiff Besitz zu ergreifen. 

Die Mannschaft war ein Haufen von Halsab-schneidern, für das Vorhaben eigens ausgesucht. 

Der falsche Kaplan kam in unsere Zellen, um uns ins Gewissen zu reden, mit einer schwarzen Tasche, die angeblich voller Traktate war; und so oft kam er, daß bis zum dritten Tage jeder von uns am Fuße seines Lagers eine Feile, ein Paar Pistolen, ein Pfund Pulver und zwanzig Kugeln versteckt hatte. 

Zwei der Schließer waren Agenten von Prendergast, und der zweite Maat war seine rechte Hand. Der Kapitän, die beiden Maate, zwei Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.692
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Schließer, Lieutenant Martin, seine achtzehn Soldaten und der Doktor waren alle, die wir gegen uns hatten. Doch so sicher die Sache auch war, beschlossen wir, keinerlei Vorsichtsmaßregel außer acht zu lassen und unseren Angriff überraschend des Nachts zu führen. Es kam indessen schneller dazu, als wir erwartet hatten, und zwar folgendermaßen:

Eines Abends, ungefähr in der dritten Woche nach unserer Abfahrt, war der Doktor nach unten gekommen, um nach einem kranken Gefangenen zu sehen, und fühlte, indem er die Hand auf das Fußende von dessen Koje legte, den Umriß der Pistolen. Hätte er geschwiegen, so hätte er die ganze Sache auffliegen lassen können; aber er war ein nervöser kleiner Mensch und stieß einen überraschten Schrei aus und wurde so bleich, daß der Mann sofort wußte, was los war und ihn festhielt. Er wurde geknebelt, bevor er Alarm auslösen konnte, und aufs Bett gefesselt. Er hatte die Luke, die auf Deck führte, entriegelt, und wir waren im Nu hindurch. Die beiden Wachen wurden niedergeschossen, desgleichen ein Korporal, der angelaufen kam, um nachzusehen, was vorging. Vor der Tür zum Passagierraum standen zwei weitere Soldaten, und ihre Musketen schienen nicht geladen zu sein, denn sie feuerten nicht Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.693
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auf uns und wurden niedergeschossen, während sie versuchten, ihre Bajonette aufzupflanzen. 

Dann stürzten wir weiter in die Kapitänskajüte, aber als wir die Tür aufstießen, ertönte von drinnen ein Schuß, und da lag er, den Kopf auf der Atlantik-Karte, die auf den Tisch geheftet war, und der Kaplan stand, eine rauchende Pistole in der Hand, neben ihm. Die beiden Maate waren von der Mannschaft ergriffen worden, und so schien die ganze Geschichte ausgestanden zu sein. 

Der Passagierraum lag neben der Kajüte, und wir drängten uns hinein und ließen uns auf die Polster fallen, alle durcheinander redend, denn wir waren schier von Sinnen von dem Gefühl, wieder frei zu sein. Überall waren Spinde, und Wilson, der falsche Kaplan, schlug einen davon ein und holte ein Dutzend Flaschen dunklen Sherry heraus. Wir brachen den Flaschen den Hals, schenkten das Gebräu in Krüge aus und stürzten sie gerade hinunter, als urplötzlich ohne Vorwarnung unsere Ohren vom Krachen von Musketen widerhallten und der Salon so voller Rauch stand, daß wir nicht mehr über den Tisch sehen konnten. Als der Rauch sich wieder verzog, schien der Raum ein Schlachtfeld. Wilson und acht andere wälzten sich übereinander auf Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.694
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dem Boden, und beim Gedanken an das Blut und den dunklen Sherry auf dem Tisch wird mir heute noch schlecht. Wir waren von dem Anblick so eingeschüchtert, daß wir die Sache wohl aufgegeben hätten, wenn Prendergast nicht gewesen wäre. Er brüllte wie ein Stier und stürzte, dicht gefolgt von allen, die noch am Leben waren, zur Tür. Wir rannten hinaus, und dort auf der Achterhütte standen der Lieutenant und zehn seiner Männer. Die Oberlichter über dem Salon-Tisch hatten ein wenig offengestanden, und sie hatten durch den Schlitz auf uns gefeuert. Wir kamen über sie, bevor sie nachladen konnten, und sie hielten sich wie Männer, doch wir gewannen die Oberhand, und in fünf Minuten war alles vorbei. Mein Gott! hat es je ein solches Schlachthaus wie dieses Schiff gegeben? Prendergast war wie ein rasender Teufel, und er hob die Soldaten auf, als seien es Kinder, und schleuderte sie über Bord, ob lebend oder tot. Da war ein Sergeant, der schrecklich verwundet war und doch überraschend lange weiterschwamm, bis ihn jemand aus Mitleid durch den Kopf schoß. 

Als der Kampf vorbei war, war von unseren Feinden keiner mehr übrig, ausgenommen die Schließer, die Maate und der Doktor. 

Über sie nun kam es zum großen Streit. Viele Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.695
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von uns waren zwar froh, die Freiheit wiedererlangt zu haben, wollten aber keinen Mord auf ihr Gewissen laden. Es war eines, Soldaten nieder-zuhauen, welche ihre Musketen in der Hand hielten, und ein anderes war es, ruhig dabei zuzusehen, wie kalten Blutes Menschen ermordet wurden. Acht von uns, fünf Sträflinge und drei Seeleute, sagten, sie würden es nicht dulden. Aber Prendergast und seine Anhänger ließen sich nicht umstimmen. Unsere einzige Hoffnung auf Sicherheit läge darin, saubere Arbeit zu leisten, meinte er, und er werde keine Zunge übriglassen, die im Zeugenstand plaudern könnte. Beinahe hätten wir das Schicksal der Gefangenen geteilt, aber schließlich sagte er, wenn wir wollten, könnten wir ein Boot nehmen und gehen. Wir griffen mit beiden Händen nach diesem Angebot, denn wir waren dieser blutdürstigen Taten bereits überdrüssig und erkannten, daß es eher zu noch schlimmeren kommen würde. Wir bekamen jeder eine Garnitur Seemannskleider, ein Faß Wasser, zwei Fäßchen, eins mit Pökelfleisch und eins mit Schiffszwieback, und einen Kompaß. 

Prendergast warf uns eine Karte hinüber, sagte uns, wir seien schiffbrüchige Seeleute, deren Schiff auf 15° nördlicher Breite und 25° westlicher Länge untergegangen sei, kappte sodann die Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.696
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Fangleine und ließ uns ziehen. 

Und nun komme ich zum erstaunlichsten Teil meiner Geschichte, mein lieber Sohn. Die Seeleute hatten die Fockrahe während der Erhebung back geholt, doch jetzt, wo wir sie verließen, braßten sie sie wieder vierkant, und da ein leichter Wind aus Nordosten wehte, begann die Bark langsam von uns abzuhalten. Unser Boot lag, sich hebend und senkend, auf der langen sanften Dünung, und Evans und ich, die die Gebildet-sten in der Gruppe waren, saßen im Achterteil, rechneten unsere Position aus und überlegten, welche Küste wir ansteuern sollten. Das war eine schöne Frage, denn das Kap Verde lag etwa 500 Meilen nördlich von uns und die afrikanische Küste ungefähr 700 Meilen östlich. Alles in allem, und da der Wind aus Norden kam, dachten wir, Sierra Leone sei am besten, und nahmen Kurs darauf, wobei die Bark zu diesem Zeitpunkt weit entfernt auf unserer Steuerbordseite lag. Als wir zu ihr hinüberschauten, sahen wir plötzlich eine dichte schwarze Rauchwolke aus ihr emporschießen, die wie ein ungeheurer Baum über dem Horizont hing. Ein paar Sekunden spä-

ter schlug es uns wie Donnergrollen an die Ohren, und als der Rauch sich verzog, war von der  Gloria Scott  nichts mehr zu sehen. Im Nu Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.697
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rissen wir den Bug des Bootes wieder herum und pullten mit aller Kraft zu der Stelle hin, wo der immer noch über dem Wasser treibende Dunst den Schauplatz dieser Katastrophe markierte. 

Es verging eine lange Stunde, ehe wir sie erreichten, und zunächst befürchteten wir, wir seien zu spät gekommen, um noch jemanden zu retten. Ein geborstenes Boot und ein paar Kisten und Spierenteile, die auf den Wellen auf und ab tanzten, zeigten uns, wo das Schiff gesunken war, aber es war kein Lebenszeichen festzustellen, und wir hatten bereits ohne Hoffnung abge-dreht, als wir einen Hilfeschrei hörten und in einiger Entfernung ein Wrackteil sahen, auf dem ausgestreckt ein Mann lag. Als wir ihn an Bord zogen, zeigte sich, daß es ein junger Matrose namens Hudson war, der so verbrannt und erschöpft war, daß er uns erst am nächsten Morgen berichten konnte, was vorgefallen war. Wie es schien, waren Prendergast und seine Bande nach unserer Abfahrt daran gegangen, die verbliebenen Gefangenen zu Tode zu bringen: Die beiden Schließer hatte man erschossen und über Bord geworfen, desgleichen den dritten Maat. Prendergast stieg sodann ins Zwischendeck hinab und schnitt mit eigener Hand dem unglücklichen Arzt die Kehle durch. Es blieb nur noch der erste Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.698
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Maat, der ein kühner und tatkräftiger Mann war. 

Als er den Verbrecher mit dem blutigen Messer in der Hand auf sich zutreten sah, warf er seine Fesseln ab, die er irgendwie zu lösen vermocht hatte, eilte das Deck hinunter und stürzte sich in den Achterraum. 

Ein Dutzend Verbrecher, die auf der Suche nach ihm mit ihren Pistolen herabstiegen, fanden ihn mit einer Streichholzschachtel in der Hand neben einem offenen Pulverfaß sitzen – es war eines von hundert, die an Bord mitgeführt wurden –, und er schwor, er werde alle Mann in die Luft sprengen, wenn man ihn im geringsten bedränge. 

Einen Augenblick später ereignete sich die Explosion; Hudson meinte allerdings, sie sei eher durch die fehlgegangene Kugel eines der Verbrecher als durch das Streichholz des Maats ausgelöst worden. Was immer der Auslöser gewesen sein mag, sie bedeutete das Ende der  Gloria Scott  und des Gesindels, das sie in der Gewalt hatte. 

Dies, mein lieber Junge, ist in wenigen Worten die Geschichte jener schrecklichen Affaire, in die ich verwickelt war. Am nächsten Tag wurden wir von der Brigg  Hotspur  mit Kurs auf Australien aufgefischt, deren Kapitän es nicht schwierig fand zu glauben, wir seien die Überlebenden Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.699
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eines Passagierschiffes, das gesunken war. Das Transportschiff  Gloria Scott  wurde von der Admiralität als auf hoher See verschollen betrachtet, und es ist nie ein Wort über ihr wahres Schicksal durchgesickert. Nach einer vortrefflichen Reise setzte uns die  Hotspur  in Sydney an Land, wo Evans und ich unsere Namen änderten und uns zu den Goldfeldern aufmachten. Unter den Scharen, die aus allen Ländern zusammen-geströmt waren, hatten wir keinerlei Schwierigkeiten, unsere frühere Identität zu verlieren. Den Rest brauche ich nicht zu erzählen. Wir kamen zu Wohlstand, wir reisten, wir kamen als reiche Kolonisten nach England zurück, und wir kauften Landsitze. Über zwanzig Jahre lang führten wir ein ruhiges, nützliches Leben und hofften, daß unsere Vergangenheit für immer begraben sei. Stell Dir also meine Gefühle vor, als ich in dem Seemann, der zu uns kam, sofort den Mann erkannte, der von dem Wrack aufgefischt worden war! Er hatte uns irgendwie aufgespürt und sich entschlossen, von unserer Furcht zu leben. Nun wirst Du verstehen, wie es kam, daß ich bestrebt war, Frieden mit ihm zu halten, und Du wirst in gewissem Maße mit mir fühlen angesichts der Ängste, die mich erfüllen, nun, da er mit Drohungen auf den Lippen von mir zu seinem ande-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.700
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ren Opfer gegangen ist. 

Darunter steht in einer Schrift, die so zittrig ist, daß man sie kaum lesen kann: ›Beddoes schreibt in Geheimschrift, daß H. alles gesagt hat. Gütiger Gott, sei unserer Seele gnädig!‹

Das war der Bericht, den ich in jener Nacht dem jungen Trevor vorlas, und ich denke, Watson, daß er unter den gegebenen Umständen recht dramatisch war. Dem guten Jungen hat es schier das Herz gebrochen, 

und
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auf

die

Terai24-Teeplantagen, wo er vorankommt, wie ich höre. Was den Seemann und Beddoes angeht, so hat man nach jenem Tage, an dem der Warnbrief geschrieben worden war, von keinem der beiden je wieder gehört. Sie verschwanden beide wie vom Erdboden. Bei der Polizei war keine Anzeige erstattet worden, so daß Beddoes eine Drohung als Tat mißverstanden hatte. Man hatte Hudson herumschleichen sehen, und die Polizei glaubte, er habe Beddoes aus dem Weg geräumt und sei geflohen. Ich für mein Teil glaube, daß es sich in Wahrheit genau umgekehrt verhält. Ich halte es für am wahrscheinlichsten, daß Beddoes, zur Verzweiflung getrieben und in dem Glauben, er sei schon verraten worden, sich an Hudson ge-rächt hat und mit soviel Geld, wie er gerade zusam-menraffen konnte, außer Landes geflohen ist. Das Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.701
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sind die Tatsachen des Falles, Doktor, und wenn sie Ihrer Kollektion irgendwie von Nutzen sind, so stehen sie Ihnen gewiß von Herzen gern zur Verfügung.«
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Das Musgrave-Ritual

Eine Anomalie, die mir am Charakter meines Freundes Sherlock Holmes häufig auffiel, bestand darin, daß, obgleich er in seinen Denkmethoden der allerpe-nibelste und methodischste Mensch war und obgleich er sich außerdem bei seiner Kleidung einer gewissen ruhigen Säuberlichkeit befleißigte, er nichtsdestotrotz in seinen persönlichen Gewohnheiten einer der unord-entlichsten Menschen war, die je einen Mitbewohner rasend gemacht haben. Nicht daß ich selbst in dieser Hinsicht im mindesten konventionell wäre. Die ungestüme Zeit in Afghanistan im Verein mit meinem angeborenen Hang zum Bohemien haben mich eher laxer gemacht, als es einem Mediziner ansteht. Aber bei mir gibt es eine Grenze, und wenn ich einen Mann sehe, der seine Zigarren im Kohleneimer aufbewahrt, seinen Tabak in der Spitze eines persischen Pantoffels und seine unerledigte Korrespondenz aufgespießt mit einem Klappmesser genau in der Mitte seines hölzernen Kaminsimses, dann beginne ich mir wie ein Aus-bund von Tugend vorzukommen. Ich habe überdies stets die Ansicht vertreten, daß das Pistolenschießen ganz entschieden ein Freiluft-Zeitvertreib sein sollte; und wenn Holmes in einer seiner sonderbaren Anwandlungen mit seiner Stechschloßpistole25 und ein-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.703
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hundert Boxer-Patronen in einem Sessel saß und daran ging, die gegenüberliegende Wand mit einem patriotischen V.R.26 aus Einschußlöchern zu verzie-ren, dann hatte ich das starke Gefühl, daß weder die Atmosphäre noch das Erscheinungsbild unseres Zimmers dadurch gewann. 

Unsere Zimmer waren ständig voller Chemikalien und krimineller Reliquien, die die Eigenart hatten, sich zwischen den unwahrscheinlichsten Standorten zu bewegen und in der Butterdose oder an noch weniger wünschenswerten Stellen aufzutauchen. Aber seine Papiere waren meine große Krux. Er hatte einen Horror davor, Dokumente zu vernichten, besonders jene, die mit seinen früheren Fällen zusammenhingen, und doch brachte er nur alle ein, zwei Jahre einmal die Energie auf, sie zu beschriften und zu ordnen, denn, wie ich irgendwo in diesen zusammenhanglosen Memoiren27 erwähnt habe, den Ausbrüchen leidenschaftlicher Energie, wenn er die bemerkenswerten, mit seinem Namen verbundenen Taten vollbrachte, folgten Reaktionen von Lethargie, in deren Verlauf er mit seiner Violine und seinen Büchern herumzuliegen pflegte und sich kaum rührte, es sei denn vom Sofa zum Tisch. So häuften sich seine Papiere Monat um Monat an, bis sich in jeder Ecke des Zimmers bündel-weise Handschriftliches stapelte, das unter keinen Umständen verbrannt werden durfte und ausschließ-
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lich von seinem Besitzer weggeräumt werden konnte. 

Eines Winterabends, als wir zusammen am Kamin saßen, erlaubte ich mir, ihm vorzuschlagen, er möge doch, da er damit fertig sei, Zeitungsausschnitte in sein Kollektaneenbuch zu kleben, die nächsten beiden Stunden daran wenden, unser Zimmer ein wenig wohnlicher zu machen. Er konnte die Billigkeit meines Wunsches nicht bestreiten, und so ging er mit recht kläglichem Gesicht in sein Schlafzimmer, aus dem er, eine große Blechkiste hinter sich herziehend, sogleich wieder auftauchte. Diese stellte er mitten im Zimmer ab, kauerte sich auf einen Hocker davor und klappte den Deckel auf. Ich konnte sehen, daß sie bereits zu einem Drittel mit gebündelten Papieren ge-füllt war, die mit rotem Band zu verschiedenen Päckchen verschnürt waren. 

»Hier sind doch schon genügend Fälle, Watson«, sagte er, mich aus schalkhaften Augen anblickend. 

»Ich glaube, wenn Sie alles kennten, was ich in dieser Kiste habe, würden Sie mich bitten, einige herauszu-holen, anstatt andere hineinzutun.«

»Dann sind das also Aufzeichnungen Ihrer frühen Tätigkeit?« fragte ich. »Ich habe mir oft gewünscht, ich hätte Notizen von diesen Fällen.«

»Ja, mein Bester; das war alles zu früh, noch bevor mein Biograph gekommen war, mich zu verherrli-chen.« Er hob auf fast liebevolle, zärtliche Art und Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.705
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Weise ein Bündel nach dem anderen auf. »Es sind nicht alles Erfolge, Watson«, sagte er, »aber es gibt ein paar hübsche kleine Probleme darunter. Das hier ist der Bericht von den Tarleton-Morden, und der Fall von Vamberry, dem Weinhändler, und das Abenteuer der alten russischen Frau und die einzigartige Affaire der Aluminiumkrücke, wie auch ein vollständiger Bericht über Ricoletti mit dem Klumpfuß und seine abscheuliche Frau. Und hier – ah, sieh da! Das ist wirklich etwas Exquisites.«

Er fuhr mit dem Arm bis auf den Boden des Kastens und brachte eine kleine Holzkiste mit einem Schiebedeckel zum Vorschein, wie man sie zur Aufbewahrung von Kinderspielzeug verwendet. Aus ihr holte er ein zerknittertes Stück Papier, einen altmodischen Messingschlüssel, einen Holzpflock mit einem daran befestigten Bindfadenknäuel und drei rostige alte Metallscheiben. 

»Nun, mein Bester, was halten Sie von diesem Kram?« fragte er mit einem Lächeln über meinen Gesichtsausdruck. 

»Es ist eine merkwürdige Kollektion.«

»Sehr merkwürdig, und die Geschichte, die daran hängt, werden Sie als noch merkwürdiger empfinden.«

»Dann haben diese Gegenstände eine Geschichte?«

»So sehr, daß sie Geschichte  sind. «
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»Was meinen Sie damit?«

Sherlock Holmes hob einen nach dem anderen auf und breitete sie entlang der Tischkante aus. Dann setzte er sich wieder auf seinen Stuhl und blickte mit einem befriedigten Leuchten in den Augen über sie hin. 

»Das«, sagte er, »ist alles, was mir zur Erinnerung an die Episode des Musgrave-Rituals geblieben ist.«

Ich hatte ihn den Fall mehr als einmal erwähnen hören, war jedoch nie in der Lage gewesen, Einzelheiten in Erfahrung zu bringen. 

»Ich würde mich sehr freuen«, sagte ich, »wenn Sie mir einen Bericht darüber gäben.«

»Und das Durcheinander so lassen, wie es ist?« rief er boshaft. »Ihr Sauberkeitsbedürfnis darf nicht mehr strapaziert werden, Watson. Aber es würde mich freuen, wenn Sie diesen Fall in Ihre Annalen aufnähmen, denn es gibt Umstände daran, die ihn ziemlich einzigartig machen in der Kriminalgeschichte dieses oder, wie ich glaube, eines jeden anderen Landes. Eine Sammlung meiner geringfügigen Leistungen, die keinen Bericht von dieser höchst ungewöhnlichen Angelegenheit enthielte, wäre gewiß unvollständig. 

Sie erinnern sich vielleicht, Watson, wie die  Gloria Scott-Affaire und meine Unterredung mit dem un-glücklichen Mann, dessen Schicksal ich Ihnen geschildert habe, meine Aufmerksamkeit zum ersten Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.707
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Mal auf den Beruf hinlenkte, der zu meiner Lebens-aufgabe geworden ist. Sie sehen mich jetzt, da mein Name weit herum bekannt geworden ist und ich von der Öffentlichkeit wie auch von den amtlichen Stellen allgemein als letztes Appellationsgericht in zweifelhaften Fällen anerkannt werde. Selbst als Sie mich kennenlernten, zur Zeit der Affaire, die Sie in ›Eine Studie in Scharlachrot‹ überliefert haben, hatte ich bereits beachtliche, wenn auch nicht sehr lukrative Geschäftsverbindungen etabliert. Sie können sich also kaum vorstellen, wie schwierig ich es zunächst fand und wie lange ich warten mußte, ehe mir irgendwelche Fortschritte gelangen. 

Als ich zum ersten Mal nach London kam, hatte ich Räume in der Montague Street, einen Katzensprung vom British Museum, und dort wartete ich und füllte meine nur allzu reichlich bemessene Freizeit mit dem Studium all jener Wissenschaftszweige aus, die mich noch leistungsfähiger machen mochten. Dann und wann kamen mir Fälle unter, hauptsächlich durch Vermittlung ehemaliger Kommilitonen, denn es hatte während meiner letzten Jahre an der Universität einiges Gerede über mich und meine Methoden gegeben. 

Der dritte dieser Fälle war der des Musgrave-Rituals; und diese einzigartige Kette von Ereignissen und die, wie sich herausstellte, großen Dinge, die auf dem Spiele standen, haben ein Interesse erregt, das meinen Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.708
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ersten Schritt hin zu der Position bedeutete, die ich heute innehabe. 

Reginald Musgrave war im gleichen College gewesen wie ich, und ich war flüchtig mit ihm bekannt. Er war bei den Nichtgraduierten nicht allgemein beliebt, obgleich es mir immer so schien, als wolle er mit seinem vermeintlichen Stolz in Wirklichkeit eine sehr große angeborene Schüchternheit verbergen. Seinem Äußeren nach war er ein Mann von überaus aristokra-tischem Typ, dünn, mit ausgeprägter Nase, großen Augen und mattem, aber gepflegtem Gebaren. Er war in der Tat ein Sproß einer der allerältesten Familien des Königreiches, obgleich er einer Nebenlinie entstammte, die sich irgendwann im sechzehnten Jahrhundert von den nördlichen Musgraves abgespalten und im Westen von Sussex niedergelassen hat, wo das Herrenhaus von Hurlstone vielleicht das älteste bewohnte Gebäude der Grafschaft ist. Dem Manne schien etwas von seinem Geburtshaus anzuhaften, und nie sah ich sein bleiches, scharfgeschnittenes Gesicht oder seine Kopfhaltung an, ohne ihn mit grauen Bogengängen und Fenstern mit Stabwerk und all den ehrwürdigen Trümmern eines Lehenssitzes in Verbindung zu bringen. Dann und wann kamen wir ins Gespräch, und ich entsinne mich, daß er mehr als einmal eifriges Interesse an meinen Methoden der Beobachtung und Schlußfolgerung bekundete. 
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Vier Jahre lang hatte ich nichts von ihm gesehen, bis er eines Morgens mein Zimmer in der Montague Street betrat. Er hatte sich wenig verändert, war gekleidet wie ein junger Mann von Lebensart – er hatte schon immer etwas von einem Dandy an sich gehabt –, und hatte auch die ruhige, verbindliche Art bewahrt, die ihn früher ausgezeichnet hatte. 

›Wie ist es Ihnen so ergangen, Musgrave?‹ fragte ich, nachdem wir einander herzlich die Hand geschüttelt hatten. 

›Sie haben wahrscheinlich vom Tode meines armen Vaters gehört‹, sagte er. ›Er wurde vor etwa zwei Jahren zu Grabe getragen. Seither habe natürlich ich die Güter von Hurlstone zu verwalten, und da ich außerdem Abgeordneter meines Wahlkreises bin, ist mein Leben ein arbeitsreiches; aber wie ich höre, Holmes, machen Sie jene Fähigkeiten, mit denen Sie uns zu verblüffen pflegten, praktischen Zwecken dienstbar.‹

›Ja‹, sagte ich, ›ich habe mich darauf verlegt, von meinem Verstand zu leben.‹

›Es freut mich, das zu hören, denn Ihr Rat wäre mir im Augenblick überaus wertvoll. Wir haben in Hurlstone einige sehr seltsame Vorfalle erlebt, und die Polizei hat kein Licht in die Sache bringen können. Es ist wirklich eine höchst ungewöhnliche und unerklärliche Geschichte!‹
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ihm zuhörte, Watson, denn genau die Chance, nach der ich während all der Monate der Untätigkeit ge-lechzt hatte, schien in Reichweite gekommen zu sein. 

Im tiefsten Inneren glaubte ich, daß ich Erfolg haben könnte, wo andere scheiterten, und jetzt hatte ich Gelegenheit, mich zu erproben. 

›Bitte teilen Sie mir doch die Einzelheiten mit‹, rief ich. 

Reginald Musgrave setzte sich mir gegenüber und zündete die Zigarette an, die ich ihm hingeschoben hatte. 

›Sie müssen wissen‹, sagte er, ›daß ich zwar Junggeselle bin, in Hurlstone aber eine ansehnliche Zahl von Dienstboten beschäftige, denn es ist ein weitläufiges altes Gebäude, um das man sich ziemlich kümmern muß. Ich hege außerdem Wild und habe während der Fasanen-Monate gewöhnlich eine Jagdgesellschaft im Haus, so daß es nicht anginge, wenig Personal zu haben. Insgesamt gibt es acht Hausmädchen, den Koch, den Butler, zwei Diener und einen Boy. 

Der Garten und die Ställe haben natürlich ihr eigenes Personal. 

Von diesen Leuten stand Brunton, der Butler, am längsten in unseren Diensten. Er war ein junger, stellungsloser Schulmeister, als er damals von meinem Vater eingestellt wurde, doch als ein Mann von gro-
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bald unentbehrlich. Er war ein gutgewachsener, schmucker Mann mit einer hohen Stirn, und obgleich er seit zwanzig Jahren bei uns ist, kann er nicht älter als vierzig sein. Bei seinen persönlichen Vorzügen und seinen außergewöhnlichen Gaben, denn er spricht verschiedene Sprachen und spielt fast jedes Musikin-strument, ist es verwunderlich, daß er sich so lange mit einer derartigen Position zufrieden gab, aber ich nehme an, er fühlte sich wohl und es fehlte ihm an Antrieb, sich zu verändern. An den Butler von Hurlstone erinnern sich stets alle, die uns besuchen kommen. 

Doch hat dieses Muster an Vollkommenheit einen Fehler. Er hat etwas von einem Don Juan, und Sie können sich vorstellen, daß diese Rolle in einem ruhigen, ländlichen Distrikt für ihn nicht eben schwer zu spielen ist. 

Solange er verheiratet war, hatte alles seine Ordnung, doch seit er Witwer ist, haben wir unablässig Ärger mit ihm gehabt. Vor ein paar Monaten ergingen wir uns in Hoffnungen, er werde wieder einen Hausstand gründen, denn er verlobte sich mit Rachel Howells, dem zweiten Hausmädchen, doch er hat sie mittlerweile sitzen lassen und mit Janet Tregellis angebändelt, der Tochter des obersten Wildhüters. Rachel, ein sehr gutes Mädchen, jedoch von reizbarem, walisischem Temperament, hatte einen heftigen An-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.712

Das Musgrave-Ritual

Doyle-WA Bd. 6, 120

fall von Gehirnfieber und wandelt seither durchs Haus – oder tat es bis gestern – wie ein schwarzäugiger Schatten ihres früheren Selbst. Das war unser erstes Drama in Hurlstone, doch ein zweites kam und verdrängte es aus unseren Gedanken, und ihm voraus gingen die Schande und Entlassung des Butlers Brunton. 

Das kam folgendermaßen. Ich habe gesagt, daß der Mann intelligent ist, und eben diese Intelligenz brachte ihn zu Fall, denn sie scheint zu einer unersättlichen Neugier auf Dinge geführt zu haben, die ihn überhaupt nichts angingen. Ich hatte keine Ahnung, wie weit er sich hinreißen ließ, bis mir der bloße Zufall die Augen öffnete. 

Ich habe erwähnt, daß das Haus weitläufig ist. 

Eines Nachts vergangene Woche – Donnerstag nacht, um genauer zu sein – stellte ich fest, daß ich nicht schlafen konnte, da ich nach dem Dinner törichterwei-se eine Tasse starken  café noir  zu mir genommen hatte. Nachdem ich bis zwei Uhr morgens dagegen angekämpft hatte, kam es mir ziemlich hoffnungslos vor, und so stand ich auf und zündete die Kerze an, in der Absicht, mit einem angelesenen Roman fortzufahren. Das Buch war allerdings im Billard-Zimmer liegengeblieben, und so zog ich meinen Morgenrock an und machte mich dorthin auf. 

Auf dem Weg mußte ich eine Treppenflucht hinab-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.713
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steigen und das obere Ende des Flurs durchqueren, der zur Bibliothek und zur Waffenkammer führt. Sie können sich meine Überraschung vorstellen, als ich bei einem Blick in diesen Korridor aus der offenen Tür der Bibliothek einen Lichtschimmer fallen sah. 

Ich hatte selbst die Lampe gelöscht und die Tür geschlossen, bevor ich zu Bett ging. Natürlich dachte ich zuerst an Einbrecher. Die Wände der Korridore in Hurlstone sind allenthalben mit erbeuteten alten Waffen geschmückt. Ich griff mir also eine Streitaxt, schlich dann ohne meine Kerze auf Zehenspitzen den Flur entlang und lugte durch die offene Tür. 

Brunton, der Butler, war in der Bibliothek. Er saß vollständig angekleidet in einem Sessel, ein Stück Papier, das wie eine Karte aussah, auf dem Knie und die Stirn tief in Gedanken auf die Hand gestützt. Eine kleine Kerze auf der Tischkante warf ein schwaches Licht, das ausreichte, mir zu zeigen, daß er vollständig angekleidet war. Plötzlich, während ich noch hinsah, stand er von seinem Sessel auf, ging zu einem Schreibtisch an der Seite und zog eine der Schubladen heraus. Dieser entnahm er ein Papier, kehrte auf seinen Platz zurück, breitete es neben der Kerze an der Tischkante aus und begann es mit peinlichster Sorgfalt zu studieren. Entrüstet ob dieser gelassenen Durchforschung unserer Familiendokumente machte ich einen Schritt nach vorn, Brunton blickte auf und Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.714
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sah mich in der Tür stehen. Er sprang auf, sein Gesicht wurde leichenblaß vor Angst, und er stopfte sich das kartenähnliche Papier, das er anfänglich studiert hatte, in die Brusttasche. 

»Aha!« sagte ich, »so also vergelten Sie das Vertrauen, das wir in Sie gesetzt haben! Sie werden morgen aus meinen Diensten ausscheiden.«

Er verneigte sich mit der Miene eines Menschen, der vollkommen niedergeschmettert ist, und schlich ohne ein Wort an mir vorbei. Seine Kerze stand noch auf dem Tisch, und bei ihrem Licht sah ich nach, welches Papier Brunton aus dem Schreibtisch genommen hatte. Zu meiner Überraschung war es nichts von Bedeutung, sondern einfach eine Abschrift der Fragen und Antworten des eigentümlichen alten Brauchs, den man das Musgrave-Ritual nennt. Es ist so etwas wie eine Zeremonie, die unserer Familie eigen ist und der sich seit Jahrhunderten jeder Musgrave bei Erreichen der Volljährigkeit unterzogen hat – eine Sache von privatem Interesse und vielleicht von einer geringen Bedeutung für den Altertumsforscher, wie unsere Wappenschilde und -bilder, doch von keinerlei praktischem Nutzen.‹

›Wir kommen besser später noch auf das Papier zu-rück‹, sagte ich. 

›Wenn Sie es wirklich für notwendig halten‹, antwortete er mit einigem Zögern. 
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›Um jedoch mit meiner Schilderung fortzufahren: Ich verschloß den Schreibtisch wieder mit dem Schlüssel, den Brunton zurückgelassen hatte, und hatte mich zum Gehen gewandt, als ich überrascht feststellte, daß der Butler zurückgekehrt war und vor mir stand. 

»Mr. Musgrave, Sir«, rief er mit einer Stimme, die vor Erregung heiser war, »Schande kann ich nicht ertragen, Sir. Ich war immer stolzer, als es meinem Rang im Leben entsprach, und die Schande würde mich umbringen. Mein Blut wird über Sie kommen, Sir – ja, wirklich – wenn Sie mich zur Verzweiflung treiben. Wenn Sie mich nach dem, was passiert ist, nicht behalten können, dann lassen Sie mich Ihnen um Gottes willen kündigen und in einem Monat gehen, als täte ich es aus freien Stücken. Das könnte ich ertragen, Mr. Musgrave, aber nicht, vor allen Leuten, die ich so gut kenne, hinausgeworfen zu werden.«

»Sie verdienen nicht viel Rücksicht, Brunton«, antwortete ich. »Ihr Verhalten war äußerst infam. Da Sie jedoch lange Zeit in der Familie waren, möchte ich nicht öffentlich Schande über Sie bringen. Ein Monat ist allerdings zu lang. Machen Sie sich in einer Woche davon, und geben Sie als Grund an, was immer Sie wollen.«

»Nur eine Woche, Sir?« rief er mit verzweifelter Stimme. »Vierzehn Tage – geben Sie mir zumindest Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.716
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vierzehn Tage.«

»Eine Woche«, wiederholte ich, »und Sie können sich glücklich schätzen, so milde behandelt zu werden.«

Mit auf die Brust gesunkenem Gesicht schlich er wie ein gebrochener Mann davon, während ich das Licht löschte und in mein Zimmer zurückkehrte. 

Die nächsten beiden Tage war Brunton höchst beflissen. Ich machte keine Anspielung auf das Geschehene und wartete mit einer gewissen Neugier ab, wie er seine Schande verbergen würde. Am dritten Morgen jedoch erschien er entgegen seiner Gewohnheit nicht, um nach dem Frühstück meine Anweisungen für den Tag entgegenzunehmen. Als ich aus dem Eß-

zimmer ging, begegnete ich zufällig Rachel Howells, dem Hausmädchen. Ich habe Ihnen gesagt, daß sie erst kürzlich von einer Krankheit genesen war, und sie sah so erbärmlich blaß und kränklich aus, daß ich ihr Vorwürfe machte, weil sie bei der Arbeit war. 

»Sie gehören ins Bett«, sagte ich. »Nehmen Sie Ihren Dienst erst dann wieder auf, wenn Sie kräftiger sind.«

Sie blickte mich mit so seltsamer Miene an, daß ich zu argwöhnen begann, ihr Gehirn sei angegriffen. 

»Ich bin kräftig genug, Mr. Musgrave«, sagte sie. 

»Wir wollen sehen, was der Doktor sagt«, sagte ich. »Sie müssen jetzt aufhören zu arbeiten, und wenn Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.717
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Sie nach unten gehen, dann richten Sie einfach aus, daß ich Brunton sprechen möchte.«

»Der Butler ist verschwunden«, sagte sie. 

»Verschwunden! Wohin verschwunden?«

»Er ist verschwunden. Keiner hat ihn gesehen. Er ist nicht auf seinem Zimmer. O ja, er ist verschwunden – verschwunden!« Sie fiel mit gellendem Gelächter rückwärts gegen die Wand, während ich, von diesem plötzlichen hysterischen Anfall entsetzt, zur Glocke stürzte, um Hilfe herbeizurufen. Das Mädchen wurde, immer noch schreiend und schluchzend, auf ihr Zimmer gebracht, während ich mich nach Brunton erkundigte. Es gab keinen Zweifel daran, daß er verschwunden war. Sein Bett war unberührt; er war von niemandem gesehen worden, seit er sich am Abend zuvor in sein Zimmer zurückgezogen hatte; und doch war es schwer zu verstehen, wie er das Haus hatte verlassen können, da man am Vormittag feststellte, daß Fenster wie Türen verriegelt waren. Seine Kleider, seine Uhr und sogar sein Geld befanden sich in seinem Zimmer – doch der schwarze Anzug, den er gewöhnlich trug, fehlte. Auch seine Pantoffeln waren verschwunden, doch seine Stiefel waren zurückgelassen worden. Wohin also konnte der Butler Brunton in der Nacht gegangen und was konnte mittlerweile mit ihm geschehen sein? 

Natürlich durchsuchten wir das Haus vom Keller Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.718
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bis zum First, aber es fand sich keine Spur von ihm. 

Es ist, wie ich Ihnen sagte, ein Labyrinth von einem alten Haus, besonders der ursprüngliche Flügel, der heute praktisch unbewohnt ist, aber wir durchstöber-ten jeden Raum und jede Dachstube, ohne auch nur das geringste Zeichen des vermißten Mannes zu entdecken. Es kam mir unglaublich vor, daß er gegangen war und all seine Habe zurückgelassen hatte, doch wo konnte er sein? Ich zog die örtliche Polizei hinzu, doch ohne Erfolg. In der Nacht zuvor war Regen gefallen, und wir untersuchten den Rasen und die Wege ums ganze Haus, indes vergeblich. So stand die Sache, als eine neue Entwicklung unsere Aufmerksamkeit ganz von dem ursprünglichen Rätsel ablenk-te. 

Zwei Tage lang war Rachel Howells so krank, bisweilen delirierend, bisweilen hysterisch, daß eine Schwester angestellt worden war, die nachts bei ihr wachen sollte. In der dritten Nacht nach Bruntons Verschwinden war die Schwester, nachdem sie ihre Patientin ruhig schlafen sah, in ihrem Sessel einge-nickt; als sie frühmorgens erwachte, fand sie das Bett leer, das Fenster offen und keine Spur von der Leidenden. Ich wurde sofort geweckt und machte mich mit den beiden Dienern auf die Suche nach dem vermiß-

ten Mädchen. Es war nicht schwierig festzustellen, welche Richtung sie eingeschlagen hatte, denn wir Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.719

Das Musgrave-Ritual

Doyle-WA Bd. 6, 124

konnten, unter ihrem Fenster beginnend, ihre Fußspuren ohne weiteres über den Rasen bis zum Rand des Weihers verfolgen, wo sie dicht bei dem Kiesweg, der aus dem Grundstück herausführt, verschwanden. Der Teich ist dort acht Fuß tief, und Sie können sich unsere Gefühle vorstellen, als wir sahen, daß die Spur des armen, geisteskranken Mädchens an seinem Ufer endete. 

Natürlich holten wir sofort die Dreggen und machten uns daran, die irdischen Überreste zu bergen; doch wir konnten keine Spur von dem Leichnam finden. 

Andererseits förderten wir einen Gegenstand von höchst unerwarteter Art zutage. Es war ein Leinenbeutel, der einen Brocken alten, rostigen und verfärbten Metalls und einige mattfarbene Kiesel- oder Glasstücke enthielt. Dieser seltsame Fund war alles, was wir aus dem Weiher herausholen konnten, und obgleich wir gestern jede menschenmögliche Suche und Nachforschung angestellt haben, wissen wir weder etwas von dem Schicksal von Rachel Howells noch von dem von Richard Brunton. Die Grafschaftspolizei ist mit ihrem Latein am Ende, und ich bin zu Ihnen als letztem Ausweg gekommen.‹

Sie können sich vorstellen, Watson, mit welchem Eifer ich dieser außergewöhnlichen Folge von Ereignissen lauschte, sie zusammenzustückeln und einen roten Faden ausfindig zu machen versuchte. 
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Der Butler war verschwunden. Das Mädchen war verschwunden. Das Mädchen hatte den Butler geliebt, doch später Grund gehabt, ihn zu hassen. Sie war von walisischem Blut, hitzig und leidenschaftlich. Sie war unmittelbar nach seinem Verschwinden schrecklich erregt gewesen. Sie hatte eine Tasche mit merkwürdigem Inhalt in den Teich geworfen. Das alles waren Umstände, die erwogen werden mußten, und doch wies keiner direkt auf den Kern der Sache hin. Was war der Ausgangspunkt dieser Ereigniskette? Dort lag das Ende dieses verwickelten Fadens. 

›Ich muß dieses Papier sehen, Musgrave‹, sagte ich, ›das dieser Butler einzusehen für wert hielt, auch auf die Gefahr hin, seine Stelle zu verlieren.‹

›Es ist eine eher absurde Sache, unser Ritual‹, antwortete er, ›doch man muß ihm zumindest sein höchst ehrwürdiges Alter zugute halten. Ich habe eine Abschrift der Fragen und Antworten hier, wenn Sie einen Blick darauf werfen möchten.‹

Er reichte mir eben das Papier, das ich hier habe, Watson, und das ist der seltsame Katechismus, dem sich jeder Musgrave unterziehen mußte, wenn er das Mannesalter erreichte. Ich lese Ihnen die Fragen und Antworten vor, wie sie hier stehen:

›Wem gehörte sie?‹

›Ihm, der nicht mehr ist.‹

›Wer soll sie haben?‹
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›Er, der da kommen wird.‹

›Welches war der Monat?‹

›Der sechste vom ersten an.‹

›Wo war die Sonne?‹

›Über der Eiche.‹

›Wo war der Schatten?‹

›Unter der Ulme.‹

›Wie schritt man ab?‹

›Nach Norden um zehn, um zehn, nach Osten um fünf, um fünf, nach Süden um zwei, um zwei, nach Westen um eins, um eins, sodann hinab.‹

›Was werden wir dafür geben?‹

›Alles, was unser.‹

›Warum sollen wir es geben?‹

›Um des Vertrauens willen.‹

›Das Original trägt kein Datum, aber es ist in der Orthographie des siebzehnten Jahrhunderts geschrieben‹, bemerkte Musgrave. ›Ich fürchte allerdings, es kann Ihnen bei der Lösung dieses Rätsels nicht von großem Nutzen sein.‹

›Zumindest‹, sagte ich, ›gibt es uns ein weiteres Rätsel auf, zudem ein noch interessanteres als das erste. Mag sein, daß sich die Lösung des einen auch als Lösung des anderen erweist. Sie werden es mir nachsehen, Musgrave, wenn ich sage, daß Ihr Butler mir ein sehr gescheiter Mann gewesen zu sein und tiefere Einsicht gehabt zu haben scheint als zehn Gene-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.722
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rationen seiner Herren.‹

›Ich kann Ihnen nicht folgen‹, sagte Musgrave. 

›Das Papier scheint mir von keinerlei praktischer Bedeutung zu sein.‹

›Aber mir scheint es überaus praktisch, und ich stelle mir vor, daß Brunton der gleichen Ansicht war. 

Er hat es wahrscheinlich schon vor der Nacht gesehen, in der Sie ihn ertappten.‹

›Das ist durchaus möglich. Wir gaben uns keine Mühe, es zu verstecken.‹

›Er wollte, stelle ich mir vor, bei dieser letzten Gelegenheit einfach sein Gedächtnis auffrischen. Er hatte, wie ich höre, so etwas wie eine Karte oder einen Plan, den er mit dem Manuskript verglich und in die Tasche steckte, als Sie auftauchten?‹

›Das stimmt. Aber was könnte er mit diesem alten Familienbrauch von uns zu schaffen haben, und was bedeutet dieser Humbug?‹

›Ich glaube nicht, daß wir große Schwierigkeiten haben sollten, das festzustellen‹, sagte ich. ›Mit Ihrer Erlaubnis werden wir den ersten Zug nach Sussex nehmen und an Ort und Stelle ein wenig tiefer in die Sache eindringen.‹

Der gleiche Nachmittag sah uns beide in Hurlstone. 

Möglicherweise haben Sie Bilder von dem berühmten alten Gebäude gesehen und Beschreibungen davon gelesen, und so möchte ich nichts weiter sagen, als Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.723
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daß es in Form eines L gebaut ist, wobei der lange Arm der modernere Teil ist und der kürzere der alte Kern, aus dem der andere hervorgegangen ist. Über der niedrigen Tür mit dem wuchtigen Sturz in der Mitte dieses alten Teils ist die Jahreszahl 1607 einge-meißelt, doch die Fachleute stimmen darin überein, daß die Balken und das Mauerwerk in Wirklichkeit viel älter sind. Die ungeheuer dicken Mauern und winzigen Fenster dieses Teils hatten im vergangenen Jahrhundert die Familie veranlaßt, den neuen Flügel zu bauen, und der alte wurde darauf, wenn überhaupt, als Lagerhaus und Keller genutzt. Ein herrlicher Park mit schönen alten Bäumen umgab das Haus, und der Teich, den mein Klient erwähnt hatte, lag dicht neben der Auffahrt, etwa zweihundert Yards vom Gebäude entfernt. 

Ich war bereits fest davon überzeugt, Watson, daß hier keine drei verschiedenen Rätsel vorlagen und daß ich mit der richtigen Deutung des Musgrave-Rituals den Schlüssel in der Hand hätte, der mich zur Wahrheit über den Butler Brunton wie auch das Mädchen Howells führen würde. Daran wandte ich somit alle meine Energien. Warum mochte dieser Bedienstete so eifrig bestrebt sein, diese alte Formel zu lösen? Offensichtlich weil er etwas darin erkannte, was all jenen Generationen von Landjunkern entgangen war und wovon er sich irgendeinen persönlichen Vorteil er-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.724
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hoffte. Was also war das, und wie hatte es sein Schicksal beeinflußt? 

Es war mir beim Lesen des Rituals vollkommen klar, daß die Abmessungen sich auf irgendeine Stelle beziehen mußten, auf die der Rest des Dokuments an-spielte; gelang es uns, diese Stelle zu finden, so waren wir auf dem besten Wege zum Geheimnis der alten Musgraves, das sie auf so kuriose Weise vor der Vergessenheit zu bewahren suchten. Es gab zwei Aus-gangspunkte, eine Eiche und eine Ulme. Was die Eiche anging, konnte überhaupt kein Zweifel bestehen. Direkt vor dem Haus stand links von der Auffahrt ein Patriarch ihrer Gattung, einer der prächtigsten Bäume, die ich je gesehen habe. 

›War sie schon da, als Ihr Ritual abgefaßt wurde?‹

sagte ich, als wir daran vorbeifuhren. 

›Sie war schon bei der Normannischen Erobe-rung28 da, aller Wahrscheinlichkeit nach‹, antwortete er. ›Sie hat einen Umfang von 23 Fuß.‹

Somit war einer meiner Fixpunkte gesichert. 

›Haben Sie irgendwelche alten Ulmen?‹ fragte ich. 

›Dort drüben gab es einmal eine sehr alte, aber sie wurde vor zehn Jahren vom Blitz getroffen, und wir fällten den Stumpf.‹

›Kann man erkennen, wo sie einmal stand?‹

›O ja.‹

›Es gibt keine anderen Ulmen?‹
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›Keine alten, aber viele Buchen.‹

›Ich würde gern sehen, wo sie wuchs.‹

Wir waren in einem Einspänner vorgefahren, und mein Klient führte mich, ohne daß wir das Haus betraten, sogleich zu der Narbe auf dem Rasen, wo die Ulme gestanden hatte. Meine Untersuchung schien Fortschritte zu machen. 

›Ich nehme an, es ist unmöglich, herauszufinden, wie hoch die Ulme war?‹ fragte ich. 

›Das kann ich Ihnen sofort sagen. Sie betrug 64

Fuß.‹

›Wie kommt es, daß Sie das wissen?‹ fragte ich überrascht. 

›Wenn mein damaliger Hauslehrer mir eine Aufgabe in Trigonometrie zu stellen pflegte, so geschah das stets in Form einer Höhenmessung. Als ich ein Junge war, habe ich jeden Baum und jedes Gebäude auf der Besitzung berechnet.‹

Das war ein unerwarteter Glücksfall. Meine Daten ergaben sich rascher, als ich vernünftigerweise hatte hoffen können. 

›Sagen Sie‹, fragte ich, ›hat Ihr Butler Ihnen jemals eine derartige Frage gestellt?‹

Reginald Musgrave sah mich voller Erstaunen an. 

›Jetzt, wo Sie mich daran erinnern‹, sagte er, ›Brunton hat mich allerdings vor einigen Monaten nach der Höhe des Baumes gefragt, im Zusammenhang mit Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.726
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einem kleinen Streit mit dem Pferdeknecht.‹

Das war eine ausgezeichnete Neuigkeit, Watson, denn sie zeigte mir, daß ich auf dem richtigen Wege war. Ich blickte zur Sonne hinauf. Sie stand niedrig am Himmel, und ich kalkulierte, daß sie sich in weniger als einer Stunde genau über den obersten Zweigen der alten Eiche befinden würde. Damit wäre eine der in dem Ritual erwähnten Bedingungen erfüllt. Und der Schatten der Ulme mußte das vordere Ende des Schattens bedeuten, sonst wäre ja der Stamm als Anhaltspunkt gewählt worden. Ich mußte also herausfinden, wo das entfernte Ende des Schattens hinfallen würde, wenn die Sonne gerade über der Eiche stand.«

»Das muß schwierig gewesen sein, Holmes, wo doch die Ulme nicht mehr da war.«

»Nun, zumindest wußte ich, daß, wenn Brunton es vermochte, ich es auch konnte. Außerdem war es nicht wirklich schwierig. Ich begab mich mit Musgrave in sein Arbeitszimmer und schnitzte mir diesen Pflock, an dem ich diesen langen Bindfaden mit Knoten im Abstand von einem Yard befestigte. Dann nahm ich zwei Längen einer Angelrute, die sich auf genau sechs Fuß beliefen, und kehrte mit meinem Klienten zu der Stelle zurück, wo die Ulme gestanden hatte. Die Sonne berührte eben den Wipfel der Eiche. 

Ich befestigte die Angelrute aufrecht, bestimmte die Richtung des Schattens und maß ihn. Er betrug neun Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.727
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Fuß. 

Natürlich war die Rechnung nun einfach. Wenn eine Angelrute von sechs Fuß einen Schatten von neun Fuß warf, so würde ein Baum von 64 Fuß einen von 96 Fuß ergeben, und die Richtung des einen würde natürlich der des anderen entsprechen. Ich maß die Entfernung, die mich bis dicht an die Hausmauer führte, und steckte einen Pflock in die Stelle. Sie können sich meinen Triumph vorstellen, Watson, als ich nicht weiter entfernt als zwei Inches von meinem Pflock einen konischen Abdruck im Boden sah. Ich wußte, daß es die von Brunton bei seinen Messungen gesetzte Markierung und daß ich immer noch auf seiner Fährte war. 

Von diesem Ausgangspunkt aus machte ich mich an das Abschreiten, nachdem ich zuvor mit meinem Taschenkompaß die Himmelsrichtungen bestimmt hatte. Zehn Schritte mit jedem Fuß führten mich parallel der Hausmauer entlang, und wieder markierte ich die Stelle mit einem Pflock. Dann schritt ich sorgfältig fünf nach Osten und zwei nach Süden ab. Das brachte mich genau zur Schwelle der alten Tür. Zwei Schritte nach Westen bedeuteten nun, daß ich zwei Schritte in den mit Steinen gepflasterten Flur hineingehen mußte, und das war die von dem Ritual angegebene Stelle. 

Niemals habe ich ein derart herbes Gefühl der Ent-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.728
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täuschung empfunden, Watson. Einen Moment lang schien es mir, daß in meinen Berechnungen irgendein grundlegender Fehler sein müsse. Die untergehende Sonne schien voll auf den Flurboden, und ich konnte sehen, daß die alten, ausgetretenen Steine, mit denen er gepflastert war, mit Mörtel fest zusammengefügt und gewiß seit so manchem langem Jahr nicht mehr bewegt worden waren. Brunton hatte sich hier nicht betätigt. Ich klopfte auf den Boden, aber er klang überall gleich, und es gab keine Spur von einem Sprung oder Riß. Doch Musgrave, der die Bedeutung meines Vorgehens allmählich begriffen hatte und mittlerweile so erregt war wie ich, holte glücklicherweise sein Manuskript hervor, um meine Berechnungen zu überprüfen. 

›Und hinab‹, rief er: ›Sie haben das »und hinab«

außer acht gelassen.‹

Ich hatte zunächst angenommen, es bedeute, daß wir graben sollten, doch jetzt erkannte ich natürlich meinen Irrtum sofort. ›Es gibt darunter also einen Keller?‹ rief ich. 

›Ja, und er ist genauso alt wie das Haus. Dort hinunter, durch diese Tür.‹

Wir stiegen eine steinerne Wendeltreppe hinab, und mein Begleiter riß ein Streichholz an und entzündete eine große Laterne, die auf einem Faß in der Ecke stand. Sogleich wurde deutlich, daß wir endlich Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.729
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doch den richtigen Ort erreicht hatten und daß wir nicht die einzigen waren, die in letzter Zeit die Stelle aufgesucht hatten. 

Er war zur Lagerung von Holz genutzt worden, doch die Scheite, die offenbar auf dem Boden verstreut gelegen hatten, waren nun an den Wänden auf-geschichtet, um in der Mitte eine freie Stelle zu schaffen. An dieser Stelle war eine große, schwere Steinplatte mit einem verrosteten Eisenring in der Mitte eingelassen, an dem ein dicker, schwarzweiß karierter Schal befestigt war. 

›Donnerwetter!‹ rief mein Klient, ›das ist Bruntons Schal. Ich habe ihn an ihm gesehen, und ich könnte darauf schwören. Was hat der Schurke hier getan?‹

Auf meinen Vorschlag hin wurden einige Leute der Grafschaftspolizei herbeigerufen, und dann versuchte ich, den Stein zu heben, indem ich an dem Schal zog. 

Ich konnte ihn nur leicht bewegen, und erst mit Unterstützung eines der Konstabier gelang es mir endlich, ihn zur Seite zu schleppen. Ein schwarzes Loch gähn-te darunter, in das wir alle starrten, während Musgrave sich daneben hinkniete und die Laterne hinein-hielt. 

Eine kleine Kammer von sieben Fuß Tiefe und vier Fuß im Quadrat lag vor uns. An einer Wand stand eine flache, messingbeschlagene, hölzerne Truhe, deren Deckel aufgeklappt war und aus deren Schloß Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.730
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dieser merkwürdige, altertümliche Schlüssel ragte. 

Sie war außen mit einer dicken Staubschicht bedeckt, und Feuchtigkeit und Würmer hatten sich durch das Holz gefressen, so daß im Innern eine Kultur lebender Pilze wuchs. Einige Metallscheiben – augenscheinlich alte Münzen – wie ich sie hier habe, lagen auf dem Boden der Truhe verstreut, doch sie enthielt weiter nichts. 

Im Augenblick allerdings verschwendeten wir keinen Gedanken an die alte Truhe, denn unsere Augen waren auf das geheftet, was daneben kauerte. Es war die Gestalt eines Mannes, der einen schwarzen Anzug trug und in hockender Stellung dasaß; seine Stirn war auf den Rand der Truhe gesunken, die er mit beiden Armen umschlungen hielt. Durch diese Haltung hatte sich alles stockende Blut in seinem Gesicht gestaut, und kein Mensch hätte jene verzerrten, rotbraun verfärbten Züge wiedererkennen können; doch seine Größe, seine Kleidung und sein Haar reichten meinem Klienten, als wir den Leichnam heraufgezogen hatten, als Beweis völlig aus, daß es sich in der Tat um seinen vermißten Butler handelte. Er war schon einige Tage tot, doch an seinem Körper fand sich keine Wunde oder Prellung, die zeigte, wie er sein schreckliches Ende gefunden hatte. Nachdem man seinen Leichnam aus dem Keller getragen hatte, sahen wir uns immer noch mit einem Problem konfrontiert, das Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.731
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fast so unüberwindlich war wie das, von dem wir ausgegangen waren. 

Ich bekenne, Watson, daß ich mich von meinen Nachforschungen enttäuscht sah. Ich hatte damit gerechnet, die Angelegenheit zu klären, wenn ich erst einmal den Ort gefunden hätte, auf den sich das Ritual bezog; doch nun war ich da, aber augenscheinlich so weit wie nur je davon entfernt zu erfahren, was die Familie mit so wohldurchdachten Vorkehrungen verborgen hatte. Zwar hatte ich Licht in Bruntons Schicksal gebracht, doch mußte ich nun ermitteln, wie ihn dieses Schicksal ereilt und welche Rolle die verschwundene Frau in dieser Angelegenheit gespielt hatte. Ich setzte mich auf ein Fäßchen in der Ecke und überdachte die ganze Sache sorgfältig. 

Sie kennen meine Methoden in derartigen Fällen, Watson: Ich versetze mich an die Stelle des Mannes und versuche, nachdem ich zunächst seine Intelligenz abgeschätzt habe, mir vorzustellen, wie ich unter den gleichen Umständen vorgegangen wäre. In diesem Fall wurde die Sache dadurch vereinfacht, daß Bruntons Intelligenz von allererstem Range war, so daß es keinerlei persönlichen Gleichung29 bedurfte, wie die Astronomen das nennen. Er wußte, daß etwas Wertvolles versteckt war. Er hatte die Stelle ausfindig gemacht. Er fand, daß der Stein, der sie verschloß, einfach zu schwer war, um von einem Mann ohne Hilfe Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.732
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bewegt werden zu können. Was würde er als nächstes tun? Von außen konnte er keine Hilfe herbeiholen –

selbst wenn er jemanden hatte, dem er vertrauen konnte –, ohne Türen entriegeln zu müssen und be-trächtliche Gefahr zu laufen, entdeckt zu werden. Es war besser, wenn es sich machen ließ, seinen Helfer im Haus zu suchen. Aber wen konnte er fragen? Dieses Mädchen war ihm treu ergeben gewesen. Ein Mann kann sich kaum vorstellen, daß er die Liebe einer Frau vielleicht endgültig verloren hat, wie schlimm er sie auch behandelt haben mag. Er würde durch ein paar Aufmerksamkeiten seinen Frieden mit dem Mädchen Howells zu machen versuchen und sie dann als seine Komplizin dingen. Gemeinsam würden sie des Nachts in den Keller kommen, und ihre vereinten Kräfte würden ausreichen, den Stein zu heben. So weit konnte ich ihren Handlungen folgen, als hätte ich sie selbst gesehen. 

Doch auch für sie beide, einer davon zudem eine Frau, muß es Schwerarbeit gewesen sein, die Steinplatte zu heben. Ein stämmiger Sussex-Polizist und ich hatten es nicht eben leicht gefunden. Was würden sie tun, um es sich zu erleichtern? Wahrscheinlich dasselbe, was ich getan hätte. Ich stand auf und untersuchte sorgfältig die verschiedenen Holzscheite, die auf dem Boden verstreut lagen. Fast sofort fand ich, was ich erwartet hatte. Ein Stück von etwa drei Fuß Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.733
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Länge wies an einem Ende eine deutliche Einkerbung auf, während einige seitlich abgeflacht waren, als seien sie von einem beträchtlichen Gewicht zusammengedrückt worden. Offensichtlich hatten die beiden, während sie den Stein hochzogen, die Holzscheite in den Spalt geschoben und schließlich die Öffnung, als sie groß genug war, um hindurchzukriechen, durch ein hochkant aufgestelltes Scheit offengehalten, das sehr wohl am unteren Ende eingekerbt werden konnte, da das ganze Gewicht des Steins es auf die Kante der danebenliegenden Platte drückte. So weit befand ich mich noch auf sicherem Boden. 

Doch wie sollte ich nun dieses mitternächtliche Drama weiter rekonstruieren? Es konnte eindeutig nur einer in das Loch steigen, und dieser eine war Brunton. Das Mädchen muß oben gewartet haben. Brunton schloß dann die Truhe auf, reichte wahrscheinlich –

da man ihn nicht gefunden hat – den Inhalt nach oben, und dann – und was geschah dann? 

Welches schwelende Feuer der Rache war plötzlich in der Seele dieser leidenschaftlichen Keltin aufgelo-dert, als sie den Mann, der ihr Unrecht getan hatte –

ihr vielleicht schlimmer Unrecht getan hatte, als wir ahnten – in ihrer Gewalt sah? War es Zufall gewesen, daß das Holz weggerutscht war und der Stein Brunton eingeschlossen hatte in dem, was seine Grabesstätte wurde? Hatte die Frau sich nur des Schweigens über Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.734
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sein Schicksal schuldig gemacht? Oder hatte ein plötzlicher Hieb von ihrer Hand die Stütze wegge-schlagen und die Platte an ihren ursprünglichen Platz zurück krachen lassen? Sei dem, wie ihm wolle, ich sah die Frauengestalt förmlich vor mir, wie sie, immer noch ihren kostbaren Fund umklammernd, wild die Wendeltreppe hinauf flüchtete, während ihr wohl die Ohren gellten von den dumpfen Schreien hinter ihr und vom Getrommel rasender Hände gegen die Steinplatte, die das Leben ihres treulosen Liebsten erstickte. 

Hier lag das Geheimnis ihres bleichen Gesichts, ihrer angegriffenen Nerven, ihres schallenden Gelächters am darauf folgenden Morgen. Aber was war in der Truhe gewesen? Was hatte sie damit gemacht? 

Natürlich mußten es das alte Metall und die Kiesel gewesen sein, die mein Klient aus dem Weiher gezogen hatte. Sie hatte sie bei erster Gelegenheit hinein-geworfen, um auch die letzte Spur ihres Verbrechens zu beseitigen. 

Zwanzig Minuten lang hatte ich regungslos dagesessen und die Sache zu Ende gedacht. Musgrave stand immer noch da, völlig bleich, ließ seine Laterne hin und her baumeln und starrte in das Loch hinunter. 

›Das sind Münzen aus der Zeit Charles' I.30‹, sagte er, indem er mir die wenigen hinhielt, die in der Truhe zurückgeblieben waren. ›Sie sehen, wir hatten recht Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.735
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mit unserer Datierung des Rituals.‹

›Wir finden vielleicht noch etwas anderes von Charles I.‹, rief ich, als mir plötzlich die wahrscheinliche Bedeutung der ersten beiden Fragen des Rituals aufging. ›Zeigen Sie mir den Inhalt des Beutels, den Sie aus dem Weiher gefischt haben.‹

Wir gingen in sein Arbeitszimmer hinauf, und er breitete die Bruchstücke vor mir aus. Ich konnte verstehen, daß er ihnen nur wenig Bedeutung beigemes-sen hatte, als ich sie betrachtete, denn das Metall war fast schwarz, und die Steine waren glanzlos und matt. 

Ich rieb jedoch einen davon an meinem Ärmel, und danach glomm er wie ein Funke in der dunklen Höhlung meiner Hand. Die Metallarbeit hatte die Form eines Doppelrings, doch war ihre ursprüngliche Gestalt verbogen und verkrümmt worden. 

›Sie müssen sich vor Augen halten‹, sagte ich, ›daß die Royalisten in England auch nach dem Tode des Königs noch Widerstand leisteten und, als sie schließlich flohen, wahrscheinlich viele ihrer kostbarsten Besitztümer verbargen und zurückließen, in der Absicht, sie in friedlicheren Zeiten wieder in Besitz zu nehmen.‹

›Mein Vorfahr, Sir Ralph Musgrave, war ein prominenter Kavalier31 und Charles' II. rechte Hand auf dessen Irrfahrten‹, sagte mein Freund. 

›Ah, tatsächlich!‹ antwortete ich. ›Nun denn, ich Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.736
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glaube, das sollte uns nun wirklich das Verbindungsglied liefern, das uns noch gefehlt hat. Ich muß Sie dazu beglückwünschen, daß Sie, wenngleich auf recht tragische Weise, in den Besitz eines Erinnerungs-stücks gekommen sind, dessen eigentlicher Wert von seiner historischen Bedeutung noch weit übertroffen wird.‹

›Was ist es denn?‹ stieß er voller Erstaunen hervor. 

›Es ist nichts Geringeres als die alte Krone der Kö-

nige von England.‹

›Die Krone!‹

›So ist es. Beachten Sie, was das Ritual sagt. Wie lautet es? »Wem gehörte sie?« »Ihm, der nicht mehr ist.« Das war nach der Hinrichtung von Charles. Weiter, »Wer soll sie haben?« »Er, der da kommen wird.«

Das war Charles II.32, dessen Kommen man bereits voraussah. Es kann, glaube ich, keinen Zweifel daran geben, daß dieses zerbeulte, formlose Diadem einst die Stirnen der königlichen Stuarts umschloß.‹

›Und wie geriet es in den Teich?‹

›Ah, das ist eine Frage, die zu beantworten einige Zeit in Anspruch nehmen wird‹, und damit schilderte ich die ganze lange Kette von Vermutungen und Beweisen, die ich konstruiert hatte. Die Dämmerung war hereingebrochen, und der Mond schien hell am Himmel, ehe meine Erzählung beendet war. 

›Und wie kam es dann, daß Charles seine Krone Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.737
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nicht bekam, als er zurückkehrte?‹ fragte Musgrave, indem er die Reliquie in den Leinenbeutel zurückschob. 

›Ah, da legen Sie den Finger auf den einen Punkt, den wir wahrscheinlich nie aufklären werden können. 

Es ist wahrscheinlich, daß der Musgrave, der das Geheimnis kannte, in der Zwischenzeit starb und seinem Nachkommen durch irgendein Versehen diese Anweisung hinterließ, ohne ihre Bedeutung zu erklären. Von diesem Tage an ist sie weitergegeben worden vom Vater auf den Sohn, bis sie endlich in Reichweite eines Mannes kam, der ihr das Geheimnis entriß und bei dem Wagnis sein Leben ließ.‹

Das also ist die Geschichte des Musgrave-Rituals, Watson. Sie haben die Krone unten in Hurlstone –

obwohl sie einigen rechtlichen Ärger hatten und eine beträchtliche Summe erlegen mußten, ehe man ihnen gestattete, sie zu behalten. Ich bin sicher, sie würden sich glücklich schätzen, sie Ihnen zu zeigen, wenn Sie meinen Namen erwähnten. Von der Frau hat man nie mehr etwas gehört, und aller Wahrscheinlichkeit nach ist sie aus England entkommen und hat die Erinnerung an ihr Verbrechen mit sich getragen in ein Land jenseits des Ozeans.«
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Die Junker von Reigate

Es war einige Zeit, bevor sich die Gesundheit meines Freundes Sherlock Holmes von seinen ungeheuren Anstrengungen im Frühling 1887 erholte. Die ganze Frage der Netherland-Sumatra Company und der ko-lossalen Pläne und Machenschaften des Barons Maupertuis ist noch zu frisch im Gedächtnis der Öffentlichkeit und zu eng verstrickt mit Politik und Hochfinanz, um ein geeignetes Thema für diese Reihe von Skizzen abzugeben: Sie führte jedoch auf indirekte Weise zu einem einzigartigen und komplexen Problem, das meinem Freund Gelegenheit gab, den Wert einer neuartigen Waffe unter den vielen, mit denen er seine lebenslange Schlacht gegen das Verbrechen schlug, zu demonstrieren. 

Gemäß meinen Aufzeichnungen erhielt ich am 14. 

April ein Telegramm aus Lyon mit der Nachricht, Holmes liege krank im Hotel Dulong. Binnen vierundzwanzig Stunden befand ich mich in seinem Krankenzimmer und stellte mit Erleichterung fest, daß an seinen Symptomen nichts Beunruhigendes war. Seine eiserne Konstitution indes war unter der Belastung einer Nachforschung zusammengebrochen, die sich über zwei Monate erstreckt hatte, während welcher Zeitspanne er nie weniger als fünfzehn Stunden pro Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.739
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Tag gearbeitet und sich mehr als einmal, wie er mir versicherte, fünf Tage an einem Stück seiner Aufgabe gewidmet hatte. Das triumphale Ergebnis seiner Mühen konnte ihn nach einer so schrecklichen Anstrengung nicht vor einer Reaktion bewahren, und zu einer Zeit, als Europa von seinem Namen widerhallte und sich in seinem Zimmer buchstäblich knöcheltief Glückwunschtelegramme häuften, war er das Opfer schwärzester Depressionen. Selbst das Bewußtsein, Erfolg gehabt zu haben, wo die Polizei dreier Länder versagte, und den gewieftesten Schwindler Europas in jeder Hinsicht ausmanövriert zu haben, reichte nicht aus, sein darniederliegendes Nervensystem wieder aufzurichten. 

Drei Tage später waren wir beide zurück in der Baker Street aber es war offensichtlich, daß meinem Freund eine Luftveränderung sehr gut täte, und auch für mich hatte der Gedanke an eine Frühlingswoche auf dem Lande seine Reize. Mein alter Freund Colonel Hayter, der in Afghanistan unter meiner ärztlichen Obhut gewesen war, hatte mittlerweile ein Haus bei Reigate in Surrey bezogen und mich wiederholt zu einem Besuch aufgefordert. Beim letzten Mal hatte er gemeint, daß er sich freuen würde, seine Gastfreundschaft auch auf meinen Freund auszudehnen, wenn er nur mitkommen wolle. Es brauchte zwar ein wenig Diplomatie, doch als Holmes erfuhr, daß es sich um Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.740
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einen Junggesellen-Haushalt handelte und er dort völlig frei über sich verfügen könnte, stimmte er meinen Plänen zu, und eine Woche nach unserer Rückkehr aus Lyon befanden wir uns unter dem Dach des Colonels. Hayter war ein prächtiger alter Soldat, der viel von der Welt gesehen hatte, und stellte, wie ich es erwartet hatte, bald fest, daß Holmes und er vieles gemeinsam hatten. 

Am Abend nach unserer Ankunft saßen wir nach dem Dinner im Waffenzimmer des Colonels, Holmes auf dem Sofa ausgestreckt, während Hayter und ich dessen kleines Arsenal von Schußwaffen musterten. 

»Übrigens«, sagte er plötzlich, »ich werde eine dieser Pistolen mit nach oben nehmen, falls es einen Alarm gibt.«

»Einen Alarm!« sagte ich. 

»Ja, wir haben in dieser Gegend kürzlich einen Schreck gekriegt. Beim alten Acton, einem unserer Grafschafts-Magnaten, ist letzten Montag eingebrochen worden. Kein großer Schaden angerichtet, aber die Burschen sind immer noch auf freiem Fuß.«

»Kein Hinweis?« fragte Holmes, indem er den Colonel vielsagend ansah. 

»Bis jetzt nicht. Aber die Affaire ist eine Bagatelle, eines unserer kleinen Verbrechen auf dem Lande, das Ihrer Aufmerksamkeit, Mr. Holmes, nach dieser gro-
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muß.«

Holmes tat das Kompliment mit einer Handbewegung ab, aber sein Lächeln zeigte, daß es ihn freute. 

»Gab es irgend welche interessanten Einzelheiten?«

»Ich glaube nicht. Die Diebe durchwühlten die Bibliothek und bekamen sehr wenig für ihre Mühen. Im Zimmer war das Unterste zuoberst gekehrt, Schubladen erbrochen und Bücherschränke durchwühlt, mit dem Ergebnis, daß ein Einzelband von Popes

›Homer33‹, zwei versilberte Kerzenhalter, ein elfenbeinerner Briefbeschwerer, ein kleines eichenes Barometer und ein Knäuel Bindfaden alles ist, was fehlt.«

»Eine höchst ungewöhnliche Zusammenstellung!«

rief ich aus. 

Holmes gab vom Sofa her ein Brummen von sich. 

»Damit sollte die Grafschaftspolizei aber etwas anfangen können«, sagte er. »Es ist doch gewiß ganz eindeutig, daß –«

Doch ich hob einen warnenden Finger. 

»Sie sind zum Ausruhen hier, mein Lieber. Um Himmels willen, machen Sie sich nicht an ein neues Problem, solange Ihre Nerven noch völlig zerrüttet sind.«

Mit einem Blick komischer Resignation zum Colonel hin zuckte Holmes die Achseln, und das Gespräch schweifte in weniger gefährliche Bahnen ab. 
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Das Schicksal wollte es jedoch, daß all meine ärztliche Vorsicht verschwendet war, denn am nächsten Morgen drängte sich uns das Problem auf eine Weise auf, daß wir es nicht länger ignorieren konnten, und unser Aufenthalt auf dem Lande nahm eine Wendung, die keiner von uns hätte voraussehen können. Wir saßen beim Frühstück, als der Butler des Colonels ohne jede Förmlichkeit hereingestürzt kam. 

»Haben Sie schon das Neueste gehört, Sir?« stieß er hervor. »Bei den Cunninghams, Sir!«

»Einbruch?« rief der Colonel, die Kaffeetasse halb erhoben. 

»Mord!«

Der Colonel stieß einen Pfiff aus. »Donnerwetter!«

sagte er, »wer ist denn umgebracht worden? Der Friedensrichter oder sein Sohn?«

»Keiner von beiden, Sir. Es war William, der Kutscher. Durchs Herz geschossen, Sir, und sprach kein Wort mehr.«

»Wer hat ihn denn erschossen?«

»Der Einbrecher, Sir. Er war weg wie der Blitz und ist unbehelligt davongekommen. Er war gerade durchs Speisekammerfenster eingebrochen, als William ihn überrascht hat und umgekommen ist, indem er das Eigentum seines Herrn rettete.«

»Um welche Zeit?«

»Es war letzte Nacht, Sir, um zwölf herum.«
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»Aha, dann werden wir gleich hinübergehen«, sagte der Colonel und machte sich gelassen wieder an sein Frühstück. »Es ist schon eine schlimme Geschichte«, fügte er hinzu, als der Butler gegangen war. »Er ist der führende Junker hier in der Gegend, der alte Cunningham, und dazu ein sehr anständiger Mensch. Er wird niedergeschmettert sein deswegen, denn der Mann stand schon seit Jahren in seinen Diensten und war ein guter Diener. Es sind offensichtlich dieselben Schurken, die bei Acton eingebrochen sind.«

»Und diese höchst merkwürdige Kollektion gestohlen haben?« sagte Holmes nachdenklich. 

»Genau.«

»Hm! Es kann sich als die einfachste Sache der Welt erweisen; aber gleichviel, auf den ersten Blick ist dies doch ein wenig merkwürdig, nicht wahr? Von einer Einbrecherbande, die auf dem Lande arbeitet, sollte man erwarten, daß sie den Schauplatz ihrer Tä-

tigkeit wechselt und nicht binnen weniger Tage im gleichen Distrikt zwei Buden knackt. Ich weiß noch, daß mir, als Sie gestern abend von Vorsichtsmaßregeln spräche, durch den Kopf ging, daß das wahrscheinlich das letzte Kirchspiel in England ist, worauf ein Dieb oder Diebe aller Wahrscheinlichkeit nach ihr Augenmerk richten würden; was zeigt, daß ich noch viel zu lernen habe.«
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»Ich nehme an, es ist ein ortsansässiger Fachmann«, sagte der Colonel. »Und in diesem Fall würde er sich natürlich genau an die Häuser von Acton und Cunningham halten, denn es sind die weitaus größten hier.«

»Und die reichsten?«

»Nun, eigentlich schon, aber sie haben schon seit einigen Jahren einen Rechtsstreit miteinander, der ihnen beiden das Blut ausgesaugt hat, denke ich mir. 

Der alte Acton hat irgendeinen Anspruch auf die Hälf-te von Cunninghams Gütern, und die Anwälte haben mit beiden Händen zugegriffen.«

»Wenn es ein ortsansässiger Schurke ist, müßte man ihn leicht zur Strecke bringen«, sagte Holmes mit einem Gähnen. »Schon gut, Watson, ich habe nicht vor, mich einzumischen.«

»Inspektor Forrester, Sir«, sagte der Butler, die Tür öffnend. 

Der Beamte, ein aufgeweckter, junger Mensch mit scharfgeschnittenem Gesicht, trat ins Zimmer. »Guten Morgen, Colonel«, sagte er. »Ich hoffe, ich störe nicht, aber wir hörten, Mr. Holmes aus der Baker Street sei hier.«

Der Colonel machte eine Handbewegung zu meinem Freund hin, und der Inspektor verbeugte sich. 

»Wir dachten, Sie hätten vielleicht Lust, mal her-

überzukommen, Mr. Holmes.«
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»Die Schicksalsgöttinnen sind gegen Sie, Watson«, sagte er lachend. »Wir haben gerade über die Sache geredet, als Sie hereinkamen, Inspektor. Vielleicht können Sie uns ein paar Einzelheiten mitteilen.« Als er sich in der mir so vertrauten Haltung in den Sessel zurücklehnte, wußte ich, daß der Fall hoffnungslos war. 

»In der Affaire Acton hatten wir keinen Hinweis. 

Hier jedoch haben wir viele, und es gibt keinen Zweifel, daß es sich in beiden Fällen um denselben Täter handelt. Der Mann wurde gesehen.«

»Aha!«

»Ja, Sir. Doch er war weg im Nu nach dem Schuß, der den armen William getötet hat. Mr. Cunningham sah ihn vom Schlafzimmerfenster aus, und Mr. Alec Cunningham sah ihn vom hinteren Flur aus. Es war Viertel vor zwölf, als der Aufruhr losbrach. Mr. Cunningham war gerade zu Bett gegangen, und Mister Alec rauchte im Schlafrock eine Pfeife. Sie hörten beide William, den Kutscher, um Hilfe rufen, und Mister Alec stürzte nach unten, um nachzusehen, was los sei. Die Hintertür stand offen, und als er am Fuße der Treppe angelangt war, sah er draußen zwei Männer miteinander ringen. Einer von ihnen gab einen Schuß ab, der andere fiel, und der Mörder rannte durch den Garten und über die Hecke. Mr. Cunningham, der aus dem Schlafzimmerfenster blickte, sah, wie der Bur-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.746
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sche die Straße erreichte, verlor ihn jedoch sofort aus den Augen. Mister Alec blieb stehen, um festzustellen, ob er dem Sterbenden helfen könne, und so kam der Schurke ungeschoren davon. Außer der Tatsache, daß er ein Mann von mittlerer Größe und mit irgendeinem dunklen Zeug bekleidet war, besitzen wir keinen Hinweis auf seine Person, aber wir stellen energische Nachforschungen an, und wenn er hier fremd ist, werden wir ihn bald ausfindig machen.«

»Was hatte dieser William denn dort gemacht? Hat er noch etwas gesagt, bevor er starb?«

»Kein Wort. Er bewohnte mit seiner Mutter das Pförtnerhaus, und da er ein sehr pflichttreuer Mensch war, nehmen wir an, daß er zum Haus hinaufging in der Absicht, nachzusehen, ob dort alles in Ordnung sei. Natürlich hat diese Geschichte bei Acton jedermann wachsam gemacht. Der Räuber muß wohl gerade die Tür aufgebrochen haben – das Schloß war gesprengt –, als William ihn überraschte.«

»Hat William etwas zu seiner Mutter gesagt, bevor er ging?«

»Sie ist sehr alt und taub, und wir können keine Auskünfte von ihr bekommen. Der Schock hat sie halb um den Verstand gebracht, aber wie ich höre, war sie nie besonders hell. Es gibt jedoch ein wichtiges Indiz. Sehen Sie sich das an!«

Er nahm einen kleinen Papierfetzen aus einem No-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes
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tizbuch und glättete ihn auf dem Knie. 

»Das wurde zwischen Daumen und Zeigefinger des Toten gefunden. Es scheint ein von einem größeren Blatt abgerissener Fetzen zu sein. Sie werden bemerken, daß die darauf erwähnte Stunde genau die Zeit ist, zu der den armen Menschen sein Schicksal traf. 

Sie sehen, daß sein Mörder ihm den Rest des Blattes entrissen oder er dem Mörder diesen Fetzen weggenommen haben könnte. Es liest sich fast wie eine Verabredung.«

Holmes nahm den Papierfetzen in die Hand, von dem nebenstehend ein Faksimile wiedergegeben ist. 

»Angenommen, es handelt sich um eine Verabredung«, fuhr der Inspektor fort, »dann wäre es theoretisch vorstellbar, daß dieser William Kirwan, wiewohl er im Rufe stand, ein ehrlicher Mann zu sein, vielleicht mit dem Dieb im Bunde war. Er hat sich vielleicht dort mit ihm getroffen, hat ihm vielleicht sogar geholfen, die Tür aufzubrechen, und dann sind sie sich
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»Diese Schrift ist von außerordentlichem Interesse«, sagte Holmes, der sie mit großer Konzentration untersucht hatte. »Das sind weit tiefere Wasser, als ich vermutet hatte.« Er ließ den Kopf auf die Hände sinken, während der Inspektor über den Eindruck lä-

chelte, den sein Fall auf den berühmten Londoner Spezialisten gemacht hatte. 

»Was Sie eben bemerkt haben«, sagte Holmes gleich darauf, »wegen einer möglichen Übereinkunft zwischen dem Einbrecher und dem Diener, und daß dies eine schriftliche Vereinbarung sein könnte zwischen ihnen, ist eine scharfsinnige und nicht ganz von der Hand zu weisende Annahme. Aber diese Schrift eröffnet –« Wieder ließ er den Kopf in die Hände sinken und verharrte einige Minuten tief in Gedanken. 

Als er das Gesicht hob, sah ich zu meiner Überraschung, daß seine Wangen rosig angehaucht und seine Augen so glänzend waren wie vor seiner Krankheit. Er sprang mit all seiner alten Energie auf. 

»Ich sage Ihnen was!« sagte er. »Ich würde gern in aller Ruhe einen kurzen Blick auf die Einzelheiten dieses Falles werfen. Er hat etwas, das mich ungemein fasziniert. Wenn Sie gestatten, Colonel, werde ich meinen Freund Watson und Sie allein lassen und mit dem Inspektor hinübergehen, um die Richtigkeit von ein, zwei kleinen Einfallen von mir zu überprü-

fen. Ich werde in einer halben Stunde wieder bei Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.749
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Ihnen sein.«

Anderthalb Stunden verstrichen, bis der Inspektor allein zurückkehrte. 

»Mr. Holmes geht draußen auf dem Feld auf und ab«, sagte er. »Er möchte, daß wir alle vier gemeinsam zum Haus hinübergehen.«

»Zu Mr. Cunningham?«

»Ja, Sir.«

»Wozu?«

Der Inspektor zuckte die Achseln. »Ich weiß nicht recht, Sir. Unter uns, ich glaube, Mr. Holmes hat sich noch nicht ganz von seiner Krankheit erholt. Er hat sich sehr merkwürdig verhalten, und er ist sehr erregt.«

»Ich glaube nicht, daß Sie sich berunruhigen müssen«, sagte ich. »Ich habe gewöhnlich festgestellt, daß sein Wahnsinn Methode hat.«

»Manch einer würde wohl auch sagen, seine Methode hat Wahnsinn«, murmelte der Inspektor. »Aber er ist ganz versessen darauf, anzufangen, Colonel, daher gehen wir am besten hinaus, wenn Sie fertig sind.«

Wir trafen Holmes, wie er mit auf die Brust gesunkenem Kinn und in die Hosentaschen gesteckten Händen auf dem Feld hin und her ging. 

»Die Sache gewinnt an Interesse«, sagte er. »Watson, Ihre Landpartie ist ganz entschieden ein Erfolg Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.750
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gewesen. Ich habe einen bezaubernden Vormittag erlebt.«

»Sie sind am Schauplatz des Verbrechens gewesen, wie ich höre?« sagte der Colonel. 

»Ja; der Inspektor und ich haben gemeinsam dies und jenes erkundet.«

»Irgendein Erfolg?«

»Nun ja, wir haben einige sehr interessante Dinge gesehen. Ich werde Ihnen im Gehen erzählen, was wir getan haben. Zunächst einmal haben wir uns den Leichnam dieses unglücklichen Mannes angesehen. 

Er ist mit Sicherheit an einer Revolverwunde gestorben, wie berichtet.«

»Hatten Sie denn daran gezweifelt?«

»Ach, es kann nichts schaden, alles zu überprüfen. 

Unsere Inspektion war nicht umsonst. Dann hatten wir eine Unterredung mit Mr. Cunningham und seinem Sohn, die die genaue Stelle angeben konnten, wo der Mörder auf der Flucht durch die Gartenhecke gebrochen ist. Das war von großem Interesse.«

»Selbstredend.«

»Dann sahen wir uns die Mutter dieses armen Menschen an. Wir konnten allerdings keine Auskünfte von ihr bekommen, da sie sehr alt und hinfällig ist.«

»Und was ist denn jetzt das Ergebnis Ihrer Nachforschungen?«

»Die Überzeugung, daß das Verbrechen ein höchst Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.751
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eigenartiges ist. Vielleicht trägt unser Besuch jetzt dazu bei, es etwas zu erhellen. Ich glaube, wir beide stimmen darin überein, Inspektor, daß der Fetzen Papier in der Hand des Toten, da nun einmal die genaue Zeit seines Todes darauf steht, von äußerster Wichtigkeit ist.«

»Er sollte einen Anhaltspunkt liefern, Mr. Holmes.«

»Er  liefert  einen Anhaltspunkt. Wer immer diese Notiz schrieb, war der Mann, der William Kirwan zu dieser Stunde aus dem Bett holte. Aber wo ist der Rest dieses Blattes Papier?«

»Ich habe den Boden gründlich untersucht, in der Hoffnung, ihn zu finden«, sagte der Inspektor. 

»Es wurde dem Toten aus der Hand gerissen. 

Warum war jemand so daran gelegen, es in seinen Besitz zu bringen? Weil es ihn belastete. Und was würde er damit tun? Es in die Tasche stecken, höchst wahrscheinlich, ohne zu bemerken, daß eine Ecke davon in der Hand des Leichnams zurückgeblieben war. Wenn wir den Rest dieses Blattes finden könnten, wären wir der Lösung des Rätsels eindeutig ein großes Stück nähergekommen.«

»Ja, aber wie können wir an die Tasche des Verbrechers herankommen, ehe wir den Verbrecher fassen?«

»Nun, nun, es war es wert, darüber nachzudenken. 
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Dann gibt es noch einen zweiten Punkt, der offensichtlich ist. Diese Notiz wurde William geschickt. 

Der Mann, der sie schrieb, kann sie nicht überbracht haben, denn sonst hätte er seine Nachricht natürlich mündlich ausrichten können. Wer also hat die Notiz überbracht? Oder ist sie mit der Post gekommen?«

»Ich habe Nachforschungen angestellt«, sagte der Inspektor. »William bekam gestern mit der Nachmit-tagspost einen Brief. Der Umschlag wurde von ihm vernichtet.«

»Ausgezeichnet!« rief Holmes und schlug dem Inspektor auf die Schulter. »Sie haben den Postboten gesprochen. Es ist ein Vergnügen, mit Ihnen zusam-menzuarbeiten. Nun, da ist das Pförtnerhaus, und wenn Sie mitkommen wollen, Colonel, werde ich Ihnen den Schauplatz des Verbrechens zeigen.«

Wir passierten das hübsche Häuschen, in dem der Ermordete gelebt hatte, und gingen eine eichenge-säumte Auffahrt zu dem prächtigen alten Queen-Anne-Haus34 hinauf, das auf dem Türsturz das Datum von Malplaquet35 trägt. Holmes und der Inspektor führten uns darum herum, bis wir bei dem Seitentor anlangten, das durch ein Stück Garten von der Hecke getrennt ist, die die Straße säumt. Ein Konstabler stand an der Küchentür. 

»Öffnen Sie die Tür, Officer«, sagte Holmes. »Auf dieser Treppe also stand der junge Mr. Cunningham Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.753
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und sah die beiden Männer genau da kämpfen, wo wir jetzt sind. Der alte Mr. Cunningham war am Fenster –

das zweite zur Linken – und er sah den Menschen genau links an diesem Busch vorbei flüchten. Das sah auch der Sohn. Wegen des Busches sind sich beide sicher. Dann lief Mister Alec hinaus und kniete sich neben den Verletzten. Der Boden ist sehr hart, wie Sie sehen, und es gibt keine Spuren, die uns fuhren könnten.«

Während er sprach, kamen zwei Männer um die Hausecke herum den Gartenpfad entlang. Der eine war ein älterer Mann mit einem markanten, tiefgefurchten, düster blickenden Gesicht; der andere ein fescher junger Mensch, dessen strahlender, lächelnder Gesichtsausdruck und protziger Anzug in merkwürdigem Kontrast zu dem Anlaß standen, der uns hergeführt hatte. 

»So, immer noch am machen?« sagte er zu Holmes. 

»Ich dachte, ihr Londoner wärt unfehlbar. Sie scheinen am Ende doch nicht so schnell zu sein.«

»Ah! Sie müssen uns schon ein wenig Zeit lassen«, sagte Holmes leutselig. 

»Die werden Sie brauchen«, sagte der junge Alec Cunningham. »Soweit ich sehe, haben wir nicht den geringsten Anhaltspunkt.«

»Nur einen einzigen«, antwortete der Inspektor. 

»Wir dachten, daß, wenn wir nur herausfinden könn-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.754
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ten – Du lieber Himmel! Mr. Holmes, was ist denn?«

Das Gesicht meines armen Freundes hatte plötzlich den allerschrecklichsten Ausdruck angenommen. 

Seine Augen verdrehten sich nach oben, seine Züge verzerrten sich vor Schmerz, und mit einem unterdrückten Stöhnen fiel er vornüber auf den Boden. 

Von der Plötzlichkeit und Heftigkeit des Anfalls entsetzt, trugen wir ihn in die Küche, wo er in einem gro-

ßen Stuhl zurücksank und einige Minuten lang schwer atmete. Schließlich, mit einer verschämten Entschuldigung für seine Schwäche, stand er wieder auf. 

»Watson kann Ihnen sagen, daß ich erst kürzlich von einer schweren Krankheit genesen bin«, erklärte er. »Ich neige zu solchen plötzlichen nervösen Attak-ken.«

»Soll ich Sie in meinem Wagen nach Hause bringen lassen?« fragte der alte Cunningham. 

»Da ich nun einmal hier bin, gibt es einen Punkt, über den ich mir gern Klarheit verschaffen würde. Er läßt sich ganz einfach überprüfen.«

»Und der wäre?«

»Nun ja, mir scheint es durchaus möglich, daß dieser arme William nicht vor, sondern nach dem Eindringen des Einbrechers ins Haus eintraf. Sie scheinen es für erwiesen zu halten, daß, obwohl die Tür erbrochen war, der Räuber nicht hineinkam.«

»Ich glaube, das ist ganz offensichtlich«, sagte Mr. 
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Cunningham ernst. »Mein Sohn Alec war ja noch nicht zu Bett gegangen und hätte gewiß jeden gehört, der sich herumtrieb.«

»Wo saß er?«

»Ich saß rauchend in meinem Ankleidezimmer.«

»Welches Fenster ist das?«

»Das letzte zur Linken, neben dem meines Vaters.«

»Ihrer beider Lampen brannten natürlich?«

»Zweifellos.«

»Es gibt da ein paar höchst eigentümliche Umstän-de«, sagte Holmes lächelnd. »Ist es nicht ungewöhnlich, daß ein Einbrecher – zumal ein Einbrecher mit einiger Erfahrung – mit vollem Bedacht zu einer Zeit in ein Haus einbricht, da er an den Lichtern erkennen kann, daß zwei Familienmitglieder noch auf den Beinen sind?«

»Es muß ein kaltblütiger Geselle gewesen sein.«

»Nun ja, wenn der Fall nicht so sonderbar wäre, hätten wir natürlich keinen Anlaß gesehen, Sie um eine Erklärung zu bitten«, sagte Mister Alec. »Aber Ihren Einfall, der Mann habe das Haus ausgeraubt, bevor William ihn angriff, halte ich für höchst absurd. 

Hätten wir das Haus dann nicht in Unordnung vorfinden und die Gegenstände, die er stahl, vermissen müssen?«

»Das kommt darauf an, um welche Gegenstände es sich handelte«, sagte Holmes. »Sie dürfen nicht ver-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.756
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gessen, daß wir es mit einem Einbrecher zu tun haben, der ein sehr eigenartiger Mensch ist und nach seinen eigenen Grundsätzen vorgeht. Sehen Sie sich zum Beispiel die kuriose Sammlung von Gegenständen an, die er bei Acton stahl – was war es gleich? –

ein Knäuel Bindfaden, ein Briefbeschwerer, und ich weiß nicht, was noch für Krimskrams!«

»Nun, wir sind ganz in Ihrer Hand, Mr. Holmes«, sagte der alte Cunningham. »Was immer Sie oder der Inspektor vorschlagen, wird ganz gewiß getan werden.«

»Zunächst einmal«, sagte Holmes, »hätte ich gern, daß Sie eine Belohnung aussetzen – die von Ihnen selbst kommt, denn die offiziellen Stellen brauchen vielleicht ein Weilchen, ehe sie sich über die Summe einig werden können, und dergleichen kann nicht schnell genug vonstatten gehen. Ich habe hier rasch die Vorlage aufnotiert, wenn Sie so freundlich wären, sie zu unterzeichnen. Fünfzig Pfund sind völlig ausreichend, dachte ich.«

»Ich würde bereitwillig fünfhundert geben«, sagte der Friedensrichter und nahm das Stück Papier und den Stift, die Holmes ihm reichte. »Das ist allerdings nicht ganz korrekt«, fügte er, das Dokument überflie-gend, hinzu. 

»Ich habe es in ziemlicher Eile geschrieben.«

»Sehen Sie, Sie beginnen: ›In Anbetracht dessen, Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.757
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daß etwa um Viertel vor eins am Dienstag morgen ein Versuch gemacht wurde‹ – und so weiter. Es war in Wirklichkeit Viertel vor zwölf.«

Ich war schmerzlich berührt ob dieses Fehlers, denn ich wußte, wie bitter Holmes jedes Versehen dieser Art empfinden mußte. Es war seine Spezialität, im Hinblick auf Tatsachen akkurat zu sein, doch seine noch nicht lange zurückliegende Krankheit hatte ihn geschwächt, und dieser eine kleine Vorfall zeigte mir hinreichend, daß er noch weit davon entfernt war, wieder der Alte zu sein. Er war einen Moment lang sichtlich verlegen, während der Inspektor die Augenbrauen hochzog und Alec Cunningham in Gelächter ausbrach. Der alte Gentleman jedoch korrigierte den Fehler und reichte das Papier Holmes zurück. 

»Lassen Sie es so bald wie möglich drucken«, sagte er. »Ich halte Ihre Idee für ausgezeichnet.«

Holmes verstaute den Zettel sorgsam in seiner Brieftasche. 

»Und nun«, sagte er, »wäre es wirklich angebracht, wenn wir alle gemeinsam das Haus durchsuchten und uns vergewisserten, ob dieser recht exzentrische Einbrecher am Ende nicht doch etwas mitgenommen hat.«

Bevor er eintrat, nahm Holmes eine Untersuchung der Tür vor, die erbrochen worden war. Es war deutlich, daß ein Meißel oder ein starkes Messer hineinge-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.758
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rammt worden und das Schloß damit weggedrückt worden war. Wir konnten die Kerben im Holz sehen. 

»Sie verwenden also keine Riegel?« fragte er. 

»Wir haben es nie für erforderlich gehalten.«

»Sie halten keinen Hund?«

»Doch; aber er ist auf der anderen Seite des Hauses angekettet.«

»Wann gehen die Dienstboten zu Bett?«

»Gegen zehn.«

»Ich nehme an, daß auch William gewöhnlich um diese Zeit im Bett lag?«

»Ja.«

»Es ist eigenartig, daß er gerade in dieser Nacht auf war. Nun denn, ich wäre sehr dankbar, wenn Sie die Freundlichkeit hätten, uns das Haus zu zeigen, Mr. 

Cunningham.«

Ein Steinfliesen-Flur, von dem die Küchen ab-zweigten, führte über eine hölzerne Treppe direkt ins erste Geschoß des Hauses. Sie mündete oben gegen-

über einer zweiten, mit Schnitzereien versehenen Treppe, die von der Eingangshalle hinaufführte. Von diesem Flur aus gingen das Wohnzimmer und einige Schlafzimmer ab, darunter auch die von Mr. Cunningham und seinem Sohn. Holmes ging langsam und nahm die Architektur des Hauses eingehend in Augenschein. Ich erkannte an seinem Gesichtsausdruck, daß er auf einer heißen Fährte war, und doch konnte Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.759
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ich mir nicht im entferntesten vorstellen, in welche Richtung seine Schlußfolgerungen ihn führten. 

»Mein Wertester«, sagte Mr. Cunningham einigermaßen ungeduldig, »dies ist gewiß ganz unnötig. Das da ist mein Zimmer am Ende der Treppe, und das meines Sohnes ist das dahinter. Ich stelle es Ihrem Urteil anheim, ob es dem Dieb möglich gewesen wäre, heraufzukommen ohne uns aufzuscheuchen.«

»Sie müssen wohl kehrt machen, um auf eine frische Fährte zu stoßen«, sagte der Sohn mit ziemlich boshaftem Lächeln. 

»Trotzdem muß ich Sie bitten, mir noch ein Weilchen meinen Willen zu lassen. Ich würde zum Beispiel gern sehen, wie weit sich von den Fenstern aus die Vorderseite überblicken läßt. Das, nehme ich an, ist das Zimmer Ihres Sohnes« – er stieß die Tür auf –

»und das, vermute ich, das Ankleidezimmer, in dem er saß und rauchte, als der Alarm gegeben wurde. 

Wohinaus geht dessen Fenster?« Er durchquerte das Schlafzimmer, stieß die Tür auf und sah sich in dem anderen Raum um. 

»Ich hoffe, Sie sind jetzt zufrieden?« sagte Mr. 

Cunningham gereizt. 

»Danke; ich glaube, ich habe alles gesehen, was ich sehen wollte.«

»Dann können wir, wenn es wirklich erforderlich ist, in mein Zimmer gehen.«
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»Wenn es nicht zuviel Mühe macht.«

Der Friedensrichter zuckte die Achseln und ging in sein eigenes Zimmer voraus, das ein schlicht möblierter, gewöhnlicher Raum war. Während wir uns dem Fenster näherten, ging Holmes immer langsamer, bis er und ich die hintersten der Gruppe bildeten. Am Fuße des Bettes war ein kleiner, rechteckiger Tisch, auf dem eine Schale mit Orangen und eine Wasserkaraffe standen. Als wir es erreichten, beugte sich Holmes zu meiner unaussprechlichen Verblüffung um mich herum vornüber und stieß das ganze mit voller Absicht um. Das Glas zersprang in tausend Scherben, und die Früchte kollerten in alle Richtungen durchs Zimmer. 

»Da haben Sie aber etwas angerichtet, Watson«, sagte er kühl. »Und wie Sie den Teppich zugerichtet haben«

Ich bückte mich einigermaßen verwirrt und begann, die Früchte aufzulesen, begriff ich doch, daß mein Gefährte aus irgendeinem Grunde wünschte, daß ich die Schuld auf mich nahm. Die anderen taten es mir nach und stellten den Tisch wieder auf die Beine. 

»Hallo!« rief der Inspektor, »wo ist er hin?«

Holmes war verschwunden. 

»Warten Sie einen Moment hier«, sagte der junge Alec Cunningham. »Der Mensch ist von Sinnen, meiner Meinung nach. Komm mit mir, Vater, sehen wir Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.761
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nach, wo er hin ist!«

Sie eilten aus dem Zimmer und ließen den Inspektor, den Colonel und mich einander anstarrend zu-rück. 

»Auf mein Wort, ich bin geneigt, Mister Alec zuzustimmen«, sagte der Beamte. »Es mag die Folge seiner Krankheit sein, aber mir scheint, daß –«

Seine Worte wurden von plötzlichen »Hilfe! Hilfe! 

Mord!«-Schreien abgeschnitten. Mit einem Schauder erkannte ich die Stimme als die meines Freundes. 

Außer mir stürzte ich aus dem Zimmer in den Flur. 

Die Schreie, die zu einem heiseren, unartikulierten Gebrüll abgesunken waren, drangen aus dem Zimmer, das wir zuerst aufgesucht hatten. Ich stürmte hinein und weiter in das dahinterliegende Ankleidezimmer. 

Die beiden Cunninghams beugten sich über die hingestreckte Gestalt von Sherlock Holmes, der jüngere umklammerte mit beiden Händen seine Kehle, während der ältere ihm allem Anschein nach das Handgelenk verdrehte. Im Nu hatten wir drei sie von ihm losgerissen, und Holmes kam taumelnd, sehr bleich und offensichtlich überaus erschöpft auf die Beine. 

»Verhaften Sie diese Männer, Inspektor!« keuchte er. 

»Unter welcher Anschuldigung?«

»Der des Mordes an ihrem Kutscher William Kirwan!«
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Der Inspektor starrte bestürzt um sich. »Aber, aber, sachte, Mr. Holmes«, sagte er endlich; »Sie wollen doch gewiß nicht ernstlich –«

»Dummes Zeug, Mann; sehen Sie sich ihre Gesichter an!« rief Holmes kurz angebunden. 

In der Tat habe ich nie zuvor auf Menschengesich-tern ein eindeutigeres Schuldbekenntnis gesehen. Der ältere Mann schien betäubt und gelähmt, sein markantes Gesicht trug einen stumpfen trüben Ausdruck. Der Sohn andererseits hatte all jenes kecke, fesche Gehabe fallen gelassen, das ihn charakterisiert hatte, und die Grausamkeit eines gefährlichen, wilden Tieres glomm in seinen dunklen Augen und verzerrte seine anspre-chenden Züge. Der Inspektor sagte nichts, sondern trat zur Tür und blies in seine Trillerpfeife. Auf das Zeichen hin kamen zwei seiner Konstabler. 

»Ich habe keine Wahl, Mr. Cunningham«, sagte er. 

»Ich hoffe zuversichtlich, daß all dies sich als absurdes Mißverständnis erweisen mag; aber wie Sie sehen – Ah, willst du wohl? Fallen lassen!« Er schlug mit der Hand zu, und ein Revolver, den der jüngere Mann gerade spannen wollte, polterte zu Boden. 

»Bewahren Sie ihn auf«, sagte Holmes, indem er rasch den Fuß darauf stellte. »Er wird beim Prozeß von Nutzen sein. Aber das ist es, was wir eigentlich wollten.« Er hielt ein kleines, zerknittertes Stück Papier hoch. 
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»Der Rest des Blattes?« rief der Inspektor. 

»Ganz recht.«

»Und wo war es?«

»Wo es nach meiner Überzeugung sein mußte. Ich werde Ihnen die ganze Sache sogleich klarmachen. 

Ich denke, Colonel, Sie und Watson könnten jetzt zu-rückgehen, und ich werde in längstens einer Stunde wieder bei Ihnen sein. Der Inspektor und ich müssen ein Wort mit den Gefangenen reden; aber zur Mittagszeit werden Sie mich gewiß wieder bei Ihnen sehen.«

Sherlock Holmes hielt Wort, denn etwa um ein Uhr stieß er im Rauchzimmer des Colonels wieder zu uns. 

Er wurde begleitet von einem kleinen, älteren Gentleman, der mir als der Mr. Acton vorgestellt wurde, dessen Haus Schauplatz des ersten Einbruchs gewesen war. 

»Ich wollte, daß Mr. Acton anwesend ist, wenn ich Ihnen diese kleine Angelegenheit demonstriere«, sagte Holmes, »denn es versteht sich, daß er großes Interesse an den Einzelheiten hat. Ich fürchte, mein lieber Colonel, daß Sie die Stunde bedauern müssen, da Sie einen solchen Störenfried wie mich aufnahmen.«

»Ganz im Gegenteil«, antwortete der Colonel herzlich, »ich erachte es als das größte Privileg, daß ich Ihre Arbeitsmethoden studieren durfte. Ich bekenne, daß sie meine Erwartungen weit übertreffen und daß ich völlig unfähig bin, mir Ihr Ergebnis zu erklären. 
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Ich habe noch nicht die Spur eines Anhaltspunktes gesehen.«

»Ich fürchte, daß Sie meine Erklärung möglicherweise desillusioniert, aber es ist schon immer meine Gewohnheit gewesen, keine meiner Methoden zu verheimlichen, weder vor meinem Freund Watson noch vor sonst jemandem, der ihnen ein verständiges Interesse entgegenbringt. Aber da ich von der wilden Rauferei, die ich im Ankleidezimmer hatte, ziemlich geschwächt bin, denke ich, ich werde mich zunächst einmal mit einem Schlückchen Ihres Brandys bedienen, Colonel. Meine Kraft ist in jüngster Zeit ziemlich beansprucht worden.«

»Ich hoffe doch, Sie hatten keine dieser nervösen Attacken mehr.«

Sherlock Holmes lachte von Herzen. »Dazu kommen wir noch, wenn es Zeit ist«, sagte er. »Ich werde Ihnen einen Bericht des Falles in der richtigen Reihenfolge geben, und Ihnen dabei die verschiedenen Punkte aufzeigen, von denen ich mich in meiner Entscheidung leiten ließ. Bitte unterbrechen Sie mich, wenn es irgendeine Folgerung gibt, die Ihnen nicht vollkommen klar ist. 

In der Detektivkunst ist die Fähigkeit von höchster Bedeutung, aus einer Reihe von Umständen zu erkennen, welche nebensächlich und welche wesentlich sind. Andernfalls verzettelt man zwangsläufig seine Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.765
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Energie und Aufmerksamkeit, anstatt sie zu konzentrieren. In diesem Fall nun hegte ich von Anfang an nicht den geringsten Zweifel, daß der Schlüssel zu der ganzen Angelegenheit in dem Papierfetzen in der Hand des Toten zu suchen war. 

Bevor ich darauf eingehe, möchte ich Ihre Aufmerksamkeit darauf lenken, daß, wenn Alec Cunninghams Bericht zuträfe und der Angreifer, nachdem er William Kirwan erschossen hatte,  sofort  geflohen wäre, es offenkundig nicht er gewesen sein könnte, der das Papier aus der Hand des Toten riß. Doch wenn er es nicht war, muß es Alec Cunningham selbst gewesen sein, denn zu dem Zeitpunkt, da der alte Herr heruntergekommen war, waren schon einige Dienstboten an Ort und Stelle. Es ist ein simpler Umstand, doch der Inspektor hatte ihn übersehen, weil er von der Annahme ausging, diese Grafschafts-Magnaten hätten mit der Sache nichts zu schaffen. Nun mache ich es mir aber zum Prinzip, niemals irgendwelche Vorurteile zu haben und fügsam überallhin zu folgen, wo die Wirklichkeit mich hinführen mag, und so kam es, daß ich schon im ersten Stadium der Nachforschung die Rolle, die Mr. Alec Cunningham gespielt hatte, mit Mißtrauen betrachtete. 

Und dann nahm ich eine sehr sorgfältige Untersuchung des Papiereckchens vor, das der Inspektor uns übergeben hatte. Es war mir sofort klar, daß es den Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.766
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Teil eines höchst bemerkenswerten Dokuments bildete. Hier ist es. Bemerken Sie daran nicht etwas sehr Bezeichnendes?«

»Es sieht sehr unregelmäßig aus«, sagte der Colonel. 

»Mein Verehrtester«, rief Holmes, »es kann nicht den leisesten Zweifel daran geben, daß es von zwei Personen geschrieben wurde, die sich mit den Wörtern abwechselten. Wenn ich Ihre Aufmerksamkeit auf das rundliche ›V‹ von ›Viertel‹ lenke und Sie bitte, es mit dem spitzen von ›vor‹ zu vergleichen, so werden sie den Sachverhalt sogleich erkennen. Eine ganz kurze Analyse dieser beiden Worte würde Sie in die Lage versetzen, mit voller Gewißheit sagen zu können, daß das ›erfahren‹ und das ›überraschen‹ in der schwächeren und das ›kommen‹ in der stärkeren Handschrift geschrieben ist.«

»Donnerwetter, das ist sonnenklar!« rief der Colonel. »Warum um alles in der Welt sollten zwei Menschen auf diese Weise einen Brief schreiben?«

»Offensichtlich ging es um eine üble Sache, und einer der Männer, der dem anderen mißtraute, war entschlossen, daß beide den gleichen Anteil an der Sache haben sollten. Nun war von den beiden Männern eindeutig der, der das ›vor‹ und das ›sehr‹

schrieb, der Anführer.«

»Wie kommen Sie darauf?«
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»Wir könnten das schon aus dem Charakter der einen Handschrift im Vergleich zur anderen deduzieren. Aber wir haben noch gewichtigere Gründe für diese Annahme. Wenn Sie diesen Fetzen aufmerksam mustern, werden Sie zu dem Schluß kommen, daß der Mann mit der kräftigeren Handschrift alle seine Wörter zuerst schrieb und für den anderen freie Stellen zum Ausfüllen ließ. Diese freien Stellen waren nicht immer ausreichend, und Sie können erkennen, daß der zweite Mühe hatte, sein ›Viertel‹ zwischen das ›um‹

und das ›vor‹ zu quetschen, was zeigt, daß letztere bereits geschrieben waren. Der Mann, der alle seine Worte als erster schrieb, ist zweifellos der Mann, der diese Affaire plante.«

»Ausgezeichnet!« rief Mr. Acton. 

»Aber sehr oberflächlich«, sagte Holmes. »Nun allerdings kommen wir zu einem Punkt, der von Bedeutung ist. Es mag Ihnen nicht bewußt sein, daß die Experten eine beachtliche Genauigkeit entwickelt haben in der Bestimmung des Alters eines Menschen aufgrund seiner Handschrift. In normalen Fällen kann man einen Mann mit leidlicher Gewißheit seinem tatsächlichen Jahrzehnt zuordnen. Ich sage in normalen Fällen, denn Krankheit und physische Schwäche bringen die Merkmale hohen Alters hervor, selbst wenn der Leidende jung ist. In diesem Falle können wir, wenn wir die kühne, kräftige Handschrift des einen Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.768
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und das recht gebrochene Erscheinungsbild der anderen betrachten, die ihre Lesbarkeit noch bewahrt, wiewohl das ›v‹ schon seine Spitze einzubüßen beginnt, sagen, daß der eine ein junger Mann und der andere schon in fortgeschrittenem Alter war, ohne eigentlich hinfällig zu sein.«

»Ausgezeichnet!« rief Mr. Acton erneut. 

»Es gibt indessen einen weiteren Punkt, der subtiler und von größerem Interesse ist. Die beiden Handschriften haben etwas gemeinsam. Sie gehören zu Männern, die Blutsverwandte sind. Ihnen mag das an den ›s‹ am deutlichsten sein, für mich jedoch gibt es viele kleine Merkmale, die auf dasselbe hindeuten. Ich habe überhaupt keinen Zweifel daran, daß an diesen beiden Schriftproben ein Familien-Manierismus festgestellt werden kann. Ich teile Ihnen jetzt natürlich nur die wichtigsten Ergebnisse meiner Untersuchung des Papiers mit. Es gab noch dreiundzwanzig andere Deduktionen, die für Experten interessanter wären als für Sie. Sie alle vertieften meinen Eindruck mehr und mehr, daß die beiden Cunninghams, Vater und Sohn, den Brief geschrieben hatten. 

So weit gekommen, bestand mein nächster Schritt natürlich darin, die Einzelheiten des Verbrechens zu untersuchen und festzustellen, wie weit sie uns bringen würden. Ich ging mit dem Inspektor zum Haus hinüber und sah alles, was es zu sehen gab. Die Ver-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.769
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letzung des Toten war, wie ich mit absoluter Gewiß-

heit feststellen konnte, durch einen aus einer Entfernung von etwas über vier Yards abgegebenen Revol-verschuß verursacht worden. An den Kleidern befand sich kein Pulverschmauch. Offensichtlich hatte also Alec Cunningham gelogen, als er sagte, zwei Männer hätten miteinander gekämpft, als der Schuß fiel. Au-

ßerdem waren sich Vater und Sohn darin einig, an welcher Stelle der Mann auf die Straße entkam. An diesem Punkt jedoch befindet sich, wie es der Zufall will, ein ziemlich breiter Graben, dessen Grund feucht ist. Da es um diesen Graben keine Anzeichen von Stiefelspuren gab, war ich nicht nur absolut sicher, daß die Cunninghams wieder gelogen hatten, sondern auch, daß überhaupt kein Unbekannter sich je am Schauplatz befunden hatte. 

Und nun mußte ich das Motiv dieses eigentümlichen Verbrechens ins Auge fassen. Um das zu ermitteln, bemühte ich mich zunächst einmal, den Grund des ersten Einbruchs bei Mr. Acton herauszufinden. 

Einigem, was der Colonel uns erzählte, entnahm ich, daß zwischen Ihnen, Mr. Acton, und den Cunninghams ein Rechtsstreit im Gange war. Natürlich kam mir sofort der Gedanke, daß sie mit der Absicht in Ihre Bibliothek eingebrochen waren, irgendeines Dokumentes habhaft zu werden, das in dem Fall von Bedeutung sein könnte.«
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»Ganz recht«, sagte Mr. Acton; »es kann nicht den leisesten Zweifel geben, was ihre Absichten waren. 

Ich habe den eindeutigsten Anspruch auf die Hälfte ihres derzeitigen Besitzes, und wenn sie ein einziges Papier hätten finden können – das glücklicherweise im Tresor meiner Anwälte verwahrt ist –, hätte unsere Sache zweifellos sehr schlecht gestanden.«

»Da haben Sie es!« sagte Holmes lächelnd. »Es war ein gefährliches, verwegenes Unterfangen, in dem ich den Einfluß des jungen Alec zu erkennen vermeinte. Da sie nichts gefunden hatten, versuchten sie, den Verdacht dadurch zu zerstreuen, daß sie es wie einen gewöhnlichen Einbruch aussehen ließen, zu welchem Zweck sie mitnahmen, was ihnen gerade in die Hände fiel. Das ist alles soweit klar, aber es gab noch viel, was unklar war. Was ich vor allem wollte, war das fehlende Stück jener Notiz. Ich war sicher, daß Alec es der Hand des Toten entrissen hatte, und fast sicher, daß er es in die Tasche seines Schlafrocks gesteckt hatte. Wo sonst konnte er es hingetan haben? Die einzige Frage war, ob es immer noch dort war. Es war der Mühe wert, das herauszufinden, und zu diesem Ende gingen wir alle zum Haus hinüber. 

Die Cunninghams gesellten sich, wie Sie sich zweifellos erinnern werden, vor der Küchentür zu uns. Es war natürlich von allergrößter Bedeutung, daß sie nicht an dieses Papier erinnert wurden, andernfalls sie Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.771
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es natürlich ohne Verzug vernichtet hätten. Der Inspektor stand im Begriff, ihnen zu erzählen, welche Bedeutung man ihm beimaß, als ich durch den glücklichsten Zufall auf der Welt in einer Art Anfall zu Boden stürzte und so das Gespräch auf etwas anderes brachte.«

»Gütiger Himmel!« rief der Colonel lachend. 

»Wollen Sie damit etwa sagen, daß unser Mitgefühl verschwendet und Ihr Anfall Schauspielerei war?«

»Vom fachlichen Standpunkt aus war es eine bewundernswerte Leistung«, rief ich und blickte voller Staunen diesen Mann an, der mich immer wieder mit einem neuen Aspekt seines Scharfsinns verwirrte. 

»Es ist eine Kunst, die oft nützlich ist«, sagte er. 

»Als ich mich erholt hatte, vermochte ich mit einem Kniff, der möglicherweise als nicht ganz phantasielos zu bezeichnen wäre, den alten Cunningham dazu zu bewegen, das Wort ›zwölf‹ zu schreiben, damit ich es mit dem Wort ›zwölf‹ auf dem Papier vergleichen konnte.«

»Oh, was für ein Esel ich gewesen bin!« stieß ich hervor. 

»Ich konnte sehen, daß Sie mich ob meiner Schwä-

che bedauerten«, sagte Holmes lachend. »Es tat mir leid, Ihnen den mitfühlenden Schmerz zu bereiten, den Sie, wie ich wußte, empfanden. Wir gingen dann zusammen nach oben, und als ich den Raum betreten Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.772
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und den Schlafrock hinter der Tür hatte hängen sehen, brachte ich es, indem ich einen Tisch umstieß, fertig, ihre Aufmerksamkeit einen Augenblick lang festzuhalten, und huschte zurück, um die Taschen zu durchsuchen. Kaum hatte ich jedoch das Papier gefunden, das sich, wie erwartet, in der einen befand, als die beiden Cunninghams über mich kamen und mich, so glaube ich wahrhaftig, auf der Stelle ermordet hätten, wenn Ihre prompte und freundliche Hilfe nicht gewesen wäre. Tatsächlich spüre ich jetzt noch den Griff des jungen Mannes an meiner Kehle, und der Vater hat mir in dem Bestreben, das Papier zu entwinden, das Handgelenk verdreht. Sie erkannten, daß ich alles wissen mußte, sehen Sie, und der plötzliche Umschlag von absoluter Sicherheit in völlige Hoffnungslosigkeit machte sie gänzlich verzweifelt. 

Ich hatte hinterher eine kleine Unterredung mit dem alten Cunningham über das Motiv des Verbrechens. 

Er war recht fügsam, während sein Sohn sich wie der reinste Teufel gebärdete, bereit, sich oder jeden anderen durch den Kopf zu schießen, wenn er an seinen Revolver herangekommen wäre. Als Cunningham erkannte, daß die Beweise gegen ihn so schwer wogen, verließ ihn all sein Mut, und er redete sich alles vom Herzen. Es scheint, daß William seinen beiden Herren in der Nacht, als sie in Mr. Actons Haus einbrachen, heimlich gefolgt war und, nachdem er sie so in seine Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes
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Gewalt bekommen hatte, sie zu erpressen begann, mit der Drohung, er würde sie bloßstellen. Mr. Alec allerdings war ein gefährlicher Partner für derartige Spielchen. Es war von seiner Seite ein ausgesprochener Geniestreich, daß er in der Panik vor Einbrechern, die die Gegend ergriffen hatte, eine Gelegenheit erkannte, den Mann, den er fürchtete, auf plausible Weise loszuwerden. William wurde herbeigelockt und erschossen; und hätten sie nur die ganze Notiz in die Hand bekommen und bei ihren  accessoires  ein bißchen mehr auf die  détails  geachtet, so wäre möglicherweise nie ein Verdacht erregt worden.«

»Und die Notiz?« fragte ich. 

Sherlock Holmes legte das zusammengesetzte Papier vor uns hin. 

»Sie entspricht so ziemlich dem, was ich erwartete«, sagte er. »Natürlich wissen wir noch nicht, welche Beziehungen
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Kirwan und Annie Morrison bestanden haben mögen. 

Das Ergebnis zeigt, daß der Köder in der Falle geschickt gewählt war. Ich bin überzeugt, Sie können nicht verfehlen, von den in den ›d‹s und den Unterlängen der ›g‹s zutagetretenden Spuren von Vererbung entzückt zu sein. Das Fehlen der i-Punkte in der Schrift des alten Mannes ist auch höchst charakteristisch. Watson, ich denke, unser ruhiger Aufenthalt auf dem Lande war ein ausgesprochener Erfolg, und ich werde morgen gewiß sehr gekräftigt in die Baker Street zurückkehren.«
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Der Verwachsene

Eines Nachts im Sommer, einige Monate nach meiner Heirat, saß ich an meinem eigenen Herde, rauchte eine letzte Pfeife und döste über einem Roman, denn meine Tagesarbeit war anstrengend gewesen. Meine Frau war schon nach oben gegangen, und etwas früher hatte das Geräusch der Eingangstür, die zugeschlossen wurde, mir verraten, daß sich auch die Dienstboten zurückgezogen hatten. Ich hatte mich von meinem Sessel erhoben und klopfte gerade die Asche aus meiner Pfeife, als ich plötzlich die Glocke anschlagen hörte. 

Ich sah auf die Uhr. Es war Viertel vor zwölf. Das konnte zu dieser späten Stunde kein Besucher sein. 

Ein Patient, offensichtlich, und möglicherweise eine Nachtsitzung. Mit säuerlichem Gesicht ging ich in die Halle hinaus und öffnete die Tür. Zu meinem Erstaunen war es Sherlock Holmes, der auf meiner Schwelle stand. 

»Ah, Watson«, sagte er, »ich hatte gehofft, es sei noch nicht zu spät, Sie anzutreffen.«

»Mein lieber Freund, bitte kommen Sie doch herein.«

»Sie sehen überrascht aus, kein Wunder! Auch erleichtert, nehme ich an! Hm! Sie rauchen also immer Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.776
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noch die Arcadia-Mischung Ihrer Junggesellen-Zeit! 

Die flockige Asche auf Ihrem Rock ist nicht zu ver-kennen. Es läßt sich leicht feststellen, daß Sie gewohnt waren, eine Uniform zu tragen, Watson; Sie werden nie als reinrassiger Zivilist durchgehen, solange Sie diese Gewohnheit beibehalten, Ihr Taschentuch im Ärmel zu tragen. Könnten Sie mich heute nacht beherbergen?«

»Mit Vergnügen.«

»Sie haben mir erzählt, Sie hätten Junggesellen-quartier für einen, und wie ich sehe, haben Sie im Augenblick keinen Gentleman zu Besuch, wie Ihr Hut-ständer verrät.«

»Ich würde mich freuen, wenn Sie blieben.«

»Danke. Dann nehme ich jetzt einen freien Haken in Beschlag. Tut mir leid, daß Sie ein Exemplar des Britischen Handwerkers im Hause hatten. Er ist ein Zeichen des Bösen. Nicht die Kanalisation, hoffe ich?«

»Nein, das Gas.«

»Aha! Er hat zwei Nagelspuren seines Stiefels auf Ihrem Linoleum hinterlassen, genau da, wo das Licht hinfallt. Nein, danke, ich habe in Waterloo zu Abend gegessen, aber ich rauche mit Vergnügen eine Pfeife mit Ihnen.«

Ich reichte ihm meinen Tabaksbeutel, und er setzte sich mir gegenüber und rauchte eine Weile schwei-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.777
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gend. Ich wußte wohl, daß nur eine Angelegenheit von Bedeutung ihn zu dieser Stunde zu mir geführt haben konnte, und so wartete ich geduldig, bis er darauf zu sprechen kommen würde. 

»Wie ich sehe, sind Sie im Augenblick beruflich ziemlich ausgelastet«, sagte er, indem er recht scharf zu mir herübersah. 

»Ja, ich hatte einen arbeitsreichen Tag«, antwortete ich. »Es mag in Ihren Augen sehr töricht erscheinen«, fügte ich hinzu, »aber ich weiß wirklich nicht, wie Sie das wieder deduziert haben.«

Er kicherte in sich hinein. 

»Ich habe den Vorteil, Ihre Gewohnheiten zu kennen, mein lieber Watson«, sagte er. »Wenn Sie wenige Patienten besuchen, gehen Sie zu Fuß, und wenn es viele sind, nehmen Sie einen Hansom. Da ich bemerke, daß Ihre Schuhe, wiewohl getragen, keineswegs schmutzig sind, kann ich nicht daran zweifeln, daß Sie gegenwärtig beschäftigt genug sind, um den Hansom zu rechtfertigen.«

»Exzellent!« rief ich. 

»Elementar«, sagte er. »Es handelt sich um eines der Beispiele, wo der logisch Denkende einen Effekt erzielen kann, der seinem Gegenüber bemerkenswert erscheint, weil diesem der eine, kleine Umstand entgangen ist, der die Basis der Deduktion bildet. Das gleiche, mein lieber Freund, gilt für den Effekt einiger Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.778
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Ihrer kleinen Erzählungen, der höchst anrüchig ist, da er nun einmal davon abhängt, daß Sie einige Umstän-de eines Problems für sich behalten, statt sie den Lesern mitzuteilen. Und augenblicklich bin ich in der Lage eben dieser Leser, denn ich halte wohl einige Fäden eines der seltsamsten Fälle, die je den Verstand eines Menschen verwirrten, in der Hand, aber es fehlen mir der eine oder die zwei, die erforderlich sind, um meine Theorie zu vervollständigen. Doch ich werde sie finden, Watson, ich werde sie finden!«

Seine Augen leuchteten auf, und eine leichte Röte schoß in seine schmalen Wangen. Für einen Augenblick hatte sich der Schleier über seinem lebhaften, intensiven Wesen gehoben, doch nur für einen Augenblick. Als ich wieder hinsah, hatte sein Gesicht wieder jene indianische Ausdruckslosigkeit angenommen, die so viele veranlaßt hatte, ihn eher als Maschine denn als Menschen zu betrachten. 

»Das Problem weist interessante Züge auf«, sagte er; »ich darf sogar sagen, höchst außergewöhnliche, interessante Züge. Ich habe mir die Sache schon mal angeschaut und bin, wie ich meine, auf Sichtweite an die Lösung herangekommen. Wenn Sie mich bei diesem letzten Schritt begleiten könnten, dürfte das von erheblichem Nutzen sein.«

»Es würde mich freuen.«

»Könnten Sie morgen nach Aldershot36 reisen?«
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»Ich zweifle nicht, daß Jackson für mich die Praxis hüten würde.«

»Sehr gut. Ich möchte morgen mit dem u Uhr 10 ab Waterloo fahren.«

»Das würde mir reichen.«

»Dann will ich Ihnen, wenn Sie nicht zu schläfrig sind, einen Überblick darüber geben, was geschehen ist und was noch zu tun bleibt.«

»Ich war schläfrig, ehe Sie kamen. Jetzt bin ich recht munter.«

»Ich werde die Geschichte straffen, soweit dies möglich ist, ohne etwas für den Fall Wesentliches wegzulassen. Es ist denkbar, daß Sie vielleicht sogar einen Bericht darüber gelesen haben. Es handelt sich um den mutmaßlichen Mord an Colonel Barclay von den Royal Mallows in Aldershot, den ich untersuche.«

»Ich habe nichts darüber gehört.«

»Er hat noch nicht viel Aufmerksamkeit erregt, außer vor Ort. Die Ereignisse liegen erst zwei Tage zurück. Kurzgefaßt sind es folgende: Die Royal Mallows sind, wie Sie wissen, eines der berühmtesten Irischen Regimenter der Britischen Armee. Es hat sowohl auf der Krim als auch beim Sepoy-Aufstand37 Wunder gewirkt und sich seither bei jeder denkbaren Gelegenheit ausgezeichnet be-währt. Bis Montag abend wurde es von James Barclay kommandiert, einem tapferen Veteranen, der als Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.780
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einfacher Gemeiner anfing, wegen seiner Tapferkeit zur Zeit des Aufstands in den Offiziersrang erhoben wurde und so das Kommando über das Regiment erhielt, in dem er einst eine Muskete getragen hatte. 

Colonel Barclay hatte geheiratet, als er noch Sergeant war, und seine Frau, deren Mädchenname Miss Nancy Devoy lautete, war die Tochter eines ehemaligen Colour-Sergeants38 im selben Corps. Es kam daher, wie man sich vorstellen kann, zu kleinen gesellschaftlichen Mißhelligkeiten, als sich das junge Paar (denn sie waren noch jung) in seiner neuen Umgebung einfand. Sie scheinen sich jedoch rasch angepaßt zu haben, und Mrs. Barclay ist, wie ich höre, bei den Damen des Regiments stets ebenso beliebt gewesen wie ihr Gatte bei seinen Offizierskameraden. Ich darf hinzufügen, daß sie eine Frau von großer Schönheit gewesen und selbst heute, nach über dreißig Jahren Ehe, von eindrucksvollem Äußeren geblieben ist. 

Colonel Barclays Familienleben scheint ein gleich-bleibend glückliches gewesen zu sein. Major Murphy, dem ich die meisten meiner Angaben verdanke, versichert mir, er habe nie von irgendeiner Unstimmigkeit zwischen den beiden gehört. Im großen und ganzen, meint er, sei Barclays Zuneigung für seine Frau grö-

ßer gewesen als die seiner Frau für Barclay. Er fühlte sich äußerst unbehaglich, wenn er nur einen Tag von ihr getrennt war. Sie andererseits, wiewohl ihm zuge-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.781
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neigt und treu ergeben, zeigte weniger offensichtliche Anhänglichkeit. Aber die beiden wurden im Regiment geradezu als Vorbild eines Paares von mittlerem Alter betrachtet. Es gab in ihrer Beziehung zueinander gar nichts, was die Tragödie hätte ahnen lassen, die sich einmal ereignen sollte. 

Colonel Barclay selbst scheint einige eigentümliche Charakterzüge gehabt zu haben. In seiner üblichen Stimmung war er ein schneidiger, jovialer alter Soldat, doch gab es Anlässe, bei denen er sich offenbar beträchtlicher Heftigkeit und Rachsucht fähig zeigte. 

Diese Seite seines Wesens scheint sich jedoch nie gegen seine Frau gewendet zu haben. Eine weitere Tatsache, die Major Murphy und drei von fünf anderen Offizieren, mit denen ich mich unterhielt, aufgefallen war, war die eigentümliche Form von Niedergeschlagenheit, die ihn bisweilen überkam. Wie der Major es ausdrückte, sei ihm das Lächeln oft wie von einer unsichtbaren Hand vom Munde geschlagen worden, wenn er sich an den Spaßen und der Neckerei im Offizierskasino beteiligte. Tagelang sei er, wenn ihn die Stimmung überkam, in tiefste Schwermut versunken. Dies und ein gewisser Anflug von Aberglaube waren die einzigen ungewöhnlichen Charakterzüge, die seine Offizierskameraden beobachtet hatten. Letztere Eigenart äußerte sich in Form einer Abneigung dagegen, allein gelassen zu werden, besonders nach Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.782
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Einbruch der Dunkelheit. Dieser kindliche Wesenszug in einem Charakter, der auffallend mannhaft war, hatte oft zu Bemerkungen und Mutmaßungen Anlaß gegeben. 

Das erste Bataillon der Royal Mallows (welches das ehemalige 117te ist) ist seit einigen Jahren in Aldershot stationiert. Die verheirateten Offiziere wohnen außerhalb der Kaserne, und der Colonel hatte während all dieser Zeit eine Villa namens Lachine inne, etwa eine halbe Meile vom North Camp entfernt. Das Haus steht auf einem eigenen Grundstück, doch seine Westseite ist nicht weiter als dreißig Yards von der Landstraße entfernt. Ein Kutscher und zwei Mädchen bilden die Dienerschaft. Sie waren, zusammen mit ihrem Herrn und ihrer Herrin, die einzigen Bewohner von Lachine, denn die Barclays hatten keine Kinder, noch hatten sie üblicherweise Besucher bei sich wohnen. 

Nun zu den Ereignissen in Lachine zwischen neun und zehn vergangenen Montagabend. 

Mrs. Barclay war, so scheint es, Angehörige der Römisch-Katholischen Kirche und hatte sich die Gründung der St. Georgs-Vereinigung sehr angelegen sein lassen, die in Verbindung mit der Watt-Street-Kirche gebildet worden war, um die Armen mit abge-legten Kleidern zu versorgen. An diesem Abend fand um acht eine Zusammenkunft der Vereinigung statt, Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.783
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und Mrs. Barclay hatte sich mit ihrem Dinner beeilt, um teilnehmen zu können. Als sie das Haus verließ, hörte der Kutscher, wie sie sich von ihrem Gatten mit einer Floskel verabschiedete und ihm versicherte, sie werde bald wieder zurück sein. Dann holte sie Miss Morrison ab, eine junge Dame, die in der Nachbarvil-la wohnt, und die beiden gingen gemeinsam zu ihrer Zusammenkunft. Sie dauerte vierzig Minuten, und um Viertel nach neun kehrte Mrs. Barclay nach Hause zu-rück, nachdem sie sich unterwegs von Miss Morrison an deren Tür verabschiedet hatte. 

Es gibt in Lachine ein Damenzimmer, das meist morgens benutzt wird. Es liegt zur Straße und eine große, gläserne Flügeltür geht auf den Rasen hinaus. 

Dieser Rasen ist dreißig Yards breit und von der Landstraße nur durch eine niedrige Mauer mit einem Eisengeländer getrennt. In dieses Zimmer begab sich Mrs. Barclay nach ihrer Rückkehr. Die Jalousien waren nicht herabgelassen, denn das Zimmer wurde abends selten benutzt, doch Mrs. Barclay zündete selbst die Lampe an, läutete sodann die Glocke und wies Jane Stewart an, das Hausmädchen, ihr eine Tasse Tee zu bringen, was gar nicht ihren üblichen Gewohnheiten entsprach. Der Colonel hatte im Speisezimmer gesessen, gesellte sich jedoch, als er hörte, daß seine Frau zurückgekehrt war, zu ihr ins Damenzimmer. Der Kutscher sah ihn die Halle durchqueren Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.784
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und es betreten. Er wurde nie mehr lebend gesehen. 

Der Tee, der bestellt worden war, wurde nach Ablauf von zehn Minuten gebracht, doch hörte das Mädchen, als sie sich der Tür näherte, zu ihrem Erstaunen die Stimmen ihres Herrn und ihrer Herrin in wütendem Streit. Sie klopfte, ohne eine Antwort zu erhalten, und drehte sogar den Knauf, stellte aber fest, daß die Tür von innen verschlossen war. Ganz natürlicherweise lief sie hinunter, um es der Köchin zu er-zählen, und die beiden Frauen kamen mit dem Kutscher nach oben in die Halle und lauschten der Auseinandersetzung, die immer noch tobte. Alle sind sich einig, daß nur zwei Stimmen zu hören waren, die von Barclay und seiner Frau. Barclays Bemerkungen waren gedämpft und abrupt, so daß keine von ihnen für die Lauscher verständlich war. Die der Dame andererseits waren überaus bitter und, als sie die Stimme erhob, deutlich zu vernehmen. ›Du Feigling!‹ wiederholte sie ein ums andere Mal. ›Was bleibt denn noch übrig? Gib mir mein Leben zurück. Ich will nicht einmal mehr die gleiche Luft atmen wie du! Du Feigling! Du Feigling!‹ Das waren Bruchstücke ihres Gesprächs, das mit einem plötzlichen angstvollen Aufschrei des Mannes, einem Krachen und einem durchdringenden Schrei der Frau endete. Überzeugt, daß sich eine Tragödie ereignet hatte, stürzte der Kutscher zur Tür und versuchte, sie gewaltsam zu öffnen, Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.785
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während von drinnen Schrei auf Schrei herausdrang. 

Er war jedoch außerstande, sich Zutritt zu verschaffen, und die Mädchen waren vor Angst zu bestürzt, um ihm irgend von Nutzen zu sein. Plötzlich kam ihm jedoch ein Gedanke und er rannte durch die Eingangstür ums Haus herum auf den Rasen, auf den die hohe Flügeltür ging. Ein Flügel der Tür stand offen, was, wie ich hörte, im Sommer durchaus üblich war, und er gelangte ohne Schwierigkeiten ins Zimmer. Seine Herrin hatte aufgehört zu schreien und lag besinnungslos auf eine Couch hingestreckt, während der unglückliche Soldat, dessen Füße über die Lehne eines Sessels hingen, mit dem Kopf neben der Ecke des Kamingitters auf dem Boden lag, mausetot in einer Lache seines Blutes. 

Natürlich war der erste Gedanke des Kutschers, nachdem er offensichtlich für seinen Herrn nichts mehr tun konnte, die Tür zu öffnen. Doch hier ergab sich eine unerwartete und eigenartige Schwierigkeit. 

Der Schlüssel steckte nicht auf der Innenseite der Tür, noch war er irgendwo im Zimmer aufzufinden. Er ging deshalb wieder durch die Flügeltür nach draußen und kehrte, nachdem er einen Polizisten und einen Arzt zu Hilfe gerufen hatte, zurück. Die Dame, gegen die sich natürlich der stärkste Verdacht richtete, wurde auf ihr Zimmer geschafft, immer noch besinnungslos. Sodann wurde der Leichnam des Colonels Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.786
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auf das Sofa gelegt und eine sorgfältige Untersuchung des Schauplatzes der Tragödie vorgenommen. 

Bei der Verletzung, die der unglückliche Veteran erlitten hatte, handelte es sich, wie man feststellte, um eine etwa zwei Inches lange Wunde mit ausgefransten Rändern an seinem Hinterkopf, die offenbar durch einen kräftigen Hieb mit einer stumpfen Waffe verursacht worden war. Es war nicht weiter schwierig zu raten, was diese Waffe gewesen sein konnte. Auf dem Boden, dicht neben dem Leichnam, lag ein eigenartiger Stock aus geschnitztem Hartholz mit beinernem Griff. Der Colonel besaß eine vielfältige Kollektion von Waffen, die er aus den verschiedenen Ländern, in denen er gekämpft hatte, mitgebracht hat, und die Polizei vermutet, daß dieser Knüttel zu seinen Trophäen gehörte. Die Dienstboten bestreiten, ihn je zuvor gesehen zu haben, aber er könnte unter den zahlreichen Kuriositäten im Hause gut übersehen worden sein. 

Die Polizei hat in dem Zimmer nichts weiter von Bedeutung entdeckt, ausgenommen die unerklärliche Tatsache, daß weder bei Mrs. Barclay noch bei dem Opfer noch irgendwo im Zimmer der fehlende Schlüssel aufzufinden war. Die Tür mußte schließlich von einem Schlosser aus Aldershot geöffnet werden. 

Das war die Lage der Dinge, Watson, als ich mich am Dienstag morgen auf Ersuchen von Major Murphy nach Aldershot aufmachte, um die Bemühungen der Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.787
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Polizei zu ergänzen. Sie werden wohl zustimmen, daß das Problem bereits von Interesse war, doch meine Beobachtungen erwiesen es bald als in Wahrheit noch viel außergewöhnlicher, als es auf den ersten Blick erscheinen mochte. 

Bevor ich das Zimmer untersuchte, nahm ich die Dienstboten ins Kreuzverhör, doch brachte ich lediglich den Sachverhalt ans Licht, den ich bereits dargelegt habe. Ein weiteres Detail von Interesse fiel Jane Stewart ein, dem Hausmädchen. Sie erinnern sich, daß sie auf den Lärm des Streites hin nach unten ging und mit den anderen Dienstboten zurückkam. Bei diesem ersten Mal, als sie allein war, sagt sie, seien die Stimmen ihres Herrn und ihrer Herrin so leise gewesen, daß sie kaum etwas habe hören können und viel mehr aus ihrer Tonlage als aus ihren Worten geschlossen habe, daß sie sich zankten. Als ich jedoch in sie drang, fiel ihr ein, daß sie die Dame zweimal das Wort ›David‹ habe äußern hören. Der Umstand ist von größter Bedeutung, indem er uns zu der Ursache des plötzlichen Streites hinführt. Der Name des Colonels ist, wie Sie sich erinnern, James. 

Es gab etwas an dem Fall, das sowohl auf die Dienstboten als auch auf die Polizei den tiefsten Eindruck machte. Das war das verzerrte Gesicht des Colonels. Es war ihrem Bericht zufolge zum fürchter-lichsten Ausdruck von Furcht und Entsetzen erstarrt, Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.788
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den ein menschliches Antlitz nur annehmen kann. 

Mehr als einem Menschen schwanden bei seinem blo-

ßen Anblick die Sinne, so schrecklich war die Wirkung. Es war ganz sicher, daß er sein Schicksal vorausgesehen und daß es ihn mit äußerstem Entsetzen erfüllt hatte. Dies paßte natürlich recht gut zur Theorie der Polizei, falls der Colonel gesehen haben könn-te, wie seine Frau ihn attackierte. Und die Tatsache, daß sich die Wunde an seinem Hinterkopf befand, war auch noch kein entscheidender Einwand dagegen, da er sich herumgedreht haben mochte, um dem Hieb zu entgehen. Kein Aufschluß war von der Dame selbst zu erhalten, die aufgrund eines akuten Anfalls von Gehirnfieber vorübergehend von Sinnen war. 

Von der Polizei erfuhr ich, daß Miss Morrison, die, wie Sie sich erinnern, an jenem Abend mit Mrs. Barclay ausgegangen war, bestritt, Kenntnis davon zu haben, was die üble Laune, in der ihre Begleiterin zu-rückgekehrt war, verursacht haben mochte. 

Nachdem ich diese Tatsachen beisammen hatte, Watson, rauchte ich darüber einige Pfeifen und versuchte die entscheidenden von denen zu trennen, die bloß nebensächlich waren. Es konnte keinen Zweifel geben, daß die bezeichnendste und vielsagendste Einzelheit in dem Fall das eigentümliche Verschwinden des Türschlüssels war. Eine höchst sorgfältige Suche hatte ihn im Zimmer nicht zutage fördern können. 

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.789
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Deshalb mußte er daraus entfernt worden sein. Doch weder der Colonel noch die Frau des Colonels konnten ihn genommen haben. Deshalb mußte eine dritte Person den Raum betreten haben. Und diese dritte Person konnte nur durch die Flügeltür hereingekommen sein. Eine sorgfältige Untersuchung des Zimmers und des Rasens würde möglicherweise einige Spuren dieses mysteriösen Individuums ans Licht bringen können. Sie kennen meine Methoden, Watson. Es gab nicht eine, die ich bei der Suche nicht anwandte. Und es endete damit, daß ich Spuren entdeckte, indes ganz andere als die erwarteten. Es war ein Mann im Zimmer gewesen, und er hatte, von der Straße kommend, den Rasen überquert. Ich konnte fünf sehr klare Ab-drücke seiner Fußspuren sichern – einen auf der Straße selbst, an der Stelle, wo er die niedrige Mauer überklettert hatte, zwei auf dem Rasen, und zwei sehr schwache auf den gebeizten Dielen bei der Flügeltür, wo er eingestiegen war. Er war augenscheinlich über den Rasen geeilt, denn die Abdrücke seiner Fußspitzen waren tiefer als die seiner Absätze. Aber es war nicht der Mann, der mich überraschte. Es war sein Begleiter.«

»Sein Begleiter!«

Holmes zog einen großen Bogen Seidenpapier aus der Tasche und entfaltete ihn sorgfältig auf dem Knie. 

»Was halten Sie davon?« fragte er. 

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.790
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Das Papier war von den Fußspuren eines kleinen Tieres bedeckt. Es hatte fünf deutlich erkennbare Pfo-tenballen, eine Andeutung langer Krallen, und der gesamte Abdruck mochte beinahe so groß sein wie ein Dessert-Löffel. 

»Es ist ein Hund«, sagte ich. 

»Haben Sie je von einem Hund gehört, der einen Vorhang hinauflief? Ich habe eindeutige Spuren gefunden, daß das Wesen dies getan hat.«

»Also ein Affe?«

»Aber es ist nicht der Abdruck eines Affen.«

»Was also kann es sein?«

»Weder Hund noch Katze, noch Affe, noch irgendein Wesen, das uns vertraut ist. Ich habe versucht, es aus den Abmessungen zu rekonstruieren. Hier sind vier Abdrücke, wo das Tier stillstand. Sie sehen, daß der Abstand zwischen Vorder- und Hinterpfote nicht weniger als fünfzehn Inches beträgt. Rechnen Sie dem die Länge von Hals und Kopf hinzu, und Sie haben ein Wesen, das nicht viel weniger als zwei Fuß lang ist – wahrscheinlich länger, falls es einen Schwanz hat. Doch nun beachten Sie diese andere Abmessung. 

Das Tier war in Bewegung, und wir haben seine Schrittlänge. In jedem Falle beträgt sie nur etwa drei Inches. Sie haben also einen Hinweis auf einen langgestreckten Körper mit sehr kurzen Beinen daran. 

Leider war es nicht so rücksichtsvoll, irgendwelche Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.791

Der Verwachsene

Doyle-WA Bd. 6, 172

Haare zurückzulassen. Aber seine ungefähre Gestalt muß so sein, wie von mir angedeutet, und es kann einen Vorhang hinauflaufen und ist ein Fleischfres-ser.«

»Wie deduzieren Sie das?«

»Weil es den Vorhang hinauflief. Ein Kanarienvo-gelkäfig hing im Fenster, und es scheint vorgehabt zu haben, dem Vogel an den Kragen zu gehen.«

»Was für ein Tier war es also?«

»Ah, wenn ich ihm einen Namen geben könnte, so dürfte uns das ein gutes Stück an die Lösung des Falles heranführen. Im großen und ganzen gehört es wahrscheinlich zur Wiesel- oder Hermelin-Familie –

und doch ist es größer als jedes dieser Tiere, das ich je gesehen habe.«

»Aber was hatte es mit dem Verbrechen zu tun?«

»Auch das liegt noch im dunkeln. Aber wir haben doch eine ganze Menge erfahren. Wir wissen, daß ein Mann auf der Straße stand und den Streit zwischen den Barclays mitansah – die Jalousien waren hochgezogen und das Zimmer erleuchtet. Wir wissen außerdem, daß er über den Rasen lief, begleitet von einem seltsamen Tier das Zimmer betrat und entweder den Colonel niederschlug, oder, was ebenso gut möglich ist, der Colonel ist bei seinem Anblick aus schierem Entsetzen gestürzt und hat sich an der Ecke des Kamingitters den Kopf verletzt. Und zu guter Letzt Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.792
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haben wir die merkwürdige Tatsache, daß der Eindringling den Schlüssel mit sich nahm, als er ging.«

»Dank ihren Entdeckungen scheint die Geschichte noch undurchsichtiger geworden zu sein als sie vorher schon war«, sagte ich. 

»Ganz recht. Sie haben unzweifelhaft erwiesen, daß die Affaire weit tiefgründiger ist, als zunächst vermutet wurde. Ich überdachte die Angelegenheit und kam zu dem Schluß, daß ich den Fall von einem anderen Gesichtspunkt aus betrachten müsse. Aber wirklich, Watson, ich halte Sie wach, dabei könnte ich Ihnen all das ebenso gut morgen auf dem Wege nach Aldershot erzählen.«

»Danke, Sie sind schon zu weit gegangen um aufzuhören.«

»Ich war ganz sicher, daß Mrs. Barclay, als sie um halb acht aus dem Haus ging, mit ihrem Mann auf gutem Fuße stand. Sie war nie, wie ich wohl erwähnt habe, betont liebevoll, aber der Kutscher hörte sie auf freundliche Weise mit dem Colonel plaudern. Nun war es aber ebenso sicher, daß sie sich unmittelbar nach ihrer Rückkehr in das Zimmer begeben hatte, in dem ihren Gatten anzutreffen am wenigsten wahrscheinlich war, daß sie zu Tee Zuflucht genommen hatte, wie es eine erregte Frau zu tun pflegt, und schließlich, als er zu ihr hereinkam, in heftige Vorwürfe ausgebrochen war. Daher hatte sich zwischen Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.793

Der Verwachsene

Doyle-WA Bd. 6, 173

halb acht und neun Uhr etwas ereignet, was ihre Ge-fühle ihm gegenüber völlig geändert hatte. Aber Miss Morrison war während der gesamten anderthalb Stunden bei ihr gewesen. Es war daher absolut sicher, daß sie trotz ihres Leugnens etwas von der Sache wissen mußte. 

Meine erste Vermutung war, zwischen dieser jungen Frau und dem alten Soldaten hätten möglicherweise gewisse Beziehungen bestanden, die sie der Ehefrau nun eingestanden hatte. Dies würde ihre auf-gebrachte Rückkehr und auch das Leugnen des Mädchens erklären. Es wäre auch nicht gänzlich unvereinbar mit den aufgeschnappten Worten. Dagegen waren aber die Erwähnung von David und die bekannte Zuneigung des Colonels zu seiner Frau abzuwägen, ganz zu schweigen vom tragischen Eindringen jenes anderen Mannes, der natürlich mit dem, was vorausgegangen war, in keinerlei Verbindung stehen mochte. Es war nicht einfach, sich durchzufinden, aber alles in allem war ich geneigt, den Gedanken einer Beziehung zwischen dem Colonel und Miss Morrison aufzugeben, andererseits mehr denn je davon überzeugt, daß die junge Dame den Schlüssel dazu besaß, was es gewesen sein konnte, das Mrs. Barclay mit Haß gegen ihren Gatten erfüllte. Ich tat daher das Nächstliegende, sprach bei Miss Morrison vor, erklärte ihr, ich sei völlig sicher, daß sie über die Tatsachen Bescheid Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.794
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wisse, und versicherte ihr, ihre Freundin Mrs. Barclay könnte sich durchaus unter der Anschuldigung eines Kapitalverbrechens auf der Anklagebank wiederfinden, sofern die Sache nicht aufgeklärt würde. 

Miss Morrison ist ein geradezu winziges, ätherisches junges Wesen, mit schüchternen Augen und blondem Haar, doch stellte ich fest, daß es ihr keineswegs an Scharfsinn und Vernunft gebricht. Sie saß eine Weile nachdenklich da, nachdem ich gesprochen hatte, wandte sich mir dann mit energisch entschlossener Miene zu und sprudelte eine bemerkenswerte Erklärung hervor, die ich Ihnen zuliebe zusammenfassen möchte. 

›Ich habe meiner Freundin versprochen, nichts von der Sache zu sagen, und ein Versprechen ist ein Versprechen‹, sagte sie. ›Aber wenn ich ihr wirklich helfen kann, da eine so ernste Anschuldigung gegen sie erhoben wird und die Lippen der Ärmsten durch Krankheit versiegelt sind, dann, glaube ich, bin ich von meinem Versprechen entbunden. Ich werde Ihnen genau erzählen, was Montag abend geschehen ist. 

Wir kehrten etwa viertel nach neun von der Watt-Street-Kirche zurück. Auf unserem Weg mußten wir durch die Hudson Street gehen, die eine sehr ruhige Durchgangsstraße ist. Es gibt dort nur eine Laterne auf der linken Seite, und als wir uns dieser Laterne näherten, sah ich einen Mann mit stark gekrümmtem Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.795
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Rücken und so etwas wie einer über eine Schulter ge-schlungenen Kiste auf uns zukommen. Er schien miß-

gebildet zu sein, denn er hielt den Kopf tief und ging mit gebeugten Knien. Wir kamen an ihm vorbei, als er das Gesicht hob und uns in dem von der Laterne geworfenen Lichtkreis ansah, und als er das tat, blieb er stehen und schrie mit schrecklicher Stimme: »Mein Gott, das ist ja Nancy!« Mrs. Barclay wurde totenblaß und wäre zu Boden gefallen, wenn das fürchterlich aussehende Geschöpf sie nicht aufgefangen hätte. Ich stand im Begriff, die Polizei zu rufen, doch sie sprach zu meiner Überraschung ganz gesittet mit dem Menschen. 

»Ich dachte, du wärst seit dreißig Jahren tot, Henry«, sagte sie mit bebender Stimme. 

»Das war ich auch«, sagte er, und es war entsetzlich, den Tonfall zu hören, in dem er das sagte. Er hatte ein sehr dunkles, furchterregendes Gesicht und ein Glimmen in den Augen, das mich in meinen Träumen verfolgt. Sein Haar und sein Bart waren grau durchwirkt, und sein Gesicht war ganz runzlig und faltig wie ein verdorrter Apfel. 

»Geh nur ein Stückchen weiter, Liebes« sagte Mrs. 

Barclay. »Ich möchte kurz sprechen mit diesem Mann. Du brauchst nichts zu befürchten.« Sie versuchte, beherzt zu sprechen, doch war sie immer noch totenblaß und brachte mit ihren zitternden Lippen die Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.796
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Worte kaum heraus. 

Ich tat, worum sie mich gebeten hatte, und sie redeten ein paar Minuten miteinander. Dann kam sie mit blitzenden Augen die Straße entlang, und ich sah die verkrüppelte Jammergestalt beim Laternenpfahl stehen und die geballten Fäuste schütteln, als sei er rasend vor Wut. Sie sagte kein Wort, bis wir an der Tür hier waren, dann nahm sie mich bei der Hand und bat mich, niemandem zu erzählen, was geschehen war. 

»Es ist ein alter Bekannter von mir, der bessere Tage gesehen hat«, sagte sie. Als ich ihr versprach, daß ich nichts sagen würde, küßte sie mich, und seither habe ich sie nicht mehr gesehen. Ich habe Ihnen nun die ganze Wahrheit erzählt, und wenn ich sie vor der Polizei verschwiegen habe, so deshalb, weil mir damals nicht klar war, in welcher Gefahr meine liebe Freundin schwebte. Ich weiß jetzt, daß es nur zu ihrem Vorteil sein kann, daß alles bekannt wird.‹

Dies war ihre Erklärung, Watson, und für mich war sie, wie Sie sich vorstellen können, wie ein Licht in einer dunklen Nacht. Alles, was bis dahin zusammenhanglos gewesen war, begann mit einemmal, seinen Stellenwert zu finden. Mein nächster Schritt bestand naheliegenderweise darin, den Mann zu finden, der einen so bemerkenswerten Eindruck auf Mrs. Barclay gemacht hatte. Wenn er noch in Aldershot war, sollte das nicht allzu schwierig sein. Es gibt dort nicht allzu Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.797
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viele Zivilisten, und ein Mißgebildeter mußte gewiß Aufmerksamkeit erregen. Ich verbrachte einen Tag mit der Suche, und am Abend – am heutigen Abend, Watson – hatte ich ihn aufgespürt. Der Name des Mannes ist Henry Wood, und er bewohnt ein möbliertes Zimmer in eben der Straße, in der die Damen ihm begegneten. Er ist erst seit fünf Tagen dort. In der Rolle eines Beamten der Einwohnerkontrolle hielt ich einen höchst interessanten Schwatz mit seiner Hauswirtin. Der Mann ist von Beruf Zauberkünstler und Schausteller und zieht nach Einbruch der Nacht durch die Schenken, wo er in jeder eine kleine Vorführung gibt. Er trägt in seiner Kiste irgendein Geschöpf mit sich herum, dessentwegen die Hauswirtin beträchtliche Besorgnis zu empfinden schien, denn sie hatte noch nie ein derartiges Tier gesehen. Er benutzt es ihrem Bericht zufolge bei manchen seiner Tricks. Soviel konnte mir die Frau erzählen und außerdem, daß es ein Wunder sei, daß der Mann lebe, da er doch so verkrümmt sei, und daß er manchmal in einer fremden Sprache spreche und sie ihn die beiden letzten Nächte in seinem Zimmer habe stöhnen und weinen hören. Er sei in Ordnung, was Geld anginge, doch habe er ihr bei seiner Anzahlung etwas gegeben, das wie ein falscher Florin39 aussah. Sie zeigte ihn mir, Watson, und es war eine indische Rupie. 

Sie sehen also, mein lieber Freund, wo genau wir Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.798
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stehen und warum ich Sie brauche. Es ist völlig klar, daß dieser Mann den Damen, als sie sich von ihm getrennt hatten, in einiger Entfernung folgte, daß er durch die Flügeltür den Streit zwischen Mann und Frau mitansah, daß er hineinstürzte und daß das Wesen, das er in seiner Kiste mit sich trug, entwischte. Das ist alles ganz sicher. Doch er ist der einzige Mensch auf dieser Welt, der uns genau sagen kann, was in diesem Zimmer geschah.«

»Und Sie haben die Absicht, ihn zu fragen?«

»Gewiß doch – aber in Gegenwart eines Zeugen.«

»Und ich bin der Zeuge?«

»Wenn Sie die Güte haben. Wenn er die Sache aufklären kann, gut und schön. Wenn er sich weigert, bleibt uns nichts anderes übrig, als einen Haftbefehl zu beantragen.«

»Aber woher wissen Sie, daß er dort sein wird, wenn wir zurückkehren?«

»Sie dürfen sicher sein, daß ich einige Vorkehrungen getroffen habe. Ich habe ihn von einem meiner Baker-Street-Jungen bewachen lassen, der an ihm kleben würde wie eine Klette, wohin er auch immer ginge. Wir werden ihn morgen in der Hudson Street vorfinden, Watson; und unterdessen wäre ich selbst der Verbrecher, wenn ich Sie noch länger vom Bett fernhielte.«

Es war Mittag, als wir uns am Schauplatz der Tra-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.799
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gödie einfanden, und wir begaben uns unter Führung meines Gefährten sogleich zur Hudson Street. Trotz seiner Fähigkeit, seine Gefühle zu verbergen, konnte ich leicht erkennen, daß er in einem Zustand unterdrückter Erregung war, während mich selbst jenes halb sportliche, halb intellektuelle Vergnügen durchprickelte, das ich unweigerlich empfand, wenn ich mich ihm bei seinen Nachforschungen anschloß. 

»Das ist die Straße«, sagte er, als wir in eine kurze, von schlichten, zweistöckigen Backsteinhäusern ge-säumte Durchgangsstraße einbogen. »Ah! Da meldet sich Simpson zum Rapport.«

»Er's ganz sicher drin, Mr. Holmes«, rief ein kleiner Gassenjunge, der auf uns zugelaufen kam. 

»Gut, Simpson!« sagte Holmes und tätschelte ihm den Kopf. »Kommen Sie mit, Watson. Das ist das Haus.« Er gab seine Karte ab mit der Mitteilung, er sei in einer wichtigen Angelegenheit hier, und kurz darauf standen wir dem Mann, den wir besuchen wollten, von Angesicht zu Angesicht gegenüber. 

Trotz der warmen Witterung kauerte er über einem Feuer, und das kleine Zimmer war wie ein Ofen. Der Mann saß dermaßen verkrümmt und gebeugt in seinem Stuhl, daß er einen nicht beschreibbaren Eindruck von Unförmigkeit hervorrief, doch das Gesicht, das er uns zuwandte, mußte, so ausgemergelt und dunkel es jetzt auch war, früher einmal bemerkens-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.800
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wert schön gewesen sein. Nun blickte er uns aus gelb unterlaufenen, galligen Augen mißtrauisch an und deutete, ohne zu sprechen oder aufzustehen, auf zwei Stühle. 

»Mr. Henry Wood, kürzlich aus Indien zurückgekehrt, glaube ich?« sagte Holmes freundlich. »Ich bin wegen dieses kleinen Problems mit dem Tod von Colonel James Barclay gekommen.«

»Was soll denn ich darüber wissen?«

»Genau das wollte ich herausbekommen. Sie wissen, nehme ich an, daß, sofern die Angelegenheit nicht aufgeklärt wird, Mrs. Barclay, die eine alte Freundin von Ihnen ist, aller Wahrscheinlichkeit nach wegen Mordes vor Gericht gestellt wird?«

Der Mann fuhr heftig zusammen. 

»Ich weiß nicht, wer Sie sind«, rief er, »noch woher Sie wissen, was Sie wissen, aber können Sie schwö-

ren, daß das wahr ist, was Sie mir da erzählen?«

»Gewiß, sie warten nur darauf, bis sie wieder bei Sinnen ist, um sie zu verhaften.«

»Mein Gott! Sind Sie selbst bei der Polizei?«

»Nein.«

»Was also geht Sie das an?«

»Es geht jedermann an, der Gerechtigkeit zum Siege zu verhelfen.«

»Sie haben mein Wort, daß sie unschuldig ist.«

»Dann sind Sie schuldig?«

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.801
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»Nein, das bin ich nicht.«

»Wer hat denn Colonel James Barclay getötet?«

»Es war einfach die Vorsehung, die ihn getötet hat. 

Aber wohlgemerkt, wenn ich ihm den Schädel eingeschlagen hätte, was eigentlich mein Wunsch war, dann hätte er von meiner Hand nicht mehr als den ihm gebührenden Lohn empfangen. Wenn sein eigenes, schuldbeladenes Gewissen ihn nicht niedergestreckt hätte, wäre sein Blut durchaus wahrscheinlich auf meine Seele gekommen. Sie wollen, daß ich die Geschichte erzähle? Nun, ich wüßte nicht, warum ich's nicht tun sollte, denn ich habe keinen Grund, mich ihrer zu schämen. 

Es war folgendermaßen, Sir. Sie sehen mich jetzt mit einem Rücken wie ein Kamel und mit ganz krummen Rippen, aber es gab eine Zeit, da war Corporal Henry Wood der schneidigste Mann im 117ten Infanterieregiment. Wir waren damals in Indien an einem Ort stationiert, den wir Bhurtee nennen wollen. Barclay, der vor drei Tagen starb, war Sergeant in derselben Kompanie wie ich, und die Schöne des Regiments – jawohl, und das feinste Mädchen, das je den Hauch des Lebens auf den Lippen hatte – war Nancy Devoy, die Tochter des Colour-Sergeants. Es gab zwei Männer, die sie liebten, und einen, den sie liebte; und Sie werden lächeln, wenn Sie dies arme, vor dem Feuer zusammengekauerte Etwas sehen und mich Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.802
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sagen hören, daß sie mich wegen meines guten Aussehens liebte. 

Nun ja, obgleich ich ihr Herz besaß, hatte sich ihr Vater in den Kopf gesetzt, daß sie Barclay heiraten sollte. Ich war ein wilder, leichtsinniger Kerl, und er hatte eine Erziehung genossen und war bereits für das Portepee bestimmt. Aber das Mädchen hielt treu zu mir, und es schien, als würde ich sie bekommen, als der Aufstand ausbrach und im Land die Hölle los war. 

Wir wurden in Bhurtee eingeschlossen, unser Regiment mit einer halben Batterie Artillerie, einer Kompanie Sikhs40 und einer Menge Zivilisten und Frau-envolk. Um uns herum waren zehntausend Rebellen, und sie waren so scharf wie ein Rudel Terriers um einen Rattenkäfig. Irgendwann in der zweiten Woche ging uns das Wasser aus, und es war die Frage, ob wir uns mit General Neills Kolonne, die landeinwärts vorrückte, in Verbindung setzen könnten. Es war unsere einzige Chance, denn wir konnten uns unmöglich mit all den Frauen und Kindern heraushauen, und so meldete ich mich freiwillig dafür, aus der Stadt zu schleichen und General Neill von unserer Gefahr zu benachrichtigen. Mein Angebot wurde angenommen, und ich besprach mich mit Sergeant Barclay, der das Gelände angeblich besser kannte als irgendwer sonst und eine Route durch die Rebellenlinien entwarf. Um Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.803
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zehn Uhr in derselben Nacht brach ich zu meinem Auftrag auf. Tausend Leben waren zu retten, aber ich dachte nur an eines, als ich in jener Nacht von der Mauer sprang. 

Mein Weg führte einen ausgetrockneten Wasserlauf entlang, der mich, so hofften wir, vor den feindli-chen Posten verbergen würde, aber als ich um eine Biegung kroch, lief ich sechs von ihnen, die in der Dunkelheit gelauert und auf mich gewartet hatten, genau in die Arme. Im Nu war ich von einem Schlag betäubt und an Händen und Füßen gebunden. Aber der eigentliche Schlag traf mein Herz und nicht meinen Kopf, denn als ich zu mir kam und von ihrem Gespräch, soviel ich konnte, zu verstehen versuchte, hörte ich genug, um zu wissen, daß mein Kamerad, eben der Mann, der den Weg, den ich nehmen sollte, ausgearbeitet hatte, mich mittels eines eingeborenen Dieners dem Feind in die Hände geliefert hatte. 

Nun, ich brauche nicht näher auf diesen Teil der Geschichte einzugehen. Sie wissen jetzt, wozu James Barclay fähig war. Bhurtee wurde am nächsten Tag von Neill entsetzt, doch die Rebellen nahmen mich auf ihrem Rückzug mit, und es verging so manches lange Jahr, ehe ich wieder ein weißes Gesicht zu sehen bekam. Ich wurde gefoltert und versuchte zu entkommen und wurde gefaßt und wieder gefoltert. 

Sie sehen selbst, in welchem Zustand ich danach war. 
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Einige von ihnen, die nach Nepal flohen, nahmen mich mit, und später war ich dann nördlich von Darjeeling. Das Bergvolk dort ermordete die Rebellen, die mich gefangenhielten, und ich wurde eine Zeitlang ihr Sklave, bis ich entfloh, aber statt nach Süden konnte ich nur nach Norden, bis ich mich schließlich bei den Afghanen wiederfand. Dort wanderte ich so manches Jahr umher und kam endlich in den Pandschab zurück, wo ich vorwiegend unter den Eingeborenen lebte und mir mit den Zaubertricks, die ich gelernt hatte, meinen Lebensunterhalt zusammen-pickte. Welchen Sinn hatte es für mich, einen elenden Krüppel, nach England zurückzukehren oder mich meinen ehemaligen Kameraden zu erkennen zu geben? Selbst mein Wunsch nach Rache konnte mich nicht dazu bewegen. Es war mir lieber, daß Nancy und meine alten Kumpane dachten, Henry Wood sei mit geradem Rücken gestorben, als daß sie ihn am Leben und mit einem Stock herumkrauchen sähen wie einen Schimpansen. Sie zweifelten nie daran, daß ich tot war, und ich wollte sie in diesem Glauben lassen. 

Ich hörte, daß Barclay Nancy geheiratet hatte und daß er im Regiment rasch aufstieg, aber selbst das brachte mich nicht zum Sprechen. 

Doch wenn man alt wird, bekommt man Sehnsucht nach der Heimat. Jahrelang habe ich von den hellgrü-

nen Feldern und den Hecken von England geträumt. 
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Schließlich beschloß ich, sie wiederzusehen, bevor ich starb. Ich sparte genug für die Überfahrt, und dann kam ich hierher, wo die Soldaten sind, denn ich weiß, wie sie sind und wie man sie unterhält, und verdiene so genug, um mich zu ernähren.«

»Ihre Erzählung ist höchst interessant«, sagte Sherlock Holmes. »Ich habe bereits von Ihrer Begegnung mit Mrs. Barclay und Ihrem gegenseitigen Wiedererkennen gehört. Sie sind Ihr dann, wie ich annehme, nach Hause gefolgt und sahen durch die Gartentür einen Wortwechsel zwischen ihrem Gatten und ihr, in dem sie ihm zweifellos sein Verhalten Ihnen gegen-

über ins Gesicht schleuderte. Ihre eigenen Gefühle überwältigten Sie, und Sie rannten über den Rasen und platzten bei ihnen herein.«

»Ganz recht, Sir, und bei meinem Anblick schaute er, wie ich noch nie einen Menschen habe schauen sehen, und schon fiel er mit dem Kopf aufs Kamingitter. Aber er war tot, bevor er stürzte. Ich las den Tod so deutlich auf seinem Gesicht, wie ich diesen Text über dem Kamin lesen kann. Mein bloßer Anblick ging wie eine Kugel durch sein schuldbeladenes Herz.«

»Und dann?«

»Dann fiel Nancy in Ohnmacht, und ich nahm den Schlüssel zur Tür aus ihrer Hand, mit der Absicht, aufzuschließen und Hilfe zu holen. Aber während ich Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.806
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das tat, schien es mir besser, es bleiben zu lassen und mich davonzumachen, denn die Sache könnte finster für mich aussehen und mein Geheimnis wäre jedenfalls enthüllt, wenn man mich faßte. In meiner Hast schob ich den Schlüssel in die Tasche und ließ meinen Stock fallen, während ich Teddy nachjagte, der den Vorhang hinaufgerannt war. Als ich ihn in seine Kiste gesteckt hatte, aus der er entwischt war, machte ich mich so rasch davon, wie ich nur laufen konnte.«

»Wer ist Teddy?« fragte Holmes. 

Der Mann beugte sich vor und zog die Vorderseite einer Art von Verschlag in der Ecke hoch. Im Nu huschte ein wunderschönes, rötlich-braunes Wesen heraus, schlank und flink, mit den Beinen eines Hermelins, einer langen, dünnen Nase und einem Paar der hübschesten roten Augen, die ich je in einem Tierkopf sah. 

»Es ist ein Mungo41!« rief ich. 

»Je nun, manche nennen sie so, und manche nennen sie Ichneumon«, sagte der Mann. »Schlangenfänger, so nenne ich sie, und Teddy ist verblüffend schnell bei Kobras. Ich habe hier eine ohne Giftzähne, und Teddy fängt sie jede Nacht, um die Leute in der Schenke zu vergnügen. Sonst noch etwas, Sir?«

»Nun, wir werden uns vielleicht noch einmal an Sie wenden müssen, falls sich herausstellen sollte, daß Mrs. Barclay in ernsthaften Schwierigkeiten ist.«
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»In diesem Fall würde ich natürlich an die Öffentlichkeit treten.«

»Aber wenn nicht, so hat es keinen Sinn, diesen Skandal gegen einen Toten aufzurühren, so gemein er auch gehandelt hat. Sie haben zumindest die Befriedigung zu wissen, daß ihm sein Gewissen dreißig Jahre seines Lebens bittere Vorwürfe machte wegen seiner verruchten Tat. Ah, da geht Major Murphy auf der anderen Straßenseite. Auf Wiedersehen, Wood; ich möchte erfahren, ob seit gestern etwas geschehen ist.«

Wir holten den Major gerade noch ein, bevor er um die Ecke biegen konnte. 

»Ah, Holmes«, sagte er, »ich nehme an, Sie haben gehört, daß die ganze Aufregung sich als gegen-standslos herausgestellt hat?«

»Wie das?«

»Die gerichtliche Untersuchung ist gerade vorbei. 

Die medizinische Erhebung hat schlüssig bewiesen, daß der Tod durch Apoplexie eingetreten ist. Sie sehen, es war also doch ein ganz einfacher Fall.«

»Oh, bemerkenswert oberflächlich«, sagte Holmes lächelnd. »Kommen Sie, Watson, ich glaube nicht, daß wir in Aldershot noch gebraucht werden.«

»Da wäre noch eins«, sagte ich, während wir zum Bahnhof gingen; »wenn der Name des Gatten James war, und der des anderen Henry, was hatte dann das Gerede von David zu bedeuten?«
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»Dieses eine Wort, mein lieber Watson, hätte mir die ganze Geschichte verraten müssen, wäre ich der vorbildliche Logiker, als den sie mich so gerne darstellen. Es war offensichtlich ein Vorwurf.«

»Ein Vorwurf?«

»Ja, David wich dann und wann vom rechten Weg ab, wissen Sie, und bei einer Gelegenheit in die gleiche Richtung wie Sergeant James Barclay. Sie entsinnen sich der kleinen Affaire von Uria und Bathseba? 

Meine Bibelkenntnisse sind ein wenig eingerostet, fürchte ich, aber Sie werden die Geschichte im Ersten oder Zweiten Buch Samuel42 finden.«

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.809
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Der niedergelassene Patient

Beim Überfliegen der etwas zusammenhanglosen Reihe von Memoiren, mit denen ich versucht habe, ein paar der eigentümlichen geistigen Fähigkeiten meines Freundes Mr. Sherlock Holmes zu illustrieren, ist mir aufgefallen, wie schwierig es ist, Beispiele auszuwählen, die meinem Vorhaben in jeder Hinsicht entsprechen. Denn in den Fällen, in denen Holmes eine  tour de force  analytischen Denkens vollbracht und den Wert seiner ganz eigenen Methoden der Nachforschung demonstriert hat, war der Anlaß selbst oft so unbedeutend oder so alltäglich gewesen, daß ich mich nicht berechtigt fühlen konnte, ihn der Öffentlichkeit darzulegen. Andererseits ist es häufig geschehen, daß er sich mit einer Untersuchung befaßte, wo der Anlaß von höchst bemerkenswertem und dra-matischem Charakter, Holmes' Anteil an der Ergründung der Ursachen aber nicht ganz so bedeutend war, wie ich als sein Biograph es mir gewünscht hätte. Die kleine Angelegenheit, die ich unter dem Titel ›Eine Studie in Scharlachrot43‹ aufgezeichnet habe, und jene andere, spätere, die mit dem Untergang der  Gloria Scott  zu tun hat, mögen als Beispiele für diese Skylla und Charybdis dienen, die seinen Historiker immerdar bedrohen. Es mag sein, daß in der Sache, Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.810
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über die ich nun zu schreiben im Begriffe stehe, mein Freund mit seiner Rolle nicht genügend in den Vordergrund tritt; gleichwohl ist die ganze Folge der Ereignisse so bemerkenswert, daß ich es nicht über mich bringe, sie gänzlich aus dieser Serie wegzulassen. 

Es war ein verhangener, regnerischer Oktobertag gewesen. »Ungesundes Wetter, Watson«, sagte mein Freund. »Aber der Abend hat eine Brise mitgebracht. 

Was meinen Sie zu einem Bummel durch London?«

Ich war unseres kleinen Wohnzimmers überdrüssig und willigte dankbar ein. Drei Stunden lang spazierten wir gemeinsam umher und betrachteten das unaufhörlich wechselnde Kaleidoskop des Lebens, wie es durch die Fleet Street und die Strand ebbt und flutet. 

Holmes' charakteristisches Geplauder mit seiner scharfen Detailbeobachtung und subtilen Fähigkeit der Schlußfolgerung ergötzte und fesselte mich unaufhörlich. 

Es war zehrt Uhr, ehe wir wieder in der Baker Street anlangten. Ein Brougham44 wartete vor unserer Tür. 

»Hm! Ein Arzt – Allgemeinpraktiker, wie ich sehe«, sagte Holmes. »Praktiziert noch nicht lange, hat aber eine ganze Menge zu tun. Will uns konsultieren, nehme ich an! Ein Glück, daß wir zurückgekommen sind!«

Ich war mit Holmes' Methoden hinreichend ver-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.811
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traut, um seinem Gedankengang folgen zu können und zu erkennen, daß die Art und der Zustand der verschiedenen medizinischen Instrumente in dem Wei-denkorb, der in dem Brougham hing und im Lampenlicht zu sehen war, ihm die Einzelheiten für seine rasche Deduktion geliefert hatten. Das Licht oben in unserem Fenster zeigte, daß dieser späte Besuch in der Tat uns galt. Mit einiger Neugier, was einen Zunftkollegen zu einer solchen Stunde zu uns geführt haben konnte, folgte ich Holmes in unser Heiligtum. 

Ein bleicher Mann mit spitz zulaufendem Gesicht und sandfarbenem Backenbart erhob sich von einem Stuhl am Kamin, als wir eintraten. Sein Alter mochte nicht mehr als drei- oder vierunddreißig Jahre betragen, doch sein verhärmter Gesichtsausdruck und ungesunder Teint deuteten auf ein Leben, das seine Kraft erschöpft und ihn seiner Jugend beraubt hatte. 

Sein Gebaren war nervös und scheu, wie das eines sensiblen Gentleman, und die schmale Hand, die er auf den Kaminsims legte, als er sich erhob, war eher die eines Künstlers als eines Chirurgen. Seine Kleidung war zurückhaltend und düster, ein schwarzer Gehrock, dunkle Hosen und eine Andeutung von Farbe auf seiner Halsbinde. 

»Guten Abend, Doktor«, sagte Holmes herzlich; 

»es freut mich zu sehen, daß Sie erst seit ein paar Minuten warten.«
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»Sie haben also mit meinem Kutscher gesprochen?«

»Nein, die Kerze auf dem Beistelltisch, die hat es mir verraten. Aber bitte nehmen Sie doch wieder Platz und lassen Sie mich wissen, wie ich Ihnen dienen kann.«

»Mein Name ist Doktor Percy Trevelyan«, sagte unser Besucher, »und ich wohne Brook Street 403.«

»Sind Sie nicht der Autor einer Monographie über unklare Nervenschäden?« fragte ich. 

Seine bleichen Wangen röteten sich vor Freude, als er hörte, daß mir seine Arbeit bekannt war. 

»Ich höre so selten von der Arbeit, daß ich dachte, sie sei völlig untergegangen«, sagte er. »Meine Verleger geben mir höchst entmutigende Berichte von ihrem Verkauf. Sie sind, nehme ich an, selbst Mediziner?«

»Pensionierter Feldarzt.«

»Nervenkrankheiten sind immer mein Steckenpferd gewesen. Ich würde mich gern völlig darauf speziali-sieren, aber man muß natürlich zunächst einmal nehmen, was man bekommen kann. Das gehört allerdings nicht zur Sache, Mr. Sherlock Holmes, und ich bin mir im klaren, wie wertvoll Ihre Zeit ist. Tatsache ist, daß sich in meinem Hause in der Brook Street kürzlich eine höchst eigenartige Folge von Ereignissen abgespielt hat, und heute abend haben sie sich derart zu-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.813
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gespitzt, daß ich den Eindruck hatte, es sei mir ganz unmöglich, auch nur eine Stunde länger damit zu warten, Sie um Ihren Rat und Ihre Hilfe zu bitten.«

Sherlock Holmes setzte sich und entzündete seine Pfeife. »Beides steht ganz zu Ihrer Verfügung«, sagte er. »Bitte geben Sie mir doch einen detaillierten Bericht, welcher Art die Umstände sind, die Sie beunruhigt haben.«

»Ein oder zwei sind so trivial«, sagte Dr. Trevelyan, »daß ich mich eigentlich fast schäme, sie zu er-wähnen. Aber die Sache ist so unerklärlich und die kürzliche Wendung, die sie genommen hat, so kompliziert, daß ich Ihnen alles vorlegen will, damit Sie selbst urteilen können, was wesentlich ist und was nicht. 

Zunächst bin ich gezwungen, etwas über meine eigene College-Laufbahn zu sagen. Ich komme von der Universität London, wissen Sie, und ich bin sicher, Sie werden mich nicht für überheblich halten, wenn ich sage, daß mein Werdegang als Student von meinen Professoren für höchst vielversprechend gehalten wurde. Nachdem ich abgeschlossen hatte, fuhr ich fort, mich der Forschung zu widmen, wobei ich eine mindere Position im King's College-Hospital bekleidete, und ich hatte das Glück, mit meinen Forschungen über die Pathologie der Katalepsie beträchtliches Interesse zu erregen und schließlich mit meiner Mo-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.814
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nographie über Nervenschäden, auf die Ihr Freund gerade angespielt hat, den Bruce-Pinkerton-Preis und die dazugehörige Medaille zu erringen. Ich würde wohl nicht zu weit gehen, wenn ich sagte, daß damals der allgemeine Eindruck bestand, vor mir läge eine hervorragende Karriere. 

Doch der eine große Stolperstein war mein Mangel an Kapital. Wie Sie ohne weiteres einsehen werden, ist ein Spezialist, der hoch hinaus will, gezwungen, in einer von einem Dutzend Straßen im Cavendish-Square-Viertel zu beginnen, die sämtlich enorme Mieten und Einrichtungskosten mit sich bringen. Zu diesen Anfangskosten hinzu kommt das, was er braucht, um sich ein paar Jahre über Wasser halten und sich eine präsentable Kutsche nebst Pferd leisten zu können. Dies zu tun stand keineswegs in meiner Macht, und ich konnte nur hoffen, durch Sparsamkeit in zehn Jahren genug auf die Seite legen zu können, um endlich mein Praxisschild aufzuhängen. Plötzlich jedoch eröffnete mir ein unerwarteter Zwischenfall ganz neue Aussichten. 

Es war dies der Besuch eines Gentleman namens Blessington, der mir völlig fremd war. Er kam eines Morgens auf mein Zimmer und stürzte sich sogleich ins Geschäftliche. 

›Sie sind derselbe Percy Trevelyan, der einen so hervorragenden Werdegang gehabt und kürzlich einen Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.815
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bedeutenden Preis gewonnen hat?‹ sagte er. Ich verbeugte mich. 

›Antworten Sie mir frei heraus‹, fuhr er fort, ›Sie werden feststellen, daß das in Ihrem Interesse liegt. 

Sie haben alle Fähigkeiten, die einen erfolgreichen Mann ausmachen. Haben Sie auch den nötigen Takt?‹

Ich konnte nicht umhin, über die Abruptheit der Frage zu lächeln. 

›Ich denke doch, daß ich mein Teil habe‹, sagte ich. 

›Schlechte Angewohnheiten? Nicht dem Trunke ergeben, eh?‹

›Also wirklich, Sir!‹ rief ich. 

›Ganz recht! Es ist schon recht! Aber ich mußte fragen. Warum praktizieren Sie nicht, bei all diesen Qualitäten?‹

Ich zuckte die Achseln. 

›Na, na!‹ sagte er in seiner geschäftigen Art. ›Es ist die alte Geschichte. Mehr im Kopf als in der Tasche, eh? Was würden Sie sagen, wenn ich Ihnen in der Brook Street zu einem Start verhülfe?‹

Ich starrte ihn voller Erstaunen an. 

›Oh, ich tu's um meinet-, nicht um Ihretwillen‹, rief er. ›Ich werde ganz offen zu Ihnen sein, und wenn es Ihnen paßt, wird es mir sehr gut passen. Ich habe ein paar tausend zum Investieren, seh'n Sie, und ich denke, die stecke ich in Sie.‹

›Aber warum?‹ stieß ich hervor. 

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.816
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›Nun ja, es ist genau wie jede andere Spekulation, und sicherer als die meisten.‹

›Was hätte ich zu tun?‹

›Ich werd's Ihnen sagen. Ich miete das Haus, richte es ein, bezahle die Hausmädchen und verwalte das Ganze. Alles, was Sie zu tun haben, ist, im Sprechzimmer Ihren Stuhl abzuwetzen. Ich gebe Ihnen Ta-schengeld und alles. Dann übergeben Sie mir drei Viertel von dem, was Sie verdienen, und behalten das restliche Viertel für sich.‹

Dies war der seltsame Vorschlag, Mr. Holmes, mit dem dieser Blessington an mich herantrat. Ich will Sie nicht damit langweilen, wie wir feilschten und ver-handelten. Es endete damit, daß ich an Maria Verkündigung in das Haus einzog und ziemlich genau nach den Bedingungen, wie er sie vorgeschlagen hatte, mit meiner Praxis begann. Er selbst ließ sich in der Eigenschaft eines Dauerpatienten bei mir im Hause nieder. Sein Herz war schwach, wie es scheint, und er bedurfte ständiger ärztlicher Überwachung. Er verwandelte die beiden besten Räume im ersten Stock in ein Wohn- und Schlafzimmer für sich. Er war ein Mensch von eigenartigen Gewohnheiten, der menschliche Gesellschaft mied und sehr selten ausging. Sein Leben war unregelmäßig, doch in einer Hinsicht war er die Regelmäßigkeit selbst. Jeden Abend zur selben Stunde trat er ins Sprechzimmer, prüfte die Bücher, Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.817
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legte für jede Guinee, die ich verdient hatte, fünf Shillings drei Pence hin und brachte den Rest in den Tresor in seinem Zimmer. 

Ich darf mit voller Überzeugung sagen, daß er niemals Anlaß hatte, seine Spekulation zu bedauern. 

Von Anfang an war es ein Erfolg. Ein paar gute Fälle und die Reputation, die ich mir im Hospital erworben hatte, brachten mich rasch nach vorn, und im Laufe der letzten ein, zwei Jahre habe ich ihn zum reichen Mann gemacht. 

So viel, Mr. Holmes, zu meiner Vergangenheit und meinen Beziehungen zu Mr. Blessington. Nun bleibt mir nur noch, Ihnen zu erzählen, was für Ereignisse mich heute abend zu Ihnen führen. 

Vor einigen Wochen kam Mr. Blessington zu mir herunter, in einem Zustand beträchtlicher Unruhe, wie mir schien. Er sprach von irgendeinem Einbruch, der, wie er sagte, im West End begangen worden war, und er schien, so erinnere ich mich, ganz unverhältnismä-

ßig darüber erregt und erklärte, wir sollten, ehe noch der Tag verstrichen sei, stärkere Riegel an unseren Fenstern und Türen anbringen. Eine Woche lang war er unausgesetzt in einem eigenartigen Zustand der Ruhelosigkeit, lugte ständig aus den Fenstern und hörte auf mit den kurzen Spaziergängen, die gewöhnlich seinem Dinner vorausgegangen waren. Aufgrund seines Verhaltens kam mir der Einfall, er schwebe in Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.818
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tödlicher Angst vor irgend etwas oder irgend jemandem, aber als ich ihn danach fragte, wurde er derart ausfallend, daß ich gezwungen war, das Thema fallen zu lassen. Allmählich, wie die Zeit verging, schienen sich seine Ängste zu legen, und er hatte seine früheren Gewohnheiten wiederaufgenommen, als ein frisches Ereignis ihn in den mitleiderregenden Zustand von Entkräftung versetzte, in dem er nun darniederliegt. 

Was geschah, war folgendes. Vor zwei Tagen erhielt ich den Brief, den ich Ihnen jetzt vorlese. Er trägt weder Adresse noch Datum. 

›Ein russischer Edelmann, der mittlerweile in England ansässig ist‹, lautet er, ›würde sich gern des beruflichen Beistandes von Dr. Percy Trevelyan bedienen. Er ist seit einigen Jahren das Opfer kataleptischer Anfälle, für die, wie wohlbekannt ist, Dr. Trevelyan eine Autorität ist. Er schlägt vor, gegen Viertel nach sechs morgen abend vorzusprechen, falls Dr. 

Trevelyan es einrichten kann, zu Hause zu sein.‹

Dieser Brief interessierte mich zutiefst, denn die Hauptschwierigkeit beim Studium der Katalepsie ist die Seltenheit der Erkrankung. Sie dürfen also glauben, daß ich in meinem Sprechzimmer war, als der Hausbursche zur vereinbarten Zeit den Patienten her-einführte. 

Er war ein älterer Mann, dünn, gesetzt und unauffällig – keineswegs die Vorstellung, die man sich von Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.819
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einem russischen Adligen macht. Weit mehr beeindruckte mich die Erscheinung seines Begleiters. Dieser war ein hochgewachsener junger Mann, erstaunlich gutaussehend, mit einem dunklen, wilden Gesicht und den Gliedmaßen und der Brust eines Herkules. Er hatte die Hand unter des anderen Arm, als sie eintraten, und half ihm mit einer Zartheit zu einem Stuhl, die man aufgrund seines Äußeren kaum erwartet hätte. 

›Sie werden mein Eindringen entschuldigen, Doktor‹, sagte er zu mir in einem Englisch mit leichtem Lispeln. ›Das ist mein Vater, und seine Gesundheit ist für mich eine Sache von höchst überwältigender Bedeutung.‹

Ich war gerührt von seiner Sohnessorge. ›Vielleicht möchten Sie bei der Konsultation dabei sein?‹ sagte ich. 

›Um keinen Preis‹, rief er mit einer Geste des Entsetzens. ›Es ist schmerzlicher für mich, als ich ausdrücken kann. Sähe ich meinen Vater während eines dieser schrecklichen Anfalle, so bin ich überzeugt, daß ich es nicht überleben würde. Mein eigenes Nervensystem ist außerordentlich empfindlich. Mit Ihrer Erlaubnis halte ich mich im Wartezimmer auf, während Sie sich mit meines Vaters Fall befassen.‹

Dem stimmte ich natürlich zu, und der junge Mann zog sich zurück. Der Patient und ich stürzten uns so-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.820
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dann in eine Diskussion seines Falles, über den ich erschöpfende Notizen anfertigte. Seine Intelligenz war nicht gerade beachtlich, und seine Antworten waren häufig unklar, was ich der beschränkten Vertrautheit mit unserer Sprache zuschrieb. Plötzlich jedoch, während ich schrieb, gab er auf meine Fragen überhaupt keine Antwort mehr, und als ich mich ihm zuwandte, sah ich zu meiner Bestürzung, daß er bolzengerade auf seinem Stuhl saß und mich mit völlig leerem und starrem Gesicht ansah. Er befand sich wieder im Würgegriff seiner mysteriösen Krankheit. 

Mein erstes Gefühl war, wie ich gerade sagte, eines des Mitleides und Entsetzens. Mein zweites, fürchte ich, war eher eines beruflicher Befriedigung. Ich machte Notizen vom Puls und der Temperatur meines Patienten, prüfte die Starrheit seiner Muskeln und untersuchte seine Reflexe. Es war nichts auffällig Anomales an einem dieser Werte, die vielmehr mit meinen früheren Erfahrungen übereinstimmten. Ich hatte in solchen Fällen mit der Inhalation von Amylnitrit gute Ergebnisse erzielt, und der vorliegende schien eine vortreffliche Gelegenheit zu sein, dessen Vorzü-

ge zu erproben. Die Flasche befand sich unten in meinem Laboratorium, und so ließ ich meinen Patienten auf dem Stuhl sitzend zurück und lief hinunter, um sie zu holen. Es dauerte ein Weilchen, sie zu finden –

fünf Minuten, sagen wir einmal –, und dann kam ich Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.821
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zurück. Stellen Sie sich meine Verblüffung vor, als ich das Zimmer leer und den Patienten verschwunden fand. 

Natürlich lief ich als erstes ins Wartezimmer. Der Sohn war gleichfalls verschwunden. Die Eingangstür war zu, aber nicht abgeschlossen worden. Mein Hausbursche, der die Patienten einläßt, ist ein neuer Junge und keineswegs lebhaft. Er wartet unten und kommt nach oben gelaufen, um die Patienten hinauszubeglei-ten, wenn ich die Sprechzimmerglocke läute. Er hatte nichts gehört, und die Affaire blieb ein völliges Rätsel. Mr. Blessington kam kurz darauf von seinem Spaziergang zurück, aber ich erzählte ihm nichts von der Sache, denn um die Wahrheit zu sagen, ich bin in letzter Zeit dazu übergegangen, mit ihm so wenig Verkehr wie möglich zu halten. 

Nun denn, ich hätte nicht gedacht, daß ich von dem Russen und seinem Sohn noch einmal etwas sehen würde, und so können Sie sich meine Verblüffung vorstellen, als die beiden heute abend genau zur selben Stunde in mein Sprechzimmer marschiert kamen wie tags zuvor. 

›Ich denke, ich muß Sie für meinen abrupten Weggang gestern vielmals um Entschuldigung bitten, Doktor‹, sagte mein Patient. 

›Ich muß gestehen, daß ich deswegen sehr überrascht war‹, sagte ich. 
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›Nun, es verhält sich so‹, bemerkte er, ›wenn ich mich von diesen Attacken erhole, bin ich immer völlig benebelt, was das betrifft, was vorausgegangen ist. 

Ich kam in einem, wie es mir vorkam, fremden Zimmer zu mir und begab mich in einer Art Betäubung auf die Straße hinaus, als Sie abwesend waren.‹

›Und ich‹, sagte der Sohn, ›dachte natürlich, da ich meinen Vater durch die Tür des Wartezimmers kommen sah, die Konsultation sei vorbei. Erst als wir zu Hause angekommen waren, begann mir die wirkliche Lage der Dinge klarzuwerden.‹

›Nun‹, sagte ich lachend, ›es ist ja kein Schaden angerichtet worden, außer daß Sie mich schrecklich verwirrt haben; wenn also Sie, Sir, freundlicherweise ins Wartezimmer eintreten wollen, würde ich mich freuen, unsere Konsultation, die zu einem so abrupten Ende gebracht wurde, fortzusetzen.‹

Etwa eine halbe Stunde lang besprach ich mit dem alten Gentleman seine Symptome, und nachdem ich ihm ein Rezept ausgeschrieben hatte, sah ich ihn am Arm seines Sohnes weggehen. 

Ich habe Ihnen erzählt, daß Mr. Blessington sich im allgemeinen zu dieser Tageszeit Bewegung zu machen pflegte. Er kam kurz darauf zurück und ging nach oben. Einen Augenblick später hörte ich ihn die Treppe herunterlaufen, und er kam in mein Sprechzimmer gestürzt wie ein Mann, der außer sich ist vor Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.823
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Panik. 

›Wer ist in meinem Zimmer gewesen?‹ rief er. 

›Niemand‹, sagte ich. 

›Das ist eine Lüge!‹ schrie er. ›Kommen Sie nach oben und sehen Sie selbst.‹

Ich überging die Grobheit seiner Sprache, da er vor Angst halb von Sinnen zu sein schien. Als ich mit ihm nach oben ging, deutete er auf verschiedene Fuß-

abdrücke auf dem hellen Teppich. 

›Wollen Sie etwa behaupten, das wären meine?‹

rief er. 

Sie waren gewiß sehr viel größer als jeder, den er hätte machen können, und offensichtlich ganz frisch. 

Es hat heute nachmittag stark geregnet, wie Sie wissen, und mit Ausnahme meiner Patienten war niemand dagewesen. Es mußte sich also so verhalten haben, daß der Mann im Wartezimmer, während ich mit dem anderen beschäftigt war, aus irgendeinem un-erfindlichen Grund ins Zimmer meines Hauspatienten hinaufstieg. Nichts war angerührt oder weggenommen worden, doch da waren die Fußabdrücke, die das Eindringen als unumstößliche Tatsache bewiesen. 

Mr. Blessington schien wegen der Sache aufgeregter, als ich es für möglich gehalten hätte, obwohl es natürlich ausreichte, um jedermanns Seelenfrieden zu stören. Tatsächlich saß er weinend in einem Sessel, und ich konnte ihn kaum dazu bringen, zusammen-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.824
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hängend zu reden. Es war sein Vorschlag, daß ich bei Ihnen vorsprechen sollte, und ich sah natürlich sofort dessen Angemessenheit, denn gewiß ist der Vorfall ein sehr eigenartiger, obgleich er seine Bedeutung völlig zu überschätzen scheint. Wenn Sie also in meinem Brougham mit mir kämen, könnten Sie ihn zumindest beruhigen, wenn ich auch kaum hoffen kann, daß Sie imstande sein werden, dieses bemerkenswerte Ereignis zu erklären.«

Sherlock Holmes hatte dieser langen Erzählung mit einer Aufmerksamkeit zugehört, die mir zeigte, wie heftig sein Interesse war. Sein Gesicht war so ungerührt wie immer, aber seine Lider waren schwerer über seine Augen gesunken, und sein Rauch hatte sich dichter von seiner Pfeife emporgekräuselt, wie um jede merkwürdige Episode in des Doktors Geschichte zu unterstreichen. Als unser Besucher zum Schluß gekommen war, sprang Holmes ohne ein Wort auf, reichte mir meinen Hut, nahm seinen vom Tisch und folgte Dr. Trevelyan zur Tür. Binnen einer Viertelstunde wurden wir vor der Tür der Arztpraxis in der Brook Street abgesetzt, eines jener nüchternen, glatt-fassadigen Häuser, die man mit einer Praxis im West End assoziiert. Ein kleiner Hausbursche ließ uns ein, und wir begannen sogleich, die breite, mit einem schönen Teppich belegte Treppe hinaufzusteigen. 
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Stillstand. Oben im Treppenhaus wurde plötzlich das Licht ausgelöscht, und aus der Dunkelheit kam eine piepsige, zitternde Stimme. 

»Ich habe eine Pistole«, rief sie; »ich gebe Ihnen mein Wort, daß ich schieße, wenn Sie irgend näher kommen.«

»Das wird langsam wirklich empörend, Mr. Blessington«, rief Dr. Trevelyan. 

»Oh, Sie sind's also, Doktor?« sagte die Stimme mit einem schweren Seufzer der Erleichterung. »Aber diese anderen Gentlemen, sind sie, was sie zu sein vorgeben?«

Wir waren uns einer langen Musterung aus der Dunkelheit bewußt. 

»Ja, ja, es ist in Ordnung«, sagte die Stimme schließlich. »Sie können heraufkommen, und es tut mir leid, wenn meine Vorsichtsmaßregeln Ihnen lästig waren.«

Er zündete das Gas im Treppenhaus wieder an, während er sprach, und wir sahen vor uns einen eigenartig aussehenden Mann, dessen Erscheinung ebenso wie seine Stimme von seinen zerrütteten Nerven Zeugnis ablegte. Er war sehr dick, jedoch offensichtlich einmal noch viel dicker gewesen, so daß in seinem Gesicht die Haut in schlaffen Säcken herunterhing, wie bei einem Bluthund. Er war von kränklicher Farbe, und sein dünnes, sandfarbenes Haar schien Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.826
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sich in der Intensität seiner Erregung zu sträuben. In der Hand hielt er eine Pistole, aber er steckte sie in die Tasche, als wir nähertraten. 

»Guten Abend, Mr. Holmes«, sagte er; »ich bin Ihnen für Ihr Kommen gewiß sehr verpflichtet. Niemand hat Ihres Rates je dringender bedurft als ich. Ich nehme an, Dr. Trevelyan hat Ihnen von dem absolut widerrechtlichen Eindringen in meine Räume er-zählt?«

»Ganz recht«, sagte Holmes. »Wer sind diese beiden Männer, und warum möchten sie Sie belästigen?«

»Je nun«, sagte der niedergelassene Patient mit nervösem Gebaren, »das ist natürlich schwer zu sagen. 

Sie können kaum erwarten, daß ich das beantworte, Mr. Holmes.«

»Sie meinen, Sie wissen es nicht?«

»Kommen Sie hier herein, wenn ich bitten darf. 

Haben Sie doch die Freundlichkeit, hier einzutreten.«

Er führte uns in sein Schlafzimmer, das groß und bequem eingerichtet war. 

»Sehen Sie das?« sagte er, indem er auf einen gro-

ßen, schwarzen Kasten am Fußende seines Bettes deutete. »Ich bin nie ein sehr reicher Mann gewesen, Mr. Holmes – hab in meinem Leben nur eine Investition gemacht, wie Dr. Trevelyan Ihnen sagen würde. 

Aber ich glaube nicht an Bankiers. Ich würde nie einem Bankier vertrauen, Mr. Holmes. Unter uns, das Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.827
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wenige, was ich besitze, ist in diesem Kasten, und so können Sie verstehen, was es für mich bedeutet, wenn sich Unbekannte gewaltsam Zutritt zu meinen Räumen verschaffen.«

Holmes sah Blessington auf seine forschende Art an und schüttelte den Kopf. 

»Ich kann Sie unmöglich beraten, wenn Sie versuchen, mich zu täuschen«, sagte er. 

»Aber ich habe Ihnen alles erzählt.«

Holmes drehte sich mit einer Geste des Widerwillens auf dem Absatz um. »Gute Nacht, Dr. Trevelyan«, sagte er. 

»Und kein Rat für mich?« rief Blessington mit brechender Stimme. 

»Mein Rat an Sie, Sir, lautet, die Wahrheit zu sagen.«

Eine Minute später waren wir auf der Straße und gingen heimwärts. Wir hatten die Oxford Street überquert und waren halbwegs die Harley Street hinuntergegangen, ehe ich von meinem Gefährten ein Wort zu hören bekam. 

»Tut mir leid, Sie auf einen solchen Metzgersgang hinausgescheucht zu haben, Watson«, sagte er schließlich. »Es ist im Grunde auch ein interessanter Fall.«

»Ich kann wenig damit anfangen«, bekannte ich. 

»Nun, es ist ganz offensichtlich, daß es zwei Män-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.828

Der niedergelassene Patient

Doyle-WA Bd. 6, 198

ner gibt – mehr, vielleicht, aber mindestens zwei –, die aus irgendeinem Grunde entschlossen sind, diesem Menschen Blessington ans Leder zu gehen. Ich hege keinen Zweifel, daß sowohl beim ersten als auch beim zweiten Mal der junge Mann in Blessingtons Zimmer eindrang, während sein Verbündeter durch eine raffinierte List den Doktor davon abhielt einzugreifen.«

»Und die Katalepsie?«

»Eine betrügerische Vorspiegelung, Watson, obgleich ich es kaum wagen würde, unserem Spezialisten gegenüber so etwas anzudeuten. Es ist ein sehr leicht zu imitierendes Leiden. Ich habe es selbst schon getan.«

»Und dann?«

»Durch den reinsten Zufall war Blessington beide Male außer Haus. Ihr Grund, eine so ungewöhnliche Zeit für eine Konsultation zu wählen, war offensichtlich der, daß sie 'sichergehen wollten, daß kein anderer Patient im Wartezimmer sein würde. Es ergab sich jedoch gerade, daß diese Stunde mit Blessingtons Ge-sundheitsspaziergang zusammenfiel, was zu zeigen scheint, daß sie mit seiner täglichen Routine nicht sehr gut vertraut waren. Wären sie nur hinter Beute her gewesen, hätten sie natürlich zumindest einen Versuch gemacht, danach zu suchen. Überdies kann ich es einem Mann von den Augen ablesen, wenn es Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.829
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seine eigene Haut ist, um die er fürchtet. Es ist unvorstellbar, daß dieser Mensch sich zwei so rachsüchtige Feinde, wie jene es zu sein scheinen, gemacht haben kann, ohne davon zu wissen. Ich halte es daher für sicher, daß er weiß, wer diese Männer sind, und daß er Gründe hat, es zu verschweigen. Es ist durchaus möglich, daß der morgige Tag ihn in einer mitteilsa-meren Stimmung findet.«

»Gibt es nicht eine Alternative«, gab ich zu bedenken, »lächerlich unwahrscheinlich, zweifellos, aber immerhin doch vorstellbar? Könnte die ganze Geschichte von dem kataleptischen Russen und seinem Sohn nicht eine Erfindung von Dr. Trevelyan sein, der in eigenen Absichten in Blessingtons Räumen gewesen ist?«

Ich sah im Licht der Gaslaterne, daß Holmes ob dieser meiner brillanten abweichenden Meinung ein amüsiertes Lächeln aufsetzte. 

»Mein lieber Freund«, sagte er, »das war eine der ersten Lösungen, die mir einfiel, aber ich war bald in der Lage, die Geschichte des Doktors zu erhärten. 

Dieser junge Mann hat auf dem Treppenteppich Fuß-

spuren hinterlassen, aufgrund deren es sich für mich völlig erübrigte, die zu sehen, die er im Zimmer zu-rückgelassen hatte. Wenn ich Ihnen sage, daß seine Schuhe gerade Kappen hatten, statt spitz zulaufende wie die Blessingtons, und daß sie gut eineindrittel In-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.830
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ches länger waren als die des Doktors, so werden Sie zustimmen, daß es an der Individualität der Spuren keinen Zweifel geben kann. Aber wir können jetzt darüber schlafen, denn es würde mich überraschen, wenn wir morgen früh nicht Weiteres aus der Brook Street hörten.«

Sherlock Holmes' Prophezeiung wurde bald erfüllt, und das auf dramatische Weise. Um halb acht am nächsten Morgen, im ersten trüben Schimmer des Tageslichts, fand ich ihn im Morgenrock neben meinem Bett stehen. 

»Ein Brougham wartet auf uns, Watson«, sagte er. 

»Was ist denn los?«

»Die Brook-Street-Geschichte.«

»Irgendwelche Neuigkeiten?«

»Tragische, aber zweideutige«, sagte er, indem er die Jalousie hochzog. »Sehen Sie sich das an – ein Blatt aus einem Notizbuch, auf dem mit Bleistift ›Um Gottes willen, kommen Sie sofort – P.T.‹ gekritzelt steht. Unser Freund, der Doktor, war in arger Be-drängnis, als er das schrieb. Kommen Sie, mein lieber Freund, denn das ist eine dringliche Aufforderung.«

In etwa einer Viertelstunde waren wir wieder beim Hause des Arztes. Er kam mit entsetztem Gesicht zu uns herausgelaufen. 

»Oh, so eine Geschichte!« rief er, die Hände an den Schläfen. 
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»Was denn?«

»Blessington hat Selbstmord begangen!«

Holmes stieß einen Pfiff aus. 

»Ja, er hat sich in der Nacht aufgehängt!«

Wir waren eingetreten, und der Doktor war uns in einen Raum, der augenscheinlich sein Wartezimmer war, vorausgegangen. 

»Ich weiß wirklich kaum, was ich tue«, rief er. 

»Die Polizei ist schon oben. Es hat mich ganz schrecklich erschüttert.«

»Wann haben Sie es festgestellt?«

»Er läßt sich jeden Tag frühmorgens eine Tasse Tee hineinbringen. Als das Mädchen gegen sieben eintrat, da hing der unglückliche Mensch mitten im Zimmer. Er hatte seinen Strick an dem Haken befestigt, an dem die schwere Lampe gehangen hatte, und war von eben dem Kasten heruntergesprungen, den er uns gestern zeigte.«

Holmes stand einen Augenblick lang tief in Gedanken. 

»Mit Ihrer Erlaubnis«, sagte er schließlich, »würde ich gern nach oben gehen und mir die Sache ansehen.« Gefolgt von dem Doktor stiegen wir beide hinauf. 

Es war ein schrecklicher Anblick, der sich uns bot, als wir durch die Schlafzimmertür eintraten. Ich habe von dem Eindruck der Schlaffheit gesprochen, den Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.832
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dieser Blessington vermittelte. Wie er da am Haken baumelte, war dieser Eindruck so übersteigert und verstärkt, daß seine Erscheinung kaum mehr etwas Menschliches hatte. Der Hals war in die Länge gezogen wie der eines gerupften Huhns, was den Rest von ihm durch den Gegensatz um so fettleibiger und unnatürlicher wirken ließ. Er war nur mit seinem langen Nachtgewand bekleidet, unter dem seine geschwollenen Knöchel und plumpen Füße starr vorstanden. 

Neben ihm stand ein schneidig aussehender Polizeiinspektor, der sich in einem kleinen Buch etwas notierte. 

»Ah, Mr. Holmes«, sagte er, als mein Freund eintrat. »Ich freue mich, Sie zu sehen.«

»Guten Morgen, Lanner«, antwortete Holmes. »Sie halten mich doch gewiß nicht für einen Eindringling. 

Haben Sie von den Ereignissen gehört, die zu dieser Affaire geführt haben?«

»Ja, ich habe einiges davon gehört.«

»Haben Sie sich schon eine Meinung gebildet?«

»Soweit ich sehen kann, ist der Mann vor Angst wahnsinnig worden. In dem Bett hat jemand gut geschlafen, wie Sie sehen. Sein Eindruck da ist tief genug. Gegen fünf Uhr morgens sind, wie Sie wissen, Selbstmorde am häufigsten. Das dürfte auch ungefähr die Zeit gewesen sein, zu der er sich erhängt hat. Es scheint eine wohlüberlegte Angelegenheit gewesen zu Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.833
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sein.«

»Ich möchte sagen, er ist seit etwa drei Stunden tot, nach der Starre der Muskeln zu urteilen«, sagte ich. 

»Irgend etwas Besonderes im Zimmer bemerkt?«

fragte Holmes. 

»Habe auf dem Waschständer einen Schraubenzieher und ein paar Schrauben gefunden. Scheint in der Nacht auch schwer geraucht zu haben. Hier sind vier Zigarrenstummel, die ich aus dem Kamin gefischt habe.«

»Hm!« machte Holmes. »Haben Sie seine Zigarrenspitze?«

»Nein, ich habe keine gesehen.«

»Und sein Zigarrenetui?«

»Ja, es war in seiner Rocktasche.«

Holmes öffnete es und beroch die einzige Zigarre, die es enthielt. 

»Oh, das ist eine Havanna, und diese anderen sind Zigarren von der besonderen Sorte, die von den Holländern aus ihren ostindischen Kolonien importiert werden. Sie sind gewöhnlich in Stroh eingewickelt, wissen Sie, und im Vergleich zu ihrer Länge dünner als jede andere Marke.« Er hob die vier Stummel auf und untersuchte sie mit seiner Taschenlupe. 

»Zwei von diesen sind aus einer Spitze geraucht worden und zwei ohne«, sagte er. »Zwei sind mit einem nicht sehr scharfen Messer beschnitten worden, Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.834
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und bei zweien sind die Enden von einem ausgezeichneten Gebiß abgebissen worden. Das ist kein Selbstmord, Mr. Lanner. Es ist ein sehr gründlich geplanter und kaltblütiger Mord.«

»Unmöglich!« rief der Inspektor. 

»Und warum?«

»Warum sollte jemand einen Menschen auf so um-ständliche Weise ermorden wie ihn zu erhängen?«

»Das eben müssen wir herausfinden.«

»Wie sind sie hereingekommen?«

»Durch die Eingangstür.«

»Sie war am Morgen verriegelt.«

»Dann wurde sie hinter ihnen verriegelt.«

»Woher wissen Sie das?«

»Ich habe ihre Spuren gesehen. Entschuldigen Sie mich einen Augenblick, und ich bin vielleicht in der Lage, Ihnen darüber weitere Informationen zu geben.«

Er ging zur Tür hinüber, drehte am Türgriff und untersuchte das Schloß auf seine methodische Weise. 

Dann zog er den Schlüssel, der innen steckte, heraus und inspizierte ihn gleichfalls. Das Bett, der Teppich, die Stühle, der Kaminsims, der Leichnam und das Seil wurden nacheinander untersucht, bis er sich schließlich befriedigt erklärte und mit meiner und des Inspektors Hilfe das elende Ding abschnitt und ehrerbietig mit einem Laken bedeckte. 

»Wie steht's mit diesem Seil?« fragte er. 
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»Es ist davon abgeschnitten«, sagte Dr. Trevelyan, indem er eine große Rolle unter dem Bett hervorzog. 

»Er hatte eine krankhafte Furcht vor Feuer und hatte das immer neben sich liegen, damit er durchs Fenster entkommen könnte, falls die Treppe brannte.«

»Das muß denen einige Mühe erspart haben«, sagte Holmes gedankenvoll. »Ja, der Sachverhalt ist völlig klar, und es würde mich überraschen, wenn ich Ihnen bis heute nachmittag nicht auch die Gründe dafür nennen könnte. Ich werde diese Photographie von Blessington, die ich auf dem Kaminsims sehe, mitnehmen, da sie mir bei meinen Nachforschungen vielleicht nützlich sein kann.«

»Aber Sie haben uns nichts gesagt«, rief der Doktor. 

»Oh, es kann keinen Zweifel geben, was die Abfolge der Ereignisse angeht«, sagte Holmes. »Sie waren zu dritt: der junge Mann, der alte Mann und ein dritter, auf dessen Identität ich keinen Hinweis habe. Die ersten beiden, so brauche ich wohl kaum zu bemerken, sind dieselben, die sich für den russischen Grafen und seinen Sohn ausgaben, und so können wir eine recht vollständige Beschreibung von ihnen weiterleiten. Sie wurden von einem Spießgesellen ins Haus eingelassen. Wenn ich Ihnen einen kleinen Rat geben dürfte, Inspektor, so wäre es der, den Hausburschen zu verhaften, der meines Wissens erst kürzlich in Ihre Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.836
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Dienste getreten ist, Doktor.«

»Der Satansbraten ist nicht aufzufinden«, sagte Dr. 

Trevelyan; »das Mädchen und die Köchin haben eben nach ihm gesucht.«

Holmes zuckte die Achseln. 

»Er hat eine nicht unbedeutende Rolle in diesem Drama gespielt«, sagte er. »Nachdem die drei Männer die Treppe hinaufgestiegen waren, was sie auf Zehenspitzen taten, der ältere Mann als erster, der jüngere als zweiter, und der Unbekannte als letzter –«

»Mein lieber Holmes!« entfuhr es mir. 

»Oh, es dürfte gar keine Frage sein, so wie die Fußspuren übereinandergelagert sind. Ich hatte den Vorteil, gestern abend zu erfahren, welche zu wem ge-hören. Sie stiegen dann zu Mr. Blessingtons Zimmer hinauf, dessen Tür sie verschlossen fanden. Mit Hilfe eines Drahtes drehten sie jedoch gewaltsam den Schlüssel herum. Selbst ohne Vergrößerungsglas werden Sie an den Kratzern am Schlüsselbart erkennen, wo der Druck ausgeübt wurde. 

Beim Eintreten ins Zimmer müssen sie Mr. Blessington zuerst geknebelt haben. Er mag geschlafen haben oder vor Entsetzen so gelähmt gewesen sein, daß er unfähig war, aufzuschreien. Diese Wände sind dick, und es ist vorstellbar, daß sein Schrei, falls er dazu Zeit hatte, ungehört blieb. 

Nachdem sie ihn gefesselt hatten, hat, wie mir klar Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.837

Der niedergelassene Patient

Doyle-WA Bd. 6, 204

ersichtlich ist, so etwas wie eine Beratung stattgefunden. Wahrscheinlich war es eine Art Gerichtsverhandlung. Es muß einige Zeit gedauert haben, denn dabei wurden diese Zigarren geraucht. Der ältere Mann saß in jenem Korbsessel: er war es, der die Zigarrenspitze benutzte. Der jüngere Mann saß dort drüben; er streifte seine Asche an der Kommode ab. Der dritte Bursche ging auf und ab. Blessington, denke ich, saß aufrecht im Bett, aber dessen kann ich nicht absolut sicher sein. 

Nun, es endete damit, daß sie Blessington nahmen und ihn hängten. Die Sache war so vorbereitet, daß sie meiner Überzeugung nach so etwas wie einen Rol-lenkloben oder Flaschenzug mitbrachten, der als Galgen dienen sollte. Mit diesem Schraubenzieher und diesen Schrauben, stelle ich mir vor, wollten sie ihn befestigen. Als sie jedoch den Haken sahen, sparten sie sich natürlich die Mühe. Nach getaner Arbeit machten sie sich davon, und die Tür wurde von ihrem Spießgesellen hinter ihnen verriegelt.«

Wir alle hatten mit größtem Interesse diesem Überblick über die nächtlichen Geschehnisse gelauscht, die Holmes aus so subtilen und unscheinbaren Anzeichen deduziert hatte, daß wir ihm, selbst als er uns auf sie hingewiesen hatte, in seinen Gedankengängen kaum hatten folgen können. Der Inspektor eilte augenblicklich fort, um Nachforschungen über den Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.838
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Hausburschen anzustellen, während Holmes und ich zum Frühstück in die Baker Street zurückkehrten. 

»Ich werde um drei zurück sein«, sagte er, als wir unsere Mahlzeit beendet hatten. »Sowohl der Inspektor als auch der Doktor werden mich zu dieser Stunde hier treffen, und ich hoffe, bis dahin jedweden dunklen Punkt, den der Fall noch aufweisen mag, geklärt zu haben.«

Unsere Besucher trafen zur vereinbarten Zeit ein, aber es wurde Viertel vor vier, ehe mein Freund erschien. An seinem Gesichtsausdruck jedoch erkannte ich, daß bei ihm alles gut verlaufen war. 

»Irgendwelche Neuigkeiten, Inspektor?«

»Wir haben den Jungen, Sir.«

»Ausgezeichnet, und ich habe die Männer.«

»Sie haben sie!« riefen wir alle drei. 

»Nun, zumindest habe ich ihre Identität. Dieser sogenannte Blessington ist, wie ich erwartete, in der Polizeidirektion wohlbekannt, desgleichen seine Gegner. 

Ihre Namen sind Biddle, Hayward und Moffat.«

»Die Bankräuberbande von Worthingdon«, rief der Inspektor. 

»Genau«, sagte Holmes. 

»Dann muß Blessington Sutton gewesen sein?«

»Exakt«, sagte Holmes. 

»Das macht es natürlich kristallklar«, sagte der Inspektor. 
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Doch Trevelyan und ich sahen einander verwirrt an. 

»Sie erinnern sich doch gewiß an die große Sache mit der Worthingdon-Bank«, sagte Holmes; »fünf Männer waren daran beteiligt, diese vier und ein fünfter namens Cartwright. Tobin, der Hausmeister, wurde ermordet, und die Diebe entkamen mit siebentausend Pfund. Das war 1875. Sie wurden alle fünf verhaftet, aber das Beweismaterial gegen sie war keineswegs schlüssig. Dieser Blessington oder Sutton, der der schlimmste von der Bande war, begann zu singen. Aufgrund seiner Aussage wurde Cartwright ge-hängt, und die anderen drei bekamen je fünfzehn Jahre. Als sie neulich, einige Jahre vor Verbüßung der vollen Strafe, herauskamen, machten sie sich daran, wie Sie erkennen, den Verräter aufzuspüren und den Tod ihres Kameraden an ihm zu rächen. Zweimal versuchten sie ihm ans Leder zu gehen und scheiterten; beim dritten Mal, sehen Sie, glückte es. Kann ich Ihnen sonst noch etwas erklären, Dr. Trevelyan?«

»Ich denke, Sie haben es alles bemerkenswert klar gemacht«, sagte der Doktor. »Zweifellos war der Tag, an dem er so verstört war, der, an dem er aus der Zeitung von ihrer Entlassung erfuhr.«

»Ganz recht. Sein Gerede von einem Einbruch war ein reiner Vorwand.«

»Aber warum konnte er Ihnen das nicht sagen?«

»Nun, mein lieber Sir, da er den rachsüchtigen Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.840
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Charakter seiner ehemaligen Komplizen kannte, versuchte er, seine Identität, so lange er konnte, vor jedermann geheimzuhalten. Sein Geheimnis war beschämend, und er brachte es nicht über sich, es zu enthüllen. Indes, wenn er auch ein Lump war, lebte er dennoch unter dem Schild des Britischen Rechts, und ich habe keinen Zweifel, Inspektor, daß Sie dafür sorgen werden, daß, wenn ihn der Schild auch nicht schützen konnte, das Schwert der Justiz ihn rächen wird.«

Solcherart waren die eigenartigen Umstände in Zusammenhang mit dem niedergelassenen Patienten und dem Arzt von der Brook Street. Seit dieser Nacht hat die Polizei nichts von den drei Mördern gesehen, und in Scotland Yard wird vermutet, daß sie unter den Passagieren des unglücklichen Dampfers  Norah Creina 45 waren, der vor einigen Jahren vor der por-tugiesischen Küste, einige Seemeilen nördlich von Oporto, mit Mann und Maus unterging. Das Verfahren gegen den Hausburschen brach aus Mangel an Beweisen zusammen, und eine umfassende Darstellung des »Brook-Street-Rätsels«, wie es genannt wurde, ist bis jetzt noch nie an die Öffentlichkeit gebracht worden. 
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Der griechische Dolmetscher

Während meiner langen und vertrauten Bekanntschaft mit Mr. Sherlock Holmes hatte ich ihn niemals seine Verwandten, und kaum je einmal seine Jugendzeit, er-wähnen hören. Diese Zurückhaltung hatte den Eindruck des etwas Unmenschlichen, den er auf mich machte, noch verstärkt, so daß ich ihn bisweilen unwillkürlich als isoliertes Phänomen, als Hirn ohne Herz betrachtete, ebenso menschlichen Mitgefühls er-mangelnd, wie er an Intelligenz hervorstach. Seine Aversion gegen Frauen wie seine Abneigung gegen neue Freundschaften waren für seinen emotionslosen Charakter nicht weniger bezeichnend als die völlige Unterdrückung jeglichen Hinweises auf seine Familie. 

Ich war zu der Überzeugung gelangt, er sei ein Waise ohne lebende Angehörige, doch eines Tages begann er mir zu meiner sehr großen Überraschung von seinem Bruder zu erzählen. 

Es war nach dem Tee an einem Sommernachmittag, und die Unterhaltung, die unstet und sprunghaft von Golfschlägern zu den Ursachen für die Veränderung der Schiefe der Ekliptik46 gewandert war, wandte sich schließlich dem Problem des Atavismus und der erblichen Anlagen zu. Zur Debatte stand, inwieweit irgendeine einzigartige Begabung eines Menschen auf Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.842
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seine Ahnen und inwieweit sie auf seine frühzeitige Schulung zurückzuführen sei. 

»In Ihrem eigenen Fall«, sagte ich, »scheint aus allem, was Sie mir erzählt haben, deutlich zu werden, daß Ihre Beobachtungsgabe und Ihre besondere Fä-

higkeit des Deduzierens auf eigene systematische Schulung zurückzuführen sind.«

»Bis zu einem gewissen Grad«, antwortete er gedankenvoll. »Meine Vorfahren waren Landjunker, die offenbar im großen und ganzen ein ihrem Stand ge-mäßes Leben geführt haben. Aber nichtsdestoweniger ist die Neigung dazu eine angeborene und mag von meiner Großmutter herrühren, die die Schwester von Vernet47, dem französischen Künstler, war. Kunst im Blut nimmt oft die seltsamsten Formen an.«

»Aber woher wissen Sie, daß sie ererbt ist?«

»Weil mein Bruder Mycroft sie in größerem Maße besitzt als ich.«

Das war in der Tat eine Neuigkeit. Wenn es in England noch einen anderen Mann mit so einzigartigen Fähigkeiten gab, warum hatte dann weder die Polizei noch die Öffentlichkeit von ihm gehört? Ich stellte die Frage, wobei ich andeutete, die Bescheidenheit meines Gefährten veranlasse ihn, seinen Bruder als den Überlegenen darzustellen. Holmes lachte über meine Vermutung. 

»Mein lieber Watson«, sagte er. »Ich kann nicht Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.843
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mit denen übereinstimmen, die Bescheidenheit zu den Tugenden rechnen. Für den Logiker sollten alle Dinge genau so gesehen werden, wie sie sind, und sich selbst zu unterschätzen ist ebenso ein Abweichen von der Wahrheit, wie seine eigenen Fähigkeiten zu übertreiben. Wenn ich daher sage, daß Mycroft die grö-

ßere Beobachtungsgabe besitzt als ich, dürfen Sie glauben, daß ich die exakte und buchstäbliche Wahrheit sage.«

»Ist er jünger als Sie?«

»Sieben Jahre älter.«

»Wie kommt es, daß er unbekannt ist?«

»Oh, er ist in seinen eigenen Kreisen durchaus wohlbekannt.«

»Wo denn?«

»Nun, im Diogenes Club, zum Beispiel.«

Ich hatte noch nie von dieser Institution gehört, und mein Gesicht muß das deutlich gezeigt haben, denn Sherlock Holmes zog seine Uhr. 

»Der Diogenes Club ist der merkwürdigste Club in London, und Mycroft einer der merkwürdigsten Menschen. Er ist dort immer von Viertel vor fünf bis zwanzig vor acht. Es ist jetzt sechs, und wenn Sie an diesem wunderschönen Nachmittag Lust auf einen Bummel haben, stelle ich Ihnen mit dem größten Vergnügen zwei Kuriositäten vor.«

Fünf Minuten später befanden wir uns auf der Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.844
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Straße und gingen Richtung Regent Circus. 

»Sie fragen sich«, sagte mein Begleiter, »warum Mycroft sein Talent nicht an Detektivarbeit wendet. 

Er ist unfähig dazu.«

»Aber Sie sagten doch –«

»Ich sagte, er sei mir hinsichtlich Beobachtung und Deduktion überlegen. Wenn die Kunst des Detektivs mit dem logischen Denken von einem Sessel aus be-gänne und endete, wäre mein Bruder der größte Kriminalist, der je gelebt hat. Aber er hat keine Ambitionen und keine Energie. Er würde nicht einmal von seiner gewohnten Art abweichen, um seine eigenen Lö-

sungen zu verifizieren, und es ist ihm lieber, man glaubt ihn im Unrecht, als daß er die Mühe auf sich nähme zu beweisen, daß er recht hat. Wieder und wieder habe ich ihm ein Problem vorgelegt und eine Er-klärung bekommen, die sich hinterher als die richtige herausstellte. Und doch war er absolut unfähig, die praktischen Punkte herauszuarbeiten, die zu untersuchen sind, bevor man einen Fall vor einen Richter oder ein Gericht bringen kann.«

»Es ist also nicht sein Beruf?«

»Keineswegs. Was mir ein Mittel zu meinem Lebensunterhalt ist, ist ihm das bloße Hobby eines Di-lettanten. Er hat eine außergewöhnliche Begabung für Zahlen und prüft die Bücher in einigen Ressorts der Regierung. Mycroft wohnt in der Pall Mall, und er Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.845
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geht jeden Morgen um die Ecke nach Whitehall, und jeden Abend zurück. Jahraus, jahrein macht er sich keine andere Bewegung, und man sieht ihn nirgendwo sonst, ausgenommen im Diogenes Club, der seinen Räumen genau gegenüber liegt.«

»Ich kann mich des Namens nicht entsinnen.«

»Sehr wahrscheinlich nicht. Es gibt in London viele Männer, wissen Sie, die, sei's aus Scheu, sei's aus Misanthropie, keinerlei Verlangen nach der Gesellschaft ihrer Mitmenschen haben. Doch sind sie bequemen Sesseln und den neuesten Zeitschriften nicht abhold. Um ihnen entgegenzukommen, wurde der Diogenes Club ins Leben gerufen, und er beherbergt heute die ungeselligsten und clubunfähigsten Männer der Stadt. Keinem Mitglied ist es gestattet, von einem anderen auch nur die geringste Notiz zu nehmen. 

Außer im Fremdenzimmer ist Reden unter keinen Umständen gestattet, und drei Verstöße ziehen, wenn sie dem Kommittee zur Kenntnis gebracht werden, den Ausschluß des Redenden nach sich. Mein Bruder war einer der Gründer, und ich selbst habe die Atmosphäre als sehr beruhigend empfunden.«

Wir hatten im Laufe der Unterhaltung die Pall Mall erreicht und gingen sie vom St. James's-Ende aus entlang. Ein kleines Stück vom Carlton entfernt blieb Sherlock Holmes vor einer Tür stehen, warnte mich davor zu sprechen und ging in die Halle voraus. 
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Durch die Glastrennwand erhaschte ich einen Blick auf ein großes und luxuriöses Zimmer, in dem eine beträchtliche Anzahl von Männern umhersaßen und Zeitung lasen, ein jeder in seinem eigenen kleinen Winkel. Holmes führte mich in ein kleines Gemach, das auf die Pall Mall hinausging, ließ mich dann für eine Minute allein und kam mit einem Begleiter zu-rück, der, wie ich erkannte, nur sein Bruder sein konnte. Mycroft Holmes war viel größer und stämmiger als Sherlock. Sein Körper war absolut korpulent, doch sein Gesicht hatte, wiewohl massig, etwas von der Schärfe des Ausdrucks bewahrt, die an seinem Bruder so bemerkenswert war. Seine Augen, die von einem eigenartig hellen, wäßrigen Grau waren, schienen ständig jenen entrückten, nach innen gerichteten Blick beizubehalten, den ich in denen Sherlocks nur beobachtet hatte, wenn er angespannt und mit vollem Krafteinsatz an etwas arbeitete. 

»Ich bin erfreut, Sie kennenzulernen, Sir«, sagte er, indem er eine breite, flache Hand wie eine Seehunds-flosse ausstreckte. »Ich höre allenthalben von Sherlock, seit Sie sein Chronist geworden sind. Beiläufig, Sherlock, ich hatte erwartet, daß du vergangene Woche vorbeischaust, um mich wegen dieses Manor-House-Falles zu konsultieren. Ich dachte, du hättest ein wenig den Boden unter den Füßen verloren.«

»Nein, ich habe ihn gelöst.«
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»Es war natürlich Adams?«

»Ja, es war Adams.«

»Ich war mir dessen von Anfang an sicher.« Die beiden Männer setzten sich im Erker des Clubs zusammen. »Für jeden, der die Species Mensch studieren will, ist dies der Ort dafür«, sagte Mycroft. »Sieh dir die wunderbaren Typen an! Sieh dir zum Beispiel die beiden Männer an, die gerade auf uns zukommen.«

»Den Billard-Markeur und den anderen?«

»Genau. Was hältst du von dem anderen?«

Die beiden Männer waren gegenüber dem Fenster stehengeblieben. Kreidespuren auf der Westentasche des einen waren die einzigen Anzeichen von Billard, die ich erkennen konnte. Der andere war ein sehr kleiner, dunkler Mensch mit zurückgeschobenem Hut und einigen Päckchen unterm Arm. 

»Ein ehemaliger Soldat, wie ich feststelle«, sagte Sherlock. 

»Und erst kürzlich verabschiedet«, bemerkte der Bruder. 

»Hat in Indien gedient, wie ich sehe.«

»Als Unteroffizier.«

»Königliche Artillerie, nehme ich an«, sagte Sherlock. 

»Und Witwer.«

»Aber mit einem Kind.«
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»Kindern, mein lieber Junge, Kindern.«

»Na«, sagte ich lachend, »das ist ein bißchen zu viel.«

»Sicherlich«, antwortete Holmes, »ist es nicht schwer zu sagen, daß ein Mann mit dieser Haltung, diesem Ausdruck von Autorität und dieser sonnenver-brannten Haut Soldat ist, mehr als Gemeiner ist und noch nicht lange aus Indien zurück ist.«

»Daß er noch nicht lange aus dem Dienst ausge-schieden ist, zeigt sich daran, daß er immer noch seine ›Knobelbecher‹ trägt, wie sie genannt werden«, äußerte Mycroft. 

»Er hat nicht den Kavalleristengang, trotzdem trug er den Hut auf einer Seite, wie man an der helleren Haut auf dieser Seite der Stirn erkennt. Sein Gewicht spricht dagegen, daß er Sappeur ist. Er ist bei der Artillerie.«

»Dann zeigt natürlich seine Trauerkleidung, daß er jemanden sehr Teuren verloren hat. Da er seine Einkäufe selbst erledigt, sieht es so aus, als sei es seine Frau gewesen. Er hat Kindersachen gekauft, wie Sie erkennen. Da ist eine Rassel, die zeigt, daß eines von ihnen sehr klein ist. Die Frau ist wahrscheinlich im Wochenbett gestorben. Das Bilderbuch unter seinem Arm zeigt, daß es noch ein anderes Kind gibt, an das er denken muß.«

Ich begann zu verstehen, was mein Freund mit den Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.849
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noch schärfer ausgeprägten Fähigkeiten seines Bruders gemeint hatte. Er schaute zu mir herüber und lä-

chelte. Mycroft nahm Schnupftabak aus einer Schild-pattdose und wischte die verstreuten Körnchen mit einem großen, rotseidenen Taschentuch von seinem Rock. 

»Übrigens, Sherlock«, sagte er, »man hat mir da etwas zur Beurteilung unterbreitet, was ganz nach deinem Geschmack sein dürfte – ein höchst eigenartiges Problem. Ich hatte wirklich nicht die Energie, es weiterzuverfolgen, außer auf sehr unvollkommene Weise, aber es verschaffte mir eine Basis für einige sehr vergnügliche Spekulationen. Wenn dir daran läge, die Tatsachen zu hören –«

»Mein lieber Mycroft, ich wäre entzückt.«

Der Bruder kritzelte eine Notiz auf ein Blatt seines Notizbuches, läutete die Glocke und händigte es dem Bedienten aus. 

»Ich habe Mr. Melas gebeten, herüberzukommen«, sagte er. »Er bewohnt die Etage über mir, und ich bin flüchtig mit ihm bekannt, was ihn dazu veranlaßte, in seiner Verwirrung zu mir zu kommen. Mr. Melas ist seiner Herkunft nach Grieche, wie ich höre, und er ist ein bemerkenswerter Linguist. Er verdient sich seinen Lebensunterhalt teils als Dolmetscher vor Gericht, teils indem er als Führer für etwelche wohlhabenden Orientalen fungiert, die sich in den Hotels der North-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.850
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umberland Avenue aufhalten. Ich denke, ich werde ihn sein eigenes, sehr bemerkenswertes Erlebnis in seinen eigenen Worten erzählen lassen.«

Ein paar Minuten später gesellte sich ein kurzer, gedrungener Mann zu uns, dessen olivfarbenes Gesicht und kohlschwarzes Haar seine südliche Herkunft verrieten, obgleich seine Sprache die eines gebildeten Engländers war. Er schüttelte Sherlock Holmes eifrig die Hand, und seine dunklen Augen funkelten vor Freude, als er vernahm, daß der Spezialist gespannt darauf war, seine Geschichte zu hören. 

»Ich habe keine Hoffnung, daß die Polizei mir glaubt – auf mein Wort«, sagte er mit klagender Stimme. »Bloß weil sie noch nie von dergleichen gehört haben, meinen sie, es könne nicht sein. Aber ich weiß, daß ich nie mehr leichten Mutes sein kann, ehe ich weiß, was aus diesem armen Mann mit dem Heftpflaster im Gesicht geworden ist.«

»Ich bin ganz Ohr«, sagte Sherlock Holmes. 

»Jetzt haben wir Mittwochnachmittag«, sagte Mr. 

Melas; »ja, dann war es Montagnacht – vor zwei Tagen erst, verstehen Sie –, als all das geschah. Ich bin Dolmetscher, wie Ihnen mein Nachbar hier vielleicht erzählt hat. Ich dolmetsche alle – oder fast alle – Sprachen, aber da ich gebürtiger Grieche bin und einen griechischen Namen trage, werde ich hauptsächlich mit dieser bestimmten Sprache in Verbin-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.851
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dung gebracht. Seit vielen Jahren bin ich der wichtigste Griechischdolmetscher Londons, und mein Name ist in den Hotels sehr gut bekannt. 

Es geschieht nicht eben selten, daß Ausländer, die in Schwierigkeiten geraten, oder Reisende, die spät ankommen und meine Dienste wünschen, zu seltsamen Stunden nach mir schicken. Ich war daher Montagnacht nicht überrascht, als ein Mr. Latimer, ein sehr elegant gekleideter junger Mann, auf meine Räume kam und mich bat, ihn in einer Droschke zu begleiten, die vor der Tür warte. Ein griechischer Freund habe ihn geschäftshalber aufgesucht, sagte er, und da er nur seine Muttersprache spreche, seien die Dienste eines Dolmetschers unerläßlich. Er gab mir zu verstehen, daß sein Haus etwas entfernt liege, in Kensington, und er schien in großer Eile zu sein, denn er nötigte mich hastig in die Droschke, als wir auf der Straße unten angelangt waren. 

Ich sage in die Droschke, aber mir kamen bald Zweifel, ob es nicht eine Kutsche sei, in der ich mich befand. Sie war gewiß geräumiger als die gewöhnliche, vierrädrige Schande für London, und die Ausstattung, wiewohl abgewetzt, war von kostbarer Beschaffenheit. Mr. Latimer setzte sich mir gegenüber, und wir fuhren los, durch Charing Cross und die Shaftesbury Avenue hinauf. Wir waren auf der Oxford Street herausgekommen, und ich hatte zu bemerken gewagt, Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.852
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dies sei ein Umweg nach Kensington, als das ungewöhnliche Verhalten meines Begleiters meinen Worten Einhalt gebot. 

Zunächst einmal zog er einen höchst fürchterlich aussehenden, mit Blei beschwerten Knüttel aus der Tasche und ließ ihn ein paarmal vor und zurück sausen, wie wenn er sein Gewicht und seine Stärke erproben wollte. Dann legte er ihn ohne ein Wort auf den Sitz neben sich. Kaum hatte er dies getan, zog er auf beiden Seiten die Fenster hoch, und ich stellte zu meiner Überraschung fest, daß sie mit Papier abgedeckt waren, was verhinderte, daß ich hinaussehen konnte. 

›Tut mir leid, Sie Ihrer Aussicht zu berauben, Mr. 

Melas‹, sagte er. ›Tatsächlich habe ich nicht die Absicht, Sie sehen zu lassen, zu welchem Ort wir fahren. 

Es könnte möglicherweise ärgerlich für mich sein, wenn Sie wieder dorthin fänden.‹

Wie Sie sich vorstellen können, brachte mich, was mein Begleiter da sagte, völlig aus der Fassung. Er war ein kräftiger, breitschultriger junger Mensch, und ganz abgesehen von der Waffe hätte ich in einem Kampf mit ihm nicht die leiseste Chance gehabt. 

›Das ist ein sehr ungewöhnliches Verhalten, Mr. 

Latimer‹, stammelte ich. ›Sie sind sich doch wohl im klaren, daß das, was Sie da tun, durchaus ungesetzlich ist.‹

›Wir nehmen uns einige Freiheiten heraus, kein Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.853

Der griechische Dolmetscher

Doyle-WA Bd. 6, 215

Zweifel‹, sagte er, ›doch wir werden Sie dafür entschädigen. Aber ich muß Sie gleichwohl warnen, Mr. 

Melas. Wenn Sie zu irgendeiner Zeit heute nacht Alarm zu schlagen oder irgend etwas zu tun versuchen, was meinen Interessen zuwiderläuft, dann werden Sie schon merken, wie ernst die Sache ist. Ich bitte Sie, daran zu denken, daß niemand weiß, wo Sie sind, und daß Sie, ob Sie sich nun in dieser Kutsche oder in meinem Haus befinden, gleichermaßen in meiner Gewalt sind.‹

Seine Worte waren ruhig, aber er hatte eine schnar-rende Art zu sprechen, die sehr bedrohlich war. Ich saß schweigend und fragte mich, was um alles in der Welt er für einen Grund haben könnte, mich auf diese ungewöhnliche Weise zu entführen. Was auch immer es sein mochte, es war vollkommen klar, daß Widerstand nicht den geringsten Sinn hatte und ich nur abwarten konnte, was weiter geschah. 

Fast zwei Stunden lang fuhren wir, ohne daß ich den leisesten Anhaltspunkt gehabt hätte, wohin es ging. Bisweilen verriet das Rattern der Steine eine gepflasterte Chaussee, bisweilen ließ unsere sanfte, leise Fahrt auf Asphalt schließen, aber mit Ausnahme dieser Geräuschveränderungen gab es überhaupt nichts, was mich im entferntesten vermuten ließ, wo wir waren. Das Papier vor beiden Fenstern war lichtun-durchlässig, und ein blauer Vorhang war über die vor-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.854
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dere Glasscheibe gezogen. Es war Viertel nach sieben gewesen, als wir Pall Mall verließen, und meine Uhr zeigte mir zehn Minuten vor neun, als wir endlich zum Stillstand kamen. Mein Begleiter ließ das Fenster herunter, und ich erhaschte einen Blick auf einen niedrigen, gewölbten Eingang, über dem eine Lampe brannte. Als ich aus der Kutsche gedrängt wurde, sprang die Tür auf, und ich befand mich im Haus, mit einem vagen Eindruck von Rasen und Bäumen links und rechts von mir bei meinem Eintreten. Ob dies jedoch ein Privatgrundstück oder recht eigentlich auf dem Land war, wage ich nicht zu sagen. 

Drinnen befand sich eine farbige Gaslampe, die so niedrig gestellt war, daß ich wenig erkennen konnte, außer daß die Halle von einiger Größe und mit Bildern behängt war. Im matten Licht konnte ich ausmachen, daß die Person, die geöffnet hatte, ein kleiner, gemein aussehender Mann mittleren Alters mit ge-krümmten Schultern war. Als er sich uns zuwandte, zeigte mir das Glitzern des Lichts, daß er eine Brille trug. 

›Ist das Mr. Melas, Harold?‹ sagte er. 

›Ja.‹

›Gut gemacht! Gut gemacht! Sie sind uns hoffentlich nicht böse, Mr. Melas, aber ohne Sie konnten wir einfach nicht weiterkommen. Wenn Sie sich uns gegenüber fair verhalten, werden Sie's nicht bereuen; Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.855
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aber wenn Sie irgendwelche Tricks versuchen, gnade Ihnen Gott!‹

Er sprach auf abgehackte, nervöse Art und mit einigen kichernden Lachern dazwischen, doch irgendwie flößte er mir mehr Angst ein als der andere. 

›Was wollen Sie von mir?‹ fragte ich. 

›Nur, daß Sie einem griechischen Gentleman, der sich bei uns aufhält, ein paar Fragen stellen und uns die Antworten mitteilen. Aber sagen Sie nicht mehr, als Sie geheißen werden, denn sonst‹ – hier kam wieder das nervöse Kichern – ›wären Sie besser nie geboren worden.‹

Während er sprach, öffnete er eine Tür und ging in ein Zimmer voran, das sehr kostbar eingerichtet zu sein schien – doch wieder wurde das einzige Licht nur von einer halb heruntergedrehten Lampe gespendet. 

Das Gemach war recht groß, und die Art, wie meine Füße in den Teppich einsanken, als ich darüberschritt, verriet mir seine Kostbarkeit. Ich erhaschte einen Blick auf Sammetsessel, einen hohen Kaminsims aus weißem Marmor, und daneben etwas, was eine japanische Rüstung zu sein schien. Genau unter der Lampe stand ein Stuhl, und der ältere Mann bedeutete mir, mich darauf zu setzen. Der jüngere hatte uns verlassen, kehrte jedoch plötzlich durch eine andere Tür zurück, einen in eine Art wallenden Morgenmantel gehüllten Gentleman führend, der sich langsam auf Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.856
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uns zu bewegte. Als er in den matten Lichtkreis kam, so daß ich ihn genauer sehen konnte, fuhr ich bei seinem Anblick vor Entsetzen zusammen. Er war leichenblaß und schrecklich ausgemergelt, mit den hervortretenden, glänzenden Augen eines Mannes, dessen Mut größer ist als seine Kraft. Aber was mich mehr als alle Anzeichen physischer Schwäche schok-kierte, war, daß sein Gesicht auf groteske Weise kreuz und quer mit Heftpflaster bedeckt und ein gro-

ßer Streifen über seinen Mund geklebt war. 

›Hast du die Tafel, Harold?‹ rief der ältere Mann, als dieses seltsame Wesen in einen Sessel mehr fiel als sich setzte. 

›Hat er die Hände frei? Alsdann, gib ihm den Grif-fel. Sie sollen die Fragen stellen, Mr. Melas, und er wird die Antworten schreiben. Fragen Sie ihn zuerst einmal, ob er bereit ist, die Papiere zu unterzeichnen.‹

Die Augen des Mannes blitzten Feuer. 

›Niemals‹, schrieb er auf griechisch auf die Tafel. 

›Unter keinen Umständen?‹ fragte ich ihn auf Geheiß unseres Tyrannen. 

›Nur, wenn sie vor meinen Augen getraut wird von einem griechischen Priester, den ich kenne.‹

Der Mann kicherte auf seine giftige Art. 

›Sie wissen, was Sie dann erwartet?‹

›Was mit mir ist, kümmert mich nicht.‹

Dies sind Beispiele der Fragen und Antworten, die Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.857
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unsere seltsame, halb gesprochene, halb geschriebene Unterredung ausmachten. Wieder und wieder mußte ich ihn fragen, ob er nachgeben und das Dokument unterzeichnen würde. Wieder und wieder erhielt ich die gleiche, entrüstete Antwort. Doch bald kam mir eine gute Idee. Ich ging dazu über, jeder Frage eigene, kurze Sätze hinzuzufügen – harmlose zunächst, um zu erproben, ob einer unserer Zuhörer etwas davon merkte, und dann, als ich feststellte, daß sie nichts erkennen ließen, spielte ich ein gefährlicheres Spiel. Unser Gespräch verlief etwa folgendermaßen:

›Dieser Starrsinn nützt Ihnen nichts.  Wer sind Sie? ‹

›Das ist mir gleich.  Ich bin fremd in London. ‹

›Sie werden Ihr Schicksal selbst zu verantworten haben.  Wie lange sind Sie schon hier? ‹

›Sei's drum.  Drei Wochen. ‹

›Das Vermögen kann niemals Ihnen gehören.  Was quält Sie? ‹

›Es wird nicht an Schurken fallen.  Man läßt mich hungern. ‹

›Sie werden frei sein, wenn Sie unterzeichnen.  Was für ein Haus ist das? ‹

›Ich werde nie unterzeichnen.  Ich weiß es nicht. ‹

›Sie erweisen ihr damit keinen Dienst.  Wie heißen Sie? ‹

›Das will ich von ihr selbst hören.  Kratides. ‹

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.858

Der griechische Dolmetscher

Doyle-WA Bd. 6, 218

›Sie werden sie sehen, wenn Sie unterzeichnen. 

 Woher sind Sie? ‹

›Dann werde ich sie niemals sehen.  Aus Athen. ‹

Noch fünf Minuten, Mr. Holmes, und ich hätte vor ihrer Nase die ganze Geschichte herausgebracht. 

Schon meine nächste Frage hätte die Sache aufklären können, doch in diesem Moment öffnete sich die Tür, und eine Frau trat ins Zimmer. Ich konnte sie nicht deutlich genug sehen, um mehr zu erkennen, als daß sie groß und anmutig war, mit schwarzem Haar und gekleidet in eine Art wallendes, weißes Gewand. 

›Harold!‹ sagte sie auf englisch mit starkem Akzent, ›ich konnte nicht länger weg bleiben. Es ist so einsam da oben, nur mit – oh, mein Gott, das ist ja Paul!‹

Die letzten Worte waren auf griechisch, und im gleichen Moment riß sich der Mann mit krampfhafter Anstrengung das Pflaster von den Lippen, schrie ›Sophia! Sophia!‹ und stürzte sich in die Arme der Frau. 

Ihre Umarmung währte jedoch nur einen Augenblick, denn der jüngere Mann packte die Frau und stieß sie aus dem Zimmer, während der ältere sein ausgemergeltes Opfer ohne weiteres überwältigte und es durch die andere Tür wegzerrte. Einen Moment lang war ich im Zimmer allein, und ich sprang auf, mit der vagen Idee, ich könnte mir irgendwie einen Hinweis verschaffen, was das für ein Haus war, in dem ich mich Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.859
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befand. Glücklicherweise jedoch unternahm ich nichts, denn aufblickend gewahrte ich, daß der ältere Mann, die Augen auf mich geheftet, in der Tür stand. 

›Das reicht dann, Mr. Melas‹, sagte er. ›Sie sehen, daß wir Sie bei einer sehr privaten Angelegenheit ins Vertrauen gezogen haben. Wir hätten Sie nicht behelligt, wäre nicht unser Freund, der Griechisch spricht und diese Verhandlungen begonnen hat, gezwungen gewesen, in den Osten zurückzukehren. Es war ganz unumgänglich für uns, jemanden zu finden, der seine Stelle einnahm, und wir hatten das Glück, von Ihren Fähigkeiten zu hören.‹

Ich verbeugte mich. 

›Da haben Sie fünf Sovereigns‹, sagte er, auf mich zugehend, ›die, so hoffe ich, als Honorar ausreichen dürften. Aber denken Sie daran‹, fügte er hinzu, indem er mich leicht auf die Brust tippte und kicherte, 

›wenn Sie zu einer Menschenseele davon sprechen –

zu einer einzigen Menschenseele, wohlgemerkt – nun, dann sei Gott Ihrer Seele gnädig!‹

Ich kann Ihnen den Ekel und das Entsetzen, die dieser unscheinbar aussehende Mann mir einflößte, nicht schildern. Ich konnte ihn jetzt besser sehen, da das Lampenlicht auf ihn schien. Seine Züge waren abgemagert und fahl, und sein kleiner Spitzbart war schütter und ungepflegt. Er schob ruckartig das Kinn vor, wenn er sprach, und seine Lippen und Augenlider Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.860
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zuckten unaufhörlich, wie bei einem Mann mit Veitstanz. Ich konnte nicht umhin zu denken, daß auch dieses seltsame, einprägsame kleine Lachen Symptom einer Nervenkrankheit war. Der Schrecken seines Gesichts lag jedoch in seinen Augen, stahlgrau und kalt glitzernd, mit einer heimtückischen, unerbittlichen Grausamkeit in ihren Tiefen. 

›Wir erfahren es, wenn Sie darüber sprechen‹, sagte er. ›Wir wissen uns auf dem laufenden zu halten. Und nun wartet die Kutsche auf Sie, und mein Freund wird Sie begleiten.‹

Ich wurde durch die Halle und in das Fahrzeug ge-drängt, wobei ich wieder diesen flüchtigen Eindruck von Bäumen und einem Garten erhaschte. Mr. Latimer folgte mir dicht auf den Fersen und nahm ohne ein Wort seinen Platz mir gegenüber ein. Schweigend, bei hochgezogenen Fenstern, fuhren wir erneut eine endlose Strecke, bis die Kutsche endlich kurz nach Mitternacht anhielt. 

›Sie werden hier aussteigen, Mr. Melas‹, sagte mein Begleiter. ›Es tut mir leid, Sie so weit von zu Hause abzusetzen, aber es gibt keine andere Möglichkeit. Jeder Versuch Ihrerseits, der Kutsche zu folgen, würde Ihnen am Ende nur schaden.‹

Er öffnete die Tür, während er sprach, und ich hatte kaum Zeit, herauszuspringen, als der Kutscher auf das Pferd einhieb und die Kutsche davonratterte. Ich Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.861
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blickte mich erstaunt um. Ich befand mich auf einer Art Heide, gesprenkelt mit dunklen Gruppen von Stechginstersträuchern. Weit weg erstreckte sich eine Linie von Häusern, hier und da mit einem Licht in den oberen Fenstern. Auf der anderen Seite sah ich die roten Signallampen einer Eisenbahnstrecke. 

Die Kutsche, die mich gebracht hatte, war schon außer Sicht. Ich stand da, starrte um mich und fragte mich, wo um alles in der Welt ich wohl sei, als ich jemanden in der Dunkelheit auf mich zukommen sah. 

Als er mich erreichte, erkannte ich, daß es ein Eisen-bahndienstmann war. 

›Können Sie mir sagen, wo wir hier sind?‹ fragte ich. 

›Wandsworth Common‹, sagte er. 

›Kann ich einen Zug in die Stadt bekommen?‹

›Wenn Sie ungefähr eine Meile weiterlaufen, bis Clapham Junction‹, sagte er, ›erreichen Sie gerade noch den letzten nach Victoria.‹

Das also war das Ende meines Abenteuers, Mr. 

Holmes. Ich weiß weder, wo ich war, noch mit wem ich gesprochen habe, noch sonst etwas außer dem, was ich Ihnen erzählt habe. Aber ich weiß, daß da etwas Übles gespielt wird, und ich möchte diesem Unglücklichen helfen, wenn ich kann. Ich habe die ganze Geschichte am nächsten Morgen Mr. Mycroft Holmes und sodann der Polizei erzählt.«
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Wir alle saßen ein Weilchen schweigend da, nachdem wir dieser ungewöhnlichen Erzählung gelauscht hatten. Dann blickte Sherlock zu seinem Bruder hin-

über. 

»Irgendwelche Schritte?« fragte er. 

Mycroft hob die  Daily News  auf, die auf einem Beistelltisch lag. 

»›Jegliche Angabe über den Verbleib eines griechischen Gentlemans namens Paul Kratides, der aus Athen stammt und kein Englisch spricht, wird belohnt. Desgleichen Auskünfte über eine griechische Dame, deren Vorname Sophia lautet. X 2473.‹ Das stand in allen Tageszeitungen. Keine Antwort.«

»Wie steht es mit der Griechischen Gesandtschaft?«

»Ich habe nachgefragt. Sie wissen nichts.«

»Dann ein Telegramm an den Leiter der Athener Polizei.«

»Sherlock besitzt die ganze Energie der Familie«, sagte Mycroft, indem er sich an mich wandte. »Nun, übernimm du die Sache auf jeden Fall und gib mir Bescheid, wenn du irgend etwas erreichst.«

»Gewiß«, antwortete mein Freund und erhob sich von seinem Sessel. »Ich gebe dir und auch Mr. Melas Bescheid. Unterdessen, Mr. Melas, wäre ich gewiß auf der Hut, wenn ich Sie wäre, denn nach diesen Anzeigen wissen die natürlich, daß Sie sie verraten Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.863
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haben.«

Als wir gemeinsam heimwärts gingen, machte Holmes bei einem Telegraphenamt halt und gab verschiedene Telegramme auf. 

»Sie sehen, Watson«, bemerkte er, »unser Abend war keineswegs vergeudet. Zu einigen meiner interessantesten Fälle bin ich auf diese Weise durch Mycroft gekommen. Das Problem, von dem wir gerade gehört haben, hat, obwohl es nur eine Erklärung zulassen kann, gleichwohl einige charakteristische Züge.«

»Sie haben Hoffnung, es zu lösen?«

»Nun, angesichts dessen, was wir alles wissen, wäre es in der Tat eigenartig, wenn es uns mißlänge, den Rest aufzudecken. Sie müssen sich selbst irgendeine Theorie gebildet haben, die die Tatsachen erklärt, die wir gehört haben.«

»Auf vage Art, ja.«

»Was also war Ihre Vorstellung?«

»Es schien mir offensichtlich, daß dieses griechische Mädchen von dem jungen Engländer namens Harold Latimer verschleppt worden ist.«

»Von wo verschleppt worden ist?«

»Aus Athen, vielleicht.«

Sherlock Holmes schüttelte den Kopf. »Dieser junge Mann sprach kein Wort Griechisch. Die Dame sprach recht gut Englisch. Schlußfolgerung: Sie war einige Zeit in England, aber er war nicht in Griechen-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.864
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land.«

»Nun, dann wollen wir annehmen, daß sie besuchs-weise nach England gekommen ist und dieser Harold sie überredet hat, mit ihm zu fliehen.«

»Das ist wahrscheinlicher.«

»Dann kommt der Bruder – denn das, vermute ich, ist die verwandtschaftliche Beziehung – aus Griechenland hierher, um einzugreifen. Er begibt sich un-klugerweise in die Gewalt des jungen Mannes und seines älteren Spießgesellen. Sie bemächtigen sich seiner und wenden ihm gegenüber Gewalt an, um ihn zu veranlassen, irgendwelche Papiere zu unterzeichnen, die ihnen das Vermögen des Mädchens – dessen Treuhänder er sein mag – übereignen würden. Er weigert sich. Um mit ihm zu verhandeln, brauchen sie einen Dolmetscher und verfallen auf diesen Mr. 

Melas, nachdem sie sich vorher eines anderen bedient haben. Dem Mädchen sagt man nichts vom Eintreffen ihres Bruders, und sie findet es durch den reinsten Zufall heraus.«

»Ausgezeichnet, Watson«, rief Holmes. »Ich glaube wirklich, Sie sind nicht weit von der Wahrheit entfernt. Sie sehen, wir halten alle Trümpfe und haben nur einen plötzlichen Akt der Gewalt von ihrer Seite zu fürchten. Wenn sie uns Zeit lassen, müssen wir sie fassen.«

»Aber wie können wir herausfinden, wo dieses Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.865
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Haus liegt?«

»Nun, wenn unsere Mutmaßung zutrifft und der Name des Mädchens Sophia Kratides lautet oder lautete, sollten wir keine Schwierigkeiten haben, sie aufzuspüren. Das muß unsere größte Hoffnung sein, denn der Bruder ist natürlich ein völlig Fremder. Es ist klar, daß einige Zeit verstrichen ist, seit dieser Harold diese Beziehungen mit dem Mädchen aufgenommen hat – einige Wochen auf jeden Fall –, da der Bruder in Griechenland ja Zeit gehabt hat, davon zu erfahren und herüberzukommen. Wenn sie die ganze Zeit am selben Ort gewohnt haben, ist es wahrscheinlich, daß wir eine Antwort auf Mycrofts Anzeige bekommen.«

Wir hatten während der Unterhaltung unser Haus in der Baker Street erreicht. Holmes stieg als erster die Treppe hinauf, und als er die Tür unseres Zimmers öffnete, zuckte er überrascht zusammen. Über seine Schulter blickend, war ich gleichermaßen erstaunt. 

Sein Bruder Mycroft saß rauchend im Lehnsessel. 

»Komm rein, Sherlock! Kommen Sie rein, Sir«, sagte er milde und lächelte über unsere überraschten Gesichter. »Solche Energie erwartest du nicht von mir, nicht wahr, Sherlock? Aber irgendwie fesselt mich dieser Fall.«

»Wie bist du hierher gekommen?«

»Ich habe euch in einem Hansom überholt.«
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»Hat es eine neue Entwicklung gegeben?«

»Ich bekam Antwort auf meine Anzeige.«

»Ah!«

»Ja; sie kam ein paar Minuten nach eurem Weggang.«

»Und welchen Inhalts?«

Mycroft Holmes zog einen Bogen Papier hervor. 

»Hier ist sie«, sagte er, »geschrieben mit einer breiten Feder auf cremefarbenem geripptem Royalpapier von einem Mann mittleren Alters mit schwacher Konstitution. ›Sir‹, sagt er, in Beantwortung Ihrer Anzeige vom heutigen Tage erlaube ich mir, Sie davon zu unterrichten, daß ich die in Rede stehende junge Dame sehr gut kenne. Falls Sie bei mir vorsprechen wollten, könnte ich Ihnen einige Einzelheiten bezüglich ihrer schmerzlichen Geschichte mitteilen. Sie lebt gegenwärtig in The Myrtels, Beckenham48. – Hochachtungsvoll J. Davenport.‹«

»Er schreibt aus Lower Brixton49«, sagte Mycroft Holmes. »Meinst du nicht, wir könnten gleich zu ihm hinfahren, Sherlock, und diese Einzelheiten erfahren?«

»Mein lieber Mycroft, das Leben des Bruders ist wertvoller als die Geschichte der Schwester. Ich finde, wir sollten bei Scotland Yard Inspektor Gregson abholen und uns unverzüglich nach Beckenham aufmachen. Wir wissen, daß ein Mann zu Tode gequält Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.867
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wird, und jede Stunde kann entscheidend sein.«

»Am besten nehmen wir unterwegs auch Mr. Melas mit«, schlug ich vor; »wir brauchen vielleicht einen Dolmetscher.«

»Ausgezeichnet!« sagte Sherlock Holmes. »Schik-ken Sie den Jungen um eine Droschke, und wir brechen sofort auf.« Er öffnete die Tischschublade, während er sprach, und ich bemerkte, daß er seinen Revolver in die Tasche schob. »Ja«, sagte er als Antwort auf meinen Blick, »nach dem, was wir gehört haben, möchte ich meinen, daß wir es mit einer besonders ge-fährlichen Bande zu tun haben.«

Es war fast dunkel, als wir uns in der Pall Mall, in den Räumen von Mr. Melas einfanden. Ein Gentleman hatte nach ihm gefragt, und er war fortgegangen. 

»Können Sie mir sagen, wohin?« fragte Mycroft Holmes. 

»Ich weiß nicht, Sir«, antwortete die Frau, die die Tür geöffnet hatte. »Ich weiß nur, daß er mit einem Gentleman in einer Kutsche weggefahren ist.«

»Hat dieser Gentleman einen Namen angegeben?«

»Nein, Sir.«

»Es war kein großer, gutaussehender, dunkler junger Mann?«

»O nein, Sir; es war ein kleiner Gentleman, mit Brille, dünn im Gesicht, aber auf seine Art sehr vergnügt, denn er lachte die ganze Zeit, während er rede-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.868
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te.«

»Kommt mit!« rief Sherlock Holmes abrupt. »Es wird ernst!« bemerkte er, als wir zu Scotland Yard fuhren. »Diese Männer haben Melas wieder in ihre Gewalt gebracht. Er ist nicht der Typ, der handgreiflich wird, wie sie dank ihrer Erfahrung neulich sehr wohl wissen. Dieser Schurke konnte ihn sofort einschüchtern durch seine bloße Nähe. Zweifellos wollen sie seine beruflichen Dienste; aber wenn sie sich seiner bedient haben, sind sie vielleicht geneigt, ihn für seinen Verrat, wie sie es auffassen, zu bestrafen.«

Wir hofften, mit dem Zug gleichzeitig oder sogar noch eher als die Kutsche nach Beckenham zu gelangen. Als wir jedoch bei Scotland Yard eintrafen, dauerte es länger als eine Stunde, bis wir Inspektor Gregson überhaupt erreichen und die gesetzlichen Formalitäten erledigen konnten, die uns zum Eintritt ins Haus ermächtigen würden. Es war Viertel vor zehn, bis wir London Bridge erreichten, und halb elf, als wir vier am Bahnsteig von Beckenham ausstiegen. 

Eine Fahrt von einer halben Meile brachte uns zu The Myrtles – einem großen, dunklen Haus, das, von der Straße zurückgesetzt, auf seinem eigenen Grundstück stand. Hier schickten wir unseren Wagen weg und schritten gemeinsam die Auffahrt hinauf. 

»Die Fenster sind alle dunkel«, bemerkte der Inspektor. »Das Haus scheint verlassen.«
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»Unsere Vögel sind ausgeflogen, und das Nest ist leer«, sagte Holmes. 

»Warum meinen Sie?«

»Eine schwer mit Gepäck beladene Kutsche ist im Laufe der vergangenen Stunde hinausgefahren.«

Der Inspektor lachte. »Ich habe die Radspuren im Licht der Torlampe gesehen, aber woher nehmen Sie das Gepäck?«

»Sie haben vielleicht beobachtet, daß die gleichen Radspuren auch in die andere Richtung verlaufen. 

Aber die nach draußen führenden waren sehr viel tiefer – und zwar um so viel, daß wir mit Gewißheit sagen können, daß ein sehr beträchtliches Gewicht auf der Kutsche lastete.«

»Das geht ein bißchen über meinen Horizont«, sagte der Inspektor mit einem Achselzucken. »Die Tür wird nicht leicht zu erbrechen sein. Aber wir werden es versuchen, wenn wir uns kein Gehör verschaffen können.«

Er hämmerte laut mit dem Türklopfer und zog die Glocke, doch ohne jeden Erfolg. Holmes hatte sich davongemacht, kam aber nach ein paar Minuten wieder. 

»Ich habe ein Fenster offen«, sagte er. 

»Es ist ein Segen, daß Sie auf der Seite der Polizei und nicht auf der Gegenseite stehen, Mr. Holmes«, bemerkte der Inspektor, als er sah, mit welcher Ge-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.870
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schicklichkeit mein Freund den Riegel aufgedrückt hatte. »Nun ja, ich glaube, wir dürfen unter den gegebenen Umständen eintreten, ohne eine Aufforderung abzuwarten.«

Einer nach dem anderen stiegen wir in ein großes Gemach ein, welches augenscheinlich das war, in dem Mr. Melas sich befunden hatte. Der Inspektor hatte seine Laterne angezündet, und in ihrem Licht konnten wir die beiden Türen, den Vorhang, die Lampe und den japanischen Harnisch sehen, wie er sie beschrieben hatte. Auf dem Tisch standen zwei Gläser, eine leere Brandyflasche und die Überreste einer Mahlzeit. 

»Was ist das?« fragte Holmes plötzlich. 

Wir standen alle still und lauschten. Ein leiser, stöhnender Laut kam von irgendwoher über uns. Holmes stürzte zur Tür und in die Halle hinaus. Das gräßliche Geräusch kam aus einem der oberen Stockwerke. Er stürmte hinauf, den Inspektor und mich auf den Fersen, während sein Bruder Mycroft so rasch folgte, wie es seine Leibesfülle zuließ. 

Drei Türen fanden wir uns gegenüber im zweiten Stock, und aus der mittleren drangen die unheimlichen Laute, bisweilen zu einem dumpfen Murmeln absinkend, dann wieder ansteigend zu einem schrillen Wimmern. Sie war verschlossen, aber der Schlüssel steckte außen. Holmes stieß die Tür auf und stürzte hinein, war jedoch, die Hand an der Kehle, im Nu Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.871

Der griechische Dolmetscher

Doyle-WA Bd. 6, 227

wieder draußen. 

»Es ist Holzkohle!« rief er. »Abwarten. Es wird sich verziehen.«

Hineinstarrend konnten wir erkennen, daß das einzige Licht im Zimmer von einer düsteren, blauen Flamme herrührte, die auf einem kleinen Messingdrei-fuß in der Mitte flackerte. Sie warf einen fahlen, un-wirklichen Kreis auf den Boden, während wir im Schatten dahinter den undeutlichen Umriß zweier Gestalten sahen, die an der Wand kauerten. Der offenen Tür entströmte ein schrecklicher, giftiger Brodem, der uns keuchen und husten machte. Holmes eilte zum Treppenabsatz, um die frische Luft einzuatmen, dann stürmte er ins Zimmer, riß das Fenster auf und schleuderte den Messing-Dreifuß in den Garten hinaus. 

»In einer Minute können wir hinein«, keuchte er, als er wieder herausgestürzt kam. »Wo ist eine Kerze? Ich bezweifle, daß wir in dieser Atmosphäre ein Streichholz anzünden könnten. Halte das Licht an die Tür, und wir holen sie heraus, Mycroft. Jetzt!«

Mit einem Satz packten wir die vergifteten Männer und zerrten sie auf den Treppenabsatz hinaus. Beide hatten blaue Lippen und waren besinnungslos, mit aufgedunsenen Gesichtern, in denen das Blut stockte, und hervortretenden Augen. In der Tat waren ihre Züge so verzerrt, daß wir den einen, wäre nicht sein schwarzer Bart und seine untersetzte Gestalt gewesen, Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.872
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möglicherweise nicht wiedererkannt hätten als den griechischen Dolmetscher, der sich erst vor ein paar Stunden im Diogenes Club von uns getrennt hatte. 

Seine Hände und Füße waren fest zusammengebunden, und über einem Auge trug er das Mal eines heftigen Schlages. Der andere, in gleicher Weise gefesselt, war ein hochgewachsener Mann im letzten Stadium der Auszehrung, über dessen Gesicht sich in grotes-kem Muster einige Streifen Heftpflaster zogen. Er hatte aufgehört zu stöhnen, als wir ihn niederlegten, und ein Blick zeigte mir, daß zumindest für ihn unsere Hilfe zu spät gekommen war. Mr. Melas jedoch lebte noch, und nach weniger als einer Stunde und mit der Hilfe von Ammoniak und Brandy hatte ich die Genugtuung, ihn die Augen aufschlagen zu sehen und zu wissen, daß meine Hand ihn dem dunklen Tal entrissen hatte, wo alle Pfade sich treffen. 

Es war eine simple Geschichte, die er zu erzählen hatte und die unsere eigenen Deduktionen nur bestä-

tigte. Sein Besucher hatte beim Eintreten in seine Räume einen Totschläger aus dem Ärmel gezogen und ihm solche Angst vor dem augenblicklichen und unvermeidlichen Tod eingeflößt, daß er ihn zum zweiten Mal entführte. In der Tat war der Effekt, den dieser kichernde Schurke auf den unglücklichen Lingui-sten ausgeübt hatte, fast hypnotisch, denn er konnte nicht ohne zitternde Hände und bleiche Wangen von Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.873
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ihm sprechen. Er war geschwind nach Beckenham gebracht worden und hatte als Dolmetscher bei einer zweiten, noch dramatischeren Befragung gedient, während der die beiden Engländer ihrem Gefangenen den augenblicklichen Tod angedroht hatten, falls er ihren Forderungen nicht willfahre. Schließlich, als sie ihn gegen jede Drohung gefeit fanden, hatten sie ihn wieder in sein Gefängnis geworfen und Melas, nachdem sie ihm seinen Verrat vorgehalten hatten, der aus den Zeitungsannoncen hervorging, mit einem Stock-hieb betäubt, und er konnte sich an nichts mehr erinnern, bis er uns über sich gebeugt gesehen hatte. 

Und das war der eigenartige Fall des griechischen Dolmetschers; seine Aufklärung ist noch immer von Geheimnissen umwoben. Durch Rücksprache mit dem Gentleman, der auf die Anzeige geantwortet hatte, konnten wir herausfinden, daß die unglückliche junge Dame aus einer wohlhabenden griechischen Familie stammte und sich bei Freunden in England zu Besuch aufgehalten hatte. Dort war sie mit einem jungen Mann namens Harold Latimer bekannt geworden, der Einfluß auf sie gewann und sie schließlich dazu über-redete, mit ihm zu fliehen. Über diesen Vorfall schok-kiert, hatten ihre Freunde sich damit begnügt, ihren Bruder in Athen zu informieren, und dann ihre Hände in Unschuld gewaschen. Der Bruder hatte sich bei seiner Ankunft in England unbedachterweise in die Ge-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.874
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walt Latimers und seines Spießgesellen begeben, dessen Name Wilson Kemp war – ein Mann mit dem übelsten Vorleben. Als diese beiden herausfanden, daß er ihnen durch seine Unkenntnis der Sprache hilflos ausgeliefert war, hatten sie ihn gefangen gehalten und durch Grausamkeit und Hunger zu zwingen versucht, sein eigenes und das Vermögen seiner Schwester abzutreten. Sie hatten ihn ohne Wissen des Mädchens im Hause eingesperrt, und das Pflaster über dem Gesicht hatte den Zweck, ein Widererkennen zu erschweren, falls sie je einen Blick auf ihn erhaschen sollte. Ihr weibliches Empfindungsvermögen jedoch hatte die Vermummung sofort durchschaut, als sie ihn beim ersten Besuch des Dolmetschers wiedersah. Das arme Mädchen war indes selbst eine Gefangene, denn es war niemand im Haus außer dem Mann, der als Kutscher tätig war, und seiner Frau, die beide Werkzeuge der Verschwörer waren. Als sie feststellten, daß ihr Geheimnis enthüllt und ihr Gefangener nicht zu bezwingen war, waren die beiden Schurken mit dem Mädchen binnen einer Frist von wenigen Stunden aus dem möblierten Haus, das sie gemietet hatten, geflohen, nachdem sie zuvor ihrer Ansicht nach Rache geübt hatten an dem Mann, der ihnen getrotzt, wie auch an dem, der sie verraten hatte. 

Monate später erreichte uns aus Budapest ein merkwürdiger Zeitungsausschnitt. Er berichtete, wie Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.875
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zwei Engländer, die mit einer Frau gereist waren, ein tragisches Ende gefunden hatten. Sie waren beide erstochen worden, wie es scheint, und die ungarische Polizei war der Ansicht, sie hätten miteinander gestritten und sich gegenseitig tödliche Verletzungen beigebracht. Holmes jedoch, denke ich mir, ist anderer Auffassung und vertritt bis zum heutigen Tage die Meinung, es ließe sich, wenn man das griechische Mädchen fände, möglicherweise in Erfahrung bringen, wie das Unrecht an ihr und ihrem Bruder gerächt wurde. 
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Der Flottenvertrag

Der Juli, der unmittelbar auf meine Heirat folgte, bleibt mir in Erinnerung durch drei Fälle, bei denen ich das Privileg hatte, mit Sherlock Holmes zusammen zu sein und seine Methoden zu studieren. In meinen Aufzeichnungen finde ich sie unter den Titeln

›Das Abenteuer des zweiten Flecks‹, ›Das Abenteuer des Flottenvertrags‹ und ›Das Abenteuer des müden Kapitäns‹ niedergelegt. Im ersten freilich ging es um Belange von solcher Tragweite, und so viele der ersten Familien des Königreichs waren davon betroffen, daß eine Veröffentlichung auf viele Jahre hinaus un-möglich sein wird. Kein Fall indes, an dem Holmes je gearbeitet hat, illustriert den Wert seiner analytischen Methoden so deutlich oder hat die, die mit ihm zusammen waren, so tief beeindruckt. Ich bewahre immer noch eine fast wörtliche Niederschrift der Unterredung, in deren Verlauf er Monsieur Dubuque von der Pariser Polizei und Fritz von Waldbaum, dem be-rühmten Spezialisten aus Danzig, die beide ihre Energien auf Dinge verschwendet hatten, die sich als nebensächlich erwiesen, die wirklichen Tatsachen darlegte. Das neue Jahrhundert wird jedoch anbrechen müssen, ehe die Geschichte ruhigen Gewissens er-zählt werden kann. So gehe ich denn zum zweiten Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.877
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Fall auf meiner Liste über, der zu einem bestimmten Zeitpunkt ebenfalls von nationaler Bedeutung zu sein versprach und von verschiedenen Ereignissen gekennzeichnet war, die ihm einen ganz eigenen Charakter verleihen. 

Während meiner Schulzeit war ich eng mit einem Burschen namens Percy Phelps befreundet gewesen, der etwa mein Alter hatte, obgleich er zwei Klassen über mir war. Er war ein hochbegabter Junge und trug jeden Preis davon, den die Schule zu vergeben hatte, wobei er seine Großtaten mit dem Gewinn eines Stipendiums krönte, das ihn zur Fortsetzung seiner tri-umphalen Karriere nach Cambridge brachte. Er hatte, wie ich mich entsinne, überaus gute Verbindungen, und schon damals, als wir allesamt noch kleine Jungen waren, wußten wir, daß der Bruder seiner Mutter Lord Holdhurst, der große Politiker der Konservativen, war. Diese glänzende Verwandtschaft nützte ihm wenig in der Schule; es schien uns im Gegenteil pikant, ihn übers Spielfeld zu hetzen und ihm mit einem Wicket-Stump50 auf die Schienbeine zu schlagen. 

Doch das änderte sich, als er in die Welt hinaus trat. 

Ich hörte vage, daß seine Fähigkeiten und der Einfluß, über den er gebot, ihm eine gute Position im Foreign Office verschafft hatten, und dann entschwand er völlig meinem Gedächtnis, bis der folgende Brief seine Existenz in Erinnerung rief:
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Briarbrae, Woking. 

MEIN LIEBER WATSON – Ich habe keinen Zweifel, daß Sie sich an ›Kaulquappen‹-Phelps erinnern, der in der fünften Klasse war, als Sie noch die dritte besuchten. Möglicherweise haben Sie sogar gehört, daß ich dank dem Einfluß meines Onkels eine gute Stelle im Foreign Office erhielt und eine ehrenvolle Vertrauensstellung in-nehatte, bis ein schreckliches Unglück meine Karriere plötzlich zunichte machte. 

Es hat keinen Sinn, Ihnen die Einzelheiten dieses fürchterlichen Ereignisses zu schreiben. Für den Fall, daß Sie meiner Bitte nachkommen, werde ich Sie Ihnen wahrscheinlich ohnehin erzählen müssen. Ich bin gerade erst von einem neunwö-

chigen Gehirnfieber genesen und immer noch überaus schwach. Meinen Sie, Sie könnten Ihren Freund Mr. Holmes dazu bringen, mich hier zu besuchen? Ich hätte gern seine Meinung zu dem Fall, obgleich die Behörden mir versichern, daß nichts mehr getan werden kann. Versuchen Sie doch, ihn herzubringen, und zwar so bald wie möglich. Jede Minute erscheint wie eine Stunde, solange ich in dieser schrecklichen Ungewißheit lebe. Versichern Sie ihm, daß, wenn ich ihn nicht eher um Rat fragte, es nicht deshalb ge-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.879
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schah, weil ich seine Talente nicht zu würdigen wüßte, sondern weil ich bis jetzt von Sinnen war, seit der Schlag fiel. Nun bin ich wieder bei mir, obgleich ich aus Angst vor einem Rückfall nicht zu viel darüber nachzudenken wage. Ich bin immer noch so schwach, daß ich, wie Sie sehen, schreiben muß, indem ich diktiere. Versuchen Sie doch, ihn mit herzubringen. 

Ihr alter Schulfreund

PERCY PHELPS. 

Da war etwas, was mich anrührte, als ich diesen Brief las, etwas Bemitleidenswertes in dem wiederholten Flehen, Holmes mitzubringen. So bewegt war ich, daß ich es selbst dann versucht hätte, wenn es schwierig gewesen wäre; aber ich wußte natürlich, daß Holmes seine Kunst derart liebte, daß er so bereitwillig Hilfe leistete, wie sein Klient sie annehmen konnte. 

Meine Frau stimmte mit mir überein, daß kein Augenblick versäumt werden sollte, ihm die Sache vorzulegen, und so fand ich mich binnen einer Stunde nach der Frühstückszeit wieder einmal in den alten Räumen in der Baker Street. 

Holmes saß an seinem Seitentisch, bekleidet mit seinem Morgenrock und in eine chemische Untersuchung vertieft. Eine große, gebogene Retorte brodelte wild in der bläulichen Flamme eines Bunsenbrenners, Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.880
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und die destillierten Tropfen kondensierten in ein Zweiliter-Maß. Mein Freund blickte kaum auf, als ich eintrat, und da ich sah, daß seine Untersuchung von Wichtigkeit sein mußte, setzte ich mich in einen Lehnstuhl und wartete. Er stippte in diese oder jene Flasche, saugte mit seiner Glaspipette aus jeder ein paar Tropfen und brachte schließlich ein Reagenzglas mit einer Lösung zum Tisch hinüber. In der rechten Hand hielt er einen Streifen Lackmus-Papier. 

»Sie kommen in einer Krise, Watson«, sagte er. 

»Wenn dieses Papier blau bleibt, ist alles gut. Falls es rot wird, so bedeutet das ein Menschenleben.« Er stippte es in das Reagenzglas, und sofort rötete es sich zu einem dunklen, schmutzigen Karmesin. »Hm! 

Das dachte ich mir!« rief er. »Ich stehe Ihnen gleich zu Diensten, Watson. Sie finden Tabak im persischen Pantoffel.« Er setzte sich an seinen Schreibtisch und kritzelte verschiedene Telegramme herunter, die dem Hausburschen übergeben wurden. Dann warf er sich in den Sessel gegenüber und zog die Knie an, bis seine Finger seine langen, dünnen Schienbeine um-klammerten. 

»Ein ganz alltäglicher kleiner Mord«, sagte er. »Sie haben etwas Besseres, nehme ich an. Sie sind ja der Sturmvogel des Verbrechens, Watson. Was ist es?«

Ich reichte ihm den Brief, den er mit konzentrierte-ster Aufmerksamkeit las. 
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»Er verrät uns nicht sehr viel, nicht wahr?« bemerkte er, als er ihn mir zurückgab. 

»So gut wie nichts.«

»Und doch ist die Handschrift von Interesse.«

»Aber es ist nicht seine Handschrift.«

»Genau. Es ist die einer Frau.«

»Bestimmt die eines Mannes!« rief ich. 

»Nein, die einer Frau; und einer Frau von rarem Charakter. Sehen Sie, es ist schon etwas, zu Beginn einer Untersuchung zu wissen, daß der Klient in enger Verbindung zu jemandem steht, der außergewöhnlich ist, im Guten oder Schlechten. Mein Interesse an dem Fall ist bereits geweckt. Wenn Sie bereit sind, machen wir uns sogleich nach Woking auf und besuchen diesen Diplomaten, dessen Lage so übel ist, und die Dame, der er seine Briefe diktiert.«

Wir erreichten zum Glück in Waterloo einen frühen Zug, und in etwas weniger als einer Stunde fanden wir uns inmitten der Tannenwälder und des Heidekrauts von Woking. Briarbrae erwies sich als großes, freiste-hendes Haus auf einem ausgedehnten Grundstück, nur ein paar Minuten zu Fuß vom Bahnhof. Nachdem wir unsere Karten abgegeben hatten, wurden wir in einen elegant eingerichteten Salon geführt, wo sich nach wenigen Minuten ein recht stämmiger Mann zu uns gesellte, der uns mit großer Gastfreundlichkeit empfing. Sein Alter mag näher bei vierzig als bei dreißig Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.882
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gelegen haben, aber seine Wangen waren so rosig und seine Augen so munter, daß er immer noch den Eindruck eines rundlichen und schalkhaften Jungen vermittelte. 

»Ich bin so froh, daß Sie gekommen sind«, sagte er, indem er uns überschwenglich die Hand schüttelte. 

»Percy fragt schon den ganzen Vormittag nach Ihnen. 

Ach, der arme, alte Knabe, er klammert sich an jeden Strohhalm. Sein Vater und seine Mutter baten mich, Sie zu empfangen, denn die bloße Erwähnung des Themas ist ihnen sehr schmerzlich.«

»Wir haben bislang keine Einzelheiten erfahren«, bemerkte Holmes. »Wie ich sehe, sind Sie selbst kein Angehöriger der Familie.«

Unser Bekannter schaute überrascht, dann begann er mit einem Blick nach unten zu lachen. 

»Natürlich, Sie haben das ›J.H.‹-Monogramm auf meinem Medaillon gesehen«, sagte er. »Einen Moment lang habe ich gedacht, Sie hätten etwas besonders Scharfsinniges fertiggebracht. Joseph Harrison ist mein Name, und da Percy meine Schwester Annie heiraten wird, werde ich zumindest ein angeheirateter Verwandter sein. Sie finden meine Schwester in seinem Zimmer, denn sie hat ihn die letzten beiden Monate voller Hingabe gepflegt. Wir sollten vielleicht besser gleich hineingehen, denn ich weiß, wie ungeduldig er ist.«
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Das Gemach, in das wir geführt wurden, lag auf demselben Stockwerk wie der Salon. Es war teils als Wohn- und teils als Schlafraum eingerichtet, mit säuberlich arrangierten Blumen in allen Winkeln und Ek-ken. Ein junger Mann, sehr bleich und erschöpft, lag auf einem Sofa beim offenen Fenster, durch das der satte Duft des Gartens und die linde Sommerluft her-einwehten. Eine Frau saß neben ihm und erhob sich, als wir eintraten. 

»Soll ich gehen, Percy?« fragte sie. 

Er ergriff ihre Hand, um sie zurückzuhalten. »Wie geht es Ihnen, Watson?« sagte er herzlich. »Ich hätte Sie unter diesem Schnurrbart nie erkannt, und ich glaube wohl, Sie wären auch nicht bereit, auf mich zu schwören. Das, nehme ich an, ist Ihr berühmter Freund Sherlock Holmes?«

Ich stellte ihn mit ein paar Worten vor, und wir setzten uns beide. Der stämmige junge Mann hatte uns verlassen, aber seine Schwester blieb noch, die Hand in der des Leidenden. Sie war eine eindrucksvoll aussehende Frau, zwar nicht ganz ebenmäßig –

ein bißchen klein und fest –, aber mit einem wunderschönen, olivfarbenen Teint, großen, dunklen, italienischen Augen und einer Fülle tiefschwarzen Haars. 

Ihre kräftigen Farben ließen das weiße Gesicht ihres Gefährten im Kontrast um so erschöpfter und abgezehrter erscheinen. 
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»Ich will Ihre Zeit nicht vergeuden«, sagte er, indem er sich auf dem Sofa aufsetzte. »Ich werde mich ohne weitere Vorrede mitten in die Sache hineinstürzen. Ich war ein glücklicher und erfolgreicher Mann, Mr. Holmes, und im Begriff, mich zu verheiraten, als ein plötzliches und schreckliches Unglück alle meine Aussichten im Leben zunichte machte. 

Ich war, wie Ihnen Watson vielleicht erzählt hat, im Foreign Office, und dank dem Einfluß meines Onkels, Lord Holdhurst, stieg ich rasch in eine verant-wortungsvolle Position auf. Als mein Onkel Außenminister in der jetzigen Regierung wurde, übertrug er mir verschiedene vertrauliche Missionen, und da ich sie stets zu einem erfolgreichen Abschluß brachte, hatte er schließlich äußerstes Vertrauen in meine Fä-

higkeiten und meinen Takt. 

Vor beinahe zehn Wochen – um genauer zu sein, am 23. Mai – rief er mich in sein Privatkabinett, und nachdem er mich zu meiner guten Arbeit beglück-wünscht hatte, teilte er mir eine neue, vertrauliche Aufgabe mit, die ich ausführen sollte. 

›Dies‹, sagte er und nahm eine graue Papierrolle aus seinem Sekretär, ›ist das Original jenes Geheim-vertrages zwischen England und Italien, über den, wie ich bedauerlicherweise feststellen muß, schon einige Gerüchte in die öffentliche Presse gedrungen sind. Es ist ungeheuer wichtig, daß nichts weiter durchsickert. 
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Die französische oder russische Botschaft würde eine immense Summe bezahlen, um den Inhalt dieser Papiere zu erfahren. Sie würden meinen Sekretär nicht verlassen, wäre es nicht absolut unabdingbar, sie abschreiben zu lassen. Hast du einen Schreibtisch in deinem Büro?‹

›Ja, Sir.‹

›Dann nimm den Vertrag und schließ ihn darin ein. 

Ich werde Anweisung geben, daß du dableiben kannst, wenn die anderen gehen, so daß du ihn in aller Ruhe abschreiben kannst, ohne Angst, beobachtet zu werden. Wenn du fertig bist, schließe sowohl das Original als auch die Abschrift wieder im Schreibtisch ein und gib sie morgen früh mir persönlich wieder.‹

Ich nahm die Papiere und –«

»Verzeihen Sie einen Augenblick«, sagte Holmes; 

»waren Sie während dieses Gesprächs allein?«

»Völlig.«

»In einem großen Raum?«

»Dreißig Fuß im Quadrat.«

»In der Mitte?«

»Ja, ungefähr.«

»Und Sie sprachen leise?«

»Die Stimme meines Onkels ist stets auffallend leise. Ich sprach so gut wie überhaupt nicht.«

»Danke«, sagte Holmes und schloß die Augen; 

»bitte fahren Sie fort.«
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»Ich tat genau, was er angeordnet hatte, und wartete, bis die anderen Schreiber gegangen waren. Einer von ihnen in meinem Zimmer, Charles Gorot, hatte einen Arbeitsrückstand aufzuholen, und so ließ ich ihn da und ging zum Dinner aus. Als ich zurückkehrte, war er gegangen. Mir lag daran, meine Arbeit rasch zu erledigen, denn ich wußte, daß Joseph, der Mr. Harrison, den Sie gerade eben sahen, in der Stadt war und mit dem Elf-Uhr-Zug nach Woking fahren würde, und ich wollte ihn, wenn möglich, erreichen. 

Als ich dazu kam, den Vertrag durchzusehen, erkannte ich sofort, daß mein Onkel sich keiner Übertreibung schuldig gemacht hatte. Ohne in Einzelheiten zu gehen, darf ich sagen, daß er die Position Großbritanniens gegenüber der Tripelallianz51 definierte und die Politik andeutete, die unser Land für den Fall verfolgen würde, daß die französische Flotte im Mittelmeer ein völliges Übergewicht über die italienische erringen sollte. Die darin behandelten Fragen waren rein seestrategischer Natur. Darunter standen die Si-gnaturen der hohen Würdenträger, die ihn unterfertigt hatten. Ich überflog ihn und machte mich dann an meine Aufgabe, das Abschreiben. 

Es war ein langes Dokument, in französischer Sprache abgefaßt, und umfaßte sechsundzwanzig einzelne Artikel. Ich schrieb, so rasch ich konnte, aber um neun Uhr hatte ich erst neun Artikel geschafft, und Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.887
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es schien aussichtslos für mich zu versuchen, meinen Zug zu erreichen. Ich fühlte mich schläfrig und benommen, teils von meinem Dinner, teils von meinem langen Tagewerk. Eine Tasse Kaffee würde mir einen klaren Kopf machen. Es gibt einen Pförtner, der die ganze Nacht in einer kleinen Loge am Fuß der Treppe sitzt und die Gewohnheit hat, mit seiner Spirituslam-pe52 für alle Beamten, die vielleicht Überstunden machen, Kaffee zu bereiten. Ich läutete daher, um ihn zu rufen. 

Zu meiner Überraschung war es eine Frau, die auf das Läuten reagierte, eine große, grobgesichtige, ältere Frau in einer Schürze. Sie erklärte, sie sei die Frau des Pförtners, die das Reinemachen besorge, und ich bestellte meinen Kaffee bei ihr. 

Ich schrieb zwei weitere Artikel, und dann, da ich mich schläfriger denn je fühlte, stand ich auf und ging im Zimmer auf und ab, um mir die Beine zu vertreten. 

Mein Kaffee war noch nicht gekommen, und ich fragte mich, was wohl die Ursache der Verzögerung sein könnte. Ich öffnete die Tür und ging den Korridor entlang, um es festzustellen. Es gibt einen geraden, schwach beleuchteten Gang, der von dem Zimmer, in dem ich gearbeitet hatte, wegführt und dessen einzigen Ausgang bildet. Er endet in einer geschwungenen Treppe, an deren Fuß sich ein Gang mit der Pförtnerloge befindet. Auf halber Höhe dieser Treppe liegt ein Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes
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kleiner Treppenabsatz, auf den im rechten Winkel ein weiterer Gang stößt. Dieser führt über eine zweite kleine Treppe zu einer Seitentür, die von Dienstboten benutzt wird, aber auch von Schreibern, als Abkürzung, wenn sie von der Charles Street kommen. Hier ist eine grobe Skizze der Örtlichkeit.«

»Danke. Ich glaube, ich kann Ihnen recht gut folgen«, sagte Sherlock Holmes. 

»Es ist von äußerster Wichtigkeit, daß Sie diesen Umstand beachten. Ich ging die Treppe hinunter in die Eingangshalle, wo ich den Pförtner in seinem Ka-buff tief schlafend vorfand und der Kessel auf der Spirituslampe wild brodelte, denn das Wasser spritzte über den Boden. Ich hatte die Hand ausgestreckt und war im Begriff, den Mann zu schütteln, der immer noch selig schlief, als eine Klingel über seinem Kopf laut schrillte, und er aus dem Schlaf auffuhr. 

›Mr. Phelps, Sir!‹ sagte er, mich verwirrt anblik-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.889
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kend. 

›Ich bin heruntergekommen, um nachzusehen, ob mein Kaffee fertig ist.‹

›Ich hatte den Kessel aufgesetzt, als ich einschlief, Sir.‹ Er blickte mich an und dann nach oben auf die noch vibrierende Klingel, mit immer größer werdender Verwunderung im Gesicht. 

›Wenn Sie hier waren, Sir, wer hat dann die Klingel geläutet?‹ fragte er. 

›Die Klingel!‹ sagte ich. ›Was für eine Klingel ist das?‹

›Es ist die Klingel des Zimmers, in dem Sie gearbeitet haben.‹

Eine kalte Hand schien sich um mein Herz zu schließen. Also war jemand in dem Zimmer, in dem mein kostbarer Vertrag auf dem Tisch lag. Ich rannte wie rasend die Treppe hinauf und den Gang entlang. 

Es war niemand im Korridor, Mr. Holmes. Es war niemand im Zimmer. Alles war genau, wie ich es zu-rückgelassen hatte, außer daß die meiner Obhut anvertrauten Papiere von dem Schreibtisch genommen worden waren, wo sie gelegen hatten. Die Kopie war da, das Original verschwunden.«

Holmes setzte sich in seinem Stuhl auf und rieb sich die Hände. Ich konnte sehen, daß das Problem ganz nach seinem Herzen war. »Bitte, was taten Sie dann?« murmelte er. 
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»Ich erkannte augenblicklich, daß der Dieb über die Treppe von der Seitentür gekommen sein mußte. 

Natürlich hätte ich ihm begegnen müssen, wenn er den anderen Weg genommen hätte.«

»Sie waren überzeugt, daß er nicht die ganze Zeit im Zimmer hätte versteckt sein können, oder in dem Korridor, den Sie gerade als schwach beleuchtet bezeichnet haben?«

»Das ist vollkommen unmöglich. Weder im Zimmer noch im Korridor könnte sich auch nur eine Ratte verstecken. Es gibt überhaupt keine Deckung.«

»Danke. Bitte fahren Sie fort.«

»Der Pförtner, der an meinem bleichen Gesicht gesehen hatte, daß etwas zu befürchten stand, war mir nach oben gefolgt. Nun stürzten wir beide den Korridor entlang und die steile Treppe hinunter, die auf die Charles Street führt. Die Tür am Fuße war zu, aber nicht abgeschlossen. Wir rissen sie auf und stürzten nach draußen. Ich entsinne mich deutlich, daß eben dann von einer nahegelegenen Kirche drei Glocken-schläge kamen. Es war Viertel vor zehn.«

»Das ist von enormer Bedeutung«, sagte Holmes und machte sich auf seiner Hemdenmanschette eine Notiz. 

»Die Nacht war sehr dunkel, und ein dünner, warmer Regen fiel. Es war niemand in der Charles Street, aber in Whitehall herrschte, wie üblich, im höchsten Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.891
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Grade lebhafter Verkehr. Wir eilten den Bürgersteig entlang, barhäuptig, wie wir waren, und an der entfernten Ecke sahen wir einen Polizisten stehen. 

›Ein Raub ist begangen worden‹, keuchte ich. ›Ein Dokument von immensem Wert ist aus dem Foreign Office gestohlen worden. Ist hier jemand vorbeigekommen?‹

›Ich stehe hier seit einer Viertelstunde, Sir‹, sagte er; ›nur eine Person ist in dieser Zeit vorbeigekommen – eine Frau, groß und älter, mit einem gemuster-ten Wollschal.‹

›Ach, das ist bloß meine Frau‹, rief der Pförtner. 

›Ist niemand sonst vorbeigekommen?‹

›Niemand.‹

›Dann muß der Dieb in die andere Richtung gelaufen sein‹, rief der Mensch und zerrte an meinem Ärmel. 

Doch ich war nicht überzeugt, und die Versuche, die er anstellte, mich wegzuziehen, verstärkten meinen Verdacht. 

›In welche Richtung ging die Frau?‹ rief ich. 

›Ich weiß nicht, Sir. Ich sah sie vorbeigehen, aber ich hatte keinen besonderen Grund, sie im Auge zu behalten. Sie schien in Eile zu sein.‹

›Wie lange ist das her?‹

›Oh, nicht sehr viele Minuten.‹

›Innerhalb der letzten fünf?‹
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›Nun, mehr als fünf können es nicht sein.‹

›Sie vergeuden nur Ihre Zeit, Sir, und jede Minute ist jetzt kostbar‹, rief der Pförtner. ›Nehmen Sie mein Wort darauf, daß meine Alte nichts damit zu schaffen hat, und kommen Sie mit zum anderen Ende der Straße. Nun, wenn Sie nicht wollen, ich tu's‹, und damit rannte er weg in die andere Richtung. 

Aber ich war im Nu hinter ihm her und packte ihn am Ärmel. 

›Wo wohnen Sie?‹ sagte ich. 

›Ivy Lane Nr. 16, Brixton‹, antwortete er; ›aber lassen Sie sich nicht von einer falschen Fährte ablenken, Mr. Phelps. Kommen Sie mit zum anderen Ende der Straße, mal sehen, ob wir da etwas erfahren können.‹

Nichts war verloren, wenn ich seinem Rat folgte. 

Mit dem Polizisten eilten wir beide hin, doch nur um die Straße voller Verkehr und hin und herlaufender Leute zu finden, die nur allzu bedacht darauf waren, in einer so feuchten Nacht einen sicheren Ort zu erreichen. Es gab keinen Eckensteher, der uns sagen konnte, wer vorbeigekommen war. 

Dann kehrten wir ins Amt zurück und durchsuchten ohne Ergebnis die Treppen und den Gang. Der Korridor, der zum Zimmer führt, ist mit einer Art cremefarbenem Linoleum ausgelegt, das einen Abdruck sehr leicht zeigt. Wir untersuchten es sehr sorgfältig, fanden aber keinen Umriß irgendeiner Fußspur.«
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»Hatte es den ganzen Abend geregnet?«

»Seit etwa sieben.«

»Wie kommt es dann, daß die Frau, die etwa um neun ins Zimmer kam, mit ihren schmutzigen Schuhen keine Spuren hinterließ?«

»Ich freue mich, daß Sie die Frage anschneiden. Es fiel mir damals auch ein. Die Reinemachefrauen haben die Gewohnheit, in der Pförtnerloge die Schuhe aus- und Stoffpantoffeln anzuziehen.«

»Das ist ganz klar. Es gab also keine Spuren, obwohl die Nacht feucht war? Die Ereigniskette ist wirklich von außerordentlichem Interesse. Was taten Sie als nächstes?«

»Wir untersuchten auch das Zimmer. Es gab keine Möglichkeit einer Geheimtür, und die Fenster liegen gut dreißig Fuß über der Erde. Beide waren von innen verriegelt. Der Teppich schließt jede Möglichkeit einer Falltür aus, und die Decke ist von der gewöhnlichen, weißgekalkten Beschaffenheit. Ich würde mich mit meinem Leben dafür verbürgen, wer immer meine Papiere gestohlen hat, kann nur durch die Tür gekommen sein.«

»Wie steht es mit dem Kamin?«

»Keiner da. Es gibt einen Ofen. Die Klingelschnur hängt genau rechts von meinem Schreibtisch am Draht. Wer immer sie geläutet hat, muß dazu bis zu meinem Schreibtisch gekommen sein. Aber warum Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.894

Der Flottenvertrag

Doyle-WA Bd. 6, 243

sollte irgendein Verbrecher die Klingel läuten wollen? 

Es ist ein ganz unlösbares Rätsel.«

»Gewiß war der Vorfall ungewöhnlich. Worin bestanden Ihre nächsten Schritte? Sie untersuchten das Zimmer, nehme ich an, um festzustellen, ob der Eindringling irgendwelche Spuren hinterlassen hatte –

kein Zigarrenstummel, verlorener Handschuh, eine Haarnadel oder sonst eine Kleinigkeit?«

»Es gab nichts dergleichen.«

»Kein Geruch?«

»Nun, daran dachten wir gar nicht.«

»Ah, Tabakduft wäre für uns eine ganze Menge wert gewesen bei einer solchen Untersuchung.«

»Ich selbst rauche nie, deshalb glaube ich, ich hätte es bemerkt, wenn da irgendein Tabakgeruch gewesen wäre. Es gab absolut keinerlei Hinweis. Die einzige greifbare Tatsache ist, daß die Frau des Pförtners –

Mrs. Tangey war der Name – aus dem Haus geeilt war. Er konnte keine Erklärung dafür liefern, außer daß es etwa die Zeit gewesen sei, zu der die Frau immer nach Hause ginge. Der Polizist und ich kamen überein, daß wir am besten die Frau ergreifen sollten, bevor sie sich der Papiere entledigen konnte, vorausgesetzt, sie hatte sie. 

Der Alarm hatte mittlerweile Scotland Yard erreicht, und Mr. Forbes, der Detektiv, fand sich sogleich ein und übernahm mit großer Energie den Fall. 
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Wir mieteten einen Hansom und waren in einer halben Stunde bei der Adresse, die man uns genannt hatte. Eine junge Frau, die sich als Mrs. Tangeys älteste Tochter erwies, öffnete die Tür. Ihre Mutter war noch nicht zurückgekehrt, und wir wurden ins vordere Zimmer geführt, um zu warten. 

Etwa zehn Minuten später klopfte es an die Tür, und da machten wir den einzigen ernsten Fehler, den ich mir vorwerfe. Anstatt die Tür selbst zu öffnen, erlaubten wir dem Mädchen, es zu tun. Wir hörten sie sagen, ›Mutter, da sind zwei Männer im Haus, die dich sehen wollen‹, und einen Moment später hörten wir das Trappeln von Füßen, die durch den Flur eilten. Forbes riß die Tür auf, und wir beide rannten in das Hinterzimmer oder die Küche, aber die Frau hatte sie vor uns erreicht. Sie starrte uns aus trotzigen Augen an, dann plötzlich, als sie mich erkannte, trat ein Ausdruck völliger Verwunderung in ihr Gesicht. 

›Nanu, das ist ja Mr. Phelps vom Amt!‹ rief sie. 

›Na, na, für wen hielten Sie uns denn, als Sie vor uns davonliefen?‹ fragte mein Begleiter. 

›Ich dachte, Sie seien die Pfänder‹, sagte sie. ›Wir hatten einigen Ärger mit einem Krämer.‹

›Das ist nicht überzeugend genug‹, antwortete Forbes. ›Wir haben Grund zu der Annahme, daß Sie ein wichtiges Papier aus dem Foreign Office an sich genommen haben und daß Sie hier hinein rannten, um es Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.896
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beiseite zu schaffen. Sie müssen mit uns zu Scotland Yard kommen, wo sie durchsucht werden.‹

Vergeblich begehrte sie auf und sträubte sich. Eine Kutsche wurde geholt, und wir fuhren zu dritt darin zurück. Wir hatten zuvor eine Untersuchung der Küche, und besonders des Küchenkamins, vorgenommen, um festzustellen, ob sie die Papiere in dem Augenblick, da sie allein war, hätte beseitigen können. 

Es gab jedoch keine Spuren von Asche oder Papierfetzen. Als wir bei Scotland Yard eintrafen, wurde sie sogleich der Visitatorin übergeben. Ich wartete in quälender Spannung, bis sie wiederkam und berichtete. Von den Papieren keine Spur. 

Da überkam mich zum ersten Mal mit voller Wucht das Entsetzliche meiner Situation. Bis jetzt hatte ich gehandelt, und das Handeln hatte das Denken betäubt. Ich war so zuversichtlich gewesen, den Vertrag sofort wiederbeschaffen zu können, daß ich an die Konsequenzen des Mißlingens gar nicht zu denken gewagt hatte. Doch jetzt war nichts mehr auszurichten, und ich hatte Muße, mir meine Lage klarzumachen. Es war schrecklich! Watson hier könnte Ihnen erzählen, daß ich in der Schule ein nervöser, sensibler Junge war. Das ist nun mal meine Veranlagung. Ich dachte an meinen Onkel und seine Kollegen im Kabinett, an die Schande, die ich über ihn, über mich, über jeden, der mir verbunden war, gebracht Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.897
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hatte. Was machte das schon aus, daß ich das Opfer eines unglücklichen Zufalls geworden war? Wo diplomatische Interessen auf dem Spiele stehen, sind Zufäl-le nicht tragbar. Ich war ruiniert; schimpflich, hoffnungslos ruiniert. Ich weiß nicht, was ich tat. Ich glaube, ich muß eine Szene gemacht haben. Ich habe eine vage Erinnerung an eine Gruppe von Beamten, die sich um mich scharten und mich zu beruhigen versuchten. Einer von ihnen brachte mich zur Waterloo Station auf den Zug nach Woking. Ich glaube, er hätte mich bis nach Hause gebracht, wäre nicht Dr. Ferrier, der in meiner Nähe wohnt, mit eben diesem Zug gefahren. Der Doktor nahm mich gütigst in seine Obhut, und er tat gut daran, denn ich erlitt auf dem Bahnhof einen Anfall, und als wir zu Hause ankamen, war ich praktisch ein delirierender Irrer. 

Sie können sich vorstellen, was hier los war, als sie durch des Doktors Klingeln aus den Betten gerissen wurden und mich in diesem Zustand fanden. Der armen Annie hier und meiner Mutter brach es das Herz. Dr. Ferrier hatte auf dem Bahnhof von dem Detektiv gerade genug erfahren, um eine Ahnung von dem geben zu können, was vorgefallen war, und seine Geschichte machte es nicht besser. Es war allen klar, daß ich lange krank sein würde, und Joseph wurde ohne viel Federlesens aus diesem freundlichen Schlafzimmer ausquartiert, wo ein Krankenzimmer für mich Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.898
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eingerichtet wurde. Hier, Mr. Holmes, habe ich über neun Wochen gelegen, besinnungslos und im Gehirnfieber delirierend. Ohne Miss Harrison und ohne die Obhut des Arztes würde ich jetzt nicht mit Ihnen sprechen. Sie hat mich tagsüber gepflegt, und eine eingestellte Schwester hat des Nachts nach mir gesehen, denn in meinen Wahnsinnsanfällen war ich zu allem fähig. Langsam ist mein Verstand wieder klar geworden, aber erst während der letzten drei Tage ist mein Gedächtnis ganz zurückgekehrt. Manchmal wünsche ich, das wäre nicht der Fall gewesen. Das erste, was ich tat, war, an Mr. Forbes zu telegraphieren, in dessen Händen der Fall lag. Er kam hierher und versicherte mir, daß, wiewohl man alles getan hat, nicht die Spur eines Hinweises entdeckt worden ist. Der Pförtner und seine Frau sind in jeder Beziehung unter die Lupe genommen worden, ohne daß die Sache sich erhellt hätte. Der Verdacht der Polizei richtete sich sodann auf den jungen Gorot, der, wie Sie sich vielleicht entsinnen, an jenem Abend im Büro Überstunden machte. Sein Zurückbleiben und sein französischer Name waren wirklich die beiden einzigen Umstände, die Verdacht erwecken könnten; aber tatsächlich begann ich erst mit der Arbeit, als er gegangen war, und seine Familie ist zwar hugenotti-scher Abstammung, aber nach Sympathie und Tradition so englisch wie Sie und ich. Nichts wurde ent-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.899

Der Flottenvertrag

Doyle-WA Bd. 6, 247

deckt, was ihn in irgendeiner Hinsicht belastet hätte, und man ließ die Sache fallen. Ich wende mich an Sie, Mr. Holmes, als meine absolut letzte Hoffnung. Wenn Sie mich im Stich lassen, dann ist sowohl meine Ehre als auch meine Position auf immer verwirkt.«

Erschöpft von dieser langen Schilderung sank der Kranke in seine Kissen zurück, während ihm seine Pflegerin ein Anregungsmittel in ein Glas goß. Holmes saß schweigend da, den Kopf zurückgeworfen und die Augen geschlossen, in einer Haltung, die einem Uneingeweihten teilnahmslos erscheinen mochte, mir jedoch verriet, daß er völlig absorbiert war. 

»Ihre Darstellung war so ausführlich«, sagte er endlich, »daß mir wirklich sehr wenige Fragen zu stellen bleiben. Es gibt jedoch eine von äußerster Wichtigkeit. Haben Sie irgend jemandem erzählt, daß Sie diese besondere Aufgabe zu erledigen hatten?«

»Niemandem.«

»Auch nicht Miss Harrison hier, zum Beispiel?«

»Nein. Ich bin zwischen dem Erhalten des Auftrags und seiner Ausführung nicht in Woking gewesen.«

»Und niemand von Ihrer Familie hat Sie zufällig besucht?«

»Niemand.«

»Kannte sich jemand von ihnen aus im Amt?«

»O ja; alle waren darin herumgeführt worden.«

»Nichtsdestoweniger sind diese Fragen natürlich ir-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.900
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relevant, wenn sie niemandem etwas von dem Vertrag gesagt haben.«

»Ich habe nichts gesagt.«

»Wissen Sie irgendetwas von dem Pförtner?«

»Nichts, außer daß er ein ehemaliger Soldat ist.«

»Welches Regiment?«

»Oh, ich habe gehört – die Coldstream Guards.«

»Danke. Ich habe keinen Zweifel, daß ich von Forbes Einzelheiten erfahren kann. Die Behörden sind ausgezeichnet im Zusammentragen von Tatsachen, obwohl sie sie nicht immer mit Gewinn verwenden. 

Wie wunderbar doch so eine Rose ist!«

Er ging an der Couch vorbei zum offenen Fenster und hielt den herabhängenden Stiel einer Moosrose hoch, auf die zarte Mischung von Karmesin und Grün herabschauend. Das war ein neuer Charakterzug für mich, denn ich hatte ihn nie zuvor Interesse für die Dinge der Natur bekunden sehen. 

»Es gibt nichts, wo Deduktion so zwingend ist, wie in der Religion«, sagte er, sich mit dem Rücken an die Läden lehnend. »Sie kann vom logisch Denkenden wie eine exakte Wissenschaft aufgebaut werden. Unsere höchste Gewißheit für die Güte der Vorsehung scheint mir in den Blumen zu liegen. Alles andere, unsere Fähigkeiten, unsere Begierden, unsere Nahrung, sind von erster Notwendigkeit für unsere Existenz. Aber diese Rose ist eine Dreingabe. Ihr Duft Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.901
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und ihre Farbe sind eine Verschönerung des Lebens, keine Voraussetzung dafür. Nur die Güte schenkt Dreingaben, und so sage ich noch einmal, daß wir von den Blumen viel zu erhoffen haben.«

Percy Phelps und seine Pflegerin sahen Holmes während dieser Darlegung an, und ihre Überraschung und beträchtliche Enttäuschung stand ihnen ins Gesicht geschrieben. Er war mit der Moosrose zwischen den Fingern in Träumereien versunken. Sie hatten einige Minuten angedauert, ehe die junge Dame sie unterbrach. 

»Sehen Sie irgendeine Aussicht, dieses Rätsel zu lösen, Mr. Holmes?« fragte sie mit einem Anflug von Strenge in der Stimme. 

»Oh, das Rätsel!« antwortete er, mit einem Ruck in die Realitäten des Lebens zurückkehrend. »Nun ja, es wäre absurd zu leugnen, daß der Fall ein sehr abstruser und komplizierter ist; aber ich kann Ihnen versprechen, daß ich mir die Sache genauer ansehen und Ihnen alles mitteilen werde, was mir irgendwie auffällt.«

»Sehen Sie irgendeinen Anhaltspunkt?«

»Sie haben mir sieben geliefert, aber natürlich muß ich sie prüfen, bevor ich mich zu ihrem Wert äußern kann.«

»Verdächtigen Sie jemanden?«

»Ich verdächtige mich selbst –«

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.902
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»Was?«

»Zu rasch zu Schlüssen zu gelangen.«

»Dann fahren Sie nach London und überprüfen Sie Ihre Schlüsse.«

»Ihr Rat ist ganz ausgezeichnet, Miss Harrison«, sagte Holmes, indem er sich erhob. »Ich glaube, Watson, wir können nichts Besseres tun. Machen Sie sich ja keine falschen Hoffnungen, Mr. Phelps. Die Affaire ist sehr verwickelt.«

»Ich werde fiebern, bis Sie wiederkommen«, rief der Diplomat. 

»Nun, ich werde morgen wieder den gleichen Zug nehmen, obwohl es mehr als wahrscheinlich ist, daß mein Bericht negativ sein wird.«

»Gott segne Sie für das Versprechen, wiederzukommen«, rief unser Klient. »Es gibt mir neuen Le-bensmut zu wissen, daß etwas getan wird. Übrigens, ich habe einen Brief von Lord Holdhurst bekommen.«

»Ha! Was hat er gesagt?«

»Er war frostig, aber nicht schroff. Meine schwere Krankheit hielt ihn wohl davon ab. Er wiederholte, daß die Angelegenheit von äußerster Wichtigkeit sei, und fügte hinzu, daß wegen meiner Zukunft keine Schritte – womit er natürlich meine Entlassung meint – unternommen würden, bis meine Gesundheit wiederhergestellt sei und ich Gelegenheit habe, mein Mißgeschick wiedergutzumachen.«
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»Nun, das war vernünftig und besonnen«, sagte Holmes. »Kommen Sie, Watson, denn wir haben in der Stadt ein gutes Stück Arbeit vor uns.«

Mr. Joseph Harrison fuhr uns zum Bahnhof, und bald sausten wir in einem Portsmouth-Zug stadtwärts. 

Holmes war tief in Gedanken versunken und machte kaum den Mund auf, bis wir Clapham Junction passiert hatten. 

»Es ist sehr anregend, in London einzufahren auf einer der Linien, die so weit oben verlaufen, daß man auf die Häuser herabschauen kann.«

Ich dachte, er scherze, denn der Ausblick war ausgesprochen düster und schmutzig, doch Holmes er-klärte sich sogleich. 

»Sehen Sie sich diese großen, verstreuten Gruppen von Gebäuden an, die sich über die Schieferdächer erheben wie Ziegelstein-Inseln in einer bleiernen See.«

»Die Elementarschulen.«

»Leuchttürme, mein Lieber! Signalfeuer der Zukunft! Kapseln, und in jeder hunderte von lichten, kleinen Samen, aus denen das weisere, bessere England der Zukunft entspringen wird. Ich nehme an, dieser Phelps trinkt nicht?«

»Das glaube ich eher nicht.«

»Ich auch nicht. Aber wir müssen jede Möglichkeit in Betracht ziehen. Dem armen Teufel steht das Wasser ja bis zum Halse, und es ist die Frage, ob wir ihn Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.904
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je werden an Land ziehen können. Was halten Sie von Miss Harrison?«

»Ein Mädchen von starkem Charakter.«

»Ja, aber sie ist ein guter Mensch, wenn ich mich nicht irre. Sie und ihr Bruder sind die einzigen Kinder eines Eisenhüttenbesitzers irgendwo in Northumberland. Phelps hat sich mit ihr verlobt, als er letzten Winter auf Reisen war, und sie kam mit ihrem Bruder als Begleitperson herunter, um seiner Familie vorgestellt zu werden. Dann hat es gekracht, und sie ist geblieben, um ihren Liebsten zu pflegen, während Bruder Joseph, da er's hübsch behaglich fand, gleichfalls blieb. Ich habe vereinzelte Nachforschungen angestellt, wie Sie sehen. Aber der heutige Tag muß den Nachforschungen gewidmet sein.«

»Meine Praxis –« begann ich. 

»Oh, wenn Sie Ihre eigenen Fälle interessanter finden als meinen –« sagte Holmes mit einer gewissen Schärfe. 

»Ich wollte sagen, daß meine Praxis ein, zwei Tage sehr gut ohne mich auskommen kann, da es die ruhigste Zeit des Jahres ist.«

»Ausgezeichnet«, sagte er, wieder bei guter Laune, 

»dann werden wir uns gemeinsam mit der Sache befassen. Ich denke, wir sollten zunächst einmal Forbes aufsuchen. Er kann uns wahrscheinlich alle nötigen Einzelheiten berichten, damit wir wissen, von welcher Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.905
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Seite man an den Fall herangehen muß.«

»Sie sagten, Sie hätten einen Anhaltspunkt.«

»Nun, wir haben mehrere, aber wir können ihren Wert nur durch weitere Nachforschungen überprüfen. 

Das am schwierigsten zu verfolgende Verbrechen ist das zwecklose. Nun ist dieses aber nicht zwecklos. 

Wer profitiert davon? Da ist der französische Gesandte, da ist der russische, da ist, wer immer es an einen der beiden verkaufen mag, und da ist Lord Holdhurst.«

»Lord Holdhurst!«

»Nun, es ist durchaus vorstellbar, daß ein Staatsmann sich in einer Lage befinden könnte, in der er die zufällige Vernichtung eines solchen Dokuments nicht bedauern würde.«

»Nicht ein Staatsmann mit dem ehrenvollen Ruf von Lord Holdhurst.«

»Es ist eine Möglichkeit, und wir können es uns nicht leisten, sie außer acht zu lassen. Wir werden den edlen Lord heute aufsuchen und feststellen, ob er uns etwas sagen kann. Unterdessen habe ich schon Nachforschungen in Gang gebracht.«

»Schon?«

»Ja, ich habe vom Bahnhof Woking Telegramme an alle Abendzeitungen in London aufgegeben. Diese Annonce wird in jeder erscheinen.«

Er reichte mir ein aus seinem Notizbuch gerissenes Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.906
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Blatt. Darauf war mit Bleistift gekritzelt:

»£ 10 Belohnung. – Die Nummer der Droschke, die um Viertel vor zehn am Abend des 23. Mai an oder in der Nähe der Tür zum Foreign Office in der Charles Street einen Fahrgast absetzte. Antworten an Baker Street 221 B.«

»Sie sind überzeugt, daß der Dieb in einer Droschke kam?«

»Wenn nicht, schadet es auch nicht. Aber wenn Mr. Phelps mit seiner Feststellung recht hat, daß es weder im Zimmer noch auf den Korridoren ein Versteck gibt, dann muß die Person von draußen gekommen sein. Wenn sie an einem so regnerischen Abend von draußen kam und trotzdem keine Spur von Feuchtigkeit auf dem Linoleum hinterließ, das binnen weniger Minuten, nachdem sie darübergelaufen war, untersucht wurde, dann ist es überaus wahrscheinlich, daß sie in einer Droschke kam. Ja, ich glaube, wir dürfen ruhig eine Droschke deduzieren.«

»Es hört sich plausibel an.«

»Das ist einer der Anhaltspunkte, von denen ich sprach. Er mag uns zu etwas führen. Und dann ist da natürlich die Klingel – die das auffälligste Merkmal des Falles ist. Warum sollte die Klingel läuten? War es der Dieb, der es aus lauter Übermut getan hat? 

Oder war es jemand, der mit dem Dieb zusammen war und es tat, um das Verbrechen zu verhindern? Oder Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.907
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war es –?« Er versank wieder in den Zustand intensiven und stillen Nachdenkens, aber es schien mir, der ich mit jeder seiner Stimmungen vertraut war, als hätte ihm plötzlich eine neue Möglichkeit gedämmert. 

Es war zwanzig nach drei, als wir unseren Bestim-mungsbahnhof erreichten, und nach einem hastigen Imbiß am Buffet eilten wir sofort zu Scotland Yard weiter. Holmes hatte bereits an Forbes telegraphiert, der uns nun erwartete: ein kleiner, füchsischer Mann mit aufgewecktem, doch keineswegs liebenswürdigem Gesicht. Er war uns gegenüber entschieden frostig, besonders als er von unserem Anliegen hörte. 

»Ich habe schon von Ihren Methoden gehört, Mr. 

Holmes«, sagte er schroff. »Sie sind nur zu bereit, alle Informationen, die die Polizei Ihnen zur Verfügung stellen kann, zu verwenden, und dann versuchen Sie, den Fall selbst abzuschließen und uns in Mißkredit zu bringen.«

»Im Gegenteil«, sagte Holmes; »bei meinen letzten dreiundfünfzig Fällen ist mein Name nur in vieren aufgetaucht, und neunundvierzig wurden der Polizei als Verdienst angerechnet. Ich werfe Ihnen nicht vor, daß Sie das nicht wissen, denn Sie sind jung und unerfahren; aber wenn Sie weiterkommen wollen in Ihrem neuen Beruf, dann arbeiten Sie mit mir, und nicht gegen mich.«

»Ich wäre dankbar für den einen oder anderen Hin-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.908
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weis«, sagte der Detektiv, sein Verhalten ändernd. 

»Mit diesem Fall habe ich mir bislang bestimmt noch keine Verdienste erworben.«

»Welche Schritte haben Sie unternommen?«

»Tangey, der Pförtner, ist beschattet worden. Er schied mit gutem Leumund bei den Guards aus, und wir können nichts gegen ihn finden. Seine Frau ist freilich eine üble Person. Ich glaube, sie weiß mehr darüber, als es den Anschein hat.«

»Haben Sie sie beschattet?«

»Wir haben eine unserer Frauen auf sie angesetzt. 

Mrs. Tangey trinkt, und unsere Frau war zweimal bei ihr, als sie reichlich beschwipst war, aber sie konnte nichts aus ihr herausbekommen.«

»Ich hörte, sie haben Pfänder im Hause gehabt?«

»Ja, aber die wurden ausbezahlt.«

»Woher kam das Geld?«

»Das hatte seine Ordnung. Seine Pension war fällig; es hat keinerlei Anzeichen für plötzlichen Wohlstand gegeben.«

»Welche Erklärung hat sie dafür gegeben, daß sie gekommen ist, als Mr. Phelps nach seinem Kaffee ge-läutet hat?«

»Sie sagte, ihr Gatte sei müde gewesen und sie habe ihn entlasten wollen.«

»Nun, das würde gewiß dazu passen, daß man ihn ein wenig später auf seinem Stuhle schlafend vorfand. 
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Es spricht nichts gegen die beiden, außer dem Charakter der Frau. Haben Sie sie gefragt, warum sie an jenem Abend wegeilte? Ihre Hast hat die Aufmerksamkeit des Polizei-Konstablers erregt.«

»Sie sei später dran gewesen als üblich und habe nach Hause kommen wollen.«

»Haben Sie sie darauf hingewiesen, daß Sie und Mr. Phelps, die Sie mindestens zwanzig Minuten nach ihr aufbrachen, vor ihr dort ankamen?«

»Sie erklärt das mit dem Unterschied zwischen einem Bus und einem Hansom.«

»Hat sie klargemacht, warum sie, als sie zu Hause ankam, nach hinten in die Küche lief?«

»Weil sie dort das Geld gehabt habe, um die Pfänder auszubezahlen.«

»Zumindest hat sie auf alles eine Antwort. Haben Sie sie gefragt, ob sie beim Weggehen in der Charles Street jemandem begegnete oder jemanden herumlungern sah?«

»Sie habe niemanden gesehen außer dem Konstabler.«

»Nun, Sie scheinen sie recht gründlich ins Kreuzverhör genommen zu haben. Was haben Sie außerdem unternommen?«

»Der Schreiber, Gorot, ist die ganzen neun Wochen beschattet worden, doch ohne Resultat. Wir haben nichts gegen ihn vorzubringen.«

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.910
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»Sonst noch etwas?«

»Nun, wir haben nichts weiter in der Hand – keinerlei Anhaltspunkte irgendwelcher Art.«

»Haben Sie sich irgendeine Theorie darüber gebildet, wie diese Klingel läutete?«

»Nun, ich muß zugeben, daß mir das zu hoch ist. 

Es war ein kaltblütiger Bursche, wer immer es war, herzugehen und so Alarm zu schlagen.«

»Ja, es war merkwürdig, so etwas zu tun. Haben Sie vielen Dank für das, was Sie uns erzählt haben. 

Wenn ich Ihnen den Mann in die Hände liefern kann, werden Sie von mir hören. Kommen Sie, Watson!«

»Wohin gehen wir jetzt?« fragte ich, als wir das Büro verließen. 

»Jetzt werden wir Lord Holdhurst befragen, den Kabinetts-Minister und künftigen Premier von England.«

Wir hatten das Glück, festzustellen, daß Lord Holdhurst sich noch in seinen Räumen in der Downing Street aufhielt, und als Holmes seine Karte abgab, wurden wir sogleich vorgelassen. Der Staatsmann empfing uns mit jener altväterischen Höflichkeit, die ihn auszeichnet, und ließ uns in den zwei luxuriösen Sesseln zu beiden Seiten des Kamins Platz nehmen. Auf dem kleinen Teppich zwischen uns stehend schien er mit seiner schlanken, hochgewachsenen Gestalt, seinem scharfgeschnittenen, gedanken-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.911
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vollen Gesicht und seinem vorzeitig graumelierten, gelockten Haar jenen nicht allzu häufigen Typus zu verkörpern, einen Edelmann, der wirklich edel ist. 

»Ihr Name ist mir wohlvertraut, Mr. Holmes«, sagte er lächelnd. »Und natürlich kann ich nicht so tun, als wüßte ich nicht, was der Zweck ihres Besuches sein mag. Es hat nur ein Ereignis in diesen Amtsräumen gegeben, das Ihre Aufmerksamkeit er-heischen könnte. In wessen Interesse handeln Sie, wenn ich fragen darf?«

»In dem von Mr. Percy Phelps«, antwortete Holmes. 

»Ah, mein unglücklicher Neffe! Sie können verstehen, daß unsere Verwandtschaft es mir noch unmöglicher macht, ihn in irgendeiner Weise zu decken. Ich fürchte, der Vorfall wird zwangsläufig einen sehr nachteiligen Effekt auf seine Karriere haben.«

»Und wenn das Dokument gefunden wird?«

»Ah, das wäre natürlich etwas anderes.«

»Ich hätte ein, zwei Fragen, die ich Ihnen gern stellen würde, Lord Holdhurst.«

»Ich werde mich glücklich schätzen, Ihnen jede Auskunft zu geben, die in meiner Macht steht.«

»War es dieser Raum, in dem Sie Ihre Anweisungen bezüglich der Abschrift des Dokuments erteilten?«

»Ja.«

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.912
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»Dann konnten Sie wohl kaum belauscht werden?«

»Das steht außer Frage.«

»Haben Sie je irgend jemandem gegenüber er-wähnt, daß Sie die Absicht hatten, den Vertrag aus der Hand zu geben, um ihn abschreiben zu lassen?«

»Niemals.«

»Sie sind dessen sicher?«

»Absolut.«

»Nun, da Sie nichts gesagt haben und Mr. Phelps nichts gesagt hat und niemand sonst etwas von der Sache wußte, war die Anwesenheit des Diebes im Zimmer rein zufällig. Er sah seine Gelegenheit und ergriff sie.«

Der Staatsmann lächelte. »Das schlägt nicht in mein Fach«, sagte er. 

Holmes überlegte einen Moment. »Es gibt noch einen weiteren, sehr wichtigen Punkt, den ich mit Ihnen besprechen möchte«, sagte er. »Sie befürchteten, wie ich hörte, daß sich sehr schwerwiegende Folgen ergeben könnten, wenn die Einzelheiten dieses Vertrags bekannt würden?«

Ein Schatten huschte über das ausdrucksvolle Gesicht des Staatsmannes. »Sehr schwerwiegende Folgen, in der Tat.«

»Und sind sie eingetreten?«

»Noch nicht.«

»Wenn der Vertrag, sagen wir, das französische Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.913
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oder russische Außenministerium erreicht hätte, dann würden Sie erwarten, davon zu hören?«

»Jawohl«, sagte Lord Holdhurst mit schiefem Gesicht. 

»Da also beinahe zehn Wochen verstrichen sind und man nichts gehört hat, ist es nicht unbillig, anzunehmen, daß der Vertrag sie aus irgendeinem Grunde nicht erreicht hat?«

Lord Holdhurst zuckte die Achseln. 

»Wir können kaum erwarten, Mr. Holmes, daß der Dieb den Vertrag an sich genommen hat, um ihn zu rahmen und aufzuhängen.«

»Vielleicht wartet er auf einen besseren Preis?«

»Wenn er noch ein wenig länger wartet, wird er überhaupt keinen Preis erzielen. Der Vertrag wird in ein paar Monaten kein Geheimnis mehr sein.«

»Das ist höchst bedeutsam«, sagte Holmes. »Na-türlich ist nicht auszuschließen, daß der Dieb eine plötzliche Krankheit erlitten hat –«

»Einen Anfall von Gehirnfieber, beispielsweise?«

fragte der Staatsmann und warf ihm einen raschen Blick zu. 

»Das habe ich nicht gesagt«, meinte Holmes gelassen. »Und nun, Lord Holdhurst, haben wir Ihre wertvolle Zeit schon zu lange in Anspruch genommen und werden Ihnen einen guten Tag wünschen.«

»Viel Erfolg bei Ihren Nachforschungen, sei der Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.914
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Verbrecher, wer er wolle«, antwortete der Staatsmann, als er uns mit einer Verbeugung hinausgeleite-te. 

»Er ist ein feiner Mensch«, sagte Holmes, als wir auf Whitehall hinaustraten. »Aber er hat Mühe, seine Position zu halten. Er ist alles andere als reich und hat viele Verpflichtungen. Sie haben natürlich bemerkt, daß seine Schuhe neu besohlt waren? Nun, Watson, werde ich Sie nicht länger von Ihrer legitimen Arbeit abhalten. Ich werde heute nichts mehr unternehmen, bis ich eine Antwort auf meine Droschken-Annonce erhalten habe. Aber ich wäre Ihnen äußerst verbunden, wenn Sie morgen mit dem gleichen Zug, den wir heute genommen haben, mit mir nach Woking kämen.«

Ich traf ihn demgemäß am nächsten Morgen, und wir fuhren gemeinsam nach Woking. Er habe keine Antwort auf seine Annonce erhalten, sagte er, und es sei kein neues Licht auf den Fall geworfen worden. 

Wenn er es wollte, hatte sein Gesicht die völlige Reglosigkeit eines Indianers, und ich konnte seinem Ausdruck nicht entnehmen, ob er mit dem Stand eines Falles zufrieden war oder nicht. Seine Konversation, so entsinne ich mich, drehte sich um das Maßsystem von Bertillon53, und er gab seiner enthusiastischen Bewunderung für den französischen Gelehrten Ausdruck. 
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Wir fanden unseren Klienten immer noch in der Obhut seiner aufopferungsvollen Pflegerin, doch erheblich besser aussehend als zuvor. Er erhob sich vom Sofa und begrüßte uns ohne Mühe, als wir eintraten. 

»Irgendwelche Neuigkeiten?« fragte er gespannt. 

»Mein Bericht ist, wie ich erwartete, ein negativer«, sagte Holmes. »Ich habe Forbes aufgesucht, und ich habe Ihren Onkel aufgesucht, und ich habe die eine oder andere Reihe von Nachforschungen in Gang gesetzt, die vielleicht zu etwas führen.«

»Sie haben also die Hoffnung nicht aufgegeben?«

»Keineswegs.«

»Gott segne Sie für Ihre Worte!« rief Miss Harrison. »Wenn wir unseren Mut und unsere Geduld bewahren, muß die Wahrheit ans Licht kommen.«

»Wir haben Ihnen mehr zu erzählen als Sie uns«, sagte Phelps und setzte sich wieder auf die Couch. 

»Ich hoffte, Sie würden etwas haben.«

»Ja, wir haben in der Nacht ein Abenteuer erlebt, und zwar eines, das gefährlich hätte ausgehen können.« Seine Miene wurde sehr ernst, während er sprach, und ein Ausdruck von so etwas wie Furcht trat plötzlich in seine Augen. »Wissen Sie«, sagte er, 

»daß ich allmählich glaube, daß ich unwissentlich Mittelpunkt irgendeiner ungeheuerlichen Verschwö-
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Ehre abgesehen hat?«

»Ah!« rief Holmes. 

»Es klingt unglaublich, denn ich habe, soweit ich weiß, keinen Feind auf der Welt. Doch nach dem Erlebnis vergangene Nacht kann ich zu keinem anderen Schluß kommen.«

»Bitte lassen Sie hören.«

»Sie müssen wissen, daß letzte Nacht die allererste Nacht war, in der ich ohne Pflegerin im Zimmer schlief. Ich fühlte mich so viel besser, daß ich dachte, ich könnte ohne sie auskommen. Ich hatte jedoch ein Nachtlicht brennen. Nun denn, ungefähr um zwei Uhr morgens war ich in einen leichten Schlaf gesunken, als ich plötzlich von einem leisen Laut geweckt wurde. Es war wie das Geräusch, das eine Maus macht, wenn sie an einer Diele nagt, und ich lag eine Zeitlang lauschend da, unter dem Eindruck, das müsse die Ursache sein. Dann wurde es lauter, und plötzlich kam vom Fenster ein scharfes, metallisches Klicken. Ich setzte mich erstaunt auf. Es konnte keinen Zweifel geben, was die Geräusche jetzt bedeuteten. Die schwachen rührten daher, daß jemand ein Werkzeug durch den Schlitz zwischen den Fensterflü-

geln zwängte, und das zweite daher, daß der Verschluß aufgedrückt wurde. 

Dann trat eine Pause von zehn Minuten ein, als warte die Person ab, ob das Geräusch mich geweckt Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.917

Der Flottenvertrag

Doyle-WA Bd. 6, 259

hatte. Darauf hörte ich ein leichtes Quietschen, als das Fenster ganz langsam geöffnet wurde. Ich konnte es nicht länger ertragen, denn meine Nerven sind nicht mehr, was sie einmal waren. Ich sprang aus dem Bett und riß die Innenläden auf. Ein Mann kauerte am Fenster. Ich konnte wenig von ihm erkennen, denn er war wie der Blitz verschwunden. Er war in eine Art Umhang gehüllt, der den unteren Teil seines Gesichts verdeckte. Einer Sache nur bin ich sicher, nämlich daß er eine Waffe in der Hand hielt. Sie sah mir wie ein langes Messer aus. Ich habe es deutlich schimmern sehen, als er sich zur Flucht wandte.«

»Das ist höchst interessant«, sagte Holmes. »Bitte, was taten Sie dann?«

»Ich hätte ihn durchs offene Fenster verfolgt, wenn ich kräftiger gewesen wäre. Wie die Dinge lagen, läutete ich und weckte das Haus. Ich brauchte dazu eine kleine Weile, denn die Glocke läutet in der Küche, und die Dienstboten schlafen alle oben. Ich rief jedoch, und das brachte Joseph herunter, und er weckte die anderen. Joseph und der Stallknecht fanden Spuren in dem Blumenbeet vor dem Fenster, aber das Wetter ist in letzter Zeit so trocken, daß es hoffnungslos war, der Spur übers Gras zu folgen. Es gibt jedoch an dem Holzzaun, der die Straße entlangläuft, eine Stelle, die, wie man mir sagt, so aussieht, als sei jemand drübergestiegen und habe dabei die oberste Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.918
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Latte angeknackst. Ich habe der hiesigen Polizei noch nichts gesagt, denn ich dachte, ich frage am besten erst mal Sie um Ihre Meinung.«

Diese Schilderung unseres Klienten schien auf Sherlock Holmes eine außergewöhnliche Wirkung zu haben. Er stand von seinem Stuhl auf und durchmaß das Zimmer in unbezähmbarer Erregung. 

»Ein Unglück kommt selten allein«, sagte Phelps lächelnd, obgleich zu sehen war, daß sein Abenteuer ihn ein wenig mitgenommen hatte. 

»Sie haben Ihr Teil allerdings gehabt«, sagte Holmes. »Meinen Sie, Sie könnten mit mir ums Haus gehen?«

»O ja, ich hätte gern ein wenig Sonne. Joseph wird auch mitkommen.«

»Und ich ebenfalls«, sagte Miss Harrison. 

»Ich fürchte nein«, sagte Holmes und schüttelte den Kopf. »Ich denke, ich muß Sie bitten, genau da sitzen zu bleiben, wo Sie sind.«

Die junge Dame nahm mit unwilliger Miene wieder Platz. Ihr Bruder hatte sich jedoch zu uns gesellt, und wir machten uns alle vier gemeinsam auf. Wir gingen ums Haus herum über den Rasen vor das Fenster des jungen Diplomaten. Wie er gesagt hatte, befanden sich Spuren im Blumenbeet, aber sie waren hoffnungslos verwischt und undeutlich. Holmes beugte sich einen Moment darüber und erhob sich dann ach-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.919
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selzuckend. 

»Ich glaube nicht, daß jemand viel damit anfangen könnte«, sagte er. »Wir wollen ums Haus gehen und feststellen, warum der Einbrecher sich ausgerechnet dieses Zimmer ausgesucht hat. Ich hätte gedacht, jene größeren Fenster des Salons und des Speisezimmers wären viel einladender für ihn gewesen.«

»Sie sind von der Straße aus besser zu sehen«, äu-

ßerte Mr. Joseph Harrison. 

»Ah, ja, natürlich. Da ist eine Tür, an die er sich hätte machen können. Wozu dient sie?«

»Es ist ein Seiteneingang für Lieferanten. Natürlich ist sie nachts geschlossen.«

»Haben Sie je einen derartigen Alarm gehabt?«

»Noch nie«, sagte unser Klient. 

»Haben Sie Silbergeschirr im Haus, oder irgend etwas, was Einbrecher anziehen könnte?«

»Nichts von Wert.«

Holmes schlenderte mit den Händen in den Taschen und einem lässigen Gebaren, das ungewöhnlich an ihm war, ums Haus herum. 

»Übrigens«, sagte er zu Joseph Harrison, »Sie haben eine Stelle gefunden, wie ich höre, wo dieser Mensch über den Zaun geklettert ist. Lassen Sie uns einen Blick darauf werfen.«

Der junge Mann führte uns zu einer Stelle, wo eine Zaunlatte oben angeknackst war. Ein kleiner Holz-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.920
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splitter hing herab. Holmes riß ihn ab und untersuchte ihn eingehend. 

»Meinen Sie, das ist letzte Nacht getan worden? Es sieht ziemlich alt aus, nicht wahr?«

»Nun ja, schon möglich.«

»Es gibt keine Spuren, daß irgend jemand auf der anderen Seite hinuntergesprungen wäre. Nein, ich glaube, hier werden wir keine Hilfe bekommen. Lassen Sie uns ins Schlafzimmer zurückgehen und über die Sache reden.«

Percy Phelps ging sehr langsam und stützte sich dabei auf den Arm seines künftigen Schwagers. Holmes ging rasch über den Rasen, und lange bevor die anderen herankamen, standen wir am offenen Fenster des Schlafzimmers. 

»Miss Harrison«, sagte Holmes, und er sprach mit äußerstem Nachdruck, »Sie müssen den ganzen Tag bleiben, wo Sie sind. Lassen Sie sich durch nichts davon abhalten, den ganzen Tag zu bleiben, wo Sie sind. Es ist von höchst entscheidender Bedeutung.«

»Gewiß, wenn Sie es wünschen, Mr. Holmes«, sagte das Mädchen erstaunt. 

»Wenn Sie zu Bett gehen, schließen Sie die Tür dieses Zimmers von außen ab und behalten Sie den Schlüssel. Versprechen Sie das.«

»Aber Percy?«

»Er wird mit uns nach London kommen.«
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»Und ich soll hierbleiben?«

»Es geschieht um seinetwillen. Sie können ihm helfen! Rasch! Versprechen Sie's!«

Sie nickte zustimmend, gerade als die anderen beiden herankamen. 

»Was sitzt du da im Zimmer und bläst Trübsal, Annie?« rief ihr Bruder. »Komm nach draußen in die Sonne!«

»Nein danke, Joseph. Ich habe etwas Kopfschmerzen, und dieses Zimmer ist herrlich kühl und lin-dernd.«

»Was schlagen Sie nun vor, Mr. Holmes?«

»Nun, bei der Untersuchung dieser weniger bedeutenden Sache dürfen wir unsere eigentliche Nachforschung nicht aus den Augen verlieren. Es wäre mir eine sehr große Hilfe, wenn Sie mit uns nach London kämen.«

»Sofort?«

»Nun, sobald Sie es einrichten können. Sagen wir, in einer Stunde.«

»Ich fühle mich durchaus kräftig genug, wenn ich irgend von Nutzen sein kann.«

»Von denkbar größtem.«

»Vielleicht wäre es dann gut, wenn ich heute nacht dort bleibe.«

»Das wollte ich gerade vorschlagen.«

»Wenn dann mein nächtlicher Freund mich neuer-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.922
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lich besuchen kommt, wird er den Vogel ausgeflogen finden. Wir sind alle in Ihren Händen, Mr. Holmes, und Sie müssen uns genau sagen, was wir zu tun haben. Vielleicht wäre es Ihnen lieb, wenn Joseph mit uns käme, um sich meiner anzunehmen?«

»Aber nein; mein Freund Watson ist Mediziner, wie Sie wissen, und er wird sich Ihrer annehmen. Wir nehmen unseren Lunch hier ein, wenn Sie gestatten, und dann machen wir uns alle drei gemeinsam in die Stadt auf.«

Es wurde arrangiert, wie er es vorgeschlagen hatte, wobei Miss Harrison, gemäß Holmes' Vorschlag, es höflich ablehnte, das Schlafzimmer zu verlassen. 

Welches Ziel die Manöver meines Freundes hatten, konnte ich mir nicht vorstellen, es sei denn, er wollte die junge Dame von Phelps fernhalten, der, erfreut über seine wiederkehrende Gesundheit und die Aussicht auf aktives Handeln, mit uns im Speisezimmer lunchte. Holmes hatte jedoch eine noch verblüffendere Überraschung für uns, denn nachdem er uns zum Bahnhof begleitet und in unser Abteil gebracht hatte, kündigte er ruhig an, er habe nicht die Absicht, Woking zu verlassen. 

»Es gibt da noch ein, zwei Punkte, die ich zu klä-

ren wünsche, bevor ich gehe«, sagte er. »Ihre Abwesenheit, Mr. Phelps, wird mir in mancher Hinsicht helfen. Watson, wenn Sie London erreichen, wäre ich Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.923

Der Flottenvertrag

Doyle-WA Bd. 6, 263

Ihnen verbunden, wenn Sie mit unserem Freund hier sofort zur Baker Street gingen und bei ihm blieben, bis ich Sie wiedersehe. Es trifft sich gut, daß Sie alte Schulfreunde sind und gewiß viel zu bereden haben. 

Mr. Phelps kann heute nacht das Gästeschlafzimmer haben, und ich werde rechtzeitig zum Frühstück bei Ihnen sein, denn es gibt einen Zug, der mich um acht nach Waterloo bringt.«

»Aber was ist mit unseren Nachforschungen in London?« fragte Phelps kläglich. 

»Die können wir morgen erledigen. Ich glaube, daß ich zur Zeit hier von unmittelbarerem Nutzen bin.«

»Sie könnten in Briarbrae ausrichten, daß ich hoffe, morgen abend zurück zu sein«, rief Phelps, während wir den Bahnsteig hinter uns zu lassen begannen. 

»Ich rechne kaum damit, nach Briarbrae zurückzugehen«, antwortete Holmes und winkte uns fröhlich zu, während wir aus dem Bahnhof glitten. 

Phelps und ich beredeten diese neue Entwicklung auf unserer Fahrt, aber keiner von uns konnte sich einen einleuchtenden Grund dafür vorstellen. 

»Ich nehme an, er will irgendeinen Anhaltspunkt für den Einbruch letzte Nacht ausfindig machen, wenn es überhaupt ein Einbrecher war. Ich für meinen Teil glaube nicht, daß es ein gewöhnlicher Dieb war.«

»Welcher Ansicht sind Sie dann?«

»Auf mein Wort, Sie mögen es meinen schwachen Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.924
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Nerven zuschreiben oder nicht, aber ich glaube, um mich herum ist irgendeine finstere politische Intrige im Gange, und aus irgendeinem Grund, der sich meinem Verständnis entzieht, haben es die Verschwörer auf mein Leben abgesehen. Es hört sich überspannt und absurd an, doch bedenken Sie, was geschehen ist! 

Warum sollte ein Dieb durch ein Schlafzimmerfenster einbrechen, wo es keinerlei Hoffnung auf Beute geben konnte, und warum sollte er mit einem langen Messer in der Hand kommen?«

»Sind Sie sicher, daß es kein Brecheisen war?«

»O nein; es war ein Messer. Ich sah ganz deutlich das Blitzen der Klinge.«

»Aber warum um alles in der Welt sollte man Ihnen mit solcher Erbitterung nachstellen?«

»Ah! das ist die Frage.«

»Nun, wenn Holmes der gleichen Auffassung ist, würde das seine Handlungsweise erklären, nicht wahr? Mal angenommen, Ihre Theorie ist richtig: Wenn er den Mann faßt, der Sie gestern nacht bedroht hat, dann wird Holmes der Entdeckung, wer den Flottenvertrag genommen hat, ein gutes Stück näher gekommen sein. Es ist absurd, anzunehmen, daß Sie zwei Feinde haben: einen, der Sie beraubt, während der andere Ihr Leben bedroht.«

»Aber Mr. Holmes sagte, er gehe nicht nach Briarbrae.«
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»Ich kenne ihn schon geraume Zeit«, sagte ich, 

»aber ich habe noch nie erlebt, daß er irgend etwas ohne sehr guten Grund getan hätte«, und damit schweifte unser Gespräch zu anderen Themen ab. 

Doch es war ein beschwerlicher Tag für mich. 

Phelps war noch schwach nach seiner langen Krankheit, und sein Unglück machte ihn quengelig und nervös. Vergeblich versuchte ich, ihn für Afghanistan, für Indien und gesellschaftliche Fragen, für alles mögliche zu interessieren, um ihn aus seiner Verbohrtheit herauszureißen. Doch er kam immer wieder auf seinen verlorenen Vertrag zurück; überlegend, herumrät-selnd, spekulierend, was Holmes wohl tat, welche Schritte Lord Holdhurst unternahm, was für Neuigkeiten wir am nächsten Morgen erfahren würden. 

Während der Abend sich dahinschleppte, wurde seine Aufregung ausgesprochen quälend. 

»Sie setzen unbedingtes Vertrauen in Holmes?«

fragte er. 

»Ich habe ihn schon bemerkenswerte Dinge voll-bringen sehen.«

»Aber in eine so dunkle Geschichte wie diese hat er bestimmt noch nie Licht gebracht?«

»O doch; ich habe erlebt, daß er Probleme löste, die noch weniger Anhaltspunkte boten als Ihres.«

»Aber keines, wo so bedeutende Interessen auf dem Spiele standen?«
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»Das weiß ich nicht. Mit Bestimmtheit weiß ich allerdings, daß er im Namen dreier Herrscherhäuser Europas in sehr wichtigen Angelegenheiten tätig gewesen ist.«

»Sie kennen ihn doch gut, Watson. Er ist ein so unergründlicher Mensch, daß ich nie genau weiß, was ich von ihm halten soll. Meinen Sie, er hat Hoffnung? 

Meinen Sie, er erwartet, zum Erfolg zu kommen?«

»Er hat nichts gesagt.«

»Das ist ein schlechtes Zeichen.«

»Im Gegenteil, ich habe festgestellt, daß er es im allgemeinen sagt, wenn er eine Spur verloren hat. 

Wenn er dagegen eine Fährte aufgenommen hat und noch nicht absolut sicher weiß, daß es die richtige ist, ist er am schweigsamsten. Aber, mein lieber Freund, wir können der Sache nicht nützen, indem wir uns deswegen nervös machen, deshalb möchte ich Sie dringend bitten, zu Bett zu gehen, damit Sie für das, was uns morgen auch immer erwarten mag, ausgeruht sind.«

Ich konnte meinen Gefährten schließlich überzeugen, meinem Rat zu folgen, obgleich mir klar war, daß vor lauter Aufregung für ihn nicht viel Hoffnung auf Schlaf bestand. Ja, seine Stimmung war so anstek-kend, daß ich selbst mich die halbe Nacht hin und her warf, über diesem seltsamen Problem brütend und hundert Theorien ersinnend, deren jede unwahrschein-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.927
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licher war als die vorangegangene. Warum war Holmes in Woking geblieben? Warum hatte er Miss Harrison gebeten, den ganzen Tag im Krankenzimmer zu bleiben? Warum war er so darauf bedacht gewesen, die Leute in Briarbrae nicht davon zu unterrichten, daß er beabsichtigte, in ihrer Nähe zu bleiben? Ich zermarterte mir das Hirn, bis ich über dem Bemühen, eine Erklärung für all diese Umstände zu finden, endlich einschlief. 

Es war sieben Uhr, als ich erwachte, und ich begab mich sogleich in Phelps' Zimmer, wo ich ihn nach einer schlaflosen Nacht abgehärmt und erschöpft fand. Seine erste Frage war, ob Holmes schon eingetroffen sei. 

»Er wird da sein, wann er es zugesagt hat«, sagte ich, »und keinen Augenblick früher oder später.«

Und meine Worte trafen zu, denn kurz nach acht sprengte ein Hansom vor die Tür, und unser Freund stieg aus. Am Fenster stehend sahen wir, daß seine linke Hand mit einer Bandage umwickelt und sein Gesicht sehr grimmig und bleich war. Er betrat das Haus, aber es verging ein Weilchen, ehe er nach oben kam. 

»Er sieht aus wie ein geschlagener Mann«, rief Phelps. 

Ich mußte ihm beipflichten. »Am Ende«, sagte ich, 

»liegt der Schlüssel zu der Sache wahrscheinlich doch Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.928
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hier in der Stadt.«

Phelps gab ein Stöhnen von sich. 

»Ich weiß nicht, wie es kommt«, sagte er, »aber ich hatte mir von seiner Rückkehr so viel erhofft. Doch gestern war seine Hand bestimmt noch nicht so verbunden? Was kann denn passiert sein?«

»Sie sind doch nicht verletzt, Holmes?« fragte ich, als mein Freund das Zimmer betrat. 

»Pah, es ist nur ein Kratzer, den ich meiner eigenen Unbeholfenheit verdanke«, antwortete er, indem er uns sein Guten Morgen zunickte. »Dieser Fall von Ihnen, Mr. Phelps, ist gewiß einer der verworrensten, die ich je untersucht habe.«

»Ich befürchtete, Sie würden sich damit übernehmen.«

»Es war eine höchst bemerkenswerte Erfahrung.«

»Der Verband läßt auf Abenteuer schließen«, sagte ich. »Möchten Sie uns nicht erzählen, was geschehen ist?«

»Nach dem Frühstück, mein lieber Watson. Denken Sie daran, daß ich heute morgen dreißig Meilen Surrey-Luft geatmet habe. Ich nehme an, es ist keine Antwort auf meine Kutscher-Annonce gekommen? 

Nun ja, wir können nicht erwarten, jedesmal einen Treffer zu haben.«

Der Tisch war vollständig gedeckt, und gerade als ich läuten wollte, trat Mrs. Hudson mit Tee und Kaf-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.929
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fee ein. Ein paar Minuten später brachte sie die Ge-decke, und wir alle setzten uns zu Tisch, Holmes heißhungrig, ich neugierig und Phelps in düsterer Niedergeschlagenheit. 

»Mrs. Hudson hat sich dem Anlaß gewachsen gezeigt«, sagte Holmes, indem er von einem Hühnerge-richt mit Curry den Deckel abnahm. »Ihre Kochkunst ist etwas beschränkt, aber vom Frühstück hat sie eine ebenso gute Auffassung wie eine Schottin. Was haben Sie da, Watson?«

»Schinken und Eier«, antwortete ich. 

»Gut! Was darf ich Ihnen geben, Mr. Phelps: Ge-flügel mit Curry, Eier, oder bedienen Sie sich selbst?«

»Danke, ich kann nichts essen«, sagte Phelps. 

»Aber ich bitte Sie! Versuchen Sie das Gericht vor Ihnen.«

»Danke, aber ich möchte wirklich lieber nicht.«

»Nun denn«, sagte Holmes mit schalkhaftem Zwinkern, »ich nehme an, Sie haben nichts dagegen, mir aufzulegen?«

Phelps hob den Deckel, stieß einen Schrei aus und saß stieren Blicks da, mit einem Gesicht so weiß wie der Teller, auf den er schaute. Mitten darin lag eine kleine Rolle blaugrauen Papiers. Er griff danach, verschlang sie mit den Augen und tanzte dann wie von Sinnen im Zimmer herum, sie an sich drückend und vor Freude jauchzend. Dann fiel er in einen Lehnses-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.930
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sel, so schlaff und erschöpft von seinen Gefühlswallungen, daß wir ihm Brandy einflößen mußten, damit er nicht ohnmächtig wurde. 

»Na, na!« sagte Holmes begütigend und klopfte ihm auf die Schulter. »Es war dumm, Sie damit so zu überrumpeln; aber Watson hier wird Ihnen sagen, daß ich einem Hauch von Dramatik nie widerstehen kann.«

Phelps ergriff seine Hand und küßte sie. »Gott segne Sie!« rief er; »Sie haben meine Ehre gerettet.«

»Nun ja, auch meine eigene stand auf dem Spiel, wissen Sie«, sagte Holmes. »Ich versichere Ihnen, es ist mir ebenso verhaßt, an einem Fall zu scheitern, wie es Ihnen sein kann, bei einem Auftrag einen Schnitzer zu machen.«

Phelps verstaute das kostbare Dokument in der innersten Tasche seines Rocks. 

»Ich habe nicht das Herz, Sie noch länger von Ihrem Frühstück abzuhalten, und doch brenne ich darauf zu erfahren, wie Sie ihn bekamen und wo er war.«

Holmes stürzte eine Tasse Kaffee hinunter und wandte seine Aufmerksamkeit dem Schinken mit Eiern zu. Dann stand er auf, entzündete seine Pfeife und machte es sich in seinem Sessel bequem. 

»Ich werde Ihnen zuerst erzählen, was ich tat, und hinterher, wie ich dazu kam, es zu tun«, sagte er. 

»Nachdem ich mich auf dem Bahnhof von Ihnen ge-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.931
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trennt hatte, machte ich einen bezaubernden Spaziergang durch die bewundernswerte Surrey-Landschaft zu einem hübschen kleinen Dorf namens Ripley, wo ich meinen Tee nahm und vorsichtshalber meine Flasche füllte und eine Tüte Sandwiches in die Tasche steckte. Dort blieb ich bis zum Abend, worauf ich mich wieder nach Woking aufmachte und mich kurz nach Sonnenuntergang auf der Landstraße außerhalb von Briarbrae befand. 

Nun, ich wartete, bis die Straße frei war – sie ist zu keiner Zeit sehr belebt, nehme ich an –, und dann kletterte ich über den Zaun auf das Grundstück.«

»Bestimmt war das Tor offen?« entfuhr es Phelps. 

»Ja; aber ich habe einen absonderlichen Geschmack in diesen Dingen. Ich suchte mir die Stelle aus, wo die drei Tannenbäume stehen, und in ihrem Schutz gelangte ich hinüber, ohne daß jemand im Haus die geringste Chance hatte, mich sehen zu können. Ich kauerte mich zwischen die Büsche auf der anderen Seite und kroch von einem zum anderen – der schimpfliche Zustand meiner Hosenknie sei Zeuge –

bis ich das Rhododendrongesträuch genau gegenüber Ihrem Schlafzimmerfenster erreicht hatte. Dort hockte ich mich hin und wartete die Entwicklungen ab. 

Das Rouleau in Ihrem Zimmer war nicht heruntergelassen, und ich konnte darin Miss Harrison lesend am Tisch sitzen sehen. Es war Viertel nach zehn, als Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.932
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sie ihr Buch zuklappte, die Läden schloß und sich zu-rückzog. Ich hörte sie die Tür schließen und war ganz sicher, daß sie den Schlüssel im Schloß gedreht hatte.«

»Den Schlüssel?« entfuhr es Phelps. 

»Ja, ich hatte Miss Harrison Anweisung gegeben, die Tür von außen zu verschließen und den Schlüssel mitzunehmen, wenn sie zu Bett ginge. Sie führte jede meiner Anordnungen buchstabengetreu aus, und gewiß hätten Sie ohne ihre Mitarbeit dieses Papier nicht in Ihrer Rocktasche. Dann ging sie weg, die Lichter verloschen, und ich blieb, im Rhododendron-busch hockend, übrig. 

Die Nacht war schön, doch es war trotzdem eine sehr ermüdende Vigilie. Natürlich hat sie auch etwas von der Erregung an sich, wie sie der Sportsmann verspürt, wenn er neben dem Wasserlauf liegt und auf Großwild lauert. Sie dauerte freilich sehr lange – fast so lange, Watson, wie damals, als Sie und ich in jenem lebensgefährlichen Zimmer warteten, als wir uns mit dem kleinen Problem des Gesprenkelten Ban-des54 befaßten. Eine Kirchenglocke drüben in Woking schlug die Viertelstunden, und ich dachte mehr als einmal, sie sei stehengeblieben. Endlich jedoch, etwa um zwei Uhr morgens, hörte ich das leise Ge-räusch eines Riegels, der zurückgeschoben wird, und das Knirschen eines Schlüssels. Kurz darauf wurde Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.933
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die Dienstbotentür geöffnet, und Mr. Joseph Harrison trat ins Mondlicht hinaus.«

»Joseph!« entfuhr es Phelps. 

»Er war barhäuptig, doch er hatte einen schwarzen Umhang über die Schulter geworfen, so daß er im Nu sein Gesicht verhüllen konnte, falls es Alarm geben würde. Er ging auf Zehenspitzen im Schatten der Mauer, und als er das Fenster erreichte, zwängte er ein Messer mit langer Klinge zwischen die Flügel und drückte den Verschluß auf. Dann riß er das Fenster auf, steckte sein Messer in den Schlitz zwischen den Läden, stemmte den Querriegel nach oben und schwang sie auf. 

Von der Stelle, wo ich lag, hatte ich einen vollständigen Überblick über das Innere des Zimmers und jede seiner Bewegungen. Er entzündete die beiden Kerzen, die auf dem Kaminsims stehen, und schlug sodann in der Nähe der Tür die Ecke des Teppichs zu-rück. Gleich darauf bückte er sich und hob ein vierek-kiges Dielenstück ab, wie man es gewöhnlich einsetzt, damit die Klempner an die Verbindungen der Gasrohre herankommen. Dieses hier verkleidet das T-Stück, von dem das Rohr abzweigt, das die darunterliegende Küche versorgt. Aus diesem Versteck zog er die kleine Papierrolle da, setzte das Stück wieder ein, brachte den Teppich wieder in Ordnung, blies die Kerzen aus und lief mir, der ich vor dem Fenster auf Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.934
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ihn wartete, geradewegs in die Arme. 

Nun, er ist doch erheblich bösartiger, als ich ihm zugetraut hatte, dieser Master Joseph. Er stürzte sich mit seinem Messer auf mich, und ich mußte ihn zweimal niederwerfen und bekam einen Schnitt über die Knöchel, ehe ich die Oberhand über ihn gewann. 

Mordlust lag in dem einzigen Auge, mit dem er sehen konnte, als wir fertig waren, aber er nahm Vernunft an und gab die Papiere her. Als ich sie hatte, ließ ich meinen Mann laufen, aber ich telegraphierte Forbes heute morgen alle Einzelheiten. Wenn er schnell genug ist, seinen Vogel zu fangen, gut und schön! 

Doch wenn er, was ich scharfsinnigerweise vermute, das Nest leer findet, ehe er dorthin gelangt, dann um so besser für die Regierung. Ich denke mir, daß Lord Holdhurst zum einen und Percy Phelps zum anderen es sehr viel lieber sähen, wenn die Affaire nie bis vor ein Polizeigericht käme.«

»Mein Gott!« keuchte unser Klient. »Wollen Sie damit sagen, daß während jener zehn langen Wochen der Marter die gestohlenen Papiere die ganze Zeit mit mir im selben Zimmer waren?«

»So war es.«

»Und Joseph! Joseph ein Schurke und Dieb!«

»Hm! Ich fürchte, Josephs Charakter ist erheblich durchtriebener und gefährlicher, als man aus seinem Äußeren schließen könnte. Dem, was ich heute mor-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.935
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gen von ihm hörte, entnehme ich, daß er beim Herum-pfuschen mit Aktien schwer verloren hat und bereit ist, alles auf der Welt zu tun, um sein Geschick zu wenden. Da er ein absolut selbstsüchtiger Mann ist, ließ er sich weder vom Glück seiner Schwester noch von Ihrem guten Ruf abhalten, die Gelegenheit beim Schopf zu packen.«

Percy Phelps sank in seinem Stuhl zurück. »Mir schwirrt der Kopf«, sagte er; »Ihre Worte haben mich benommen gemacht.«

»Die Hauptschwierigkeit in Ihrem Fall«, bemerkte Holmes in seiner lehrhaften Art, »lag darin, daß es zu viele Spuren gab. Das Entscheidende wurde von Be-langlosem überlagert und verborgen. Aus all den Tatsachen, die man uns vorlegte, mußten wir nur die herauslesen, die wir für wesentlich erachteten, und sie dann in der richtigen Reihenfolge zusammensetzen, um so diese sehr bemerkenswerte Ereigniskette zu rekonstruieren. Ich hatte schon aus dem Grund begonnen, Joseph zu verdächtigen, weil Sie beabsichtigt hatten, an jenem Abend mit ihm nach Hause zu fahren, und es deshalb durchaus wahrscheinlich war, daß er – da er das Foreign Office gut kannte – Sie unterwegs abholen würde. Als ich hörte, daß jemand so erpicht darauf war, in das Schlafzimmer zu gelangen, in dem niemand außer Joseph etwas versteckt haben konnte – Sie erzählten uns in Ihrem Bericht, wie Sie Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.936
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Joseph ausquartiert hatten, als Sie mit dem Doktor ankamen –, wurden alle meine Vermutungen zu Ge-wißheiten, besonders da der Versuch in der ersten Nacht unternommen wurde, in der die Krankenschwe-ster abwesend war, was zeigte, daß der Eindringling mit den Verhältnissen im Hause gut vertraut war.«

»Wie blind ich gewesen bin!«

»Die Tatsachen des Falles, soweit ich sie ermittelt habe, sind folgende: Dieser Joseph Harrison betrat das Amt durch die Tür in der Charles Street und ging, da er den Weg kannte, schnurstracks in Ihr Zimmer, unmittelbar nachdem Sie es verlassen hatten. Da er dort niemanden antraf, läutete er prompt, und in dem Augenblick, als er das tat, fiel sein Blick auf das Papier auf dem Tisch. Ein Blick zeigte ihm, daß der Zufall ihm ein Staatsdokument von immensem Wert zugespielt hatte, und wie der Blitz hatte er es in die Tasche gesteckt und war verschwunden. Ein paar Minuten verstrichen, wie Sie sich entsinnen, ehe der schlä-

frige Pförtner Ihre Aufmerksamkeit auf die Klingel lenkte, und sie reichten gerade aus, dem Dieb Zeit für seine Flucht zu geben. 

Er fuhr mit dem ersten Zug nach Woking, und nachdem er seine Beute überprüft und sich vergewissert hatte, daß sie wirklich von immensem Wert war, versteckte er sie an einer Stelle, die er für sehr sicher hielt, um sie nach ein, zwei Tagen wieder hervorzuho-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.937
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len und zur französischen Gesandtschaft zu bringen, oder wo auch immer er dafür einen hohen Preis erwarten konnte. Dann kam Ihre plötzliche Rückkehr. Ohne jede Vorwarnung wurde er kurzerhand aus seinem Zimmer ausquartiert, und danach waren ständig mindestens zwei von Ihnen dort, die ihn daran hinderten, seinen Schatz wiederzuerlangen. Die Situation muß für ihn zum Verrücktwerden gewesen sein. Doch endlich meinte er, seine Chance zu sehen. Er versuchte, sich hineinzuschleichen, doch Ihre Schlaflosigkeit machte ihm einen Strich durch die Rechnung. Sie entsinnen sich vielleicht, daß Sie an jenem Abend nicht Ihren üblichen Arzneitrank einnahmen.«

»Ich entsinne mich.«

»Ich nehme an, er hatte Schritte unternommen, um diesen Trank wirksam zu machen, und sich ganz darauf verlassen, daß Sie besinnungslos wären. Mir war natürlich klar, daß er den Versuch wiederholen würde, sobald dies gefahrlos geschehen konnte. Daß Sie das Zimmer verließen, gab ihm eine Chance. Ich hieß Miss Harrison den ganzen Tag darin bleiben, damit er uns nicht zuvorkäme. Nun, da ich ihm die Vorstellung eingegeben hatte, die Luft sei rein, hielt ich Wache, wie ich es geschildert habe. Ich wußte bereits, daß sich die Papiere wahrscheinlich im Zimmer befanden, aber ich trug kein Verlangen danach, auf ihrer Suche sämtliche Dielen und Verkleidungen ab-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.938
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zureißen. Deshalb überließ ich es ihm, sie aus dem Versteck zu holen, und ersparte mir so unendlich viel Mühe. Gibt es sonst noch einen Punkt, den ich klarmachen kann?«

»Warum hat er beim ersten Mal das Fenster zu öffnen versucht«, fragte ich, »wo er doch durch die Tür hätte eintreten können?«

»Auf dem Weg zur Tür hätte er sieben Schlafzimmer passieren müssen. Andererseits konnte er mit Leichtigkeit auf den Rasen hinausgelangen. Noch etwas?«

»Sie meinen doch nicht«, fragte Phelps, »daß er irgendeine mörderische Absicht hatte? Das Messer war nur als Werkzeug gedacht.«

»Mag sein«, antwortete Holmes achselzuckend. 

»Ich kann mit Gewißheit nur sagen, daß Mr. Joseph Harrison ein Gentleman ist, auf dessen Milde ich ausgesprochen ungern vertrauen würde.«
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Das letzte Problem

Mein Herz ist schwer, nun da ich zur Feder greife, um ein letztes Mal die einzigartigen Gaben, die meinen Freund Mr. Sherlock Holmes auszeichneten, in Worten festzuhalten. In unzusammenhängender und, wie ich zutiefst empfinde, gänzlich unzulänglicher Form habe ich mich bemüht, einen Bericht von meinen seltsamen Erfahrungen im Umgang mit ihm zu geben, von dem Zufall, der uns zu Zeiten der ›Studie in Scharlachrot‹ erstmals zusammenführte, bis hin zu seinem Eingreifen in die Angelegenheit des Flottenvertrages – einem Eingreifen, das unstreitig eine ernstliche internationale Komplikation verhinderte. 

Ursprünglich war es meine Absicht, hier aufzuhören und nichts von dem Ereignis zu sagen, das in meinem Leben eine Leere hinterließ, die auszufüllen eine Spanne von zwei Jahren wenig vermocht hat. Unter dem Druck der kürzlich erschienenen Leserbriefe, in denen Colonel James Moriarty das Andenken seines Bruders verteidigt, bleibt mir jedoch keine andere Wahl, als der Öffentlichkeit die Tatsachen genau so vorzulegen, wie sie sich ereigneten. Ich allein kenne die absolute Wahrheit, und ich bin überzeugt, daß die Zeit gekommen ist, da ihre Unterdrückung keinem sinnvollen Zweck mehr dient. Soweit ich weiß, sind Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.940
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in der öffentlichen Presse nur drei Darstellungen erschienen, die im  Journal de Genève  vom 6. Mai 1891, die Reuter-Meldung in den englischen Zeitungen vom 7. Mai und schließlich die kürzlich veröffentlichten Briefe, auf die ich bereits hingewiesen habe. Die ersten beiden Darstellungen waren äußerst gedrängt, während letztere, wie ich nun zeigen werde, die Tatsachen völlig verdreht. Es ist an mir, zum ersten Mal zu erzählen, was sich zwischen Professor Moriarty und Mr. Sherlock Holmes wirklich zugetragen hat. 

Man mag sich erinnern, daß sich nach meiner Heirat und meiner darauffolgenden Niederlassung in einer Privatpraxis das sehr enge Verhältnis von Holmes und mir in gewissem Grade änderte. Er kam nach wie vor von Zeit zu Zeit zu mir, wenn er einen Begleiter bei seinen Nachforschungen wünschte, aber diese An-lässe wurden immer seltener, und ich stelle fest, daß es im Jahre 1890 nur drei Fälle gab, von denen ich irgendwelche Aufzeichnungen bewahre. Im Winter dieses Jahres und im Frühjahr 1891 ersah ich aus den Zeitungen, daß er von der französischen Regierung in einer Sache von höchster Bedeutung engagiert worden war, und ich erhielt zwei in Narbonne und Nîmes aufgegebene Briefe von Holmes, denen ich entnahm, daß sein Aufenthalt in Frankreich wahrscheinlich von längerer Dauer sein würde. Ich war daher einigermaßen Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.941

Das letzte Problem

Doyle-WA Bd. 6, 275

überrascht, als ich ihn am Abend des 24. April in mein Sprechzimmer treten sah. Mir fiel auf, daß er noch bleicher und dünner als gewöhnlich aussah. 

»Ja, ich bin wohl etwas freizügig mit meinen Kräften umgesprungen«, bemerkte er, eher in Beantwortung meines Blicks als meiner Worte; »man hat mir in letzter Zeit ein wenig zugesetzt. Haben Sie etwas dagegen, wenn ich Ihre Läden schließe?«

Das einzige Licht im Zimmer kam von der Lampe auf dem Tisch, an dem ich gelesen hatte. Holmes schob sich an der Wand entlang, warf die Läden zu und verriegelte sie sorgsam. 

»Sie haben vor etwas Angst?« fragte ich. 

»Nun ja, das habe ich.«

»Wovor?«

»Vor Luftgewehren55.«

»Mein lieber Holmes, was wollen Sie damit sagen?«

»Ich glaube, Sie kennen mich gut genug, Watson, um zu wissen, daß ich keineswegs ein ängstlicher Mensch bin. Andererseits zeugt es eher von Dummheit als Mut, eine unmittelbar drohende Gefahr nicht wahrhaben zu wollen. Dürfte ich Sie um ein Streichholz bitten?« Er sog den Rauch seiner Zigarette ein, als tue ihm seine beruhigende Wirkung wohl. 

»Ich muß mich dafür entschuldigen, daß ich noch so spät vorspreche«, sagte er, »und ich muß Sie des Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.942
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weiteren bitten, mir unkonventionellerweise zu gestatten, Ihr Haus gleich zu verlassen, indem ich hinten über die Gartenmauer klettere.«

»Aber was hat das alles zu bedeuten?« fragte ich. 

Er streckte die Hand aus, und ich sah im Licht der Lampe, daß zwei seiner Knöchel aufgeschlagen waren und bluteten. 

»Es ist kein luftiges Nichts, wie Sie sehen«, sagte er lächelnd. »Im Gegenteil, es ist fest genug, daß sich ein Mann die Hand daran brechen kann. Ist Mrs. Watson zu Hause?«

»Sie ist verreist.«

»Ach wirklich! Sie sind allein?«

»Völlig.«

»Da kann ich Ihnen um so leichter den Vorschlag machen, mit mir eine Woche auf den Kontinent zu fahren.«

»Wohin?«

»Oh, irgendwohin. Das ist mir gleich.«

All das hatte etwas sehr Seltsames. Es war nicht Holmes' Art, planlos Ferien zu machen, und etwas an seinem bleichen, erschöpften Gesicht verriet mir, daß seine Nerven unter höchster Spannung standen. Er sah die Frage in meinen Augen, legte die Fingerspitzen zusammen, stützte die Ellbogen auf die Knie und erklärte die Situation. 

»Sie haben vermutlich noch nie von Professor Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.943
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Moriarty gehört?« sagte er. 

»Niemals.«

»Genau das ist ja das Geniale und Erstaunliche an der Sache!« rief er. »Ganz London ist von ihm durch-drungen, und niemand hat je von dem Mann gehört. 

Das ist es, was ihm in den Annalen des Verbrechens eine absolute Spitzenposition garantiert. Ich sage Ihnen in vollem Ernst, Watson: Sollte es mir gelingen, diesen Mann zu schlagen, die Gesellschaft von ihm zu befreien, dann könnte ich mich mit dem Ge-fühl, den Höhepunkt meiner Karriere erreicht zu haben, einer friedlicheren Lebensbeschäftigung zuwenden. Unter uns, die jüngsten Fälle, in denen ich der Königlichen Familie von Skandinavien und der Französischen Republik behilflich war, haben mich in eine solche Position gebracht, daß ich fortan ein ruhiges Leben, wie es mir am meisten zusagt, fuhren und meine Aufmerksamkeit meinen chemischen Forschungen widmen könnte. Aber ich könnte nicht ruhen, Watson, ich könnte nicht untätig in meinem Stuhl sitzen, wenn ich wüßte, daß ein Mann wie Professor Moriarty unbehelligt durch die Straßen Londons geht.«

»Was hat er denn getan?«

»Seine Karriere ist außergewöhnlich. Er stammt aus gutem Haus, genoß eine ausgezeichnete Erziehung und hat von Natur aus eine phänomenale mathe-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.944
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matische Begabung. Im Alter von einundzwanzig verfaßte er eine Abhandlung über den binomischen Lehr-satz56, die in Europa Aufsehen erregte. Kraft ihrer erhielt er den mathematischen Lehrstuhl an einer unserer kleineren Universitäten und hatte allem Anschein nach eine höchst brillante Karriere vor sich. Aber der Mann hatte ererbte Neigungen der diabolischsten Art. 

Ein Hang zum Verbrechen lag ihm im Blut, der von seinen außerordentlichen geistigen Fähigkeiten nicht etwa geläutert, sondern noch verstärkt und unendlich viel gefährlicher gemacht wurde. Dunkle Gerüchte ballten sich um ihn in der Universitätsstadt, und schließlich war er gezwungen, von seinem Lehrstuhl zurückzutreten und nach London zu kommen, wo er sich als militärischer Ausbilder niederließ. So viel ist allenthalben bekannt, doch was ich Ihnen jetzt erzäh-le, habe ich selbst entdeckt. 

Wie Sie wissen, Watson, gibt es niemanden, der die höheren Verbrecherkreise von London so gut kennt wie ich. Seit Jahren schon bin ich mir einer Macht hinter dem einzelnen Übeltäter bewußt, einer verborgenen, organisierenden Macht, die sich fortwährend dem Gesetz in den Weg stellt und den Missetäter mit ihrem Schilde deckt. Wieder und wieder habe ich in Fällen der unterschiedlichsten Art – Fäl-schungen, Raubüberfälle, Morde – die Gegenwart dieser Kraft gespürt, und ich habe ihr Wirken in vie-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.945
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len der unaufgeklärten Verbrechen deduziert, bei denen man mich nicht persönlich konsultiert hat. Jahrelang habe ich mich abgemüht, den Schleier, der sie verhüllte, zu durchdringen, und endlich kam der Zeitpunkt, da ich meinen Faden zu fassen kriegte und ihm folgte, bis er mich, nach tausend listenreichen Windungen, zu Ex-Professor Moriarty, der mathematischen Berühmtheit, führte. 

Er ist der Napoleon des Verbrechens, Watson. Er ist der Organisator der Hälfte all dessen, was in dieser großen Stadt an Bösem geschieht, und von nahezu allem, was ungeklärt bleibt. Er ist ein Genie, ein Philosoph, ein abstrakter Denker. Er hat einen Verstand von erstem Rang. Er sitzt reglos wie eine Spinne im Zentrum ihres Netzes, aber dieses Netz hat tausend Fäden, und er kennt jedes Zittern genau. Selbst tut er wenig. Er plant nur. Aber seine Agenten sind zahlreich und glänzend organisiert. Wenn ein Verbrechen begangen werden, sagen wir, ein Papier entwendet, ein Haus ausgeraubt, ein Mensch beseitigt werden soll – so wird das dem Professor mitgeteilt, die Sache wird organisiert und ausgeführt. Der Agent mag ge-faßt werden. In diesem Fall wird Geld für seine Kau-tion oder Verteidigung aufgebracht. Doch die zentrale Macht, die sich des Agenten bedient, wird nie ge-faßt – ja, nicht einmal verdächtigt. Das war die Organisation, Watson, deren Existenz ich deduziert und Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.946
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deren Entlarvung und Zerschlagung ich meine ganze Energie gewidmet habe. 

Aber der Professor war von so schlau ersonnenen Sicherungen umgeben, daß es, was auch immer ich tat, unmöglich schien, Beweismaterial in die Hand zu bekommen, das ihn vor einem Gericht überführen könnte. Sie kennen meine Fähigkeiten, mein lieber Watson, und doch mußte ich mir nach Ablauf von drei Monaten eingestehen, endlich auf einen Widersacher gestoßen zu sein, der mir geistig ebenbürtig war. 

Mein Entsetzen über seine Verbrechen verlor sich in meiner Bewunderung für sein Geschick. Doch endlich machte er einen Fehltritt – nur einen winzig kleinen Fehltritt –, aber das war mehr, als er sich leisten konnte, da ich ihm so dicht auf den Fersen war. Ich bekam meine Chance, und von diesem Punkt ausgehend habe ich mein Netz um ihn geknüpft, und nun ist es bereit, sich zusammenzuziehen. In drei Tagen, das heißt nächsten Montag, wird die Sache zum Klappen kommen und der Professor mit allen Hauptmitglie-dern seiner Bande der Polizei in die Hände fallen. 

Dann wird es den größten Kriminalprozeß des Jahrhunderts geben, die Aufklärung von über vierzig mysteriösen Fällen und zum Schluß für die ganze Bande den Strang – doch ein einziger voreiliger Schritt von uns, verstehen Sie, und sie können selbst noch im letzten Moment unseren Händen entschlüpfen. 
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Hätte ich dies nun ohne Wissen von Professor Moriarty tun können, wäre alles gut gegangen. Doch dafür war er zu gerissen. Er sah jeden Schritt, den ich unternahm, um meine Schlingen um ihn zu legen. 

Wieder und wieder versuchte er sich zu entwinden, doch jedesmal kam ich ihm zuvor. Ich sage Ihnen, mein Freund, wenn ein detaillierter Bericht dieses stummen Wettkampfes verfaßt werden könnte, würde er seinen Platz als das brillanteste Beispiel für Ausfall- und Parade-Taktiken in der Geschichte der Detektivarbeit einnehmen. Niemals habe ich mich zu solcher Höhe aufgeschwungen, und niemals hat mir ein Gegner so hart zugesetzt. Er führte seine Stöße tief, doch unterlief ich ihn knapp. Heute morgen wurden die letzten Schritte unternommen, und es bedurfte nur noch dreier Tage, um die Geschichte zu beenden. 

Ich saß in meinem Zimmer und überdachte die Angelegenheit, als die Tür aufging und Professor Moriarty vor mir stand. 

Meine Nerven sind recht stabil, Watson, aber ich muß bekennen, daß ich zusammengezuckt bin, als ich eben den Mann, den meine Gedanken ständig umkrei-sten, auf meiner Schwelle stehen sah. Sein Äußeres war mir durchaus vertraut. Er ist überaus groß und dünn, seine Stirn wölbt sich wie eine weiße Kuppel über seinen tief eingesunkenen Augen. Er ist glattrasiert, bleich und wirkt asketisch: er hat in seinen Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.948
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Zügen nach wie vor etwas von dem Professor bewahrt. Seine Schultern sind vom vielen Studium ge-krümmt, sein Kopf ist weit nach vorn gestreckt und pendelt fortwährend auf merkwürdig reptilische Weise langsam hin und her. Er starrte mich mit gro-

ßer Neugier in seinen zusammengekniffenen Augen an. 

›Ihre Stirnpartie ist weniger entwickelt, als ich erwartet hätte‹, sagte er endlich. ›Es ist eine gefährliche Angewohnheit, in der Tasche des Morgenmantels an geladenen Feuerwaffen rumzuspielen.‹

Tatsache ist, daß ich bei seinem Eintreten sofort die äußerste Gefahr erkannt hatte, in der ich schwebte. 

Der einzig denkbare Ausweg für ihn lag darin, mich zum Schweigen zu bringen. Im Nu hatte ich den Revolver aus der Schublade in meine Tasche gleiten lassen und hielt ihn durch den Stoff auf Moriarty gerichtet. Auf seine Bemerkung hin zog ich die Waffe und legte sie schußbereit auf den Tisch. Er lächelte und blinzelte immer noch, doch an seinen Augen war etwas, das mich sehr froh machte, daß ich bewaffnet war. 

›Sie kennen mich offenbar nicht‹, sagte er. 

›Im Gegenteil‹, antwortete ich, ›ich denke, es ist ganz offensichtlich, daß ich Sie kenne. Ich kann fünf Minuten für Sie erübrigen, wenn Sie etwas zu sagen haben.‹
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›Alles, was ich zu sagen habe, ist Ihnen schon in den Sinn gekommen‹, sagte er. 

›Dann ist Ihnen meine Antwort vielleicht auch schon in den Sinn gekommen‹, erwiderte ich. 

›Sie halten stand?‹

›Absolut.‹

Er fuhr mit der Hand in die Tasche, und ich hob den Revolver vom Tisch. Doch er zog lediglich ein Notizbuch hervor, in das er einige Daten gekritzelt hatte. 

›Am 4. Januar haben Sie meinen Weg gekreuzt‹, sagte er. ›Am 23. haben Sie mich belästigt; Mitte Februar bin ich von Ihnen ernstlich gestört worden; Ende März war ich in meinen Plänen völlig behindert; und nun, da der April sich neigt, sehe ich mich durch Ihre ständigen Verfolgungen in eine Lage gebracht, wo ich eindeutig Gefahr laufe, meine Freiheit zu verlieren. So kann das unmöglich weitergehen.‹

›Haben Sie irgendeinen Vorschlag zu machen?‹

fragte ich. 

›Sie müssen das aufgeben, Mr. Holmes‹, sagte er mit hin- und herpendelndem Gesicht. ›Das müssen Sie wirklich, wissen Sie.‹

›Nach Montag‹, sagte ich. 

›Na, na!‹ sagte er. ›Ich bin ganz sicher, daß ein Mann von Ihrer Intelligenz einsehen wird, daß diese Affaire nur einen Ausgang haben kann. Es ist unab-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.950
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dingbar, daß Sie sich zurückziehen. Sie haben die Dinge auf eine Weise gehandhabt, daß uns nur noch ein einziger Ausweg bleibt. Es war mir ein intellektueller Hochgenuß, zu verfolgen, wie Sie diese Sache angepackt haben, und ich kann Ihnen ohne zu heu-cheln sagen, wie schmerzlich es für mich wäre, wenn ich zum Äußersten gezwungen würde. Sie lächeln, Sir, aber ich versichere Ihnen, dem ist so.‹

›Gefahr gehört zu meinem Beruf‹, bemerkte ich. 

›Es geht hier nicht um Gefahr‹, sagte er. ›Es geht um unausweichliche Vernichtung. Sie stehen nicht nur einer Einzelperson, sondern einer mächtigen Organisation im Wege, deren ganzes Ausmaß Sie, bei all Ihrer Klugheit, nicht haben erfassen können. Gehen Sie uns aus dem Weg, Mr. Holmes, oder Sie werden zertreten.‹

›Ich fürchte‹, sagte ich, mich erhebend, ›daß ich über dem Vergnügen an diesem Gespräch Geschäfte von Bedeutung vernachlässige, die anderswo meiner harren.‹

Er erhob sich gleichfalls und sah mich schweigend, mit traurigem Kopfschütteln, an. 

›Je nun‹, sagte er endlich. ›Eigentlich schade, aber ich habe getan, was ich konnte. Ich kenne jeden Zug Ihres Spiels. Sie können vor Montag nichts tun. Es ist ein Duell zwischen Ihnen und mir gewesen, Mr. Holmes. Sie hoffen, mich auf die Anklagebank zu brin-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.951
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gen. Ich sage Ihnen, daß ich niemals auf der Anklagebank sitzen werde. Sie hoffen, mich zu schlagen. Ich sage Ihnen, Sie werden mich nie schlagen. Sollten Sie geschickt genug sein, mich zu vernichten, so seien Sie gewiß, daß Ihnen Gleiches widerfahren wird.‹

›Sie haben mir einige Komplimente gemacht, Mr. 

Moriarty‹, sagte ich. ›Lassen Sie mich Ihnen eines dafür zurückgeben: Könnte ich der ersteren Möglichkeit sicher sein, würde ich im Interesse der Allgemeinheit die letztere freudig auf mich nehmen.‹

›Ich kann Ihnen die eine versprechen, nicht aber die andere‹, schnarrte er, und damit wandte er mir den ge-krümmten Rücken zu und ging pendelnd und blinzelnd aus dem Zimmer. 

Das war meine eigenartige Unterredung mit Professor Moriarty. Ich gebe zu, daß sie auf mein Gemüt eine unangenehme Wirkung hatte. Seine sanfte, präzi-se Sprechweise hinterläßt einen Eindruck von Ernsthaftigkeit, wie ihn leere Drohungen nie erzielen. Na-türlich werden Sie sagen: ›Warum treffen Sie keine polizeilichen Maßnahmen gegen ihn?‹ Der Grund ist, daß ich völlig überzeugt bin, daß er durch seine Agenten zuschlagen wird. Ich habe den besten Beweis dafür.«

»Sie sind bereits angegriffen worden?«

»Mein lieber Watson, Professor Moriarty ist kein Mann, der lange fackelt. Ich ging gegen Mittag aus, Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.952
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um in der Oxford Street ein Geschäft zu erledigen. 

Als ich an die Ecke Bentinck Street-Welbeck Street kam, sauste ein zweispänniges Fuhrwerk um die Kurve und hatte mich blitzschnell erreicht. Ich sprang auf den Bürgersteig und rettete mich um den Bruchteil einer Sekunde. Der Wagen kam aus der Marylebone Lane herangeschossen und war im Nu verschwunden. 

Ich blieb danach auf dem Trottoir, Watson, doch als ich die Vere Street entlangging, kam vom Dach eines der Häuser ein Ziegelstein herunter und zersplitterte zu meinen Füßen. Ich rief die Polizei und ließ die Stelle untersuchen. Auf dem Dach waren Schieferplat-ten und Ziegelsteine gestapelt für irgendwelche Reparaturen, und sie wollten mich glauben machen, der Wind habe einen runtergepustet. Natürlich wußte ich es besser, aber ich konnte nichts beweisen. Danach nahm ich eine Droschke und erreichte die Räume meines Bruders in der Pall Mall, wo ich den Tag verbrachte. Nun bin ich zu Ihnen gekommen, und unterwegs hat mich ein Rüpel mit einem Knüttel attackiert. 

Ich hab ihn niedergeschlagen, und die Polizei hat ihn in Gewahrsam; aber ich kann Ihnen mit der absolute-sten Gewißheit sagen, daß man niemals irgendeine Verbindung zwischen dem Gentleman, an dessen Vorderzähnen ich mir die Knöchel aufgeschlagen habe, und dem unauffälligen Mathematiklehrer aufspüren wird, der, möchte ich behaupten, gerade zehn Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.953
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Meilen entfernt auf einer Tafel Rechenaufgaben löst. 

Es wird Sie nicht mehr verwundern, Watson, daß ich beim Betreten Ihrer Räume zuerst die Läden geschlossen und Sie um die Erlaubnis gebeten habe, Ihr Haus durch einen etwas weniger augenfälligen Ausgang als die Vordertür verlassen zu dürfen.«

Ich hatte oft den Mut meines Freundes bewundert, doch niemals mehr als jetzt, da er ruhig dasaß und eine Reihe von Vorfällen aufzählte, die sich zu einem Tag des Schreckens zusammengefügt haben mußten. 

»Werden Sie die Nacht hier verbringen?« sagte ich. 

»Nein, mein Freund; Sie müßten sonst vielleicht feststellen, daß ich ein gefährlicher Gast bin. Ich habe meine Pläne geschmiedet, und alles wird gutgehen. 

Die Sache hat sich jetzt so weit entwickelt, daß sie, was die Verhaftung betrifft, auch ohne meine Hilfe vorwärtsmachen können, während für eine Überführung meine Anwesenheit vonnöten ist. Es liegt daher auf der Hand, daß ich nichts Besseres tun kann, als mich die wenigen Tage davonzumachen, die noch bleiben, bis die Polizei freie Hand hat. Es wäre mir mithin ein großes Vergnügen, wenn Sie mit mir auf den Kontinent kommen könnten.«

»Die Praxis ist ruhig«, sagte ich, »und ich habe einen entgegenkommenden Nachbarn. Ich würde mich freuen, mitzukommen.«

»Und morgen früh aufzubrechen?«

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.954
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»Wenn nötig.«

»O ja, es ist überaus nötig. Dann sind das Ihre Instruktionen, und ich bitte Sie, mein lieber Watson, ihnen buchstabengetreu zu folgen, denn jetzt spielen Sie mit mir eine Doppelpartie gegen den geschickte-sten Schurken und das mächtigste Verbrechersyndikat Europas. Nun hören Sie zu! Sie werden jegliches Ge-päck, das Sie mitzunehmen beabsichtigen, heute nacht durch einen vertrauenswürdigen Boten unadressiert nach Victoria befördern lassen. Morgen werden Sie nach einem Hansom schicken und Ihren Mann anwei-sen, weder den ersten noch den zweiten zu nehmen, der sich anbieten mag. In diesen Hansom werden Sie einsteigen und zum Strand-Ende der Lowther Arca-de57 fahren, wobei Sie dem Kutscher die Adresse auf einem Stück Papier aushändigen, mit der Aufforderung, es nicht wegzuwerfen. Halten Sie Ihr Fahrgeld bereit und sausen Sie, sobald Ihre Droschke hält, durch die Arcade, wobei Sie es so einrichten müssen, daß Sie um Viertel nach neun auf der anderen Seite rauskommen. Sie werden einen kleinen Brougham dicht am Rinnstein warten sehen, der von einem Menschen in einem schweren, schwarzen Mantel mit rot abgestepptem Kragen gefahren wird. Da steigen Sie ein, und Sie werden Victoria rechtzeitig für den Zug nach dem Kontinent erreichen.«

»Wo werde ich Sie treffen?«
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»Auf dem Bahnhof. Das zweite Erster-Klasse-Abteil von vorn wird für uns reserviert sein.«

»Das Abteil ist also unser Treffpunkt.«

»Ja.«

Vergebens bat ich Holmes, für den Abend zu bleiben. Mir war klar, daß er Unglück über das Haus zu bringen fürchtete, in dem er weilte, und daß dies der Grund war, der ihn zum Gehen drängte. Mit ein paar hastigen Worten zu unseren Plänen für den folgenden Tag stand er auf und kam mit mir in den Garten hinaus, kletterte über die Mauer, hinter der die Mortimer Street liegt, und pfiff sofort nach einem Hansom, in dem ich ihn wegfahren hörte. 

Am Morgen befolgte ich Holmes' Anordnungen buchstabengetreu. Ein Hansom wurde unter solchen Vorkehrungen beschafft, die verhindern würden, daß es einer war, den man für uns bereitgestellt hatte, und ich fuhr unmittelbar nach dem Frühstück zur Lowther Arcade, die ich mit höchster Geschwindigkeit durch-eilte. Ein Brougham wartete mit einem sehr massigen, in einen dunklen Umhang gehüllten Fahrer, der, sobald ich eingestiegen war, das Pferd antrieb und zur Victoria Station davonratterte. Als ich dort ausstieg, wendete er die Kutsche und sauste von dannen, ohne auch nur einen Blick in meine Richtung zu werfen. 

So weit war alles bewunderungswürdig verlaufen. 

Mein Gepäck erwartete mich, und ich hatte keine Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.956
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Schwierigkeiten, das Abteil zu finden, das Holmes angegeben hatte, um so weniger, als es das einzige im Zug war, das das »Besetzt«-Schild trug. Nur eines machte mir Sorgen: das Nichterscheinen von Holmes. 

Die Bahnhofsuhr zeigte nur noch sieben Minuten bis zu der Zeit, da wir abfahren sollten. Vergeblich hielt ich unter den Gruppen von Reisenden und Abschied-nehmenden Ausschau nach der wendigen Gestalt meines Freundes. Es war nichts von ihm zu sehen. Ich verbrachte ein paar Minuten damit, einem ehrwürdigen italienischen Priester beizustehen, der in seinem gebrochenen Englisch einem Dienstmann verständlich zu machen versuchte, daß sein Gepäck nach Paris aufgegeben werden sollte. Dann, nachdem ich mich noch einmal umgesehen hatte, kehrte ich in mein Abteil zu-rück, wo ich feststellte, daß mir der Schaffner trotz des Schildes meinen gebrechlichen italienischen Freund als Reisegefährten zugeteilt hatte. Es war sinnlos für mich, ihm klarmachen zu wollen, daß seine Anwesenheit nicht Rechtens war, denn mein Italienisch war noch begrenzter als sein Englisch, und so zuckte ich resigniert die Achseln und hielt weiterhin bang nach meinem Freund Ausschau. Ein Schauer der Angst hatte mich überkommen, als ich daran dachte, daß sein Ausbleiben bedeuten mochte, daß während der Nacht ihm etwas zugestoßen war. Schon waren alle Türen zugeschlagen worden und der Pfiff ertönt, Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.957
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als –

»Mein lieber Watson«, sagte eine Stimme, »Sie haben nicht einmal geruht, guten Morgen zu sagen.«

Ich drehte mich in fassungsloser Verblüffung um. 

Der betagte Geistliche hatte mir das Gesicht zugewandt. Für einen Augenblick glätteten sich die Runzeln, die Nase hob sich vom Kinn, die Unterlippe zog sich zurück, der Brabbelmund verstummte, die matten Augen gewannen ihr Feuer wieder, die zusammenge-sunkene Gestalt streckte sich. Im nächsten Moment sackte alles zusammen, und Holmes war so rasch verschwunden, wie er gekommen war. 

»Lieber Himmel!« rief ich. »Haben Sie mich erschreckt!«

»Noch ist jede Vorsichtsmaßnahme vonnöten«, flü-

sterte er. »Ich habe Grund zu der Annahme, daß sie uns hart auf den Fersen sind. Ah, da ist Moriarty selbst.«

Der Zug hatte sich bereits in Bewegung gesetzt, während Holmes sprach. Zurückblickend sah ich einen hochgewachsenen Mann, der sich ungestüm durch die Menge drängte und winkte, als wollte er den Zug anhalten lassen. Es war jedoch zu spät, denn wir gewannen rasch an Geschwindigkeit und hatten schon einen Moment später den Bahnhof hinter uns gelassen. 

»Trotz all unserer Vorsichtsmaßnahmen haben wir Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.958

Das letzte Problem

Doyle-WA Bd. 6, 285

es, wie Sie sehen, äußerst knapp geschafft«, sagte Holmes lachend. Er stand auf, legte den schwarzen Talar und Hut ab, die seine Verkleidung gebildet hatten, und verstaute sie in einer Reisetasche. 

»Haben Sie die Morgenzeitung gelesen, Watson?«

»Nein.«

»Sie haben also nichts von der Baker Street gelesen?«

»Baker Street?«

»Sie haben letzte Nacht Feuer an unsere Räume gelegt. Es wurde kein großer Schaden angerichtet.«

»Gütiger Himmel, Holmes! Das ist ja nicht auszuhalten.«

»Sie müssen meine Spur gänzlich verloren haben, nachdem ihr Knüppel-Mann verhaftet wurde. Ansonsten hätten sie nicht annehmen können, ich sei in meine Räume zurückgekehrt. Allem Anschein nach haben sie aber vorsichtshalber Sie beobachtet, und das hat Moriarty nach Victoria gebracht. Sie haben beim Herkommen nicht möglicherweise einen Fehler gemacht?«

»Ich tat genau, was Sie mir aufgetragen hatten.«

»Fanden Sie Ihren Brougham?«

»Ja, er wartete schon.«

»Haben Sie Ihren Kutscher erkannt?«

»Nein.«

»Es war mein Bruder Mycroft. Es ist von Vorteil, Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.959
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in einem solchen Fall, wenn man herumkommen kann, ohne einen Mietling ins Vertrauen zu ziehen. 

Doch wir müssen planen, was wir nun wegen Moriarty unternehmen.«

»Da dies ein Schnellzug ist und er auch noch Anschluß an das Schiff hat, möchte ich meinen, daß wir ihn sehr erfolgreich abgeschüttelt haben.«

»Mein lieber Watson, Sie haben offenbar nicht ganz verstanden, was ich meinte damit, daß man bei diesem Mann durchaus das gleiche intellektuelle Niveau wie bei mir voraussetzen könne. Sie glauben doch nicht, ich als Verfolger ließe mich von einem so geringfügigen Hindernis aufhalten. Warum also sollten Sie so gering von ihm denken?«

»Was wird er tun?«

»Was ich tun würde.«

»Und das wäre?«

»Einen Sonderzug mieten.«

»Aber der käme doch zu spät.«

»Keineswegs. Dieser Zug hält in Canterbury; und beim Schiff gibt es immer mindestens eine Viertelstunde Verzögerung. Dort wird er uns einholen.«

»Man könnte meinen, wir wären die Verbrecher. 

Wir können ihn bei seiner Ankunft verhaften lassen.«

»Das hieße, die Arbeit von drei Monaten zunichte machen. Wir würden den großen Fisch fangen, doch die kleineren würden nach rechts und links aus dem Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.960
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Netz flitzen. Am Montag werden wir sie alle haben. 

Nein, eine Verhaftung kommt nicht in Betracht.«

»Was dann?«

»Wir werden in Canterbury aussteigen.«

»Und dann?«

»Nun, dann müssen wir quer durchs Land nach Newhaven und von dort nach Dieppe übersetzen. 

Moriarty wird wieder tun, was ich tun würde. Er wird nach Paris weiterfahren, unser Gepäck ausfindig machen und zwei Tage beim Depot warten. Unterdessen werden wir uns ein paar Stofftaschen leisten, in den Ländern, die wir bereisen, das Handwerk fördern und uns via Luxemburg und Basel mit Muße in die Schweiz verfugen.«

Ich bin ein zu erfahrener Reisender, als daß mir der Verlust meines Gepäcks ernsthaft zu schaffen machen könnte, doch ich gebe zu, daß mich die Vorstellung ärgerte, vor einem Mann Haken schlagen und mich verstecken zu müssen, dessen Sündenregister schwarz war vor unaussprechlichen Infamien. Es war jedoch klar, daß Holmes die bessere Übersicht hatte. Wir stiegen deshalb in Canterbury aus, nur um festzustellen, daß wir auf einen Zug nach Newhaven eine Stunde würden warten müssen. Ich sah immer noch recht wehmütig dem rasch mit meiner Garderobe ent-schwindenden Gepäckwagen nach, als Holmes mich am Ärmel zupfte und die Geleise entlang deutete. 

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.961

Das letzte Problem

Doyle-WA Bd. 6, 287

»Sehen Sie, da kommt er schon«, sagte er. 

Weit weg über den Wäldern von Kent stieg eine dünne Rauchwolke auf. Eine Minute später konnte man einen Wagen nebst Lokomotive in die weite Kurve sausen sehen, die zum Bahnhof führt. Wir hatten kaum Zeit, uns hinter einen Stapel Gepäck zu duk-ken, als er, einen Schwall heißer Luft in unsere Gesichter schleudernd, ratternd und schnaubend vorbei-raste. 

»Da fährt er hin«, sagte Holmes, während wir dem Wagen nachblickten, wie er rumpelnd über die Weichen schwankte. »Die Intelligenz unseres Freundes hat, wie Sie sehen, doch ihre Grenzen. Es wäre ein coup de maître  gewesen, hätte er deduziert, was ich deduzieren würde, und entsprechend gehandelt.«

»Und was hätte er getan, wenn er uns eingeholt hätte?«

»Es kann nicht den geringsten Zweifel daran geben, daß er einen Mordanschlag auf mich unternommen hätte. Das ist jedoch ein Spiel, bei dem zwei mitspielen können. Und im Augenblick stellt sich die drängende Frage, ob wir hier einen verfrühten Lunch zu uns nehmen oder das Risiko eingehen zu verhungern, ehe wir das Büffet in Newhaven erreichen.«

Wir kamen an jenem Abend bis Brüssel, verbrachten dort zwei Tage und fuhren am dritten nach Straß-

burg weiter. Montag morgen hatte Holmes der Londo-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.962
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ner Polizei telegraphiert, und am Nachmittag fanden wir in unserem Hotel eine Antwort vor. Holmes riß sie auf und schleuderte sie dann mit einer bitteren Verwünschung in den Kamin. 

»Ich hätte es wissen müssen«, stöhnte er. »Er ist entkommen.«

»Moriarty!«

»Sie haben die ganze Bande festgenommen, mit Ausnahme von ihm. Er ist ihnen entwischt. Natürlich, nachdem ich London verlassen hatte, gab es niemanden mehr, der mit ihm fertig geworden wäre. Aber ich war doch der Meinung, ich hätte ihnen das Wild in die Arme getrieben. Ich glaube, Sie kehren besser nach England zurück, Watson.«

»Warum?«

»Weil ich jetzt zu einem gefährlichen Begleiter geworden bin. Das Gewerbe dieses Mannes ist dahin. Er ist verloren, wenn er nach London zurückkehrt. Wenn ich seinen Charakter richtig deute, wird er seine gesamten Energien daran wenden, sich an mir zu rächen. 


Er hat das während unserer kurzen Unterredung angedeutet, und ich glaube, er meinte es ernst. Ich möchte Ihnen jedenfalls empfehlen, zu Ihrer Praxis zurückzukehren.«

Das war nicht die Art Empfehlung, die bei einem alten Soldaten und alten Freund wie mir verfangen mochte. Wir saßen im  salle-à-manger  in Straßburg Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.963
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und erörterten die Frage eine halbe Stunde lang, doch am gleichen Abend hatten wir unsere Reise fortgesetzt und waren schon seit Stunden unterwegs nach Genf. 

Eine bezaubernde Woche lang wanderten wir das Rhone-Tal hinauf, dann, bei Leuk abzweigend, über den noch tief verschneiten Gemmi-Paß und gelangten so, über Interlaken, nach Meiringen. Es war eine wunderschöne Wanderung, das liebliche Grün des Frühlings zu Füßen, das jungfräuliche Weiß des Winters zu Häupten; aber es war mir klar, daß Holmes keinen Moment lang den Schatten vergaß, der über ihm lag. 

Ob in den heimeligen Alpendörfern oder auf den einsamen Bergpässen – die Art, wie er seine scharfen Blicke schweifen ließ und das Gesicht eines jeden, der uns entgegenkam, einer scharfen Musterung unterzog, rief mir immer wieder ins Bewußtsein, daß er vollauf überzeugt war, wir könnten, wohin wir auch gehen mochten, der Gefahr nicht entgehen, die uns auf den Fersen blieb. 

Einmal, entsinne ich mich, als wir den Gemmi überquerten und am Ufer des melancholischen Dau-bensees entlanggingen, kam ein großer Felsbrocken, der sich aus dem Kamm gelöst hatte, herabgepoltert und donnerte hinter uns in den See. Im Nu war Holmes auf den Kamm gestürmt und reckte, auf einer hochragenden Zinne stehend, den Hals nach allen Richtungen. Es verschlug nichts, daß unser Führer Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.964
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ihm erklärte, Steinschlag sei an dieser Stelle im Frühling ein alltägliches Risiko. Er sagte nichts, doch er lächelte mir mit der Miene eines Mannes zu, der eintreffen sieht, was er erwartet hat. 

Und doch war er bei all seiner Wachsamkeit nie deprimiert. Im Gegenteil, ich entsinne mich nicht, ihn je in so sprudelnder Laune gesehen zu haben. Wieder und wieder kam er darauf zurück, daß er, falls er sicher sein könnte, die Gesellschaft von Professor Moriarty befreit zu haben, seine eigene Karriere frohen Mutes zum Abschluß bringen wollte. 

»Ich glaube, ich darf zu behaupten wagen, Watson, daß ich nicht ganz vergeblich gelebt habe«, bemerkte er. »Wenn meine Akte heute abend geschlossen würde, so könnte ich sie dennoch mit Gleichmut betrachten. Die Londoner Luft ist dank meiner Gegenwart milder geworden. Nach über tausend Fällen bin ich mir nicht bewußt, meine Fähigkeiten je auf der falschen Seite eingesetzt zu haben. In letzter Zeit reizt es mich mehr und mehr, die Probleme zu untersuchen, vor welche die Natur uns stellt, statt der oberflächli-cheren, für die der künstliche Zustand unserer Gesellschaft verantwortlich ist. Ihre Memoiren werden sich dem Ende zuneigen, Watson, an dem Tage, da ich meine Karriere kröne mit der Ergreifung oder Auslö-

schung des gefährlichsten und fähigsten Verbrechers in ganz Europa.«
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Das wenige, was mir noch zu erzählen bleibt, soll kurz und genau sein. Es ist ein Thema, bei dem ich ungern verweilen möchte, und doch bin ich mir be-wußt, daß mir die Pflicht zufallt, kein Detail auszulassen. 

Am 3. Mai erreichten wir das kleine Dorf Meiringen, wo wir im ›Englischen Hof‹ abstiegen, der damals von Peter Steiler dem Älteren geführt wurde. 

Unser Wirt war ein intelligenter Mann und sprach ausgezeichnet Englisch, da er drei Jahre lang als Ober im Grosvenor Hotel in London Dienst getan hatte. 

Auf seinen Rat hin machten wir uns am Nachmittag des 4. auf in die Berge, in der Absicht, die Nacht in dem Weiler Rosenlaui zu verbringen. Man hatte uns indes dringend eingeschärft, am Reichenbachfall58, der etwa auf halbem Wege bergan liegt, unter keinen Umständen vorbeizugehen, sondern den kleinen Umweg zu machen und ihn uns anzusehen. 

Es ist in der Tat ein furchterregender Ort. Der vom geschmolzenen Schnee geschwollene Wildbach stürzt in einen gewaltigen Abgrund, aus dem Gischt auf-wallt wie Rauch aus einem brennenden Haus. Der Schacht, in den der Fluß sich wirft, ist eine ungeheure, von glänzendem, kohlschwarzem Fels gesäum-te Kluft, die in einen schäumenden, brodelnden Kessel von unermeßlicher Tiefe mündet, der überläuft und den Strom über seinen gezackten Rand weiter-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.966
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schleudert. Der unablässig hinabdonnernde grüne Wasserschwall und der unablässig heraufstiebende dichte, wabernde Gischtvorhang machen mit ihrem immerwährendem Wirbeln und Tosen einen Menschen völlig schwindlig. Wir standen nahe am Rand und starrten hinab auf den Schimmer des weit unter uns an den schwarzen Felsen sich brechenden Wassers und lauschten dem halb menschlichen Brüllen, das mit dem Gischt aus dem Abgrund heraufstob. 

Der Pfad ist halbwegs um den Fall herum in den Felsen gehauen worden, um einen vollständigen Überblick zu gewähren, doch er endet unvermittelt, und der Wanderer muß zurückkehren, wie er gekommen ist. Wir hatten uns umgewandt, um dies zu tun, als wir einen jungen Schweizer mit einem Brief in der Hand auf uns zulaufen sahen. Der Brief trug den Absender des Hotels, das wir gerade verlassen hatten, und war vom Wirt an mich adressiert. Wie es schien, war ganz wenige Minuten nach unserem Aufbruch eine englische Dame eingetroffen, die sich im letzten Stadium der Schwindsucht befand. Sie hatte in Davos-Platz überwintert und war eben unterwegs gewesen, um ihre Freunde in Luzern zu besuchen, als sie einen plötzlichen Blutsturz erlitt. Man war der Meinung, daß sie kaum noch ein paar Stunden zu leben habe und es ihr ein großer Trost wäre, einen englischen Arzt zu sehen, und ob ich nicht zurückkeh-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.967
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ren könnte, etc., etc. Der gute Steiler versicherte mir in einem Postskriptum, ich würde ihm damit einen sehr großen Gefallen erweisen, da die Dame sich entschieden weigere, einen Schweizer Arzt zu sehen, und er werde das Gefühl nicht los, eine große Verantwortung zu tragen. 

Der Appell ließ sich nicht ignorieren. Es war un-möglich, die Bitte einer Landsmännin abzuschlagen, die in einem fremden Land im Sterben lag. Doch ich hatte meine Bedenken, Holmes allein zu lassen. Wir kamen jedoch schließlich überein, daß er den jungen Schweizer Boten als Führer und Begleiter bei sich behalten sollte, während ich nach Meiringen zurückkehrte. Mein Freund würde ein Weilchen beim Wasserfall bleiben, sagte er, und dann langsam bergauf nach Rosenlaui wandern, wo ich am Abend wieder zu ihm stoßen sollte. Als ich mich fortwandte, sah ich Holmes mit dem Rücken an einen Felsen gelehnt und mit verschränkten Armen dastehen und auf die schäumenden Wassermassen hinabschauen. Es war das letzte, was ich auf dieser Welt je von ihm sehen sollte. 

Als ich dem Fuße des Abstiegs nahe war, blickte ich zurück. Es war von diesem Standort aus unmöglich, den Wasserfall zu sehen, aber ich konnte den ge-krümmten Pfad erkennen, der sich über die Schulter des Berges windet und zu ihm hinführt. Ihn entlang Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.968
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lief, wie ich mich erinnere, sehr rasch ein Mann. 

Deutlich hob sich seine schwarze Gestalt von dem Grün des Hintergrundes ab. Er und die Energie, mit der er ging, fielen mir auf, doch er entschwand meinem Gedächtnis wieder, während ich, meinem Auftrage folgend, weitereilte. 

Es mochte ein wenig mehr als eine Stunde vergangen sein, ehe ich Meiringen erreichte. Der alte Steiler stand auf der Veranda seines Hotels. 

»Nun«, sagte ich, als ich herangeeilt kam, »ich hoffe doch, ihr Zustand hat sich nicht verschlechtert?«

Erstaunen huschte über sein Gesicht, und beim ersten Zucken seiner Augenbrauen wurde mein Herz in der Brust zu Blei. 

»Sie haben das nicht geschrieben?« sagte ich, indem ich den Brief aus der Tasche zog. »Es gibt keine kranke Engländerin im Hotel?«

»Gewiß nicht«, rief er. »Aber das ist ja der Briefkopf des Hotels! Ha! Den muß dieser hochgewachsene Engländer geschrieben haben, der hereinkam, nachdem sie gegangen waren. Er sagte –«

Doch ich wartete keine von des Wirtes Erklärungen ab. Schon lief ich zitternd vor Angst die Dorfstraße hinab und stürzte dem Pfad zu, den ich vor kurzem erst herabgestiegen war. Ich hatte eine Stunde gebraucht, um herunterzukommen. Trotz all meiner Anstrengungen waren zwei weitere vergangen, ehe ich Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.969

Das letzte Problem

Doyle-WA Bd. 6, 293

mich wieder am Reichenbachfall befand. Dort lehnte Holmes' Bergstock immer noch an dem Felsen, wo ich ihn verlassen hatte. Doch von ihm war nichts zu sehen, und mein Rufen war vergeblich. Die einzige Antwort war meine eigene Stimme, die in rollendem Echo von den Felswänden um mich her widerhallte. 

Beim Anblick dieses Bergstocks wurde mir kalt und elend. Holmes war also nicht nach Rosenlaui gegangen. Er war auf jenem drei Fuß breiten Pfad geblieben, schieren Fels auf der einen und schieren Abgrund auf der anderen Seite, bis sein Feind ihn eingeholt hatte. Der junge Schweizer war ebenfalls verschwunden. Er hatte wahrscheinlich im Sold von Moriarty gestanden und die beiden Männer allein gelassen. Und dann, was war dann geschehen? Wer sollte uns sagen, was dann geschehen war? 

Ich stand ein, zwei Minuten still, um mich zu fassen, denn ich war vom Entsetzen gelähmt. Dann begann ich an Holmes' eigene Methoden zu denken und zu versuchen, sie bei der Deutung dieser Tragödie anzuwenden. Es war, ach!, nur allzu leicht. Während unseres Gesprächs waren wir nicht bis zum Ende des Pfades gegangen, und der Bergstock bezeichnete die Stelle, wo wir gestanden hatten. Die schwärzliche Erde wird vom unablässigen Gischtgestöber ständig feucht und weich gehalten, und ein Vogel würde seinen Abdruck auf ihr hinterlassen. Zwei Linien von Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.970
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Fußspuren zeichneten sich deutlich auf dem entfernten Ende des Pfades ab, beide führten sie von mir weg. Es kehrten keine zurück. Ein paar Yards vor dem Ende war die Erde aufgewühlt zu einem einzigen Morast, und die Brombeersträucher und das Farnkraut, die die Kluft säumten, waren verdreckt und zerrauft. Ich legte mich auf den Bauch und spähte über den Rand, ganz von aufspritzendem Gischt umhüllt. Es war dunkler geworden, seit ich gegangen war, und ich konnte nur da und dort das Glitzern von Feuchtigkeit auf den schwarzen Felsen und weit unten am Grunde des Schachts das Schimmern des zerstiebenden Wassers erkennen. Ich schrie; doch nur das nämliche, halb menschliche Brüllen des Wasserfalls schlug an meine Ohren zurück. 

Doch es war mir bestimmt, am Ende noch ein letztes Grußwort von meinem Freund und Kameraden zu erhalten. Ich habe gesagt, daß sein Bergstock stehen gelassen worden war, an einen Felsen gelehnt, der in den Pfad hineinragte. Oben von diesem Klotz blitzte mir etwas entgegen, ich griff danach und stellte fest, daß es sein silbernes Zigarettenetui war, das er bei sich zu tragen pflegte. Als ich es aufhob, flatterte ein kleines Papierviereck, das darunter gelegen hatte, zu Boden. Ich faltete es auseinander und stellte fest, daß es drei aus seinem Notizbuch gerissene und und an mich adressierte Blätter waren. Es war charakteri-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.971
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stisch für den Mann, daß die Anschrift so präzise und die Schrift so ruhig und klar war, als hätte er beim Schreiben in seinem Arbeitszimmer gesessen: Mein lieber Watson, ich schreibe diese wenigen Zeilen dank der Zuvorkommenheit von Mr. 

Moriarty, der solange warten will, bis ich ihm zur Verfügung stehe für die endgültige Bereini-gung der zwischen uns offengebliebenen Fragen. 

Er hat mir einen Überblick über die Methoden gegeben, dank denen er der englischen Polizei entging und stets über unsere Bewegungen unterrichtet blieb. Sie bestätigen in der Tat die sehr hohe Meinung, die ich mir von seinen Fähigkeiten gebildet hatte. Zu wissen, daß ich die Gesellschaft von allen weiteren Auswirkungen seiner Gegenwart befreien kann, ist mir eine Freude, obgleich ich befürchte, daß der Preis dafür meinen Freunden, und besonders Ihnen, mein lieber Watson, Schmerz bereiten wird. Ich hatte Ihnen indes bereits erklärt, daß meine Karriere ohnehin einen Wendepunkt erreicht hat und kein anderer möglicher Abschluß angemessener sein könnte als dieser. In der Tat war ich, wenn ich Ihnen ein volles Geständnis ablegen darf, durchaus überzeugt, daß der Brief aus Meiringen ein Schwindel war, und ich ließ Sie davongehen zu Ihrem Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.972
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Krankenbesuch in der Gewißheit, daß eine Entwicklung dieser Art folgen würde. Sagen Sie Inspektor Patterson, daß die Papiere, die er zur Überführung der Bande benötigt, in Brieffach M. sind, in einem blauen Umschlag mit der Aufschrift ›Moriarty‹. Ich habe alle Verfügungen über mein Vermögen getroffen, ehe ich England verließ, und sie meinem Bruder Mycroft ausgehändigt. Bitte richten Sie Mrs. Watson meine Grüße aus, und seien Sie versichert, lieber Freund, ich bleibe

stets der Ihre

SHERLOCK HOLMES

Ein paar Worte mögen genügen, das wenige, was noch bleibt, zu erzählen. Eine Untersuchung durch Experten läßt wenig Zweifel, daß ein Handgemenge zwischen den beiden Männern damit endete – wie es in einer solchen Situation auch kaum anders enden konnte –, daß sie hinuntertaumelten, einer den anderen umklammert haltend. Jeder Versuch, ihre Leichname zu bergen, war absolut hoffnungslos, und dort, tief unten in jenem schrecklichen Kessel voll wir-belndem Wasser und brodelndem Schaum, werden sie für alle Zeiten ruhen: der gefährlichste Verbrecher einer Generation und ihr vornehmster Streiter für das Recht. Der junge Schweizer wurde nie gefunden, und Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.973
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es kann keinen Zweifel daran geben, daß er einer der zahlreichen Agenten war, die in Moriartys Diensten standen. Was die Bande anbelangt, so wird der Öffentlichkeit noch in Erinnerung sein, wie vollständig das Beweismaterial war, das Holmes zur Entlarvung ihrer Organisation zusammengetragen hatte, und wie schwer noch die Hand des Toten auf ihnen lastete. 

Über ihren schrecklichen Führer kamen während des Verfahrens nur wenige Einzelheiten zutage, und wenn ich nun gezwungen war, eine deutliche Aussage zu seiner Karriere zu machen, so ist das jenen unverständigen Fürsprechern zuzuschreiben, die sich bemüßigt fühlten, sein Andenken aufzupolieren durch Angriffe auf den Mann, der für mich eines bleiben wird: der beste und weiseste Mensch, den ich je gekannt habe. 
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Die vorliegende Übersetzung folgt den englischen Standardnachdrucken der 1894 erschienen Originalausgabe  The Memoirs of Sherlock Holmes.  Sie ist vollständig und möglichst wortgetreu. Ausnahmen werden in den Anmerkungen besonders erwähnt. 

Wie man sich vorstellen kann, ist es unmöglich, eine Geschichte wie  Silberstern  zu übersetzen ohne hippologisches und rennsporttechnisches Fachwissen. 

Der Verlag dankt deshalb Frau Marie-Louise Bod-mer-Preiswerk, Schwyz, und Frau Sibylle Farner von der Zentralbibliothek Zürich, ganz besonders aber dem großen Pferdekenner, Dr. Gaston Delaquis, Münchenbuchsee, der nicht nur alle Fragen zu beantworten wußte, sondern darüber hinaus noch unbezahl-bare Ratschläge gab. 

In seiner Autobiographie  Memories and Adventures (1924) schreibt Doyle, daß er  Silberstern  geschrieben habe, obwohl er sich mit Pferden nicht besonders gut auskenne, worauf in einer Sportzeitung ein exzellenter Verriß erschienen sei, dessen Autor auch erwähne, welche Strafen die Beteiligten zu ge-wärtigen hätten. »Die Hälfte wäre ins Gefängnis gekommen, die anderen für immer vom Rennplatz verbannt worden. Aber was Details betrifft, bin ich nie Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.975
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ängstlich gewesen, und manchmal muß man einfach gebieterisch sein.« Da der Verlag, was Details betrifft, etwas ängstlicher ist als der Autor, wurden wieder zahlreiche Anmerkungen zusammengetragen, wobei  die  unerschöpfliche Quelle nach wie vor  The Annotated Sherlock Holmes  ist, herausgegeben von William S. Baring-Gould. 
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1 »bei gleichem Gewicht« – gemeint ist der Ge-wichtsausgleich bei Handicap-Rennen, mit dem die Gewinnaussichten der Pferde einander angeglichen werden. 

2 »Furlong« – 201,168 m. »Yard« – 0,9144 m. 

3 »gerichtliche Leichenschau« – engl.  inquest,  ist eine Art Voruntersuchung durch eine vom sog.  Coroner geleitete Jury, die bei Todesfällen mit unklarer Ursache durch Befragung von Zeugen und durch Erhebung ärztlicher Gutachten ermittelt und entscheidet, ob der Todesfall Gegenstand eines ordentlichen Gerichtsver-fahrens wird. 

4 »A.D.P.-Bruyèrepfeife«: A.D.P. steht für Alfred Dunhill Pipe. 

5 »fünf Sovereigns in Gold« – Der Sovereign (Sov.) war eine Standardmünze mit dem Wert von i  £.  Mehr über das Geld bei Sherlock Holmes findet sich in den Anmerkungen von Gisbert Haefs zu  Die Abenteuer des Sherlock Holmes. 

6 »Zweiundzwanzig Guineen« – Eine Guinea war 21

Shillings wert, 1 Pfund deren 20. Wenn wir nun, um den DM
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Gisbert Haefs vorgeschlagenen Faktor von 100 multiplizieren, hat allein das Kostüm von Madame Darbyshire DM 2300 gekostet, was in der Tat »ziemlich üppig« ist. 

7 »Half-crown« – Silbermünze im Wert von 2 Shillings und Sixpence. 

8 »Einsatz 50 Sovs. pro Starter« – Für jedes angemeldete Pferd muß der Besitzer 50 Sovs. einlegen. 

9 »halb Reugeld« – Im Original ein kryptisches  h ft, das für  half forfeit  steht. Es bedeutet, »daß der halbe Einsatz zu bezahlen sei, wenn ein angemeldetes Pferd nicht zum Start kommt« (Victor Silberer,  Turf-Lexicon,  1884). 

10 »Fünf zu vier gegen Silberstern ... auf das Feld!« –

» Gegen das Feld  wettet man, wenn man sich ein bestimmtes Pferd oder deren zwei wählt und dem Gegner die Chancen aller übrigen überläßt.  Auf das Feld wettet man, wenn man den Gegner ein Pferd oder deren zwei wählen läßt und sich dagegen alle übrigen behält«  (Turf-Lexicon). 

11 »bei geschickter Ausführung« – Im Original subcutaneously.  Da die Sehnen ja alle  unter  der Haut (subkutan) verlaufen, hat Gaston Delaquis bestimmt recht, wenn er meint, daß Holmes wohl sagen wollte, daß sich
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mit den Haaren des Pferdes kaschieren läßt. 

12 »die Affaire des zweiten Flecks« – in  Die Rückkehr des Sherlock Holmes. 

13 »Gelbfieber« – im tropischen Afrika und in Amerika verbreitete akute Viruskrankheit, die von der Gelbfiebermücke übertragen wird. 

14 »Norbury« – zu Holmes' und Watsons Zeit ein kleines Dorf in der Nähe von London mit einer Bahnstation und einem Golfklub. Heute zum Bezirk Croydon gehörig. 

15 »Jack« ist wohl der Kosename, den Mrs. Munro ihrem Mann gab, der offiziell »Grant« hieß. 

16 »Crystal Palace« – Diese Metall-Glas-Konstruktion wurde von John Paxton für die Weltausstellung von 1851 im Hyde Park aufgestellt. Nach dem Ende der Ausstellung wurde der Pavillon in Sydenham wie-deraufgebaut, wo ihn Grant Munro auf seinem Spaziergang bequem erreichen konnte. (Siehe auch die entsprechende Karte im  Sherlock Holmes Handbuch, P. 252/3.)

17 »Kurz nach meiner Heirat« – mit Mary Morstan nämlich, die Watson während des Abenteuers vom Reichen der Vier  kennengelernt hatte. 
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18 »am Schlage« – im Original »my innings«, ein Ausdruck aus dem für Nicht-Engländer rätselhaften Cricket-Spiel. 

19 »Friedensrichter« – engl.  Justice of the Peace,  ist in England und Amerika ein Einzelrichter für die Rechtsprechung in Straf- und Zivilsachen niederer Ordnung. 

20 »Broads« – breite, seenartige Erweiterung von Flüssen, besonders häufig in der Gegend von Norfolk, was allerdings im  Osten  von England liegt und nicht im Norden, wie Holmes sagt. 

21 »Acht-Knoten-Tramp« – nicht an feste Schiffahrts-linien und -zeiten gebundenes Frachtschiff, das nicht schneller als acht Knoten fahren kann. 

22 »Bark« – Segelschiff, bei dem der letzte Mast mit längsschiff stehendem Segel (Gaffelsegel), die vorderen mit querstehenden Segeln (Rahsegel) getakelt sind. 

23 »den Golf« – von Biskaya. 

24 »Terai« – ein sumpfiges Tiefland in Indien, nördlich des Ganges, am Fuß des Himalaja. 

25 »Stechschloßpistole« – Stechschloß oder Stecher nennt man eine Abzugsvorrichtung bei Schußwaffen, die bei
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26 »V.R.« – Victoria Regina. Gemeint ist Victoria Alexandrina (1819–1901), seit 1837 Königin von England. 

27 »irgendwo in diesen zusammenhanglosen Memoiren« – genau gesagt im zweiten Kapitel von  Eine Studie in Scharlachrot. 

28 »Normannische Eroberung« – 1066 unter Wilhelm dem Eroberer. 

29 »persönliche Gleichung« – »nach F.W. Bessel (1822) die individuell verschiedene, im Mittel aber für ein und dieselbe Person konstante Reaktionsge-schwindigkeit, deren Feststellung es erlaubt, die Beobachtungen einer Person mit denen einer anderen zu vergleichen« (Brockhaus Enzyklopädie, 1972). 

30 »Münzen aus der Zeit Charles' I.« – Karl I. 

(1600–1649) war von 1625–1649 englischer König. 

1629–1640 regierte er ohne Parlament. Im Bürgerkrieg (1642–1648) zwischen Krone und Parlament besiegte das Parlamentsheer unter Oliver Cromwell das schottische Heer unter Karl I. bei Preston. Auf Betreiben Cromwells wurde dem König der Prozeß gemacht, in dem er zum Tode verurteilt und 1649 hingerichtet wurde. Gleichzeitig wurde die Monarchie abgeschafft, und es folgte ein republikanisches Interregnum
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31 »Kavalier« – so hießen die Anhänger der Krone, im Gegensatz zu den »Rundköpfen« auf seiten des Parlaments. 

32 »Charles II.« – Karl II. (1630–1685), der älteste Sohn von Karl I., war seit 1646 am Hofe Ludwigs XIV. aufgewachsen. Als er nach der Hinrichtung seines Vaters in Schottland landete und nach England vorstieß, wurde er von Cromwells Truppen geschlagen. Nach Cromwells Tod (1658) stellte General Monk die Monarchie wieder her, und Karl II. bestieg 1660 den Thron. 

33 »Popes ›Homer‹« – Der klassizistische englische Dichter Alexander Pope (1688–1744) übersetzte sowohl Homers  Ilias (1720) als auch die  Odyssee (1725/26). 

34 »Queen-Anne-Haus« – Während der Regierungszeit von Queen Anne (1702–1714), der letzten Stuart-Königin, bevorzugte man in England einen unauffälligen Baustil unter der Verwendung von Backstein. 

35 »Malplaquet« – ein französisches Dorf an der Grenze zu Belgien. Hier fand im September 1709 die blutigste Schlacht im Spanischen Erbfolgekrieg statt, die mit einem Sieg der Alliierten gegen Ludwig XIV. 

endete. 
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36 »Aldershot« – Stadt im Nordosten der südengli-schen Grafschaft Hampshire. Bevor dort 1855 der größte Truppenübungsplatz Englands eingerichtet wurde, ein bloßes Dorf. 

37 »Sepoy-Aufstand« – 1857/58 erhoben sich die einheimischen Soldaten des anglo-indischen Heers, die Sepoys, gegen die kolonialistische Politik der Ostindischen Kompanie, die mehr und mehr indische Fürstentümer annektiert und überdies 1835 das höhere britische Schulwesen eingeführt hatte, unter Vernachlässigung der indischen Volksbildung und -sprachen. 

Nach beidseitigen Massakern wurde 1858 die Ostindische Kompanie schließlich aufgelöst und Indien zum britischen Vize-Königreich erklärt. 

38 »Colour-Sergeant« – ein Sergeant, der für die Standarte eines Bataillons oder Regiments verantwortlich ist; etwa  Oberfeldwebel. 

39 »Florin« – Silbermünze im Wert von 2 Shillings. 

40 »eine Kompanie Sikhs« – Sikhs (von altind.  sisya

 =  Schüler) sind Anhänger einer indischen religiösen Reformbewegung, deren Hauptheiligtum Amritsar im Pandschab ist. Sie wurden 1849 von der Ostindischen Kompanie unterworfen, ihr Gebiet gelangte unter direkte britische Verwaltung. Beim Sepoy-Aufstand kämpften sie auf britischer Seite. 
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41 »Mungo« – die indische Variante der Mangusten (südostasiatische Schleichkatzen). Der berühmteste Mungo der Literatur ist Rikki-Tikki-Tavi in Rudyard Kiplings  Dschungelbuch.  Die Beschreibung seines Kampfes mit den zwei Kobras gilt nach wie vor als treffend. 

42 »im Ersten oder Zweiten Buch Samuel« – die von Holmes angesprochene Geschichte findet sich 2 Samuel II: David begehrt Bathseba, die Frau von Uria. 

Er sorgt dafür, daß Uria bei der Belagerung der Am-moniterstadt Rabba von den eigenen Truppen im Stich gelassen wird und den Tod findet. Nach Ablauf der Trauerzeit wird Bathseba Davids Frau. 

43 »Eine Studie in Scharlachrot« – Dieser erste Sherlock-Holmes-Roman erschien 1887 zunächst in  Beeton's Christmas Annual,  die Buchausgabe folgte 1888. Der Roman schildert unter anderem die erste Begegnung von Holmes und Watson. Wenn Watson von der  Gloria-Scott- Episode als der »späteren«

spricht, so meint er damit das Datum der Publikation seiner Aufzeichnung (April 1893). 

44 »Brougham« – vierrädrige Kutsche, benannt nach dem englischen Staatsmann Henry B. (1779–1868). 

45 »Norah Creina« –  Creina  ist ein gälisches Kose-wort und
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on kommt es vor in einem Gedicht von Thomas Moore,  Lesbia Hath a Beaming Eye: »Beauty lies in many eyes; but love in yours, / my Nora creina.«

46 »Schiefe der Ekliptik« – der Winkel zwischen der Ebene der Erdbahn um die Sonne und dem Äquator; er verringert sich seit ca. 4000 Jahren um ca. 50 Bo-gensekunden pro Jahrhundert. 

47 »Vernet«

–

Emile

Jean

Horace

Vernet

(1789–1863) war berühmt für seine realistischen Militär- und Kriegsbilder. 

48 »Beckenham« – Ort in der Grafschaft Kent. 

49 »Lower Brixton« – Mittelstandsviertel im Südosten von London. 

50 »Wicket-Stump« – Das ›Tor‹ beim Kricket heißt Wicket; der ›Bowler‹ wirft den Ball darauf, und der

›Batsman‹ verteidigt es. Es besteht aus drei ›stumps‹

genannten, senkrecht in den Boden gesteckten Stäben, auf denen waagrecht zwei kleinere Stäbe, die ›bails‹, liegen. 

51 »Tripelallianz« – zwischen Deutschland, Österreich-Ungarn und Italien (1882). Frankreich war damals die zweit–, Rußland die drittgrößte Seemacht nach Großbritannien. 
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52 »Spirituslampe« – Laut der ebenso unerschöpfli-chen wie unersetzlichen  Encyclopedia Sherlockiana eine Lampe mit einem Aufsatz, der das Erhitzen von Flüssigkeiten ermöglicht. 

53 »Maßsystem von Bertillon« – Alphonse Bertillon (1853–1914), ein französischer Kriminalexperte, entwickelte 1879 ein System zur Identifikation von Verbrechern (Bertillonage). Die individuelle Kennzeich-nung  (signalement)  umfaßte 11 verschiedene Maße des menschlichen Körpers sowie zahlreiche beschrei-bende Merkmale, die nach einem bestimmten Schlüssel auf Karteikarten festgehalten wurden. Sein System wurde durch die Identifikation von Fingerabdrücken überholt. 

54 »Problem des Gesprenkelten Bandes« – in  Die Abenteuer der Sherlock Holmes,  Seite 203. 

55 »Luftgewehr« – Das erste bekannte Luftgewehr wurde 1530 von einem gewissen Güter in Nürnberg entwickelt. Im 17. Jahrhundert gab es ein Modell von solcher Kraft, daß die Kugeln zweieinhalb Zentimeter dicke Bretter durchschlugen. Daß Holmes Grund hat, sich zu fürchten, wird deutlich in  Das leere Haus  in Die Rückkehr des Sherlock Holmes. 

56 »binomischer Lehrsatz« – von Newton entwickelter Lehrsatz zur Entwicklung der Potenz eines Bi-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.986

Anmerkungen

Doyle-WA Bd. 6, 304

noms (mathematischer Ausdruck aus zwei Gliedern). 

Die zweite Potenz des Binoms (a + b) beispielsweise ist a2 + 2ab + b2. 

57 »Strand-Ende der Lowther Arcade« – Die Lowther Arcade, ein Warenhaus, verband die Strand mit der Charing Cross Road. 

58 »der Reichenbachfall« – 1893 war Doyle mit seiner an Tuberkulose erkrankten Frau in die Schweiz gereist zur Kur. Dabei besuchte er auch den berühmten Reichenbachfall, der eigentlich aus drei Fällen mit dazwischenliegenden Kesseln besteht. Nun wußte Doyle, wie er seinen lästig gewordenen Helden loswerden konnte, und im Dezember vermerkte er in seinem Tagebuch: »Killed Holmes«. 
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Sir Arthur Conan Doyle

Die Rückkehr des Sherlock Holmes
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Das leere Haus

Im Frühjahr 1894 wurde der Ehrenwerte Ronald Adair unter höchst ungewöhnlichen und unerklärlichen Umständen ermordet: Ganz London interessierte sich für diesen Fall, und die vornehme Welt war be-stürzt. Die Öffentlichkeit kennt bereits diejenigen Einzelheiten des Verbrechens, die bei der polizeilichen Untersuchung zum Vorschein kamen, doch wurde hierbei einiges unterdrückt, da der Anklage der Fall so überwältigend klar zu liegen schien, daß sie es nicht für nötig hielt, mit allen Tatsachen herauszurük-ken. Erst jetzt, nach nahezu zehn Jahren, ist es mir erlaubt, jene fehlenden Glieder beizubringen, die diese bemerkenswerte Kette zu einem Ganzen machen. Das Verbrechen war für mich schon an sich von Interesse, doch war dieses Interesse nichts im Vergleich zu dem Unfaßbaren, das darauf folgte und das mir den größ-

ten Schrecken und die größte Überraschung in meinem an Abenteuern reichen Leben bescherte. Selbst jetzt, nach einem so langen Zeitraum, schaudere ich bei dem Gedanken daran und empfinde noch einmal den jähen Strom von Freude, Erstaunen und Ungläubigkeit, der damals meinen Geist vollkommen über-schwemmte. Ich sage der Öffentlichkeit, die an jenen flüchtigen Einblicken, die ich ihr gelegentlich in die Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.989
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Gedanken und Taten eines sehr bemerkenswerten Mannes gewährt habe, einiges Interesse gezeigt hat, sie möge mich nicht tadeln, wenn ich mein Wissen nicht mit ihr geteilt habe, denn dies hätte ich für meine oberste Pflicht gehalten, wäre ich nicht durch ein ausdrückliches Verbot aus seinem Munde, das erst am Dritten vorigen Monats aufgehoben wurde, davon abgehalten worden. 

Man kann sich vorstellen, daß meine enge Vertrautheit mit Sherlock Holmes ein tiefes Interesse für das Verbrechen in mir erweckt hatte und daß ich nach seinem Verschwinden niemals versäumte, die verschiedenen Probleme, die an die Öffentlichkeit gelangten, sorgfältig zu studieren. Mehr als einmal versuchte ich gar, zu meiner persönlichen Genugtuung seine Methoden anzuwenden, freilich mit wenig Erfolg. Nichts jedoch reizte mich so sehr wie die Tragö-

die des Ronald Adair. Als ich die bei der Untersuchung des Mordfalls gemachten Zeugenaussagen las, die zu einem Schuldspruch wegen vorsätzlichen Mordes gegen einen oder mehrere Unbekannte führten, wurde ich des Verlusts, den das Gemeinwesen durch Sherlock Holmes' Tod erlitten hatte, deutlicher als je zuvor gewahr. Diese merkwürdige Affaire wies einige Punkte auf, die ihn, davon war ich überzeugt, ganz besonders gereizt haben würden; und die Bemühungen der Polizei wären von der geübten Beobachtungs-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.990
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gabe und dem scharfen Verstand des vorzüglichsten Kriminalisten Europas unterstützt oder wahrscheinlicher noch vorweggenommen worden. Auf den Wegen zu meinen Hausbesuchen überdachte ich täglich den Fall und fand keine Erklärung, die mir passend zu sein schien. Auf das Risiko hin, eine bereits erzählte Geschichte noch einmal zu erzählen, werde ich nun die Tatsachen rekapitulieren, wie sie der Öffentlichkeit bei Abschluß der Untersuchung bekannt waren. 

Der Ehrenwerte Ronald Adair war der zweite Sohn des Grafen von Maynooth, seinerzeit Gouverneur einer der australischen Kolonien. Adairs Mutter war aus Australien zurückgekehrt, um sich am grauen Star operieren zu lassen, und sie wohnte mit ihrem Sohn Ronald und ihrer Tochter Hilda in Park Lane 427. 

Der Jüngling bewegte sich in der besten Gesellschaft – und hatte, soweit bekannt, weder Feinde noch spezielle Laster. Er war mit Miss Edith Woodley aus Carstairs verlobt gewesen, doch war die Verlobung wenige Monate zuvor in gegenseitigem Einvernehmen gelöst worden; und es gab keinerlei Anzeichen dafür, daß dies irgendein sonderlich tiefes Gefühl hinterlassen hätte. Denn das restliche Leben dieses Mannes bewegte sich in einem engen und herkömmlichen Kreis: Sein Auftreten war ruhig und sein Wesen leidenschaftslos. Und doch ereilte diesen gelassenen jungen Aristokraten der Tod in höchst seltsamer und un-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.991
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erwarteter Form, und zwar zwischen zehn und elf Uhr zwanzig in der Nacht des 30. März 1894. 

Ronald Adair spielte gern Karten – er spielte ständig, jedoch nie um Einsätze, die ihm hätten schaden können. Er war Mitglied des Baldwin-, des Cavendish- und Bagatelle-Karten-Clubs. Es erwies sich, daß er am Tage seines Todes nach dem Abendessen im letztgenannten Club einen Robber Whist1 gespielt hatte. Am Nachmittag hatte er ebenfalls dort gespielt. 

Nach den Aussagen seiner Mitspieler – Mr. Murray, Sir John Hardy und Colonel Moran – wurde Whist gespielt, und das Kartenglück verteilte sich ziemlich gleichmäßig. Adair mochte fünf Pfund, aber nicht mehr, verloren haben. Sein Vermögen war beträchtlich, und ein solcher Verlust konnte ihn in keiner Weise berühren. Er hatte nahezu täglich in dem einen oder anderen Club gespielt, doch war er ein bedächtiger Spieler und ging gewöhnlich als Gewinner vom Platz. Die Zeugenvernehmung ergab, daß er zusammen mit Colonel Moran vor einigen Wochen bei einer Sitzung runde vierhundertundzwanzig Pfund von Godfrey Milner und Lord Balmoral gewonnen hatte. 

So viel zu seiner jüngsten Geschichte, wie sie sich bei der Untersuchung ergab. 

Am Abend des Verbrechens kam er um genau zehn Uhr nach Hause. Seine Mutter und seine Schwester waren mit einem Verwandten ausgegangen. Die Be-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.992
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dienstete sagte unter Eid aus, sie habe ihn das Vorderzimmer im zweiten Stock betreten hören, welches er gewöhnlich als Wohnzimmer benutzte. Sie hätte dort den Kamin angezündet, dieser hätte jedoch geraucht und sie daher ein Fenster geöffnet. Kein Geräusch sei aus dem Zimmer gedrungen, bis um zwanzig nach elf Lady Maynooth und ihre Tochter nach Hause gekommen seien. Diese wollte ihrem Sohn eine gute Nacht wünschen und versuchte, sein Zimmer zu betreten. 

Die Tür war von innen verschlossen, und ihr Rufen und Klopfen wurde nicht beantwortet. Man holte Hilfe, und die Tür wurde aufgebrochen. Der unglückliche junge Mann lag neben dem Tisch. Sein Kopf war von einer platzenden Revolverkugel gräßlich zerfetzt, doch wurde in dem Zimmer keinerlei Waffe irgendeiner Art gefunden. Auf dem Tisch lagen zwei Zehn-Pfund-Banknoten sowie siebzehn Pfund und zehn in Silber und Gold; das Geld war in kleinen Haufen verschiedener Beträge geordnet. Auf einem Blatt Papier fanden sich dazu einige Ziffern, bei denen die Namen einiger seiner Clubfreunde standen, woraus gefolgert wurde, daß er vor seinem Tode damit beschäftigt war, seine Verluste oder Gewinne beim Kartenspielen zusammenzustellen. 

Eine eingehende Untersuchung der Umstände führ-te lediglich zu einer weiteren Komplizierung des Falles. Vor allem war kein Grund dafür zu finden, Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.993
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warum der junge Mann die Tür von innen verschlossen haben sollte. Man erwog die Möglichkeit, sein Mörder habe dies getan und sei hinterher durch das Fenster entwichen. Dort ging es jedoch mindestens zwanzig Fuß tief hinunter, und unten befand sich ein Krokusbeet in voller Blüte. Weder die Blumen noch die Erde wiesen irgendein Zeichen einer Beeinträchtigung auf, und auf dem schmalen Rasenstreifen, der das Haus von der Straße trennte, waren ebenfalls keine Spuren zu finden. Der junge Mann hatte daher offenbar selbst die Tür verschlossen. Aber wie ereilte ihn der Tod? Niemand konnte zu dem Fenster hinaufgeklettert sein, ohne Spuren zu hinterlassen. Angenommen, jemand hatte durch das Fenster geschossen, so mußte es wahrhaftig ein bemerkenswerter Schütze sein, der mit einem Revolver eine solche tödliche Wunde beizubringen vermochte. Andererseits ist Park Lane eine belebte Durchgangsstraße; hundert Yards vom Haus entfernt befindet sich ein Droschkenstand. 

Niemand hatte einen Schuß gehört. Und doch gab es den Toten und die Revolverkugel, die sich nach Art von Dumdumgeschossen pilzförmig verformt und so eine Wunde verursacht hatte, die zum sofortigen Tod geführt haben mußte. Soweit die Umstände des Rätsels von der Park Lane, die sich des weiteren durch das völlige Fehlen eines Motivs verkomplizierten, da der junge Adair, wie ich bereits sagte, mutmaßlich Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.994

Das leere Haus

Doyle-WA Bd. 7, 11

keinerlei Feinde hatte und ferner nicht versucht worden war, das Geld oder die Wertsachen aus dem Zimmer zu entfernen. 

Den ganzen Tag lang wälzte ich diese Tatsachen in meinem Kopf herum und mühte mich ab, auf eine Theorie zu kommen, die sie alle in Einklang brächte, und jenen Weg des geringsten Widerstandes zu finden, den mein armer Freund für den Ausgangspunkt einer jeden Untersuchung erklärt hatte; Ich gestehe, ich kam nur wenig voran. Am Abend bummelte ich durch den Park und fand mich schließlich gegen sechs Uhr am Oxford Street Ende der Park Lane. Eine Gruppe von Müßiggängern, die auf dem Bürgersteig standen und alle zu einem bestimmten Fenster hinauf-starrten, führte mich zu dem Haus, das ich mir hatte ansehen wollen. Ein großer dünner Mann mit Sonnenbrille, der mir sehr verdächtig nach einem Polizisten in Zivil aussah, erläuterte eine selbstgebastelte Theorie, während die anderen ihn umdrängten, um seinen Worten zu lauschen. Ich näherte mich ihm, so gut ich konnte, doch schienen mir seine Bemerkungen absurd, und ich zog mich mit einigem Widerwillen zu-rück. Dabei stieß ich gegen einen ältlichen verwach-senen Mann, der hinter mir gestanden hatte, und mehrere Bücher, die er getragen, fielen zu Boden. Ich erinnere mich, daß mir, als ich sie aufhob, ein Titel in die Augen sprang:  Der Baumkultus,  2 und daß mir der Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.995
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Gedanke kam, dieser Bursche müsse ein armer Bü-

chernarr sein, der entweder handelsmäßig oder als Steckenpferd obskure Bücher sammelte. Ich entschuldigte mich geflissentlich für den Unfall, doch waren diese Bücher, die ich so unglücklich mißhandelt hatte, in den Augen ihres Besitzers offenbar sehr kostbare Gegenstände. Mit verächtlichem Knurren wandte er sich um, und ich sah seinen krummen Rücken und seinen weißen Backenbart im Gedränge verschwinden. 

Meine Beobachtungen am Hause Park Lane No. 

427 brachten mich bei der Klärung des Problems, für das ich mich interessierte, nicht viel weiter. Das Haus war von der Straße durch eine niedrige Mauer plus Zaun getrennt, das Ganze nicht höher als fünf Fuß, so daß jedermann ohne weiteres in den Garten gelangen konnte. Aber das Fenster war vollkommen unerreichbar, da es weder ein Wasserrohr noch sonst irgend etwas gab, was auch einem behenden Manne zum Hinaufklettern hätte dienen können. Verwirrter als je zuvor lenkte ich meine Schritte nach Kensington zu-rück. Ich war noch keine fünf Minuten in meinem Arbeitszimmer, als das Dienstmädchen eintrat und eine Person meldete, die mich zu sehen verlangte. Zu meinem Erstaunen war dies niemand anders als mein sonderbarer alter Büchersammler: Sein scharfes verhutzeltes Gesicht schaute aus einem Rahmen weißen Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.996
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Haares heraus, und unter seinen rechten Arm geklemmt trug er mindestens ein Dutzend seiner kostbaren Bücher. 

»Sie sind überrascht, mich zu sehen, Sir«, sagte er mit seltsam krächzender Stimme. 

Ich bestätigte dies. 

»Nun, ich habe ein Gewissen, Sir, und als ich Sie zufällig in dieses Haus gehen sah, als ich Ihnen nach-humpelte, dachte ich bei mir, ich sollte gleich hinter-hergehen und diesen freundlichen Herrn besuchen und ihm sagen, daß, wenn ich mich vorhin ein wenig barsch benommen habe, dies nicht böse gemeint war, und ich mich ihm für das Aufheben meiner Bücher sehr verpflichtet fühle.«

»Sie machen zuviel Aufhebens von dieser Kleinigkeit«, sagte ich. »Darf ich fragen, woher Sie wußten, wer ich bin?«

»Nun, Sir, falls ich mir keine allzu große Freiheit herausnehme: Ich bin Ihr Nachbar, denn Sie werden meinen kleinen Buchladen an der Ecke Church Street finden, und gewiß mit Vergnügen. Womöglich sammeln Sie ja selbst, Sir. Ich habe hier  Die Vögel Englands  und  Catullus  und  Der Heilige Krieg – jedes einzelne ein Sonderangebot. Mit fünf Bänden könnten Sie diese Lücke dort auf dem zweiten Regal genau ausfüllen. Sie sieht doch zu unordentlich aus, nicht wahr, Sir?«

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.997
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Ich wandte meinen Kopf, um den Schrank hinter mir zu betrachten. Als ich mich wieder umdrehte, stand Sherlock Holmes hinter meinem Arbeitstisch und lächelte mich an. Ich sprang auf, starrte ihn einige Sekunden in höchster Verblüffung an, und dann muß ich wohl zum ersten und letzten Mal in meinem Leben in Ohnmacht gefallen sein. Auf jeden Fall wirbelte ein grauer Nebel vor meinen Augen, und als er sich aufklärte, fand ich meinen Kragen offen und spürte den leicht brennenden Nachgeschmack von Brandy auf meinen Lippen. Holmes beugte sich über meinen Sessel, sein Fläschchen in der Hand. 

»Mein lieber Watson«, sagte die wohlbekannte Stimme, »ich muß Sie tausendmal um Verzeihung bitten. Ich hatte keine Ahnung, daß Sie das so angreifen würde.«

Ich ergriff ihn bei den Armen. 

»Holmes!« rief ich. »Sind Sie es wirklich? Kann es denn sein, daß Sie am Leben sind? Ist es möglich, daß Sie diesem furchtbaren Abgrund entklettern konnten?«

»Halten Sie einen Augenblick ein«, sagte er. »Sind Sie sicher, daß Sie wirklich stark genug sind, um dergleichen zu erörtern? Ich habe Ihnen durch mein un-nötig dramatisches Wiedererscheinen einen ernsten Schock versetzt.«

»Mir geht es gut, aber wahrhaftig, Holmes, ich mag Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.998
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kaum meinen Augen trauen. Gütiger Himmel! Der Gedanke, daß Sie – ausgerechnet Sie – in meinem Arbeitszimmer stehen sollten!« Wieder packte ich ihn beim Ärmel und fühlte darunter seinen dünnen sehnigen Arm. »Nun, jedenfalls sind Sie kein Geist«, sagte ich. »Mein lieber Freund, ich bin überglücklich, Sie zu sehen. Setzen Sie sich, und erzählen Sie mir, wie Sie dieser schrecklichen Schlucht lebendig entrinnen konnten.«

Er nahm mir gegenüber Platz und entzündete auf seine alte nonchalante Art eine Zigarette. Er trug noch den schäbigen Gehrock des Buchhändlers, der Rest dieses Individuums aber lag in einem Haufen weißen Haars und alter Bücher auf dem Tisch. Holmes wirkte noch dünner und feiner als früher, aber auf seinem Gesicht lag ein Hauch von Totenblässe, die mir sagte, daß er in letzter Zeit kein gesundes Leben geführt hatte. 

»Ich bin froh, mich strecken zu können, Watson«, sagte er. »Es ist kein Spaß für einen großen Mann, wenn er sich stundenlang hintereinander einen Kopf kleiner machen muß. Nun, mein lieber Freund, im Zuge dieser Erklärungen haben wir, wenn ich um Ihre Mitarbeit bitten darf, eine schwere und gefährliche nächtliche Arbeit vor uns. Ich sollte Ihnen vielleicht den ganzen Stand der Dinge lieber erst dann berichten, wenn diese Arbeit vollendet ist.«

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 4.999
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»Ich bin überaus neugierig. Viel lieber möchte ich es jetzt hören.«

»Sie begleiten mich heut nacht?«

»Wann Sie wollen und wohin Sie wollen.«

»Wahrlich wie in alten Zeiten. Wir werden noch Zeit haben, einen Happen zum Abendessen einzunehmen, ehe wir gehen müssen. Nun also zu jener Schlucht. Ich hatte keine ernstlichen Schwierigkeiten, dort herauszukommen, und zwar aus dem sehr einfachen Grund, weil ich nie darin gewesen bin.«

»Sie sind nie darin gewesen?«

»Allerdings, Watson, ich bin nie darin gewesen. 

Meine Nachricht an Sie war völlig ernst gemeint. Ich hatte kaum einen Zweifel, daß ich ans Ende meiner Karriere gelangt war, als ich die ziemlich finstre Gestalt des verstorbenen Professors Moriarty auf dem schmalen Pfad stehen sah, der auf sicheres Gelände führte. Ich las einen unumstößlichen Entschluß in seinen grauen Augen. Ich wechselte daher einige Bemerkungen mit ihm und erhielt seine freundliche Erlaubnis, die kurze Nachricht zu schreiben, die Sie dann später erhielten. Ich hinterließ sie mit meinem Zigarettenetui und meinem Stock und schritt über den Pfad, wobei mir Moriarty auf den Fersen folgte. Als ich ans Ende gelangte, war ich in die Enge getrieben. 

Er zog keine Waffe, sondern stürzte sich auf mich und schlang seine langen Arme um mich. Er wußte, daß er Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.000
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ausgespielt hatte, und war nur darauf aus, sich an mir zu rächen. Wir taumelten zusammen am Rande des Abgrunds. Ich besitze jedoch einige Erfahrung im Ba-ritsu3, dem japanischen System des Ringkampfes, das mir schon mehr als einmal höchst nützlich gewesen ist. Ich entwand mich seinem Griff, und er strampelte mit entsetzlichem Kreischen einige Sekunden lang wie wahnsinnig herum und hieb mit beiden Händen in die Luft. Doch all seinen Anstrengungen zum Trotz vermochte er sein Gleichgewicht nicht wiederzufinden und stürzte ab. Ich hatte mich über den Rand vorgeschoben und sah ihn lange Zeit fallen. Dann streifte er einen Felsen, prallte ab und klatschte ins Wasser.«

Dieser Erklärung, die Holmes zwischen den Zügen an seiner Zigarette abgab, lauschte ich voller Erstaunen. 

»Aber die Spuren!« rief ich. »Ich habe mit meinen eigenen Augen gesehen, daß zwei den Pfad hinabgin-gen und keine zurückkam.«

»Dies kam so zustande: In dem Augenblick, da der Professor verschwunden war, kam mir der Gedanke, welch einen wirklich außerordentlich glücklichen Zufall mir das Schicksal beschert hatte. Ich wußte, daß Moriarty nicht der einzige war, der mir den Tod zuge-schworen hatte. Es gab noch mindestens drei weitere Männer, deren Verlangen, sich an mir zu rächen, durch den Tod ihres Anführers nur noch gesteigert Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.001
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worden wäre. Sie waren allesamt sehr gefährlich. Der eine oder andere würde mich bestimmt erwischen. 

Andererseits, wenn die ganze Welt von meinem Tod überzeugt wäre, würden diese Männer sich Freiheiten herausnehmen, sich unverhohlen zeigen, und früher oder später könnte ich sie vernichten. Erst dann dürfte ich der Welt verkünden, daß ich noch unter den Lebenden weile. So rasch arbeitet das Gehirn, daß ich glaube, ich habe all dies zu Ende gedacht, noch ehe Professor Moriarty den Grund des Reichenbach-Falles erreicht hatte. 

Ich stand auf und untersuchte die Felswand hinter mir. In Ihrem pittoresken Bericht von der Sache, den ich einige Monate später mit großem Interesse las, behaupten Sie, die Wand steige senkrecht an. Das stimmt nicht ganz. Ein paar kleine Haltepunkte boten sich an, und auch ein Vorsprung zeichnete sich ab. 

Der Fels ist so hoch, daß es eine offenbare Unmöglichkeit war, ihn ganz zu erklettern, und gleicherma-

ßen unmöglich war es für mich, den nassen Pfad zu beschreiten, ohne Spuren zu hinterlassen. Ich hätte natürlich rückwärts gehen können, wie ich es bei ähnlichen Gelegenheiten bereits getan habe, doch hätte der Anblick von drei Spuren in einer Richtung bestimmt auf ein Täuschungsmanöver schließen lassen. 

Im ganzen tat ich daher am besten, die Kletterei zu riskieren. Kein angenehmes Geschäft, Watson. Unter Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.002
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mir toste der Wasserfall. Ich bin kein Phantast, aber ich gebe Ihnen mein Wort, daß ich Moriartys Stimme aus dem Abgrund zu mir hinaufschreien zu hören glaubte. Ein Fehltritt wäre tödlich gewesen. Mehr als einmal, wenn ich plötzlich Grasbüschel in der Hand hielt oder meine Füße in den feuchten Felsritzen ab-glitten, dachte ich, dies sei das Ende. Aber ich kämpfte mich nach oben, und endlich erreichte ich einen mehrere Fuß tiefen Vorsprung, der mit weichem grü-

nem Moos bedeckt war; dort konnte ich ungesehen und in vollkommenster Bequemlichkeit liegen bleiben. Und dort lag ich, als Sie, mein lieber Watson, und Ihr ganzes Gefolge auf so überaus teilnahmsvolle wie fruchtlose Weise die Umstände meines Ablebens untersuchten. 

Nachdem Sie schließlich Ihre zwangsläufigen und völlig irrigen Schlüsse gezogen hatten, gingen Sie wieder zum Hotel, und ich blieb alleine zurück. Ich hatte mir eingebildet, ans Ende meines Abenteuers gekommen zu sein, doch ein durchaus unerwarteter Vorfall zeigte mir, daß mir noch einige Überraschungen bevorstünden. Ein riesiger Felsbrocken stürzte von oben herab, schlug auf den Pfad und sprang in den Schlund hinab. Einen Augenblick lang hielt ich dies für einen Zufall, doch einen Moment später erblickte ich, als ich nach oben sah, den Kopf eines Mannes vor dem dämmernden Himmel, und ein weiterer Stein Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.003
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schlug auf den Vorsprung, auf dem ich ausgestreckt lag, einen Fuß von meinem Kopf entfernt auf. Natürlich war klar, was das zu bedeuten hatte. Moriarty war nicht allein gewesen. Ein Komplice – und schon dieser eine flüchtige Blick hatte mir gezeigt, was für ein gefährlicher Mann dieser Komplice war – hatte Wache gehalten, als der Professor mich ergriff. Er war aus der Ferne, von mir unbemerkt, zum Zeugen des Todes seines Freundes und meiner Flucht geworden. 

Er hatte gewartet, war dann hinten herum auf den Gipfel des Felsens gestiegen und trachtete nun danach, dasjenige zu Ende zu bringen, was seinem Kameraden mißlungen war. 

Mir blieb nicht viel Zeit, um darüber nachzudenken, Watson. Wieder sah ich das grimme Gesicht über den Felsen blicken, und ich wußte, daß dies der Vorbote eines weiteren Steines sei. Ich hangelte mich auf den Pfad hinunter. Ich denke nicht, daß ich dies ruhigen Blutes fertiggebracht hätte. Es war noch hundertmal schwieriger als der Aufstieg. Aber ich hatte keine Zeit, die Gefahr zu bedenken, denn wieder sauste ein Stein an mir vorbei, während ich an meinen Händen vom Rand des Vorsprungs herabhing. Auf halbem Wege rutschte ich ab, landete aber, dank Gottes Gnade, geschunden und blutend auf dem Pfad. Ich machte mich aus dem Staub, schaffte zehn Meilen im Dunkeln über die Berge, und eine Woche später war Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.004
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ich in Florenz, mit der Gewißheit, daß niemand auf der Welt wußte, was aus mir geworden war. 

Ich hatte nur einen Vertrauten – meinen Bruder Mycroft. Ich muß Sie vielmals um Vergebung bitten, mein lieber Watson, aber es war überaus wichtig, daß man mich für tot hielt, und es steht fest, daß Sie zu keinem so überzeugenden Bericht von meinem un-glücklichen Ende fähig gewesen wären, wenn Sie selbst es nicht für wahr gehalten hätten. Im Verlauf der letzten drei Jahre habe ich mehrmals zur Feder gegriffen, um Ihnen zu schreiben, doch fürchtete ich stets, Ihre liebevolle Hochschätzung meiner Person möchte Sie zu einer Indiskretion verleiten, die mein Geheimnis verriete. Aus diesem Grunde wandte ich mich heut abend, als Sie meine Bücher zu Boden warfen, von Ihnen weg, denn ich war zu dieser Zeit in Gefahr, und jegliches Zeichen von Überraschung oder Bewegung Ihrerseits hätte die Aufmerksamkeit auf meine Identität lenken und zu den bedauerlichsten und nie wiedergutzumachenden Folgen führen können. 

Was Mycroft betrifft, so mußte ich ihm mein Vertrauen schenken, um das Geld, dessen ich bedurfte, zu erhalten. Die Ereignisse in London verliefen nicht so gut, wie ich gehofft hatte, denn der Prozeß gegen die Moriarty-Bande ließ zwei ihrer gefährlichsten Mitglieder, meine rachsüchtigsten Feinde, auf freiem Fuß. 

Ich bereiste daher zwei Jahre lang Tibet und vertrieb Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.005
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mir die Zeit, indem ich Lhasa besuchte und einige Tage bei dem Oberlama verbrachte. Sie haben vielleicht von den bemerkenswerten Forschungsreisen eines Norwegers namens Sigerson gelesen, doch bin ich sicher, daß Ihnen dabei nie der Gedanke gekommen ist, Sie erhielten Nachrichten von Ihrem Freund. 

Darauf zog ich durch Persien, sah mir Mekka an und stattete dem Kalifen von Khartum einen kurzen, aber interessanten Besuch ab, von dessen Ergebnissen ich dem Außenministerium berichtet habe. Ich kehrte nach Frankreich zurück und verbrachte einige Monate mit einer Forschungsarbeit über die Derivate des Kohlenteers, die ich in einem Laboratorium in Montpellier in Südfrankreich durchführte. Nachdem ich dies zu meiner Befriedigung abgeschlossen und erfahren hatte, daß jetzt nur noch einer meiner Feinde in London weilte, stand ich kurz davor, zurückzukehren; und meine Bewegungen beschleunigten sich noch, als die Nachrichten von diesem so merkwürdigen Rätsel von Park Lane eintrafen, das mich nicht nur um seiner selbst willen reizte, sondern mir auch einige höchst eigentümliche private Gelegenheiten zu bieten schien. 

Ich reiste auf der Stelle nach London, sprach persönlich in Baker Street vor, versetzte Mrs. Hudson in heftige Hysterie und stellte fest, daß Mycroft meine Zimmer und meine Papiere genau in dem Zustand bewahrt hatte, wie sie immer gewesen waren. Und so Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.006
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kam es, mein lieber Watson, daß ich mich heute um zwei Uhr in meinem alten Lehnstuhl in meinem alten Zimmer fand, wobei ich nur noch den einen Wunsch hatte, ich könnte meinen alten Freund Watson in dem anderen Sessel sehen, den er so oft geziert hatte.«

Soweit seine merkwürdige Erzählung, der ich an jenem Aprilabend lauschte – eine Erzählung, die ich für vollkommen unglaublich gehalten hätte, wäre sie nicht durch den konkreten Anblick der großen hageren Gestalt und des scharfen gespannten Gesichts be-stätigt worden, das ich nie wiederzusehen geglaubt hatte. Von meinem eigenen schmerzlichen Verlust hatte er irgendwie erfahren, und sein Mitgefühl zeigte sich eher in seinem Gebaren als in seinen Worten. 

»Arbeit ist das beste Mittel gegen den Schmerz, mein lieber Watson«, sagte er; »und ich habe heut nacht für uns beide ein Stück Arbeit, das, wenn wir es zu einem erfolgreichen Abschluß führen können, schon für sich allein das Leben eines Menschen auf diesem Planeten rechtfertigen würde.« Vergeblich bat ich ihn, mir mehr davon zu sagen. »Sie werden noch vor dem Morgen genug zu hören und zu sehen bekommen«, erwiderte er. »Wir haben drei Jahre der Vergangenheit zu erörtern. Dies sollte bis um halb zehn reichen, wenn wir uns an das denkwürdige Abenteuer des leeren Hauses begeben werden.«

Es war tatsächlich wie in alten Zeiten, als ich mich Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.007
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zur angegebenen Stunde neben ihm in einem Hansom fand, den Revolver in meiner Tasche und das Prickeln des Abenteuers in meinem Herzen. Holmes war kühl, ernst und stumm. Wenn der Schein der Straßenlaternen auf seine strengen Züge fiel, sah ich, daß seine Brauen gedankenvoll herabgezogen und seine dünnen Lippen verkniffen waren. Ich wußte nicht, was für ein wildes Tier wir im finstern Dschungel des kriminellen London aufspüren würden, doch zeigte mir das Verhalten dieses Meisterjägers deutlich an, daß dies ein höchst bedenkliches Abenteuer war – während das sardonische Grinsen, das gelegentlich seine asketische düstere Miene durchbrach, dem Gegenstand unserer Suche wenig Gutes verhieß. 

Ich hatte mir eingebildet, wir führen zur Baker Street, aber Holmes ließ die Droschke an der Ecke Cavendish Square anhalten. Ich beobachtete, daß er beim Aussteigen stark suchend nach rechts und links blickte, und an jeder folgenden Straßenecke gab er sich die äußerste Mühe, sich zu Vergewissern, daß er nicht verfolgt würde. Unser Weg war in der Tat eigenartig. Holmes besaß außerordentliche Kenntnisse der Nebenstraßen Londons, und bei dieser Gelegenheit ging er zügig und gewissen Schritts durch ein Gewirr von Ställen und Stallungen, von deren Vorhandensein ich nicht einmal gewußt hatte. Endlich kamen wir auf einer kleinen Straße heraus, die von alten dü-
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steren Häusern gesäumt war und uns zur Manchester Street und von dort zur Blandford Street führte. Hier wandte er sich rasch in einen schmalen Gang, ging durch ein hölzernes Tor in einen verlassenen Hof und öffnete sodann mit einem Schlüssel die Hintertür eines Hauses. Wir traten zusammen ein, und er schloß hinter uns ab. 

Drinnen war es pechfinster, aber mir war klar, daß dies ein leerstehendes Haus war. Unsere Füße knarr-ten und knackten auf den nackten Dielen, und meine ausgestreckte Hand berührte eine Wand, von der die Tapete in Streifen herunterhing. Holmes' kalte dünne Finger schlössen sich um mein Handgelenk und führten mich einen langen Flur hinab, bis ich über einer Tür undeutlich ein trübes Oberlicht ausmachte. Hier wandte sich Holmes plötzlich nach rechts, und dann standen wir in einem großen, quadratischen leeren Zimmer; die Ecken lagen in tiefen Schatten, während es in der Mitte vom Schein der Straßenlaternen drau-

ßen schwach erleuchtet wurde. Eine Lampe gab es nicht, und das Fenster war dick mit Staub bedeckt, so daß wir gerade eben unsere Gestalten zu unterscheiden vermochten. Mein Gefährte legte mir seine Hand auf die Schulter lind führte seine Lippen dicht an mein Ohr. 

»Wissen Sie, wo wir sind?« flüsterte er. 

»Gewiß in der Baker Street«, antwortete ich, indem Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.009
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ich aus dem trüben Fenster starrte. 

»Genau. Wir befinden uns im Camden House, gegenüber unserer alten Wohnung.«

»Aber wieso sind wir hier?«

»Weil sich von hier ein so hervorragender Blick auf jenes malerische ehrwürdige Gebäude bietet. 

Mein lieber Watson, wollen Sie sich bitte bemühen, ein wenig näher ans Fenster zu treten; sehen Sie sich aber sehr vor, daß Sie sich nicht zeigen, und blicken Sie dann hoch zu unseren alten Zimmern – dem Ausgangspunkt so vieler unserer kleinen Abenteuer. Wir wollen doch einmal sehen, ob meine dreijährige Abwesenheit mich vollständig der Macht beraubt hat, Sie zu überraschen.«

Ich schlich mich nach vorn und sah zu dem vertrauten Fenster hinüber. Als mein Blick darauf fiel, verschlug es mir vor Verblüffung den Atem, und ich schrie auf. Die Jalousie war herabgezogen, und im Zimmer brannte helles Licht. Der Schatten eines Mannes, der drinnen in seinem Sessel saß, fiel in scharfer schwarzer Silhouette auf die erleuchtete Fensterscheibe. Die Kopfhaltung, die eckigen Schultern, die scharfgeschnittenen Züge ließen keinen Zweifel. 

Das Gesicht war halb abgewandt, und das Ganze wirkte wie einer jener schwarzen Scherenschnitte, die unsere Großeltern so gerne anfertigten. Es war ein perfektes Abbild von Holmes. So verblüfft war ich, Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.010
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daß ich meine Hand ausstreckte, um mich zu vergewissern, daß der Mann selbst neben mir stehe. Er bebte vor stummem Gelächter. 

»Nun?« sagte er. 

»Gütiger Himmel!« rief ich. »Das ist grandios!«

»Getrost, nicht kann mich Alter4 hinwelken, täglich Sehn an mir nicht stumpfen die immerneue Reizung«, sagte er, und ich bemerkte in seiner Stimme den Stolz und die Freude, die der Künstler über seine Schöpfung empfindet. »Es ist mir wirklich ziemlich ähnlich, nicht wahr?«

»Ich würde jederzeit schwören, daß Sie es seien.«

»Das Lob für die Ausführung gebührt Monsieur Oscar Meunier aus Grenoble, der einige Tage über der Verfertigung der Gußform hinbrachte. Es ist eine Wachsbüste. Das übrige arrangierte ich selbst heute nachmittag bei meinem Besuch in Baker Street.«

»Aber warum?«

»Weil ich, mein lieber Watson, denkbar besten Grund zu dem Wunsche hatte, gewisse Leute möchten glauben, ich sei dort, während ich in Wirklichkeit woanders bin.«

»Und Sie glaubten, die Zimmer würden beobachtet?«

»Ich  wußte,  sie wurden beobachtet.«

»Von wem?«

»Von meinen alten Feinden, Watson. Von der rei-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.011
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zenden Gesellschaft, deren Anführer im ReichenbachFall liegt. Sie müssen bedenken, daß sie, und nur sie, wußten, daß ich noch am Leben war. Und sie glaubten, früher oder später würde ich in meine Wohnung zurückkehren. Sie beobachteten sie ununterbrochen, und heute morgen sahen sie mich ankommen.«

»Wie können Sie das wissen?«

»Weil ich ihren Posten erkannt habe, als ich aus dem Fenster blickte. Ein reichlich harmloser Bursche, Parker mit Namen, Straßenräuber von Beruf, ein bemerkenswerter Künstler auf der Maultrommel. Aus ihm machte ich mir nichts. Sehr viel aber machte ich mir aus dem wesentlich bedrohlicheren Menschen hinter ihm, dem Busenfreund Moriartys, dem Manne, der die Steine über den Felsen geworfen hat, dem ge-rissensten und gefährlichsten Kriminellen Londons. 

Dies ist der Mann, der heut nacht hinter mir her ist, Watson, und dies ist der Mann, der völlig ahnungslos ist, daß wir hinter  ihm  her sind.«

Nach und nach enthüllten sich die Pläne meines Freundes. Von diesem günstigen Schlupfwinkel aus wurden die Beobachter beobachtet und die Verfolger verfolgt. Jener kantige Schatten dort drüben war der Köder, und wir waren die Jäger. Schweigend standen wir zusammen in der Dunkelheit und beobachteten die hastenden Gestalten, die vor uns hin- und herlie-fen. Holmes war stumm und reglos; doch konnte ich Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.012
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erkennen, daß er sehr wachsam war und seine Blicke konzentriert auf den Strom der Passanten gerichtet waren. Es war eine rauhe und stürmische Nacht, und der Wind pfiff schrill die lange Straße hinab. Viele Leute gingen hin und her, die meisten in Mäntel und Krawatten eingemummt. Ein- oder zweimal kam es mir so vor, als hätte ich dieselbe Gestalt schon einmal gesehen, und besonders fielen mir zwei Männer auf, die sich anscheinend im Eingang eines Hauses ein Stück weiter oben auf der Straße vor dem Wind zu schützen suchten. Ich versuchte, die Aufmerksamkeit meines Gefährten auf sie zu lenken; er aber brummte mich unwillig an und starrte weiter auf die Straße hinaus. Mehr als einmal scharrte er mit den Füßen und klopfte fahrig mit den Fingern an die Wand. Mir war klar, daß er unruhig wurde und daß seine Pläne nicht ganz wie gehofft aufgingen. Als schließlich Mitternacht herankam und sich die Straße allmählich leerte, schritt er in unbeherrschter Erregung im Zimmer auf und ab. Gerade wollte ich etwas zu ihm sagen, als ich meinen Blick zu dem beleuchteten Fenster erhob und wieder eine fast so große Überraschung wie vorhin erlebte. Ich packte Holmes beim Arm und zeigte nach oben. 

»Der Schatten hat sich bewegt!« rief ich. 

In der Tat war uns jetzt nicht mehr das Profil, sondern der Rücken zugewandt. 
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Drei Jahre hatten offenbar nicht genügt, die Schroffheit seines Wesens zu glätten oder seine Ungeduld mit einer weniger regen Intelligenz als der seinen zu mildern. 

»Natürlich hat er sich bewegt«, sagte er. »Als ob ich ein so lächerlicher Stümper wäre, Watson, eine offensichtliche Attrappe aufzustellen und zu erwarten, einer der scharfsinnigsten Männer Europas würde sich davon täuschen lassen! Wir sind jetzt zwei Stunden in diesem Zimmer, und Mrs. Hudson hat jene Gestalt achtmal umgerückt, das heißt, alle Viertelstunden einmal. Sie macht das von vorne, so daß ihr Schatten nie gesehen werden kann. Ah!« Er machte einen heftigen aufgeregten Atemzug. In dem trüben Licht sah ich seinen Kopf nach vorne gereckt, seine ganze Haltung starr vor Konzentration. Die Straße draußen war vollkommen verlassen. Jene beiden Männer mochten noch immer in dem Eingang kauern, doch konnte ich sie nicht mehr sehen. Alles war ruhig und finster, bis auf die eine strahlend gelbe Fensterscheibe vor uns mit der schwarzen Silhouette in der Mitte. Wieder vernahm ich in der absoluten Stille jenen dünnen zischenden Laut, der von äußerster unterdrückter Aufregung kündete. Einen Augenblick später zog er mich in die schwärzeste Ecke des Zimmers zurück, und ich spürte seine warnende Hand auf meinen Lippen. Die Finger, die mich umklammert hielten, zitterten. Nie Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.014
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hatte ich meinen Freund in erregterem Zustand gekannt, und doch lag die dunkle Straße noch immer einsam und bewegungslos vor uns. 

Plötzlich aber gewahrte ich, was seine schärferen Sinne schon längst bemerkt hatten. Ein leises verstohlenes Geräusch drang an meine Ohren, und zwar nicht von der Baker Street her, sondern aus dem hinteren Teil eben des Hauses, in welchem wir uns verborgen hielten. Eine Tür ging auf und wieder zu. Einen Augenblick darauf schlichen Schritte den Gang entlang –

Schritte, die leise sein sollten, die aber laut durch das leere Haus hallten. Holmes kauerte sich mit dem Rük-ken zur Wand, und ich tat desgleichen; meine Hand schloß sich um den Griff meines Revolvers. Ich starrte in das Dämmerlicht und sah den verschwommenen Umriß eines Mannes, der noch einen Hauch schwärzer war als die Schwärze der offenen Tür. Dort blieb er kurz stehen, um dann gebückt und bedrohlich in das Zimmer zu schleichen. Seine finstere Gestalt war keine drei Yards von uns entfernt, und ich hatte mich gewappnet, seinem Ansprung zu begegnen, bis ich erkannte, daß er von unserer Anwesenheit keine Ahnung hatte. Er ging dicht an uns vorbei, stahl sich zum Fenster und schob es sehr sachte und geräuschlos einen halben Fuß hoch. Als er sich auf die Höhe dieser Öffnung niederbeugte, fiel das nun nicht mehr von dem verstaubten Glase getrübte Licht der Straße voll Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.015
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auf sein Gesicht. Der Mann schien außer sich vor Erregung. Seine Augen glommen wie zwei Sterne, und krampfhaft arbeiteten seine Züge. Er war ein älterer Mann mit einer dünnen hervorspringenden Nase, hoher kahler Stirn und einem gewaltigen grauen Schnauzbart. Seinen  chapeau claque  hatte er auf den Hinterkopf geschoben, und aus seinem offenen Mantel schimmerte ein Frackhemd hervor. Sein Gesicht war hager, dunkelhäutig und von tiefen wilden Furchen durchzogen. In einer Hand trug er etwas, das ein Stock zu sein schien; doch als er es auf den Boden legte, ertönte ein metallisches Geräusch. Dann zog er einen sperrigen Gegenstand aus seiner Manteltasche und machte sich damit zu schaffen, was mit einem lauten, scharfen Klicken endete, als ob eine Feder oder ein Bolzen eingeschnappt wäre. Noch immer auf dem Boden kniend beugte er sich vor und drückte mit seinem ganzen Gewicht und aller Kraft auf irgendeinen Hebel, worauf ein langgezogenes, wirbelndes knirschendes Geräusch entstand, das wiederum mit einem kräftigen Klicken endete. Dann richtete er sich auf, und ich sah, daß er eine Art Gewehr mit sonderbar unförmigem Kolben in der Hand hielt. Er öffnete den Verschluß, steckte etwas hinein und ließ das Schloß zuschnappen. Dann kauerte er sich nieder und legte das Ende des Laufs auf den Sims des offenen Fensters, und ich sah seinen langen Schnauzbart über Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.016
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den Schaft fallen und sein Auge funkeln, als er durch das Visier spähte. Ich hörte einen kurzen Seufzer der Befriedigung, als er den Kolben an seine Schulter drückte und jene erstaunliche Zielscheibe, den schwarzen Mann auf gelbem Hintergrund, deutlich über dem Korn stehen sah. Einen Augenblick lang verharrte er starr und reglos. Dann spannte sich sein Finger um den Abzug. Es folgte ein seltsames lautes Schwirren, dann das langgezogene silbrige Klirren von splitterndem Glas. In diesem Moment sprang Holmes wie ein Tiger dem Schützen in den Rücken und warf ihn flach aufs Gesicht. Der aber kam gleich wieder hoch und packte Holmes mit krampfhafter Kraft bei der Kehle. Doch ich hieb ihm den Kolben meines Revolvers auf den Kopf, und er fiel wieder auf den Boden. Ich stürzte mich auf ihn, und während ich ihn festhielt, stieß mein Genosse ein gellendes Pfeif-signal aus. Auf dem Pflaster ertönte das Getrappel heraneilender Füße, und dann kamen zwei Polizisten in Uniform und ein Detektiv in Zivil durch den Vor-dereingang und ins Zimmer gerannt. 

»Sind Sie es, Lestrade?« fragte Holmes. 

»Ja, Mr. Holmes. Ich habe die Sache selbst in die Hand genommen. Schön, Sie wieder in London zu sehen, Sir.«

»Ich denke, Sie benötigen ein wenig inoffizielle Hilfe. Drei unentdeckte Morde in einem Jahr – das Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.017
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geht nicht, Lestrade. Aber das Molesey-Rätsel haben Sie nicht mit der Ihnen eigenen – soll heißen, Sie haben es recht ordentlich behandelt.«

Wir hatten uns alle erhoben, unser Gefangener stand schwer atmend zwischen zwei stämmigen Polizisten. Schon hatten sich auf der Straße ein paar Bummelanten zu sammeln begonnen. Holmes trat ans Fenster, machte es zu und zog die Jalousien herunter. 

Lestrade hatte zwei Kerzen hervorgeholt und die Polizisten ihre Lampen enthüllt. Endlich war ich in der Lage, mir unseren Gefangenen eingehend zu betrachten. 

Es war ein äußerst männliches und doch finsteres Gesicht, das sich uns zuwandte. Mit der Stirn eines Philosophen oben und dem Kinn eines Lüstlings unten, mußte der Mann mit großen Talenten für das Gute oder das Böse begonnen haben. Doch konnte man seine grausamen blauen Augen mit ihren hängenden zynischen Lidern oder seine böse aggressive Nase und die bedrohliche gefurchte Stirn nicht ansehen, ohne darin die deutlichsten Gefahrensignale der Natur zu erblicken. Er nahm von keinem von uns Notiz, sein Blick war einzig auf Holmes' Gesicht geheftet, mit einem Ausdruck, in dem Haß und Erstaunen zu gleichen Teilen gemischt waren. »Sie Teufel!« murmelte er fortwährend. »Sie schlauer, schlauer Teufel!«

»Ah, Colonel!« sagte Holmes, indem er seinen Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.018
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verknüllten Kragen ordnete. »›Wie sich mal wieder Herz zum Herzen findet5‹, wie es in dem alten Stück heißt. Ich glaube nicht, daß ich das Vergnügen hatte, Sie zu sehen, seit Sie mich mit jenen Aufmerksamkeiten bedachten, als ich auf dem Vorsprung über dem Reichenbach-Fall lag.«

Der Colonel starrte meinen Freund noch immer wie in Trance an. »Sie listiger, listiger Teufel!« war alles, was er sagen konnte. 

»Ich habe Sie noch nicht vorgestellt«, sagte Holmes. »Dies, Gentlemen, ist Colonel Sebastian Moran, dereinst bei der Indischen Armee Ihrer Majestät und der beste Großwildjäger, den unser Östliches Empire je hervorgebracht hat. Gehe ich recht in der Annahme, daß Ihre Beute an Tigern noch immer unübertroffen ist?«

Der wütende Alte sagte nichts, sondern starrte unverwandt und trotzig meinen Gefährten an. Mit seinen wilden Augen und dem borstigen Schnurrbart sah er selbst einem Tiger erstaunlich ähnlich. 

»Mich wundert, daß meine so simple List einen so alten  shikari 6 täuschen konnte«, sagte Holmes. »Sie muß Ihnen doch vertraut sein. Haben Sie nie ein Zicklein unter einem Baum angebunden, oben mit Ihrer Büchse gelegen und darauf gelauert, daß der Köder Ihnen den Tiger heranlocke? Dies leere Haus ist mein Baum, und Sie sind mein Tiger. Sie hatten vermutlich Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.019
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noch weitere Gewehre in Reserve, falls mehrere Tiger auftauchen sollten, oder in der unwahrscheinlichen Annahme, Sie könnten Ihr Ziel verfehlen. Dies« – er wies umher – »sind meine anderen Gewehre. Die Parallele ist vollkommen.«

Colonel Moran sprang mit einem wütenden Knurren vor, doch die Polizisten zogen ihn zurück. Die Wut auf seinem Gesicht war schrecklich anzusehen. 

»Ich gestehe, daß Sie mir eine kleine Überraschung bereitet haben«, sagte Holmes. »Ich habe nicht vorausgesehen, daß Sie sich dieses leere Haus und dieses praktische Vorderfenster zunutze machen würden. Ich hatte mir vorgestellt, Sie würden von der Straße aus operieren, wo mein Freund Lestrade und seine munteren Männer Ihrer harrten. Von dieser Ausnahme abgesehen, lief alles so, wie ich erwartet habe.«

Colonel Moran wandte sich an den amtlichen Detektiv. 

»Sie mögen einen gerechten Grund für meine Verhaftung haben oder nicht«, sagte er, »aber zumindest kann es keinen Grund dafür geben, warum ich mir die Spötteleien dieser Person gefallen lassen sollte. Wenn ich in der Hand des Gesetzes bin, lassen Sie die Dinge auch auf gesetzliche Art geschehen.«

»Nun, das klingt vernünftig genug«, sagte Lestrade. »Sie haben weiter nichts zu sagen, Mr. Holmes, bevor wir gehen?«
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Holmes hatte das starke Luftgewehr vom Boden aufgehoben und untersuchte jetzt seinen Mechanis-mus. 

»Eine staunenswerte und einmalige Waffe«, sagte er, »geräuschlos und von gewaltiger Kraft. Der blinde deutsche Mechaniker von Herder7, der sie auf Geheiß des verblichenen Professor Moriarty konstruierte, ist mir bekannt. Jahrelang war ich mir ihrer Existenz be-wußt, obgleich ich nie zuvor die Gelegenheit hatte, sie zu handhaben. Ich empfehle sie sehr Ihrer Aufmerksamkeit, Lestrade, und ebenfalls die Kugeln, die zu ihr passen.«

»Sie können sich darauf verlassen, daß wir dies untersuchen, Mr. Holmes«, sagte Lestrade, während sich die ganze Gesellschaft auf die Tür zu bewegte. »Gibt es sonst noch etwas zu sagen?«

»Nur die Frage, welche Anklage Sie vorzuziehen beabsichtigen?«

»Welche Anklage, Sir? Nun, selbstverständlich den versuchten Mord an Sherlock Holmes.«

»Nicht doch, Lestrade. Ich habe nicht vor, in dieser Angelegenheit überhaupt zu figurieren. Ihnen und einzig Ihnen gebührt das Verdienst der bemerkenswerten Verhaftung, die Sie erzielt haben. Ja, Lestrade, ich gratuliere Ihnen! Mit der Ihnen eigenen glücklichen Mischung aus Schlauheit und Wagemut haben Sie ihn erwischt.«
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»Ihn erwischt! Wen erwischt, Mr. Holmes?«

»Den Mann, den die gesamte Polizei vergeblich suchte – Colonel Sebastian Moran, der am dreißigsten vorigen Monats den Ehrenwerten Ronald Adair mit einem Mantelgeschoß aus einem Luftgewehr durch das offene Vorderfenster im zweiten Stock des Hauses Park Lane No. 427 erschossen hat. So lautet die Anklage, Lestrade. Und nun, Watson, falls Sie den Zug von einem zerbrochenen Fenster vertragen können, denke ich, eine halbe Stunde in meinem Arbeitszimmer bei einer Zigarre könnte Ihnen eine nützliche Unterhaltung bieten.«

Unsere alten Gemächer waren unter der Aufsicht von Mycroft Holmes und der unmittelbaren Fürsorge von Mrs. Hudson unverändert geblieben. Beim Eintreten bemerkte ich freilich eine ungewohnte Sauberkeit, doch waren die alten Wahrzeichen noch alle an ihrem Platz: die Chemie-Ecke und der säurebefleckte Bret-tertisch. In einem Regal stand eine Reihe beeindruk-kender Sammelalben und Nachschlagewerke, die so mancher unserer Mitbürger mit dem größten Vergnü-

gen verbrannt hätte. Die Diagramme, der Geigenkasten und der Pfeifenständer – selbst der persische Pantoffel, der den Tabak beherbergte – alles fiel mir in die Augen, als ich mich umblickte. Zwei Bewohner befanden sich in dem Zimmer: einmal Mrs. Hudson, Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.022
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die uns beim Eintreten freudestrahlend ansah – zum andern die seltsame Attrappe, die bei den Abenteuern dieses Abends eine so wichtige Rolle gespielt hatte. 

Es war ein wachsfarbenes Modell meines Freundes, so vortrefflich gearbeitet, daß es ein vollkommenes Abbild darstellte. Es stand auf einem kleinen Sok-keltisch und war mit einem alten Morgenmantel von Holmes so drapiert, daß die Täuschung von der Straße aus absolut perfekt war. 

»Ich hoffe, Sie haben alle Vorsichtsmaßregeln beachtet, Mrs. Hudson?« sagte Holmes. 

»Ich bin auf den Knien hingekrochen, Sir, genau wie Sie mir gesagt haben.«

»Ausgezeichnet. Sie haben Ihre Sache sehr gut gemacht. Haben Sie beobachtet, wo die Kugel eingeschlagen ist?«

»Ja, Sir. Ich fürchte, sie hat Ihre schöne Büste ruiniert, denn sie ging mitten durch den Kopf und schlug sich dann an der Wand platt. Ich habe sie vom Teppich aufgelesen. Hier ist sie!«

Holmes hielt sie mir hin. »Eine weiche Revolverkugel, wie Sie sehen, Watson. Das zeugt von Talent, denn wer erwartet schon, dergleichen aus einem Luftgewehr abgeschossen zu sehen? Sehr schön, Mrs. 

Hudson. Ich bin Ihnen für Ihre Hilfe sehr verpflichtet. 

Und nun, Watson, seien Sie so gut und setzen sich noch einmal in Ihren alten Sessel, denn da sind meh-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.023
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rere Punkte, die ich mit Ihnen erörtern möchte.«

Er hatte den schäbigen Gehrock abgeworfen und war nun wieder ganz der alte Holmes im mausfarbe-nen Morgenmantel, den er seinem Ebenbild ausgezogen hatte. 

»Die Nerven des alten  shikari  haben ihre Ruhe nicht verloren, und seine Augen nicht ihre Schärfe«, sagte er lachend, als er die zerschmetterte Stirn seiner Büste untersuchte. 

»Genau mitten in den Hinterkopf und geradewegs durchs Gehirn. Er war der beste Schütze Indiens, und ich nehme an, in London gibt's kaum bessere. Haben Sie seinen Namen schon einmal gehört?«

»Nein, das habe ich nicht.«

»Nun, nun, so geht's mit dem Ruhm! Andererseits aber hatten Sie, wenn ich mich recht erinnere, den Namen von Professor Moriarty auch noch nie gehört, und der war einer der größten Köpfe unseres Jahrhunderts. Reichen Sie mir doch bitte einmal das Biogra-phienverzeichnis aus dem Regal.«

Er blätterte müßig die Seiten um, lehnte sich in seinen Stuhl zurück und blies mächtige Rauchwolken aus seiner Zigarre. 

»Meine M-Sammlung ist vorzüglich«, sagte er. 

»Moriarty allein reicht schon, um jeden Buchstaben auszuzeichnen; und hier haben wir Morgan, den Giftmörder, und Merridew gräßlichen Gedenkens, und Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.024
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Mathews, der mir im Wartesaal in Charing Cross den linken Eckzahn ausgeschlagen hat, und schließlich unseren Freund von heut nacht.«

Er übergab mir das Buch, und ich las: Moran, Sebastian, Colonel.  Unbeschäftigt. Ehemals bei den 1. Bangalore-Pionieren. Geboren 1840 in London. Sohn von Sir Augustus Moran, C.B.8, dem ehemaligen britischen Gesandten in Persien. Schulbesuch in Eton und Oxford. Diente bei den Jowaki- und Afghanistan-Feldzügen in Charasiab (Depeschen), Sherpur und Kabul9. 

Verfasser von  Großwild im westlichen Himalaya

(1881);  Drei Monate im Dschungel (1884). Anschrift: Conduit Street. Clubs: Anglo-Indian, Tankerville, Bagatelle Card Club. 

Am Rand stand in Holmes' deutlicher Handschrift: Der zweitgefährlichste Mann Londons10. 

»Das ist erstaunlich«, sagte ich, als ich ihm den Band zurückgab. »Die Karriere dieses Mannes ist die eines ehrenhaften Soldaten.«

»Wohl wahr«, antwortete Holmes. »Bis zu einem gewissen Punkt hielt er sich gut. Er war immer ein Mann mit eisernen Nerven, und in Indien hört man noch immer die Geschichte, wie er einem verwundeten menschenfressenden Tiger in ein Kanalisations-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.025
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rohr nachgekrochen ist. Es gibt gewisse Bäume, Watson, die bis zu einer bestimmten Höhe wachsen, um dann plötzlich eine unansehnliche Exzentrizität zu entwickeln. Auch bei Menschen werden Sie das oft beobachten. Ich habe eine Theorie, nach der das Individuum im Verlauf seiner Entwicklung die ganze Reihe seiner Vorfahren durchlebt, und solch ein plötzlicher Umschwung zum Guten oder Bösen beruht demnach auf irgendeinem starken Einfluß, der in der Reihe seiner Ahnen tätig war. Der Mensch wird gleichsam zum Inbegriff der Geschichte seiner Familie.«

»Freilich überaus phantastisch.«

»Nun, ich bestehe nicht darauf. Aus welchem Grund auch immer: Colonel Moran begann auf Abwege zu geraten. Ohne jeden offenen Skandal brachte er Indien doch zu sehr in Rage, als daß man ihn hätte halten können. Er trat in den Ruhestand, kam nach London und machte sich wieder einen üblen Namen. 

Zu dieser Zeit wurde er von Professor Moriarty aufgespürt, dessen Stabschef er eine Zeitlang war. Moriarty versorgte ihn großzügig mit Geld und benutzte ihn nur für ein oder zwei hochwertige Aufträge, die kein gewöhnlicher Krimineller hätte ausführen können. Sie erinnern sich vielleicht an den Tod von Mrs. Stewart aus Lauder, im Jahre 1887. Nicht? Nun, ich bin sicher, daß Moran dahintersteckte, doch war ihm nichts Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.026
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nachzuweisen. Die Rolle des Colonel wurde so klug verheimlicht, daß wir ihn selbst dann nicht belasten konnten, als die Moriarty-Bande gesprengt war. Wissen Sie noch, wie ich damals, als ich Sie in Ihren Zimmern aufsuchte, aus Angst vor Luftgewehren die Läden geschlossen habe? Zweifellos haben Sie mich da für einen Phantasten gehalten. Doch ich wußte genau, was ich tat, da ich von der Existenz dieses bemerkenswerten Gewehrs wußte, und ich wußte auch, daß einer der besten Schützen der Welt dahinterstün-de. Als wir in der Schweiz waren, verfolgte er uns zusammen mit Moriarty, und zweifellos war er es, der mir jene bösen fünf Minuten auf dem Vorsprung über dem Reichenbach-Fall bescherte. 

Sie können sich denken, daß ich während meines Aufenthaltes in Frankreich die Zeitungen mit einiger Aufmerksamkeit gelesen habe, immer auf der Suche nach einer Möglichkeit, ihn hinter Gitter zu bringen. 

Solange er in London war, wäre mein Leben dort wirklich nicht lebenswert gewesen. Tag und Nacht hätte sein Schatten auf mir gelegen, und früher oder später hätte seine Stunde schlagen müssen. Was konnte ich tun? Einfach erschießen konnte ich ihn nicht, oder ich wäre selbst auf die Anklagebank gekommen. Mich an einen Polizeirichter zu wenden, war zwecklos. Die können nicht aufgrund eines Verdachts einschreiten, der ihnen ziemlich wild vorkom-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.027
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men muß. Ich konnte also nichts tun. Aber ich verfolgte die Nachrichten von Verbrechen, denn ich wußte, daß ich ihn früher oder später erwischen würde. Dann kam der Tod dieses Ronald Adair. Endlich war meine Stunde gekommen. War es nach allem, was ich wußte, nicht eindeutig, daß Colonel Moran der Täter war? Er hatte mit dem Jungen Karten gespielt, er hatte ihn vom Club aus nach Hause verfolgt, er hatte ihn durch das offene Fenster erschossen. 

Daran bestand kein Zweifel. Die Kugeln allein genü-

gen schon11, seinen Kopf in die Schlinge zu stecken. 

Ich fuhr sofort her. Der Posten sah mich; ich wußte, er würde den Colonel auf meine Anwesenheit aufmerksam machen. Dieser konnte nicht fehlen, meine plötzliche Rückkehr mit seinem Verbrechen in Verbindung zu bringen und in fürchterliche Unruhe zu geraten. Ich war sicher, daß er mich  auf der Stelle  aus dem Weg zu räumen versuchen und zu diesem Zwecke seine mörderische Waffe hervorholen würde. Im Fenster hinterließ ich ihm eine vorzügliche Zielscheibe, und nachdem ich die Polizei davon unterrichtet hatte, daß sie womöglich gebraucht würde – übrigens haben Sie, Watson, deren Anwesenheit in jenem Hauseingang mit unfehlbarer Treffsicherheit erkannt –, nahm ich einen, wie mir schien, vernünftigen Beobachtungspo-sten ein; nicht im Traum wäre mir eingefallen, er würde sich dieselbe Stelle für sein Attentat aussu-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.028
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chen. Nun, mein lieber Watson, bleibt mir noch etwas zu erklären?«

»Ja«, sagte ich. »Sie haben nicht deutlich gemacht, aus welchem Motiv Colonel Moran den Ehrenwerten Ronald Adair ermordet hat.«

»Ah! mein lieber Watson, hier stoßen wir nun in jenes Reich der Mutmaßungen vor, in dem sich auch der logischste Geist leicht irren kann. Jeder von uns mag aus den vorhandenen Beweisen seine eigene Hypothese aufstellen, und die Ihre kann ebensosehr richtig sein wie die meine.«

»Sie haben demnach eine?«

»Ich denke, es ist nicht schwer, die Tatsachen zu deuten. Bei der Untersuchung kam heraus, daß Colonel Moran und der junge Adair zusammen eine be-trächtliche Summe Geldes gewonnen hatten. Nun spielte Moran zweifellos falsch – dessen bin ich mir schon seit langem bewußt. Ich glaube, Adair hatte am Tag seiner Ermordung entdeckt, daß Moran mogelte. 

Höchstwahrscheinlich hatte er persönlich mit ihm gesprochen und damit gedroht, ihn bloßzustellen, falls er seine Mitgliedschaft im Club nicht freiwillig aufgebe und verspreche, nie wieder Karten zu spielen. Es ist unwahrscheinlich, daß ein junger Bursche wie Adair stracks einen scheußlichen Skandal provozieren würde, indem er einen wohlbekannten Mann, der so viel älter ist als er selbst, denunzierte. Vermutlich Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.029
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handelte er so, wie ich es annehme. Der Ausschluß aus seinen Clubs hätte für Moran, der von seinen un-rechtmäßigen Kartengewinnen lebte, den Ruin bedeutet. Aus diesem Grunde brachte er Adair um, der zu der Zeit gerade versuchte auszurechnen, wieviel Geld er selbst zurückgeben müsse, da er nicht vom Falschspiel seines Partners profitieren wollte. Die Tür verschloß er, damit die Damen ihn nicht überraschen und dann darauf bestehen konnten zu erfahren, was es mit diesen Namen und Münzen auf sich habe. Geht das?«

»Ich hege keinen Zweifel, daß Sie die Wahrheit getroffen haben.«

»Der Prozeß wird es bestätigen oder widerlegen. 

Unterdessen, komme was da wolle, wird uns Colonel Moran nicht mehr beunruhigen. Das famose Luftgewehr von Herders wird das Scotland Yard Museum verschönern, und Mr. Sherlock Holmes hat wieder die Freiheit, sein Leben der Untersuchung jener interessanten kleinen Probleme zu widmen, die das komplexe Leben Londons in solcher Fülle bietet.«

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.030
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Der Baumeister aus Norwood

»Aus der Sicht des Kriminologen«, sagte Mr. Sherlock Holmes, »ist London seit dem Ableben des seligen Professors Moriarty eine ungemein reizlose Stadt geworden.«

»Ich kann mir kaum denken, daß Sie hiermit bei vielen anständigen Bürgern Zustimmung ernten würden«, erwiderte ich. 

»Nun, nun, ich darf nicht egoistisch sein«, sagte er lächelnd, indem er seinen Stuhl vom Frühstückstisch zurückschob. »Gewiß hat die Allgemeinheit gewonnen und niemand verloren außer dem bedauernswerten arbeitslosen Fachmann, dessen Beschäftigung da-hingegangen ist. Mit diesem Manne im Felde bedeutete jede Morgenzeitung unendliche Möglichkeiten. 

Oftmals zeigte sich nur die kleinste Spur, Watson, der leiseste Hinweis, und doch reichte dies aus, mir zu sagen, daß dieses große, böse Hirn existierte, so wie das schwächste Zittern am Rand des Netzes einen an die ekle Spinne erinnert, die in seinem Zentrum lauert. 

Kleine Diebstähle, mutwillige Anschläge, planlose Freveltaten – dem Manne, der den Schlüssel dazu besaß, fügte sich all dies zu einem geschlossenen Ganzen. Für den wissenschaftlichen Studenten der höheren Welt des Verbrechens bot keine andere Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.031
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Hauptstadt in Europa die Vorteile, die London seinerzeit besaß. Doch jetzt –« In komischer Mißbilligung der Lage, für deren Herbeiführung er selbst so viel getan hatte, zuckte er mit den Schultern. 

Zu der Zeit, von der ich hier berichte, war Holmes bereits einige Monate wieder da, und ich hatte auf seine Bitte hin meine Praxis verkauft und war in die alte gemeinsame Wohnung in Baker Street zurückgezogen. Ein junger Arzt namens Verner hatte meine kleine Praxis in Kensington erworben, indem er mir mit verblüffend geringem Widerstreben den höchsten Preis zahlte, den ich zu verlangen wagte – ein Vorfall, der sich erst etliche Jahre später aufklärte, als ich nämlich herausfand, daß Verner entfernt mit Holmes verwandt war und in Wirklichkeit niemand anders als mein Freund dieses Geld zur Verfügung gestellt hatte. 

Die Monate unseres Zusammenlebens waren übrigens gar nicht so ereignislos, wie er behauptet, denn beim Durchsehen meiner Aufzeichnungen stelle ich fest, daß in diesen Zeitraum zum einen der Fall mit den Papieren des ehemaligen Präsidenten Murillo, zum anderen die schockierende Affäre mit dem holländischen Dampfschiff  Friesland  fällt, welche uns beinahe das Leben gekostet hätte. Sein unterkühltes und stolzes Wesen war jedoch allem, was mit öffentlichem Beifall verbunden, durchaus abhold, und er ver-pflichtete mich in striktester Weise, nie mehr ein Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.032
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Wort über ihn, seine Methoden oder seine Erfolge verlauten zu lassen – ein Verbot, das, wie ich bereits erklärt habe, erst jetzt aufgehoben wurde. 

Nach seinem neckischen Lamento lehnte Sherlock Holmes sich in seinen Sessel zurück und entfaltete gerade müßig die Morgenzeitung, als ein ungeheures Läuten der Glocke unsere Aufmerksamkeit auf sich zog; unmittelbar darauf folgte ein hohles Klopfgeräusch, als ob jemand mit der Faust gegen die Außen-tür schlüge. Sowie sie sich geöffnet hatte, kam stürmisches Rennen im Hausflur, hastige Schritte polterten die Treppe hoch, und einen Augenblick später stürzte ein wild dreinblickender, ungestümer junger Mann bleich, zerzaust und zitternd in unser Zimmer. 

Er sah uns beide nacheinander fragend an, und unsere fragenden Blicke machten ihm bewußt, daß er uns für seinen wenig feierlichen Eintritt eine Rechtfertigung schuldete. 

»Es tut mir leid, Mr. Holmes«, schrie er. »Sie dürfen mir keinen Vorwurf machen. Ich bin dem Wahnsinn nahe. Mr. Holmes, ich bin der unglückliche John Hector McFarlane.«

Er verkündete dies, als erkläre dieser Name allein seinen Besuch und sein Gebaren, doch bemerkte ich an der teilnahmslosen Miene meines Gefährten, daß ihm dieser ebenso wenig sagte wie mir. 

»Bedienen Sie sich, Mr. McFarlane«, sagte er, Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.033
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indem er ihm sein Zigarettenetui zuschob. »Ich bin davon überzeugt, mein Freund Dr. Watson hier würde Ihnen bei diesen Symptomen ein Beruhigungsmittel verordnen. Das Wetter war in den letzten Tagen ja überaus warm. Nun, wenn Sie sich jetzt ein wenig gelassener fühlen, würde ich mich freuen, wenn Sie sich auf diesen Stuhl setzten und uns ganz langsam und ruhig erzählten, wer Sie sind und was Sie wünschen. 

Sie sprachen Ihren Namen so aus, als ob ich ihn kennen müßte, aber ich versichere Ihnen, daß ich – abgesehen von den augenscheinlichen Tatsachen, daß Sie Junggeselle, Rechtsanwalt, Freimaurer und Asthmatiker sind – nicht die geringste Kenntnis von Ihnen habe.«

Vertraut, wie ich mit den Methoden meines Freundes war, fiel es mir nicht schwer, seinen Schlüssen zu folgen und die Ungepflegtheit des Äußeren, das Bündel juristischer Texte, das Amulett an der Uhr und das Keuchen, worauf sie beruhten, wahrzunehmen. Unser Klient freilich blickte verblüfft genug drein. 

»Ja, all dies bin ich, Mr. Holmes, und darüber hinaus bin ich derzeit der unglücklichste Mann in ganz London. Lassen Sie mich um Himmels willen nicht im Stich, Mr. Holmes! Wenn man mich verhaften kommt, ehe ich meine Geschichte zu Ende erzählt habe, veranlassen Sie die Leute, mir Zeit zu geben, damit ich Ihnen die ganze Wahrheit sagen kann. Ich Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.034
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könnte frohen Herzens ins Gefängnis gehen, wenn ich nur wüßte, daß Sie draußen für. mich wirken.«

»Sie verhaften!« sagte Holmes. »In der Tat höchst erfr ... höchst interessant. Was glauben Sie, unter welcher Anklage Sie verhaftet werden sollen?«

»Unter dem Verdacht, Mr. Jonas Oldacre aus Lower Norwood ermordet zu haben.«

Auf dem ausdrucksvollen Gesicht meines Gefährten zeigte sich ein Mitgefühl, das, fürchte ich, nicht frei von Befriedigung war. 

»Na sowas!« sagte er; »eben erst beim Frühstück sagte ich zu meinem Freund Dr. Watson, aufsehener-regende Fälle seien aus unseren Zeitungen verschwunden.«

Unser Besucher streckte eine bebende Hand aus und ergriff den  Daily Telegraph,  der noch immer auf Holmes' Knie gelegen hatte. 

»Wenn Sie hingesehen hätten, Sir, hätten Sie mit einem Blick erkannt, aus welchem Anlaß ich heute morgen zu Ihnen komme. Es kommt mir vor, als müß-

ten mein Name und mein Unglück in aller Munde sein.« Er schlug die Zeitung um und wies auf die Mit-telseite. »Da steht's. Und mit Ihrer Erlaubnis werde ich es Ihnen vorlesen. Hören Sie, Mr. Holmes: die Schlagzeilen lauten: RÄTSELHAFTER FALL IN

LOWER NORWOOD. BEKANNTER BAUMEI-

STER VERSCHWUNDEN. VERDACHT AUF

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.035
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MORD UND BRANDSTIFTUNG. HINWEIS AUF

DEN TÄTER. Dieser Hinweis wird bereits verfolgt, Mr. Holmes, und ich weiß, er führt unweigerlich zu mir. Seit der London Bridge Station folgt man mir, und ich bin sicher, man wartet nur noch auf den Haftbefehl. Es wird meiner Mutter das Herz brechen – es wird ihr das Herz brechen!« Er rang in ahnungsvoller Qual die Hände und schwankte auf seinem Stuhl vor und zurück. 

Interessiert betrachtete ich diesen Mann, der eines Gewaltverbrechens beschuldigt wurde. Er hatte flachsfarbenes Haar, sah gut aus, aber auf eine schlappe, unleidliche Art: dazu seine erschrockenen blauen Augen und ein glattrasiertes Gesicht mit einem schwachen, sensiblen Mund. Er mochte etwa siebenundzwanzig Jahre alt sein; seinem Anzug und Gebaren nach war er ein Gentleman. Aus der Tasche seines hellen Sommermantels ragte das Bündel indossierter Papiere, das seinen Beruf verriet. 

»Wir müssen die Zeit nutzen, die uns noch bleibt«, sagte Holmes. »Watson, wären Sie so freundlich, die Zeitung zu nehmen und mir den fraglichen Artikel vorzulesen?«

Unter den lärmenden Schlagzeilen, die unser Klient bereits zitiert hatte, las ich folgende vielsagende Geschichte:

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.036
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Tief in der Nacht, oder früh am heutigen Morgen, ereignete sich in Lower Norwood ein Vorfall, der, so wird befürchtet, auf ein ernstes Verbrechen hindeutet. Mr. Jonas Oldacre ist ein bekannter Einwohner dieser Vorstadt; viele Jahre lang betrieb er dort sein Geschäft als Baumeister. Mr. Oldacre ist Junggeselle, 52 Jahre alt und lebt in Deep Dene House am Sydenham-Ende der Straße dieses Namens. Er stand im Rufe eines Mannes von exzentrischen Gewohnheiten und war von verschlossenem und zurück-haltendem Wesen. Von seinem Geschäft, in dem er es zu beträchtlichem Reichtum gebracht haben soll, hat er sich seit Jahren praktisch zurückgezogen. Hinter seinem Haus befindet sich jedoch noch ein kleines Holzlager, und vorige Nacht wurde gegen zwölf Uhr Alarm gegeben, daß einer der Stapel in Flammen stehe. Die Feuerwehr war bald zur Stelle, doch brannte das trok-kene Holz derart zügellos, daß der Feuersbrunst erst Einhalt zu gebieten war, als der Stapel vollständig niedergebrannt war. Bis dahin hatte das Geschehen den Anschein eines gewöhnlichen Unglücksfalles, doch neue Hinweise scheinen auf ein ernstes Verbrechen hinzudeuten. Man äu-

ßerte sich erstaunt über die Abwesenheit des Hausherrn von der Brandstelle, und die folgende Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.037
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Nachforschung ergab, daß er aus dem Haus verschwunden war. Eine Untersuchung seines Zimmers erbrachte, daß er nicht in seinem Bett geschlafen hatte, daß sein Safe offenstand, daß eine Menge wichtiger Papiere im Zimmer verstreut herumlagen, und schließlich fanden sich Anzeichen eines mörderischen Kampfes: In dem Zimmer wurden geringe Blutspuren und ein Spazierstock aus Eichenholz entdeckt, der am Griff ebenfalls Blutflecken aufwies. Es ist bekannt, daß Mr. Jonas Oldacre in dieser Nacht einen späten Besucher in seinem Schlafzimmer empfangen hatte, und der aufgefundene Stock wurde als Eigentum dieser Person identifiziert; es handelt sich um einen jungen Londoner Anwalt namens John Hector McFarlane, Juniorpartner von Graham & McFarlane, Gresham Buildings 426, E.C. Die Polizei glaubt im Besitz von Beweisen zu sein, die ein sehr überzeugendes Motiv für das Verbrechen liefern; insgesamt ist eine sensationelle Entwicklung dieser Angelegenheit nicht auszuschließen. 

LETZTE MELDUNG – Bei Drucklegung geht das Gerücht ein, Mr. John Hector McFarlane sei tatsächlich unter dem Verdacht, Mr. Jonas Oldacre ermordet zu haben, verhaftet worden. Sicher ist zumindest, daß ein Haftbefehl erlassen Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.038
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wurde. Die Ermittlungen in Norwood haben weitere bedenkliche Tatsachen ergeben. Außer den Anzeichen für einen Kampf im Zimmer des un-glücklichen Baumeisters wurde jetzt bekannt, daß die Flügelfenster seines Schlafzimmers (das im Erdgeschoß liegt) offen gestanden hatten, daß gewisse Spuren den Eindruck erwecken, als sei ein schwerer Gegenstand zu dem Holzstapel geschleift worden, und schließlich wird behauptet, unter der Asche seien verkohlte Überreste gefunden worden. Die Polizei vermutet, daß das Opfer in seinem Schlafzimmer erschlagen, seine Papiere durchwühlt und seine Leiche zu dem Holzstapel geschleift wurde, um so alle Spuren des Verbrechens zu beseitigen. Die Durchführung der Strafermittlungen wurde in die erfahrenen Hände Inspektor Lestrades von Scotland Yard gelegt, der mit gewohnter Energie und Scharfsicht den Hinweisen nachgeht. 

Sherlock Holmes lauschte diesem bemerkenswerten Bericht mit geschlossenen Augen und gegeneinander gestellten Fingerspitzen. 

»Der Fall weist allerdings einiges Interessante auf«, sagte er auf seine müde Art. »Darf ich zunächst einmal fragen, Mr. McFarlane, wie es kommt, daß Sie noch in Freiheit sind, da doch genug Beweismaterial Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.039
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vorzuliegen scheint, Ihre Verhaftung zu rechtfertigen?«

»Ich lebe bei meinen Eltern in Torrington Lodge, Blackheath, Mr. Holmes; vorige Nacht aber hatte ich mit Mr. Oldacre noch sehr spät etwas Geschäftliches zu erledigen und daher in einem Hotel in Norwood Quartier genommen, um ihn von dort aus zu besuchen. Ich erfuhr von dieser Sache erst im Zug, als ich las, was Sie soeben gehört haben. Ich gewahrte sogleich die schreckliche Gefahr meiner Lage und beeilte mich, den Fall in Ihre Hände zu legen. Ich zweifle nicht daran, daß ich entweder in meinem Stadtbüro oder zu Hause verhaftet werden sollte. Jemand ist mir von der London Bridge Station gefolgt, und ich zweifle nicht – großer Gott, was ist das?«

Es war das Läuten der Glocke, dem gleich darauf schwere Schritte auf der Treppe folgten. Und schon erschien unser alter Freund Lestrade in der Tür. Hinter seinen Schultern sah ich undeutlich ein paar uniformierte Polizisten stehen. 

»Mr. John Hector McFarlane«, sagte Lestrade. 

Unser unglücklicher Klient erhob sich mit totenbleicher Miene. 

»Ich verhafte Sie wegen vorsätzlichen Mordes an Mr. Jonas Oldacre aus Lower Norwood.«

McFarlane wandte sich uns mit verzweifelter Ge-bärde zu und sank wie vernichtet wieder auf seinen Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.040
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Stuhl. 

»Einen Augenblick, Lestrade«, sagte Holmes. 

»Eine halbe Stunde mehr oder weniger kann Ihnen nichts bedeuten, und dieser Gentleman stand eben im Begriff, uns von dieser höchst interessanten Affäre einen Bericht zu geben, der uns bei der Aufklärung dienlich sein könnte.«

»Ich sehe keinerlei Schwierigkeiten bei der Aufklä-

rung«, sagte Lestrade grimmig. 

»Gleichwohl wäre ich, wenn Sie gestatten, sehr interessiert, seinen Bericht zu vernehmen.«

»Nun gut, Mr. Holmes, es fällt mir schwer, Ihnen etwas abzuschlagen, zumal Sie der Polizei in der Vergangenheit ein- oder zweimal nützlich gewesen sind und wir von Scotland Yard Ihnen noch eine Gefälligkeit schulden«, sagte Lestrade. »Zugleich aber muß ich bei meinem Gefangenen bleiben, und ich bin verpflichtet, ihn darauf hinzuweisen, daß alle seine Aussagen gegen ihn verwendet werden können.«

»Etwas Besseres kann ich mir nicht wünschen«, sagte unser Klient. »Ich bitte Sie um nichts weiter, als mir zuzuhören und die reine Wahrheit zu erfahren.«

Lestrade blickte auf seine Uhr. »Ich gebe Ihnen eine halbe Stunde«, sagte er. 

»Zunächst muß ich erklären«, sagte McFarlane, 

»daß ich Mr. Jonas Oldacre nicht kannte. Sein Name war mir vertraut, da meine Eltern vor vielen Jahren Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.041
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mit ihm bekannt waren, aber sie verloren sich aus den Augen. Ich war daher sehr überrascht, als er gestern gegen drei Uhr nachmittags in mein Stadtbüro trat. 

Noch mehr aber erstaunte ich, als er mir den Zweck seines Besuchs berichtete. Er hielt mehrere Blätter aus einem Notizbuch in der Hand, die über und über voll-gekritzelt waren – hier sind sie –, und legte sie auf meinen Tisch. 

›Dies ist mein Testament‹, sagte er. ›Ich wünsche, Mr. McFarlane, daß Sie es in die richtige juristische Form bringen. Während Sie dies tun, werde ich hier sitzenbleiben.‹

Ich machte mich daran, es abzuschreiben, und Sie können sich mein Erstaunen vorstellen, als ich merkte, daß er, mit einigen Vorbehalten, sein ganzes Vermögen mir vermacht hatte. Er war ein merkwürdiger, kleiner, frettchenhafter Mann mit weißen Wimpern, und als ich zu ihm aufblickte, sah ich seine scharfen grauen Augen mit amüsiertem Ausdruck auf mich geheftet. Ich konnte kaum meinen Sinnen trauen, nachdem ich die Testamentsbedingungen gelesen hatte; doch er erklärte, er sei Junggeselle und habe kaum lebende Verwandte, er habe in seiner Jugend meine Eltern gekannt und von mir stets als einem sehr ver-dienstvollen jungen Mann sprechen hören, und er sei davon überzeugt, sein Geld ginge in würdige Hände über. Ich konnte natürlich nur meinen Dank hervor-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.042
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stammeln. Das Testament wurde ordnungsgemäß abgeschlossen, unterzeichnet und von meinem Buchhalter beglaubigt. Dies hier auf dem blauen Papier ist es, und diese Zettel sind, wie gesagt, der Rohentwurf. 

Mr. Jonas Oldacre unterrichtete mich dann von einer Anzahl Dokumente – Grundstückspachten, Besitzur-kunden, Hypothekenbriefe, Interimswechsel und so weiter –, die ich sehen und verstehen müßte. Er sagte, er könne erst wieder ruhig sein, wenn das Ganze geregelt sei, und er bat mich, noch diese Nacht zu seinem Haus in Norwood hinauszukommen, das Testament mitzubringen und die Sache abzumachen. ›Denken Sie daran, mein Junge, kein Wort über diese Angelegenheit zu Ihren Eltern, ehe nicht alles geregelt ist. 

Wir wollen es als eine kleine Überraschung für sie aufsparen.‹ Er bestand sehr auf diesem Punkt und ließ es mich ausdrücklich versprechen. 

Sie können sich vorstellen, Mr. Holmes, daß ich nicht in der Stimmung war, ihm irgendeine Bitte abzuschlagen. Er war mein Wohltäter, und ich war durchaus bestrebt, seine Wünsche in allen Einzelheiten zu erfüllen. Ich schickte daher ein Telegramm nach Hause, in dem ich mitteilte, ich hätte ein wichtiges Geschäft vor und könne unmöglich sagen, wann ich heimkehren würde. Mr. Oldacre hatte mir gesagt, er würde gern um neun Uhr mit mir zu Abend essen, da er vor dieser Zeit wahrscheinlich nicht zu Hause Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.043
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wäre. Ich hatte jedoch einige Schwierigkeiten, sein Haus zu finden, und es war schon fast halb zehn, als ich dort eintraf. Ich fand ihn –«

»Einen Augenblick!« sagte Holmes. »Wer öffnete die Tür?«

»Eine mittelaltrige Frau, vermutlich seine Haushälterin.«

»Und es war sie, nehme ich an, die Ihren Namen angegeben hat?«

»In der Tat«, sagte McFarlane. 

»Fahren Sie bitte fort.«

Mr. McFarlane fuhr sich über die feuchte Stirn und setzte dann seinen Bericht fort:

»Diese Frau führte mich in ein Wohnzimmer, in dem ein schlichtes Mahl vorbereitet war. Danach führte Mr. Oldacre mich in sein Schlafzimmer, worin sich ein schwerer Safe befand. Diesen öffnete er und entnahm ihm einen Packen Dokumente, die wir zusammen durchgingen. Zwischen elf und zwölf wurden wir damit fertig. Er bemerkte, daß wir die Haushälterin nicht stören dürften. Er brachte mich durch seine Verandatür nach draußen, welche die ganze Zeit über offengestanden hatte.«

»War die Jalousie herabgelassen?« fragte Holmes. 

»Ich bin mir nicht sicher, aber ich glaube, sie war nur halb unten. Ja, ich erinnere mich, wie er sie hochzog, um die Verandatür aufzumachen. Ich konnte mei-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.044
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nen Stock nicht finden, und er sagte: ›Lassen Sie nur, mein Junge; ich werde Sie ja jetzt häufig sehen, hoffe ich, und ich werde Ihren Stock aufbewahren, bis Sie wiederkommen und ihn zurückhaben wollen.‹ So verließ ich ihn, der Safe stand offen, und die Papiere lagen in Päckchen geordnet auf dem Tisch. Es war so spät, daß ich nicht mehr nach Blackheath zurückfahren konnte; und so verbrachte ich die Nacht im Anerley Arms, und weiter erfuhr ich nichts, bis ich heute morgen von dieser schrecklichen Sache las.«

»Haben Sie noch weitere Fragen, Mr. Holmes?«

sagte Lestrade, dessen Brauen im Verlauf dieser bemerkenswerten Erklärung ein paarmal in die Höhe gegangen waren. 

»Erst wenn ich in Blackheath gewesen bin.«

»Sie meinen: in Norwood«, sagte Lestrade. 

»Oh, ja: das muß ich zweifellos gemeint haben«, sagte Holmes mit seinem rätselhaften Lächeln. Lestrade wußte aus mehr Erfahrungen, als er einzuräumen gewillt war, daß jenes rasiermesserscharfe Hirn Dinge zu durchschneiden vermochte, die für das seine undurchdringlich waren. Ich sah, wie er meinen Gefährten neugierig anblickte. 

»Ich denke, ich sollte bald mal mit Ihnen reden, Mr. Sherlock Holmes«, sagte er. »Nun, Mr. 

McFarlane, vor der Tür stehen zwei meiner Beamten, und draußen wartet eine Droschke.« Der elende junge Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.045
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Mann erhob sich, warf uns einen letzten flehentlichen Blick zu und ging aus dem Zimmer. Die Polizisten brachten ihn zu der Kutsche, aber Lestrade blieb noch. 

Holmes hatte die Blätter, die den Rohentwurf des Testamentes enthielten, aufgehoben und betrachtete sie mit äußerst gespannter Miene. 

»Es gibt einiges zu diesem Dokument zu bemerken, Lestrade, nicht wahr?« sagte er und schob ihm die Zettel zu. 

Der Beamte sah sie verwirrt an. 

»Ich kann nur die ersten Zeilen lesen, und diese hier in der Mitte der zweiten Seite, und ein paar am Schluß. Die stehen da wie gedruckt«, sagte er; »aber dazwischen ist die Schrift sehr undeutlich, und an drei Stellen kann ich überhaupt nichts lesen.«

»Was schließen Sie daraus?« fragte Holmes. 

»Nun, was schließen  Sie  daraus?«

»Daß es in einem Zug geschrieben wurde; die leserliche Schrift steht für Bahnhöfe, die unleserliche für Fahrt, und die völlig unleserliche für das Überfahren von Weichen. Ein gewiefter Fachmann würde sofort erklären, daß diese Aufzeichnungen in einer Vorstadtbahn entstanden sind, da es nur in der unmittelbaren Umgebung einer großen Stadt eine so rasche Folge von Weichen geben kann. Nehmen wir an, die Niederschrift des Testaments habe die gesamte Fahr-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.046
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zeit in Anspruch genommen, dann war es ein Schnellzug, der nur einmal zwischen Norwood und London Bridge gehalten hat.«

Lestrade begann zu lachen. 

»Das ist mir zu hoch, wenn Sie mit Ihren Theorien anfangen, Mr. Holmes«, sagte er. »Was hat denn das mit diesem Fall zu tun?«

»Nun, es bestätigt die Geschichte des jungen Mannes insoweit, als das Testament von Jonas Oldacre gestern auf seiner Fahrt geschrieben wurde. Ist es nicht verwunderlich, daß jemand ein derart wichtiges Dokument auf so willkürliche Weise niederschreibt? 

Dies legt nahe, daß er nicht glaubte, es würde von sonderlich praktischer Bedeutung sein. So könnte jemand ein Testament schreiben, von dem er nicht glaubt, daß es jemals in Kraft treten würde.«

»Nun, er schrieb damit zugleich sein eigenes To-desurteil«, sagte Lestrade. 

»Oh, meinen Sie?«

»Sie nicht?«

»Nun, durchaus möglich; aber der Fall ist mir noch nicht klar.«

»Nicht klar? Na, wenn  das  nicht klar ist, was könnte denn klarer sein? Plötzlich erfahrt ein junger Mann, daß er ein Vermögen erben wird, wenn ein älterer Mann stirbt. Was macht er da? Er erzählt niemandem davon, sondern richtet es so ein, daß er unter Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.047
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irgendeinem Vorwand seinen Klienten noch in derselben Nacht besuchen kann; erwartet, bis die einzige andere Person im Haus zu Bett gegangen ist, und ermordet den Mann sodann in der Abgeschiedenheit seines Zimmers, verbrennt die Leiche auf dem Holzstapel und entschwindet in ein nahegelegenes Hotel. 

Im Zimmer und auch auf dem Stock befinden sich nur sehr geringe Blutspuren. Vermutlich hatte er sich vorgestellt, sein Verbrechen ginge unblutig vonstatten, und gehofft, mit der Verbrennung der Leiche alle Spu-render Art seines Todes verbergen zu können – Spuren, die aus irgendeinem Grund auf ihn hätten weisen müssen. Liegt all dies nicht auf der Hand?«

»Es liegt mir, mein guter Lestrade, ein wenig zu sehr auf der Hand«, sagte Holmes. »Bei Ihren ansonsten großen Talenten lassen Sie es an der Phantasie fehlen; doch wenn Sie sich für einen Moment an die Stelle des jungen Mannes versetzen könnten: Würden Sie gleich die Nacht nach der Aufstellung des Testaments wählen, um Ihr Verbrechen zu begehen? Erschiene es Ihnen nicht gefährlich, eine so enge Verbindung zwischen diesen beiden Ereignissen herzustellen? Des weiteren, würden Sie es ausgerechnet zu einem Zeitpunkt machen, wenn bekannt ist, daß Sie sich in dem Haus befinden, wenn eine Bedienstete Sie eingelassen hat? Und schließlich, würden Sie sich so viel Mühe geben, die Leiche verschwinden zu lassen, Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.048
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und dann Ihren Stock liegen lassen, zum Zeichen, daß Sie der Täter sind? Bekennen Sie, Lestrade, daß all dies höchst unwahrscheinlich ist.«

»Was den Stock betrifft, Mr. Holmes, so wissen Sie so gut wie ich, daß ein Verbrecher oft nervös ist und Dinge tut, die ein besonnener Mensch unterlassen würde. Sehr wahrscheinlich hatte er Angst, in das Zimmer zurückzugehen. Geben Sie mir eine andere Theorie, die besser den Tatsachen entspricht.«

»Ich könnte Ihnen sehr leicht ein halbes Dutzend geben«, sagte Holmes. »Hier habe ich zum Beispiel eine sehr denkbare und sogar wahrscheinliche. Ich will sie Ihnen schenken. Der ältere Mann fuhrt Dokumente vor, die offensichtlich wertvoll sind. Ein vor-beikommender Landstreicher sieht sie durch die Verandatür deren Jalousie nur halb herabgezogen ist. 

Anwalt ab. Der Landstreicher tritt auf! Er packt einen Stock, den er dort liegen sieht, tötet Oldacre, und läuft davon, nachdem er die Leiche verbrannt hat.«

»Warum sollte der Landstreicher die Leiche verbrennen?«

»Was das betrifft: warum sollte McFarlane?«

»Um Beweismaterial zu beseitigen.«

»Der Landstreicher wollte womöglich verbergen, daß überhaupt ein Mord stattgefunden hatte.«

»Und warum hat er dann nichts mitgehen lassen?«

»Weil es sich um Papiere handelte, die er nicht ver-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.049
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äußern konnte.«

Lestrade schüttelte den Kopf, obwohl mir schien, er sei sich nicht mehr so absolut sicher wie vorhin. 

»Nun, Mr. Holmes, Sie mögen Ihren Landstreicher suchen, und solange Sie ihn aufspüren, werden wir uns an unseren Mann halten. Die Zukunft wird erweisen, wer von uns recht hat. Beachten Sie nur dies, Mr. 

Holmes: Soweit wir wissen, wurde keines der Papiere entfernt, und der Gefangene ist der einzige Mensch auf der Welt, der keinen Grund hatte, sie zu entfernen, da er ihr rechtmäßiger Erbe war und in jedem Fall in ihren Besitz gelangt wäre.«

Diese Bemerkung schien meinen Freund betroffen zu machen. 

»Ich möchte ja gar nicht abstreiten, daß die Beweise in mancher Hinsicht sehr stark für Ihre Theorie sprechen«, sagte er. »Ich will nur darauf hinweisen, daß es auch andere mögliche Theorien gibt. Wie Sie sagen, die Zukunft wird es zeigen. Guten Morgen! Ich stehe dafür, daß ich im Lauf des Tages in Norwood auftauchen und nachsehen werde, wie Sie weiterkommen.«

Als der Kriminalbeamte gegangen war, stand mein Freund auf und bereitete sich mit der Munterkeit eines Mannes, der eine erfreuliche Aufgabe vor sich hat, aufsein Tagewerk vor. 

»Als erstes, Watson«, sagte er, während er sich in Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.050
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seinen Gehrock warf, »muß ich mich, wie gesagt, in Richtung Blackheath bewegen.«

»Und warum nicht Norwood?«

»Weil in diesem Fall  ein  merkwürdiger Umstand eng mit einem anderen merkwürdigen Umstand zusammenhängt. Die Polizei begeht den Fehler, ihre Aufmerksamkeit auf den zweiten zu konzentrieren, da dies zufällig der wirklich kriminelle von den beiden ist. Für mich besteht jedoch unstreitig der logische Weg, diesen Fall anzugehen, darin, zunächst einmal zu versuchen, ein wenig Licht in den ersten Umstand zu bringen – das seltsame, so plötzlich und einem so unvermuteten Erben gemachte Testament. Das mag die folgenden Ereignisse ein wenig durchschaubarer machen. Nein, mein Lieber, ich glaube nicht, daß Sie mir helfen können. Gefahr ist nicht zu erwarten, sonst würde ich nicht im Traum daran denken, ohne Sie los-zuziehen. Ich hoffe, Ihnen heute abend berichten zu können, daß ich in der Lage war, etwas für diesen un-glücklichen Jüngling zu tun, der sich unter meinen Schutz gestellt hat.«

Es war schon spät, als mein Freund zurückkam, und ein Blick in sein abgespanntes und besorgtes Gesicht sagte mir, daß sich die hohen Erwartungen, mit denen er aufgebrochen war, nicht erfüllt hatten. Eine Stunde lang brummte er auf seiner Geige herum, um seine Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.051
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aufgewühlte Stimmung zu beruhigen. Endlich warf er das Instrument hin und stürzte sich in einen ausführlichen Bericht seiner Mißgeschicke. 

»Es geht alles schief, Watson – so schief, wie es nur gehen kann. Lestrade gegenüber blieb ich kühn genug, aber ich glaube wahrhaftig, diesmal ist der Bursche auf der richtigen Spur, und wir sind auf der falschen. Alle meine Ahnungen gehen in eine Richtung, und alle Tatsachen gehen in die andere; und ich fürchte sehr, die britischen Geschworenen haben jene Höhe der Intelligenz noch nicht erreicht, die sie meinen Theorien den Vorzug vor Lestrades Tatsachen geben lassen würde.«

»Waren Sie in Blackheath?«

»Ja, Watson, ich war dort, und ich fand sehr schnell heraus, daß der selige Oldacre ein ganz be-trächtlicher Lump gewesen sein muß. McFarlanes Vater war unterwegs auf der Suche nach seinem Sohn. 

Die Mutter war zu Hause – eine kleine, schlappe, blauäugige Person, die vor Angst und Entrüstung bebte. Sie wollte natürlich nicht einmal die Möglichkeit seiner Schuld zugeben. Ebensowenig drückte sie jedoch Überraschung oder Bedauern über das Schicksal Oldacres aus. Im Gegenteil, sie sprach von ihm mit solcher Bitterkeit, daß sie die Sache für die Polizei unbewußt noch erheblich klarer machte; denn wenn ihr Sohn sie so von diesem Manne hatte reden Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.052
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hören, würde ihn dies natürlich für Haß und Gewalttat prädisponieren. ›Er war eher ein bösartiger und verschlagener Affe als ein Mensch‹, sagte sie, ›das war er schon immer, seit seiner Jugend.‹

›Sie kannten ihn seit damals?‹ fragte ich. 

›Ja, ich kannte ihn gut; tatsächlich hat er früher einmal um mich geworben. Dem Himmel sei Dank, daß ich so klug war, mich von ihm abzuwenden und einen besseren, wenn auch ärmeren Mann zu heiraten. Ich war bereits mit ihm verlobt, Mr. Holmes, als ich von einer schrecklichen Geschichte erfuhr, wie er in einem Vogelhaus eine Katze freigelassen hatte, und da grau-ste es mir so vor seiner brutalen Grausamkeit, daß ich nichts mehr mit ihm zu tun haben wollte.‹ Sie durchstöberte ein Schreibpult und zog dann eine böswillig mit einem Messer entstellte und verstümmelte Photographie einer Frau hervor. ›Dies ist ein Bild von mir‹, sagte sie. ›Er schickte es mir an meinem Hochzeitstag in diesem Zustand und mit seinem Fluch.‹

›Nun‹, sagte ich, ›immerhin hat er Ihnen jetzt vergeben, hat er doch sein ganzes Vermögen Ihrem Sohn vermacht.‹

›Weder mein Sohn noch ich selbst will irgend etwas von Jonas Oldacre geschenkt haben, sei er tot oder lebendig‹, rief sie temperamentvoll aus. ›So wahr ein Gott im Himmel ist, Mr. Holmes, und so wahr dieser Gott diesen bösen Mann bestraft hat, so wahr Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.053
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wird er auch, wenn es ihn gutdünkt, erweisen, daß die Hände meines Sohnes schuldlos an seinem Blute sind.‹

Nun, ich folgte noch einigen Hinweisen, geriet aber auf nichts, was unsere Hypothese stützen wollte, sondern nur auf manches, was dagegen sprach. Endlich gab ich es auf und verfügte mich nach Norwood. 

Das Deep Dene House ist eine große moderne Villa aus knallroten Backsteinen und steht hinten auf dem Grundstück; davor befindet sich ein Rasen mit Lorbeersträuchern. Ein Stück weg von der Straße liegt zur Rechten das Holzlager, wo der Brand stattgefunden hatte. Auf diesem Notizbuchblatt hier ist ein grober Lageplan. Das Fenster links ist dasjenige, das in Oldacres Zimmer führt. Wie Sie sehen, kann man von der Straße aus hineinblicken. Dies ist so ziemlich der einzige Trost, der mir heute zuteil wurde. Lestrade war nicht da, doch gab sich sein Oberpolizist die Ehre. Man hatte soeben einen großen Schatz gefunden. Nachdem man den Morgen damit verbracht hatte, in der Asche des abgebrannten Holzstapels herumzuwühlen, hatte man neben den verkohlten organischen Überresten mehrere verfärbte Metallscheibchen sichergestellt. Ich untersuchte sie sorgfältig, und es stellte sich zweifelsfrei heraus, daß es sich um Hosenknöpfe handelte. Ich erkannte sogar, daß einer davon mit ›Hyams‹, dem Namen von Oldacres Schneider, Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.054

Der Baumeister aus Norwood

Doyle-WA Bd. 7, 51

gezeichnet war. Dann untersuchte ich den Rasen sehr gewissenhaft nach Spuren und Zeichen, aber diese Dürre hat alles hart wie Eisen werden lassen. Es war nichts zu sehen, außer daß jemand oder ein Bündel durch eine niedrige Ligusterhecke gezogen worden war, die parallel zu dem Holzstapel steht. All das paßt natürlich zu der offiziellen Theorie. Ich kroch mit der Augustsonne auf dem Rücken über den Rasen. Doch als ich mich nach einer Stunde erhob, war ich nicht klüger als zuvor. 

Nun, nach diesem Fiasko ging ich in das Schlafzimmer und stellte auch dort meine Untersuchungen an. Es waren nur sehr wenige Blutflecken da, bloß kleine Spritzer und Verfärbungen, aber unzweifelhaft frisch. Den Stock hatte man entfernt, doch auch darauf waren nur geringe Spuren. Der Stock gehörte unstreitig unserem Klienten. Das gibt er zu. Auf dem Teppich konnten Fußspuren der beiden Männer ermittelt werden, aber keine von irgendeinem Dritten –

wieder ein Stich für die andere Seite: Die erhöhten ständig ihre Punktzahl, und wir gingen leer aus. 

Nur einmal leuchtete mir ein kleiner Hoffnungsschimmer – und doch kam nichts dabei heraus. Ich untersuchte den Inhalt des Safes, von dem das meiste herausgenommen und auf dem Tisch liegengelassen worden war. Die Papiere waren in versiegelte Umschläge gesteckt worden, von denen die Polizei einen Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.055
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oder zwei geöffnet hatte. Soweit ich es beurteilen konnte, waren sie nicht von allzu großem Wert, und auch das Kontobuch wies nicht darauf hin, daß Mr. 

Oldacre in sonderlich üppigen Verhältnissen gelebt hatte. Aber mir schien, daß nicht alle Papiere da waren. Es gab Hinweise auf einige – vermutlich wertvollere – Urkunden, die ich nirgends finden konnte. 

Wenn wir dies eindeutig beweisen könnten, ließe sich natürlich Lestrades Argument gegen ihn selbst verwenden; denn wer würde etwas stehlen, wenn er wüßte, daß er es in Kürze erben wird? 

Nachdem ich jeden einzelnen Umschlag beschnüffelt und keine Witterung hatte aufnehmen können, versuchte ich schließlich mein Glück bei der Haushälterin. Sie heißt Mrs. Lexington, eine kleine, dunkle, schweigsame Person mit argwöhnischem und verstohlenem Blick. Wenn sie wollte, könnte sie uns etwas sagen – davon bin ich überzeugt. Aber sie hielt dicht. 

Ja, sie habe Mr. McFarlane um halb zehn eingelassen. 

Lieber hätte ihr die Hand verdorren sollen, ehe sie dies hätte tun sollen. Sie sei um halb elf zu Bett gegangen. Ihr Zimmer befinde sich auf der anderen Seite des Hauses, und sie habe von den Geschehnissen nichts hören können. Mr. McFarlane habe seinen Hut und, nach ihrem besten Wissen, auch seinen Stock in der Vorhalle gelassen. Sie sei erst von dem Feueralarm geweckt worden. Gewiß sei ihr armer, lieber Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.056
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Herr ermordet worden. Ob er Feinde gehabt habe? 

Nun, jedermann habe Feinde, aber Mr. Oldacre habe sehr zurückgezogen gelebt und nur geschäftlich mit anderen Leuten verkehrt. Sie habe die Knöpfe gesehen, und sie sei sicher, daß sie zu den Kleidern gehörten, die er letzte Nacht getragen habe. Der Holzstapel sei sehr trocken gewesen, da es seit einem Monat nicht mehr geregnet habe. Er habe gebrannt wie Zun-der, und zu der Zeit, da sie dorthin gekommen sei, sei nichts anderes als Flammen zu sehen gewesen. Sie und sämtliche Feuerwehrleute hätten den Geruch brennenden Fleisches von dort wahrgenommen. Von den Papieren wisse sie ebensowenig etwas wie von Mr. Oldacres Privatangelegenheiten. 

So, mein lieber Watson, da haben Sie meinen Bericht eines Fehlschlags. Und doch – und doch« – er ballte seine hageren Hände in einem Anfall von Selbstgewißheit – » weiß  ich, die Sache stimmt vorn und hinten nicht. Ich spüre es in meinen Knochen. Irgend etwas ist noch nicht zur Sprache gekommen, und diese Haushälterin weiß es. In ihren Augen lag eine Art von schmollendem Trotz, der nur mit Schuldbewußtsein zu vereinbaren ist. Es hat jedoch keinen Sinn, noch länger darüber zu reden, Watson; aber falls uns nicht ein glücklicher Zufall weiterhilft, fürchte ich, wird der Fall des verschwundenen Baumeisters von Norwood nicht in jener Chronik unserer Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.057
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Erfolge vertreten sein, die, wie ich vorausahne, ein geduldiges Publikum früher oder später zu ertragen haben wird.«

»Wird nicht«, sagte ich, »die äußere Erscheinung unseres jungen Mannes bei jeder Jury viel bewirken?«

»Dies ist ein gefährliches Argument, mein lieber Watson. Erinnern Sie sich an den schrecklichen Mörder Bert Stevens, den wir 87 herausschlagen sollten? 

Hat es jemals einen schlichteren, sonntagsschulhafte-ren jungen Mann gegeben als ihn?«

»Sie haben recht.«

»Falls es uns nicht gelingt, eine andere Theorie zu begründen, ist dieser Mann verloren. Der Fall weist praktisch keinen Makel auf, der sich jetzt dagegen vorbringen ließe, und alle weiteren Ermittlungen haben nur dazu gedient, ihn zu bekräftigen. Übrigens gibt es da bei diesen Papieren eine kleine Merkwürdigkeit, die uns als Ausgangspunkt für eine Untersuchung dienen könnte. Als ich das Kontobuch durch-sah, fiel mir auf, daß der niedrige Kontostand hauptsächlich auf hohen Schecks beruhte, die im Lauf des letzten Jahres an einen Mr. Cornelius ausgestellt wurden. Ich gestehe, es würde mich schon interessieren, wer dieser Mr. Cornelius sein mag, mit dem ein Baumeister im Ruhestand dermaßen beträchtliche Trans-aktionen durchführt. Ist es möglich, daß er bei der Sache seine Hand im Spiel gehabt hat? Cornelius Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.058
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könnte ein Makler sein, aber wir haben keine Wechsel gefunden, die solch hohen Zahlungen entsprechen würden. Mangels jeden anderen Hinweises muß ich meine Forschungen jetzt auf eine Erkundigung bei der Bank nach jenem Gentleman richten, der diese Schecks eingelöst hat. Doch ich fürchte, mein Lieber, unser Fall wird wenig ruhmreich damit enden, daß Lestrade unseren Klienten hängen läßt, was Scotland Yard gewiß zum Triumph gereichen wird.«

Ich weiß nicht, ob Sherlock Holmes in dieser Nacht überhaupt geschlafen hat, doch als ich zum Frühstück hinunterkam, fand ich ihn bleich und abgespannt, und seine hellen Augen wirkten durch die schwarzen Schatten um sie her noch heller. Der Teppich um seinen Sessel war mit Zigarettenstummeln und den Frühausgaben der Morgenzeitungen übersät. Auf dem Tisch lag ein offenes Telegramm. 

»Was halten Sie davon, Watson?« fragte er und warf es mir hin. 

Es kam aus Norwood und lautete:

Wichtige neue Beweise gefunden. McFarlanes Schuld eindeutig erwiesen. Rate Ihnen, Fall aufzugeben. 

LESTRADE. 
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»Klingt bedenklich«, sagte ich. 

»Es ist Lestrades mickriges Sieges-Kikeriki«, erwiderte Holmes mit bitterem Lächeln. »Und doch könn-te es verfrüht sein, den Fall aufzugeben. Schließlich sind wichtige neue Beweise etwas Zweischneidiges: Sie könnten in eine ganz andere Richtung ausschlagen, als Lestrade sich vorstellt. Frühstücken Sie, Watson, und dann gehen wir gemeinsam los und sehen zu, was wir tun können. Ich habe das Gefühl, ich werde Ihre Begleitung und moralische Unterstützung heute nötig haben.«

Mein Freund frühstückte nicht; es war nämlich eine seiner Eigenarten, daß er sich in seinen gespannteren Momenten keinerlei Nahrung gestattete, und ich habe es erlebt, wie er seine eiserne Kraft so lange miß-

brauchte, bis er vor schierer Auszehrung zusammenbrach. »Gegenwärtig kann ich für die Verdauung weder Energie noch Nervenkraft erübrigen«, pflegte er in solchen Fällen auf meine medizinischen Einwän-de zu antworten. Es überraschte mich daher nicht, als er diesen Morgen sein Mahl unberührt hinter sich ließ und mit mir nach Norwood aufbrach. Ein Haufen morbider Gaffer stand noch immer um Deep Dene House versammelt, das genau die vorstädtische Villa darstellte, die ich mir ausgemalt hatte. Im Tor begrüß-

te uns Lestrade, sein Gesicht von Siegesfreude gerö-

tet, sein Gehabe mächtig triumphierend. 
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»Nun, Mr. Holmes, haben Sie uns schon einen Fehler nachgewiesen? Haben Sie Ihren Landstreicher gefunden?« rief er. 

»Ich habe noch keinerlei Schlüsse gezogen«, erwiderte mein Gefährte. 

»Wir haben aber die unseren bereits gestern gezogen, und heute stellen sie sich als richtig heraus; Sie müssen daher eingestehen, daß wir Ihnen diesmal ein wenig voraus waren, Mr. Holmes.«

»Sie gebärden sich freilich, als sei etwas Außergewöhnliches geschehen«, sagte Holmes. 

Lestrade lachte lärmend. 

»Sie mögen es genausowenig wie wir anderen auch, sich geschlagen geben zu müssen«, sagte er. 

»Ein Mann kann nicht erwarten, daß immer alles nach seinen Wünschen verläuft – oder, Dr. Watson? Kommen Sie hier lang, wenn ich bitten darf, Gentlemen, und ich denke, ich kann Sie ein für allemal davon überzeugen, daß John McFarlane dieses Verbrechen begangen hat.«

Er führte uns durch den Flur in eine dunkle Vorhalle. 

»Hier muß der junge McFarlane herausgekommen sein, um nach der Tat seinen Hut zu holen«, sagte er. 

»Nun sehen Sie her.« Mit dramatischer Plötzlichkeit entzündete er ein Streichholz und beleuchtete damit einen Blutfleck an der weißgetünchten Wand. Als er Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.061
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das Streichholz näher daran hielt, sah ich, daß es mehr als ein Fleck war. Es war der deutlich erkennbare Abdruck eines Daumens. 

»Betrachten Sie dies mit Ihrem Vergrößerungsglas, Mr. Holmes.«

»Ja, das tue ich.«

»Ihnen ist bekannt, daß keine zwei Daumenabdrük-ke sich gleich sind?«

»Etwas dergleichen ist mir zu Ohren gekommen.«

»Nun, würden Sie dann bitte diesen Abdruck mit diesem Wachsabdruck vergleichen, der auf meine Weisung heute morgen von McFarlanes rechtem Daumen genommen wurde?«

Als er den Wachsabdruck dicht neben den Blutfleck hielt, brauchte man kein Vergrößerungsglas, um zu sehen, daß beide unzweifelhaft von demselben Daumen stammten. Für mich war erwiesen, daß unser unglücklicher Klient verloren war. 

»Das ist endgültig«, sagte Lestrade. 

»Ja, das ist endgültig«, echote ich unwillkürlich. 

»Es ist endgültig«, sagte Holmes. 

Etwas in seiner Stimme ließ mich aufhorchen, und ich wandte mich zu ihm um. Auf seinem Gesicht war eine außerordentliche Veränderung eingetreten. Es krümmte sich vor innerer Fröhlichkeit. 

Seine Augen strahlten wie zwei Sterne. Mir schien, er mühte sich verzweifelt, einen Lachkrampf zu unter-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.062
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drücken. 

»Du liebe Zeit! Du liebe Zeit!« sagte er endlich. 

»Tja, nun, wer hätte das gedacht? Und wie trügerisch die äußere Erscheinung sein kann, wahrhaftig! Wie nett der junge Mann anzusehen war! Dies soll uns eine Lehre sein, unserem eigenen Urteil nicht zu trauen – nicht wahr, Lestrade?«

»Jawohl, manche von uns neigen ein wenig dazu, ihrer Sache allzu sicher zu sein, Mr. Holmes«, sagte Lestrade. Die Frechheit dieses Mannes war unerträglich, obwohl wir sie ihm nicht verübeln konnten. 

»Welch glückliche Fügung, daß dieser junge Mann seinen rechten Daumen an die Wand drückte, als er seinen Hut vom Haken nahm! Freilich auch etwas sehr Natürliches, wenn man darüber nachdenkt.« Holmes war nach außen hin ruhig, aber sein ganzer Körper wand sich in unterdrückter Erregung, als er sprach. »Übrigens, Lestrade, wer hat diese bemerkenswerte Entdeckung gemacht?«

»Die Haushälterin, Mrs. Lexington, lenkte die Aufmerksamkeit des Polizisten darauf, der hier Nachtwache hielt.«

»Wo hielt sich dieser Polizist auf?«

»Er hielt Wache in dem Schlafzimmer, wo das Verbrechen begangen wurde, damit dort nichts angerührt werde.«

»Aber warum hat die Polizei diesen Abdruck nicht Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.063

Der Baumeister aus Norwood

Doyle-WA Bd. 7, 57

schon gestern gesehen?«

»Nun, wir hatten keinen besonderen Grund, die Vorhalle sorgfältig zu untersuchen. Außerdem fällt die Stelle ja kaum auf, wie Sie sehen.«

»Nein, nein, natürlich nicht. Ich nehme an, es besteht kein Zweifel, daß der Abdruck bereits gestern da war?«

Lestrade sah Holmes an, als glaubte er, er hätte den Verstand verloren. Ich muß gestehen, daß ich selbst von seiner Heiterkeit und seiner ziemlich kühnen Bemerkung überrascht war. 

»Ich weiß nicht, ob Sie denken, McFarlane sei mitten in der Nacht aus dem Gefängnis hierher gekommen, um die Beweise gegen sich zu verstärken«, sagte Lestrade. »Ich überlasse es jedem Fachmann von der Welt, festzustellen, ob dieser Daumenabdruck von McFarlane stammt oder nicht.«

»Es ist unstreitig sein Daumenabdruck.«

»Na bitte, das genügt doch«, sagte Lestrade. »Ich bin Praktiker, Mr. Holmes, und wenn ich meine Beweise habe, komme ich zu meinen Schlüssen. Falls Sie noch etwas zu sagen haben: Sie finden mich im Wohnzimmer, wo ich jetzt meinen Bericht abfassen werde.«

Holmes hatte seine Fassung wiedergewonnen, obwohl ich in seiner Miene noch immer einen Schimmer von Belustigung wahrzunehmen glaubte. 
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»Meine Güte, Watson, welch überaus traurige Entwicklung, nicht wahr?« sagte er. »Und doch ist daran einiges Merkwürdige, das zu Hoffnungen für unseren Klienten Anlaß gibt.«

»Das freut mich zu hören«, sagte ich von Herzen. 

»Ich fürchtete schon, es sei gänzlich vorbei mit ihm.«

»So weit würde ich nun kaum gehen, mein lieber Watson. Tatsache ist, daß diesem Beweisstück, dem unser Freund soviel Bedeutung beimißt, ein einziger wirklich ernster Mangel anhaftet.«

»Tatsächlich, Holmes? Welcher denn?«

»Nur dies – daß ich  weiß,  daß dieser Abdruck nicht da war, als ich den Raum gestern untersucht habe. 

Und nun, Watson, wollen wir ein bißchen im Sonnenschein Spazierengehen.«

Verwirrten Sinnes, doch mit einem Herzen, in das erwärmend ein wenig Hoffnung zurückströmte, begleitete ich meinen Freund auf einen Rundgang durch den Garten. Holmes besah sich das Haus eingehend von allen Seiten und untersuchte es mit großem Interesse. Dann begab er sich hinein und ging vom Keller bis zum Dachboden durch das ganze Haus. Die meisten Zimmer waren unmöbliert, gleichwohl aber inspizierte Holmes sie alle aufs genaueste. Im oberen Korridor, an dem drei unbewohnte Schlafzimmer lagen, wurde er schließlich wieder von einem Heiter-keitsausbruch gepackt. 
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»Dieser Fall weist wirklich ein paar sehr einzigartige Züge auf, Watson«, sagte er. »Ich denke, es ist jetzt an der Zeit, daß wir unseren Freund Lestrade ins Vertrauen ziehen. Er hat sein kleines Lächeln auf unsere Kosten gehabt, und vielleicht können wir es ihm heimzahlen, falls meine Version des Falles sich als richtig erweisen sollte. Ja, ja; ich glaube, ich sehe, wie wir die Sache angehen müssen.«

Der Scotland Yard-Inspektor war noch immer im Salon mit Schreiben beschäftigt, als Holmes ihn unterbrach. 

»Wenn ich nicht irre, verfassen Sie gerade Ihren Bericht über diesen Fall?« fragte er. 

»Allerdings.«

»Halten Sie dies vielleicht nicht für ein wenig verfrüht? Ich kann mir nicht helfen, aber ich denke, Ihr Beweismaterial ist unvollständig.«

Lestrade kannte meinen Freund zu gut, um seinen Worten keine Beachtung zu schenken. Er legte seine Feder ab und sah ihn neugierig an. 

»Was wollen Sie damit sagen, Mr. Holmes?«

»Nichts weiter, als daß es einen wichtigen Zeugen gibt, den Sie noch nicht gesehen haben.«

»Können Sie ihn beibringen?«

»Ich denke schon.«

»Dann tun Sie das.«

»Ich werde mein Bestes tun. Wie viele Beamte Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.066
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haben Sie hier?«

»Drei in Rufweite.«

»Ausgezeichnet!« sagte Holmes. »Darf ich fragen, ob sie alle groß und stark sind und über kräftige Stimmen verfügen?«

»Ich zweifle nicht daran, wenn ich auch nicht wüßte, was ihre Stimmen damit zu haben könnten.«

»Vielleicht kann ich Ihnen helfen, dies einzusehen, wie auch einige weitere Dinge«, sagte Holmes. »Seien Sie so gut und rufen Sie Ihre Männer zusammen, dann werd ich's versuchen.«

Fünf Minuten später waren die drei Polizisten in der Vorhalle versammelt. 

»Im Hintergebäude werden Sie eine beträchtliche Menge Stroh finden«, sagte Holmes. »Ich möchte Sie bitten, zwei Ballen davon hierherzubringen. Ich denke, dies wird uns am meisten dabei helfen, den von mir gesuchten Zeugen hervorzulocken. Recht vielen Dank. Ich nehme an, Sie haben ein paar Streichhölzer in der Tasche, Watson. Nun, Mr. Lestrade, möchte ich Sie alle bitten, mir in die obere Etage zu folgen.«

Wie schon gesagt, befand sich dort ein breiter Flur, an dem drei leere Schlafräume lagen. Sherlock Holmes ließ uns alle an einem Ende des Flurs antreten; die Polizisten grinsten, und Lestrade starrte meinen Freund mit einem Gesicht an, über das Verwunde-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.067
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rung, Erwartung und Spott einander jagten. Holmes stand vor uns mit der Miene eines Zauberkünstlers, der einen Trick vorführen will. 

»Würden Sie freundlicherweise einen Ihrer Beamten zwei Eimer Wasser holen lassen? Legen Sie das Stroh hier auf den Boden, aber so, daß es an keiner Seite die Wand berührt. Nun dürften wir wohl alle bereit sein.«

Lestrades Gesicht war allmählich rot und wütend geworden. 

»Ich weiß nicht, ob Sie uns zum Narren halten wollen, Mr. Sherlock Holmes«, sagte er. »Wenn Sie etwas wissen, können Sie es uns auch ohne diese Possen sagen.«

»Ich versichere Ihnen, mein guter Lestrade, ich habe für alles, was ich tue, einen triftigen Grund. Sie erinnern sich vielleicht, daß Sie mich vor ein paar Stunden, als die Sonne auf Ihrer Seite der Hecke zu stehen schien, ein wenig aufgezogen haben, und Sie dürfen mir daher mein bißchen Pomp und Feierlichkeit jetzt nicht mißgönnen. Darf ich Sie bitten, Watson, dieses Fenster zu öffnen und dann ein Streichholz an den Rand des Strohs zu halten?«

Nachdem ich dies getan, wirbelte, vom Luftzug angezogen, eine graue Rauchfahne durch den Korridor, indes das trockene Stroh knisterte und züngelte. 

»Nun wollen wir sehen, ob wir diesen Zeugen für Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.068
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Sie auftreiben können, Lestrade. Dürfte ich Sie alle bitten, mit mir in den Ruf ›Feuer!‹ einzustimmen? 

Nun denn: eins, zwei, drei –«

»Feuer!« schrien wir im Chor. 

»Ich danke Ihnen. Darf ich Sie noch einmal bemü-

hen?«

»Feuer!«

»Nur noch einmal, Gentlemen; und alle zusammen.«

»Feuer!« Der Schrei muß in ganz Norwood zu hören gewesen sein. 

Kaum war er verklungen, geschah etwas Erstaunliches. Plötzlich flog in der scheinbar massiven Mauer am Ende des Flurs eine Tür auf, und ein kleiner verhutzelter Mann kam wie ein Kaninchen aus seinem Bau daraus hervorgeschossen. 

»Großartig!« sagte Holmes ruhig. »Watson, einen Eimer Wasser über das Stroh. Das reicht! Lestrade, gestatten Sie mir, Ihnen den wichtigsten fehlenden Zeugen vorzustellen: Mr. Jonas Oldacre.«

Der Inspektor begaffte den Neuankömmling in fassungsloser Verblüffung. Letzterer blinzelte im hellen Licht des Korridors und starrte erst uns, dann das schwelende Feuer an. Er hatte ein abstoßendes Gesicht – verschlagen, boshaft, hämisch, mit verstohlenen hellgrauen Augen und weißen Wimpern. 

»Was soll denn das?« sagte Lestrade schließlich. 
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»Was hatten Sie denn dort die ganze Zeit zu suchen, he?«

Oldacre lachte beklommen und wich vor dem zor-nesroten Gesicht des wütenden Inspektors zurück. 

»Ich habe nichts Böses getan.«

»Nichts Böses? Sie haben Ihr Bestes getan, einen unschuldigen Mann an den Galgen zu bringen. Ohne diesen Gentleman hier wäre es Ihnen womöglich sogar gelungen.«

Der Elende begann zu winseln. 

»Aber Sir, ich wollte doch bloß einen Streich spielen.«

»Oho! Einen Streich, ja? Sie werden die Lacher nicht auf Ihrer Seite finden, das verspreche ich Ihnen! 

Bringen Sie ihn hinunter und verwahren ihn im Salon, bis ich komme. Mr. Holmes«, fuhr er fort, als sie gegangen waren, »ich konnte vor den Beamten nicht sprechen, aber ich stehe nicht an, Ihnen im Beisein von Dr. Watson zu sagen, daß dies das Glorreichste ist, was Sie je vollbracht haben, obwohl es mir ein Rätsel ist, wie Sie darauf gekommen sind. Sie haben einem Unschuldigen das Leben gerettet, und Sie haben einen sehr ernsten Skandal, der meinen Ruf bei der Polizei ruiniert hätte, verhindert.«

Holmes lächelte und klopfte Lestrade auf die Schulter. 

»Mein guter Sir, Sie werden finden, daß Ihr Ruf Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.070
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nicht ruiniert, sondern enorm gefestigt worden ist. 

Ändern Sie nur ein weniges an dem Bericht, den Sie bereits geschrieben haben, und man wird begreifen, wie schwer es ist, Inspektor Lestrade Sand in die Augen zu streuen.«

»Und Sie wollen nicht, daß Ihr Name darin erscheint?«

»Ganz und gar nicht. Die Mühe belohnt sich durch sich selbst. Vielleicht werde ich eines fernen Tages einmal die Ehre einheimsen, wenn ich meinem eifrigen Historiographen gestatte, wieder sein Kanzleipapier auszubreiten – was, Watson? Tja, nun wollen wir uns doch einmal anschauen, wo diese Ratte gelauert hat.«

Sechs Fuß von der Außenmauer war quer durch den Flur eine vergipste Holzwand gezogen, in der geschickt eine Tür verborgen war. Der Verschlag bekam durch einige Ritzen im Dach Licht. Es befanden sich ein paar Möbelstücke darin und ein Vorrat an Le-bensmitteln und Wasser sowie eine Anzahl Bücher und Zeitungen. 

»Das ist der Vorteil, wenn man Baumeister ist«, sagte Holmes, als wir wieder hinaustraten. »Er konnte sich sein kleines Versteck ohne jeden Mitwisser einrichten – abgesehen natürlich von jener teuren Haushälterin, die ich anrate, unverzüglich Ihrer Beute hinzuzufügen, Lestrade.«
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»Ich werde Ihren Rat befolgen. Aber woher wußten Sie von diesem Versteck, Mr. Holmes?«

»Ich kam zu der Überzeugung, daß der Bursche sich im Haus verborgen hielt. Nachdem ich einen Flur abgeschritten hatte und ihn sechs Fuß kürzer als den entsprechenden darunterliegenden gefunden hatte, war mir ziemlich klar, wo er steckte. Ich dachte mir, er würde nicht die Nerven haben, bei einem Feueralarm ruhig drinnen zu bleiben. Wir hätten natürlich hineingehen und ihn festnehmen können, aber es machte mir Spaß, ihn sich selbst bloßstellen zu lassen; im übrigen war ich Ihnen für Ihr Geplänkel von heute morgen noch eine kleine Fopperei schuldig.«

»Nun, Sir, Sie haben zweifellos mit mir gleichge-zogen. Doch woher um alles in der Welt wußten Sie, daß er sich überhaupt im Haus aufhielt?«

»Der Daumenabdruck, Lestrade. Sie sagten, dies sei endgültig; und das war es auch, freilich in einem anderen Sinn. Ich wußte, daß er gestern noch nicht da war. Ich widme den Details eine Menge Aufmerksamkeit, wie Sie vielleicht bemerkt haben, und ich hatte die Vorhalle untersucht und war mir sicher, daß die Wand frei gewesen war. Er mußte daher in der Nacht angebracht worden sein.«

»Aber wie?«

»Ganz einfach. Als jene Päckchen versiegelt wurden, ließ Jonas Oldacre McFarlane eines der Siegel Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.072
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festmachen, indem er seinen Daumen in den weichen Lack drücken sollte. Dies dürfte so schnell und so na-türlich vor sich gegangen sein, daß ich behaupten möchte, der junge Mann selbst hat keine Erinnerung mehr daran. Höchstwahrscheinlich geschah es genau so, und Oldacre hatte selber noch keine Ahnung, was er damit anfangen würde. Als er dann in seinem Versteck über die Sache nachdachte, kam ihm plötzlich die Idee, was für einen absolut vernichtenden Beweis gegen McFarlane er mittels dieses Daumenabdrucks herstellen könnte. Nichts leichter für ihn, als einen Wachsabdruck von dem Siegel zu nehmen, ihn mit so viel Blut, wie ein Nadelstich hergeben mochte, anzu-feuchten und im Lauf der Nacht den Abdruck an der Wand anzubringen – entweder höchstpersönlich oder mit Hilfe seiner Haushälterin. Wenn Sie die Dokumente durchsuchen, die er in seinen Bau mitgenommen hat, wette ich mit Ihnen, Sie werden darunter das Siegel mit dem Daumenabdruck finden.«

»Wunderbar!« sagte Lestrade. »Wunderbar! Wie Sie es darlegen, ist alles klar wie Kristall. Doch was ist das Motiv für diesen hinterhältigen Betrug, Mr. 

Holmes?«

Es amüsierte mich, zu sehen, wie das anmaßende Gehabe des Inspektors plötzlich in das eines Kindes umgeschlagen war, das seinem Lehrer Fragen stellt. 

»Nun, ich denke nicht, daß dies sehr schwer zu er-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.073
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klären ist. Der Gentleman, der uns jetzt dort unten erwartet, ist ein überaus raffinierter, bösartiger und rachsüchtiger Mensch. Sie wissen doch, daß er früher einmal von McFarlanes Mutter abgewiesen wurde? 

Nicht?! Ich habe Ihnen gesagt, Sie sollten als erstes nach Blackheath und dann erst nach Norwood gehen. 

Nun, diese Beleidigung, wie er es auffaßte, schwärte in seinem bösen hinterlistigen Hirn, und sein ganzes Leben lang sann er auf Rache, sah aber nie eine Möglichkeit dazu. In den letzten ein oder zwei Jahren lief es mit seinen Geschäften ungünstig – heimliche Spekulationen, nehme ich an –, und er befindet sich in übler Lage. Er beschließt, seine Gläubiger zu hintergehen, und zahlt zu diesem Behuf hohe Schecks an einen gewissen Mr. Cornelius, der, denke ich mir, niemand anders ist als er selbst. Ich bin diesen Schecks noch nicht nachgegangen, doch zweifle ich nicht daran, daß Oldacre sie bei irgendeiner Provinzbank, wo er von Zeit zu Zeit ein Doppelleben führte, unter diesem Namen eingezahlt hat. Er beabsichtigte, seinen Namen ganz und gar zu ändern, dieses Geld ab-zuheben, zu verschwinden und woanders ein neues Leben zu beginnen.«

»Nun, das klingt recht wahrscheinlich.«

»Dann kam ihm die Idee, daß er bei seinem Verschwinden seine sämtlichen Verfolger von seiner Fährte ablenken und gleichzeitig an seiner alten Ge-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.074
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liebten ausgiebige und vernichtende Rache nehmen könnte, wenn es ihm gelänge, den Eindruck zu erwek-ken, er sei von ihrem einzigen Sohn ermordet worden. 

Ein Meisterstück der Niedertracht – und meisterhaft ausgeführt. Die Idee mit dem Testament, das ein einleuchtendes Motiv für das Verbrechen abgeben würde; der heimliche, seinen Eltern verborgen gebliebene Besuch; die Einbehaltung des Stocks; das Blut und die tierischen Überreste und die Knöpfe in dem Holzstapel – all das war mustergültig und bildete ein Netz, dem zu entkommen mir noch vor wenigen Stunden kaum möglich schien. Doch besaß er nicht jenes ausschlaggebende Talent des Künstlers: das Wissen, wann man aufhören muß. Er wollte noch verbessern, was schon perfekt war – die Schlinge noch fester um den Hals des unglücklichen Opfers ziehen –, womit er alles verdarb. Gehen wir hinunter, Lestrade. Ich habe ihm nur noch ein paar Fragen zu stellen.«

Der üble Mensch saß, von zwei Polizisten flankiert, in seinem Salon. 

»Es war ein Spaß, mein guter Sir, ein Streich, sonst nichts«, wimmerte er unablässig. »Ich versichere Ihnen, Sir, ich habe mich einfach nur versteckt, um zu sehen, wie mein Verschwinden aufgefaßt wird, und ich bin sicher, Sie werden nicht so ungerecht sein und auf die Idee kommen, ich hätte es jemals zugelassen, daß dem armen jungen Mr. McFarlane etwas Böses Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.075

Der Baumeister aus Norwood

Doyle-WA Bd. 7, 65

zustoßen würde.«

»Das müssen die Geschworenen entscheiden«, sagte Lestrade. »Jedenfalls werden wir Sie wegen Verschwörung, wenn nicht gar wegen versuchten Mordes unter Anklage stellen.«

»Und Sie werden vermutlich finden, daß Ihre Gläubiger das Bankkonto von Mr. Cornelius beschlagnah-men lassen werden«, sagte Holmes. 

Der kleine Mann zuckte zusammen und wandte seine boshaften Augen meinem Freunde zu. 

»Ich habe Ihnen für ein schönes Geschäft zu danken«, sagte er; »hoffentlich kann ich die Rechnung eines Tages begleichen.«

Holmes lächelte nachsichtig. 

»Ich kann mir vorstellen, daß Ihre Zeit in den nächsten Jahren reichlich eingeschränkt sein wird«, sagte er. »Was haben Sie übrigens außer Ihren alten Hosen auf den Holzstapel gelegt? Einen toten Hund, oder ein Kaninchen, oder was? Sie wollen's nicht sagen? Ach nein, wie überaus unfreundlich von Ihnen! Nun, nun, ich möchte meinen, ein paar Kaninchen dürften sowohl das Blut als auch die verkohlten organischen Überreste erklären. Falls Sie je einen Bericht darüber schreiben sollten, Watson, bedienen Sie sich getrost der Kaninchen.«

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.076
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Holmes hatte bereits mehrere Stunden lang schweigend seinen langen dürren Rücken über ein chemisches Gefäß gebeugt, in welchem er eine besonders übelriechende Substanz zusammenbraute. Sein Kopf war ihm auf die Brust gesunken, und er wirkte in meinen Augen wie ein seltsamer hagerer Vogel mit stumpfgrauem Gefieder und schwarzem Schopf. 

»So, Watson«, sagte er plötzlich, »Sie beabsichtigen also nicht, in südafrikanische Effekten zu investieren?«

Ich fuhr erstaunt auf. So sehr ich auch mit Holmes bemerkenswerten Fähigkeiten vertraut war, so vollkommen unerklärlich war mir doch diese jähe Einmischung in meine innersten Gedanken. 

»Woher um alles in der Welt wissen Sie das?«

fragte ich. 

Er drehte sich auf seinem Stuhl herum; in seiner Hand hielt er ein qualmendes Reagenzglas, und in seinen tiefliegenden Augen blitzte es amüsiert. 

»Nun, Watson, gestehen Sie, Sie sind absolut fassungslos«, sagte er. 

»Allerdings.«

»Ich sollte mir das von Ihnen schriftlich geben lassen.«

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.077
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»Wieso?«

»Weil Sie in fünf Minuten sagen werden, das Ganze sei doch lächerlich einfach.«

»Ich bin sicher, daß ich nichts dergleichen sagen werde.«

»Sehen Sie, mein lieber Watson« – er stellte das Reagenzglas in den Ständer zurück und begann mir mit der Miene eines Lehrers, der zu seiner Klasse spricht, einen Vortrag zu halten – »es ist wirklich nicht schwierige eine Kette von Schlüssen zu entwik-keln, worin jeder einzelne sich aus seinem Vorgänger ergibt und für sich allein ganz einfach ist. Wenn man dann, nachdem man dies getan, schlichtweg alle vor-angegangenen Schlüsse wegläßt und seinem Publikum lediglich den Ausgangspunkt und die endgültige Schlußfolgerung präsentiert, kann man eine verblüffende, wenngleich vielleicht etwas effekthascherische Wirkung erzielen. Nun, es war wirklich nicht schwierig, mittels der Betrachtung der Delle zwischen Ihrem linken Zeigefinger und Daumen zu der Überzeugung zu gelangen, daß sie  nicht  beabsichtigen, Ihr kleines Vermögen in die Goldfelder zu investieren.«

»Ich sehe keinerlei Zusammenhang.«

»Was mich nicht wundernimmt; aber ich kann Ihnen den engen Zusammenhang rasch aufzeigen. Die fehlenden Glieder der höchst simplen Kette sind diese: 1. Sie hatten Kreide zwischen Ihrem linken Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.078
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Zeigefinger und Daumen, als Sie vorige Nacht vom Club nach Hause kamen. 2. Kreide benutzen Sie beim Billardspielen, um das Queue damit einzurei-ben. 3. Billard spielen Sie ausschließlich mit Thurston. 4. Vor vier Wochen haben Sie mir erzählt, Thurston besäße eine Option auf ein Grundstück in Südafrika, die in einem Monat auslaufen würde und an der er Sie sich als Teilhaber wünschte. 5. Ihr Scheckbuch befindet sich in meiner Schublade, und Sie haben mich nicht um den Schlüssel gebeten. 6. 

Sie beabsichtigen nicht, Ihr Geld auf diese Weise anzulegen.«

»Wie lächerlich einfach!« rief ich aus. 

»Sehr richtig!« sagte er ein wenig gereizt. »Jedes Problem wird höchst kindisch, wenn man es Ihnen erst einmal erklärt hat. Das hier ist noch unerklärt. 

Sehen Sie zu, was Sie daraus machen können, Freund Watson.« Er warf ein Blatt Papier auf den Tisch und wandte sich wieder seiner chemischen Analyse zu. 

Ich betrachtete die absurden Hieroglyphen auf dem Blatt mit Verwunderung. 

»Holmes, das ist eine Kinderzeichnung!« rief ich. 

»Oh, meinen Sie!«

»Was denn sonst?«

»Das möchte auch Mr. Hilton Cubitt aus Ridling Thorpe Manor in Norfolk unbedingt wissen. Dies kleine Rätsel kam heute mit der ersten Post, und er Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.079
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wollte mit dem nächsten Zug nachkommen. Es läutet an der Tür, Watson. Ich wäre nicht allzu erstaunt, wenn er es wäre.«

Schwere Schritte stiegen die Treppe hoch, und einen Augenblick darauf trat ein großer, rosiger, glattrasierter Gentleman ein, dessen klare Augen und blühende Wangen davon kündeten, daß er sein Leben fern von den Nebeln der Baker Street führte. Bei seinem Eintreten schien er einen Schwall der kräftigen, frischen, belebenden Luft seiner Heimat an der Ostküste mit hereinzubringen. Nachdem er uns beiden die Hand gegeben hatte, wollte er sich gerade hinsetzen, als sein Blick auf das Papier mit den merkwürdigen Zeichen fiel, das ich eben untersucht und auf dem Tisch liegengelassen hatte. 

»Nun, Mr. Holmes, was halten Sie davon?« rief er. 

»Man hat mir gesagt, Sie hätten seltsame Rätsel gern, und ein seltsameres als dieses dürfte Ihnen so bald nicht unterkommen. Ich habe das Blatt vorausge-schickt, damit Sie vor meinem Eintreffen Zeit hätten, es zu studieren.«

»Es handelt sich in der Tat um ein recht kurioses Erzeugnis«, sagte Holmes. »Auf den ersten Blick sieht es nach einem Kinderpossen aus. Es besteht aus einer Anzahl absurder kleiner Figuren, die über das Papier tanzen, auf das sie gezeichnet sind. Warum legen Sie einem so grotesken Gegenstand eigentlich Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes
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Bedeutung bei?«

»Tue ich ja nicht, Mr. Holmes; aber meine Frau. 

Sie ist davor zu Tode erschrocken. Sie sagt zwar nichts, doch sehe ich das Entsetzen in ihren Augen. 

Und darum will ich die Sache von Grund aufklären.«

Holmes hielt das Papier hoch, so daß das Licht der Sonne voll darauf fiel. Es war ein aus einem Notizbuch herausgerissenes Blatt. Die Zeichen waren mit Bleistift gemalt und sahen folgendermaßen aus: Holmes studierte sie eine Zeitlang, dann faltete er das Blatt sorgfältig zusammen und legte es in sein Notizbuch. 

»Dies verspricht ein höchst interessanter und ungewöhnlicher Fall zu werden«, sagte er. »Sie haben mir in Ihrem Brief zwar schon ein paar Einzelheiten mitgeteilt, Mr. Hilton Cubitt, doch wäre ich Ihnen sehr verbunden, wenn Sie diese zugunsten meines Freundes Dr. Watson hier noch einmal zusammenfassen würden.«

»Ich bin kein guter Geschichtenerzähler«, sagte unser Besucher, indem er nervös an seinen großen kräftigen Händen herumknetete. »Fragen Sie nur, wenn ich mich nicht deutlich genau ausdrücke. Ich beginne

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes mit der Zeit meiner Verehelichung im vori 5.081
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gen Jahr; zunächst aber möchte ich darauf hinweisen, daß meine Familie, wenn ich auch kein reicher Mann bin, seit fünf Jahrhunderten in Ridling Thorpe ansässig ist und es in der ganzen Grafschaft Norfolk keine bekanntere Familie gibt als die meine. Voriges Jahr fuhr ich zum Jubiläum nach London und stieg in der Pension am Russell Square ab, weil dort auch Parker, der Vikar unserer Gemeinde, logierte. Dort wohnte auch eine junge amerikanische Lady mit Namen Patrick – Elsie Patrick. Irgenwie freundeten wir uns an, und nach einem Monat war ich über beide Ohren in sie verliebt. Wir heirateten in aller Stille auf einem Standesamt und kehrten als Ehepaar nach Norfolk zu-rück. Sie werden es für unsinnig halten, Mr. Holmes, daß ein Mann von guter Herkunft eine Frau heiratet, von deren Vergangenheit und Familie er überhaupt nichts weiß; doch wenn Sie sie sähen und kennenlernten, würden Sie mich begreifen. 

Elsie war, was das betraf, ganz offen. Ich kann nicht behaupten, daß sie mir nicht jede Möglichkeit gegeben hat, mich aus der Affaire zu ziehen, wenn ich es gewünscht hätte. ›Ich bin in meinem Leben einige sehr unangenehme Beziehungen eingegangen‹, sagte sie, ›von denen ich nichts mehr wissen will. Ich möchte nicht mehr an die Vergangenheit denken müssen, da sie mir sehr schmerzlich ist. Wenn Sie mich nehmen, Hilton, werden Sie eine Frau bekommen, die Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.082
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sich persönlich nichts vorzuwerfen hat; doch werden Sie sich mit meinem Wort zufriedengeben und mir erlauben müssen, von all dem zu schweigen, was vor der Zeit geschah, da ich die Ihre wurde. Sind Ihnen diese Bedingungen zu hart, so gehen Sie nach Norfolk zurück und überlassen mich dem einsamen Leben, in dem Sie mich angetroffen haben.‹ Es war der Tag vor unserer Hochzeit, da sie diese Worte zu mir sprach. Ich sagte ihr, ich sei es zufrieden, sie zu ihren Bedingungen zu nehmen, und ich habe mein Wort getreulich gehalten. 

Nun, wir sind jetzt ein Jahr lang verheiratet und waren sehr glücklich. Aber vor einem Monat, Ende Juni, gewahrte ich an ihr zum ersten Mal Anzeichen von Betrübnis. Eines Tages erhielt meine Frau einen Brief aus Amerika. Ich erkannte dies an der amerikanischen Briefmarke. Sie wurde leichenblaß, las den Brief und warf ihn ins Feuer. Sie äußerte sich nachher nicht mehr darüber, und ich auch nicht, denn versprochen ist versprochen; aber seither hat sie keine unbeschwerte Stunde mehr gehabt. Sie sieht ständig verängstigt aus – als ob sie etwas erwarte oder be-fürchte. Sie täte besser daran, sich mir anzuvertrauen. 

Sie würde den besten Freund in mir finden. Doch kann ich nichts sagen, ehe sie nicht den Anfang gemacht hat. Und bedenken Sie, Mr. Holmes, sie ist eine wahrheitsliebende Frau, und was auch immer Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.083
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Schlimmes in ihrem früheren Leben vorgefallen sein mag: Es ist nicht ihre Schuld gewesen. Ich bin ja nur ein einfacher Gutsherr aus Norfolk, doch stellt niemand in ganz England die Ehre seiner Familie höher als ich. Sie weiß das wohl, und sie wußte es auch, ehe sie mich heiratete. Sie würde sie nie beflecken –

dessen bin ich sicher. 

Nun komme ich zu dem seltsamen Teil meiner Geschichte. Vor etwa einer Woche – es war am vorigen Dienstag – entdeckte ich auf einem Fensterbrett eine Reihe komischer kleiner tanzender Figuren, wie die auf dem Papier hier. Sie waren mit Kreide hingekritzelt. Ich glaubte, der Stalljunge hätte sie gemalt, aber der Bursche hat mir geschworen, daß er nichts davon wüßte. Jedenfalls sind sie in der Nacht dort hingekommen. Ich ließ sie abwaschen und sprach erst danach zu meiner Frau davon. Zu meiner Überraschung nahm sie dies sehr ernst und bat mich, falls noch mehr dergleichen auftauchen sollte, es ihr zu zeigen. 

Eine Woche lang geschah nichts, aber dann fand ich gestern früh diesen Zettel auf der Sonnenuhr in meinem Garten. Ich zeigte ihn Elsie, worauf sie in Ohnmacht fiel. Seitdem macht sie den Eindruck einer Traumwandlerin, sie ist wie betäubt, und das Entsetzen lauert ständig in ihrem Blick. Da schrieb ich Ihnen und schickte dieses Blatt, Mr. Holmes! So etwas konnte ich nicht der Polizei übergeben, denn Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.084
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die hätten mich ausgelacht, aber Sie werden mir sagen, was ich tun soll. Ich bin kein reicher Mann; aber wenn meiner kleinen Frau irgendeine Gefahr droht, würde ich meinen letzten Heller hergeben, um sie zu schützen.«

Ein edles Geschöpf, dieser Mann vom guten alten englischen Boden – schlicht, offen und freundlich mit seinen großen, ernsten blauen Augen und seinem klaren, ebenmäßigen Gesicht. Aus seinen Zügen leuchteten Liebe und Vertrauen zu seiner Frau. Holmes hatte seiner Erzählung mit äußerster Konzentration zugehört, und jetzt verharrte er eine Zeitlang in Schweigen versunken. 

»Glauben Sie nicht, Mr. Cubitt«, sagte er schließ-

lich, »Sie täten am besten daran, sich direkt an Ihre Frau zu wenden und sie zu bitten, Ihnen ihr Geheimnis mitzuteilen?«

Hilton Cubitt schüttelte sein massives Haupt. 

»Versprochen ist versprochen, Mr. Holmes. Wenn Elsie mir etwas mitzuteilen wünschte, würde sie das tun. Wenn aber nicht, darf ich sie nicht dazu zwingen. Jedoch darf ich mit gutem Recht meinen eigenen Weg gehen – und das werde ich tun.«

»Dann will ich Ihnen von ganzem Herzen helfen. 

Zunächst einmal, haben Sie irgendwelche Fremden in Ihrer Nachbarschaft bemerkt?«

»Nein.«

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.085
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»Ich nehme an, dies ist ein sehr ruhiger Ort. Da würde doch jedes neue Gesicht Aufsehen machen?«

»In der unmittelbaren Nachbarschaft schon. Aber etwas weiter weg haben wir ein paar kleine Badeorte, und die Bauern nehmen Logiergäste auf.«

»Diese Hieroglyphen haben offenbar eine Bedeutung. Sollte es eine rein willkürliche sein, dürften wir sie wohl unmöglich herausfinden. Sollte sie hingegen System haben, werden wir der Sache zweifellos auf den Grund kommen. Aber dieses eine Stück hier ist so kurz, daß ich nichts tun kann, und was Sie mir berichtet haben, ist so unbestimmt, daß wir zu einer Nachforschung noch keine Grundlage haben. Ich schlage daher vor, Sie kehren nach Norfolk zurück, verhalten sich dort sehr wachsam und fertigen von allen tanzenden Männchen, die noch auftauchen mögen, genaue Kopien an. Es ist jammerschade, daß wir von den Kreidezeichen auf dem Fensterbrett keine Abschrift besitzen. Forschen Sie auch diskret nach, ob in der Nachbarschaft irgendwelche Fremden aufgetaucht sind. Wenn Sie ein wenig neues Material gesammelt haben, kommen Sie wieder zu mir. Einen besseren Rat kann ich Ihnen jetzt nicht geben, Mr. 

Hilton Cubitt. Sollten sich dringende neue Entwicklungen ergeben, so bin ich stets bereit, Sie unverzüglich in Ihrer Heimat aufzusuchen.«

Das Gespräch hatte Sherlock Holmes sehr nach-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.086
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denklich gemacht, und in den nächsten Tagen beobachtete ich mehrmals, wie er das Blatt aus seinem Notizbuch nahm und lange und ernst die seltsamen Figuren darauf betrachtete. Jedoch erst zwei Wochen später sprach er wieder über diese Angelegenheit. Es war an einem Nachmittag, und ich wollte gerade ausgehen, als er mich zurückrief. 

»Sie sollten besser hierbleiben, Watson.«

»Warum?«

»Weil ich heute morgen ein Telegramm von Hilton Cubitt bekommen habe – sie erinnern sich doch an Hilton Cubitt, den mit den tanzenden Männchen? Er wollte um ein Uhr zwanzig in Liverpool Street ankommen und dürfte daher jeden Moment hier sein. 

Ich schließe aus seinem Telegramm, daß einige neue und wichtige Dinge vorgefallen sind.«

Wir brauchten nicht lange zu warten, denn unser Gutsherr aus Norfolk kam direkt vom Bahnhof zu uns, so schnell ihn ein Hansom bringen konnte. Er wirkte besorgt und niedergeschlagen; seine Augen waren müde und seine Stirn zerfurcht. 

»Die Sache geht mir langsam auf die Nerven, Mr. 

Holmes«, begann er, indem er sich erschöpft in einen Lehnstuhl sinken ließ. »Es ist schon schlimm genug, das Gefühl zu haben, man sei von unsichtbaren und unbekannten Leuten umgeben, die irgend etwas im Schilde führen; wenn man aber darüber hinaus mitan-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.087
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sehen muß, daß dies die eigene Frau stückweise dem Tode näherbringt, dann wird es nahezu unerträglich. 

Sie welkt darunter hin – verwelkt glattweg vor meinen Augen.«

»Hat sie schon etwas verlauten lassen?«

»Nein, Mr. Holmes, kein Wort. Aber das arme Mädel hat ein paarmal reden wollen, konnte sich aber nicht dazu überwinden. Ich habe versucht, ihr zu helfen; aber ich habe es wohl zu plump angestellt und sie so noch mehr davon abgeschreckt. Sie sprach dann von meiner alten Familie, unserem Ruf in der Grafschaft, unserem Stolz auf unsere unbefleckte Ehre – und stets hatte ich dabei das Gefühl, sie wollte ihre Sache loswerden; doch irgendwie gelangte sie nie dazu.«

»Aber Sie haben selbst etwas herausgefunden?«

»Eine ganze Menge, Mr. Holmes. Ich habe einige Reihen neuer tanzender Männchen für Sie, und, was noch wichtiger ist, ich habe den Kerl gesehen.«

»Was – den Mann, der sie zeichnet?«

»Ja, ich sah ihn bei seiner Arbeit. Aber ich will Ihnen alles der Reihe nach erzählen. Als ich von meinem Besuch bei Ihnen zurückkam, fand ich am Morgen darauf als allererstes einen neuen Satz tanzender Männchen. Sie waren mit Kreide auf das schwarze Holztor des Geräteschuppens gemalt, der an unserer Wiese steht; man kann ihn von unseren Vorderfen-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes
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stern ganz überblicken. Ich habe sie genau abgemalt; hier bitte.« Er entfaltete ein Stück Papier und legte es auf den Tisch. 

»Ausgezeichnet!« sagte Holmes. »Ausgezeichnet! 

Fahren Sie bitte fort.«

»Nachdem ich die Zeichnung abgemalt hatte, wischte ich sie weg. Aber zwei Tage darauf war eine neue Inschrift da. Sehen Sie, hier:«

Holmes rieb sich die Hände und kicherte vor Vergnü-

gen. 

»Unser Material wächst rapide an«, sagte er. 

»Drei Tage darauf lag eine auf Papier gekritzelte Botschaft unter einem Kieselstein auf der Sonnenuhr. 

Hier ist sie. Wie Sie sehen, entsprechen die Figuren genau den vorigen. Hierauf beschloß ich, mich auf die Lauer zu legen. Ich nahm daher meinen Revolver und wachte in meinem Arbeitszimmer, von wo aus man die Wiese und den Garten überblicken kann. Es war etwa zwei Uhr morgens; ich saß am Fenster, alles war dunkel, bis auf das Mondlicht draußen; da h
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schien im Morgenmantel. Sie flehte mich an, ins Bett zu kommen. Ich sagte ihr ganz offen, daß ich denjenigen zu sehen wünschte, der uns so albern an der Nase herumführte. Sie erwiderte, das Ganze sei irgendein dummer Streich, dem ich keine Beachtung schenken sollte. 

›Wenn es dich wirklich beunruhigt, Hilton, könnten wir beide doch verreisen und so der Belästigung aus dem Weg gehen.‹

›Was – wir sollten uns von einem Possenreißer aus dem Haus vertreiben lassen?‹ sagte ich. ›Ha, die ganze Grafschaft würde uns ja auslachen!‹

›Ach, komm ins Bett‹, sagte sie. ›Morgen besprechen wir die Sache dann.‹

Als sie das sagte, sah ich plötzlich im Mondlicht ihr bleiches Gesicht noch bleicher werden, und ihre Hand klammerte sich an meine Schulter. Im Schatten des Geräteschuppens bewegte sich etwas. Ich sah eine dunkle geduckte Gestalt um die Ecke schleichen und vor dem Tor sich niederkauern. Ich ergriff meine Pistole und wollte hinauslaufen, aber meine Frau schlang ihre Arme um mich und hielt mich krampfhaft fest. Ich versuchte sie abzuschütteln, doch sie umklammerte mich in höchster Verzweiflung. Endlich kam ich frei, aber bis ich dann die Tür aufgemacht und den Schuppen erreicht hatte, war der Mensch nicht mehr da. Er hatte jedoch eine Spur sei-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes
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ner Anwesenheit zurückgelassen, denn an dem Tor befand sich wieder genau dieselbe Anordnung von tanzenden Männchen wie schon zweimal zuvor, die ich auf diesem Papier da abgemalt habe. Von dem Kerl war ansonsten nichts zu sehen, obwohl ich das ganze Grundstück absuchte. Aber das Erstaunliche daran ist, daß er die ganze Zeit über dagewesen sein muß, denn als ich am Morgen das Tor noch einmal untersuchte, hatte er wieder ein paar neue Figuren hingemalt, und zwar unter die Zeile, die ich schon gesehen hatte.«

»Haben Sie diese neue Zeichnung auch da?«

»Ja; sie ist sehr kurz, aber ich habe sie trotzdem abgemalt. Hier ist sie.«

Wieder zog er ein Papier hervor. Der neue Tanz sah so aus:

»Sagen Sie mir«, bat Holmes – und ich sah seinen Augen an, wie erregt er war – »war dies ein bloßer Zusatz zu dem ersten, oder erschien es vollkommen getrennt davon?«

»Es stand auf einer anderen Tafel des Tors.«

»Ausgezeichnet! Das ist bei weitem das Bedeut-samste für unsere Zwecke und macht mir Hoffnung. 

Nun, Mr. 
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interessante Darlegung fort.«

»Mehr habe ich nicht zu sagen, Mr. Holmes, außer daß ich in dieser Nacht auf meine Frau wütend war, weil sie mich zurückgehalten hatte, als ich diesen feigen Schurken hätte überwältigen können. Angeblich hat sie befürchtet, ich könnte zu Schaden kommen. 

Ich aber glaubte vorübergehend, in Wirklichkeit habe sie vielleicht befürchtet, daß  er  zu Schaden kommen könnte, denn ich konnte nicht daran zweifeln, daß sie diesen Mann kannte und wußte, was er mit diesen komischen Zeichen sagen wollte. Aber etwas in der Stimme und den Augen meiner Frau verbietet mir jeglichen Zweifel, Mr. Holmes, und jetzt bin ich davon überzeugt, daß sie dabei wirklich nur um meine Sicherheit besorgt war. Das ist alles, und nun müssen Sie mir raten, was ich tun soll. Ich selbst würde am liebsten ein Dutzend meiner Bauernbur-schen im Gebüsch verstecken, und wenn dieser Kerl noch einmal kommt, ihm eine solche Abreibung verpassen, daß er uns künftig in Ruhe läßt.«

»Ich fürchte, der Fall ist für so simple Rezepte zu kompliziert«, sagte Holmes. »Wie lange können Sie in London bleiben?«

»Ich muß noch heute zurück. Ich möchte meine Frau auf keinen Fall über Nacht alleine lassen. Sie ist sehr nervös und hat mich gebeten, zurückzukommen.«

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.092
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»Daran tun Sie allerdings recht. Aber wenn Sie hätten bleiben können, wäre ich in ein paar Tagen womöglich in der Lage gewesen, Sie nach Hause zu begleiten. Wenn Sie mir inzwischen diese Zettel hierlassen, werde ich Ihnen aller Wahrscheinlichkeit nach in Bälde einen Besuch abstatten und Licht in Ihren Fall bringen können.«

Sherlock Holmes bewahrte seine gelassene profes-sionelle Art, bis unser Besucher sich von uns verabschiedet hatte. Gleichwohl fiel es mir, der ich ihn so gut kannte, leicht, ihm eine beträchtliche Aufgeregt-heit anzumerken. Der breite Rücken Hilton Cubitts war auch kaum durch die Tür verschwunden, als mein Gefährte an den Tisch eilte, die ganzen Zettel mit den tanzenden Männchen vor sich ausbreitete und sich an eine verwickelte und kunstvolle Rechnerei begab. 

Zwei Stunden lang sah ich ihm dabei zu, wie er ein ums andere Blatt Papier mit Figuren und Buchstaben bedeckte; er war so sehr in seine Aufgabe vertieft, daß er meine Anwesenheit offenbar vergessen hatte. Ab und zu kam er voran, dann pfiff und sang er bei seinem Tun; aber manchmal verwirrte ihn etwas, und dann saß er lange da mit gefurchter Stirn und ab-wesendem Blick. Schließlich sprang er mit einem Ausruf der Befriedigung aus seinem Stuhl und ging händereibend im Zimmer auf und nieder. Dann Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes
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schrieb er ein langes Telegramm auf ein Depeschenformular. »Falls ich die erhoffte Antwort erhalte, werden Sie Ihrer Sammlung einen sehr hübschen Fall hinzufügen können, Watson«, sagte er. »Ich denke, daß wir morgen nach Norfolk fahren und unserem Freund einige sehr bestimmte Neuigkeiten über den geheimen Hintergrund seiner Belästigung liefern können.«

Ich muß gestehen, daß ich von Neugier erfüllt war; doch war mir bewußt, daß Holmes seine Enthüllungen zu seiner Zeit und auf seine Art zu machen pflegte, und ich wartete daher ab, bis es ihm paßte, mich ins Vertrauen zu ziehen. 

Aber das Antworttelegramm verzögerte sich, und es folgten zwei Tage ungeduldigen Wartens, in denen Holmes bei jedem Läuten der Torglocke die Ohren spitzte. Am Abend des zweiten Tages traf ein Brief von Hilton Cubitt ein. Bei ihm sei alles ruhig, von einer langen Inschrift abgesehen, die am Morgen auf dem Sockel der Sonnenuhr gelegen habe. Er hatte eine Abschrift davon beigelegt, die ich hier wiedergebe:

Holmes beugte sich einige Minuten lang über diesen grotesken Fries, dann sprang er plötzlich mit einem Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.094
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Ausruf der Überraschung und Bestürzung auf. Sein Gesicht machte einen besorgten und abgespannten Eindruck. 

»Wir haben diese Sache lange genug treiben lassen«, sagte er. »Geht heute abend noch ein Zug nach North Walsham?«

Ich schlug den Fahrplan auf. Der letzte war gerade abgefahren. 

»Dann werden wir früh frühstücken und den ersten Morgenzug nehmen«, sagte Holmes. »Wir werden dort dringendst gebraucht. Ah ja, da kommt unser Telegramm. Einen Augenblick, Mrs. Hudson – vielleicht muß ich antworten. Nein, genau wie ich's mir gedacht habe. Diese Nachricht zeigt noch eindringlicher, daß wir keine Stunde mehr verlieren dürfen, um Hilton Cubitt vom Stand der Dinge zu berichten. 

Unser schlichter Gutsherr aus Norfolk ist nämlich in ein ungewöhnliches und gefährliches Netz geraten.«

So stellte es sich in der Tat heraus. Und indem ich nun zum Schluß einer finstren Geschichte komme, die mir bis dahin lediglich kindisch und bizarr erschienen war, durchlebe ich noch einmal das Grauen und Entsetzen, welches mich damals erfüllte. Ich wünschte, ich hätte meinen Lesern ein erfreulicheres Ende mitzuteilen; doch ist dies hier die Chronik tatsächlicher Begebenheiten, und deren tragischer Zuspitzung muß ich nun die seltsame Kette von Ereignissen folgen Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.095
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lassen, die Ridling Thorpe Manor in ganz England zum Tagesgespräch machten. 

Wir hatten den Zug in North Walsham kaum verlassen und unseren Bestimmungsort erwähnt, als auch schon der Bahnhofsvorsteher auf uns zueilte. 

»Sie sind vermutlich die Detektive aus London?«


fragte er. 

Ein verärgerter Ausdruck huschte über Holmes' 

Gesicht. 

»Wie kommen Sie darauf?«

»Weil hier eben schon Inspektor Martin aus Norwich durchgekommen ist. Aber vielleicht sind Sie ja auch die Ärzte. Sie ist nicht tot – jedenfalls noch nicht, nach dem, was man hört. Vielleicht kommen Sie noch rechtzeitig, sie zu retten – wenn auch nur für den Galgen.«

Holmes' Stirn verfinsterte sich vor Besorgnis. 

»Wir sind zwar auf dem Weg nach Ridling Thorpe Manor«, sagte er, »aber wir haben keine Ahnung, was dort vorgefallen ist.«

»Eine furchtbare Sache«, sagte der Bahnhofsvorsteher. »Mr. Hilton Cubitt und seine Frau – beide erschossen. Sie hat erst ihn und dann sich selbst erschossen, sagen die Dienstboten. Er ist tot, und ihr gibt man auch keine Überlebenschance. Ach herrje! 

Eine der ältesten Familien in der Grafschaft Norfolk, und eine der ehrbarsten dazu.«

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.096
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Ohne ein Wort zu verlieren, eilte Holmes zu einer Kutsche, und während der langen Fahrt über sieben Meilen machte er nicht ein einziges Mal den Mund auf. Selten habe ich ihn so furchtbar bedrückt gesehen. Unruhig war er schon auf der ganzen Fahrt von London her gewesen, und ich hatte beobachtet, wie er mit gespannter Sorge die Morgenzeitungen durchge-blättert hatte; aber diese jähe Verwirklichung seiner schlimmsten Befürchtungen hatte ihn in öde Melancholie gestürzt. In düstere Gedanken verloren lehnte er in seinem Sitz. Dabei umgab uns so vieles Beachtenswerte, indem wir eine geradezu einmalige englische Landschaft durchfuhren, in der einige wenige verstreute Hütten von der Lage der heutigen Bevölkerung kündeten, während gleichzeitig überall mächtige viereckige Kirchtürme aus dem flachen grünen Land stachen und vom Ruhm und Wohlstand des alten Ostanglien erzählten. Endlich erschien das violette Band der Nordsee über dem grünen Rand der Küste von Norfolk, und der Kutscher wies mit seiner Peitsche auf zwei alte Fachwerkgiebel, die aus einem kleinen Wäldchen ragten: »Ridling Thorpe Manor«, sagte er. 

Als wir auf den Säuleneingang zufuhren, bemerkte ich neben dem Tennisrasen den schwarzen Geräteschuppen und die Sonnenuhr, zu denen wir solch merkwürdige Beziehungen hatten. Ein schmucker Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.097
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kleiner Mann mit gewichstem Schnauzbart und von behendem, munterem Wesen kam eben von einem hohen Einspänner geklettert. Er stellte sich als Inspektor Martin von der hiesigen Polizei vor und war sichtlich erstaunt, als er den Namen meines Gefährten hörte. 

»Sowas, Mr. Holmes! Das Verbrechen geschah ja erst um drei Uhr heute morgen! Wie konnten Sie in London davon erfahren und so früh wie ich am Tatort sein?«

»Ich habe es vorausgeahnt und kam in der Hoffnung, es verhindern zu können.«

»Dann müssen Sie wichtige Aufschlüsse haben, von denen wir hier nichts wissen, denn man sagte den beiden nach, sie seien ein überaus glückliches Paar.«

»Meine einzigen Aufschlüsse sind die tanzenden Männchen«, sagte Holmes. »Ich werde es Ihnen spä-

ter erklären. Da es nun zu spät ist, diese Tragödie zu verhindern, will ich mein Wissen vorerst dazu gebrauchen, für Gerechtigkeit zu sorgen. Werden Sie mich bei meinen Ermittlungen unterstützen, oder ist Ihnen lieber, wenn ich auf eigene Faust handle?«

»Ich wäre stolz darauf, wenn wir zusammenarbei-teten, Mr. Holmes«, sagte der Inspektor ernst. 

»Wenn das so ist, würde ich jetzt gern den Stand der Ermittlungen erfahren und dann ohne jede unnöti-ge Verzögerung das Anwesen untersuchen.«

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.098
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Inspektor Martin war so klug, meinen Freund die Sache auf seine Weise betreiben zu lassen, und beschränkte sich darauf, die Ergebnisse sorgfältig zu notieren. Der hiesige Arzt, ein alter, weißhaariger Mann, war gerade aus Mrs. Hilton Cubitts Zimmer gekommen und berichtete, ihre Verletzungen seien zwar ernst, aber nicht unbedingt tödlich. Die Kugel sei ihr durch den vorderen Teil des Hirns gefahren, und es würde vermutlich einige Zeit dauern, bis sie das Bewußtsein wiedererlange. Zu der Frage, ob sie selbst oder jemand anders auf sie geschossen habe, wage er keine entschiedene Meinung zu äußern. Auf jeden Fall sei die Kugel aus sehr geringer Entfernung abgefeuert worden. In dem Zimmer habe man nur diese eine Pistole gefunden, aus der zwei Schüsse abgegeben worden seien. Mr. Hilton Cubitt sei mitten ins Herz getroffen worden. Es sei gleichermaßen vorstellbar, daß er erst auf sie und dann auf sich geschossen habe, wie auch, daß sie die Tat begangen habe, denn der Revolver habe zwischen ihnen auf dem Boden gelegen. 

»Hat man die Leiche schon weggebracht?« fragte Holmes. 

»Wir haben nur die Lady weggebracht. Wir konnten sie ja nicht verwundet auf dem Boden liegen lassen.«

»Wie lange sind Sie schon hier, Doktor?«

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.099
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»Seit vier Uhr.«

»Sonst noch jemand?«

»Ja, unser Inspektor hier.«

»Und Sie haben nichts angerührt?«

»Nichts.«

»Sie haben sehr besonnen gehandelt. Wer hat nach Ihnen geschickt?«

»Das Hausmädchen, Saunders.«

»Hat sie Alarm geschlagen?«

»Sie und Mrs. King, die Köchin.«

»Wo sind die beiden jetzt?«

»In der Küche, nehme ich an.«

»Dann sollten wir uns unverzüglich ihre Geschichte anhören.«

Die altehrwürdige Vorhalle mit ihrer Eichentäfelung und den hohen Fenstern war zu einem Gerichtssaal geworden. Holmes saß in einem großen altmodischen Sessel; seine Augen glühten unerbittlich aus seinem hageren Gesicht. Ich konnte ihm den festen Vorsatz ansehen, sein Leben dieser Untersuchung zu widmen, bis sein Klient, den er nicht hatte retten können, schließlich gerächt wäre. Der adrette Inspektor Martin, der alte ergraute Landarzt, ich selbst sowie ein stumpfer Dorfpolizist bildeten die übrigen Mitglieder dieser merkwürdigen Gesellschaft. 

Die beiden Frauen erzählten ihre Geschichte deutlich genug. Sie seien vom Geräusch einer Explosion, Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.100
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der eine Minute später eine zweite folgte, aus dem Schlaf gerissen worden. Sie schliefen in angrenzenden Zimmern, und Mrs. King sei zu Saunders hin-

übergelaufen. Zusammen seien sie die Treppe hinabgestiegen. Die Tür des Arbeitszimmers habe offen gestanden, auf dem Tisch eine Kerze gebrannt. Ihr Herr habe mitten im Raum auf dem Boden gelegen. Er sei tot gewesen. Nahe dem Fenster habe seine Frau gekauert, mit dem Kopf an die Wand gelehnt. Sie sei gräßlich verwundet gewesen, eine Gesichtshälfte blut-

überströmt. Sie habe schwer geatmet, aber nichts sagen können. Der Flur sei wie das Zimmer voller Rauch und Pulvergeruch gewesen. Das Fenster sei mit Sicherheit von innen verschlossen und verriegelt gewesen. Beide Frauen waren sich in diesem Punkte einig. Sie hätten sofort nach dem Arzt und dem Inspektor schicken lassen. Dann hätten sie mit Hilfe des Knechts und des Stallburschen ihre verwundete Herrin auf deren Zimmer geschafft. Das Bett sei sowohl von ihr als auch ihrem Gatten benutzt worden. 

Sie habe ein Kleid getragen – er hingegen über seinem Nachthemd einen Morgenmantel. Aus dem Arbeitszimmer sei nichts entfernt worden. Soweit sie wüßten, habe es zwischen den Eheleuten nie Streit gegeben. Sie hätten sie stets als ein sehr glückliches Paar angesehen. 

Soweit die wichtigsten Aussagen der Dienstmäd-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.101
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chen. Auf eine Frage Inspektor Martins antworteten sie einhellig, daß sämtliche Türen von innen verschlossen gewesen seien und niemand aus dem Haus hätte entweichen können. Auf eine Frage von Holmes erinnerten sie sich beide, den Pulvergeruch von dem Moment an wahrgenommen zu haben, da sie aus ihren Zimmern in der oberen Etage gelaufen seien. 

»Ich empfehle diese Tatsache Ihrer ganz besonderen Aufmerksamkeit«, sagte Holmes zu seinem professio-nellen Kollegen. »Ich denke, wir sind jetzt in der Lage, jenes Zimmer einer gründlichen Untersuchung zu unterwerfen.«

Das Arbeitszimmer erwies sich als eine kleine Kammer; an drei Wänden standen Bücherregale, und vor einem gewöhnlichen Fenster, das auf den Garten hinaussah, befand sich ein Schreibtisch. Wir widme-ten unsere Aufmerksamkeit zunächst der Leiche des unglücklichen Gutsherrn, dessen mächtiger Körper in dem Räume hingestreckt lag. Seine unordentliche Kleidung ließ darauf schließen, daß er hastig aus dem Schlaf gerissen worden war. Die Kugel war von vorne auf ihn abgefeuert worden und, nachdem sie das Herz durchschlagen hatte, im Körper steckengeblieben. Sein Tod war zweifellos augenblicklich und schmerzlos eingetreten. Weder an seinem Schlafrock noch an seinen Händen fanden sich Pulverspuren, während die Lady nach Aussage des Landarztes sol-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.102
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che im Gesicht, aber nicht an den Händen aufwies. 

»Deren Fehlen besagt gar nichts, wohingegen das Vorhandensein alles bedeuten kann«, sagte Holmes. 

»Wenn das Pulver nicht gerade zufällig aus einer schlecht verarbeiteten Patrone nach hinten spritzt, kann man viele Schüsse abfeuern, ohne Spuren zu hinterlassen. Ich denke, man sollte Mr. Cubitts Leiche jetzt wegschaffen. Doktor, ich nehme an, Sie haben die Kugel, welche die Lady getroffen hat, noch nicht gefunden?«

»Dazu wird eine riskante Operation erforderlich sein. Aber es befinden sich noch vier Patronen in dem Revolver. Zwei wurden abgeschossen und verursachten zwei Wunden, so daß es für beide Kugeln eine Erklärung gibt.«

»So scheint es«, sagte Holmes. »Vielleicht können Sie auch die Kugel erklären, die hier ganz offensichtlich den Fensterrahmen durchschlagen hat?«

Er hatte sich plötzlich umgewandt und zeigte mit seinem langen dünnen Finger auf ein Loch im unteren Teil des Rahmens, etwa einen Zoll über der Leiste. 

»Donnerwetter!« rief der Inspektor. »Wie haben Sie das nur entdecken können?«

»Weil ich danach gesucht habe.«

»Wunderbar!« sagte der Landarzt. »Gewiß haben Sie recht, Sir. Dann wurde ein dritter Schuß abgegeben, und somit muß noch ein Dritter dagewesen sein. 

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.103
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Aber wer kann das gewesen sein, und wie kann er entkommen sein?«

»Genau dieses Problem wollen wir jetzt lösen«, sagte Sherlock Holmes. »Sie erinnern sich, Inspektor Martin, an die Aussage der Dienstmädchen, daß sie beim Verlassen ihrer Zimmer sogleich einen Pulvergeruch wahrgenommen hätten? Und daß ich bemerkte, dieser Punkt sei von außerordentlicher Bedeutung?«

»Ja, Sir. Aber ich muß gestehen, daß ich Ihnen nicht ganz folgen konnte.«

»Dies deutete darauf hin, daß zur Zeit der Schüsse sowohl das Fenster als auch die Tür dieses Zimmers hier offen waren. Sonst hätte der Pulverdampf nicht so schnell durch das Haus ziehen können. Dazu brauchte es einen Luftzug in dem Zimmer. Jedoch standen Tür und Fenster nur eine kurze Zeit offen.«

»Wie wollen Sie das beweisen?«

»Weil die Kerze nicht getropft hat.«

»Phantastisch!« rief der Inspektor. »Phantastisch!«

»In dem sicheren Gefühl, daß das Fenster zum Zeitpunkt des tragischen Geschehens offen war, kam ich auf den Gedanken, daß ein Dritter mit der Sache zu tun haben könnte, der draußen gestanden und durch diese Öffnung geschossen hat. Ein Schuß auf diesen Dritten hätte durchaus den Fensterrahmen treffen können. Ich sah nach, und was fand ich – natür-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.104
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lich die Spur der Kugel!«

»Aber wie konnte das Fenster verschlossen und verriegelt werden?«

»Das dürfte die Frau ganz instinktmäßig getan haben. Doch, hallo! Was ist denn das?«

Auf dem Schreibtisch stand eine Damenhandta-sche – eine schmucke kleine Krokodillederhandtasche mit Silberbeschlag. Holmes öffnete sie und kippte sie aus. Ihr Inhalt bestand aus zwanzig 50-Pfund-Noten der Bank von England, die von einem Gummiband zusammengehalten wurden – weiter nichts. 

»Dies muß aufgehoben werden; es wird in dem Prozeß eine Rolle spielen«, sagte Holmes, indem er die Tasche und ihren Inhalt dem Inspektor übergab. 

»Wir müssen jetzt versuchen, ein wenig Licht auf diese dritte Kugel zu werfen, die, wie die Zersplitte-rung des Holzes zeigt, offenbar von innerhalb des Zimmers abgefeuert wurde. Ich möchte gern noch einmal Mrs. King, die Köchin, sprechen ... Mrs. 

King, Sie sagten, Sie seien von einem  lauten  Knall geweckt worden. Wollten Sie damit sagen, daß dieser Ihnen lauter als der zweite vorgekommen sei?«

»Nun, Sir, er riß mich aus dem Schlaf, da kann ich das schwer beurteilen. Aber er kam mir sehr laut vor.«

»Sie meinen nicht, es könnte sich womöglich um zwei fast gleichzeitig abgefeuerte Schüsse gehandelt Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.105
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haben?«

»Ich könnte es nicht beschwören, Sir.«

»Ich glaube, daß es zweifellos so war. Inspektor Martin, ich möchte meinen, wir haben nun alles ausgeschöpft, was dieses Zimmer uns zu bieten hat. 

Wenn Sie freundlicherweise mit mir einen Rundgang machen, wollen wir einmal nachsehen, welche neuen Hinweise der Garten für uns bereithält.«

Unter dem Fenster des Arbeitszimmers lag ein Blumenbeet, und als wir dort herantraten, brachen wir alle in erstaunte Ausrufe aus. Die Blumen waren niedergetrampelt, und der weiche Boden war über und über mit Fußstapfen bedeckt. Es handelte sich um Abdrücke von großen, männlichen Schuhen mit eigentümlich langen und spitzen Kappen. Holmes stöberte im Gras und unter den Blättern herum wie ein Jagdhund, der nach einem angeschossenen Vogel sucht. Schließlich bückte er sich mit einem Ausruf der Befriedigung und hob einen kleinen metallenen Zylinder auf. 

»Das dachte ich mir«, sagte er. »Der Revolver hatte einen Auswerfer, und dies ist die dritte Patrone. 

Inspektor Martin, ich denke wahrhaftig, unser Fall ist hiermit so gut wie abgeschlossen.«

Das Gesicht des Landpolizisten hatte sein heftiges Staunen über den raschen und meisterlichen Fortschritt der Holmesschen Ermittlungen widergespie-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.106
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gelt. Während er anfangs noch geneigt erschienen war, seine eigene Vorgehensweise durchsetzen zu wollen, war er jetzt von Bewunderung überwältigt und bereit, Holmes ohne Wenn und Aber zu folgen. 

»Wen haben Sie in Verdacht?« fragte er. 

»Dazu komme ich später. Dieser Fall weist einige Aspekte auf, die ich Ihnen noch nicht habe darlegen können. Nun, da ich einmal so weit gekommen bin, sollte ich am besten zunächst meinen Weg weiterverfolgen und so die ganze Sache ein für allemal aufklä-

ren.«

»Ganz wie Sie wünschen, Mr. Holmes, solange wir nur unseren Mann zu fassen bekommen.«

»Ich hege kein Verlangen, mich mit Geheimnissen zu umgeben, doch wenn gehandelt werden muß, kann man unmöglich in lange und komplizierte Erklärungen eintreten. Ich halte alle Fäden dieser Angelegenheit in der Hand. Selbst wenn diese Lady nie mehr zu Bewußtsein kommen sollte, können wir die Ereignisse der letzten Nacht noch rekonstruieren und gewähr-leisten, daß die Gerechtigkeit ihren Lauf nimmt. Zu-nächst einmal möchte ich wissen, ob es in der Nachbarschaft einen Gasthof namens Elrige's gibt?«

Die Dienerschaft wurde ins Kreuzverhör genommen, aber niemand kannte ein solches Haus. Der Stallbursche brachte Licht in die Sache, indem er sich erinnerte, daß ein Bauer dieses Namens einige Meilen Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.107
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entfernt Richtung East Ruston wohnte. 

»Ist es ein einsamer Bauernhof?«

»Sehr einsam, Sir.«

»Könnte es sein, daß man dort noch nichts von dem, was heute nacht hier vorgefallen ist, gehört hat?«

»Schon möglich, Sir.«

Holmes dachte kurz nach, dann spielte ein seltsames Lächeln über sein Gesicht. 

»Sattle ein Pferd, mein Junge«, sagte er. »Ich möchte, daß du einen Brief dorthin bringst.«

Er zog die diversen Zettel mit den tanzenden Männchen aus der Tasche, legte sie vor sich auf den Schreibtisch und schrieb eine Zeitlang. Schließlich übergab er dem Jungen einen Brief und wies ihn an, ihn dem Adressaten auszuhändigen und auf keinerlei Fragen welcher Art auch immer eine Antwort zu geben. Ich sah nur den Umschlag des Briefs, auf dem in weitschweifiger, unregelmäßiger Schrift, die sich von Holmes' gewöhnlicher exakter Hand beträchtlich unterschied, folgende Adresse stand: An Mr. Abe Slaney, Elrige's Farm, East Ruston, Norfolk. 

»Inspektor«, bemerkte Holmes, »ich denke, Sie täten gut daran, telegraphisch Verstärkung anzufor-dern; denn falls meine Überlegungen sich als richtig erweisen sollten, werden Sie einen außerordentlich gefährlichen Gefangenen in Ihr Landgefängnis über-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.108
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fuhren müssen. Der Junge, der diesen Brief mitnimmt, könnte zweifellos auch Ihr Telegramm weiterleiten. 

Falls heute nachmittag ein Zug nach London geht, sollten wir ihn nehmen, Watson, da ich noch eine interessante chemische Analyse zu beendigen habe und die Ermittlungen hier ja rasch ihrem Ende zustreben.«

Nachdem der junge Mann mit dem Brief losge-schickt war, gab Sherlock Holmes den Dienstboten seine Anweisungen: Falls irgendein Besucher vorsprechen und nach Mrs. Hilton Cubitt fragen sollte, dürften keinerlei Auskünfte über ihren Zustand gegeben werden; vielmehr sollte man ihn sofort in den Salon führen. Er schärfte ihnen dies mit äußerstem Nachdruck ein. Schließlich führte er uns in den Salon, wobei er bemerkte, die Sache liege nun nicht mehr in unserer Hand, und wir müßten uns so gut es gehe die Zeit vertreiben, bis wir sähen, was auf uns zukomme. Der Arzt war zu seinen Patienten abgegangen, und nur der Inspektor und ich waren noch da. 

»Ich denke, ich kann Ihnen eine Stunde auf interessante und lehrreiche Weise verkürzen helfen«, sagte Holmes, rückte seinen Stuhl an den Tisch und breitete die verschiedenen Zettel vor sich aus, auf denen die grotesken Ornamente der tanzenden Männchen verzeichnet waren. »Was Sie betrifft, Watson, so schulde ich Ihnen Genugtuung für die Geduld, mit der Sie Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.109
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Ihre natürliche Neugier so lange unbefriedigt in Zaum halten mußten. Ihnen, Inspektor, wird die ganze Angelegenheit als bemerkenswerte berufliche Studie reizvoll erscheinen. Zunächst muß ich Ihnen die interessanten Einzelheiten in Zusammenhang mit den Besuchen mitteilen, die Mr. Hilton Cubitt mir in Baker Street abgestattet hat.« Er faßte hierauf kurz die Tatsachen zusammen, die ich bereits berichtet habe. 

»Vor mir liegen nun diese eigenartigen Produkte, die man belächeln könnte, wenn sie sich nicht als Vorboten einer so furchtbaren Tragödie entpuppt hätten. Ich bin mit allen Arten von Geheimschriften ziemlich vertraut und habe auch selbst eine bescheidene Monographie über diesen Gegenstand verfaßt, in der ich einhundertsechzig verschiedene Chiffrensy-steme analysiert habe; doch muß ich gestehen, daß dies hier mir vollkommen neu war. Ziel der Erfinder dieses Systems war offenbar zu verbergen, daß diese Zeichen eine Botschaft enthielten, und die Vorstellung zu erwecken, es handele sich lediglich um zufällige Kinderzeichnungen. 

Nachdem ich jedoch erst einmal erkannt hatte, daß diese Symbole für Buchstaben stehen, und nach Anwendung der Regeln, die uns bei allen Arten von Geheimschriften leiten, fiel mir die Lösung ziemlich leicht. Die erste mir vorgelegte Botschaft war so kurz, daß ich eigentlich nur mit einiger Bestimmtheit Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes
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erraten konnte, welches Symbol für den Buchstaben E stand. Wie Sie wissen, ist E der häufigste Buchstabe; er herrscht in so entschiedenem Ausmaße vor, daß man selbst bei einem kurzen Satz davon ausgehen kann, ihn dort als den häufigsten anzutreffen. 

Von den sechzehn Symbolen der ersten Botschaft kam nur eines dreimal vor, so daß ich dieses als E

annahm. Freilich trug diese Figur in einem Fall eine Flagge und in den beiden anderen nicht, doch machte die Art der Verteilung der Flaggen die Annahme wahrscheinlich, daß sie zur Aufteilung des Satzes in einzelne Wörter dienten. Ich setzte dies einmal voraus und notierte, daß der Buchstabe E von dem Symbol

dargestellt werde. 

Nun aber kam die eigentliche Schwierigkeit der Untersuchung. Die Häufigkeitsverteilung der Buchstaben nach E ist keinesfalls eindeutig, und jedes Überwiegen eines Buchstabens etwa auf einer Buch-seite kann in einem kurzen Satz auf den Kopf gestellt sein. Grob gesagt, verteilen sich die Buchstaben nach der Häufigkeit so: N, I, R, S, A, H, T, U, C und L. 

Aber N, I, R, S und A folgen einander ziemlich dicht gleichauf
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Kombination durchzuspielen, bis ein Sinn zum Vorschein kommt. Ich wartete daher auf neues Material. 

Beim zweiten Gespräch konnte Mr. Hilton Cubitt mir zwei weitere kurze Sätze geben sowie eine Botschaft, die – da sie keine Flagge enthielt – nur aus einem Wort bestand:

Nun habe ich in diesem einzelnen Wort aus drei Buchstaben bereits das E am Ende. Es könnte demnach ›sie‹ oder ›die‹ oder ›nie‹ heißen. Fraglos ist letzteres als Antwort auf eine Aufforderung bei weitem das wahrscheinlichste; und die ganzen Umstände wiesen darauf hin, daß die Lady es war, die diese Antwort geschrieben hatte. Dies als richtig vorausgesetzt, sind wir jetzt in der Lage zu behaupten, die Symbole

stehen für N beziehungsweise I. 

Auch jetzt noch war die Sache ziemlich schwierig, aber ein glücklicher Einfall brachte mich in den Besitz einiger weiterer Buchstaben. Mir kam nämlich die Idee, daß, falls diese Aufforderungen, wie ich annahm
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ihrem früheren Leben in enger Beziehung gestanden hatte, eine Kombination aus fünf Buchstaben mit einem E vorne und IE hinten durchaus für den Namen ELSIE stehen könnte. Ich überprüfte dies und fand, daß eine solche Kombination den Anfang der dreimal wiederholten Botschaft bildete. Es handelte sich hier mit Sicherheit um irgendeine Aufforderung an ›Elsie‹. 

Auf diese Weise erhielt ich die Buchstaben L und S. 

Doch worin mochte diese Aufforderung bestehen? 

Das Wort nach ›Elsie‹ bestand aus nur vier Buchstaben, von denen die letzten beiden gleich waren. Es konnte eigentlich nur ›KOMM‹ heißen. Ich probierte auch alle anderen derartigen vierbuchstabigen Wörter, konnte aber keines finden, das hier noch gepaßt hätte. Ich besaß nun also drei weitere Buchstaben und war somit in der Lage, mich noch einmal an die erste Botschaft zu machen; ich teilte sie in einzelne Wörter ab und setzte für jedes noch unbekannte Symbol einen Punkt. Dabei kam folgendes heraus:

.IN .IE. . .E SL.NE. 

Nun kann der erste Buchstabe hier nur ein B sein, eine nützliche Entdeckung, da er in diesem kurzen Satz noch einmal auftaucht; und das zweite Wort kann bei einigem Nachdenken nur HIER heißen, so daß wir jetzt haben:
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BIN HIER .BE SL.NE. 

Die letzten beiden Wörter bilden offensichtlich einen Namen und dürften so zu ergänzen sein: ABE SLANEY

Ich hatte nun so viele Buchstaben, daß ich mich recht zuversichtlich an die zweite Botschaft begeben konnte, die zunächst einmal so aussah: BEI ELRI.ES

Der fehlende Buchstabe konnte hier sinnvollerweise nur ein G sein, und ich nahm an, dies sei der Name eines Hauses oder Gasthofs, in dem der Verfasser sich aufhielt.«

Inspektor Martin und ich hatten der ausführlichen und klaren Darstellung, wie mein Freund zu seinen Ergebnissen gekommen war, mit denen er unsere Schwierigkeiten so vollständig in den Griff bekommen hatte, mit äußerstem Interesse zugehört. 

»Was haben Sie dann unternommen, Sir?« fragte der Inspektor. 

»Ich hatte allen Grund zu der Annahme, daß dieser Abe Slaney ein Amerikaner war, denn Abe ist ein Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.114
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amerikanischer Kurzname, und ein Brief aus Amerika war der Ausgangspunkt der ganzen bösen Geschichte. Des weiteren wurde ich den Verdacht nicht los, daß hinter der Sache irgendein kriminelles Geheimnis steckte. Die Anspielungen der Lady auf ihre Vergangenheit und ihre Weigerung, sich ihrem Manne anzuvertrauen, wiesen beide in diese Richtung. Ich telegraphierte daher an meinen Freund Wilson Hargreave von der New Yorker Polizei, der schon des öfteren aus meinen Kenntnissen der Londoner Unterwelt Nutzen gezogen hatte. Ich fragte ihn, ob ihm der Name Abe Slaney bekannt sei. Hier seine Antwort:

›Der gefährlichste Gauner Chicagos.‹ Am selben Abend, an dem ich diese Antwort erhielt, schickte Hilton Cubitt mir Slaneys letzte Botschaft. Unter Verwendung der bekannten Buchstaben sah sie so aus:

ELSIE SEI . .M S.ERBEN BEREI. 

Das Einsetzen von Z und U sowie zwei T vervollständigte eine Botschaft, die mir zeigte, daß der Schurke sich vom Bitten aufs Drohen verlegt hatte; und meine Kenntnis der Chicagoer Gauner ließ mich darauf gefaßt sein, daß er sein Wort sehr rasch in die Tat umsetzen könnte. Ich kam so schnell es ging mit meinem Freund und Kollegen Dr. Watson nach Nor-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.115
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folk, fand aber leider nur noch, daß inzwischen das Schlimmste eingetreten war.«

»Es ist ein besonderer Vorzug, mit Ihnen zusammen einen Fall bearbeiten zu dürfen«, sagte der Inspektor herzlich. »Verzeihen Sie mir jedoch, wenn ich offen zu Ihnen bin. Sie sind nur sich selbst verantwortlich, während ich mich vor meinen Vorgesetzten zu verantworten habe. Wenn dieser Abe Slaney, der da bei Elriges wohnt, wirklich der Mörder ist, und wenn er, während ich hier herumsitze, die Flucht ergreift, werde ich gewiß in ernstliche Schwierigkeiten kommen.«

»Beunruhigen Sie sich nicht. Er wird nicht versuchen, zu fliehen.«

»Wie kommen Sie darauf?«

»Mit seiner Flucht würde er seine Schuld eingestehen.«

»Dann wollen wir ihn verhaften.«

»Ich erwarte sein Eintreffen jeden Augenblick.«

»Aber warum sollte er hierherkommen?«

»Weil ich ihn in meinem Brief darum gebeten habe.«

»Aber das ist doch unglaublich, Mr. Holmes! 

Wieso sollte er kommen, nur weil Sie ihn darum bitten? Würde ein solches Ansinnen nicht eher seinen Verdacht erregen und ihn zur Flucht veranlassen?«

»Ich denke, ich habe den Brief wohl abzufassen Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.116
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gewußt«, sagte Sherlock Holmes. »Ja, wenn ich nicht sehr irre, kommt der Gentleman soeben den Torweg herauf.«

Tatsächlich schritt ein Mann den Pfad auf die Tür zu. Es war ein großer, stattlicher, braungebrannter Bursche, gekleidet in einen grauen Flanellanzug und Panamahut; er hatte einen strotzenden schwarzen Bart und eine aggressive Hakennase und schwenkte beim Gehen einen Stock. Er stolzierte über den Weg, als ob das Anwesen ihm gehöre, und wir hörten, wie er laut und dreist die Glocke zog. 

»Gentlemen, ich glaube«, sagte Holmes ruhig, 

»wir sollten uns am besten hinter der Tür aufstellen. 

Beim Umgang mit solchen Burschen kann man gar nicht vorsichtig genug sein. Sie werden Ihre Handschellen benötigen, Inspektor. Das Reden können Sie mir überlassen.«

Schweigend warteten wir eine Minute – eine jener Minuten, die man nie vergessen kann. Dann öffnete sich die Tür, und der Mann trat herein. Blitzschnell setzte Holmes ihm eine Pistole an den Kopf, und Martin legte ihm die Handschellen an. All dies geschah so rasch und behende, daß der Bursche schon wehrlos war, ehe er auch nur merken konnte, wie ihm geschah. Er starrte uns mit seinen funkelnden schwarzen Augen einen nach dem anderen an. Dann brach er in ein bitteres Lachen aus. 
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»Nun, Gentlemen, jetzt freilich sind Sie am Drükker. Ich scheine hier auf Grund gelaufen zu sein. 

Aber ich kam hierher, weil Mrs. Hilton Cubitt mich in einem Brief darum gebeten hat. Sagen Sie nur nicht, daß sie dahintersteckt! Sagen Sie mir nicht, sie hätte Ihnen dabei geholfen, mir diese Falle zu stellen!«

»Mrs. Hilton Cubitt wurde gefährlich verwundet und steht an der Pforte des Todes.«

Der Mann stieß einen rauhen Schmerzensruf aus, der durch das ganze Haus schallte. 

»Sie sind verrückt!« schrie er hitzig. » Er  wurde verwundet, nicht sie. Wer würde der kleinen Elsie etwas zuleide tun? Ich mag sie bedroht haben, Gott verzeih mir, aber ich würde ihr nicht ein einziges Haar auf ihrem hübschen Kopf krümmen! Nehmen Sie das zurück – Sie! Sagen Sie, daß sie nicht verwundet ist!«

»Sie wurde schwer verletzt neben ihrem toten Mann gefunden.«. 

Er sank mit einem tiefen Stöhnen auf das Sofa und vergrub das Gesicht in seinen gefesselten Händen. 

Fünf Minuten verharrte er schweigend. Dann sah er wieder auf und sprach mit der kalten Fassung des Verzweifelten. 

»Ich habe Ihnen nichts zu verbergen, Gentlemen«, sagte er. »Wenn ich auch auf diesen Mann geschos-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.118
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sen habe, so hat er auch auf mich geschossen, und das ist dann kein Mord gewesen. Aber wenn Sie glauben, ich könnte dieser Frau etwas getan haben, dann kennen Sie weder mich noch sie. Ich sag Ihnen, auf der ganzen Welt hat nie ein Mann eine Frau mehr geliebt als ich sie. Ich hatte ein Recht auf sie. Vor Jahren war sie mir versprochen. Wer war denn dieser Engländer, daß er sich zwischen uns stellen konnte? 

Ich sag Ihnen, ich hatte das erste Recht auf sie, und ich habe nur beansprucht, was ohnehin mir gehörte.«

»Sie hat sich Ihrem Einfluß entzogen, als sie merkte, was für ein Mann Sie waren«, sagte Holmes streng. »Sie ist aus Amerika geflohen, um Ihnen zu entrinnen, und sie hat in England einen ehrbaren Gentleman geheiratet. Sie haben sie verfolgt und be-drängt und ihr das Leben schwer gemacht, um sie dazu zu bringen, den Mann, den sie liebte und achtete, zu verlassen, damit sie mit Ihnen ginge, den sie fürchtete und haßte. Und schließlich haben Sie einem edlen Manne den Tod gebracht und seine Frau zum Selbstmord getrieben. So sieht Ihre Beteiligung an dieser Sache aus, Mr. Abe Slaney, und Sie werden sich dafür vor dem Gesetz zu verantworten haben.«

»Wenn Elsie stirbt, ist es mir egal, was aus mir wird«, sagte der Amerikaner. Er machte eine Hand auf und betrachtete den zerknüllten Brief. »Sehen Sie hier, Mister«, rief er, und Argwohn glomm in seinen Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.119
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Augen, »versuchen Sie bloß nicht, mich damit zu erschrecken, ja? Wenn die Lady so schwer verletzt ist, wie Sie behaupten: Wer hat dann diesen Brief geschrieben?« Er warf ihn auf den Tisch. 

»Ich schrieb ihn, um Sie herzulocken.«

»Sie? Kein Mensch auf der Erde außerhalb der

›Vereinigung‹ kannte das Geheimnis der tanzenden Männchen. Wie konnten Sie das dann schreiben?«

»Was  ein  Mensch erfinden kann, kann ein anderer enträtseln«, sagte Holmes. »Gleich kommt eine Droschke, die Sie nach Norwich bringen wird, Mr. 

Slaney. Inzwischen bleibt Ihnen aber noch Zeit, das Unrecht, das Sie begangen haben, ein wenig wiedergutzumachen. Ist Ihnen bewußt, daß Mrs. Hilton Cubitt sich selbst dem schweren Verdacht ausgesetzt hat, ihren Mann ermordet zu haben, und daß nur meine Anwesenheit hier und mein zufälliges Wissen sie vor dieser Anklage gerettet haben? Das mindeste, was Sie ihr schulden, ist, daß Sie vor der ganzen Welt klarstellen, daß sie in keiner Weise, weder direkt noch indirekt, für sein tragisches Ende verantwortlich ist.«

»Nichts lieber als das«, sagte der Amerikaner. 

»Ich nehme an, es wird für mich ohnehin das Allerbeste sein, wenn ich die absolute nackte Wahrheit sage.«

»Es ist meine Pflicht, Sie darauf hinzuweisen, daß Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.120
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dies gegen Sie verwendet werden kann«, rief der Inspektor mit der prachtvollen Fairness des britischen Strafgesetzes. 

Slaney zuckte die Schultern. 

»Das nehme ich auf mich«, sagte er. »Vor allem, Gentlemen, müssen Sie wissen, daß ich diese Lady schon seit ihrer Kindheit kenne. Wir hatten in Chicago eine Bande von sieben Mann, und Elsies Vater war der Boss der ›Vereinigung‹. Ein kluger Mann, der alte Patrick. Er war es, der diese Schrift erfunden hat, die jeder für ein Kindergekritzel halten mußte, falls er nicht zufällig den Schlüssel dazu besaß. Nun, Elsie bekam einiges von uns mit; aber sie konnte unser Geschäft nicht leiden, und sie besaß ein weniges an eigenem, ehrbar erworbenem Geld, so daß sie schließlich von uns weglief und nach London ging. 

Sie war mit mir verlobt und hätte mich wohl auch geheiratet, wenn ich meinen Beruf gewechselt hätte; aber mit irgendwelchen unsauberen Geschäften wollte sie nichts zu tun haben. Erst nach ihrer Verheiratung mit diesem Engländer gelang es mir herauszufinden, wo sie war. Ich schrieb ihr, bekam aber keine Antwort. Danach kam ich herüber, und da Briefe nichts nützten, brachte ich meine Botschaften dort an, wo sie sie lesen konnte. 

Nun, ich bin jetzt seit einem Monat hier. Ich wohnte auf diesem Bauernhof, wo ich ein Zimmer im Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.121
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Erdgeschoß hatte und jede Nacht unbemerkt aus- und eingehen konnte. Ich habe alles versucht, um Elsie wegzulocken. Ich wußte, daß sie die Botschaften las, denn einmal schrieb sie mir eine Antwort. Aber dann übermannte mich die Wut, und ich begann ihr zu drohen. Darauf schickte sie mir einen Brief, in dem sie mich anflehte, ich solle weggehen; es würde ihr das Herz brechen, wenn ihr Mann in einen Skandal geriete. Sie schrieb, sie würde um drei Uhr morgens, wenn ihr Mann schliefe, herunterkommen und mit mir durch das Hinterfenster reden, wenn ich danach wegginge und sie in Frieden lassen würde. Sie kam tatsächlich und brachte Geld mit, um mich zum Gehen zu bestechen. Das machte mich rasend, und ich packte sie beim Arm und versuchte, sie aus dem Fenster zu ziehen. In diesem Moment kam ihr Mann mit einem Revolver in der Hand hereingestürzt. Elsie war zu Boden gesunken, und wir standen uns von Angesicht zu Angesicht gegenüber. Auch ich war bewaffnet, und ich zog meine Pistole, um ihn zu verscheuchen und mich entkommen zu lassen. Er schoß und verfehlte mich. Ich drückte fast im selben Augenblick ab, und er kippte um. Als ich mich durch den Garten davonmachte, hörte ich, wie hinter mir das Fenster geschlossen wurde. Das ist die reine Wahrheit, Gentlemen, Wort für Wort, und ich habe von der Sache nichts mehr gehört, bis dieser Bursche mit einem Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes
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Brief angeritten kam, der mich wie einen Trottel hierherkommen und mich Ihnen ausliefern ließ.«

Indes der Amerikaner geredet hatte, war eine Droschke vorgefahren, in der zwei uniformierte Polizisten saßen. Inspektor Martin erhob sich und klopfte seinem Gefangenen auf die Schulter. 

»Zeit für uns zu gehen.«

»Darf ich sie vorher noch sehen?«

»Nein, sie ist nicht bei Bewußtsein. Mr. Sherlock Homes, ich hoffe nur, falls ich je wieder einen wichtigen Fall haben sollte, werde ich wieder das Glück haben, Sie an meiner Seite zu sehen.«

Wir standen am Fenster und sahen den Wagen abfahren. Als ich mich umwandte, fiel mein Blick auf das Papierknäuel, das der Gefangene auf den Tisch geworfen hatte. Es war der Brief, mit dem Holmes ihn geködert hatte. 

»Versuchen Sie, ob Sie ihn lesen können, Watson«, sagte er lächelnd. 

Er enthielt kein Wort, sondern folgende kurze Zeile tanzender Männchen:

»Wenn Sie den von mir erklärten Schlüssel benutzen«, sagte Holmes, »werden Sie sehen, daß es einfach bedeutet:
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überzeugt, daß er einer solchen Einladung nicht würde widerstehen können, da ihm nie in den Sinn kommen konnte, daß sie von jemand anderem als der Lady stammen könnte. Und damit, mein lieber Watson, haben wir am Ende die tanzenden Männchen einmal zu etwas Gutem angewandt, nachdem sie so oft zu etwas Bösem dienen mußten; und ich denke auch, ich habe mein Versprechen erfüllt, Ihnen etwas Ungewöhnliches für Ihr Notizbuch zu liefern. Um drei Uhr vierzig geht unser Zug, wir dürften also zum Abendessen wieder in Baker Street sein.«

Nur ein Wort zum Epilog. 

Der Amerikaner Abe Slaney wurde vom Geschworenengericht zu Norwich zum Tode verurteilt; in Anbetracht mildernder Umstände und der Tatsache, daß Hilton Cubitt den ersten Schuß abgegeben hatte, wurde seine Strafe jedoch in Zwangsarbeit umgewandelt. 

Von Mrs. Hilton Cubitt weiß ich nur gerüchte-weise, daß sie vollständig genas und noch immer als Witwe lebt; sie soll ihr Leben ganz und gar der Fürsorge für die Armen und der Verwaltung des Besitzes ihres Mannes widmen. 
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Die einsame Radfahrerin

Von 1894 bis einschließlich 1901 war Mr. Sherlock Holmes ein sehr beschäftigter Mann. Man kann zuverlässig sagen, daß es in diesen acht Jahren keinen einzigen schwierigen Fall von öffentlichem Interesse gab, in dem er nicht um Rat gefragt wurde; dazu kamen Hunderte von privaten Fällen, manche davon von der verwickeltsten und außergewöhnlichsten Art, in denen er eine hervorragende Rolle spielte. Manch verblüffender Erfolg und einige wenige unvermeidliche Fehlschläge waren der Ertrag dieses langen ununterbrochenen Wirkens. Da ich von allen diesen Fällen ausführliche Aufzeichnungen angefertigt und an vielen persönlich teilgenommen habe, kann man sich vorstellen, wie wenig leicht mir die Aufgabe fallen muß, hieraus eine Auswahl für die öffentliche Bekanntmachung zu treffen. Ich werde mich jedoch weiterhin nach meiner alten Regel richten und denjenigen Fällen den Vorzug geben, die ihr Interesse nicht so sehr aus der Brutalität eines Verbrechens als vielmehr aus der Genialität und Dramaturgie ihrer Lösung gewinnen. Aus diesem Grunde möchte ich den Leser nun mit dem Fall von Miss Violet Smith, der einsamen Radfahrerin aus Charlington, sowie dem merkwürdigen Ablauf unserer Ermittlungen bekanntma-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.125
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chen, welch letztere in einer unvorhergesehenen Tragödie ihren Höhepunkt fanden. Es ist schon wahr, die Umstände erlaubten keine eindrucksvolle Darstellung jener Talente, die den Ruhm meines Freundes ausmachten, doch wies dieser Fall andere Aspekte auf, die ihn aus der langen Reihe von Verbrechen, aus denen ich das Material für meine unbedeutenden Berichte ziehe, hervorragen lassen. 

Ich schlage in meinem Notizbuch für das Jahr 1895 nach und finde, daß es am Samstag, dem 23. 

April, war, da wir zum erstenmal von Miss Violet Smith hörten. Ich erinnere mich noch, daß ihr Besuch Holmes äußerst ungelegen kam, da er sich zu dieser Zeit in ein höchst abstruses und kompliziertes Problem in Zusammenhang mit der merkwürdigen Belä-

stigung vertieft hatte, welcher John Vincent Har-den13, der berühmte Tabakmillionär, seinerzeit ausgesetzt war. Mein Freund, dem die Präzision und Konzentration der Gedanken über alles ging, wies alles von sich ab, was seine Aufmerksamkeit von dem gerade in Arbeit befindlichen Fall abziehen konnte. 

Und doch war es ihm nicht möglich, ohne grob zu werden – was seinem Wesen völlig fremd gewesen wäre –, der jungen und schönen, großen, anmutigen und majestätischen Frau, die am späten Abend in Baker Street vorsprach und ihn um Unterstützung und Rat anflehte, die Anhörung ihrer Geschichte zu ver-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.126
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weigern. Vergebens brachte er vor, daß seine Zeit bereits voll in Anspruch genommen sei, denn die junge Dame war mit dem festen Entschluß gekommen, ihre Geschichte loszuwerden, und es war offensichtlich, daß sie nur mit Gewalt aus dem Zimmer hätte vertrieben werden können, ehe sie dies nicht erreicht hätte. 

Resignierend und mit erschöpftem Lächeln bat Holmes schließlich den schönen Eindringling, Platz zu nehmen und uns mitzuteilen, was ihr Kummer mache. 

»Zumindest kann es nicht Ihre Gesundheit sein«, sagte er, indem er sie mit seinen wachsamen Augen maß; »eine so eifrige Radfahrerin muß ja vor Energie strotzen.«

Sie sah überrascht auf ihre Füße, und ich bemerkte die leichte Aufrauhung am Rand der Sohle, die von der Reibung mit der Pedalkante herrührte. 

»Ja, ich fahre viel mit dem Rad, Mr. Holmes, und das hat auch etwas mit meinem heutigen Besuch bei Ihnen zu tun.«

Mein Freund ergriff die unbehandschuhte Hand der Lady und betrachtete sie mit so gespannter Aufmerksamkeit und so wenig Gefühl wie ein Wissenschaftler, der ein Präparat untersucht. 

»Sie werden mich sicher entschuldigen: aber das ist mein Geschäft«, sagte er, als er sie losließ. »Ich verfiel beinahe dem Irrtum, anzunehmen, sie seien Ma-schineschreiberin. Aber es ist natürlich einleuchtend, Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.127
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daß Sie ein Instrument spielen. Sie bemerken die ab-geflachten Fingerkuppen, Watson, die beiden Profes-sionen gemeinsam sind? Ihr Gesicht hat jedoch etwas Vergeistigtes« – er drehte es sanft zum Licht – »das nicht von der Schreibmaschine kommen kann. Diese Dame ist Musikerin.«

»Das stimmt, Mr. Holmes, ich bin Musiklehrerin.«

»Und zwar auf dem Lande, wie ich aus Ihrer Gesichtsfarbe schließe.«

»Ja, Sir; in der Nähe von Farnham, an der Grenze zu Surrey.«

»Eine herrliche Nachbarschaft, die mich an die interessantesten Dinge denken läßt. Sie erinnern sich, Watson, daß wir in dieser Gegend den Falschmünzer Archie Stamford gefaßt haben? Nun, Miss Violet, was ist Ihnen bei Farnham, an der Grenze zu Surrey, zugestoßen?«

Die junge Dame gab mit großer Klarheit und Ruhe folgende merkwürdige Erklärung ab:

»Mein Vater war James Smith, der ehemalige Dirigent des Orchesters am alten Imperial Theatre. Nach seinem Tod blieben meine Mutter und ich ohne Verwandte zurück, bis auf einen Onkel, Ralph Smith, der vor fünfundzwanzig Jahren nach Afrika gegangen ist und von dem wir seither nichts mehr gehört hatten. 

Als Vater starb, ließ er uns sehr arm zurück, doch eines Tages machte man uns darauf aufmerksam, daß Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.128
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jemand in einer Anzeige der  Times  nach unserem Aufenthaltsort forschte. Sie können sich vorstellen, wie aufgeregt wir waren, denn wir glaubten, jemand habe uns ein Vermögen vermacht. Wir begaben uns sofort zu dem Anwalt, dessen Name in der Zeitung angegeben war. Dort trafen wir zwei Gentlemen an, Mr. Carruthers und Mr. Woodley, die aus Südafrika hier auf Heimaturlaub waren. Sie sagten, mein Onkel sei ein Freund von ihnen gewesen, er sei vor einigen Monaten verarmt in Johannesburg gestorben und habe sie mit seinem letzten Atemzug gebeten, seine Verwandten aufzuspüren und dafür zu sorgen, daß es uns an nichts fehle. Es kam uns merkwürdig vor, daß Onkel Ralph, der zu seinen Lebzeiten keine Notiz von uns genommen hatte, sich so fürsorglich um uns kümmern sollte, wenn er tot war; aber Mr. Carruthers erklärte, der Grund dafür sei der, daß mein Onkel vom Tod seines Bruders erfahren und sich sogleich für unser Schicksal verantwortlich gefühlt habe.«

»Verzeihen Sie«, sagte Holmes; »wann hat dieses Gespräch stattgefunden?«

»Im vorigen Dezember – vor vier Monaten.«

»Fahren Sie bitte fort.«

»Mr. Woodley machte auf mich einen sehr absto-

ßenden Eindruck. Ständig machte er mir Augen – ein derber junger Mann mit aufgedunsenem Gesicht und rotem Schnauzbart, sein Haar klebte ihm auf den Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.129
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Schläfen. Er war mir vollkommen verhaßt – und ich war davon überzeugt, daß Cyril nicht wünschen konnte, daß ich mit einem solchen Menschen Umgang hätte.«

»Aha, Cyril heißt er also!« sagte Holmes lächelnd. 

Die junge Dame errötete und lachte. 

»Ja, Mr. Holmes; Cyril Morton, Elektrotechniker; wir hoffen, Ende des Sommers heiraten zu können. 

Du liebe Zeit, wie komme ich jetzt nur auf ihn zu sprechen? Was ich sagen wollte, war dies: Mr. Woodley war durchaus abstoßend, während Mr. Carruthers, ein wesentlich älterer Mann, schon liebenswürdiger wirkte. Er war ein düsterer, blasser, glattrasierter und schweigsamer Mensch; doch er hatte höfliche Manieren und ein freundliches Lächeln. Er erkundigte sich nach unseren Umständen, und als er erfuhr, daß wir sehr arm hinterblieben waren, schlug er mir vor, ich solle seiner einzigen, zehnjährigen Tochter Musikun-terricht geben. Ich sagte, ich würde meine Mutter nur ungern verlassen, worauf er meinte, ich könne sie doch jedes Wochenende besuchen; er bot mir hundert Pfund jährlich an, eine gewiß glänzende Bezahlung. 

Schließlich willigte ich ein und zog nach Chiltern Grange um, etwa sechs Meilen von Farnham entfernt. 

Mr. Carruthers war Witwer, aber er hatte eine Haushälterin angestellt, eine sehr respektable ältliche Person namens Mrs. Dixon, die sich um sein Anwesen Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.130
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kümmerte. Das Kind war reizend, und es ließ sich alles gut an. Mr. Carruthers war überaus freundlich und sehr musikalisch, und wir verbrachten die ange-nehmsten Abende miteinander. Jedes Wochenende fuhr ich meine Mutter in der Stadt besuchen. 

Mein Glück bekam zum erstenmal einen Sprung, als der rotbärtige Mr. Woodley auftauchte. Er war eine Woche lang zu Besuch, und oh – sie kam mir wie drei Monate vor! Ein schrecklicher Mensch, für alle anderen ein Tyrann, für mich aber etwas noch unendlich Schlimmeres. Er umgarnte mich aufs wider-lichste, prahlte mit seinem Reichtum, behauptete, ich bekäme die schönsten Diamanten ganz Londons, wenn ich ihn heiraten würde, und als er merkte, daß ich nichts von ihm wissen wollte, zog er mich schließ-

lich eines Tages nach dem Abendessen in seine Arme – er war entsetzlich stark – und schwor, er würde mich erst loslassen, wenn ich ihm einen Kuß gegeben hätte. Mr. Carruthers kam dazu und riß ihn von mir weg, worauf er seinen Gastgeber ansprang und ihm das Gesicht blutig schlug. Damit war sein Besuch zu Ende, wie Sie sich vorstellen können. Tags darauf entschuldigte sich Mr. Carruthers bei mir und versicherte, einer solchen Beleidigung würde ich nie wieder ausgesetzt sein. Seitdem habe ich Mr. Woodley nicht mehr gesehen. 

Und nun, Mr. Holmes, komme ich endlich zu der Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.131
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Besonderheit, deretwegen ich Sie heute um Rat bitten möchte. Sie müssen wissen, daß ich jeden Samstag-vormittag mit meinem Fahrrad zum Bahnhof von Farnham fahre, um den Zug um 12 Uhr 22 nach London zu nehmen. Die Straße von Chiltern Grange ist ziemlich einsam, und an einer Stelle ganz besonders, wo sie über eine Meile zwischen Charlington Heath und den Wäldern, die Charlington Hall umgeben, hinläuft. Eine noch einsamere Strecke als diese dürfte man so leicht nirgends finden, und man trifft dort nur ganz selten einmal einen Wagen oder einen Bauern, bis man bei Crooksbury Hill auf die Hauptstraße kommt. Als ich nun vor zwei Wochen durch diese Gegend fuhr, sah ich einmal zufällig über meine Schulter und erblickte etwa zweihundert Yards hinter mir einen Mann, ebenfalls auf einem Fahrrad. Er schien von mittlerem Alter und trug einen kurzgeschnittenen dunklen Bart. Ehe ich in Farnham ankam, sah ich mich noch einmal um, aber der Mann war verschwunden, und ich dachte nicht weiter darüber nach. Sie können sich aber meine Überraschung vorstellen, Mr. 

Holmes, als ich am Montag auf der Rückfahrt denselben Mann auf derselben Strecke wieder sah. Mein Erstaunen steigerte sich, als sich dieser Vorfall am folgenden Samstag und Montag exakt wiederholte. Er blieb immer in einiger Entfernung und belästigte mich in keiner Weise, doch war das Ganze auch so merk-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.132
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würdig genug. Ich sprach davon zu Mr. Carruthers, der daran Anteil zu nehmen schien und mir sagte, er hätte einen Pferdewagen für mich bestellt, damit ich in Zukunft nicht mehr ohne Begleitung diese einsamen Straßen zu befahren brauchte. 

Der Pferdewagen hätte diese Woche kommen sollen, wurde aber aus irgendeinem Grund nicht ausgeliefert, und ich mußte wieder mit dem Rad zum Bahnhof fahren. Das war heute morgen. Sie können sich denken, daß ich bei Charlington Heath Ausschau hielt, und natürlich sah ich wieder diesen Mann, genau wie in den beiden Wochen zuvor. Er hielt immer so weit Abstand, daß ich sein Gesicht nicht deutlich sehen konnte, aber es war mit Sicherheit niemand, den ich kannte. Er trug einen dunklen Anzug und eine Tuchmütze. Das einzige, was ich von seinem Gesicht deutlich sehen konnte, war sein dunkler Bart. 

Heute war ich nicht beunruhigt, sondern von Neugier erfüllt, und ich nahm mir vor herauszufinden, wer er war und was er wollte. Ich verlangsamte daher meine Fahrt, aber er tat dasselbe. Dann hielt ich an, und er auch. Darauf stellte ich ihm eine Falle. Ich umfuhr sehr schnell eine besonders scharfe Straßenkurve, dann hielt ich an und wartete. Ich ging davon aus, er käme um die Ecke geschossen und führe an mir vorbei, ehe er anhalten könnte. Aber er kam nicht. Darauf fuhr ich zurück und sah um die Ecke. Ich konnte die Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.133
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Straße eine Meile weit überblicken, aber er war fort. 

Und um das Ganze noch seltsamer zu machen, gab es dort auch keine Nebenstraße, über die er hätte verschwinden können.«

Holmes kicherte und rieb sich die Hände. 

»Dieser Fall weist in der Tat einige besondere Züge auf«, sagte er. »Wieviel Zeit verging bis zu Ihrer Entdeckung, daß die Straße hinter Ihnen frei war, nachdem Sie um die Kurve gefahren waren?«

»Zwei oder drei Minuten.«

»Dann kann er sich nicht über die Straße zurückgezogen haben; und Sie sagen, es gibt dort keine Nebenstraßen?«

»Keine.«

»Dann hat er bestimmt einen Fußpfad auf der einen oder anderen Seite genommen.«

»Nicht auf der Seite, wo die Heide ist, sonst hätte ich ihn sehen müssen.«

»Durch fortgesetztes Ausschließen kommen wir also darauf, daß er sich nach Charlington Hall gewendet hat, das, wenn ich richtig vermute, in seinen eigenen Ländereien auf einer Seite der Straße liegt. Sonst noch etwas?«

»Nein, Mr. Holmes, abgesehen davon, daß ich so verwirrt war, daß ich das Gefühl hatte, ich könnte erst wieder glücklich sein, wenn ich Sie besucht und Ihren Rat gehört hätte.«
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Holmes saß eine Weile schweigend da. 

»Wo wohnt der Gentleman, mit dem Sie verlobt sind?« fragte er schließlich. 

»Er arbeitet bei der Midland Electric Company in Coventry.«

»Er würde Ihnen keinen überraschenden Besuch abstatten?«

»Oh, Mr. Holmes! Als ob ich ihn nicht kennen sollte!«

»Hatten sie noch andere Verehrer?«

»Einige, bevor ich Cyril kennenlernte.«

»Und seitdem?«

»Nun, dieser Widerling Woodley, falls man den einen Verehrer nennen kann.«

»Sonst niemand?«

Unsere schöne Klientin schien ein wenig aus der Fassung. 

»Wer also?« fragte Holmes. 

»Oh, vielleicht bilde ich mir das nur ein; aber mir kam es manchmal so vor, daß mein Arbeitgeber, Mr. 

Carruthers, sich beträchtlich für mich interessiert. Wir sind ziemlich eng zusammen. An den Abenden spiele ich seine Begleitung. Er hat nie etwas gesagt. Er ist ein perfekter Gentleman. Aber ein Mädchen weiß immer Bescheid.«

»Ha!« Holmes blickte bedenklich drein. »Wovon bestreitet er seinen Lebensunterhalt?«
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»Er ist ein reicher Mann.«

»Und dann besitzt er weder Kutschen noch Pferde?«

»Nun, zumindest ist er ziemlich wohlhabend. Aber er fahrt zwei- oder dreimal die Woche nach London. 

Er interessiert sich sehr für südafrikanische Goldberg-werksaktien.«

»Lassen Sie mich bitte jede neue Entwicklung wissen, Miss Smith. Eben jetzt bin ich sehr beschäftigt, aber ich werde Zeit finden, in Ihrem Fall ein paar Ermittlungen anzustellen. Inzwischen unternehmen Sie nichts, ohne mir vorher Bescheid zu sagen. Auf Wiedersehen. Und ich will hoffen, daß wir von Ihnen nur gute Neuigkeiten zu erfahren haben.«

»Es gehört zu der eingespielten Ordnung der Natur, daß ein solches Mädchen Verehrer anzieht«, sagte Holmes und zog an seiner Grübelpfeife, »aber doch nicht unbedingt auf einem Fahrrad auf einsamen Landstraßen. Ohne jeden Zweifel irgendein heimlicher Liebhaber. Aber der Fall weist merkwürdige und anregende Einzelheiten auf, Watson.«

»Daß er nur an dieser einen Stelle auftaucht?«

»Genau. Als erstes müssen wir herausfinden, wer die Pächter von Charlington Hall sind. Sodann, wie es mit der Verbindung zwischen Carruthers und Woodley steht, scheinen Sie doch Männer von durchaus verschiedenem Typus zu sein. Wieso waren sie  beide Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.136
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so erpicht darauf, Ralph Smiths Verwandtschaft aufzusuchen? Und noch ein Punkt: Was ist das für eine Haushaltung, die zwar für eine Gouvernante den doppelten Marktpreis zahlt, sich aber kein Pferd hält, obwohl es bis zum nächsten Bahnhof sechs Meilen sind? Seltsam, Watson – überaus seltsam.«

»Sie wollen hinfahren?«

»Nein, mein lieber Knabe,  Sie  werden hinfahren. 

Es könnte sich hierbei um eine belanglose Intrige handeln, und ich kann deswegen meine andere, wichtige Untersuchung nicht unterbrechen. Am Montag fahren Sie früh nach Farnham; Sie werden sich bei Charlington Heath verstecken; Sie werden diese Geschehnisse selber beobachten und nach dem Rat Ihrer Eingebung handeln. Wenn Sie sich dann nach den Bewohnern der Hall erkundigt haben, werden Sie zu-rückkommen und mir Bericht erstatten. Und nun, Watson, kein weiteres Wort über diese Angelegenheit, bis wir ein paar solide Schrittsteine haben, über die wir zu unserer Lösung zu gelangen hoffen können.«

Wir hatten von der Lady erfahren, daß sie am Montag mit dem Zug fuhr, der um 9 Uhr 50 von Waterloo abgeht; ich machte mich demnach früh auf den Weg und nahm den Zug um 9 Uhr 13. In Farnham hatte ich keine Schwierigkeiten, mir den Weg nach Charlington Hall zeigen zu lassen. Es war unmöglich, den Schau-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.137
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platz des Abenteuers der Lady zu verfehlen, denn die Straße verläuft tatsächlich zwischen der offenen Heide auf der einen und einer alten Eibenhecke auf der anderen Seite; letztere umgibt einen Park, in dem prachtvolle Bäume stehen. Es gab da ein großes Einfahrt-stor, dessen Gemäuer mit Flechten überwachsen und dessen beide Säulen von zerbröckelnden heraldischen Emblemen gekrönt waren; aber neben dieser Haupt-einfahrt fielen mir mehrere Lücken in der Hecke auf, durch die Fußwege führten. Das Haus war von der Straße aus nicht zu sehen, aber seine ganze Umgebung sprach von Schwermut und Verfall. 

Die Heide war mit goldenen Flecken blühenden Ginsters übersät, der im hellen Licht der Frühlings-sonne prächtig leuchtete. Ich nahm hinter einem dieser Büsche Aufstellung, von wo aus ich sowohl den Zu-fahrtsweg zur Hall als auch eine lange Strecke der Straße nach beiden Seiten im Blick hatte. Sie war völlig leer gewesen, als ich sie verlassen hatte, aber jetzt sah ich einen Radfahrer herankommen, und zwar aus der entgegengesetzten Richtung, aus der ich gekommen war. Er trug einen dunklen Anzug, und ich sah, daß er einen schwarzen Bart hatte. Als er das Ende des Charlington-Anwesens erreicht hatte, sprang er von seinem Vehikel ab, schob es durch eine Lücke in der Hecke und entschwand meinem Blick. 

Eine Viertelstunde verging, dann tauchte ein zwei-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.138
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ter Radfahrer auf. Diesmal war es die junge Lady, die vom Bahnhof kam. Ich sah, wie sie sich umblickte, als sie sich der Hecke von Charlington näherte. Unmittelbar darauf kam der Mann aus seinem Versteck, sprang auf sein Rad und fuhr ihr nach. In der ganzen weiten Landschaft bewegte sich nichts als diese beiden Gestalten: das Mädchen, das anmutig und sehr aufrecht auf seinem Fahrrad saß, und der Mann hinter ihr, der, tief über seine Lenkstange gebeugt, mit allen seinen Bewegungen einen seltsam verstohlenen Eindruck machte. Sie sah zu ihm zurück und verlangsamte ihr Tempo. Er wurde ebenfalls langsamer. Sie hielt an. Auch er hielt abrupt an und blieb zweihundert Yards hinter ihr stehen. Ihre nächste Bewegung war ebenso unerwartet wie kühn. Plötzlich schwang sie ihr Fahrrad herum und raste auf ihn zu! Er war jedoch genauso schnell wie sie und jagte in verzweifelter Flucht davon. Kurze Zeit später kam sie wieder zu-rück, den Kopf hochmütig erhoben, sie geruhte nicht, von ihrem stummen Gefolgsmann weitere Notiz zu nehmen. Auch er hatte kehrtgemacht und behielt seinen Abstand bei, bis die Straßenbiegung sie meinen Blicken entzog. 

Ich blieb in meinem Versteck, und das war gut so, denn kurz darauf kam der Mann langsam zurückgera-delt. Er bog in das Tor der Hall ein und stieg von seinem Fahrzeug ab. Einige Minuten lang konnte ich ihn Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.139
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unter den Bäumen stehen sehen. Er hatte seine Hände hochgehoben und schien sich die Halsbinde zu richten. Dann stieg er wieder auf sein Rad und fuhr von mir weg die Einfahrt zur Hall hoch. Ich lief über die Heide und spähte durch die Bäume. Weit hinten sah ich flüchtig die Umrisse des alten grauen Gebäudes mit seinen vielen Tudor-Kaminen, aber die Einfahrt lief durch dichtes Gebüsch, so daß ich nichts mehr von meinem Manne sah. 

Mir schien jedoch, ich hätte für diesen Morgen recht gute Arbeit geleistet, und so ging ich in bester Laune nach Farnham zurück. Der Ortsmakler vermochte mir über Charlington Hall nichts zu sagen und verwies mich an eine bekannte Firma am Pall Mall. Auf dem Heimweg machte ich dort Zwischen-station und wurde von dem Vertreter höflich empfangen. Nein, ich könne Charlington Hall nicht für den Sommer mieten. Ich käme ein wenig zu spät. Es sei vor einem Monat vermietet worden, an einen Mann namens Williamson. Der sei ein respektabler älterer Gentleman. Der höfliche Makler fürchtete, mehr könne er mir nicht sagen, da die Angelegenheiten seiner Klienten zu den Dingen gehörten, die er nicht dis-kutieren dürfe. 

Mr. Sherlock Holmes hörte sich den langen Bericht, den ich ihm an diesem Abend erstatten konnte, aufmerksam an, doch ließ er sich jenes Wort knappen Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.140
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Lobes nicht entlocken, das ich mir erhofft hatte und das ich zu schätzen gewußt hätte. Im Gegenteil, sein strenges Gesicht war gar noch ernster als gewöhnlich, als er seine Bemerkungen zu den Dingen machte, die ich getan und die ich unterlassen. 

»Ihr Versteck, mein lieber Watson, war überaus schlecht gewählt. Sie hätten sich hinter der Hecke halten müssen; dann hätten Sie diese interessante Person von nahem sehen können. So aber waren Sie einige hundert Yards weit entfernt und können mir nicht einmal so viel erzählen wie Miss Smith. Sie glaubt, diesen Mann nicht zu kennen; ich bin vom Gegenteil überzeugt. Warum sonst sollte er so verzweifelt be-müht sein, sich so weit von ihr entfernt zu halten, daß sie seine Züge nicht erkennen kann? Sie beschreiben, wie er sich über die Lenkstange gebeugt hat. Auch damit verbirgt er sich, ja? Sie haben es wahrhaftig bemerkenswert schlecht angestellt. Er kehrt zum Haus zurück, und Sie wollen ermitteln, wer er ist. Sie fahren nach London zu einem Makler!«

»Was hätte ich denn tun sollen?« rief ich ein wenig erhitzt. 

»Zum nächsten Wirtshaus gehen. Das ist auf dem Lande immer das Zentrum des Klatschs. Dort hätte man Ihnen jeden Namen gesagt – vom Hausherrn bis zur Küchenmagd. Williamson! Das ruft nichts in mir wach. Ist er ein älterer Mann, dann ist er nicht dieser Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.141
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sportliche Radfahrer, dem es gelingt, sich der Verfolgung durch unsere athletische junge Dame mit einem Sprint zu entziehen. Was haben wir durch Ihren Ausflug gewonnen? Die Gewißheit, daß die Geschichte des Mädchens stimmt. Das habe ich nie bezweifelt. 

Daß es eine Verbindung zwischen dem Radfahrer und der Hall gibt. Auch dies habe ich nie bezweifelt. Daß die Hall von einem Williamson gemietet ist. Was hilft uns das? Nun, nun, mein lieber Sir, blicken Sie nicht so niedergeschlagen drein. Bis zum nächsten Samstag können wir kaum etwas unternehmen, und inzwischen will ich selbst ein paar Ermittlungen anstellen.«

Am nächsten Morgen erhielten wir einen Brief von Miss Smith, in dem sie uns kurz und bündig genau die Vorfälle berichtete, die ich beobachtet hatte; die wesentliche Mitteilung des Briefs fand sich jedoch im Postskriptum:

Ich bin sicher, Sie werden meine Zutraulichkeit respektieren, Mr. Holmes, wenn ich Ihnen sage, daß meine Stelle hier aufgrund der Tatsache, daß mein Arbeitgeber mir einen Heiratsantrag gemacht hat, schwierig geworden ist. Ich bin davon überzeugt, daß er die tiefsten und ehrbarsten Ge-fühle dabei empfindet. Gleichzeitig aber habe ich mein Versprechen bereits einem anderen gegeben. Er nahm meinen abschlägigen Bescheid Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.142
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sehr ernst auf, aber auch sehr freundlich. Sie werden jedoch begreifen, daß die Lage ein wenig angespannt ist. 

»Unsere junge Freundin scheint in Schwierigkeiten zu geraten«, sagte Holmes nachdenklich, als er den Brief gelesen hatte. »Der Fall weist in der Tat mehr Interessantes und mehr Entwicklungsmöglichkeiten auf, als ich ursprünglich gedacht hatte. Ein ruhiger, friedlicher Tag auf dem Lande könnte mir nichts schaden, und ich habe Lust, heute nachmittag mal hinzufahren und ein paar Theorien, die ich mir gebildet habe, einer Prüfung zu unterziehen.«

Holmes' ruhiger Tag auf dem Lande nahm ein eigentümliches Ende: Am späten Abend nämlich traf er mit aufgeschlagener Lippe und einer verfärbten Beule auf der Stirn in Baker Street ein; darüber hinaus machte er ganz allgemein einen Eindruck von Verlot-terung, der ihn selbst zu einem geeigneten Ermitt-lungsobjekt für Scotland Yard hätte machen können. 

Er war von seinen Abenteuern ungeheuer amüsiert und lachte herzhaft, als er sie zum besten gab. 

»Ich komme so wenig zu körperlicher Betätigung, daß es mir stets eine Wonne ist«, sagte er. »Sie wissen ja, daß ich in dem guten alten britischen Boxsport nicht eben unvermögend bin. Dies ist mir gelegentlich von Nutzen. Heute zum Beispiel wäre ich ohne das in Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.143
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die schimpflichste Klemme geraten.«

Ich bat, mir zu erzählen, was vorgefallen sei. 

»Ich habe jenen ländlichen Gasthof, welchen ich bereits Ihrer Aufmerksamkeit empfohlen hatte, gefunden und dort meine diskreten Nachforschungen angestellt. Ich war in der Bar, und ein geschwätziger Wirt sagte mir alles, was ich wissen wollte. Williamson ist ein Mann mit weißem Bart; er lebt all eine mit einem kleinen Stab Bediensteter in der Hall. Es geht ein Ge-rücht, daß er Geistlicher sei oder war; aber ein oder zwei Vorfalle während seines kurzen Aufenthalts in der Hall kamen mir merkwürdig unklerikal vor. Ich habe bereits einige Erkundigungen bei einer kirchlichen Vertretung eingezogen, wo man mir sagte, es habe einmal einen Priester dieses Namens gegeben, dessen Karriere eine besonders finstere gewesen sei. 

Der Wirt teilte mir des weiteren mit, daß gewöhnlich Wochenendbesucher – ›ein lebhafter Haufen, Sir‹ – in der Hall weilten, besonders ein Gentleman mit rotem Schnauzbart namens Woodley, der ständig dort sei. 

So weit waren wir gediehen, als – ja wer? – eben dieser Gentleman hereinspaziert kam; er hatte im Schankraum nebenan sein Bier getrunken und die ganze Unterhaltung mitangehört. Wer ich sei? Was ich wolle? Was ich mit dieser Fragerei bezwecke? 

Seine Sprache floß üppig dahin, und seine Adjektive waren recht kraftvoll. Er beendete seine Beschimpfun-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.144
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gen mit einem tückischen Rückhandschlag, dem ich nicht ganz auszuweichen vermochte. Die nächsten Minuten waren köstlich: linke Gerade gegen dre-schenden Rüpel. Sie sehen, wie ich daraus hervorgegangen bin. Mr. Woodley kam in einem Karren heim. 

So ging mein Landausflug zu Ende, und ich muß gestehen, daß mein Tag an der Grenze zu Surrey, so erfreulich er auch war, nicht viel mehr eingebracht hat als der Ihre.«

Der Donnerstag brachte uns einen weiteren Brief unserer Klientin:

Es wird Sie nicht überraschen, Mr. Holmes (schrieb sie), daß ich meine Stelle bei Mr. Carruthers kündige. Selbst die hohe Bezahlung kann mich nicht mit den Unannehmlichkeiten meiner Lage versöhnen. Am Samstag komme ich in die Stadt, und ich beabsichtige nicht, hierher zu-rückzukehren. Mr. Carruthers hat eine Kutsche bekommen, und somit haben die Gefahren der einsamen Straße, falls es denn je welche gegeben hat, nunmehr ein Ende. 

Was den speziellen Grund für meinen Fortgang von hier angeht, so ist es nicht nur die angespannte Situation mit Mr. Carruthers, sondern auch die Wiederkehr dieses widerwärtigen Woodley. Er war schon immer abscheulich, aber Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.145
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jetzt sieht er schrecklicher aus denn je; er scheint nämlich einen Unfall gehabt zu haben und ist ziemlich entstellt. Ich habe ihn vom Fenster aus gesehen, bin ihm aber zum Glück nicht begegnet. Er hatte ein langes Gespräch mit Mr. Carruthers, der danach einen sehr erregten Eindruck machte. Woodley muß irgendwo in der Nachbarschaft wohnen, denn er hat nicht hier geschlafen, und doch habe ich ihn heute morgen hier im Ge-büsch herumschleichen sehen. Da wäre mir ein frei im Garten herumlaufendes wildes Raubtier noch lieber. Ich verabscheue und fürchte ihn mehr, als ich sagen kann. Wie  kann  Mr. Carruthers eine solche Kreatur nur eine Minute lang ertragen? Wie auch immer, am Samstag wird der ganze Ärger ein Ende haben. 

»Ich will's hoffen, Watson, ich will's hoffen«, sagte Holmes ernst. »Um diese kleine Frau spielen sich irgendwelche finstre Machenschaften ab, und es ist unsere Pflicht, dafür zu sorgen, daß niemand sie auf dieser letzten Fahrt belästigt. Ich denke, Watson, wir müssen die Zeit aufbringen, am Samstagmorgen zusammen hinauszufahren und sicherzustellen, daß diese seltsame und erfolglose Untersuchung kein un-glückliches Ende nimmt.«

Ich gestehe, daß ich den Fall bis zu diesem Zeit-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.146
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punkt nicht sonderlich ernst genommen hatte; er war mir eher grotesk und bizarr als gefährlich erschienen. 

Daß ein Mann einer sehr hübschen Frau auflauert und nachstellt, ist ja nicht gerade etwas Neues, und wenn er so wenig Kühnheit besaß, daß er sich nicht nur nicht traute, sie anzusprechen, sondern sogar vor ihrer Annäherung floh, war er kein sehr furchtbarer Gegner. 

Der Rüpel Woodley war zwar ein ganz anderer Mensch, aber er hatte, von jener einen Gelegenheit abgesehen, unsere Klientin nicht belästigt, und jetzt weilte er in Carruthers' Haus, ohne sich ihr aufzudrängen. Der Mann auf dem Fahrrad gehörte zweifellos zu diesen Wochenendgästen in der Hall, von denen der Wirt gesprochen hatte; aber wer er war und was er wollte, lag noch immer im dunkeln. Es war Holmes' 

ernstes Gebaren und der Revolver, den er sich in die Tasche steckte, bevor wir das Haus verließen, die mir das Gefühl vermittelten, daß am Ende dieser merkwürdigen Kette von Ereignissen etwas Tragisches lauern könnte. 

Auf eine regnerische Nacht war ein herrlicher Morgen gefolgt, und die Heidelandschaft mit ihren glü-

henden Büschen blühenden Ginsters erschien unseren vom tristen Grau in Grau Londons müden Augen nur desto schöner. Holmes und ich wanderten über den breiten sandigen Weg, sogen die frische Morgenluft ein und erfreuten uns am Gesang der Vögel und dem Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.147
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erfrischenden Frühlingslüftchen. Von einer Erhebung der Straße auf dem Rücken von Crooksbury Hill konnten wir die düstere Hall aus den uralten Eichen ragen sehen; letztere waren, so alt sie auch sein mochten, noch immer jünger als das Gebäude, das sie um-standen. Holmes wies auf den langen Straßenabschnitt, der sich wie ein rötlich-gelbes Band zwischen dem Braun der Heide und dem knospenden Grün der Wälder hindurchwand. Weit hinten sahen wir einen schwarzen Punkt, ein Fahrzeug auf uns zukommen. 

Holmes machte seinem Unwillen Luft:

»Ich hatte uns eine halbe Stunde Vorsprung gegeben«, sagte er. »Wenn das ihr Wagen ist, muß sie den früheren Zug nehmen wollen. Ich fürchte, Watson, sie wird an Charlington vorbei sein, ehe wir mit ihr zusammentreffen können.«

Nachdem wir über die Anhöhe hinwegwaren, konnten wir das Fahrzeug nicht mehr sehen, aber wir hasteten mit solcher Geschwindigkeit voran, daß meine sitzende Lebensweise sich auszuwirken begann und ich gezwungen war, zurückzubleiben. Holmes freilich war immer in Übung, denn er konnte sich unerschöpflicher Vorräte an Körperkräften bedienen. Er schritt immer weiter federnd aus, bis er, hundert Yards vor mir, plötzlich stehenblieb; ich sah, wie er in einer Geste des Schmerzes und der Verzweiflung einen Arm hochwarf. Im selben Augenblick raste ein leerer Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.148
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Einspänner – das Pferd galoppierte mit schleifenden Zügeln – um die Kurve und ratterte rasch auf uns zu. 

»Zu spät, Watson; zu spät!« rief Holmes, als ich keuchend neben ihm anlangte. »Welch ein Narr ich war, den früheren Zug nicht in Betracht zu ziehen! 

Entführung, Watson – Entführung! Mord! Der Himmel weiß was! Versperren Sie den Weg! Halten Sie das Pferd an! Gut so. Nun springen Sie auf; mal sehen, ob ich die Folgen meines groben Fehlers noch ausbügeln kann.«

Wir waren auf den Wagen gesprungen; Holmes gab dem Pferd, nachdem er es gewendet hatte, einen scharfen Schlag mit der Peitsche, und wir flogen über die Straße zurück. Als wir um die Kurve fuhren, lag die ganze Strecke zwischen der Hall und der Heide offen vor uns. Ich packte Holmes beim Arm. 

»Da ist der Mann!« stieß ich hervor. 

Ein einsamer Radfahrer kam auf uns zu. Sein Kopf war herabgezogen und seine Schultern gerundet, als er jedes Quentchen Energie, das er besaß, in die Pedale steckte. Er schoß daher wie ein Rennfahrer. Plötzlich hob er sein bärtiges Gesicht, sah uns dicht vor sich, bremste und sprang von seinem Rad. Dieser kohlra-benschwarze Bart stand in merkwürdigem Kontrast zu seinem bleichen Gesicht, und seine Augen glänzten, als habe er Fieber. Er starrte uns und den Einspänner an. Dann trat ein verblüffter Ausdruck auf Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.149
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sein Gesicht. 

»Hallo! Anhalten!« brüllte er und verstellte mit seinem Fahrrad die Straße. »Wo haben Sie diesen Wagen her? Halten Sie an, Mann!« kreischte er und zog eine Pistole aus seiner Seitentasche. »Anhalten, sag ich, Sakrament, oder Ihr Pferd kriegt eine Kugel verpaßt!«

Holmes warf mir die Zügel in den Schoß und sprang vom Wagen ab. 

»Sie sind der Mann, den ich sehen will. Wo ist Miss Violet Smith?« sagte er auf seine rasche, klare Art. 

»Das frage ich  Sie.  Sie sind in Ihrem Wagen. Sie sollten daher wissen, wo Sie ist.«

»Den Wagen haben wir auf der Straße angetroffen. 

Es war niemand darin. Wir sind damit zurückgefahren, um der Lady zu helfen.«

»Großer Gott! Großer Gott! Was soll ich nur tun?«

rief der Fremde in verzweifelter Raserei. »Sie haben sie, dieser Höllenhund Woodley und der Lump von einem Pfaffen. Kommen Sie, Mann, kommen Sie, wenn Sie wirklich ihr Freund sind. Stehen Sie mir bei, und wir werden sie retten, und wenn meine Leiche im Wald von Charlington bleiben sollte.«

Er rannte wie wahnsinnig mit der Pistole in der Hand auf eine Lücke in der Hecke zu. Holmes folgte ihm, und ich folgte Holmes und ließ das Pferd gra-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.150
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send am Straßenrand zurück. 

»Hier sind sie durchgekommen«, sagte er und wies auf mehrere Fußspuren auf dem schlammigen Pfad. 

»Hallo! Moment mal! Wer ist das da im Busch?«

Es war ein junger Bursche von etwa siebzehn Jahren, wie ein Stallknecht in Lederhosen und Gamaschen gekleidet. Er lag mit angezogenen Knien auf dem Rücken und hatte eine schreckliche Schnittwunde am Kopf. Er war bewußtlos, aber am Leben. Ein Blick auf seine Wunde sagte mir, daß der Knochen unversehrt war. 

»Das ist Peter, der Stalljunge«, rief der Fremde. 

»Er hat sie gefahren. Diese Bestien haben ihn heruntergezogen und zusammengeschlagen. Lassen Sie ihn liegen; wir können ihm nicht helfen, sie aber können wir vor dem schlimmsten Schicksal bewahren, das einer Frau zustoßen kann.«

Wir rasten den Pfad hinunter, der sich durch die Bäume wand. Als wir das Gebüsch erreichten, das das Haus umgab, blieb Holmes stehen. 

»Sie sind nicht ins Haus gegangen. Hier links sind ihre Spuren – hier, neben den Lorbeersträuchern! Ah, hab ich's nicht gesagt!«

Bei seinen Worten brach ein schriller Frauen-schrei – ein Schrei, der vor wahnsinnigem Entsetzen bebte – aus dem dichten grünen Gebüsch vor uns hervor. Auf dem höchsten Ton endete er abrupt in einem Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.151

Die einsame Radfahrerin

Doyle-WA Bd. 7, 117

erstickten Gurgeln. 

»Hier entlang! Hier entlang! Sie sind auf dem Bowlingspielplatz«, rief der Fremde und jagte durch die Büsche. »Ah, diese feigen Hunde! Folgen Sie mir, Gentlemen! Zu spät! Zu spät! Das darf doch nicht wahr sein!«

Plötzlich standen wir auf einer lieblichen Rasen-lichtung, die von alten Bäumen umgeben war. Am anderen Ende stand unter dem Schatten einer mächtigen Eiche eine seltsame Gruppe von drei Leuten: eine Frau, unsere Klientin, ohnmächtig hingesunken, ein Taschentuch vor dem Mund; ihr gegenüber ein brutal wirkender junger Mann mit groben Zügen und rotem Schnauzbart; er stand breitbeinig da, hatte einen Arm in die Seite gestützt und schwang mit dem anderen eine Reitpeitsche, seine ganze Haltung erinnerte an die eines triumphierenden Maulhelden. Zwischen ihnen hatte ein älterer, graubärtiger Mann, der über seinem hellen Tweedanzug einen kurzen Chorrock trug, offenbar soeben die Hochzeitszeremonie beendet, denn bei unserem Erscheinen steckte er sein Ge-betbuch in die Tasche und klopfte dem unheimlichen Bräutigam mit jovialem Glückwunsch auf die Schulter. 

»Sie sind verheiratet!« keuchte ich. 

»Kommen Sie!« rief unser Führer. »Kommen Sie!«

Er rannte über den Rasen, Holmes und ich ihm auf Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.152
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den Fersen. Als wir ankamen, taumelte die Lady gegen den Baumstamm, um sich zu stützen. Williamson, der ehemalige Geistliche, verbeugte sich in falscher Höflichkeit vor uns, und das Scheusal Woodley trat mit einem Schrei brutalen Triumphgelächters auf uns zu. 

»Du kannst deinen Bart jetzt abnehmen, Bob«, sagte er. »Ich kenn dich ja doch. Na, du und deine Kumpels sind ja gerade rechtzeitig gekommen, daß ich ihnen Mrs. Woodley vorstellen kann.«

Die Reaktion unseres Führers war merkwürdig. Er riß sich den dunklen Bart herunter, mit dem er sich verkleidet hatte, und warf ihn auf den Boden; darunter kam ein längliches, bleiches, glattrasiertes Gesicht zum Vorschein. Dann hob er seinen Revolver und legte damit auf den jungen Rohling an, der seinerseits, die gefährliche Reitpeitsche schwingend, auf ihn zuging. 

»Ja«, sagte unser Verbündeter, »ich bin Bob Carruthers, und ich werde dieser Frau zu ihrem Recht verhelfen, und wenn ich dafür hängen sollte. Ich habe dir gesagt, was ich mit dir mache, wenn du sie belästigst, und bei Gott, ich werde zu meinem Wort stehen!«

»Du kommst zu spät. Sie ist meine Frau!«

»Nein, deine Witwe.«

Ein Schuß knallte, und ich sah das Blut vorne aus Woodleys Weste spritzen. Er wirbelte mit einem Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.153
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Schrei herum und stürzte auf den Rücken; sein scheußliches rotes Gesicht überzog sich im Nu mit einer gräßlich gesprenkelten Blässe. Der alte Mann, der noch immer seinen Chorrock trug, brach in einen Haufen wüster Flüche aus, wie ich es noch nie zuvor gehört habe, und zog selber einen Revolver, doch ehe er ihn heben konnte, sah er in den Lauf von Holmes' 

Waffe. 

»Genug davon«, sagte mein Freund schneidend. 

»Werfen Sie die Pistole hin! Watson, heben Sie sie auf! Halten Sie sie an seinen Kopf! Danke. Und Sie, Carruthers, geben mir Ihren Revolver. Keine Gewalttätigkeiten mehr. Kommen Sie, geben Sie her!«

»Wer sind Sie eigentlich?«

»Mein Name ist Sherlock Holmes.«

»Großer Gott!«

»Wie ich sehe, haben Sie von mir gehört. Bis zu ihrem Eintreffen werde ich die Polizei vertreten. He, Sie!« schrie er dem erschreckten Stalljungen zu, der am Rand der Wiese erschienen war. »Kommen Sie her. Bringen Sie diesen Brief so schnell Sie können nach Farnham.« Er kritzelte ein paar Worte auf ein Blatt aus seinem Notizbuch. »Geben Sie das dem Chef der Polizeistation. Bis er kommt, muß ich Sie alle persönlich unter Arrest halten.«

Die starke, gebieterische Persönlichkeit von Holmes beherrschte die tragische Szene – sie alle waren Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.154
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gleichermaßen Marionetten in seinen Händen. Williamson und Carruthers trugen folgsam den verwundeten Woodley ins Haus, und ich reichte dem verschreckten Mädchen meinen Arm. Der Verletzte wurde aufsein Bett gelegt und auf Holmes' Bitte von mir untersucht. Ich brachte meinen Bericht in das mit alten Wandteppichen behangene Speisezimmer, wo er mit den beiden Gefangenen vor sich saß. 

»Er wird es überleben«, sagte ich. 

»Was!« rief Carruthers und sprang aus seinem Stuhl. »Ich geh rauf und mach ihn fertig! Wollen Sie etwa behaupten, daß dieses Mädchen, dieser Engel, für den Rest ihres Lebens an den Wilden Jack Woodley gebunden sein soll?«

»Darüber brauchen Sie sich keine Sorgen zu machen«, sagte Holmes. »Es gibt zwei sehr vernünftige Gründe dafür, warum sie unter keinen Umständen seine Frau sein wird. Erstens stellen wir Mr. Williamsons Berechtigung, eine Eheschließung zu vollziehen, entschieden in Frage.«

»Ich bin ordiniert!« schrie der alte Schurke. 

»Und Ihres Amtes enthoben.«

»Einmal Priester, immer Priester.«

»Das denke ich nicht. Was ist mit der kirchlichen Erlaubnis?«

»Wir hatten eine Erlaubnis für die Eheschließung. 

Ich habe sie hier in meiner Tasche.«
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»Dann haben Sie sie erschlichen. Auf jeden Fall aber ist eine erzwungene Hochzeit keine Hochzeit, sondern ein sehr schweres Verbrechen, wie Sie noch früh genüg merken werden. Sie werden in den nächsten zehn Jahren Zeit genug haben, über diesen Punkt gründlich nachzudenken, wenn ich nicht irre. Und was Sie betrifft, Carruthers, so hätten Sie besser daran getan, die Pistole in Ihrer Tasche zu lassen.«

»Das glaube ich langsam auch, Mr. Holmes; aber als ich an all meine Vorkehrungen dachte, um dieses Mädchen zu beschützen – denn ich habe sie geliebt, Mr. Holmes, und es war für mich das einzige Mal, daß ich erfahren habe, was Liebe ist –, da hat mich der Gedanke völlig wahnsinnig gemacht, daß sie jetzt in der Gewalt des größten Scheusals und Wüstlings von ganz Südafrika wäre, eines Mannes, dessen Name von Kimberley bis Johannesburg ein Brechmittel ist. 

Ja, Mr. Holmes, Sie werden's kaum glauben, aber seit dieses Mädchen bei mir beschäftigt ist, habe ich sie nicht ein einziges Mal an diesem Haus hier vorbeifahren lassen, wo, wie ich wußte, diese Schurken ihr auflauerten, ohne ihr auf meinem Fahrrad zu folgen, nur um dafür zu sorgen, daß ihr nichts zustieße. Ich hielt stets Abstand von ihr und trug einen Bart, damit sie mich nicht erkennen konnte, denn sie ist ein gutes und lebhaftes Mädchen und wäre nicht lange in meiner Beschäftigung geblieben, wenn sie gewußt hätte, daß Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.156
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ich ihr auf den Landstraßen nachfahre.«

»Warum haben Sie ihr nichts von der Gefahr gesagt?«

»Weil sie mich auch dann verlassen hätte, und diese Vorstellung konnte ich nicht ertragen. Selbst wenn sie mich nicht lieben konnte, bedeutete es mir sehr viel, einfach nur ihre zierliche Gestalt im Haus zu sehen und den Klang ihrer Stimme zu hören.«

»Nun«, sagte ich, »Sie nennen das Liebe, Mr. Carruthers, ich aber möchte es Eigennutz nennen.«

»Vielleicht beides auf einmal. Jedenfalls konnte ich sie nicht gehen lassen. Außerdem war es, bei diesem Gelumpe hier, doch gut, daß sie jemanden in der Nähe hatte, der sich um sie kümmerte. Als dann das Telegramm kam, wußte ich, daß sie entschlossen waren, etwas zu unternehmen.«

»Was für eine Telegramm?«

Carruthers zog ein Telegramm aus der Tasche. 

»Hier!« sagte er. Es lautete kurz und bündig: DER ALTE IST TOT. 

»Hm!« sagte Holmes. »Ich glaube, ich sehe jetzt, wie sich das abgespielt hat, und ich kann verstehen, wie diese Botschaft sie, wie Sie sagten, zu einer Entscheidung bringen sollte. Aber während wir warten, könnten Sie mir noch sagen, was Sie wissen.«
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Das alte schwarze Schaf im Chorrock brach in eine Flut unflätiger Worte aus. 

»Bei Gott!« sagte er. »Wenn Sie uns verpfeifen, Bob Carruthers, geb ich's Ihnen, wie Sie's Jack Woodley gegeben haben! Wegen des Mädchens können Sie herumblöken, soviel Sie wollen; das ist Ihre Sache. Aber wenn Sie uns bei diesem Zivilpolypen da denunzieren – das wäre das Schlimmste, was Sie je in Ihrem Leben gemacht hätten.«

»Euer Hochwürden brauchen sich nicht zu echauf-fieren«, sagte Holmes, indem er sich eine Zigarette anzündete. »Der Fall spricht deutlich genug gegen Sie, und ich frage lediglich aus persönlicher Neugier nach einigen Einzelheiten. Sollte es Ihnen jedoch schwerfallen zu reden, so übernehme ich das Gespräch, und dann werden Sie ja sehen, wie weit es in Ihrer Macht steht, Ihre Geheimnisse zurückzuhalten. 

Erstens: Sie kamen zu dritt wegen dieser Sache aus Südafrika – Sie, Williamson, Sie, Carruthers, und Woodley.«

»Lüge Nummer eins«, sagte der Alte; »ich habe die beiden zum erstenmal vor zwei Monaten gesehen, und ich war nie in meinem Leben in Afrika; das können Sie sich also in die Pfeife stecken und rauchen, Mr. 

Schnüffelnase Holmes!«

»Es stimmt, was er sagt«, sagte Carruthers. 

»Nun, nun, also kamen zwei von Ihnen her, und Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.158
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Seine Hochwürden ist ein Produkt unserer Heimat. 

Sie hatten in Südafrika Ralph Smith gekannt. Sie hatten Grund zu der Annahme, er würde nicht mehr lange leben. Sie hatten herausgefunden, daß seine Nichte sein Vermögen erben würde. Nun, wie ist das – he?«

Carruthers nickte, Williamson fluchte. 

»Sie war seine nächste Verwandte, ganz ohne Zweifel, und Ihnen war bekannt, daß der alte Knabe kein Testament machen würde.«

»Konnte weder lesen noch schreiben«, sagte Carruthers. 

»Also kamen Sie beide her und spürten das Mädchen auf. Die Idee war, daß einer von Ihnen sie heiraten sollte und der andere dann einen Anteil der Beute bekäme. Aus irgendeinem Grund wurde Woodley zum Gatten auserkoren. Wieso das?«

»Wir haben auf der Überfahrt Karten um sie gespielt. Er hat gewonnen.«

»Aha. Sie haben die junge Lady in Ihre Dienste genommen, und Woodley sollte ihr dort den Hof machen. Sie erkannte in ihm den saufenden Wüstling, der er war, und wollte nichts mit ihm zu tun haben. 

Inzwischen war Ihre Abmachung ziemlich durchein-andergeraten, weil Sie selbst sich in die junge Lady verliebt hatten. Sie konnten die Vorstellung nicht länger ertragen, daß dieser Rüpel sie besitzen sollte.«
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»Nein, Herrgottnochmal, das konnte ich nicht!«

»Es gab Streit zwischen Ihnen. Er verließ Sie wü-

tend und fing an, unabhängig von Ihnen seine eigenen Pläne zu schmieden.«

»Es kommt mir so vor, Williamson, wir haben diesem Gentleman nicht allzu viel zu erzählen«, rief Carruthers mit bitterem Lachen. »Ja, wir hatten Streit, und er hat mich niedergeschlagen. Aber was das betrifft, bin ich mit ihm quitt. Dann verlor ich ihn aus den Augen. Das war, als er sich mit diesem verstoßenen Padre hier angefreundet hat. Ich fand heraus, daß sie sich in diesem Haus an der Strecke, über die sie zum Bahnhof fahren mußte, häuslich niedergelassen hatten. Hierauf behielt ich sie im Auge, denn ich wußte, daß irgendeine Teufelei in der Luft lag. Hin und wieder besuchte ich die beiden, weil ich unbedingt herausfinden wollte, was sie vorhatten. Vor zwei Tagen kam Woodley mit diesem Telegramm zu mir ins Haus, aus dem hervorging, daß Ralph Smith gestorben war. Er fragte mich, ob ich mich an die Abmachung halten würde. Ich sagte, das würde ich nicht. 

Er fragte mich, ob ich das Mädchen selber heiraten und ihm seinen Anteil geben würde. Ich sagte ihm, daß ich das gern tun würde, sie mich aber nicht haben wolle. Da sagte er: ›Verheiraten wir sie erst einmal, nach ein paar Wochen sieht sie die Dinge vielleicht ganz anders.‹ Ich sagte, mit Gewalt wolle ich nichts Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.160
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zu tun haben. Und so zog er fluchend ab, dieser zotige Lump, und schwor, daß er sie doch noch bekommen würde. Sie verließ mich dieses Wochenende, und ich hatte ihr einen Wagen besorgt, der sie zum Bahnhof bringen sollte, aber ich war so beunruhigt, daß ich ihr auf meinem Fahrrad nachfuhr. Sie hatte jedoch einen Vorsprung, und ehe ich sie einholen konnte, war das Unglück bereits geschehen. Ich merkte erst, was los war, als ich Sie beide, Gentlemen, in ihrem Einspänner zurückkommen sah.«

Holmes stand auf und warf seinen Zigarettenstummel in den Kamin. »Ich bin ziemlich begriffsstutzig gewesen, Watson«, sagte er. »Als Sie in Ihrem Bericht erwähnten, Sie hätten zu sehen geglaubt, der Radfahrer hätte im Gebüsch seine Halsbinde gerichtet, hätte mir dies allein schon alles sagen müssen. 

Wir dürfen uns jedoch zu einem merkwürdigen und in mancher Hinsicht einmaligen Fall gratulieren. Wie ich sehe, kommen drei Mann von der Landpolizei die Einfahrt hoch, und der kleine Stallbursche ist erfreuli-cherweise in der Lage, mit ihnen Schritt zu halten; es ist demnach wahrscheinlich, daß weder er noch unser interessanter Bräutigam einen dauerhaften Schaden von ihren morgendlichen Abenteuern davontragen werden. Watson, ich denke, Sie sollten Miss Smith in Ihrer Eigenschaft als Arzt einen Besuch abstatten und ihr sagen, daß wir sie, wenn sie sich ausreichend er-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.161
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holt hat, mit Vergnügen zum Haus ihrer Mutter geleiten werden. Sollte sie noch nicht ganz wohl sein, dürften Sie sie durch den Hinweis, daß wir im Begriff sind, einem jungen Elektriker in den Midlands ein Telegramm zu schicken, vollends wiederherstellen können. Was Sie betrifft, Mr. Carruthers, so haben Sie wohl getan, was Sie konnten, um Ihren Anteil an einem üblen Anschlag wiedergutzumachen. Hier haben Sie meine Karte, Sir, und falls meine Aussage Ihnen in Ihrem Prozeß hilfreich sein kann, stehe ich Ihnen zur Verfügung.«

Im Wirbel unserer unablässigen Aktivitäten ist es mir, wie der Leser vermutlich schon bemerkt hat, oft schwergefallen, meine Erzählungen abzurunden und jene letzten Einzelheiten nachzutragen, die der Neugierige erwarten darf. Jeder Fall war das Vorspiel zu einem anderen, und war der Höhepunkt erst einmal überschritten, waren die Darsteller für immer aus unserem geschäftigen Leben verschwunden. Jedoch finde ich am Schluß meines Manuskripts eine kurze Notiz zu diesem Fall, in der ich vermerkt habe, daß Miss Violet Smith in der Tat ein beträchtliches Vermögen geerbt hat und nun mit Cyril Morton, dem Seniorpartner von Morton & Kennedy, den bekannten Elektrikern von Westminster, verheiratet ist. Williamson und Woodley wurde wegen Entführung und tätlicher Drohung der Prozeß gemacht, und der erstere er-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.162
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hielt sieben, der letztere zehn Jahre Gefängnis. Vom Schicksal Carruthers' besitze ich keine Aufzeichnung, doch bin ich sicher, daß seine Attacke vom Gericht nicht allzu schwer gewertet worden ist, da Woodley im Ruf eines höchst gefährlichen Schurken gestanden hat; ich nehme an, ein paar Monate Gefängnis dürften den Ansprüchen der Gerechtigkeit Genüge getan haben. 
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Die Abtei-Schule

Wir hatten auf unserer kleinen Bühne in Baker Street schon so manche dramatische Auftritte und Abgänge erlebt, aber an etwas Überraschenderes und Verblüffenderes als den ersten Auftritt von Dr. Thorneycroft Huxtable, M.A., Ph. D.14 usw., kann ich mich nicht erinnern. Seine Karte, die zu klein schien, um das Gewicht seiner akademischen Auszeichnungen tragen zu können, traf wenige Sekunden vor ihm ein; und dann schritt er selbst herein – so groß, so aufgeblasen und so ehrwürdig, daß er wie die Verkörperung von Selbstbeherrschung und Festigkeit schlechthin wirkte. 

Und doch – das erste, was er tat, nachdem er die Tür hinter sich geschlossen hatte, war, gegen den Tisch zu schwanken, von wo er auf den Boden rutschte; und da lag nun diese majestätische Gestalt bewußtlos ausgestreckt auf unserem Bärenfell-Kaminvorleger. 

Wir waren aufgesprungen und starrten einige Sekunden in stummer Verblüffung auf dieses gewichtige Wrack, das von irgendeinem jähen und fatalen Sturm weit draußen auf dem Ozean des Lebens Kunde tat. 

Dann holte Holmes eilig ein Kissen für seinen Kopf und ich Brandy für seine Lippen. Das massige bleiche Gesicht war von Sorgenfalten durchfurcht, die schweren Tränensäcke unter seinen Augen waren von blei-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.164
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erner Farbe, die Mundwinkel hingen ihm schlaff und qualvoll herab, und sein Doppelkinn war unrasiert. 

Hemd und Kragen trugen den Schmutz einer langen Reise, und das Haar starrte zerzaust von seinem wohlgeformten Haupt. Ein schwer geprüfter Mann lag vor uns. 

»Was hat er, Watson?« fragte Holmes. 

»Er ist völlig erschöpft – vermutlich vor Hunger und Übermüdung«, sagte ich, während ich mit einem Finger seinen schwachen Puls fühlte: Sein Lebensstrom tröpfelte dünn und schwächlich. 

»Rückfahrkarte von Mackleton im Norden Englands«, sagte Holmes und zog sie ihm aus der Uhrta-sche. »Es ist noch nicht einmal zwölf Uhr. Er muß recht früh losgefahren sein.«

Seine verrunzelten Lider hatten zu beben begonnen, und jetzt blickte uns ein Paar abwesender grauer Augen an. Einen Augenblick darauf war der Mann mühsam aufgestanden, sein Gesicht vor Scham purpurrot. 

»Verzeihen Sie mir diese Schwäche, Mr. Holmes; ich bin ein wenig überarbeitet. Ich danke Ihnen; wenn ich ein Glas Milch und einen Keks haben könnte, wird es mir zweifellos gleich besser werden. Ich bin persönlich gekommen, Mr. Holmes, um sicherzustellen, daß Sie mit mir zurückfahren. Ich fürchtete, ein Telegramm würde Sie nicht von der absoluten Dring-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.165
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lichkeit des Falls überzeugen können.«

»Wenn Sie sich ganz erholt haben –«

»Mir geht es wieder ganz gut. Ich kann mir gar nicht vorstellen, wie ich nur so schwach sein konnte. 

Ich möchte, Mr. Holmes, daß Sie mit dem nächsten Zug mit mir nach Mackleton zurückfahren.«

Mein Freund schüttelte den Kopf. 

»Mein Kollege Dr. Watson könnte Ihnen sagen, daß wir zur Zeit sehr beschäftigt sind. Ich habe gerade diesen Fall mit den Ferrers-Dokumenten in Arbeit, und der Prozeß gegen den Mörder von Abergavenny steht bevor. Gegenwärtig könnte mich nur eine durchaus dringende Angelegenheit zum Verlassen Londons bewegen.«

»Dringend?« Unser Besucher warf die Arme hoch. 

»Haben Sie denn noch nichts von der Entführung des einzigen Sohns des Herzogs von Holdernesse ge-hört?«

»Was! Der ehemalige Kabinettsminister?«

»Ganz recht. Wir hatten versucht, es aus den Zeitungen herauszuhalten, aber gestern abend ist im Globe  ein Gerücht aufgetaucht. Ich nahm an, es sei Ihnen zu Ohren gekommen.«

Holmes fuhr seinen langen dünnen Arm aus und griff sich den Band »H« seines enzyklopädischen Nachschlagewerks. 

»›Holdernesse, 

sechster

Herzog, 

K.G.15, 
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P.C.16‹ – das halbe Alphabet! – ›Baron Beverley, Graf von Carston‹ – meine Güte, was für eine Aufzählung! – ›Lord-Lieutenant17 von Hallamshire seit 1900. Verheiratet mit Edith, der Tochter von Sir Charles Appledor, seit 1888. Erbe und einziges Kind: Lord Saltire. Grundbesitz etwa zweihundertundfünfzigtausend Morgen. Bergwerke in Lancashire und Wales. Anschrift: Carl ton House Terrace; Holdernesse Hall, Hallamshire; Carston Castle, Bangor, Wales. 

Lord of the Admiralty18 1872; Minister für –‹ Nun, nun, dieser Mann ist in der Tat einer der bedeutendsten Untertanen der Krone!«

»Der bedeutendste, und vielleicht der wohlhabend-ste. Mir ist bekannt, Mr. Holmes, daß Sie in beruflichen Angelegenheiten sehr gründlich vorgehen und daß Sie auch bereit sind, nur um der Arbeit willen zu arbeiten. Ich darf Ihnen jedoch melden, daß Seine Gnaden angedeutet hat, daß demjenigen, der ihm sagen kann, wo sich sein Sohn befindet, ein Scheck über fünftausend Pfund überreicht werden soll, sowie weitere tausend dem, der den Mann oder die Männer benennen kann, die ihn entführt haben.«

»Ein fürstliches Angebot«, sagte Holmes. »Watson, ich denke, wir werden Dr. Huxtable in den Norden Englands zurückbegleiten. Und nun, Dr. Huxtable, werden Sie mir, nachdem Sie die Milch ausgetrunken haben, freundlicherweise erzählen, was ge-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.167
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schehen ist, wann es geschehen ist, wie es geschehen ist, und schließlich, was Dr. Thorneycroft Huxtable von der Abtei-Schule bei Mackleton mit der Sache zu tun hat, und warum er erst drei Tage nach dem Vorfall – der Zustand Ihres Kinns gibt mir dies Datum an – zu mir kommt, um meine bescheidenen Dienste zu erbitten.«

Unser Besucher hatte seine Milch und die Kekse verzehrt. Das Licht war wieder in seine Augen und die Farbe auf seine Wangen zurückgekehrt, als er sich daranmachte, mit großer Energie und Klarheit die Lage zu beschreiben. 

»Ich muß Sie davon unterrichten, Gentlemen, daß die Abtei eine Vorschule ist, deren Gründer und Direktor ich bin. Vielleicht ruft Ihnen das Buch  Huxtables Streiflichter auf Horaz  meinen Namen ins Ge-dächtnis. Die. Abtei ist, ohne jede Ausnahme, die beste und exklusivste Vorschule Englands. Lord Leverstoke, der Graf von Blackwater, Sir Cathcart Soames – sie alle haben ihre Söhne mir anvertraut. Doch glaubte ich, meine Schule habe ihren Zenit erreicht, als vor drei Wochen der Herzog von Holdernesse seinen Sekretär, Mr. James Wilder, zu mir schickte und mir bedeuten ließ, daß der junge Lord Saltire, sein zehnjähriger, einziger Sohn und Erbe, meiner Obhut anvertraut werden sollte. Ich dachte wohl kaum daran, daß dies das Vorspiel zu dem niederschmetterndsten Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.168
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Unglück meines Lebens sein würde. 

Am 1. Mai kam der Junge an, also zu Beginn des Sommersemesters. Er war ein entzückender Knabe und paßte sich bald unseren Gepflogenheiten an. Ich darf Ihnen sagen – das ist ja hoffentlich nicht indiskret; halbe Geständnisse sind in einem solchen Fall absurd –, daß er zu Hause nicht ganz glücklich gewesen ist. Es ist ein offenes Geheimnis, daß das Ehele-ben des Herzogs nicht sonderlich friedlich war und das Ganze mit einer Trennung in gegenseitigem Einverständnis geendet hatte, worauf die Herzogin sich in Südfrankreich niederließ. Dies war erst vor ganz kurzem geschehen, und man weiß, daß der Junge seiner Mutter sehr zugetan war. Nach ihrem Weggang von Holdernesse Hall war er sehr bekümmert, und aus diesem Grund hatte der Herzog gewünscht, ihn auf meine Anstalt zu schicken. Nach vierzehn Tagen fühl-te sich der Junge bei uns wie zu Hause und war augenscheinlich vollkommen glücklich. 

Zum letztenmal wurde er in der Nacht zum 13. Mai gesehen – also letzten Montagabend. Sein Zimmer lag im zweiten Stock und war durch ein weiteres großes Zimmer zu erreichen, in welchem zwei Jungen schliefen. Diese Jungen haben nichts gesehen oder gehört; demnach ist sicher, daß der junge Saltire nicht durch dieses Zimmer hinausgekommen ist. Sein Fenster stand auf, und darunter wächst ein kräftiger Efeu bis Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.169
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zum Boden. Wir konnten unten keine Fußspuren finden, aber es ist klar, daß dies der einzig mögliche Ausgang ist. 

Seine Abwesenheit wurde am Dienstagmorgen um sieben Uhr festgestellt. Sein Bett war benutzt worden. 

Er hatte sich vor seinem Weggang vollständig angekleidet, und zwar seinen gewöhnlichen Schulanzug: schwarze Eton-Jacke und dunkelgraue Hosen. Nichts deutete darauf hin, daß irgend jemand den Raum betreten hatte, und es ist völlig sicher, daß Schreie oder Kampfgeräusche nicht unbemerkt geblieben wären, da Caunter, der ältere Junge im Nebenzimmer, einen sehr leichten Schlaf hat. 

Nachdem Lord Saltires Verschwinden entdeckt worden war, ließ ich sofort die gesamte Schule antreten – Schüler, Lehrer und Bedienstete. Hierbei ermittelten wir dann, daß Lord Saltire seine Flucht nicht alleine angetreten hatte. Auch Heidegger, der Deutschlehrer, fehlte. Sein Zimmer lag im zweiten Stock, im anderen Flügel des Gebäudes, ging aber nach derselben Richtung wie das von Lord Saltire. Auch sein Bett war benutzt worden; aber er war offenbar nur teilweise bekleidet gegangen, da sein Hemd und seine Strümpfe auf dem Boden lagen. Er hatte sich unzweifelhaft an dem Efeu hinuntergelassen, denn wir konnten die Abdrücke seiner Füße sehen, wo er auf dem Rasen gelandet war. Sein Fahrrad stand immer in Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.170
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einem kleinen Schuppen an diesem Rasen, und auch dies war verschwunden. 

Er war damals mit den besten Referenzen gekommen und hatte schon zwei Jahre für mich gearbeitet; aber er war ein schweigsamer, mißmutiger Mensch und weder bei den anderen Lehrern noch den Schülern sehr beliebt. Keine Spur ließ sich von den Flüchtlingen finden, und am heutigen Donnerstagmorgen wissen wir genauso wenig wie am Dienstag. Natürlich haben wir uns sofort in Holdernesse Hall erkundigt. 

Es liegt nur wenige Meilen weit weg, und wir hatten uns gedacht, er sei in einem plötzlichen Anfall von Heimweh zu seinem Vater zurückgelaufen; doch dieser hatte nichts von ihm gehört. Der Herzog ist tief erschüttert – und was mich betrifft, so haben Sie ja den Zustand nervlicher Erschöpfung selbst gesehen, in den mich die Anspannung und meine Verantwortlich-keit getrieben haben. Mr. Holmes, sollten Sie je Ihre ganze Kraft zur Geltung bringen wollen, so flehe ich Sie an, es jetzt zu tun, denn Sie werden in Ihrem ganzen Leben keinen Fall mehr haben, der Ihrer würdiger sein könnte.«

Sherlock Holmes hatte dem Bericht des unglücklichen Schulleiters mit äußerster Aufmerksamkeit zugehört. Seine herabgezogenen Augenbrauen und die tiefe Furche dazwischen zeigten an, daß er keiner Er-munterung bedurfte, um seine ganze Konzentration Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.171
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auf ein Problem zu richten, das, abgesehen von den enormen Interessen, die hierbei auf dem Spiele standen, seine Liebe zum Komplexen und Ungewöhnlichen so unmittelbar ansprach. Nun zog er sein Notizbuch hervor und machte sich schnell ein paar Anmerkungen. 

»Es war sehr nachlässig von Ihnen, mich nicht eher aufzusuchen«, sagte er streng. »Sie lassen mich meine Ermittlungen mit einem überaus schwerwiegenden Handicap antreten. Zum Beispiel ist es undenkbar, daß dieser Efeu und der Rasen einem erfahrenen Beobachter keine Anhaltspunkte geliefert hätten.«

»Mich trifft keine Schuld, Mr. Holmes. Seine Gnaden wünschten durchaus, jeden öffentlichen Skandal zu vermeiden. Er fürchtete, das Unglück seiner Familie könne vor die Welt gezerrt werden. Vor dergleichen hegt er einen tiefen Abscheu.«

»Es hat aber doch eine offizielle Untersuchung gegeben?«

»Ja, Sir, und die war höchst enttäuschend. Man erhielt sofort einen deutlichen Hinweis: Angeblich seien ein Knabe und ein junger Mann beobachtet worden, die mit dem Frühzug von einem Bahnhof in der Umgebung abgefahren seien. Nur haben wir letzte Nacht erfahren, daß man diese beiden in Liverpool aufgespürt hat und sie nachweislich keinerlei Verbindung mit dem vorliegenden Fall haben. Daraufhin bin ich Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.172
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dann, nach einer schlaflosen Nacht, in meiner Verzweiflung und Enttäuschung direkt mit dem Frühzug zu Ihnen gekommen.«

»Ich nehme an, die örtlichen Ermittlungen wurden während der Verfolgung dieser falschen Spur nur mäßig weitergetrieben?«

»Sie wurden vollständig eingestellt.«

»Womit also drei Tage vergeudet wurden. Die Angelegenheit wurde höchst erbärmlich behandelt.«

»Das empfinde ich auch und gestehe es ein.«

»Und doch dürfte das Problem einer endgültigen Lösung zugänglich sein. Ich werde mich mit dem größten Vergnügen daranmachen. Konnten Sie irgendeine Verbindung zwischen dem vermißten Jungen und dem Deutschlehrer feststellen?«

»Nicht die geringste.«

»Hat dieser Lehrer ihn unterrichtet?«

»Nein; soweit ich weiß, haben sie nie miteinander gesprochen.«

»Das ist allerdings sehr merkwürdig. Besaß der Junge ein Fahrrad?«

»Nein.«

»Fehlte sonst noch ein Fahrrad?«

»Nein.«

»Ganz bestimmt?«

»Durchaus.«

»Tja, nun, Sie wollen doch nicht allen Ernstes an-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.173
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deuten, daß dieser Deutsche mitten in der Nacht mit dem Jungen auf dem Arm auf seinem Fahrrad davon-gefahren ist?«

»Bestimmt nicht.«

»Wie stellen Sie sich dann die Sache vor?«

»Das Fahrrad könnte zur Irreführung benutzt worden sein. Vielleicht wurde es irgendwo versteckt, und die beiden sind zu Fuß weggegangen.«

»Sehr schön; aber kommt Ihnen diese Irreführung nicht ziemlich absurd vor? Gab es in diesem Schuppen noch andere Fahrräder?«

»Mehrere.«

»Würde er nicht  zwei  Fahrräder versteckt haben, wenn er den Eindruck hinterlassen wollte, sie wären damit fortgefahren?«

»Das könnte ich mir denken.«

»Freilich. Die Theorie mit der Irreführung taugt also nichts. Doch ist der Vorfall ein vorzüglicher Ausgangspunkt für eine Nachforschung. Immerhin läßt sich ein Fahrrad nicht eben leicht verbergen oder zerstören. Eine weitere Frage. Hat irgend jemand den Jungen am Tag vor seinem Verschwinden besuchen wollen?«

»Nein.«

»Hat er Briefe bekommen?«

»Ja, einen Brief.«

»Von wem.«
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»Von seinem Vater.«

»Öffnen Sie die Briefe Ihrer Schüler?«

»Nein.«

»Woher wissen Sie dann, daß er von seinem Vater kam?«

»Auf dem Umschlag befand sich sein Wappen, und er war in der eigentümlich steifen Handschrift des Herzogs adressiert. Außerdem erinnert sich der Herzog daran, ihn geschrieben zu haben.«

»Hatte er davor irgendwelche Briefe bekommen?«

»Mehrere Tage lang keinen.«

»Hatte er je einen aus Frankreich bekommen?«

»Nein; nie.«

»Sie sehen natürlich, worauf ich mit meinen Fragen abziele. Der Junge wurde entweder mit Gewalt entführt, oder er ist aus freien Stücken weggegangen. In letzterem Fall dürfte man annehmen, daß es schon irgendeines äußeren Ansporns bedurft hätte, einen so jungen Knaben zu etwas Derartigem zu veranlassen. 

Wenn ihn niemand besucht hat, muß dieser Ansporn brieflich erfolgt sein. Und daher versuche ich zu ermitteln, wer seine Korrespondenten waren.«

»Ich fürchte, da kann ich Ihnen nur wenig helfen. 

Soweit ich weiß, hat er nur von seinem Vater Briefe bekommen.«

»Der ihm genau am Tag seines Verschwindens geschrieben hat. Waren die Beziehungen zwischen Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.175
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Vater und Sohn sehr herzlich?«

»Seine Gnaden stehen mit niemandem auf sehr herzlichem Fuß. Er geht vollständig in seinen bedeutenden öffentlichen Angelegenheiten auf und ist jeglichen gewöhnlichen Gefühlen gegenüber ziemlich unzugänglich. Doch war er auf seine Weise stets freundlich zu dem Jungen.«

»Aber die Sympathien des letzteren standen auf Seiten seiner Mutter?«

»Ja.«

»Hat er das selbst gesagt?«

»Nein.«

»Der Herzog demnach?«

»Gütiger Himmel, nein!«

»Wie konnten Sie es dann wissen?«

»Ich hatte ein vertrauliches Gespräch mit Mr. 

James Wilder, dem Sekretär Seiner Gnaden. Er war es, der mich von den Gefühlen Lord Saltires unterrichtete.«

»Aha. Übrigens, dieser letzte Brief des Herzogs –

hat man den im Zimmer des Jungen gefunden, nachdem er verschwunden war?«

»Nein; er hatte ihn mitgenommen. Ich denke, Mr. 

Holmes, es ist Zeit, daß wir uns nach Euston begeben.«

»Ich werde eine Droschke bestellen. Wir werden Ihnen in einer Viertelstunde zu Diensten stehen. Soll-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.176
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ten Sie nach Hause telegraphieren, Mr. Huxtable, wäre es nicht schlecht, wenn Sie die Leute in Ihrer Nachbarschaft in dem Glauben beließen, die Ermittlungen konzentrierten sich weiterhin auf Liverpool oder wohin auch immer diese falsche Spur Ihre Meute gelockt hat. Unterdessen werde ich in aller Ruhe ein wenig vor Ihrer Tür herumschnüffeln, und vielleicht ist die Fährte noch nicht so kalt, als daß zwei alte Spürhunde wie Watson und ich sie nicht doch noch aufnehmen können.«

Dieser Abend fand uns im kühlen, belebenden Klima des Peak District, in dem Dr. Huxtables berühmte Schule gelegen ist. Es war dunkel, als wir dort ankamen. Auf dem Tisch in der Eingangshalle lag eine Karte, und der Butler flüsterte seinem Herrn etwas zu, worauf dieser sich uns mit allen Anzeichen von Erregung in seinem Gesicht zuwandte. 

»Der Herzog ist hier«, sagte er. »Der Herzog und Mr. Wilder sind im Arbeitszimmer. Kommen Sie, Gentlemen, ich werde Sie ihnen vorstellen.«

Die Bilder des berühmten Staatsmannes waren mir natürlich vertraut, doch der Mann selbst unterschied sich beträchtlich von diesen Darstellungen. Er war groß und stattlich und gewissenhaft gekleidet; sein Gesicht war schmal und verzerrt, und die Nase war grotesk gebogen und lang. Seine Gesichtsfarbe war Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.177
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von totenhafter Blässe, welche durch den Kontrast mit einem langen, schütteren, lebhaft roten Bart noch erschreckender wirkte, der ihm auf seine weiße Weste herabhing und durch dessen Fransen eine Uhrkette schimmerte. Dies also war die stattliche Erscheinung, die mitten auf Dr. Huxtables Kaminvorleger stand und uns steinern entgegenblickte. Neben ihm stand ein sehr junger Mann, in dem ich seinen Privatsekretär Wilder vermutete. Er war klein, kräftig und lebhaft und hatte intelligente hellblaue Augen und ein reges Mienenspiel. Er war es, der das Gespräch sofort in prägnantem und bestimmtem Tonfall eröffnete. 

»Ich kam heute morgen zu spät, Mr. Huxtable, um Sie noch daran zu hindern, sich nach London zu begeben. Ich erfuhr, Sie hätten die Absicht, Mr. Sherlock Holmes aufzufordern, diesen Fall zu übernehmen. 

Seine Gnaden sind überrascht, Mr. Huxtable, daß Sie einen solchen Schritt unternehmen, ohne sich vorher mit ihm beraten zu haben.«

»Als ich erfuhr, daß die Polizei versagt hatte –«

»Seine Gnaden sind durchaus nicht davon überzeugt, daß die Polizei versagt hat.«

»Aber freilich, Mr. Wilder –«

»Sie wissen sehr wohl, Dr. Huxtable, daß Seine Gnaden überaus darauf bedacht sind, jeglichen öffentlichen Skandal zu vermeiden. Er zieht es vor, so wenig Leute wie möglich ins Vertrauen zu ziehen.«
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»Die Sache kann leicht behoben werden«, sagte der eingeschüchterte Doktor. »Mr. Sherlock Holmes kann morgen früh mit dem Zug nach London zurückfahren.«

»Wohl kaum, Doktor, wohl kaum«, sagte Holmes mit sanftester Stimme. »Die Luft hier im Norden ist belebend und angenehm, weshalb ich vorhabe, einige Tage in Ihren Mooren zu verbringen und mich so gut es geht zu beschäftigen. Ob Sie mich beherbergen oder der Dorfgasthof, haben natürlich Sie zu entscheiden.«

Ich sah, daß der unglückliche Doktor im letzten Stadium der Unschlüssigkeit war, aus welchem ihn die tiefe sonore Stimme des rotbärtigen Herzogs erlö-

ste, die plötzlich wie ein Gong erdröhnte. 

»Ich stimme mit Mr. Wilder überein, Mr. Huxtable, daß es klug von Ihnen gewesen wäre, sich mit mir zu beraten. Da Sie nun aber Mr. Holmes einmal ins Vertrauen gezogen haben, wäre es wahrlich absurd, wenn wir seine Dienste nicht in Anspruch nähmen. 

Gehen Sie bitte nicht in den Gasthof, Mr. Holmes, vielmehr würde es mich freuen, Sie als Gast auf Holdernesse Hall begrüßen zu dürfen.«

»Ich danke Euer Gnaden. Doch hielte ich es für klüger, für die Zwecke meiner Ermittlungen am Schauplatz des geheimnisvollen Geschehens zu bleiben.«
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»Ganz wie Sie wünschen, Mr. Holmes. Selbstverständlich steht Ihnen jede Information, die Mr. Wilder oder ich Ihnen geben kann, zur Verfügung.«

»Ich werde Sie vermutlich auf Holdernesse Hall aufsuchen müssen«, sagte Holmes. »Jetzt möchte ich Sie nur fragen, Sir, ob Sie selbst auf irgendeine Erklä-

rung für das rätselhafte Verschwinden Ihres Sohnes gekommen sind?«

»Nein, Sir, das bin ich nicht.«

»Verzeihen Sie, wenn ich auf Dinge anspiele, die Ihnen schmerzlich sind, aber ich habe keine andere Möglichkeit. Glauben Sie, daß die Herzogin irgend etwas mit der Sache zu tun haben könnte?«

Der große Minister zögerte sichtlich. 

»Ich denke nicht«, sagte er schließlich. 

»Die andere nächstliegende Erklärung ist die, daß das Kind entführt wurde, unrein Lösegeld zu erpressen. Irgend etwas Dergleichen wurde noch nicht von Ihnen verlangt?«

»Nein, Sir.«

»Noch eine Frage, Euer Gnaden. Wie ich hörte, haben Sie Ihrem Sohn am Tag jenes Vorfalls geschrieben.«

»Nein! Ich habe ihm am Tag davor geschrieben.«

»Sehr wohl. Aber er bekam den Brief an diesem Tag?«

»Ja.«
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»Stand in Ihrem Brief irgend etwas, das ihn aus der Fassung bringen oder zu einem solchen Schritt hätte veranlassen können?«

»Nein, Sir, ganz sicher nicht.«

»Haben Sie den Brief selbst zur Post gebracht?«

Der Sekretär fiel dem Adligen mit einiger Hitze ins Wort. 

»Seine Gnaden haben nicht die Angewohnheit, Briefe selbst zur Post zu bringen«, sagte er. »Dieser Brief lag mit anderen auf dem Schreibtisch, und ich selbst habe sie in den Postsack gesteckt.«

»Sind Sie sicher, daß der betreffende auch dabei war?«

»Ja, ich habe ihn gesehen.«

»Wieviele Briefe haben Euer Gnaden an diesem Tag geschrieben?«

»Zwanzig oder dreißig. Ich führe eine beträchtliche Korrespondenz. Aber ist das nicht reichlich unerheblich?«

»Nicht ganz«, sagte Holmes. 

»Ich für meinen Teil«, fuhr der Herzog fort, »habe der Polizei geraten, ihr Augenmerk auf Südfrankreich zu richten. Ich sagte bereits, ich glaube nicht daran, daß die Herzogin eine so ungeheuerliche Tat unterstützen würde, aber der Junge hatte die verschroben-sten Ansichten, und es mag sein, daß er, mit Hilfe und Schutz dieses Deutschen, zu ihr geflohen ist. Dr. 
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Huxtable, ich denke, wir begeben uns zur Hall zu-rück.«

Ich merkte, daß Holmes noch weitere Fragen hätte stellen wollen; aber die kurz angebundene Art des Adligen zeigte, daß das Gespräch beendet war. Es war offensichtlich, daß diese Erörterung seiner intimen Familienangelegenheiten mit einem Fremden seinem durch und durch aristokratischen Wesen zutiefst zuwider war und daß er fürchtete, jede neue Frage könnte ein noch grelleres Licht in die diskret im Schatten verborgenen Winkel seiner herzöglichen Geschichte werfen. 

Als der Adlige und sein Sekretär gegangen waren, stürzte mein Freund sich mit dem ihm eigenen Eifer in die Ermittlungen. 

Das Zimmer des Jungen wurde sorgfältig untersucht, aber dies erbrachte lediglich die absolute Ge-wißheit, daß er ausschließlich durch das Fenster hatte entweichen können. Zimmer und Habseligkeiten des Deutschlehrers lieferten ebenfalls keinen weiteren Hinweis. In seinem Fall hatte eine Efeuranke unter seinem Gewicht nachgegeben, und im Licht einer Laterne sahen wir die Stelle auf dem Rasen, auf der er aufgesprungen war. Diese eine Delle in dem kurzen grünen Gras war der einzige hinterbliebene materielle Zeuge jener unerklärlichen nächtlichen Flucht. 

Sherlock Holmes ging alleine aus dem Haus und Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.182
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kam erst nach elf Uhr zurück. Er hatte sich ein großes Meßtischblatt von der Gegend besorgt, mit welchem er zu mir aufs Zimmer kam; er breitete es auf dem Bett aus und begann, nachdem er die Lampe mitten darauf balanciert hatte, rauchend darüber zu grübeln, wobei er gelegentlich mit dem qualmenden Bernsteinmundstück seiner Pfeife auf interessante Punkte hinwies. 

»Dieser Fall wächst mir allmählich ans Herz, Watson«, sagte er. »Er weist einige entschieden interessante Aspekte auf. Ich möchte, daß Sie sich in diesem frühen Stadium die geographischen Gegebenheiten der hiesigen Gegend vergegenwärtigen, die mit unseren Ermittlungen eine ganze Menge zu tun haben könnten. Sehen Sie sich diese Karte an. Dieses dunkle Rechteck ist die Abtei-Schule. Ich stecke einmal eine Nadel hinein. Diese Linie hier ist die Hauptstraße. Sie sehen, sie verläuft ost-westlich an der Schule vorbei. 

Und Sie sehen auch, daß in beiden Richtungen über eine Meile keine Nebenstraße davon abgeht. Falls diese beiden Leute sich über eine Straße davongemacht haben, dann über  diese. «

»Ganz recht.«

»Durch einen seltsamen und glücklichen Zufall können wir das, was in der fraglichen Nacht an dieser Straße passierte, einigermaßen rekonstruieren. An dieser Stelle hier, wo meine Pfeife jetzt ruht, hat von Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes
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zwölf bis sechs Uhr ein Landpolizist seinen Dienst verrichtet. Wie Sie sehen, handelt es sich um die erste Straßenkreuzung nach Osten hin. Dieser Mann er-klärt, er habe seinen Posten keine Sekunde lang verlassen, und es ist absolut sicher, daß kein Junge und kein Mann unbemerkt hier haben vorbeikommen können. 

Ich habe heute abend mit diesem Polizisten gesprochen, und er scheint mir ein vollkommen verläßlicher Mensch zu sein. Damit ist diese Richtung versperrt. 

Wir müssen uns nun um die andere kümmern. Dort steht ein Gasthof, der  Rote Stier,  dessen Wirtin in jener Nacht
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einen Arzt geschickt, der aber, da er in einem anderen Notfall unterwegs war, erst am Morgen eintraf. Die Leute in dem Gasthof waren die ganze Nacht über wach, da sie seine Ankunft erwarteten, und der eine oder andere dürfte die Straße ständig im Auge gehabt haben. Sie erklären, es sei niemand vorbeigekommen. 

Wenn ihre Aussage etwas taugt, sind wir in der glücklichen Lage, auch den Westen zu versperren, und können des weiteren sagen, daß die Flüchtlinge die Straße überhaupt nicht benutzt haben.«

»Aber das Fahrrad?« wandte ich ein. 

»Sehr richtig. Auf das Fahrrad kommen wir gleich. 

Um unsere Überlegungen fortzusetzen: Wenn diese Leute nicht die Straße benutzt haben, müssen sie in nördlicher oder südlicher Richtung querfeldein gegangen sein. Dies steht fest. Wägen wir das eine gegen das andere ab. Südlich vom Haus erstreckt sich, wie Sie sehen, eine große Fläche Ackerland, die in kleine Felder mit Steinmauern dazwischen unterteilt ist. 

Dort, möchte ich meinen, kann man unmöglich mit einem Fahrrad fahren. Wir können diese Idee also fallenlassen. Wenden wir uns dem Land im Norden zu. 

Hier liegt ein mit  Ragged Shaw  bezeichnetes Wäldchen, und dahinter erstreckt sich ein weites, hügeliges Moor, Lower Gill Moor, welches sich zehn Meilen weit hinzieht und langsam ansteigt. Hier, auf der einen Seite dieser Wildnis, liegt Holdernesse Hall, Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.185
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über die Straße zehn, durchs Moor aber nur sechs Meilen entfernt. Die Gegend ist ausgesprochen öde. 

Nur wenige Moorbauern haben hier ihre kleinen Ländereien, wo sie Vieh und Schafe halten. Von diesen abgesehen, sind die einzigen Bewohner dieser Gegend bis zur Hauptstraße nach Chesterfield Regenpfeifer und Brachvogel. Wie Sie sehen, gibt es dort eine Kirche, ein paar Hütten und einen Gasthof. Dahinter steigen die Berge steil an. Wir werden unsere Suche mit Sicherheit hier im Norden beginnen müssen.«

»Aber das Fahrrad?« beharrte ich. 

»Nun, nun!« sagte Holmes ungeduldig. »Ein guter Radfahrer braucht keine Hauptstraße. Das Moor ist von Pfaden durchzogen, und es war Vollmond. Hallo! 

Was ist das?«

Es hatte aufgeregt an die Tür geklopft, und einen Moment später stand Dr. Huxtable im Zimmer. In seiner Hand hielt er eine blaue Kricketmütze mit weißem Winkel auf dem Schirm. 

»Endlich ein Anhaltspunkt!« rief er. »Dem Himmel sei Dank, endlich sind wir dem Jungen auf der Spur! 

Das ist seine Mütze.«

»Wo wurde sie gefunden?«

»In dem Wagen der Zigeuner, die hier auf dem Moor kampiert haben. Sie sind am Dienstag abgefahren. Heute hat die Polizei sie aufgespürt und ihre Karawane untersucht. Und dies hat man gefunden.«
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»Wie erklären sie das?«

»Durch Ausflüchte und Lügen – sie behaupteten, sie hätten die Mütze am Dienstagmorgen im Moor gefunden. Sie wissen, wo er ist, diese Schurken! Gott sei Dank sitzen sie alle sicher hinter Schloß und Riegel. Die Furcht vor dem Gesetz oder die Börse des Herzogs wird bestimmt alles aus ihnen herauslocken, was sie wissen.«

»So weit, so gut«, sagte Holmes, als der Doktor endlich aus dem Zimmer gegangen war. »Immerhin erhärtet dies die Theorie, daß wir in Richtung Lower Gill Moor mit Ergebnissen rechnen können. Die Polizei hier hat wirklich nichts getan, von der Verhaftung dieser Zigeuner abgesehen. Sehen Sie her, Watson! 

Hier zieht sich ein Wasserlauf durch das Moor. Sie sehen ihn hier auf der Karte eingezeichnet. An einigen Stellen erweitert er sich zu Morast, und zwar ganz besonders in der Gegend zwischen Holdernesse Hall und der Schule. Bei diesem trockenen Wetter braucht man woanders gar nicht erst nach Spuren zu suchen; aber  hier  besteht sicherlich eine Chance, daß noch irgend etwas zu sehen ist. Ich werde Sie morgen früh wecken, und dann werden wir beide versuchen, ob wir etwas Licht in dieses Geheimnis bringen können.«

Der Tag brach gerade an, als ich erwachte und die lange hagere Gestalt Holmes' neben meinem Bett stehen sah. Er war vollständig angekleidet und offenbar Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.187
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bereits draußen gewesen. 

»Den Rasen und den Fahrradschuppen habe ich schon erledigt«, sagte er. »Außerdem habe ich einen Streifzug durch  Ragged Shaw  unternommen. Nun, Watson, im Nebenzimmer steht Kakao für Sie bereit. 

Ich muß Sie bitten, sich zu beeilen, da wir einen groß-

artigen Tag vor uns haben.«

Seine Augen leuchteten, und seine Wangen waren von der Heiterkeit des Meisters gerötet, der sein Werk fertig vor sich liegen sieht. Wie unterschied sich dieser tatkräftige, muntere Holmes von dem introspekti-ven und blassen Träumer der Baker Street! Als ich seine elastische, von Vitalität strotzende Gestalt vor mir sah, spürte ich, daß uns wirklich ein arbeitsreicher Tag bevorstand. 

Und doch begann er mit der schwärzesten Enttäuschung. Wir waren mit hohen Erwartungen durch das torfige, graubraune, von tausend Schafswegen durchzogene Moor gestreift, bis wir an den breiten hellgrü-

nen Gürtel gelangten, der den Morast zwischen uns und Holdernesse Hall bezeichnete. Wenn der Junge die Richtung nach Hause eingeschlagen hatte, mußte er auf jeden Fall hier durchgegangen sein und dabei Spuren hinterlassen haben. Doch weder von ihm noch von dem Deutschen war etwas zu sehen. Mit immer finsterer werdendem Gesicht schritt mein Freund den Rand ab, wobei er jeden Schmutzfleck auf der Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.188
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schlammigen Oberfläche genau in Augenschein nahm. 

Schafspuren gab es in Hülle und Fülle, einer Stelle, ein paar Meilen weiter, hatten Kühe ihre hinterlassen. 

Sonst nichts. 

»Schlappe Nummer eins«, sagte Holmes und sah düster über die wogende Weite des Moors. »Dort drü-

ben ist noch ein Morastgelände, und dazwischen ein schmaler Streifen. Hallo! Hallo! Hallo! Was haben wir denn da?«

Wir waren zu einem dünnen schwarzen Pfad gekommen. In dessen Mitte befand sich, deutlich in den sumpfigen Boden eingedrückt, die Spur eines Fahrrades. 

»Hurra!« rief ich aus. »Wir haben's gefunden.«

Aber Holmes schüttelte den Kopf, und seine Miene war eher verwirrt und abwartend als erfreut. 

»Ein Fahrrad schon, aber nicht  das  Fahrrad«, sagte er. »Ich bin mit zweiundvierzig verschiedenen Reifen-abdrücken vertraut. Dies hier ist, wie Sie sehen, ein Dunlop, mit einem Flicken auf dem Mantel. Heidegger hatte Palmer-Reifen, welche Längsstreifen hinterlassen. Aveling, der Mathematiklehrer, war sich dessen sicher. Und daher ist dies nicht Heideggers Spur.«

»Dann die des Jungen?«

»Möglich, wenn wir nachweisen könnten, daß er ein Fahrrad gehabt hat. Aber das ist uns durchaus nicht gelungen. Diese Spur stammt, wie Sie sehen, Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.189
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von einem Fahrer, der von der Schule her gekommen ist.«

»Oder auf sie zu?«

»Nein, nein, mein lieber Watson. Der tiefer eingesunkene Eindruck stammt natürlich vom Hinterrad, auf dem das Gewicht ruht. Sie sehen mehrere Stellen, wo er über den flacheren Abdruck des Vorderreifens gefahren ist und ihn ausgelöscht hat. Das Rad kam zweifellos von der Schule. Es kann mit unserer Untersuchung zu tun haben oder nicht, aber ehe wir weitergehen, wollen wir es rückwärts verfolgen.«

Dies taten wir, und als wir nach ein paar hundert Yards aus dem morastigen Teil des Moors herauskamen, verloren wir die Spur. Indem wir den Pfad weiter rückwärts verfolgten, entdeckten wir eine andere Stelle, wo eine Quelle darüber hinrieselte. Hier war der Abdruck des Fahrrads wieder zu sehen, allerdings fast ganz von Kuhhufen überdeckt. Danach gab es keinerlei Anzeichen mehr, aber der Weg führte direkt in  Ragged Shaw  hinein, jenes hinter der Schule liegende Wäldchen. Aus diesem Wald mußte das Fahrrad gekommen sein. Holmes setzte sich auf einen Felsbrocken und stützte sein Kinn auf die Hände. Ich hatte zwei Zigaretten geraucht, ehe er sich bewegte. 

»Nun, nun«, sagte er schließlich. »Natürlich ist es möglich, daß ein Schlaukopf den Reifen seines Fahrrads wechselt, um ungewohnte Spuren zu hinterlas-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.190
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sen. Ich wäre stolz darauf, mit einem Verbrecher, der einer solchen Idee fähig wäre, ins Geschäft zu kommen. Wir wollen diese Frage unentschieden lassen und wieder zu unserem Morast zurückgehen, denn wir haben dort noch längst nicht alles erforscht.«

Wir setzten unsere systematische Inspektion des Saums des Sumpfgebietes fort, und bald wurde unsere Beharrlichkeit wunderbar belohnt. 

Gleich hinter dem unteren Teil des Sumpfs lag ein schlammiger Weg. Holmes stieß einen Freudenschrei aus, als er dorthinkam. Mitten darin verlief ein Abdruck, der einem feinen Bündel von Telegraphendrähten glich. Der Palmer-Reifen. 

»Da haben wir freilich Herrn Heidegger!« rief Holmes triumphierend. »Meine Überlegungen scheinen ziemlich solide gewesen zu sein, Watson.«

»Ich gratuliere Ihnen.«

»Aber wir haben noch einen weiten Weg vor uns. 

Seien Sie so freundlich und gehen Sie neben dem Weg. Nun wollen wir der Spur folgen. Ich fürchte, sie wird nicht sehr weit führen.«

Im Fortschreiten fanden wir jedoch, daß dieser Teil des Moors von weichen Stellen durchzogen war, und obwohl wir die Spur häufig aus den Augen verloren, gelang es uns immer wieder, sie aufzunehmen. 

»Fällt Ihnen auf«, sagte Holmes, »daß der Fahrer jetzt unzweifelhaft das Tempo steigert? Daran kann Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.191
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kein Zweifel bestehen. Sehen Sie diesen Eindruck hier, wo man beide Reifen deutlich sehen kann. Der eine ist genauso tief wie der andere. Das kann nur bedeuten, daß der Fahrer sein Gewicht auf die Lenkstange verlagert, wie man es tut, wenn man sehr schnell fährt. Donnerwetter! Er ist gestürzt.«

Der Pfad war über einige Yards von einem großen, unregelmäßigen Abdruck bedeckt. Dann waren ein paar Fußspuren zu sehen, und der Reifen tauchte wieder auf. 

»Ausgerutscht«, schlug ich vor. 

Holmes hielt einen zerknickten blühenden Ginster-zweig in die Höhe. Zu meinem Entsetzen bemerkte ich, daß die gelben Blüten von oben bis unten mit etwas Rotem bespritzt waren. Auch auf dem Weg und zwischen dem Heidekraut waren dunkle Flecken ge-ronnenen Bluts. 

»Übel!« sagte Holmes. »Übel! Bleiben Sie stehen, Watson! Keinen überflüssigen Schritt! Was muß ich hier lesen? Er stürzte verwundet hin, erhob sich, stieg wieder auf sein Rad und fuhr weiter. Aber es gibt keine zweite Spur. Vieh auf diesem Seitenweg. Er wurde doch nicht von einem Stier aufgespießt? Un-möglich! Aber ich sehe sonst keine Spuren. Wir müssen weiter, Watson. Jetzt, wo uns sowohl Blutflecken als auch Radspuren leiten, kann er uns nicht mehr entwischen.«

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.192

Die Abtei-Schule

Doyle-WA Bd. 7, 144

Unsere Suche währte nicht sehr lange. Die Reifen-spur begann auf dem feuchten und glänzenden Pfad sonderbar verschlungen zu werden. Als ich nach vorne sah, fiel mir plötzlich aus den dichten Ginsterbüschen ein metallisches Glitzern ins Auge. Wir zogen ein Fahrrad daraus hervor: Palmer-Reifen, ein Pedal verbogen, der ganze Vorderteil gräßlich mit Blut beschmiert und besudelt. Hinter den Büschen ragte ein Schuh hervor. Wir liefen dahinter, und da lag der unglückliche Fahrer. Es war ein großer Mann mit Vollbart und Brille, deren eines Glas herausge-schlagen war. Todesursache war ein furchtbarer Schlag auf den Kopf, der den Schädel teilweise zertrümmert hatte. Daß er mit einer solchen Verletzung noch hatte weiterfahren können, sagte viel über die Lebenskraft und den Mut dieses Mannes aus. Er trug Schuhe, aber keine Strümpfe, und unter seinem offenen Mantel war ein Nachthemd zu sehen. Es handelte sich unzweifelhaft um den Deutschlehrer. 

Holmes drehte die Leiche ehrerbietig um und untersuchte sie sehr sorgfältig. Dann saß er eine Zeitlang tief in Gedanken da, und seiner gefurchten Stirn konnte ich ansehen, daß diese schaurige Entdeckung uns seiner Meinung nach nicht viel weitergebracht hatte. 

»Es ist nicht leicht zu entscheiden, was wir nun tun sollen, Watson«, sagte er schließlich. »Ich selbst bin geneigt, diese Untersuchung voranzutreiben, da wir Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.193
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bereits so viel Zeit verloren haben, daß wir es uns nicht leisten können, eine weitere Stunde zu vergeuden. Andererseits müssen wir die Polizei von diesem Fund unterrichten und dafür sorgen, daß man sich um die Leiche dieses armen Kerls kümmert.«

»Ich könnte einen Brief hinbringen.«

»Aber ich brauche Ihre Gesellschaft und Unterstützung. Moment mal! Da drüben ist ein Bursche beim Torfstechen. Bringen Sie ihn her, er soll die Polizei führen.«

Ich brachte den Bauern herüber, und Holmes entsandte den verschreckten Mann mit einem Brief an Dr. Huxtable. 

»Nun, Watson«, sagte er, »wir haben heute morgen zwei Spuren aufgenommen. Die eine stammt von dem Fahrrad mit Palmer-Reifen, und wir sehen, wohin sie geführt hat; die andere von dem Rad mit dem geflickten Dunlop-Reifen. Ehe wir diese nun untersuchen, wollen wir uns vergegenwärtigen, was wir bestimmt wissen, um das Beste daraus zu machen und das Wesentliche von dem Nebensächlichen zu scheiden. 

Zunächst einmal möchte ich Ihnen einschärfen, daß der Junge mit Sicherheit freiwillig weggelaufen ist. Er ist aus seinem Fenster gestiegen und gegangen, entweder alleine oder in Begleitung. Das steht fest.«

Ich stimmte zu. 

»Nun, also, wenden wir uns diesem unglücklichen Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.194
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Deutschlehrer zu. Der Junge war bei seiner Flucht vollständig bekleidet. Er wußte demnach schon vorher, was er tun würde. Der Deutsche aber ging ohne Strümpfe los. Er hat also bestimmt sehr überstürzt gehandelt.«

»Zweifellos.«

»Warum ist er gegangen? Weil er von seinem Schlafzimmerfenster aus die Flucht des Jungen beobachtet hat. Weil er ihn einholen und zurückbringen wollte. Er nahm sein Rad, verfolgte den Jungen und fand dabei den Tod.«

»So möchte es scheinen.«

»Nun komme ich zum kritischen Teil meiner Argumentation. Wenn ein Mann einen kleinen Jungen verfolgt, wird er ihm normalerweise hinterherlaufen. Er wüßte, daß er ihn einholen könnte. Aber der Deutsche macht das nicht. Er nimmt sein Fahrrad. Man hat mir gesagt, er sei ein ausgezeichneter Radfahrer. Er hätte das nicht getan, wenn er nicht gesehen hätte, daß dem Jungen ein schnelles Fluchtmittel zur Verfügung stand.«

»Das andere Fahrrad.«

»Fahren wir in unserer Rekonstruktion fort. Fünf Meilen von der Schule entfernt findet er den Tod –

nicht durch eine Kugel, beachten Sie das, die auch ein Knabe leicht hätte abfeuern können, sondern durch einen brutalen Schlag, erteilt von einem kräftigen Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.195
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Arm. Der Junge hatte demnach einen Begleiter auf seiner Flucht. Und es war eine hastige Flucht, denn ein geschickter Radfahrer brauchte fünf Meilen, um die beiden einzuholen. Nun untersuchen wir den Boden um den Schauplatz dieser Tragödie. Was finden wir? Ein paar Viehspuren, sonst nichts. Ich habe einen weiten Streifen ringsum abgesucht und binnen fünfzig Yards keinen Pfad gefunden. Ein zweiter Radfahrer konnte mit dem tatsächlichen Mord nichts zu tun gehabt haben. Und menschliche Fußspuren waren auch keine da.«

»Holmes«, rief ich, »das ist unmöglich.«

»Vortrefflich!« sagte er. »Eine sehr erhellende Bemerkung. So wie ich es darstelle,  ist  es unmöglich, und daher muß ich es in irgendeiner Hinsicht falsch dargestellt haben. Aber Sie haben es ja selbst gesehen. Können Sie irgendeinen Trugschluß erkennen?«

»Er könnte sich nicht bei einem Sturz den Schädel gebrochen haben?«

»In einem Sumpf, Watson?«

»Ich bin mit meinem Latein am Ende.«

»Tz, tz; wir haben schon schlimmere Probleme ge-löst. Immerhin haben wir Material genug, wir müssen es nur gebrauchen können. Kommen Sie also; nachdem wir den Palmer erschöpft haben, wollen wir sehen, was uns der Dunlop mit dem geflickten Mantel zu bieten hat.«
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Wir nahmen die Spur wieder auf und folgten ihr einige Zeit; doch bald schwang das Moor sich in einer langgestreckten, heidekrautbewachsenen Biegung aufwärts, und wir ließen den Wasserlauf hinter uns. Mit weiterer Hilfe durch Spuren war nicht mehr zu rechnen. Ab der Stelle, wo wir den Dunlop-Reifen zum letztenmal sahen, hätte er gleichermaßen nach Holdernesse Hall, dessen stattliche Türme sich einige Meilen links von uns erhoben, wie auch zu einem kleinen grauen Dorf führen können, das vor uns lag und die Lage der Hauptstraße nach Chesterfield bezeichnete. 

Als wir uns dem abstoßenden und elenden Gasthof näherten, über dessen Eingang ein Schild mit einem Kampfhahn hing, stöhnte Holmes plötzlich auf und klammerte sich an meine Schulter, um nicht hinzufal-len. Er hatte sich kräftig den Knöchel verstaucht, was einen Mann bekanntlich hilflos macht. Mühsam humpelte er zu der Tür, in der ein untersetzter, finsterer, älterer Mann saß und eine schwarze Tonpfeife rauchte. 

»Wie geht's, Mr. Reuben Hayes?« sagte Holmes. 

»Wer sind Sie, und woher kennen Sie meinen Namen so genau?« fragte der Landmann, und seine verschlagenen Augen blitzten argwöhnisch auf. 

»Nun, der steht auf dem Schild über Ihrem Kopf. 

Und einen Hausherrn zu erkennen, ist nicht schwer. 

Ich vermute, in Ihren Stallungen haben Sie keine Kut-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.197
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sche oder etwas dergleichen?«

»Nein, hab ich nicht.«

»Ich kann mit meinem Fuß kaum noch auftreten.«

»Dann treten Sie nicht auf.«

»Aber ich kann nicht gehen.«

»Dann hüpfen Sie doch.«

Mr. Reuben Hayes' Gebaren war alles andere als liebenswürdig, aber Holmes nahm es mit bewundernswert guter Laune hin. 

»Schaun Sie, guter Mann«, sagte er. »Ich bin wirklich ziemlich in der Klemme. Ich muß unbedingt weiter, ganz egal wie.«

»Mir auch egal«, sagte der mürrische Gastwirt. 

»Die Sache ist sehr wichtig. Ich würde Ihnen einen Sovereign anbieten, wenn Sie mir ein Fahrrad überlie-

ßen.«

Der Wirt spitzte die Ohren. 

»Wo wollen Sie denn hin?«

»Nach Holdernesse Hall.«

»Freunde vom Herzog, ja?« sagte der Wirt und musterte ironischen Blicks unsere schlammbedeckte Kleidung. 

Holmes lachte gutmütig. 

»Jedenfalls wird er froh sein, uns zu sehen.«

»Wieso?«

»Weil wir ihm etwas Neues über seinen verlorenen Sohn zu sagen haben.«
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Der Wirt zuckte sichtlich zusammen. 

»Was! Sie sind ihm auf der Spur?«

»Er soll in Liverpool gesehen worden sein. Man rechnet stündlich damit, seiner habhaft zu werden.«

Wieder ging eine rasche Veränderung über das massige, unrasierte Gesicht. Plötzlich benahm er sich sehr freundlich. 

»Ich habe weniger Grund als die meisten, dem Herzog etwas Gutes zu wünschen«, sagte er; »ich war nämlich mal sein Erster Kutscher, und er hat mich ganz schön mies behandelt. Hat mich ohne Zeugnis rausgeschmissen, nur weil ein verlogener Getreide-händler irgendwas gesagt hat. Aber es freut mich zu hören, daß der junge Herr in Liverpool gesehen worden sein soll, und ich werde Ihnen helfen, die Neuigkeit zur Hall zu bringen.«

»Danke«, sagte Holmes. »Vorher wollen wir noch was essen. Dann können Sie uns das Fahrrad bringen.«

»Ich habe kein Fahrrad.«

Holmes hielt einen Sovereign in die Höhe. 

»Mann, ich sage Ihnen, ich hab keins. Ich werd Ihnen zwei Pferde bis zur Hall leihen.«

»Nun, nun«, sagte Holmes, »darüber sprechen wir, wenn wir etwas gegessen haben.«

Als wir in der gekachelten Küche alleine waren, erholte sich der verstauchte Knöchel mit erstaunlicher Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.199
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Geschwindigkeit. Es war kurz vor der Abenddämmerung, und wir hatten seit dem frühen Morgen nichts mehr gegessen, so daß wir einige Zeit über unserem Mahl hinbrachten. Holmes war in Gedanken versunken, und ein paarmal trat er ans Fenster und blickte ernst hinaus. Es ging auf einen verkommenen Hof. In der hinteren Ecke befand sich eine Schmiede, in der sich ein schmutziger Kerl zu schaffen machte. Die Ställe waren an der Seite. Holmes hatte sich eben nach einem dieser Ausflüge wieder hingesetzt, als er plötzlich mit einem lauten Aufschrei von seinem Stuhl aufsprang. 

»Himmel, Watson, ich glaube, ich hab's!« rief er. 

»Ja, ja, so muß es sein. Watson, erinnern Sie sich, heute irgendwelche Kuhspuren gesehen zu haben?«

»Ja, etliche.«

»Wo?«

»Nun, überall. In dem Morast, dann wieder auf dem Pfad, und wieder in der Nähe der Stelle, wo der arme Heidegger ums Leben gekommen ist.«

»Ganz recht. Nun, also, Watson, und wieviele Kühe haben Sie im Moor gesehen?«

»Ich kann mich an keine einzige erinnern.«

»Seltsam, Watson, daß wir überall auf unserem Weg die Spuren, im ganzen Moor aber keine einzige Kuh gesehen haben sollten; sehr seltsam, oder?«

»Ja, das ist seltsam.«
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»Nun strengen Sie sich an, Watson: denken Sie zu-rück! Sehen Sie diese Spuren auf dem Weg vor sich?«

»Ja, die sehe ich.«

»Erinnern Sie sich, daß diese Spuren manchmal so ausgesehen haben, Watson« – er ordnete ein paar Brotkrumen folgendermaßen an – : : : : : – »und manchmal so« – : · : · : · : · – »und gelegentlich so« –

. · . · . ·

»Erinnern Sie sich daran?«

»Nein.«

»Aber ich. Ich könnte es beschwören. Aber wenn wir Zeit haben, werden wir zurückgehen und es überprüfen. Wie stockblind muß ich gewesen sein, daß ich nicht gleich meine Schlüsse daraus gezogen habe!«

»Und worin bestehen Ihre Schlüsse?«

»Nur darin, daß es eine bemerkenswerte Kuh sein muß, die schreiten, kantern und galoppieren kann. 

Donnerwetter, Watson, das war nicht das Hirn eines ländlichen Gastwirts, das einen solchen Kniff erdacht hat! Die Luft ist anscheinend rein, bis auf diesen Kerl in der Schmiede. Schlüpfen wir mal hinaus und sehen, was wir finden können.«

In dem baufälligen Stall standen zwei rauhhaarige, ungepflegte Pferde. Holmes hob das Hinterbein des einen an und lachte laut. 

»Alte Hufeisen, aber frisch beschlagen – alte Hufe, aber neue Nägel. Dieser Fall verdient, ein Klassiker Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.201
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zu werden. Gehen wir mal in die Schmiede.«

Der Bursche setzte seine Arbeit fort, ohne uns zu beachten. Ich sah Holmes' Blicke nach rechts und links in das Chaos von Eisen und Holz schießen, das auf dem Boden ausgebreitet war. Plötzlich hörten wir jedoch hinter uns Schritte, und der Wirt tauchte auf: Seine schweren Augenbrauen hingen tief über seinen wilden Augen, und seine dunklen Züge waren wutver-zerrt. 

Er hatte einen kurzen Stock mit Metallkopf in der Hand und kam auf so bedrohliche Art näher, daß ich recht froh war, den Revolver in meiner Tasche zu spüren. 

»Ihr widerlichen Spitzel!« schrie der Mann. »Was macht ihr da?«

»Nun, Mr. Reuben Hayes«, sagte Holmes kalt, 

»man könnte meinen, Sie fürchteten, wir würden hier etwas entdecken können.«

Der Mann riß sich mit großer Mühe zusammen, und sein grimmiges Maul entspannte sich zu einem falschen Lachen, das noch bedrohlicher wirkte als seine finstere Miene. 

»Meinetwegen können Sie in meiner Schmiede alles entdecken, was Sie wollen«, sagte er. »Aber sehn Sie mal, Mister, ich halte nichts davon, daß irgendwelche Leute ohne meine Erlaubnis in meinem Haus herumschnüffeln. Je früher Sie also Ihre Rech-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.202
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nung bezahlen und von hier verschwinden, desto mehr wird es mich freuen.«

»Schon gut, Mr. Hayes – war nicht böse gemeint«, sagte Holmes. »Wir haben uns Ihre Pferde angesehen; aber ich denke, ich werde doch zu Fuß gehen. Es ist ja wohl nicht mehr weit.«

»Bis zum Eingangstor der Hall nicht weiter als zwei Meilen. Die Straße nach links.« Er beobachtete uns grämlich, bis wir sein Grundstück verlassen hatten. 

Indes gingen wir die Straße nicht sehr weit, denn Holmes blieb in dem Moment stehen, da uns eine Biegung den Blicken des Wirtes entzog. 

»Dieser Gasthof war warm, wie die Kinder sagen«, bemerkte er. »Je weiter ich mich davon entferne, desto kälter scheint's zu werden. Nein, nein; ich kann da un-möglich fort.«

»Ich bin davon überzeugt«, sagte ich, »daß dieser Reuben Hayes ganz genau Bescheid weiß. Einen of-fensichtlicheren Schurken als den habe ich noch nie gesehen.«

»Oh! So ist er Ihnen also vorgekommen, ja? Da haben wir die Pferde, und die Schmiede. Ja, ein interessantes Haus, dieser ›Kampfhahn‹. Wir sollten es uns noch einmal unauffällig ansehen.«

Hinter uns erstreckte sich eine lange, ansteigende Hügelflanke, die mit grauen Kalksteinbrocken übersät Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.203
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war. Wir hatten die Straße verlassen und stiegen jetzt diesen Hügel hoch, als ich nach Holdernesse Hall hin-

übersah und einen Radfahrer erblickte, der rasch nä-

herkam. 

»Runter, Watson!« rief Holmes und legte mir schwer seine Hand auf die Schulter. Wir waren kaum außer Sicht getaucht, als der Mann auf der Straße an uns vorbeischoß. Inmitten einer wogenden Staubwolke sah ich flüchtig ein blasses, aufgeregtes Gesicht –

ein Gesicht, das in jedem Zug Entsetzen trug; der Mund stand offen, und die Augen starrten wild geradeaus. Es glich einer merkwürdigen Karikatur des ad-retten James Wilder, den wir in der Nacht zuvor gesehen hatten. 

»Der Sekretär des Herzogs!« rief Holmes. »Kommen Sie, Watson, wir wollen sehen, was er macht.«

Wir krabbelten von Fels zu Fels, bis wir uns nach wenigen Augenblicken zu einer Stelle vorgearbeitet hatten, von der aus wir den Eingang des Gasthofs sehen konnten. Wilders Fahrrad lehnte an der Mauer daneben. Um das Haus herum regte sich nichts, und auch an den Fenstern konnten wir keinerlei Gesichter erkennen. Langsam kroch die Dämmerung heran, als die Sonne hinter den hohen Türmen von Holdernesse Hall unterging. Dann sahen wir im Zwielicht die beiden Seitenlampen eines Zweisitzers im Stallhof der Herberge aufleuchten, und kurz darauf vernahmen wir Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.204
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Hufgetrappel, als der Wagen auf die Straße rollte und mit rasender Geschwindigkeit in Richtung Chesterfield losstürmte. 

»Was schließen Sie daraus, Watson?« flüsterte Holmes. 

»Sieht nach einer Flucht aus.«

»Ein einzelner Mann in einem Einspänner, soweit ich es erkennen konnte. Nun, auf jeden Fall war es nicht Mr. James Wilder, denn der kommt gerade aus der Tür.«

Ein rotes Lichtviereck hatte sich in die Finsternis aufgetan. In seiner Mitte stand die schwarze Gestalt des Sekretärs; er reckte den Kopf nach vorn und späh-te in die Nacht hinaus. Augenscheinlich erwartete er jemanden. Dann ließen sich endlich auf der Straße Schritte vernehmen, vor dem Licht wurde für einen Augenblick eine zweite Gestalt sichtbar, die Tür schloß sich, und es war wieder alles schwarz. Fünf Minuten später ging in einem Zimmer im ersten Stock ein Licht an. 

»Der ›Kampfhahn‹ scheint eine seltsame Art von Kundschaft aufzunehmen«, sagte Holmes. 

»Die Schenke ist auf der anderen Seite.«

»Eben. Diese Leute hier könnte man Privatgäste nennen. Nun, was um alles in der Welt macht Mr. 

James Wilder zu dieser Nachtstunde in einer solchen Spelunke, und mit wem trifft er sich hier? Kommen Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.205
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Sie, Watson, wir müssen einfach das Wagnis auf uns nehmen und versuchen, das ein bißchen genauer zu untersuchen.«

Wir stahlen uns zusammen zur Straße hinunter und schlichen zum Eingang des Gasthofs hinüber. Das Fahrrad lehnte noch immer an der Mauer. Holmes machte ein Streichholz an und hielt es an das Hinterrad, und ich vernahm sein Kichern, als das Licht auf einen geflickten Dunlop-Reifen fiel. Über uns befand sich das erhellte Fenster. 

»Ich muß da oben mal reinschauen, Watson. Wenn Sie sich bücken und an der Mauer abstützen, könnte ich es wohl schaffen.«

Einen Augenblick später stand er auf meinen Schultern. Aber kaum war er oben, kam er auch schon wieder herunter. 

»Kommen Sie, mein Freund«, sagte er, »unser Tagewerk hat lange genug gewährt. Ich denke, wir haben soviel zusammengetragen, wie wir können. Wir haben einen weiten Weg bis zur Schule, und je eher wir hier wegkommen, desto besser.«

Während des beschwerlichen Marschs übers Moor hatte er kaum einmal den Mund aufgemacht, und als wir die Schule erreichten, ging er nicht hinein, sondern weiter zum Bahnhof von Mackleton, von wo er einige Telegramme abschicken konnte. Tief in der Nacht hörte ich ihn Dr. Huxtable trösten, der von dem Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.206
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tragischen Tod seines Lehrers betroffen war, und noch später trat er so kräftig und munter in mein Zimmer wie heute morgen, als er angefangen hatte. »Alles läuft gut, mein Freund«, sagte er. »Ich verspreche Ihnen, daß wir die Lösung dieses Rätsels noch vor morgen abend gefunden haben werden.«

Um elf Uhr am nächsten Morgen schritten mein Freund und ich über die berühmte Eibenallee auf Holdernesse Hall zu. Man geleitete uns durch das prachtvolle elisabethanische Portal und in das Arbeitszimmer Seiner Gnaden. Dort trafen wir auf Mr. James Wilder, der zwar gesetzt und höflich war, dem aber noch immer eine Spur des wilden Schreckens der vorigen Nacht aus den verschlagenen Augen und verzerrten Zügen lauerte. 

»Sie kommen, um Seine Gnaden zu besuchen? Es tut mir leid; aber dem Herzog ist wirklich durchaus nicht wohl. Die tragischen Neuigkeiten haben ihn sehr aufgeregt. Gestern nachmittag erhielten wir ein Telegramm von Dr. Huxtable, in dem er uns Ihre Entdek-kung mitteilte.«

»Ich muß den Herzog sprechen, Mr. Wilder.«

»Aber er ist auf seinem Zimmer.«

»Dann muß ich ihn auf seinem Zimmer besuchen.«

»Ich glaube, er liegt im Bett.«

»So suche ich ihn dort auf.«

Holmes' kalte und unerbittliche Art zeigte dem Se-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.207
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kretär, daß es sinnlos war, mit ihm zu streiten. 

»Sehr schön, Mr. Holmes. Ich werde ihm sagen, daß Sie hier sind.«

Nach einer Verzögerung von einer halben Stunde trat der große Adlige ein. Sein Gesicht war noch lei-chenblasser als je, sein Rücken war gekrümmt, und er schien mir im Ganzen im Vergleich zum gestrigen Morgen gealtert. Er begrüßte uns mit würdevoller Höflichkeit und setzte sich an seinen Schreibtisch; sein roter Bart strömte auf die Tischplatte. 

»Nun, Mr. Holmes?« sagte er. 

Doch die Augen meines Freundes waren auf den Sekretär geheftet, der neben dem Stuhl seines Herrn stand. 

»Euer Gnaden, ich denke, in Mr. Wilders Abwesenheit könnte ich offener zu Ihnen sprechen.«

Der Mann wurde eine Nuance bleicher und warf Holmes einen boshaften Blick zu. 

»Wenn Euer Gnaden wünschen –«

»Ja, ja; Sie sollten lieber gehen. Nun, Mr. Holmes, was haben Sie zu sagen?«

Mein Freund wartete, bis die Tür sich hinter dem Sekretär geschlossen hatte. 

»Euer Gnaden«, sagte er, »Tatsache ist, daß meinem Kollegen Dr. Watson und mir selbst von Dr. 

Huxtable die Zusicherung gegeben worden ist, daß in diesem Fall eine Belohnung ausgesetzt worden sei. 
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Ich würde dies gern aus Ihrem Munde bestätigt hören.«

»Sicher, Mr. Holmes.«

»Wenn ich richtig informiert bin, belief sie sich auf fünftausend Pfund für denjenigen, der Ihnen sagt, wo sich Ihr Sohn befindet?«

»Genau.«

»Und weitere tausend für den, der den- oder diejenigen namhaft macht, die ihn in Gewahrsam halten?«

»Genau.«

»Unter dem letzteren Titel sind zweifellos nicht nur diejenigen mitinbegriffen, die ihn entführt haben, sondern auch die, unter deren Mitwisserschaft er sich in seiner gegenwärtigen Lage befindet?«

»Ja, ja«, schrie der Herzog ungeduldig. »Wenn Sie gute Arbeit leisten, Mr. Holmes, werden Sie keinen Grund haben, sieh über knauserige Behandlung zu beklagen.«

Mein Freund rieb seine hageren Hände mit einem Anschein von Gier, der mich, der ich seinen frugalen Geschmack kannte, erstaunen machte. 

»Ich bilde mir ein, das Scheckbuch von Euer Gnaden auf dem Tisch liegen zu sehen«, sagte er. »Es würde mich freuen, wenn Sie mir einen Scheck über sechstausend Pfund ausstellen würden. Sie können mir das Geld auch überweisen. Ich habe mein Konto bei der Capital & Counties Bank, Filiale Oxford Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.209
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Street.«

Seine Gnaden saß sehr ernst und aufrecht auf ihrem Stuhl und sah meinen Freund steinern an. 


»Soll das ein Scherz sein, Mr. Holmes? Das ist wohl kaum das richtige Thema dafür.«

»Nicht im geringsten, Euer Gnaden. Ich habe es in meinem Leben noch nie so ernst gemeint.«

»Was meinen Sie dann damit?«

»Ich meine, daß ich die Belohnung verdient habe; ich weiß, wo sich Ihr Sohn befindet, und ich kenne zumindest einige von denen, die ihn festhalten.«

Vor seinem gespenstisch weißen Gesicht hatte der Bart des Herzogs eine noch grellere Röte angenommen. 

»Wo ist er?« keuchte er. 

»Er ist, oder war vorige Nacht im Gasthof zum Kampfhahn, etwa zwei Meilen vor den Toren Ihres Parks.«

Der Herzog sank in seinen Stuhl zurück. 

»Und wen beschuldigen Sie?«

Sherlock Holmes' Antwort verblüffte mich. Er trat rasch nach vorn und tippte dem Herzog auf die Schulter. 

»Ich beschuldige  Sie«, sagte er. »Wenn ich Euer Gnaden nun um den Scheck bitten darf.«

Nie werde ich das Bild vergessen, wie der Herzog aufsprang und mit beiden Händen herumruderte wie Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.210
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jemand, der in einem Abgrund versinkt. Dann nahm er seine ganze aristokratische Selbstbeherrschung zusammen, setzte sich wieder und verbarg sein Gesicht in den Händen. Erst nach mehreren Minuten sprach er. 

»Wieviel wissen Sie?« fragte er schließlich, ohne den Kopf zu heben. 

»Ich habe Sie vorige Nacht mit ihm zusammen gesehen.«

»Weiß dies außer Ihrem Freund sonst jemand?«

»Ich habe zu niemandem davon gesprochen.«

Der Herzog griff mit zitternden Fingern nach einer Feder und öffnete sein Scheckbuch. 

»Ich stehe zu meinem Wort, Mr. Holmes. Ich werde Ihnen den Scheck ausstellen, wie wenig willkommen mir auch die Information sein mag, zu der Sie gelangt sind. Als ich dieses Angebot machte, dachte ich kaum an die Wende, die die Ereignisse nehmen würden. Aber Sie und Ihr Freund sind Männer von Diskretion, Mr. Holmes?«

»Ich verstehe Euer Gnaden nicht recht.«

»Ich sage es Ihnen ganz deutlich, Mr. Holmes. 

Wenn nur Sie beide von der Sache wissen, besteht kein Grund, sie noch weiter zu verbreiten. Ich schulde Ihnen doch zwölftausend Pfund, nicht wahr?«

Aber Holmes lächelte und schüttelte den Kopf. 

»Ich fürchte, Euer Gnaden, daß sich dies kaum so Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.211
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leicht beilegen läßt. Schließlich ist noch der Tod dieses Lehrers zu berücksichtigen.«

»Aber davon hat James nichts gewußt. Sie können ihn dafür nicht verantwortlich machen. Das war das Werk dieses brutalen Schurken, den er unglücklicherweise beschäftigt hat.«

»Euer Gnaden, ich muß den Standpunkt vertreten, daß jemand, der sich auf ein Verbrechen einläßt, an jedem weiteren Verbrechen, das sich daraus ergibt, moralisch schuldig ist.«

»Moralisch, Mr. Holmes. Da haben Sie zweifellos recht. Aber gewiß nicht in den Augen des Gesetzes. 

Man kann einen Mann nicht für einen Mord verurteilen, bei dem er nicht anwesend war und den er genauso verabscheut und mißbilligt wie Sie. Sobald er davon erfuhr, machte er mir ein vollständiges Ge-ständnis, so sehr war er von Entsetzen und Reue er-füllt. Binnen einer Stunde hat er mit dem Mörder vollkommen gebrochen. O Mr. Holmes, Sie müssen ihn retten – Sie müssen ihn retten! Ich sage Ihnen, Sie müssen ihn retten!« Der Herzog hatte die letzte Be-mühung um Selbstbeherrschung fahrenlassen und schritt mit verzerrtem Gesicht und fuchtelnden Fäusten im Zimmer hin und her. Schließlich riß er sich zusammen und setzte sich wieder an seinen Schreibtisch. »Ich weiß Ihr Verhalten zu schätzen, daß Sie zu mir gekommen sind, bevor Sie mit jemand anderem Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.212
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gesprochen haben«, sagte er. »Zumindest können wir darüber beraten, wie wir das Ausmaß dieses scheußlichen Skandals möglichst gering halten können.«

»Sehr wohl«, sagte Holmes. »Euer Gnaden, ich denke, dies läßt sich nur durch absolute und vollkommene Offenheit zwischen uns bewerkstelligen. Ich bin gesinnt, Euer Gnaden nach besten Kräften zu helfen; aber um dies tun zu können, muß ich die Verhältnisse bis zur letzten Einzelheit begreifen. Ich bemerke, daß Ihre Worte sich auf Mr. James Wilder bezogen, und daß er nicht der Mörder ist.«

»Richtig; der Mörder ist entkommen.«

Sherlock Holmes lächelte verhalten. 

»Euer Gnaden haben von meinem Ruf wohl nicht allzuviel vernommen, sonst würden Sie sich nicht einbilden, daß man mir so leicht entkommen kann. Mr. 

Reuben Hayes wurde gestern nacht um elf Uhr aufgrund eines Hinweises von mir in Chesterfield verhaftet. Ich habe heute morgen, ehe ich die Schule verließ, vom Vorsteher der örtlichen Polizei ein entsprechendes Telegramm erhalten.«

Der Herzog lehnte sich in seinem Stuhl zurück und starrte meinen Freund verblüfft an. 

»Sie scheinen über Kräfte zu verfügen, die man kaum menschlich nennen kann«, sagte er. »Reuben Hayes ist also verhaftet? Das freut mich recht sehr zu hören, falls es sich nicht auf James' Schicksal aus-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.213
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wirkt.«

»Auf das Ihres Sekretärs?«

»Nein, Sir; meines Sohnes.«

Nun war Holmes an der Reihe, verblüfft dreinzuschauen. 

»Ich muß gestehen, daß mir dies vollkommen neu ist, Euer Gnaden; ich darf Sie bitten, sich ausführlicher zu äußern.«

»Ich werde Ihnen nichts verheimlichen. Ich stimme mit Ihnen überein, daß vollkommene Offenheit, so schmerzlich sie mir auch sein mag, die beste Vorgehensweise in dieser verzweifelten Lage ist, in die uns James' Torheit und Eifersucht gebracht haben. Als junger Mann, Mr. Holmes, war ich so verliebt, wie es einem im Leben nur einmal passiert. Ich bot der Dame die Ehe an, doch sie weigerte sich mit der Be-gründung, eine solche Verbindung könnte meine Karriere ruinieren. Zu ihren Lebzeiten hätte ich sicherlich nie eine andere geheiratet. Doch sie starb und hinterließ dieses eine Kind, um das ich mich ihretwegen gesorgt und gekümmert habe. Ich konnte die Vaterschaft vor der Welt nicht anerkennen; aber ich gab ihm die allerbeste Erziehung, und seit er ins Mannesalter eintrat, habe ich ihn immer um mich behalten. Seitdem er mein Geheimnis herausbekommen hat, hat er die Forderung, die er gegen mich hat, und seine Macht, einen mir widerwärtigen Skandal zu provozieren, ständig Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.214
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mißbraucht. Sein Hiersein hatte etwas mit dem un-glücklichen Ausgang meiner Ehe zu tun. Vor allem haßte er meinen jungen rechtmäßigen Erben von Anfang an mit äußerster Beharrlichkeit. Sie dürfen durchaus fragen, warum ich James unter diesen Um-ständen in meinem Haus behalten habe. Ich antworte, der Grund dafür bestand darin, daß ich in seinem Gesicht das seiner Mutter sehen konnte und daß mein langes Leiden um ihres lieben Andenkens willen kein Ende nahm. Auch alle ihre reizenden Eigenarten – es gab nicht eine, die er mir nicht ins Gedächtnis rufen konnte. Ich  konnte,  ihn nicht wegschicken. Doch ich fürchtete so sehr, daß er Arthur – also Lord Saltire –

etwas Böses antun könnte, daß ich Arthur zur Sicherheit in Dr. Huxtables Schule unterbrachte. 

Mit diesem Schurken Hayes konnte James in Kontakt kommen, weil jener ein Pächter von mir war und James als mein Vermittler auftrat. Der Bursche war von Anfang an ein Schurke; aber auf irgendeine merkwürdige Weise freundete James sich mit ihm an. Er hatte schon immer einen Hang zu niedriger Gesellschaft. Als James den Entschluß faßte, Lord Saltire zu entführen, nahm er dafür die Dienste dieses Mannes in Anspruch. Sie erinnern sich, daß ich Arthur an diesem letzten Tag geschrieben habe. Nun, James erbrach den Brief und legte noch ein paar Zeilen bei, in denen er Arthur bat, sich mit ihm in einem Wäldchen Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.215
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namens  Ragged Shaw  zu treffen, das dicht bei der Schule liegt. Er unterschrieb im Namen der Herzogin und erreichte auf diese Weise, daß der Junge kam. An jenem Abend fuhr James mit dem Rad hinüber – ich berichte Ihnen, was er selbst mir gestanden hat – und erzählte Arthur, den er in dem Wald antraf, daß seine Mutter ihn zu sehen wünsche, daß sie ihn im Moor erwarte, und daß er, wenn er um Mitternacht wieder in das Wäldchen käme, dort einen Mann mit einem Pferd treffen würde, der ihn zu ihr bringen würde. Der arme Arthur ging in die Falle. Er hielt die Verabredung und traf auf diesen Hayes, der ein Pony dabei-hatte. Arthur stieg auf, und sie ritten zusammen los. 

Anscheinend wurden sie – obwohl James dies erst gestern erfahren hat – verfolgt, Hayes streckte den Verfolger mit seinem Stock nieder, und der Mann starb an seinen Verletzungen. Hayes brachte Arthur in seinen Gasthof, den ›Kampfhahn‹, wo er in einem oben gelegenen Zimmer eingesperrt und von Mrs. Hayes, einer freundlichen Frau, die aber vollkommen in der Gewalt ihres brutalen Mannes steht, versorgt wurde. 

Nun, Mr. Holmes, so standen die Dinge, als ich Sie vor zwei Tagen zum erstenmal sah. Ich hatte von der Wahrheit ebenso wenig eine Vorstellung wie Sie. Sie werden mich fragen, aus welchem Motiv James eine derartige Tat begehen konnte. Ich antworte, daß der Haß, den er meinem Erben gegenüber hegte, in be-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.216
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trächtlichem Maße blind und fanatisch war. In seinen Augen hätte er selbst der Erbe all meiner Besitzungen sein sollen, und er hegte einen tiefen Groll gegen die gesellschaftlichen Zwänge, die dies unmöglich machten. Zugleich hatte er aber auch ein klar bestimmtes Motiv. Er brannte darauf, daß ich die Erbfolge brechen sollte, und er war der Meinung, daß dies in meiner Macht läge. Er wollte mit mir ein Geschäft schlie-

ßen – nämlich Arthur freilassen, wenn ich die Erbfolge brechen und es so ermöglichen würde, ihm mein Vermögen testamentarisch zu vermachen. Er wußte genau, daß ich die Polizei niemals gegen ihn zu Hilfe gerufen hätte. Ich sagte, er hätte mir ein solches Geschäft vorgeschlagen, tatsächlich aber hat er dies nicht getan, da ihm die Dinge aus der Hand geglitten sind und er gar nicht die Zeit gehabt hat, seine Pläne in die Tat umzusetzen. 

Sein ganzer böser Plan erlitt Schiffbruch, als Sie die Leiche dieses Herrn Heidegger entdeckten. James packte bei dieser Nachricht das Entsetzen. Sie kam gestern, als wir zusammen in diesem Zimmer hier saßen. Dr. Huxtable hatte ein Telegramm geschickt. 

James war darauf dermaßen bekümmert und erschüttert, daß mein Argwohn, den ich ja die ganze Zeit über irgendwie gehegt hatte, sehr bald zu Gewißheit wurde und ich ihn der Tat bezichtigte. Er legte sofort und freiwillig ein vollständiges Geständnis ab. Darauf Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.217
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flehte er mich an, ich solle sein Geheimnis noch drei Tage lang bewahren, um seinem abscheulichen Komplizen eine Chance zu geben, sein schuldbeladenes Leben zu retten. Ich gab seinem Flehen nach – so wie ich immer nachgegeben habe –, und James eilte sofort zum ›Kampfhahn‹, um Hayes zu warnen und ihm die Mittel zur Flucht zu geben. Ich selbst konnte tagsüber nicht dorthin gehen, ohne Gerede zu provozieren, aber sobald es dunkel wurde, eilte ich los, um meinen lieben Arthur zu sehen. Ich fand ihn in Sicherheit und wohlauf, wenn auch über die Maßen entsetzt über die furchtbare Tat, deren Zeuge er gewesen war. In Rücksicht auf mein Versprechen und ganz gegen meinen Willen gab ich meine Zustimmung, daß er noch drei Tage in der Obhut von Mrs. Hayes bleiben sollte, denn es lag auf der Hand, daß ich die Polizei unmöglich von seinem Aufenthaltsort unterrichten konnte, ohne zugleich den Mörder preiszugeben, und ich sah keinen Weg, wie dieser Mörder bestraft werden konnte, ohne daß damit auch mein unglücklicher James zu-grundegerichtet würde. Sie haben mich um Offenheit gebeten, Mr. Holmes, und ich habe Sie beim Wort genommen, denn nun habe ich Ihnen alles erzählt, ohne alle Umschweife oder Zurückhaltung. Seien Sie nun mir gegenüber ebenso offen.«

»Das will ich tun«, sagte Holmes. »Zunächst einmal muß ich Euer Gnaden darauf hinweisen, daß Sie Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.218
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sich in den Augen des Gesetzes in eine höchst bedenkliche Lage gebracht haben. Sie haben ein Kapitalverbrechen gedeckt, und Sie haben die Flucht eines Mörders unterstützt; denn ich kann nicht daran zweifeln, daß das von James Wilder zur Unterstützung der Flucht seines Komplizen benutzte Geld aus Euer Gnaden Börse stammt.«

Der Herzog nickte Zustimmung. 

»Dies ist wirklich eine sehr ernste Sache. Meiner Meinung nach gar noch sträflicher ist Euer Gnaden Haltung Ihrem jüngeren Sohn gegenüber. Drei Tage lang wollen Sie ihn in dieser Höhle lassen.«

»Aufgrund eines feierlichen Versprechens –«

»Was bedeutet solchen Leuten denn ein Versprechen? Sie haben keinerlei Gewähr, daß man ihn nicht aufs neue verschwinden lassen wird. Um Ihrem schuldbeladenen älteren Sohn zu willfahren, haben Sie Ihren unschuldigen jüngeren Sohn einer drohenden und unnötigen Gefahr ausgesetzt. Eine höchst un-verantwortliche Tat.«

Der stolze Herr von Holdernesse war es nicht ge-wöhnt, daß man auf seinem herzöglichen Sitz so mit ihm umsprang. Das Blut schoß ihm in die hohe Stirn, doch sein Gewissen ließ ihn stumm bleiben. 

»Ich werde Ihnen helfen, aber nur unter einer Bedingung. Sie müssen nach Ihrem Bedienten läuten und mich ihm meine Anweisungen geben lassen.«
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Der Herzog drückte wortlos auf den elektrischen Knopf. Ein Diener trat ein. 

»Es wird Sie freuen zu hören«, sagte Holmes, »daß man Ihren jungen Herrn gefunden hat. Der Herzog wünscht, daß unverzüglich eine Kutsche zum Gasthof zum Kampfhahn fährt und den Lord Saltire nach Hause bringt.«

»Nun«, sagte Holmes, als der erfreute Lakai abgegangen war, »nachdem wir für die Zukunft gesorgt haben, können wir es uns leisten, mit der Vergangenheit nachsichtiger zu sein. Ich bin kein Beamter, und solange den Erfordernissen der Gerechtigkeit Genüge getan wird, sehe ich keinen Grund, warum ich alles verraten sollte, was ich weiß. Zu Hayes sage ich gar nichts. Ihn erwartet der Galgen, und ich werde nichts tun, um ihn davor zu bewahren. Was er ausplaudern wird, weiß ich nicht, aber ich zweifle nicht daran, daß Euer Gnaden ihm begreiflich machen könnten, daß es in seinem eigenen Interesse liegt, zu schweigen. Aus der Sicht der Polizei wird er den Jungen entführt haben, um Lösegeld zu erpressen. Wenn die Polizei nicht selbst dahinterkommt, sehe ich keinen Grund, warum ich sie dazu veranlassen sollte, tiefer in die Dinge einzudringen. Ich möchte Euer Gnaden jedoch darauf hinweisen, daß die weitere Anwesenheit Mr. 

James Wilders in Ihrem Haushalt nur ins Unglück führen kann.«
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»Dies ist mir klar, Mr. Holmes, und es ist bereits abgemacht, daß er mich für immer verlassen wird, um sein Glück in Australien zu suchen.«

»In diesem Fall möchte ich, da Euer Gnaden selbst erklärt haben, jegliches Ungemach Ihrer Ehe sei durch sein Dasein verursacht worden, vorschlagen, daß Sie die Herzogin so weit entschädigen sollten, wie Sie können, und versuchen, die Beziehung, die so un-glücklich unterbrochen wurde, wiederaufzunehmen.«

»Auch dies habe ich in die Wege geleitet, Mr. Holmes. Ich habe der Herzogin heute morgen geschrieben.«

»In diesem Fall«, sagte Holmes und stand auf, 

»denke ich, daß mein Freund und ich uns zu etlichen sehr glücklichen Ergebnissen unseres kleinen Besuchs im Norden gratulieren dürfen. Es bleibt eine Kleinigkeit, die ich gern noch erhellt hätte. Dieser Hayes hatte seine Pferde mit Hufeisen beschlagen, die die Spur von Kühen nachahmten. Hat er diesen so außerordentlichen Trick von Mr. Wilder gelernt?«

Der Herzog stand einen Augenblick lang nachdenklich da; sein Gesicht zeigte einen sehr überraschten Ausdruck. Dann öffnete er eine Tür und führte uns in einen großen Raum, der wie ein Museum möbliert war. Er schritt auf eine Vitrine zu, die in einer Ecke stand, und zeigte auf die Beschriftung. 

»Diese Hufeisen«, stand da, »wurden im Schloß-
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graben von Holdernesse Hall gefunden. Sie sind für Pferde gedacht, sind aber unten wie ein Rinderhuf geformt, um so Verfolger von der Fährte abzulenken. 

Sie sollen einem der mittelalterlichen Raubritter von Holdernesse gehört haben.«

Holmes machte die Vitrine auf, befeuchtete seinen Finger und rieb damit über den Huf. Auf der Haut blieb ein dünner Film frischen Schlammes. 

»Ich danke Ihnen«, sagte er, als er den Glasdeckel wieder zumachte. »Dies ist der zweitinteressanteste Gegenstand, den ich im Norden gesehen habe.«

»Und der erste?«

Holmes faltete seinen Scheck und legte ihn sorgfältig in sein Notizbuch. »Ich bin ein armer Mann«, sagte er, streichelte es zärtlich und schob es in die Tiefe seiner Innentasche. 
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Der Schwarze Peter

Nie habe ich meinen Freund geistig und körperlich in besserer Verfassung erlebt als im Jahre 1895. Sein wachsender Ruhm hatte ihm eine ungeheure Menge Aufträge eingebracht, und ich würde mich einer Indiskretion schuldig machen, wenn ich auch nur andeutungsweise auf einige der illustren Klienten hinwiese, die über unsere bescheidene Schwelle in Baker Street geschritten waren. Holmes lebte jedoch wie alle gro-

ßen Künstler nur für seine Kunst, und abgesehen von dem Fall des Herzogs von Holdernesse habe ich es nur selten erlebt, daß er irgendeine große Belohnung für seine unschätzbaren Dienste verlangt hätte. Er war so weltfremd – oder so launenhaft –, daß er den Mächtigen und Reichen häufig seine Hilfe verweiger-te, da deren Probleme sein Mitgefühl nicht anspra-chen; andererseits widmete er sich wochenlang mit äußerster Hingabe den Angelegenheiten irgendeines demütigen Klienten, dessen Fall jene sonderbaren und dramatischen Qualitäten aufwies, die seine Phantasie reizten und seinen Scharfsinn herausforderten. 

In jenem denkwürdigen Jahre 1895 hatte eine seltsame und ungereimte Folge von Fällen seine Aufmerksamkeit in Anspruch genommen, die von seiner berühmten Untersuchung des plötzlichen Todes von Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.223
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Kardinal Tosca – eine Ermittlung, die er auf ausdrücklichen Wunsch Seiner Heiligkeit des Papstes durchführte – bis zu seiner Festnahme von Wilson reichte, dem berüchtigten Kanarienvogelabrichter, womit er einen Schandfleck vom Londoner East End aus dem Wege räumte. Diesen beiden berühmten Fällen folgte dicht auf den Fersen die Tragödie von Woodman's Lee mit ihren überaus dunklen Begleitumständen des Ablebens von Captain Peter Carey. 

Keine Chronik der Taten von Mr. Sherlock Holmes wäre vollständig ohne einen Bericht über diese höchst ungewöhnliche Affaire. 

Während der ersten Juliwoche war mein Freund so häufig und so lange von unserer Wohnung abwesend, daß mir klar wurde, daß er einen Fall in Arbeit hatte. 

Die Tatsache, daß in dieser Zeit mehrere rauhe Gesellen vorsprachen und nach Captain Basil verlangten, zeigte mir, daß Holmes irgendwo unter einer seiner zahlreichen Masken und Namen arbeitete, mit denen er seine gewaltige Identität zu verbergen trachtete. Er besaß in verschiedenen Teilen Londons mindestens fünf kleine Zufluchtsstätten, in denen er seine Persönlichkeit verändern konnte. Er äußerte sich mir gegen-

über nicht über sein Geschäft, und es war nicht meine Gewohnheit, ihn zu einer vertraulichen Mitteilung zu drängen. Das erste deutliche Zeichen, das er mir von der Richtung gab, in die seine Ermittlung ging, war Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.224
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sehr seltsam. Er war schon vor dem Frühstück losgegangen, und ich hatte mich eben an das meine gesetzt, als er eintrat – den Hut auf dem Kopf, und einen langen Speer mit gezackter Spitze wie einen Schirm unter den Arm geklemmt. 

»Du liebe Zeit, Holmes!« rief ich. »Sie wollen doch nicht sagen, daß Sie mit diesem Ding durch London gewandert sind?«

»Ich bin zum Metzger und zurück gefahren.«

»Zum Metzger?«

»Und ich bringe einen ausgezeichneten Appetit mit. Am Wert sportlicher Übung vor dem Frühstück kann kein Zweifel bestehen, mein lieber Watson. 

Aber ich möchte wetten, daß Sie die Art meiner Übung nicht erraten werden.«

»Ich versuch's erst gar nicht.«

Er kicherte, als er sich den Kaffee eingoß. 

»Wenn Sie in Allardyce's Hinterzimmer hätten sehen können, hätten Sie ein totes Schwein an einem Haken von der Decke hängen und einen Gentleman in Hemdsärmeln gesehen, der mit dieser Waffe wie wild darauf einstach. Jene energische Person war ich, und ich habe mich davon überzeugt, daß ich das Schwein auch nicht unter Aufbietung meiner ganzen Kraft mit einem einzigen Hieb durchbohren konnte. Wollen Sie es vielleicht einmal versuchen?«

»Nie und nimmer. Aber warum haben Sie das Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.225
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getan?«

»Weil es mir indirekt mit dem Rätsel von Woodman's Lee zu tun zu haben schien. Ah, Hopkins, ich habe Ihr Telegramm vorige Nacht erhalten und Sie schon erwartet. Kommen Sie und essen Sie mit.«

Unser Besucher war ein außerordentlich lebhafter Mann von dreißig Jahren; er trug einen unauffälligen Tweedanzug, bewahrte aber die aufrechte Haltung eines Mannes, der gewöhnlich eine Uniform trägt. Ich erkannte ihn sogleich als Stanley Hopkins, einen jungen Polizeiinspektor, für dessen Zukunft Holmes hohe Erwartungen hegte, während dieser im Gegenzug für die wissenschaftlichen Methoden des berühmten Amateurs Bewunderung und Respekt eines Schülers bekundete. Hopkins' Stirn war umwölkt, und er setzte sich mit einer Miene tiefer Niedergeschlagenheit. 

»Nein, danke, Sir. Ich habe bereits gefrühstückt, ehe ich hierherkam. Ich war die Nacht über in der Stadt, da ich gestern schon herkam, um Bericht zu erstatten.«

»Und was hatten Sie zu berichten?«

»Mißerfolg, Sir – absoluten Mißerfolg.«

»Sie haben keine Fortschritte gemacht?«

»Keinen.«

»Meine Güte! Ich werde mir die Sache einmal ansehen müssen.«

»Ich wünschte beim Himmel, daß Sie das täten, Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.226
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Mr. Holmes, Es ist meine erste große Chance, und ich bin mit meinem Latein am Ende. Kommen Sie um Gottes willen mit und helfen Sie mir.«

»Nun, nun, zufällig habe ich bereits alles erreichbare Material, einschließlich den polizeilichen Untersuchungsbericht, mit einiger Sorgfalt gelesen. Was halten Sie übrigens von diesem Tabaksbeutel, der am Tatort gefunden wurde? Bietet der keinen Anhaltspunkt?«

Hopkins sah überrascht auf. 

»Der Beutel gehörte dem Opfer, Sir. Seine Initialen standen darin. Und er War aus Seehundsfell – und er war ein alter Robbenjäger.«

»Aber er hatte keine Pfeife.«

»Stimmt, Sir, eine Pfeife konnten wir nicht finden: Er rauchte wirklich nur sehr wenig. Aber er hätte ja den Tabak für seine Freunde bei sich haben können.«

»Zweifellos. Ich erwähne das nur, weil ich, wenn dies mein Fall gewesen wäre, dies wohl zum Ausgangspunkt meiner Untersuchung gemacht hätte. 

Mein Freund Dr. Watson weiß aber noch gar nichts von der Sache, und mir könnte es auch nichts schaden, den Gang der Ereignisse noch einmal zu hören. 

Geben Sie uns nur einen kurzen Überblick über das Wesentliche.«

Stanley Hopkins zog ein Blatt Papier aus der Tasche. 
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»Ich habe hier ein paar Daten, aus denen Sie den Lebenslauf des Toten, Captain Peter Carey, ersehen können. Geboren '45 – fünfzig Jahre alt. Er war ein sehr kühner und erfolgreicher Walfänger. 1883 kommandierte er das Walfangschiff  Sea Unicorn  aus Dundee. Er unternahm damals mehrere erfolgreiche Fahrten hintereinander, und im Jahr darauf, 1884, setzte er sich zur Ruhe. Er reiste einige Jahre umher und kaufte sich schließlich ein kleines Anwesen namens Woodman's Lee in der Nähe von Forest Row in Sussex. Dort lebte er sechs Jahre, und dort starb er vor genau einer Woche. 

Der Mann hatte einige höchst merkwürdige Eigenarten. Im normalen Leben war er strikter Puritaner –

ein schweigsamer, finsterer Bursche. Sein Haushalt bestand aus seiner Frau, seiner zwanzigjährigen Tochter und zwei weiblichen Bediensteten. Diese letzteren wechselten ständig, da die Stellung nie sonderlich lustig und häufig unerträglich war. Der Mann war Quartalssäufer, und wenn er seinen Anfall hatte, war er der reinste Satan. Es ist bekannt, daß er seine Frau und seine Tochter zuweilen mitten in der Nacht aus dem Haus getrieben und durch den Park gejagt hat, bis das ganze Dorf draußen von ihren Schreien wach war. 

Einmal wurde er vorgeladen, weil er den alten Vikar, der ihn aufgesucht hatte, um ihm sein Verhal-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.228
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ten vorzuhalten, brutal angegriffen hatte. Mit einem Wort, Mr. Holmes, Sie müßten lange suchen, ehe Sie einen gefährlicheren Mann als Peter Carey fänden, und ich habe erfahren, daß er denselben Charakter auch schon hatte, als er noch sein Schiff kommandierte. Er war in seinem Gewerbe als der Schwarze Peter bekannt, und diesen Namen erhielt er nicht nur wegen seines braungebrannten Gesichts und der Farbe seines gewaltigen Barts, sondern auch für seine Launen, die der Schrecken seiner ganzen Umgebung waren. Ich brauche nicht zu sagen, daß er von seinen sämtlichen Nachbarn verabscheut und gemieden wurde und daß ich nicht ein. einziges Wort des Bedauerns über sein furchtbares Ende vernommen habe. 

Sie müssen in dem Untersuchungsbericht von der Kajüte des Mannes gelesen haben, Mr. Holmes; aber Ihr Freund hat vielleicht noch nicht davon gehört. Er hatte sich ein hölzernes Gartenhaus gebaut – das er immer ›die Kajüte‹ nannte –, und zwar einige hundert Yards von seinem Haus entfernt; hier verbrachte er jede Nacht. Es war eine kleine Hütte, die nur aus einem Zimmer bestand, sechzehn mal zehn Fuß groß. 

Den Schlüssel dazu hatte er immer in seiner Tasche, sein Bett machte er selbst, er räumte selbst auf, und er gestattete niemandem, seinen Fuß über die Schwelle zu setzen. An beiden Seiten sind kleine Fenster, die mit Vorhängen zugezogen waren und nie geöffnet Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.229
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wurden. Eines dieser Fenster ging zur Hauptstraße, und wenn nachts drinnen das Licht brannte, pflegten die Leute einander darauf hinzuweisen und sich zu fragen, was der Schwarze Peter dort wohl machte. 

Dieses Fenster, Mr. Holmes, lieferte uns eine der wenigen positiven Aussagen, die wir bei der Untersuchung erlangen konnten. 

Sie erinnern sich, daß ein Steinmetz namens Slater, der um etwa ein Uhr morgens von Forest Row her kam – zwei Tage vor dem Mord –, stehenblieb, als er zu dem Grundstück kam, und zu dem hellen Viereck, das noch zwischen den Bäumen strahlte, hinübersah. 

Er schwört, daß der Schatten eines Männerkopfes im Profil deutlich auf dem Vorhang sichtbar war und daß dieser Schatten auf keinen Fall der von Peter Carey war, den er gut kannte. Es war der Schatten eines bärtigen Mannes, aber der Bart war kurz und sträubte sich auf eine Weise nach vorne, die sich völlig von der des Captains unterschied. So seine Aussage, aber er war vorher zwei Stunden lang in einer Kneipe, und von der Straße bis zu diesem Fenster ist es eine be-trächtliche Strecke. Außerdem bezieht sich dies auf Montag, während das Verbrechen am Mittwoch geschah. 

Am Dienstag hatte Peter Carey eine seiner schwärzesten Launen; er war vom Trinken erhitzt und wild wie ein gefährliches Raubtier. Er lief im Haus umher, Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.230
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und die Frauen rissen aus, als sie ihn kommen hörten. 

Spät abends begab er sich in seine Hütte. Um zwei Uhr am Morgen darauf hörte seine Tochter, die bei offenem Fenster schlief, einen ganz entsetzlichen Schrei aus dieser Richtung, doch war es nichts Ungewöhnliches, daß er brüllte und krakeelte, wenn er betrunken war, und so schenkte man dem keine Beachtung. Als um sieben Uhr eines der Hausmädchen aufstand, bemerkte es, daß die Tür der Hütte offenstand, doch der Schrecken, den dieser Mann verbreitete, war so groß, daß sich erst um die Mittagszeit jemand hinüberwag-te, um nachzusehen, was aus ihm geworden war. Als sie durch die offene Tür hineinspähten, wurden sie eines Anblicks gewahr, der sie schreckensbleich ins Dorf rasen ließ. Binnen einer Stunde war ich zur Stelle und hatte den Fall übernommen. 

Nun, wie Sie wissen, Mr. Holmes, habe ich ziemlich starke Nerven, aber ich gebe Ihnen mein Wort, daß ich zusammengefahren bin, als ich meinen Kopf in das kleine Haus gesteckt habe. Da drinnen brummte es wie ein Harmonium von all den Haus- und Schmeißfliegen, und Fußboden und Wände sahen aus wie in einem Schlachthaus. Er hatte es seine Kajüte genannt, und es war in der Tat eine Kajüte, denn man hätte denken können, man befinde sich auf einem Schiff. An einer Seite stand eine Koje, es gab eine Seemannskiste, Land- und Seekarten, ein Bild der  Sea Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.231
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 Unicorn,  auf einem Regal eine Reihe Logbücher –

alles genau so, wie man es sich in einer Kapitänskajü-

te vorstellt. Und mitten darin stand der Mann selbst, sein Gesicht war verzerrt wie das einer verlorenen Seele in der Hölle, und sein mächtiger gestreifter Bart sträubte sich im Todeskampf nach oben. Mitten durch seine breite Brust war eine stählerne Harpune gerammt, die sich tief in das Holz der Wand hinter ihm gebohrt hatte. Er war aufgespießt wie ein Käfer auf einem Stück Pappe. Natürlich war er mausetot, und zwar schon seit jenem Augenblick, da er seinen letzten Schmerzensschrei ausgestoßen hatte. 

Ich kenne Ihre Methoden, Sir, und ich habe sie angewandt. Ehe ich zuließ, daß irgend etwas angerührt wurde, habe ich den Boden draußen und auch im Zimmer aufs sorgfältigste untersucht. Es fanden sich keine Fußspuren.«

»Soll heißen, Sie haben keine gesehen?«

»Ich versichere Ihnen, Sir, es waren keine da.«

»Mein guter Hopkins, ich habe schon viele Verbrechen untersucht, aber mir ist noch nie eins untergekommen, das von einem fliegenden Wesen begangen wurde. Solange ein Verbrecher auf seinen zwei Beinen bleibt, solange muß es irgendeinen Eindruck, eine Abschabung, eine unbedeutende Verschiebung geben, die von einem wissenschaftlichen Sucher gefunden werden kann. Es ist unvorstellbar, daß dieser blutbe-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.232
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spritzte Raum keinerlei Spuren enthielt, die uns hätten weiterhelfen können. Dem Untersuchungsbericht entnehme ich jedoch, daß Sie freilich nicht alles übersehen haben?«

Der junge Inspektor wand sich unter den ironischen Bemerkungen meines Freundes. 

»Ich war ein Narr, daß ich Sie nicht gleich herbeigerufen habe, Mr. Holmes. Dem ist jedoch jetzt nicht mehr abzuhelfen. Ja, in dem Zimmer fanden sich mehrere Gegenstände, die besondere Aufmerksamkeit verlangten. Zum einen die Harpune, mit der die Tat begangen wurde. Sie war aus einer Halterung an der Wand gerissen worden. Zwei andere waren noch da, und die Stelle der dritten war leer. Auf dem Schaft befand sich die Gravur: ›S.S.  Sea Unicorn,  Dundee‹. 

Dies alles schien darauf hinzudeuten, daß das Verbrechen Folge eines Wutausbruchs war und daß der Mörder zur erstbesten Waffe gegriffen hatte. Die Tatsache, daß das Verbrechen um zwei Uhr morgens begangen wurde und Peter Carey dennoch voll angekleidet war, legte nahe, daß er mit dem Mörder verabredet war, was auch dadurch erhärtet wird, daß auf dem Tisch eine Flasche Rum und zwei schmutzige Gläser standen.«

»Ja«, sagte Holmes; »ich glaube, beide Annahmen sind statthaft. Gab es außer dem Rum noch anderen Schnaps in dem Zimmer?«
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»Ja; auf der Seemannskiste befand sich ein Fla-schenständer mit Brandy und Whisky. Dies ist jedoch für uns ohne Belang, da die Karaffen voll und demnach nicht benutzt worden waren.«

»Trotz alledem hat deren Anwesenheit eine Bedeutung«, sagte Holmes. »Erzählen Sie uns aber noch mehr von den Gegenständen, die sich Ihnen auf den Fall zu beziehen scheinen.«

»Auf dem Tisch lag der erwähnte Tabaksbeutel.«

»Wo auf dem Tisch?«

»In der Mitte. Er war aus einfachem Seehundsfell –

dem glatthaarigen, und mit einem Lederriemen zuge-bunden. Innen auf der Lasche stand ›P.C.‹ Der Beutel enthielt eine halbe Unze starken Schiffstabak.«

»Ausgezeichnet! Gab es noch mehr?«

Stanley Hopkins zog ein schäbiggraues Notizbuch aus der Tasche. Der Umschlag war rissig und abgeschabt, die Blätter verfärbt. Auf der ersten Seite standen die Initialen ›J.H.N.‹ und die Jahreszahl ›i883‹. 

Holmes legte es vor sich auf den Tisch und untersuchte es auf seine eingehende Art, während Hopkins und ich ihm über die Schulter sahen. Auf der zweiten Seite standen die Buchstaben ›C.P.R.‹, und dann kamen mehrere Blätter voller Zahlen. Verschiedene Überschriften lauteten ›Argentinien‹, ›Costa Rica‹ oder

›São Paulo‹, denen jeweils Seiten voller Zahlen und Figuren folgten. 
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»Was halten Sie davon?« fragte Holmes. 

»Es scheint sich um Listen von Börsen-Wertpapieren zu handeln. Ich halte ›J.H.N.‹ für die Initialen eines Maklers, und dieser ›C.P.R.‹ könnte sein Klient gewesen sein.«

»Versuchen Sie es einmal mit Canadian Pacific Railway«, sagte Holmes. 

Stanley Hopkins fluchte zwischen seinen Zähnen und hieb sich mit der Faust auf den Schenkel. 

»Was für ein Narr ich war!« rief er. »Es ist natürlich genau, wie Sie sagen. Dann bleiben uns nur noch die Initialen ›J.H.N.‹ zu lösen. Ich habe die alten Bör-senlisten bereits durchforstet, aber im Jahr 1883 gab es weder an der Londoner Börse noch sonst irgendwo außerhalb einen Makler, dessen Initialen mit diesen übereinstimmen. Und doch habe ich das Gefühl, daß dieser Anhaltspunkt der wichtigste ist, den ich habe. 

Sie werden zugeben, Mr. Holmes, es besteht die Möglichkeit, daß diese Initialen zu jener zweiten an-wesenden Person gehören – mit andern Worten: dem Mörder. Außerdem möchte ich betonen, daß das Auftauchen eines auf eine beträchtliche Menge wertvoller Effekten bezüglichen Dokuments in diesem Fall uns den ersten Hinweis auf ein Motiv für dieses Verbrechen an die Hand gibt.«

Sherlock Holmes war anzusehen, daß er von dieser neuen Entwicklung völlig aus der Fassung gebracht Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.235
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war. 

»Ich stimme Ihnen in beiden Punkten zu«, sagte er. 

»Ich muß gestehen, daß dieses Notizbuch, von dem im Untersuchungsbericht nicht die Rede war, meine ganzen bisherigen Überlegungen in einem anderen Licht erscheinen läßt. Ich hatte mir zu diesem Verbrechen eine Theorie gebildet, in der ich dafür keinen Platz finden kann. Haben Sie versucht, irgendwelche der hier verzeichneten Effekten aufzuspüren?«

»Hierzu laufen bereits Nachforschungen in den Kontoren, aber ich fürchte, daß sich das vollständige Verzeichnis der Aktienbesitzer dieser südamerikanischen Firmen in Südamerika befindet und noch einige Wochen vergehen werden, ehe wir die Anteile aufspü-

ren können.«

Holmes hatte den Umschlag des Notizbuchs mit seinem Vergrößerungsglas untersucht. 

»Hier ist auf jeden Fall eine Verfärbung«, sagte er. 

»Ja, Sir, ein Blutfleck. Wie gesagt, habe ich das Buch vom Boden aufgehoben;«

»War der Blutfleck oben oder unten?«

»Auf der dem Boden zugewandten Seite.«

»Was natürlich beweist, daß das Buch erst nach der Tat hingeworfen wurde.«

»Ganz recht, Mr. Holmes. Ich habe diesen Punkt beachtet und bin zu dem Schluß gekommen, daß der Mörder das Buch bei seiner hastigen Flucht hat fallen Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.236
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lassen. Es lag in der Nähe der Tür.«

»Ich nehme an, keine dieser Effekten wurde im Besitz des Toten gefunden?«

»Stimmt, Sir.«

»Haben Sie irgendeinen Grund, einen Raubüberfall anzunehmen?«

»Nein, Sir. Es wurde offenbar nichts angerührt.«

»Meine Güte, wahrhaftig ein sehr interessanter Fall. Dann war da noch ein Messer, oder?«

»Ein Dolchmesser, steckte noch in der Scheide. Es lag zu Füßen des Toten. Mrs. Carey hat es als Eigentum ihres Mannes identifiziert.«

Holmes hing eine Weile seinen Gedanken nach. 

»Nun«, sagte er schließlich, »ich denke, ich werde mal hinauskommen und mir das ansehen müssen.«

Stanley Hopkins stieß einen Freudenschrei aus. 

»Danke, Sir. Da fällt mir aber ein Stein vom Herzen.«

Holmes hob vorwurfsvoll den Finger. 

»Vor einer Woche wäre die Aufgabe leichter gewesen«, sagte er. »Aber auch jetzt ist mein Besuch vielleicht nicht vollkommen fruchtlos. Watson, sollten Sie die Zeit erübrigen können, würde ich mich sehr über Ihre Gesellschaft freuen. Wenn Sie uns inzwischen einen Wagen besorgen, Hopkins, werden wir in einer Viertelstunde zur Abfahrt nach Forest Row bereit sein.«
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Nachdem wir an dem kleinen Bahnhof ausgestiegen waren, fuhren wir einige Meilen durch die Überreste ausgedehnter Wälder, die dereinst jenen riesigen Forst gebildet hatten, der die sächsischen Invasoren so lange in Schach gehalten hatte – der undurchdringliche »Weald«, der über sechzig Jahre das Bollwerk Britanniens gewesen war. Weite Teile davon sind gerodet worden, denn hier sind die ersten Eisenhütten des Landes ansässig, und die Bäume hat man gefällt, um damit das Erz zu schmelzen. Inzwischen haben die reicheren Felder des Nordens den Handel an sich gezogen, und außer diesen verwüsteten Waldungen und den riesigen Narben in der Erde kündet hier nichts mehr von der Arbeit der Vergangenheit. Auf einer dieser Lichtungen stand auf einem grünen Berg-hang ein langes, niedriges Steinhaus, auf das sich eine geschwungene Einfahrt durch die Felder zuwand. 

Näher an der Straße, auf drei Seiten von Büschen um-wachsen, stand ein kleines Gartenhaus; ein Fenster und die Tür gingen in unsere Richtung. Dies war der Schauplatz des Mordes. 

Stanley Hopkins führte uns zuerst in das Haus, wo er uns einer verhärmten, grauhaarigen Frau vorstellte, der Witwe des Ermordeten; ihr hageres und von tiefen Furchen durchzogenes Gesicht und der verängstigte Schreckensblick ihrer rotumrandeten Augen kündeten von den Jahren der Mühsal und Mißhandlung, die sie Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.238
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durchgemacht hatte. Ihre Tochter war auch da, ein blasses, blondes Mädchen; ihre Augen flackerten uns trotzig an, als sie uns sagte, sie sei froh, daß ihr Vater tot sei, und sie segne die Hand, die ihn erschlagen habe. Der Schwarze Peter Carey hatte einen schrecklichen Haushalt geführt, und wir waren ziemlich erleichtert, als wir wieder draußen im Sonnenlicht waren und den Pfad entlangschritten, den die Füße des Toten durch den Garten ausgetreten hatten. 

Das Gartenhaus war eine überaus einfache Behausung; Holzwände, Schindeldach, ein Fenster neben der Tür, ein anderes in der Rückfront. Stanley Hopkins zog den Schlüssel aus seiner Tasche und wollte sich eben zum Schloß bücken, als er plötzlich mit gespanntem und überraschtem Gesichtsausdruck inne-hielt. 

»Jemand hat sich daran zu schaffen gemacht«, sagte er. An dieser Tatsache konnte kein Zweifel bestehen. Das Gebälk wies Schrammen auf, und das zerkratzte Holz unter dem Anstrich war so hell, als seien die Kratzer eben erst gemacht worden. Holmes hatte das Fenster untersucht. 

»Auch dies hat jemand aufzubrechen versucht. Wer auch immer das war, es ist ihm nicht gelungen, hin-einzukommen. Das muß ein sehr erbärmlicher Einbrecher gewesen sein.«

»Höchst bemerkenswert«, sagte der Inspektor; »ich Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.239
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könnte beschwören, daß diese Schrammen gestern abend noch nicht hier waren.«

»Vielleicht irgendein Neugieriger aus dem Dorf«, schlug ich vor. 

»Sehr unwahrscheinlich. Nur wenige würden es wagen, dieses Grundstück zu betreten, noch weniger, in die Kajüte einzubrechen. Was halten Sie davon, Mr. Holmes?«

»Ich denke, das Glück ist uns sehr hold.«

»Sie meinen, der Betreffende wird wiederkommen?«

»Das steht sehr zu vermuten. Er kam in der Erwartung, die Tür offen zu finden. Dann versuchte er, mit der Klinge eines sehr kleinen Taschenmessers einzudringen. Es gelang ihm nicht. Was macht er nun?«

»In der nächsten Nacht mit einem geeigneteren Werkzeug wiederkommen.«

»Das möchte ich auch meinen. Es wäre ein Fehler, wenn wir ihm nicht auflauerten, um ihn zu fassen. 

Unterdessen lassen Sie mich das Innere der Kajüte sehen.«

Die Spuren der Tragödie hatte man entfernt, aber die Möbel standen noch immer in dem kleinen Raum wie in der Nacht des Verbrechens. Zwei Stunden lang untersuchte Holmes jeden einzelnen Gegenstand mit gespanntester Konzentration, doch seine Miene ließ erkennen, daß seine Suche nicht erfolgreich war. Nur Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.240
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einmal unterbrach er seine geduldige Forschungsarbeit. 

»Haben Sie irgend etwas von diesem Regal genommen, Hopkins?«

»Nein; ich habe nichts angerührt.«

»Irgend etwas fehlt aber: An dieser Seite des Regals befindet sich weniger Staub als sonst. Es könnte dort ein Buch gelegen haben, vielleicht auch eine Schachtel. Nun, nun, mehr kann ich nicht tun. Machen wir einen Spaziergang in diesem schönen Wald, Watson, und widmen ein paar Stunden den Vögeln und Blumen. Wir treffen uns später wieder hier, Hopkins, und dann wollen wir sehen, ob wir dem Gentleman, der letzte Nacht hier gewesen ist, näherkommen können.«

Es war nach elf Uhr, als wir unseren kleinen Hinterhalt aufbauten. Hopkins war dafür, die Tür der Hütte offenzulassen, während Holmes die Meinung vertrat, daß dies den Argwohn des Fremden erregen könnte. Das Schloß war überaus primitiv, und es brauchte nur eine kräftige Klinge, um es aufzubrechen. Holmes schlug auch vor, daß wir nicht in der Hütte warten sollten, sondern draußen im Gebüsch, das um das Hinterfenster herumwuchs. Auf diese Weise wären wir in der Lage, den Mann, falls er Licht machte, zu beobachten und zu sehen, welches Ziel er mit seinem verstohlenen nächtlichen Besuch verfolg-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.241
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te. 

Es war eine lange und trübsinnige Nachtwache, und doch brachte sie etwas von der Erregung mit sich, die der Jäger empfindet, wenn er an einem Wasser-loch liegt und auf das Herannahen des durstigen Raubtieres wartet. Welch grausames Wesen mochte sich aus der Dunkelheit auf uns stürzen? Ein wilder Tiger des Verbrechens, der nur im mühsamen Kampf mit blitzendem Fang und Klauen überwältigt werden konnte? Oder ein feiger Schakal, der nur den Schwachen und Ungeschützten zur Gefahr wurde? Wir kauerten in absolutem Schweigen in den Büschen und harrten der Dinge, die da kommen mochten. Anfangs machten uns noch die Schritte einiger verspäteter Dorfbewohner oder der Klang von Stimmen aus dem Dorf die Wache erträglich; doch diese Unterbrechungen erstarben eine nach der anderen, und dann umgab uns völlige Stille, in die nur noch das Läuten der fernen Kirche drang, das uns vom Fortgang der Nacht unterrichtete, und das Rascheln und Wispern des Nieselregens, der auf das uns einhüllende Laubwerk fiel. 

Es hatte halb drei geläutet – die dunkelste Stunde der Nacht, die der Dämmerung vorausgeht –, als wir alle bei einem leisen, aber scharfen Klicken zusam-menfuhren, das aus der Richtung des Tores gekommen war. Jemand hatte die Einfahrt betreten. Es folgte eine langgezogene Stille, und ich hatte schon angefan-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.242
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gen zu befürchten, es sei falscher Alarm gewesen, als auf der anderen Seite der Hütte verstohlene Schritte vernehmbar wurden; einen Augenblick später hörten wir ein metallisches Kratzen und Klicken. Der Mann versuchte das Schloß aufzubrechen! Diesmal war er geschickter, oder sein Werkzeug besser, denn plötzlich knackte es, und die Türangeln quietschten. Dann wurde ein Streichholz angemacht, und gleich darauf erfüllte das stetige Licht einer Kerze das Innere der Hütte. Durch den Gazevorhang waren unser aller Augen auf die Szene drinnen geheftet. 

Der nächtliche Besucher war ein junger, zierlicher und dünner Mann mit schwarzem Schnauzbart, der die tödliche Blässe seines Gesichts noch hervorhob. 

Er mochte kaum über zwanzig Jahre alt sein. Nie zuvor habe ich einen Menschen gesehen, der sich dermaßen erbärmlich zu fürchten schien: Seine Zähne klapperten sichtbar, und er zitterte an allen Gliedern. 

Er war gekleidet wie ein Gentleman: Norfolk-Jacke und Knickerbockers, auf dem Kopf eine Tuchmütze. 

Wir beobachteten ihn, wie er sich mit angstvollen Augen umblickte. Dann stellte er den Kerzenstummel auf den Tisch und entschwand in eine Ecke und unseren Blicken. Er kam mit einem großen Buch zurück, einem der Logbücher, die auf dem Regal in einer Reihe standen. Er beugte sich über den Tisch und schlug rasch die Seiten dieses Buches um, bis er zu Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.243
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dem Eintrag kam, den er suchte. Dann schlug er das Buch mit einer wütenden Bewegung seiner geballten Hand zu, brachte es wieder in die Ecke und machte das Licht aus. Er wollte die Hütte eben verlassen, als Hopkins' Hand dem Burschen an den Kragen fuhr; ich hörte ihn vor Entsetzen laut aufstöhnen, als er begriff, daß man ihn erwischt hatte. Die Kerze wurde wieder entzündet, und da stand unser elender Gefangener und bebte und wand sich im Griff des Polizisten. Er sank auf die Seemannskiste und sah uns hilflos an. 

»Nun, mein Lieber«, sagte Stanley Hopkins, »wer sind Sie, und was suchen Sie hier?«

Der Mann riß sich zusammen und versuchte, uns mit einiger Fassung ins Gesicht zu sehen. 

»Sie sind Polizisten, nehme ich an?« sagte er. »Sie glauben, ich habe etwas mit dem Tod von Captain Peter Carey zu tun. Ich versichere Ihnen, daß ich unschuldig bin.«

»Das werden wir ja noch sehen«, sagte Hopkins. 

»Zunächst einmal sagen Sie uns, wie Sie heißen.«

»John Hopley Neligan.«

Ich sah, wie Holmes und Hopkins einen raschen Blick austauschten. 

»Was machen Sie hier?«

»Kann ich vertraulich reden?«

»Nein, ganz gewiß nicht.«

»Warum sollte ich es Ihnen dann sagen?«
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»Wenn Sie nicht antworten, könnte es Ihnen bei dem Prozeß schlecht ergehen.«

Der junge Mann fuhr zusammen. 

»Gut, ich erzähl's Ihnen«, sagte er. »Warum auch nicht? Und doch ist mir die Vorstellung zuwider, daß dieser alte Skandal dadurch neu zum Leben erweckt wird. Haben Sie schon einmal von Dawson & Neligan gehört?«

Ich sah Hopkins' Miene an, daß er noch nie davon gehört hatte, aber Holmes blickte sehr interessiert. 

»Sie meinen die West-Country-Bankiers«, sagte er. 

»Sie haben mit einer Million Bankrott gemacht und den halben Landadel von Cornwall ruiniert, worauf-hin Neligan verschwunden ist.«

»Genau. Neligan war mein Vater.«

Endlich bekamen wir etwas Positives in die Hand, und doch schien die Lücke zwischen dem flüchtigen Bankier und dem mit einer seiner Harpunen an die Wand genagelten Captain Peter Carey überaus groß. 

Wir lauschten gespannt den Worten des jungen Mannes. 

»Mein Vater war der eigentlich Schuldige. Dawson hatte sich aus dem Geschäft zurückgezogen. Ich war damals erst zehn Jahre alt, aber ich war alt genug, um die Schande und das Entsetzliche der ganzen Sache zu empfinden. Es hat immer geheißen, mein Vater habe die ganzen Wertpapiere gestohlen und sei geflohen. 
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Das ist nicht wahr. Er glaubte, wenn er Zeit genug hätte, sie zu Geld zu machen, würde alles wieder gut und sämtliche Gläubiger könnten befriedigt werden. 

Er startete mit seiner kleinen Yacht nach Norwegen, kurz bevor der Haftbefehl gegen ihn erlassen wurde. 

Ich kann mich noch an jene letzte Nacht erinnern, als er meiner Mutter Lebewohl sagte. Er hinterließ uns eine Liste der Wertpapiere, die er mitnahm, und er schwor, daß er mit wiederhergestellter Ehre zurückkommen und daß niemand es bereuen würde, ihm vertraut zu haben. Nun, seither haben wir kein Wort mehr von ihm gehört. Er und die Yacht sind spurlos verschwunden. Wir, das heißt meine Mutter und ich, lebten in dem Glauben, daß die beiden zusammen mit den Wertpapieren, die er mitgenommen hatte, auf dem Meeresboden ruhten. Wir hatten jedoch einen ergebenen Freund – er ist Geschäftsmann, und er war es, der vor einiger Zeit herausfand, daß ein paar von den Wertpapieren, die mein Vater bei sich hatte, auf dem Londoner Markt wieder aufgetaucht waren. Sie können sich unser Erstaunen vorstellen. Ich verbrachte Monate damit, sie aufzuspüren, und nach etlichen Winkelzügen und Schwierigkeiten bekam ich schließ-

lich heraus, daß deren ursprünglicher Verkäufer Captain Peter Carey, der Besitzer dieser Hütte, gewesen war. 

Selbstverständlich stellte ich einige Nachforschun-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.246
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gen über diesen Mann an. Ich fand heraus, daß er genau zu der Zeit, als mein Vater nach Norwegen übersetzte, einen aus dem Polarmeer zurückkommen-den Walfänger kommandiert hatte. Der Herbst jenes Jahres war stürmisch gewesen, und es hatte mehrere Südstürme hintereinander gegeben. Die Yacht meines Vaters konnte durchaus nach Norden geweht worden sein und dort Captain Peter Careys Schiff begegnet sein. Falls dies zutraf: Was war dann aus meinem Vater geworden? Wie auch immer, hätte ich durch Peter Careys Aussage beweisen können, wie diese Wertpapiere auf den Markt gelangt sind, wäre das ein Beweis dafür gewesen, daß nicht mein Vater sie verkauft hatte und daß er sie nicht mitgenommen hatte, um persönlich davon zu profitieren. 

Ich fuhr mit der Absicht, den Captain zu besuchen, nach Sussex, doch gerade dann geschah dieser schreckliche Mord. Im Untersuchungsbericht las ich eine Beschreibung seiner Hütte, woraus hervorging, daß die alten Logbücher seines Schiffes darin aufbewahrt würden. Mir kam die Idee, daß ich, wenn ich die Ereignisse an Bord der  Sea Unicorn  im August 1883 nachlesen könnte, womöglich das Rätsel des Schicksals meines Vaters lösen könnte. Vorige Nacht versuchte ich, an diese Logbücher heranzukommen, konnte aber die Tür nicht aufkriegen. Heute nacht versuchte ich es wieder, diesmal mit Erfolg; aber die Sei-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.247
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ten, die sich auf diesen Monat beziehen, sind aus dem Buch herausgerissen. Und in diesem Augenblick fand ich mich als Gefangenen in Ihren Händen.«

»Ist das alles?« fragte Hopkins. 

»Ja, das ist alles«, sagte er, und seine Augen zuckten hin und her. 

»Sonst haben Sie uns nichts zu sagen?«

Er zögerte. 

»Nein; sonst gibt es nichts.«

»Vorletzte Nacht sind Sie nicht hiergewesen?«

»Nein.«

»Und wie erklären Sie dann  das?« schrie Hopkins und hielt das vernichtende Notizbuch hoch, auf dessen erster Seite sich die Initialen unseres Gefangenen befanden, dazu der Blutfleck auf dem Umschlag. 

Der Elende brach zusammen. Er verbarg sein Gesicht in den Händen und zitterte am ganzen Leibe. 

»Wo haben Sie das her?« ächzte er. »Ich – ich dachte, ich hätte es im Hotel verloren.«

»Das genügt«, sagte Hopkins streng. »Was auch immer Sie zu sagen haben, müssen Sie vor Gericht sagen. Sie werden mich jetzt zur Wache begleiten. 

Nun, Mr. Holmes, ich bin Ihnen und Ihrem Freund sehr zu Dank verpflichtet, daß Sie mir zu Hilfe gekommen sind. Wie sich jetzt herausstellt, war Ihre Anwesenheit gar nicht erforderlich; ich hätte den Fall auch ohne Sie zu diesem erfolgreichen Abschluß ge-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.248
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führt. Gleichwohl bin ich Ihnen sehr dankbar. Im Brambletye Hotel sind Zimmer für Sie reserviert, wir können also zusammen ins Dorf gehen.«

»Nun, Watson, was halten Sie davon?« fragte Holmes, als wir am nächsten Morgen zurückfuhren. 

»Ich merke, daß Sie nicht zufrieden sind.«

»Doch doch, mein lieber Watson, ich bin vollkommen zufrieden. Zugleich empfehlen sich mir Stanley Hopkins' Methoden nicht gerade. Ich bin von Stanley Hopkins enttäuscht. Ich hatte mir Besseres von ihm erwartet. Man sollte doch immer nach einer möglichen Alternative suchen und sich dagegen sichern. 

Das ist die erste Regel jeder kriminalistischen Untersuchung.«

»Und welches ist dann die Alternative?«

»Der Weg der Untersuchung, den ich selbst eingeschlagen habe. Er mag zu nichts fuhren; das kann ich nicht absehen. Zumindest aber werde ich ihn bis zum Ende verfolgen.«

In Baker Street warteten mehrere Briefe auf Holmes. Er ergriff einen davon, riß ihn auf und brach in ein triumphierendes Kichern aus. 

»Ausgezeichnet, Watson. Die Alternative entwik-kelt sich. Haben Sie Depeschenformulare da? Schreiben Sie mir doch bitte ein paar Telegramme: ›Sumner, Schiffsagent, Ratcliff Highway. Schicken Sie morgen zehn Uhr drei Männer vorbei. – Basil.‹ So nenne ich Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.249
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mich in diesen Kreisen. Das andere lautet: ›Inspektor Stanley Hopkins, 46 Lord Street, Brixton. Kommen Sie morgen halbzehn zum Frühstück. Wichtig. Telegraphieren Sie, falls Kommen unmöglich. – Sherlock Holmes.‹ Tja, Watson, dieser teuflische Fall verfolgt mich nun seit zehn Tagen. Ich verbanne ihn hiermit vollständig aus meiner Gegenwart. Ich hoffe, daß wir morgen zum allerletzten Mal davon hören werden.«

Inspektor Stanley Hopkins erschien pünktlich auf die Minute, und wir setzten uns an das vortreffliche Frühstück, das Mrs. Hudson zubereitet hatte. Der junge Polizist war über seinen Erfolg in der besten Laune. 

»Sie sind wirklich der Meinung, daß Ihre Lösung richtig sein muß?« fragte Holmes. 

»Einen besser abgeschlossenen Fall könnte ich mir nicht vorstellen.«

»Mir schien die Sache nicht überzeugend.«

»Sie erstaunen mich, Mr. Holmes. Was kann man noch mehr verlangen?«

»Deckt Ihre Erklärung jeden Punkt?«

»Zweifellos. Der junge Neligan traf genau am Tage des Verbrechens im Brambletye Hotel ein. Er kam unter dem Vorwand, Golf spielen zu wollen. Sein Zimmer lag im Erdgeschoß, und er konnte nach Belieben ein- und ausgehen. Noch in derselben Nacht ging er nach Woodman's Lee, suchte Peter Carey in seiner Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.250
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Hütte auf, stritt mit ihm und tötete ihn mit der Harpune. Entsetzt über seine Tat, floh er sodann aus der Hütte, wobei er das Notizbuch fallenließ, das er mitgebracht hatte, um Peter Carey wegen dieser verschiedenen Wertpapiere zu befragen. Sie haben vielleicht bemerkt, daß einige davon abgehakt waren, und andere – die meisten – nicht. Die abgehakten sind auf dem Londoner Markt aufgespürt worden; die anderen aber befanden sich vermutlich noch in Careys Besitz, und der junge Neligan wollte sie, wie er selbst zugibt, unbedingt wiedererlangen, um die Gläubiger seines Vaters zu befriedigen. Nach seiner Flucht wagte er es eine Zeitlang nicht, sich der Hütte zu nähern; schließ-

lich aber rang er sich dazu durch, um sich die benö-

tigten Informationen zu verschaffen. Ist das alles denn nicht ganz einfach und offensichtlich?«

Holmes lächelte und schüttelte den Kopf. 

»Es scheint mir nur einen Nachteil zu haben, Hopkins, und zwar den, daß es eigentlich unmöglich ist. 

Haben Sie schon einmal versucht, eine Harpune durch einen Körper zu treiben? Nicht? Tz, tz, mein lieber Sir, solchen Details müssen Sie aber wirklich Aufmerksamkeit zollen. Mein Freund Watson könnte Ihnen sagen, daß ich einen ganzen Vormittag mit dieser Übung verbracht habe. Es ist gar nicht so einfach und erfordert einen kräftigen und geübten Arm. Doch dieser Hieb wurde mit solcher Gewalt ausgeführt, daß Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.251
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die Spitze der Waffe sich tief in die Wand gebohrt hat. Können Sie sich vorstellen, daß dieser blutarme Jüngling in der Lage war, einen so entsetzlichen Schlag zu führen? Ist er der Mann, der mitten in der Nacht mit dem Schwarzen Peter Rum und Wasser säuft? War es sein Profil, das zwei Nächte zuvor auf dem Vorhang zu sehen war? Nein, nein, Hopkins; wir müssen nach einem anderen und viel kräftigeren Mann suchen.«

Das Gesicht des Polizisten war während Holmes' 

Rede immer länger geworden. Seine ganzen Hoffnungen und Ambitionen zerbröckelten um ihn her. Aber er wollte seine Position nicht kampflos preisgeben. 

»Sie können nicht bestreiten, daß Neligan in jener Nacht dort war, Mr. Holmes. Dies beweist das Buch. 

Ich bilde mir ein, Beweise genug zu haben, um eine Jury zu überzeugen, auch wenn Sie imstande sein sollten, sie ein wenig zu durchlöchern. Im übrigen, Mr. Holmes: Ich habe  meinen  Mann gefaßt. Wo aber ist denn  Ihr  schrecklicher Mensch?«

»Ich möchte meinen, er kommt gerade die Treppe hoch«, sagte Holmes heiter. »Watson, ich denke, Sie täten gut daran, diesen Revolver in Reichweite zu legen.« Er stand auf und legte ein beschriebenes Stück Papier auf einen Nebentisch. »Jetzt sind wir soweit«, sagte er. 

Draußen hatte man rauhe Stimmen reden gehört, Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.252
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und nun öffnete Mrs. Hudson die Tür und sagte, da wären drei Männer, die Captain Basil zu sprechen verlangten. 

»Führen Sie sie einzeln herein«, sagte Holmes. 

Der erste, der hereinkam, war ein kleines Schnuk-kelchen von einem Mann19 mit rosigen Wangen und flaumigem hellem Backenbart. Holmes hatte einen Brief aus der Tasche gezogen. 

»Sie heißen?« fragte er. 

»James Lancaster.«

»Tut mir leid, Lancaster, aber der Posten ist schon besetzt. Hier haben Sie einen halben Sovereign für Ihre Mühe. Gehen Sie bitte nebenan ins Zimmer und warten Sie dort ein paar Minuten.«

Der zweite Mann war ein langes dürres Wesen mit glattem Haar und fahlen Wangen. Er hieß Hugh Pattins. Auch er erhielt einen ablehnenden Bescheid, einen halben Sovereign und die Anweisung zu warten. 

Der dritte Bewerber war ein Mann von bemerkenswertem Äußerem. Sein grimmiges Bulldoggengesicht war von einem Gestrüpp aus Haar und Bart umrahmt, und unter seinen dichten, buschigen, überhängenden Augenbrauen glühten zwei dreiste dunkle Augen. Er salutierte und stand nach Seemannsart da und drehte seine Mütze in den Händen. 

»Sie heißen?« fragte Holmes. 

»Patrick Cairns.«
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»Harpunierer?«

»Ja, Sir. Sechsundzwanzig Fahrten.«

»Dundee, nehme ich an?«

»Ja, Sir.«

»Und bereit, mit einem Forschungsschiff loszufah-ren?«

»Ja, Sir.«

»Heuer?«

»Acht Pfund im Monat.«

»Könnten Sie sogleich aufbrechen?«

»Sobald ich meine Ausrüstung bekomme.«

»Haben Sie Ihre Papiere dabei?«

»Ja, Sir.« Er zog ein Bündel abgewetzter und spek-kiger Formulare aus seiner Tasche. Holmes überflog sie und gab sie ihm zurück. 

»Sie sind genau der Mann, den ich brauche«, sagte er. »Dort auf dem Tisch liegt der Vertrag. Unterschreiben Sie, und die ganze Sache ist abgemacht.«

Der Seemann wankte durchs Zimmer und griff zur Feder. 

»Soll ich hier unterschreiben?« fragte er, als er sich über den Tisch bückte. 

Holmes beugte sich über seine Schultern und legte beide Hände über seinen Nacken. 

»Das wird reichen«, sagte er. 

Ich hörte ein stählernes Klicken und darauf ein Ge-brüll wie von einem wütenden Stier. Im nächsten Au-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.254
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genblick wälzten Holmes und der Seemann sich auf dem Boden. Er war ein Mann von solch gigantischer Körperkraft, daß er auch mit den Handschellen, die Holmes ihm so flink angelegt hatte, meinen Freund schnell überwältigt haben würde, wären Hopkins und ich ihm nicht zu Hilfe geeilt. Erst als ich ihm die kalte Mündung des Revolvers an die Schläfe drückte, sah er endlich ein, daß Widerstand vergeblich war. Wir banden ihm die Füße mit einem Seil zusammen und erhoben uns atemlos von unserem Kampf. 

»Ich muß Sie wirklich um Verzeihung bitten, Hopkins«, sagte Sherlock Holmes. »Ich fürchte, das Rühr-ei ist kalt geworden. Sie werden jedoch den Rest unseres Frühstücks um so mehr genießen, nicht wahr, wenn Sie daran denken, wie triumphal Sie Ihren Fall abgeschlossen haben?«

Stanley Hopkins war vor Überraschung sprachlos. 

»Ich weiß nicht, was ich sagen soll, Mr. Holmes«, stieß er endlich mit hochrotem Kopf hervor. »Mir scheint, ich habe mich von Anfang an zum Narren gemacht. Ich sehe jetzt ein, was ich nie hätte vergessen sollen: daß ich der Schüler bin und Sie der Lehrer. 

Selbst jetzt sehe ich zwar, was Sie getan haben, aber ich weiß weder, wie Sie es getan haben, noch, was es bedeutet.«

»Nun, nun«, sagte Holmes gutmütig. »Wir alle werden durch Erfahrung klug, und für diesmal besteht Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.255
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Ihre Lektion darin, daß Sie niemals die Alternative aus den Augen verlieren sollten. Sie waren so sehr mit dem jungen Neligan beschäftigt, daß Sie für Patrick Cairns, den wahren Mörder von Peter Carey, keinen Gedanken erübrigen konnten.«

Die rauhe Stimme des Seemanns unterbrach unser Gespräch. 

»Hören Sie, Mister«, sagte er. »Ich beschwere mich nicht über diese grobe Behandlung, aber ich möchte doch, daß Sie die Dinge beim richtigen Namen nennen. Sie sagen, ich hätte Peter Carey ermordet; ich sage, ich habe Peter Carey  getötet,  und das ist ein gewaltiger Unterschied. Vielleicht glauben Sie mir nicht. Vielleicht meinen Sie, ich würde Ihnen ein Märchen erzählen.«

»Ganz und gar nicht«, sagte Holmes. »Lassen Sie hören, was Sie uns zu sagen haben.«

»Das ist schnell erzählt, und, bei Gott, jedes Wort ist wahr: Ich kannte den Schwarzen Peter, und als er nach seinem Messer griff, hieb ich ihm gleich eine Harpune rein, denn ich wußte, entweder er oder ich. 

So ist er gestorben. Man kann es Mord nennen. Aber ob ich nun mit einem Strick um den Hals oder mit dem Messer des Schwarzen Peter im Herz gestorben wäre, ist sowieso dasselbe.«

»Wie sind Sie zu ihm gekommen?« fragte Holmes. 

»Ich erzähl's Ihnen von Anfang an. Lassen Sie Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.256
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mich nur ein bißchen sitzen, damit ich leichter sprechen kann. Es war im Jahr '83 – im August. Peter Carey war der Kapitän der  Sea Unicorn,  und ich war zweiter Harpunierer. Wir fuhren gerade auf dem Heimweg aus dem Packeis heraus, bei Gegenwind, eine Woche lang Südsturm, als wir auf ein kleines Schiff stießen, das nach Norden abgetrieben worden war. Es war nur noch ein Mann drauf – ein Landsmann. Die Mannschaft hatte gedacht, das Schiff würde untergehen, und war mit dem Beiboot zur nor-wegischen Küste losgefahren. Nehme an, die sind alle ertrunken. Nun, wir haben diesen Mann an Bord genommen, und er und der Skipper haben in der Kajüte mehrmals lange miteinander gesprochen. Sein ganzes Gepäck, das wir mitnahmen, bestand aus einer Blechdose. Soweit ich weiß, wurde der Name des Mannes niemals erwähnt, und in der zweiten Nacht verschwand er, als ob es ihn nie gegeben hätte. Es wurde die Nachricht verbreitet, er habe sich entweder selbst über Bord gestürzt oder er sei bei dem schweren Wetter, das wir hatten, über Bord gefallen. Nur einer wußte, was wirklich mit ihm geschehen war; und das war ich, denn ich habe mit eigenen Augen gesehen, wie der Skipper ihn in der Zweiten Wache in einer dunklen Nacht gepackt und über die Reling geworfen hat. Das war zwei Tage, bevor wir den Leuchtturm der Shetlands gesichtet haben. 
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Nun, ich behielt mein Wissen für mich und wartete ab, was nun weiter passieren würde. Als wir nach Schottland zurückkamen, ließ die Sache sich leicht vertuschen, und niemand stellte Fragen. Ein Fremder war bei einem Unfall ums Leben gekommen, und wer sollte da schon Nachforschungen anstellen. Kurze Zeit später gab Peter Carey die Seefahrt auf, und ich brauchte lange Jahre, um herauszufinden, wo er war. 

Ich vermutete, er habe die Tat wegen des Inhalts dieser Blechdose begangen und er könnte es sich leisten, mich gut dafür zu bezahlen, daß ich meinen Mund halte. 

Von einem Matrosen, der ihn in London getroffen hatte, erfuhr ich, wo er war, und ich ging hin, um ihn auszuquetschen. In der ersten Nacht war er noch ziemlich vernünftig und war bereit, mir genug zu geben, daß ich das Seemannsleben für immer hätte aufgeben können. Wir wollten das Ganze zwei Näch-te darauf abmachen. Als ich ankam, fand ich ihn zu drei Vierteln betrunken und in scheußlicher Laune. 

Wir setzten uns, tranken und sprachen von den alten Zeiten, aber je mehr er trank, desto weniger gefiel mir sein Gesichtsausdruck. Ich entdeckte an der Wand diese Harpune und dachte mir, die könnte ich vielleicht noch brauchen, ehe ich da fertig war. Schließ-

lich ging er fauchend und fluchend auf mich los, er hatte einen mörderischen Blick und ein großes Dolch-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.258
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messer in der Hand. Er kam nicht mehr dazu, es aus der Scheide zu ziehen, bevor ich ihn mit der Harpune durchbohrt hatte. Himmel! Hat der geschrien! Und sein Gesicht erscheint mir im Schlaf! Da stand ich nun, das Blut spritzte um mich rum, und ich wartete noch eine Weile; aber alles war still, und so wurde ich wieder mutig. Ich sah mich um und entdeckte diese Blechdose auf dem Regal. Immerhin hatte ich darauf genausoviel Anrecht wie Peter Carey, und so steckte ich sie ein und verließ die Hütte. Idiotischerweise habe ich meinen Knasterbeutel auf dem Tisch liegenlassen. 

Und jetzt erzähle ich Ihnen das Komischste an der ganzen Geschichte. Ich war kaum aus der Hütte heraus, da hörte ich jemanden kommen, und ich verstek-kte mich im Gebüsch. Da kam ein Mann angeschli-chen, ging in die Hütte, stieß einen Schrei aus, als ob er ein Gespenst gesehen hätte, und rannte davon, so schnell er konnte, bis ich ihn nicht mehr sah. Wer das war oder was er wollte, kann ich Ihnen nicht sagen. 

Ich jedenfalls bin zehn Meilen gewandert, in Tunbridge Wells in einen Zug gestiegen und nach London gefahren, und war kein bißchen klüger. 

Nun, als ich dann die Dose untersuchte, sah ich, daß da kein Geld, sondern bloß Papiere drin waren, die ich nicht zu verkaufen wagte. Ich hatte meine Macht über den Schwarzen Peter verloren und war Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.259
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ohne einen Shilling in London gestrandet. Ich hatte nur noch meinen Beruf. Da sah ich diese Anzeigen von wegen Harpunierer und hohe Bezahlung, ging zu den Schiffsagenten, und die schickten mich hierher. 

Mehr weiß ich nicht, und ich sage noch einmal, wenn ich den Schwarzen Peter getötet habe, dann sollte das Gesetz mir dankbar sein, denn immerhin spart man durch mich den Preis für ein Hanfseil.«

»Ein sehr klarer Bericht«, sagte Holmes, stand auf und zündete seine Pfeife an. »Hopkins, ich denke, Sie sollten keine Zeit verlieren und Ihren Gefangenen an einen sicheren Ort bringen. Dieses Zimmer ist als Zelle nicht sonderlich geeignet, und Mr. Patrick Cairns belegt einen zu großen Teil unseres Teppichs.«

»Mr. Holmes«, sagte Hopkins, »ich weiß nicht, wie ich Ihnen Dank sagen soll. Selbst jetzt verstehe ich noch nicht, wie Sie zu Ihrem Ergebnis gelangt sind.«

»Einfach, indem ich das Glück hatte, von Anfang an auf der richtigen Spur zu sein. Wenn ich von diesem Notizbuch gewußt hätte, wären meine Gedanken höchstwahrscheinlich in eine andere Richtung gegangen, so wie bei Ihnen. Doch alles, was ich hörte, zeigte in diese eine Richtung. Die erstaunliche Kraft, die Geschicklichkeit im Gebrauch der Harpune, Rum und Wasser, der Tabaksbeutel aus Seehundsfell, der grobe Tabak – all dies wies auf einen Seemann hin, und Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.260
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zwar auf einen Walfischfänger. Ich war davon überzeugt, daß die Initialen ›P.C.‹ auf dem Beutel reiner Zufall waren und nicht die von Peter Carey, da dieser selten rauchte und in seiner Kajüte keine Pfeife gefunden wurde. Sie erinnern sich, daß ich Sie fragte, ob sich in der Hütte auch Whisky und Brandy befunden hätten. Sie bestätigten dies. Wieviele unserer Landsleute würden wohl Rum trinken, wenn sie auch diese anderen Spirituosen bekommen könnten? Ja, ich war sicher, daß es ein Seemann war.«

»Und wie haben Sie ihn ausfindig gemacht?«

»Mein lieber Sir, das Problem war doch ganz einfach geworden. Wenn es ein Seemann war, konnte es nur einer gewesen sein, der mit ihm auf der  Sea Unicorn  gefahren war. Soweit ich herausfinden konnte, war er auf keinem anderen Schiff gefahren. Drei Tage lang telegraphierte ich mit Dundee, und am Ende hatte ich die Namen der Mannschaft der  Sea Unicorn aus dem Jahr 1883 ermittelt. Als ich unter den Harpu-nierern den Namen Patrick Cairns fand, näherte sich meine Suche dem Ende. Ich nahm an, daß sich der Mann vermutlich in London aufhielt und daß er bestrebt war, für einige Zeit außer Land zu gehen. Aus diesem Grund verbrachte ich ein paar Tage im East End, dachte mir eine Polarexpedition aus, stellte Har-punierern, die unter Captain Basil arbeiten wollten, verlockende Bedingungen in Aussicht – und das Er-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.261
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gebnis sehen Sie ja!«

»Wunderbar!« rief Hopkins. »Wunderbar!«

»Sie müssen so bald wie möglich die Freilassung des jungen Neligan erwirken«, sagte Holmes. »Ich muß gestehen, ich bin der Ansicht, daß Sie sich bei ihm entschuldigen müssen. Die Blechdose muß ihm zurückgegeben werden, aber die Wertpapiere, die Peter Carey bereits verkauft hat, sind natürlich für immer verloren. Ihr Wagen ist da, Hopkins, Sie können also Ihren Mann wegschaffen. Sollten Sie mich in dem Prozeß brauchen –: Meine und Watsons Adresse wird irgendwo in Norwegen sein – Näheres schicke ich Ihnen noch zu.«
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Charles Augustus Milverton

Jahre sind vergangen seit den Ereignissen, von denen ich jetzt sprechen will, und doch kann ich nur verhalten darauf anspielen. Lange Zeit wäre es selbst bei der äußersten Diskretion und Umsicht unmöglich gewesen, diese Tatsachen publik zu machen; doch inzwischen ist die hauptsächlich betroffene Person dem Arm der menschlichen Gesetze entzogen, und mit der geziemenden Zurückhaltung kann die Geschichte nun so erzählt werden, daß niemand davon Schaden erleidet. Sie dokumentiert eine absolut einmalige Erfahrung in Mr. Sherlock Holmes' wie auch meiner eigenen Karriere. Der Leser wird es mir verzeihen, wenn ich ihm den Zeitpunkt oder sonstwelche Umstände, die ihn auf den tatsächlichen Vorfall schließen lassen könnten, verheimliche. 

Holmes und ich hatten einen unserer abendlichen Streifzüge unternommen und waren um sechs Uhr an einem frostig kalten Winterabend wieder nach Hause gekommen. Als Holmes die Lampe aufdrehte, fiel das Licht auf eine Karte, die auf dem Tisch lag. Er blickte sie flüchtig an und warf sie dann mit einem Ausruf des Ekels auf den Boden. Ich hob sie auf und las: Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.263
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CHARLES AUGUSTUS MILVERTON

APPLEDORE TOWERS

HAMPSTEAD

 Makler

»Wer ist das?« fragte ich. 

»Der übelste Mensch in ganz London«, antwortete Holmes, indem er sich setzte und seine Beine vor dem Feuer ausstreckte. »Steht irgend etwas auf der Rückseite der Karte?«

Ich drehte sie um. 

»Komme um 6:30 – C.A.M.«, las ich. 

»Hm! Dann ist er bald fällig. Empfinden Sie ein Grausen und Schaudern, Watson, wenn Sie im Zoo vor den Reptilien stehen und diese schlüpfrigen, glei-tenden, giftigen Wesen mit ihren tödlichen Augen und bösen platten Gesichtern betrachten? Nun, so ergeht es mir bei Milverton. Ich hatte in meiner Karriere schon mit fünfzig Mördern zu tun, aber selbst der schlimmste von ihnen hat mir keinen solchen Widerwillen eingeflößt wie dieser Kerl. Und doch kann ich es nicht umgehen, mich mit ihm abzugeben – ja, er kommt auf meine Einladung hierher.«

»Aber wer ist er denn?«

»Ich werd's Ihnen erzählen, Watson. Er ist der König aller Erpresser. Der Himmel stehe dem Mann, Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.264
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mehr noch der Frau bei, deren Geheimnisse und guter Ruf in Milvertons Klauen gelangen. Mit lächelndem Gesicht und steinernem Herzen wird er sie so lange ausquetschen, bis er sie vollständig trocken gelegt hat. Der Bursche ist auf seine Art ein Genie und hätte sich in einem weniger ruchlosen Gewerbe durchaus einen Namen machen können. Er geht folgenderma-

ßen vor: Er verbreitet die Nachricht, er sei willens, hohe Summen für Briefe zu zahlen, die Leute von Reichtum oder Rang kompromittieren. Diese Waren bekommt er nicht nur von treulosen Dienern oder Hausmädchen, sondern oft genug auch von vornehmen Rüpeln, die das Vertrauen und die Zuneigung zu-traulicher Frauen erworben haben. Bei diesen Geschäften geht er keineswegs knauserig vor. Ich weiß zufällig, daß er einem Dienstboten siebenhundert Pfund für eine Nachricht von zwei Zeilen gezahlt und damit am Ende eine adlige Familie in den Ruin getrieben hat. Alles, was sich auf dem Markt befindet, gelangt zu Milverton, und es gibt in dieser Stadt Hunderte, die bei seinem Namen bleich werden. Niemand weiß, wo seine Pranke zuschlagen könnte, denn er ist viel zu reich und viel zu gerissen, als daß er von der Hand in den Mund lebte. Manchmal hält er eine Karte jahrelang zurück, um sie dann in dem Moment auszuspielen, wo sie den höchsten Gewinn bringt. Ich sagte, er sei der übelste Mensch in ganz London, und Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.265

Charles Augustus Milverton

Doyle-WA Bd. 7, 195

ich möchte Sie fragen, ob man einen Schurken, der im hitzigen Streit seinen Kameraden niederknüppelt, überhaupt mit diesem Mann vergleichen kann, der methodisch und nach Belieben Herzen quält und Seelen foltert, nur um seinen schon prallen Geldsack noch weiter zu füllen?«

Ich hatte meinen Freund selten mit so tiefem Ge-fühl sprechen hören. 

»Aber der Kerl muß doch«, sagte ich, »vom Gesetz zu erfassen sein?«

»Theoretisch zweifellos, praktisch aber nicht. Was würde es zum Beispiel einer Frau nützen, ihn für einige Monate ins Gefängnis zu bringen, wenn darauf unverzüglich ihr eigener Ruin folgen muß? Seine Opfer wagen nicht zurückzuschlagen. Sollte er jemals einen Unschuldigen erpressen, dann würden wir ihn allerdings zu fassen bekommen; aber er ist gerissen wie der Leibhaftige. Nein, nein; wir müssen andere Wege finden, ihn zu bekämpfen.«

»Und wieso kommt er her?«

»Weil eine berühmte Klientin ihren kläglichen Fall in meine Hände gelegt hat. Es handelt sich um Lady Eva Brackwell, die schönste  débutante  der letzten Saison. In zwei Wochen soll sie den Grafen von Dovercourt heiraten. Und jenes Scheusal ist im Besitz einiger unbedachter Briefe – unbedacht, Watson, nichts Schlimmeres –, die an einen mittellosen jungen Guts-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.266
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herrn vom Lande geschrieben worden sind. Sie wären hinreichend, die Hochzeit platzen zu lassen. Milverton wird diese Briefe dem Grafen zuschicken, falls ihm nicht eine beträchtliche Summe Geldes gezahlt wird. Ich habe den Auftrag, mich mit ihm zu treffen, und – so gute Bedingungen wie möglich auszuhan-deln.«

In diesem Augenblick war unten auf der Straße ein Poltern und Rattern zu hören. Wir sahen hinunter und erblickten einen stattlichen Zweispänner, dessen strahlende Laternen auf den blanken Lenden der vornehmen Braunen glänzten. Ein Bediensteter öffnete den Verschlag, und ein kleiner kräftiger Mann in zot-tigem Astrachan-Mantel stieg aus. Eine Minute später stand er in unserem Zimmer. 

Charles Augustus Milverton war fünfzig Jahre alt, hatte einen großen klugen Kopf, ein rundes, plumpes und unbehaartes Gesicht, ein immerwährendes erfrorenes Lächeln und zwei scharfe graue Augen, die hell hinter seiner breiten Goldrandbrille hervorleuchteten. 

Seinem Äußeren haftete etwas von Mr. Pickwicks Güte an, welcher Eindruck nur von der Unaufrichtig-keit seines starren Lächelns und dem harten Funkeln seiner unruhigen und durchdringenden Augen beeinträchtigt wurde. Seine Stimme war so sanft und so mild wie sein Antlitz, als er seine plumpe kleine Hand ausstreckte, auf uns zutrat und sein Bedauern darüber Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.267
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murmelte, uns bei seinem ersten Besuch nicht angetroffen zu haben. 

Holmes ignorierte die ausgestreckte Hand und musterte ihn mit einem Gesicht von Granit. Milvertons Lächeln wurde noch breiter; er zuckte die Schultern, zog seinen Mantel aus, faltete ihn mit großer Behut-samkeit über eine Stuhllehne und nahm dann Platz. 

»Dieser Gentleman da«, sagte er und winkte in meine Richtung. »Nennt man das diskret? Oder rechtens?«

»Dr. Watson ist mein Freund und Partner.«

»Na schön, Mr. Holmes. Ich habe nur im Interesse Ihrer Klientin protestiert. Die Sache ist so überaus delikat –«

»Dr. Watson hat bereits davon gehört.«

»Dann können wir ja zum Geschäftlichen kommen. 

Sie sagen, Sie handeln im Auftrag von Lady Eva. 

Sind Sie von ihr ermächtigt, meine Bedingungen anzunehmen?«

»Wie lauten Ihre Bedingungen?«

»Siebentausend Pfund.«

»Und die Alternative?«

»Mein lieber Sir, es ist mir schmerzlich, davon zu reden; aber wenn das Geld nicht bis zum 14. gezahlt ist, wird am 18. gewiß keine Hochzeit stattfinden.«

Sein unausstehliches Lächeln war selbstgefälliger denn je. Holmes dachte eine Weile nach. 
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»Mir scheint«, sagte er schließlich, »Sie nehmen das alles ein wenig zu selbstverständlich. Der Inhalt dieser Briefe ist mir natürlich bekannt. Meine Klientin wird auf jeden Fall tun, was ich ihr anrate. Ich werde ihr nahelegen, sie solle die ganze Geschichte ihrem zukünftigen Gatten erzählen und auf seine Großzügigkeit vertrauen.«

Milverton kicherte. 

»Offenbar kennen Sie den Grafen nicht«, sagte er. 

Ich merkte dem verwirrten Blick Holmes' deutlich an, daß dies zutraf. 

»Was ist denn so Schlimmes an diesen Briefen?«

fragte er. 

»Sie sind temperamentvoll – sehr temperamentvoll«, erwiderte Milverton. »Die Lady war eine reizende Briefschreiberin. Aber ich kann Ihnen versichern, daß der Graf von Dovercourt sie keineswegs zu schätzen wissen wird. Da Sie jedoch anderer Meinung sind, wollen wir das auf sich beruhen lassen. Es handelt sich um eine rein geschäftliche Angelegenheit. 

Wenn Sie meinen, es sei im besten Interesse Ihrer Klientin, daß diese Briefe dem Grafen übergeben werden, dann wäre es in der Tat töricht, eine so bedeutende Summe zu zahlen, um sie zurückzubekommen.« Er stand auf und griff nach seinem Astrachan-Mantel. 

Holmes war vor Wut und Demütigung ganz grau im Gesicht. 
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»Warten Sie noch«, sagte er. »Sie gehen zu schnell. 

Wir wollen bestimmt jede Anstrengung unternehmen, um in einer so delikaten Angelegenheit einen Skandal zu vermeiden.«

Milverton fiel in seinen Stuhl zurück. 

»Ich war sicher, daß Sie es in diesem Licht betrachten würden«, schnurrte er. 

»Zugleich«, fuhr Holmes fort, »ist Lady Eva keine reiche Frau. Ich versichere Ihnen, daß schon zweitausend Pfund ihre Finanzen stark belasten würden und daß der von Ihnen genannte Betrag vollkommen außer ihrer Macht liegt. Ich bitte Sie daher, Ihre Forderung zu mäßigen und die Briefe zu dem von mir angedeute-ten Preis herauszugeben – mehr, das kann ich Ihnen versichern, können Sie nicht bekommen.«

Milvertons Lächeln wurde wieder breiter, und er zwinkerte lustig mit den Augen. 

»Mir ist bekannt, daß Ihre Angaben über die Finanzen der Lady richtig sind«, sagte er. »Zugleich müssen Sie zugeben, daß die Hochzeit einer Dame ein sehr passender Anlaß für ihre Freunde und Verwandten ist, ihretwegen eine kleine Sammlung durchzuführen. Vielleicht sind sie sich noch unschlüssig über ein annehmbares Hochzeitsgeschenk. Lassen Sie mich ihnen versichern, daß dieses Bündelchen Briefe mehr Freude stiften wird, als sämtliche Kandelaber und Butterdosen in ganz London.«
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»Es ist unmöglich«, sagte Holmes. 

»Ach je, ach je, wie bedauerlich!« rief Milverton und zog ein dickes Notizbuch hervor. »Ich kann mir nicht helfen, aber ich denke, die Damen sind schlecht beraten, wenn sie sich keine Mühe geben wollen. 

Sehen Sie her!« Er hielt ein Briefchen mit einem Wappen auf dem Umschlag in die Höhe. »Dies ge-hört – nun, es wäre wohl kaum fair, den Namen vor morgen früh zu nennen. Doch dann wird dieser Brief in den Händen des Gatten dieser Lady sein. Und das alles nur, weil sie einen lumpigen Betrag nicht zahlen will, den sie im Handumdrehn auftreiben könnte, wenn sie ihre Diamanten zu Kohle verflüssigen20

würde. Ach,  ist  das schade! Nun, Sie erinnern sich an das plötzliche Ende der Verlobung zwischen der Ehrenwerten Miss Miles und Colonel Dorking? Gerade zwei Tage vor der Hochzeit stand in der  Morning Post  ein Artikel, der das Ende der Affaire verkündete. 

Und warum? Es ist kaum zu glauben, aber die lächerliche Summe von zwölfhundert Pfund hätte die ganze Angelegenheit bereinigt. Ist das nicht schade? Und da schrecken Sie, ein Mann von Verstand, noch vor Bedingungen zurück, wenn die Zukunft und die Ehre Ihrer Klientin auf dem Spiele stehen?«

»Ich sage die Wahrheit«, versetzte Holmes. »Das Geld ist unmöglich aufzubringen. Sie täten wirklich besser daran, die stattliche Summe, die ich Ihnen an-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.271
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biete, anzunehmen, als das Leben dieser Frau zu ruinieren, was Ihnen doch in keiner Weise nützen kann.«

»Hier begehen Sie einen Fehler, Mr. Holmes. Eine Bloßstellung würde mir indirekt von beträchtlichem Nutzen sein. Zur Zeit reifen mir acht oder zehn ähnliche Fälle heran. Wenn sich hierbei herumspräche, daß ich an Lady Eva ein hartes Exempel statuiert hätte, werden alle diese Leute meinen Argumenten viel zu-gänglicher sein. Sie verstehen meinen Standpunkt?«

Holmes sprang aus seinem Sessel. 

»Stellen Sie sich hinter ihn, Watson. Lassen Sie ihn nicht hinaus! Nun, Sir, lassen Sie uns den Inhalt Ihres Notizbuches sehen.«

Milverton war flink wie eine Ratte an eine Seite des Zimmers gehuscht und stand jetzt mit dem Rük-ken zur Wand. 

»Mr. Holmes, Mr. Holmes!« sagte er, klappte seinen Mantel auf und ließ den Griff eines großen Revolvers sehen, der aus seiner Innentasche herausragte. 

»Von Ihnen habe ich etwas Originelleres erwartet. 

Dergleichen hat man schon so oft versucht, und was ist dabei je Gutes herausgekommen? Ich versichere Ihnen, daß ich bis an die Zähne bewaffnet bin, und ich bin durchaus bereit, meine Waffe zu gebrauchen, da ich weiß, daß das Gesetz auf meiner Seite stehen wird. Im übrigen ist Ihre Annahme, ich würde diese Briefe hier in meinem Notizbuch bei mir fuhren, voll-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.272
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kommen falsch. So etwas Törichtes würde ich niemals tun. Gentlemen, ich habe heute abend noch ein paar kleine Verabredungen, und es ist eine lange Fahrt bis Hampstead.« Er trat vor, nahm seinen Mantel, legte eine Hand an seinen Revolver und wandte sich zur Tür. Ich packte einen Stuhl, aber Holmes schüttelte den Kopf, und ich stellte ihn wieder hin. 

Milverton verneigte sich, lächelte und zwinkerte und war aus dem Zimmer; wenige Augenblicke später hörten wir die Kutschentür zuschlagen und den Wagen davonrattern. 

Holmes saß reglos am Kamin, seine Hände steckten tief in den Hosentaschen, sein Kinn war auf die Brust gesunken, seine Augen starrten in die glühende Kohle. Eine halbe Stunde lang war er still und stumm. 

Dann sprang er mit dem Gebaren eines Mannes, der einen Entschluß gefaßt hat, auf und ging in sein Schlafzimmer. Kurz darauf entzündete ein kecker junger Arbeiter mit Spitzbart und forschem Auftreten seine Tonpfeife an der Lampe, ehe er auf die Straße hinunterging. »Ich werde bald zurück sein, Watson«, sagte er und verschwand in die Nacht. Ich begriff, daß er seinen Feldzug gegen Charles Augustus Milverton eröffnet hatte; doch träumte mir wenig von der seltsamen Form, die dieser Feldzug annehmen sollte. 

Einige Tage lang kam und ging Holmes zu allen Tageszeiten in dieser Aufmachung, aber von einer Be-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.273
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merkung abgesehen, daß er seine Zeit in Hampstead verbringe und daß er sie nicht vergeude, wußte ich nicht im geringsten, was er machte. Schließlich jedoch, an einem wilden, stürmischen Abend, da der Wind an den Fenstern heulte und rappelte, kam er von seinem letzten Ausflug zurück, und nachdem er seine Verkleidung abgelegt hatte, setzte er sich vor den Kamin und begann auf seine stille, nach innen gerichtete Art herzlich zu lachen. 

»Sie würden mich doch nicht für einen der Heirats-willigen halten, Watson?«

»Nein, wahrhaftig nicht!«

»So werden Sie mit Interesse vernehmen, daß ich verlobt bin.«

»Alter Knabe! Ich beglück –«

»Mit Milvertons Hausmädchen.«

»Gütiger Himmel, Holmes!«

»Ich brauchte Informationen, Watson.«

»Sind Sie da nicht zu weit gegangen?«

»Der Schritt war durchaus notwendig. Ich bin Klempner mit aufstrebendem Geschäft, Escott mit Namen. Ich bin jeden Abend mit ihr ausgegangen und habe mit ihr gesprochen. Gütiger Himmel, diese Gespräche! Jedenfalls habe ich alles erfahren, was ich wissen mußte. Ich kenne jetzt Milvertons Haus wie meine Handfläche.«

»Aber das Mädchen, Holmes?«
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Er zuckte die Schultern. 

»Nichts zu machen, mein lieber Watson. Man muß seine Karten spielen, so gut man kann, wenn ein solcher Einsatz auf dem Tisch liegt. Ich freue mich jedoch, sagen zu können, daß ich einen verhaßten Rivalen habe, der mich gewiß in dem Moment, da ich den Rücken wende, ausstechen wird. Was für eine herrliche Nacht!«

»Das Wetter gefällt Ihnen?«

»Es kommt meinen Zwecken entgegen, Watson: Ich beabsichtige, heute nacht in Milvertons Haus einzubrechen.«

Mir stockte der Atem, und ein kalter Schauder überlief mich bei diesen Worten, die er gemessen und in einem Ton konzentrierter Entschlossenheit aus-sprach. So wie ein nächtlicher Blitz in einem Augenblick jede Einzelheit einer weiten Landschaft erkennen läßt, so schien ich mit einem einzigen Blick jedes mögliche Ergebnis einer solchen Tat vorauszusehen –

das Ertapptwerden, die Festnahme, das unwiderrufli-che Ende der ehrbaren Karriere in Schmach und Schande –: mein Freund dem widerwärtigen Milverton auf Gedeih und Verderb preisgegeben. 

»Um Himmels willen, Holmes, bedenken Sie, was Sie tun!« rief ich. 

»Mein lieber Mann, ich habe das genau durchdacht. Ich handle nie überstürzt, und ich würde auch Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.275
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nie zu einem so resoluten und wirklich gefährlichen Verfahren greifen, wenn irgendein anderes möglich wäre. Sehen wir uns die Sache klarer und deutlicher an. Sie werden wohl zugeben, daß die Tat moralisch gerechtfertigt ist, wenn auch technisch ein Verbrechen. In sein Haus einzubrechen ist nichts anderes als ihm sein Notizbuch mit Gewalt wegzunehmen – eine Tat, bei der Sie mir helfen wollten.«

Ich überlegte hin und her. 

»Ja«, sagte ich; »es ist moralisch gerechtfertigt, solange wir nichts anderes wegnehmen wollen als solche Gegenstände, die einem ungesetzlichen Zweck dienen sollen.«

»Sehr richtig. Da es also moralisch gerechtfertigt ist, habe ich nur das Problem des persönlichen Risikos zu bedenken. Und dem sollte ein Gentleman doch gewiß nicht allzu viel Gewicht beimessen, wenn eine Lady auf seine Hilfe unbedingt angewiesen ist?«

»Es kann Sie Kopf und Kragen kosten.«

»Nun, das gehört zum Risiko. Ein anderer Weg, die Briefe wiederzuerlangen, ist nicht möglich. Die unglückliche Lady hat das Geld nicht, und sie kann sich keinem aus ihrer Familie anvertrauen. Morgen läuft die Frist ab, und wenn wir heute nacht nicht an die Briefe kommen, wird dieser Schurke sein Versprechen wahr machen und sie zugrunderichten. Ich muß daher entweder meine Klientin ihrem Schicksal über-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.276

Charles Augustus Milverton

Doyle-WA Bd. 7, 202

lassen oder diese letzte Karte spielen. Unter uns, Watson: Es ist ein faires Duell zwischen diesem Milverton und mir. Beim ersten Schlagabtausch hat er, wie Sie gesehen haben, die Oberhand behalten; aber meine Selbstachtung und mein Ruf verlangen, daß ich es bis zum Ende durchkämpfe.«

»Nun, es gefällt mir zwar nicht; aber es muß wohl sein«, sagte ich. »Wann gehen wir los?«

»Sie kommen nicht mit.«

»Dann gehen Sie auch nicht«, sagte ich. »Ich gebe Ihnen mein Ehrenwort – und das habe ich noch nie gebrochen –, daß ich mit einem Wagen geradewegs zur Polizei fahren und Sie verpfeifen werde, wenn Sie mich nicht an diesem Wagnis teilnehmen lassen.«

»Sie können mir nicht helfen.«

»Woher wollen Sie das wissen? Sie können gar nicht absehen, was da passieren kann. Mein Entschluß steht jedenfalls fest. Auch andere Leute als Sie haben Selbstachtung und sogar einen Ruf.«

Holmes hatte erst verärgert dreingeblickt, doch jetzt hellte seine Stirn sich auf, und er klopfte mir auf die Schulter. 

»Nun, nun, mein Lieber, also gut. Wir haben uns einige Jahre in dasselbe Zimmer geteilt, und es wäre ganz amüsant, wenn wir uns am Ende auch in dieselbe Zelle teilen würden. Wissen Sie, Watson, ich gestehe Ihnen gern, daß ich schon immer die Vorstel-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.277
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lung hatte, ich hätte einen höchst tüchtigen Verbrecher abgeben können. Dies ist die Chance meines Lebens in dieser Richtung. Sehen Sie hier!« Er holte ein hübsches kleines Lederköfferchen aus der Schublade, öffnete es und zeigte mir eine Reihe glänzender Instrumente. »Dies ist eine erstklassige, hochmoderne Einbrecherausrüstung mit vernickeltem Stemmeisen, Glasschneider

mit

Diamantspitze, 

verstellbaren

Schlüsseln und sämtlichen neuen Verfeinerungen, die der Fortschritt der Zivilisation erfordert. Und hier habe ich auch meine Blendlaterne. Es ist alles in Ordnung. Haben Sie ein Paar leise Schuhe?«

»Ja, Tennisschuhe mit Gummisohle.«

»Ausgezeichnet. Und eine Maske?«

»Ich kann zwei aus schwarzer Seide anfertigen.«

»Ich sehe, Sie besitzen eine starke natürliche Veranlagung zu solchen Dingen. Sehr schön; machen Sie die Masken. Bevor wir losgehen, werden wir noch kalt zu abend essen. Es ist jetzt neun Uhr dreißig. Um elf werden wir bis zur Church Row fahren. Von dort ist es zu Fuß eine Viertelstunde bis zu den Appledore Towers. Wir werden also vor Mitternacht an der Arbeit sein. Milverton hat einen sehr tiefen Schlaf und legt sich pünktlich um zehn Uhr dreißig hin. Mit etwas Glück dürften wir um zwei mit Lady Evas Briefen in meiner Tasche wieder zurück sein.«

Holmes und ich zogen unsere Gesellschaftsanzüge Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.278
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an, so daß wir wie zwei Theaterbesucher auf dem Heimweg aussehen mochten. In der Oxford Street nahmen wir eine Kutsche und ließen uns zu einer Adresse in Hampstead fahren. Hier entlohnten wir den Kutscher und wanderten mit zugeknöpften Mänteln – denn es war bitterkalt, und der Wind schien durch uns durch zu blasen – am Rand der Heath21

entlang. 

»Die Sache erfordert behutsames Vorgehen«, sagte Holmes. »Diese Dokumente befinden sich in einem Safe im Arbeitszimmer des Burschen, und das Arbeitszimmer ist der Vorraum seines Schlafzimmers. 

Andererseits ist er, wie alle diese kräftigen kleinen Männer, die es sich gut gehen lassen, ein unmäßiger Schläfer. Agatha – meine Verlobte – sagt, unter den Bediensteten gehe der Scherz um, es sei unmöglich, den Herrn zu wecken. Er hat einen Sekretär, der sich seinen Belangen widmet und tagsüber das Arbeitszimmer nie verläßt. Darum gehen wir nachts. Des weiteren hat er eine Bestie von einem Hund im Garten herumlaufen. Ich habe mich an den letzten beiden Abenden sehr spät mit Agatha getroffen, und sie sperrt das Untier ein, um mir den Weg freizumachen. 

Dies ist das Haus, das große da in dem Garten. 

Durchs Tor – jetzt nach rechts durch die Lorbeersträucher. Ich denke, wir sollten hier unsere Masken aufsetzen. Wie Sie sehen, ist in keinem der Fenster Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.279
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Licht; alles läuft hervorragend.«

Mit den schwarzen Seidenmasken vor dem Gesicht, die uns zu den trutzigsten Gestalten ganz Londons machten, stahlen wir uns auf das stille, finstere Haus zu. An einer Seite erstreckte sich eine Art überdachter Veranda, an der mehrere Fenster und zwei Türen lagen. 

»Das ist das Schlafzimmer«, flüsterte Holmes. 

»Diese Tür geht direkt in sein Arbeitszimmer. Sie wäre für uns am günstigsten, aber sie ist verriegelt und verschlossen, und wir würden zu viel Lärm machen, wenn wir sie aufbrächen. Kommen Sie hier herum. Dort ist ein Gewächshaus, von wo aus man in den Salon gelangt.«

Das Haus war abgeschlossen, aber Holmes entfernte ein rundes Stück Glas und drehte den Schlüssel von innen herum. Einen Augenblick darauf hatte er die Tür hinter uns geschlossen, und in den Augen des Gesetzes waren wir zu Verbrechern geworden. Die dicke warme Treibhausluft und der üppige, erstickende Duft exotischer Pflanzen benahm uns den Atem. Er griff im Dunkeln nach meiner Hand und führte mich rasch an Reihen von Sträuchern vorbei, die uns ins Gesicht schlugen. Holmes besaß bemerkenswerte, sorgfältig geübte Fähigkeiten, im Dunkeln zu sehen. Noch immer meine Hand in der seinen haltend, öffnete er eine Tür, und es wurde mir undeutlich bewußt, daß Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.280
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wir ein großes Zimmer betreten hatten, in dem noch vor kurzem eine Zigarre geraucht worden war. Er tastete sich an den Möbeln entlang, öffnete eine weitere Tür und schloß sie wieder hinter uns. Als ich meine Hand ausstreckte, spürte ich mehrere Mäntel an der Wand hängen und begriff, daß wir in einem Flur waren. Wir gingen weiter, und dann öffnete Holmes ganz sachte eine Tür zur Rechten. Etwas huschte an uns vorbei, und mein Herz sprang mir in die Kehle, doch als ich erkannte, daß es eine Katze war, hätte ich lachen mögen. In diesem neuen Zimmer brannte ein Kamin, und wieder war die Luft von Tabaksqualm er-füllt. Holmes trat auf Zehenspitzen ein, ließ mich nachfolgen und schloß dann ganz leise die Tür. Wir waren in Milvertons Arbeitszimmer, und eine  portiè-

 re  an der anderen Seite zeigte, wo es in sein Schlafzimmer ging. 

Der Kamin brannte gut, das Zimmer wurde davon erleuchtet. Im Widerschein sah ich einen elektrischen Schalter nahe der Tür, aber es war nicht nötig, ihn einzuschalten, selbst wenn es unbedenklich gewesen wäre. An einer Seite des Kamins hing ein schwerer Vorhang, der das Erkerfenster verdeckte, das wir von draußen gesehen hatten. Auf der anderen Seite war die Tür, die auf die Veranda hinausführte. In der Mitte stand ein Schreibtisch und ein mit glänzendem rotem Leder bezogener Drehstuhl; gegenüber ein großer Bü-
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cherschrank, auf dem eine Marmorbüste der Göttin Athene thronte. In dem Winkel zwischen dem Bü-

cherschrank und der Wand stand ein großer grüner Safe, dessen polierte Messinggriffe den Feuerschein widerspiegelten. Holmes schlich sich hin und betrachtete ihn. Dann stahl ich mich zur Schlafzimmertür, neigte den Kopf und lauschte gespannt. Von da drinnen war kein Geräusch zu hören. Unterdessen war mir eingefallen, daß es nicht unklug sein könnte, unseren Rückzug durch die Außentür zu sichern, die ich daher untersuchte. Zu meinem Erstaunen war sie weder verschlossen noch verriegelt! Ich tippte Holmes auf den Arm, und er drehte sein maskiertes Gesicht in diese Richtung. Ich sah, wie er zusammenzuckte: Er war offenbar ebenso überrascht wie ich. 

»Das gefällt mir nicht«, flüsterte er mir ganz nah am Ohr. »Kommt mir etwas spanisch vor. Jedenfalls haben wir keine Zeit zu verlieren.«

»Kann ich irgend etwas tun?«

»Ja; bleiben Sie an der Tür. Wenn Sie jemanden kommen hören, verriegeln Sie sie von innen, dann können wir so verschwinden, wie wir gekommen sind. 

Falls man aus der anderen Richtung kommt, können wir diese Tür nehmen, wenn wir mit unserer Arbeit fertig sind, oder wenn nicht, uns hinter diesem Fenstervorhang verstecken. Haben Sie verstanden?«

Ich nickte und stellte mich an die Tür. Mein an-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.282
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fängliches Angstgefühl war vergangen, und nun schauderte ich mit größerem Behagen als je, wenn wir die Verteidiger und nicht die Verächter des Gesetzes gewesen waren. Das erhabene Ziel unserer Mission, das Bewußtsein, daß sie selbstlos und ritterlich war, der niederträchtige Charakter unseres Widersachers –

all das steigerte den sportlichen Reiz unseres Abenteuers. Weit davon entfernt, mich schuldig zu fühlen, genoß ich unsere Gefahr mit Begeisterung. Ich sah Holmes mit glühender Bewunderung dabei zu, wie er seinen Werkzeugkoffer öffnete und seine Instrumente mit der ruhigen, wissenschaftlichen Exaktheit eines Chirurgen auswählte, der eine heikle Operation durchzuführen hat. Ich wußte, daß das Öffnen von Safes ein spezielles Hobby von ihm war, und ich konnte seine Freude nachempfinden, diesem grün-goldenen Mon-strum gegenüberzustehen, dem Drachen, der in seinem Maul den guten Ruf mancher schönen Dame bewahrte. Holmes krempelte sich seine Frackärmel auf –

den Mantel hatte er über einen Stuhl gelegt – und breitete zwei Bohrer, ein Stemmeisen und mehrere Dietriche vor sich aus. Ich stand an der mittleren Tür und behielt die beiden anderen im Auge, für jeden Notfall gewappnet; wenn auch meine Pläne für das, was ich tun sollte, falls wir unterbrochen werden sollten, freilich etwas undeutlich waren. Eine halbe Stunde lang arbeitete Holmes mit konzentrierter Energie, Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.283
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legte ein Werkzeug ab, nahm ein anderes auf und handhabte jedes mit der Kraft und dem Feingefühl des geübten Handwerkers. Endlich vernahm ich ein Klicken, die breite grüne Tür schwang auf, und drinnen sah ich eine Anzahl von Papierpaketen, die alle zusammengebunden, versiegelt und beschriftet waren. 

Holmes holte eins heraus, doch konnte man bei dem flackernden Kaminfeuer kaum etwas lesen, und er zog seine kleine Blendlaterne hervor, denn da Milverton im Nebenzimmer schlief, war es zu gefährlich, das elektrische Licht einzuschalten. Plötzlich sah ich ihn stutzen, gespannt lauschen, und dann hatte er im Nu die Safetür zugelehnt, seinen Mantel gegriffen, seine Instrumente in die Tasche gestopft und war hinter den Vorhang gehuscht, wobei er mir bedeutete, dasselbe zu tun. 

Erst als ich ihm gefolgt war, hörte ich, was seine feineren Ohren alarmiert hatte. Irgendwo im Haus war ein Geräusch entstanden. In der Ferne schlug eine Tür zu. Und dann löste sich das undeutliche, dumpfe Ge-räusch in das gleichmäßige Tappen schwerer Schritte auf, die schnell näherkamen. Nun kamen sie in den Gang vor dem Zimmer. An der Tür hielten sie ein. 

Die Tür ging auf. Es knackte hell, als das elektrische Licht eingeschaltet wurde. Die Tür schloß sich wieder, und uns drang der beißende Gestank einer starken Zigarre in die Nasen. Dann gingen die Schritte immer Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.284
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wieder vor und zurück, vor und zurück, nur ein paar Yards von uns entfernt. Schließlich quietschte ein Stuhl, und die Schritte hörten auf. Dann schnappte ein Schlüssel in einem Schloß, und ich hörte Papierra-scheln. Bis dahin hatte ich noch nicht gewagt hinaus-zusehen, aber jetzt teilte ich vorsichtig den Vorhang vor mir und spähte hindurch. Holmes drückte seine Schulter an meine, und ich wußte, daß er meine Beobachtungen teilte. Direkt vor uns, beinahe in Reichweite war der breite, runde Rücken Milvertons. Es war offensichtlich, daß wir seine Aktivitäten vollkommen falsch eingeschätzt hatten, daß er noch gar nicht in seinem Schlafzimmer gewesen war, sondern in irgendeinem Rauch- oder Billardzimmer im hinteren Flügel des Hauses, dessen Fenster wir nicht gesehen hatten, gesessen hatte. Sein dicker grauer Kopf mit der glänzenden Halbglatze bildete den unmittelbaren Vordergrund unseres Blickfeldes. Er hatte sich in seinem roten Lederstuhl weit zurückgelehnt, die Beine ausgestreckt, und aus seinem Mund ragte schräg eine lange schwarze Zigarre. Er trug einen halb militärischen weinroten Hausrock mit schwarzem Samtkragen. In seiner Hand hielt er ein langes juristisches Dokument, in dem er träge herumlas, wobei er mit ge-spitzten Lippen Rauchringe von sich blies. Seine Gelassenheit und behagliche Haltung ließen nicht erwarten, daß er so bald wieder ginge. 
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Ich spürte, wie Holmes' Hand sich in meine stahl und sie beruhigend schüttelte, als wollte er mir sagen, er habe die Situation im Griff und sei innerlich ganz ruhig. Ich war nicht sicher, ob er bemerkt hatte, was aus meiner Lage nur zu offensichtlich war – daß nämlich die Tür des Safes nicht ganz zu war und daß Milverton dessen jeden Moment gewahr werden konnte. 

Ich selbst hatte den Entschluß gefaßt, daß ich, wenn ich aufgrund der Starrheit seines Blicks sicher sein konnte, daß es ihm aufgefallen war, sofort heraus-springen, meinen Mantel über seinen Kopf werfen, ihn fesseln und den Rest Holmes überlassen würde. 

Aber Milverton sah nie auf. Er blätterte gleichgültig in seinen Papieren und wendete Seite um Seite, indem er der Argumentation des Anwalts folgte. Zumindest wird er, dachte ich, wenn er den Text und seine Zigarre beendet hat, in sein Zimmer gehen; doch ehe er ans Ende des einen oder anderen gekommen war, trat eine bemerkenswerte Entwicklung ein, welche unsere Gedanken in ganz andere Bahnen lenkte. 

Ich hatte Milverton mehrere Male auf seine Uhr blicken sehen, und einmal war er aufgestanden und hatte sich mit einer Gebärde der Ungeduld wieder gesetzt, Die Vorstellung, daß er zu so seltsamer Stunde eine Verabredung haben könnte, kam mir jedoch erst, als von der Veranda draußen ein schwaches Geräusch an meine Ohren drang. Milverton ließ seine Papiere Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.286
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sinken und saß starr in seinem Stuhl. Das Geräusch wiederholte sich, und dann klopfte es leise an die Tür. 

Milverton erhob sich und machte auf. 

»Nun«, sagte er barsch, »Sie kommen fast eine halbe Stunde zu spät.«

Das also war die Erklärung für die unverschlossene Tür und Milvertons nächtliche Wache. Wir hörten das leise Rascheln eines Frauenkleides. Als Milvertons Gesicht sich in unsere Richtung gewendet hatte, hatte ich den Schlitz im Vorhang zugemacht, aber jetzt wagte ich es, ihn sehr vorsichtig wieder zu öffnen. Er saß wieder auf seinem Platz, und die Zigarre ragte ihm noch immer in frechem Winkel aus dem Mund. 

Vor ihm, im vollen Glanz des elektrischen Lichts, stand eine große, schlanke, dunkelhaarige Frau; sie hatte einen Schleier vor dem Gesicht und ihren Umhang ums Kinn zusammengezogen. Sie atmete schnell und hastig, und jeder Zoll ihrer geschmeidigen Figur bebte vor heftiger Erregung. 

»Nun«, sagte Milverton, »Sie haben mir meine wohlverdiente Nachtruhe geraubt, meine Liebe. Ich hoffe, Sie werden mich dafür entschädigen. Und Sie konnten zu keiner anderen Zeit kommen – he?«

Die Frau schüttelte den Kopf. 

»Na, wenn Sie nicht konnten, dann konnten Sie nicht. Sollte die Gräfin eine gestrenge Herrin sein, so haben Sie jetzt die Chance, es ihr heimzuzahlen. Du Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.287
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liebe Güte, warum zittern Sie denn so? So ist's recht! 

Reißen Sie sich zusammen! Kommen wir zum Geschäftlichen.« Er entnahm seiner Schreibtischschubla-de einen Brief. »Sie schreiben, Sie besitzen fünf Briefe, die die Gräfin d'Albert kompromittieren. Die wollen Sie verkaufen. Ich will sie kaufen. So weit, so gut. 

Bleibt nur noch der Preis festzusetzen. Ich möchte die Briefe natürlich erst einmal prüfen. Wenn es wirklich gute Exemplare sind – großer Gott, Sie sind es?«

Die Frau hatte wortlos Ihren Schleier gehoben und den Umhang von ihrem Kinn fallen lassen. Milverton sah sich einem dunklen, hübschen, klargeschnittenen Gesicht gegenüber, einem Gesicht mit gebogener Nase, kräftigen dunklen Augenbrauen, die strenge, funkelnde Augen beschatteten, und einem klaren, dünnlippigen Mund, der ein gefährliches Lächeln zeigte. 

»Ich bin es«, sagte sie – »die Frau, deren Leben Sie zerstört haben.«

Milverton lachte, aber seine Stimme zitterte. »Sie waren ja so eigensinnig«, sagte er. »Warum haben Sie mich zum Äußersten getrieben? Ich versichere Ihnen, daß ich freiwillig keiner Fliege etwas zuleide tun würde, aber jeder Mensch betreibt nun einmal sein Geschäft: Was sollte ich denn machen? Sie hätten meinen Preis durchaus bezahlen können; aber Sie wollten nicht.«
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»Und da haben Sie die Briefe meinem Mann geschickt, und er – der edelste Gentleman, der je gelebt hat, ein Mann, dessen Schuhe zu schnüren ich niemals wert war – ihm brach darüber das ritterliche Herz, und er starb. Sie erinnern sich an jene letzte Nacht, als ich durch diese Tür kam und Gnade von Ihnen erbat und erflehte, und Sie mir ins Gesicht lachten, so wie Sie auch jetzt zu lachen versuchen, nur daß Ihr feiges Herz Ihre Lippen nicht daran hindern kann zu zittern? Ja; Sie glaubten, mich hier nie wieder zu sehen, aber jene Nacht hat mich gelehrt, wie ich Ihnen allein, von Angesicht zu Angesicht gegenübertreten kann. Nun, Charles Milverton, was haben Sie zu sagen?«

»Bilden Sie sich nicht ein, daß Sie mich einschüchtern können«, sagte er und erhob sich. »Ich brauche nur meine Stimme zu erheben, und schon kann ich meine Bediensteten rufen und Sie festnehmen lassen. 

Aber ich will mit Ihrem natürlichen Zorn Nachsicht haben. Verlassen Sie das Zimmer sofort auf dem Weg, den Sie gekommen sind, und ich werde weiter nichts sagen.«

Die Frau stand da, eine Hand in ihrem Busen, und wieder spielte dieses tödliche Lächeln um ihre Lippen. 

»Sie werden niemandes Leben mehr zerstören wie das meine. Sie werden niemandes Herzen mehr quälen Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.289
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wie das meine. Ich werde die Welt von einer Pestbeu-le befreien. Nimm das, du Schurke, und das! – und das! – und das! – und das!«

Sie hatte einen kleinen glänzenden Revolver gezogen und schoß nun, die Mündung nur zwei Fuß vor seiner Hemdbrust, Kugel um Kugel in Milvertons Körper. Er sank hin und fiel dann vornüber auf den Tisch, hustete entsetzlich und krallte sich in seinen Papieren fest. Dann kam er wankend hoch, empfing einen weiteren Schuß und wälzte sich auf dem Boden. 

»Sie haben mich hingemacht«, schrie er und blieb stumm liegen. Die Frau sah ihn unverwandt an und zermalmte sein nach oben gedrehtes Gesicht mit ihrem Absatz. Sie sah noch einmal hin, aber er gab keinen Ton und keine Bewegung mehr von sich. Ich hörte ein scharfes Rascheln, die Nachtluft wehte in den erhitzten Raum, und die Rächerin war verschwunden. 

Kein Einschreiten unsererseits hätte den Mann vor seinem Schicksal bewahren können; doch als die Frau eine Kugel um die andere in Milvertons Körper jagte, wollte ich schon hervorstürzen, als ich Holmes' kalten, festen Griff um mein Handgelenk spürte. Ich verstand das Argument dieses kräftigen, zurückhaltenden Griffs durchaus – dies sei nicht unsere Sache; die Gerechtigkeit habe einen Schurken ereilt; wir hätten unsere eigenen Pflichten und Ziele, die wir nicht aus den Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.290
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Augen verlieren dürften. Aber kaum war die Frau aus dem Zimmer gestürzt, als Holmes auch schon mit raschen, leisen Schritten zur anderen Tür gehuscht war. 

Er drehte den Schlüssel im Schloß. Im selben Augenblick hörten wir im Haus Stimmen und das Geräusch heraneilender Schritte. Die Revolverschüsse hatten das ganze Haus geweckt. Holmes glitt vollkommen kalt zum Safe hinüber, packte beide Arme mit Briefbündeln voll und warf sie alle ins Feuer. Dies tat er wieder und immer wieder, bis der Safe leer war. Jemand rüttelte an der Klinke und schlug von außen an die Tür. Holmes blickte sich schnell um. Der Brief, der Milvertons Todesbote gewesen war, lag blutverschmiert auf dem Tisch. Holmes warf ihn zu den lodernden Papieren. Dann zog er den Schlüssel aus der Außentür, eilte nach mir hindurch und verschloß sie von draußen. »Hier entlang, Watson«, sagte er; »in dieser Richtung kommen wir über die Gartenmauer.«

Ich hätte nicht geglaubt, daß ein Alarm sich so schnell ausbreiten könnte. Als ich mich umsah, war das riesige Haus ein einziges Lichtermeer. Der Vor-dereingang stand offen, und einige Gestalten rannten die Einfahrt hoch. Der ganze Garten wimmelte von Leuten, und ein Bursche erhob ein Hallo-Geschrei22, als wir von der Veranda kamen, und folgte uns dicht auf den Fersen. Holmes schien das Grundstück vollkommen zu kennen, und er schlängelte sich rasch Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.291
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durch eine Anpflanzung junger Bäume, ich dicht hinter ihm, und unser vorderster Verfolger dahinter. Die Mauer, die uns den Weg versperrte, war sechs Fuß hoch, aber er sprang hinauf und hinüber. Als ich es ihm nachtat, spürte ich die Hand des Mannes hinter mir nach meinem Knöchel greifen; aber ich trat mich frei und warf mich auf die mit Glasscherben bespickte Mauerkante. Dann fiel ich kopfüber in ein Gebüsch; aber Holmes stellte mich augenblicklich auf die Füße, und wir rannten zusammen über die riesige Fläche der Hampstead Heath davon. Wir waren schätzungsweise zwei Meilen gelaufen, ehe Holmes endlich stehenblieb und gespannt lauschte. Hinter uns war alles vollkommen still. Wir hatten unsere Verfolger abgeschüttelt und waren in Sicherheit. 

Am Tag nach dem soeben von mir berichteten Ereignis hatten wir gerade gefrühstückt und rauchten nun unsere Morgenpfeife, als Mr. Lestrade von Scotland Yard sehr feierlich und eindrucksvoll in unser bescheidenes Wohnzimmer geführt wurde. 

»Guten Morgen, Mr. Holmes«, sagte er, »guten Morgen. Darf ich fragen, ob Sie zur Zeit sehr beschäftigt sind?«

»Nicht zu beschäftigt, um Ihnen zuhören zu können.«

»Ich dachte, falls Sie gerade nichts Besonderes zu Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.292
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tun haben, hätten Sie vielleicht Lust, mir bei einem höchst merkwürdigen Fall behilflich zu sein, der sich gestern nacht in Hampstead ereignet hat.«

»Du liebe Zeit!« sagte Holmes. »Was ist denn passiert?«

»Ein Mord – ein äußerst dramatischer und merkwürdiger Mord. Ich weiß, wie viel Ihnen an derlei liegt, und Sie würden mir einen großen Gefallen erweisen, wenn Sie mit mir zu den Appledore Towers kämen und uns mit Ihrem Rat zur Seite stünden. Es handelt sich um kein gewöhnliches Verbrechen. Wir beobachten diesen Mr. Milverton schon seit einiger Zeit, und, unter uns, er war schon ein kleiner Schuft. 

Man weiß, daß er Schriftstücke besaß, mit denen er Erpressung betrieb. Diese Papiere sind von den Mördern allesamt verbrannt worden. Gegenstände von Wert wurden nicht entwendet, wodurch es denn wahrscheinlich ist, daß es sich bei den Verbrechern um Männer in guter Position handelt, deren einziges Motiv es war, ihre gesellschaftliche Bloßstellung zu verhindern.«

»Verbrecher!« rief Holmes. »In der Mehrzahl!«

»Ja, es waren zwei. Sie wurden praktisch auf frischer Tat ertappt. Wir haben ihre Fußabdrücke und ihre Beschreibung. Es steht zehn zu eins, daß wir sie ausfindig machen werden. Der erste Kerl war ein biß-

chen zu wendig, aber der zweite wurde vom Hilfsgärt-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.293
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ner geschnappt und entkam erst nach einem Handgemenge. Er war mittelgroß, von kräftiger Statur – eckiges Kinn, Stiernacken, Schnauzbart, eine Maske vor den Augen.«

»Reichlich vage«, sagte Sherlock Holmes. »Könnte glatt eine Beschreibung von Watson sein!«

»Tatsächlich«, sagte der Inspektor ziemlich amü-

siert. »Es könnte eine Beschreibung von Watson sein.«

»Nun, ich furchte, ich kann Ihnen nicht helfen, Lestrade«, sagte Holmes. »Tatsache ist, daß ich diesen Schurken Milverton gekannt habe, daß ich ihn für einen der gefährlichsten Männer ganz Londons gehalten habe und daß ich denke, daß es gewisse Verbrechen gibt, an die das Gesetz nicht herankommt und die daher private Rache in gewissem Ausmaße rechtfertigen. Nein, kein Wort mehr davon. Ich habe mich entschieden. Meine Sympathien befinden sich eher auf der Seite der Verbrecher als der des Opfers, und ich werde diesen Fall nicht bearbeiten.«

Holmes hatte von der Tragödie, deren Zeuge wir geworden waren, kein Wort zu mir gesprochen, doch während des ganzen Vormittags bemerkte ich, daß er in der nachdenklichsten Stimmung war; und sein leerer Blick und sein zerstreutes Wesen riefen in mir den Eindruck eines Mannes hervor, der sich darum müht, Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.294
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sich etwas ins Gedächtnis zurückzurufen. Wir waren gerade beim Lunch, als er plötzlich aufsprang. »Bei Gott, Watson! Ich hab's!« rief er. »Nehmen Sie Ihren Hut! Kommen Sie!« Er eilte mit höchster Geschwindigkeit die Baker Street hinunter und über die Oxford Street, bis wir fast am Regent Circus angelangt waren. Hier befindet sich zur Linken ein Schaufenster, in dem Photographien der Prominenten und Schönheiten des Tages ausgestellt sind. Holmes' 

Augen richteten sich auf eines dieser Bilder, und als ich seinem Blick folgte, sah ich das Bild einer fürstlichen und vornehmen Dame in Hofkleidung, die ein stattliches Diamantendiadem auf dem edlen Haupte trug. Ich betrachtete die zart geschwungene Nase, die markanten Augenbrauen, den klaren Mund und das kräftige kleine Kinn darunter. Und dann stockte mir der Atem, als ich den altehrwürdigen Titel des großen Adligen und Staatsmannes las, dessen Gattin sie gewesen war. Mein Blick traf sich mit dem Holmes', und er legte einen Finger auf seine Lippen, als wir uns von dem Fenster abwandten. 
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Die sechs Napoleons

Es war nichts Ungewöhnliches, daß Mr. Lestrade von Scotland Yard auf einen Abend bei uns vorbeikam; und seine Besuche waren Sherlock Holmes stets willkommen, da sie ihn in den Stand versetzten, mit allem, was im Hauptquartier der Polizei vorfiel, in Kontakt zu bleiben. Als Gegenleistung für die Neuigkeiten, die Lestrade zu bringen pflegte, war Holmes immer bereit, den Einzelheiten jeden Falles aufmerksam zu lauschen, mit dem der Polizist gerade beschäftigt war, und gelegentlich konnte er ihm, ohne direkt tätig zu werden, irgendeinen Hinweis oder eine Anregung geben, die er aus seinen ungeheuren Kenntnissen und Erfahrungen schöpfte. 

An diesem speziellen Abend hatte Lestrade zu-nächst vom Wetter und den Zeitungen gesprochen. 

Dann war er plötzlich in Schweigen verfallen und paffte nachdenklich an seiner Zigarre. Holmes sah ihn scharf an. 

»Irgend etwas Bemerkenswertes vorgefallen?«

fragte er. 

»Oh, nein, Mr. Holmes, nichts Besonderes.«

»Dann erzählen Sie mir davon.«

Lestrade lachte. 

»Nun, Mr. Holmes, es ist sinnlos zu leugnen, daß Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.296
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mir etwas durch den Kopf geht. Und doch handelt es sich um eine so absurde Angelegenheit, daß ich zö-

gerte, Sie damit zu behelligen. Andererseits ist es eine, obzwar triviale, so doch zweifellos sonderbare Sache, und ich weiß, daß Sie an allem Ungewöhnlichen Gefallen finden. Doch fallt dies meiner Meinung nach eher in Dr. Watsons Ressort als in das unsere.«

»Krankheit?« fragte ich. 

»Auf jeden Fall Wahnsinn. Und was für ein komischer Wahnsinn! Man sollte gar nicht meinen, daß es in der heutigen Zeit noch jemanden gibt, der von einem solchen Haß gegen Napoleon den Ersten erfüllt wäre, daß er jedes Bild von ihm, das ihm unter die Augen kommt, zerstören will.«

Holmes ließ sich in seinen Sessel zurücksinken. 

»Das ist nichts für mich«, sagte er. 

»Ganz recht. Das sagte ich ja. Wenn dieser Mann aber andererseits Einbrüche begeht, um Bilder zu zerstören, die ihm nicht gehören, dann geht es nicht mehr den Arzt, sondern den Polizisten an.«

Holmes setzte sich wieder auf. 

»Einbruch! Das ist schon interessanter. Lassen Sie mich die Einzelheiten hören.« Lestrade zog sein amtliches Notizbuch hervor und frischte daraus seine Erinnerung auf. 

»Der erste Fall hat sich vor vier Tagen zugetragen«, sagte er. »Und zwar im Laden von Morse Hud-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.297
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son, der in der Kennington Road eine Verkaufsstelle für Bilder und Statuen betreibt. Sein Gehilfe war mal eben aus dem Ladenraum gegangen, als er von dort ein Krachen vernahm; er eilte zurück und fand eine Gipsbüste Napoleons, die mit mehreren anderen Kunstwerken auf dem Ladentisch gestanden hatte, zerschmettert auf dem Boden liegen. Er lief auf die Straße, konnte aber, obwohl etliche Passanten erklärten, sie hätten einen Mann aus dem Laden laufen sehen, weder diesen noch irgendein Mittel finden, den Schurken zu identifizieren. Es schien sich um eine jener sinnlosen Taten von Vandalismus zu handeln, wie sie hin und wieder geschehen, und als solche wurde sie dem Polizisten an der Ecke gemeldet. Die Gipsbüste war nur wenige Shillings wert, und die ganze Sache schien zu kindisch für eine eigentliche Untersuchung. 

Der zweite Fall jedoch war ernster und auch merkwürdiger. Er ereignete sich vorige Nacht. 

Wenige hundert Yards von Morse Hudsons Geschäft lebt in der Kennington Road ein bekannter praktischer Arzt namens Dr. Barnicot, der eine der größten Praxen südlich der Themse betreibt. Sein Wohnsitz und seine Hauptpraxis befinden sich in der Kennington Road, doch in der Lower Brixton Road, zwei Meilen davon entfernt, betreibt er eine zweite Praxis und eine Ambulanz23. Dieser Dr. Barnicot ist Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.298
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ein begeisterter Napoleonverehrer, und sein Haus ist voller Bücher, Bilder und Reliquien des französischen Kaisers. Vor gar nicht langer Zeit erwarb er von Morse Hudson zwei genau gleiche Gipsabgüsse der berühmten Napoleonbüste des französischen Bildhauers Devine. Eine davon stellte er in die Vorhalle seines Hauses in der Kennington Road, die andere auf den Kamin seines Sprechzimmers in der Lower Brixton Road. Nun, als Dr. Barnicot heute morgen hinunterkam, bemerkte er erstaunt, daß in der Nacht in sein Haus eingebrochen worden war, daß man aber bis auf den Gipskopf in der Vorhalle nichts gestohlen hatte. 

Er war herausgetragen und mit aller Gewalt gegen die Gartenmauer geworfen worden, unter der noch die zersplitterten Fragmente lagen.«

Holmes rieb sich die Hände. 

»Dies ist allerdings sehr neuartig«, sagte er. 

»Ich dachte mir, daß es Ihnen gefallen würde. Aber ich bin noch nicht ganz fertig. Um zwölf Uhr mußte Dr. Barnicot in seine zweite Praxis, und Sie können sich seine Verblüffung vorstellen, als er bei seinem Eintreffen dort feststellen mußte, daß in der Nacht ein Fenster geöffnet worden war und daß die zerbrochenen Reste seiner anderen Büste im ganzen Zimmer verstreut herumlagen. Sie war an ihrem Standort zu Pulver zerschlagen worden. In keinem Fall ergaben sich irgendwelche Anzeichen, die auf den Verbrecher Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.299
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oder Geisteskranken hingewiesen hätten, der dieses Unheil angerichtet hatte. Nun, Mr. Holmes, dies sind die Tatsachen.«

»Sehr eigentümlich, um nicht zu sagen grotesk«, sagte Holmes. »Darf ich fragen, ob die zwei in Dr. 

Barnicots Räumlichkeiten zerschmetterten Büsten exakte Duplikate derjenigen waren, die in Morse Hudsons Laden zerstört wurde?«

»Sie stammten aus derselben Gußform.«

»Eine solche Tatsache muß gegen die Theorie sprechen, der Mann, der sie zerstört, sei von irgendeinem allgemeinen Haß auf Napoleon getrieben. Wenn man bedenkt, wieviele hunderte von Statuen des großen Kaisers in London existieren müssen, dann ist die Annahme viel zu gewagt, daß ein zielloser Bilderstürmer rein zufällig mit drei Exemplaren derselben Büste anfangen sollte.«

»Nun, das habe ich auch gedacht«, sagte Lestrade. 

»Andererseits beliefert Morse Hudson diesen Teil Londons mit Büsten, und diese drei waren die einzigen, die er in den letzten Jahren verkauft hatte. Obwohl es also, wie Sie sagen, in London Hunderte von Statuen gibt, ist es sehr wahrscheinlich, daß jene drei die einzigen in diesem Stadtteil waren. Ein dort wohnender Fanatiker würde daher mit ihnen beginnen. 

Was meinen Sie dazu, Dr. Watson?«

»Es gibt unendlich viele Spielarten der Monoma-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.300
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nie«, erwiderte ich; »so etwa den Zustand, den die modernen französischen Psychologen  idée fixe  nennen, ein dem Wesen nach meist belangloser Wahn, der im übrigen durchaus von völliger geistiger Gesundheit begleitet sein kann. Jemand, der viel über Napoleon gelesen hätte oder dessen Familie durch den großen Krieg irgendein vererbter Schaden zugefügt worden wäre, könnte durchaus eine solche  idée fixe bilden und unter ihrem Einfluß aller möglichen phantastischen Untaten fähig sein.«

»Das reicht nicht, mein lieber Watson«, sagte Holmes und schüttelte den Kopf. »Denn keine noch so starke  idée fixe  würde Ihren interessanten Monoma-nen dazu befähigen, den Standort dieser Büsten herauszufinden.«

»Nun, und wie erklären  Sie  es dann?«

»Das will ich gar nicht versuchen. Ich möchte nur bemerken, daß das exzentrische Vorgehen dieses Gentlemans eine gewisse Methode erkennen läßt. 

Zum Beispiel wurde die Büste aus Dr. Barnicots Vorhalle, wo ein Geräusch die Familie hätte wecken können, nach draußen gebracht, ehe sie zerschlagen wurde, wohingegen sie in dem Sprechzimmer, wo die Gefahr eines Alarms geringer war, an ihrem Standort zerschmettert wurde. Die Angelegenheit erscheint lä-

cherlich unbedeutend, und doch wage ich nichts trivial zu nennen, wenn ich daran denke, daß einige mei-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.301
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ner klassischsten Fälle auch nicht gerade verheißungsvoll begonnen haben. Sie werden sich daran erinnern, Watson, wie ich der furchtbaren Geschichte der Familie Abernetty auf die Spur gekommen bin: nämlich durch die Tiefe des Abdrucks, die ein Stück Petersilie an einem heißen Tag in der Butter hinterlassen hatte. 

Ich kann es mir daher nicht leisten, über Ihre drei zerbrochenen Büsten zu lächeln, Lestrade, und ich werde Ihnen sehr verbunden sein, wenn Sie mich über jede neue Entwicklung dieser so eigenartigen Kette von Ereignissen auf dem laufenden halten würden.«

Die Entwicklung, um die mein Freund gebeten hatte, ergab sich schneller und unendlich tragischer, als er sich hätte vorstellen können. Ich war am nächsten Morgen in meinem Schlafzimmer noch mit dem Ankleiden beschäftigt, als es an die Tür klopfte und Holmes mit einem Telegramm in der Hand eintrat. Er las es laut vor:

Kommen Sie sofort, 131 Pitt Street, Kensington, LESTRADE

»Was gibt's denn?« fragte ich. 

»Keine Ahnung – kann alles sein. Aber ich vermute, es handelt sich um die Fortsetzung der Geschichte mit den Statuen. In diesem Fall hätte unser Bilderstür-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.302
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mer seine Tätigkeit in einem anderen Teil Londons aufgenommen. Auf dem Tisch steht Kaffee, Watson, und vor der Tür wartet ein Wagen auf uns.«

Eine halbe Stunde später waren wir in der Pitt Street, einem stillen kleinen Seitengewässer gleich neben einem der lebhaftesten Ströme des Londoner Lebens. No. 131 war eins von einer Reihe flachbrü-

stiger, ehrbarer und überaus unromantischer Häuser. 

Als wir vorfuhren, fanden wir den Gitterzaun vor dem Haus von einer neugierigen Menge bedrängt. Holmes pfiff. 

»Donnerwetter! Mindestens versuchter Mord. Darunter bleibt kein Londoner Botenjunge mehr stehen. 

Die runden Schultern und der vorgereckte Hals dieses Burschen dort weisen auf eine Gewalttat hin. Was ist denn das, Watson? Die obere Treppenstufe ganz naß, die andere trocken. Immerhin genug Fußabdrücke! 

Nun, nun, da vorne am Fenster steht Lestrade, und bald werden wir genauestens im Bilde sein.«

Der Beamte empfing uns mit sehr ernstem Gesicht und führte uns in ein Wohnzimmer, in dem ein außerordentlich ungepflegter und aufgeregter älterer Mann im Morgenmantel auf und ab schritt. Er wurde uns als Eigentümer des Hauses vorgestellt – Mr. Horace Harker vom Central Press Syndicate. 

»Wieder die Sache mit den Napoleonbüsten«, sagte Lestrade. »Sie machten gestern abend einen interes-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.303
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sierten Eindruck, und da dachte ich mir, Sie wären jetzt vielleicht gerne dabei, wo die Affaire eine wesentlich ernstere Wendung genommen hat.«

»Wohin hat sie sich denn gewendet?«

»Zu Mord. Mr. Harker, erzählen Sie diesen Gentlemen bitte genau, was vorgefallen ist?«

Der Mann im Morgenmantel drehte sich mit höchst betrübter Miene zu uns um. 

»Es ist schon außerordentlich«, sagte er, »da sammle ich mein ganzes Leben lang Nachrichten von anderen Leuten, und jetzt, wo mir selbst einmal so eine richtige Nachricht über den Weg läuft, bin ich so verwirrt und durcheinander, daß ich keine zwei Wörter zusammenbekomme. Hätte ich diesen Raum als Journalist betreten, dann hätte ich mich selbst inter-viewt und in jeder Morgenzeitung zwei Spalten gehabt. So aber verschenke ich wertvolles Material, indem ich einem Haufen verschiedener Leute immer wieder meine Geschichte erzählen muß, und ich selbst kann keinen Gebrauch davon für mich machen. Wie auch immer – ich kenne Sie, Mr. Sherlock Holmes, und wenn Sie diese komische Geschichte erklären können, wird mich dies für die Mühe, Ihnen diese Sache zu erzählen, entschädigen.«

Holmes setzte sich und hörte zu. 

»Es scheint sich alles auf diese Napoleonbüste zu konzentrieren, die ich vor vier Monaten für dieses Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.304
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Zimmer hier gekauft habe. Ich habe sie billig bei Harding Brothers erstanden, zwei Häuser neben der High Street Station. Meine journalistische Arbeit geschieht zum großen Teil nachts, und häufig schreibe ich bis in den frühen Morgen. So war es auch heute. Ich saß in meiner Bude, die hinten im obersten Stockwerk des Hauses liegt; es war ungefähr drei Uhr, als ich davon überzeugt war, unten irgendwelche Geräusche gehört zu haben. Ich lauschte, aber sie wiederholten sich nicht, und so nahm ich an, daß sie von draußen gekommen waren. Fünf Minuten später ertönte plötzlich ein ganz entsetzlicher Schrei – das furchtbarste Ge-brüll, das ich je gehört habe, Mr. Holmes. Es wird mir mein Leben lang in den Ohren klingen. Ein paar Minuten saß ich vor Schreck erstarrt da. Dann packte ich den Schürhaken und ging nach unten. Als ich dieses Zimmer betrat, stand das Fenster weit offen, und mir fiel sofort auf, daß die Büste vom Kaminsims verschwunden war. Warum irgendein Einbrecher so etwas mitnehmen sollte, übersteigt mein Verständnis, denn es war nur ein Gipsmodell und von keinerlei rea-lem Wert. 

Wie Sie sich selbst überzeugen können, kann jeder, der aus diesem offenen Fenster klettert, mit einem weiten Schritt die Eingangstreppe erreichen. Offensichtlich hatte der Einbrecher eben dies getan, weshalb ich herumging und die Tür aufmachte. Als ich Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.305
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ins Dunkle heraustrat, fiel ich beinahe über einen Toten, der dort lag. Ich lief zurück, um Licht zu holen, und da lag dieser arme Bursche mit einer klaf-fenden Wunde im Hals, und alles war voller Blut. Er lag auf dem Rücken, die Knie angezogen und den Mund entsetzlich aufgerissen. Das wird mich noch in meinen Träumen verfolgen. Ich hatte gerade noch Zeit, auf meiner Polizeipfeife zu blasen, dann muß ich in Ohnmacht gefallen sein, denn ich weiß nichts mehr, bis dieser Polizist im Flur über mir stand.«

»Nun, wer war der Ermordete?« fragte Holmes. 

»Auf seine Identität weist nichts hin«, sagte Lestrade. »Sie werden die Leiche im Schauhaus sehen, aber bis jetzt haben wir noch nichts ermitteln können. Es handelt sich um einen großen Mann, sonnenverbrannt, sehr kräftig, nicht älter als dreißig. Er ist ärmlich gekleidet, wirkt aber doch nicht wie ein Arbeiter. In der Blutlache neben ihm lag ein Federmesser mit Horngriff. Ob dies die Tatwaffe war oder ob es dem Toten gehörte, weiß ich nicht. An seiner Kleidung befand sich kein Name, und in seinen Taschen nichts als ein Apfel, eine Schnur, ein Stadtplan von London und eine Photographie. Und zwar diese hier.«

Es war offenbar ein mit einer kleinen Kamera aufgenommener Schnappschuß. Er zeigte einen vitalen, affenähnlichen Mann mit scharfen Zügen, dichten Augenbrauen und einer sehr eigenartig vorstehenden un-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.306
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teren Gesichtshälfte – wie die Schnauze eines Pavians. 

»Und was ist aus der Büste geworden?« fragte Holmes nach einer sorgfältigen Untersuchung dieses Bildes. 

»Kurz bevor Sie kamen, haben wir es erfahren. Sie wurde im Vorgarten eines leerstehenden Hauses in der Campden House Road gefunden. Sie war zerbrochen. 

Ich gehe jetzt rüber, um sie mir anzusehen. Kommen Sie mit?«

»Natürlich. Ich will mich nur einmal hier umsehen.« Er untersuchte den Teppich und das Fenster. 

»Entweder hatte der Kerl sehr lange Beine, oder er war sehr behende«, sagte er. »Mit dem Lichtschacht darunter war es kein kleines Kunststück, auf diesen Fenstersims zu kommen und das Fenster zu öffnen. 

Der Rückweg war verhältnismäßig einfach. Wollen Sie uns begleiten und sich die Überreste Ihrer Büste ansehen, Mr. Harker?«

Der untröstliche Journalist hatte sich an einen Schreibtisch gesetzt. 

»Ich muß versuchen, noch etwas daraus zu machen«, sagte er, »obwohl die ersten Ausgaben der Abendzeitung zweifellos schon mit sämtlichen Einzelheiten erschienen sind. Das sieht mir ähnlich! Erinnern Sie sich, wie in Doncaster die Tribüne eingestürzt ist? Nun, ich war der einzige Journalist da und Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.307
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meine Zeitung die einzige, die von diesem Ereignis nichts berichtet hat, weil ich zu erschüttert war, dar-

über zu schreiben. Und jetzt werde ich mit einem Mord, der sich vor meiner eigenen Haustür ereignet hat, zu spät kommen.«

Als wir das Zimmer verließen, hörten wir seine Feder durchdringend über das Kanzleipapier kritzeln. 

Die Stelle, an der man die Bruchstücke der Büste gefunden hatte, war nur ein paar hundert Yards weit entfernt. Zum ersten Mal ruhten unsere Augen auf dieser Darstellung des großen Kaisers, die in dem Geist des Unbekannten einen solch rasenden und zerstöreri-schen Haß hervorzurufen schien. Sie lag zu Scherben zerschmettert auf dem Rasen. Holmes hob einige davon auf und untersuchte sie sorgfältig. Seine gespannte Miene und sein zweckmäßiges Vorgehen brachten mich zu der Überzeugung, daß er endlich einen Anhaltspunkt gefunden hatte. 

»Nun?« fragte Lestrade. 

Holmes zuckte die Schultern. 

»Wir haben noch einen langen Weg vor uns«, sagte er. »Und doch – und doch – nun, wir können uns auf einige anregende Tatsachen stützen. Der Besitz dieser wertlosen Büste bedeutete diesem seltsamen Verbrecher mehr als ein Menschenleben. Dies ist das eine. 

Sodann die merkwürdige Tatsache, daß er sie nicht in oder unmittelbar vor dem Haus zerbrochen hat, falls Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.308
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es sein einziges Ziel gewesen sein sollte, sie zu zerbrechen.«

»Die Begegnung mit diesem anderen Burschen hat ihn nervös und konfus gemacht. Er wird kaum gewußt haben, was er tat.«

»Nun, durchaus wahrscheinlich. Ich möchte aber die Lage dieses Hauses, in dessen Garten die Büste zertrümmert wurde, ganz besonders Ihrer Aufmerksamkeit empfehlen.«

Lestrade sah sich um. 

»Es ist ein leerstehendes Haus, und so wußte er, daß er im Garten nicht gestört werden würde.«

»Ja, aber weiter oben in der Straße befindet sich ebenfalls ein leeres Haus, an dem er auf dem Weg zu diesem hier vorbeigekommen sein muß. Warum hat er die Büste nicht dort zerbrochen – schließlich leuchtet doch ein, daß jeder Yard, den er damit herumlief, das Risiko erhöhte, jemandem zu begegnen?«

»Ich geb's auf«, sagte Lestrade. 

Holmes wies auf die Straßenlaterne über unseren Köpfen. 

»Hier konnte er sehen, was er tat, und dort konnte er es nicht. Das war der Grund.«

»Donnerwetter! Das stimmt«, sagte der Polizist. 

»Wenn ich jetzt darüber nachdenke, wurde Dr. 

Barnicots Büste nicht weit von seinem roten Nachtlicht zertrümmert. Nun, Mr. Holmes, was fangen wir Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.309
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mit dieser Tatsache an?«

»Sie im Gedächtnis behalten – sie registrieren. Wo-möglich stoßen wir später auf etwas, das sich darauf bezieht. Welche Schritte beabsichtigen Sie nun zu unternehmen, Lestrade?«

»Die zweckmäßigste Methode, die Sache anzugehen, ist meiner Meinung nach die, den Toten zu identifizieren. Das dürfte keinerlei Schwierigkeiten bereiten. Wenn wir wissen, wer er ist und wer seine Bekannten sind, haben wir einen guten Ausgangspunkt, um herauszufinden, was er vorige Nacht in der Pitt Street getrieben hat und wer ihn auf Mr. Horace Harkers Schwelle ermordet hat. Glauben Sie nicht auch?«

»Zweifellos; und doch würde ich etwas anders an diesen Fall herangehen.«

»Was würden Sie denn tun?«

»Oh, lassen Sie sich durch mich in keiner Weise beeinflussen. Ich schlage vor, Sie verfolgen Ihren Weg und ich den meinen. Hinterher können wir unsere Bemerkungen vergleichen, und jeder wird den anderen ergänzen.«

»In Ordnung«, sagte Lestrade. 

»Wenn Sie in die Pitt Street zurückgehen, dürften Sie Mr. Horace Harker treffen. Sagen Sie ihm von mir, ich sei zu der Erkenntnis gelangt, es sei sicher, daß gestern nacht ein gefährlicher mörderischer Irrer mit Napoleonwahn in seinem Haus gewesen sei. Das Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.310
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wird er für seinen Artikel brauchen können.«

Lestrade machte große Augen. 

»Das glauben Sie doch nicht im Ernst?«

Holmes lächelte. 

»Tatsächlich? Nun, mag sein. Aber ich bin sicher, daß dies Mr. Horace Harker und die Abonnenten des Central Press Syndicate interessieren wird. So, Watson, ich denke, wir haben noch ein langwieriges und ziemlich kompliziertes Tagewerk vor uns. Es würde mich freuen, Lestrade, wenn Sie es einrichten könnten, heute abend um sechs Uhr zu uns in die Baker Street zu kommen. Bis dahin würde ich diese Photographie, die man in der Tasche des Toten gefunden hat, gern behalten. Möglicherweise werde ich Ihre Gesellschaft und Unterstützung bei einer kleinen Expedition erbitten müssen, die heute nacht stattfinden wird, falls meine Argumentation sich als richtig erweisen sollte. Bis dahin Good-bye, und viel Glück.«

Sherlock Holmes und ich gingen zusammen zur High Street, wo er an dem Geschäft von Harding Brothers, in dem die Büste gekauft worden war, halt-machte. Ein junger Ladengehilfe sagte uns, Mr. Harding würde erst am Nachmittag wiederkommen, und er selbst sei noch neu hier und könne uns keine Auskünfte erteilen. Holmes' Miene war seine Enttäuschung und Verärgerung anzusehen. 
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alles nach unseren Wünschen läuft, Watson«, sagte er schließlich. »Wir müssen nachmittags noch einmal hierher, auch wenn Mr. Harding dann immer noch nicht da sein sollte. Wie Sie zweifellos bereits vermutet haben, versuche ich, die Quelle dieser Büsten aufzuspüren, um festzustellen, ob dort nicht irgendeine Besonderheit vorliegt, die über ihr merkwürdiges Schicksal Aufschluß geben könnte. Nun wollen wir Mr. Morse Hudson in der Kennington Road aufsuchen und sehen, ob er Licht in dieses Problem bringen kann.«

Nach einer Stunde Fahrt standen wir im Haus des Bilderhändlers. Er war ein kleiner, kräftiger Mann mit rotem Gesicht und hitzigem Gebaren. 

»Ja, Sir. Mitten auf meinem Ladentisch, Sir«, sagte er. »Ich weiß nicht, wozu wir Steuern und Abgaben bezahlen, wenn jeder Rüpel hier hereinkommen und unsere Waren zerschlagen kann. Ja, Sir, ich war es, der Dr. Barnicot die beiden Statuen verkauft hat. Eine Schande, Sir! Ein Anschlag von Nihilisten, so nenn ich das. Nur ein Anarchist läuft herum und schlägt Statuen entzwei. Rote Republikaner, so nenn ich die. 

Von wem ich die Statuen habe? Ich wüßte nicht, was das damit zu tun haben sollte. Nun, wenn Sie es wirklich wissen wollen, ich hab sie von Gelder & Co in der Church Street in Stepney. Das ist ein bekanntes Haus in dem Gewerbe, schon seit zwanzig Jahren. 
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Wieviele ich davon hatte? Drei – zwei und eins macht drei – die zwei von Dr. Barnicot, und die eine, die man mir am hellichten Tage auf meinem Ladentisch zertrümmert hat. Ob ich diese Photographie kenne? 

Nein, kenne ich nicht. Doch, freilich kenne ich den. 

Tja, Sir, das ist Beppo! Das war so eine Art italienischer Akkordarbeiter, der sich bei mir im Laden nützlich gemacht hat. Er konnte ein bißchen schnitzen, Rahmen vergolden und allerhand Arbeiten verrichten. 

Der Kerl hat mich vorige Woche verlassen, und seitdem hab ich nichts mehr von ihm gehört. Nein, ich weiß nicht, wo er herkam oder wo er hingegangen ist. 

Ich hatte nichts gegen ihn einzuwenden, solange er hier war. Zwei Tage, bevor die Büste zertrümmert wurde, ist er gegangen.«

»Nun, mehr konnten wir vernünftigerweise nicht von Morse Hudson erwarten«, sagte Holmes, als wir aus dem Laden gingen. »Wir haben diesen Beppo sowohl in Kennington als auch in Kensington als gemeinsamen Nenner, und das rechtfertigt eine Fahrt von zehn Meilen schon. Und jetzt, Watson, fahren wir zu Gelder & Co in Stepney, der Quelle, dem Ur-sprungsort der Büsten. Es sollte mich überraschen, wenn uns da unten nicht geholfen werden könnte.«

In rascher Folge durchfuhren wir den Randbezirk des vornehmen London, das London der Hotels, das London der Theater, das literarische London, das Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.313
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kommerzielle London und schließlich das seefahrende London, bis wir in der am Fluß gelegenen Stadt von hunderttausend Seelen ankamen, in der die Mietshäuser vor der Menge der Heimatlosen Europas schwit-zen und dampfen. Hier, in einer breiten Verkehrsstraße, dem einstmaligen Sitz reicher Handelshäuser, fanden wir die Bildhauerwerkstatt, nach der wir suchten. Draußen befand sich ein beträchtlicher Hof voller monumentaler Steinmetzarbeiten. In dem großen Raum drinnen waren fünfzig Arbeiter mit Hauen oder Gießen beschäftigt. Der Geschäftsführer, ein großer blonder Deutscher, empfing uns höflich und gab auf alle Fragen Holmes' eine klare Antwort. Eine Überprüfung seiner Bücher ergab, daß von dem marmor-nen Napoleonkopf Devines Hunderte von Abgüssen gefertigt worden waren, daß aber die drei, die man vor etwa einem Jahr an Morse Hudson geliefert hatte, zu einer Serie von sechs Stücken gehörten, wovon die anderen drei an Harding Brothers in Kensington geliefert worden waren. Es bestünde kein Grund zu der Annahme, daß diese sechs sich von den anderen Ab-güssen unterscheiden sollten. Er könne keinen möglichen Grund dafür angeben, warum irgend jemand sie zu zerstören trachten sollte – ja, er lachte über diese Vorstellung. Der Großhandelspreis dafür betrage sechs Shillings, aber der Einzelhändler verlange zwölf oder mehr. Der Abguß werde in zwei Gußformen –
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von jeder Gesichtshälfte eine – angefertigt, und diese beiden Gipsprofile würden dann zu der fertigen Büste zusammengefügt. Diese Arbeit werde gewöhnlich von Italienern vorgenommen, und zwar in dem Raum, in dem wir uns gerade befänden. Die fertigen Büsten würden auf einen Tisch im Durchgang zum Trocknen gestellt und später ins Lager gebracht. Mehr könne er uns nicht sagen. 

Die Vorlage der Photographie allerdings übte auf den Geschäftsführer eine merkwürdige Wirkung aus. 

Sein Gesicht wurde rot vor Wut, und seine Augenbrauen zogen sich über seinen blauen teutonischen Augen zusammen. 

»Ah, dieser Schurke!« rief er. »Ja, den kenne ich natürlich sehr gut. Dies war immer ein ehrbares Haus, und das einzige Mal, das je die Polizei hier war, war wegen dieses Burschen da. Das ist jetzt über ein Jahr her. Er hatte einen anderen Italiener auf der Straße niedergestochen, und als er danach zur Arbeit kam, war ihm schon die Polizei auf den Fersen, und er wurde hier verhaftet. Er hieß Beppo – seinen Nachna-men habe ich nie erfahren. Geschieht mir recht, einen Mann mit so einem Gesicht einzustellen. Aber er war ein guter Arbeiter – einer der besten.«

»Wie lautete sein Urteil?«

»Das Opfer überlebte, und er kam mit einem Jahr davon. Er ist inzwischen zweifellos draußen; aber er Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.315
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hat es nicht gewagt, sich hier blicken zu lassen. Ein Vetter von ihm arbeitet hier, und der dürfte Ihnen wohl sagen können, wo er sich aufhält.«

»Neinnein!« rief Holmes. »Kein Wort zu diesem Vetter – kein Wort, ich bitte Sie. Die Sache ist sehr wichtig, und je weiter ich darin vordringe, desto wichtiger scheint sie zu werden. Als Sie in Ihrem Hauptbuch den Verkauf dieser Büsten überprüften, habe ich bemerkt, daß das Datum der 3. Juni des vorigen Jahres war. Könnten Sie mir den Tag nennen, an dem Beppo verhaftet wurde?«

»Anhand der Lohnliste könnte ich es Ihnen ungefähr angeben«, antwortete der Geschäftsführer. »Ja«, fuhr er nach einigem Herumblättern fort, »am 20. Mai hat er seinen letzten Lohn erhalten.«

»Ich danke Ihnen«, sagte Holmes. »Ich denke, ich brauche Ihre Zeit und Ihre Geduld nicht weiter in Anspruch zu nehmen.« Mit einem letzten warnenden Hinweis, daß er von unseren Ermittlungen nichts sagen sollte, wandten wir uns wieder nach Westen. 

Der Nachmittag war schon weit fortgeschritten, ehe wir in einem Restaurant einen hastigen Imbiß zu uns nehmen konnten. Ein Zeitungsaushang am Eingang verkündete: »Greueltat in Kensington. Mörder geisteskrank«, und der Inhalt der Zeitung ergab, daß Mr. 

Horace Harker schließlich doch noch seinen Bericht zum Druck befördert hatte. Über zwei Spalten ergoß Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.316

Die sechs Napoleons

Doyle-WA Bd. 7, 229

sich seine höchst sensationelle und blumige Darstellung des ganzen Vorfalls. Holmes lehnte die Zeitung an die Menage und las sie beim Essen. Ein- oder zweimal kicherte er laut. 

»Sehr schön, Watson«, sagte er. »Hören Sie sich das an: ›Befriedigt nimmt man zur Kenntnis, daß über diesen Fall keinerlei Meinungsverschiedenheit besteht, denn Mr. Lestrade, eines der erfahrendsten Mitglieder unserer Polizei, und Mr. Sherlock Holmes, der bekannte Detektiv, sind beide zu dem Schluß gekommen, daß diese groteske Serie von Ereignissen, die auf so tragische Art geendet haben, eher einem Wahnsinnigen als einem bedacht handelnden Verbrecher zuzuschreiben ist. Nur die Annahme einer geistigen Verwirrung kann die Tatsachen vollständig erklären.‹

Die Presse, Watson, ist eine höchst wertvolle Einrichtung, wenn man nur mit ihr umzugehen weiß. Und nun wollen wir, wenn Sie zu Ende gegessen haben, nach Kensington zurückgehen und uns anhören, was der Geschäftsführer von Harding Brothers zu der Sache zu sagen hat.«

Der Gründer dieses großen Handelshauses erwies sich als eine frische und flotte, sehr flinke und quicke kleine Person mit klarem Kopf und schlagfertiger Zunge. 

»Ja, Sir, ich habe den Bericht schon in den Abendzeitungen gelesen. Mr. Horace Harker ist ein Kunde Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.317
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von uns. Wir haben ihm die Büste vor ein paar Monaten geliefert. Wir haben drei Büsten dieser Art bei Gelder & Co in Stepney bestellt. Sie sind jetzt alle verkauft. An wen? Oh, ich möchte meinen, das kann ich Ihnen ganz leicht sagen, wenn ich in unserem Ver-kaufsbuch nachschlage. Ja, da haben wir die Einträge. 

Sehen Sie, eine an Mr. Harker, eine an Mr. Josiah Brown, Laburnum Lodge, Laburnum Vale, Chiswick, und eine an Mr. Sandeford, Lower Grove Road, Reading. Nein, das Gesicht auf dieser Photographie habe ich noch nie gesehen. Sowas dürfte man kaum vergessen – nicht wahr, Sir? –, ein häßlicheres habe ich selten gesehen. Ob wir Italiener beschäftigen? Ja, Sir, unter unseren Arbeitern und Putzleuten sind mehrere. 

Durchaus möglich, daß sie einen Blick in dieses Ver-kaufsbuch werfen können, wenn sie es darauf anlegen. 

Es gibt keinen besonderen Grund, dieses Buch unter Verschluß zu halten. Nun ja, eine sehr seltsame Angelegenheit, und ich hoffe, Sie lassen mich wissen, wenn Ihre Ermittlungen zu irgendeinem Ergebnis führen.«

Holmes hatte sich zu Mr. Hardings Aussagen mehrere Notizen gemacht, und ich merkte, daß er von der Wendung, die die Sache nahm, ganz und gar befriedigt war. Er machte jedoch keine Bemerkung bis auf die, daß wir, falls wir uns nicht beeilten, zu spät zu unserer Verabredung mit Lestrade kämen. Und als wir in der Baker Street eintrafen, war der Polizist schon Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.318
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da, und wir trafen ihn in fiebriger Ungeduld auf und ab schreitend an. Sein gewichtiger Blick zeigte, daß sein Tagewerk nicht fruchtlos geblieben war. 

»Nun?« fragte er. »Glück gehabt, Mr. Holmes?«

»Wir hatten einen sehr anstrengenden Tag, der nicht einmal vollständig vergebens war«, erklärte mein Freund. »Wir haben die beiden Einzelhändler und auch den Hersteller und Großhändler aufgesucht. 

Ich bin jetzt imstande, jede der Büsten von Anfang an zu verfolgen.«

»Die Büsten!« rief Lestrade. »Nun, nun, Sie haben Ihre eigenen Methoden, Mr. Holmes, und ich bin der letzte, der Ihnen hereinreden würde, aber ich denke, ich habe heute bessere Arbeit geleistet als Sie. Ich habe den Toten identifiziert.«

»Was Sie nicht sagen!«

»Und ein Motiv für das Verbrechen gefunden.«

»Ausgezeichnet!«

»Einer unserer Inspektoren ist Fachmann für Saffron Hill und das Italienerviertel. Nun, dieser Tote hatte einen katholischen Anhänger um den Hals, und dieser brachte mich zusammen mit seiner Hautfarbe auf die Idee, daß er aus dem Süden stammte. Inspektor Hill erkannte ihn gleich beim ersten Hinsehen. 

Sein Name ist Pietro Venucci, er kommt aus Neapel, und er ist einer der größten Halsabschneider Londons. 

Er hat Verbindungen zur Mafia, einer, wie Sie wis-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.319
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sen, geheimen politischen Gesellschaft, die ihre Erlasse durch Mordanschläge durchsetzt. Nun sehen Sie, wie die Sache sich aufzuklären beginnt. Der andere Bursche ist vermutlich ebenfalls Italiener und Mitglied der Mafia. Irgendwie hat er gegen deren Regeln verstoßen. Pietro wird auf ihn angesetzt. Die Photographie, die wir in seiner Tasche gefunden haben, stellt wahrscheinlich diesen Mann dar, damit er auch den Richtigen erdolchen kann. Er spürt den Kerl auf, sieht ihn in das Haus gehen, er wartet draußen auf ihn und zieht sich im Handgemenge selber die tödliche Wunde zu. Na, was halten Sie davon, Mr. Sherlock Holmes?«

Holmes klatschte Beifall. 

»Hervorragend, Lestrade, hervorragend!« rief er. 

»Aber Ihrer Erklärung der Zerstörung der Büsten konnte ich nicht ganz folgen.«

»Der Büsten? Bekommen Sie denn diese Büsten nicht aus dem Kopf? Das ist doch ganz unwichtig: kleiner Diebstahl, höchstens sechs Monate. Es ist aber doch der Mord, den wir tatsächlich untersuchen, und ich sage Ihnen, sämtliche Fäden laufen in meinen Händen zusammen.«

»Und Ihre nächsten Schritte?«

»Ganz einfach: Ich werde mit Hill ins Italienerviertel gehen, den Mann auf der Photographie suchen und ihn wegen Mordes verhaften. Wollen Sie uns beglei-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.320
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ten?«

»Wohl nicht. Ich bilde mir ein, wir können unser Ziel auf einfacherem Wege erreichen. Genau kann ich's nicht sagen, weil alles abhängt von – nun, es hängt alles von einem Faktor ab, der völlig außerhalb unseres Einflusses liegt. Aber ich bin sehr zuversichtlich – tatsächlich steht die Wette genau zwei zu eins –, daß ich Ihnen, wenn Sie uns heute nacht begleiten, dabei helfen kann, ihn hinter Gitter zu bringen.«

»Im Italienerviertel?«

»Nein; ich denke, Chiswick ist eine wahrscheinlichere Adresse, unter der wir ihn finden können. Wenn Sie heute nacht mit mir nach Chiswick gehen, Lestrade, verspreche ich Ihnen, Sie morgen ins Italienerviertel zu begleiten; diese Verzögerung wird keinen Schaden anrichten. Und nun glaube ich, ein paar Stunden Schlaf könnten uns allen gut tun, denn ich beabsichtige nicht, vor elf Uhr aufzubrechen, und es ist unwahrscheinlich, daß wir vor dem Morgengrauen zurück sein werden. Essen Sie mit uns zu Abend, Lestrade, und dann sind Sie auf unserem Sofa willkommen, bis es Zeit für uns ist, loszugehen. Inzwischen wäre ich froh, Watson, wenn Sie nach einem Eilboten klingeln würden, denn ich habe einen Brief abzuschicken, der unbedingt sofort abgehen muß.«

Holmes verbrachte den Abend damit, in den Sta-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.321
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peln alter Tageszeitungen herumzuwühlen, mit denen eine unserer Rumpelkammern vollgestopft war. Als er schließlich herunterkam, leuchtete Triumph aus seinen Augen, doch klärte er uns beide nicht über das Ergebnis seiner Nachforschungen auf. Ich für meinen Teil war den Methoden, mit denen er den diversen Windungen dieses komplexen Falles nachgespürt hatte, Schritt für Schritt gefolgt, und ob ich gleich das Ziel, das wir erreichen würden, noch nicht klar vor mir sah, war mir doch deutlich bewußt, daß Holmes erwartete, jener groteske Kriminelle werde einen Angriff auf die beiden noch übrigen Büsten unternehmen, von denen eine, wie ich mich erinnerte, sich in Chiswick befand. Das Ziel unseres Ausflugs war zweifellos, ihn auf frischer Tat zu ertappen, und ich konnte die Gerissenheit nur bewundern, mit der mein Freund in der Abendzeitung eine falsche Fährte gelegt hatte, um so den Burschen zu der Idee zu verführen, er könne seine Machenschaften weiterhin ungestraft verfolgen. Holmes' Vorschlag, ich solle meinen Revolver mitnehmen, überraschte mich nicht. Er selbst hatte seine Lieblingswaffe, die Jagdpeitsche mit be-schwertem Griff, bereitgelegt. 

Um elf Uhr fuhr unten eine Droschke vor, und damit fuhren wir zu einer Stelle auf der anderen Seite der Hammersmith Bridge. Der Kutscher sollte hier auf uns warten. Ein kurzer Gang brachte uns zu einer Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.322
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abgelegenen, von freundlichen Häusern gesäumten Straße, die alle von Gärten umgeben waren. Auf dem Torpfosten eines dieser Häuser lasen wir im Schein einer Straßenlaterne ›Laburnum Villa‹. Die Bewohner hatten sich offenbar bereits zur Ruhe gelegt, denn es war alles dunkel bis auf ein kleines Fenster über der Eingangstür, das einen unscharfen Lichtkreis auf den Gartenweg warf. Der Holzzaun, der das Grundstück von der Straße trennte, warf einen finsteren Schatten nach innen, in welchem wir uns niederkauerten. 

»Ich fürchte, Sie werden lange warten müssen«, flüsterte Holmes. »Wir dürfen unserem Schicksal danken, daß es nicht regnet. Wir können es wohl nicht einmal wagen, uns mit Rauchen die Zeit zu vertreiben. Aber immerhin steht unsere Chance zwei zu eins, daß wir für unsere Mühe entschädigt werden.«

Es stellte sich jedoch heraus, daß unsere Nachtwache nicht so lange dauern sollte, wie Holmes uns hatte befürchten lassen; sie endete auf recht jähe und merkwürdige Art. Plötzlich wurde, ohne daß uns auch nur das leiseste Geräusch vor seinem Kommen gewarnt hätte, das Gartentor aufgestoßen, und eine geschmeidige, dunkle Gestalt huschte flink und beweglich wie ein Affe über den Gartenweg. Wir sahen sie über den von dem Fenster über der Tür geworfenen Lichtfleck flitzen und im schwarzen Schatten des Hauses verschwinden. Es entstand eine lange Pause, in der wir Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.323
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den Atem anhielten, und dann drang uns ein ganz leises knarrendes Geräusch an die Ohren. Das Fenster wurde geöffnet. Das Geräusch erstarb, und wieder herrschte lange Zeit Stille. Der Kerl stieg ins Haus ein. Einmal sahen wir in dem Zimmer eine Blendlaterne aufblitzen. Was er suchte, war offenbar nicht da, denn bald sahen wir das Licht hinter einer anderen Markise, und dann wieder hinter einer anderen. 

»Gehen wir zu dem offenen Fenster. Wir werden ihn schnappen, wenn er herausklettert«, wisperte Lestrade. 

Doch ehe wir uns regen konnten, war der Mann wieder aufgetaucht. Als er herauskam und in den schimmernden Lichtfleck trat, sahen wir, daß er etwas Weißes unter dem Arm trug. Er blickte sich verstohlen um. Die Stille der verlassenen Straße machte ihn wieder sicher. Er drehte uns den Rücken zu, legte seine Last ab, und im nächsten Augenblick hörten wir ein scharfes Klopfen, danach ein Scheppern und Klappern. Der Mann konzentrierte sich so auf das, was er tat, daß er unsere Schritte nicht hörte, als wir uns über den Rasen zu ihm schlichen. Wie ein Tiger sprang Holmes ihm auf den Rücken, und gleich darauf hielten Lestrade und ich ihn an den Handgelenken fest und legten ihm Handschellen an. Als wir ihn umdrehten, blickte ich in ein scheußliches, fahles Gesicht, das uns mit wild verzerrten Zügen anstarrte, Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.324
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und ich wußte, daß wir tatsächlich den auf der Photographie abgebildeten Mann gestellt hatten. 

Holmes aber widmete seine Aufmerksamkeit nicht unserem Gefangenen. Er hockte auf den Türstufen und untersuchte aufs sorgfältigste, was dieser Mann aus dem Haus geholt hatte. Es war eine Napoleonbüs-te wie die, die wir am Morgen gesehen hatten, und sie war auch in ähnliche Fragmente zerbrochen. Bedächtig hielt Holmes jede einzelne Scherbe ins Licht, doch sie unterschieden sich in keiner Weise von irgendeinem anderen kaputten Stück Gips. Er hatte seine Untersuchung gerade beendet, als im Eingang die Lichter aufflammten, die Tür aufging und der Besitzer des Hauses, eine heitere rundliche Gestalt in Hemd und Hosen, hinaustrat. 

»Mr. Josiah Brown, nehme ich an?« sagte Holmes. 

»Ja, Sir; und Sie sind zweifellos Mr. Sherlock Holmes? Ich habe Ihren Eilbrief erhalten und mich genau danach gerichtet. Wir haben alle Türen von innen verschlossen und das weitere abgewartet. Nun, es freut mich sehr zu sehen, daß Sie den Schurken gefaßt haben. Ich hoffe, Gentlemen, Sie kommen noch auf eine Erfrischung herein.«

Lestrade wollte jedoch seinen Mann unbedingt an einen sicheren Ort bringen, und so hatten wir in ein paar Minuten unseren Wagen herbeordert und fuhren alle vier wieder nach London zurück. Unser Gefange-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.325
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ner sagte kein Wort; er starrte uns nur aus dem Schatten seiner verfilzten Haare; an, und als meine Hand einmal in seiner Reichweite schien, schnappte er danach wie ein hungriger Wolf. Wir blieben lange genug auf der Polizeiwache, um zu erfahren, daß eine Durchsuchung seiner Kleider nichts zutage gebracht hatte als ein paar Shillings und ein langes Stilett, dessen Griff reichlich mit frischen Blutspuren bedeckt war. 

»Sehr schön«, sagte Lestrade, als wir auseinander-gingen, »Hill kennt die ganze Sippschaft, und er wird seinen Namen schon herausfinden. Sie werden sehen, meine Mafia-Theorie wird sich als richtig erweisen. 

Freilich bin ich Ihnen, Mr. Holmes, für die meisterhafte Art, mit der Sie ihm auf die Spur gekommen sind, außerordentlich zu Dank verpflichtet. Ich verstehe das immer noch nicht ganz.«

»Ich fürchte, es ist ein wenig zu spät für lange Er-klärungen«, sagte Holmes. »Im übrigen sind einige Details noch nicht ganz erledigt, und dies ist einer jener Fälle, die es wert sind, daß man sie bis zum Ende verfolgt. Wenn Sie morgen um sechs Uhr noch einmal bei uns vorbeikommen, werde ich Ihnen wohl zeigen können, daß Sie auch jetzt nicht die vollständige Bedeutung dieser Angelegenheit erfassen, die einige Merkmale aufweist, die sie zu einem absoluten Unikum in der Geschichte des Verbrechens machen. 
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Sollte ich Ihnen je wieder einmal gestatten, Watson, irgendwelche meiner kleinen Probleme aufzuzeichnen, so sehe ich voraus, daß Sie Ihre Seiten mit einem Bericht über das einzigartige Unternehmen mit den Napoleonbüsten bereichern werden.«

Als wir uns am nächsten Abend wieder trafen, war Lestrade mit allerlei Informationen über unseren Gefangenen ausgestattet. Sein Name sei anscheinend Beppo, der Nachname unbekannt. Er sei in der italienischen Kolonie als Tunichtgut bekannt. Er sei einmal ein geschickter Bildhauer gewesen und habe sich auf ehrbare Weise seinen Lebensunterhalt verdient, doch sei er auf die schiefe Bahn geraten und habe bereits zweimal im Gefängnis gesessen – einmal wegen eines kleinen Diebstahls, und einmal, wie wir schon gehört hatten, weil er einen Landsmann niedergestochen hätte. Er spreche perfekt Englisch. Warum er die Bü-

sten zerstört habe, sei noch immer unbekannt; er weigere sich, irgendwelche Fragen zu diesem Thema zu beantworten. Die Polizei habe jedoch herausgefunden, daß eben diese Büsten durchaus von ihm selbst hergestellt worden sein könnten, da er mit solchen Arbeiten im Hause Gelder & Co beschäftigt gewesen sei. Holmes lauschte allen diesen Informationen, die wir zum großen Teil bereits kannten, mit höflicher Aufmerksamkeit; ich aber, der ich ihn so gut kannte, sah ihm Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.327
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deutlich an, daß er mit seinen Gedanken woanders weilte, und ich entdeckte unter dieser Maske, die er gewohnheitsmäßig aufgesetzt hatte, eine Mischung von Unbehagen und Erwartung. Endlich fuhr er aus seinem Sessel, und seine Augen leuchteten. Die Glok-ke hatte geläutet. Eine Minute später vernahmen wir Schritte auf der Treppe, und dann wurde ein älterer, rotgesichtiger Mann mit grauem Backenbart hereingeführt. In seiner rechten Hand trug er einen altmodischen Mantelsack, welchen er auf den Tisch legte. 

»Bin ich hier bei Mr. Sherlock Holmes?«

Mein Freund verneigte sich lächelnd. »Mr. Sandeford aus Reading, nehme ich an?« sagte er. 

»Ja, Sir. Ich furchte, ich komme ein wenig zu spät. 

Aber die Züge fuhren so ungünstig. Sie haben mir von einer Büste geschrieben, die sich in meinem Besitz befindet.«

»Ganz recht.«

»Ich habe Ihren Brief hier. Sie schreiben: ›Ich wünsche in den Besitz einer Kopie von Devines Napoleon zu gelangen und bin bereit, für die Ihrige zehn Pfund zu bezahlen.‹ Ist das richtig so?«

»Freilich.«

»Ihr Brief hat mich sehr erstaunt, denn ich konnte mir gar nicht vorstellen, woher Sie wußten, daß ich so etwas besitze.«

»Natürlich muß Sie das erstaunt haben, aber die Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.328
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Erklärung ist ganz einfach. Mr. Harding von Harding Brothers hat mir gesagt, er habe Ihnen das letzte Exemplar verkauft, und mir Ihre Adresse gegeben.«

»Oh, so war das also, ja? Hat er Ihnen auch gesagt, was ich dafür bezahlt habe?«

»Nein, das hat er nicht.«

»Nun, ich bin ein ehrlicher Mensch, wenn auch nicht gerade reich. Ich habe bloß fünfzehn Shillings für die Büste bezahlt, und ich denke, das sollten Sie wissen, bevor ich zehn Pfund von Ihnen annehme.«

»Ihre Bedenken machen Ihnen alle Ehre, Mr. Sandeford. Aber ich habe diesen Preis nun einmal genannt, und deshalb werde ich auch dabei bleiben.«

»Nun, das ist sehr großzügig, Mr. Holmes. Ich habe die Büste gleich mitgebracht, wie Sie gewünscht haben. Hier ist sie!«

Er öffnete seinen Mantelsack, und nun sahen wir vor uns auf dem Tisch endlich einmal ein unversehrtes Exemplar dieser Büste, die wir schon so oft in Scherben gesehen hatten. 

Holmes nahm ein Stück Papier aus seiner Tasche und legte eine Zehn-Pfund-Note auf den Tisch. 

»Mr. Sandeford, wollen Sie dies freundlicherweise in Anwesenheit dieser Zeugen unterschreiben. Sie be-stätigen damit lediglich, daß Sie jedes mögliche Recht, das Sie je an dieser Büste hatten, auf mich übertragen. Sehen Sie, ich bin ein systematischer Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.329
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Mensch, und man kann nie wissen, welche Wendung die Dinge später einmal nehmen können. Ich danke Ihnen, Mr. Sandeford; hier haben Sie Ihr Geld, und ich wünsche Ihnen einen recht schönen Abend.«

Nachdem unser Besucher gegangen war, verfolgten wir gespannt Sherlock Holmes' weitere Schritte. Er begann damit, daß er ein sauberes weißes Tuch aus einer Schublade holte und auf dem Tisch ausbreitete. 

Darauf stelle er seine soeben erworbene Büste mitten auf das Tuch. Schließlich nahm er seine Jagdpeitsche und gab Napoleon damit einen harten Schlag auf den Kopf. Die Figur zerbrach in Scherben, und Holmes beugte sich gierig über die zertrümmerten Überreste. 

Im nächsten Augenblick stieß er einen lauten Triumphschrei aus und hielt einen Splitter in die Höhe, in dem wie eine Rosine im Kuchen ein rundes, schwarzes Ding steckte. 

»Gentlemen«, rief er, »hiermit stelle ich Ihnen die berühmte schwarze Perle der Borgias vor!«

Lestrade und ich saßen einen Moment schweigend da, und dann begannen wir beide spontan zu klat-schen, wie beim kunstvollen Höhepunkt eines Schauspiels. Holmes' bleiche Wangen erglühten rot, und er verbeugte sich vor uns wie ein großer Dramatiker, der die Hommage seines Publikums empfängt. In solchen Augenblicken hörte er für kurze Zeit auf, eine Denk-maschine zu sein, und verriet seine menschliche Freu-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.330
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de an Bewunderung und Applaus. Dasselbe so außerordentlich stolze und reservierte Wesen, das sich von öffentlicher Berühmtheit voller Verachtung abwandte, ließ sich von dem spontanen Staunen und Lob eines Freundes aufs tiefste erschüttern. 

»Ja, Gentlemen«, sagte er, »es handelt sich um die derzeit berühmteste Perle der Welt, und ich hatte das Glück, sie durch eine zusammenhängende Kette in-duktiver Schlußfolgerungen vom Schlafzimmer des Prinzen von Calonna im Dacre Hotel, wo sie verschwunden war, bis ins Innere dieser letzten der sechs Napoleonbüsten, die bei Gelder & Co in Stepney hergestellt wurden, verfolgen zu können. Sie werden sich an die Sensation erinnern, Lestrade, die das Verschwinden dieses wertvollen Juwels bewirkt hat, und an die vergeblichen Bemühungen der Londoner Polizei, es wiederzufinden. Ich selbst bin bei diesem Fall um Rat gefragt worden; doch ich vermochte kein Licht darein zu bringen. Der Verdacht fiel auf das Zimmermädchen der Prinzessin, eine Italienerin, und es wurde festgestellt, daß ein Bruder von ihr in London lebte, doch wir konnten keinerlei Verbindung zwischen den beiden nachweisen. Das Mädchen hieß Lucretia Venucci, und für mich besteht kein Zweifel daran, daß jener vor zwei Nächten ermordete Pietro ihr Bruder war. Ich habe in den alten Zeitungen die Daten nachgeschlagen und dabei festgestellt, daß die Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.331
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Perle genau zwei Tage vor Beppos Verhaftung wegen irgendeiner Gewalttat verschwunden war- und diese Verhaftung fand in der Fabrik von Gelder & Co statt, und zwar genau zu dem Zeitpunkt, als diese Büsten angefertigt wurden. Nun sehen Sie den Ablauf der Ereignisse deutlich vor sich, wenn natürlich auch in umgekehrter Reihenfolge des Ablaufs, der sich mir prä-

sentierte. Beppo hatte die Perle bei sich. Er mag sie von Pietro gestohlen haben, er mag Pietros Komplize gewesen sein, er mag der Mittelsmann zwischen Pietro und dessen Schwester gewesen sein. Es spielt für uns keine Rolle, was davon zutrifft. 

Wichtig ist allein, daß er die Perle  hatte  und daß er sie bei sich führte, als er von der Polizei verfolgt wurde. Er begab sich zu der Fabrik, in der er arbeitete, und er wußte, daß ihm nur ein paar Minuten blieben, seine ungeheuer wertvolle Beute zu verstecken, die man ansonsten bei ihm finden würde, wenn man ihn durchsuchte. Im Gang standen sechs Gipsbüsten Napoleons zum Trocknen. Eine davon war noch weich. Beppo, ein geschickter Handwerker, bohrte im Handumdrehen ein kleines Loch in den feuchten Gips, steckte die Perle hinein und verschloß mit wenigen Handgriffen die Öffnung. Ein bewundernswertes Versteck. Darauf konnte wohl niemand kommen. Aber Beppo wurde zu einem Jahr Gefängnis verurteilt, und seine sechs Büsten wurden unterdessen über ganz Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.332
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London verstreut. Welche davon seinen Schatz enthielt, konnte er nicht wissen. Das war nur zu erfahren, indem er sie zerbrach. Bloßes Schütteln konnte ihm keine Gewißheit geben, denn da der Gips feucht gewesen war, lag es nahe, daß die Perle darin festkleben würde – was ja auch tatsächlich der Fall war. Beppo gab nicht auf, und er führte seine Suche mit beträchtlicher Schläue und Beharrlichkeit durch. Durch einen Vetter, der bei Gelder arbeitet, erfuhr er die Einzelhändler, die die Büsten gekauft hatten. Es gelang ihm, bei Morse Hudson eine Anstellung zu finden und auf diese Weise drei davon aufzuspüren. Die Perle war nicht darin. Dann fand er mit Hilfe irgendeines italienischen Beschäftigten heraus, wohin die drei restlichen Büsten gegangen waren. Die erste war bei Harker. Dorthin wurde er von seinem Komplizen verfolgt, der Beppo für den Verlust der Perle verantwortlich machte und den er im folgenden Handgemenge niederstach.«

»Wenn es sein Komplize war: Wozu sollte er dann eine Photographie von ihm bei sich tragen?« fragte ich. 

»Um ihn besser finden zu können, wenn er einen Dritten nach ihm fragen wollte. Ein einleuchtender Grund. Nun, nach dem Mord rechnete ich mir aus, daß Beppo seine Schritte wohl eher beschleunigen als verlangsamen würde; daß er befürchtete, die Polizei Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.333
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käme seinem Geheimnis auf die Spur, weshalb er sich sputete, ehe sie ihm zuvorkäme. Natürlich wußte ich nicht genau, ob er die Perle nicht in Harkers Büste gefunden hatte. Ja, ich war mir noch nicht einmal sicher, ob es sich überhaupt um die Perle handelte; ganz klar war mir jedoch, daß er nach etwas suchte, da er die Büste an den anderen Häusern vorbei getragen hatte, um sie in dem Garten, in den der Schein einer Laterne fiel, zu zerbrechen. Da Harkers Büste eine von dreien war, standen die Chancen genau, wie ich Ihnen gesagt habe – nämlich zwei zu eins dagegen, daß die Perle darin war. Blieben zwei Büsten übrig; und es war offensichtlich, daß er sich zuerst die in London vornehmen würde. Ich warnte die Bewohner des Hauses, um eine zweite Tragödie zu verhindern, und wir begaben uns mit glücklichstem Erfolg dorthin. Zu dieser Zeit war mir natürlich unzweifelhaft klar, daß es um die Perle der Borgias ging. Es war der Name des Ermordeten, der die Verbindung der beiden Ereignisse herstellte. Es blieb nur noch eine einzige Büste übrig –

die in Reading –, und dort mußte die Perle sein. Ich kaufte sie in Ihrer Gegenwart von ihrem Besitzer –

und dort liegt sie nun.«

Einen Moment lang saßen wir schweigend da. 

»Nun«, sagte Lestrade, »ich habe Sie schon eine ganze Menge Fälle lösen sehen, Mr. Holmes, aber ich wüßte keinen, der mehr handwerkliche Meisterschaft Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.334
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verriete als dieser hier. Wir von Scotland Yard sind nicht eifersüchtig auf Sie. Nein, Sir, wir sind überaus stolz auf Sie, und wenn Sie uns morgen besuchen, wird es vom ältesten Inspektor bis zum jüngsten Constable keinen Mann geben, der Ihnen nicht mit Freuden die Hand schütteln wird.«

»Ich danke Ihnen!« sagte Holmes. »Ich danke Ihnen!«, und als er sich umwandte, schien es mir, als sei er von den zarteren menschlichen Empfindungen in stärkerem Maße gerührt, als ich es je an ihm bemerkt hatte. Einen Augenblick später war er wieder ganz der kalte und praktische Denker. »Legen Sie die Perle in den Safe, Watson«, sagte er, »und holen Sie die Papiere über die Conk-Singleton-Betrugsaffaire heraus. Good-bye, Lestrade. Falls Sie mal wieder ein kleines Problem haben sollten, werde ich Ihnen gern den einen oder anderen Hinweis zu seiner Lösung geben, wenn ich kann.«
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Die drei Studenten

Es war im Jahre 1895, als ein Zusammentreffen von Ereignissen, über die ich mich nicht auszulassen brauche, Mr. Sherlock Holmes und mich dazu veranlaßte, einige Wochen in einer unserer großen Universitätsstädte zu verbringen, und in diese Zeit fiel das kleine, aber lehrreiche Abenteuer, von dem ich nun berichten will. Es wird einleuchten, daß die Erwähnung von Einzelheiten, die dem Leser helfen würden, das College oder den Übeltäter genau zu identifizieren, unklug und beleidigend wäre. Ein solch peinlicher Skandal darf durchaus in Vergessenheit geraten. 

Mit der gebührenden Diskretion jedoch darf dieser Vorfall beschrieben werden, da er dazu dient, einige der denkwürdigen Qualitäten meines Freundes zu illustrieren. Ich werde mich bei meinem Bericht bemü-

hen, jegliche Bemerkungen zu vermeiden, mit deren Hilfe man die Ereignisse auf irgendeinen bestimmten Ort zurückfuhren oder die einen Hinweis auf die Beteiligten geben könnten. 

Wir wohnten damals in möblierten Zimmern ganz in der Nähe einer Bibliothek, in welcher Sherlock Holmes mühselige Forschungen über frühenglische Urkunden betrieb – Forschungsarbeiten, die zu so erstaunlichen Ergebnissen führten, daß ich sie vielleicht Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.336
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einmal zum Thema eines meiner zukünftigen Berichte machen werde. Hier empfingen wir eines Abends den Besuch eines Bekannten, Mr. Hilton Soames, Tutor und Dozent am College of St. Luke's. Mr. Soames war ein großer magerer Mann von nervösem und leicht erregbarem Temperament. Ich hatte sein unruhiges Wesen schon immer gekannt, doch bei jener Gelegenheit befand er sich in einem Zustand von solch unbeherrschter Erregung, daß offensichtlich etwas sehr Ungewöhnliches geschehen war. 

»Ich hoffe, Mr. Holmes, daß Sie ein paar Ihrer kostbaren Stunden für mich erübrigen können. Im St. 

Luke's ist etwas höchst Unangenehmes passiert, und wenn Sie nicht durch einen glücklichen Zufall in unserer Stadt weilten, hätte ich wirklich nicht gewußt, was ich tun soll.«

»Ich bin zur Zeit sehr beschäftigt und wünsche keinerlei Ablenkung«, erwiderte mein Freund. »Es wäre mir viel lieber, wenn Sie die Polizei um Unterstützung bäten.«

»Nein, nein, mein lieber Sir; ein solches Vorgehen ist vollkommen ausgeschlossen. Sind die Gesetzeshü-

ter erst einmal auf dem Plan, lassen sie sich nicht mehr aufhalten, und dies ist genau einer von den Fällen, in denen es um des Rufs des Colleges willen absolut vonnöten ist, einen Skandal zu vermeiden. Ihre Diskretion ist so berühmt wie Ihre Fähigkeiten, und Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.337
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Sie sind der einzige Mensch auf der Welt, der mir helfen kann. Ich flehe Sie an, Mr. Holmes, helfen Sie mir.«

Die Laune meines Freundes war nicht gerade gestiegen, seitdem er nicht mehr in der kongenialen Umgebung der Baker Street lebte. Ohne seine Sammelalben, seine Chemikalien und seine häusliche Unordent-lichkeit fühlte er sich unbehaglich. Er zuckte in ungehaltener Nachgiebigkeit die Schultern, während unser Besucher mit hastigen Worten und sehr aufgeregten Gesten seine Geschichte hervorsprudelte. 

»Ich muß Ihnen erklären, Mr. Holmes, daß morgen der erste Tag der Prüfung für das Fortescue-Stipendium ist. Ich bin einer der Prüfer. Mein Fach ist Griechisch, und die erste Prüfung besteht aus einer Übersetzung eines längeren griechischen Textes, den der Kandidat noch nicht kennt. Dieser Text ist auf das Prüfungspapier gedruckt, und der Kandidat hätte na-türlich einen enormen Vorteil, wenn er sich vorher darauf vorbereiten könnte. Aus diesem Grund wird jenes Papier sehr sorgfältig geheimgehalten. 

Heute um etwa drei Uhr trafen die Fahnenabzüge dieses Textes vom Drucker ein. Es handelt sich um ein halbes Kapitel aus dem Thukydides24. Ich mußte es aufmerksam durchlesen, da der Text absolut korrekt zu sein hat. Um vier Uhr dreißig war ich damit noch nicht ganz fertig. Ich hatte jedoch einem Freund Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.338
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versprochen, zum Tee bei ihm vorbeizukommen, und ließ daher die Fahnen auf meinem Schreibtisch liegen. 

Ich war kaum länger als eine Stunde abwesend. Ihnen ist bekannt, Mr. Holmes, daß wir im College doppelte Türen haben – eine mit grünem Tuch bezogene Tür innen und eine massive Eichentür außen. Als ich mich der äußeren Tür meines Zimmers näherte, sah ich erstaunt einen Schlüssel darin stecken. Einen Augenblick lang bildete ich mir ein, ich selbst hätte ihn dort vergessen, doch fand ich den meinen in meiner Tasche. Der einzige Zweitschlüssel, der meines Wissens existiert, befand sich im Besitz meines Dieners Bannister – ein Mann, der sich seit zehn Jahren um mein Zimmer kümmert und dessen Ehrbarkeit über jeden Verdacht erhaben ist. Ich ermittelte, daß es in der Tat sein Schlüssel war, daß er mein Zimmer betreten hatte, um zu fragen, ob ich Tee haben wollte, und daß er den Schlüssel beim Hinausgehen nachlässigerweise hatte stecken lassen. Er muß wenige Minuten, nachdem ich mein Zimmer verlassen hatte, hereingekommen sein. Seine Vergeßlichkeit wegen des Schlüssels hätte bei jeder anderen Gelegenheit nicht viel bedeutet, doch ausgerechnet an diesem Tag hat sie zu den bedauerlichsten Konsequenzen geführt. 

Gleich als ich auf meinen Tisch sah, bemerkte ich, daß jemand meine Papiere durchwühlt hatte. Die Fahnenabzüge bestanden aus drei langen Streifen. Ich Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.339
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hatte sie auf einem Haufen liegenlassen. Jetzt aber lag einer davon auf dem Boden, einer auf dem Seitentisch am Fenster, und der dritte war noch da, wo ich ihn hingelegt hatte.«

Zum erstenmal rührte Holmes sich. 

»Seite eins auf dem Boden, Seite zwei am Fenster und Seite drei dort, wo Sie sie hingelegt hatten.«

»Genau so, Mr. Holmes. Sie verblüffen mich. Wie konnten Sie das nur wissen?«

»Fahren Sie bitte mit Ihrem interessanten Bericht fort.«

»Zunächst glaubte ich kurz, daß Bannister sich die unverzeihliche Freiheit herausgenommen hätte, die Papiere zu untersuchen. Dies stritt er jedoch mit äu-

ßerstem Ernst ab, und ich bin davon überzeugt, daß er die Wahrheit sagt. Die andere Möglichkeit war die, daß irgend jemand, der an der Tür vorbeigekommen war, aus dem Vorhandensein des Schlüssels auf meine Abwesenheit geschlossen und das Zimmer betreten hatte, um sich die Papiere anzusehen. Es steht eine beträchtliche Geldsumme auf dem Spiel, denn das Stipendium ist sehr großzügig, und ein skrupelloser Mensch könnte durchaus ein solches Risiko auf sich nehmen, um einen Vorteil vor seinen Kommilitonen zu erlangen. 

Bannister hatte der Vorfall völlig aus der Fassung gebracht. Er war beinahe in Ohnmacht gefallen, als Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.340
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wir merkten, daß irgend jemand sich unzweifelhaft an den Papieren zu schaffen gemacht hatte. Ich gab ihm etwas Brandy und ließ ihn entnervt in einem Sessel sitzen, während ich das Zimmer aufs sorgfältigste untersuchte. Ich merkte bald, daß der Eindringling außer den durchwühlten Papieren noch weitere Spuren seiner Anwesenheit hinterlassen hatte. Auf dem Tisch am Fenster lagen etliche Schnitzel, die vom Spitzen eines Bleistifts herrührten. Auch eine abgebrochene Bleispitze fand sich dort. Der Schurke hatte offenbar den Text in großer Eile abgeschrieben, dabei seinen Bleistift abgebrochen und war so gezwungen, ihn neu anzuspitzen.«

»Ausgezeichnet!« sagte Holmes, der allmählich seine gute Laune wiedererlangte, indem er dem Fall immer aufmerksamer zuhörte. »Das Glück hat Ihnen zur Seite gestanden.«

»Das war noch nicht alles. Ich besitze einen neuen Schreibtisch mit einem schönen roten Lederbezug. Ich kann beschwören, und Bannister auch, daß dieser glatt und fleckenlos war. Nun aber bemerkte ich darin einen sauberen Schnitt von etwa drei Zoll Länge – es war kein bloßer Kratzer, sondern ein richtiger Schnitt. 

Und nicht nur das, auf dem Tisch fand ich auch noch ein schwarzes Klümpchen aus Teig oder Lehm, in dem etwas eingeschlossen war, das wie Sägemehl aussieht. Ich bin davon überzeugt, daß diese Spuren Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.341
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von demjenigen hinterlassen wurden, der in den Papieren herumgestöbert hat. Fußspuren und andere Hinweise auf seine Identität haben sich nicht gefunden. Ich war schon mit meinem Witz am Ende, als mir plötzlich der glückliche Gedanke kam, daß Sie sich in der Stadt aufhielten, und ich kam gleich zu Ihnen herüber, um den Fall in Ihre Hände zu legen. 

Helfen Sie mir bitte, Mr. Holmes! Sie sehen doch mein Dilemma. Entweder muß ich den Mann ausfindig machen, oder die Prüfung muß verschoben werden, bis neue Unterlagen fertig sind, und da dies nicht ohne irgendeine Erklärung abgehen kann, wird es einen schrecklichen Skandal geben, der nicht nur den Ruf des Colleges, sondern auch der Universität über-schatten wird. Vor allem anderen wünsche ich daher, diese Angelegenheit diskret und in aller Stille zu bereinigen.«

»Ich werde mir mit Vergnügen die Sache ansehen und Ihnen so gut helfen, wie ich kann«, sagte Holmes, erhob sich und zog seinen Mantel an. »Diesem Fall mangelt es durchaus nicht an Interesse. Hat, nachdem die Papiere bei Ihnen eingetroffen waren, irgend jemand Sie in Ihrem Zimmer besucht?«

»Ja, der junge Daulat Ras, ein indischer Student, der im selben Stockwerk wohnt, kam herein, um mich über ein paar Einzelheiten wegen der Prüfung zu befragen.«
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»Zu der er zugelassen ist?«

»Ja.«

»Und die Papiere lagen auf Ihrem Tisch?«

»Nach meinem besten Wissen waren sie zusammengerollt.«

»Hätten aber als Fahnenabzüge erkannt werden können?«

»Schon möglich.«

»Sonst kam niemand in Ihr Zimmer?«

»Niemand.«

»War irgend jemandem bekannt, daß diese Fahnen bei Ihnen waren?«

»Niemandem außer dem Drucker.«

»Wußte dieser Bannister davon?«

»Nein, bestimmt nicht. Niemand wußte davon.«

»Wo ist Bannister jetzt?«

»Es ging ihm sehr schlecht, dem armen Burschen! 

Ich ließ ihn halb ohnmächtig in dem Sessel liegen. Ich war sehr in Eile, zu Ihnen zu kommen.«

»Sie haben die Tür offengelassen?«

»Vorher habe ich aber die Papiere eingeschlossen.«

»Dann, Mr. Soames, läuft das Ganze darauf hinaus, daß, falls nicht der indische Student die Rolle als Fahnenabzüge erkannt hat, derjenige, der sich daran zu schaffen gemacht hat, rein zufällig darauf gestoßen ist, ohne zu wissen, daß sie da waren.«

»So will es mir scheinen.«
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Holmes setzte ein rätselhaftes Lächeln auf. 

»Nun«, sagte er, »sehen wir uns das mal an. Kein Fall für Sie, Watson – etwas Geistiges, nichts Physisches. Aber schön: Kommen Sie mit, wenn Sie wollen. Nun, Mr. Soames – ich stehe Ihnen zur Verfü-

gung!«

Aus dem Wohnzimmer unseres Klienten sah man durch ein breites, niedriges vergittertes Fenster auf den alten flechtenverfärbten Hof des altehrwürdigen Colleges. Eine Tür mit gotischem Bogen führte auf eine abgetretene Steintreppe. Das Tutorenzimmer lag im Erdgeschoß. Darüber bewohnten drei Studenten jeweils ein Stockwerk. Es dämmerte bereits, als wir den Schauplatz unseres Falles betraten. Holmes blieb stehen und schaute angelegentlich nach dem Fenster. 

Dann ging er darauf zu, stellte sich mit gerecktem Hals auf die Zehenspitzen und blickte in das Zimmer. 

»Er muß durch die Tür hineingekommen sein. Es läßt sich nur diese eine Scheibe öffnen«, sagte unser gelehrter Führer. 

»Du liebe Zeit!« sagte Holmes und lächelte unseren Begleiter eigentümlich an. »Nun, wenn hier nichts zu erfahren ist, sollten wir wohl besser hineingehen.«

Der Dozent schloß die Außentür auf und führte uns in sein Zimmer. Wir blieben am Eingang stehen, während Holmes den Teppich untersuchte. –
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»Ich furchte, hier gibt's keine Spuren«, sagte er. 

»An einem so trockenen Tag kann man kaum auf welche rechnen. Ihr Diener scheint sich ganz erholt zu haben. Sie sagen, Sie hätten ihn in einem Sessel zu-rückgelassen. In welchem Sessel?«

»In dem am Fenster.«

»Aha. An dem kleinen Tisch. Sie können jetzt hereinkommen. Mit dem Teppich bin ich fertig. Nehmen wir uns zunächst den kleinen Tisch vor. Was geschehen ist, liegt natürlich auf der Hand. Der Mann kam herein und nahm die Papiere Blatt für Blatt von dem Tisch in der Mitte. Er holte sie zu dem Tisch am Fenster, weil er von dort aus sehen konnte, wenn Sie über den Hof herankämen, und so seine Flucht bewerkstelligen konnte.«

»Das konnte er eigentlich nicht«, sagte Soames, 

»weil ich durch den Nebeneingang gekommen bin.«

»Ah, das ist gut! Nun, jedenfalls war das seine Absicht. Lassen Sie mich die drei Streifen sehen. Nein –

keine Fingerabdrücke! Nun, diesen hier holte er als ersten und schrieb ihn ab. Wie lange wird er dafür, unter Ausnutzung aller möglichen Abkürzungen, gebraucht haben? Mindestens eine Viertelstunde. Dann warf er ihn hin und holte den nächsten. Er war noch damit beschäftigt, als Ihre Rückkehr ihn veranlaßte, hastig den Rückzug anzutreten –  sehr  hastig, denn er hatte nicht mehr die Zeit, die Papiere zurückzulegen, Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.345

Die drei Studenten

Doyle-WA Bd. 7, 248

was Ihnen seine Anwesenheit verraten hat. Ihnen sind keine eiligen Schritte auf der Treppe aufgefallen, als Sie durch die Außentür traten?«

»Nein, das kann ich nicht behaupten.«

»Nun, er hetzte sich beim Schreiben so sehr, daß ihm der Bleistift abbrach und er ihn, wie Sie sehen, neu anspitzen mußte. Das ist interessant, Watson. Es war kein gewöhnlicher Bleistift. Er war größer als normal und ziemlich weich. Außen war er dunkelblau, der Name des Herstellers war mit silbernen Buchstaben aufgedruckt, und das verbleibende Stück hat eine Länge von höchstens anderthalb Zoll. Suchen Sie nach einem solchen Bleistift, Mr. Soames, dann haben Sie Ihren Mann. Und wenn ich hinzufüge, daß er ein großes und sehr stumpfes Messer besitzt, haben Sie eine zusätzliche Hilfe.«

Mr. Soames ertrank beinahe in dieser Flut von Informationen. »Den anderen Punkten kann ich ja folgen«, sagte er, »aber diese Sache mit der Länge – also wirklich –«

Holmes hielt ein Schnitzelchen in die Höhe, auf dem die Buchstaben NN zu sehen waren; dahinter war das Holz unbedruckt. 

»Sehen Sie?«

»Nein, ich fürchte, selbst jetzt –«

»Watson, ich habe Ihnen immer Unrecht getan; es gibt auch noch andere. Was dieses NN bedeuten Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.346
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kann? Es ist das Ende eines Worts. Ihnen ist bekannt, daß die meisten Bleistifte von Johann Faber hergestellt werden. Ist es denn nicht klar, daß von dem Bleistift noch gerade so viel übrig sein muß, wie ge-wöhnlich dem Wort Johann folgt?« Er hielt den kleinen Tisch schräg ins Licht der elektrischen Lampe. 

»Ich hatte gehofft, das Papier, auf dem er schrieb, wäre so dünn gewesen, daß die Schrift sich auf diese polierte Oberfläche durchgedrückt hätte. Nein, nichts zu sehen. Ich glaube nicht, daß hier noch etwas zu erfahren ist. Nun also zu dem Tisch in der Mitte. Ich nehme an, dies Klümpchen hier ist die schwarze teigige Masse, von der Sie gesprochen haben. Grob pyra-midenförmig und ausgehöhlt, wie ich sehe. Wie Sie schon sagten, scheint es Sägespäne zu enthalten. 

Meine Güte, das ist ja sehr interessant. Und dieser Schnitt – ein eindeutiger Riß. Fängt an mit einem dünnen Kratzer und endet in einem gezackten Loch. 

Ich bin Ihnen sehr zu Dank verpflichtet, daß Sie meine Aufmerksamkeit auf diesen Fall gelenkt haben, Mr. Soames. Wohin führt diese Tür?«

»In mein Schlafzimmer.«

»Sind Sie seit Ihrem Abenteuer schon dringewe-sen?«

»Nein; ich bin direkt zu Ihnen gegangen.«

»Ich möchte mich gern einmal dort umsehen. Was für ein reizender altmodischer Raum! Vielleicht war-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.347
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ten Sie freundlicherweise eine Minute, bis ich mit der Untersuchung des Bodens fertig bin. Nein, nichts zu sehen. Was ist mit diesem Vorhang? Sie hängen Ihre Kleider dahinter auf. Wenn jemand gezwungen wäre, sich in diesem Zimmer zu verbergen, müßte er es dort tun, da das Bett zu niedrig ist und der Kleiderschrank zu flach. Niemand da, nehme ich an?«

Als Holmes den Vorhang wegzog, merkte ich an seiner etwas starren und wachsamen Haltung, daß er auf einen plötzlichen Zwischenfall vorbereitet war. 

Tatsächlich aber enthüllte der zurückgezogene Vorhang nichts anderes als drei oder vier an Kleiderhaken hängende Anzüge. Holmes drehte sich um und bückte sich plötzlich zum Boden. 

»Hallo! Was ist denn das?« sagte er. 

Es war eine kleine Pyramide aus schwarzem kittar-tigem Material, die aufs Haar derjenigen auf dem Tisch im Arbeitszimmer glich. Holmes hielt sie auf seiner ausgestreckten Hand ins volle Licht der elektrischen Lampe. 

»Ihr Besucher scheint sowohl in Ihrem Schlafzimmer als auch in Ihrem Wohnzimmer Spuren hinterlassen zu haben, Mr. Soames.«

»Was kann er denn da gesucht haben?«

»Das ist doch ganz klar. Sie kamen auf einem unerwarteten Weg zurück, weshalb er erst darauf aufmerksam wurde, als Sie schon an der Tür waren. Was Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.348
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konnte er tun? Er raffte alles zusammen, was ihn verraten könnte und eilte in Ihr Schlafzimmer, um sich zu verstecken.«

»Lieber Himmel, Mr. Holmes! Wollen Sie mir damit etwa sagen, daß wir die ganze Zeit, während ich mit Bannister in diesem Zimmer gesprochen habe, den Mann im Nebenzimmer hätten festnehmen können, wenn wir es nur gewußt hätten?«

»So stellt es sich mir dar.«

»Es gibt doch sicher noch eine andere Möglichkeit, Mr. Holmes? Ich weiß nicht, ob Ihnen mein Schlafzimmerfenster schon aufgefallen ist.«

»Vergitterte Scheiben, Bleirahmen, drei getrennte Fenster, von denen sich eins, das groß genug ist, einen Mann durchzulassen, öffnen läßt.«

»Ganz genau. Und es geht auf einen Winkel des Hofs, so daß es teilweise nicht zu sehen ist. Der Mann könnte von hier aus eingedrungen sein, beim Weg durchs Schlafzimmer Spuren hinterlassen haben und schließlich, da er die Tür offen fand, auf diesem Weg geflohen sein.«

Holmes schüttelte unwillig den Kopf. 

»Denken wir doch praktisch«, sagte er. »Sie haben mir gesagt, es gebe drei Studenten, die diese Treppe benutzen und gewöhnlich an Ihrer Tür vorbeikommen.«

»Ja, allerdings.«
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»Und die nehmen alle an dieser Prüfung teil?«

»Ja.«

»Haben Sie irgendeinen Grund, einen von ihnen mehr zu verdächtigen als die anderen?«

Soames zögerte. 

»Eine sehr delikate Frage«, sagte er. »Man verdächtigt nicht gerne jemanden, wenn es keine Beweise gibt.«

»Erzählen Sie uns Ihre Verdachtsgründe. Die Beweise werde ich suchen.«

»Dann möchte ich Ihnen mit wenigen Worten die Charaktere der drei Männer schildern, die diese Zimmer bewohnen. Ganz unten wohnt Gilchrist, ein prächtiger Schüler und Athlet; spielt in den Rugby-und Cricketmannschaften des Colleges und vertritt die Schule im Hürdenlauf und Weitsprung25. Ein großartiger männlicher Bursche. Sein Vater war der berüchtigte Sir Jabez Gilchrist, hat sich mit Rennwetten ruiniert. Mein Schüler blieb verarmt zurück, aber er arbeitet hart und fleißig. Er wird gut abschneiden. 

Der zweite Stock wird von dem Inder Daulat Ras bewohnt. Ein stiller unergründlicher Bursche, wie die meisten Inder. Kommt mit seiner Arbeit gut zurecht, wenn auch das Griechische seihe schwache Seite ist. 

Er arbeitet stetig und methodisch. 

Das oberste Stockwerk gehört Miles McLaren. Er ist ein glänzender Bursche, wenn er zu arbeiten be-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.350
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liebt – einer der hellsten Köpfe der Universität; aber er ist eigensinnig, ausschweifend und charakterlos. In seinem ersten Jahr wurde er wegen eines Kartenskan-dals fast von der Schule gewiesen. Er hat dieses ganze Semester herumgefaulenzt, und er muß dieser Prüfung mit Angst entgegensehen.«

»Sie haben also ihn in Verdacht?«

»So weit wage ich nicht zu gehen. Doch ist er von den dreien vielleicht der am wenigsten unwahrscheinliche.«

»Ganz recht. Nun, Mr. Soames, sehen wir uns einmal Ihren Diener Bannister an.«

Es war ein kleiner, bleicher, glattrasierter, grauhaariger Mann von fünfzig Jahren. Er litt noch immer unter dieser jähen Störung der stillen Routine seines Lebens. Sein rundliches Gesicht zuckte vor Nervosität, und seine Finger konnten nicht ruhig bleiben. 

»Wir untersuchen diese leidige Angelegenheit, Bannister«, sagte sein Herr. 

»Ja, Sir.«

»Wie ich höre«, sagte Holmes, »haben Sie Ihren Schlüssel in der Tür stecken lassen?«

»Ja, Sir.«

»War es nicht ungewöhnlich, dies ausgerechnet an dem Tag zu tun, an dem sich drinnen diese Papiere befanden?«

»Es war überaus unglücklich, Sir. Dasselbe ist mir Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.351
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aber gelegentlich auch schon früher passiert.«

»Wann haben Sie dieses Zimmer betreten?«

»Es war etwa halb fünf. Zu der Zeit nimmt Mr. 

Soames seinen Tee.«

»Wie lange sind Sie geblieben?«

»Als ich sah, daß er nicht da war, habe ich mich sofort zurückgezogen.«

»Haben Sie diese Papiere auf dem Tisch angesehen?«

»Nein, Sir; bestimmt nicht.«

»Wieso haben Sie den Schlüssel in der Tür stecken lassen?«

»Ich hatte das Teebrett in der Hand. Ich dachte, ich würde wegen des Schlüssels zurückkommen. Dann hab ich's vergessen.«

»Hat die Außentür ein Schnappschloß?«

»Nein, Sir.«

»Dann stand sie also die ganze Zeit offen?«

»Ja, Sir.«

»Konnte jemand, der im Zimmer war, herauskommen?«

»Ja, Sir.«

»Als Mr. Soames zurückkam und nach Ihnen rief, waren Sie da sehr beunruhigt?«

»Ja, Sir. So etwas ist in den vielen Jahren, seit ich hier bin, noch nie passiert. Ich bin fast in Ohnmacht gefallen, Sir.«
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»Das habe ich bereits gehört. Wo waren Sie, als es Ihnen schlecht zu werden begann?«

»Wo ich war, Sir? Nun, hier, an der Tür.«

»Das ist merkwürdig, denn Sie setzten sich in diesen Sessel dort hinten in der Ecke. Warum nicht in einen dieser anderen Sessel?«

»Ich weiß nicht, Sir. Es war mir gleichgültig, wo ich mich hinsetzte.«

»Ich glaube wirklich nicht, daß er sich darüber im klaren war, Mr. Holmes. Er sah sehr schlecht aus –

richtig gespenstisch.«

»Sie sind hier geblieben, nachdem Ihr Herr gegangen war?«

»Nur ein paar Minuten. Dann verschloß ich die Tür und ging auf mein Zimmer.«

»Wen haben Sie in Verdacht?«

»Oh, wie könnte ich mich dazu erdreisten, Sir. Ich glaube nicht, daß es auf dieser Universität einen Gentleman gibt, der imstande wäre, von einer solchen Tat zu profitieren. Nein, Sir, das kann ich nicht glauben.«

»Ich danke Ihnen; das genügt«, sagte Holmes. »Oh, noch eine Frage. Sie haben zu keinem der drei Gentlemen, denen Sie aufwarten, davon gesprochen, daß hier etwas nicht in Ordnung ist?«

»Nein, Sir; kein Wort.«

»Sie haben keinen von ihnen gesehen?«

»Keinen, Sir.«
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»Sehr schön. Nun, Mr. Soames, wir werden einen Spaziergang auf dem Hof unternehmen, wenn Sie gestatten.«

Über uns, in der zunehmenden Dämmerung, leuchteten drei Lichtvierecke. 

»Ihre drei Vögel sind alle in ihren Nestern«, sagte Holmes, indem er nach oben blickte. »Holla! Was ist das? Einer davon scheint reichlich unruhig zu sein.«

Es war der Inder, dessen dunkle Silhouette plötzlich auf der Jalousie erschien. Er ging heftig in seinem Zimmer auf und ab. 

»Ich würde mir die alle gern einmal ansehen«, sagte Holmes. »Ist das möglich?«

»Überhaupt keine Schwierigkeit«, erwiderte Soames. »Diese drei Zimmer sind so ziemlich die ältesten im ganzen College, und es ist nichts Ungewöhnliches, daß sie von Besuchern besichtigt werden. Kommen Sie, ich will Sie persönlich führen.«

»Aber keine Namen, bitte!« sagte Holmes, als wir an Gilchrists Tür klopften. Ein großer, blonder, schlanker junger Bursche machte auf und begrüßte uns freundlich, als er unser Begehr vernahm. Drinnen befanden sich einige wirklich kuriose Stücke mittelalterlicher Architektur. Von einem war Holmes so begeistert, daß er darauf bestand, es in seinem Notizbuch zu skizzieren, wobei ihm der Bleistift abbrach und er sich einen von unserem Gastgeber ausleihen Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.354
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mußte; schließlich lieh er sich auch noch ein Messer, um seinen eigenen zu spitzen. Dasselbe merkwürdige Mißgeschick stieß ihm auch in den Zimmern des Inders zu – ein stiller kleiner Bursche mit Hakennase, der uns mißtrauisch ansah und offensichtlich froh war, als Holmes seine architektonischen Studien beendet hatte. Ich konnte Holmes nicht anmerken, ob er in einem der beiden Fälle auf den Hinweis gestoßen war, nach dem er suchte. Nur unser dritter Besuch erwies sich als Fehlschlag. Die Außentür ging auf unser Klopfen hin nicht auf, und das einzige, was dahinter hervordrang, war ein Strom übler Beschimpfungen. 

»Ist mir egal, wer Sie sind. Scheren Sie sich zum Teufel!« brüllte die wütende Stimme. »Ich hab morgen Prüfung, und ich laß mich von niemand ablenken!«

»Ein rüder Kerl«, sagte unser Führer rot vor Wut, als wir die Treppe hinunter zurückgingen. »Er hat na-türlich nicht gemerkt, daß ich es war, der geklopft hat; trotzdem war sein Benehmen sehr unhöflich und unter diesen Umständen wahrhaftig auch ziemlich verdächtig.«

Holmes Erwiderung war sonderbar. 

»Können Sie mir seine genaue Größe angeben?«

fragte er. 

»Also wirklich, Mr. Holmes, das kann ich nicht genau sagen. Er ist größer als der Inder, nicht so groß wie Gilchrist. Fünf Fuß sechs Zoll dürften ungefähr Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.355
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hinkommen.«

»Das ist sehr wichtig«, sagte Holmes. »Und jetzt wünsche ich Ihnen eine gute Nacht, Mr. Soames.«

Überrascht und bestürzt schrie unser Führer laut auf. »Um Himmels willen, Mr. Holmes, Sie wollen mich doch nicht so unvermittelt allein lassen? Sie ver-kennen anscheinend die Lage. Morgen ist die Prü-

fung. Ich muß die Sache noch heute nacht zum Abschluß bringen. Es ist mir unmöglich, die Prüfung stattfinden zu lassen, wenn sich jemand an den Papieren zu schaffen gemacht hat. Wir müssen uns der Situation stellen.«

»Sie müssen das jetzt auf sich beruhen lassen. 

Morgen früh komme ich bei Ihnen vorbei, dann plaudern wir über die Angelegenheit. Möglicherweise bin ich dann schon in der Lage, einen Lösungsweg aufzuzeigen. Inzwischen können Sie nichts daran ändern –

überhaupt nichts.«

»Wie Sie meinen, Mr. Holmes.«

»Sie können vollkommen beruhigt sein. Wir werden bestimmt einen Ausweg aus Ihren Schwierigkeiten finden. Den schwarzen Lehm und die Bleistiftschnitzel nehme ich mit. Good-bye.«

Als wir draußen in der Dunkelheit des Innenhofs waren, sahen wir noch einmal zu den Fenstern hoch. 

Der Inder durchmaß noch immer sein Zimmer. Die anderen waren nicht zu sehen. 

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.356

Die drei Studenten

Doyle-WA Bd. 7, 255

»Nun, Watson, was halten Sie davon?« fragte Holmes, als wir auf die Hauptstraße hinaustraten. »Ein richtiges nettes Gesellschaftsspielchen – eine Art Gimelblättchen26, nicht? Drei Männer – einer davon muß es sein. Wählen Sie. Welchen nehmen Sie?«

»Den unflätigen Schreihals von oben. Er hat den schlechtesten Ruf. Allerdings war dieser Inder auch ein verschlagener Bursche. Wieso läuft er dauernd in seinem Zimmer hin und her?«

»Das hat nichts zu sagen. Das tun viele, wenn sie etwas auswendig zu lernen versuchen.«

»Er hat uns merkwürdig angesehen.«

»Das würden Sie auch, wenn ein Haufen Fremder Sie überfiele, wenn Sie sich auf eine Prüfung am nächsten Tag vorbereiteten und jede Minute kostbar wäre. Nein, das besagt nichts. Auch die Bleistifte und Messer – alles zufriedenstellend. Aber dieser  eine Kerl verwirrt mich.«

»Wer?«

»Nun, Bannister, der Diener. Welche Rolle spielt der bei der Sache?«

»Er hat einen vollkommen ehrlichen Eindruck auf mich gemacht.«

»Auf mich auch. Das ist ja das Verwirrende. 

Warum sollte ein vollkommen ehrlicher Mann – nun, nun, dort ist ein Schreibwarenladen. Beginnen wir mit unseren Ermittlungen hier.«
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Es gab nur vier nennenswerte Schreibwarenhand-lungen in der Stadt, und in jeder zeigte Holmes seine Bleistiftschnitzel und bot viel für ein Duplikat. Alle waren sich darin einig, daß man einen bestellen könn-te, daß es sich aber um eine ungewöhnliche Bleistift-größe handelte, die man nur selten auf Lager nehme. 

Meinen Freund schien dieser Mißerfolg nicht zu be-drücken, er zuckte vielmehr in halb komischer Resignation die Schultern. 

»Zwecklos, mein lieber Watson. Dieser beste und einzige entscheidende Hinweis hat sich in Nichts aufgelöst. Ich zweifle allerdings kaum daran, daß wir den Fall auch so hinreichend erklären können. Herrje! 

Mein lieber Mann, es ist fast neun, und die Wirtin hat was von grünen Erbsen um halb acht gefaselt. Bei Ihrem ewigen Tabak, Watson, und Ihren unregelmäßigen Mahlzeiten gehe ich davon aus, daß man Ihnen fristlos kündigen wird und daß ich an Ihrem Hinaus-wurf teilhaben werde – jedoch erst, wenn wir das Problem des nervösen Tutors, des nachlässigen Dieners und der drei verwegenen Studenten gelöst haben werden.«

Holmes spielte an diesem Tag nicht mehr auf die Sache an, obwohl er nach unserem verspäteten Abendessen lange Zeit gedankenverloren dasaß. Am Morgen trat er um acht Uhr in mein Zimmer, als ich Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.358
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gerade meine Toilette beendete. 

»Nun, Watson«, sagte er, »Zeit, daß wir zum St. 

Luke's hinübergehen. Schaffen Sie's auch ohne Früh-stück?«

»Sicher.«

»Soames wird furchtbar zappelig sein, ehe wir ihm nicht etwas Positives zu vermelden haben.«

»Haben Sie ihm etwas Positives zu sagen?«

»Das möchte ich meinen.«

»Sie sind zu einem Schluß gekommen?«

»Ja, mein lieber Watson. Ich habe das Geheimnis gelöst.«

»Aber was für neues Beweismaterial haben Sie denn?«

»Ha! Ich bin nicht umsonst zur Unzeit von sechs Uhr aufgestanden! Ich habe zwei Stunden harte Arbeit investiert und mindestens fünf Meilen zurückgelegt, und dabei ist etwas herausgekommen. Sehen Sie sich das an!«

Er streckte seine Hand aus. Auf der Handfläche lagen drei kleine Pyramiden aus schwarzem teigigem Lehm. 

»Nanu, Holmes, gestern hatten Sie doch nur zwei!«

»Und heute morgen eins mehr. Ist es nicht eine saubere Schlußfolgerung, daß daher, woher Nr. 3

stammt, auch die Nrn. 1 und 2 stammen müssen, Watson? Nun, kommen Sie, wir wollen Freund Soa-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.359
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mes von seiner Pein erlösen.«

Der unglückliche Tutor befand sich allerdings in einem jämmerlich aufgewühlten Zustand, als wir seine Gemächer betraten. In wenigen Stunden würden die Prüfungen beginnen, und er stand noch immer vor dem Dilemma, entweder die Tatsachen bekanntzumachen oder dem Schuldigen zu gestatten, sich um das wertvolle Stipendium zu bewerben. So groß war seine innere Erregung, daß er kaum stehenbleiben konnte und gierig mit ausgestreckten Händen auf Holmes zulief. 

»Gott sei Dank, daß Sie gekommen sind! Ich fürchtete schon, Sie hätten die Sache als hoffnungslos fahren lassen. Was soll ich tun? Kann das Examen weitergehen?«

»Ja; lassen Sie es unter allen Umständen stattfinden.«

»Aber dieser Schuft –?«

»Er wird nicht teilnehmen.«

»Sie wissen, wer es war?«

»Ich denke schon. Wenn diese Angelegenheit nicht bekannt werden soll, müssen wir uns mit gewissen Vollmachten ausstatten und ein kleines privates Kriegsgericht konstituieren. Sie setzen sich bitte dorthin, Soames! Watson, Sie hierhin! Ich nehme den Lehnstuhl in der Mitte. Wir dürften jetzt einen hinrei-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.360
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chend imposanten Eindruck machen, um einen Schuldigen in Schrecken zu versetzen. Wollen Sie bitte die Glocke läuten!«

Bannister kam herein und schrak in offensichtlicher Furcht und Überraschung vor unserer gerichtsmäßigen Erscheinung zurück. 

»Seien Sie so gut und schließen Sie die Tür«, sagte Holmes. »Und nun, Bannister, erzählen Sie uns bitte die Wahrheit über den gestrigen Vorfall.«

Der Mann erbleichte bis unter die Haarwurzeln. 

»Ich habe Ihnen alles gesagt, Sir.«

»Und Sie haben nichts hinzuzufügen?«

»Überhaupt nichts, Sir.«

»Nun, dann muß ich Ihnen einige Vermutungen nahelegen. Als Sie sich gestern in diesem Sessel niederließen, taten Sie dies, um irgendeinen Gegenstand zu verbergen, der einen Hinweis auf den Eindringling gegeben hätte?«

Bannister wurde totenbleich. 

»Nein, Sir; bestimmt nicht.«

»Es ist ja nur eine Vermutung«, sagte Holmes lieb-reich. »Ich gestehe ganz offen, daß ich sie nicht beweisen kann. Doch scheint es mir recht wahrscheinlich, da Sie, gleich nachdem Mr. Soames sich hinweg-begeben hatte, den Mann, der sich in diesem Schlafzimmer versteckt hielt, herausgelassen haben.«

Bannister leckte sich über die trockenen Lippen. 
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»Kein Mensch war dort, Sir.«

»Ach, das ist aber schade, Bannister. Bis jetzt hätten Sie die Wahrheit sagen können, doch nun weiß ich, daß Sie gelogen haben.«

Das Gesicht des Mannes nahm einen Ausdruck mürrischen Trotzes an. 

»Kein Mensch war dort, Sir.«

»Ach kommen Sie, Bannister.«

»Wirklich, Sir; niemand war da.«

»In diesem Fall können Sie uns nicht weiterhelfen. 

Würden Sie bitte im Zimmer bleiben? Stellen Sie sich dort an die Tür zum Schlafzimmer. Nun, Soames, möchte ich Sie um den großen Gefallen bitten, zum Zimmer des jungen Gilchrist hinaufzugehen und ihn zu bitten, in das Ihre herunterzukommen.«

Bald darauf kam der Tutor in Begleitung des Studenten zurück. Es war ein Mann von schöner Gestalt, groß, geschmeidig und behende; er hatte einen federnden Gang und ein angenehmes offenes Gesicht. Er sah uns nacheinander mit seinen besorgten blauen Augen an und stellte sich schließlich mit einem Ausdruck blanken Entsetzens über Bannisters Anwesenheit in die hinterste Ecke. 

»Schließen Sie bitte die Tür«, sagte Holmes. »Nun, Mr. Gilchrist, wir sind hier ganz unter uns, und niemand braucht je ein Wort von dem, was hier geschieht, zu erfahren. Wir können vollkommen offen Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.362
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zueinander sein. Mr. Gilchrist, wir möchten wissen, wie Sie, ein ehrbarer Mann, nur dazu kommen konnten, eine Tat wie die gestrige zu begehen?«

Der unglückliche Jüngling taumelte zurück und warf Bannister einen entsetzten und vorwurfsvollen Blick zu. 

»Nein nein, Mr. Gilchrist, Sir; ich habe kein Wort gesagt – kein einziges Wort!« schrie der Diener. 

»Richtig; nun haben Sie es aber getan«, sagte Holmes. »Nun, Sir, Sie werden einsehen, daß Ihre Lage nach Bannisters Worten hoffnungslos ist und daß Ihre einzige Chance in einem freimütigen Geständnis liegt.«

Einen Augenblick lang versuchte Gilchrist mit erhobener Hand seine Leidensmiene zu beherrschen. 

Dann aber fiel er neben dem Tisch auf die Knie, begrub sein Gesicht in den Händen und brach in ein heftiges Schluchzen aus. 

»Kommen Sie, kommen Sie«, sagte Holmes freundlich. »Irren ist menschlich, und zumindest kann niemand Sie beschuldigen, Sie seien ein gefühlloser Verbrecher. Vielleicht wäre es leichter für Sie, wenn ich Mr. Soames erzählen würde, was vorgefallen ist, und Sie verbessern mich nur, wo ich unrecht habe. 

Soll ich? Nun, nun, Sie brauchen nicht zu antworten. 

Hören Sie zu, Sie werden sehen, daß ich Ihnen nicht Unrecht tue. 
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Von dem Moment an, Mr. Soames, da Sie mir sagten, daß niemand, nicht einmal Bannister, hätte wissen können, daß diese Papiere in Ihrem Zimmer seien, begann der Fall für mich eine bestimmte Form anzunehmen. Den Drucker konnte man natürlich außer acht lassen. Der hätte die Papiere ja in seinem eigenen Büro untersuchen können. Der Inder kam für mich ebenfalls nicht in Betracht. Wenn die Fahnenabzüge zusammengerollt waren, hatte er wohl kaum erkennen können, worum es sich dabei handelte. Andererseits hielt ich es für einen undenkbaren Zufall, daß sich ausgerechnet an dem Tag, an dem die Papiere hier auf dem Tisch lagen, jemand unterstanden haben sollte, dieses Zimmer zu betreten. Diese Idee ließ ich fallen. 

Der Eindringling wußte, daß diese Papiere hier waren. Woher wußte er es? 

Als ich hierherkam, untersuchte ich Ihr Fenster. 

Ihre Unterstellung, ich dächte über die Möglichkeit nach, jemand sei bei hellichtem Tage, im Blickfeld all dieser Fenster gegenüber durch das Fenster eingestiegen, amüsierte mich. Eine solche Vorstellung war absurd. Ich habe nachgemessen, wie groß ein Mann sein müßte, um im Vorbeigehen sehen zu können, was für Papiere hier auf dem Tisch in der Mitte liegen. Ich selbst bin sechs Fuß groß, und ich konnte mit Mühe hineinsehen. Jeder Kleinere hätte keine Chance. Und schon hatte ich, wie Sie sehen, Grund zu der Annah-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.364
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me, daß, falls einer Ihrer drei Studenten ungewöhnlich groß sein sollte, dieser der beachtenswerteste von den dreien wäre. 

Ich kam hier herein und vertraute Ihnen meine Vermutungen über diesen Nebentisch an. Der Tisch in der Mitte sagte mir erst etwas, als Sie in Ihrer Beschreibung Gilchrists erwähnten, daß er Weitspringer sei. Da war mir das Ganze im Handumdrehn klar, und ich brauchte nur noch gewisse erhärtende Beweise, auf die ich auch rasch stieß. 

Folgendes ist geschehen: Dieser Junge hatte seinen Nachmittag auf dem Sportplatz verbracht, wo er Weitsprung geübt hatte. Als er davon zurückkam, trug er noch seine Sprungschuhe, die, wie Ihnen bekannt ist, mit etlichen Nägeln versehen sind. Als er an Ihrem Fenster vorbeikam, sah er aufgrund seiner be-trächtlichen Größe jene Fahnenabzüge auf Ihrem Tisch und reimte sich zusammen, worum es sich dabei handelte. Es wäre gar nichts Böses geschehen, wenn er nicht, als er an Ihrer Tür vorbeikam, den Schlüssel bemerkt hätte, der durch die Nachlässigkeit Ihres Dieners dort steckengeblieben war. Ihn überkam der plötzliche Impuls, hineinzugehen und nachzusehen, ob es sich wirklich um die Fahnen handelte. Die Sache war nicht gefährlich, da er immer vorgeben konnte, er sei einfach vorbeigekommen, um irgend etwas zu fragen. 
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Nun, als er sah, daß es tatsächlich die Fahnen waren, erlag er der Versuchung. Seine Schuhe stellte er auf den Tisch. Was haben Sie eigentlich auf den Sessel am Fenster gelegt?«

»Handschuhe«, sagte der junge Mann. 

Holmes warf Bannister einen triumphierenden Blick zu. 

»Er legte also seine Handschuhe auf den Sessel und nahm die Fahnen Blatt für Blatt, um sie abzuschreiben. Er glaubte, der Tutor müßte durch das Haupttor zurückkommen, so daß er ihn sehen würde. Wie wir wissen, kam er aber durch den Nebeneingang. Mit einemmal hörte er ihn direkt vor der Tür. Flucht war nicht mehr möglich. Er vergaß seine Handschuhe, raffte aber seine Schuhe zusammen und jagte ins Schlafzimmer. Wie Sie sehen, ist der Kratzer auf diesem Tisch an einem Ende nur geringfügig, vertieft sich aber in Richtung auf die Schlafzimmertür zu. 

Dies allein genügt schon, um uns zu zeigen, daß die Schuhe in dieser Richtung gezogen wurden und daß der Übeltäter dort Zuflucht gesucht hatte. Ein Stück Erde von einem Nagel war auf dem Tisch geblieben, ein zweites löste sich im Schlafzimmer und fiel dort zu Boden. Ich darf hinzufügen, daß ich heute morgen zum Sportplatz gegangen bin; ich sah, daß dieser zähe schwarze Lehm in der Sprunggrube benutzt wird, und brachte ein Stück davon mit sowie etwas Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.366
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von der feinen Lohe oder dem Sägemehl, die darüber-gestreut ist, damit die Sportler nicht ausrutschen. 

Habe ich die Wahrheit gesagt, Mr. Gilchrist?«

Der Student hatte sich aufgerichtet. 

»Ja, Sir, es stimmt.«

»Gütiger Himmel, sonst haben Sie nichts zu sagen?« rief Soames. 

»Doch, Sir, das habe ich. Aber das Entsetzen über diese schmachvolle Bloßstellung hat mich verwirrt. 

Ich habe hier einen Brief, Mr. Soames, den ich Ihnen heute morgen nach einer schlaflosen Nacht geschrieben habe. Und zwar noch ehe ich wußte, daß mein Vergehen entdeckt worden war. Hier ist er, Sir. Sie werden sehen, daß ich geschrieben habe: ›Ich habe mich dafür entschieden, mich nicht an der Prüfung zu beteiligen. Mir ist eine Offiziersstelle bei der Rhodes-ischen Polizei angeboten worden, und ich werde mich unverzüglich nach Südafrika begeben.‹«

»Es freut mich wirklich zu hören, daß Sie nicht vorhatten, aus Ihrem unfairen Vorteil Nutzen zu ziehen«, sagte Soames. »Aber wieso haben Sie Ihren Entschluß geändert?«

Gilchrist zeigte auf Bannister. 

»Dieser Mann hat mich auf den richtigen Pfad geschickt«, sagte er. 

»Kommen Sie schon, Bannister«, sagte Holmes. 
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daß nur Sie diesen jungen Mann herausgelassen haben können, da Sie alleine in dem Zimmer zurückgeblieben sind und die Tür abgeschlossen haben müssen, als Sie hinausgingen. Was seine Flucht durch dieses Fenster betrifft – das war unglaubhaft. Wollen Sie nicht den letzten Punkt dieses Rätsels aufklären und uns den Grund für Ihr Handeln angeben?«

»Es wäre ihnen recht leicht gefallen, Sir, wenn Sie das nur gewußt hätten; bei aller Ihrer Schlauheit konnten Sie es aber einfach nicht wissen. Früher einmal war ich Butler vom alten Sir Jabez Gilchrist, dem Vater dieses jungen Gentleman, Sir. Als er Bankrott machte, ging ich als Diener hier ans College, doch habe ich meinen alten Arbeitgeber nie vergessen, nur weil er nichts mehr galt auf der Welt. Um der alten Zeiten willen kümmerte ich mich, so gut ich konnte, um seinen Sohn. Nun, Sir, als ich gestern, nachdem der Alarm gegeben worden war, dieses Zimmer betrat, sah ich als erstes Mr. Gilchrists braune Handschuhe auf diesem Sessel liegen. Ich kannte diese Handschuhe gut, und ich begriff, was sie bedeuteten. Wenn Mr. 

Soames sie gesehen hätte, wäre alles aus gewesen. Ich ließ mich in diesen Sessel fallen, und nichts konnte mich dort herausbringen, bis Mr. Soames Sie holen ging. Dann kam mein armer junger Herr heraus, den ich früher auf den Knien geschaukelt hatte, und gestand mir alles. War es nicht natürlich, Sir, daß ich Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.368

Die drei Studenten

Doyle-WA Bd. 7, 262

ihn retten wollte, und war es nicht auch natürlich, daß ich versuchte, so zu ihm zu sprechen, wie es sein toter Vater getan haben würde, und ihm begreiflich zu machen, daß er von einer solchen Tat nicht profitieren dürfe? Können Sie mich dafür tadeln, Sir?«

»Nein, wahrhaftig nicht!« sagte Holmes herzlich, indem er aufsprang. »Nun, Soames, ich denke, wir haben Ihr kleines Problem aufgeklärt, und zu Hause wartet unser Frühstück auf uns. Kommen Sie, Watson! Und was Sie betrifft, Sir, so bin ich zuversichtlich, daß Sie in Rhodesien eine glänzende Zukunft erwartet. Dies eine Mal sind Sie tief gesunken. Zeigen Sie uns nun, wie hoch Sie sich in der Zukunft erheben können.«
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Der goldene Kneifer

Wenn ich die drei umfangreichen Manuskriptbände betrachte, in denen unsere Arbeit des Jahres 1894 enthalten ist, muß ich gestehen, daß es mir sehr schwer fällt, aus einem solchen Reichtum an Material diejenigen Fälle auszuwählen, die nicht nur für sich allein die interessantesten sind, sondern die gleichzeitig auch am ehesten dazu geeignet sind, jene eigentümlichen Fähigkeiten ins Licht zu rücken, die meinen Freund so berühmt gemacht haben. Indem ich darin herumblättere, fällt mein Blick auf die Aufzeichnungen über die widerwärtige Geschichte des roten Blut-egels und des schrecklichen Todes von Crosby, dem Bankier. Des weiteren stoße ich auf einen Bericht von der Addleton-Tragödie und dem einzigartigen Inhalt eines alten britischen Hügelgrabes. Die berühmte Af-färe der Smith-Mortimer-Nachfolge fällt ebenfalls in diesen Zeitraum, wie auch die Verfolgung und Verhaftung Hurets, des Boulevard-Attentäters – eine Großtat, die Holmes einen handschriftlichen Dankes-brief des französischen Präsidenten und den Orden der Ehrenlegion einbrachte. Jeder dieser Fälle gäbe eine Erzählung ab, doch neige ich im großen und ganzen zu der Ansicht, daß keiner davon derart vieles einzigartig Interessante in sich vereinigt wie die Epi-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.370
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sode von Yoxley Old Place, welche nicht nur den beklagenswerten Tod des jungen Willoughby Smith, sondern auch jene darauf folgenden Entwicklungen umfaßt, die ein so sonderbares Licht auf die Ursachen dieses Verbrechens geworfen haben. 

Es war eine wilde stürmische Nacht gegen Ende November. Holmes und ich saßen den ganzen Abend schweigend beisammen – er mit starker Lupe beim Entziffern der Reste des ursprünglichen Textes auf einem Palimpsest, ich tief in die Lektüre einer kürzlich erschienenen chirurgischen Abhandlung versunken. Draußen heulte der Wind durch die Baker Street, wozu der Regen heftig gegen unsere Fenster schlug. 

Es war wunderlich, so mitten in der Stadt, im Umkreis von zehn Meilen von Menschenwerk umgeben, den eisernen Griff der Natur zu spüren und sich be-wußt zu sein, daß London diesen gewaltigen elemen-taren Mächten nicht mehr bedeutete als die vielen Maulwurfshügel auf den Äckern. Ich trat ans Fenster und sah auf die verlassene Straße hinaus. Gelegentlich schimmerte eine Laterne auf der weiten Fläche der schlammigen Straße und des glänzenden Pflasters. 

Eine einsame Kutsche kam platschend von der Oxford Street heran. 

»Nun, Watson, wie schön, daß wir heute abend nicht hinausmüssen«, sagte Holmes, indem er seine Lupe beiseite legte und das Palimpsest zusammenroll-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.371
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te. »Ich habe für heute genug getan. Es ist eine anstrengende Arbeit für die Augen. Soweit ich erkennen kann, handelt es sich um nichts Aufregenderes als das Wirtschaftsbuch eines Klosters aus der zweiten Hälfte des fünfzehnten Jahrhunderts. Hallo! Hallo! Hallo! 

Was ist das?«

Das Dröhnen des Winds war vom Stampfen eines Pferdehufs und dem langgezogenen Knirschen eines Rades übertönt worden, das am Bordstein entlang-scheuerte. Der Wagen, den ich gesehen hatte, hatte vor unserer Tür haltgemacht. 

»Was mag der nur wollen?« stieß ich hervor, als dem Wagen ein Mann entstieg. 

»Wollen! Der braucht uns. Mein armer Watson, wir werden Mäntel, Halsbinden und Galoschen und sämtliche anderen Hilfsmittel brauchen, die der Mensch je im Kampf gegen das Wetter erfunden hat. 

Warten Sie aber noch! Die Kutsche fahrt wieder ab! 

Es besteht noch Hoffnung. Er hätte sie warten lassen, wenn er uns hätte mitnehmen wollen. Laufen Sie hinunter, mein Lieber, und machen Sie die Tür auf, denn unsere tugendsamen Nachbarn sind alle schon längst im Bett.«

Als das Licht der Flurlampe auf unseren mitternächtlichen Besucher fiel, hatte ich keine Schwierigkeiten, ihn zu erkennen. Es war der junge Stanley Hopkins, ein vielversprechender Polizist, an dessen Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.372
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Karriere Holmes schon mehrmals ein sehr handfestes Interesse gezeigt hatte. 

»Ist er da?« fragte er gespannt. 

»Kommen Sie nur, mein lieber Sir«, kam von oben Holmes' Stimme. »Ich hoffe, Sie haben in einer Nacht wie dieser keinen Anschlag auf uns vor.«

Der Polizist stieg die Treppe hoch, und unsere Lampe schimmerte auf seinem glänzenden Regenmantel. Ich half ihm heraus, während Holmes das Holz im Kamin auflodern ließ. 

»Nun, mein lieber Hopkins, kommen Sie näher und wärmen Sie Ihre Füße auf«, sagte er. »Hier haben Sie eine Zigarre, und unser Arzt verschreibt Ihnen heißes Wasser mit Zitrone – eine gute Medizin in einer Nacht wie dieser. Es muß etwas Wichtiges sein, das Sie in einem solchen Sturm nach draußen getrieben hat.«

»In der Tat, Mr. Holmes. Ich hatte einen geschäftigen Nachmittag, kann ich Ihnen sagen. Haben Sie in den neuesten Zeitungen schon von dem Yoxley-Fall gelesen?«

»Ich habe heute nichts Neueres als das fünfzehnte Jahrhundert gelesen.«

»Nun ja, es war nur ein Absatz, und der war auch noch völlig falsch, so daß Sie überhaupt nichts verpaßt haben. Ich habe heute keine Spinnweben angesetzt. Yoxley liegt unten in Kent, sieben Meilen von Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.373

Der goldene Kneifer

Doyle-WA Bd. 7, 266

Chatham und drei von der Eisenbahnstrecke. Um drei Uhr fünfzehn hat man mich telegrafisch dorthin bestellt, um fünf bin ich in Yoxley Old Place angekommen, habe meine Ermittlungen durchgeführt und bin mit dem letzten Zug nach Charing Cross und von dort direkt mit dem Wagen zu Ihnen gefahren.«

»Und das bedeutet, nehme ich an, daß Sie mit Ihrem Fall nicht ganz zu Rande kommen?«

»Es bedeutet, daß ich einfach nicht schlau daraus werde. Soweit ich erkennen kann, ist das die verwirrendste Sache, die mir je untergekommen ist, dabei schien sie auf den ersten Blick so einfach, daß man glaubte, gar nicht fehlgehen zu können. Es gibt kein Motiv, Mr. Holmes. Das ist es, was mich beunruhigt – ich kann einfach kein Motiv finden. Wir haben einen Toten – das ist nicht von der Hand zu weisen –, aber soweit ich sehe, gibt es auf der ganzen Welt keinen Grund, warum irgend jemand ihm etwas zuleide tun sollte.«

Holmes entzündete eine Zigarre und lehnte sich in seinen Sessel zurück. 

»Dann erzählen Sie mal«, sagte er. 

»Meine Fakten habe ich schön beisammen«, sagte Stanley Hopkins. »Alles, was ich jetzt noch wissen will, ist, was sie zu bedeuten haben. Die Geschichte hat sich, soweit ich erkennen kann, folgendermaßen abgespielt: Vor einigen Jahren hat ein älterer Herr, Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.374
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der sich als Professor Coram vorgestellt hat, dieses Landhaus Yoxley Old Place übernommen. Er ist invalide und verbrachte die halbe Zeit im Bett, die andere Hälfte humpelte er am Stock ums Haus herum oder ließ sich vom Gärtner im Rollstuhl durch den Garten schieben. Bei den wenigen Nachbarn, die ihn besuchten, war er beliebt, und er steht dort im Ruf eines sehr gelehrten Mannes. Sein Haushalt besteht aus einer ältlichen Wirtschafterin, Mrs. Marker, und dem Dienstmädchen Susan Tarlton. Diese beiden sind schon seit seinem Einzug bei ihm, und sie scheinen Frauen von hervorragendem Charakter zu sein. Der Professor schreibt an einem gelehrten Buch, und vor einem Jahr hat er es für notwendig gehalten, einen Sekretär einzustellen. Die ersten beiden, mit denen er es versuchte, sagten ihm nicht zu. Aber der dritte, Mr. 

Willoughby Smith, ein sehr junger Mann, der gerade sein Studium beendet hatte, schien den Ansprüchen seines Arbeitgebers genau zu entsprechen. Seine Arbeit bestand darin, den ganzen Vormittag nach dem Diktat des Professors zu schreiben, und die Abende verbrachte er gewöhnlich damit, Verweisstellen und Kapitel herauszusuchen, die sich auf die Arbeit des folgenden Tages bezogen. Niemand hatte je etwas an diesem Willoughby Smith auszusetzen – weder in seiner Kindheit in Uppingham noch in seiner Jugend in Cambridge. Ich habe seine Zeugnisse gesehen: Er war Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.375

Der goldene Kneifer

Doyle-WA Bd. 7, 267

von Anfang an ein anständiger, ruhiger, fleißiger Bursche ohne irgendeine schwache Stelle. Und doch ereilte ihn heute morgen im Arbeitszimmer des Professors unter Umständen, die eindeutig auf Mord weisen, der Tod.«

Der Wind heulte und brüllte an den Fenstern. Holmes und ich rückten näher ans Feuer, während der junge Inspektor langsam und Punkt für Punkt seine eigenartige Erzählung vor uns entwickelte. 

»Auch wenn Sie ganz England danach absuchten«, sagte er, »dürften Sie keinen Haushalt finden, der selbstgenügsamer oder von äußeren Einflüssen freier wäre. Manchmal vergingen ganze Wochen, in denen niemand über das Gartentor hinausging. Der Professor war in seine Arbeit vergraben und existierte für nichts anderes. Der junge Smith kannte niemanden in der Nachbarschaft und lebte ziemlich so wie sein Arbeitgeber. Die beiden Frauen hatten keinen Anlaß, aus dem Haus zu gehen. Mortimer, der Gärtner, der den Rollstuhl schiebt, ist Soldat im Ruhestand – ein alter Krimkämpfer von hervorragendem Charakter. Er wohnt nicht in dem Haus, sondern in einem Dreizim-mer-Cottage am hinteren Ende des Grundstücks. Und dies sind die einzigen Leute, die man auf Yoxley Old Place antreffen konnte. Dazu kommt, daß das Gartentor hundert Yards von der Straße London – Chatham entfernt liegt. Es läßt sich mit einer Klinke öffnen, Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.376
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und nichts hindert irgendwen, dort hineinzugehen. 

Ich referiere Ihnen nun die Aussage Susan Tarltons, der einzigen Person, die etwas Bestimmtes über die Sache sagen kann. Es war vormittags, zwischen elf und zwölf Uhr. Sie war gerade damit beschäftigt, im vorderen Schlafzimmer des ersten Stocks Vorhänge aufzuhängen. Professor Coram lag noch im Bett, denn bei schlechtem Wetter steht er selten vor Mittag auf. 

Die Haushälterin war mit irgendeiner Arbeit im hinteren Teil des Hauses beschäftigt. Willoughby Smith war in seinem Schlafzimmer gewesen, das er auch als Wohnzimmer benutzte; aber in diesem Moment hörte das Mädchen ihn durch den Flur und die Treppe zum Arbeitszimmer hinuntergehen, das unmittelbar unter ihr lag. Gesehen hat sie ihn nicht, aber sie sagt, sie könne sich in seinem schnellen sicheren Schritt nicht getäuscht haben. Sie hörte die Tür des Arbeitszimmers nicht zugehen, aber etwa eine Minute später er-tönte in dem Raum unter ihr ein furchtbarer Schrei. 

Ein wilder heiserer Schrei, so seltsam und unnatürlich, daß er von einem Mann oder einer Frau gleichermaßen hätte stammen können. Im selben Augenblick wurde das ganze Haus von einem schweren dumpfen Schlag erschüttert; danach war alles still. Das Mädchen stand einen Moment lang wie versteinert da, dann lief es mit neuem Mut nach unten. Die Tür des Arbeitszimmers war zu, und sie machte sie auf. Drin-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.377
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nen lag der junge Willoughby Smith ausgestreckt auf dem Boden. Zunächst konnte sie keine Verletzung sehen, doch als sie ihn aufzurichten versuchte, sah sie, wie ihm das Blut unten aus dem Hals strömte. Es war eine sehr kleine, aber sehr tiefe Stichwunde, die die Halsschlagader durch trennt hatte. Das Werkzeug, mit dem ihm die Wunde beigebracht worden war, lag neben ihm auf dem Teppich. Es war so ein kleines Siegellackmesser, wie man es auf altmodischen Schreibtischen findet, mit einem Elfenbeingriff und einer starren Klinge. Es gehörte zur Ausstattung des Schreibtischs des Professors. 

Zuerst glaubte das Mädchen, der junge Smith sei bereits tot, doch als sie ihm aus einer Karaffe etwas Wasser über die Stirn goß, schlug er für einen Moment die Augen auf. ›Der Professor‹, murmelte er, ›es war sie.‹ Das Mädchen ist bereit, zu beschwören, daß er genau dies gesagt hat. Er versuchte verzweifelt, noch etwas anderes zu sagen, und hielt seine rechte Hand in die Luft ausgestreckt. Dann fiel er tot zurück. 

Unterdessen war auch die Haushälterin am Schauplatz eingetroffen, doch kam sie gerade zu spät, um die letzten Worte des sterbenden jungen Mannes zu hören. Sie ließ Susan bei der Leiche und eilte aufs Zimmer des Professors. Er saß furchtbar aufgeregt in seinem Bett, denn er hatte genug gehört, um davon überzeugt zu sein, daß etwas Entsetzliches geschehen Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.378
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war. Mrs. Marker kann beschwören, daß der Professor noch sein Nachthemd anhatte, und in der Tat war es ihm ja auch unmöglich, sich ohne die Hilfe Mortimers anzukleiden, der für zwölf Uhr zu ihm bestellt war. Der Professor erklärt, er habe einen fernen Schrei gehört, wisse aber nicht mehr. Er findet keine Erklä-

rung für die letzten Worte des jungen Mannes, ›Der Professor – es war sie‹, sondern schreibt sie dem Fie-berwahn zu. Er glaubt, daß Willoughby Smith auf der ganzen Welt keinen Feind gehabt hat, und kann keinen Grund für dieses Verbrechen angeben. Als erstes schickte er Mortimer, den Gärtner, die örtliche Polizei zu holen. Ein wenig später sandte der Polizeidirektor nach mir. Nichts wurde angerührt, ehe ich eintraf, und es wurde der strikte Befehl erteilt, daß niemand die zum Haus führenden Wege betreten sollte. Es war eine prächtige Möglichkeit, Ihre Theorien in der Praxis anzuwenden, Mr. Sherlock Holmes. Es fehlte wirklich an nichts.«

»Außer an Mr. Sherlock Holmes!« sagte mein Ge-fährte mit etwas bitterem Lächeln. »Nun, lassen Sie hören. Was haben Sie daraus gemacht?«

»Zunächst muß ich Sie bitten, Mr. Holmes, einen Blick auf diesen groben Plan zu werfen, der Ihnen eine allgemeine Vorstellung von der Lage des Arbeitszimmers des Professors und den anderen für den Fall bedeutsamen Stellen vermittelt. So können Sie Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.379
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meinen Ermittlungen besser folgen.«

Er entfaltete die grobe Skizze, die ich hier wiedergebe, und legte sie Holmes aufs Knie. Ich stand auf, stellte mich hinter Holmes und studierte sie über seine Schulter. 

»Der Plan ist natürlich sehr grob und zeigt nur die Stellen, die mir wesentlich zu sein scheinen. Alles übrige werden Sie später ja selbst sehen. Nun, angenommen, der Attentäter kam von außen ins Haus, dann stellt sich als erstes die Frage: Wie ist er oder sie hineingekommen? Zweifellos über den Gartenweg und durch die Hintertür, von der aus es einen direkten Zugang zum Arbeitszimmer gibt. Jeder andere Weg wäre außerordentlich kompliziert gewesen. Die Flucht muß ebenfalls auf diesem Wege stattgefunden haben, denn von den beiden anderen Ausgängen aus dem Zimmer war der eine von Susan, die die Treppe hin-unterlief, versperrt, und der andere fuhrt direkt in das Schlafzimmer des Professors. Ich wandte meine Aufmerksamkeit daher sofort dem Gartenweg zu, der von frisch gefallenem Regen durchnäßt war und bestimmt irgendwelche Fußabdrücke zeigen würde. 

Meine Untersuchung ergab, daß ich es mit einem vorsichtigen und erfahrenen Verbrecher zu tun hatte. 

Auf dem Weg ließen sich keinerlei Fußabdrücke ausmachen. Es war jedoch keine Frage, daß jemand auf dem Grasstreifen am Rand des Wegs gegangen war, Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes
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und daß er dies getan hatte, um keine Spur zu hinterlassen. Ich konnte keinen auch nur entfernt deutlichen Abdruck finden, aber das Gras war niedergetreten, so daß unzweifelhaft jemand dort gegangen war. Das konnte nur der Mörder gewesen sein, da weder der Gärtner noch sonst jemand an diesem Morgen dagewesen war und es erst im Verlauf der Nacht zu regnen begonnen hatte.«

»Einen Augenblick«, sagte Holmes. »Wohin führt dieser Weg?«

»Zur Straße.«

»Wie lang ist er?«

»Etwa hundert Yards.«

»An der Stelle, wo der Weg durch das Tor führt, konnten Sie die Spur aber doch sicher aufnehmen?«

»Unglücklicherweise war der Pfad an dieser Stelle mit Steinplatten ausgelegt.«

»Und

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes auf der Straße?«
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»Nichts; nur zertrampelter Schlamm.«

»Tz, tz! Nun denn – diese Spuren auf dem Gras: kamen sie oder gingen sie?«

»Unmöglich zu sagen. Kein einziger deutlicher Umriß.«

»Großer oder kleiner Fuß?«

»War nicht auszumachen.«

Holmes stöhnte unwillig auf. »Seitdem hat es in Strömen geregnet und einen Hurrikan gegeben«, sagte er. »Jetzt wird diese Spur schwieriger zu lesen sein als mein Palimpsest. Nun, nun, dem ist nicht abzuhelfen. Was haben Sie unternommen, Hopkins, nachdem Sie sichergestellt hatten, daß Sie nichts sichergestellt hatten?«

»Ich denke, ich habe eine ganze Menge sichergestellt, Mr. Holmes. Ich wußte, daß jemand das Haus vorsichtig von außen betreten hatte. Als nächstes untersuchte ich den Hausflur. Er ist mit Kokosmatten ausgelegt und wies keinerlei Eindrücke auf. So kam ich nun in das Arbeitszimmer. Der Raum ist nur spärlich möbliert, hauptsächlich mit einem großen Schreibtisch mit Sekretär. Dieser Sekretär besteht aus zwei Reihen Schubladen, zwischen denen sich ein kleiner Schrank befindet. Die Schubladen standen offen, der Schrank war verschlossen. Die Schubladen waren anscheinend immer offen, und es wurde nichts von Wert darin aufbewahrt. In dem Schrank befanden Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.382
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sich einige wichtige Papiere, doch es gab keine Anzeichen dafür, daß sich jemand daran zu schaffen gemacht hätte, und der Professor versichert mir, daß nichts davon fehlt. Es steht fest, daß nichts gestohlen wurde. 

Ich komme nun zu der Leiche des jungen Mannes. 

Sie wurde neben dem Sekretär gefunden, und zwar gleich links davon, wie auf der Skizze markiert. Der Einstich befand sich auf der rechten Halsseite und ging von hinten nach vorne, so daß es praktisch ausgeschlossen ist, daß er ihn sich selbst beigebracht haben könnte.«

»Es sei denn, er wäre auf das Messer gefallen«, sagte Holmes. 

»Ganz recht. Das kam mir auch in den Sinn. Aber das Messer lag einige Fuß von der Leiche entfernt, so daß dies unmöglich scheint. Des weiteren haben wir natürlich die letzten Worte des Mannes. Und schließ-

lich hielt der Tote dieses wichtige Beweisstück mit der rechten Hand umklammert.«

Stanley Hopkins zog ein kleines Päckchen aus seiner Tasche. Er entfaltete es und enthüllte einen goldenen Kneifer, an dem die beiden abgerissenen Enden einer schwarzen Seidenschnur baumelten. »Willoughby Smith sah ausgezeichnet«, fugte er hinzu. »Es kann kein Zweifel daran bestehen, daß er dies dem Attentäter vom Gesicht gerissen hat.«
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Sherlock Holmes nahm die Brille in die Hand und untersuchte sie mit äußerst gespanntem Interesse. Er setzte sie sich auf die Nase, versuchte, durch sie zu lesen, ging ans Fenster und blickte damit auf die Straße, betrachtete sie sich eingehendst im vollen Licht der Lampe, und schließlich setzte er sich kichernd an den Tisch und schrieb ein paar Zeilen auf ein Stück Papier, das er dann Stanley Hopkins, zuwarf. 

»Mehr kann ich nicht für Sie tun«, sagte er. »Es könnte sich als ganz nützlich erweisen.«

Der verblüffte Polizist las den Zettel laut vor. Er lautete folgendermaßen:

Gesucht: eine Frau von guter Lebensart, gekleidet wie eine Dame. Sie hat eine auffällig dicke Nase, und ihre Augen stehen sehr dicht beisammen. Sie hat Falten auf der Stirn, einen starren Gesichtsausdruck und vermutlich runde Schultern. Einiges weist darauf hin, daß sie in den letzten Monaten mindestens zweimal einen Optiker aufgesucht hat. Da sie eine bemerkenswert starke Brille besitzt, und da es nicht sehr viele Optiker gibt, dürfte es nicht schwierig sein, sie aufzuspüren. 

Holmes lächelte über Hopkins' Verblüffung, die sich Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.384
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auf meinen Zügen widergespiegelt haben muß. 

»Meine Schlüsse sind freilich durchaus einfach«, sagte er. »Es dürfte schwerfallen, irgendeinen Gegenstand zu benennen, der ein günstigeres Feld für Schlußfolgerungen bietet als eine Brille, besonders wenn es sich um eine so auffällige handelt wie diese hier. Daß sie einer Frau gehört, schließe ich aus ihrem feinen Bau und natürlich aus den letzten Worten des Sterbenden. Was ihre Vornehmheit und elegante Kleidung betrifft, so sind die Gläser, wie Sie sehen, nobel in solides Gold gefaßt, und es ist unvorstellbar, daß jemand, der eine solche Brille trug, ansonsten schlampig ausgesehen haben könnte. Sie werden feststellen, daß die Nasenbügel für Ihre Nase zu weit auseinan-derstehen, was darauf hindeutet, daß die Nase der Dame an der Basis sehr breit sein muß. Solche Nasen sind gewöhnlich kurz und plump, doch gibt es davon hinreichend viele Ausnahmen, die mir verbieten, dog-matisch auf diesem Punkt meiner Beschreibung zu be-harren. Ich selbst habe schon ein schmales Gesicht, und doch kann ich meine Augen nicht einmal in die Nähe des Mittelpunkts dieser Gläser bringen. Daraus folgt, daß die Augen der Dame sehr dicht zusammen stehen. Sie werden bemerken, Watson, daß die Gläser konkav und von ungewöhnlicher Stärke sind. Eine Dame, deren Sehvermögen ihr ganzes Leben lang derart eingeschränkt war, weist mit Sicherheit die physi-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.385
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schen Merkmale eines solchen Sehvermögens auf; selbige zeigen sich auf der Stirn, an den Lidern und den Schultern.«

»Ja«, sagte ich, »ich vermag jedem Ihrer Argumente zu folgen. Jedoch muß ich gestehen, daß ich nicht nachvollziehen kann, wie Sie auf den doppelten Besuch beim Optiker kommen.«

Holmes nahm die Brille in die Hand. 

»Sie werden bemerken«, sagte er, »daß die Nasenbügel mit kleinen Korkstreifen besetzt sind, welche den Druck auf die Nase mildern sollen. Einer davon ist verfärbt und schon leicht abgenutzt, aber der andere ist neu. Offenbar hat sich einer gelöst und ist ersetzt worden. Der ältere, möchte ich meinen, dürfte höchstens ein paar Monate alt sein. Da die beiden sich exakt gleichen, schließe ich, daß die Dame wegen des zweiten wieder denselben Optiker aufgesucht hat.«

»Donnerwetter! Wunderbar!« rief Hopkins ganz außer sich vor Bewunderung. »Wenn ich mir vorstelle, daß ich all diese Aussagen in der Hand hatte und nichts davon wußte! Jedoch hatte ich vor, bei den Londoner Optikern die Runde zu machen.«

»Selbstverständlich. Haben Sie uns unterdessen noch irgend etwas über den Fall zu sagen?«

»Nichts, Mr. Holmes. Ich denke, Sie wissen jetzt genausoviel darüber wie ich – womöglich mehr. Wir Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.386
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haben nachgeforscht, ob auf den Landstraßen oder am Bahnhof irgendwelche Fremden beobachtet worden sind. Wir haben von keinem erfahren. Was mir ein Rätsel ist, daß jegliches Motiv für das Verbrechen fehlt. Niemand kann auch nur die Spur eines Motivs angeben.«

»Ah! Hier bin ich nicht in der Lage, Ihnen zu helfen. Ich vermute aber, Sie wollen, daß wir morgen mit Ihnen hinausfahren?«

»Wenn das nicht zu viel verlangt ist, Mr. Holmes. 

Um sechs Uhr morgens geht von Charing Cross ein Zug nach Chatham, so daß wir zwischen acht und neun in Yoxley Old Place sein dürften.«

»Dann werden wir damit fahren. Ihr Fall weist in der Tat einige sehr interessante Züge auf, und ich werde mir das mit Vergnügen einmal ansehen. Nun, es ist gleich ein Uhr, und wir sollten uns ein paar Stunden Schlaf gönnen. Ich denke, Sie werden mit dem Sofa vor dem Kamin gut auskommen. Ich werde meine Spirituslampe anmachen und Ihnen, bevor wir aufbrechen, eine Tasse Kaffee geben.«

Am nächsten Tag hatte sich der Sturm ausgetobt, doch es war ein rauher Morgen, als wir zu unserer Fahrt aufbrachen. Wir sahen die kalte Wintersonne über dem öden Sumpfland der Themse und den langen, trüben Flußarmen aufgehen – eine Gegend, mit Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.387
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der ich immer unsere Jagd auf den Mann von den An-damanen27 am Anfang unserer Karriere verbinden werde. Nach einer schier endlosen Fahrt stiegen wir in einem kleinen Bahnhof, ein paar Meilen von Chatham entfernt, aus. Während vorm Gasthof des Ortes ein Pferd vor eine Kutsche gespannt wurde, nahmen wir eilig ein Frühstück zu uns und waren daher gleich zum Handeln bereit, als wir endlich in Yoxley Old Place eintrafen. An der Gartentür trafen wir auf einen Polizisten. 

»Nun, Wilson, gibt's was Neues?«

»Nein, Sir, nichts.«

»Nirgends sind Fremde gesehen worden?«

»Nein, Sir. Unten am Bahnhof ist man sich sicher, daß gestern kein Fremder angekommen oder abgereist ist.«

»Haben Sie in den Gasthöfen und Herbergen nachgefragt?«

»Ja, Sir; es gibt nicht einen, über den wir keine Rechenschaft ablegen könnten.«

»Nun, man kann durchaus auch zu Fuß nach Chatham kommen. Jemand könnte sich dort aufhalten oder einen Zug besteigen, ohne bemerkt zu werden. Dies ist der Gartenweg, von dem ich gesprochen habe, Mr. 

Holmes. Ich gebe Ihnen mein Wort, daß gestern keine Spuren darauf waren.«

»Auf welcher Seite waren die Spuren im Gras?«

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.388
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»Auf dieser, Sir. Auf diesem schmalen Grasstreifen zwischen Weg und Blumenbeet. Jetzt kann ich die Spuren nicht mehr erkennen, aber gestern waren sie ganz deutlich.«

»Ja, ja; hier ist jemand gegangen«, sagte Holmes, indem er sich über den Grasstreifen beugte. »Unsere Lady muß ihre Schritte sehr sorgfältig gesetzt haben, nicht wahr, denn sonst hätte sie ja auf dem Pfad eine Spur hinterlassen, oder eine noch deutlichere auf dem weichen Beet.«

»Ja, Sir, sie muß ziemlich kaltblütig gewesen sein.«

Ich sah, wie Holmes' Miene einen gespannten Ausdruck annahm. 

»Sie sagen, sie müsse hier entlang zurückgekommen sein?«

»Ja, Sir; es gibt keinen anderen Weg.«

»Über diesen Grasstreifen?«

»Sicher, Mr. Holmes.«

»Hm! Eine sehr bemerkenswerte Leistung – sehr bemerkenswert. Nun, ich denke, den Pfad haben wir ausgeschöpft. Gehen wir weiter. Dieses Gartentor ist gewöhnlich offen, nehme ich an? Dann brauchte unsere Besucherin ja nur hereinzuspazieren. Von Mord hatte sie noch nichts im Sinn, sonst hätte sie sich mit irgendeiner Waffe versehen und nicht dieses Messer vom Schreibtisch nehmen müssen. Sie schritt weiter Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.389
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durch diesen Flur, ohne auf den Kokosmatten Spuren zu hinterlassen. Dann befand sie sich in diesem Arbeitszimmer. Wie lange war sie hier? Wir können es nicht abschätzen.«

»Nicht länger als ein paar Minuten, Sir. Ich vergaß Ihnen zu sagen, daß Mrs. Marker, die Haushälterin, kurz vorher hier drinnen aufgeräumt hatte – etwa eine Viertelstunde vorher, sagt sie.«

»Nun, das grenzt die Sache für uns ein. Unsere Lady betritt dieses Zimmer, und was tut sie? Sie geht zu diesem Schreibtisch. Weshalb? Nicht wegen des Inhalts der Schubladen. Hätte sich dort irgend etwas Mitnehmenswertes befunden, dann wären sie sicherlich verschlossen gewesen. Nein; sondern wegen etwas in diesem hölzernen Sekretär. Hallo! Was ist denn das für ein Kratzer? Halten Sie mal ein Streichholz dran, Watson. Warum haben Sie mir davon nichts gesagt, Hopkins?«

Die Schramme, die er nun untersuchte, begann auf dem Messingbeschlag rechts vom Schlüsselloch und endete nach ungefähr vier Zoll auf dem Holz, wo sie den Firnis abgeschabt hatte. 

»Bemerkt habe ich das schon, Mr. Holmes. Aber solche Kratzer findet man um ein Schlüsselloch immer.«

»Dieser hier ist neu – sehr neu. Sehen Sie, wie das Messing an der eingeritzten Stelle glänzt. Ein alter Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.390

Der goldene Kneifer

Doyle-WA Bd. 7, 277

Kratzer hätte dieselbe Farbe wie seine Umgebung. 

Sehen Sie es sich durch meine Lupe an. Und dann der Firnis: wie Erde auf beiden Seiten einer Ackerfurche. 

Ist Mrs. Marker hier?«

Eine ältliche Frau mit traurigem Gesicht trat herein. 

»Haben Sie diesen Sekretär gestern morgen abge-staubt?«

»Ja, Sir.«

»Ist Ihnen dieser Kratzer aufgefallen?«

»Nein, Sir, bestimmt nicht.«

»Das will ich auch meinen, denn ein Staubwedel hätte diese Firniskrümel weggewischt. Wer hat den Schlüssel zu diesem Sekretär?«

»Der Professor trägt ihn an seiner Uhrkette.«

»Ist es ein einfacher Schlüssel?«

»Nein, Sir; es ist ein Chubb-Schlüssel28.«

»Sehr schön. Sie können gehen, Mrs. Marker. 

Langsam machen wir Fortschritte. Unsere Lady betritt das Zimmer, schreitet zum Sekretär und öffnet ihn, oder versucht es jedenfalls. Während sie hiermit beschäftigt ist, kommt der junge Willoughby Smith in das Zimmer. Indem sie hastig den Schlüssel heraus-zieht, kommt es zu diesem Kratzer an der Tür. Er ergreift sie, und sie schnappt nach dem nächstliegenden Gegenstand – zufällig dieses Messer hier – und schlägt nach ihm, damit er sie losläßt. Ein verhängnisvoller Schlag. Er stürzt nieder, und sie flieht – ent-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.391
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weder mit oder ohne den Gegenstand, dessentwegen sie gekommen ist. Ist das Hausmädchen Susan hier? 

Könnte irgend jemand, nachdem Sie den Schrei ge-hört hatten, Susan, durch diese Tür entwichen sein?«

»Nein, Sir; das ist unmöglich. Noch ehe ich unten war, hätte ich jeden auf dem Flur sehen müssen. Au-

ßerdem ist die Tür gar nicht aufgegangen, denn das hätte ich gehört.«

»Damit ist dieser Ausgang erledigt. Demnach ist die Lady denselben Weg geflohen, den sie gekommen ist. Wie ich höre, führt dieser andere Flur allein zum Zimmer des Professors. Es gibt dort keinen Ausgang?«

»Nein, Sir.«

»Gehen wir also dort entlang und machen die Bekanntschaft des Professors. Holla, Hopkins! Das ist wichtig, wirklich sehr wichtig. Der Flur des Professors ist ebenfalls mit Kokosmatten ausgelegt.«

»Na und, Sir?«

»Sehen Sie keinen Bezug zu diesem Fall? Nun, nun, ich beharre nicht darauf. Zweifellos liege ich falsch. Und doch scheint mir das von Bedeutung zu sein. Kommen Sie und stellen Sie mich vor.«

Wir gingen durch den Flur, der genauso lang war wie der zum Garten führende. Am Ende befand sich eine kurze Treppenflucht, oben die Tür. Unser Führer klopfte an und geleitete uns dann in das Schlafzimmer Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.392
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des Professors. 

Es war eine sehr große Kammer, mit unzähligen Büchern vollgestopft, die die Regale bis zum Bersten füllten und in den Ecken und rings um die Sockel der Gestelle gestapelt waren. Das Bett stand in der Mitte des Zimmers, und darin saß, mit Kissen hochgestützt, der Eigentümer des Hauses. Selten habe ich einen bemerkenswerter aussehenden Mann gesehen. Ein hageres Adlergesicht mit stechenden dunklen Augen, die in tiefen Höhlen unter buschigen, überhängenden Brauen lagen, wandte sich uns zu. Sein Haar und sein Bart waren weiß, abgesehen davon, daß letzterer um den Mund merkwürdig gelb gefleckt war. Inmitten des Gewirrs weißer Haare glomm eine Zigarette, und die Luft im Zimmer stank von abgestandenem Tabaksrauch. Als er Holmes die Hand gab, bemerkte ich, daß auch sie gelbe Nikotinflecken aufwies. 

»Rauchen Sie, Mr. Holmes?« fragte er. Er sprach recht gesetzt, mit einem sonderbaren, leicht gezierten Tonfall. »Nehmen Sie doch bitte eine Zigarette. Und Sie, Sir? Ich kann sie empfehlen, da ich sie mir speziell von Ionides in Alexandria anfertigen lasse. Er schickt mir immer tausend auf einmal, und ich sage mit Bedauern, daß ich alle zwei Wochen frischen Nachschub bestellen muß. Schlimm, Sir, ganz schlimm; aber ein alter Mann hat nur wenige Vergnü-

gungen. Tabak, und meine Arbeit – mehr ist mir nicht Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.393
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geblieben.«

Holmes hatte sich eine Zigarette angemacht und verschoß pfeilschnelle kleine Blicke durch den ganzen Raum. 

»Tabak und meine Arbeit, aber jetzt nur noch Tabak«, rief der alte Mann aus. »Ach, welch fatale Unterbrechung! Wer hätte eine solch furchtbare Katastrophe vorhersehen können? So ein schätzbarer junger Mann! Ich versichere Ihnen, nach wenigen Monaten Einarbeitung war er ein vortrefflicher Assistent. 

Was halten Sie von der Sache, Mr. Holmes?«

»Ich bin noch zu keinem Schluß gekommen.«

»Ich werde Ihnen wahrhaftig Dank wissen, wenn Sie dorthin, wo uns alles so dunkel ist, Licht bringen können. Für einen armen Bücherwurm und Invaliden wie mich ist ein solcher Schlag lähmend. Die Denkfä-

higkeit scheint mir verlorengegangen zu sein. Sie aber sind ein Mann der Tat – Sie sind ein vielseitiger Mann. So etwas gehört zur täglichen Routine Ihres Lebens. Sie können in jeder Notsituation Ihren Gleichmut bewahren. Wir können uns glücklich schätzen, Sie zur Seite zu haben.«

Während der alte Professor sprach, schritt Holmes an einer Seite des Zimmers auf und ab. Ich beobachtete, daß er mit außerordentlicher Geschwindigkeit rauchte. Offensichtlich teilte er die Vorliebe unseres Gastgebers für diese frischen alexandrinischen Ziga-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.394
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retten. 

»Ja, Sir, ein niederschmetternder Schlag«, sagte der Alte. »Dies dort ist mein  magnum opus –  der Stapel Papiere auf dem Nebentisch dort hinten. Es ist meine Analyse der in den koptischen Klöstern Syriens und Ägyptens entdeckten Dokumente, ein Werk, das tief an den Fundamenten der geoffenbarten Religion schürfen wird. Ich weiß wirklich nicht, ob ich es bei meiner geschwächten Gesundheit, und da mir nun mein Assistent genommen wurde, jemals werde abschließen können. Du liebe Zeit, Mr. Holmes; na sowas, Sie rauchen ja noch schneller als ich selbst.«

Holmes lächelte. 

»Ich bin Kenner«, sagte er, entnahm der Schachtel eine weitere Zigarette – seine vierte – und entzündete sie am Stummel der gerade ausgerauchten. »Ich möchte Sie nicht mit einem langwierigen Kreuzverhör belästigen, Professor Coram, zumal ich annehme, daß Sie zur Tatzeit im Bett waren und nichts davon mitbekommen haben können. Ich wollte Sie nur dies eine fragen – Was hat dieser arme Bursche Ihrer Meinung nach mit seinen letzten Worten sagen wollen: ›Der Professor – es war sie‹?«

Der Professor schüttelte den Kopf. 

»Susan ist ein Mädchen vom Lande«, sagte er, 

»und Sie kennen ja die unglaubliche Beschränktheit dieser Leute. Ich stelle mir vor, daß der arme Bursche Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.395
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ein paar zusammenhanglose, fiebrige Worte murmelte und daß sie die zu dieser sinnlosen Botschaft zurecht-gebogen hat.«

»Aha. Sie selbst haben keine Erklärung für diese Tragödie?«

»Vielleicht ein Unfall; vielleicht – das nur ganz leise unter uns – ein Selbstmord. Junge Männer haben ihre verborgenen Kümmernisse – irgendeine Liebesgeschichte womöglich, von der wir nie erfahren haben. Eine solche Annahme ist wahrscheinlicher als ein Mord.«

»Aber der Kneifer?«

»Ah! Ich bin nur ein Forscher – ein Mann der Träume. Die praktischen Lebensdinge vermag ich nicht zu erklären. Und doch, mein Freund, wissen wir, in welch sonderbaren Formen Liebespfänder auftreten können. So nehmen Sie doch noch eine Zigarette. Es ist ein Vergnügen zu sehen, daß jemand sie so zu schätzen weiß. Ein Fächer, ein Handschuh, eine Brille – wer weiß, was für Dinge ein Mann, der seinem Leben ein Ende setzt, als liebes Andenken mit sich nimmt? Dieser Gentleman spricht von Fußspuren auf dem Gras; doch kann man sich bei dergleichen leicht täuschen. Was das Messer betrifft, so kann es der Un-glückliche durchaus im Niederstürzen weggeworfen haben. Vielleicht rede ich wie ein Kind, aber mir scheint, daß Willoughby Smith durch eigene Hand Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.396
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von uns gegangen ist.«

Holmes schien von dieser so vorgebrachten Theorie beeindruckt und ging eine Zeitlang weiter auf und ab, ganz in Gedanken verloren und eine Zigarette nach der anderen rauchend. 

»Sagen Sie mir, Professor Coram«, meinte er schließlich, »was befindet sich in diesem Schrank am Schreibtisch?«

»Nichts, was einem Dieb nützen könnte. Familien-papiere, Briefe meiner armen Frau, Diplome von Universitäten, die mich geehrt haben. Hier ist der Schlüssel. Sie können es sich ja ansehen.«

Holmes nahm den Schlüssel und betrachtete ihn kurz; dann reichte er ihn zurück. 

»Nein; ich glaube kaum, daß mich das weiterbringen würde«, sagte er. »Ich ziehe es vor, ruhig in Ihren Garten zu gehen und mir die ganze Sache durch den Kopf gehen zu lassen. Es spricht einiges für die Selbstmordhypothese, die Sie vorgebracht haben. Wir müssen uns bei Ihnen entschuldigen, daß wir Ihnen zur Last gefallen sind, Professor Coram, und ich verspreche Ihnen, daß wir Sie erst nach dem Mittagessen wieder behelligen werden. Um zwei Uhr werden wir wiederkommen und Sie von allem in Kenntnis setzen, was in der Zwischenzeit vorgefallen sein mag.«

Holmes wirkte merkwürdig zerstreut, und wir gingen eine Weile schweigend den Gartenweg auf und Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.397
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ab. 

»Haben Sie eine Spur?« fragte ich schließlich. 

»Das hängt von den Zigaretten ab, die ich geraucht habe«, sagte er. »Möglich, daß ich mich vollständig täusche. Die Zigaretten werden mich darüber aufklä-

ren.«

»Mein lieber Holmes«, rief ich aus, »wie um Himmels –«

»Nun, nun, Sie werden schon sehen. Wenn nicht, war's auch nicht schlimm. Natürlich können wir noch immer auf die Spur dieses Optikers zurückkommen, aber wenn ich eine Abkürzung nehmen kann, dann nehme ich sie auch. Ah, da haben wir ja die gute Mrs. 

Marker! Genießen wir fünf Minuten lehrreicher Unterhaltung mit ihr.«

Ich mag schon früher einmal bemerkt haben, daß Holmes, wenn er wollte, auf Frauen außerordentlich einnehmend wirken und ohne weiteres ihr Vertrauen erlangen konnte. In der Hälfte der von ihm genannten Zeit hatte er ihre Gunst erworben und schwatzte mit ihr, als hätte er sie seit Jahren gekannt. 

»Ja, Mr. Holmes, genau wie Sie sagen, Sir. Er raucht ganz entsetzlich. Den ganzen Tag und manchmal die ganze Nacht, Sir. Wenn man manchmal morgens in sein Zimmer kommt – nun, Sir, man glaubt, im Londoner Nebel zu stehen. Der arme junge Mr. 

Smith hat auch geraucht, aber nicht so schlimm wie Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.398
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der Professor. Seine Gesundheit – naja, keine Ahnung, ob ihm das Rauchen schadet oder nützt.«

»Ah«, sagte Holmes, »aber es läßt den Appetit vergehen.«

»Na, davon hab ich keine Ahnung, Sir.«

»Ich nehme an, der Professor ißt so gut wie gar nichts?«

»Nun, das ist verschieden, kann ich nur sagen.«

»Ich wette, er hat heute morgen nicht gefrühstückt, und nach all den Zigaretten, die ich ihn habe rauchen sehen, wird er auch sein Mittagessen nicht ansehen.«

»Tja, da sind Sie aber zufällig auf dem Holzweg, Sir, weil er nämlich heut morgen bemerkenswert gut gefrühstückt hat. Ich wüßte nicht, daß er je ein besseres zu sich genommen hat, und zum Mittagessen hat er eine ordentliche Portion Koteletts bestellt. Ich bin selbst überrascht, denn seit ich gestern in dieses Zimmer kam und den jungen Mr. Smith da auf dem Boden hab liegen sehen, hab ich keinen Bissen mehr runtergekriegt. Nunja, es muß halt solche und solche Menschen geben, und der Professor hat sich davon den Appetit nicht verderben lassen.«

Wir vertrieben uns den Vormittag im Garten. Stanley Hopkins hatte sich ins Dorf begeben, um irgendein Gerücht über eine fremde Frau zu überprüfen, die am Morgen zuvor von ein paar Kindern auf der Chatham Road gesehen worden sein sollte. Was meinen Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.399
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Freund betraf, so schien ihn seine ganze gewöhnliche Energie verlassen zu haben. Nie habe ich ihn einen Fall so halbherzig angehen sehen. Selbst die von Hopkins mitgebrachte Neuigkeit, er habe die Kinder gefunden und sie hätten unzweifelhaft eine genau mit Holmes' Beschreibung übereinstimmende Frau gesehen, die auch eine Brille oder einen Kneifer getragen hätte, vermochte kein großes Interesse in ihm zu wek-ken. Aufmerksamer wurde er, als Susan, die uns beim Mittagessen bediente, freiwillig die Information zum besten gab, sie glaube, Mr. Smith sei gestern morgen spazierengegangen und erst eine halbe Stunde vor dem Eintritt der Katastrophe zurückgekommen. Ich selbst vermochte die Bedeutung dieser Tatsache nicht zu erkennen, doch nahm ich deutlich wahr, daß Holmes sie in den allgemeinen Plan mit einwebte, den er sich in seinem Gehirn zurechtgelegt hatte. Plötzlich sprang er von seinem Stuhl auf und sah auf seine Uhr. 

»Zwei Uhr, Gentlemen«, sagte er. »Wir müssen hinaufgehen und uns mit unserem Freund, dem Professor, auseinandersetzen.«

Der Alte hatte soeben sein Mittagessen beendet, und sein leerer Teller zeugte in der Tat von dem guten Appetit, den die Haushälterin ihm nachgesagt hatte. 

Er sah geradezu unheimlich aus, als er uns seine weiße Mähne und seine glühenden Augen zuwandte. 

In seinem Mund glomm die ewige Zigarette. Er war Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.400
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angekleidet worden und saß jetzt in einem Lehnstuhl am Kamin. 

»Nun, Mr. Holmes, haben Sie das Rätsel schon ge-löst?« Er schob meinem Freund die große Zigarettendose zu, die neben ihm auf dem Tisch stand. Im selben Augenblick streckte Holmes seine Hand aus; sie stießen zusammen und kippten die Dose vom Tisch. 

Ein paar Minuten lang krochen wir alle auf den Knien umher und klaubten Zigaretten aus den unmöglichsten Ecken hervor. Als wir uns wieder erhoben, bemerkte ich, daß Holmes' Augen glänzten und seine Wangen gerötet waren. Ich habe diese Kampfsignale immer nur in Augenblicken der Entscheidung wehen sehen. 

»Ja«, sagte er. »Ich habe es gelöst.«

Stanley Hopkins und ich schauten verblüfft drein. 

Über die hageren Züge des alten Professors bebte etwas wie ein höhnisches Lächeln. 

»Ach wirklich! Im Garten?«

»Nein, hier.«

»Hier? Wann?«

»Gerade jetzt.«

»Sie scherzen doch wohl, Mr. Sherlock Holmes. 

Sie nötigen mich, Sie darauf hinzuweisen, daß diese Angelegenheit zu ernst ist, um so behandelt zu werden.«

»Ich habe jedes Glied meiner Kette geschmiedet und erprobt, Professor Coram, und ich bin sicher, daß Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.401
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sie fehlerfrei ist. Worin Ihre Motive bestehen, oder welche Rolle Sie nun genau bei dieser merkwürdigen Sache spielen, kann ich noch nicht sagen. Das werde ich in wenigen Minuten vermutlich aus Ihrem eigenen Munde hören. Unterdessen will ich das Geschehene für Sie rekonstruieren, damit Sie wissen, welche Informationen ich noch brauche. 

Gestern kam eine Dame in Ihr Arbeitszimmer. Sie kam in der Absicht, sich in den Besitz gewisser Dokumente zu bringen, die in Ihrem Schreibtisch lagen. 

Sie besaß einen eigenen Schlüssel. Ich hatte Gelegenheit, den Ihren zu untersuchen, sah daran aber nicht jene leichte Verfärbung, die das Kratzen auf dem Firnis hervorgerufen hätte. Mithin waren Sie nicht ihr Komplize, und, soweit ich das Beweismaterial deuten kann, kam sie ohne Ihr Wissen, um Sie zu berauben.«

Der Professor stieß eine Rauchwolke aus seinen Lippen. 

»Das ist ja sehr interessant und lehrreich«, sagte er. 

»Haben Sie noch mehr zu sagen? Sicher können Sie doch, nachdem Sie diese Dame so weit verfolgt haben, auch angeben, was aus ihr geworden ist.«

»Ich werde mir Mühe geben. Zunächst einmal wurde sie von Ihrem Sekretär ergriffen, den sie niederstach, um zu entkommen. Ich neige dazu, diese Katastrophe als unglücklichen Zufall zu betrachten, da ich davon überzeugt bin, daß die Lady ihm eine so Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.402

Der goldene Kneifer

Doyle-WA Bd. 7, 285

schwere Verletzung nicht vorsätzlich hatte beibringen wollen. Ein Mörder kommt nicht unbewaffnet. Entsetzt über ihre Tat verließ sie in Panik den Schauplatz der Tragödie. Zu ihrem Unglück hatte sie in dem Handgemenge ihre Brille verloren, und da sie äußerst kurzsichtig ist, war sie ohne sie vollkommen hilflos. 

Sie lief einen Flur entlang, den sie für den hielt, durch den sie gekommen war – beide sind mit Kokosmatten ausgelegt –, und erst als es zu spät war, begriff sie, daß sie den falschen Weg eingeschlagen hatte und daß ihr der Rückzug abgeschnitten war. Was sollte sie tun? Zurück konnte sie nicht. Wo sie war, konnte sie auch nicht bleiben. Sie mußte weitergehen. Sie ging weiter. Sie stieg eine Treppe hoch, stieß eine Tür auf und fand sich in Ihrem Zimmer.«

Der alte Mann saß da mit offenem Mund und starrte Holmes wild an. Verblüffung und Furcht waren auf seine ausdrucksvollen Züge geprägt. Jetzt zuckte er mühsam die Schultern und brach in ein falsches Lachen aus. 

»Alles schön und gut, Mr. Holmes«, sagte er. 

»Aber Ihre prächtige Theorie hat einen kleinen Makel. 

Ich war ja selbst in meinem Zimmer und habe es den ganzen Tag nicht verlassen.«

»Dessen bin ich mir bewußt, Professor Coram.«

»Und Sie wollen also sagen, ich könnte auf diesem Bett liegen und nicht merken, daß eine Frau mein Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.403
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Zimmer betreten hätte?«

»Das habe ich nicht gesagt. Sie  haben  es gemerkt. 

Sie haben mit ihr gesprochen. Sie haben sie erkannt. 

Sie haben ihr zur Flucht verholfen.«

Wieder brach der Professor in schrilles Gelächter aus. Er war aufgestanden, und seine Augen leuchteten wie glühende Kohlen. 

»Sie sind verrückt!« rief er. »Sie reden irre. Ich soll ihr zur Flucht verholfen haben? Wo ist sie denn jetzt?«

»Sie ist dort«, sagte Holmes und zeigte auf einen hohen Bücherschrank in einer Ecke des Zimmers. 

Ich sah den alten Mann die Arme hochwerfen; ein schrecklicher Krampf verzog sein grimmiges Gesicht, dann fiel er in seinen Sessel zurück. Gleichzeitig schwang der Bücherschrank, auf den Holmes zeigte, um ein Scharnier, und eine Frau stürzte in das Zimmer. 

»Sie haben recht!« rief sie mit seltsam fremdländischer Stimme. »Sie haben recht! Ich bin hier.«

Sie war braun von Staub und mit Spinnweben be-hängt, die von den Wänden ihres Verstecks stammten. 

Auch ihr, Gesicht war schmutzverschmiert, und im günstigsten Falle konnte sie nie hübsch gewesen sein, denn sie wies genau jene Merkmale auf, die Holmes erahnt hatte, und dazu noch ein langes, störrisches Kinn. Teils wegen ihrer angeborenen Kurzsichtigkeit, Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.404
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teils wegen des Wechsels vom Dunkeln ins Licht stand sie da wie betäubt und blinzelte umher, um zu sehen, wo und wer wir waren. Und doch, trotz allen diesen Nachteilen, hatte die Haltung dieser Frau etwas Vornehmes, das trotzige Kinn und der erhobene Kopf etwas Elegantes an sich, das uns so etwas wie Respekt und Bewunderung abnötigte. Stanley Hopkins hatte eine Hand auf ihren Arm gelegt und beanspruchte sie als seine Gefangene, doch sie winkte ihn sanft, und doch mit einer bezwingenden Würde, die Gehorsam heischte, beiseite. Der alte Mann lag in seinem Sessel, sein Gesicht zuckte, und er starrte sie mit bohrenden Blicken an. 

»Ja, Sir, ich bin Ihre Gefangene«, sagte sie. »Ich konnte alles mitanhören, wo ich stand, und ich weiß, daß Sie die Wahrheit herausgefunden haben. Ich gestehe alles. Ich habe den jungen Mann getötet. Aber Sie hatten recht, wie Sie gesagt haben, daß es ein Unfall war. Ich wußte noch nicht einmal, daß es ein Messer war, was ich in der Hand hielt: ich habe in meiner Verzweiflung irgendwas vom Tisch geschnappt und damit nach ihm geschlagen, damit er mich losläßt. Ich sage die Wahrheit.«

»Madame«, sagte Holmes, »ich bin davon überzeugt, daß dies die Wahrheit ist. Ich fürchte, es geht Ihnen gar nicht gut.«

Sie hatte eine entsetzliche Farbe angenommen, die Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.405
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unter den dunklen Schmutzstriemen auf ihrem Gesicht nur um so gespenstischer wirkte. Sie setzte sich auf die Bettkante; dann fuhr sie fort. 

»Ich habe nur noch wenig Zeit«, sagte sie, »aber ich möchte, daß Sie die ganze Wahrheit erfahren. Ich bin die Frau dieses Mannes. Er ist kein Engländer, sondern Russe. Seinen Namen sage ich nicht.«

Zum erstenmal regte sich der Alte. »Gott segne dich, Anna!« rief er. »Gott segne dich!«

Sie warf einen Blick tiefster Verachtung in seine Richtung, »Warum klammerst du dich so sehr an dein jämmerliches Leben, Sergius?« sagte sie. »Es hat so vielen Böses und niemandem Gutes getan – nicht einmal dir selbst. Jedoch ist es nicht meine Sache, den dünnen Faden vor der von Gott bestimmten Zeit abschneiden zu helfen. Ich habe mir schon genug aufs Herz geladen, seit ich die Schwelle dieses verfluchten Hauses überschritten habe. Doch ich muß sprechen, sonst wird es zu spät. 

Ich sagte bereits, Gentlemen, daß ich die Frau dieses Mannes bin. Als wir heirateten, war er fünfzig und ich ein törichtes Mädchen von zwanzig. Es war in einer russischen Universitätsstadt – den Namen werde ich nicht nennen.«

»Gott segne dich, Anna!« murmelte wieder der Alte. 

»Wir waren Reformisten – Revolutionäre – Nihili-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.406
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sten, Sie verstehen schon. Er und ich und viele andere. Dann kam eine Zeit der Not29, ein Polizeioffizier wurde getötet, viele wurden verhaftet, man brauchte Beweise, und um sein eigenes Leben zu retten und eine große Belohnung einzustreichen, verriet mein Mann seine Frau und seine Gefährten. Ja; aufgrund seines Geständnisses wurden wir alle verhaftet. Einige von uns landeten am Galgen, einige in Sibirien. Ich war unter den letzteren, hatte aber keine lebenslängliche Strafe erhalten. Mein Mann begab sich mit seinem Sündengeld nach England und führt seither ein ruhiges Leben; dabei weiß er recht gut, daß, wenn die Bruderschaft wüßte, wo er sich aufhält, keine Woche vergehen würde, bis die Gerechtigkeit wiederhergestellt würde.«

Der alte Mann streckte zitternd eine Hand aus und nahm sich eine Zigarette. »Ich bin in deiner Hand, Anna«, sagte er. »Du warst immer gut zu mir.«

»Den Gipfel seiner Niedertracht habe ich Ihnen noch nicht erzählt!« sagte sie. »Unter den Genossen unseres Ordens war einer, mit dem ich ein Herz und eine Seele war. Er war edel, selbstlos und treu – alles, was mein Mann nicht war. Er haßte die Gewalt. Wir alle waren schuldig – wenn man das Schuld nennen kann –, er aber nicht. Immer wieder hatte er mir geschrieben, um mich von meinem Tun abzubringen. 

Diese Briefe hätten ihn gerettet, wie auch mein Tage-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.407
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buch, in dem ich Tag für Tag meine Gefühle für ihn und unsere Ansichten eingetragen hatte. Mein Mann hat sowohl das Tagebuch als auch die Briefe gefunden und an sich genommen. Er hat sie versteckt und sich sehr bemüht, das Leben des jungen Mannes weg-zuschwören. Dies ist ihm nicht gelungen, doch wurde Alexis als Sträfling nach Sibirien geschickt, wo er jetzt, in diesem Augenblick, in einem Salzbergwerk arbeitet. Denk dran, du Schurke, du Schurke: Jetzt, jetzt, in diesem Augenblick schuftet und lebt Alexis, ein Mann, dessen Namen auszusprechen du nicht wert bist, wie ein Sklave, und ich habe dein Leben in der Hand, und doch lasse ich dich gehen!«

»Du warst schon immer eine edle Frau, Anna«, sagte der alte Mann und paffte an seiner Zigarette. 

Sie war aufgestanden, fiel aber wieder mit einem unterdrückten Schmerzensschrei zurück. 

»Ich muß zum Ende kommen«, sagte sie. »Nachdem ich meine Strafe abgesessen hatte, begab ich mich daran, das Tagebuch und die Briefe wiederzuerlangen, die, wenn ich sie der russischen Regierung schickte, die Freilassung meines Freundes bewirken würden. Daß mein Mann nach England gegangen war, wußte ich. Nach monatelanger Suche fand ich heraus, wo er steckte. Ich wußte, daß er das Tagebuch noch hatte, denn als ich in Sibirien war, hatte ich einmal einen Brief von ihm bekommen, in dem er mir Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.408
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Vorwürfe machte und einige Abschnitte daraus zitierte. Doch war mir klar, daß er es mir bei seiner Rachsüchtigkeit niemals freiwillig geben würde. Ich mußte es mir selbst beschaffen. Zu diesem Zweck engagierte ich bei einer privaten Detektivfirma einen Agenten, der als Sekretär in das Haus meines Mannes ging –

das war dein zweiter Sekretär, Sergius, der, der dich so eilig wieder verlassen hat. Er fand heraus, daß diese Papiere in dem Schrank aufbewahrt wurden, und fertigte einen Abdruck des Schlüssels an. Weiter ist er nicht gegangen. Er versah mich mit einem Plan des Hauses und sagte mir, daß das Arbeitszimmer vormittags immer leer sei, da der Sekretär dann hier oben beschäftigt sei. Also nahm ich endlich mein Herz in beide Hände und kam hierher, um mir die Papiere zu holen. Das ist mir auch gelungen, aber um welchen Preis! 

Ich hatte die Papiere gerade genommen und schloß den Schrank wieder zu, als dieser junge Mann mich packte. Ich hatte ihn bereits am Morgen gesehen. Er war mir auf der Straße begegnet, und ich hatte ihn nach dem Haus Professor Corams gefragt, ohne zu wissen, daß er bei ihm beschäftigt war.«

»Genau! Genau!« sagte Holmes. »Der Sekretär kam zurück und erzählte seinem Arbeitgeber von der Frau, die er getroffen hatte. Und mit seinem letzten Atemzug versuchte er dann die Botschaft zu übermit-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.409
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teln, daß sie es war – jene sie, über die er eben noch mit ihm gesprochen hatte.«

»Sie müssen mich sprechen lassen«, sagte die Frau mit gebieterischer Stimme, und ihr Gesicht zog sich wie im Schmerz zusammen. »Nachdem er zusammengebrochen war, stürzte ich aus dem Zimmer, ging durch die falsche Tür und fand mich im Zimmer meines Mannes. Er sagte, er würde mich ausliefern. Ich machte ihm klar, wenn er das täte, würde sein Leben von mir abhängen. Wenn er mich dem Gesetz auslie-ferte, konnte ich ihn der Bruderschaft ausliefern. Ich wollte nicht um meinetwillen lügen, sondern ich wollte mein Ziel erreichen. Er wußte, daß ich tun würde, was ich gesagt hatte – daß sein Schicksal mit dem meinen verbunden war. Aus diesem und keinem anderen Grunde hat er mich geschützt. Er steckte mich in dieses finstere Versteck, ein Überbleibsel alter Zeiten, das nur ihm allein bekannt war. Da er die Mahlzeiten auf seinem Zimmer einnahm, konnte er mir einen Teil davon abgeben. Wir hatten abgemacht, daß ich, wenn die Polizei das Haus verlassen hätte, mich in der Nacht wegschleichen und nie mehr wiederkommen sollte. Irgendwie sind Sie aber hinter unsere Pläne gekommen.« Sie zog ein kleines Paket aus ihrem Ausschnitt. »Dies sind meine letzten Worte«, sagte sie; 

»hier ist das Paket, das Alexis retten wird. Ich überantworte es Ihrem Ehrgefühl und Ihrer Liebe zur Ge-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.410
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rechtigkeit. Nehmen Sie es! Sie werden es der russischen Botschaft übergeben. Nun habe ich meine Pflicht erfüllt, und –«

»Haltet sie auf!« schrie Holmes. Er war durch das Zimmer gesprungen und hatte ihr ein kleines Fläschchen aus der Hand gewunden. 

»Zu spät!« sagte sie und sank auf das Bett zurück. 

»Zu spät! Ich habe das Gift schon genommen, bevor ich aus meinem Versteck gekommen bin. Mein Kopf schwimmt! Ich sterbe! Ich befehle Ihnen, Sir, denken Sie an das Paket.«

»Ein einfacher Fall, und doch in mancher Hinsicht lehrreich«, bemerkte Holmes, als wir zur Stadt zu-rückfuhren. »Er drehte sich von Anfang an um den Kneifer. Doch dürften wir wohl kaum zu unserer Lö-

sung gelangt sein, wenn der Sterbende ihn nicht glücklicherweise an sich gerissen hätte. Die Stärke der Brillengläser brachte mich zu der Überzeugung, daß ihre Trägerin ohne sie so gut wie blind und ziemlich hilflos sein mußte. Als Sie von mir verlangten, ich sollte glauben, daß sie ohne ein einziges Mal da-nebenzutreten über einen schmalen Grasstreifen gegangen sei, bemerkte ich, wie Sie sich erinnern werden, daß dies eine beachtliche Leistung sei. Ich selbst hielt diese Leistung für unmöglich, von dem unwahrscheinlichen Fall abgesehen, daß sie eine zweite Bril-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.411
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le besaß. Ich war daher gezwungen, ernstlich die Hypothese zu erwägen, daß sie im Haus geblieben war. 

Als mir die Ähnlichkeit der beiden Flure auffiel, wurde mir klar, daß sie diese durchaus hätte verwechseln können, und in diesem Fall lag es auf der Hand, daß sie das Zimmer des Professors betreten haben mußte. Ich achtete daher genau auf alles, was diese Annahme bestätigen könnte, und untersuchte das Zimmer sorgfältigst darauf, ob es irgendein Versteck bieten konnte. Der Teppich war nirgends unterbrochen und schien fest angenagelt, weshalb ich von der Vorstellung einer Falltür abließ. Hinter den Büchern mochte sich durchaus eine Nische befinden. Ihnen ist ja bekannt, daß solche Vorrichtungen in alten Biblio-theken nichts Ungewöhnliches sind. Mir fiel auf, daß überall auf dem Boden Bücher gestapelt waren, nur vor einem Regal nicht. Dies konnte also eine Tür sein. Spuren, die mich hätten leiten können, fand ich keine, doch war der Teppich von dunkler Farbe, was sich sehr gut zu einem Test eignet. Ich rauchte daher eine große Anzahl jener ausgezeichneten Zigaretten und ließ die Asche auf den ganzen Raum vor dem verdächtigen Regal fallen. Ein simpler, aber außerordentlich wirkungsvoller Trick. Darauf ging ich nach unten und bekam in Ihrer Anwesenheit, Watson, heraus, ohne daß Sie die Tendenz meiner Bemerkungen so recht wahrnahmen, daß Professor Corams Nahrungs-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.412
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konsum zugenommen hatte – wie man erwarten konnte, wenn er noch jemand anderen zu versorgen hatte. 

Als wir dann wieder aufsein Zimmer gegangen waren, stieß ich die Zigarettendose um, bekam dadurch den Fußboden ganz ausgezeichnet zu Gesicht und vermochte an den Spuren auf der Zigarettenasche eindeutig zu erkennen, daß die Eingesperrte in unserer Abwesenheit aus ihrem Versteck gekommen war. Nun, Hopkins, hier haben wir Charing Cross, und ich gratuliere Ihnen zum erfolgreichen Abschluß Ihres Falles. Sie gehen jetzt zweifellos in Ihr Hauptquartier. 

Watson, ich denke, Sie und ich werden zusammen zur russischen Botschaft fahren.«

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.413
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Der verschollene Three-Quarter30

Wir waren an merkwürdigen Telegrammen ja schon einiges gewöhnt in der Baker Street, doch erinnere ich mich an eines ganz besonders, welches uns vor sieben oder acht Jahren an einem düsteren Februarmorgen erreichte und Mr. Sherlock Holmes eine verwirrte Viertelstunde bescherte. Es war an ihn adressiert und lautete wie folgt:

Bitte erwarten Sie mich. Furchtbares Unglück. 

Rechter Flügel-Three-Quarter verschollen. Morgen unentbehrlich. Overton

»Poststempel vom Strand, eingeliefert zehn Uhr sechsunddreißig«, sagte Holmes, indem er's eins ums andere Mal überlas. »Mr. Overton war offenbar recht aufgeregt, als er dies abschickte, und folglich ein wenig verworren. Nun, nun, ich möchte meinen, er wird hier sein, wenn ich die  Times  durchgesehen habe, und dann werden wir alles erfahren. In diesen trägen Zeiten wäre mir auch das belangloseste Problem willkommen.«

Wir hatten in der Tat flaue Zeiten hinter uns, und ich hatte solche Perioden des Nichtstuns fürchten gelernt, da das Gehirn meines Gefährten, wie ich aus Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.414
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Erfahrung wußte, so überaus nach Betätigung verlangte, daß es immer gefährlich war, wenn er unbeschäftigt war. Über die Jahre hatte ich ihn allmählich von seiner Drogensucht, die dereinst seine Karriere zu beenden gedroht hatte, abgebracht. Ich wußte jetzt, daß es ihn unter normalen Umständen nicht mehr nach diesem künstlichen Stimulans verlangte; doch war mir durchaus bewußt, daß der Feind nicht tot war, sondern lediglich schlummerte; und in Zeiten der Müßigkeit sah ich deutlich, daß dies kein tiefer Schlummer und das Erwachen stets nahe war, wenn Holmes' asketisches Antlitz jenen verzerrten Ausdruck annahm und seine tiefliegenden und unergründlichen Augen brütend dreinzuschauen begannen. Ich segnete daher diesen Mr. Overton, wer immer das auch sein mochte, da er mit seiner schleierhaften Botschaft jene bedenkliche Ruhe durchbrochen hatte, die meinen Freund in größere Gefahren brachte als all die Stürme seines bewegten Lebens. 

Wie erwartet folgte dem Telegramm bald sein Absender; die Visitenkarte – Mr. Cyril Overton, Trinity College, Cambridge – meldete die Ankunft eines enormen jungen Mannes, zwei Zentner nichts als Fleisch und Knochen, der die Eingangstür mit seinen breiten Schultern ausfüllte und uns beide mit einem hübschen Gesicht, das von Sorge verhärmt war, der Reihe nach ansah. 

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.415
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»Mr. Sherlock Holmes?«

Mein Gefährte verbeugte sich. 

»Ich war unten bei Scotland Yard, Mr. Holmes. 

Ich habe mit Inspektor Hopkins gesprochen. Er hat mir geraten, mich an Sie zu wenden. Er sagte, der Fall liege, soweit er sehen könne, mehr auf Ihrer Linie als auf der der regulären Polizei.«

»Nehmen Sie bitte Platz und erzählen mir, was los ist.«

»Es ist entsetzlich, Mr. Holmes, einfach entsetzlich! Erstaunlich, daß ich noch keine grauen Haare habe. Godfrey Staunton – Sie haben natürlich schon von ihm gehört? Er ist schlichtweg der Pol, um den sich die ganze Mannschaft dreht. Eher würde ich zwei Stürmer weglassen, und dafür Godfrey in meiner Three-Quarter-Linie haben. Ob beim Zuspiel, beim Tackling oder beim Dribbeln31 – niemand kann ihm das Wasser reichen; und außerdem ist er ein kluger Kopf und kann uns alle zusammenhalten. Was soll ich nur machen? Das frage ich Sie, Mr. Holmes. 

Moorhouse ist unser erster Ersatzspieler, aber der ist gelernter Halfback und wirft sich immer mitten in den Pulk, anstatt draußen auf der Touch-line zu bleiben. 

Freilich ist er ein guter Kicker, aber andererseits hat er kein Urteilsvermögen, und er sprintet miserabel. 

Morton oder Johnson, die Stürmer von Oxford, würden ihn glatt überlaufen. Stevenson ist zwar schnell Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.416
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genug, könnte aber nicht von der fünfundzwanziger Linie aus droppen, und einen Three-Quarter, der weder punten noch droppen kann, kann man auch nicht bloß wegen seiner Schnelligkeit einsetzen. Nein, Mr. Holmes, wir sind erledigt, wenn Sie mir nicht helfen können, Godfrey Staunton zu finden.«

Mit amüsiertem Staunen hatte mein Freund diese lange Rede angehört, die mit außerordentlichem Nachdruck und Ernst hervorgehaspelt wurde, wobei eine muskulöse Hand jeden Punkt durch einen Schlag auf das Knie des Sprechers eindringlich betonte. Als unser Besucher schwieg, streckte Holmes eine Hand aus und zog den Band »S« seiner Kollektaneen aus dem Regal. Diesmal schürfte er vergeblich in dieser Mine mannigfaltiger Information. 

»Hier haben wir Arthur H. Staunton, den aufstrebenden Fälscher«, sagte er, »und es gab einen Henry Staunton, dem ich auf den Galgen verholfen habe, aber Godfrey Staunton ist ein mir neuer Name.«

Nun war es an unserem Besucher, überrascht dreinzuschauen. 

»Aber Mr. Holmes, ich dachte, Sie kennen sich aus«, sagte er. »Wenn Sie noch nie von Godfrey Staunton gehört haben, dann muß ich auch vermuten, daß Sie Cyril Overton nicht kennen?«

Holmes schüttelte gutmütig den Kopf. 

»Großer Scott32!« rief der Athlet. »Ich war doch Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.417
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erster Ersatzspieler beim Spiel England gegen Wales, und dies ganze Jahr schon bin ich Kapitän der Uni-mannschaft. Aber das heißt ja nichts. Ich hätte nicht gedacht, daß es in England auch nur einen einzigen gäbe, der Godfrey Staunton nicht kennt, den größten Three-Quarter überhaupt: Cambridge, Blackheath und fünf Länderspiele. Großer Gott! Mr. Holmes, wo leben  Sie denn nur?«

Holmes lachte über die naive Verblüffung des jungen Riesen. 

»Sie leben in einer anderen Welt als ich, Mr. Overton, in einer freundlicheren und gesünderen Welt. 

Meine weitverzweigte Tätigkeit erstreckt sich in manche Bereiche der Gesellschaft, wenngleich nie, glücklicherweise, in den Amateursport, der das Beste und Vernünftigste darstellt, was England zu bieten hat. Ihr unerwarteter Besuch an diesem Morgen zeigt mir jedoch, daß es selbst in dieser Welt der frischen Luft und des Fair play etwas für mich zu tun geben kann; ich bitte Sie daher nun, mein lieber Sir, setzen Sie sich und erzählen Sie mir langsam und ruhig und ganz genau, was vorgefallen ist und in welcher Weise Sie von mir Hilfe erwarten.«

Das Gesicht des jungen Overton nahm den verlege-nen Ausdruck eines Mannes an, der mehr an den Gebrauch seiner Muskeln als seines Verstandes gewöhnt ist; doch nach und nach kam, mit vielen Wiederholun-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.418
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gen und Unklarheiten, die ich aus seiner Erzählung fortlassen darf, seine merkwürdige Geschichte zum Vorschein. 

»Es ist so, Mr. Holmes. Wie gesagt, ich bin der Kapitän der Rugbymannschaft der Uni Cambridge, und Godfrey Staunton ist mein bester Mann. Morgen spielen wir gegen Oxford. Gestern sind wir alle hierhergefahren und in Bentleys Privathotel gezogen. Um zehn Uhr machte ich meine Runde und sah, daß sämtliche Spieler sich schlafen gelegt hatten, denn ich glaube an straffes Training und jede Menge Schlaf, um eine Mannschaft fit zu halten. Ich sprach noch ein wenig mit Godfrey, ehe er sich ins Bett legte. Er schien mir blaß und beunruhigt. Ich fragte ihn, was denn los sei. Er sagte, es wäre alles in Ordnung mit ihm – er habe nur ein bißchen Kopfschmerzen. Ich wünschte ihm eine gute Nacht und ging. Eine halbe Stunde später erzählte mir der Portier, ein ungehobelter Kerl mit Bart habe mit einer Nachricht für Godfrey vorgesprochen. Er sei noch nicht zu Bett gewesen, und man habe ihm den Brief aufs Zimmer gebracht. 

Godfrey habe ihn gelesen und sei wie vom Blitz getroffen auf einen Stuhl gesunken. Der Portier sei so entsetzt gewesen, daß er mich habe holen wollen, doch Godfrey habe ihn davon abgehalten, ein Glas Wasser getrunken und sich zusammengerissen. Dann sei er nach unten gegangen, habe mit dem Mann, der Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.419
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in der Vorhalle wartete ein paar Worte gewechselt, und dann seien die beiden zusammen weggegangen. 

Das letzte, was der Portier von ihnen gesehen habe, sei, wie sie die Straße in Richtung Strand geradezu hinuntergerannt seien. Heute morgen war Godfreys Zimmer leer, sein Bett war nicht benutzt worden, und seine Sachen lagen alle noch so herum, wie ich sie am Abend zuvor gesehen hatte. Er war einfach so, auf der Stelle, mit diesem Fremden weggegangen, und seitdem habe ich nichts mehr von ihm gehört. Ich glaube, er wird nie mehr zurückkommen. Der Godfrey war Sportsmann bis ins Mark, und er hätte sein Training nicht unterbrochen und seinen Kapitän sitzenlassen, wenn nicht irgend etwas, dem er nicht gewachsen war, ihn dazu veranlaßt hätte. Nein; ich habe das Gefühl, als sei er für immer gegangen und als würden wir ihn nie mehr wiedersehen.«

Sherlock Holmes lauschte dieser sonderbaren Er-zählung mit der gespanntesten Aufmerksamkeit. 

»Was haben Sie unternommen?« fragte er. 

»Ich habe nach Cambridge telegraphiert, um zu erfahren, ob man dort etwas von ihm gehört habe. Ich habe auch eine Antwort erhalten: Niemand hat ihn dort gesehen.«

»Hätte er überhaupt nach Cambridge zurückfahren können?«

»Ja, es gibt einen Nachtzug – um Viertel nach elf.«

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.420
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»Aber soweit Sie feststellen konnten, hat er den nicht genommen?«

»Nein, er ist nicht gesehen worden.«

»Was haben Sie als nächstes getan?«

»Lord Mount-James ein Telegramm geschickt.«

»Warum an Lord Mount-James?«

»Godfrey ist Waise, und Lord Mount-James ist sein nächster Verwandter – sein Onkel, glaube ich.«

»Soso. Dies wirft ein neues Licht auf die Angelegenheit. Lord Mount-James ist einer der reichsten Männer ganz Englands.«

»Das habe ich auch von Godfrey gehört.«

»Und Ihr Freund war eng mit ihm verwandt?«

»Ja, er war sein Erbe, und der alte Knabe ist beinahe achtzig – außerdem völlig gichtbrüchig. Man sagt, er könne seinen Billardstock mit seinen Knöcheln kal-ken. Er hat Godfrey in seinem ganzen Leben noch keinen Shilling zugestanden, denn er ist ein ausgemachter Geizkragen; aber er wird das alles noch früh genug bekommen.«

»Haben Sie von Lord Mount-James Antwort erhalten?«

»Nein.«

»Was für ein Motiv könnte Ihr Freund haben, zu Lord Mount-James zu gehen?«

»Nun, irgend etwas hat ihn vorige Nacht beunruhigt, und wenn das mit Geld zu tun hatte, kann er Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.421
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durchaus zu seinem nächsten Verwandten gefahren sein, der doch so viel davon hat; obwohl er, nach allem, was ich gehört habe, kaum eine Chance haben dürfte, etwas zu bekommen. Godfrey mochte den Alten nicht. Er würde ihn nur besuchen, wenn es nicht anders ginge.«

»Nun, das können wir schnell herausfinden. Wenn Ihr Freund zu seinem Verwandten Lord Mount-James gefahren ist, dann müssen wir als nächstes den Besuch dieses ungehobelten Kerls zu so später Stunde sowie seine dadurch bewirkte Aufregung erklären.«

Cyril Overton preßte sich die Hände an den Kopf. 

»Ich kann mir das alles nicht zusammenreimen!«

sagte er. 

»Nun, nun, ich habe einen freien Tag, und ich werde mir die Sache mit Vergnügen einmal ansehen«, sagte Holmes. »Ich empfehle Ihnen dringend, die Vorbereitungen auf Ihr Spiel ohne Berücksichtigung dieses jungen Gentlemans durchzuführen. Wie Sie sagen, muß die Notwendigkeit, die ihn auf solche Weise fortgerissen hat, überwältigend gewesen sein, und dieselbe Notwendigkeit wird ihn wahrscheinlich auch weiterhin fernhalten. Begeben wir uns zusammen zu diesem Hotel und sehen einmal nach, ob der Portier irgendein neues Licht auf die Sache werfen kann.«

Sherlock Holmes war ein wahrer Meister in der Kunst, einem demütigen Zeugen die Befangenheit zu Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.422
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nehmen, und in der Abgeschiedenheit von Godfrey Stauntons verlassenem Zimmer hatte er dem Portier sehr schnell alles entlockt, was er zu sagen hatte. Der nächtliche Besucher sei kein Gentleman und auch kein Arbeiter gewesen. Der Portier beschrieb ihn einfach als »durchschnittlichen Burschen«; ein Mann von fünfzig, grauer Bart, bleiches Gesicht, unauffällig gekleidet. Er schien selbst aufgeregt zu sein. Der Portier hatte bemerkt, daß seine Hand zitterte, als er ihm den Brief übergab. Godfrey Staunton habe den Zettel in seine Tasche gestopft. Staunton habe dem Mann in der Vorhalle nicht die Hand gegeben. Sie hätten ein paar Sätze gewechselt, in denen der Portier nur das Wort »Zeit« habe unterscheiden können. Dann seien sie auf die beschriebene Weise davongeeilt. Die Uhr in der Vorhalle habe gerade halb elf gezeigt. 

»Lassen Sie mich mal sehen«, sagte Holmes, indem er sich auf Stauntons Bett setzte; »Sie sind also der Tagportier?«

»Ja, Sir; um elf mach ich Feierabend.«

»Der Nachtportier hat vermutlich nichts gesehen?«

»Nein, Sir; eine Theatergesellschaft ist noch spät gekommen. Sonst niemand.«

»Hatten Sie gestern den ganzen Tag Dienst?«

»Ja, Sir.«

»Haben Sie Mr. Staunton irgendwelche Nachrichten überbracht?«
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»Ja, Sir; ein Telegramm.«

»Ah! Das ist interessant. Um wieviel Uhr war das?«

»Um sechs.«

»Wo war Mr. Staunton, als er es erhielt?«

»Hier in seinem Zimmer.«

»Waren Sie dabei, als er es öffnete?«

»Ja, Sir; ich wartete, ob er eine Antwort schreiben würde.«

»Und? Hat er das getan?«

»Ja, Sir. Er hat eine Antwort geschrieben.«

»Haben Sie sie mitgenommen?«

»Nein; er hat sie selbst weggebracht.«

»Aber er hat sie in Ihrer Anwesenheit geschrieben?«

»Ja, Sir. Ich stand an der Tür, und er mit dem Rük-ken zu mir dort am Tisch. Als er mit dem Schreiben fertig war, sagte er: ›Schon gut, Portier, ich werde das selbst wegbringen.‹«

»Womit hat er geschrieben?«

»Mit einer Feder, Sir.«

»Auf eines der Depeschenformulare dort auf dem Tisch?«

»Ja, Sir; auf das oberste.«

Holmes stand auf. Er nahm die Formulare, ging mit ihnen ans Fenster und untersuchte sorgfältig das obenauf liegende. 
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»Bedauerlich, daß er nicht mit Bleistift geschrieben hat«, sagte er und warf sie mit enttäuschtem Achselzucken wieder hin. »Wie Sie zweifellos schon des öfteren bemerkt haben, Watson, drückt sich ein Bleistift gewöhnlich durch – eine Tatsache, die schon manche glückliche Ehe zerstört hat. Hier kann ich jedoch keine Spur finden. Allerdings gewahre ich mit Freuden, daß er mit einem breiten Federkiel geschrieben hat, und ich zweifle kaum daran, daß wir auf diesem Block Löschpapier etwas finden werden. Ah ja, wenn's das nicht ist!«

Er riß ein Stück Löschpapier ab und hielt uns die folgenden Hieroglyphen hin:

Cyril Overton geriet in helle Aufregung. »Halten Sie's an den Spiegel!« rief er. 

»Das ist nicht notwendig«, sagte Holmes. »Das Papier ist dünn, und die Rückseite wird uns die Botschaft mitteilen. Hier bitte.« Er drehte es um, und wir lasen:

»Dies sind also die Schlußworte des Telegramms, das Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.425
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Godfrey Staunton wenige Stunden vor seinem Verschwinden abgeschickt hat. Mindestens sechs Worte der Nachricht sind uns verlorengegangen; doch was uns bleibt – ›Helfen Sie uns um Gottes willen!‹ –, beweist, daß dieser junge Mann eine schreckliche Gefahr auf sich zukommen sah, vor welcher ihn jemand anderer bewahren konnte. › uns‹: beachten Sie das! 

Eine zweite Person hatte damit zu tun. Wer anders sollte das sein als der bleichgesichtige bärtige Mann, der selbst einen so nervösen Eindruck machte? Welche Verbindung besteht nun zwischen Godfrey Staunton und dem Bärtigen? Und aus welcher dritten Quelle wollten die beiden Hilfe gegen jene drohende Gefahr schöpfen? Unsere Ermittlungen haben sich bereits auf diesen Punkt eingeengt.«

»Wir brauchen nur herauszufinden, an wen dieses Telegramm gerichtet war«, schlug ich vor. 

»Ganz recht, mein lieber Watson. Ihre Überlegung, obschon tiefsinnig, war mir bereits in den Sinn gekommen. Doch dürfte Ihnen nicht entgangen sein, daß, wenn Sie in ein Postamt gehen und den Kontrollabschnitt des Telegramms eines anderen zu sehen verlangen, auf seiten der Beamten eine gewisse Abneigung besteht, Ihnen behilflich zu sein. Auf derlei Angelegenheiten liegt ja soviel Amtsschimmel! Jedoch zweifle ich nicht daran, daß wir unser Ziel mit ein wenig Feingefühl und Raffinesse erreichen können. 
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Unterdessen möchte ich in Ihrer Anwesenheit, Mr. 

Overton, diese dort auf dem Tisch zurückgelassenen Papiere durchgehen.«

Es handelte sich um einige Briefe, Rechnungen und Notizbücher, die Holmes nun durchblätterte und mit flinken nervösen Fingern und huschendem stechen-dem Blick untersuchte. 

»Nichts«, sagte er schließlich. »Übrigens darf ich doch annehmen, daß Ihr Freund ein gesunder junger Bursche war – alles in Ordnung mit ihm?«

»Gesund wie ein Fisch im Wasser.«

»Haben Sie je erlebt, daß er mal krank war?«

»Nicht einen Tag. Einmal hat er mit einer Tritt-wunde im Bett gelegen, und einmal hat er sich das Knie verstaucht, aber das war weiter nichts.«

»Vielleicht war er nicht so kräftig, wie Sie vermuten. Ich möchte meinen, er könnte irgendein heimliches Leiden gehabt haben. Mit Ihrer Zustimmung werde ich ein paar dieser Papiere an mich nehmen, für den Fall, daß sie mit unseren weiteren Ermittlungen etwas zu tun haben sollten.«

»Einen Augenblick, einen Augenblick!« rief eine mürrische Stimme, und als wir aufblickten, sahen wir einen komischen kleinen alten Mann in der Tür ruk-ken und zucken. Er war in schäbiges Schwarz gekleidet, trug einen sehr breitrandigen Zylinder und eine lockere weiße Halsbinde – im ganzen machte er den Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.427
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Eindruck eines sehr ländlichen Pfarrers oder eines bezahlten Begräbnisteilnehmers. Und doch, trotz seiner armseligen, ja lächerlichen Erscheinung lag in seiner Stimme ein schneidendes Knistern, und er trat mit einer raschen Heftigkeit auf, die Aufmerksamkeit erheischte. 

»Wer sind Sie, Sir, und mit welchem Recht fassen Sie die Papiere dieses Gentleman an?« fragte er. 

»Ich bin Privatdetektiv und gebe mir Mühe, sein Verschwinden zu erklären.«

»Oho, tatsächlich, ja? Und wer hat Sie damit beauftragt, he?«

»Dieser Gentleman, Mr. Stauntons Freund, wurde von Scotland Yard an mich verwiesen.«

»Wer sind Sie, Sir?«

»Ich bin Cyril Overton.«

»Dann haben Sie mir also das Telegramm geschickt. Mein Name ist Lord Mount-James. Ich bin so schnell hierhergekommen, wie es der Bayswater-Bus zuließ. Sie haben also einen Detektiv beauftragt?«

»Ja, Sir.«

»Und Sie sind bereit, die Kosten zu tragen?«

»Ich zweifle nicht daran, Sir, daß mein Freund Godfrey, wenn wir ihn finden, sich dazu bereit erklä-

ren wird.«

»Und wenn er nie gefunden wird, he? Antworten Sie mir!«
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»In diesem Fall wird zweifellos seine Familie –«

»Nichts dergleichen, Sir!« kreischte der kleine Mann. »Erwarten Sie von mir keinen Penny – keinen Penny! Haben Sie verstanden, Mr. Detektiv! Ich bin die ganze Familie dieses jungen Mannes, und ich sage Ihnen, ich bin dafür nicht verantwortlich. Wenn er etwas zu erwarten hat, dann nur aufgrund der Tatsache, daß ich mein Geld nie verschwendet habe, und ich beabsichtige nicht, jetzt damit anzufangen. Und was diese Papiere da betrifft, deren Sie sich so groß-

zügig bedienen, so darf ich Ihnen sagen, daß ich Sie für den Fall, daß sich darunter irgend etwas von Wert befinden sollte, strengstens zur Rechenschaft ziehen werde für das, was Sie damit anfangen.«

»Sehr schön, Sir«, sagte Sherlock Holmes. »Darf ich Sie unterdessen fragen, ob Sie selbst irgendeine Theorie haben, die über das Verschwinden dieses jungen Mannes Rechenschaft gibt?«

»Nein, Sir, habe ich nicht. Er ist groß genug und alt genug, um selbst auf sich aufzupassen, und wenn er so töricht ist, sich zu verlaufen, lehne ich es vollständig ab, die Verantwortung für die Suche nach ihm zu übernehmen.«

»Ich verstehe Ihre Haltung durchaus«, sagte Holmes mit einem boshaften Augenzwinkern. »Aber vielleicht verstehen Sie die meinige nicht ganz. Godfrey Staunton scheint ein armer Mann gewesen zu sein. 
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Sollte er entführt worden sein, dann bestimmt nicht wegen irgend etwas, das er selbst besitzt. Der Ruhm Ihres Reichtums hat sich herumgesprochen, Lord Mount-James, und es ist durchaus möglich, daß eine Diebesbande sich Ihres Neffen bemächtigt hat, um von ihm Informationen über Ihr Haus, Ihre Gewohnheiten und Ihre Schätze zu gewinnen.«

Das Gesicht unseres unwirschen kleinen Besuchers wurde weiß wie sein Halstuch. 

»Du liebe Zeit, Sir, was für eine Vorstellung! Solche Niedertracht ist mir noch nie in den Sinn gekommen! Was gibt es doch für unmenschliche Schurken auf der Welt! Aber Godfrey ist ein guter Junge – ein ordentlicher Junge. Nichts könnte ihn dazu bewegen, seinen alten Onkel zu verraten. Ich werde das Tafel-besteck heute abend zur Bank bringen lassen. Unterdessen sparen Sie keine Mühe, Mr. Detektiv. Ich flehe Sie an, nichts unversucht zu lassen, um ihn sicher wiederzubringen. Und was die Bezahlung angeht, nun, bis zu einem Fünfer, oder gar einem Zehner können Sie immer auf mich zählen.«

Auch als er sich etwas beruhigt hatte, vermochte der adlige Geizhals uns keine Informationen zu geben, die uns helfen konnten, da er über das Privatleben seines Neffen kaum etwas wußte. Unser einziger Anhaltspunkt war das verstümmelte Telegramm, und mit einer Abschrift davon in der Hand machte Holmes Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.430
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sich auf den Weg, ein zweites Glied für seine Kette zu suchen. Wir waren Lord Mount-James losgeworden, und Overton war zum Rest seiner Mannschaft gegangen, um über deren Unglück zu beraten. Nicht weit vom Hotel war ein Telegraphenamt. Wir blieben davor stehen. 

»Man kann es ja versuchen, Watson«, sagte Holmes. »Mit einer Vollmacht könnten wir natürlich Ein-sichtnahme in die Kontrollblätter verlangen, aber soweit sind wir noch nicht. Ich gehe davon aus, daß man sich an einem so geschäftigen Ort nicht an jedes Gesicht erinnert. Wir wollen es wagen.«

»Tut mir leid, Sie zu belästigen«, sagte er mit seiner gütigsten Stimme zu der jungen Frau hinter dem Gitter; »irgendeine Kleinigkeit stimmt nicht mit dem Telegramm, das ich gestern abgeschickt habe. Ich habe noch keine Antwort erhalten, und ich furchte sehr, ich habe vergessen, meinen Namen darunterzu-setzen. Könnten Sie mir sagen, ob das zutrifft?«

Die junge Dame blätterte in einem Bündel Kontrollblätter. 

»Um wieviel Uhr war das denn?« fragte sie. 

»Kurz nach sechs.«

»Und an wen?«

Holmes legte einen Finger an die Lippen und sah zu mir herüber. »Die letzten Worte lauteten ›um Gottes willen‹«, flüsterte er vertraulich; »es macht mir Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.431
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große Sorgen, daß ich keine Antwort erhalte.«

Die junge Frau zog ein Formular heraus. 

»Das ist es. Steht kein Name drauf«, sagte sie, indem sie es auf dem Schalter glatt strich. 

»Das erklärt dann natürlich, warum ich keine Antwort bekomme«, sagte Holmes. »Meine Güte, wie überaus dumm von mir, also wirklich! Guten Morgen, Miss, und vielen Dank, daß Sie meine Zweifel behoben haben.« Er rieb sich kichernd die Hände, als wir wieder auf der Straße waren. 

»Nun?« fragte ich. 

»Wir kommen voran, mein lieber Watson, wir kommen voran. Ich hatte mir sieben verschiedene Pläne zurechtgelegt, um einen Blick auf das Telegramm werfen zu können; aber ich konnte kaum annehmen, daß es gleich beim ersten klappen würde.«

»Und was haben Sie dadurch gewonnen?«

»Einen Ausgangspunkt für unsere Untersuchung.«

Er winkte eine Droschke heran. »King's Cross Station«, sagte er. 

»Wir verreisen also?«

»Ja, ich denke, wir müssen zusammen nach Cambridge fahren. Sämtliche Hinweise scheinen in diese Richtung zu zeigen.«

»Sagen Sie mir«, fragte ich ihn, als wir die Gray's Inn Road hochratterten, »hegen Sie schon irgendeinen Verdacht, was den Grund seines Verschwindens be-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.432
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trifft? Ich wüßte nicht, daß unter allen unseren Fällen jemals einer war, in dem die Motive mehr im dunkeln gelegen hätten. Jedenfalls glauben Sie doch nicht im Ernst, er könnte entführt worden sein, damit er Informationen über seinen reichen Onkel preisgibt?«

»Ich muß gestehen, mein lieber Watson, daß diese Erklärung mir nicht sehr wahrscheinlich vorkommt. 

Sie schien mir aber diejenige zu sein, die am ehesten das Interesse dieses überaus unangenehmen Alten wecken könnte.«

»Das hat sie bestimmt getan. Aber welche Alternativen haben Sie?«

»Ich könnte mehrere nennen. Sie müssen zugeben, es ist schon seltsam und vieldeutig, daß sich dieser Zwischenfall am Vorabend dieses wichtigen Spiels ereignet und daß er ausgerechnet den einen Mann betrifft, dessen Anwesenheit für den Erfolg seiner Mannschaft wesentlich zu sein scheint. Es kann natürlich Zufall sein, aber es ist interessant Im Amateursport darf ja nicht gewettet werden, doch werden im Publikum eine ganze Menge inoffizielle Wetten abgeschlossen, und es ist möglich, daß es sich für jemanden lohnen könnte, einen Spieler zu entführen, so wie die Schurken vom Turf ein Rennpferd entführen. Dies ist eine Erklärungsmöglichkeit. Eine zweite, sehr einleuchtende ist die, daß dieser junge Mann tatsächlich der Erbe eines beträchtlichen Vermögens ist, wie be-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.433
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scheiden seine Mittel zur Zeit auch sein mögen, und es ist nicht auszuschließen, daß er zur Erpressung eines Lösegeldes festgehalten wird.«

»Diese Theorien lassen das Telegramm außer acht.«

»Sehr richtig, Watson. Das Telegramm bleibt noch immer das einzig Solide, auf dem wir aufbauen können, und wir dürfen unsere Aufmerksamkeit nicht davon abschweifen lassen. Um hinter den Zweck dieses Telegramms zu kommen, sind wir jetzt auf dem Weg nach Cambridge. Der Weg unserer Ermittlungen liegt zur Zeit noch im dunkeln, doch sollte es mich sehr überraschen, wenn wir ihn bis zum Abend nicht erhellt haben oder ein gutes Stück darauf vorangekommen sind.«

Es war bereits dunkel, als wir in der alten Universitätsstadt eintrafen. Am Bahnhof nahm Holmes einen Wagen und hieß den Kutscher, zum Haus von Dr. 

Leslie Armstrong zu fahren. Wenige Minuten später hielten wir vor einem großen Wohnhaus in der geschäftigsten Verkehrsstraße an. Wir wurden hineinge-leitet, und nach langem Warten ließ man uns ins Sprechzimmer treten, wo wir den Arzt hinter seinem Tisch antrafen. 

Es kündet von dem Ausmaß, in dem ich den Kontakt zu meinem Beruf verloren hatte, daß mir der Name Leslie Armstrong unbekannt war. Jetzt weiß Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.434
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ich, daß er nicht nur einer der führenden Köpfe der medizinischen Fakultät der Universität ist, sondern auch in mehr als einem Zweig der Wissenschaft ein Denker von europäischer Reputation. Doch auch, wenn man von seinem glänzenden Ruf nichts wußte, mußte einen schon ein flüchtiger Blick auf diesen Mann beeindrucken – das eckige, wuchtige Gesicht, die brütenden Augen unter dem Strohdach der Brauen, die granitne Gußform seines unbeugsamen Kinns. 

Ein Mann von hintergründigem Charakter, ein Mann mit wachsamem Geist, finster, asketisch, selbstbe-herrscht, gewaltig – so wirkte Dr. Leslie Armstrong auf mich. Er hielt die Karte meines Freundes in der Hand, und als er aufsah, lag kein sonderlich erfreuter Ausdruck auf seinen mürrischen Zügen. 

»Ihr Name ist mir bekannt, Mr. Sherlock Holmes, ebenso wie Ihr Beruf, ein Beruf, der durchaus nicht meinen Beifall findet.«

»Darin, Doktor, wird Ihnen jeder Kriminelle in diesem Lande zustimmen«, sagte mein Freund gelassen. 

»Soweit Ihre Bemühungen sich auf die Unterdrük-kung von Verbrechen erstrecken, Sir, müssen sie von jedem vernünftigen Glied der Gemeinschaft unterstützt werden, wenn ich auch nicht daran zweifeln kann, daß die offizielle Maschinerie diesen Zweck hinreichend erfüllt. Anfälliger für Kritik ist Ihr Gewerbe dort, wo Sie sich in die privaten Geheimnisse Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.435
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der Individuen einmischen, wo Sie Familienangelegenheiten, die besser im verborgenen blieben, aufwühlen, und wo Sie nebenher Menschen die Zeit stehlen, die mehr zu tun haben als Sie. In diesem Augenblick zum Beispiel sollte ich eher eine Abhandlung schreiben als mich mit Ihnen unterhalten.«

»Zweifellos, Doktor; und doch könnte sich diese Unterhaltung als wichtiger als Ihre Abhandlung erweisen. Übrigens darf ich Ihnen sagen, daß wir das Gegenteil dessen tun, was Sie sehr zu Recht tadeln, indem wir uns nämlich bemühen, jegliche öffentliche Zurschaustellung von Privatangelegenheiten zu verhindern, die notwendig folgen muß, wenn der Fall erst einmal der Polizei in die Hände gerät. Betrachten Sie mich einfach als einen irregulären Pionier, der der regulären Armee des Landes vorausgeht. Ich bin hier, um Sie wegen Mr. Godfrey Staunton zu befragen.«

»Was ist mit ihm?«

»Sie kennen Ihn doch wohl?«

»Er ist eng mit mir befreundet.«

»Ist Ihnen bekannt, daß er verschwunden ist?«

»Ach, tatsächlich!« Die schroffen Züge des Arztes änderten ihren Ausdruck nicht. 

»Er hat vorige Nacht sein Hotel verlassen. Seitdem hat man nichts mehr von ihm gehört.«

»Er wird zweifellos wiederkommen.«

»Morgen findet das Rugbyspiel der Universitäts-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.436
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mannschaften statt.«

»Ich nehme an diesen kindischen Spielen keinen Anteil. Das Schicksal des jungen Mannes interessiert mich sehr, da ich ihn kenne und er mir gefällt. Das Rugbyspiel hingegen geht mich nicht im geringsten etwas an.«

»Dann erhebe ich Anspruch auf Ihre Anteilnahme an meiner Untersuchung von Mr. Stauntons Schicksal. Wissen Sie, wo er sich befindet?«

»Bestimmt nicht.«

»Sie haben ihn seit gestern nicht gesehen?«

»Nein, das habe ich nicht.«

»War Mr. Staunton ein gesunder Mensch?«

»Vollkommen.«

»Haben Sie je eine Krankheit an ihm festgestellt?«

»Niemals.«

Unversehens hielt Holmes dem Arzt ein Stück Papier vor die Augen. »Dann erklären Sie mir vielleicht einmal diese quittierte Rechnung über dreizehn Guineen: vorigen Monat von Mr. Godfrey Staunton an Dr. Leslie Armstrong in Cambridge gezahlt. Die habe ich den Papieren auf seinem Schreibtisch entnommen.«

Der Arzt wurde rot vor Wut. 

»Ich denke, es besteht keinerlei Grund, Ihnen eine Erklärung abzugeben, Mr. Holmes.«

Holmes legte die Rechnung wieder in sein Notiz-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.437
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buch. 

»Wenn Sie eine öffentliche Erklärung vorziehen: die wird früher oder später fällig sein«, sagte er. »Ich sagte Ihnen bereits, daß ich geheimhalten kann, was andere in die Öffentlichkeit werden bringen müssen, und Sie täten wirklich klüger daran, mich vollständig ins Vertrauen zu ziehen.«

»Ich weiß gar nichts von der Sache.«

»Haben Sie von Mr. Staunton aus London gehört?«

»Bestimmt nicht.«

»Du liebe Zeit, du liebe Zeit – also wieder das Postamt!« stöhnte Holmes verdrossen. »Godfrey Staunton hat gestern abend um sechs Uhr fünfzehn ein äußerst dringendes Telegramm aus London an Sie geschickt – ein Telegramm, das zweifellos mit seinem Verschwinden zu tun hat –, und es ist nicht bei Ihnen eingetroffen. Sehr tadelnswert. Da werde ich aber mal hier aufs Postamt gehen und Beschwerde einlegen.«

Dr. Leslie Armstrong sprang hinter seinem Schreibtisch hervor, sein finsteres Gesicht war hochrot vor Zorn. 

»Verlassen Sie gefälligst mein Haus, Sir«, sagte er. 

»Sie können Ihrem Auftraggeber, Lord Mount-James, bestellen, daß ich weder mit ihm noch mit seinen Agenten etwas zu tun haben möchte. Nein, Sir, kein Wort mehr!« Er zog wütend an der Glocke. »John, fuhren Sie diese Gentlemen hinaus.« Ein aufgeblase-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.438
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ner Butler brachte uns unnachsichtig an die Tür, und als wir uns auf der Straße wiederfanden, brach Holmes in schallendes Gelächter aus. 

»Dr. Leslie Armstrong ist wahrhaftig ein Mann von Tatkraft und Charakter«, sagte er. »Ich habe noch keinen Mann gesehen, der, würde er seine Talente in diese Richtung wenden, besser geeignet wäre, die von dem illustren Moriarty hinterlassene Lücke zu füllen. 

Und jetzt, mein armer Watson, sind wir hier, gestrandet und ohne Freunde in dieser ungastlichen Stadt, die wir nicht verlassen können, ohne unseren Fall aufzugeben. Dieser kleine Gasthof direkt gegenüber Armstrongs Haus ist genau auf unsere Bedürfnisse zuge-schnitten. Wenn Sie ein Vorderzimmer und die für die Nacht erforderlichen Dinge besorgen würden, habe ich vielleicht Zeit, ein paar Nachforschungen anzustellen.«

Das Unternehmen dieser paar Nachforschungen erwies sich jedoch als zeitraubender, als Holmes sich vorgestellt hatte, denn er kam erst kurz vor neun Uhr in den Gasthof zurück. Er war blaß und niedergeschlagen, staubbedeckt und von Hunger und Erschöpfung gezeichnet. Ein kaltes Abendessen stand auf dem Tisch bereit, und als er seine Bedürfnisse befriedigt und seine Pfeife entzündet hatte, war er geneigt, die Dinge auf jene halb komische und gänzlich philosophische Weise zu betrachten, die ihm eigen war, wenn Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.439
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seine Geschäfte schiefgingen. Das Geräusch von Wagenrädern veranlagte ihn, aufzustehen und aus dem Fenster zu sehen. Vor der Tür des Arztes stand im grellen Schein einer Gaslaterne eine Kutsche mit zwei Grauschimmeln. 

»Drei Stunden war er weg«, sagte Holmes; »abgefahren um halb sieben, und da ist er wieder zurück. 

Das bedeutet einen Radius von zehn bis zwölf Meilen, und das macht er täglich einmal, manchmal auch zweimal.«

»Nichts Ungewöhnliches für einen praktizierenden Arzt.«

»Aber Armstrong ist eigentlich kein praktizierender Arzt. Er ist Dozent und ärztlicher Berater, aber aus normaler Praxisarbeit macht er sich nichts; die hält ihn von seiner literarischen Betätigung ab. Warum unternimmt er also diese langen Fahrten, die ihm au-

ßerordentlich lästig sein müssen, und wen besucht er?«

»Sein Kutscher –«

»Mein lieber Watson, können Sie daran zweifeln, daß ich den als ersten befragt habe? Ich weiß nicht, ob es aufgrund seiner angeborenen Boshaftigkeit oder auf Veranlassung seines Herrn geschah, jedenfalls war er grob genug, einen Hund auf mich zu hetzen. 

Jedoch gefiel der Anblick meines Stocks weder dem Hund noch dem Mann, und die Sache ging daneben. 
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Danach standen wir auf gespanntem Fuß, und weitere Nachforschungen kamen nicht mehr in Frage. Alles, was ich erfahren habe, stammt von einem freundlichen Einheimischen im Hof unseres Gasthauses. Der hat mir von den Gewohnheiten des Doktors und seinem täglichen Ausflug erzählt. Zur Bestätigung seiner Aussage fuhr in diesem Augenblick die Kutsche vor der Tür vor.«

»Konnten Sie sie nicht verfolgen?«

»Ausgezeichnet, Watson! Sie sprühen heute abend ja vor Witz. Diese Idee kam mir in der Tat. Wie Sie vielleicht bemerkt haben, befindet sich gleich neben unserer Herberge ein Fahrradgeschäft. Ich stürzte hinein, mietete ein Fahrrad und konnte mich noch auf den Weg machen, ehe die Kutsche ganz außer Sichtweite war. Ich hatte sie schnell eingeholt und fuhr dann in diskretem Abstand von etwa hundert Yards hinter ihren Rücklichtern her, bis wir die Stadt hinter uns gelassen hatten. Wir hatten schon ein Stück auf der Landstraße zurückgelegt, als sich etwas ziemlich De-mütigendes begab. Der Wagen hielt an, der Doktor stieg aus, ging rasch zu der Stelle zurück, an der ich ebenfalls haltgemacht hatte, und sagte mir auf exzellent sardonische Weise, er fürchte, die Straße sei ein wenig eng, und er hoffe, sein Wagen hindere mich nicht, mit meinem Fahrrad an ihm vorbeizufahren. 

Seine Art, dies auszudrücken, hätte trefflicher nicht Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.441
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sein können. Ich fuhr also gleich an seinem Wagen vorbei und einige Meilen auf der Hauptstraße weiter; dann blieb ich an einem geeigneten Platz stehen, um zu sehen, ob der Wagen vorbeikäme. Er zeigte sich jedoch nicht, und damit war klar, daß er in eine der vielen Nebenstraßen, die ich bemerkt hatte, eingebogen war. Ich fuhr zurück, sah aber wieder nichts von der Kutsche, und jetzt ist sie, wie Sie sehen, nach mir zurückgekommen. Anfangs hatte ich natürlich keinen besonderen Grund, diese Fahrten mit dem Verschwinden Godfrey Stauntons in Verbindung zu bringen, und ich war nur geneigt, ihnen aus dem ganz allgemeinen Grund nachzugehen, daß alles, was Dr. Armstrong betrifft, zur Zeit für uns von Interesse ist; doch nun, da ich feststelle, daß er vor jedermann, der ihn auf seinen Ausflügen verfolgt, dermaßen auf der Hut ist, kommt mir die Sache bedeutsamer vor, und ich werde erst zufrieden sein, wenn ich dahintergekommen bin.«

»Wir können ihn ja morgen verfolgen.«

»Können wir das? Es ist nicht so einfach, wie Sie zu denken scheinen. Die Landschaft von Cambridgeshire ist Ihnen wohl nicht vertraut? Sie eignet sich nicht zum Versteckspielen. Das ganze Land, über das ich heute abend gefahren bin, ist so flach und sauber wie Ihre Handfläche, und der Mann, den wir verfolgen, ist kein Narr, wie er heute abend sehr deutlich bewiesen hat. Ich habe Overton telegraphiert, er solle Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.442
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uns von jeder neuen Entwicklung in London hier in Kenntnis setzen; wir können unterdessen unsere Aufmerksamkeit einzig auf Dr. Armstrong richten, dessen Namen jene zuvorkommende junge Dame im Postamt mich auf dem Kontrollabschnitt von Stauntons drin-gendem Telegramm lesen ließ. Er weiß, wo der junge Mann sich aufhält – das könnte ich beschwören –, und wenn er es weiß, sind wir selbst schuld, wenn wir es nicht auch in Erfahrung bringen. Gegenwärtig müssen wir eingestehen, daß er die besseren Karten hat33, und Sie wissen ja, Watson, es ist nicht meine Art, einen solchen Zustand auf sich beruhen zu lassen.«

Dennoch brachte uns der nächste Tag der Lösung des Rätsels nicht näher. Nach dem Frühstück wurde uns ein Brief hereingebracht, den Holmes lächelnd an mich weiterreichte. 

Sir –

ich kann Ihnen versichern, daß Sie Ihre Zeit verschwenden, wenn Sie mir nachschnüffeln. Wie Sie vorige Nacht festgestellt haben, ist mein Wagen mit einem Rückfenster ausgestattet, und falls Ihnen etwas an einer Fahrt über zwanzig Meilen liegt, die Sie wieder an Ihren Ausgangspunkt zurückfuhren wird, so brauchen Sie mir nur zu folgen. Unterdessen setze ich Sie davon in Kenntnis, daß Mr. Godfrey Staunton in keiner Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.443
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Weise dadurch zu helfen ist, daß Sie mir nach-spionieren. Der beste Dienst, den Sie diesem Gentleman erweisen können, ist nach meiner Überzeugung der, daß Sie unverzüglich nach London zurückkehren und Ihrem Auftraggeber berichten, daß Sie ihn nicht aufspüren können. 

In Cambridge werden Sie Ihre Zeit mit Sicherheit verschwenden. 

Hochachtungsvoll

LESLIE ARMSTRONG

»Der Doktor ist ein freimütiger, ehrlicher Gegenspieler«, sagte Holmes. »Nun, nun, er erregt meine Neugier, und ich muß unbedingt mehr wissen, ehe ich ihn verlasse.«

»Sein Wagen steht jetzt vor der Tür«, sagte ich. 

»Jetzt steigt er ein. Ich habe bemerkt, daß er dabei zu unserem Fenster hochgesehen hat. Soll ich heute mal mein Glück auf dem Fahrrad versuchen?«

»Nein, nein, mein lieber Watson! Bei allem Respekt vor Ihrem natürlichen Scharfsinn dürften Sie dem trefflichen Doktor doch wohl nicht ganz gewachsen sein. Vielleicht gelange ich durch ein paar unabhängige Nachforschungen auf eigene Faust ans Ziel. 

Ich fürchte, ich werde Sie sich selbst überlassen müssen, da das Erscheinen von  zwei  neugierigen Fremden in einer verschlafenen Landschaft mehr Geschwätz Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.444
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hervorrufen könnte, als mir lieb ist. Sie werden in dieser ehrwürdigen Stadt zweifellos einige interessante Sehenswürdigkeiten finden, und ich hoffe, Ihnen heute abend einen günstigeren Bericht mitbringen zu können.«

Mein Freund sollte jedoch wieder enttäuscht werden. Am Abend kam er erschöpft und erfolglos zu-rück. 

»Der Tag ist ins Wasser gefallen, Watson. Nachdem ich die ungefähre Fahrtrichtung des Doktors herausgefunden hatte, habe ich den Tag damit verbracht, sämtliche Dörfer auf dieser Seite von Cambridge zu besuchen und mit Schankwirten und anderen örtlichen Nachrichtenagenturen Gedanken auszutauschen. Ich habe etwas Boden gewonnen: Chesterton, Histon, Waterbeach und Cakington sind durchforscht worden und haben sich alle als Fehlschlag entpuppt. In solch schläfrigen Nestern hätte man das tägliche Erscheinen eines Zweispänners wohl kaum übersehen. Wieder hat der Doktor einen Punkt gemacht. Ist ein Telegramm für mich gekommen?«

»Ja; ich habe es schon aufgemacht. Hier ist es:

›Bitten Sie Jeremy Dixon vom Trinity College um Pompey.‹ Ich verstehe das nicht.«

»Ach, ganz einfach: Das ist von unserem Freund Overton und beantwortet meine Anfrage. Ich werde Mr. Jeremy Dixon jetzt eine Nachricht zukommen las-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.445
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sen, und dann wird sich unser Glück zweifellos wenden. Gibt's übrigens was Neues von dem Spiel?«

»Ja, die hiesige Abendzeitung hat in ihrer neuesten Ausgabe einen ausgezeichneten Bericht. Oxford hat mit einem Tor und zwei Versuchen gewonnen. Die letzten Sätze der Reportage lauten: ›Die Niederlage der Hellblauen dürfte ausschließlich der unglücklichen Abwesenheit des hochkarätigen Nationalspielers Godfrey Staunten, zuzuschreiben sein, dessen Fehlen sich in jeder Phase des Spiels bemerkbar machte. Die mangelhafte Zusammenarbeit der Three-Quarter-Linie und deren Schwäche sowohl im Angriff als auch in der Verteidigung waren auch durch die Bemühungen einer sonst kompakten hart kämpfenden Mannschaft nicht zu kompensieren.‹«

»Womit also die Befürchtungen unseres Freundes Overton ihre Berechtigung hatten«, sagte Holmes. 

»Persönlich bin ich mit Dr. Armstrong einer Meinung: Rugby interessiert mich nicht im geringsten. 

Heute abend früh ins Bett, Watson, denn ich sehe voraus, daß es morgen einen ereignisreichen Tag geben wird.«

Holmes' Anblick am nächsten Morgen setzte mich in Schrecken, denn er saß mit seiner kleinen hypoderma-tischen Spritze vor dem Kamin. Ich mußte gleich an seine einzige Charakterschwäche denken und fürchte-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.446
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te das Schlimmste, als ich sie in seiner Hand glitzern sah. Er lachte mich ob meiner bestürzten Miene aus und legte die Spritze auf den Tisch. 

»Nein, nein, mein Lieber, kein Grund zur Aufregung. Sie ist in diesem Falle nicht das Werkzeug des Bösen, sondern wird sich eher als der Schlüssel erweisen, der unser Geheimnis aufschließt. Auf dieser Spritze basieren alle meine Hoffnungen. Ich komme soeben von einem kleinen Erkundungsgang zurück, und alles sieht günstig aus. Frühstücken Sie ordentlich, Watson, denn ich beabsichtige, Dr. Armstrong heute auf die Spur zu kommen, und wenn ich einmal dabei bin, werde ich nicht zum Ausruhen oder Essen innehalten, bis ich ihn in seinem Bau aufgestöbert haben werde.«

»In diesem Falle«, sagte ich, »sollten wir unser Frühstück am besten mitnehmen, denn heute fahrt er früh los. Sein Wagen steht schon vor der Tür.«

»Das macht nichts. Lassen Sie ihn fahren. Er muß schon sehr schlau sein, wenn er irgendwo hinfahren kann, wohin wir ihm nicht folgen können. Wenn Sie fertig sind, kommen Sie mit mir nach unten; ich werde Ihnen dann einen Detektiv vorstellen, der für die vor uns liegende Arbeit ganz hervorragend geeignet ist.«

Wir gingen hinunter, und ich folgte Holmes in den Stallhof, wo er die Tür einer Box öffnete und einen gedrungenen, weißbraun gefleckten Hund mit Hänge-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.447
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ohren herausließ – ein Mittelding zwischen einem Beagle und einem Fuchshund. 

»Ich darf Ihnen Pompey vorstellen«, sagte er. 

»Pompey ist der Stolz der hiesigen Jagdhunde, nicht gerade ein Renner, wie sein Körperbau beweist, aber ein ausgezeichneter Spürhund. Nun, Pompey, magst du auch nicht schnell sein, so denke ich doch, daß du zu schnell bist für zwei mittelalterige Londoner Gentlemen; ich bin daher so frei, diesen Lederriemen an deinem Halsband zu befestigen. Und jetzt komm, Junge, und zeig uns, was du kannst.« Er führte ihn zur Haustür des Doktors herüber. Der Hund schnüffelte kurz herum, dann lief er mit einem aufgeregten hohen Winseln los und zerrte an seiner Leine, um nur schneller laufen zu können. Nach einer halben Stunde hatten wir die Stadt hinter uns gelassen und hasteten eine Landstraße entlang. 

»Was haben Sie getan, Holmes?« fragte ich. 

»Es ist ein abgedroschener, altehrwürdiger Kunst-griff, der aber gelegentlich noch zu etwas nütze ist. 

Ich bin heute morgen auf den Hof des Doktors gegangen und habe meine mit Anisett gefüllte Spritze über dem Hinterrad seiner Kutsche ausgedrückt. Anisett würde einen Spürhund von hier bis John o' Groats34

locken, und unser Freund Armstrong müßte schon durch den Cam fahren, um Pompey von seiner Fährte abzubringen. Oh, der verschmitzte Schurke! So ist er Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.448
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mir also gestern abend entwischt!«

Der Hund war plötzlich von der Hauptstraße in einen grasbewachsenen Weg eingebogen. Eine halbe Meile weiter mündete dieser wieder auf eine breite Straße, und die Spur wandte sich scharf nach rechts in Richtung auf die Stadt zu, die wir gerade verlassen hatten. Die Straße machte einen Bogen zum Süden der Stadt und verlief dann weiter in der entgegengesetzten Richtung, in der wir losgegangen waren. 

»Diesen Umweg hat er also nur uns zu Gefallen unternommen?« sagte Holmes. »Kein Wunder, daß meine Nachforschungen in diesen Dörfern nichts erbracht haben. Der Doktor hat sein Spiel wahrlich nach besten Kräften gespielt, und ich würde doch gerne den Grund für ein so kunstvolles Täuschungsmanöver erfahren. Das da rechts dürfte das Dorf Trumpington sein. Und, Donnerwetter, da biegt sein Wagen um die Ecke! Schnell, Watson, schnell, oder wir sind erledigt!«

Er sprang durch ein Tor auf einen Acker und zerrte den widerstrebenden Pompey hinterdrein. Kaum hatten wir uns hinter der Hecke verborgen, als die Kutsche vorbeiratterte. Drinnen sah ich flüchtig Dr. Armstrong, er saß da mit gebeugten Schultern, der Kopf war auf die Hände gesunken – das reinste Bild des Elends. Am ernster gewordenen Gesicht meines Ge-fährten konnte ich erkennen, daß auch er ihn gesehen Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.449
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hatte. 

»Ich fürchte, unsere Suche wird ein finsteres Ende nehmen«, sagte er. »Es kann nicht mehr lange dauern, bis wir es wissen. Komm, Pompey! Ah, das Landhaus auf dem Feld dort ist es.«

Es konnte kein Zweifel daran bestehen, daß wir das Ziel unseres Ausflugs erreicht hatten. Pompey rannte ungeduldig winselnd vor dem Tor herum, wo noch die Spuren der Wagenräder zu sehen waren. Ein Fußweg führte zu dem einsamen Häuschen herüber. Holmes band den Hund am Heckenzaun fest, und wir hasteten weiter. Mein Freund klopfte an die kleine, einfache Tür, er klopfte noch einmal, ohne daß sich etwas rührte. Und doch war das Haus nicht verlassen; es drang nämlich ein leises Geräusch an unsere Ohren –

ein schmerzliches, verzweifeltes Stöhnen, das unbeschreiblich traurig klang. Holmes hielt unentschlossen inne, dann blickte er zur Straße zurück, die wir gerade überquert hatten. Eine Kutsche kam heran, und diese Grauschimmel waren nicht zu verwechseln. 

»Auch das noch, der Doktor kommt zurück!« rief Holmes. »Das nimmt uns die Entscheidung ab. Wir müssen unbedingt sehen, was das zu bedeuten hat, ehe er hier ist.«


Er machte die Tür auf, und wir traten in den Vorraum. Das Stöhnen schwoll stärker an, bis es zu einem einzigen langgezogenen, tiefen gequälten Heu-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.450
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len wurde. Es kam von oben. Holmes jagte die Treppe hoch, und ich ihm nach. Er stieß eine angelehnte Tür auf, und wir beide blieben entsetzt vor dem Anblick stehen, der sich uns bot. 

Eine junge und schöne Frau lag tot auf dem Bett. 

Ihr ruhiges, bleiches Antlitz mit den matten, weit offenen blauen Augen schwamm im Gewirr ihres goldnen Haars. Am Fuß des Bettes, halb sitzend, halb kniend, das Gesicht in den Laken vergraben, hockte ein junger Mann, dessen Körper von heftigem Schluchzen erschüttert wurde. Er war so sehr in seinen bitteren Schmerz vertieft, daß er erst aufsah, als Holmes' Hand auf seiner Schulter lag. 

»Sind Sie Mr. Godfrey Staunton?«

»Ja, ja; der bin ich – aber Sie kommen zu spät. Sie ist tot.«

Der Mann war so verwirrt, daß ihm nicht begreiflich gemacht werden konnte, daß wir nicht Ärzte waren, die man ihm zu Hilfe geschickt hatte. Holmes bemühte sich, einige Trostworte hervorzubringen und die Aufregung zu erklären, die sein plötzliches Verschwinden bei seinen Freunden verursacht hatte, als auf der Treppe Schritte ertönten und das wuchtige, strenge und fragende Gesicht Dr. Armstrongs in der Tür erschien. 

»So, Gentlemen«, sagte er, »Sie sind an Ihr Ziel gelangt, und Sie haben wahrhaftig einen besonders deli-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.451
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katen Zeitpunkt für Ihr Eindringen gewählt. Ich will im Angesicht des Todes nicht streiten, aber ich kann Ihnen versichern, daß Ihr ungeheuerliches Benehmen nicht ungestraft durchgehen würde, wenn ich ein wenig jünger wäre.«

»Verzeihen Sie, Dr. Armstrong, ich denke, wir mißverstehen uns gegenseitig«, sagte mein Freund würdevoll. »Wenn Sie uns nach unten folgen wollen, dürften wir in der Lage sein, einander über diese be-trübliche Angelegenheit aufzuklären.«

Eine Minute darauf saßen der grimmige Doktor und wir unten im Wohnzimmer. 

»Nun, Sir?« fragte er. 

»Zunächst einmal möchte ich Ihnen klarmachen, daß ich nicht für Lord Mount-James arbeite und daß meine Sympathien in dieser Sache ganz und gar nicht auf Seiten jenes Adligen sind. Wenn ein Mann verschwindet, ist es meine Pflicht, sein Schicksal zu ermitteln, doch wenn ich das getan habe, ist die Angelegenheit für mich beendet; und solange nichts Kriminelles mit im Spiel ist, liegt mir viel mehr daran, private Skandale zu vermeiden als ihnen zu Publizität zu verhelfen. Wenn, wie ich mir einbilde, in diesem Fall hier kein Gesetzesbruch vorliegt, können Sie sich auf meine Diskretion und meine Mithilfe dabei, die Tatsachen nicht in die Zeitungen gelangen zu lassen, vollkommen verlassen!«
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Dr. Armstrong trat rasch vor und drückte Holmes die Hand. 

»Sie sind ein guter Mann«, sagte er. »Ich hatte Sie falsch eingeschätzt. Ich danke dem Himmel dafür, daß meine Gewissensbisse, den armen Staunton in seinem schlimmen Zustand ganz allein gelassen zu haben, mich dazu veranlaßt haben, meinen Wagen zu wenden und so Ihre Bekanntschaft gemacht zu haben. 

Wenn man schon soviel weiß wie Sie, ist die Situation sehr leicht zu erklären. Vor einem Jahr wohnte Godfrey Staunton eine Zeitlang in London, wo er sich leidenschaftlich in die Tochter seiner Hauswirtin verliebte, die er auch heiratete. Sie war so gut, wie sie schön war, und so intelligent wie gut. Kein Mann braucht sich wegen einer solchen Frau zu schämen. 

Aber Godfrey war der Erbe dieses griesgrämigen alten Adligen, und es stand ziemlich fest, daß die Nachricht von seiner Verehelichung das Ende seiner Erbschaft bedeutet hätte. Ich kannte den Jungen gut, und ich mochte ihn wegen seiner vielen ausgezeichneten Eigenschaften. Ich tat, was ich konnte, um ihm zu helfen, die Dinge in Ordnung zu halten. Wir taten unser Allerbestes, die Sache vor jedermann geheimzuhalten, denn wenn ein solches Gerücht erst einmal in Umlauf kommt, weiß es binnen kurzem jeder. Dank dieses einsamen Häuschens und seiner Verschwiegenheit hatte Godfrey bis jetzt Erfolg. Ihr Geheimnis war nie-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.453
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mandem bekannt als mir und einem ausgezeichneten Diener, der augenblicklich in Trumpington ist, um Hilfe zu holen. Schließlich aber schlug das Schicksal furchtbar zu, und seine Frau wurde gefährlich krank. 

Es war Schwindsucht der bösartigsten Sorte. Der arme Junge war halb wahnsinnig vor Kummer, und doch mußte er nach London fahren, um an diesem Spiel teilzunehmen; denn er konnte sich dem nicht ohne irgendwelche Erklärungen entziehen, die sein Geheimnis ans Licht gebracht hätten. Ich versuchte ihn durch ein Telegramm aufzumuntern, worauf er mir antwortete und mich anflehte, alles zu tun, was in meinen Kräften stünde. Dies war das Telegramm, das Ihnen auf irgendeine unerklärliche Weise bekanntge-worden zu sein scheint. Ich habe ihm nicht gesagt, wie dringend die Gefahr war, da ich wußte, daß er hier nicht helfen konnte, doch dem Vater des Mädchens habe ich die Wahrheit geschrieben, und er hat höchst unbesonnen Godfrey davon Mitteilung gemacht. Mit dem Ergebnis, daß er in einem Zustand, der an Raserei grenzte, unverzüglich hierherkam; und in diesem Zustand verharrte er, am Fußende ihres Bettes knieend, bis heute morgen der Tod ihrem Leiden ein Ende machte. Das ist alles, Mr. Holmes, und ich bin sicher, daß ich auf Ihre Diskretion und die Ihres Freundes zählen kann.«

Holmes schüttelte dem Doktor die Hand. 

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.454
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»Kommen Sie, Watson«, sagte er, und wir traten aus diesem Haus der Trauer hinaus ins bleiche Sonnenlicht des Winters. 

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.455
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Abbey Grange

Es war an einem bitterkalten, frostigen Morgen im Winter des Jahres 1897, als ich von einem Zerren an meiner Schulter geweckt wurde. Es war Holmes. Die Kerze in seiner Hand beleuchtete sein ungeduldiges herabgebeugtes Gesicht, und ich sah mit einem Blick, daß irgend etwas nicht in Ordnung war. 

»Los Watson, los!« rief er. »Das Wild ist auf35. 

Kein Wort! Ziehen Sie sich an und kommen Sie!«

Zehn Minuten später saßen wir beide in einer Kutsche und ratterten durch die stillen Straßen zur Charing Cross Station. Zaghaft begann die Winterdämmerung heraufzukommen, und ab und zu konnten wir, ganz verschwommen und undeutlich im schillernden Dunst Londons, die Gestalt eines früh aufgestandenen Arbeiters vag an uns vorbeigehen sehen. Holmes hatte sich schweigend in seinen schweren Mantel gehüllt, und ich tat es ihm mit Vergnügen gleich, denn die Luft war schneidend kalt, und keiner von uns hatte gefrühstückt. Erst nachdem wir am Bahnhof einen heißen Tee getrunken und im Zug nach Kent unsere Plätze eingenommen hatten, waren wir soweit aufgetaut, daß er sprechen und ich zuhören konnte. Holmes zog einen Brief aus seiner Tasche und las ihn laut vor: Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.456
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Abbey Grange, Marsham, Kent, 3.30 Uhr Mein lieber Mr. Holmes – es würde mich sehr freuen, wenn Sie mir unverzüglich bei einem Fall zu Hilfe kämen, der höchst bemerkenswert zu werden verspricht. Die Sache liegt ganz auf Ihrer Linie. Bis auf die Befreiung der Lady werde ich dafür sorgen, daß alles genau so bleibt, wie ich es vorgefunden habe, doch bitte ich Sie, keine Sekunde zu verlieren, da Sir Eustace nicht lange dort wird liegenbleiben können. 

Hochachtungsvoll Ihr

STANLEY HOPKINS

»Siebenmal hat Hopkins mich schon zu sich gerufen, und jedesmal war seine Aufforderung durchaus berechtigt«, sagte Holmes. »Ich nehme an, daß jeder einzelne seiner Fälle in Ihre Sammlung Eingang gefunden hat, und ich muß zugeben, Watson, daß Ihre Begabung, Dinge auszuwählen, für einiges entschä-

digt, was ich an Ihren Berichten bedauere. Ihr fataler Hang, jeden Fall nur als Erzählung und nicht als wissenschaftliches Exerzitium zu betrachten, hat eine möglicherweise lehrreiche, ja gar klassische Reihe von Demonstrationen zugrunde gerichtet. Sie gehen über ein Schaffen von äußerster Finesse und Eleganz hinweg, um bei sensationellen Einzelheiten zu verweilen, die den Leser zwar aufregen mögen, ihn aber Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.457
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kaum belehren können.«

»Warum schreiben Sie dann nicht selbst?« fragte ich ihn ein wenig verbittert. 

»Das werde ich noch, mein lieber Watson, das werde ich. Zur Zeit bin ich, wie Sie wissen, ziemlich beschäftigt, aber ich habe die Absicht, meinen Lebensabend dem Abfassen eines Lehrbuchs zu widmen, in dem die gesamte Kunst des Detektivs in einem Bande konzentriert sein soll. Bei unserem gegenwärtigen Fall scheint es sich um Mord zu handeln.«

»Sie glauben also, dieser Sir Eustace ist tot?«

»Das möchte ich meinen. Hopkins' Schrift zeugt von beträchtlicher Erschütterung, und so leicht regt ihn nichts auf. Ja, ich vermute, es geht um ein Gewaltverbrechen, und die Leiche liegt noch da, damit wir sie inspizieren können. Ein bloßer Selbstmord hätte ihn nicht veranlaßt, mich herbeizurufen. Was die Befreiung dieser Lady betrifft, so scheint mir, daß sie während der Tragödie in ihrem Zimmer eingeschlossen war. Wir bewegen uns in hohen Kreisen, Watson – knisterndes Papier, das Monogramm ›E.B.‹, das Wappen, die pittoreske Anschrift. Ich glaube, Freund Hopkins wird seinem Ruf gerecht werden, und wir werden einen interessanten Morgen haben. Das Verbrechen wurde letzte Nacht vor zwölf Uhr verübt.«

»Wie kommen Sie nur darauf?«
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»Ich habe die Züge überprüft und die Zeit berechnet. Die Ortspolizei mußte gerufen werden, die mußte wiederum mit Scotland Yard in Verbindung treten, Hopkins mußte herausfahren, und er mußte wiederum nach mir schicken lassen. Das alles nimmt eine ganze Nacht in Anspruch. Nun, das hier ist Chislehurst Station, und bald werden unsere Zweifel behoben sein.«

Eine Fahrt über einige Meilen schmaler Landstra-

ßen brachte uns an ein Parktor, das uns von einem alten Pförtner geöffnet wurde, dessen verstörtes Gesicht von irgendeinem beträchtlichen Unglücksfall kündete. Der Weg lief unter alten Ulmen hin durch einen stattlichen Park und endete vor einem flachen, weitläufigen Haus, dessen Vorderfront nach Art Palladios mit Säulen geschmückt war. Der mittlere Teil, ganz in Efeu gehüllt, war offenbar schon sehr alt, doch wiesen die großen Fenster auf neuzeitliche Re-staurierungsarbeiten hin, und ein Flügel des Gebäudes schien vollkommen neu zu sein. Aus der offenen Eingangstür sah uns die jugendliche Gestalt und das muntere, ungeduldige Gesicht von Inspektor Stanley Hopkins entgegen. 

»Ich freue mich sehr, daß Sie gekommen sind, Mr. 

Holmes. Und Sie auch, Dr. Watson! Aber wenn ich noch einmal von vorn anfangen könnte, würde ich Sie wirklich nicht herbemüht haben, denn seit die Lady wieder zu sich gekommen ist, hat sie einen so deutli-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.459
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chen Bericht von der Sache abgegeben, daß uns kaum noch etwas zu tun übrigbleibt. Sie erinnern sich doch an diese Einbrecherbande aus Lewisham?«

»Was – die drei Randalls?«

»Genau; der Vater und seine zwei Söhne. Es ist ihr Werk, daran ist kein Zweifel. Vor zwei Wochen haben sie in Sydenham ein Ding gedreht, wobei sie beobachtet und beschrieben wurden. Ziemlich unverfroren, so schnell und so in der Nähe noch was zu unternehmen; aber sie waren es, ganz zweifellos. Diesmal wird es sie an den Galgen bringen.«

»Sir Eustace ist demnach tot?«

»Ja; man hat ihm mit seinem Schürhaken den Schä-

del eingeschlagen.«

»Sir Eustace Brackenstall, wie ich vom Kutscher gehört habe.«

»Jawohl – einer der reichsten Männer in Kent. 

Lady Brackenstall ist im  morning-room.  Die arme Frau, sie hat ganz Fürchterliches mitgemacht. Sie wirkte halb tot, als ich sie zum erstenmal sah. Ich denke, Sie sollten am besten zu ihr gehen und sich von ihr die Tatsachen berichten lassen. Danach werden wir zusammen das Speisezimmer untersuchen.«

Lady Brackenstall war keine gewöhnliche Person. 

Selten habe ich eine so anmutige Figur gesehen, eine so weibliche Erscheinung und ein so schönes Gesicht. 

Sie war goldblond, hatte blaue Augen und hätte zwei-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.460
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fellos jene vollkommene Hautfarbe gehabt, die diesem Typus eigen ist, wenn ihr jüngstes Erlebnis sie nicht mit Schmerz und Verhärmung gezeichnet hätte. Sie litt sowohl körperlich als auch geistig, denn über einem Auge erhob sich eine scheußliche, pflaumenfar-bene Schwellung, die ihr Dienstmädchen, eine große, strenge Frau, emsig mit Wasser und Essig benetzte. 

Die Lady lag erschöpft auf einer Couch, doch ließen ihr rascher, aufmerkender Blick, als wir das Zimmer betraten, und der wachsame Ausdruck auf ihren schö-

nen Zügen erkennen, daß weder ihr Verstand noch ihr Mut von dem schrecklichen Erlebnis erschüttert worden waren. Sie war in einen weiten, blausilbernen Morgenmantel gehüllt, doch lag auf der Couch neben ihr ein mit Ziermünzen geschmücktes Abendkleid. 

»Ich habe Ihnen doch schon alles erzählt, Mr. Hopkins«, sagte sie verdrießlich; »könnten Sie es nicht für mich wiederholen? Nun, wenn Sie es für nötig halten, so werde ich diesen Gentlemen erzählen, was vorgefallen ist. Sind sie schon im Speisezimmer gewesen?«

»Ich hielt es für besser, daß sie zuvor Euer Ladyship Bericht vernähmen.«

»Es soll mich freuen, wenn Sie die Sache erledigen können. Der Gedanke, daß er noch immer da liegt, ist mir entsetzlich.« Sie schauderte und vergrub ihr Gesicht einen Augenblick in ihren Händen. Dabei gab der lose Mantel ihren Unterarm frei, und Holmes stieß Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.461
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hervor:

»Sie haben ja noch mehr Verletzungen, Madam! 

Was ist das?« Zwei deutliche rote Flecken stachen von einem der weißen runden Glieder ab. Sie bedeckte es hastig. 

»Das ist nichts. Es hat mit der scheußlichen Sache von letzter Nacht nichts zu tun. Wenn Sie und Ihr Freund Platz nehmen wollen, werde ich Ihnen alles er-zählen, was ich kann. 

Ich bin Sir Eustace Brackenstalls Frau. Wir haben vor etwa einem Jahr geheiratet. Es hat wohl keinen Zweck, wenn ich zu verheimlichen suche, daß unsere Ehe nicht glücklich gewesen ist. Ich furchte, alle unsere Nachbarn würden Ihnen das erzählen, selbst wenn ich versuchen sollte, es abzustreiten. Die Schuld liegt vielleicht zum Teil bei mir. Ich wurde in der freieren, weniger konventionellen Atmosphäre Südau-straliens erzogen, und dieser englische Lebensstil mit seinen Anstandsregeln und Förmlichkeiten sagt mir überhaupt nicht zu. Der Hauptgrund aber liegt in der einen Tatsache, die auch jedermann bekannt ist, daß nämlich Sir Eustace ein Gewohnheitstrinker war. Es ist widerwärtig, mit einem solchen Mann auch nur eine Stunde zu verbringen. Können Sie sich vorstellen, was es für eine sensible und stolze Frau bedeutet, Tag und Nacht an ihn gebunden zu sein? Es ist ein Frevel, ein Verbrechen, eine Niedertracht, zu behaup-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.462
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ten, daß eine solche Ehe bindend sei. Ich sage, diese Ihre ungeheuerlichen Gesetze werden einen Fluch über das Land bringen – der Himmel wird eine solche Schande nicht andauern lassen.« Sie setzte sich kurz auf, ihre Wangen röteten sich, und ihre Augen flammten unter dem schrecklichen Mal auf ihrer Stirn. Dann drückte die kräftige, beschwichtigende Hand des strengen Dienstmädchens ihren Kopf wieder auf das Kissen, und ihr maßloser Zorn erstickte in leidenschaftlichem Schluchzen. Schließlich fuhr sie fort:

»Ich will Ihnen von der vorigen Nacht erzählen. 

Ihnen ist vielleicht bekannt, daß sämtliche Dienstboten dieses Hauses in dem modernen Flügel schlafen. 

In diesem mittleren Teil hier befinden sich die Wohnräume, dahinter die Küche und oben unser Schlafzimmer. Mein Mädchen Theresa schläft oben in meinem Zimmer. Sonst ist dort niemand, und kein Geräusch könnte die Leute in dem entfernten Flügel wecken. 

Dies muß den Räubern wohlbekannt gewesen sein, sonst wären sie nicht so vorgegangen. 

Sir Eustace hat sich um halb elf zurückgezogen. 

Die Diener waren schon in ihre Unterkünfte gegangen. Nur mein Mädchen war noch auf; sie war in ihrem Zimmer ganz oben im Haus geblieben, bis ich ihre Dienste brauchte. Ich saß, in ein Buch vertieft, bis nach elf in diesem Zimmer. Dann machte ich einen Rundgang, um zu sehen, ob alles in Ordnung wäre, Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.463
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ehe ich nach oben ginge. Es war meine Angewohnheit, dies selbst zu tun, da auf Sir Eustace, wie ich schon sagte, nicht immer Verlaß war. Ich ging in die Küche, den Anrichteraum, den Gewehrraum, das Billardzimmer, den Salon und schließlich in das Speisezimmer. Als ich mich dem Fenster näherte, das mit schweren Vorhängen bedeckt ist, spürte ich plötzlich, wie mir der Wind ins Gesicht wehte, und ich bemerkte, daß es offenstand. Ich zog den Vorhang auf und sah mich einem breitschultrigen älteren Mann gegen-

über, der eben in das Zimmer gestiegen war. Das Fenster ist so ein hohes französisches, eigentlich eine Tür, die auf den Rasen hinausführt. Ich hielt meine brennende Schlafzimmerkerze in der Hand, und in ihrem Licht sah ich hinter dem ersten Mann zwei weitere hereinkommen. Ich trat zurück, aber der Kerl stürzte sich sofort auf mich. Zuerst packte er mich am Handgelenk und dann bei der Kehle. Ich machte den Mund auf, um zu schreien, doch er gab mir einen brutalen Schlag mit der Faust übers Auge und warf mich zu Boden. Ich muß ein paar Minuten bewußtlos gewesen sein, denn als ich wieder zu mir kam, stellte ich fest, daß sie die Glockenschnur abgerissen und mich fest an den Eichenstuhl am Kopfende des Eßzimmer-tischs gebunden hatten. Ich war so stark gefesselt, daß ich mich nicht bewegen konnte, und ein Taschentuch vor meinem Mund hinderte mich daran, irgendeinen Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.464
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Ton von mir zu geben. In diesem Augenblick betrat mein unglücklicher Mann das Zimmer. Offenbar hatte er etwas Verdächtiges gehört, und er war vorbereitet auf eine solche Szene, wie er sie nun antraf. Er war mit Hemd und Hosen bekleidet und trug seine Lieb-lingskeule aus Schwarzdorn in der Hand. Er stürzte sich auf einen der Einbrecher, aber ein anderer – es war der ältere – bückte sich, nahm den Schürhaken aus dem Kamin und versetzte ihm damit einen furchtbaren Schlag. Er brach, ohne einen Ton von sich zu geben, zusammen und rührte sich nicht mehr. Ich fiel wieder in Ohmacht, doch kann ich wiederum nur einige wenige Minuten bewußtlos gewesen sein. Als ich die Augen aufschlug, sah ich, daß sie das Silber aus dem Geschirrschrank geholt hatten; außerdem hatten sie eine Flasche Wein, die dort herumstand, aufgemacht. Jeder hielt ein Glas in der Hand. Ich habe Ihnen wohl schon gesagt, daß der eine ein älterer Mann war, mit Bart, während die anderen junge, bartlose Burschen waren. Es hätte ein Vater mit seinen beiden Söhnen sein können. Sie sprachen flüsternd miteinander. Dann kamen sie herüber und vergewisserten sich, daß meine Fesseln noch ordentlich saßen. 

Schließlich gingen sie und schlössen das Fenster hinter sich. Ich brauchte eine volle Viertelstunde, um meinen Mund freizubekommen. Auf meine Schreie hin kam mir dann das Mädchen zu Hilfe. Die anderen Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.465
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Dienstboten waren rasch alarmiert, und wir schickten nach der hiesigen Polizei, die sich sofort mit London in Verbindung setzte. Mehr kann ich Ihnen wirklich nicht sagen, Gentlemen, und ich hoffe, ich werde diese schreckliche Geschichte nicht noch einmal er-zählen müssen.«

»Irgendwelche Fragen, Mr. Holmes?« sagte Hopkins. 

»Ich möchte Lady Brackenstalls Zeit und Geduld nicht weiter in Anspruch nehmen«, sagte Holmes. 

»Doch ehe ich in das Speisezimmer gehe, würde ich gerne noch hören, wie Sie die Sache erlebt haben.« Er sah das Mädchen an. 

»Ich habe die Männer schon gesehen, noch bevor sie in das Haus gekommen sind«, sagte sie. »Als ich an meinem Schlafzimmerfenster saß, sah ich im Mondlicht drüben bei der Pförtnerloge drei Männer, aber da habe ich mir nichts bei gedacht. Mehr als eine Stunde danach hörte ich meine Herrin schreien, ich lief hinunter und fand das arme Lämmchen genau so, wie sie sagt, und ihn auf dem Boden, und sein Blut und sein Gehirn übers ganze Zimmer verspritzt. Das hätte eine Frau glatt um den Verstand bringen können, so gefesselt dazuliegen, und sogar ihr Kleid war mit ihm besudelt; aber meiner Miss Mary Fraser aus Adelaide hat's noch nie an Mut gefehlt, und die Lady Brackenstall von Abbey Grange hat sich da auch Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.466
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nicht verändert. Sie haben sie lange genug befragt, Gentlemen, und jetzt wird sie mit ihrer alten Theresa auf ihr Zimmer gehen, um endlich die Ruhe zu bekommen, die sie dringend braucht.«

Die hagere Frau legte mit mütterlicher Zärtlichkeit den Arm um ihre Herrin und führte sie aus dem Zimmer. 

»Sie ist schon ihr ganzes Leben lang bei ihr«, sagte Hopkins. »Hat sie als Säugling großgezogen und ist mit ihr nach England gekommen, als sie vor achtzehn Monaten Australien zum erstenmal verließen. Theresa Wright heißt sie; ein Hausmädchen, wie man sie heute nicht mehr findet. Hier entlang, Mr. Holmes, bitte sehr!«

Das gespannte Interesse war aus Holmes' ausdrucksvollen Zügen gewichen, und ich wußte, daß mit dem Rätselhaften der ganze Reiz des Falles verschwunden war. Es blieb zwar noch eine Verhaftung durchzuführen, aber wer waren schon diese banalen Gauner, daß er sich an ihnen die Hände schmutzig machen sollte? Ein erfahrener Facharzt für abstruse Krankheiten, den man zu einem Fall von Masern herbeizöge, würde etwas von der Verärgerung spüren, die ich in den Augen meines Freundes las. Freilich war der Anblick des Speisezimmers von Abbey Grange merkwürdig genug, um seine Aufmerksamkeit zu fesseln und sein schwindendes Interesse wieder wach-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.467
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zurufen. 

Es war ein sehr großer und hoher Raum mit geschnitzter Eichendecke und ebensolcher Täfelung; die Wände waren mit einer Reihe von Tierköpfen und alten Waffen geschmückt. Das hohe französische Fenster, von dem wir bereits gehört hatten, befand sich an der der Tür gegenüber liegenden Seite. Drei kleinere Fenster zur Rechten erfüllten das Zimmer mit dem kalten Licht der Wintersonne. Zur Linken befand sich ein großer, tiefer Kamin mit wuchtig überhängendem Eichensims. Neben dem Kamin stand ein schwerer Eichenstuhl mit Armlehnen und Querstreben zwischen den Beinen. Das ganze Holzwerk war von einer roten Schnur umschlungen, die an beiden Seiten der unteren Querstrebe befestigt war. Bei der Befreiung der Lady hatte man die Schnur lediglich von ihr abgestreift, die Knoten aber so belassen. Diese Einzelheiten fielen uns erst hinterher auf, da unsere Gedanken vollständig von dem entsetzlichen Gegenstand in Anspruch genommen wurden, der auf dem Tigerfell vor dem Kamin hingebreitet lag. 

Es war die Leiche eines großen, gutgebauten Mannes von circa vierzig Jahren. Er lag auf dem Rücken, das Gesicht nach oben gewandt, seine weißen Zähne blitzten unter seinem kurzen schwarzen Bart hervor. 

Er hielt beide Hände geballt über seinen Kopf, dar-

über lag ein schwerer Schwarzdornstock. Sein dunk-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.468
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les, ansehnliches Adlergesicht war von rachsüchtigem Haß verkrampft, was seinem Totenantlitz einen furchtbaren, satanischen Ausdruck verlieh. Er hatte offenbar schon im Bett gelegen, als er die besorgniserregenden Geräusche gehört hatte, denn er trug ein stutzerhaftes, besticktes Nachthemd, und die Füße, die aus seinen Hosen ragten, waren nackt. Sein Kopf war gräßlich verwundet, und der ganze Raum zeugte von der wilden Wucht des Schlages, der ihn niedergestreckt hatte. Neben ihm lag der schwere Schürhaken; der Aufprall hatte ihn verbogen. Holmes untersuchte sowohl den Schürhaken als auch die damit angerichte-te unbeschreibliche Zerstörung. 

»Das muß ein starker Mann sein, dieser ältere Randall«, bemerkte er. 

»In der Tat«, sagte Hopkins. »Ich habe mich über diesen Burschen informiert; das ist ein ganz rauher Kerl.«

»Es dürfte Ihnen nicht schwerfallen, ihn zu fassen.«

»Nicht im geringsten. Es lief bereits eine Fahndung gegen ihn, und einiges wies darauf hin, daß er nach Amerika geflohen ist. Jetzt, wo wir wissen, daß die Bande noch hier ist, wüßte ich nicht, wie sie uns entkommen sollte. Wir haben bereits sämtliche Seehäfen benachrichtigt, und noch vor heute abend wird eine Belohnung ausgesetzt werden. Mir ist es nur ein Rätsel, wie sie so etwas Verrücktes haben tun können, Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.469
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wo sie doch wußten, daß die Lady sie beschreiben würde und daß wir sie anhand der Beschreibung erkennen würden.«

»Sehr richtig. Man hätte erwartet, daß sie Lady Brackenstall ebenfalls zum Schweigen gebracht hätten.«

»Vielleicht haben sie nicht gemerkt«, schlug ich vor, »daß sie aus ihrer Ohnmacht aufgewacht war.«

»Gut möglich. Wenn sie den Eindruck machte, als ob sie bewußtlos war, brauchten sie ihr nicht das Leben zu nehmen. Was ist eigentlich mit diesem armen Burschen, Hopkins? Ich glaube, schon einiges Merkwürdige über ihn gehört zu haben.«

»Nüchtern war er ein liebenswürdiger Mann, aber der reinste Satan, wenn er betrunken war, das heißt, wenn er halb betrunken war, denn er hat sich nur selten ganz gehen lassen. Er schien dann geradezu vom Teufel besessen und war zu allem fähig. Wie ich erfahren habe, ist er uns, trotz seinem Reichtum und seinem Titel, schon ein paarmal bedenklich nahe gekommen. Einmal gab's einen Skandal, als er einen Hund mit Petroleum übergössen und angezündet hatte – den Hund der Lady, um die Sache noch schlimmer zu machen –, was sich nur unter Schwierigkeiten vertuschen ließ. Und einmal hat er eine Karaffe nach diesem Hausmädchen Theresa Wright geworfen; da hat's Scherereien gegeben. Insgesamt be-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.470
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trachtet – dies nur unter uns –, wird das Haus ohne ihn heiterer sein. Was haben Sie denn jetzt entdeckt?«

Holmes hatte sich hingekniet und untersuchte mit großer Aufmerksamkeit die Knoten in der roten Schnur, mit der die Lady gefesselt worden war. Sodann prüfte er sorgfältig die zerfranste Stelle, an der sie abgerissen war, als der Einbrecher sie herunterge-zerrt hatte. 

»Als man die Schnur abgerissen hat, muß die Glok-ke in der Küche laut geschellt haben«, bemerkte er. 

»Das konnte niemand hören. Die Küche befindet sich ganz hinten im Haus.«

»Woher wußte der Einbrecher, daß niemand das hören würde? Wie konnte er es wagen, so leichtsinnig an einer Glockenschnur zu ziehen?«

»Genau, Mr. Holmes, genau. Damit stellen Sie eben die Frage, die ich mir selbst immer wieder gestellt habe. Es kann kein Zweifel daran bestehen, daß dieser Kerl das Haus und seine Gewohnheiten gekannt haben muß. Er muß genau gewußt haben, daß die gesamte Dienerschaft zu dieser verhältnismäßig frühen Stunde zu Bett sein würde und daß unmöglich jemand die Glocke in der Küche hören konnte. Demnach muß er mit einem der Dienstboten in engem Bunde gestanden haben. Dies liegt auf der Hand. 

Aber es gibt hier acht Dienstboten, und die haben alle einen guten Leumund.«

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.471
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»Wenn sonst alles seine Richtigkeit hat«, sagte Holmes, »würde man als erstes diejenige verdächtigen, nach deren Kopf der Hausherr eine Karaffe geworfen hat. Aber das würde Verrat an der Herrin bedeuten, der diese Frau so ergeben scheint. Nun, nun, das ist ein unbedeutender Punkt, und wenn Sie erst einmal Randall gefaßt haben, werden Sie vermutlich keine Schwierigkeiten haben, seine Komplicen festzustellen. Die Erzählung der Lady scheint jedenfalls von jedem Detail, das wir hier vor uns sehen, bestätigt zu werden, falls sie denn eine Bestätigung braucht.« Er ging an das französische Fenster und riß es auf. »Hier sind keine Spuren, aber der Boden ist auch eisenhart, und man kann hier keine erwarten. Wie ich sehe, sind diese Kerzen auf dem Kamin angezündet worden.«

»Ja, in ihrem Schein und dem der Schlafzimmerkerze der Lady haben die Einbrecher sich zurecht gefunden.«

»Und was haben sie mitgenommen?«

»Nun ja, nicht eben viel – nur ein halbes Dutzend Stücke von dem Silbergeschirr aus dem Schrank da. 

Lady Brackenstall meint, der Tod von Sir Eustace habe sie so aus der Fassung gebracht, daß sie, abweichend von ihrem Plan, nicht mehr das ganze Haus durchwühlt hätten.«

»Das stimmt zweifellos. Dennoch haben sie Wein getrunken, wie ich gehört habe.«

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.472
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»Um ihre Nerven zu beruhigen.«

»Allerdings. Die drei Gläser auf dem Schrank sind nicht angerührt worden, nehme ich an?«

»Aber nein; auch die Flasche steht noch so da, wie sie sie hinterlassen haben.«

»Sehen wir uns das mal an. Hallo, hallo! Was ist das?«

Die drei Gläser standen eng beieinander; sie alle enthielten noch Spuren von Wein, und in einem befanden sich Reste von Bodensatz. Die Flasche daneben war noch zu zwei Dritteln gefüllt; neben ihr lag ein langer, tiefgetönter Korken. Sein Aussehen sowie der Staub auf der Flasche wiesen darauf hin, daß es kein gewöhnlicher Jahrgang gewesen war, den die Mörder genossen hatten. 

Holmes' Verhalten hatte sich verändert. Der teilnahmslose Ausdruck war von ihm gewichen, und ich sah, wie seine scharfen, tiefliegenden Augen wieder lebhaft vor Interesse funkelten. Er nahm den Korken und untersuchte ihn eingehend. 

»Wie haben sie ihn herausgezogen?« fragte er. 

Hopkins zeigte auf eine halb geöffnete Schublade, in der ein paar Tischtücher und ein Korkenzieher lagen. 

»Hat Lady Brackenstall gesagt, sie hätten diesen Korkenzieher benutzt?«

»Nein; wie Sie wissen, war sie bewußtlos, als die Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.473
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Flasche geöffnet wurde.«

»Ganz richtig. Tatsächlich wurde dieser Korkenzieher  nicht  benutzt. Diese Flasche ist mit einem Tas-chenkorkenzieher aufgemacht worden, der vermutlich zu einem Messer gehörte und nicht länger als anderthalb Zoll war. Wenn Sie den oberen Teil des Korkens untersuchen, werden Sie feststellen, daß der Korkenzieher dreimal angesetzt worden ist, ehe der Korken herausgezogen wurde. Er ist nicht vollständig durchbohrt. Mit diesem langen Korkenzieher hätte man ihn durchbohren und mit einem Zug herausziehen können. 

Wenn Sie diesen Kerl schnappen, werden Sie in seinem Besitz eins dieser Mehrzweckmesser finden.«

»Ausgezeichnet!« sagte Hopkins. 

»Aber diese Gläser verwirren mich wirklich, muß ich gestehen. Lady Brackenstall hat tatsächlich drei Männer beim Trinken  gesehen,  ja?«

»Jawohl; dessen war sie sich sicher.«

»Dann sind wir hier fertig. Was ist da noch zu sagen? Und doch müssen Sie zugeben, daß die drei Gläser höchst bemerkenswert sind, Hopkins. Was –

Sie finden nichts Bemerkenswertes daran? Nun, nun, reden wir nicht mehr davon. Als Spezialist mit besonderen Fähigkeiten, wie ich einer bin, sucht man vielleicht eher nach einer komplizierten Erklärung, auch wenn eine einfachere zur Hand ist. Das mit den Glä-

sern wird natürlich reiner Zufall sein. Nun, guten Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.474
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Morgen, Hopkins; ich wüßte nicht, wie ich Ihnen noch nützlich sein könnte, und Sie haben Ihren Fall anscheinend vollkommen aufgeklärt. Sagen Sie mir Bescheid, wenn Randall verhaftet ist, und informieren Sie mich von allen weiteren Entwicklungen, die sich noch ergeben können. Ich hoffe, daß ich Ihnen bald zu einem erfolgreichen Abschluß werde gratulieren können. Kommen Sie, Watson, ich glaube, zu Hause können wir uns nutzbringender betätigen.«

Während der Rückfahrt sah ich Holmes' Gesicht an, daß ihn irgend etwas, das er beobachtet hatte, überaus verwirrte. Hin und wieder schüttelte er diesen Eindruck mühsam ab und sprach, als sei die Sache ganz klar, aber dann wurde er wieder von seinen Zweifeln befallen, und seine gerunzelte Stirn und der abwesende Blick zeigten, daß er mit seinen Gedanken wieder in dem großen Speisezimmer der Abbey Grange weilte, in dem jene mitternächtliche Tragödie stattgefunden hatte. Schließlich, als unser Zug gerade aus einem Vorstadtbahnhof herauskroch, sprang er, einer plötzlichen Eingebung folgend, auf den Bahnsteig und zog mich hinter sich hinaus. 

»Verzeihen Sie, mein Lieber«, sagte er, während wir die hinteren Waggons unseres Zuges um eine Biegung verschwinden sahen; »es tut mir leid, Sie zum Opfer einer scheinbar bloßen Marotte zu machen, aber meiner Treu, Watson, ich  kann  den Fall einfach Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.475
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nicht so auf sich beruhen lassen. Alle meine Instinkte stemmen sich dagegen. Da stimmt was nicht – da stimmt überhaupt nichts – das kann ich beschwören. 

Dabei war die Erzählung der Lady vollständig, die Bestätigung des Hausmädchens hinreichend, die Einzelheiten ziemlich genau. Was habe ich dem entge-genzusetzen? Drei Weingläser, sonst nichts. Aber wenn ich nicht alles als erwiesen hingenommen hätte, wenn ich alles mit der Sorgfalt untersucht hätte, mit der ich vorgegangen wäre, wären wir dem Fall  de novo  entgegengetreten und nicht von einer vorfabri-zierten Geschichte beeinflußt gewesen – ja, hätte ich dann nicht irgend etwas Bestimmteres gefunden, auf das ich mich stützen könnte? Natürlich hätte ich das. 

Nehmen Sie auf dieser Bank Platz, Watson, bis ein Zug nach Chislehurst einläuft, und erlauben Sie mir solange, das Beweismaterial vor Ihnen auszubreiten; vor allem beschwöre ich Sie, aus Ihrem Geist die Vorstellung zu verbannen, daß irgend etwas von dem, was das Mädchen oder die Hausherrin gesagt haben, unbedingt wahr sein muß. Wir dürfen nicht zulassen, daß die reizende Persönlichkeit der Lady unser Urteil beeinflußt. 

Zweifellos vermögen einige Details ihrer Erzählung, ruhigen Bluts betrachtet, unseren Verdacht zu erregen. Diese Einbrecher haben vor zwei Wochen in Sydenham beträchtliche Beute gemacht. Über sie und Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.476
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ihr Aussehen hat einiges in den Zeitungen gestanden, was jemandem, der eine Geschichte zu erfinden wünschte, in der vorgebliche Räuber eine Rolle spielen sollen, ganz natürlich in den Sinn kommen würde. 

In Wirklichkeit genießen Einbrecher, die einen guten Fang gemacht haben, in aller Regel erst einmal in Ruhe und Frieden ihren Gewinn und machen sich nicht gleich wieder an eine gefährliche Unternehmung. Desgleichen ist es ungewöhnlich, daß Einbrecher eine Dame schlagen, um sie am Schreien zu hindern, da dies doch eigentlich der sicherste Weg sein dürfte, sie zum Schreien zu bringen; ungewöhnlich ist auch, daß sie einen Mord begehen, wenn sie zahlreich genug sind, einen einzigen Mann zu überwältigen; ungewöhnlich ist ferner, daß sie sich mit einer begrenzten Beute zufriedengeben, Wenn sie noch viel mehr bekommen können; und schließlich möchte ich meinen, ist es höchst ungewöhnlich, daß solche Männer eine Flasche halb ausgetrunken stehenlassen. Was halten Sie von all diesen Ungewöhnlichkeiten, Watson?«

»In solcher Anhäufung wirken sie gewiß beeindruckend, und doch ist jede für sich allein durchaus denkbar. Das Ungewöhnlichste von allem scheint mir, daß die Lady an den Stuhl gefesselt worden sein will.«

»Nun, da bin ich mir nicht so sicher, Watson, denn Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.477
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offensichtlich mußten sie sie entweder umbringen oder sie auf eine solche Weise festbinden, daß sie ihre Flucht nicht sofort bekanntmachen konnte. Jedenfalls habe ich doch wohl nachgewiesen, daß die Geschichte der Lady nicht frei von einer gewissen Unwahrscheinlichkeit ist, oder? Und obendrein dann noch diese Sache mit den Weingläsern.«

»Was ist denn mit den Weingläsern?«

»Können Sie sie vor Ihrem inneren Auge sehen?«

»Ich sehe sie deutlich vor mir.«

»Man hat uns erzählt, drei Männer hätten daraus getrunken. Kommt Ihnen das wahrscheinlich vor?«

»Warum nicht? Es war doch in jedem Glas Wein.«

»Durchaus; aber nur in einem Glas war Bodensatz. 

Diese Tatsache müssen Sie bemerkt haben. Woran läßt Sie das denken?«

»Das zuletzt gefüllte Glas dürfte am ehesten Bodensatz enthalten.«

»Ganz und gar nicht. Die Flasche war voll davon, und es ist unvorstellbar, daß in die ersten beiden Glä-

ser nichts und in das dritte so viel geraten sein soll. 

Es gibt hierfür zwei, und nur zwei, Erklärungsmöglichkeiten. Die eine ist die, daß die Flasche, nachdem das zweite Glas gefüllt war, heftig geschüttelt worden ist und der Bodensatz auf diese Weise in das dritte Glas geraten ist. Das klingt nicht wahrscheinlich. 

Nein, nein; ich bin sicher, daß ich recht habe.«
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»Was vermuten Sie dann?«

»Daß nur zwei Gläser benutzt wurden und daß die Reste von beiden in ein drittes Glas gegossen wurden, um den falschen Eindruck zu erwecken, es wären drei Leute gewesen. Dann befände sich der ganze Bodensatz im letzten Glas, oder? Ja, ich bin davon überzeugt, daß es so war. Aber wenn ich auf die wahre Er-klärung dieses kleinen Phänomens gestoßen bin, erhebt sich der Fall sogleich vom Banalen zum außerordentlich Merkwürdigen, da dies nur bedeuten kann, daß Lady Brackenstall und ihr Mädchen uns vorsätzlich belogen haben, daß man keinem Wort ihrer Geschichte glauben darf, daß sie irgendeinen sehr wichtigen Grund haben, den wahren Verbrecher zu decken, und daß wir den Fall allein und ohne ihre Hilfe konstruieren müssen. Das ist die Aufgabe, die nun vor uns liegt; und dort kommt auch schon der Zug nach Chislehurst, Watson.«

In Abbey Grange war man über unsere Rückkehr sehr überrascht, doch als Sherlock Holmes sah, daß Stanley Hopkins zum Report ins Hauptquartier abgegangen war, nahm er das Speisezimmer in Besitz, verschloß die Tür von innen und widmete sich in den nächsten zwei Stunden einer jener eingehenden und mühseligen Untersuchungen, welche die solide Basis für seine brillanten Schlußfolgerungen bildeten. Ich saß in einer Ecke, einem interessierten Studenten Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.479
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gleich, der die Demonstration seines Professors beobachtet, und verfolgte jeden Schritt dieser bemerkenswerten Suche. Das Fenster, die Vorhänge, der Teppich, der Stuhl, das Seil – alles wurde nacheinander eingehend examiniert und gebührend erwogen. Die Leiche des unglücklichen Barons hatte man entfernt, aber alles andere war noch so, wie wir es am Morgen gesehen hatten. Dann kletterte Holmes zu meiner Überraschung auf den wuchtigen Kaminsims. Hoch über seinem Kopf hingen die wenigen Zoll der roten Schnur, die noch mit dem Draht verbunden waren. Er sah lange Zeit nach oben, dann versuchte er, näher heranzukommen, wozu er sich mit einem Knie auf einem Stützbalken in der Wand abstützte. Auf diese Weise kam er mit einer Hand bis auf wenige Zoll an das abgerissene Ende der Schnur heran; doch schien nicht so sehr dies als vielmehr der Balken selbst seine Aufmerksamkeit in Anspruch zu nehmen. Schließlich sprang er mit einem befriedigten Ausruf wieder herunter. 

»Es ist alles in Ordnung, Watson«, sagte er. 

»Unser Fall ist gelöst – einer der merkwürdigsten in unserer Sammlung. Aber du liebe Zeit, wie schwer von Begriff bin ich gewesen, und wie knapp habe ich den gröbsten Schnitzer meines Lebens vermieden! 

Nun, ich denke, bis auf ein paar noch fehlende Glieder ist meine Kette so gut wie vollständig.«
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»Sie haben die Männer?«

»Den Mann, Watson, den Mann. Nur einer, aber der ist ganz ungeheuer. Stark wie ein Löwe – davon zeugt der Hieb, der diesen Schürhaken verbogen hat. 

Sechs Fuß drei Zoll groß, flink wie ein Wiesel, fingerfertig; und nicht zuletzt bemerkenswert scharfsinnig, denn diese ganze geniale Geschichte ist seine Erfindung. Ja, Watson, wir sind dem Werk eines ganz au-

ßergewöhnlichen Individuums auf die Spur gekommen. Und doch hat er uns mit dieser Glockenschnur einen Hinweis gegeben, der uns keinen Zweifel hätte lassen dürfen.«

»Was für einen Hinweis?«

»Nun, wenn Sie eine Glockenschnur abreißen sollten, Watson, was meinen Sie, an welcher Stelle sie reißen würde? Doch wohl da, wo sie an dem Draht befestigt ist. Wieso sollte sie drei Zoll unterhalb rei-

ßen, wie es bei dieser geschehen ist?«

»Weil sie dort durchgescheuert war?«

»Ganz richtig. Dieses Ende, das wir untersuchen können, ist ausgefranst. Er war schlau genug, dies mit seinem Messer zu bewerkstelligen. Aber das andere Ende ist nicht ausgefranst. Von hier unten können Sie das nicht feststellen, aber vom Kaminsims aus würden Sie sehen, daß es glatt und ohne eine Spur von Fransen abgeschnitten ist. Sie können rekonstruieren, was geschehen ist. Der Mann brauchte das Seil. Her-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.481
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unterreißen wollte er es nicht, da er fürchtete, durch das Läuten der Glocke Alarm zu schlagen. Was tat er also? Er sprang auf den Kaminsims, kam nicht ganz heran, stützte sein Knie auf den Balken – man kann den Abdruck im Staub erkennen – und machte sich mit seinem Messer an die Schnur. Ich selbst bin höchstens bis auf drei Zoll an die Stelle herangekommen, woraus ich schließe, daß er mindestens drei Zoll grö-

ßer ist als ich. Betrachten Sie diesen Fleck auf dem Sitz des Eichenstuhls! Was ist das?«

»Blut.«

»Ohne Zweifel ist das Blut. Schon das allein macht die Geschichte der Lady indiskutabel. Wenn sie zum Zeitpunkt des Verbrechens auf dem Stuhl gesessen hätte: Wie kommt dann dieser Fleck dorthin? Nein, nein; sie wurde erst  nach  dem Tod ihres Mannes auf den Stuhl gefesselt. Ich wette, daß man auf ihrem schwarzen Kleid einen entsprechenden Fleck findet. 

Dies war noch nicht unser Waterloo, Watson, sondern dies ist unser Marengo, denn es hat mit einer Niederlage begonnen und endet mit einem Sieg. Ich würde jetzt gern ein paar Worte mit diesem Kindermädchen Theresa sprechen. Wir müssen eine Weile auf der Hut sein, wenn wir die Informationen bekommen wollen, die wir brauchen.«

Sie war eine interessante Person, dieses australische Kindermädchen. Wortkarg, argwöhnisch, un-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.482
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freundlich – es dauerte einige Zeit, ehe Holmes sie durch sein freundliches Wesen und seine Aufge-schlossenheit gegenüber allem, was sie sagte, soweit aufgetaut hatte, daß sie ihm mit entsprechender Liebenswürdigkeit entgegenkam. Sie machte keinen Hehl aus ihrem Haß auf ihren verstorbenen Arbeitgeber. 

»Ja, Sir, es stimmt, daß er eine Karaffe nach mir geworfen hat. Ich hörte, wie er meine Herrin beschimpfte, und da sagte ich zu ihm, er würde es nicht wagen, so mit ihr zu reden, wenn ihr Bruder da wäre. 

Und da hat er damit nach mir geworfen. Er hätte glatt ein Dutzend geworfen, wenn er soviel gehabt hätte, aber danach ließ er mein liebes Vögelchen in Ruhe. 

Ständig hat er sie mißhandelt, und sie war zu stolz, um sich zu beklagen. Nicht einmal mir erzählt sie alles, was er ihr angetan hat. Von diesen Schrammen auf ihrem Arm, die Sie heute morgen gesehen haben, hat sie mir nie etwas gesagt, aber ich weiß ganz genau, daß sie von einem Stich mit einer Hutnadel stammen. Dieser Satansbraten – der Himmel verzeihe mir, daß ich so von ihm spreche, wo er jetzt tot ist, aber er  war  ein Satan, wenn's je einen gegeben hat. 

Als wir ihn kennenlernten, war er die Liebenswürdigkeit in Person – das ist erst achtzehn Monate her, und uns beiden kommt es vor wie achtzehn Jahre. Sie war gerade erst in London angekommen. Ja, es war ihre erste Reise – sie hatte ihre Heimat vorher noch nie Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.483
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verlassen. Er hat sie mit seinem Titel und seinem Geld und seinen verlogenen Londoner Manieren für sich gewonnen. Wenn sie damit einen Fehler begangen hat, dann hat sie dafür bezahlt, wie nur eine Frau dafür bezahlen kann. In welchem Monat wir ihn kennengelernt haben? Nun, ich sage ja, kurz nachdem wir angekommen sind. Wir sind im Juni angekommen, und das war im Juli. Voriges Jahr im Januar haben sie geheiratet. Ja, sie ist wieder unten im  morning-room, und ich bezweifle nicht, daß sie Sie empfangen wird, aber verlangen Sie nicht zuviel von ihr, denn sie hat alles durchgemacht, was ein Mensch nur ertragen kann.«

Lady Brackenstall ruhte auf derselben Couch, sah aber heiterer aus als vorhin. Das Mädchen war mit uns eingetreten und fing wieder an, die Beule auf der Stirn ihrer Herrin zu baden. 

»Ich hoffe«, sagte die Lady, »Sie sind nicht gekommen, um mich noch einmal ins Kreuzverhör zu nehmen?«

»Nein«, erwiderte Holmes mit seiner sanftesten Stimme, »ich möchte Sie nicht unnötig beunruhigen, Lady Brackenstall, und ich bin einzig bestrebt, Ihnen die Sache leicht zu machen, da ich überzeugt davon bin, daß Sie eine arg geplagte Frau sind. Wenn Sie mich als Freund betrachten und mir vertrauen, werden Sie sehen, daß ich Ihr Vertrauen rechtfertigen werde.«
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Abbey Grange

Doyle-WA Bd. 7, 340

»Was verlangen Sie von mir?«

»Daß Sie mir die Wahrheit sagen.«

»Mr. Holmes!«

»Nein, nein, Lady Brackenstall, es hat keinen Zweck. Sie haben vielleicht von meinem bescheidenen Ruf gehört. Und ich verwette ihn darauf, daß Ihre Geschichte ganz und gar erdichtet ist.«

Herrin und Mädchen gleichermaßen starrten Holmes mit bleichen Gesichtern und entsetzten Augen an. 

»Sie unverschämter Kerl!« rief Theresa. »Wollen Sie etwa behaupten, daß meine Herrin gelogen hat?«

Holmes erhob sich von seinem Stuhl. 

»Haben Sie mir nichts zu sagen?«

»Ich habe Ihnen alles gesagt.«

»Überlegen Sie noch einmal, Lady Brackenstall. 

Wäre es nicht besser, offen zu sein?«

Ein kurzes Zögern ging über ihr schönes Gesicht. 

Dann gefror es mit neuer Entschlossenheit wieder zur Maske. 

»Ich habe Ihnen alles gesagt, was ich weiß.«

Holmes nahm seinen Hut und zuckte die Schultern. 

»Tut mir leid«, sagte er, und ohne ein weiteres Wort verließen wir das Zimmer und das Haus. In dem Park war ein Teich, und dorthin lenkte mein Freund seine Schritte. Er war zugefroren, und nur ein einziges Loch stand einem einsamen Schwan zur Verfügung. Holmes starrte es an, dann ging er weiter zum Parkaus-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.485
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gang. Dort schrieb er eine kurze Nachricht für Stanley Hopkins, die er dem Pförtner übergab. 

»Es kann ein Treffer sein, oder ein Fehlschuß, aber irgend etwas müssen wir für Freund Hopkins tun, schon um diesen zweiten Besuch zu rechtfertigen«, sagte er. »Ich werde ihn noch nicht ganz ins Vertrauen ziehen. Ich denke, als nächstes werden wir uns an die Reedereivertretung der Adelaide-Southampton-Linie wenden müssen, die am Ende von Pall Mall residiert, wenn ich mich recht erinnere. Es gibt noch eine zweite Dampfschiffgesellschaft, die Südaustrali-en mit England verbindet, aber ziehen wir zuerst einmal dieses Los.«

Holmes' Visitenkarte sorgte dafür, daß uns der Geschäftsführer sofort empfing, und binnen kurzem war er im Besitz aller Informationen, die er brauchte. Im Juni '95 hätte nur ein Schiff ihrer Linie einen Heimat-hafen angelaufen. Das sei die  Rock of Gibraltar  gewesen, ihr größtes und bestes Schiff. Eine Durchsicht der Passagierliste ergab, daß Miss Fraser aus Adelaide und ihr Dienstmädchen an dieser Überfahrt teilgenommen hatten. Zur Zeit befände sich das Schiff auf dem Weg nach Australien irgendwo südlich des Suez-kanals. Mit einer Ausnahme seien die Offiziere dieselben wie im Jahre '95. Der Erste Offizier, Mr. Jack Croker, sei zum Kapitän befördert worden und werde das Kommando über ihr neues Schiff, die  Bass Rock, Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.486
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übernehmen, das in zwei Tagen von Southampton abfahren werde. Er wohne in Sydenham, dürfte aber noch diesen Vormittag vorbeikommen, um seine Anweisungen zu empfangen; wir könnten ja auf ihn warten. 

Nein; Mr. Holmes wünsche nicht, ihn zu sehen, würde aber gern noch mehr über seinen Ruf und seinen Charakter erfahren. 

Er habe einen ausgezeichneten Ruf. Kein Offizier der Flotte könne ihm das Wasser reichen. Was seinen Charakter anbelange, so sei er im Dienst zuverlässig, sobald er aber das Deck seines Schiffes verlassen habe, ein wilder, verwegener Kerl, hitzköpfig und reizbar, wenn auch treu, ehrlich und gutmütig. Soweit das Wesentliche an Information, mit dem Holmes das Büro der Adelaide-Southampton-Gesellschaft verließ. 

Von dort fuhr er zu Scotland Yard, ging aber nicht hinein, sondern blieb, die Brauen heruntergezogen und tief in Gedanken versunken, in seinem Wagen sitzen. Schließlich fuhr er zum Telegraphenamt am Charing Cross und gab ein Telegramm auf; und dann fuhren wir endlich zur Baker Street zurück. 

»Nein, ich konnte nicht, Watson«, sagte er, als wir in unser Zimmer traten. »Wenn er erst einmal steckbrieflich gesucht wird, kann nichts auf der Welt ihn mehr retten. Ich glaube, ich habe in meiner Karriere schon ein paarmal durch die Ermittlung eines Verbre-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.487
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chers mehr wirklichen Schaden angerichtet als dieser durch sein Verbrechen. Ich habe inzwischen gelernt, vorsichtig zu sein, und ich werde eher den englischen Gesetzen einen Streich spielen als meinem Gewissen. 

Wir wollen noch ein wenig mehr in Erfahrung bringen, bevor wir zur Tat schreiten.«

Noch vor dem Abend bekamen wir Besuch von Inspektor Stanley Hopkins. Er kam nicht sonderlich gut voran. 

»Ich glaube, Sie sind ein Zauberer, Mr. Holmes. 

Manchmal denke ich wirklich, daß Sie übermenschli-che Kräfte besitzen. Woher konnten Sie nur wissen, daß das gestohlene Silber auf dem Grunde dieses Teiches lag?«

»Ich habe es nicht gewußt.«

»Aber Sie haben mir geschrieben, ich sollte das mal untersuchen.«

»Sie haben es also gefunden.«

»Ja, allerdings.«

»Es freut mich sehr, wenn ich Ihnen geholfen habe.«

»Aber Sie haben mir nicht geholfen. Sie haben die Sache viel schwieriger gemacht. Was sind das für Einbrecher, die Silber stehlen und es dann in den nächstbesten Teich werfen?«

»Das war allerdings ein ziemlich exzentrisches Verhalten. Ich bin lediglich von der Idee ausgegan-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.488
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gen, daß, falls das Silber von irgendwelchen Leuten gestohlen worden sein sollte, die es gar nicht haben wollten, die es gewissermaßen nur zur Täuschung mitgenommen haben, sie es natürlich bald loswerden wollen.«

»Aber wieso kommen Sie auf eine solche Idee?«

»Nun, ich hielt es eben für denkbar. Als sie durch das französische Fenster herauskamen, lag dieser Teich mit dem verlockenden kleinen Loch im Eis direkt vor ihrer Nase. Ließ sich ein besseres Versteck denken?«

»Ah, ein Versteck – schon besser!« rief Stanley Hopkins. »Ja, ja, jetzt ist mir alles klar! Es war noch früh, auf den Straßen waren Leute, sie fürchteten, mit dem Silber gesehen zu werden, also versenkten sie es in dem Teich, mit der Absicht, es sich wiederzuholen, wenn die Luft rein wäre. Ausgezeichnet, Mr. Holmes – das ist besser als Ihre Idee mit der Täuschung.«

»Durchaus; Sie haben da eine bewundernswerte Theorie. Ich hege keinen Zweifel, daß meine eigenen Ideen ziemlich wüst waren, aber Sie müssen zugeben, daß sie immerhin zur Auffindung des Silbers geführt haben.«

»Ja, Sir; ja. Das kommt alleine Ihnen zu. Aber ich habe einen üblen Rückschlag erlitten.«

»Einen Rückschlag?«

»Ja, Mr. Holmes. Die Randall-Bande ist heute Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.489
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morgen in New York verhaftet worden.«

»Du liebe Zeit, Hopkins. Das spricht in der Tat ziemlich gegen Ihre Theorie, daß sie gestern nacht in Kent einen Mord verübt haben.«

»Es ist fatal, Mr. Holmes, absolut fatal. Es gibt freilich noch andere Dreierbanden außer den Randalls; oder es könnte sich um eine neue Bande handeln, von der die Polizei noch nichts gehört hat.«

»Durchaus; absolut möglich. Was – Sie gehen schon?«

»Ja, Mr. Holmes; ich habe keine Ruhe, bis ich dieser Sache auf den Grund gekommen bin. Ich nehme an, Sie können mir keinen Hinweis geben?«

»Einen habe ich Ihnen gegeben.«

»Welchen?«

»Nun, ich habe auf ein Täuschungsmanöver hingewiesen.«

»Aber warum, Mr. Holmes, warum?«

»Ah, das ist natürlich die Frage. Aber ich lege Ihnen diese Idee ans Herz. Womöglich kommen Sie darauf, daß etwas daran ist. Sie wollen nicht zum Abendessen hierbleiben? Nun, Good-bye, und lassen Sie uns wissen, wie Sie vorankommen.«

Erst nachdem das Abendessen vom Tisch geräumt war, kam Holmes wieder auf die Sache zu sprechen. 

Er hatte seine Pfeife angezündet und saß in Pantoffeln vor dem fröhlich flackernden Kaminfeuer. Plötzlich Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.490
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sah er auf seine Uhr. 

»Ich erwarte Neuigkeiten, Watson.«

»Wann?«

»Jetzt – in den nächsten Minuten. Ich möchte meinen, Sie denken, ich hätte Stanley Hopkins eben ziemlich schlecht behandelt?«

»Ich verlasse mich auf Ihr Urteil.«

»Eine sehr verständige Replik, Watson. Betrachten Sie die Sache einmal so: Was ich weiß, ist inoffiziell; was er weiß, ist offiziell. Ich habe das Recht, mir ein persönliches Urteil zu bilden, er aber hat das nicht. 

Wenn er etwas verschweigt, wird er zum Verräter an seinem Amt. In einem zweifelhaften Fall würde ich ihn nicht in eine so peinliche Lage bringen, und daher halte ich mein Wissen zurück, bis ich mir selbst über den Fall im klaren bin.«

»Aber wann wird das sein?«

»Die Zeit ist gekommen. Sie werden jetzt der letzten Szene eines bemerkenswerten kleinen Dramas beiwohnen.«

Von der Treppe kam ein Geräusch, und dann ging unsere Tür auf: Nie ist ein prächtigeres Mannsbild über unsere Schwelle getreten. Ein sehr großer junger Mann mit blondem Schnauzbart, blauen Augen und einer Haut, die von der Tropensonne verbrannt war; sein federnder Gang verriet, daß die mächtige Gestalt ebenso agil wie kräftig war. Er machte die Tür hinter Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.491
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sich zu und blieb dann mit geballten Fäusten und schwer atmend stehen, als müsse er irgendeine überwältigende Erregung meistern. 

»Nehmen Sie Platz, Captain Croker. Sie haben mein Telegramm bekommen?«

Unser Besucher sank in einen Lehnstuhl und sah uns fragend an. 

»Ich habe Ihr Telegramm bekommen, und ich habe mich zu der bezeichneten Stunde eingefunden. Ich hörte, daß Sie unten in unserem Büro waren. Ausweichen konnte ich Ihnen nicht. Ich bin auf das Schlimmste gefaßt. Was haben Sie mit mir vor? Mich verhaften? Nur heraus damit, Mann! Sitzen Sie nicht einfach da und spielen Katz und Maus mit mir!«

»Geben Sie ihm eine Zigarre«, sagte Holmes. »Bei-

ßen Sie darauf, Captain Croker, und lassen Sie sich nicht von Ihrer Nervosität hinreißen. Ich würde hier nicht mit Ihnen sitzen und rauchen, wenn ich Sie für einen gewöhnlichen Kriminellen hielte, darauf können Sie sich verlassen. Seien Sie offen zu mir, dann können wir etwas erreichen. Hintergehen Sie mich, dann werde ich Sie vernichten.«

»Was wollen Sie von mir?«

»Daß Sie mir einen wahren Bericht von dem geben, was gestern nacht in Abbey Grange passiert ist –

einen  wahren  Bericht, hören Sie, ohne daß Sie etwas hinzufügen oder weglassen. Ich weiß bereits so viel, Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.492
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daß ich, wenn Sie auch nur einen Zoll von der Wahrheit abweichen, augenblicklich ans Fenster gehen, die Polizei herbeipfeifen und die Sache ein für allemal aus der Hand geben werde.«

Der Seemann dachte ein wenig nach. 

»Ich will's darauf ankommen lassen«, rief er. »Ich glaube, Sie sind ein Mann, der zu seinem Wort steht, und ein feiner Kerl, und ich werde Ihnen die ganze Geschichte erzählen. Aber eins will ich gleich sagen: Soweit ich davon betroffen bin, bedaure ich nichts und fürchte ich nichts, und ich würde es wieder tun und stolz darauf sein. Das verfluchte Scheusal – und wenn er so viele Leben hätte wie eine Katze, er wäre mir alle schuldig! Aber es geht um die Lady, um Mary – Mary Fraser –, denn nie werde ich sie bei diesem verfluchten Namen nennen. Die Vorstellung, daß ich sie in Schwierigkeiten bringen könnte, ich, der ich mein Leben für ein Lächeln auf ihrem lieben Gesicht hingeben würde – das ist es, was mich so unschlüssig sein läßt. Und doch – und doch – was hätte ich denn tun sollen? Ich erzähle Ihnen meine Geschichte, Gentlemen, und dann werde ich Sie von Mann zu Mann fragen, was ich denn hätte tun sollen. 

Ich muß ein wenig ausholen. Da Sie alles zu wissen scheinen, gehe ich davon aus, daß Sie auch wissen, daß ich sie auf der  Rock of Gibraltar  kennengelernt habe – sie war Passagier und ich der Erste Offi-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.493
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zier auf diesem Schiff. Von dem Tag an, da ich sie zum ersten Mal sah, gab es keine andere Frau mehr für mich. Mit jedem Tag dieser Fahrt liebte ich sie mehr, und manchesmal habe ich seither in der Dunkelheit der Nachtwache auf den Knien gelegen und das Deck dieses Schiffes geküßt, über das ihre teuren Füße gewandelt waren. Sie war nie mit mir verlobt. 

Sie hat mich so fair behandelt, wie eine Frau einen Mann nur behandeln kann. Ich kann mich nicht beklagen. Ich hegte nichts als Liebe zu ihr, und sie nichts als gute Kameradschaft und Freundschaft zu mir. Als wir voneinander schieden, war sie eine freie Frau, ich aber konnte nie mehr ein freier Mann sein. 

Als ich von der nächsten Fahrt heimkehrte, hörte ich von ihrer Hochzeit. Nun, warum sollte sie nicht heiraten, wen sie wollte? Titel und Geld – wer konnte dies besser tragen als sie? Sie war zu allem Schönen und Erlesenen geboren. Ich grämte mich nicht über ihre Hochzeit. Solch ein egoistischer Hund war ich nicht. Ich freute mich nur, daß sie Glück gehabt hatte und daß sie sich nicht an einen unbemittelten Seemann weggeworfen hatte. So habe ich Mary Fraser geliebt. 

Nun, ich glaubte, sie nie wiederzusehen. Aber zur letzten Fahrt wurde ich befördert, und das neue Schiff war noch nicht vom Stapel gelaufen, so daß ich ein paar Monate bei meiner Familie in Sydenham warten Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.494
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mußte. Eines Tages begegnete ich auf einer Landstra-

ße Theresa Wright, ihrem alten Dienstmädchen. Sie erzählte mir von ihr, von ihm, von allem. Ich sag Ihnen, Gentlemen, das hat mich fast verrückt gemacht. Dieser versoffene Hund – daß er es wagen sollte, seine Hand gegen sie zu erheben, deren Stiefel er nicht wert war zu lecken! Ich traf mich wieder mit Theresa. Dann traf ich mich mit Mary selbst – und dann noch einmal. Danach wollte sie mich nicht wiedersehen. Tags darauf aber erhielt ich die Nachricht, daß ich in einer Woche meine Fahrt anzutreten hatte, und ich beschloß, sie noch einmal zu besuchen, ehe ich abfuhr. Theresa war immer meine Freundin gewesen, denn sie liebte Mary und haßte diesen Schurken beinahe ebenso sehr wie ich. Von ihr erfuhr ich die Gewohnheiten des Hauses. Mary pflegte nachts in ihrem kleinen Zimmer unten zu lesen. Vorige Nacht schlich ich mich dorthin und kratzte an ihrem Fenster. 

Zuerst wollte sie mir nicht aufmachen, aber ich weiß jetzt, daß sie mich in ihrem Herzen liebt; sie konnte mich nicht in der eisigen Nacht draußen stehen lassen. 

Sie flüsterte mir zu, ich solle zu dem großen Vorderfenster herumkommen, und ich fand es offen, so daß ich in das Speisezimmer gehen konnte. Wieder hörte ich von ihren Lippen Dinge, die mein Blut zum Kochen brachten, und wieder verfluchte ich diesen Unmensch, der meine Geliebte so mißhandelte. Nun, Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.495
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Gentlemen, ich stand mit ihr in aller Unschuld im Fenster, so wahr mir Gott helfe, als er wie ein Irrer in das Zimmer gestürzt kam, sie auf die allerübelste Weise beschimpfte und ihr mit dem Stock in seiner Hand einen Schlag ins Gesicht versetzte. Ich hatte mir den Schürhaken geschnappt, und es entstand ein fairer Kampf zwischen uns. Hier auf meinem Arm sehen Sie, wohin mich sein erster Hieb traf. Dann war ich an der Reihe, und ich habe ihn zerschmettert wie einen faulen Kürbis. Sie denken, das hat mir leid getan? Mir nicht! Es galt sein Leben oder meins; viel mehr noch – es galt sein Leben oder das ihre, denn wie konnte ich sie in der Gewalt dieses Irren lassen? 

So habe ich ihn getötet. War ich im Unrecht? Nun, was hätten Sie beide denn getan, Gentlemen, wenn Sie in meiner Lage gewesen wären? 

Als er sie geschlagen hatte, hatte sie geschrien, und daraufhin kam die alte Theresa aus ihrem Zimmer oben. Auf dem Schrank stand eine Flasche Wein, ich machte sie auf und goß Mary ein wenig davon zwischen die Lippen, da sie vor Schreck halbtot war. 

Dann nahm ich selbst einen Schluck. Theresa war kalt wie Eis, und es war ebenso ihr Plan wie meiner. Wir mußten es so aussehen lassen, als hätten Einbrecher die Tat begangen. Während Theresa ihrer Herrin unsere Geschichte einschärfte, kletterte ich hoch und schnitt die Glockenschnur ab. Dann fesselte ich sie an Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.496
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ihren Stuhl und franste das Ende des Seils aus, damit es natürlich aussähe und man sich nicht fragen würde, wie ein Einbrecher nur dort oben hingekommen sein konnte, um es abzuschneiden. Dann nahm ich ein paar Silberteller und Kannen, um das Bild von einem Raubüberfall zu vervollständigen, und verließ die beiden mit der Anweisung, Alarm zu schlagen, wenn ich eine Viertelstunde Vorsprung hätte. Das Silberzeug versenkte ich in dem Teich, und dann machte ich mich nach Sydenham davon; zum erstenmal in meinem Leben hatte ich das Gefühl, daß ich in einer Nacht etwas wirklich Gutes getan hatte. Das ist die Wahrheit und nichts als die Wahrheit, Mr. Holmes, und wenn sie mich den Hals kosten sollte.«

Holmes rauchte eine Zeitlang schweigend vor sich hin. Dann kam er durchs Zimmer und schüttelte unserem Besucher die Hand. 

»Das denke ich auch«, sagte er. »Ich weiß, daß jedes Wort der Wahrheit entspricht, denn Sie haben kaum etwas gesagt, was ich nicht schon wußte. Nur ein Akrobat oder ein Seemann hätte von dem Balken aus an die Schnur kommen können, und nur ein Seemann hätte die Knoten machen können, mit denen das Seil an dem Stuhl befestigt war. Nur ein einziges Mal hatte die Lady zu Seeleuten Kontakt gehabt, und zwar auf ihrer Überfahrt; und es mußte jemand aus ihrer eigenen Schicht gewesen sein, da sie sich sehr bemühte, Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.497
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ihn zu decken, und somit zeigte, daß sie ihn liebte. 

Sie sehen, wie leicht es mir gefallen ist, Hand an Sie zu legen, nachdem ich erst einmal auf der richtigen Fährte war.«

»Ich dachte, die Polizei würde unseren Trick nie durchschauen.«

»Hat die Polizei auch nicht; und das wird sie auch nicht, nach meinem besten Wissen und Gewissen. 

Nun hören Sie zu, Captain Croker, dies ist eine sehr ernste Angelegenheit, wenn ich auch gerne zugeben will, daß Sie unter der äußersten Provokation gehandelt haben, der ein Mann nur ausgesetzt sein kann. 

Ich bin nicht sicher, ob man Ihre Tat nicht als lebens-notwendige Verteidigung billigen wird. Dies hat jedoch ein britisches Geschworenengericht zu entscheiden. Unterdessen sind Sie mir so sympathisch geworden, daß ich Ihnen verspreche, daß, falls Sie in den nächsten vierundzwanzig Stunden verschwinden wollen, niemand Sie daran hindern wird.«

»Und dann wird alles herauskommen?«

»Ganz bestimmt wird es herauskommen.«

»Wie können Sie einem Mann nur einen solchen Vorschlag machen? Ich kenne die Gesetze gut genug, um zu wissen, daß man Mary als Komplizin behandeln würde. Glauben Sie etwa, ich würde sie die Suppe alleine auslöffeln lassen, während ich mich aus dem Staub gemacht habe? Nein, Sir; soll man mich Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.498
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aufs schlimmste bestrafen, aber finden Sie um Himmels willen einen Weg, Mr. Holmes, daß meine arme Mary nicht vor Gericht kommt.«

Holmes streckte seine Hand zum zweitenmal dem Seemann entgegen. 

»Ich habe Sie nur auf die Probe gestellt, und jedes Ihrer Worte klingt aufrichtig. Nun, ich nehme eine große Verantwortung auf mich, aber ich habe Hopkins einen ausgezeichneten Hinweis gegeben, und wenn er den nicht nutzen kann, kann ich auch nicht mehr tun. Sehen Sie, Captain Croker, wir wollen das den Gesetzen gemäß abschließen. Sie sind der Gefangene. Watson, Sie sind das britische Geschworenengericht; ich kenne niemanden, der dafür besser geeignet wäre. Ich bin der Richter. Nun meine Herren Geschworenen, Sie haben die Zeugenaussagen gehört. 

Befinden Sie den Gefangenen für schuldig oder nicht schuldig?«

»Nicht schuldig, Euer Ehren«, sagte ich. 

» Vox populi, vox Dei.  Sie sind freigesprochen, Captain Croker. Solange das Gesetz keine weiteren Opfer findet, sind Sie vor mir sicher. Kehren Sie in einem Jahr zu Ihrer Lady zurück, und möge Ihrer beider Zukunft uns in dem Urteil, das wir diese Nacht gefällt haben, bestätigen.«
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Der zweite Fleck

Eigentlich sollte das Abenteuer von Abbey Grange die letzte jener Taten meines Freundes Sherlock Holmes sein, die ich der Öffentlichkeit mitzuteilen gedachte. Diesen Entschluß hatte ich nicht aus Mangel an Unterlagen gefällt; mir liegen nämlich noch Aufzeichnungen von Hunderten von Fällen vor, auf die ich noch nie angespielt habe; noch lag es am schwindenden Interesse meiner Leser an der einzigartigen Persönlichkeit und an den unerreichten Methoden dieses bemerkenswerten Mannes. Der wahre Grund bestand in dem Widerstreben, welches Mr. Holmes an der fortgesetzten Publikation seiner Erlebnisse bezeigt hatte. Solange er seinen Beruf noch tatsächlich ausüb-te, waren die Berichte über seine Erfolge von einigem praktischen Nutzen für ihn; seit er sich aber endgültig aus London zurückgezogen und dem Studium und der Bienenhaltung in den Downs von Sussex gewidmet hat, ist ihm seine Berühmtheit verhaßt geworden, und er hat eindringlich darum gebeten, daß man seine Wünsche in dieser Sache strikt befolgen möchte. Einzig weil ich ihm darlegte, daß ich das Versprechen gegeben hatte, das Abenteuer vom zweiten Fleck zu ver-

öffentlichen, wenn die Zeit reif dazu wäre, und indem ich ihn darauf hinwies, daß es nur angemessen wäre, Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.500
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diese lange Reihe von Episoden in dem bedeutsam-sten internationalen Fall gipfeln zu lassen, zu dem er jemals hinzugezogen worden war, gelang es mir schließlich, seine Zustimmung dazu zu erlangen, daß der Öffentlichkeit endlich ein sorgfältig kaschierter Bericht über diese Begebenheit vorgelegt werde. 

Wenn ich bei meiner Erzählung gewisse Einzelheiten ein wenig vage mitzuteilen scheine, so wird das Publikum ohne weiteres einsehen, daß meine Zurückhaltung durchaus auf triftigen Gründen beruht. 

Es war also in einem Jahr, ja selbst in einer Deka-de, die ungenannt bleiben soll, daß wir eines Dienstagmorgens im Herbst zwei Besucher von europäischem Rang in unseren bescheidenen vier Wänden in der Baker Street antrafen. Der eine, ein strenger, hochnäsiger, dominierender Herr mit Adleraugen, war niemand anders als der berühmte Lord Bellinger, der zweimalige Premier Britanniens. Der andere, ein dunkler und eleganter, kaum mittelaltriger Mann mit scharf geschnittenen Zügen, mit jeder erdenklichen körperlichen und geistigen Schönheit ausgestattet, war der Sehr Ehrenwerte Trelawney Hope, Minister für Europäische Angelegenheiten und aufstrebendster Staatsmann des Landes. Sie saßen Seite an Seite auf unserem mit Papieren übersäten Sofa, und ihren erschöpften und besorgten Mienen war leicht anzusehen, daß ein Geschäft von dringlichster Wichtigkeit Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.501
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sie zu uns geführt hatte. Die dünnen, blaugeäderten Hände des Premiers hielten den elfenbeinernen Knauf seines Schirms fest umklammert, und sein hageres, asketisches Gesicht sah düster von Holmes zu mir herüber. Der Europa-Minister zupfte nervös an seinem Schnauzbart und fingerte am Verschluß seiner Uhrkette herum. 

»Als ich meinen Verlust entdeckte, Mr. Holmes, das war um acht Uhr heute morgen, informierte ich unverzüglich den Premierminister. Auf seinen Vorschlag hin haben wir uns dann zu Ihnen begeben.«

»Haben Sie die Polizei benachrichtigt?«

»Nein, Sir«, sagte der Premierminister auf die rasche, entschiedene Art, für die er bekannt war. »Das haben wir nicht getan, und wir werden es auch un-möglich tun können. Setzen wir die Polizei davon in Kenntnis, so läuft es langfristig auf eine Information der Öffentlichkeit hinaus. Speziell dies aber wünschen wir zu vermeiden.«

»Und warum, Sir?«

»Weil das in Frage stehende Dokument von derart immenser Bedeutung ist, daß seine Veröffentlichung durchaus – ich möchte fast sagen: wahrscheinlich –

zu europäischen Verwicklungen von äußerster Tragweite führen könnte. Es ist nicht zuviel gesagt, daß Krieg und Frieden davon abhängen könnten. Sollte es nicht mit der äußersten Geheimhaltung wiederzuerlan-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.502
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gen sein, dann mag es ebensogut überhaupt nicht wiedererlangt werden, denn die es gestohlen haben, zielen einzig darauf ab, seinen Inhalt allgemein bekanntzumachen.«

»Ich verstehe. Nun, Mr. Trelawney Hope, ich wäre Ihnen sehr verbunden, wenn Sie mir von den Umständen, unter denen dieses Dokument verschwunden ist, genauestens Bericht erstatten würden.«

»Dies kann mit wenigen Worten abgehandelt werden, Mr. Holmes. Der Brief – denn darum handelt es sich, um einen Brief von einem ausländischen Potentaten – ist vor sechs Tagen eingegangen. Er war von solcher Bedeutung, daß ich ihn abends nie in meinem Safe gelassen, sondern immer mit in mein Haus in Whitehall Terrace genommen und dort in meinem Schlafzimmer in einer verschlossenen Depeschenbox verwahrt habe. Dort war er auch letzte Nacht. Dessen bin ich mir sicher. Als ich mich zum Abendessen umzog, habe ich die Box ja noch aufgemacht und das Dokument darin gesehen. Heute morgen war es weg. 

Die Depeschenbox hatte die ganze Nacht über neben dem Spiegel auf meinem Toilettentisch gestanden. Ich habe einen leichten Schlaf, wie auch meine Frau. Wir können beide beschwören, daß im Lauf der Nacht niemand das Zimmer betreten haben kann. Und doch wiederhole ich: Das Papier ist weg.«

»Zu welcher Zeit haben Sie gespeist?«
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»Um halb acht.«

»Und wann sind Sie zu Bett gegangen?«

»Meine Frau war im Theater. Ich bin aufgeblieben, bis sie kam. Es war halb zwölf, als wir in unser Zimmer gingen.«

»Demnach war die Depeschenbox vier Stunden lang unbewacht?«

»Niemand hat je Zutritt zu diesem Zimmer, außer am Morgen das Hausmädchen und tagsüber mein Kammerdiener oder das Dienstmädchen meiner Frau. 

Die beiden sind vertrauenswürdige Dienstboten, die schon seit einiger Zeit für uns arbeiten. Außerdem konnten sie unmöglich gewußt haben, daß in meiner Depeschenbox irgend etwas Wertvolleres als die üblichen ministeriellen Unterlagen waren.«

»Wer hat vom Vorhandensein dieses Briefes ge-wußt?«

»Im Haus niemand.«

»Aber doch sicher Ihre Frau?«

»Nein, Sir; ich habe meiner Frau erst etwas davon gesagt, als ich das Papier heute morgen vermißt habe.«

Der Premier nickte zustimmend. 

»Ich weiß seit langem, Sir, wie hoch Sie Ihren Dienst am Staat einschätzen«, sagte er. »Und ich bin davon überzeugt, daß Sie ihn im Falle eines Geheimnisses von derartiger Bedeutung über die vertraulich-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.504
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sten Familienbande stellen würden.«

Der Europa-Minister verbeugte sich. 

»Sie lassen mir nur Gerechtigkeit widerfahren, Sir. 

Bis heute morgen habe ich meiner Frau gegenüber nicht ein Wort von dieser Angelegenheit erwähnt.«

»Hätte sie es erahnen können?«

»Nein, Mr. Holmes, weder sie noch sonst jemand hätte etwas davon ahnen können.«

»Haben Sie schon früher einmal irgendwelche Dokumente verloren?«

»Nein, Sir.«

»Wer in England hat von der Existenz dieses Briefes gewußt?«

»Sämtliche Mitglieder des Kabinetts sind gestern darüber informiert worden; aber die Verpflichtung zur Geheimhaltung, die ohnehin jeder Kabinettssitzung folgt, wurde diesmal noch von einer feierlichen Er-mahnung des Premierministers besonders hervorgeho-ben. Gütiger Himmel, was für eine Vorstellung, daß er mir wenige Stunden darauf abhanden gekommen ist!« Sein ansehnliches Gesicht verzerrte sich in einem verzweifelten Krampf, und er raufte sich die Haare. Für einen Augenblick sahen wir den Mann, wie er wirklich war – impulsiv, hitzig und überaus sensibel. Gleich darauf hatte er wieder seine aristokratische Maske aufgesetzt und seinen sanften Tonfall wiedererlangt. »Neben den Kabinettsmitgliedern gibt Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.505
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es noch zwei, vielleicht auch drei Ministerialbeamte, die von dem Brief wissen. Sonst niemand in England, Mr. Holmes, das versichere ich Ihnen.«

»Aber im Ausland?«

»Ich glaube, im Ausland hat ihn nur derjenige gesehen, der ihn geschrieben hat. Ich bin durchaus davon überzeugt, daß seine Minister – daß die üblichen offiziellen Kanäle nicht in Anspruch genommen worden sind.«

Holmes dachte eine Weile nach. 

»Nun, Sir, muß ich Sie bitten, mir genauere Auskunft über das Wesen dieses Dokumentes zu geben, und warum sein Verschwinden derart folgenschwere Konsequenzen haben sollte.«

Die beiden Staatsmänner tauschten einen schnellen Blick aus, und die struppigen Augenbrauen des Premiers zogen sich unwillig zusammen. 

»Mr. Holmes, es handelt sich um einen langen, dünnen, blaßblauen Umschlag. Er ist mit rotem Wachs versiegelt, in das ein hockender Löwe geprägt ist. Die Adresse ist mit großer kraftvoller Handschrift –«

»Ich fürchte«, sagte Holmes, »daß meine Ermittlungen, so interessant und durchaus wesentlich diese Einzelheiten sein mögen, an den Wurzeln der Sache ansetzen müssen. Was  war  das für ein Brief?«

»Dies ist ein Staatsgeheimnis von äußerster Wich-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.506
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tigkeit, und ich fürchte, ich kann es Ihnen nicht verraten, und ich sehe dafür auch keine Notwendigkeit. 

Wenn Sie mit Hilfe der Fähigkeiten, die man Ihnen nachsagt, einen solchen, wie von mir beschriebenen Umschlag samt seinem Inhalt aufspüren können, werden Sie sich um Ihr Heimatland verdient gemacht haben und jegliche Belohnung erhalten, die zu verleihen in unserer Macht liegt.«

Sherlock Holmes stand lächelnd auf. 

»Sie beide gehören zu den meistbeschäftigten Männern dieses Landes«, sagte er, »und mein bescheidenes Geschäft versieht mich ebenfalls reichlich mit Aufträgen. Ich bedaure außerordentlich, Ihnen in dieser Angelegenheit nicht helfen zu können; jegliche Fortsetzung dieses Gesprächs wäre Zeitverschwendung.«

Der Premier sprang mit jenem feurigen, grimmigen Funkeln seiner tiefliegenden Augen auf, vor dem sich ein ganzes Kabinett geduckt hätte. »Ich bin es nicht gewöhnt –« begann er, meisterte aber seinen Zorn und setzte sich wieder hin. Eine Minute oder länger saßen wir alle schweigend da. Dann zuckte der alte Staatsmann die Schultern. 

»Wir müssen Ihre Bedingungen akzeptieren, Mr. 

Holmes. Zweifellos haben Sie recht, und wir dürfen vernünftigerweise nicht von Ihnen erwarten, daß Sie handeln, wenn wir Sie nicht vollständig ins Vertrauen Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.507
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ziehen.«

»Ich stimme Ihnen zu, Sir«, sagte der jüngere Staatsmann. 

»Dann werde ich es Ihnen erzählen, wobei ich mich vollkommen auf Ihren guten Ruf und den Ihres Kollegen Dr. Watson verlasse. Ich darf auch an Ihre Vaterlandsliebe appellieren, denn ich kann mir kein größeres Unglück für unser Land vorstellen, als wenn diese Sache herauskommt.«

»Sie dürfen uns ruhig vertrauen.«

»Also, der Brief stammt von einem gewissen ausländischen Potentaten, der von den jüngsten kolonialen Entwicklungen in seinem Land beunruhigt wurde. 

Er hat ihn in aller Eile und ganz und gar auf eigene Verantwortung geschrieben. Nachforschungen haben ergeben, daß seine Minister nichts von der Sache wissen. Gleichzeitig ist er auf eine so unglückliche Weise formuliert, und gewisse Wendungen darin sind von einem so provozierenden Charakter, daß seine Veröffentlichung unzweifelhaft zu einer höchst gefährlichen Verstimmung in diesem Land führen würde. Es würde einen solchen Aufruhr geben, Sir, daß ich nicht an-stehe zu behaupten, daß dieses Land binnen einer Woche nach der Veröffentlichung dieses Briefes in einen großen Krieg verwickelt wäre.«

Holmes schrieb einen Namen auf ein Stück Papier und gab es dem Premierminister. 
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»Ganz recht. Der war es. Und es ist dieser Brief –

dieser Brief, der durchaus tausend Millionen Pfund und das Leben von hunderttausend Männern kosten kann –, der auf diese unerklärliche Weise verlorengegangen ist.«

»Haben Sie den Absender davon unterrichtet?«

»Ja, Sir, ihm wurde ein chiffriertes Telegramm geschickt.«

»Vielleicht wünscht er die Publikation dieses Briefs.«

»Nein, Sir, wir haben triftigen Grund zu der Annahme, daß ihm bereits aufgegangen ist, wie unbesonnen und hitzköpfig er gehandelt hat. Wenn dieser Brief an die Öffentlichkeit käme, wäre das für ihn und sein Land ein viel größerer Schlag als für uns.«

»Wenn das so ist – wer kann daran Interesse haben, daß der Brief publik wird? Warum sollte jemand wünschen, ihn zu stehlen oder zu veröffentlichen?«

»Mr. Holmes, damit fuhren Sie mich in das Gebiet der hohen internationalen Politik. Aber wenn Sie die europäische Lage erwägen, werden Sie das Motiv ohne Schwierigkeiten erkennen. Ganz Europa ist ein einziges Waffenlager. Zwei Bündnisse stehen sich in leidlichem militärischem Gleichgewicht gegenüber. 

Großbritannien hält die Waage. Sollte Britannien in einen Krieg mit der einen Konföderation getrieben Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.509
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werden, so würde dies die Vorherrschaft der anderen Konföderation sichern, ganz gleich, ob sie in den Krieg eingreifen würde oder nicht. Können Sie mir folgen?«

»Durchaus. Demnach liegt es im Interesse der Feinde dieses Potentaten, diesen Brief zu erlangen und zu veröffentlichen, um so einen Bruch zwischen seinem und unserem Staat herbeizuführen?«

»Ja, Sir.«

»Und wem würde dieses Dokument zugespielt werden, wenn es in die Hände eines Feindes fallen sollte?«

»Irgendeiner der großen europäischen Konsulats-kanzleien. Vermutlich ist es in diesem Augenblick bereits unterwegs dorthin, so schnell wie ein Dampfschiff es nur befördern kann.«

Mr. Trelawney Hope ließ den Kopf auf die Brust sinken und stöhnte laut auf. Der Premier legte ihm freundlich die Hand auf die Schulter. 

»Es war ein Mißgeschick, mein Lieber. Niemand kann Ihnen einen Vorwurf machen. Sie haben keine Vorsichtsmaßregel außer acht gelassen. Mr. Holmes, Sie sind nun im vollen Besitz der Tatsachen. Welches Vorgehen empfehlen Sie?«

Holmes schüttelte den Kopf. 

»Sie sind der Meinung, Sir, daß es Krieg geben wird, falls dieses Dokument nicht wiedergefunden Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.510
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wird?«

»Das halte ich für sehr wahrscheinlich.«

»Dann rüsten Sie sich zum Krieg, Sir.«

»Das ist eine schwerwiegende Äußerung, Mr. Holmes.«

»Betrachten Sie die Tatsachen, Sir. Es ist undenkbar, daß der Brief nach halb zwölf gestohlen wurde, denn wenn ich es recht sehe, waren Mr. Hope und seine Frau von diesem Zeitpunkt an bis zur Entdek-kung des Verlusts in dem Zimmer. Demnach wurde er gestern abend zwischen halb acht und halb zwölf gestohlen, vermutlich bald nach halb acht, denn derjenige, der ihn gestohlen hat, wußte offensichtlich von seinem Vorhandensein und wollte ihn natürlich so früh wie möglich in seinen Besitz bringen. Nun, Sir, wenn ein Dokument von dieser Bedeutung zu dieser Stunde gestohlen worden wäre, wo kann es dann jetzt sein? Niemand hat irgendeinen Grund, es zu behalten. 

Es ist schnell an diejenigen weitergeleitet worden, die es brauchen. Welche Chance haben wir jetzt noch, es einzuholen oder es gar aufzuspüren? Es ist außer unserer Reichweite.«

Der Premierminister erhob sich von dem Sofa. 

»Was Sie sagen, ist vollkommen logisch, Mr. Holmes. Ich glaube in der Tat, daß uns die Angelegenheit entglitten ist.«

»Nehmen wir einmal der Erörterung halber an, das Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.511
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Dokument sei von dem Dienstmädchen oder dem Kammerdiener gestohlen worden.«

»Die beiden sind alte zuverlässige Dienstboten.«

»Soweit ich Sie verstanden habe, befindet sich Ihr Zimmer im zweiten Stockwerk, es hat keinen Zugang von außen, und von innerhalb des Hauses hätte niemand unbemerkt hinaufgehen können. Demnach muß es jemand im Haus gestohlen haben. Wem würde der Dieb es wohl bringen? Einem der etlichen internationalen Spione und Geheimagenten, deren Namen mir einigermaßen vertraut sind. Drei davon könnte man als die führenden Köpfe ihrer Profession bezeichnen. 

Ich werde meine Nachforschungen damit beginnen, herumzufahren und herauszufinden, ob diese drei auf ihrem Posten sind. Fehlt einer – besonders, wenn er seit der letzten Nacht verschwunden sein sollte –, haben wir einen Hinweis darauf, wohin das Dokument gegangen ist.«

»Wieso sollte er nicht da sein?« fragte der Europa-Minister. »Wahrscheinlich würde er den Brief zu einer Botschaft in London bringen.«

»Das glaube ich nicht. Diese Agenten arbeiten selbständig, und ihre Beziehungen zu den Botschaften sind oftmals gespannt.«

Der Premierminister nickte seine Einwilligung. 

»Ich glaube, Sie haben recht, Mr. Holmes. Eine so wertvolle Beute würde er eigenhändig ins Hauptquar-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.512
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tier bringen. Ich halte Ihr Vorgehen für ausgezeichnet. 

Unterdessen, Hope, dürfen wir unsere Pflichten nicht wegen dieses einen Mißgeschicks vernachlässigen. 

Sollten sich im Laufe des Tages irgendwelche neuen Entwicklungen ergeben, werden wir uns mit Ihnen in Verbindung setzen, und Sie werden uns zweifellos die Ergebnisse Ihrer Nachforschungen wissen lassen.«

Die beiden Staatsmänner verneigten sich und schritten würdevoll aus dem Zimmer. 

Nachdem unsere illustren Besucher gegangen waren, entzündete Holmes schweigend seine Pfeife und saß eine Zeitlang in tiefstem Nachdenken da. Ich hatte die Morgenzeitung aufgeschlagen und war in ein sensationelles Verbrechen vertieft, das in der Nacht zuvor in London begangen worden war, als mein Freund plötzlich einen Schrei ausstieß, auf die Füße sprang und seine Pfeife auf den Kaminsims legte. 

»Ja«, sagte er, »einen besseren Weg, die Sache anzugehen, gibt es nicht. Die Lage ist verzweifelt, aber nicht hoffnungslos. Wenn wir nur sicher sein könnten, wer von ihnen den Brief gestohlen hat – selbst jetzt noch wäre es durchaus möglich, daß er ihn noch nicht weitergegeben hat. Schließlich ist es bei diesen Burschen eine Geldfrage, und ich habe die britische Schatzkammer hinter mir. Wenn er auf dem Markt ist, werde ich ihn kaufen – und wenn es einen weiteren Penny auf die Einkommenssteuer zur Folge haben Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.513
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sollte. Es ist vorstellbar, daß der Bursche ihn noch zurückhält, um zu sehen, was für Angebote von unserer Seite kommen, ehe er sein Glück auf der anderen versucht. Nur diese drei sind einer solch tollkühnen Unternehmung fähig: Oberstein, La Rothiere36 und Eduardo Lucas. Ich werde jeden von ihnen aufsuchen.«

Ich sah in meine Morgenzeitung. 

»Meinen Sie Eduardo Lucas aus der Godolphin Street?«

»Allerdings.«

»Sie werden ihn nicht sehen können.«

»Warum nicht?«

»Er wurde gestern nacht in seinem Haus ermordet.«

Mein Freund hat mich im Lauf unserer Abenteuer schon so oft in Erstaunen versetzt, daß ich geradezu triumphierend wahrnahm, wie sehr diesmal ich ihn staunen machte. Er starrte mich verblüfft an, dann riß er mir die Zeitung aus der Hand. Ich hatte den folgenden Artikel gelesen, als er sich von seinem Stuhl erhob:

MORD IN WESTMINSTER

Godolphin Street 16, eines der altmodischen und abgelegenen Reihenhäuser aus dem achtzehnten Jahrhundert in dem Viertel zwischen dem Fluß Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.514
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und der Abbey, fast im Schatten des großen Turms des Parlamentsgebäudes gelegen, war gestern nacht Schauplatz eines rätselhaften Verbrechens. Bewohner dieses Hauses ist seit einigen Jahren Mr. Eduardo Lucas, in Gesellschaftskrei-sen wohl bekannt nicht nur wegen seiner char-manten Persönlichkeit, sondern auch wegen seines wohlverdienten Ruhms als einer der besten Amateurtenöre des Landes. Mr. Lucas ist unverheiratet, vierunddreißig Jahre alt; sein Personal besteht aus Mrs. Pringle, einer älteren Hausda-me, und aus Mitton, seinem Kammerdiener. Die erstere geht früh zu Bett und schläft im Obergeschoß des Hauses. Der Kammerdiener war an dem Abend nicht zu Hause, er hatte einen Freund in Hammersmith besucht. Von zehn Uhr an hatte Mr. Lucas das Haus für sich allein. Was in dieser Zeit vorgefallen ist, ist noch nicht durchgesickert, doch gegen Viertel vor zwölf bemerkte Polizeiwachtmeister Barrett, als er durch die Godolphin Street ging, daß die Haustür von No. 16 halb offen stand. Er klopfte an, erhielt aber keine Antwort. Da er im Vorderzimmer Licht wahrnahm, ging er ins Haus und klopfte wieder, auch diesmal ohne Antwort. Darauf stieß er die Tür auf und trat ein. Das Zimmer befand sich in einem Zustand wüster Unordnung, die Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.515
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Möbel waren alle auf eine Seite geschoben, ein umgestürzter Stuhl lag in der Mitte. Neben diesem Stuhl lag der unglückliche Bewohner des Hauses; er hielt noch ein Stuhlbein umklammert. 

Er hatte einen Stich ins Herz erhalten und muß auf der Stelle tot gewesen sein. Das Messer, mit dem die Tat begangen worden war, war ein krummer indischer Dolch, den der Täter einer Trophäensammlung von orientalischen Waffen entnommen hatte, die eine der Wände des Zimmers schmückte. Raub scheint nicht das Motiv des Verbrechens gewesen zu sein, da kein Versuch unternommen wurde, irgendwelche wertvollen Gegenstände aus dem Zimmer zu entfernen. Mr. Eduardo Lucas war so bekannt und populär, daß sein gewaltsames und rätselhaftes Ende schmerzliches Interesse und tiefes Mitgefühl in einem ausgedehnten Freundeskreis hervorrufen wird. 

»Nun, Watson, was schließen Sie daraus?« fragte Holmes nach einer langen Pause. 

»Ein erstaunlicher Zufall.«

»Ein Zufall! Da stirbt einer der drei Männer, die wir als mögliche Täter in diesem Drama benannt haben, genau zu der Zeit, da dieses Drama unseres Wissens stattgefunden hat, eines gewaltsamen Todes: Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.516
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Die Chancen stehen haushoch gegen einen Zufall; das ist mit Zahlen gar nicht mehr auszudrücken. Nein, mein lieber Watson, die beiden Ereignisse stehen in Zusammenhang –  müssen  in Zusammenhang stehen. 

An uns liegt es, diesen Zusammenhang zu finden.«

»Aber das muß doch auch die offizielle Polizei inzwischen wissen.«

»Durchaus nicht. Die wissen nur, was sie in Godolphin Street sehen. Von Whitehall Terrace wissen sie nichts – und werden sie nichts wissen. Nur  wir wissen von beiden Ereignissen und können der Verbindung zwischen ihnen nachgehen. Ein auf der Hand liegender Punkt hätte meinen Verdacht ohnehin auf Lucas gelenkt. Godolphin Street, Westminster, liegt nur wenige Minuten Fußweg von Whitehall Terrace entfernt. Die anderen von mir genannten Geheimagenten leben im äußersten West End. Für Lucas war es daher einfacher, Verbindung mit dem Personal des Europa-Ministers aufzunehmen oder eine Nachricht von dort zu erhalten – eine Kleinigkeit, doch wo Ereignisse in wenige Stunden zusammengedrängt sind, könnte sie sich als wesentlich erweisen. Holla! Was haben wir denn da?«

Mrs. Hudson war mit der Karte einer Lady auf ihrem Tablett erschienen. Holmes sah sie an, hob die Augenbrauen und reichte sie mir weiter. 

»Bitten Sie Lady Hilda Trelawney Hope, sie möge Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.517
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so freundlich sein und heraufkommen«, sagte er. 

Einen Augenblick darauf wurden unseren bescheidenen Gemächern, die an diesem Morgen bereits so ausgezeichnet worden waren, durch den Eintritt der liebreizendsten Frau ganz Londons noch weitere Ehren zuteil. Ich hatte schon oft von der Schönheit der jüngsten Tochter des Herzogs von Belminster ge-hört, doch keine Beschreibung und keine Betrachtung farbloser Photographien hatte mich auf den subtilen, zarten Charme und das wunderbare Kolorit dieses vollkommenen Kopfes vorbereitet. Und doch war es an jenem Herbstmorgen nicht ihre Schönheit, die den Beobachter als erstes beeindruckte. Die Wangen waren lieblich, aber bleich vor Erregung; die Augen leuchteten, aber es war das Leuchten des Fiebers; der feinnervige Mund war im Ringen um Fassung verkniffen und herabgezogen. Entsetzen – nicht Schönheit – sprang uns als erstes ins Auge, als unsere reizende Besucherin einen Moment lang in der offenen Tür stehenblieb. 

»Ist mein Mann hier gewesen, Mr. Holmes?«

»Ja, Madam, er war hier.«

»Mr. Holmes, ich flehe Sie an, sagen Sie ihm nicht, daß ich gekommen bin.« Holmes verneigte sich kühl und winkte die Lady in einen Sessel. 

»Euer Ladyship bringen mich in eine recht delikate Lage. Ich bitte Sie, Platz zu nehmen und mir zu Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.518
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sagen, was Sie wünschen; aber ich furchte, ich kann Ihnen kein vorbehaltloses Versprechen geben.«

Sie rauschte durchs Zimmer und setzte sich mit dem Rücken zum Fenster. Eine königliche Erscheinung – groß, anmutig und überaus weiblich. 

»Mr. Holmes«, sagte sie – und während sie nun sprach, fingerten ihre weiß behandschuhten Hände nervös herum – »ich hoffe, Sie durch meine Offenheit dazu bewegen zu können, mir gegenüber ebenfalls offen zu sein. Zwischen meinem Mann und mir besteht vollkommenes Vertrauen in allen Angelegenheiten, bis auf eine: die Politik. Hier sind seine Lippen versiegelt. Er erzählt mir nichts. Nun ist mir bekannt, daß vorige Nacht in unserem Haus etwas sehr Bedauerliches geschehen ist. Ich weiß, daß ein Papier verschwunden ist. Da es sich aber um eine politische Angelegenheit handelt, weigert sich mein Mann, mich ganz in sein Vertrauen zu ziehen. Es ist aber wesentlich – ich sage: wesentlich –, daß ich die Sache von Grund auf verstehe. Sie sind neben diesen Politikern der einzige, der die wahren Tatsachen weiß. Ich bitte Sie daher, Mr. Holmes, sagen Sie mir genau, was geschehen ist und wozu es fuhren wird. Sagen Sie mir alles, Mr. Holmes. Lassen Sie sich von keiner Rücksicht auf die Interessen Ihres Klienten am Sprechen hindern, denn ich versichere Ihnen, daß seinen Interessen, wenn er es nur einsähe, am besten dadurch ge-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.519
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dient wäre, wenn man mich voll und ganz ins Vertrauen zöge. Was war das für ein Papier, das da gestohlen wurde?«

»Madam, Sie verlangen wirklich Unmögliches von mir.«

Sie stöhnte und stützte den Kopf auf die Hände. 

»Sie müssen das doch einsehen, Madam. Wenn Ihr Mann es für richtig hält, Sie wegen dieser Sache im dunkeln zu lassen, darf dann ich, der ich die wahren Tatsachen nur unter dem Siegel meiner beruflichen Verschwiegenheit erfahren habe, Ihnen erzählen, was er Ihnen vorenthalten hat? Es ist nicht fair, dies von mir zu verlangen. An ihn müssen Sie sich wenden.«

»Das habe ich getan. Sie sind meine letzte Rettung. 

Doch auch ohne mir irgend etwas Bestimmtes zu sagen, Mr. Holmes, können Sie mir einen großen Dienst erweisen, wenn Sie mich über einen einzigen Punkt aufklären.«

»Und der wäre, Madam?«

»Kann die politische Karriere meines Mannes durch diesen Vorfall Schaden nehmen?«

»Nun, Madam, falls die Sache nicht in Ordnung kommt, könnte sie in der Tat eine sehr unglückliche Wirkung haben.«

»Ah!« Sie holte heftig Luft wie jemand, dessen Zweifel zerstreut wurden. 

»Nur noch eine Frage, Mr. Holmes. Einer Äuße-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.520
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rung, die mein Mann im ersten Schreck über diese Katastrophe fallenließ, entnehme ich, daß sich aus dem Verlust dieses Dokuments entsetzliche Konsequenzen für unser Land ergeben könnten.«

»Wenn er das gesagt hat, kann ich es wohl nicht abstreiten.«

»Konsequenzen welcher Art?«

»Nicht doch, Madam, auch dies ist wieder mehr gefragt, als ich beantworten kann.«

»Dann will ich Ihre Zeit nicht weiter in Anspruch nehmen. Ich kann Ihnen keinen Vorwurf machen, Mr. 

Holmes, daß Sie nicht offener zu mir waren, und Sie werden Ihrerseits nicht schlechter von mir denken, nur weil ich, auch gegen seinen Willen, die Sorgen meines Mannes zu teilen wünsche. Ich bitte Sie noch einmal, ihm nichts von meinem Besuch zu sagen.« Von der Tür aus warf sie uns noch einen Blick zu, und ich hatte einen letzten Eindruck von diesem schönen, ge-plagten Gesicht, den furchtsamen Augen und dem herabgezogenen Mund. Dann war sie fort. 

»Nun, Watson, das schöne Geschlecht fällt in Ihr Fach«, sagte Holmes lächelnd, nachdem das leiser werdende  frou-frou  ihrer Röcke mit dem Zuschlagen der Tür geendet hatte. »Worauf wollte die schöne Lady hinaus? Was wollte sie wirklich?«

»Zweifellos hat sie sich deutlich erklärt, und ihre Sorge ist ganz natürlich.«

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.521
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»Hm! Bedenken Sie ihre äußere Erscheinung, Watson, ihr Gebaren, ihre unterdrückte Erregung, ihre Ruhelosigkeit, die Beharrlichkeit, mit der sie ihre Fragen stellte. Vergessen Sie nicht, daß sie einer Kaste entstammt, in der man so leicht keine Gefühle zeigt.«

»Sie war sicherlich sehr bewegt.«

»Bedenken Sie ferner den seltsamen Ernst, mit dem sie uns versicherte, daß es für ihren Mann das beste wäre, wenn sie alles erführe. Was hat sie damit gemeint? Und Ihnen muß doch aufgefallen sein, Watson, wie sie sich geschickt so hinsetzte, daß sie das Licht im Rücken hatte. Sie wollte nicht, daß wir in ihrem Gesicht lesen könnten.«

»Ja; sie nahm den einzigen Sessel hier im Zimmer.«

»Und doch sind die Motive der Frauen so unergründlich. Erinnern Sie sich noch an die Frau in Margate, die ich aus demselben Grund verdächtigt habe? 

Kein Puder auf der Nase – und das war dann am Ende die richtige Lösung. Wie kann man nur auf solchem Treibsand bauen? Ihre banalsten Taten können Bände bedeuten, und ihr auffälligstes Verhalten kann auf einer Haarnadel oder einer Brennschere beruhen. 

Guten Morgen, Watson.«

»Sie gehen?«

»Ja; ich werde den Vormittag mit unseren Freunden von der regulären Beamtenschaft in der Godolphin Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.522
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Street verbringen. Die Lösung unseres Problems liegt bei Eduardo Lucas, wenn ich auch zugeben muß, daß ich nicht die leiseste Ahnung habe, welche Form sie annehmen wird. Es ist ein kapitaler Fehler, vor Kenntnis der Tatsachen Theorien aufzustellen. Bleiben Sie hier auf dem Posten, Watson, und empfangen Sie alle neuen Besucher. Ich werde zum Mittagessen zu ihnen stoßen, wenn ich kann.«

Den ganzen Tag sowie die beiden Tage darauf war Holmes in einer Stimmung, die seine Freunde wort-karg, andere aber mürrisch nennen würden. Er rannte hinaus, rannte herein, rauchte unablässig, spielte Fragmente auf seiner Geige, versank in Träumereien, verschlang zu den unmöglichsten Zeiten Butterbrote und reagierte kaum auf meine gelegentlichen Fragen. 

Mir war klar, daß es mit ihm oder seiner Suche nicht gut lief. Er selbst wollte sich zu dem Fall nicht äu-

ßern, und so erfuhr ich denn aus den Zeitungen von den Einzelheiten der Ermittlungen und von der Verhaftung und späteren Freilassung John Mittons, des Kammerdieners des Verstorbenen. Die Leichenschaukommission kam zu dem erwarteten Ergebnis »vorsätzlicher Mord«, aber die Beteiligten blieben nach wie vor unbekannt. Kein Motiv deutete sich an. Das Zimmer war voller kostbarer Gegenstände gewesen, aber kein einziger war gestohlen worden. Die Papiere Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.523
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des Toten waren nicht durchgewühlt worden. Ihre sorgfältige Untersuchung ergab, daß er ein eifriger Student der internationalen Politik, ein unermüdlicher Kannegießer, ein bemerkenswertes Sprachgenie und ein unverdrossener Briefschreiber gewesen war. Er hatte mit den führenden Politikern etlicher Staaten auf vertrautem Fuße gestanden. Unter den Dokumenten, die seine Schubladen füllten, wurde jedoch nichts Sensationelles gefunden. Was seine Beziehungen zu Frauen anbelangte, so schienen sie mannigfaltig, aber oberflächlich gewesen zu sein. Er hatte viele Bekannte, aber nur wenige Freundinnen und keine, die er liebte. Seine Gewohnheiten waren regelmäßig, sein Verhalten unauffällig. Sein Tod war ein vollkommenes Rätsel, und es sah so aus, als sollte er das auch bleiben. 

Die Festnahme des Kammerdieners John Mitton war von der Not als Alternative zu vollkommener Un-tätigkeit diktiert worden. Aber die Anklage gegen ihn ließ sich nicht aufrechterhalten. Er hatte in jener Nacht Freunde in Hammersmith besucht. Sein Alibi war perfekt. Zwar trifft es zu, daß er sich zu einer Stunde auf den Heimweg gemacht hatte, die ihn vor dem Zeitpunkt der Entdeckung des Verbrechens nach Westminster gebracht hätte, doch schien seine Erklä-

rung, er habe einen Teil des Weges zu Fuß zurückgelegt, in Anbetracht der Schönheit jener Nacht durch-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.524
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aus glaubhaft. Tatsächlich war er um Mitternacht zu-rückgekommen und schien von der unerwarteten Tragödie zutiefst erschüttert. Er war mit seinem Herrn immer gut ausgekommen. In den Kästen des Kammerdieners hatte man mehrere Gegenstände aus dem Besitz des Toten gefunden – insbesondere eine kleine Schachtel mit Rasiermessern –, was er aber damit er-klärte, daß dies Geschenke des Verstorbenen seien; die Haushälterin konnte diese Version bestätigen. 

Mitton hatte seit drei Jahren bei Lucas in Brot gestanden. Auffällig war, daß Lucas Mitton nie mit auf den Kontinent genommen hatte. Manchmal war er drei Monate hintereinander in Paris gewesen, während Mitton das Haus in der Godolphin Street hüten mußte. Die Haushälterin hatte in der Nacht des Verbrechens nichts gehört. Wenn ihr Herr Besuch gehabt hätte, so hätte sie selbst ihn hereinlassen müssen. 

So blieb das Rätsel drei Vormittage bestehen, soweit ich es in den Zeitungen verfolgen konnte. Wenn Holmes mehr wußte, behielt er es für sich, aber als er mir erzählte, Inspektor Lestrade habe ihn in den Fall eingeweiht, wußte ich immerhin, daß er über alle Entwicklungen auf dem laufenden war. Am vierten Tag kam ein langes Telegramm aus Paris, das das ganze Problem zu lösen schien:

Die Pariser Polizei hat soeben eine Entdeckung Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.525
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gemacht (schrieb der  Daily Telegraph),  die den Schleier von dem tragischen Schicksal Mr. 

Eduardo Lucas' hebt; Lucas war vorige Montagnacht in der Godolphin Street, Westminster, eines gewaltsamen Todes gestorben. Unsere Leser werden sich erinnern, daß der Gentleman erstochen in seinem Zimmer aufgefunden wurde und daß der Verdacht auf seinen Kammerdiener fiel, aber aufgrund eines Alibis fallengelassen wurde. Gestern wurde eine Frau, die als Mme. 

Henri Fournaye ein kleines Haus in der Rue Austerlitz bewohnt, von ihren Dienstboten den Be-hörden als wahnsinnig gemeldet. Eine Untersuchung ergab, daß sich bei ihr in der Tat ein ge-fährlicher und chronischer Wahn entwickelt hatte. Bei ihren Ermittlungen fand die Polizei heraus, daß Mme. Henri Fournaye erst vorigen Dienstag von einer Reise nach London zurückgekehrt war, und es gibt Anhaltspunkte dafür, daß sie mit dem Verbrechen in Westminster zu tun hat. Ein Vergleich von Photographien hat eindeutig erwiesen, daß M. Henri Fournaye und Eduardo Lucas in Wirklichkeit ein und dieselbe Person waren und daß der Verstorbene aus irgendeinem Grund in London und Paris ein Doppelleben geführt hatte. Mme. Fournaye, die kreo-lischer Abstammung ist, ist von extrem reizbarer Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.526
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Natur und hat in der Vergangenheit Eifersuchts-anfälle erlitten, die an Raserei gegrenzt haben. 

Es wird vermutet, daß sie in einem dieser Anfalle das furchtbare Verbrechen begangen hat, das in London solches Aufsehen erregt. Ihre Aktivitäten in jener Nacht sind noch nicht erforscht, doch ist unbestritten, daß eine Frau, auf die ihre Beschreibung paßt, am Dienstagmorgen in der Charing Cross Station durch ihre verstörte Erscheinung und die Heftigkeit ihres Gebarens einige Aufmerksamkeit erregt hat. Es liegt daher nahe, daß das Verbrechen entweder in geistiger Umnachtung begangen wurde oder daß seine unmittelbare Wirkung die unglückliche Frau um den Verstand brachte. Zur Zeit ist sie nicht imstande, irgendeine zusammenhängende Schilderung der Vergangenheit zu geben, und die Ärzte können nicht versprechen, daß sie ihre Vernunft wiedererlangt. Es gibt Hinweise darauf, daß eine Frau, bei der es sich um Mme. Fournaye gehandelt haben könnte, in jener Montagnacht mehrere Stunden lang vor dem Haus in der Godolphin Street gesehen wurde. 

»Was halten Sie davon, Holmes?« Ich hatte ihm den Bericht vorgelesen, während er zuende frühstückte. 

»Mein lieber Watson«, sagte er, indem er vom Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.527
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Tisch aufstand und im Zimmer auf und ab schritt, 

»Sie sind überaus langmütig; aber wenn ich Ihnen in den letzten drei Tagen nichts erzählt habe, so nur deshalb, weil es nichts zu erzählen gibt. Selbst dieser Bericht aus Paris hilft uns nicht sonderlich.«

»Sicher ist damit doch der Tod des Mannes aufgeklärt.«

»Der Tod dieses Mannes ist eine reine Nebensa-che – ein belangloser Zwischenfall – im Vergleich zu unserer eigentlichen Aufgabe, die darin besteht, dieses Dokument aufzuspüren und eine europäische Katastrophe zu verhindern. In den letzten drei Tagen ist nur eine Sache von Wichtigkeit passiert, und zwar die, daß nichts passiert ist. Ich erhalte fast stündlich Nachricht von der Regierung, wonach feststeht, daß es nirgends in Europa Anzeichen für eine Beunruhigung gibt. Nun, wenn dieser Brief in Umlauf wäre –

nein, das  kann  er nicht sein – aber wenn er nicht in Umlauf ist, wo mag er dann sein? Wer hat ihn? 

Warum wird er zurückgehalten? Das ist die Frage, die mir wie ein Hammer im Gehirn herumfährt. War es wirklich Zufall, daß Lucas ausgerechnet in der Nacht, da der Brief verschwunden ist, zu Tode gekommen ist? Ist der Brief überhaupt bei ihm angekommen? 

Und wenn ja, warum befindet er sich dann nicht unter seinen Papieren? Hat diese Irrsinnige ihn mitgenommen? Und wenn ja, ist er dann in ihrem Haus in Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.528
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Paris? Wie kann ich danach suchen, ohne den Verdacht der französischen Polizei zu erregen? Das ist ein Fall, mein lieber Watson, wo uns die Gesetze ebenso gefährlich sind wie die Verbrecher. Jeder ist gegen uns, und doch sind die auf dem Spiel stehenden Interessen kolossal. Sollte es mir gelingen, diesen Fall erfolgreich abzuschließen, wird das mit Sicherheit die glänzende Krönung meiner Karriere sein. Ah, hier kommt das Neueste von der Front!« Er überflog die Nachricht, die soeben hereingereicht worden war. 

»Holla! Lestrade scheint etwas Interessantes festgestellt zu haben. Nehmen Sie Ihren Hut, Watson, und dann wollen wir zusammen nach Westminster spazieren.«

Es war mein erster Besuch am Schauplatz des Verbrechens – einem hohen, schäbigen, schmalbrüstigen Haus, so steif, förmlich und solide wie das Jahrhundert, das es gezeugt hatte. Lestrades Bulldoggengesicht sah uns aus dem Vorderfenster entgegen, und er begrüßte uns herzlich, nachdem ein baumlanger Polizist die Tür aufgemacht und uns eingelassen hatte. 

Wir wurden in das Zimmer geführt, in dem die Tat begangen worden war, aber sämtliche Spuren davon waren jetzt beseitigt, bis auf einen häßlichen unregelmäßigen Flecken auf dem Teppich. Dieser Teppich, ein kleiner rechteckiger Läufer, lag mitten im Raum und war von einer weiten Fläche schönen, altmodi-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.529
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schen Holzbodens umgeben, dessen quadratische Tafeln glänzend gewienert waren. Über dem Kamin war eine prächtige Trophäensammlung von Waffen angebracht, von denen eine in jener tragischen Nacht zur Verwendung gelangt war. Vor dem Fenster stand ein luxuriöser Schreibtisch, und jedes Detail in dieser Wohnung: die Bilder, die Teppiche und die Tapeten –

all das wies auf einen üppigen Geschmack hin, der das Weibische streifte. 

»Schon die Neuigkeiten aus Paris gelesen?« fragte Lestrade. 

Holmes nickte. 

»Unsere französischen Freunde scheinen's diesmal getroffen zu haben. Zweifellos ist es genau so, wie sie sagen. Sie hat an die Tür geklopft – ein überraschender Besuch, nehme ich an, da er zwei hermetisch voneinander abgeschlossene Leben führte. Er ließ sie herein – konnte sie nicht auf der Straße stehenlassen. Sie sagte ihm, wie sie ihn aufgespürt hätte, machte ihm Vorwürfe, eines führte zum andern, und dann kam mit diesem so greifbaren Dolch das rasche Ende. Das Ganze geschah allerdings nicht im Handumdrehen, denn diese Stühle hier lagen wild durcheinander, und einen hatte er noch in der Hand, als ob er versucht hätte, sie sich damit vom Leibe zu halten. Die Sache ist uns jetzt so klar, als ob wir dabeigewesen wären.«

Holmes zog die Augenbrauen hoch. 
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»Und doch haben Sie mich herkommen lassen?«

»Ah, ja, da ist noch etwas – eine bloße Kleinigkeit, aber von der Art, die Sie interessieren dürfte – komisch, wissen Sie, was Sie vielleicht grillenhaft nennen würden. Es hat mit den eigentlichen Tatsachen nichts zu tun – kann nichts damit zu tun haben, allem Anschein nach.«

»Worum handelt es sich denn?«

»Nun, wie Sie wissen, achten wir nach einem solchen Verbrechen sehr sorgfältig darauf, daß alles an seinem Platz bleibt. Nichts wurde verändert. Tag und Nacht hielt hier ein Beamter Wache. Heute morgen, nachdem der Mann beerdigt und die Untersuchung –

soweit es diesen Raum betrifft – abgeschlossen war, glaubten wir, ein wenig aufräumen zu können. Dieser Teppich. Wie Sie sehen, ist er nicht am Boden festgemacht; lag einfach nur da. Wir hatten Anlaß, ihn hochzuheben. Und da fanden wir –«

»Ja? Sie fanden –«

Holmes' Gesicht wurde starr vor Spannung. 

»Nun, ich bin sicher, Sie würden in hundert Jahren nicht darauf kommen, was wir gefunden haben. Sie sehen den Fleck auf dem Teppich? Nun, da muß doch eine Menge durchgesickert sein, oder?«

»Zweifellos.«

»Nun, es wird Sie überraschen zu hören, daß sich auf dem hellen Holzwerk darunter kein entsprechen-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.531
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der Fleck findet.«

»Kein Fleck! Aber da muß doch –«

»Ja; sollte man meinen. Aber die Tatsache bleibt bestehen, daß da keiner ist.«

Er hob den Teppich an einer Ecke hoch, klappte ihn um und zeigte, daß er mit seiner Behauptung recht hatte. 

»Aber die Unterseite ist genauso gefleckt wie die obere. Das muß doch eine Spur hinterlassen haben.«

Lestrade kicherte vor Vergnügen, den berühmten Experten aus der Fassung gebracht zu haben. 

»Nun werde ich Ihnen die Erklärung zeigen. Es gibt  einen zweiten Fleck, aber der liegt nicht unter dem ersten. Sehen Sie selbst.« Bei diesen Worten schlug er einen anderen Teil des Teppichs um, und dort befand sich tatsächlich ein großer roter Fleck auf der glatten hellen Oberfläche des altmodischen Bodens. »Was schließen Sie daraus, Holmes?«

»Nun, ganz einfach. Die beiden Flecken  lagen übereinander, aber der Teppich ist verschoben worden. Das konnte leicht geschehen, da er auf dem glatten Boden nicht befestigt war.«

»Die offizielle Polizei hat es nicht nötig, Mr. Holmes, sich von Ihnen sagen zu lassen, daß der Teppich verschoben worden sein muß. Das liegt ja auf der Hand, denn die Flecken passen genau zusammen –

wenn man ihn so herlegt. Was ich aber wissen will, Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.532
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ist: Wer hat den Teppich verschoben, und warum?«

Ich konnte Holmes' starrem Gesicht ansehen, daß er innerlich vor Erregung bebte. 

»Hören Sie mal, Lestrade!« sagte er. »Hat der Polizist auf dem Flur die ganze Zeit hier Wache gehalten?«

»Allerdings.«

»Dann folgen Sie meinem Rat. Befragen Sie ihn gründlich; aber nicht vor uns. Wir warten hier solange. Gehen Sie mit ihm ins Hinterzimmer. Sie werden von ihm eher ein Geständnis erhalten, wenn Sie unter sich sind. Fragen Sie ihn, wie er sich unterstehen konnte, Leute hier herein und in diesem Zimmer allein zu lassen. Fragen Sie nicht,  ob  er das getan hat. Nehmen Sie das als erwiesen an. Sagen Sie ihm, Sie  wüß-

 ten,  daß jemand hier gewesen ist. Setzen Sie ihn unter Druck. Sagen Sie ihm, daß er nur mit einem vollen Geständnis auf Vergebung rechnen könne. Tun Sie genau, was ich Ihnen sage!«

»Donnerwetter, wenn er was weiß, werde ich's aus ihm rauskriegen!« rief Lestrade. Er stürzte in den Vorraum, und gleich darauf drang seine einschüch-ternde Stimme aus dem Hinterzimmer. 

»Jetzt, Watson, jetzt!« rief Holmes mit rasender Ungeduld. Die ganze dämonische Kraft dieses Mannes, die er hinter seinem teilnahmslosen Gebaren verborgen hatte, machte sich jetzt in einem Paroxysmus Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.533
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von Betriebsamkeit Luft. Er riß den Läufer weg und lag im Nu auf Händen und Knien und tastete jedes einzelne der hölzernen Quadrate darunter ab. Eines verschob sich zur Seite, als er seine Nägel in dessen Fugen grub. Es klappte auf wie der Deckel einer Kiste. Darunter befand sich eine kleine schwarze Höhlung. Holmes stieß gierig die Hand hinein – und zog sie mit einem bösen Knurren der Wut und Enttäuschung wieder heraus. Leer. 

»Schnell, Watson, schnell! Wieder zurück damit!«

Der hölzerne Deckel wurde wieder eingesetzt, und der Läufer war kaum geradegezogen worden, als Lestrades Stimme draußen im Flur ertönte. Er traf Holmes an, wie er träge am Kamin lehnte, gelassen und geduldig, und ein nicht zu unterdrückendes Gähnen zu verheimlichen suchte. 

»Tut mir leid, daß Sie warten mußten, Mr. Holmes; ich sehe Ihnen an, daß die ganze Sache Sie zu Tode langweilt. Nun, er hat alles gestanden. Kommen Sie herein, MacPherson. Lassen Sie diese Gentlemen von Ihrem ganz und gar unverzeihlichen Betragen hören.«

Der hünenhafte Polizist kam ganz geknickt und zerknirscht ins Zimmer geschlichen. 

»Ich hab's nicht böse gemeint, Sir, bestimmt. Die junge Frau kam gestern abend an die Tür – hat das Haus verwechselt. Dann sind wir ins Gespräch gekommen. Man ist einsam, wenn man den ganzen Tag Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.534
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hier Wache schiebt.«

»Nun, und was geschah dann?«

»Sie wollte sehen, wo das Verbrechen geschehen ist – sie hätte davon in der Zeitung gelesen, sagte sie. 

Sie war eine sehr achtbare, redegewandte junge Frau, Sir, und ich fand nichts Schlimmes dabei, sie einen Blick hereinwerfen zu lassen. Als sie diesen Fleck da auf dem Teppich sah, brach sie zusammen und blieb wie tot auf dem Boden liegen. Ich bin zurückgelaufen und hab Wasser geholt, konnte sie aber nicht zu sich bringen. Dann bin ich um die Ecke zum Ivy Plant gegangen, um Brandy zu besorgen, und als ich damit zurückkam, hatte die junge Frau sich schon wieder erholt und war fort – hat sich wohl geschämt, mich noch mal zu sehen.«

»Wie kam es dazu, daß der Teppich verschoben wurde?«

»Nun, Sir, er war tatsächlich ein bißchen in Unordnung, als ich zurückkam. Sehen Sie, sie ist darauf gefallen, und er liegt auf einem polierten Boden und ist nirgends festgemacht. Ich habe ihn dann wieder glatt-gezogen.«

»Das soll Ihnen eine Lehre sein, daß Sie mich nicht hintergehen können, Constable MacPherson«, sagte Lestrade würdevoll. »Sie haben zweifellos geglaubt, Ihr Pflichtvergehen könne niemals ans Licht kommen, und doch hat mich ein bloßer Blick auf diesen Läufer Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.535
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zu der Überzeugung gebracht, daß jemand in dieses Zimmer hereingelassen wurde. Sie haben Glück, mein lieber Mann, daß nichts fehlt, sonst würden Sie ganz schon in der Tinte sitzen. Tut mir leid, daß ich Sie wegen einer solchen Bagatelle herbestellt habe, Mr. 

Holmes, aber ich habe gedacht, die Sache mit dem zweiten Fleck, der nicht unter dem ersten liegt, könnte Sie interessieren.«

»Dies war in der Tat sehr interessant. Ist diese Frau nur einmal hier gewesen, Constable?«

»Ja, Sir, nur einmal.«

»Wer war sie?«

»Den Namen weiß ich nicht, Sir. Sie kam wegen einer Stelle als Maschinenschreiberin und hat sich in der Hausnummer geirrt – eine sehr freundliche, elegante Frau, Sir.«

»Groß? Hübsch?«

»Ja, Sir; sie war eine gutgewachsene junge Frau. 

Einige würden sie wohl als sehr hübsch bezeichnen. 

›Ach, Officer, lassen Sie mich doch einen Blick hin-einwerfen!‹ hat sie gesagt. Sie hatte so eine nette, einschmeichelnde Art, wie man so sagt, und ich fand nichts Schlimmes dabei, sie bloß mal kurz reinsehen zu lassen.«

»Wie war sie gekleidet?«

»Unauffällig, Sir – trug einen langen Mantel, der bis zum Boden ging.«
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»Um welche Zeit war das?«

»Es fing gerade an zu dämmern. Als ich mit dem Brandy zurückkam, wurden die Laternen angezündet.«

»Sehr schön«, sagte Holmes. »Kommen Sie, Watson, ich denke, woanders haben wir Wichtigeres zu tun.«

Als wir gingen, blieb Lestrade in dem Vorderzimmer, während der zerknirschte Constable uns an die Tür brachte und hinausließ. Auf der Treppe drehte Holmes sich um und hielt ihm etwas entgegen. Der Polizist starrte es gebannt an. 

»Großer Gott, Sir!« rief er völlig verblüfft. Holmes legte einen Finger an die Lippen, steckte seine Hand wieder in die Brusttasche und brach in Gelächter aus, als wir in die Straße bogen. »Ausgezeichnet!« sagte er. »Kommen Sie, Freund Watson, der Vorhang hebt sich für den letzten Akt. Es wird Sie beruhigen zu hören, daß es keinen Krieg geben wird, daß der Sehr Ehrenwerte Trelawney Hope keinen Rückschlag in seiner glänzenden Karriere erleiden wird, daß der unbesonnene Souverän für seine Unbesonnenheit nicht bestraft werden wird, daß der Premierminister keine europäische Verwicklung zu bewältigen haben wird, und daß mit ein wenig Takt und Geschicklichkeit von unserer Seite diese Affaire, die durchaus häßlich hätte enden können, niemand auch nur im geringsten zu Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.537
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Schaden bringen wird.«

Mein Geist füllte sich mit Bewunderung für diesen außerordentlichen Mann. 

»Sie haben es gelöst!« rief ich aus. 

»Das wohl kaum, Watson. Es gibt da noch immer ein paar dunkle Punkte. Aber wir wissen jetzt so viel, daß wir selbst schuld sein werden, wenn wir den Rest nicht herausbringen können. Wir gehen jetzt direkt nach Whitehall Terrace und bringen die Sache zur Entscheidung.«

Als wir in der Residenz des Europa-Ministers anlangten, erkundigte Sherlock Holmes sich nach Lady Hilda Trelawney Hope. Wir wurden in das Damenzimmer geführt. 

»Mr. Holmes!« sagte die Lady, und ihr Gesicht war rosa vor Entrüstung, »das ist nun aber wirklich ganz und gar nicht fair und edelmütig von Ihnen. Ich habe Ihnen erklärt, daß ich meinen Besuch bei Ihnen geheimzuhalten wünschte, damit mein Mann nicht auf den Gedanken käme, ich würde mich in seine Angelegenheiten einmischen. Und doch kompromittieren Sie mich, indem Sie hier auftauchen und damit dartun, daß zwischen uns geschäftliche Beziehungen bestehen.«

»Es war mir unglücklicherweise nicht anders möglich, Madam. Ich bin mit der Auffindung dieses immens wichtigen Papiers beauftragt. Ich muß Sie daher Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.538
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bitten, Madam, seien Sie so freundlich und händigen Sie es mir aus.«

Die Lady sprang auf, und alle Farbe war im Augenblick aus ihrem schönen Gesicht gewichen. Sie sah uns mit glasigen Augen an – taumelte – ich glaubte, sie würde in Ohnmacht fallen. Dann erholte sie sich mit großer Mühe von dem Schrecken, und eine Miene der höchsten Verwunderung und Empörung vertrieb jeden anderen Ausdruck von ihrem Gesicht. 

»Sie – Sie beleidigen mich, Mr. Holmes.«

»Kommen Sie, kommen Sie, Madam, es hat keinen Zweck. Geben Sie den Brief heraus.«

Sie stürzte zur Glocke. 

»Der Butler wird Sie an die Tür begleiten.«

»Läuten Sie nicht, Lady Hilda. Wenn Sie das tun, werden alle meine ernstlichen Bemühungen, einen Skandal zu verhindern, zunichte gemacht. Geben Sie den Brief heraus, und alles wird gut werden. Wenn Sie mit mir zusammenarbeiten, kann ich alles in Ordnung bringen. Wenn Sie aber gegen mich arbeiten, werde ich Sie bloßstellen müssen.«

Da stand die königliche Gestalt mit erhabenem Trotz, und ihre Augen hingen an den seinen, als wolle sie seine Gedanken lesen. Ihre Hand lag auf der Glok-ke, doch hatte sie darauf verzichtet, sie zu läuten. 

»Sie versuchen, mich zu erschrecken. Es ist nicht gerade sehr mannhaft, Mr. Holmes, hierherzukommen Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.539
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und eine Frau einzuschüchtern. Sie sagen, Sie wüßten etwas. Was wissen Sie denn?«

»Setzen Sie sich bitte, Madam. Sie werden sich sonst noch wehtun, wenn Sie fallen. Ich spreche erst, wenn Sie sich gesetzt haben. Danke.«

»Ich gebe Ihnen fünf Minuten, Mr. Holmes.«

»Eine genügt, Lady Hilda. Ich weiß, daß Sie Eduardo Lucas besucht und ihm dieses Dokument übergeben haben; ich weiß von Ihrer ingeniösen Rückkehr gestern nacht in jenes Zimmer, und auf welche Weise Sie den Brief aus dem Versteck unter dem Teppich geholt haben.«

Sie starrte ihn mit aschfahlem Gesicht an und schluckte zweimal, ehe sie sprechen konnte. 

»Sie sind verrückt, Mr. Holmes – Sie sind verrückt!« rief sie endlich. 

Er zog ein kleines Stück Pappe aus seiner Tasche. 

Es war das Gesicht einer Frau, das aus einem Bild herausgeschnitten war. 

»Ich habe dies mitgebracht, weil ich dachte, es könnte mir nützlich sein«, sagte er. »Der Polizist hat es wiedererkannt.«

Sie rang nach Luft, und ihr Kopf fiel in den Sessel zurück. 

»Kommen Sie, Lady Hilda. Sie haben den Brief. 

Die Sache läßt sich noch beilegen. Es liegt mir fern, Ihnen Schwierigkeiten machen zu wollen. Ich habe Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.540
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meine Pflicht erfüllt, wenn ich Ihrem Mann den verschwundenen Brief ausgehändigt habe. Befolgen Sie meinen Rat und seien Sie offen zu mir; das ist Ihre einzige Chance.«

Ihr Mut war bewundernswert. Selbst jetzt noch wollte sie sich nicht geschlagen geben. 

»Ich sage es Ihnen noch einmal, Mr. Holmes: Sie sitzen einer absurden Täuschung auf.«

Holmes erhob sich aus seinem Sessel. 

»Tut mir leid für Sie, Lady Hilda. Ich habe mein Bestes für Sie getan; nun sehe ich ein, daß es alles umsonst war.«

Er läutete die Glocke. Der Butler kam herein. 

»Ist Mr. Trelawney Hope zuhause?«

»Er wird um Viertel vor eins heimkommen, Sir.«

Holmes sah auf seine Uhr. 

»Noch eine Viertelstunde«, sagte er. »Na schön, ich werde warten.«

Der Butler hatte kaum die Tür hinter sich geschlossen, als Lady Hilda sich Holmes mit ausgebreiteten Armen zu Füßen warf und mit ihrem tränenüberströmten schönen Gesicht zu ihm aufsah. 

»Oh, Gnade, Mr. Holmes! Gnade!« flehte sie ihn in verzweifelter Unterwürfigkeit an. »Um Himmels willen, sagen Sie ihm nichts! Ich liebe ihn doch so! Ich habe nie einen Schatten auf sein Leben werfen wollen, und das würde ihm bestimmt das edle Herz brechen.«
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Holmes hob die Lady auf. »Ich bin Ihnen dankbar, Madam, daß Sie im allerletzten Augenblick noch zur Besinnung gekommen sind! Wir haben keine Sekunde zu verlieren. Wo ist der Brief?«

Sie stürzte an den Schreibtisch, schloß ihn auf und zog einen langen blauen Umschlag daraus hervor. 

»Hier ist er, Mr. Holmes. Wollte Gott, ich hätte ihn nie gesehen!«

»Wie können wir ihn zurückbringen?« murmelte Holmes. »Schnell, schnell, wir müssen uns was ausdenken! Wo ist die Depeschenbox?«

»Noch immer in seinem Schlafzimmer.«

»Welch ein Glücksfall! Schnell, Madam, holen Sie sie her!«

Gleich darauf war sie mit einer flachen roten Box zurück. 

»Wie haben Sie sie neulich aufbekommen? Sie haben einen Zweitschlüssel? Ja, natürlich haben Sie einen. Schließen Sie auf!«

Lady Hilda zog einen kleinen Schlüssel aus ihrem Busen. Die Box sprang auf. Sie war mit Papieren vollgestopft. Holmes stieß den blauen Umschlag tief mitten hinein zwischen die Blätter irgendeines anderen Dokuments. Die Box wurde zugemacht, verschlossen und in das Schlafzimmer zurückgebracht. 

»Nun können wir ihn erwarten«, sagte Holmes; 

»wir haben noch zehn Minuten. Ich wage viel, indem Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.542
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ich Sie decke, Lady Hilda. Zum Ausgleich werden Sie die Zeit nutzen und mir frei heraus die wahre Bedeutung dieser ungewöhnlichen Affäre erzählen.«

»Mr. Holmes, ich werde Ihnen alles sagen«, rief die Lady. »Oh, Mr. Holmes, eher würde ich mir die rechte Hand abhacken als ihm auch nur eine Sekunde Sorgen bereiten! Nicht eine Frau in ganz London liebt ihren Mann so wie ich – und doch, wenn er wüßte, was ich getan habe – wie ich dazu gezwungen wurde – nie würde er mir verzeihen. Denn er schätzt seine eigene Ehre so hoch, daß er nie vergessen oder vergeben kann, wenn ein anderer einmal einen Fehltritt begeht. Helfen Sie mir, Mr. Holmes! Mein Glück, sein Glück, ja unser Leben steht auf dem Spiel!«

»Schnell, Madam, die Zeit wird knapp!«

»Es ging um einen Brief, Mr. Holmes, einen unbesonnenen Brief, den ich vor meiner Ehe geschrieben habe – ein törichter Brief, der Brief eines leidenschaftlich verliebten Mädchens. Ich habe es nicht böse gemeint, und doch hätte er es für verbrecherisch gehalten. Wenn er diesen Brief zu lesen bekommen hätte, wäre sein Vertrauen für immer zerstört gewesen. Es ist Jahre her, seit ich ihn geschrieben habe. 

Ich hatte geglaubt, die ganze Sache wäre längst vergessen. Schließlich erfuhr ich dann von diesem Lucas, daß er in seine Hände gelangt sei und daß er ihn mei-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.543
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nem Mann zeigen würde. Ich flehte ihn um Gnade an. 

Er sagte, er würde mir den Brief zurückgeben, wenn ich ihm dafür ein gewisses Dokument, das er mir beschrieb, aus der Depeschenbox meines Mannes besorgen würde. Er hätte einen Spion im Amt, der ihm von dessen Existenz berichtet hätte. Er versicherte mir, daß meinem Mann nichts Schlimmes passieren würde. Versetzen Sie sich in meine Lage, Mr. Holmes! Was hätte ich denn tun sollen?«

»Ihren Mann ins Vertrauen ziehen.«

»Das konnte ich nicht, Mr. Holmes, das konnte ich nicht! Auf der einen Seite drohte das sichere Verderben; auf der anderen, so schrecklich es mir auch vorkam, meinem Mann die Papiere zu stehlen – und doch konnte ich bei so einer politischen Angelegenheit die Konsequenzen nicht erfassen, während sie mir in einer Angelegenheit der Liebe und des Vertrauens nur allzu klar waren. Ich hab's getan, Mr. Holmes! Ich habe einen Abdruck von dem Schlüssel gemacht, und dieser Lucas hat mir den Zweitschlüssel besorgt. Ich habe seine Depeschenbox aufgemacht, das Papier herausgenommen und es zur Godolphin Street gebracht.«

»Was geschah dort, Madam?«

»Ich klopfte wie vereinbart an die Tür. Lucas machte auf. Ich folgte ihm in sein Zimmer, ließ aber die Eingangstür angelehnt hinter mir, da ich Angst hatte, mit dem Mann allein zu sein. Mir fiel ein, daß Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.544
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draußen eine Frau gestanden hatte, als ich hineinging. 

Unser Geschäft war bald erledigt. Mein Brief lag auf seinem Schreibtisch; ich übergab ihm das Dokument. 

Er gab mir den Brief. In diesem Augenblick kam ein Geräusch von der Tür. Über den Flur kamen Schritte. 

Lucas zog schnell den Läufer weg, steckte das Dokument in ein Versteck darunter und deckte es wieder zu. 

Was danach geschah, war wie in einem furchtbaren Traum. Ich sehe ein dunkles, wütendes Gesicht vor mir, höre eine Frau auf französisch schreien: ›Ich habe nicht umsonst gewartet. Endlich, endlich habe ich dich mit ihr erwischt!‹ Es gab einen wüsten Kampf. Ich sah ihn mit einem Stuhl in der Hand, in ihrer blitzte ein Messer auf. Ich rannte vor dieser entsetzlichen Szene aus dem Haus und erfuhr erst am nächsten Morgen aus der Zeitung den schrecklichen Ausgang. In dieser Nacht war ich glücklich, denn ich hatte meinen Brief wieder und hatte noch nicht gesehen, was die Zukunft bringen würde. 

Am nächsten Morgen wurde mir dann klar, daß ich nur das eine Unglück gegen ein anderes eingehandelt hatte. Der Schmerz meines Mannes über den Verlust des Papiers ging mir zu Herzen. Ich konnte mich kaum zurückhalten, mich ihm auf der Stelle zu Füßen zu werfen und ihm zu beichten, was ich getan hatte. 

Das aber hätte die Preisgabe meiner Vergangenheit Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.545
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bedeutet. Ich habe Sie an diesem Morgen aufgesucht um die ganze Tragweite meines Vergehens zu begreifen. Von dem Moment an, da ich mir darüber im klaren war, habe ich nur noch daran gedacht, wie ich dieses Papier meines Mannes zurückbekommen könnte. 

Es mußte noch dort sein, wo Lucas es hingesteckt hatte, denn es war schon wieder zugedeckt, als diese furchtbare Frau ins Zimmer kam. Wenn die nicht gekommen wäre, hätte ich das Versteck nicht kennengelernt. Wie konnte ich in das Zimmer gelangen? Zwei Tage lang beobachtete ich das Haus, aber die Tür wurde nie offen gelassen. Gestern nacht machte ich einen letzten Versuch. Was ich getan habe und mit welchem Erfolg, das wissen Sie ja bereits. Ich habe das Papier zurückgeholt und hatte eigentlich vor, es zu vernichten, da ich keine Möglichkeit sah, es meinem Mann zurückzugeben, ohne ihm zugleich meine Schuld einzugestehen. Himmel, ich höre seine Schritte auf der Treppe!«

Der Europa-Minister platzte aufgeregt ins Zimmer. 

»Gibt's was Neues, Mr. Holmes, gibt's was Neues?« rief er. 

»Ich hege einige Hoffnung.«

»Ah, dem Himmel sei Dank!« Sein Gesicht begann zu strahlen. »Der Premierminister speist gleich mit mir. Darf er Ihre Hoffnungen teilen? Er hat Nerven von Stahl, und doch weiß ich, daß er seit diesem Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.546
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schrecklichen Vorfall kaum geschlafen hat. Jacobs, wollen Sie bitte den Premierminister hinaufbitten? 

Was dich betrifft, meine Liebe, so furchte ich, dies ist eine politische Angelegenheit. Wir werden dir in wenigen Minuten ins Speisezimmer nachkommen.«

Der Premierminister gab sich beherrscht, doch sah ich ihm am Glanz seiner Augen und dem Zucken seiner knochigen Hände an, daß er ebenso aufgeregt war wie sein jüngerer Kollege. 

»Ich höre, daß Sie uns etwas zu berichten haben, Mr. Holmes?«

»Völlig negativ bis jetzt«, erwiderte mein Freund. 

»Ich habe überall nachgeforscht, wo er sein könnte, und ich bin sicher, daß keine Gefahr im Verzüge ist.«

»Aber das reicht nicht, Mr. Holmes. Wir können nicht ewig auf einem solchen Pulverfaß sitzen. Wir brauchen ein endgültiges Ergebnis.«

»Ich habe Hoffnung, dorthin zu gelangen. Darum bin ich hier. Je länger ich über die Sache nachdenke, desto mehr bin ich davon überzeugt, daß der Brief dieses Haus nie verlassen hat.«

»Mr. Holmes!«

»Sonst wäre er inzwischen längst an die Öffentlichkeit gekommen.«

»Aber wozu sollte ihn irgend jemand stehlen, um ihn dann in diesem Haus zu behalten?«

»Ich bin nicht davon überzeugt, daß jemand ihn ge-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.547
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stohlen hat.«

»Wie ist er dann aus der Depeschenbox verschwunden?«

»Ich bin nicht davon überzeugt, daß er je aus der Depeschenbox verschwunden ist.«

»Mr. Holmes, es ist jetzt nicht die Zeit zu Scherzen. Ich versichere Ihnen, daß er aus der Box verschwunden ist.«

»Haben Sie seit Dienstagmorgen die Box noch einmal untersucht?«

»Nein; das war nicht notwendig.«

»Es wäre denkbar, daß Sie ihn übersehen haben.«

»Unmöglich, also wirklich!«

»Wovon ich nicht überzeugt bin; dergleichen geschieht, wie ich weiß. Vermutlich sind noch andere Papiere darin. Nun, er könnte dazwischengeraten sein.«

»Er lag oben auf.«

»Jemand könnte die Box geschüttelt und ihn verschoben haben.«

»Nein, nein; ich hab doch alles herausgeholt.«

»Das läßt sich aber doch leicht feststellen, Hope!«

sagte der Premier. »Lassen wir uns die Depeschenbox herbringen.«

Der Minister läutete die Glocke. 

»Jacobs, bringen Sie meine Depeschenbox her. Das ist eine absurde Zeitverschwendung, aber wenn nichts Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.548
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anderes Sie zufriedenstellt, so soll es geschehen. 

Danke, Jacobs; legen Sie sie dorthin. Den Schlüssel habe ich immer an meiner Uhrkette. Hier sind die Papiere, sehen Sie. Brief von Lord Merrow, Bericht von Sir Charles Hardy, Memorandum aus Belgrad, Notiz über die russisch-deutschen Getreidezölle, Brief aus Madrid, Note von Lord Flowers – großer Gott! was ist das? Lord Bellinger! Lord Bellinger!«

Der Premier riß ihm den blauen Umschlag aus der Hand. 

»Ja, das ist er – und der Brief ist unversehrt. Hope, ich gratuliere Ihnen!«

»Danke! Danke! Welch ein Stein fallt mir vom Herzen! Aber das ist unbegreiflich – unmöglich! Mr. 

Holmes, Sie sind ein Zauberer, ein Hexenmeister! 

Woher wußten Sie, daß er hier war?«

»Weil ich wußte, daß er sonst nirgendwo war.«

»Ich kann meinen Augen nicht trauen!« Er lief aufgeregt zur Tür. »Wo ist meine Frau? Ich muß ihr sagen, daß alles wieder gut ist. Hilda! Hilda!« hörten wir seine Stimme von der Treppe. 

Der Premier sah Holmes zwinkernd an. 

»Kommen Sie, Sir«, sagte er. »Da steckt doch mehr dahinter, als man auf den ersten Blick meint. Wie ist der Brief in die Box gekommen?«

Holmes wandte sich von dem forschenden Blick dieser wunderbaren Augen ab. 
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»Auch wir haben unsere diplomatischen Geheimnisse«, sagte er, nahm seinen Hut und ging zur Tür. 
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Editorische Notiz

Die Übersetzung folgt den üblichen Nachdrucken der Originalausgabe  The Return of Sherlock Holmes  von 1905. Sie ist so wortgetreu wie möglich, jedenfalls so dicht am Original wie keine der bisherigen Übersetzungen. Spezifische Termini z.B. für Kutschentypen oder Dienstgrade wurden grundsätzlich mit einem allgemeineren deutschen Ausdruck übersetzt (z.B. Polizist für Constable). Von diesem Prinzip wurde nur abgewichen, wo es der Zusammenhang erlaubte oder erforderte; ebenfalls unübersetzt blieben Hausnamen wie Hall, Manor usw. Das Tempus der wörtlichen Rede wurde den Gepflogenheiten im Deutschen angeglichen. Im folgenden werden nach dem deutschen Titel der Titel des Originals sowie Ort und Jahr des ersten Erscheinens angegeben. Die Anmerkungen sind durchaus nicht vollständig, sondern sollen nur gewisse, dem deutschen Leser nicht unbedingt bekannte Besonderheiten des englischen Lebens erhellen. Verzichtet wurde also z.B. darauf, Daten und Hintergrün-de der Schlachten von Waterloo und Marengo aufzu-fuhren, oder die Lebensdaten des Charles Dickens anzugeben, da derlei kaum zum tieferen Verständnis der Watsonschen Fallstudien beitragen dürfte. 
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Anmerkungen

1 »Robber Whist« – »Robber, engl. Rubber, beim Whist und beim Bridge ein durch zwei Gewinnpartien der gleichen Partei abgeschlossenes Spiel« (Brockhaus 1956). 

2 »Der Baumkultus« – im Original  The Origin of Tree Worship.  Miss Madeleine B. Stern, Spezialistin für seltene Bücher im Zusammenhang mit Sherlock Holmes, meint, Watson habe den deutschen Original-titel des 1856 erschienenen Buchs von Boetticher etwas sehr frei übersetzt. 

3 »Baritsu« – In den März- und April-Nummern 1899 von  Pearson's Magazine  war der Artikel ›Die neue Kunst der Selbstverteidigung‹ von E.W. 

Bartonwright erschienen, der darin gewisse Jiu-Jitsu-Techniken beschrieb, die er für den europäischen Gebrauch adaptiert und mit der von seinem Namen abge-leiteten Bezeichnung ›Bartisu‹ versehen hatte. Offenbar hat Dr. Watson auch hier einmal mehr etwas durcheinandergebracht. 

4 »Nicht kann mich Alter ... Reizung« – Holmes bezieht diese Aussage des Enobarbus über Kleopatra auf sich. (Shakespeare,  Antonius und Kleopatra;  II, 2 Hier
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5 »Herz zum Herzen findet« – Gleich noch einmal Shakespeare, diesmal aus  Was ihr wollt;  II, 3; eine freie Übersetzung von » Journeys end with lovers' 

 meetings«. 

6 »shikari« – Hinduwort für Sportsmann, Jäger. 

7 »Der blinde deutsche Mechaniker von Herder« –

seine Biographie lieferte dankenswerterweise Ralph A. Ashton: »Augustus Heinrich Friedrich Kartiffel-schale von Herder: geboren 1. April 1803 in Wien. 

Mutter: Fräulein Schmutzi Liebelnhastic von Herder. 

Vater: unbekannt. Von Friedrich Wilhelm IV. geadelt für seine Forschungen auf dem Gebiet der Verwendung von dehydriertem Wasser als Treibladung anstelle von Schießpulver. 

8 »C.B.« – Companion of the Order of Bath – Träger des Bath-Ordens. 

9 »Sherpur und Kabul« – Eine ausführliche Anmerkung zu den Afghanistan-Kriegen findet sich in  Eine Studie in Scharlachrot. 

10 »der zweitgefährlichste Mann Londons« – Der ge-fährlichste war natürlich Professor Moriarty, siehe Das letzte Problem  im Erzählband  Die Memoiren des Sherlock Holmes.  Der übelste dagegen Charles Augustus Milverton, siehe p. 193. 
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11 »die Kugeln allein genügen schon« – eben nicht: 1894 gab es bei Scotland Yard noch keine ballisti-schen Untersuchungen, diese wurden erst ab 1909 angewandt. Sherlock Holmes war wieder einmal seiner Zeit voraus. 

12 In dieser Erzählung mußte von dem Prinzip der wortgetreuen Übersetzung einmal abgegangen werden: frühere Übersetzer haben es sich hier leicht gemacht, indem sie die chiffrierten Sätze einfach auf englisch haben stehenlassen. Übersetzt man auch diese – wie hier zum Besten des Lesers geschehen –, ergeben sich zwangsläufig einige Abweichungen in Holmes' Ausführungen zu ihrer Dechiffrierung. Jene betreffen zum einen die Anzahl und Anordnung der Buchstaben in den einzelnen Botschaften, zum anderen, und wichtiger, die Häufigkeitsverteilung der Buchstaben im Englischen und Deutschen. Es bleibe dem krimigewieften Leser überlassen, sich die damit verbundenen Probleme des Übersetzers auszumalen, doch sei versichert, daß sich die Logik der Holmesschen Entschlüsselung ohne »gewollte« Manipulationen übertragen ließ. 

13 »John Vincent Harden« – Korrekt ist Hardin, und gemeint ist der Cousin des gefürchteten Schützen John Wesley Hardin, den Bob Dylan in einem Song verewigt
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Bill Wild West Show nach England kommen wollte, war dies der Anlaß für die Belästigung seines Cousins mit den großen gesellschaftlichen Ambitionen. 

14 »M.A., Ph. D.« – Magister Artium, Philosophiae Doctor. 

15 »K.G.« – Knight of the Garter = Ritter des Hosen-bandordens. 

16 »P.C.« – vieldeutige Abk., hier vermutlich Privy Councillor = Geheimer Rat. 

17 »Lord Lieutenant« – Vertreter des Königs in den englischen Grafschaften. 

18 »Lord of the Admiralty« – Lord der Admiralität. 

19 »ein kleines Schnuckelchen von einem Mann« –

im Original »a little ribston-pippin of a man«. Ribston-pippin ist laut Langenscheidt eine Apfelsorte, nämlich »eine gestreifte Goldreinette«; laut Partridge's Slang-Wörterbuch auch »a Cockney's term of affectionate address« – eine »zärtliche Anrede« also. 

Der Ausdruck tauchte zum erstenmal im  Punch  vom 11. Oktober 1883 auf. 

20 »Diamanten zu Kohle verflüssigen« – im Original

»by turning her diamonds into paste (= »Knete«); die Übersetzung ist also ein wenig skurriler, wenn nicht gar zu tollkühn
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21 »Heath« – Hampstead Heath, ein ausgedehnter Park im Londoner Stadtteil Hampstead. 

22 »Hallo-Geschrei« – im Original »view-halloa«; so rufen die englischen Jäger, wenn der Fuchs erscheint. 

23 »Ambulanz« – im Original »dispensary«; eine Art ärztlicher Bereitschaftsdienst für Unbemittelte. 

24 »aus dem Thukydides« – gemeint ist  Der Krieg zwischen den Peloponnesiern und den Athenern,  das Standardwerk von Thukydides (ca. 460 v. Chr. – nach 400 v. Chr.), der damit die wissenschaftliche Geschichtsschreibung begründete. Da das Werk 8 Bände umfaßt, müßte es trotz seiner Bekanntheit möglich sein, ein Kapitel zu finden, das »der Kandidat noch nicht kennt«. 

25 »vertritt die Schule im Hürdenlauf und Weitsprung« – im Original »Got his Blue for the hurdles and the long jump«. Blue nennt man an den Universitäten Oxford und Cambridge das Recht eines Studenten, die blaue Universitäts-Sportkleidung zu tragen und damit bei Sportwettkämpfen in den jeweiligen Mannschaften aufzutreten. 

26 »Gimelblättchen« – auch Kümmelblättchen. »(von hebräisch gimel, Zahlzeichen für 3), Glücksspiel, wobei der Bankhalter Kreuz- und Herz-As in die Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.556
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linke, Pik-As in die rechte Hand nimmt, geschickt mischt und die Blätter verdeckt fallen läßt. Nur wenn der Mitspieler errät, wo Herz-As liegt, hat er gewonnen« (Brockhaus 1956). 

27 »Mann von den Andamanen« – Watson spielt auf das  Zeichen der Vier  an. 

28 »Chubb-Schlüssel« – Näheres zu diesem Sicherheitsschlüssel und dem dazugehörigen Schloß in den Anmerkungen zu  Die Abenteuer des Sherlock Holmes,  S. 360. 

29 »Zeit der Not« – Siehe  Psalter  9.10. Auch russische Revolutionäre stammten oft aus religiösen Familien. 

30 In dieser Geschichte tauchen einige Fachausdrücke aus der Rugby-Sprache auf, für die es im Deutschen zwar Entsprechungen gibt, die jedoch wohl so ungeläufig sind, daß sie noch mehr Verwirrung als die ori-ginalen Termini stiften dürften. Im folgenden wird kein Regelwerk des Rugby-Football gegeben; vielmehr sollen nur einige der in der Erzählung vorkom-menden Begriffe definiert werden. 

Zu Spielbeginn besteht das Rugby-Team aus 8

Stürmern, 2 Halbspielern (half-backs), 4 Dreiviertel-spielern (three-quarters) und einem Schlußmann. Ziel des Spiels ist es, einen eiförmigen Ball über die Mal-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.557
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linie (touch-line) des Gegners zu befördern, was dieser durch Einsatz aller möglichen Mittel zu verhindern sucht (z.B. durch tackling = Angehen und Angreifen des Gegners). Die Beförderung des Balles geschieht durch »punten« (to punt = Kicken des aus den Händen fallenden Balles, ehe er den Boden berührt), 

»droppen« (to drop = den Ball fallen lassen und, sobald er vom Boden zurückprallt, wegkicken) oder durch Werfen (to pass = abspielen). Je nach der Art und Weise, wie der Ball über die touch-line gebracht wird, gibt es Punkte: entweder bringt man den Ball mit der Hand über die Linie (try = »Versuch«), oder man schießt ihn mit dem Fuß über den Querbalken des H-förmigen Tors. 

31 »beim Dribbeln« – Wenn Godfrey Staunton mit einem eiförmigen Rugby-Ball zu dribbeln vermochte, konnte ihm in der Tat niemand »das Wasser reichen«. 

32 »Großer Scott« – im Original: »Great Scott!« –

ein Ausdruck der Überraschung, eine Verharmlosung von »Great God«; vermutlich nach General Winfield Scott, einem notorisch konfusen Präsidentschaftskan-didaten. 

33 »daß er die besseren Karten hat« – im Original

»that the odd trick is in his possession«.  Odd trick  ist der 7. von 13 möglichen Stichen beim Whist und entscheidend
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Text durchziehende Kartenmetaphorik. 

34 »bis John o' Groats« – der nördlichste Punkt der Britischen Inseln, an der Nordspitze Schottlands, wo sich der Holländer John o' Groat 1489 angesiedelt haben soll; sprichwörtlich für den »Rand der Welt«. 

35 »das Wild ist auf« – einer der meistzitierten Holmes-Sätze. Er stammt aus Shakespeares  König Heinrich V.  III, I: »Ich seh euch stehn, wie Jagdhund' an der Leine, gerichtet auf den Sprung; das Wild ist auf, folgt eurem Mute.«

36 »Oberstein, La Rothiere« – Beide Herren tauchen wieder auf in  Die Bruce-Partington-Pläne  im Band Seine Abschiedsvorstellung. 
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Sir Arthur Conan Doyle

Seine Abschiedsvorstellung
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Vorwort

Die Freunde von Mr. Sherlock Holmes werden mit Genugtuung vernehmen, daß er nach wie vor gesund und munter ist, wenn ihm auch gelegentliche rheuma-tische Anfalle zu schaffen machen. Er hat viele Jahre auf einem kleinen Landgut in den Downs, fünf Meilen von Eastbourne entfernt, mit dem Studium der Philosophie und der Landwirtschaft verbracht. Während dieser Zeit der Ruhe hat er sich trotz fürstlicher Angebote geweigert, weitere Fälle zu übernehmen, da er beschlossen hatte, daß sein Rückzug ins Privatleben endgültig sei. Das Heraufziehen des Weltkrieges veranlaßte ihn indessen, seine außergewöhnliche Kombination von intellektuellen und praktischen Fähigkeiten in den Dienst der englischen Regierung zu stellen, was historische Resultate zeitigte, von denen in  Seine Abschiedsvorstellung  berichtet wird. Eine Reihe frü-

herer Erlebnisse, die lange in meiner Mappe gelegen haben, sind dieser Geschichte beigesellt, um den Band zu vervollständigen. 

JOHN H. WATSON, M.D.1

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.561 1. Das eigenartige Erlebnis des Mr. John Scott ... Doyle-WA Bd. 8, 9

Wisteria Lodge

 I. Das eigenartige Erlebnis des Mr. John Scott Eccles

In meinem Notizbuch finde ich vermerkt, daß es ein trüber und windiger Tag gegen Ende März des Jahres 1892 war. Während wir beim Mittagessen saßen, hatte Holmes ein Telegramm erhalten und rasch eine Antwort hingekritzelt. Er äußerte sich nicht dazu, aber die Angelegenheit schien ihn weiter zu beschäftigen, denn etwas später stand er mit nachdenklicher Miene vor dem Feuer, rauchte seine Pfeife und warf hin und wieder einen Blick auf die Nachricht. Plötzlich wandte er sich mit einem schalkhaften Funkeln in den Augen mir zu. 

»Ich würde doch sagen, Watson, daß man Sie als einen Mann von Bildung zu betrachten hat«, sagte er. 

»Wie würden Sie denn das Wort ›grotesk‹ definie-ren2?«

»Seltsam – merkwürdig«, schlug ich vor. 

Er schüttelte den Kopf ob meiner Definition. 

»Es steckt mit Sicherheit noch mehr darin«, entgegnete er; »ein Unterton von Tragik und Schrecken schwingt da mit. Wenn Sie Ihre Gedanken zu einigen jener Erzählungen zurückschweifen lassen, mit denen Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.562
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Sie Ihre langmütige Leserschaft traktiert haben, wird Ihnen auffallen, wie oft das Groteske ins Verbrecherische umgeschlagen ist. Denken Sie nur etwa an jene Episode mit den Rotschöpfen. Die hätte am Anfang kaum grotesker sein können, und doch lief sie zum Schluß auf den tollkühnen Versuch eines Bankraubs hinaus. Oder auch jene äußerst grotesk anmutende Angelegenheit mit den fünf Orangenkernen, welche in direkter Verbindung mit einem Mordkomplott stand. 

Mich macht dieses Wort hellhörig.«

»Steht es da drin?« fragte ich. 

Er las mir das Telegramm vor. 

Hatte soeben äußerst unglaubliches und groteskes Erlebnis. Darf ich Sie konsultieren? 

SCOTT ECCLES

Postamt Charing Cross

»Mann oder Frau?« fragte ich. 

»Ah, ein Mann natürlich. Eine Frau würde nie ein Telegramm mit bezahlter Rückantwort senden. Sie würde einfach herkommen.«

»Werden Sie ihn empfangen?«

»Mein guter Watson, Sie wissen doch, wie sehr ich mich langweile, seit wir Colonel Carruthers hinter Schloß und Riegel gebracht haben. Mein Geist ist wie eine Maschine, die leerläuft und sich selbst in Stücke Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.563
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reißt, weil sie nicht mit dem Räderwerk gekoppelt ist, für das sie konstruiert wurde. Das Leben ist banal; die Zeitungen sind geistlos; Wagemut und Romantik scheinen auf immer aus der Welt des Verbrechens entschwunden zu sein. Wie können Sie mich da noch fragen, ob ich gewillt bin, ein neues Problem in Augenschein zu nehmen, wie trivial auch immer es am Ende sein mag. Aber da ist, wenn mich nicht alles täuscht, ja unser Klient.«

Man hörte einen gemessenen Schritt im Treppenhaus, und einen Augenblick später wurde eine große, stattliche, auf imposante Weise respektabel wirkende Gestalt mit grauem Backenbart ins Zimmer geführt. 

In seiner gravitätischen Miene und seinem würdevollen Auftreten stand die Geschichte seines Lebens geschrieben. Von den Gamaschen bis zu der goldgeränderten Brille war er ein Konservativer, Kirchgänger und rechtschaffener Bürger, orthodox und traditions-verhaftet bis zum Äußersten. Aber irgendein bestürzendes Erlebnis hatte die ihm eigene Gemütsruhe ge-stört und in seinem wirr abstehenden Haar, auf den zorngeröteten Wangen und in seinem aufgescheuch-ten, erregten Gebaren Spuren hinterlassen. Er sprudelte sogleich sein Anliegen hervor. 

»Mr. Holmes, ich habe ein äußerst eigenartiges und unerfreuliches Erlebnis hinter mir«, sagte er. »Nie in meinem ganzen Leben bin ich in eine solche Situation Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.564
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gebracht worden – eine äußerst unschickliche, äußerst empörende Situation. Ich muß auf einer Erklärung bestehen.« Er schnaubte und prustete vor Wut. 

»Nehmen Sie doch bitte Platz, Mr. Scott Eccles«, sagte Holmes in beschwichtigendem Ton. »Darf ich zuerst einmal fragen, was Sie überhaupt zu mir führt?«

»Nun, Sir, die Sache schien mir nicht gerade ein Fall für die Polizei zu sein, und doch werden Sie, sobald Sie die Einzelheiten vernommen haben, zugeben müssen, daß ich sie nicht einfach auf sich beruhen lassen konnte. Privatdetektive sind zwar eine Sorte Menschen, der ich nicht die geringste Sympathie entgegenbringe, aber da ich Ihren Namen früher einmal ...«

»Schon gut. Und dann, zum zweiten, möchte ich wissen, weshalb Sie nicht sofort gekommen sind.«

»Wie meinen Sie das?«

Holmes blickte auf seine Uhr. 

»Es ist jetzt Viertel nach zwei«, sagte er. »Ihr Telegramm ist ungefähr um ein Uhr aufgegeben worden. 

Aber ein Blick auf Ihren Aufzug genügt, um zu sehen, daß Ihre Verstörung vom Zeitpunkt ihres Erwachens herrührt.«

Unser Klient fuhr sich mit der Hand über das ungekämmte Haar und betastete sein unrasiertes Kinn. 

»Sie haben recht, Mr. Holmes. Ich habe keinen Ge-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.565
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danken an meine Toilette gewendet. Ich wollte nur so schnell wie möglich hinaus aus einem solchen Haus. 

Aber dann bin ich herumgerannt und habe Erkundigungen eingezogen, bevor ich zu Ihnen gekommen bin. Ich war beim Häusermakler, wissen Sie, und dort hat man mir gesagt, daß Mr. Garcias Miete ordnungsgemäß bezahlt sei und daß alles seine Richtigkeit habe mit  Wisteria Lodge. «

»Nur gemach, Sir«, sagte Holmes lachend. »Sie sind wie mein Freund Dr. Watson, der die schlechte Angewohnheit hat, seine Geschichten am verkehrten Ende anzufangen. Bitte ordnen Sie Ihre Gedanken und teilen Sie mir dann schön der Reihe nach mit, welcher Art genau die Ereignisse waren, welche Sie dazu veranlaßt haben, sich zerzaust und ungekämmt, die Gala-stiefel und die Weste schief geknöpft, auf die Suche nach Rat und Beistand zu begeben.«

Unser Klient blickte mit zerknirschter Miene an seinem unkonventionellen Äußeren hinab. 

»Ich muß einen äußerst unvorteilhaften Eindruck machen, Mr. Holmes, und ich wüßte nicht, daß mir zeit meines Lebens dergleichen schon passiert wäre. 

Aber ich will Ihnen die ganze sonderbare Geschichte erzählen, und danach werden Sie bestimmt zugeben, daß ich reichlich entschuldigt bin.«

Indes, seine Erzählung wurde noch im Keim erstickt. Draußen rührte sich etwas, und dann öffnete Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.566
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Mrs. Hudson die Tür, um zwei stämmige, beamten-haft aussehende Individuen einzulassen, in deren einem wir Inspektor Gregson erkannten, den mutigen, tatkräftigen und – in seinen Grenzen – auch tüchtigen Polizeibeamten von Scotland Yard. Er schüttelte Holmes die Hand und stellte seinen Begleiter als Inspektor Baynes von der  Constabulary 3 der Grafschaft Surrey vor. 

»Wir sind gemeinsam auf der Jagd, Mr. Holmes, und unsere Fährte führt in diese Richtung.« Er richtete seinen Bulldoggenblick auf unseren Besucher. 

»Sind Sie Mr. John Scott Eccles vom  Popham House in Lee?«

»Der bin ich.«

»Wir sind schon den ganzen Vormittag hinter Ihnen her.«

»Zweifellos haben Sie ihn aufgrund des Telegramms aufgespürt«, sagte Holmes. 

»Ganz recht, Mr. Holmes. Wir haben im Postamt Charing Cross seine Witterung aufgenommen und sind dann hierhergekommen.«

»Aber weshalb sind Sie hinter mir her? Was wollen Sie von mir?«

»Wir wünschen eine Aussage von Ihnen, Mr. Scott Eccles, die Ereignisse betreffend, die gestern nacht zum Tode von Mr. Aloysius Garcia, wohnhaft auf Wisteria Lodge  bei Esher, geführt haben.«
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Unser Besucher hatte sich mit starrem Blick in seinem Stuhl aufgerichtet, und aus seinem fassungslosen Gesicht war jede Spur von Farbe gewichen. 

»Tot? Haben Sie gesagt, er sei tot?«

»Ja, Sir, er ist tot.«

»Aber wie? Ein Unfall?«

»Mord – so sicher wie nur je etwas auf Erden.«

»Allmächtiger Gott! Das ist ja furchtbar! Aber Sie wollen doch nicht – Sie wollen doch nicht sagen, daß Sie mich verdächtigen?«

»In einer Tasche des Toten hat man einen Brief von Ihnen gefunden, dem wir entnehmen, daß Sie vorhatten, gestern in seinem Haus zu übernachten.«

»Das habe ich auch getan.«

»Ach, haben Sie das, tatsächlich?«

Und schon wurde das amtliche Notizbuch gezückt. 

»Warten Sie, Gregson«, sagte Sherlock Holmes. 

»Alles, was Sie wollen, ist doch eine schlichte Aussage, nicht wahr?«

»Und es ist meine Pflicht, Mr. Scott Eccles darauf aufmerksam zu machen, daß sie gegen ihn verwendet werden kann.«

»Mr. Eccles wollte uns gerade von dieser Sache berichten, als Sie ins Zimmer traten. Watson, ich glaube, ein Brandy mit Soda könnte ihm nichts schaden. 

Also, Sir, ich schlage vor, daß Sie von diesem Zu-wachs an Publikum gar keine Notiz nehmen und Ihre Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.568
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Geschichte genau so vortragen, wie Sie es getan hätten, wenn Sie nie unterbrochen worden wären.«

Unser Besucher hatte seinen Brandy hinunterge-stürzt, und die Farbe war in sein Gesicht zurückgekehrt. Nach einem argwöhnischen Seitenblick auf das Notizbuch des Inspektors sprudelte er seine ungewöhnliche Aussage hervor. 

»Ich bin Junggeselle«, begann er, »und da ich recht gesellig bin, pflege ich einen großen Freundeskreis. 

Dazu zählt auch die Familie eines ehemaligen Bier-brauers namens Melville, die in  Albemarle Mansion in Kensington wohnt. An ihrer Tafel lernte ich vor einigen Wochen einen jungen Mann namens Garcia kennen. Soweit ich wußte, war er spanischer Abstammung und hatte irgend etwas mit der Botschaft zu tun. 

Er sprach perfekt Englisch, hatte angenehme Um-gangsformen und war einer der bestaussehenden Männer, die ich mein Lebtag gesehen habe. 

Irgendwie kam es, daß wir rasch Freundschaft miteinander schlössen, dieser junge Bursche und ich. Er schien von Anfang an Gefallen an mir zu finden, und gleich am Tag nach unserer ersten Begegnung kam er mich schon in Lee besuchen. Eins gab das andere, und zu guter Letzt lud er mich ein, ein paar Tage in Wisteria Lodge,  seinem Haus, das zwischen Esher und Oxshott liegt, zu verbringen. Gestern abend fuhr ich also nach Esher, um dieser Einladung Folge zu Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.569
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leisten. 

Er hatte mir seinen Haushalt schon vorher geschildert. Er lebe mit einem getreuen Diener zusammen, einem Landsmann, der für all seine Bedürfnisse sorge. Dieser Bursche spreche Englisch und führe ihm den Haushalt. Außerdem habe er einen wundervollen Koch – ein Halbblut, das er von einer seiner Reisen zurückgebracht habe –, der ein ausgezeichnetes Mahl zu bereiten verstehe. Ich erinnere mich noch an seine Bemerkung, was für ein sonderbarer Haushalt dies doch sei, so mitten im Herzen von Surrey, und ich gab ihm recht, nicht ahnend, daß dieser Haushalt sich noch als weit sonderbarer erweisen sollte, als ich je erwartet hatte. 

Ich fuhr also dorthin. Das Haus, etwa zwei Meilen südlich von Esher, ist groß und liegt etwas abseits der Straße, mit einer geschwungenen, von hohen, immer-grünen Hecken gesäumten Einfahrt. Es ist halb verfallen und in einem Zustand unglaublicher Verwahrlo-sung. Als mein Einspänner auf der grasüberwachse-nen Einfahrt vor der fleckigen, verwitterten Eingangstür anhielt, kamen mir Zweifel, ob es klug war, einen Mann zu besuchen, den ich nur so oberflächlich kannte. Er selbst öffnete mir jedoch die Tür und begrüßte mich mit allen Anzeichen großer Herzlichkeit. Dann übergab er mich der Obhut seines Dieners, eines dunkelhäutigen, melancholischen Menschen, der mir Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.570
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meine Tasche abnahm und den Weg zu meinem Schlafgemach wies. Von dem ganzen Ort ging etwas Bedrückendes aus. Unser Abendessen verlief als ein tête-à-tête,  und wiewohl mein Gastgeber sich alle Mühe gab, mich zu unterhalten, schien es, als ob seine Gedanken ständig abschweiften, und was er sagte, war so unklar und verworren, daß ich Mühe hatte, ihm zu folgen. Er trommelte unablässig mit den Fingern auf den Tisch, kaute an seinen Nägeln und ließ andere Zeichen nervöser Ungeduld erkennen. Das Essen selbst wurde weder gut serviert, noch war es gut zubereitet, und die düstere Präsenz des schweigsamen Dieners trug auch nicht gerade zu unserer Auf-heiterung bei. Ich versichere Ihnen, ich habe mich im Laufe dieses Abends manches Mal nach einer Ausrede gesehnt, die mir erlaubt hätte, nach Lee zurückzukehren. 

Da fällt mir etwas ein, was im Zusammenhang mit der Sache, in der Sie beide, Gentlemen, ermitteln, von Wichtigkeit sein könnte, wenn ich mir auch, als es passiert ist, nichts weiter dabei gedacht habe. Gegen Ende des Abendessens brachte der Diener eine Nachricht, nach deren Lektüre mein Gastgeber, wie mir schien, noch zerstreuter und seltsamer war denn zuvor. Er versuchte jetzt gar nicht mehr, den Schein einer Konversation aufrechtzuerhalten, sondern saß, eine Zigarette nach der anderen rauchend, ganz in Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.571
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seine Gedanken versunken da, erwähnte jedoch mit keinem Wort, was ihn beschäftigte. Als es etwa elf war, war ich froh, zu Bett gehen zu können. Einige Zeit später sah Garcia bei mir herein – das Zimmer war mittlerweile dunkel – und fragte mich, ob ich ge-läutet hätte. Ich sagte nein. Er entschuldigte sich für die späte Störung und erwähnte dabei, es sei schon fast ein Uhr. Danach nickte ich ein und schlief fest bis zum Morgen. 

Und jetzt komme ich zu dem befremdlichsten Teil meiner Erzählung. Als ich aufwachte, war es heller Tag. Ich warf einen Blick auf meine Uhr und sah, daß es kurz vor neun war. Ich hatte ausdrücklich darum gebeten, um acht Uhr geweckt zu werden, und diese Nachlässigkeit erstaunte mich aufs höchste. Ich sprang aus dem Bett und läutete nach dem Diener. 

Nichts rührte sich. Ich läutete noch einmal und dann noch einmal – mit demselben Ergebnis. Ich kam darauf zum Schluß, daß die Klingel defekt sein müsse. 

Hastig streifte ich meine Kleider über und stürmte in übelster Laune nach unten, um heißes Wasser zu verlangen. Was glauben Sie, wie überrascht ich war, als ich ganz einfach niemanden dort vorfand. Ich rief in der Eingangshalle. Keine Antwort. Dann rannte ich von Zimmer zu Zimmer. Alle verlassen. Am Abend zuvor hatte mir mein Gastgeber sein Schlafzimmer gezeigt. Ich klopfte also dort an. Keine Antwort. Ich Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.572
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drehte den Türknauf und trat ein. Das Zimmer war leer, das Bett unberührt. Er war verschwunden, genau wie die anderen. Der fremdländische Gastgeber, der fremdländische Lakai, der fremdländische Koch, sie alle hatten sich im Lauf der Nacht in Luft aufgelöst! 

Dies war das Ende meines Besuches in  Wisteria Lodge. «

Sherlock Holmes rieb sich schmunzelnd die Hände, während er diesen bizarren Vorfall seiner Sammlung seltsamer Geschehnisse einverleibte. 

»Ihr Erlebnis ist, soweit ich weiß, vollkommen einzigartig«, sagte er. »Darf ich fragen, Sir, was Sie danach getan haben?«

»Ich war außer mir vor Wut. Mein erster Gedanke war, ich sei das Opfer irgendeines absurden Streiches geworden. Ich packte meine sieben Sachen, warf die Haustür hinter mir zu und machte mich, meine Tasche in der Hand, auf den Weg nach Esher. Dort sprach ich bei Allan Brothers, den wichtigsten Grundstücksmak-lern des Dorfes, vor und erfuhr, daß die Villa durch sie vermietet worden war. Plötzlich kam mir der Gedanke, daß das Ganze wohl nicht einfach zu dem Zweck inszeniert worden war, mich zum Narren zu halten, sondern daß es in erster Linie darum gegangen sein mußte, sich vor der Zahlung der Miete zu drük-ken. Wir haben Ende März, der vierteljährliche Zah-lungstermin steht also vor der Tür. Aber diese Theorie Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.573
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erwies sich als falsch. Der Makler zeigte sich zwar sehr verbunden für meine Warnung, sagte mir aber, die Miete sei schon im voraus bezahlt worden. Darauf fuhr ich in die Stadt zurück und sprach bei der spanischen Botschaft vor. Der Mann war dort unbekannt. 

Als nächstes suchte ich Melville auf, in dessen Haus ich Garcia kennengelernt hatte, mußte jedoch feststellen, daß er noch weniger über ihn wußte als ich selbst. Und als ich schließlich Ihre Antwort auf mein Kabel erhielt, bin ich zu Ihnen gekommen, da Sie, wenn ich richtig orientiert bin, ein Mann sind, der in schwierigen Fällen Rat weiß. Nun entnehme ich aber dem, was Sie, Herr Inspektor, beim Eintreten gesagt haben, daß meine Geschichte eine Fortsetzung hat und daß ein tragisches Ereignis eingetreten ist. Ich kann Ihnen indes versichern, daß jedes Wort, das ich gesagt habe, wahr ist und daß ich, außer dem, was ich Ihnen erzählt habe, nichts, aber auch gar nichts über das Schicksal dieses Mannes weiß. Ich habe keinen anderen Wunsch, als dem Gesetz auf jede erdenkliche Weise behilflich zu sein.«

»Davon bin ich überzeugt, Mr. Scott Eccles, davon bin ich überzeugt«, sagte Inspektor Gregson in überaus liebenswürdigem Ton. »Ich kann nicht umhin zu sagen, daß alles, was Sie uns erzählt haben, durchaus mit den Fakten übereinstimmt, die wir bisher in Erfahrung bringen konnten. Zum Beispiel diese Nach-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.574
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richt, die während des Abendessens eingetroffen ist. 

Haben Sie zufälligerweise bemerkt, was weiter damit geschehen ist?«

»Ja, das habe ich. Garcia hat sie zusammengeknüllt und ins Kaminfeuer geworfen.«

»Was haben Sie dazu zu sagen, Mr. Baynes?«

Der Detektiv vom Lande war ein stämmiger Mann mit einem roten, aufgedunsenen Gesicht, das lediglich von seinen zwei außergewöhnlich lebhaften Augen, die unter den üppigen Wülsten von Stirn und Wangen beinahe verschwanden, vor dem Eindruck von Plump-heit bewahrt wurde. Mit bedächtigem Lächeln zog er ein zerknittertes und verfärbtes Stück Papier aus der Tasche. 

»Da war ein korbförmiger Feuerrost, Mr. Holmes, und Garcia hat das Papier darüber hinaus geworfen. 

Ich hab es unverbrannt dahinter hervorgeholt.«

Holmes lächelte anerkennend. 

»Sie müssen das Haus sehr gründlich durchsucht haben, wenn es Ihnen gelungen ist, ein so unscheinbares Papierbällchen zu finden.«

»Das habe ich, Mr. Holmes. Das ist so meine Art. 

Soll ich es vorlesen, Mr. Gregson?«

Der Londoner Polizeibeamte nickte. 

»Die Nachricht ist auf gewöhnlichem, cremefarbenem Papier ohne Wasserzeichen geschrieben. Es handelt sich um einen Viertelbogen, der durch zwei Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.575
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Schnitte mit einer kurzschneidigen Schere abgetrennt wurde. Er ist dreifach gefaltet und mit rotem Siegellack versiegelt, der in aller Eile appliziert und mit einem flachen, ovalen Gegenstand angedrückt worden ist. Adressiert ist die Nachricht an Mr. Garcia,  Wisteria Lodge.  Der Wortlaut ist der folgende: Unsere Farben, grün und weiß. Grün offen, weiß geschlossen. Haupttreppe, erster Korridor, siebte rechts, grüner Boi4. Gott schütze Sie. D. 

Es ist eine Frauenhandschrift, geschrieben mit einer sehr spitzen Feder; die Adresse jedoch ist entweder mit einer anderen Feder oder nicht von derselben Hand geschrieben worden; sehen Sie, die Buchstaben sind kräftiger und fetter.«

»Eine höchst bemerkenswerte Nachricht«, sagte Holmes, als er sie überflog. »Sie haben bei deren Untersuchung eine Aufmerksamkeit für Details gezeigt, zu der ich Ihnen gratuliere, Mr. Baynes. Ein paar kleine Ergänzungen ließen sich vielleicht noch anbringen. 

Das ovale Siegel ist ohne Zweifel ein ganz kommuner Manschettenknopf; ich wüßte nichts anderes, was diese Form hätte. Bei der Schere handelt es sich um eine Nagelschere, denn so kurz die einzelnen Schnitte auch sein mögen, so läßt sich doch bei beiden dieselbe leichte Krümmung feststellen.«
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Der Detektiv vom Lande schmunzelte. 

»Ich war der Meinung, den letzten Tropfen Saft herausgepreßt zu haben, aber offensichtlich war noch ein bißchen was übrig«, sagte er. »Ich muß im übrigen gestehen, daß ich der Mitteilung selbst nicht eben viel entnehmen kann, außer daß da etwas im Busch war und daß, wie üblich, eine Frau dahintersteckt.«

Mr. Scott Eccles war während dieses Gesprächs unruhig auf seinem Stuhl hin und her gerutscht. 

»Ich bin froh, daß Sie den Brief gefunden haben«, sagte er, »da er das, was ich Ihnen erzählt habe, be-stätigt. Ich möchte nun aber doch darauf hinweisen, daß man mir noch immer nicht gesagt hat, was Mr. 

Garcia widerfahren ist und was aus seiner Dienerschaft geworden ist.«

»Was Garcia betrifft«, erwiderte Gregson, »das läßt sich rasch beantworten. Man hat ihn heute früh tot aufgefunden, auf der Allmende von Oxshott, beinahe eine Meile von seinem Haus entfernt. Sein Kopf war regelrecht zu Brei gehauen, durch wuchtige Schläge mit einem Sandsack oder einem ähnlichen, nicht scharfkantigen, sondern stumpfen Gegenstand. 

Es ist einsam dort, im Umkreis von einer Viertelmeile findet sich kein einziges Haus. Offensichtlich ist er zuerst von hinten niedergestreckt worden; sein Angreifer muß jedoch noch weiter auf ihn eingeschlagen haben, als er schon längst tot war. Eine ungeheuer Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.577
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wütende Attacke. Fußspuren oder andere Hinweise auf die Täter konnten wir keine ausmachen.«

»Ist er ausgeraubt worden?«

»Nein, es gab keine Anzeichen von Raub.«

»Das ist sehr schmerzlich – sehr schmerzlich und furchtbar«, sagte Mr. Scott Eccles mit kläglicher Stimme, »aber mich trifft es wirklich ganz besonders hart. Ich hatte doch nichts damit zu tun, daß mein Gastgeber sich auf einen nächtlichen Ausflug begeben und dabei ein so trauriges Ende gefunden hat. Wie kommt es denn, daß ich in diesen Fall hineingezogen werde?«

»Ganz einfach, Sir«, erwiderte Inspektor Baynes. 

»Das einzige Schriftstück, das wir in der Tasche des Toten gefunden haben, war ein Brief von Ihnen, in welchem geschrieben stand, daß Sie ihn besuchen würden, in der Nacht seines Todes. Durch den Umschlag dieses Briefes haben wir Namen und Adresse des Toten erfahren. Als wir dann heute morgen kurz nach neun bei seinem Haus anlangten, fanden wir weder Sie noch sonst jemand darin vor. Ich kabelte Mr. Gregson, er solle Sie in London aufspüren, während ich  Wisteria Lodge  unter die Lupe nahm. Darauf bin ich in die Stadt gefahren, um mich Mr. Gregson anzuschließen, und da sind wir nun.«

»Ich glaube, es wäre jetzt angebracht, der Sache mehr offizielles Gepräge zu geben«, sagte Gregson Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.578
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und erhob sich. »Wollen Sie so gut sein, Mr. Scott Eccles, uns zum Polizeirevier zu begleiten, damit wir Ihre Aussage schriftlich festhalten können?«

»Aber gewiß, ich komme sofort. Ihre Dienste, Mr. 

Holmes, möchte ich jedoch weiterhin in Anspruch nehmen. Ich wünsche, daß Sie weder Kosten noch Mühen scheuen, um die Wahrheit ans Licht zu bringen.«

Mein Freund wandte sich an den Inspektor vom Lande. 

»Ich hoffe, Sie haben gegen meine Mitarbeit nichts einzuwenden, Mr. Baynes?«

»Ganz im Gegenteil, Sir, ich fühle mich hoch geehrt.«

»Ich habe den Eindruck erhalten, daß Sie in allem, was Sie bisher unternommen haben, sehr rasch und professionell vorgegangen sind. Darf ich fragen, ob es irgendeinen Hinweis darauf gibt, wann genau der Mann den Tod gefunden hat?«

»Er muß seit ein Uhr dort gelegen haben. Um diese Zeit hat es zu regnen angefangen, und sein Tod ist ohne jeden Zweifel vor dem Regen eingetreten.«

»Aber das ist doch völlig unmöglich, Mr. Baynes«, rief unser Klient. »Seine Stimme ist unverwechselbar. 

Ich könnte schwören, daß er es war, der um eben diese Zeit in meinem Schlafzimmer das Wort an mich gerichtet hat.«

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.579
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»Bemerkenswert allerdings, jedoch keineswegs un-möglich«, entgegnete Holmes lächelnd. 

»Haben Sie schon einen Anhaltspunkt?« fragte Gregson. 

»Auf den ersten Blick erscheint dieser Fall nicht sonderlich kompliziert, wenngleich er einige neuartige und interessante Züge aufweist. Ehe ich mich jedoch darauf einlasse, ein eindeutiges und endgültiges Urteil darüber abzugeben, muß ich erst weitere Fakten in Erfahrung bringen. Übrigens, Mr. Baynes, haben Sie bei Ihrer Untersuchung des Hauses außer diesem Brief sonst noch etwas Bemerkenswertes gefunden?«

Der Detektiv schaute meinen Freund mit einem eigenartigen Blick an. 

»Es gab da ein, zwei  sehr  bemerkenswerte Dinge«, erwiderte er. »Hätten Sie vielleicht Lust, mit mir hinauszufahren, sobald ich auf der Wache fertig bin? 

Dann könnten Sie mir sagen, was Sie davon halten.«

»Ich stehe voll und ganz zu Ihren Diensten«, sagte Sherlock Holmes und läutete die Glocke. »Wollen Sie bitte diese Gentlemen hinausgeleiten, Mrs. Hudson, und seien Sie doch so freundlich und schicken Sie den Jungen los mit diesem Telegramm. Er soll fünf Shilling für die Rückantwort bezahlen.«

Nachdem unsere Besucher gegangen waren, saßen wir eine Zeitlang schweigend da. Holmes paffte heftig vor sich hin; seine Brauen über den wachsamen Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.580
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Augen waren zusammengezogen und sein Kopf in der für ihn so charakteristischen Weise energisch vorgereckt. 

»Nun, Watson«, fragte er, indem er sich unvermittelt mir zuwandte, »was halten Sie von der Sache?«

»Was ich von dem Verwirrspiel mit Scott Eccles halten soll, das weiß ich überhaupt nicht.«

»Und das Verbrechen?«

»Nun, wenn man das Verschwinden der Gefährten dieses Mannes in Rechnung stellt, so würde ich meinen, daß sie wohl auf irgendeine Weise mit diesem Mord zu tun hatten und vor der Justiz geflohen sind.«

»Das ist gewiß ein möglicher Standpunkt. Sie müssen allerdings zugeben, daß es auf den ersten Blick höchst seltsam anmutet, daß diese zwei Bediensteten, falls sie sich gegen ihren Herrn verschworen haben, ausgerechnet diese eine Nacht, in der er einen Gast hatte, ausgewählt haben sollten, um ihn umzubringen. 

An jedem anderen Abend der Woche wäre er ihnen ja ganz allein ausgeliefert gewesen.«

»Aber warum sind sie dann geflohen?«

»Genau das ist die Frage. Warum sind sie geflohen? Ein gewichtiges Faktum. Ein anderes, nicht minder gewichtiges Faktum ist das merkwürdige Erlebnis unseres Klienten Scott Eccles. Nun, mein lieber Watson, sollte es wirklich die Grenzen menschlichen Scharfsinns übersteigen, eine Erklärung zu finden, die Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.581
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diese beiden gewichtigen Fakten umfaßte? Falls sie dann zudem noch so beschaffen sein sollte, daß sie auch diesen geheimnisvollen Brief mit seinem höchst kuriosen Wortlaut einbezöge, wohlan, dann könnte man sie gar als vorläufige Hypothese gelten lassen. 

Und sollten sich dann auch noch die neuen Fakten, auf die wir stoßen werden, alle in dieses Schema einfügen, dann könnte aus unserer Hypothese nach und nach eine Lösung werden.«

»Aber wie lautet denn unsere Hypothese?«

Holmes lehnte sich mit halbgeschlossenen Augen in seinem Lehnstuhl zurück. 

»Sie müssen zugeben, mein lieber Watson, daß die Idee, es könnte sich um einen Streich handeln, unhaltbar ist. Wie die weitere Entwicklung gezeigt hat, waren schwerwiegende Dinge im Gang; und die Tatsache, daß Mr. Scott Eccles nach  Wisteria Lodge  gelockt worden ist, steht in irgendeinem Zusammenhang damit.«

»Aber welcher Art könnte dieser Zusammenhang sein?«

»Lassen Sie uns einmal Schritt für Schritt vorgehen. Schon auf den ersten Blick hat man doch das Ge-fühl, daß an dieser seltsamen und plötzlichen Freundschaft zwischen Scott Eccles und dem jungen Spanier etwas faul war. Letzterer war es, der der Sache Dampf aufsetzte. Er stattete Eccles, der am anderen Ende von Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.582
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London wohnt, schon am ersten Tag, nachdem sie miteinander bekannt geworden waren, einen Besuch ab und blieb in engem Kontakt mit ihm, bis er ihn soweit hatte, daß er nach Esher kam. Nun, was wollte er von Eccles? Was konnte Eccles ihm schon bieten? Ich sehe nicht, was dieser Mann für einen Reiz haben könnte. Er ist nicht besonders intelligent – wohl kaum der ebenbürtige Gesprächspartner für einen gewitzten Südländer. Was war es also, das ihn für Garcias Pläne so besonders geeignet machte, daß dieser aus all den Leuten, die er kennengelernt hatte, gerade ihn auswählte? Besitzt er irgendeine herausragende Eigenschaft? Das möchte ich meinen. Er ist der Inbegriff englischer Respektabilität, und damit der geeignete Mann dafür, in der Rolle des Zeugen auf jeden anderen Engländer den gebührenden Eindruck zu machen. Sie haben ja selbst mitansehen können, wie keiner der beiden Inspektoren auch nur im Traum daran gedacht hätte, seine Aussage anzuzweifeln, so ungewöhnlich sie auch war.«

»Aber was hätte er denn bezeugen sollen?«

»Nichts, so wie die Dinge jetzt liegen; aber alles, wenn sie einen anderen Verlauf genommen hätten. 

Das ist jedenfalls meine Auffassung von der ganzen Sache.«

»Ah, ich verstehe; er hätte ein Alibi liefern sollen.«

»Genau, mein lieber Watson; er hätte ein Alibi lie-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.583
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fern sollen. Wir wollen einmal, rein spekulationshal-ber, annehmen, daß sämtliche Haushaltsmitglieder von  Wisteria Lodge  an irgendeinem Komplott beteiligt waren. Das Vorhaben, was immer es im einzelnen sein mag, sollte, sagen wir mal, vor ein Uhr ausgeführt werden. Nun ist es durchaus möglich, daß Scott Eccles durch irgendeine Manipulation an den Uhren dazu gebracht wurde, früher zu Bett zu gehen, als er meinte; auf jeden Fall ist anzunehmen, daß zu dem Zeitpunkt, da Garcia sich so viel Mühe machte, ihm einzureden, es sei ein Uhr, es in Wirklichkeit nicht später als zwölf war. Wenn es nun Garcia gelang; zu tun, was immer er tun wollte, und zu der besagten Zeit wieder zurückzusein, dann konnte er jedwede Anklage parieren. Denn da war dieser untadelige englische Ehrenmann, der bereit war, vor jedem Gericht zu beschwören, daß der Beschuldigte die ganze Zeit über zu Hause gewesen war. Das Ganze war eine Vorsichtsmaßnahme für den schlimmsten Fall.«

»Ja, ja, das verstehe ich schon. Aber was ist mit dem Verschwinden der anderen?«

»Ich habe zwar noch nicht all meine Fakten beisammen, aber ich kann mir nicht denken, daß uns dies vor unüberwindliche Schwierigkeiten stellen sollte. 

Dennoch, es ist ein Fehler, den Tatsachen mit Be-hauptungen zuvorzukommen. Unmerklich biegt man sich dann die Fakten zurecht, damit sie besser zu den Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.584
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Theorien passen.«

»Und diese Botschaft?«

»Wie lautete sie noch? ›Unsere Farben, grün und weiß‹ – klingt nach Pferderennen. ›Grün offen, weiß geschlossen.‹ Das ist eindeutig ein Signal. ›Haupttreppe, erster Korridor, siebte rechts, grüner Boi.‹ Ein Stelldichein. Schon möglich, daß hinter alledem ein eifersüchtiger Ehemann steckt. Es war ohne Zweifel ein riskantes Unternehmen; sonst hätte sie nicht ›Gott schütze Sie‹ hinzugefügt. ›D.‹ – das könnte uns auf die Sprünge helfen.«

»Der Mann war Spanier. ›D.‹ steht vermutlich für Dolores, der Name ist in Spanien sehr häufig.«

»Gut, Watson, ausgezeichnet – nur leider völlig ausgeschlossen. Eine Spanierin würde einem anderen Spanier auf spanisch schreiben. Diese Mitteilung stammt also mit Sicherheit von einer Engländerin. 

Nun, im Moment bleibt uns nichts anderes übrig, als uns in Geduld zu fassen, bis dieser treffliche Inspektor wiederkommt, um uns abzuholen. Einstweilen aber wollen wir froh und dankbar sein, daß ein gütiges Geschick uns für ein paar flüchtige Stunden von den unerträglichen Strapazen des Müßiggangs erlöst hat.«

Noch ehe unser Polizeibeamter aus Surrey wieder zu uns zurückgekehrt war, traf die Antwort auf Holmes' 
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Telegramm ein. Holmes las sie durch und wollte sie schon in sein Notizbuch stecken, als sein Blick auf mein erwartungsvolles Gesicht fiel. Mit einem Lachen warf er sie mir zu. 

»Wir bewegen uns in gehobenen Kreisen«, bemerkte er. 

Das Telegramm enthielt eine Liste von Namen und Adressen:

Lord Harringby,  The Dingle;  Sir George Ffolliott,  Oxshott Towers;  Mr. Hynes Hynes, J. R, Purdey Place;  Mr. James Baker Williams,  Forton Old Hall;  Mr. Henderson,  High Gable;  Rev. 

Joshua Stone,  Nether Walsling. 

»Dies ist ein sehr simples Verfahren zur Eingrenzung unseres Operationsfeldes«, sagte Holmes. »Zweifellos hat Baynes mit seinem Sinn für Methodik bereits einen ähnlichen Weg eingeschlagen.«

»Ich verstehe nicht ganz.«

»Nun, mein lieber Freund, wir waren bereits zu dem Schluß gediehen, daß es sich bei der Botschaft, die Garcia bei Tisch erhielt, um eine Verabredung oder ein Stelldichein gehandelt hat. Nun denn, falls die naheliegende Lesart die richtige ist und man, um sich zu diesem Treffen zu begeben, eine Haupttreppe emporsteigen und die siebte Tür in einem Korridor Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.586
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aufsuchen muß, so ist es völlig klar, daß das betreffende Haus sehr groß sein muß. Und mit ebensolcher Gewißheit läßt sich sagen, daß dieses Haus nicht mehr als ein oder zwei Meilen von Oxshott entfernt sein kann, da Garcia in diese Richtung gegangen ist und, nach meiner Auslegung der Tatsachen, rechtzeitig in  Wisteria Lodge 5 zurückzusein hoffte, um sich seines Alibis zu bedienen, das nur für die Zeit bis ein Uhr gelten würde. Da die Anzahl großer Häuser im engeren Umkreis von Oxshott begrenzt sein muß, habe ich die naheliegende Methode angewandt, den von Scott Eccles erwähnten Häusermakler anzufra-gen, ob er mir eine Liste davon zusammenstellen könnte. In diesem Telegramm hier sind sie nun alle aufgeführt, und in einem von ihnen muß das andere Ende unseres verschlungenen Fadens liegen.«

Es war kurz vor sechs Uhr, als wir in Begleitung von Inspektor Baynes im hübschen Dorf Esher in der Grafschaft Surrey eintrafen. Holmes und ich hatten uns für eine Übernachtung gerüstet und fanden im Bull  behagliches Quartier, Sodann machten wir uns zusammen mit dem Detektiv auf den Weg nach  Wisteria Lodge.  Es war ein kalter, dunkler Märzabend; ein scharfer Wind wehte und peitschte uns den Nieselregen ins Gesicht; es paßte alles zusammen mit der öden Allmende, durch die wir unserem tragikumwit-terten Ziel entgegenstrebten. 
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 2. Der Tiger von San Pedro

Nach einem kalten und trübseligen Marsch von einigen Meilen kamen wir an ein hohes, hölzernes Tor, welches sich auf eine düstere Kastanienallee öffnete. 

Wir folgten der geschwungenen, überschatteten Einfahrt zu einem gedrungenen, finster wirkenden Haus, das sich nachtschwarz gegen den schiefergrauen Himmel abhob. Aus dem Fenster links neben der Eingangstür drang schwacher Lichtschimmer. 

»Ein Constable hält die Stellung«, sagte Baynes. 

»Ich will mal eben ans Fenster klopfen.« Er stapfte über das Rasenstück und pochte mit der Hand gegen die Scheibe. Durch das beschlagene Glas hindurch konnte ich undeutlich erkennen, wie ein Mann aus seinem Sessel neben dem Kaminfeuer aufsprang, und gleichzeitig drang ein gellender Schrei aus dem Zimmer. Einen Augenblick später öffnete uns ein schwer atmender und totenblaßer Polizist die Tür; die Kerze in seiner Hand zitterte und schwankte. 

»Was ist los, Walters?« fragte Baynes barsch. 

Der Mann wischte sich mit einem Taschentuch über die Stirn und stieß einen tiefen Seufzer der Erleichterung aus. 

»Bin ich froh, daß Sie hier sind, Sir. Das ist ein langer Abend gewesen, und meine Nerven sind wohl Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.588
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auch nicht mehr das, was sie mal waren.«

»Ihre Nerven, Walters? Ich wußte gar nicht, daß Sie so was haben.«

»Nun, Sir, das liegt an diesem einsamen, stillen Haus und diesem komischen Zeugs in der Küche. Und als Sie dann ans Fenster geklopft haben, da hab ich gedacht, es sei zurückgekommen.«

»Was sei zurückgekommen?«

»Wenn Sie mich fragen, Sir, dann war's der Teufel. 

Es war am Fenster.«

»Was war am Fenster, und wann?«

»Das ist jetzt etwa zwei Stunden her. Es war eben dunkel geworden. Ich hab in meinem Stuhl gesessen und gelesen. Ich weiß nicht genau, was mich von meinem Buch aufblicken ließ, aber auf jeden Fall war da ein Gesicht, das mich durch die untere Fensterscheibe hindurch anstarrte. Guter Gott, Sir, das war vielleicht ein Gesicht! Das wird mich noch im Traum verfolgen.«

»Tz, tz, Walters; so redet doch kein Constable der Polizei.«

»Ich weiß, Sir, ich weiß; aber es ist mir wirklich durch Mark und Bein gegangen, das kann ich nun einmal nicht abstreiten. Es war weder schwarz noch weiß, Sir, noch sonst von irgendeiner Farbe, die ich kenne, sondern ein ganz komischer Farbton, wie Lehm mit einem Spritzer Milch darin. Und dann seine Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.589
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Größe, Sir – es war zweimal so groß wie Sie. Und wie es aussah – große starrende Glotzaugen und eine Reihe weißer Zähne wie ein hungriges wildes Tier. 

Ich sage Ihnen, Sir, keinen Finger konnte ich rühren und keinen Atemzug tun, bis es weghuschte und nicht mehr zu sehen war. Dann bin ich hinausgerannt und habe das Gebüsch durchsucht, aber Gott sei Dank war da niemand mehr.«

»Würde ich Sie nicht als tüchtigen Mann kennen, Walters, dann müßte ich Ihnen hierfür einen Rüffel geben. Und wenn es der Teufel in Person wäre, nie darf ein Constable im Dienst Gott danken, daß er ihn nicht dingfest machen konnte. Das Ganze war doch wohl nicht bloß ein Hirngespinst oder ein Anfall von Nervenschwäche?«

»Dies zumindest läßt sich sehr einfach feststellen«, sagte Holmes und zündete seine kleine Taschenlampe an. »Ja«, meldete er nach einer kurzen Untersuchung des Rasenstücks, »Schuhgröße zwölf6, würde ich sagen. Wenn alles an ihm von derselben Größenordnung ist wie seine Füße, so muß es allerdings ein Riese gewesen sein.«

»Und was ist weiter mit ihm passiert?«

»Es macht den Anschein, daß er sich durch das Ge-büsch zur Straße durchgeschlagen hat.«

»Nun gut«, sagte der Inspektor mit ernster und nachdenklicher Miene, »wer immer das gewesen sein Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.590
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mag, und was immer er gewollt hat, jetzt ist er jedenfalls nicht da, und es gibt Dringlicheres zu erledigen. 

Mr. Holmes, wenn es Ihnen recht ist, werde ich Sie nun durchs Haus führen.«

Eine eingehende Durchsuchung der verschiedenen Schlafzimmer und Salons hatte keine Ergebnisse gezeitigt. Offensichtlich hatten die Mieter wenig oder gar nichts mitgebracht und das Haus mitsamt dem ganzen Inventar, bis hin zu den geringsten Kleinigkeiten, übernommen. Eine ganze Menge Kleider mit dem Etikett von Marx & Co., High Holborn, war zurückgelassen worden. Telegraphische Nachforschungen hatten bereits ergeben, daß die Firma Marx über ihren Kunden lediglich zu sagen wußte, daß er stets pünktlich bezahlt hatte. An persönlichen Habseligkeiten fand sich allerlei Krimskrams, ein paar Pfeifen, mehrere Romane, zwei davon auf Spanisch, ein altmodischer Zündnadelrevolver und eine Gitarre. 

»Das alles gibt nichts her«, sagte Baynes, der mit der Kerze in der Hand von einem Raum zum andern stapfte. »Jetzt aber, Mr. Holmes, möchte ich Sie bitten, Ihre volle Aufmerksamkeit der Küche zuzuwenden.«

Es handelte sich um einen hohen, düsteren, im rückwärtigen Teil des Hauses gelegenen Raum mit einem Strohlager in der Ecke, das offenbar dem Koch als Schlafgelegenheit diente. Auf dem Tisch stapelten Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.591
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sich Schüsseln mit Speiseresten und schmutzige Teller, die Überbleibsel des Mahles vom vorigen Abend. 

»Sehen Sie sich das an«, sagte Baynes. »Was halten Sie davon?«

Er hielt seine Kerze hoch und beleuchtete einen merkwürdigen Gegenstand, der hinten auf der Anrichte stand und so runzelig, verdorrt und verschrumpelt war, daß sich kaum feststellen ließ, was es einmal gewesen sein mochte. Es ließ sich bloß sagen, daß es schwarz und lederig war und eine gewisse Ähnlichkeit mit einer zwergenhaften menschlichen Gestalt aufwies. Bei näherer Betrachtung hielt ich es zuerst für einen mumifizierten Negersäugling, dann schien es mir mehr nach einem uralten, verhutzelten Affen auszusehen. Und ich blieb auch im Zweifel darüber, ob es menschlicher oder tierischer Natur war. Um seine Mitte war eine zweireihige Muschelkette geschlungen. 

»Sehr interessant – wirklich sehr interessant!« murmelte Holmes, während er das unheimliche Relikt eingehend betrachtete. 

»Sonst noch etwas?«

Wortlos ging Baynes zum Spülstein voran und hielt seine Kerze darüber. Darin lagen in wildem Durcheinander Rumpf und Glieder eines großen, wei-

ßen Vogels, den man mitsamt den Federn gewaltsam in Stücke gerissen hatte. Holmes deutete auf die Kehl-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.592
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lappen an dem abgetrennten Kopf. 

»Ein weißer Hahn«, sagte er. »Höchst interessant! 

Das ist wirklich ein sehr sonderbarer Fall.«

Sein schauerlichstes Schaustück hatte Mr. Baynes indes für den Schluß aufgehoben. Unter dem Spülstein zog er einen Zinkeimer hervor, der eine beträchtliche Menge Blut enthielt. Dann nahm er vom Tisch eine Platte, auf der ein Haufen verkohlter kleiner Kno-chenstücke lag. 

»Etwas ist hier getötet und etwas ist hier verbrannt worden. Das hier haben wir alles aus dem Feuer ge-scharrt. Wir hatten heute früh einen Arzt hier. Er sagt, es sei nicht menschlicher Herkunft.«

Holmes lächelte und rieb sich die Hände. 

»Inspektor, ich muß Ihnen wirklich gratulieren zu der Art, wie Sie einen so außergewöhnlichen und aufschlußreichen Fall angehen. Ihre Fähigkeiten – wenn ich dies sagen darf, ohne Ihnen zu nahe zu treten –

scheinen Ihre Position bei weitem zu überragen.«

Inspektor Baynes' kleine Äuglein funkelten vor Freude. 

»Sie haben recht, Mr. Holmes; wir versumpfen hier in der Provinz. Ein Fall wie dieser ist schon eine Chance, und ich hoffe, daß ich sie nutzen kann. Was halten Sie von diesen Knochen?«

»Ein Lamm, würde ich sagen, oder ein Zicklein.«

»Und was ist mit dem weißen Hahn?«

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.593

2. Der Tiger von San Pedro

Doyle-WA Bd. 8, 30

»Merkwürdig, Mr. Baynes, höchst merkwürdig, wenn nicht geradezu einzigartig.«

»Ja, Sir, in diesem Haus müssen sich sehr seltsame Leute mit sehr seltsamen Gewohnheiten eingenistet haben. Einer davon ist tot. Sind seine Gefährten ihm nachgeschlichen und haben ihn umgebracht? Wenn ja, so sollten sie uns nicht entwischen, denn alle Häfen werden überwacht. Ich persönlich sehe die Sache allerdings anders. Weiß Gott, Sir, ich sehe diese Sache ganz anders.«

»Sie haben also eine Theorie?«

»Das habe ich, und ich werde sie auf eigene Faust anwenden, Mr. Holmes. Das bin ich mir schuldig. Sie haben einen bekannten Namen, ich muß mir erst noch einen machen. Ich möchte hinterher gern sagen können, ich habe den Fall ohne Ihre Hilfe gelöst.«

Holmes lachte gutmütig. 

»Schon gut, Inspektor«, sagte er. »Gehen Sie Ihren Weg, und ich gehe meinen Weg. Meine Resultate stehen freilich jederzeit voll und ganz zu Ihrer Verfü-

gung, falls Sie darauf zurückgreifen wollen. Ich denke, ich habe nun alles gesehen, was ich in diesem Hause sehen wollte; woanders kann ich meine Zeit wohl nutzbringender verwenden.  Au revoir,  und viel Glück!«

Aus einer Vielzahl unscheinbarer Anzeichen, die jedem anderen als mir wohl entgangen wären, schloß Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.594
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ich, daß Holmes auf einer heißen Spur war. Mochte er auch einem zufälligen Beobachter so teilnahmslos wie immer erscheinen, verrieten mir seine heller gewordenen Augen und die energischeren Bewegungen jedoch eine verhaltene Ungeduld und eine gewisse Ange-spanntheit, die keinen Zweifel daran ließen, daß er sein Wild aufgestöbert hatte7. Er sagte nichts, das war so seine Art; meine war es, daß ich keine Fragen stellte. Ich war es zufrieden, an der Hatz teilzunehmen und meinen bescheidenen Beitrag zu leisten, wenn es galt, das Wild zu stellen, doch ich vermied es, dieses angespannt arbeitende Gehirn durch unnötige Unterbrechungen zu stören. Zu gegebener Zeit würde ich alles erfahren. 

Ich wartete also, doch zu meiner ständig wachsen-den Enttäuschung wartete ich vergeblich. Ein Tag nach dem anderen verstrich, ohne daß mein Freund irgendwelche Schritte unternommen hätte. Einen Vormittag verbrachte er in der Stadt, wo er, wie ich beiläufig erfuhr, das British Museum besucht hatte. Von diesem einen Ausflug abgesehen, verbrachte er seine Tage mit langen, meist einsamen Spaziergängen, oder er plauderte mit einigen Klatschmäulern aus dem Dorf, mit denen er Umgang pflegte. 

»Ich bin überzeugt, Watson, eine Woche auf dem Lande wird von unschätzbarem Wert für Sie sein«, sagte er. »Es ist so wohltuend, mal wieder die ersten Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.595
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grünen Triebe an den Hecken und die Kätzchen an den Haselsträuchern zu sehen. Mit einem Spaten, einer Botanisierbüchse und einem Pflanzenbestim-mungsbuch versehen, kann man hier lehrreiche Tage verbringen.« Er selbst streifte tatsächlich solcherma-

ßen ausgerüstet durch die Gegend; die Ausbeute an Pflanzen, die er des abends nach Hause brachte, nahm sich indes recht kläglich aus. 

Auf unseren Streifzügen begegneten wir hin und wieder auch Inspektor Baynes, dessen dickes, rotes Gesicht sich zu einem Lächeln verzog und dessen Äuglein aufleuchteten, wenn er meinen Gefährten be-grüßte. Er ließ wenig über den Fall verlauten, aber diesem wenigen konnte man entnehmen, daß auch er mit dem Gang der Dinge keineswegs unzufrieden war. 

Dennoch muß ich gestehen, daß ich ein wenig überrascht war, als ich fünf Tage nach dem Verbrechen meine Morgenzeitung aufschlug und da in großen Lettern geschrieben fand:

DAS RÄTSEL VON OXSHOTT

LÖSUNG IN SICHT

MUTMASSLICHER MÖRDER GEFASST

Holmes fuhr wie von der Tarantel gestochen von seinem Stuhl auf, als ich ihm diese Schlagzeile vorlas. 

»Beim Zeus!« rief er aus. »Soll das heißen, daß Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.596

2. Der Tiger von San Pedro

Doyle-WA Bd. 8, 32

Baynes ihn erwischt hat?«

»Allem Anschein nach«, erwiderte ich, indem ich die folgende Meldung überflog:

Großes Aufsehen erregte in Esher und Umgebung die Nachricht, daß gestern spät abends eine Verhaftung in Zusammenhang mit dem Mord von Oxshott erfolgt sei. Unsere Leser werden sich daran erinnern, daß vor einigen Tagen Mr. 

Garcia von  Wisteria Lodge  tot auf der Allmende von Oxshott aufgefunden wurde, wobei sein Leichnam Spuren brutalster Gewaltanwendung aufwies, und daß in derselben Nacht sein Diener und sein Koch die Flucht ergriffen, was darauf hinzudeuten schien, daß sie an dem Verbrechen beteiligt waren. Es wurden Vermutungen laut, die jedoch nie bewiesen werden konnten, der Verstorbene habe möglicherweise Wertgegen-stände in seinem Hause verwahrt, deren Entwendung das Motiv für das Verbrechen gewesen sein könnte. Inspektor Baynes, in dessen Händen der Fall liegt, hat nichts unversucht gelassen, das Versteck der Flüchtigen ausfindig zu machen, wobei er sich von der wohlbegründeten Annahme leiten ließ, daß sie nicht sehr weit geflohen waren, sondern sich in irgendeinem für diesen Fall vorbereiteten Schlupfwinkel versteckt hielten. Die Entdeckung der beiden war indes von Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.597
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Anfang an abzusehen, da der Koch nach Aussagen von ein oder zwei Handelsreisenden, die ihn einmal zufällig durchs Fenster gesehen hatten ein Mann von äußerst auffallender Erscheinung ist – es handelt sich um einen riesigen, monströs aussehenden Mulatten mit einem gelblichen Gesicht von stark negroidem Einschlag. Dieser Mann wurde nach dem Verbrechen noch einmal gesehen, da er die Unverfrorenheit hatte, noch an demselben Abend wieder in  Wisteria Lodge  aufzutauchen, wo er von Constable Walters entdeckt und verfolgt wurde. Inspektor Baynes, der davon ausging, daß dieser Besuch nicht ohne eine bestimmte Absicht erfolgt war und sich deshalb vermutlich wiederholen würde, ließ das Haus sogleich räumen, legte jedoch ein paar seiner Leute im Gebüsch in den Hinterhalt. Der Mann ging in die Falle und wurde gestern abend nach einem Handgemenge, in dessen Verlauf der Wilde Constable Downing eine üble Bißwunde beibrachte, festgenommen. Wie verlautet, soll der Gefangene dem Richter vorgeführt und ein polizeilicher Antrag auf Untersuchungshaft gegen ihn gestellt werden; man erhofft sich von dieser Festnahme Entwicklungen von großer Tragweite. 
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»Wir müssen unbedingt sofort zu Baynes«, rief Holmes und griff nach seinem Hut. »Wir können ihn gerade noch abfangen, ehe er aufbricht.« Wir eilten die Dorfstraße entlang, und wie erwartet trafen wir den Inspektor im Begriff, sein Quartier zu verlassen. 

»Schon die Zeitung gelesen, Mr. Holmes?« fragte er und streckte uns ein Exemplar entgegen. 

»Ja, Baynes, ich habe sie gelesen. Halten Sie mich bitte nicht für anmaßend, aber ich möchte Ihnen eine freundschaftliche Warnung erteilen.«

»Eine Warnung, Mr. Holmes?«

»Ich habe mich recht eingehend mit diesem Fall be-faßt, und ich bin gar nicht überzeugt, daß Sie auf dem rechten Weg sind. Ich möchte nicht, daß Sie sich zu weit vorwagen, es sei denn, Sie sind sich ganz sicher.«

»Sehr freundlich von Ihnen, Mr. Holmes.«

»Ich versichere Ihnen, ich will nur Ihr Bestes.«

Einen Moment lang schien es mir, als ob etwas wie ein Zwinkern über eines von Mr. Baynes' winzigen Äuglein huschte. 

»Wir hatten vereinbart, Mr. Holmes, daß jeder von uns seinen eigenen Weg verfolgt; und genau das tu ich auch.«

»Oh, sehr wohl«, sagte Holmes. »Nichts für ungut.«

»Schon recht, Sir; ich bin überzeugt, daß Sie es gut Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.599
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mit mir meinen. Aber jeder hat nun mal so seine eigenen Methoden, Mr. Holmes. Sie haben die Ihren, und, wer weiß, vielleicht habe ich die meinen.«

»Wir wollen kein Wort mehr darüber verlieren.«

»Ich will Ihnen gern das Neueste berichten, jederzeit. Dieser Bursche ist ein Wilder, wie er im Buche steht; stark wie ein Zugpferd und grimmig wie der Teufel. Er hat Downing fast den Daumen durchgebissen, bis sie ihn endlich überwältigt hatten. Er spricht so gut wie kein Wort Englisch, alles, was wir aus ihm herausbekommen, sind ein paar Grunzlaute.«

»Und Sie glauben, beweisen zu können, daß er seinen ehemaligen Herrn ermordet hat?«

»Das habe ich nicht gesagt, Mr. Holmes; das habe ich nicht gesagt. Wir alle haben unsere kleinen Tricks. Versuchen Sie's auf Ihre Art, und ich versuch's auf meine. So hatten wir es abgemacht.«

Holmes zuckte die Achseln, als wir gingen. 

»Ich werde aus dem Mann nicht schlau. Er scheint mit offenen Augen ins Unglück zu rennen. Nun, jeder von uns muß es wohl auf seine Art versuchen, wie er zu sagen pflegt, und schauen, was dabei herauskommt. Aber dennoch ist da was an diesem Inspektor Baynes, das ich nicht ganz verstehe.«

»Nehmen Sie doch gleich mal Platz in diesem Stuhl da, Watson«, sagte Sherlock Holmes, als wir wieder Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.600
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in unserem Logis im  Bull  angelangt waren. »Ich möchte Sie über den Stand der Dinge informieren, da ich heute abend womöglich Ihre Hilfe brauche. Lassen Sie mich Ihnen die Entwicklung dieses Falles darlegen, soweit ich diese nachzuzeichnen vermag. So simpel der Fall in seinen Hauptzügen auch anmuten mag, so birgt er doch ungeahnte Schwierigkeiten im Hinblick auf eine Verhaftung. In dieser Beziehung gilt es noch einige Lücken zu füllen. 

Wenden wir uns nochmals dem Brief zu, der Garcia am Abend seines Todes übergeben wurde. Die Theorie von Baynes, daß Garcias Diener etwas mit der Sache zu tun haben sollten, können wir ruhig übergehen. Der Beweis für ihre Unrichtigkeit liegt darin, daß Garcia selbst den Besuch von Scott Eccles in seinem Hause arrangiert hat, was sich nur dadurch erklären läßt, daß er sich ein Alibi beschaffen wollte. 

Folglich war es Garcia, der in jener Nacht etwas vorhatte, und zwar allem Anschein nach etwas Verbrecherisches, bei dessen Ausführung er dann den Tod fand. Ich sage ›verbrecherisch‹, weil nur ein Mann mit verbrecherischen Absichten den Wunsch hat, für ein Alibi zu sorgen. Wer also kommt dann am ehesten für den Mord an ihm in Frage? Doch wohl diejenige Person, gegen die der verbrecherische Anschlag gerichtet war. So weit, scheint mir, bewegen wir uns auf sicherem Boden. 
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Damit wird nun aber auch ein Grund für das Verschwinden von Garcias Dienerschaft ersichtlich. Sie waren  alle drei  Komplizen bei diesem uns unbekannten Verbrechen. Klappte die Sache und kehrte Garcia zurück, so würde die Aussage des englischen Gentleman jeglichen Verdacht entkräften, und alles wäre in Ordnung. Indes, das Unternehmen war gefährlich, und kehrte Garcia innerhalb einer festgelegten Zeit nicht zurück, so mußte angenommen werden, daß er selbst ums Leben gekommen war. Für diesen Fall hatten sie deshalb vereinbart, daß sich die beiden Bediensteten an einen vorher bestimmten Ort begeben sollten, wo sie vor den Ermittlungen der Polizei in Sicherheit und außerdem in der Lage wären, den Anschlag später zu wiederholen. Das würde die vorliegenden Fakten doch umfassend erklären, nicht wahr?«

Das ganze Durcheinander begann sich vor meinem geistigen Auge zu entwirren, und ich fragte mich, wie jedesmal, warum mir dies alles nicht längst schon klar gewesen war. 

»Aber warum sollte einer der Diener zurückkommen?«

»Man könnte sich vorstellen, daß er in der Aufregung der Flucht etwas Kostbares, etwas, von dem er sich nicht trennen konnte, zurückgelassen hat. Dies würde seine Hartnäckigkeit erklären, denken Sie nicht?«
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»Nun ja, und was kommt als nächstes?«

»Als nächstes kommt der Brief, den Garcia während des Abendessens erhalten hat. Er verweist auf einen Verbündeten auf der anderen Seite. Es fragt sich bloß, wo diese andere Seite ist. Ich habe Ihnen bereits dargelegt, daß es sich um ein großes Haus handeln muß und daß die Anzahl großer Häuser begrenzt ist. 

Die ersten paar Tage hier in diesem Dorf verbrachte ich mit einer Reihe von Spaziergängen, auf denen ich – in den Pausen zwischen meinen botanischen Studien – alle großen Häuser in der Umgebung aus-kundschaftete und die Familiengeschichte ihrer Bewohner unter die Lupe nahm. Ein Haus, ein einziges nur, erregte meine Aufmerksamkeit. Es war der be-rühmte, alte, im Stile Jakobs des Ersten erbaute Landsitz  High Gable,  der eine Meile hinter Oxshott und weniger als eine halbe Meile vom Schauplatz der Tragödie entfernt liegt. Die anderen Landhäuser gehören alle prosaischen, ehrbaren Leuten, die ein Leben fern aller Abenteuerlichkeit fuhren. Mr. Henderson von High Gable  jedoch ist nach allem, was man so hört, ein merkwürdiger Mann, dem merkwürdige Erlebnisse durchaus widerfahren könnten. Ich konzentrierte also meine Aufmerksamkeit auf ihn und seine Haus-genossen. 

Ein eigenartiges Grüppchen, das kann ich Ihnen sagen, Watson – und der Mann selbst ist der eigenar-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.603
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tigste von allen. Es gelang mir, unter einem plausiblen Vorwand bei ihm vorzusprechen, aber im grüblerischen Blick seiner dunklen, tiefliegenden Augen glaubte ich lesen zu können, daß er sich über den wahren Grund meines Besuches völlig im klaren war. 

Er ist ein kräftiger und energischer Mann um die fünfzig mit eisengrauem Haar, dicken, buschigen, schwarzen Augenbrauen, dem Gang eines Hirsches und dem Auftreten eines Imperators – ein gefährlicher, herrischer Mensch, hinter dessen pergamentenem Gesicht der Jähzorn lauert. Henderson ist entweder Ausländer öder hat längere Zeit in den Tropen gelebt, denn er wirkt gelblich und ausgedörrt, ist aber zäh wie Peit-schenleder. Sein Freund und Sekretär, Mr. Lucas, ist ohne jeden Zweifel Ausländer; er ist schokoladen-braun, durchtrieben, glatt und katzenhaft, seine Sprechweise ist von giftiger Sanftheit. Sie sehen, Watson, jetzt haben wir bereits zwei Gruppen von Ausländern – eine in  Wisteria Lodge  und eine in High Gable –, womit sich die Lücken allmählich schließen. 

Diese beiden Männer, zwischen denen eine enge und vertraute Freundschaft besteht, bilden das Zentrum des Haushalts; daneben gibt es aber eine Person, die in unserem speziellen Zusammenhang vielleicht noch wichtiger ist. Henderson hat zwei Kinder, Mädchen im Alter von elf und dreizehn Jahren, und eine Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.604
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Miss Burnet, eine Engländerin von ungefähr vierzig Jahren, ist ihre Gouvernante. Zudem gibt es da noch einen ergebenen Diener. Diese kleine Gruppe bildet die Familie im engeren Sinn, denn sie reisen gemeinsam in der Welt umher, und Henderson ist ein großer Reisender, ein Mensch, der immer auf dem Sprung ist. Erst vor ein paar Wochen ist er, nach einjähriger Abwesenheit, wieder nach  High Gable  zurückgekehrt. Beizufügen wäre noch, daß er enorm reich ist und jegliche seiner Launen mit Leichtigkeit befriedigen kann. Im übrigen wimmelt es in dem Haus von Dienern, Lakaien, Dienstmädchen und dem sonstigen überfütterten, unterbeschäftigten Personal eines englischen Landhauses. 

All dies habe ich teils durch Dorfklatsch, teils durch eigene Beobachtung in Erfahrung gebracht. Es gibt kein willigeres Werkzeug als einen entlassenen, von Groll erfüllten Diener, und ich hatte das Glück, so einen aufzugabeln. Ich rede von Glück, aber natürlich wäre es mir kaum über den Weg gelaufen, wenn ich nicht danach Ausschau gehalten hätte. Jeder hat so seine Methode, wie Baynes zu sagen pflegt. Und meiner Methode ist es zu verdanken, daß ich John Warner, den ehemaligen Gärtner von  High Gable,  aufgegabelt habe, der von seinem anmaßenden Brotherrn in einer Aufwallung von Zorn gefeuert worden war. Er wiederum hatte Freunde unter dem Hauspersonal, das Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.605
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dem Herrn ohne Ausnahme mit Furcht und Abscheu gegenübersteht. Und damit hatte ich meinen Schlüssel zu den Geheimnissen des Hauses. 

Seltsame Leute, Watson! Ich will nicht behaupten, daß mir schon alles bis ins letzte klar ist, aber seltsame Leute sind sie allemal. Das Haus hat zwei Flü-

gel, und die Dienerschaft lebt in dem einen, die Familie im anderen. Die beiden Gruppen kommen nicht miteinander in Berührung, mit Ausnahme von Hendersons Leibdiener, welcher der Familie das Essen serviert. Alles wird zu einer bestimmten Tür gebracht, der einzigen Verbindung zwischen den beiden Hau-steilen. Die Gouvernante und die Kinder gehen kaum je außer Haus, es sei denn in den Garten. Henderson macht keinen Schritt ohne Begleitung. Sein dunkler Sekretär ist wie sein Schatten. Unter der Dienerschaft wird gemunkelt, der Hausherr habe eine entsetzliche Furcht vor irgend etwas. ›Hat dem Teufel für Geld seine Seele verkauft‹, sagt Warner, ›und fürchtet sich jetzt, daß sein Gläubiger auftaucht und sein Eigentum verlangt.‹ Niemand hat die leiseste Ahnung, woher diese Leute kommen oder wer sie sind. Sie sind äu-

ßerst gewalttätig. Henderson ist schon zweimal mit der Hundepeitsche auf jemanden losgegangen, und nur sein voller Geldbeutel und großzügige Abfindun-gen haben verhindert, daß er vor Gericht kam. 

Und nun, Watson, wollen wir unsern Fall einmal Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.606
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im Licht dieser neuen Informationen betrachten. Es ist so gut wie sicher, daß der Brief aus diesem merkwürdigen Haus kam und eine Aufforderung an Garcia war, einen bereits geplanten Anschlag auszuführen. 

Wer hat diese Mitteilung geschrieben? Es war jemand im Innern der Festung, und es war eine Frau. Wer anderes kann es gewesen sein als Miss Burnet, die Gouvernante? All unsere Überlegungen scheinen in diese Richtung zu weisen. Auf jeden Fall dürfen wir dies als Hypothese annehmen und schauen, was für Konsequenzen sich daraus ergeben würden. Ich darf hinzufügen, daß meine erste Vermutung, es könnte eine Liebesgeschichte in diese Sache hineinspielen, aufgrund des Alters und der Wesensart von Miss Burnet mit Sicherheit als nichtig ausgeschlossen werden kann. 

Wenn sie die Nachricht geschrieben hat, so war sie vermutlich eine Freundin und Verbündete von Garcia. 

Wie dürfte sie sich also verhalten haben, als sie von seinem Tod erfuhr? Falls seine Unternehmung eine verbrecherische war, so kam wohl kein Wort über ihre Lippen. In ihrem Herzen blieben aber gleichwohl Bitternis und Haß gegen diejenigen zurück, die ihn getötet hatten, und soweit dies in ihrer Macht stünde, würde sie wohl helfen, ihn zu rächen. Könnten wir sie also aufsuchen und für unsere Zwecke einzuspannen versuchen? Dies waren meine ersten Gedanken. Aber Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.607
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damit kommen wir zu einem düsteren Kapitel. Miss Burnet ist seit der Mordnacht von keiner Menschenseele mehr gesehen worden. Sie ist seit jenem Abend wie vom Erdboden verschwunden. Lebt sie überhaupt noch? Hat sie vielleicht in derselben Nacht den Tod gefunden wie ihr Freund, den sie herbeigerufen hatte? 

Oder wird sie lediglich gefangengehalten? Das ist der Punkt, den wir noch klären müssen. 

Ermessen Sie die Schwierigkeit der Lage, Watson. 

Wir haben keinerlei Handhabe für einen Haussuchungsbefehl. Unsere ganze Theorie würde einem Richter wohl als Hirngespinst erscheinen. Das Verschwinden der Frau hat kein Gewicht, da es in diesem seltsamen Haushalt durchaus vorkommen kann, daß eines seiner Mitglieder eine Woche lang unsichtbar bleibt. Und doch könnte es sein, daß sie sich jetzt in diesem Augenblick in Lebensgefahr befindet. Doch ich kann nichts anderes tun, als das Haus im Auge zu behalten und meinen Agenten Warner beim Tor Wache halten zu lassen. Aber wir können es nicht dulden, daß eine derartige Situation andauert. Wenn das Gesetz nichts tun kann, so müssen wir eben auf eigene Gefahr handeln.«

»Was schlagen Sie vor?«

»Ich weiß, wo ihr Zimmer liegt. Es ist vom Dach eines Nebengebäudes aus erreichbar. Mein Vorschlag ist, daß Sie und ich heute abend dorthin gehen und ins Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.608
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Zentrum des Rätsels vorzudringen versuchen.«

Ich muß gestehen, daß mich diese Aussicht wenig lockte. Das alte Haus mit seiner mordschwangeren Atmosphäre, seine eigenartigen und furchterregenden Bewohner, die unbekannten Gefahren auf dem Weg dorthin und die Tatsache, daß wir uns rechtlich gesehen in eine schiefe Lage brachten, dies alles wirkte zusammen und dämpfte meinen Eifer doch erheblich. 

Aber es lag etwas in Holmes' messerscharfer Argu-mentationsweise, das es unmöglich machte, von einer Unternehmung, die ihm wichtig schien, Abstand zu nehmen. Man wußte einfach, daß sich so, und nur so, eine Lösung finden würde. Ich drückte ihm also schweigend die Hand, und damit waren die Würfel gefallen. 

Doch sollte unseren Ermittlungen kein so abenteuerliches Ende beschieden sein. Es war ungefähr fünf Uhr, und der Märzabend begann schon hereinzubre-chen, als ein aufgeregter Mann in ländlichem Aufzug zu uns ins Zimmer stürzte. 

»Sie sind weg, Mr. Holmes. Sie sind mit dem letzten Zug gefahren. Die Lady hat sich losgerissen; ich hab sie unten in 'ner Droschke.«

»Ausgezeichnet, Warner!« rief Holmes, von seinem Stuhl aufspringend. »Watson, die Lücken schließen sich zusehends.«

In der Droschke saß eine Frau, die vor nervlicher Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.609
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Erschöpfung beinahe zusammenbrach. Ihr adlerartiges, ausgezehrtes Gesicht trug die Spuren einer eben erst durchlittenen Tragödie. Ihr Kopf lag matt auf ihrer Brust, als sie ihn aber hob und ihren trüben Blick uns zuwandte, bemerkte ich, daß ihre Pupillen wie winzige Punkte in einer großen, grauen Iris schwammen. Sie stand unter der Wirkung von Opium. 

»Ich hab aufgepaßt am Tor, genau wie Sie mich geheißen haben, Mr. Holmes«, sagte unser Kundschafter, der entlassene Gärtner. »Als der Wagen herauskam, bin ich ihm zum Bahnhof gefolgt. Sie war wie eine Schlafwandlerin, aber als sie dann versucht haben, sie in den Zug zu kriegen, ist sie plötzlich lebendig geworden und hat sich gewehrt. Sie haben sie in ein Abteil gestoßen, aber sie konnte sich wieder herauskämpfen. Da hab ich ihr geholfen, sie in eine Droschke gesetzt, und da wären wir nun. Das Gesicht am Fenster des Abteils, als ich mit ihr weggefahren bin, das werd ich mein Lebtag nicht vergessen. Ich hätt wohl nicht mehr lange zu leben, wenn's nach ihm ginge, dem schwarzäugigen, scheelen gelben Teufel dem!«

Wir trugen Miss Burnet nach oben, legten sie auf das Sofa, und ein paar Tassen sehr starken Kaffees befreiten ihren Geist bald aus der Benebelung durch das Rauschgift. Holmes hatte Baynes herbeirufen las-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.610
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sen und ihm die Situation in aller Kürze erklärt. 

»Nun, Sir, damit verschaffen Sie mir genau die Zeugenaussage, die mir noch gefehlt hat«, sagte der Inspektor mit Wärme und schüttelte meinem Freund die Hand. »Ich war von Anfang an auf derselben Fährte wie Sie.«

»Was? Sie waren hinter Henderson her?«

»Nun, Mr. Holmes, als Sie in  High Gable  im Ge-büsch herumgekrochen sind, habe ich in der angrenzenden Schonung auf einem Baum gesessen und auf Sie hinabgeschaut. Es ging nur noch darum, wer von uns als erster einen Beweis in der Hand haben würde.«

»Aber weshalb haben Sie dann den Mulatten festnehmen lassen?«

Baynes schmunzelte. 

»Ich war mir sicher, daß Henderson, wie der Mann sich nennt, ahnte, daß man ihn verdächtigte, und, solange er sich in Gefahr fühlte, ruhig bleiben und keine weiteren Schritte unternehmen würde. Ich ließ den falschen Mann festnehmen, damit er sich in dem Glauben wiegte, wir kümmerten uns nicht mehr um ihn. 

Ich rechnete damit, daß er sich dann verdrücken würde und wir eine Chance hätten, an Miss Burnet heranzukommen.«

Holmes legte dem Inspektor die Hand auf die Schulter. 
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»Sie werden es weit bringen in Ihrem Beruf; Sie haben Instinkt und Intuition«, sagte er. 

Baynes errötete vor Freude. 

»Ich hatte die ganze Woche über einen Beamten in Zivil am Bahnhof stehen. Wo immer die Leute von High Gable  hingehen mögen, er wird sie nicht aus den Augen verlieren. Aber er muß sich in einer Zwickmühle gefühlt haben, als Miss Burnet sich losgerissen hat. Nun, wie dem auch sei, Ihr Mann hat sie ja dann aufgegabelt, und die Sache ist gut ausgegangen. Ohne ihre Aussage können wir keine Verhaftung vornehmen, so viel steht fest; je eher sie also sprechen kann, desto besser.«

»Sie kommt mit jeder Minute mehr zu Kräften«, sagte Holmes mit einem Blick auf die Gouvernante. 

»Aber sagen Sie mir, Baynes, wer ist denn dieser Henderson?«

»Henderson«, erwiderte der Inspektor, »ist Don Murillo, einstmals genannt ›Der Tiger von San Pedro‹.«

Der Tiger von San Pedro! Blitzartig fiel mir die ganze Geschichte dieses Mannes wieder ein. Den Namen hatte er sich erworben als sittenlosester und blutrünstigster Tyrann, der je ein Land, das sich zur Zivilisation zählte, regiert hatte. Stärke, Furchtlosigkeit und Tatkraft waren die Tugenden, dank denen es ihm gelang, einem sich ohnmächtig duckenden Volk Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.612
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zehn oder zwölf Jahre lang eine Herrschaft des ab-scheulichsten Lasters aufzuzwingen. Er war der Schrecken ganz Zentralamerikas. Schließlich kam es zu einer allgemeinen Erhebung gegen ihn. Doch war er ebenso gerissen wie grausam, und bei den ersten Gerüchten von aufkommenden Unruhen ließ er insgeheim all seine Schätze auf ein mit getreuen Anhängern bemanntes Schiff bringen. Der Palast, den die Aufständischen tags darauf stürmten, war leer. Der Dikta-tor, seine zwei Kinder, sein Sekretär und all seine Reichtümer waren ihnen entwischt. Von jenem Tag an war er wie vom Erdboden verschluckt, und seine Identität hatte in der europäischen Presse seither des öftern zu Spekulationen Anlaß gegeben. 

»Jawohl, Sir, Don Murillo, der Tiger von San Pedro«, wiederholte Baynes. »Wenn Sie nachschla-gen, so werden Sie herausfinden, daß die Nationalfar-ben von San Pedro Grün und Weiß sind, dieselben Farben wie in der Nachricht, Mr. Holmes. Henderson hat er sich genannt, aber ich hab seine Spur zurückverfolgt, über Paris, Rom und Madrid bis nach Barce-lona, wo sein Schiff anno 86 angekommen ist. Die ganze Zeit über haben sie ihn gesucht, um Rache an ihm zu nehmen, aber erst kürzlich sind sie ihm auf die Schliche gekommen.«

»Aufgespürt haben sie ihn schon vor einem Jahr«, sagte Miss Burnet, die sich aufgesetzt hatte und dem Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.613
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Gespräch aufmerksam folgte. »Es wurde schon einmal ein Anschlag auf ihn verübt, aber irgendein böser Dämon muß ihn beschützt haben. Und auch jetzt wieder ist es der edle, wackere Garcia, der sein Leben lassen mußte, während dieses Ungeheuer unversehrt davongekommen ist. Aber ein anderer wird kommen, und danach wieder ein anderer, bis der Gerechtigkeit eines Tages Genüge getan ist; das weiß ich so gewiß, wie daß die Sonne morgen wieder aufgeht.« Ihre mageren Hände ballten sich zu Fäusten, und ihr abgezehrtes Gesicht wurde weiß vor leidenschaftlichem Haß. 

»Aber was haben denn Sie mit dieser Sache zu tun, Miss Burnet?« fragte Holmes. »Wie kommt eine englische Lady dazu, sich an einem solch mörderischen Unternehmen zu beteiligen?«

»Ich nehme daran teil, weil es auf dieser Welt keinen anderen Weg gibt, Gerechtigkeit zu erlangen. 

Was schert sich das englische Gesetz um die Ströme von Blut, die vor Jahren in San Pedro vergossen wurden, oder um die Schiffsladung von Schätzen, die dieser Mann gestohlen hat? Für euch ist es, als seien diese Verbrechen auf einem anderen Stern begangen worden.  Wir  aber wissen Bescheid. Wir haben durch Kummer und Leid die Wahrheit erfahren. Für uns gibt es in der Hölle keinen Teufel wie Juan Murillo – und hier auf Erden keinen Seelenfrieden8, solange seine Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.614
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Opfer nach Vergeltung schreien.«

»Er war bestimmt genau so, wie Sie sagen«, warf Holmes ein. »Ich habe das Schlimmste über ihn ge-hört. Aber inwiefern sind Sie davon betroffen?«

»Ich will Ihnen alles erzählen. Es gehörte zur Politik dieses Scheusals, jeden Mann, der sich dereinst zu einem ernstzunehmenden Rivalen entwickeln könnte, unter dem einen oder anderen Vorwand aus dem Weg zu räumen. Mein Gatte – ja, mein richtiger Name ist Señora Victor Durando – war der Gesandte von San Pedro in London. Dort haben wir uns kennengelernt und geheiratet. Nie hat ein edlerer Mann als er auf Erden gelebt. Unseligerweise aber hörte Murillo von seinen hervorragenden Qualitäten, berief ihn unter einem Vorwand zurück und ließ ihn erschießen. Sein Schicksal vorausahnend, hatte er es abgelehnt, mich mitzunehmen. Sein Vermögen wurde konfisziert, mir blieb nichts als ein Notgroschen und ein gebrochenes Herz. 

Dann kam der Sturz des Tyrannen. Er entwischte genau so, wie Sie es eben geschildert haben. Aber all die Unzähligen, deren Leben er zerstört hatte, deren Nächste und Liebste unter seinen Händen Folter und Tod erlitten hatten, waren nicht gewillt, die Sache auf sich beruhen zu lassen. Sie schlössen sich zu einem Bund zusammen, der nicht eher aufgelöst werden sollte, als bis das Werk vollbracht war. Sobald wir hinter Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.615
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der Maske von Henderson den gefallenen Despoten ausgemacht hatten, fiel mir die Aufgabe zu, mich in seinen Haushalt einzuschleichen und die anderen über jede seiner Bewegungen auf dem laufenden zu halten. 

Dies gelang mir, indem ich mir die Stellung als Gouvernante in seinem Hause verschaffte. Er hatte nicht die geringste Ahnung, daß die Frau, die ihm bei allen Mahlzeiten gegenübersaß, die Gattin eines Mannes war, dessen Lebenslicht er von einer Stunde auf die andere ausgelöscht hatte. Ich zeigte ihm ein lächelndes Gesicht, kam meinen Pflichten gegenüber den Kindern nach und wartete, bis die Zeit reif wäre. Ein erster Anschlag wurde in Paris auf ihn verübt und mißlang. Darauf reisten wir in hektischem Zickzack durch ganz Europa, um die Verfolger abzuschütteln, und kehrten schließlich in dieses Haus zurück, das er bei seinem ersten Aufenthalt in England erworben hatte. 

Aber auch hier warteten die Sachwalter der Gerechtigkeit auf ihn. Garcia, welcher der Sohn des ehemaligen obersten Würdenträgers von San Pedro ist, wußte wohl, daß er hierher zurückkehren würde, und erwartete ihn zusammen mit zwei getreuen Gefährten niederen Standes, die von demselben Feuer der Rache beseelt waren wie er. Tagsüber Heß sich nicht viel ausrichten, denn Murillo war überaus vorsichtig und ging ohne seinen Trabanten Lucas, oder vielmehr Lopez, Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.616
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wie dieser sich in den Tagen seiner Machtfülle noch genannt hatte, nie aus. Nachts jedoch schlief er allein, und dann konnte ein Rächer Hand an ihn legen. An einem bestimmten, vorher vereinbarten Abend über-sandte ich meinem Freund die letzten Instruktionen, denn der Mann war ständig auf der Hut und wechselte öfters das Schlafzimmer. Ich sollte dafür besorgt sein, daß alle Türen offen waren, und ein grünes oder wei-

ßes Licht in einem Fenster, das auf die Einfahrt blickte, sollte ihm signalisieren, ob alles in Ordnung war oder ob der Anschlag besser auf einen späteren Zeitpunkt verschoben werden sollte. 

Doch es ging alles schief. Aus irgendeinem Grund hatte ich den Verdacht des Sekretärs Lopez erregt. Er schlich mir nach und stürzte sich auf mich, als ich eben meine Mitteilung fertiggeschrieben hatte. Er und sein Gebieter schleiften mich in mein Zimmer, wo sie über mich zu Gericht saßen und mich des Verrats schuldig befanden. Sie hätten mich wohl auf der Stelle mit ihren Messern durchbohrt, wenn sie eine Möglichkeit gesehen hätten, sich den Folgen einer solchen Tat zu entziehen. Endlich, nach langen Erörterungen, kamen sie zu dem Schluß, daß meine Ermordung zu gefährlich wäre. Sie beschlossen jedoch, sich Garcias ein für allemal zu entledigen. Sie hatten mich geknebelt, und Murillo verdrehte mir den Arm, bis ich ihnen die Adresse verriet. Bei meiner Seele, er hätte Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.617
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ihn mir gleich ganz abdrehen können, hätte ich ge-wußt, was Garcia bevorstand. Lopez schrieb die Adresse auf den Brief, den ich verfaßt hatte, versiegelte ihn mit Hilfe seines Manschettenknopfes und ließ ihn durch José, den Diener, überbringen. Wie sie ihn ermordet haben, weiß ich nicht; sicher ist nur, daß er durch Murillos Hand gefallen ist, denn Lopez war bei mir geblieben, um mich zu bewachen. Ich nehme an, er hat ihm bei den Stechginsterbüschen, zwischen denen der Weg sich hindurchschlängelt, aufgelauert, und als Garcia da vorbeikam, hat er ihn niederge-macht. Zuerst hatten sie vor, ihn das Haus betreten zu lassen und ihn als auf frischer Tat ertappten Einbrecher zu töten; dann überlegten sie sich jedoch, daß im Falle einer polizeilichen Untersuchung ihre wahre Identität unweigerlich ans Licht der Öffentlichkeit käme, wodurch sie weiteren Anschlägen ausgesetzt würden. Von Garcias Tod erhofften sie sich allerdings auch eine abschreckende Wirkung auf andere und somit das Ende ihrer Nachstellungen. 

Damit wäre für sie nun alles in Ordnung gewesen, hätten sie nicht in mir eine Mitwisserin ihrer Tat gehabt. Ich habe keinen Zweifel, daß mein Leben zu Zeiten an einem dünnen Faden hing. Sie sperrten mich in meinem Zimmer ein, versetzten mich mit ent-setzlichsten Drohungen in Angst und Schrecken, miß-

handelten mich aufs grausamste, um meinen Lebens-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.618
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mut zu brechen – sehen Sie nur diese Stichwunde hier in meiner Schulter und die blauen Flecke, mit denen meine Arme von oben bis unten bedeckt sind –, und als ich einmal aus dem Fenster um Hilfe zu rufen versuchte, stopften sie mir einen Knebel in den Mund. 

Fünf Tage lang währte diese furchtbare Gefangen-schaft, und ich erhielt kaum genug Nahrung, um Leib und Seele zusammenzuhalten. Heute nachmittag endlich wurde mir ein gutes Mittagessen gebracht, aber kaum hatte ich es zu mir genommen, spürte ich, daß ihm ein Rauschgift beigemengt worden war. Ich erinnere mich wie im Traum, halb geführt, halb zum Wagen getragen worden zu sein; im selben Zustand wurde ich zum Zug geschafft. Erst da, als die Räder sich schon beinah in Bewegung setzten, kam mir plötzlich zum Bewußtsein, daß ich selbst meine Freiheit in der Hand hatte. Ich sprang hinaus, sie versuchten, mich zurückzuzerren, und ohne die Hilfe dieses braven Mannes hier, der mich zu einer Droschke führ-te, wäre es mir nie gelungen, zu entkommen. Nun aber bin ich Gott sei Dank auf immer ihrer Gewalt entronnen.«

Wir alle hatten diesem bemerkenswerten Bericht mit gebannter Aufmerksamkeit gelauscht. Es war Holmes, der schließlich das Schweigen brach. 

»Damit sind wir aber noch nicht am Ende unserer Schwierigkeiten«, sagte er kopfschüttelnd. »Die Poli-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.619
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zeiarbeit hätten wir zwar abgeschlossen, aber die juristische Arbeit fangt erst an.«

»Genau«, pflichtete ich ihm bei. »Ein spitzfindiger Anwalt könnte die Sache immer noch so drehen, daß sie sich wie ein Akt der Notwehr ausnehmen würde. 

Mögen auch Hunderte von Verbrechen im Hintergrund liegen, so ist es doch nur dieses eine, für das sie belangt werden können.«

»Ach was«, sagte Baynes munter, »da habe ich aber eine bessere Meinung von unseren Gesetzen. 

Notwehr ist eine Sache; aber einen Mann kaltblütigen eine Falle zu locken, um ihn zu ermorden, ist eine andere, ganz gleich, was für Gefahren von ihm drohen mögen. Warten Sie's nur ab, wir alle kommen schon zu unserem Recht, wenn wir bei der nächsten Tagung des Geschworenengerichts von Guildford die Bewohner von  High Gable  wiedersehen.«

Es ist indessen eine historische Tatsache, daß es noch eine Weile dauern sollte, bis der Tiger von San Pedro seine verdiente Strafe fand. Dreist und gerissen, wie er und sein Spießgeselle nun mal waren, schüttelten sie ihren Verfolger ab, indem sie eine Pension in der Edmonton Street betraten und durch den Hinterein-gang, der auf den Curzon Square geht, wieder verlie-

ßen. Von jenem Tag an wurden sie in England nicht mehr gesehen. Etwa sechs Monate später wurden in Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.620
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Madrid der Marquese von Montalva und sein Sekretär, ein Signor Rulli, in ihrem Zimmer im Hotel Esco-rial ermordet. Das Verbrechen wurde den Nihilisten zugeschrieben, und die Mörder wurden nie gefaßt. Inspektor Baynes besuchte uns in der Baker Street mit einer gedruckten Beschreibung des dunklen Gesichts des Sekretärs und der herrischen Gesichtszüge, des magnetischen Blicks der schwarzen Augen und der buschigen Augenbrauen seines Herrn. Es gab keinen Zweifel, die Gerechtigkeit hatte die beiden, wenn auch spät, ereilt. 

»Ein chaotischer Fall, mein lieber Watson«, sagte Sherlock Holmes bei seiner Abendpfeife. »Es wird Ihnen kaum gelingen, ihn in der gedrängten Form, die Ihnen so sehr am Herzen liegt, zu präsentieren. Er erstreckt sich über zwei Kontinente, umfaßt zwei Gruppen geheimnisumwitterter Personen und wird überdies noch kompliziert durch die äußerst respektable Mitwirkung unseres Freundes Scott Eccles, dessen Einbeziehung davon zeugt, daß der verstorbene Garcia ein talentierter Ränkeschmied und ein Mann mit einem stark entwickelten Selbsterhaltungstrieb war. 

Bemerkenswert an diesem Fall ist eigentlich allein die Tatsache, daß inmitten dieses undurchdringlichen Dschungels von Möglichkeiten wir und unser geschätzter Mitarbeiter, der Inspektor, das Wesentliche immer fest im Auge behielten und so dem gekrümm-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.621
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ten und gewundenen Pfade folgen konnten. Gibt es noch irgendeinen Punkt, der Ihnen nicht ganz klar ist?«

»Der Grund für die Rückkehr des Mulatten-kochs ...«

»Ich denke, den Anlaß dazu dürfte das seltsame Geschöpf in der Küche gegeben haben. Der Mann war ein primitiver Wilder aus den Urwäldern von San Pedro, und dieser Gegenstand war sein Fetisch. Als er und sein Gefährte zu dem vorher bestimmten Versteck geflüchtet waren, wo zweifellos noch ein weiterer Verbündeter ihrer harrte, hatte ihn sein Gefährte überredet, einen so kompromittierenden Einrichtungsge-genstand zurückzulassen. Der Mulatte hing jedoch so sehr daran, daß es ihn am folgenden Tag zu dem Haus zurücktrieb, wo er aber, als er durchs Fenster spähte, feststellen mußte, daß Constable Walters die Stellung hielt. Er wartete noch einmal drei Tage, dann aber trieb ihn seine Frömmigkeit oder sein Aberglaube zu einem weiteren Versuch. Inspektor Baynes, der mit der ihm eigenen Geriebenheit den Vorfall mir gegen-

über heruntergespielt hatte, war sich seiner Bedeutung in Tat und Wahrheit wohl bewußt und stellte dem Mann eine Falle, in die dieser dann auch prompt gegangen ist. Sonst noch etwas, Watson?«

»Dieser zerfetzte Vogel, der Eimer voll Blut, die verkohlten Knochen, all das rätselhafte Zeug in jener Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.622
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schauerlichen Küche.«

Lächelnd schlug Holmes eine Eintragung in seinem Notizbuch auf. 

»Ich habe einen Vormittag im  British Museum  verbracht, um dies und noch ein paar andere Punkte nachzulesen. Dies hier ist ein Zitat aus Eckermanns Voodoo-Kult und Negerreligionen: Der echte Voodoo-Anhänger nimmt nichts Wichtiges in Angriff, ohne zuvor bestimmte Opfer dargebracht zu haben, deren Zweck es ist, seine unreinen Götter günstig zu stimmen. In ex-tremen Fällen kommt es bei diesen Ritualen zur Opferung von Menschen, verbunden mit Kanni-balismus. Gebräuchlichere Opfer sind ein weißer Hahn, der lebendig in Stücke gerissen wird, oder eine schwarze Ziege, der die Kehle durchgeschnitten und deren Körper dann verbrannt wird. 

Wie Sie sehen, ist unser wilder Freund bei seinem Ritual also ganz orthodox vorgegangen. Grotesk, Watson«, fügte Holmes hinzu, während er bedächtig sein Notizbuch zuklappte; »aber wie ich bereits die Gelegenheit hatte zu bemerken, vom Grotesken zum Entsetzlichen ist es nur ein Schritt.«
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Die Pappschachtel9

Bei meiner Auswahl typischer Fälle, welche die au-

ßergewöhnlichen geistigen Fähigkeiten meines Freundes Sherlock Holmes illustrieren, habe ich mich soweit als möglich bemüht, denjenigen den Vorrang zu geben, die möglichst wenig Sensationelles enthielten, zugleich aber ein dankbares Feld für die Anwendung seiner Fähigkeiten boten. Unglücklicherweise ist es jedoch ein Ding der Unmöglichkeit, das Sensationelle säuberlich vom Kriminellen zu scheiden, und der Chronist, der es trotzdem versucht, befindet sich ständig in dem Dilemma, daß er entweder gewisse Details, die für seinen Bericht wesentlich sind, beiseite lassen und so einen falschen Eindruck von der Sache vermitteln oder aber Themen behandeln müßte, die ihm der Zufall und nicht seine eigene Wahl an die Hand gegeben hat. Nach diesen einführenden Worten will ich mich nun meinen Notizen zu einem Fall zuwenden, der sich als eine merkwürdige und zugleich außerordentlich verhängnisvolle Verkettung von Ereignissen erweisen sollte. 

Es war ein glühendheißer Tag im August. Die Baker Street war wie ein Backofen, und das gleißen-de Licht der Sonne auf dem gelben Gemäuer des gegenüberliegenden Hauses tat den Augen weh. Kaum Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.624
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zu glauben, daß dies dieselben Mauern waren, die im Winter so düster durch den Nebel lugten. Unsere Rouleaus waren halb heruntergelassen, und Holmes lag mit angezogenen Beinen auf dem Sofa und las zum wiederholten Male einen Brief, den er mit der Morgenpost erhalten hatte. Was mich betrifft, so war ich durch meine Dienstzeit in Indien gegen Hitze besser abgehärtet denn gegen Kälte, und ein Thermometerstand von neunzig10 konnte mir nichts anhaben. 

Indes, die Morgenzeitung bot nichts von Interesse. 

Das Parlament hatte Sommerpause. Alle hatten die Stadt verlassen, und ich sehnte mich nach den Lichtungen des New Forest11 oder nach dem Strand von Southsea12. Mein leeres Bankkonto hatte mich meine Ferien verschieben lassen, und was meinen Gefährten betraf, so vermochte weder das Land noch das Meer auch nur die geringste Anziehungskraft auf ihn auszu-

üben. Für ihn gab es nichts Schöneres, als inmitten von fünf Millionen Menschen auf der Lauer zu liegen und seine Fäden zu spinnen, die sich überallhin ver-zweigten und von jedem noch so leisen Gerücht oder Anzeichen eines ungelösten Verbrechens in Schwin-gungen versetzt wurden. Sinn für die Natur zählte nicht zu seinen vielen Gaben, und er kam einzig dann zu einer Luftveränderung, wenn er seinen Geist vom Bösewicht der Stadt abwandte, um dessen Bruder auf dem Lande nachzustellen. 
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Da ich den Eindruck hatte, daß Holmes für ein Gespräch mit mir zu absorbiert war, warf ich die unersprießliche Zeitung beiseite, lehnte mich in meinem Lehnstuhl zurück und verfiel in Grübeleien. Plötzlich schreckte mich die Stimme meines Gefährten aus meinen Gedanken auf. 

»Sie haben recht, Watson«, sagte er. »Wirklich eine ausgesprochen unsinnige Art, einen Konflikt bei-zulegen.«

»Ausgesprochen unsinnig!« rief ich aus, doch mit einemmal kam mir zum Bewußtsein, daß er meinen innersten Gedanken ausgesprochen hatte, ich setzte mich in meinem Sessel auf und starrte ihn ungläubig staunend an. 

»Was ist das denn, Holmes?« rief ich. »Das übersteigt jetzt aber wirklich mein Vorstellungsvermö-

gen!«

Er lachte herzlich über meine Verblüffung. 

»Sie werden sich daran erinnern«, sagte er, »daß ich Ihnen vor nicht allzu langer Zeit jene Passage aus einer von Poes Skizzen13 vorgelesen habe, wo ein logischer Geist dem unausgesprochenen Gedankengang seines Gefährten folgt, und daß Sie dies als einen Ge-waltakt des Autors abtun wollten. Und als ich Ihnen entgegenhielt, genau das sei eine meiner ständigen Gewohnheiten, gaben Sie Ihrem Unglauben Ausdruck.«
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»Aber nein, keineswegs.«

»Vielleicht nicht mit Ihrer Zunge, mein lieber Watson, aber ganz bestimmt mit Ihren Augenbrauen. Und als ich vorhin sah, wie Sie Ihre Zeitung beiseitewarfen und sich von Ihren Gedanken wegtragen ließen, war ich sehr froh, daß sich mir eine Gelegenheit bot, dieselben abzulesen und mich schließlich in sie einzumischen, zum Beweis dafür, daß ich mit Ihnen in Verbindung gestanden hatte.«

Damit war ich jedoch noch keineswegs zufrieden. 

»In dem Beispiel, das Sie mir vorgelesen haben, war es doch aber so, daß der Logiker seine Schlüsse aus den Handlungen des Mannes zog, den er beobachtete. 

Wenn ich mich recht erinnere, stolperte dieser über einen Steinhaufen, blickte zu den Sternen auf und dergleichen mehr. Ich hingegen habe die ganze Zeit über ruhig in meinem Stuhl gesessen; was für Hinweise könnte ich Ihnen denn damit gegeben haben?«

»Sie tun sich selber unrecht. Die Gesichtszüge sind dem Menschen verliehen worden, auf daß er damit seine Gefühle ausdrücke, und die Ihren versehen diesen Dienst durchaus getreulich.«

»Wollen Sie damit sagen, Sie hätten mir den Gang meiner Gedanken von den Gesichtszügen abgelesen?«

»Von Ihren Gesichtszügen, und insbesondere von Ihren Augen. Womöglich können Sie sich gar nicht mehr entsinnen, was der Ausgangspunkt Ihrer Tag-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.627
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träumereien war?«

»Nein, das kann ich nicht.«

»Dann will ich es Ihnen sagen. Nachdem Sie die Zeitung beiseitegeworfen hatten – was meine Aufmerksamkeit auf Sie lenkte – saßen Sie eine halbe Minute lang mit ausdruckslosem Gesicht da. Dann heftete sich Ihr Blick auf das frischgerahmte Bild von General Gordon14, und aus Ihrem veränderten Gesichtsausdruck konnte ich ersehen, daß eine Gedankenkette ihren Anfang genommen hatte. Sie verfolgten sie jedoch nicht sehr weit. Plötzlich wandte sich Ihr Blick dem ungerahmten Portrait Henry Ward Bee-chers15 zu, das dort drüben auf Ihren Büchern steht. 

Dann glitt Ihr Blick an der Wand hoch, und was das zu bedeuten hatte, war ganz offensichtlich. Sie dachten, mit einem Rahmen wäre dieses Portrait wie geschaffen dafür, den leeren Platz auf der Wand auszufüllen und das Gegenstück zu dem Bild von Gordon da zu bilden.«

»Sie sind mir ja ganz wunderbar gefolgt!« rief ich aus. 

»Bis hierhin war es auch kaum möglich fehlzuge-hen. Nun aber wandten sich Ihre Gedanken wieder Beecher zu, und sie blickten scharf zu ihm hinüber, als wollten Sie seinen Charakter aus seinen Zügen erschließen. Dann verloren Ihre Augen diesen ange-strengten Blick wieder, Sie schauten aber noch immer Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.628
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zu ihm hinüber, und Ihr Gesicht wirkte nachdenklich. 

Sie riefen sich die einzelnen Stationen von Beechers Lebenslauf in Erinnerung. Es war mir klar, daß Ihnen unweigerlich auch jene Mission einfallen würde, die er während des Bürgerkrieges im Auftrag der Nord-staaten erfüllt hatte, denn ich weiß noch gut, wie sehr der Empfang, der ihm seitens des hitzigeren Teiles unserer Bevölkerung zuteil geworden war, Sie entrü-

stet hatte. Sie hatten sich damals so sehr ereifert, daß ich wußte, Sie würden nicht an Beecher denken können, ohne daß Ihnen diese Sache in den Sinn käme. 

Als ich dann einen Augenblick später bemerkte, daß Ihr Blick von dem Bild abschweifte, vermutete ich, daß Ihre Gedanken sich dem Bürgerkrieg zugewandt hatten, und als ich den entschlossenen Zug um Ihre Lippen, das Funkeln Ihrer Augen und Ihre zu Fäusten geballten Hände sah, war ich davon überzeugt, daß Sie des Heldenmutes gedachten, den beide Seiten in diesem verzweifelten Kampf bewiesen haben. Dann aber verdüsterte sich Ihre Miene wieder, und Sie schüttelten den Kopf. Sie sinnierten über all das Grauen und Entsetzen, über diesen sinnlosen Verschleiß an Menschenleben. Ihre Hand tastete verstohlen nach Ihrer alten Wunde, und Ihre Lippen verzogen sich zu einem verächtlichen Lächeln, was mir zeigte, daß Ihr Geist sich der Lächerlichkeit einer solchen Methode der Bewältigung internationaler Verwicklun-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.629
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gen nicht länger verschließen konnte. An diesem Punkt pflichtete ich Ihnen bei, daß das Ganze unsinnig sei, und stellte mit Vergnügen fest, daß all meine Deduktionen richtig gewesen waren.«

»Absolut richtig«, sagte ich. »Und ich muß Ihnen gestehen, daß mir die Sache jetzt, da Sie alles erklärt haben, nicht minder verblüffend vorkommt als zuvor.«

»Ein simpler Taschenspielertrick, mein lieber Watson, glauben Sie mir. Ich hätte Sie nicht damit belä-

stigt, hätten Sie sich neulich nicht so ungläubig gezeigt. Aber mir liegt hier ein kleines Problem vor, dessen Lösung sich als schwieriger erweisen dürfte als mein bescheidener Versuch im Gedankenlesen. Ist Ihnen bei der Zeitungslektüre die kurze Notiz aufgefallen, über den außergewöhnlichen Inhalt eines Päckchens, das einer Miss Cushing aus der Cross Street in Croydon mit der Post zugestellt worden ist?«

»Nein, ich habe nichts dergleichen gesehen.«

»Nun, dann muß Sie ihnen entgangen sein. Schmei-

ßen Sie mir doch mal die Zeitung herüber. Hier ist sie ja, direkt unter dem Wirtschaftsteil. Würden Sie so gut sein, sie mir vorzulesen?«

Ich nahm die Zeitung, die er mir wieder hingeworfen hatte, und las den betreffenden Artikel vor. Die Überschrift lautete »Ein grausiges Paket«. 

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.630

Die Pappschachtel

Doyle-WA Bd. 8, 56

Miss Susan Cushing, wohnhaft in der Cross Street in Croydon, wurde gestern das Opfer eines Vorfalles, der als außerordentlich geschmackloser Streich betrachtet werden muß, sofern sich nicht herausstellt, daß es damit noch Ernsteres und Grausigeres auf sich hat. Gestern nachmittag um zwei Uhr wurde ihr vom Postboten ein in braunes Packpapier eingeschlagenes Päckchen überbracht. Darin befand sich eine Pappschachtel, die mit grobkörnigem Salz gefüllt war. Als Miss Cushing dieses ausleerte, fand sie zu ihrem Entsetzen zwei offensichtlich erst vor kurzem abgetrennte menschliche Ohren darin vor. Die Schachtel war am vorhergehenden Morgen per Paketpost von Belfast abgeschickt worden. Es gibt keinen Hinweis auf die Identität des Absenders, und die Angelegenheit erscheint um so rätselhafter, als Miss Cushing, eine alleinstehende Dame von fünfzig, seit jeher ein zurückgezogenes Leben geführt hat und so wenige Bekannte oder Briefpartner hat, daß es für sie eine Seltenheit ist, überhaupt Post zu bekommen. Vor einigen Jahren allerdings, als sie noch in Penge lebte, hatte sie in ihrem Hause drei junge Medizinstudenten zur Untermiete, welchen sie sich später, aufgrund ihres lärmigen und ungebührli-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.631
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chen Betragens, zu kündigen gezwungen sah. 

Die Polizei ist der Ansicht, daß diese Schandtat gegenüber Miss Cushing von diesen jungen Leuten verübt worden sein könnte, die vielleicht noch immer einen Groll gegen sie hegten und hofften, ihr mit diesen Überresten aus dem Seziersaal einen Schrecken einjagen zu können. 

Diese Theorie wird durch die Tatsache erhärtet, daß einer der Studenten aus Nordirland stammte und zwar, soviel Miss Cushing sich erinnert, aus Belfast. Zur Zeit sind die Ermittlungen in dieser Sache in vollem Gang; zuständig für den Fall ist Mr. Lestrade, einer unserer allerfähigsten leiten-den Kriminalbeamten. 

»So viel zum  Daily Chronicle«,  sagte Holmes, als ich mit Lesen geendigt hatte. »Nun zu unserem Freund Lestrade. Ich habe heute morgen einen Brief von ihm erhalten, in dem er mir folgendes mitteilt: Es scheint mir, daß dieser Fall ganz auf Ihrer Linie liegt. Wir hoffen zuversichtlich, die Sache bald aufzuklären; was uns jedoch gewisse Schwierigkeiten macht, ist, einen ersten Ansatzpunkt für unsere Arbeit zu finden. Selbstverständlich haben wir dem Postamt in Belfast ge-kabelt, aber an jenem Tag wurde eine große Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.632

Die Pappschachtel

Doyle-WA Bd. 8, 57

Menge von Paketen aufgegeben, und sie verfü-

gen über keine Unterlagen, mit denen sich dieses bestimmte Paket oder die Person, die es aufgegeben hat, identifizieren ließe. Bei der Schachtel handelt es sich um eine Halbpfundschachtel Honeydew-Tabak16, die uns in keiner Weise weiterhilft. Die Theorie mit den Medizinstudenten erscheint mir noch immer als die plausibel-ste; sollten Sie indes ein paar Stunden erübrigen können, so wäre es mir eine große Freude, Sie hier draußen begrüßen zu dürfen. Ich werde den ganzen Tag entweder in dem Hause selbst oder auf der Polizeiwache zu finden sein. 

Was meinen Sie, Watson, wäre es Ihnen möglich, der Hitze zu trotzen und mit mir nach Croydon hinauszufahren, um der geringen Chance willen, daß dabei ein Fall für Ihre Chronik herausschaut?«

»Ich brenne schon die ganze Zeit darauf, etwas zu tun zu bekommen.«

»Das können Sie haben. Läuten Sie nach unseren Stiefeln und geben Sie Anweisung, eine Droschke zu bestellen. Ich bin gleich wieder hier, ich muß nur meinen Schlafrock ablegen und mein Zigarrenetui nachfüllen.«

Als wir im Zug saßen, ging ein Regenschauer nieder, und in Croydon war die Hitze weit weniger drük-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.633
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kend als in der Stadt. Holmes hatte ein Kabel voraus-gesandt, und so wurden wir von Lestrade, der so drahtig, geschniegelt und frettchenhaft wie immer wirkte, am Bahnhof erwartet. Nach einem Fußmarsch von fünf Minuten erreichten wir die Cross Street, wo Miss Cushing wohnte. 

Es war eine sehr lange Straße mit zweistöckigen Backsteinhäusern, alle hübsch und gepflegt, mit weiß-

gestrichenen Steintreppchen und kleinen Gruppen von schürzentragenden Frauen, die vor den Türen einen Schwatz hielten. Als wir die Hälfte der Straße hinter uns gebracht hatten, hielt Lestrade an und klopfte an eine Tür, die von einem zierlichen Dienstmädchen ge-

öffnet wurde. Miss Cushing saß im Vorderzimmer, in das wir eingelassen wurden. Sie hatte ein sanftes Gesicht, große, gütige Augen und graugesprenkeltes Haar, das sich auf beiden Seiten um ihre Schläfen schmiegte. In ihrem Schoß lag ein mit Stickereien verziertes Schondeckchen, und neben ihr, auf einem Stuhl, stand ein Körbchen mit buntem Seidengarn. 

»Sie sind draußen im Schuppen, diese entsetzlichen Dinger«, sagte sie, als Lestrade eintrat. »Ich wollte, Sie würden sie mit allem drum und dran fortschaffen.«

»Das werde ich auch, Miss Cushing. Ich habe sie nur so lange hierbehalten, damit mein Freund Mr. 

Holmes sie in Ihrem Beisein ansehen kann.«
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»Wieso in meinem Beisein, Sir?«

»Für den Fall, daß er Ihnen irgendwelche Fragen stellen möchte.«

»Was hat es denn für einen Sinn, mir Fragen zu stellen, wenn ich Ihnen doch sage, daß ich nicht das geringste über diese Sache weiß.«

»Ganz recht, Madam«, sagte Holmes auf seine be-sänftigende Art. »Ich kann mir vorstellen, daß Sie in dieser Angelegenheit schon mehr als genug belästigt worden sind.«

»Allerdings, Sir. Ich bin ein friedliebender Mensch und führe ein zurückgezogenes Leben. Ich bin es nicht gewohnt, meinen Namen in der Zeitung zu lesen und die Polizei im Hause zu haben. Diese Dinger kommen mir nicht mehr ins Haus, Mr. Lestrade. 

Wenn Sie sie ansehen wollen, müssen Sie sich schon in den Schuppen bemühen.«

Der Schuppen war ein kleiner Verschlag in dem schmalen Gartenstreifen hinter dem Haus. Lestrade ging hinein und kam mit einer gelben Pappschachtel, einem Stück Packpapier und einer Schnur zurück. Am Ende des Gartenweges stand eine Bank; wir nahmen alle darauf Platz, und Holmes begann, die Gegenstän-de, die Lestrade ihm einen nach dem anderen reichte, in Augenschein zu nehmen. 

»Die Schnur ist außerordentlich interessant«, sagte er, während er sie gegen das Licht hielt und daran Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.635

Die Pappschachtel

Doyle-WA Bd. 8, 59

roch. »Was sagt Ihnen diese Schnur, Lestrade?«

»Sie ist mit Teer behandelt worden.«

»Ganz recht. Es ist ein Stück geteerten Zwirns. 

Zweifellos ist Ihnen auch aufgefallen, daß Miss Cushing die Schnur mit einer Schere aufgeschnitten hat, wie sich aus den beidseitig ausgefransten Enden ersehen läßt. Das ist von entscheidender Wichtigkeit.«

»Ich sehe nicht, was daran so wichtig sein sollte«, sagte Lestrade. 

»Wichtig daran ist. daß der Knoten dadurch unversehrt geblieben ist und daß dieser Knoten von ganz besonderer Art ist.«

»Er ist sehr sauber geknüpft; das habe ich bereits in meinen Notizen festgehalten«, sagte Lestrade selbstgefällig. 

»So viel also zur Schnur«, sagte Holmes mit einem Lächeln, »dann wollen wir uns jetzt der Verpackung der Schachtel zuwenden. Braunes Packpapier, mit einem deutlichen Geruch nach Kaffee. Was? Das ist Ihnen nicht aufgefallen? Ich denke, das steht doch außer Frage. Adresse in ziemlich unregelmäßigen Druckbuchstaben: ›Miss S. Cushing, Cross Street, Croydon.‹ Geschrieben mit einer breiten Feder, vermutlich einem J, und einer sehr billigen Tinte. Das Wort ›Croydon‹ ist zuerst mit einem ›i‹ geschrieben worden, das dann zu einem ›y‹ abgeändert wurde. Das Paket wurde also von einem Mann abgeschickt –
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diese Druckbuchstaben entstammen eindeutig einer männlichen Hand –, einem Mann von geringer Bildung, dem die Stadt Croydon kein Begriff ist. So weit, so gut. Bei der Schachtel handelt es sich um eine gelbe Honeydew-Schachtel im Halbpfundformat, an der, abgesehen von zwei Daumenabdrücken in der linken unteren Ecke, nichts Auffälliges festzustellen ist. Sie ist mit grobkörnigem Salz gefüllt, wie es zur Konservierung von Tierhäuten und für andere kommerzielle Zwecke der gröberen Art verwendet wird. 

Und darin eingebettet finden sich diese höchst eigenartigen Beilagen.«

Bei diesen Worten nahm er die zwei Ohren heraus und begutachtete sie eingehend auf einem Brett, das er sich über die Knie gelegt hatte, während Lestrade und ich uns rechts und links von ihm nach vorn beugten und bald die gräßlichen Überreste, bald das nachdenkliche, angespannte Gesicht unseres Gefährten betrachteten. Schließlich legte er sie wieder in die Schachtel zurück und saß dann eine Weile lang in tiefes Nachdenken versunken da. 

»Gewiß ist Ihnen aufgefallen«, sagte er endlich, 

»daß die Ohren kein Paar bilden.«

»Ja, das habe ich bemerkt. Aber falls es sich um den Streich einiger Studenten aus dem Seziersaal handelt, so dürfte es denen ja kaum schwerer fallen, zwei verschiedene Ohren zu verschicken als ein Paar.«
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»Ganz recht. Nur daß es sich nicht um einen Streich handelt.«

»Sind Sie da sicher?«

»Es spricht zu vieles stark dagegen. Den Leichen im Seziersaal wird eine Konservierungsflüssigkeit eingespritzt. Diese beiden Ohren weisen keinerlei Spuren davon auf. Zudem sind sie ganz frisch. Sie sind mit einem ziemlich stumpfen Instrument abgeschnitten worden, was wohl kaum der Fall sein dürfte, wenn ein Student es getan hätte. Überdies würde ein medizinisch gebildeter Mensch wohl Karbolsäure oder Spiritus als Konservierungsmittel wählen, ganz gewiß nicht grobkörniges Salz. Ich sage es noch einmal, wir haben es hier nicht mit einem Streich zu tun; wir untersuchen hier ein ausgewachsenes Verbrechen.«

Ein unbestimmbarer Schauder durchrieselte mich bei diesen Worten meines Gefährten und angesichts des finsteren Ernstes, der seine Miene verhärtete. Dieses blutige Vorspiel schien von einer seltsamen und unerklärlichen Greueltat zu künden, die noch im dunkeln lag. Lestrade indessen schüttelte den Kopf wie jemand, der nur halb überzeugt ist. 

»Gewiß läßt sich einiges einwenden gegen die Streich-Theorie«, sagte er, »aber gegen die andere gibt es noch weit gewichtigere Argumente. Wir wissen, daß diese Frau die letzten zwanzig Jahre, sowohl Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.638
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in Penge als auch hier, ein äußerst ruhiges und ehrbares Leben geführt hat. Während all dieser Zeit hat sie ihr Heim kann je für einen Tag verlassen. Warum in aller Welt sollte also ein Verbrecher auf die Idee kommen, ihr diese Beweisstücke seiner Schuld zu übersenden, da doch sie – es sei denn, sie ist eine ganz vorzügliche Schauspielerin – die Sache ebenso wenig begreift wie wir?«

»Genau das müssen wir herausfinden«, erwiderte Holmes, »und ich für mein Teil werde davon ausgehen, daß meine Schlüsse richtig sind und daß ein Doppelmord begangen wurde. Eines dieser beiden Ohren ist ein Frauenohr; klein, zart geformt und perforiert für einen Ohrring. Das andere stammt von einem Mann; es ist sonnverbrannt, ungleichmäßig pigmentiert und ebenfalls perforiert. Diese beiden Personen sind sehr wahrscheinlich tot, denn sonst hätte ihre Geschichte längst die Runde gemacht. 

Heute haben wir Freitag. Das Paket wurde am Donnerstagmorgen aufgegeben. Das heißt, daß sich die Tragödie am Mittwoch oder am Dienstag, wenn nicht sogar noch früher ereignet hat. Wenn diese zwei Menschen ermordet worden sind, wer anders als der Mörder könnte dann Miss Cushing dieses Zeichen seiner Tat geschickt haben? Wir können also voraussetzen, daß der Absender des Paketes der Mann ist, den wir suchen müssen. Er muß jedoch einen zwingenden Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.639
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Grund dafür gehabt haben, Miss Cushing dieses Paket zu senden. Aber was für einen? Vielleicht geschah es, um ihr mitzuteilen, daß die Tat vollbracht war – oder er wollte ihr Kummer bereiten. Aber in diesem Fall müßte sie wissen, wer der Täter ist. Weiß sie es? Ich glaube kaum. Wenn sie es wüßte, weshalb sollte sie dann die Polizei beiziehen? Sie hätte diese Ohren ja einfach vergraben können, und kein Mensch hätte je davon erfahren. Dies hätte sie getan, wenn sie den Täter decken wollte. Will sie ihn aber nicht dek-ken, so wird sie doch seinen Namen preisgeben. Hier liegt ein Widerspruch, welcher der Auflösung bedarf.«

Dies alles hatte er mit lauter und erregter Stimme vorgebracht und dabei mit leerem Blick zum Garten-zaun hinübergeschaut; jetzt aber sprang er jählings auf und ging dem Haus zu. 

»Ich habe ein paar Fragen an Miss Cushing«, sagte er. 

»Dann darf ich mich jetzt wohl von Ihnen verabschieden«, sagte Lestrade, »denn ich habe sonst noch ein paar Kleinigkeiten zu erledigen. Ich glaube kaum, daß ich von Miss Cushing noch mehr erfahren kann. 

Sie finden mich auf der Polizeiwache.«

»Wir werden unterwegs zum Bahnhof bei Ihnen vorbeischauen«, erwiderte Holmes. Einen Augenblick später standen er und ich wieder in dem Vorzimmer, Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.640
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wo die Lady immer noch ruhig und unerschütterlich an ihrem Schondeckchen stickte. Als wir eintraten, legte sie ihre Arbeit in den Schoß und blickte uns mit ihren blauen Augen offen und fragend an. 

»Ich bin fest überzeugt, Sir«, sagte sie, »daß hier ein Irrtum vorliegt und daß dieses Paket gar nicht für mich bestimmt war. Ich habe das dem Gentleman von Scotland Yard immer und immer wieder gesagt, aber er hat mich bloß ausgelacht. Meines Wissens habe ich keinen einzigen Feind auf dieser Erde; weshalb sollte mir also jemand einen solchen Streich spielen?«

»Auch ich gelange mehr und mehr zu dieser Überzeugung, Miss Cushing«, sagte Holmes und nahm neben ihr Platz. »Es scheint mir mehr denn nur wahrscheinlich, daß ...« – er brach mitten im Satz ab, ich wandte den Kopf und sah erstaunt, daß er mit größter Aufmerksamkeit das Profil der Dame studierte. Einen Augenblick lang war in seiner Miene sowohl Überraschung als auch Befriedigung zu lesen; als sie jedoch den Kopf wandte, um zu ergründen, weshalb er nicht weitersprach, war seine Haltung schon wieder so gesetzt wie eh und je. Ich begann nun meinerseits, ihr glanzloses, angegrautes Haar, das schmucke Häubchen, die vergoldeten Ohrringe und die sanften Züge zu mustern, vermochte jedoch nichts zu entdecken, was die sichtliche Erregung meines Gefährten erklärt hätte. 
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»Es gäbe da ein, zwei Fragen ...«

»Ach, ich bin der Fragen so müde!« rief Miss Cushing ungehalten. 

»Sie haben doch zwei Schwestern, glaube ich.«

»Wie können Sie das wissen?«

»Beim Betreten dieses Zimmers ist mir sogleich aufgefallen, daß Sie ein Gruppenbild von drei Ladies auf dem Kaminsims stehen haben, deren eine ganz unzweifelhaft Sie selbst sind, während die beiden anderen Ihnen so sehr ähneln, daß die Verwandtschaft gar nicht angezweifelt werden kann.«

»Ja, Sie haben ganz recht. Das sind meine Schwestern Sarah und Mary.«

»Und hier, gerade neben mir, ist ein weiteres Portrait, aufgenommen in Liverpool, das Ihre jüngere Schwester in Begleitung eines Mannes zeigt, der, nach seiner Uniform zu schließen, Steward auf einem Schiff ist. Wie ich sehe, war Ihre Schwester zu diesem Zeitpunkt unverheiratet.«

»Sie sind ein sehr aufmerksamer Beobachter.«

»Das ist mein Metier.«

»Nun, Sie haben ganz recht; aber ein paar Tage danach haben sie und Mr. Browner geheiratet. Er hat auf der Südamerika-Linie gearbeitet, als diese Aufnahme gemacht wurde, aber er war Mary dermaßen zugetan, daß er es nicht ertragen konnte, sie immer so lange allein zu lassen, und so hat er zur Liverpool-London-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.642
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Linie übergewechselt.«

»Ist er etwa auf der  Conqueror? «

»Nein, auf der  May Day,  soviel ich zuletzt gehört habe. Jim ist einmal hier gewesen, um mich zu besuchen. Das war, als er noch Abstinenzler war; aber nachher hat er wieder zu trinken angefangen, sobald er an Land war, und nach ein paar Gläsern war er jeweils völlig außer sich. Weiß Gott, das war ein Un-glückstag, als er das erste Mal wieder zum Glas gegriffen hat. Zuerst hat er mich links liegen lassen, dann hatte er mit Sarah Streit, und jetzt, wo Mary nicht mehr schreibt, haben wir keine Ahnung, wie es um die beiden steht.«

Es war offensichtlich, daß Miss Cushing auf ein Thema gekommen war, das ihr sehr nahe ging. Wie die meisten Leute, die ein einsames Leben führen, war sie anfangs zurückhaltend gewesen, um mit der Zeit immer redseliger zu werden. Sie erzählte uns allerlei über ihren Schwager, den Steward, kam dann auf ihre ehemaligen Untermieter, die drei Medizinstudenten, zu sprechen, berichtete uns des langen und breiten von ihren Missetaten und nannte uns auch ihre Namen sowie die der Spitäler, in denen sie arbeiteten. Holmes hörte sich all dies aufmerksam an und warf hin und wieder eine Frage ein. 

»Was Ihre andere Schwester, Sarah, betrifft«, sagte er, »so wundert es mich, daß Sie, da Sie doch beide Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.643
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alleinstehend sind, nicht einen gemeinsamen Haushalt führen.«

»Ach, du meine Güte! Sie kennen Sarah nicht und ihre Launen, sonst würden Sie sich überhaupt nicht wundern. Als ich nach Croydon kam, da hab ich es versucht, und bis vor ungefähr zwei Monaten ist das gegangen, aber dann mußten wir uns einfach trennen. 

Ich will ja nichts Schlechtes über meine eigene Schwester sagen, aber sie hat schon immer ihre Nase überall reinstecken müssen und an allem immer was zu nörgeln gehabt, die Sarah.«

»Sie haben erwähnt, daß sie mit Ihren Verwandten in Liverpool Streit bekommen hat?«

»Ja, und dabei waren sie noch kurz zuvor ein Herz und eine Seele. Schließlich ist sie ja dorthin gezogen, um den beiden möglichst nah zu sein. Aber jetzt läßt sie an Jim Browner keinen guten Faden mehr. Die letzten sechs Monate, als sie hier war, hat sie von nichts anderem gesprochen als von seiner Trinkerei und seinen Marotten. Ich kann mir vorstellen, daß sie mal wieder ihre Nase in Dinge steckte, die sie nichts angingen, und daß er sie erwischt und ihr mal tüchtig die Meinung gesagt hat. So wird es angefangen haben.«

»Ich danke Ihnen, Miss Cushing«, sagte Holmes, erhob sich und machte eine Verbeugung. »Sagten Sie nicht, daß Ihre Schwester in der New Street wohnt, in Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.644
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Wallington? Auf Wiedersehen, es tut mir leid, daß Sie in einer Angelegenheit belästigt worden sind, mit der Sie, wie Sie ganz richtig sagen, nicht das geringste zu tun haben.«

Als wir aus dem Haus traten, fuhr eben eine Droschke vorbei; Holmes hielt sie an. 

»Wie weit ist es nach Wallington?« fragte er. 

»Nicht mehr als eine Meile, Sir.«

»Sehr gut. Schnell, steigen Sie ein, Watson; wir müssen das Eisen schmieden, solange es heiß ist. So einfach der Fall auch liegen mag, es gab dabei doch ein, zwei recht instruktive Details. Fahrer, halten Sie doch bitte unterwegs vor einem Telegraphenamt.«

Holmes gab ein kurzes Telegramm auf, und den Rest der Fahrt verbrachte er entspannt in die Wagenpolster zurückgelehnt, den Hut zum Schutz gegen die Sonne tief ins Gesicht gezogen. Der Fahrer hielt vor einem Haus an, das demjenigen, das wir eben erst verlassen hatten, recht ähnlich sah. Mein Gefährte bedeutete ihm zu warten und hatte den Türklopfer schon in der Hand, als die Tür sich öffnete und ein ernst dreinblickender junger Mann in schwarzer Kleidung und mit einem auffallend glänzenden Hut über die Schwelle trat. 

»Ist Miss Cushing zu Hause?« fragte Holmes. 

»Miss Sarah Cushing ist schwer krank«, erwiderte der andere. »Sie weist seit gestern Symptome einer Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.645
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äußerst besorgniserregenden Gehirnerkrankung auf. 

Als zuständiger Arzt kann ich es in keiner Weise verantworten, jemanden zu ihr zu lassen. Ich würde Ihnen empfehlen, in zehn Tagen wieder vorzusprechen.« Er zog sich seine Handschuhe über, schloß die Tür hinter sich und marschierte davon. 

»Nun, wenn es nicht geht, dann geht es eben nicht«, sagte Holmes gutgelaunt. 

»Vielleicht hätte sie Ihnen gar nicht so viel sagen können oder wollen.«

»Ich bin nicht hierhergekommen, damit sie mir etwas sagt. Ich wollte sie mir lediglich ansehen. Es scheint mir indessen, daß ich nun alles beisammen habe, was ich wissen wollte. Fahrer, bringen Sie uns zu einem anständigen Hotel, wo wir etwas zu Mittag essen können. Und danach wollen wir unseren Freund Lestrade auf der Polizeiwache heimsuchen.«

Im Verlauf des schmackhaften kleinen Mahles sprach Holmes über nichts anderes als über Geigen und erzählte mir mit großer Befriedigung, wie er seine Stradivari, die mindestens fünfhundert Guineen wert sein mußte, für fünfundfünfzig Shilling bei einem jü-

dischen Pfandleiher in der Tottenham Court Road erstanden hatte. Dies brachte ihn auf Paganini, und so saßen wir eine Stunde lang bei einer Flasche  Claret,  17 und er erzählte mir eine Anekdote nach der anderen über diesen ungewöhnlichen Mann. Der Nach-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.646
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mittag war schon weit fortgeschritten, und das heiße Sengen der Sonne hatte sich zu milder Wärme abge-schwächt, als wir bei der Polizeiwache anlangten. Lestrade erwartete uns bereits an der Tür. 

»Ein Telegramm für Sie, Mr. Holmes«, sagte er. 

»Ha, das muß die Antwort sein!« Hastig riß er es auf, ließ seinen Blick darüber hinweggleiten und stopfte es dann in seine Tasche. 

»Haben Sie etwas herausgefunden?«

»Ich habe alles herausgefunden!«

»Was?« Lestrade starrte ihn voll ungläubigen Erstaunens an. »Das soll wohl ein Scherz sein?«

»Ich bin mein Lebtag nie ernster gewesen. Es ist ein entsetzliches Verbrechen begangen worden, und ich glaube, es nun bis in alle Einzelheiten aufgedeckt zu haben.«

»Und der Täter?«

Holmes kritzelte ein paar Worte auf die Rückseite einer seiner Visitenkarten und warf sie Lestrade zu. 

»Da haben Sie seinen Namen«, sagte er. »Die Verhaftung kann allerdings frühestens morgen abend erfolgen. Es wäre mir lieb, wenn Sie meinen Namen im Zusammenhang mit diesem Fall nicht in Erwähnung brächten, da ich es vorziehe, nur anläßlich von Verbrechen, deren Aufklärung eine gewisse Schwierigkeit bietet, genannt zu werden. Kommen Sie, Watson.«

Damit machten wir uns gemeinsam zum Bahnhof auf, Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.647
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während Lestrade noch immer überglücklich auf die Karte starrte, die Holmes ihm hingeworfen hatte. 

»Dieser Fall«, sagte Holmes, als wir am Abend plau-dernd und Zigarren rauchend in unserem Logis in der Baker Street beisammensaßen, »gehört – genau wie jene Ermittlungen, die Sie unter den Titeln  Eine Studie in Scharlachrot  und  Das Zeichen der Vier  aufgezeichnet haben – zu der Sorte, die einen dazu zwingen, von den Wirkungen auf die Ursachen zurückzu-schließen. Ich habe Lestrade in einem Brief darum gebeten, uns all die Einzelheiten mitzuteilen, die uns noch fehlen und die ihm erst zugänglich sein werden, wenn er den Mann gefaßt hat. Und da können wir uns getrost auf ihn verlassen, denn wenn er auch keinen Funken Verstand hat, so ist er doch hartnäckig wie eine Bulldogge, sobald er einmal begriffen hat, was er zu tun hat; tatsächlich hat er es eben dieser Hartnäk-kigkeit wegen bei Scotland Yard so weit gebracht.«

»Sie haben also noch nicht alles Material?« fragte ich. 

»Das wesentliche Material ist alles da. Wir kennen den Urheber dieser gräßlichen Tat, wenn uns auch eines seiner Opfer noch unbekannt ist. Aber gewiß haben Sie sich Ihr eigenes Urteil über die Sache gebildet.«

»Ich nehme an, Sie haben Jim Browner, diesen Ste-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.648
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ward auf einem der Schiffe der Liverpooler Linie, in Verdacht.«

»Oh, es ist mehr als ein Verdacht!«

»Und doch vermag ich nichts weiter als äußerst vage Hinweise in dieser Richtung zu sehen.«

»Ganz im Gegenteil; für mich könnte die Sache gar nicht klarer sein. Lassen Sie mich die wichtigsten Stationen rekapitulieren. Sie werden sich erinnern, daß wir diesen Fall gänzlich unvoreingenommen angegangen haben, was immer ein Vorteil ist. Wir hatten uns keine Theorien gebildet. Wir waren ganz einfach dort, um zu beobachten und aus unseren Beobachtungen Schlüsse zu ziehen. Was haben wir als erstes gesehen? Eine äußerst sanfte und ehrbare Lady, die gar nicht so aussah, als hüte sie ein dunkles Geheimnis, und ein Portrait, das mir zeigte, daß sie zwei jüngere Schwestern hat. Sogleich schoß mir der Gedanke durch den Kopf, diese Schachtel hätte für eine von ihnen bestimmt sein können. Ich hob mir den Einfall für später auf, wenn ich ihn in aller Ruhe auf seine Richtigkeit hin überprüfen könnte. Dann gingen wir, wie Sie sich erinnern werden, in den Garten und sahen uns den höchst eigenartigen Inhalt der kleinen gelben Schachtel an. 

Die Schnur war von jener Qualität, wie sie von Se-gelmachern an Bord von Schiffen verwendet wird, und plötzlich schien ein Hauch Meeresluft durch un-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.649
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sere Untersuchung zu wehen. Als ich bemerkte, daß der Knoten von der Art war, wie sie bei Seeleuten gang und gäbe sind, daß das Paket in einer Hafenstadt aufgegeben worden war und daß das männliche Ohr eine Perforation für einen Ohrring aufwies, was bei Seeleuten weit häufiger anzutreffen ist als bei Land-ratten, hatte ich keinen Zweifel mehr, daß alle Figuren dieser Tragödie der Seefahrerzunft angehören. 

Als ich mich dann der Adresse auf dem Paket zuwandte, stellte ich fest, daß da Miss S. Cushing stand. 

Nun war zwar die älteste Schwester zweifellos eine Miss Cushing, und ihr Vorname fing wirklich mit einem ›S‹ an, doch vielleicht mochte dies auch auf eine ihrer Schwestern zutreffen. Sollte dies wirklich der Fall sein, so mußten wir die Zielrichtung unserer Untersuchung von Grund auf ändern. Ich ging also ins Haus zurück, um mir über diesen Punkt Klarheit zu verschaffen. Ich war eben im Begriff, Miss Cushing zu versichern, ich sei überzeugt, daß eine Verwechslung vorliege, als ich, wie Sie sich vielleicht erinnern werden, unvermittelt abbrach. Der Grund dafür war, daß ich in diesem Augenblick etwas entdeckt hatte, das mich mit Verwunderung erfüllte und unser Untersuchungsfeld beträchtlich kleiner machte. 

Als Mediziner wird es Ihnen nicht neu sein, Watson, daß kein anderer Teil des menschlichen Körpers so vielfältig in seinen Ausformungen ist wie das Ohr. 
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Jedes Ohr ist in der Regel ganz und gar einzigartig und unverwechselbar. In der letztjährigen Ausgabe des Anthropologischen Journals finden Sie zwei kurze Abhandlungen aus meiner Feder zu diesem Thema. 

Ich hatte deshalb diese Ohren mit den Augen eines Sachverständigen betrachtet und mir ihre anatomischen Besonderheiten sorgfältig eingeprägt. Stellen Sie sich nun meine Überraschung vor, als ich Miss Cushing anschaute und dabei plötzlich feststellte, daß ihr Ohr ganz genau mit dem weiblichen Ohr übereinstimmte, das ich eben erst untersucht hatte. Die Ähnlichkeit war viel zu groß für einen Zufall. Da war dieselbe Verkürzung der Ohrmuschel, dieselbe großzügi-ge Biegung oben beim Ohrläppchen, dieselbe Windung des inneren Knorpels. In allen wesentlichen Zügen war es dasselbe Ohr. 

Selbstverständlich erkannte ich sogleich die enorme Wichtigkeit meiner Beobachtung. Das Opfer war ganz offensichtlich eine Blutsverwandte, und zwar vermutlich eine sehr nahe. Ich fing deshalb ein Gespräch über ihre Familie mit ihr an, und wie Sie sich erinnern werden, teilte sie uns sogleich einige außerordentlich wertvolle Details mit. 

Erstens einmal hieß ihre Schwester Sarah, und ihre Adresse war bis vor kurzem dieselbe gewesen wie die ihre, so daß es nun ganz offensichtlich war, wie es zu der Verwechslung hatte kommen können und wer der Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.651
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eigentliche Adressat des Pakets war. Dann hörten wir von diesem Steward, der mit der dritten Schwester verheiratet ist, und erfuhren, daß er mit Miss Sarah eine Zeitlang auf so vertrautem Fuß gestanden hatte, daß diese nach Liverpool gezogen war, um in der Nähe der Browners zu leben, daß dann aber ein Streit sie entzweit hatte. Dieser Streit hatte die Beziehungen zwischen ihnen für ein paar Monate völlig zum Erliegen gebracht, so daß Browner, sollte er Anlaß gehabt haben, Miss Sarah ein Paket zu senden, es ohne Zweifel an ihre alte Adresse geschickt hätte. 

Damit aber begann sich die Angelegenheit auf wundersame Weise zu entwirren. Wir hatten diesen Steward als einen impulsiven, von starken Leidenschaften beherrschten Menschen kennengelernt – erinnern Sie sich nur daran, daß er einen, wie wir annehmen müssen, ganz ausgezeichneten Posten aufgegeben hat, um mehr bei seiner Frau sein zu können –, einen Menschen zudem, der sich hin und wieder übermäßigem Trunke hingab. Wir hatten Grund zu der Annahme, daß seine Frau ermordet worden war und daß gleichzeitig auch ein Mann, und zwar vermutlich ein Seemann, ermordet worden war. Natürlich drängte sich einem da sofort der Gedanke an Eifersucht als Motiv für das Verbrechen auf. Aber weshalb sollten dann diese Beweisstücke der Tat ausgerechnet Miss Sarah Cushing zugeschickt werden? Möglicherweise Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.652

Die Pappschachtel

Doyle-WA Bd. 8, 70

deshalb, weil sie während ihres Aufenthalts in Liverpool die Ereignisse, die zu der Tragödie führten, mit ins Rollen gebracht hatte. Sie werden feststellen, daß die Stationen der besagten Schiffahrtslinie Belfast, Dublin und Waterford sind; mal angenommen, Browner hat die Tat begangen und ist dann unverzüglich an Bord seines Schiffes, der  May Day,  gegangen, so wäre Belfast die erste Station, wo er sein entsetzliches Paket aufgeben könnte. 

An diesem Punkt angelangt, mußten wir selbstverständlich auch noch eine zweite Lösungsmöglichkeit in Betracht ziehen, und obwohl diese mir als überaus unwahrscheinlich erschien, war ich entschlossen, ihr nachzugehen, ehe ich weitere Schritte unternahm. Es hätte sein können, daß ein abgewiesener Liebhaber Mr. und Mrs. Browner getötet hatte; das männliche Ohr wäre dann dasjenige ihres Gatten gewesen. Zwar gab es viele gewichtige Argumente gegen diese Theorie, aber es war zumindest vorstellbar. Ich sandte deshalb ein Telegramm an meinen Freund Algar von der Kriminalpolizei in Liverpool und bat ihn zu überprü-

fen, ob Mrs. Browner zu Hause sei und ob Browner sich bei der Abfahrt der  May Day  an Bord befunden habe. Danach begaben wir uns nach Wallington, um Miss Sarah einen Besuch abzustatten. 

Zuerst einmal war ich neugierig, wie ausgeprägt die Familienähnlichkeit bei ihrem Ohr sein würde. Zudem Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.653
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bestand natürlich die Möglichkeit, daß sie über sehr wichtige Informationen verfugte, wenn ich auch nicht recht daran glauben mochte, daß sie damit herausrük-ken würde. Sie mußte tags zuvor von der Sache erfahren haben, denn ganz Croydon sprach von nichts anderem, und sie war der einzige Mensch, der wissen konnte, für wen das Päckchen eigentlich bestimmt war. Wäre sie gewillt gewesen, der Gerechtigkeit behilflich zu sein, so hätte sie sich wahrscheinlich schon längst mit der Polizei in Verbindung gesetzt. Aber wie dem auch sein mochte, es war eindeutig unsere Pflicht, sie aufzusuchen, und so gingen wir denn hin. 

Es stellte sich heraus, daß die Nachricht vom Eintreffen dieses Pakets – ihre Krankheit war nämlich genau zu diesem Zeitpunkt ausgebrochen – bei ihr eine Hirnhautentzündung ausgelöst hatte. Damit stand eindeutig fest, daß sie die Sache in ihrer vollen Bedeutung verstanden hatte; was aber ebenso feststand, war, daß es noch einige Zeit dauern würde, ehe wir Unterstützung irgendwelcher Art von ihr zu gewärtigen hätten. 

Freilich stellten wir bald fest, daß wir gar nicht auf ihre Hilfe angewiesen waren. Die Antwort auf unsere Fragen lag auf der Polizeiwache schon für uns bereit, wo Algar sie, meinen Anweisungen gemäß, hinge-schickt hatte. Die Sache hätte nicht eindeutiger sein können: Das Haus der Browners lag seit mehr als drei Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.654
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Tagen verlassen da, und die Nachbarn nahmen an, daß Mrs. Browner zu ihren Verwandten in den Süden gefahren war. Die Schiffahrtsgesellschaft hatte bestä-

tigt, daß Browner beim Auslaufen der  May Day  an Bord gewesen war, und wenn meine Rechnung stimmt, so sollte sie morgen abend die Gewässer der Themse erreichen. Wenn Browner ankommt, wird ihn unser begriffsstutziger, aber resoluter Lestrade in Empfang nehmen, und ich zweifle nicht daran, daß wir bald alle Details, die uns noch fehlen, erhalten werden.«

Sherlock Holmes' Erwartungen sollten nicht enttäuscht werden. Zwei Tage danach erhielt er einen dicken Briefumschlag, der ein paar Zeilen aus der Hand des Detektivs sowie ein mit der Maschine geschriebenes, sich über mehrere Seiten Kanzleipapier erstreckendes Dokument enthielt. 

»Lestrade hat ihn wie erwartet erwischt«, sagte Holmes, zu mir aufblickend. »Es interessiert Sie vermutlich zu hören, was er zu berichten hat.«

MEIN LIEBER MR. HOLMES, gemäß dem

Plan, den wir zwecks Überprüfung unserer Theorien entwickelt hatten –»Das ›wir‹ ist wirklich großartig, Watson, finden Sie nicht?« –

machte ich mich gestern 18.00 Uhr auf zum Al-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.655
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bert Dock und ging an Bord der  S.S. May Day, welche zur  Liverpool, Dublin and London Steam Packet Company  gehört. Auf meine Anfrage hin wurde mir gesagt, daß sich ein Steward namens James Browner an Bord befinde und daß dieser während der Überfahrt ein so eigenartiges Verhalten an den Tag gelegt habe, daß der Kapitän sich genötigt sah, ihn von seinen Pflichten zu dispensieren. Als ich zu seiner Kajüte hinabstieg, fand ich ihn in folgendem Zustand vor: den Kopf in die Hände vergraben, auf einer Kiste sitzend und sich unablässig wiegend. Er ist ein großer, kräftiger Bursche, glattrasiert und von dunkler Gesichtsfarbe – er erinnert mich ein wenig an Aldridge, der uns in der Affäre mit dieser angeblichen Wäscherei behilflich war. Als er hörte, was mich zu ihm führte, fuhr er auf, und ich wollte schon meine Trillerpfeife an die Lippen setzen, um ein paar bereitstehende Leute von der Flußpolizei herbeizurufen, aber er schien keinen Mumm mehr zu haben und streckte seine Hände recht willig hin, um sich die Handschellen anlegen zu lassen. Wir überführten ihn in eine unserer Zellen, auch seine Kiste, da wir vermuteten, daß sie irgend etwas Belastendes enthalten könnte; aber abgesehen von einem langen, scharfen Messer, wie es die meisten Seeleute bei Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.656
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sich tragen, brachte uns diese Mühe nichts ein. 

Allerdings brauchen wir mittlerweile kein Beweismaterial mehr, denn als Browner dem Inspektor auf der Polizeiwache vorgeführt wurde, ersuchte er darum, eine Erklärung abgeben zu dürfen, die selbstverständlich Wort für Wort von unserem Stenographen mitgeschrieben wurde. 

Darauf ließen wir sie in dreifacher Ausfertigung mit der Maschine abschreiben, ein Exemplar davon liegt bei. Die Angelegenheit hat sich, ganz meinen Erwartungen entsprechend, als höchst einfach erwiesen; dennoch bin ich Ihnen für die Unterstützung, die Sie mir bei der Untersuchung dieses Falles angedeihen ließen, sehr verbunden. Hochachtungsvoll

Ihr sehr ergebener

G. LESTRADE

»Na ja. Das war zwar in der Tat eine sehr einfache Untersuchung«, bemerkte Holmes, »aber ich glaube kaum, daß sie sich ihm schon am Anfang, als er uns um Beistand anging, in diesem Licht gezeigt hat. 

Nun, wie dem auch sei, wir wollen sehen, was Jim Browner vorzubringen hat. Dies hier ist die Aussage, die er gegenüber Inspektor Montgomery von der Polizeiwache in Shadwell gemacht hat, und sie hat den Vorteil, den genauen Wortlaut wiederzugeben.«

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.657
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Ob ich was zu sagen habe? O ja, ich hab 'ne ganze Menge zu sagen. Ich muß mir die Sache von der Seele reden. Sie können mich hängen, oder Sie können mich laufen lassen; mir ist das so lang wie breit. Eins kann ich Ihnen sagen, seitdem ich es getan habe, hab ich kein Auge mehr zugemacht, und dabei wird's wohl bleiben, bis ich sie dereinst für immer schließen kann. 

Manchmal ist es sein Gesicht, aber meistens ist es ihres. Eins von beiden hab ich immer vor mir, die lassen mich nicht einen Moment in Ruhe. Er schaut finster und böse drein, aber auf ihrem Gesicht liegt so etwas wie Überraschung. Ach, das arme, unschuldige Lämmchen, sie hatte allen Grund, so überrascht zu sein, als sie den Tod geschrieben sah auf ein Gesicht, das kaum je anders als voll Liebe auf sie geblickt hatte. 

Aber das ist alles Sarahs Schuld, und möge der Fluch eines gebrochenen Mannes ihr Leben vergiften und ihr das Blut in den Adern faulig werden lassen! Nicht daß ich mich dadurch reinwaschen will; klar hab ich wieder zu trinken angefangen, ich elendes Vieh, ich. Aber sie hätte mir verziehen, sie hätte an mir festgehalten wie das Tau an der Ankerwinde, wäre dieses Weib nie über unsere Schwelle getreten. Denn Sarah Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.658
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Cushing war in mich verliebt – da liegt doch der Hund begraben –; sie hat mich geliebt, bis ihre ganze Liebe sich in giftigen Haß verkehrte, als sie merkte, daß mir ein Fußstapfen meiner Frau im Dreck mehr wert war als sie mit Leib und Seele. 

Sie waren drei Schwestern. Die älteste war ganz einfach ein guter Mensch; die zweite war ein Teufel und die dritte ein Engel. Sarah war dreiunddreißig und Mary neunundzwanzig, als wir heirateten. Als wir zusammenzogen, waren wir so glücklich, wie der Tag lang war, und in ganz Liverpool gab's keine bessere Frau als meine Mary. Dann luden wir Sarah für eine Woche zu uns ein; aus der Woche wurde ein Monat, und eins gab das andere, bis sie schließ-

lich wie dazugehörte. 

Ich war zu dieser Zeit Temperenzler, und wir konnten etwas Geld auf die hohe Kante legen, und alles glänzte wie ein frischgeprägter Dollar.18 Mein Gott, wer hätte das gedacht, daß es so enden würde! Wer hätte sich das auch nur im Traum einfallen lassen! 

An den Wochenenden war ich meistens zu Hause, und manchmal, wenn das Schiff im Hafen auf Fracht warten mußte, hatte ich eine ganze Woche frei, und so war ich auch oft um Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.659
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meine Schwägerin herum. Sarah war eine schö-

ne, großgewachsene Frau, schwarzhaarig, rassig und temperamentvoll, den Kopf trug sie stolz erhoben, und sie hatte ein Blitzen in den Augen wie Funken aus einem Feuerstein. Aber wenn meine kleine Mary da war, hatte ich nur Augen für sie, das schwöre ich, so wahr ich auf Gottes Barmherzigkeit hoffe. 

Es kam mir zwar manchmal so vor, als wollte Sarah gern mit mir allein sein, oder sie versuchte, mich zu einem Spaziergang mit ihr zu überreden, doch ich, hatte mir nie etwas dabei gedacht. 

Eines schönen Abends aber gingen mir die Augen auf. Ich kam gerade von Bord und fand meine Frau nicht zu Hause, wohl aber Sarah. 

»Wo ist Mary?« fragte ich. »Oh, die ist mal eben ausgegangen, um ein paar Rechnungen zu bezahlen.« Ich konnte es kaum erwarten, sie zu sehen, und ging unruhig im Zimmer auf und ab. 

»Kannst du es denn wirklich keine fünf Minuten ohne Mary aushalten, Jim?« sagte sie. »Es ist ja nicht gerade schmeichelhaft für mich, daß du dich nicht einmal so kurze Zeit mit meiner Gesellschaft begnügen willst.« – »Komm, laß gut sein, Mädchen«, erwiderte ich und streckte meine Hand freundschaftlich nach ihr aus, aber im selben Moment hatte sie die schon mit ihren Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.660
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beiden Händen umklammert, und die brannten wie im Fieber. Ich schaute ihr in die Augen, und da war mir alles klar. Kein Wort brauchte sie zu sagen und ich auch nicht. Stirnrunzelnd zog ich meine Hand zurück. Sie stand eine Zeitlang schweigend neben mir, dann hob sie die Hand und klopfte mir auf die Schulter. »Ruhig Blut, alter Jim«, sagte sie und lief mit einer Art spöttischen Auflachens aus dem Zimmer. 

Nun, von diesem Tag an haßte Sarah mich aus tiefster Seele, und, weiß Gott, sie ist eine Frau, die sich aufs Hassen versteht. Ich war ein Idiot, daß ich sie länger bei uns duldete – ein Vollidi-ot –, aber Mary sagte ich kein Wort davon, denn ich wußte, es hätte ihr wehgetan. Alles ging ungefähr so weiter wie zuvor, nur daß es mir nach einer Weile schien, als hätte sich bei Mary selbst etwas verändert. Sie war stets so vertrauensvoll und arglos gewesen, nun aber wurde sie seltsam und mißtrauisch, wollte wissen, wo ich gewesen sei, was ich gemacht hätte, von wem die Briefe seien, die ich kriegte, was ich in meinen Taschen hätte und tausend andere so dumme Sachen. Von Tag zu Tag wurde sie seltsamer und reizbarer, und wir hatten ständig Krach wegen nichts und wieder nichts. Ich konnte mir gar keinen Reim auf all dies machen. Sarah ging mir jetzt aus Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.661
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dem Weg, aber sie und Mary klebten förmlich aneinander. Heute sehe ich es nur zu deutlich vor mir, wie sie gegen mich intrigiert und Ränke geschmiedet und meiner Frau die Seele regelrecht vergiftet hat; aber damals war ich so blind wie ein Regenwurm, daß ich überhaupt nichts begriffen habe. Dann brach ich mein Enthaltsamkeits-gelübde und fing wieder an zu trinken, aber das wäre wohl nicht passiert, wäre Mary noch die gleiche gewesen wie früher. Doch jetzt hatte sie wirklich Grund, mich zu verabscheuen, und die Kluft zwischen uns beiden wurde breiter und breiter. Und dann mischte sich auch noch dieser Alec Fairbairn drein, und alles wurde noch tausendmal schlimmer. 

Anfänglich war er in unser Haus gekommen, um Sarah zu besuchen, aber bald kam er zu uns allen auf Besuch, denn er war ein Mann von ein-nehmendem Wesen, der sich überall Freunde zu machen verstand. Er war ein flotter, schneidiger Kerl, so ein gepflegter Kräuselkopf, der in der halben Welt herumgekommen war und von seinen Erlebnissen zu erzählen wußte. Er war ein guter Gesellschafter, das muß ihm der Neid lassen, und für einen Seemann hatte er ganz wunderbar feine Manieren, so daß ich fast glauben möchte, daß er früher einmal mehr auf dem Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.662
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Offiziersdeck als im Mannschaftsraum zu schaffen hatte. Einen Monat lang ging er in meinem Hause ein und aus, und nicht ein einziges Mal wäre mir der Gedanke gekommen, daß er Unheil anrichten könnte mit seiner gefälligen, einschmeichelnden Art. Aber dann sah ich etwas, das meinen Argwohn weckte, und von dem Tag an war's für immer aus mit meinem Seelenfrieden. 

Eigentlich war es nur eine Kleinigkeit. Ich war unverhofft in die Stube getreten, und als ich auf der Schwelle stand, sah ich das Gesicht meiner Frau erwartungsvoll aufleuchten. Als sie jedoch sah, wer es war, verschwand dieser Ausdruck sogleich wieder, und sie wandte sich ab mit einem enttäuschten Blick. Das sagte mir genug. Sie konnte nur Alec Fairbairns Schritt mit meinem Schritt verwechselt haben. Wäre er mir damals in die Finger gekommen, ich hätte ihn auf der Stelle getötet, denn wenn mein Temperament mal mit mir durchgeht, bin ich der reinste Irre, das war schon immer so. Mary sah, daß mir der Teufel aus den Augen blickte, lief auf mich zu und faßte mich beim Ärmel. »Tu's nicht, Jim, tu's nicht!« sagt sie. – »Wo ist Sarah?« frag ich. – »In der Küche«, sagt sie. –

»Sarah«, sag ich, als ich in die Küche trete, »die-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.663
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ser Fairbairn kommt mir nicht mehr über meine Schwelle.« – »Warum?« versetzt sie. – »Weil ich es so will.« – »Ei«, sagte sie, »wenn meine Freunde nicht mehr gut genug sind für dieses Haus, dann bin ich auch nicht mehr gut genug dafür.« – »Das kannst du halten, wie du willst«, sag ich, »aber wenn dieser Fairbairn sich noch einmal hier blicken läßt, dann schick ich dir ein Ohr von ihm zum Andenken.« Mein Gesicht muß sie wohl erschreckt haben, denn sie gab kein Wort zurück und verließ noch am selbigen Abend unser Haus. 

Nun, ich weiß nicht, ob es die schiere Lust an der Bosheit war, was diese Frau trieb, oder ob sie hoffte, mich meiner Frau abspenstig machen zu können, wenn sie sie auf Abwege brachte. Jedenfalls bezog sie ein Haus nur zwei Straßen von dem unsrigen entfernt und vermietete da Zimmer an Seeleute. Fairbairn stieg dort ab, und Mary ging manchmal vorbei, um mit ihrer Schwester und ihm Tee zu trinken. Wie oft sie dort war, weiß ich nicht, aber eines Tages folgte ich ihr, und als ich die Tür aufriß, verdrückte sich Fairbairn, dieses feige Stinktier, über die Gartenmauer hinter dem Haus. Ich schwor meiner Frau, ich würde sie umbringen, falls ich sie noch einmal mit ihm antreffen sollte, und Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.664
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schluchzend, zitternd und weiß wie ein Bettlaken ließ sie sich von mir nach Hause bringen. Von Liebe war jetzt keine Spur mehr zwischen uns. 

Ich sah, daß sie mich fürchtete und haßte, und wenn der Gedanke daran mich zur Flasche greifen ließ, dann verachtete sie mich auch noch dazu. 

Nun, Sarah mußte feststellen, daß sie in Liverpool kein Auskommen finden konnte, und ging deshalb zurück, soviel ich weiß zu ihrer Schwester nach Croydon, und bei uns zu Hause ging alles im alten Trott weiter. Und dann, letzte Woche, brach all das Elend und Verhängnis über uns herein. 

Das kam so. Die  May Day  war für eine Rundreise ausgelaufen, die sieben Tage dauern sollte; dann kam aber ein Faß ins Rollen und lockerte eine unserer Stahlplanken, so daß wir für zwölf Stunden in den Hafen zurückkehren mußten. Ich ging von Bord und machte mich auf nach Hause, in der Meinung, meiner Frau eine Überraschung bereiten zu können, und in der Hoffnung, sie würde sich freuen, mich so bald wiederzusehen. 

Mit diesem Gedanken im Kopf bog ich in unsere Straße ein, und just in diesem Augenblick fuhr eine Droschke an mir vorbei, und da saß sie drin, an der Seite dieses Fairbairn, und die bei-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.665
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den schwatzten und lachten drauflos und nahmen gar keine Notiz von mir, während ich da auf dem Bürgersteig stand und sie beobachtete. 

Eins sag ich Ihnen, und ich geb Ihnen mein Wort darauf, von diesem Moment an war ich nicht mehr Herr meiner selbst, und wenn ich daran zurückdenke, erscheint mir alles so undeutlich wie in einem Traum. Ich hatte mächtig viel getrunken in der letzten Zeit, und nachdem auch das jetzt noch passiert war, wußt' ich überhaupt nicht mehr, wo mir der Kopf stand. Noch jetzt hämmert es in meinem Schädel, als wäre da ein Dockarbeiter zugange, aber an jenem Morgen kam es mir so vor, als brausten und tosten mir die ganzen Niagarafälle durch die Ohren. 

Ich nahm also die Beine in die Hand und rannte hinter der Droschke her. Ich hatte einen schweren Eichenstock dabei, und – das sag ich Ihnen – ich hab vom ersten Augenblick an rotge-sehen. Aber beim Rennen kam das klare Denken zurück, und ich begann, ein wenig Abstand zu halten, damit ich sie sehen konnte, ohne selbst gesehen zu werden. Es ging nicht lange, und sie hielten beim Bahnhof an. Beim Fahrkartenschalter war 'ne Menge Leute, so daß ich ziemlich nahe an sie ran konnte, ohne daß sie mich bemerkten. Sie kauften Fahrkarten nach New Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.666
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Brighton. Das tat ich auch, stieg aber drei Waggons hinter ihnen in den Zug ein. Nachdem wir angekommen waren, spazierten sie zuerst die Seepromenade entlang, ich immer hinterher, nie mehr als hundert Yards von ihnen entfernt. Dann sah ich, wie sie ein Boot mieteten und damit hin-ausruderten, denn es war ein sehr heißer Tag, und sie dachten bestimmt, auf dem Wasser drau-

ßen sei es kühler. 

Es war just, als würden sie mir ausgeliefert. 

Es war leicht dunstig, und man konnte höchstens ein paar hundert Yards weit sehen. Ich mietete ebenfalls ein Boot und ruderte ihnen nach. Ich sah ihren Kahn als verschwommenen Fleck vor mir, aber sie kamen fast so schnell vorwärts wie ich, und als ich sie einholte, waren wir gut eine Meile von der Küste entfernt. Von allen Seiten umgab uns der Dunst wie ein Vorhang, und in der Mitte davon waren wir drei. Mein Gott, ihre Gesichter, als sie bemerkten, wer in dem Boot saß, das sich ihnen näherte – ob ich die wohl je vergessen kann? Sie schrie gellend auf. Er fluchte wie ein Wahnsinniger und stieß mit einem Ruder nach mir, denn er mußte den Tod in meinen Augen gelesen haben. Ich wich aus und konnte ihm eins überziehen mit meinem Eichenstock, was ihm den Schädel wie ein Ei zer-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.667
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quetschte. Sie hätte' ich vielleicht verschont, obschon ich völlig außer mir war, aber dann warf sie schluchzend die Arme um ihn und rief auch noch laut »Alec«. Und da schlug ich ein zweites Mal zu, und schon lag sie neben ihm. Ich war in diesem Augenblick wie ein wildes Tier, das Blut geleckt hat. Wäre Sarah dagewesen, weiß Gott, sie hätte es gleich mit erwischt. Ich zog mein Messer und – nun ja, den Rest kann ich mir wohl sparen. Es erfüllte mich mit einer Art wilder Freude, mir vorzustellen, wie es Sarah wohl zumute sein würde, wenn sie dann sähe, was sie mit ihrer Intrigiererei da angerichtet hatte. Dann band ich die beiden Leichen im Boot fest, schlug ein Loch in die Planken und wartete, bis das Boot gesunken war. Ich wußte genau, der Bootseigner würde annehmen, sie hätten im Dunst die Orientierung verloren und seien auf offene See hinausgetrieben worden. Ich säuberte mich, brachte meine Kleider in Ordnung, ruderte an Land und ging an Bord meines Schiffes, ohne daß auch nur eine Menschenseele ahnte, was geschehen war. Noch am selben Abend machte ich das Paket für Sarah Cushing bereit, und am folgenden Tag schickte ich es in Belfast ab. 

Nun haben Sie die ganze Wahrheit gehört. 

Hängen Sie mich oder machen Sie mit mir, was Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.668
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Sie wollen, doch wie Sie mich auch bestrafen mögen, nichts wird der Strafe gleichkommen, die ich schon erdulde. Ich kann die Augen nicht zumachen, ohne daß diese beiden Gesichter mich anstarren – sie starren mich an wie damals, als ich mit meinem Boot durch den Dunstschleier brach. Ich hab sie schnell getötet, sie aber töten mich langsam, und wenn ich noch so eine Nacht durchmachen muß, so bin ich noch vor dem Morgengrauen entweder wahnsinnig oder tot. 

Sie sperren mich doch nicht allein in eine Zelle, Sir? Um Gottes willen, tun Sie das nicht; und möge mit Ihnen in der Stunde der Not so verfahren werden, wie Sie jetzt mit mir verfahren. 

»Was ist der Sinn von alldem, Watson?« sagte Holmes mit ernster Miene, als er das Papier sinken ließ. 

»Welchem Zweck dient dieser ewige Kreislauf von Elend, Gewalt und Angst? Dies alles muß doch auf ein Ziel zu führen, denn sonst würde unser Universum ja vom Zufall regiert, und das ist schlicht undenkbar. 

Doch was für ein Ziel? Das ist die große, uralte, wieder und wieder gestellte Frage, von deren Beantwortung der menschliche Geist so weit entfernt ist wie eh und je.«

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.669
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Der Rote Kreis

I

»Nun, Mrs. Warren, ich sehe wirklich keinen besonderen Grund zur Besorgnis und wüßte deshalb auch nicht, weshalb gerade ich, dessen Zeit kostbar ist, mich in diese Sache einmischen sollte. Ich habe weiß Gott anderes zu tun.« Mit diesen Worten wandte sich Sherlock Holmes wieder dem voluminösen Album zu, in das er einen Teil seines jüngsten Materials einkle-ben und dessen Index er nachführen wollte. 

Aber die Zimmervermieterin besaß all die Beharrlichkeit und Raffinesse, die ihrem Geschlecht eigen ist, und gab sich nicht so schnell geschlagen. 

»Sie haben voriges Jahr für einen meiner Mieter eine Angelegenheit geregelt«, sagte sie, »für Mr. Fairdale Hobbs.«

»Ach ja, gewiß – eine simple Sache.«

»Aber er konnte Sie gar nicht genug rühmen – Ihre Freundlichkeit, Sir, und wie Sie Licht in das Dunkel gebracht haben. Seine Worte sind mir wieder in den Sinn gekommen, als ich selbst im dunkeln getappt bin und nicht mehr weiter wußte. Oh, ich bin sicher, Sie könnten das, wenn Sie nur wollten.«

Holmes war empfänglich für Schmeicheleien, Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.670
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doch – um ihm Gerechtigkeit widerfahren zu lassen –

auch für Appelle an seine Freundlichkeit. Diese beiden Mächte im Verein brachten ihn schließlich dazu, den Klebstoffpinsel mit einem resignierten Seufzer aus der Hand zu legen und seinen Stuhl zurückzu-schieben. 

»Nun, gut, Mrs. Warren, dann lassen Sie uns Ihre Geschichte hören. Ich nehme an, Sie haben doch nichts einzuwenden gegen Tabakrauch? Danke, Watson – die Streichhölzer auch, bitte. Wenn ich recht verstehe, machen Sie sich also Sorgen, weil Ihr neuer Mieter die ganze Zeit über in seinem Zimmer steckt und sich nie blicken läßt. Meiner Treu, Mrs. Warren, wenn ich Ihr Mieter wäre, mich würden Sie auch oft wochenlang nicht zu Gesicht bekommen.«

»Schon möglich, Sir, aber das hier ist etwas anderes. Es macht mir Angst, Mr. Holmes. Ich kann vor Angst nicht mehr schlafen. Von morgens früh bis abends spät seine hastigen Schritte zu hören, wie er hin und her geht, ihn aber nie auch nur für einen Augenblick zu Gesicht zu bekommen, das geht über meine Kräfte. Mein Mann, dem zerrt das ebensosehr an den Nerven wie mir, bloß, der ist tagsüber außer Haus und arbeitet, während ich davon überhaupt nie Ruhe hab. Warum versteckt er sich? Was hat er angestellt? Von dem Mädchen abgesehen bin ich ganz allein mit ihm im Haus, und meine Nerven machen das Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.671
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einfach nicht mehr mit.«

Holmes lehnte sich nach vorn und legte der Frau seine langen, dünnen Finger auf die Schultern. Wenn er wollte, besaß er eine geradezu hypnotische Fähigkeit, jemanden zu beruhigen. Der verstörte Blick wich aus ihren Augen, und die Aufregung in ihren Zügen legte sich und machte ihrem Alltagsgesicht Platz. Sie ließ sich in dem Sessel nieder, den er ihr angewiesen hatte. 

»Wenn ich mich mit dem Fall befassen soll, so muß ich alle Einzelheiten kennen«, sagte er. »Lassen Sie sich Zeit zum Überlegen. Das winzigste Detail kann das allerwichtigste sein. Dieser Mann ist also vor zehn Tagen bei Ihnen aufgetaucht und hat Ihnen Kost und Logis für zwei Wochen vorausbezahlt?«

»Er hat mich nach meinen Bedingungen gefragt, Sir. Ich hab gesagt, fünfzig Shilling pro Woche. Es ist ein kleines Wohnzimmer und ein Schlafzimmer zuoberst im Haus, Vollpension inbegriffen.«

»Und?«

»Er sagte: ›Ich zahle Ihnen fünf Pfund pro Woche, wenn Sie mir die Zimmer zu meinen Bedingungen überlassen.‹ Ich bin eine einfache Frau, Sir, und mein Mann verdient nicht eben viel, und das war ein Haufen Geld für mich. Auf der Stelle zog er eine Zehnpfundnote hervor und streckte sie mir hin. ›So viel können Sie alle zwei Wochen von mir bekommen, Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.672
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und zwar auf längere Zeit, wenn Sie sich an meine Bedingungen halten‹, sagte er. ›Wenn nicht, sind wir geschiedene Leute.‹«

»Was waren denn seine Bedingungen?«

»Nun, Sir, er wollte einen eigenen Hausschlüssel haben. Das ging schon in Ordnung; unsere Mieter haben oft einen. Zudem verlangte er, absolut in Ruhe gelassen zu werden und niemals, unter keinen Um-ständen, gestört zu werden.«

»Dem haftet doch wohl nichts so Absonderliches an, oder?«

»Nicht, solange es in einem vernünftigen Rahmen bleibt, Sir. Aber das hier sprengt jeden Rahmen. Er wohnt jetzt schon seit zehn Tagen bei uns, aber weder mein Mann noch ich, noch das Mädchen haben ihn auch nur ein einziges Mal zu Gesicht bekommen. Wir hören bloß immer diese gehetzten Schritte, mit denen er im Zimmer auf und ab geht, immer auf und ab, abends, morgens und mittags; aber abgesehen von jenem ersten Abend ist er kein einziges Mal außer Haus gegangen.«

»Ah so, am ersten Abend ist er also ausgegangen?«

»Ja, Sir, und erst sehr spät zurückgekehrt – wir lagen schon alle im Bett. Nachdem er sich entschieden hatte, die Zimmer zu nehmen, hat er mir dies angekündigt und mich darum gebeten, die Tür nicht zu verriegeln. Ich habe ihn dann nach Mitternacht her-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.673
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aufkommen hören.«

»Aber was ist mit seinen Mahlzeiten?«

»Er hat uns ausdrücklich angewiesen, ihm seine Mahlzeiten, wenn er danach läutet, auf einem Stuhl vor seiner Tür hinzustellen. Wenn er fertiggegessen hat, läutet er wieder, und wir räumen das Geschirr ab, das er auf denselben Stuhl zurückgestellt hat. Wenn er sonst etwas benötigt, schreibt er es in Druckschrift auf ein Stück Papier und legt uns dieses hin.«

»In Druckschrift?«

»Ganz recht, Sir, in Druckschrift, mit einem Stift geschrieben. Nur das Wort, sonst nichts. Ich hab Ihnen hier so einen Zettel mitgebracht, damit Sie ihn sich anschauen können – SEIFE. Und da ist noch einer – STREICHHOLZ. Den da hat er am ersten Morgen hinterlegt – DAILY GAZETTE. Seither lege ich ihm diese Zeitung jeden Morgen neben sein Früh-stück.«

»Na so was, Watson«, sagte Holmes, der die Zettel, welche die Vermieterin ihm hingelegt hatte, mit großer Neugierde musterte, »das ist allerdings ein wenig ungewöhnlich. Das Bedürfnis nach Absonde-rung kann ich ja noch verstehen, aber was soll die Druckschrift? Druckbuchstaben zu schreiben ist eine umständliche Prozedur. Weshalb schreibt er nicht ganz gewöhnlich? Was könnte man dem entnehmen, Watson?«
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»Daß er seine Handschrift nicht preisgeben möch-te.«

»Aber aus welchem Grund? Was kann es ihm denn schon ausmachen, wenn seine Vermieterin ein paar Worte in seiner Handschrift hat? Aber dennoch könnten Sie natürlich recht haben. Und da ist noch etwas; weshalb diese lakonische Kürze der Anweisungen?«

»Ich kann mir keinen Reim darauf machen.«

»Hier eröffnet sich zu meiner Freude ein Feld für scharfsinnige Spekulationen. Die einzelnen Wörter sind mit einem stumpfen, violetten Stift von recht verbreiteter Machart geschrieben. Beachten Sie auch, daß hier auf der Seite ein Streifen von dem Papier abgerissen wurde, als es schon beschrieben war, so daß das

›S‹ von ›SEIFE‹ nur noch teilweise vorhanden ist. 

Sehr aufschlußreich, Watson, finden Sie nicht?«

»Eine Vorsichtsmaßregel?«

»Genau. Ganz sicher hat er hier eine Spur, vielleicht einen Daumenabdruck hinterlassen, irgend etwas, das Rückschlüsse auf seine Identität gestattet hätte. Aber jetzt wieder zu Ihnen, Mrs. Warren. Sie sagen, der Mann sei von mittlerer Größe, dunkelhaarig und bärtig. Wie alt dürfte er Ihrer Ansicht nach sein?«

»Ziemlich jung, Sir – nicht über dreißig.«

»Können Sie nicht sonst noch irgendwelche Angaben über ihn machen?«
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»Er sprach gut Englisch, Sir, und doch hatte ich von seiner Aussprache her den Eindruck, er sei Ausländer.«

»War er gut gekleidet?«

»Ausgesprochen elegant sogar, Sir – von Kopf bis Fuß ein Gentleman. Dunkler Anzug – nichts, das irgendwie ins Auge fallen würde.«

»Er hat Ihnen seinen Namen nicht genannt?«

»Nein, Sir.«

»Und weder Briefe noch Besucher erhalten?«

»Nichts dergleichen.«

»Aber gewiß gehen Sie oder das Dienstmädchen des Morgens hinein, um das Zimmer zu machen?«

»Nein, Sir, er besorgt alles selbst.«

»Na so was, das ist wirklich bemerkenswert. Was ist mit seinem Gepäck?«

»Er hatte eine große, braune Reisetasche bei sich, sonst nichts.«

»Nun, es sieht so aus, als gäbe es nicht gerade viel Material, auf das wir uns abstützen könnten. Und Sie sagen, daß nichts aus diesem Zimmer gelangt ist –

wirklich rein gar nichts?«

Die Pensionswirtin zog einen Umschlag aus ihrer Tasche hervor und schüttelte daraus zwei angesengte Streichhölzer und einen Zigarettenstummel auf den Tisch. 

»Das lag heute morgen auf seinem Tablett. Ich Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.676
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habe es mitgebracht, weil ich gehört habe, daß Sie aus Kleinigkeiten Großes herauszulesen vermögen.«

Holmes zuckte mit den Achseln. 

»Das gibt nicht viel her«, sagte er. »Die Streichhölzer sind selbstverständlich dazu benutzt worden, Zigaretten anzuzünden. Das geht eindeutig aus der Kürze des versengten Endes hervor. Bis eine Zigarre oder eine Pfeife brennt, ist mindestens die Hälfte des Streichholzes verkohlt. Aber – na sowas! Dieser Zigarettenstummel ist allerdings bemerkenswert. Sie sagen, der Gentleman habe Bart und Schnurrbart getragen?«

»Ja, Sir.«

»Das ist mir unbegreiflich. Ich würde meinen, daß nur ein glattrasierter Mann diese Zigarette hier geraucht haben kann. Weiß Gott, Watson, selbst Ihr bescheidener Schnurrbart wäre dabei angesengt worden.«

»Vielleicht benutzt er eine Zigarettenspitze?« mutmaßte ich. 

»Nein, ausgeschlossen, das Mundstück ist feucht gewesen. Wäre es wohl möglich, daß sich zwei Personen in Ihrem Zimmer aufhalten, Mrs. Warren?«

»Nein, Sir. Er ißt so wenig, daß ich mich oft wundere, wie eine einzige Person sich damit am Leben erhalten kann.«

»Nun, ich denke, wir müssen abwarten, bis uns ein Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.677
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wenig mehr Material vorliegt. Alles in allem haben Sie ja keinen Grund zur Klage. Sie haben Ihre Miete erhalten, und er ist kein Mieter, der Scherereien macht, wenn er auch zweifellos ein recht ungewöhnlicher Herr ist. Er bezahlt Sie großzügig, und wenn es ihm beliebt, sich verborgen zu halten, so ist dies zu-nächst einmal nicht Ihre Sache. Wir haben kein Recht, uns in seine Privatangelegenheiten einzumischen, solange wir nicht guten Grund zu der Annahme haben, daß er dies aus unrechten Gründen tut. Ich habe beschlossen, mich der Sache anzunehmen, und werde sie nicht aus den Augen verlieren. Geben Sie mir Bescheid, wenn sich etwas Neues ereignen sollte, und verlassen Sie sich darauf, daß ich Ihnen jederzeit beistehen werde, falls dies erforderlich wird.«

»Ein paar Punkte sind zweifellos ganz interessant bei diesem Fall, Watson«, bemerkte er, als die Vermieterin gegangen war. »Natürlich ist es möglich, daß etwas ganz Banales dahintersteckt – Verschrobenheit etwa; aber ebensogut ist es möglich, daß die Sache weit tiefer gründet, als es auf den ersten Blick den Anschein macht. Was einem als erstes auffällt, ist, daß die Person, die sich jetzt in den Zimmern aufhält, offensichtlich auch eine ganz andere sein könnte als diejenige, die es gemietet hat.«

»Wie kommen Sie denn auf die Idee?«

»Nun, von diesem Zigarettenstummel einmal abge-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.678
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sehen, gibt es Ihnen nicht zu denken, daß der Mieter nur ein einziges Mal ausgegangen ist, und zwar unmittelbar nachdem er die Zimmer gemietet hat? Und daß er – oder irgend jemand anders – erst dann zu-rückkam, als ihm keine Zeugen mehr über den Weg laufen konnten? Wir haben keinen Beweis dafür, daß die Person, die zurückgekommen ist, dieselbe ist wie diejenige, die ausgegangen ist. Und noch etwas; der Mann, der die Zimmer gemietet hat, sprach gut Englisch, dieser andere aber schreibt ›Streichholz‹, wo es eigentlich ›Streichhölzer‹ heißen müßte. Ich könnte mir vorstellen, daß er das Wort einem Wörterbuch entnommen hat, das ihm wohl über den Begriff selbst, jedoch nicht über dessen Plural Auskunft gab. Und die lakonische Kürze des Stils soll vielleicht ver-schleiern, daß er des Englischen nicht mächtig ist. Ja, Watson, ich glaube, wir haben allen Grund zu der Annahme, daß ein Mietertausch vorgenommen worden ist.«

»Aber zu welchem Zweck denn nur?«

»Genau, das ist das Problem. Es gibt da allerdings ein sehr einfaches Vorgehen, unsere Ermittlungen voranzutreiben.« Er langte sich den großen Ordner herunter, in dem er Tag für Tag die Seufzerspalten der verschiedenen Londoner Zeitungen ablegte. »Du liebe Güte!« sagte er, als er die Seiten durchblätterte. 

»Welch ein Chor aus Gestöhn, Gejammer und Ge-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.679
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plärre! Welch Sammelsurium eigenartiger Begebenheiten! Und doch ist es für den, der sich dem Studium des Außergewöhnlichen verschrieben hat, mit Sicherheit das ergiebigste Jagdrevier. Die Person, von der wir sprechen, ist isoliert und kann auch brieflich nicht erreicht werden, ohne daß die absolute Geheimhaltung, die ihr offenbar ein Anliegen ist, tangiert würde. 

Wie also ist es möglich, ihr irgendwelche Nachrichten oder Botschaften zukommen zu lassen? Offensichtlich mittels Annoncen in einer Zeitung. Dies scheint mir der einzig mögliche Weg zu sein, und glücklicherweise ist es in diesem Fall nur eine einzige Zeitung, die für uns von Belang ist. Hier haben wir die Ausschnitte aus der  Daily Gazette  der letzten vierzehn Tage. 

›Wo ist die Dame mit der schwarzen Federboa, gesehen im Prince's Rollschuhclub ...‹ – das können wir wohl übergehen. ›Jimmy, Du willst doch Deiner Mutter nicht das Herz brechen ...‹ – auch das scheint irrelevant. ›Wenn die Dame, die im Bus der Brixtonlinie ohnmächtig geworden ist ...‹ – die interessiert uns nicht. ›Tag für Tag verzehrt sich mein Herz ...‹ – hab ich's nicht gesagt, Watson, Geplärr, nichts als Ge-plärr! Aha, das sieht schon eher nach einer Möglichkeit aus. Hören Sie mal: ›Nur Geduld. Werde bald auf sicherem Weg Kontakt aufnehmen. Einstweilen diese Spalte hier. G.‹ Das war zwei Tage, nachdem Mrs. 

Warrens Mieter eingezogen ist. Das scheint doch Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.680
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ganz einleuchtend, oder? Unser geheimnisvoller Unbekannter versteht also Englisch, wenn er es auch nicht schreiben kann. Jetzt wollen wir sehen, ob wir die Spur weiterverfolgen können. Aha, da ist er wieder – drei Tage später. ›Habe die Sache erfolgreich in die Wege geleitet. Geduld und Besonnenheit. Die Wolken werden weichen. G.‹ Danach eine Woche lang nichts. Dann folgt etwas Konkreteres: ›Der Weg lichtet sich. Übermittle Nachricht, sobald Gelegenheit. Vereinbarten Code nicht vergessen – eins A, zwei B und so fort. Melde mich bald. G.‹ Das war in der gestrigen Zeitung, und in der heutigen gibt es nichts. Es paßt alles haargenau auf Mrs. Warrens Mieter. Wir brauchen bloß ein wenig abzuwarten, Watson, dann wird diese Sache zweifellos durchsichtiger.«

Und so war es denn auch; am folgenden Morgen stand mein Freund, den Rücken dem Feuer zugewandt, auf dem Kaminvorleger, mit einem Lächeln tiefster Befriedigung. 

»Was sagen Sie dazu, Watson?« rief er, »die Zeitung vom Tisch nehmend. ›Hohes rotes Haus mit wei-

ßen Blendsteinen. Dritte Etage, zweites Fenster von links. Nach Einbruch der Dunkelheit. G.‹ Das läßt doch wirklich nichts an Deutlichkeit zu wünschen übrig. Ich glaube, nach dem Frühstück ist es an der Zeit, Mrs. Warrens Nachbarschaft ein wenig zu er-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.681
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kunden. Ah, Mrs. Warren, da sind Sie ja! Was für Neuigkeiten bringen Sie uns heute morgen?«

Unsere Klientin war Knall auf Fall in unser Zimmer geplatzt, was auf eine neue und bedeutsame Wendung schließen ließ. 

»Jetzt muß die Polizei her, Mr. Holmes!« schrie sie. »Das laß ich mir nicht mehr gefallen! Der soll sich zum Teufel scheren, mitsamt seinem Gepäck! 

Am liebsten war ich auf der Stelle zu ihm rauf und hätt es ihm gesagt, aber dann dacht ich mir, es sei nicht mehr als recht, Sie vorher nach Ihrer Meinung zu fragen. Aber ich bin wirklich am Ende meiner Geduld, und wenn man mir nun auch noch meinen Alten verbleut ...«

»Was, Mr. Warren ist verprügelt worden?«

»Recht rauh angefaßt zumindest!«

»Aber wer hat ihn denn rauh angefaßt?«

»Eben! Genau das möchten wir ja auch gern wissen! Heute früh war's. Mein Mann ist Aufseher bei Morton & Waylight in der Tottenham Court Road. Er muß schon vor sieben aus dem Haus. Nun, heute früh war er kaum zehn Schritte weit gegangen, als von hinten zwei Männer kamen, ihm einen Mantel über den Kopf warfen und ihn in eine Droschke bugsierten, die am Bordstein wartete. Eine Stunde lang sind sie mit ihm herumkutschiert, dann haben sie den Wagen-schlag geöffnet und ihn einfach rausgeschmissen. Er Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.682
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blieb so verdattert im Straßengraben liegen, daß er nicht mal sah, was aus der Droschke wurde. Als er sich endlich aufrappelte, stellte er fest, daß er in Hampstead Heath war; er nahm also den Bus und fuhr nach Hause, und da ist er jetzt und liegt auf dem Sofa, während ich schnurstracks hierhergelaufen bin, um Ihnen zu berichten, was passiert ist.«

»Höchst interessant«, sagte Holmes. »Hat er sich merken können, wie diese Männer aussahen – hat er sie sprechen hören?«

»Nein; er ist völlig konfus. Alles, was er weiß, ist, daß er wie durch Zauberkraft hochgehoben und dann wieder wie durch Zauberkraft fallengelassen wurde. 

Aber es müssen sicher zwei, wenn nicht drei Leute daran beteiligt gewesen sein.«

»Und Sie bringen diesen Angriff mit Ihrem Mieter in Verbindung?«

»Na ja, wir wohnen jetzt schon seit fünfzehn Jahren hier, aber so etwas ist uns noch nie passiert. Ich hab die Nase voll von ihm. Geld ist nicht alles. Der kommt mir noch heute aus dem Haus.«

»Nur gemach, Mrs. Warren. Sie dürfen nichts überstürzen. Ich habe allmählich den Eindruck, daß dies eine Angelegenheit von weit größerer Tragweite sein könnte, als es zunächst den Anschein machte. Es ist nun offenkundig, daß Ihrem Mieter von irgendeiner Seite Gefahr droht. Und es ist ebenso offenkundig, Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.683
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daß seine Feinde, die ihm in unmittelbarer Nähe Ihres Hauses auflauerten, im nebligen Morgenlicht Ihren Mann mit ihm verwechselt haben. Sobald sie ihren Irrtum bemerkten, ließen sie Mr. Warren wieder laufen. Was sie getan hätten, wenn keine Verwechslung stattgefunden hätte, darüber können wir lediglich mußmaßen.«

»Ja, was soll ich denn jetzt machen, Mr. Holmes?«

»Ich habe große Lust, mir Ihren Mieter einmal anzusehen, Mrs. Warren.«

»Ich wüßte nicht, wie das gehen sollte, es sei denn, Sie brechen die Tür auf. Ich höre immer, wie er erst dann aufschließt, wenn ich die Treppe hinuntergehe, nachdem ich das Tablett hingestellt habe.«

»Er muß das Tablett ja irgendwie hereinnehmen. 

Wir könnten uns doch bestimmt in der Nähe verstek-ken und ihn dabei beobachten.«

Die Vermieterin sann eine Weile nach. 

»Nun, Sir, gegenüber befindet sich ein Abstellraum. Ich könnte zum Beispiel einen Spiegel aufstellen, und wenn Sie dann hinter der Tür wären ...«

»Ausgezeichnet!« sagte Holmes. »Um welche Zeit ißt er zu Mittag?«

»Ungefähr um eins, Sir.«

»Dann werden Dr. Watson und ich rechtzeitig bei Ihnen sein. Einstweilen aber auf Wiedersehen, Mrs. 

Warren.«
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Um halb eins standen wir beide vor dem Eingang zu Mrs. Warrens Haus. Es war ein hohes, schmales, aus gelbem Backstein erbautes Gebäude in der Great Orme Street, einer engen Durchgangsstraße auf der Ostseite des British Museum. Da es nahe bei der Kreuzung stand, konnte man von ihm aus die Howe Street mit ihren prunkvolleren Häusern überblicken. 

Holmes deutete mit einem Schmunzeln auf eines von ihnen, einen Komplex von Etagenwohnungen, der die anderen Häuser so weit überragte, daß er einem sogleich ins Auge fiel. 

»Sehen Sie nur, Watson!« sagte er. »›Hohes rotes Haus mit Blendsteinen‹. Da hätten wir unseren Signa-lisationsposten. Wir kennen den Ort und auch den Code; wir sollten also wirklich leichtes Spiel haben. 

In dem Fenster da drüben hängt ein ›Zu Vermieten‹-

Schild. Offensichtlich handelt es sich um eine leerstehende Wohnung, zu welcher der Verbündete Zugang hat. Da wären wir, Mrs. Warren; was nun?«

»Es ist alles für Sie bereit. Wollen Sie beide bitte mit mir hinaufkommen und Ihre Stiefel unten auf dem Treppenabsatz lassen, dann werde ich Ihnen zeigen, wo Sie sich installieren können.«

Es war ein ausgezeichnetes Versteck, das sie für uns eingerichtet hatte. Der Spiegel war so plaziert, daß wir, während wir selbst im Dunkeln saßen, die Tür gegenüber genau im Blickfeld hatten. Kaum hat-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.685
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ten wir unsere Plätze eingenommen und war Mrs. 

Warren nach unten gegangen, als uns auch schon ein fernes Gebimmel kundtat, daß unser geheimnisvoller Nachbar geklingelt hatte. Nach einer Weile erschien die Vermieterin mit dem Tablett, stellte es auf den Stuhl neben der verschlossenen Tür und entfernte sich dann mit schweren, stapfenden Schritten. Dicht anein-andergedrängt kauerten wir im Winkel hinter der Tür und ließen den Spiegel nicht aus den Augen. Während die Schritte der Wirtin immer leiser wurden, hörten wir plötzlich, wie ein Schlüssel quietschend im Schloß gedreht wurde, der Türknauf drehte sich, und zwei schmale Hände schnellten hervor und nahmen das Tablett vom Stuhl. Einen Augenblick später wurde es hastig zurückgestellt, und es gelang mir, einen flüchtigen Blick auf ein schönes, dunkelhäutiges Gesicht zu werfen, das voller Entsetzen zu der einen Spalt weit geöffneten Tür des Abstellraums her-

überschaute. Darauf wurde die Tür zugeschlagen, der Schlüssel einmal mehr im Schloß gedreht, und dann war kein Laut mehr zu hören. Holmes zupfte mich am Ärmel, und gemeinsam stahlen wir uns die Treppe hinunter. 

»Ich komme heute abend nochmals hier vorbei«, sagte er zu der Vermieterin, die uns erwartungsvoll entgegenkam. »Ich glaube, Watson, diese Angelegenheit können wir besser in unseren eigenen vier Wän-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.686
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den erörtern.«

»Meine Vermutung hat sich, wie Sie gesehen haben, bestätigt«, sagte er etwas später aus der Tiefe seines Polstersessels. »Der Mieter ist tatsächlich aus-getauscht worden. Freilich habe ich nicht erwartet, eine Frau vorzufinden, und schon gar nicht eine so ungewöhnliche Frau, Watson.«

»Sie hat uns gesehen.«

»Nun, sie hat irgend etwas gesehen, das sie in Schrecken versetzte, so viel steht fest. Die Abfolge der Ereignisse ist nun im großen und ganzen recht klar, finden Sie nicht? Ein Paar sucht in London Zuflucht vor einer ganz entsetzlichen und unmittelbaren Gefahr. Die Größe dieser Gefahr läßt sich an der Strenge ihrer Vorsichtsmaßnahmen ermessen. Dem Mann, der hier etwas zu erledigen hat, ist es ein Anliegen, die Frau derweil in absoluter Sicherheit zu wissen. Eine alles andere als leichte Aufgabe, die er aber auf äußerst originelle Weise und mit so viel Erfolg gelöst hat, daß nicht einmal die Vermieterin, die ihr das Essen bringt, etwas von ihrer Anwesenheit ahnt. Die Druckschrift auf den Mitteilungen sollte, wie jetzt ganz klar ersichtlich ist, verhindern, daß man von ihrer Handschrift auf ihr Geschlecht schließen konnte. Der Mann kann sich nicht in die Nähe der Frau begeben, ohne dadurch den Feind auf ihre Spur zu bringen. Da es ihm verwehrt ist, direkt mit ihr Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.687
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Kontakt aufzunehmen, bedient er sich der Seufzerspalte einer Zeitung. Soweit ist alles klar.«

»Aber was steckt dahinter?«

»Ah, gut, Watson – ganz Mann der Praxis, wie immer. Ja, was mag wohl hinter alledem stecken? 

Mrs. Warrens anfänglich nur wunderlich anmutendes Problem scheint sich je länger desto mehr auszuwei-ten und immer bedrohlichere Züge anzunehmen. So viel freilich läßt sich sagen: Es handelt sich keineswegs um eine gewöhnliche Liebeseskapade. Sie haben das Gesicht der Frau gesehen, als sie Gefahr gewittert hat. Ferner haben wir von diesem Angriff auf den Hausherrn gehört, welcher zweifellos seinem Mieter galt. Diese beiden Alarmsignale und das verzweifelte Bedürfnis nach Geheimhaltung sprechen dafür, daß es bei dieser Sache um Leben und Tod geht. Der Angriff auf Mr. Warren zeigt uns überdies, daß der Feind, wer immer es auch sein mag, nichts davon weiß, daß der männliche Untermieter durch einen weiblichen ersetzt worden ist. Die ganze Sache ist sehr eigenartig und komplex, Watson.«

»Was treibt Sie denn dazu, sie weiterzuverfolgen? 

Was haben Sie davon?«

»Allerdings, was habe ich eigentlich davon? Es ist Kunst um der Kunst willen, Watson. Ich nehme an, als Sie Ihren Doktor machten, da haben Sie auch Fälle studiert, ohne an ein Honorar zu denken.«
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»Für meine Bildung, Holmes.«

»Bildung ist etwas, das nie abgeschlossen ist, Watson. Sie besteht aus einer langen Reihe von Lektionen, und die größte kommt am Schluß. Dies hier ist ein lehrreicher Fall. Zwar läßt sich damit weder Gewinn noch Ruhm ernten, aber dennoch drängt es einen, die Sache in Ordnung zu bringen. Sobald die Dämmerung hereinbricht, dürften wir in unserer Untersuchung wohl einen Schritt weiterkommen.«

Als wir zu Mrs. Warrens Haus zurückkehrten, hatte sich die Düsternis des Londoner Winterabends zu einem einzigen grauen Vorhang verdichtet, dessen tödliche Monotonie nur von den klar umrissenen gelben Vierecken der Fenster und den verschwommenen Lichtsphären der Gaslampen durchbrochen wurde. 

Als wir im dunkel daliegenden Aufenthaltsraum der kleinen Pension aus dem Fenster spähten, glomm hoch oben in der Finsternis ein weiteres trübes Licht-lein auf. 

»In dem Raum da drüben bewegt sich jemand«, sagte Holmes flüsternd, während er sein hageres, angespanntes Gesicht zur Fensterscheibe hinreckte. »Ja, ich kann seinen Schatten sehen. Da ist er wieder! Er hält eine Kerze in der Hand. Jetzt späht er hier her-

über. Er will sich wohl vergewissern, ob sie auf ihrem Posten ist. Jetzt fangt er an zu blinken. Halten Sie die Botschaft ebenfalls fest, Watson, damit wir nachher Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.689
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miteinander vergleichen können. Ein einzelnes Aufblinken – das muß ein ›A‹ sein. Und jetzt weiter. Auf wieviel sind Sie gekommen? Zwanzig? Ich auch. Das würde also ›T‹ heißen. ›AT‹ – nun ja, warten wir ab. 

Nochmals ein ›T‹. Was das wohl werden will? Also, jetzt haben wir's – ›TENTA‹. Fertig, Schluß. Aber das kann doch nicht alles sein, Watson? ›ATTEN-TA19‹ ergibt überhaupt keinen Sinn. Es läßt sich auch nicht in mehrere Wörter zerlegen. Ob er wohl

›ATTENTAT‹ schreiben wollte? Ah, da ist er wieder! 

Aber was soll denn das? ›ATTE‹ – ei, das ist ja nochmals von A bis Z dieselbe Botschaft. Merkwürdig, Watson, sehr merkwürdig. Jetzt legt er wieder los. 

›AT‹ – ei, jetzt wiederholt er es zum dritten Mal. 

Dreimal ›ATTENTA‹. Wie oft will er es denn noch wiederholen? Nein, das scheint der Schluß gewesen zu sein. Er hat sich vom Fenster zurückgezogen. Was halten Sie davon, Watson?«

»Eine verschlüsselte Botschaft, Holmes.«

Mein Gefährte gab plötzlich ein Kichern von sich, als sei ihm ein Licht aufgegangen. 

»Wenn auch nicht gerade bis zur Unkenntlichkeit verschlüsselt, Watson«, sagte er. »Nun, es ist ganz einfach Italienisch! Das ›A‹ der Wortendung bedeutet, daß eine Frau angesprochen ist. ›Vorsicht! Vorsicht! 

Vorsicht!‹ Was meinen Sie dazu, Watson?«

»Ich glaube, Sie haben den Nagel auf den Kopf ge-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.690
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troffen.«

»Ja, kein Zweifel. Die Botschaft ist sehr dringend; er hat sie dreifach wiederholt, um diese Dringlichkeit noch zu betonen. Aber Vorsicht vor was? Doch halt, da tritt er wieder ans Fenster.«

Abermals sahen wir die dunkle Silhouette eines geduckten Mannes und die huschenden Bewegungen der kleinen Flamme hinter dem Fenster, als die Signale wieder anhoben. Sie folgten jetzt schneller aufeinander, so schnell, daß wir Mühe hatten mitzukommen. 

»PERICOLO – › Pericolo‹ – hm, was heißt denn das, Watson? Gefahr, nicht? Ja, beim Zeus, er signalisiert Gefahr. Da ist er wieder! PERI – heda, was zum Teufel ...«

Das Licht war plötzlich erloschen, das schwach erleuchtete Fensterviereck verschwunden, und die ganze dritte Etage zog sich jetzt als ein dunkles Band um das hohe Gebäude mit seinen hell erleuchteten Fen-sterreihen. Dieser letzte Warnschrei war abrupt unterbrochen worden. Aber wie, und von wem? Uns beiden schoß sofort ein und derselbe Gedanke durch den Kopf. Holmes sprang aus seiner Kauerstellung beim Fenster auf. 

»Es gilt ernst, Watson«, rief er. »Da ist irgendeine Teufelei im Gange. Wieso sollte eine solche Botschaft auf eine solche Weise abbrechen? Wir sollten Scotland Yard verständigen – doch nein, wir müssen Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.691
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gehen, die Sache duldet keinen Aufschub.«

»Soll ich zur Polizei gehen?«

»Wir müssen zuerst Genaueres über die Situation in Erfahrung bringen. Vielleicht gibt es ja auch eine harmlosere Interpretation dafür. Kommen Sie, Watson, wir wollen hinübergehen und sehen, was sich machen läßt.«

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.692

2. 

Doyle-WA Bd. 8, 98

II

Als wir eilig die Howe Street entlangschritten, warf ich einen Blick zurück auf das Haus, das wir soeben verlassen hatten. Dort, am obersten Fenster, zeichnete sich undeutlich der Schatten eines Kopfes, eines Frau-enkopfes ab, der starr und angestrengt in die Dunkelheit hinausblickte und voll atemloser Spannung auf die Wiederaufnahme der unterbrochenen Signale harrte. Beim Eingang zu den Mietwohnungen in der Howe Street lehnte ein in Halstuch und Mantel gemummter Mann am Geländer. Als das Licht der Eingangshalle auf unsere Gesichter fiel, fuhr er auf. 

»Holmes!« rief er. 

»Sieh da, Gregson!« sagte mein Gefährte und schüttelte dem Detektiv von Scotland Yard die Hand. 

»Wie sich mal wieder Herz zum Herzen findet20. 

Was führt Sie hierher?«

»Vermutlich dasselbe wie Sie«, erwiderte Gregson. 

»Aber wie Sie auf diese Spur gekommen sind, das übersteigt mein Vorstellungsvermögen.«

»Verschiedene Fäden, die jedoch zu ein und demselben Knäuel führen. Ich habe die Signale mitver-folgt.«

»Signale?«

»Ja, in dem Fenster dort. Sie sind mittendrin abge-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.693
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brochen. Wir wollten nachsehen, was der Grund dafür war. Aber nun, da Sie die Sache fest im Griff haben, erübrigt es sich wohl für uns, sie weiterzuverfolgen.«

»Halt, nicht so eilig!« rief Gregson aufgeregt. »Ich will Ihnen gern gestehen, Mr. Holmes, daß es noch nie einen Fall gegeben hat, bei dem ich mich nicht wohler gefühlt hätte, wenn ich Sie an meiner Seite wußte. Es gibt nur diesen einen Eingang zu dem Mietshaus, er kann uns also nicht entwischen.«

»Wer ist er?«

»Ei, sieh da, für einmal sind wir Ihnen eine Nasen-länge voraus, Mr. Holmes. Diesmal müssen Sie den Siegeskranz uns überlassen.« Er klopfte heftig auf den Boden mit seinem Stock, worauf ein Droschkenkutscher, die Peitsche in der Hand, von seinem auf der anderen Seite der Straße stehenden Fuhrwerk auf uns zuzuschlendern begann. »Darf ich Sie mit Mr. Sherlock Holmes bekanntmachen?« sagte Gregson zu dem Kutscher. »Dies ist Mr. Leverton, von der Agentur Pinkerton21 in Amerika.«

»Der Held des Rätsels der Long-Island-Höhlen? Es ist mir ein Vergnügen, Ihre Bekanntschaft zu machen, Sir.«

Der Amerikaner, ein ruhiger, sachlich wirkender junger Mann mit glattrasiertem, scharfgeschnittenem Gesicht, errötete bei diesen Lobesworten. »Ich verfolge im Augenblick die Spur meines Lebens, Mr. Hol-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.694
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mes«, sagte er. »Wenn ich Gorgiano erwische ...«

»Was? Gorgiano vom Roten Kreis?«

»Oho, sein Ruf ist also bis nach Europa gedrungen, was? Nun, wir Amerikaner können ein Lied von ihm singen. Wir  wissen,  daß er fünfzig Morde auf dem Gewissen hat, und doch haben wir nichts Handfestes, für das wir ihn hochgehen lassen könnten. Ich bin ihm von New York hier rüber gefolgt und hab mich in London eine Woche lang an seine Fersen geheftet, in der Hoffnung, es würde sich irgendeine Gelegenheit ergeben, ihn beim Schlafittchen zu packen. Mr. 

Gregson und ich haben ihm bis zu diesem großen Wohnblock hier nachgestellt, und es gibt nur diese eine Tür, er kann uns also nicht entwischen. Seit er reingegangen ist, sind schon drei Typen rausgekommen, aber ich könnte schwören, daß er nicht darunter war.«

»Mr. Holmes hat von Signalen gesprochen«, sagte Gregson. »Ich nehme an, er weiß, wie gewöhnlich, einen ganzen Haufen Dinge, von denen wir nichts ahnen.«

Holmes umriß mit ein paar prägnanten Worten die Situation, wie sie sich uns dargestellt hatte. Der Amerikaner schlug ärgerlich die Hände zusammen. 

»Er hat uns bemerkt!« rief er. 

»Wie kommen Sie denn darauf?«

»Naja, das kann man sich doch an den fünf Fingern Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.695
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abzählen, oder nicht? Er sitzt da oben und sendet Botschaften an irgendwelche Komplizen – zur Zeit halten sich nämlich mehrere Mitglieder seiner Bande in London auf. Dann plötzlich, wie Sie berichtet haben, kaum hat er denen mitgeteilt, daß Gefahr im Anzug ist, bricht er jählings ab. Was kann dies anderes bedeuten, als daß er uns entweder plötzlich durch das Fenster gesehen hat, wie wir da unten auf der Straße standen, oder daß ihm sonst auf irgendeine Weise aufgegangen ist, wie nahe die Gefahr war und daß er sofort handeln mußte, wenn er ihr entrinnen wollte. Was schlagen Sie vor, Mr. Holmes?«

»Daß wir unverzüglich hinaufgehen und nachsehen.«

»Aber wir haben keinen Haftbefehl.«

»Aufenthalt in leerstehenden Räumlichkeiten unter verdachterregenden Umständen«, sagte Gregson. 

»Das sollte für den Augenblick genügen. Wenn wir ihn erst einmal am Wickel haben, können wir immer noch schauen, ob New York uns dabei helfen kann, ihn festzuhalten. Ich übernehme die Verantwortung dafür, ihn jetzt gleich zu verhaften.«

Unseren beamteten Detektiven mag es zuweilen etwas an Intelligenz gebrechen, nie jedoch an Mut. 

Um diesen skrupellosen Mörder festzunehmen stieg Gregson mit so vollkommener Ruhe und Routiniert-heit die Treppe hinauf, als befände er sich auf der Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.696
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Haupttreppe von Scotland Yard. Der Mann von Pinkerton hatte versucht, sich an ihm vorbeizudrängeln, aber Gregson hatte ihn mit den Ellbogen bestimmt auf seinen Platz zurückverwiesen. Was Londoner Gefahren anlangte, so gebührte der Londoner Polizei der Vorrang. Die Tür zur Wohnung links auf dem dritten Treppenabsatz war nur angelehnt. Gregson stieß sie auf. Drinnen herrschte absolute Stille und Dunkelheit. 

Ich riß ein Streichholz an, um die Blendlaterne des Detektivs anzuzünden. Sowie dies geschehen war und die flackernde Flamme ruhiger zu brennen begann, stießen wir alle einen Überraschungslaut aus. Auf den rohen Dielen des nackten Fußbodens zeichneten sich frische Blutspuren ab. Die roten Fußstapfen zeigten in unsere Richtung und kamen aus einem Zimmer im Innern der Wohnung, dessen Tür geschlossen war. 

Gregson warf sie auf und ließ das Licht, das er vor sich hielt, hell aufstrahlen, während wir anderen ihm neugierig über die Schultern spähten. 

Mitten in dem leeren Raum lag die zusammengekrümmte Gestalt eines riesengroßen Mannes auf dem Fußboden, sein glattrasiertes, dunkles Gesicht auf grotesk entsetzliche Weise verzerrt, sein Kopf wie von einem grausigen, karmesinroten Heiligenschein umgeben, inmitten einer großen, runden Blutlache auf dem weißen Holzboden. Seine Knie waren angezogen, seine Hände qualvoll ausgestreckt, und aus der Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.697
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Mitte seines kräftigen, braungebrannten Halses ragte der weiße Griff eines Messers empor, das ihm bis zum Heft in den Leib gedrungen war. Trotz seiner gewaltigen Körpergröße mußte der Mann von diesem furchtbaren Streich gefällt worden sein wie ein Ochse von einem Schlächterbeil. Neben seiner Rechten lag ein äußerst bedrohlich aussehender, zweischneidiger Dolch mit Horngriff auf dem Boden, und nicht weit davon ein schwarzer Glacéhandschuh. 

»Heiliger Bimbam! Der Schwarze Gorgiano in Person!« rief der amerikanische Detektiv. »Da ist uns offenbar jemand zuvorgekommen.«

»Hier beim Fenster liegt die Kerze, Mr. Holmes«, sagte Gregson. »Ei, was in aller Welt tun Sie denn da?«

Holmes war durchs Zimmer geschritten, hatte die Kerze entzündet und bewegte diese nun vor den Fensterscheiben hin und her. Dann spähte er in die Dunkelheit hinaus, blies die Kerze aus und ließ sie auf den Fußboden fallen. 

»Ich müßte mich sehr täuschen, wenn dies keinen Erfolg haben sollte«, sagte er. Darauf schloß er sich uns wieder an und stand tief in Gedanken versunken da, während die beiden Berufsdetektive die Leiche untersuchten. »Sie sagen, daß drei Personen aus diesem Haus herausgekommen sind, während Sie unten gewartet haben«, sagte er endlich. »Haben Sie sich die Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.698
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genau angeschaut?«

»Ja, gewiß.«

»War ein Bursche um die dreißig, von mittlerer Statur, mit schwarzem Bart und dunkler Hautfarbe darunter?«

»Ja, er war der letzte, der an mir vorbeigegangen ist.«

»Das ist wahrscheinlich unser Mann. Ich kann Ihnen eine genaue Beschreibung von ihm geben, und zudem haben wir einen ganz außerordentlich deutlichen Fußabdruck von ihm. Das sollte Ihnen eigentlich reichen.«

»Nicht besonders weit, Mr. Holmes, wenn man an die Millionenbevölkerung Londons denkt.«

»Schon möglich. Aus diesem Grund habe ich es auch für das beste gehalten, diese Dame da zu Ihrer Unterstützung aufzubieten.«

Bei diesen seinen Worten drehten wir uns alle um. 

Im Türrahmen stand eine schöne großgewachsene Frau – die geheimnisvolle Mieterin von Blooms-bury22. Sie trat langsam näher; ihr Antlitz war bleich und von grauenhafter Angst verzerrt, ihre Augen starr und schreckgeweitet, ihr verstörter Blick auf die dunkle Gestalt am Boden geheftet. 

»Sie haben ihn getötet!« murmelte sie. »Oh,  Dio mio,  Sie haben ihn getötet.« Dann hörte ich, wie sie einen jähen, heftigen Atemzug tat, und plötzlich Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.699
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sprang sie in die Luft mit einem Freudenschrei. Wie entfesselt begann sie, im Zimmer herumzutanzen, und klatschte dazu in die Hände; ihre dunklen Augen strahlten voll Staunen und Entzücken, und von ihren Lippen sprudelten Tausende reizender italienischer Ausrufe; Es war erschreckend und verblüffend zugleich, eine solche Frau über einen solchen Anblick so außer sich vor Freude zu sehen. Plötzlich hielt sie inne und blickte uns alle durchdringend und fragend an. 

»Aber Sie – Sie sind doch von der Polizei, oder? 

Sie haben Giuseppe Gorgiano getötet, hab ich recht?«

»Ja, wir sind von der Polizei, Madam.«

Sie ließ ihren Blick über die schattenhaften Gestalten im Raum schweifen. 

»Aber wo ist dann Gennaro?« fragte sie. »Gennaro ist mein Mann, Gennaro Lucca. Ich bin Emilia Lucca, und wir sind beide aus New York. Wo ist Gennaro? 

Er hat mich soeben von diesem Fenster aus gerufen, und ich bin so schnell gelaufen, wie ich nur konnte.«

»Ich bin es, der Sie gerufen hat«, sagte Holmes. 

»Sie? Aber wie konnten Sie das überhaupt?«

»Ihre Verschlüsselung war nicht gerade kompliziert, Madam, und Ihre Anwesenheit hier wünschenswert. Ich wußte, daß ich nur ›Vieni‹ zu blinken brauchte, und schon würden Sie herbeieilen.«

Die schöne Italienerin schaute meinen Gefährten Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.700
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voll ehrfürchtiger Scheu an. 

»Ich verstehe nicht, wie Sie diese Dinge wissen können«, sagte sie. »Aber Giuseppe Gorgiano – wie ist er ...« Sie brach ab, und dann, plötzlich, verklärte sich ihr Gesicht vor Stolz und Wonne. »Jetzt verstehe ich! Mein Gennaro! Mein großartiger, herrlicher Gennaro, der mich vor allen Gefahren beschirmt hat, er hat es getan, er hat das Ungeheuer mit seinen eigenen, starken Händen getötet! O Gennaro, wie wundervoll du doch bist! Wie kann eine Frau je eines solchen Mannes würdig sein?«

»Nun, Mrs. Lucca«, sagte der nüchterne Gregson und packte sie mit ungefähr soviel Zartgefühl am Ärmel, wie wenn er es mit einem Raufbold von Notting Hill zu tun gehabt hätte, »ich bin mir zwar noch nicht ganz darüber im klaren, wer oder was Sie sind, aber Sie haben genug gesagt, um mir völlig klar zu machen, daß ich Sie aufs Hauptquartier mitnehmen muß.«

»Einen Augenblick, Gregson«, intervenierte Holmes. »Ich könnte mir gut vorstellen, daß die Lady ebenso großes Interese daran hat, uns Auskünfte zu geben, wie wir daran, sie zu bekommen. Sie verstehen gewiß, Madam, daß man Ihren Gatten verhaften und für den Tod dieses Mannes, der da vor uns liegt, zur Rechenschaft ziehen wird. Alles, was Sie sagen, kann also gegen ihn verwendet werden. Wenn Sie jedoch Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.701
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glauben, daß er aus achtbaren Gründen so gehandelt hat und daß es ihm recht wäre, wenn diese bekannt würden, dann können Sie ihm gar keinen besseren Dienst erweisen, als uns die ganze Geschichte zu er-zählen.«

»Nun, da Gorgiano tot ist, fürchten wir uns vor gar nichts mehr«, sagte die Dame. »Er war ein Teufel, ein Ungeheuer, und auf der ganzen Welt kann es keinen Richter geben, der meinen Gatten dafür bestrafen würde, daß er ihn getötet hat.«

»Wenn dem so ist«, sagte Holmes, »so würde ich vorschlagen, daß wir hier alles so belassen, wie wir es vorgefunden haben, die Tür hinter uns schließen, diese Lady da auf ihr Zimmer begleiten und uns anhö-

ren, was sie zu sagen hat, ehe wir uns ein Urteil über diese Sache bilden.«

Eine halbe Stunde später saßen wir alle vier in dem kleinen Wohnzimmer von Signora Lucea und lauschten ihrem außergewöhnlichen Bericht über die Folge grausiger Ereignisse, deren Abschluß wir als Zeugen miterlebt hatten. Sie sprach ein rasches und fließendes, wenn auch sehr unkonventionelles Englisch, das ich hier um der besseren Verständlichkeit willen den Regeln unserer Sprache angleichen werde. 

»Ich wurde in Posilippo, in der Nähe von Neapel geboren«, begann sie. »Mein Vater Augusto Barelli war der wichtigste Rechtsanwalt und eine Zeitlang Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.702
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auch Parlamentsabgeordneter jener Region. Gennaro stand in meines Vaters Diensten, und ich verliebte mich in ihn, wie jede Frau sich in ihn verlieben mußte. Er hatte weder Geld noch eine angesehene Stellung – alles, was er hatte, war Schönheit, Stärke und Tatkraft – und so war mein Vater gegen unsere Verbindung. Wir flohen zusammen, ließen uns in Bari trauen und verkauften meinen Schmuck, um die Überfahrt nach Amerika bezahlen zu können. Das war vor vier Jahren, und seither haben wir die ganze Zeit in New York gelebt. 

Am Anfang meinte es das Schicksal sehr gut mit uns. Gennaro hatte das Glück, einem Gentleman italienischer Abstammung einen Dienst erweisen zu können – er errettete ihn an einem Ort, den man die Bowery nennt, aus der Hand einiger Raufbolde und gewann sich so einen einflußreichen Freund. Dieser Mann hieß Tito Castalotte und war der Hauptteilha-ber der großen Firma Castalotte & Zamba, des bedeutendsten Obstimporteurs von ganz New York. Signor Zamba ist Invalide, und so verfügte unser neuer Freund Castalotte über unumschränkte Macht in einer Firma, die über dreihundert Angestellte beschäftigte. 

Er nahm meinen Gatten in seine Dienste, machte ihn zum Abteilungsleiter und bezeigte ihm sein Wohlwollen auf alle erdenklichen Arten. Signor Castalotte war Junggeselle, und ich glaube, daß er für Gennaro Ge-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.703
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fühle wie für einen Sohn hegte, und mein Gatte und ich liebten ihn beide, als wäre er unser Vater. Wir hatten ein kleines Haus in Brooklyn gemietet und eingerichtet, und vor uns schien eine gesicherte Zukunft zu liegen, als plötzlich diese schwarze Wolke am Horizont auftauchte, die uns schon bald den ganzen Himmel verdüstern sollte. 

Eines Abends, als Gennaro von der Arbeit zurückkehrte, brachte er einen Landsmann mit. Sein Name war Gorgiano, und er stammte wie wir aus Posilippo. 

Er war ein Koloß von einem Mann, was Sie sicher be-stätigen können, nachdem Sie seine Leiche gesehen haben. Aber nicht nur sein Körper war der eines Riesen, sondern alles an ihm war grotesk, gigantisch und schreckenerregend. Seine Stimme dröhnte wie Donner durch unser kleines Haus, und wenn er sprach, gab es kaum Platz genug für das Gefuchtel seiner mächtigen Arme. Seine Gedanken, seine Gefühle, seine Leidenschaften, alles an ihm war überdimensioniert und monströs. Er redete, oder vielmehr er brüllte mit einer solchen Gewalt, daß andere, eingeschüchtert von dem mächtigen Strom seiner Worte, nur noch dasitzen und ihm zuhören konnten. Seine Augen blitzten einem entgegen und schlugen einen ganz in seinen Bann. Er war ein entsetzlicher und absonderlicher Mensch. Ich danke Gott, daß er tot ist! 

Er tauchte immer wieder bei uns auf. Doch bemerk-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.704
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te ich, daß es Gennaro in seiner Anwesenheit nicht wohler war als mir. Mein armer Gatte pflegte blaß und teilnahmslos dazusitzen und sich die endlosen Ti-raden über Politik und soziale Fragen anzuhören, aus denen die Konversation unseres Besuchers bestand. 

Gennaro sagte nie etwas, aber ich, die ich ihn so gut kannte, bemerkte einen Ausdruck in seinem Gesicht, den ich nie zuvor an ihm gesehen hatte. Zuerst dachte ich, es sei Abneigung. Aber dann, mit der Zeit, wurde mir klar, daß es etwas Stärkeres als Abneigung war. 


Es war Angst – eine abgrundtiefe, heimliche, zerset-zende Angst. An jenem Abend – dem Abend, da ich das Entsetzen auf seinem Gesicht entziffert hatte –

schlang ich meine Arme um ihn und beschwor ihn bei seiner Liebe zu mir und allem, was ihm heilig war, mir nichts zu verhehlen, sondern mir zu sagen, wie es kam, daß dieser ungeheure Mann sein Leben solchermaßen überschattete. 

Er sagte es mir, und das Herz erstarrte mir dabei zu Eis. In den hitzigen und wilden Tagen seiner Jugend, als die ganze Welt sich gegen ihn verschworen zu haben schien und die Ungerechtigkeiten des Lebens ihn beinahe in den Wahnsinn trieben, hatte sich mein armer Gennaro dem Roten Kreis, einer neapolitani-schen Geheimgesellschaft, angeschlossen, die mit den alten Carbonari23 in Verbindung stand. Die Schwüre und Geheimnisse dieser Bruderschaft waren entsetz-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.705
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lich; aber wenn man ihr einmal angehörte, gab es kein Entrinnen mehr. Als wir nach Amerika geflohen waren, hatte Gennaro gedacht, all dies für immer hinter sich gelassen zu haben. Wie groß war deshalb sein Schreck, als er eines Abends auf der Straße ausgerechnet jenem Mann begegnete, der ihn in Neapel in diesen Kreis eingeführt hatte, dem riesenhaften Gorgiano, der sich in Süditalien den Beinamen ›der Tod‹

erworben hatte, so blutbesudelt bis zu den Ellbogen hinauf waren seine Hände! Er war nach New York gekommen, um der italienischen Polizei zu entgehen, und hatte in seiner neuen Heimat bereits eine Zweigstelle jener furchtbaren Gesellschaft gegründet. All dies erzählte mir Gennaro und zeigte mir einen Auf-ruf, den er an eben diesem Tag erhalten hatte; oben auf dem Blatt war ein roter Kreis und darunter stand, die Loge werde dann und dann zusammentreten und Gennaros Erscheinen werde gewünscht, ja befohlen. 

Das war schlimm genug, aber es sollte noch schlimmer kommen. Schon seit einiger Zeit war mir aufgefallen, daß Gorgiano, wenn er bei uns weilte –

und dies war fast jeden Abend der Fall – sehr oft das Wort an mich richtete; und selbst wenn er mit meinem Gatten sprach, ruhten seine schrecklichen, funkelnden Raubtieraugen allezeit auf mir. Eines Abends dann rückte er mit seinem Geheimnis heraus. Ich hatte etwas in ihm erweckt, was er ›Liebe‹ nannte – die Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.706

2. 

Doyle-WA Bd. 8, 107

Liebe eines Viehs, eines Wilden. Gennaro war noch nicht zu Hause, als er auftauchte. Er drängte sich ins Haus, packte mich mit seinen mächtigen Armen, umklammerte mich in bärenhafter Umarmung, bedeckte mich mit Küssen und flehte mich an, mit ihm wegzu-laufen. Ich wehrte mich und schrie, als plötzlich Gennaro ins Zimmer trat und auf ihn losging. Er schlug Gennaro bewußtlos und floh dann aus dem Haus, das er nie wieder betreten sollte. Wir hatten uns an diesem Abend einen Todfeind gemacht. 

Ein paar Tage danach fand die Versammlung statt. 

Als Gennaro zurückkehrte, sah ich an seiner Miene, daß etwas Schreckliches geschehen war. Es übertraf allerdings unsere schlimmsten Befürchtungen. Die Gesellschaft pflegte sich ihre Mittel zu beschaffen, indem sie reiche Leute italienischer Abstammung erpreßte und ihnen, wenn sie sich zu bezahlen weiger-ten, mit Gewalt drohte. Offensichtlich war auch unser teurer Freund und Wohltäter Castalotte in dieser Weise angegangen worden. Er hatte sich aber durch die Drohungen nicht einschüchtern lassen und die Er-presserbriefe der Polizei übergeben. Sie hatten deshalb beschlossen, an ihm ein Exempel zu statuieren, das es allen anderen Opfern verleiden sollte, Widerstand zu leisten. Bei der Versammlung war man über-eingekommen, ihn und sein Haus mit Dynamit in die Luft zu sprengen. Reihum wurde das Los gezogen, Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.707
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um zu bestimmen, wer die Tat ausfuhren sollte. Als Gennaro in den Sack griff, sah er das grausame Gesicht unseres Feindes zu ihm herübergrinsen. Das Ganze war ohne Zweifel eine abgekartete Sache, denn was er darauf in der Hand hatte, war das schicksalhafte Los mit dem roten Kreis, der Auftrag zum Mord. 

So mußte er entweder seinen besten Freund umbringen oder sich selbst und mich der Vergeltung seiner Genossen preisgeben. Es gehörte nämlich zu ihrem teuflischen System, Leute, die sie fürchteten oder haß-

ten, dadurch zu bestrafen, daß sie nicht nur ihnen selbst Leid zufügten, sondern ebenso denjenigen, die sie liebten; und das war es, was wie ein Schreckgespenst über dem Haupt meines armen Gennaro schwebte und ihn vor Sorge beinahe verrückt werden ließ. 

Die ganze Nacht lang saßen wir eng umschlungen beisammen, und der eine suchte dem anderen Mut zu machen für die Prüfungen, die uns bevorstanden. Der Anschlag war schon auf den kommenden Abend festgesetzt worden. Um die Mittagszeit waren mein Gatte und ich bereits unterwegs nach London, wobei er es jedoch nicht versäumt hatte, unseren Wohltäter noch vollständig zu unterrichten über die Gefahr, in der er schwebte, und auch der Polizei genügend Informationen zukommen zu lassen, um in Zukunft seines Lebens einigermaßen sicher sein zu können. 
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Den Rest, Gentlemen, wissen Sie selbst. Wir waren sicher, daß unsere Feinde uns folgen würden wie unsere eigenen Schatten. Gorgiano hatte persönliche Gründe für seine Rache, aber auch davon abgesehen wußten wir, wie skrupellos, heimtückisch und hartnäckig er sein konnte. In Italien und Amerika wimmelte es von Geschichten über seine furchterregenden Fähigkeiten. Wenn diese je zur Anwendung kämen, dann gewiß jetzt. Mein Geliebter nutzte die wenigen ruhigen Tage, die unser rascher Aufbruch uns beschert hatte, um einen Schlupfwinkel für mich ausfindig zu machen, in dem ich vor jeder erdenklichen Gefahr in Sicherheit war. Was ihn selbst betraf, so wollte er sich frei bewegen können, damit es ihm jederzeit möglich war, sich mit der amerikanischen oder italienischen Polizei in Verbindung zu setzen. Wo er sich in letzter Zeit aufgehalten hat und unter was für Um-ständen, weiß ich selbst nicht. Nachricht von ihm bekam ich nur durch Annoncen in einer Zeitung. Als ich jedoch einmal aus dem Fenster blickte, sah ich zwei Italiener, die das Haus beobachteten, und da wußte ich, daß Gorgiano unseren Zufluchtsort entdeckt hatte. Dann ließ Gennaro mich durch die Zeitung wissen, daß er mir von einem bestimmten Fenster aus eine Botschaft signalisieren werde, aber als die Signale dann kamen, waren sie nichts anderes als Warnrufe, die plötzlich abbrachen. Mittlerweile ist Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.709
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mir aber völlig klar, daß er wußte, daß Gorgiano ihm dicht auf den Fersen war, und daß er – Gott sei Dank – für seinen Empfang gerüstet war. Also, Gentlemen, so sagen Sie mir denn nun, ob wir irgend etwas von Seiten des Gesetzes zu befürchten haben und ob irgendein Richter auf Erden meinen Gennaro für seine Tat verurteilen würde.«

»Nun, Mr. Gregson«, sagte der Amerikaner mit einem Blick auf den Polizeibeamten, »ich weiß nicht, wie Sie die Sache von Ihrem englischen Standpunkt aus beurteilen, aber ich schätze, in New York wird der Gatte dieser Lady recht einstimmigen Dank ernten.«

»Sie wird mich zum Polizeipräsidenten begleiten müssen«, erwiderte Gregson. »Wenn das, was sie hier gesagt hat, seine Bestätigung findet, so kann ich mir nicht denken, daß sie oder ihr Gatte viel zu befürchten haben werden. Aber, was mir noch immer nicht recht in den Kopf will: Wie in aller Welt sind Sie, Mr. Holmes, in diese Sache hineingeraten?«

»Um der Bildung willen, Gregson, alles nur um der Bildung willen! Ich bin noch immer ein Wissenssu-chender in der großen, alten Universität. Nun, Watson, damit hätten Sie ein weiteres Exemplar des Tragischen und Grotesken für Ihre Sammlung. Da fällt mir ein, es ist noch nicht acht, und im Covent Garden ist heute eine Wagner-Soiree. Wenn wir uns beeilen, Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.710
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kommen wir vielleicht gerade noch rechtzeitig zum zweiten Akt.«

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.711

Die Bruce-Partington-Pläne

Doyle-WA Bd. 8, 111

Die Bruce-Partington-Pläne

In der dritten Novemberwoche des Jahres 1895 legte sich ein dichter gelber Nebel über London. Ich bezweifle, daß es uns vorn Montag bis am Donnerstag je möglich war, auch nur die Schemen der Häuser auf der gegenüberliegenden Straßenseite zu sehen. Den ersten Tag hatte Holmes damit zugebracht, sein umfangreiches Nachschlagebuch mit Querverweisen zu versehen. Den zweiten und dritten widmete er sich geduldig einem Thema, das er erst vor kurzem zu seinem Steckenpferd gemacht hatte, der Musik des Mittelalters. Als wir uns jedoch zum vierten Mal vom Frühstückstisch erhoben und noch immer nichts anderes sahen als diese schmierigen, dicken, bräunlichen Strudel, die an unserem Haus vorüberzogen und sich in öligen Tropfen an den Fensterscheiben niederschlu-gen, konnte das ungeduldige und unternehmungslusti-ge Wesen meines Kameraden dieses öde Dahinvege-tieren nicht länger ertragen. Fiebernd vor zurückge-stautem Tatendrang, ging er rastlos im Zimmer auf und ab, kaute an den Nägeln, trommelte mit den Fingern auf den Möbeln herum, innerlich wundgerieben vor Untätigkeit. 

»Nichts von Interesse in der Zeitung, Watson?«

fragte er. 
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Ich war mir darüber im klaren, daß Holmes' Interesse rein kriminalistischer Natur war. Es gab wohl Neuigkeiten – Nachrichten von einer Revolution, der Möglichkeit eines Krieges und einem unmittelbar bevorstehenden Regierungswechsel –, aber all dies lag außerhalb des Blickfelds meines Gefährten. Und in der Sparte Verbrechen konnte ich nichts entdecken, was nicht alltäglich und banal gewesen wäre. Holmes stöhnte und nahm seinen rastlosen Irrgang durch das Zimmer wieder auf. 

»Der Londoner Verbrecher ist wahrhaftig ein fader Geselle«, sagte er im lamentierenden Tonfall eines Jä-

gers, dem es an Wild gebricht. »Schauen Sie einmal aus dem Fenster, Watson. Sehen Sie die Gestalten, wie sie schemenhaft auftauchen, einen Augenblick lang undeutlich sichtbar sind und sich dann wieder in den Nebelschwaden verlieren. Ein Dieb oder Mörder könnte an einem solchen Tag durch London pirschen wie der Tiger durch den Dschungel, von niemandem gesehen, bis er über sein Opfer herfallt, und auch dann nur diesem allein sichtbar.«

»Es sind zahlreiche kleinere Diebstähle vorgekommen«, sagte ich. 

Holmes schnaubte verächtlich. 

»Diese gewaltige und düstere Szenerie verlangt nach etwas von mehr Format«, sagte er. »Die Allgemeinheit kann von Glück sagen, daß ich kein Verbre-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.713
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cher bin.«

»Das kann sie allerdings!« sagte ich von Herzen. 

»Stellen Sie sich einmal vor, ich wäre Brooks oder Woodhouse oder sonst einer der fünfzig Männer, die allen Grund haben, mir nach dem Leben zu trachten; was hätte ich denn für eine Chance, meine eigenen Nachstellungen zu überleben? Eine Vorladung, ein angeblicher Termin, und schon wäre es für immer vorbei mit mir. Gut, daß es in den romanischen Ländern, den klassischen Ländern des Mordes, keine solchen Nebeltage gibt. Aber, beim Zeus, da kommt ja endlich etwas, was diese tödliche Monotonie etwas auflockern könnte!«

Es war das Dienstmädchen mit einem Telegramm. 

Holmes riß es hastig auf und brach dann in Gelächter aus. 

»Ei, sieh da! Es geschehen noch Zeichen und Wunder!« sagte er. »Mein Bruder Mycroft kommt zu Besuch.«

»Warum denn nicht?« fragte ich. 

»Warum nicht? Nun, das ist, wie wenn man mitten auf einer Landstraße einer Straßenbahn begegnen würde. Mycroft bewegt sich in festen Geleisen. Seine Räumlichkeiten in der Pall Mall24, der Diogenes Club, Whitehall – das sind die Stationen, zwischen denen er hin- und herpendelt. Einmal, ein einziges Mal nur, ist er hierhergekommen. Was für ein Erdbe-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.714
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ben mag ihn wohl aus dem Geleise geworfen haben?«

»Läßt er sich nicht darüber aus?«

Holmes reichte mir das Telegramm seines Bruders. 

Muß dich in der Sache Cadogan West sprechen. 

Komme sofort. 

MYCROFT

»Cadogan West? Der Name kommt mir bekannt vor.«

»Mir fällt nichts dazu ein. Aber daß Mycroft so mir nichts dir nichts seine Gewohnheiten durchbricht! Das ist, als ob ein Planet von seiner Umlaufbahn abwiche. 

Wissen Sie übrigens, was Mycroft macht?«

Ich hatte eine vage Erinnerung, daß mir dies anläß-

lich der Sache mit dem griechischen Dolmetscher schon einmal erklärt worden war. 

»Sie sagten, er habe irgendeinen bescheidenen Posten im Regierungsdienst inne.«

Holmes kicherte. 

»Ich kannte Sie damals noch nicht so gut. Man kann nicht vorsichtig genug sein, wenn es sich um wichtige Staatsangelegenheiten handelt. Sie haben nicht unrecht damit, daß er in Diensten der englischen Regierung stehe. In gewisser Hinsicht hätten Sie aber auch nicht unrecht, wenn Sie sagten, er  sei  zuweilen die englische Regierung.«

»Mein lieber Holmes!«

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.715
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»Ich dachte mir schon, daß Sie das überraschen könnte. Mycroft bezieht ein Jahresgehalt von vierhun-dertfünfzig Pfund, bleibt in untergeordneter Position, hat keinerlei Ambitionen, wird weder Titel noch Ehren empfangen, und dennoch ist er der unentbehr-lichste Mann im ganzen Land.«

»Wie das?«

»Nun, seine Position ist völlig einzigartig. Er hat sie sich selbst geschaffen. Dergleichen hat es vorher nie gegeben und wird es auch nicht wieder geben. Er hat das säuberlichste und bestaufgeräumte Gehirn, mit der größten Kapazität, Fakten zu speichern, das je ein Mensch besessen hat. Dieselben großen Fähigkeiten, die ich in den Dienst der Aufklärung von Verbrechen gestellt habe, verwendet er für seinen ganz speziellen Aufgabenkreis. An ihn werden die Resultate aller Abteilungen weitergeleitet, und er ist die Zentrale, die Verrechnungsstelle, welche Bilanz zieht. Um ihn herum sind lauter Spezialisten, sein Spezialfach aber ist die Allwissenheit. Angenommen, ein Minister be-nötigt Informationen in einer Sache, welche die Marine, Indien, Kanada und das Problem des Bimetallis-mus25 tangiert; freilich könnte er nun von jeder der zuständigen Abteilungen einzelne Auskünfte einholen, aber nur Mycroft kann sie alle unter einen Hut bringen und auf Anhieb sagen, inwiefern jeder einzelne Faktor die anderen beeinflußt. Anfänglich haben Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.716
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sie ihn als eine Art Abkürzung, als praktisches Hilfsmittel betrachtet; mittlerweile führt kein Weg an ihm vorbei. In seinem großartigen Gehirn liegt alles nach Fächern geordnet da und kann im Handumdrehen hervorgeholt werden. Wieder und wieder hat sein Wort die Politik unserer Nation bestimmt. Sie ist sein Le-benselement. Er denkt an nichts anderes; es sei denn, daß er sich zur Entspannung, gleichsam als eine geistige Lockerungsübung, einem der unmaßgeblichen Probleme zuwendet, die ich ihm bisweilen unterbreite. 

Heute aber steigt Jupiter zu den Sterblichen hinab. 

Was in aller Welt mag das wohl zu bedeuten haben? 

Wer ist Cadogan West, und was ist er für Mycroft?«

»Ich hab's!« rief ich und begann, mich durch den Zeitungshaufen, der auf dem Sofa lag, zu wühlen. »Ja, genau, da ist es ja! Cadogan West ist der junge Mann, den man am Dienstagmorgen tot in der Untergrundbahn gefunden hat.«

Holmes setzte sich kerzengerade auf, die Pfeife auf halbem Weg zu seinen Lippen. 

»Das muß eine gravierende Sache sein, Watson. 

Ein Todesfall, der meinen Bruder dazu veranlaßt, von seinen Gewohnheiten abzuweichen, kann kein ge-wöhnlicher sein. Was in aller Welt mag er bloß damit zu tun haben? Der Fall war recht unspektakulär, wenn ich mich recht erinnere. Der junge Mann war offenbar aus dem Zug gestürzt und dabei umgekommen. Er Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.717
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war nicht beraubt worden, und es gab nichts, was den Verdacht auf eine Gewalttat nahegelegt hätte. Ist dem nicht so?«

»Inzwischen hat jedoch eine Untersuchung stattgefunden«, sagte ich, »die eine ganze Anzahl neuer Fakten zutage gefördert hat. Bei näherem Zusehen läßt sich gewiß sagen, daß es ein recht eigenartiger Fall ist.«

»Nach den Auswirkungen auf meinen Bruder zu schließen, würde ich meinen, es sei sogar ein höchst außergewöhnlicher Fall.« Er ließ sich behaglich in die Polster seines Lehnstuhles zurücksinken. »Also, Watson, dann lassen Sie mal die Fakten hören.«

»Der Name des Mannes ist Arthur Cadogan West. 

Er war siebenundzwanzig Jahre alt, ledig und Angestellter im Arsenal von Woolwich.«

»Aha, Staatsdienst. Da haben wir ja eine Verbin-dungslinie zu Bruder Mycroft!«

»Am Montagabend ist er ganz plötzlich von Woolwich aufgebrochen. Als letzte hat ihn seine Verlobte, eine Miss Violet Westbury, gesehen, die er an jenem Abend ungefähr um sieben Uhr dreißig unversehens im Nebel stehenließ. Es hatte keinerlei Streit zwischen den beiden gegeben, und sie kann keinen Grund für seine Handlungsweise nennen. Dann weiß man nichts mehr von ihm, bis ein Streckenarbeiter namens Mason seine Leiche im Londoner Untergrundbahn-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.718
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netz26, etwas außerhalb der Station Aldgate entdeckt hat.«

»Wann war das?«

»Die Leiche wurde am Dienstagmorgen um sechs Uhr gefunden. Sie lag etwas abseits der Geleise, wenn man nach Osten blickt links vom Schienenstrang, und zwar ganz in der Nähe der Station an einer Stelle, wo die Strecke, die sonst unterirdisch verläuft, aus dem Tunnel auftaucht. Der Kopf war übel zerquetscht, eine Verletzung, die sehr wohl von einem Sturz aus dem Zug herrühren könnte. Die Leiche kann nur auf diese Weise auf die Strecke gelangt sein. Hätte man sie von einer der anliegenden Straßen dort hinunter-transportiert, so hätten die Bahnhofsschranken passiert werden müssen, wo immer ein Kontrolleur steht. 

Über diesen Punkt scheint absolute Gewißheit zu herrschen.«

»Sehr gut. Die Sachlage ist deutlich genug. Der Mann, ob tot oder lebendig, ist entweder aus dem Zug gefallen oder wurde hinausgestürzt. So viel ist mir klar. Fahren Sie fort.«

»Die Züge, die auf der Fahrspur verkehren, neben der die Leiche gefunden wurde, fahren von West nach Ost, wobei einige ausschließlich das Stadtnetz bedienen, während andere von Willesden und anderen peri-pher gelegenen Anschlußbahnhöfen herkommen. Man darf als sicher annehmen, daß der junge Mann zu spä-
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ter Stunde in dieser Richtung unterwegs war und dabei den Tod fand; an welcher Station er den Zug bestiegen hat, läßt sich allerdings nicht ausmachen.«

»Seine Fahrkarte würde natürlich darüber Aufschluß geben.«

»Man hat keine Fahrkarte auf ihm gefunden.«

»Keine Fahrkarte! Du liebe Güte, Watson, das ist wirklich sehr eigenartig. Meiner Erfahrung nach ist es unmöglich, auf den Bahnsteig eines Untergrundbahn-hofes zu gelangen, ohne eine Fahrkarte vorzuweisen. 

Das heißt, daß der junge Mann wahrscheinlich mal eine gehabt hat. Hat man sie verschwinden lassen, damit die Station, bei der er eingestiegen ist, sich nicht ermitteln lassen würde? Das wäre denkbar. Oder hat er sie im Waggon verloren? Auch das wäre eine Möglichkeit. Jedenfalls ist das ein Punkt, der unser eingehendstes Interesse verdient. Wenn ich recht verstehe, gab es keine Anzeichen dafür, daß er beraubt wurde?«

»Allem Anschein nach nicht. Hier ist eine Liste der Dinge, die er auf sich getragen hat. Seine Börse enthielt zwei Pfund fünfzehn. Außerdem hatte er ein Scheckbuch, lautend auf die Filiale Woolwich der Capital and Counties Bank,  bei sich. Dadurch konnte seine Identität festgestellt werden. Ferner zwei Ein-trittskarten für das Theater von Woolwich, erster Rang, datiert auf eben jenen Abend, und ein schmales Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.720
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Bündel technischer Papiere.«

Holmes stieß einen Ausruf der Befriedigung aus. 

»Da haben wir es endlich, Watson! Staatsdienst –

Arsenal von Woolwich – technische Papiere – Bruder Mycroft; die Kette schließt sich. Aber da kommt er ja gleich selbst, wenn mich nicht alles täuscht, um seine Sache vorzubringen.«

Einen Augenblick später wurde die große, behäbi-ge Gestalt Mycroft Holmes' ins Zimmer geleitet. 

Schwer und massig, wie er gebaut war, haftete seiner Erscheinung eine Spur plumper Unbeweglichkeit an; aber auf dem ungeschlachten Körper thronte ein Haupt mit einer so majestätischen Stirn, so lebhaft blickenden, tiefliegenden, stahlgrauen Augen, einer so entschlossenen Mundpartie und einem so ausdrucksvollen Mienenspiel, daß man schon nach dem ersten Blick den plumpen Leib vergaß und nur noch den überragenden Geist wahrnahm. 

Ihm dicht auf den Fersen folgte unser Freund Lestrade, dünn und asketisch. Der Ernst ihrer Mienen kündete von der schwerwiegenden Bedeutung ihrer Mission. Der Detektiv schüttelte uns wortlos die Hand. Mycroft kämpfte sich von seinem Mantel frei und ließ sich dann in einen Lehnstuhl fallen. 

»Eine ausgesprochen ärgerliche Sache, Sherlock«, sagte er. »Es widerstrebt mir zutiefst, von meinen Gewohnheiten abzuweichen, aber die hohen Herren lie-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.721
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ßen sich nicht abweisen. In Anbetracht der Lage in Siam ist es höchst ungelegen, daß ich nicht in meinem Amt bin. Es handelt sich indessen um eine wirkliche Krise. Nie zuvor habe ich den Premierminister so außer sich gesehen. Und was die Admiralität betrifft –

dort geht es zu wie in einem umgekippten Bienen-korb. Hast du dich über den Fall ins Bild gesetzt?«

»Wir sind eben erst damit fertig geworden. Worum handelt es sich bei diesen technischen Papieren?«

»Ah, genau, das ist der springende Punkt! Glücklicherweise ist nichts darüber nach außen gedrungen. 

Die Presse würde nur so über uns herfallen. Was dieser niederträchtige junge Kerl in der Tasche hatte, waren die Konstruktionspläne für das Bruce-Partington-Unterseeboot.27«

Mycroft Holmes sprach mit einem würdevollen Ernst, der erahnen ließ, welche Wichtigkeit er dieser Sache beimaß. Sein Bruder und ich blickten ihn fragend und erwartungsvoll an. 

»Du hast doch gewiß davon gehört? Ich dachte, alle Welt wisse davon.«

»Lediglich dem Namen nach.«

»Seine Wichtigkeit kann kaum überschätzt werden. 

Es ist lange Zeit das am eifersüchtigsten gehütete Staatsgeheimnis gewesen. Du kannst es mir ruhig glauben, innerhalb des Operationsradius der Bruce-Partington wird jeder Seekrieg unmöglich. Vor zwei Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.722
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Jahren wurde eine sehr beträchtliche Summe aus der Staatskasse abgezweigt und für den Ankauf des Monopols auf diese Erfindung eingesetzt. Es sind alle erdenklichen Anstrengungen unternommen worden, die Sache geheimzuhalten. Die Pläne, welche von außerordentlicher Komplexität sind und über dreißig verschiedene Patente umfassen, von denen jedes einzelne für das Funktionieren des Ganzen notwendig ist, werden in einem mit allen Schikanen ausgerüsteten Safe aufbewahrt, der in einem nicht allgemein zugänglichen, mit diebstahlsicheren Fenstern und Türen versehenen Büro gleich neben dem Arsenal steht. Es war strengstens untersagt, die Pläne, aus was für Gründen auch immer, aus dem Büro zu entfernen. Wenn der Chefkonstrukteur der Marine sie einsehen wollte, mußte selbst er sich zu diesem Büro in Woolwich be-mühen. Und dann finden wir sie unversehens mitten in London, in den Taschen eines toten jungen Angestellten. Vom Standpunkt der Behörden aus ist das ganz einfach furchtbar!«

»Aber ihr habt sie zurückbekommen?«

»Nein, Sherlock, nein. Das ist ja die Crux. Wir haben sie eben nicht. Zehn Blätter sind aus Woolwich entwendet worden. Sieben davon haben wir in den Taschen von Cadogan West gefunden. Die drei wichtigsten sind weg – gestohlen, verschwunden. Du mußt sofort alles stehen- und liegenlassen, Sherlock. Die Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.723
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kleinen Straftaten, an denen du sonst herumrätselst, sind jetzt nicht von Belang. Du hast diesmal ein Problem von internationaler Tragweite zu lösen. Weshalb hat Cadogan West diese Papiere an sich genommen, wo sind die fehlenden geblieben, auf welche Weise ist er umgekommen, wie ist sein Leichnam an den Ort gelangt, wo man ihn gefunden hat, wie kann die Sache wieder ins Lot gebracht werden? Finde eine Antwort auf all diese Fragen, und du wirst deinem Land einen großen Dienst erwiesen haben.«

»Weshalb klärst du die Sache nicht selber auf, Mycroft? Du siehst doch ohne Zweifel ebenso weit wie ich.«

»Das mag schon sein, Sherlock. Wenn nur die Sache mit den Details nicht wäre. Bring mir die Details, und von meinem Lehnstuhl aus werde ich dir ein exzellentes Sachverständigenurteil abgeben. Aber bald hierhin, bald dorthin zu rennen, Eisenbahn-schaffner ins Kreuzverhör zu nehmen und mit dem Vergrößerungsglas vor dem Auge auf dem Bauch her-umzukriechen – das ist nicht mein Metier. Nein, du bist der einzige Mensch, der diese Sache aufklären kann. Wenn dich danach gelüsten sollte, deinen Namen auf der nächsten Liste für die Verleihung von Ehrentiteln zu sehen ...«

Mein Freund schüttelte lächelnd den Kopf. 

»Wenn ich mitspiele, dann um des Spieles selbst Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.724
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willen«, sagte er. »Aber dieses Problem weist ohne Zweifel einige Punkte von Interesse auf, und es wird mir deshalb ein Vergnügen sein, mich seiner anzunehmen. Mehr Fakten, wenn ich bitten darf.«

»Die wichtigeren davon habe ich auf diesem Blatt Papier hier festgehalten, zusammen mit ein paar Adressen, die sich als nützlich erweisen dürften. Der Mann, dem von Amtes wegen die Verantwortung für die Papiere obliegt, ist Sir James Walter, der berühm-te Regierungsberater, dessen Auszeichnungen und Ehrentitel in einem Adelslexikon28 zwei Zeilen füllen. 

Er ist ein im Dienste ergrauter Beamter, ein Gentleman durch und durch, gerngesehener Gast in den allerhöchsten Kreisen, und mehr als alles andere ein Mann, dessen Vaterlandsliebe über jeden Verdacht erhaben ist. Er ist einer der beiden Männer, die einen Schlüssel zu dem Safe haben. Beizufügen wäre noch, daß die Papiere sich am Montag während der Arbeits-zeit ohne Zweifel an ihrem Platz befanden und daß Sir James das Büro um drei Uhr verlassen hat, um sich nach London zu begeben, wobei er seinen Schlüssel mitgenommen hat. Am Abend des fraglichen Vorfalls war er die ganze Zeit im Haus von Admiral Sinclair am Barclay Square.«

»Ist dies überprüft worden?«

»Ja; sein Bruder, Colonel Valentine Walter, hat seinen Aufbruch von Woolwich bestätigt, und Admi-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.725
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ral Sinclair seine Ankunft in London; Sir James scheint also keine zentrale Rolle in dieser Sache zu spielen.«

»Wer ist der andere Mann, der einen Schlüssel hat?«

»Der Konstruktionszeichner und Bürovorsteher Mr. Sidney Johnson, ein Mann in den Vierzigern, verheiratet und Vater von fünf Kindern. Er ist ein wort-karger, mürrischer Mensch, kann aber alles in allem auf hervorragende Leistungen im öffentlichen Dienst zurückblicken. Bei seinen Kollegen ist er unbeliebt, im Dienst aber unermüdlich. Gemäß seiner eigenen Aussage, die nur durch das Zeugnis seiner Frau erhärtet wird, ist er am Montag nach Dienstschluß den ganzen Abend zu Hause gewesen, und sein Schlüssel hat die Uhrkette, an der er befestigt ist, nicht für einen Augenblick verlassen.«

»Erzähl uns von Cadogan West.«

»Er ist seit zehn Jahren im öffentlichen Dienst und hat stets gute Arbeit geleistet. Er steht in dem Ruf, hitzköpfig und impulsiv, aber ein ehrlicher, aufrechter Mann zu sein. Wir haben nichts Nachteiliges gegen ihn vorliegen. Er war Sidney Johnsons Stellvertreter und direkter Untergebener. Sein Aufgabenkreis hat ihn tagtäglich in unmittelbaren Kontakt mit den Plä-

nen gebracht. Außer ihm hatte niemand damit zu tun.«
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»Wer hat die Pläne an jenem Abend eingeschlossen?«

»Mr. Sidney Johnson, der Bürovorsteher.«

»Nun, es liegt ja wohl klar auf der Hand, wer sie entwendet hat. Man kommt nicht um die Tatsache herum, daß sie auf der Person dieses Büroangestellten Cadogan West gefunden worden sind. Das spricht doch Bände, findest du nicht?«

»Gewiß, Sherlock; und doch bleibt damit so vieles ungeklärt. Zunächst einmal, aus welchem Grund hat er sie entwendet?«

»Ich nehme an, daß sie einiges wert sind.«

»Er hätte ohne weiteres ein paar Tausend dafür herausschlagen können.«

»Kannst du dir vorstellen, daß er irgendeinen anderen Grund gehabt haben könnte, sie nach London zu bringen, als den, sie zu verkaufen?«

»Nein, das kann ich nicht.«

»Dann müssen wir dies zu unserer Arbeitshypothese machen. Der junge West hat also die Papiere an sich gebracht. Dies war ihm aber doch nur möglich, wenn er einen Nachschlüssel besaß.«

»Mehrere Nachschlüssel. Er mußte ja auch das Ge-bäude und das Büro aufschließen.«

»Gut, dann hatte er also mehrere Nachschlüssel. Er brachte die Papiere nach London, um das Staatsgeheimnis zu verkaufen, wobei er zweifellos die Absicht Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.727
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hatte, die Pläne selbst am folgenden Morgen, noch ehe sie vermißt wurden, wieder in den Safe zurückzulegen. Und während er in dieser verräterischen Mission in London unterwegs war, kam er zu Tode.«

»Wie?«

»Wir wollen einmal annehmen, daß er auf der Rückfahrt nach Woolwich getötet und aus dem Zug-abteil geworfen wurde.«

»Aber Aldgate, wo die Leiche gefunden wurde, kommt ein schönes Stück nach der Verbindungsstation zum Bahnhof London Bridge, wo er hätte umsteigen müssen, um einen Zug nach Woolwich zu nehmen.«

»Man kann sich mancherlei Umstände vorstellen, die daran schuld sein könnten, daß er an London Bridge vorbeigefahren ist. Vielleicht war er beispielsweise in Beschlag genommen durch eine Unterredung mit jemandem im selben Waggon. Und diese Unterredung führte dann zu einer gewalttätigen Auseinandersetzung, die ihn das Leben kostete. Vielleicht versuchte er auch, aus dem Waggon zu entkommen, fiel dabei auf die Geleise und kam so um. Der andere schloß die Tür wieder, und draußen herrschte so dik-ker Nebel, daß kein Mensch etwas sehen konnte.«

»Bei unserem gegenwärtigen Wissensstand kann wohl keine bessere Erklärung gefunden werden; und doch, Sherlock, bedenke, wieviel du dabei außer acht Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.728
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läßt. Wir wollen einmal argumentationshalber annehmen, der junge Cadogan West habe tatsächlich beschlossen, diese Papiere nach London zu bringen. 

Zweifellos hätte er doch dann eine Verabredung mit einem ausländischen Agenten getroffen und sich den Abend freigehalten. Statt dessen hat er sich aber zwei Karten für das Theater besorgt, seine Verlobte den halben Weg dorthin begleitet und ist dann plötzlich verschwunden.«

»Ein Täuschungsmanöver«, warf Lestrade ein, der dem Gespräch mit einiger Ungeduld gefolgt war. 

»Aber ein sehr eigenartiges. Das wäre Einwand Nummer eins. Einwand Nummer zwei ist folgendes: Mal angenommen, er hat London erreicht und trifft sich mit dem Agenten. Er weiß, daß er die Papiere noch vor dem Morgen wieder zurückbringen muß, ansonsten ihr Fehlen entdeckt werden wird. Zehn Seiten hat er mitgenommen. In seiner Tasche fanden sich aber nur sieben. Was ist aus den übrigen drei geworden? Aus freiem Willen hat er sie wohl kaum jemandem überlassen. Und dann, wo ist der Lohn für seinen Verrat? Man würde doch erwarten, daß in seinen Taschen eine große Summe Geldes zu finden wäre ...«

»Mir persönlich scheint die Sache vollkommen klar«, sagte Lestrade. »Ich habe nicht den geringsten Zweifel darüber, wie die Sache abgelaufen ist. Er hat die Papiere entwendet, weil er sie verkaufen wollte. 
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Dann hat er sich mit dem Agenten getroffen. Die beiden wurden sich über den Preis nicht einig. Er machte sich also wieder auf den Heimweg, aber der Agent folgte ihm. Im Zug hat ihn der Agent dann umgebracht, ihm die wichtigsten Papiere abgenommen und seine Leiche aus dem Waggon geworfen. Das wäre doch eine Erklärung, die alles berücksichtigt, oder?«

»Und weshalb war er ohne Fahrkarte?«

»Die Fahrkarte hätte verraten, in der Nähe welcher Station das Haus des Agenten liegt. Deshalb hat er sie dem Toten aus der Tasche genommen.«

»Gut, Lestrade, ausgezeichnet«, sagte Holmes. 

»Ihre Theorie hat Hand und Fuß. Aber wenn dies alles zutrifft, so ist dieser Fall an seinem Ende angelangt. Zum einen ist der Verräter tot; zum anderen befinden sich die Pläne für das Bruce-Partington-Unterseeboot vermutlich bereits auf dem Kontinent. Was bleibt uns da noch zu tun übrig?«

»Zu handeln, Sherlock, zu handeln!« rief Mycroft und sprang von seinem Sessel auf. »All meine Instinkte sträuben sich gegen diese Erklärung. Wende deine Fähigkeiten an! Begib dich an den Schauplatz des Verbrechens! Sieh dir die Leute an, die mit der Sache zu tun haben! Setz Himmel und Hölle in Bewegung! In deiner ganzen Laufbahn ist dir noch nie eine so großartige Chance zuteil geworden, deinem Lande zu dienen.«
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»Schon gut«, versetzte Holmes mit einem Achselzucken. »Kommen Sie, Watson. Und Sie, Lestrade, wäre es Ihnen wohl möglich, uns auf eine Stunde oder zwei mit Ihrer Gesellschaft zu beehren? Wir wollen unsere Untersuchung mit einem Besuch auf der Station Aldgate beginnen.  Good-bye,  Mycroft. Ich werde dir noch vor dem Abend einen Rapport zukommen lassen, möchte dir aber schon im voraus raten, keine allzu großen Hoffnungen zu hegen.«

Eine Stunde später standen Holmes, Lestrade und ich auf den Geleisen der Untergrundbahn, dort, wo sie, unmittelbar vor der Station Aldgate, aus dem Tunnel auftauchen. Ein liebenswürdiger älterer Gentleman mit rotem Gesicht gab uns als Vertreter der Eisenbahngesellschaft das Geleit. 

»Da drüben lag die Leiche des jungen Mannes«, sagte er und wies dabei auf eine etwa drei Fuß von den Schienen entfernte Stelle. »Von oben kann er nicht heruntergestürzt sein, denn wie Sie sehen, haben die Hausmauern ringsum weder Türen noch Fenster. 

Er muß also von einem Zug aus hierhergelangt sein, und zwar, soweit sich feststellen läßt, von jenem Zug, der am Montag ungefähr um Mitternacht hier durch-gefahren ist.«

»Sind die Waggons auf irgendwelche Spuren eines Gewaltverbrechens untersucht worden?«
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»Es gab keine solchen Spuren, und eine Fahrkarte wurde auch nicht gefunden.«

»Und Sie haben auch keine Meldung erhalten, daß irgendwo eine Tür offen vorgefunden worden wäre?«

»Nichts dergleichen.«

»Heute früh haben wir eine neue Information erhalten«, sagte Lestrade. »Ein Passagier, der am Montagabend ungefähr um elf Uhr vierzig in einem fahrplan-mäßigen Zug der Stadtlinie an Aldgate vorbeigefahren ist, gab zu Protokoll, kurz bevor der Zug in die Station eingefahren sei, habe er einen dumpfen Aufprall gehört, als ob ein Körper auf den Geleisen aufgeschlagen wäre. Der Nebel sei jedoch so dicht gewesen, daß er nichts habe sehen können. An dem fraglichen Abend selbst hat er keine Meldung darüber erstattet. Aber, was ist denn bloß mit Mr. Holmes los?«

Mein Freund stand mit dem Ausdruck angestreng-tester Konzentration da und blickte wie gebannt auf die Stelle, wo die Eisenbahnschienen in einer Kurve aus dem Tunnel auftauchen. Aldgate ist ein Knoten-punkt, und es gibt da ein ganzes Netzwerk von Weichen. Auf diese war sein scharfer, durchdringender Blick geheftet, und auf seinem wachen, lebhaften Gesicht konnte ich jenes Zusammenpressen der Lippen, jenes Vibrieren der Nasenflügel und jenes Zusammen-ziehen der markanten, buschigen Augenbrauen beobachten, das ich so gut an ihm kannte. 
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»Weichen«, murmelte er. »Die Weichen.«

»Was ist damit? Was meinen Sie?«

»Ich nehme an, daß es in einem Eisenbahnnetz wie diesem nicht allzu viele Weichen gibt?«

»Nein, nur sehr wenige.«

»Und zudem auch noch eine Kurve! Weichen und eine Kurve! Beim Zeus, wenn es tatsächlich so wäre!«

»Was ist, Mr. Holmes? Haben Sie einen Anhaltspunkt?«

»Eine Idee, eine Ahnung – mehr nicht. Aber der Fall gewinnt unzweifelhaft mehr und mehr an Interesse. Einmalig, ganz und gar einmalig! Und doch, warum eigentlich nicht? Ich kann keinerlei Blutspuren auf der Strecke ausmachen.«

»Es gab auch kaum welche.«

»Aber soviel ich gehört habe, war die Verwundung recht erheblich?«

»Der Schädelknochen war zerschmettert, aber es lagen keine nennenswerten äußerlichen Verletzungen vor.«

»Aber dennoch würde man doch meinen, daß es irgendwo Blutspuren geben sollte. Wäre es vielleicht möglich, daß ich mir den Zug ansehen könnte, in dem der Passagier gereist ist, der diesen Aufprall im Nebel gehört hat?«

»Leider nein, Mr. Holmes. Die Zugkomposition ist längst aufgelöst, und die Waggons sind neu zusam-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.733
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mengestellt worden.«

»Ich kann Ihnen versichern, Mr. Holmes«, sagte Lestrade, »daß jeder einzelne Waggon einer gründlichen Untersuchung unterzogen worden ist. Ich selbst habe dies veranlaßt.«

Es war eine der augenfälligsten Schwächen meines Freundes, daß er Leuten, deren Intelligenz der seinen unterlegen war, mit Ungeduld begegnete. 

»Wer wollte daran zweifeln«, versetzte er und kehrte ihm den Rücken zu. »Zufälligerweise sind es aber nicht die Waggons, die ich inspizieren wollte. 

Watson, wir haben hier alles getan, was wir tun konnten. Wir wollen Sie nicht länger bemühen, Mr. Lestrade. Ich glaube, als nächstes ist Woolwich an der Reihe.«

Im Bahnhof London Bridge setzte Holmes ein Telegramm an seinen Bruder auf und gab es mir zu lesen, ehe er es abschickte. Es lautete folgenderma-

ßen:

Sehe einen Lichtschimmer in der Finsternis, der aber auch wieder verlöschen kann. Sende mir einstweilen per Eilboten bis zu meiner Rückkehr in die Baker Street eine vollständige Liste aller ausländischen Spione und internationalen Agenten, die sich zur Zeit in England aufhalten, samt genauer Adresse. 

SHERLOCK
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»Das sollte uns weiterbringen, Watson«, bemerkte er, als wir unsere Plätze im Zug nach Woolwich einnahmen. »Wir sind Bruder Mycroft wahrhaftig zu Dank verpflichtet, daß er uns mit diesem Fall bekanntgemacht hat, der wirklich höchst bemerkenswert zu werden verspricht.«

Auf seinem wachen Gesicht lag noch immer jener Ausdruck gesteigerter und aufs höchste angespannter Tatkraft, aus dem ich ersehen konnte, daß irgendein neu hinzugekommener, aufschlußreicher Umstand ihn zu einem Gedankengang angeregt haben mußte. Man sehe sich einen Jagdhund an, wie er mit schlaffen Ohren und hängendem Schwanz im Zwinger herumlungert, und halte sich dann zum Vergleich das Bild desselben Hundes vor Augen, wenn er mit funkelndem Blick und angespannten Muskeln einer frischen Spur nachjagt – solcher Art war die Verwandlung, die seit dem Morgen mit Holmes vorgegangen war. Niemand hätte in diesem Mann die schlaffe und träge Gestalt im mausgrauen Schlafrock wiedererkannt, die nur wenige Stunden zuvor so rastlos durch das nebe-lumwaberte Zimmer gestrichen war. 

»Hier gibt es Material, hier bietet sich ein Spielraum«, sagte er. »Ich muß geschlafen haben, daß ich nicht früher gemerkt habe, was in dem Fall für Möglichkeiten stecken.«
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»Mir kommt das alles nach wie vor sehr dunkel vor.«

»Der Ausgang von alledem liegt auch für mich im dunkeln, aber mir ist da ein Gedanke gekommen, der uns gewaltig voranbringen könnte. Dieser Mann ist an einem anderen Ort zu Tode gekommen, und seine Leiche lag auf dem  Dach  eines Waggons.«

»Auf dem Dach?«

»Bemerkenswert, nicht? Aber halten Sie sich doch einmal die Fakten vor Augen. Ist es der reine Zufall, daß die Leiche genau an jener Stelle gefunden worden ist, wo der Zug ruckt und schlingert, da er in einer Kurve über die Weichen fahrt? Ist das nicht eben der Ort, wo etwas, das auf dem Dach liegt, aller Erwartung nach herunterfallen müßte? Auf einen Gegenstand im Innern des Zuges hingegen hätten die Weichen keine Auswirkung. Die Leiche ist also vom Dach gefallen, oder es müßte sich denn um einen höchst merkwürdigen Zufall handeln. Und nun wenden Sie sich dem Problem mit dem Blut zu. Wenn das Blut an einem anderen Ort geflossen ist, so ist es nicht weiter verwunderlich, daß wir auf der Strecke keine Blutspuren gefunden haben. Jede dieser beiden Tatsachen ist schon für sich allein genommen aufschlußreich, zusammen aber addiert sich ihre Aussa-gekraft.«

»Und dann kommt noch die Fahrkarte dazu!« rief Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.736
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ich. 

»Ganz recht. Bisher konnten wir uns das Fehlen der Fahrkarte nicht erklären. Jetzt hätten wir die Er-klärung. Es paßt alles zusammen.«

»Aber selbst wenn es sich so verhielte, so wären wir noch immer weit davon entfernt, das Rätsel dieses Todesfalles zu lösen. Mir scheint sogar, es wird dadurch nicht klarer, sondern eher noch undurchsichtiger.«

»Kann sein«, sagte Holmes nachdenklich; »kann schon sein.« Er versank wieder in stilles Brüten und verharrte darin, bis unser Bummelzug endlich im Bahnhof Woolwich einfuhr. Dort rief er eine Droschke herbei und zog Mycrofts Zettel aus der Tasche. 

»Wir haben eine ganze Reihe von Nachmittagsbe-suchen zu machen«, sagte er. »Ich würde meinen, Sir James Walter gebührt als erstem unsere Aufwartung.«

Das Haus des berühmten Regierungsbeamten war eine schöne Villa mit grünen Rasenflächen, die sich bis zur Themse hinab erstreckten. Als wir dort anlangten, hatte der Nebel sich zu lichten begonnen, und zaghafter, blasser Sonnenschein drang allmählich durch. Auf unser Läuten hin öffnete ein Butler. 

»Sir James, Sir?« sagte er mit ernster Miene. »Sir James ist heute morgen verstorben.«

»Guter Gott!« rief Holmes bestürzt. »Woran ist er denn gestorben?«
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»Vielleicht beliebt es Ihnen einzutreten, Sir, und seinen Bruder, Colonel Valentine, zu sprechen?«

»Ja, das wird wohl das beste sein.«

Wir wurden in einen schwach erleuchteten Salon geführt, wo sich uns einen Augenblick später ein etwa fünfzigjähriger, sehr großgewachsener, gutaussehender Mann mit dünnem Bart beigesellte, der jüngere Bruder des verstorbenen Wissenschaftlers. Sein verstörter Blick, die fleckigen Wangen, das zerzauste Haar, all dies zeugte von dem schweren Schlag, der das Haus so jählings getroffen hatte. Er mußte nach Worten ringen, als er darüber zu sprechen anhob. 

»Es war dieser furchtbare Skandal«, sagte er. 

»Mein Bruder, Sir James, war in Angelegenheiten der Ehre sehr empfindlich. Eine Affaire wie diese konnte er nicht verkraften. Sie hat ihm das Herz gebrochen. 

Er war immer so stolz auf das tadellose Funktionieren seiner Abteilung, und dies war ein vernichtender Schlag für ihn.«

»Wir sind in der Hoffnung hierhergekommen, vielleicht irgendwelche Hinweise von ihm zu erhalten, die uns bei der Aufklärung der Angelegenheit weiterhelfen könnten.«

»Ich kann Ihnen versichern, daß die ganze Sache für ihn ebenso rätselhaft war wie für Sie und für uns alle. Er hat alles, was er wußte, bereits der Polizei zu Protokoll gegeben. Natürlich hat er keinen Moment Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.738
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an der Schuld von Cadogan West gezweifelt; alles übrige jedoch war ihm schlicht unbegreiflich.«

»Und Sie sind nicht imstande, irgendein neues Licht auf die Affaire zu werfen?«

»Ich selbst weiß lediglich das, was ich darüber ge-hört oder gelesen habe. Ich möchte nicht unhöflich erscheinen, aber Sie werden gewiß verstehen, Mr. Holmes, daß wir alle zur Zeit sehr aufgewühlt sind, und ich muß Sie deshalb bitten, diese Unterredung ihrem Ende zuzuführen.«

»Das ist wahrhaftig eine unerwartete Entwicklung«, sagte mein Freund, als wir wieder in der Droschke saßen. »Ich möchte bloß wissen, ob er eines natürlichen Todes gestorben ist oder ob der arme alte Mann sich das Leben genommen hat. Und wenn letzteres der Fall sein sollte, wäre dies dann vielleicht so zu interpretieren, daß er sich vorwarf, seine Pflicht versäumt zu haben? Die Antwort müssen wir der Zukunft überlassen. Nun aber wollen wir uns der Familie Cadogan West zuwenden.«

Ein kleines, aber gepflegtes Haus am Rande der Stadt war das Obdach der trauernden Mutter. Die alte Dame war zu betäubt vom Schmerz, um uns von irgendwelchem Nutzen sein zu können, aber an ihrer Seite fanden wir eine junge Dame mit sehr bleichem Gesicht vor, die sich als Miss Violet Westbury vorstellte, die Verlobte des Verstorbenen und diejenige Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.739
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Person, die ihn an jenem verhängnisvollen Abend zuletzt gesehen hatte. »Ich kann's mir nicht erklären, Mr. Holmes«, sagte sie. »Seit dieser Tragödie habe ich kein Auge zugetan und Tag und Nacht nichts als nachgedacht, nachgedacht, nachgedacht, was denn nur dies alles zu bedeuten haben könnte. Arthur war der redlichste, loyalste und patriotischste Mensch, den man sich nur vorstellen kann. Eher hätte er sich die rechte Hand abhacken lassen, als ein Staatsgeheimnis zu verschachern, das seiner Obhut anvertraut war. Für jeden, der ihn gekannt hat, ist das absurd, undenkbar, widersinnig.«

»Aber die Fakten, Miss Westbury?«

»Ja, ja; ich gebe zu, daß ich sie nicht erklären kann.«

»Befand er sich in Geldnöten irgendwelcher Art?«

»Nein; seine Bedürfnisse waren äußerst bescheiden und sein Gehalt reichlich bemessen. Er besaß Ersparnisse von ein paar hundert Pfund, und wir hatten vor, an Neujahr zu heiraten.«

»Und keinerlei Anzeichen von seelischem Un-gleichgewicht? Kommen Sie, Miss Westbury, seien Sie uns gegenüber absolut offen.«

Dem flinken Auge meines Gefährten war eine Ver-

änderung ihres Gebarens aufgefallen. Sie errötete und zögerte. 

»Doch«, sagte sie endlich, »ich hatte tatsächlich Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.740
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das Gefühl, daß ihm irgend etwas auf der Seele lastete.«

»Schon seit längerer Zeit?«

»Erst seit einer Woche ungefähr. Er machte einen nachdenklichen und besorgten Eindruck. Einmal versuchte ich, in ihn zu dringen. Er gab zu, daß da tatsächlich etwas war und daß es etwas mit seinen Amts-pflichten zu tun hatte. ›Es ist eine Angelegenheit von zu großer Tragweite, als daß ich darüber sprechen dürfte, und wäre es auch nur zu dir‹, sagte er. Das war alles, was ich aus ihm herausbekam.«

»Holmes machte ein bedenkliches Gesicht. Fahren Sie fort, Miss Westbury. Selbst wenn es so aussehen sollte, als würden Sie ihn dadurch belasten, fahren Sie fort. Es ist unmöglich vorauszusagen, was für eine Wendung die Sache schließlich nehmen wird.«

»Eigentlich habe ich nichts weiter zu sagen. Einoder zweimal hatte ich den Eindruck, daß er drauf und dran war, mir etwas zu sagen. Eines Abends sprach er davon, wie wichtig dieses Geheimnis sei, und wenn ich mich recht erinnere, so sagte er, daß ausländische Spione ohne Zweifel einen schönen Haufen Geld bezahlen würden, um es in ihren Besitz zu bringen.«

Das Gesicht meines Freundes nahm einen noch be-denklicheren Ausdruck an. 

»Sonst noch etwas?«

»Er sagte, wir seien in diesen Dingen zu nachlässig Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.741
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und einem Verräter wäre es ein leichtes, an die Pläne heranzukommen.«

»Hat er solche Bemerkungen erst in letzter Zeit gemacht?«

»Ja, erst ganz kürzlich.«

»Dann berichten Sie uns doch von diesem letzten Abend.«

»Wir wollten ins Theater gehen. Der Nebel war so dick, daß es keinen Sinn gehabt hätte, eine Droschke zu nehmen. Wir gingen also zu Fuß, und der Weg führte uns ganz in der Nähe des Amtes vorbei. Da plötzlich stürzte er Hals über Kopf davon und verschwand im Nebel.«

»Ohne ein Wort?«

»Er stieß einen Schrei aus, das war alles. Ich wartete auf ihn, aber er kam nicht wieder. Darauf ging ich nach Hause zurück. Am folgenden Morgen, kurz nach dem Dienstbeginn im Amt, kamen sie zu mir, um Nachforschungen anzustellen. Gegen zwölf Uhr vernahmen wir die Schreckensnachricht. Ach, Mr. Holmes, ach wenn es Ihnen nur gelänge, seine Ehre wiederherzustellen! Sie hat ihm so viel bedeutet.«

Holmes schüttelte bekümmert den Kopf. 

»Kommen Sie, Watson«, sagte er, »wir müssen weiter. Unsere nächste Station ist das Amt, aus dem die Papiere entwendet worden sind.«

»Die Sache hat von allem Anfang an schon düster Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.742
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ausgesehen für den jungen Mann, aber im Laufe unserer Untersuchung ist sie noch weit düsterer geworden«, bemerkte er, als sich die Droschke holpernd in Bewegung setzte. »Die geplante Heirat wäre ein Motiv für das Verbrechen. Es liegt auf der Hand, daß er Geld brauchte. Und diese Idee hat schon längere Zeit in seinem Kopf herumgespukt, sonst hätte er nicht davon gesprochen. Fast hätte er das junge Mädchen zur Komplizin seines Verrats gemacht, indem er ihr von seinen Plänen erzählt hätte. Das Ganze sieht wirklich übel aus.«

»Aber sollte man nicht auch seinen guten Leumund mit berücksichtigen, Holmes? Und dann ist da noch etwas; warum sollte er sein Mädchen mitten im Nebel stehenlassen und Hals über Kopf davonstürzen, wenn er vorhat, ein Verbrechen zu begehen?«

»Ganz recht! Gewiß sind da einige Widersprüche. 

Aber erdrückend viel spricht eben gegen ihn.«

Mr. Sidney Johnson, der Bürovorsteher, empfing uns auf dem Amt und hieß uns mit jenem Respekt willkommen, den die Visitenkarte meines Gefährten selten auszulösen verfehlt. Er war ein hagerer, mürrischer Mann mittleren Alters mit Brille, dessen Wangen ausgezehrt wirkten und dessen Hände unter der nervlichen Belastung ständig zuckten. 

»Eine schlimme Sache, Mr. Holmes, sehr schlimm! 

Haben Sie schon vom Ableben unseres Chefs ge-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.743
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hört?«

»Wir kommen gerade von seinem Haus.«

»Hier geht alles drunter und drüber. Der Chef tot, Cadogan West tot, die Pläne gestohlen ... Und dabei waren wir am Montagabend, als wir das Büro verlie-

ßen, noch eine so tadellos funktionierende Dienststel-le der Regierung wie nur irgendeine. Guter Gott, es ist furchtbar, auch nur daran zu denken! Daß ausgerechnet West so etwas tun mußte!«

»Sie sind also von seiner Schuld überzeugt?«

»Ich wüßte nicht, wie man darum herumkommt. 

Und dabei hatte ich ihm so vertraut, wie ich mir selbst vertraue.«

»Um wieviel Uhr wurde das Büro am Montag geschlossen?«

»Um fünf.«

»Haben Sie es abgeschlossen?«

»Ich bin immer der letzte, der geht.«

»Wo waren die Pläne?«

»In dem Safe dort. Ich selbst habe sie hineingelegt.«

»Gibt es keinen Nachtwächter für dieses Gebäu-de?«

»Doch; aber er hat sich daneben auch noch um andere Amtsgebäude zu kümmern. Es ist ein ehemaliger Soldat, ein äußerst vertrauenswürdiger Mann. An jenem Abend ist ihm nichts Außergewöhnliches auf-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.744
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gefallen. Aber es herrschte ja auch sehr dicker Nebel.«

»Angenommen, Cadogan West hätte nach Dienstschluß in dieses Gebäude eindringen wollen, so hätte er drei Schlüssel benötigt, um an die Papiere heranzukommen, oder?«

»Ja, ganz recht. Den Schlüssel des Hauptportals, den Schlüssel zum Büro und den Safeschlüssel.«

»Und nur Sir James Walter und Sie selbst waren im Besitze dieser Schlüssel?«

»Die Türschlüssel hatte ich nicht, nur den Safeschlüssel.«

»War Sir James ein Mensch, der in seinen Angelegenheiten auf Ordnung hielt?«

»Ja, ich glaube schon. Was diese drei Schlüssel anbelangt, so weiß ich jedenfalls, daß er sie alle an ein und demselben Schlüsselring zu tragen pflegte. Ich habe sie oft so gesehen.«

»Und diesen Schlüsselring hat er bei sich gehabt, als er nach London ging?«

»Das hat er jedenfalls gesagt.«

»Und Sie haben Ihren Schlüssel nicht einen Moment aus der Hand gegeben?«

»Nicht einen Moment.«

»In diesem Fall muß West, falls er der Täter ist, ein Duplikat davon gehabt haben. Auf seiner Leiche ist jedoch nichts dergleichen gefunden worden. Und da Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.745
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ist noch ein anderes Problem: Wenn ein Angestellter dieses Amtes sich mit dem Gedanken trägt, die Pläne zu verkaufen, wäre es da nicht einfacher für ihn, sie heimlich zu kopieren, als sich der Originale zu be-mächtigen, wie es tatsächlich geschehen ist?«

»Es würde einiges an technischem Fachwissen voraussetzen, diese Pläne auf taugliche Art zu kopieren.«

»Aber ich nehme doch an, daß entweder Sir James oder Sie oder West über dieses technische Wissen verfugten?«

»Ja, gewiß doch; aber alles was recht ist, Mr. Holmes, Sie werden mich doch nicht in diese Sache hineinziehen wollen. Was sollen uns dergleichen Spekulationen, wo doch die Originalpläne auf West gefunden worden sind?«

»Nun, es ist immerhin eigenartig, daß er das Risiko eingegangen sein sollte, die Originale zu entwenden, wenn er in aller Gemütsruhe Kopien davon hätte anfertigen können, die den Zweck ebensogut erfüllt hätten.«

»Eigenartig schon – aber er hat es nun einmal getan.«

»Jeder Schritt bei der Untersuchung dieses Falles fördert wieder ein neues Rätsel zutage. Da sind auch diese drei Seiten, die noch immer fehlen. Wenn ich recht verstehe, handelt es sich dabei um das Kern-stück der Pläne?«

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.746

Die Bruce-Partington-Pläne

Doyle-WA Bd. 8, 134

»Ja, das ist richtig.«

»Darf ich das so verstehen, daß, wer im Besitze dieser drei Seiten ist, auch ohne die übrigen sieben ein

Bruce-Partington-Unterseeboot

konstruieren

könnte?«

»Mein Bericht an die Admiralität lautete in diesem Sinne. Nachdem ich mir jedoch heute die Zeichnungen noch einmal angesehen habe, bin ich dessen nicht mehr so sicher. Der Entwurf zu den Doppelventilen mit selbstregulierender Verschlußklappenautomatik befindet sich auf einer der Seiten, die wir zurückerhal-ten haben. Solange die ausländische Macht nicht selbst im Besitz dieser Erfindung ist, dürften sie das Boot wohl kaum nachbauen können. Aber die Schwierigkeit könnten sie schon bald gemeistert haben.«

»Aber die drei fehlenden Entwürfe sind die wichtigsten von allen?«

»Ganz zweifellos.«

»Ich möchte mich jetzt, mit Ihrer gütigen Erlaubnis, ein wenig in den Räumlichkeiten umsehen. Es fällt mir nichts mehr ein, das ich Sie fragen wollte.«

Er besah sich das Safeschloß, die Tür zum Büro und die eisernen Fensterläden. Aber erst draußen auf dem Rasen fand er etwas, das sein Interesse wirklich weckte. Vor dem Fenster des Büros stand ein Lor-beerbusch, an dem mehrere Zweige offensichtlich ge-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.747
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knickt oder abgebrochen waren. Er betrachtete sie eingehend durch sein Vergrößerungsglas und tat dann desgleichen mit einigen verwischten und undeutlichen Abdrücken im Erdreich darunter. Schließlich bat er den Bürovorsteher, die eisernen Fensterläden zuzuzie-hen, und wies mich darauf hin, daß diese in der Mitte nicht ganz schlössen, so daß, wer draußen stand, sehen konnte, was im Innern des Raumes vor sich ging. 

»Die Spuren sind nicht mehr viel wert, nachdem wir drei Tage zu spät sind. Sie mögen etwas zu bedeuten haben oder auch nicht. Nun, Watson, es sieht nicht so aus, als ob wir hier in Woolwich weiterkommen würden. Eine magere Ernte haben wir da eingebracht. Wir wollen sehen, ob uns in London mehr Erfolg beschieden ist.«

Ehe wir vom Bahnhof Woolwich abfuhren, sollte jedoch noch eine weitere Garbe zu unserem Ertrag hinzukommen. Der Angestellte am Fahrkartenschalter war nämlich in der Lage, mit Bestimmtheit zu sagen, er habe Cadogan West, den er vom Sehen her gut kannte, am Montagabend den 8.15-Zug nach London Bridge besteigen und in Richtung London abfahren sehen. Er war offenbar allein gewesen und hatte eine einfache Fahrkarte dritter Klasse gelöst. Dem Angestellten war sein aufgeregtes und nervöses Gebaren sofort aufgefallen. Er hatte so sehr gezittert, daß er Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.748
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kaum imstande war, das Wechselgeld einzustecken, worauf der Angestellte ihm dabei behilflich war. Ein Blick auf den Fahrplan ergab, daß der 8.15-Zug der früheste Zug war, den West hatte erreichen können, wenn er sich um sieben Uhr dreißig von der jungen Dame getrennt hatte. 

»Lassen Sie uns den Fall rekonstruieren, Watson«, sagte Holmes, nachdem er eine halbe Stunde lang schweigend dagesessen hatte. »Ich kann mich nicht entsinnen, daß wir es in all der Zeit gemeinsamer Forschungsarbeit je mit einem Fall zu tun gehabt hätten, der so schwer in den Griff zu bekommen war wie dieser. Jede Anhöhe, die wir nehmen, gibt nur wieder den Blick auf einen neuen Grat frei. Und doch haben wir zweifellos einige beachtliche Fortschritte gemacht. 

Was wir bei unseren Nachforschungen in Woolwich herausgefunden haben, spricht im großen und ganzen gegen Cadogan West; die Spuren beim Fenster indessen könnten eine ihm günstigere Hypothese zulassen. Lassen Sie uns beispielsweise einmal annehmen, daß sich ein ausländischer Agent an ihn her-angemacht hätte. Dieser hätte ihm wahrscheinlich strengstes Stillschweigen auferlegt, was ihn zwar davon abgehalten hätte, sich jemandem mitzuteilen, jedoch nicht verhindern konnte, daß seine Gedanken jene Richtung nahmen, die sich aus den Bemerkungen Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.749
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gegenüber seiner Verlobten erschließen läßt. Schön und gut. Nehmen wir nun weiter an, daß er, als er sich mit der jungen Dame auf dem Weg zum Theater befand, denselben Agenten für einen kurzen Augenblick im Nebel auftauchen und in Richtung des Amtes gehen sah. Er war ein impulsiver Mensch, ein Mann der raschen Entschlüsse. Seine Pflicht ging ihm über alles. Er folgte also dem Mann, kam zu jenem Fenster, sah, wie die Dokumente entwendet wurden, und machte sich an die Verfolgung des Diebes. Damit fiele auch der Einwand dahin, daß jemand wohl kaum die Originale an sich nehmen würde, wenn er Kopien davon anfertigen kann. Dieser Mann von außen hatte keine andere Wahl, als die Originale zu nehmen. Bis hierhin ist die Sache schlüssig.«

»Und wie geht es weiter?«

»Dann geraten wir in Schwierigkeiten. Das Nächstliegende für den jungen Cadogan West in einer solchen Situation wäre es doch gewesen, den Schurken zu stellen und Alarm zu schlagen, sollte man meinen. 

Warum hat er dies nicht getan? Wäre es möglich, daß einer seiner Vorgesetzten vom Amt die Papiere genommen hat? Das würde Wests Verhalten erklären. 

Oder könnte es sein, daß der Dieb ihm im Nebel entschlüpft ist und West sich darauf unverzüglich nach London aufgemacht hat, um ihn vor dessen Haus abzufangen, vorausgesetzt, er wußte, wo sich dieses be-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.750
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fand? Auf jeden Fall muß er einem Gebot von höchster Dringlichkeit gefolgt sein, sonst hätte er sein Mädchen nicht einfach so im Nebel stehenlassen, sondern sich die Zeit genommen, ihr die Sache zu erklä-

ren. Hier wird unsere Fährte kalt, und zwischen diesen beiden Hypothesen und der Tatsache von Wests Leiche, die, mit sieben Seiten Plänen in der Tasche, auf dem Dach eines Untergrundbahnzuges liegt, klafft eine große Lücke. Mein Instinkt sagt mir, daß wir die Sache jetzt vom arideren Ende her angehen müssen. 

Wenn Mycroft uns die Adreßliste geschickt hat, so ist es uns vielleicht möglich, den rechten Mann heraus-zugreifen und zwei Spuren zu verfolgen statt nur einer.«

Und siehe da, in der Baker Street lag eine Nachricht für uns bereit. Ein Regierungsbote hatte sie per Eil-post überbracht. Holmes überflog das Blatt und warf es dann zu mir herüber. 

Kleine Fische gibt es in Hülle und. Fülle, aber nur wenige Männer, die sich an eine so große Sache heranwagen würden. Die einzigen, die dafür in Frage kommen, sind Adolph Meyer, wohnhaft in der Great George Street 13, Westminster; Louis La Rothière, wohnhaft in Campden Mansions, Notting Hill, und Hugo Ober-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.751
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stein in Gaulfield Gardens 13, Kensington. 

Letzterer ist am Montag in London gesehen worden, soll aber inzwischen die Stadt verlassen haben. Bin froh, daß du etwas Licht siehst. Das Kabinett sieht deinem abschließenden Bericht voll bangster Erwartung entgegen. Dringliche Sendschreiben von allerhöchster Stelle sind hier eingetroffen. Der ganze Machtapparat des Staates steht hinter dir, falls du ihn benötigen solltest. 

MYCROFT

»Ich fürchte«, sagte Holmes mit einem Lächeln, »daß in dieser Sache mit allen Recken und Rossen der Kö-

nigin29 nicht viel auszurichten ist.« Er hatte seine große Karte von London ausgebreitet und lehnte sich mit gespannter Aufmerksamkeit darüber. »Na also«, sagte er nach einer Weile mit einem Seufzer der Befriedigung, »das Blatt scheint sich endlich in unserem Sinn zu wenden. Tja, Watson, nun glaube ich doch fest, daß wir die Sache noch hinkriegen werden.« In einer plötzlichen Anwandlung von Ausgelassenheit klopfte er mir auf die Schultern. »Ich gehe jetzt aus. 

Es ist nichts weiter als ein Erkundungsgang. Ohne meinen getreuen Kameraden und Biographen an meiner Seite würde ich nie etwas Entscheidendes unternehmen. Sie bleiben hier; wenn mich nicht alles Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.752
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täuscht, werden wir uns in ein, zwei Stunden wiedersehen. Sollte Ihnen die Zeit lang werden, so nehmen Sie einfach Papier und Feder zur Hand und fangen an, für die Nachwelt aufzuzeichnen, wie wir den Staat gerettet haben.«

Seine Hochstimmung hatte ein wenig auf mich abgefärbt, denn ich wußte wohl, daß er sich nicht so weit von jener Haltung gemessenen Ernstes, die ich an ihm gewohnt war, entfernt hätte, wenn er nicht allen Grund zum Frohlocken gehabt hätte. Den ganzen langen Novemberabend wartete ich voller Ungeduld auf seine Rückkehr. Endlich, kurz nach neun Uhr, traf ein Bote mit einer Nachricht ein: Diniere im Restaurant Goldini in der Gloucester Road, Kensington. Kommen Sie bitte sofort dorthin. Bringen Sie ein Brecheisen, eine Blendlaterne, einen Meißel und einen Revolver mit. 

S.H. 

Eine reizende Ausrüstung für einen ehrbaren Bürger, was ich da durch die schummrigen, nebelverhan-genen Straßen tragen sollte. Ich verbarg alles fein säuberlich unter meinem Mantel und ließ mich geraden-wegs zu der Adresse fahren, die er mir angegeben hatte. Mein Freund saß an einem kleinen runden Tisch nahe beim Eingang des kitschigen italienischen Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.753
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Restaurants. 

»Haben Sie schon gegessen? Nun, dann leisten Sie mir wenigstens bei Kaffee und Curaçao Gesellschaft. 

Und versuchen Sie eine Zigarre der Hausmarke; sie sind gar nicht mal so abscheulich. Haben Sie das Werkzeug mitgebracht?«

»Hier ist es, unter meinem Mantel.«

»Vorzüglich. Lassen Sie mich Ihnen nun einen kurzen Abriß davon geben, was ich in der Zwischenzeit unternommen habe, nebst einigen Hinweisen auf unser Vorhaben. Es dürfte Ihnen inzwischen klargeworden sein, Watson, daß die Leiche dieses jungen Mannes auf das Zugdach  gelegt  wurde. Sobald ich einmal nachgewiesen hatte, daß sie vom Dach und nicht aus einem Waggon gefallen war, lag dies ja auf der Hand.«

»Könnte es nicht sein, daß man ihn von einer Brük-ke hinuntergeworfen hat?«

»Das halte ich für ausgeschlossen. Wenn Sie die Zugdächer etwas näher betrachten, so werden Sie feststellen, daß sie leicht gewölbt und von keinerlei Ein-fassung umgeben sind. Es ist deshalb so gut wie sicher, daß der junge Cadogan West auf ein Dach gelegt wurde.«

»Aber wie sollte man das angestellt haben?«

»Das ist genau die Frage, die es zu beantworten galt. Es gibt nur eine einzige Möglichkeit. Sie wissen Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.754
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ja, daß es im West End ein paar Streckenabschnitte gibt, wo die Untergrundbahn nicht unterirdisch verläuft. Ich erinnerte mich plötzlich vage daran, auf meinen Fahrten damit hin und wieder dicht über meinem Kopf Fenster gesehen zu haben. Angenommen, einer der Züge hielte nun unter einem solchen Fenster, was wäre dann einfacher, als eine Leiche auf das Dach zu legen?«

»Mir kommt das äußerst unwahrscheinlich vor.«

»Wir müssen hier einmal mehr auf das alte Axiom zurückgreifen: Wenn alle anderen Erklärungsmöglichkeiten versagen, muß das, was übrigbleibt, und sei es noch so unwahrscheinlich, die Lösung sein. In diesem Fall hier  haben  alle anderen Erklärungsmöglichkeiten versagt. Als ich deshalb herausgefunden hatte, daß einer der bedeutendsten internationalen Agenten, der sich zudem soeben aus London abgesetzt hatte, in einer direkt an die Untergrundbahnlinie angrenzenden Häuserzeile wohnt, war ich so entzückt, daß mein plötzlicher Ausbruch von Leichtsinn Sie fast ein wenig befremdete.«

»Ah, das war es also!«

»Ja, das war es. Ich hatte Mr. Hugo Oberstein, wohnhaft in Caulfield Gardens 13, ins Visier gefaßt. 

Ich begann mein Unternehmen bei der Station Gloucester Road, von wo aus ein äußerst hilfsbereiter Bahnbeamter die Strecke mit mir abschritt, was mir Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.755
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Gelegenheit gab, mich nicht allein davon zu überzeugen, daß die Hintertreppenfenster der Häuser in Caulfield Gardens tatsächlich auf die Untergrundlinie hinausgehen, sondern ebenso von der viel wesentlicheren Tatsache, daß die Züge der Untergrundbahn oft mehrere Minuten lang just an jener Stelle anhalten müssen, was auf eine Kreuzung mit einer der Haupteisen-bahnlinien zurückzuführen ist.«

»Großartig, Holmes, Sie haben es geschafft!«

»Bis hierhin, Watson, bis hierhin. Wir kommen voran, aber das Ziel ist noch weit. Nun gut, nachdem ich die Rückseite von Caulfield Gardens in Augenschein genommen hatte, stattete ich der Frontseite einen Besuch ab und überzeugte mich davon, daß der Vogel wirklich ausgeflogen war. Es ist ein ansehnliches Haus, dessen oberstes Stockwerk, soviel ich sehen konnte, unmöbliert ist. Oberstein hat dort mit einem einzigen Diener, vermutlich einem Verbündeten, der sein unumschränktes Vertrauen genießt, gewohnt. Wir müssen uns klar vor Augen halten, daß Oberstein sich nach dem Kontinent begeben hat, um seine Beute an den Mann zu bringen, und nicht etwa, um zu fliehen, denn einen Haftbefehl brauchte er nicht zu befürchten, und daß ein Amateur eine Haussuchung bei ihm vornehmen könnte, das wäre ihm gewiß nie eingefallen. Doch genau das haben wir jetzt vor.«
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»Könnten wir nicht einen Haussuchungsbefehl erwirken und so auf legaler Basis vorgehen?«

»Bei der derzeitigen Beweislage wohl kaum.«

»Was hoffen Sie denn, dort ausrichten zu können?«

»Man kann nie wissen, was für Korrespondenz man vorfindet.«

»Die Sache gefällt mir nicht, Holmes.«

»Mein lieber Freund, Sie brauchen bloß auf der Straße Wache zu stehen. Den kriminellen Teil übernehme ich. Das ist jetzt nicht der Zeitpunkt, sich an Kleinigkeiten zu stoßen. Denken Sie an Mycrofts Brief, an die Admiralität, das Kabinett, an die durch-lauchte Person, die auf Neuigkeiten harrt. Wir  müssen hingehen.«

Zur Antwort erhob ich mich vom Tisch. 

»Sie haben recht, Holmes, das müssen wir.«

Er sprang auf und drückte mir die Hand. 

»Wußt ich's doch, daß Sie zu guter Letzt nicht zaudern würden«, sagte er, und einen Augenblick lang lag etwas in seinem Blick, das näher an Herzenswär-me herankam als alles, was ich je an ihm gesehen hatte. Schon im nächsten Moment aber war er wieder ganz der überlegene, nüchterne Holmes. 

»Der Ort liegt etwa eine halbe Meile von hier, aber wir haben keine Eile. Lassen Sie uns zu Fuß hingehen«, sagte er. »Und daß Sie mir unsere Instrumente ja nicht fallen lassen, wenn ich bitten darf. Ihre Ver-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.757
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haftung als verdächtiges Subjekt würde eine höchst unglückselige Komplikation bedeuten.«

Caulfield Gardens war eine jener Reihen von nichtssagenden, mit Säulen und Portikos ausstaffier-ten Häusern, die sich als unübersehbare Erzeugnisse der Mitte des Viktorianischen Zeitalters im Londoner West End breitmachen. Im Nachbarhaus schien ein Kinderfest im Gange zu sein, denn das fröhliche Geschnatter junger Stimmen und das Klimpern eines Pianos schallten durch den Abend. Der Nebel hing noch immer tief und verbarg uns hinter seinen freundlichen Schleiern. Holmes hatte seine Laterne entzündet und richtete den Lichtstrahl auf die massive Eingangstür. 

»Das ist ein harter Brocken«, sagte er. »Gewiß ist sie nicht nur verschlossen, sondern auch verriegelt. 

Wir sollten es besser über das Untergeschoß versuchen.30 Dort unten ist übrigens auch ein vortrefflicher Torbogen, für den Fall, daß ein übereifriger Polizist uns stören sollte. Wenn Sie mir behilflich sein wollten, Watson, ich werde mich nachher revanchieren.«

Eine Minute später standen wir beide drunten in dem kleinen Vorhof. Kaum hatten wir den sicheren Schatten erreicht, als wir auch schon die Schritte des Polizisten über uns im Nebel hörten. Als ihr ge-dämpfter Rhythmus wieder verklungen war, nahm Holmes sich die untere Tür vor. Ich sah, wie er sich Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.758
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bückte und hebelte, bis sie mit einem scharfen Krachen aufsprang. Hastig drängten wir uns hinein in den dunklen Gang und schlössen die Tür hinter uns. Holmes begann mir voran die gewundene, teppichlose Treppe hinaufzusteigen. Der kleine Fächer gelben Lichtes in seiner Hand fiel auf ein tiefliegendes Fenster. 

»Da wären wir, Watson – das muß es sein.« Er öffnete das Fenster, und man vernahm ein tiefes Rumpeln und Grollen, das langsam und beständig an-schwoll, bis der Zug mit lautem Getöse in der Dunkelheit an uns vorüberschoß. Holmes ließ den Lichtschein über das Fenstersims gleiten. Es war dicht bedeckt vom Ruß der vorbeifahrenden Lokomotiven, aber an einigen Stellen war der schwarze Überzug verwischt und abgescheuert. 

»Da sieht man, wo sie die Leiche abgesetzt haben. 

Aber, holla, Watson, was haben wir denn da? Das ist zweifellos ein Blutfleck.« Er deutete auf einige schwache Farbmale entlang dem Fensterrahmen. 

»Und dort auf der Treppenstufe ist noch einer. Die Demonstration ist damit abgeschlossen. Lassen Sie uns noch so lange bleiben, bis ein Zug hält.«

Wir brauchten nicht lange zu warten. Schon der nächste Zug kam zwar ebenso grollend aus dem Tunnel geschossen wie sein Vorgänger, verlangsamte aber seine Fahrt, sobald er im Freien war, und hielt Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.759
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dann mit kreischenden Bremsen direkt unter uns. 

Vom Fenstersims bis zum Dach des nächsten Waggons waren es weniger als vier Fuß. Holmes schloß behutsam das Fenster. 

»Bis hierhin hätten wir recht behalten«, sagte er. 

»Was meinen Sie dazu, Watson?«

»Ein Meisterwerk! Nie haben Sie sich zu größeren Höhen emporgeschwungen.«

»Hierin kann ich Ihnen nicht beipflichten. Sobald mir einmal der Gedanke mit der Leiche auf dem Zugdach gekommen war, der gewiß nicht besonders weit hergeholt war, hat sich alles übrige ganz von selbst ergeben. Ginge es bei dieser Affaire nicht um so bedeutende Interessen, so müßte sie bis hierhin als belanglos bezeichnet werden. Die Schwierigkeiten fangen erst jetzt an. Aber vielleicht läßt sich hier etwas finden, das uns weiterhilft.«

Wir waren die Hintertreppe hinaufgestiegen und betraten nun die Zimmerflucht im ersten Stockwerk. 

Der eine Raum war ein spartanisch eingerichtetes Eß-

zimmer, das nichts von Interesse enthielt; der nächste ein Schlafzimmer, das ebenfalls nichts hergab. Das letzte Zimmer indes sah vielversprechender aus, und mein Gefährte schickte sich zu einer systematischen Untersuchung an. Es diente offenbar als Arbeitszimmer, denn überall lagen Bücher und Papiere herum. 

Rasch und methodisch durchwühlte Holmes Schubla-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.760
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de um Schublade und Schrank um Schrank, aber kein Funke eines Triumphes wollte seine gestrengen Züge erhellen. Nach einer Stunde war er kein bißchen weiter als am Anfang. 

»Der schlaue Hund hat seine Spuren verwischt«, sagte er. »Er hat nichts hinterlassen, was ihn in irgendeiner Weise belasten könnte. Entweder hat er seine verfängliche Korrespondenz vernichtet, oder er hat sie an einen anderen Ort gebracht. Das hier ist unsere letzte Chance.«

Die Rede war von einer kleinen Geldkassette aus Zinn, die auf dem Schreibpult stand. Holmes brach sie mit Hilfe des Meißels auf. Sie enthielt mehrere Papierrollen, die mit Zahlen und Berechnungen vollge-schrieben waren, doch nichts, was über deren Bedeutung Aufschluß gegeben hätte. Wiederholt vorkommende einzelne Wörter wie ›Wasserdruck‹ oder

›Druck pro Quadratzoll‹ wiesen auf einen allenfalls möglichen Zusammenhang mit Unterseebooten hin. 

Holmes warf sie alle ungeduldig beiseite. Das einzige, was jetzt noch übrigblieb, war ein Briefumschlag mit ein paar Zeitungsausschnitten. Er schüttelte sie auf den Tisch hinaus, und noch im selben Augenblick verkündete mir seine erregte Miene, daß etwas sein Herz höher schlagen ließ. 

»Was haben wir denn hier, Watson? Ei, was haben wir denn hier? Belegstücke einer ganzen Serie von Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.761
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Botschaften, die im Anzeigenteil einer Zeitung erschienen sind. In der Seufzerspalte des  Daily Telegraph,  soviel sich aus Druck und Papier ersehen läßt. 

Rechte obere Ecke der Seite. Datum fehlt – aber die Reihenfolge der Botschaften ergibt sich von selbst. 

Das hier muß die erste sein: ›Hoffte, Nachricht früher zu erhalten. Bedingungen akzeptiert. Ausführliches Schreiben an Adresse auf der Karte. Pierrot.‹

Dann kommt das hier: ›Materie zu komplex, Beschreibung nicht ausreichend. Benötige vollständiges Dokument. Geld bei Ablieferung der Ware. Pierrot.‹

Und dann das: ›Zeit drängt. Muß Angebot zurückziehen, wenn Kontrakt nicht erfüllt. Erwarte Termin per Brief. Bestätigung per Annonce. Pierrot.‹

Und zu guter Letzt das: ›Montagabend nach neun. 

Zweimal klopfen. Nur wir beide. Kein Grund zum Mißtrauen. Barzahlung bei Lieferung der Ware. Pierrot.‹

Recht vollständig, unsere Sammlung von Belegen, Watson! Wenn wir bloß irgendwie an den Mann am anderen Ende herankommen könnten!« Er saß gedankenverloren da und trommelte mit den Fingern auf den Tisch. Schließlich sprang er auf. 

»Nun, vielleicht wird sich das zum Schluß als gar nicht so schwierig erweisen. Hier können wir nichts weiter tun, Watson. Doch sollten wir noch schnell bei den Büros des  Daily Telegraph  vorbeifahren und Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.762
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unser umfangreiches Tagewerk damit zum Abschluß bringen.«

Mycroft Holmes und Lestrade hatten sich am folgenden Morgen nach dem Frühstück verabredungsgemäß bei uns eingefunden, und Sherlock Holmes gab unsere Taten vom Vortag zum besten. Der Polizeibeamte quittierte das Geständnis unseres Einbruchs mit einem Kopfschütteln. 

»Wir von der Polizei können uns solcherlei nicht leisten, Mr. Holmes«, sagte er. »Kein Wunder, daß Sie zu Resultaten kommen, von denen wir nur träumen können. Aber eines schönen Tages werden Sie es zu weit treiben, und dann werden Sie und Ihr Freund in Teufels Küche kommen.«

»Und all dies für England, Heimat und Schön-heit31, was, Watson? Märtyrer auf dem Altar des Vaterlandes! Aber was meinst denn du dazu, Mycroft?«

»Großartig, Sherlock! Wirklich großartig! Nur, was willst du damit machen?«

Holmes griff nach dem  Daily Telegraph,  der auf dem Tisch lag. 

»Hast du Pierrots heutige Annonce schon gesehen?«

»Was! Noch eine?«

»Ja, sie lautet so: ›Heute abend. Gleiche Zeit, gleicher Ort. 

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.763
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Zweimal klopfen. Von allergrößter Wichtigkeit. 

Ihre Sicherheit hängt davon ab. Pierrot.‹«

»Heiliger Strohsack!« rief Lestrade. »Wenn er darauf reagiert, dann haben wir ihn.«

»Genau deswegen habe ich sie ja auch aufgegeben. 

Wenn Sie beide es einrichten können, uns ungefähr um acht nach Caulfield Gardens zu begleiten, dann sollte es uns aller Voraussicht nach gelingen, der Lö-

sung ein wenig näher zu kommen.«

Eine der bemerkenswertesten Eigenschaften von Sherlock Holmes war die Fähigkeit, sein Gehirn jederzeit abschalten und all seine Gedanken weniger gewichtigen Dingen zuwenden zu können, wenn er der Überzeugung war, weiterzuarbeiten lohne sich im Augenblick nicht. Wie ich mich erinnere, vertiefte er sich für den ganzen Rest jenes denkwürdigen Tages in eine Abhandlung über die mehrstimmigen Motetten von Lassus32, die er zu schreiben begonnen hatte. Ich für mein Teil besaß diese Fähigkeit zur Distanznahme in keiner Weise, und so schien der Tag für mich überhaupt kein Ende nehmen zu wollen. Die große nationale Bedeutung dieser Sache, die gespannte Erwartung an höchster Stelle und die Unmittelbarkeit des Experimentes, auf das wir uns eingelassen hatten – all dies setzte meinen Nerven mit vereinten Kräften zu. 

Ich war geradezu erleichtert, als wir, nach einem Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.764
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leichten Abendessen, endlich zu unserer Expedition aufbrachen. Lestrade und Mycroft trafen uns wie vereinbart vor der Station Gloucester Road. Wir hatten die untere Tür zu Obersteins Haus am Abend zuvor offengelassen, und da Mycroft es entschieden und voller Entrüstung von sich wies, über das Geländer zu klettern, kam ich nicht darum herum, hineinzugehen und ihnen die Haupttür zu öffnen. Noch vor neun saßen wir alle im Arbeitszimmer und warteten geduldig auf unseren Mann. 

Eine Stunde verstrich, und dann noch eine. Als es elf Uhr schlug, kam es mir vor, als würden mit den gemessenen Schlägen der mächtigen Kirchenglocke unsere Hoffnungen zu Grabe getragen. Lestrade und Mycroft rutschten unruhig auf ihren Stühlen hin und her und schauten zweimal in der Minute auf ihre Uhren. Holmes saß ruhig und gesammelt da; er hatte die Augenlider halb geschlossen, aber jeder einzelne seiner Sinne war hellwach. Mit einem jähen Ruck hob er den Kopf. 

»Er kommt«, sagte er. 

Jemand war mit verstohlenen Schritten an der Tür vorbeigehuscht. Jetzt kam er zurück. Man hörte ein scheuerndes Geräusch von draußen und dann zwei bestimmte Schläge mit dem Türklopfer. Holmes erhob sich und bedeutete uns sitzenzubleiben. Das Gaslicht im Flur draußen war nicht mehr als ein heller Punkt. 
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Holmes öffnete die Außentür, und kaum war die dunkle Gestalt an ihm vorbeigeschlüpft, schloß er sie wieder und schob den Riegel vor. »Hier hinein!«

hörte man ihn sagen, und einen Augenblick später stand unser Mann vor uns. Holmes hatte sich dicht hinter ihm gehalten, und als der Mann sich mit einem Aufschrei der Überraschung und der Bestürzung zur Flucht wenden wollte, packte er ihn beim Kragen und stieß ihn ins Zimmer zurück. Noch ehe unser Gefangener das Gleichgewicht wieder erlangt hatte, war die Tür geschlossen, und Holmes lehnte sich mit dem Rücken dagegen. Der Mann warf wilde Blicke um sich, taumelte und fiel dann bewußtlos zu Boden. 

Beim Aufprall fiel ihm sein breitrandiger Hut vom Kopf, das Halstuch, das sein Gesicht bis zu den Lippen bedeckt hatte, rutschte herunter, und zum Vorschein kamen der lange, dünne Bart und die weichen, gutgeschnittenen, feinen Gesichtszüge von Colonel Valentine Walter. 

Holmes stieß einen Pfiff der Überraschung aus. 

»Jetzt können Sie mal schreiben, was ich für ein Esel bin, Watson«, sagte er. »Dies ist nicht der Vogel, den ich zu fangen erwartete.«

»Wer ist es?« wollte Mycroft wissen. 

»Der jüngere Bruder des verstorbenen Sir James Walter, des Leiters der Abteilung für Unterseeboote. 

So, so; jetzt sehe ich, wie die Karten liegen. Er Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.766
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kommt allmählich wieder zu sich. Ich glaube, ihr überlaßt das Verhör am besten mir.«

Wir hatten die hingestreckte Gestalt vom Boden aufs Sofa gehoben. Nun setzte sich unser Gefangener auf, blickte mit schreckverzerrtem Gesicht um sich und fuhr sich mit der Hand über die Stirn wie jemand, der seinen eigenen Sinnen nicht traut. 

»Was hat dies alles zu bedeuten?« fragte er. »Ich bin hierhergekommen, um Mr. Oberstein zu besuchen.«

»Wir wissen alles, Colonel Walter«, sagte Holmes. 

»Wie ein englischer Gentleman sich so verhalten konnte, übersteigt freilich mein Fassungsvermögen. 

Ihre Beziehungen zu Oberstein und Ihre ganze Korrespondenz mit ihm sind uns hingegen bekannt. Dies also sind die Umstände, die zum Tod des jungen Cadogan West geführt haben. Wenn ich Ihnen einen Rat geben darf, so könnte es wenigstens ein geringes zu Ihrer Ehrenrettung beitragen, wenn Sie Reue bezeigen und ein Geständnis ablegen; es gibt da nämlich noch ein paar Details, die wir nur aus Ihrem Mund erfahren können.«

Der Mann stöhnte auf und ließ den Kopf in die Hände sinken. Wir warteten, aber er verharrte weiterhin in Schweigen. 

»Ich kann Ihnen versichern, über alles Wesentliche wissen wir bereits Bescheid. Wir wissen, daß Sie Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.767
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unter dem Druck einer Geldforderung standen, daß Sie von den Schlüsseln, die Ihr Bruder in Gewahrsam hatte, einen Abdruck nahmen und daß Sie eine Korrespondenz mit Oberstein begannen, der Ihre Briefe mittels Annoncen im  Daily Telegraph  beantwortete. 

Es ist uns auch bekannt, daß Sie den Nebel vom Montagabend nutzten, um zum Amt zu gehen, daß Sie dabei aber von dem jungen Cadogan West, dessen Verdacht Sie vermutlich bereits früher erweckt hatten, gesehen und verfolgt wurden. Er sah den Diebstahl, konnte jedoch keinen Alarm schlagen, da nicht auszuschließen war, daß Sie die Papiere lediglich Ihrem Bruder in London überbringen würden. Als guter Staatsbürger, der er war, stellte er all seine privaten Interessen hintan, blieb Ihnen im Nebel dicht auf den Fersen und ließ Sie nicht aus den Augen, bis Sie eben dieses Haus hier erreicht hatten. Erst dann trat er Ihnen entgegen, und bei dieser Gelegenheit, Colonel Walter, fugten Sie dem Verrat das noch weit entsetzli-chere Verbrechen des Mordes hinzu.«

»Das ist nicht wahr! Das ist nicht wahr! Gott sei mein Zeuge, daß das nicht wahr ist!« schrie unser unseliger Gefangener. 

»Dann sagen Sie uns, wie Cadogan West den Tod fand, ehe Sie ihn auf das Dach jenes Eisenbahnwagens gelegt haben.«

»Das will ich. Sie haben mein Wort darauf. Alles Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.768
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übrige habe ich getan; ich gebe es zu. Es war genau so, wie Sie gesagt haben. Ich hatte eine Börsenschuld zu begleichen. Ich brauchte das Geld ganz dringend. 

Oberstein hat mir fünftausend angeboten. Ich habe es nur getan, um mich vor dem Ruin zu retten. Aber was den Mord anbelangt, da bin ich so unschuldig wie Sie selbst.«

»Also, was ist denn nun geschehen?«

»Er hatte wirklich schon früher Verdacht geschöpft und folgte mir, ganz wie Sie es vorher geschildert haben. Ich bemerkte nicht das geringste davon, bis ich hier vor diesem Haus stand. Der Nebel war so dick, daß man keine drei Yards weit sehen konnte. Ich hatte eben zweimal angeklopft, und Oberstein war in der Tür erschienen. Da plötzlich stürzte dieser junge Mann aus dem Nebel hervor und verlangte zu wissen, was wir mit den Papieren vorhätten. Oberstein hat einen kurzen Totschläger. Er trägt ihn immer bei sich. 

Als West sich hinter uns durch die Tür drängte, schlug er ihm damit über den Kopf. Der Hieb war mörderisch. Es dauerte keine fünf Minuten, und der Mann war tot. Da lag er nun im Flur, und wir hatten keine Ahnung, was wir mit ihm anfangen sollten. 

Dann kam Oberstein auf diese Idee mit den Zügen, die hier direkt unter dem hinteren Fenster anhalten. 

Zuerst aber nahm er die Papiere, die ich ihm mitgebracht hatte, in Augenschein. Er sagte, drei davon Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.769
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seien wesentlich, und er müsse sie behalten. ›Sie können sie unmöglich behalten‹, entgegnete ich. ›In Woolwich wird die Hölle los sein, wenn sie nicht an ihrem Platz sind.‹ – ›Ich muß sie behalten‹, sagte er, 

›sie enthalten so viele technische Einzelheiten, daß es unmöglich ist, in dieser kurzen Zeit Kopien anzuferti-gen.‹ – ›Dann müssen sie allesamt noch heute nacht zurück an ihren Platz‹, sagte ich. Er dachte eine Weile nach und rief dann plötzlich aus, er habe die Lösung. 

›Drei behalte ich‹, sagte er. ›Die übrigen stecken wir dem jungen Mann da in die Tasche. Wenn er gefunden wird, wird die ganze Sache bestimmt ihm zugeschrieben.‹ Ich sah keinen anderen Ausweg, und so taten wir denn, was er vorgeschlagen hatte. Wir muß-

ten eine halbe Stunde beim Fenster warten, bis ein Zug anhielt. Der Nebel war so dick, daß kein Mensch etwas davon bemerken konnte, und wir hatten keinerlei Schwierigkeiten, Wests Leichnam auf den Zug hinabzulassen. Das war das Ende der Geschichte, soweit sie mich betraf.«

»Und Ihr Bruder?«

»Er hat nichts gesagt, aber er hatte mich früher einmal mit seinen Schlüsseln ertappt, und ich glaube, er hat etwas vermutet. Ich konnte es in seinen Augen lesen, daß er etwas vermutete. Wie Sie wissen, ist er von diesem Schlag nie wieder aufgestanden.«

Im Zimmer breitete sich Schweigen aus. Endlich Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.770
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wurde es von Mycroft Holmes gebrochen. 

»Wollen Sie nicht Wiedergutmachung leisten? Das würde Ihr Gewissen erleichtern und wohl auch Ihre Strafe mildern.«

»Wie soll ich denn Wiedergutmachung leisten können?«

»Wohin ist Oberstein mit den Papieren gegangen?«

»Ich weiß es nicht.«

»Hat er Ihnen keine Adresse hinterlassen?«

»Er sagte mir, Briefe ans Hôtel du Louvre in Paris würden ihn früher oder später dort erreichen.«

»Dann können Sie noch etwas wiedergutmachen«, sagte Sherlock Holmes. 

»Ich will alles tun, was in meinen Kräften steht. Ich schulde diesem Burschen keine Rücksichtnahme. Er ist mein Ruin und Untergang gewesen.«

»Da haben Sie Papier und Feder. Setzen Sie sich hier an dieses Pult und schreiben Sie, was ich Ihnen diktiere. Setzen Sie die Adresse, die er Ihnen gegeben hat, auf den Umschlag. Gut so. Und jetzt der Brief:

›Sehr geehrter Herr, bezüglich unserer Transaktion wird Ihnen inzwischen zweifellos aufgefallen sein, daß ein sehr wesentliches Detail fehlt. Ich bin im Besitze einer Pauskopie, welche diese Lücke füllen würde. Ihre Beschaffung war allerdings mit zusätzlichen Umtrieben verbunden, so daß ich Sie um die Zahlung von weiteren fünfhundert Pfund ersuchen Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.771
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muß. Ich kann die Zeichnung auf keinen Fall der Post anvertrauen und muß auf Auszahlung der Summe in Gold oder Banknoten bestehen. Ich hätte Sie gerne im Ausland aufgesucht, aber zum jetzigen Zeitpunkt würde es zuviel Aufsehen erregen, wenn ich mein Land verließe. Ich erwarte Sie deshalb am kommenden Samstag um neun Uhr im Rauchsalon des Charing Cross Hotels. Beachten Sie bitte, daß ich ausschließlich englische Banknoten oder Gold entgegen-nehmen kann.‹ So, das sollte seinen Zweck mehr als erfüllen. Es würde mich sehr wundern, wenn uns das den Mann nicht herbeischaffen sollte.«

Und wahrhaftig, so kam es. Es ist eine historische Tatsache – eine Tatsache jener geheimen Historie eines Landes, die oft so viel intimer und interessanter ist als die der offiziellen Geschichtsschreibung –, daß Oberstein, begierig, den Coup seines Lebens zu landen, in die Falle ging und für fünfzehn Jahre hinter den sicheren Mauern eines englischen Gefängnisses verschwand. In seinem Koffer fand man die unschätzbaren Bruce-Partington-Pläne, die er bereits in allen Marinezentren Europas zum Verkauf an den Höchst-bietenden angeboten hatte. 

Colonel Walter starb im Gefängnis gegen Ende des zweiten Jahres seiner Freiheitsstrafe. Was Holmes betrifft, so kehrte er erquickt zu seiner Abhandlung über Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.772
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die mehrstimmigen Motetten von Lassus zurück, die inzwischen als Privatdruck erschienen ist und unter Sachverständigen als der Weisheit letzter Schluß zu diesem Thema gilt. Einige Wochen später vernahm ich durch Zufall, daß mein Freund einen Tag in Wind-sor33 verbracht hatte, von wo er mit einer auffallend schönen smaragdenen Krawattennadel zurückkehrte. 

Als ich ihn fragte, ob er sie gekauft habe, gab er mir zur Antwort, sie sei das Geschenk einer gewissen huldvollen Lady, für die es ihm einmal vergönnt gewesen sei, eine kleinere Sache in Ordnung zu bringen. 

Mehr verriet er nicht; ich möchte jedoch meinen, daß der erhabene Name dieser Lady nicht schwer zu erraten ist, und ich zweifle nicht daran, daß jene smaragdene Nadel meinem Freund die Erinnerung an die Bruce-Partington-Pläne auf immer wachhalten wird. 

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.773

Der Detektiv auf dem Sterbebett

Doyle-WA Bd. 8, 153

Der Detektiv auf dem Sterbebett

Mrs. Hudson, Sherlock Holmes' Vermieterin, war eine leidgeprüfte Frau. Nicht genug damit, daß die Wohnung im ersten Stockwerk ihres Hauses zu allen Tages- und Nachtzeiten von Scharen merkwürdiger und oft auch anrüchiger Gestalten heimgesucht wurde, ihr eigenartiger Mieter führte zudem auch noch einen so exzentrischen und unregelmäßigen Lebenswandel, daß ihre Geduld wohl des öfteren auf eine harte Probe gestellt wurde. Seine unglaubliche Schlampigkeit, seine musikalischen Exzesse zu den seltsamsten Zeiten, seine gelegentlichen Revolverübungen in der Wohnung, seine abstrusen und oft übelriechenden na-turwissenschaftlichen Experimente und schließlich die Atmosphäre von Gewalt und Gefahr, die ihn umgab, dies alles machte ihn zum allerschlimmsten Mieter von ganz London. Andererseits aber zahlte er fürstlich. Ich habe keinen Zweifel, daß die Summe, die Holmes im Lauf der Jahre, die ich mit ihm verbrachte, für die Miete seiner Räumlichkeiten aufwandte, gereicht hätte, um das ganze Haus zu kaufen. 

Die Vermieterin brachte ihm tiefste Ehrfurcht entgegen, und wie anrüchig seine Machenschaften auch scheinen mochten, sie hätte es nie gewagt, dagegen Einspruch zu erheben. Zudem mochte sie ihn wirklich Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.774
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gern, denn im Umgang mit Frauen legte er eine ganz bemerkenswerte Liebenswürdigkeit und Artigkeit an den Tag. Wohl stand er dem schönen Geschlecht ablehnend und mißtrauisch gegenüber, doch war er allezeit ein ritterlicher Gegner. Da ich also wußte, wie aufrichtig sie ihm gewogen war, lauschte ich ihrer Er-zählung mit ernster Besorgnis, als sie mich im Verlauf meines zweiten Ehejahres bei mir zu Hause aufsuchte, um mir vom traurigen Zustand meines Freundes zu berichten. 

»Er liegt im Sterben, Dr. Watson«, sagte sie. »Seit drei Tagen geht es ständig bergab mit ihm, und ich weiß nicht, ob er den heutigen Tag noch überleben wird. Er hat es mir verboten, einen Arzt zu holen. 

Aber als ich dann heute früh gesehen habe, wie seine Knochen aus dem Gesicht hervortraten und wie er mich mit großen, glänzenden Augen anstarrte, da hab ich es nicht länger ausgehalten. ›Mit oder ohne Ihre Erlaubnis, Mr. Holmes, ich hole jetzt auf der Stelle einen Arzt‹, sagte ich zu ihm. ›Dann aber Watson‹, sagte er. An Ihrer Stelle würd ich keine Stunde damit warten, Sir, sonst sehen Sie ihn vielleicht nicht mehr lebend.«

Ich war entsetzt, denn ich hatte nichts davon ge-wußt, daß er krank war. Es versteht sich wohl von selbst, daß ich in aller Eile Hut und Mantel holte. Auf der Fahrt zu ihm erkundigte ich mich dann nach den Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.775
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Einzelheiten. 

»Ich kann Ihnen gar nicht viel sagen, Sir. Er hat sich in letzter Zeit mit einem Fall drunten in Rotherhi-the34 befaßt, in einer dieser Gassen beim Fluß, und von dort hat er auch diese Krankheit zurückgebracht. 

Am Mittwochnachmittag hat er sich ins Bett gelegt, und seither ist er nicht wieder davon aufgestanden. 

Die letzten drei Tage ist weder was zu essen noch was zu trinken über seine Lippen gekommen.«

»Gütiger Gott! Warum haben Sie denn keinen Arzt geholt?«

»Er wollte es einfach nicht haben, Sir. Sie wissen ja selbst, wie herrisch er sein kann. Ich habe es nicht gewagt, ihm einfach nicht zu gehorchen. Aber seine Stunden hienieden sind gezählt, das werden Sie selbst sehen, sobald Sie einen Blick auf ihn geworfen haben.«

Und in der Tat, er bot ein Bild des Jammers. Im trüben Licht des nebligen Novembertages nahm sich das Krankenzimmer sowieso schon düster aus, aber dieses ausgezehrte, verfallene, mir aus dem Bett ent-gegenstarrende Gesicht ließ mich bis tief ins Herz hinein erschauern. Seine Augen hatten einen fiebrigen Glanz, auf beiden Wangen zeichneten sich hektisch rote Flecke ab, und seine Lippen waren schwärzlich verkrustet. Die mageren Hände auf der Bettdecke krampften sich unablässig zusammen, und seine Stim-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.776
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me war krächzend und brüchig. Als ich das Zimmer betrat, lag er apathisch da, sowie er aber meiner ansichtig wurde, glomm ein Funke des Wiedererkennens in seinen Augen auf. 

»Nun, Watson, es sieht so aus, als seien schlechte Zeiten angebrochen«, sagte er mit schwacher Stimme, in der jedoch noch etwas von seiner alten Unbekümmertheit mitschwang. 

»Mein lieber Freund!« rief ich und eilte auf ihn zu. 

»Zurück! Treten Sie augenblicklich zurück!« sagte er in dem scharfen, herrischen Ton, den ich bei ihm nur in Krisensituationen kannte. »Wenn Sie mir näher kommen, Watson, so muß ich Sie aus dem Haus weisen.«

»Aber warum?«

»Weil ich es so wünsche. Ist das nicht Grund genug?«

Ja, Mrs. Hudson hatte recht gehabt. Er war herrischer denn je. Doch war es herzzerreißend, zu sehen, wie entkräftet er gleichzeitig war. 

»Ich wollte ja nur helfen«, erklärte ich. 

»Eben! Und am besten helfen Sie, indem Sie tun, was man Ihnen sagt.«

»Gewiß, Holmes.«

Er milderte die Strenge seines Tons ein wenig. 

»Sie sind mir nicht gram?« fragte er, nach Atem ringend. 
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Wie hätte ich dem armen Teufel gram sein können, wenn er in einem solchen Zustand vor mir lag! 

»Es ist nur zu Ihrem eigenen Besten, Watson«, krächzte er. 

»Zu  meinem  Besten?«

»Ich weiß, was mit mir los ist. Es ist eine Krankheit, die unter den Kulis von Sumatra grassiert – die Holländer wissen mehr darüber als wir, wenn sie auch bis zum heutigen Tage wenig dagegen unternehmen konnten. Eines allerdings ist sicher: Sie führt unweigerlich zum Tode und ist grauenhaft ansteckend.«

Er sprach jetzt mit fiebriger Erregung, und seine langen Hände zuckten und verkrampften sich, als er mich fortzuscheuchen suchte. 

»Ansteckend durch bloße Berührung, Watson – so ist es, durch bloße Berührung. Halten Sie also Abstand, dann ist alles in Ordnung.«

»Guter Gott, Holmes! Sie werden doch nicht im Ernst annehmen, daß derlei Erwägungen für mich auch nur einen Augenblick ins Gewicht fallen? Selbst wenn es um einen Fremden ginge, würden sie mich nicht anfechten. Und Sie bilden sich ein, sie könnten mich davon abhalten, einem so alten Freund gegen-

über meine Pflicht zu erfüllen?«

Ich näherte mich ihm aufs neue, er aber wies mich mit einem Blick voll unbändiger Wut zurück. 

»Wenn Sie dort stehenbleiben, rede ich. Wenn Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.778
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nicht, müssen Sie den Raum verlassen.«

Mein Respekt vor den außergewöhnlichen Fähigkeiten von Holmes ist so tief, daß ich mich seinen Wünschen immer gebeugt hatte, selbst wenn sie mir in keiner Weise verständlich waren. Nun aber bäumten sich all meine ärztlichen Instinkte auf. Mochte er auch in anderen Dingen mein Meister sein, hier in seinem Krankenzimmer war ich der seine. 

»Holmes«, sagte ich, »Sie sind nicht der, der Sie sonst sind. Ein Kranker ist einem Kind vergleichbar, und wie mit einem solchen will ich nun auch mit Ihnen umgehen. Ob es Ihnen paßt oder nicht, ich werde mir jetzt Ihre Symptome ansehen und Sie dagegen behandeln.«

Er warf mir einen giftigen Blick zu. 

»Wenn ich mich schon, ob ich will oder nicht, ver-arzten lassen muß, dann soll es aber wenigstens ein Arzt sein, zu dem ich Vertrauen habe.«

»Zu mir haben Sie also keines?«

»Zu Ihnen als Freund gewiß. Aber Tatsachen sind nun mal Tatsachen, Watson; letzten Endes sind Sie doch nur ein kleiner praktischer Arzt mit sehr beschränkter Erfahrung und mittelmäßigen Qualifikationen. Es schmerzt mich, Ihnen so etwas sagen zu müssen, aber Sie lassen mir keine andere Wahl.«

Ich war tief gekränkt. 

»Eine solche Bemerkung ist Ihrer unwürdig, Hol-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.779
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mes. Sie zeigt mir bloß klar und deutlich, in was für einem Zustand Ihre Nerven sind. Aber wenn Sie kein Vertrauen zu mir haben, dann will ich Ihnen meine Dienste gewiß nicht aufdrängen. Lassen Sie mich Sir Jasper Meek oder Penrose Fisher oder sonst jemanden aus der ersten Garnitur der Londoner Ärzteschaft herbeirufen. Aber irgendeinen Arzt  müssen  Sie haben, und damit basta. Wenn Sie meinen, ich bleibe hier stehen und schaue zu, wie Sie sterben, ohne daß ich Ihnen selber helfe oder jemand anders herbeihole, der Ihnen helfen kann, dann haben Sie sich gründlich in mir getäuscht.«

»Sie meinen es gewiß nur gut, Watson«, sagte der Kranke mit einer Mischung aus Schluchzen und Stöhnen. »Aber muß ich Ihnen denn Ihre eigene Unwissenheit vor Augen führen? Was, bitte schön, wissen Sie über das Tapanulifieber? Und was über die Schwarze Formosafäulnis?«

»Ich habe weder vom einen noch vom anderen je gehört.«

»Im Osten gibt es viele rätselhafte Krankheiten, viele seltsame Ausformungen des Pathologischen, Watson.« Er mußte nach jedem Satz innehalten, um seine versagenden Kräfte wieder zu sammeln. »So viel habe ich bei meinen jüngsten Untersuchungen, die in den Bereich der Gerichtsmedizin fallen, gelernt. 

Und eben dabei habe ich mir diese Krankheit zugezo-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.780
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gen. Sie können nichts dagegen tun.«

»Schon möglich. Aber ich weiß zufällig, daß Dr. 

Ainstree, die größte lebende Kapazität auf dem Gebiet der Tropenkrankheiten, sich momentan in London aufhält. Sie können sich sträuben, wie Sie wollen, Holmes; ich gehe jetzt, noch diesen Augenblick zu ihm und bringe ihn her.« Damit wandte ich mich entschlossen zur Tür. 

Nie habe ich einen solchen Schock erlebt! Mit einem Tigersprung verstellte mir der Sterbende den Weg. Ein Schlüssel schnappte im Schloß. Einen Augenblick später hatte Holmes torkelnd zu seinem Bett zurückgefunden und lag nun, nach diesem grandiosen Auflodern seiner Lebenskraft, erschöpft und keuchend in den Kissen. 

»Mit Gewalt werden Sie mir den Schlüssel wohl nicht abnehmen, Watson; jetzt habe ich Sie in der Hand, mein Freund. Hier sind Sie, und hier bleiben Sie, bis es mir anders beliebt. Aber ich will Ihnen ein Zugeständnis machen.« (Dies alles kam stoßweise, wieder und wieder unterbrochen von furchtbarem Ringen nach Atem.) »Ihnen liegt nur mein Wohl am Herzen; das weiß ich natürlich bestens. Sie sollen Ihren Willen haben, aber lassen Sie mir ein wenig Zeit, meine Kräfte zu sammeln. Nicht jetzt, Watson, nicht jetzt. Es ist vier Uhr; um sechs können Sie meinetwegen gehen.«
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»Das ist schierer Wahnsinn, Holmes.«

»Nur zwei Stunden, Watson. Ich verspreche Ihnen, daß ich Sie um sechs Uhr gehen lasse. Sind Sie bereit, bis dann zu warten?«

»Es scheint mir nicht viel anderes übrigzubleiben.«

»Rein gar nichts, Watson. Danke, ich komme schon allein zurecht mit den Bettlaken. Sie halten Abstand, wenn ich bitten darf. Und dann, Watson, muß ich noch eine weitere Bedingung stellen. Sie werden nicht den Mann, den Sie erwähnt haben, um Hilfe angehen, sondern einen Mann meiner eigenen Wahl.«

»Ganz wie Sie wollen.«

»Das sind die ersten vier vernünftigen Worte, die ich von Ihnen höre, seit Sie dies Zimmer hier betreten haben, Watson. Dort drüben finden Sie Lesestoff. Ich bin ein wenig erschöpft; wie mag sich wohl eine Batterie fühlen, wenn sie Elektrizität an einen nichtleiten-den Körper abgibt? Um sechs nehmen wir unser Gespräch wieder auf, Watson.«

Doch es sollte weit früher wiederaufgenommen werden, und zwar unter Umständen, die mich kaum weniger erschreckten als sein Satz zur Tür. Ich hatte einige Minuten lang in stiller Betrachtung der regungslos im Bett liegenden Gestalt verharrt. Sein Gesicht war fast vollständig von den Laken bedeckt, und er schien zu schlafen. Da ich nicht die Ruhe hatte, zu lesen, begann ich darauf, langsam im Zimmer herum-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.782
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zuwandeln und die Portraits berühmter Verbrecher zu betrachten, welche sämtliche Wände zierten. Schließ-

lich kam ich auf meiner ziellosen Wanderung beim Kaminsims an, der von einem Wust von Pfeifen, Ta-baksbeuteln, Spritzen, Federmessern, Revolverpatro-nen und anderem Krimskrams übersät war. Inmitten von alledem stand eine kleine schwarzweiße Elfenbeinschatulle mit einem Schiebedeckel. Es war ein hübsches kleines Ding, und ich hatte eben meine Hand danach ausgestreckt, um es näher zu betrachten ... 

Sein Schrei war ganz entsetzlich – ein schrilles Aufheulen, das wohl bis hinunter auf die Straße zu vernehmen war. Meine Haut wurde eiskalt ob dieses grauenhaften Gellens, und die Haare standen mir zu Berge. Ich fuhr herum und sah ein krampfhaft verzerrtes Gesicht und wild rollende Augen. Wie gelähmt stand ich da, die kleine Schatulle noch immer in der Hand haltend. 

»Legen Sie das hin! Hinlegen, Watson, und zwar augenblicklich – augenblicklich, hab ich gesagt!« Er ließ den Kopf in die Kissen zurücksinken und stieß einen tiefen Seufzer der Erleichterung aus, als ich die Schatulle auf den Kaminsims zurückstellte. »Ich hasse es, wenn man meine Sachen anfaßt, Watson. 

Sie wissen genau, daß ich das hasse. Sie strapazieren meine Nerven weit über das Maß des Erträglichen Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.783
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hinaus. Sie sind mir ein schöner Arzt – Sie ganz allein bringen es fertig, einen Patienten reif fürs Irrenhaus zu machen. Setzen Sie sich jetzt hin, Mann, und gönnen Sie mir ein wenig Ruhe!«

Dieser Zwischenfall hatte einen höchst schmerzlichen Eindruck in meiner Seele hinterlassen. Die Heftigkeit und Grundlosigkeit seiner Erregung und die Grobheit der darauffolgenden Worte, die so weit von seiner gewohnten Höflichkeit entfernt war, ließen mich das ganze Ausmaß seiner geistigen Zerrüttung ermessen. Es gibt nichts Beklagenswerteres auf dieser Erde als den Zerfall eines großen Geistes. In stiller Verzweiflung saß ich da und wartete, bis die festgesetzte Stunde herangerückt war. Er mußte die Uhr ebenso im Auge behalten haben wie ich, denn es war noch kaum sechs, als er wieder mit derselben fiebrigen Lebhaftigkeit wie zuvor zu sprechen anhob. 

»Nun, Watson«, sagte er, »haben Sie etwas Klein-geld in der Tasche?«

»Ja.«

»Auch Silbermünzen darunter?«

»Eine ganze Menge.«

»Wie viele  Half-crowns35? «

»Fünf.«

»Ah, nicht genug! Nicht genug! Das ist wirklich jammerschade, Watson! Aber wie dem auch sei, wenn es ihrer nicht mehr sind, können Sie sie in Ihre Uhren-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.784
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tasche stecken. Und alles übrige Geld in die linke Hosentasche. Vielen Dank. So wird es Ihnen leichter fallen, das Gleichgewicht zu halten.«

Das war nun wirklich galoppierender Wahnsinn. Er schauderte und gab abermals diesen Laut von sich, der sich wie eine Mischung aus Husten und Schluchzen anhörte. 

»Und jetzt zünden Sie bitte das Gaslicht an, Watson, aber lassen Sie größte Sorgfalt walten, daß es auch nicht für einen Augenblick mehr als zur Hälfte angedreht ist. Ich beschwöre Sie, Watson, achten Sie sorgfältig darauf. Danke, das ist vortrefflich. Nein, die Rouleaus brauchen Sie nicht herunterzulassen. Und jetzt werden Sie die Freundlichkeit haben, mir ein paar Briefe und Akten hier in meiner Reichweite auf den Tisch zu legen. Und dann noch ein wenig von dem Wust da drüben auf dem Kaminsims. Vortrefflich, Watson! Dort drüben liegt eine Zuckerzange. 

Seien Sie doch so gut und heben Sie damit jene kleine Elfenbeinschatulle auf. Und nun stellen Sie sie hier zwischen den Akten ab. Wunderbar! So, jetzt können Sie gehen und Mr. Culverton Smith, der in der Lower Burke Street 13 wohnt, herbeiholen.«

Der Wahrheit zuliebe muß ich gestehen, daß mein Wunsch, einen Arzt herbeizuholen, inzwischen einiges an Heftigkeit verloren hatte, denn der bedauernswerte Holmes befand sich so offensichtlich im Deliri-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.785
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um, daß es gefährlich schien, ihn alleinzulassen. Er hingegen wollte nun mit dem gleichen Starrsinn eben die genannte Person beiziehen, mit dem er sich zuvor gegen eine Konsultation gesträubt hatte. 

»Ich habe diesen Namen noch nie gehört«, sagte ich. 

»Das ist gut möglich, mein lieber Watson. Es wird Sie vielleicht überraschen zu hören, daß der Mann auf Erden, der sich mit dieser Krankheit am besten auskennt, kein Mediziner, sondern ein Plantagenbesitzer ist. Mr. Culverton Smith ist in Sumatra, wo er lebt, ein wohlbekannter Mann; zur Zeit hält er sich be-suchshalber in London auf. Ein Ausbruch dieser Krankheit auf seiner Plantage, die weitab von jeglicher medizinischen Hilfe liegt, gab ihm den Anstoß dazu, sich selbst ihrem Studium zu widmen, was recht weit reichende Folgen hatte. 

Er ist ein sehr systematischer Mensch, und ich wollte Sie nicht vor sechs Uhr aufbrechen lassen, weil ich genau wußte, daß Sie ihn vor dieser Zeit nicht in seinem Arbeitszimmer antreffen würden. Wenn Sie ihn dazu überreden können, hierherzukommen und uns seine einzigartige Erfahrung auf dem Gebiet dieser Krankheit zugutekommen zu lassen, deren Erforschung sein liebstes Steckenpferd ist, so könnte er mir ohne Zweifel helfen.«

Ich gebe hier Holmes' Rede als ein zusammenhän-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.786
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gendes Ganzes wieder und will davon absehen, all das Ringen um Atem und Zusammenkrampfen der Hände aufzuzeichnen, das deren Fluß unterbrach und von der furchtbaren Qual, die er zu erdulden hatte, Zeugnis gab. Sein Aussehen hatte sich im Verlauf der wenigen Stunden, die ich bei ihm verbracht hatte, verschlechtert. Die Fieberflecken auf seinen Wangen traten deutlicher hervor, seine Augen blinkten mit noch hellerem Glanz aus den noch stärker umschatteten Augenhöhlen, und auf seiner Stirn schimmerte kalter Schweiß. Doch noch immer hielt er an seiner frohge-muten und unerschütterlichen Art zu reden fest. Er würde sich bis zum letzten Atemzug nicht unterkrie-gen lassen. 

»Sie werden ihm bis in alle Einzelheiten schildern, in was für einem Zustand ich war, als Sie mich verlassen haben«, sagte er. »Sie werden ihm ganz genau den Eindruck vermitteln, den Sie selbst hier empfangen haben – den eines sterbenden Mannes, eines sterbenden und delirierenden Mannes. Wahrhaftig, es will mir nicht in den Kopf, weshalb nicht der ganze Grund des Ozeans eine einzige, kompakte Masse von Austern ist, so schnell scheinen sich diese Wesen zu vermehren. Ach je, ich schweife ab! Seltsam, wie das Gehirn das Gehirn kontrolliert. Wo war ich stehengeblieben, Watson?«

»Bei dem, was ich Mr. Culverton Smith sagen soll-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.787
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te.«

»Ah, ja, ich erinnere mich. Mein Leben hängt davon ab. Bitten Sie ihn ganz inständig, Watson. 

Zwischen uns beiden besteht kein gutes Einvernehmen. Sein Neffe, Watson – ich hatte den Verdacht, da sei etwas faul, und ließ dies ihm gegenüber durchschimmern. Der Junge starb einen schrecklichen Tod. 

Er ist nicht gut auf mich zu sprechen. Sie müssen sein Herz erweichen, Watson. Bitten Sie ihn, flehen Sie ihn an, setzen Sie alle Ihnen zur Verfügung stehenden Mittel ein, um ihn hierherzubringen. Er kann mich retten – er allein!«

»Ich werde ihn in einer Droschke hierherbringen, und wenn ich ihn eigenhändig zu ihr heruntertragen muß.«

»Sie werden nichts dergleichen tun! Sie überreden ihn, hierherzukommen. Und dann kommen Sie noch vor ihm wieder her. Lassen Sie sich irgendeine Ausrede einfallen, damit Sie nicht mit ihm fahren müssen. 

Denken Sie daran, Watson! Sie lassen mich nicht im Stich. Sie haben mich noch nie im Stich gelassen. 

Gewiß gibt es natürliche Feinde, welche die Ausbrei-tung dieser Spezies in Schranken halten. Sie und ich, Watson, wir haben unser Teil geleistet. Soll denn die ganze Welt von Austern überflutet werden? Nein, nein, entsetzlich! Sie werden alles weitersagen, was Ihnen durch den Kopf geht.«
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Als ich ging, war ich erfüllt von Bildern dieses überragenden Geistes, der nun daherplapperte wie ein einfältiges Kind. Er hatte mir den Schlüssel in die Hand gedrückt, und ich hatte die glückliche Eingebung, ihn mitzunehmen, damit er sich nicht einschlie-

ßen könnte. Mrs. Hudson stand weinend und zitternd draußen auf dem Flur. Als ich aus der Wohnung trat, hörte ich hinter mir Holmes' hohe, dünne Stimme irgendwelche deliriösen Gesänge anstimmen. Sowie ich unten auf der Straße stand und nach einer Droschke pfiff, kam ein Mann durch den Nebel auf mich zu. 

»Wie geht es Mr. Holmes, Sir?« fragte er. 

Es war ein alter Bekannter, Inspektor Morton von Scotland Yard, der in zivilen Tweed gekleidet war. 

»Er ist schwer krank«, erwiderte ich. 

Er warf mir einen höchst eigenartigen Blick zu. 

Wäre die Vorstellung nicht allzu teuflisch gewesen, so hätte ich in dem schwachen Lichtschimmer, der durch die Lünette über der Tür nach draußen fiel, geglaubt, auf seinem Gesicht eine Art Frohlocken zu sehen. 

»Ich habe so etwas munkeln hören«, sagte er. 

Inzwischen war die Droschke vorgefahren, und so verließ ich ihn. 

Die Lower Burke Street erwies sich als eine Reihe stattlicher Häuser im vagen Grenzgebiet zwischen Notting Hill und Kensington. Das Haus, vor dem Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.789
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mein Kutscher anhielt, strahlte eine Art selbstgefälliger und gezierter Respektabilität aus mit seinen altmodischen Eisengittern, der schweren Flügeltür und den glänzenden Messingverzierungen. All dies stand in schönstem Einklang mit dem feierlichen Butler, der, vom rosigen Licht einer hinter ihm stehenden elektrischen Buntglaslampe umflossen, im Türrahmen erschien. 

»Ja, Mr. Culverton Smith ist anwesend. Dr. Watson! Sehr wohl, Sir, ich werde Ihre Karte sogleich nach oben bringen.«

Mein bescheidener Name und ebenso bescheidener Titel schienen indes Mr. Culverton Smith nicht sonderlich zu beeindrucken. Durch die halboffene Tür war eine hohe, durchdringende, gereizte Stimme zu hören. 

»Wer ist dieser Mensch? Was will er von mir? 

Sapperlot, Staples, wie oft habe ich Ihnen schon gesagt, daß ich während der meinem Studium geweihten Stunden auf keinen Fall gestört zu werden wünsche?«

Dem folgte ein sanft dahinfließender Strom begütigender Erklärungen seitens des Butlers. 

»Nun, ich werde ihn auf keinen Fall empfangen, Staples. Es geht nicht an, daß man mich solcherma-

ßen bei der Arbeit stört. Ich bin nicht da. Bestellen Sie ihm das. Sagen Sie ihm, er solle morgen früh wieder herkommen, wenn er mich unbedingt sprechen Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.790

Der Detektiv auf dem Sterbebett

Doyle-WA Bd. 8, 164

muß.«

Wieder erklang das sanfte Murmeln. 

»Schon gut; richten Sie ihm das aus. Er kann morgen früh wieder herkommen, oder er kann es auch bleibenlassen. Nichts darf mich von meiner Arbeit abhalten.«

Ich dachte an Holmes, der sich jetzt Vielleicht auf seinem Krankenlager hin- und herwälzte und die Minuten zählte, bis ich Hilfe brächte. Es war wirklich nicht der Zeitpunkt, auf Etikette zu achten. Holmes' 

Leben hing von meinem raschen Handeln ab. Noch ehe der betretene Butler dazu kam, seine Botschaft auszurichten, hatte ich mich an ihm vorbeigedrängt und das Zimmer betreten. 

Mit einem schrillen Schrei der Entrüstung sprang ein Mann von seinem Ruhesessel neben dem Kaminfeuer auf. Mein Blick fiel auf ein großflächiges, gelbes Gesicht mit großporiger, fettiger Haut, einem gewaltigen Doppelkinn und zwei grauen Augen, die mich unter buschigen, rotblonden Brauen hervor finster und drohend anfunkelten. Seitlich auf der rosigen Rundung seines hochgewölbten, kahlen Kopfes saß in koketter Schräge eine kleine, samtene Rauchmütze. 

Der Schädel war von enormer Größe, aber als ich den Blick senkte, sah ich zu meiner Verwunderung, daß der Mann von kleiner und zerbrechlicher Statur und daß seine Schultern und sein Rücken verwachsen Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.791
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waren, wie bei jemandem, der in der Kindheit an Ra-chitis gelitten hat. 

»Was soll das?« schrie er mit hoher, gellender Stimme. »Wie kommen Sie dazu, hier einfach so einzudringen? Habe ich Ihnen nicht sagen lassen, daß ich Sie morgen früh empfangen werde?«

»Ich bitte um Verzeihung«, entgegnete ich, »aber die Sache duldet keinen Aufschub. Mr. Sherlock Holmes ...«

Der Name meines Freundes hatte eine ganz außergewöhnliche Wirkung auf den kleinen Mann. Der Ausdruck des Zornes verschwand augenblicklich von seinem Gesicht, und seine Züge wurden gespannt und wachsam. 

»Kommen Sie von Holmes?«

»Ich habe ihn eben verlassen.«

»Was ist mit Holmes? Wie geht es ihm?«

»Er ist furchtbar krank. Eben deshalb bin ich hier.«

Der Mann wies auf einen Stuhl und wandte mir den Rücken zu, um seinen Platz wieder einzunehmen. 

Dabei erhaschte ich in dem Spiegel über dem Kaminsims einen Blick auf sein Gesicht. Ich hätte schwören können, daß es zu einem heimtückischen, abscheulichen Grinsen verzerrt war. Ich beschwichtigte mich jedoch damit, daß es wohl eine nervöse Zuckung war, die ich unvermutet bemerkt hatte, denn als er sich mir einen Augenblick später wieder zuwandte, sprach auf-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.792
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richtige Anteilnahme aus seiner Miene. 

»Es tut mir leid, dies zu hören«, sagte er. »Ich kenne Mr. Holmes zwar lediglich aufgrund einiger geschäftlicher Kontakte, aber ich habe den größten Respekt vor seinen Fähigkeiten und seinem Charakter. 

Er ist ein Amateur auf dem Gebiet des Verbrechens, wie ich auf dem der Krankheit. Was ihm seine Geset-zesbrecher sind, sind mir meine Mikroben. Und das sind meine Gefängnisse«, fuhr er fort, indem er auf eine Reihe von Flaschen und Glasbehältern wies, die auf einem Beistelltisch standen. »In diesen Gallertkul-turen da sitzen einige der schlimmsten Missetäter der Welt in Haft.«

»Es ist just wegen Ihres Fachwissens auf diesem Gebiet, daß Mr. Sherlock Holmes Sie zu sehen wünscht. Er hat eine hohe Meinung von Ihnen und ist der festen Überzeugung, daß Sie der einzige Mensch in ganz London sind, der ihm helfen kann.«

Der kleine Mann fuhr vom Stuhl auf, wobei ihm seine adrette Rauchmütze vom Kopf glitt. 

»Wie das?« fragte er. »Wie kommt Mr. Holmes auf die Idee, daß ausgerechnet ich ihm in seiner Notlage sollte helfen können?«

»Wegen Ihres Fachwissens über Tropenkrankheiten.«

»Aber wie kommt er darauf, daß die Krankheit, die er sich zugezogen hat, eine Tropenkrankheit sein Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.793
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könnte?«

»Weil er kürzlich bei einer seiner kriminalistischen Untersuchungen drunten in den Docks mit chinesischen Seeleuten in Berührung gekommen ist.«

Mr. Culverton Smith lächelte verbindlich und hob seine Rauchmütze wieder vom Boden auf. 

»Ah, so ist das also, ah, so«, sagte er. »Nun, ich bin sicher, die Sache ist nicht halb so schlimm, wie Sie meinen. Wie lange ist er denn schon krank?«

»Seit etwa drei Tagen.«

»Deliriert er?«

»Zeitweise.«

»Ts, ts. Das klingt allerdings ernst. Es wäre unmenschlich, seinem Hilferuf nicht Folge zu leisten. 

Ich dulde zwar sonst keinerlei Unterbrechung bei meiner Arbeit, Dr. Watson, aber hier handelt es sich zweifellos um einen Ausnahmefall. Ich werde unverzüglich mit Ihnen aufbrechen.«

Holmes' nachdrückliche Weisung fiel mir ein. 

»Ich habe leider noch eine andere Verabredung«, entgegnete ich. 

»Auch gut; dann gehe ich eben allein. Ich habe mir Mr. Holmes' Adresse irgendwo notiert. Sie können sich darauf verlassen, daß ich in spätestens einer halben Stunde bei ihm bin.«

Mit bangem Herzen betrat ich kurz danach Holmes' 

Schlafzimmer. Nach allem, was ich gesehen hatte, Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.794
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mochte während meiner Abwesenheit das Schlimmste eingetreten sein. Doch zu meiner großen Erleichterung hatte sich sein Zustand in der Zwischenzeit ganz erheblich verbessert. Wohl war sein Aussehen noch immer so gespenstisch wie zuvor, aber jegliche Spur von Delirium war von ihm gewichen, und er sprach zwar mit schwacher Stimme, aber mit einer Festigkeit und Luzidität, die das gewohnte Maß beinahe noch zu übertreffen schien. 

»Nun, haben Sie ihn gesprochen, Watson?«

»Ja, er ist unterwegs hierher.«

»Bewundernswert, Watson! Einfach bewundernswert! Sie sind wirklich ein Muster von einem Kurier.«

»Er wollte sich mir gleich anschließen.«

»Das wäre ganz ungünstig gewesen, Watson. Das wäre wirklich nicht gegangen. Hat er gefragt, was mir fehlt?«

»Ich habe ihm die Sache mit den Chinesen drunten im East End erzählt.«

»Sehr gut! Nun, Watson, damit haben Sie alles getan, was ein guter Freund tun kann. Jetzt können Sie vom Schauplatz abtreten.«

»Aber ich muß doch hierbleiben, um seine Meinung zu hören, Holmes.«

»Selbstverständlich müssen Sie das. Aber ich habe Gründe zu der Annahme, daß diese Meinung offener und aufschlußreicher ausfallen wird, wenn er sich mit Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.795
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mir allein glaubt. Hinter dem Kopfende meiner Bettstatt ist just genug Platz für Sie, Watson.«

»Mein lieber Holmes!«

»Ich fürchte, es bleibt Ihnen keine Wahl, Watson. 

In diesem Zimmer hier gibt es sonst nichts, was sich zum Versteck eignen würde, und das ist ganz gut so, denn um so weniger wird er Verdacht schöpfen. Nur dort, Watson, dort könnte es vielleicht gehen.« Plötzlich setzte er sich auf, die hageren Gesichtszüge aufs äußerste gespannt. »Ich höre die Räder, Watson. 

Rasch jetzt, wenn Ihnen an mir liegt! Und keinen Mucks, was immer auch geschieht – was immer auch geschieht, hören Sie! Kein Wort! Spitzen Sie nur die Ohren, so gut Sie können.« Dann, von einem Augenblick zum andern, war es mit dieser plötzlichen Anwandlung von Stärke vorbei, und sein überlegenes, wohlbedachtes Reden verkam zu dem leisen, unverständlichen Gemurmel eines Menschen, der ins Delirium sinkt. 

Von dem Versteck aus, in das ich so hastig gescheucht worden war, hörte ich Schritte auf der Treppe und dann das Öffnen und Schließen der Schlafzimmertür. Dem folgte zu meiner Überraschung ein langes Schweigen, das nur vom beschwerlichen Atmen und Keuchen des Kranken gestört wurde. Ich stellte mir vor, daß unser Besucher wohl neben dem Bett stand und auf den Leidenden hinabblickte. Endlich Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.796
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wurde diese sonderbare Stille durchbrochen. 

»Holmes!« rief er, »Holmes!« in dem eindringlichen Ton, mit dem man einen Schläfer aufzuwecken versucht. »Hören Sie mich, Holmes?« Man vernahm ein Rascheln, als schüttelte er den Kranken unsanft bei den Schultern. 

»Sind Sie das, Mr. Smith?« flüsterte Holmes. »Ich habe kaum zu hoffen gewagt, daß Sie kommen würden.«

Der andere lachte. 

»Das kann ich mir vorstellen«, sagte er. »Und doch bin ich hier, wie Sie sehen. Feurige Kohlen, Hol-mes36, feurige Kohlen!«

»Das ist wirklich sehr gütig von Ihnen – sehr edelmütig von Ihnen. Ich schätze Ihr Fachwissen sehr hoch ein.«

Unser Besucher kicherte. 

»Ach ja? Zum Glück sind Sie der einzige in London, der das tut. Wissen Sie, was mit Ihnen los ist?«

»Dasselbe«, erwiderte Holmes. 

»Ach, Sie erkennen also die Symptome wieder?«

»Nur allzu gut.«

»Nun, das sollte mich nicht überraschen, Holmes. 

Es sollte mich gar nicht überaschen, wenn es tatsächlich dasselbe wäre. Schlechte Aussichten für Sie, allerdings, wenn dem so sein sollte. Der arme Victor war am vierten Tage tot – und er war ein gesunder, Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.797
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kräftiger junger Bursche. Gewiß war es, wie Sie damals sagten, sehr eigentümlich, daß er sich mitten in London eine so ausgefallene asiatische Krankheit zugezogen haben sollte – eine Krankheit noch überdies, deren Studium ich zu meinem ganz ausgesprochenen Spezialgebiet gemacht hatte. Ein merkwürdiges Zusammentreffen, Holmes! Sehr schlau von Ihnen, es zu bemerken, aber nicht eben feinfühlig, anzudeuten, es könnte dabei um Ursache und Wirkung gehen.«

»Ich wußte, daß Sie es getan hatten.«

»So, so, Sie wußten es. Na ja, aber beweisen konnten Sie es nicht. Aber was soll man denn dazu sagen, daß Sie einerseits solche Gerüchte über mich in die Welt setzen, andererseits, sobald Sie in Nöten sind, bei mir angekrochen kommen und um Hilfe betteln? 

Was sind denn das für Spielchen, hm?«

Ich hörte das rasselnde, mühselige Atmen des Kranken. 

»Reichen Sie mir das Wasser!« stieß er unter Keuchen hervor. 

»Sie sind dem Ende ganz schön nahe, mein Freund, aber ich werde nicht zulassen, daß Sie sich davonmachen, ehe wir ein Wörtchen miteinander gesprochen haben. Deshalb gebe ich Ihnen auch das Wasser. Da, verschütten Sie es nicht! So ist's recht. Können Sie hören, was ich sage?«

Holmes gab ein Stöhnen von sich. 

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.798
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»Tun Sie alles, was in Ihrer Macht steht, um mich zu retten. Lassen Sie, was vergangen ist, vergessen sein«, flüsterte er. »Ich will diese Worte aus meinem Gedächtnis tilgen, das schwöre ich. Kurieren Sie mich, und ich will alles vergessen.«

»Was wollen Sie vergessen?«

»Nun, die Sache mit Victor Savages Tod. Sie haben eben so gut wie zugegeben, daß Sie es getan haben. Aber ich will es vergessen.«

»Sie können es vergessen oder im Gedächtnis behalten, ganz wie es Ihnen beliebt. Sie sehe ich nicht auf der Zeugenbank sitzen. Sondern liegen – in einer Holzkonstruktion ganz anderer Art, mein lieber Holmes, das können Sie mir glauben. Es berührt mich herzlich wenig, daß Sie wissen, wie mein Neffe gestorben ist. Wir sind nicht hier, um über ihn zu sprechen, sondern über Sie.«

»Ja, ja.«

»Dieser Bursche, der mich geholt hat – sein Name ist mir entfallen – sagte, daß Sie sich drunten im East End bei Seeleuten angesteckt hätten.«

»Ich konnte mir die Sache nicht anders erklären.«

»Sie sind mächtig stolz auf Ihre Intelligenz, was, Holmes? Sie halten sich doch für besonders schlau, nicht wahr? Aber diesmal sind Sie an einen noch Schlaueren geraten; Besinnen Sie sich einmal zurück, Holmes. Fällt Ihnen wirklich keine andere Möglich-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.799
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keit ein, wie Sie diese Sache aufgelesen haben könnten?«

»Ich kann nicht mehr denken. Mein Verstand ist hin. Um Gottes willen, helfen Sie mir!«

»Ja, ich werde Ihnen helfen. Ich werde Ihnen verstehen helfen, was mit Ihnen los ist und wie es dazu gekommen ist. Ich möchte, daß Sie dies wissen, ehe Sie sterben.«

»Geben Sie mir etwas gegen diese Schmerzen.«

»Schmerzhafte Sache, was? Ja, ja, die Kulis pflegten auch einiges Geschrei zu erheben, wenn das Ende herannahte. Eine Art Krämpfe, nehme ich an.«

»Ja, ja, Krämpfe.«

»Nun, aber auf jeden Fall sind Sie imstande zu hören, was ich sage. So hören Sie mir denn nun gut zu! Erinnern Sie sich an irgendein ungewöhnliches Ereignis, ungefähr zu der Zeit, als die ersten Krank-heitssymptome auftraten?«

»Nein; nein, nichts.«

»Denken Sie nach.«

»Ich bin zu krank, um nachzudenken.«

»Nun, dann will ich Ihnen helfen, Ihr Gedächtnis aufzufrischen. Ist nicht etwas mit der Post gekommen?«

»Mit der Post?«

»Eine Schatulle beispielsweise?«

»Mir wird schwarz vor den Augen – es ist aus!«

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.800
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»Hören Sie mir zu, Holmes!« Man vernahm ein Geräusch, als schüttelte er den Sterbenden, und es kostete mich große Überwindung, ruhig in meinem Versteck zu bleiben. »Sie müssen mich anhören. Sie  werden  mich anhören. Erinnern Sie sich an eine Schatulle, eine Elfenbeinschatulle? Sie ist am Mittwoch bei Ihnen angekommen. Sie haben sie geöffnet – erinnern Sie sich jetzt?«

»Ja, genau, ich habe sie geöffnet. Im Innern befand sich eine scharfe Sprungfeder. Irgendein Scherz ...«

»Das war kein Scherz, wie Sie schon bald am eigenen Leibe erfahren werden. Sie Narr, Sie; Sie wollten es nicht anders, und jetzt haben Sie's! Was brauchten Sie mir in die Quere zu kommen? Hätten Sie mich in Frieden gelassen, so hätte ich Ihnen kein Haar ge-krümmt.«

»Jetzt erinnere ich mich«, stieß Holmes unter Keuchen hervor. »Diese Sprungfeder; Sie hat mich bis aufs Blut gestochen. Die Schatulle – da drüben auf dem Tisch ...«

»Wahrhaftig, da steht sie ja! Und viel besser als in diesem Zimmer ist sie wohl in meiner Tasche aufgehoben. Womit Sie dann auch noch das letzte Zipfel-chen eines Beweises losgeworden wären. Sie kennen jetzt die Wahrheit, Holmes, und können mit dem Wissen sterben, daß ich Sie umgebracht habe. Sie wußten zuviel über das Schicksal von Victor Savage, Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.801
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und so habe ich dafür gesorgt, daß Sie es teilen würden. Der Tod naht sich Ihnen mit Riesenschritten, Holmes. Und ich werde dasitzen und zuschauen, wie Sie sterben.«

Holmes' Stimme war zu einem fast unhörbaren Flü-

stern herabgesunken. »Was sagen Sie?« versetzte Smith. »Das Gaslicht aufdrehen? Aha, es wird allmählich Nacht um Sie, was? Gut, ich will es gern aufdrehen, dann kann ich Sie um so besser sehen.« Er ging durch das Zimmer, und plötzlich wurde das Licht heller. »Gibt es sonst noch irgendeinen kleinen Liebesdienst, den ich Ihnen erweisen könnte, mein Freund?«

»Bringen Sie mir eine Zigarette und ein Streichholz.«

Vor Freude und Überraschung hätte ich beinahe laut aufgeschrien. Er hatte mit seiner normalen Stimme gesprochen – sie mochte ein wenig schwach sein, aber im übrigen war es ganz genau die Stimme, die mir so vertraut war. Es folgte eine lange Pause, und ich ahnte, daß Culverton Smith in wortloser Verblüffung dastand und auf seinen Gegenspieler hinabblickte. 

»Was soll das heißen?« hörte ich ihn schließlich mit rauher und trockener Kehle sagen. 

»Die beste Methode, eine Rolle überzeugend zu spielen, ist die, sie zu leben«, sagte Holmes. »Sie Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.802
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haben mein Wort darauf, daß ich drei Tage lang weder Speise noch Trank zu mir genommen habe, ehe Sie die Güte hatten, mir jenes Glas mit Wasser voll-zuschenken. Aber der Tabak war mir die härteste Entbehrung. Aha, da haben wir ja Zigaretten.« Ich hörte, wie ein Streichholz angerissen wurde. »Ah, das tut gut. Aber, hallo! Hallo! Habe ich da nicht eben den Schritt eines Freundes vernommen?«

Draußen näherten sich Tritte, dann ging die Tür auf, und Inspektor Morton trat ein. 

»Alles in Ordnung; hier haben Sie den Mann«, sagte Holmes. 

Der Polizeibeamte schnurrte die übliche Rechtsmit-telbelehrung herunter. 

»Hiermit verhafte ich Sie unter dem Verdacht des Mordes an einem gewissen Victor Savage«, schloß er. 

»Man könnte noch hinzufügen, ›und des versuchten Mordes an einem gewissen Sherlock Holmes‹«, warf mein Freund kichernd ein. »Um einem Hinfälligen eine Mühe abzunehmen, Inspektor, war Mr. Culverton Smith so freundlich, Ihnen das vereinbarte Signal zu geben, indem er das Gaslicht aufdrehte. Da fällt mir übrigens ein, der Verhaftete hat in seiner rechten Manteltasche eine kleine Schatulle, die in Gewahrsam zu nehmen sich wohl empföhle. Vielen Dank. An Ihrer Stelle würde ich sehr behutsam damit umgehen. 

Stellen Sie sie hierhin. Sie wird bei der Gerichtsver-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.803
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handlung wohl noch eine Rolle spielen.«

Plötzlich vernahm ich rasche Schritte und die Ge-räusche eines Handgemenges, gefolgt von Metallklir-ren und einem Schmerzensschrei. 

»Damit erreichen Sie nichts anderes, als daß man Ihnen wehtut«, sagte der Inspektor. »Wollen Sie jetzt wohl stillhalten?« Dann schnappten Handschellen deutlich hörbar zu. 

»Eine reizende Falle!« fauchte die hohe Stimme. 

»Aber diese Sache wird  Sie  auf die Anklagebank bringen, Holmes, nicht mich. Er hat mich gebeten, hierherzukommen und ihn zu kurieren. Er tat mir leid, und so bin ich gekommen. Und bestimmt wird er jetzt dann behaupten, ich hätte irgend etwas gesagt, was er sich aus den Finger saugt, zur Untermauerung seiner irrwitzigen Verdächtigungen. Aber Sie können lügen, soviel Sie wollen, Holmes. Mein Wort gilt immer noch gleich viel wie das Ihre.«

»Ach, du lieber Himmel!« rief Holmes. »Den hätte ich doch beinahe vergessen. Mein lieber Watson, ich muß mich tausendmal entschuldigen bei Ihnen. Wirklich ein starkes Stück, Sie so zu ignorieren! Mr. Culverton Smith brauche ich Ihnen wohl nicht vorzustellen; wenn ich recht verstehe, sind Sie einander ja bereits früher am Abend begegnet. Wartet Ihre Droschke unten auf Sie, Inspektor? Dann werde ich nachkommen, sobald ich angekleidet bin; ich nehme an, Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.804
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ich werde Ihnen auf der Polizeiwache von einigem Nutzen sein können.«

»So dringend hab ich das noch nie gebraucht«, sagte Holmes, der sich beim Ankleiden an einem Glas Wein und einigen Biskuits labte; »obwohl, wie Sie ja wissen, meine Lebensgewohnheiten recht unregelmä-

ßig sind und mir deshalb so eine Fastenperiode weniger ausmacht als den meisten anderen Leuten. Es war von außerordentlicher Wichtigkeit, Mrs. Hudson von der Echtheit meines Zustandes zu überzeugen, denn sie sollte den Bericht davon zu Ihnen tragen, und Sie wiederum zu ihm. Sie nehmen mir das doch nicht übel, Watson? Sie sehen doch ein, daß Verstellungs-kunst nicht zu Ihren mannigfaltigen Gaben zählt und daß Sie, wären Sie in mein Geheimnis eingeweiht gewesen, Smith niemals von der dringlichen Notwendigkeit seines Kommens hätten überzeugen können, was ja eben der Punkt war, von dem das Gelingen des ganzen Plans abhing. Ich kannte sein rachsüchtiges Naturell gut genug, um absolut sicher zu sein, daß er herkommen würde, um sein Werk in Augenschein zu nehmen.«

»Aber Ihr Aussehen, Holmes – dieses gespenstische Gesicht?«

»Drei Tage strikten Fastens sind der Schönheit nicht eben zuträglich, Watson. Und was den Rest betrifft, so gibt es nichts, was ein nasser Schwamm Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.805
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nicht kurieren könnte. Mit Vaseline auf der Stirn, Belladonna in den Augen, etwas Rouge über den Backen-knochen und Krusten von Bienenwachs um die Lippen läßt sich ein sehr zufriedenstellender Effekt erzielen. Das Simulieren von Krankheiten ist ein Thema, über das ich schon lange einmal eine Abhandlung schreiben wollte. Und ein paar hie und da ins Gespräch eingestreute Bemerkungen über  Half-crowns, Austern oder sonst irgendein nicht zur Sache gehörendes Thema vermögen einen recht gefälligen Eindruck von Delirium zu erwecken.«

»Aber weshalb haben Sie mich nicht in Ihre Nähe gelassen, wenn doch in Tat und Wahrheit gar keine Ansteckungsgefahr bestand?«

»Das fragen Sie noch, mein lieber Watson? Glauben Sie allen Ernstes, daß ich Ihre medizinischen Talente so niedrig veranschlage? Wie hätte ich mir denn einbilden können, daß Sie mit Ihrer unbestechlichen Urteilskraft mir den im Sterben Liegenden abgekauft hätten, wenn ich, so geschwächt ich auch war, weder einen erhöhten Puls noch Fieber vorzuweisen hatte? 

Auf vier Yards Entfernung war es mir möglich, Sie zu täuschen. Wäre mir dies mißlungen, wer hätte mir dann Smith in die Hände liefern sollen? Nein, Watson, diese Schatulle würde ich wirklich nicht anfas-sen. Wenn Sie sie von der Seite betrachten, können Sie knapp sehen, wo die Sprungfeder, scharf wie der Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.806
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Giftzahn einer Viper, herausschnellt, wenn man sie öffnet. Wir dürfen wohl annehmen, daß der unglückliche Savage, der zwischen diesem Ungeheuer und einer großen Anwartschaft stand, durch irgendeine Vorrichtung dieser Art ums Leben gebracht wurde. 

Aber wie Sie wissen, ist meine Korrespondenz von äußerst reger und vielfältiger Natur, und so bin ich immer ein wenig auf der Hut, wenn ein Paket bei mir eintrifft. Ich sah indes gleich die Möglichkeit, Smith ein Geständnis zu entlocken, wenn ich ihm vorgaukel-te, daß sein Plan Erfolg gehabt hatte. Und dieses Gau-kelspiel habe ich dann mit der Perfektionssucht des wahren Künstlers in Szene gesetzt. Danke, Watson, wollen Sie mir jetzt bitte noch in den Mantel helfen. 

Ich würde sagen, wenn wir auf der Polizeiwache fertig sind, wäre eine kleine Stärkung bei Simpson's gar nicht mal fehl am Platz.«

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.807 Das Verschwinden der Lady Frances Carfax Doyle-WA Bd. 8, 175

Das Verschwinden der Lady Frances Carfax

»Aber warum denn ausgerechnet türkisch?« fragte mich Mr. Sherlock Holmes, den Blick unverwandt auf meine Stiefel gerichtet. Ich saß in diesem Augenblick behaglich in einen Rohrstuhl zurückgelehnt, und meine ausgestreckten Füße hatten seine nimmermüde Aufmerksamkeit auf sich gezogen. 

»Es sind englische«, erwiderte ich einigermaßen verblüfft. »Ich habe sie bei Latimer's in der Oxford Street erstanden.«

Holmes lächelte mit einem Ausdruck müder Nachsicht. 

»Das Bad!« sagte er; »ich spreche vom Bad! 

Warum das Erschlaffung bewirkende und kostspielige türkische Bad statt seines so belebenden einheimischen Pendants?«

»Weil ich mich in den letzten paar Tagen alt und rheumatisch gefühlt habe. Das türkische Bad ist etwas, was wir Mediziner als ein Alterantium37 bezeichnen würden; eine Auffrischung, ein Jungbrunnen für den ganzen Organismus. 

Im übrigen, Holmes«, fügte ich hinzu, »habe ich ja nicht den geringsten Zweifel, daß für einen logischen Geist der Zusammenhang zwischen meinen Stiefeln und dem türkischen Bad klar auf der Hand liegt, wäre Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.808 Das Verschwinden der Lady Frances Carfax Doyle-WA Bd. 8, 176

Ihnen aber dennoch sehr verbunden für einen Fingerzeig.«

»Der entsprechende Gedankengang ist nicht sonderlich dunkel, Watson«, sagte Holmes mit schalkhaftem Augenzwinkern. »Er gehört in die gleiche Kategorie einfachster und grundlegendster Deduktionen, zu deren Illustration ich Sie auch etwa fragen könnte, wer Sie heute morgen auf Ihrer Fahrt in der Droschke begleitet hat.«

»Ich bin nicht bereit, eine weitere Illustration des Problems als seine Erklärung zu akzeptieren«, sagte ich mit einiger Schärfe. 

»Bravo, Watson! Ein sehr achtenswerter und logischer Einwand. Also, was waren unsere Beispiele? 

Nehmen wir uns zuerst das zweite, das mit der Droschke, vor. Wie Sie sehen, haben Sie auf dem linken Ärmel und der linken Schulter Ihres Mantels ein paar Spritzer. Hätten Sie in der Mitte eines Han-soms38 gesessen, so hätten Sie vermutlich keine Spritzer abbekommen, und wenn doch, so wären sie zweifellos symmetrischer angeordnet. Daraus folgt ganz klar, daß Sie auf der Seite gesessen haben. Und daraus wiederum folgt ebenso klar, daß Sie sich in Begleitung befanden.«

»Das ist wirklich sehr einleuchtend.«

»Von geradezu lächerlicher Banalität, finden Sie nicht?«

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.809 Das Verschwinden der Lady Frances Carfax Doyle-WA Bd. 8, 177

»Und was ist mit den Stiefeln und dem Bad?«

»Ebenfalls kinderleicht. Sie haben eine ganz bestimmte Art, Ihre Stiefel zu schnüren. Heute aber sehe ich, daß Ihre Schnürsenkel zu einer raffinierten Dop-pelschleife gebunden sind, was nicht Ihrer üblichen Methode entspricht. Sie müssen die Stiefel also irgendwo ausgezogen haben. Wer könnte sie Ihnen geschnürt haben? Ein Schuhmacher – oder der Diener im Bad. Daß es ein Schuhmacher war, ist unwahrscheinlich, denn Ihre Stiefel sind so gut wie neu. Was bleibt also übrig? Das Bad. Lächerlich einfach, finden Sie nicht? Aber trotzdem hat das Gespräch über das türkische Bad seinen Zweck erfüllt.«

»Und der wäre?«

»Sie sagen, Sie seien dort gewesen, um sich zu ent-spannen. Was ich Ihnen vorschlagen möchte: Spannen Sie doch einmal gründlich aus. Wie wäre es denn mit Lausanne, mein lieber Watson – Fahrkarten erster Klasse und ein fürstliches Spesenkonto inbegriffen?«

»Großartig! Aber wie käme ich dazu?«

Holmes lehnte sich in seinen Armsessel zurück und zog sein Notizbuch aus der Tasche. 

»Zu den gefährlichsten Klassen dieser Erde«, begann er, »gehört die in der Weltgeschichte herumva-gabundierende, alleinstehende Frau. Zwar mag sie selbst nicht den geringsten Schaden anrichten, ja oft genug sogar von größtem Nutzen sein, sie ruft jedoch Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.810 Das Verschwinden der Lady Frances Carfax Doyle-WA Bd. 8, 177

in anderen unweigerlich verbrecherische Gelüste wach. Sie ist hilflos. Sie hat keinen festen Wohnsitz. 

Sie besitzt genügend Mittel, um von Land zu Land, von Hotel zu Hotel zu reisen. Sie verliert sich oft in einem wahren Labyrinth zwielichtiger Pensionen und Gasthäuser. Sie ist ein verirrtes Huhn in einer Welt von Füchsen, und wird sie gefressen, so fällt dies kaum jemandem auf. Ich habe große Befürchtungen, daß Lady Frances Carfax ein Leid zugestoßen ist.«

Dieser plötzliche Abstieg aus den Höhen des Allgemeinen in die Niederungen des Besonderen war mir eine Erleichterung. Holmes konsultierte seine Notizen. 

»Lady Frances«, fuhr er fort, »ist die letzte Überlebende der Familie des verstorbenen Earl of Rufton. 

Die Ländereien sind damals, wie Sie sich erinnern werden, in der männlichen Linie vererbt worden. Ihr selbst fiel ein Vermögen beschränkten Umfangs zu, daneben aber auch einige höchst bemerkenswerte alt-spanische Schmuckstücke aus Silber und Diamanten von seltenem Schliff, an denen sie mit ganzem Herzen hängt – zu sehr hängt, denn sie hat es stets von sich gewiesen, sie bei ihrem Bankier zu deponieren, und hat sie statt dessen mit sich in der Welt herumgetra-gen. Eine recht tragische Gestalt, diese Lady Frances; eine schöne Frau, noch in den besten Jahren, zugleich aber, durch den Willen eines seltsamen Geschicks, Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.811 Das Verschwinden der Lady Frances Carfax Doyle-WA Bd. 8, 178

das letzte, verlassene Schiff einer vor zwanzig Jahren noch stattlichen Flotte.«

»Was ist denn mit ihr geschehen?«

»Ja, was ist wohl mit Lady Frances geschehen? 

Weilt sie noch unter den Lebenden, oder ist sie schon tot? Das ist die Frage. Sie ist eine Dame mit ganz bestimmten Gewohnheiten, und in den letzten vier Jahren hat sie regelmäßig jede zweite Woche einen Brief an Miss Dobney geschrieben, ihre ehemalige Gouvernante, die schon seit langer Zeit im Ruhestand in Camberwell lebt. Diese Miss Dobney war es denn auch, die mich aufgesucht hat, nachdem beinahe fünf Wochen ohne ein Lebenszeichen von Lady Frances vergangen waren. Der letzte Brief erreichte sie aus dem Hotel National in Lausanne. Es macht den Anschein, daß Lady Frances dieses Hotel verlassen hat, ohne eine Adresse zu hinterlegen. Die Verwandtschaft ist äußerst besorgt, und da es sich um überaus reiche Leute handelt, werden sie keine Kosten scheuen, um Licht in die Sache zu bringen.«

»Ist Miss Dobney unsere einzige Informationsquelle? Es gibt doch gewiß noch andere Leute, mit denen die Lady korrespondiert.«

»Es gibt  einen  Korrespondenten, bei dem man nie fehlgehen kann, Watson, und das ist die Bank. Alleinstehende Damen müssen von irgend etwas leben, und ihre Sparbücher sind so etwas wie komprimierte Ta-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.812 Das Verschwinden der Lady Frances Carfax Doyle-WA Bd. 8, 178

gebücher. Ihr Geld liegt bei der Silvester's Bank. Ich habe ihr Konto durchgesehen. Mit ihrem vorletzten Scheck hat sie die Hotelrechnung in Lausanne beglichen, aber er lautete über eine so große Summe, daß sie vermutlich noch Bargeld auf die Hand bekam. 

Seither ist nur noch ein Scheck ausgestellt worden.«

»Wo, und auf wessen Namen?«

»Auf eine Miss Marie Devine. Wo er ausgestellt wurde, läßt sich nicht ersehen. Eingelöst wurde er vor weniger als drei Wochen beim Crédit Lyonnais in Montpellier. Er lautete über fünfzig Pfund.«

»Und wer ist diese Miss Marie Devine?«

»Auch darüber konnte ich Aufschluß erlangen. 

Miss Marie Devine war die Kammerzofe von Lady Frances Carfax. Weshalb sie ihr diese Summe ausbezahlt hat, konnte ich noch nicht ermitteln. Ich habe indessen nicht den geringsten Zweifel daran, daß Ihre Nachforschungen bald Licht in die Sache bringen werden.«

» Meine  Nachforschungen?«

»Deshalb ja der gesundheitsfördernde Ausflug nach Lausanne. Sie wissen doch, ich kann unmöglich weg aus London, solange der alte Abrahams so furchtbar um sein Leben bangt. Überdies ist es, ganz allgemein gesehen, besser, wenn ich das Land nicht verlasse. 

Die Leute von Scotland Yard fühlen sich ein wenig einsam, wenn ich nicht hier bin, und in Verbrecher-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.813 Das Verschwinden der Lady Frances Carfax Doyle-WA Bd. 8, 179

kreisen entsteht ein ungesunder Aufruhr. Gehen Sie also, mein lieber Watson, und wenn Ihnen mein bescheidener Ratschlag je den horrenden Preis von zwei Pence pro Wort wert sein sollte, so steht er Ihnen am anderen Ende des Kontinentalkabels Tag und Nacht zur Verfügung.«

Zwei Tage später befand ich mich im Hôtel National in Lausanne, wo mir von Seiten Monsieur Mosers, des bekannten Hoteldirektors, jede nur erdenkliche Aufmerksamkeit bezeigt wurde. Lady Frances, so sagte er mir, habe sich mehrere Wochen dort aufgehalten. Sie sei bei allen Leuten, mit denen sie in Be-rührung kam, sehr beliebt gewesen. Ihr Alter schätze er auf höchstens vierzig. Sie sei noch immer attraktiv und besitze alle Merkmale einer Frau, die in ihrer Jugend von außergewöhnlichem Liebreiz gewesen sei. 

Von irgendwelchem wertvollen Schmuck wußte Monsieur Moser nichts, aber dem Hotelpersonal war aufgefallen, daß der schwere Überseekoffer der Lady stets sorgsam verschlossen gehalten wurde. Marie Devine, die Zofe, stand ebenso hoch im Kurs wie ihre Herrin. Sie hatte sich gar mit einem Oberkellner des Hotels verlobt, und so war es nicht schwierig, ihre Adresse ausfindig zu machen. Sie lautete 11, rue de Trajan, Montpellier. All dies notierte ich geflissentlich und sonnte mich in dem Gefühl, daß selbst Hol-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.814 Das Verschwinden der Lady Frances Carfax Doyle-WA Bd. 8, 180

mes persönlich sich beim Sammeln der Fakten nicht geschickter hätte anstellen können. 

Nur eine Sache lag nach wie vor im dunkeln. Ich hatte überhaupt nichts in der Hand, was die Hintergründe des so plötzlichen Aufbruchs der Lady erhellt hätte. Sie hatte sich in Lausanne sehr wohl gefühlt. 

Alles hatte dafür gesprochen, daß sie den Rest der Saison in ihren luxuriösen Gemächern mit Blick auf den See verbringen würde. Dann aber hatte sie diese von einem Tag auf den andern gekündigt, was bedeutete, daß sie die Miete für die unbenutzten Zimmer eine ganze Woche weiterbezahlen mußte. Jules Vibart, der Liebhaber der Zofe, war der einzige, der eine Erklärung dafür anzubieten hatte. Er brachte ihre überstürzte Abreise mit dem Auftauchen eines gro-

ßen, bärtigen Mannes von dunklem Typ in Verbindung, der sie ein oder zwei Tage zuvor im Hotel besucht hatte. » Un sauvage – un véritable sauvage! «

rief er aus. Dieser Mann habe sich irgendwo in der Stadt ein Zimmer genommen, sagte er mir. Man habe ihn auf der Seepromenade eindringlich auf Madame einreden sehen. Dann sei er im Hotel erschienen. Sie habe es jedoch abgelehnt, ihn zu empfangen. Allem Anschein nach sei er Engländer gewesen; an seinen Namen könne sich indessen niemand mehr erinnern. 

Madame sei unmittelbar danach abgereist. Jules Vibart und – was noch mehr ins Gewicht fiel – sein Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.815 Das Verschwinden der Lady Frances Carfax Doyle-WA Bd. 8, 180

Liebchen waren der Meinung, der Besuch dieses Mannes und ihre Abreise hätten sich zueinander wie Ursache und Wirkung verhalten. Nur zu einer Frage wollte Jules Vibart keine Stellung nehmen, zu der Frage nach den Gründen, weshalb Marie ihre Herrin verlassen hatte. Darüber konnte oder wollte er nichts sagen. Wenn ich darüber etwas zu erfahren wünsche, meinte er, so müsse ich nach Montpellier gehen und sie selber fragen. 

Damit war das erste Kapitel meiner Untersuchung abgeschlossen. Das zweite sollte mich an den Ort fuhren, den Lady Carfax nach ihrer Abreise von Lausanne aufgesucht hatte. In diesem Zusammenhang gab es allerhand Geheimniskrämerei, was die Hypothese bestätigte, daß sie abgereist war, um einen Verfolger abzuschütteln. Welch anderen Grund hätte sie denn haben können, ihr Gepäck nicht in aller Offenheit nach Baden-Baden zu adressieren? Sowohl sie selbst als auch ihre Koffer hatten nämlich den Badekurort am Rhein auf verschlungenen Wegen erreicht. Dies hatte ich vom Geschäftsführer der örtlichen Niederlassung von Cook's Reisebüro in Erfahrung bringen können. So machte ich mich denn nach Baden-Baden auf, nachdem ich Holmes einen ausführlichen Bericht von all meinen Unternehmungen gesandt und zur Antwort ein Telegramm voller ironisch gefärbter Lobesworte erhalten hatte. 

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.816 Das Verschwinden der Lady Frances Carfax Doyle-WA Bd. 8, 181

In Baden-Baden fiel es mir nicht schwer, die Spur wieder aufzunehmen. Lady Frances war für zwei Wochen im Hotel Englischer Hof abgestiegen. Während ihres Aufenthalts dort hatte sie die Bekanntschaft eines gewissen Dr. Shlessinger, eines Missionars aus Südamerika, und seiner Gemahlin gemacht. Wie die meisten Damen, die ein einsames Leben führen, suchte auch Lady Frances Trost und Ablenkung in der Religion. Dr. Shlessingers außerordentliche Persönlichkeit, seine rückhaltlose Frömmigkeit und die Tatsache, daß er hier war, um sich von einer Krankheit zu erholen, die er sich in Ausübung seiner apostolischen Pflichten zugezogen hatte, beeindruckten sie deshalb zutiefst. Sie hatte Mrs. Shlessinger bei der Pflege des rekonvaleszenten Heiligen geholfen, der, wie mir der Hoteldirektor schilderte, seine Tage in einem Klub-sessel auf der Veranda verbrachte, mit einer ihn um-sorgenden Dame auf jeder Seite. Er sei mit dem Entwurf zu einer Karte des Heiligen Landes unter besonderer Berücksichtigung des Königreichs der Midianit-en39 beschäftigt gewesen, über welch letzteres er auch eine Monographie in Arbeit gehabt habe. Nachdem sich sein Gesundheitszustand erheblich gebessert habe, seien er und seine Frau schließlich nach London zurückgekehrt, und Lady Frances habe sich ihnen angeschlossen. Das sei vor drei Wochen gewesen, und seither habe er nichts mehr von ihnen gehört. Was die Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.817 Das Verschwinden der Lady Frances Carfax Doyle-WA Bd. 8, 182

Zofe, Marie, betreffe, so sei diese ein paar Tage zuvor in Tränen aufgelöst davongelaufen, nachdem sie den anderen Mädchen gesagt habe, sie quittiere den Dienst endgültig. Dr. Shlessinger habe vor seiner Abreise die Rechnung für die ganze Gesellschaft beglichen. 

»Da fällt mir übrigens ein«, bemerkte der Herr des Hauses abschließend, »Sie sind nicht der einzige Freund von Lady Frances, der hier nach ihr gefragt hat. Erst vor einer Woche oder so hat ein Mann mit demselben Anliegen bei uns vorgesprochen.«

»Hat er Ihnen seinen Namen genannt?« fragte ich. 

»Nein; aber er war Engländer, wenn auch einer von recht ungewöhnlichem Schlag.«

»Ein Wilder?« mutmaßte ich, die mir zur Verfü-

gung stehenden Fakten nach der Art meines berühmten Freundes miteinander verknüpfend. 

»Genau. So ließe er sich sehr treffend beschreiben. 

Er ist ein stämmiger, sonnenverbrannter Kerl mit Bart und schien mir eher in einen Landgasthof zu passen als in ein elegantes Hotel. Ein harter, gewalttätiger Bursche, wie ich vermuten würde, und auf jeden Fall einer, dem ich lieber nicht zu nahe treten würde.«

Damit begann das Rätsel allmählich klarere Umrisse anzunehmen, so wie Gestalten deutlicher werden, wenn der Nebel sich lichtet. Da hatten wir also diese ehrbare und fromme Lady, die von einer unheimlichen Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.818 Das Verschwinden der Lady Frances Carfax Doyle-WA Bd. 8, 182

Gestalt von einem Ort zum anderen unerbittlich verfolgt wurde. Sie mußte Furcht vor ihm empfinden, sonst hätte sie Lausanne nicht so fluchtartig verlassen. Doch er war ihr noch immer auf den Fersen. Frü-

her oder später mußte er sie einholen. Oder hatte er sie bereits eingeholt? War  das  die Erklärung für ihr andauerndes Schweigen? War es den wackeren Leuten, in deren Gesellschaft sie sich befand, nicht möglich gewesen, sie gegen Tätlichkeiten oder Erpressungen seinerseits abzuschirmen? Welch abscheulicher Plan, welch dunkle Absicht steckte hinter dieser langen Verfolgungsjagd? Dies waren die Fragen, auf die ich Antworten zu finden hatte. 

An Holmes schrieb ich einen Brief, in dem ich schilderte, wie rasch und zielsicher ich zum Kern der Sache vorgedrungen war. Als Antwort erhielt ich ein Telegramm, in dem er mich um eine Beschreibung von Dr. Shlessingers linkem Ohr bat. Holmes' Sinn für Humor war schon immer recht sonderbar und zuweilen gar anstößig gewesen, und so nahm ich keine Notiz von diesem unangebrachten Scherz – zumal ich, die Spur von Marie der Zofe verfolgend, bereits in Montpellier angekommen war, als mich seine Nachricht erreichte. 

Es fiel mir nicht schwer, die ehemalige Bedienstete aufzuspüren und alles in Erfahrung zu bringen, was sie dazu zu sagen hatte. Sie war ein anhängliches Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.819 Das Verschwinden der Lady Frances Carfax Doyle-WA Bd. 8, 183

Wesen und hatte ihre Herrin nur deshalb verlassen, weil sie diese in guten Händen wußte und weil ihre bevorstehende Heirat eine Trennung früher oder spä-

ter ohnehin unumgänglich machte. Ihre Herrin sei ihr allerdings, wie sie mir bekümmert gestand, während ihres gemeinsamen Aufenthaltes in Baden-Baden mit etwelcher Reizbarkeit begegnet und habe sie einmal sogar ausgefragt, als hätte sie an ihrer Ehrlichkeit gezweifelt, und das habe ihr den Abschied dann um einiges leichter gemacht. Die fünfzig Pfund habe Lady Frances ihr als Hochzeitsgeschenk gegeben. Wie ich selbst, so war auch Marie von einem tiefen Argwohn gegenüber diesem Fremden erfüllt, der ihre Herrin aus Lausanne vertrieben hatte. Sie hatte mit eigenen Augen gesehen, wie er die Lady auf der öffentlichen Seepromenade mit großer Heftigkeit beim Handgelenk gepackt hatte. Sie bezeichnete ihn als einen gewalttätigen und furchterregenden Menschen und war der Ansicht, Lady Frances habe sich aus Angst vor ihm vom Ehepaar Shlessinger nach London begleiten lassen. Zwar hatte sie Marie gegenüber nie etwas derartiges erwähnt, aber anhand vielerlei unscheinbarer Anzeichen war die Zofe zu der Überzeugung gekommen, daß die Nerven ihrer Herrin einer großen Belastung ausgesetzt waren. So weit war sie mit ihrer Er-zählung gekommen, als sie plötzlich mit schrek-kverzerrtem und überraschtem Gesicht von ihrem Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.820 Das Verschwinden der Lady Frances Carfax Doyle-WA Bd. 8, 184

Stuhl aufsprang. »Sehen Sie nur!« rief sie, »der Bösewicht läßt noch immer nicht von der Verfolgung ab! 

Da steht der Mann, von dem ich eben gesprochen habe.«

Durch das offenstehende Stubenfenster sah ich einen riesengroßen Mann mit dunklem Gesicht und stoppeligem, schwarzem Bart langsam in der Mitte der Straße dahinschreiten und mit aufmerksamem Blick die Hausnummern mustern. Es war offensichtlich, daß er, genau wie ich, die Spur der Zofe verfolgte. Der Eingebung des Augenblicks folgend stürzte ich hinaus und sprach ihn an. 

»Sie sind Engländer«, sagte ich. 

»Na und?« versetzte er mit äußerst schurkischer Miene. 

»Darf ich Sie fragen, wie Sie heißen?«

»Nein, das dürfen Sie nicht«, sagte er mit Entschie-denheit. 

Die Situation war verfahren, aber oft kommt man mit Direktheit am besten zum Ziel. 

»Wo ist Lady Frances Carfax?« fragte ich also. 

Er starrte mich voller Verblüffung an. 

»Was haben Sie mit ihr angestellt? Warum haben Sie sie verfolgt? Ich bestehe auf einer Antwort!« fuhr ich fort. 

Der Bursche stieß ein Wutgebrüll aus und sprang mich wie ein Tiger an. Ich habe in manch einem Streit Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.821 Das Verschwinden der Lady Frances Carfax Doyle-WA Bd. 8, 184

meinen Mann gestanden, aber der Griff dieses Kerls war eisern, und er raste wie ein Teufel. Er drückte mir mit der Hand die Kehle zu, und ich war schon beinahe ohne Besinnung, als ein unrasierter französischer  ouvrier 40 in blauem Arbeitskittel aus einem  cabaret  auf der gegenüberliegenden Straßenseite geschossen kam und meinem Angreifer mit einem Knüppel, den er in der Hand hielt, einen scharfen Hieb auf den Unterarm versetzte, so daß dieser von mir abließ. Schäumend vor Wut stand er einen Augenblick da, unschlüssig, ob er seinen Angriff erneuern sollte oder nicht. 

Schließlich, mit einem zornigen Schnauben, ließ er mich stehen und betrat das Haus, das ich eben erst verlassen hatte. Ich wandte mich um und wollte meinem Lebensretter danken, der neben mir auf der Straße stand. 

»Nun, Watson«, sagte er, »da haben Sie ja ein schönes Schlamassel angerichtet! Ich glaube, am besten nehmen Sie noch heute mit mir den Nachtexpreß zurück nach London.«

Eine Stunde später saß Sherlock Holmes, nun wieder in seiner gewohnten Aufmachung, in meinem Ho-telzimmer. Die Erklärung für sein so plötzliches und rettendes Auftauchen hätte nicht einfacher sein können. Sobald er nämlich festgestellt hatte, daß er in London abkömmlich war, hatte er beschlossen, mich an der absehbar nächsten Station meiner Reiseroute Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.822 Das Verschwinden der Lady Frances Carfax Doyle-WA Bd. 8, 185

abzufangen. Als Arbeiter verkleidet hatte er dann in dem  cabaret  gesessen und mein Erscheinen abgewartet. 

»Sie haben Ihre Untersuchung wirklich mit einzigartiger Konsequenz vorangetrieben, mein lieber Watson«, sagte er. »Es fällt mir im Moment kein einziges Fettnäpfchen ein, in das zu treten Sie versäumt hätten. 

Der Endeffekt Ihres Vorgehens ist der, daß man nun allenthalben auf der Hut ist, ohne daß Sie auch nur das Geringste entdeckt hätten.«

»Vielleicht hätten Sie es auch nicht besser gemacht«, entgegnete ich voller Bitternis. 

»Es gibt hier kein ›Vielleicht‹. Ich  habe  es besser gemacht. Aber da kommt ja der Ehrenwerte Philip Green, auch er ein Gast in diesem Hotel, mal sehen, ob von ihm ausgehend unsere Untersuchung einen erfolgreicheren Verlauf nehmen wird.«

Auf einem Präsentierteller war uns eine Visitenkarte heraufgebracht worden, und ihr folgte eben der bärtige Grobian, der mich auf der Straße attackiert hatte. 

Als sein Blick auf mich fiel, zuckte er zusammen. 

»Was soll denn das, Mr. Holmes?« fragte er. »Ich habe Ihre Mitteilung erhalten und bin unverzüglich gekommen. Aber was hat dieser Mensch hier mit der Sache zu schaffen?«

»Dies ist mein langjähriger Freund und Mitarbeiter Dr. Watson, der uns in dieser Angelegenheit zur Seite Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.823 Das Verschwinden der Lady Frances Carfax Doyle-WA Bd. 8, 186

steht.«

Der Fremde streckte mir seine riesige, sonnverbrannte Pranke entgegen und ließ ein paar Worte der Entschuldigung folgen. 

»Ich hoffe, ich habe Sie nicht verletzt. Aber als Sie mich beschuldigten, ihr ein Leid angetan zu haben, da habe ich die Kontrolle über mich verloren. Ich bin zur Zeit nicht ganz zurechnungsfähig. Meine Nerven sind wie elektrisch geladene Drähte. Diese Situation geht einfach über meine Kräfte. Was ich zuallererst einmal von Ihnen wissen möchte, Mr. Holmes, ist, wie in aller Welt Sie überhaupt von meiner Existenz erfahren haben.«

»Ich stehe mit Miss Dobney, der Gouvernante von Lady Frances, in Verbindung.«

»Was, die alte Susan Dobney mit der Morgenhau-be! Ich kann mich noch gut an sie erinnern.«

»Und sie erinnert sich Ihrer. Das muß noch in der Zeit gewesen sein, bevor – bevor Sie es für besser erachtet haben, nach Südafrika auszuwandern.«

»Ah, wie ich sehe, kennen Sie meine ganze Geschichte. Ich brauche also nichts vor Ihnen zu verbergen. Eins kann ich Ihnen schwören, Mr. Holmes, nie hat ein Mann auf dieser Erde aufrichtigere Liebe für eine Frau empfunden als ich für Frances. Ich war ein wilder Junge, das weiß ich wohl – aber auch nicht schlimmer als andere meines Standes. Ihre Seele da-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.824 Das Verschwinden der Lady Frances Carfax Doyle-WA Bd. 8, 186

gegen war so rein wie Schnee. Sie ertrug nicht die geringste Spur von Derbheit. Als ihr gewisse Dinge zu Ohren kamen, die ich getan hatte, wollte sie deshalb nichts mehr mit mir zu schaffen haben. Und doch liebte sie mich – das ist das Wunderbare an der Sache –, liebte mich noch so sehr, daß sie ganz allein um meinetwillen all die Tage ihres heiligmäßigen Lebens ledig geblieben ist. Die Jahre vergingen, und ich hatte in Barberton ein Vermögen gemacht, und da dachte ich mir, es könnte mir vielleicht gelingen, sie ausfindig zu machen und umzustimmen. Ich hatte nämlich gehört, daß sie noch immer unverheiratet war. In Lausanne fand ich sie dann und versuchte alles, was in meinen Kräften stand. Ich hatte den Eindruck, ihr Widerstand sei im Schwinden, aber sie hat einen harten Kopf, und als ich das nächste Mal bei ihr vorsprechen wollte, hatte sie die Stadt bereits verlassen. Ich verfolgte ihre Spur bis nach Baden-Baden, wo ich nach einiger Zeit erfuhr, daß ihre Zofe sich hier aufhalte. Ich bin ein rauher Bursche, der eben erst ein rauhes Leben hinter sich gelassen hat, und als mich Dr. Watson dann so angesprochen hat, da habe ich für einen Augenblick die Selbstbeherrschung verloren. Aber nun sagen Sie mir doch um Gottes willen, was aus Lady Frances geworden ist.«

»Genau das müssen wir herausfinden«, sagte Sherlock Holmes mit ganz eigentümlichem Ernst. »Wie Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.825 Das Verschwinden der Lady Frances Carfax Doyle-WA Bd. 8, 187

lautet Ihre Adresse in London, Mr. Green?«

»Sie können mich im Langham Hotel erreichen.«

»In diesem Fall würde ich Ihnen empfehlen, dorthin zurückzukehren und sich für den Fall, daß ich Sie be-nötigen sollte, zur Verfügung zu halten. Ich möchte keine falschen Hoffnungen erwecken, aber seien Sie versichert, daß wir alles tun werden, was für die Sicherheit von Lady Frances überhaupt getan werden kann. Mehr kann ich Ihnen im Augenblick nicht sagen. Ich gebe Ihnen diese Karte hier, damit Sie sich mit uns in Verbindung setzen können. Also, Watson, Sie sind jetzt so gut und packen Ihre Koffer, und ich will indessen Mrs. Hudson kabeln, sie solle sich zu einer Höchstleistung aufschwingen, um zwei hungrigen Reisenden morgen abend um sieben Uhr dreißig einen würdigen Empfang zu bereiten.«

Als wir in unseren Räumlichkeiten in der Baker Street eintrafen, wartete dort bereits ein Telegramm auf uns. 

Holmes las es durch, quittierte es mit einem Ausruf des Interesses und warf es dann zu mir herüber. »Ausgefranst oder zerfleischt«, lautete die Botschaft, und ihr Herkunftsort war Baden-Baden. 

»Was hat denn das nun wieder zu bedeuten?« fragte ich. 

»Alles«, erwiderte Holmes. »Sie erinnern sich vielleicht an meine scheinbar belanglose Frage bezüglich Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.826 Das Verschwinden der Lady Frances Carfax Doyle-WA Bd. 8, 188

des linken Ohrs jenes geistlichen Herrn. Sie haben nicht geruht, sie zu beantworten.«

»Ich hatte Baden-Baden damals bereits verlassen und konnte keine Nachforschungen mehr darüber anstellen.«

»Eben. Und aus diesem Grund habe ich ein Doppel des Telegramms an den Direktor des Hotels Englischer Hof gesandt, dessen Antwort uns hier vorliegt.«

»Aber was geht daraus hervor?«

»Daraus geht hervor, mein lieber Watson, daß wir es mit einem ganz außerordentlich gerissenen und ge-fährlichen Mann zu tun haben. Der Reverend Dr. 

Shlessinger, Missionar aus Südamerika, ist nämlich kein Geringerer als Holy Peters41, einer der skrupel-losesten Halunken, die Australien je hervorgebracht hat – und für ein so junges Land hat es doch schon einige recht vollkommene Exemplare dieser Gattung produziert. Seine besondere Spezialität ist es, alleinstehende Damen unter Ausnützung ihrer religiösen Gefühle um ihr Vermögen zu betrügen, und seine sogenannte Gemahlin, eine Engländerin namens Fraser, ist ihm dabei eine ebenbürtige Gehilfin. Die Art seines Vorgehens hat mich auf ihn gebracht, und dieses besondere körperliche Merkmal – er hat anno 8g bei einer Saloonschlägerei in Adelaide eine schwere Biß-

wunde davongetragen – bestätigt nun meinen Verdacht. Das heißt, daß die erbarmenswerte Lady sich in Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.827 Das Verschwinden der Lady Frances Carfax Doyle-WA Bd. 8, 188

den Händen eines ganz teuflischen Paares befindet, das vor nichts zurückschreckt, Watson. Die Vermutung, sie könnte bereits tot sein, läßt sich nicht von der Hand weisen. Sollte dem nicht so sein, so wird sie ohne Zweifel irgendwie gefangengehalten und ist deshalb nicht in der Lage, Miss Dobney oder einem ihrer übrigen Freunde zu schreiben. Natürlich läßt sich nicht ausschließen, daß sie London gar nie erreicht hat oder von dort aus weitergefahren ist; aber ersteres ist recht unwahrscheinlich, da es Ausländern bei der strengen Meldepflicht, die auf dem Kontinent herrscht, alles andere als leichtfallen dürfte, der dortigen Polizei ein Schnippchen zu schlagen, und letzteres ist ebenfalls kaum anzunehmen, da diese Schurken schwerlich einen anderen Ort finden dürften, wo es ebenso einfach ist, eine Person unbemerkt festzuhalten. All meine Instinkte sagen mir, daß sie in London ist, aber da wir zur Zeit keine Möglichkeit haben, herauszufinden wo, bleibt uns nichts anderes übrig, als uns auf die nächstliegenden Maßnahmen zu beschränken, unser Abendessen zu verzehren und uns in Geduld zu fassen. Später am Abend will ich dann bei Scotland Yard vorbeigehen und ein Wort mit Freund Lestrade sprechen.«

Aber weder der offiziellen Polizei noch Holmes' 

kleiner, aber äußerst leistungsfähiger Spezialtruppe gelang es, unserer Ungewißheit ein Ende zu machen. 
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Die drei Personen, die wir suchten, waren so spurlos in den Millionenmassen Londons untergetaucht, als hätten sie nie exisitert. Annoncen wurden aufgegeben; ohne Erfolg. Hinweisen wurde nachgegangen; sie führten zu nichts. Jede Verbrecherhöhle, in der Shlessinger hätte verkehren können, wurde durchstö-

bert; vergeblich. Seine früheren Komplizen wurden unter Beobachtung gestellt, aber keiner nahm Kontakt mit ihm auf. Doch dann, plötzlich, nach einer Woche ohnmächtigen Hangens und Bangens, blitzte etwas auf. Bei Bovington's in der Westminster Road war ein silbernes, brillantbesetztes Ohrgehänge spanischen Stils verpfändet worden. Der Mann, der es versetzt hatte, war groß, glattrasiert und wie ein Geistlicher gekleidet gewesen. Name und Adresse, die er angegeben hatte, waren erwiesenermaßen falsch. Seinen Ohren hatte niemand Beachtung geschenkt, aber der Beschreibung nach war es unzweifelhaft Shlessinger. 

Dreimal war unser bärtiger Freund vom Langham Hotel bei uns vorstellig geworden, um Neuigkeiten zu erfahren – das dritte Mal kaum eine Stunde nach Be-kanntwerden dieser neuesten Entwicklung. Die Kleider schlotterten ihm von Mal zu Mal mehr um den gewaltigen Leib. Er schien vor lauter Sorge dahinzuwel-ken. »Wenn Sie mir doch nur etwas zu tun geben könnten«, hatte er uns ständig in den Ohren gelegen. 

Nun endlich konnte Holmes seinem Wunsch entspre-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.829 Das Verschwinden der Lady Frances Carfax Doyle-WA Bd. 8, 190

chen. 

»Er hat angefangen, den Schmuck zu versetzen. 

Jetzt sollten wir ihn eigentlich kriegen.«

»Aber bedeutet das nicht, daß sie Lady Frances ein Leid angetan haben?«

Holmes wiegte seinen Kopf sehr bedenklich hin und her. 

»Wenn unsere Annahme, daß man sie bisher gefangengehalten hat, zutrifft, so ist es klar, daß sie sie nicht freilassen können, ohne sich selbst zugrundezu-richten. Wir müssen uns auf das Schlimmste gefaßt machen.«

»Was kann ich tun?«

»Haben diese Leute Sie schon einmal gesehen?«

»Nein.«

»Die Möglichkeit ist nicht auszuschließen, daß er in Zukunft einen anderen Pfandleiher aufsuchen wird. 


In diesem Fall müßten wir wieder von vorne anfangen. Andererseits hat er aber einen anständigen Preis herausschlagen können und mußte keine Fragen über sich ergehen lassen, das heißt, daß er wahrscheinlich wieder zu Bovington's zurückkehrt, wenn er Bargeld braucht. Ich gebe Ihnen einen Begleitbrief an die Leute mit, damit Sie ihn im Geschäft abpassen können. Wenn der Bursche auftaucht, folgen Sie ihm zu seinem Quartier. Aber keine Unbedachtsamkeiten, und, vor allem, keine Tätlichkeiten. Sie haften mir mit Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.830 Das Verschwinden der Lady Frances Carfax Doyle-WA Bd. 8, 190

Ihrer Ehre dafür, daß Sie ohne mein Wissen und Einverständnis nichts unternehmen werden.«

Zwei Tage lang blieben wir ohne irgendwelche Neuigkeiten vom Ehrenwerten Philip Green (der, wie ich hier erwähnen darf, der Sohn des berühmten Admirals selbigen Namens war, welcher im Krimkrieg die Flotte im Asowschen Meer befehligt hatte). Am Abend des dritten Tages kam er bleich und zitternd in unser Wohnzimmer hereingestürzt; jeder einzelne Muskel seiner mächtigen Gestalt bebte vor Erregung. 

»Wir haben ihn! Wir haben ihn!« schrie er. 

Vor lauter Aufregung sprach er ganz zusammen-hangslos. Holmes besänftigte ihn mit ein paar Worten und nötigte ihn in einen Lehnstuhl. 

»So, und jetzt erzählen Sie alles schön der Reihe nach«, sagte er. 

»Vor einer Stunde erst ist sie gekommen. Diesmal war es die Frau; aber das Ohrgehänge, das sie mitgebracht hat, war das Gegenstück zum anderen. Sie ist eine hochgewachsene, blaßhäutige Frau mit Frett-chenaugen.«

»Das ist die Dame«, bestätigte Holmes. 

»Als sie das Kontor verlassen hat, bin ich ihr gefolgt. Sie ist die Kennington Road entlanggegangen, und ich immer hinter ihr her. Nach einer Weile ist sie in einem Geschäft verschwunden. Mr. Holmes, es war ein Leichenbestatter!«
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Mein Gefährte fuhr zusammen. »Und weiter?«

fragte er mit einem Beben in der Stimme, das sein inneres Feuer hinter dem frostigen, ausdruckslosen Gesicht verriet. 

»Sie unterhielt sich mit der Frau hinter dem Ladentisch. Ich trat ebenfalls ein. ›Er ist noch nicht gekommen‹, hörte ich sie sagen, oder jedenfalls etwas in diesem Sinn, Die Frau entschuldigte sich. ›Er sollte längst bei Ihnen eingetroffen sein‹, sagte sie. ›Wahrscheinlich hat es länger gedauert, weil er nicht ganz der Norm entspricht.‹ Dann brachen beide ab und schauten zu mir hin, worauf ich ein paar Fragen stellte und dann wieder hinausging.«

»Sie haben Ihre Sache vortrefflich gemacht. Was ist weiter geschehen?«

»Die Frau ist herausgekommen, und ich stand in einem Türeingang versteckt. Ich glaube, sie hatte Verdacht geschöpft, denn sie ließ ihre Blicke rundherum schweifen. Dann rief sie eine Droschke und stieg ein. 

Ich hatte das Glück, eine andere zu erwischen und ihr folgen zu können. Schließlich stieg sie vor dem Haus Nummer 36 am Poultney Square in Brixton aus. Ich fuhr vorbei, stieg bei der nächsten Straße, die in den Square einmündet, aus meiner Droschke und ging mir das Haus anschauen.«

»Haben Sie irgend jemanden gesehen?«

»Die Fenster waren dunkel, mit Ausnahme eines Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.832 Das Verschwinden der Lady Frances Carfax Doyle-WA Bd. 8, 191

einzigen im Untergeschoß. Aber dort war das Rouleau heruntergelassen, so daß ich nicht hineinsehen konnte. 

Während ich so dastand und mir überlegte, was als nächstes zu tun sei, fuhr ein gedeckter Wagen vor, in dem zwei Männer saßen. Sie stiegen aus, luden etwas aus dem Wagen und trugen es die Stufen zum Haupteingang empor. Mr. Holmes, es war ein Sarg!«

»Oho!«

»Einen Augenblick lang war ich nahe daran, ins Haus zu stürzen. Die Tür stand nämlich offen, um die Männer und ihre Last einzulassen. Es war die Frau, die aufgemacht hatte. Als ich so dastand, streifte mich ihr Blick, und ich glaube, sie hat mich wiedererkannt. 

Ich sah, wie sie zusammenfuhr und hastig die Tür schloß. Dann kam mir das Versprechen wieder in den Sinn, das ich Ihnen gegeben habe, und da bin ich nun.«

»Sie haben ausgezeichnete Arbeit geleistet«, sagte Holmes, während er ein paar Worte auf einen Halb-bogen Papier kritzelte. »Ohne Haussuchungsbefehl haben wir nicht das Recht, gegen sie vorzugehen. Sie können der Sache am besten dienen, wenn Sie diese Notiz hier der Polizeibehörde überbringen und sich das nötige Dokument ausstellen lassen. Es könnte sein, daß dies nicht ganz unproblematisch ist, aber der Verkauf der Schmuckstücke müßte eigentlich reichen, meine ich. Die Einzelheiten sind die Sache von Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.833 Das Verschwinden der Lady Frances Carfax Doyle-WA Bd. 8, 192

Lestrade.«

»Aber inzwischen wird sie vielleicht ermordet! 

Was kann dieser Sarg denn anderes zu bedeuten haben? Für wen sonst sollte er bestimmt sein?«

»Wir werden alles tun, was getan werden kann, Mr. 

Green. Kein Augenblick soll ungenutzt verstreichen. 

Überlassen Sie dies ganz uns. Nun denn, Watson«, fügte er hinzu, als unser Klient hinweggeeilt war, »er wird die regulären Streitkräfte in Bewegung setzen. 

Wir sind wie gewöhnlich die irregulären und müssen unserem eigenen Schlachtplan folgen. Die Lage ist meiner Meinung nach so verzweifelt, daß sie die äu-

ßersten Maßnahmen rechtfertigt. Wir dürfen keinen Augenblick mehr säumen und müssen uns unverzüglich zum Poultney Square aufmachen. 

Versuchen wir einmal, die Sachlage zu rekonstruieren«, sagte er, als wir mit großer Geschwindigkeit an den Parlamentsgebäuden vorbei und über die Westminster Bridge fuhren. »Diese Schurken haben unsere unglückselige Lady dazu überredet, mit ihnen nach London zu kommen, nachdem sie einen Keil zwischen sie und ihre getreue Zofe getrieben hatten. Falls sie seither irgendwelche Briefe geschrieben hat, sind diese abgefangen worden. Durch die Vermittlung eines Komplizen sind sie zu einem möblierten Mietshaus gekommen. Sobald die Tür hinter ihnen zu war, haben sie sie zu ihrer Gefangenen gemacht und sich Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.834 Das Verschwinden der Lady Frances Carfax Doyle-WA Bd. 8, 193

des wertvollen Schmuckes, hinter dem sie von Anfang an her waren, bemächtigt. Inzwischen haben sie bereits begonnen, einen Teil davon zu veräußern, was sie für wenig riskant halten, da alles dafür zu sprechen scheint, daß kein Mensch am Schicksal der Lady interessiert ist. Wird diese freigelassen, wird sie na-türlich Anzeige gegen die beiden erstatten. Folglich darf sie nicht freigelassen werden. Andererseits können sie sie aber auch nicht für alle Zeiten hinter Schloß und Riegel halten. Und somit ist Mord die einzige Lösung.«

»Das ist sehr einleuchtend.«

»Dann wollen wir jetzt einen anderen Gedankengang aufgreifen. Folgt man nämlich zwei verschiedenen Argumentationsketten, Watson, und kommt an einen Punkt, wo sich die beiden überschneiden, sollte man damit der Wahrheit recht nahe kommen. Diesmal wollen wir nicht von der Lady, sondern vom Sarg ausgehen und rückwärts schließen. Der Umstand, daß ein Sarg gebracht wurde, beweist, so furchte ich, ganz eindeutig, daß die Lady bereits tot ist. Außerdem verweist er auf eine ordentliche Beerdigung mit allem vorschriftsmäßigen Drum und Dran wie ärztlich aus-gestelltem Totenschein und Eintragung ins Sterberegi-ster. Wäre es ganz augenfällig, daß die Lady ermordet worden ist, so hätten sie sie bestimmt im Garten hinter dem Haus verscharrt. Aber hier geht alles ganz Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.835 Das Verschwinden der Lady Frances Carfax Doyle-WA Bd. 8, 193

offen und ordnungsgemäß zu und her. Was hat das zu bedeuten? Doch wohl, daß sie auf eine Art und Weise umgebracht worden ist, die den Arzt zu täuschen vermochte und den Anschein eines natürlichen Todes erweckte – mit Gift zum Beispiel. Aber auch dann mutet es höchst seltsam an, daß sie einen Arzt in ihre Nähe lassen sollten, es sei denn, es handle sich um einen Komplizen, was allerdings kaum anzunehmen ist.«

»Wäre es nicht möglich, daß sie einen Totenschein gefälscht haben?«

»Das ist eine riskante Sache, Watson, sehr riskant. 

Nein, ich kann mir nicht vorstellen, daß sie so etwas täten. Kutscher, halten Sie hier an! Das hier muß der Leichenbestatter sein; wir sind nämlich eben beim Pfandleiher vorbeigefahren. Wären Sie so gut hineinzugehen, Watson? Ihre Erscheinung ist so vertrauen-erweckend. Erkundigen Sie sich einfach, um wieviel Uhr das Poultney-Square-Begräbnis morgen stattfinden soll.«

Die Frau im Geschäft sagte mir ohne Zögern, es sei auf acht Uhr morgens angesetzt. 

»Sehen Sie, Watson, keinerlei Geheimniskrämerei; ein Spiel mit offenen Karten! Auf die eine oder andere Art ist den gesetzlichen Vorschriften ohne Zweifel Genüge getan worden, so daß sie sich jetzt in Sicherheit wiegen. Nun denn, in diesem Fall bleibt uns Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.836 Das Verschwinden der Lady Frances Carfax Doyle-WA Bd. 8, 194

nichts anderes übrig als ein offener Frontalangriff. 

Sind Sie bewaffnet?«

»Ich habe meinen Stock!«

»Schon gut, wir werden stark genug sein. ›Dreimal bewehrt ist der gerechte Streiter42.‹ Wir können es uns ganz einfach nicht leisten, das Eintreffen der Polizei abzuwarten oder uns von den gesetzlichen Schranken zurückhalten zu lassen. Kutscher, Sie können wegfahren. Also, Watson, wir werden nun einfach gemeinsam unser Glück versuchen, wie wir dies früher schon hin und wieder getan haben.«

Bei diesen Worten betätigte er heftig die Türklingel des großen, düsteren Hauses in der Mitte des Poultney Square. Die Tür öffnete sich augenblicklich, und gegen das dämmerige Licht der Eingangshalle hob sich eine hochgewachsene Frauengestalt ab. 

»Sie wünschen?« fragte sie mit schneidender Stimme und versuchte, uns in der Dunkelheit genauer auszumachen. 

»Ich möchte Dr. Shlessinger sprechen«, sagte Holmes. 

»Hier gibt es keine Person dieses Namens«, versetzte sie und wollte uns die Tür vor der Nase zuschlagen, aber Holmes hielt den Fuß dazwischen. 

»Nun, dann will ich mit dem Mann sprechen, der hier wohnt, wie immer er sich auch im Augenblick nennen mag«, sagte Holmes mit Bestimmtheit. 
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Sie zögerte. Dann riß sie die Tür weit auf. »Also gut, kommen Sie rein!« versetzte sie. »Mein Gatte braucht sich vor keinem Menschen auf Erden zu fürchten.« Sie schloß die Tür hinter uns und führte uns in ein Wohnzimmer zur Rechten der Eingangshalle, dessen Gaslicht sie beim Hinausgehen höher drehte. »Mr. Peters wird sofort da sein«, sagte sie. 

Dies stimmte aufs Wort, denn wir hatten kaum Zeit, uns in dem verstaubten und mottenzerfressenen Raum ein wenig umzusehen, als auch schon die Tür aufging und ein großer, glattrasierter, kahlköpfiger Mann leichten Schrittes ins Zimmer trat. Er hatte ein großes, rotes Gesicht mit Hängebacken und ein auf den ersten Blick gütiges Gehabe, das durch den grausamen, gemeinen Zug um seinen Mund Lügen gestraft wurde. 

»Hier liegt ganz gewiß eine Verwechslung vor, Gentlemen«, sagte er mit salbungsvoll abwiegelnder Stimme. »Ich nehme an, Sie haben sich in der Adresse geirrt. Vielleicht, wenn Sie es ein paar Häuser weiter versuchen wollten ...«

»Genug jetzt, wir haben keine Zeit zu verlieren«, sagte mein Gefährte mit Bestimmtheit. »Sie sind Henry Peters aus Adelaide, bis vor kurzem auch als Rev. Dr. Shlessinger aus Baden-Baden und Südamerika bekannt. Das weiß ich so gewiß, wie daß ich Sherlock Holmes heiße.«
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Peters, wie ich ihn von nun an nennen will, zuckte zusammen und maß seinen gefährlichen Verfolger mit festem Blick. »Ihr Name kann mich nicht sonderlich schrecken, Mr. Holmes«, sagte er ungerührt. »So ein Mensch reinen Gewissens ist, läßt er sich nicht so leicht aus der Fassung bringen. Was haben Sie in meinem Haus zu suchen?«

»Ich will wissen, was Sie mit Lady Frances Carfax gemacht haben, die Sie aus Baden-Baden mitgenommen haben.«

»Ich wäre meinerseits sehr froh, wenn Sie mir etwas über den Verbleib dieser Lady sagen könnten«, erwiderte Peters ungerührt. »Sie schuldet mir an die hundert Pfund, und ich habe nichts in der Hand, außer einem Paar Kitschohrringe, denen der Händler kaum einen Blick gönnen wollte. Sie hat sich Mrs. Peters und mir in Baden-Baden angeschlossen – wobei es den Tatsachen entspricht, daß ich mich zu jener Zeit eines anderen Namens bediente – und hat sich an uns geklammert, bis wir in London eintrafen. Ich habe sowohl ihre Hotelrechnung als auch ihre Fahrkarte bezahlt. Kaum waren wir in London, hat sie sich aus dem Staub gemacht und, wie ich bereits erwähnt habe, diese antiquierten Schmuckstücke zurückgelassen, die wohl ihre Schulden begleichen sollten. Finden Sie die Dame, Mr. Holmes, und ich werde Ihnen zu großem Dank verpflichtet sein.«
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»Keine Sorge, ich  werde  sie finden«, versetzte Sherlock Holmes. »Und wenn ich das ganze Haus auf den Kopf stellen muß, ich werde sie finden.«

»Und wo ist Ihr Haussuchungsbefehl?«

Holmes zog seinen Revolver aus der Tasche. »Sie müssen wohl mit diesem da vorliebnehmen, bis ein besserer eintrifft.«

»Nanu, Sie sind ja nur ein hundskommuner Einbrecher.«

»Wenn Sie mich so bezeichnen wollen«, sagte Holmes vergnügt. »Mein Begleiter hier ist außerdem ein ganz gefährlicher Schläger. Und wir beide werden jetzt Ihr Haus durchsuchen.«

Unser Gegenspieler öffnete die Tür. 

»Geh, hol einen Polizisten, Annie!« sagte er. Man hörte Frauenröcke den Flur entlangwischen und dann das Öffnen und Schließen der Eingangstür. 

»Unsere Zeit ist begrenzt, Watson«, sagte Holmes. 

»Wenn Sie versuchen, sich uns in den Weg zu stellen, Peters, wird es sich kaum vermeiden lassen, daß Sie etwas abbekommen. Wo ist dieser Sarg, den man Ihnen ins Haus gebracht hat?«

»Was wollen Sie mit dem Sarg? Er ist in Gebrauch. Es liegt eine Leiche darin.«

»Ich muß diese Leiche sehen.«

»Nie und nimmer lasse ich das zu!«

»Dann eben nicht.« Mit einer raschen Bewegung Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.840 Das Verschwinden der Lady Frances Carfax Doyle-WA Bd. 8, 197

hatte Holmes den Burschen zur Seite gestoßen und war an ihm vorbei in die Eingangshalle getreten. Direkt uns gegenüber stand eine Tür halb offen. Wir traten ein und befanden uns im Eßzimmer. Auf dem Tisch, unter einem auf halber Flamme brennenden Lüster stand der Sarg. Holmes drehte das Gas auf und hob den Sargdeckel. Ganz unten, in den Tiefen des Sarges lag eine ausgemergelte Gestalt. Der helle Schein der Lichter über uns fiel auf ein altes, schrum-peliges Gesicht. Was immer auch Grausamkeit, Hunger und Krankheit aus einem Menschen zu machen vermögen, dieses verfallene Wrack konnte unmöglich die noch immer als schön bezeichnete Lady Frances sein. Holmes standen Verblüffung und Erleichterung zugleich im Gesicht geschrieben. 

»Gott sei Dank!« murmelte er. »Es ist jemand anders.«

»Ha, diesmal haben Sie sich aber böse vertan, Mr. 

Sherlock Holmes«, sagte Peters, der uns in das Zimmer gefolgt war. 

»Wer ist diese Tote?«

»Nun, wenn Sie es unbedingt wissen müssen, sie ist ein ehemaliges Kindermädchen meiner Frau, Rose Spender mit Namen, auf die wir zufällig in der Krankenstation des Armenhauses von Brixton gestoßen sind. Wir nahmen sie zu uns, zogen Dr. Horsom von den Firbank Villas 13 bei – versäumen Sie nicht, sich Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.841 Das Verschwinden der Lady Frances Carfax Doyle-WA Bd. 8, 197

diese Adresse zu notieren, Mr. Holmes – und ließen ihr die allerbeste Pflege angedeihen, wie unsere Chri-stenpflicht es von uns fordert. Am dritten Tag verschied sie – laut Totenschein an Altersschwäche –, aber dies ist natürlich nur die unmaßgebliche Meinung des Arztes; selbstverständlich wissen Sie es besser. Mit der Bestattung haben wir die Firma Stimson

& Co. in der Kennington Road betraut, und morgen um acht Uhr früh wird sie zu Grabe getragen. Glauben Sie immer noch, ein Haar in der Suppe finden zu können, Mr. Holmes? Sie haben einen ganz dummen Schnitzer gemacht, und es würde Ihnen wohl anste-hen, dies zuzugeben. Was würde ich nicht geben für eine Photographie von Ihrem blöde starrenden, fassungslosen Gesicht, als Sie vorhin den Deckel vom Sarg hoben und statt Lady Frances Carfax nur eine arme alte Frau von neunzig darin vorfanden.«

Holmes' Miene blieb bei den Hohnreden seines Widersachers so ungerührt wie immer, aber seine zu Fäusten geballten Hände verrieten die Heftigkeit seines Verdrusses. 

»Ich durchsuche jetzt Ihr Haus«, sagte er. 

»Ach ja?« rief Peters, als eine Frauenstimme und schwere Schritte vom Flur her zu vernehmen waren. 

»Das wollen wir doch mal sehen. Hier herein, die Herren Polizeibeamten, wenn ich bitten darf! Diese zwei Männer hier sind gewaltsam in mein Haus ein-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.842 Das Verschwinden der Lady Frances Carfax Doyle-WA Bd. 8, 198

gedrungen, und es will mir nicht gelingen, sie wieder loszuwerden. Bitte, helfen Sie mir, sie vor die Tür zu setzen.«

Auf der Schwelle standen ein Sergeant und ein Constable. Holmes zog eine Visitenkarte aus seiner Brieftasche hervor. 

»Hier haben Sie meinen Namen und meine Adresse. Und das hier ist mein Freund Dr. Watson.«

»Meiner Treu, Sir, wir kennen Sie doch gut genug«, sagte der Sergeant, »aber ohne Haussuchungsbefehl dürfen Sie sich hier nicht aufhalten.«

»Selbstverständlich, das ist mir klar.«

»Verhaften Sie ihn!« schrie Peters. 

»Wir wissen schon, wo wir diesen Gentleman finden können, wenn wir ihn zu sprechen wünschen«, versetzte der Sergeant würdevoll, »aber Sie sollten jetzt wirklich gehen, Mr. Holmes.«

»Ja, Watson, wir sollten jetzt wirklich gehen.«

Eine Minute später standen wir wieder auf der Straße. Holmes war so kühl und gelassen wie immer, ich aber glühte vor Wut und gedemütigtem Stolz. Der Sergeant war uns nachgekommen. 

»Tut mir leid, Mr. Holmes, aber so will es nun mal das Gesetz.«

»Ganz recht, Sergeant, Sie konnten nicht anders handeln.«

»Ich nehme an, Sie hatten gute Gründe dafür, dort Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.843 Das Verschwinden der Lady Frances Carfax Doyle-WA Bd. 8, 199

zu sein. Wenn ich irgend etwas tun kann ....«

»Es geht um eine verschwundene Lady, Sergeant, und wir glauben, daß sie sich in diesem Haus befindet. Ich erwarte jeden Moment einen Haussuchungsbefehl.«

»In diesem Fall werde ich ein Auge auf die Leute haben, Mr. Holmes. Sobald sich irgend etwas tut, gebe ich Ihnen Bescheid.«

Es war erst neun Uhr, und sogleich trieb uns das Jagdfieber weiter. Zuerst fuhren wir zur Krankensta-tion des Armenhauses von Brixton, wo wir erfuhren, daß vor ein paar Tagen tatsächlich ein barmherziges Ehepaar dort vorgesprochen hatte, daß diese Leute in einer schwachsinnigen alten Frau eine ehemalige Bedienstete zu erkennen geglaubt und darauf die Erlaubnis erwirkt hatten, sie mitzunehmen. Die Nachricht, daß die alte Frau inzwischen verstorben sei, löste keine besondere Überraschung aus. 

Unser nächstes Ziel war der Arzt. Wie er uns sagte, war er zu der Frau gerufen worden, hatte festgestellt, daß sie im Begriff war, an schierer Altersschwäche zu sterben, war dabeigewesen, als sie den Geist aufgab, und hatte den Totenschein unter Einhaltung sämtlicher Vorschriften ausgestellt. »Ich kann Ihnen versichern, daß in dieser Angelegenheit alles seinen ganz natürlichen Verlauf genommen hat und daß es nicht den geringsten Spielraum für verbrecherische Ma-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.844 Das Verschwinden der Lady Frances Carfax Doyle-WA Bd. 8, 199

chenschaften gegeben hat«, sagte er. Nichts in dem Haus hatte seinen Verdacht erregt, nur daß es ihm ein wenig ungewöhnlich erschienen war, daß Leute dieses Standes keine Bediensteten hatten. So weit und keinen Schritt weiter ging der Arzt mit seinen Äußerungen. 

Zu guter Letzt fuhren wir noch zu Scotland Yard. 

Hinsichtlich des Haussuchungsbefehls hatten sich verfahrensrechtliche Schwierigkeiten ergeben. Eine gewisse Verzögerung sei unvermeidlich. Die richterliche Unterschrift könne aller Voraussicht nach nicht vor dem folgenden Morgen erwirkt werden. Falls Holmes gegen neun Uhr wieder vorsprechen wollte, könnte er Lestrade begleiten und bei der Aktion zugegen sein. Damit fand der Tag seinen Abschluß, abgesehen davon, daß kurz vor Mitternacht unser Freund, der Sergeant, bei uns hereinschaute, um zu melden, er habe hinter den Fenstern des großen, dunkel daliegenden Hauses da und dort Lichter aufflackern sehen, es sei aber niemand herausgekommen und auch niemand hineingegangen. Jetzt blieb uns nichts anderes mehr übrig, als um Geduld zu beten und den kommenden Tag abzuwarten. 

Sherlock Holmes war zu gereizt, um mit mir zu plaudern, und zu ruhelos, um schlafen zu können. Als ich mich zurückzog, saß er heftig paffend, die schweren Augenbrauen zusammengezogen, in seinem Lehn-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.845 Das Verschwinden der Lady Frances Carfax Doyle-WA Bd. 8, 200

sessel, trommelte mit seinen langen, nervösen Fingern auf den Seitenlehnen herum und wendete jede denkbare Lösung des Rätsels in seinem Geist hin und her. 

Mehrmals im Laufe der Nacht hörte ich ihn im Haus herumtigern. Und kaum war ich am Morgen geweckt worden, da kam er auch schon in mein Zimmer ge-stürzt. Er war im Morgenrock, aber sein bleiches, hohläugiges Gesicht verriet mir, daß er eine schlaflose Nacht hinter sich hatte. 

»Um wieviel Uhr sollte das Begräbnis stattfinden? 

Um acht, nicht wahr?« fragte er aufgeregt. »Nun, es ist zwanzig nach sieben. Allmächtiger, Watson, was ist nur aus dem bißchen Hirn geworden, das Gott mir gegeben hat? Schnell, Mann, schnell! Es geht um Leben oder Tod – und die Chancen stehen hundert zu eins für den Tod. Wenn wir zu spät kommen, verzeih ich mir das nie, niemals!«

Es ging keine fünf Minuten, und schon rasten wir in einer Droschke durch die Baker Street. Dennoch war es schon fünfundzwanzig vor acht, als wir beim Big Ben vorbeifuhren, und als wir durch die Brixton Road sprengten, schlug es eben acht. Aber wir waren nicht die einzigen, die Verspätung hatten. Zehn Minuten nach der vollen Stunde stand der Leichenwagen noch immer vor dem Hauseingang, und genau in dem Augenblick, als unser Pferd mit Schaum vor dem Maul zum Stehen kam, erschien, von drei Männern Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.846 Das Verschwinden der Lady Frances Carfax Doyle-WA Bd. 8, 201

getragen, der Sarg auf der Schwelle. Holmes preschte vor und versperrte ihnen den Weg. 

»Zurück damit!« rief er und drückte dem vordersten Träger die Hand auf die Brust. »Tragen Sie ihn augenblicklich zurück!«

»Was zum Teufel fällt denn Ihnen ein? Ich frage Sie zum zweiten Mal, wo ist Ihr Haussuchungsbefehl?« schrie Peters, dessen großes, rotes Gesicht schäumend vor Wut am jenseitigen Ende des Sarges auftauchte. 

»Der Haussuchungsbefehl ist unterwegs. Und dieser Sarg verläßt derweilen nicht das Haus.«

Die Autorität in Holmes' Stimme verfehlte ihre Wirkung auf die Träger nicht. Peters war plötzlich im Haus verschwunden, und so gehorchten sie den neuen Befehlen. »Schnell, Watson, schnell! Da haben Sie einen Schraubenzieher!« schrie er, als der Sarg wieder auf den Tisch zurückgestellt worden war. »Und hier ist einer für Sie, guter Mann! Ein Sovereign43, wenn der Deckel in einer Minute weg ist! Keine Fragen –

ranhalten! Gut so! Noch eine! Und noch eine! Und jetzt ziehen, alle miteinander! Er rührt sich! Er rührt sich! Ah, jetzt, endlich, geschafft!«

Mit vereinten Kräften rissen wir den Deckel vom Sarg. Im selben Moment schlug uns aus seinem Inneren ein betäubender und überwältigender Chloroform-geruch entgegen. Im Sarg lag eine Gestalt, deren Kopf Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.847 Das Verschwinden der Lady Frances Carfax Doyle-WA Bd. 8, 201

über und über mit Watte umwickelt war, die mit dem Betäubungsmittel getränkt war. Holmes riß die Watte weg, und zum Vorschein kam das statuenhafte Antlitz einer schönen, durchgeistigten Frau mittleren Alters. 

Schon hatte er seinen Arm um sie geschlungen und sie in sitzende Position gebracht. 

»Ist sie dahin, Watson? Ist noch ein Funke Leben in ihr? Wir dürfen einfach nicht zu spät gekommen sein!«

Während der nächsten halben Stunde sah es ganz so aus. War es Erstickung durch den Luftmangel, waren es die giftigen Dämpfe des Chloroforms, jedenfalls schien der Punkt, an dem man Lady Frances noch hätte zurückholen können, überschritten zu sein. 

Dann aber, endlich, nachdem wir es mit künstlicher Beatmung, Ätherinjektionen und allen anderen Tricks der ärztlichen Kunst versucht hatten, kündeten ein paar flatternde Pulsschläge, ein zartes Beben der Augenlider und das leichte Anlaufen eines ihr vorgehaltenen Spiegels davon, daß das Leben langsam in sie zurückkehrte. Inzwischen war eine Droschke vorgefahren, und Holmes zog die Rouleaus auf, um hinaus-zusehen. »Da kommt Lestrade mit dem Haussuchungsbefehl«, sagte er. »Doch er wird feststellen müssen, daß seine Vögel ausgeflogen sind. Und hier«, setzte er hinzu, als man schwere, hastige Schritte auf dem Flur hörte, »kommt einer, der hat ein größeres Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.848 Das Verschwinden der Lady Frances Carfax Doyle-WA Bd. 8, 202

Anrecht darauf, diese Lady zu pflegen, als wir beide. 

Guten Morgen, Mr. Green; ich glaube, je eher wir die Lady an einen anderen Ort bringen können, desto besser. Einstweilen mag die Beerdigung ihren Fortgang nehmen und die arme, alte Frau, die noch immer in diesem Sarg liegt, nun allein zu ihrer letzten Ruhestätte gebracht werden.«

»Sollten Sie sich mit dem Gedanken tragen, diesen Fall Ihrer Chronik einzuverleiben, mein lieber Watson«, sagte Holmes am Abend, »so müßten Sie ihn als Beispiel für jene zeitweilige Verfinsterung behandeln, die selbst den klarsten Verstand bisweilen überkommen kann. Kein Sterblicher ist gegen solcherlei Versehen gefeit; der aber beweist wahre Größe, der sie zu erkennen und wiedergutzumachen vermag. Und dieses relativierte Verdienst darf ich wohl für mich in Anspruch nehmen. Die ganze Nacht lang peinigte mich der Gedanke, daß mir irgendwann ein versteckter Hinweis, ein seltsamer Satz, eine eigenartige Beobachtung untergekommen, ich dann aber zu schnell darüber hinweggegangen war. Endlich, im Morgengrauen, kamen mir die Worte ganz plötzlich wieder in den Sinn. Es war jene Äußerung der Leichenbestat-tersfrau, von der Philip Green uns berichtet hatte. Sie hatte gesagt: ›Er sollte längst bei Ihnen eingetroffen sein. Wahrscheinlich hat es länger gedauert, weil er Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.849 Das Verschwinden der Lady Frances Carfax Doyle-WA Bd. 8, 202

nicht ganz der Norm entspricht.‹ Sie hatte den Sarg gemeint.  Der  entsprach nicht ganz der Norm, und dies konnte nichts anderes heißen, als daß er eine Spezial-anfertigung mit besonderen Abmessungen war. Aber weshalb dies? Weshalb? Dann sah ich plötzlich die hohen Seitenwände des Sarges und die winzige, eingefallene Gestalt tief auf seinem Grund wieder vor mir. Weshalb ein so großer Sarg für eine so kleine Leiche? Um Platz für eine zweite Leiche zu haben. 

Beide sollten mit dem einen Totenschein bestattet werden. Es war alles so klar – wenn nur mein Blick nicht so getrübt gewesen wäre. Um acht Uhr würde Lady Frances zu Grabe getragen. Uns blieb nur noch die Möglichkeit, den Sarg aufzuhalten, ehe er das Haus verließ. 

Die Chance, daß wir sie noch lebend vorfinden würden, war verzweifelt klein, aber es  bestand  immerhin eine Chance, wie das Ergebnis ja dann gezeigt hat. Meines Wissens hatten diese Leute noch nie einen Mord begangen. Vielleicht schreckten sie, wenn es darauf ankam, vor einer aktiven Gewalttat zurück. 

Sie brauchten sie ja nur zu beerdigen, und nichts würde darauf hindeuten, wie sie den Tod gefunden hatte; und selbst wenn sie später exhumiert werden sollte, bestand die Möglichkeit, daß die beiden ungeschoren davonkämen. Ich hoffte, sie würden sich von solcherlei Erwägungen leiten lassen. Na ja, Watson, Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.850 Das Verschwinden der Lady Frances Carfax Doyle-WA Bd. 8, 203

Sie können sich die Szene wohl vorstellen, Sie waren ja auch oben und haben gesehen, in was für einem schauerlichen Loch die bemitleidenswerte Lady so lange gefangengehalten wurde. Die beiden stürzten hinein und überwältigten sie mit Hilfe des Chloroforms, trugen sie nach unten, gössen mehr von dem Zeug in den Sarg, um sicher zu sein, daß sie nicht wieder zu sich käme, und schraubten dann den Deckel fest. Ein raffiniertes Vorgehen, Watson. Meines Wissens eine Neuheit in den Annalen des Verbrechens. 

Sollte es unserem ehemaligen Missionarspaar gelingen, Lestrades Fängen zu entgehen, so erwarte ich, im Laufe ihrer weiteren Karriere noch von einigen Mei-sterstreichen zu hören.«

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.851
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Der Teufelsfuß

Bei meinen gelegentlichen Aufzeichnungen der eigenartigen Erlebnisse und interessanten Erinnerungen, die ich meiner langjährigen und engen Freundschaft mit Mr. Sherlock Holmes verdanke, hat es immer eine grundlegende Schwierigkeit gegeben: seine Abneigung gegen jede Art von Publizität. Seinem melancholischen und zynischen Geist war der Beifall der Menge immer ein Greuel, und nichts bereitete ihm größeres Vergnügen, als am Ende eines erfolgreich gelösten Falles die eigentliche Enthüllung irgendeinem biederen Beamten zu überlassen und dann mit spöttischem Lächeln dem allgemeinen Chor falsch adressierter Beglückwünschungen zu lauschen. Tatsächlich ist es eben dieser Haltung meines Freundes und ganz gewiß nicht dem Mangel an interessantem Material zuzuschreiben, daß ich in den letzten paar Jahren dem Publikum nur wenige meiner Aufzeichnungen vorlegen konnte. Das Privileg, an einigen seiner Abenteuer teilnehmen zu dürfen, bedingte meinerseits stets Diskretion und Verschwiegenheit. 

So war ich denn nicht wenig überrascht, als ich am letzten Dienstag ein Telegramm von Holmes erhielt –

es ist noch nie vorgekommen, daß er einen Brief geschrieben hätte, wenn auch ein Telegramm den Zweck Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.852
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erfüllte –, ein Telegramm also mit dem folgenden Wortlaut: »Setzen Sie ihnen doch das Grauen von Cornwall vor – seltsamster Fall meiner ganzen Laufbahn.« Ich habe keine Ahnung, was seine Erinnerung zurückschweifen und diese Sache wieder frisch vor seinem Geist erstehen ließ, noch, welcher Laune wohl der Wunsch entsprang, ich möge davon erzählen; aber wie dem auch sei, nun heißt es, eilends die Notizen über die genauen Einzelheiten dieses Falles aufstö-

bern und meinen Lesern die Geschichte vorlegen, ehe ein neues Telegramm all dem ein Ende setzt. 

Nun denn, im Frühling des Jahres 1897 ließ Holmes' eiserne Konstitution Anzeichen davon erkennen, daß sie der ununterbrochenen harten Arbeit, die au-

ßerdem noch höchste Ansprüche stellte, nicht mehr gewachsen war, was durch gelegentliche Unbesonnen-heiten seinerseits vielleicht noch verschärft wurde. Im März dieses Jahres ordnete Dr. Moore Agar von der Harley Street – die dramatischen Umstände seiner Bekanntschaft mit Holmes will ich ein andermal erzählen – mit großem Nachdruck an, daß der berühmte Privatdetektiv all seine Fälle niederlegen und sich absoluter Ruhe hingeben müsse, wenn er einen vollständigen Zusammenbruch vermeiden wolle. Nun gehört zwar sein Gesundheitszustand zu den Dingen, denen er nicht das geringste Interesse entgegenbringt, da sein Geist die größtmögliche Unabhängigkeit vom Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.853
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Körper erlangt hat, aber angesichts der drohenden Gefahr, daß die Ausübung seiner Arbeit ihm für immer verwehrt sein könnte, ließ er sich schließlich doch dazu bewegen, sich eine gründliche Orts- und Luftveränderung zu gönnen. So kam es denn, daß wir beide uns zum Frühlingsanfang jenes Jahres in einem kleinen Cottage in der Nähe von Poldhu Bay, in der entferntesten Ecke der Halbinsel Cornwall, wiederfanden. 

Es war ein eigenartiger Flecken Erde, und er hätte der grimmigen Laune meines Patienten nicht angemessener sein können. Von den Fenstern unseres kleinen, weißgetünchten Hauses aus, welches hoch oben auf einer grasbewachsenen Landzunge stand, sah man direkt auf das unheilvolle Halbrund von Mounts Bay hinab, jene von schwarzen Kliffen gesäumte alte Todesfalle, deren wellenumbrandete Riffe schon unzähligen Segelschiffen und Seeleuten zum Verhängnis geworden sind. Bläst der Wind von Norden her, so liegt die Bucht friedlich und windgeschützt da und verspricht dem sturmgeschüttelten Gefährt Schutz und Ruhe. 

Dann jäh ein Wirbeln, brausend von Südwesten ein Orkan, der Anker ohne Halt, die Küste leewärts, und der letzte Kampf im Aufschäumen der Brecher. Der weise Seefahrer hält sich von dieser Stätte des Verderbens fern. 

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.854
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Landeinwärts war unsere Umgebung nicht minder düster als zur See hin. Es war eine gewellte Moor-landschaft, öde und graubraun, aus der hier und da ein Kirchturm aufragte und den Standort irgendeines verschlafenen Dorfes kennzeichnete. Wohin man sich auf diesem Moor auch wenden mochte, überall fanden sich Spuren von einem früheren, längst völlig verschwundenen Menschengeschlecht, von dem allein noch seltsame Steinmonumente zeugten, unregelmä-

ßig geformte Hügel, welche die Asche ihrer Verstorbenen bargen, und eigenartige Erdwälle, die von prä-

historischen Fehden kündeten. Das Magische und Geheimnisvolle dieser Gegend mit ihrer unheimlichen Präsenz langvergessener Völker sagte der Phantasie meines Freundes zu, und er verbrachte einen großen Teil seiner Zeit mit langen Spaziergängen und einsamen Meditationen auf dem Moor. Auch die Ursprache von Cornwall hatte es ihm angetan, und ich weiß noch, daß er die Theorie aufstellte, sie sei mit dem Chaldäischen verwandt und im wesentlichen von den phönizischen Seefahrern, die mit Zinn handelten, übernommen worden. Er hatte eben eine Sendung phi-lologischer Sachbücher erhalten und war im Begriff, sich auf eine gründlichere Ausarbeitung dieser These einzulassen, als wir plötzlich, zu meinem Leid und zu seinem unverhohlenen Entzücken, selbst hier in dieser Traumlandschaft, direkt vor unserer Haustür mit Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.855
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einem Problem konfrontiert wurden, das größer, erregender und unendlich viel rätselhafter war als all jene, die uns aus London fortgetrieben hatten. Unsere schlichte Lebensweise und der geruhsame, gesunde Tagesablauf, den wir uns angewöhnt hatten, wurden gewaltsam unterbrochen, und von einem Augenblick zum anderen befanden wir uns inmitten einer Reihe von Ereignissen, die nicht allein in Cornwall, sondern überall in ganz Westengland größtes Aufsehen erregten. Viele meiner Leser werden sich wahrscheinlich noch an ›Das Grauen von Cornwall‹ erinnern, wie es damals genannt wurde; was davon bis zu den Londoner Zeitungen durchdrang, war allerdings nur ein höchst unvollständiger Bericht. Jetzt, dreizehn Jahre danach, will ich dem Publikum die Wahrheit über diese unglaubliche Affaire in allen Einzelheiten enthüllen. 

Ich habe bereits von den vereinzelt aufragenden Kirchtürmen gesprochen und davon, daß sie Wahrzeichen der in diesem Teil von Cornwall weit verstreut liegenden Dörfer waren. Das uns am nächsten gelegene war der Weiler Tredannick Wollas, wo sich die Cottages von ein paar hundert Einwohnern dicht um eine alte, moosüberwachsene Kirche scharten. Der Pfarrer dieser Gemeinde, Mr. Roundhay, war ein Frei-zeitarchäologe, und deswegen hatte Holmes auch seine Bekanntschaft gemacht. Er war ein Mann mitt-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.856
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leren Alters, rundlich und leutselig, und konnte, was das Sagengut dieser Gegend anbelangte, aus dem vollen schöpfen. Er hatte uns einmal zum Tee ins Pfarrhaus eingeladen, und bei dieser Gelegenheit machten wir auch die Bekanntschaft von Mr. Mortimer Tregennis, einem Privatier, der die kärglichen Mittel des Geistlichen dadurch etwas vermehrte, daß er in dessen großem, weitläufigem Haus zur Untermiete wohnte. 

Dem Pfarrer, der ledig war, kam diese Übereinkunft sehr zupaß, wenn ihn auch wenig verband mit seinem Untermieter, der ein hagerer, dunkelhaariger Mann mit Brille war und so vornübergeneigt ging, daß es wie eine echte körperliche Behinderung wirkte. Wie ich mich erinnere, hatten wir während dieses kurzen Besuches den Pfarrer als einen redseligen, seinen Untermieter hingegen als einen eigenartig verschlossenen, trübselig aussehenden und introvertierten Menschen kennengelernt, der mit abgewandtem Blick dasaß und offenbar seinen eigenen Angelegenheiten nachgrübelte. 

Dies also waren die beiden Männer, die am Dienstag, dem sechzehnten März, kurz nach dem Frühstück unvermittelt unser Wohnzimmer betraten, wo wir gemeinsam saßen und uns rauchenderweise rüsteten für unseren täglichen Ausflug auf das Moor. 

»Mr. Holmes«, begann der Pfarrer mit erregter Stimme, »heute nacht hat sich etwas höchst Außerge-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.857
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wöhnliches und Tragisches ereignet. So etwas ist noch gar nie dagewesen. Und wir müssen es wirklich als einen ganz besonderen Akt der Vorsehung betrachten, daß Sie gerade jetzt hier bei uns sind, denn Sie sind der einzige Mann in ganz England, der uns helfen kann.«

Ich warf diesem pfarrherrlichen Störenfried einen nicht eben freundlichen Blick zu; Holmes indessen nahm die Pfeife aus dem Mund und straffte sich in seinem Stuhl wie ein Jagdhund, der das Halali gehört hat. Er machte eine einladende Handbewegung zum Sofa hin, und unser zitternder Besucher und sein aufgeregter Gefährte nahmen Seite an Seite darauf Platz. 

Mr. Mortimer Tregennis schien gefaßter als der Geistliche, aber das Zucken seiner hageren Hände und der Glanz seiner dunklen Augen zeigten an, daß die beiden sich in einer ähnlichen Gemütsverfassung befanden. 

»Soll ich sprechen, oder wollen Sie?« fragte er den Pfarrer. 

»Nun, da allem Anschein nach Sie diese Sache, was immer es auch sein mag, entdeckt haben, während der Pfarrer sie nur aus zweiter Hand hat, wäre es wohl von Vorteil, wenn Sie das Wort ergriffen«, sagte Holmes. 

Ich warf einen Blick auf die Hast verratende Kleidung des Geistlichen und auf den korrekt gekleideten Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.858
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Untermieter an seiner Seite und amüsierte mich über die verblüfften Gesichter der beiden ob Holmes' simpler Deduktion. 

»Vielleicht sollte doch besser ich erst ein paar Worte sagen«, meinte der Pfarrer, »und danach können Sie entscheiden, ob Sie von Mr. Tregennis die Einzelheiten zu hören wünschen oder ob wir uns nicht besser unverzüglich zum Schauplatz dieser rätselhaften Affaire aufmachen sollten. So lassen Sie mich Ihnen denn erklären, daß unser gemeinsamer Freund hier den gestrigen Abend in Gesellschaft seiner beiden Brüder Owen und George sowie seiner Schwester Brenda in deren Haus namens Tredannick Wartha verbracht hat, das ganz in der Nähe des alten Stein-kreuzes auf dem Moor gelegen ist. Als er sie kurz nach zehn verließ, saßen sie bei bester Gesundheit und Laune! um den Eßtisch herum und spielten Karten.44 Heute morgen dann unternahm er als Frühaufsteher noch vor dem Frühstück einen Spaziergang in dieselbe Richtung. Unterwegs wurde er von Dr. Richards' Wagen eingeholt, und der Arzt erklärte ihm, er habe soeben einen höchst dringlichen Notruf aus Tredannick Wartha erhalten. Selbstverständlich fuhr Mr. Mortimer Tregennis sogleich mit. In Tredannick Wartha bot sich ihm ein ganz unerhörtes Schauspiel. 

Seine beiden Brüder und die Schwester saßen noch genau so um den Tisch herum, wie er sie verlassen Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.859
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hatte, die Karten lagen noch vor ihnen ausgebreitet, und die Kerzen waren bis auf die Tropfenfänger niedergebrannt. Die Schwester saß totenstarr in ihren Stuhl zurückgesunken, während die beiden Brüder lachend, johlend und singend zu ihren Seiten saßen und ganz offensichtlich den Verstand verloren hatten. Auf den Gesichtern der drei, der toten Frau und der beiden Wahnsinnigen, hatte sich ein Ausdruck tiefsten Grauens festgesetzt, eine Fratze des Entsetzens, die fürchterlich anzuschauen war. Es gab keine Anzeichen dafür, daß sonst noch jemand im Haus gewesen war, abgesehen von Mrs. Porter, der alten Köchin und Haushälterin, die erklärte, sie habe die ganze Nacht hindurch tief geschlafen und keinerlei Geräusche ge-hört. Nichts ist gestohlen oder in Unordnung gebracht worden, und es gibt nicht den geringsten Fingerzeig darauf, was so grauenvoll gewesen sein mag, daß es eine Frau zu Tode erschreckt und zwei starke Männer um den Verstand gebracht hat. Dies ist in aller Kürze die Situation, Mr. Holmes, und wenn Sie uns dabei helfen können, sie aufzuklären, so tun Sie damit ein großes Werk.«

Ich hatte zuerst gehofft, meinem Gefährten die Ruhe, den ursprünglichen Zweck dieser Reise, wieder schmackhaft machen zu können; jetzt aber zeigte mir ein einziger Blick auf sein angespanntes Gesicht und die zusammengezogenen Augenbrauen, daß diese Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.860
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Hoffnung völlig eitel war. Er saß eine Weile schweigend da, ganz vertieft in dieses seltsame Drama, das unser friedvolles Dasein gestört hatte. 

»Ich will mich der Sache annehmen«, sagte er schließlich. »Auf den ersten Blick scheint es sich um einen Fall ganz eigentümlicher Prägung zu handeln. 

Sind Sie selbst auch schon dort gewesen, Mr. 

Roundhay?«

»Nein, Mr. Holmes. Mr. Tregennis ist mit dem Bericht davon ins Pfarrhaus zurückgekehrt, und dann bin ich sogleich mit ihm hierhergeeilt, um Sie zu konsultieren.«

»Wie weit ist es bis zu dem Haus, in dem sich diese eigenartige Tragödie abgespielt hat?«

»Etwa eine Meile landeinwärts.«

»Dann wollen wir alle gemeinsam zu Fuß dorthin-gehen. Ehe wir aber aufbrechen, habe ich Ihnen noch ein paar Fragen zu stellen, Mr. Mortimer Tregennis.«

Dieser hatte die ganze Zeit über in Schweigen verharrt, aber mir war nicht entgangen, daß seine Erregung, wiewohl besser im Zaum gehalten, vielleicht sogar noch stärker war als die offensichtliche Aufge-regtheit des Geistlichen. Er saß mit bleichem, abge-spanntem Gesicht da, den angsterfüllten Blick unverwandt auf Holmes gerichtet, und seine hageren Hände verklammerten sich krampfhaft ineinander. Seine blassen Lippen bebten, während er dem Bericht von Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.861
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der furchtbaren Heimsuchung seiner Familie lauschte, und in seinen dunklen Augen schien sich etwas von dem Grauen der Szene widerzuspiegeln. 

»Fragen Sie, was Sie wollen, Mr. Holmes«, sagte er beflissen. »Wenn es mich auch hart ankommt, dar-

über zu sprechen, ich werde Ihnen die Wahrheit sagen.«

»Erzählen Sie mir von gestern abend.«

»Nun, Mr. Holmes, ich habe dort zu Abend gegessen, wie der Herr Pfarrer bereits erwähnt hat, und danach hat mein älterer Bruder George eine Partie Whist vorgeschlagen. Wir setzten uns gegen neun Uhr dazu nieder. Um Viertel nach zehn habe ich mich aufgemacht, und als ich ging, da saßen sie alle so vergnügt wie nur möglich um den Tisch herum.«

»Wer hat Ihnen aufgesperrt?«

»Mrs. Porter war bereits zu Bett gegangen, deshalb sperrte ich selbst auf und ließ dann die Haustür hinter mir ins Schloß fallen. Das Fenster des Zimmers, in dem sie saßen, war geschlossen, aber das Rouleau war nicht heruntergelassen. Heute morgen fand ich Tür und Fenster in unverändertem Zustand vor, und nichts deutete daraufhin, daß ein Fremder im Haus gewesen war. Und doch saßen da die beiden, wahnsinnig geworden vor Entsetzen, und da lehnte Brenda, gestorben vor lauter Angst, und ihr Kopf hing über die Armlehne ihres Stuhles herab. Niemals, so lange Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.862
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ich lebe, wird mir das Bild dieses Zimmers aus dem Sinn gehen.«

»Die Fakten, die Sie uns hier vorlegen, sind in der Tat höchst bemerkenswert«, sagte Holmes. »Wenn ich recht verstehe, haben Sie selbst keine Theorie, die sie in irgendeiner Weise erklären könnte?«

»Es ist Teufelswerk, Mr. Holmes, Teufelswerk!«

rief Mortimer Tregennis. »Es muß etwas gewesen sein, das nicht von dieser Welt ist. Irgend etwas ist in dieses Zimmer gekommen und hat das Licht der Vernunft in ihnen ausgelöscht. Wie könnte Menschenwerk so etwas tun?«

»Ich furchte«, entgegnete Holmes, »daß diese Sache, sollte sie in außermenschliche Bereiche lappen, entschieden nicht mehr in mein Ressort gehört. 

Aber ehe wir uns auf eine solche Theorie zurückziehen, müssen wir erst einmal alle natürlichen Erklä-

rungsmöglichkeiten ausschöpfen. Was Sie selber betrifft, Mr. Tregennis, so nehme ich an, daß Sie sich aus irgendeinem Grund mit Ihren Familienangehörigen entzweit haben, da diese zusammenlebten, während Sie Ihre separaten Räumlichkeiten haben?«

»So ist es, Mr. Holmes, obwohl diese Sache längst vorbei und abgetan ist. Unsere Familie besaß eine Zinnmine in Redruth, aber wir verkauften das Unternehmen an eine Gesellschaft, was uns genügend Mittel an die Hand gab, um uns zur Ruhe setzen zu kön-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.863
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nen. Ich will nicht bestreiten, daß es anläßlich der Teilung des Geldes ein wenig böses Blut gab und daß diese Sache eine Zeitlang zwischen uns stand, aber all dies war längst vergessen und vergeben, und wir standen wieder auf dem freundschaftlichsten Fuß miteinander.«

»Ist Ihnen, wenn Sie auf diesen gemeinsam verbrachten Abend zurückblicken, irgend etwas im Ge-dächtnis haften geblieben, das die Hintergründe dieser Tragödie in irgendeiner Weise erhellen könnte? Denken Sie gründlich nach, Mr. Tregennis, ob sich nicht irgend etwas finden läßt, das mir als Anhaltspunkt weiterhelfen könnte.«

»Es gibt wirklich gar nichts, Sir.«

»War die Gemütsverfassung Ihrer Angehörigen so wie immer?«

»Besser denn je.«

»Waren sie nervös? Machten sie je den Eindruck von Menschen, die sich vor einer lauernden Gefahr fürchten?«

»Nein, nichts dergleichen.«

»Sie haben also gar nichts mehr hinzuzufügen, was mir von Nutzen sein könnte?«

Mortimer Tregennis besann sich eine Weile lang eingehend. 

»Eine einzige Sache fällt mir eben ein«, sagte er schließlich. »Als wir um den Tisch herum saßen, Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.864
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kehrte ich dem Fenster den Rücken zu, und mein Bruder George, der beim Kartenspiel mein Partner war, saß ihm direkt gegenüber. Einmal sah ich ihn scharf über meine Schulter blicken und drehte mich um, weil ich wissen wollte, was es da zu sehen gab. Das Rouleau war hochgezogen und das Fenster geschlossen, aber mit einiger Mühe gelang es mir, die Büsche im Garten draußen auszumachen, und einen Augenblick lang schien es mir, als bewege sich etwas zwischen ihnen. Ich hätte nicht sagen können, ob es Mensch oder Tier war, aber ich konnte mich des Eindrucks nicht erwehren, daß dort etwas war. Als ich ihn darauf fragte, was er denn gesehen habe, sagte er mir, es sei ihm genau gleich ergangen wie mir. Das ist alles, was ich Ihnen sagen kann.«

»Sind Sie der Sache nicht nachgegangen?«

»Nein, wir kümmerten uns nicht weiter darum, da es nicht von Belang zu sein schien.«

»Sie hatten also keinerlei düstere Vorahnungen, als Sie Ihre Angehörigen verließen?«

»Nicht im geringsten.«

»Was ich noch nicht ganz verstehe, ist, wie Sie heute morgen so früh von der Sache erfahren haben.«

»Ich bin Frühaufsteher und mache im allgemeinen einen Spaziergang vor dem Frühstück. Heute morgen war ich kaum recht aufgebrochen, als mich der Doktor mit seinem Wagen überholte. Er sagte mir, die alte Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.865
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Mrs. Porter hätte einen Jungen zu ihm geschickt mit der Nachricht, es sei dringend. Ich sprang sogleich neben ihm in den Wagen, und weiter ging die Fahrt. 

Als wir ankamen, nahmen wir dieses Schreckenszim-mer in Augenschein. Die Kerzen und das Kaminfeuer mußten bereits Stunden zuvor ausgegangen sein, so daß sie im Dunkeln gesessen hatten, bis die Morgendämmerung angebrochen war. Der Doktor meinte, Brenda müsse schon mindestens sechs Stunden tot gewesen sein. Es gab keinerlei Anzeichen von Gewaltanwendung. Sie lag einfach über der Armlehne ihres Stuhles mit diesem unsäglichen Ausdruck auf ihrem Gesicht. George und Owen grölten Liederfetzen und schnatterten wie zwei große Affen. Ach, es war ein grauenhafter Anblick! Ich konnte ihn fast nicht ertragen, und der Doktor war weiß wie ein Bettlaken. Tatsächlich sank er sogar in einer Art Ohnmacht auf einen Stuhl nieder, und es hätte nicht viel gefehlt, so hätten wir ihn auch noch am Hals gehabt.«

»Bemerkenswert – höchst bemerkenswert!« versetzte Holmes, während er sich erhob und nach seinem Hut griff. »Ich denke, am besten machen wir uns ohne weiteren Verzug auf nach Tredannick Wartha. 

Ich muß gestehen, ich habe es kaum je mit einem Fall zu tun gehabt, der einem auf Anhieb ein so seltsames Rätsel aufgegeben hätte.«
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Was wir an jenem ersten Morgen unternahmen, trug wenig dazu bei, die Untersuchung voranzutreiben. 

Doch gleich zu Anfang gab es einen Vorfall, der in meiner Seele einen überaus grausigen Eindruck hinterließ. Zum Ort der Tragödie führt ein enger, gewundener Feldweg. Während wir des Weges gingen, hörten wir plötzlich das Rattern eines uns entgegenkommenden Wagens und traten beiseite, um ihn vorbeizu-lassen. Als er auf gleicher Höhe mit uns war, erspähte ich durch das geschlossene Fenster ein grauenhaft verzerrtes, grinsendes Gesicht, das uns entgegenstarrte. 

Wie eine fürchterliche Traumvision jagte dies Augen-rollen und Zähnefletschen an uns vorbei. 

»Meine Brüder!« rief Mortimer Tregennis, weiß bis in die Lippen. »Sie bringen sie nach Helston.«

Grauenerfüllt blickten wir dem schwarzen, dahin-rumpelnden Wagen eine Weile nach. Dann wandten wir unsere Schritte dem Unglückshaus zu, in dem die beiden von diesem seltsamen Schicksal ereilt worden waren. 

Es war ein großes, helles Gebäude, mehr stattliches Landhaus denn Cottage, mit einem Garten von be-trächtlicher Größe, in dem bereits – was Wunder bei dem milden Klima von Cornwall – Frühlingsblumen in Hülle und Fülle standen. Auf diesen Garten hin blickte das Wohnzimmerfenster, und von dort her mußte, laut Mortimer Tregennis, diese Ausgeburt der Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.867
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Hölle gekommen sein, deren Schrecken den Verstand der Hausbewohner auf einen Schlag verheert hatte. 

Langsam und nachdenklich ging Holmes zwischen den Blumenbeeten umher und den Gartenweg entlang, ehe wir den überdachten Hauseingang betraten. Er war so tief in Gedanken versunken – das weiß ich noch ganz genau –, daß er über die Gießkanne stolperte, die umkippte und sich über unsere Füße und den Gartenweg ergoß. Im Innern des Hauses wurden wir von Mrs. Porter, der bejahrten einheimischen Haushälterin, in Empfang genommen, die, unterstützt von einem jungen Mädchen, dafür sorgte, daß es der Familie an nichts fehlte. Bereitwillig antwortete sie auf all die Fragen, die Holmes ihr stellte. Sie habe die ganze Nacht hindurch nichts gehört, sagte sie. Ihre Brotherren seien in letzter Zeit alle bei bester Laune gewesen; nie habe sie sie fröhlicher und glücklicher gesehen. Sie sei vor Entsetzen in Ohnmacht gefallen, als sie am Morgen das Zimmer betreten und diese gräßliche Runde um den Tisch versammelt gefunden habe. Als sie wieder zu sich gekommen sei, habe sie das Fenster geöffnet, um die Morgenluft hereinzulas-sen, und sei dann zur Landstraße hinuntergerannt, wo sie einen Bauernjungen getroffen und nach dem Arzt geschickt habe. Die Lady liege oben auf ihrem Bett, falls wir sie zu sehen wünschten. Vier starke Männer habe es gebraucht, um die beiden Brüder in den Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.868
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Wagen der Irrenanstalt zu verfrachten. Sie selbst werde keinen Tag länger in diesem Hause bleiben und beabsichtige, noch diesen Nachmittag zu ihrer Familie in St. Ives zurückzukehren. 

Wir stiegen die Treppe hinauf und warfen einen Blick auf die Leiche. Miss Brenda Tregennis war eine sehr schöne Frau gewesen, wiewohl sie sich den mittleren Jahren nähern mußte. Ihr dunkles, klar geschnittenes Gesicht hatte auch im Tod noch etwas von dieser Schönheit bewahrt, obschon eine Spur jenes Grauens, das ihre letzte menschliche Empfindung gewesen war, darauf zu liegen und es zu verzerren schien. Von ihrem Schlafzimmer stiegen wir wieder hinunter zum Wohnzimmer, dem eigentlichen Schauplatz dieser seltsamen Tragödie. Im Kamin lagen die verkohlten Überreste des Feuers vom vergangenen Abend. Auf dem Tisch standen die vier Kerzen, niedergebrannt und von heruntergetropftem Wachs umgeben, und auf der Tischplatte verstreut lagen die Spielkarten. Die Stühle waren inzwischen gegen die Wand gerückt worden, aber sonst war alles noch genau so wie am Abend zuvor. Holmes ging mit leichten, behenden Schritten im Zimmer umher und setzte sich auf die verschiedenen Stühle, nachdem er sie an den Tisch herangezogen und ihren ursprünglichen Standort re-konstruiert hatte. Er probierte aus, wieviel von dem Garten zu sehen war, untersuchte den Fußboden, die Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.869
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Decke und den Kamin, aber nicht für einen Augenblick sah ich jenes Aufleuchten in seinen Augen und jenes Zusammenpressen seiner Lippen, das mir ange-zeigt hätte, daß er in dieser tiefen Finsternis einen Lichtschimmer erblickt hatte. 

»Warum bloß ein Kaminfeuer?« fragte er zwischendurch. »Hatten sie an Frühlingsabenden immer ein Feuer in diesem kleinen Raum?«

Mortimer Tregennis erklärte, es sei ein kalter und feuchter Abend gewesen. Deshalb habe man nach seiner Ankunft ein Feuer angemacht. »Was gedenken Sie jetzt zu tun, Mr. Holmes?« fragte er dann. 

Mein Freund lächelte und legte mir die Hand auf den Arm. »Ich glaube fast, Watson, daß ich auf meine alte Methode der Selbstvergiftung mittels Tabak zu-rückgreifen muß, die Sie so oft und mit so viel Recht verurteilt haben«, sagte er. »Mit Ihrer gütigen Erlaubnis, Gentlemen, werden wir jetzt zu unserem Cottage zurückkehren, denn ich wüßte nicht, welch neue Faktoren sich uns hier noch erschließen sollten. Ich will mir die Tatsachen durch den Kopf gehen lassen, Mr. 

Tregennis, und falls mir irgend etwas dazu einfallen sollte, so können Sie sich darauf verlassen, daß ich mich mit Ihnen und dem Herrn Pfarrer in Verbindung setzen werde. Einstweilen wünsche ich Ihnen beiden einen guten Morgen.«

Erst als wir schon wieder seit geraumer Zeit im Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.870
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Poldhu Cottage zurück waren, brach Holmes sein undurchdringliches und gedankenschweres Schweigen. 

Er saß zusammengekauert in seinem Lehnsessel, und sein hageres, asketisches Gesicht war hinter den blauen Schwaden seines Tabakrauches kaum zu sehen, seine schwarzen Brauen zogen sich dicht über den Augen zusammen, seine Stirn war in Falten gelegt und sein Blick leer und abwesend. Endlich legte er seine Pfeife hin und sprang auf. 

»So geht das nicht, Watson!« sagte er mit einem Auflachen. »Lassen Sie uns den Kliffen entlangspa-zieren und Pfeilspitzen aus Feuerstein suchen. Die finden wir eher als Anhaltspunkte zur Lösung dieses Problems. Ein Gehirn, das nicht genügend Material zu verarbeiten bekommt, ist wie eine Maschine, die leerläuft. Es reißt sich selbst in Stücke. Meerluft, Sonne und Geduld, Watson – alles übrige wird sich schon finden.«

»Nun lassen Sie uns einmal in aller Ruhe unsere Position abstecken, Watson«, nahm er den Faden wieder auf, während wir gemeinsam den Kliffen entlanggingen. »Halten wir das winzige bißchen, das wir wirklich wissen, fest, damit wir, wenn neue Fakten an den Tag kommen, diese auch richtig einordnen können. Zuerst einmal darf ich wohl als gegeben annehmen, daß keiner von uns beiden gewillt ist, an das Eingreifen teuflischer Mächte in die Angelegenheiten Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.871
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von uns Menschen zu glauben. Verbannen wir diesen Gedanken also gleich von Anfang an aus unseren Köpfen. Gut so. Was dann bleibt, sind drei Personen, denen durch menschliche Einwirkung, sei diese absichtlich oder unabsichtlich erfolgt, auf ganz furchtbare Weise mitgespielt worden ist. Soweit sind wir auf festem Boden. Nun denn, wann hat sich dies zugetragen? Offenbar doch – vorausgesetzt, die Geschichte von Mr. Mortimer Tregennis entspricht der Wahrheit – unmittelbar nachdem dieser den Raum verlassen hat. Das ist ein sehr wichtiger Punkt. Es spricht alles dafür, daß es nur ein paar wenige Minuten danach geschehen ist. Die Karten lagen noch immer auf dem Tisch. Die Zeit, zu der die Leute gewöhnlich zu Bett gingen, war bereits überschritten. Und dennoch haben sie sich nicht von der Stelle gerührt oder vom Tisch erhoben. Ich wiederhole deshalb, daß diese Sache sich unmittelbar nach seinem Weggehen und nicht später als elf gestern nacht ereignet haben muß. 

Der nächste Schritt, der sich uns aufdrängt, ist dann der, so weit als möglich die Bewegungen von Mortimer Tregennis nach Verlassen des Hauses nachzuzeichnen. Dies bietet keinerlei Schwierigkeiten, und es sieht so aus, als seien sie über jeden Verdacht erhaben. Sie, der Sie meine Methoden so gut kennen, werden natürlich mein etwas plumpes Manöver mit der Gießkanne bemerkt haben, dank dem ich zu einem Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.872
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deutlicheren Abdruck seines Fußes gekommen bin, als dies sonst möglich gewesen wäre. Der nasse, sandige Gartenweg hat eine ideale Unterlage abgegeben. 

Gestern nacht war es, wie Sie sich erinnern werden, ebenfalls sehr feucht, und es fiel mir deshalb – nun, da ich im Besitze eines Musterabdrucks war – nicht schwer, seine Spur unter all den anderen ausfindig zu machen und seinen Bewegungen zu folgen. Es macht den Anschein, daß er ziemlich schnell in Richtung des Pfarrhauses davongegangen ist. 

Wenn also Mortimer Tregennis den Schauplatz verlassen hat, andererseits aber eine von außen kommende Person auf die Kartenspieler eingewirkt hat, so stellt sich nun die Frage, wie wir diese Person ermitteln können und wie es ihr möglich war, solches Grauen hervorzurufen. Mrs. Porter können wir ausschließen. Sie ist ganz offensichtlich harmlos. Gibt es irgendeinen Anhaltspunkt dafür, daß sich jemand bis zu jenem dem Garten zugewandten Fenster geschlichen und auf irgendeine Weise einen so entsetzlichen Effekt hervorgebracht hat, daß diejenigen, die ihn sahen, den Verstand verlieren mußten? Der einzige Hinweis in dieser Richtung stammt von Mortimeer Tregennis selbst, der sagt, sein Bruder habe von einer Bewegung im Garten gesprochen. Das ist ohne Zweifel bemerkenswert, denn es war ein regnerischer, bedeckter und finsterer Abend, und wer immer beabsich-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.873
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tigte, diese Leute in Angst und Schrecken zu versetzen, war gezwungen, sein Gesicht ganz nahe ans Fenster zu halten, wenn er gesehen werden wollte. Vor dem Fenster befindet sich ein drei Fuß breites Blumenbeet, aber von einem Fußabdruck nicht eine Spur. 

Dann fällt es einem auch schwer, sich vorzustellen, wie ein von außen Kommender es fertigbringen soll, in dieser Runde solches Entsetzen zu verbreiten; und auf ein mögliches Motiv für ein so seltsames und per-fides Unterfangen sind wir bisher auch noch nicht gestoßen. Sie sehen unsere Schwierigkeiten, Watson?«

»Nur allzu deutlich«, sagte ich mit Überzeugung. 

»Und doch, nur ein kleines bißchen mehr Material, und es müßte sich erweisen, daß sie für uns nicht un-

überwindlich sind«, sagte Holmes. »Ich nehme an, Watson, in Ihren umfangreichen Archiven ließe sich einiges finden, was fast genauso undurchsichtig war wie dies hier. Einstweilen wollen wir nun aber den Fall ruhen lassen, bis uns genauere Angaben zur Verfügung stehen, und den Rest des Morgens darauf verwenden, dem Menschen des Neolithikums nachzuspü-

ren.«

Ich habe wohl bereits an anderer Stelle von der Fä-

higkeit meines Freundes, seinen Geist von einer Sache loszulösen, berichtet; nie aber hat sie mir größere Bewunderung abgerungen als an diesem Frühlingsmorgen in Cornwall, als er mir während zweier Stunden Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.874

Der Teufelsfuß

Doyle-WA Bd. 8, 220

einen Vortrag über Faustkeile, Pfeilspitzen und Ton-scherben hielt, und dies mit einer Unbekümmertheit, als harrte nicht ein grausiges Rätsel seiner Lösung. 

Erst als wir am Nachmittag zu unserem Cottage zu-rückkehrten, brachte ein Besucher, der schon auf uns wartete, uns die Sache wieder in Erinnerung. Keinem von uns beiden brauchte man zu sagen, wer dieser Besucher war. Der gewaltige Leib, das faltige, von tiefen Furchen durchzogene Gesicht mit den flammenden Augen und der Adlernase, das angegraute Haar, das beinahe die Decke unseres Cottages streifte, der un-verkennbare Bart – an den Spitzen goldblond und in Lippennähe weiß, abgesehen von dem Nikotinflecken wegen seiner unvermeidlichen Zigarre – all diese Kennzeichen waren in London so bekannt wie in Afrika und gehörten zwingend zu der ehrfurchtgebieten-den Person Dr. Leon Sterndales, des berühmten Lö-

wenjägers und Forschungsreisenden. 

Wir hatten gehört, daß er sich in der Gegend aufhielt, und ein- oder zweimal hatten wir seine hochgewachsene Gestalt auf einem der Pfade durch das Moor erspäht. Er hatte indessen keinerlei Anstalten gemacht, sich uns zu nähern, und ebensowenig wäre es uns in den Sinn gekommen, an ihn heranzutreten, denn es war allgemein bekannt, daß er aus einem Be-dürfnis nach Zurückgezogenheit den größten Teil der Zeit zwischen seinen Reisen in einem kleinen Häus-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.875
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chen, ganz versteckt im Wald von Beauchamp Arriance, verbrachte. Hier führte er, umgeben von seinen Büchern und Landkarten, ein vollkommen einsames Leben in größter Einfachheit und schien sich wenig um die Angelegenheiten seiner Nachbarn zu kümmern. Um so mehr überraschte es mich deshalb, als ich ihn Holmes sehr dringend fragen hörte, ob er bei der Rekonstruktion dieser rätselhaften Angelegenheit schon ein Stück vorangekommen sei. »Die Polizei der Grafschaft tappt völlig im dunkeln«, sagte er, »aber vielleicht sind Sie aufgrund Ihrer größeren Erfahrung zu einer plausiblen Erklärung gekommen. Mein Anspruch, von Ihnen ins Vertrauen gezogen zu werden, beruht allein darauf, daß ich mich schon so oft hier aufgehalten habe, daß ich die Familie Tregennis mittlerweile sehr gut kenne – um nicht zu sagen, daß ich über meine Mutter, die aus Cornwall stammt, mit ihnen verwandt bin und sie mit Fug und Recht als Cousins bezeichnen könnte –, und so war das seltsame Schicksal, das sie getroffen hat, natürlich ein schwerer Schock für mich. Ich darf Ihnen in diesem Zusammenhang sagen, daß ich unterwegs nach Afrika und bereits bis nach Plymouth gekommen war, als mich heute morgen diese Nachricht erreichte, worauf ich schnurstracks wieder umgekehrt bin, um mich bei den Nachforschungen nützlich zu machen.«

Holmes zog die Augenbrauen hoch. 
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»Haben Sie jetzt dadurch Ihr Schiff verpaßt?«

»Ich werde das nächste nehmen.«

»Meine Güte, das nennt man aber wirklich Freundschaft!«

»Ich sage Ihnen doch, daß sie Verwandte von mir waren.«

»Ach ja, ganz recht – Cousins auf Seiten Ihrer Mutter. Befand sich Ihr Gepäck schon an Bord des Schiffes?«

»Ein paar Koffer – aber der größte Teil war noch im Hotel.«

»Aha. Aber dieser Vorfall stand doch bestimmt noch nicht in den Morgenzeitungen von Plymouth?«

»Nein, Sir; ich habe ein Telegramm erhalten.«

»Darf ich fragen, von wem?«

Über das hagere Gesicht des Forschungsreisenden huschte ein Schatten. 

»Sie sind sehr wißbegierig, Mr. Holmes.«

»Das ist mein Metier.«

Mit einiger Mühe gewann Dr. Sterndale seine angeschlagene Fassung zurück. 

»Ich wüßte nicht, weshalb ich Ihnen das verhehlen sollte«, versetzte er. »Mr. Roundhay, der Pfarrer, hat mir das Telegramm geschickt, das mich umkehren ließ.«

»Ich danke Ihnen«, sagte Holmes. »Um nun auf Ihre ursprüngliche Frage zurückzukommen, so kann Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.877

Der Teufelsfuß

Doyle-WA Bd. 8, 222

ich Ihnen dazu sagen, daß ich mir über diesen Fall noch nicht ganz im klaren bin, daß ich aber zuversichtlich hoffe, bald zu einem Schluß zu gelangen. 

Mehr darüber zu sagen, wäre verfrüht.«

»Aber würden Sie mir vielleicht sagen, ob Ihr Verdacht in irgendeine bestimmte Richtung weist?«

»Darauf kann ich Ihnen leider keine Antwort geben.«

»Dann habe ich bloß meine Zeit verschwendet und sehe keinen Grund, noch länger hier zu bleiben.« In übelster Laune stapfte der berühmte Doktor aus unserem Cottage, und keine fünf Minuten später war Holmes ihm gefolgt. Ich sah ihn nicht mehr bis zum Abend, als er. mit schleppendem Schritt und abgespannter Miene zurückkehrte, was mir deutlich zeigte, daß er mit seiner Untersuchung keine großen Fortschritte gemacht hatte. Er ließ seinen Blick über das Telegramm gleiten, das für ihn bereitlag, und warf es dann in den Kamin. 

»Das war von dem Hotel in Plymouth, Watson«, sagte er. »Ich habe seinen Namen vom Pfarrer erfahren und ein Kabel abgeschickt, um zu überprüfen, ob Dr. Leon Sterndale uns die Wahrheit gesagt hat. Es macht den Anschein, daß er gestern wirklich dort übernachtet hat und daß er tatsächlich einen Teil seines Gepäckes nach Afrika abgehen ließ, während er selbst hierher zurückgekehrt ist, um bei der Untersu-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.878
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chung zugegen zu sein. Was schließen Sie daraus, Watson?«

»Daß er ein tiefes Interesse an der Sache hat.«

»Ein tiefes Interesse – nun ja. Jedenfalls gibt es hier irgendwo einen Faden, den wir noch nicht zu fassen bekommen haben und der uns aus dem Gewirr herausführen könnte. Nur Mut, Watson, ich bin ganz sicher, daß uns noch nicht alles Material vorliegt. Sobald dies der Fall ist, werden unsere Schwierigkeiten wahrscheinlich sehr bald überwunden sein.«

Ich hatte natürlich keine Ahnung, wie bald Holmes' 

Worte sich bewahrheiten sollten und wie seltsam und unheimlich die weitere Entwicklung sein würde, die unserer Untersuchung neue Perspektiven eröffnen sollte. Am folgenden Morgen war ich eben dabei, mich am Fenster zu rasieren, als ich plötzlich Hufge-klapper hörte und, den Kopf hebend, einen Einspänner in vollem Galopp die Straße heransprengen sah. 

Er hielt vor unserem Tor, und heraus sprang unser Freund, der Pfarrer, und hastete den Gartenweg entlang. Holmes war bereits angekleidet, und so gingen wir eilends hinunter, um ihn zu empfangen. 

Unser Besucher war so außer sich vor Erregung, daß er kaum sprechen konnte, aber unter Keuchen und Stocken kam seine tragische Geschichte dann doch aus ihm heraus. 

»Wir sind vom Teufel besessen, Mr. Holmes! 
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Meine arme Gemeinde ist vom Teufel besessen!«

schrie er. »Der leibhaftige Satan geht hier um! Wir sind ihm hilflos ausgeliefert!« In seiner Aufregung tanzte er herum, was völlig lachhaft ausgesehen hätte, wären da nicht sein aschfahles Gesicht und seine verstörten Augen gewesen. Endlich schleuderte er uns die entsetzliche Nachricht entgegen. 

»Mr. Mortimer Tregennis ist heute nacht gestorben, und die Symptome sind genau dieselben wie bei seiner Familie.«

Holmes sprang auf, im Handumdrehen voller Tatendrang. 

»Haben wir beide noch Platz in Ihrem Einspänner?«

»Ja, das geht.«

»Dann, Watson, verschieben wir unser Frühstück. 

Mr. Roundhay, wir stehen voll und ganz zu Ihrer Verfügung. Los, rasch – ehe sie alles durcheinanderbrin-gen!«

Der Untermieter hatte im Pfarrhaus zwei Zimmer belegt, die, eines über dem anderen, ein wenig für sich in einer Ecke des Gebäudes lagen. Unten befand sich ein geräumiges Wohnzimmer, im Obergeschoß das Schlafzimmer. Beide gingen hinaus auf einen Krocketrasen, der sich bis unter die Fenster hin erstreckte. Wir waren noch vor dem Arzt und der Polizei dort eingetroffen, so daß wir alles ganz unversehrt Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.880

Der Teufelsfuß

Doyle-WA Bd. 8, 224

vorfanden. Ich will die Szene nun genau so schildern, wie sie sich uns an jenem dunstigen Märzmorgen darbot. Sie hat sich mir so tief eingeprägt, daß sie nie wieder aus meiner Erinnerung getilgt werden kann. 

Die Luft in dem Zimmer war von einer grauenhaften und niederdrückenden Stickigkeit. Die Bedienstete, die den Raum als erste betreten hatte, hatte das Fenster weit aufgemacht, ansonsten es noch viel unerträglicher gewesen wäre. Vermutlich war daran die Lampe schuld, die schwelend und rauchend auf dem Tisch in der Mitte des Zimmers stand. Daneben saß, in seinen Stuhl zurückgesunken, der Tote; sein schütterer Bart ragte nach oben, seine Brille war ihm auf die Stirn hinaufgerutscht, und sein hageres, dunkles Gesicht war dem Fenster zugewandt und zu derselben Fratze des Entsetzens verzerrt, welche auch die Züge seiner Schwester im Tode geprägt hatte. Seine Glieder waren verrenkt und seine Finger krampfhaft zusam-mengekrallt, als wäre er in einem Anfall höchster Panik gestorben. Er war vollständig angekleidet, wenn es auch Zeichen dafür gab, daß er sich die Kleider in aller Eile übergestreift hatte. Wie wir bereits erfahren hatten, war sein Bett benutzt worden, so daß ihn sein tragisches Ende wahrscheinlich am frühen Morgen ereilt hatte. 

Welch glühendheiße Energie unter Holmes' phlegmatischer Oberfläche brodelte, wurde einem klar, Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.881
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wenn man die jähe Veränderung sah, die in dem Augenblick, da er das Unglückszimmer betrat, mit ihm vorging. Von einem Augenblick zum andern war er angespannt und hellwach, seine Augen glänzten, seine Miene war entschlossen, und seine Glieder bebten vor Tatendrang. Hinaus auf den Rasen, herein durch das Fenster, im Zimmer herum und hinauf in das Schlafzimmer, er verhielt sich nicht anders als ein Jagdhund, der, von der Leine gelassen, das Versteck des Wildes durchstöbert. Rasch ließ er seinen Blick durchs Schlafzimmer schweifen, dann öffnete er das Fenster, was seine Aufregung noch anzufachen schien, denn unter lauten Ausrufen des Interesses und des Entzük-kens lehnte er hinaus. Dann stürmte er die Treppe hinab, stieg unten durch das offene Fenster, warf sich bäuchlings auf den Rasen, sprang wieder auf und eilte zurück ins Zimmer – all dies mit der Spannkraft eines Jägers, der seiner Beute dicht auf den Fersen ist. Die Lampe, bei der es sich um ein gängiges Modell handelte, untersuchte er mit minuziöser Sorgfalt und nahm einige Messungen an ihrem Ölbehälter vor. Mit Hilfe seines Vergrößerungsglases betrachtete er dann aufmerksam den Trübglasschirm über dem Lampen-zylinder, kratzte einige Aschepartikel, welche auf dessen Oberseite hafteten, ab und gab einen Teil davon in einen Umschlag, den er in seine Brieftasche steckte. Schließlich winkte er, just in dem Augenblick, als Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.882
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der Arzt und die Polizei auf den Plan traten, den Pfarrer herbei, und wir alle drei gingen auf den Rasen hinaus. 

»Ich freue mich, Ihnen sagen zu können, daß meine Untersuchung nicht ganz fruchtlos geblieben ist«, bemerkte er. »Leider ist es mir aber nicht möglich, hierzubleiben und die Angelegenheit mit den Herren von der Polizei zu erörtern, aber ich wäre Ihnen überaus verbunden, Mr. Roundhay, wenn Sie mich dem Inspektor empfehlen und seine Aufmerksamkeit auf das Schlafzimmerfenster sowie auf die Lampe im Wohnzimmer lenken würden. Jedes für sich allein genommen ist schon aufschlußreich, und zusammen haben sie beinahe Beweiskraft. Falls die Polizei weitere Informationen von mir wünschen sollte, wird es mir jederzeit ein Vergnügen sein, einen ihrer Vertreter in unserem Cottage zu empfangen. Und jetzt, Watson, glaube ich, gibt es andernorts dringlichere Aufgaben für uns.«

Mag sein, daß der Polizei die Einmischung eines Amateurs mißfiel oder daß sie glaubte, eine vielversprechende Spur gefunden zu haben; fest steht jedenfalls, daß wir die nächsten zwei Tage nichts von ihr hörten. Einen Teil dieser Zeit verbrachte Holmes rauchend und vor sich hin träumend in unserem Cottage, den weitaus größeren aber mit Wanderungen, die er ohne mich unternahm und von denen er jeweils nach Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.883
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vielen Stunden zurückkehrte, ohne auch nur ein Wort darüber, wo er gewesen war. Durch eines seiner Experimente kam ich dann aber darauf, in welche Richtung seine Nachforschungen gingen. Er hatte eine Lampe gekauft, die das genaue Ebenbild von der war, die an dem Morgen der Tragödie in Mortimer Tregennis' Zimmer gebrannt hatte. Diese füllte er mit demselben Öl, wie es im Pfarrhaus verwendet wurde, und maß dann aufs genaueste die Zeit, die es dauerte, bis sie verlöschte. Ein anderes Experiment, das er anstellte, war unangenehmerer Natur und wird mir wohl für alle Zeiten unvergeßlich bleiben. 

»Sie werden sich gewiß erinnern, Watson«, sagte er eines Nachmittags zu mir, »daß die verschiedenen Berichte, die wir vernommen haben, eine Gemeinsam-keit aufweisen. Und zwar in beiden Fällen die Wirkung der Luft auf die Personen, die den jeweiligen Raum als erste betreten haben. Sie werden sich entsinnen, daß Mortimer Tregennis anläßlich der Schilderung seines letzten Besuches im Hause seiner Geschwister bemerkte, der Arzt sei, nachdem er das Zimmer betreten habe, auf einen Stuhl gesunken. 

Was, das haben Sie vergessen? Nun, Ich verbürge mich dafür, daß es so war. Sodann werden Sie sich ebenfalls erinnern, daß Mrs. Porter, die Haushälterin, uns gesagt hat, sie selbst sei beim Betreten des Raumes in Ohnmacht gefallen und habe hernach das Fen-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.884
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ster geöffnet. Was nun den zweiten Fall betrifft – den von Mortimer Tregennis –, so können Sie unmöglich vergessen haben, wie furchtbar stickig es in dem Zimmer war, als wir dort eintrafen, und dies, obwohl die Bedienstete das Fenster weit geöffnet hatte. Wie meine Nachforschungen ergeben haben, war diese Frau danach so krank, daß sie das Bett hüten mußte. 

Sie werden zugeben müssen, Watson, daß diese Tatsachen sehr aufschlußreich sind. In beiden Fällen ist es offenkundig, daß die Luft vergiftet war. Und in beiden Fällen war in dem Zimmer ein Verbrennungsprozeß im Gange – im einen brannte ein Feuer, im anderen eine Lampe. Für das Feuer bestand eine gewisse Notwendigkeit; die Lampe indessen wurde – wie sich durch Vergleichsmessungen der Menge des verbrannten Öls beweisen läßt – erst entzündet, als es schon längst heller Tag war. Weshalb dies? Nun, doch ganz gewiß deshalb, weil zwischen diesen drei Faktoren –

dem Verbrennungsprozeß, der stickigen Luft und schließlich dem Wahnsinn beziehungsweise Tod dieser bedauernswerten Menschen – irgendein Zusammenhang besteht. Das ist doch einleuchtend, oder?«

»Es scheint so.«

»Zumindest ist es eine brauchbare Arbeitshypothese. Wir wollen also davon ausgehen, daß in beiden Fällen etwas verbrannt wurde, das die Luft so verpe-stete, daß seltsame Vergiftungserscheinungen hervor-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.885
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gerufen wurden. Nun gut. Beim ersten Mal – der Sache mit der Familie Tregennis – wurde die Substanz ins Kaminfeuer geschüttet. Nun war zwar das Fenster geschlossen, aber natürlich trug das Feuer einen Teil des Rauches durch den Schornstein empor. 

Demnach sollte man meinen, daß die Auswirkungen des Giftes hier weniger gravierend sein sollten als im zweiten Fall, wo die Dämpfe viel weniger gut entweichen konnten. Und der Ausgang der Sache scheint uns recht zu geben, denn im ersten Fall ist nur die Frau, deren Organismus wahrscheinlich empfindlicher war, ums Leben gekommen, während die anderen beiden diese Symptome vorübergehender oder chronischer Geisteskrankheit aufweisen, welche offenbar der primäre Effekt dieser Droge ist. Im zweiten Fall dann hätte die Wirkung nicht vollständiger sein können. 

Die Tatsachen scheinen also die Theorie zu bestätigen, daß hier ein Gift zur Anwendung gekommen ist, das seine Wirkung bei der Verbrennung entfaltet. 

Nachdem ich mit meinen Überlegungen einmal so weit gekommen war, schaute ich mich in Mortimer Tregennis' Zimmer natürlich nach Überresten dieser Substanz um. Der erfolgversprechendste Ort für eine solche Suche war der Trübglasschirm oder der sogenannte Rauchschutz der Lampe. Und wahrhaftig entdeckte ich darauf eine schöne Anzahl flockiger Aschepartikel und drumherum einen Saum bräunlichen Pul-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.886
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vers, das noch nicht verbrannt war. Wie Sie gesehen haben, habe ich die Hälfte dieses Pulvers genommen und in einen Briefumschlag gegeben.«

»Warum die Hälfte, Holmes?«

»Es liegt mir fern, mein lieber Watson, den offiziellen Vertretern der Polizei im Weg zu stehen. Was immer ich an Beweismitteln finde, lasse ich auch für sie zurück. Es gibt noch immer genug von dem Gift auf dem Trübglasschirm, vorausgesetzt, sie sind schlau genug, es zu finden. Und nun, Watson, werden wir unsere Lampe entzünden, wobei wir jedoch so vorsichtig sein wollen, das Fenster zu öffnen, um dem vorzeitigen Ableben zweier verdienter Mitglieder der menschlichen Gesellschaft entgegenzuwirken; und Sie nehmen da drüben in dem Lehnstuhl neben dem Fenster Platz, es sei denn, Sie sind vernünftig genug, mit dieser Sache nichts zu tun haben zu wollen. Was, Sie wollen die Sache wirklich bis zum Schluß mit durch-stehen? Wüßt ich's doch, mein guter, alter Watson! 

Diesen Stuhl hier will ich dem Ihren gegenüber pla-zieren, so daß wir beide in derselben Entfernung von dem Gift und einander vis-à-vis sitzen. Die Tür lassen wir angelehnt. Jeder von uns beiden ist nun in der Lage, den anderen zu beobachten und das Experiment abzubrechen, sollten die Symptome besorgniserregende Ausmaße annehmen. Ist Ihnen alles klar? Nun, dann will ich jetzt das Pulver- oder was davon übrig-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.887
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geblieben ist – aus dem Umschlag nehmen und es auf die brennende Lampe legen. So. Und nun, Watson, setzen wir uns und harren der Dinge, die da kommen sollen.«

Diese ließen nicht lange auf sich warten. Kaum hatte ich es mir in meinem Sessel bequem gemacht, als ich auch schon einen aufdringlichen, moschusarti-gen Geruch wahrnahm, der einschmeichelnd und ekelerregend zugleich war. Schon beim allerersten Atemzug geriet mein Gehirn völlig außer Kontrolle. Vor meinen Augen wirbelte eine dicke, schwarze Wolke, und ich war von dem Wissen erfüllt, daß in dieser Wolke, zwar noch verborgen, jedoch bereit, im nächsten Augenblick über meine schreckensstarren Sinne herzufallen, alles namenlose Grauen, alles Monströse, Abgrundböse dieses Universums lauerte. Vage Schemen wirbelten und schwammen in der dunklen Wol-kenbank umher, ein jedes von ihnen ein bedrohlicher und unheilverkündender Vorbote von etwas Unaus-sprechlichem, das vor der Schwelle stand und dessen bloßer Schatten schon meine Seele zermalmen würde. 

Eisiges Grausen bemächtigte sich meiner. Ich spürte, wie mir die Haare zu Berge standen und die Augen hervorquollen; mein Mund stand halb offen, und meine Zunge fühlte sich wie Leder an. In meinem Kopf herrschte ein solcher Tumult, daß gleich etwas zerspringen mußte. Ich versuchte zu schreien und Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.888
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hörte ein heiseres Krächzen, wohl meine eigene Stimme, aber weit entfernt und wie abgelöst von mir. 

Noch im selben Moment gelang es mir in einem Versuch, dem Verderben zu entrinnen, diese Wolke der Verzweiflung zu durchdringen und einen Blick auf Holmes' Gesicht zu werfen, das weiß, starr und vor Grauen wie versteinert war – nicht anders als der Ausdruck, den ich auf den Zügen der Toten gesehen hatte. Dieses Bild gab mir für einen Augenblick Verstand und Kraft zurück. Ich sprang vom Stuhl auf, schlang meine Arme um Holmes, und gemeinsam taumelten wir durch die Tür ins Freie. Einen Augenblick später hatten wir uns ins Gras geworfen und lagen Seite an Seite, nichts anderes wahrnehmend als den herrlichen Sonnenschein, der sich durch diese höllische Wolke des Schreckens, die uns umfangen hielt, allmählich Bahn brach. Langsam wich sie von unseren Seelen wie Nebelschleier über einer Landschaft, bis Vernunft und Frieden schließlich wieder Einzug hielten und wir uns in der Wiese aufsetzten, den kalten Schweiß von der Stirn wischten und voll Besorgnis in des anderen Gesicht nach Spuren dieser furchtbaren Erfahrung forschten. 

»Bei meiner Seele, Watson!« sagte Holmes schließlich mit unsicherer Stimme, »Ihnen gebührt nicht nur mein Dank, sondern auch eine Entschuldigung. Dieses Experiment läßt sich nicht rechtfertigen, Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.889
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für mich selber nicht und für einen Freund erst recht nicht. Es tut mir wirklich zutiefst leid.«

»Sie wissen doch«, erwiderte ich mit etwelcher Bewegung, denn nie zuvor hatte ich ihm so tief ins Herz gesehen, »daß es für mich keine größere Freude und Auszeichnung gibt, als Ihnen beistehen zu dürfen.«

Sogleich fiel er wieder in den halb spaßhaften, halb zynischen Ton zurück, den er im Verkehr mit den Menschen seiner Umgebung gewöhnlich anschlug. 

»Uns in den Wahnsinn zu treiben wäre überflüssig, mein lieber Watson«, sagte er. »Denn ein unvoreingenommener Beobachter käme bestimmt zum Schluß, wir seien bereits wahnsinnig gewesen, uns auf ein so hirnverbranntes Experiment einzulassen. Ich muß gestehen, ich hätte mir nie träumen lassen, daß die Wirkung so plötzlich und so verheerend sein könnte.« Er verschwand im Cottage und erschien dann wieder mit der brennenden Lampe, die er mit weit ausgestreckten Armen vor sich her trug und in ein Brombeergestrüpp warf. »Wir müssen dem Zimmer ein wenig Zeit zum Auslüften lassen. Ich darf doch wohl annehmen, Watson, daß nunmehr auch Ihre letzten Zweifel beseitigt sind, was die Ursache der beiden Tragödien betrifft?«

»Restlos.«

»Die Hintergründe aber sind noch immer so undurchsichtig als wie zuvor. Kommen Sie mit mir in die Laube da, und lassen Sie uns die Sache gemein-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.890
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sam erörtern. Dieses bösartige Zeugs scheint mir noch immer in der Kehle zu sitzen. Ich glaube, wir können uns der Tatsache nicht länger verschließen, daß sämtliche Indizien auf diesen Mortimer Tregennis als den Schuldigen der ersten Tragödie hindeuten, obwohl ihm in der zweiten die Rolle des Opfers zugefallen ist. 

Erstens einmal müssen wir uns in Erinnerung halten, daß es da einen Familienzwist gab, gefolgt von einer Versöhnung. Wie erbittert dieser Zwist oder wie oberflächlich die Versöhnung gewesen sein mag, können wir nicht sagen. Aber wenn ich an Mortimer Tregennis mit seinem fuchsschlauen Gesicht und den kleinen Knopfaugen hinter den Brillengläsern zurückdenke, so scheint er mir nicht gerade der Mensch zu sein, dem ich ein besonders versöhnliches Naturell zutrau-en würde. Zum zweiten werden Sie sich daran erinnern, daß diese Geschichte von etwas, das sich im Garten bewegt haben sollte, die unsere Aufmerksamkeit eine Zeitlang von den wahren Ursachen der Tragödie abgelenkt hat, von ihm kam. Er muß also einen Grund gehabt haben, uns in die Irre zu führen. Und zu guter Letzt, wenn nicht er diese Substanz im Hinausgehen ins Feuer geschüttet hat, wer dann? Die Sache hat sich unmittelbar nach seinem Aufbruch ereignet. 

Hätte nach ihm noch jemand das Haus betreten, so hätte sich die Familie mit Sicherheit vom Tisch erhoben. Zudem sind im friedlichen Cornwall nach zehn Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.891
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Uhr abends kaum noch Besucher zu erwarten. Wir können also sagen, daß sämtliche Indizien darauf hindeuten, daß Mortimer Tregennis der Täter war.«

»Dann war sein eigener Tod Selbstmord!«

»Nun, Watson, auf den ersten Blick scheint dies keine abwegige Vermutung zu sein. Es wäre gut denkbar, daß jemand, auf dessen Seele die Schuld lastet, auf solche Weise Tod und Verderben über die eigene Familie gebracht zu haben, von seinen Gewissensbissen dazu getrieben würde, sich ein Gleiches anzutun. Es gibt aber einige zwingende Gründe, die dagegen sprechen. Glücklicherweise gibt es einen Mann in England, der über all das Bescheid weiß, und ich habe es so eingefädelt, daß wir noch heute nachmittag die Tatsachen aus seinem eigenen Mund erfahren werden. Ah; er kommt etwas früher als verabredet! Würden Sie sich freundlicherweise hierher bemühen, Dr. Leon Sterndale! Wir haben drinnen ein chemisches Experiment durchgeführt, weswegen unser kleines Zimmer sich in einem Zustand befindet, der dem Empfang eines so vortrefflichen Besuchers wenig angemessen ist.«

Ich hatte unser Gartentor ins Schloß fallen hören, und nun wurde die majestätische Gestalt des berühmten Afrikaforschers auf dem Gartenweg sichtbar. Mit einiger Überraschung lenkte er seine Schritte zu der ländlichen Laube, in der wir saßen. 
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»Sie haben nach mir geschickt, Mr. Holmes. Ich habe Ihre Mitteilung vor ungefähr einer Stunde erhalten, und hier bin ich, wenn ich auch beim besten Willen nicht weiß, weshalb ich Ihrer Aufforderung Folge leisten sollte.«

»Vielleicht läßt sich dieser Punkt noch klären, ehe wir wieder auseinandergehen«, versetzte Holmes. 

»Einstweilen aber möchte ich Ihnen meinen tiefsten Dank für Ihr freundliches Entgegenkommen aussprechen. Ich hoffe, Sie entschuldigen diesen etwas unkonventionellen Empfang im Freien, aber um ein Haar hätten mein Freund Watson und ich dem, was die Zeitungen ›Das Grauen von Cornwall‹ nennen, ein weiteres Kapitel hinzugefügt, weshalb wir im Augenblick der frischen Luft den Vorzug geben. Und da die Angelegenheiten, die wir miteinander zu erörtern haben, Sie persönlich betreffen und von sehr vertraulicher Natur sind, schadet es vermutlich nichts, daß die Unterredung an einem Ort stattfindet, wo es keine Lauscher gibt.«

Der Forschungsreisende nahm seine Zigarre aus dem Mund und schaute meinen Gefährten mit finste-rem Blick an. 

»Ich kann mir wahrhaftig nicht vorstellen, Sir«, entgegnete er, »was es zwischen uns an Persönlichem und sehr Vertraulichem zu besprechen geben sollte.«

»Die Ermordung von Mortimer Tregennis«, sagte Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.893
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Holmes. 

Einen Augenblick lang wünschte ich mir, ich wäre bewaffnet. Sterndales grimmiges Gesicht lief dunkelrot an, seine Augen sprühten Funken, und auf seiner Stirn traten wulstige Zornesadern hervor, als er mit geballten Fäusten auf meinen Gefährten zusprang. 

Dann hielt er jedoch inne, und unter heftiger Anstrengung gelang es ihm, einen Zustand kalter, starrer Ruhe zu erlangen, der beinahe noch bedrohlicher wirkte als sein hitziger Ausbruch. 

»Ich habe so lange Zeit unter Wilden und jenseits von Recht und Gesetz gelebt«, sagte er, »daß es mir zur Gewohnheit geworden ist, nach meinem eigenen Gesetz zu leben. Sie würden gut daran tun, Mr. Holmes, dies nicht zu vergessen, denn ich habe nicht die Absicht, Ihnen Böses zuzufügen.«

»Genausowenig, wie es meine Absicht sein kann, Ihnen Böses zuzufügen, Dr. Sterndale. Der deutlichste Beweis dafür ist doch gewiß die Tatsache, daß ich, angesichts dessen, was ich weiß, nach Ihnen geschickt habe und nicht nach der Polizei.«

Sterndale, der vielleicht zum erstenmal in seinem abenteuerlichen Leben an einen Stärkeren geraten war, rang nach Luft und mußte sich setzen. In Holmes' Auftreten lag eine ruhige, kraftvolle Selbstsi-cherheit, deren Macht man sich nicht entziehen konnte. Unserem Besucher verschlug es für einen Augen-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.894
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blick die Sprache, und seine großen Hände ballten und öffneten sich vor Aufregung. 

»Was wollen Sie damit sagen?« fragte er endlich. 

»Wenn Sie mit mir ein Spielchen treiben wollen, Mr. 

Holmes, so sind Sie mit Ihrem Experiment an den Falschen geraten. Schleichen wir nicht länger wie die Katze um den heißen Brei. Worauf wollen Sie hinaus?«

»Das will ich Ihnen sagen«, erwiderte Holmes, 

»und zwar sage ich es Ihnen in der Hoffnung, daß Sie Offenheit mit Offenheit vergelten werden. Mein nächster Schritt hängt einzig und allein von der Art Ihrer Verteidigung ab.«

»Meiner Verteidigung?«

»Ja, Sir.«

»Wogegen soll ich mich verteidigen?«

»Gegen die Anklage, Mortimer Tregennis getötet zu haben.«

Sterndale wischte sich mit seinem Taschentuch die Stirn. »Auf mein Wort, Sie treiben es ziemlich weit«, sagte er. »Beruhen all Ihre Erfolge auf dieser großartigen Fähigkeit zum Bluff?«

»Der Bluff«, erwiderte Holmes streng, »liegt voll und ganz auf Ihrer Seite, Dr. Leon Sterndale, und nicht auf der meinigen. Zum Beweis will ich Ihnen einige der Tatsachen nennen, auf denen meine Schlüsse beruhen. Zu Ihrer Rückkehr von Plymouth, bei der Sie Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.895
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es in Kauf genommen haben, daß ein großer Teil Ihrer Habseligkeiten ohne Sie nach Afrika abging, will ich nur so viel sagen, daß sie mir den ersten Anhaltspunkt dafür geliefert hat, daß Sie einer der Faktoren waren, die es bei der Rekonstruktion dieses Dramas zu be-rücksichtigen galt ...«

»Ich bin umgekehrt, um ...«

»Ich habe Ihre Gründe bereits gehört und halte sie für unzulänglich und nicht überzeugend. Aber lassen wir das. Sie sind damals hierhergekommen, um zu fragen, wen ich im Verdacht hätte. Ich habe Ihnen die Antwort verweigert. Darauf sind Sie zum Pfarrhaus gegangen, haben eine Zeitlang davor gewartet und sind schließlich zu Ihrem Cottage zurückgekehrt.«

»Woher wissen Sie das?«

»Ich bin Ihnen gefolgt.«

»Ich habe niemanden gesehen.«

»Eben das bekommt einer zu sehen, dem ich folge. 

Sie haben eine ruhelose Nacht in Ihrem Cottage verbracht und sich einen Plan zurechtgelegt, zu dessen Vollstreckung Sie dann am nächsten Morgen in aller Frühe geschritten sind. Nachdem Sie Ihr Haus bei Tagesanbruch verlassen hatten, steckten Sie etwas von dem rötlichen Kies, der neben Ihrer Gartenpforte an einem Haufen liegt, in Ihre Tasche.«

Sterndale fuhr heftig zusammen und blickte Holmes voller Verblüffung an. 
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»Dann legten Sie in raschem Lauf die Meile zu-rück, die Sie vom Pfarrhaus trennte. Ich darf anmerken, daß Sie dieselben Tennisschuhe mit gerippten Sohlen trugen, die ich jetzt in diesem Augenblick an Ihren Füßen sehe. Beim Pfarrhaus angekommen, drangen Sie durch den Obstgarten und die seitliche Hecke zum Fenster des Untermieters Tregennis vor. 

Inzwischen war es Tag geworden, aber im Hause rührte sich noch nichts. Sie nahmen etwas Kies aus der Tasche und warfen ihn gegen die Scheibe des Fensters über Ihnen.«

Sterndale sprang auf. 

»Sie sind wohl der Teufel persönlich!« schrie er. 

Holmes quittierte das Kompliment mit einem Lä-

cheln. »Es brauchte zwei, wenn nicht sogar drei Handvoll Kies, bis der Untermieter sich am Fenster blicken ließ. Sie bedeuteten ihm, herunterzukommen, worauf er sich hastig ankleidete und in sein Wohnzimmer hinabstieg. Sie kletterten durch das Fenster zu ihm hinein. Es kam zu einer Unterredung – einer recht kurzen –, in deren Verlauf Sie im Zimmer auf und ab gingen. Dann stiegen Sie wieder heraus, schlössen das Fenster hinter sich45 und blieben draußen auf dem Rasen stehen, wobei Sie eine Zigarre rauchten und das Zimmer im Auge behielten. Sobald Tregennis tot war, entfernten Sie sich schließlich wieder auf demselben Weg, den Sie gekommen waren. Nun, Mr. 
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Sterndale, was haben Sie zur Rechtfertigung eines solchen Verhaltens vorzubringen, und was waren die Motive für ihr Handeln? Sollten Sie Ausflüchte' machen oder mich an der Nase herumzuführen versuchen, so können Sie sich darauf verlassen, daß die Angelegenheit unwiderruflich in andere Hände übergeht.«

Das Gesicht unseres Besuchers war aschfahl geworden, während er den Worten seines Anklägers lauschte. Nun saß er eine Zeitlang in Gedanken versunken da, das Gesicht in seine Hände vergraben. 

Dann, mit einer jähen, heftigen Bewegung, zog er eine Photographie aus seiner Brusttasche und warf sie auf den rohen Bauerntisch vor uns. 

»Das ist der Grund, weshalb ich es getan habe«, sagte er. 

Es war das Brustbild einer außergewöhnlich schö-

nen Frau. Holmes beugte sich darüber. 

»Brenda Tregennis«, sagte er. 

»Ja, Brenda Tregennis«, wiederholte unser Besucher. »Seit vielen Jahren habe ich sie geliebt. Seit vielen Jahren hat sie mich geliebt. Das ist das Geheimnis meines Rückzugs nach Cornwall, über den die Leute sich so sehr gewundert haben. So konnte ich ihr nahe-sein, dem einzigen Wesen auf Erden, das mir teuer war. Heiraten konnte ich sie nicht, denn ich habe eine Frau, die mich Vorjahren schon verlassen hat, von der Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.898
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ich mich aber der mißlichen Gesetze in England wegen nicht scheiden lassen konnte. Brenda hat jahrelang gewartet. Ich habe jahrelang gewartet. Und das ist nun der Lohn dafür!« Ein furchtbares Schluchzen schüttelte seinen mächtigen Körper, und er fuhr sich mit der Hand an die Kehle, die von seinem scheckigen Bart verdeckt wurde. Mit einiger Mühe gelang es ihm, sich wieder zu fassen, und er sprach weiter:

»Der Pfarrer wußte alles. Wir hatten ihn ins Vertrauen gezogen. Er könnte Ihnen sagen, was für ein Engel in Menschengestalt sie war. Und deshalb sandte er mir dieses Telegramm, das mich zurückrief. Was bedeutete mir denn mein Gepäck, was Afrika, nun da ich wußte, daß meine Liebste von einem so furchtbaren Schicksal dahingerafft worden war? Da haben Sie nun die Erklärung für mein Handeln, die Ihnen noch gefehlt hat, Mr. Holmes.«

»Fahren Sie fort«, sagte mein Freund. 

Dr. Sterndale zog ein Papierpäckchen aus seiner Tasche hervor und legte es auf den Tisch. » Radix pedis diaboli« stand außen drauf, und daneben klebte das rote Giftetikett. Er schob es mir zu. »Wenn ich recht verstehe, sind Sie Arzt, Sir. Haben Sie je von diesem Präparat gehört?«

»Teufelsfußwurzel – nein, davon habe ich noch nie gehört.«

»Das tut Ihrer fachlichen Befähigung keinen Ab-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.899
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bruch«, versetzte er, »denn soviel ich weiß, gibt es in ganz Europa einzig eine kleine Probe davon in einem Laboratorium in Buda. Es hat bisher weder in die Arzneikunde noch in die toxikologische Fachliteratur Eingang gefunden. Die Wurzel hat die Form eines Fußes, halb Menschenfuß, halb Bocksfuß; daher der phantasievolle Name, den ihr ein botanisch interessierter Missionar gegeben hat. In einigen Gebieten Westafrikas wird sie von den Medizinmännern bei der Vollstreckung von Gottesurteilen verwendet, wobei sie das Geheimnis dieses Giftes hüten. Diese Probe hier ist unter ganz außerordentlichen Umständen im Lande des Ubanghi46 in meinen Besitz gelangt.«

Während er dies sagte, entfaltete er das Papier, und zum Vorschein kam ein Häufchen rötlichbraunen, an Schnupftabak gemahnenden Pulvers. 

»Und weiter, Sir?« fragte Holmes unerbittlich. 

»Ich werde Ihnen alles erzählen, Mr. Holmes, so wie es sich tatsächlich zugetragen hat, denn Sie wissen bereits so viel, daß es eindeutig in meinem Interesse liegt, daß Sie die ganze Wahrheit erfahren. Welcher Art meine Beziehungen zur Familie Tregennis waren, habe ich Ihnen ja bereits erklärt. Um der Schwester willen verkehrte ich auch mit den Brüdern auf freundschaftlichem Fuß. Es hatte einer Geldsache wegen einmal einen Familienzwist gegeben, was diesen Mortimer den anderen entfremdet hatte, aber dann Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.900
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schien er beigelegt worden zu sein, und darauf traf ich mich mit ihm genauso wie mit den andern beiden. Er war ein raffinierter und verschlagener Mensch voller Ränke, und mehrmals weckte etwas meinen Argwohn gegen ihn, aber zu einem offenen Streit hatte er nie Anlaß gegeben. 

Eines Tages, es ist erst ein paar Wochen her, kam er zu mir in mein Cottage, und ich zeigte ihm einige meiner afrikanischen Kuriositäten. Unter anderem präsentierte ich ihm auch dieses Pulver und schilderte ihm dessen sonderbare Eigenschaften; wie es jene Zentren des Gehirns anregt, die das Gefühl der Angst regulieren, und wie der bedauernswerte Eingeborene, der von seinem Stammespriester dem Gottesurteil unterworfen wird, unweigerlich dem Wahnsinn oder dem Tod anheimfällt. Ich sagte ihm auch, daß die europäische Wissenschaft unfähig wäre, die Wirkung davon nachzuweisen. Wie er es in seinen Besitz gebracht hat, weiß ich nicht zu sagen, denn ich habe das Zimmer nicht für einen Augenblick verlassen; aber es kann kein Zweifel daran bestehen, daß es ihm bei dieser Gelegenheit, während ich damit beschäftigt war, Vitrinen aufzuschließen und mich über Kisten zu beu-gen, gelungen ist, etwas von dem Teufelsfußpulver zu entwenden. Ich kann mich noch gut erinnern, wie er mich mit Fragen nach der Dosierung bestürmte und nach der Zeit, die es dauert, bis die Wirkung eintritt, Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.901
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aber nicht im Traum hätte ich daran gedacht, daß seine Wißbegier persönliche Gründe haben könnte. 

Ich verwandte keinen weiteren Gedanken mehr auf diese Sache, bis mich das Telegramm des Pfarrers in Plymouth erreichte. Der Schurke hatte wohl damit gerechnet, daß ich noch vor dem Eintreffen der Nachricht bereits auf hoher See sein und danach jahrelang in Afrika verschollen bleiben würde. Ich aber kehrte auf der Stelle zurück. Als ich die Einzelheiten der Tragödie zu hören bekam, war ich mir natürlich sicher, daß da mein Gift zur Anwendung gekommen war. 

Ich kam bei Ihnen vorbei, für den Fall, daß sich Ihnen eine andere Erklärung aufgedrängt haben sollte. Aber es konnte keine andere Erklärung geben. Ich war überzeugt, daß Mortimer Tregennis der Mörder war; um des Geldes willen und vielleicht mit dem Hintergedanken, wenn alle anderen Familienmitglieder dem Wahnsinn verfielen, würde er als Treuhänder über ihren gesamten Besitz eingesetzt, hatte er das Teufelsfußpulver angewandt und damit zwei von ihnen um den Verstand gebracht und seine Schwester Brenda getötet, wie gesagt, das einzige menschliche Wesen, das ich je geliebt habe und das mich je geliebt hat. 

Sein Verbrechen stand klar vor mir; was aber sollte seine Strafe sein? 

Sollte ich den Weg des Gesetzes beschreiten? Aber wo waren meine Beweise? Ich wußte, was sich tat-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.902
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sächlich zugetragen hatte, aber durfte ich hoffen, ein Geschworenengericht von Bauern von einer so phantastischen Geschichte zu überzeugen? Vielleicht –

vielleicht auch nicht. Doch einen Fehlschlag durfte es nicht geben. Meine Seele schrie nach Rache. Ich habe Ihnen vorhin schon gesagt, Mr. Holmes, daß ich einen großen Teil meines Lebens fernab von Recht und Gesetz verbracht habe und schließlich dazu gekommen bin, nach meinem eigenen Gesetz zu handeln. Dies tat ich auch hier. Ich entschied, daß er das Schicksal, das er über andere verhängt hatte, teilen sollte. Entweder dies, oder ich würde mit eigenen Händen Gerechtigkeit an ihm üben. Es gibt wohl in ganz England keinen einzigen Menschen, der weniger an seinem Leben hängt als ich in diesem Augenblick. 

Nun wissen Sie alles. Den Rest haben Sie ja schon selbst zusammengetragen. Wie Sie ganz richtig bemerkt haben, brach ich nach einer ruhelos verbrachten Nacht frühmorgens von meinem Cottage auf. Ich sah voraus, daß es schwierig sein könnte, ihn aus dem Schlaf zu rütteln, und so nahm ich ein wenig Kies von dem Haufen, den Sie erwähnt haben, und benutzte die Kiesel dann, um sie gegen sein Fenster zu werfen. Er kam herunter und ließ mich durch das Wohnzimmerfenster ein. Ich hielt ihm seine Untat vor und sagte ihm, daß ich als Richter und Henker in einer Person zu ihm gekommen sei. Der elende Lump fiel beim Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.903
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Anblick meines Revolvers wie gelähmt in einen Sessel. Ich zündete die Lampe an, schüttete das Pulver darauf und stellte mich draußen vor dem Fenster hin, bereit, meine Drohung wahrzumachen, daß ich ihn beim geringsten Versuch, das Zimmer zu verlassen, erschießen würde. Binnen fünf Minuten war er tot. 

Mein Gott, aber was für einen Tod er starb! Jedoch, mein Herz war hart wie Stein, denn er hatte nichts anderes zu erdulden, als was mein unschuldiger Liebling vor ihm hatte ausstehen müssen. Das ist meine Geschichte, Mr. Holmes. Vielleicht hätten Sie, wenn Sie eine Frau so liebten, dasselbe getan. Aber wie dem auch sei, mein Schicksal liegt in Ihrer Hand. Verfahren Sie mit mir ganz nach Belieben. Wie ich bereits gesagt habe, kann kein Mensch auf Erden dem Tod mit weniger Furcht entgegensehen als ich.«

Eine Zeitlang verharrte Holmes in Schweigen. 

»Was waren Ihre Pläne?« fragte er schließlich. 

»Ich hatte vor, mich in Zentralafrika zu vergraben. 

Meine Arbeit dort ist erst zur Hälfte getan.«

»So gehen Sie, und vollenden Sie die zweite Hälf-te«, sagte Holmes. »Ich jedenfalls gedenke nicht, Sie daran zu hindern.«

Dr. Sterndale richtete seine riesenhafte Gestalt zu voller Größe auf, verneigte sich ernst und schritt aus der Laube hinweg. Holmes zündete sich seine Pfeife an und reichte mir den Tabaksbeutel. 
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»Ein wenig Rauch von der ungiftigen Sorte wäre jetzt eine willkommene Abwechslung«, sagte er. »Sie werden doch wohl mit mir einiggehen, Watson, daß dies ein Fall ist, in den einzugreifen wir nicht berufen sind. Wir haben unsere Nachforschungen in völliger Unabhängigkeit betrieben, und mit unseren Maßnahmen wollen wir es ebenso halten. Sie würden diesen Mann doch auch nicht anzeigen, oder?«

»Gewiß nicht«, erwiderte ich. 

»Ich habe nie geliebt, Watson, aber wäre dies der Fall und wäre die von mir geliebte Frau auf eine solche Weise ums Leben gekommen, wer weiß, vielleicht hätte ich genauso gehandelt wie unser gesetzloser Löwenjäger? Nun Watson, ich will Ihrer Intelligenz nicht zu nahe treten, indem ich Ihnen Dinge er-kläre, die auf der Hand liegen. Der Kies auf dem Fenstersims bildete natürlich den Ausgangspunkt für meine Untersuchung. Er hatte nicht die entfernteste Ähnlichkeit mit irgend etwas, was sich im Pfarrhaus-garten finden läßt. Erst nachdem meine Aufmerksamkeit auf Dr. Sterndale und sein Cottage gelenkt worden war, fand ich das Pendant dazu. Die Lampe, die am hellichten Tag brannte, und die Reste des Pulvers auf dem Schirm folgten dann als die nächsten beiden Glieder einer schon ziemlich absehbaren Kette. Und jetzt, mein lieber Watson, glaube ich, daß diese Sache unseren Geist nicht länger in Anspruch nehmen sollte Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.905
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und daß wir uns guten Gewissens wieder dem Studium der chaldäischen Ursprünge zuwenden können, die sich unzweifelhaft im kornischen Zweig der gro-

ßen keltischen Sprachfamilie47 nachweisen lassen.«
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Seine Abschiedsvorstellung

 Ein Sherlock-Holmes-Epilog

Es war abends um neun Uhr am zweiten August48 –

jenem schrecklichsten August der Weltgeschichte. 

Man hätte sich da schon denken können, daß Gottes Fluch schwer dräuend über einer degenerierten Welt hing, denn eine furchterregende Stille und eine Ungewisse Vorahnung erfüllten die schwüle, von keinem Windhauch bewegte Luft. Die Sonne war längst untergegangen; nur fern im Westen klaffte ein blutroter Spalt wie eine offene Wunde am Horizont. Oben glänzten hell die Sterne, und unten funkelten die Schiffahrtslichter in der Bucht. Die beiden berühmten Deutschen standen an der Steinbrüstung der Gartenpromenade, hinter sich das langgestreckte, niedrige, plumpgiebelige Haus, und blickten hinab auf den weiten Bogen des Strandes am Fuße des hochaufragenden Kalksteinkliffs, auf dem von Bork sich vor vier Jahren, gleich einem durchziehenden Adler, vorübergehend niedergelassen hatte. Sie hatten die Köpfe zu-sammengesteckt und unterhielten sich in gedämpftem, vertraulichem Ton. Von unten hätte man die glimmenden Enden ihrer Zigarren für die glühenden Augen eines bösen Dämons halten können, der in die Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.907
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Dunkelheit hinabstarrte. 

Ein bemerkenswerter Mann, dieser von Bork –

unter all den treu ergebenen Agenten des Kaisers gab es kaum seinesgleichen. Von Anfang an waren es seine Talente gewesen, die ihn für die Mission in England, die wichtigste von allen, empfohlen hatten; aber seit er sie übernommen hatte, waren diese Talente immer augenfälliger geworden für jene Handvoll Leute, die wirklich wußten, was gespielt wurde. Einer davon leistete ihm gegenwärtig Gesellschaft, Baron von Herling, der Oberste Rat der deutschen Botschaft, während sein riesiger, hundert Pferde starker Benz die Landstraße versperrte und darauf wartete, seinen Eigentümer wolkensanft nach London zurückzutragen. 

»Soweit ich die Entwicklung der Ereignisse abschätzen kann, werden Sie vermutlich noch vor Ende dieser Woche wieder in Berlin sein«, sagte der Botschaftsrat. »Ich denke, Sie werden überrascht sein von dem Empfang, den man Ihnen, mein lieber von Bork, bei Ihrer Rückkehr bereiten wird. Ich weiß nämlich zufällig, was man in höchsten Kreisen von Ihrer Arbeit hier in diesem Land hält.« Er war ein mächtiger Brocken von einem Mann, der Sekretär, groß, breit und dick zugleich, und er hatte eine bedächtige und nachdrückliche Art zu sprechen, die der stärkste Trumpf seiner politischen Laufbahn gewesen war. 

Von Bork lachte. 
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»Sie sind nicht sonderlich schwer hinters Licht zu führen«, versetzte er. »Ein duldsameres und unkomplizierteres Volk als diese Engländer kann man sich kaum vorstellen.«

»Da bin ich mir nicht so sicher«, entgegnete der andere nachdenklich. »Es gibt bei ihnen seltsame Grenzen, und man muß lernen, diese zu wahren. Und gerade diese scheinbare Unkompliziertheit wird dem Fremden zur Falle. Auf den ersten Blick scheinen sie durch und durch weich und nachgiebig. Dann aber trifft man unversehens auf etwas äußerst Hartes, und dann weiß man, daß man an eine dieser Grenzen gestoßen ist und daß man sich damit abfinden muß. 

Zum Beispiel haben sie ihre ganz eigenen, insularen Konventionen, an die man sich ganz einfach halten muß. «

»Sie meinen den ›guten Ton‹ und dergleichen mehr?« Von Bork seufzte wie jemand, der schon allerhand über sich hat ergehen lassen müssen. 

»Ich meine die ungeschriebenen Gesetze der Engländer in all ihren seltsamen Erscheinungsformen. Ich möchte hier als Beispiel einen meiner schlimmsten Schnitzer anführen – Ihnen gegenüber, der Sie meine Arbeit gut genug kennen, um sich meiner Erfolge be-wußt zu sein, kann ich es mir ja ruhig leisten, von meinen Schnitzern zu sprechen. Es war kurz nachdem ich hier angekommen war. Ich war zu einer Wochen-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.909
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endzusammenkunft im Landhaus eines Kabinettsministers geladen. Die Gespräche waren von einer ganz erstaunlichen Indiskretion.«

Von Bork nickte. »Ich war auch schon dort«, sagte er trocken. 

»Ja, ganz recht. Nun, natürlich sandte ich ein  Résu-mé  der so erhaltenen Informationen nach Berlin. Un-glücklicherweise ist unser guter Kanzler ein wenig plump in solchen Dingen und ließ irgendwo eine Bemerkung fallen, aus der hervorging, daß er vom Inhalt der Gespräche wußte. Und dies führte natürlich in direkter Linie zu mir. Sie können sich nicht vorstellen, wie sehr mir diese Sache geschadet hat. Bei dieser Gelegenheit war von der Weichheit unserer englischen Gastgeber überhaupt nichts zu spüren, das können Sie mir glauben. Zwei Jahre brauchte ich, um die Scharte auszuwetzen. Sie hingegen mit Ihrer Sportler-pose ...«

»Halt, halt, sprechen Sie nicht von Pose. Eine Pose ist etwas Künstliches. Für mich hingegen gibt es nichts Natürlicheres. Ich bin ein eingefleischter Sportsmann. Ich liebe den Sport.«

»Nun, das macht die Sache um so überzeugender. 

Sie segeln mit ihnen um die Wette, Sie gehen mit ihnen auf die Jagd, Sie spielen Polo, Sie stehen bei jedem Spiel Ihren Mann, und mit Ihrem Viergespann könnten Sie den Siegespreis im  Olympia 49 erringen. 
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Ja, ich habe sogar gehört, daß Sie so weit gehen, sich mit den jungen Offizieren im Boxen zu messen. Und was ist das Resultat von alledem? Kein Mensch nimmt Sie so richtig ernst. Sie sind ein ›netter Kumpel‹, ein ›ganz patenter Kerl für einen Deutschen‹, ein Zechbruder, Nachtschwärmer, Herumtreiber und junger Heißsporn. Und dabei geht die Hälfte all dessen, was in England an Unheil gestiftet wird, von diesem ruhigen Landhaus hier aus, und der sportliche Gutsherr ist der gerissenste Geheimagent ganz Europas. 

Genial, mein lieber von Bork – wirklich genial!«

»Sie schmeicheln mir, Baron. Wenn ich andererseits auch gewiß mit Recht bemerken darf, daß die vier Jahre, die ich in diesem Land verbracht habe, nicht ganz unergiebig gewesen sind. Ich bin gar nie dazu gekommen, Ihnen mein kleines Lager zu zeigen. 

Wenn Sie für einen Augenblick mit mir hineingehen möchten ...«

Von seinem Arbeitszimmer führte eine Tür direkt auf die Terrasse hinaus. Von Bork stieß sie auf und knipste im Vorangehen das elektrische Licht an. Darauf schloß er die Tür hinter der massigen Gestalt, die ihm folgte, und zog den schweren Vorhang sorgfältig vor das vergitterte Fenster. Erst als all diese Vorsichtsmaßnahmen getroffen und überprüft waren, wandte er sein sonnverbranntes, adlerartiges Gesicht wieder seinem Gast zu. 
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»Ein Teil meiner Unterlagen ist schon nicht mehr hier«, sagte er. »Als meine Frau und die übrigen Haushaltsmitglieder gestern nach Flushing50 abgereist sind, haben sie die weniger wichtigen mitgenommen. Für den Rest muß ich selbstverständlich den Schutz der Botschaft in Anspruch nehmen.«

»Ihr Name figuriert bereits auf der Liste des persönlichen Gefolges. Weder Sie noch Ihr Gepäck haben irgendwelche Schwierigkeiten zu gewärtigen. 

Natürlich ist es immer noch möglich, daß wir gar nicht gehen müssen. Es könnte ja sein, daß England Frankreich seinem Schicksal überläßt. Wir sind ganz sicher, daß zwischen den beiden Staaten kein verbindliches Abkommen besteht.«

»Und Belgien?«

»Belgien desgleichen.«

Von Bork schüttelte den Kopf. »Das kann ich mir nicht vorstellen. Da gibt es einen eindeutigen Vertrag. 

Das wäre eine Demütigung, von der England sich nie wieder erholen würde.«

»Aber dafür hätte es für den Moment seine Ruhe.«

»Und seine Ehre?«

»Pah, mein lieber Freund, wir leben in einem Zeitalter des Nützlichkeitsdenkens. Ehre ist ein Begriff aus dem Mittelalter. Zudem ist England gar nicht vorbereitet. Es ist kaum zu glauben, aber nicht einmal die Sondersteuer für Rüstungszwecke von über fünfzig Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.912
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Millionen, die unsere Pläne so deutlich gemacht haben müßte, wie wenn wir sie auf der Titelseite der Times  bekanntgegeben hätten, hat dieses Völkchen aus dem Schlaf geweckt. Hie und da taucht einmal eine Frage auf – darauf muß ich dann eine Antwort finden. Hie und da zeigt sich jemand irritiert – den muß ich dann besänftigen. Aber ich kann Ihnen versichern, was das Wesentliche anbelangt – Munitions-vorräte, Vorbereitung auf einen U-Boot-Krieg, die Produktion hochexplosiver Sprengstoffe – ist nichts vorbereitet. Wie sollte England also eingreifen können, zumal wir ihnen noch so ein teuflisches Süppchen eingebrockt haben aus Irischem Bürgerkrieg, Fenster zertrümmernden Furien und weiß Gott was sonst noch für Ingredienzien – das dürfte sie erst mal im eigenen Land beschäftigt halten.«

»Aber England muß doch auch an seine Zukunft denken.«

»Ah, das ist ein anderes Kapitel. Was die Zukunft betrifft, so haben wir mit England doch wohl feste Pläne, und da dürften Ihre Informationen von größter Wichtigkeit für uns sein. Für Mr. John Bull51 heißt es heute oder morgen. Sollte ihm heute lieber sein, so sind wir bestens gerüstet. Zieht er morgen vor, sind wir noch besser gerüstet. Ich persönlich würde meinen, sie täten besser daran, zusammen mit Verbündeten zu kämpfen statt allein, aber das ist ihre Sache. 
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Diese Woche noch wird sich ihr Schicksal entscheiden. Aber Sie wollten von Ihren Unterlagen sprechen.« Er saß, behaglich seine Pfeife schmauchend, in einem Lehnstuhl, und auf seinem großen, blanken Schädel widerspiegelte sich das Licht. 

Im hinteren Teil des geräumigen, eichenholzgetä-

felten, von Büchern gesäumten Zimmers hing ein Vorhang von der Decke. Als dieser beiseitegezogen wurde, kam ein großer, messingbeschlagener Safe zum Vorschein. Von Bork löste einen kleinen Schlüssel von seiner Uhrkette, und nach einigen komplizierten Manipulationen am Schloß schwang die massive Tür endlich auf. 

»Sehen Sie sich das an!« sagte er, ein wenig zu-rücktretend, mit einladender Geste. 

Helles Licht fiel in den offenstehenden Safe, und der Botschaftsrat blickte mit gebannter Aufmerksamkeit auf die Reihen vollgepfropfter Fächer in seinem Innern. Jedes Fach war beschriftet, und als er seinen Blick daran entlangschweifen ließ, konnte er eine endlose Reihe von Ordnungswörtern wie »Furten«, »Ha-fenverteidigungsanlagen«, »Flugzeuge«, »Irland«, 

»Ägypten«, »Befestigungsanlagen Portsmouth52«, 

»Ärmelkanal«, »Rosyth53« und vielen anderen mehr entziffern. Jedes einzelne Abteil war zum Bersten voll mit Unterlagen und Plänen. 

»Kolossal!« sagte der Botschaftsrat, legte seine Zi-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.914
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garre hin und klatschte mit seinen feisten Händen ge-dämpft Beifall. 

»Und all dies innerhalb von vier Jahren, Baron. 

Gar keine schlechte Leistung für einen Landjunker, der nichts anderes im Kopf hat als Trinken und Pferde. Aber das kostbarste Juwel meiner Sammlung kommt erst noch, die Fassung dafür ist allerdings schon vorbereitet.«

Er deutete auf ein Fach, über dem in Drucklettern

»Flottensignale« geschrieben stand. 

»Aber Sie haben ja schon ein ganz anständiges Dossier beisammen.«

»Alles überholt und zu Makulatur geworden. Aus irgendeinem Grund hat die Admiralität Lunte gerochen, und jeder einzelne Code ist verändert worden. 

Das war eine herbe Enttäuschung, Baron – der schlimmste Rückschlag während meiner ganzen Unternehmung. Aber dank meinem Scheckbuch und dem wackeren Altamont wird die Sache heute abend wieder im Lot sein.«

Der Baron warf einen Blick auf seine Uhr und stieß einen kehligen Laut der Enttäuschung aus. 

»Jetzt kann ich wirklich nicht länger warten. Sie können sich gewiß vorstellen, daß sich bei uns in Carlton Terrace54 einiges tut und wir deshalb alle auf unseren Posten sein müssen. Ich hatte allerdings gehofft, mit Nachrichten von Ihrem großen Coup dort-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.915
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hin zurückkehren zu können. Hat Altamont denn keine Uhrzeit genannt?«

Von Bork schob ihm ein Telegramm zu. 

Komme garantiert heute abend und bringe neue Zündkerze. 

ALTAMONT. 

»Zündkerze – was soll denn das?«

»Wissen Sie, er gibt sich als Automobilfachmann aus, und ich habe eine reich bestückte Garage. In unserem Code trägt alles, was zur Sprache kommen könnte, den Namen irgendeines Ersatzteiles. Spricht er von einem Kühler, so ist ein Schlachtschiff gemeint; eine Ölpumpe ist ein Kreuzer und so fort. Und Zündkerzen sind Flottensignale.«

»Heute mittag in Portsmouth aufgegeben«, bemerkte der Botschaftsrat, der den Absender genauer betrachtet hatte. »Wieviel bezahlen Sie ihm übrigens?«

»Für diese spezielle Aufgabe fünfhundert Pfund. 

Aber natürlich bezieht er außerdem ein Fixum.«

»Ein raffgieriger Gauner! Nützlich sind sie zwar, diese Verräter, doch ich mißgönne ihnen ihr Blut-geld.«

»Ich mißgönne Altamont nichts. Er leistet großartige Arbeit. Wohl bezahle ich ihn reichlich, aber dafür macht er auch die Ware rüber, um es mit seinen eige-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.916
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nen Worten auszudrücken. Im übrigen ist er kein Verräter. Ich kann Ihnen versichern, unser pangerma-nischster Junker ist, was seine Gefühle gegenüber England betrifft, eine zahme Taube im Vergleich mit einem wirklich erbitterten Irisch-Amerikaner.«

»Ah, er ist Irisch-Amerikaner?«

»Wenn Sie ihn sprechen hörten, würden Sie keinen Moment daran zweifeln. Ich sag's Ihnen, manchmal verstehe ich ihn kaum. Er scheint dem Englisch des Königs55 ebenso den Krieg angesagt zu haben wie dem englischen König. Müssen Sie wirklich gehen? 

Er sollte jeden Moment hiersein.«

»Nein, bedaure, aber ich bin jetzt schon zu lange geblieben. Wir erwarten Sie also morgen in aller Frühe, und sobald sich einmal die kleine Tür bei der Duke-of-York-Treppe hinter diesem Codebuch geschlossen hat, können Sie ein triumphales ›Finis‹

unter Ihre Arbeit in England setzen. Was! Tokaier?«

Er deutete auf eine dick versiegelte, verstaubte Flasche, die neben zwei langstieligen Gläsern auf einem Tablett stand. 

»Darf ich Ihnen ein Glas davon anbieten, ehe Sie sich auf die Reise machen?«

»Nein, danke. Aber es sieht nach einer Feier aus.«

»Altamont hat einen recht guten Geschmack in Sachen Wein und hat an meinem Tokaier Gefallen gefunden. Er ist ein empfindlicher Bursche und will Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.917
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stets durch kleine Aufmerksamkeiten bei Laune gehalten werden. Ich muß ihn mit Samthandschuhen anfas-sen, das können Sie mir glauben.« Sie waren wieder auf die Terrasse hinausgetreten und schlenderten bis zu deren entferntem Ende, wo der große Wagen des Barons auf einen Handgriff des Chauffeurs hin zu tuk-kern und beben begann. »Das da drüben müssen wohl die Lichter von Harwich56 sein«, sagte der Botschaftsrat, indem er in seinen Staubmantel schlüpfte. 

»Wie still und friedlich alles scheint. Und doch könnten hier binnen einer Woche andere Lichter aufleuchten und die englische Küste sehr viel weniger ruhig sein! Und selbst das Himmelszelt dürfte dann nicht mehr ganz so friedlich aussehen, wenn die Versprechungen des wackeren Zeppelin57 Wahrheit werden. 

Übrigens, wer ist das hier?«

Nur ein einziges Fenster im Haus hinter ihnen war erleuchtet. Das Licht kam von einer Lampe auf dem Fensterbrett, und daneben an einem Tisch saß eine alte Frau mit einer bäurischen Haube und einem gutmütigen rotbäckigen Gesicht. Sie war über ihre Strickarbeit gebeugt und hielt hin und wieder inne, um die große, schwarze Katze zu streicheln, die neben ihr auf einem Schemel saß. 

»Das ist Martha, die einzige Bedienstete, die noch hiergeblieben ist.«

Der Botschaftsrat schmunzelte. 

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.918
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»Fast schon eine Verkörperung der Britannia«, sagte er, »mit ihrer vollständigen Selbstvergessenheit und diesem Gefühl behaglicher Schläfrigkeit. Nun aber  au revoir,  von Bork!« Mit einem letzten Winken sprang er in den Wagen, und einen Augenblick später schössen die beiden goldenen Lichtkegel der Schein-werfer bereits durch die Dunkelheit davon. Der Botschaftsrat ließ sich in die Polster seiner Luxuslimousi-ne zurücksinken, und der Gedanke an die bevorstehende europäische Tragödie nahm ihn so sehr gefangen, daß er kaum bemerkte, daß sein Wagen, als sie im Dorf um eine Ecke bogen, um ein Haar einen kleinen Ford gerammt hätte, der ihnen entgegenkam. 

Als sich das letzte Aufblinken der Autolichter in der Ferne verloren hatte, schritt von Bork gemächlich zu seinem Arbeitszimmer zurück. Im Vorbeigehen registrierte er, daß die alte Haushälterin ihre Lampe ge-löscht und sich zurückgezogen hatte. Die Stille und Dunkelheit seines weitläufigen Hauses waren eine neue Erfahrung für ihn, denn bisher war er von einer großen Familie und Dienerschaft umgeben gewesen. 

Er verspürte indessen Erleichterung bei dem Gedanken, daß sie sich alle in Sicherheit befanden und daß er, abgesehen von dieser alten Frau, die sich in der Küche aufgehalten hatte, nun das Haus ganz für sich allein hatte. Es gab eine ganze Menge aufzuräumen in seinem Arbeitszimmer, und so machte er sich ans Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.919
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Werk, bis sein intelligentes, gutgeschnittenes Gesicht von der Hitze des brennenden Papiers mit Röte Über-gossen war. Neben seinem Schreibtisch stand eine lederne Reisetasche, und in diese begann er nun, fein säuberlich und systematisch, den kostbaren Inhalt seines Safes einzupacken. Er hatte indessen kaum recht damit angefangen, als ein fernes Wagengeräusch an sein wachsames Ohr drang. Mit einem Ausruf der Befriedigung schnallte er die Reisetasche zu, schloß den Safe, sicherte das Schloß und eilte hinaus auf die Terrasse. Er kam gerade recht, um die Lichter eines kleinen Wagens vor der Gartenpforte zum Stillstand kommen zu sehen. Ein Passagier sprang heraus und kam rasch auf ihn zugesteuert, während der Chauffeur, ein kräftig gebauter, älterer Mann mit einem grauen Schnurrbart, es sich darin bequem machte wie jemand, der sich auf eine lange Nachtwache gefaßt macht. 

»Nun?« rief von Bork begierig, während er seinem Besucher entgegenlief. 

Zur Antwort schwenkte der Mann ein kleines, in Packpapier eingeschlagenes Paket über dem Kopf. 

»Heut abend können Sie den roten Teppich für mich ausrollen, Mister«, schrie er. »Das letzte Schäfchen ist nun auch im Trockenen.«

»Sie haben die Codes?«

»Ganz wie's in meinem Telegramm steht. Jeden Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.920
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ohne Ausnahme; Flaggenzeichen, Lichtsignale, Funk-code – natürlich bloß 'ne Kopie davon, nicht etwa das Original. Das war zu gefährlich. Aber alles der wahre Jakob, darauf können Sie Gift nehmen.« Er klopfte dem Deutschen mit einer derben Vertraulichkeit auf die Schulter, was diesen zusammenzucken ließ. 

»Kommen Sie herein«, sagte von Bork. »Ich bin ganz allein zu Hause. Ich habe nur noch auf dies hier gewartet. Selbstverständlich ist eine Kopie besser als das Original. Wenn ihnen ein Original abhanden käme, würden sie das Ganze sofort wieder ändern. 

Und Sie denken, mit dieser Kopie ist alles in Ordnung?«

Der Irisch-Amerikaner war ins Arbeitszimmer getreten und streckte nun, im Lehnstuhl sitzend, seine langen Gliedmaßen von sich. Er war ein hochgewachsener, hagerer Mann um die sechzig mit scharfgeschnittenen Zügen und einem kleinen Bocksbärtchen, das ihm eine gewisse Ähnlichkeit mit den Karikaturen von Uncle Sam verlieh. In seinem Mundwinkel hing eine zur Hälfte gerauchte, durchnäßte Zigarre, und als er sich setzte, entzündete er ein Streichholz und steckte sie wieder in Brand. »Alles zum Aufbruch bereit, was?« versetzte er, sich im Zimmer umsehend. 

»Nanu, Mister«, fügte er hinzu, als sein Blick auf den Safe fiel, von dem der Vorhang noch immer zurückgezogen war, »Sie wollen doch hoffentlich nicht sagen, Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.921
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daß Sie Ihre Papiere in diesem Ding da aufbewahren?«

»Warum denn nicht?«

»Heiliger Strohsack, das Ding ist ja das reinste Scheunentor! Und dabei hält Sie alle Welt für'n eins a Spion. Du lieber Gott, den knackt Ihnen jeder Yankee-Gauner mit'm Büchsenöffner. Wenn ich das geahnt hätte, daß auch nur ein einziger Brief von mir in so 'nem Ding rumliegen würde, war ich nicht so blöd gewesen, Ihnen überhaupt zu schreiben.«

»Diesen Safe aufzubrechen würde jedem Gauner ganz schöne Schwierigkeiten machen«, entgegnete von Bork. »Es gibt kein Werkzeug, mit dem sich dieses Metall kleinkriegen läßt.«

»Aber das Schloß?«

»Nein; es handelt sich um ein doppeltes Kombina-tionsschloß. Wissen Sie, was das ist?«

»Keinen Schimmer«, erwiderte der Amerikaner. 

»Nun, man muß sowohl ein Wort als auch eine Zahlenkombination einstellen, um das Schloß aufzu-kriegen.« Er erhob sich und zeigte auf zwei drehbare Skalen um das Schlüsselloch. »Die äußere da ist für die Buchstaben und die innere für die Zahlen.«

»Schon gut, ganz nett.«

»Die Sache ist also nicht ganz so einfach, wie Sie angenommen haben. Ich hab sie mir schon vor vier Jahren installieren lassen, und was glauben Sie wohl, Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.922
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was für ein Wort und was für eine Zahl ich ausgewählt habe?«

»Keine Ahnung.«

»Nun, ich habe mich für das Wort August und die Zahl 1914 entschieden; und da wären wir jetzt.«

Das Gesicht des Amerikaners spiegelte Erstaunen und Bewunderung. 

»Mensch, sowas von gerissen! Sie haben es haarscharf getroffen!«

»Ja, einige unter uns waren damals schon imstande, das genaue Datum vorauszusagen. Jetzt ist es da, und morgen früh mache ich hier den Laden dicht.«

»Nun, ich schätze, dann müssen Sie auch mir ein sicheres Plätzchen besorgen. Ich hab nicht vor, mut-terseelenallein in diesem gottverdammten Land zu sitzen. Wenn ich recht sehe, geht es noch 'ne Woche, oder nicht einmal, dann wird John Bull sich auf die Hinterbeine stellen und wie wild um sich schlagen. 

Das möcht ich mir lieber von jenseits des großen Teiches mitansehen.«

»Aber Sie sind doch amerikanischer Staatsbürger!«

»Na ja, das war Jack James auch, ein amerikanischer Staatsbürger, und trotzdem sitzt er jetzt in Port-land58 ein. Da schert sich 'n englischer Bulle doch 'n Dreck drum, wenn ich ihm sage, daß ich 'n amerikanischer Staatsbürger bin. ›Hier sind wir in England, und hier gilt englisches Recht und Gesetz‹, wird er, mir Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.923
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sagen. Übrigens, Mister, wo wir gerade bei Jack James sind, mir scheint, Sie machen nicht gerade viel, um Ihre Leute zu decken.«

»Was wollen Sie damit sagen?« fragte von Bork scharf. 

»Na ja, Sie sind doch der Arbeitgeber von denen, oder etwa nicht? Dann müssen Sie sich auch drum kümmern, daß sie nicht unter die Räder kommen. 

Aber sie  kommen  unter die Räder, und wann hätten Sie je einem wieder aufgeholfen? Da wäre mal James ...«

»Es war James' eigene Schuld. Das wissen Sie so gut wie ich. Er war zu eigensinnig für diese Arbeit.«

»James war ein Holzkopf – da haben Sie recht. 

Dann kam die Sache mit Hollis.«

»Der Mann war verrückt.«

»Na ja, gegen den Schluß zu ist er 'n bißchen wirr im Kopf geworden. Aber kein Wunder, daß einer durchdreht, wenn er von morgens früh bis abends spät

'ne Rolle spielen muß, wo hundert Kerle um ihn rum sind, die nur darauf warten, ihm die Bullen auf den Hals zu hetzen. Aber jetzt auch noch Steiner ...«

Von Bork fuhr heftig zusammen, und sein rotes Gesicht wurde um eine Nuance blasser. 

»Was ist mit Steiner?«

»Na ja, sie haben ihn geschnappt, das ist alles. Gestern abend haben sie seine Bude auf den Kopf ge-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.924
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stellt, und jetzt ist er samt seinen Papieren im Gefängnis von Portsmouth. Sie machen sich dünne, und der arme Teufel muß die Sache ausbaden und kann noch von Glück sagen, wenn er mit dem Leben davon-kommt. Drum bin ich auch so scharf drauf, über den Teich zu kommen, sobald Sie sich absetzen.«

Von Bork war ein Mann, der etwas vertragen konnte und sich zu beherrschen wußte, jetzt aber war ihm anzusehen, daß diese Nachricht ihn erschüttert hatte. 

»Wie ist es bloß möglich, daß sie Steiner auf die Spur gekommen sind?« murmelte er. »Das ist der schlimmste Schlag bisher.«

»Nun, Sie hätten beinahe einen noch schlimmeren einstecken müssen; ich glaube nämlich, die sind mir ganz schön dicht auf den Fersen.«

»Das darf doch nicht Ihr Ernst sein!«

»Und ob! Bei meiner Vermieterin in Fratton drunten hat einer Erkundigungen eingezogen, und als ich das gehört hab, dacht ich mir, Junge, nun mußte vorwärts machen. Aber eins wüßt ich zu gern, Mister: Woher haben die Bullen Wind bekommen? Steiner ist nun schon der fünfte Mann, den Sie verloren haben, seit ich bei Ihnen mit von der Partie bin, und ich weiß auch schon, wie der sechste heißt, wenn ich mich nicht schleunigst auf die Socken mache. Wie erklären Sie sich das? Ja, schämen Sie sich denn nicht, einfach so zuzusehen, wie Ihre Leute, einer nach dem andern, Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.925
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unter die Räder kommen?«

Von Borks Gesicht lief dunkelrot an. 

»Wie können Sie es wagen, so zu mir zu sprechen!«

»Wenn ich nichts wagen täte, Mister, würd ich wohl kaum in Ihren Diensten stehen. Aber ich will Ihnen geradeheraus sagen, was mir im Kopf herumgeht. Ich hab gehört, Ihr deutschen Politiker seid gar nicht mal so unglücklich, wenn es einem Agenten, nachdem er seine Aufgabe erfüllt hat, an den Kragen geht.«

Von Bork sprang auf. 

»Sie wagen es, mir gegenüber anzudeuten, ich hätte meine eigenen Agenten verraten?«

»Das nicht gerade, Mister, aber irgendwo sitzt da 'n Spitzel oder Doppelagent drin, und es ist Ihre Sache, herauszufinden, wo. Ich jedenfalls lasse es nicht drauf ankommen. Für mich heißt es ab ins sichere Holland, und zwar je schneller desto besser.«

Von Bork hatte seinen Ärger niedergekämpft. 

»Wir sind zu lange Verbündete gewesen, um ausgerechnet jetzt, in der Stunde des Sieges, miteinander zu streiten«, sagte er. »Sie haben phantastische Arbeit geleistet und große Risiken auf sich genommen, und das werde ich Ihnen nie vergessen. Gehen Sie auf jeden Fall nach Holland, und in Rotterdam können Sie dann ein Schiff nach New York nehmen. In einer Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.926
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Woche ist das die einzige Linie, die noch sicher ist. 

Und Ihr Buch da pack ich jetzt gleich ein, zusammen mit dem übrigen.«

Der Amerikaner hielt das kleine Paket noch immer in den Händen, machte indessen keine Anstalten, es herzugeben. 

»Was ist mit den Piepen?« fragte er. 

»Den was?«

»Den Moneten. Meiner Prämie. Den fünfhundert Pfund. Der Geschützoffizier ist zum Schluß verdammt aufsäßig geworden, und ich mußte ihm nochmals hundert Pfund in den Rachen werfen, sonst wär's Sense gewesen für Sie und mich. ›Nix zu machen‹, sagt er zu mir, und das hat er auch so gemeint, aber mit dem zusätzlichen Hunderter war die Sache dann geritzt. 

Zweihundert Pfund hat mich die Sache alles in allem gekostet, drum ist es 'n bißchen viel verlangt, wenn ich es rausrücken sollte, ohne meinen Zaster zu kriegen.«

Von Bork lächelte mit etwelcher Bitterkeit. »Sie scheinen keine sehr hohe Meinung von meiner Ehren-haftigkeit zu haben«, sagte er, »daß Sie das Geld wollen, ehe Sie das Buch aus der Hand geben.«

»Na ja, Mister, Geschäft ist Geschäft.«

»Gut, ganz wie Sie wollen.« Er setzte sich an den Schreibtisch, füllte einen Scheck aus und riß ihn aus dem Scheckbuch, zögerte dann aber, ihn seinem Part-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.927
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ner auszuhändigen. »Im Grunde, Mr. Altamont, wenn es denn sein muß, daß wir nun in diesem Stil miteinander verkehren, sehe ich nicht ein, weshalb ich Ihnen mehr Vertrauen entgegenbringen sollte als Sie mir«, sagte er. »Sie verstehen?« fügte er mit einem Blick über die Schulter hinzu. »Der Scheck liegt auf dem Tisch für Sie bereit. Ich fordere das Recht, den Inhalt dieses Pakets überprüfen zu können, ehe Sie das Geld an sich nehmen.«

Wortlos überreichte ihm der Amerikaner das Paket. 

Von Bork löste die Verschnürung und entfernte zwei Lagen Packpapier. Dann saß er einen Augenblick lang sprachlos vor Erstaunen da und blickte auf das kleine, blaue Buch, das vor ihm lag. Auf dem Um-schlagdeckel stand in goldenen Druckbuchstaben Praktisches Handbuch der Bienenzucht.  Nur ein einziger Augenblick blieb dem Meisterspion, um diesen merkwürdig nichtssagenden Titel wütend anzustarren. 

Schon im nächsten wurde er mit eisernem Griff beim Nacken gepackt, und gegen sein sich verzerrendes Gesicht wurde ein chloroformgetränkter Schwamm gedrückt. 

»Noch ein Glas, Watson!« sagte Mr. Sherlock Holmes, die Flasche kaiserlichen Tokaiers hinstreckend. 

Der stämmige Chauffeur, der sich inzwischen am Tisch niedergelassen hatte, schob ihm eifrig sein Glas Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.928
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hin. 

»Ein guter Wein, Holmes.«

»Ein ausgezeichneter Wein, Watson. Unser Freund da drüben auf dem Sofa hat mir versichert, daß er aus Franz Josephs Privatkeller auf Schloß Schönbrunn stammt. Dürfte ich Sie vielleicht bemühen, das Fenster zu öffnen; die Chloroformdämpfe sind der Gau-menfreude nicht eben zuträglich.«

Der Safe war halboffen, und Holmes, der davor stand, war damit beschäftigt, ein Dossier nach dem anderen herauszunehmen, einen kurzen, prüfenden Blick darauf zu werfen und es dann säuberlich in von Borks Reisetasche zu verstauen. Der Deutsche lag schnarchend auf dem Sofa, mit einer Fessel um die Oberarme und einer zweiten um die Beine. 

»Wir brauchen uns nicht zu beeilen, Watson. Kein Mensch wird uns hier stören. Wären Sie wohl so gut, die Dienstbotenklingel zu drücken? Es ist niemand mehr im Haus als die alte Martha, die ihre Rolle mit Bravour gespielt hat. Ich habe ihr die Stelle hier verschafft, als ich anfing, mich mit dieser Angelegenheit zu beschäftigen. Ah, da sind Sie ja, Martha; es freut Sie bestimmt zu hören, daß alles gut vonstatten gegangen ist.«

Die liebenswürdige alte Dame war in der Türöffnung erschienen. Sie knickste lächelnd vor Mr. Holmes, blickte dann aber mit einiger Besorgnis zu der Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.929
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Gestalt auf dem Sofa hinüber. 

»Alles in Ordnung, Martha. Es ist ihm kein Haar gekrümmt worden.«

»Das freut mich, Mr. Holmes. Auf seine Art ist er nämlich immer ein guter Herr gewesen. Er wollte mich gestern mit seiner Frau nach Deutschland schik-ken, aber das hätte wohl nicht in Ihre Pläne gepaßt, nicht wahr, Sir?«

»Ganz und gar nicht, Martha. Solange ich Sie hier wußte, war ich beruhigt. Heute mußten wir allerdings eine ganze Weile warten auf Ihr Signal.«

»Es war wegen dem Botschaftsrat, Sir.«

»Ich weiß. Sein Wagen hat den unseren gekreuzt.«

»Ich dachte schon, er will überhaupt nicht mehr gehen. Ich wußte, das paßt nicht in Ihre Pläne, wenn Sie ihn noch hier antreffen.«

»Nein, beileibe nicht. Nun, es hat ja nichts ausgemacht, wir mußten einfach etwa eine halbe Stunde warten, bis ich Ihre Lampe ausgehen sah und wußte, daß die Luft rein war. Sie können mir morgen in London rapportieren, Martha, im Claridge's Hotel.«

»Sehr wohl, Sir.«

»Ich nehme an, es liegt alles bereit und Sie können jetzt gehen?«

»Ja, Sir. Heute hat er noch sieben Briefe abgeschickt. Ich habe die Adressen, wie üblich.«

»Sehr gut, Martha. Ich werde sie mir morgen anse-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.930

Seine Abschiedsvorstellung

Doyle-WA Bd. 8, 257

hen. Gute Nacht. Diese Unterlagen da«, fuhr er fort, als die alte Dame verschwunden war, »sind nicht von besonderer Wichtigkeit, denn natürlich sind die Informationen, die sie enthalten, schon längst an die deutsche, Regierung weitergeleitet worden. Was wir hier haben, sind lediglich die Originale, die außer Landes zu bringen zu riskant gewesen wäre.«

»Dann sind sie also wertlos.«

»So weit würde ich nun auch wieder nicht gehen, Watson. Zumindest können sie unseren Leuten dar-

über Aufschluß geben, was drüben bekannt ist und was nicht. Ich darf Ihnen verraten, daß ein schöner Teil dieser Papiere durch mich hierhergelangt ist, und ich brauche wohl nicht hinzuzufügen, daß die Informationen alles andere als zuverlässig sind. Es würde sehr zur Erheiterung meines Lebensabends beitragen, wenn ich erleben sollte, daß ein deutscher Kreuzer den Solent59 nach den von mir gelieferten Karten ver-minter Gewässer befährt. Aber jetzt zu Ihnen, Watson« – er hielt in seiner Arbeit inne und faßte den alten Freund bei den Schultern – »ich habe Sie noch gar nicht recht bei Licht betrachtet. Wie haben Sie all diese Jahre überstanden? Sie sind ja noch der gleiche muntere Springinsfeld wie eh und je.«

»Ich fühle mich zwanzig Jahre jünger, Holmes. 

Selten bin ich so glücklich gewesen, wie als ich das Kabel erhielt, in dem Sie mich baten, Sie mit dem Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.931
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Wagen in Harwich abzuholen. Aber Sie, Holmes –

Sie haben sich kaum verändert, abgesehen von diesem gräßlichen Bocksbärtchen.«

»Das sind so die Opfer, die man seinem Vaterlande bringt, Watson«, sagte Holmes und zupfte an dem schütteren Haarbüschel. »Morgen schon wird das Ganze nichts weiter mehr sein als eine böse Erinnerung. Ein Haarschnitt und ein paar andere oberflächliche Veränderungen, und ich tauche morgen im Claridge's wieder ganz so auf, wie ich war, ehe ich diese amerikanische Nummer abgezogen – ich bitte um Verzeihung, Watson, der klare Urquell meines Englisch scheint eine bleibende Trübung erfahren zu haben – ehe ich diese Rolle als Amerikaner übernommen habe.«

»Aber Sie hatten sich doch zur Ruhe gesetzt, Holmes. Das letzte, was wir von Ihnen gehört haben, war, daß Sie auf einer kleinen Farm in den South Downs, umgeben von Bienen und Büchern, ein Einsiedlerle-ben führten.«

»Ganz recht, Watson. Hier liegt die Frucht meiner süßen Mußestunden, das  opus magnum  meiner reifen Jahre!« Er nahm den Band vom Tisch und las mir den vollständigen Titel vor:  Praktisches Handbuch der Bienenzucht, nebst einigen Beobachtungen zur Segregation der Königin. »Allein habe ich das vollbracht. Sie sehen hier die Frucht gedankenvoller Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.932
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Nächte und fleißerfüllter Tage, während deren ich die kleinen Arbeitstrupps mit derselben Aufmerksamkeit beobachtet habe wie einst die Verbrecherwelt von London.«

»Aber wie kommt es, daß Sie zu Ihrer Arbeit zu-rückgekehrt sind?«

»Ja, darüber habe ich mich auch des öfteren gewundert. Dem Außenminister allein hätte ich noch widerstehen können; jedoch als auch noch der Premierminister meine bescheidene Hütte aufzusuchen geruhte ...! Die Sache ist ganz einfach die, Watson, daß der Gentleman da drüben auf dem Sofa ein bißchen zu gut war für unsere Leute. Er war eine Klasse für sich. 

Vieles ging schief bei uns, und keiner verstand so recht, weshalb es schiefging. Leute wurden der Spio-nage verdächtigt, einige sogar überführt, aber alles sprach dafür, daß es eine mächtige und gut getarnte Schlüsselfigur im Hintergrund geben mußte. Diese zu entlarven war das Gebot der Stunde, und ich wurde heftig unter Druck gesetzt, mich der Sache anzunehmen. Sie hat mich zwei Jahre meines Lebens gekostet, Watson, aber sie waren nicht ohne Reiz. Wenn ich Ihnen sage, daß ich meine Pilgerreise in Chicago begann, in einem irischen Geheimbund in Buffalo meine Sporen abverdiente, der Polizei von Skibbereen ernstlich zu schaffen machte und so schließlich die Aufmerksamkeit eines der subalternen Agenten von Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.933
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Borks auf mich zog, der mich ihm als einen vielversprechenden Mann empfahl, so können Sie sich ausmalen, daß die Sache recht komplex war. Von jener Zeit an hat von Bork mich mit seinem Vertrauen be-ehrt, was jedoch nicht verhüten konnte, daß die meisten seiner Pläne haarscharf danebengingen und fünf seiner besten Agenten im Gefängnis gelandet sind. Ich habe sie nicht aus den Augen gelassen, Watson, und sobald sie reif waren, habe ich sie gepflückt. Nun, Sir, ich hoffe, Sie haben keinen Schaden genommen!«

Die letzte Bemerkung war an von Bork gerichtet, der nach einer Phase ausgiebigen Prustens und Blinzelns wieder still dagelegen und sich Holmes' Erzählung angehört hatte. Nun aber brach eine wilde Sturz-flut deutscher Schmähworte aus ihm heraus, und sein Gesicht war ganz verzerrt vor Wut. Holmes fuhr mit der raschen Überprüfung der Dokumente fort, während sein Gefangener ihn mit Flüchen und Verwünschungen überschüttete. 

»Deutsch ist zwar unmusikalisch, aber ohne Zweifel die ausdrucksvollste aller Sprachen«, bemerkte Holmes, als von Bork vor schierer Erschöpfung verstummt war. »Ei, sieh da!« fügte er hinzu, während er mit scharfem Blick die Ecke einer Pauskopie musterte, ehe er diese in das Köfferchen steckte. »Das sollte ausreichen, einen weiteren Vogel in den Käfig zu sperren. Daß der Zahlmeister ein solcher Schuft ist, Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.934
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hätte ich wirklich nicht gedacht, obwohl ich ihn schon seit längerer Zeit im Auge hatte. Herr von Bork, Sie haben eine ganze Menge auf dem Kerbholz.«

Der Gefangene hatte sich mit etwelcher Mühe auf dem Sofa aufgesetzt und starrte mit einer eigenartigen Mischung aus Verwunderung und Haß auf den Mann, der ihn überwältigt hatte. 

»Das werde ich Ihnen heimzahlen, Altamont«, sagte er, jedes Wort bedächtig abwägend. »Und wenn ich mein ganzes Leben daran wenden muß, ich werde es Ihnen heimzahlen!«

»Die altbekannte, holde Weise«, versetzte Holmes. 

»Wie oft in längst vergangenen Tagen habe ich ihr schon gelauscht. Es war ein Lieblingslied des allzu-früh von uns gegangenen Professors Moriarty60, und auch Colonel Sebastian Moran soll es des öfteren ge-knödelt haben. Und doch bin ich noch immer am Leben und züchte Bienen in den South Downs.«

»Hol Sie der Teufel, Sie Doppelverräter, Sie!«

schrie der Deutsche, sich gegen seine Fesseln aufbäumend, und aus seinen Augen sprühte wilde Mordlust. 

»Nein, nein, so schlimm ist es auch wieder nicht«, meinte Holmes lächelnd. »Wie Sie gewiß aus meiner Art zu sprechen schließen können, hat es einen Mr. 

Altamont aus Chicago in Tat und Wahrheit nie gegeben. Ich habe mich seiner bedient, und jetzt hat er sich in Luft aufgelöst.«

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.935
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»Aber wer sind Sie dann?«

»Im Grunde genommen tut es nichts zur Sache, wer ich bin, aber da es Sie zu interessieren scheint, Herr von Bork, darf ich Ihnen sagen, daß dies nicht meine erste Begegnung mit einem Mitglied Ihrer Familie ist. 

Ich habe früher eine ganze Menge Geschäfte in Deutschland abgewickelt, und mein Name ist Ihnen vermutlich bekannt.«

»Den möchte ich jetzt gern mal hören«, sagte der Preuße grimmig. 

»Ich war es, der die Trennung zwischen Irene Adler61 und dem verstorbenen König von Böhmen in die Wege leitete, zu der Zeit, als Ihr Cousin Heinrich Kaiserlicher Gesandter war. Ich war es auch, der den Grafen von und zu Grafenstein, den älteren Bruder Ihrer Mutter, vor der Ermordung durch den Nihilisten Klopman rettete. Ich war es ...«

Von Bork richtete sich voll ungläubigen Erstaunens auf. 

»Da wüßte ich nur einen!« rief er aus. 

»Eben«, sagte Holmes. 

Von Bork stöhnte auf und ließ sich auf das Sofa zurücksinken. »Und der größte Teil dieser Informationen stammt von Ihnen!« rief er. »Was können die denn wert sein! Was habe ich bloß getan! Ich bin für alle Zeiten ruiniert!«

»Zweifellos ist dies und das nicht ganz zuverläs-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.936

Seine Abschiedsvorstellung

Doyle-WA Bd. 8, 261

sig«, sagte Holmes. »Es bedürfte der Überprüfung, und dafür fehlt Ihnen eigentlich die Zeit. Ihr Admiral wird wahrscheinlich feststellen müssen, daß unsere neuen Geschütze ein Stück größer sind, als er erwartet hat, und die Kreuzer vielleicht eine Spur schneller.«

Von Bork packte sich vor Verzweiflung selbst an der Kehle. 

»Eine ganze Reihe anderer Kleinigkeiten wird wohl noch früh genug ans Tageslicht kommen. Aber Sie verfügen ja über eine Eigenschaft, die bei Deutschen sehr selten anzutreffen ist, Herr von Bork; Sie sind ein Sportsmann, und als solcher werden Sie gewiß keine bitteren Gefühle gegen mich hegen, nun, da Sie, der Sie so viele Leute übertölpelt haben, zu guter Letzt selbst übertölpelt worden sind. Schließlich haben Sie Ihr Bestes für Ihr Land gegeben, und ich mein Bestes für das meinige, und was könnte denn natürlicher sein? Und zudem«, fügte er nicht unfreundlich hinzu und legte dem gebrochenen Mann die Hand auf die Schulter, »ist das immer noch besser, als von einem weniger würdigen Gegner zu Fall gebracht zu werden. Die Papiere sind nun bereit, Watson. 

Wenn Sie mir behilflich sein wollten mit unserem Gefangenen, so könnten wir uns nun wohl unverzüglich nach London aufmachen.«

Es war keine leichte Aufgabe, von Bork vom Fleck Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.937
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zu bringen, denn der Mann war kräftig und außerdem verzweifelt. Schließlich faßten ihn die beiden Freunde je bei einem Arm, und so gelang es ihnen, ihn ganz langsam die Gartenpromenade entlangzuführen, über die er nur wenige Stunden zuvor mit so viel stolzer Zuversicht geschritten war und wo er die Glückwünsche des berühmten Diplomaten entgegengenommen hatte. Nach einem letzten kurzen Gerangel wurde er, noch immer an Händen und Füßen gebunden, auf den Rücksitz des kleinen Wagens verfrachtet. Seine kostbare Reisetasche wurde neben ihn geklemmt. 

»Ich hoffe, Sie befinden sich so bequem, wie es die Verhältnisse gestatten«, sagte Holmes, als die letzten Vorkehrungen getroffen waren. »Würde ich mich einer Unziemlichkeit schuldig machen, wenn ich eine Zigarre anzündete und Ihnen zwischen die Lippen steckte?«

Doch an den erbosten Deutschen waren alle Höflichkeiten verschwendet. 

»Sie sind sich doch wohl bewußt, Mr. Sherlock Holmes«, sagte er, »daß Ihre Tat, falls Sie darin von Ihrer Regierung unterstützt werden, als ein kriegerischer Akt betrachtet werden muß.«

»Und was ist mit Ihrer Regierung und diesen Taten da?« gab Holmes, auf die Reisetasche klopfend, zu-rück. 

»Sie sind eine Privatperson. Sie haben keinen Haft-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.938
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befehl gegen mich. Ihr ganzes Vorgehen ist empörend und absolut gesetzeswidrig!«

»Absolut«, sagte Holmes. 

»Entführung eines deutschen Staatsbürgers.«

»Unter Entwendung seiner ganz privaten Papiere.«

»Nun, Sie sind sich offenbar Ihrer Lage bewußt, Sie und Ihr Komplize da. Wenn ich es mir zum Beispiel einfallen ließe, beim Durchqueren des Dorfes um Hilfe zu rufen ...«

»Mein lieber Sir, wenn Sie etwas so Törichtes tun sollten, so würden Sie allenfalls etwas Farbe in die phantasielose Namengebung unserer Dorfgasthöfe bringen, indem Sie uns das Wirtshausschild ›Zum baumelnden Preußen‹ bescherten. Der Engländer ist zwar ein geduldiges Wesen, aber im Augenblick ist sein Gemüt ein wenig erhitzt, und es wäre wahrscheinlich von Vorteil, ihn nicht zu sehr zu reizen. 

Nein, Herr von Bork, Sie begleiten uns jetzt schön ruhig und vernünftig zu Scotland Yard, von wo aus Sie nach Ihrem Freund, Baron von Herling, schicken lassen können, um abzuklären, ob Sie vielleicht auch jetzt noch jenen Platz im Botschaftsgefolge beanspruchen können, den er für Sie reserviert hat. Was Sie betrifft, Watson, so haben Sie, wenn ich recht verstehe, vor, bei Ihrer alten Truppe wieder Dienst zu tun, und so dürfte London kein Umweg für Sie sein. Bleiben Sie doch noch ein Weilchen hier mit mir auf der Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.939
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Terrasse, denn es könnte gut sein, daß dies das allerletzte Mal ist, daß wir in Ruhe miteinander sprechen können.«

Die beiden Freunde plauderten ein paar Minuten lang in inniger Vertrautheit und beschworen einmal mehr vergangene Zeiten herauf, während ihr Gefangener sich vergeblich wand, um sich der Fesseln, die ihn banden, zu entledigen. Als sie sich wieder dem Wagen zuwandten, wies Holmes zurück auf das mondbeschienene Meer und schüttelte nachdenklich den Kopf. 

»Es ist ein Wind von Osten her im Anzug, Watson.«

»Das glaube ich nicht, Holmes. Es ist sehr warm.«

»Guter, alter Watson! Sie sind der einzige Fixpunkt in einer sich wandelnden Zeit. Und dennoch, es ist ein Ostwind im Anzug, ein Wind, wie noch nie einer über England hinweggefegt ist. Es wird ein bitterkalter Wind sein, Watson, und manch einer von uns wird unter seinem Ansturm welken. Aber dennoch ist es Gottes eigener Wind, und ein reineres, besseres, stärkeres Land wird im Licht der Sonne erstrahlen, wenn sich der Sturm gelegt hat. Lassen Sie den Motor an, Watson; es ist Zeit, daß wir uns auf den Weg machen. Ich habe nämlich einen Scheck über fünfhundert Pfund in der Tasche, der so rasch als möglich eingelöst werden muß, denn der Herr, der ihn ausgestellt Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.940
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hat, ist durchaus imstande, ihn sperren zu lassen, falls sich ihm die Gelegenheit dazu bietet.«

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.941
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Editorische Notiz

Die vorliegende Neuübersetzung folgt den englischen Standardausgaben von  His Last Bow.  Sie ist vollständig und wortgetreu. Offensichtliche Irrtümer von Dr. 

Watson oder Conan Doyle wurden nicht ausgemerzt, mit Ausnahme der Schreibweise »Von Bork« und

»Count Von und Zu Grafenstein«, die das Vertrauen der deutschen Leserschaft denn doch allzusehr erschüttert hätte. 

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.942
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Anmerkungen

1 Watsons Titel ›M.D.‹ (abgekürzt von lat.  medici-nae doctor) ist das englische Äquivalent zu unserem Dr. med. 

2 Die beiden Episoden, die Holmes hier als besonders prägnante Beispiele für das Umschlagen des Grotesken ins Verbrecherische anfuhrt, sind unter den Titeln Die Liga der Rotschöpfe  und  Die fünf Orangenkerne in der frühesten Holmes-Geschichten-Sammlung  Die Abenteuer des Sherlock Holmes (1892) enthalten. 

3  Constabulary –  Polizeitruppe des Bezirks, Gendar-merie. Ein  Constable  ist ein Polizist. 

4 »Boi« – Woll- oder Baumwollflanell. 

5 Mehr noch als  Wisteria Lodge,  zu deutsch etwa

›Villa Glyzinie‹, verweisen die hier aufgelisteten Häu-sernamen alle recht deutlich auf die soziale Stellung ihrer Besitzer; die Namen  Oxshott Towers (towers =

Turme, also ein mit Türmen versehenes, vermutlich im neugotischen Stil des 19. Jahrhunderts gehaltenes Bau-, wenn nicht Bollwerk),  Fortan Old Hall (Old Hall:  Stammsitz eines Adelsgeschlechtes) oder  High Gable (wörtlich: hohe Giebel) beschwören Bilder von herrschaftlichen, ja geradezu schloßähnlichen Land-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.943
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sitzen herauf, während bei  The Dingle (wörtlich: wal-diges Tal) die exklusive Lage betont wird und sich bei  Purdey Place  und  Nether Walsling  die Häuserna-men so aufplustern, als wären sie Ortsnamen. Die Titel ihrer Bewohner – ein Lord, ein J.P. ( Justice of the Peace,  d.h. Friedensrichter) und ein Rev. 

( Reverend,  Ehrentitel englischer Geistlicher, etwa unserem ›Hochwürden‹ vergleichbar) – tun ein übriges, um Holmes' Aussäge, man bewege sich in gehobenen Kreisen, zu dokumentieren. 

6 »Schuhgröße zwölf« im englischen System entspricht der kontinentalen Größe sechsundvierzig. 

7 »daß er sein Wild aufgestöbert hatte« – Im Original: » that the game was affot.« Ein Anklang an Shakespeares  König Heinrich der Fünfte,  Akt III, Szene 1, wo König Heinrich seine Getreuen, die er mit Jagdhunden vergleicht, mit dem Ruf » The game's afoot« in die Schlacht gegen Frankreich schickt. 

8 »und hier auf Erden keinen Seelenfrieden« – Dazu Arthur Schopenhauer im  Handschriftlichen Nachlaß:

»Hat aber einer ein großes Unbild erlitten oder nur gesehn, und rächt es indem er sich selbst der Rache geradezu opfert; so ist das Strafexempel für ihn als Individuum ohne allen Nutzen: auch ist hier kein Verein, Staat, der fortbesteht: vielmehr liegt in der Natur der Sache

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes da dieser das Unbild nicht rächen konnte 5.944
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oder wollte, da das Individuum die Rache so theuer erkauft. Auch muß man nicht etwa an ein  tyrannici-dium  denken, welches Befreiung des Vaterlandes, nicht Rache, ist. Sondern bloße Rache soll da seyn: wie es mehrere Fälle gab, wo einer einen mächtigen Unterdrücker, noch nach Jahren, aufsuchte und mordete und nachher dafür selbst auf dem Schafott starb, wie er vorhergesehn, ja oft nicht zu vermeiden strebte, da sein Leben nur noch seine Rache zum Zweck hatte, die nun erfüllt ist. 

Wenn ein solcher sich das eigentliche Motiv auch nicht  in abstracto  deutlich denkt, so ist es doch dieses: daß in dem Schauspiel des Lebens (dessen ganzer Wille er selbst ist) kein so ungeheures Unbild wieder vorkommen soll, sondern daß jeden künftigen Unterdrücker das Beispiel schreckte von einer Rache, gegen die er sich nimmer schützen kann, da Todesfurcht dem Rächer keine Wehrmauer ist.«

9 Dies ist die älteste der in dieser Sammlung erhaltenen Geschichten. Nach Conan Doyles Willen hätte sie bereits in den 1894 erschienenen Sammelband  The Memoirs of Sherlock Holmes (dt.  Die Memoiren des Sherlock Holmes) aufgenommen werden sollen, was jedoch wegen der für den damaligen Zeitgeist etwas heiklen Thematik verhindert wurde. 

10 »ein Thermometerstand von neunzig« – Gemeint Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.945
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sind natürlich neunzig Grad Fahrenheit, d.h. etwa zweiunddreißig Grad Celsius. 

11 Der »New Forest« ist ein ausgedehntes Wald- und Moorgebiet in der Grafschaft Hampshire, welches sich im Victorianischen Zeitalter vom Königlichen Jagdrevier, das es seit den Zeiten Wilhelms des Eroberers gewesen war, zum Erholungs- und Ferienge-biet für eine breitere Öffentlichkeit wandelte. 

12 »Southsea« ist ein damals beliebter Badeort bei Portsmouth. 

13 »aus einer von Poes Skizzen« – Gemeint ist hier eine der ersten Detektivgeschichten der Weltliteratur, Edgar Allan Poes  The Murders in the Rue Morgue (1841; deutsch von Hans Wollschläger  Die Morde in der Rue Morgue).  Der » close reasoner« oder »logische Geist« in Poes Geschichte, C. Auguste Dupin, Amateurdetektiv, Meister des Deduzierens und Exzentriker, hat ohne Zweifel Pate gestanden beim Entwurf der Figur des Sherlock Holmes. 

14 »General

Gordon«

–

George

Gordon

(1833–1885), englischer Heeresführer, berühmt durch seine Erfolge im Anglo-Chinesischen Opiumkrieg. 

15 Henry Ward Beecher (1813–1887), Pfarrer der Presbyterianischen Kirche in den USA, begnadeter Redher; 

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes Bruder von Harriet Beecher-Stowe der Ver-5.946

Anmerkungen

Doyle-WA Bd. 8, 268

fasserin von  Onkel Toms Hütte.  In seinen Predigten und Reden begnügte er sich nicht damit, die Heilsleh-re zu verkündigen, sondern nahm regelmäßig auch zu sozialen und politischen Tagesthemen Stellung, wobei er eine liberale Haltung vertrat. So setzte er sich am Vorabend des Amerikanischen Bürgerkriegs für Abraham Lincoln und die Sklavenbefreiung ein, später für Darwins Evolutionstheorie und das Wahl-recht für Frauen. Die Episode, von der in dieser Geschichte die Rede ist und die seinen Ruf in England begründete, ist seine 1863 unternommene Vortragsreise durch England, auf welcher er die Sklaverei in den Südstaaten anprangerte und so bei den Engländern, deren Sympathien bisher auf Seiten des aristokratisch regierten Südens, der zudem Englands wichtigster Baumwollieferant war, gelegen hatten, einen beachtlichen Stimmungsumschwung zugunsten des Nordens herbeiführte. 

16 »Honeydew-Tabak« – mit Melasse getränkter Kautabak. 

17 » Claret« ist die traditionelle englische Bezeichnung für leichtere französische Rotweine, insbesondere Bordeaux. 

18 »wie ein frischgeprägter Dollar.« – Jim Browners Vergleich ist weniger weit hergeholt, als man zuerst annehmen

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes möchte: gemeint ist hier nicht ein amerika-5.947
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nischer Dollar, sondern eine englische Münze, die crown,  deren Wert fünf Shilling betrug und die im Slang auch Dollar genannt wurde. 

19 Der Anfang der Passage über die Lichtsignale, die Holmes und Watson mitverfolgen, mußte für den deutschen Text leicht abgewandelt werden. Das englische Original lautet folgendermaßen: » A single flash – that is ›A‹, surely. Now, then. How many did you make it? Twenty. So did I. That should mean ›T. 

 AT‹ – that's intelligible enough! Another ›T‹. Surely that is the beginning of a second word. Now, then –

 TENTA. Dead stop. That can't be all, Watson? ›ATTENTA‹ gives no sense. Nor is it any better as three words – ›AT. TEN. TA‹, unless ›T.A.‹ are a person's initials ... «

Das buchstabenweise signalisierte ›ATTENTA‹ löst also bei Holmes schon nach den ersten zwei Buchstaben eine ganz bestimmte Erwartung aus, da er ›AT‹

als die englische Präposition  at (um/am/beim) liest, wodurch sich die Buchstabenfolge für ihn fast wie von selbst zu den drei englischen Worteinheiten AT

TEN TA (UM ZEHN TA) gliedert. Holmes' erster Begeisterung folgt allerdings schon bald die Ernüchterung, da das dritte Wort nicht hält, was die ersten beiden zu versprechen schienen: der Zeitangabe folgt nicht wie erwartet eine Ortsangabe, ja, das letzte Wort scheint

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes gar nicht vollständig zu sein es sei 5.948
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denn, es handle sich um eine Art Unterschrift von einem T.A., wie Holmes mutmaßt. 

Um nun in der Übersetzung ein ähnliches System des erwartungsvollen Spekulierens und (Fehl-)Interpretierens zu schaffen, mußte eine deutsche Lesart für die Buchstabenreihe ATTENTA gefunden werden. Da aber eine Zerlegung der Reihe im Deutschen – im Unterschied zum englischen Original – nicht möglich ist, drängte sich die spekulative Anfügung eines weiteren Buchstabens als Lösung auf. 

20 »Wie sich mal wieder Herz zum Herzen findet« –

Eine sehr freie, an Schiller angelehnte Übersetzung von » Journeys end with lovers' meetings« (wörtlich etwa: Reisen enden damit, daß Liebende sich wiederfinden), einem von Holmes etwas ungenau zitierten geflügelten Wort aus Shakespeares  Was ihr wollt, Akt II, Szene 3, das in der Übersetzung von A. W

Schlegel wenig erhellend »Liebe findt zuletzt ihr Stündlein« lautet. 

21 »Pinkerton« – Die  Pinkerton National Detective Agency,  eine Agentur für heikle Spezialaufgaben, spielt eine große Rolle in Doyles Roman  Das Tal der Angst. 

22 »Bloomsbury« heißt das Quartier um das British Museum herum, in dem Mrs. Warrens kleine Pension gelegen

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes ist Conan Doyles Arbeitstitel für diese Ge-5.949
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schichte lautete denn auch zuerst › The Adventure of the Bloomsbury Lodger‹ (›Der Untermieter von Bloomsbury‹). 

23 Die »Carbonari« waren eine Ende des 18. Jahrhunderts in Süditalien gegründete, revolutionäre, d.h. 

republikanische und nationalistische Ideen verfechten-de Geheimgesellschaft. Sie waren die Hauptträger des Widerstandes gegen die konservativen Regierungen, die Italien im Gefolge der Niederlage Napoleons und des Wiener Kongresses von den Mächten der Restauration aufoktroyiert worden waren. In Conan Doyles Manuskript steht allerdings nicht »Carbonari«, sondern ›Camorra‹, was sinnvoller erscheint, da es auf die Camorra, das neapolitanische Pendant zur Mafia, nicht aber auf die Organisation der Carbonari zutrifft, daß sie das Wohlergehen ihrer Mitglieder mit verbrecherischen Mitteln wie Schmuggel, Straßenraub und Erpressungen zu fördern suchte. Die Camorra war es denn auch, die – wie die Mafia – gegen Ende des 19. 

Jahrhunderts von italienischen Auswanderern nach Amerika exportiert wurde. Ob sie auch in englischen Verlagen des frühen zwanzigsten Jahrhunderts soviel Einfluß hatte, daß sie nicht ganz einsehbare Veränderungen an Manuskripten von Bestsellerautoren veranlassen konnte, entzieht sich dem Wissen der Überset-zerin. 
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Anmerkungen

Doyle-WA Bd. 8, 270

24 »Pall Mall« ist eine elegante, in den Trafalgar Square einmündende Straße, an der zu Sherlock Holmes' Zeiten tatsächlich eine ganze Reihe exklusiver Clubs lagen, wenn auch der Diogenes Club, der Club für die »ungeselligsten und clubunfähigsten Männer der Stadt«, wie Holmes anläßlich des ersten Auftretens seines Bruders Mycroft in  Der griechische Dolmetscher (in:  Die Memoiren des Sherlock Holmes) bemerkt, rein fiktiv ist. Nur wenige Schritte von Mycrofts Quartier und seinem Club entfernt liegt auch sein Arbeitsplatz, Whitehall, eine kurze, von reprä-

sentativen, klassizistischen Gebäuden gesäumte Straße, wo die meisten Regierungsämter untergebracht sind, weshalb »Whitehall« im Englischen of geradezu als Synonym für »die Regierung« verwendet wird. 

25 Unter »Bimetallismus« versteht man ein historisch dem 19. Jahrhundert zugehöriges Währungssystem, bei dem die Grundzahlungseinheit eines Landes sowohl in Gold als auch in Silber definiert war, was eine gesetzliche Fixierung des Verhältnisses zwischen Gold- und Silberwert implizierte. Probleme ergaben sich v.a. dadurch, daß in wirtschaftlich unsicheren Zeiten das wertvollere Metall aus dem Umlauf verschwand und gehortet wurde und daß das Gold-Silber-Wertverhältnis von Land zu Land verschieden festgelegt

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes war was sich angesichts des zunehmenden 5.951
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Handelsaustausches mehr und mehr als ein Hemm-schuh erwies. 

26 »im Londoner Untergrundbahnnetz« – In London, der Hauptstadt des fortgeschrittensten Industrielandes des 19. Jahrhunderts, wurde bereits 1863 die erste, allerdings nur 3,5 Meilen lange U-Bahnstrecke, die sogenannte  Metropolitan Line,  in Betrieb genommen. 

Diese wurde in den folgenden Jahren von verschiedenen, konkurrierenden Privatunternehmen zu einem geschlossenen Oval, dem sogenannten  Inner Circle, ausgebaut, welches das Gebiet der eigentlichen Londoner Innenstadt abdeckte und 1884 vollendet war. 

An dieser Linie, die unter dem Namen  Circle Line  in das heutige U-Bahn-System integriert ist, liegen denn auch sämtliche für die Geschichte relevanten Stationen wie etwa Aldgate (im Osten des Ovals), Charing Cross (Südosten), Gloucester Road (Südwesten) oder die »Verbindungsstation zum Bahnhof London Bridge« (vermutlich Cannon Street), wo Reisende nach Woolwich umsteigen mußten. Die Züge jener U-Bahn-Pionierzeit bestanden aus achträdrigen, gas-lichtbeleuchteten Waggons und dampfgetriebenen Lokomotiven, und die Tunnels, durch die sie fuhren, waren allesamt nach der  cut and cover-Methode erbaut, d.h. sie waren eigentlich ausgehobene Gräben, die dann mit Gewölben überdeckt wurden. 

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.952
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27 »die Konstruktionspläne für das Bruce-Partington-Unterseeboot.« In Wirklichkeit wurde das erste englische Unterseeboot erst 1903 erbaut, und zwar nach Plänen, die in Amerika gekauft worden waren. 

Conan Doyle befaßte sich jedoch nicht nur als Schriftsteller, sondern auch als Patriot mit den technischen Neuerungen, die das Gesicht des Krieges so grundlegend verändern sollten: 1913 versuchte er mittels Artikeln und der Erzählung  Danger, Öffentlichkeit und Heeresleitung auf die Gefahren hinzuweisen, die England in einem modernen Krieg von (deutschen) Unterseebooten und Luftschiffen drohen würden. Wie sich im  Sherlock-Holmes-Handbuch  nachlesen läßt, wurden seine Warnungen aber in den Wind geschlagen. 

28 »in einem Adelslexikon« – Im Original  a book of reference,  d.h. ganz unspezifisch ein Nachschlagewerk. Da dem englischen Leser aber aus dem Kontext sogleich klar wird, daß hier nicht eine Enzyklopädie, sondern eines jener im englischen Kulturkreis so ver-breiteten »Handbücher der guten Gesellschaft« wie etwa der  Who's Who  oder  Burke's Peerage  gemeint ist, scheint eine interpretierende Übersetzung gerechtfertigt zu sein. 

29 »mit allen Recken und Rossen der Königin« – Anspielung auf einen alten englischen Kindervers, der seinen Ursprung vermutlich in einem politischen Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.953
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Spottlied hatte:  Humpty Dumpty sat on a wall, /

 Humpty Dumpty had a great fall. / All the king's horses and all the king's men / Couldn't put Humpty together again.  Seinen schönsten Auftritt hat Humpty Dumpty in Lewis Carrolls  Through the Looking-Glass, and what Alice found there (1872), dem zweiten Teil seiner Alice-Erzählung. 

30 »Wir sollten es besser über das Untergeschoß versuchen.« Die Einbruchstechnik, deren sich Holmes und Watson hier bedienen, erklärt sich aus einer architektonischen Besonderheit zahlreicher im 19. Jahrhundert erbauter Londoner Reihenhäuser. Der Haupteingang liegt oft nicht ebenerdig, sondern in der Bel-etage und ist über eine Treppe zu erreichen. Seitlich von dieser Treppe befindet sich dann ein kleiner,  area genannter Vorgarten oder Vorhof, der meist rundum eingefriedet ist und von dem aus eine (weniger massive) Nebentür zum Küchentrakt führt. 

31 »für England, Heimat und Schönheit« – engl.  for England, home and beauty,  ein alter Trinkspruch der Britischen Marine. 

32 »Lassus« – auch Orlando di Lasso (1532–1594). 

Im 16. Jahrhundert gefeierter Komponist vorwiegend sakraler Musik. Seine über 500 Motetten, eine choral-

ähnliche Musikform, deren Platz in der Messe zwischen dem

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes credo  und dem  sanctus  war sind für zwei 5.954
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bis zwölf Singstimmen geschrieben und haben auf Bi-beltexten basierende, meist lateinische Texte. 

33 »Windsor« – Themsestädtchen in Berkshire, 34

km westlich von London; Standort von Windsor Castle, das seit dem 14. Jahrhundert Residenz der englischen Könige war. Der erhabene Name der Lady, mit der sich Holmes dort getroffen hat, ist also wirklich nicht schwer zu erraten. Für Unsichere: Er fangt mit einem ›V‹ an. 

34 »Rotherhithe« – südöstlich von London an der Themse gelegenes Dockgebiet. 

35 » Half-crown« – englische Silbermünze im Wert von zwei Shilling und sechs Pence. 

36 »Feurige Kohlen, Holmes« – Culverton Smith ge-hört zu den bibelfesten Bösewichtern. Er zitiert hier aus dem Neuen Testament, Römer 12,20: »Wenn dein Feind hungert, so speise ihn; dürstet ihn, so tränke ihn. Wenn du das tust, so wirst du feurige Kohlen auf sein Haupt sammeln.«

37 »Alterantium« – Mittel zur Umstimmung des Stoffwechsels. 

38 » Hansom« – eines der beiden Standardgefährte, die in London als  cab (Mietdroschke) verwendet wurden. Der  Hansom  ist ein mit einem Verdeck versehe-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.955
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ner, seitlich jedoch offener, zweirädriger Einspänner, bei dem der Fahrer auf einem erhöhten Sitz hinter dem eigentlichen Wagengehäuse sitzt, während der Four-wheeler,  das andere in den Sherlock-Holmes-Geschichten immer wieder auftauchende  cab-Modell, wie schon sein Name sagt, vierrädrig ist und einen geschlossenen Wagenkasten hat. 

39 »Midianiten« – eine im Alten Testament erwähnte Gruppe nomadischer Stämme, die mit den Israeliten in verwandtschaftlicher Beziehung standen. 

40 Beim  ouvrier,  der um des französischen Lokalko-lorits willen aus einem  cabaret  geschossen kommt, handelt es sich um einen Arbeiter, der aus einer Schenke kommt. 

41 »Holy Peters« – wörtlich »Heiliger Peters«, ein Beiname, den der Mann sich offenbar durch sein wiederholtes betrügerisches Auftreten als Geistlicher oder Missionar erworben hat. 

42 »Dreimal bewehrt ist der gerechte Streiter.« –

Sherlock Holmes zitiert hier aus William Shakespeares  König Heinrich der Sechste,  2. Teil, Akt III, Szene 2. Der Ausspruch lautet im Original » Thrice is he armed who hath his quarrel just« und wird hier in der Schlegel-Tieck-Fassung wiedergegeben. 
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43 »Sovereign« – Münze im Wert von 1  £.  Laut Gisbert Haefs' Anmerkungen im Erzählband  Die Abenteuer des Sherlock Holmes  sollte man die jeweiligen Pfund-Beträge mit 100 bis 150 multiplizieren, um den heutigen DM-Wert zu erhalten. 

44 »... saßen sie bei bester Gesundheit und Laune um den Eßtisch herum und spielten Karten.« Da im weiteren Fortgang des Textes ausnahmslos vom  sitting-room  als der Szene der Tragödie die Rede ist, muß angenommen werden, daß Mr. Roundhay sich hier in der Hitze des Gefechts vertan hat, wenn er von  dining-room table  spricht. Im Vertrauen darauf, daß der deutsche Leser am gemilderten Widerspruch zwischen ›Eßtisch‹ und ›Wohnzimmer‹ nicht allzuviel Anstoß nehmen wird, folgt die Übersetzung dennoch dem Original. 

45 »schlossen das Fenster hinter sich« – was deshalb möglich war, da in England Schiebefenster üblich waren. 

46 »im Lande des Ubanghi« – Der Ubanghi ist ein Fluß in Zentralafrika, der damals die Grenze zwischen dem französisch und dem belgisch verwalteten Kongo bildete. 

47 Die »große keltische Sprachfamilie« zerfällt in einen gaelischen und einen kymbrischen Hauptzweig. 

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.957
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Gaelische Dialekte haben sich bis heute, über zwei Jahrtausende hinweg, in Irland und dem schottischen Hochland erhalten, während das Kymbrische, einst die Sprache ganz Englands, bereits im 5. und 6. Jahrhundert durch den Einfall der Angeln und Sachsen zu-rück- oder, geographisch gesprochen, in den Westen der Insel, nach Cornwall und Wales und schließlich über das Meer in die Bretagne abgedrängt wurde. Der kymbrische Dialekt Cornwalls, das Kornische, ist seit Ende des 18. Jahrhunderts völlig ausgestorben. 

48 »am zweiten August« – Gemeint ist natürlich der 2. August 1914. Deutschland und Österreich-Ungarn hatten damals bereits mobil gemacht und Serbien bzw. Rußland den Krieg erklärt. Einen Tag später, am 3. August, wurde klar, daß auch ein Krieg im Westen unvermeidlich war: Deutschland erklärte Frankreich den Krieg und begann mit dem Einmarsch in Belgien. 

49 Das  Olympia  war ein riesiges, dem Amphitheater nachempfundenes, überdachtes Stadion im Londoner West End, das 10 000 Zuschauer aufnehmen konnte und hauptsächlich für sportliche Anlässe und Militär-paraden benutzt wurde. 

50 »Flushing« – englischer Name für Vlissingen, eine holländische Hafenstadt. 

51 »John Bull« – Spottname für England oder den ty-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.958
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pischen Engländer. 

52 »Portsmouth« – Haupthafen der englischen Kriegsmarine an der Südküste Englands. 

53 »Rosyth« – wichtiger Flottenstützpunkt in Schottland, westlich von Edinburgh. 

54 »Carlton Terrace« – In diesem Haus direkt neben der Duke-of-York-Treppe befand sich die deutsche Botschaft. 

55 »Englisch des Königs« – im Original » King's English« (heute entsprechend » Queens English«); gemeint ist die reine, korrekte englische Hochsprache. 

56 »Harwich« – Hafen in der Grafschaft Essex, Basis für die englischen Zerstörer und Unterseeboote. 

57 Der »wackere Zeppelin« (Graf Ferdinand von Zeppelin, 1838–1917) hatte tatsächlich keine leeren Versprechungen gemacht: Sein 1900 für zivile Zwecke konstruiertes und nach ihm benanntes Luftschiff wurde weiterentwickelt und im Ersten Weltkrieg für den Bombenabwurf über England eingesetzt. 

58 »Portland« – Gefängnis auf der Halbinsel Portland an der Südküste Englands. Die Sträflinge mußten im Steinbruch arbeiten. 

59 Der »Solent« ist eine zwei bis fünf Meilen breite Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.959
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Meeresenge zwischen der Isle of Wight und der englischen Südküste. 

60 Professor Moriarty (nach Holmes' eigenen Worten der ›Napoleon des Verbrechens‹) und Colonel Sebastian Moran sind die einzigen zwei Verbrechergestal-ten innerhalb der Holmes-Mythologie, die Holmes (beinahe) ebenbürtig sind. Beide versuchten mehrmals, Mordanschläge auf ihn zu verüben, was aber, wie in  Das letzte Problem (in:  Die Memoiren des Sherlock Holmes) und  Das leere Haus (in:  Die Rückkehr des Sherlock Holmes) nachzulesen ist, weder dem einen noch dem anderen gut bekam. 

61 »Irene Adler« – für Sherlock Holmes immer » die Frau«. Nachzulesen in  Ein Skandal in Böhmen  in  Die Abenteuer des Sherlock Holmes. 

L. G. 
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Sherlock Holmes' Buch der Fälle
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Vorwort

Ich fürchte, daß es Mr. Sherlock Holmes wie einem jener beliebten Tenöre ergehen wird, die, obschon ihre Zeit vorbei ist, immer wieder in Versuchung geraten, ihrem nachsichtigen Publikum noch eine allerletzte Abschiedsvorstellung zu geben. Einmal muß dies freilich ein Ende haben, und er muß den Weg allen Fleisches, einerlei ob es real oder erfunden ist, gehen. Gleichwohl würde man sich gerne vorstellen, daß es für die Kinder der Phantasie ein imaginäres Zwischenreich gibt, irgendeinen seltsamen, unmöglichen Ort, wo die Stutzer Fieldings den Schönen von Richardson noch immer den Hof machen, wo Scotts Helden noch immer einherstolzieren, Dickens' ergötzliche Cockneys noch immer Gelächter hervorrufen und Thackerays Lebemänner weiterhin ihre verruchten Karrieren verfolgen. In einer bescheidenen Ecke eines solchen Walhallas werden vielleicht auch Sherlock und sein Watson eine Zeitlang ein Plätzchen finden, dieweil ein noch gewitzterer Detektiv mit einem noch minder gewitzten Gefährten die Bühne betreten mag, die sie nunmehr verlassen haben. 

Seine Karriere hält nun schon recht lange an – wiewohl man ihre Dauer auch übertreiben kann; alters-schwache Gentlemen, die an mich herantreten und er-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.962
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klären, daß seine Abenteuer die Lektüre ihrer Kna-benzeit bildeten, erhalten von mir nicht die Antwort, die sie zu erwarten scheinen. Auf einen derart unhöflichen Umgang mit den eigenen Daten ist man nämlich nicht erpicht. Die nackte Wahrheit lautet: Holmes gab sein Debüt in  Eine Studie in Scharlachrot  sowie in Das Zeichen der Vier,  zwei schmalen Büchlein, die zwischen 1887 und 1889 erschienen sind. Die erste aus der langen Reihe kurzer Erzählungen,  Ein Skandal in Böhmen,  erschien 1891 in ›The Strand Magazine‹. Das Publikum schien empfänglich und begierig nach mehr, so daß sie von da an, also vor neununddreißig Jahren, in unregelmäßiger Folge herausgegeben wurden; heute umfaßt die Reihe nicht weniger als fünfundsechzig Erzählungen, die in  Die Abenteuer, Die Memoiren, Die Rückkehr  und in  Seine Abschiedsvorstellung  bereits nachgedruckt worden sind; somit verbleiben noch die während der letzten paar Jahre veröffentlichten zwölf Geschichten, die hier unter dem Titel  Sherlock Holmes' Buch der Fälle vorgelegt werden. Er trat seine Abenteuer inmitten der viktorianischen Ära an, überdauerte die allzu kurze Regierungszeit Edwards1 und hat es selbst in unseren fieberhaften Tagen geschafft, seine kleine persönliche Nische zu bewahren. Man kann daher mit Fug behaupten, daß seine ersten jungen Leser mittlerweile erleben, wie ihre herangewachsenen Kinder die nämli-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.963
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chen Abenteuer im nämlichen Magazin verfolgen. 

Das ist ein schlagendes Beispiel für die Geduld und Loyalität des britischen Publikums. 

Ich war fest entschlossen, Holmes am Schluß von Die Memoiren  sterben zu lassen, weil ich das Gefühl hatte, daß meine literarischen Energien nicht zu sehr in eine bestimmte Bahn gelenkt werden sollten. Jenes blasse, scharfgeschnittene Gesicht und die schlaksige Gestalt nahmen längst einen ungebührlich großen Teil meiner Phantasie in Anspruch. Ich verübte die Tat2; doch glücklicherweise äußerte sich kein Coroner3 zu den irdischen Überresten – und so hatte ich, nach einer langen Pause, keinerlei Mühe, der schmeichelhaften Nachfrage zu entsprechen und mein vorschnelles Handeln wegzuerklären4. Ich mußte es nie bereuen, denn in der Praxis stellte sich heraus, daß diese leichteren Skizzen mich nie daran gehindert haben, meine Grenzen in so unterschiedlichen Literaturzweigen wie Geschichtsschreibung, Poesie, Historischen Romanen, Spiritistischen Untersuchungen und Drama zu erforschen und zu erkennen. Selbst wenn Holmes nie existiert hätte, wäre ich nicht imstande gewesen, mehr zu leisten – wiewohl er der Anerkennung meiner seriöseren literarischen Arbeiten vielleicht doch ein bißchen im Wege gestanden haben mag.5

Und somit, Leser, nehmen Sie Abschied von Sherlock Holmes! Ich danke Ihnen für die langjährige Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.964
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Treue und kann nur hoffen, daß diese Art von Zer-streuung ein wenig für die Plackerei des Lebens entschädigt hat und jene anregende geistige Abwechslung gewährte, die man nur im Feenreich erfundener Geschichten finden kann. 

ARTHUR CONAN DOYLE
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Der illustre Klient

»Jetzt kann es keinen Schaden mehr anrichten«, lautete Mr. Sherlock Holmes' Kommentar, als ich wohl zum zehnten Mal in ebenso vielen Jahren seine Einwilligung erbat, die folgende Geschichte zu enthüllen. 

So erhielt ich endlich doch noch die Erlaubnis, das schriftlich festzuhalten, was in mancherlei Hinsicht den Höhepunkt in der Laufbahn meines Freundes bezeichnete. 

Sowohl Holmes als auch ich hatten eine Schwäche für das türkische Dampfbad. Nirgendwo sonst habe ich ihn weniger verschwiegen und menschlicher erlebt als beim Rauchen in der wohligen Schlaffheit des Ru-heraumes. Im oberen Stockwerk des Etablissements in der Northumberland Avenue gibt es eine abgesonderte Ecke, wo zwei Liegesofas nebeneinander stehen, und auf ebendiesen lagen wir am 3. September 1902, dem Tag, da meine Geschichte beginnt. Ich hatte ihn gefragt, ob es irgend etwas Aufregendes gebe, und als Antwort war aus den Laken, die ihn umhüllten, sein langer, dünner, sehniger Arm geschossen und hatte aus der Innentasche seines neben ihm hängenden Mantels einen Briefumschlag gezogen. 

»Vielleicht handelt es sich nur um einen grundlos auf-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.966
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geregten, wichtigtuerischen Narren, vielleicht geht es aber auch um Leben oder Tod«, sagte er, als er mir das Billett reichte. »Mehr als das, was diese Nachricht mir mitteilt, weiß ich nicht.«

Sie kam aus dem Carlton Club und datierte vom vergangenen Abend. Folgendes las ich: Sir James Damery empfiehlt sich Mr. Sherlock Holmes und beabsichtigt, ihn morgen um 16.30

Uhr aufzusuchen. Sir James erlaubt sich zu er-wähnen, daß die Angelegenheit, in der er Mr. 

Holmes zu konsultieren wünscht, höchst delikat und überdies äußerst wichtig ist. Er hofft daher zuversichtlich, daß Mr. Holmes sein Bestes tun wird, diese Unterredung zu gewähren, und daß er dies durch einen telephonischen Anruf im Carlton Club bestätigt. 

»Ich brauche wohl nicht zu erwähnen, daß ich es be-stätigt habe, Watson«, sagte Holmes, als ich ihm das Papier zurückgab. »Wissen Sie irgend etwas über diesen Damery?«

»Nur, daß sein Name in der Gesellschaft geläufig ist.«

»Na, da kann ich Ihnen noch etwas mehr verraten. 

Er genießt einen ziemlichen Ruf als Vermittler bei delikaten Angelegenheiten, die nicht in die Zeitung Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.967
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kommen sollen. Sie erinnern sich vielleicht an seine Verhandlungen mit Sir George Lewis über den Hammerford-Will-Fall. Er ist ein Mann von Welt mit einer natürlichen Veranlagung zur Diplomatie. Ich bin daher gewiß, daß dies keine falsche Fährte ist und daß er unseren Beistand auch wirklich benötigt.«

»Unseren?«

»Nun, wenn Sie die Güte hätten, Watson.«

»Es soll mir eine Ehre sein.«

»Na denn, die Stunde ist Ihnen bekannt – sechzehn Uhr dreißig. Bis dahin können wir die Angelegenheit vergessen.«

Ich hatte damals meine eigene Wohnung in der Queen Anne Street, fand mich jedoch schon vor der angegebenen Zeit in der Baker Street ein. Punkt halb fünf wurde Colonel Sir James Damery gemeldet. Ihn zu beschreiben, ist wohl kaum erforderlich, denn viele werden sich dieser stattlichen, freimütigen und rechtschaffenen Persönlichkeit erinnern, jenes breiten, glattrasierten Gesichtes und vor allem jener angenehmen, sanften Stimme. Offenheit strahlte aus den grauen irischen Augen, und gute Laune umspielte die lebhaften, lächelnden Lippen. Sein glänzender Zylinder, der dunkle Gehrock –: von der Perlennadel in der schwarzen Seidenkrawatte bis zu den lavendelfarbe-nen Gamaschen über den Lackschuhen besprach in Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.968
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der Tat jedes Detail die penible Sorgfalt seiner Kleidung, für die er berühmt war. Der große, gebieterische Aristokrat beherrschte das kleine Zimmer. 

»Selbstverständlich war ich darauf vorbereitet, auch Dr. Watson anzutreffen«, bemerkte er mit einer höflichen Verbeugung. »Seine Mitarbeit ist vielleicht sogar höchst erforderlich; bei diesem Fall, Mr. Holmes, haben wir es nämlich mit einem Mann zu tun, für den Gewalt etwas Alltägliches bedeutet und der buchstäblich vor nichts zurückschreckt. Ich möchte behaupten, es gibt keinen gefährlicheren Mann in Europa.«

»Ich hatte bereits mehrere Gegner, auf die man diese schmeichelhafte Bezeichnung anwandte«, sagte Holmes lächelnd. »Sie rauchen nicht? Dann entschuldigen Sie bitte, wenn ich mir meine Pfeife anzünde. 

Wenn Ihr Mann gefährlicher ist als der verstorbene Professor Moriarty oder der noch lebende Colonel Sebastian Moran6, dann lohnt es sich in der Tat, ihn kennenzulernen. Darf ich fragen, wie er heißt?«

»Haben Sie schon einmal von Baron Grüner gehört?«

»Sie meinen den österreichischen Mörder?« Colonel Damery hob lachend die in Glacéhandschuhen stek-kenden Hände. »Ihnen entgeht wohl gar nichts, Mr. 

Holmes! Wundervoll! Sie halten ihn also bereits für einen Mörder?«


»Es gehört zu meinem Beruf, die Verbrechen auf Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.969
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dem Kontinent eingehend zu verfolgen. Wie könnte jemand, der irgend etwas über die Geschehnisse in Prag gelesen hat, noch an der Schuld dieses Mannes zweifeln! Es war doch lediglich ein juristischer Kunstkniff und der verdächtige Tod eines Zeugen, was ihn rettete! Ich bin so sicher, daß er seine Frau getötet hat, als sich der sogenannte ›Unfall‹ am Splügenpaß7 ereignete, als ob ich ihm dabei zuge-schaut hätte. Ich wußte auch, daß er nach England gekommen war, und mir schwante bereits, daß er mir früher oder später zu schaffen machen würde. Nun, was hat Baron Grüner denn angestellt? Ich nehme doch an, man hat nicht diese alte Tragödie wieder auf-gegriffen?«

»Nein, es handelt sich um etwas Ernsteres. Ein Verbrechen zu ahnden, ist wichtig; aber es zu verhindern, ist noch wichtiger. Es ist schrecklich, Mr. Holmes, wenn man erkennt, wie sich ein entsetzliches Ereignis, eine gräßliche Situation vor den eigenen Augen anbahnt; wenn man klar begreift, wohin das fuhren muß, und dennoch gänzlich außerstande ist, es abzuwenden. Kann ein Mensch in eine mißlichere Lage geraten?«

»Wahrscheinlich nicht.«

»Dann werden Sie dem Klienten, dessen Interessen ich vertrete, Ihr Mitgefühl nicht versagen.«

»Ich wußte nicht, daß Sie nur Vermittler sind. Wer Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.970
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ist denn Ihr Auftraggeber?«

»Mr. Holmes, ich muß Sie bitten, nicht auf dieser Frage zu bestehen. Es ist wichtig, daß ich ihm zusichern kann, daß sein angesehener Name auf keinen Fall in die Sache mit hineingezogen wird. Seine Beweggründe sind in höchstem Maße ehrenhaft und ritterlich, aber er zieht es vor, unerkannt zu bleiben. Ich brauche wohl nicht zu betonen, daß Ihr Honorar gesichert ist und daß man Ihnen vollkommen freie Hand läßt. Der wirkliche Name Ihres Klienten ist doch gewiß ohne Belang?«

»Bedaure«, sagte Holmes. »Ich bin es zwar gewohnt, daß bei meinen Fällen am einen Ende ein Rätsel steht; aber an beiden Enden – das ist zu verwirrend. Ich fürchte, Sir James, ich muß ablehnen.«

Unser Besucher war sehr verstört. Sein breites, empfindsames Gesicht verdüsterte sich vor Erregung und Enttäuschung. 

»Sie sind sich der Konsequenz Ihrer Handlungsweise wohl kaum bewußt, Mr. Holmes«, sagte er. 

»Sie bringen mich in ein äußerst ernstes Dilemma –

ich bin mir nämlich sicher, daß Sie den Fall mit Stolz übernähmen, wenn ich Ihnen die Fakten mitteilen könnte; aber ein Versprechen verbietet mir, sie gänzlich zu enthüllen. Darf ich Ihnen wenigstens das darlegen, was mir anzugeben möglich ist?«

»Durchaus, solange wir darüber einig sind, daß ich Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.971
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mich dadurch zu nichts verpflichte.«

»Das versteht sich von selbst. Zunächst einmal: Sie haben doch zweifellos schon von General de Merville gehört?«

»Der berühmte de Merville vom Khyberpaß8? Ja, ich habe von ihm gehört.«

»Er hat eine Tochter, Violet de Merville, jung, reich, schön, gebildet – ein Wunderweib in jeder Beziehung. Und just diese Tochter, dieses liebliche, unschuldige Mädchen aus den Klauen eines Satans zu retten, sind wir zur Zeit bemüht.«

»Dann hat also Baron Grüner eine gewisse Macht über sie?«

»Die stärkste aller Mächte, die für eine Frau von Belang sind – die Macht der Liebe. Der Bursche sieht, wie Sie vielleicht schon gehört haben, außerordentlich gut aus, hat bezaubernde Manieren, eine sanfte Stimme und jenes Air von Romantik und Geheimnis, das einer Frau so viel bedeutet. Es heißt, daß ihm das ganze weibliche Geschlecht zu Füßen liege und daß er sich diesen Umstand auch weidlich zunutze mache.«

»Aber wie kommt ein solcher Mann dazu, eine Lady vom Stand der Miss Violet de Merville kennenzulernen?«

»Es geschah auf einer Yachtreise im Mittelmeer. 
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handelte, bezahlte jeder die Passage selbst. Ohne Zweifel waren sich die Veranstalter über den wahren Charakter des Barons erst im klaren, als es zu spät war. Der Schurke nahm die Lady für sich ein, und das mit solchem Erfolg, daß er voll und ganz ihr Herz gewonnen hat. Die Feststellung, daß sie ihn liebt, drückt den Sachverhalt nur unzureichend aus. Sie ist vernarrt in ihn, sie ist von ihm besessen. Außer ihm gibt es nichts auf der Welt. Sie will kein Wort gegen ihn hören. Alles wurde bereits unternommen, um sie von ihrer Verrücktheit zu kurieren, aber vergeblich. Kurz, sie beabsichtigt, ihn nächsten Monat zu heiraten. Da sie volljährig ist und einen eisernen Willen hat, ist guter Rat teuer, wie man sie daran hindern könnte.«

»Weiß sie von der österreichischen Episode?«

»Der schlaue Teufel hat ihr von jedem schmutzigen öffentlichen Skandal seiner Vergangenheit erzählt; aber immer so, daß er sich dabei als unschuldigen Märtyrer darstellt. Sie nimmt ihm seine Version uneingeschränkt ab und will von keiner anderen hören.«

»Meine Güte! Aber ist Ihnen nun der Name Ihres Klienten nicht doch noch unabsichtlich entschlüpft? 

Zweifellos handelt es sich um General de Merville.«

Unser Besucher ruckte unruhig auf seinem Stuhl hin und her. 

»Ich könnte Sie ja täuschen, indem ich es behauptete, Mr. Holmes; aber es wäre nicht die Wahrheit. De Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.973
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Merville ist ein gebrochener Mann. Der unbeugsame Soldat wurde von diesem Vorfall vollständig demora-lisiert. Er hat den Mut, der ihn auf dem Schlachtfeld nie im Stich ließ, verloren und ist zu einem schwachen, zitternden Greis geworden, der völlig unfähig ist, es mit einem brillanten, kräftigen Halunken wie diesem Österreicher aufzunehmen. Mein Klient ist jedenfalls ein alter Freund – einer, der den General seit vielen Jahren genau kennt und an diesem jungen Mädchen, schon seit sie noch Kinderkleidchen trug, väterliches Interesse nimmt. Er kann nicht tatenlos mit ansehen, wie sich diese Tragödie vollzieht. Für Scotland Yard gibt es hierbei keinerlei Handhabe. Es war sein Vorschlag, Sie zu konsultieren; aber dies geschah, wie ich schon erwähnt habe, unter der ausdrücklichen Bedingung, daß er persönlich nicht in die Sache hineingezogen würde. Ich zweifle nicht daran, Mr. Holmes, daß Sie mit Ihren hervorragenden Fähigkeiten die Spur zu meinem Klienten mühelos zurückverfolgen könnten, aber ich muß Sie bitten, es als Ehrensache zu betrachten, daß Sie dies unterlassen und sein Inkognito nicht verletzen.«

Holmes lächelte verschmitzt. 

»Ich glaube, das kann ich mit Sicherheit versprechen«, sagte er. »Ich möchte hinzufügen, daß mich Ihr Problem interessiert und daß ich bereit bin, mich damit zu befassen. Wie kann ich mit Ihnen in Verbin-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.974
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dung bleiben?«

»Man findet mich über den Carlton Club. Aber für Notfalle gibt es einen privaten Telephonanschluß: XX.31.«

Holmes notierte die Nummer und saß, noch immer lächelnd, mit dem geöffneten Notizbuch auf dem Knie da. 

»Und die gegenwärtige Adresse des Barons, bitte?«

»Vernon Lodge, in der Nähe von Kingston. Es ist ein großes Haus. Er hatte bei einigen ziemlich anrü-

chigen Spekulationen Glück und ist ein reicher Mann, was ihn natürlich zu einem noch gefährlicheren Gegner macht.«

»Hält er sich gegenwärtig zu Hause auf?«

»Ja.«

»Können Sie mir abgesehen von dem, was Sie mir bereits mitgeteilt haben, noch weitere Informationen über den Mann geben?«

»Er hat kostspielige Neigungen. Er ist Pferdezüchter. Eine kurze Zeit lang spielte er Polo in Hurlingham, aber dann erregte diese Prager Affäre Aufsehen, und er mußte damit aufhören. Er sammelt Bücher und Gemälde. Er hat auch eine ausgeprägte künstlerische Seite. Er ist, soviel ich weiß, eine anerkannte Autorität für chinesische Keramik und hat darüber bereits ein Buch geschrieben.«

»Ein vielseitiger Geist«, sagte Holmes. »Das haben Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.975
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alle großen Verbrecher so an sich. Mein alter Freund Charlie Peace9 war ein Violinvirtuose. Wainwright10

war kein übler Künstler. Ich könnte noch viele anführen. Nun gut, Sir James, Sie können Ihrem Klienten ausrichten, daß ich mein Augenmerk auf Baron Grü-

ner richten werde. Mehr kann ich jetzt nicht sagen. 

Ich besitze ein paar eigene Informationsquellen und glaube, wir werden Mittel und Wege finden, die Sache in Gang zu setzen.«

Als unser Besucher gegangen war, saß Holmes so lange in tiefen Gedanken da, daß es mir vorkam, als habe er meine Anwesenheit vergessen. Aber schließ-

lich fand er unvermittelt auf den Boden der Wirklichkeit zurück. »Na, Watson, schon eine Idee?« fragte er. 

»Ich würde es für das beste halten, wenn Sie einmal mit der jungen Lady selbst sprächen.«

»Mein lieber Watson, wenn ihr armer alter gebrochener Vater sie nicht umstimmen kann, wie soll dann ich, ein Fremder, es schaffen? Falls jedoch alle Strik-ke reißen, hat der Vorschlag etwas für sich. Aber ich glaube, wir müssen den Hebel woanders ansetzen. Ich könnte mir durchaus vorstellen, daß Shinwell Johnson uns dabei weiterhilft.«

Ich hatte in diesen Memoiren noch keine Gelegenheit, Shinwell Johnson zu erwähnen, weil ich meine Darstellungen nur selten den späteren Phasen der Kar-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.976

Der illustre Klient

Doyle-WA Bd. 9, 18

riere meines Freundes entnommen habe. Er wurde während der ersten Jahre dieses Jahrhunderts zu einem wertvollen Gehilfen. Johnson, ich sage es mit Bedauern, machte sich zuerst als sehr gefährlicher Schurke einen Namen und büßte zweimal eine Strafe in Parkhurst11 ab. Schließlich bereute er und verbündete sich mit Holmes, indem er als sein Agent in Londons riesiger Unterwelt agierte und zu Informationen gelangte, die sich oft als lebenswichtig erwiesen. 

Wäre Johnson ein Polizeispitzel gewesen, hätte man ihn bald entlarvt; aber da er sich nur auf Falle einließ, die nicht gleich vor Gericht kamen, wurden seine Aktivitäten von seinen Kumpanen niemals bemerkt. Der Glanz seiner beiden Verurteilungen verschaffte ihm Zutritt zu jedem Nachtclub, jeder Absteige und jeder Spielhölle der Stadt, und seine scharfe Beobachtungsgabe sowie sein rascher Verstand machten ihn zu einem idealen Agenten für die Beschaffung von Informationen. Und just an diesen Mann gedachte Sherlock Holmes sich nun zu wenden. 

Es war mir nicht möglich, Holmes' unmittelbar anschließende Schritte zu verfolgen, da ich meinerseits einige dringende berufliche Verpflichtungen hatte; aber ich traf ihn, wie verabredet, noch am gleichen Abend im Simpson's, wo wir an einem kleinen Tisch am Vorderfenster saßen, auf den dahinrauschenden Lebensstrom des Strand12 hinabblickten und er mir Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.977
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einiges von dem erzählte, was inzwischen geschehen war. 

»Johnson ist schon auf der Pirsch«, sagte er. »Er wird in den dunkleren Schlupfwinkeln der Unterwelt wohl manchen Unrat auflesen, denn genau dort unten, inmitten der schwarzen Wurzeln des Verbrechens, müssen wir auf die Geheimnisse dieses Mannes Jagd machen.«

»Wenn aber die Lady nicht glauben will, was längst bekannt ist, warum sollte dann irgendeine neue Enthüllung von Ihnen sie von ihrem Vorsatz abbringen?«

»Wer weiß, Watson? Frauenherz und Frauensinn sind dem Manne unlösbare Rätsel. Sie mögen einen Mord verzeihen oder rechtfertigen; aber irgendein geringeres Vergehen kann ihr Herz zernagen. Baron Grüner sagte mir ...«

»Er sagte Ihnen!«

»Ach so, natürlich, ich hatte Ihnen ja nichts von meinen Plänen erzählt. Tja, Watson, ich liebe nun mal die direkte Auseinandersetzung mit meinem Gegner. 

Ich stehe ihm gerne Auge in Auge gegenüber und deute mir selbst den Stoff, aus dem er gemacht ist. 

Nachdem ich Johnson seine Instruktionen erteilt hatte, nahm ich eine Droschke nach Kingston und traf den Baron in höchst leutseliger Stimmung an.«

»Wußte er, wer Sie sind?«

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.978
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»Das war nicht schwierig, ich habe ihm nämlich einfach meine Karte geschickt. Er ist ein vortrefflicher Gegner, eiskalt, mit seidenweicher Stimme; er wirkt besänftigend wie eine Ihrer ärztlichen Autoritäten und ist gleichwohl giftig wie eine Kobra. Er besitzt Lebensart – ein echter Aristokrat des Verbrechens, der einem obenhin den Nachmittagstee anbietet, während darunter die ganze Grausamkeit des Grabes lauert. Ja, ich bin froh, daß meine Aufmerksamkeit auf Baron Adelbert Grüner gelenkt worden ist.«

»Sie sagen, er war leutselig?«

»Ein schnurrender Kater, der sich seiner Mäuse sicher fühlt. Die Leutseligkeit mancher Menschen ist tödlicher als die Gewalttätigkeit gröberer Seelen. 

Seine Begrüßung war charakteristisch. ›Ich dachte mir fast, daß ich Sie früher oder später kennenlernen würde, Mr. Holmes‹, sagte er. ›Zweifellos hat Sie General de Merville engagiert, damit Sie sich bemühen, meine Heirat mit seiner Tochter Violet zu verhindern. 

So ist es doch, nicht wahr?‹

Ich gab es zu. 

›Mein Lieber‹, sagte er, ›Sie werden sich dabei nur Ihren wohlverdienten Ruf ruinieren. Das ist kein Fall, den Sie erfolgreich abschließen könnten. Fruchtlose Arbeit käme auf Sie zu, zu schweigen von mancher Gefahr, der Sie sich aussetzen würden. Lassen Sie mich Ihnen aufs nachdrücklichste raten, sich unver-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.979
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züglich aus der Sache zurückzuziehen.‹

›Seltsam‹, antwortete ich, ›aber genau diesen Rat wollte ich Ihnen eigentlich geben. Ich achte Ihren Verstand hoch, Baron, und das wenige, was ich von Ihrer Person bis jetzt kennengelernt habe, hat meine Wertschätzung nicht verringert. Ich will von Mann zu Mann an Sie appellieren. Niemand möchte Ihre Vergangenheit aufrühren und Ihnen unnötige Unannehmlichkeiten bereiten. Das ist vorbei, und die Wogen haben sich nun geglättet für Sie; aber wenn Sie auf dieser Heirat bestehen, werden Sie einen Schwarm von mächtigen Feinden heraufbeschwören, die Sie so lange nicht in Ruhe lassen, bis Ihnen der Boden Englands zu heiß geworden ist. Ist das die Sache wert? 

Sie täten wahrhaftig klüger daran, die Lady in Ruhe zu lassen. Es wäre nicht angenehm für Sie, wenn man sie mit den Taten Ihrer Vergangenheit bekanntmachen würde.‹

Der Baron trägt einen Schnurrbart mit kleinen ge-wichsten Spitzen – wie die kurzen Fühler eines Insekts. Diese zitterten vor Vergnügen, während er zu-hörte; schließlich brach er in ein leises Kichern aus. 

›Entschuldigen Sie meine Heiterkeit, Mr. Holmes‹, sagte er, ›aber es ist wirklich drollig anzuschauen, wie Sie ohne ein Blatt in der Hand versuchen, Ihre Karten auszuspielen. Ich glaube zwar nicht, daß dies irgend jemand besser könnte als Sie, aber ziemlich rührend Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.980
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ist es trotzdem. Keinen einzigen Trumpf in der Hand, Mr. Holmes, nichts als die allerschlechtesten Karten.‹

›Das glauben Sie.‹

›Das weiß ich. Lassen Sie sich das von mir klar gesagt sein; mein eigenes Blatt ist nämlich so stark, daß ich mir leisten kann, es aufzudecken. Ich war so glücklich, die völlige Zuneigung dieser Lady zu gewinnen. Und die schenkte sie mir trotz der Tatsache, daß ich ihr ganz offen von all den unglücklichen Vorfallen meiner Vergangenheit erzählt habe. Ich sagte ihr auch, daß gewisse böswillige und hinterhältige Personen – ich hoffe, Sie erkennen darin sich selbst wieder – zu ihr kommen und ihr all diese Dinge er-zählen würden, und habe sie darauf hingewiesen, wie man diesen Leuten begegnet. Sie haben doch schon einmal von posthypnotischer Suggestion gehört, Mr. 

Holmes? Nun, Sie werden ja sehen, wie sie wirkt; ein Mann von Persönlichkeit kann von der Hypnose nämlich ohne vulgäre Handauflegungen und Mätzchen Gebrauch machen. Sie ist also auf Sie vorbereitet und wird Ihnen wohl, daran zweifle ich nicht, eine Zusammenkunft gewähren, da sie ja dem Willen ihres Vaters absolut ergehen ist – mit Ausnahme dieser einen kleinen Sache.‹

Tja, Watson, mehr gab es anscheinend nicht zu sagen, deshalb verabschiedete ich mich mit so viel kalter Würde, wie ich nur aufbringen konnte; doch als Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.981
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ich die Hand bereits an der Türklinke hatte, hielt er mich auf. 

›Übrigens, Mr. Holmes‹, sagte er, ›kannten Sie Le Brun, den französischen Agenten?‹

›Ja‹, sagte ich. 

›Wissen Sie auch, was ihm zugestoßen ist?‹

›Ich habe gehört, daß er im Stadtteil Montmartre von einigen Apachen niedergeschlagen und lebenslänglich zum Krüppel gemacht wurde.‹

›Sehr richtig, Mr. Holmes. Ein merkwürdiger Zufall wollte es, daß er sich erst eine Woche zuvor noch eingehend mit meinen Angelegenheiten beschäftigt hatte. Lassen Sie es bleiben, Mr. Holmes; es bringt kein Glück. Schon manche haben diese Erfahrung gemacht. Mein letztes Wort an Sie lautet: Gehen Sie Ihrer Wege, und lassen Sie mich die meinigen gehen. 

Good bye!‹ So, das wär's, Watson. Nun sind Sie auf dem laufenden.«

»Der Bursche scheint gefährlich zu sein.«

»Überaus gefährlich. Einem Großmaul schenke ich keine Beachtung, aber der hier gehört zu der Sorte von Männern, die weniger sagen, als sie eigentlich denken.«

»Müssen Sie sich denn unbedingt einmischen? Ist es denn wirklich so wichtig, ob er das Mädchen heiratet?«

»Wenn ich in Betracht ziehe, daß er seine letzte Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.982
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Ehefrau ohne jeden Zweifel ermordet hat, würde ich sagen, es ist sehr wichtig. Außerdem, der Klient! Je nun, wir brauchen das nicht weiter zu erörtern. Wenn Sie Ihren Kaffee getrunken haben, kommen Sie am besten mit mir nach Hause; vermutlich wartet dort nämlich schon der muntere Shinwell mit seinem Bericht.«

Wir trafen ihn tatsächlich an – ein riesiger, ungeschlachter, vom Skorbut befallener Mann mit rotem Gesicht und einem Paar lebhafter schwarzer Augen, die als einziges äußeres Kennzeichen seine außerordentliche Gerissenheit verrieten. Er war anscheinend in sein ganz spezielles Reich hinabgetaucht: Neben ihm auf dem Sofa saß ein Musterexemplar, das er mit heraufgebracht hatte, eine schlanke, flammenartige junge Frau mit blassem, angespanntem Gesicht; es war jugendlich und doch schon so ausgelaugt von Sünde und Sorge, daß man ablesen konnte, was für schreckliche Jahre ihre leprösen Spuren hinterlassen hatten. 

»Das ist Miss Kitty Winter«, sagte Shinwell Johnson, indem er sie mit einem Wink seiner feisten Hand vorstellte. »Was die nicht alles weiß ... Na, das kann-se ja selber sagen. Hab sie schnurstracks aufgetrieben, noch nicht mal 'ne Stunde nach Ihrer Nachricht.«

»Bin ja auch leicht zu finden«, sagte die junge Frau. »Hölle, Zweigstelle London, das geht nie fehl. 
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Gleiche Adresse wie Porky Shinwell. Wir sind ja auch alte Kumpel, Porky, du und ich. Aber potz Teufel! Da gibt's einen, der müßt in einer noch schlimmeren Hölle schmoren als wir, wenn's in dieser Welt irgendeine Gerechtigkeit gab! Und das ist der Mann, hinter dem Sie her sind, Mr. Holmes.«

Holmes lächelte. »Demnach begleiten uns dabei Ihre guten Wünsche, Miss Winter.«

»Wenn ich mithelfen kann, ihn dahin zu bringen, wo er hingehört, bin ich bis zum letzten Schnaufer die Ihrige«, sagte unsere Besucherin mit wildem Nachdruck. In ihrem weißen, starren Gesicht und den lodernden Augen lag Haß von einer Intensität, zu der Frauen nur selten und Männer wohl nie fähig sind. 

»Sie brauchen nicht meine Vergangenheit auszufor-schen, Mr. Holmes. Die tut hier nix zur Sache. Außer daß mich Adelbert Grüner zu der gemacht hat, die ich bin. Wenn ich ihn bloß mit runterziehen könnte!« Ihre Hände griffen wie rasend in die Luft. »Oh, wenn ich ihn nur in den Abgrund ziehen könnte, in den er schon so viele getrieben hat!«

»Sie wissen also, wie die Dinge liegen?«

»Porky Shinwell hat's mir gerade erzählt. Er ist hinter irgend'ner anderen armen Närrin her und will sie diesmal sogar heiraten. Und Sie wollen das durch-kreuzen. Na, Sie wissen ja sicher genug über diesen Teufel, um zu verhindern, daß ein anständiges Mäd-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.984
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chen, was noch bei Sinnen ist, mit ihm in derselben Kirche stehen möchte.«

»Sie ist aber nicht bei Sinnen. Sie ist wahnsinnig verliebt. Man hat ihr bereits alles über ihn erzählt. Es kümmert sie nicht.«

»Auch über den Mord?«

»Ja.«

»Mein Gott, muß die Nerven haben!«

»Sie tut das Ganze als Verleumdung ab.«

»Könnten Sie ihr nicht 'n Beweis vor die einfältigen Augen halten?«

»Nun, können Sie uns denn dabei helfen?«

»Bin ich nicht selbst Beweis genug? Wenn ich mich vor sie hinstelle und ihr erzähle, wie er mich benutzt hat ...«

»Das würden Sie tun?«

»Na, und ob!«

»Nun, einen Versuch könnte es wert sein. Er hat ihr allerdings die meisten seiner Sünden bereits gebeichtet, und sie hat sie ihm verziehen; ich nehme an, sie will diese Frage nicht wieder aufgreifen.«

»Ich könnt wetten, er hat ihr nicht alles gebeichtet«, sagte Miss Winter. »Ich hab nämlich ein oder zwei Morde so am Rand mitbekommen; und zwar andere als den einen, der so viel Wirbel gemacht hat. Ab und zu hat er in seiner samtweichen Art von jemand gesprochen und mich dann unverwandt angeguckt und Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.985
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gesagt: ›Noch im selben Monat war er tot.‹ Und das war nicht bloß heiße Luft. Aber es hat mich nicht weiter bekümmert – verstehen Sie, ich war ja damals selber in ihn verliebt. Mir war immer alles recht, was er getan hat, so wie dieser armen Närrin auch! Eins hat mich allerdings mal ins Wanken gebracht. Ja, potz Teufel! Wenn nicht sein giftiges, verlogenes Mund-werk gewesen war, mit dem er alles erklärt und einen einlullt, dann hätt ich ihn noch in derselben Nacht verlassen. Er hat da nämlich so 'n Buch – 'n braunes Lederbuch mit Verschluß und seinem Goldwappen obendrauf. Ich glaub, er war in der Nacht 'n bißchen betrunken, sonst hätt er mir's bestimmt nicht gezeigt.«

»Was war denn damit?«

»Ich sag Ihnen, Mr. Holmes, dieser Mann sammelt Frauen wie andere Leute Falter oder Schmetterlinge, und er ist ebenso stolz auf seine Sammlung. In dem Buch war alles drin. Schnappschüsse, Namen, ausführliche Beschreibungen – einfach alles über sie. 'n hundsgemeines Buch war das – 'n Buch, wie's nicht mal einer aus der Gosse hätt zusammenstellen können. Und trotzdem war das Adelbert Gruners Buch. 

›Seelen, von mir zugrunde gerichtet‹ – das hätt er obendrauf schreiben können, wenn er gewollt hätt. 

Aber das tut hier nix zur Sache, das Buch würd Ihnen nämlich nix nützen, und selbst wenn – Sie kommen doch nicht ran.«
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»Wo ist es?«

»Wie soll ich das wissen, wo's jetzt ist? Es ist ja schon mehr als ein Jahr her, daß ich ihn verlassen hab. Ich weiß, wo er's damals aufbewahrt hat. Er ist ja in vielen Dingen pingelig und säuberlich wie 'ne Katze, deshalb ist es vielleicht immer noch im Brieffach von dem alten Schreibpult im hinteren Arbeitszimmer. Kennen Sie sein Haus?«

»Ich war bereits in seinem Arbeitszimmer«, sagte Holmes. 

»Wirklich? Da waren Sie aber schon ganz schön fleißig, wenn Sie erst heut früh angefangen haben. 

Vielleicht hat der liebe Adelbert diesmal seinen Meister gefunden. Das vordere Arbeitszimmer ist das mit dem chinesischen Geschirr – in dem großen Glas-schrank zwischen den Fenstern. Und hinter'm Schreibtisch ist dann die Tür, die zum hinteren Arbeitszimmer führt – 'n kleiner Raum, wo er Papiere und anderen Kram aufbewahrt.«

»Hat er denn keine Angst vor Einbrechern?«

»Adelbert ist kein Feigling. Nicht mal sein schlimmster Feind könnt das von ihm behaupten. Er kann auf sich selber aufpassen. Für die Nacht ist 'ne Alarmglocke da. Außerdem, was gibt's dort für'n Einbrecher groß zu holen? Höchstens, daß er mit dem ganzen feinen Geschirr abhaut.«

»Lohnt sich nicht«, sagte Shinwell Johnson im ent-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.987
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schiedenen Tonfall des Experten. »Kein Hehler will Ware, die er weder einschmelzen noch verkaufen kann.«

»Ganz recht«, sagte Holmes. »Nun denn, Miss Winter, wenn Sie morgen abend um fünf hierherkommen wollen, könnte ich in der Zwischenzeit darüber nachdenken, ob sich Ihr Vorschlag, die Lady persönlich aufzusuchen, nicht doch durchführen ließe. Ich bin Ihnen für Ihre Mitarbeit außerordentlich verbunden. Ich brauche wohl nicht zu erwähnen, daß meine Klienten eine großzügige Belohnung ...«

»Kein Wort davon, Mr. Holmes«, rief die junge Frau. »Ich bin nicht auf Geld aus. Ich will diesen Mann im Dreck liegen sehen, dann hab ich alles erreicht, was ich wollte – im Dreck, und mein Fuß auf seiner verfluchten Fratze. Das ist mein Lohn. Ich bin morgen dabei oder an jedem anderen Tag – so lang, wie Sie ihm auf der Spur sind. Porky hier kann Ihnen immer sagen, wo ich zu finden bin.«

Ich sah Holmes erst am folgenden Abend wieder, als wir erneut in unserem Restaurant am Strand spei-sten. Als ich ihn fragte, ob er mit seiner Unterredung Glück gehabt habe, zuckte er mit den Achseln. Dann erzählte er die Geschichte, die ich wie folgt wiedergeben möchte. Sein harter, trockener Bericht bedarf allerdings einer behutsamen auflockernden Bearbeitung, um ihn in die Ausdrucksweise des wirklichen Lebens Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.988
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zu überführen. 

»Die Verabredung zu treffen, war überhaupt nicht schwierig«, sagte Holmes; »das Mädchen macht sich ein Vergnügen daraus, in allen nebensächlichen Dingen eine unterwürfige kindliche Gehorsamkeit an den Tag zu legen, mit der sie versucht, ihre krasse Wider-setzlichkeit in Sachen Verlöbnis wiedergutzumachen. 

Der General rief an, daß alles bereit sei, und planmä-

ßig erschien auch die feurige Miss W., so daß uns um halb sechs eine Droschke vor den Toren von 104, Berkeley Square absetzte, wo der alte Kämpe residiert – eines von diesen scheußlichen grauen Londoner Schlössern, neben denen eine Kirche sich frivol ausnähme. Ein Lakai führte uns in ein großes Empfangszimmer mit gelben Vorhängen, und dort erwartete uns bereits die Lady: ernst, blaß, verschlossen – so unerschütterlich und entrückt wie eine Schneestatue auf einem Berg. 

Ich weiß nicht recht, wie ich sie Ihnen deutlich machen soll, Watson. Vielleicht lernen Sie sie noch kennen, bevor wir mit der Sache durch sind, dann können Sie von Ihrer eigenen Formulierungsgabe Gebrauch machen. Sie ist schön; aber von jener ätherischen Schönheit einer Fanatikerin, die mit ihren Gedanken in den höchsten Gefilden schwebt. Solche Gesichter habe ich auf den Gemälden der alten Meister des Mittelalters gesehen. Wie ein Unhold seine schmutzigen Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.989

Der illustre Klient

Doyle-WA Bd. 9, 27

Pratzen auf solch ein Wesen aus dem Jenseits legen konnte, ist mir unbegreiflich. Sie haben vielleicht schon beobachtet, daß Gegensätze einander anziehen: das Geistige das Animalische, der Höhlenmensch den Engel. Einen schlimmeren Fall als diesen haben Sie noch nicht erlebt. 

Sie wußte natürlich, warum wir gekommen waren –

dieser Schurke hatte keine Zeit verloren, ihr Gemüt gegen uns zu vergiften. Miss Winters Erscheinen überraschte sie ziemlich, glaube ich; aber dann winkte sie uns in unsere Sessel wie eine ehrwürdige Äbtissin, die zwei ziemlich lepröse Bettelmönche empfängt. 

Sollten Sie je zu Aufgeblasenheit neigen, mein lieber Watson, machen Sie eine Kur bei Miss Violet de Merville. 

›Nun, Sir‹, sagte sie, mit einer Stimme wie der Wind von einem Eisberg, ›Ihr Name ist mir vertraut. 

Wie ich höre, sind Sie gekommen, um meinen Verlobten, Baron Gruner, zu verleumden. Es geschieht einzig auf Bitten meines Vaters, daß ich Sie überhaupt empfange, und ich mache Sie schon im voraus darauf aufmerksam, daß alles, was Sie sagen werden, mich auch nicht im leisesten beeindrucken kann.‹

Sie tat mir leid, Watson. Einen Augenblick lang empfand ich für sie so, wie ich für meine eigene Tochter empfunden hätte. Ich bin nicht oft beredsam. 

Ich gebrauche meinen Kopf, nicht mein Herz. Aber Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.990
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ich habe auf sie wahrhaftig mit aller Wärme eingeredet, die ich aufbringen konnte. Ich malte ihr die scheußliche Lage einer Frau aus, der der Charakter eines Mannes erst aufgeht, nachdem sie seine Gattin geworden ist – einer Frau, die sich den Liebkosungen blutiger Hände und wollüstiger Lippen unterwerfen muß. Ich ersparte ihr nichts – die Schande, die Furcht, die Pein, die Hoffnungslosigkeit des Ganzen. All meine glühenden Worte vermochten auf jenen Elfen-beinwangen nicht einen Hauch von Farbe und in jenen abwesenden Augen nicht einen Schimmer von Erregung hervorzurufen. Ich dachte daran, was der Halunke über posthypnotischen Einfluß gesagt hatte. 

Man konnte wirklich glauben, daß sie hoch über der Erde in einem ekstatischen Traum lebte. Dennoch waren ihre Antworten nichts weniger als unentschieden. 

›Ich habe Ihnen geduldig zugehört, Mr. Holmes‹, sagte sie. ›Der Eindruck auf mich ist genau wie vorausgesagt. Es ist mir bekannt, daß Adelbert, daß mein Verlobter ein stürmisches Leben hinter sich hat, in dem er sich bitteren Haß und höchst ungerechte Schmähungen zuzog. Sie sind nur der letzte einer Reihe von Leuten, die mir ihre Verleumdungen vorgebracht haben. Möglicherweise meinen Sie es gut, obwohl ich höre, daß sie ein bezahlter Agent sind, der ebenso bereit gewesen wäre, für den Baron zu arbei-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.991
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ten wie gegen ihn. Jedenfalls möchte ich, daß Sie ein für allemal begreifen, daß ich ihn liebe und daß er mich liebt und daß die Meinung der ganzen Welt mir nicht mehr bedeutet als das Gezwitscher der Vögel draußen vor dem Fenster. Wenn sein edler Charakter jemals einen kurzen Augenblick zu Fall gekommen ist, wurde ich vielleicht eigens gesandt, um ihn zu seiner wahren und stolzen Höhe aufzurichten. Mir ist nicht klar‹, hierbei richtete sie ihren Blick auf meine Begleiterin, ›wer diese junge Lady sein mag.‹

Ich wollte eben antworten, als das Mädchen wie ein Wirbelwind dazwischenfuhr. Wenn sich jemals Flamme und Eis von Angesicht zu Angesicht gegenüberstanden, dann in den Gestalten dieser beiden Frauen. 

›Ich werd Ihnen sagen, wer ich bin‹, rief sie mit vor Leidenschaft verzerrtem Mund und fuhr aus dem Sessel hoch – ›ich war seine letzte Mätresse. Ich bin eine von hundert, die er verführt und benutzt und ruiniert und auf den Kehrichthaufen geworfen hat, so wie er's mit Ihnen auch machen wird.  Ihr  Kehrichthaufen ist dann wahrscheinlich schon mehr 'n Grab, und vielleicht ist das auch am besten so. Ich sag Ihnen, Sie närrisches Weib, wenn Sie diesen Mann heiraten, wird er Ihr Tod sein. Ob's dann 'n gebrochenes Herz ist oder 'n gebrochenes Genick – irgendwie packt er Sie schon. Ich red hier nicht aus Liebe zu Ihnen. Es schert mich keinen Pfifferling, ob Sie leben oder ster-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.992
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ben. Ich red aus Haß auf ihn und um ihm eins auszu-wischen und um's ihm heimzuzahlen, was er mir angetan hat. Aber das ist auch einerlei, und Sie brauchen mich gar nicht so anzugucken, meine feine Lady; Ihnen mag's nämlich noch dreckiger gehen als mir, bevor Sie's hinter sich haben.‹

›Ich zöge es vor, solche Dinge unerörtert zu lassen‹, sagte Miss de Merville kalt. ›Lassen Sie mich ein für allemal sagen, daß mir aus dem Leben meines Verlobten drei Vorfälle bekannt sind, bei denen er in Beziehungen mit intriganten Frauen verwickelt wurde, und daß ich seiner aufrichtigen Reue über etwelche Übeltaten, die er begangen haben mag, versichert bin.‹

›Drei Vorfälle!‹ schrie meine Begleiterin. ›Sie Närrin! Sie unsagbare Närrin!‹

›Mr. Holmes, ich bitte Sie, diese Unterredung zu beenden‹, sagte die eisige Stimme. ›Ich habe dem Wunsch meines Vaters, Sie zu empfangen, entspro-chen; aber ich bin nicht gezwungen, mir die wahnwit-zigen Reden dieser Person anzuhören.‹

Mit einem Fluch stürzte Miss Winter vorwärts, und wenn ich sie nicht am Handgelenk festgehalten hätte, dann hätte sie diese Frau vor Wut an den Haaren gepackt. Ich zerrte sie zur Tür und hatte Glück, sie ohne öffentliches Aufsehen zurück in die Droschke zu bekommen, denn sie war außer sich. Auf eine kalte Art Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.993
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und Weise war ich selbst ganz schön wütend, Watson, denn es lag etwas unbeschreiblich Aufreizendes in der leidenschaftslosen Reserviertheit und erhabenen Selbstgefälligkeit der Frau, die wir zu retten versuchten. Nun kennen Sie also wieder den genauen Stand der Dinge, und ich muß offensichtlich einen neuen Er-

öffnungszug planen, denn mit diesem Gambit klappt es wohl nicht. Ich bleibe mit Ihnen in Verbindung, Watson; es ist nämlich mehr als wahrscheinlich, daß auch Sie Ihren Part noch spielen müssen, obwohl es auch sein kann, daß zunächst sie und nicht wir am Zug sind.«

Und so war es. Ihr Streich fiel – oder vielmehr sein Streich; denn niemals könnte ich glauben, daß die Lady darin eingeweiht war. Ich glaube, ich könnte noch genau den Pflasterstein bezeichnen, auf dem ich stand, als mein Blick auf das Plakat fiel und ein Stich des Grauens mir mitten durchs Herz fuhr. Es geschah zwischen dem Grand Hotel und der Charing Cross Station, wo ein einbeiniger Zeitungsverkäufer seine Abendausgabe feilbot. Es war genau zwei Tage nach unserer letzten Unterhaltung. Dort stand es, schwarz auf gelb, auf dem schrecklichen Aushängebogen: Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes
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Ich glaube, ich blieb einige Augenblicke lang wie be-täubt stehen. Dann erinnere ich mich undeutlich, daß ich mir eine Zeitung schnappte, daß der Mann mich ermahnte, weil ich nicht bezahlt hatte, und daß ich schließlich im Eingang einer Apotheke stand, während ich den verhängnisvollen Artikel aufschlug. Er lautete wie folgt:

Wir erfahren mit Bedauern, daß Mr. Sherlock Holmes, der bekannte Privatdetektiv, heute vormittag das Opfer eines Mordüberfalls wurde, der ihn in einen besorgniserregenden Gesundheitszustand versetzte. Genaue Einzelheiten liegen nicht vor, der Vorfall scheint sich jedoch gegen zwölf Uhr in der Regent Street, vor dem Café Royal, ereignet zu haben. Der Anschlag wurde von zwei mit Stöcken bewaffneten Männern verübt, und Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.995
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per, wobei er Verletzungen davontrug, welche die Ärzte als äußerst ernst bezeichnen. Man überführte ihn ins Charing Cross Hospital; spä-

ter bestand er darauf, zu seiner Wohnung in der Baker Street gebracht zu werden. Bei den Schurken, die ihn überfallen haben, handelt es sich offenbar um respektierlich gekleidete Männer, die den Umstehenden entkamen, indem sie durchs Café Royal hinaus auf die dahinter liegende Glasshouse Street liefen. Ohne Zweifel gehören sie zu jener verbrecherischen Vereinigung, die schon so oft Gelegenheit hatte, Tatkraft und Scharfsinn des Verletzten zu beklagen. 

Ich brauche wohl nicht zu erwähnen, daß ich den Artikel kaum überflogen hatte, als ich schon in eine Droschke sprang und mich auf dem Weg zur Baker Street befand. Im Hausflur traf ich Sir Leslie Oakshott an, den berühmten Wundarzt, dessen Kutsche am Bordstein wartete. 

»Keine unmittelbare Gefahr«, lautete sein Rapport. 

»Zwei Platzwunden am Kopf und ein paar beachtliche Quetschungen. Mehrere Stiche waren erforderlich. 

Morphium wurde injiziert, und Hauptsache ist Ruhe; aber eine Unterredung von ein paar Minuten wäre durchaus nicht verboten.«

Mit dieser Erlaubnis stahl ich mich in das abgedun-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.996
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kelte Zimmer. Der Leidende war hellwach, und ich hörte meinen heiser geflüsterten Namen. Das Rouleau war zu drei Vierteln herabgelassen, aber ein Sonnen-strahl glitt schräg hindurch und traf den bandagierten Kopf des Verletzten. Ein karmesinroter Fleck hatte sich durch die weiße Leinenkompresse gesaugt. Ich setzte mich neben Holmes und senkte den Kopf. 

»Schon gut, Watson. Machen Sie nicht so ein erschrockenes Gesicht«, murmelte er mit sehr schwacher Stimme. »Es ist nicht so schlimm, wie es aussieht.«

»Gott sei Dank!«

»Ich bin ja ein ziemlicher Experte im Stockfechten, wie Sie wissen. Die meisten Hiebe habe ich abge-wehrt. Der zweite Gegner, der war freilich zuviel für mich.«

»Was kann ich denn tun, Holmes? Es war natürlich dieser verdammte Bursche, der sie angesetzt hat. Ein Wort von Ihnen, und ich geh los und zieh ihm das Fell über die Ohren.«

»Guter alter Watson! Nein, wir können nichts tun; es sei denn, die Polizei ergreift die Männer. Aber ihre Flucht war gut vorbereitet. Dessen können wir sicher sein. Warten Sie noch ein bißchen ab. Ich habe so meine Pläne. Zunächst heißt es, meine Verletzungen aufs grellste darzustellen. Man wird Sie um Neuigkeiten angehen. Tragen Sie dick auf, Watson. Ich hätte Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.997
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Glück, wenn ich die Woche noch überlebte – Gehirn-erschütterung – Delirium – was Sie wollen! Sie können gar nicht genug übertreiben.«

»Aber Sir Leslie Oakshott?«

»Oh, das geht schon in Ordnung. Er wird mich im schlechtesten Zustand erleben. Dafür sorge ich schon.«

»Sonst noch etwas?«

»Ja. Richten Sie Shinwell Johnson aus, er soll dieses Mädchen aus der Schußlinie bringen. Diese Prachtburschen werden nun hinter ihr her sein. Sie wissen natürlich, daß sie wegen der Sache bei mir war. Wenn sie es sich bei mir getraut haben, werden sie sie wohl kaum ungeschoren lassen. Das ist dringend. Erledigen Sie es noch heute abend.«

»Ich bin schon auf dem Sprung. Noch etwas?«

»Legen Sie meine Pfeife auf den Tisch – und den Tabakspantoffel. Gut! Schauen Sie jeden Morgen herein, dann werden wir unseren Feldzug planen.«

Am gleichen Abend verabredete ich mit Johnson, Miss Winter in eine ruhige Vorstadt zu bringen und dafür zu sorgen, daß sie sich versteckt hielt, bis die Gefahr vorüber war. 

Sechs Tage lang lebte die Öffentlichkeit unter dem Eindruck, daß Holmes sich an der Schwelle des Todes befinde. Die Bulletins waren sehr ernst, und in den Zeitungen erschienen düstere Artikel. Meine fortge-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.998
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setzten Visiten überzeugten mich, daß es so schlimm nicht stand. Seine drahtige Konstitution und sein entschlossener Wille wirkten Wunder. Er erholte sich schnell, und ich hatte zuzeiten den Verdacht, daß er tatsächlich schneller auf die Beine kam, als er, selbst mir gegenüber, vorgab. Er hatte eine seltsame heim-lichtuerische Ader, die schon manchen dramatischen Effekt gezeitigt hatte, aber selbst seine engsten Freunde darüber im dunkeln ließ, welches seine genauen Pläne waren. Bis zum Äußersten verfolgte er den Grundsatz, daß der einzig sichere Plan der sei, den einer alleine aushecke. Ich stand ihm näher als irgend jemand sonst; dennoch war ich mir der Kluft zwischen uns immer bewußt. 

Am siebten Tag wurden ihm die Fäden gezogen; trotzdem erschien in den Abendblättern ein Bericht über eine Wundrose. In denselben Abendblättern stand eine Ankündigung, die ich meinem Freund, sei er nun krank oder wohlauf, zu bringen verpflichtet war. Es handelte sich schlicht darum, daß sich unter den Passagieren eines Schiffes der Cunard-Linie, der Ruritania,  die am Freitag von Liverpool aus in See stechen sollte, der Baron Adelbert Gruner befand, der in den Staaten einige wichtige Finanzgeschäfte abzuwickeln habe, und zwar noch vor seiner nahe bevorstehenden Heirat mit Miss Violet de Merville, der einzigen Tochter von usw. usw. Holmes lauschte den Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 5.999
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Neuigkeiten mit einem kalten, konzentrierten Ausdruck auf seinem blassen Gesicht, was mir verriet, daß sie ihn hart trafen. 

»Freitag!« rief er. »Nur noch drei volle Tage. Ich glaube, der Halunke will sich aus der Gefahrenzone absetzen. Aber das wird ihm nicht gelingen, Watson! 

Beim Leibhaftigen, das wird ihm nicht gelingen! 

Doch nun, Watson, möchte ich, daß Sie etwas für mich tun.«

»Dazu bin ich ja hier, Holmes.«

»Gut, dann verwenden Sie die nächsten vierundzwanzig Stunden auf ein intensives Studium chinesischer Keramik.«

Er gab keine Erklärungen ab, und ich fragte auch nicht danach. Durch lange Erfahrung hatte ich die Weisheit des Gehorsams gelernt. Als ich jedoch seine Wohnung verlassen hatte, ging ich die Baker Street entlang und sann darüber nach, wie um alles in der Welt ich eine so sonderbare Anordnung ausführen sollte. Schließlich fuhr ich zur London Library am St. 

James Square, trug die Sache meinem Freund Lomax, dem Unterbibliothekar, vor und begab mich mit einem stattlichen Band unter dem Arm zu meiner Wohnung. 

Man sagt, daß der Rechtsanwalt, der einen Fall so sorgfältig paukt, daß er einen sachverständigen Zeugen am Montag vernehmen kann, all sein gewaltsam Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.000
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angeeignetes Wissen schon vor Samstag wieder vergessen hat. Ich möchte mich jetzt gewiß nicht als Autorität für Keramiken ausgeben. Den ganzen damaligen Abend jedoch und, mit einer kurzen Ruhepause, die ganze damalige Nacht und den ganzen nächsten Morgen verschlang ich Wissen und prägte dem Ge-dächtnis Namen ein. Da erfuhr ich von den Kennzeichen der großen Dekorationskünstler, vom Geheimnis zyklischer Daten, von den Stempeln der Hung-wu-und den Schönheiten der Yung-lo-Zeit13, von den Schriften des Tang-ying und den Herrlichkeiten der primitiven Periode der Sung- und Yüan-Dynastien14. 

Ich war angefüllt mit all diesen Kenntnissen, als ich Holmes am nächsten Abend besuchte. Inzwischen lag er nicht mehr zu Bett – wenn auch die öffentliche Berichterstattung dies nicht vermuten ließ – und saß, den dick bandagierten Kopf auf die Hand gestützt, in der Kuhle seines Lieblingssessels. 

»Nanu, Holmes«, sagte ich, »wenn man den Zeitungen Glauben schenkt, dann liegen Sie gerade im Sterben.«

»Das«, sagte er, »ist genau der Eindruck, den ich vermitteln wollte. Nun denn, Watson, haben Sie Ihre Lektionen gelernt?«

»Ich habe es zumindest versucht.«

»Gut. Sie könnten ein intelligentes Gespräch über das Thema in Gang halten?«

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.001
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»Ich glaube schon.«

»Dann reichen Sie mir diese kleine Schachtel vom Kamin.«

Er öffnete den Deckel und entnahm einen kleinen Gegenstand, der überaus sorgfältig in feinen orientalischen Seidenstoff gewickelt war. Diesen faltete er auseinander und enthüllte eine zarte kleine Schale von schönster dunkelblauer Farbe. 

»Sie bedarf sorgfältiger Behandlung, Watson. Das ist echtes Eierschalenporzellan15 der Ming-Dyna-stie16. Ein feineres Stück wanderte niemals über Christies Auktionstisch. Ein komplettes Service hiervon wäre ungeheuer wertvoll – tatsächlich ist es zweifelhaft, ob es außerhalb des Kaiserpalastes von Peking ein komplettes Service gibt. Der Anblick dieses Stückes würde einen echten Kenner rasend machen.«

»Und was soll ich damit tun?«

Holmes reichte mir eine Karte mit folgendem Auf-druck:  Dr. Hill Barton, 369 Half Moon Street. 

»Das ist Ihr Name für heute abend, Watson. Sie werden Baron Gruner einen Besuch abstatten. Ich kenne mich ein wenig in seinen Gewohnheiten aus; um halb neun dürfte er vermutlich frei sein. Vorher wird ihm ein Billett ankündigen, daß Sie die Absicht haben, vorzusprechen; und Sie werden dann verkünden, daß Sie ihm ein Muster eines vollkommen einzigartigen Services aus dem China der Ming-Zeit mit-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.002
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gebracht haben. Sie dürfen durchaus ein Arzt sein, da das eine Rolle ist, die Sie ohne Doppelzüngigkeit spielen können. Sie sind Sammler, dieses Service ist Ihnen untergekommen, Sie haben von des Barons Interesse für das Gebiet gehört, und Sie sind nicht abgeneigt, zu einem angemessenen Preis zu verkaufen.«

»Wie angemessen?«

»Gut gefragt, Watson. Sie würden freilich schlimm auf die Nase fallen, wenn Sie über den Wert Ihrer eigenen Ware nicht Bescheid wüßten. Diese Schale hat mir Sir James besorgt; sie stammt, soviel ich weiß, aus der Sammlung seines Klienten. Sie werden nicht übertreiben, wenn Sie andeuten, daß es Ebenbürtiges auf der Welt kaum geben dürfte.«

»Vielleicht könnte ich vorschlagen, das Service von einem Experten schätzen zu lassen.«

»Ausgezeichnet, Watson! Sie sprühen heute vor Geist. Schlagen Sie Christie oder Sotheby17 vor. Ihre Feinfühligkeit läßt es nicht zu, einen Preis selbst zu bestimmen.«

»Aber wenn er mich nicht empfangen will?«

»O doch, er wird Sie empfangen. Er leidet an Sam-melwut in ihrer ausgeprägtesten Form – und besonders was dieses Gebiet betrifft, auf dem er eine anerkannte Autorität ist. Setzen Sie sich, Watson, dann diktiere ich Ihnen den Brief. Antwort ist nicht erforderlich. Sie teilen lediglich mit, daß Sie kommen, und Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.003
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weshalb.«

Es war ein bewundernswertes Dokument, kurz, höflich und die Neugier des Kenners entfachend. Ein Bote wurde rechtzeitig damit entsandt. Am selben Abend brach ich mit der kostbaren Schale in der Hand und der Karte von Dr. Hill Barton in der Tasche zu meinem Abenteuer auf. Das schöne Haus und Grundstück wies daraufhin, daß Baron Gruner, wie Sir James gesagt hatte, ein Mann von beträchtlichem Reichtum war. Eine lange, gewundene Auffahrt, mit Banketten seltener Sträucher zu beiden Seiten, mündete in einen großen, kiesbestreuten Platz, der mit Statuen geschmückt war. Das Anwesen war von einem südafrikanischen Goldkönig in den Tagen des großen Booms erbaut worden, und das langgestreckte, niedrige Haus mit den Ecktürmchen – obschon ein architektonischer Albtraum – imponierte durch seine Größe und Solidität. Ein Butler, der sich als Kirchen-vertreter im House of Lords sehr gut ausgenommen hätte, ließ mich eintreten und überantwortete mich einem in Plüsch gekleideten Lakaien, der mich ins Empfangszimmer des Barons geleitete. 

Er stand gerade vor einer großen geöffneten Vitrine, die sich zwischen den Fenstern befand und einen Teil seiner chinesischen Sammlung enthielt. Bei meinem Eintreten drehte er sich um und hielt eine kleine braune Vase in der Hand. 
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»Bitte nehmen Sie doch Platz, Doktor«, sagte er. 

»Ich habe eben meine eigenen Schätze betrachtet und mich gefragt, ob ich es mir wirklich leisten könnte, sie zu vermehren. Dieses kleine T'ang-Exemplar18

aus dem siebten Jahrhundert dürfte Sie vermutlich interessieren. Ich bin sicher, feinere Handarbeit oder eine reichere Glasur haben Sie noch nie gesehen. 

Haben Sie die erwähnte Ming-Schale bei sich?«

Ich packte sie sorgfältig aus und reichte sie ihm. Er setzte sich an seinen Schreibtisch, zog, da es bereits dunkelte, die Lampe herüber und schickte sich an, die Schale zu untersuchen. Dabei fiel das gelbe Licht auch auf sein Äußeres, und ich konnte es in aller Ruhe studieren. 

Er war ohne Zweifel ein bemerkenswert gut aussehender Mann. Der europäische Ruf seiner Schönheit war vollauf gerechtfertigt. Er war zwar nicht mehr als mittelgroß, jedoch von anmutiger und kräftiger Statur. 

Sein Gesicht war olivenfarbig, fast orientalisch, mit großen, dunklen, verträumten Augen, die auf Frauen zweifellos eine unwiderstehliche Faszination ausüben konnten. Sein Haar und der Schnurrbart waren rabenschwarz; letzteren trug er kurz, gezwirbelt und sorgfältig gewichst. Seine Züge waren regelmäßig und angenehm, mit Ausnahme des geraden, dünnlippigen Mundes. Wenn ich jemals den Mund eines Mörders gesehen habe, dann hier – eine grausame, harte Schar-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.005
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te im Gesicht, zusammengepreßt, unerbittlich und schrecklich. Er war schlecht beraten, den Schnurrbart so zurechtzustutzen, denn sein entblößter Mund war ein Gefahrensignal der Natur zur Warnung seiner Opfer. Seine Stimme war einnehmend, seine Manieren vollendet. Sein Alter hätte ich auf etwas über drei-

ßig geschätzt, wiewohl später aus seinen Unterlagen hervorging, daß er zweiundvierzig war. 

»Sehr fein – sehr fein, in der Tat!« sagte er schließ-

lich. »Und Sie sagen, Sie haben ein dazu passendes sechsteiliges Service. Mich wundert nur, daß ich von so herrlichen Stücken noch nichts gehört haben soll. 

Ich weiß nur von einem einzigen Stück in England, das zu diesem hier paßt, und das steht aller Wahrscheinlichkeit nach nicht zum Verkauf. Wäre es indiskret, wenn ich Sie fragte, Dr. Hill Barton, wie Sie in seinen Besitz gekommen sind?«

»Spielt das wirklich eine Rolle?« fragte ich mit der sorglosesten Miene, die ich zustande brachte. »Sie sehen ja selbst, daß das Stück echt ist, und was den Preis betrifft, so begnüge ich mich mit der Wertbe-stimmung durch einen Experten.«

»Sehr mysteriös«, sagte er mit einem raschen, argwöhnischen Aufblitzen seiner dunklen Augen. »Wenn man es mit Objekten von solchem Wert zu tun hat, möchte man natürlich alles über den Handel wissen. 

Daß das Stück echt ist, ist unbestreitbar. Daran hege Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.006
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ich überhaupt keinen Zweifel. Aber angenommen –

ich muß jede Möglichkeit in Betracht ziehen –, es stellt sich hinterher heraus, daß Sie gar kein Recht hatten, es zu verkaufen?«

»Ich würde Ihnen Sicherheiten gegen jeden Rechts-anspruch dieser Art bieten.«

»Das würde freilich die Frage aufwerfen, was Ihre Sicherheiten wert sind.«

»Darüber könnte meine Bank Auskunft erteilen.«

»Nun schön. Dennoch kommt mir der ganze Handel ziemlich ungewöhnlich vor.«

»Es steht Ihnen frei, das Geschäft zu machen oder nicht«, sagte ich gleichgültig. »Ich habe es Ihnen zuerst angeboten, weil ich gehört habe, Sie seien ein Kenner; aber anderswo werde ich keine Schwierigkeiten haben.«

»Wer hat Ihnen denn gesagt, daß ich ein Kenner sei?«

»Mir ist bekannt, daß Sie über das Thema ein Buch geschrieben haben.«

»Haben Sie das Buch gelesen?«

»Nein.«

»Meine Güte, das wird mir immer unverständlicher! Sie sind ein Kenner und Sammler und besitzen ein sehr wertvolles Stück in Ihrer Sammlung, haben sich jedoch nie die Mühe gemacht, das einzige Buch zu konsultieren, das Sie über die wahre Bedeutung Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.007
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und den Wert Ihres Besitzes hätte belehren können. 

Wie erklären Sie das?«

»Ich bin ein sehr beschäftigter Mann. Ich bin praktizierender Arzt.«

»Das ist keine Antwort. Wenn jemand ein Steckenpferd hat, dann geht er ihm eifrig nach – ganz gleich, welche Tätigkeiten er sonst noch ausüben mag. In Ihrem Billett haben Sie behauptet, ein Kenner zu sein.«

»Das bin ich auch.«

»Dürfte ich Sie mit ein paar Fragen auf die Probe stellen? Ich muß Ihnen sagen, Doktor – wenn Sie denn wirklich ein Doktor sind –, daß die Sache immer verdächtiger wird. Ich möchte Sie fragen: Was wissen Sie über den Kaiser Shomu, und wie bringen Sie ihn mit dem Shōsōin bei Nara19 in Verbindung? Du meine Güte, das bringt Sie wohl in Verlegenheit? Er-zählen Sie mir doch ein bißchen über die Nördliche Wei-Dynastie und ihren Platz in der Geschichte der Töpferkunst20.«

In gespieltem Ärger sprang ich vom Stuhl hoch. 

»Das ist unerträglich, Sir«, sagte ich. »Ich bin hierhergekommen, um Ihnen einen Gefallen zu tun und nicht, um von Ihnen wie ein Schuljunge examiniert zu werden. Meine Kenntnisse auf diesem Gebiet sind im Vergleich zu den Ihrigen vielleicht nur zweitrangig; aber ich werde gewiß keine Fragen beantworten, die Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.008
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in so beleidigender Weise gestellt wurden.«

Er sah mich unverwandt an. Alle Verträumtheit war aus seinen Augen gewichen. Sie funkelten plötzlich. Zwischen den grausamen Lippen schimmerten seine Zähne. 

»Was wird hier gespielt? Sie sind doch als Spion hier. Sie sind ein Kundschafter von Holmes. Sie versuchen mich hereinzulegen. Wie ich höre, liegt der Kerl im Sterben; also schickt er seine Handlanger, um mich zu überwachen. Sie haben sich hier auf uner-laubte Weise Zutritt verschafft, aber bei Gott! Sie sollen merken, daß das Hinauskommen schwerer ist als das Hineinkommen.«

Er war aufgesprungen; ich wich zurück und machte mich auf einen Angriff gefaßt, denn der Mann war außer sich vor Wut. Möglicherweise war ich ihm von Anfang an verdächtig gewesen; dieses Kreuzverhör hatte ihm zweifellos die Wahrheit enthüllt; jedenfalls war klar, daß ich nicht hoffen durfte, ihn zu täuschen. 

Seine Hand fuhr hastig in eine Seitenschublade und durchstöberte sie wütend. Dann vernahm er wohl ein Geräusch, denn er hielt aufmerksam lauschend inne. 

»Ah!« rief er. »Ah!« und stürzte in den Raum hinter ihm. 

Mit zwei Schritten war ich an der offenen Tür, und die Szene dahinter werde ich immer als klares Bild im Gedächtnis bewahren. Das zum Garten hinausweisen-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.009
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de Fenster stand weit offen. Daneben stand, einem Schreckgespenst gleich, den Kopf in blutbefleckte Bandagen gewickelt und das Gesicht erschöpft und weiß, Sherlock Holmes. Im nächsten Augenblick war er durch die Fensteröffnung, und ich hörte, wie sein Körper draußen in die Lorbeerbüsche krachte. Mit einem Wutgeheul stürmte der Hausherr hinter ihm her zum offenen Fenster. 

Und dann! Es geschah im Nu, und doch nahm ich es deutlich wahr. Ein Arm – ein Frauenarm – schoß aus dem Laub hervor. Im gleichen Augenblick stieß der Baron einen gräßlichen Schrei aus – einen Aufschrei, der mir immer im Gedächtnis nachklingen wird. Er schlug beide Hände vors Gesicht, raste im Zimmer umher und rannte mit dem Kopf furchtbar gegen die Wände. Dann fiel er auf den Teppich; er wälzte und krümmte sich, während Schrei auf Schrei durch das Haus gellte. 

»Wasser! Um Gottes willen, Wasser!« schrie er. 

Ich griff mir von einem Seitentisch eine Karaffe und eilte ihm zu Hilfe. Im gleichen Moment stürmten von der Halle her der Butler und mehrere Diener herein. Ich erinnere mich, daß einer von ihnen ohnmächtig wurde, als ich bei dem Verletzten kniete und jenes furchterregende Gesicht ins Lampenlicht drehte. Das Vitriol fraß sich überall hinein und tropfte von Ohren und Kinn. Ein Auge war bereits weiß und glasig; das Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.010

Der illustre Klient

Doyle-WA Bd. 9, 41

andere rot und entzündet. Die Züge, die ich ein paar Minuten zuvor noch bewundert hatte, glichen nun einem schönen Gemälde, über welches der Künstler einen nassen und fauligen Schwamm gezogen hatte. 

Sie waren verwischt, verfärbt, unmenschlich, schrecklich. 

Mit ein paar Worten erklärte ich genau, was geschehen war, soweit es den Angriff mit dem Vitriol betraf. Einige waren durchs Fenster geklettert, andere hinausgeeilt auf den Rasenplatz, aber es war dunkel und hatte zu regnen begonnen. Zwischen seinen Schreien raste und tobte das Opfer gegen die Rächerin. »Es war diese Höllenbrut, Kitty Winter!« rief er. 

»Oh, dieses Teufelsweib! Dafür wird sie bezahlen! 

Bezahlen wird sie! Oh, Gott im Himmel, diese Schmerzen sind nicht auszuhalten!«

Ich badete sein Gesicht in Öl, legte Watte auf die wunden Hautflächen und verabreichte eine Morphium-Injektion. Angesichts dieses Schocks war jeder Argwohn gegen mich von ihm gewichen, und er klammerte sich an meine Hände, als ob es auch noch in meiner Macht läge, Licht in jene Augen zu bringen, die wie die eines toten Fisches zu mir aufstarrten. Ich hatte weinen können über die Verwüstung, hätte ich mich nicht des nichtswürdigen Lebens erinnert, das zu einer solch gräßlichen Veränderung geführt hatte. Es war ekelerregend, das Tätscheln seiner brennenden Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.011
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Hände zu spüren, und ich war erleichtert, als, dicht gefolgt von einem Spezialisten, sein Hausarzt kam, um mich von meinem Posten abzulösen. Auch ein Polizei-Inspektor war inzwischen eingetroffen, und ihm übergab ich meine echte Visitenkarte. Jede andere Handlungsweise wäre ebenso sinnlos wie töricht gewesen, denn man kannte mich beim Yard vom Sehen fast ebenso gut wie Holmes selbst. Dann verließ ich dieses Haus der Düsternis und des Schreckens. Binnen einer Stunde war ich in der Baker Street. 

Holmes saß in seinem altgewohnten Sessel; er wirkte sehr blaß und erschöpft. Abgesehen von seinen Verletzungen hatten sogar seine eisernen Nerven unter den Ereignissen dieses Abends gelitten, und er lauschte entsetzt meinem Bericht über die Verwandlung des Barons. 

»Der Sünden Sold21, Watson – der Sünden Sold!«

sagte er. »Früher oder später ereilt er jeden. Weiß Gott, da waren der Sünden genug«, fügte er hinzu; er nahm einen braunen Band vom Tisch. »Hier ist das Buch, von dem die Frau gesprochen hat. Wenn das die Heirat nicht verhindern kann, dann nützt überhaupt nichts mehr. Aber das wird es, Watson. Das muß es. Keine Frau mit Selbstachtung könnte so etwas ertragen.«

»Es ist wohl das Tagebuch seiner Liebschaften?«

»Oder das Tagebuch seiner Begierden. Nennen Sie Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.012
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es, wie Sie wollen. In dem Augenblick, da die Frau uns davon erzählte, erkannte ich, welch eine enorme Waffe es wäre, wenn wir seiner nur habhaft werden könnten. Ich deutete damals meine Absichten nicht an, denn diese Frau hätte sie möglicherweise ausge-plaudert. Aber ich grübelte darüber nach. Dann verschaffte dieser Anschlag auf mich die günstige Gelegenheit, den Baron glauben zu lassen, gegen mich seien keine Vorsichtsmaßnahmen mehr nötig. All das gelang bestens. Ich hätte noch ein bißchen länger gewartet, aber seine geplante Amerikareise zwang mich zu handeln. Ein so kompromittierendes Dokument hätte er niemals zurückgelassen. Deshalb mußten wir sofort zu Werke gehen. Nächtlicher Einbruch kam nicht in Frage. Dagegen war er gewappnet. Aber abends gab es eine Chance, sofern ich nur sicher sein konnte, daß seine Aufmerksamkeit anderweitig in Anspruch genommen war. Und da kamen Sie und Ihre blaue Schale ins Spiel. Aber ich mußte zweifelsfrei wissen, wo sich das Buch befand, und mir war klar, daß mir nur wenige Minuten zum Handeln blieben, denn meine Zeit war danach bemessen, wie gut Sie sich in chinesischer Töpferkunst auskannten. Deshalb habe ich im letzten Moment das Mädchen mitgenommen. Woher sollte ich denn ahnen, was das für ein Päckchen war, das sie so sorgsam unter dem Mantel trug? Ich dachte, sie sei ganz und gar  meiner  Ge-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.013
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schäfte wegen gekommen; aber anscheinend hatte sie auch noch ein eigenes zu besorgen.«

»Er hat geahnt, daß  Sie  mich geschickt haben.«

»Das stand zu befürchten. Aber Sie haben ihn gerade noch lange genug hingehalten, daß ich das Buch holen konnte – wenn auch nicht lange genug, um unbemerkt zu entkommen. Ah, Sir James, freut mich sehr, daß Sie gekommen sind!«

Unser vornehmer Freund war auf eine vorangegangene Einladung hin erschienen. Mit größter Aufmerksamkeit lauschte er Holmes' Bericht über das, was geschehen war. 

»Sie haben Wunder vollbracht – Wunder!« rief er, als er die Geschichte gehört hatte. »Wenn aber diese Verletzungen so schrecklich sind, wie Dr. Watson sie schildert, dann läßt sich unser Ziel, die Heirat zu vereiteln, doch gewiß ohne den Einsatz dieses scheußlichen Buches erreichen.«

Holmes schüttelte den Kopf. 

»Frauen vom Typ de Merville reagieren anders. Sie würde ihn als entstellten Märtyrer nur um so mehr lieben. Nein, nein. Seine moralische Seite, nicht seine physische, gilt es zu zerstören. Dieses Buch wird sie auf die Erde zurückholen – ich wüßte nicht, womit man dies sonst noch erreichen könnte. Er hat es mit eigener Hand geschrieben. Daran kann sie nicht vorbei.«

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.014
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Sir James nahm sowohl das Buch als auch die kostbare Schale mit. Da ich selbst überfällig war, ging ich mit ihm hinunter auf die Straße. Ein Brougham22 erwartete ihn bereits. Er sprang hinein, gab dem mit einer Kokarde geschmückten Kutscher hastig eine Anweisung und fuhr rasch davon. Er schwang seinen Mantel halb aus dem Fenster, um das Wappenschild auf dem Paneel zu verhüllen; aber nichtsdestoweniger hatte ich es im grellen Licht von der Lünette über unserer Haustür bereits erkannt. Vor Überraschung rang ich nach Luft. Dann machte ich kehrt und lief die Treppe zu Holmes' Wohnung hinauf. 

»Ich habe herausgefunden, wer unser Klient ist«, rief ich und wollte mit meiner großen Neuigkeit her-ausplatzen. »Wahrhaftig, Holmes, es ist ...«

»Es ist ein treuer Freund und ritterlicher Gentleman«, sagte Holmes und hob Einhalt gebietend eine Hand. »Das soll uns jetzt und für immer genügen.«

Ich weiß nicht, auf welche Weise man sich des in-kriminierenden Buches bediente. Vielleicht hat Sir James die Sache bewerkstelligt. Andererseits ist es wahrscheinlicher, daß eine so delikate Aufgabe dem Vater der jungen Lady anvertraut wurde. Die Wirkung jedenfalls war ganz wie erwünscht. Drei Tage später erschien in der  Morning Post  ein Artikel, der verlautbarte, daß die Eheschließung zwischen Baron Adelbert Gruner und Miss Violet de Merville nicht Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.015
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stattfinden werde. Dasselbe Blatt brachte auch das erste polizeigerichtliche Verhör23 im Verfahren gegen Miss Kitty Winter aufgrund der schweren Anklage wegen Vitriolspritzens. Während der Verhandlung kamen jedoch derartig mildernde Umstände an den Tag, daß das Gericht, wie man sich erinnern wird, die geringste Strafe verhängte, die bei einem solchen Vergehen möglich war. Sherlock Holmes drohte eine Strafverfolgung wegen Einbruchs; aber wenn der Zweck gut und der Klient illuster genug ist, wird sogar die starre britische Rechtsprechung human und elastisch. Mein Freund hat bis jetzt noch nicht auf der Anklagebank gesessen. 
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Der erbleichte Soldat

Die Ideen meines Freundes Watson sind begrenzt, aber um so hartnäckiger hält er an ihnen fest. Seit langem schon drängt er mich, eines meiner Erlebnisse einmal selbst niederzuschreiben. Womöglich habe ich diese Aufsässigkeit ein wenig provoziert, da ich schon oft Ursache hatte, ihn auf die Oberflächlichkeit seiner Darstellungen hinzuweisen und ihn dafür zu tadeln, daß er dem Massengeschmack willfahre, anstatt sich streng an Fakten und Personen zu halten. »Versuchen Sie es doch selbst, Holmes!« gab er darauf zurück, und ich muß bekennen, daß ich nun, die Feder in der Hand, doch einzusehen beginne, daß der Stoff auf eine Weise präsentiert werden muß, die das Interesse des Lesers zu wecken vermag. Diesen Zweck kann die folgende Begebenheit kaum verfehlen, da sie zu den seltsamsten Fällen meiner Sammlung zählt – auch wenn sich zufälligerweise darüber nichts in Watsons Sammlung findet. Wo ich schon von meinem alten Freund und Biographen spreche, möchte ich die Gelegenheit ergreifen, um folgendes anzumerken: Wenn ich mich bei meinen vielfältigen kleinen Untersuchungen mit einem Begleiter belastet habe, so nicht etwa aus Gefühlsduselei oder aus einer Kaprice heraus, sondern weil Watson einige bemerkenswerte Eigen-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.017
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schaften besitzt, denen er – bescheiden, wie er ist – in seiner übertriebenen Wertschätzung meiner Leistungen bisher nur geringe Beachtung geschenkt hat. Ein Verbündeter, der einem Schlußfolgerungen und Vorgehensweise vorwegnimmt, ist immer gefährlich; aber jemand, dem jede Entwicklung stets als Überraschung daherkommt und dem die Zukunft allzeit ein versiegeltes Buch ist, stellt in der Tat einen idealen Gehilfen dar. 

Meinem Notizbuch entnehme ich, daß ich im Januar 1903, just nach Beendigung des Burenkrieges24, Besuch von Mr. James M. Dodd erhielt, einem gro-

ßen, frischen, sonnengebräunten und aufrechten Briten. Der gute Watson hatte mich damals um einer Gattin willen verlassen, im Lauf unserer Kameradschaft die einzige eigennützige Tat, deren ich mich entsinnen kann. Ich war allein. 

Gewöhnlich sitze ich mit dem Rücken zum Fenster und plaziere meine Besucher auf den Stuhl gegenüber, wo das Licht voll auf sie fällt. Mr. James M. Dodd schien ein wenig in Verlegenheit, wie das Gespräch zu beginnen sei. Ich machte keinen Versuch, ihm zu helfen, denn sein Schweigen ließ mir mehr Zeit zur Beobachtung. Es hat sich als klug erwiesen, die Klienten mit einer Kostprobe meiner Fähigkeiten zu beeindrucken, daher teilte ich ihm einige meiner Schluß-

folgerungen mit. 
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»Aus Südafrika, Sir, stelle ich fest.«

»Ja, Sir«, antwortete er ziemlich überrascht. 

»Imperial Yeomanry25, nehme ich an.«

»Genau.«

»Middlesex Corps, ohne Zweifel.«

»So ist es. Mr. Holmes, Sie sind ja ein Hexenmeister.«

Ich lächelte über seine verblüffte Miene. 

»Wenn ein kräftig wirkender Gentleman mein Zimmer betritt, mit einer Gesichtsbräune, wie sie die englische Sonne niemals erzeugen könnte, und mit dem Taschentuch im Ärmel statt in der Tasche, fällt es nicht schwer, ihn einzuordnen. Sie tragen einen kurzen Bart, was zeigt, daß Sie kein Berufssoldat waren. 

Sie sehen aus wie ein Reiter. Was Middlesex betrifft, so hat mir bereits Ihre Karte verraten, daß Sie ein Börsenmakler aus der Throgmorton Street sind. Welchem Regiment sollten Sie sonst angehören?«

»Sie sehen alles.«

»Ich sehe nicht mehr als Sie, aber ich habe mir angewöhnt zu Beachten, was ich sehe. Wie auch immer, Mr. Dodd, Sie sind heute morgen nicht zu mir gekommen, um die Wissenschaft der Beobachtung zu erörtern. Was ist denn in Tuxbury Old Park geschehen?«

»Mr. Holmes ...!«

»Mein lieber Sir, daran gibt es nichts Geheimnisvolles. Ihr Schreiben trug diesen Briefkopf, und da Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.019
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Sie die Dringlichkeit unseres Treffens betont haben, war klar, daß sich etwas Unvorhergesehenes und Bedeutsames ereignet hatte.«

»Ja, allerdings. Aber ich habe den Brief am Nachmittag geschrieben, und seitdem ist eine ganze Menge passiert. Wenn Colonel Emsworth mich nicht rausge-worfen hätte ...«

»Rausgeworfen!«

»Naja, darauf lief es jedenfalls hinaus. Er ist ein eisenharter Bursche, dieser Colonel Emsworth. Der größte Leuteschinder in der Armee seinerzeit, und damals herrschte sowieso schon ein rauher Umgangston. 

Wenn es nicht um Godfrey gegangen wäre, hätte ich mir das Benehmen des Colonels nicht gefallen lassen.«

Ich zündete mir meine Pfeife an und lehnte mich in den Stuhl zurück. 

»Vielleicht erklären Sie mir bitte, wovon Sie sprechen.«

Mein Klient grinste verschmitzt. 

»Ich war schon drauf und dran zu glauben, daß Sie alles wissen, ohne daß man Ihnen was erzählt«, sagte er. »Aber ich will Ihnen berichten, was passiert ist, und ich hoffe zu Gott, daß Sie mir sagen können, was das zu bedeuten hat. Die ganze Nacht habe ich wachgelegen und mir den Kopf zerbrochen, und je mehr ich nachdenke, um so unglaublicher wird die Ge-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.020
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schichte. 

Als ich im Januar 1901 eingerückt bin – genau vor zwei Jahren –, gehörte der junge Godfrey Emsworth bereits derselben Schwadron an. Er ist der einzige Sohn von Colonel Emsworth – Emsworth, dem Trä-

ger des Krimkrieg-Viktoria-Kreuzes26 –, er hat Kämpferblut, und so war es kein Wunder, daß er als Freiwilliger diente. Es gab im Regiment keinen feineren Burschen. Wir schlössen Freundschaft – jene Art von Freundschaft, die sich nur entwickeln kann, wenn man das gleiche Leben führt und die gleichen Freuden und Sorgen teilt. Er war mein Kamerad – und das bedeutet in der Armee eine ganze Menge. Ein Jahr lang, in dem hart gekämpft wurde, sind wir zusammen durch dick und dünn gegangen. Dann traf ihn eine Kugel aus einer Elefantenbüchse, im Gefecht bei Diamond Hill, hinter Pretoria. Ich bekam einen Brief aus dem Hospital in Kapstadt und einen aus Southampton. Seitdem kein Wort mehr – nicht ein einziges Wort, Mr. Holmes, seit über sechs Monaten, und er war doch mein bester Kumpel. 

Tja, als der Krieg vorüber war und wir alle zurückkehrten, habe ich seinem Vater geschrieben und mich erkundigt, wo Godfrey sich aufhält. Keine Antwort. 

Ich habe ein bißchen abgewartet und dann noch mal geschrieben. Diesmal bekam ich eine Antwort, kurz und schroff. Godfrey befinde sich auf einer Weltreise Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.021
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und werde kaum vor einem Jahr zurück sein. Das war alles. 

Mir hat das nicht genügt, Mr. Holmes. Die ganze Geschichte kam mir so verdammt unnatürlich vor. Er ist ein anständiger Kerl und würde einen Kumpel nicht einfach so fallenlassen. Das sähe ihm nicht ähnlich. Und ich wußte eben auch, daß er einmal eine Menge Geld erben wird, und außerdem, daß sein Vater und er nicht besonders gut miteinander auskä-

men. Der Alte sei manchmal ein Tyrann, und der junge Godfrey habe zu viel Temperament, um sich das gefallen zu lassen. Nein, mir hat das nicht genügt, und ich beschloß, der Sache auf den Grund zu gehen. 

Es ergab sich allerdings, daß ich – nach zweijähriger Abwesenheit – noch eine Menge Ordnung in meine eigenen Angelegenheiten bringen mußte, und deshalb konnte ich mich erst diese Woche wieder mit dem Fall Godfrey beschäftigen. Aber seitdem möchte ich alles übrige liegen lassen, bis die Sache endlich ausgestanden ist.«

Mr. James M. Dodd schien zu der Sorte Mensch zu gehören, die man wohl besser zum Freund denn zum Feind hat. Seine blauen Augen blickten entschlossen, während er sprach, und seine kantigen Kiefer bissen fest aufeinander. 

»Und, was haben Sie unternommen?« fragte ich. 

»Mein erster Schritt war, zu ihm nach Hause zu Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.022
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gehen, nach Tuxbury Old Park bei Bedford, um einmal selbst das Gelände zu sondieren. Zu diesem Zweck habe ich mich schriftlich bei seiner Mutter angemeldet – von dem Bärbeißer von Vater hatte ich die Nase ziemlich voll – und machte einen sauberen Frontalangriff: Godfrey sei mein Stubengenosse, mir liege sehr viel daran, ihr von unseren gemeinsamen Erlebnissen zu erzählen, ich hielte mich gerade in der Gegend auf, ob sie etwas dagegen hätte, et cetera? 

Daraufhin bekam ich von ihr eine sehr liebenswürdige Antwort nebst einer Einladung, in ihrem Haus zu übernachten. Und das hat mich am Montag dorthin geführt. 

Tuxbury Old Hall liegt völlig abgeschieden – fünf Meilen ringsum nirgendwo ein Ort. Am Bahnhof war kein Wagen, und so mußte ich mit meinem Koffer zu Fuß losziehen; es war schon fast dunkel, als ich ankam. Das Haus ist groß und weitläufig und es steht in einem ansehnlichen Park. Ich würde sagen, es setzt sieh aus allen möglichen Epochen und Stilarten zusammen; den Grundstock bildete wohl elisabethanisches Fachwerk27, und den Abschluß ein viktorianischer Säulengang. Innen war alles holzgetäfelt; an den Wänden hingen Teppiche und schon halb verblichene alte Gemälde – ein Haus der Schatten und Geheimnisse. Es gibt da einen Butler, den alten Ralph, der ungefähr so alt zu sein scheint wie das Haus, und seine Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.023
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Frau, die womöglich noch älter ist. Sie war Godfreys Amme gewesen, und ich habe ihn mit einer Zuneigung von ihr sprechen hören, die nur noch von der zu seiner Mutter übertroffen wurde; deshalb fühlte ich mich zu ihr hingezogen, trotzdem sie so komisch aussah. Auch die Mutter gefiel mir – eine sanfte kleine weiße Maus von einer Frau. Nur den Colonel konnte ich nicht leiden. 

Wir sind auch sofort ein bißchen aneinandergera-ten, und ich wäre zurück zum Bahnhof gelaufen, wenn ich nicht das Gefühl gehabt hätte, daß ihm das gerade recht gewesen wäre. Man hat mich gleich in sein Arbeitszimmer geführt, und dort traf ich ihn an –

einen riesigen Mann mit krummem Rücken, vergilbter Haut und einem zottigen grauen Bart; er saß hinter seinem Schreibtisch, auf dem alles kreuz und quer lag. Eine rotgeäderte Nase ragte wie ein Geierschna-bel aus dem Gesicht, und unter buschigen Augenbrauen funkelten mich zwei grimmige graue Augen an. Ich konnte nun verstehen, warum Godfrey so selten von seinem Vater gesprochen hatte. 

›Nun, Sir‹, schnarrte er. ›Ich würde ganz gern die wahren Gründe für diesen Besuch erfahren.‹

Ich antwortete, daß ich die schon in meinem Brief an seine Frau dargelegt hätte. 

›Ja, ja; Sie haben behauptet, daß Sie Godfrey in Afrika kennengelernt hätten. Als Beweis dafür haben Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.024
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wir natürlich nur Ihr Schreiben.‹

›Ich habe seine Briefe in der Tasche.‹

›Lassen Sie die doch freundlicherweise mal sehen.‹

Er warf einen flüchtigen Blick auf die beiden, die ich ihm reichte; dann warf er sie mir wieder zu. 

›Also, worum geht es?‹ fragte er. 

›Ich mag Ihren Sohn Godfrey gern, Sir. Viele gemeinsame Erlebnisse und Erinnerungen verbinden uns. Ist es denn nicht natürlich, daß ich mich über sein plötzliches Schweigen wundere und wissen will, was aus ihm geworden ist?‹

›Ich entsinne mich recht deutlich, Sir, daß wir schon einmal miteinander korrespondierten und daß ich Ihnen bereits mitgeteilt habe, was aus ihm geworden ist. Er befindet sich auf einer Weltreise. Nach den Strapazen in Afrika war er in schlechter gesundheitli-cher Verfassung, und sowohl seine Mutter als auch ich waren der Auffassung, daß völlige Ruhe und Orts-wechsel erforderlich seien. Geben Sie freundlicherweise diese Erklärung auch an alle anderen Freunde weiter, die sich dafür womöglich interessieren.‹

›Gewiß‹, antwortete ich. ›Aber vielleicht hätten Sie noch die Güte, mir den Namen seines Dampfers und der Schiffahrtslinie nebst Abfahrtszeit anzugeben. Ich habe keinen Zweifel, daß ich dann in der Lage wäre, mit einem Brief an ihn durchzukommen.‹

Meine Bitte schien meinen Gastgeber ebenso zu Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.025
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verwirren wie zu ärgern. Seine großen Brauen senkten sich über die Augen, und er trommelte ungeduldig mit den Fingern auf den Tisch. Schließlich blickte er auf mit der Miene eines Schachspielers, der einen gefährlichen Zug seines Gegners bemerkt und sich entschieden hat, wie er ihn erwidern kann. 

›Manch einer, Mr. Dodd‹, sagte er, ›würde wohl Anstoß nehmen an Ihrer verteufelten Hartnäckigkeit und wäre der Meinung, dieser Starrsinn sei nichts anderes als eine verdammte Unverschämtheit.‹

›Das müssen Sie als Ausdruck meiner echten Zuneigung für Ihren Sohn sehen, Sir.‹

›Schon recht. Das habe ich Ihnen auch in hohem Maße zugute gehalten. Dennoch muß ich Sie bitten, diese Nachforschungen einzustellen. Jede Familie hat ihre ureigensten Erfahrungen und Beweggründe, die man einem Außenstehenden nicht immer erklären kann, so gut seine Absichten auch sein mögen. Meiner Frau liegt viel daran, etwas über Godfreys Vergangenheit zu erfahren; Sie können ihr gern davon er-zählen, aber ich möchte Sie bitten, Gegenwart und Zukunft aus dem Spiel zu lassen. Solche Nachforschungen dienen keinem nützlichen Zweck, Sir; sie bringen uns nur in eine peinliche und schwierige Lage.‹

Damit war ich also in eine Sackgasse geraten, Mr. 

Holmes. Es gab kein Weiterkommen. Ich konnte nur Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.026
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so tun, als ob ich mich mit der Situation abfände, und innerlich ein Gelübde ablegen, daß ich erst ruhen würde, wenn sich das Schicksal meines Freundes aufgeklärt hätte. Es war ein trübseliger Abend. Wir spei-sten ruhig zu dritt, in einem düsteren, verblichenen alten Zimmer. Die Lady fragte mich eifrig über ihren Sohn aus, aber der Alte schien mürrisch und niedergedrückt. Die ganze Prozedur hat mich derartig gelangweilt, daß ich mich, so rasch wie mir schicklicher-weise möglich war, entschuldigte und mich auf mein Zimmer zurückzog. Es war ein großer, kahler Raum im Erdgeschoß, so düster wie der Rest des Hauses, aber wenn man ein Jahr lang in der südafrikanischen Steppe geschlafen hat, Mr. Holmes, ist man nicht allzu wählerisch mit seinem Quartier. Ich zog die Vorhänge auseinander, schaute hinaus in den Garten und stellte fest, daß es eine schöne Nacht mit einem hell scheinenden Halbmond war. Dann setzte ich mich ans prasselnde Kaminfeuer, stellte die Lampe neben mich auf einen Tisch und versuchte, mich mit einem Roman abzulenken. Ich wurde allerdings ge-stört von Ralph, dem alten Butler, der mit frischem Nachschub an Kohlen hereinkam. 

›Ich dachte, die könnten Ihnen über Nacht vielleicht ausgehen, Sir. Wir haben rauhes Wetter, und diese Räume sind kalt.‹

Er zögerte etwas, bevor er wieder hinausging, und Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.027
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als ich mich umschaute, stand er da und sah mich mit einem nachdenklichen Ausdruck auf seinem runzligen Gesicht an. 

›Verzeihung, Sir, aber es ließ sich nicht vermeiden, mit anzuhören, was Sie bei Tisch über den jungen Master Godfrey gesagt haben. Sie wissen, Sir, daß meine Frau seine Amme war, und deshalb darf ich wohl sagen, daß ich sein Pflegevater bin. Die Sache interessiert uns natürlich. Und Sie sagen, er hat sich gut gehalten, Sir?‹

›Es gab keinen mutigeren Mann im Regiment. Er hat mich einmal aus dem Gewehrfeuer der Buren her-ausgeschleppt – sonst säße ich wahrscheinlich nicht hier.‹

Der alte Butler rieb sich die mageren Hände. 

›Ja, Sir, ja, das ist Master Godfrey, wie er leibt und lebt. Er war schon immer tapfer. Im Park gibt es nicht einen Baum, Sir, auf den er nicht geklettert ist. Nichts konnte ihn aufhalten. Er war ein feiner Junge, und –

oh, Sir, er war ein feiner Mann.‹

Ich fuhr hoch. 

›Hören Sie!‹ rief ich. ›Sie sagen, er  war.  Sie reden, als ob er tot wäre. Was hat diese ganze Geheimniskrämerei zu bedeuten? Was ist mit Godfrey Emsworth geschehen?‹

Ich packte den Alten an der Schulter, aber er drehte sich weg. 

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.028
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›Ich weiß nicht, was Sie meinen, Sir. Fragen Sie den Herrn nach Master Godfrey. Er weiß Bescheid. 

Mir kommt es nicht zu, mich einzumischen.‹

Er war im Begriff, den Raum zu verlassen, aber ich hielt ihn am Arm fest. 

›Hören Sie‹, sagte ich. ›Eine Frage werden Sie mir noch beantworten, bevor Sie gehen, und wenn ich Sie die ganze Nacht festhalten muß. Ist Godfrey tot?‹

Er konnte mir nicht in die Augen sehen. Er war wie hypnotisiert. Nur mühsam ging ihm die Antwort über die Lippen. Sie war schrecklich und unvermutet. 

›Ich wünschte bei Gott, er wäre es!‹ rief er; dann riß er sich los und stürzte aus dem Zimmer. 

Sie können sich denken, Mr. Holmes, daß ich in nicht gerade glücklicher Verfassung zu meinem Stuhl zurückgegangen bin. Die Worte des Alten schienen mir nur eine Erklärung zuzulassen. Offenbar war mein Freund in irgendwelche kriminelle oder zumindest unehrenhafte Geschäfte verwickelt, die den guten Ruf der Familie antasteten. Der strenge alte Herr hatte seinen Sohn fortgeschickt und vor der Welt versteckt, damit kein Skandal ans Licht käme. Godfrey war ein unbekümmerter Bursche. Er ließ sich leicht beeinflussen von seiner Umgebung. Ohne Zweifel war er in üble Gesellschaft geraten und ins Verderben gestürzt worden. Eine traurige Geschichte, wenn das wirklich zutraf; aber selbst dann war es meine Pflicht, ihn auf-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.029
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zuspüren und zu sehen, ob ich ihm helfen konnte. 

Voll Sorge grübelte ich gerade über die Sache nach, als ich hochsah und Godfrey Emsworth vor mir stand.«

Mein Klient hatte wie in tiefer Erregung innegehalten. 

»Bitte fahren Sie fort«, sagte ich. »Ihr Problem weist einige sehr ungewöhnliche Merkmale auf.«

»Er stand draußen vor dem Fenster, Mr. Holmes, das Gesicht gegen die Scheibe gepreßt. Ich habe Ihnen ja schon erzählt, daß ich in die Nacht hinausgeschaut hatte. Danach ließ ich die Vorhänge ein Stück weit offen. Und von dieser Öffnung wurde seine Gestalt eingerahmt. Das Fenster reichte bis zum Boden, und ich konnte sie in ihrer ganzen Länge erkennen; aber es war das Gesicht, was meinen Blick in Bann hielt. Es war totenbleich – noch nie habe ich einen so blassen Mann gesehen. Vermutlich sehen Gespenster so aus, aber seine Augen trafen auf meine, und es waren die Augen eines lebenden Menschen. Als er merkte, daß ich ihn anschaute, sprang er zurück und verschwand in die Dunkelheit. 

Es war etwas Erschreckendes an dem Mann, Mr. 

Holmes. Es war nicht nur dieses grausige Gesicht, das so käsebleich in der Dunkelheit schimmerte. Es war noch was dahinter: etwas Verstohlenes, Heimliches, Schuldbewußtes – etwas, was zu dem aufrichtigen, Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.030
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mannhaften Burschen, den ich gekannt hatte, überhaupt nicht paßte. Es hinterließ in mir ein Gefühl des Grauens. 

Aber wenn man ein oder zwei Jahre als Soldat mit Kamerad Bure Krieg gespielt hat, dann behält man die Nerven und handelt schnell. Godfrey war kaum verschwunden, als ich auch schon am Fenster war. 

Der Griff klemmte, und es dauerte ein Weilchen, bis ich es aufreißen konnte. Dann flitzte ich durch und rannte den Gartenweg hinunter, in die Richtung, die er meiner Meinung nach eingeschlagen haben könnte. 

Der Weg war lang, und es war nicht sehr hell, doch mir war so, als ob sich vor mir etwas bewegte. Ich rannte weiter und rief seinen Namen, aber es hatte keinen Zweck. Als ich das Ende des Weges erreichte, zweigten da mehrere andere Pfade zu verschiedenen Gartenhäusern ab. Ich blieb unschlüssig stehen, und da hörte ich deutlich das Geräusch einer sich schlie-

ßenden Tür. Es kam nicht von hinten aus dem Haus, sondern irgendwo aus der Dunkelheit vor mir. Das genügte, Mr. Holmes, um mich davon zu überzeugen, daß das, was ich gesehen hatte, keine Vision war. 

Godfrey war vor mir weggelaufen und hatte eine Tür hinter sich zugemacht. Dessen war ich mir sicher. 

Mehr konnte ich nicht tun, und ich verbrachte eine unruhige Nacht, wobei ich mir die Sache durch den Kopf gehen ließ und versuchte, eine zu den Tatsachen Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.031
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passende Theorie zu finden. Am nächsten Tag kam mir der Colonel etwas versöhnlicher vor, und als seine Frau die Bemerkung machte, daß es in der Umgebung einige Sehenswürdigkeiten gebe, nutzte ich die Gelegenheit zu fragen, ob ihnen eine weitere Übernachtung sehr ungelegen käme. Die etwas wider-willige Zustimmung des Alten gewährte mir einen ganzen Tag, an dem ich meine Beobachtungen machen konnte. Ich war schon völlig davon überzeugt, daß sich Godfrey irgendwo in der Nähe versteckt hielt; aber wo und warum blieb noch herauszufinden. 

Das Haus ist so groß und weitläufig, daß man darin ein Regiment verstecken könnte, ohne daß jemand was merkt. Wenn sich dort das Geheimnis verbarg, würde es mir schwerfallen, es zu ergründen. Aber die Tür, die ich zugehen gehört hatte, befand sich mit Sicherheit nicht im Haus. Ich mußte also den Garten auskundschaften und sehen, was ich herausfinden konnte. Das war ohne weiteres möglich; die alten Leutchen waren nämlich mit sich selbst beschäftigt und kümmerten sich nicht um mich. 

Es gibt mehrere kleine Nebengebäude, aber am Gartenende befindet sich ein einzelnes, ziemlich gro-

ßes – groß genug, um einem Gärtner oder Wildheger als Wohnung zu dienen. War das vielleicht die Stelle, von der das Geräusch der zugehenden Tür gekommen war? Ich ging so unbekümmert darauf zu, als ob ich Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.032
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ziellos im Gelände herumspazierte. Als ich mich nä-

herte, kam ein kleiner, lebhafter, bärtiger Mann heraus, in einem schwarzen Mantel und mit einer Melone auf dem Kopf – ganz und gar nicht der Typ eines Gärtners. Zu meiner Überraschung schloß er die Tür hinter sich ab und steckte den Schlüssel ein. Dann schaute er mich ziemlich verblüfft an. 

›Sind Sie hier zu Besuch?‹ fragte er. 

Ich bejahte und erklärte, ich sei ein Freund von Godfrey. 

›Wie schade, daß er verreist ist; er hätte sich nämlich bestimmt gefreut, mich zu sehen‹, fuhr ich fort. 

›Ja doch. Ganz bestimmt‹, sagte er mit einer etwas schuldbewußten Miene. ›Aber Ihr Besuch läßt sich zweifellos zu einem günstigeren Zeitpunkt wiederholen.‹ Er ging weiter, doch als ich mich umdrehte, bemerkte ich, daß er am anderen Ende des Gartens, halb verdeckt von den Lorbeerbüschen, stehenblieb und mich beobachtete. 

Als ich an dem kleinen Haus vorbeikam, schaute ich es mir gut an; die Fenster waren mit schweren Gardinen verhängt, und soweit man etwas erkennen konnte, war es leer. Womöglich würde ich mir mein eigenes Spiel verderben und sogar aus dem Haus gewiesen werden, wenn ich allzu keck vorginge; denn ich war mir bewußt, daß ich immer noch beobachtet wurde. Ich schlenderte also zum Haus zurück und Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.033
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wartete die Nacht ab, ehe ich meine Untersuchungen fortsetzte. Als alles dunkel und still war, schlüpfte ich aus meinem Fenster und begab mich so leise wie möglich zu dem mysteriösen Gartenhäuschen. 

Ich habe schon erwähnt, daß die Fenster mit schweren Gardinen verhängt waren, aber nun waren auch noch die Läden geschlossen. Durch einen drang jedoch etwas Licht, daher konzentrierte ich mich auf dieses Fenster. Ich hatte Glück; die Gardine war nämlich nicht ganz zugezogen, und der Laden hatte eine Ritze, so daß ich ins Zimmer hineinsehen konnte. Es war eine recht freundliche Unterkunft, mit heller Lampe und flackerndem Kaminfeuer. Mir gegenüber saß der kleine Mann, den ich morgens getroffen hatte. 

Er rauchte Pfeife und las eine Zeitung ...«

»Was für eine Zeitung?« fragte ich. 

Mein Klient schien sich über die Unterbrechung seines Berichtes zu ärgern. 

»Spielt das eine Rolle?« fragte er. 

»Es ist von größter Bedeutung.«

»Ich habe wirklich nicht darauf geachtet.«

»Vielleicht haben Sie bemerkt, ob es eine großfor-matige Tageszeitung war oder eine kleinere von der Art der Wochenblätter.«

»Jetzt, wo Sie es erwähnen – sie war nicht groß. Es könnte der  Spectator  gewesen sein. Wie auch immer, ich habe solchen Details nur geringe Beachtung ge-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.034
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schenkt; ein zweiter Mann saß nämlich da, mit dem Rücken zum Fenster, und ich könnte schwören, daß es sich bei diesem zweiten Mann um Godfrey handelte. Sein Gesicht konnte ich zwar nicht sehen, aber die Neigung seiner Schultern war ja ein altgewohnter Anblick für mich. Er saß dem Kaminfeuer zugekehrt und stützte den Kopf auf den Ellbogen; diese Haltung hatte etwas sehr Melancholisches. Ich war noch unschlüssig, was ich tun sollte, als ich einen harten Schlag auf die Schulter bekam und Colonel Emsworth neben mir stand. 

›Hier entlang, Sir!‹ sagte er mit gedämpfter Stimme. Schweigend ging er zum Haus, und ich folgte ihm auf mein Zimmer. In der Halle hatte er noch einen Fahrplan mitgenommen. 

›Um acht Uhr dreißig geht ein Zug nach London‹, sagte er. ›Der Wagen steht um acht am Tor.‹

Er war weiß vor Wut, und ich fühlte mich tatsächlich so elend, daß ich nur noch ein paar zusammenhanglose Entschuldigungen stammeln konnte; ich versuchte mich zu rechtfertigen, indem ich die Sorge um meinen Freund geltend machte. 

›Die Sache steht außer jeder Diskussion‹, sagte er schroff. ›Sie haben sich auf höchst verwerfliche Weise in die Privatsphäre unserer Familie eingemischt. Sie waren als Gast hier und haben sich wie ein Schnüffler benommen. Ich habe Ihnen nichts mehr Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.035
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zu sagen, Sir, außer daß ich nicht wünsche, Sie jemals wiederzusehen.‹

Bei diesen Worten habe ich die Fassung verloren, Mr. Holmes, und ich sprach wohl ziemlich hitzig. 

›Ich habe Ihren Sohn gesehen, und ich bin überzeugt, daß Sie ihn aus irgendwelchen nur Ihnen bekannten Gründen vor der Welt verstecken. Ich habe keine Ahnung, warum Sie ihn derartig von der Au-

ßenwelt abschneiden, aber ich bin sicher, daß er kein freier Mensch mehr ist. Ich mache Sie darauf aufmerksam, Colonel Emsworth, daß ich von dem Versuch, dem Geheimnis auf den Grund zu kommen, erst ablassen werde, wenn ich von Sicherheit und Wohlergehen meines Freundes überzeugt bin, und ich werde mich von dem, was Sie äußern oder tun könnten, keineswegs einschüchtern lassen.‹

Der alte Knabe machte ein Gesicht wie ein Teufel, und ich dachte wirklich, er sei drauf und dran, mich anzugreifen. Ich habe ja schon erwähnt, daß er ein hagerer, grimmiger alter Riese ist, und obwohl ich kein Schwächling bin, hätte ich bestimmt Mühe gehabt, mich gegen ihn zu behaupten. Wie auch immer, nach einem langen wütenden Blick machte er auf dem Absatz kehrt und ging aus dem Zimmer. Was mich betrifft, so nahm ich den erwähnten Morgenzug, fest entschlossen, Sie nach einer schriftlichen Anmeldung sofort aufzusuchen und um Rat und Hilfe zu bitten.«
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Dies also war das Problem, das mir mein Besucher vorlegte. Seine Lösung bot, wie der gewitzte Leser längst gemerkt haben wird, nur geringe Schwierigkeiten, denn die Zahl der Möglichkeiten, die ausgeschlossen werden mußten, um zum Kern der Sache vorzustoßen, war sehr begrenzt. Bei aller Einfachheit mögen einige interessante und ungewöhnliche Einzelheiten des Problems seine Protokollierung dennoch rechtfertigen. Ich begann nun, die Lösungsmöglichkeiten einzugrenzen, indem ich mich gewohnheitsgemäß der logischen Analyse bediente. 

»Die Bediensteten«, fragte ich, »wie viele gab es im Haus?«

»Soviel ich weiß, sind da nur der alte Butler und seine Frau. Man lebt anscheinend sehr einfach.«

»Dann gab es also keinen Diener in dem Gartenhaus?«

»Nein, es sei denn, der kleine Mann mit dem Bart hätte diese Funktion. Aber der sah eher wie eine hö-

hergestellte Person aus.«

»Das gibt doch sehr zu denken. Bestanden irgendwelche Hinweise dafür, daß Nahrungsmittel vom einen Haus zum anderen befördert wurden?«

»Jetzt, wo Sie es erwähnen – ich habe in der Tat gesehen, wie der alte Ralph den Gartenweg in Richtung dieses Häuschens hinuntergegangen ist und dabei einen Korb getragen hat. Der Gedanke an Nah-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.037
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rungsmittel ist mir dabei allerdings nicht gekommen.«

»Haben Sie in der Ortschaft irgendwelche Erkundigungen eingezogen?«

»Ja. Ich habe mit dem Stationsvorsteher gesprochen und außerdem mit dem Wirt des Dorfgasthauses. 

Ich habe sie einfach gefragt, ob sie etwas über meinen alten Kameraden Godfrey Emsworth wüßten. Beide versicherten mir, daß er sich auf einer Weltreise befinde. Fast unmittelbar nach seiner Heimkehr sei er wieder aufgebrochen. Diese Geschichte wird offenbar allgemein akzeptiert.«

»Sie haben nichts von Ihrem Verdacht erwähnt?«

»Nein.«

»Das war sehr vernünftig. Die Sache sollte zweifellos untersucht werden. Ich fahre mit Ihnen zurück nach Tuxbury Old Park.«

»Heute?«

Zufällig war ich just zur gleichen Zeit mit der Aufklärung jenes Falles beschäftigt, den mein Freund Watson als ›Die Abtei-Schule‹ geschildert hat28 und in den der Herzog von Greyminster so tief verwickelt war. Außerdem hatte ich vom türkischen Sultan einen Auftrag, der nach sofortiger Erledigung verlangte, da seine Vernachlässigung politische Konsequenzen von schwerwiegendster Art zeitigen konnte. Daher war ich, wie mein Tagebuch vermerkt, erst zu Beginn der nächsten Woche in der Lage, mich in Begleitung von Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.038
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Mr. James M. Dodd auf den Weg nach Bedfordshire zu machen, um meinen Auftrag in Angriff zu nehmen. 

Als wir zur Euston Station fuhren, gesellte sich ein ernster und schweigsamer eisengrauer Gentleman zu uns, mit dem ich die nötigen Vereinbarungen getroffen hatte. 

»Das ist ein alter Freund«, sagte ich zu Dodd. 

»Möglicherweise ist seine Anwesenheit vollkommen überflüssig; andererseits kann sie aber auch von wesentlicher Bedeutung sein. Im Moment brauchen wir darauf nicht weiter einzugehen.«

Die Erzählungen Watsons haben den Leser zweifellos schon an die Tatsache gewöhnt, daß ich weder Worte verschwende noch meine Gedanken enthülle, solange ein Fall noch überdacht wird. Dodd schien überrascht, doch es wurde nichts mehr gesagt, und wir setzten zu dritt unsere Fahrt fort. Im Zug stellte ich Dodd dann noch eine Frage; mir lag daran, daß unser Reisebegleiter sie ebenfalls hörte. 

»Sie sagen, daß Sie das Gesicht Ihres Freundes ganz deutlich am Fenster gesehen haben – so deutlich, daß Sie von seiner Identität völlig überzeugt sind?«

»Ich habe überhaupt keinen Zweifel daran. Er hat die Nase gegen die Scheibe gepreßt. Das Lampenlicht fiel voll auf ihn.«

»Es hätte niemand sein können, der ihm ähnlich sah?«

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.039
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»Nein, nein; das war er selbst.«

»Aber Sie sagen doch, er sei verändert gewesen?«

»Nur die Hautfarbe. Sein Gesicht war – wie soll ich es beschreiben? – es war weiß wie ein Fischbauch. Es war wie gebleicht.«

»War es überall gleichmäßig blaß?«

»Ich glaube nicht. So deutlich habe ich ja nur seine Stirn gesehen, weil sie gegen die Scheibe gepreßt war.«

»Haben Sie ihn gerufen?«

»Ich war in dem Moment zu erschrocken und entsetzt. Dann bin ich ihm nachgerannt – wie ich Ihnen ja schon berichtet habe –, aber ohne Erfolg.«

Mein Fall war praktisch abgeschlossen; es bedurfte nur noch eines kleinen Details, um ihn abzurunden. 

Als wir nach ziemlich langer Fahrt bei dem seltsamen alten weitläufigen Haus, das mein Klient geschildert hatte, ankamen, öffnete uns Ralph, der ältliche Butler. 

Ich hatte den Wagen für den ganzen Tag gemietet und meinen älteren Freund gebeten, in ihm zu warten – es sei dehn, wir würden nach ihm rufen. Ralph, ein kleiner runzliger alter Knabe, trug die konventionelle Dienstkleidung: schwarzer Rock und grau gesprenkelte Hose – mit einer kuriosen Variante allerdings. Er hatte braune Lederhandschuhe an, die er bei unserem Anblick jedoch sofort abstreifte; als wir eintraten, legte er sie auf den Tisch in der Halle. Ich verfuge, Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.040
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wie mein Freund Watson wohl schon angemerkt hat, über ungewöhnlich scharfe Sinne; ein schwacher, aber beißender Geruch ließ sich wahrnehmen. Er schien von dem Tisch in der Halle auszugehen. Ich wandte mich um, legte meinen Hut dort ab, wischte ihn herunter und bückte mich, um ihn aufzuheben; dabei gelang es mir, meine Nase bis auf dreißig Zentimeter an die Handschuhe heranzubringen. Ja, unzweifelhaft waren sie die Quelle des seltsamen teerartigen Geruchs. Als ich ins Arbeitszimmer weiterging, hatte ich den Fall bereits gelöst. Ach, daß ich mir so in die Karten schauen lassen muß – nun, da ich meine Geschichte selbst erzähle! Denn nur indem Watson solche Glieder in der Kette zu verheimlichen pflegte, konnte er seine effekthascherischen Finale inszenie-ren. 

Colonel Emsworth war nicht in seinem Zimmer; auf Ralphs Anmeldung hin kam er jedoch ziemlich rasch herbei. Wir vernahmen seine schnellen, schweren Schritte im Flur. Die Tür flog auf, und mit gesträubtem Bart und verzerrter Miene stürmte er herein – der schrecklichste alte Mann, den ich jemals gesehen habe. Er hielt unsere Visitenkarten in der Hand; dann zerriß er sie und trampelte auf den Fetzen herum. 

»Habe ich Ihnen nicht gesagt, Sie elender Schnüffler, daß Sie Hausverbot haben? Wagen Sie es ja Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.041
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nicht, Ihre verwünschte Visage hier noch einmal blik-ken zu lassen! Wenn Sie noch einmal ohne meine Erlaubnis hier eindringen, mache ich von meinem Haus-recht Gebrauch, und wenn ich dabei Gewalt anwenden muß. Ich schieße Sie nieder, Sir! Bei Gott, das tue ich! Was Sie betrifft, Sir« – hierbei wandte er sich mir zu –, »so gilt die gleiche Warnung auch für Sie. 

Mir ist bekannt, was für einen nichtswürdigen Beruf Sie ausüben; aber Sie müssen sich für Ihre angeblichen Talente ein anderes Betätigungsfeld suchen. Hier ist dafür kein Platz.«

»Ich werde erst dann hier weggehen«, sagte mein Klient fest, »wenn ich aus Godfreys eigenem Mund erfahre, daß man ihn nicht gefangenhält.«

Unser unfreiwilliger Gastgeber läutete die Glocke. 

»Ralph«, sagte er, »rufen Sie die Grafschaftspolizei an und bitten Sie den Inspektor, uns zwei Polizisten zu schicken. Sagen Sie ihm, wir hätten Einbrecher im Haus.«

»Einen Augenblick«, sagte ich. »Sie müssen sich darüber im klaren sein, Mr. Dodd, daß Colonel Emsworth im Recht ist und daß wir uns außerhalb der Le-galität befinden, wenn wir in seinem Haus bleiben. 

Andererseits sollte er einsehen, daß Ihr Verhalten ausschließlich von der Sorge um seinen Sohn bestimmt ist. Ich wage allerdings zu hoffen, daß ich Colonel Emsworth zu einer Änderung seiner Ansicht bewegen Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.042
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könnte, wenn man mir gestattete, mich fünf Minuten mit ihm zu unterhalten.«

»So leicht ändern sich meine Ansichten nicht«, sagte der alte Kämpe. »Ralph, tun Sie, was ich Ihnen gesagt habe. Worauf, zum Teufel, warten Sie noch? 

Rufen Sie die Polizei an!«

»Nichts dergleichen«, sagte ich, indem ich mich mit dem Rücken zur Tür stellte. »Jede polizeiliche Einmischung würde genau die Katastrophe heraufbeschwören, die Sie so sehr furchten.« Ich zückte mein Notizbuch und kritzelte ein einzelnes Wort auf ein loses Blatt. »Das«, sagte ich, als ich es Colonel Emsworth reichte, »hat uns hierhergeführt.«

Er starrte das Geschriebene an, mit einem Gesicht, aus dem jeder Ausdruck, außer Verblüffung, gewichen war. 

»Woher wissen Sie das?« keuchte er, schwer auf seinen Stuhl sinkend. 

»Es ist meine Aufgabe, Bescheid zu wissen. Das gehört zu meinem Beruf.«

Er saß in tiefen Gedanken da, wobei er sich mit der hageren Hand den zottigen Bart zauste. Dann machte er eine resignierende Geste. 

»Na schön, wenn Sie Godfrey unbedingt sehen wollen – bitte sehr. Aber ich habe damit nichts zu tun; Sie haben mich dazu gezwungen. Ralph, richten Sie Mr. Godfrey und Mr. Kent aus, daß wir in fünf Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.043
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Minuten bei ihnen sind.«

Als diese Zeitspanne um war, gingen wir den Gartenweg hinunter, bis wir uns vor dem mysteriösen Haus an seinem Ende befanden. An der Tür stand ein kleiner bärtiger Mann mit ziemlich verblüfftem Gesichtsausdruck. 

»Das kommt etwas plötzlich, Colonel Emsworth«, sagte er. »Das wird unsere ganzen Pläne durcheinan-derbringen.«

»Ich kann nichts dafür, Mr. Kent. Man hat uns dazu gezwungen. Ist Mr. Godfrey bereit, uns zu empfangen?«

»Ja; er wartet drinnen schon.« Er drehte sich um und führte uns in ein großes, schlicht möbliertes Vorderzimmer. Ein Mann stand mit dem Rücken zum Kamin; bei seinem Anblick sprang mein Klient mit ausgestreckter Hand vor. 

»Na endlich, Godfrey, alter Junge! Bin ich froh!«

Doch der andere machte eine abwehrende Handbewegung. 

»Komm mir nicht zu nahe, Jimmie. Halt Abstand. 

Ja, da staunst du wohl! Ich seh nicht mehr ganz so schneidig aus wie der Vizekorporal Emsworth von der Schwadron B, wie?«

Sein Aussehen war in der Tat ungewöhnlich. Man konnte zwar erkennen, daß er einmal ein gutaussehender junger Mann gewesen war, mit scharf geschnitte-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.044
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nen, von der afrikanischen Sonne gebräunten Gesichtszügen; doch diese dunklere Oberfläche war übersät von seltsamen weißlichen Flecken, die seine Haut gebleicht hatten. 

»Deswegen reiß ich mich nicht um Besucher«, sagte er. »Bei dir macht's mir ja nichts aus, Jimmie; aber auf deinen Freund hätte ich verzichten können. 

Ich nehm an, es gibt einen guten Grund dafür; aber du erwischst mich in einer mißlichen Lage.«

»Ich wollte sichergehen, daß mit dir alles in Ordnung ist, Godfrey. Ich habe dich damals gesehen, als du nachts durchs Fenster zu mir reingeschaut hast; und ich konnte die Geschichte nicht eher ruhen lassen, als bis ich sie aufgeklärt hätte.«

»Der alte Ralph hat mir gesagt, daß du da bist, und ich mußte dich doch wenigstens mal angucken. Ich habe gehofft, du würdest mich nicht bemerken; als ich gehört habe, wie das Fenster aufging, mußte ich wieder in meine Höhle flitzen.«

»Aber warum denn, um Himmels willen?«

»Oh, das läßt sich schnell erzählen«, sagte er, sich eine Zigarette anzündend. »Du erinnerst dich doch an das Gefecht eines Morgens bei Buffelsspruit, hinter Pretoria, an der östlichen Eisenbahnlinie? Von meiner Verwundung hast du wohl gehört?«

»Ja, ich habe davon gehört, aber keine Einzelheiten erfahren.«

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.045
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»Drei von uns sind von den anderen abgeschnitten worden. Die Gegend war ja sehr zerklüftet, du erinnerst dich wahrscheinlich. Es waren Simpson – der Bursche, den wir ›Glatze Simpson‹ gerufen haben –, Anderson und ich. Wir wollten durch die Linie von Kamerad Bure schlüpfen; aber der hat im Hinterhalt gelauert und uns drei erwischt. Die anderen zwei sind gefallen. Ich habe eine Kugel durch die Schulter bekommen, aus einer Elefantenbüchse. Trotzdem habe ich mich an mein Pferd geklammert, und es ist noch etliche Meilen galoppiert, bevor ich ohnmächtig aus dem Sattel gerutscht bin. 

Als ich wieder zu mir kam, wurde es schon dunkel; dann habe ich mich hochgerappelt, obwohl mir ganz schwach und elend zumute war. Zu meiner Überraschung befand sich ganz in der Nähe ein Haus, ein ziemlich großes Haus mit breiter Veranda und vielen Fenstern. Es war verflucht kalt. Du erinnerst dich ja an diese klamme Kälte, die abends immer hereingebrochen ist, eine tödliche, krank machende Kälte –

ganz anders als ein frischer gesunder Frost. Na gut, ich war also durchgefroren bis auf die Knochen, und meine einzige Hoffnung schien darin zu liegen, dieses Haus zu erreichen. Taumelnd bin ich aufgestanden und habe mich vorwärtsgeschleppt, ohne recht zu wissen, was ich tue. Ich erinnere mich dunkel, daß ich langsam die Treppe hinaufgestiegen bin, durch eine Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.046
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weit geöffnete Tür in einen großen Raum mit mehreren Betten kam und mich mit einem Seufzer der Erleichterung auf eines davon geworfen habe. Es war ungemacht, aber das hat mich nicht im geringsten ge-kümmert. Ich habe mir das Bettzeug über den schlot-ternden Leib gezogen und war im Nu tief eingeschlafen. 

Als ich aufgewacht bin, war es Morgen, und es kam mir so vor, als finde ich mich statt in einer normalen Welt in einem seltsamen Albtraum wieder. 

Durch die großen, vorhanglosen Fenster flutet die afrikanische Sonne, und jedes Detail des geräumigen, kahlen, weißgetünchten Schlafsaals sticht scharf und deutlich hervor. Vor mir steht ein schmächtiges, zwergenhaftes Männchen mit einem riesigen knolligen Kopf; es schnattert ganz aufgeregt auf holländisch und wedelt dabei mit zwei fürchterlichen Händen, die wie braune Schwämme aussehen. Hinter ihm steht eine Gruppe von Leuten, die sich über die Situation anscheinend stark amüsieren; aber als ich sie mir angeschaut habe, ist es mir eiskalt über den Rücken gelaufen. Nicht einer von ihnen war ein normales menschliches Wesen. Alle waren sie verkrümmt oder aufgedunsen oder auf seltsame Weise verunstaltet. 

Das Gelächter dieser fremdartigen Ungeheuer hat sich schauerlich angehört. 

Anscheinend konnte keiner von ihnen Englisch, Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.047
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aber die Situation mußte geklärt werden – die Kreatur mit dem großen Kopf wurde nämlich immer rasender vor Zorn; er schrie wie ein wildes Tier, hatte seine verformten Hände auf mich gelegt und war drauf und dran, mich aus dem Bett zu zerren, ohne darauf zu achten, daß meine Wunde wieder blutete. Das kleine Monster war stark wie ein Bulle, und ich weiß nicht, was es mit mir angestellt hätte, wenn nicht ein älterer Mann, der offensichtlich Autorität besaß, durch den Lärm in den Saal gelockt Worden wäre. Er spricht ein paar strenge Worte auf holländisch, und mein Peiniger zieht sich zurück. Dann wendet er sich mir zu und starrt mich dabei höchst verblüfft an. 

›Wie in aller Welt sind Sie hierhergekommen?‹

fragt er verwundert. ›Moment mal. Jetzt seh ich's erst, Sie sind ja völlig erschöpft, und Ihre verwundete Schulter muß versorgt werden. Ich bin Arzt, ich werde Sie gleich mal verbinden. Aber, Mann Gottes, Sie sind hier in weit größerer Gefahr als auf dem Schlachtfeld! Dies ist ein Leprahospital, und Sie haben im Bett eines Aussätzigen geschlafen.‹

Muß ich dir noch mehr erzählen, Jimmie? Anscheinend waren diese armen Geschöpfe angesichts der herannahenden Schlacht tags zuvor evakuiert worden. 

Danach, als die Briten vorgerückt sind, hat ihr ärztlicher Aufseher sie wieder zurückgebracht; er hat mir versichert, daß er sich zwar für immun gegen die Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.048
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Krankheit hält, aber trotzdem nie gewagt hätte, was ich getan habe. Er hat mich in ein Einzelzimmer gelegt und freundlich behandelt; nach ungefähr einer Woche wurde ich ins allgemeine Hospital in Pretoria überführt. 

Jetzt kennst du also meine Tragödie. Ich habe verzweifelt gehofft; erst als ich schon nach Hause zu-rückgekehrt war, haben mir die schrecklichen Zeichen, die du auf meinem Gesicht siehst, verraten, daß ich nicht davongekommen bin. Was sollte ich tun? 

Ich befand mich in diesem einsamen Haus. Wir hatten zwei Angestellte, auf die wir uns völlig verlassen konnten. Ein Häuschen war vorhanden, in dem ich wohnen konnte. Mr. Kent, ein Wundarzt, war bereit, unter dem Siegel der Verschwiegenheit bei mir zu bleiben. So gesehen, war der Plan ziemlich einfach. 

Die Alternative war furchtbar – lebenslange Isolierung, unter fremden Menschen; und ohne Hoffnung, jemals wieder freizukommen. Allerdings war absolute Geheimhaltung nötig, sonst hätte es selbst in dieser ruhigen Gegend einen Aufschrei der Empörung gegeben, und ich wäre in mein grausiges Schicksal getrieben worden. Sogar du, Jimmie – sogar du mußtest im dunkeln gelassen werden. Warum mein Vater jetzt nachgegeben hat, kann ich mir nicht erklären.«

Colonel Emsworth deutete auf mich. 

»Das ist der Gentleman, der mich dazu gezwungen Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.049
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hat.« Er entfaltete den Zettel, auf den ich das Wort

»Lepra« geschrieben hatte. »Ich dachte mir, wenn er schon so viel weiß, ist es sicherer, wenn er gleich alles weiß.«

»Ganz recht«, sagte ich. »Wer weiß, ob es nicht sogar sein Gutes hat? Ich nehme an, daß nur Mr. Kent den Patienten gesehen hat. Darf ich fragen, Sir, ob derartige Krankheiten, die, soviel ich weiß, tropischer oder subtropischer Natur sind, zu Ihrem Fachgebiet gehören?«

»Ich besitze die herkömmlichen Kenntnisse eines ausgebildeten Mediziners«, bemerkte er etwas steif. 

»Ich hege nicht den geringsten Zweifel an Ihrer Kompetenz, Sir, aber Sie werden mir gewiß zustimmen, daß es in einem solchen Fall von Nutzen wäre, einen zweiten Gutachter heranzuziehen. Das haben Sie bisher unterlassen, weil Sie vermutlich befürchteten, daß man dann den Patienten zwangsweise isolieren könnte.«

»So ist es«, sagte Colonel Emsworth. 

»Ich habe die Situation vorausgesehen«, erklärte ich, »und deshalb einen Freund mitgebracht, auf dessen Diskretion man sich absolut verlassen kann. Ich konnte ihm einmal von Berufs wegen helfen, und er ist bereit, Sie eher als Freund denn als Spezialist zu beraten. Sein Name ist Sir James Saunders.«

Die Überraschung und Freude, die die Aussicht auf Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.050
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eine Zusammenkunft mit Lord Roberts29 bei einem frischgebackenen Offizier ausgelöst hätte, wäre nicht größer gewesen als die, die sich nun auf Mr. Kents Gesicht spiegelte. 

»Das ist eine große Ehre«, murmelte er. 

»Dann werde ich Sir James bitten, hierher zu kommen. Er wartet gegenwärtig noch im Wagen vor dem Tor. In der Zwischenzeit, Colonel Emsworth, sollten wir uns vielleicht in Ihr Arbeitszimmer begeben, wo ich Ihnen dann die nötigen Erklärungen liefern könn-te.«

Und hier vermisse ich nun wirklich meinen Watson. Er wäre imstande, meine schlichte Kunst, die doch nichts als der systematisch angewandte gesunde Menschenverstand ist, durch geschickte Fragen und verblüffte Ausrufe in den Stand eines schieren Wunders zu erheben. Sobald ich meine Geschichte selbst erzähle, verfüge ich freilich nicht über solche Hilfsmittel. Dennoch will ich meinen Gedankengang just so wiedergeben, wie ich ihn meinem kleinen Auditori-um, zu dem auch Godfreys Mutter gehörte, in Colonel Emsworths Arbeitszimmer vorgetragen habe. 

»Dieser Gedankengang«, sagte ich, »geht von folgender Voraussetzung aus: Wenn man alles, was nicht im Bereich des Möglichen liegt, eliminiert hat, dann muß der verbleibende Rest – wie unwahrscheinlich er immer sei – unbedingt die Wahrheit sein. Es Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.051
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ist durchaus möglich, daß dieser Rest mehrere Deutungen zuläßt; in dem Fall stellt man eine nach der anderen auf die Probe, bis ein beweiskräftiges Ergebnis vorliegt. Dieses Prinzip wollen wir nun auf den vorliegenden Fall anwenden. So, wie er sich mir zu-nächst präsentierte, gab es für die Zurückgezogenheit oder Einsperrung dieses Gentleman in einem Gartenhäuschen auf dem väterlichen Grundstück drei Deu-tungsmöglichkeiten. Erstens, daß er sich wegen eines Verbrechens versteckt hielt; zweitens, daß er geistes-gestört war und man seine Unterbringung in einer Anstalt vermeiden wollte; drittens, daß er eine Krankheit hatte, die seine Isolierung erforderte. Eine weitere passende Erklärung konnte ich nicht finden. Demnach mußten diese drei untersucht und gegeneinander abge-wogen werden. 

Die Lösung mit dem Verbrechen konnte der Überprüfung nicht standhalten. Aus dieser Gegend lagen keine Meldungen über ein unaufgeklärtes Verbrechen vor. Dessen war ich mir sicher. Wenn es sich um ein noch nicht entdecktes Verbrechen handelte, läge der Familie wohl eher daran, sich den Delinquenten vom Hals zu schaffen und ihn ins Ausland zu schicken, als ihn zu Hause zu verstecken. In einer solchen Verhaltensweise konnte ich keinen Sinn entdecken. 

Plausibler war die geistige Umnachtung. Die Anwesenheit der zweiten Person in dem Häuschen legte Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.052
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den Gedanken an einen Wärter nahe. Die Tatsache, daß diese Person beim Hinausgehen die Tür abgeschlossen hat, bestätigte diese Annahme und deutete auf Zwang. Andererseits konnte dieser Zwang aber nicht absolut streng sein, sonst hätte sich der junge Mann nicht entfernen können, um einen Blick auf seinen Freund zu werfen. Sie werden sich erinnern, Mr. 

Dodd, daß ich nach Anhaltspunkten suchte; so habe ich Sie zum Beispiel nach der Zeitung gefragt, die Mr. Kent gelesen hat. Wäre es die  Lancet  oder das British Medical Journal  gewesen, so hätte mir das vermutlich weitergeholfen. Nun ist es aber nichts Ungesetzliches, einen Geistesgestörten auf einem Privatgrundstück in Gewahrsam zu halten, solange er unter qualifizierter Aufsicht steht und die Behörden ordnungsgemäß in Kenntnis gesetzt sind. Warum also dieser verzweifelte Wunsch nach völliger Geheimhaltung? Erneut konnte ich die Theorie nicht mit den Fakten in Übereinstimmung bringen. 

Es blieb demnach nur noch die dritte Möglichkeit, zu der alles zu passen schien, so seltsam und unwahrscheinlich sie auch war. Lepra ist in Südafrika nichts Ungewöhnliches. Durch irgendeinen merkwürdigen Zufall könnte dieser junge Mann sie sich zugezogen haben. Das brächte jedoch seine Angehörigen in eine ganz abscheuliche Situation, da sie den Wunsch hegten, ihn vor der Isolierung zu bewahren. Strikte Ge-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.053
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heimhaltung wäre erforderlich, um zu verhindern, daß Gerüchte entstehen und sich daraufhin die Behörden einschalten. Ein zuverlässiger Arzt zur Versorgung des Kranken ließe sich gegen angemessene Bezahlung leicht finden. Nichts spräche dagegen, letzterem nach Einbruch der Dunkelheit seine Freiheit zu gönnen. 

Daß die Haut bleich wird, ist eine gewöhnliche Folge dieser Krankheit. Vieles deutete auf diese Möglichkeit – so viel, daß ich beschloß, so vorzugehen, als wäre sie bereits erwiesen. Als ich bei meiner Ankunft bemerkte, daß Ralph, der ja die Mahlzeiten hinaus-trug, Handschuhe anhatte, die mit einem Desinfekti-onsmittel imprägniert waren, fand ich meine letzten Zweifel beseitigt. Ein einziges Wort hat Ihnen ange-zeigt, Sir, daß Ihr Geheimnis entdeckt war; und wenn ich es lieber aufgeschrieben als ausgesprochen habe, so nur, um Ihnen zu beweisen, daß man sich auf meine Diskretion verlassen kann.«

Ich war just im Begriff, diese kleine Analyse des Falles abzuschließen, als sich die Tür öffnete und die asketische Gestalt des großen Dermatologen auf der Schwelle erschien. Aber diesmal hatten sich seine sphinxartigen Züge entspannt, und in seinen Augen lag warme Menschlichkeit. Er schritt auf Colonel Emsworth zu und schüttelte ihm die Hand. 

»Es ist mein Los, oft schlechte Nachrichten zu bringen, selten gute«, sagte er. »Diesmal ist der Anlaß Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.054
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ein erfreulicher. Es handelt sich nicht um Lepra.«

»Was?«

»Ein ausgeprägter Fall von Pseudo-Lepra oder Ich-thyosis, eine schuppenartige Affektion der Haut, unansehnlich, hartnäckig, aber vermutlich heilbar und ganz gewiß nicht ansteckend. Ja, Mr. Holmes, diese zufällige Übereinstimmung ist bemerkenswert. Bloß, ist sie wirklich nur zufällig? Sind da nicht subtile Kräfte am Werk, von denen wir nur wenig wissen? 

Die schlimmen Ahnungen, unter denen der junge Mann, seit er der Ansteckungsgefahr ausgesetzt war, zweifellos schrecklich gelitten hat – sind wir denn sicher, daß nicht gerade  sie  vielleicht eine körperliche Wirkung zeitigen, die das Befürchtete täuschend nachahmt? Jedenfalls, ich verpfände meine Berufs-ehre ... Aber die Lady ist in Ohnmacht gefallen! Ich glaube, es ist besser, wenn Mr. Kent bei ihr bleibt, bis sie sich von diesem freudigen Schock erholt.«
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Der Mazarin-Stein

Dr. Watson freute sich, wieder einmal in der Baker Street zu weilen, in dem unordentlichen Zimmer im ersten Stock, dem Ausgangspunkt so vieler bemerkenswerter Abenteuer. Er sah sich um und betrachtete die wissenschaftlichen Tabellen an der Wand, den säurezerfressenen Arbeitstisch mit den Chemikalien, den in der Ecke lehnenden Geigenkasten und den Kohleneimer, der von alters her die Pfeifen und den Tabak beherbergte. Schließlich traf sein Blick wieder das frische und lächelnde Gesicht von Billy, dem jungen, aber sehr klugen und taktvollen Hausburschen, der die Einsamkeit und Isolation, von welchen die schwermütige Person des großen Detektivs umgeben war, ein wenig überbrücken geholfen hatte. 

»Es hat sich anscheinend überhaupt nichts verändert, Billy. Und du hast dich auch nicht verändert. Ich hoffe, das läßt sich auch von ihm sagen?«

Billy warf einen raschen, etwas besorgten Blick auf die geschlossene Schlafzimmertür. 

»Ich glaube, er liegt im Bett und schläft«, sagte er. 

Es war sieben Uhr, am Abend eines lieblichen Sommertages; aber Dr. Watson war mit den Unregelmäßigkeiten seines alten Freundes vertraut genug, so daß ihn diese Eröffnung nicht überraschte. 
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»Dann gibt es wohl einen neuen Fall?«

»Ja, Sir; damit ist er zur Zeit ganz schwer beschäftigt. Ich hab schon Angst um seine Gesundheit. Er wird immer blasser und dünner, und essen tut er auch nichts. ›Wann wünschen Sie zu speisen, Mr. Holmes?‹ fragt Mrs. Hudson. ›Übermorgen, um neunzehn Uhr dreißig‹, sagt er. Sie wissen ja, wie er ist, wenn er sich in einen Fall kniet.«

»Ja, Billy, ich weiß.«

»Er ist hinter irgend jemand her. Gestern war er als Handwerker auf Arbeitssuche unterwegs. Heute als alte Frau. Hat mich ganz schön reingelegt, und ich müßt seine Tricks doch inzwischen kennen.« Billy deutete grinsend auf einen am Sofa lehnenden, völlig verbeulten Sonnenschirm. »Der gehört zur Ausstattung der Alten«, sagte er. 

»Aber was hat das alles zu bedeuten, Billy?«

Billy senkte die Stimme, wie jemand, der über die größten Staatsgeheimnisse spricht. »Ihnen kann ich's ja verraten, Sir; aber es sollte unter uns bleiben. Es geht um diesen Fall mit dem Krondiamant.«

»Was – der Hunderttausend-Pfund-Diebstahl30?«

»Ja, Sir. Man muß ihn unbedingt wiederhaben, Sir. 

Sie, sogar der Premierminister und der Innenminister waren bei uns und haben auf diesem Sofa da gesessen. Mr. Holmes war sehr freundlich zu ihnen. Er hat sie gleich beruhigt und versprochen, daß er alles tun Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.057
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wird, was er kann. Aber da gibt es noch Lord Cantlemere ...«

»Ah!«

»Ja, Sir; Sie wissen, was das heißt. Ein richtiger Steifnacken ist das, wenn ich mal so sagen darf. Mit dem Premierminister kann ich was anfangen, und ich hab auch nichts gegen den Innenminister, der hat einen richtig umgänglichen, freundlichen Eindruck gemacht. Aber seine Lordschaft kann ich nicht leiden. 

Und Mr. Holmes auch nicht, Sir. Wissen Sie, er hat nämlich kein Vertrauen zu Mr. Holmes und war dagegen, ihn zu engagieren. Ihm wär's eigentlich lieber, wenn er versagt.«

»Und Mr. Holmes weiß das?«

»Mr. Holmes weiß immer alles, was man wissen sollte.«

»Na, dann wollen wir hoffen, daß er nicht versagt und daß Lord Cantlemere sich blamiert. Aber sag mal, Billy, was soll denn der Vorhang da vor dem Fenster?«

»Mr. Holmes hat ihn vor drei Tagen dort aufgehängt. Wir haben was Ulkiges dahinter versteckt.«

Billy ging und zog den Vorhang, der die Nische mit dem Bogenfenster verdeckte, zurück. 

Dr. Watson konnte einen überraschten Ausruf nicht unterdrücken. Dort saß das Faksimile seines alten Freundes, mit Schlafrock und allem Drum und Dran, Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.058
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das Gesicht zu drei Vierteln dem Fenster zugewandt und, wie in einem unsichtbaren Buch lesend, etwas gesenkt, während der Körper tief in einem Sessel versunken war. Billy nahm den Kopf ab und hielt ihn hoch. 

»Wir drehen ihn in verschiedene Stellungen; dann wirkt's vielleicht noch lebensechter. Ich trau mich das Ding nur anzurühren, wenn das Rouleau unten ist. 

Wenn's oben ist, kann man nämlich von der anderen Straßenseite aus alles sehen.«

»So etwas haben wir schon früher einmal verwen-det31.«

»Das war vor meiner Zeit«, sagte Billy. Er zog die Gardinen zurück und lugte hinaus auf die Straße. 

»Gegenüber sind Leute, die uns beobachten. Jetzt kann ich am Fenster einen Kerl erkennen. Schauen Sie nur!«

Watson war einen Schritt vorgetreten, als sich die Schlafzimmertür öffnete und die lange, dünne Gestalt von Holmes zum Vorschein kam; sein Gesicht wirkte blaß und abgespannt, aber Schritt und Haltung waren so lebhaft wie eh und je. Mit einem einzigen Satz war er am Fenster und hatte das Rouleau wieder herabgezogen. 

»Das genügt, Billy«, sagte er. »Du warst nämlich soeben in Lebensgefahr, mein Junge, und ich kann dich jetzt noch nicht entbehren. Na, Watson? Schön, Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.059
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Sie wieder einmal in Ihrem alten Quartier zu sehen. 

Sie kommen allerdings in einem kritischen Augenblick.«

»Das habe ich mir schon gedacht.«

»Du kannst gehen, Billy. Dieser Junge ist ein Problem, Watson. Inwieweit darf ich zulassen, daß er sich einer Gefahr aussetzt?«

»Was für einer Gefahr, Holmes?«

»Der des plötzlichen Todes. Ich muß mich heute abend auf einiges gefaßt machen.«

»Worauf denn?«

»Ermordet zu werden, Watson.«

»Nicht doch; machen Sie keine Scherze, Holmes!«

»Selbst mein beschränkter Sinn für Humor brächte bessere Scherze zustande. Aber wir dürfen uns doch die Wartezeit so angenehm wie möglich machen, nicht wahr? Ist Alkohol erlaubt? Sodawasser und Zigarren sind am üblichen Platz. Einmal noch möchte ich Sie im altgewohnten Sessel sitzen sehen. Sie haben es inzwischen hoffentlich verlernt, meine Pfeife und den erbärmlichen Tabak zu bemäkeln? Das muß mir zur Zeit nämlich die Nahrung ersetzen.«

»Aber warum essen Sie denn nichts?«

»Weil sich durch Fasten die Sinne verfeinern. Also wahrhaftig, mein lieber Watson, Sie als Arzt müssen doch zugeben, daß das, was der Verdauungsapparat durch Blutzufuhr gewinnt, dem entspricht, was dem Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.060
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Gehirn dabei verlorengeht. Ich bin ein Gehirn, Watson. Der Rest von mir ist bloß ein Anhängsel. Daher gilt meine Rücksicht nur dem Gehirn.«

»Aber was ist mit dieser Gefahr, Holmes?«

»Ah, ja; für den Fall, daß sie Gestalt annehmen sollte, wäre es vielleicht ganz gut, wenn Sie Ihr Ge-dächtnis mit Name und Adresse des Mörders belasten würden. Beides können Sie dann an Scotland Yard weiterleiten, mit freundlichem Gruß und einem Ab-schiedssegen. Sylvius lautet der Name – Graf Negretto Sylvius. Schreiben Sie ihn auf, Mann, schreiben Sie ihn auf! 136 Moorside Gardens, N.W. Haben Sie das?«

Watsons ehrliches Gesicht bebte vor Sorge. Die immensen Risiken, die Holmes einzugehen pflegte, kannte er nur allzu gut; er wußte recht wohl, daß das, was er sagte, wahrscheinlich eher eine Unter- denn eine Übertreibung war. Gleichwohl war Watson immer ein Mann der Tat und zeigte sich auch jetzt der Situation gewachsen. 

»Sie können auf mich zählen, Holmes. Die nächsten ein, zwei Tage habe ich sowieso nichts zu tun.«

»Ihre Moral hat sich nicht gerade gebessert, Watson. Zu Ihren übrigen Lastern kommt nun auch noch das Flunkern hinzu. Denn Sie weisen alle Merkmale des beschäftigten Arztes auf, der andauernd konsultiert wird.«
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»So dringende Fälle sind nicht dabei. Aber können Sie denn diesen Burschen nicht festnehmen lassen?«

»Doch, Watson, natürlich. Und genau das plagt ihn ja so.«

»Aber warum tun Sie es dann nicht?«

»Weil ich nicht weiß, wo der Diamant ist.«

»Ah! Billy hat mir davon erzählt: das fehlende Kronjuwel!«

»Ja, der große gelbe Mazarin-Stein. Mein Netz ist ausgeworfen, und meine Fische sind gefangen. Aber den Stein habe ich nicht erwischt. Welchen Sinn hätte es, die Leute festzunehmen? Freilich können wir die Welt etwas wohnlicher machen, indem wir die Burschen ins Gefängnis stecken. Aber darauf bin ich nicht aus. Ich will nur den Stein.«

»Und ist dieser Graf Sylvius einer von Ihren Fischen?«

»Ja, und er ist ein Hai. Er schnappt zu. Der andere ist Sam Merton, der Boxer. Eigentlich kein übler Bursche, dieser Sam, aber ein Handlanger des Grafen. 

Sam ist kein Hai. Er ist nur ein unsagbar einfältiger dickköpfiger Plattfisch. Gleichwohl zappelt auch er schon in meinem Netz.«

»Wo hält sich dieser Graf Sylvius auf?«

»Ich bin ihm den ganzen Morgen über nicht von der Seite gewichen. Sie haben mich ja schon als alte Lady erlebt, Watson. Noch nie war ich überzeugen-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.062
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der. Einmal hat er mir sogar meinen Sonnenschirm aufgehoben. ›Sie gestatten, Madame‹, hat er gesagt –

er ist nämlich Halb-Italiener, müssen Sie wissen: bei guter Laune von südlicher Grandezza, bei schlechter jedoch ein Teufel in Menschengestalt. Das Leben steckt voller Schnurren, Watson.«

»Es hätte aber auch eine Tragödie daraus werden können.«

»Nun ja, vielleicht. Jedenfalls bin ich ihm in die Minories32 gefolgt, zur Werkstatt des alten Straubenzee. Straubenzee hat das Luftgewehr hergestellt – ein herrlich gearbeitetes Stück, wie ich höre –, und ich nehme fast an, daß es sich eben jetzt hinter dem gegenüberliegenden Fenster befindet. Haben Sie schon die Attrappe gesehen? Natürlich, Billy hat sie Ihnen ja gezeigt. Tja, wahrscheinlich bekommt sie jeden Moment eine Kugel durch ihr schönes Köpfchen. Ah, Billy, was gibt's?«

Der Junge war wieder im Zimmer erschienen, auf seinem Tablett lag eine Karte. Holmes betrachtete sie kurz, mit emporgezogenen Augenbrauen und amüsiertem Lächeln. 

»Der Herr höchstselbst. Das hätte ich allerdings kaum erwartet. Immer den Stier bei den Hörnern pak-ken, Watson! Der Mann hat Mut. Vielleicht haben Sie von seinem Ruf als Großwildschütze schon ge-hört. Es wäre in der Tat ein triumphaler Abschluß sei-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.063
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ner exzellenten Jägerkarriere, wenn er seinen Trophä-

en auch noch mich hinzufügen könnte. Das beweist freilich, daß er spürt, wie überaus dicht ich ihm auf den Fersen bin.«

»Schicken Sie nach der Polizei.«

»Vielleicht später. Aber noch nicht jetzt. Würden Sie bitte einmal vorsichtig aus dem Fenster schauen, Watson, und nachsehen, ob sich jemand auf der Straße herumtreibt?«

Behutsam lugte Watson um den Rand des Vorhangs. 

»Ja, ein grobschlächtiger Bursche steht in der Nähe der Tür.«

»Das wird Sam Merton sein – der getreue, aber ziemlich beschränkte Sam. Wo wartet denn dieser Gentleman, Billy?«

»Im Vorzimmer, Sir.«

»Führ ihn herein, wenn ich läute.«

»Ja, Sir.«

»Auch wenn ich nicht im Zimmer bin; führ ihn trotzdem herein.«

»Ja, Sir.«

Watson wartete, bis die Tür wieder geschlossen war; dann wandte er sich mit ernstem Blick Holmes zu. –

»Hören Sie, Holmes, das ist schlichtweg unverantwortlich. Dieser Mann ist verzweifelt und zu allem Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.064
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entschlossen. Womöglich ist er gekommen, um Sie umzubringen.«

»Das würde mich nicht überraschen.«

»Ich bestehe darauf, bei Ihnen zu bleiben.«

»Sie würden nur schrecklich im Weg stehen.«

»Ihm?«

»Nein, mein lieber Freund – mir.«

»Trotzdem, ich kann Sie unmöglich allein lassen.«

»Doch, das können Sie, Watson. Und das werden Sie, denn bis jetzt haben Sie die Spielregeln immer beachtet. Ich bin sicher, Sie werden bis zuletzt mitspielen. Dieser Mann ist gekommen, um  seine  Pläne zu verwirklichen; aber er wird bleiben, um den  meinen  zu dienen.« Holmes zückte sein Notizbuch und kritzelte ein paar Zeilen. »Nehmen Sie einen Wagen zu Scotland Yard und übergeben Sie das Youghal vom C.I.D.33 Dann kommen Sie mit der Polizei wieder hierher. Anschließend wird der Bursche festgenommen.«

»Mit Vergnügen.«

»Vor Ihrer Rückkunft bleibt mir vermutlich gerade noch genügend Zeit, um herauszufinden, wo sich der Stein befindet.« Er klingelte. »Ich glaube, wir verschwinden durchs Schlafzimmer. Dieser zweite Ausgang ist ungemein praktisch. Es wäre mir ganz lieb, meinen Hai zu beobachten, ohne daß er mich sieht; ich habe da, wie Sie sich erinnern werden, so meine Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.065
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eigenen Methoden.«

So war es denn ein leeres Zimmer, in welches Billy eine Minute später den Grafen Sylvius geleitete. Der berühmte Großwildjäger, Spieler und Lebemann war ein großer, dunkelhäutiger Bursche mit einer langen, gebogenen Nase; sie überragte wie ein Adlerschnabel den gewaltigen dunklen Schnauzbart, der einen grausamen, dünnlippigen Mund umschattete. Er war gut gekleidet; aber seine schillernde Krawatte, die funkelnde Anstecknadel und seine glitzernden Ringe wirkten überladen. Als sich die Tür hinter ihm schloß, sah er sich mit wildem, aufgescheuchtem Blick um –

wie jemand, der in jeder Ecke eine Falle argwöhnt. 

Dann fuhr er heftig zusammen, als er den reglosen Kopf und den Kragen des Schlafrocks bemerkte, die über die Lehne des Sessels am Fenster ragten. Zu-nächst malte sich schiere Verblüffung auf seiner Miene. Dann glomm in seinen dunklen, mordgierigen Augen das Licht einer gräßlichen Hoffnung. Noch einmal sah er sich hastig um, ob auch keine Zeugen anwesend seien; dann schlich er auf Zehenspitzen, seinen dicken Stock halb erhoben, an die stille Gestalt heran. Schon duckte er sich zum letzten Sprung und Schlag, als eine kühle, sardonische Stimme ihn von der geöffneten Schlafzimmertür her ansprach:

»Machen Sie es nicht kaputt, Graf! Machen Sie es nicht kaputt!«
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Der Meuchelmörder taumelte zurück, Bestürzung im verzerrten Gesicht. Einen Moment lang hob er noch einmal seinen bleigefüllten Stock halb in die Höhe, als ob er seine Zerstörungswut vom Abbild auf das Original lenken wollte; aber irgend etwas in jenen festen grauen Augen und dem spöttischen Lächeln veranlaßte ihn, die Hand sinken zu lassen. 

»Ein hübsches kleines Ding, nicht wahr?« sagte Holmes; er schritt auf die Nachbildung zu. »Geschaffen von Tavernier, dem französischen Modelleur. Er versteht sich auf Wachsfiguren so gut wie Ihr Freund Straubenzee auf Luftgewehre.«

»Luftgewehre, Sir! Was meinen Sie damit?«

»Legen Sie doch Hut und, Stock auf dem Seitentisch ab! Bitte nehmen Sie Platz. Würde es Ihnen etwas ausmachen, Ihre Pistole ebenfalls abzulegen? 

Oh, wenn Sie es vorziehen, darauf zu sitzen, bitte sehr. Ihr Besuch kommt mir wirklich höchst gelegen; ich hatte ohnehin das dringende Bedürfnis, ein paar Minuten mit Ihnen zu plaudern.«

Der Graf schaute finster drein, mit drohend zusammengezogenen Augenbrauen. 

»Auch ich wollte mich ein wenig mit Ihnen unterhalten, Holmes. Deswegen bin ich ja hier. Ich kann allerdings nicht leugnen, daß ich eben noch vorhatte, über Sie herzufallen.«

Holmes schwang ein Bein auf die Tischkante. 

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.067

Der Mazarin-Stein

Doyle-WA Bd. 9, 79

»Ich dachte mir fast, daß Sie etwas Derartiges im Sinn hätten«, sagte er. »Aber warum diese persönlichen Aufmerksamkeiten?«

»Weil Sie mich zu sehr belästigt haben. Weil Sie Ihre Handlanger auf mich angesetzt haben.«

»Meine Handlanger! Ich versichere Ihnen: Nein!«

»Unsinn! Ich habe die Leute doch beschatten lassen. Sie sind nicht der einzige, der diese Art von Spielchen beherrscht, Holmes.«

»Es ist zwar nur eine Kleinigkeit, Graf Sylvius, aber vielleicht hätten Sie die Güte, sich mir gegenüber einer korrekten Anrede zu befleißigen. Sie sehen sicher ein, daß ich sonst, bei meinen Arbeitsgepflogenhei-ten, bald mit dem halben Verbrecheralbum auf vertrautem Fuß stünde, und werden mir zustimmen, daß Ausnahmen nur Neid erregen.«

»Na schön, dann eben  Mr.  Holmes.«

»Ausgezeichnet! Doch ich versichere Ihnen, was meine angeblichen Agenten betrifft, so irren Sie sich.«

Graf Sylvius lachte abfällig. 

»Andere können genauso gut beobachten wie Sie. 

Gestern war es ein alter Sportsfreund, heute eine ältliche Frau. Sie haben mich den ganzen Tag über nicht aus den Augen gelassen.«

»Also wirklich, Sir, Sie schmeicheln mir. In der Nacht bevor man ihn hängte, sagte der alte Baron Dowson, in meinem Fall habe das Gesetz gewonnen, Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.068
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was der Bühne verlorengegangen sei. Und nun zollen auch Sie meinen kleinen schauspielerischen Darbie-tungen so freundliches Lob!«

»Das waren Sie – Sie selbst?«

Holmes zuckte mit den Achseln. »Hier in der Ecke sehen Sie den Sonnenschirm, den Sie mir in den Minories so galant aufgehoben haben, ehe Sie anfingen, Verdacht zu schöpfen.«

»Wenn ich das gewußt hätte, wären Sie nie ...«

»Wieder in dieses bescheidene Domizil zurückgekehrt. Dessen bin ich mir wohl bewußt. Wir alle trauern verpaßten Gelegenheiten nach. Sie haben es nun einmal nicht gewußt, und somit sitzen wir hier!«

Die gerunzelten Brauen des Grafen zogen sich noch dichter über den drohenden Augen zusammen. »Was Sie da sagen, macht die Sache nur noch schlimmer. Es waren nicht Ihre Agenten, sondern der schauspielern-de Naseweis persönlich! Sie geben also zu, daß Sie mir nachspioniert haben. Warum?«

»Ich bitte Sie, Graf. Sie haben doch früher in Alge-rien Löwen geschossen.«

»Ja und?«

»Weshalb wohl?«

»Weshalb? Na, der Spaß – die Erregung – die Gefahr!«

»Und ohne Zweifel auch, um das Land von einer Plage zu befreien?«
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»Genau!«

»Kurz und gut, meine eigenen Beweggründe!«

Der Graf fuhr hoch, und seine Hand zuckte unwillkürlich zur Hüfttasche. 

»Setzen Sie sich, Sir, setzen Sie sich! Es gab noch einen weiteren, eher praktischen Grund: Ich will diesen gelben Diamanten!«

Graf Sylvius lehnte sich boshaft lächelnd in den Stuhl zurück. 

»Jetzt bin ich aber sprachlos«, sagte er. 

»Sie wissen genau, daß ich deswegen hinter Ihnen her bin. Heute abend sind Sie eigentlich nur hierhergekommen, um herauszufinden, wieviel ich über die Sache weiß und ob es unbedingt nötig ist, mich zu beseitigen. Nun, von Ihrem Standpunkt aus betrachtet, würde ich sagen: Es  ist  unbedingt nötig; ich weiß nämlich alles darüber, außer einer einzigen Kleinigkeit, die Sie mir freilich gleich verraten werden.«

»Ach, tatsächlich! Und welches, bitte Schön, wäre diese fehlende Kleinigkeit?«

»Der Ort, wo sich der Krondiamant jetzt befindet.«

Der Graf sah sein Gegenüber scharf an. »Oh, das also möchten Sie wissen, ja? Und wie, zum Teufel, soll ich Ihnen das sagen können?«

»Sie können – und Sie werden.«

»Ach wirklich?«

»Sie können mich nicht bluffen, Graf Sylvius.«
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Während Holmes ihn unverwandt anschaute, vereng-ten sich seine Augen und blitzten, bis sie zwei drohenden Stahlspitzen glichen. »Sie sind so durchsichtig wie Spiegelglas. Ich kann bis auf den tiefsten Grund Ihrer Gedanken blicken.«

»Dann sehen Sie natürlich auch, wo sich der Diamant befindet!«

Holmes klatschte vergnügt in die Hände; dann richtete er spöttisch den Zeigefinger auf den Grafen. »Sie wissen es also. Eben haben Sie es zugegeben!«

»Ich gebe gar nichts zu.«

»Kommen Sie, Graf, wenn Sie vernünftig sind, können wir ein Geschäft miteinander machen. Wenn nicht, wird es nur zu Ihrem Schaden sein.«

Graf Sylvius verdrehte die Augen zur Zimmerdek-ke. »Und Sie reden von Bluff!« sagte er. 

Holmes betrachtete ihn nachdenklich, wie ein meisterlicher Schachspieler, der über seinen entscheidenden letzten Zug nachsinnt. Dann öffnete er die Tischschublade und zog ein kleines, dickes Notizbuch hervor. 

»Wissen Sie, was ich in diesem Buch festhalte?«

»Nein, Sir, natürlich nicht!«

»Sie!«

»Mich?«

»Ja, Sir,  Sie!  Hierin sind Sie voll und ganz enthalten – jede Tat Ihres nichtswürdigen und gefährlichen Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.071
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Lebens.«

»Der Teufel soll Sie holen, Holmes!« rief der Graf mit flackernden Augen. »Meine Geduld hat Grenzen!«

»Es steht alles hier drin, Graf. Die wahren Umstän-de des Todes der alten Mrs. Harold, die Ihnen den Blymer-Besitz hinterlassen hat, den Sie so schnell wieder verspielten.«

»Sie phantasieren ja!«

»Und die komplette Lebensgeschichte von Miss Minnie Warrender.«

»Tz! Damit werden Sie nichts anfangen können!«

»Wir haben hier noch jede Menge, Graf. Hier wäre der Raubüberfall im Luxuszug zur Riviera am 13. Februar 1892. Hier, im gleichen Jahr, der gefälschte Scheck, ausgestellt auf den Crédit Lyonnais.«

»Nein; in dem Fall irren Sie sich.«

»Folglich liege ich mit den übrigen richtig! Kommen Sie, Graf, Sie sind doch Kartenspieler. Wenn der andere sämtliche Trümpfe in der Hand hält, spart man viel Zeit, wenn man sein Blatt hinwirft.«

»Was hat dieses ganze Gerede mit dem Juwel zu tun, von dem Sie gesprochen haben?«

»Sachte, Graf. Bezähmen Sie Ihre Ungeduld! Lassen Sie mich auf meine hausbackene Art und Weise zum Kern der Sache kommen. Dieses ganze Material hier habe ich gegen Sie in der Hand; doch vor allem Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.072
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habe ich sowohl gegen Sie als auch gegen Ihren Schläger klare Beweise in Sachen Krondiamant.«

»Ach wirklich?«

»Ich habe den Kutscher, der Sie zur Whitehall gebracht, und den, der Sie wieder weggefahren hat. Ich habe den Commissionaire34, der Sie in der Nähe der Vitrine gesehen hat. Ich habe Ikey Sanders, der es ablehnte, sie für Sie aufzuschneiden. Ikey hat schon gepfiffen; das Spiel ist aus.«

Auf der Stirn des Grafen traten die Adern hervor. 

In unterdrückter Erregung ballten sich konvulsivisch seine dunklen, behaarten Fäuste. Er versuchte zu sprechen; aber die Worte wollten sich nicht bilden. 

»Das sind die Karten, mit denen ich spiele«, sagte Holmes. »Ich lege sie alle auf den Tisch. Eine fehlt allerdings noch: der Karokönig35. Ich weiß nicht, wo der Stein ist.«

»Das werden Sie auch nie erfahren.«

»Nein? Kommen Sie, seien Sie vernünftig, Graf. 

Bedenken Sie doch einmal Ihre Situation. Man wird Sie zwanzig Jahre einsperren. Sam Merton ebenfalls. 

Was kann Ihnen Ihr Diamant da noch nützen? Rein gar nichts. Wenn Sie ihn jedoch aushändigen – nun, dann werde ich aufgrund erhaltener Entschädigung von einer Anzeige absehen.36 Wir wollen weder Sie noch Sam. Wir wollen den Stein. Geben Sie ihn heraus, dann kommen Sie, sofern es nach mir geht, straf-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.073
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frei davon – vorausgesetzt, Sie benehmen sich künftig. Sollten Sie freilich noch einmal einen Fehltritt begehen – tja, dann wird es Ihr letzter sein. Diesmal allerdings lautet mein Auftrag, den Stein zu bekommen – nicht Sie.«

»Und wenn ich mich weigere?«

»Nun, dann schnappen wir uns – leider! – Sie und nicht den Stein.«

Billy war auf ein Läuten hin erschienen. 

»Ich glaube, es wäre ganz gut, Graf, Ihren Freund Sam an dieser Konferenz teilnehmen zu lassen. 

Schließlich sollten auch seine Interessen vertreten werden. Billy, vor der Haustür findest du einen gro-

ßen und häßlichen Gentleman. Bitte ihn, heraufzukommen.«

»Und wenn er nicht will, Sir?«

»Keine Gewalt, Billy. Sei nicht grob zu ihm. Wenn du ihm sagst, daß Graf Sylvius nach ihm verlangt, wird er mit Sicherheit kommen.«

»Was haben Sie denn jetzt vor?« fragte der Graf, als Billy wieder verschwand. 

»Vor ein paar Minuten war mein Freund Watson bei mir. Ich habe ihm erzählt, daß ich einen Hai und einen Plattfisch im Netz hätte; jetzt hole ich das Netz ein, und die beiden hängen drin.«

Der Graf war aufgestanden, eine Hand hinter dem Rücken. Holmes hielt etwas fest, das aus der Tasche Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.074
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seines Schlafrocks ragte. 

»Sie sterben bestimmt nicht im Bett, Holmes.«

»Diesen Gedanken hatte ich auch schon oft. Spielt das eine große Rolle? Ihr eigener Abgang, Graf, dürf-te doch auch eher in der Senkrechten als in der Hori-zontalen erfolgen. Doch dieses Vorgreifen in die Zukunft hat etwas Morbides. Warum geben wir uns nicht ganz zwanglos dem Vergnügen des Augenblicks hin?«

In den dunklen, drohenden Augen des meisterlichen Verbrechers glomm plötzlich ein raubtierhafter Funke auf. 

Holmes' Gestalt schien zu wachsen, als er sich straffte und bereit machte. 

»Es hat keinen Zweck, nach der Pistole zu tasten, mein Freund«, sagte er ruhig. »Sie wissen sehr gut, daß Sie es nicht wagen dürfen, von ihr Gebrauch zu machen, selbst wenn ich Ihnen Zeit ließe, sie zu ziehen. Ein garstiges, lautes Ding, so eine Pistole, Graf. 

Bleiben Sie besser bei den Luftgewehren. Ah! Ich glaube, ich höre die anmutigen Schritte Ihres schätzbaren Partners. Guten Tag, Mr. Merton. Ziemlich langweilig auf der Straße, nicht?«

Der Preisboxer, ein wuchtig gebauter junger Mann mit einem stumpfsinnigen, störrischen, platten Gesicht, stand linkisch an der Tür; er sah sich mit verwirrter Miene um. Holmes' lässige Höflichkeit war Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.075
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eine neue Erfahrung für ihn; obschon er vage spürte, daß sie feindselig war, wußte er nicht, wie er ihr begegnen sollte. Er wandte sich an seinen klügeren Ge-fährten um Hilfe. 

»Was ist denn nun, Graf? Was will der Kerl? Wie sieht's aus?« Seine Stimme klang tief und rauh. 

Der Graf zuckte mit den Achseln; die Antwort kam von Holmes. 

»Wenn ich es auf eine kurze Formel bringen dürfte, Mr. Merton: Für Sie sieht's zappenduster aus.«

Der Boxer richtete seine Äußerungen noch immer an seinen Bundesgenossen. 

»Macht der Nachbar hier dann Witze, oder was? 

Ich hab aber gar keine Lust auf Witze.«

»Das habe ich auch nicht erwartet«, sagte Holmes. 

»Ich glaube, ich kann Ihnen versprechen, daß Ihnen im weiteren Verlauf des Abends noch weniger nach Scherzen zumute sein wird. Doch nun passen Sie auf, Graf Sylvius. Ich bin ein beschäftigter Mann und habe meine Zeit nicht gestohlen. Ich gehe jetzt in dieses Schlafzimmer. Während meiner Abwesenheit fühlen Sie sich bitte ganz wie zu Hause. Dann können Sie Ihrem Freund erklären, wie die Sache steht, ohne sich von meiner Gegenwart hemmen zu lassen. Ich werde mich derweilen mit der Geige an der Hoffmannschen Barkarole37 versuchen. In fünf Minuten komme ich zurück, um mir Ihre endgültige Antwort anzuhören. 
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Die Entscheidung ist Ihnen doch klar, ja? Nehmen wir Sie fest, oder bekommen wir den Stein?«

Holmes zog sich zurück; im Vorbeigehen griff er sich aus der Ecke die Geige. Ein paar Augenblicke später drangen die langgezogenen, klagenden Noten dieser geisterhaftesten aller Melodien leise durch die geschlossene Schlafzimmertür. 

»Was ist denn los?« fragte Merton besorgt, als sich sein Gefährte ihm zuwandte. »Weiß er was von dem Stein?«

»Er weiß viel zu viel davon. Ich bin mir gar nicht sicher, ob er nicht alles weiß.«

»Ach du lieber Gott!« Das bläßliche Gesicht des Boxers wurde um eine Spur bleicher. 

»Ikey Sanders hat uns verpfiffen.«

»Ist das wahr? Dem butter ich'n Pfund rein, wenn ich dafür baumeln muß.«

»Das wird uns nicht viel helfen. Wir müssen uns klarwerden, was zu tun ist.«

»Moment mal«, sagte der Boxer; er blickte argwöhnisch zur Schlafzimmertür. »Das ist ein ganz ausgekochter Nachbar; den muß man im Auge behalten. 

Lauscht der auch nicht?«

»Wie soll er denn lauschen, bei der Musik?«

»Stimmt. Vielleicht steht dann aber einer hinter'm Vorhang. In dem Zimmer hat's sowieso zuviel Vorhänge.« Als er sich umschaute, sah er plötzlich zum Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.077
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ersten Mal die Nachbildung am Fenster; glotzend und mit dem Finger deutend stand er da – zu verblüfft, um etwas sagen zu können. 

»Ach was! Das ist doch nur eine Attrappe«, sagte der Graf. 

»Nachgemacht, eh? Ja, dann schlägt's dreizehn! So was hat's nicht mal bei Madame Tussaud. Das ist ihm ja wie aus dem Gesicht geschnitten, mit Rock und allem Drum und Dran. Aber die Vorhänge, Graf!«

»Ach, zum Henker mit den Vorhängen! Wir verschwenden nur unsere Zeit, und davon haben wir kein bißchen zuviel. Der kann uns ins Loch bringen wegen diesem Stein.«

»Den Teufel kann er!«

»Andererseits will er uns aber laufen lassen, wenn wir ihm verraten, wo die Sore steckt.«

»Was! Die Sore schießen lassen! Hunderttausend Eier schießen lassen!«

»Entweder das eine oder das andere.«

Merton kratzte sich den kurzgeschorenen Schädel. 

»Der ist doch allein da drin. Los, wir machen ihn fertig. Wenn erst mal sein Licht ausgepustet ist, dann haben wir nichts mehr zu furchten.«

Der Graf schüttelte den Kopf. 

»Er ist gut bewaffnet. Wenn wir ihn erschießen, gibt es in einer Wohnung wie der hier kaum eine Möglichkeit zu entwischen. Außerdem ist es ziemlich Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.078
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wahrscheinlich, daß die Polizei das ganze Beweismaterial kennt, das er gesammelt hat. Hallo! Was war das?«

Vom Fenster schien ein unbestimmtes Geräusch zu kommen. Beide Männer wirbelten herum; doch alles war still. Abgesehen von der einen seltsamen Gestalt im Sessel war der Raum zweifellos leer. 

»Irgendwas auf der Straße«, sagte Merton. »Also hören Sie, Chef, für den Grips sind Sie zuständig. Sie können sich bestimmt einen Ausweg ausdenken. 

Wenn Dresche nichts nutzt, dann sind Sie an der Reihe.«

»Ich habe schon bessere als ihn reingelegt«, antwortete der Graf. »Der Stein steckt hier in meiner Ge-heimtasche. Zu riskant, ihn irgendwo herumliegen zu lassen. Heute nacht kann er aus England geschafft und noch vor Sonntag in Amsterdam in vier Stücke geschnitten werden. Von Van Seddar weiß der Kerl nämlich nichts.«

»Ich hab gedacht, Van Seddar geht erst nächste Woche?«

»Das sollte er auch. Aber jetzt muß er mit dem nächsten Schiff abhauen. Einer von uns muß mit dem Stein los in die Lime Street und es ihm sagen.«

»Aber der doppelte Boden ist noch nicht fertig.«

»Schön, dann muß er ihn eben so nehmen und es riskieren. Wir dürfen keine Sekunde verlieren.« Mit Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.079
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jenem Gespür für Gefahr, das sich beim Jäger zum Instinkt entwickelt, hielt er noch einmal inne und warf einen scharfen Blick zum Fenster. Ja, das undeutliche Geräusch war mit Sicherheit von der Straße gekommen. 

»Was Holmes angeht«, fuhr er fort, »den können wir ziemlich leicht reinlegen. Verstehst du, der Idiot will uns ja nicht festnehmen lassen, wenn er den Stein bekommt. Schön, versprechen wir ihm eben den Stein. Wir locken ihn auf eine falsche Fährte, und noch ehe er merkt, daß es die falsche ist, ist der Stein in Holland, und wir sind außer Landes.«

»Das hört sich gut an!« rief Sam grinsend. 

»Du gehst los und sagst dem Holländer, er soll sich beeilen. Ich kümmere mich um diesen Trottel und saug mir ein Geständnis aus den Fingern. Ich werde ihm erzählen, daß sich der Stein in Liverpool befindet. Zum Teufel mit dieser Jammermusik; sie geht mir auf die Nerven! Bis er merkt, daß der Stein gar nicht in Liverpool ist, ist dieser in vier Teile geschnitten, und wir sind auf hoher See. Tritt mal etwas zurück, aus der Sichtlinie von diesem Schlüsselloch da. Hier ist der Stein.«

»Daß Sie es wagen, den so einfach mit sich rumzu-schleppen!«

»Wo könnte ich ihn denn noch sicherer aufbewahren? Wenn wir es geschafft haben, ihn aus der White-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.080
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hall zu stehlen, dann bekommt ihn ein anderer bestimmt auch aus meiner Wohnung.«

»Ich möcht ihn mir mal anschauen.«

Graf Sylvius warf seinem Bundesgenossen einen nicht gerade schmeichelhaften Blick zu und ignorierte die ungewaschene Hand, die sich ihm entgegenstreckte. 

»Was – glau'm Sie denn, ich. will Ihnen den weg-schnappen? Hören Sie mal, Mister, so langsam hab ich Ihr Benehmen aber ziemlich satt.«

»Schon gut; war nicht so gemeint, Sam. Streit können wir uns jetzt wirklich nicht leisten. Komm rüber ans Fenster, Wenn du das Prachtstück richtig sehen willst. Jetzt halt ihn ans Licht! Hier!«

»Danke!«

Mit einem einzigen Sprung war Holmes aus dem Sessel der Attrappe geschnellt und hatte das kostbare Juwel an sich gerissen. Nun hielt er es in einer Hand, während er mit der anderen einen Revolver auf den Kopf des Grafen richtete. In höchster Verblüffung taumelten die beiden Schurken zurück. Noch ehe sie sich wieder gefangen hatten, hatte Holmes die elektrische Klingel betätigt. 

»Keine Gewalt, Gentlemen – keine Gewalt, wenn ich bitten darf! Denken Sie an das, Mobiliar! Es dürf-te Ihnen doch völlig klar sein, daß Ihre Situation aussichtslos ist. Die Polizei wartet bereits unten.«
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Die Bestürzung des Grafen war größer als seine Wut und Furcht. 

»Aber wie zum Teufel ...« keuchte er. 

»Ihre Überraschung ist durchaus verständlich. Sie wissen nicht, daß aus meinem Schlafzimmer eine zweite Tür hinter diesen Vorhang führt. Ich dachte eigentlich, daß Sie mich gehört haben müssen, als ich die Figur durch mich selbst ersetzte; aber das Glück stand mir zur Seite. Das gab mir Gelegenheit, Ihre schwungvolle Konversation zu belauschen, die wohl in quälender Steifheit verlaufen wäre, hätten Sie meine Anwesenheit bemerkt.«

Der Graf machte eine resignierende Geste. 

»Sie sind uns über, Holmes. Ich glaube, Sie sind der Teufel in Person.«

»Nicht weit von ihm entfernt auf jeden Fall«, erwiderte Holmes mit einem höflichen Lächeln. 

Sam Mertons träger Verstand hatte die Situation nur allmählich erfaßt. Als nun von der Treppe drau-

ßen das Geräusch schwerer Schritte erschallte, machte er seinem Schweigen schließlich ein Ende. 

»Jetzt hat's mich erwischt!« sagte er. »Aber, sagen Sie mal, was ist denn mit der verflixten Fiedel los? 

Ich hör sie immer noch.«

»Tz, tz!« gab Holmes zurück. »Sie hören vollkommen richtig. Lassen Sie sie nur spielen! Diese modernen Grammophone sind eine bemerkenswerte Erfin-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.082
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dung.«

Polizisten strömten herein, Handschellen klickten, und die Verbrecher wurden zum wartenden Wagen abgeführt. Watson blieb noch bei Holmes; er gratu-lierte ihm zu dem frischen Blatt an seinem Lorbeer-kranz. Ihre Unterhaltung wurde jedoch abermals von dem unerschütterlichen Billy mit seinem Karten-Tablett unterbrochen. 

»Lord Cantlemere, Sir.«

»Führ ihn herein, Billy. Das ist der berühmte Peer, der die allerhöchsten Interessen vertritt«, sagte Holmes. »Er ist eine hervorragende und rechtschaffene Persönlichkeit, gehört aber noch ziemlich der alten Schule an. Wollen wir ihn etwas aus der Reserve lok-ken und uns eine winzige Freiheit herausnehmen? Er weiß vermutlich noch nichts von den jüngsten Ereignissen.«

Die Tür öffnete sich, um eine dünne, asketische Gestalt mit scharfgeschnittenem Gesicht hereinzulas-sen. Der herabhängende Backenbart (im Stil der mittleren viktorianischen Zeit) war von schimmernder Schwärze; er paßte nicht so recht zu den gerundeten Schultern und dem kraftlosen Gang. Holmes trat freundlich vor und schüttelte eine teilnahmslose Hand. 

»Wie geht es Ihnen, Lord Cantlemere? Es ist kühl für diese Jahreszeit; aber dafür ist es drinnen ziemlich Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.083
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warm. Darf ich Ihnen den Mantel abnehmen?«

»Nein danke, ich möchte nicht ablegen.«

Holmes legte ihm beschwörend die Hand auf den Ärmel. 

»Bitte, erlauben Sie! Mein Freund Dr. Watson wird Ihnen bestätigen, daß solche Temperaturwechsel höchst heimtückisch sind.«

Seine Lordschaft machte sich etwas ungeduldig los. 

»Ich befinde mich ganz wohl, Sir. Ich habe nicht das Bedürfnis zu bleiben. Ich habe lediglich hereinge-schaut, um festzustellen, wie Sie mit Ihrer selbster-wählten Aufgabe vorankommen.«

»Sie ist schwierig – sehr schwierig.«

»Daß Sie zu diesem Befund gelangen, habe ich be-fürchtet.«

Ein leiser Spott lag in den Worten und im Gebaren des alten Höflings. 

»Jedermann stößt einmal an seine Grenzen, Mr. 


Holmes; aber das kuriert uns von der Schwäche der Selbstzufriedenheit.«

»Ja, Sir, ich bin mittlerweile höchst verwirrt.«

»Zweifellos.«

»Besonders in einem Punkt. Möglicherweise könnten Sie mir darin weiterhelfen?«

»Ihre Bitte um Rat kommt ein bißchen spät. Ich dachte, Sie verfugen über eigene, unfehlbare Methoden? Gleichwohl bin ich bereit, Ihnen zu helfen.«
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»Sehen Sie, Lord Cantlemere, die eigentlichen Diebe können wir ohne Zweifel unter Anklage stellen.«

»Sobald Sie sie gefangen haben.«

»Genau. Aber die Frage lautet: Wie sollen wir gegen den Hehler vorgehen?«

»Ist es dazu nicht etwas zu früh?«

»Man tut immer gut daran, vorauszuplanen. Also, was wäre nach Ihrem Darfürhalten ein schlüssiger Beweis gegen den Hehler?«

»Der tatsächliche Besitz des Steines.«

»Sie würden ihn daraufhin festnehmen?«

»Ohne jeden Zweifel.«

Holmes lachte selten; aber soweit sich sein alter Freund Watson erinnern konnte, war er noch nie so nahe daran, herauszuplatzen. 

»In diesem Fall, mein lieber Sir, sehe ich mich in die schmerzliche Notwendigkeit versetzt, Ihre Festnahme zu empfehlen.«

Lord Cantlemere war sehr verärgert. Auf den bleichen Wangen flackerte etwas von seinem alten Feuer auf. 

»Sie nehmen sich allerhand heraus, Mr. Holmes. In den fünfzig Jahren meiner Amtszeit kann ich mich keines solchen Vorkommnisses entsinnen. Ich bin ein beschäftigter Mann, Sir, von wichtigen Geschäften in Anspruch genommen, und ich habe weder Zeit noch Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.085

Der Mazarin-Stein

Doyle-WA Bd. 9, 91

Sinn für alberne Scherze. Ich will Ihnen offen sagen, Sir, daß ich an Ihre Fähigkeiten nie geglaubt habe und immer der Ansicht war, daß diese Angelegenheit in den Händen der regulären Polizei weit besser aufgehoben wäre. Meine Meinung wird durch Ihr Verhalten voll und ganz bestätigt. Ich habe die Ehre, Sir, Ihnen einen guten Morgen zu wünschen.«

Holmes hatte rasch seinen Standort gewechselt und befand sich nun zwischen dem Peer und der Tür. 

»Einen Moment, Sir«, sagte er. »Sich jetzt mit dem Mazarin-Stein davonzumachen, wäre ein größeres Vergehen, als ihn nur zeitweilig in Besitz zu haben.«

»Sir, das ist unerträglich! Lassen Sie mich vorbei.«

»Stecken Sie doch einmal Ihre Hand in die rechte Manteltasche.«

»Was soll das, Sir?«

»Na los, nur zu; tun Sie, worum ich Sie bitte.«

Einen Augenblick später stand der verdutzte Peer blinzelnd und stammelnd da, den großen gelben Stein in der zitternden Hand. 

»Was! Was! Wie ist das möglich, Mr. Holmes?«

»Ach je, Lord Cantlemere, ach je!« rief Holmes. 

»Mein alter Freund Watson hier kann Ihnen ein Lied singen von meiner garstigen Angewohnheit, handfeste Spaße zu machen. Außerdem davon, daß ich einer dramatischen Situation einfach nicht widerstehen kann. Ich habe mir die Freiheit genommen – die sehr Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.086
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große Freiheit, wie ich zugebe –, Ihnen den Stein zu Beginn unserer Unterhaltung in die Tasche zu stek-ken.«

Der alte Peer starrte von dem Stein auf das lä-

chelnde Gesicht vor ihm. 

»Sir, ich bin verwirrt. Aber – doch – es ist tatsächlich der Mazarin-Stein. Wir stehen tief in Ihrer Schuld, Mr. Holmes. Ihr Sinn für Humor mag, wie Sie selbst einräumen, ein wenig verdreht sein und sich bemerkenswert unzeitig entfalten, doch zumindest nehme ich alles zurück, was ich über Ihre erstaunlichen beruflichen Fähigkeiten geäußert habe. Aber wie ...«

»Der Fall ist erst zur Hälfte abgeschlossen; doch die Details können warten. Der Genuß, Lord Cantlemere, in den erlauchten Kreisen, in die Sie zurückkehren, vom glücklichen Ausgang der Geschichte erzählen zu können, wird Sie für meinen handfesten Spaß zweifellos ein wenig entschädigen. Billy, du führst seine Lordschaft hinaus und richtest Mrs. Hudson aus, ich wäre ihr dankbar, wenn sie so bald wie möglich ein Abendessen für zwei Personen heraufschicken würde.«
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Die Drei Giebel

Ich glaube, keines meiner Abenteuer mit Mr. Sherlock Holmes begann so abrupt und dramatisch wie jenes, das sich für mich an Die Drei Giebel knüpft. Ich hatte Holmes seit einigen Tagen nicht gesehen und wußte nicht, in welche neuen Bahnen seine Aktivitäten unterdessen gelenkt worden waren. An jenem Morgen war er jedoch in Plauderlaune und hatte mir eben den abgewetzten tiefen Sessel neben dem Kamin angewiesen (dieweil er sich mit der Pfeife im Mund in den Stuhl gegenüber schmiegte), als unser Besucher erschien. Hätte ich statt »Besucher« »rasender Stier«

gesagt, so würde das einen deutlicheren Eindruck des Ereignisses vermitteln. 

Die Tür war aufgeflogen, und herein stürzte ein riesiger Neger. Wäre er nicht so furchterregend gewesen, so hätte er eine komische Figur abgegeben, denn er trug einen überaus knalligen graukarierten Anzug mit einer wallenden lachsfarbenen Krawatte. Sein breites Gesicht mit der abgeplatteten Nase schob sich vor, während die düsteren Augen, in denen es feindselig schwelte, zwischen uns hin und her schweiften. 

»Wer von den Genelmen is Masser Holmes?« fragte er. 

Holmes hob matt lächelnd die Pfeife in die Höhe. 
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»Aha! Sie sin das, ja?« sagte unser Besucher, wobei er ungemütlich schleichenden Schrittes die Tischkante umrundete. »Hören Sie, Masser Holmes, Sie halten sich raus aus Angelegenheiten von andere Leut. Lassen Leut ihre Sache selber erledigen. Kapiert, Masser Holmes?«

»Sprechen Sie weiter«, sagte Holmes. »Das klingt gut.«

»Oh! Klingt gut, ja?« knurrte der Wilde. »Klingt nicht mehr so verdammt gut, wenn ich Sie n bissel vertrimmen muß. Ich hab schon früher mit Leut wie Sie zu tun gehabt, und die ham nicht so gut ausge-sehn, wie ich mit ihnen fertig war. Da sehn Sie her, Masser Holmes!«

Er schwang einen riesigen knorrigen Klumpen von einer Faust unter die Nase meines Freundes. Holmes betrachtete sie eingehend mit höchst interessierter Miene. »Ist die angeboren?« fragte er. »Oder ist sie erst allmählich so geworden?«

Ob es mit der eisigen Gelassenheit meines Freundes zusammenhing oder mit dem leisen Geklapper, das ich verursachte als ich den Schürhaken zur Hand nahm: die Hitzigkeit unseres Besuchers mäßigte sich jedenfalls. 

»Also, ich hab Sie rechtzeitig gewarnt«, sagte er. 

»Ich hab n Freund, der is interessiert von wegen Har-row38 – Sie wissen, was ich mein – und der will Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.089
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keine Einmische von Ihnen nicht. Kapiert? Sie sin nich das Gesetz, und ich bin nich das Gesetz, und wenn Sie die Nase reinstecken, dann bin ich auch zur Stelle. Vergessen Sie das nich.«

»Ich wollte Sie schon lange einmal kennenlernen«, sagte Holmes. »Ich kann Sie nicht bitten, Platz zu nehmen, weil mir Ihr Geruch mißfällt39; aber sind Sie nicht Steve Dixie, der Schläger?«

»Das is mein Name, und den kriegen Sie sicherlich eingebleut, wenn Sie ne Lippe riskieren.«

»Was Lippen betrifft, kann sich bestimmt keiner mit Ihnen messen«, sagte Holmes; er starrte auf den abscheulichen Mund unseres Besuchers. »Aber da wäre noch die Ermordung des jungen Perkins vor der Holborn-Bar ... Was! Sie wollen doch nicht etwa schon wieder gehen?«

Der Neger hatte einen Satz nach hinten gemacht, und sein Gesicht war bleigrau. »So ein Geschwätz will ich nich hören«, sagte er. »Was hab ich zu tun mit diesem Perkins, Masser Holmes? Ich hab doch gerade am Bull Ring in Birmingham trainiert, als dieser Junge in Schlamassel gekommen is.«

»Ja, davon können Sie dann dem Richter erzählen, Steve«, sagte Holmes. »Ich habe Sie und Barney Stockdale schon eine Weile im Auge ...«

»So wahr mir Gott helfe! Masser Holmes ...«

»Das reicht jetzt. Lassen Sie die Finger davon. Ich Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.090
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hol Sie mir schon, wenn ich Sie brauche.«

»Gu'n Morgen, Masser Holmes. Sie nehm doch hoffentlich mein Besuch nich krumm?«

»Doch – es sei denn, Sie verraten mir, wer Sie geschickt hat.«

»Och, das is kein Geheimnis nich, Masser Holmes. 

Das war der Genelman, den Sie grad erwähnt ham.«

»Und wer hat ihm den Auftrag dazu erteilt?«

»Weiß Gott. Ich weiß nich, Masser Holmes. Er hat nur gesagt, ›Steve, geh du zu Masser Holmes und richte aus, er ist sein Leben nich mehr sicher, wenn er inne Gegend von Harrow kommt.‹ Das is die ganze Wahrheit.«

Ohne irgendeine weitere Frage abzuwarten, sauste unser Besucher aus dem Zimmer – ebenso überstürzt, wie er gekommen war. Leise kichernd klopfte Holmes die Asche aus seiner Pfeife. 

»Ich bin froh, daß Sie nicht gezwungen waren, ihm den wolligen Schädel einzuschlagen, Watson. Ich habe Ihr Manöver mit dem Schürhaken bemerkt. Aber eigentlich ist er ein ziemlich harmloser Bursche, ein großes, muskulöses, törichtes, polterndes Baby – und leicht ins Bockshorn zu jagen, wie Sie gesehen haben. 

Er gehört zur Spencer-John-Bande und war unlängst an einer schmutzigen Sache beteiligt, die ich noch aufklären könnte, falls ich mal Zeit habe. Sein unmittelbarer Chef, Barney, ist etwas gewitzter. Ihre Spe-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.091
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zialität sind Überfalle, Einschüchterungen und dergleichen. Was ich freilich wissen möchte, ist: Wer ist diesmal der Hintermann?«

»Aber warum wollen die Leute denn Sie einschüchtern?«

»Es geht um diesen Harrow-Weald-Fall. Der Vorfall veranlaßt mich, der Sache auf den Grund zu gehen; denn wenn sich jemand der Mühe unterzieht, davon so viel Aufhebens zu machen, dann muß etwas dran sein.«

»Aber worum handelt es sich denn?«

»Ich war just im Begriff, Ihnen das zu erzählen, als sich dieses possierliche Intermezzo ereignete. Hier ist der Brief von Mrs. Maberley. Wenn Sie Lust haben, mich zu begleiten, geben wir ihr telegraphisch Nachricht und brechen sofort auf.«

LIEBER MR. SHERLOCK HOLMES, (las

ich) –

Bei mir hat sich, im Zusammenhang mit diesem Haus, eine Reihe seltsamer Vorfälle ereignet, und ich würde großen Wert auf Ihren Rat legen. 

Sie können mich morgen zu jeder beliebigen Zeit zu Hause antreffen. Das Haus liegt nur eine kurze Wegstrecke von der Weald-Station entfernt. Ich glaube, mein seliger Gatte, Mortimer Maberley, war einer Ihrer früheren Klienten. 
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Ihre sehr ergebene

MARY MABERLEY. 

Die Adresse lautete »Die Drei Giebel, Harrow Weald«. 

»So, das wär's«, sagte Holmes. »Und nun wollen wir uns, wenn Sie Zeit haben, Watson, auf den Weg machen.«

Eine kurze Eisenbahn- und eine noch kürzere Wa-genfahrt brachten uns zu dem Holz-und-Backstein-Landhaus; das dazugehörige Grundstück bestand aus brachliegendem Weideland. Drei schmale Vorsprünge über den oberen Fenstern stellten einen schwachen Versuch dar, seinen Namen zu rechtfertigen. Dahinter befand sich eine Gruppe melancholischer, halber-wachsener Kiefern; das Ganze wirkte armselig und deprimierend. Nichtsdestoweniger fanden wir das Haus wohleingerichtet vor, und die Lady, die uns in Empfang nahm, war eine äußerst einnehmende ältere Person, mit allen Anzeichen von Bildung und Kultur. 

»Ich kann mich an Ihren Gatten gut erinnern, Madame«, sagte Holmes, »obwohl es schon einige Jahre her ist, daß er meine Dienste wegen einer Kleinigkeit in Anspruch nahm.«

»Vermutlich sagt Ihnen der Name meines Sohnes Douglas mehr.«

Holmes sah sie mit großem Interesse an. 
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»Meine Güte! Sind Sie etwa die Mutter von Douglas Maberley? Ich kannte ihn zwar nur flüchtig, aber er war ja ohnehin in ganz London bekannt. Was für ein großartiger Mensch! Wo hält er sich denn inzwischen auf?«

»Er ist tot, Mr. Holmes, tot! Er war Attaché in Rom und ist dort letzten Monat an Lungenentzündung gestorben.«

»Das tut mir leid. In Verbindung mit einem solchen Mann kann man sich den Tod gar nicht vorstellen. 

Noch nie habe ich jemanden kennengelernt, der so sprühte vor Lebenslust. Er lebte intensiv – mit jeder Faser seines Wesens!«

»Zu intensiv, Mr. Holmes. Und das war sein Verderben. Sie erinnern sich daran, wie er war – strahlend und liebenswert. Sie haben das schwermütige, verdrießliche, vor sich hin brütende Geschöpf nicht mehr erlebt, zu dem er sich entwickelte. Sein Herz war gebrochen. Mir war, als hätte sich mein prächtiger Junge in einem einzigen Monat in einen ausge-laugten und zynischen Menschen verwandelt.«

»Eine Liebesaffäre – eine Frau?«

»Oder eine Teufelin. Nun ja, ich habe Sie nicht hierhergebeten, um von meinem armen Jungen zu reden, Mr. Holmes.«

»Dr. Watson und ich stehen zu Ihrer Verfügung.«

»Es haben sich einige sehr seltsame Dinge ereignet. 

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.094
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Ich wohne nun schon seit über einem Jahr in diesem Haus, und da ich ein zurückgezogenes Leben führen wollte, habe ich meine Nachbarn bislang nur selten zu Gesicht bekommen. Vor drei Tagen rief mich ein Mann an, der sich als Häusermakler ausgab. Er sagte, daß dieses Haus genau den Wünschen eines seiner Klienten entspreche und daß, falls ich verkaufen wolle, Geld keine Rolle spiele. Das kam mir sehr merkwürdig vor, weil mehrere leerstehende Häuser auf dem Markt sind, die wahrscheinlich ebenso geeignet wären; aber was er sagte, hat mich natürlich interessiert. Ich nannte daher einen Preis, der fünfhundert Pfund über dem lag, den ich selbst bezahlt hatte. Er nahm sofort an, fügte jedoch hinzu, daß sein Klient auch das Mobiliar zu kaufen wünsche; ich möge den Preis entsprechend erhöhen. Einige dieser Möbel stammen noch aus meiner alten Wohnung, und sie sind, wie Sie sehen, in sehr gutem Zustand, so daß ich eine hübsche runde Summe nannte. Auch in diese willigte er sofort ein. Ich hatte schon immer den Wunsch zu reisen, und das Angebot war derartig günstig, daß es wirklich so aussah, als könnte ich für den Rest meines Lebens mein eigener Herr sein. 

Gestern traf der Mann mit dem schon vollständig aufgesetzten Vertrag ein. Glücklicherweise habe ich ihn Mr. Sutro gezeigt, meinem in Harrow wohnenden Rechtsanwalt. Er sagte mir: ›Das ist ein sehr sonder-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.095
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bares Dokument. Ist Ihnen bewußt, daß Sie, wenn Sie das unterschreiben, von Rechts wegen  überhaupt nichts  aus dem Haus mitnehmen dürfen – nicht einmal Ihren privaten Besitz?‹ Als der Mann abends wiederkam, habe ich ihn auf diesen Punkt aufmerksam gemacht und betont, daß ich lediglich das Mobiliar zu verkaufen beabsichtige. 

›Nein, nein; alles‹, sagte er. 

›Aber meine Kleidung? Mein Schmuck?‹

›Nun ja, nun ja, was Ihre persönlich Habe angeht, so lassen sich da vielleicht ein paar Zugeständnisse machen. Aber nichts darf ohne Kontrolle das Haus verlassen. Mein Klient ist zwar sehr großzügig, aber er hat seine Launen und Eigenheiten. Bei ihm heißt es: alles oder nichts.‹

›Dann muß es heißen: nichts‹, sagte ich. Und dabei wurde es belassen, doch das Ganze kam mir so ungewöhnlich vor, daß ich dachte ...«

Da ereignete sich eine sehr merkwürdige Störung. 

Holmes hob um Ruhe bittend die Hand. Dann durchquerte er mit langen Schritten den Raum, riß die Tür auf und zog eine große hagere Frau, die er an der Schulter gepackt hielt, ihrem Sträuben zum Trotz ins Zimmer, wie ein riesiges unbeholfenes Huhn, das ze-ternd aus seinem Stall gezerrt wird. 

»Lassen Sie mich los! Was fällt Ihnen ein!«

kreischte sie. 
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»Nanu, Susan, was hat das zu bedeuten?«

»Naja, Ma'am, ich wollt gerade reinkommen und fragen, ob Ihr Besuch zum Mittagessen bleibt, da springt dieser Herr da heraus und fällt über mich her.«

»Ich habe sie bereits die letzten fünf Minuten über gehört, wollte aber Ihren höchst interessanten Bericht nicht unterbrechen. Wohl ein bißchen asthmatisch, Susan, wie? Sie atmen zu schwer für diese Art von Arbeit.«

Susan wandte ihrem Fänger ein mürrisches, doch erstauntes Gesicht zu. 

»Wer sind Sie überhaupt, und was für ein Recht haben Sie, mich so rumzuzerren?«

»Es geschah nur aus dem Wunsch heraus, in Ihrem Beisein eine Frage zu stellen. Haben Sie, Mrs. Maberley, irgend jemandem gegenüber erwähnt, daß Sie beabsichtigen, mir zu schreiben und mich zu konsultieren?«

»Nein, Mr. Holmes.«

»Wer hat Ihren Brief aufgegeben?«

»Susan.«

»Na bitte. Also, Susan, wem haben Sie denn nun geschrieben oder eine Nachricht zukommen lassen, daß Ihre Herrin mich um Rat fragen will?«

»Das ist gelogen. Ich hab niemand eine Nachricht zukommen lassen.«

»Aber, aber, Susan; Asthmatiker leben gewöhnlich Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.097
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nicht lange, wie Sie wissen. Flunkern ist eine schlimme Sache. Wem haben Sie es verraten?«

»Susan!« rief ihre Herrin, »mir scheint, Sie sind ein falsches, treuloses Frauenzimmer, jetzt erinnere ich mich, daß ich gesehen habe, wie Sie mit jemandem über die Hecke hinweg gesprochen haben.«

»Das geht nur mich was an«, sagte die Frau trotzig. 

»Und wenn ich Ihnen sage, daß es Barney Stok-kdale war, mit dem Sie gesprochen haben?« fragte Holmes. 

»Na, wenn Sie's eh schon wissen, was fragen Sie dann noch danach?«

»Ich war mir nicht ganz sicher, aber nun weiß ich es. Alsdann, Susan, es soll mir zehn Pfund wert sein, wenn Sie mir verraten, wer Barneys Hintermann ist.«

»Jemand, der für jede Zehnpfundnote, die Sie haben, tausend Pfund hinblättern kann.«

»So, ein reicher Mann? Nein; Sie lächeln – eine reiche Frau. Nun, da wir schon so weit gediehen sind, könnten Sie ebensogut den Namen angeben und sich den Zehner verdienen.«

»Den Teufel werd ich tun.«

»Oh, Susan! Was für eine Ausdrucksweise!«

»Ich hau jetzt ab hier. Ich hab die Nase voll von Ihnen allen. Morgen laß ich meinen Koffer holen!«

Sie warf sich herum und stürmte zur Tür. 

»Good bye, Susan. Kampfer ist ein bewährtes Mit-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.098
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tel ... Tja«, fuhr er fort, wobei sich seine Heiterkeit, sobald sich die Tür hinter der wutentbrannten Frau geschlossen hatte, unversehens in Bedenklichkeit verwandelte, »diese Bande meint es ernst. Schauen Sie doch einmal, wie dicht die Leute dranbleiben. Ihr Brief an mich trägt den Poststempel von zehn Uhr abends. Dennoch leitet Susan die Nachricht an Barney weiter. Barney hat Zeit, seinen Auftraggeber aufzusuchen und Instruktionen entgegenzunehmen; er oder sie – ich neige zu letzterem, weil Susan grinste, als sie glaubte, ich hätte einen Schnitzer gemacht – ent-wirft einen Plan. Black Steve wird eingeschaltet, und ich werde am nächsten Morgen aufgefordert, mich aus der Sache herauszuhalten. Sehen Sie, das nennt man rasche Arbeit.«

»Aber was wollen die Leute denn?«

»Ja, das ist die Frage. Wem hat das Haus vor Ihnen gehört?«

»Einem Schiffskapitän im Ruhestand namens Ferguson.«

»War irgend etwas Ungewöhnliches an ihm?«

»Nicht, daß ich wüßte.«

»Ich war gerade am Überlegen, ob er vielleicht etwas verborgen haben könnte. Gewiß, wenn Leute heutzutage einen Schatz verbergen, dann tun sie das bei der Postbank40. Aber ein paar Verrückte gibt es immer. Ohne sie wäre die Welt ja auch langweilig. 
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Mein erster Gedanke war der an versteckte Wertsachen. Doch warum sollten die Leute dann Ihre Möbel haben wollen? Sie besitzen nicht zufällig einen Raffa-el oder eine Erstausgabe von Shakespeare, ohne es zu wissen?«

»Nein, ich glaube nicht, daß ich etwas Selteneres als ein Crown-Derby-Teeservice besitze.«

»Das würde all diese Geheimniskrämerei wohl kaum rechtfertigen. Außerdem, warum sollten die Leute dann nicht ganz offen erklären, was sie wollen? 

Wenn sie es auf Ihr Teeservice abgesehen haben, können sie dafür mit Sicherheit einen Preis vorschlagen, ohne Ihnen gleich das Haus unter dem Dach wegzu-kaufen. Nein, wie ich die Sache lese, gibt es etwas, wovon Sie nicht wissen, daß Sie es besitzen, und das Sie nicht hergeben würden, wenn Sie es wüßten.«

»So lese ich es auch«, sagte ich. 

»Dr. Watson teilt meine Ansicht, womit wir diesen Punkt abhaken können.«

»Gut, Mr. Holmes, aber worum kann es sich denn handeln?«

»Wir wollen einmal sehen, ob diese rein theoreti-sche Analyse schon ausreicht, um die Sache einzugrenzen. Sie wohnen seit einem Jahr in diesem Haus.«

»Fast zwei.«

»Um so besser. Während dieses langen Zeitraums möchte kein Mensch irgend etwas von Ihnen. Jetzt Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.100

Die Drei Giebel

Doyle-WA Bd. 9, 102

plötzlich, innerhalb von drei oder vier Tagen, tritt man mit dringenden Forderungen an Sie heran. Was würden Sie daraus schließen?«

»Das kann nur bedeuten«, sagte ich, »daß das Objekt, was immer es sein mag, erst vor kurzem ins Haus gelangt ist.«

»Das können wir dann auch abhaken«, sagte Holmes. »Nun, Mrs. Maberley,  ist  kürzlich irgendein Objekt angekommen?«

»Nein; ich habe mir in diesem Jahr noch nichts Neues zugelegt.«

»Aha! Das ist höchst bemerkenswert. Tja, ich glaube, es ist am besten, wenn wir die Dinge sich noch ein bißchen weiterentwickeln lassen – bis wir über klarere Daten verfügen. Ist denn dieser Ihr Rechtsanwalt tüchtig?«

»Mr. Sutro ist überaus tüchtig.«

»Haben Sie noch eine Hausangestellte, oder war die reizende Susan, die eben die Haustür zugeknallt hat, alleine bei Ihnen?«

»Ich habe noch eine junge Zofe.«

»Versuchen Sie Sutro dazu zu bringen, ein- oder zweimal hier im Haus zu übernachten. Sie werden möglicherweise Schutz brauchen.«

»Gegen wen denn?«

»Wer weiß? Die Angelegenheit ist zweifellos undurchsichtig. Wenn ich nicht herausfinden kann, hin-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.101

Die Drei Giebel

Doyle-WA Bd. 9, 102

ter was die Leute her sind, muß ich die Sache von der anderen Seite angehen und versuchen, an den Auftraggeber heranzukommen. Hat dieser Häusermakler eine Adresse hinterlassen?«

»Nur seine Karte mit der Berufsangabe. Haines-Johnson, Auktionator und Taxator.«

»Ich glaube nicht, daß wir ihn im Adreßbuch finden. Ehrenwerte Geschäftsleute machen aus der Anschrift ihres Geschäftssitzes kein Geheimnis. Gut, Sie lassen mich jedenfalls jede neue Entwicklung der Ereignisse wissen. Ich habe mich nun Ihres Falles angenommen, und Sie können sich darauf verlassen, daß ich der Sache auf den Grund kommen werde.«

Als wir die Halle durchquerten, fiel Holmes' Blick, dem nichts entging, auf verschiedene Koffer und Kisten, die sich in der Ecke stapelten. Die Gepäckauf-kleber waren deutlich zu erkennen. 

»›Milano‹. ›Luzern‹41. Die kommen aus Italien.«

»Das sind die Sachen von meinem armen Douglas.«

»Sie haben sie noch nicht ausgepackt? Wie lange sind die Sachen denn schon hier?«

»Sie sind letzte Woche angekommen.«

»Aber Sie sagten doch – ja, natürlich; das dürfte das fehlende Glied sein. Woher wissen wir denn, ob sich darin nicht etwas Wertvolles befindet?«

»Ausgeschlossen, Mr. Holmes. Der arme Douglas Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.102

Die Drei Giebel

Doyle-WA Bd. 9, 103

hatte ja nur sein Gehalt und eine kleine Jahresrente. 

Was konnte er schon Wertvolles besitzen?«

Holmes war in Gedanken verloren. 

»Verschieben Sie es nicht länger, Mrs. Maberley«, sagte er schließlich. »Lassen Sie diese Gepäckstücke ins Schlafzimmer hinaufbringen. Überprüfen Sie sie so bald wie möglich und stellen Sie fest, was sie enthalten. Ich werde morgen wiederkommen und hören, was Sie zu berichten haben.«

Ganz offensichtlich wurden Die Drei Giebel sehr streng überwacht; denn als wir am Wegende die hohe Hecke umrundeten, stand dort im Schatten der schwarze Preisboxer. Wir stießen ganz unvermutet auf ihn, und an dieser einsamen Stätte wirkte er wie eine grimme und dräuende Statue. Holmes steckte die Hand in die Tasche. 

»Suchen Sie Ihre Pistole] Masser Holmes?«

»Nein; nur mein Riechfläschchen, Steve.«

»Sehr komisch, Masser Holmes, eh?«

»Es wird Ihnen nicht mehr so komisch vorkommen, Steve, wenn ich Sie mir erst einmal vorknöpfe. Ich habe Sie heute morgen schon vorgewarnt.«

»Naja, Masser Holmes, ich hab überdenkt, was Sie gesagt ham, und ich will kein Geschwätz nich mehr über die Sache mit Masser Perkins. Wenn ich was helfen kann, Masser Holmes, dann tu ich's.«

»Na gut, dann verraten Sie mir doch mal, wer bei Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.103
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diesem Job hier hinter Ihnen steht.«

»So wahr mir Gott helfe! Masser Holmes, ich hab Ihnen die Wahrheit schon gesagt. Ich weiß nich. Mein Boss Barney gibt mir Befehle, und das is alles.«

»Schön; aber merken Sie sich, Steve: Die Lady in diesem Haus und alles, was sich unter seinem Dach befindet, stehen unter meinem persönlichen Schutz. 

Vergessen Sie das ja nicht.«

»In Ordnung, Masser Holmes. Ich denke dran.«

»Ich habe ihm einen tüchtigen Schrecken eingejagt, Watson«, bemerkte Holmes, als wir weitergingen. 

»Ich glaube, wenn er wüßte, wer sein Auftraggeber ist, würde er jetzt ein Doppelspiel treiben. Ein Glück, daß ich mich in der Spencer-John-Bande ein wenig auskenne und daß Steve dazugehört. Nun denn, Watson, das ist ein Fall für Langdale Pike, und ich beabsichtige, ihn gleich aufzusuchen. Wenn ich zurückkomme, werde ich vermutlich klarer sehen.«

Für den Rest des Tages bekam ich Holmes nicht mehr zu Gesicht; doch ich konnte mir gut vorstellen, wie er ihn verbrachte, denn Langdale Pike war sein lebendes Nachschlagewerk für alles, was mit gesell-schaftlichem Skandal zu tun hatte. Dieses sonderbare, schlaffe Wesen hielt sich von früh bis spät im Erker eines Clubs in der St. James Street auf; er war sowohl Empfangsstation als auch Übermittler jedweden Klatsches aus der Metropole. Wie es hieß, erhielt er für Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.104
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die Artikel, mit denen er allwöchentlich die Schund-blätter für ein neugieriges Publikum belieferte, ein vierstelliges Honorar. Wann immer weit unten in den trübsten Tiefen des Londoner Lebens ein seltsamer Wirbel oder Strudel entstand – mit mechanischer Exaktheit wurde er auf der Oberfläche von diesem menschlichen Registrierapparat erfaßt. Holmes ver-half Langdale diskret zu Informationen und nahm dafür seinerseits gelegentlich dessen Hilfe in Anspruch. 

Als ich meinen Freund am frühen Morgen des nächsten Tages in seiner Wohnung wieder traf, konnte ich seinem Verhalten entnehmen, daß sich alles günstig anließ; doch nichtsdestoweniger erwartete uns eine höchst unliebsame Überraschung in Gestalt des folgenden Telegramms:

Bitte sofort kommen. Nächtlicher Einbruch im Haus meiner Mandantin. Polizei eingeschaltet. 

SUTRO. 

Holmes stieß einen Pfiff aus. »Das Drama hat einen Wendepunkt erreicht, und zwar schneller, als ich erwartet hatte. Hinter diesem Unternehmen steckt eine gewaltige treibende Kraft, Watson – was mich nach allem, was ich bereits in Erfahrung gebracht habe, freilich nicht weiter überrascht. Dieser Sutro ist doch Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.105
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ihr Rechtsanwalt. Ich habe einen Fehler gemacht, fürchte ich; ich hätte  Sie  bitten sollen, die Nachtwache zu übernehmen. Dieser Bursche hat sich offenbar als schwankes Rohr erwiesen. Tja, uns bleibt nichts anderes übrig, als noch einmal nach Harrow Weald zu fahren.«

Verglichen mit dem ordentlichen Haushalt des Vortages präsentierten sich uns Die Drei Giebel nun in einem völlig veränderten Zustand. Am Gartentor hatte sich eine kleine Gruppe von Müßiggängern versammelt, dieweil einige Polizisten noch die Fenster und die Geranienbeete untersuchten. Drinnen begegneten wir einem grauhaarigen alten Gentleman, der sich als Rechtsanwalt vorstellte, sowie einem geschäftigen Inspektor von rosigem Aussehen, der Holmes wie einen alten Freund begrüßte. 

»Tja, Mr. Holmes, nichts zu holen für Sie in diesem Fall, fürchte ich. Bloß ein gewöhnlicher, alltäglicher Einbruch; und für die arme alte Polizei noch ohne weiteres zu überblicken. Spezialisten sind nicht erforderlich.«

»Ich bin sicher, der Fall ist in sehr guten Händen«, sagte Holmes. »Nur ein gewöhnlicher Einbruch, sagen Sie?«

»Ganz recht. Wir wissen ziemlich gut, wer die Männer sind und wo wir sie finden können. Es handelt sich um diese Bande von Barney Stockdale mit Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.106
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dem großen Nigger – sie sind unlängst hier in der Nähe gesehen worden.«

»Ausgezeichnet! Was haben sie denn mitgehen lassen?«

»Naja, große Beute haben sie anscheinend keine gemacht. Mrs. Maberley wurde mit Chloroform be-täubt, und das Haus wurde ... Ah! Da ist ja die Lady selbst.«

Unsere Freundin von gestern hatte, auf ein kleines Dienstmädchen gestützt, das Zimmer betreten; sie wirkte sehr blaß und elend. 

»Sie haben mir einen guten Rat gegeben, Mr. Holmes«, sagte sie traurig lächelnd. »Ach, und ich habe mich nicht daran gehalten! Ich wollte Mr. Sutro keine Unannehmlichkeiten bereiten; daher war ich ohne Schutz.«

»Ich habe erst heute morgen davon erfahren«, er-klärte der Anwalt. 

»Mr. Holmes riet mir, einen Freund ins Haus zu holen. Ich habe seine Empfehlung in den Wind geschlagen – und dafür bezahlt.«

»Sie sehen furchtbar mitgenommen aus«, sagte Holmes. »Sie sind wohl noch gar nicht in der Lage, mir zu berichten, was geschehen ist.«

»Das steht alles hier drin«, sagte der Inspektor; er klopfte auf ein dickes Notizbuch. 

»Dennoch, wenn die Lady nicht allzu erschöpft Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.107

Die Drei Giebel

Doyle-WA Bd. 9, 106

ist ...«

»Es gibt wirklich nur wenig zu berichten. Ich habe keinen Zweifel, daß diese niederträchtige Susan für die Leute einen Zugang vorbereitet hatte. Sie müssen das Haus Zoll für Zoll gekannt haben. Ich weiß gerade noch, daß mir ein chloroformgetränkter Lappen auf den Mund gepreßt wurde; aber ich habe keine Ahnung, wie lange ich bewußtlos war. Als ich wieder zur Besinnung kam, stand neben meinem Bett ein Mann, während sich ein anderer mit einem Bündel in der Hand zwischen den Gepäckstücken meines Sohnes aufrichtete; diese waren teilweise geöffnet, und ihr Inhalt lag über den Boden verstreut. Bevor dieser Mann entkommen konnte, sprang ich auf und packte ihn.«

»Da sind Sie aber ein großes Risiko eingegangen«, sagte der Inspektor. 

»Ich klammerte mich an ihn, aber er schüttelte mich ab; dann hat mich der andere wohl niedergeschlagen, denn von da an kann ich mich an nichts mehr erinnern. Das Dienstmädchen Mary hat den Lärm gehört und sogleich aus dem Fenster um Hilfe geschrien. Das rief die Polizei herbei; aber die Schurken waren bereits entwischt.«

»Was haben sie denn gestohlen?«

»Also, ich glaube nicht, daß etwas Wertvolles fehlt. In den Koffern meines Sohnes gab es sicher Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.108

Die Drei Giebel

Doyle-WA Bd. 9, 107

nichts zu stehlen.«

»Haben die Männer keine Spuren hinterlassen?«

»Da war ein Blatt Papier, das ich dem Mann, den ich gepackt hielt, vermutlich entrissen habe. Es lag völlig zerknüllt auf dem Fußboden. Die Handschrift darauf ist die meines Sohnes.«

»Was bedeutet, daß es für uns nicht sonderlich brauchbar ist«, sagte der Inspektor. »Wenn es nun die des Einbrechers wäre ...«

»Genau«, sagte Holmes. »Welch eine schlichte, vernünftige Folgerung! Trotzdem, ich würde es mir ganz gern einmal ansehen.«

Der Inspektor zog ein großes gefaltetes Blatt aus seinem Notizbuch. 

»Ich lasse nie etwas unbeachtet – ganz gleich, wie nebensächlich es ist«, sagte er etwas prahlerisch. 

»Das ist auch mein Rat an Sie, Mr. Holmes. In fünfundzwanzig Jahren Berufserfahrung habe ich meine Lektion gelernt. Es besteht immer die Aussicht auf Fingerabdrücke oder so etwas.«

Holmes inspizierte das Blatt. 

»Was halten Sie davon, Inspektor?«

»Scheint der Schluß von irgendeinem kuriosen Roman zu sein, soweit ich es verstehe.«

»Wahrscheinlich erweist es sich tatsächlich als der Schluß einer kuriosen Geschichte«, sagte Holmes. 

»Sie haben die Zahl auf dem oberen Rand der Seite Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.109
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wohl schon bemerkt. Sie lautet zweihundertfünfundvierzig. Wo sind die restlichen zweihundertvierund-vierzig Seiten?«

»Tja, vermutlich haben die Einbrecher sie mitgenommen. Wohl bekomm's ihnen!«

»Es erscheint doch kurios, in ein Haus einzubrechen, um solche Papiere zu stehlen. Gibt Ihnen das irgendeinen Hinweis, Inspektor?«

»Ja, Sir; es weist darauf hin, daß sich die Gauner in ihrer Hast das erste beste gegrapscht haben, was ihnen in die Hände fiel. Ich wünsche ihnen viel Spaß mit ihrer Beute.«

»Aber warum sollten sie dann an die Sachen meines Sohnes gehen?« fragte Mrs. Maberley. 

»Tja, unten haben sie nichts Wertvolles gefunden; da haben sie ihr Glück eben oben versucht. So jedenfalls lese ich es. Was schließen denn Sie daraus, Mr. 

Holmes?«

»Ich muß darüber nachdenken, Inspektor. Kommen Sie doch mal ans Fenster, Watson.« Dann las er, neben mir stehend, das Fragment durch. Es setzte mitten im Satz ein und lautete wie folgt:

... Gesicht blutete heftig von den Schnitten und Schlägen; aber das war nichts im Vergleich zu seinem blutenden Herzen, da er jenes liebliche Antlitz sah, jenes Antlitz, für welches er sogar Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.110
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sein Leben zu opfern bereit gewesen und das nun auf seine Qual und Erniedrigung herabblickte. 

Sie lächelte – ja, beim Himmel! Sie lächelte, herzlose Teufelin, der sie glich, als er zu ihr aufschaute. In diesem Augenblick geschah es, daß Liebe starb und Haß geboren ward. Ein Mann muß für irgend etwas leben. Wenn schon nicht für deine Umarmung, meine Lady, dann aber gewiß für deine Vernichtung und meine vollständige Rache. 

»Kuriose Grammatik!« sagte Holmes lächelnd, als er das Blatt dem Inspektor zurückgab. »Haben Sie bemerkt, wie aus dem ›er‹ plötzlich ›mein‹ wird? Der Schreiber hat sich von seiner eigenen Geschichte derartig fortreißen lassen, daß er sich im entscheidenden Moment mit dem Helden identifizierte.«

»Das schien ganz übles Zeug zu sein«, sagte der Inspektor, als er das Blatt in sein Buch zurücklegte. 

»Was! Wollen Sie etwa schon wieder fort, Mr. Holmes?«

»Ich glaube nicht, daß es für mich noch irgend etwas zu tun gibt – nun, da sich der Fall in so tüchtigen Händen befindet. Nebenbei bemerkt, Mrs. Maberley, haben Sie nicht den Wunsch geäußert, zu reisen?«

»Das war schon immer mein Traum, Mr. Holmes.«
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»Wohin würden Sie denn gerne fahren – Kairo, Madeira, an die Riviera?«

»Oh! Wenn ich das Geld hätte, würde ich eine Weltreise machen.«

»Sehr schön. Eine Weltreise. Nun denn, guten Morgen. Ich schicke Ihnen heute abend vielleicht noch ein paar Zeilen.« Als wir am Fenster vorbeika-men, sah ich kurz, wie der Inspektor lächelte und den Kopf schüttelte. »Diese neunmalklugen Kerle haben doch immer einen leichten Stich«, las ich im Lächeln des Inspektors. 

»So, Watson, wir sind bei der letzten Etappe unserer kleinen Reise angelangt«, sagte Holmes, als wir wieder ins Getöse der Londoner City zurückgekehrt waren. »Ich glaube, wir klären die Sache sofort auf; es wäre gut, wenn Sie mich begleiteten; wenn man es mit einer Lady wie Isadora Klein zu tun hat, fühlt man sich sicherer im Beisein eines Zeugen.«

Wir hatten uns einen Wagen genommen und fuhren nun rasch zu irgendeiner Adresse am Grosvenor Square. Holmes saß in Gedanken versunken da; doch plötzlich raffte er sich auf. 

»Übrigens, Watson, ich nehme doch an, Sie durchschauen die ganze Sache?«

»Nein, das kann ich nicht gerade behaupten. Ich vermute nur, daß wir im Begriff sind, die Lady aufzusuchen, die hinter all diesen Übeltaten steckt.«
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»Genau! Aber sagt Ihnen denn der Name Isadora Klein wirklich nichts? Sie war doch einmal  die  gefeierte Schönheit. Nie hat es eine Frau gegeben, die ihr gleichkam. Sie ist eine reinrassige Spanierin, vom echten Blut der gebieterischen Konquistadoren, und ihre Familie ist seit Generationen tonangebend in Per-nambuco42. Sie hat den bejahrten deutschen Zucker-könig Klein geheiratet und präsentierte sich bald darauf als die reichste und schönste Witwe der Welt. 

Dann folgte ein Lebensabschnitt voller Abenteuer, wo sie sich nur noch ihren Genüssen hingab. Sie hatte mehrere Liebhaber, und Douglas Maberley, einer der ansehnlichsten Männer Londons, zählte dazu. 

Nach allem, was man so hört, war die Sache für ihn mehr als ein Abenteuer. Er war nämlich keiner von diesen Paradiesvögeln aus den Salons, sondern ein energischer, stolzer Mann, der alles gab und dafür alles verlangte. Sie hingegen ist die  belle dame sans merci,  43 wie sie im Buch steht. Sobald sie ihrer Kaprice Genüge getan hat, ist der Fall für sie erledigt; und wenn der andere Beteiligte ihre Entscheidung nicht akzeptieren will, weiß sie sie ihm durchaus beizubringen.«

»Dann war das also seine eigene Geschichte ...«

»Ah! Schon fugt sich Ihnen alles zusammen. Ich habe gehört, daß sie just im Begriff ist, den Herzog von Lomond zu ehelichen, der fast ihr Sohn sein Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.113
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könnte. Seiner Gnaden Mama mag den Altersunterschied vielleicht noch übersehen, doch ein großer Skandal wäre schon etwas anderes; folglich ist es unumgänglich ... Ah! Da wären wir.«

Wir standen vor einem der schönsten Eckhäuser des West End. Ein automatenhafter Lakai nahm unsere Karten entgegen und kehrte zurück mit der Auskunft, die Lady sei nicht zu Hause. 

»Dann warten wir eben, bis sie wieder da ist«, sagte Holmes fröhlich. 

Der Automat setzte aus. 

»Nicht zu Hause heißt: Nicht zu Hause für  Sie«, sagte der Lakai. 

»Schön«, gab Holmes zurück. »Das heißt also, daß wir nicht warten müssen. Überbringen Sie Ihrer Herrin doch bitte dieses Billett.«

Er kritzelte drei oder vier Wörter auf ein Blatt seines Notizbuches, faltete es und reichte es dem Mann. 

»Was steht denn auf dem Zettel, Holmes?« fragte ich. 

»Ich habe lediglich geschrieben: ›Dann also lieber die Polizei?‹ Ich denke, das sollte uns die Türen öffnen.«

Das tat es – und zwar erstaunlich schnell. Eine Minute später befanden wir uns in einem Salon wie aus Tausendundeiner Nacht, riesengroß und wunderschön; er lag im Halbdunkel – nur vereinzelt spende-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.114
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ten elektrische Lampen ein rosa Licht. Die Lady hatte anscheinend jenes Alter erreicht, da selbst die stolze-ste Schönheit das Halblicht bevorzugt. Als wir eintraten, erhob sie sich von einem Sofa: hochgewachsen, königlich, mit einer perfekten Figur, einem wunderschönen maskenhaften Gesicht und zwei hinreißenden spanischen Augen, die uns beide mit einem vernichtenden Blick bedachten. 

»Was hat diese Zudringlichkeit zu bedeuten – und was soll diese unverschämte Mitteilung?« fragte sie, den Zettel in die Höhe haltend. 

»Das brauche ich Ihnen doch nicht zu erklären, Madame. Dazu hege ich zu großen Respekt vor Ihrer Intelligenz – obschon ich einschränkend erwähnen muß, daß dieser Intelligenz unlängst ein erstaunlicher Irrtum unterlief.«

»Inwiefern, Sir?«

»Insofern, als Sie der Annahme waren, Ihre gedungenen Schläger könnten mich davon abschrecken, meiner Arbeit nachzugehen. Gewiß würde kein Mensch einen Beruf wie den meinen ergreifen, wenn ihn nicht gerade die Gefahr anzöge. Somit haben Sie selbst mich dazu genötigt, den Fall des jungen Maberley zu untersuchen.«

»Ich habe keine Ahnung, wovon Sie sprechen. Was habe ich mit gedungenen Schlägern zu schaffen?«

Holmes wandte sich müde ab. 
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»In der Tat, ich habe Ihre Intelligenz wohl doch unterschätzt. Nun denn, guten Tag!«

»Halt! Wo wollen Sie denn hin?«

»Zu Scotland Yard.«

Wir hatten noch nicht halbwegs die Tür erreicht, als sie uns einholte und Holmes am Arm festhielt. Im Nu hatte Stahl sich in Samt verwandelt. 

»Bitte, nehmen Sie doch Platz, Gentlemen. Lassen Sie uns die Angelegenheit besprechen. Ich spüre, daß ich zu Ihnen offen sein kann, Mr. Holmes. Sie besitzen das Taktgefühl eines Gentleman. Wie rasch weiblicher Instinkt doch so etwas bemerkt! Ich möchte Sie als Freund betrachten.«

»Ich kann Ihnen nicht versprechen, Ihre Gefühle zu erwidern, Madame. Ich bin nicht das Gesetz, doch ich vertrete die Gerechtigkeit, soweit es in meinen schwachen Kräften steht. Ich bin bereit, Ihnen zuzuhören; danach werde ich Ihnen sagen, was ich zu tun gedenke.«

»Ohne Zweifel war es töricht von mir, einen so unerschrockenen Mann wie Sie zu bedrohen.«

»Was wirklich töricht war, Madame, ist der Umstand, daß Sie sich der Willkür einer Bande von Schurken ausgeliefert haben, die Sie erpressen oder bloßstellen können.« »Nein, nein! So einfältig bin ich denn doch nicht. Da ich versprochen habe, offen zu sein, darf ich Ihnen verraten, daß niemand außer Bar-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.116
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ney Stockdale und seiner Frau Susan auch nur die geringste Ahnung hat, wer der Auftraggeber ist. Und was diese beiden betrifft – nun, es ist nicht das erste ...« Sie lächelte und neigte in bezaubernd koketter Vertraulichkeit den Kopf. 

»Ich verstehe. Sie haben sie früher schon einmal auf die Probe gestellt.«

»Es sind tüchtige Hunde, die leise jagen.«

»Solche Hunde haben die Angewohnheit, die Hand, die sie füttert, früher oder später zu beißen. Man wird sie wegen dieses Einbruchs festnehmen. Die Polizei ist bereits hinter ihnen her.«

»Was ihnen zustößt, nehmen sie in Kauf. Dafür werden sie schließlich bezahlt. Ich trete bei der Sache gar nicht in Erscheinung.«

»Es sei denn, ich ziehe Sie hinein.«

»Nein, nein; das würden Sie nicht tun. Sie sind ein Gentleman, und hier handelt es sich um das Geheimnis einer Frau.«

»Vor allen Dingen müssen Sie dieses Manuskript zurückgeben.«

Sie brach in leises Lachen aus und ging zum Kamin. Dort lag ein ausgeglühter Klumpen, den sie mit dem Schürhaken aufstocherte. »Soll ich vielleicht das hier zurückgeben?« fragte sie. Wie sie vor uns stand mit ihrem herausfordernden Lächeln, sah sie so spitzbübisch und reizend aus, daß ich das Gefühl Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.117
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hatte: Von allen Verbrecherinnen, mit denen Holmes je zu tun hatte, war sie diejenige, bei der es ihm am schwersten fallen würde, sich durchzusetzen. Gegen Gefühlsregungen war er allerdings immun. 

»Das besiegelt Ihr Schicksal«, sagte er kalt. »Sie handeln sehr rasch, Madame, aber diesmal haben Sie den Bogen überspannt.«

Sie warf den Schürhaken scheppernd zu Boden. 

»Wie hartherzig Sie sind!« rief sie. »Soll ich Ihnen die ganze Geschichte erzählen?«

»Ich bilde mir ein, sie selbst erzählen zu können.«

»Aber Sie müssen sie mit meinen Augen sehen, Mr. Holmes. Sie müssen sie vom Standpunkt einer Frau betrachten, die bemerkt, daß all ihren Lebenszie-len im letzten Augenblick die Vernichtung droht. 

Kann man es einer solchen Frau verdenken, wenn sie sich schützt?«

»Die eigentliche Sünderin sind doch wohl Sie.«

»Ja, ja! Ich gebe es ja zu. Douglas war ein lieber Junge, aber es ergab sich eben so, daß er nicht in meine Pläne paßte. Er bestand auf Heirat; Heirat, Mr. 

Holmes, mit einem mittellosen Bürgerlichen. Mit weniger wollte er sich nicht zufriedengeben. Dann wurde er aufdringlich. Weil ich mich einmal hingegeben hatte, schien er zu glauben, ich müsse mich immer hingeben, und zwar ihm allein. Es war unerträglich. 

Zuletzt konnte ich nicht umhin, es ihm klarzuma-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.118
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chen.«

»Mit Hilfe gedungener Schurken, die ihn unter Ihrem eigenen Fenster zusammenschlugen.«

»Sie scheinen tatsächlich alles zu wissen. Ja, es ist wahr. Barney und die Jungs haben ihn davongejagt und waren, ich gebe es zu, dabei ein bißchen grob. 

Aber was hat er dann getan? Wie hätte ich annehmen können, daß ein Gentleman so etwas fertigbringt? Er schrieb ein Buch, in dem er seine eigene Geschichte schilderte. Natürlich war ich der Wolf und er das Lamm. Es stand alles darin, unter veränderten Namen freilich; doch wer in ganz London hätte die echten nicht wiedererkannt? Was sagen Sie dazu, Mr. Holmes?«

»Nun, es war sein gutes Recht.«

»Es war, als sei ihm die Luft Italiens zu Kopf gestiegen und mit ihr die alte italienische Grausamkeit. 

Er hat mir geschrieben und eine Abschrift seines Buches geschickt, um mich auf die Folter zu spannen. Es existierten zwei Abschriften, teilte er mit – eine für mich, eine für seinen Verleger.«

»Woher wußten Sie denn, daß der Verleger seine noch nicht erhalten hatte?«

»Mir war bekannt, wer sein Verleger war. Es ist nämlich nicht sein erstes Buch, müssen Sie wissen. 

Ich fand heraus, daß der Verleger noch keine Nachricht aus Italien bekommen hatte. Dann starb Douglas Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.119
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plötzlich. Solange dieses andere Manuskript noch existierte, gab es für mich keine Sicherheit. Es mußte sich natürlich unter seiner persönlichen Habe befinden, und die würde man an seine Mutter zurücksen-den. Ich schaltete die Bande ein. Einer von ihnen verschaffte sich als Dienstbote Zutritt zum Haus. Ich wollte die Sache auf ehrliche Weise hinter mich bringen, Ich habe es wirklich und aufrichtig versucht. Ich war bereit, das Haus mit allem, was darin war, zu kaufen. Ich akzeptierte jeden Preis – ganz gleich, was die Mutter verlangte. Erst als alles fehlgeschlagen war, versuchte ich es auf andere Weise. Ich bitte Sie, Mr. Holmes, ich gebe ja zu, daß ich mit Douglas zu hart umgesprungen bin – und es tut mir, weiß Gott, auch leid! Aber was hätte ich denn sonst tun sollen, wo doch meine ganze Zukunft auf dem Spiel stand?«

Holmes zuckte mit den Achseln. 

»Nun ja«, sagte er, »ich glaube, ich werde mal wieder wegen erhaltener Entschädigung auf eine Anzeige verzichten44. Was kostet eigentlich eine Weltreise erster Klasse?«

Die Lady machte große Augen. 

»Würden fünftausend Pfund ausreichen?«

»Ja, ich glaube schon, allerdings!«

»Sehr schön. Ich denke, Sie unterzeichnen mir jetzt einen Scheck über diese Summe, und ich sorge dafür, daß Mrs. Maberley ihn erhält. Sie sind ihr nämlich Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.120
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eine kleine Luftveränderung schuldig. In der Zwischenzeit, Lady« – er hob warnend den Zeigefinger –, 

»sehen Sie sich vor! Sehen Sie sich vor! Auf die Dauer können Sie nicht mit dem Feuer spielen, ohne sich diese zarten Hände zu verbrennen.«
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Der Vampir von Sussex

Holmes hatte soeben aufmerksam einen Brief gelesen, der ihm mit der letzten Post gebracht worden war. 

Dann warf er ihn mir zu, mit jenem trockenen Kichern, das einem Lachen noch am nächsten kam. 

»Als Mischung aus Modernem und Mittelalterli-chem, aus Praktischem und aus wilder Phantasterei, stellt das hier, glaube ich, gewiß einen Gipfelpunkt dar«, sagte er. »Was halten Sie davon, Watson?«

Ich las das Folgende:

46 OLD JEWRY

 19. Nov. 

 Betr.:  Vampire

SIR, 

Unser Mandant, Mr. Robert Ferguson, von Ferguson & Muirhead, Teehändler, Mincing Lane, hat sich in einem Schreiben gleichen Datums an uns um Auskunft betreffs Vampire gewandt. Da unsere Firma ausschließlich auf die Taxierung maschineller Anlagen spezialisiert ist, fällt die Sache wohl nicht in unser Fach. Wir haben Mr. 

Ferguson daher empfohlen, Sie aufzusuchen und Ihnen die Angelegenheit zu unterbreiten. Ihr erfolgreiches Wirken im Fall Matilda Briggs ist Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.122
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uns noch in guter Erinnerung. 

Wir verbleiben, Sir, mit freundlichen Grüßen, Ihre

MORRISON, MORRISON UND DODD

i.A.E.J.C. 

»Matilda Briggs war nicht etwa der Name einer jungen Frau, Watson«, sagte Holmes, sich erinnernd. 

»Es war ein Schiff, das mit der Riesenratte von Sumatra in Zusammenhang steht – eine Geschichte, für die die Welt freilich noch nicht reif ist. Aber was wissen wir von Vampiren? Fällt die Sache etwa in  unser Fach? Zwar ist immer noch alles ersprießlicher als Untätigkeit; doch wie es aussieht, sind wir nun wahrhaftig in ein Grimmsches Märchen geraten. Strecken Sie doch mal den Arm aus, Watson, und sehen Sie nach, was uns der Buchstabe V zu sagen hat.«

Ich lehnte mich zurück und nahm den betreffenden großen Index-Band herunter. Holmes balancierte ihn auf dem Knie, und sein Blick schweifte langsam und liebevoll über das Verzeichnis alter Fälle, gemischt mit einer Fülle von Informationen, die sich im Laufe seines Lebens angesammelt hatten. 

»Verhängnisvolle Reise der  Gloria Scott«,  45 las er. »Das war eine üble Geschichte. Ich vermag mich zu entsinnen, Watson, daß Sie den Fall festgehalten haben; wiewohl ich Ihnen zum Resultat nicht gratulie-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.123
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ren konnte. Victor Lynch, der Fälscher. Verheerendes Gift der Krustenechse oder Gila46. Bemerkenswerter Fall, das! Vittoria, die Zirkusschönheit. Vanderbilt und der Geldschrankknacker. Vipern. Vigor, das Wunder von Hammersmith. Hallo! Hallo! Guter alter Index! Er ist unschlagbar. Hören Sie sich das an, Watson: Vampirismus in Ungarn. Und ferner: Vampire in Transsylvanien.« Begierig blätterte er weiter; aber nach kurzer gespannter Durchsicht warf er das große Buch mit enttäuschtem Brummen hin. 

»Mumpitz, Watson, Mumpitz! Was haben wir mit umgehenden Leichnamen zu schaffen, die es nur dann in ihren Gräbern hält, wenn man ihnen einen Pfahl durchs Herz stößt? Das ist doch purer Wahnsinn.«

»Aber muß denn«, sagte ich, »der Vampir unbedingt ein Toter sein? Es gibt doch auch Lebende mit solchen Veranlagungen. Ich habe zum Beispiel gelesen, daß Greise jungen Leuten das Blut auszusaugen pflegen, um ihre eigene Jugend wiederzuerlangen.«

»Sie haben recht, Watson. Das Buch erwähnt diese Legende auch. Doch verdient dergleichen im Ernst unsere Aufmerksamkeit? Diese Agentur hier steht mit beiden Füßen fest auf der Erde, und da muß sie auch bleiben. Uns reicht die Welt schon so, wie sie ist; für Geister haben wir keine Verwendung. Ich fürchte, wir können Mr. Robert Ferguson nicht sonderlich ernst nehmen. Vermutlich stammt dieser Brief hier von Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.124
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ihm; er wirft vielleicht ein wenig Licht auf das, was ihn bekümmert.«

Er nahm ein zweites Schreiben zur Hand, das unbeachtet auf dem Tisch gelegen hatte, dieweil er noch vom ersten in Anspruch genommen war. Dann begann er es zu lesen – mit einem amüsierten Lächeln, das allerdings nach und nach dahinschwand, um einem Ausdruck des gespannten Interesses und der Konzentration Platz zu machen. Als er die Lektüre beendet hatte, saß er eine kurze Zeit lang gedankenverloren da und ließ den Brief zwischen den Fingern baumeln. 

Schließlich fuhr er mit einem Ruck aus seinen Träumereien auf. 

»Cheeseman's, Lamberley47. Wo liegt denn Lamberley, Watson?«

»In Sussex, südlich von Horsham.«

»Nicht sehr weit weg, wie? Und Cheeseman's?«

»Ich kenne die Gegend, Holmes. Sie wimmelt von alten Häusern, die nach den Männern benannt sind, die sie vor Jahrhunderten gebaut haben. Man findet dort Odley's und Harvey's und Carriton's – die Leute sind vergessen, aber ihre Namen leben in ihren Häusern fort.«

»Ganz genau«, sagte Holmes kalt. Es gehörte zu den Besonderheiten seines stolzen, unabhängigen Wesens, daß er zwar jede frische Information sehr rasch und akkurat im Kopf speicherte, aber dem Spender Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.125
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dafür nur selten Anerkennung zollte. »Ich glaube fast, bis wir damit fertig sind, werden wir über Cheeseman's, Lamberley, noch eine ganze Menge mehr wissen. Der Brief kommt, wie ich gehofft hatte, von Robert Ferguson. Übrigens behauptet er, ein Bekannter von Ihnen zu sein.«

»Von mir!«

»Am besten, Sie lesen den Brief selbst.«

Er reichte das Schreiben herüber. Oben stand die bereits zitierte Adresse. 

LIEBER MR. HOLMES (begann es) –, meine Rechtsberater haben mir empfohlen, mich an Sie zu wenden. Die Angelegenheit ist allerdings so außerordentlich delikat, daß es mir nicht gerade leichtfällt, sie zur Sprache zu bringen. Sie betrifft einen Freund, dessen Interessen ich vertrete. Dieser Gentleman hat vor ungefähr fünf Jahren eine peruanische Lady geheiratet, die Tochter eines peruanischen Kaufmanns, den er im Zusammenhang mit der Einfuhr von Nitraten kennengelernt hatte. Die Lady ist wunderschön; aber der Umstand, daß sie gebürtige Ausländerin ist und einer fremden Religion angehört, führte ständig dazu, daß die Eheleute in ihren Neigungen und Ansichten nicht harmonierten, so daß nach einer gewissen Zeit seine Liebe zu ihr viel-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.126
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leicht etwas abkühlte und er diese Verbindung womöglich als Fehler zu betrachten begann. Er hatte das Gefühl, daß ihm manche ihrer Charakterzüge auf ewig unergründlich und unverständlich bleiben würden. Dies war um so schmerzlicher, als sie die liebevollste Ehefrau war, die ein Mann haben kann – und ihm allem Anschein nach vollkommen ergeben. 

Nun zu dem Punkt, den ich Ihnen bei unserem Treffen dann noch näher erläutern möchte. Dieser Brief soll Ihnen lediglich ein allgemeines Bild von der Situation vermitteln und in Erfahrung bringen, ob Sie sich für die Sache eventuell interessieren könnten. – Die Lady begann einige sonderbare Eigenarten an den Tag zu legen, die ihrem ursprünglich lieblichen und sanften Wesen völlig zuwiderliefen. Der Gentleman lebt bereits in zweiter Ehe und hat von seiner ersten Frau einen Sohn. Dieser Knabe ist inzwischen fünfzehn, ein ganz reizender und liebenswürdiger Jüngling – trotz eines Schadens, den er als Kind bei einem Unfall leider davontrug. Gleichwohl wurde die Ehefrau zweimal dabei ertappt, wie sie diesen armen Jungen ohne die geringste Veranlassung mißhandelte. Einmal schlug sie ihn mit einem Stock, so daß auf seinem Arm eine dicke Strieme zurückblieb. 
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Das war jedoch eine Kleinigkeit im Vergleich zu ihrem Verhalten gegenüber ihrem eigenen Kind, einem niedlichen Bübchen von noch nicht ganz einem Jahr. Vor ungefähr einem Monat wurde das Kind von seiner Amme einmal ein paar Minuten alleine gelassen. Lautes Schreien, als hätte das Baby Schmerzen, rief die Amme zurück. Als sie ins Zimmer eilte, sah sie ihre Dienstherrin, die Lady, die sich über das Baby gebeugt hatte und es offensichtlich in den Hals biß, denn dort befand sich eine kleine, heftig blutende Wunde. 

Die Amme war so entsetzt, daß sie den Ehemann herbeirufen wollte; aber die Lady flehte sie an, es zu unterlassen, und gab ihr sogar fünf Pfund als Schweigegeld. Eine Erklärung erfolgte allerdings nicht, und vorläufig war die Angelegenheit erledigt. 

Sie hinterließ jedoch bei der Amme einen furchtbaren Eindruck, und von da an begann sie, ihre Herrin aufmerksam zu beobachten und auf das Baby, das sie zärtlich liebt, noch besser aufzupassen. Es kam ihr so vor, als ob die Mutter ih-rerseits sie beobachtete und ständig darauf wartete, an das Baby heranzukommen, wenn sie, die Amme, es einmal alleine lassen mußte. Tag und Nacht behielt die Amme das Baby im Auge, und Tag und Nacht schien die stille, wachsame Mut-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.128
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ter auf der Lauer zu liegen – wie ein Wolf vor einem Lamm. Die Sache muß sich für Sie unglaublich anhören; dennoch bitte ich Sie, sie ernst zu nehmen, denn möglicherweise hängen das Leben eines Kindes und die geistige Gesundheit eines Mannes davon ab. Schließlich kam der schreckliche Tag, da dem Gatten die Wahrheit nicht länger verheimlicht werden konnte. 

Die Nerven der Amme versagten; sie hielt dem Druck nicht länger stand und vertraute dem Mann alles an. Ihm kam die Sache wie ein wildes Schauermärchen vor – wie wahrscheinlich jetzt auch Ihnen. Er kannte seine Frau nur als liebevolle Gattin und, von den Mißhandlungen ihres Stiefsohns abgesehen, als liebevolle Mutter. Warum sollte sie denn ihr geliebtes kleines Baby verletzen? Er erklärte der Amme, sie phantasiere und ihre Verdächtigungen könne er keineswegs dulden. Noch während sie sprachen, er-tönte plötzlich ein Schmerzensschrei. Amme und Hausherr stürmten zusammen ins Kinderzimmer. 

Stellen Sie sich seine Empfindungen vor, Mr. 

Holmes, als er sah, wie sich seine Gattin neben dem Kinderbett von den Knien erhob, und als er auf dem entblößten Hals des Kindes und auf dem Bettlaken Blut entdeckte. Mit einem Entset-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.129
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zensschrei drehte er das Gesicht seiner Frau ins Licht und stellte fest, daß ihre Lippen über und über mit Blut verschmiert waren. Ja, sie hatte ohne jeden Zweifel das Blut des armen Babys getrunken. 

Das also ist der Stand der Dinge. Inzwischen hat sie sich in ihrem Zimmer eingesperrt. Erklärungen gab sie keine ab. Der Ehemann ist schon halb von Sinnen. Er und ich kennen den Vampirismus nur vom Hörensagen. Bisher hatten wir ihn für eine wilde Mär aus fernen Ländern gehalten. Und dennoch geschah es hier, mitten im Herzen des englischen Sussex ... Nun, dies alles kann ich ja morgen vormittag mit Ihnen besprechen. Werden Sie mich empfangen? Werden Sie Ihre großen Fähigkeiten einsetzen, um einem verstörten Mann zu helfen? Wenn ja, telegraphieren Sie bitte an: Ferguson, Cheeseman's, Lamberley; ich werde Sie dann um zehn Uhr zu Hause aufsuchen. 

Ihr ergebener

ROBERT FERGUSON

PS. – Ich glaube, Ihr Freund Watson spielte Rugby für Blackheath, als ich Three-Quarter48

für Richmond war. Das ist die einzige persönliche Empfehlung, die ich mitbringen kann. 
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»Natürlich erinnere ich mich an ihn«, sagte ich, als ich den Brief weglegte. »Big Bob Ferguson, der stärkste Three-Quarter, den Richmond je hatte. Er war schon immer ein gutmütiger Kerl. Das sieht ihm ähnlich, daß er am Fall eines Freundes derartigen Anteil nimmt.«

Holmes sah mich nachdenklich an und schüttelte den Kopf. 

»Ich komme wohl nie dahinter, wo Ihre Grenzen liegen, Watson«, sagte er. »In Ihnen schlummern unentdeckte Möglichkeiten. Seien Sie so nett und geben Sie ein Telegramm auf: ›Will Ihren Fall gern untersuchen.‹«

» Ihren  Fall!«

»Er darf doch nicht glauben, diese Agentur sei eine Anstalt für Schwachsinnige. Selbstverständlich ist es sein Fall. Schicken Sie ihm dieses Telegramm; dann mag die Sache bis morgen ruhen.«

Pünktlich um zehn Uhr am nächsten Morgen betrat Ferguson unser Zimmer. Ich hatte ihn als hochgewachsenen, schlaksigen Mann in Erinnerung, gelen-kig und von enormer Schnelligkeit, die ihn so manchen gegnerischen Back49 hatte umrunden lassen. Es gibt bestimmt nichts Schmerzlicheres im Leben, als dem Wrack eines hervorragenden Athleten zu begeg-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.131
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nen, den man noch in seiner Blütezeit erlebt hat. 

Seine große Gestalt wirkte eingefallen, das flachsblonde Haar wuchs nur noch spärlich, und die Schultern waren gebeugt. Ich fürchte allerdings, daß meine Erscheinung bei ihm ähnliche Empfindungen auslö-

ste. 

»Hallo, Watson«, sagte er, und seine Stimme klang immer noch tief und kräftig. »Sie sehen nicht mehr ganz so aus wie damals, als ich Sie im Old Deer Park über die Seile ins Publikum geworfen habe. Und vermutlich habe auch ich mich ein bißchen verändert. 

Aber älter gemacht haben mich die letzten paar Tage. 

Ihrem Telegramm entnehme ich, Mr. Holmes, daß es wohl keinen Zweck hat, mich als jemandes Bevoll-mächtigten auszugeben.«

»Es ist einfacher, direkt zu verhandeln«, sagte Holmes. 

»Natürlich. Aber Sie können sich wohl vorstellen, wie schwer es ist, ausgerechnet von der Frau zu sprechen, der man eigentlich Schutz und Hilfe bieten muß. 

Was kann ich tun? Wie soll ich denn mit so einer Geschichte zur Polizei gehen? Andererseits müssen die Kinderchen doch geschützt werden. Ist es Wahnsinn, Mr. Holmes? Liegt es ihr vielleicht im Blut? Haben Sie einen ähnlichen Fall schon mal erlebt? Um Gottes willen, geben Sie mir einen Rat; ich bin mit meinem Latein am Ende.«
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»Das ist durchaus verständlich, Mr. Ferguson. 

Aber nun nehmen Sie erst einmal Platz hier, reißen sich ein wenig zusammen und geben mir ein paar klare Antworten. Ich kann Ihnen versichern, daß ich mit meinem Latein noch sehr lange nicht am Ende bin und die feste Zuversicht habe, daß wir eine Lösung finden. Zunächst sagen Sie mir bitte, welche Schritte Sie bis jetzt unternommen haben. Ist Ihre Frau noch bei den Kindern?«

»Es kam zu einer entsetzlichen Szene. Sie ist eine überaus liebevolle Frau, Mr. Holmes. Wenn je eine Frau ihren Mann von ganzem Herzen und ganzer Seele geliebt hat, dann sie. Es hat ihr ins Herz geschnitten, daß ich dieses furchtbare, dieses unglaubliche Geheimnis entdeckt habe. Nicht einmal reden wollte sie darüber. Auf meine Vorwürfe gab sie keine Antwort, außer daß sie mich mit einem irgendwie wil-denr verzweifelten Blick angestarrt hat. Dann ist sie in ihr Zimmer gestürzt und hat sich eingeschlossen. 

Seitdem weigert sie sich, mich zu sehen. Sie hat eine Zofe, die schon vor ihrer Heirat bei ihr war. Dolores heißt sie – sie ist eigentlich eher eine Freundin als eine Dienerin. Sie bringt ihr die Mahlzeiten.«

»Dann schwebt das Kind also nicht in unmittelbarer Gefahr?«

»Mrs. Mason, die Amme, hat geschworen, daß sie Tag und Nacht bei ihm bleiben will. Ich kann mich Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.133
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voll und ganz auf sie verlassen. Viel mehr beunruhigt bin ich wegen dem armen kleinen Jack; meine Frau hat ihn nämlich, wie im Brief erwähnt, schon zweimal mißhandelt.«

»Aber sie hat ihn noch niemals verletzt?«

»Nein; allerdings hat sie ihn heftig geschlagen. Das ist um so furchtbarer, als er ja ein armer kleiner harmloser Krüppel ist.« Fergusons hagere Züge wurden weicher, als er von seinem Jungen sprach. »Eigentlich sollte man annehmen, daß der Zustand des lieben Kerls jedes Herz rühren müßte. Ein Sturz in der Kindheit, und davon ein verkrümmtes Rückgrat, Mr. Holmes. Aber innen schlägt das liebste, das treueste Herz.«

Holmes hatte den gestrigen Brief zur Hand genommen und las ihn noch einmal durch. »Wer wohnt sonst noch in Ihrem Haus. Mr. Ferguson?«

»Zwei Dienstboten, die noch nicht lange bei uns sind. Ein Stallknecht, Michael, der im Haus schläft. 

Meine Frau, ich, mein Sohn Jack, das Baby, Dolores und Mrs. Mason. Das wären alle.«

»Ich nehme an, Sie haben Ihre Frau zur Zeit Ihrer Vermählung noch nicht sehr gut gekannt?«

»Ich kannte sie erst ein paar Wochen.«

»Wie lange war diese Zofe Dolores damals schon bei ihr?«

»Ein paar Jahre.«
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»Demnach dürfte Dolores die Eigenheiten Ihrer Frau besser kennen als Sie?«

»Ja, das könnte man sagen.«

Holmes machte sich eine Notiz. 

»Ich glaube«, sagte er, »ich könnte in Lamberley mehr ausrichten als hier. Das ist ganz eindeutig ein Fall für Ermittlungen an Ort und Stelle. Wenn die Lady in ihrem Zimmer bleibt, wird unsere Anwesenheit sie weder stören noch belästigen. Wir würden selbstverständlich im Gasthof wohnen.«

Ferguson zeigte sich erleichtert. 

»Das hatte ich gehofft, Mr. Holmes. Wenn Sie heute noch kommen könnten – um zwei geht ein sehr günstiger Zug ab Victoria Station.«

»Natürlich können wir kommen. Hier herrscht im Moment ohnehin Windstille. Ich kann Ihnen meine Kräfte also uneingeschränkt zur Verfügung stellen. 

Watson wird uns selbstverständlich begleiten. Es gibt allerdings ein, zwei Punkte, über die ich mir noch völlige Klarheit verschaffen möchte, bevor ich aufbreche. Die unglückselige Lady hat, wenn ich es recht verstehe, offenbar beide Kinder mißhandelt, sowohl ihr eigenes Baby als auch Ihren kleinen Sohn?«

»So ist es.«

»Aber die Art der Mißhandlung ist nicht die gleiche, nicht wahr? Ihren Sohn hat sie doch geschlagen?«
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»Einmal mit einem Stock und einmal sehr heftig mit der Hand.«

»Hat sie nicht erklärt, warum sie ihn gezüchtigt hat?«

»Nein; sie sagte nur, daß sie ihn hasse. Das hat sie immer wieder gesagt.«

»Nun ja, das ist bei Stiefmüttern nichts Ungewöhnliches. Eine postume Eifersucht, könnte man sagen. 

Ist die Lady von Natur aus eifersüchtig?«

»Ja, sehr – mit der ganzen Kraft ihrer feurigen tropischen Liebe.«

»Aber der Junge – er ist fünfzehn, wenn ich Sie recht verstanden habe; wegen der körperlichen Behinderung ist er geistig wahrscheinlich schon sehr fortgeschritten. Hatte er denn keine Erklärung für diese Mißhandlungen?«

»Nein; er hat mir versichert, sie seien grundlos.«

»Kamen die beiden sonst gut miteinander aus?«

»Nein; zwischen ihnen bestand nie Zuneigung.«

»Sie sagten doch, wie gefühlvoll er sei?«

»Nirgendwo auf der Welt könnte es einen so an-hänglichen Sohn geben. Mein Leben ist auch sein Leben. Er ist ganz erfüllt von dem, was ich sage oder tue.«

Abermals machte sich Holmes eine Notiz. Eine Zeitlang saß er gedankenverloren da. 
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der Junge ohne Zweifel die dicksten Kameraden. Sie hielten zusammen wie Pech und Schwefel, nicht wahr?«

»Völlig richtig.«

»Und der Junge lebte, da er ein so gefühlvolles Naturell hat, noch ganz in der zärtlichen Erinnerung an seine Mutter?«

»Ganz und gar.«

»Er scheint in der Tat ein höchst interessanter Bursche zu sein. Da wäre noch eine Frage zu diesen Miß-

handlungen. Fielen die sonderbaren Anschläge auf das Baby und die Handgreiflichkeiten gegen Ihren Sohn zeitlich zusammen?«

»Beim ersten Mal ja. Es war, als ob sie einen Tob-suchtsanfall hätte und ihre Wut an beiden ausließe. 

Beim zweiten Mal mußte nur Jack darunter leiden. 

Was das Baby betraf, so kamen von Mrs. Mason keine Klagen.«

»Das kompliziert die Sache allerdings.«

»Ich kann Ihnen nicht ganz folgen, Mr. Holmes.«

»Schon möglich. Manchmal stellt man vorläufige Theorien auf und wartet auf den richtigen Zeitpunkt oder auf gründlichere Kenntnisse, um sie wieder zu verwerfen. Eine schlechte Angewohnheit, Mr. Ferguson; aber die menschliche Natur ist schwach. Ich fürchte, Ihr alter Freund hier hat meine wissenschaftlichen Methoden etwas übertrieben dargestellt. Wie Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.137
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dem auch sei, ich will jetzt nur noch erwähnen, daß mir Ihr Problem nicht unlösbar erscheint und daß Sie uns um zwei Uhr an der Victoria Station erwarten können.«

Am Abend eines trüben, nebligen Novembertages fuhren wir durch den Lehm eines langen gewundenen Weges in Sussex (unser Reisegepäck hatten wir im

›Chequers‹ in Lamberley zurückgelassen) und erreichten schließlich das abgelegene und alte Landhaus, in dem Ferguson wohnte. Es handelte sich um ein gro-

ßes, weitläufiges Gebäude mit einem sehr alten Mitteltrakt und ganz neuen Seitenflügeln, hoch aufragenden Tudor-Schornsteinen50 und einem flechtenbe-deckten, steilen Dach aus Horsham-Platten51. Die Eingangsstufen waren ausgetreten, und die alten Ka-cheln im Vorbau trugen ein redendes Wappen mit einem Käse und einem Mann52, nach dem ursprünglichen Erbauer. Drinnen wellten sich schwere Eichenbalken an der Decke, und der unebene Fußboden war stark durchgebogen. Ein Geruch nach Alter und Verfall durchwehte das ganze bröckelige Gebäude. 

Ferguson geleitete uns in einen sehr großen zentral gelegenen Raum, Hier flackerte und knisterte ein prächtiges Holzfeuer in einem riesigen altmodischen Kamin mit einem Eisengitter, das die Jahreszahl 1670

trug. 

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.138

Der Vampir von Sussex

Doyle-WA Bd. 9, 127

Ich ließ meine Blicke durch den Raum schweifen, der sich als höchst eigenartige Mixtur aus verschiedenen Epochen und Ländern präsentierte. Die bis zu halber Höhe holzgetäfelten Wände mochten noch gut von dem ursprünglichen Pächter aus dem siebzehnten Jahrhundert stammen. Ihr unterer Teil war allerdings mit einer Reihe passender moderner Aquarelle verziert; dieweil oben, wo gelber Putz die Stelle von Eichenholz einnahm, eine ansehnliche Sammlung südamerikanischer Gerätschaften und Waffen hing, die zweifellos die peruanische Lady im oberen Stock mitgebracht hatte. Holmes erhob sich (mit jener rasch entfachten Neugier, die seinem ungeduldigen Geist entsprang) und untersuchte sie ziemlich eingehend. 

Mit nachdenklichem Blick kehrte er zurück. 

»Hallo!« rief er. »Hallo!«

Ein Spaniel hatte in der Ecke in einem Korb gelegen. Er trottete langsam auf sein Herrchen zu, wobei er nur mühsam von der Stelle kam. Die Hinterbeine bewegten sich unregelmäßig, und der Schwanz schleifte auf dem Boden. Der Hund leckte Fergusons Hand. 

»Was ist, Mr. Holmes?«

»Der Hund. Was hat er denn?«

»Das hat dem Tierarzt auch Kopfzerbrechen gemacht. Eine Art Lähmung. Rückenmarksentzündung, meinte er. Aber es ist schon im Abklingen. Er wird Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.139
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bald wieder in Ordnung sein – nicht wahr, Carlo?«

Ein zustimmendes Zittern durchlief den schlaffen Schwanz. Der traurige Blick des Hundes wanderte zwischen uns hin und her. Er wußte, daß wir über seinen Zustand sprachen. 

»Ist es plötzlich aufgetreten?«

»Es kam über Nacht.«

»Wie lange ist das her?«

»Vielleicht vier Monate.«

»Sehr bemerkenswert. Sehr aufschlußreich.«

»Was sehen Sie denn darin, Mr. Holmes?«

»Eine Bestätigung dessen, was ich bereits vermutet hatte.«

»Um Gottes willen, was vermuten Sie denn, Mr. 

Holmes? Für Sie mag das Ganze ja nur ein intellektuelles Rätselspiel sein, aber für mich geht es um Leben und Tod! Meine Frau eine potentielle Mörderin –

mein Kind in ständiger Gefahr! Spielen Sie nicht mit mir, Mr. Holmes. Die Sache ist ganz furchtbar ernst.«

Der große Rugby-Three-Quarter zitterte am ganzen Leib. Holmes legte ihm besänftigend die Hand auf den Arm. 

»Ich fürchte, die Lösung wird für Sie schmerzlich sein, Mr. Ferguson – ganz gleich, wie sie ausfallen mag«, sagte er. »Ich möchte Ihnen soviel wie möglich ersparen. Mehr kann ich im Augenblick nicht sagen; aber ich hoffe, daß ich etwas Eindeutiges in der Hand Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.140
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habe, ehe ich dieses Haus wieder verlasse.«

»Gebe Gott, daß Sie es schaffen! Wenn Sie mich nun bitte entschuldigen, Gentlemen; ich möchte hinauf zum Zimmer meiner Frau und sehen, ob sich etwas verändert hat.«

Er blieb einige Minuten weg; in der Zwischenzeit nahm Holmes seine Untersuchung der an der Wand hängenden Kuriositäten wieder auf. Als unser Gastgeber zurückkehrte, verriet seine niedergeschlagene Miene, daß er keine Fortschritte gemacht hatte. Er brachte ein hochgewachsenes, schlankes Mädchen mit braunem Gesicht mit. 

»Der Tee ist fertig, Dolores«, sagte Ferguson. 

»Sieh zu, daß deine Herrin alles hat, was sie braucht.«

»Sie serr krank«, rief das Mädchen mit einem un-willigen Blick zu ihrem Herrn. »Sie nicht fragen nach Essen und Trinken. Sie serr krank. Sie brauchen Doktor. Ich haben Angst vor allein bleiben mit ihr ohne Doktor.«

Ferguson sah mich fragend an. 

»Ich wäre sehr froh, wenn ich mich nützlich machen könnte.«

»Meinst du, deine Herrin würde Dr. Watson empfangen?«

»Ich ihn mitnehmen. Ich nicht fragen Erlaubnis. Sie brauchen Doktor.«
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»Dann komme ich sofort mit Ihnen.«

Ich folgte dem vor Aufregung zitternden Mädchen die Treppe hinauf und einen altertümlichen Korridor entlang. An seinem Ende befand sich eine eisenbeschlagene massive Tür. Bei ihrem Anblick kam mir unwillkürlich der Gedanke, daß Ferguson es nicht leicht haben würde, zu seiner Frau zu gelangen –

selbst wenn er es mit Gewalt versuchte. Die junge Frau zog einen Schlüssel aus der Tasche, und die schweren Eichenbohlen quietschten in ihren alten Scharnieren. Ich ging hinein; sie folgte mir rasch nach und schloß die Tür hinter sich ab. 

Auf dem Bett lag eine Frau, die offensichtlich hohes Fieber hatte. Sie war nur halb bei Bewußtsein; doch als ich eintrat, schlug sie ein Paar erschrockener, aber schöner Augen auf und warf mir einen furchtsamen Blick zu. Als sie feststellte, daß sie einen Fremden vor sich hatte, schien sie erleichtert und sank mit einem Seufzer auf ihr Kissen zurück. Ich trat mit ein paar beruhigenden Worten näher, und sie blieb still liegen, während ich Puls und Temperatur maß. Beide waren hoch; gleichwohl hatte ich den Eindruck, daß ihr Zustand eher von einer geistigen und nervösen Erregung denn von einem akuten Anfall herrührte. 

»So sie liegen schon ein Tag, zwei Tag. Ich Angst, sie sterben«, sagte das Mädchen. 

Die Frau wandte mir ihr fieberglühendes und schö-
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nes Gesicht zu. 

»Wo ist mein Mann?«

»Er ist unten und würde gerne zu Ihnen kommen.«

»Ich will ihn nicht sehen. Ich will ihn nicht sehen.«

Dann schien sie ins Delirium abzugleiten. »Ein Satan! 

Ein Satan! Oh, was soll ich nur tun mit diesem Teufel?«

»Kann ich Ihnen irgendwie helfen?«

»Nein. Niemand kann helfen. Es ist aus. Alles ist zerstört. Was ich auch tue, alles ist zerstört.«

Die Frau mußte unter einer sonderbaren Wahnvorstellung leiden. Ich konnte mir den rechtschaffenen Bob Ferguson nicht in der Rolle eines Satans oder Teufels vorstellen. 

»Madame«, sagte ich, »Ihr Mann liebt sie von ganzem Herzen. Dieser Vorfall hat ihn zutiefst betrübt.«

Abermals wandte sie mir diese herrlichen Augen zu. 

»Er liebt mich. Ja. Aber liebe ich ihn nicht auch? 

Liebe ich ihn nicht so innig, daß ich eher mich opfere, als daß ich sein liebes Herz breche? Und obwohl ich ihn so liebe, konnte er mir unterstellen – konnte er derartig von mir sprechen.«

»Er grämt sich sehr, doch er kann das alles nicht verstehen.«

»Nein, das kann er nicht. Aber er sollte Vertrauen haben.«
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»Wollen Sie ihn nicht doch sehen?« schlug ich vor. 

»Nein, nein; ich kann diese schrecklichen Worte und seinen Gesichtsausdruck nicht vergessen. Ich will ihn nicht sehen. Gehen Sie jetzt. Sie können nichts für mich tun. Sagen Sie ihm nur das eine: Ich will mein Kind. Ich habe ein Recht auf mein Kind. Das ist alles, was ich ihm mitzuteilen habe.« Sie drehte ihr Gesicht zur Wand und schwieg fortan. 

Ich kehrte nach unten zurück, wo Ferguson und Holmes noch immer am Kaminfeuer saßen. Niedergeschlagen hörte sich Ferguson an, was ich über die Unterredung zu berichten hatte. 

»Wie kann ich ihr denn das Kind überlassen?«

sagte er. »Woher soll ich wissen, ob sie nicht wieder eine seltsame Anwandlung überkommt? Kann ich denn je vergessen, wie sie sich neben dem Kinderbett aufgerichtet hat, mit dem Blut des Babys auf den Lippen?« Die Erinnerung ließ ihn schaudern. »Das Kind ist bei Mrs. Mason sicher aufgehoben; und da muß es auch bleiben.«

Ein schmuckes Dienstmädchen (das einzig Moderne, das wir in diesem Haus bisher zu Gesicht bekommen hatten) hatte etwas Tee hereingebracht. Just als sie ihn servierte, öffnete sich die Tür, und ein Jüngling betrat den Raum. Es war ein bemerkenswerter Knabe, blaß und blond, mit unruhigen hellblauen Augen, die plötzlich erregt und freudig aufleuchteten, Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.144
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als ihr Blick auf den Vater fiel. Er stürzte vor und schlang ihm mit der Hingabe eines liebenden Mädchens die Arme um den Hals. 

»Oh, Vati«, rief er, »ich wußte gar nicht, daß du schon wieder da bist. Sonst hätte ich dir längst guten Tag gesagt. Ach, bin ich froh, dich zu sehen!«

Ferguson löste sich sanft aus der Umarmung und ließ dabei eine leichte Verlegenheit erkennen. 

»Mein lieber alter Junge«, sagte er und tätschelte ihm sehr zärtlich den flachsblonden Kopf. »Ich bin deshalb so früh zurück, weil sich meine Freunde, Mr. 

Holmes und Dr. Watson, überreden ließen, herzukommen und mit uns einen Abend zu verbringen.«

»Ist das Mr. Holmes, der Detektiv?«

»Ja.«

Der Jüngling bedachte uns mit einem sehr durchdringenden und, wie mir schien, unfreundlichen Blick. 

»Wie steht es mit Ihrem anderen Kind, Mr. Ferguson?« fragte Holmes. »Dürfen wir das Baby auch kennenlernen?«

»Sag bitte Mrs. Mason, sie soll das Baby herunter-bringen«, sagte Ferguson. Der Junge entfernte sich mit einem seltsam watschelnden Gang, was meinem ärztlich geschulten Blick verriet, daß er an einem schwachen Rückgrat litt. Bald darauf kehrte er zu-rück, gefolgt von einer hochgewachsenen, hageren Frau, die ein überaus liebliches Kind auf dem Arm Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.145
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trug. Es hatte dunkle Augen und goldfarbenes Haar –

eine wunderschöne Mischung aus Angelsächsischem und Romanischem. Ferguson hing offenbar sehr an ihm, denn er nahm es in die Arme und liebkoste es ungemein zärtlich. 

»Unglaublich, daß jemand es übers Herz bringt, ihm weh zu tun«, murmelte er, als er auf die kleine, entzündlich gerötete Wunde am Hals des Cherub schaute. 

Just in diesem Moment warf ich zufällig einen Blick auf Holmes und stellte fest, daß seine Miene ganz eigenartig konzentriert war. Seine Züge wirkten fest, als wären sie aus altem Elfenbein geschnitzt, und seine Augen, eben noch kurz auf Vater und Kind gerichtet, hefteten sich nun in gespannter Neugier auf irgend etwas auf der anderen Seite des Raumes. Als ich seinem Blick folgte, konnte ich nur vermuten, daß er durchs Fenster in den melancholischen, tropfenden Garten hinaussah. Zwar behinderte ein von außen halb geschlossener Laden die Sicht; aber nichtsdestoweniger war es zweifellos das Fenster, was Holmes' 

konzentrierte Aufmerksamkeit in Bann hielt. Dann lä-

chelte er, und seine Augen richteten sich wieder auf das Baby, auf dessen molligem Hals sich diese kleine runzlige Wunde befand. Wortlos unterzog Holmes sie einer sorgfältigen Untersuchung. Schließlich schüttelte er eines der grübchenreichen Fäustchen, die vor Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.146
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ihm hin und her ruderten. 

»Good bye, kleiner Mann. Du fängst dein Leben ja recht ungewöhnlich an. Mrs. Mason, ich würde Sie gerne einmal unter vier Augen sprechen.«

Er nahm sie beiseite und redete einige Minuten eindringlich mit ihr. Ich konnte nur die letzten Worte verstehen; sie lauteten: »Ihre Angst wird, hoffe ich, bald ein Ende haben.« Die Frau, allem Anschein nach von mürrischem, schweigsamem Wesen, zog sich mit dem Kind wieder zurück. 

»Was ist Mrs. Mason für ein Mensch?« fragte Holmes. 

»Nach außen hin nicht gerade einnehmend, wie Sie sehen; aber sie hat ein goldenes Herz und hängt sehr an dem Kind.«

»Magst du sie, Jack?« Holmes drehte sich plötzlich zu dem Jungen um. Über dessen ausdrucksvolles Gesicht huschte ein Schatten; dann schüttelte er den Kopf. 

»Jacky trennt sehr streng zwischen dem, was er mag, und dem, was er nicht mag«, sagte Ferguson; er legte den Arm um den Jungen. »Glücklicherweise ge-höre ich zur ersteren Kategorie.«

Der Knabe gurrte und schmiegte den Kopf an die Brust seines Vaters. Ferguson schob ihn sanft von sich. 

»Geh spielen, kleiner Jacky«, sagte er und sah sei-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.147
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nem Sohn liebevoll nach, bis er verschwand. »Also, Mr. Holmes«, fuhr er fort, als der Junge gegangen war, »ich habe wirklich das Gefühl, daß ich Sie vergeblich herbemüht habe; was können Sie denn noch tun, außer mir Ihr Mitgefühl zu bezeigen? Von Ihrem Standpunkt aus muß die Sache doch außerordentlich delikat und kompliziert erscheinen.«

»Delikat ist sie zweifellos«, sagte mein Freund mit amüsiertem Lächeln, »aber kompliziert kam sie mir bis jetzt eigentlich nicht vor. Das Ganze war von Anfang an ein Fall für eine Deduktion; und wenn diese ursprüngliche Deduktion Punkt für Punkt durch eine ganze Anzahl voneinander unabhängiger Ereignisse bestätigt wird, dann entsteht aus der subjektiven Erkenntnis eine objektive, und man darf mit Sicherheit sagen, daß man sein Ziel erreicht hat. Tatsächlich hatte ich es bereits erreicht, bevor wir die Baker Street verlassen haben; der Rest war nur noch Beobachtung und Bestätigung.«

Ferguson griff sich mit seiner großen Hand an die zerfurchte Stirn. 

»Um Himmels willen, Holmes«, sagte er heiser, 

»wenn Sie die Wahrheit kennen, halten Sie mich nicht länger im Ungewissen. Ich weiß nicht, woran ich bin. 

Was soll ich tun? Mir ist ganz egal, wie Sie zu Ihrer Wahrheit gelangt sind, solange Sie sie nur wirklich gefunden haben.«
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»Zweifellos schulde ich Ihnen eine Erklärung, und Sie sollen Sie auch bekommen. Aber gestatten Sie mir bitte, die Sache auf meine Art und Weise anzugehen. 

Ist die Lady in der Verfassung, uns zu empfangen, Watson?«

»Sie ist zwar krank, aber bei klarem Verstand.«

»Sehr gut. Wir können den Fall nämlich nur in ihrem Beisein aufklären. Lassen Sie uns zu ihr hinaufgehen.«

»Sie wird mich nicht sehen wollen«, rief Ferguson. 

»Oh, doch, sie wird«, sagte Holmes. Er kritzelte ein paar Zeilen auf einen Zettel. »Sie zumindest haben Zutritt, Watson. Hätten Sie die Güte, der Lady dieses Billett zu überbringen?«

Ich ging wieder hinauf und gab das Briefchen an Dolores weiter, die behutsam die Tür öffnete. Eine Minute später vernahm ich von drinnen einen Schrei –

einen Aufschrei, in dem sich Freude und Überraschung zu vermengen schienen. Dolores schaute heraus. 

»Sie will Sie sehen. Sie will anhören«, sagte sie. 

Auf meinen Zuruf hin kamen Ferguson und Holmes herauf. Als wir das Zimmer betraten, ging Ferguson ein oder zwei Schritte auf seine Frau zu, die sich inzwischen im Bett aufgerichtet hatte; doch sie streckte abwehrend die Hand aus. Daraufhin ließ er sich in einen Sessel sinken, dieweil Holmes neben ihm Platz Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.149
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nahm – nach einer Verbeugung vor der Lady, die ihn ganz entgeistert anstarrte. 

»Ich glaube, wir brauchen Dolores nicht mehr«, sagte Holmes. »Oh, bitte sehr, Madame; wenn es Ihnen lieber ist, daß sie bleibt – ich habe nichts dagegen. Nun denn, Mr. Ferguson, ich bin ein beschäftigter, vielfach in Anspruch genommener Mann; meine Methoden müssen rasch und direkt sein. Die rascheste Operation ist immer die schmerzloseste. Lassen Sie mich Ihnen zunächst etwas Beruhigendes sagen: Ihre Gattin ist eine herzensgute, sehr liebevolle Frau, der man äußerst übel mitgespielt hat.«

Ferguson richtete sich mit einem Freudenschrei auf. 

»Beweisen Sie das, Mr. Holmes, und ich stehe für immer in Ihrer Schuld.«

»Gerne; aber ich werde Sie dabei in anderer Hinsicht zutiefst verletzen müssen.«

»Das macht mir nichts aus, solange Sie nur meine Frau entlasten. Im Vergleich dazu ist alles andere auf der Welt unwichtig.«

»Schön, dann will ich Ihnen den Gedankengang, den ich in der Baker Street verfolgte, wiedergeben. 

Die Vorstellung, es könnte sich um einen Vampir handeln, erschien mir absurd. Dergleichen gehört in England nicht zur kriminellen Praxis. Gleichwohl war Ihre Beobachtung präzise. Sie haben gesehen, wie sich die Lady mit Blut an den Lippen neben dem Kin-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.150
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derbett aufrichtete.«

»Ja.«

»Ist Ihnen denn nie der Gedanke gekommen, daß das Aussaugen einer blutenden Wunde noch einem anderen Zweck dienen könnte, als dem, das Blut ab-zuzapfen? Gab es in der englischen Geschichte nicht sogar eine Königin, die eine Wunde aussaugte53, um ihr auf diese Weise Gift zu entziehen?«

»Gift!«

»Ein südamerikanischer Haushalt. Mein Instinkt verriet mir das Vorhandensein dieser Waffen an der Wand, noch ehe ich sie zu Gesicht bekommen hatte. 

Es hätte auch ein anderes Gift sein können; aber das war mein erster Gedanke. Als ich den kleinen leeren Köcher neben dem schmalen Bogen entdeckte, entsprach das genau meinen Erwartungen. Wenn einer dieser Pfeile, in Curare oder eine andere teuflische Droge getaucht, das Kind verletzte, so würde das zum Tod führen – es sei denn, man saugte das Gift heraus. 

Dann der Hund! Wenn man ein derartiges Gift zu verwenden beabsichtigt, würde man dann nicht zu-nächst einmal überprüfen, ob es nicht inzwischen seine Wirksamkeit verloren hat? Den Hund habe ich zwar nicht vorausgesehen; aber zumindest wußte ich seinen Zustand zu deuten, und somit paßte er in meine Rekonstruktion. 

Verstehen Sie nun? Ihre Frau hat einen solchen An-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.151
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schlag befürchtet. Sie sah, wie er verübt wurde, und rettete dem Kind das Leben; trotzdem schrak sie davor zurück, Ihnen die ganze Wahrheit zu bekennen, denn Sie wußte, wie sehr Sie den Jungen lieben, und hatte Angst, daß es Ihnen das Herz bricht.«

»Jacky!«

»Ich habe ihn beobachtet, als Sie eben das Kind liebkosten. Sein Gesicht spiegelte sich deutlich in der Fensterscheibe vor dem geschlossenen Laden. Ich erkannte eine derartige Eifersucht, einen so grausamen Haß, wie ich es selten auf einem menschlichen Antlitz gesehen habe.«

»Mein Jacky!«

»Sie müssen sich damit abfinden, Mr. Ferguson. 

Das Ganze ist um so schmerzlicher, als seine Handlungsweise von einer fehlgeleiteten Liebe, einer manisch übersteigerten Liebe zu Ihnen und vielleicht auch zu seiner verstorbenen Mutter bestimmt wurde. 

Der Haß gegen dieses Prachtkind, dessen Gesundheit und Anmut einen einzigen Kontrast zu seiner eigenen Schwächlichkeit bilden, zernagt ihm geradezu die Seele.«

»Guter Gott! Es ist unglaublich!«

»Stimmt alles, was ich gesagt habe, Madame?«

Die Lady schluchzte, das Gesicht in die Kissen vergraben. Dann wandte sie sich ihrem Ehemann zu. 

»Wie hätte ich es dir denn sagen sollen, Bob? Ich Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.152
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habe doch gespürt, was für einen Schlag es dir versetzen würde. Ich wollte lieber abwarten, bis du es aus anderem Munde erfährst. Als dieser Gentleman, der offenbar über Zauberkräfte verfügt, mir schrieb, daß er alles wisse, war ich sehr erleichtert.«

»Ich glaube, ich würde Master Jacky ein Jahr am Meer verordnen«, sagte Holmes, indem er sich erhob. 

»Eine Unklarheit besteht allerdings noch, Madame. 

Wir haben volles Verständnis für Ihre Handgreiflichkeiten gegen Master Jacky. Der Geduld einer Mutter sind Grenzen gesetzt. Aber woher nahmen Sie den Mut, das Kind die beiden letzten Tage allein zu lassen?«

»Ich hatte Mrs. Mason alles erzählt. Sie wußte Bescheid.«

»Genau so habe ich es mir gedacht.«

Ferguson stand mit zugeschnürter Kehle neben dem Bett und streckte die zitternden Hände aus. 

»Ich glaube, nun ist es Zeit, daß wir gehen, Watson«, flüsterte Holmes. »Wenn Sie sich bitte einen Arm der allzu treuen Dolores greifen; ich nehme sie dann am anderen. So, das wär's«, fügte er hinzu, als er die Tür hinter sich schloß. »Ich denke, den Rest sollten die beiden unter sich ausmachen.«

Eines freilich bleibt zu diesem Fall noch nachzutragen, nämlich das Schreiben, mit dem Holmes jenen Brief, der am Beginn dieser Erzählung steht, abschlie-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.153
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ßend beantwortete. Es lautete wie folgt: Baker Street

 21. Nov. 

 Betr.:  Vampire

SIR, 

unter Bezug auf Ihren Brief vom 19. erlaube ich mir zu erwähnen, daß ich der Anfrage Ihres Mandanten, Mr. Robert Ferguson, von Ferguson

& Muirhead, Teehändler, Mincing Lane, inzwischen nachgegangen bin und daß die Sache zu einem befriedigenden Abschluß gebracht wurde. 

Mit Dank für Ihre Empfehlung verbleibe ich, Sir, 

Ihr ergebener

SHERLOCK HOLMES. 

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.154
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Die drei Garridebs

Vielleicht war es eine Komödie, vielleicht war es eine Tragödie. Die Geschichte kostete einen Menschen den Verstand, mich einen Aderlaß, und ein dritter verfiel der Strafe des Gesetzes. Gleichwohl barg sie zweifellos auch komische Elemente in sich. Nun, der Leser möge selbst entscheiden. 

Ich entsinne mich noch sehr gut des Datums, denn just im gleichen Monat schlug Holmes es aus, sich für gewisse Verdienste, die eines Tages vielleicht noch geschildert werden, in den Ritterstand erheben zu lassen. Ich erwähne dies freilich nur am Rande; meine Stellung als Partner und Vertrauter gebietet mir, jedwede Indiskretion besonders sorgfältig zu vermeiden. 

Ich wiederhole indessen, daß diese Begebenheit mich in den Stand setzt, das Datum zu bestimmen: Es war gegen Ende Juni 1902, kurz nach Beendigung des südafrikanischen Krieges54. Holmes hatte, wie das zuweilen seine Art war, mehrere Tage im Bett verbracht, doch an jenem Morgen ließ er sich wieder blicken; er hielt ein umfangreiches, auf Kanzleipapier verfaßtes Schreiben in der Hand, und in seinen strengen grauen Augen blinkte es amüsiert. 

»Hier böte sich Ihnen eine günstige Gelegenheit, ein wenig Geld zu verdienen, Freund Watson«, sagte Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.155
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er. »Haben Sie den Namen Garrideb schon mal ge-hört?«

Ich verneinte. 

»Tja, wenn Sie einen Garrideb ausfindig machen können – da steckt Geld drin.«

»Wie denn das?«

»Ah, das ist eine lange Geschichte – und eine ziemlich wunderliche dazu. Ich glaube nicht, daß wir bei unseren Erforschungen menschlicher Komplexitäten je auf etwas so Eigenartiges gestoßen sind. Der Bursche wird gleich zu einem Kreuzverhör erscheinen; deshalb will ich Ihnen die Sache nicht eröffnen, ehe er kommt. In der Zwischenzeit benötigen wir allerdings diesen Namen.«

Das Telefonbuch lag auf dem Tisch neben mir, und ich blätterte es ohne sonderliche Hoffnung durch. 

Doch zu meiner Überraschung fand sich dieser seltsame Name ganz richtig an seinem Platz. Ich stieß einen triumphierenden Schrei aus. 

»Na bitte, Holmes! Hier steht er ja!«

Holmes nahm mir das Buch aus der Hand. 

»›Garrideb, N.‹«, las er, ›»136 Little Ryder Street, W.‹ Ich muß Sie leider enttäuschen, mein lieber Watson; das ist der Mann selbst. Das ist die Adresse auf dem Briefkopf. Wir brauchen einen Namenskolle-gen.«

Mrs. Hudson war hereingekommen, mit einer Karte Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.156
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auf einem Tablett. Ich nahm sie entgegen und warf einen Blick darauf. 

»Na sowas, hier hätten wir ihn ja schon!« rief ich verblüfft. »Da steht ein anderer Vorname. John Garrideb, Rechtsanwalt, Moorville, U.S.A.«

Holmes lächelte, als er die Karte betrachtete. »Ich furchte, Sie müssen sich noch etwas mehr Mühe geben, Watson«, sagte er. »Auch dieser Gentleman gehört bereits mit zur Geschichte, obwohl ich allerdings nicht damit gerechnet habe, ihn heute morgen schon zu sehen. Wie auch immer, er kann uns eine ganze Menge von dem, was ich wissen möchte, erzählen.«

Einen Augenblick später stand er im Zimmer. Mr. 

John Garrideb, Rechtsanwalt, war ein gedrungener, kräftiger Mann mit jenem rundlichen, frischen, glattrasierten Gesicht, das für so viele amerikanische Geschäftsleute charakteristisch ist. Alles in allem wirkte er feist und etwas kindlich und machte so den Eindruck eines ziemlich jungen, breit lächelnden Mannes. 

Seine Augen allerdings waren fesselnd. Selten habe ich in einem menschlichen Schädel ein Paar Augen gesehen, die ein so lebhaftes Innenleben verrieten, so hell waren sie, so wach, so deutlich spiegelten sie jeglichen Sinneswandel wider. Sein Akzent war amerikanisch, ohne jedoch von einer exzentrischen Sprechweise begleitet zu sein. 
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»Mr. Holmes?« fragte er; sein Blick huschte zwischen uns hin und her. »Ah, ja! Ihre Bilder sind Ihnen nicht unähnlich, Sir, wenn ich mal so sagen darf. Soweit ich weiß, haben Sie von meinem Namensvetter, Mr. Nathan Garrideb, einen Brief erhalten, ja?«

»Nehmen Sie bitte Platz«, sagte Sherlock Holmes. 

»Wir haben vermutlich eine ganze Menge zu besprechen.« Er nahm seine Kanzleibögen zur Hand. »Sie sind natürlich der in diesem Schreiben erwähnte Mr. 

John Garrideb. Aber Sie halten sich doch schon seit geraumer Zeit in England auf?«

»Wie kommen Sie denn darauf, Mr. Holmes?« Mir war, als läse ich plötzlich Argwohn in jenen ausdrucksvollen Augen. 

»Ihre Aufmachung ist ganz und gar englisch.«

Mr. Garrideb lachte gezwungen auf. »Ich habe von Ihren Kunststückchen ja schon gelesen, Mr. Holmes; aber ich hatte nie geglaubt, daß ich einmal selbst die Zielscheibe dafür abgeben würde. Woran erkennen Sie das?«

»Am Schulterschnitt Ihrer Jacke, an Ihren Stiefel-spitzen – könnte da noch irgend jemand einen Zweifel hegen?«

»Hm, also ich hatte keine Ahnung, daß ich so offenkundig britisch wirke. Allerdings haben mich schon vor einer ganzen Weile Geschäfte hier herübergeführt, deswegen stammt meine Aufmachung, wie Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.158
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Sie bemerkt haben, fast ausschließlich aus London. 

Wie auch immer, ich schätze, Ihre Zeit ist kostbar; wir haben uns nicht getroffen, um über den Schnitt meiner Socken zu plaudern. Wie wär's, wenn wir jetzt mal auf das Papier, das Sie da in der Hand halten, zu sprechen kämen?«

Holmes hatte unseren Besucher wohl irgendwie verärgert, denn dessen feistes Gesicht wirkte inzwischen längst nicht mehr so liebenswürdig. 

»Nur Geduld! Nur Geduld, Mr. Garrideb!« sagte mein Freund besänftigend. »Dr. Watson kann Ihnen bestätigen, daß sich diese meine kleinen Abschwei-fungen manchmal am Ende als recht sachdienlich erweisen. Aber warum hat Mr. Nathan Garrideb Sie eigentlich nicht begleitet?«

»Weswegen hat er Sie überhaupt in die Sache mit hineingezogen?« fragte unser Besucher, unversehens in Zorn ausbrechend. »Was, zum Donnerwetter, haben Sie damit zu schaffen? Da geht es um eine kleine geschäftliche Angelegenheit zwischen zwei Gentlemen; aber einer von ihnen muß doch tatsächlich einen Detektiv einschalten! Ich habe ihn heute früh getroffen, und er hat mir diesen Narrenstreich, den er mir da gespielt hat, gebeichtet; aus diesem Grund bin ich hier. Nichtsdestotrotz finde ich die ganze Geschichte lästig.«

»Er hat es ja nicht aus Mißtrauen gegen Sie getan, Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.159
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Mr. Garrideb. Er war lediglich seinerseits bestrebt, Ihr Ziel zu erreichen – ein Ziel, das für Sie beide, wenn ich es recht verstehe, gleichermaßen lebenswichtig ist. Er wußte, daß ich über Mittel und Wege verfuge, an Informationen heranzukommen; daher war es ganz natürlich, daß er sich an mich wandte.«

Das zornige Gesicht unseres Besuchers hellte sich allmählich auf. 

»Naja, das ändert die Sache natürlich«, sagte er. 

»Als ich heute früh zu ihm gegangen bin und er mir sagte, daß er einen Detektiv benachrichtigt hat, habe ich mich gleich nach Ihrer Adresse erkundigt und bin schnurstracks hierhergekommen. Ich kann es nicht leiden, wenn sich die Polizei in eine Privatangelegenheit mischt. Aber solange Sie sich nur darauf beschränken, uns bei der Suche nach dem Mann zu helfen, habe ich nichts dagegen.«

»Na also, genau darum geht es doch«, sagte Holmes. »Und nun, Sir, da Sie schon einmal bei uns sind, hätten wir liebend gern eine klare Darstellung des Sachverhalts aus Ihrem eigenen Munde. Mein Freund hier weiß nämlich noch nicht über die Einzelheiten Bescheid.«

Mr. Garrideb musterte mich mit einem nicht allzu freundlichen Blick. 

»Muß er denn Bescheid wissen?« fragte er. 

»Wir arbeiten gewöhnlich zusammen.«

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.160
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»Na schön, es besteht kein Grund, die Sache geheimzuhalten. Ich will Ihnen die Fakten mitteilen und mich dabei so kurz wie möglich fassen. Wenn Sie aus Kansas wären, dann brauchte ich Ihnen nicht zu erklä-

ren, wer Alexander Hamilton Garrideb war. Er hat sein Geld mit Immobilien und später noch mit Weizen an der Getreidebörse in Chicago gemacht, aber er gab es wieder aus, um so viel Land aufzukaufen, daß eine Ihrer Grafschaften hineinpassen würde; es erstreckt sich den Arkansas River entlang, westlich von Fort Dodge. In dem Land hat es Weiden und Nutzhölzer und Ackerböden und Mineralien – einfach alles, was seinem Besitzer Dollars einbringt. 

Er hatte weder Freunde noch Verwandte – jedenfalls habe ich nie von welchen gehört. Aber irgendwie war er stolz auf seinen ausgefallenen Namen. Und das führte uns zusammen. Ich war Anwalt in Topeka55, und eines Tages erhielt ich Besuch von dem alten Knaben; vor Freude darüber, noch einen Träger seines Namens zu treffen, geriet er völlig aus dem Häuschen. 

Das war nämlich seine Lieblingsmarotte, und er war ganz versessen darauf, zu ermitteln, ob es auf der Welt noch weitere Garridebs gibt. ›Machen Sie mir noch einen ausfindig!‹ sagte er. Ich erklärte ihm, daß ich ein beschäftigter Mann bin und mein Leben nicht damit zubringen kann, in der Weltgeschichte herum-zureisen, um Garridebs zu suchen. ›Trotzdem‹, sagte Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.161
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er; ›genau das werden Sie tun, wenn sich die Dinge nach meinen Plänen entwickeln.‹ Ich dachte, er macht nur Spaß; aber wie sich bald herausstellen sollte, steckte hinter seinen Worten sehr viel Bedeutung. 

Kein Jahr später ist er nämlich gestorben und hat ein Testament hinterlassen. Es war das sonderbarste Testament, das im Staate Kansas jemals hinterlegt worden ist. Sein Besitz wurde in drei Teile aufgeteilt, und ich sollte einen davon erhalten – unter der Bedingung, daß ich zwei Garridebs ausfindig mache, denen dann der Rest zufiele. Es handelt sich um mindestens fünf Millionen Dollar für jeden; aber keiner darf das Vermögen anrühren, solange wir nicht in einer kompletten Dreierreihe antreten. 

Das war eine so große Chance, daß ich meine An-waltspraxis einfach fahrengelassen und mich auf die Suche nach weiteren Garridebs gemacht habe. In den Vereinigten Staaten gibt es keinen einzigen mehr. Ich habe das Land durchgekämmt, Sir, mit einem feinen Kamm, und nie ist ein Garrideb darin hängengeblie-ben. Dann versuchte ich es in der Alten Welt. Und tatsächlich – der Name stand im Londoner Telefonbuch. Vor zwei Tagen habe ich den Mann aufgesucht und ihm die ganze Geschichte auseinandergesetzt. 

Aber er ist, wie ich auch, unverheiratet und hat nur ein paar weibliche, aber keine männlichen Verwandten. Im Testament ist jedoch ausdrücklich von drei er-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.162
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wachsenen Männern die Rede. Sie sehen also, bei uns ist immer noch eine Stelle frei; wenn Sie uns helfen können, sie zu besetzen, sind wir sehr gern bereit, Ihnen ein angemessenes Honorar zu zahlen.«

»Na, Watson«, sagte Holmes lächelnd, »ich habe Ihnen ja gesagt, daß es eine ziemlich wunderliche Geschichte ist, nicht wahr? Ich hätte allerdings angenommen, Sir, daß die für Sie einfachste Methode darin bestünde, in den Seufzerspalten der Zeitungen ein Inserat aufzugeben.«

»Das habe ich längst getan, Mr. Holmes. Es kamen keine Antworten.«

»Meine Güte! Tja, es ist in der Tat ein höchst merkwürdiges kleines Problem. Ich werde mich in aller Ruhe ein wenig damit befassen. Sonderbar übrigens, daß Sie aus Topeka kommen. Ich hatte dort frü-

her einmal einen Briefpartner – inzwischen ist er allerdings verstorben –, nämlich den alten Dr. Lysander Starr, der 1890 Bürgermeister war.«

»Der gute alte Dr. Starr!« sagte unser Besucher. 

»Sein Name steht noch immer in Ehren. Schön, Mr. 

Holmes; vermutlich bleibt uns nichts anderes übrig, als uns wieder bei Ihnen zu melden und Sie über unsere Fortschritte auf dem laufenden zu halten. Ich schätze, in ein oder zwei Tagen werden Sie wieder von uns hören.« Mit diesem Versprechen verbeugte sich unser Amerikaner und ging von hinnen. 
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Holmes hatte sich seine Pfeife angezündet und saß eine Weile seltsam lächelnd da. 

»Nun?« fragte ich schließlich. 

»Ich bin erstaunt, Watson – einfach erstaunt!«

»Worüber denn?«

Holmes nahm die Pfeife aus dem Mund. 

»Ich habe mich erstaunt gefragt, Watson, warum in aller Welt uns dieser Mann ein solches Lügenmärchen auftischt. Fast hätte ich ihn direkt gefragt – mitunter ist ja ein Frontalangriff die beste Politik –; aber dann hielt ich es doch für besser, ihn im Glauben zu lassen, daß er uns an der Nase herumgeführt habe. Da kommt ein Mann mit einer am Ellbogen abgewetzten englischen Jacke und mit Hosen, die am Knie ausgebeult sind, weil er sie seit einem Jahr trägt; dennoch ist er laut diesem Schreiben und laut seinem eigenen Bericht ein Amerikaner aus der Provinz, der erst vor kurzem in London eingetroffen ist. In den Seufzerspalten stand kein Inserat. Sie wissen ja, daß ich mir dort nichts entgehen lasse. Sie sind meine Lieblingszu-flucht beim Aufstöbern eines schrägen Vogels, und einen Fasan wie diesen hätte ich bestimmt nicht übersehen. Ich habe auch nie einen Dr. Lysander Starr aus Topeka gekannt. Wo immer man den Burschen an-tippt, erweist er sich als falsch. Daß er Amerikaner ist, stimmt vermutlich; aber sein Akzent hat sich durch den jahrelangen Aufenthalt in London abge-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.164
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schliffen. Was für ein Spiel treibt er also, und welches Motiv steckt hinter dieser absurden Suche nach Garridebs? Die Sache verdient unsere Aufmerksamkeit; denn falls der Mann ein Schurke ist, dann zweifellos ein vielseitiger und raffinierter. Zunächst müssen wir allerdings herausfinden, ob unser zweiter Briefschreiber ebenfalls ein Schwindler ist. Rufen Sie ihn doch einfach mal an, Watson.«

Das tat ich und vernahm eine dünne, zitternde Stimme am anderen Ende der Leitung. 

»Ja, ja, hier spricht Mr. Nathan Garrideb. Ist Mr. 

Holmes da? Ich würde sehr gern einmal mit Mr. Holmes sprechen.«

Mein Freund nahm den Apparat zur Hand, und ich hörte den üblichen lückenhaften Dialog mit an. 

»Ja, er war eben hier. Wenn ich es recht verstehe, kennen Sie ihn gar nicht ... Wie lange? ... Erst seit zwei Tagen! ... Ja, ja, natürlich, die Aussicht ist schon höchst verlockend. Sind Sie heute abend zu Hause? 

Ihr Namensvetter wird doch wohl nicht auch da sein? ... Sehr schön, dann kommen wir; ich würde nämlich lieber ohne ihn mit Ihnen plaudern ... Dr. 

Watson wird mich begleiten ... Ich habe Ihrem Brief entnommen, daß Sie nicht oft ausgehen ... Gut, dann sind wir also um sechs bei Ihnen. Sie brauchen ja dem amerikanischen Anwalt nichts davon zu erwähnen ... 

Sehr schön. Good bye!«
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Die Dämmerung eines lieblichen Frühlingsabends war hereingebrochen, und selbst die Little Ryder Street, eine der kleineren Abzweigungen von der Edgware Road und nur einen Steinwurf vom alten Tyburn Tree56 unseligen Angedenkens entfernt, wirkte in den schrägen Strahlen der untergehenden Sonne wie vergoldet und sah wunderhübsch aus. Das Haus, zu dem wir unsere Schritte lenkten, war ein großes, altmodisches Gebäude aus der frühen georgianischen Epoche mit einer flachen Backsteinfassade, die nur von zwei tiefliegenden Erkerfenstern im Erdgeschoß unterbrochen wurde. Just in diesem Erdgeschoß wohnte unser Klient, und die niedrigen Fenster erwiesen sich in der Tat als Stirnseite des riesigen Zimmers, in dem er sich von früh bis spät aufhielt. Holmes deutete im Vor-

übergehen auf das schmale Messingschild; es trug den sonderbaren Namen. 

»Das hängt schon ein paar Jährchen, Watson«, bemerkte er und zeigte auf seine angelaufene Oberflä-

che. » Sein  richtiger Name ist es jedenfalls, und das ist ja immerhin schon etwas.«

Das Haus hatte eine Gemeinschaftstreppe, und im Flur befand sich eine Anzahl aufgemalter Namenszü-

ge; einige wiesen auf Büros hin, andere auf Privaträu-me. Das Ganze war freilich keine Ansammlung vornehmer Wohnungen, sondern eher ein Domizil für un-beweibte Bohemiens. Unser Klient öffnete uns selbst Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.166
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und entschuldigte dies damit, daß die dafür verantwortliche Frau um vier Uhr gegangen sei. Mr. Nathan Garrideb erwies sich als ein sehr hochgewachsener, klappriger Mann mit rundem Rücken; er war hager und kahlköpfig und zählte etwas über sechzig Jahre. 

Sein Gesicht war leichenblaß, und er hatte die schlaffe verwelkte Haut eines Menschen, dem sportliche Betä-

tigung fremd ist. Große runde Brillengläser und ein schmaler abstehender Ziegenbart verliehen ihm, verbunden mit seiner gebückten Haltung, einen Ausdruck spähender Neugierde. Gleichwohl wirkte er durchaus liebenswürdig, wenn auch etwas exzentrisch. 

Das Zimmer war ebenso wunderlich wie sein Bewohner. Es ähnelte einem kleinen Museum und war sowohl breit als auch tief. Allenthalben standen Schränke und Regale, gefüllt mit geologischen Fund-stücken und anatomischen Präparaten. Vitrinen mit Schmetterlingen und Faltern flankierten die Tür. Auf einem Tisch in der Mitte lagen Bruchstücke aller Art herum, und dazwischen ragte der lange Messingtubus eines gewaltigen Mikroskops starr empor. Bei meinem Rundblick war ich erstaunt über die Universalität der Interessen dieses Mannes. Hier stand eine Vitrine mit alten Münzen, dort ein Regal mit Gerätschaften aus Stein. Hinter dem Tisch in der Mitte befand sich ein geräumiger Schrank mit fossilen Knochen. Obenauf lag eine Reihe von Gipsschädeln, unter denen Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.167
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Namen wie »Neanderthal«, »Heidelberg«, »Cromagnon« in Druckschrift zu lesen waren. Offensichtlich erstreckte sich die Gelehrtheit des Mannes auf viele Gebiete. Als er nun vor uns stand, hielt er in der rechten Hand einen Lappen aus Sämischleder, mit dem er eine Münze polierte. 

»Syrakusisch – aus der Blütezeit«, erklärte er, wobei er sie in die Höhe hielt. »Gegen Ende zeigten sich freilich beträchtliche Degenerationserscheinun-gen. Aber in ihrer Blütezeit nehmen sie meiner Ansicht nach den obersten Rang ein – auch wenn manche die Alexandria-Schule57 bevorzugen. Hier wäre ein Stuhl für Sie, Mr. Holmes. Lassen Sie mich bitte noch diese Knochen wegräumen. Und Sie, Sir – ah, ja, Dr. Watson –, wenn Sie die Güte hätten, die japanische Vase zur Seite zu stellen. Sie sehen mich von all den Kleinigkeiten umgeben, die mir das Leben interessant machen. Mein Arzt hält mir zwar immer Vorträge, weil ich nie ausgehe; aber warum sollte ich ausgehen, wo ich doch so viel besitze, was mich hier festhält? Ich kann Ihnen versichern, daß es mich gut und gern drei Monate kosten würde, auch nur ein einziges dieser Regale hinreichend zu katalogisieren.«

Holmes sah sich neugierig um. 

»Aber wollen Sie damit etwa sagen, daß Sie  niemals  ausgehen?« fragte er. 

»Hin und wieder fahre ich zu Sotheby oder Chri-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.168
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stie58. Ansonsten verlasse ich meine Wohnung nur sehr selten. Ich bin nicht allzu kräftig gebaut, und meine Forschungen nehmen mich voll und ganz in Anspruch. Doch Sie können sich wohl vorstellen, Mr. 

Holmes, wie unheimlich – zwar freudig, aber unheimlich – mein Schrecken war, als ich von diesem bei-spiellosen Glück erfahren habe. Es bedarf ja nur eines einzigen weiteren Garrideb, um die Sache zum Abschluß zu bringen; und einer wird sich doch wohl noch finden lassen. Ich hatte einen Bruder; doch der ist verstorben, und weibliche Verwandte scheiden aus. 

Aber es muß mit Sicherheit noch andere auf der Welt geben. Ich habe einmal gehört, daß Sie sich mit au-

ßergewöhnlichen Fällen befassen; daher habe ich Sie benachrichtigt. Natürlich hat dieser amerikanische Gentleman völlig recht, und ich hätte ihn erst um Rat fragen sollen; aber ich habe in bester Absicht gehandelt.«

»Ich glaube, Sie haben in der Tat sehr klug gehandelt«, sagte Holmes. »Aber sind Sie denn wirklich so erpicht auf einen Landbesitz in Amerika?«

»Natürlich nicht, Sir. Nichts könnte mich dazu verleiten, meine Sammlung im Stich zu lassen. Dieser Gentleman hat mir jedoch versichert, daß er meinen Anteil auslösen wird, sobald unser Anspruch rechtsgültig ist. Die genannte Summe beläuft sich auf fünf Millionen Dollar. Gegenwärtig befindet sich auf dem Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.169
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Markt ein Dutzend Stücke, die einige Lücken in meiner Sammlung schließen würden und die ich nicht erwerben kann, weil mir ein paar hundert Pfund fehlen. 

Stellen Sie sich einmal vor, was ich mit fünf Millionen Dollar alles anfangen könnte. Schließlich besitze ich den Grundstock für eine Nationalsammlung. Ich werde der Hans Sloane59 meines Zeitalters sein.«

Seine Augen leuchteten hinter den großen Brillengläsern. Ganz offensichtlich würde Mr. Nathan Garrideb keine Mühe scheuen, einen Namensvetter zu finden. 

»Ich bin lediglich gekommen, um Ihre Bekanntschaft zu machen, und es besteht kein Grund, sich von mir bei Ihren Studien stören zu lassen«, sagte Holmes. »Ich ziehe es vor, mit Leuten, mit denen ich beruflich zu tun habe, persönlichen Kontakt aufzunehmen. Da wären noch einige wenige Fragen, die ich Ihnen stellen müßte; Ihr überaus klarer Bericht steckt in meiner Tasche, und die Lücken habe ich ausgefüllt, als dieser Amerikaner bei mir vorsprach. Wenn ich es recht verstehe, haben Sie bis zu dieser Woche von seiner Existenz noch gar nichts gewußt?«

»So ist es. Er hat mich letzten Dienstag aufgesucht.«

»Hat er Sie von unserem heutigen Gespräch unterrichtet?«

»Ja, er kam gleich danach zu mir zurück. Zunächst Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.170
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war er sehr ärgerlich.«

»Weshalb sollte er denn ärgerlich sein?«

»Anscheinend fühlte er sich etwas in seiner Ehre gekränkt. Aber beim Abschied war er wieder ganz fröhlich.«

»Hat er irgendwelche Vorschläge gemacht, wie es nun weitergehen soll?«

»Nein, Sir.«

»Hat er einmal Geld von Ihnen erhalten oder Sie darum gebeten?«

»Nein, Sir, nie!«

»Sie können keinen bestimmten Zweck erkennen, den er möglicherweise verfolgt?«

»Nein, nur den von ihm erklärten.«

»Haben Sie ihn von unserer telefonischen Verabredung unterrichtet?«

»Ja, Sir.«

Holmes saß nachdenklich da. Ich stellte fest, daß er verwirrt war. 

»Befinden sich in Ihrer Sammlung irgendwelche Stücke von hohem Wert?«

»Nein, Sir. Ich bin nicht reich. Die Sammlung ist zwar ansehnlich, aber nicht sehr wertvoll.«

»Sie haben keine Angst vor Einbrechern?«

»Nicht im geringsten.«

»Wie lange wohnen Sie denn schon hier?«

»Fast fünf Jahre.«

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes
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Holmes' Kreuzverhör wurde von einem gebieterischen Klopfen an der Tür unterbrochen. Kaum hatte unser Klient sie geöffnet, als auch schon der amerikanische Anwalt aufgeregt hereinstürzte. 

»Na also!« rief er, eine Zeitung über dem Kopf schwenkend. »Ich hab mir gedacht, daß ich Sie noch rechtzeitig erwische. Mr. Garrideb, meinen Glückwunsch! Sie sind ein reicher Mann, Sir. Unsere Angelegenheit hat sich zum Glück erledigt, und alles steht bestens. Was Sie betrifft, Mr. Holmes, so können wir nur versichern, daß es uns leid tut, Ihnen unnütze Mühe bereitet zu haben.«

Er überreichte die Zeitung unserem Klienten, der dastand und auf eine angestrichene Annonce starrte. 

Holmes und ich lehnten uns über seine Schulter und lasen sie mit. Sie lautete folgendermaßen: Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.172
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»Großartig!« stieß unser Gastgeber keuchend hervor. 

»Damit hätten wir unseren dritten Mann.«

»Ich hatte Nachforschungen in Birmingham angestellt«, sagte der Amerikaner; »mein dortiger Agent hat mir diese Annonce aus einer Lokalzeitung zugeschickt. Wir müssen uns sputen und die Sache zum Abschluß bringen. Ich habe diesem Mann bereits geschrieben und ihm mitgeteilt, daß Sie ihn morgen nachmittag um vier Uhr in seinem Büro aufsuchen werden.«

»Sie wollen, daß  ich  zu ihm gehe?«

»Was sagen denn Sie dazu, Mr. Holmes? Finden Sie nicht auch, daß es das klügste wäre? Ich bin doch nur ein herumziehender Amerikaner mit einer wunderlichen Geschichte. Wie könnte er mir glauben, was ich ihm erzähle? Sie aber sind ein Brite mit soliden Referenzen; Ihren Worten muß er Beachtung schenken. Ich würde Sie ja begleiten, wenn Sie Wert darauf legen; aber morgen steht mir ein sehr arbeitsreicher Tag bevor. Falls Sie irgendwelche Schwierigkeiten haben, könnte ich immer noch nachkommen.«

»Nun ja, ich habe seit Jahren keine solche Reise mehr unternommen.«

»Das ist doch ein Klacks, Mr. Garrideb. Ich habe Ihre Zugverbindungen bereits zusammengestellt. Sie fahren um zwölf ab und wären kurz nach zwei dort. 

Somit können Sie noch am gleichen Abend wieder zu-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.173
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rück sein. Sie brauchen nichts weiter zu tun, als diesen Mann aufzusuchen, ihm die Sache auseinanderzu-setzen und sich einen beglaubigten Nachweis seiner Identität zu verschaffen. Lieber Himmel!« fügte er aufgebracht hinzu, »wenn man bedenkt, daß ich die ganze Strecke vom Zentrum Amerikas bis hierher zu-rückgelegt habe, dann ist es doch wirklich nicht zuviel verlangt, daß Sie mal hundert Meilen fahren, um diese Geschichte zum Abschluß zu bringen.«

»Genau«, sagte Holmes. »Ich glaube, dieser Gentleman hat vollkommen recht.«

Mr. Nathan Garrideb zuckte betrübt mit den Achseln. »Na schön, wenn Sie darauf bestehen, dann fahre ich eben«, sagte er. »Es fällt mir ja ohnehin schwer, Ihnen etwas abzuschlagen, nachdem Sie diese herrliche Hoffnung in mein Leben gebracht haben.«

»Dann wäre die Sache also abgemacht«, sagte Holmes. »Sie lassen mir ja zweifellos so bald wie möglich eine Nachricht zukommen.«

»Ich werde mich darum kümmern«, sagte der Amerikaner. »So«, fugte er mit einem Blick auf seine Uhr hinzu, »jetzt muß ich aber weiter. Ich komme morgen vorbei, Mr. Nathan, und bringe Sie zum Zug nach Birmingham. Begleiten Sie mich noch ein Stück, Mr. 

Holmes? Na denn, good bye; morgen abend haben wir vermutlich gute Neuigkeiten für Sie.«

Ich bemerkte, daß sich das Gesicht meines Freun-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.174
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des aufhellte, als der Amerikaner das Zimmer verließ; der Ausdruck nachdenklicher Verwunderung war verschwunden. 

»Ich würde mir sehr gerne einen Überblick über Ihre Sammlung verschaffen, Mr. Garrideb«, sagte er. 

»In meinem Beruf erweisen sich entlegene Kenntnisse aus allen Gebieten immer wieder als nützlich, und diese Ihre Wohnung ist ja eine wahre Fundgrube dafür.«

Unser Klient strahlte vor Freude, und seine Augen leuchteten hinter den großen Brillengläsern. 

»Ich habe schon immer gehört, Sir, daß Sie ein hochintelligenter Mann sind«, sagte er. »Ich könnte Sie jetzt gleich etwas herumfuhren – haben Sie Zeit?«

»Leider nein. Allerdings sind diese Stücke ja so gut etikettiert und klassifiziert, daß sie Ihrer persönlichen Erläuterung kaum noch bedürfen. Aber wenn ich morgen hereinschauen dürfte; hätten Sie etwas dagegen, daß ich mir dann einen kleinen Überblick verschaffe?«

»Ganz und gar nicht. Sie sind sogar höchst willkommen. Die Wohnung wird dann natürlich abgeschlossen sein; aber Mrs. Saunders hält sich bis vier Uhr im Souterrain auf und könnte Sie mit ihrem Schlüssel hineinlassen.«

»Schön, ich bin nämlich morgen nachmittag zufällig frei. Sagen Sie also bitte Mrs. Saunders Bescheid, Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.175
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damit alles seine Richtigkeit hat. Nebenbei bemerkt, wer ist denn Ihr Hausverwalter?«

Die plötzliche Frage verblüffte unseren Klienten. 

»Holloway und Steele, in der Edgware Road. Aber warum fragen Sie?«

»Ich bin selbst ein bißchen Archäologe, wenn es sich um Häuser dreht«, sagte Holmes lachend. »Ich war nämlich am Überlegen, ob dieses hier noch aus der Zeit von Queen Anne60 oder schon aus der georgianischen Epoche stammt.«

»Es ist zweifellos georgianisch.«

»Wirklich? Ich hätte es für etwas älter gehalten. 

Wie auch immer, das läßt sich ja leicht ermitteln. Nun denn, good bye, Mr. Garrideb; ich wünsche Ihnen viel Erfolg bei Ihrer Reise nach Birmingham.«

Die Hausverwaltung befand sich ganz in der Nähe, war aber, wie wir feststellten, an diesem Tag geschlossen; daher begaben wir uns zurück zur Baker Street. Holmes kam erst nach dem Abendessen wieder auf die Angelegenheit zu sprechen. 

»Unser kleines Problem entwirrt sich allmählich«, sagte er. »Ohne Zweifel hat sich Ihnen die Lösung längst abgezeichnet.«

»Die Sache ist mir von A bis Z unverständlich.«

»Das A ist doch sonnenklar, und das Z wird sich uns morgen wohl auch noch erschließen. Ist Ihnen an dieser Annonce denn nichts Merkwürdiges aufgefal-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.176
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len?«

»Ich habe bemerkt, daß das Wort ›Pflug‹ falsch ge-schrieben61 war.«

»Oh, das ist Ihnen also aufgefallen, ja? Na bitte, Watson, Sie werden von Tag zu Tag besser. Ja, das war zwar schlechtes Englisch, aber gutes Amerikanisch. Der Drucker hat den Text so gesetzt, wie er ihn erhalten hat. Dann die Bockwagen62. Das ist ebenfalls Amerikanisch. Und artesische Brunnen63 sind drüben gebräuchlicher als bei uns. Das war eine typisch amerikanische Annonce, die aber so aussehen soll, als stamme sie von einer englischen Firma. Was schließen Sie daraus?«

»Ich kann nur vermuten, daß dieser amerikanische Anwalt sie selbst aufgegeben hat. Warum er das getan hat, ist mir allerdings unverständlich.«

»Nun, dafür gäbe es schon die eine oder andere Er-klärung. Jedenfalls wollte er dieses gute alte Fossil hinauf nach Birmingham befördern. Soviel ist völlig klar. Ich war nahe daran, dem Alten zu sagen, daß er sich offensichtlich für nichts und wieder nichts auf die Reise begibt; aber dann erschien es mir doch vorteilhafter, ihn fahren zu lassen und damit die Bühne freizumachen. Der morgige Tag, Watson – ja, der morgige Tag wird für sich selbst sprechen.«

Holmes war früh aus den Federn und verließ beizeiten Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.177

Die drei Garridebs

Doyle-WA Bd. 9, 153

das Haus. Als er zum Mittagessen zurückkehrte, stellte ich fest, daß sein Gesicht sehr ernst war. 

»Die Sache ist bedenklicher, als ich erwartet hatte, Watson«, sagte er. »Ich muß es Ihnen ganz offen sagen – obwohl ich mir darüber im klaren bin, daß Ihnen das nur einen zusätzlichen Anreiz bietet, sich kopfüber in die Gefahr zu stürzen. Ich sollte meinen Watson ja inzwischen kennen. Aber es  ist  gefährlich, und das sollten Sie wissen.«

»Nun ja, es wäre nicht das erste Mal, daß wir gemeinsam eine Gefahr bestehen, Holmes. Und ich hoffe, es ist auch nicht das letzte Mal. Was ist denn diesmal so besonders gefährlich daran?«

»Wir haben es mit einem überaus harten Brocken zu tun. Ich habe Mr. John Garrideb, Rechtsanwalt, nämlich inzwischen identifiziert. Er ist niemand anders als ›Killer‹ Evans, ein Mann mit dem finsteren Ruf eines Mörders.«

»Ich fürchte, ich bin noch genauso schlau wie zuvor.«

»Ah, es gehört ja auch nicht zu Ihrem Beruf, eine handliche Ausgabe des Newgate Calendar64 im Ge-dächtnis herumzutragen. Ich war eben im Yard und habe Freund Lestrade aufgesucht. Den Leuten dort mag es zwar gelegentlich an Phantasie und Intuition fehlen; aber in puncto Gründlichkeit und Methodik sind sie in der Welt führend. Mir schwante bereits, Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.178
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daß wir in ihrem Archiv unserem amerikanischen Freund auf die Spur kommen könnten. Und tatsächlich, sein feistes Antlitz lächelte mir aus dem Verbrecheralbum entgegen. James Winter, alias Morecroft, alias Killer Evans lautete der Eintrag darunter.« Holmes zog einen Umschlag aus der Tasche. »Ich habe mir aus seiner Akte auf die Schnelle ein paar Einzelheiten abgeschrieben. Alter: Vierundvierzig. Geboren in Chicago. Hat nachgewiesenermaßen in den Staaten drei Männer erschossen. Entging dank politischem Einfluß einer Zuchthausstrafe. Kam 1893 nach London. Schoß im Januar 1895 in einem Nachtclub in der Waterloo Road beim Kartenspiel einen Mann nieder. 

Der Mann starb; aber man wies nach, daß er den Händel vom Zaun gebrochen hatte. Der Tote wurde identifiziert als Rodger Prescott, ein in Chicago berüchtigter Urkundenfälscher und Falschmünzer. Killer Evans 1901 wieder auf freiem Fuß. Steht seitdem unter polizeilicher Überwachung; führt aber, soweit bekannt, inzwischen einen anständigen Lebenswandel. Sehr ge-fährlicher Mann, trägt gewöhnlich Waffen auf sich und ist stets bereit, davon Gebrauch zu machen. Das wäre unser Vogel, Watson – alles andere als ein lahmer Vogel, wie Sie zugeben müssen.«

»Aber was führt er denn im Schilde?«

»Nun ja, das beginnt sich allmählich abzuzeichnen. 

Ich war inzwischen bei der Hausverwaltung. Unser Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.179
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Klient lebt, genau wie er uns erzählt hat, seit fünf Jahren in dieser Wohnung. Davor stand sie ein Jahr lang leer. Der vorangehende Mieter war ein Privatier namens Waldron. Im Büro der Hausverwaltung konnte man sich an Waldrons Erscheinung noch gut erinnern. 

Er sei damals plötzlich verschwunden und habe nichts mehr von sich hören lassen. Er sei hochgewachsen gewesen, mit einem Bart und sehr dunklen Gesichtszü-

gen. Nun, Prescott – der Bursche, den Killer Evans erschossen hat – war laut Scotland Yard ein hochgewachsener, dunkelhäutiger Mann mit Bart. Als Arbeitshypothese, glaube ich, dürfen wir annehmen, daß Prescott, der amerikanische Verbrecher, früher einmal eben jenes Zimmer bewohnte, das unser unschuldiger Freund heute für sein Museum verwendet. Damit hätten wir also endlich ein Verbindungsglied in der Kette gefunden.«

»Und das nächste Glied?«

»Tja, das müssen wir jetzt suchen.«

Er zog einen Revolver aus der Schublade und reichte ihn mir. 

»Ich habe meinen alten Liebling schon eingesteckt. 

Wir müssen uns wappnen für den Fall, daß unser Freund aus dem Wilden Westen versucht, seinem Spitznamen gerecht zu werden. Ich gebe Ihnen ein Stündchen für eine Siesta, Watson; danach ist es wohl Zeit für unser Ryder-Street-Abenteuer.«
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Es war genau vier Uhr, als wir die seltsame Wohnung von Nathan Garrideb erreichten. Mrs. Saunders, die Beschließerin, war eben im Begriff, das Haus zu verlassen; sie trug jedoch keine Bedenken, uns einzulassen, da die Tür mit einem Schnappschloß versehen war und Holmes versprach, vor unserem Weggang nach dem Rechten zu sehen. Kurz danach schloß sich die Haustür, Mrs. Evans Haube schwebte am Erkerfenster vorbei, und wir wußten, daß wir im unteren Stockwerk des Hauses alleine waren. Holmes unterzog die Räumlichkeit einer raschen Überprüfung. In einer dunklen Ecke befand sich ein Schrank, der ein wenig von der Wand abstand. Just hinter diesem verkrochen wir uns schließlich, dieweil Holmes mir flü-

sternd sein Vorhaben unterbreitete. 

»Er wollte unseren liebenswürdigen Freund aus seiner Wohnung schaffen – soviel ist völlig klar; und da der Sammler niemals auszugehen pflegt, bedurfte es einiger Vorarbeit, um diese Absicht in die Tat umzusetzen. Dieses ganze Garrideb-Märchen diente offensichtlich nur diesem einen Zweck. Ich muß zugeben, Watson, das Ganze entbehrt nicht einer gewissen teuflischen Raffinesse – auch wenn ihm der seltsame Name des Mieters eine Möglichkeit eröffnete, wie er sie sich besser wohl kaum erhoffen konnte. Jedenfalls hat er seinen Plan mit bemerkenswerter Gerissenheit ausgeheckt.«
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»Aber worauf will er denn hinaus?«

»Tja, um das herauszufinden, sind wir hier. Die Sache hat, soweit ich die Situation überblicken kann, mit unserem Klienten nicht das geringste zu tun. Sie hängt irgendwie mit dem von Evans ermordeten Mann zusammen – dem Mann, der vermutlich einmal sein Bundesgenosse in Sachen Verbrechen war. In diesem Raum gibt es irgendein schuldbeladenes Geheimnis. 

So jedenfalls lese ich es. Zunächst dachte ich, unser Freund besitzt in seiner Sammlung vielleicht ein Stück, das wertvoller ist, als er glaubt – ein Stück, das die Aufmerksamkeit eines großen Verbrechers verdient. Doch die Tatsache, daß Rodger Prescott unseligen Angedenkens einmal diese Räumlichkeiten bewohnt hat, deutet auf einen tieferen Grund. Tja, Watson; wir können nur noch unsere Seelen in Geduld fassen65 und abwarten, was die Stunde bringen mag.«

Und diese Stunde schlug recht bald. Wir kauerten uns noch dichter in den Schatten, als wir hörten, wie sich die Haustür öffnete und wieder schloß. Dann er-tönte das scharfe, metallische Knacken eines Schlüssels, und der Amerikaner stand im Zimmer. Er machte leise die Tür hinter sich zu und blickte aufmerksam in die Runde, um sich zu vergewissern, ob die Luft rein sei. Dann legte er seinen Mantel ab und schritt energisch auf den Tisch in der Mitte zu – wie jemand, der Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.182
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genau weiß, was er zu tun hat und wie er es zu tun hat. Er schob ihn beiseite, riß den viereckigen Teppich, auf dem der Tisch gestanden hatte, vom Boden und rollte ihn vollständig zurück; dann kniete er nieder, zog ein Brecheisen aus der Innentasche und machte sich eifrig am Fußboden zu schaffen. Bald darauf vernahmen wir das Geräusch schleifender Bretter, und einen Augenblick später hatte sich in den Dielen eine quadratische Öffnung gebildet. Killer Evans entfachte ein Streichholz, zündete einen Ker-zenstumpf an und verschwand aus unserem Blickfeld. 

Damit war zweifellos der Moment für uns gekommen. Zum Zeichen dafür berührte Holmes mein Handgelenk, dann stahlen wir uns gemeinsam hinüber zu der geöffneten Falltür. So sachte wir uns auch bewegten, der alte Fußboden muß unter unsern Füßen ge-knarrt haben, denn plötzlich tauchte der Kopf unseres Amerikaners, unruhig in die Runde spähend, aus der Öffnung auf. Der Blick verblüffter Wut, mit dem er uns zuerst ansah, milderte sich nach und nach zu einem ziemlich verschämten Grinsen, als er bemerkte, daß auf seinen Kopf zwei Revolver gerichtet waren. 

»Sieh mal an!« sagte er kaltschnäuzig, als er nach oben kletterte. »Ich schätze, Sie waren eine Nummer zu groß für mich, Mr. Holmes. Haben mein Spielchen offenbar durchschaut und mich von Anfang an zum Narren gehalten. Ich muß zugeben, Sir, Sie haben Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.183
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mich geschlagen und ...«

Im Nu hatte er aus seiner Brusttasche eine Pistole hervorgezaubert und zwei Schüsse abgefeuert. Ich spürte plötzlich ein heißes Brennen, als würde ein rotglühendes Eisen gegen meinen Oberschenkel gepreßt. 

Es krachte laut, als Holmes' Revolver auf den Schädel des Mannes niedersauste. Wie im Traum sah ich ihn mit blutüberströmtem Gesicht ausgestreckt auf dem Fußboden liegen, während Holmes ihn nach Waffen durchsuchte. Dann legten sich die sehnigen Arme meines Freundes um mich, und er geleitete mich zu einem Stuhl. 

»Sie sind doch nicht verletzt, Watson? Um Gottes, willen, sagen Sie, daß Sie nicht verletzt sind!«

Es war eine Wunde wert – es war viele Wunden wert –, die tiefe Treue und Zuneigung zu erfahren, die hinter dieser kalten Maske lagen. Seine klaren, scharfen Augen trübten sich einen Moment, und die festen Lippen zitterten. Dieses eine und einzige Mal ward ich inne, daß es auch ein großes Herz gab und nicht nur ein großes Hirn. All die Jahre meiner bescheidenen, aber treuen Dienste gipfelten im Augenblick dieser Enthüllung. 

»Das ist nicht der Rede wert, Holmes. Es ist bloß ein Kratzer.«

Er hatte inzwischen meine Hose mit seinem Taschenmesser aufgeschlitzt. 
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»Sie haben recht«, rief er, mit einem ungeheuren Seufzer der Erleichterung, »Es ist tatsächlich nur eine Schramme.« Seine Miene wurde hart wie Stein, als er einen Blick auf unseren Gefangenen warf, der sich eben benommen aufrichtete. »Beim Himmel, Sie haben ebenfalls Glück gehabt. Wenn Sie Watson umgebracht hätten, wären Sie nicht mehr lebend aus diesem Zimmer herausgekommen. Alsdann, Sir, was haben Sie zu Ihrer Verteidigung vorzubringen?«

Nichts hatte er vorzubringen. Er lag nur da und starrte finster vor sich hin. Ich stützte mich auf Holmes' Arm, und wir schauten gemeinsam in den kleinen Keller hinab, den die geheime Falltür offengelegt hatte. Noch immer erleuchtete ihn die Kerze, die Evans mit hinuntergenommen hatte. Unser Blick fiel auf eine rostige Maschinerie, große Papierrollen, ein Durcheinander von Flaschen und eine Anzahl säuberlich geschichteter Bündel, die ordentlich auf einem schmalen Tisch gestapelt waren. 

»Eine Druckerpresse – die Ausrüstung eines Falschmünzers«, sagte Holmes. 

»Ja, Sir«, sagte unser Gefangener; er kam langsam und schwankend wieder auf die Beine, um sich dann auf einen Stuhl sinken zu lassen. »Der größte Falschmünzer, den London je erlebt hat. Das ist Prescotts Maschine, und die Bündel auf dem Tisch enthalten zweitausend von Prescotts Banknoten; jede einzelne Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.185
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davon ist einen Hunderter wert und so gut, daß man überall damit durchkommt. Bedienen Sie sich, Gentlemen. Betrachten Sie es als Geschäft und lassen Sie mich laufen.«

Holmes lachte. 

»So etwas gehört nicht zu unseren Gepflogenheiten, Mr. Evans. Hierzulande gibt es für Sie ohnehin keinen Schlupfwinkel mehr. Sie haben doch diesen Prescott erschossen, nicht wahr?«

»Ja, Sir; fünf Jahre habe ich dafür bekommen, obwohl er die Pistole zuerst gezogen hat. Fünf Jahre –

wo ich doch eigentlich eine Medaille von der Größe eines Suppentellers verdient hätte. Keine Menschenseele kann nämlich einen ›Prescott‹ von einer ›Bank of England‹ unterscheiden, und wenn ich ihn nicht erledigt hätte, wäre London von seinen Banknoten überflutet worden. Ich war der einzige Mensch, der wußte, wo er sie fabriziert. Wundert es Sie da noch, daß ich an dieses Versteck herankommen wollte? Und wundert es Sie, daß ich alles versuchen mußte, um diesen verrückten Trottel von Käfersammler abzu-schieben – diesen Kerl mit dem komischen Namen, der sich ausgerechnet auf dem Versteckdeckel breitmachen mußte und nie seine Wohnung verlassen hat? 

Vielleicht wäre es schlauer gewesen, ihn aus dem Weg zu räumen. Das wäre ein Kinderspiel gewesen; aber ich bin nun mal ein weichherziger Junge, der Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.186
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nicht einfach drauflosschießt, wenn der andere nicht auch eine Waffe hat. Jetzt sagen Sie doch mal, Mr. 

Holmes, was habe ich eigentlich Unrechtes getan? Ich habe weder diese Anlage hier benutzt noch diesem alten Knochen ein Leid zugefügt. Womit wollen Sie mich denn drankriegen?«

»Lediglich mit einem Mordversuch, soweit ich es überblicken kann«, sagte Holmes. »Aber dafür sind wir nicht zuständig. Damit befaßt sich erst die nächste Instanz. Wir hatten es momentan nur auf Ihre reizende Person abgesehen. Rufen Sie bitte den Yard an, Watson. Die Nachricht wird dort nicht ganz unerwartet kommen.«

Das also waren die Fakten im Zusammenhang mit Killer Evans und seiner bemerkenswerten Erfindung der drei Garridebs. Später erfuhren wir dann, daß unser armer alter Freund den Schock seiner zunichte gemachten Träume nie überwunden hat. Als sein Luftschloß zusammenbrach, begrub es ihn unter den Trümmern. Dem Vernehmen nach hielt er sich zuletzt in einer Pflegeanstalt in Brixton auf. Für den Yard war es ein freudiger Tag, als man die Prescott-Ausrü-

stung entdeckte, denn man wußte zwar, daß sie existierte, war aber nach dem Tod des Fälschers nicht in der Lage, ihr Versteck ausfindig zu machen. Evans hatte den Beamten in der Tat einen großen Dienst erwiesen und etlichen der würdigen Herren vom Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.187
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C.I.D.66 wieder zu einem besseren Schlaf verholfen; als öffentliche Gefahr stellt der Falschmünzer nämlich eine Klasse für sich dar. Sie hätten dem Verbrecher jene Suppenteller-Medaille, von der er gesprochen hatte, wohl gerne bewilligt; doch ein Richter, der Evans' Verdienste nicht zu würdigen wußte, vertrat einen weniger günstigen Standpunkt, und der Killer kehrte in jenes Schattenreich zurück, aus dem er erst kurz zuvor aufgetaucht war. 
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Die Thor-Brücke

Irgendwo in den Gewölben der Bank von Cox & Co. 

am Charing Cross liegt ein reisemüder und verbeulter blecherner Depeschenbehälter, auf dessen Deckel mein Name geschrieben steht: John H. Watson, M.D.67, ehemaliger Angehöriger der indischen Armee68. Dieser Behälter ist vollgestopft mit Papieren, die fast nur aus Aufzeichnungen von Fällen bestehen zur Veranschaulichung der merkwürdigen Probleme, die Mr. Sherlock Holmes zu verschiedenen Zeiten zu untersuchen hatte. Einige davon (und mit-nichten die uninteressantesten) waren komplette Fehlschläge; und als solche haben sie wohl kaum Anspruch darauf, erzählt zu werden, da keine abschlie-

ßende Erklärung vorliegt. Den Forscher mag ein ungelöstes Problem interessieren, doch den Gelegen-heitsleser wird es gewiß nur verdrießen. Unter diesen unvollendeten Geschichten befindet sich die von Mr. 

James Phillimore, der in sein Haus zurückging, um seinen Regenschirm zu holen – und dann nie wieder gesehen ward. Nicht minder bemerkenswert ist die des Kutters  Alicia,  der eines Frühlingsmorgens in eine kleine Nebelbank segelte, von wo er nicht mehr auftauchte; weder vom Kutter noch von seiner Besatzung hat man je wieder etwas gehört. Ein dritter be-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.189
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achtenswerter Fall wäre der von Isadora Persano, dem bekannten Journalisten und Duellanten, den man vollkommen irrsinnig auffand: Vor ihm lag eine Streichholzschachtel, die einen ungewöhnlichen Wurm beherbergte, welcher der Wissenschaft angeblich unbekannt ist. Abgesehen von diesen unaufgeklärten Fällen gibt es noch einige, die interne Familienangelegenheiten betreffen – und zwar dergestalt, daß allein schon der Gedanke an ihre Drucklegung in manchen erlauchten Kreisen Bestürzung auslösen würde. Ich brauche wohl nicht zu betonen, daß ein solcher Ver-trauensbruch undenkbar ist und daß nun, da mein Freund Zeit hat, seine Energie daran zu wenden, diese Aufzeichnungen ausgesondert und vernichtet werden. 

Freilich bleibt dann immer noch ein beachtlicher Rest von mehr oder minder interessanten Fällen übrig, die ich längst herausgegeben hätte, wäre ich nicht in Sorge gewesen, das Publikum zu überfüttern – was dem guten Ruf des Mannes, den ich über alles verehre, gewiß entgegengewirkt hätte. An einigen nahm ich selbst teil und kann als Augenzeuge sprechen; wohingegen ich bei den übrigen entweder nicht dabei war oder nur eine so kleine Rolle spielte, daß sie gleichsam von einer dritten Person erzählt werden müßten. 

Der folgende Bericht stützt sich allerdings auf meine eigenen Erlebnisse. 

An einem stürmischen Oktobermorgen beobachtete Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.190
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ich beim Ankleiden, wie die letzten Blätter der einsamen Platane, die den Hof hinter unserem Haus ziert, davongewirbelt wurden. Dann ging ich hinab, um zu frühstücken – in der Erwartung, meinen Gefährten in niedergeschlagener Stimmung anzutreffen; denn wie alle großen Künstler ließ er sich leicht durch seine Umgebung beeindrucken. Doch im Gegenteil: Ich stellte fest, daß er seine Mahlzeit fast schon beendet hatte und besonders glänzender und vergnügter Laune war, der sich freilich jene etwas unheimliche Fröhlichkeit beimischte, die für seine lichteren Momente charakteristisch war. 

»Sie haben einen Fall, Holmes?« bemerkte ich. 

»Die Gabe des Deduzierens ist zweifellos anstek-kend, Watson«, erwiderte er. »Das hat Ihnen ermöglicht, hinter mein Geheimnis zu kommen. Ja, ich habe einen Fall. Nach einem Monat der Trivialitäten und des Stillstands drehen sich die Räder wieder einmal.«

»Darf ich daran teilnehmen?«

»Da gibt es nicht viel teilzunehmen; aber das können wir besprechen, sobald Sie die beiden hartge-kochten Eier vertilgt haben, mit denen unsere neue Köchin uns beglückt hat. Die Beschaffenheit dieser Eier mag durchaus mit dem Exemplar des  Family Herald  zusammenhängen, das ich gestern auf dem Flur-tisch bemerkt habe. Selbst eine so triviale Sache wie das Kochen eines Eis erfordert nämlich eine gewisse Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.191
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Aufmerksamkeit für das Verstreichen der Zeit und verträgt sich infolgedessen nicht mit dem Liebesro-man in jenem vorzüglichen Magazin.«

Eine Viertelstunde später war der Tisch abgeräumt, und wir saßen einander gegenüber. Er hatte einen Brief aus der Tasche gezogen. 

»Sie haben doch schon von Neil Gibson, dem Goldkönig, gehört?« sagte er. 

»Sie meinen den amerikanischen Senator?«

»Nun ja, er war früher einmal Senator in einem der Weststaaten; aber besser bekannt ist er als der größte Goldminenmagnat der Welt.«

»Ja, ich habe von ihm gehört. Er lebt doch schon eine ganze Weile in England. Sein Name ist sehr bekannt.«

»Ganz recht; er hat vor ungefähr fünf Jahren ein beträchtliches Anwesen in Hampshire gekauft. Möglicherweise ist Ihnen auch schon etwas über den tragischen Tod seiner Frau zu Ohren gekommen?«

»Natürlich. Jetzt erinnere ich mich. Deswegen ist der Name ja bekannt. Mit den Einzelheiten bin ich allerdings nicht vertraut.«

Holmes wies mit der Hand auf einige Zeitungen auf einem Stuhl. »Ich hatte keine Ahnung, daß ich es einmal mit diesem Fall zu tun haben würde; sonst hätte ich meine Ausschnitte längst bei der Hand«, sagte er. 

»Tatsache ist, daß der Fall, bei aller Sensationsma-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.192
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cherei, keinerlei besondere Probleme aufzuwerfen schien. Die interessante Persönlichkeit der Angeklagten vermag die Klarheit der Beweislage nicht zu beeinträchtigen. Diese Ansicht vertrat man seitens der Leichenschau-Kommission69 und auch bei der polizeigerichtlichen Verhandlung70. Inzwischen wurde der Fall dem Schwurgericht in Winchester überantwortet. Ich fürchte, das Ganze ist ein undankbares Geschäft. Ich kann Tatsachen aufdecken, Watson, aber ich kann sie nicht ändern. Wenn nicht irgendwelche völlig neuen und unerwarteten Fakten ans Licht kommen, sehe ich nicht, worauf mein Klient noch hoffen könnte.«

»Ihr Klient?«

»Ach so, ich vergesse ja ganz, daß ich Ihnen noch gar nichts davon erzählt habe. Ich nehme schon Ihre verwirrende Gewohnheit an, Watson, eine Geschichte von hinten aufzuzäumen. Am besten, Sie lesen zu-nächst einmal das hier.«

Der Brief, den er mir reichte, war in einer kühnen, gebieterischen Handschrift geschrieben und lautete wie folgt:

CLARIDGE'S HOTEL,  3. Oktober

LIEBER MR. SHERLOCK HOLMES, –

ich kann nicht tatenlos mit ansehen, wie die beste Frau, die Gott je geschaffen hat, in den Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.193
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Tod geht. Erklären kann ich die Geschichte nicht – ich bringe nicht einmal den Versuch zu einer Erklärung zustande; aber ich weiß ohne jeden Zweifel, daß Miss Dunbar unschuldig ist. 

Die Umstände sind Ihnen bekannt – wer kennt sie nicht? Es wird ja längst im ganzen Land dar-

über geklatscht. Und nicht eine einzige Stimme hat sich je für sie erhoben. Die verdammte Ungerechtigkeit von alledem macht mich verrückt. 

Diese Frau besitzt ein Herz, das ihr nicht mal erlauben würde, eine Fliege zu töten. Also, ich komme morgen um elf; dann werde ich ja sehen, ob Sie in diesem Dunkel einen Lichtstrahl entdecken können. Vielleicht habe ich einen Anhaltspunkt und weiß gar nichts davon. Jedenfalls steht Ihnen alles, was ich weiß, besitze und bin, zur Verfügung – wenn Sie sie nur retten können. 

Sollten Sie je im Leben Ihre Fähigkeiten unter Beweis stellen, dann jetzt, bei diesem Fall. 

Hochachtungsvoll, 

J. NEIL GIBSON. 

»Nun sind Sie im Bilde«, sagte Sherlock Holmes; er klopfte die Asche aus seiner Nach-Frühstückspfeife und stopfte sie gemächlich wieder. »Das ist der Gentleman, den ich erwarte. Was die Geschichte selbst betrifft, so werden Sie wohl kaum Zeit haben, all Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.194
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diese Zeitungen hier zu bewältigen; daher muß ich Ihnen mit einer Kurzfassung der Geschehnisse aufwarten, damit Sie einen sinnvollen Einblick in die Vorgänge haben. Dieser Mann stellt die größte Fi-nanzmacht der Welt dar und ist, wie ich höre, von überaus brutalem und furchterregendem Wesen. Er war verheiratet, und von seiner Frau – dem Opfer dieser Tragödie – weiß ich nur, daß sie ihre Blütezeit schon hinter sich hatte; was sich um so unglücklicher traf, als die Gouvernante, die die Erziehung der beiden jungen Kinder beaufsichtigte, sehr attraktiv ist. 

Das also sind die drei beteiligten Personen; den Schauplatz stellt ein prachtvolles altes Manor House dar, Zentrum eines historischen englischen Landsitzes. Nun zur Tragödie selbst. Die Ehefrau wurde fast eine halbe Meile vom Haus entfernt spät nachts in den Parkanlagen aufgefunden; sie hatte ein Abendkleid an und trug um die Schultern einen Schal; in ihrem Kopf steckte eine Revolverkugel. Man fand allerdings keine Waffe in ihrer Nähe, und in bezug auf den Mord gab es am Tatort keinerlei Anhaltspunkte. Keine Waffe in ihrer Nähe, Watson – merken Sie sich das! Anscheinend wurde das Verbrechen spät abends verübt; ein Wildhüter hat die Leiche gegen elf Uhr entdeckt; dann wurde sie von der Polizei und einem Arzt untersucht, bevor man sie ins Haus hinaufschaffte. Ist das allzu kurz gefaßt, oder können Sie der Geschichte noch klar Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.195
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folgen?«

»Es ist alles sehr klar. Aber weshalb wird die Gouvernante verdächtigt?«

»Tja, in erster Linie existiert da ein sehr unzweideutiges Beweisstück: Ein Revolver wurde gefunden, aus dem man eine Patrone abgefeuert hatte und dessen Kaliber mit dem der tödlichen Kugel übereinstimmt, und zwar auf dem Boden ihres Kleiderschrankes.«

Seine Augen wurden starr, und er wiederholte gedehnt: »Auf – dem – Boden – ihres – Kleiderschrankes.« Dann versank er in Schweigen, und ich bemerkte, daß sich soeben ein Gedankengang in Bewegung gesetzt hatte; es wäre töricht gewesen, ihn dabei zu unterbrechen. Mit einem plötzlichen Ruck tauchte er auf und war wieder frisch und lebendig. »Ja, Watson, er wurde gefunden. Ganz schön belastend, wie? So dachten jedenfalls die beiden Jurys. Außerdem hatte die Tote einen Brief bei sich, der eine Verabredung just am Tatort anzeigte; er war unterzeichnet von der Gouvernante. Wie finden Sie das? Schließlich wäre da noch das Motiv. Senator Gibson ist eine attraktive Persönlichkeit. Wenn seine Frau stirbt – wer hat dann größere Aussicht auf ihre Nachfolge als die junge Lady? Ihr Brotherr hatte ihr, nach allem, was man so hört, bereits aufs nachdrücklichste den Hof gemacht. 

Liebe, ein Vermögen, Macht – all das hing vom Leben einer Frau in mittleren Jahren ab. Garstig, Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.196
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Watson – äußerst garstig!«

»Ja, allerdings, Holmes.«

»Überdies konnte sie kein Alibi vorweisen. Im Gegenteil, sie mußte zugeben, daß sie sich unten, in der Nähe der Thor-Brücke – das war der Schauplatz der Tragödie –, aufgehalten hat, und zwar um die besagte Stunde. Sie konnte es auch gar nicht ableugnen; ein Dorfbewohner hatte sie nämlich im Vorbeigehen dort gesehen.«

»Da ist ja wohl wirklich nichts mehr zu machen.«

»Und dennoch, Watson – dennoch! Diese Brücke –

eine eingespannte breite Bogenbrücke aus Stein mit Balustraden – führt über die schmälste Stelle eines langen, tiefen, schilfumgürteten Gewässers. Es wird Thor-See genannt. Die Tote lag am Brückenaufgang. 

Das also wären die hauptsächlichen Fakten. Aber hier ist unser Klient ja schon, wenn ich mich nicht irre; er kommt allerdings viel zu früh.«

Billy hatte die Tür geöffnet, doch der von ihm angekündigte Name entsprach nicht dem, den wir erwartet hatten. Mr. Marlow Bates kannten wir beide nicht. 

Er war ein dünnes, nervöses, zerbrechliches Männchen mit angsterfüllten Augen und ruckartigen, zö-

gernden Bewegungen – ein Mann, der sich nach meiner Diagnose am Rande eines totalen Nervenzusam-menbruchs befand. 

»Sie sind wohl etwas aufgeregt, Mr. Bates«, sagte Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.197
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Holmes. »Nehmen Sie doch bitte Platz. Ich fürchte, ich habe nur wenig Zeit für Sie; um elf bin ich nämlich verabredet.«

»Ich weiß«, keuchte unser Besucher; er stieß kurze Sätze hervor – als sei er außer Atem. »Mr. Gibson ist schon im Anmarsch. Mr. Gibson ist mein Dienstherr. 

Ich bin sein Gutsverwalter. Mr. Holmes, er ist ein Schurke – ein teuflischer Schurke.«

»Starke Worte, Mr. Bates.«

»Ich muß es grell darstellen, Mr. Holmes, weil die Zeit so begrenzt ist. Er darf mich unter gar keinen Umständen hier antreffen. Jetzt müßte er eigentlich bald da sein. Aber so, wie die Dinge lagen, konnte ich nicht früher kommen. Sein Sekretär, Mr. Ferguson, hat mir erst heute früh von seiner Verabredung mit Ihnen erzählt.«

»Und Sie sind also sein Verwalter?«

»Ich habe ihm bereits gekündigt. In ein paar Wochen werde ich das Joch seiner verfluchten Sklaverei abgeschüttelt haben. Ein hartherziger Mann, Mr. Holmes; hartherzig gegen alle, die um ihn sind. Diese wohltätigen Werke in der Öffentlichkeit dienen doch nur als Deckmantel, um seine privaten Schandtaten zu verhüllen. Und sein Hauptopfer war seine Frau. Er war brutal zu ihr – ja, Sir, brutal! Wie sie zu Tode gekommen ist, weiß ich nicht; aber fest steht, daß er ihr das Leben zur Qual gemacht hat. Sie war ein Ge-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.198
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schöpf der Tropen – gebürtige Brasilianerin, wie Sie zweifellos wissen.«

»Nein; das war mir entgangen.«

»Tropisch von Geburt und tropisch vom Naturell. 

Ein Kind der Sonne und der Leidenschaft. Sie hat ihn geliebt, wie nur solche Frauen lieben können; aber als ihre körperlichen Reize verblüht waren – sie sollen einmal beträchtlich gewesen sein –, band ihn nichts mehr an sie. Wir mochten sie alle gern, und sie tat uns leid. Ihn haben wir gehaßt für die Art, wie er seine Frau behandelt hat. Aber er ist schlau und gerissen. 

Das ist alles, was ich Ihnen zu sagen habe. Nehmen Sie nichts bei ihm für bare Münze. Da steckt mehr dahinter. Jetzt gehe ich wieder. Nein, nein, halten Sie mich nicht auf! Er muß bald da sein.«

Mit einem angstvollen Blick auf die Uhr rannte unser seltsamer Besucher geradewegs zur Tür und verschwand. 

»Sieh mal einer an!« sagte Holmes nach einer Schweigepause. »Mr. Gibson scheint ja über einen netten ergebenen Hofstaat zu verfügen. Aber die Warnung ist recht nützlich; jetzt bleibt uns nur noch abzuwarten, bis der Herr persönlich in Erscheinung tritt.«

Pünktlich auf die Minute vernahmen wir auf der Treppe schwere Schritte; dann wurde der berühmte Millionär ins Zimmer geleitet. Als ich ihn mir ansah, verstand ich nicht nur die Angst und Abneigung des Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.199
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Verwalters, sondern auch die Verwünschungen, mit denen ihn so viele berufliche Rivalen überhäuft hatten. Wäre ich Bildhauer und hätte den Wunsch, das Ideal des erfolgreichen Geschäftsmannes darzustellen, des Mannes von eisernen Nerven und dickem Fell, dann würde ich mir Mr. Neil Gibson als Modell nehmen. Seine hochgewachsene, hagere und kantige Gestalt erweckte den Eindruck von Hunger und Habgier. 

Ein verkehrter Abraham Lincoln mit niederen statt hohen Zielen – das würde vielleicht eine Vorstellung von diesem Mann vermitteln. Sein Gesicht wirkte wie in Granit gemeißelt; es war starr, kantig, unbarmherzig und von tiefen Linien durchfurcht – den Narben so mancher Krise. Kalte graue Augen blickten verschlagen unter buschigen Brauen hervor und musterten uns einen nach dem anderen. Als Holmes meinen Namen erwähnte, verneigte er sich flüchtig; dann zog er mit einer herrisch besitzergreifenden Gebärde einen Stuhl zu meinem Gefährten heran und nahm Platz, wobei seine knochigen Knie beinahe mit Holmes in Berührung kamen. 

»Ich möchte gleich vorausschicken, Mr. Holmes«, begann er, »daß Geld in diesem Fall für mich gar keine Rolle spielt. Sie können es anzünden, wenn das dazu beiträgt, Ihnen den Weg zur Wahrheit zu erleuchten. Diese Frau ist unschuldig und muß freigesprochen werden, und es ist Ihre Aufgabe, das zu be-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.200
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werkstelligen. Nennen Sie mir Ihren Preis!«

»Ich habe meine festen Tarife«, sagte Holmes kalt. 

»Und daran wird nichts geändert – es sei denn, ich verzichte ganz aufs Honorar.«

»Na schön, wenn Ihnen die Dollars nichts bedeuten, dann denken Sie doch mal an die Reputation. 

Wenn Sie die Sache deichseln, wird jede Zeitung in England und Amerika für Sie die Reklametrommel rühren. Sie werden  der  Gesprächsstoff zweier Kontinente sein.«

»Besten Dank, Mr. Gibson; ich glaube nicht, daß ich Reklame nötig habe. Es überrascht Sie vielleicht zu hören, daß ich lieber anonym arbeite und daß mich nur das Problem als solches reizt. Aber wir vergeuden Zeit. Lassen Sie uns zu den Fakten kommen.«

»Ich denke, die hauptsächlichen finden Sie alle in den Presseberichten. Ich weiß nicht, ob ich noch etwas hinzufügen kann, was für Sie hilfreich wäre. 

Aber falls es irgendwas gibt, was Sie eventuell näher beleuchten wollen – bitte, deswegen bin ich ja hier.«

»Nun ja, da wäre nur ein einziger Punkt.«

»Und welcher?«

»Worin genau bestanden die Beziehungen zwischen Ihnen und Miss Dunbar?«

Der Goldkönig schrak heftig zusammen und erhob sich halb vom Stuhl. Dann verfiel er wieder in seine undurchdringliche Gelassenheit. 

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.201
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»Ich nehme an, Sie haben das Recht – und womöglich auch die Pflicht –, eine solche Frage zu stellen, Mr. Holmes?«

»Einigen wir uns darauf, daß diese Annahme zutrifft«, sagte Holmes. 

»Dann darf ich Ihnen versichern, daß unsere Beziehungen ausschließlich und stets von solcher Art waren, wie sie ein Dienstherr zu einer jungen Lady hat, mit der er niemals Umgang pflegte und die er immer nur dann zu Gesicht bekommen hat, wenn sie in Gesellschaft seiner Kinder war.«

Holmes erhob sich vom Stuhl. 

»Ich bin ein ziemlich beschäftigter Mann, Mr. Gibson«, sagte er, »und ich habe weder Zeit für noch Geschmack an sinnlosen Gesprächen. Ich wünsche Ihnen einen guten Morgen.«

Unser Besucher hatte sich ebenfalls erhoben, und seine große hagere Gestalt überragte Holmes. Unter den buschigen Brauen funkelte es zornig, und in die bleichen Wangen schoß ein Hauch von Farbe. 

»Was zum Teufel meinen Sie damit, Mr. Holmes? 

Wollen Sie etwa meinen Fall abweisen?«

»Nun ja, Mr. Gibson, zumindest weise ich Sie mal ab. Ich glaubte, mich deutlich ausgedrückt zu haben.«

»Deutlich genug, aber was steckt dahinter? Wollen Sie den Preis in die Höhe treiben, oder haben Sie Angst, die Sache anzupacken, oder was? Ich habe ein Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.202
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Recht auf eine klare Antwort.«

»Tja, das kann schon sein«, sagte Holmes. »Ich will Ihnen eine geben. Zunächst einmal ist dieser Fall wahrhaftig schon kompliziert genug, auch ohne das zusätzliche Hindernis einer Falschinformation.«

»Das soll wohl heißen, daß ich lüge.«

»Je nun, ich habe gerade versucht, es so taktvoll wie möglich auszudrücken; wenn Sie jedoch auf dem Wort bestehen, will ich Ihnen nicht widersprechen.«

Ich fuhr hoch, denn der Gesichtsausdruck des Millionärs war vor Erregung satanisch, und er hatte die große knotige Faust erhoben. Holmes lächelte matt und streckte die Hand nach seiner Pfeife aus. 

»Nicht so laut, Mr. Gibson. Ich finde, nach dem Frühstück bringt einen schon die kleinste Auseinandersetzung aus dem Gleichgewicht. Ich schlage vor, Sie machen einen Spaziergang in der Morgenluft und denken in aller Ruhe ein bißchen nach; das wird Ihnen außerordentlich gut tun.«

Der Goldkönig riß sich zusammen und bezwang seine Wut. Ich konnte nicht umhin, ihn zu bewundern; denn dank einer überragenden Selbstbeherrschung hatte sich sein heftig auflodernder Zorn binnen einer Minute in kalte und geringschätzige Gelassenheit verwandelt. 

»Na schön, wie Sie wollen. Ich schätze, Sie wissen, wie Sie Ihr Geschäft betreiben müssen. Ich kann Sie Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.203
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nicht zwingen, sich mit dem Fall zu befassen. Sie haben sich heute morgen allerdings keinen Gefallen getan, Mr. Holmes; ich habe nämlich schon stärkere Männer als Sie kleingekriegt. Noch nie ist mir einer in die Quere gekommen, ohne dabei den kürzeren zu ziehen.«

»Das haben schon viele gesagt, und doch bin ich noch hier«, erwiderte Holmes lächelnd. »Nun denn, guten Morgen, Mr. Gibson. Sie müssen noch eine ganze Menge lernen.«

Unser Besucher zog geräuschvoll von hinnen; Holmes rauchte jedoch in unerschütterlicher Ruhe weiter und starrte verträumten Blickes zur Zimmerdecke. 

»Nun, was meinen Sie, Watson?« fragte er schließ-

lich. 

»Naja, Holmes, wenn ich in Erwägung ziehe, daß dieser Mann sich gewiß jedes Hindernis aus dem Weg zu räumen pflegt und daß seine Frau wohl ein solches Hindernis darstellte und zudem Gegenstand seines Mißfallens war, wie dieser Bates uns so deutlich gesagt hat, dann muß ich zugeben, daß es mir so vorkommt ...«

»Ganz recht. Mir ebenfalls.«

»Aber wie waren denn nun seine Beziehungen zu der Gouvernante, und wie sind Sie dahintergekommen?«

»Bluff, Watson, Bluff! Als ich den leidenschaftli-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.204

Die Thor-Brücke

Doyle-WA Bd. 9, 172

chen, unkonventionellen und nicht gerade geschäftsmäßigen Ton seines Briefes mit seinem beherrschten Auftreten verglich, war ziemlich klar, daß dem eine tiefe Empfindung zugrundelag, die sich eher auf die Angeklagte als auf das Opfer konzentrierte. Wenn wir zur Wahrheit gelangen wollen, müssen wir die genauen Beziehungen zwischen diesen drei Personen er-gründen. Sie haben meinen Frontalangriff auf ihn ja mitbekommen und gesehen, mit welcher Unerschüt-terlichkeit er ihn aufnahm. Also habe ich ihn geblufft, indem ich ihm den Eindruck vermittelte, ich sei vollkommen im Bilde – während ich in Wirklichkeit nur einen sehr starken Verdacht hegte.«

»Ob er wohl wieder zurückkommt?«

»Ganz bestimmt. Er  muß  zurückkommen. So, wie die Sache jetzt steht, kann er sie nicht auf sich beruhen lassen. Ha! Klingelt es da nicht schon? Jawohl, das sind seine Schritte. Na also, Mr. Gibson; gerade sagte ich zu Dr. Watson, daß Sie bereits ein wenig überfällig sind.«

Der Goldkönig hatte wieder das Zimmer betreten, in gemäßigterer Stimmung denn bei seinem Abgang. 

Sein ärgerlicher Blick verriet zwar noch immer verletzten Stolz; doch sein gesunder Menschenverstand hatte ihm wohl klargemacht, daß er nachgeben mußte, wenn er sein Ziel erreichen wollte. 

»Ich habe mir die Geschichte noch mal durch den Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.205
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Kopf gehen lassen, Mr. Holmes, und habe das Ge-fühl, daß es voreilig war, Ihre Bemerkungen krumm-zunehmen. Sie haben ein Recht darauf, den Tatsachen auf den Grund zu gehen, ganz gleich, worum es sich handelt, und ich muß Sie für Ihre Gründlichkeit nur um so höher schätzen. Aber ich kann Ihnen versichern, daß die Beziehungen zwischen Miss Dunbar und mir wirklich nichts mit diesem Fall zu tun haben.«

»Das zu entscheiden, liegt doch eigentlich bei mir, oder?«

»Ja, ich schätze, Sie haben recht. Sie kommen mir vor wie ein Arzt, der alle Symptome wissen will, bevor er seine Diagnose stellt.«

»Genau. So könnte man es ausdrücken. Und nur ein Patient, der seinen Arzt absichtlich hinters Licht führen will, würde die Tatsachen seines Falles verschweigen.«

»Mag sein; aber Sie müssen doch zugeben, Mr. 

Holmes, daß die meisten Männer ein bißchen zurück-scheuen würden, wenn man sie auf den Kopf zu fragt, in welcher Beziehung sie zu einer bestimmten Frau stehen – vorausgesetzt, es sind dabei ernsthafte Ge-fühle im Spiel. Ich schätze, die meisten Menschen haben in irgendeinem Winkel ihres Herzens ein kleines privates Reservat, in das sie nur ungern jemand eindringen lassen. Und Sie platzen da nun so auf ein-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.206
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mal hinein. Aber der Zweck entschuldigt Sie; schließ-

lich geht es um den Versuch, sie zu retten. Alsdann, der Zaun liegt am Boden, das Reservat steht offen, und Sie können nach Belieben darin forschen. Was wollen Sie wissen?«

»Die Wahrheit.«

Der Goldkönig hielt einen Moment inne – als ordne er seine Gedanken. Sein grimmiges, tief zerfurchtes Gesicht war inzwischen noch trauriger und ernster geworden. 

»Dazu bedarf es nicht sehr vieler Worte, Mr. Holmes«, sagte er schließlich. »Einiges ist allerdings sowohl peinlich als auch schwer zu erklären; deshalb will ich nicht tiefer eindringen als nötig. Ich habe meine Frau als Goldsucher in Brasilien kennengelernt. Maria Pinto war die Tochter eines Regierungsbeamten in Manáus und außerdem sehr schön. Ich war damals noch jung und ungestüm; aber selbst heute, wo ich mit kühlerem Blut und kritischerem Auge zurückblicke, muß ich feststellen, daß sie von einer außergewöhnlichen und wundervollen Schönheit war. Dazu kam ein tiefgründendes, reiches Innenleben, sie war leidenschaftlich, rückhaltlos, tropisch, sprunghaft – ganz anders als die amerikanischen Frauen, die ich bis dahin gekannt hatte. Also kurz und gut, ich liebte sie und habe sie geheiratet. Erst als der romantische Zauber verflogen war – und er hielt jah-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.207
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relang an –, merkte ich, daß wir nichts, aber auch gar nichts gemeinsam hatten. Meine Liebe schwand dahin. Wenn die ihrige ebenfalls nachgelassen hätte, wäre alles einfacher gewesen. Aber Frauen haben bekanntlich erstaunliche Eigenarten. Ich konnte anstellen, was ich wollte – nichts brachte sie von mir ab. 

Wenn ich mal grob zu ihr war – vielleicht sogar brutal, wie schon behauptet wurde –, dann deshalb, weil ich wußte, daß für uns beide alles leichter wäre, wenn es mir gelänge, ihre Liebe abzutöten, oder wenn diese Liebe sich in Haß verwandelte. Aber ihre Gefühle blieben dieselben. Sie hat mich hier in den englischen Wäldern genauso angebetet wie vor zwanzig Jahren an den Ufern des Amazonas. Ich konnte anstellen, was ich wollte – sie hing an mir wie eh und je. 

Dann kam Miss Grace Dunbar. Sie hatte auf unsere Annonce geantwortet und wurde die Gouvernante unserer beiden Kinder. Vielleicht haben Sie ihr Bild schon in den Zeitungen gesehen. Alle Welt hat ja bereits verkündet, daß auch sie eine sehr schöne Frau ist. Nun, ich erhebe keinen Anspruch darauf, moralischer als meine Mitmenschen zu sein; ich muß zugeben, daß ich mit einer solchen Frau nicht unter demselben Dach und in täglichem Kontakt leben konnte, ohne leidenschaftliche Empfindungen für sie zu hegen. Wollen Sie mir deswegen einen Vorwurf machen, Mr. Holmes?«
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»Nicht wegen Ihrer Empfindungen. Ich würde Ihnen nur dann einen Vorwurf machen, wenn Sie sie gezeigt hätten, da ja diese junge Lady gewissermaßen unter Ihrem Schutz stand.«

»Naja, mag sein«, sagte der Millionär; der Tadel hatte jedoch einen Moment lang wieder den alten Zorn in seinen Augen aufflackern lassen. »Ich will mich nicht besser machen, als ich bin. Ich schätze, ich bin ein Mann, der sein ganzes Leben lang nach dem gegriffen hat, was er sich wünschte; und noch nie habe ich mir irgend etwas mehr gewünscht, als von dieser Frau geliebt zu werden und sie zu besitzen. 

Und das habe ich ihr auch gesagt.«

»Aha, also doch!«

Holmes konnte sehr furchterregend dreinschauen, wenn ihn etwas aufregte. 

»Ich habe ihr gesagt, daß ich sie heiraten würde, wenn ich könnte; aber das stände nicht in meiner Macht. Und ich habe gesagt, daß Geld keine Rolle spielt und daß ich alles mir Mögliche tun will, um sie glücklich und zufrieden zu machen.«

»Sehr großzügig, in der Tat«, sagte Holmes mit spöttischem Lächeln. 

»Hören Sie, Mr. Holmes. Ich bin zu Ihnen gekommen, weil ich Beweise brauche, nicht Moralpredigten. 

Ich lege keinen Wert auf Ihre Kritik.«

»Ich befasse mich ausschließlich der jungen Lady Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.209
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zuliebe mit Ihrem Fall«, sagte Holmes streng. »Kein einziger Anklagepunkt, den man gegen sie vorbringt, dürfte wohl schlimmer sein als das, was Sie soeben zugegeben haben: Daß Sie nämlich ein wehrloses Mädchen, das unter Ihrem Dach gelebt hat, zu ruinieren versuchten. Einigen von euch Reichen muß man noch beibringen, daß sich nicht die ganze Welt dazu bestechen läßt, eure Untaten stillschweigend zu übergehen.«

Zu meiner Überraschung nahm der Goldkönig diesen Vorwurf mit Gleichmut hin. 

»Heute sehe ich es ja auch so. Gott sei Dank haben meine Pläne nicht so funktioniert, wie ich es mir vorgestellt hatte. Sie wollte nämlich nichts davon wissen und sofort das Haus verlassen.«

»Warum hat sie es nicht getan?«

»Naja, zunächst einmal gab es andere, die von ihr abhängig waren, und es wäre ihr nicht leichtgefallen, auf ihren Lebensunterhalt zu verzichten und sie dadurch alle im Stich zu lassen. Erst als ich geschworen hatte, sie nie wieder zu belästigen, erklärte sie sich bereit zu bleiben. Aber es gab noch einen weiteren Grund. Sie kannte ihren Einfluß auf mich – und wußte, daß er stärker war als jeder andere auf der Welt. Sie wollte ihn dazu benutzen, Gutes zu tun.«

»Wie das?«

»Je nun, sie hatte ein wenig Einblick in meine Ge-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.210
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schäfte. Es handelt sich um weitreichende Geschäfte, Mr. Holmes – und sie reichen weit über die Vorstel-lungskraft eines Normalmenschen hinaus. Ich spiele Schicksal – im Guten und öfter noch im Bösen. Das betrifft nicht nur einzelne Menschen. Das betrifft Ge-meinden, Städte – ja, sogar Nationen. Geschäftema-chen ist ein unerbittliches Spiel, und Schwächlinge werden dabei an die Wand gedrückt. Ich habe dieses Spiel auf Teufel komm raus betrieben. Ich habe nie gejammert und mich auch nie darum gekümmert, wenn mein Gegenüber gejammert hat. Aber sie sah die Dinge anders. Und ich schätze, sie hatte recht. Sie glaubte und behauptete nämlich, daß ein Vermögen, das größer ist, als was ein einzelner überhaupt braucht, sich nicht auf zehntausend ruinierte Menschen gründen darf, die mittellos auf der Strecke bleiben. So jedenfalls sah sie die Dinge, und ich schätze, für sie gab es jenseits der Dollars noch etwas Dauer-hafteres. Als sie gemerkt hat, daß ich ihre Worte beachtete, glaubte sie, mein Handeln beeinflussen zu können und damit der Welt einen Dienst zu erweisen. 

Deswegen ist sie geblieben – und dann passierte diese Geschichte.«

»Könnten Sie darauf vielleicht ein Licht werfen?«

Der Goldkönig hielt eine Minute oder länger inne; er saß in tiefen Gedanken verloren da und hielt den Kopf in die Hände gesenkt. 
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»Es sieht sehr düster für sie aus. Das will ich gar nicht leugnen. Frauen führen ein Innenleben und tun manchmal Dinge, die ein Mann nicht begreift. Zuerst war ich so durcheinander und perplex, daß ich beinahe geglaubt hätte, daß sie sich zu einer Tat hat hinrei-

ßen lassen, die ihrem Wesen total zuwiderlief. Aber dann ist mir eine andere Erklärung eingefallen. Ich gebe sie Ihnen, Mr. Holmes – ganz gleich, ob sie was taugt. Meine Frau war ohne Zweifel furchtbar eifersüchtig. Eifersucht auf Seelisches kann ja genauso rasend sein wie Eifersucht auf Körperliches; und obwohl meine Frau für letztere – was sie vermutlich auch wußte – gar keinen Grund hatte, hat sie doch gemerkt, daß dieses englische Mädchen auf mein Denken und Handeln einen Einfluß ausübte, den sie selbst niemals besessen hatte. Es war zwar ein Einfluß zum Guten; aber das machte die Sache nicht besser. Sie war verrückt vor Haß – die Hitze des Amazonas lag ihr ja immer im Blut. Es wäre also durchaus möglich, daß sie Miss Dunbar umbringen, oder sagen wir: mit einem Revolver bedrohen wollte, um ihr solche Angst einzujagen, daß sie uns verläßt. Und dabei kam es vielleicht zu einem Handgemenge; der Revolver ging los, und der Schuß traf die Frau, die ihn in der Hand hielt.«

»Diese Möglichkeit habe ich auch schon erwogen«, sagte Holmes. »Sie stellt in der Tat die einzige ein-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.212
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leuchtende Alternative zu einem vorsätzlichen Mord dar.«

»Aber sie streitet sie vollkommen ab.«

»Je nun, das will noch nichts besagen, oder? Es wäre doch denkbar, daß eine Frau in einer so scheuß-

lichen Lage nach Hause eilt und in ihrer Verwirrung dabei den Revolver in der Hand behält. Dann wirft sie ihn unter ihre Kleider, ohne recht zu wissen, was sie tut; und nachdem man ihn entdeckt hat, versucht sie sich herauszulügen, indem sie alles abstreitet – jede Erklärung würde sich nämlich als unhaltbar erweisen. 

Was spräche gegen diese Hypothese?«

»Miss Dunbar selbst.«

»Nun ja, vielleicht.«

Holmes warf einen Blick auf seine Uhr. »Ich bin sicher, wir bekommen heute morgen noch die nötige Besuchsgenehmigung; dann könnten wir mit dem Abendzug in Winchester eintreffen. Habe ich die junge Lady erst einmal kennengelernt, werde ich Ihnen höchstwahrscheinlich von größerem Nutzen sein; ich kann Ihnen allerdings nicht versprechen, daß meine Schlußfolgerungen notwendigerweise so ausfallen, wie Sie sich das wünschen.«

Das Einholen der behördlichen Genehmigung verursachte eine kleine Verzögerung; und statt noch am nämlichen Tag in Winchester einzutreffen, fuhren wir nach Thor Place, Mr. Neil Gibsons Anwesen in Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.213
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Hampshire. Er selbst begleitete uns nicht; wir besa-

ßen jedoch die Adresse von Sergeant Coventry von der Ortspolizei, der die Sache als erster untersucht hatte. Er war ein hochgewachsener, dünner, leichen-blasser Mann von verschwiegenem und geheimnistue-rischem Gebaren, welches den Eindruck vermittelte, er wisse und ahne sehr viel mehr, als er zu sagen wagte. Überdies hatte er die Angewohnheit, seine Stimme unversehens zu einem Flüstern zu senken –

als sei ihm etwas ungeheuer Wichtiges eingefallen; die Mitteilung pflegte dann allerdings ausgesprochen banal zu sein. Von diesen Manierismen abgesehen, entpuppte er sich jedoch bald als anständiger, rechtschaffener Bursche, der nicht zu stolz war zuzugeben, daß er mit seiner Weisheit am Ende und für jede Hilfe dankbar war. 

»Sie sind mir jedenfalls lieber als Scotland Yard, Mr. Holmes«, sagte er. »Wenn man nämlich den Yard zu einem Fall hinzuzieht, dann traut keiner mehr dem Ortspolizisten einen Erfolg zu; und wenn er was falsch macht, ist er womöglich noch der Dumme. Na, Sie spielen ja fair, wie ich gehört habe.«

»Ich brauche dabei überhaupt nicht in Erscheinung zu treten«, sagte Holmes, zur offensichtlichen Erleichterung unseres melancholischen Bekannten. »Falls ich die Sache aufklären sollte, lege, ich keinen Wert auf die Erwähnung meines Namens.«
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»Also das ist wirklich sehr nett von Ihnen. Und Ihrem Freund, Dr. Watson, kann man bekanntlich vertrauen. So, Mr. Holmes, wo wir schon auf dem Weg zum Tatort sind, würde ich Ihnen gern eine Frage stellen. Außer Ihnen darf sie allerdings keine Menschenseele zu hören bekommen.« Er sah sich um, als wage er kaum, die Worte über die Lippen zu bringen. »Meinen Sie nicht, daß die Fakten vielleicht auch gegen Mr. Neil Gibson selbst sprechen?«

»Das habe ich auch schon in Betracht gezogen.«

»Sie kennen Miss Dunbar noch nicht. Sie ist eine ganz tolle Frau, in jeder Beziehung. Es wäre doch gut möglich, daß er seine Ehefrau aus dem Weg schaffen wollte. Und diese Amerikaner sind ja mit dem Revolver schneller bei der Hand als unsereiner. Wissen Sie, es war nämlich  sein  Revolver.«

»Ist das klar erwiesen?«

»Ja, Sir. Er gehört zu einem Paar aus seinem Besitz.«

»Zu einem Paar? Wo ist denn der andere?«

»Naja, der Gentleman besitzt alle möglichen Feuerwaffen. Den Revolver, der genau dazu paßt, haben wir nicht gefunden – aber das Etui ist für zwei gedacht.«

»Wenn er zu einem Paar gehört, müßte sich sein Gegenstück doch eigentlich finden lassen.«

»Tja, falls Sie Lust haben, sich einen Überblick zu Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.215
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verschaffen – wir haben alle Waffen im Haus zurechtgelegt.«

»Vielleicht später. Ich denke, wir gehen jetzt mal zusammen hinunter und sehen uns den Schauplatz der Tragödie an.«

Diese Unterhaltung hatte im kleinen Vorderzimmer von Sergeant Coventrys bescheidenem Häuschen stattgefunden, das als Polizeistation diente. Nach etwa einer halben Meile Weges durch windgepeitsch-tes Heideland, das von welkendem Farn golden und bronzen schimmerte, gelangten wir an eine Seiten-pforte, die uns den Zugang zum Gelände des Thor-Place-Anwesens öffnete. Ein Pfad führte uns durch den Fasanenpark, und von einer Lichtung aus erblickten wir schließlich das weitläufige Fachwerkhaus; halb Tudor und halb georgianisch71, so stand es auf dem Kamm des Hügels. Neben uns dehnte sich ein längliches, schilfreiches Gewässer aus, das sich in der Mitte, wo der Hauptfahrweg über eine Steinbrücke führte, verengte, um dann aber beiderseits zu kleinen Seen anzuschwellen. Unser Führer blieb am Aufgang dieser Brücke stehen und deutete auf den Boden. 

»Hier hat Mrs. Gibsons Leiche gelegen. Ich hab die Stelle an dem Stein da markiert.«

»Sie waren also am Tatort, bevor sie entfernt wurde?«

»Ja; man hat sofort nach mir geschickt.«
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»Wer?«

»Mr. Gibson selbst. Als Alarm gegeben wurde und er mit den übrigen aus dem Haus stürmte, hat er darauf bestanden, daß nichts von der Stelle bewegt wird, ehe die Polizei da ist.«

»Das war vernünftig. Dem Zeitungsbericht habe ich entnommen, daß der Schuß aus nächster Nähe abgefeuert wurde.«

»Ja, Sir, aus allernächster Nähe.«

»In der Umgebung der rechten Schläfe?«

»Direkt dahinter, Sir.«

»Wie lag die Leiche da?«

»Auf dem Rücken, Sir. Keine Anzeichen eines Kampfes. Keine Spuren. Keine Waffe. Die kurze Nachricht von Miss Dunbar hielt sie krampfhaft in der linken Hand fest.«

»Krampfhaft, sagen Sie?«

»Ja, Sir; wir haben ihre Finger fast nicht auseinander bekommen.«

»Das ist von großer Bedeutung. Es schließt nämlich den Gedanken aus, daß irgend jemand die Nachricht nach Eintritt des Todes dort plaziert hat, um eine falsche Spur zu hinterlassen. Meine Güte! Die Nachricht war, wenn ich mich recht entsinne, wirklich sehr kurz. ›Ich bin um neun Uhr an der Thor-Brücke. – G. 

Dunbar.‹ Hat sie nicht so gelautet?«

»Ja, Sir.«
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»Hat Miss Dunbar zugegeben, daß sie sie geschrieben hat?«

»Ja, Sir.«

»Und wie lautete ihre Erklärung?«

»Sie hat sich ihre Verteidigung für das Schwurgericht vorbehalten. Sie wollte keine Aussage machen.«

»Das ist in der Tat ein höchst interessantes Problem. Die Sache mit dem Brief ist doch sehr undurchsichtig, nicht wahr?«

»Naja, Sir«, sagte unser Führer, »mir schien es die einzige wirklich klare Sache in dem ganzen Fall zu sein, wenn ich mir die kühne Bemerkung erlauben darf.«

Holmes schüttelte den Kopf. 

»Angenommen, der Brief ist echt und wurde wirklich geschrieben, dann hat ihn der Empfänger bestimmt schon eine ganze Weile zuvor erhalten – sagen wir: ein oder zwei Stunden. Wieso hielt ihn diese Lady aber dann immer noch fest in der linken Hand? 

Warum sollte sie ihn so sorgsam bei sich tragen? Bei der Unterredung brauchte sie doch wohl nicht auf ihn zurückzugreifen. Scheint das nicht bemerkenswert?«

»Tja, Sir; so, wie Sie es darstellen – vielleicht schon.«

»Ich glaube, ich sollte mich mal ein paar Minuten hinsetzen und die Sache in aller Ruhe überdenken.«

Er ließ sich auf dem steinernen Brückengeländer nie-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.218
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der, und ich bemerkte, wie seine scharfen grauen Augen in alle Richtungen forschende Blicke warfen. 

Plötzlich sprang er auf, rannte zum Geländer auf der anderen Seite, zog rasch die Lupe hervor und begann das Mauerwerk zu untersuchen. 

»Das ist aber seltsam«, sagte er. 

»Ja, Sir; das abgebrochene Stück an der Kante haben wir auch schon bemerkt. Vermutlich hat das jemand im Vorbeigehen getan.«

Das Mauerwerk war grau; an dieser einen Stelle zeigte sich jedoch ein weißer Fleck, nicht größer als ein Sixpence. Bei genauerer Überprüfung konnte man erkennen, daß hier etwas abgeplatzt war – wie von einem heftigen Schlag. 

»Dazu bedarf es schon ziemlicher Gewalt«, sagte Holmes nachdenklich. Er hieb mehrmals mit seinem Stock auf das Geländer, ohne eine Spur zu hinterlassen. »Ja, das war wohl ein kräftiger Schlag. Und überdies an einer merkwürdigen Stelle. Er erfolgte nicht von oben, sondern von unten; wie Sie sehen, fehlt das Stück nämlich an der  unteren  Simskante.«

»Aber die Stelle ist doch mindestens fünfzehn Fuß von der Leiche weg.«

»Ja, das ist sie. Möglicherweise hat sie auch gar nichts mit der Sache zu tun; aber bemerkenswert ist dieser Punkt dennoch. So, ich glaube, mehr gibt es hier für uns nicht zu holen. Sie sagen, es waren keine Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.219
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Fußspuren vorhanden?«

»Der Boden ist steinhart, Sir. Es waren überhaupt keine Spuren vorhanden.«

»Dann können wir gehen. Wir wollen zunächst zum Haus hinauf und uns einen Überblick über die von Ihnen erwähnten Waffen verschaffen. Danach fahren wir weiter nach Winchester; bevor wir unsere Untersuchungen fortsetzen, möchte ich nämlich noch Miss Dunbar kennenlernen.«

Mr. Neil Gibson war noch nicht aus der Stadt zu-rück; doch im Haus begegnete uns der neurotische Mr. Bates, der uns morgens besucht hatte. Mit finste-rem Behagen führte er uns die stattliche Reihe von Feuerwaffen der verschiedensten Form und Größe vor, die sein Dienstherr im Laufe seines abenteuerlichen Lebens gesammelt hatte. 

»Mr. Gibson hat Feinde; und niemand, der ihn und seine Methoden kennt, wird sich darüber wundern«, sagte er. »Nachts liegt ein geladener Revolver in der Schublade neben seinem Bett. Er ist ein Mann der Gewalt, Sir; manchmal haben wir alle Angst vor ihm. 

Ich bin sicher, daß die arme verstorbene Lady oft in Furcht und Schrecken gelebt hat.«

»Haben Sie denn einmal mit eigenen Augen gesehen, daß er sie körperlich mißhandelt hat?«

»Nein, das nicht gerade. Aber ich habe Worte mit angehört, die fast genauso schlimm waren – Worte Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.220
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von kalter, schneidender Verachtung –, sogar vor dem Personal.«

»Unser Millionär scheint im Privatleben nicht eben zu glänzen«, bemerkte Holmes, als wir uns auf dem Weg zum Bahnhof befanden. »Tja, Watson, jetzt haben wir eine hübsche Menge Fakten beisammen, darunter ein paar neue; und doch bin ich von meiner Lösung wohl noch ein ganzes Stückchen entfernt. 

Ausgerechnet von Mr. Bates, der seine Abneigung gegenüber seinem Brotherrn so deutlich zur Schau stellt, mußte ich erfahren, daß sich Mr. Gibson zum Zeitpunkt des Alarms nachweislich in seiner Bibliothek aufgehalten hat. Das Abendessen war um halb neun vorüber, und bis dahin lief alles seinen gewohnten Gang. Der Alarm erfolgte zwar erst ziemlich spät am Abend; aber die Tragödie hat sich zweifellos um die im Brief genannte Stunde herum abgespielt. Es gibt keinerlei Beweise dafür, daß Mr. Gibson nach seiner Rückkehr aus der Stadt, also nach fünf Uhr, noch einmal außer Haus war. Andererseits hat Miss Dunbar, soviel ich weiß, zugegeben, sich mit Mrs. Gibson an der Brücke verabredet zu haben. Darüber hinaus wollte sie keine Aussage machen, da ihr Anwalt ihr geraten hatte, sich die Verteidigung vorzubehalten. 

Wir müssen dieser jungen Lady einige überaus wichtige Fragen stellen, und das läßt mir keine Ruhe, bis ich sie gesehen habe. Ich muß gestehen, daß der Fall Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.221
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wohl äußerst düster für sie aussähe – wäre da nicht noch eine Kleinigkeit.«

»Und welche, Holmes?«

»Daß man den Revolver in ihrem Kleiderschrank gefunden hat.«

»Du lieber Himmel, Holmes!« rief ich, »gerade das scheint doch das belastendste Indiz zu sein!«

»Keineswegs, Watson. Schon beim ersten oberflächlichen Studium des Falles kam mir dieser Umstand äußerst merkwürdig vor. Und nun, da ich mich näher damit befasse, gründet sich meine einzige Hoffnung darauf. Wir müssen auf Folgerichtigkeit achten. 

Wo sie fehlt, müssen wir ein Täuschungsmanöver vermuten.«

»Ich kann Ihnen kaum folgen.«

»Je nun, Watson; versetzen Sie sich doch mal einen Moment lang in die Rolle einer Frau, die im Begriff ist, sich ihrer Rivalin auf kaltblütige und vorbedachte Weise zu entledigen. Sie haben die Tat also geplant. 

Dann schreiben Sie einen Brief. Das Opfer kommt. 

Sie haben Ihre Waffe dabei und begehen das Verbrechen. Es verläuft perfekt und nach allen Regeln der Kunst. Wollen Sie mir etwa weismachen, daß Sie nach Verübung eines so schlau ausgeheckten Verbrechens Ihre kriminelle Reputation wieder ruinieren würden, indem Sie nicht nur versäumen, Ihre Waffe in das angrenzende und sie für immer verschluckende Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.222
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Schilfbett zu schleudern, sondern sie sogar sorgsam mit nach Hause schleppen und ausgerechnet in Ihren Kleiderschrank legen, also dorthin, wo man zuerst nach ihr suchen würde? Nicht einmal Ihre besten Freunde würden Sie als raffinierten Pläneschmied bezeichnen, Watson; und doch könnte ich mir nicht vorstellen, daß Sie so unbeholfen wären.«

»In der Aufregung des Augenblicks ...«

»Nein, nein, Watson; diese Möglichkeit lasse ich nicht gelten. Wo ein Verbrechen kühl vorausgeplant ist, da sind auch die Mittel und Wege zu seiner Vertu-schung kühl vorausgeplant. Ich bin daher gewiß, daß wir es mit einem schweren Mißverständnis zu tun haben.«

»Aber da gäbe es noch so viel zu erklären.«

»Na schön, dann fangen wir doch gleich damit an. 

Sobald wir unseren Standpunkt einmal geändert haben, entpuppt sich genau das, was zuvor so belastend war, als Schlüssel zur Wahrheit. Da wäre zum Beispiel dieser Revolver. Miss Dunbar behauptet, ihn nie gesehen zu haben. Gemäß unserer neuen Theorie spricht sie damit die Wahrheit. Also hat ihn ein anderer in ihren Kleiderschrank gelegt. Und wer? Jemand, der sie in Verdacht bringen wollte. Ist dieser Jemand womöglich der eigentliche Verbrecher? Sie sehen, wie sich unseren Nachforschungen plötzlich ein höchst fruchtbares Betätigungsfeld eröffnet.«
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Da die Formalitäten noch immer nicht erledigt waren, mußten wir die Nacht in Winchester verbringen; am nächsten Morgen erhielten wir jedoch die Erlaubnis, in Begleitung von Mr. Joyce Cummings, dem aufstrebenden, mit der Verteidigung betrauten Anwalt, die junge Lady in ihrer Zelle aufzusuchen. Nach allem, was uns bisher zu Ohren gekommen war, hatte ich zwar damit gerechnet, eine schöne Frau zu Gesicht zu bekommen; jedoch der Eindruck, den Miss Dunbar auf mich machte, wird mir für immer unvergeßlich bleiben. Es war kein Wunder, daß selbst der gebieterische Millionär etwas an ihr gefunden hatte, was seine eigene Macht übertraf – etwas, was ihn zu beherrschen und leiten vermochte. Angesichts dieser energischen, scharfgeschnittenen und dennoch zarten Züge spürte man überdies, daß ihr, auch wenn sie zu einer impulsiven Tat imstande sein sollte, ein angeborener Seelenadel eignete, der sie ihren Einfluß stets für das Gute einsetzen ließ. Sie war brünett, hochgewachsen, von edler Gestalt und achtunggebietendem Auftreten; doch in ihren dunklen Augen lag der flehende, hilflose Ausdruck der gejagten Kreatur, die das Netz um sich spürt, aber keinen Fluchtweg aus den Maschen zu entdecken vermag. Aber nun, da sie sich der Anwesenheit und Unterstützung meines berühmten Freundes bewußt war, huschte ein Hauch von Farbe über ihre bleichen Wangen, und in dem Blick, Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.224
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den sie uns zuwandte, begann ein Hoffnungsstrahl aufzuglimmen. 

»Vielleicht hat Ihnen Mr. Neil Gibson bereits er-zählt, was sich abgespielt hat zwischen ihm und mir?« fragte sie mit leiser, erregter Stimme. 

»Ja«, antwortete Holmes; »Sie brauchen auf diesen Teil der Geschichte nicht einzugehen, wenn es Sie quält. Nachdem ich Sie nun gesehen habe, bin ich bereit, Mr. Gibsons Darstellung zu akzeptieren – sowohl was Ihren Einfluß als auch die Unschuld Ihrer Beziehungen zu ihm betrifft. Aber warum haben Sie denn dem Gericht nicht die ganze Situation dargelegt?«

»Ich konnte einfach nicht glauben, daß man eine solche Anklage aufrechterhalten würde. Ich dachte, wenn wir noch abwarteten, müßte sich die ganze Sache von selbst aufklären – auch ohne daß wir gezwungen wären, auf peinliche Details aus dem Privatleben der Familie einzugehen. Aber wie ich höre, ist der Fall weit davon entfernt, sich aufzuklären, und nur noch bedenklicher geworden.«

»Meine liebe junge Lady«, rief Holmes ernst, »machen Sie sich bitte keine Illusionen. Mr. Cummings hier wird Ihnen bestätigen, daß wir im Augenblick nicht einen einzigen Trumpf in der Hand haben und jede erdenkliche Anstrengung unternehmen müssen, wenn wir die Partie gewinnen wollen. Ich würde Sie Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.225
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grausam in die Irre führen, wenn ich so täte, als schwebten Sie nicht in sehr großer Gefahr. Helfen Sie mir deshalb, so gut Sie können, die Wahrheit zu finden.«

»Ich werde Ihnen nichts verschweigen.«

»Dann sagen Sie uns bitte aufrichtig, in welcher Beziehung Sie zu Mr. Gibsons Frau standen.«

»Sie hat mich gehaßt, Mr. Holmes. Sie hat mich mit der ganzen Glut ihrer tropischen Natur gehaßt. 

Sie war eine Frau, die keine Halbheiten ertrug, und das Maß der Liebe zu ihrem Mann entsprach dem Maß ihres Hasses gegen mich. Wahrscheinlich hat sie das Verhältnis zwischen ihm und mir mißverstanden. 

Ich will ihr bestimmt nicht unrecht tun; aber ihre Liebe war so leidenschaftlich im körperlichen Sinn, daß sie das geistige, ja spirituelle Band, das ihren Mann mit mir verknüpfte, wohl gar nicht begreifen konnte. Für sie war es unvorstellbar, daß mich nur eines unter seinem Dach gehalten hat: der Wunsch, ihn so zu beeinflussen, daß er seine Macht für gute Zwecke einsetzt. Inzwischen sehe ich ein, daß ich einen Fehler gemacht habe. Nichts gab mir das Recht, an einem Ort zu bleiben, wo ich nur Unfrieden stiftete; aber selbst wenn ich das Haus verlassen hätte –

der Unfrieden wäre bestimmt geblieben.«

»Nun gut, Miss Dunbar«, sagte Holmes; »erzählen Sie uns jetzt bitte genau, was an jenem Abend gesche-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.226
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hen ist.«

»Ich will Ihnen die Wahrheit sagen, soweit sie mir bekannt ist, Mr. Holmes; aber ich bin nicht in der Lage, irgend etwas zu beweisen, und da wären einige Punkte – überaus wichtige Punkte –, die ich nicht er-klären kann und für die ich mir auch keine Erklärung vorstellen kann.«

»Wenn Sie nur zu den Tatsachen finden; dann finden andere vielleicht auch die Erklärung.«

»Dann fange ich mit der Tatsache an, daß ich an jenem Abend bei der Thor-Brücke war. Morgens bekam ich von Mrs. Gibson einen Brief. Er lag auf dem Tisch im Unterrichtszimmer; wahrscheinlich hat sie ihn selbst dort hingelegt. In diesem Brief flehte sie mich an, nach dem Abendessen zu ihr an die Brücke zu kommen; sie behauptete, sie habe mir etwas Wichtiges mitzuteilen, und bat mich, meine Antwort auf der Sonnenuhr im Garten zu hinterlegen, da sie niemanden über unser Treffen ins Vertrauen ziehen wolle. Ich sah zwar keinen Grund für solche Heim-lichkeiten, tat aber, was sie verlangte, und nahm die Verabredung an. Außerdem bat sie mich, ihren Brief zu vernichten; ich habe ihn dann im Unterrichtszimmer im Kamin verbrannt. Sie hatte sehr große Angst vor ihrem Mann, der sie ziemlich grob behandelte –

was ich ihm oft vorgeworfen habe; ich konnte mir also nur vorstellen, daß sie ihn nichts von unserem Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.227
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Treffen wissen lassen wollte und deswegen so heimlich tat.«

»Gleichwohl hat sie Ihren Antwortbrief sehr sorgfältig aufbewahrt.«

»Ja. Ich war ganz überrascht zu hören, daß sie ihn in der Hand hielt, als sie starb.«

»Schön, und was passierte dann?«

»Ich ging wie versprochen hin. Als ich zur Brücke kam, erwartete sie mich bereits. Bis zu diesem Moment war mir nie richtig bewußt gewesen, wie sehr dieses arme Geschöpf mich gehaßt hat. Sie benahm sich wie eine Wahnsinnige – ja, ich glaube, sie  war wahnsinnig, auf raffinierte Weise wahnsinnig; sie besaß, wie viele Geistesgestörte, die ausgeprägte Gabe, andere zu täuschen. Wie hätte sie mir sonst jeden Tag so gleichgültig gegenübertreten können, wo doch ihr Herz von einem so rasenden Haß gegen mich erfüllt war? Ich will nicht wiederholen, was sie gesagt hat. Sie ergoß ihre ganze wilde Wut in hitzige und furchtbare Worte. Ich habe gar keine Antwort gegeben – ich war einfach nicht fähig dazu. Ihr Anblick war entsetzlich. Ich habe mir die Hände an die Ohren gehalten und bin davongestürmt. Während ich weglief, stand sie immer noch am Brückenaufgang und schrie mir ihre Verwünschungen nach.«

»Stand sie an der Stelle, wo man sie später gefunden hat?«
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»Ein paar Yards davon weg.«

»Angenommen, sie kam, kurz nachdem Sie sie allein ließen, zu Tode –: Trotzdem haben Sie keinen Schuß gehört?«

»Nein, ich habe nichts gehört. Aber ich war ja auch so aufgewühlt, Mr. Holmes; dieser furchtbare Ausbruch hat mich derartig entsetzt, daß ich mich beeilt habe, in mein friedliches Zimmer zurückzukommen; ich war außerstande, noch irgend etwas von den Ereignissen wahrzunehmen.«

»Sie sagen, Sie sind in Ihr Zimmer zurückgekehrt. 

Haben Sie es vor dem nächsten Morgen noch einmal verlassen?«

»Ja; als man uns alarmierte, daß das arme Geschöpf tot sei, bin ich mit den anderen hinausgerannt.«

»Haben Sie dabei auch Mr. Gibson gesehen?«

»Ja; er kam gerade von der Brücke zurück. Er hatte den Arzt und die Polizei holen lassen.«

»Kam er Ihnen besonders verstört vor?«

»Mr. Gibson ist ein sehr starker Mann mit großer Selbstbeherrschung. Ich glaube, er würde sich seine Gefühle niemals anmerken lassen. Aber da ich ihn so gut kenne, konnte ich ihm ansehen, daß er zutiefst betroffen war.«

»Dann kommen wir jetzt zum entscheidenden Punkt. Dieser Revolver, den man in Ihrem Zimmer Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.229
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gefunden hat: Haben Sie ihn zuvor schon einmal gesehen?«

»Noch nie, das schwöre ich.«

»Wann wurde er gefunden?«

»Am nächsten Morgen, als die Polizei ihre Ermittlungen anstellte.«

»Und er befand sich unter Ihren Kleidern?«

»Ja; auf dem Boden meines Kleiderschrankes, unter meinen Kostümen.«

»Sie haben keine Vermutung, wie lange er dort schon gelegen hatte?«

»Am Morgen zuvor war er noch nicht da.«

»Woher wissen Sie das?«

»Weil ich den Kleiderschrank aufgeräumt habe.«

»Das ist von entscheidender Bedeutung. Demnach kam also jemand in Ihr Zimmer und hat den Revolver dort hineingelegt, um Sie zu belasten.«

»So muß es gewesen sein.«

»Und wann?«

»Es kann nur zur Essenszeit passiert sein, oder während ich mit den Kindern im Unterrichtszimmer war.«

»Wo Sie sich auch aufhielten, als Sie den Brief bekamen?«

»Ja; von da an den ganzen Morgen über.«

»Danke, Miss Dunbar. Gibt es sonst noch irgend etwas, was mir bei der Untersuchung von Nutzen sein Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.230
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könnte?«

»Mir fallt sonst nichts mehr ein.«

»Das Mauerwerk der Brücke weist eine Spur von Gewaltanwendung auf – ein ganz frisch abgeplatztes Stückchen direkt gegenüber der Leiche. Hätten Sie dafür möglicherweise eine Erklärung?«

»Das ist bestimmt ein reiner Zufall.«

»Eigenartig, Miss Dunbar, sehr eigenartig. Warum sollte sich dieser Zufall ausgerechnet zum Zeitpunkt der Tragödie und an der gleichen Stelle ereignen?«

»Aber was könnte denn die Ursache dafür gewesen sein? So etwas kommt doch wohl nur durch große Gewalt zustande.«

Holmes gab keine Antwort. Sein blasses, wachsames Gesicht hatte plötzlich einen gespannten, entrückten Ausdruck angenommen, was, wie ich mittlerweile wußte, eine Begleiterscheinung der höchsten Manifestationen seines Genies war. Seine geistige Anspannung war so augenfällig, daß keiner von uns zu sprechen wagte; Anwalt, Gefangene und ich saßen da und beobachteten ihn in konzentriertem und ge-banntem Schweigen. Plötzlich fuhr er hoch; er zitterte vor nervöser Energie und heftigem Tatendrang. 

»Los, Watson, kommen Sie!« rief er. 

»Was ist denn, Mr. Holmes?«

»Schon gut, meine liebe Lady. Sie hören von mir, Mr. Cummings. So mir der Gott der Gerechtigkeit Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.231
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beisteht, liefere ich Ihnen einen Fall, der in England Furore machen wird. Bis spätestens morgen bekommen Sie Nachricht, Miss Dunbar; seien Sie derweilen versichert, daß die Wolken sich bald auflösen und daß ich jeden Grund habe zu hoffen, daß das Licht der Wahrheit durchzubrechen beginnt.«

Es war keine weite Reise von Winchester nach Thor Place, doch in meiner Ungeduld kam mir die Fahrt recht lang vor. Holmes dagegen erschien sie offensichtlich endlos; seine nervöse Rastlosigkeit ließ ihn nicht stillsitzen, er schritt im Wagen auf und ab oder trommelte mit den langen, feinnervigen Fingern auf der Polsterung seiner Armlehnen herum. Als wir uns jedoch unserem Bestimmungsort näherten, setzte er sich plötzlich mir gegenüber – wir hatten ein Erster-Klasse-Abteil für uns alleine –, legte seine Hände auf meine Knie und sah mir mit jenem eigenartig ver-schmitzten Blick, der für seine koboldhaften Anwandlungen so charakteristisch war, in die Augen. 

»Watson«, sagte er, »ich kann mich schwach daran erinnern, daß Sie diese unsere Exkursionen im allgemeinen bewaffnet antreten.«

Daß ich das tat, geschah durchaus zu seinem Vorteil; denn wenn sein Geist erst einmal von einem Problem in Anspruch genommen war, machte er sich wenig Gedanken um seine Sicherheit, so daß sich Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.232
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mein Revolver schon mehr denn einmal als guter Freund in der Not erwiesen hatte. Ich erinnerte ihn an diese Tatsache. 

»Ja, ja, ich bin in solchen Dingen ein bißchen zerstreut. Aber haben Sie Ihren Revolver nun bei sich?«

Ich brachte ihn aus der Hüfttasche zum Vorschein – eine kurze, handliche, aber sehr nützliche kleine Waffe. Holmes löste die Welle, schüttelte die Patronen heraus und unterzog den Revolver einer sorgfältigen Untersuchung. 

»Er ist schwer – bemerkenswert schwer«, sagte er. 

»Ja, es ist ein solides Stück Arbeit.«

Er grübelte eine Minute darüber nach. 

»Wissen Sie, Watson«, sagte er, »ich glaube, Ihr Revolver wird bald in sehr inniger Beziehung zu dem Rätsel stehen, das wir gerade untersuchen.«

»Mein lieber Holmes, Sie machen wohl Scherze.«

»Nein, Watson, ich meine es völlig ernst. Uns steht nämlich ein Versuch bevor. Wenn er gelingt, wird alles klar sein. Und dieser Versuch hängt vom Verhalten dieser kleinen Waffe ab. Eine Patrone bleibt drau-

ßen. Jetzt stecken wir die übrigen fünf wieder hinein und arretieren die Welle. So! Das macht ihn schwerer, und dadurch läßt sich die Geschichte besser rekonstruieren.«

Ich hatte keinen Schimmer davon, was er im Schilde führte; er steckte mir auch kein Licht auf, sondern Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.233
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saß gedankenversunken da, bis wir an dem kleinen Hampshire-Bahnhof anhielten. Wir sicherten uns eine klapprige Kutsche, und nach einer Viertelstunde befanden wir uns am Haus unseres vertrauten Freundes, des Sergeants. 

»Schon eine Spur, Mr. Holmes? Worum geht's?«

»Das hängt alles davon ab, wie sich Dr. Watsons Revolver verhält«, sagte mein Freund. »Hier ist er. 

Sagen Sie, Officer, können Sie mir eine zehn Yard lange Schnur besorgen?«

Im Dorfladen fand sich ein Knäuel dicken Bindfadens. 

»Ich glaube, das wäre alles, was wir brauchen«, sagte Holmes. »So, wenn es Ihnen recht ist, brechen wir nun zur voraussichtlich letzten Station unserer Reise auf.«

Die untergehende Sonne verwandelte das wellige Hampshire-Heideland in ein wunderschönes herbstli-ches Panorama. Der Sergeant zottelte stockend neben uns her – unter vielen kritischen und ungläubigen Blicken, die seine tiefen Zweifel an der Zurechnungsfähigkeit meines Gefährten verrieten. Als wir uns dem Tatort näherten, bemerkte ich, daß mein Freund hinter all seiner gewohnten Gelassenheit tatsächlich zutiefst erregt war. 

»Ja«, sagte er, wie zur Antwort auf meine Beobachtung, »Sie haben schon erlebt, daß ich mein Ziel Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.234
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auch einmal verfehlt habe, Watson. Ich habe zwar einen Instinkt für solche Dinge, doch hat der mir auch schon ein Schnippchen geschlagen. Ich war meiner Sache so gut wie sicher, als mir in der Zelle in Winchester die Erklärung zum ersten Mal durch den Kopf schoß. Aber der Nachteil eines aktiven Geistes besteht eben darin, daß man immerzu Alternativen ausheckt, die einen von der Fährte abbringen können. 

Und dennoch – dennoch ... Tja, Watson, wir müssen es einfach versuchen.«

Im Weitergehen hatte er ein Ende der Schnur fest mit dem Revolvergriff verbunden. Wir waren inzwischen am Schauplatz der Tragödie angelangt. Unter der Anleitung des Polizisten markierte er sehr sorgfältig die Stelle, wo die Leiche ausgestreckt gelegen hatte. Dann durchstöberte er das Heide- und Farnkraut, bis er einen ansehnlichen Stein gefunden hatte. 

Diesen befestigte er am anderen Ende seines Bindfadens und hängte ihn über das Brückengeländer, so daß er frei über dem Wasser schwebte. Daraufhin po-stierte er sich, etwas von der Brückenkante entfernt und meinen Revolver in der Hand, auf die Unglücks-stelle; die Schnur zwischen der Waffe und dem schweren Stein war nun straff gespannt. 

»Jetzt gilt's!« rief er. 

Bei diesen Worten hob er den Revolver an den Kopf; dann ließ er ihn los. Im Nu war die Waffe vom Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.235
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Gewicht des Steines fortgerissen, mit hellem Krachen gegen das Geländer geprallt und über die Brüstung hinweg im Wasser verschwunden. Kaum war sie fort, als Holmes auch schon neben dem Mauerwerk kniete und ein freudiger Aufschrei verkündete, daß das von ihm Erwartete eingetroffen war. 

»Hat es jemals eine exaktere Demonstration gegeben?« rief er. »Sehen Sie nur, Watson, Ihr Revolver hat das Problem gelöst!« Bei diesen Worten deutete er auf ein zweites abgeplatztes Stück an der Unter-kante der Steinbalustrade, das in Größe und Form mit dem ersten genau übereinstimmte. 

»Wir bleiben heute nacht im Gasthof«, fuhr er fort, als er aufstand und sich dem verblüfften Polizisten zuwandte. »Sie werden sich zweifellos einen Haken beschaffen können; dann dürfte es Ihnen ein Leichtes sein, den Revolver meines Freundes zu bergen. Daneben werden Sie freilich auch Revolver, Schnur und Gewicht finden, mit deren Hilfe diese rachsüchtige Frau versucht hat, ihr Verbrechen zu vertuschen und einem unschuldigen Opfer einen Mord in die Schuhe zu schieben. Geben Sie Mr. Gibson bitte Bescheid, daß ich ihn morgen früh zu sprechen wünsche; dann können wir Schritte zu Miss Dunbars Rehabilitation unternehmen.«

Spät an jenem Abend, da wir noch pfeiferauchend im Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.236
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Dorfgasthof beisammensaßen, gab Holmes mir eine kurze Übersicht über die vergangenen Ereignisse. 

»Ich fürchte, Watson«, sagte er, »Sie werden den Ruf, den ich mir mittlerweile vielleicht erworben habe, nicht verbessern, wenn Sie das ›Rätsel der Thor-Brücke‹ in Ihre Annalen aufnehmen. Mein Geist war träge; es fehlte ihm an jener Mischung aus Imagination und Wirklichkeitssinn, die die Grundlage meiner Kunst bildet. Ich muß eingestehen, daß das abgeplatzte Stückchen Mauerwerk Hinweis genug gewesen wäre, um einem die richtige Lösung geradezu aufzudrängen, und daß ich mir vorwerfen muß, nicht eher darauf gekommen zu sein. 

Man muß allerdings einräumen, daß die Gedankengänge dieser Unglücklichen abgründig und raffiniert waren, so daß es nicht ganz einfach war, ihre Absichten zu entwirren. Ich glaube nicht, daß wir bei unseren Abenteuern je auf ein ungewöhnlicheres Beispiel für die Auswirkungen pervertierter Liebe gestoßen sind. Ob Miss Dunbar nun in körperlichem oder nur in geistigem Sinne ihre Rivalin war – beides scheint in ihren Augen gleicherweise unverzeihlich gewesen zu sein. All jene Grobheiten und unfreundlichen Worte, mit denen ihr Mann ihre gar zu überschweng-liche Zuneigung zurückzuweisen versuchte, hat sie ohne Zweifel dieser unschuldigen Lady zur Last gelegt. Ihr erster Entschluß war, ihrem eigenen Leben Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.237
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ein Ende zu machen. Ihr zweiter, es auf eine Weise zu tun, die ihr Opfer in ein Schicksal verwickeln würde, das weit schlimmer ist, als es ein plötzlicher Tod je sein könnte. 

Wir können die verschiedenen Schritte ziemlich genau verfolgen; sie zeugen von einer bemerkenswerten Raffiniertheit. Überaus schlau entlockte sie Miss Dunbar einen Brief, der den Anschein erwecken sollte, als habe diese den Tatort selbst bestimmt. In ihrer Angst, alles könnte herauskommen, hat sie die Sache freilich ein bißchen übertrieben, indem sie den Brief bis zuletzt in der Hand hielt. Schon das allein hätte meinen Argwohn früher erregen müssen. 

Dann nahm sie einen der Revolver ihres Mannes –

im Haus gibt es ja, wie Sie gesehen haben, ein ganzes Arsenal – und behielt ihn für ihre eigenen Zwecke. 

Sein Gegenstück versteckte sie an jenem Morgen in Miss Dunbars Kleiderschrank, nachdem sie eine Patrone abgefeuert hatte – was sich in den Wäldern leicht und ohne Aufsehen bewerkstelligen ließ. Dann ging sie zur Brücke hinunter, wo sie diese überaus sinnreiche Methode zur Beseitigung ihrer Waffe ausgeheckt hatte. Als Miss Dunbar erschien, verwendete sie ihre letzten Atemzüge dazu, ihren Haß auszuschütten; danach, als jene außer Hörweite war, führte sie ihr schreckliches Vorhaben aus. Jedes Glied befindet sich nun an seinem Platz, und die Kette ist kom-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.238
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plett. Die Zeitungen werden vermutlich fragen, warum man nicht zuerst den See abgesucht hat; aber hinterher läßt sich leicht klug reden. Einen ausgedehnten schilfreichen See abzusuchen, ist ja keineswegs einfach – es sei denn, man hat eine klare Vorstellung davon, was man sucht und wo man es sucht. Nun denn, Watson, wir haben einer bemerkenswerten Frau geholfen und außerdem einem mächtigen Mann. Sollten sich ihre Kräfte künftig vereinen – was wohl nicht ganz unwahrscheinlich ist –, so wird die Finanzwelt feststellen, daß Mr. Neil Gibson inzwischen etwas gelernt hat – und zwar im Schulzimmer des Kummers, allwo uns die irdischen Lektionen erteilt werden.«

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.239
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Der Mann mit dem geduckten Gang

Mr. Sherlock Holmes war schon immer der Ansicht, daß ich die einzigartigen Fakten im Zusammenhang mit Professor Presbury veröffentlichen sollte – und sei es nur, um ein für allemal die häßlichen Gerüchte zu zerstreuen, die vor etwa zwanzig Jahren die Universität in Aufregung versetzten und von deren Widerhall die ganze Gelehrtenwelt Londons erfüllt war. Bisher standen dem jedoch gewisse Hindernisse im Wege, und die wahre Geschichte dieses merkwürdigen Falles blieb in jenem Blechbehälter begraben, der so viele Aufzeichnungen der Abenteuer meines Freundes beherbergt. Aber nun erhielten wir endlich doch noch die Erlaubnis, die Fakten von einem der allerletzten Fälle, die Holmes behandelte, ehe er sich aus der Praxis zurückzog, öffentlich darzulegen. Eine gewisse Zurückhaltung und Diskretion muß freilich auch heute noch gewahrt werden, wenn man die Sache dem Publikum vorlegt. 

An einem Sonntagabend, Anfang September 1903, erhielt ich eine von Holmes' lakonischen Botschaften:

»Kommen Sie sofort, wenn es Ihnen paßt – wenn nicht, kommen Sie trotzdem. – S.H.« Die Beziehungen zwischen uns waren damals recht eigenartig. Er Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.240
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hatte seine Gewohnheiten, strikte und feste Gewohnheiten, und zu einer davon war ich geworden. Ich ge-hörte zum Alltagskram – wie die Geige, der Shagtabak, die alte schwarze Pfeife, die Indexbände und anderes, vielleicht weniger Entschuldbares. Wenn ein Fall vollen körperlichen Einsatz verlangte und Holmes einen Gefährten brauchte, auf dessen Nervenstär-ke er sich verlassen konnte, war meine Rolle klar. 

Doch darüber hinaus hatte ich noch weitere Verwen-dungszwecke. Ich war ein Wetzstein für seinen Geist. 

Ich stimulierte ihn. Er dachte gerne laut in meiner Gegenwart. Zwar konnte man seine Bemerkungen kaum als an mich gerichtet bezeichnen – viele von ihnen hätten ebensogut seiner Bettstatt gelten können –, aber da es nun mal zur Gewohnheit geworden war, hatte es sich in mancher Hinsicht als hilfreich erwiesen, daß ich alles registrierte und mit Einwürfen bedachte. Wenn ihn eine gewisse Langsamkeit meiner Denkvorgänge auch irritierte, so hatte dies nur zur Folge, daß seine Eingebungen und Ideen um so lebhafter und rascher aufflammten und blitzten. So also sah meine bescheidene Rolle in unserem Bündnis aus. 

Als ich in der Baker Street eintraf, fand ich ihn in seinem Sessel kauernd vor: die Knie hochgezogen, die Pfeife im Mund und die Stirn vom Nachdenken zerfurcht. Offensichtlich steckte er mitten in einem quä-

lenden Problem. Mit einer Handbewegung wies er auf Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.241
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meinen alten Lehnstuhl; doch ansonsten ließ er eine halbe Stunde lang durch nichts erkennen, daß er sich meiner Anwesenheit bewußt war. Dann schien er jählings aus seinen Träumereien aufzufahren und hieß mich mit seinem gewohnten seltsamen Lächeln in meinem ehemaligen Zuhause willkommen. 

»Sie entschuldigen eine gewisse Geistesabwesenheit, mein lieber Watson«, sagte er. »In den letzten vierundzwanzig Stunden wurden mir einige sonderbare Fakten unterbreitet, die mich nun wiederum zu einigen Betrachtungen allgemeineren Charakters veranlaßt haben. Ich erwäge ernsthaft, eine kleine Monographie über den Nutzen von Hunden bei der Arbeit des Detektivs zu schreiben.«

»Aber Holmes, dieses Gebiet ist doch längst erforscht«, sagte ich. »Bluthunde – Spürhunde ...«

»Nein, nein, Watson; dieser Aspekt der Sache liegt ja auf der Hand. Aber es gibt einen anderen, der viel subtiler ist. Sie erinnern sich vielleicht, daß ich in dem Fall, den Sie in Ihrer reißerischen Art an den Blutbuchen 72 aufgehängt hatten, mein Augenmerk auf die Veranlagung des Kindes richtete und daraus die verbrecherischen Neigungen des so überaus selbstgefälligen und respektierlichen Vaters deduzieren konnte.«

»Ja, ich entsinne mich gut.«

»Entsprechend sieht mein Gedankengang in bezug Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.242
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auf Hunde aus. Hunde spiegeln das Familienleben wider. Hat man in einer trübsinnigen Familie je einen verspielten Hund erlebt? Oder einen traurigen in einer glücklichen? Knurrige Leute haben knurrige Hunde, gefährliche Leute haben gefährliche. Und Stimmungs-schwankungen der Tiere spiegeln gewöhnlich Stim-mungsschwankungen ihrer Besitzer wider.«

Ich schüttelte den Kopf. »Also wirklich, Holmes, das ist ein bißchen weit hergeholt«, sagte ich. 

Er hatte seine Pfeife frisch gestopft und wieder Platz genommen, ohne meinen Kommentar zu beachten. 

»Die praktische Nutzanwendung dessen, was ich eben gesagt habe, steht in sehr engem Zusammenhang mit dem Problem, das ich zur Zeit untersuche. Verstehen Sie, es ist wie ein wirres Wollknäuel, und ich bin noch auf der Suche nach einem losen Ende. Ein solches liegt möglicherweise in der Frage: Weshalb hat Professor Presburys treuer Wolfshund das Bestreben, seinen Herrn zu beißen?«

Ich sank ziemlich enttäuscht in meinen Stuhl zu-rück. Hatte Holmes mich wegen einer derartig trivialen Frage von meiner Arbeit weggerufen? Er warf mir einen raschen Blick zu. 

»Immer noch derselbe alte Watson!« sagte er. »Sie werden wohl nie begreifen, daß die schwerwiegend-sten Probleme von den geringfügigsten Kleinigkeiten Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.243
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abhängen können. Ist es denn nicht schon mal merkwürdig, daß ein gesetzter, älterer Philosoph – Sie haben doch von Presbury, dem berühmten Physiolo-gen aus Camford73, zweifellos schon gehört? –, daß also ein solcher Mann, dessen Wolfshund ihm bislang ein treu ergebener Freund war, nun schon zweimal von seinem Tier angegriffen wurde? Wie erklären Sie sich das?«

»Der Hund ist krank.«

»Nun ja, das müßte man in Erwägung ziehen. Aber andere Personen greift er nicht an, und auch seinen Herrn belästigt er offenbar nur bei ganz bestimmten Gelegenheiten. Sonderbar, Watson – sehr sonderbar. 

Der junge Mr. Bennett kommt aber viel zu früh, falls das sein Klingeln sein sollte. Ich hatte eigentlich gehofft, vor seiner Ankunft noch etwas länger mit Ihnen plaudern zu können.«

Wir vernahmen rasche Schritte auf der Treppe, heftiges Klopfen an der Tür, und einen Moment später stand der neue Klient vor uns. Er war ein hochgewachsener, hübscher junger Mann um die Dreißig, gut und elegant gekleidet; doch irgend etwas an seinem Benehmen gemahnte eher an die Schüchternheit eines Studenten denn an das Selbstvertrauen eines Mannes von Welt. Er schüttelte Holmes die Hand; dann sah er ziemlich überrascht zu mir. 

»Diese Angelegenheit ist äußerst delikat, Mr. Hol-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.244
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mes«, sagte er. »Denken Sie doch an die Beziehung, in der ich zu Professor Presbury stehe, sowohl privat als auch öffentlich. Also eigentlich kann ich es kaum verantworten, mich vor irgendeiner dritten Person zu äußern.«

»Keine Angst, Mr. Bennett. Dr. Watson ist geradezu die Seele der Diskretion, und ich kann Ihnen versichern, daß ich bei dieser Sache höchstwahrscheinlich einen Assistenten benötige.«

»Wie Sie wollen, Mr. Holmes. Aber Sie werden meine Vorbehalte gewiß verstehen.«

»Für diese Vorbehalte werden Sie volles Verständnis haben, Watson, wenn ich Ihnen verrate, daß dieser Gentleman, Mr. Trevor Bennett, von Beruf Assistent des großen Wissenschaftlers ist, in seinem Haus lebt und mit seiner einzigen Tochter verlobt ist. Es muß uns klar sein, daß der Professor allen Anspruch auf seine Loyalität und Ergebenheit hat. Doch beides bezeigt man vielleicht am besten damit, daß man die nö-

tigen Schritte zur Aufklärung dieses seltsamen Rätsels unternimmt.«

»Hoffentlich, Mr. Holmes. Das ist nämlich mein einziges Ziel. Kennt Dr. Watson die Situation?«

»Ich hatte noch keine Zeit, sie ihm zu erläutern.«

»Dann wäre es vielleicht besser, ich ginge sie noch einmal durch, bevor ich Sie gleich mit einigen neuen Entwicklungen vertraut mache.«

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.245
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»Das möchte ich selbst übernehmen«, sagte Holmes, »um zu zeigen, daß ich die Ereignisse in der richtigen Reihenfolge parat habe. Der Professor, Watson, ist ein Mann von europäischem Ruf. Er hat immer das Leben eines Akademikers geführt. Noch nie gab es auch nur den leisesten Skandal. Er ist Witwer und hat eine Tochter, Edith. Soviel ich weiß, ist er von sehr männlichem und festem, man könnte fast sagen: kämpferischem Charakter. So verhielt es sich jedenfalls bis vor ganz wenigen Monaten. 

Dann gab es in seinem Leben einen Bruch. Er ist schon einundsechzig Jahre alt; gleichwohl verlobte er sich mit der Tochter von Professor Morphy, einem Kollegen, der den Lehrstuhl für Vergleichende Anatomie innehat. Allerdings hat er ihr, wie ich höre, nicht mit der Bedachtsamkeit eines älteren Mannes, sondern eher mit der leidenschaftlichen Raserei eines Jünglings den Hof gemacht; niemand hätte seine An-betung glühender bezeigen können. Die Lady, Alice Morphy, ist freilich ein vollkommen makelloses Mädchen, sowohl geistig als auch körperlich, so daß die Vernarrtheit des Professors durchaus gerechtfertigt ist. Trotzdem fand er damit bei seiner Familie keineswegs vollen Beifall.«

»Wir hielten das Ganze für ziemlich übertrieben«, sagte unser Besucher. 

»Genau. Übertrieben und ein bißchen hitzig und Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.246
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unnatürlich. Aber Professor Presbury ist reich, und von Seiten des Vaters gab es keine Einwände. Die Tochter hatte allerdings andere Pläne; um ihre Hand hielten bereits mehrere Bewerber an, die in materieller Hinsicht zwar weniger zu bieten hatten, aber zumindest dem Alter nach eher zu ihr paßten. Doch das Mädchen schien den Professor trotz seines exzentrischen Verhaltens gern zu haben. Lediglich das Alter stand im Weg. 

Um diese Zeit herum umwölkte plötzlich ein kleines Geheimnis den gewohnten Alltag des Professors. 

Er tat etwas, was er zuvor noch nie getan hatte. Er ging von zu Hause fort, ohne zu hinterlassen, wohin. 

Vierzehn Tage blieb er weg, und als er von der Reise zurückkehrte, wirkte er ziemlich erschöpft. Er gab auch nicht andeutungsweise zu verstehen, wo er sich aufgehalten hatte – obwohl er normalerweise der offenste und ehrlichste Mensch ist. Zufällig erhielt jedoch unser Klient hier, Mr. Bennett, einen Brief von einem Kommilitonen aus Prag, worin dieser ihm schrieb, er habe zu seiner Freude Professor Presbury dort gesehen; es sei ihm allerdings nicht möglich gewesen, mit ihm zu sprechen. Erst dadurch erfuhr seine Familie, wo er gesteckt hatte. 

Nun kommt der springende Punkt. Von da an ging mit dem Professor nämlich eine merkwürdige Veränderung vor. Er wurde heimlichtuerisch und verschla-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.247
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gen. Seine Umgebung hatte immerzu das Gefühl, daß er nicht mehr der alte war, sondern unter einem Schatten lebte, der seine höheren Eigenschaften verdunkelte. Sein Intellekt blieb davon allerdings unberührt. 

Seine Vorlesungen waren so brillant wie eh und je. 

Aber etwas war neu, etwas Unheimliches und Ungewohntes. Seine Tochter, die sehr an ihm hängt, versuchte immer wieder, die altgewohnten Beziehungen wiederherzustellen und die Maske zu durchdringen, die ihr Vater aufgesetzt zu haben schien. Auch Sie, Sir, haben, wenn ich es recht verstehe, diesen Versuch unternommen – doch es war alles umsonst. Und nun, Mr. Bennett, erzählen Sie bitte selbst den Vorfall mit den Briefen.«

»Sie müssen wissen, Dr. Watson, daß der Professor keine Geheimnisse vor mir hatte. Selbst wenn ich sein Sohn oder sein jüngerer Bruder wäre, hätte ich kein vollständigeres Vertrauen genießen können. Als sein Sekretär bekam ich jedes Papier in die Hand, das ihn erreichte, und ich öffnete und sortierte seine Post. 

Kurz nach seiner Rückkehr hat sich das alles geändert. Er sagte mir, daß er gewisse Briefe aus London erhalten werde, die unterhalb der Briefmarke mit einem Kreuz gekennzeichnet seien. Diese sollten beiseite gelegt werden; sie seien nur für ihn persönlich bestimmt. Und in der Tat sind mehrere davon durch meine Hände gegangen; sie trugen den E.C.-Stem-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.248
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pel74, und die Handschrift hatte etwas Ungebildetes. 

Wenn er sie überhaupt beantwortet hat, gingen seine Antworten jedenfalls nicht durch meine Hände; sie waren auch nicht im Postkorb, wo unsere Korrespondenz bereitgelegt wird.«

»Das Kästchen«, sagte Holmes. 

»Ah, ja, das Kästchen. Der Professor brachte von seiner Reise einen kleinen hölzernen Behälter mit. Er ist der einzige Anhaltspunkt dafür, daß er sich auf dem Kontinent aufgehalten hat; es handelt sich nämlich um eine dieser kuriosen Schnitzarbeiten, wie man sie aus Deutschland kennt. Diesen Behälter also stellte er in seinen Instrumentenschrank. Als ich eines Tages nach einer Kanüle suchte, nahm ich das Kästchen in die Hand. Zu meiner Überraschung wurde er sehr zornig und schalt mich mit überaus wüsten Worten wegen meiner Neugierde. Es war das erste Mal, daß so etwas geschah, und ich war zutiefst verletzt. 

Ich versuchte ihm zu erklären, daß ich das Kästchen rein zufällig angefaßt hätte; aber ich merkte dann den ganzen Abend über, daß er mich mit scharfen Blicken bedachte und daß der Vorfall innerlich an ihm nagte.«

Mr. Bennett zog ein kleines Notizbuch hervor. »Das war am 2. Juli«, sagte er. 

»Sie sind wirklich ein vortrefflicher Zeuge«, sagte Holmes. »Vielleicht kann ich einige dieser Daten, die Sie notiert haben, noch brauchen.«
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»Mein großer Lehrer hat mir unter anderem auch Methodik beigebracht. Seit ich in seinem Verhalten etwas Abnormes festgestellt habe, halte ich es für meine Pflicht, seinen Fall zu studieren. Folglich habe ich hier eingetragen, daß Roy am gleichen Tag, also am 2. Juli, den Professor angegriffen hat, als dieser aus seinem Arbeitszimmer in die Halle kam. Am 11. 

Juli ereignete sich wieder eine derartige Szene, und dann habe ich noch eine weitere am 20. Juli notiert. 

Danach mußten wir Roy zu den Ställen verbannen. Er war sonst ein braves, anhängliches Tier – aber ich fürchte, ich langweile Sie.«

Mr. Bennett sprach in vorwurfsvollem Ton, denn ganz offensichtlich hörte Holmes längst nicht mehr zu. Sein Gesicht war starr, und er blickte abwesend zur Zimmerdecke. Nur mit Mühe kam er wieder zu sich. 

»Eigenartig! Höchst eigenartig!« murmelte er. 

»Diese Details waren mir neu, Mr. Bennett. Ich glaube, die Ausgangslage haben wir nun eingehend genug betrachtet, oder? Sie sprachen doch noch von einigen neuen Entwicklungen.«

Das freundliche, offene Gesicht unseres Besuchers umwölkte sich; es wurde von irgendeiner schlimmen Erinnerung verdüstert. »Das Folgende hat sich vorgestern nacht ereignet«, sagte er. »Als ich ungefähr um zwei Uhr morgens wachlag, vernahm ich vom Flur Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.250
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her ein dumpfes undeutliches Geräusch. Ich öffnete die Tür und spähte vorsichtig hinaus. Vielleicht sollte ich noch vorausschicken, daß das Schlafzimmer des Professors am Ende des Flurs liegt ...«

»Das Datum war der ...?« fragte Holmes. 

Unser Besucher war über eine so belanglose Unterbrechung sichtlich verärgert. 

»Ich sagte doch eben, Sir, daß es sich vorgestern nacht ereignet hat – also am 4. September.«

Holmes nickte und lächelte. 

»Bitte fahren Sie fort«, sagte er. 

»Sein Schlafzimmer liegt am Ende des Flurs; um zur Treppe zu kommen, müßte er also an meiner Tür vorbei. Es war ein wirklich schauderhaftes Erlebnis, Mr. Holmes. Ich glaube, ich habe so starke Nerven wie irgendeiner; aber das, was ich da gesehen habe, hat mich geschüttelt. Der Flur war dunkel, abgesehen von einem Lichtfleck in der Mitte, den das eine Fenster warf. Ich konnte erkennen, daß etwas den Flur entlangkam, etwas Dunkles und Geducktes. Dann tauchte es plötzlich ins Licht, und ich sah, daß  er  es war. Er kroch, Mr. Holmes – er kroch! Allerdings nicht richtig auf Händen und Knien, sondern eher auf Händen und Füßen, wobei sein Kopf zwischen den hochgezogenen Schultern nach vorn gesunken war. 

Dennoch schien er sich mit Leichtigkeit zu bewegen. 

Ich war von dem Anblick völlig gelähmt; erst als er Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.251

Der Mann mit dem geduckten Gang

Doyle-WA Bd. 9, 203

meine Tür erreicht hatte, war ich imstande, vorzutre-ten und ihn zu fragen, ob ich ihm behilflich sein könne. Seine Reaktion war außergewöhnlich. Er fuhr hoch, zischte mir ein gräßliches Wort entgegen und hastete an mir vorbei, die Treppe hinunter. Ich habe dann ungefähr eine Stunde gewartet; aber er kam nicht wieder. Es muß schon hell gewesen sein, als er in sein Zimmer zurückkehrte.«

»Nun, Watson, wie lautet Ihr Befund?« fragte Holmes mit dem Air des Pathologen, der einen raren Fall vorführt. 

»Vielleicht Hexenschuß. Ich habe schon erlebt, daß jemand durch einen schweren Anfall zu ebendieser Art der Fortbewegung genötigt war, und es gibt nichts, was sich schlimmer auswirkt auf das Gemüt.«

»Gut, Watson! Sie sorgen immer dafür, daß wir mit beiden Beinen fest auf der Erde bleiben. Aber den Hexenschuß können wir wohl kaum gelten lassen, da der Professor ja in der Lage war, sich im Nu aufzurichten.«

»Seine Gesundheit war noch nie besser«, sagte Bennett. »Ja, er ist sogar kräftiger, als ich ihn seit Jahren erlebt habe. Das wären nun also die Fakten, Mr. Holmes. Bei einem solchen Fall können wir ja nicht die Polizei konsultieren; andererseits sind wir mit unserem Latein völlig am Ende und haben irgendwie das unheimliche Gefühl, daß wir auf eine Kata-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.252
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strophe zutreiben. Edith – Miss Presbury – findet auch, daß wir nicht länger untätig zusehen dürfen.«

»Der Fall ist zweifellos sehr merkwürdig und anregend. Was meinen denn Sie dazu, Watson?«

»Als Mediziner würde ich sagen«, bemerkte ich, 

»daß es sich allem Anschein nach um einen Fall für den Nervenarzt handelt. Die zerebralen Prozesse des alten Herrn wurden durch die Liebesaffäre gestört. Er unternahm eine Auslandsreise, in der Hoffnung, sich von dieser Leidenschaft zu befreien. Seine Briefe und das Kästchen hängen womöglich mit anderen Privatangelegenheiten zusammen – einem Darlehen vielleicht, oder Aktien, die sich in dem Behälter befinden.«

»Und der Wolfshund mißbilligt ohne Zweifel diese Geldgeschäfte. Nein, nein, Watson; da steckt mehr dahinter. Nun, ich kann nur vorschlagen ...«

Was Sherlock Holmes vorschlagen wollte, wird man nie erfahren, denn in diesem Augenblick öffnete sich die Tür, und eine junge Lady wurde hereingeleitet. Bei ihrem Erscheinen fuhr Mr. Bennett mit einem Aufschrei hoch und eilte auf sie zu, bis sich ihrer beider ausgestreckte Hände begegneten. 

»Edith, Liebste! Es ist doch hoffentlich nichts passiert?«

»Ich mußte dir einfach nachfahren. Oh, Jack, ich hatte so entsetzliche Angst! Es ist furchtbar, dort al-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.253
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leine zu sein.«

»Mr. Holmes, das ist die erwähnte junge Lady. Das ist meine Verlobte.«

»Zu diesem Schluß sind wir so nach und nach auch gekommen, nicht wahr, Watson?« antwortete Holmes lächelnd. »Ich nehme an, Miss Presbury, daß sich in unserem Fall etwas Neues ergeben hat und daß Sie uns davon in Kenntnis setzen wollen.«

Unsere neue Besucherin, ein aufgewecktes, hübsches Mädchen vom herkömmlichen englischen Typ, erwiderte Holmes' Lächeln, als sie neben Mr. Bennett Platz nahm. 

»Als ich Mr. Bennett nicht mehr in seinem Hotel antraf, habe ich mir gedacht, daß ich ihn wahrscheinlich bei Ihnen finde. Er hatte mir natürlich gesagt, daß er Sie konsultieren wolle. Ach, Mr. Holmes, können Sie denn nichts für meinen armen Vater tun?«

»Es bestehen gewisse Hoffnungen, Miss Presbury; aber der Fall liegt noch etwas im Dunkeln. Möglicherweise wirft das, was Sie uns mitzuteilen haben, ein neues Licht darauf.«

»Es geschah gestern nacht, Mr. Holmes. Er war schon den ganzen Tag über sehr merkwürdig gewesen. Ich bin sicher, er erinnert sich manchmal gar nicht an das, was er tut. Er lebt dann wie in einem seltsamen Traum. Gestern war so ein Tag. Das war nicht mein Vater, mit dem ich immer zusammengelebt Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.254
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habe. Seine Außenhülle war noch vorhanden; aber in Wirklichkeit war das nicht mehr er selbst.«

»Erzählen Sie mir, was geschehen ist.«

»Ich wurde nachts vom rasenden Gebell des Hundes aufgeweckt. Der arme Roy, er liegt jetzt bei den Ställen an der Kette. Ich darf noch erwähnen, daß ich immer bei verschlossener Tür schlafe; Jack – Mr. 

Bennett – wird Ihnen bestätigen, daß wir alle das Ge-fühl haben, in Gefahr zu schweben. Mein Zimmer liegt im zweiten Stock. Zufällig war an meinem Fenster das Rouleau oben, und der Mond schien hell. Als ich so dalag, meine Augen auf dieses leuchtende Viereck geheftet, und dabei dem rasenden Hundegebell lauschte, bemerkte ich zu meinem höchsten Erstaunen das Gesicht meines Vaters, der zu mir hereinblickte. 

Mr. Holmes, ich bin vor Schreck und Entsetzen fast gestorben. Er preßte das Gesicht gegen die Scheibe und schien eine Hand hochzuheben, als wolle er das Fenster aufdrücken. Wenn es sich geöffnet hätte – ich glaube, ich wäre verrückt geworden. Das war keine Halluzination, Mr. Holmes. Wenn Sie das glauben, täuschen Sie sich. Jedenfalls bin ich ungefähr zwanzig Sekunden wie gelähmt dagelegen und habe das Gesicht im Auge behalten. Dann ist es verschwunden; aber ich war einfach nicht in der Lage, aus dem Bett zu springen und ihm nachzuschauen. Fröstelnd und zitternd bin ich bis zum Morgen liegengeblieben. 
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Beim Frühstück war er dann schroff und grimmig, machte jedoch keine Anspielung auf das nächtliche Abenteuer. Ich auch nicht; aber ich gab vor, in die Stadt zu müssen – und so bin ich nun hier.«

Holmes schien von Miss Presburys Bericht vollkommen verblüfft zu sein. 

»Meine liebe junge Lady, Sie sagen, Ihr Zimmer liegt im zweiten Stock. Gibt es im Garten eine lange Leiter?«

»Nein, Mr. Holmes, das ist ja das Erstaunliche. Es gibt keinerlei Möglichkeit, ans Fenster zu gelangen –

trotzdem war er da.«

»Das Datum wäre also der 5. September«, sagte Holmes. »Das macht die Sache zweifellos noch komplizierter.«

Nun war es an der jungen Lady, verblüfft dreinzuschauen. 

»Jetzt haben Sie schon zum zweiten Mal das Datum erwähnt, Mr. Holmes«, sagte Bennett. »Ist es denn möglich, daß das mit dem Fall irgend etwas zu tun hat?«

»Ja, das ist sogar sehr gut möglich; aber ich habe im Augenblick mein Material noch nicht ganz beisammen.«

»Sie denken vermutlich an den Zusammenhang zwischen einer Geisteskrankheit und den Mondpha-sen?«
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»Nein, bestimmt nicht. Meine Gedanken gehen in eine ganz andere Richtung. Vielleicht könnten Sie mir zur Überprüfung der Daten Ihr Notizbuch dalassen? 

Ich glaube, Watson, nun ist völlig klar, wie wir vorgehen müssen. Diese junge Lady hat uns mitgeteilt –

und ich habe zu ihrem Wahrnehmungsvermögen das größte Vertrauen –, daß sich ihr Vater nur wenig oder gar nicht an das erinnert, was zu bestimmten Zeit-punkten geschehen ist. Wir werden ihm daher einen Besuch abstatten – und zwar so, als ob er uns zu einem solchen Zeitpunkt eine Zusammenkunft ge-währt hätte. Er wird die Sache seinem mangelhaften Gedächtnis zuschreiben. Wir eröffnen also unsere Kampagne, indem wir ihn einmal ganz aus der Nähe in Augenschein nehmen.«

»Ausgezeichnet«, sagte Mr. Bennett. »Aber ich warne Sie; der Professor ist manchmal reizbar und unbeherrscht.«

Holmes lächelte. »Es gibt Gründe, warum wir sofort kommen sollten – sehr zwingende Gründe, falls sich meine Theorien als stichhaltig erweisen. Morgen, Mr. Bennett, werden wir uns mit Sicherheit in Camford einfinden. Es gibt dort, wenn ich mich recht entsinne, einen Gasthof namens ›Chequers‹, wo der Port-wein über dem Mittelmaß und das Linnen über jeden Tadel erhaben zu sein pflegt. Doch ich glaube, Watson, das Schicksal dürfte die nächsten paar Tage auch Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.257
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weniger angenehme Stätten für uns bereithalten.«

Am Montag morgen befanden wir uns auf dem Weg zu der berühmten Universitätsstadt – für Holmes, der sich von nichts und niemandem loszureißen hatte, ein müheloses Unterfangen; für mich jedoch eines, das fiebrige Planerei und Hetze mit sich brachte, da ich damals eine recht gut gehende Praxis hatte. 

Holmes kam erst wieder auf den Fall zu sprechen, nachdem wir bereits unsere Koffer in dem von ihm er-wähnten alten Gasthaus abgestellt hatten. 

»Ich glaube, Watson, wir können den Professor gerade noch vor dem Lunch erwischen. Er hat um elf Vorlesung und wird in der Mittagspause wohl zu Hause sein.«

»Und womit wollen wir unseren Besuch rechtfertigen?«

Holmes warf einen Blick in sein Notizbuch. 

»Am 26. August trat einer dieser Erregungszustän-de auf. Wir können davon ausgehen, daß sein Be-wußtsein dabei ein bißchen getrübt ist. Wenn wir also behaupten, wir seien aufgrund einer Verabredung gekommen, wird er wohl kaum wagen, uns zu widersprechen. Besitzen Sie die nötige Unverfrorenheit, das durchzustehen?«

»Wir wollen es versuchen.«

»Hervorragend, Watson! Eine Mischung aus Bie-nenfleiß und  Excelsior.  75 ›Wir wollen es versu-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.258
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chen‹ –: der rechte Wahlspruch für unsere Firma. Ein freundlicher Eingeborener wird uns bestimmt den Weg zeigen.«

Ein ebensolcher kutschierte uns mit einem schmuk-ken Einspänner in rascher Fahrt an einer Reihe von alten Universitätsgebäuden vorbei, bog schließlich in eine von Bäumen eingefaßte Auffahrt ein und hielt am Eingang eines reizenden Hauses, das von Rasen um-säumt und mit purpurnen Glyzinien bedeckt war. 

Allem Anschein nach umgab sich Professor Presbury nicht nur mit Komfort, sondern auch mit Luxus. 

Gleich als wir vorfuhren, tauchte am Vorderfenster ein grauhaariger Kopf auf, und wir gewahrten ein Paar stechender Augen, die uns unter zottigen Brauen forschend durch eine große Hornbrille beobachteten. 

Einen Augenblick später befanden wir uns in seinem Allerheiligsten, und der geheimnisvolle Wissenschaftler, dessen Eskapaden uns aus London hierher geführt hatten, stand persönlich vor uns. Nichts deutete allerdings auf Exzentrik, weder in seinem Benehmen noch in seinem Äußeren, denn er war ein stattlicher Mann mit vollen Gesichtszügen, ernst, hochgewachsen und mit einem Gehrock angetan; seinem Auftreten eignete jene Würde, deren man als Dozent bedarf. Die Augen stellten sein auffallendstes Merkmal dar: Sie blickten scharf, wachsam und so listig, daß sie fast schon verschlagen wirkten. 
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Er betrachtete unsere Visitenkarten. »Nehmen Sie bitte Platz, Gentlemen. Was kann ich für Sie tun?«

Mr. Holmes lächelte liebenswürdig. 

»Genau diese Frage wollte ich eben an Sie stellen, Professor.«

»An mich, Sir!«

»Möglicherweise liegt da ein Irrtum vor. Ich habe durch einen Dritten erfahren, daß Professor Presbury aus Camford meine Dienste benötigt.«

»Ach, tatsächlich!« Mir war, als ob es in den durchdringenden grauen Augen tückisch auffunkelte. 

»Das haben Sie also erfahren, ja? Darf ich mich nach dem Namen Ihres Informanten erkundigen?«

»Tut mir leid, Professor, aber die Angelegenheit ist ziemlich vertraulich. Es handelt sich wohl doch um einen harmlosen Irrtum. Mir bleibt nur noch, Ihnen mein Bedauern darüber auszudrücken.«

»Keine Ursache. Allerdings würde ich auf diese Angelegenheit gern etwas näher eingehen. Sie interessiert mich. Haben Sie irgend etwas Schriftliches, einen Brief oder ein Telegramm, womit Sie Ihre Behauptung belegen können?«

»Nein.«

»Ich nehme doch an, Sie versteigen sich nicht zu der Behauptung, ich selbst hätte Sie herbestellt?«

»Ich möchte lieber keine Fragen beantworten«, sagte Holmes. 
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»Nein, natürlich nicht«, sagte der Professor schroff. 

»Wie auch immer, diese Frage läßt sich sehr leicht ohne Ihre Mithilfe beantworten.«

Er ging durchs Zimmer zur Klingel. Auf das Läuten hin erschien Mr. Bennett, unser Freund aus London. 

»Kommen Sie herein, Mr. Bennett. Diese beiden Gentlemen sind aus London gekommen, in der Annahme, sie seien herbestellt worden. Sie erledigen meine gesamte Korrespondenz. Ist Ihnen bekannt, ob einer Person namens Holmes irgendeine Nachricht zuging?«

»Nein, Sir«, antwortete Bennett errötend. 

»Damit wäre die Frage wohl erledigt«, sagte der Professor; er starrte meinen Gefährten zornig an. 

»Nun, Sir« – er lehnte sich, beide Hände auf den Tisch gestützt, nach vorne –, »mir scheint, Ihre Position ist sehr fragwürdig.«

Holmes zuckte mit den Achseln. 

»Ich kann nur wiederholen, daß es mir leid tut, Sie unnötig gestört zu haben.«

»Das ist wohl kaum ausreichend, Mr. Holmes!«

rief der Alte mit hoher kreischender Stimme und überaus feindseliger Miene. Während er sprach, stellte er sich zwischen uns und die Tür und drohte uns in wilder Erregung mit beiden Händen. »So leicht kommen Sie mir nicht davon.« Sein Gesicht war verzerrt; in Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.261
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seiner besinnungslosen Wut fletschte er die Zähne und gab schnatternde Laute von sich. Ich bin überzeugt, daß wir uns den Weg aus dem Zimmer hätten erkämpfen müssen, wäre Mr. Bennett nicht dazwi-schengetreten. 

»Mein lieber Professor«, rief er, »bedenken Sie doch Ihre Position! Denken Sie an den Skandal an der Universität! Mr. Holmes ist ein bekannter Mann. Sie dürfen ihn auf keinen Fall so unhöflich behandeln.«

Widerwillig machte unser Gastgeber – wenn ich ihn denn so nennen darf – den Weg zur Tür frei. Wir waren froh, uns wieder außerhalb des Hauses und in der Stille der von Bäumen umsäumten Auffahrt zu befinden. Holmes schien die Episode höchlich amüsiert zu haben. 

»Die Nerven unseres gelehrten Freundes sind ein wenig in Unordnung«, sagte er. »Unser Eindringen war vielleicht doch etwas plump; gleichwohl hat es uns den erwünschten persönlichen Kontakt eingebracht. Aber, lieber Himmel, Watson, er ist uns doch tatsächlich auf den Fersen. Der Wüterich verfolgt uns immer noch.«

Hinter uns ertönte das Geräusch eiliger Schritte; zu meiner Erleichterung war es jedoch nicht der furchterregende Professor, sondern sein Assistent, der in der Kurve der Auffahrt erschien. Keuchend kam er auf uns zu. 
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»Es tut mir so leid, Mr. Holmes. Ich wollte Sie um Entschuldigung bitten.«

»Mein lieber Sir, dazu besteht keine Notwendigkeit. Das gehört durchaus zu meinem beruflichen Alltag.«

»So gefährlich habe ich ihn noch nie erlebt. Er wird immer unheimlicher. Vielleicht verstehen Sie jetzt, warum seine Tochter und ich beunruhigt sind. Sein Verstand ist allerdings vollkommen klar.«

»Nur zu klar!« sagte Holmes. »Und darin hab ich mich verrechnet. Offensichtlich ist sein Gedächtnis zuverlässiger, als ich gedacht hatte. Nebenbei bemerkt, können wir, bevor wir gehen, noch das Fenster von Miss Presburys Zimmer sehen?«

Mr. Bennett schob sich durch einige Büsche; dann lag die Seitenansicht des Hauses vor uns. 

»Das dort ist es. Das zweite von links.«

»Meine Güte, da kommt man wohl wirklich kaum hinauf. Andererseits ist Ihnen gewiß nicht entgangen, daß sich darunter eine Kletterpflanze und darüber ein Wasserrohr befindet; das bietet den Füßen schon einigen Halt.«

»Also ich brächte es nicht fertig, da hinaufzuklet-tern«, sagte Mr. Bennett. 

»Das glaube ich Ihnen gern. Für einen normalen Menschen wäre das auch mit Sicherheit ein gefährliches Unternehmen.«
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»Ich wollte Ihnen noch etwas anderes sagen, Mr. 

Holmes. Ich habe nämlich die Londoner Adresse, an die der Professor immer schreibt. Heute morgen scheint er es wieder getan zu haben; da habe ich sie von seinem Löschblatt abgeschrieben. Kein sehr nobles Verhalten für einen Sekretär in einer Vertrauensstellung; aber was bleibt mir anderes übrig?«

Holmes warf einen Blick auf den Zettel und steckte ihn ein. 

»Dorak – ein merkwürdiger Name. Slawisch, nehme ich an. Nun gut, das ist ein wichtiges Glied in der Kette. Wir fahren heute nachmittag nach London zurück, Mr. Bennett. Ich sehe keinen Sinn darin, noch länger hierzubleiben. Wir können den Professor nicht festnehmen, weil er nichts verbrochen hat; wir können ihn auch nicht unter Aufsicht stellen, denn eine geistige Störung ist nicht nachweisbar. Bis jetzt läßt sich also gar nichts machen.« »Was in aller Welt können wir denn dann noch tun?«

»Haben Sie ein bißchen Geduld, Mr. Bennett. Die Dinge werden sich rasch weiterentwickeln. Wenn ich mich nicht irre, kommt es am nächsten Dienstag erneut zu einer Krise. An dem Tag sind wir selbstre-dend wieder hier. Vorerst ist die allgemeine Lage allerdings nicht eben erfreulich, das läßt sich nicht leugnen; und wenn Miss Presbury ihren Aufenthalt verlängern kann ...«
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»Das geht ohne weiteres.«

»Dann soll sie in London bleiben, bis wir ihr zusichern können, daß die Gefahr völlig vorüber ist. Unterdessen lassen Sie ihn gewähren und kommen ihm nicht in die Quere. Solange er bei guter Laune ist, kann nichts passieren.«

»Dort ist er!« flüsterte Bennett erschrocken. Als wir durch die Zweige spähten, sahen wir die hochgewachsene, aufrechte Gestalt aus dem Eingang der Halle treten und sich umschauen. Er stand nach vorne gebeugt da und ließ die Arme baumeln, wobei er den Kopf hin und her drehte. Der Sekretär winkte uns noch einmal kurz zu und entschlüpfte zwischen die Bäume; bald darauf beobachteten wir, wie er sich seinem Brotherrn wieder anschloß und wie die beiden in offenbar angeregtem, wenn nicht gar aufgeregtem Gespräch zusammen das Haus betraten. 

»Ich nehme an, der alte Gentleman hat sich auf den Vorfall inzwischen seinen Reim gemacht«, sagte Holmes, als wir wieder hotelwärts marschierten. »Das wenige, das ich von ihm gesehen habe, hat mir nämlich den Eindruck vermittelt, als verfüge er über einen besonders klaren und logischen Verstand. Etwas explosiv freilich; aber schließlich hat er von seinem Standpunkt aus gesehen auch einigen Grund zu explo-dieren, wenn Detektive auf seine Spur angesetzt sind und er seine Familie verdächtigen muß, dies veranlaßt Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.265
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zu haben. Ich glaube fast, Freund Bennett sieht ungemütlichen Zeiten entgegen.«

Holmes machte unterwegs am Postamt halt und gab ein Telegramm auf. Abends erreichte uns die Antwort, und er warf sie mir zu. »War in der Commercial Road bei Dorak. Verbindliches Wesen, Böhme, ältlich. Besitzt großen Gemischtwarenladen. – Mercer.«

»Mercer kam erst nach Ihrer Zeit«, sagte Holmes. 

»Er ist mein Mädchen für alles und erledigt Routine-arbeiten. Es war wichtig, etwas über diesen Mann zu erfahren, mit dem unser Professor eine derart geheime Korrespondenz unterhält. Seine Nationalität stellt eine Verbindung zu dem Besuch in Prag her.«

»Gott sei Dank lassen sich überhaupt noch Verbindungen herstellen«, sagte ich. »Mir scheint im Moment, wir stehen einer langen Reihe von unerklärlichen Ereignissen gegenüber, die nichts miteinander zu tun haben. Welcher Zusammenhang könnte denn beispielsweise zwischen einem wütenden Wolfshund und einer Reise nach Böhmen bestehen, oder in welcher Beziehung steht beides zu einem Mann, der nachts durch einen Flur kriecht? Und was Ihre Daten betrifft – der Punkt verwirrt mich am allermeisten.«

Holmes lächelte und rieb sich die Hände. Wir saßen, wie ich noch erwähnen möchte, in dem alten Aufenthaltsraum des bejahrten Gasthofes; auf dem Tisch zwischen uns stand eine Flasche jenes berühm-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.266
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ten Tropfens, den Holmes erwähnt hatte. 

»Nun, dann wollen wir mit den Daten beginnen«, sagte er, indem er die Fingerspitzen aneinanderlegte und sich gerierte, als doziere er vor einer Klasse. 

»Das Notizbuch dieses vortrefflichen jungen Mannes weist aus, daß es am 2. Juli zu einer Störung kam; von da an scheinen sich diese Störungen in neuntägigen Intervallen wiederholt zu haben – und zwar, soweit ich mich entsinne, mit nur einer einzigen Ausnahme. Der letzte Ausbruch erfolgte demnach am Freitag, dem 3. September; er fällt ebenso in diese Serie wie der ihm vorausgegangene am 26. August. 

Das Ganze ist bestimmt kein Zufall.«

Dem mußte ich beipflichten. 

»Wir wollen daraufhin einmal die vorläufige Theorie aufstellen, daß der Professor alle neun Tage irgendeine starke Droge zu sich nimmt, die eine zwar vorübergehende, aber hochgiftige Wirkung hat. Sein von Natur aus ungestümes Wesen wird durch sie noch intensiviert. Mit dieser Droge kam er zum ersten Mal in Berührung, als er sich in Prag aufhielt; inzwischen besorgt er sie sich mit Hilfe eines böhmischen Zwi-schenhändlers in London. Das alles hängt miteinander zusammen, Watson!«

»Aber der Hund, das Gesicht am Fenster, der geduckte Mann im Flur?«

»Nun, nun; wir stehen ja erst am Anfang. Vor Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.267
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nächsten Dienstag erwarte ich eigentlich keine neuen Entwicklungen. In der Zwischenzeit bleibt uns nichts anderes übrig, als die Verbindung mit Freund Bennett aufrechtzuerhalten und die Annehmlichkeiten dieser reizenden Stadt zu genießen.«

Am nächsten Morgen kam Mr. Bennett auf einen Sprung vorbei, um über den neuesten Stand der Dinge zu berichten. Wie Holmes vorausgesehen hatte, waren für ihn nicht gerade leichte Zeiten angebrochen. Ohne ihm direkt vorzuwerfen, für unsere Anwesenheit verantwortlich zu sein, habe der Professor sehr grobe und gemeine Worte gebraucht und sich offenbar schwer gekränkt gefühlt. Heute morgen sei er jedoch wieder ganz der alte und habe im überfüllten Hörsaal seine gewöhnt brillante Vorlesung gehalten. »Von seinen seltsamen Anfallen abgesehen«, sagte Bennett, »besitzt er eigentlich mehr Energie und Vitalität denn je; und auch sein Verstand war noch nie klarer. Trotzdem ist er nicht er selbst – das ist nicht mehr der Mann, wie wir ihn kennen.«

»Ich denke, Sie haben nun mindestens eine Woche lang nichts mehr zu befürchten«, antwortete Holmes. 

»Ich bin ein beschäftigter Mann, und Dr. Watson muß sich um seine Patienten kümmern. Wenn es Ihnen recht ist, treffen wir uns hier am nächsten Dienstag zur gleichen Uhrzeit; es sollte mich nicht überraschen, Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.268

Der Mann mit dem geduckten Gang

Doyle-WA Bd. 9, 214

wenn sich vor unserem nächsten Abschied Ihre Probleme, wenn auch vielleicht nicht beheben, so doch zumindest erklären lassen. In der Zwischenzeit halten Sie uns bitte über die Ereignisse auf dem laufenden.«

Die nächsten paar Tage bekam ich meinen Freund nicht zu Gesicht; am Abend des darauffolgenden Montags erhielt ich jedoch eine kurze Nachricht, worin er mich bat, ihn anderntags am Zug zu treffen. 

Wie er mir dann auf der Fahrt nach Camford berichtete, stand alles gut; nichts habe in der Zwischenzeit des Professors Hausfrieden gestört, und sein Verhalten sei vollkommen normal. Dies entsprach auch dem Rapport, den uns Mr. Bennett erstattete, als er uns am nämlichen Abend in unserem alten Quartier im ›Chequers‹ aufsuchte. »Er hat heute Nachricht von seinem Londoner Briefpartner erhalten. Ein Brief und ein Päckchen sind gekommen; beide hatten das Kreuz unterhalb der Marke – als Hinweis für mich, sie nicht anzurühren. Sonst hat sich bis jetzt nichts getan.«

»Das dürfte schon mehr als genug sein«, sagte Holmes grimmig. »Alsdann, Mr. Bennett; ich glaube, heute nacht kommen wir zu einem Abschluß. Wenn meine Deduktionen korrekt sind, dürften wir Gelegenheit haben, eine Entscheidung herbeizuführen. Zu diesem Zweck ist es allerdings notwendig, den Professor im Auge zu behalten. Ich würde daher vorschlagen, daß Sie wach bleiben und sich auf die Lauer legen. 
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Sollten Sie ihn an Ihrer Tür vorbeikommen hören, dann halten Sie ihn bitte nicht auf, sondern folgen ihm so vorsichtig wie möglich nach. Dr. Watson und ich werden ganz in der Nähe sein. Übrigens, wo befindet sich der Schlüssel zu dem Kästchen, das Sie erwähnt haben?«

»An seiner Uhrkette.«

»Ich glaube, wir müssen unsere Nachforschungen in diese Richtung verlagern. Schlimmstenfalls ließe sich das Schloß wohl nicht allzu schwer knacken. 

Gibt es im Haus sonst noch einen kräftigen Mann?«

»Da wäre noch der Kutscher, Macphail.«

»Wo schläft er?«

»Über den Ställen.«

»Möglicherweise brauchen wir ihn. Schön, ehe wir nicht wissen, wie sich die Dinge entwickeln, können wir nichts mehr tun. Good bye – ich nehme an, wir sehen uns vor morgen früh wieder.«

Kurz vor Mitternacht bezogen wir Posten zwischen einigen Büschen, unmittelbar gegenüber dem Hauseingang des Professors. Die Nacht war schön, aber kalt; wir waren froh, unsere Mäntel anzuhaben. Eine Brise wehte, und am Himmel eilten Wolken dahin, von Zeit zu Zeit den Halbmond verdunkelnd. Die Nachtwache wäre recht trostlos gewesen, hätte uns nicht die Erwartung und Aufregung darüber hinweg-geholfen sowie die Zuversicht meines Gefährten, daß Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.270
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wir mutmaßlich am Ende dieser seltsamen Folge von Ereignissen angelangt seien, die unsere Aufmerksamkeit in Bann gehalten hatten. 

»Wenn der Neun-Tage-Zyklus Gültigkeit hat, dann erleben wir den Professor heute nacht von seiner schlimmsten Seite«, sagte Holmes. »Die Tatsache, daß diese eigenartigen Symptome erstmals nach seinem Besuch in Prag auftraten, daß er mit einem böhmischen Händler in London, der vermutlich jemanden in Prag vertritt, eine geheime Korrespondenz unterhält und daß er ausgerechnet heute von ihm ein Päckchen erhalten hat –: das alles deutet in eine einzige Richtung. Was er zu sich nimmt und warum er es nimmt, entzieht sich noch unserer Kenntnis; aber daß es irgendwie aus Prag herrührt, ist wohl ziemlich klar. Die Einnahme erfolgt nach ganz bestimmten Vorschriften, die dieses Neun-Tage-System regulieren; das war der erste Punkt, der meine Aufmerksamkeit erregte. Aber auch seine Symptome sind höchst bemerkenswert. 

Haben Sie einmal auf die Knöchel seiner Finger geachtet?«

Ich mußte zugeben, dies versäumt zu haben. 

»Dick und hornig, wie ich es noch nie gesehen habe. Schauen Sie sich immer zuerst die Hände an, Watson. Danach die Manschetten, die Knie-Partie der Hosen und die Stiefel. Ja, sehr seltsame Knöchel; sie lassen sich nur durch die Art der Fortbewegung erklä-
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ren, wie Bennet sie be ...« Holmes hielt inne und schlug sich plötzlich mit der Hand an die Stirn. »Oh, Watson, Watson, was war ich doch für ein Narr! Es scheint unglaublich; und dennoch muß es die Wahrheit sein. Alles weist in eine einzige Richtung. Wie konnte ich nur diese Gedankenverbindung mißachten! 

Diese Knöchel – wie konnte ich nur diese Knöchel übersehen! Und der Hund! Und das Efeu! Es wird wahrhaftig Zeit, daß ich mich auf den kleinen Bauernhof meiner Träume zurückziehe. Aufgepaßt, Watson! 

Da ist er! Gleich haben wir Gelegenheit, alles mit eigenen Augen zu sehen.«

Die Eingangstür hatte sich langsam geöffnet, und vor dem lampenerleuchteten Hintergrund erkannten wir die hochgewachsene Gestalt von Professor Presbury. Er trug seinen Schlafrock. Als seine Silhouette im Türrahmen erschien, stand er zwar aufrecht, doch etwas nach vorne gebeugt, wobei er die Arme baumeln ließ – genau so, wie wir ihn zuletzt gesehen hatten. 

Nun trat er auf den Weg hinaus, und eine sonderbare Veränderung ging mit ihm vor. Er ließ sich in eine kauernde Haltung sinken; dann bewegte er sich auf Händen und Füßen dahin – hie und da machte er einen Luftsprung, als ob er vor Energie und Vitalität geradezu überschäumte. Er bewegte sich an der Vorderseite des Hauses entlang und dann um die Ecke. 
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Als er verschwunden war, schlüpfte Bennett durch den Halleneingang und folgte ihm leise nach. 

»Los, Watson, kommen Sie!« rief Holmes; wir stahlen uns so sachte wie möglich durch die Büsche, bis wir eine Stelle erreicht hatten, von wo wir die andere Hausseite überblicken konnten, die ins Licht des Halbmondes getaucht war. Der Professor kauerte deutlich sichtbar am Fuß der efeubewachsenen Mauer. Während wir ihn beobachteten, begann er plötzlich mit unglaublicher Behendigkeit daran hoch-zuklettern. Sicheren Fußes und festen Griffes hüpfte er von Zweig zu Zweig; offensichtlich kletterte er aus schierer Freude an seiner Kraft und ohne ein bestimmtes Ziel im Auge. Mit dem ihn umflatternden Schlafrock wirkte er wie eine riesige, an der Wand seines Hauses klebende Fledermaus – wie ein großer eckiger dunkler Fleck auf der mondhellen Mauer. Alsbald wurde er jedoch dieses Zeitvertreibs müde; er ließ sich von Zweig zu Zweig hinabgleiten, verfiel dann in die alte kauernde Haltung und bewegte sich in Richtung der Ställe mit dem gleichen seltsamen geduckten Hüpfen wie zuvor. Der Wolfshund war inzwischen draußen; er bellte wie rasend und, als er plötzlich seinen Herrn erblickte, aufgeregter denn je. Er zerrte an seiner Kette und zitterte vor Erregung und Wut. Der Professor kauerte sich in aller Ruhe knapp außer Reichweite des Hundes nieder und begann ihn auf Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.273
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jede erdenkliche Weise zu provozieren. Mehrmals nahm er vom Weg eine Handvoll Kiesel auf und warf sie dem Hund ins Gesicht; dann stachelte er ihn mit einem Stock, den er aufgelesen hatte, fuchtelte mit den Händen nur wenige Inch vor dem schnappenden Maul herum und versuchte auf jede Art die Wut des Tieres zu steigern, das inzwischen völlig außer Rand und Band war. Bei all unseren Abenteuern habe ich wohl noch nie etwas so Seltsames gesehen wie diese ungerührte und nach wie vor würdevolle Gestalt, die da wie ein Frosch am Boden hockte und den wütenden Hund, der vor ihr tobte und raste, durch allerhand raffinierte und wohlkalkulierte Grausamkeiten zu noch wilderer Schaustellung seiner Wut aufreizte. 

Und dann geschah es im Nu! Zwar riß nicht die Kette, aber das Halsband rutschte weg, denn es war eigentlich für den dicken Nacken eines Neufundländers bestimmt. Wir vernahmen das Klirren herabfal-lenden Metalls, und im nächsten Augenblick wälzten sich Hund und Mann zusammen auf der Erde – der eine vor Wut belfernd, der andere vor Entsetzen schreiend in sonderbar schrillem Falsett. Das Leben des Professors hing an einem seidenen Faden. Das rasende Tier hielt ihn bei der Kehle gepackt, und die Fänge hatten sich bereits tief eingegraben; er war be-wußtlos, noch ehe wir herbeieilen konnten, um die beiden auseinanderzuzerren. Das hätte sich für uns Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.274
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womöglich als gefährliches Unterfangen erwiesen; doch Bennetts Stimme und seine Anwesenheit brachten den großen Wolfshund augenblicklich zur Räson. 

Der Lärm hatte inzwischen den schläfrigen und verblüfften Kutscher aus seinem Zimmer über den Ställen gelockt. »Das wundert mich nicht«, sagte er kopfschüttelnd. »Ich hab ihn schon mal bei ihm gesehen. 

Ich hab gewußt, daß der Hund ihn früher oder später erwischt.«

Der Hund wurde eingesperrt; dann trugen wir den Professor gemeinsam in sein Zimmer hinauf, wo Bennett (der eine medizinische Ausbildung besaß) mir half, die zerrissene Kehle zu verbinden. Die scharfen Zähne hatten sich gefährlich nah an der Halsschlagader eingegraben, und es blutete bedenklich. Doch nach einer halben Stunde war die Gefahr vorüber. Ich hatte dem Patienten eine Morphium-Injektion verabreicht, und er war in tiefen Schlaf gesunken. Erst dann konnten wir uns wieder miteinander befassen und die Lage bedenken. 

»Ich glaube, ein Spezialist sollte sich ihn mal ansehen«, sagte ich. 

»Um Gottes willen, nein!« rief Bennett. »Im Moment beschränkt sich der Skandal noch auf unser Haus. Und da ist er sicher aufgehoben. Wenn er aus diesen Mauern hinausdringt, wird er sich nicht mehr aufhalten lassen. Denken Sie doch an die Position des Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.275
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Professors an der Universität, an seine europäische Reputation, an die Gefühle seiner Tochter!«

»Sie haben recht«, sagte Holmes. »Ich glaube, wir können die Sache durchaus für uns behalten; und da wir nun freie Hand haben, können wir auch verhindern, daß sie sich wiederholt. Den Schlüssel von der Uhrkette bitte, Mr. Bennett. Macphail soll auf den Patienten aufpassen und uns benachrichtigen, falls eine Veränderung eintritt. Wir wollen mal sehen, was sich in dem mysteriösen Kästchen des Professors verbirgt.«

Viel war es nicht, aber ausreichend –: eine leere Phiole; eine zweite, noch fast voll; eine Injektions-spritze; mehrere Briefe in einer krakeligen, fremdländischen Handschrift. Die Marken auf den Umschlägen ließen erkennen, daß es die Briefe waren, die den gewohnten Arbeitsablauf des Sekretärs in Unordnung gebracht hatten; jeder trug den Stempel der Commercial Road und die Unterschrift »A. Dorak«. Allerdings handelte es sich lediglich um Lieferscheine, aus denen hervorging, daß eine neue Flasche an Professor Presbury unterwegs sei, oder um Quittungen über erhaltene Geldbeträge. Dann fand sich jedoch noch ein weiterer Umschlag, der eine gebildetere Handschrift aufwies und eine österreichische Marke mit dem Poststempel von Prag trug. »Da hätten wir ja unser Material!« rief Holmes, als er das beigelegte Schreiben Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.276
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herausriß. 

VEREHRTER HERR KOLLEGE, (lautete es.) Seit Ihrem geschätzten Besuch habe ich viel über Ihre Angelegenheit nachgedacht. In Ihrem Fall liegen zwar einige besondere Gründe für die Behandlung vor; dennoch würde ich dringend zur Vorsicht mahnen, da meine bisherigen Resultate erkennen ließen, daß die Sache mit gewissen Gefahren verbunden ist. 

Möglicherweise wäre das Serum eines Anthro-poiden76 geeigneter gewesen. Ich habe, wie bereits erläutert, einen schwarzgesichtigen Langur verwendet, weil gerade ein Exemplar zur Verfü-

gung stand. Der Langur bewegt sich natürlich auf allen vieren und ist ein Kletterer, während ein Anthropoide aufrecht geht und in jeder Hinsicht verwandter ist. 

Ich bitte Sie, jede erdenkliche Vorsichtsmaßregel zu treffen, um eine vorzeitige Enthüllung des Verfahrens zu vermeiden. Ich habe in England noch einen weiteren Kunden, und Dorak ist mein Agent für beide. Um wöchentliche Berichterstattung wird gebeten. 

Mit vorzüglicher Hochachtung, Ihr

H. LÖWENSTEIN
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Löwenstein! Der Name rief mir einen Zeitungsausschnitt ins Gedächtnis. Dort war von einem obskuren Wissenschaftler die Rede, der sich bemühte, mit Hilfe eines unbekannten Verfahrens das Geheimnis der Verjüngung und das Elixier des Lebens zu entdecken. 

Löwenstein aus Prag! Löwenstein mit dem kraftspen-denden Wunderserum, der von seinen Zunftkollegen ausgestoßen wurde, weil er sich weigerte, die Zusammensetzung preiszugeben. Mit ein paar Worten berichtete ich, was ich davon noch wußte. Bennett hatte ein zoologisches Handbuch vom Regal genommen. 

»›Langur‹«, las er vor, »›der große schwarzgesichtige Affe von den Hängen des Himalaja, der größte und menschenähnlichste der Kletteraffen.‹ Dann folgen noch viele Details. Tja, dank Ihnen, Mr. Holmes, haben wir nun ganz offensichtlich die Quelle des Übels ausfindig gemacht.«

»Die eigentliche Quelle«, sagte Holmes, »liegt na-türlich in dieser unzeitigen Liebesaffäre, die unserem ungestümen Professor die Idee eingab, er könne das Ziel seiner Wünsche nur erreichen, indem er sich in einen jungen Mann verwandle. Wenn man versucht, sich über die Natur zu erheben, sinkt man mit Sicherheit unter sie herab. Auch der höchste Typus des Menschen wird wieder zum Tier, sobald er abkommt vom geraden Weg des Schicksals.« Eine kurze Zeit lang saß er nachdenklich da, hielt die Phiole in der Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.278
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Hand und betrachtete die Flüssigkeit darin. »Wenn ich diesem Mann erst einmal geschrieben habe, daß er sich meines Erachtens auf kriminelle Weise schuldig macht mit den Giften, die er in Umlauf setzt, wird es wohl keinen Ärger mehr geben. Doch das Problem wird wiederkehren. Andere werden ein besseres Verfahren finden. Es geht hier um eine Gefahr – eine sehr reale Gefahr für die Menschheit. Stellen Sie sich vor, Watson, die Materialisten, die Sinnlichen, die Mondänen würden allesamt ihr wertloses Leben verlängern. Die Spiritualisten würden sich dem Ruf nach Höherem nicht verweigern. Es käme zum Überleben der wenigst Tauglichen77. Was für eine Jauchegrube würde da aus unserer armen Welt!« Plötzlich verschwand der Träumer wieder, und Holmes, der Mann der Tat, sprang auf. »Ich glaube, mehr gibt es nicht zu sagen, Mr. Bennett. Die verschiedenen Vorfälle fügen sich nun mühelos von selbst ins Schema. Der Hund hat die Veränderung natürlich weitaus schneller bemerkt als Sie. Dafür dürfte schon sein Geruchssinn gesorgt haben. Es war der Affe, nicht der Professor, den Roy angegriffen hat – ebenso wie es der Affe war, der Roy aufreizte. Klettern machte dem Geschöpf Vergnügen, und dieser Zeitvertreib führte ihn vermutlich rein zufällig ans Fenster der jungen Lady. Zur Stadt geht ein Frühzug, Watson; aber ich glaube, bevor wir den nehmen, haben wir gerade noch Zeit für Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.279
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eine Tasse Tee im ›Chequers‹.«
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Die Löwenmähne

Ein Problem, das gewiß ebenso abstrus und ungewöhnlich war wie nur irgendeines, mit dem ich während meiner langen beruflichen Laufbahn konfrontiert wurde, sollte mich höchst eigenartiger Weise erst erreichen (und mir sozusagen direkt vor die Haustür geliefert werden), als ich mich bereits zur Ruhe gesetzt hatte. Die Geschichte ereignete sich nach meinem Rückzug in mein kleines Haus in Sussex; ich hatte mich vollständig jenem besänftigenden Leben in der Natur hingegeben, nach dem ich mich während der langen Jahre in der Tristesse Londons so oft gesehnt hatte. In diesem Abschnitt meines Lebens war der gute Watson schon fast aus meinem Gesichtskreis entschwunden. Eine gelegentliche Wochenend-Visite stellte das äußerste dar, was ich von ihm noch zu sehen bekam. So muß ich mich denn als mein eigener Chronist betätigen. Ach, wäre er doch nur bei mir gewesen! Was hätte er nicht alles aus einem so wunder-samen Vorkommnis und meinem schließlichen Triumph wider jede Schwierigkeit machen können! So aber bin ich wohl oder übel gezwungen, meine Geschichte mit der mir eigenen Schlichtheit zu erzählen; ich werde also mit eigenen Worten jeden Schritt auf der beschwerlichen Straße vorführen, die vor mir lag, Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.281
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als ich das Rätsel der Löwenmähne zu ergründen versuchte. 

Mein Landhaus liegt am Südhang der Downs78; es bietet eine großartige Aussicht auf den Kanal. Der Küstenstrich besteht hier ausschließlich aus Kreidek-liffen, die sich nur über einen einzigen, langen, gewundenen Pfad, der überdies abschüssig und glitschig ist, bewältigen lassen. Am Fuß dieses Pfades erstreckt sich ein hundert Yard breiter Kiesel- und Geröll-strand, selbst wenn die Flut am höchsten steht. Hier und da finden sich allerdings Einbuchtungen und Vertiefungen; sie geben vortreffliche Schwimmbecken ab, die sich mit jeder Flut frisch auffüllen. Dieser herrliche Strand dehnt sich nach beiden Richtungen meilen-weit aus – abgesehen von einer einzigen Stelle, wo die kleine Bucht des Dorfes Fulworth die Linie unter-bricht. 

Mein Haus liegt einsam. Ich, meine alte Haushälterin und meine Bienen haben das Grundstück ganz für uns allein. Eine halbe Meile entfernt befindet sich allerdings das bekannte Privatinstitut von Harold Stak-khurst,  The Gables,  ein ziemlich großes Anwesen, das ein paar Dutzend junger Burschen, die sich auf verschiedene Berufe vorbereiten, sowie einen Stab von mehreren Lehrern beherbergt. Stackhurst selbst war seinerzeit ein wohlbekannter College-Ruderer79
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ner Gelehrter. Seit dem Tag, da ich an die Küste gezogen war, hatten wir uns angefreundet, und er war der einzige Mensch, mit dem ich so gut auskam, daß wir einander abends ohne vorherige Einladung besuchen konnten. 

Gegen Ende Juli 1907 hatten wir schweren Sturm; der Wind blies kanaleinwärts, türmte die Wellen bis an den Fuß der Kliffe und ließ beim Gezeitenwechsel eine Lagune zurück. An dem Morgen, von dem ich spreche, hatte sich der Wind gelegt, und die ganze Natur war reingewaschen und erfrischt. An einem so wundervollen Tag zu arbeiten war unmöglich, und ich bummelte schon vor dem Frühstück hinaus, um die exquisite Luft zu genießen. Ich spazierte über den Kliffpfad, der zu dem steilen Abstieg zum Strand führte. Als ich so dahinschlenderte, vernahm ich hinter mir einen Ruf; er kam von Harold Stackhurst, der mir fröhlich grüßend zuwinkte. 

»Was für ein Morgen, Mr. Holmes! Ich dachte mir schon, daß ich Sie draußen treffen würde.«

»Sie gehen schwimmen, wie ich sehe.«

»Und Sie sind wieder bei Ihren alten Tricks«, lachte er und klopfte dabei auf seine prall gefüllte Tasche. 

»Ja. McPherson ist schon in aller Frühe los, und ich nehme an, daß ich ihn da unten finde.«

Fitzroy McPherson war der Physiklehrer, ein prächtiger aufrechter junger Bursche, dessen Aktivität aller-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.283
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dings durch ein Herzleiden (im Gefolge eines rheuma-tischen Fiebers) beeinträchtigt wurde. Gleichwohl war er ein geborener Athlet und tat sich in jeder Sportart hervor, die ihn nicht allzu sehr anstrengte. Sommers wie winters ging er schwimmen; und da ich selbst gerne schwimme, hatte ich mich ihm schon des öfteren angeschlossen. 

In diesem Moment erblickten wir ihn. Sein Kopf tauchte über dem Kliffrand auf – dort, wo der Pfad endet. Dann erschien seine ganze Gestalt auf der Kuppe, schwankend wie ein Betrunkener. Im nächsten Augenblick streckte er die Hände empor und fiel mit einem furchtbaren Schrei vornüber. Stackhurst und ich stürmten herbei – es waren vielleicht fünfzig Yards – und drehten ihn auf den Rücken. Offensichtlich lag er im Sterben. Diese glasigen hohlen Augen und entsetzlich fahlen Wangen konnten nichts anderes bedeuten. Einen Moment lang glomm in seinem Gesicht noch ein Lebensfunke auf, und er brachte zwei oder drei Worte hervor, die wie eine dringende Warnung klangen. Sie waren undeutlich und verworren; aus den letzten jedoch, die mit einem gellenden Schrei von seinen Lippen brachen, vermeinte ich »die Lö-

wenmähne« herauszuhören. Es war vollkommen abwegig und unbegreiflich; dennoch vermochte ich die Laute in keine andere Bedeutung umzubiegen. Dann richtete der Mann sich halb auf, warf die Arme in die Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.284
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Luft und fiel vornüber auf die Seite. Er war tot. 

Mein Gefährte war vom jähen Grauen dieses Ereignisses wie gelähmt; ich hingegen befand mich – wie man sich wohl vorstellen kann – mit allen Sinnen in Alarmbereitschaft. Und deren bedurfte es auch, denn es stellte sich rasch heraus, daß wir es mit einem au-

ßergewöhnlichen Fall zu tun hatten. Der Mann trug lediglich seinen Burberry-Mantel, Hosen und ein Paar Segeltuchschuhe mit offenen Schnürsenkeln. Als er vornüberfiel, rutschte der Burberry, den er nur übergeworfen hatte, von den Schultern und entblößte dabei den Rumpf. Wir starrten ihn verblüfft an, denn der Rücken war mit dunkelroten Linien bedeckt, als hätte man den Mann mit einer dünnen Drahtpeitsche aufs fürchterlichste geschlagen. Der Gegenstand, mit dem man ihn derartig gezüchtigt hatte, war augenscheinlich elastisch, denn die langen, entzündeten Striemen bogen sich um Schultern und Rippen. Am Kinn tropfte Blut herab; im Paroxysmus des Todeskampfes hatte er sich die Unterlippe durchgebissen. 

Seine abgehetzten und verzerrten Züge verrieten, wie entsetzlich dieser Todeskampf gewesen war. 

Ich kniete noch neben dem Leichnam, und Stak-khurst stand daneben, als ein Schatten über uns fiel und wir Ian Murdoch neben uns erblickten. Murdoch war der Mathematiklehrer des Instituts, ein hochgewachsener, dunkelhaariger, dünner Mann – so wort-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.285
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karg und unnahbar, daß niemand als mit ihm befreundet galt. Er schien in irgendeiner fernen, abstrakten Region von irrationalen Größen und Kegelschnitten zu leben; mit dem gemeinen Alltag verband ihn offenbar nur wenig. Die Schüler betrachteten ihn als Sonderling und hätten ihn wohl auch zur Zielscheibe ihres Spottes gemacht; aber der Mann hatte einen Schuß fremdes exotisches Blut in den Adern, was sich nicht nur in den kohlschwarzen Augen und der dunklen Gesichtsfarbe, sondern auch in gelegentlichen Tempera-mentsausbrüchen verriet, die man nur als wild bezeichnen konnte. Als ihm einmal ein kleiner, McPherson gehörender Hund lästig gefallen war, hatte er das Tier gepackt und durch die Fensterscheibe geschleudert – eine Tat, für die ihn Stackhurst zweifellos entlassen hätte, wäre Murdoch nicht so ein hervorragender Lehrer gewesen. Dies also war der eigenartige, komplexe Mann, der nun neben uns auftauchte. Was sich seinen Augen bot, schien ihn aufrichtig zu erschüttern – auch wenn der Zwischenfall mit dem Hund wohl nicht gerade von großer Sympathie zwischen dem Toten und ihm zeugte. 

»Armer Kerl! Armer Kerl! Was kann ich tun? Wie kann ich helfen?«

»Waren Sie bei ihm? Können Sie uns sagen, was geschehen ist?«

»Nein, nein; ich war heute morgen spät dran und Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.286
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bin noch gar nicht am Strand gewesen. Ich komme direkt von  The Gables.  Was kann ich nur tun?«

»Sie können auf dem schnellsten Weg zur Polizeistation in Fulworth laufen und den Vorfall melden.«

Wortlos rannte Murdoch in höchster Eile davon; und auch ich brach auf, um mich des vorliegenden Falles anzunehmen, dieweil Stackhurst, wie betäubt von dieser Tragödie, bei der Leiche zurückblieb. Zuerst mußte ich natürlich feststellen, wer sich am Strand aufhielt. Vom höchsten Punkt des Pfades konnte ich seinen gesamten Verlauf überblicken; er lag vollkommen verlassen da – nur in weiter Ferne ließen sich dunkel zwei oder drei Gestalten erkennen, die sich in Richtung des Dorfes Fulworth bewegten. 

Nachdem ich mich hiervon überzeugt hatte, ging ich langsam den Pfad hinunter. Die Kreide war mit Lehm oder weichem Mergel vermengt, und hie und da entdeckte ich immer wieder dieselbe Fußspur, sowohl auf- als auch absteigend. Über diesen Weg war also heute früh sonst noch niemand zum Strand gegangen. 

An einer Stelle bemerkte ich den Abdruck einer geöffneten Hand, die Finger bergauf weisend. Dies konnte nur bedeuten, daß der arme McPherson beim Aufstieg zu Fall gekommen war. Gerundete Vertiefungen lie-

ßen überdies darauf schließen, daß er mehr denn einmal auf die Knie gesunken war. Am Fuß des Pfades befand sich die recht große Lagune, die die zurück-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.287
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weichende Flut zurückgelassen hatte. McPherson mußte sich neben ihr ausgezogen haben, denn sein Handtuch lag noch auf einem Stein. Es war zusammengefaltet und trocken – er war also allem Anschein nach überhaupt nicht ins Wasser gegangen. Als ich den groben Kies absuchte, stieß ich ein- oder zweimal auf kleine Sandflecken, wo der Abdruck seines Segeltuchschuhs sowie seines blanken Fußes zu erkennen war. Letztere Tatsache bewies, daß er alle Anstalten getroffen hatte zu baden – wiewohl das Handtuch darauf deutete, daß er es in Wirklichkeit unterlassen hatte. 

Und hier zeichnete sich das Problem in aller Deutlichkeit ab – es nahm sich so sonderbar aus wie nur irgendeines, mit dem ich bislang konfrontiert worden war. Der Mann hatte sich nicht länger als höchstens eine Viertelstunde am Strand aufgehalten. Stackhurst war ihm von  The Gables  aus gefolgt, daher konnte an dieser Tatsache kein Zweifel bestehen. Er hatte baden wollen und sich bereits ausgezogen, wie die Spuren der blanken Füße aufzeigten. Dann war er plötzlich wieder in seine Kleider geschlüpft – sie hingen ja alle nur unordentlich und lose an ihm – und hatte sich auf den Rückweg gemacht: ohne zu baden, oder zumindest ohne sich abzutrocknen. Und der Grund für seinen Sinneswandel lag darin, daß man ihn auf brutale, unmenschliche Weise ausgepeitscht und gepeinigt Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.288
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hatte, bis er sich in seiner Qual die Lippe durchbiß; dann ließ man ihn allein, und er besaß gerade noch Kraft genug, um wegzukriechen und zu sterben. Wer hatte diese barbarische Tat verübt? Am Fuß der Kliffe gab es zwar kleine Grotten und Höhlen; doch die niedrig stehende Sonne schien direkt hinein – dort fand sich also kein Platz für ein Versteck. Dann gab es da noch diese fernen Gestalten am Strand. Sie waren allerdings wohl doch zu weit weg, um mit dem Verbrechen etwas zu tun zu haben. Überdies lag zwischen McPherson und ihnen noch die breite Lagune, in der er hatte baden wollen; ihr Wasser reichte bis an die Felsen. Auf dem Meer trieben in nicht sehr großer Entfernung zwei oder drei Fischerboote. Ihre Besitzer konnte man bei passender Gelegenheit befragen. Es boten sich also mehrere Wege für eine Untersuchung; aber keiner führte zu einem völlig klaren Ziel. 

Als ich schließlich zu der Leiche zurückkehrte, hatte sich bereits eine kleine Gruppe von Spaziergängern um sie versammelt. Stackhurst war natürlich noch da, und eben war auch Ian Murdoch eingetroffen mit Anderson, dem Dorfpolizisten, einem dicken Mann mit ingwerfarbenem Schnäuzer. Er gehörte dem behäbigen, soliden Sussex-Typ an – einem Typ, der hinter einem schwerfälligen, schweigsamen Äußeren eine Menge gesunden Menschenverstand verbirgt. Er hörte sich alles an, was wir sagten, machte dazu Noti-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.289
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zen und zog mich schließlich beiseite. 

»Ich hätt ganz gern Ihren Rat, Mr. Holmes. Das ist doch ein ziemlicher Brocken für mich; und wenn ich was falsch mache, dann krieg ich aus Lewes80 was zu hören.«

Ich riet ihm, seinen unmittelbaren Vorgesetzten und einen Arzt holen zu lassen; überdies solle er darauf achten, daß bis zu ihrem Eintreffen nichts von der Stelle bewegt werde und so wenig frische Fußspuren wie möglich entstünden. In der Zwischenzeit untersuchte ich die Taschen des Toten. Ich fand sein Taschentuch, ein großes Messer und eine kleine Brieftasche. Aus dieser lugte ein Zettel heraus, den ich entfaltete und dem Polizisten reichte. Auf diesem Zettel standen in einer weiblichen Handschrift die Worte gekritzelt: »Ich werde da sein, du kannst dich darauf verlassen. – Maudie.« Es las sich wie eine Liebesbot-schaft, eine Verabredung zu einem Stelldichein –

wann und wo, blieb allerdings offen. Der Polizist legte den Zettel in die Brieftasche zurück und steckte sie mit den anderen Sachen wieder in die Taschen des Burberry-Mantels. Dann ging ich, da sich nichts weiteres aufdrängte, nach Hause zurück, um zu frühstük-ken; zuvor regte ich freilich noch an, den Fuß des Kliffs einer sorgfältigen Untersuchung zu unterziehen. 

Nach ein oder zwei Stunden kam Stackhurst vorbei, Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.290
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um zu melden, daß man den Leichnam nach  The Gables  geschafft habe, wo die Leichenschau81 abgehalten würde. Er brachte einige wichtige und entscheidende Neuheiten mit. Wie von mir erwartet, hatte man in den kleinen Höhlen unter dem Kliff nichts gefunden; er hatte jedoch die Papiere in McPhersons Schreibtisch durchgesehen und dabei mehrere Briefe entdeckt, die eine vertrauliche Korrespondenz mit einer gewissen Miss Maud Bellamy aus Fulworth offenbarten. Die Identität der Person, die den Zettel geschrieben hatte, stand also fest. 

»Die Polizei hat die Briefe«, erklärte er. »Deshalb konnte ich sie nicht mitbringen. Aber es besteht kein Zweifel, daß es sich um eine ernsthafte Liebesaffäre gehandelt hat. Ich sehe allerdings keinen Grund, sie mit diesem schrecklichen Ereignis in Verbindung zu bringen – abgesehen davon natürlich, daß die Lady mit ihm verabredet war.«

»Aber doch wohl kaum an einem Badeteich, den Sie alle zu benutzen pflegen«, bemerkte ich. 

»Es ist auch reiner Zufall«, sagte er, »daß McPherson nicht von einigen Schülern begleitet wurde.«

» War  es denn reiner Zufall?«

Stackhurst runzelte nachdenklich die Stirn. 

»Ian Murdoch hat sie zurückgehalten«, sagte er; 

»er bestand darauf, vor dem Frühstück noch eine al-gebraische Beweisführung durchzunehmen. Armer Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.291
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Kerl, das Ganze hat ihn schrecklich mitgenommen.«

»Aber ich dachte, die beiden seien gar nicht befreundet gewesen?«

»Früher einmal waren sie das auch nicht. Aber seit einem Jahr oder noch länger stand er McPherson näher als irgend jemandem sonst. Murdoch hat ja von Natur aus nicht gerade ein gewinnendes Wesen.«

»Das habe ich schon gehört. Ich meine mich zu erinnern, daß Sie mir einmal von einem Streit wegen einem Hund erzählten, den er mißhandelt hat.«

»Der ist vollkommen beigelegt.«

»Die Geschichte hat aber vielleicht doch gewisse Rachegefühle hinterlassen.«

»Nein, nein; ich bin sicher, sie waren echte Freunde.«

»Nun gut, dann müssen wir jetzt die Sache mit dem Mädchen untersuchen. Kennen Sie sie?«

»Jeder kennt sie. Sie ist  die  Schönheit unserer Gegend – eine echte Schönheit, Holmes, die überall Aufsehen erregen würde. Ich wußte zwar, daß McPherson von ihr angetan war; aber ich hatte keine Ahnung, daß die Geschichte schon so weit gediehen war, wie es diese Briefe allem Anschein nach kundtun.«

»Und wer ist sie?«

»Sie ist die Tochter vom alten Tom Bellamy, dem in Fulworth alle Boote und Badehäuschen gehören. Er hat als Fischer angefangen; inzwischen ist er ein Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.292
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ziemlich vermögender Mann. Er und sein Sohn William betreiben das Geschäft.«

»Sollen wir mal nach Fulworth gehen und mit ihnen sprechen?«

»Unter welchem Vorwand denn?«

»Oh, ein Vorwand läßt sich leicht finden. Schließ-

lich hat sich dieser arme Bursche nicht selbst so grausam mißhandelt. Irgendeine menschliche Hand muß die Peitsche ja geführt haben – wenn es denn wirklich eine Peitsche war, die ihm die Verletzungen beigebracht hat. In dieser einsamen Gegend war sein Be-kanntenkreis sicher begrenzt. Wir wollen ihn einmal nach allen Richtungen abschreiten; dabei werden wir zweifellos auf das Motiv stoßen, das uns dann seinerseits zum Täter führen dürfte.«

Es wäre ein angenehmer Spaziergang über die nach Thymian duftenden Downs geworden, hätte uns nicht die Tragödie, deren Zeuge wir gewesen, das Gemüt vergiftet. Das Dorf Fulworth liegt in einer Talsenke und krümmt sich im Halbkreis um die Bucht. Auf den Anhöhen hinter dem altmodischen Weiler hatte man einige moderne Häuser gebaut. Und zu einem davon geleitete mich Stackhurst. 

»Das ist  The Haven,  wie Bellamy es genannt hat. 

Das dort mit dem Eckturm und dem Schieferdach. 

Nicht schlecht für jemand, der mit nichts angefangen hat, als ... Beim Jupiter, sehen Sie nur!«
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Das Gartentor von  The Haven  hatte sich geöffnet, und ein Mann war herausgetreten. Die hochgewachsene, eckige, zerzauste Gestalt war unverwechselbar: Es war Ian Murdoch, der Mathematiker. Einen Augenblick später standen wir ihm auf der Straße gegen-

über. 

»Hallo!« sagte Stackhurst. Der Mann nickte, bedachte uns mit einem kurzen Seitenblick aus seinen seltsamen dunklen Augen und wäre an uns vorbeigegangen, hätte ihn sein Vorgesetzter nicht aufgehalten. 

»Was haben Sie denn hier gemacht?« fragte er. 

Murdochs Gesicht wurde rot vor Zorn. »Ich bin zwar Ihr Untergebener, Sir, aber nur unter Ihrem Dach. Ich wüßte nicht, daß ich Ihnen über mein privates Tun und Lassen irgendwelche Rechenschaft schulde.«

Stackhursts Nerven waren nach allem, was er inzwischen durchgemacht hatte, zum Zerreißen gespannt. Normalerweise hätte er vermutlich Geduld bewahrt. Nun aber verlor er völlig die Fassung. 

»Unter den gegebenen Umständen ist Ihre Antwort eine glatte Unverschämtheit, Mr. Murdoch.«

»Ihre Frage dürfte wohl unter die gleiche Rubrik fallen.«

»Das ist nicht das erste, aber bestimmt das letzte Mal, daß ich Ihr aufsässiges Verhalten durchgehen lasse. Würden Sie also die Freundlichkeit haben, so Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.294
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rasch wie möglich neue Vorkehrungen für Ihre Zukunft zu treffen.«

»Das hatte ich ohnehin vor. Ich habe heute die einzige Person verloren, die  The Gables  zu einem be-wohnbaren Ort machte.«

Damit ging er mit langen Schritten seines Weges, dieweil Stackhurst stehenblieb und ihm wütend nach-starrte. 

»Ist das nicht ein, unmöglicher, unerträglicher Mensch?« rief er. 

Der einzige Gedanke, der sich mir dabei zwingend aufdrängte, war der, daß Mr. Ian Murdoch damit gleich die erste Gelegenheit ergriff, sich einen Fluchtweg vom Tatort zu öffnen. Vage und nebelhaft begann sich mir ein Verdacht abzuzeichnen. Vielleicht würde der Besuch bei den Bellamys ein weiteres Licht auf die Angelegenheit werfen. Stackhurst riß sich zusammen, und wir schritten auf das Haus zu. 

Mr. Bellamy erwies sich als ein Mann mittleren Alters mit einem flammend roten Bart. Er schien in sehr ärgerlicher Stimmung zu sein, und sein Gesicht glühte bald ebenso wie sein Haar. 

»Nein, Sir, ich lege keinen Wert auf Einzelheiten. 

Mein Sohn hier« – er wies auf einen wuchtigen jungen Mann mit grobem, mürrischem Gesicht in der Ecke des Wohnzimmers – »ist mit mir einer Meinung, daß sich Mr. McPherson auf freche Weise an Maud Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.295
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rangemacht hat. Ja, Sir, das Wort ›Heirat‹ wurde kein einziges Mal erwähnt; und trotzdem gab's Briefe und Rendezvous und noch 'ne ganze Menge mehr Dinge, die keiner von uns gutheißen konnte. Sie hat keine Mutter, und wir sind ihre einzigen Beschützer. Wir sind entschlossen ...«

Aber die Worte wurden ihm vom Mund genommen durch das Erscheinen der Lady selbst. Es ließ sich nicht leugnen: Sie hätte jeder Gesellschaft der Welt zur Zierde gereicht. Wer hätte gedacht, daß eine so rare Blume aus solchen Wurzeln und in solcher Atmosphäre wüchse? Frauen vermochten mich nur selten anzuziehen, denn mein Gehirn behielt stets die Oberhand über mein Herz; doch ihr vollkommen ebenmäßiges, klar geschnittenes Antlitz mit all der sanften Frische der Downlands in seiner zarten Tö-

nung konnte ich nicht betrachten, ohne mir vorzustellen, daß wohl kein junger Mann ihren Pfad unversehrt würde kreuzen können. So sah die junge Frau aus, die eben die Tür geöffnet hatte und nun mit großen Augen und ernstem Gesicht vor Harold Stackhurst stand. 

»Ich weiß schon, daß Fitzroy tot ist«, sagte sie. 

»Sie brauchen sich nicht zu scheuen, mir die Einzelheiten zu erzählen.«

»Dieser andere Gentleman von Ihnen hat uns die Neuigkeit gebracht«, erklärte der Vater. 
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»Ich sehe nicht ein, warum meine Schwester in die Geschichte mit hineingezogen werden soll«, brummte der jüngere Mann. 

Seine Schwester warf ihm einen scharfen, wilden Blick zu. »Das ist meine Angelegenheit, William. Sei bitte so nett, und laß mich damit auf meine Art fertigwerden. Nach allem, was ich höre, wurde ein Verbrechen verübt. Wenn ich helfen kann, herauszufinden, wer es war, ist dies das mindeste, was ich tun kann, wo er tot ist.«

Mit gefaßter Konzentration hörte sie sich einen kurzen Bericht meines Gefährten an, was zeigte, daß sie nicht nur große Schönheit, sondern auch einen festen Charakter besaß. Maud Bellamy wird mir immer als höchst vollkommene und bemerkenswerte Frau im Gedächtnis bleiben. Offenbar kannte sie mich bereits vom Sehen, denn zum Schluß wandte sie sich an mich. 

»Bringen Sie sie vor Gericht, Mr. Holmes. Sie können mit meiner Zustimmung und Hilfe rechnen – ganz gleich, wer sie sein mögen.« Mir war, als bedachte sie bei diesen Worten Vater und Bruder mit einem trotzigen Blick. 

»Danke«, sagte ich. »Ich weiß den Instinkt einer Frau in solchen Dingen zu schätzen. Sie haben das Wort ›sie‹ benutzt. Sie glauben, daß mehr als einer darin verwickelt ist?«
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»Ich habe Mr. McPherson gut genug gekannt, um zu wissen, daß er ein mutiger und kräftiger Mann war. 

Ein einzelner hätte es niemals geschafft, ihn derartig zu mißhandeln.«

»Dürfte ich Sie einmal alleine sprechen?«

»Ich verbiete dir, Maud, dich in die Sache einzumischen«, rief der Vater wütend. 

Sie sah mich hilflos an. »Was soll ich tun?«

»Bald wird alle Welt die Tatsachen kennen; es ist also nichts dabei, sie hier zu besprechen«, sagte ich. 

»Unter vier Augen wäre es mir zwar lieber, aber wenn Ihr Vater es nicht erlaubt, müssen wir uns eben alle gemeinsam beratschlagen.« Dann erwähnte ich den Zettel, den man in der Tasche des Toten gefunden hatte. »Er wird bei der gerichtlichen Untersuchung mit Sicherheit zur Sprache kommen. Darf ich fragen, ob Sie darauf ein wenig Licht werfen können?«

»Ich sehe keinen Grund, daraus noch ein Geheimnis zu machen«, antwortete sie. »Wir waren verlobt und wollten heiraten; wir haben es nur geheimgehalten, weil Fitzroys Onkel, der sehr alt ist und angeblich im Sterben liegt, ihn wahrscheinlich enterbt hätte, wenn er gegen seinen Wunsch geheiratet hätte. Das war der einzige Grund.«

»Uns hättest du's aber erzählen können«, brummte Mr. Bellamy. 

»Das hätte ich auch, Vater, wenn du nicht immer Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.298
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so gegen ihn gewesen wärst.«

»Ich hab nun mal was dagegen, daß mein Mädel mit Männern anbändelt, die nicht standesgemäß sind.«

»Dein Vorurteil gegen ihn hat uns daran gehindert, es dir zu erzählen. Und was diese Verabredung betrifft« – sie suchte in ihrem Kleid und brachte einen zerknüllten Zettel zum Vorschein –, »sie war die Antwort auf das hier.«

»LIEBSTE«, lautete die Botschaft, »Am Dienstag gleich nach Sonnenuntergang am alten Platz am Strand. Das ist die einzige Stunde, zu der ich mich losmachen kann. – F.M.«

»Dienstag wäre heute, und ich hatte vor, ihn heute abend zu treffen.«

Ich drehte das Blatt um. »Das ist nicht mit der Post gekommen. Wie haben Sie es denn erhalten?«

»Diese Frage möchte ich lieber nicht beantworten. 

Sie hat mit der Sache, die Sie untersuchen, nämlich nichts zu tun. Aber alles, was mit der Sache zusammenhängt, will ich ganz offen beantworten.«

Sie stand zu ihrem Wort. Es ergab sich jedoch nichts, was für unsere Nachforschungen von Nutzen gewesen wäre. Sie hatte keinen Grund zu der Annahme, daß ihr Verlobter irgendeinen heimlichen Feind hatte; aber sie gab zu, mehrere glühende Verehrer gehabt zu haben. 
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»Darf ich fragen, ob Mr. Ian Murdoch zu ihnen zählte?«

Sie errötete und schien verwirrt. 

»Es gab eine Zeit, wo es mir so vorkam. Aber das änderte sich alles, als er von den Beziehungen zwischen Fitzroy und mir erfuhr.«

Abermals schien der Schatten um diesen Mann deutlichere Gestalt anzunehmen. Man mußte sein Vorleben überprüfen und heimlich seine Wohnung durchsuchen. Stackhurst willigte ein, denn auch in ihm stieg allmählich ein Verdacht auf. Wir kehrten von unserem Besuch in  The Haven  zurück – in der Zuversicht,  ein  loses Ende dieses verworrenen Knäuels bereits in den Händen zu halten. Eine Woche verstrich. Die gerichtliche Untersuchung hatte kein Licht auf die Angelegenheit geworfen und war bis zur Auffindung weiteren Beweismaterials vertagt worden. 

Stackhurst hatte über seinen Untergebenen diskrete Nachforschungen angestellt und dessen Wohnung oberflächlich durchsucht; aber ohne Ergebnis. Ich persönlich hatte das Ganze nochmals unter die Lupe genommen im eigentlichen wie im übertragenen Sinne, ohne jedoch zu neuen Schlußfolgerungen zu gelangen. 

Nirgendwo sonst in meinen Chroniken wird der Leser einen Fall finden, der mich so vollständig an die Grenzen meiner Fähigkeiten führte. Nicht einmal meine Phantasie war imstande, sich von der Lösung Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.300
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des Rätsels einen Begriff zu machen. Und dann ereignete sich der Zwischenfall mit dem Hund. 

Meine alte Haushälterin war die erste, die davon erfuhr – und zwar kraft jener seltsamen drahtlosen Verbindung, mit deren Hilfe solche Leute die neuesten Nachrichten der Gegend in Erfahrung bringen. 

»Traurige Geschichte, Sir, das mit Mr. McPhersons Hund«, sagte sie eines Abends. 

Derlei Unterhaltungen fördere ich sonst nicht; die Worte erregten jedoch meine Aufmerksamkeit. 

»Was ist denn mit Mr. McPhersons Hund?«

»Tot, Sir. Gestorben aus Kummer um sein Herrchen.«

»Wer hat Ihnen das erzählt?«

»Ach, Sir, davon spricht doch jeder. Der Hund hat sich furchtbar gegrämt und eine Woche lang nichts mehr gefressen. Heute haben ihn dann zwei von den Gentlemen von  The Gables  tot aufgefunden – drunten am Strand, Sir, an genau derselben Stelle, wo auch sein Herrchen zu Tode gekommen ist.«

»An genau derselben Stelle.« Die Worte prägten sich mir deutlich ein. Eine dunkle Ahnung, daß dies ungemein wichtig sei, stieg in mir auf. Daß das Tier gestorben war, entsprach der schönen, treuen Natur der Hunde. Aber »an genau derselben Stelle«! Warum sollte ihm dieser einsame Strand zum Verhängnis werden? War es denn möglich, daß auch er das Opfer Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.301
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einer rachsüchtigen Fehde war? War das möglich ...? 

Ja, die Ahnung war dunkel; doch irgend etwas nahm in meinem Geist bereits Gestalt an. In wenigen Minuten befand ich mich auf dem Weg nach  The Gables, wo ich Stackhurst in seinem Arbeitszimmer antraf. 

Auf meine Bitte hin ließ er Sudbury und Blount holen – die beiden Schüler, die den Hund gefunden hatten. 

»Ja, er hat genau am Rand der Lagune gelegen«, sagte einer von ihnen. »Er muß der Spur seines toten Herrn gefolgt sein.«

Das treue kleine Tier, ein Airedale Terrier, lag draußen im Flur auf der Fußmatte. Der Körper war steif und starr, die Augen traten hervor, und die Gliedmaßen waren verkrümmt. Alles wies auf Todesqualen hin. 

Von  The Gables  aus begab ich mich zum Badeteich. Die Sonne war bereits gesunken, und der Schatten des großen Kliffs lag schwarz über dem Wasser, das matt schimmerte wie eine Bleiplatte. Die Stätte lag verlassen da, und es gab keinerlei Lebenszeichen, außer den beiden Seevögeln, die über mir kreisten und schrien. Im schwindenden Licht konnte ich die Spuren des kleinen Hundes im Sand nur undeutlich ausmachen; sie verliefen genau um den Stein, auf dem das Handtuch seines Herrn gelegen hatte. Lange Zeit stand ich in tiefem Nachsinnen da, dieweil die Schat-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.302
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ten um mich immer dunkler wurden. Mein Kopf war voll von Gedanken, die einander jagten. Jeder weiß wohl, was es heißt, sich in einem Albtraum zu befinden, wo man spürt, daß es etwas Allentscheidendes gibt, nach dem man sucht und wovon man weiß, daß es vorhanden ist, das sich aber immer knapp außerhalb der Reichweite befindet. Genau so erging es mir an jenem Abend, da ich alleine an jener Stätte des Todes stand. Schließlich wandte ich mich um und wanderte langsam heimwärts. 

Ich hatte eben das obere Ende des Pfades erreicht, als es mir einfiel. Blitzartig erinnerte ich mich an das, was ich so begierig und vergeblich zu begreifen versucht hatte. Es dürfte bekannt sein (oder Watson hätte umsonst geschrieben), daß ich über eine große Fülle entlegener Kenntnisse verfüge – ohne wissenschaftliches System zwar, doch für die Erfordernisse meiner Arbeit sehr nützlich. Mein Gehirn gleicht einer überfüllten Rumpelkammer, in der allerlei Pakete verstaut sind – so viele, daß ich mir eigentlich nur vage vorzustellen vermag, was es dort alles gibt. Was ich allerdings wußte, war, daß es da etwas gab, das für den Fall von Belang war. Zwar noch verschwommen, aber zumindest wußte ich, wie ich mir darüber Klarheit verschaffen konnte. Es war monströs und unglaublich; dennoch war es immerhin eine Möglichkeit. Ich würde sie gründlich erwägen. 
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In meinem Häuschen gibt es eine große, mit Bü-

chern vollgestopfte Mansarde. Dorthinein stürzte ich und stöberte eine Stunde lang herum. Schließlich erhob ich mich wieder mit einem schokoladen- und silberfarbenen Band. Begierig schlug ich das Kapitel auf, an das ich mich dunkel erinnerte. Ja, es handelte sich zweifellos um eine weit hergeholte und unwahrscheinliche Hypothese; gleichwohl durfte ich nicht ruhen, ehe ich mich davon überzeugt hatte, ob sie auch stimme. Ich legte mich erst spät schlafen, in ungeduldiger Erwartung der Arbeit des nächsten Tages. 

Diese Arbeit erfuhr jedoch eine ärgerliche Verzögerung. Ich hatte kaum meinen Morgentee hinunterge-schluckt und wollte eben zum Strand aufbrechen, als mich Inspektor Bardle von der Sussex Constabulary besuchte – ein gesetzter, derber, ochsenartiger Mann mit nachdenklichen Augen, die mich nun sehr besorgt anblickten. 

»Ich kenne Ihre enorme Erfahrung, Sir«, sagte er. 

»Mein Besuch ist natürlich ganz inoffiziell und sollte unter uns bleiben. Aber dieser McPherson-Fall macht mir ganz schön zu schaffen. Die Frage ist, soll eine Festnahme erfolgen oder nicht?«

»Sie meinen Mr. Ian Murdoch?«

»Ja, Sir. Wenn man's richtig bedenkt, kommt eigentlich sonst niemand in Betracht. Das ist der Vorteil von dieser Abgeschiedenheit hier. Wir können die Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.304
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Geschichte auf ein sehr kleines Gebiet einengen. 

Wenn er es nicht getan hat – wer dann?«

»Was haben Sie denn gegen ihn in der Hand?«

Er hatte in derselben Richtung wie ich gesucht: Murdochs Charakter und das Geheimnis, das den Mann zu umgeben schien. Seine wilden Wutausbrü-

che, wie bei dem Zwischenfall mit dem Hund. Die Tatsache, daß er mit McPherson früher einmal Streit hatte und daß einiger Grund zu der Annahme bestand, daß er ihm seine Aufmerksamkeiten gegenüber Miss Bellamy übelnahm. Der Inspektor zählte all meine Verdachtsmomente auf, brachte jedoch keine neuen bei – außer daß Murdoch offenbar alle Anstalten zu seiner Abreise treffe. 

»Wie steh ich denn da, wenn ich ihn entwischen lasse – bei all diesem Material gegen ihn?« Der stämmige, phlegmatische Mann war in arger Verwirrung. 

»Beachten Sie«, sagte ich, »doch einmal alle wesentlichen Lücken in Ihrem Fall. Für den Morgen des Verbrechens kann er mit Sicherheit ein Alibi vorweisen. Er war bis zum letzten Moment bei seinen Schü-

lern und traf wenige Minuten nach McPhersons Erscheinen, von hinten kommend, bei uns ein. Bedenken Sie außerdem, daß er es unmöglich alleine geschafft hätte, einen Mann, der genauso stark war wie er, derartig zu mißhandeln. Schließlich wäre da noch die Frage nach dem Gegenstand, mit dem diese Verlet-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.305
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zungen beigebracht wurden.«

»Was könnte es denn gewesen sein – außer einer Peitsche oder irgendeiner elastischen Geißel?«

»Haben Sie schon die Striemen untersucht?« fragte ich. 

»Ich hab sie mir angesehen. Der Arzt ebenfalls.«

»Und ich habe sie sehr sorgfältig mit einer Lupe untersucht. Sie weisen gewisse Besonderheiten auf.«

»Welche denn, Mr. Holmes?«

Ich ging zu meinem Schreibtisch und holte eine vergrößerte Photographie hervor. »Das ist  meine  Methode in solchen Fällen«, erklärte ich. 

»Sie machen Ihre Sache aber gründlich, Mr. Holmes.«

»Ich wäre wohl kaum der, der ich bin, wenn ich das nicht täte. Betrachten wir uns jetzt einmal diese Strieme, die sich um die rechte Schulter zieht. Fällt Ihnen daran nichts Besonderes auf?«

»Das könnt ich nicht behaupten.«

»Es ist doch deutlich zu erkennen, daß sie in ihrer Intensität nicht gleichmäßig ist. Da ist ein Tupfen ex-travasierten Blutes, und dort wieder einer. Die andere Strieme hier unten weist ganz ähnliche Merkmale auf. 

Was kann das bedeuten?«

»Ich habe keine Ahnung. Sie?«

»Vielleicht. Vielleicht auch nicht. Bald werde ich mehr darüber sagen können. Jede genaue Angabe dar-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.306
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über, was diese Striemen verursacht hat, wird uns ein großes Stück in Richtung Täter führen.«

»Es ist natürlich eine absurde Idee«, sagte der Inspektor, »aber wenn man ihm ein rotglühendes Draht-netz auf den Rücken gelegt hätte, dann würden diese stärker hervortretenden Male die Punkte darstellen, wo sich die Maschen gekreuzt haben.«

»Ein überaus sinnreicher Vergleich. Oder wie wäre es mit einer sehr dicken neunschwänzigen Katze mit kleinen harten Knoten daran?«

»Kreuzdonner, Mr. Holmes, ich glaube, jetzt haben Sie's getroffen.«

»Vielleicht gibt es aber auch eine ganz andere Ursache dafür, Mr. Bardle. Für eine Festnahme jedenfalls sind Ihre Beweise bei weitem zu schwach. Übrigens hätten wir ja noch diese letzten Worte – ›Löwenmähne‹.«

»Ich hab mich schon gefragt, ob Ian ...«

»Ja, das habe ich auch bereits in Erwägung gezogen. Wenn das zweite Wort irgendwie nach ›Murdoch‹ geklungen hätte – aber das hat es nicht. Er stieß es fast schreiend hervor. Ich bin sicher, daß es

›Mähne‹ lautete.«

»Haben Sie keine Alternative, Mr. Holmes?«

»Vielleicht. Doch darüber möchte ich erst sprechen, wenn mir solideres Material vorliegt.«

»Und wann wird das sein?«. »In einer Stunde –

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.307

Die Löwenmähne

Doyle-WA Bd. 9, 241

womöglich noch früher.«

Der Inspektor rieb sich das Kinn und sah mich zweifelnd an. 

»Ich wollte, ich könnte sehen, was da in Ihrem Kopf herumgeht, Mr. Holmes. Vielleicht diese Fischerboote?«

»Nein, nein; die waren zu weit draußen.«

»Tja, dann womöglich Bellamy und dieser dicke Sohn von ihm? Die waren ja nicht gerade vernarrt in Mr. McPherson. Haben  die  ihn vielleicht so zugerichtet?«

»Nicht doch; Sie holen nichts aus mir heraus, ehe ich dazu bereit bin«, sagte ich lächelnd. »So, Inspektor, wir haben wohl beide noch zu tun. Wenn Sie sich vielleicht heute mittag wieder hier mit mir treffen wollen ...?«

So weit waren wir eben gediehen, als sich jener entsetzliche Zwischenfall ereignete, der sich als Anfang vom Ende erwies. 

Meine Haustür flog auf, im Flur polterten Schritte, und herein taumelte Ian Murdoch. Bleich, aufgelöst, seine Kleider in wilder Unordnung, krallte er sich mit den knochigen Händen ans Mobiliar, um sich aufrecht zu halten. »Brandy! Brandy!« keuchte er; dann fiel er stöhnend aufs Sofa. 

Er war nicht allein. Hinter ihm kam Stackhurst, ohne Hut und japsend, fast ebenso derangiert wie sein Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.308
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Begleiter. 

»Ja, ja, Brandy!« rief er. »Der Mann liegt in den letzten Zügen. Ich konnte ihn gerade noch hierher-schaffen. Er ist unterwegs zweimal ohnmächtig geworden.«

Ein halbes Glas unverdünnten Branntweins bewirkte eine erstaunliche Veränderung. Murdoch stemmte sich auf einem Arm hoch und schleuderte seine Jacke von den Schultern. »Um Gottes willen! 

Öl, Opium, Morphium!« rief er. »Irgendwas, um diese höllischen Qualen zu lindern!«

Bei dem Anblick entrang sich dem Inspektor und mir ein Aufschrei. Kreuz und quer über die nackte Schulter des Mannes verlief ein seltsames netzartiges Muster aus roten, entzündeten Linien – es glich den Todesmalen von Fitzroy McPherson. 

Die Schmerzen waren offenbar grauenhaft und nicht nur örtlich, denn der Atem des Leidenden setzte eine Weile aus, und sein Gesicht färbte sich schwarz; dann fuhr er sich laut stöhnend mit der Hand ans Herz, während ihm Schweißperlen von der Stirn tropften. Jeden Moment konnte er sterben. Immer mehr Brandy schütteten wir ihm in die Kehle, und jede frische Dosis brachte ihn wieder ins Leben zu-rück. In Salatöl getränkte Wattebäusche schienen die Schmerzen der seltsamen Wunde zu lindern. Schließ-

lich fiel sein Kopf schwer aufs Polster. Die erschöpfte Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.309
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Natur hatte Zuflucht zu ihrem letzten Kraftspeicher genommen: Es war halb Schlaf und halb Ohnmacht; doch zumindest brachte es Erlösung von der Qual. 

Ihm Fragen zu stellen, war unmöglich gewesen; doch als wir uns seines gebesserten Zustandes versichert hatten, wandte sich Stackhurst mir zu. 

»Mein Gott!« rief er. »Was ist das, Holmes? Was ist das?«

»Wo haben Sie ihn gefunden?«

»Unten am Strand. Genau dort, wo den armen McPherson der Tod ereilte. Wenn das Herz dieses Mannes so schwach wie das von McPherson wäre, dann läge er jetzt nicht hier. Als ich ihn hinaufschaffte, habe ich mehr als einmal geglaubt, er sei hinüber. 

Nach  The Gables  war es zu weit, deswegen bin ich zu Ihnen gekommen.«

»Haben Sie ihn am Strand gesehen?«

»Ich ging gerade auf dem Kliff spazieren, als ich seinen Schrei hörte. Er hielt sich am Ufer auf und taumelte herum wie ein Betrunkener. Da bin ich runtergerannt, habe ihm ein paar Kleider übergeworfen und ihn hinaufgeschafft. Um Himmels willen, Holmes, setzen Sie all Ihre Fähigkeiten ein und scheuen Sie keine Mühe, den Ort von diesem Fluch zu befreien; das Leben wird hier unerträglich. Können Sie, mit Ihrem weltweiten Ruf, denn nichts für uns tun?«

»Doch, ich glaube schon, Stackhurst. Kommen Sie Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.310
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nun bitte mit! Und Sie auch, Inspektor! Mal sehen, ob es uns nicht gelingt, Ihnen diesen Mörder auszuliefern.«

Wir überließen den Bewußtlosen der Obhut meiner Haushälterin; dann gingen wir alle drei zu der tödlichen Lagune hinunter. Auf dem Kies lagen Handtü-

cher und Kleidungsstücke, die der Verwundete zu-rückgelassen hatte, an einem Haufen. Langsam schritt ich um das Ufer herum, meine Gefährten folgten mir im Gänsemarsch. Der Teich war größtenteils ziemlich seicht; nur unter dem Kliff, wo der Strand etwas ausgespült war, erreichte er eine Tiefe von vier oder fünf Fuß. Diese Stelle würde ein Schwimmer natürlich aufsuchen, denn dort hatte sich ein schönes, durchsichtiges, grünes Bassin gebildet, so klar wie Kristall. 

Darüber, am Fuß des Kliffs, lag eine Reihe von Felsbrocken; und an diesen schritt ich, vorneweg gehend, entlang, wobei ich aufmerksam in das Wasser unter mir spähte. Ich hatte eben seine tiefste und ruhigste Stelle erreicht, als meine Augen das Gesuchte erblickten und ich einen triumphierenden Schrei ausstieß. 

»Cyanea!« rief ich. »Cyanea! Sehen Sie nur, die Löwenmähne!«

Das seltsame Ding, auf das ich deutete, wirkte in der Tat wie ein Gewirr von Haaren, die man aus der Mähne eines Löwen gerissen hatte. Es lag auf einem Felsvorsprung, etwa drei Fuß unter dem Wasserspie-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.311
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gel – eine sonderbar wabernde, vibrierende, haarige Kreatur, mit silbernen Streifen zwischen ihren gelben Flechten. Sie pulsierte, indem sie sich langsam und schwerfällig ausdehnte und wieder zusammenzog. 

»Das Ding hat genug Unheil angerichtet. Seine Zeit ist um!« rief ich. »Helfen Sie mir, Stackhurst! Wir wollen den Mörder für immer unschädlich machen.«

Genau über dem Vorsprung lag ein großer Felsbrocken; wir schoben ihn vorwärts, bis er mit einem gewaltigen Platsch ins Wasser fiel. Als das Wellenge-kräusel verebbt war, sahen wir, daß er auf dem Vorsprung darunter gelandet war. Ein flatterndes Ende gelber Membrane zeigte an, daß wir unser Opfer getroffen hatten. Dicker, öliger Schleim quoll unter dem Stein hervor; er trieb langsam an die Oberfläche und färbte dabei ringsum das Wasser. 

»Also, das haut mich um!« rief der Inspektor. 

»Was war denn das, Mr. Holmes? Ich bin hier geboren und aufgewachsen, aber sowas hab ich noch nie gesehen. Das gehört bestimmt nicht nach Sussex.«

»Ein Glück für Sussex«, bemerkte ich. »Wahrscheinlich hat es der Südweststurm herange-schwemmt. Aber nun kommen Sie bitte beide zu mir nach Hause zurück; dann will ich Ihnen vom schrecklichen Erlebnis eines Menschen berichten, der guten Grund hatte, sich an seine Begegnung mit dieser Gefahr der Meere zu erinnern.«
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Als wir in meinem Arbeitszimmer eintrafen, war Murdoch soweit wieder hergestellt, daß er sich aufrichten konnte. Er war noch benommen; dann und wann schüttelten ihn krampfartige Schmerzen. Stockend er-klärte er, daß er keine Ahnung habe, was mit ihm geschehen sei, außer daß ihn plötzlich fürchterliche Stiche durchzuckt hätten und daß es seine ganze Kraft in Anspruch genommen habe, das Ufer zu erreichen. 

»Hier ist ein Buch«, sagte ich, indem ich den kleinen Band zur Hand nahm, »das erstmals Licht in die Sache gebracht hat; sonst wäre sie womöglich für immer dunkel geblieben. Es handelt sich um  Out of Doors  von dem berühmten Forscher J.G. Wood82. 

Auch ihn hätte die Berührung mit dieser abscheulichen Kreatur ums Haar das Leben gekostet; er wußte also sehr genau, worüber er schrieb. Der vollständige Name der Übeltäterin lautet  Cyanea Capillata,  und sie kann so lebensgefährlich sein wie der Biß der Kobra – und weit schlimmere Qualen verursachen als dieser. Lassen Sie mich kurz diesen Auszug vorlesen. 

›Wenn der Badende eine lose rundliche Masse lohfarbener Membrane und Fäden bemerkt – was so ähnlich aussieht wie große Büschel aus einer Löwenmäh-ne, vermischt mit Silberpapier –, dann sollte er auf der Hut sein, denn dabei handelt es sich um die furchtbar stechende  Cyanea Capillata. ‹ Ließe sich Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.313
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unsere unheilvolle Bekannte noch deutlicher beschreiben? 

Dann schildert er seine Begegnung mit einer, als er an der Küste von Kent einmal schwimmen ging. Er stellte fest, daß die Kreatur nahezu unsichtbare Fädchen aussendet, bis zu einer Entfernung von fünfzig Fuß, und daß jeder, der sich innerhalb der Peripherie des tödlichen Zentrums aufhält, in Lebensgefahr schwebt. Selbst von weitem noch hätte sich die Be-rührung für Wood beinahe verhängnisvoll ausgewirkt. 

›Die zahlreichen Fäden verursachten auf der Haut dünne scharlachrote Linien, die sich bei näherer Betrachtung in winzige Tupfen oder Pusteln auflösten; jeder Tupfen barg eine rotglühende Nadel, die sich ihren Weg durch die Nerven bahnte.‹

Der örtliche Schmerz war, wie er erklärt, noch der harmloseste Teil dieser exquisiten Folter. ›Stiche jagten durch die Brust; sie ließen mich zu Boden gehen, als hätte mich eine Kugel getroffen. Der Puls setzte aus, und dann machte das Herz sechs oder sieben Sprünge, als ob es sich gewaltsam einen Weg durch den Brustkasten bahnen wollte.‹

Es hätte ihn beinahe umgebracht – obwohl er der Gefahr nur im unruhigen Meer ausgesetzt war und nicht im unbewegten Wasser einer begrenzten Bade-bucht. Er schreibt, daß er sich hinterher fast nicht wiedererkannte – so weiß, runzlig und eingeschrumpft Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.314
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war sein Gesicht. Er schüttete Brandy hinunter, eine ganze Flasche, und das hat ihm anscheinend das Leben gerettet. Hier haben Sie das Buch, Inspektor. 

Ich überlasse es Ihnen; Sie können sich darauf verlassen, daß es eine vollständige Erklärung der Tragödie des armen McPherson enthält.«

»Und so ganz nebenbei noch mich entlastet«, bemerkte Murdoch mit einem schiefen Lächeln. »Ich kann Ihnen keinen Vorwurf machen, Inspektor – und auch Ihnen nicht, Mr. Holmes; Ihr Verdacht war ganz natürlich. Meine Festnahme stand ja wohl unmittelbar bevor, und ich glaube, ich habe mich nur dadurch von diesem Verdacht gereinigt, daß ich das Schicksal meines armen Freundes teilte.«

»Nein, Mr. Murdoch. Ich war der Sache nämlich bereits auf der Spur; und wäre ich so früh draußen gewesen, wie ich vorhatte, dann hätte ich Sie vermutlich vor diesem fürchterlichen Erlebnis bewahren können.«

»Aber woher wußten Sie denn Bescheid, Mr. Holmes?«

»Ich bin ein allesverschlingender Leser mit einem seltsam guten Gedächtnis für Nebensächlichkeiten. 

Der Begriff ›Löwenmähne‹ spukte mir im Kopf herum. Ich wußte, er war mir irgendwo in einem unvermuteten Zusammenhang schon einmal begegnet. 

Sie haben ja inzwischen gesehen, daß er dieses Wesen Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.315
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zutreffend beschreibt. Ich hege keinen Zweifel daran, daß McPherson es auf dem Wasser treiben sah und daß er in diesem Begriff die einzige Möglichkeit erblickte, uns auf die Kreatur, die ihm den Tod gebracht hatte, hinzuweisen.«

»Wenigstens bin ich damit entlastet«, sagte Murdoch, indem er sich langsam erhob. »Ein paar erklä-

rende Worte möchte ich allerdings noch dazu sagen; ich kenne nämlich die Richtung, in der sich Ihre Nachforschungen bewegten. Es stimmt zwar, daß ich diese Lady geliebt habe; aber von dem Tag an, als sie sich für meinen Freund McPherson entschied, hatte ich nur noch den Wunsch, ihr zu ihrem Glück zu verhelfen. Ich war gerne bereit zu verzichten und mich als Vermittler der beiden zu betätigen. Oft habe ich ihre Botschaften befördert; und eben weil sie mich ins Vertrauen gezogen hatten und weil mir die Lady so teuer war, bin ich zu ihr geeilt, um ihr vom Tod meines Freundes zu berichten, denn ich fürchtete, daß mir jemand zuvorkommen könnte, der dies auf raschere und herzlosere Weise besorgt. Sie wollte Ihnen nichts von unseren Beziehungen erzählen, Sir – aus Angst, daß Sie sie mißbilligen könnten und ich dann der Leidtragende wäre. Aber wenn Sie erlauben, mochte ich jetzt versuchen, mich auf den Rückweg nach  The Gables  zu machen; mein Bett wird mir nämlich hoch-willkommen sein.«
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Stackhurst streckte die Hand aus. »Unsere Nerven waren wohl ziemlich überreizt«, sagte er. »Vergeben Sie mir, was geschehen ist, Murdoch. Künftig werden wir einander wohl besser verstehen.« Freundschaftlich untergehakt gingen sie zusammen hinaus. Der Inspektor blieb noch und starrte mich mit seinen Ochsenau-gen schweigend an. 

»Sowas, Sie haben's tatsächlich geschafft!« rief er schließlich. »Ich hab ja schon von Ihnen gelesen; aber ich hab die Geschichten nie geglaubt. Es ist einfach wunderbar!«

Ich sah mich genötigt, den Kopf zu schütteln. Derlei Lob anzunehmen hieße sich unter sein eigenes Niveau zu begeben. 

»Ich war langsam am Anfang – sträflich langsam. 

Hätte man die Leiche im Wasser gefunden, wäre mir wohl kein Fehler unterlaufen. Aber das Handtuch hat mich in die Irre geführt. Der arme Kerl hatte nicht einmal mehr daran gedacht, sich abzutrocknen; daher mußte ich annehmen, daß er überhaupt nicht im Wasser war. Wie hätte ich da noch darauf kommen sollen, daß ihn ein Wasserwesen angegriffen hat? Hierin lag also mein ganzer Irrtum. Tja, Inspektor; ich habe mir ja schon oft erlaubt, euch Gentlemen von der Polizei ein wenig aufzuziehen; ums Haar hätte  Cyanea Capillata  nun Scotland Yard gerächt!«
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Wenn man bedenkt, daß Mr. Sherlock Holmes seinen Beruf dreiundzwanzig Jahre lang ausübte und daß ich siebzehn davon mit ihm zusammenarbeiten durfte, in deren Verlauf ich seine Taten aufzeichnete, dann wird klar, daß mir inzwischen eine Unmenge von Material zur Verfügung steht. Das Problem lag nie darin, einen Stoff zu finden, sondern aus der Menge des Vorhandenen auszuwählen. Da gibt es zum einen die lange Reihe der Jahrbücher (sie füllen ein Regal) und zum anderen die mit Dokumenten vollgestopften Depeschenbehälter – eine perfekte Fundgrube nicht nur für den Verbrechensforscher, sondern auch für denjenigen, der die gesellschaftlichen und politischen Skandale der spätviktorianischen Ära studiert. Was diese letzteren betrifft, so möchte ich anmerken, daß die angstvollen Briefschreiber, die darum bitten, ihre Fa-milienehre oder das Ansehen ihrer Vorfahren nicht anzutasten, nichts zu befürchten haben. Die Diskretion und das ausgeprägte Berufsethos, die meinen Freund stets ausgezeichnet haben, walten auch noch in der Auswahl dieser Memoiren; ich werde also niemandes Vertrauen mißbrauchen. Aufs schärfste jedoch verurteile ich die jüngst unternommenen Versuche, an diese Papiere heranzukommen und sie zu ver-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.318
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nichten. Die Quelle dieser Freveltaten ist bekannt, und Mr. Holmes hat mich zu der Ankündigung be-vollmächtigt, daß im Falle einer Wiederholung die Geschichte um den Politiker, den Leuchtturm und den abgerichteten Kormoran in aller Ausführlichkeit dem Publikum vorgelegt wird. Zumindest  ein  Leser wird diesen Hinweis zu deuten wissen. 

Es wäre nicht vernünftig anzunehmen, daß jeder dieser Fälle Holmes Gelegenheit gab, jene sonderbaren Gaben des Instinkts und der Beobachtung vorzuführen, die ich in diesen Memoiren darzustellen versuchte. Manchmal mußte er die Frucht mit viel Mühe pflücken; ein andermal fiel sie ihm leicht in den Schoß. Die schrecklichsten menschlichen Tragödien spielten sich jedoch oft in den Fällen ab, die ihm die geringsten Möglichkeiten zu persönlichem Eingreifen boten, und einen davon möchte ich nun darlegen. Ich habe Namen und Ort bei der Niederschrift ein wenig geändert; doch ansonsten entspricht der Bericht den Tatsachen. 

Eines Vormittags – es war im Spätjahr 1896 – erhielt ich von Holmes eine eilige Nachricht mit der Bitte um meinen Beistand. Als ich bei ihm eintraf, saß er in rauchgeschwängerter Atmosphäre auf einem Stuhl; vor ihm, auf dessen Gegenstück, saß eine ältere, mütterlich wirkende Frau vom Typ der drallen Haushälterin. 
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»Das ist Mrs. Merrilow aus South Brixton83«, sagte mein Freund mit einer Handbewegung. »Mrs. 

Merrilow hat nichts gegen Tabak – falls Sie Ihren abscheulichen Angewohnheiten frönen wollen. Mrs. 

Merrilow hat eine interessante Geschichte zu erzählen, woraus sich etwas entwickeln könnte, bei dem Ihre Anwesenheit von Nutzen wäre.«

»Alles, was ich tun kann ...«

»Sie werden verstehen, Mrs. Merrilow, daß ich lieber einen Zeugen dabei habe, wenn ich zu Mrs. Ronder komme. Das sollten Sie ihr vor unserer Ankunft noch begreiflich machen.«

»Du lieber Himmel, Mr. Holmes«, sagte unsere Besucherin; »sie ist so versessen darauf, Sie zu sehen, daß Sie die ganze Gemeinde als Gefolgschaft mitbringen könnten!«

»Dann kommen wir am frühen Nachmittag. Wir wollen zusehen, daß wir unsere Fakten beisammenha-ben, bevor wir aufbrechen. Gehen wir sie doch noch einmal durch – das wird Dr. Watson helfen, die Situation zu begreifen. Sie sagen also, daß Mrs. Ronder seit sieben Jahren Ihre Mieterin ist und daß Sie ihr Gesicht erst einmal gesehen haben.«

»Gott weiß, ich wollt, ich hätt es nie gesehen!«

sagte Mrs. Merrilow. 

»Es war, wenn ich es recht verstehe, schrecklich verstümmelt.«
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»Ach, Mr. Holmes, man kann es eigentlich gar nicht mehr als Gesicht bezeichnen, so schlimm hat es ausgeschaut. Unser Milchmann hat sie mal ganz kurz gesehen, wie sie aus dem oberen Fenster geguckt hat, und da ist ihm die Kanne runtergefallen und die ganze Milch im Vorgarten verlaufen. So ein Gesicht ist das. 

Als ich sie gesehen hab – wir sind uns mal ganz unverhofft begegnet – hat sie's schnell zugedeckt und gesagt: ›So, Mrs. Merrilow, nun wissen Sie endlich, warum ich nie meinen Schleier hochnehme.‹«

»Wissen Sie irgend etwas über ihre Vergangenheit?«

»Gar nichts.«

»Brachte sie Referenzen mit, als sie zu Ihnen kam?«

»Nein, Sir, aber Bargeld, und davon eine ganze Menge. Die Miete für ein Vierteljahr im voraus, glatt auf den Tisch des Hauses, und ohne langes Feilschen über die Bedingungen. Heutzutage kann es sich eine arme Frau wie ich nicht leisten, so eine Chance auszu-schlagen.«

»Hat sie gesagt, warum sie sich gerade für Ihr Haus entschieden hat?«

»Meins steht ein gutes Stück von der Straße weg und ist stiller als die meisten anderen. Außerdem nehm ich nur eine Person auf, und ich selbst hab keine Familie. Wahrscheinlich hat sie vorher andere Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.321
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geprüft und festgestellt, daß ihr meins am besten paßt. 

Sie will zurückgezogen leben können und ist bereit, dafür zu zahlen.«

»Sie sagen, sie hat Ihnen von Anfang an nie ihr Gesicht gezeigt, außer bei dieser einen zufälligen Gelegenheit. Hm, das ist eine sehr bemerkenswerte Geschichte, höchst bemerkenswert; ich wundere mich nicht, daß Sie sie untersucht haben wollen.«

»Ich doch nicht, Mr. Holmes. Ich bin doch ganz zufrieden, solange ich meine Miete bekomme. Sie können sich keinen ruhigeren Mieter vorstellen – und auch keinen, der weniger Ärger macht.«

»Und inwiefern hat sich daran etwas geändert?«

»Ihre Gesundheit, Mr. Holmes. Die Frau scheint dahinzusiechen. Irgendwas Furchtbares lastet ihr auf der Seele. ›Mord!‹ ruft sie. ›Mord!‹ Und einmal hab ich sie ›Du grausame Bestie! Du Ungeheuer!‹ schreien hören. Es war nachts, und es hat ganz schön durchs Haus gehallt und mir eine Gänsehaut eingejagt. Deshalb bin ich am Morgen zu ihr gegangen. 

›Mrs. Ronder‹, sag ich, ›wenn Ihnen was Schlimmes auf der Seele liegt – da war doch der Pfarrer‹, sag ich, 

›und da war die Polizei. Eins von beiden kann Ihnen bestimmt helfen.‹ ›Um Gottes willen, nicht die Polizei!‹ sagt sie. ›Und der Pfarrer kann Vergangenes auch nicht mehr ändern. Trotzdem‹, sagt sie, ›würde es mich erleichtern, wenn jemand die Wahrheit er-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.322
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fahrt, bevor ich sterbe.‹ ›Naja‹, sag ich, ›wenn Sie's nicht amtlich haben wollen, gibt's da ja noch diesen Detektiv, von dem man immer wieder liest‹ – Verzeihung, Mr. Holmes. Und sie, sie ist darauf regelrecht angesprungen. ›Das ist genau der Richtige‹ sagt sie. 

›Komisch, daß ich nicht schon früher daran gedacht habe. Bringen Sie ihn her, Mrs. Merrilow; und wenn er nicht kommen will, dann sagen Sie ihm, ich bin die Frau von Ronder mit der Raubtier-Schau. Sagen Sie ihm das, und erwähnen Sie den Namen Abbas Parva.‹

Hier hat sie's aufgeschrieben, Abbas Parva. ›Das wird ihn herbringen, wenn er der Mann ist, für den ich ihn halte.‹«

»Und das wird es auch«, bemerkte Holmes. »Sehr gut, Mrs. Merrilow. Ich würde jetzt gerne noch ein wenig mit Dr. Watson plaudern. Das wird sich wohl bis zur Mittagszeit hinziehen. Gegen drei Uhr dürfen Sie uns dann in Ihrem Haus in Brixton erwarten.«

Kaum war unsere Besucherin aus dem Zimmer ge-watschelt – kein anderes Verb könnte Mrs. Merrilows Art der Fortbewegung beschreiben –, als Sherlock Holmes sich mit wilder Energie auf den Stapel Kollektaneen-Bücher in der Ecke warf. Ein paar Minuten lang ertönte konstantes Blättergeraschel; dann stieß er mit zufriedenem Grunzen auf das Gesuchte. Er war so aufgeregt, daß er sich nicht erhob, sondern auf dem Fußboden sitzen blieb – wie ein seltsamer Buddha, Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.323
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mit gekreuzten Beinen, die gewaltigen Bände um sich verstreut; einer lag aufgeschlagen auf seinen Knien. 

»Der Fall hat mir seinerzeit ziemlich zu schaffen gemacht. Was meine Randnotizen hier bestätigen. Ich muß gestehen, daß ich aus der Sache nicht schlau geworden bin. Trotzdem bin ich überzeugt, daß sich der Coroner84 geirrt hat. Erinnern Sie sich denn nicht an die Abbas-Parva-Tragödie?«

»Nein, Holmes.«

»Dabei waren Sie damals noch mit mir zusammen. 

Doch ist auch mein Eindruck davon sehr oberflächlich; es gab nämlich nichts, woran man sich halten konnte; außerdem hatte keiner der Beteiligten meine Dienste in Anspruch genommen. Vielleicht hätten Sie Lust, die Unterlagen zu lesen?«

»Könnten Sie mir nicht ein paar Stichworte geben?«

»Nichts leichter als das. Vermutlich fällt Ihnen die Sache wieder ein, wenn ich davon rede. Ronder war damals durchaus ein Begriff. Er war der Rivale von Wombwell und von Sanger85 und einer der größten Zirkusartisten seiner Zeit. Es macht jedoch den Anschein, daß er sich aufs Trinken verlegte und daß sowohl er als auch seine Schau zur Zeit der großen Tragödie bereits auf dem absteigenden Ast waren. Als sich dieser grausige Vorfall ereignete, hatten die Zir-kuswagen für die Nacht in Abbas Parva haltgemacht, Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.324
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einem kleinen Dorf in Berkshire. Sie waren auf der Landstraße unterwegs nach Wimbledon und schlugen lediglich ihr Lager auf; eine Vorstellung gaben sie nicht, da der Ort so klein ist, daß sie sich nicht ge-lohnt hätte. 

Zu ihren Schaustücken zählte ein sehr schöner nordafrikanischer Löwe. Sein Name lautete  Sahara King,  und sowohl Ronder als auch seine Frau pflegten Vorstellungen in seinem Käfig zu geben. Sehen Sie, hier ist eine Photographie, der Sie entnehmen können, daß Ronder ein riesiger Eber von einem Mann und seine Frau eine überaus glanzvolle Erscheinung war. Bei der gerichtlichen Untersuchung wurde zu Protokoll gegeben, daß einiges auf die Ge-fährlichkeit des Löwen hingewiesen habe; aber wie üblich erzeugte Vertrautheit Geringschätzung – man nahm von dieser Tatsache keine Notiz. 

Der Löwe wurde gewöhnlich nachts gefuttert – entweder von Ronder oder von seiner Frau. Manchmal ging einer, manchmal gingen beide; sie erlaubten es jedoch keinem anderen, denn sie glaubten, das Tier würde sie, solange sie ihm das Futter brächten, als seine Wohltäter ansehen und niemals angreifen. In dieser einen Nacht vor sieben Jahren gingen beide, und da ereignete sich ein überaus entsetzlicher Vorfall, dessen Einzelheiten nie geklärt wurden. 

Wie es scheint, wurde gegen Mitternacht das ganze Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.325
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Lager vom Brüllen des Tieres und von den Schreien der Frau wachgerüttelt. Die verschiedenen Wärter und Arbeiter stürzten aus ihren Zelten; sie trugen Laternen, und in deren Licht offenbarte sich ihnen ein grauenhafter Anblick. Etwa zehn Yards vom geöffneten Käfig entfernt lag Ronder mit zermalmtem Hinterkopf; über seine Schädeldecke zogen sich tiefe Krallenspuren. In der Nähe der Käfigtür lag Mrs. Ronder auf dem Rücken – über ihr kauerte und fauchte das Tier. Es hatte ihr derartig das Gesicht zerfetzt, daß niemand glaubte, sie könne überleben. Angeführt von Leonardo, dem Starken Mann, und Griggs, dem Clown, trieben mehrere Zirkusleute das Tier mit Stangen weg, worauf es zurück in den Käfig sprang und sofort eingeschlossen wurde. Wie es sich befreien konnte, war ein Rätsel. Man nahm an, daß das Paar den Käfig betreten wollte und daß das Tier, als die Tür entriegelt war, hinaussprang und über die beiden herfiel. Ansonsten ergaben sich bei der Beweisaufnahme keine Einzelheiten von Belang – außer daß die Frau im Delirium ihrer Qualen andauernd ›Feigling! 

Feigling!‹ schrie, als man sie zu ihrem Wohnwagen zurücktrug. Erst nach sechs Monaten war sie imstande, ihre Aussage zu machen; es kam zu einer ordnungsgemäßen Untersuchung, bei der das Gericht das naheliegende Urteil ›Unfall mit Todesfolge‹ verkündete.«
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»Welche Alternative wäre denn sonst noch denkbar?« fragte ich. 

»Ihre Frage ist durchaus berechtigt. Gleichwohl gab es da ein oder zwei Punkte, die dem jungen Edmunds von der Berkshire Constabulary Kopfzerbrechen machten. Ein patenter Bursche, das! Er wurde später nach Allahabad86 versetzt. Durch ihn kam ich mit dem Fall in Berührung; er schaute nämlich bei mir herein und rauchte ein oder zwei Pfeifchen dar-

über.«

»Ein dünner, flachshaariger Mann?«

»Genau. Ich wußte ja, daß Sie die Fährte gleich aufnehmen würden.«

»Aber was hat ihm denn Kopfzerbrechen gemacht?«

»Nun ja, was uns beiden Kopfzerbrechen gemacht hat. Es war so verteufelt schwierig, die Geschichte zu rekonstruieren. Betrachten Sie das Ganze doch einmal vom Gesichtspunkt des Löwen aus. Er ist frei. Was tut er? Er macht ein halbes Dutzend Sprünge nach vorne, was ihn zu Ronder führt. Ronder dreht sich um, um zu fliehen – die Krallenspuren befanden sich ja an seinem Hinterkopf –, aber der Löwe schlägt ihn zu Boden. Hierauf läuft das Tier – anstatt weiterzu-springen und zu fliehen – zurück zu der Frau, die in der Nähe des Käfigs steht, wirft sie um und zerfleischt ihr das Gesicht. Nun wiederum scheinen diese ihre Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.327
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Schreie darauf hinzuweisen, daß ihr Mann sie irgendwie im Stich gelassen hat. Aber was hätte der arme Teufel noch tun können, um ihr zu helfen? Sie sehen die Schwierigkeit?«

»Durchaus.«

»Und dann wäre da noch etwas. Jetzt, da ich die Sache überdenke, fällt es mir wieder ein. Es wurde ausgesagt, daß zur gleichen Zeit, als der Löwe brüllte und die Frau schrie, ein Mann in laute Entsetzensrufe ausbrach.«

»Zweifellos dieser Ronder.«

»Na, wenn sein Schädel zerschmettert war, dürfte von ihm vermutlich nichts mehr zu hören gewesen sein. Mindestens zwei Zeugen sprachen aber von den Schreien eines Mannes, die sich mit denen einer Frau vermengten.«

»Ich könnte mir vorstellen, daß über kurz oder lang das ganze Lager aufgeschrien hat. Und was die übrigen Punkte betrifft – für die hätte ich möglicherweise eine Erklärung.«

»Es würde mich freuen, sie in Erwägung zu ziehen.«

»Die beiden waren zehn Yards vom Käfig entfernt, als der Löwe freikam. Der Mann drehte sich um und wurde zu Boden geworfen. Die Frau kam auf die Idee, zum Käfig zu laufen und hinter sich die Tür zu schlie-

ßen, denn der Käfig stellte ihre einzige Zuflucht dar. 
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Sie stürzte darauf zu; und gerade als sie ihn erreichte, jagte das Tier hinter ihr her und warf sie um. Sie war wütend auf ihren Mann, weil er durch seine Kehrt-wendung das Tier zur Raserei gebracht hatte. Wenn sie ihm nämlich mutig entgegengetreten wären, dann hätten sie es vielleicht einschüchtern können. Deshalb hat sie ›Feigling!‹ gerufen.«

»Brillant, Watson! Ihr Diamant hat nur ein einziges Wölkchen87.«

»Und welches, Holmes?«

»Wenn beide zehn Schritte vom Käfig entfernt waren, wie konnte sich dann das Tier befreien?«

»Wäre es nicht möglich, daß sie einen Feind hatten, der es hinausließ?«

»Und warum sollte es sie dann so wild angreifen, wo es doch sonst immer mit ihnen gespielt und Kunststückchen im Käfig vorgeführt hatte?«

»Vielleicht hat eben dieser Feind irgend etwas angestellt, um es wütend zu machen.«

Holmes schaute nachdenklich drein und verharrte ein paar Augenblicke in Schweigen. 

»Tja, Watson, einiges spräche schon für Ihre Theorie. Ronder hatte viele Feinde. Edmunds erzählte mir, daß er sich furchtbar aufführte, wenn er betrunken war. Er war ein gewaltiger Leuteschinder, der jeden, der ihm in den Weg kam, wüst beschimpfte und zu-sammenzuschlagen drohte. Vermutlich handelte es Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.329
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sich bei jenen ›Ungeheuer‹-Schreien, die unsere Besucherin erwähnte, um nächtliche Reminiszenzen an den teuren Dahingegangenen. Wie dem auch sei – ehe wir nicht über alle Fakten verfügen, sind unsere Spekulationen fruchtlos. Auf der Anrichte steht noch kaltes Rebhuhn, Watson, und eine Flasche Montrachet88. 

Wir wollen unsere Kräfte auffrischen, bevor wir sie wieder in Anspruch nehmen.«

Als unsere Droschke uns vor dem Haus von Mrs. 

Merrilow absetzte, blockierte die dralle Lady bereits die offene Tür ihres bescheidenen, aber abgelegenen Domizils. Ganz offensichtlich galt ihre Hauptsorge der Gefahr, einen wertvollen Mieter zu verlieren, und bevor sie uns nach oben geleitete, flehte sie uns an, nichts zu sagen und zu tun, was zu einem so unerwünschten Ende fuhren könnte. Nachdem wir sie dessen versichert hatten, folgten wir ihr die gerade, mit einem schäbigen Läufer ausgelegte Treppe hinauf und ließen uns in das Zimmer der geheimnisvollen Mieterin führen. 

Der Raum war eng, muffig und schlecht gelüftet –

wie wohl nicht anders zu erwarten, da seine Bewohnerin ihn selten verließ. Aus der Frau, die Tiere im Käfig gehalten hatte, schien durch eine Vergeltung des Schicksals nun selbst ein Tier im Käfig geworden zu sein. Sie saß jetzt in einem abgewetzten Sessel in der schattigen Ecke des Zimmers. Lange Jahre der Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.330
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Untätigkeit hatten die Konturen ihrer Figur etwas grö-

ber werden lassen. Diese Figur mußte jedoch einmal herrlich gewesen sein, und sie war noch immer voll und üppig. Ihr Gesicht wurde von einem dichten dunklen Schleier verdeckt; er endete knapp über der Unterlippe und enthüllte einen perfekt geformten Mund und ein zart gerundetes Kinn. Ich konnte mir gut vorstellen, daß sie einmal eine sehr bemerkenswerte Frau gewesen war. Auch ihre Stimme klang wohlmoduliert und angenehm. 

»Mein Name ist Ihnen also nicht unbekannt, Mr. 

Holmes«, sagte sie. »Ich dachte mir, daß er Sie herbringen würde.«

»So ist es, Madame – wenngleich mir nicht klar ist, woher Sie wissen, daß ich mich für Ihren Fall interessiere.«

»Ich habe es erfahren, als ich wieder genesen war und von Mr. Edmunds, dem Kriminalbeamten der Grafschaft, verhört wurde. Ich furchte, ich habe ihn belogen. Vielleicht wäre es klüger gewesen, die Wahrheit zu sagen.«

»Es ist meistens klüger, die Wahrheit zu sagen. 

Aber warum haben Sie ihn belogen?«

»Weil das Schicksal eines anderen Menschen davon abhing. 

Er war zwar eine ganz nichtswürdige Kreatur, aber seine Vernichtung wollte ich nicht auf dem Gewissen Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.331
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haben. Wir standen uns einmal so nah – so nah!«

»Aber inzwischen ist dieses Hindernis beseitigt?«

»Ja, Sir. Die betreffende Person ist tot.«

»Was hält Sie dann jetzt noch davon ab, der Polizei alles zu erzählen?«

»Es gibt noch eine weitere Person, auf die ich Rücksicht nehmen muß. Und diese Person bin ich selbst. Ich könnte den Skandal und das öffentliche Aufsehen, das ein polizeiliches Verhör mit sich brächte, nicht ertragen. Ich habe nicht mehr lange zu leben und möchte wenigstens in Ruhe sterben. Doch zuvor wollte ich noch einen urteilsfähigen Menschen finden, dem ich meine furchtbare Geschichte erzählen kann – so daß man alles begreifen wird, wenn ich einmal nicht mehr bin.«

»Sie schmeicheln mir, Madame. Doch ich bin auch ein Mensch mit Verantwortungsbewußtsein. Ich kann Ihnen also nicht versprechen, daß ich mich nach Ihrem Bericht nicht verpflichtet fühle, den Fall an die Polizei weiterzuleiten.«

»Das glaub ich nicht, Mr. Holmes. Dazu kenne ich Ihren Charakter und Ihre Methoden zu gut; ich verfolge Ihre Arbeit nämlich schon seit einigen Jahren. Das einzige Vergnügen, das mir das Schicksal gelassen hat, ist Lesen, und ich lasse mir nur wenig von dem entgehen, was in der Welt geschieht. Aber ganz gleich, welchen Gebrauch Sie von meiner Tragödie Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.332
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machen – ich will es darauf ankommen lassen. Es wird mich erleichtern, sie Ihnen zu erzählen.«

»Mein Freund und ich sind gerne bereit, sie anzuhören.«

Die Frau erhob sich und entnahm einer Schublade die Photographie eines Mannes. Augenscheinlich handelte es sich um einen Berufsakrobaten. Die Aufnahme zeigte einen Mann von prächtigem Körperbau; er hielt seine riesigen Arme über der geschwellten Brust verschränkt, und unter seinem mächtigen Schnauzbart lag ein Lächeln – das selbstzufriedene Lächeln des Eroberers von Frauenherzen. 

»Das ist Leonardo«, sagte sie. 

»Leonardo, der Starke Mann, der als Zeuge aussag-te?«

»Genau der. Und das hier – das ist mein Mann.«

Ein grauenhaftes Gesicht präsentierte sich uns – ein menschlicher Eber, oder besser noch: ein menschliches Wildschwein, denn es war furchterregend bestia-lisch. Man konnte sich gut vorstellen, wie dieser abscheuliche Mund mahlte und schäumte vor Wut, und man konnte förmlich sehen, wie diese kleinen, boshaften Augen nichts als Tücke ausstrahlten, wenn sie in die Welt hinausblickten. Wüstling, Schläger, Bestie –

all dies stand in diesem Gesicht mit der wuchtigen Kinnlade geschrieben. 

»Diese beiden Bilder werden Ihnen helfen, Gentle-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.333
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men, die Geschichte zu verstehen. Ich war ein armes Zirkusmädchen, das im Sägemehl aufgewachsen ist; noch ehe ich zehn war, bin ich schon durch den Reifen gesprungen. Als ich zur Frau wurde, begann dieser Mann mich zu lieben. – wenn man solche Gier noch als Liebe bezeichnen kann –, und in einem gott-verlassenen Augenblick wurde ich seine Frau. Von diesem Tag an lebte ich in der Hölle, und er war der Teufel, der mich quälte. Es gab in unserer Schau keinen, der nicht gewußt hätte, wie er mich behandelte. 

Er hat mich mit anderen betrogen. Wenn ich mich beklagte, hat er mich festgebunden und mit seiner Reitpeitsche geschlagen. Alle bedauerten mich, und alle verabscheuten ihn – aber was hätten sie tun sollen? 

Sie hatten samt und sonders Angst vor ihm. Schrecklich war er sowieso, doch wenn er betrunken war, wurde er geradezu mörderisch. Immer wieder hat man ihn wegen Körperverletzung und Tierquälerei belangt; aber er hatte viel Geld, und die Geldstrafen machten ihm nichts aus. Die besten Leute verließen uns alle, und mit der Schau begann es bergab zu gehen. Nur Leonardo und ich hielten sie noch in Gang – mit dem kleinen Jimmy Griggs, unserem Clown. Armer Teufel, er hatte nicht mehr viel zu lachen; aber er tat, was er konnte, um die Dinge zusammenzuhalten. 

Dann trat Leonardo mehr und mehr in mein Leben. 
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Sie sehen ja selbst, was für ein Mannsbild er war. Inzwischen weiß ich, was für ein armseliger Charakter sich hinter diesem herrlichen Körper verbarg – aber verglichen mit meinem Mann kam er mir wie der Erz-engel Gabriel vor. Er hatte Mitleid mit mir und hat mir geholfen – bis sich unsere Vertrautheit schließlich in Liebe verwandelte, in tiefe, tiefe, leidenschaftliche Liebe – eine Liebe, wie ich sie mir immer erträumt, aber nie zu empfinden gehofft hatte. Mein Mann schöpfte zwar Verdacht; aber ich glaube, er war nicht nur ein Leuteschinder, sondern auch ein Feigling –

vor Leonardo jedenfalls hatte er Angst. Er rächte sich auf seine Weise, indem er mich mehr denn je quälte. 

Eines Nachts führten meine Schreie Leonardo vor die Tür unseres Wohnwagens. In dieser Nacht wäre es beinahe zur Tragödie gekommen, und bald darauf war meinem Geliebten und mir klar, daß sie sich nicht mehr vermeiden ließ. Mein Mann verdiente es nicht, weiterzuleben. Also planten wir seinen Tod. 

Leonardo war ein schlauer Ränkeschmied. Er hat die Sache geplant. Ich sage das nicht, um die Schuld auf  ihn  abzuwälzen; ich war nämlich bereit, ihn jeden Inch dieses Weges zu begleiten. Aber meine Phantasie hätte nie ausgereicht, um einen solchen Plan auszudenken. Wir, das heißt, Leonardo fertigte eine Keule an; an ihrem Bleikolben befestigte er fünf lange Stahlnägel, mit den Spitzen nach außen und mit der Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.335
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gleichen Spannweite wie eine Löwenpranke. Diese Keule sollte meinem Mann den Todesstreich versetzen und gleichzeitig den Beweis dafür liefern, daß der Löwe, den wir freilassen würden, die Tat verübt hatte. 

In einer pechschwarzen Nacht gingen mein Mann und ich wie üblich hinaus, um das Tier zu füttern. 

Das rohe Fleisch trugen wir in einem Zinkeimer. Leonardo wartete schon an der Ecke des großen Wohnwagens, an dem wir auf dem Weg zum Käfig vorbei mußten. Er zögerte zu lange, und wir hatten ihn bereits hinter uns gelassen, ehe er zuschlagen konnte; aber dann folgte er uns auf Zehenspitzen nach, und ich hörte es krachen, als die Keule den Schädel meines Mannes zerschmetterte. Mein Herz hüpfte vor Freude über dieses Geräusch. Ich sprang vor und löste den Riegel, der die Tür zum Käfig des großen Löwen verschlossen hielt. 

Und dann geschah das Entsetzliche. Sie haben vielleicht schon gehört, wie rasch diese Tiere Menschen-blut wittern und wie sie dadurch in Erregung geraten. 

Irgendein sonderbarer Instinkt hat dem Tier sofort verraten, daß ein Mensch getötet worden war. Als ich das Gitter zurückschob, sprang der Löwe heraus und war im Nu über mir. Leonardo hätte mich retten können. Wenn er herbeigeeilt wäre und die Bestie mit seiner Keule geschlagen hätte, wäre es ihm vielleicht gelungen, sie einzuschüchtern. Aber der Mann hat die Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.336
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Nerven verloren. Ich hörte ihn vor Entsetzen schreien; dann sah ich, wie er sich umdrehte und floh. Im gleichen Augenblick gruben sich die Zähne des Löwen in mein Gesicht. Sein heißer, giftiger Atem hatte mich bereits vergiftet, und ich nahm den Schmerz kaum noch wahr. Mit den flachen Händen versuchte ich den großen dampfenden, blutverschmierten Rachen weg-zustoßen. Ich schrie um Hilfe und merkte noch, daß das Lager in Aufruhr geriet; dann entsinne ich mich dunkel an eine Gruppe von Männern – Leonardo, Griggs und andere –, die mich unter den Pranken des Tieres hervorzerrten. Das war das letzte, woran ich mich erinnerte, Mr. Holmes – viele verdämmerte Monate lang. Als ich wieder zu mir kam und mich im Spiegel sah, habe ich den Löwen verflucht – ach, wie habe ich ihn verflucht! Nicht, weil er mir meine Schönheit entrissen, sondern weil er mir das Leben gelassen hatte. Ich hatte nur noch einen einzigen Wunsch, Mr. Holmes, und ich besaß genügend Geld, um ihn mir zu erfüllen. Ich wollte mich verhüllen, damit niemand mein armes Gesicht zu sehen bekam, und ich wollte an einem Ort wohnen, wo mich keiner meiner ehemaligen Bekannten finden würde. Das war alles, was mir zu tun noch übrigblieb – und das habe ich auch getan. Ein armes verwundetes Tier, das sich in seine Höhle verkrochen hat, um zu sterben – das ist das Ende von Eugenia Ronder.«
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Nachdem die unglückliche Frau ihre Geschichte er-zählt hatte, saßen wir eine Weile schweigend da. 

Dann streckte Holmes seinen langen Arm aus und tätschelte ihr die Hand – mit einer so offenkundigen Sympathie, wie ich sie selten bei ihm beobachtet hatte. 

»Arme Frau!« sagte er. »Arme Frau! Die Wege des Schicksals sind wirklich schwer zu verstehen. Wenn das Jenseits nicht irgendeine Entschädigung bereithält, dann ist die Welt ein grausamer Scherz. Aber was ist denn aus diesem Leonardo geworden?«

»Ich habe ihn nicht mehr gesehen und auch nie wieder von ihm gehört. Vielleicht war es unrecht von mir, gegen ihn so verbittert zu sein. Schließlich hätte er ebensogut eine von diesen mißgebildeten Kreatu-ren, mit denen wir durch die Lande zogen, lieben können wie dieses Wesen, das der Löwe zurückgelassen hatte. Aber die Liebe einer Frau ist nicht so leicht umzubringen. Er hatte mich unter den Pranken der Bestie liegen lassen, er hatte mich in meiner Not im Stich gelassen – dennoch brachte ich es nicht fertig, ihn dem Galgen auszuliefern. Was aus mir selbst werden würde, war mir einerlei. Was könnte denn noch schrecklicher sein als mein jetziges Dasein? Aber ich stand zwischen Leonardo und seinem Schicksal.«

»Und nun ist er tot?«

»Er ist letzten Monat beim Baden in der Nähe von Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.338
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Margate ertrunken. Ich habe von seinem Tod in der Zeitung gelesen.«

»Und was hat er mit dieser fünfkralligen Keule gemacht, dem ungewöhnlichsten und ingeniösesten Bestandteil Ihrer ganzen Geschichte?«

»Das kann ich Ihnen nicht sagen, Mr. Holmes. In der Nähe des Lagers gab es eine Kreidegrube mit einem tiefen grünen Tümpel. Vielleicht auf dem Grund dieses Tümpels ...?«

»Schon gut, das ist jetzt nicht mehr von großer Bedeutung. Der Fall ist abgeschlossen.«

»Ja«, sagte die Frau, »der Fall ist abgeschlossen.«

Wir hatten uns erhoben, um zu gehen; doch irgend etwas in der Stimme der Frau erregte Holmes' Aufmerksamkeit. Er drehte sich rasch zu ihr um. 

»Ihr Leben ist nicht Ihr Eigentum«, sagte er. »Sie dürfen nicht Hand daran legen.«

»Wem kann es denn noch nützen?«

»Wie können Sie so etwas sagen! Das Beispiel geduldigen Leidens ist die kostbarste aller Lehren für eine ungeduldige Welt.«

Die Antwort der Frau war furchtbar. Sie hob ihren Schleier und trat vor ins Licht. 

»Würden Sie so etwas ertragen?« fragte sie. 

Es war schauderhaft. Keine Worte können die Form eines Gesichtes beschreiben, wenn das Gesicht selbst nicht mehr vorhanden ist. Zwei lebhafte und Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.339

Die verschleierte Mieterin

Doyle-WA Bd. 9, 263

schöne braune Augen, die traurig aus dieser grausigen Ruine hervorschauten, machten den Anblick nur noch entsetzlicher. Holmes hob mit einer Gebärde des Mitleids und des Protestes die Hand; dann verließen wir zusammen den Raum. 

Als ich meinen Freund zwei Tage später besuchte, deutete er nicht ohne Stolz auf eine kleine blaue Flasche auf dem Kamin. Ich nahm sie zur Hand. Sie trug ein rotes Giftschildchen. Als ich sie öffnete, strömte mir angenehmer Mandelduft entgegen. 

»Blausäure?« fragte ich. 

»Ganz recht. Es kam mit der Post. ›Hier schicke ich Ihnen meine Versuchung. Ich will Ihren Rat befol-gend So lautete die Botschaft. Ich denke, Watson, es dürfte uns nicht schwerfallen, den Namen der tapferen Frau zu erraten, die das Fläschchen geschickt hat.«
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Shoscombe Old Place

Sherlock Holmes hatte sich lange über ein Mikroskop mit schwacher Vergrößerung gebeugt. Nun richtete er sich auf und sah mich triumphierend an. 

»Das ist Leim, Watson«, sagte er. »Ohne jede Frage, das ist Leim. Schauen Sie sich diese verstreuten Objekte im Feld an!«

Ich beugte mich über das Okular und stellte meine Sehschärfe ein. 

»Diese Haare sind Fasern von einem Tweedmantel. 

Die unregelmäßigen grauen Klumpen sind Staub. 

Links finden sich Epithelschuppen. Und diese braunen Kügelchen in der Mitte sind unzweifelhaft Leim.«

»Schön«, sagte ich lachend, »ich bin ja bereit, es Ihnen zu glauben. Hängt denn irgend etwas davon ab?«

»Es liefert einen sehr feinen Beweis«, antwortete er. »Sie erinnern sich vielleicht daran, daß man im St. 

Pancras-Fall neben dem toten Polizisten eine Mütze gefunden hat. Der Angeklagte bestreitet, daß sie ihm gehört. Er ist jedoch Hersteller von Bilderrahmen, hat also ständig mit Leim zu tun.«

»Haben Sie den Fall übernommen?«

»Nein; aber mein Freund Merivale vom Yard hat mich gebeten, ihn zu überprüfen. Seit ich damals die-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.341
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sen Falschmünzer mit Hilfe der Zink- und Kupfer-Feilspäne in seiner Manschettennaht zur Strecke brachte, hat man die Bedeutung des Mikroskops allmählich begriffen.« Er warf einen ungeduldigen Blick auf seine Uhr. »Ich erwarte eigentlich einen neuen Klienten; er ist überfällig. Übrigens, Watson, Sie verstehen doch etwas von Pferderennen?«

»Das muß ich wohl. Ich gebe fast meine halbe Verwundeten-Rente89 dafür aus.«

»Dann ernenne ich Sie zu meinem Praktischen Turf-Ratgeber‹. Wie steht es mit Sir Robert Norber-ten? Sagt Ihnen der Name etwas?«

»Ja, allerdings. Er lebt in Shoscombe Old Place. 

Ich kenne die Gegend gut; ich habe dort früher meine Sommerferien verbracht. Norberton wäre fast einmal in Ihre Interessensphäre geraten.«

»Wie denn das?«

»Er hat Sam Brewer, den bekannten Geldverleiher aus der Curzon Street, auf der Newmarket-Heath90

mit der Reitpeitsche zusammengeschlagen. Er hat den Mann beinahe umgebracht.«

»Ah, das hört sich interessant an. Gönnt er sich öfter solche Abwechslungen?«

»Nun ja, er gilt als gefährlicher Bursche. Er ist so ziemlich der tollkühnste Reiter Englands – vor ein paar Jahren war er Zweiter im Grand National91. Er zählt zu jenen Männern, die ihre eigentliche Genera-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.342
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tion verpaßt haben. Er hätte ein Haudegen in den Tagen Georgs des Vierten92 sein sollen: Er ist Boxer, Athlet, waghalsiger Wetter auf dem Rennplatz, Liebhaber schöner Damen und steckt, soviel man hört, derartig tief in Schwulitäten, daß er wohl nie wieder herausfindet.«

»Ausgezeichnet, Watson! Eine knappe Skizze. Ich sehe den Mann förmlich vor mir. Könnten Sie mich jetzt noch ein wenig mit Shoscombe Old Place bekannt machen?«

»Es liegt im Zentrum von Shoscombe Park. Das berühmte Gestüt Shoscombe nebst Trainingsgelände befindet sich dort.«

»Und der Cheftrainer«, sagte Holmes, »ist John Mason. Sie brauchen ob meiner Kenntnis nicht überrascht dreinzuschauen, Watson; ich bin gerade dabei, diesen Brief von ihm zu entfalten. Aber erzählen Sie noch ein bißchen mehr über Shoscombe. Ich bin ja anscheinend auf eine reiche Ader gestoßen.«

»Es gibt dort die Shoscombe-Spaniels«, sagte ich. 

»Sie finden sie auf jeder Hundeschau. Die exklusivste Zucht in ganz England. Sie sind der besondere Stolz der Lady von Shoscombe Old Place.«

»Sir Robert Norbertons Frau, nehme ich an.«

»Sir Robert ist unverheiratet. In Anbetracht seiner Aussichten ist das wohl auch ganz gut so. Er lebt mit seiner verwitweten Schwester zusammen, Lady Bea-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.343
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trice Falder.«

»Sie meinen damit, sie lebt bei ihm?«

»Nein, nein. Das Gut gehörte ihrem verstorbenen Mann, Sir James. Norberton hat keinerlei Anspruch darauf. Es handelt sich lediglich um einen Nießbrauch auf Lebenszeit; danach fällt es an den Bruder ihres Gatten zurück. In der Zwischenzeit bezieht sie daraus jährlich ihre Einkünfte.«

»Und Bruder Robert gibt besagte Einkünfte vermutlich wieder aus?«

»Ja, so könnte man es sagen. Er ist ein Teufelsbra-ten und macht ihr das Leben offenbar ganz schön schwer. Andererseits habe ich gehört, daß sie sehr an ihm hängt. Aber was stimmt denn nicht in Shoscombe?«

»Ah, genau das möchte ich auch wissen. Und hier, glaube ich, kommt der Mann, der es uns verraten wird.«

Die Tür war aufgegangen, und der Hausbursche hatte einen hochgewachsenen, glattrasierten Mann hereingeleitet, dem jener entschlossene, strenge Gesichtsausdruck eignete, den man nur bei Leuten findet, die Pferde oder Knaben beaufsichtigen müssen. 

Mr. John Mason hatte von beiden eine ganze Menge unter seinem Zepter, und er machte durchaus den Eindruck, als sei er dieser Aufgabe gewachsen. Mit kühler Gelassenheit verbeugte er sich; dann setzte er sich Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.344
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auf den Stuhl, den Holmes ihm angewiesen hatte. 

»Sie haben meinen Brief bekommen, Mr. Holmes?«

»Ja, aber es geht nichts daraus hervor.«

»Die Geschichte war mir zu heikel, um die Einzelheiten zu Papier zu bringen. Und zu kompliziert. Das geht nur direkt.«

»Bitte, wir stehen zu Ihrer Verfügung.«

»Zunächst einmal, Mr. Holmes: Ich glaube, mein Arbeitgeber, Sir Robert, ist verrückt geworden.«

Holmes hob die Augenbrauen. »Wir sind hier in der Baker Street und nicht in der Harley Street93«, sagte er. »Aber wie kommen Sie darauf?«

»Naja, Sir, wenn einer einmal was Komisches anstellt, oder auch zweimal, dann steckt ja vielleicht noch ein Sinn dahinter; aber wenn alles, was er tut, komisch ist, dann fangt man halt an, sich zu wundern. 

Ich glaube, Shoscombe Prince und das Derby haben ihm das Gehirn verwirrt.«

»Das ist ein dreijähriger Hengst, den Sie laufen lassen wollen?«

»Der beste in England, Mr. Holmes. Wenn das einer wissen muß, dann ich. Also, ich will Klartext mit Ihnen reden, weil ich weiß, daß Sie Gentlemen von Ehre sind und daß kein Wort aus diesem Zimmer hinausdringen wird. Sir Robert muß dieses Derby gewinnen. Er steckt bis über den Hals in Schulden, und Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.345

Shoscombe Old Place

Doyle-WA Bd. 9, 269

das ist seine letzte Chance. Alles, was er noch flüssig machen oder leihen konnte, hat er auf das Pferd gesetzt – und das zu hübschen Quoten! Zur Zeit kriegt man über vierzig für ihn; aber als er angefangen hat, auf ihn zu wetten, stand er noch fast auf hundert.«

»Wie ist denn das möglich, wenn das Pferd so gut ist?«

»Die Öffentlichkeit weiß nicht,  wie  gut es ist. Sir Robert war zu schlau für die Rennspione. Er hat nämlich immer nur den Halbbruder von Prince draußen sehen lassen. Die beiden kann man nicht auseinanderhalten. Aber wenn's zum scharfen Galopp kommt, liegen über die Achtelmeile zwischen ihnen zwei Längen. Sir Robert denkt nur noch an das Pferd und das Rennen. Seine ganze Existenz hängt davon ab. Bis es soweit ist, kann er die Wucherer noch hinhalten. 

Wenn Prince ihn im Stich läßt, ist er erledigt.«

»Das scheint allerdings ein ziemlich verzweifeltes Hasardspiel zu sein – aber wo liegt denn nun die Verrücktheit darin?«

»Naja, zunächst einmal brauchen Sie ihn ja nur anzuschauen. Ich glaube nicht, daß er nachts noch schläft. Rund um die Uhr ist er drunten bei den Ställen. Er hat einen wilden Blick. Das alles war zuviel für seine Nerven. Und dann wäre da noch sein Benehmen gegenüber Lady Beatrice!«

»Ah! Was ist damit?«

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.346

Shoscombe Old Place

Doyle-WA Bd. 9, 269

»Bisher waren sie immer die besten Freunde. Beide hatten sie die gleichen Vorlieben, und sie hat die Pferde genauso gemocht wie er. Jeden Tag zur selben Stunde ist sie runtergefahren, um nach ihnen zu sehen – und den Prince hat sie über alles geliebt. Er hat immer schon die Ohren gespitzt, wenn er die Räder auf dem Kies gehört hat, und jeden Morgen ist er zum Wagen getrabt, um sich sein Stück Zucker zu holen. Aber das ist jetzt alles vorbei.«

»Inwiefern?«

»Tja, sie hat scheint's jedes Interesse an den Pferden verloren. Jetzt fährt sie schon seit einer Woche an den Ställen vorbei und sagt nicht einmal mehr guten Morgen!«

»Sie glauben, es hat Streit gegeben?«

»Ja, und zwar einen ganz erbitterten, wüsten und bösartigen. Warum sollte er sonst ihren Lieblingsspaniel weggeben, den sie geliebt hat, als wäre er ihr Kind? Er hat ihn vor ein paar Tagen zum alten Barnes gebracht, der drei Meilen weg in Crendall den ›Green Dragon‹ betreibt.«

»Das scheint in der Tat merkwürdig.«

»Natürlich, man konnte nicht erwarten, daß sie mit ihrem schwachen Herz und ihrer Wassersucht noch groß mit Sir Robert unter die Leute geht; aber er hat jeden Abend zwei Stunden bei ihr im Zimmer zugebracht. Das war ja auch das mindeste, was er tun Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.347
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konnte; sie war ihm nämlich immer ein sehr guter Freund. Aber auch das ist jetzt alles vorbei. Er läßt sich nicht mehr bei ihr blicken. Und sie nimmt sich die Sache zu Herzen. Sie brütet vor sich hin und ist mürrisch. Und sie trinkt, Mr. Holmes – sie trinkt wie ein Bürstenbinder.«

»Hat sie schon vor dieser Entfremdung getrunken?«

»Naja, sie hat schon mal ein Gläschen zu sich genommen; aber inzwischen kommt sie oft auf eine ganze Flasche am Abend. Das hat mir Stephens, der Butler, erzählt. Alles hat sich geändert, Mr. Holmes, und irgendwas ist verdammt faul daran. Und außerdem noch: Was treibt der Herr nachts an der Gruft bei der alten Kirche? Und wer ist der Mann, mit dem er sich dort trifft?«

Holmes rieb sich die Hände. 

»Fahren Sie fort, Mr. Mason. Ihre Geschichte wird immer interessanter.«

»Der Butler hat ihn nämlich weggehen sehen. Um zwölf Uhr nachts, und es hat in Strömen gegossen. 

Deswegen war ich am nächsten Abend oben am Haus, und tatsächlich – der Herr ging schon wieder los. Stephens und ich sind hinter ihm her, aber das war eine ziemlich zittrige Angelegenheit; es wäre nämlich ganz schön unangenehm für uns geworden, wenn er uns bemerkt hätte. Er kann furchtbar mit den Fäusten auf Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.348
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einen losgehen, wenn er in Fahrt kommt, und läßt sich von niemandem beeindrucken. Deshalb haben wir uns gehütet, ihm zu nahe zu kommen, aber wir haben ihn trotzdem gut im Auge behalten. Er war auf dem Weg zu der Geistergruft, und dort hat schon ein Mann auf ihn gewartet.«

»Was für eine Geistergruft?«

»Naja, Sir, im Park steht eine alte verfallene Kapelle. Sie ist so alt, daß niemand genau sagen kann, wie lange sie schon steht. Und unter ihr befindet sich eine Gruft, die bei uns ziemlich verrufen ist. Schon tags-

über ist der Ort düster, dumpf und einsam; aber nachts brächten wohl nur wenig Leute in unserer Grafschaft den Mut auf, sich ihm zu nähern. Der Herr freilich hat keine Angst. Der hat sich noch nie im Leben vor irgend etwas gefürchtet. Aber was treibt er dort zur Nachtzeit?«

»Einen Augenblick!« sagte Holmes. »Sie sagen, es gibt dort noch einen weiteren Mann. Das ist doch bestimmt jemand von Ihrem Stallpersonal oder sonst irgend jemand aus dem Haus. Sie brauchen den Betreffenden doch nur ausfindig zu machen und zu befragen?«

»Es ist niemand, den ich kenne.«

»Woher wollen Sie das wissen?«

»Ich habe ihn gesehen, Mr. Holmes. Und zwar in dieser zweiten Nacht. Sir Robert ist wieder umgekehrt Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.349
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und ging an uns vorbei – an mir und an Stephens; wir haben im Gebüsch gezittert wie zwei Karnickel, denn in dieser Nacht hat ein bißchen der Mond geschienen. 

Aber den anderen haben wir noch hinten rummachen hören. Und vor dem hatten wir keine Angst. Als Sir Robert fort war, sind wir also raus und haben so getan, als ob wir gerade im Mondschein spazierengin-gen; und dabei sind wir so zufällig und unschuldig wie möglich direkt auf ihn zugeschritten. ›Hallo, Kamerad! Wer sind Sie denn?‹ sag ich. Ich schätze, er hat uns nicht kommen hören; er hat sich nämlich umgedreht, mit einem Gesicht, als hätte er den Teufel aus der Hölle fahren sehen. Dann hat er einen gellenden Schrei losgelassen – und fort ist er geflitzt, so schnell ihm das in der Dunkelheit möglich, war. Der konnte vielleicht rennen, also, das muß man ihm lassen! Im Nu war er außer Sicht- und Hörweite; und wer oder was er war, haben wir nicht feststellen können.«

»Aber Sie haben ihn im Mondlicht deutlich gesehen?«

»Ja, auf sein gelbes Gesicht könnte ich einen Eid ablegen – ein ziemlich schäbiger Kerl, wenn Sie mich fragen. Was kann er nur mit Sir Robert gemein haben?«

Holmes saß eine Zeitlang gedankenverloren da. 

»Wer leistet Lady Beatrice Falder Gesellschaft?«

fragte er schließlich. 
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»Ihre Zofe, Carrie Evans. Sie ist schon fünf Jahre bei ihr.«

»Und ist ihr zweifellos ergeben?«

Mr. Mason rutschte unbehaglich hin und her. 

»Ergeben ist sie schon«, antwortete er endlich. »Ich möchte nur nicht sagen, wem.«

»Aha!« sagte Holmes. 

»Ich kann hier nicht aus der Schule plaudern.«

»Ich verstehe vollkommen, Mr. Mason. Die Situation ist ohnehin schon klar genug. Dr. Watsons Beschreibung von Sir Robert darf ich entnehmen, daß keine Frau vor ihm sicher ist. Meinen Sie nicht, daß hierin die Ursache für den Streit zwischen Bruder und Schwester liegen könnte?«

»Naja, der Skandal ist schon lange ziemlich offenkundig.«

»Aber vielleicht hat sie früher nichts davon bemerkt. Nehmen wir einmal an, daß sie ganz plötzlich dahintergekommen ist. Daraufhin will sie die Frau loswerden. Ihr Bruder läßt dies nicht zu. Die Kranke – mit ihrem schwachen Herzen und ihrem Unvermögen, sich noch groß zu bewegen – kann ihren Willen nicht durchsetzen. Sie bleibt weiterhin an die verhaßte Zofe gebunden. Die Lady weigert sich zu sprechen, schmollt und fangt an zu trinken. Sir Robert nimmt ihr in seinem Arger ihren Lieblingsspaniel weg. Könnte dies nicht alles zusammenhängen?«
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»Naja, vielleicht – bis zu einem gewissen Grad.«

»Genau! Bis zu einem gewissen Grade. Was hätte nämlich all dies mit den nächtlichen Visiten bei der alten Gruft zu tun? Die lassen sich unserem Entwurf wohl nicht einfügen.«

»Nein, Sir; und da gibt's noch etwas, was sich nicht einfügt. Warum will Sir Robert eine Leiche ausgra-ben?«

Holmes richtete sich jählings auf. 

»Wir haben es erst gestern festgestellt – nachdem ich Ihnen schon geschrieben hatte. Gestern ist Sir Robert nach London gefahren, deswegen sind Stephens und ich in die Gruft runtergegangen. Es war dort alles in Ordnung, Sir – außer daß in einer Ecke ein paar Teile von einer menschlichen Leiche lagen.«

»Sie haben doch sicher die Polizei informiert?«

Unser Besucher lächelte grimmig. 

»Tja, Sir, ich glaube, das wird die kaum interessieren. Es waren nämlich nur der Schädel und ein paar Knochen von einer Mumie. Das Ding kann gut und gern tausend Jahre alt sein. Aber früher hat das noch nicht dort gelegen. Das kann ich beschwören, und Stephens auch. Die Teile sind in eine Ecke geräumt und mit einem Brett zugedeckt worden, und diese Ecke war früher immer leer.«

»Was haben Sie damit gemacht?«

»Na, wir haben es einfach dort liegen lassen.«

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.352
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»Das war vernünftig. Sie sagen, Sir Robert war gestern fort. Ist er inzwischen wieder da?«

»Wir erwarten ihn heute zurück.«

»Und wann hat Sir Robert den Hund seiner Schwester weggegeben?«

»Genau heute vor einer Woche. Das Tier hat drau-

ßen vor dem alten Brunnenhaus gejault, und Sir Robert hatte an dem Morgen wieder mal seinen Koller. 

Er hat ihn gepackt, und ich dachte schon, jetzt bringt er ihn um. Aber dann hat er ihn Sandy Bain, dem Jok-key, gegeben und ihm gesagt, er soll den Hund zum alten Barnes im ›Green Dragon‹ bringen, er will ihn nicht mehr sehen.«

Holmes saß eine Zeitlang schweigend da und dachte nach. Er hatte sich die älteste und stinkigste seiner Pfeifen angezündet. 

»Mir ist noch nicht klar, was ich in dieser Angelegenheit für Sie tun soll, Mr. Mason«, sagte er schließ-

lich. »Könnten Sie nicht etwas konkreter werden?«

»Vielleicht macht das hier die Sache etwas konkreter, Mr. Holmes«, sagte unser Besucher. 

Er entnahm seiner Tasche ein Stück Papier, faltete es sorgfältig auseinander und enthüllte ein verkohltes Stück Knochen. 

Holmes untersuchte es interessiert. 

»Wo haben Sie das her?«

»Im Keller, unter dem Zimmer von Lady Beatrice, Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.353
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gibt es einen Zentralheizungsofen. Er war eine Zeitlang nicht in Betrieb; aber Sir Robert hat sich über die Kälte beschwert und hat ihn wieder anmachen lassen. Harvey besorgt das – einer meiner Jungs. Und heute morgen nun kam er mit diesem Ding hier zu mir; er hat es aus der Asche rausragen sehen. Die Sache hat ihm gar nicht gefallen.«

»Mir gefällt sie auch nicht«, sagte Holmes. »Was halten Sie davon, Watson?«

Es war schwarz und verkohlt; doch hinsichtlich seiner anatomischen Zuordnung gab es keinerlei Zweifel. 

»Es handelt sich um den Gelenkhöcker eines menschlichen Oberschenkels«, sagte ich. 

»Ganz recht!« Holmes war inzwischen sehr ernst geworden. »Wann kümmert sich dieser Junge jeweils um den Ofen?«

»Er heizt jeden Abend ein; danach überläßt er ihn sich selbst.«

»Demnach könnte nachtsüber jeder an ihn heran?«

»Ja, Sir.«

»Kommt man von außen in den Heizungskeller?«

»Es gibt eine Außentür. Die andere führt über eine Treppe hinauf zu dem Korridor, wo das Zimmer von Lady Beatrice liegt.«

»Das sind tiefe Wasser, Mr. Mason; tief und ziemlich schmutzig. Sie sagen, Sir Robert war gestern nacht nicht zu Hause?«
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»Nein, Sir.«

»Damit steht fest: Wer immer die Knochen verbrannt hat –  er  war es nicht.«

»Das stimmt, Sir.«

»Wie heißt noch dieser Gasthof, den Sie erwähnt haben?«

»Der ›Green Dragon‹.«

»Gibt es in dieser Gegend von Berkshire gute Fischgründe?«

Die Miene des rechtschaffenen Trainers verriet sehr deutlich, daß er überzeugt war, daß nun noch ein weiterer Verrückter in sein vielgeplagtes Leben getreten sei. 

»Naja, Sir, soviel ich weiß, gibt's im Mühlenbach Forellen und im See beim Gutshaus Hechte.«

»Das läßt sich hören. Watson und ich sind nämlich berühmte Angler – nicht wahr, Watson? Sie erreichen uns fortan im ›Green Dragon.‹ Vermutlich werden wir bereits heute abend eintreffen. Ich brauche wohl nicht zu erwähnen, daß Sie uns dort bitte nicht besuchen wollen, Mr. Mason; aber Sie können uns eine Nachricht zukommen lassen, und falls ich Sie brauche, weiß ich Sie mit Sicherheit zu finden. Sobald wir ein wenig tiefer in die Sache eingedrungen sind, sollen Sie meine wohlerwogene Ansicht dazu erfahren.«

So geschah es, daß Holmes und ich an einem strahlenden Maiabend alleine in einem Erster-Klasse-Ab-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.355
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teil saßen – unterwegs zu der kleinen Bedarfshalte-stelle von Shoscombe. Das Gepäcknetz über uns barg ein gewaltiges Durcheinander von Ruten, Rollen und Körben. Als wir unseren Bestimmungsort erreicht hatten, brachte uns eine kurze Fahrt zu einem altmodischen Gasthof, wo ein dem Angelsport zugetaner Wirt, Josiah Barnes, an unserem Plan, die Fische in der Umgebung auszurotten, begierigen Anteil nahm. 

»Wie sieht's denn mit dem See beim Gutshaus aus? 

Besteht die Chance, dort einen Hecht zu fangen?«

fragte Holmes. 

Das Gesicht des Wirtes bewölkte sich. 

»Das wird wohl nicht angehen, Sir. Da ham Sie eher die Chance, selber im Wasser zu liegen, bevor einer anbeißt.«

»Wieso das denn?«

»Wegen Sir Robert, Sir. Er ist schrecklich mißtrauisch wegen der Rennspione. Und wenn sich zwei Fremdlinge wie Sie so nah ans Trainingsgelände ran-trauen, dann wird er hinter Ihnen her sein, so sicher wie das Amen in der Kirche. Der geht nämlich kein Risiko ein, Sir Robert bestimmt nicht.«

»Ich habe gehört, er hat ein Pferd für das Derby genannt.«

»Ja, und ein einwandfreier Dreijähriger ist das! Der trägt unser ganzes Geld mit ins Rennen, und das von Sir Robert obendrein. Übrigens« – er bedachte uns Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.356
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mit einem nachdenklichen Blick –, »Sie haben doch nichts mit Pferden im Sinn?«

»Aber nein. Wir sind nur zwei müde Londoner, die dringend ein bißchen gute Berkshire-Luft brauchen.«

»Na, da sind Sie hier richtig. Davon liegt bei uns eine ganze Menge herum. Aber denken Sie dran, was ich Ihnen über Sir Robert gesagt hab! Er gehört zu denen, die gleich zuschlagen und erst hinterher reden. 

Bleiben Sie weg vom Park.«

»Aber ja, Mr. Barnes. Ganz bestimmt. Nebenbei bemerkt, das ist ja ein wunderschöner Spaniel, der da draußen im Flur gewinselt hat.«

»Das will ich meinen! Der ist echte Shoscombe-Zucht. Es gibt keine bessere in England.«

»Ich bin ebenfalls Hundeliebhaber«, sagte Holmes. 

»Darf man fragen, was so ein preisgekrönter Hund denn kosten würde?«

»Mehr als ich bezahlen könnte, Sir. Den hier hat mir Sir Robert bringen lassen. Deswegen muß ich ihn auch an der Leine halten. Der war im Nu ab in Richtung Gutshaus, wenn ich ihm seinen Willen ließe.«

»Allmählich bekommen wir ein paar Trümpfe in die Hand, Watson«, sagte Holmes, nachdem uns der Wirt alleine gelassen hatte. »Es ist zwar keine leichte Partie; aber in ein oder zwei Tagen sehen wir vermutlich schon weiter. Übrigens hält sich Sir Robert immer noch in London auf, wie ich höre. Also könn-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.357
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ten wir heute abend vielleicht die geheiligte Domäne ohne Furcht vor Gewalttätigkeiten betreten. Es gibt noch ein paar Punkte, über die ich mir Gewißheit verschaffen möchte.«

»Haben Sie schon irgendeine Theorie, Holmes?«

»Nur die, Watson, daß vor ungefähr einer Woche etwas passiert ist, was einen tiefen Einschnitt in das Leben der Bewohner von Shoscombe Old Place bedeutet hat. Was mag dieses ›etwas‹ sein? Wir können darüber nur Mutmaßungen anstellen aufgrund seiner Auswirkungen. Und diese Auswirkungen scheinen sonderbar bunt gemischt. Das allerdings wird uns mit Sicherheit weiterhelfen, denn nur farb- und ereignislo-se Fälle sind hoffnungslos. 

Betrachten wir doch einmal, was vorliegt. Der Bruder stattet der geliebten kranken Schwester keine Besuche mehr ab. Er gibt ihren Lieblingshund weg. 

Ihren Hund, Watson! Gibt Ihnen das nicht zu denken?«

»Bloß, daß der Bruder gemein ist.«

»Tja, vielleicht haben Sie recht. Andererseits –

nun, da wäre noch eine Alternative. Doch setzen wir zunächst unsere Überprüfung der Sachlage fort, und zwar von dem Zeitpunkt an, da der Streit – wenn es denn einen gibt – begonnen hat. Die Lady bleibt also in ihrem Zimmer, ändert ihre Gewohnheiten, läßt sich nicht blicken – außer wenn sie mit ihrer Zofe aus-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.358
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fährt –, will nicht mehr bei den Ställen anhalten, um ihr Lieblingspferd zu begrüßen, und verlegt sich offensichtlich aufs Trinken. Damit wäre der Fall doch hinreichend skizziert, nicht wahr?«

»Bis auf die Sache in der Gruft.«

»Die gehört zu einer anderen Gedankenkette. Es gibt nämlich zwei davon, und ich bitte Sie, die beiden nicht durcheinanderzubringen. Kette A – sie betrifft Lady Beatrice – hat irgendwie etwas Unheilvolles an sich, finden Sie nicht?«

»Ich weiß nichts damit anzufangen.«

»Na, dann nehmen wir uns einmal Kette B vor –

sie betrifft Sir Robert. Er ist wahnsinnig scharf darauf, das Derby zu gewinnen. Er befindet sich in den Händen von Wucherern und kann jeden Moment ge-pfändet werden, wobei sich die Gläubiger den Renn-stall schnappen würden. Er ist ein unerschrockener und zu allem bereiter Mann. Seine Einkünfte bezieht er von seiner Schwester. Deren Zofe ist sein gefügiges Werkzeug. Soweit scheinen wir uns noch auf leidlich sicherem Boden zu bewegen, nicht wahr?«

»Und die Gruft?«

»Ah ja, die Gruft! Nehmen wir einmal an – es ist bloß eine skandalöse Annahme, eine überlegungshal-ber aufgestellte Hypothese –, daß Sir Robert seine Schwester umgebracht hat.«

»Mein lieber Holmes, das ist ausgeschlossen.«
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»Wahrscheinlich ja, Watson. Sir Robert stammt aus einer angesehenen Familie; doch gelegentlich findet sich unter den Adlern eben auch einmal ein Aas-geier. Lassen Sie uns die Sache einen Moment unter dieser Voraussetzung erörtern. Er kann also nicht außer Landes fliehen, ehe er zu Geld gekommen ist, und zu diesem Geld kommt er nur, wenn ihm dieser Coup mit Shoscombe Prince gelingt. Daher muß er seine Stellung hier halten. Zu diesem Zweck allerdings muß er sich der Leiche seines Opfers entledigen und gleichzeitig eine Ersatzperson finden, die die Rolle seiner Schwester übernimmt. Mit der Zofe als seiner Vertrauten ist das nicht unmöglich. Die Leiche der Frau kann man in die Gruft schaffen – einen Ort, der nur selten aufgesucht wird – und nachts heimlich im Ofen verbrennen, wobei lediglich das uns bereits bekannte Beweismaterial übrigbleibt. Was sagen Sie dazu, Watson?«

»Naja, solange man die zugrundeliegende monströse Voraussetzung zuläßt, ist es durchaus möglich.«

»Ich glaube, morgen stellen wir ein kleines Experiment an, Watson, um ein bißchen Licht in die Sache zu bringen. Unterdessen schlage ich vor, daß wir unseren Gastgeber – sofern wir unsere Rollen aufrechterhalten wollen – auf ein Glas von seinem Wein hereinbitten und ein wenig höhere Konversation über Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.360
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Aale und Weißfische treiben, denn das ist offenbar der direkteste Weg, um ihn in Stimmung zu bringen. 

Mag sein, daß wir im Verlauf dieser Unterhaltung zu-fällig noch etwas Brauchbares an örtlichem Klatsch erfahren.«

Am nächsten Morgen stellte Holmes fest, daß wir den Löffelköder für die Hechte vergessen hatten, was uns für diesen Tag vom Angeln entband. Gegen elf Uhr brachen wir zu einem Spaziergang auf, und mein Freund erhielt die Erlaubnis, den schwarzen Spaniel mitzunehmen. 

»Hier ist das Gut«, sagte er, als wir an zwei hohe Parkgatter gelangten, die von einem Greif-Wappen überragt wurden. »Wie mir Mr. Barnes mitteilte, macht die Lady um die Mittagszeit eine Ausfahrt; und während die Gatter geöffnet werden, muß der Wagen seine Geschwindigkeit drosseln. Sobald er hindurch-rollt und ehe er wieder an Fahrt gewinnt, brauche ich Sie, Watson: Sie müssen dann nämlich den Kutscher mit irgendeiner Frage aufhalten. Auf mich achten Sie dabei bitte nicht. Ich werde hinter dieser Stechpalme stehen und beobachten, was es zu beobachten gibt.«

Es war keine lange Wache. Binnen einer Viertelstunde sahen wir die große offene gelbe Kalesche, gezogen von zwei herrlichen, stolzen grauen Kutsch-pferden, die lange Auffahrt herabrollen. Holmes duck-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.361
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te sich mit dem Hund hinter seinen Strauch. Ich stand auf der Landstraße, unbeteiligt einen Spazierstock schwingend. Ein Pförtner eilte heraus, und das Tor schwang auf. 

Der Wagen hatte seine Fahrt auf Schrittempo verlangsamt, und ich konnte mir seine Insassen genau betrachten. Links saß eine stark geschminkte junge Frau mit flachsfarbenem Haar und frechem Blick. Zu ihrer Rechten befand sich eine ältere Person mit ge-krümmtem Rücken und einem Wirrwarr von Schals um Gesicht und Schultern, was darauf hinwies, daß es sich um die Kranke handelte. Als die Pferde die Chaussee erreichten, hob ich mit einer entschiedenen Gebärde die Hand; und als der Kutscher anhielt, fragte ich, ob Sir Robert zu Hause sei. 

Im gleichen Augenblick trat Holmes vor und machte den Spaniel los. Mit freudigem Gebell stürmte der Hund auf den Wagen zu und sprang auf das Trittbrett. 

Doch gleich darauf verwandelte sich seine eifrige Be-grüßung in rasende Wut, und er schnappte nach dem schwarzen Rock über ihm. 

»Vorwärts! Fahren Sie weiter!« kreischte eine rauhe Stimme. Der Kutscher gab den Pferden die Peitsche, und wir standen wieder alleine auf der Landstra-

ße. 

»So, Watson, das hätten wir«, sagte Holmes, als er die Leine am Halsband des aufgeregten Spaniels befe-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.362
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stigte. »Er dachte, es sei seine Herrin, und stellte fest, daß es ein Fremder war. Hunde machen keine Fehler.«

»Aber das war doch die Stimme eines Mannes!«

rief ich. 

»Ganz recht! Wir haben unserem Blatt soeben einen weiteren Trumpf hinzugefügt, Watson; gleichwohl müssen wir noch vorsichtig spielen.«

Mein Gefährte schien für diesen Tag keine weiteren Pläne mehr zu haben, und so machten wir doch noch von unserem Angelgerät im Mühlenbach Gebrauch –

mit dem Ergebnis, daß es zum Abendessen ein Forel-lengericht gab. Erst nach dieser Mahlzeit zeigte Holmes sich wieder unternehmungslustig. Abermals befanden wir uns – wie schon am Vormittag – auf der Straße, die zum Parkgatter führte. Dort erwartete uns bereits eine hochgewachsene, dunkle Gestalt, die sich als unser Londoner Bekannter entpuppte: Mr. John Mason, der Trainer. 

»Guten Abend, Gentlemen«, sagte er. »Ich habe Ihre Nachricht bekommen, Mr. Holmes. Sir Robert ist noch nicht zurück; aber soviel ich weiß, wird er heute abend erwartet.«

»Wie weit liegt diese Gruft vom Haus entfernt?«

fragte Holmes. 

»Eine gute Viertelmeile.«

»Ich glaube, dann brauchen wir uns überhaupt Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.363
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nicht um ihn zu kümmern.«

»Das kann ich mir nicht erlauben, Mr. Holmes. Sobald er ankommt, wird er mich nämlich gleich sehen und wissen wollen, was es Neues von Shoscombe Prince gibt.«

»Ich verstehe. In diesem Fall müssen wir ohne Sie weiterarbeiten, Mr. Mason. Vielleicht führen Sie uns noch zu der Gruft; danach können Sie uns allein lassen.«

Es war stockfinster, und kein Mond schien; Mason geleitete uns über die Wiesen, bis sich ein dunkler Klotz vor uns erhob: die alte Kapelle. Wir traten durch den zerfallenen Eingang, und unser Führer bahnte sich – über Haufen losen Mauerwerks stol-pernd – einen Weg zu der Ecke des Gebäudes, wo eine steile Treppe hinunter zur Gruft führte. Dann riß er ein Streichholz an und beleuchtete die melancholische Stätte – sie war schauerlich und übelriechend; das alte zerbröckelnde Gemäuer bestand aus roh behauenen Steinen, und auf einer Seite stapelten sich Särge, teils aus Blei teils aus Stein; sie reichten bis zum Kreuzgewölbe hinauf, das sich in den Schatten über unseren Häuptern verlor. Holmes hatte inzwischen seine Laterne entzündet; sie fraß einen schmalen Tunnel hellen gelben Lichtes in das traurige Dunkel. Ihre Strahlen wurden von den Sargdeckeln reflek-tiert; viele davon waren mit Greif und Krone ver-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.364
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ziert – die alte Familie trug ihre Ehrenzeichen bis an die Pforte des Todes. 

»Sie sprachen von einigen Knochen, Mr. Mason. 

Könnten Sie uns die noch zeigen, bevor Sie gehen?«

»Sie liegen hier in dieser Ecke.« Der Trainer schritt hinüber und blieb, als unser Licht auf die Stelle fiel, in sprachlosem Erstaunen stehen. »Sie sind fort«, sagte er. 

»Das habe ich mir gedacht«, sagte Holmes kichernd. »Ich nehme an, ihre Asche befindet sich eben jetzt in jenem Ofen, der bereits einen Teil vernichtet hat.«

»Aber warum in aller Welt sollte jemand die Knochen von einem Menschen verbrennen wollen, der schon seit tausend Jahren tot ist?« fragte John Mason. 

»Um das herauszufinden sind wir hier«, sagte Holmes. »Die Untersuchung kann allerdings eine Weile dauern, und wir wollen Sie nicht aufhalten. Ich denke, wir werden noch vor morgen früh zu unserer Lösung kommen.«

Als John Mason uns alleine gelassen hatte, machte sich Holmes an die Arbeit und unterzog die Gräber einer äußerst gründlichen Untersuchung. Ein sehr altes, offenbar angelsächsisches Grabmal in der Mitte bildete den Ausgangspunkt; dann ging es über eine lange Reihe normannischer Hugos und Odos weiter, bis wir zu den Gräbern von Sir William und Sir Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.365
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Denis Falder aus dem achtzehnten Jahrhundert gelangten. Erst nach über einer Stunde stieß Holmes auf einen Bleisarg, der hochkant vor dem Eingang zur Gruft stand. Ich vernahm seinen leisen Ausruf der Genugtuung und entnahm seinen hastigen, doch entschlossenen Bewegungen, daß er ein Ziel erreicht hatte. Eifrig untersuchte er mit der Lupe die Kanten des schweren Deckels. Dann zog er ein kurzes Brecheisen aus der Tasche, das er in einen Spalt trieb; schließlich hebelte er die gesamte Frontseite zurück, die lediglich an zwei Scharnieren befestigt zu sein schien. Knirschend, dann berstend gab der Deckel nach, doch kaum war er weggerutscht und hatte das Innere des Sargs teilweise enthüllt, als wir durch ein unvorhergesehenes Ereignis unterbrochen wurden. 

Irgend jemand ging oben durch die Kapelle. Es war der feste, rasche Schritt eines Menschen, der mit einer bestimmten Absicht gekommen und dem der Boden, auf dem er ging, wohlvertraut war. Ein Licht flutete die Treppe hinab; und einen Augenblick später um-rahmte der gotische Torbogen den Mann, der es trug. 

Er war eine furchteinflößende Erscheinung, von riesi-gem Wuchs und wildem Gebaren. Eine große Stalla-terne, die er vor sich hielt, beleuchtete ein energisches Gesicht mit mächtigem Schnauzbart und zornigen Augen, die in jeden Winkel der Gruft spähten und sich schließlich mit mörderischem Blick auf meinen Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.366
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Gefährten und mich hefteten. 

»Wer zum Teufel sind Sie?« donnerte er. »Und was machen Sie auf meinem Grund und Boden?« Als Holmes keine Antwort gab, trat er ein paar Schritte vor und erhob einen schweren Stock, den er bei sich führ-te. »Können Sie nicht hören?« rief er. »Wer sind Sie? 

Was machen Sie hier?« Sein Knüttel zuckte hin und her. 

Doch anstatt zurückzuweichen, ging Holmes auf den Mann zu. 

»Auch ich habe eine Frage an Sie, Sir Robert«, sagte er in seinem strengsten Ton. »Wer ist das? Und was hat das hier zu suchen?«

Er drehte sich um und riß den Sargdeckel hinter sich weg. Im Laternenschein sah ich eine Leiche, die von Kopf bis Fuß in ein Laken gewickelt war. An einem Ende lugten grausige, hexenartige Züge hervor, die fast nur noch aus Nase und Kinn bestanden; trübe, glasige Augen starrten aus dem entfärbten und verrunzelten Gesicht. 

Der Baronet war mit einem Schrei zurückgetaumelt und stützte sich auf einen steinernen Sarkophag. 

»Woher haben Sie davon gewußt?« rief er. Und dann, wieder in seinen herausfordernden Ton verfal-lend: »Was geht Sie das überhaupt an?«

»Mein Name ist Sherlock Holmes«, sagte mein Ge-fährte. »Möglicherweise ist er Ihnen bekannt. Jeden-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.367
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falls gibt es etwas, was mich so viel angeht wie jeden anderen guten Bürger: die Aufrechterhaltung des Gesetzes. Mir scheint, Sie haben sich für einiges zu verantworten.«

Sir Robert starrte einen Augenblick wütend vor sich hin; doch Holmes' ruhige Stimme und sein kühles, selbstsicheres Auftreten verfehlten nicht ihre Wirkung. 

»Bei Gott, Mr. Holmes, es ist alles in Ordnung«, sagte er. »Der Schein spricht gegen mich, das muß ich zugeben; aber ich konnte nicht anders handeln.«

»Es würde mich freuen, Ihnen beipflichten zu können; doch ich furchte, Ihre Erklärungen müssen Sie der Polizei abgeben.«

Sir Robert zückte mit den breiten Schultern. 

»Na schön; was sein muß, muß sein. Kommen Sie mit ins Haus; dann können Sie sich über all das selbst ein Urteil bilden.«

Eine Viertelstunde später befanden wir uns in einem Raum, bei dem es sich (wie ich aus den hinter Glas befindlichen Reihen polierter Gewehrläufe schloß) um die Waffenkammer des alten Hauses handeln mußte. 

Der Raum war behaglich möbliert, und hier ließ uns Sir Robert ein paar Augenblicke allein. Als er zurückkehrte, hatte er zwei Begleiter bei sich: die bunt geschminkte junge Frau, die wir bereits in der Kutsche Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.368
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gesehen hatten, sowie einen kleinen rattengesichtigen Mann mit unangenehm verstohlenem Blick. Allem Anschein nach waren die beiden äußerst verwirrt –

was zeigte, daß der Baronet noch keine Zeit gefunden hatte, ihnen zu erklären, welche Wendung die Ereignisse inzwischen genommen hatten. 

»Das hier«, sagte Sir Robert mit einer Handbewegung, »sind Mr. und Mrs. Norlett. Mrs. Norlett ist unter ihrem Mädchennamen Evans seit einigen Jahren die vertraute Zofe meiner Schwester. Ich habe die beiden mitgebracht, weil ich es für das beste halte, Ihnen die Situation wahrheitsgetreu zu erklären – und diese zwei sind die einzigen Menschen auf Erden, die meine Aussage bestätigen können.«

»Muß das denn sein, Sir Robert? Haben Sie bedacht, was Sie da tun?« rief die Frau. 

»Was mich betrifft – ich lehne jede Verantwortung vollkommen ab«, sagte der Ehemann. 

Sir Robert bedachte ihn mit einem verächtlichen Blick. »Ich übernehme die Verantwortung ganz allein«, sagte er. »Alsdann, Mr. Holmes, hören Sie sich eine offene Darlegung des Sachverhalts an. 

Offenbar haben Sie sich schon ziemlich eingehend mit meinen Angelegenheiten befaßt, sonst hätte ich Sie wohl nicht gefunden, wo ich Sie gefunden habe. 

Daher werden Sie höchstwahrscheinlich auch schon wissen, daß ich für das Derby einen Außenseiter ge-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.369
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nannt habe und daß alles von meinem Erfolg abhängt. 

Wenn ich gewinne, ist alles in Butter. Wenn ich verliere – also, daran wage ich gar nicht zu denken!«

»Die Situation ist mir bekannt«, sagte Holmes. 

»Außerdem bin ich in jeder Hinsicht von meiner Schwester, Lady Beatrice, abhängig. Aber wie allgemein bekannt, erlischt der Nießbrauch des Gutes mit ihrem Tode. Und ich, ich befinde mich bis über den Hals in den Händen von Wucherern. Ich bin mir seit jeher darüber im klaren, daß meine Gläubiger wie ein Geierschwarm über mein Gut herfallen würden, wenn meine Schwester sterben sollte. Alles würden sie an sich reißen: meine Ställe, meine Pferde – alles. Tja, Mr. Holmes, genau vor einer Woche  ist  meine Schwester gestorben.«

»Und Sie haben es niemandem erzählt!«

»Was hätte ich denn tun sollen? Ich stand doch vor dem völligen Ruin. Konnte ich die Sache drei Wochen hinausschieben, würde alles gutgehen. Der Mann ihrer Zofe – dieser Herr hier – ist Schauspieler. 

Wir, das heißt, ich kam auf die Idee, daß er für diese kurze Zeitspanne die Rolle meiner Schwester übernehmen könnte. Es ging ja nur darum, sich täglich in der Kutsche zu zeigen, denn außer der Zofe durfte niemand ihr Zimmer betreten. Das Ganze ließ sich leicht bewerkstelligen. Meine Schwester starb übrigens an Wassersucht; daran hatte sie schon seit langem gelit-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.370
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ten.«

»Das zu entscheiden, wird Sache eines Coroners94

sein.«

»Ihr Arzt könnte bestätigen, daß ihre Symptome bereits seit Monaten ein solches Ende befürchten lie-

ßen.«

»Nun gut, was haben Sie also getan?«

»Die Leiche durfte dort nicht bleiben. In der ersten Nacht haben Norlett und ich sie zum alten Brunnenhaus gebracht; es wird heute nicht mehr benutzt. 

Dabei wurden wir allerdings verfolgt von ihrem Lieblingsspaniel; er kläffte unaufhörlich an der Tür, daher mußte ich einen sichereren Ort ausfindig machen. Ich schaffte mir den Spaniel vom Hals; dann brachten wir den Leichnam in die Gruft. Daran war nichts Unwürdiges oder Unehrerbietiges, Mr. Holmes. Ich habe nicht das Gefühl, die Tote unrecht behandelt zu haben.«

»Ihr Verhalten erscheint mir unverzeihlich, Sir Robert.«

Der Baronet schüttelte unwillig den Kopf. »Sie haben leicht predigen«, sagte er. »Wenn Sie in meiner Lage wären, sähen Sie die Dinge vielleicht anders. 

Niemand kann tatenlos mit ansehen, wie all seine Hoffnungen und seine Pläne zerschlagen werden. Mir schien das keine unwürdige Ruhestätte zu sein, sie vorläufig in einem der Särge unterzubringen, in denen Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.371
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die Vorfahren ihres Mannes ruhen – und das noch in geweihter Erde. Wir öffneten einen dieser Särge, räumten ihn aus und stellten sie so, wie Sie sie gesehen haben, hinein. Was die herausgenommenen alten Gebeine betraf, die konnten wir natürlich nicht auf dem Boden der Gruft herumliegen lassen. Norlett und ich haben sie beseitigt; er ist nachts hinuntergegangen und hat sie im Zentralheizungsofen verbrannt. Da hätten Sie also meine Geschichte, Mr. Holmes; obwohl mir nicht klar ist, wie Sie mich dazu gebracht haben, sie Ihnen zu erzählen.«

Holmes saß eine Zeitlang gedankenverloren da. 

»Ihre Geschichte hat einen einzigen Makel, Sir Robert«, sagte er schließlich. »Ihre Rennwetten – und damit Ihre Zukunftshoffnungen – bleiben doch auch dann noch gültig, wenn die Gläubiger Ihren Besitz pfänden.«. 

»Das Pferd ist Teil des Besitzes. Was kümmern die sich schon um meine Wetten? Wahrscheinlich würden sie den Hengst gar nicht laufen lassen. Mein Haupt-gläubiger ist unglücklicherweise mein erbittertster Feind: Sam Brewer – ein erbärmlicher Lump, den ich einmal auf der Newmarket-Heath mit der Reitpeitsche verprügeln mußte. Glauben Sie etwa, der würde versuchen, mich zu retten?«

»Tja, Sir Robert«, sagte Holmes, indem er sich erhob, »diese Angelegenheit muß natürlich der Polizei Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.372
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überantwortet werden. Es war meine Pflicht, die Tatsachen ans Licht zu bringen, und dabei muß ich es belassen. Was die moralische Seite oder die Schicklichkeit Ihres Verhaltens angeht, so kommt es mir nicht zu, darüber eine Meinung zu äußern. Es ist schon fast Mitternacht, Watson, und ich glaube, wir machen uns wieder auf den Weg zu unserer bescheidenen Herberge.«

Heute ist allgemein bekannt, daß diese ungewöhnliche Episode einen glücklicheren Ausgang nahm, als Sir Roberts Aktionen es verdient hätten. Shoscombe Prince gewann das Derby, der risikofreudige Eigentü-

mer strich achtzigtausend Pfund aus den Wetten ein, und die Gläubiger hielten still, bis das Rennen vor-

über war; danach wurden sie voll ausbezahlt, und für Sir Robert blieb genügend übrig, um sich wieder eine angemessene Existenz aufzubauen. Sowohl Polizei als auch Coroner gelangten zu einer nachsichtigen Beurteilung der Tat; und abgesehen von einem milden Verweis für die verspätete Meldung des Hinscheidens der Lady ging der glückliche Besitzer unversehrt aus dieser seltsamen Begebenheit hervor, und nachdem er die Schatten hinter sich gelassen hat, verspricht seine Laufbahn in einem ehrenvollen Lebensabend zu enden. 
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Der Farbenhändler im Ruhestand

Sherlock Holmes befand sich an diesem Morgen in melancholischer und philosophischer Stimmung. 

Seine alerte, praktisch veranlagte Natur unterlag zuzeiten solchen Reaktionen. 

»Haben Sie ihn gesehen?« fragte er. 

»Sie meinen den alten Knaben, der eben hinausgegangen ist?«

»Genau.«

»Ja, ich bin ihm an der Tür begegnet.«

»Was halten Sie von ihm?«

»Eine jämmerliche, hoffnungslose, gebrochene Kreatur.«

»Ganz recht, Watson. Jämmerlich und hoffnungslos. Aber ist nicht das ganze Leben jämmerlich und hoffnungslos? Ist nicht die Geschichte dieses Mannes ein Mikrokosmos des Ganzen? Wir streben nach etwas. Wir greifen zu. Und was bleibt uns zuletzt in den Händen? Ein Schatten. Oder Schlimmeres noch als ein Schatten – Elend.«

»Ist er einer Ihrer Klienten?«

»Nun ja, ich glaube, so darf ich ihn nennen. Er wurde vom Yard an mich weitergeleitet. So wie Ärzte ihre unheilbar Kranken gelegentlich an Quacksalber überweisen mit der Begründung, sie selbst könnten Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.374
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nichts mehr ausrichten und daß, was immer geschehe, der Zustand des Patienten nicht schlimmer werden könne, als er ohnehin schon sei.«

»Worum geht es denn?«

Holmes nahm eine ziemlich schmutzige Visitenkarte vom Tisch. »Josiah Amberley. Er sagt, er sei Juniorpartner von Brickfall & Amberley gewesen, einer Firma, die Zubehör für bildende Künstler herstellt. 

Man findet ihre Namen zum Beispiel auf Farbkästen. 

Er machte ein kleines Vermögen, zog sich mit einundsechzig vom Geschäft zurück, kaufte in Lewisham95

ein Haus und setzte sich nach einem Leben pausenlo-ser Plackerei zur Ruhe. Man sollte annehmen, seine Zukunft sei leidlich gesichert.«

»Ja, allerdings.«

Holmes überflog einige Notizen, die er auf die Rückseite eines Umschlags gekritzelt hatte. 

»1896 in den Ruhestand getreten, Watson. Anfang 1897 heiratete er eine zwanzig Jahre jüngere Frau –

eine gutaussehende Frau übrigens, falls die Photographie nicht schmeichelt. Wohlhabenheit, eine Gemahlin, Muße – eine gerade Straße schien vor ihm zu liegen. Und doch ist er, wie Sie gesehen haben, so gebrochen und armselig wie nur irgendeine Kreatur, die unter der Sonne kreucht.«

»Aber was ist denn geschehen?«

»Die alte Geschichte, Watson. Ein treuloser Freund Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.375
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und ein wankelmütiges Eheweib. Wie es scheint, hat Amberley ein großes Steckenpferd, und das ist Schach. Nicht weit von ihm in Lewisham wohnt ein junger Arzt, der ebenfalls Schach spielt. Ich habe seinen Namen als Dr. Ray Ernest notiert. Ernest kam häufig zu Besuch; und daß sich daraus eine enge Beziehung zwischen ihm und Mrs. Amberley ergab, war eine natürliche Folge, denn Sie müssen zugeben, daß unser unglücklicher Klient über nur wenig äußere Reize verfügt – ganz gleich, wie es um seine inneren Vorzüge bestellt sein mag. Das Pärchen hat sich letzte Woche abgesetzt – Reiseziel unbekannt. Und obendrein hat die treulose Gemahlin als persönliches Ge-päck noch den Dokumentenbehälter des alten Mannes mitgehen lassen; ein Großteil seiner Ersparnisse befindet sich darin. Können wir die Lady ausfindig machen? Können wir das Geld retten? Ein alltägliches Problem, soweit es sich bis jetzt darstellt; für Josiah Amberley ist es jedoch lebenswichtig.«

»Und was werden Sie unternehmen?«

»Tja, die vordringliche Frage, mein lieber Watson, lautet eigentlich: Was werden  Sie  unternehmen? –

falls Sie die Güte haben wollen, für mich einzusprin-gen. Wie Sie wissen, bin ich noch mit diesem Fall der beiden koptischen Patriarchen beschäftigt; er kommt vermutlich heute zur Entscheidung. Ich habe also wirklich keine Zeit, nach Lewisham hinauszufahren; Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.376
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gleichwohl ist eine Beweisaufnahme an Ort und Stelle besonders wertvoll. Der alte Knabe bestand hartnäk-kig darauf, daß ich zu ihm hinausfahre; aber ich habe ihm meine schwierige Situation erläutert. Er ist bereit, einen Stellvertreter zu empfangen.«

»Aber natürlich übernehme ich das«, antwortete ich. »Ich glaube zwar nicht, daß ich viel ausrichten kann, aber ich werde mein Bestes tun.« Und so geschah es, daß ich an einem Sommernachmittag nach Lewisham aufbrach; ich hätte mir nie träumen lassen, daß die Sache, auf die ich mich da einließ, binnen einer Woche in ganz England Gegenstand eifriger De-batten sein würde. 

Es war spät an jenem Abend, als ich zur Baker Street zurückkehrte und über meine Mission Bericht erstattete. Holmes lag, die hagere Gestalt ausgestreckt, in seinem tiefen Sessel; aus seiner Pfeife kräuselten sich langsam Wölkchen beißenden Tabakrauches, dieweil seine Lider so träge über den Augen hingen, daß es fast so aussah, als schliefe er; doch bei jedem Innehalten und an jeder zweifelhaften Stelle meines Berichtes hoben sie sich halb, und zwei graue Augen, funkelnd und scharf wie Rapiere, durchbohrten mich mit ihrem forschenden Blick. 

»Das Haus von Mr. Josiah Amberley heißt  The Haven«, erklärte ich. »Ich glaube, das wird Sie inter-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.377
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essieren, Holmes. Es wirkt wie ein heruntergekommener Patrizier, der sich aus Geldmangel in den niederen Schichten aufhält. Sie kennen ja dieses Viertel, die monotonen Backsteinzeilen, die ermüdenden Vor-stadtchausseen. Genau mittendrin, eine kleine Insel ehrwürdiger Kultur und Behaglichkeit, liegt dieses alte Haus, umgeben von einer hohen sonnenverdorr-ten, flechtenbunten und moosbedeckten Mauer, einer Mauer von der Art ...«

»Schenken Sie sich die Poesie, Watson«, sagte Holmes streng. »Ich nehme zur Kenntnis, daß es sich um eine hohe Backsteinmauer handelt.«

»Genau. Wahrscheinlich hätte ich  The Haven  gar nicht gefunden, wenn ich nicht einen Mann gefragt hätte, der rauchend auf der Straße herumstand. Ich er-wähne ihn nicht ohne Grund. Er war hochgewachsen, dunkelhaarig, hatte einen dicken Schnauzbart und wirkte ziemlich militärisch. Als Antwort auf meine Erkundigung nickte er mit dem Kopf und bedachte mich mit einem sonderbar fragenden Blick, an den ich mich etwas später wieder erinnern sollte. 

Ich hatte kaum den Torweg betreten, als ich Mr. 

Amberley auch schon die Auffahrt herunterkommen sah. Heute früh hatte ich ihn ja nur ganz flüchtig zu Gesicht bekommen, und schon da machte er auf mich den Eindruck eines sonderbaren Menschen; aber als ich ihn nun im vollen Tageslicht erblickte, wirkte er Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.378
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sogar noch ungewöhnlicher.«

»Ich habe sein Äußeres natürlich eingehend studiert; trotzdem würde mich Ihr Eindruck interessieren«, sagte Holmes. 

»Er kam mir vor wie ein von Sorgen buchstäblich gebeugter Mann. Sein Rücken ist gekrümmt, als ob er eine schwere Last trage. Dennoch ist er kein Schwächling, wie ich zunächst gedacht hatte; Schultern und Brustkasten sind nämlich gebaut wie die eines Riesen, obwohl seine Figur sich nach unten hin in ein Paar spindeldürrer Beine verjüngt.«

»Der linke Schuh mit Falten, der rechte glatt.«

»Das habe ich nicht bemerkt.«

»Das sieht Ihnen ähnlich. Mir ist sein künstliches Bein nicht entgangen. Aber fahren Sie fort.«

»Mir fielen die grauen Locken auf, die sich unter seinem alten Strohhut hervorschlängelten, und sein wilder, verbissener Gesichtsausdruck und die tief zer-furchten Züge.«

»Sehr gut, Watson. Und was hat er gesagt?«

»Er fing an, seine Leidensgeschichte hervorzuspru-deln. Wir gingen zusammen die Auffahrt hinauf, und ich habe mich natürlich gründlich umgeschaut. Noch nie habe ich ein so schlecht gepflegtes Anwesen gesehen. Der Garten ist völlig heruntergekommen und machte auf mich den Eindruck wilder Verwahrlo-sung – keinem Kunstwillen gehorchten die Pflanzen, Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.379
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sondern dem Willen der Natur. Wie eine anständige Frau sowas zulassen konnte, ist mir schleierhaft. 

Auch das Haus befindet sich in einem äußerst schlampigen Zustand. Aber der arme Kerl scheint sich dessen bewußt zu sein und versucht offenbar, die Mängel zu beheben; in der Mitte der Eingangshalle stand nämlich ein großer Topf mit grüner Farbe, und er hielt noch einen dicken Pinsel in der linken Hand, mit dem er gerade das Gebälk gestrichen hatte. 

Dann führte er mich in sein schmuddeliges Arbeitszimmer, und wir haben lange miteinander geplaudert. 

Natürlich war er enttäuscht, daß Sie nicht selbst gekommen sind. ›Ich habe auch kaum erwartet‹, sagte er, ›daß ein so berühmter Mann wie Mr. Sherlock Holmes einem so unmaßgeblichen Individuum wie mir seine volle Aufmerksamkeit schenkt – und schon gar nicht nach meinem schweren finanziellen Verlust.‹

Ich versicherte ihm, daß die finanzielle Frage keine Rolle spiele. ›Nein, natürlich nicht, er betreibt ja die Kunst um der Kunst willen‹, sagte er; ›aber gerade was die künstlerische Seite eines Verbrechens betrifft, gibt es hier einiges, was er hätte studieren können. 

Und die menschliche Natur, Dr. Watson – der elende Undank, der hinter alledem steckt! Wann habe ich ihr jemals eine Bitte abgeschlagen? Ist eine Frau schon jemals so verwöhnt worden? Und dieser junge Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.380
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Mann – er hätte ja mein eigener Sohn sein können. 

Ein und aus ist er bei mir gegangen. Und nun sehen Sie sich an, wie sie mich behandelt haben! Ach, Dr. 

Watson, wir leben in einer schrecklichen, schrecklichen Welt!‹

Eine Stunde oder länger lautete so der Refrain seines Liedes. Anscheinend hatte er von dem heimlichen Liebesverhältnis keine Ahnung gehabt. Sie lebten allein – abgesehen von einer Hausangestellten, die tags-

über kommt und abends um sechs wieder geht. An dem betreffenden Abend hatte der alte Amberley, um seiner Frau eine Freude zu machen, zwei Karten für den zweiten Rang im Theater am Haymarket96 besorgt. Sie habe jedoch im letzten Augenblick über Kopfschmerzen geklagt und wollte nicht mitkommen. 

Daraufhin sei er alleine gegangen. An dieser Tatsache scheint es keinen Zweifel zu geben, denn er zeigte mir die unbenutzte Eintrittskarte seiner Frau.«

»Das ist bemerkenswert – höchst bemerkenswert«, sagte Holmes, der sich immer mehr für den Fall zu interessieren schien. »Fahren Sie bitte fort, Watson. Ich finde Ihren Bericht überaus fesselnd. Haben Sie diese Eintrittskarte persönlich überprüft und sich dabei vielleicht gar die Platznummer gemerkt?«

»Zufälligerweise ja«, versetzte ich nicht ohne Stolz. 

»Sie entspricht nämlich ausgerechnet meiner ehemaligen Spindnummer in der Schule, einunddreißig; des-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.381
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wegen habe ich sie im Kopf behalten.«

»Ausgezeichnet, Watson! Demnach saß er entweder auf Platz dreißig oder zweiunddreißig.«

»Ganz recht«, antwortete ich etwas verwundert. 

»Und zwar in Reihe B.«

»Das ist äußerst befriedigend. Was hat er Ihnen sonst noch erzählt?«

»Er zeigte mir seine sogenannte ›Stahlkammer‹. Es handelt sich tatsächlich um eine Stahlkammer – wie bei einer Bank –, mit Eisentür und eisernen Fensterlä-

den – einbruchsicher, wie er behauptete. Wie auch immer, die Frau scheint einen Zweitschlüssel zu besitzen, und die beiden haben Bargeld und Effekten im Wert von ungefähr siebentausend Pfund mitgehen lassen.«

»Effekten! Wie sollten sie die denn loswerden?«

»Er sagte, er habe der Polizei eine Liste davon gegeben – in der Hoffnung, daß sie sich dann nicht verkaufen lassen. Gegen Mitternacht sei er vom Theater zurückgekehrt und habe den Raum ausgeplündert vorgefunden: Tür und Fenster hätten offengestanden, und die Flüchtigen seien auf und davon gewesen. Sie haben weder Brief noch Nachricht hinterlassen; seither hat er nichts mehr von ihnen gehört. Er hat dann sofort die Polizei alarmiert.«

Holmes grübelte einige Minuten lang nach. 

»Sie sagen, er sei gerade beim Anstreichen gewe-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.382
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sen. Was hat er denn angestrichen?«

»Den Flur. Tür und Holzteile des Raumes, von dem ich gesprochen habe, waren bereits fertig.«

»Kommt Ihnen eine solche Beschäftigung unter den gegebenen Umständen nicht merkwürdig vor?«

»›Man muß sich mit irgend etwas beschäftigen, um sich vom Kummer abzulenken.‹ So lautete seine Er-klärung dazu. Zweifellos etwas exzentrisch – aber er ist ja auch offenkundig ein Exzentriker. In meinem Beisein hat er eine Photographie seiner Frau zerfetzt –

wie ein Rasender, in einer leidenschaftlichen Aufwallung. ›Ich will ihr verdammtes Gesicht nie wieder sehen‹, schrie er.«

»Sonst noch etwas, Watson?«

»Ja, und zwar etwas, was ich erstaunlicher fand als alles andere. Ich war zur Blackheath Station gefahren und eben in den Zug gestiegen, als ich im Augenblick, da er anfuhr, einen Mann ins Nachbarabteil huschen sah. Sie wissen, ich habe für Gesichter ein scharfes Auge, Holmes. Es handelte sich unzweifelhaft um den hochgewachsenen, dunkelhaarigen Mann, den ich auf der Straße angesprochen hatte. Ich sah ihn dann noch einmal an der London Bridge; danach habe ich ihn in der Menge aus den Augen verloren. Aber ich bin sicher, daß er mich verfolgt hat.«

»Ohne Zweifel! Ohne Zweifel!« sagte Holmes. 

»Ein hochgewachsener, dunkelhaariger Mann mit dik-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.383
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kem Schnauzbart, sagen Sie – und mit einer graugetönten Sonnenbrille?«

»Holmes, Sie sind ein Hexenmeister. Davon habe ich doch gar nichts erwähnt! Er trug tatsächlich eine graugetönte Sonnenbrille.«

»Und eine Freimaurer-Krawattennadel?«

»Holmes!«

»Ein Kinderspiel, mein lieber Watson. Aber lassen Sie uns zum Praktischen kommen. Ich muß zugeben, daß dieser Fall, der mir so lächerlich einfach erschien, daß ich ihn kaum meiner Aufmerksamkeit wert fand, plötzlich ganz andere Züge annimmt. Sie haben bei Ihrer Mission zwar alles von Bedeutung außer acht gelassen; aber selbst das wenige, das sich Ihnen aufgedrängt hat, gibt Anlaß zu ernsthaftem Nachdenken.«

»Was habe ich denn außer acht gelassen?«

»Nun seien Sie nicht gleich gekränkt, mein lieber Freund. Sie wissen doch, ich meine das ganz und gar nicht persönlich. Niemand hätte es besser gemacht –

mancher wahrscheinlich schlechter. Aber einige überaus wichtige Einzelheiten haben Sie offenkundig außer acht gelassen: Was halten die Nachbarn von diesem Amberley und seiner Frau? Das wäre zweifellos von Belang. Wie sieht es mit Dr. Ernest aus? Ist er tatsächlich ein solcher Schwerenöter? Bei Ihren na-türlichen Vorzügen, Watson, wäre doch jede Lady Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.384
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Ihre Helferin und Komplizin. Wie steht es mit dem Mädchen vom Postamt, oder mit der Frau des Gemü-

sehändlers? Ich könnte mir vorstellen, daß Sie der jungen Lady im  Blue Anchor  luftige Nichtigkeiten zu-flüstern und dafür handfeste Wahrheiten zurückbekommen. All dies haben Sie unterlassen.«

»Es läßt sich ja nachholen.«

»Ist bereits geschehen. In der Regel kann ich die für mich wesentlichen Auskünfte einholen, ohne mein Zimmer zu verlassen – dank dem Telephon und der Hilfe des Yard. In der Tat wird die Geschichte des Mannes durch meine Informationen bestätigt. In seiner Gemeinde steht er im Ruf, nicht nur ein gestrenger und pingeliger Ehemann, sondern auch ein Geizhals zu sein. Daß er in dieser seiner Stahlkammer eine große Summe Geldes gelagert hatte, steht fest. Ebenso, daß dieser junge Dr. Ernest, ein Junggeselle, mit Amberley Schach und mit dessen Frau den verliebten Narren spielte. All dies erscheint vollkommen klar, und man könnte meinen, es gäbe nichts mehr dazu zu sagen – und trotzdem! – Trotzdem!«

»Wo liegt denn die Schwierigkeit?«

»Vielleicht nur in meiner Phantasie. Nun ja, belassen wir es dabei, Watson. Wir wollen dieser ermü-

denden Alltagswelt durch den Seitenausgang der Musik entfleuchen. Heute abend singt die Carina in der Albert Hall, und wir haben noch Zeit, uns umzu-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.385
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ziehen und zu speisen, um uns dann dem Vergnügen zu widmen.«

Am nächsten Morgen war ich beizeiten aus den Federn; doch einige Toastkrümel und zwei leere Eierschalen verrieten mir, daß mein Gefährte noch früher aufgestanden war. Auf dem Tisch fand ich eine hingekritzelte Nachricht. 

LIEBER WATSON, –

ich möchte noch ein oder zwei Punkte im Zusammenhang mit Mr. Josiah Amberley klären. 

Wenn ich das erledigt habe, können wir den Fall zu den Akten legen – oder auch nicht. Ich würde Sie nur bitten, gegen fünfzehn Uhr zur Stelle zu sein, denn ich halte es für möglich, daß ich Sie brauche. 

S.H. 

Den ganzen Tag über bekam ich Holmes nicht zu Gesicht; zur genannten Stunde jedoch kehrte er zurück –

ernst, gedankenverloren und unnahbar. Bei solchen Gelegenheiten tat man klüger daran, ihn in Ruhe zu lassen. 

»War Amberley schon hier?«

»Nein.«

»Ah! Ich erwarte ihn nämlich.«
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Er wurde nicht enttäuscht, denn bald darauf traf der alte Knabe ein – mit einem sehr besorgten und verwirrten Ausdruck auf seinem strengen Gesicht. 

»Ich habe ein Telegramm bekommen, Mr. Holmes, und werde daraus nicht schlau.« Er überreichte es Holmes, und dieser las es laut vor. 

Kommen Sie unverzüglich. Kann Ihnen Informationen über Ihren kürzlichen Verlust geben. –

ELMAN. Pfarramt. 

»Aufgegeben um vierzehn Uhr zehn in Little Purlington«, sagte Holmes. »Little Purlington liegt in Essex, glaube ich, nicht weit von Frinton. Tja, da sollten Sie natürlich sofort aufbrechen. Das stammt offensichtlich vom Ortspfarrer, also einer vertrauenswürdigen Person. Wo ist mein Kirchen-Adreßbuch? Ja, hier hätten wir ihn: J.C. Elman, M.A.97, Pfarrei von Mossmoor und Little Purlington. Suchen Sie doch mal die Zugverbindung heraus, Watson.«

»Es gibt eine um siebzehn Uhr zwanzig ab Liverpool Street98.«

»Ausgezeichnet. Am besten, Sie begleiten ihn, Watson. Möglicherweise braucht er Hilfe oder Rat. 

Offensichtlich sind wir bei dieser Sache an einem Wendepunkt angelangt.«

Unser Klient schien jedoch keineswegs erpicht dar-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.387
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auf, aufzubrechen. 

»Das ist doch vollkommen sinnlos, Mr. Holmes«, sagte er. »Was kann denn dieser Mann von den Ereignissen schon wissen? Es wäre reine Zeit- und Geldverschwendung.«

»Er hätte Ihnen wohl nicht telegraphiert, wenn er nicht irgend etwas wüßte. Sie sollten ihm sofort kabeln, daß Sie kommen.«

»Ich glaube, nicht, daß ich fahren werde.«

Holmes setzte seine strengste Miene auf. 

»Es würde den denkbar schlechtesten Eindruck sowohl auf mich als auch auf die Polizei machen, wenn Sie sich weigern sollten, einem so offenkundigen Anhaltspunkt nachzugehen. Wir könnten dann nämlich zu der Ansicht gelangen, daß Sie an dieser Untersuchung gar nicht ernstlich interessiert sind.«

Diese Unterstellung schien unseren Klienten zu erschrecken. 

»Je nun, wenn Sie es so sehen, fahre ich natürlich«, sagte er. »Auf den ersten Blick kommt es mir jedenfalls absurd vor zu glauben, daß dieser Pfarrer irgendwas weiß; aber wenn Sie meinen ...«

»Allerdings meine ich«, sagte Holmes mit Nachdruck; und somit wurden wir auf die Reise geschickt. 

Ehe wir hinausgingen, nahm Holmes mich beiseite und erteilte mir noch einen Rat – was zeigte, daß er die Angelegenheit für wichtig erachtete. »Sie müssen Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.388
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auf jeden Fall dafür sorgen, daß er auch wirklich fährt«, sagte er. »Sollte er sich davonmachen oder umkehren, suchen Sie das nächste Fernsprechamt auf und geben ein einziges Wort durch: ›Ausgebüchst‹. 

Ich werde hier Vorkehrungen treffen, daß diese Nachricht mir auch zukommt – ganz gleich, wo ich mich aufhalte.«

Little Purlington ist keine leicht zu erreichende Ortschaft, da sie an einer Nebenlinie liegt. Ich knüpfe keine angenehmen Erinnerungen an die Reise, denn es herrschte Hitze, der Zug fuhr langsam, und mein Begleiter war verdrießlich und schweigsam; er sprach so gut wie gar nichts – nur gelegentlich machte er eine hämische Bemerkung über die Fruchtlosigkeit unseres Unterfangens. Als wir schließlich den kleinen Bahnhof erreichten, stand uns noch eine zwei Meilen weite Fahrt bevor, ehe wir am Pfarramt eintrafen, wo uns ein dicker, würdevoller, ziemlich pompöser Geistlicher in seinem Arbeitszimmer empfing. Vor ihm lag unser Telegramm. 

»Nun, Gentlemen«, fragte er, »was kann ich für Sie tun?«

»Wir sind auf Ihr Telegramm hin gekommen«, er-klärte ich. 

»Mein Telegramm! Ich habe kein Telegramm aufgegeben.«

»Ich meine das Telegramm, das Sie an Mr. Josiah Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.389
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Amberley geschickt haben – wegen seiner Frau und seines Geldes.«

»Wenn das ein Scherz sein soll, Sir, dann ist es ein sehr fragwürdiger«, sagte der Pfarrer ärgerlich. »Ich habe von dem erwähnten Gentleman noch nie gehört und auch niemandem ein Telegramm geschickt.«

Unser Klient und ich sahen einander verblüfft an. 

»Vielleicht handelt es sich um ein Versehen«, sagte ich; »gibt es hier womöglich zwei Pfarrämter? Hier ist das Telegramm, mit der Unterschrift ›Elman‹ und dem Pfarramt als Absender.«

»Es gibt hier nur ein Pfarramt, Sir, und auch nur einen Pfarrer; dieses Telegramm ist ein skandalöser Schwindel, dessen Herkunft die Polizei mit Sicherheit ermitteln wird. Einstweilen sehe ich jedoch keinerlei Sinn darin, dieses Gespräch fortzusetzen.«

Damit befanden Mr. Amberley und ich uns wieder auf der Straße – in einem Ort, der mir wie das primi-tivste Dorf in ganz England vorkam. Wir begaben uns zum Telegraphenamt, aber es hatte bereits geschlossen. Der kleine Gasthof  Railway Arms  verfugte jedoch über ein Telephon, und mit dessen Hilfe nahm ich Verbindung mit Holmes auf, der unsere Verblüffung über das Resultat unserer Reise teilte. 

»Äußerst eigenartig!« sagte die ferne Stimme. 

»Höchst bemerkenswert! Ich fürchte sehr, mein lieber Watson, heute abend fährt kein Zug mehr zurück. Ich Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.390
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habe Sie also unwissentlich zu den Schrecknissen eines ländlichen Gasthofes verdammt. Trotzdem, Ihnen bleibt ja immer noch die Natur, Watson – die Natur und Josiah Amberly; mit beiden können Sie nun enge Gemeinschaft pflegen.« Ich vernahm noch sein trockenes Kichern, als er wieder einhängte. 

Es stellte sich bald heraus, daß mein Begleiter nicht zu Unrecht im Ruf eines Geizhalses stand. Er hatte bereits über die Reisekosten gemurrt und darauf bestanden, dritter Klasse zu fahren; nun erhob er lauthals Einwände gegen die Hotelrechnung. Am nächsten Morgen, als wir endlich in London eintrafen, ließ sich schwer entscheiden, wer von uns beiden bei schlechterer Laune war. 

»Am besten, Sie schauen unterwegs in der Baker Street vorbei«, sagte ich. »Vielleicht hat Mr. Holmes ein paar neue Instruktionen.«

»Wenn sie nicht mehr wert sind als die letzten, dann nützen sie mir nicht viel«, sagte Amberley mit feindseligem Blick. Nichtsdestoweniger begleitete er mich. Ich hatte Holmes telegraphisch über die Stunde unserer Ankunft unterrichtet; wir fanden jedoch eine Nachricht vor, daß er in Lewisham sei und uns dort erwarte. Das war eine Überraschung; aber eine noch größere war, daß wir ihn im Wohnzimmer unseres Klienten nicht all eine antrafen. Neben ihm saß ein streng blickender, unbeteiligt wirkender Mann mit Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.391
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dunklen Haaren und graugetönter Brille; aus seiner Krawatte lugte eine dicke Freimaurer-Nadel hervor. 

»Das ist mein Freund Mr. Barker«, sagte Holmes. 

»Auch er hat sich für Ihren Fall interessiert, Mr. Josiah Amberley, obwohl wir bislang voneinander unabhängig gearbeitet haben. Aber wir hätten Ihnen beide die gleiche Frage zu stellen!«

Mr. Amberley ließ sich schwer auf einen Stuhl fallen. Er witterte Gefahr. Das las ich in seinem starren Blick und seiner zuckenden Miene. 

»Was denn für eine Frage, Mr. Holmes?«

»Nur diese: Was haben Sie mit den Leichen gemacht?«

Der Mann fuhr mit einem heiseren Schrei hoch und griff mit den knochigen Händen in die Luft. Sein Mund stand offen, und für den Augenblick wirkte er wie ein schrecklicher Raubvogel. Blitzartig konnten wir einen Blick auf den wahren Josiah Amberley erhaschen, einen mißgestalteten Dämon, dessen Seele ebenso entstellt war wie sein Körper. Als er in seinen Stuhl zurückfiel, fuhr er mit der Hand an die Lippen –

als ob er einen Huster unterdrücken wolle. Holmes sprang ihm wie ein Tiger an die Kehle und drehte sein Gesicht zum Boden, worauf dem keuchenden Mund ein weißes Kügelchen entfiel. 

»Keine Kurzschlüsse, Josiah Amberley. Alles muß in Würde und Ordnung geschehen99. Wie sieht's aus, Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.392
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Barker?«

»An der Tür steht mein Wagen«, sagte unser wort-karger Gefährte. 

»Zur Wache sind es nur ein paar hundert Yards. 

Wir gehen zusammen. Sie bleiben bitte hier, Watson. 

Ich bin in einer halben Stunde zurück.«

In dem mächtigen Leib des alten Farbenhändlers steckten die Kräfte eines Löwen; doch den beiden im Zupacken erfahrenen Männern war er nicht gewachsen. Sich windend und drehend wurde er zu dem wartenden Wagen gezerrt, und mich überließ man meiner einsamen Nachtwache in diesem Haus des Unheils. 

Holmes kehrte jedoch schon vor der genannten Zeit zurück – in Begleitung eines schneidigen jungen Polizeiinspektors. 

»Ich habe es Barker überlassen, sich um die Formalitäten zu kümmern«, sagte Holmes. »Sie haben Barker noch nicht gekannt, Watson. Er ist mein erbitterter Rivale auf der Surrey-Seite100. Als Sie einen hochgewachsenen, dunkelhaarigen Mann erwähnten, fiel es mir nicht schwer, das Bild zu vervollständigen. 

Er hat schon ein paar sauber gelöste Fälle vorzuweisen, nicht wahr, Inspektor?«

»Er hat sich in der Tat ein paarmal eingemischt«, antwortete der Inspektor zurückhaltend. 

»Seine Methoden sind zweifellos irregulär – wie Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.393
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die meinen auch. Aber gerade deshalb sind sie manchmal nützlich. Sie zum Beispiel, mit Ihrem obligatori-schen Hinweis, daß alles, was er sagt, gegen ihn verwendet werden kann, hätten es nie geschafft, den Schurken zu diesem Quasi-Geständnis zu verleiten.«

»Wahrscheinlich nicht. Aber wir kommen trotzdem zum Ziel, Mr. Holmes. Glauben Sie bloß nicht, wir hätten uns keine eigenen Ansichten zu diesem Fall gebildet und wären nicht imstande gewesen, unseren Mann zu schnappen! Sie dürfen uns nicht übelnehmen, daß wir sauer sind, wenn Sie sich mit Methoden, die wir nicht anwenden dürfen, dazwischendrängeln und uns damit unserer Verdienste berauben.«

»Einen solchen Raub wird es nicht geben, MacKinnon. Ich versichere Ihnen, daß ich mich von nun an aus dem Fall zurückziehe; und was Barker betrifft, so hat er bisher nur getan, was ich ihm aufgetragen habe.«

Der Inspektor schien außerordentlich erleichtert. 

»Das ist sehr anständig von Ihnen, Mr. Holmes. 

Lob oder Tadel können  Ihnen  ja nur wenig bedeuten; aber für uns sieht die Sache ganz anders aus, wenn die Zeitungen erst mal anfangen, Fragen zu stellen.«

»Ganz recht. Und das werden sie mit Sicherheit tun; daher wäre es von Vorteil, Antworten parat zu haben. Was würden Sie denn zum Beispiel sagen, wenn der intelligente und zupackende Reporter Sie Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.394
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nach den Indizien fragt, auf die sich Ihr Verdacht gründete und anhand deren Sie sich schließlich Ge-wißheit über die wirklichen Fakten verschafften?«

Der Inspektor schaute verwirrt drein. 

»Mir scheint, wir haben noch keine wirklichen Fakten in der Hand, Mr. Holmes. Sie sagen, der Gefangene habe im Beisein von drei Zeugen durch einen Selbstmordversuch praktisch zugegeben, daß er seine Frau und ihren Liebhaber ermordet hat. Was haben Sie denn sonst noch für Fakten?«

»Haben Sie schon eine Hausdurchsuchung angeordnet?«

»Es sind bereits drei Polizisten unterwegs.«

»Dann werden Sie ja das eindeutigste Faktum bald finden. Die Leichen können nicht weit sein. Nehmen Sie sich die Kellerräume und den Garten vor. Es dürf-te nicht lange dauern, die in Frage kommenden Stellen ausfindig zu machen. Das Haus hier ist älter als seine Wasserrohre. Irgendwo muß es einen unbenutzten Brunnen geben. Dort sollten Sie Ihr Glück versuchen.«

»Aber woher haben Sie von dem Verbrechen ge-wußt, und wie wurde es begangen?«

»Ich will Ihnen zuerst vor Augen führen, wie es begangen wurde; danach sollen Sie die Erklärung bekommen, die ich Ihnen und vor allem meinem geduldigen Freund hier schulde – seine Hilfe war in jeder Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.395
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Beziehung unschätzbar. Doch zunächst möchte ich Ihnen einen Einblick in die Mentalität des Täters verschaffen. Sie ist sehr ungewöhnlich – so sehr, daß ich der Ansicht bin, man sollte ihn lieber nach Broad-moor101 bringen statt aufs Schafott. Ihm eignet nämlich in hohem Grade jene Denkungsart, die man eher mit dem Naturell des mittelalterlichen Italieners als mit dem des modernen Briten verbindet. Er war ein elender Geizkragen, der seine Frau mit seiner Knicke-rei dermaßen zermürbte, daß sie eine leichte Beute für jeden Abenteurer darstellte. Ein solcher betrat denn auch die Bühne, in Gestalt dieses schachspielenden Arztes. Amberley spielt ausgezeichnet Schach – ein Wesensmerkmal, Watson, jedes Ränkeschmieds. Wie alle Geizhälse war er eifersüchtig; und seine Eifersucht wurde zur rasenden Manie. Ob zu Recht oder zu Unrecht – er vermutete eine Intrige. Da beschloß er, sich zu rächen, und heckte seine Rache mit diabolischer Schlauheit aus. Kommen Sie mit!«

Holmes geleitete uns durch den Flur – mit einer Sicherheit, als wohne er seit jeher im Haus; dann blieb er an der geöffneten Tür der Stahlkammer stehen. 

»Puh! Was für ein abscheulicher Farbgeruch!« rief der Inspektor. 

»Das war unser erster Anhaltspunkt«, sagte Holmes. »Sie können sich dafür bei Dr. Watson und seiner Beobachtungsgabe bedanken; wiewohl er es ver-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.396
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säumte, die Schlußfolgerung daraus zu ziehen. Mich brachte es auf die richtige Spur. Warum sollte dieser Mann sein Haus zu einem solchen Zeitpunkt mit strengen Düften erfüllen? Offensichtlich, um einen anderen Geruch, den er verheimlichen wollte, zu überdecken – einen weniger harmlosen Geruch, der Verdacht erregen würde. Hinzu kam der Gedanke an einen Raum, wie Sie ihn hier sehen: mit Eisentür und eisernen Fensterläden – ein hermetisch verschlossener Raum. Wenn Sie diese beiden Fakten zusammenfü-

gen, wohin führen sie dann? Dies konnte ich nur feststellen, indem ich mir das Haus persönlich unter die Lupe nahm. Allerdings war ich bereits sicher, daß es sich um einen ernsten Fall handelte; ich hatte nämlich im Theater am Haymarket die Eintrittskarte überprüft – noch einer von Dr. Watsons Volltreffern – und festgestellt, daß in Reihe B des zweiten Ranges weder Platz dreißig noch zweiunddreißig an jenem Abend besetzt waren. Folglich war Amberley gar nicht im Theater gewesen, und sein Alibi fiel ins Wasser. Er hat einen bösen Schnitzer gemacht, als er meinem listigen Freund die Sitznummer seiner Frau zeigte. Nun erhob sich die Frage, wie ich es ermöglichen könnte, das Haus zu durchsuchen. Ich schickte in das entle-genste Dorf, das mir einfiel, einen Agenten und beor-derte meinen Klienten dorthin – zu einem Zeitpunkt, der ihm die Rückkehr am gleichen Tag unmöglich Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.397
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machte. Zur Vermeidung etwelcher Mißgeschicke mußte Dr. Watson ihn begleiten. Den Namen des guten Pfarrers habe ich natürlich meinem Kirchen-Adreßbuch entnommen. Ist Ihnen soweit alles verständlich?«

»Meisterhaft«, sagte der Inspektor ehrfürchtig. 

»Nachdem die Gefahr einer Störung ausgeschlossen war, machte ich mich daran, in das Haus einzubrechen. Die Einbrecherei war schon immer ein Gewerbe, auf das ich mich, wenn mir danach gewesen wäre, hätte verlegen können; ich zweifle kaum daran, daß ich es darin zum Meister gebracht hätte. Nun geben Sie acht, was ich entdeckt habe. Sie sehen doch das Gasrohr, das sich hier an der Fußleiste entlang-zieht? Sehr gut. Es steigt parallel zur Wand nach oben, und dort in der Ecke befindet sich ein Hahn. 

Das Rohr führt in die Stahlkammer, wie Sie sehen, und mündet in dieser Stuckrose in der Deckenmitte, wo es von der Ornamentierung verdeckt wird. Diese Mündung ist ganz offen. Sobald man draußen am Hahn dreht, läßt man Gas in den Raum strömen. 

Wenn Tür und Läden dicht sind und man den Hahn voll aufdreht, gebe ich etwelchen Personen, die in der kleinen Kammer eingeschlossen sind, keine zwei Minuten wachen Bewußtseins mehr. Durch welchen teuflischen Kniff er sie hineingelockt hat, weiß ich nicht; aber nachdem sie sich erst einmal drin befanden, Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.398

Der Farbenhändler im Ruhestand

Doyle-WA Bd. 9, 304

waren sie ihm ausgeliefert auf Gedeih und Verderb.«

Der Inspektor begutachtete interessiert das Rohr. 

»Einer unserer Beamten hat den Gasgeruch erwähnt«, sagte er, »aber da standen Fenster und Tür natürlich offen, und die Farbe – oder ein Teil davon – war schon aufgetragen. Amberley hatte, seiner Aussage zufolge, mit den Malerarbeiten bereits am Vortag begonnen. Aber was passierte als nächstes, Mr. Holmes?«

»Tja, dann ereignete sich ein ziemlich unerwarteter Zwischenfall. Der Morgen dämmerte bereits, und ich schlüpfte eben durchs Fenster der Speisekammer, als ich eine Hand am Kragen spürte und eine Stimme sagte: ›He, du Schuft, was hast du da drin zu suchen?‹

Als es mir gelang, den Kopf zu drehen, blickte ich in die getönten Brillengläser meines Freundes und Rivalen Mr. Barker. Dieses sonderbar zufällige Zusammentreffen machte uns beide lächeln. Anscheinend hatte ihn die Familie von Dr. Ray Ernest beauftragt, einige Nachforschungen anzustellen, und er war wohl ebenfalls zu dem Schluß gekommen, daß an der Sache etwas faul sei. Schon ein paar Tage lang hatte er das Haus beobachtet und Dr. Watson als eine der offensichtlich verdächtigen Personen registriert, die dort hineingegangen waren. Watson konnte er allerdings kaum festhalten; aber als er nun einen Mann aus dem Fenster der Speisekammer klettern sah, war es mit Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.399
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seiner Beherrschung vorbei. Ich habe ihm natürlich berichtet, wie die Dinge standen, und daraufhin haben wir den Fall gemeinsam weiterverfolgt.«

»Warum haben Sie es ihm berichtet und nicht uns?«

»Weil ich die Absicht hatte, diesen kleinen Test durchzuführen, der dann so vortrefflich gelang. Ich fürchte, Sie wären nicht so weit gegangen.«

Der Inspektor lächelte. 

»Nein, vermutlich nicht. Ich habe Sie doch recht verstanden, Mr. Holmes: Sie geben mir Ihr Wort, daß Sie sich aus dem Fall völlig zurückziehen und uns alle Ihre Ergebnisse überlassen?«

»Aber ja, das pflege ich doch ohnehin immer zu tun.«

»Gut, dann danke ich Ihnen im Namen der Polizei. 

So wie Sie es dargestellt haben, scheint es ein klarer Fall zu sein, und wegen der Leichen wird es wohl auch keine großen Schwierigkeiten mehr geben.«

»Ich will Ihnen noch ein grausiges kleines Beweisstück zeigen«, sagte Holmes; »ich bin sicher, Amberley hat es nicht bemerkt. Resultate erzielt man, Inspektor, indem man sich immer wieder in die Situation des anderen versetzt und sich vorstellt, wie man an dessen Stelle handeln würde. Das erfordert zwar ein wenig Phantasie, aber es lohnt sich. Nun denn, nehmen wir einmal an, Sie wären in diesem kleinen Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.400
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Raum eingeschlossen, hätten keine zwei Minuten mehr zu leben, wollten aber mit dem Satan, der Sie von der anderen Seite der Tür aus vermutlich verhöh-nt, noch abrechnen. Was würden Sie tun?«

»Eine Nachricht schreiben.«

»Genau. Sie würden mitteilen wollen, wie Sie gestorben sind. Es auf ein Blatt Papier zu schreiben, hätte keinen Zweck. Das würde er entdecken. Aber auf die Wand – darauf könnte vielleicht einmal ein Blick verharren. Und nun sehen Sie mal her! Direkt über der Fußleiste wurde etwas mit purpurfarbenem Tintenstift hingekritzelt: ›Wir wur ...‹ Das ist alles.«

»Was machen Sie daraus?«

»Nun, es befindet sich nur einen Fuß über dem Boden. Der arme Teufel lag dort bereits im Sterben, als er es geschrieben hat. Noch ehe er es zu Ende bringen konnte, verlor er die Besinnung.«

»Er wollte schreiben: ›Wir wurden ermordet.‹«

»So lese ich es auch. Wenn Sie also bei der Leiche einen Tintenstift finden ...«

»Wir werden darauf achten, darauf können Sie sich verlassen. Aber diese Effekten? Ein Raub hat offensichtlich gar nie stattgefunden. Und doch  besaß  er diese Wertpapiere. Wir haben das nachgeprüft.«

»Sie können sich darauf verlassen, daß er sie an einem sicheren Ort versteckt hat. Wäre die Sache mit dem durchgebrannten Paar erst einmal in die Ge-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.401
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schichte eingegangen, dann wäre er plötzlich mit den Papieren aufgetaucht und hätte verkündet, daß das schuldige Pärchen sich erbarmt und das Diebesgut zu-rückgeschickt habe oder daß es den beiden unterwegs abhanden gekommen sei.«

»Sie scheinen tatsächlich jede Schwierigkeit be-rücksichtigt zu haben«, sagte der Inspektor. »Natürlich,  uns  mußte er wohl hinzuziehen; aber warum er auch noch zu Ihnen gegangen ist, verstehe ich nicht.«

»Reine Wichtigtuerei!« antwortete Holmes. »Er kam sich so schlau vor und war seiner Sache so sicher, daß er sich einbildete, niemand könne ihm etwas anhaben. Jedem mißtrauischen Nachbarn konnte er sagen: ›Sehen Sie doch, welche Schritte ich unternommen habe‹. Ich habe nicht nur die Polizei, sondern sogar Sherlock Holmes konsultiert.«

Der Inspektor lachte. 

»Das ›sogar‹ müssen wir Ihnen wohl durchgehen lassen, Mr. Holmes«, sagte er; »das war nämlich das meisterlichste Stück Arbeit, an das ich mich erinnern kann.«

Ein paar Tage später warf mir mein Freund eine Ausgabe des zweiwöchentlich erscheinenden  North Surrey Observer  zu. Unter einer Reihe flammender Schlagzeilen, die mit »Der Horror von  The Haven«

begannen und mit »Brillante Ermittlungen der Poli-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.402
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zei« endeten, befand sich eine vollgepackte Kolumne, die den ersten zusammenhängenden Bericht über die Affäre gab. Der letzte Absatz ist typisch für den ganzen Artikel. Er lautete wie folgt: Der bemerkenswerte Scharfsinn, mit dem Inspektor MacKinnon aus dem Farbgeruch herlei-tete, daß ein anderer Geruch, zum Beispiel der nach Gas, überdeckt werden sollte; die kühne Folgerung, daß die Stahlkammer auch die To-deskammer sein könnte; sowie die anschließende Durchsuchung des Grundstücks, die zur Entdek-kung der Leichen führte (in einem unbenutzten Brunnen, der geschickt durch eine Hundehütte getarnt war) – all dies sollte in der Kriminalgeschichte als bleibendes Beispiel für die Intelligenz unserer Polizeidetektive weiterleben. 

»Was soll's, MacKinnon ist ein guter Kerl«, sagte Holmes mit nachsichtigem Lächeln. »Sie können die Sache in unser Archiv ablegen, Watson. Eines Tages mag dann die wahre Geschichte erzählt werden.«
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Editorische Notiz

Die vorliegende Neuübersetzung folgt den englischen Standardnachdrucken der Originalausgabe von 1927, The Case-Book of Sherlock Holmes.  Erscheinungsort

& -datum der einzelnen Erzählungen werden in den Anmerkungen gesondert aufgeführt. Die Übersetzung ist vollständig und wortgetreu; kleinere Abweichungen ergaben sich nur in Fällen, wo für bestimmte Begriffe keine deutsche Entsprechung vorliegt: So wurde z.B. aus dem von Holmes so fingerfertig benutzten Crockford  ein »Kirchen-Adreßbuch« oder aus den diversen  Hansoms, Broughams  etc. zumeist ein schlichter »Wagen« – sofern die Beschaffenheit des Gefährts für den Textzusammenhang belanglos ist. 

Unübersetzt übernommen habe ich Begriffe wie  Coroner, Hall  etc., Hausnamen wie  The Gables, The Haven,  Institutionen (z.B.  Berkshire Constabulary) und dergleichen mehr. All dies findet sich (gesetzt es dient dem Textverständnis) in den Anmerkungen er-läutert. – Das Tempus der wörtlichen Rede wurde den Gepflogenheiten im Deutschen behutsam angeglichen. 
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Anmerkungen

1 »Regierungszeit Edwards« – Edward VII., König von England (1901–1910). 

2 »Ich verübte die Tat« – siehe  Das letzte Problem  in Die Memoiren des Sherlock Holmes. 

3 »Coroner« – (von lat.  corona,  Krone); ein ursprünglich den König vertretender Beamter, der die Aufgabe hat, bei Todesfällen, deren Ursache nicht einwandfrei geklärt ist, Ermittlungen anzustellen und das ggf. daraus entstehende Verfahren (kraft Entscheid einer Jury) der nächsthöheren Instanz zu über-antworten. 

4 »vorschnelles Handeln wegzuerklären« – Diese Er-klärungen finden sich in  Das leere Haus (Die Rückkehr des Sherlock Holmes). 

5 »unterschiedlichen Literaturzweigen ... seriöseren literarischen Arbeiten ... ein bißchen im Wege ...« –

Nun, heute sehen wir das ein bißchen anders: Diese unterschiedlichen Zweiglein sind längst verdorrt und bis auf ein paar historische Romane und die Professor-Challenger-Geschichten mit Recht vergessen; dieweil Sherlock Holmes noch immer in schönster Blüte steht. 
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6 »Professor Moriarty ... Colonel Sebastian Moran« –

Zu ersterem findet sich Weiteres-Genaueres in  Die Memoiren des Sherlock Holmes,  S. 273 ff. sowie in Das Tal der Angst,  S. 10 ff. Letzterer spielt eine große Rolle in  Die Rückkehr des Sherlock Holmes, S. 7 ff; außerdem erfahrt man in  Das Tal der Angst, daß er als Stabchef von Professor Moriarty jährlich £

6000,– verdient – »mehr als der Premierminister«. 

7 »Splügenpaß« – Da dieser an der Grenze Schweiz-Italien liegt, ist nicht klar, warum über den »Unfall«

in Prag befunden wurde. 

8 »Khyberpaß« – Paß zwischen der ehemaligen brit. 

Provinz Pandschab und Afghanistan. Er war eine der drei Stellen, an denen die Engländer am 21. November 1878 die Grenze überschritten: der zweite Afghanistan-Krieg (1878–1881) begann. 

9 »Charlie Peace« – Charles Peace, geb. 1832 in Sheffield, war Einbrecher, Mörder, Hochstapler, Schauspieler, Erfinder (u.a. einer Vorrichtung zur Hebung gesunkener Schiffe) – und pflegte seine Gemahlin zu verprügeln. 1879 wurde er wegen Mordes zum Tode verurteilt. 

10 »Wainwright« – Thomas Griffiths Wainwright (1794–1852) war nicht nur Dichter, Maler, Kunstkritiker Kunstsammler

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes und Prosaschriftsteller sondern
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Anmerkungen

Doyle-WA Bd. 9, 309

auch ein Betrüger und Giftmischer. So vergiftete er etwa ein Mädchen, weil dessen zu dick geratene Fesseln seinen Schönheitssinn verletzten. Die Figur des Varney in Bulwer Lyttons  Lucretia  ist ihm nachgebildet; Dickens wurde durch ihn zu der Skizze  Hunted Down  angeregt; und Oscar Wilde widmete ihm einen Essay:  Pen, Pencil and Poison, A Study in Green. 

11 »Parkhurst« – Gefängnis auf der Isle of Wight. 

12 »Lebensstrom des Strand« –  The Strand =  große Straße im Westen Londons, verläuft parallel zur Themse. 

13 »Hung-wu- ... Yung-lo-Zeit« – Hung Wu, eigtl. 

Chu Yüan-Chang (1328–1398), Sohn eines Bauern, lebte als Bettelmönch, ehe er 1368 die Ming-Dynastie begründete. – Yung-lo (1360–1424), Sohn des Vorigen, bestieg 1408 den Kaiserthron. Er machte Peking zur Hauptstadt Chinas. »Tang-ying« – laut der  Encyclopaedia Sherlockiana  der berühmte Leiter der kaiserlichen Porzellan-Brennereien Chinas im 18. Jahrhundert. Blütezeit 1736–1749. 

14 »Sung- und Yüan-Dynastien« – Im 9. und 10. 

Jahrhundert herrschte im Reich der Mitte Uneinigkeit in religiösen Fragen; hinzu kamen Hofränke, derent-wegen sich einzelne Gouverneure seit 906 vom Kaiser unabhängig machten, so daß über fünfzig Jahre lang 5
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Dynastien nebeneinander bestanden. Erst ein energischer General, der 961 den Namen Tai Tsu und den Kaisertitel annahm, stellte die Einheit wieder her und begründete die Sung-Dynastie, die sich drei Jahrhunderte (961–1280) hielt. Das Emporkommen der Mongolen machte dieser Herrschaft ein Ende. Der Enkel Dschingis-Khans, Kublai Khan, unterwarf sich ganz China, Korea, die Mongolei, die Mandschurei, Tibet, Tongking sowie Teile von Awa und begründete die Yüan-Dynastie; sie bestand 88 Jahre (1280–1368). 

15 »echtes Eierschalenporzellan« – ursprünglich in China & Japan, inzwischen auch in Europa fabriziertes, sehr dünnes weißes und rotes Porzellan. Wurde in China bis zur Dünne von Bambuspapier verfertigt. 

16 »Ming-Dynastie« – Chu Yüan-Chang machte sich 1356 zum Herrn von Nanking, von wo aus er das

»Banner der Empörung« von Stadt zu Stadt sandte, so daß von allen Seiten bewaffnete Scharen gegen das von Mongolen besetzte Peking marschierten. Nach Eroberung der Stadt bestieg Chu Yüan-Chang den Kaiserthron und begründete die Ming-Dynastie (1368–1644). Ming-Keramik von dunkelblauer Farbe gab es nie. 

17 »Christie oder Sotheby« – Berühmte Auktionshäuser in London. 
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18 »T'ang-Exemplar« – Die T'ang-Dynastie (T'ang =

König) wurde 620 von T'ai Tsung (600–649) begründet und dauerte bis 907. 

19 »Kaiser Shomu ... Shōsōin bei Nara« – Im Shōsō-

in (= ›Hauptspeicher‹) von Nara, der Hauptstadt der japanischen Provinz Yamato, befinden sich Haushalt-gegenstände des Kaisers Shomu (724–748), die seine Gattin Kamyo 756 dem Daibutsu (›Großer Buddha‹) stiftete. 

20 »Nördliche Wei-Dynastie und ihren Platz in der Geschichte der Töpferkunst« – Im Norden Chinas von T'u-Pa Tao (?–452) begründete Dynastie, die bis 588

dauerte; in dieser Epoche erlebte die Töpferkunst einen Stilwandel: Verwendung fand nunmehr ein mehr gerundetes und höheres Relief. 

21 »Der Sünden Sold« – Holmes zitiert den Römer-brief (6.23) des Apostels Paulus herbei. 

22 »Brougham« – vierrädrige Kutsche; benannt nach dem englischen Staatsmann Henry B. (1779–1868). 

23 »polizeigerichtliche Verhör« – Das »Polizeigericht«  (police-court)  ist ein städtisches oder Bezirksgericht, das kleinere Straftaten berät oder ggf. an das Schwurgericht  (assizes)  weiterleitet. 

24 »Beendigung des Burenkrieges« – Im Sommer Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.409

Anmerkungen

Doyle-WA Bd. 9, 311

1899 verschärfte sich zwischen der britischen Regierung und der Südafrikanischen Republik der Zwist über die politischen Rechte der ›Uitlanders‹ immer mehr (hinzu kamen ganz handfeste Interessen der Briten an den Goldlagern bei Johannesburg). England forderte, daß die Republik die Oberhoheit der britischen Krone anerkenne – die Buren verlangten, daß die Briten ihre Truppen von den Grenzen Transvaals abziehen und alle seit dem 1. Juni 1899 in Südafrika angelangten Streitkräfte zurückziehen sollten. England bezeichnete diese Forderung als undiskutabel; damit war der Krieg erklärt. Am 12. Okt. 1899 rückten die Buren in Natal ein. Nach anfänglichen Erfolgen der Buren brachen die Briten jedoch deren Widerstand, was 1902 zum Frieden von Vereeniging führte; die Südafrikanische Republik verlor ihre Selbständigkeit. – Doyle ging übrigens 1900 freiwillig nach Südafrika und arbeitete als Arzt in einem Militärlazarett. 

Nach seiner Rückkehr nach England veröffentlichte er die von Patriotismus strotzende Schrift  The Great Boer War. 

25 »Imperial Yeomanry« – Freiwillige, berittene Truppe, die (laut Meyers Konversationslexikon, 1907) 1903 aus 35000 Mann bestand. Wer ein eigenes Pferd mitbrachte, erhielt eine Entschädigung von fünf Pfund Sterling. Alljährlich fand eine 14tägige Lagerübung
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statt. 

26 »Träger des Krimkrieg-Viktoria-Kreuzes« – im Original »the Crimean V.C.«: ein von Königin Viktoria (1819–1901) gestifteter Orden für die Helden des Krimkriegs (1853–1856). 

27 »elisabethanisches Fachwerk« – Elisabeth I., Kö-

nigin von England (1558–1603). 

28 »den mein Freund Watson als ›Die Abtei-Schule‹

geschildert hat« – nachzulesen in  Die Rückkehr des Sherlock Holmes,  S. 125 fr. – Offensichtlich hat Holmes die verwendeten Decknamen durcheinandergebracht: Verwickelt in den Fall war nicht der Herzog von Greyminster, wohl aber der sogenannte Herzog von Holdernesse. 

29 »Lord Roberts« – Frederick Sleigh Roberts (1832–1914), brit. Feldmarschall und Oberbefehlsha-ber der brit. Streitkräfte in Südafrika. 

30 »Hunderttausend-Pfund-Diebstahl« – Um den heutigen DM-Wert eines damaligen Pfund-Betrages zu ermitteln, darf man, laut Gisbert Haefs, die jeweilige Ziffer getrost mit dem Faktor 100, wenn nicht 150

multiplizieren. Mehr dazu in den Anmerkungen zu Die Abenteuer des Sherlock Holmes,  S. 358 f. 

31 »So etwas haben wir schon früher einmal verwen-Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.411

Anmerkungen
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det« – und zwar in  Das leere Haus  in  Die Rückkehr des Sherlock Holmes,  S. 7 ff. 

32 »Minories« – Straße in London; benannt nach den

»Sorores Minores«, den Minoriten-Schwestern des Franziskaner-Ordens, die sich 1293 unmittelbar vor den Stadtmauern Londons niederließen. 

33 »C.I.D.« – »The Criminal Investigation Department of Scotland Yard« = Kriminalpolizei. 

34 »Commissionaire« – Mitglied des 1859 gegründeten  Corps of Commissionaires,  einer Organisation, die ehemalige Soldaten mit gutem Leumund als zuverlässige Kuriere, Begleitschutz oder Aufseher vermittelte. 

35 »der Karokönig« – engl.  King of Diamonds,  wörtlich  König der Diamanten. 

36 »dann werde ich aufgrund erhaltener Entschädigung von einer Anzeige absehen.« – im Original »I'll compound a felony.« Diese in der deutschen Rechtsprechung nicht mögliche Verfahrensweise gilt auch in Großbritannien nur bedingt. Sie ist gegeben, wenn die beraubte Partei mit dem ihr bekannten Dieb vereinbart, gegen Erstattung der Diebsbeute auf eine Anzeige zu verzichten. 

37 »Hoffmannsche Barkarole« – Aus dem 2. Akt der Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.412

Anmerkungen

Doyle-WA Bd. 9, 313

Oper »Hoffmanns Erzählungen« von Jacques Offen-bach (1819–1880). 

38 »Harrow« – eine Stadt in Middlesex, heute ein Vorort von London. Nördlich davon liegt das ländliche Harrow Weald. (Siehe auch die Karte S. 253/3 im Sherlock Holmes Handbuch). 

39 »weil mir Dir Geruch mißfallt« – Man fragt sich, was wohl in Dr. Watson gefahren ist. Sherlock Holmes ein Rassist? Da stimmt doch was nicht. Der Sherlock ist D. Martin Dakin geht sogar so weit, die Autorschaft der Geschichte anzuzweifeln. Und in der Tat mutet die Sache höchst seltsam an, zumal Conan Doyle nicht nur mit einem Buch,  The Crime of the Congo (1909), sondern auch mit Vorträgen, offenen Briefen und Zeitungsartikeln vehement gegen die Ausbeutung und Unterdrückung der Schwarzen in Belgisch Kongo gekämpft hatte. 

40 »Postbank« –  The Post Office Savings Bank wurde 1861 von der englischen Post gegründet, um in den unteren Schichten das Sparen zu fördern. 

41 »›Milano‹. ›Luzern‹« – Gepäck aus Rom nach London wurde über die Gotthardroute verschickt. 

42 »Pernambuco« – Küstenstaat in NO-Brasilien; Hauptstadt: Recife. 
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43 » belle dame sans merci« – Es ist nicht ganz ge-klärt, ob Holmes dies Attribut dem Gedichttitel von Alain Chartier (um 1385 bis zwischen 1430 und 1446) oder von John Keats (1795–1821) entnahm. 

44 »wegen erhaltener Entschädigung auf eine Anzeige verzichten« – siehe Anmerkung zu S. 82. 

45 »Verhängnisvolle Reise der  Gloria Scott« – beschrieben in  Die Memoiren des Sherlock Holmes,  S. 

87 ff. 

46 »Krustenechse oder Gila« – Das Gilatier aus der Familie der Krustenechsen lebt in trockenen Gegenden der südwestlichen USA und in Mexiko. Der Biß des bis zu 60 cm langen Tieres vermag selbst Menschen zu töten. 

47 »Lamberley« – zu finden auf der Karte S. 250/1

im  Sherlock Holmes Handbuch. 

48 »Three-Quarter« – Dreiviertelspieler; weiteres zum Rugby in den Anmerkungen zu  Der verschollene Three-Quarter  in  Die Rückkehr des Sherlock Holmes,  S. 391 ff. 

49 »gegnerischen Back« – Watson kann hier sowohl einen »Three-Quarter Back« (s.o.) als auch einen

»Füll Back« (Schlußmann) meinen. 
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50 »Tudor-Schornsteinen« – Der Tudorstil, benannt nach dem englischen Königshaus der Tudors (1483–1603), bezeichnet in der engl. Baukunst die letzte Periode des gotischen Stils. 

51 »Horsham-Platten« – In der Nähe von Horsham wurde eine besonders harte Sorte von Sandstein gebrochen, die sich auch in dünne Platten spalten ließ, die zum Bauen verwendet wurden. 

52 »ein Wappen mit einem Käse und einem Mann« –

Der ursprüngliche Erbauer hieß  Cheeseman =  Käse-mann. 

53 »eine Königin, die eine Wunde aussaugte« – Holmes bezieht sich auf Eleanor, die Gemahlin Edwards des Ersten (1239–1307); angeblich saugte sie ihrem Gatten während einer Kreuzfahrt nach Palästina Gift aus einer Armwunde. 

54 »kurz nach Beendigung des südafrikanischen Krieges« – siehe Anmerkung zu S. 45. 

55 »Topeka« – Hauptstadt des nordamerikanischen Staates Kansas. 

56 »Tyburn Tree« – Bis 1783 der öffentliche Richtplatz Londons, »aus der frühen georgianischen Epoche« – meint die Epoche der englischen Könige George I., II., III. und IV. (1714–1830). 
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57 »Syrakusisch – aus der Blütezeit ... Alexandria-Schule« – Gemeint ist die Zeit, da der östliche Teil Siziliens von den griechischen Tyrannen (Dionysios I. 

& II.) beherrscht wurde (405–344 v. Chr.). – Das alte Alexandria wurde 331 v. Chr. von Alexander dem Großen an der Küste Unterägyptens erbaut. 

58 »Sotheby oder Christie« – siehe Anmerkung zu S. 

35. 

59 »Hans Sloane« – Sir Hans Sloane (1660–1753) begleitete 1687–89 den Herzog von Albemarle nach Jamaika, wurde 1727 Leibarzt des Königs und bald darauf Präsident der Royal Society. Mit seinen Sammlungen wurde 1759 das British Museum begründet. 

Er schrieb: »Catalogus plantarum, quae in insula Ja-maica sponte proveniunt, etc.«

60 »Queen Anne« – Anna Stuart, Königin von England (1702–1714). 

61 »das Wort ›Pflug‹ falsch geschrieben« – In der Annonce stand statt des englischen  plough  das amerikanische  plow. 

62 »Bockwagen« – amerikanisch »buckboard«, ein leichter vierrädriger Pferdewagen. 

63 »artesischer Brunnen« – Brunnen, dessen Wasser durch natürlichen

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes Überdruck von selbst zutage tritt
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64 »Newgate Calendar« – Newgate ist das älteste Ge-fängnis in London. Der Calendar erschien ab 1773

und enthielt Beschreibungen von Leben und Sterben der berühmtesten Insassen. 

65 »unsere Seelen in Geduld fassen« – im Original

»possess our souls in patience«: Sherlock Holmes zitiert hier das Neue Testament, nämlich Lukas 21, 19. 

66 »C.I.D.« – siehe Anmerkung zu S. 77. 

67 »M.D.« =  Medicinae Doctor. 

68 »ehemaliger Angehöriger der indischen Armee« –

soviel bekannt ist, war Watson nie Angehöriger der indischen, wohl aber der britischen Armee in Indien; näheres hierzu im ersten Kapitel von  Eine Studie in Scharlachrot,  S. 9 ff., sowie in den Anmerkungen des betreffenden Bandes, S. 157 f. 

69 »Leichenschau-Kommission« – im Original  coroner's jury:  siehe Anmerkung zu S. 8. 

70 »bei der polizeigerichtlichen Verhandlung« – siehe Anmerkung zu S. 43. 

71 »Tudor ... georgianisch« – siehe Anmerkungen zu S. 126 u. 144. 

72 »an den  Blutbuchen« – nachzulesen in  Die Abenteuer des

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes Sherlock Holmes  S 323 ff
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73 »Camford« – fiktive Stadt; zusammengesetzt aus Cam bridge &  Ox ford. 

74 »E.C.-Stempel« = East-Central-Stempel (Postbe-zirk Londons). 

75 » Excelsior« – lat.; etwa im Sinne von »immer höher hinauf«. Holmes könnte sich allerdings auch auf ein gleichnamiges Gedicht von Henry Wadsworth Longfellow (1807–1882) beziehen, dessen 1. Strophe wie folgt lautet:

 The shades of night were falling fast, As through an Alpine village passed A youth, who bore, 'mid snow and ice, A banner with the strange device Excelsior! 

76 »Anthropoiden« = Menschenaffen (von griech.  ánthropos,  Mensch). 

77 »Überleben der wenigst Tauglichen« – im Original

» survival of the least fit«. Holmes stellt hier im Zusammenhang von Affen und Menschen Charles Darwins berühmte Formulierung auf den Kopf. 1916

hatte sich Conan Doyle erstmals zum Spiritismus bekannt. 

78 »am Südhang der Downs« – Kreidehügelkette, die Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.418
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sich vom Südwesten Hampshires durch West Sussex bis zur Küste von East Sussex bei Eastbourne erstreckt. 

79 »war seinerzeit ein wohlbekannter College-Ruderer« – im Original »was a well-known rowing Blue in his day«. Blue nennt man an den Universitäten von Oxford und Cambridge das Recht eines Studenten, die blaue Universitäts-Sportkleidung zu tragen und damit bei Sportwettkämpfen in den jeweiligen Mannschaften aufzutreten. 

80 »Lewes« – Hauptort der Grafschaft Sussex. 

81 »Leichenschau« – siehe Anmerkung zu S. 8. 

82 »von dem berühmten Forscher J.G. Wood« – Reverend John George Wood (1827–1889) war Verfasser von nahezu 60 Büchern; er war einer der ersten, die an der allgemeinen Verbreitung naturwissen-schaftlicher Studien Anteil hatten. Der vollständige Titel des von Holmes zitierten Werkes lautet:  Out of Doors: A Selection of Original Articles on Practical Natural History. 

83 »South Brixton« – südlicher Stadtteil Londons. 

84 »Coroner« – siehe Anmerkung zu S. 8. 

85 »Wombwell ... Sanger« – Wombwells Wander-Menagerie

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes und der Zirkus von »Lord« George Sanger 6.419
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zählten zu den bekanntesten Show-Attraktionen der damaligen Zeit. 

86 »Allahabad« – Hauptstadt der weiland britisch-indischen Nordwestprovinzen. 

87 »Ihr Diamant hat nur ein einziges Wölkchen« – im Original: »Only one flaw in your diamond«. Als Wolke bezeichnet man eine Ansammlung mikroskopisch kleiner Bläschen oder anderer Einschlüsse in einem Edelstein. 

88 »eine Flasche Montrachet« – ein weißer Burgun-der. 

89 »Verwundeten-Rente« – Dr. Watson wurde während der Afghanistan-Kampagne von einer Jezail-Kugel getroffen; seither bezieht er eine jährliche Verwundeten-Rente. Näheres hierzu in  Eine Studie in Scharlachrot,  S. 9 ff. sowie in den Anmerkungen zu dem betreffenden Band, S. 157 f. 

90 »Newmarket-Heath« – Der Rennplatz von Newmarket. 1634 fand dort das erste Cup-Rennen statt. 

91 »Grand National« – »The Grand National Steeple-chase«: berühmtestes Jagdrennen der Welt; es findet alljährlich auf der Rennbahn von Aintree bei Liverpool statt, führt über 4,855 Meilen (ca. 7200 m) und über 30, zum Teil recht hohe Sprünge. Das Rennen Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.420
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steht in einem zwielichtigen Ruf, da sein schwieriger Kurs jährlich einige Pferde (zuweilen auch Reiter) das Leben kostet. 

92 »Georgs des Vierten« – Georg IV., König von England (1820–1830); laut Meyers Konversationslexikon von 1907 in seiner Jugend »ein Spieler, Verschwender und Wüstling«. 

93 »Harley Street« – eine nach dem engl. Staatsmann Robert Harley (1661–1724) benannte Straße in London, in der berühmte Ärzte wohnen und praktizieren. 

94 »Sache eines Coroners« – siehe Anmerkung S. 8. 

95 »Lewisham« – Vorort im Südosten von London. 

96 »Theater am Haymarket« – Theater in London, er-

öffnet 1720. 

97 »M.A.« =  Magister Artium, Master of Arts. 

98 »siebzehn Uhr zwanzig ab Liverpool Street« –

Hier spielte das Kursbuch Watson offenbar einen Streich: Um die angegebene Uhrzeit gab es keine Zugverbindung – wahrscheinlich deshalb, weil es gar kein Little Purlington gibt. 

99 »Alles muß in Würde und Ordnung geschehen« –

Wieder einmal zitiert Holmes die Bibel herbei; diesmal den 1. Korintherbrief (14.40). 

Arthur Conan Doyle: Sherlock Holmes 6.421
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100 »auf der Surrey-Seite« – gemeint ist der Teil von London, der südlich der Themse liegt. 

101 »Broadmoor« – ein Gefängnis für geisteskranke Verbrecher im Südosten von Berkshire. 

H. W. 
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HowArp GARRIDEB
Konstrukteur von Landwirtschaftsmaschinen

Garbenbinder, Mahdrescher und Gartenpfliige,
Drillmaschinen, Eggen, Karren, Bockwagen
und Geriite aller Art.

Beratung und Kostenvoranschlige bei der Anlage
artesischer Brunnen.

Anfragen bei: Grosvenor Buildings, Aston.
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